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This	volume	 is	dedicated	 to	 the	 remarkable	Maulana	Hasrat	Mohani,	 the	poet-politician
who	 features	 in	 these	 pages,	 who	 lived	 through	 the	 Great	War,	 who	 was	 amongst	 the
earliest	 votaries	 of	 complete	 independence	 for	 India,	 and	who	gave	 the	 enduring	 cry	 of
‘Inquilab	Zindabad!’	to	revolutionaries	the	world	over.



CONTENTS
Introduction

Prose

The	Roots	of	War

Rabindranath	Tagore

The	Weary	Generations

Abdullah	Hussein

She	Had	Said

Chandradhar	Sharma	Guleri

The	Great	War	in	Europe	and	the	Role	of	the	Hyderabad	Imperial	Service	Troops

Lt-Col	Azmatullah	Khan

Unfettered

Kazi	Nazrul	Islam

Reaction	to	Turkish	Politics

Mohamed	Ali

Across	the	Black	Waters

Mulk	Raj	Anand

Jangnama	Europe

Raman	Singh	Chhina

Punjabi	Folk	Songs	on	World	War	I

Amarjit	Chandan

Poetry

The	Gift	of	India

Sarojini	Naidu

Jang-e	Europe	aur	Hindustani

Shibli	Nomani

Watan	ka	Raag

Brij	Narain	Chakbast



Montagu	Reforms

Hasrat	Mohani

Shikast-e	Zindaan	ka	Khwaab

Josh	Malihabadi

From	the	Kulliyat

Akbar	Allahabadi

Tasveer-e	Dard

Muhammad	Iqbal

Angrezi	Zehn	ki	Tezi

Ahmaq	Phaphoondvi

Azadi	ka	Bigul

Zafar	Ali	Khan

Shukriya	Europe

Agha	Hashar	Kashmiri

Bibliography

About	the	Contributors



Introduction
The	 Russo-Japanese	War	 (1904–1905),	 the	 Balkan	Wars	 (in	 1912	 and	 1913),	 the	 First
World	War	(1914–1918)	and	the	developments	on	the	eve	of	and	in	the	aftermath	of	the
Khilafat	 Movement	 (1919–1922)	 had	 a	 profound	 effect	 on	 Indian	 politics	 and,	 by
extension,	 Indian	 literature.	 The	 Japanese	 victory	 over	Russia	was	 seen	 as	 a	 significant
landmark	in	galvanising	the	Asian	nations	against	the	hegemony	of	the	European	powers.
Jawaharlal	Nehru,	in	his	autobiography,	captured	the	excitement	of	those	years:	‘Japanese
victories	stirred	up	my	enthusiasm	and	I	waited	eagerly	for	papers	for	fresh	news	daily…
Nationalistic	ideas	filled	my	mind.	I	mused	of	Indian	freedom	and	Asiatic	freedom	from
the	thralldom	of	Europe.’1

The	Japanese	victory	inspired	Asian	leaders	and	stiffened	their	resolve	to	end	colonial
domination.	In	India,	the	extremists	led	by	Bal	Gangadhar	Tilak2	felt	vindicated,	for	they
had	 all	 along	 rejected	 the	 politics	 of	 mendicancy	 or	 subservience	 in	 favour	 of	 radical
activism.	 Tilak	 and	 Aurobindo	 Ghose	 began	 to	 challenge	 the	 existing	 Indian	 National
Congress	leadership	with	a	new	ideology	that	combined	Hindu	revivalism	and	a	far	more
militant	 political	 activism	 than	 the	 stalwarts	 within	 the	 Congress,	 India’s	 then-largest
political	party,	had	hitherto	been	used	to.	Content	to	secure	greater	Indian	participation	in
existing	systems	of	governance,	the	Congress	was,	till	then,	an	elitist,	amorphous	sort	of
organisation.

Before	 we	 come	 to	 the	 Great	 War,	 as	 the	 First	 World	 War	 is	 referred	 to	 in
contemporary	 accounts,	 let	 us	 briefly	 look	 at	 some	more	 significant	 events	 in	 the	 years
leading	 up	 to	 it.	 First,	 there	 was	 the	 draconian	 Press	 Act	 of	 1913	 that	 forced	 many	 a
nationalist	 newspaper	 out	 of	 business;	Hasrat	Mohani’s	Urdu-e-Moalla	 and	 the	Tauhid,
which	 had	 their	 security	 deposits	 confiscated	 in	 1913,	Maulana	Abul	Kalam	Azad’s	al-
Hilal	and	Maulana	Mohamed	Ali	Jauhar’s	Comrade	were	forced	to	shut	shop	in	1914.	The
Ali	 brothers	 were	 imprisoned	 in	 1915,	 followed,	 a	 year	 later,	 by	Mohani	 and	Maulana
Azad	 for	writing/publishing	 seditious	material.	All	 this	 came	 directly	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the
Press	Act.	Gagged	and	bound,	the	voices	that	were	beginning	to	call	out	for	freedom	were
methodically	identified	and	the	agitators	silenced,	while	the	British	expended	all	efforts	in
extracting	the	maximum	possible	‘help’	from	India.

Then,	 there	were	 the	 two	Balkan	Wars	and	 their	effects	on	 Indian	writers	and	poets,
especially	in	Urdu.	In	a	rejoinder	to	his	own	famous	poem	Shikwa	(Complaint),	Jawab-e-
Shikwa	(Answer	to	the	Complaint),	Muhammad	Iqbal	wrote:

The	trouble	that	is	raging	in	the	Balkans

Is	a	message	of	awakening	to	the	forgetful

Thou	may’st	think	it	the	means	of	vexing	thy	heart



But	in	reality	it	is	a	test	of	thy	self-sacrifice	and	self-reliance

Why	art	thou	frightened	at	the	neighing	of	the	enemy’s	horse?

Truth’s	light	can	never	be	put	out	by	the	breath	of	the	enemy

Shibli	 Nomani’s	 Hungama-e-Balqaan	 is	 perhaps	 more	 powerful	 because	 it	 is	 more
restrained,	more	aware	of	the	far-reaching	implications	of	the	trouble	in	the	Balkans:

When	decline	has	set	in	over	political	power,

The	name	and	banner	will	stand	how	long?

The	smoke	from	the	burnt	candle	of

A	vanished	assembly	will	rise	how	long?

When	the	sky	has	torn	the	mantle	of	power	to	pieces,

Its	shreds	will	float	in	the	air	how	long?

Gone	is	Morocco,	gone	is	Persia.	We	have	now	to	see

This	helpless	sick	man	of	Turkey	will	live	how	long?

This	tide	of	woe	which	is	advancing	from	the	Balkans,

The	sighs	of	the	oppressed	will	stem	how	long?

Shibli!	Should	you	long	to	migrate,	where	can	you	go	now?

Syria	or	Najd	or	Gyrene	are	sanctuaries	how	long?

Shortly	 thereafter,	 war	 broke	 out	 and	 India	 found	 itself	 drawn	 into	 it	 without	 fully
comprehending	 its	 consequences.	 The	 Viceroy	 of	 India,	 Lord	 Hardinge,	 declared	 that
India	also	was	at	war,	without	consulting	any	Indian	political	leaders.	The	news	of	the	war
was	 received	 enthusiastically	 not	 just	 by	 the	 native	 princes	 but	 ironically	 also	 by	 the
political	bourgeoisie	and	educated	middle	classes	who	were	quick	 to	pledge	 loyalty	and
support.	The	only	pockets	of	resistance	were	offered	by	the	Ghadar	Party,	settled	mostly	in
North	 America	 and	 Canada,	 and	 by	 scattered	 groups	 of	 emigres	 and	 political
revolutionaries	 who	 came	 together	 to	 form	 the	 so-called	 Berlin	 Indian	 Independence
Committee.	 Initially,	 the	 war	 did	 not	 affect	most	 of	 India	 save	 for	 sporadic	 food	 riots,
occasional	skirmishes	and	moderate	nationalist	demands,	which	rose	to	a	crescendo	only
by	1918.	There	were,	of	course,	stories	of	bereavement,	of	women	being	left	alone	as	their
men	went	 to	 battle,	 especially	 in	Punjab,	 but	 they	 did	 not	 impinge	 on	 the	 larger	 Indian
consciousness	in	the	early	days.

When	 Turkey	 entered	 the	 fray	 on	 28	 October	 1914	 on	 the	 German	 side,	 Indian
Muslims	 found	 themselves	 on	 the	 horns	 of	 a	 dilemma.	 On	 14	 November	 1914,	 in
Constantinople,	 the	 Ottoman	 government,	 in	 the	 name	 of	 Sultan	 Mehmed	 V,	 issued	 a
fatwa	against	the	Western	nations,	including	Britain,	France	and	Russia.	What	were	Indian



Muslims	to	do?	Should	they	continue	to	serve	under	the	British	as	loyal	subjects?	Should
they	fight	 their	religious	brethren?	It	was	a	tightrope	walk	between	loyalty	and	religious
duty,	between	need	and	opportunity.	On	 the	one	hand,	 Indian	Muslims	hated	 the	British
for	the	role	they	had	played	in	dismantling	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	resentment	had	been
brewing	for	the	Balkan	Wars;	on	the	other	hand,	they	were	willing	to	be	seduced	by	the
promises	held	out	by	the	British	in	return	for	their	support	on	the	Allied	warfront	as	the
war	dragged	on.3	Meanwhile,	Sharif	Husain,	the	Emir	of	Mecca,	proclaimed	himself	to	be
the	 king	 of	 Hejaz	 on	 10	 June	 1916.	 But,	 by	 virtue	 of	 a	 Machiavellian	 treaty	 signed
between	Britain	and	the	House	of	Saud,	Ibn	al-Saud	(a	rival	tribesman)	was	recognised	by
the	 former	 as	 independent	 sovereign	 of	 Najd,	 al-Hisa,	 Qatif	 and	 Jubayl.	 The	 British
increasingly	began	to	have	a	presence	in	the	Middle	East,	given	their	virtual	monopoly	of
the	 steamer	 ships	 carrying	 pilgrims	 from	 all	 over	 South	Asia	 to	 the	Hejaz	 as	well	 as	 a
stranglehold	on	trade	and	commerce.

As	 the	Great	War	raged	 in	Europe,	several	events	were	unfolding	 in	India.	Of	 these,
Mahatma	 Gandhi’s	 return	 to	 India	 from	 South	 Africa	 in	 1915	 is	 important.	 So	 is	 the
Lucknow	 Pact	 of	 1916	 between	 the	 Congress	 and	 the	 Muslim	 League	 that	 promised
separate	electorates	for	Muslims.	Due	mention	must	also	be	made	of	a	rising	anti-British
sentiment	among	Indian	Muslims	caused	by	a	multiplicity	of	factors	—	a	lingering	anger
over	 the	 way	 they	 had	 been	 singled	 out	 for	 reprisals	 after	 the	 Revolt	 of	 1857;	 British
support	 to	 the	 Balkan	 Christians;	 the	 Cawnpore	 Mosque	 incident	 of	 1913;	 the	 rise	 of
populist	 leaders	 such	 as	 Jamaluddin	 Afghani	 who	 encouraged	 jihad	 against	 Western
domination;	 greater	 contact	 between	 Indian	 Muslim	 leaders	 and	 revolutionaries	 in
countries	 such	as	 Iraq,	Egypt,	Syria	 and	Turkey;	 and,	most	 significantly,	 the	 role	of	 the
Deoband	ulama	such	as	Maulana	Mahmud	al-Hasan	who	were	preaching	active	resistance
to	 British	 rule	 not	 just	 in	 India	 but	 in	 distant	 corners	 of	 the	 world.	 Like	 Afghani,	 the
learned	men	at	Deoband	were	advocating	the	principle	of	ijtihad	to	conclude	that	British
India	was	Dar-ul	Harb	(literally,	house	or	abode	of	war	but	used	to	mean	enemy	territory
as	opposed	to	Dar-ul	Islam)	and	that	jihad	was	therefore	necessary	and	justified.	A	group
with	direct	 links	to	the	radical	elements	in	Deoband,	 led	by	Maulana	Obaidullah	Sindhi,
reached	Kabul	 in	1915	and	began	 to	mobilise	 support	 for	 anti-British	activities.	Several
others,	 such	 as	 Barkatullah	 Firaq	 and	 Raja	 Mahendra	 Pratap,	 set	 up	 a	 Provisional
Government	 of	 India	 in	 Kabul.	 Yet	 another	 group,	 led	 by	 the	 Khairi	 brothers,	 was
operating	 from	 Constantinople	 and	 fomenting	 violent	 uprisings	 against	 the	 British
government	 in	 India	 with	 the	 active	 support	 of	 German	 and	 Turkish	 governments.	 In
London,	educated	Indian	Muslims	from	feudal	 families,	such	as	Mushir	Husain	Qidwai,
were	 drawing	 parallels	 between	 Islam	 and	 Socialism,	 and	 enamoured	 by	 the	 revolution
brewing	in	Russia,	making	overtures	to	the	Bolsheviks.4

By	the	time	the	war	ended,	the	Montagu-Chelmsford	Reforms	were	introduced	by	the
British	 Government	 in	 India	 in	 1919	 with	 the	 intention	 of	 gradually	 introducing	 self-
governing	 institutions.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 there	 was	 the	 infamous	 Rowlatt	 Act,	 a	 law



passed	 by	 the	 imperial	 government	 in	 March.	 By	 indefinitely	 extending	 emergency
measures	 (under	 the	Defence	 of	 India	 Regulations	Act)	 enacted	 during	 the	 First	World
War,	ostensibly	 to	control	public	unrest	and	root	out	conspiracy,	 this	piece	of	 legislation
effectively	authorised	the	government	to	imprison,	without	trial,	any	person	suspected	of
terrorist	 activities.	Anything	 that	 smacked	of	 revolutionary	 activities	 could	be	punished.
The	Rowlatt	Act	caused	widespread	outrage	among	both	Hindus	and	Muslims	and	lead	to
the	first	satyagraha	under	Gandhi’s	leadership	on	6	April	1919.	On	10	April,	two	Congress
leaders	were	arrested	in	Amritsar	—	Satya	Pal	and	Saifuddin	Kitchlew	—	culminating	in
the	worst	bloodbath	the	country	had	yet	known:	the	Jallianwala	Bagh	massacre	three	days
later.	 By	 1919,	 the	 pan-Islamic	 ferment	 had	 also	 reached	 a	 crescendo	 with	 the
establishment	of	the	Central	Khilafat	Committee.	Gandhi	had	been	convinced	by	the	Ali
brothers	that	the	Caliphate	was	a	cause	dearer	than	life	to	Indian	Muslims	and	for	the	next
four	years,	 the	Khilafat	Movement	 raged	across	 India	 like	a	 tornado,	becoming	 the	 first
revolutionary	 mass	 movement	 of	 Indian	 Muslims.	 The	 peasants	 who	 had	 given
wholehearted	support	to	the	Non-Cooperation	and	Khilafat	Movements	had	done	so	more
out	 of	 a	 sense	 of	 impending	 freedom,	 a	 release	 from	 the	 yoke	 of	 crushing	 poverty	 and
oppression	rather	than	any	real	understanding	of	the	geopolitics	of	distant	Turkey	or	even
any	sense	of	real	allegiance	—	spiritual	or	otherwise	—	to	a	remote	Khalifa	or	Caliph.

Several	 poets,	 lost	 in	 the	 veils	 of	 time	 and	 virtually	 unknown	 today,	 made	 important
interventions	in	light	of	all	the	above	incidents.	The	poetry	section	of	this	volume	contains
a	sampling	of	the	socially	conscious,	politically	aware	message	of	the	poets	of	the	times.
Not	all	of	them	are	well-known	today,	nor	is	their	poetry	of	a	high	calibre;	yet,	fragments
of	their	work	have	been	included	here	simply	to	illustrate	the	strong	yearning	for	freedom
in	the	Urdu	poetry	of	the	times.5	Suroor	Jahanabadi	(aka	Durga	Sahai)	lamented	in	a	poem
called	Khak-e-Watan	(The	Dust	of	the	Homeland):

Once	your	flag	of	greatness	was	flying	high

Now	the	sign	of	your	greatness	lies	in	the	dust.

Brij	Narain	Chakbast,	 in	his	poem	also	 called	Khak-e-Watan,	 rued	 the	 fact	 that	hubb-e-
watan	 (love	 for	 the	 country)	 was	 no	 more,	 though	 khak-e-watan	 (dust	 of	 the	 country)
remained	 the	 same.	 In	 an	 open	 letter	 to	Queen	Victoria,	 Sajjad	Hussain	Kakorvi	wrote
with	 sarcasm	 about	 the	 Queen’s	 many	 advisors	 who	 were	 misguiding	 her.	 Hashmi
Faridabadi	 in	Chal	Balkan	Chal	 urged	his	 readers	 to	 go	 to	 the	Balkans,	 if	 they	had	 the
slightest	bit	of	ghairat	 or	 self-respect	 left,	 for	 if	 they	were	 true	momin	 (believers),	 they
must	go	where	they	are	most	needed.	Zafar	Ali	Khan,	in	Mazaalim-e-Punjab	(The	Victims
of	Punjab),	mocked	the	excesses	of	the	British	and	jestingly	praised	the	delights	of	Martial
Law	and	the	brutality	of	men	like	General	Dwyer.	In	Shola-e-Fanoos-e-Hind	(The	Spark
in	the	Chandelier	of	Hind),	he	went	on	to	wish	that	all	the	drops	of	the	martyrs’	blood	may



be	used	to	decorate	the	walls	of	qasr-e-azadi	 (the	fort	of	freedom).	Ehsan	Danish,	 in	his
rousing	 anthem	Tarana-e-Jihad,	 urged	 fellow	Muslims	 to	go	 forth	 (Badhe	 chalo,	 badhe
chalo)	using	the	parameters	of	religion.	In	a	ghazal	written	in	1917,	and	published	in	al-
Nizamiya,	the	journal	from	Lucknow’s	Firangi	Mahal,	Mohani	makes	a	passionate	protest
against	the	British	capture	of	Baghdad	in	March	1917:

Hasrat’s	request	to	the	Shah	of	Jilan6	is	that	Islam	wishes

That	the	fate	of	Baghdad	should	not	have	been	so	decided.

Each	successive	milestone	after	the	period	of	our	study,	that	is,	after	1918	—	the	Rowlatt
Act,	 the	 first	 Non-Cooperation	 Movement,	 Jallianwalla	 Bagh,	 etc.	 —	 produced
voluminous	poetry,	polemics	and	posters.	The	more	virulent	ones	were	proscribed,	some
of	them	being	Rowlatt	Act	ki	Asli	Mansha	(The	Real	Intent	of	the	Rowlatt	Act),	a	sarcastic
attack	 on	 British	 laws	 published	 in	 1919;	Waqia-e-Punjab	 (The	 Incident	 of	 Punjab),	 a
collection	of	poetry,	1920;	and	Watan	ka	Raag	(The	Song	of	the	Homeland),	a	collection
of	poems	on	revolutionary	martyrs	in	1932:

O	Lenin,	Mazzini,	Washington	and	Napoleon,	come	and	see	the	future	of	India’s	heroes7

All	 these	 themes	expressed	by	 the	poets	 and	publicists	of	 the	age	were	 taken	up	by	 the
growing	 numbers	 of	 newspapers,	 journals	 and	 prose	writers	 such	 as	Mehfooz	Ali,	who
wrote	a	humorous	column	in	Mohamed	Ali’s	Hamdard.	Ale	Ahmad	Suroor,	in	an	essay	on
humour	and	satire	commenting	on	the	proliferation	of	newspapers	and	journals	during	the
period	 between	 the	 two	wars,	 writes:	 ‘Q.A.	Ghaffar,	 a	 journalist	 shaped	 by	 the	 Balkan
War,	 the	 First	 World	 War	 and	 the	 Khilafat	 and	 Non-Cooperation	 Movement,	 gave	 us
Naqsh-i-Firang,	 a	 satirical	 account	 of	 the	 mission	 that	 failed.	 It	 is	 poor	 reportage	 but
delightful	writing.’8	A	number	of	newspapers	were	launched	to	voice	the	sentiments	of	the
people,	notably	the	al-Hilal	from	Calcutta	(1912–1915	and	again	in	1927),	Zamindar	from
Lahore	and	Comrade	from	Delhi.	A	great	many	of	them	were	in	Urdu	because	it	was	the
lingua	franca	and	read	by	Hindus,	Sikhs	and	Muslims	alike.	That	also	explains	the	greater
references	to	Urdu	texts	in	this	collection.

Coming	now	to	the	poems	chosen	for	this	section,	there	is	Sarojini	Naidu’s	jewel-like	The
Gift	 of	 India.	 It	 talks	 with	 eloquence	 and	 passion	 of	 the	 many,	 many	 gifts	 India	 has
bequeathed	to	Britain.	Apart	from	the	‘rich	gifts	of	raiment	or	grain	or	gold’	she	has	given
her	 ‘priceless	 treasures’,	 her	 sons	who	went	marching	 to	 ‘the	 drum-beats	 of	 duty’	who
now,	alas,	 sleep	 in	 forgotten	graves.	For	all	 its	beauty	and	elegant	 turn	of	phrase,	while
Naidu’s	 is	 the	 voice	 of	 a	 loyal	 elitist	 that	 takes	 pride	 in	 the	 idea	 of	 India	 rising	 to	 the
occasion	and	helping	its	benign	masters,	Nomani	shows	us	the	other	side	of	the	coin	in	his
wryly	mocking	Jang-e	Europe	aur	Hindustani	(The	War	in	Europe	and	Indians):

Consumed	with	pride,	a	German	said	to	me:



‘Victory	is	not	easy	but	it	isn’t	impossible	either

The	army	of	Britannia	is	less	than	ten	lakh

And	not	even	prepared	on	top	of	that

As	for	France,	they	are	a	bunch	of	drunks

And	not	even	familiar	with	the	art	of	warfare’

That	the	Urdu	poet	was	not	content	with	mere	high-flying	rhetoric	and	was	rooted	—	and
aware	—	of	immediate	contemporary	realities	becomes	evident	when	Chakbast	in	Watan
ka	Raag	declares:

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

Similarly,	Mohani,	 in	 a	 poem	 called	Montagu	 Reforms,	 is	 scathing	 about	 the	 so-called
reforms,	which	were	mere	kaagaz	ke	phool	(paper	flowers)	with	no	khushboo	(fragrance)
even	for	namesake.	The	poem	ended	with	a	fervent	plea	that	the	people	of	Hind	should	not
be	 taken	 in	 by	 the	 sorcery	 of	 the	 reforms.	 Josh	Malihabadi,	who	 acquired	 his	moniker
shair-e-inquilab	or	the	revolutionary	poet	during	this	period,	talks	with	vim	and	vigour	of
the	 revolution	 that	 is	 nigh,	 a	 revolution	 that	 will	 shake	 the	 foundations	 of	 the	 British
Empire.	The	ever-doubting,	ever-satirical	voice	of	Akbar	Allahabadi,	a	long-time	critic	of
colonial	rule	and	a	new	admirer	of	Gandhi,	shows	us	the	great	inescapable	link	between
commerce	and	Empire	that	Tagore	too	has	alluded	to:

Though	Europe	has	great	capability	to	do	war

Greater	still	is	her	power	to	do	business

They	cannot	install	a	canon	everywhere

But	the	soap	made	by	Pears	is	everywhere

The	 great	 visionary	 poet	 Iqbal,	 who	 is	 at	 his	 most	 active,	 most	 powerful	 during	 these
years,	does	not	make	direct	references	to	actual	events	in	the	war	arena;	nevertheless,	he	is
asking	Indians	to	be	careful,	to	heed	the	signs:

Worry	for	your	homeland,	O	innocents,	trouble	is	brewing

The	portents	of	disaster	awaiting	you	are	written	in	the	skies

Adopting	a	fake	admiring	tone,	Ahmaq	Phaphoondvi	seems	to	be	praising	the	sharpness	of
the	British	brain	 in	Angrezi	Zehn	ki	Tezi,	while	 he’s	 actually	warning	his	 readers	 of	 the
perils	of	being	divided	while	the	British	lord	over	them.	Zafar	Ali	Khan	sounds	an	early,
and	 as	 it	 turns	 out	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 British	 going	 back	 on	 their	 promise	 of	 self-
governance,	 entirely	 premature	 bugle	 of	 freedom.	While	 warning	 his	 fellow	 Indians	 to
change	with	the	changing	winds	that	are	blowing	across	the	country	as	the	war	drags	to	an



end,	he’s	also	pointing	our	attention	to	the	Toadies,	a	dreaded	word	for	subservient	Indians
who	will	gladly	accept	any	crumbs	by	way	of	reforms:

Some	crumbs	have	fallen	from	the	table	of	Britannia

O	Toadies,	go	crawling	on	your	bellies	to	pick	them

In	 the	 end,	 there’s	 Hashar	 Kashmiri	 who,	 in	 a	 sarcastic	 ode	 to	 Europe	 called	 Shukriya
Europe,	 thanks	 it	 for	 turning	 the	world	 into	a	matamkhana	 (mourning	chamber)	and	 for
having	successfully	transformed	the	east	into	an	example	of	hell.

Poets	 and	prose	writers	 are	 known	 to	 react	 differently	 at	 different	 times	 to	 different
events	in	the	world	around	them.	While	there	was	a	great	flowering	of	prose	writings	—
everything	 ranging	 from	 the	novel	 to	 the	 short	 story,	memoir,	 reportage	and	 journalistic
writings	—	on	 the	Partition	 of	 1947	 in	 the	 four	 languages	most	 affected	 by	 it	 (namely,
Urdu,	Hindi,	Punjabi	and	Bengali),	there	was	relatively	little	poetry.	The	Urdu	poet	was,	in
fact,	 virtually	 silent	 compared	 to	 the	voluminous	outpourings	 in	Urdu	 fiction.9	 In	direct
contrast,	I	found	vast	amounts	of	poetry	ranging	from	impeccably	crafted	verses	by	major
contemporary	poets	to	unknown	poems	(many	of	which	were	proscribed	and	are	now	only
to	be	found	in	collections	of	banned	writings	in	archives)	by	anonymous	poets	as	well	as
tranches	of	folk	songs	in	various	dialects	on	the	Great	War.	In	comparison,	there	is	very
little	prose	by	Indian	writers	that	deals	directly	or	even	indirectly	with	the	First	World	War
in	fiction	or	memoir.

The	Great	War	saw	the	service	of	an	estimated	1.3	million	Indians,	of	whom	74,000	never
made	 it	 back	 home.10	 For	 their	 families,	 the	 war	 was	 something	 they	 couldn’t	 quite
understand.	 It	 must	 be	 remembered	 that	 till	 1914,	 there	 was	 only	 a	 nominal	 Indian
presence	in	Europe,	comprising	some	40,000–50,000	Asian	sailors	in	the	British	merchant
navy,	a	handful	of	servants	such	as	the	cook	and	man	Friday	employed	by	Queen	Victoria,
a	smattering	of	students	who	went	up	to	elitist	universities	in	Oxford	and	Cambridge	or	to
take	the	Bar-at-Law	exams.11	It	was	only	with	the	outbreak	of	the	war	in	1914	that	a	new
sort	of	Indian	began	to	cross	the	Suez,	as	tens	of	thousands	of	soldiers	arrived	to	defend
France	and	Belgium	and	patrol	the	sandy	wastes	of	West	Asia	—	from	August	1914	with
the	first	Indian	soldiers	arriving	in	Marseilles	towards	the	end	of	September	1914.	While
there	were	 a	 small	number	of	 educated	 Indians,	 such	as	veterinarians	 and	medics	 and	a
minuscule	number	of	officers	 (mostly	 from	cities	 such	as	Calcutta,	Poona,	Bombay	and
Hyderabad),	the	vast	majority	of	those	serving	in	the	imperial	army	came	from	the	peasant
classes,	with	the	largest	numbers	being	from	Punjab.	Given	the	British	theory	of	martial
races	 that	held	 certain	 races	 and	castes	 to	be	more	war-like	 than	others,	 the	bulk	of	 the
Indian	army	came	from	Punjab,	Nepal,	the	North-West	Frontier	and	the	United	Provinces.
They	 were	 semi-literate,	 and	 in	 many	 cases	 illiterate,	 poor	 and	 marginalised.	 Their



experiences,	 naturally,	 were	 very	 different	 from	 those	 who	 had	 hitherto	 travelled	 from
India.

At	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 war,	 in	 response	 to	 an	 Indian	 ‘revolutionary’	 distributing
‘subversive’	 literature,	 a	 Censors	 Office	 was	 set	 up	 under	 Captain	 E.B.	 Howell	 in
Boulogne	to	censor	Indian	outgoing	as	well	as	 incoming	letters,	both	from	the	front	and
the	hospitals	in	England.	Apart	from	ensuring	no	information	was	leaked	out	to	the	enemy,
the	 censor	 also	 gauged	 the	 morale	 of	 the	 Indian	 soldiers.	 Translated	 excerpts	 of	 the
censored	mails	in	the	India	Office	Records,	housed	at	the	British	Library,	are	an	important
account	 of	 South	 Asian	 soldiers’	 involvement	 in	 the	 war	 and	 document	 their	 fears,
concerns	and	often	harrowing	experiences.12	They	document	how	Indian	soldiers	and	civil
personnel	saw	not	just	the	theatre	of	war	but	also	Britain,	France	and	parts	of	West	Asia;
the	notes	from	the	censors,	on	the	other	hand,	also	give	a	glimpse	of	the	colonial	view	of
the	natives	ranging	from	admiration	and	sympathy	to	suspicion.13

For	 example,	 here’s	 a	 somewhat	 simplistic	 response	 from	 a	 wounded	 soldier
recuperating	 at	 York	 Place	 Hospital,	 written	 on	 10	 November	 1915:	 ‘Government	 has
made	excellent	arrangements	for	the	sick	and	wounded.	There	is	no	trouble	of	any	kind.
We	pass	 our	 days	 in	 joyful	 ease	while	 government	 showers	 benefits	 upon	 us.	We	bless
God	continuously	and	pray	for	his	bounty.’

Another	 soldier,	 writing	 on	 2	 December	 1915,	 offers	 the	 other	 side	 of	 the	 coin,
especially	in	places	like	Kitchener’s	Hospital,	where	Indian	soldiers	were	not	permitted	to
go	 out	 for	 fear	 of	 racial	 intermingling	 and	 especially	 of	 sepoys	 coming	 in	 contact	with
white	women:	‘Alas,	we	are	not	free	to	go	about	at	will.	In	fact,	we	Indians	are	treated	like
prisoners.	On	all	sides	there	is	barbed-wire	and	a	sentry	stands	at	each	door.	Leave	London
out	of	the	question,	we	cannot	even	get	to	see	New	Milton	properly.	If	I	had	known	that
such	a	state	of	affairs	would	exist,	I	would	never	have	come.	If	you	ask	me	the	truth,	I	can
say	that	I	have	never	experienced	such	hardship	in	all	my	life.	True,	we	are	well	fed	and
are	given	plenty	of	clothing,	but	the	essential	thing	—	freedom	—	is	denied.	Convicts	in
India	are	sent	to	Andaman	Islands	but	we	have	found	our	convict	station	here	in	England.’

On	 14	 January	 1915,	 an	 Indian	 soldier	 serving	 in	 France	 gives	 this	 fairly	 accurate
picture	of	 the	 true	state	of	affairs	 to	his	father	 in	his	native	Garhwali:	‘It	 is	very	hard	to
endure	the	bombs,	Father.	It	will	be	difficult	for	anyone	to	survive	and	come	back	safe	and
sound	from	the	war.	The	son	who	is	very	lucky	will	see	his	father	and	mother,	otherwise
who	can	do	 this?	There	 is	no	confidence	of	 survival.	The	bullets	and	cannonballs	come
down	like	snow.	The	mud	is	up	to	a	man’s	middle.	The	distance	between	us	and	the	enemy
is	fifty	paces.	Since	I	have	been	here,	the	enemy	has	remained	in	his	trenches	and	we	in
ours.	Neither	side	has	advanced	at	all.	The	Germans	are	very	cunning.	The	numbers	that
have	fallen	cannot	be	counted.’

Here’s	the	father	of	a	wounded	soldier	writing	from	India,	in	Urdu,	to	a	British	officer:
‘My	son	has	given	full	proof	of	his	loyalty.	He	went	six	or	seven	times	into	action.	Now



he	has	been	wounded.	I	trust	that	your	honour	of	your	kindness	will	have	him	sent	back	to
the	depot,	so	that	he	may	be	well	rubbed	with	oil	&	make	his	appearance	in	the	mosque.
When	he	is	well,	he	can	be	sent	to	train	the	recruits	or	sent	on	recruiting	duty,	if	he	is	able
to	walk.	 I	make	 this	 request	at	 the	 instance	of	his	mother	who	has	been	 ill	and	helpless
since	we	heard	of	his	wound.’

How	 expensive	 everything	 was	 a	 common	 topic	 for	 letters.	 G.R.	 Chowam,	 at	 the
Kitchener	 Indian	General	Hospital	 in	Brighton,	notes	 that	 ‘[u]nlike	 India,	nothing	cheap
can	be	purchased	here’.	Abdul	Said,	a	Punjabi	Muslim,	writing	on	1	November	1915	to
his	 brother	 in	 Jammu,	 comments	 on	 how	expensive	 the	 newspapers	were.	He	 attributes
this	to	the	fact	that	‘everyone	great	and	small	reads	the	papers.	Several	newspapers	come
out	during	the	day’.	But	he’s	also	impressed	by	English	shops,	noting	how	clean	and	tidy
the	butchers’	shops	are	and	how	‘every	shopkeeper	tries	especially	to	keep	his	shop	spick
and	span	and	everything	is	in	perfect	order’.

Khan	 Muhammad,	 40th	 Pathans,	 Brighton	 Hospital,14	 writing	 to	 Niyaz	 Ali	 74th
Punjabis,	 Hong	 Kong	 (Urdu,	 17/05/1915)	 resorts	 to	 allusions:	 ‘And	 there	 is	 an
expenditure,	too	great	for	words,	in	this	country,	of	black	and	red	pepper	(i.e.	Hindustani
and	British	troops).	You	are	wise	and	for	the	rest	you	will	reply	without	fail	to	this	letter.
[…]	The	black	pepper,	which	has	come	from	India	has	all	been	used	up,	and	to	carry	on
with	I	will	(i.e.,	they	will)	now	send	for	more	men,	otherwise	there	would	be	very	little	red
pepper	remaining,	because	the	black	is	hard	and	there	is	plenty	of	it.	And	the	black	pepper
(here)	is	somewhat	less	than	the	red,	and	this	water	is	not	right	without	black	pepper.	Now
you	must	understand,	and	what	you	can	see	with	the	eye,	is	written;	you	must	multiply	it
all	by	forty-five.’

Aware	 of	 censorship,	 a	 soldier	 would	 often	 use	 coded	 or	 euphemistic	 language.	 In
letters	back	home,	many	convey	their	shock	at	the	large	number	of	casualties,	which	led
them,	quite	 rightly,	 to	believe	 that	 they	were	being	used	as	cannon	fodder.	Two	infantry
divisions	of	the	Indian	Corps,	under	the	command	of	Sir	James	Willcocks,	were	virtually
‘fed’	 into	 the	 fighting	 at	 Ypres	 in	 October–November	 1914:	 ‘…suffering	 heavy	 losses
before	 being	 pulled	 out	 of	 the	 line	 to	 rest	 and	 reorganise.	 By	 early	 1915,	 the	 Indian
strength	on	 the	Western	front	had	been	built	up	 to	four	divisions	—	two	of	 infantry	and
two	of	cavalry.	The	Indian	infantry	formed	half	the	attacking	force	at	the	Battle	of	Neuve
Chapelle	on	10-12	March	1915;	the	Lahore	Division	was	badly	mauled	during	the	Second
Battle	of	Ypres	at	the	end	of	April;	and	the	Meerut	Division	made	a	diversionary	attack	at
the	 Battle	 of	 Loos	 in	 September.	 Towards	 the	 end	 of	 1915,	 the	 two	 Indian	 infantry
divisions	were	withdrawn	according	to	some	(disputed)	accounts	because	of	poor	morale
resulting	 from	 heavy	 losses	 and	 an	 uncongenial	 winter	 climate.	 They	 were	 sent	 to
Mesopotamia,	 where	 they	 took	 part	 in	 the	 unsuccessful	 attempts	 to	 relieve	 the	 British-
Indian	garrison	besieged	at	Kut-al-Amara	between	January	and	April	1916,	before	helping
to	capture	Baghdad	the	following	year.	The	cavalry	divisions	stayed	in	France	until	March



1918,	 when	 they	were	withdrawn	 to	 take	 part	 in	 the	 forthcoming	 offensive	 against	 the
Turks	in	Palestine.’15

The	following	table	shows	the	total	number	of	Indians	who	served	in	all	areas	of	the
war	from	1914	to	1918.

Countries
sent	to

Combatants	Indian	officers
and	warrant	officers

Combatants	Indian
other	ranks

Non-
combatants Total

France 1,911 82,974 47,611 132,496

East	Africa 826 33,633 12,477 46,906

Mesopotamia 7,812 287,753 293,152 588,717

Egypt 1,889 94,596 19,674 1,16,159

Gallipoli 90 3,003 1,335 4,428

Salonika 31 3,643 1,264 4,938

Aden 343 15,655 4,245 20,243

Persian	Gulf 615 17,537 11,305 29,457

Total 13,517 538,794 391,003 943,344

Source:	India	Office	Records:	L/Mil/17/5/2383:	Indian	Contribution	to	the	Great	War,	Calcutta,	1923,	pp	96-97

While	the	total	number	of	Indians	here	(943,344)	seems	disputed	by	other	sources,16	there
seems	 no	 disputing	 the	 courage	 of	 the	 Indian	 soldiers	 in	 the	 war	 arenas	 spread	 across
Europe,	the	Mediterranean	and	the	Middle	East.17	South	Asian	soldiers	won	many	awards
for	bravery,	a	total	of	12,908,	including	eleven	Victoria	Crosses,	with	Khudadad	Khan	of
the	 129th	 Duke	 of	 Connaught’s	 Own	 Baluchis	 being	 the	 first	 Indian	 to	 be	 awarded	 a
Victoria	 Cross	 for	 his	 exemplary	 courage	 in	 the	 First	 Battle	 of	 Ypres.18	 That	 this
unprecedented	 show	 of	 valour	 by	 Indian	 soldiers	 remains	 largely	 unsung	 and
unrecognised,	particularly	in	India,	is	perplexing.	While	Britain	has	finally	acknowledged
the	extent	of	the	participation	by	Indian	soldiers	in	a	range	of	public	responses	—	through
books,	media	reports,	photo	exhibitions	—	beginning	in	2014	when	the	centenary	of	the
First	World	War	was	being	observed,	 the	 response	 in	 India	has	been	 tardy.19	 It	must	be
noted	that	the	corpus	of	contemporary	writings	was,	in	the	first	place,	slender.	Not	a	great
deal	was	written	then;	little	has	been	added	over	the	years.	Is	it	because	for	much	of	India
it	 was	 someone	 else’s	 war,	 one	 they	 neither	 understood	 nor	 cared	 for?	 Or,	 given	 the
ambiguity	about	India’s	participation	at	a	time	of	rising	nationalist	consciousness,	amnesia
seems	better	than	remembering?

This	volume,	then,	is	an	attempt	to	redress	an	old	wrong.	It	contains	within	its	pages	a
wide	spectrum	of	voices	and	reflects	a	variety	of	attitudes	among	Indians	of	different	hues.
While	 for	 the	 informed	 Indians,	 the	war	 brought	 vestiges	 of	 loyalty	 to	 the	 Empire	 into



direct	conflict	with	a	 rising	consciousness	 for	 the	great	mass	of	peasantry,	enlistment	 in
the	army	was	due	to	a	combination	of	reasons:	a	steady	income	with	either	a	pension	or	a
grant	 of	 land	 for	 loyalty	 and	 courage,	 upward	mobility	within	 their	 own	 social	 class,	 a
chance	 to	 see	 the	world,	 a	 chance	 to	get	 access	 to	better	 food,	money	and	clothes,	 and,
occasionally,	enforced	enlistment	caused	by	 false	notions	of	 izzat	or	honour.	The	 Indian
response	to	 the	First	World	War	was	complex	and	variegated.	The	collection	of	writings
here	reflects	that	ambiguity.

Beginning	 with	 a	 rejoinder	 to	 an	 editorial	 in	 the	 journal	 Shabujpatro,	 written	 in
December	 1914,	we	 see	 the	Great	War	 in	 an	 unusual	 binary	 provided	 by	Rabindranath
Tagore	who	views	it	as	a	battle	between	soldiers	and	merchants.	Using	the	tropes	of	 the
Indian	caste	 system	and	 the	Kurukshetra	war	described	 in	 the	 Indian	epic	Mahabharata,
the	bard	links	European	mercantile	interests	with	the	expansion	of	the	Empire	in	Asia	and
Africa.	‘Business,’	he	writes,	‘is	now	no	longer	trade	and	commerce:	it	is	now	married	to
the	Empire.	Once,	the	merchant	had	owned	material	things,	now	he	owns	human	beings.
The	 difference	 between	 then	 and	 now	 is	 apparent.	Unlike	 the	 times	when	 the	 king	 and
country	were	one,	the	Empire	builders	are	now	traders	who	indulge	in	import	and	export
in	far	corners	of	the	world.’

This	smorgasbord	of	writings	moves	on	to	an	extract	from	Abdullah	Hussein’s	seminal
novel	The	Weary	Generations.	A	literary	masterpiece	in	modern	Urdu	fiction,	published	in
1963,	it	recreates	the	story	of	Naim	and	Azra	from	starkly	different	backgrounds	yoked	in
a	marriage	that	mirrors	the	union	between	the	British	Empire	and	the	‘jewel	in	its	crown’,
namely	 India;	 an	 uneasy	 marriage	 that	 ends	 in	 estrangement.	 Enlisting	 with	 the	 129th
Baloch,	 Duke	 of	 Connaught’s	 Own,	 Ferozepur	 Brigade,	 Lahore	 Division,	 Naim	 travels
from	his	small	village	by	train	to	Karachi	Harbour	to	board	the	HMS	Weighmouth	to	Aden
then	Cairo,	 thence	 by	 train	 to	Alexandria	 and	upon	once	 again	 embarking	on	 the	HMS
Weighmouth	 to	Marseilles.	 ‘Les	Indiens,’	 the	 French	 say	 to	 one	 another,	 pointing	 to	 the
dark	soldiers.	The	extract	chosen	here,	comprising	all	of	Chapter	Ten	from	the	novel,	is	a
luminous	account	of	Naim’s	experiences	in	Belgium	and	France.	Naim	fights	the	firangi’s
war	in	France,	loses	an	arm,	comes	back	with	a	stump	but	also	a	‘Distinguished	Conduct
Medal,	an	award	of	ten	acres	of	land	in	his	village,	a	promotion-on	retirement	to	Subedar
and	an	increase	in	his	pension’.	All	in	all,	the	war	has	been	good	to	him	though	it	has	also
opened	new	ways	of	seeing,	and	by	extension,	engaging	with	the	world.

Chandradhar	 Sharma	Guleri’s	 short	 story	Usne	Kaha	 Tha	 (She	 Had	 Said)	 is	 in	 the
nature	of	a	mini	classic.	Written	in	1914	and	published	in	1915	in	the	journal	Saraswati,
and	 often	 regarded	 as	 the	 first	 Hindi	 short	 story,	 it	 presents	 one	 of	 the	 earliest	 Indian
responses	 to	 the	Great	War	 through	 the	medium	of	 creative	writing.	While	 seemingly	 a
sweet	and	gentle	love	story,	it	nevertheless	takes	in	ever-popular	tropes	of	love,	sacrifice
and	devotion	and	contains	useful	references	to	the	War:	the	camaraderie	among	the	Indian
sepoys,	 subedars,	 naiks	 and	 other	 non-commissioned	 officers	 and	 their	 dynamics	 with
their	superior	English	officers,	the	presence	of	mind	and	bravery	of	the	Indian	troops,	and



the	bitter	wet,	cold	conditions	in	the	trenches.20

Literacy	 rates	 being	 low	 in	 India,	we	 have	 few	 first-person	 accounts	 in	 the	 form	of
memoirs	 or	 diaries.	The	 account	 by	Lt-Col	Azmatullah	Khan,	who	belonged	 to	 an	 elite
educated	 family	 from	 the	 princely	 state	 of	 Hyderabad,	 presents	 a	 rarity.	 Apart	 from
accurate	 and	minute	 descriptions	 of	 places	 and	 events,	 along	with	 exact	 dates	 (each	 of
which	 incidentally	 can	 be	 corroborated	 as	 is	 shown	 in	 my	 footnotes),	 this	 account
highlights	the	role	of	the	princely	states	in	the	war	effort.	In	August	1914,	when	the	King-
Emperor	sent	a	message	to	the	‘Princes	and	People	of	My	Indian	Empire’,21	the	responses
were	 enthusiastic	 bordering	 on	 slavish.	 Ruling	 almost	 one-third	 of	 India	 with	 varying
alliances	 and	 partnerships	 with	 the	 British	 Raj,	 the	 princes	 made	 extravagant	 offers	 of
money,	 troops,	 labourers,	 hospitals,	 ships,	 ambulances,	motorcars,	 flotillas,	 horses,	 food
and	 clothes.	 The	 Imperial	 Service	 troops	 of	 all	 the	 twenty-seven	 states	 in	 India	 were
placed	 at	 the	 disposal	 of	 the	 Viceroy.	 Invoking	 a	 tradition	 of	 a	 long	 history	 of	 family
alliances	with	 the	Empire,	 the	Nizam	of	Hyderabad	declared	 in	 a	 speech:	 ‘In	 1887,	my
revered	 father	 offered	 to	Her	 Imperial	Majesty,	Queen	Victoria,	 the	 sum	 of	Rs	 60	 lakh
when	danger	merely	threatened	the	borders	of	the	Indian	empire.	I	should	be	untrue	alike
to	the	promptings	of	my	own	heart	and	to	the	traditions	of	my	house	if	I	offered	less	to	His
Imperial	Majesty,	 King	George	V,	 in	 this	 just	 and	momentous	war.’22	 As	 Lt-Col	 Khan
notes,	‘Nawab	Salar	Jung	Bahadur	of	Hyderabad	State	donated	a	sum	of	Rs	60	lakh	for	the
20th	Deccan	Horse	and	Hyderabad	Imperial	Service	Troops	towards	expenses	in	the	war
effort.	 The	 20th	 Deccan	 Horse	 was	 especially	 singled	 out	 for	 this	 honour	 because	 this
regiment	has	had	a	long	association	with	the	Hyderabad	Contingent	and	His	Highness	was
an	Honorary	Colonel	in	this	regiment.’	The	rest	of	the	memoir	is	a	faithful	record	of	the
action	seen	by	the	Imperial	Service	Troops	in	the	Middle	East.

The	war	machinery	needed	all	sorts	of	people,	besides	officers	and	soldiers;	known	as
followers,	 they	 provided	 a	 variety	 of	 services	 as	 washermen,	 drivers,	 animal-keepers,
veterinarians,	 saddlers,	 cobblers,	 cooks,	 clerks	 and	 storekeepers	 both	 at	 the	 base	 camps
and	 the	 fronts.	 Regrettably,	 we	 have	 precious	 little	 by	 way	 of	 testimony	 from	 these
assorted	 service	 providers.	 A	 most	 remarkable	 piece	 of	 writing	 is	 Bondhon	 Hara
(Unfettered)	 by	 the	 legendary	 Bengali	 poet	 Kazi	 Nazrul	 Islam	 who	 joined	 the	 British
Army	 as	 an	 eighteen-year	 old	 lad	 in	 191723	 and	 was	 posted	 at	 the	 Karachi	 Harbour.
Coming	from	the	distant	Bardhman	district	in	Bengal,	crossing	the	breadth	of	the	Indian
subcontinent,	 he	 is	 struck	 by	 the	 sights	 and	 sounds	 of	Karachi	where	 everything	 seems
new	and	different,	even	the	colour	of	the	skies	and	the	rain	when	it	falls	on	the	earth,	as
well	as	his	experiences	in	the	harbour	city	during	wartime.	He	narrates	these	experiences
in	 the	 form	 of	 letters	 back	 home	 to	 his	 friend	 and	 sister-in-law.	 A	 lesser-known	 work
among	 Nazrul	 Islam’s	 vast	 corpus	 of	 songs,	 this	 epistolary	 novel,	 originally	 written	 in
Bengali,	 is	 an	 excellent	 example	 of	 the	 subaltern	 response	 to	 the	war	 and	 how	 the	war
experience	 was	 subsumed	 into	 a	 larger	 coming-of-age	 experience	 for	 the	 very	 young
enlisted	men.	Nurul,	the	young	protagonist,	talks	of	crossing	the	Arabian	Sea	and	jumping



into	 the	 fires	 of	 Mesopotamia.	 He	 expresses	 the	 angst	 and	 bewilderment	 of	 an	 entire
generation	of	young	recruits	who	are	perplexed	by	their	raging	emotions	at	the	thought	of
the	 horrors	 and	 violence	 awaiting	 them:	 ‘I	 feel	 like	 beheading	 all	 human	 beings	 and
drinking	 their	blood.	Maybe	 that	will	slake	my	insatiable	blood	 lust.	Why,	oh	why,	do	I
have	such	a	rage	against	all	humanity?	What	have	human	beings	done	to	me?	I	just	can’t
say.	If	 they	are	not	my	enemies,	why	do	I	have	this	burning	desire	 to	drink	their	blood?
How	strange,	when	the	slightest	grief	of	these	very	people	causes	my	heart	to	cry	out	in
pain	like	a	parched	desert.	Why	does	such	rage	reside	in	my	heart?	Alas,	no	one	knows.
This	madness	has	no	right	to	exist.	You	will	not	understand	this	pain,	Bhabi	Saheba,	you
will	not	understand	the	hustle	and	bustle,	the	restlessness.’

No	 mention	 of	 the	 Indian	 response	 to	 the	 First	 World	 War	 is	 complete	 without	 a
reference	 to	 the	Khilafat	Movement	 spearheaded	by	Maulana	Mohamed	Ali	 Jauhar	 that
emerged	as	a	direct	consequence	of	Britain’s	misadventures	in	the	Middle	East.	Jailed	in
15	 May	 1915	 for	 writing	 a	 ‘seditious’	 article	 titled	 ‘The	 Choice	 of	 the	 Turks’,	 the
charismatic	maulana	sat	out	the	war	in	prison	from	where	he	kept	churning	out	a	series	of
rousing	 poems	 and	 articles.	 As	 a	 result,	 the	 words	 Gandhi,	 Khilafat	 and	 Swaraj,	 and
Mohamed	Ali	 became	 ‘words	 that	 conjured	 up	 in	 the	minds	 of	 the	 people	 a	 picture	 of
bringing	about	a	better	world	under	the	direction	of	better	leaders’.24	The	extracts	from	his
autobiography	included	here	reveal	the	impact	of	international	politics	on	Indian	Muslims,
the	 spread	 of	 what	 Ali	 deemed	 Nai	 Raushni	 (New	 Light),	 and	 the	 Indian	 response	 to
Europe’s	temporal	aggression.

Possibly	the	first	full-length	novel	written	by	an	Indian	on	the	First	World	War	in	the
years	between	the	two	wars	is	Mulk	Raj	Anand’s	Across	the	Black	Waters.25	Sufficiently
close	 in	 time,	 it	 reads	 virtually	 as	 an	 eyewitness	 account	 being	 the	 story	 of	 Lalu,
dispossessed	 from	 his	 land,	 going	 off	 to	 an	 alien	 land	 to	 fight	 a	 war	 he	 has	 little
comprehension	of.	The	extract	here,	 from	Chapter	Two,	 talks	of	Lalu’s	 first	 interactions
with	the	French	people,	how	he’s	taken	aback	by	their	kindness	and	gratitude	for	saving
their	 country,	 how	 he	 can’t	 get	 over	 the	 mem	 who	 offers	 him	 fruit	 and	 milk,	 his
experiences	at	a	French	brothel	and	a	bar	(both	equally	bewildering),	his	reaction	at	seeing
men	and	women	interacting	freely,	the	breaking	of	caste	taboos	in	the	camp	kitchens,	the
easy	mingling	between	sepoys	of	different	religions,	castes	and	ethnicities,	his	admiration
for	 French	 cities	 and	 villages	 alike,	 and	most	 of	 all,	 how	 different	 Frenchwomen	 seem
compared	 to	 Englishwomen	 in	 India	 who	 were	 condescending	 and	 disdainful	 of	 any
contact	with	Indian	men.

Oral	literature	played	an	important	part	in	recounting	the	valour	and	sacrifice	of	fallen
soldiers,	 in	 rustling	 support	 for	 battles	 in	 distant	 lands	 and	 primarily	 enlisting	men	 and
sourcing	materials.	Specially	commissioned	songs,26	written	 for	 the	purpose	of	 drawing
the	 youth,	 were	 often	 relied	 upon	 to	 reach	 the	 nooks	 and	 crannies	 of	 the	 popular
imagination	such	as	this	song	used	by	enlisters	in	rural	Punjab:



The	recruits	are	at	your	doorstep.

Here	you	eat	dried	roti

There	you’ll	eat	fruit

Here	you	are	in	tatters

There	you’ll	wear	a	suit

Here	you	wear	worn	out	shoes

There	you’ll	wear	boot(s)

Then,	 there	 was	 an	 alternative	 tradition	 of	 verses	 and	 songs,	 partly	 formed	 in	 reaction
against	men	being	called	away	to	war,	never	to	return.	In	some	of	the	poems,	there	was	not
just	lament	and	mourning	but	also	a	powerful	critique	of	the	war:

Holi	brought	youth	in	the	old	age,	Mr	Seth	is	playing	Holi	with	Mrs	Seth

Why	should	the	nephew	not	be	shocked,	seeing	Uncle	play	Holi	with	Aunty!

Springs	of	blood	are	flowing	in	Europe,	in	what	new	colours	have	arrived	the	old	Holi.

And:

Germany	has	been	going	on	with	its	chaaein	chaeein	for	four	years

Crows	are	teasing	lions	with	kaeein	kaeein

We	are	facing	inflation	in	the	market	where	trading	is	slow

Such	wind	is	blowing	from	the	West	with	saaein	saaein

While	a	separate	section	of	this	volume	looks	at	the	protest	poetry	in	Urdu	that	emerged
from	the	war,	in	the	prose	section	we	have	two	essays	that	deal	with	war	poetry	in	Punjabi.
Raman	 Singh	 Chhina	 draws	 our	 attention	 to	 a	 nearly	 forgotten	 genre	 of	 poetry,	 the
jangnama	—	 or	 poems	 about	 war.	 A	 tradition	 that	 began	 in	 the	 sixteenth	 century	 and
through	a	series	of	wars	fought	under	the	British	—	namely	the	Anglo-Afghan	and	Anglo-
Egyptian	 wars	 and	 the	 Boxer	 Rebellion	 in	 China	 —	 yielded	 a	 rich	 corpus	 of	 verse
chronicles.	It	took	a	loyal	British	soldier,	Havildar	Nand	Singh,	to	write	Jangnama	Europe
depicting	 the	 sequence	 of	 events	 starting	 from	 the	 assassination	 of	 the	 Shehzada	 (the
prince	 of	 the	 Austro-Hungarian	 Empire)	 to	 the	 German	 invasion	 of	 Belgium,	 the
‘compassion’	of	the	British	government	in	coming	to	the	aid	of	France	and	Belgium	in	the
face	 of	 the	 ‘arrogance’	 of	 Germany	 studded	 with	 local	 references	 to	 native	 wars	 and
heroes.	 Redolent	 with	 the	 pluralism	 and	 syncretism	 of	 undivided	 Punjab,	 Jangnama
Europe	is	both	refreshing	and	invigorating	despite	the	grimness	of	its	subject.

Amarjit	 Chandan’s	 research	 shows	 that	 an	 apparent	 amnesia	 around	 India’s
involvement	in	the	First	World	War	among	Indians	does	not	mean	a	lack	or	an	absence;
sometimes	a	 subterranean	 stream	of	memory	needs	 to	be	 tapped.	Once	unearthed,	qissa



kahanis,	oral	narratives,	folk	songs	and	ditties	recover	bits	and	pieces	of	a	forgotten	past
and	 retrieve	 lost	 voices.	 Stories	 of	 enlistments,	 both	 forced	 and	voluntary,	 provide	 vital
clues	 about	 social	 forces	 and	 dynamics	 that	 are	 overlooked	 by	 historians	 and	 creative
writers	alike.	Chandan	not	only	records	the	immense	contribution	of	Punjabis	—	Hindus,
Sikhs	and	Muslims	—	but	also	the	effect	of	this	large-scale	involvement.	While	there	are
hardly	any	folk	songs	on	the	Partition	of	1947	in	Punjabi	(such,	possibly,	is	the	lingering
guilt	 and	 trauma),	 there	 is	 a	 rich	 crop	 of	 folk	 songs	 on	 the	 two	 World	 Wars:	 on
bereavement	and	mourning	for	the	dead,	the	biraha	or	separation	of	the	women	from	their
men,	the	admiration	and	mocking	of	enlistment	strategies,	and	so	on.

Taken	together,	the	various	segments	in	this	volume	show	that	the	Indian	response	to
the	Great	War	was	not	uniform,	monolithic	or	unvariegated.	The	direct	experience	of	well
over	a	million	men	and	the	indirect	experiences	of	countless	others	deserves	to	be	studied
both	 individually	and	as	 the	sum	of	 their	parts.	 It	 is	hoped	that	a	study	such	as	 this	will
spur	greater	interest	in	this	hitherto	neglected	aspect	of	the	history	of	the	Indian	peoples.

Rakhshanda	Jalil

New	Delhi

September	2018
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Jawaharlal	Nehru,	An	Autobiography,	London,	John	Lane,	1936,	p.16.

Tilak	formed	the	Home	Rule	League	in	1916	to	attain	the	goal	of	Swaraj.	His	slogan,	‘Swaraj	is	my	birthright	and	I
shall	have	it’,	inspired	millions	of	Indians.	He,	along	with	Bipin	Chandra	Pal	from	Bengal	and	Lala	Lajpat	Rai	from
Punjab,	formed	the	core	group	of	extremists	within	the	Congress	who	called	for	radical	action,	especially	after	the
British	had	played	the	communal	card	in	the	Partition	of	Bengal.	The	trio	was	called	the	Lal-Bal-Pal	triumvirate.

The	 British	 had	 promised	 reforms	 and	 greater	 Indian	 participation	 in	 systems	 of	 governance	 as	 well	 as	 greater
Muslim	representation.	They	did	indeed	introduce	the	much-awaited	reforms.	However,	if	the	Montagu-Chelmsford
Reforms	of	1919	were	a	benign	form	of	these	pre-War	promises,	the	Rowlatt	Act	passed	in	the	same	year	showed	the
ugly	side	of	British	rule	in	India.

For	details,	read	Khizar	Humayun	Ansari,	The	Emergence	of	Socialist	Thought	Among	North	Indian	Muslims	(1917-
1947),	Book	Traders,	Lahore,	1990.

Culled	 from	 a	 variety	 of	 sources	 such	 as	Urdu	Mein	Qaumi	 Shaeri	Ke	 Sau	 Saal	 and	Nawai	Azadi,	 compiled	 by
Abdur	Razzaq	Qureshi,	and	Hindustan	Hamara,	edited	by	Jan	Nisar	Akhtar.	Other	such	compilations	include	Azadi
Ki	Nazmein	by	Sibte	Hasan	and	a	selection	of	proscribed	poems	called	Zabt	Shudah	Nazmen.	Many	were	written	by
writers	who	had	to	go	underground	to	evade	the	colonial	government.	All	translations	in	this	section	are	mine	except,
of	course,	for	the	first	poem	by	Sarojini	Naidu,	which	was	written	in	English.	I	must	confess	my	inability	to	access
any	poems	from	other	languages,	especially	from	Bengali.	I	have,	however,	included	two	essays	that	deal	exclusively
with	the	Punjabi	poetry	written	directly	on	the	First	World	War.

The	Shah	of	Jilan	refers	to	the	great	Sufi	master	Abdul	Qadir	Jilani,	whose	shrine	is	in	Baghdad	and	who	is	regarded
as	the	founder	of	the	Qadiriyah	silsilah	or	chain	of	Sufis.

These,	and	many	other	examples	of	proscribed	poetry	 in	 the	years	 leading	up	 to	 Independence,	can	be	 read	 in	N.
Gerald	 Barrier,	Banned:	 Controversial	 Literature	 and	 Political	 Control	 in	 British	 India	 1907-1947,	 New	 Delhi:
Manohar,	1978.

Indian	Writers	 in	Conference:	The	Sixth	PEN	All	India	Writers’	Conference,	Mysore,	edited	by	Nissim	Ezekiel,	p.
212.

Rakhshanda	Jalil,	The	Absent	Presence:	The	Partition	in	Modern	Urdu	Poetry	in	Looking	Back:	The	1947	Partition
of	 India	70	Years	On,	 edited	by	Rakhshanda	 Jalil,	Tarun	K.	Saint	 and	Debjani	Sengupta,	Orient	Blackswan,	New
Delhi,	2017,	pp.	114–138.

The	 online	 page,	 Indian	 Soldiers	 in	World	Wars	 of	 the	 British	 Library,	 says:	 ‘During	 the	 First	World	War,	 over
130,000	Indian	soldiers	served	in	France.	Their	major	military	contribution	on	the	Western	Front	took	place	in	the
first	year	of	the	War.	At	the	end	of	1915,	the	majority	of	infantry	brigades	were	withdrawn	and	sent	to	the	Middle
East.	A	small	number	of	cavalry	brigades	(who	fought	as	infantry)	remained	in	France	for	the	duration	of	the	war,
and	were	later	supplemented	by	a	Labour	Corps.’

David	Omissi,	‘Europe	through	Indian	Eyes:	Indian	Soldiers	Encounter	England	and	France,’	The	English	Historical
Review,	Vol.	122,	No.	496	(April	2007):	371–396.

Regrettably,	the	letters	themselves	have	not	survived	the	ravages	of	time	and	circumstance;	we	only	have	access	to
translated	excerpts	from	the	censor’s	reports.	The	originals,	we	can	only	assume,	were	written	in	poor	Hindi	or	Urdu,
either	by	the	soldiers	themselves	or	by	friends	who	were	more	adept.

All	excerpts	are	from	the	files	of	the	Censor	of	Indian	Mails	[IOR:	L/MIL/5/828]	available	online.

An	estimated	14,514	wounded	men	were	transported	to	British	hospitals,	 initially	in	Southampton;	later	 the	Royal
Pavilion	 and	Dome	at	Brighton	was	 converted	 into	 a	 hospital	with	 722	beds	 as	 the	 first	 Indian	patients	 began	 to
arrive	 by	December	 1914.	 The	Brighton	Workhouse	was	 converted	 into	Kitchener’s	 Indian	Hospital	 in	 February
1915	and	a	third	hospital	in	the	city	was	converted	from	schools	in	York	Place	and	Pelham	Street.	The	kitchens	at
these	hospitals	did	not	serve	pork	and	beef	and	separate	areas	were	set	aside	for	Muslims,	Sikhs	and	Hindus	to	pray.

Omissi,	‘Europe	Through	Indian	Eyes,’	p.	374.

A	report	in	The	Guardian	puts	the	number	to	1.27	million.	https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/feb/21/found-
translation-indias-first-world-war

Novels	 and	 books	 have	 celebrated	 the	 roles	 and	 sacrifices	 of	Australians,	New	Zealanders,	Canadians	 and	South
Africans,	especially	in	Gallipoli.
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A	 victory	 parade	 was	 taken	 out	 by	 the	 Indian	 contingent	 through	 the	 streets	 of	 London	 in	 July	 1919	 as	 an
acknowledgement	of	the	vital	role	of	the	Indian	Armed	Forces	during	the	war.	The	contingent	consisted	of	a	British
detachment	of	eleven	officers	and	270	men,	an	Indian	Army	detachment	of	twenty-seven	British	officers,	465	Indian
officers	and	985	Indian	other	ranks,	and	thirty-four	Imperial	Service	troops	of	the	Indian	Native	States.

The	Great	War	literally	bled	India	dry.	Apart	from	the	soldiers,	India’s	contribution	ranged	from	minerals	(iron,	mica
and	 manganese),	 military	 hardware	 and	 transport	 equipment	 to	 grains,	 cotton,	 jute,	 wool	 and	 hide	 to	 185,000
animals,	 including	 horses,	 camels	 and	 mules.	 The	 statute	 governing	 India’s	 relationship	 to	 Great	 Britain	 was
amended	so	that	India	could	‘share	in	the	heavy	financial	burden’.	There	was	a	free	lump	sum	gift	of	100	million
pounds	to	His	Majesty’s	government	as	a	‘special	contribution’	by	India	towards	expenses	of	war,	which	was	partly
raised	through	war	bonds;	and	in	the	five	years	ending	1918–1919,	its	total	net	military	expenditure,	excluding	the
special	 contribution	 and	 costs	 of	 special	 services,	 amounted	 to	 a	 whopping	 121.5	 million	 pounds.
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/responses_to_the_war_india

A	Hindi	film	was	made	on	it	in	1960,	produced	by	Bimal	Roy	starring	Sunil	Dutt	and	Nanda.

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/responses_to_the_war_india

M.B.L.	Bhargava,	India’s	Services	in	the	War,	Allahabad,	1919,	p.	51.

Joining	as	a	sepoy,	he	was	eventually	promoted	to	lance-naik	during	his	three-year	stint	in	the	army.

Mohamed	Ali,	My	Life:	A	Fragment,	edited	by	Mushirul	Hasan,	Manohar,	Delhi,	1999,	p.	22.

Other	novels,	such	as	John	Master’s	The	Ravi	Lancers,	show	the	Indian	presence	in	the	war	arenas	from	the	British
point	of	view.	Across	 the	Black	Waters	 is	 remarkable	because	 it	 seems	 to	be	 the	only	novel	written	by	 an	 Indian
showing	the	subaltern	view	of	the	war.

Aggressive	 recruitment	 also	 led	 to	 resistance	 from	wives,	mothers	 and	 daughters.	Women	would	 sometimes	 trail
their	 freshly	 recruited	men	 for	miles,	 trying	 to	win	 them	back.	 In	 the	 play	Bengal	Platoon,	 the	mother	 of	 a	 new
recruit	curses	the	‘red-faced	monkeys’,	that	is,	the	British	recruiter	for	stealing	her	son.
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The	Roots	of	War1
Rabindranath	Tagore

The	November	issue	of	Sabuj	Patra	carried	a	 ripe	bunch	of	arguments	by	 its	editor:	 the
words	were	both	full	of	substance	and	juice.	There	is	nothing	one	can	say	more	than	that;
therefore,	I	am	emboldened	to	write	a	few	things	down.

The	editor	has	 explained	 succinctly	 that	 the	present	war	 is	 a	battle	between	 soldiers
and	merchants,	 between	 Kshatriyas	 and	 Vaishyas.2	 In	 society,	 the	 warriors	 had	 always
held	an	innate	contempt	for	those	who	earned	their	livelihoods	from	trade	and	commerce:
the	 Kshatriyas	 had	 never	 tolerated	 the	 power	 of	 the	 traders,	 the	 Vaishyas.	 Therefore
Germany,	in	the	pride	of	its	martial	past,	has	contemptuously	begun	this	war.

Among	 the	 four	 varnas	 that	 exist	 in	 Europe,	 the	Brahmins	 or	 priests	 have	 long	 left
their	livelihoods	and	taken	a	back	seat.	During	Europe’s	infancy,	the	Christian	Church	had
been	a	formidable	teacher,	sitting	at	a	high	place	with	a	cane	in	hand,	laying	down	the	law.
It	is	now	reduced	to	loiter	at	the	doorstep	of	its	adult	pupil:	without	a	cane,	bereft	of	a	high
place	and	fed	a	few	morsels	owing	to	its	past	glories.	Now	it	has	to	follow	every	command
of	 its	pupil.	Therefore,	 the	Church	has	never	reprimanded	Europe	in	all	 its	wrongdoings
committed	through	wars,	or	in	the	course	of	its	relationship	to	other	races;	instead,	it	has
tempered	the	dish	by	choicest	religious	doctrines	and	enhanced	its	taste.

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 the	 sword	 of	 the	 soldier	was	melted	 down	 to	make	 the	 plough;
therefore,	the	soldiers	are	now	sitting	idle,	waxing	their	moustaches	and	looking	after	the
warehouses	 of	 the	 merchants.	 The	 Vaishyas	 or	 the	 merchants,	 in	 turn,	 began	 to	 wield
power	and	prestige.	The	two	adversaries	are	currently	engaged	in	war:	the	Kshatriyas	are
up	against	the	Vaishyas.

In	the	Dwapar	age,3	the	ploughman	Balaram	did	not	join	the	Kurukshetra4	war,	but	in
Kaliyuga,	as	soon	as	his	stock	of	wine	has	been	touched,	he	is	ready	to	fight.	Now,	in	this
Kurukshetra	war,	 the	main	protagonist	 is	not	Krishna,	 it	 is	Balaram.	He	has	no	 taste	 for
blood:	 all	 this	 while	 he	was	 drinking	 and	 enjoying	 his	 alcohol-induced	 torpor,	 but	 this
sudden	onslaught	may	break	his	dreamy	state,	though	there	is	still	hope	he	may	go	back	to
his	past-times.

After	 this,	 another	 war	 is	 getting	 ready	 to	 be	 waged:	 between	 the	 trader	 and	 the
worker,	between	the	labourer	and	the	merchant.	Preparations	are	afoot	for	that	war	and	it
will	usher	in	another	new	age;	a	world	of	deprivation	and	famine.

At	present,	 the	war	 is	on	between	 the	 soldier	 and	 the	merchant,	 and	 the	question	 is,
what	are	its	root	causes?	In	ancient	history,	we	saw	that	the	mercantile	class	had	always
been	protected	and	pandered	to	by	the	monarch,	sometimes	even	attacked	and	insulted,	but



they	 did	 not	 get	 down	 to	 fight	 anyone.	 In	 those	 days,	 wealth	 and	 prestige	 were	 kept
separate,	so	 traders	were	never	seen	as	 important	people;	rather,	 they	were	looked	down
upon.	That	 is	because	the	worth	of	humans	cannot	be	judged	with	things,	 it	can	only	be
judged	 through	 human	 ties.	 As	 long	 as	 the	 Kshatriyas	 remained	 powerful	 and	 the
merchants	 rich,	 they	 left	 each	 other	 alone.	 At	 that	 point	 of	 time,	 the	 antagonism	 was
between	 the	 Brahmins	 and	 the	 Kshatriyas	 because	 the	 Brahmins	 were	 not	 simply
interested	 in	 prayer	 and	 worship,	 scholarship	 and	 learning,	 they	 had	 extended	 mastery
over	people.	So,	the	powerful	Brahmin	and	the	dominant	soldier	jostled	against	each	other
for	authority.	In	Europe,	the	quarrels	between	monarchs	and	popes	were	long	and	fulsome.

Trade	is	based	on	give	and	take:	the	buyer	and	the	seller	both	try	to	see	each	other’s
point	of	view.	Mastery	 is	 just	 its	opposite	because	only	one	 is	powerful.	One	 side	 rules
over	the	other,	and	the	master-slave	relationship	is	unequal.	Mastery	weighs	a	load	and	it
creates	obstacles	in	the	freedom	of	human	relationships.	Therefore,	the	desire	to	dominate
is	the	root	of	all	the	wars	that	have	been	fought,	big	or	small.	If	we	cannot	throw	away	a
burden,	then	we	at	least	try	to	resist	it.	The	men	who	carry	the	palanquin	change	shoulders
from	time	to	time	as	they	carry	its	weight.	Human	society	too	tries	to	shift	the	weight	of
this	 burden	 of	 dominance	 because	 it	 creates	 pressure	 from	 outside.	 The	 burden	 is	 dead
weight,	so	man’s	innate	humanity	tries	to	gather	strength	to	throw	it	off	or	at	least	shift	it
around.

Meanwhile,	the	battle	for	mastery	over	men	was	limited	amongst	the	Brahmin	and	the
Kshatriya:	the	merchants	were	busy	with	trade	and	did	not	bother	with	them.	But	recently,
the	world	is	seeing	the	establishment	of	the	kingdom	of	the	Vaishyas.	Business	is	now	no
longer	 trade	 and	 commerce,	 it	 is	 now	married	 to	 the	 Empire.	 Once,	 the	 merchant	 had
owned	material	things,	now	he	owns	human	beings.	The	difference	between	then	and	now
is	apparent.	Unlike	the	times	when	the	king	and	country	were	one,	the	empire	builders	are
now	traders	who	indulge	in	import	and	export	in	far	corners	of	the	world.	In	world	history,
this	has	ushered	in	a	completely	new	era:	the	dominance	of	one	country	over	another,	even
when	they	reside	on	two	opposite	corners	of	the	ocean.

The	world	had	never	seen	mastery	on	such	a	gigantic	scale.	Europe’s	field	of	conquest
is	Asia	and	Africa.

The	problem	began	with	Germany.	He	 is	 late	 to	awaken;	hurrying	 to	 the	banquet	he
finds	 nothing	 save	 a	 few	 bones.	 Yet	 he	 is	 hungry,	 for	 he	 has	 smelt	 the	 richness	 of	 the
leftovers.	He	is	furious	at	being	deprived.	He	is	saying,	‘Never	mind,	you	did	not	send	me
an	 invitation.	 I	 will	 now	 forcefully	 take	 what	 is	 my	 share.’	 Hunger-crazed	 Germany
believes	 there	 are	 just	 two	 kinds	 of	 people:	 the	 master	 and	 the	 slave.	 The	 master	 will
snatch,	the	slave	will	provide.	The	powerful	will	drive	the	chariot	and	the	weak	will	make
way.	When	Germany	announced	this	theory	at	large,	Europe	did	not	understand	its	bitter
reality.	Now	it	does.	But	this	notion	that	Germany’s	learned	men	has	sent	out	to	the	world
and	that	has	made	the	country	intoxicated	enough	to	fight	an	unjust	war	does	not	originate



only	in	the	German	mind.	The	root	of	that	is	to	be	found	in	the	current	history	of	European
civilisation.

Translated	from	Bengali	by	Debjani	Sengupta



Written	in	December	1914,	as	a	rejoinder	to	an	editorial	in	the	journal	Sabuj	Patra	(edited	by	Pramatha	Chaudhuri),
Tagore	 frames	a	scathing	critique	of	 the	First	World	War	 that	he	sees	as	a	battle	between	soldiers	and	merchants,
between	 Kshatriyas	 and	 Vaishyas.	 Theorising	 through	 the	 tropes	 of	 the	 Indian	 caste	 system	 and	 Mahabharata’s
Kurukshetra	 war,	 he	 links	 European	 mercantile	 interests	 with	 the	 expansion	 of	 the	 Empire	 in	 Asia	 and	 Africa.
Written	 in	 his	 usual	 expansive	 prose	 style,	 Tagore’s	 unceremonious	 connection	 between	 commerce	 and	 war	 is
possibly	the	first	of	such	theorisations	in	the	political	history	of	the	Empire	that	originates	from	Asia.	The	piece	was
given	the	title	Loraiyer	Mool	by	Tagore.	(Translator’s	Note)

The	terms	belong	to	the	varna	system	of	dividing	Hindu	society	into	four	groups:	Brahmin	(the	priests),	Kshatriya
(the	soldiers),	Vaishya	(the	merchants)	and	Shudra	(the	menial	workers).

Hindu	mythology	denotes	four	yugas	or	ages	 the	world	goes	 through:	Satya,	Treta,	Dwapar	and	Kali.	Kaliyuga	 is
characterised	by	discord	and	war.	According	to	Puranic	sources,	Lord	Krishna’s	death	marked	the	end	of	the	Dwapar
age	and	the	start	of	Kaliyuga.

Fought	between	the	Kauravas	and	the	Pandavas,	the	war	is	the	ultimate	example	of	fratricide	and	bloodshed	in	the
epic	Mahabharata.	 Lord	Krishna	 helped	 the	 Pandavas	 to	win	 the	war	while	Balaram,	 his	 elder	 brother,	 remained
neutral.	Balaram	is	associated	with	the	plough	and	farming.



The	Weary	Generations1
Abdullah	Hussein

They	fought	on	in	Belgium	and	France	for	a	year.	In	the	month	of	July,	the	regiment	was
pulled	out	and	ordered	to	go	to	East	Africa.	They	spent	a	few	days	in	Marseille	where	they
were	to	board	ship.

It	had	been	a	sunny,	warm	day	and	Naim	had	been	out	strolling	along	the	city	streets,
which	were	crowded	with	men,	women	and	children.	A	horse-cart,	loaded	with	baskets	of
vegetables,	passed.	A	few	yards	ahead,	the	horse’s	hooves	slipped	on	the	road	surface	and
it	 fell	 awkwardly	with	 its	 legs	 spread	 out	 in	 all	 four	 directions.	 People	 gathered	 on	 the
roadside,	women	uttering	small,	brief	cries	of	pity	and	horror.	The	farmer	and	his	helper,
putting	 the	 strength	 of	 their	 backs	 behind	 it,	 first	 helped	 up	 the	 horse	 and	 then	 started
picking	up	spilled	heads	of	cabbage,	parsnips	and	other	vegetables	from	the	road.	Some
more	 people	 gathered	 on	 the	 other	 side.	 Suddenly,	 Naim	 saw	 a	 figure	 in	 the	 crowd,
walking	away.	He	was	a	heavy-set	man	in	a	crumpled	army	uniform.	There	was	something
in	the	way	he	walked	and	the	line	of	his	shoulders	that	was	recognisable.	Naim	caught	up
with	him.	The	man	turned	round.

‘Mahindroo!’	Naim	cried	in	surprise.

‘Neem!’	Mahinder	Singh	answered.

They	grabbed	one	another’s	hands	and	kept	pressing	and	shaking	them	for	minutes	on
end	without	 saying	 another	 word,	 their	 eyes	 twinkling	with	 old	warmth.	 Finally,	 Naim
laughed	and	said	to	him,	‘You	are	alive!	And	dirty.	Great!’

Mahinder	Singh	laughed.	‘I	am	going	to	have	a	bath	today.’

‘Good.	Then	you	will	be	alive	and	clean.’

‘What	are	you	doing	here?’	Mahinder	Singh	asked.

‘We	are	going	to	Africa.	I	am	in	the	129th	Baloch.	A	machine-gunner.	And	you?’

‘No.	9,	Hudon	Horse,	Ambala	Brigade.’

‘Have	you	been	fighting?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

Mahinder	Singh	pointed	in	an	indefinite	direction	with	his	hand.	‘There.’

‘Against	whom?’

‘Turks–Germans,’	Mahinder	Singh	said	vaguely,	as	if	he	was	not	sure	who	they	were.



‘Are	you	all	right?’	Naim	asked.

‘Yes.	You?’

‘I	got	a	bullet.	But	only	in	the	flesh.	Healed	quickly.’

They	walked	on	in	silence.

‘You	want	to	go	and	eat	something	somewhere?’	Naim	asked	him.

‘Er,	 no,	 I	 am	 going	 back	 to	 my	 unit.	 Come,	 there	 is	 a	 place	 where	 we	 can	 talk,’
Mahinder	Singh	said.

Walking	 alongside	 one	 another,	 they	 left	 the	 neighbourhood.	 People,	 especially
children,	stopped	to	gape	at	this	soldier	with	a	beard	and	a	turban	wrapped	round	his	head.
The	two	of	them	entered	a	vast	cemetery.	Concrete-slab	graves	with	headstones	spread	out
from	narrow	red	stone	pathways,	on	either	side	of	which	stood	tended	fruit	trees.	Looking
at	Mahinder	Singh	out	of	 the	corners	of	his	 eyes,	Naim	noticed	 that	 the	young	Sikh	no
longer	had	the	agility	in	his	limbs;	he	had	grown	fat	and	moved	ponderously,	like	an	old
bull	—	something	unlikely	to	happen	to	a	soldier	in	the	midst	of	war.

‘Any	news?’	Naim	asked.

‘There	were	floods.’

‘Somebody	told	you?’

‘Ramzan.’

‘The	cobbler?	He	wasn’t	with	us.’

‘No,	he	was	away	when	we	were	taken.	He	was	caught	six	months	later.’

‘Where	did	you	meet	him?’

‘He	was	sent	to	our	regiment.’

‘What	else	did	he	say?’

‘It	 came	 non-stop	 for	 four	 days	 after	 we	 left.	 Crops	 washed	 away.	 Many	 houses
collapsed	 under	 the	 rains.	 Ramzan’s	 too.	 After	 the	 floods	 foot-and-mouth	 spread	 and
killed	many	 cattle.	But	 our	 two	 best	 bulls	were	 sold	 to	 Juginder	 in	 good	 time,	Chaudri
Niaz	Beg	also	sold	most	of	his	animals	before	the	disease	came,	so	you’ll	be	all	right.’	Bad
though	 the	 news	was,	Mahinder	 Singh	 perked	 up	 as	 he	 spoke	 to	Naim	 of	 their	 homes.
‘After	we	came	away	many	Roshan	Pur	girls	ran	off	with	boys	from	Jat	Nagar	who	had
hidden	and	escaped	being	 taken,	 Ishtamal	was	done	by	 the	 land	department.	Our	barley
field	by	 the	pond	was	exchanged	with	one	of	yours	by	 the	graveyard.	Our	 field	 is	good
soil,	you	have	nothing	to	worry	about.	Everyone’s	hand	is	in	one	place	now,	what	more	do
we	want?	Good	for	animals	too,	they	don’t	have	to	go	from	one	field	to	the	other…’

In	the	growing	dark	of	evening,	they	were	the	only	two	left	in	the	sprawling	cemetery.



Much	of	their	talk	had	been	exhausted	in	the	first	half-hour.	Still	reluctant	to	part,	walking
up	and	down	 the	paths	 in	 silence	 like	ghosts	 from	another	 time	and	another	place,	only
occasionally	 breaking	 the	 quiet	 of	 the	 place	 with	 a	 word	 from	 Naim	 or	 a	 grunt	 from
Mahinder	Singh,	they	kept	repeatedly	looking	at	one	another	without	words.	As	the	light
of	the	day	died,	Naim	stopped	and	put	his	hand	on	Mahinder	Singh’s	shoulder.

‘Mahindroo,	are	you	well?’

After	a	pause,	Mahinder	Singh	said	softly,	‘I	am	well.	Only	tired.	Much	too	tired.’

‘Of	the	war?’

Mahinder	Singh	shrugged.

‘I	didn’t	think	war	would	do	you	any	harm,’	Naim	said,	laughing.	‘Remember	back	in
the	village?	You	could	kill	without	blinking	an	eye.’

Mahinder	Singh	left	the	path	and	went	to	sit	on	the	raised	slab	of	a	grave.	‘That	was
different,’	he	said	after	a	few	long	minutes.	‘To	avenge	the	blood	of	one	of	your	own,	even
a	rat	can	kill.	Here	we	don’t	even	know	the	people.	It	is	like	killing	a	pig,	or	a	jackal	in	the
jungle.’

‘Well,’	Naim	said,	‘that	is	what	war	is.’

Although	supporting	his	weight	on	hands	placed	on	either	 side	of	him	on	 the	 stone,
Mahinder	Singh	looked	slumped,	his	back	in	the	shape	of	a	bow,	his	shoulders	fallen,	as	if
his	body	had	taken	on	a	different	form.

‘Tell	me,’	Mahinder	Singh	asked	suddenly,	‘why	are	we	here?’

‘Because	of	the	war,’	Naim	said.	‘The	enemy	has	attacked.’

‘What,	attacked	our	village?’

‘Attacked	the	British	Sarkar	and	their	friends.’

‘What	is	it	to	us?’

‘They	are	our	masters.’

‘Our	master	in	Roshan	Agha,’	Mahinder	Singh	said	simply.

‘Yes,	and	the	English	Sarkar	is	Roshan	Agha’s	master.’

A	brief	hollow	sound	emerged	from	Mahinder	Singh’s	mouth.	‘How	many	masters	do
we	have?’

Naim	laughed.	‘Well,	it’s	just	the	way	it	is.’

Mahinder	Singh	got	up	ponderously,	as	if	making	an	effort	to	carry	the	weight	of	his
clothes.	 ‘I	 like	 this	place,’	he	 said,	gesturing	 towards	 the	graves.	 ‘Here	good	people	are
buried.	With	names.’



Naim	 didn’t	 know	what	 to	 say	 to	 awaken	within	Mahinder	 Singh	 the	 old	 friend	 he
once	had.	Cheerily	he	pressed	on,	‘And	dates.’

‘Yes,’	said	Mahinder	Singh.	‘Some	with	the	names	of	their	fathers	and	mothers	too.’

Naim	laughed	again.	‘But,	Mahindroo,	you	can’t	even	read.’

‘But	I	know.	On	the	stones	are	names	and	dates.’

He	thumped	his	sides,	as	 if	dusting	his	clothes,	although	there	was	no	dust.	Then	he
offered	his	hand	 to	Naim.	Naim	grasped	 it	 in	both	hands	and	kept	 squeezing	 it,	 as	 if	 to
reach	the	inner	places	of	the	man.

‘I	will	see	you	later,’	Mahinder	Singh	said,	freeing	his	hand.

‘Yes,	yes.	When	all	this	is	over.	Once	we	are	back	in	the	village	we	will	snatch	all	the
girls	from	Jat	Nagar’s	scoundrels,	won’t	we?’

After	a	long	moment,	during	which	Mahinder	Singh	looked	around	at	the	graves	and
their	headstones,	which	had	lost	their	contours	in	the	dark,	he	said,	‘Yes.’	Without	another
word	he	walked	away,	quickly	disappearing	from	view,	leaving	Naim	standing	there	with
visions	of	his	village	and	the	two	of	them	as	they	had	been,	in	past	seasons	so	far	back	that
it	 was	 hard	 even	 to	 recall	 them,	 although	 there	was	 no	more	 than	 a	 year-and-a-half	 in
between.	In	that	time	they	had	seen	the	face	of	a	war	they	did	not	understand.

Africa
Making	 their	 way	 through	 six-foot-high	 grass	 with	 the	 help	 of	 bayoneted	 rifles,	 they
emerged	 on	 the	 bank	 of	 a	 lake	 that	 divided	 the	 jungle	 into	 two	 halves.	 The	 sun	 was
reflected	like	a	conflagration	on	the	waters	of	the	lake.

‘Bah	oh!’	exhaled	Lance	Naik	Sajan,	pressing	a	piece	of	cloth	on	 to	his	 face,	which
was	covered	with	fine	cuts	that	oozed	tiny	drops	of	blood.	‘Sharp	as	swords	it	is,	and	they
call	it	bloody	grass.’

Naim,	screwing	up	his	eyes	to	scan	the	jungle	on	the	opposite	bank,	suddenly	felt	his
feet	sinking	into	the	earth.	He	looked	down	in	horror.

‘Retreat,’	he	shouted.

The	 soldier	 jumped,	 fell,	 leaped	 in	 panic	 and	 pulled	 themselves	 out	 of	 the	 shifting
earth,	withdrawing	quickly	into	the	grass.

‘Swamp,’	Naim	told	Sajan.

Sajan	swore.	‘Strange	country.	My	blood	has	turned	black,	look.’

‘Everything	looks	black	in	the	shade.’

‘No,	no,	I	am	telling	you.	It	is	the	mosquitoes.	You	know,	I	have	crushed	a	mosquito
and	 its	blood	was	black,’	he	said,	uttering	a	forced,	hollow	laugh	peculiar	 to	men	in	 the



battlefield.

They	 had	 been	 camping	 in	 this	 part	 of	Africa,	 undergoing	 exercises	 to	 ‘familiarise’
themselves	with	the	African	war	in	grassland	and	small	dense	forests,	where	the	rule	was
‘fire	 first	 and	 apologise	 afterwards’.	 In	 this	 land	 of	 swamps,	 they	 lived	 among	 large
mosquitoes	that	outnumbered	them	by	a	million	to	one.	There	were	deaths	from	malaria.
The	condition	of	the	white	troops	was	worse,	because	they	fell	victim	not	just	to	malaria
but	 to	 diarrhoea	 and	 skin	 diseases	 as	 well.	Many	 died	 without	 firing	 a	 shot.	 The	 only
‘healthy’	troops	on	their	side	were	the	African	battalions	who,	although	reputed	to	be	poor
fighters,	were	not	in	the	least	affected	by	the	elements.	Across	the	lake,	in	the	other	part	of
the	jungle,	was	the	enemy.	There	had	been	no	engagement	so	far.	All	night	long	the	men
stayed	half-awake,	fighting	the	bee-sized	mosquitoes.	One	of	their	men	died	of	snake-bite.
When	a	death	occurred	among	the	ranks,	the	men	of	the	platoon	stayed	up,	remembering
the	dead	and	killing	mosquitoes,	which	 they	considered	 their	 first	opponents	 in	 the	war,
more	deadly	than	the	enemy	soldiers	because	they	were	always	there	and	attacking.

‘Such	a	useless	death,’	Lance	Naik	Sajan	 said	 to	Naim	as	 they	 sat	 around,	 tired	but
sleepless.	‘I	mean	an	insect	that	you	can	easily	kill	sneaks	up	on	us	and	kills	us.’

‘No	more	useless	than	any	other,’	Naim	said.

‘Except	those	that	come	from	God,’	Sajan	said	with	a	certain	satisfaction.

‘So	you	think	a	death	in	war	comes	from	God?’	Naim	asked	after	a	while.

‘No,’	answered	Sajan,	‘I	don’t	think	so.’

‘All	right,	why	not?’

Sajan	was	quiet	for	a	moment.	‘You	know,	havildar,’	he	said	then,	‘whenever	I	think	I
have	 killed	 someone,	 not	 hand-to-hand	 but	 even	 unseen,	 I	 feel	 the	 blood	 in	my	 throat.
Death	that	comes	from	God’s	will	does	not	stick	in	anyone’s	throat.’

‘I	think	we	will	have	an	engagement	with	the	enemy	tomorrow,’	Naim	said	to	change
the	 subject,	 although	he	 did	 not	 believe	 it.	He	 had	only	 had	 some	doubtful	 information
about	 their	 strength.	 ‘They	 are	 massed	 over	 there,	 on	 the	 western	 side	 of	 the	 trees.
Intelligence	 says	 they	 have	 sixteen	 thousand	 troops.	 Two	 thousand	 white	 and	 fourteen
thousand	black.’

‘Where	do	they	get	the	blacks?’

‘Don’t	know.	Each	company	has	two	hundred	men,	sixty	big	guns	and	eighty	machine
guns.	We	will	have	a	job	to	do…’

‘Motherfucking	mosquitoes,’	Sajan	said.	‘Oh	yes,	sir,	big	job	to	do.	Havildar,	are	there
mosquitoes	where	the	enemy	is?’

‘Of	course,	much	more.’



‘Good.’

Not	 long	 after,	 they	 had	 their	 first	 real	 engagement.	 There	 had	 been	 no	word	 from
intelligence.	 They	were	 on	 a	 routine	 exercise	 when	 it	 happened.	 Light-footed	 as	 forest
foxes,	 they	were	 advancing	 through	 thick	 grass	when	 suddenly	 they	 came	 up	 against	 a
company	of	white	soldiers.

‘Black	Bird!’	The	company	commander	shouted	the	code	word.

He	was	answered	by	rifle	fire.	The	company	hit	the	ground	and	returned	the	fire.	Birds
flew	up	from	the	grassland	and	small	animals	scurried	away.	After	a	few	minutes’	silence,
a	line	of	soldiers	appeared	virtually	at	arms’	length	from	them	and	attacked.	Hand-to-hand
combat	 began.	 Naim,	 still	 on	 the	 ground,	 took	 aim	 at	 a	 soldier’s	 chest	 and	 fired.	 The
soldier,	a	husky,	red-faced	man,	fell	back	and	gathered	up	in	the	shape	of	a	ball.	He	didn’t
get	up.	Finding	attacking	soldiers	almost	looming	above	him,	Naim	jumped	up.	A	few	feet
away	 he	 saw	 a	 soldier	 running	 across,	 his	 bayonet	 pointing	 at	 the	 body	 of	 Naim’s
company	commander.	Without	a	moment’s	pause,	Naim	charged	and	sank	his	bayonet	in
the	side	of	the	soldier.	The	commander,	alerted	by	the	cry	of	the	wounded	man,	turned	and
fired	 his	 revolver	 at	 him.	 The	 soldier	 slumped	 to	 the	 ground.	 The	 commander	 glanced
round	and	fired	again	at	a	soldier	attacking	Naim.	At	the	same	moment,	Naim	looked	to
his	side	and	saw	that	his	left	arm	was	hanging	by	thin	threads	of	flesh	and	veins	just	below
the	elbow.	Before	he	lost	consciousness	he	distinctly	recalled	thinking,	why	was	it	always
his	left	arm	that	got	hurt?

The	hospital	was	in	a	building	once	used	as	a	school.	In	a	long	narrow	room,	Naim	lay
among	 the	 other	 half-fallen,	 their	 heads	 touching	 others’	 feet,	 squeezed	 into	 spaces	 too
small	for	them.	Amid	cries	and	moans	from	the	wounded,	the	maimed	and	the	near-dead,
the	old	bandaged	ones	looked	at	the	new	arrivals	as	a	buffalo	would	look,	with	uninvolved
concern,	at	another	in	the	agony	of	giving	birth.	A	Pathan	soldier	lay	beside	Naim.

‘How	are	you	feeling,	jawan?’	a	doctor	on	his	round	asked	the	Pathan.

‘Son	of	a	donkey,’	 the	Pathan	said	 to	 the	doctor,	glowering	at	him	with	red,	swollen
eyes.	Then	suddenly,	he	burst	 into	 tears.	 ‘I	have	become	 lame	—	I	will	be	a	 lame	man,
always…’

The	 doctor	 threw	 a	 tired	 glance	 at	 the	 soldier	 and	 moved	 on	 to	 Naim.	 ‘Your	 last
dressing	will	be	on	Friday,’	he	said,	looking	at	the	patient’s	papers,	before	moving	on.

Following	 the	 doctor	 came	 Nurse	 Doris.	 ‘Stop	 crying,	 you	 baby,’	 she	 said	 to	 the
Pathan	affectionately.

‘He	is	not	a	baby,	nurse,’	Naim	said,	laughing.

‘You	are	all	babies	here.	When	you	arrived	here	last	month	you	were	crying	too.’

‘No	I	wasn’t.’



‘Yes	 you	 were.	 You	 have	 forgotten.	 You	 were	 very	 small	 then,’	 she	 said,	 sweetly
mischievous,	passing	on	to	the	next	man.

Naim	got	off	his	bed	and	went	to	sit	on	the	Pathan	soldier’s	bed.

‘What	is	your	name?’

‘Amir	Khan,’	the	Pathan	replied.

‘Where	do	you	come	from?’

‘Kaka	Khel.	Near	Peshawar.’

‘Where	were	you	wounded?’

‘Some	place	out	there.	Don’t	know	the	name.’

‘Unit?’

‘Frontier	Force	Rifles.’

During	 this	 exchange	 the	 soldier’s	 gaze	 remained	 fixed	 upon	 Naim’s	 arm.	 Naim
smiled	and	showed	him	the	bandaged	stump.

‘Yes.	It	had	to	be	cut	off.’

The	Pathan	soldier	shook	his	head	 in	aggrieved	sympathy,	 looking	from	Naim’s	half
arm	to	his	own	half	leg	for	a	few	seconds,	then	smiled,	as	if	taking	strength	from	the	other
man	who	looked	alive	and	well,	minus	an	arm.

After	his	discharge	 from	 the	hospital,	Naim	reported	 to	his	unit,	 from	where	he	was
sent	 to	brigade	headquarters.	He	was	sitting	on	a	bench	outside	an	office,	waiting	 to	be
called,	when	he	felt	someone’s	hand	on	his	shoulder.	He	looked	up	and	saw	it	was	Khalik
from	 Jat	 Nagar.	 Naim	 stood	 up	 and	 they	 shook	 hands.	 Khalik	 kept	 looking	 at	 Naim’s
empty	sleeve,	knotted	up	below	the	elbow.

‘Yes,	this,’	Naim	said,	moving	his	arm.	‘I	was	wounded.’

‘Bad,’	Khalik	said.	‘Very	bad.	Do	you	remember	the	time	we	came	to	Roshan	Pur	for	a
kabaddi	match	and	you	broke	my	ear	with	a	blow	of	this	hand?’

‘N-no,’	Naim	said,	‘I	don’t	remember.	Where	are	you	posted?’

‘Here,	in	headquarters.	I	am	with	the	supply	corps.’

Khalik	gave	him	a	cigarette	and	helped	him	light	it.

‘What’s	the	news?’	Naim	asked.

‘My	brother	Tufail	has	made	a	havildar.	Darshan	Singh	became	disabled	and	was	sent
home.	Roshan	Pur’s	Mahinder	Singh	died.’

The	cigarette	in	Naim’s	fingers	trembled.	‘In	action?’



‘Yes.	But	not	at	the	enemy’s	hand.’

‘What	happened?’

‘His	 unit	 was	 ordered	 to	 advance,	 but	 he	 stayed	 put,	 wouldn’t	 move.	 After	 many
warnings,	finally	his	company	commander	shot	him.’

Naim	inhaled	deeply	on	the	cigarette	several	times.

Khalik	continued	in	a	low,	flat	voice,	‘He	had,	you	know,	grown	a	bit	poor	in	the	head.
Oh,	 I	don’t	know,	don’t	want	 to	 talk	bad	about	 the	dead.	Anyway,	 there	was	 something
wrong	with	him.’	He	saw	signs	of	distress	on	Naim’s	face	and	said,	 ‘Mind	you,	he	may
have	died	in	some	other	way.	This	is	just	the	story	that	I	heard.’

Naim’s	thoughts	were	still	muddled	as	he	was	called	in.

‘You	have	been	recommended	for	a	medal	for	bravery,	and	we	are	all	proud	of	you,’
the	adjutant	told	him.	‘Final	approval	has	to	come	from	high	up,	takes	time.	Look,	can	you
handle	a	rifle?’

‘Yes,	sir.’

‘I	mean,	can	you	fire	it?’

‘I	can,’	Naim	answered	without	thinking.

The	 officer	 looked	 at	 him	 as	 if	 he	 had	 doubts	 about	 the	 statement.	 ‘Well,	 it	 doesn’t
matter.	You	will	do	guard	duty	on	the	enemy	wounded.’

‘Yes,	sir.’

The	 wards	 of	 wounded	 prisoners	 of	 war	 were	 in	 a	 small	 church	 building.	 On	 the
second	day	of	his	new	assignment,	Naim	went	down	a	corridor	and	stopped	dead;	it	was	as
if	the	earth	had	gripped	his	feet.	So	far	he	hadn’t	looked	at	the	wounded	with	any	interest.
To	him	they	were	like	every	other	wounded	man	he	had	earlier	seen	in	his	own	sickbed	—
except	that	 these	were	the	enemy.	Bloodless	and	disfigured,	 they	were	mostly	white	and
hence	strangers	to	him.	The	day	he	first	glanced	at	one,	he	had	a	face	swollen	to	the	size	of
a	 large	watermelon,	his	features	 lost	 in	 the	distended,	fluid-filled	flesh.	As	he	turned	his
face	away,	Naim	caught	sight	of	another,	lying	still,	with	his	head	propped	up	on	a	rolled-
up	piece	of	cloth	that	served	as	a	pillow.	Naim	turned	pale	and	quickly	retraced	his	steps.
It’s	him,	he	said	to	himself.	I	saw	his	face.	He	turned	towards	me	for	a	second	before	he
fell.	His	 bayonet	was	 inches	 away	 from	 the	 captain’s	 ribs	when	 I	 pushed	mine	 into	 his
side.	He	had	on	his	face	a	grimace	of	pain	as	he	looked	at	me.	How	can	I	forget	his	face,
the	 imprint	of	his	 twisted	face	on	my	brain,	 the	face	of	 the	first	man	I	drew	blood	from
under	my	eyes,	near	enough	to	touch	him	and	smell	his	sour	blood?	Why	the	hell	did	he
not	die	and	disappear	into	the	earth?	He	took	a	bullet	from	the	captain	too.	Ya	Khudaya,
how	hard	these	bastards	are!

Naim	stayed	away	from	that	part	of	the	ward	for	the	rest	of	the	day.	The	next	day	he



tried	to	steady	himself	and	passed	by	the	sick	man,	who	was	looking	straight	ahead.	Will
he	recognise	me?	he	thought.	Actually,	I	have	only	exposed	my	profile	to	him,	whereas	he
saw	me	 from	 the	 front	earlier	 in	 the	grass.	 Is	my	 face	 fixed	 in	his	eyes?	 I	once	heard	a
story	that	a	police	investigator	looked	into	the	open	eyes	of	a	dead	man	and	saw	the	image
of	the	man	who	had	killed	him.	I	don’t	really	believe	that	story.	Anyway,	this	man	is	not
dead.	But	that	is	the	whole	problem.	He	is	alive…	On	the	third	day,	the	foolishness	of	the
situation	dawned	on	him	—	that	he,	Naim,	was	now	this	man’s	master	and	had	no	need	to
fear	him;	 that	he	held	 the	weapon	and	 the	man	was	his	prisoner	and	 thus	powerless.	He
looked	 the	 man	 straight	 in	 the	 face	 and	 passed	 on.	 The	 man,	 yellow-skinned,	 sunken-
cheeked	 and	 heavily	 bandaged	 around	 the	 chest,	 looked	 back	 without	 a	 glimmer	 of
recognition	 in	 his	 eyes.	 It’s	 all	 right,	 thought	 Naim,	 we	 are	 completely	 different	 in
appearance	from	these	people	and	probably	look	all	the	same	to	them.	He	can	never	pick
me	out.

Satisfying	himself	 thus,	Naim	went	about	his	guard	duties,	gradually	 losing	his	self-
consciousness	 until	 a	 couple	 of	 days	 later	 when	 he	 was	 brought	 to	 a	 halt	 again:	 he
imagined	 that	 the	man	 had	 smiled	 at	 him.	Without	 stopping,	 he	managed	 a	 wan	 smile
back.	On	his	next	round	the	man	spoke	to	him.	In	a	heavy,	thick	voice,	he	said,	‘Officer.’
Naim	stopped	near	him.	The	man	knew	few	English	words	but	made	himself	understood.
‘Sun,’	he	said,	pointing	to	the	large	window	just	behind	him,	‘all	day,	I	burn.’

Naim	nodded	and	hastily	withdrew.	Still,	he	couldn’t	keep	himself	from	going	to	speak
to	the	doctor	in	charge.

Dr	McDonald	smiled	sarcastically.	‘Does	he	think	he	is	in	a	hotel?’

‘But,	sir,’	Naim	said,	‘he	is	badly	wounded.	At	least	we	can	stop	the	sun	coming	in.	It
is	very	hot	in	there	and	he	is	suffering.’

‘Suffering,	hah!	Can	you	imagine	how	many	people	he	may	have	made	to	suffer?’

‘Very	true,	sir,’	Naim	said,	but	didn’t	go	away.

The	 doctor	 looked	 at	 his	 amputated	 arm	 and	 relented.	 ‘Don’t	 look	 to	 me	 to	 do
anything,	I	can	only	attend	to	his	wounds.	But	you	are	free	to	do	what	you	can.’

After	a	bit	of	looking	around,	Naim	found	a	piece	of	tarpaulin	that	he	hung	up,	with
the	help	of	another	soldier	on	guard	duty,	a	partly	shell-shocked	man	who	had	the	use	of
both	arms,	in	front	of	the	window.	It	stopped	the	sun	coming	in.

‘Thank	you,’	said	the	prisoner	several	times,	gratitude	showing	in	his	eyes.

From	then	on,	Naim	stopped	by	the	man	at	least	once	in	a	day	to	ask	him	how	he	was,
to	which	the	man	always	replied,	‘Thank	you,’	with	a	smile.

A	few	days	later	the	man	spoke	to	Naim	once	again.	‘I	Harold.	Thank	you	for	favour.’

‘No	favour,’	Naim	said	to	him,	‘only	my	duty.’



‘I	return	favour,’	Harold	said.

‘Thank	you.	But	there	is	no	need.’

‘I	make	hand.’

‘Hand?	What	hand?’

‘That.’	The	man	pointed	to	Naim’s	empty	sleeve.

‘This?’	Naim	asked,	raising	his	left	upper	arm.	‘How?’

The	man	simply	said,	‘Yes,	yes,’	vigorously	nodding	his	head.

Naim	came	away	from	there	saying	no	more	than	‘thank	you’.	On	the	following	days,
Naim	did	not	stop	by	the	man;	and	by	generally	ignoring	him	he	tried	to	discourage	the
man	from	speaking	to	him.	Some	days	later,	however,	with	the	help	of	another	wounded
prisoner	who	spoke	better	English	 than	Harold,	Naim	came	 to	understand	 the	prisoner’s
offer:	Harold	and	his	 father,	coming	from	a	 long	 line	of	cabinet	makers,	had	worked	all
their	 lives	 in	a	factory	 that	made	artificial	 limbs	before	Harold	was	 taken	 into	 the	army.
All	he	needed,	the	prisoner	speaking	on	behalf	of	Harold	said,	were	some	tools	and	a	piece
of	 wood.	 Throughout	 this	 conversation,	 Harold,	 with	 a	 smile	 on	 his	 face,	 kept	 saying
‘thank	you’	and	pointing	to	the	back	of	his	shoulders	and	neck,	where	the	tiny	boils	that
had	come	up	on	the	skin	from	the	heat	of	the	African	sun	were	already	beginning	to	lose
their	 angry	 red	 colour	 and	were	 drying	 up.	On	 top	 of	 his	 guilt,	Naim	 felt	 embarrassed.
Conspiring	with	another	guard,	he	stopped	going	to	Harold’s	ward	altogether.	Days	passed
without	Naim	setting	eyes	on	Harold.	The	 longer	he	stayed	away,	however,	 the	stronger
the	image	of	the	man	with	a	pathetic	smile	on	his	lips	impressed	itself	on	Naim’s	mind.	At
the	same	time,	as	if	by	coincidence,	the	feeling	of	the	loss	of	an	arm	became	intensified
inside	him,	obliging	him	in	the	end	to	give	up	his	dignified	resistance	and	go	to	the	doctor
once	again.

‘It	 is	 against	 the	 rules,’	 Dr	Major	McDonald	 said.	 ‘They	 cannot	 be	 given	 even	 the
smallest	 sharp	 instrument.	They	 can	open	up	 their	wounds,	 or	 kill	 themselves	 right	 off.
These	people	are	fanatics.’

‘I	am	sure	he	won’t	do	any	such	thing.	I	trust	him.	Sir,	it	is	a	question	of	my	arm.’

‘We	are	setting	up	an	artificial	limb	factory	in	India.	You	will	get	it	properly	done	as
soon	as	you	are	back	there.’

Naim	persisted.	‘Sir,	I	think	this	prisoner	can	make	a	good	one	and	quickly.’

It	 went	 like	 this,	 back	 and	 forth,	 between	 Naim	 and	 the	 doctor,	 for	 a	 few	 days.
Eventually,	perhaps	again	as	a	compassionate	gesture	towards	Naim,	the	doctor	said,	‘All
right.	 I	 can	 use	 my	 discretion	 in	 this	 matter,	 but	 if	 anything	 untoward	 happens,	 the
responsibility	will	be	entirely	yours.’

The	doctor	decided	 that	Harold	should	be	shifted	 to	a	vestibule	near	 the	entrance	so



that	he	could	not	be	seen	by	 the	other	prisoners,	and	 that	Naim	should	spend	 the	whole
time	 with	 him	 for	 the	 few	 hours	 a	 day	 the	 man	 was	 using	 the	 tools	 he	 was	 given.
Furthermore,	he	decreed	that	the	tools	should	be	taken	from	him	at	the	end	of	each	day’s
work	and	put	away.	After	the	job	was	finished,	the	prisoner	would	be	shifted	back	to	his
previous	place	in	the	general	ward.

This	was	done.	Naim	procured	a	few	carpenters’	tools	and	a	piece	of	cured	hardwood,
of	which	there	was	plenty	in	those	parts.	He	would	take	them	all	away	from	Harold	in	the
afternoon	and	bring	them	back	the	next	morning.	Over	the	next	two	weeks,	Naim	saw	that
shapeless	 piece	 of	 wood	 take	 on	 the	 form,	 at	 Harold’s	meticulous	 hands,	 of	 a	 forearm
almost	 exactly	 the	 size	 of	 the	 one	Naim	had	 lost,	 a	wrist	 and	 a	 hand	—	complete	with
criss-crossing	 veins,	 bits	 of	 knobbly	 bone	 sticking	 out	 in	 the	 right	 places,	 the	wrinkled
skin	on	the	wrist,	finger	joints	and	fingernails	—	all	perfectly	carved	with	nothing	more
than	 a	 penknife,	 aside	 from	 a	 couple	 of	 bigger	 tools,	which	 he	 used	 initially	 to	 cut	 the
wood	to	the	proper	size.	Finally,	Harold	asked	to	examine	the	stump-end	of	Naim’s	arm
more	closely	for	dents	and	depressions	so	he	could	work	out	where	to	cut	into	the	joining
end	of	the	wooden	limb.	This	took	the	longest	time	and	required	several	fittings.	The	only
thing	Harold	couldn’t	do	was	to	fix	the	small	metallic	catches	and	hinges	that	would	hold
the	attachment	securely	in	place.	For	that,	Naim	would	have	to	go	to	a	factory	in	India.

Naim	took	the	wooden	arm	to	the	doctor.	Although	surprised	to	see	the	workmanship,
the	doctor	said	without	a	smile,	‘Good.	Move	him	back	to	the	ward.’

Taking	him	from	the	vestibule,	Harold’s	independent	home	for	over	three	weeks,	to	the
ward,	Naim	said	to	him,	‘Sorry	for	this.	And	thank	you.’	He	took	the	artificial	arm	and	put
it	in	his	trunk,	safely	wrapped	in	woolly	clothing.

Four	 weeks	 later	 Naim	 received	 his	 honourable	 discharge	 with	 a	 letter	 of
commendation	and	a	small	pension.	Before	boarding	ship	for	his	voyage	home,	Naim	paid
a	 last	 call	 to	 the	 sick	 prisoners	 of	 war.	When	 he	 learned	 that	 Naim	 was	 going	 home,
Harold	produced	the	broadest	smile	that	anyone	had	so	far	seen	on	his	face.	Naim	lingered
there.	There	could	be	no	conversation	other	than	broken	phrases	between	them.	But	Naim
had	a	question	on	his	mind	that	he	didn’t	want	anyone	else	to	interpret	for	him.	Finally	he
asked	it.	‘Why	did	you	do	it	for	an	enemy?’

Harold	first	answered	with	a	pause	and	a	shrug,	as	if	he	didn’t	understand	the	question.
Then	he	said,	‘I	not	know	you	enemy,	only	man.’

Twelve	weeks	after	returning	to	Roshan	Pur,	Naim	was	called	up	to	Delhi	by	the	army
authorities	and	decorated	with	a	Distinguished	Conduct	Medal.	With	it	came	an	award	of
ten	acres	of	land	in	his	village,	a	promotion-on-retirement	to	Subedar	and	an	increase	in
his	pension.
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She	Had	Said
Chandradhar	Sharma	Guleri

Our	appeal	 to	 the	 residents	of	 the	big	cities	whose	backs	have	been	blistered	by	 tongue
lashings	and	whose	ears	are	filled	with	the	abuses	of	ekka1	drivers,	is	to	apply	the	sweet
balming	speech	of	the	bamboo	cart	drivers	of	Amritsar.

On	the	wide	streets	of	big	cities,	when	an	ekka	driver	thrashes	his	horse’s	back	with	his
whip,	 all	 the	 while	 insulting	 the	 horse,	 and	 also	 makes	 his	 intimate	 relations	 with	 the
horse’s	grandmother	known,	or	when	he	pities	the	pedestrians	for	not	having	eyes	to	see	as
he	rides	over	their	toes	and	bemoans	his	fate,	the	universe	and	his	luck,	then	men	from	his
fraternity	come	out	onto	 the	 streets	 and	 start	navigating	 the	narrow	and	confusing	 lanes
with	endless	patience.	He	would	shout	out,	‘Save	yourself,	Kalsaji’,	‘Move	aside,	brother’,
‘Stop,	brother’,	‘Let	us	through,	Lalaji’,	‘Move	aside,	kiddo’,	as	he	would	wade	through	a
crowd	of	white	 turbans,	mules,	ducks,	 sugarcane	sellers,	et	al.	Of	course,	no	one	would
think	of	moving	without	hearing	ji	or	sahab	as	a	suffix!

It	isn’t	as	though	the	ekka	drivers	of	big	cities	don’t	have	sharp	tongues;	but	here	they
are	like	a	stiletto	that	moves	swiftly	and	smoothly.

If	 an	old	 lady	were	 to	not	give	way	 to	 these	bamboo	cart	drivers,	despite	warnings,
they	would	cry	out:	 ‘Move	aside,	you	deserve	a	 long	 life…	Move,	you	 fortunate	one…
move	 aside,	 if	 you	 value	 your	 life,	 watch	 out!’	 All	 of	 which	 basically	 means,	 you	 are
fortunate	and	 loved	by	your	 family,	you	have	a	 long	 life	 ahead	of	you,	why	would	you
want	to	come	under	my	cart?	Save	yourself!

In	the	midst	of	such	bamboo	cart	drivers,	a	boy	and	a	girl	met	at	a	shop	in	the	chowk.
From	the	boy’s	long	hair	and	the	girl’s	loose-fitted	clothes,	it	could	be	made	out	that	they
were	both	Sikh.	He	was	there	to	buy	some	curd	for	his	uncle’s	hair	and	she	was	there	to
buy	some	badiyan2	for	her	kitchen.	They	waited	while	the	shopkeeper	was	wrangling	with
a	stranger	who	insisted	on	counting	each	and	every	papad	in	the	pile	before	moving.

‘Where	is	your	house?’

‘In	Maghre;	and	yours?’

‘In	Manjhe.	Where	do	you	live	here?’

‘At	Avtar	Singh’s	house.	He’s	my	maternal	uncle.’

‘Even	I	live	with	my	maternal	uncle.	His	house	is	in	Guru	Bazaar.’

At	this	moment,	the	shopkeeper	interrupted	them	and	gave	them	what	they	had	come
for.	The	boy	and	the	girl	walked	out	together	after	making	their	purchases.	After	walking
for	a	while,	the	boy	asked	the	girl	with	a	smile,	‘Are	you	engaged?’



At	this	the	girl	frowned	and	said,	‘Dhatt!’3	Then	she	ran	off.	The	boy	stood	there	and
watched	her	go.

On	the	second	or	third	day,	they	began	to	bump	into	each	other	at	the	vegetable	seller’s
shop,	or	at	the	milkman’s.	This	went	on	for	a	month.	Twice	or	thrice	the	boy	asked,	‘Are
you	engaged?’	and	each	time	he	got	 the	same	answer:	‘Dhatt’.	Then,	one	day,	when	 the
boy	 asked	her	 the	 same	question	 again,	 laughingly,	 this	 time	 the	 girl	 replied	 against	 all
expectations:	‘Yes,	I	am.’

‘When?’

‘Yesterday.	Don’t	you	see	this	embroidered	silk	shawl?’

The	boy	ran	away.	He	headed	home.	On	his	way	back,	he	pushed	another	boy	into	the
gutter,	ruined	a	day’s	worth	of	a	hawker’s	earnings,	threw	a	stone	at	a	dog	and	poured	milk
all	over	a	cauliflower	vendor’s	cart.	He	bumped	into	a	Vaishnava	woman	returning	from
her	holy	bath	and	earned	the	epithet	blind	from	her,	and	only	then	reached	home.

‘Ram,	Ram!4	What	kind	of	war	is	this!	My	bones	are	stiff	from	sitting	for	days	and	nights
in	these	trenches.	Here,	it	is	ten	times	colder	than	Ludhiana	and	on	top	of	it,	it	rains	and
snows	constantly.	We’re	up	to	our	calves	in	mud.	We	can’t	see	the	ground;	after	an	hour	or
two,	we	hear	the	ear-piercing	boom	of	an	explosion	as	it	shakes	the	trench,	and	the	ground
beneath	us	shakes	for	miles.’

‘If	we	can	save	ourselves	from	these	bombs,	only	then	can	we	fight.	We	had	heard	of
the	 earthquake	 at	 Nagarkot,	 but	 here,	 such	 earthquakes	 take	 place	 at	 least	 twenty-five
times	 a	 day.	 If	 ever	 the	 tip	 of	 a	 turban	 or	 an	 elbow	 is	 seen	 above	 the	 trench,	 we
immediately	feel	 the	crack	of	a	shot.	We	don’t	know	whether	 the	wretches	are	hiding	in
the	mud	or	in	the	grass.’

‘Lahna	Singh,	it	is	just	three	more	days	to	go.	We	have	already	spent	four	days	in	this
bunker.	On	the	third	day,	the	relief	will	reach	and	then	we’ll	have	a	seven-day	leave.	We’ll
kill	an	animal	together	and	then	eat	till	our	stomach	is	full,	then	we’ll	sleep	soundly	in	the
firang	mem’s5	 garden,	 which	 has	 a	 velvety	 green	 lawn.	 She	 showers	 us	 with	 fruit	 and
milk.	Everyone	says	 that	 she	doesn’t	even	 take	a	penny	 for	 it.	She	says	 that	you	are	all
kings	who	have	come	here	to	save	my	country.’

‘I	haven’t	slept	a	wink	for	four	days.	Without	exercise	even	a	horse	becomes	restless
and	without	fighting,	a	soldier	grows	weary.	I	wish	they	would	let	me	fix	a	bayonet	to	my
rifle	 and	 allow	 me	 to	 march	 ahead.	 Then,	 if	 I	 don’t	 return	 after	 killing	 at	 least	 seven
Germans,	 may	 I	 never	 have	 the	 good	 fortune	 of	 bowing	 my	 head	 at	 the	 threshold	 of
Darbar	Sahab.	Seeing	our	bayonets	and	tanks,	these	morons	start	screaming	and	begging
for	mercy,	but	as	soon	as	it’s	dark	they	fire	thirty-pound	bombs	at	us.	That	day	we	didn’t



leave	a	single	German	alive	within	a	four-mile	radius.	We	were	ordered	to	retreat	by	our
General,	or	else…’

‘Or	else	we	would	have	 reached	Berlin	by	now!	Right?’	 said	Subedar6	Hazar	Singh
with	a	smile.	‘Wars	are	not	run	by	jamadars	or	naiks.	Instead,	senior	officers	have	to	think
far	ahead.	The	 front	 is	 three	hundred	miles	 long.	 If	we	 run	away	 in	one	direction,	what
will	happen	then?’

‘Subedarji,	 it	 is	 true,’	 said	Lahna	Singh,	 ‘but	what	should	we	do?	The	cold	has	now
seeped	into	our	bones.	The	sun	is	never	out,	and	water	trickles	into	our	trench	from	both
sides	like	the	streams	gushing	into	the	baolis7	of	Chamba.	Another	attack	should	warm	us
up	nicely.’

‘Restless	man,	get	up	and	add	some	coal	to	the	brazier.	Vazira,	gather	up	four	men	and
use	 these	 buckets	 to	 collect	 the	 water	 and	 bail	 it	 out	 of	 the	 bunker.	Maha	 Singh,	 it	 is
evening	now,	go	 and	 change	 the	guards	 at	 the	 entrance.’	While	 giving	 these	orders,	 the
Subedar	started	making	his	round	around	the	bunker.

Vazira	Singh	was	 the	 jester	 of	 the	platoon.	While	dumping	 the	dirty	water	 from	 the
trench,	he	said,	‘I	have	become	a	pasha.	Now	pay	obeisance	to	the	king	of	Germany!’	At
this	everyone	burst	out	laughing	and	the	clouds	of	sadness	parted.

Lahna	Singh	filled	the	second	bucket	and	said,	‘Think	of	it	as	watering	the	melons	in
your	fields.	Water	like	this,	so	rich	in	nutrients,	is	nowhere	to	be	found	in	all	of	Punjab.’

‘Yes	 indeed,	 this	 country	 is	 a	 veritable	 paradise.	 After	 the	 war,	 I	 will	 ask	 the
government	to	allot	me	ten	dhuma8	of	land	here	so	that	I	can	plant	my	own	fruit	orchard.’

‘Will	you	call	your	wife	here,	too?	Or	will	you	keep	that	white	woman	who	gives	you
milk…’

‘Shut	up!	The	people	here	have	no	shame.’

‘Different	countries	have	different	cultures.	Till	now,	I	have	not	been	able	to	make	her
understand	that	Sikhs	do	not	smoke.	She	insists	on	offering	me	a	cigarette,	wants	to	put	it
in	my	mouth,	and	if	I	move	away,	she	thinks	the	king	is	annoyed	and	will	now	not	fight
for	her	country.’

‘OK!	How	is	Bodha	Singh	now?’

‘He	is	fine.’

‘As	if	I	don’t	know	anything.	You	give	him	your	blanket	and	spend	the	night	by	the
brazier.	When	it	is	his	turn	to	keep	watch,	you	do	his	duty.	You	let	him	sleep	on	your	dry
wooden	plank	while	you	lie	in	the	mud.	Don’t	you	fall	ill	now!	This	winter	is	death	for	us
and	those	who	die	of	pneumonia	are	not	granted	any	land	by	the	government.’

‘You	don’t	need	to	be	worried	about	me.	I	will	die	by	the	canal	in	Bulel.	My	head	will



rest	in	the	lap	of	my	brother	Keerat	Singh,	and	the	shade	of	the	mango	tree	I	planted	with
my	own	hands	in	my	garden	will	be	over	me.’

Vazira	 Singh	 scowled	 and	 said,	 ‘What	 is	 with	 all	 this	 talk	 about	 death?	 Let	 the
Germans	and	the	Turks	die!	What	say,	brothers?’	Then	he	started	singing:

Dilli	sheher	tein	Pishor	niyun	jaandiay

Kar	laina	longan	da	bazar	mudiay;

Kar	laina	nodayga	sauda	aadiay

Oye	laana	chat	kuday	noon

Ke	baana	ve	maazedar	gooria

Huun	laana	chatka	kuday	noon

While	going	from	Lahore	to	Peshawar

Do	a	little	business	of	cloves,	my	boy

Do	the	best	business	there	is,	my	boy

Put	a	tempering	of	cloves	in	the	pumpkin

See	what	a	tasty	pumpkin	it	is,	my	boy!

Who	would	have	known	that	such	bearded,	family-oriented,	uptight	Sikhs	would	sing	such
bawdy	 songs?	 However,	 the	 entire	 bunker	 echoed	 with	 this	 song	 and	 the	 soldiers	 felt
refreshed	all	over	again,	as	though	they	had	been	sleeping	and	having	fun	for	the	past	four
days.

The	second	watch	of	the	night	had	passed.	It	was	dark.	There	was	complete	silence.	Bodha
Singh	was	asleep	on	 three	empty	biscuit	 tins	with	 two	of	his	blankets	 spread	out	below
him	and	Lahna	Singh’s	blanket	and	overcoat	over	him.	Lahna	Singh	was	on	guard	duty.
One	 eye	was	 on	 the	 entrance	 to	 the	 bunker	 and	 the	 other	 on	Bodha	Singh’s	 frail	 body.
Bodha	Singh	moaned	in	his	sleep.

‘What	is	it	Bodha	bhai?	What	do	you	want?’

‘Give	me	some	water.’

Lahna	Singh	held	the	cup	of	water	to	Bodha	Singh’s	mouth	and	asked,	‘How	are	you
feeling?’	After	drinking	the	water,	Bodha	Singh	replied,	‘I’m	shivering.	Ram-Ram,	it	feels
like	an	electric	shock	is	going	through	my	body.	My	teeth	are	chattering.’

‘Here,	take	my	jersey.’

‘What	about	you?’



‘I	have	the	brazier	and	it	makes	me	feel	hot.	I’m	sweating.’

‘No,	I	will	not	wear	it.	For	four	days,	you’ve	been…’

‘Yes,	I	remember	now.	I	have	another	warm	jersey	with	me.	It	came	just	this	morning.
May	God	bless	the	memsahibs	who	are	knitting	them	and	sending	them	over	from	foreign
countries.’	Saying	this,	Lahna	Singh	started	taking	off	his	coat	and	then	his	jersey.

‘Are	you	telling	the	truth?’

‘What	 else?	 Am	 I	 lying?’	 Saying	 so,	 he	 made	 the	 reluctant	 Bodha	 Singh	 wear	 his
jersey.	With	only	his	khaki	coat	and	denim	kurta,	Lahna	Singh	went	and	stood	guard.	That
bit	about	the	memsahibs’	jersey	was	merely	a	story,	nothing	more.

Half-an-hour	 passed.	 Someone	 called	 out	 from	outside	 the	 bunker,	 ‘Subedar	Hazara
Singh!’

‘Who’s	 it?	 Lieutenant	 sahab?	 Yes,	 sir!’	 Saying	 this,	 the	 Subedar	 saluted	 his	 senior
army	officer	and	stood	to	attention.

‘Look,	we	have	to	attack	right	now.	A	mile	away	towards	the	eastern	corner,	there	is	a
German	bunker.	There	aren’t	more	than	fifty	Germans	in	it.	There	is	a	path	between	the
trees	here.	There	are	 two	or	 three	 turnings.	Wherever	 there	 is	a	 turn,	 I	have	stationed	at
least	 fifteen	 soldiers.	Leave	 ten	men	here	 and	 take	 the	 rest.	Seize	 their	 bunker	 and	 stay
there	until	you	receive	further	orders.	Don’t	move.	I	will	stay	here.’

‘As	you	command,	sir.’

Everyone	 got	 dressed	 quietly.	 Even	 Bodha	 Singh	 took	 off	 the	 blanket	 and	 started
pacing	around.	That’s	when	Lahna	Singh	stopped	him.	As	soon	as	Lahna	Singh	stepped
towards	Bodha	Singh,	Bodha	Singh’s	father,	the	Subedar,	pointed	towards	his	son.	Lahna
Singh	 understood	 immediately.	 An	 argument	 ensued	 about	 which	 ten	 men	 would	 stay
behind.	Nobody	wanted	to	be	left	behind.	After	a	lot	of	persuasion,	the	Subedar	marched
off	with	his	men.

The	 Lieutenant	 stood	 facing	 Lahna	 Singh’s	 brazier	 and	 started	 smoking	 a	 cigarette.
After	 about	 ten	minutes,	 he	 held	 out	 one	 towards	Lahna	Singh	 and	 said,	 ‘Here,	 have	 a
smoke.’

In	the	blink	of	an	eye,	Lahna	Singh	understood	what	was	going	on.	As	he	tried	to	hide
his	 facial	 expressions,	 he	 said,	 ‘Give,	 sir.’	 As	 he	 extended	 his	 hand,	 he	 saw	 the
Lieutenant’s	face	and	hair	in	the	glow	of	the	fire.	That’s	when	he	was	alarmed.	How	had
the	 Lieutenant’s	 sideburns	 vanished	 in	 just	 one	 day	 and	 in	 its	 place,	 how	 did	 he	 have
prisoner-style	close-cropped	hair?

Maybe	he	was	drunk	when	he	decided	to	cut	his	hair?	Lahna	Singh	decided	to	find	out.
The	Lieutenant	had	been	in	his	regiment	for	the	past	five	years.

‘So,	sir,	when	will	we	go	back	to	India?’



‘As	soon	as	the	war	ends.	Why,	do	you	not	like	this	country?’

‘No,	sir,	there’s	no	fun	in	hunting	here.	Do	you	remember	that	time	last	year	when	we
went	hunting	in	the	Jagadhari	district	during	a	mock-battle	drill?’

‘Yes,	yes,	I	remember.’

‘That’s	when	you	rode	the	donkey	and	your	cook	Abdullah	stayed	back	to	offer	water
at	the	local	temple.’

‘Of	course.	What	a	jerk	that	man	was!’

‘And	then	a	nilgai9	came	out	of	nowhere.	My,	I	had	never	seen	one	so	huge!	And	then
you	fired	your	bullet	and	it	went	right	through	its	shoulder	and	came	out	of	the	other	side.
With	an	officer	such	as	yourself,	it	is	a	pleasure	to	go	hunting.	Why,	sir,	has	the	mounted
head	 of	 the	 nilgai	 come	 back	 from	 Shimla?	 You	 had	 said	 that	 you’d	 hang	 it	 in	 the
regiment’s	mess.’

‘Yes,	but	I	had	it	sent	back	home.’

‘Such	huge	horns!	At	least	two	feet	long!’

‘Yes,	 Lahna	 Singh.	 They	 were	 two	 feet	 and	 four	 inches	 long.	 Why	 have	 you	 not
smoked	your	cigarette?’

‘I’ll	just	have	it.	Let	me	first	go	and	get	a	match.’	Saying	this,	he	entered	the	bunker.
He	no	longer	had	any	doubts.	He	immediately	decided	what	had	to	be	done.

Lahna	Singh	bumped	into	someone	sleeping	in	the	dark.

‘Who	is	it?	Vazira?’

‘Yes,	Lahna.	What’s	the	problem?	Couldn’t	you	let	me	sleep	for	a	little	longer?’

‘Wake	up!	The	end	of	the	world	is	here,	and	it’s	dressed	as	our	Lieutenant	sahab.’

‘What?’

‘The	real	Lieutenant	is	either	dead	or	he’s	been	captured.	Some	German	is	wearing	his
uniform.	The	Subedar	never	saw	his	face.	
I	have	seen	him	and	even	spoken	to	him.	He	speaks	fluent	Urdu,	but	in	a	bookish	manner.
And	he	even	offered	me	a	cigarette!’

‘What	should	we	do	now?’

‘Now	we’re	dead.	We’ve	been	betrayed.	While	the	Subedar	and	his	men	are	wandering
in	 the	 mud,	 we	 will	 face	 an	 attack.	 Get	 up,	 go	 and	 track	 down	 our	 men,	 follow	 their
footsteps.	They	wouldn’t	have	gone	very	far.	Tell	the	Subedar	to	return	immediately.	It’s
all	a	lie	about	the	enemy	bunker.	Go	from	the	back	of	our	trench.	Make	sure	that	that	you



do	not	make	a	sound,	not	even	a	twig	should	snap.	Hurry	up!’

‘But	the	order	was	to	stay	here…’

‘To	 hell	 with	 the	 order!	 This	 is	my	 order…	 Jamadar	 Lahna	 Singh’s.	 And	 I	 am	 the
highest-ranking	 officer	 here	 right	 now.	 Do	 as	 I	 say	 while	 I	 deal	 with	 this	 Lieutenant
sahab.’

‘But	there	are	only	eight	of	you	here.’

‘Not	eight,	but	ten	lakh.	Every	Akali	Sikh	is	equal	to	a	lakh	and	quarter	men.	Go	now.’

Lahna	 Singh	 went	 out	 but	 stayed	 near	 the	 entrance	 of	 the	 bunker.	 He	 saw	 the
Lieutenant	sahab	take	out	three	explosives	the	size	of	berries	from	his	pocket,	push	them
into	the	wall	of	the	bunker	and	connect	them	with	a	wire.	At	the	end	of	the	wire,	there	was
a	 ball	 of	 thread,	 which	 he	 placed	 near	 the	 coal	 brazier.	 He	 was	 just	 about	 to	 put	 a
matchstick	to	the	ball	of	thread	when…

With	the	speed	of	lightning,	Lahna	Singh	hit	the	Lieutenant	in	the	elbow	with	the	butt
of	his	rifle.	The	Lieutenant	dropped	the	match.	Lahna	Singh	hit	him	again,	but	this	time	in
the	 neck.	 The	 German	 cried,	 ‘Ach	 mein	 Gott!’	 and	 fainted.	 Lahna	 Singh	 took	 the
explosives	 out	 of	 the	 wall	 and	 threw	 them	 out	 of	 the	 bunker.	 He	 then	 dragged	 the
Lieutenant	 towards	 the	brazier	and	started	searching	his	pockets.	He	found	three	or	four
envelopes	and	a	diary,	which	he	kept	in	his	own	pocket.	The	German’s	moustache	moved.
Lahna	Singh	started	laughing	and	said,	‘Well,	Lieutenant	sahab,	how	are	you	feeling	now?
Today,	I	have	learned	a	lot	of	things.	I	have	learned	that	Sikhs	smoke.	I	have	learned	that
there	are	nilgai	in	the	Jagadhari	district	and	that	too	with	antlers	that	are	two	feet	and	four
inches	long.	I	have	also	learned	that	a	Muslim	cook	offers	water	in	a	Hindu	temple.	And
that	 the	Lieutenant	 sahab	once	 rode	 a	donkey.	But,	 tell	me	 this,	where	did	you	 learn	 to
speak	 such	 fluent	 Urdu?	 Our	 Lieutenant	 sahab	 could	 never	 finish	 speaking	 even	 five
words	without	uttering	“Damn!”	at	least	once.’

Lahna	 Singh	 had	 forgotten	 to	 check	 the	 man’s	 trouser	 pockets.	 The	 German	 had
shoved	both	hands	into	his	pocket,	as	though	he	was	cold.

Lahna	Singh	continued	speaking,	‘You	are	quite	clever	but	I,	Lahna	of	Manjha,	have
spent	years	with	 the	Lieutenant	 sahab.	And	 to	defeat	Lahna,	 you	need	 four	 eyes.	Three
months	ago,	a	Turkish	maulvi	came	to	my	village.	He	would	hand	out	amulets	to	women
desperate	to	have	children	and	to	children	he	would	give	medicines.	He	used	to	sit	under
the	shade	of	Chaudhuri’s	tree	and	smoke	a	hookah.	He	used	to	say	that	Germans	are	very
knowledgeable.	After	studying	the	Vedas	in	great	detail,	they	have	learned	how	to	operate
airplanes.	They	don’t	butcher	cows.	And	if	they	were	ever	to	rule	India,	cow-killing	would
come	to	a	standstill.	He	used	to	advise	the	shopkeepers	to	take	out	their	savings	from	the
post	office	and	say	that	the	British	are	murderers	and	cannot	be	trusted.	Even	Polhuram,
the	postmaster,	got	scared.	I	had	grabbed	that	mullahji’s	beard	and	thrown	him	out	of	the
village	saying,	“If	you	dare	step	foot	in	my	village	again,	I	will…”’



The	gun	went	off	from	the	Lieutenant	sahab’s	pocket	and	the	bullet	went	straight	into
Lahna’s	thigh.	That’s	when	Lahna	used	his	Henry	Martin	and	fired	two	straight	shots	into
the	Lieutenant’s	head.	Hearing	the	gunshots,	everyone	came	running.

Bodha	started	shouting,	‘What	happened?’

Lahna	made	him	go	back	to	sleep	saying	that	he	had	shot	a	mad	dog	who	had	entered
the	bunker,	but	 to	 the	others	he	narrated	the	entire	story.	They	all	stood	ready	with	their
weapons.	Lahna	tore	a	piece	of	cloth	from	his	turban	and	tied	it	around	his	wound.	It	was
a	flesh	wound;	the	tight	bandage	stopped	the	bleeding.

Meanwhile,	seventy	Germans	invaded	their	bunker,	screaming	and	shouting.	The	first
attack	was	quelled	by	the	guns	fired	by	the	Sikhs.	The	second,	too,	was	somehow	stopped.
But	there	were	only	eight	men	(and	Lahna	Singh	was	by	now	dead	tired)	and	they	were
seventy.	 The	 Germans	 were	 climbing	 over	 their	 dead	 comrades	 and	 charging	 into	 the
bunker.	Within	a	few	moments	they	would…

Suddenly,	a	voice	called	out,	‘Wahe	Guruji	ki	Fateh!	Wahe	Guruji	ka	Khalsa!’10	and	a
shower	of	bullets	rained	upon	the	backs	of	the	Germans,	who	found	themselves	caught	in
a	crossfire.	Subedar	Hazar	Singh’s	men	fired	 from	the	back,	while	Lahna	Singh	and	his
soldiers	attacked	from	the	front.	With	every	step	that	the	Germans	took,	the	soldiers	at	the
back	fired	twice	as	harder.

A	final	battle	cry	was	heard:	‘Akali	sakhiya	di	fauj	aai!	Wahe	Guruji	ki	Fateh!	Wahe
Guruji	ka	Khalsa!	Sat	Shri	Akal	Purukh!’11	And	the	battle	was	over.	Sixty-three	Germans
were	either	dead	or	wounded.	Fifteen	Sikhs	were	dead.	The	Subedar’s	right	shoulder	was
bleeding,	 a	 bullet	 had	 gone	 through	 him.	 Another	 bullet	 had	 pierced	 Lahna	 Singh’s
ribcage.	He	filled	up	his	wound	with	the	slushy	mud	of	the	trench	and	then	tied	his	turban
tightly	around	it.	Nobody	even	got	to	know	about	the	seriousness	of	Lahna	Singh’s	second
injury.

The	 moon	 had	 risen	 during	 the	 fight,	 a	 moon	 that	 had	 inspired	 Sanskrit	 poets	 to
describe	 it	as	kshaya,	or	waning.	A	breeze	blew,	which	 the	poet	Banabhatta	would	have
called	dantvinopadeshacharya.12	Vazira	Singh	was	 recalling	how	 the	wet	mud	 from	 the
French	field	had	clung	to	his	feet	as	he	ran	towards	the	Subedar	to	warn	him	of	the	attack.
The	 Subedar	was	 praising	 Lahna	 Singh	 for	 his	 quick	 thinking	 and	 for	 taking	 away	 the
papers	from	the	fake	Lieutenant	and	saying:	‘If	you	weren’t	here,	we	would	all	have	been
dead	by	now.’

The	sounds	of	 the	battle	had	reached	a	bunker	about	 three	miles	 to	 their	 right.	They
had	 telephoned	 the	 base.	 Two	 field	 doctors	 and	 two	 ambulances	 were	 sent	 out
immediately;	they	reached	our	bunker	in	an	hour-and-a-half.	The	field	hospital	was	close
by.	They	would	reach	by	dawn,	which	is	why	they	bandaged	the	wounded	and	laid	them
down	in	one	car	and	piled	the	dead	in	the	other.	The	Subedar	wanted	a	proper	bandage	to
be	tied	around	Lahna	Singh’s	wounded	thigh,	but	he	shrugged	it	off	saying	it	was	a	small



wound	and	that	it	could	be	seen	to	in	the	morning.	Bodha	Singh	was	shivering	with	high
fever.	He	was	made	 to	 lie	down	 in	 the	ambulance.	The	Subedar	 refused	 to	 leave	Lahna
Seeing	 this,	 Lahna	 said,	 ‘I	 ask	 you,	 on	 Bodha’s	 life,	 and	 on	 your	 wife’s,	 get	 on	 that
ambulance.’

‘And	you?’

‘Send	 the	ambulance	back	for	me	once	you	get	 there.	And	 they’ll	send	a	car	 for	 the
dead	Germans	as	well.	My	condition	is	not	that	bad.	Can’t	you	see,	I’m	standing?	Vazira
will	stay	with	me.’

‘OK,	but…’

‘Is	Bodha	already	lying	down	in	the	ambulance?	Good,	you	should	also	get	on.	And
listen,	if	you	write	a	letter	to	the	subedarni,	do	send	her	my	regards	and	tell	her	I’ve	done
as	she	had	asked.’

The	cars	started.	As	the	Subedar	was	getting	on,	he	held	Lahna’s	hand	and	said,	‘You
saved	 my	 life	 and	 Bodha’s.	 What	 letter?	 We’ll	 go	 home	 together.	 You	 can	 tell	 your
subedarni	yourself.	But	what	had	she	said?’

‘Now	get	on	the	car.	Remember	to	write	what	I	have	said…	and	say	it	too.’

As	soon	as	the	ambulance	had	gone,	Lahna	lay	down	and	said,	‘Vazira,	get	me	some
water.	And	please	untie	my	waistband;	it	is	completely	soaked.’

Moments	before	death,	memory	becomes	crystal-clear.	All	the	events	that	have	taken
place	throughout	one’s	life	present	themselves	at	that	time.	The	colours	of	all	the	scenes
are	bright.	The	dust	of	Time	is	completely	removed	from	them.

Lahna	Singh	was	twelve	years	old.	He	had	gone	to	stay	with	his	uncle	in	Amritsar.	At
the	curd	seller,	the	vegetable	seller,	everywhere,	he	meets	an	eight-year	old	girl.	When	he
asks	her,	‘Are	you	engaged?’	she	says,	‘Dhatt!’	and	runs	away.	One	day,	when	he	asks	her
the	same	question,	she	says,	‘Yes,	it	was	yesterday.	Don’t	you	see	this	silken	embroidered
shawl?’	Lahna	heard	this	and	was	instantly	saddened.	Then	angry.	Why	was	he	angry?

‘Vazira,	give	me	some	water.’

Twenty-five	years	have	passed.	Now,	Lahna	Singh	 is	a	 jamadar	 in	 the	77	Rifles.	He
had	not	thought	of	that	eight-year	old	girl.	He	can’t	even	remember	if	he	had	ever	met	her
or	 not.	He	 took	 leave	 for	 seven	 days	 and	went	 home	 to	 appear	 in	 a	 legal	matter.	Once
there,	he	received	a	letter	from	an	officer	in	the	army	stating	that	war	has	been	declared
and	he	must	return	 to	duty	at	once.	At	 the	same	time,	he	received	a	 letter	from	Subedar
Hazara	Singh	that	he	and	Bodha	Singh	were	also	going	to	war.	On	the	way,	he	should	go
past	their	home	so	they	can	all	go	together.	The	Subedar’s	village	was	on	his	way	and	the
Subedar	was	very	fond	of	him.	Lahna	Singh	reached	the	Subedar’s	home.

When	 it	was	 time	 to	go,	 the	Subedar	came	out	 from	his	home	and	said,	 ‘Lahna,	 the



subedarni	knows	you;	she’s	calling	for	you.	Go,	meet	her.’	Lahna	Singh	went	indoors.	The
subedarni	 knows	 me?	 he	 wondered.	 Since	 when?	 He	 had	 never	 met	 anyone	 from	 the
Subedar’s	family	staying	in	the	regiment’s	quarters.	He	reached	the	door	and	bowed.	He
heard	the	blessings.	Lahna	Singh	stayed	silent.

‘Do	you	recognise	me?’

‘No.’

‘Are	 you	 engaged…	 Dhatt…	 Yes,	 it	 was	 yesterday.	 Don’t	 you	 see	 this	 silken
embroidered	shawl?	In	Amritsar…’

The	tide	of	emotions	caused	a	flicker.	He	changed	his	side.	The	wound	in	his	ribcage
bled	out.

‘Vazira,	give	me	some	water.	She	had	said.’

He	was	dreaming.	The	subedarni	was	saying,	‘I	recognised	you	the	moment	you	came.
I	am	asking	you	to	do	something	for	me.	My	fate	is	ruined.	The	sarkar	has	given	a	medal
for	 bravery	 and	 land	 in	 Lyallpur.	 It	 is	 time	 now	 to	 show	 our	 loyalty.	 But	why	 has	 the
sarkar	not	made	a	platoon	for	women?	I	too	would	have	gone	with	Subedarji.	I	have	only
one	 son.	 It’s	only	been	a	year	 since	he	enlisted	 in	 the	army.	Four	more	boys	were	born
after	him,	but	none	of	them	survived.’	And	the	subedarni	began	to	cry.

‘Now	 both	 are	 going	 off.	 My	 fate…	 Do	 you	 remember	 one	 day	 the	 horse	 of	 the
tongawalla	had	run	amuck	near	 the	curd	seller’s	shop?	That	day	you	had	saved	my	life.
You	had	charged	between	the	horse’s	legs,	picked	me	up	and	put	me	on	the	shop’s	stoop.
In	 the	 same	 way,	 you	 must	 save	 these	 two.	 This	 is	 my	 request…	 I	 am	 spreading	 my
anchal13	before	you.’

And	the	subedarni	went	inside,	crying.	Lahna	Singh	came	out	wiping	his	tears.

‘Vazira,	give	me	some	water…	She	had	said.’

Vazira	Singh	sits	with	Lahna	Singh’s	head	in	his	lap.	Whenever	he	asks,	he	gives	him
some	water.	For	half	an	hour,	Lahna	Singh	is	quiet.	Then	he	says,	‘Who’s	there?	Keerat
Singh?’

Partly	understanding,	Vazira	answers,	‘Yes.’

‘Brother,	pull	me	up.	Put	my	head	on	your	chest.’	Vazir	does	that.

‘Yes,	 that’s	better.	Give	me	some	water.	This	year	 the	mango	will	grow	in	 the	rains.
Uncle	and	nephew	will	sit	under	its	shade	and	enjoy	the	fruit.	This	mango	is	as	tall	as	my
nephew.	I	had	planted	it	in	the	same	month	that	he	was	born.’

Vazira	Singh’s	tears	are	dripping.

After	 a	 few	 days,	 people	 read	 in	 the	 newspapers:	 France	 and	 Belgium…	 68th
Dispatch…	Grievously	wounded	in	battle…	Jamadar	Lahna	Singh	of	the	77th	Sikh	Rifles.



Translated	from	Hindi	by	Insha	Waziri
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Ekkas	were	horse-driven	carts,	a	little	smaller	than	tongas.

Sun-dried	dumplings	made	from	pound	pulses,	cooked	as	a	curried	dish.	Papad	or	poppadum	are	similarly	sun-dried.
The	city	of	Amritsar	is	famous	for	its	badiyan	and	papad.

An	exclamation	to	variously	denote	surprise,	dismay,	reproof.	Here	it	is	a	reproof,	but	in	jest.

Used	variously	as	a	form	of	greeting	or	exclamation;	here	it	is	the	latter,	to	convey	dismay.

Usually	used	for	Englishwomen,	but	also	for	any	foreign	or	Westernised	women.

Subedar	 is	 a	 rank	 below	British	 commissioned	 officers	 and	 above	 non-commissioned	 officers.	 Starting	 from	 the
entry-level	sepoy,	the	ranks	were	lance	naik,	naik,	havildar,	havildar	major,	jamadar,	subedar,	subedar	major.

Step-wells

Measure	of	land	in	rural	Punjab	and	Haryana.

Nilgai	or	blue	bull	is	the	Asian	antelope.

The	Sikh	greeting	meaning,	‘Purity	belongs	to	the	Lord’	and	‘Victory	belongs	to	the	Lord’,	used	as	a	war	cry	in	times
of	battle.

‘The	army	of	God	has	come’;	‘Blessed	is	he	who	takes	the	Lord’s	name’.

It	cannot	be	established	if	 this	fragment	can	indeed	by	ascribed	to	Banabhatta,	 the	seventh-century	Sanskrit	writer
and	poet.	Roughly	translated,	it	means	the	‘the	giver	of	the	teeth-chattering	message’.

End	of	a	shawl,	sari	or	dupatta.



The	Great	War	in	Europe	and	the	Role	of	the
Hyderabad	Imperial	Service	Troops1

Lt-Col	Azmatullah	Khan

Nawab	Salar	Jung	Bahadur	of	Hyderabad	State	donated	a	sum	of	Rs	60	lakh	for	the	20th
Deccan	Horse	and	Hyderabad	Imperial	Service	Troops2	 towards	the	expenses	in	 the	war
effort.	 The	 20th	 Deccan	 Horse	 was	 especially	 singled	 out	 for	 this	 honour	 because	 this
regiment	has	had	a	long	association	with	the	Hyderabad	Contingent	and	His	Highness	was
an	Honorary	Colonel	in	this	regiment.

On	14-15	October	1914,	the	entire	regiment	gathered	at	the	Deolali	Camp.	From	here,
it	proceeded	towards	Bombay	to	board	ship	at	the	Prince	Dock.	The	Women’s	Association
of	 Bombay	 sent	 boxes	 of	 biscuits,	 sweets	 and	 other	 tinned	 goods.	 Colonel	 Nawab	 Sir
Afsar-ul	Mulk	came	to	the	ship	to	give	a	rousing	farewell	to	the	officers	and	soldiers	on	31
October	1914.	On	the	very	first	night	at	sea,	 the	men	learnt	 that	 the	Sultanate	of	Turkey
had	 announced	 war	 against	 Russia.	 On	 20	 November	 1914,	 other	 armies	 joined	 the
Hyderabad	 brigade.	With	 three	 warships	 acting	 as	 escort,	 the	 flotilla	 left	 the	 waters	 of
Bombay	 for	Aden.	On	 5	November	 1914,	 the	 hills	 of	Arabia	were	 spotted	 for	 the	 first
time.	By	now,	ten	transport	ships	had	joined	our	fleet.

On	10	November	1914,	the	fleet	reached	Aden,	but	we	were	not	given	permission	to
leave	 ship.	 The	 letters	 we	 had	 written	 with	 the	 intention	 of	 sending	 to	 India	 were
dispatched	 to	 the	 post	 office	 through	 the	 ship’s	 captain.	 Our	 fleet	 left	 Aden	 in	 the
afternoon	of	 11	November	1914,	 and	our	warships	 engaged	 in	battle	with	Shaikh	Said3

near	the	shore.	We	captured	four	canons	and	120	men,	and	destroyed	the	Arabian	fort4	on
the	island	of	Perim.5

On	the	night	of	16-17	November,	our	fleet	reached	Suez.	We	remained	on	our	ship	all
day	on	the	17th	and	did	not	get	the	opportunity	to	go	ashore.	The	next	day	was	spent	in
offloading	 the	 horses	 and	 luggage,	 which	 were	 then	 transported	 via	 rail	 to	 Moascar-
Ismailia6.	Since	 it	was	 a	military	 station,	 the	 train	 could	not	 stop	 for	very	 long	and	our
horses	and	luggage	could	not	be	taken	off.	We	spent	the	night	in	a	camp.	It	was	very	dark;
we	 could	 not	 even	 see	 the	 ground	 beneath	 our	 feet,	 and	 compared	 to	 the	 weather	 in
Hyderabad,	it	was	very	cold	at	night	here.

Ismailia	is	neither	a	historical	nor	an	ancient	city.	In	fact,	after	the	creation	of	the	Suez
Canal,	 Ismail	Pasha,7	 the	Khedive	 of	 Egypt,	 laid	 its	 foundation	 along	modern	 lines.	 Its
roads	 are	 wide	 and	 cemented.	 The	 city	 is	 kept	 neat	 and	 clean.	 A	 large	 garden	 is	 also
constructed	with	every	amenity	for	 leisure	as	well	as	 large	shade-giving	trees.	An	office
pertaining	to	the	running	of	the	Suez	Canal	is	managed	by	the	French.	This	modern-style



city	 is	 indeed	worth	 a	 visit,	 especially	 since	 it	 is	 located	 in	 the	 desert.	 By	 the	 time	we
reached	Ismailia,	many	armies	from	different	nations	had	converged	on	the	Suez,	one	of
them	being	a	brigade	of	camels	from	Bikaner.

With	the	arrival	of	all	these	forces,	patrolling	had	started	in	the	eastern	part	of	Suez.	In
order	to	get	an	exact	idea	of	the	approach	of	the	enemy,	the	patrolling	would	go	on	for	15–
20	miles	daily.	One	day,	 local	Bedouin	 tribes	 captured	a	patrol,	which	 strengthened	our
belief	that	the	enemy	was	close	by.8	Thereafter	the	patrols	were	given	strict	instructions	to
be	extra	vigilant.

In	 Moascar-Ismailia,	 we	 began	 to	 hear	 all	 sorts	 of	 rumours.	 Of	 these	 the	 one	 that
remained	 in	 currency	 for	 a	 long	 time	was	 concerning	 Shaikh	 Sanosi	 and	 his	 imminent
attack	on	Suez	with	a	very	large	force.	The	Turks	too	had	announced	that	within	ten	days
they	would	 take	control	of	 the	Suez	 from	the	British.	The	British	 force	was	prepared	 in
every	 way	 to	 ensure	 that	 this	 does	 not	 happen.	 Approximately	 three	 months	 after	 our
arrival,	the	Turks	did	indeed	attack	Ismailia.

On	the	first	day	of	the	new	year,	in	1915,	a	sports	day	was	celebrated,	and	our	brigade
won	 three-fourth	 of	 all	 the	 prizes.	While	 our	 soldiers	were	 not	 as	 tall	 and	well-built	 as
those	from	Patiala	and	Mysore,	they	nevertheless	won	at	fighting	on	horseback.	Everyone
was	surprised	at	their	prowess	when	compared	to	the	tall	and	muscular	soldiers	from	these
other	states.

In	 the	 beginning	 of	 1915,	 General	 Arthur	Watson	 gave	 the	 news	 that	 an	 attack	 by
German	and	Turkish	armies	was	imminent	and	our	forces	should	be	on	high	alert.	There
was	also	fear	that	enemy	spies	might	destroy	the	railway	tracks	or	cause	some	damage	to
the	sweet	water	canal	that	connects	Ismailia	and	Port	Said	to	the	city	of	Suez.	And	so,	day
and	 nightlong	 patrolling	was	 done	 to	make	 the	General	 sahab	 believe	 that	 the	 Imperial
Lancers	were	up	to	the	task	in	every	way.

On	25	January	1915,	we	got	 the	news	 that	 the	enemy	was	approaching	Ber	Mewak,
which	 is	approximately	fifteen	miles	east	of	Suez,	and	had	even	fired	at	our	aeroplanes.
Therefore,	 a	 squadron,	 led	 by	Major	Qasim	Ali	Khan,	which	was	 stationed	 at	Al-Kabri
Suez,	was	dispatched	for	patrolling	in	that	direction.	It	faced	skirmishes	with	small	patrol
parties	of	the	enemy.

On	27	January	1915,	at	about	4am,	the	enemy	suddenly	attacked	the	post	at	al-Kabri.9

Everyone	 at	 the	 post	was	 at	 their	watch	 and	 the	 bullets	 and	 bombs	 of	 the	 enemy	were
falling	in	our	camp.

On	28	January	1915,	our	squadron	was	commanded	to	secure	the	post.	At	daybreak,
we	 set	out	 and	after	 about	 a	mile,	we	engaged	 in	battle	with	 the	enemy.	After	 about	 an
hour	 of	 constant	 firing,	 the	 enemy	 retired.	 One	 soldier	 from	 the	 enemy’s	 rank	 was
captured.



Until	4	February,	we	continued	patrolling	with	the	enemy	in	our	midst.	Every	day	big
and	small	skirmishes	took	place.

On	6	February,	one	squadron	from	Hyderabad,	the	Seventh	Gurkha	Regiment,	and	one
canon-head	were	given	orders	 to	 face	 the	enemy.	Our	squadron	was	sent	 in	 the	advance
guard	 formation.	 We	 saw	 some	 movement	 among	 the	 enemy’s	 ranks	 after	 about	 five
miles.	At	that	time,	General	Miles	commanded	Major	Qasim	Ali	Khan	to	take	one	troop	to
the	enemy’s	 left	 flank	 to	estimate	 their	 strength.	The	enemy	had	 taken	positions	 in	very
large	 numbers,	 and	 when	 our	 troops	 were	 approximately	 200	 yards	 away,	 they	 started
firing	upon	us.	Since	 there	was	no	place	 to	 take	cover,	perforce	our	 troops	were	 told	 to
retire	 in	 the	 face	 of	 constant	 firing.	One	 of	 our	 horsemen	was	 hit	 in	 the	 head	 and	 died
instantly.	His	death	cast	a	pall	over	us,	for	it	was	the	first	casualty	from	our	side	at	a	time
when	 our	 strength	 was	 60,000	men	 in	 the	 Suez	 area.	With	 immense	 courage,	Wafadar
Gulab	Singh	brought	the	fallen	horseman	back	from	enemy	lines	in	the	midst	of	constant
firing.	During	this	time,	our	canons	had	kept	up	constant	shelling.	General	Miles	praised
the	 exemplary	 courage	 shown	 by	 our	 squadron	 and	 expressed	 sorrow	 over	 our	 fallen
horseman.

Around	this	time,	we	got	news	that	an	extremely	large	enemy	contingent	was	moving
towards	the	Suez	Canal,	past	the	Sinai	Peninsula.

On	 the	 night	 of	 2	 February	 1915,	 a	 2000-strong	 force	 of	 the	 enemy	 attacked	 six
different	posts	along	the	Suez	Canal10	and	18,000	men	sent	by	Jamal	Pasha	massed	near
Jebel	 Khatyaab	 al-Khail	 as	 a	 backup	 force.	 A	 bitter	 battle	 raged	 for	 two	 days.	 Our
warships,	deployed	to	patrol	up	and	down	the	Suez	for	precisely	such	an	eventuality,	now
got	into	the	fray	and	the	machine	guns	mounted	on	these	ships	caused	extensive	damage	to
the	enemy.11

On	 the	 night	 of	 3	 February	 1915,	 the	 enemy	 floated	 some	 aluminium	 boats	 near
Tussum12	 (which	 is	 about	 8	 miles	 from	 Ismailia)	 and	 succeeded	 in	 making	 a	 pontoon
bridge.	 Some	 soldiers	 managed	 to	 cross	 over	 it,	 but	 because	 they	 were	 talking	 loudly
while	building	this	bridge,	our	sentries	were	alerted,	and	they	began	to	fire	on	the	enemy
in	the	middle	of	the	night.	As	a	result,	a	large	part	of	the	enemy’s	force	could	not	get	off
the	 bridge.	Had	 they	worked	 in	 silence,	 the	 outcome	 of	 that	 night’s	 labour	would	 have
been	 altogether	 praiseworthy.	 Had	 1,000	 or	 2,000	 soldiers	 from	 the	 enemy’s	 troops
crossed	over	to	our	side,	it	would	have	caused	us	a	great	deal	of	trouble	and	it	is	possible
that	along	the	25–30	mile	distance,	where	the	enemy	had	attacked	our	six	posts,	we	would
have	 faced	greater	 action.	 It	 is	 said	 that	 given	 the	 importance	of	 this	 night’s	 attack,	 the
Turkish	forces	had	codenamed	it	Shab-e	Meraj”13

On	3	February,	there	was	battle	all	day	and	all	night.	With	the	help	of	binoculars,	I	saw
the	entire	scene	from	the	water	reservoir	at	 Ismailia,	which	is	at	 the	highest	point	 in	 the
city.	I	could	clearly	see	the	action	of	the	enemy	forces	for	up	to	10–12	miles;	a	100-strong



force	moving	 swiftly	 in	 different	 directions,	 advancing,	 then	 falling	 back,	 the	 firing	 of
machine	 guns	 from	 different	 positions,	 and	 the	 reply	 given	 by	 the	 long-barrel	 guns
mounted	on	ships	on	the	canal.	That	is	a	scene	I	shall	always	remember.

In	the	Sinai	Peninsula,	where	there	is	no	water	and	no	crops	grow,	nor	can	things	be
made	available,	nor	is	movement	easy	because	of	the	sand	dunes,	and	where	the	wheels	of
machine	 guns	 get	 stuck	 in	 the	 sand,	 it	 was	 commendable	 that	 the	 Turkish	 force	 had
brought	30,000	men	along	with	machine	guns	and	arms	to	cross	80	miles	to	face	us.	It	was
nothing	short	of	a	military	marvel.

On	 4	 February,	 our	 squadron	 stationed	 in	 Ismailia	 was	 asked	 to	 join	 the	 Imperial
Service	Cavalry	Brigade	and	 face	 the	enemy.	After	we	had	 travelled	approximately	 five
miles,	we	 encountered	 three	 Turkish	 brigades.	Once	 they	 had	 established	 our	 presence,
they	began	to	retire.	Since	our	numbers	were	far	less,	it	was	not	deemed	wise	to	engage	in
battle	with	 them.	For	 a	 long	 time,	we	merely	 observed	 the	 enemy’s	movements	 from	 a
vantage	point.	When	our	brigadier,	General	Watson,	was	convinced	that	the	Turkish	force
was	indeed	retreating	constantly,	by	the	late	afternoon	our	force	too	began	to	retire.

Under	Major	Mirza	Qadir	Baig’s	command,	a	squadron	was	dispatched	to	protect	the
left	flank.	It	performed	its	duties	in	an	exemplary	fashion.

From	 the	 Turkish	 prisoners	 of	 war,	 it	 was	 established	 that	 it	 was	 never	 the	 Turks’
intention	to	enter	the	Sinai	Peninsula	and	after	facing	all	manner	of	hardships,	to	attack	the
Suez	Canal.	But	when	the	Turkish	Sultanate	got	the	impression	that	England	would	attack
Gallipoli	 and	 that	 even	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 English	 forces	 that	 were	 currently	 engaged	 in
protecting	 the	 Suez	 Canal	 would	 proceed	 towards	 Gallipoli,	 it	 decided	 to	 take	 all	 this
trouble	to	prevent	such	an	eventuality.	Also,	Germany	was	exerting	pressure	on	Turkey	to
attack	the	Suez	Canal	so	that	the	movement	of	arms	and	resources	that	were	coming	from
India	to	oppose	Germany	in	Europe	could	be	stopped.

Translated	from	Urdu	by	Rakhshanda	Jalil
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Extract	 from	Tareekh-e-Jung-e-Azeem	 Europe:	 Aur	 Iss	 Mein	 Hyderabad	 Imperial	 Service	 Troops	 Ki	 Shirkat	 Ke
Haalat	by	Lt-Col	Muhammad	Azmatullah,	Hyderabad,	1922,	p.	18.

The	15th	(Imperial	Service)	Cavalry	Brigade	was	a	brigade-sized	formation	that	served	alongside	British	forces	in
the	 Sinai	 and	 Palestine	 Campaign	 during	 the	 First	 World	 War.	 Originally	 called	 the	 Imperial	 Service	 Cavalry
Brigade,	it	was	formed	from	Imperial	Service	Troops	provided	by	the	Indian	princely	states	of	Hyderabad,	Mysore,
Patiala,	Alwar	and	Jodhpur,	each	of	which	provided	a	 regiment	of	 lancers.	 In	October	1914,	 the	 Imperial	Service
Cavalry	Brigade	was	moved	by	sea	to	Egypt	to	defend	the	Suez	Canal.	During	the	first	three	years	of	the	war,	the
soldiers	were	involved	in	several	small-scale	battles	connected	to	the	First	Suez	Offensive,	but	spent	most	of	their
time	patrolling	in	the	Sinai	Desert	and	along	the	west	bank	of	the	canal.	It	was	not	until	November	1917	as	part	of
the	Egyptian	Expeditionary	 Force	 that	 the	 Imperial	 Service	Cavalry	Brigade	was	 involved	 in	 the	Third	Battle	 of
Gaza.	The	following	year,	the	brigade	joined	the	5th	Cavalry	Division	when	it	became	the	15th	(Imperial	Service)
Cavalry	Brigade	and	played	an	active	role	in	the	British	victory	over	Turkish	forces	in	Palestine.	In	total,	eighty-four
of	its	men	were	killed	in	action	or	died	of	their	wounds	and	123	were	wounded.

A	rocky	peninsula	in	Yemen.

A	raiding	party	from	the	armoured	cruiser	HMS	Duke	of	Edinburgh	did	indeed	capture	and	destroy	this	fort	that	had
served	to	guard	the	mouth	of	the	Red	Sea	during	the	rule	of	the	Ottoman	Empire.

At	the	entrance	of	the	Red	Sea.

During	 the	 First	 World	 War,	 the	 Moascar	 Isolation	 Camp	 provided	 the	 final	 preparation	 for	 entrainment	 to
Alexandria	and	the	Western	Front.	The	isolation	camps	screened	soldiers	arriving	in	Egypt	as	reinforcements	for	two
weeks,	checking	for	any	illnesses	such	as	measles,	which	could	break	out	when	people	are	crowded	together	for	long
periods.	 Ismailia	 is	 a	 city	 in	 northeast	 Egypt,	 situated	 on	 the	west	 bank	 of	 the	 Suez	 Canal.	 During	 the	war,	 the
Australian	YMCA	ran	soldiers’	clubs,	etc.,	in	Cairo,	Alexandria	and	elsewhere.	They	also	pooled	their	resources	with
the	US,	Canada,	England	and	New	Zealand	to	form	the	International	Hospitality	League	and	provided	social	services
to	all	Allied	troops.

Known	as	Ismail	the	Magnificent	(31	December	1830–2	March	1895),	Ismail	Pasha	was	the	Khedive	of	Egypt	and
Sudan	from	1863	to	1879,	until	he	was	removed	at	the	behest	of	Great	Britain.

The	 first	 hostilities	 occurred	on	20	November	 1914,	when	 a	 twenty-man	patrol	 of	 the	Bikaner	Camel	Corps	was
attacked	at	Bir	en	Nuss,	twenty	miles	east	of	Qantara,	by	200	Bedouin.	The	Bikaner	Camel	Corps	lost	more	than	half
their	patrol.

The	enemy	force	had	moved	towards	the	Suez	Canal	in	three	echelons;	the	main	group	along	the	central	route,	with
smaller	forces	on	the	northern	and	southern	routes.	The	northern	group	of	about	3,000	men	moved	via	Magdhaba	to
Al-Arish	 and	 thence	 along	 the	 northern	 route	 towards	Port	 Said.	The	 central	 group	of	 about	 6,000	 or	 7,000	men
moved	via	the	water	cisterns	at	Moiya	Harab	and	the	wells	at	Wadi	Um	Muksheib	and	Jifjafa	towards	Ismailia.	This
was	at	the	midpoint	of	the	Suez	Canal	near	the	vital	British	railway	and	water	pumping	equipment.	The	main	force
marched	from	Beersheba	through	El	Auja	and	Ibni,	between	the	Maghara	and	Yelleg	hills	to	Jifjafa	and	Ismailia.	The
third	group	of	about	3,000	moved	via	Nekl	southwards	 towards	 the	 town	of	Suez	at	 the	southern	end	of	 the	Suez
Canal.	The	main	force	was	attacked	by	aircraft	dropping	twenty-pound	bombs.	Two	smaller	flanking	columns	of	this
Ottoman	force	made	secondary	attacks	on	26	and	27	January	1915	near	Qantara	in	the	northern	sector	of	the	Suez
Canal	and	near	the	town	of	Suez	in	the	south.

By	2	February,	slight	forward	movements	of	the	attacking	force	made	it	clear	the	main	attack	would	be	on	the	central
sector,	to	the	north	or	south	of	Lake	Timsah.	An	armoured	train	with	four	platoons	of	New	Zealand	infantry	and	two
platoons	 reinforced	 the	 5th	 Gurkhas’	 post	 on	 the	 east	 bank.	 The	 22nd	 (Lucknow)	 Brigade	 (the	 62nd	 and	 92nd
Punjabis	 and	 the	2/10th	Gurkha	Rifles)	 from	Sector	 II,	 the	2nd	Queen	Victoria’s	Own	Rajput	Light	 Infantry,	 two
platoons	 of	 the	 128th	 Pioneers	 from	 general	 reserve	 at	Moascar,	 the	 19th	 Lancashire	 Battery	 RFA	 (four	 fifteen-
pounders),	5th	Battery	Egyptian	Artillery	(four	mountain	guns	and	two	Maxim	guns),	two	sections	of	the	1st	Field
Company	East	 Lancashire	Royal	 Engineers	 and	 the	 137th	 Indian	 Field	Ambulance	were	 in	 position	 between	 the
Great	Bitter	Lake	and	Lake	Timsah.

The	Hardinge	and	Requin	opened	fire	on	groups	of	infantry	in	the	desert	and	an	Ottoman	trench	200	yards	south	of
Tussum	Post	was	caught	by	enfilade	fire	from	machine	guns.

Squads	 of	men	were	 seen	 by	 the	 light	 of	 the	moon	 at	 about	 4.20	 am	 on	 3	 February	moving	 pontoons	 and	 rafts
towards	 the	Suez	Canal.	They	were	 fired	on	by	an	Egyptian	battery,	 and	 the	62nd	Punjabis	 along	with	 the	128th
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Pioneers	at	Post	No.	5	stopped	most	attempts	to	get	their	craft	into	the	water.	A	further	attempt	along	a	stretch	of	one-
and-a-half	miles	 to	 get	 pontoons	 and	 rafts	 to	 the	 canal	was	made	 slightly	 to	 the	 north	 of	 the	 first	 attempt.	Three
pontoons	loaded	with	troops	crossed	the	canal	under	cover	of	machine	gun	and	rifle	fire	from	the	sand	dunes	on	the
eastern	 bank.	As	 they	 landed	 on	 the	western	 bank	of	 the	 canal,	 all	 three	 boatloads	 of	 soldiers	were	 attacked	 and
killed,	wounded	or	captured.	As	dawn	lit	the	area,	the	failure	of	the	attempt	to	cross	the	canal	was	complete.

The	Night	of	Ascension	is	the	night	Prophet	Mohammad	is	said	to	have	travelled	through	the	skies	up	to	heaven.



Unfettered1
Kazi	Nazrul	Islam

Nurul	Huda’s	letter	to	Monu	(Monuwar)2

Karachi	Cantonment

21	January	(Dawn)

Monu,

How	can	I	describe	how	unbelievably	beautiful	Karachi	is	 looking	today?	Do	you	know
what	happened?

After	struggling	all	night	with	rain	and	storm,	naked	nature	became	calm	and	peaceful
as	soon	as	the	sun	rose.	It	 is	as	if	nature,	like	a	good	little	girl,	had	washed	her	hair	and
spread	it	out	on	her	back	to	dry	in	the	sun.	It	is	hard	to	believe	that	this	same	girl	was	a
little	while	 ago	 the	goddess	of	destruction,	 turning	 the	world	upside	down.	Now,	 she	 is
looking	at	the	pink	and	blue	sky	with	her	solemn	blue	eyes.	From	her	wet	hair,	a	few	drops
continue	to	drip,	sparkling	in	the	light	of	the	morning	sun	like	the	tears	on	a	girl’s	cheeks.
But,	 no	 matter	 how	 beautiful	 she	 appears,	 her	 sombre	 innocence	 and	 effortless
indifference	are	so	inconsistent	and	queer	that	I	cannot	help	smiling.	You	can	understand
the	situation	—	clouds	piled	upon	clouds	and	a	bone-chilling	wind.

Old	Karachi	 trembled	on	the	treeless	shore	all	night,	and	the	now	calm	and	peaceful
girl	unremittingly	poured	volumes	of	rain	upon	her	trembling	forehead.	She	terrified	her
with	the	roar	of	thunder.	She	dazzled	her	with	flashes	and	lightning	and	laughed	with	her
companion,	the	mad,	swirling	wind.	Then,	this	morning	she	is	as	peaceful	and	serene	as	if
she	knows	nothing.	Tell	me,	brother,	who	would	not	be	amused	by	 this?	 Isn’t	 it	 strange
and	 inconsistent?	 I	 remember	 one	 or	 two	 girls	 just	 like	 this.	 Specially	 a	 young	woman
whose	tantrums	would	set	the	village	on	its	head.	Suddenly,	she	became	as	absent-minded
as	 a	 philosopher	 and,with	 one	 jump,	 added	 twenty	 to	 twenty-five	 years	 to	 her	 age	 to
become	 a	 sombre	matron.	And	 that	 is	 why	 it	 has	 become	 a	matter	 of	 discourse	 for	 an
outspoken,	garrulous	person	like	me.	I	do	not	have	the	courage	to	criticise	wayward	girls
like	that.	Why?	I	have	not	yet	seen	a	bride’s	face.	In	future,	who	knows?	The	Sanskrit	poet
says:

The	back	of	love	is	against	the	world

Who	will	ride	on	it,	who	knows?

That	is	why	my	devotional	songs	about	beauty	and	virtue	come	to	a	full	stop	at	this	point.
Perhaps,	by	this	time	you	are	astonished,	listening	to	my	rant.	Perhaps	you	are	also	getting
angry	as	you	normally	do.	No?	You	should.	This	 is	my	nature.	I	speak	so	much	rubbish



that	people	not	only	get	irritated	but	would	like	to	beat	me	up.

Forget	about	all	that	rubbish.	What	was	I	saying?	The	peaceful	sky	of	the	morning	has
made	me	very	restless	today.	On	top	of	that,	our	kind	bugler,	Mr.	Gupichandra,	played	No
Parade	—	that	is,	there	will	be	no	parade	today.	It	is	natural	that	suddenly	getting	all	this
free	time	has	made	my	restless	heart	open	up	like	the	sky.	That	is	why	I	gave	Gupi	all	my
blessings	 with	my	 four	 hands	 and	 feet.	 Do	 you	want	 to	 hear	 the	 blessing	 I	 gave	 him?
‘Ashirbadong	 shiroshchhedong	 bongshonashong	 ashtangey	 dhabol	 kushtong	 purey
morong.’3	 Intimidated	by	this	 terrible	blessing,	Gupi	threw	down	his	bugle	and	fled.	We
are	really	enjoying	ourselves.

We	also	used	to	enjoy	ourselves	like	this	when	our	school	closed	during	the	rains.	The
boys	would	 shout	and	play	 in	 front	of	 the	 school	and	splash	 in	 the	puddles	on	 the	 road
before	running	back	to	their	hostel.	There	they	would	go	to	the	hostel	superintendent	and
demand	that	on	such	a	rainy	day,	they	be	given	bhuna	khichri	and	
korma.4	 They	 would	 expound	 on	 the	 benefits	 of	 bhuna	 khichri	 and	 korma.	 Then	 they
would	laugh	for	the	fun	of	it.	Ah,	how	happy	those	days	were!	Those	happy	days	that	will
never	return,	no	matter	what	price	we	are	willing	to	pay!	It	is	only	when	our	school	days
are	over	that	we	realise	that	there	are	no	days	as	happy	as	our	school	days.	And	the	sweet
pain	of	the	memory	of	those	happy	days	manifests	itself	during	one’s	unhappy	existence.

From	early	morning	in	the	room	next	to	mine,	a	fountain	of	songs	has	started	to	spout.
People	 are	 singing	 all	 the	Megh	Malhar,	 monsoon	 songs	 that	 they	 know.	 Someone	 is
singing	like	an	ustad,	 ‘Aaj	badari	barikhare	jhamjham.’(Today	 the	rain	 is	pouring	down
heavily.)	 Someone	 else	 sings	 in	 a	 classical	 manner:	 ‘Bondhu,	 emon	 badari	 dine	 tumi
kothaye?’	(My	friend,	where	are	you	on	this	rainy	day?)	In	this	upside-down	world,	 it	 is
raining	in	Magh.	And	though	it	is	quite	clear	that	it	isn’t	Bhadra,	but	Magh,	late	January,
still	someone	sings,	‘E	bhara	bada	rmah	bhadar,	shunya	mandir	mor.’	(The	sky	is	covered
with	rainclouds	in	this	month	of	Bhadra	and	my	temple	is	empty.)	After	everyone	finishes,
Havildar	 Pandey	 starts	 singing,	 ‘Heriye	 shyamla	 ghono	 nil	 gagane,	 sajal	 kajal	 ankhi
parila	mone.’	 (Seeing	 the	deep	blue	 sky,	 I	 remember	 those	moist,	 kohl-lined	eyes.)	The
song	seems	to	touch	some	hidden	pain	in	me.	Whether	Havildar	sahab	does	have	someone
with	dark,	kohl-lined	eyes	or	whether	the	dark	clouds	inspired	him	to	remember	a	pair	of
dark	 eyes,	 I	 do	 not	 know.	However,	 it	 seems	 that	 the	 sad	 notes	 of	 this	monsoon	music
reflect	my	own	hidden	pain.

Seeing	the	deep	blue	sky

I	remember	those	moist,	kohl-lined	eyes

Steeped	in	tenderness

Drawn	in	pain

Gazing	silently



At	the	time	of	parting

Seeing	the	deep	blue	sky.

The	rain	falls	in	torrents,	the	lightning	flashes

The	wind	whirls	its	mad	song	through	the	forest

Within	my	soul

Somewhere	a	pain	arises

Whose	thought	rings	out

In	the	corner	of	my	heart

Seeing	the	deep	blue	sky.

The	singing	continues.	A	couple	of	those	present	pound	on	whatever	they	can	get	hold	of
—	 table,	 book,	 bed	 —	 to	 keep	 time	 with	 the	 music.	 Some	 of	 them	 are	 betal
ponchobingshati,5	blissfully	out	of	tune.	And	then	a	couple	of	soldiers,	intoxicated	by	the
music,	 sing	 in	 Golap	 Ray’s	 manner,	 ‘Dada	 gayi	 dekse,	 goru	 tar	 kidekhbo;	 dekh
Thakurdada’r	 biye,	 dhuchni	 mathaye	 diye;	 dada	 re	 paetgelo	 re,	 sha…	 tor	 ki	 holo	 re?’
(Come,	elder	brother,	come,	look	at	the	cow.	Why	should	I	look	at	your	cow?	Grandfather
is	 getting	married,	 a	 straw	 hat	 on	 his	 head.	O	 father,	 I	 am	 hungry.	Ras…6	What	 is	 the
matter	with	you?)	As	they	sing,	they	gesticulate	wildly	with	their	heads,	hands,	feet,	faces.
There	are	cries	of	‘Encore	please,	again	please,’	and	the	song	is	repeated	a	couple	of	times.
Then,	 just	when	 Samar’s	 head	 receives	 a	 blow,	 a	 loud	 cry	 rises	 above	 all	 the	 different
voices:	‘De	gorun	ga	dhuiye.’	(Wash	down	the	cow.7	Let	your	son’s	father	die,	brother.	If
you	die,	your	father	will	die.)	Immediately,	the	legs	shod	in	boots	and	wrapped	in	putties
start	a	mad	dance.	Despite	the	song	losing	much	of	its	sweetness,	it	seems	this	is	another
form	of	student	life.	Pure	joy	dances	here	all	the	time.	The	laughter	on	the	faces	of	those
who	will	die	tomorrow	is	unmixed	with	sadness	or	pity.

My	ears	still	ring	with	the	song.

I	remember	those	eyes

Steeped	in	tenderness

Drawn	in	pain

Gazing	silently

At	the	time	of	parting.

That	is	why	somewhere	in	my	soul	grief	rises,	and	thoughts	of	someone	ring	in	the	corner
of	my	heart.

Sitting	 in	my	 lonely	 room,	 I	wonder	whose	noble	message	 resonates	 in	 this	 restless
tune	 so	 that	 like	 me,	 the	 thoughts	 of	 hundreds	 of	 unfortunates	 and	 their	 heartfelt	 pain



quicken	and	take	shape	before	our	eyes?	My	dear,	who	is	that	great	poet	whose	couple	of
ink-scratched	words	have	the	power	to	arouse	hidden	pain	into	consciousness?	The	poet
who	draws	out	from	the	forgotten	recesses	of	one’s	memory	the	sad	recollection	of	one’s
beloved,	which	falls	upon	the	layers	of	one’s	heart	and	writes	it	out	in	words	of	fire?	The
poet	who	makes	new	and	fresh	the	half-forgotten,	half-remembered,	old	embarrassed	love
mixed	with	passion	and	anger?	Who	is	he,	my	dear?	Let	his	noble	message	stamp	itself	on
the	world.	Let	 the	notes	of	his	music	overflow	the	entire	universe.	At	his	feet,	a	million
obeisances!8

The	 silent	memory	of	 the	 time	of	 parting	 shook	my	heart	 so	violently	 that	my	eyes
grew	wet	with	tears.	Bhai	Monu,	the	cruel	memory	of	the	past	has	made	me	sad.	Perhaps
the	 rain	will	 again	 fall	 in	 torrents.	 There	 is	 no	 place	 large	 enough	 to	 contain	 this	 sky-
shattering	rain.

Dark	 clouds	 come	 from	behind	 the	 hills9	 and	 cover	 the	 entire	 sky.	 I	 cannot	 see	 the
paper	 any	 more,	 everything	 has	 become	 hazy.	 Yes,	 now	 I	 must	 finish	 the	 letter.	 After
singing	for	some	time	in	the	morning,	I	feel	much	lighter	now.

The	letter	has	become	a	little	too	long.	What	can	I	do?	Whenever	I	sit	to	write,	I	only
wish	to	write	frankly	all	the	thoughts	of	my	heart	that	I	would	hesitate	to	utter	aloud.	But
can	I	say	everything?	Everything	of	me	is	in	shadows.	My	life	itself	is	steeped	in	haziness.

Last	 evening	 I	wrote	 a	 letter	 to	Robiul.	 I	 tried	 to	 provoke	 him	quite	 a	 bit.	 I	 cannot
reciprocate	the	whole-hearted	friendship	that	Robiul	demands	of	me.	I	do	not	know	why,
but	 truly	 I	 feel	 a	 humble	 veneration	 for	 him.	 Still,	 because	 I	 feel	 he	 might	 be	 hurt,	 I
exchange	letters	like	a	friend	with	him.	Do	you	know	what	the	truth	is?	He	is	somewhat
like	a	murabbi,	an	elder.	He	is	reserved	in	speech	and	manner	and	has	become	a	complete
family	man.	Thin-skinned	people	like	me	do	not	get	along	with	people	like	that.	But	when
the	two	of	us	studied	at	Bankura	Collegiate	School,10	things	were	not	like	this.

However,	the	man	has	one	virtue	—	he	is	extremely	straightforward.	If	Robiul	had	not
been	there,	perhaps	the	current	of	my	life	would	have	flowed	in	some	unknown,	different
direction.	 Robu	 looks	 upon	 me	 as	 a	 bosom	 friend	 and	 loving	 brother	 —	 I	 have	 not
received	such	beautiful	affection	from	anyone	other	than	Robiul.

Even	though	I	have	no	one	of	my	own	in	the	world,	when	I	think	of	Robiul’s	family,	it
seems	as	if	I	have	everyone	—	brother,	sister,	mother.

When	I	 think	of	Robiul’s	 loving	and	honoured	mother,	 the	wound	of	 the	 loss	of	my
mother	throbs	afresh.	I	am	very	ungrateful,	no?	Very,	very,	ungrateful.

I	must	end	now,	Bhai	—	I	am	feeling	very	depressed.

Your	unfortunate,

Nurul	Huda



Nurul	Huda’s	letter	to	Bhabhi	Saheba	(Rabeya)11

Karachi	Cantonment

15	February	(Afternoon)

Bhabi	Saheba,

A	 million	 salaams.	 Received	 your	 letter.	 I	 don’t	 have	 the	 time	 or	 the	 inclination	 to
understand	everything	and	then	reply	to	you.	Later,	if	I	do	get	the	time	and	feel	like	it,	I
may,	after	much	introspection,	reply	to	all	your	allegations.	However,	I	must	 tell	you	all
not	 to	 hurt	 me	 in	 this	 manner	 again.	 All	 humans	 have	 weaknesses	 but	 only	 now	 do	 I
understand	that	revealing	them	is	itself	a	great	weakness.	Otherwise,	I	wouldn’t	have	been
hurt	 so	much.	You	do	have	 the	 right	 to	 inflict	 such	hurt	and	 I	have	 the	 responsibility	 to
endure	 the	 same,	but	alas,	 I	do	not	have	 the	 strength.	This	you	should	have	known.	Do
forgive	my	harsh	response	by	trying	to	appreciate	my	state	of	mind.

You	 see,	 people	 tend	 to	 alleviate	 pain	 by	 applying	 pressure	 on	 the	 spot	 that	 hurts.
Similar	 is	 the	 pain	 that	 resides	 deep	 in	 one’s	 heart.	 So,	 knowingly	 or	 unknowingly,	 if
someone	 touches	 the	 tender	 spot,	 it	 gives	 an	 inebriated	pain	—	 from	which	one	 cannot
dissociate	oneself	—	and	one	loses	the	resolve	to	avoid	it,	so	vicious	is	this	temptation.	I
dare	 say	 though	 the	 pain	 inflicted	 by	 you	 is	 pleasurable	 —	 to	 me	 it	 is	 heartless	 and
intolerable.	It	will	surely	lead	to	my	ruin.	Succumbing	just	a	little	to	this	temptation	will
cause	me	to	drift	like	debris	on	the	waves	of	the	river	Padma	—	how	devastating!	A	chill
runs	down	my	spine.	I	beg	of	you,	please	do	not	agitate	me	in	this	manner.	Knowing	the
very	roots	of	my	painful	weaknesses,	do	not	plunge	your	butcher’s	knife	on	that	very	spot.
Save	me	—	free	me	from	the	bonds	of	your	love.	The	very	weaknesses	that	I	have	myself
revealed	thrash	about	in	my	restless	breast	as	if	whipped	by	the	executioner’s	cat-o’-nine-
tails.	As	I	write	this	letter,	my	whole	body	convulses	in	rage.	I	don’t	think	there	is	another
stupid	fool	like	me	in	this	whole	world.

Orders	for	our	mobilisation	have	been	issued.	All	around	preparations	are	afoot.	Very
soon,	 we	 cross	 the	 Arabian	 Sea	 and	 jump	 into	 the	 fires	 of	Mesopotamia,12	 so	 my	 joy
knows	no	bounds.	I	pray	for	fire,	only	fire	all	around,	inside	my	being	and	outside	it.

I	pray	that	I	may	be	engulfed	by	that	inferno	as	the	fire	in	my	heart	rages	in	its	own
maelstrom,	to	see	which	fire	devours	the	other	in	the	conflagration.	I	feel	like	beheading
all	human	beings	and	drinking	their	blood.	Maybe	that	will	slake	my	insatiable	blood	lust.
Why,	oh	why,	do	I	have	such	a	rage	against	all	humanity?	What	have	human	beings	done
to	me?	I	just	can’t	say.	If	they	are	not	my	enemies,	why	do	I	have	this	burning	desire	to
drink	their	blood?	How	strange,	when	the	slightest	grief	of	 these	very	people	causes	my
heart	 to	 cry	 out	 in	 pain	 like	 a	 parched	 desert.	Why	 does	 such	 rage	 reside	 in	my	 heart?
Alas,	no	one	knows.	This	madness	has	no	right	to	exist.	You	will	not	understand	this	pain,



Bhabi	 Saheba,	 you	 will	 not	 understand	 the	 hustle	 and	 bustle,	 the	 restlessness.
Nevertheless,	 I	write	 quickly	whatever	 I	 can.	 Read	 the	 letter	 twice	 or	 thrice	 and	 try	 to
understand	what	I	am	saying.

You	 have	written	 about	Mahbuba.	That’s	 a	 long	 story.	The	 time	 hasn’t	 yet	 come	 to
reveal	everything.	But	this	much	I	must	say:	I	enjoy	killing	people	by	hurting	them.	The
cruel	rage	of	mine	is	not	against	humans	but	against	their	Creator.	Whoever	this	Powerful
Creator	 is,	 I	 can	 never	 forgive	 Him	 —	 never.	 The	 Almighty,	 the	 All-Powerful,	 the
Omnipotent	does	not	have	the	power	to	shackle	me	even	if	He	burnt	me	in	hell	a	hundred
thousand	 times	over.	 I	have	 the	power	 to	devour	His	 sun,	His	 earth	with	my	minuscule
power.	Why	should	I	fear	Him	then?

You	will	call	me	Satan,	will	be	astonished	at	my	audacity	—	so	be	it!	Let	the	whole
world	address	me	as	The	Devil	Incarnate	—	little	will	that	temper	my	rage.	Indeed,	I	get
real	joy.	Ah!	I	who	do	not	fear	the	Creator,	why	should	I	fear	humanity	and	hide	the	truth
that	resides	in	my	heart?	Am	I	that	small,	that	insignificant,	that	despicable?	I	will	not	let
my	heart	be	untruthful.	Yes,	what	was	I	saying?	I	am	a	traitor	—	a	hangman!	To	entice	the
doe	by	playing	the	flute	and	then	slaying	her	by	plunging	a	poisoned	sword	in	her	heart	or
shooting	a	poisoned	arrow	—	that	gives	me	pleasure.	Oh	what	 joy,	Bhabi	Saheba,	what
joy	in	this	slaughter!	My	hands,	feet,	breast	are	strengthened	like	rolling	thunder.

What	 intoxicates	 me	 with	 rage	 and	 the	 same	 time	 what	 endless	 wailing	 from	 time
immemorial	 rents	 my	 heart	 asunder	—	 like	 unfathomable	 confusion!	 I	 don’t	 have	 the
strength	to	write	anymore!	Goodbye.

The	Devil	Incarnate,

Nurul	Huda

Nurul	Huda’s	Letter	to	Shahoshika13

Baghdad

23rd	Chaitra

Shahoshika	Di,

I	take	the	dust	of	your	feet	upon	my	forehead.	Perhaps	this	is	my	last	letter.	But	it	took	me
a	year	to	write	it.	Have	you	ever	seen	a	flower	that	has,	petrified,	turned	to	stone?	But	I
have…	But	never	mind.	I	have	not	come	to	talk	about	those	matters.	I	have	some	news	to
give	you,	so	let	me	do	so.	It	is	not	that	I	have	no	free	time.	In	fact,	I	do.	The	free	time	I
have	now	is	more	than	I	need	or	want.	And	perhaps	so	much	of	it	has	collected	that	I	feel
too	miserly	to	use	it.	Now	I	think	that	instead	of	wasting	my	time	writing	letters,	I	should
sit	 and	 think	 about	 my	 past.	 There	 is	 greater	 satisfaction	 in	 diving	 into	 the	 sea	 of



recollections	 about	you	 all.	Those	who	once	were	human	beings	have,	 in	my	 temple	of
meditation,	 turned	 into	 deities.	 They	 only	 accept	 adoration.	 They	 do	 not	 talk,	 they	 are
silent.	 Lest	 they	 disturb	my	meditation,	 I	 have	 turned	my	 deities	 to	 stone	—	deities	 of
white	marble	formed	of	my	frozen	tears.

What	terrible	events	took	place	this	year!	Not	just	in	my	life,	but	in	all	creation.	After
the	great	 churning,	 creation	 is	 lifeless,	unmoving,	 soundless.	 It	 is	 as	 if	 it	has	opened	 its
account	book	and	is	checking	its	profits	and	losses.	The	red	ink	of	debts	is	overwhelming
the	green	ink	of	credits.

That	war14	 is	ending.	The	armistice15	 is	here.	It	 is	as	 if	after	 the	Great	Flood,	Father
Noah	is	sitting	in	meditation,	with	all	creation	awaiting	eagerly	at	his	door.	All	it	is	asking
for	is	the	boon	to	turn	its	sorrow,	weariness	and	shame	into	a	flower.	Wealth,	wine,	women
have	come	as	beggars	to	the	door	of	the	beggar’s	hut.	This	scene	is	unique,	strange,	isn’t
it,	Didi?

This	year	of	mine	has	passed	in	the	deserts	of	Iraq,	on	the	banks	of	the	Euphrates,	at
the	feet	of	the	arid,	death-dealing	mountains.	It’s	not	that	if	I	had	wanted	to,	I	could	not
have	written	letters.	I	didn’t	write	deliberately.	This	whole	year	I	was	terrified	that	I	would
get	someone’s	letter.	It’s	not	that	it	didn’t	come.	And	all	those	letters	from	you	all!	Even
today	I	haven’t	read	many	of	them.	I	myself	do	not	know	why	I	am	so	weak.	I	was	afraid
that	 bad	 news	 and	 curses	 were	 hidden	 in	 them.	 But	 I	 didn’t	 throw	 the	 letters	 away.	 I
thought	that	one	day,	when	my	mind	is	calm	and	at	peace	and	when	no	outside	news	could
have	the	power	to	upset	me,	only	then	—	when	I	had	that	faith	in	myself	—	would	I	open
the	letters.

I	do	not	see	the	need	to	open	any	more	letters	than	the	ones	that	I	have	read	so	far.	I
know	 all	 that	 I	 need	 to	 know	 from	what	 I	 have	 read.	 It	 seems	 that	 the	 accounts	 of	my
friends	 and	 acquaintances	 are	 complete.	 For	 the	 time	 being,	my	 buying	 and	 selling	 are
over.

Achcha,	Shahoshika	Di,	aren’t	men	a	little	more	short-sighted	than	women?	It	appears
each	of	them	is	short-sighted.16	Without	an	extra	eye,	they	cannot	see	things	close	by.	But
they	can	see	things	far	away.	I	saw	Sophie	—	even	closer	than	Mahbuba	—	but	I	didn’t
notice	the	buds	of	grief	hidden	inside	the	leaves	until	I	came	away	these	thousand	miles.
This	long-sightedness	has	become	a	curse	for	me.

Today	 when	 I	 search	 deep	 within	 myself,	 I	 start	 with	 fear	 and	 amazement.	 I	 think
someone	 is	watching	me.	All	my	 life	 I	 firmly	believed	 that	 only	one	person’s	 face	was
reflected	 in	 my	 heart.	 When	 I	 saw	 someone	 else’s	 face	 reflected	 there,	 shattering	 my
being,	even	 though	 far	away,	 I	grew	still	 in	 fear,	wonder,	grief.	 I	kept	 thinking	 that	 this
time	 without	 a	 cataclysm	 nothing	 would	 take	 place.	 If	 two	 suns	 ever	 rose	 in	 the	 sky,
something	 terrible	would	 happen.	 I	 am	 sure	 of	 this	 even	 though	 it	 is	 not	written	 in	 an
almanac.



That	cataclysm	has	perhaps	come	in	my	life,	Shahoshika	Di.	One	sun	gives	light,	but
two	sons	 fight.	My	heart	 is	 aflame	—	 that	 is	why	 to	destroy	poison	with	poison	 I	have
come	to	this	scorching	desert.	I	thought	that	I	would	come	to	this	burned-out	land	to	get
peace.	Today,	in	the	furnace	of	my	heart,	I	am	trying	to	do	penance	for	my	sins.	Pray	that	I
am	not	unsuccessful.

I	will	not	write	any	more	letters,	to	no	one,	not	even	to	you.	And	do	not	look	for	me.
Imagine	 that	 for	 two	 days	 you	 saw	 something	 unlucky	 like	 a	 comet17	 and	 cared	 for	 it,
loved	it.	Today	it	appeared	suddenly	and	disappeared	suddenly.	It	 is	 impossible	 to	see	 it
again.	But	 if	 comets	 follow	certain	 laws	of	 the	universe,	 then	 I	will	 appear	 again,	 even
though	you	might	not	want	to	see	me	again.

I	have	heard	that	Sophie	has	married,	but	that	immediately	after	her	wedding,	she	fell
very	 ill,	 so	 ill	 that	 she	might	 not	 survive.	You	 know	 the	 news	 better	 than	 I	 do.	 I	 have
received	another	piece	of	 terrible	news.	The	unfortunate	Mahbuba	has	become	a	widow.
Her	old	husband	has	passed	away.	Mahbuba	wrote	 the	 letter	herself.	She	wrote	 that	 she
had	 become	 the	 owner	 of	 the	 entire	 zamindari.	 She	 is	 no	 longer	 interested	 in	material
matters.	She	will	soon	travel	to	holy	places,	to	Makkah	and	Madina.	She	has	also	written
that	she	might	even	come	to	Baghdad.	I	have	not	told	her	not	to.	I	am	no	longer	afraid	of
her.

The	Mahbuba	who	rejected	my	love	with	both	her	hands	lest	my	future	prospects	be
destroyed	herself	thrust	me	into	the	jaws	of	death.	If	I	am	afraid	of	her	today,	I	will	never
be	free	in	this	life	or	the	hereafter,	Shahoshika	Di.

Our	battalion	will	be	returning.	Soon	all	of	my	brothers	will	be	going	back	home.	But	I
will	not	be	returning.

I	have	signed	up	for	another	three	years	in	the	army.	Even	if	I	wished	to,	I	could	not
return	during	these	three	years.

Another	scene	of	the	drama	of	my	unfettered	life	has	been	staged.	What	is	in	store	for
me	in	the	future	only	the	mad	Nataraja	of	my	life	knows!

Bless	 me,	 all	 of	 you,	 that	 when	 I	 come	 again	 to	 my	 stage,	 all	 my	 shame,	 all	 my
sorrows	and	doubts	are	washed	away	by	my	tears,	and	that	with	complete	peace	I	can	look
into	your	eyes.

Your	accursed,

Nurul	Huda
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Translated	 from	Bengali	 by	 Tanveer	 ul	Haque,	Asfa	Hussain,	 Shirin	Hasanat	 Islam,	Ayesha	Kabir,	 Jackie	Kabir,
Saeeda	Karim	Khan,	Shahruk	Rahman,	and	Niaz	Zaman	of	The	Reading	Circle,	Dhaka,	and	published	by	Nymphea.
It	has	been	reproduced	here	with	the	kind	permission	of	Niaz	Zaman.

The	first	extract	is	from	Chapter	Two	and	written	by	Nurul	Huda	(the	protagonist)	to	his	friend	Monu.

The	Bengali	has	been	Sanskritised	for	humour.	It	means,	‘I	bless	you.	Off	with	your	head.	May	entire	generations	of
your	family	perish.	May	all	your	eight	limbs	drop	off	with	leprosy.	Burn	and	die.’	Many	families	in	Bengal	used	to
say	 ‘Ashirbadong	 shiroshchhedong	 purey	morong’,	 that	 is,	 ‘I	 bless	 you.	Off	with	 your	 head.	 Burn	 and	 die.’	 The
explanation	was	provided	by	Mrs	Shireen	Lutfunnessa.

Normally,	with	bhuna	khichri,	 a	 dry	preparation	of	 rice	mung,	Muslim	Bengali	 families	 have	 a	 spicy	meat	 curry,
rather	than	a	mild	korma.

This	is	the	name	of	a	book	by	Ishwar	Chandra	Vidyasagar.

The	complete	word	in	Bengali	would	be	shala,	 literally	a	wife’s	younger	brother.	However,	 it	 is	used	as	a	term	of
abuse,	equivalent	to	rascal.

De	Gorun	Ga	Dhuiye	is	a	song	by	Nazrul	Islam.	Priti	K.	Mitra,	in	the	article	The	Rebel	Poet	and	the	Mahatma:	Kazi
Nazrul	 Islam’s	Critique	of	Gandhi’s	Politics	 in	 the	1920s,	 notes	how,	 in	 this	poem,	Nazrul	 Islam	 ‘ridiculed	 some
people’s	persistent	interest	in	the	rotten	idea	of	a	vague	swaraj	and	their	unwillingness	to	accept	the	challenge	of	war’
(p.	54).	Mitra	dates	the	poem	circa	1930.	However,	Bondhon	Hara	began	being	serialised	in	Moslem	Bharat	from	1
Baishakh	1327,	that	is	mid-April	1920.	The	poem,	or	the	opening	line	of	the	poem,	was	already	in	Nazrul	Islam’s
mind.

Nazrul	Islam	seems	to	be	eulogising	Rabindranath	Tagore	here.

While	the	topography	of	Karachi	is	generally	plain,	there	are	hills	located	in	the	north	of	Karachi.	According	to	an
email	 received	from	Yasmeen	Lari,	dated	22	July	2012,	 the	place	known	as	Qasba	Colony,	where	mostly	Pathans
from	the	North-West	Frontier	Province	reside,	is	actually	built	on	a	hill.

Nazrul	Islam	did	not	study	at	Bankura	Collegiate	School.

This	letter	forms	the	ninth	chapter	in	the	book.

The	reference	here	is	to	the	Mesopotamian	Campaign,	during	the	First	World	War,	which	took	place	in	the	Middle
East	between	the	Allies,	represented	by	Great	Britain	and	its	allies,	and	the	Central	Powers,	mostly	of	the	Ottoman
Empire.	The	main	theatre	of	the	war	was	Mesopotamia,	the	land	between	the	Euphrates	and	the	Tigris,	what	is	now
present-day	Iraq.	The	British	troops	engaged	in	the	war	were	mostly	from	the	British	Indian	Army,	consisting	of	the
Indian	6th	(Poona)	Infantry	Division.	The	beginning	of	the	war	may	be	dated	6	November	1914,	when	the	British
attacked	 an	 old	 fort	 at	 Fao,	where	 the	 Shatt-el-Arab	meets	 the	 Persian	Gulf.	 The	British	 entered	Baghdad	 on	 11
March.	The	Armistice	of	Mudros	was	signed	on	30	October	1918.	The	war	ended	on	14	November	1918.	The	49th
Bengal	Regiment	did	not	take	part	in	the	campaign	but,	in	Karachi,	Nazrul	Islam	would	have	been	very	much	aware
of	what	was	happening	in	the	Middle	East.

This	forms	the	eighteenth	chapter	in	the	book.

The	Mesopotamian	Campaign	ended	on	14	November	1918.

The	Armistice	of	Mudros	was	signed	on	30	October	1918,	but	the	war	ended	a	fortnight	later.

Nazrul	 Islam	uses	 the	English	 term	 ‘short	 sight’.	However,	 he	was	 confusing	hyperopia	 or	 long-sightedness	with
myopia.	 In	myopia	or	 short-sightedness,	distant	objects	 appear	blurred.	 In	hyperopia,	near	objects	 appear	blurred,
whereas	distant	objects	are	clear.	In	the	last	sentence,	he	uses	the	correct	term.

The	name	of	the	journal	Nazrul	Islam	started	on	11	August	1922	was	Dhumketu,	meaning	‘comet’.



Reaction	to	Turkish	Politics1
Mohamed	Ali

The	War	and	events	leading	to	the	participation	of	Turkey	not	on	the	same	side	as	England
undid	 all	 the	 good	 we	 had	 expected	 to	 follow	 the	 friendly	 deputation	 of	 the	 Indian
Musalmans	which	we	had	 taken	 to	wait	on	Lord	Hardinge	earlier	 in	 the	year	and	which
had	been	received	by	that	viceroy	with	every	show	of	goodwill.

From	November	1914	to	the	time	of	my	conviction	and	sentence	of	imprisonment	at
Karachi	 seven	years	 later,	 almost	 to	a	day,	Government	and	 I	have	not	been	able	 to	 see
things	eye	to	eye.	The	result	was	that	once	more,	through	the	instrumentality	of	the	Press
Act,	my	press	was	forced	to	suspend	its	activities	on	the	very	day	that	War	was	declared
by	England	against	Turkey	and	when,	at	Russia’s	obvious	pressure,	the	plans	to	partition
Turkey	among	the	Allies	were	complete	and	it	was	settled	that	Constantinople,	the	seat	of
the	Khilafat,	was	at	 long	last	 to	become	Tsargrad	in	fulfilment	of	 the	ambitions	of	Peter
the	Great,	and	when	early	in	the	summer	of	1915	the	forces	of	General	Sir	Ian	Hamilton
were	ready	to	land	on	the	Gallipoli	peninsula	preparatory	to	the	forcing	of	the	Dardanelles,
and	the	occupation	of	Constantinople	was	expected	at	an	early	date,	I	was	ordered	to	be
interned	 under	 the	Defence	 of	 India	Act.	My	brother	Shaukat,	who	had	 up	 to	 that	 time
never	taken	any	part	in	politics	and	had,	in	fact,	just	retired	with	an	extraordinary	pension
after	 17	 years	 spent	 in	 the	 public	 service,	 was	 also	 interned.	 During	 all	 this	 time,	 his
activities	outside	his	official	duties	had	been	confined	to	education,	and	particularly	to	the
educational	reform	of	our	old	College	at	Aligarh	for	which	he	had	successfully	organised
the	Old	Boys’	Association.	When	the	King	announced	his	intention	of	coming	to	Delhi	to
hold	his	Coronation	Durbar,	my	brother	 took	furlough	for	 two	years	 in	order	 to	assist	 in
the	evolution	of	that	College	into	a	Muslim	University,	which	he	so	keenly	wanted	to	be
opened	by	His	Majesty	himself.	His	incessant	touring	throughout	the	country	had	resulted
in	 contributions	 to	 the	 university	 fund	 that	 well	 exceeded	 two	 out	 of	 a	 total	 of	 three
million	rupees	collected	for	that	purpose.	But	finding	that	even	such	a	purely	non-political
activity	 was	 not	 immune	 from	 being	 regarded	 by	 some	 officials	 as	 questionable,	 he
decided	to	retire	from	public	service	and	devote	himself	entirely	to	communal	work.

The	Deendars	and	Nai	Raushani2

The	 international	 development	 which	 had	 resulted	 in	 the	 disintegration	 of	 the	 already
enfeebled	 temporal	 power	 of	 Islam	 were	 bound	 to	 exercise	 a	 great	 influence	 on	 the
Musalmans.	But	 few	 could	 have	 prophesied	 the	 precise	 form	 this	 reaction	was	 to	 take.
Western	 education	 had	 thrust,	 so	 to	 speak,	 a	 wedge	 into	 the	 ranks	 of	 Indian	 Muslim
society.	 The	 old	 type	 of	 Indian	Muslim,	who	was	 either	 a	 theologian	 or	 still	 under	 the
theologian’s	influence,	finding	that	he	was	unable	to	stop	the	progress	of	an	avalanche	of



bedeeni	or	 ‘irreligiousness’,	had	 taken	with	all	 the	greater	zeal	 to	a	 sterile	 ritualism	and
shook	off	from	the	skirt	of	his	orthodox	gown	the	dust	of	‘worldliness’.	Few	of	this	class
were	 any	 longer	 wholly	 ‘unworldly’;	 but	 all	 prided	 themselves	 on	 their	 ‘other-
worldliness’,	 which	 consisted	 chiefly	 in	 leaving	 a	 world	 which	 no	 longer	 heeded	 their
fulminations	and	fatwa	to	manage	its	own	affairs,	and	go	the	perdition	that	they	predicted
for	 it.	 The	 younger	 men	 —	 the	 men	 of	 the	 Nai	 Raushani	 or	 ‘New	 Light’—	 had	 the
pretensions	not	only	to	be	men	of	light,	but	also	men	of	leading,	dominated	the	public	life
of	 their	 community.	 For	 a	 long	 time,	 educational	 propaganda	 was	 the	 crying	 need	 of
Musalmans	 and	 educational	 conferences	 and	 touring	 deputations	 and	 lectures	 were
organised	 by	 the	 men	 of	 ‘New	 Light’.	 Latterly	 they	 had	 been	 encouraged	 by	 the
Government	 itself	 to	 take	 a	 more	 assertive	 part	 in	 politics	 and	 had	 organised	 political
propaganda	with	the	same	zeal	and	energy	for	securing	their	proper	share	of	the	communal
representation.	As	I	have	already	indicated,	their	zeal	was	more	communal	than	religious;
they	knew	so	little	of	their	religion	and	their	orthodoxy	was	more	than	suspect.	They	did
not	sneer	at	religion	but	they	certainly	sneered	at	the	‘religious’	their	social	‘reform’	had
begun	with	a	very	outspoken	criticism	of	the	ancient,	time-worn	customs	of	the	east	and
had	 ended	 in	 their	 almost	 complete	 adoption	 of	 western	 ways.	 From	 the	 so-called
‘England-Returned’	who	was	a	barrister	or	an	Indian	civilian,	a	doctor	or	an	engineer,	full
of	Huxley	and	Herbert	Spencer,	often	 took	wine,	was,	 in	 just	a	few	cases,	not	without	a
partiality	even	 for	pork,	and	occasionally	had	married	an	English	wife,	 to	 the	clerk	 in	a
Government	 office	 or	 a	 ticket	 collector	 on	 a	 railway,	whose	 acquaintance	with	 English
began	and	ended	in	the	lowest	form	of	a	‘Zilla	School’,	but	who	could	not	speak	his	own
language	without	introducing	some	English	equivalents	for	some	of	the	commonest	words
in	 the	 vernacular	 regardless	 of	 their	 absurd	 incongruity,	 and	who	would	wear	 a	 coat	 or
waistcoat	more	 or	 less	 of	 European	 cut	 even	when	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 costume	was	 purely
Eastern,	 there	were	many	shades	of	 the	 ‘Anglicised’	and	 ‘Europeanised’	 Indian	Muslim,
whose	chief	concern	was	this	world	and	not	the	next,	but	who	bore	the	name	of	Muslim
with	as	much	pride	and	glory	as	the	most	orthodox	‘other-worldly’	divine.

Views	of	the	Reformed
The	less	intellectual	seldom	worried	about	the	theological	dogmas,	even	when	the	tide	of	a
superficial	and	for	that	reason	all	the	more	aggressive	rationalism	make	it	easy	for	them	to
believe	 precisely	 as	 their	 fathers	 had	 believed,	 particularly	 on	 the	 subject	 of	 the
supernatural	with	which	later-day	Islam	had	been	lavishly	supplied	by	the	more	numerous
but	 less	 learned	 class	 of	 Muslim	waiz	 or	 preacher;	 the	 line	 of	 least	 resistance,	 which
readily	lent	itself	for	such	purposes	was	cheerfully	followed	and	in	a	hazy,	undefined	way
to	separate	religion	from	life	just	as	most	people	separate	this	world	from	the	next	and	do
not	believe	that	they	are	required	to	argue	or	think	about	such	things	too	nicely.	The	more
intellectual	 or	 the	 more	 venturesome	 satisfied	 their	 mental	 cravings	 by	 ridiculing	 the
mildewed	conservatism	and	literal	interpretation	of	sacred	texts,	and	contented	themselves
with	the	gratifying	belief	that	they	at	least	were	among	the	‘reformed’	though	they	never



took	the	trouble	to	define	what	their	‘reformed’	beliefs	were	and	how	they	fitted	in	with
the	 sacred	 texts	 to	 which,	 if	 required,	 they	 would	 have	 acknowledged	 their	 completest
[sic]	allegiance	as	unhesitatingly	as	the	most	orthodox.

Europe’s	Temporal	Aggression
It	 was	 to	 a	 society	 thus	 constituted	 that	 European	 temporal	 aggression	 presented	 an
ultimatum.	We	in	India	who	had	already	lost	our	own	Empire	several	generations	if	not	a
whole	century	ago,	were	not	probably	expected	to	feel	as	acutely	as	we	did	the	loss	of	our
co-religionists	in	Persia,	in	Egypt	and	in	Tripoli,	and	in	far-off	Morocco.

But	the	temporal	losses	of	Turkey,	which	we	were	advised	by	Europe	to	‘cut’,	touched
a	peculiar	chord	in	our	sub-consciousness,	the	chord	of	religion;	for,	the	Ruler	of	Turkey
was	 the	 Khalifa	 or	 Successor	 of	 the	 Prophet	 and	 Amir	 al-Muminin	 or	 Chief	 of	 the
Faithful,	 and	 the	 Khilafat	 was	 as	 essentially	 our	 religious	 concern	 as	 the	 Quran	 or	 the
Sunna	 of	 the	 Prophet.	 It	 needed	 no	 alarmist	 cry	 of	 ‘Religion	 in	 danger’	 to	 rouse	 the
Musalmans	in	India,	if	religion	had	still	any	real	hold	on	them.	That	indeed	was	the	great
test.	Was	Islam	only	a	label	for	the	Indian	Musalmans	or	had	it	a	real	living	concern	with
worldly	 life?	 It	 is	 idle	 to	 speculate	 now	what	would	 have	 happened	 if	 in	 such	 a	 crisis,
Indian	Musalmans	had	also	 reached	 the	 stage	of	 indifferentism	 if	not	practical	unbelief,
that	 is	 lamented	 by	 the	 religious	 among	 the	most	 civilised	 and	 progressive	 sections	 of
Western	Christendom.	But,	no	doubt,	many	a	progressive	European	believed	that	even	if
Muslim	orthodoxy	in	India	could	not	be	brought	by	such	a	remarkable	succession	of	the
‘failures	of	Islam’	to	view	its	conservatism	and	narrowness	differently,	at	least	those	who
had	 received	a	Western	education,	 those	who	had	 learnt	 to	 sneer	at	 the	 religiosity	of	an
earlier	day	and	for	many	of	whom	Europe’s	materialism	had	such	fatal	fascination,	would
now	be	weaned	off	from	such	remnants	of	spirituality	as	still	lingered	as	a	result	of	their
Eastern	heredity	in	some	remote	corner	of	their	being.	These,	at	least,	they	thought	would
now	solidly	vote	for	a	complete	renunciation	of	such	useless	remnants	and	for	dropping
off	 all	 such	 hampering	 impedimenta	 in	 their	 march	 towards	 the	 secularism	 of	 Europe,
which	had	given	it	such	a	complete	victory	over	the	unprogressive	and	superstitious	East.

Religion	with	a	Brief	Creed	and	No	Clergy
Perhaps	I	am	anticipating	my	reposition	of	the	essential	characteristics	of	Islam,	but	it	is
my	firm	belief	that	what	prevented	such	a	consummation	was	the	fact	that	in	reality.	Islam
had	so	little	of	dogma	with	which	to	overburden	a	Muslim.	Christianity	has	been	in	recent
times	so	skilfully	idealised	by	the	new	school	of	its	writers	of	Apologetics	that	none	of	the
Church	 Councils	 that	 were	 held	 from	 time	 to	 time	 to	 regulate	 Christian	 belief	 and
anathematise	successive	heresies	and	schisms	could	recognise	it.	In	fact,	even	to	the	most
latitudinarian	 student	 of	 religion	 it	 is	 so	 featureless	 that	 it	 is	 not	 easily	 possible	 to	 be
identified	with	 any	 religion.	 And	 yet,	 except	 for	 that	 large	 class	which	 from	 abhorring
theology	has	come	to	abhor	religion	itself,	even	this	so-called	religion	without	‘theology’



has	a	theology	which	presents	great	difficulties	to	the	least	critical	of	believers,	unless,	of
course,	 he	permits	 his	 beliefs	 to	 benumb	and	paralyse	his	 intellect.	The	Church	 can	 fill
tomes	with	its	theology,	but	even	the	briefest	catechism	would	require	the	proverbial	half-
sheet	 of	 note-paper	 to	 contain	 the	 truncated	 dogma	 of	 reformed	 and	 modernised
Christianity.	But	when	you	compare	this	with	Islam	you	will	find	that	even	the	half-sheet
is	superfluous,	for	a	postage	stamp	would	be	ample	to	cover	its	creed.	And	I	do	believe	the
postage	stamps	of	Muslim	States	contain	the	Kalima	or	‘Creed’	for	Muslims.	‘There	is	no
God	but	Allah	and	Mohammad	is	His	Messenger’	is	all	his	dogma	and	it	makes	no	great
call	 on	 his	 powers	 of	 thinking	 or	 on	 his	 credulity.	When	 this	 great	 storm	 overtook	 the
Muslim,	he	had	no	unessential	freight	to	throw	overboard	and	lighten	the	ship.	He	could
have	of	course	 thrown	Islam	itself	overboard,	but	 that	he	hugged	as	his	 life	belt	and	the
world	is	waiting	to	see	if	he	can	that	way	weather	the	storm.	Moreover,	‘the	absence	of	a
priestly	ideal,	of	any	theory	of	the	separateness	of	the	religious	teacher	from	the	common
body	of	the	believers	or	of	the	necessity	of	a	special	consecration	and	authorisation	for	the
performance	 of	 religious	 functions’,	which	 has	 resulted	 in	 Islam	 in	 an	 added	 feeling	 of
responsibility	 resting	 on	 the	 individual	 believer	 and	 in	 a	 general	 level	 of	 uniformity	 in
Muslim	 society	unknown	 in	 communities	 that	maintain	 a	priesthood,	has	 also	 tended	 to
keep	religion	undivorced	from	life	among	the	Musalmans,	and	to	make	it	the	concern	of
all	alike.	These	two	essential	characteristics	of	Islam,	as	we	shall	presently	see,	helped	the
India	Muslim	to	answer	Europe’s	ultimatum.

Impact	of	International	Politics	on	Indian	Muslims
The	 temporal	 misfortunes	 of	 Islam,	 therefore,	 drew	 the	Muslims	 to	 their	 religion	 as	 if
inevitably	and	the	wedge	that	Western	education	had	seemed	to	insert	between	the	ranks
of	the	religious,	and	of	the	men	of	the	‘New	Light’	vanished	as	if	by	magic.	The	orthodox
and	 the	anglicised	were	drawn	 together	and,	as	 in	a	 flash	of	 lightning,	saw	 that	after	all
they	were	 not	 so	 unlike	 each	 other	 as	 they	 had	 imagined.	The	men	of	 the	 ‘New	Light’
were,	as	I	have	said,	in	a	sense,	the	men	of	leading	as	well,	and	they	at	any	rate	had	not
shrunk	from	the	affairs	of	this	world	like	their	deendar	co-religionists,	who	had,	almost	as
if	making	a	virtue	of	necessity,	 retired	 from	public	 life	and	became	 recluses,	when	 they
had	gradually	 lost	most	of	 their	 former	hold	on	 the	people.	Moreover,	 they	alone	could
understand	and	explain	what	precisely	Europe	was	doing	and	threatened	to	do	directly	to
the	 temporal	 power	of	 Islam	and	 indirectly	 to	 its	 spiritual	 influence	 in	 the	world.	Their
outspoken	championship	of	Islamic	states	in	the	Indian	press	and	on	the	public	platform,
no	greatly	impressed	these	semi-recluses,	and	informal	and	tentative	overtures	from	both
sides	soon	followed.	Be	it	said	to	the	credit	of	the	ulama	that	they	did	not	hesitate	at	this
juncture	to	pocket	their	pride	and	in	a	way	even	accept	the	lead	of	men	whom	they	had	but
a	generation	ago	finally	consigned	to	perdition.	But,	if	revenge	is	a	word	that	may	be	used
in	 this	 connection,	 they	 had	 their	 fill	 of	 it	 in	 the	 transformation	 that	 these	 temporal
misfortunes	 of	 Islam	wrought	 in	 the	 spiritual	 temper	 and	 tone	 of	 ‘the	men	 of	 light	 and
leading’:	Only	those	of	the	ulama	whose	concern	seemed	to	be	the	retention	of	their	own



quasi-priestly	authority	more	than	the	maintenance	of	orthodoxy	still	kept	aloof,	and	these
for	 the	most	part	exhibited	a	deplorable	pusillanimity	when	 faced	with	some	unpleasant
consequences	of	religious	zeal.	Among	the	anglicised	also,	there	was	a	section	that	sought
the	limelight	for	its	own	interest	rather	than	of	the	community,	and	in	the	hour	of	danger,	it
quietly	slunk	away	 into	dark	corners.	Just	as	 the	selfish	among	 the	ulama	had	sought	 to
cover	their	self-seeking	cowardice	under	an	extreme	narrowness	and	fanaticism	of	bigotry
and	had	anathematised	all	others	as	 involved	 in	different	degrees	of	heresy,	so	 too	 these
political	 leaders	who	 forsook	 their	 erstwhile	 associates	 in	 the	press	 and	on	 the	platform
pretended	 to	 sneer	 at	 the	 latter’s	 return	 to	 the	obscurantism	and	bigotry	of	 the	Mullahs.
Thus,	we	and	the	ulama,	who	now	began	to	associate	with	us	in	our	communal	work	were
attacked	by	two	sections	of	Indian	Musalmans	who	were	brothers	under	their	skins,	for	the
opposite	 faults	 of	 being	 too	 religious	 and	not	 sufficiently	 religious	 at	 one	 and	 the	 same
time.	But	neither	section	was	sufficiently	considerable	to	affect	the	situation	vitally.	Once
more	Muslim	society	in	India	presented	a	level	of	uniformity	and	the	bitterest	opponents
of	a	generation	ago	stood	shoulder	to	shoulder,	working	together	with	great	zeal	and	with
a	mutual	appreciation	of	the	good	points	which	each	lacked	himself,	but	which	the	other
possessed.	 If	even	a	decade	previously	anyone	had	ventured	 to	 foretell	 such	a	 result,	he
would	have	been	 laughed	at	 for	 such	as	a	 fantastic	prophesy;	 for	 it	was	 little	 short	of	 a
miracle	in	an	age	which	had	assured	itself	that	miracles	were	things	that	did	not	occur.



Extract	from	My	Life:	A	Fragment	by	Mohamed	Ali,	first	published	in	January	1942.	The	book	was	originally	titled
Islam:	Kingdom	of	God.	Its	first	editor,	Afzal	Iqbal,	gave	it	the	title	My	Life:	A	Fragment.

The	Men	of	Faith	and	the	New	Light



Across	the	Black	Waters1
Mulk	Raj	Anand

At	Orleans,	the	two	divisions	camped	at	the	Champs	de	Cercettes,	a	park	about	six	miles
out	of	 the	 town.	And	here,	 almost	on	 their	arrival,	 they	were	equipped	with	mechanical
and	horse	transport.

The	weather,	which	had	been	indifferent	except	for	little	spells	of	sunshine,	took	a	turn
for	the	bad.	At	the	touch	of	a	cold	wind	the	sparse	vegetation	on	the	outskirts	of	Orleans
seemed	to	change	its	colour	from	green	to	gold	and	dull	vermilion	and	a	red	coppery	hue.
A	 few	 menacing	 clouds	 gathered	 from	 the	 west	 and,	 wandering	 low	 over	 the	 plains,
splashed	the	ripened	earth	with	showers.

The	sepoys	who	had	felt	cold	even	in	the	equable	air	of	the	South	of	France	now	began
to	shiver,	and	to	drink	more	tumblerfuls	of	the	crude	mixture	of	tealeaves,	hot	water,	milk
and	sugar,	which	their	cooks	boiled	all	together	in	cauldrons	and	called	tea.	They	had	had
field	service	clothing	on	the	winter	scale	given	to	them	in	Marseilles.	Most	of	them	were
fairly	used	to	extremes	of	climate,	but	in	India,	the	torrential	rains	swept	through	the	land
and	left	the	earth	pregnant,	warm	and	swollen,	while	here,	there	was	a	continuous	drizzle,
soaking	the	fields	till	they	were	damp	and	muddy.

The	excitement	of	seeing	the	motor	lorries	that	were	handed	over	to	the	corps,	superior
to	 any	motor	 cars	 they	 had	 seen	 in	 India,	 raised	 their	 spirits	 somewhat.	 They	 emerged
from	 their	 tents,	burdened	with	 the	weight	of	grey	skies,	 and	gathered	 round	 the	brand-
new	vehicles	with	the	open	eyes	of	wonder.	The	polished	sheen	of	the	trucks,	the	efficient
air	of	speed	that	seemed	to	be	controlled	in	their	compact	bodies,	aroused	admiration	from
the	men	who	knew	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	the	bullock	cart.

‘How	 could	 such	 huge	motors	 be	 driven?’	Daddy	Dhanoo	 asked,	 turning	 his	 bleary
bulging	eyes	to	his	companions.	‘My	meaning	is,	how	could	they	pass	other	vehicles	on
the	road,	for	one	of	them	would	occupy	the	whole	width	of	the	road!’

‘I	would	like	to	see	the	engine,’	said	Lalu	admiring	the	skill	of	the	men	who	had	made
the	thing.

‘How	could	a	machine	contained	in	such	a	small	tin	shed	drag	such	a	big	body,	laden
with	men	and	arms?’	Uncle	Kirpu	said,	even	his	cynicism	vanquished	by	the	huge	buses.

‘To	be	sure,	these	sahibs	can	work	wonders!’	said	Daddy	Dhanoo.

‘Arrest	the	movement	of	the	stars	on	a	map,	eh?’	said	Lalu,	mimicking	Daddy	Dhanoo.
‘Catch	time	in	the	hands	of	a	watch!	Harness	electricity	as	if	it	were	a	mule!’	And	he	went
and	mischievously	pressed	 the	horn,	 till	Dhanoo,	Kirpu	 and	 a	 few	others	who	 stood	by
almost	ran,	startled.



‘And	you	are	all	donkeys	who	ought	to	be	harnessed	and	flogged	so	that	some	sense
could	be	driven	into	your	heads!’	said	Subah,	swaggering	up	to	one	of	the	trucks	from	the
tent	of	his	 former	mates	where	he	had	come	 to	 show	off	his	new	Jemadar’s	outfit.	For,
instead	of	being	reprimanded	for	his	presumption	at	Marseilles,	he	had	received	the	direct
commission	of	Jemadar	when	he	was	presented	to	the	Colonel.	‘Who	blew	that	horn?’	he
asked	 angrily.	 Finding	 the	 men	 all	 ranged	 in	 silence	 against	 him,	 he	 sought	 to	 placate
them.	‘There	is	nothing	very	mysterious	about	trucks!	They	are	just	bigger	motor	cars	than
those	you	have	seen	in	India.	The	surprising	thing	to	all	us	officers,	is	that	we	have	been
spared	any	at	all,	because…	but	I	must	not	tell	you,	it	is	confidential…’

‘Then	 don’t,’	 said	 Uncle	 Kirpu.	 There	 is	 Holdar	 Lachman	 Singh	 and	 I	 trust	 he
knows…’

‘Ohe	nahin,	 fool,	 there	are	certain	 things	which	only	 the	officers	know,’	said	Subah,
eager	 enough	 to	 tell	 them.	 ‘Well,	 it	 is	 rumoured	 that	 there	 has	 been	 a	 retreat	 at	 a	 place
called	 Mons.	 The	 Allied	 Armies	 have	 paid	 a	 terrible	 toll.	 The	 Sarkar	 is	 faced	 with
difficulties	in	the	supply	of	materials	and	transport	on	land	and	sea.	You	don’t	know	what
heroic	efforts	 the	General	Staff	and	all	 the	British	officers	are	making.	 It	 is	now	known
that	the	Angrezi	Sarkar	was	completely	unprepared	for	the	war…	And	if	you	consider	that
the	Sarkar	has	 to	meet	 the	demands	of	 the	front	 for	conveyances,	we	should	be	grateful
that	we	have	been	able	to	get	this	motor	transport.’

Lalu	 noticed	 the	 sudden	 exaggeration	 of	 pride	 and	 importance	 that	 had	 come	 into
Subah’s	manner.	He	had	always	shown	off,	of	course,	but	till	yesterday	his	aggressiveness
had	been	restrained	by	the	humiliation	of	knowing	he	was	in	the	ranks.	But	now,	since	he
had	been	raised	 to	 the	rank	of	Jemadar,	he	had	become	overbearingly	masterful	and	all-
knowing.	It	was	extraordinary	how	a	star	on	your	shoulder	or	a	stripe	on	the	arm,	as	in	the
case	of	Lok	Nath,	could	make	you	talk	down	to	everyone.

‘It	is	all	due	to	Lord	Kitchener	Sahib’s	solicitude	for	the	Indian	troops,’	said	Subah.

‘My	 father,	 the	 Subedar	Major	 Sahib,	 knows	 Lord	 Kitchener…’	 he	 continued,	 and
began	to	embellish	the	gossip	he	had	heard	in	the	officers’	quarters.

‘Lord	Kitchener	gave	new	barracks	and	new	cantonments	to	the	Indian	Army,	Jemadar
Sahib,’	 said	 Lachman	 Singh,	 seeking	 to	 direct	 the	 conversation	 into	 less	 confidential
channels.	‘He	was	a	great	officer.	There	were	many	things	he	did,	which	were	against	the
custom	of	the	Sarkar.	I	remember	that	one	of	the	things	the	sahibs	resented	very	much	was
the	reduction	of	the	number	of	British	paltans2	in	every	brigade	from	two	to	one.’

‘Yus,	yus,’	interrupted	Subah,	falling	into	English	as	the	ability	to	speak	the	language
of	the	sahibs	was	reputed	to	increase	his	sense	of	importance	among	the	Indian	ranks.	‘My
father,	the	Subedar	Major	Sahib,	was	a	special	orderly	officer	to	Lord	Kitchener	Sahib.’

‘Ohe,	 what	 can	 you	 remember	 of	 that?’	 said	 Uncle	Kirpu,	 crudely	 demolishing	 the
bluff	that	Subah	was	seeking	to	impose	on	them.	‘You	were	only	a	kid,	as	big	as	my	little



finger,	running	about	the	regiment	naked	with	your	little	looli3,	and	the	crows	used	to	peck
at	your	bottom.’

Everyone	laughed	at	this.	Uncle	Kirpu	was	well	known	for	his	caustic	wit	and,	as	one
of	the	first	sepoys	to	join	the	regiment,	was	allowed	to	say	anything	to	anyone,	whether
British	 officer,	 Indian	 officer,	NCO	or	 sepoy.	 Subah	 joined	 in	 the	 laughter,	 though	pale
blush	of	embarrassment	covered	his	red	face	and	his	eyes	glanced	furtively	from	side	to
side.

‘My	father	was	a	sultan,’	the	fool	is	said	to	have	answered,	when	they	asked	him	‘Who
are	you?’	Kirpu	quoted	the	Persian	proverb	with	a	broken	accent.

‘Oh,	don’t	recall	his	childhood	to	him	now,’	Lalu	said.

‘Don’t	bark!’	shouted	Subah	suddenly,	his	face	redder	than	ever.	‘I	shall	present	you	to
the	Karnel	Sahib	if	you	cut	such	a	joke	with	me	again.’

‘If	he	receives	the	same	treatment	on	being	presented	to	the	Karnel	Sahib	as	you	got,
then	please	to	present	me	too,’	Kirpu	said	slowly.	‘My	old	shoulders	could	do	with	a	star
and	I	like	the	idea	of	a	Sham	Browne	belt.’

Everyone	laughed	again,	including	Subah,	though	Lalu	hung	his	head	and	paled	as	he
met	 Jemadar’s	 stare.	 ‘Uncle	 let	 go,	 come	 to	 your	 senses,	 and	 don’t	 be	 a	 clown,’	 said
Havildar	Lachman	Singh,	siding	with	the	Jemadar	though	he	sympathised	with	the	rest.

‘Forgive	me,	Subah,’	said	Lalu,	realising	his	mistake.

‘I	 am	 Jemadar	Sahib,	 henceforth,	 remember,’	 said	Subah,	with	 a	 steady	 glare	 in	 his
eyes.	‘’Shun!’

Uncle	Kirpu	and	Sepoy	Lal	Singh	came	 to	attention.	 ‘Both	of	you	report	 for	 fatigue
duty	every	day	from	tomorrow,’	the	Jemadar	ordered.	And	he	walked	away	in	the	direction
of	the	officer’s	tent,	shaking	a	little.

The	 groups	 of	 sepoys	who	 stood	 by	Lalu,	 and	Kirpu	 and	Lachman	 turned	 from	 the
shining	 splendour	 of	 the	 trucks	 to	 explore	 each	 other’s	 faces.	 The	 excitement,	 the
exhilaration	 in	 their	 eyes	 subsided	 amidst	 the	 furrows	 of	 shame	 carved	 by	 the	 past
humiliations	inflicted	on	them	by	superior	officers	and	they	stood	baffled	as	though	struck
by	an	electric	 shock,	because	 the	bullying	of	 an	officer	who	was	 their	 friend	a	day	ago
seemed	 like	 a	 fresh	 wound	 in	 the	 changed	 circumstances	 of	 their	 lives,	 among	 all	 the
strange	 things	 of	 the	West.	 They	 had	 begun	 to	 believe	 that	 Vilayat4	 was	 an	 unrelieved
paradise	and,	encouraged	by	all	 the	privileges	of	 journeys	 in	ships	and	railways	 through
foreign	lands,	which	they	had	never	enjoyed	before,	heartened	by	the	kindness	of	people
everywhere,	 they	 had	 grown	 to	 the	 dignity	 of	 human	 beings	 and	 forgotten	 the	 way	 in
which	 they	 had	 always	 been	 treated	 as	 so	 much	 cattle	 in	 India.	 They	 were	 beginning,
through	contact	with	ordinary	white	folk	and	through	the	knowledge	that	even	coolies	here
seemed	to	be	coolies	only	during	their	work	hours,	and	then	sahibs	in	their	own	right,	who



put	on	suits	and	boots	and	walked	out	with	their	girlfriends,	to	lose	the	fear	and	abjectness
that	 their	 superior	 officers	 had	 inspired	 in	 them	 in	 the	 cantonments	 of	 India.	And	 now,
they	had	been	suddenly	thrown	back	to	the	realisation	of	their	real	position.

The	fatigue	duty	imposed	by	Jemadar	Subah	Singh	became,	in	fact,	a	visit	to	a	fair.

For,	 as	 Lalu	 and	 Kirpu	 came	 out	 with	 a	 party	 of	 sepoys,	 each	 of	 whom	 had	 been
condemned	 for	 similar	 offences,	 to	 receive	 the	battalion’s	 share	 of	 horse	 transport,	 they
found	the	fields,	which	had	been	converted	into	marsh	by	the	rain,	bestrewn,	beyond	the
shining	steel	trucks	and	motor	lorries,	with	vehicles	of	all	possible	kinds	and	horses	of	all
sizes	and	colours.

Through	 the	 discordant	 roar	 of	 raucous	 shouts	 and	 calls	 and	 the	 neighs	 and	 snorts
which	rent	the	air,	they	could	see	hundreds	of	vans;	from	those	which	could	presumably
be	drawn	by	two	horses	and	which	were	capable	of	carrying	one	or	two	tonnes,	to	small
donkey	carts	like	those	which	the	washermen	in	the	cantonments	of	India	used	to	transport
dirty	linen	from	the	lines	to	the	river,	or	such	as	they	had	seen	by	the	vegetable	stalls	in	the
side	streets	of	Marseilles,	their	rafts	on	wheels	adjusted	to	shafts	made	of	single	poles.

‘Are	these	the	wagons	we	have	come	to	receive?’

Uncle	Kirpu	asked.	‘Look	at	the	harness!	This	one	has	no	collar	and	that	other	has	no
head	or	heel	ropes!’

‘And	wah	wah,	 the	 horses!’	 said	 young	Kharku,	 the	 little	 bugler	 and	mascot	 of	 the
69th.

‘Father	of	fathers!’	said	Lalu.	‘That	one	seems	blind	of	one	eye!’

‘You	couldn’t	 take	 those	vehicles	across	a	Mall	Road	 to	 say	nothing	of	 taking	 them
through	 a	war	 even	 on	 the	North	Western	 Frontier!’	 said	Hanumant	 Singh,	 a	 lemurlike
veteran	Dogra	sepoy	who	was	not	wont	to	say	too	much.

‘Well,	to	tell	the	truth,	I	don’t	know	how	these	things	are	going	to	work,’	said	an	NCO.

‘They	are	doing	their	best	for	us,	as	Jemadar	Subah	Singh	might	say,’	remarked	Lalu.
And	he	was	going	to	add	his	quota	of	mockery,	but	he	saw	the	Jemadar	coming	up	from
behind	and	winced.

‘Come	boys,	come	and	let	us	get	busy,’	called	Jemadar	Subah	Singh.	His	round	plump
face	was	wreathed	 in	 smiles	and	he	 seemed	 to	have	 relented	 since	 the	quarrel,	 as	much
perhaps	because	he	was	a	man	of	passionate	temperament	jumping	from	the	extremes	of
gaiety	 to	sadness,	 from	wild	anger	 to	a	childlike	docility,	as	because	he	was	aroused	by
what	he	saw	as	he	came	to	inspect	the	fatigue	party	at	work.

The	sepoys	came	to	attention	and	saluted	as	soon	as	he	came	abreast	of	them,	and	he
raised	his	cane	to	acknowledge	their	greetings.

‘They	are	 fine	horses,’	 the	Jemadar	 said,	walking	smartly	up	and	 leading	 the	sepoys



into	the	very	thick	of	the	fair	where	a	snuffling,	snorting,	trampling	herd	grazed	on	the	thin
grass	before	them.

‘Magnificent!’	said	the	sycophant	Sikh	NCO	Chanan	Singh.

‘And,	considering	 the	Sarkar	has	been	plunged	 into	 this	war	so	suddenly,’	continued
the	Jemadar,	‘and	has	had	to	face	the	difficulties	of	fighting	the	Germans	on	one	side	and
of	making	arrangements	for	the	welfare	of	the	troops	on	the	other,	it	is	a	wonder	that	they
have	assembled	all	these	things.’

‘They	will	have	to	face	many	more	difficulties	repairing	those	vans	on	the	field	than	in
fighting	the	war,’	said	Kirpu,	the	irrepressible.

‘According	 to	 you,	 uncle,	 the	 doomsday	 has	 come,’	 said	 Subah,	 laughing	 and
thumping	Kirpu	on	the	back.

‘The	 drowning	 Brahmin	 will	 take	 his	 followers	 with	 him,’	 said	 Kirpu	 fatalistically.
‘Therefore,	where	the	Sarkar	goes,	huzoor,	we	have	to	follow	like	good	disciples.’

‘Impudent,	 incorrigible	uncle!’	 remarked	Subah	 laughing.	And	he	put	his	arm	round
Kirpu	affectionately,	as	if	the	old	man	had	touched	some	tenderness	in	him.

‘As	 the	 Jemadar	 Sahib	 says,	 brother,’	 put	 in	Havildar	Chanan	 Singh	 to	Kirpu,	 ‘one
must	 not	 be	 disrespectful	 to	 the	 Sarkar.’	 Lalu	 looked	 at	 Subah,	 then	 at	 Kirpu’s	 quiet,
sardonic	visage	and	then	at	the	faces	of	Chanan	Singh	and	the	other	sepoys	who	walked
respectfully	behind	the	Jemadar	Sahib	and	seemed	to	accept	every	word	he	uttered	as	the
law	of	Gods.

‘Come	 yar,	 Lalu,	 come,	 why	 are	 you	 lagging	 behind?’	 said	 Subah	 in	 the	 friendly
manner	of	old	days.	‘We	shall	find	one	of	the	sahibs	or	an	interpreter	and	ask	him	where
our	horses	are.’

Lalu	 followed	 a	 little	 quicker	 after	 this	 overture	 of	 kindliness,	 and	 leapt	 across	 the
shafts	 of	miniature	 carts,	more	 fragile	 than	 the	 bullock	 carts	 in	 his	 village	 and	 general
make-up,	past	 carriages	which,	 though	 they	were	 improvements	on	 the	ekka	of	Gughi’s
father	and	more	like	the	phaetons	in	Manabad	and	the	big	cities,	were	rusty	with	years	of
damp	on	their	springs.

As	 he	 came	 abreast	 of	Uncle	Kirpu	 and	 the	 other	 sepoys,	 he	 saw	 them	pull	 up	 and
salute	Major	Peacock	Sahib	of	the	regiment	who	stood	ahead	of	them.	He	clicked	his	heels
and	 took	his	hand	 to	his	head	 though	he	was	not	noticed.	For	 the	Major	Sahib,	 a	 short,
quick-tempered,	 agile	man,	was	 speaking	 peevishly	 in	 a	 twisted	Hindustani	 to	 Jemadar
Subah	Singh.

‘Francisi	 log	acha	bandobast	nahin!’	And	he	spoke	in	English.	‘They	know	nothing
about	horses!	Look,	all	 the	animals	running	loose.	Muddle!	No	one	knows	which	horses
are	whose!’



And	he	puckered	his	brow	and	frowned,	closing	his	eyes	and	looking	round.

‘We	shall	wait	for	orders	then,	huzoor,’	said	Jemadar	Subah	Singh.

‘Some	 of	 the	 horses	 have	 strayed	 towards	 the	 river	 there,’	 Major	 Peacock	 said,
pointing	 with	 his	 stick	 to	 a	 line	 of	 gleaming	 silver	 that	 flowed	 through	 long	 stalks	 of
waving	grass.

‘Get	the	sepoys	to	catch	them	and	bring	them	here	for	inspection.’

‘Huzoor,’	said	Subah,	clicking	his	heels	and	saluting	with	such	alacrity	that	his	head
and	torso	bent	forward.	And	he	turned	to	the	men:

‘Come	boys,	I	shall	give	you	leave	to	go	to	town	after	we	have	finished	our	work.	And
what’s	more,	I	shall	treat	you	to	some	sherbet.’

‘Come	boys,	if	the	sahib	speaks	so	plainly	about	the	mismanagement	of	the	Francisis,’
called	Kirpu,	‘you	be	sure	he	will	tell	us	a	thing	or	two	in	his	own	language	if	we	don’t
look	sharp.’

Apart	 from	such	fatigue	duties	as	were	 imposed	by	cussed	superiors,	 the	sepoys	had
plenty	of	leisure	to	go	sightseeing.

Daddy	Dhanoo	squeezed	into	himself	with	the	cold.	Uncle	Kirpu	was	not	too	fond	of
pleasure.	Lalu	took	permission	from	Havildar	Lachman	Singh	to	go	to	town.

The	 boy	 would	 not	 go	 alone,	 however,	 and	 he	 hung	 about	 Kirpu	 like	 a	 child
persuading	an	elder	to	accompany	him.

‘Oh,	come	Chacha5,	come,’	he	begged.

‘You	go	along,	son,	you	will	meet	other	sepoys	from	the	regiment.	 ‘A	high	metalled
horse	needs	no	whipping.’	You	will	go	prancing	along.’

‘But	horses	go	in	herds,	Chachaji,	come,	don’t	be	a	donkey.’

‘I	know	you	will	not	cease	pestering	me,’	said	Kirpu	at	last.	‘Tell	that	cook,	Santu,	to
give	Dhanoo	some	more	tea	and	I	shall	get	ready.’

Lalu	 jumped	 up,	 pranced	 like	 a	 horse	 and	 shouted	 to	 Santu	 to	 give	 Dhanoo	 a
tumblerful	of	tea.	And,	covering	the	old	man	with	all	the	available	blankets,	they	walked
away	from	the	camp	through	the	weak	sunshine	of	a	cold	autumnal	afternoon.

Lalu	 was	 full	 of	 excitement	 to	 be	 going	 along	 to	 this	 city.	 The	 march	 through
Marseilles	had	been	merely	a	 fleeting	expedition,	 and	he	was	obsessed	with	 something,
which	struggled	to	burst	through	all	the	restraints	and	the	embarrassment	of	the	unfamiliar,
to	break	through	the	fear	of	the	exalted	life	that	the	Europeans	lived,	the	rare	high	life	of
which	 he,	 like	 all	 the	 sepoys,	 had	 only	 had	 distant	 glimpses	 from	 the	 holes	 and	 the
crevices	 in	 the	 thick	 hedges	 outside	 the	 sahibs’	 bungalows	 in	 India.	And,	 as	 he	walked
under	 the	 shadows	 of	 mansions	 with	 shuttered	 windows	 like	 those	 on	 the	 houses	 of



Marseilles,	reading	the	names	of	shops	on	the	boards,	as	he	walked	past	vineyards	dappled
by	 the	 pale	 sun,	 past	 stretches	 of	 grassy	 land,	which	 seemed,	 from	 the	 droves	 of	 sheep
clustered	on	it,	to	be	pasturages,	his	tongue	played	with	the	name	of	this	city,	Orleans,	and
there	was	an	echo	 in	his	mind,	 from	 the	memory	of	 something	 that	had	happened	here,
something	he	could	not	remember.

‘A	quieter	city	than	Marsels,’	Uncle	Kirpu	said.

Indeed,	in	spite	of	the	smoke	of	factory	chimneys	that	trailed	across	the	sky,	in	spite	of
the	modern	lettering	on	shopfronts,	 the	delicate	grassy	lawns,	 the	small	detached	houses
and	old	doors	of	buildings,	there	was	something	fascinating	about	the	place	and	different
from	Marseilles.	‘Oh!	Water!	Oh,	there	is	a	stream!’	shouted	the	sepoys	whose	impetuosity
knew	no	bounds.

Lalu	rushed	up	and	saw	the	stream	on	the	right,	flowing	slowly,	gently,	and	shouted:
‘River!’

‘Everything	is	small	in	these	parts,’	Kirpu	said.	‘Look	at	their	rivers	—	not	bigger	than
our	small	nullahs.	Their	whole	land	can	be	crossed	in	a	night’s	journey,	when	it	takes	two
nights	and	days	from	the	frontier	to	my	village	in	the	district	of	Kangra.	Their	rain	is	like
the	pissing	of	a	child.	And	their	storms	are	a	mere	breeze	in	the	tall	grass…’

‘To	 be	 sure,	 they	 are	 small,	 the	 streams,’	 confirmed	 a	 Punjabi	Muhammadan.	 ‘The
width	of	seven	of	these	won’t	make	the	bed	of	the	Jhelum	at	its	narrowest.’

‘It	 is	about	 the	 same	size	as	 the	 Jhelum	 in	Srinagar,’	 said	a	Dogra	 from	Jammu	and
Kashmir.	‘Why,	it	is	just	like	Srinagar,	this	city,	built	on	two	sides	of	a	river.	Look,	there
are	boats	on	it,	too,	like	the	houseboats	in	Srinagar.’	And	he	pointed	towards	the	river.

‘Ils…Looa…Looa!’	a	burly	Frenchman	 in	a	straw	hat	said,	 smiling	as	he	stopped	 to
look	at	the	sepoys	watching	the	river	flow.

The	 sepoys	 shook	 their	 hands	 to	 signify	 that	 they	 couldn’t	 understand	 and,	 as	 the
Frenchman	pointed	 again	 to	 the	 accompaniment	of	 a	 copious	 commentary,	 they	nodded
out	of	politeness.

‘What	does	he	say!’	asked	one	of	the	sepoys.

‘Something	in	Francisi,	Allah	knows	what,’	answered	another.

At	that	the	Frenchman	bowed	very	politely,	smiled	and	went	his	way.

‘Salaam	huzoor,’	said	the	sepoys,	saluting	and	almost	coming	to	attention	in	the	face
of	 the	 white	man.	 For,	 all	 white	men,	military	 or	 civil,	 were	 to	 them	 superior	 like	 the
English	sahibs	in	India	who	surrounded	themselves	with	princely	airs.

‘Look,	 look,	 there	 are	 two	 sweepers	 drinking	 wine	 by	 two	 Tommies,6	 and	 also	 a
woman!’	said	a	sepoy	naively.	‘They	have	little	religion	or	shame!’



‘There	 are	 no	 untouchables	 in	 this	 country,’	 said	 Kirpu	 firmly.	 ‘And	 there	 is	 no
consideration	of	pollution.’

‘And	if	you	compare	that	cafe	to	our	cookhouse,	you	know	what	cleanliness	means,’
said	 Lalu,	 enthusiastic	 and	 surprised	 at	 the	 change	 that	 had	 come	 into	 Uncle	 Kirpu’s
outlook.

‘Son,	that	is	a	question	of	rupees,’	said	Kirpu.	‘Some	are	rich	here	and	run	shops,	some
are	poor	and	do	the	work	of	sweepers.	Our	cooks/shopkeepers	have	little	money	to	spend
on	decorations.	They	are	 illiterate.	And	they	have	to	sell	 food	cheap.	But	oh!	The	bread
baked	in	the	oven!	I	wonder	when	we	shall	have	some	of	that	bread	with	clarified	butter
on	it	and	a	good	pot	of	mustard	spinach!’

Lalu	agreed	weakly.	He	had	aspired	 to	 this	Europe	as	 to	some	heaven	and	sought	 to
justify	everything	blighty.

He	was	inclined	to	forget	the	good	things	at	home.	‘There	seems	more	equality	in	this
land,’	he	added.

‘The	 sahibs	 travel	 first	 class,’	 commented	Kirpu	with	 an	 air	 of	 finality.	 ‘The	 Indian
officers	second	class,	Tommies,	havildars,	naiks	and	sepoys	in	the	third	class	—	remember
this	and	don’t	be	led	astray.’

‘Look,	look,	a	bridge!’	a	group	of	sepoys	called	to	those	behind	them	as	they	began	to
run,	 their	heavy	boots	clattering	on	 the	 stone	pavements.	A	 few	Frenchmen	and	women
scattered	away	at	their	onrush.

‘Ohe,	wild	men,	stop,	go	slowly!’	called	Kirpu	after	them.

Lalu	 turned	and	 saw	 that	 it	was	a	quaint	 enough	 structure,	 this	bridge,	with	 its	nine
arches.

‘It	is	curious,’	he	said	reflecting	more	to	himself	than	to	Kirpu,	‘that	most	cities	of	the
world	 were	 originally	 built	 near	 rivers,	 lakes	 or	 springs.’	 And	 without	 waiting	 for	 an
answer,	he	contemplated	the	tower	of	a	church	that	probed	the	sky	at	the	opposite	end	of
the	river,	from	the	base	of	an	intricate	mesh	of	ancient	architecture,	decorated	with	statues,
steeples,	minarets	and	crevices	in	which	pigeons	fluttered	as	in	the	monolithic	temples	of
India.	So	absorbed	was	he	that	he	barred	the	way	of	a	fat	Frenchwoman	who	came	across
the	 bridge	with	 a	 basket	 in	 her	 hand.	And,	 as	 she	was	 a	 veritable	 elephant,	 she	 in	 turn
barred	the	way	of	a	stream	of	men	and	women	behind	her.

‘Ohe,	look,	ohe	look,	get	aside,’	called	Kirpu.

And	Lalu	 jumped	away	with	a	 start,	 the	 fat	woman	burbled	something,	 then	bowed,
and	the	young	woman	behind	her	laughed	a	laugh,	which	was	so	contagious	that	it	caught
the	sepoys,	and	even	Lalu.	But,	just	then,	a	motor	came	rushing	across	the	narrow	road	of
the	bridge	and	sent	him	scurrying	up	to	the	pavement	till	he	nearly	fell.



‘Come	to	your	senses,	son,’	admonished	Kirpu.

Smiling	at	his	own	discomfiture,	keeping	to	the	edge	of	the	pavement	to	make	room
for	the	Frenchwomen,	Lalu	caught	up	with	Kirpu.	And	they	both	began	to	carve	their	way
through	 a	wide	web	 of	 streets,	 crammed	with	 little	 shops.	 All	 of	 these	 had	 transparent
glass	 windows,	 like	 the	 shops	 in	Marseilles.	 Some	 displayed	 wax	 effigies	 of	 men	 and
women	dressed	in	silken	dresses,	strangely	shaped	hats	and	coats,	uncannily	like	real	men
and	women,	some	showed	shining	silver	utensils,	watches	and	golden	rings.	And,	wonder
of	 wonders,	 even	 the	 great	 big	 carcasses	 of	 cows	 and	 goats	 hanging	 from	 hooks	 in
butchers’	shops	were	kept	behind	windows,	while	in	a	grocer’s	shop,	legs	of	pig,	covered
with	gauze,	hung	down,	their	flesh	brown	and	green	with	what	seemed	like	rot.

‘Let	us	go	 to	 the	other	 side!’	Uncle	Kirpu	exclaimed	on	seeing	 these.	And,	with	his
handkerchief	 to	 his	 nose	 to	 ward	 off	 the	 imaginary	 smell,	 he	 darted	 across	 the	 street,
saying,	‘I	don’t	know	how	men	can	eat	them!’

So	absorbed	was	Lalu	 that	while	Kirpu	 crossed	 the	 street,	 he	 continued	on	his	way,
fascinated	by	the	chocolates,	cakes	and	sweets	arrayed	in	the	window	of	an	adjacent	shop,
and	then	by	the	tables	and	chairs,	arrayed	as	if	in	a	room,	and	by	the	neckties,	shirts	and
collars,	all	the	richest	things	he	had	ever	seen	and	which	he	would	never	be	able	to	buy,
but	among	which	he	felt	happy	to	be	moving	at	leisure.	He	had	not	felt	free	at	Marseilles,
because	he	had	been	 too	humble	 then	 to	 stare	at	 this	 superior	 life	 immediately	after	his
arrival.

The	shadow	of	 the	church	he	had	seen	 from	a	distance	now	 inclined	 in	a	great	hulk
across	a	street;	its	hoary	sculptures	seemed	to	be	like	some	time-infused	memorials	to	the
strange	 incarnate	 spirits	 of	 the	past,	 dressed	 in	 robes	which	had	no	 connection	with	 the
straight-cut	 styles	 of	 the	 French	 of	 today,	 saints	whose	 heads	 and	 bodies	were	 covered
with	the	droppings	of	pigeons	and	who	seemed	like	crumbling	images	of	a	forlorn	age	in
the	midst	of	a	new	world.

Lalu’s	gaze	was	staggered	by	the	impact	of	this	immense,	ancient	structure	and	groped
among	the	dusky	lengths	of	its	florid	pillars	for	some	meaning.

He	 suddenly	 found	himself	 in	 a	 square	 at	 the	 end	of	which	was	 inscribed	 the	name
Place	du	Martin.

A	number	of	sepoys	stood	here	with	elementary	stares,	round	a	statue	in	the	middle	of
an	 empty	 space,	 while	 some	 Frenchmen	 waved	 with	 their	 hands	 quick	 and	 impatient
gestures,	and	repeated,	‘Something…	something…Jindac…’	in	their	soft	but	unintelligible
lingo.	Some	of	the	soldiers	walked	away	with	clumsy	steps	and	awkward	movements	as	if
they	were	bored.	But	Lalu	rushed	up	and	craned	his	neck	to	see	the	figure	of	a	young	girl
with	a	sword	in	her	hand,	her	head	thrust	heroically	forward	and	her	whole	body	speaking
of	some	brave	deed	she	had	performed.	Jean	d’Arc,	the	inscription	at	the	foot	of	the	statue
said.	In	a	flash,	the	last	clue	to	Orleans	returned	to	his	memory	from	the	story	of	Joan	of



Arc	 in	 the	Highroads	 of	 History,	 which	 he	 had	 read	 at	 the	 Church	Mission	 School	 at
Sherkot.

‘Who	is	it	supposed	to	be?’	one	sepoy	was	asking.

‘What	a	gigantic	statue!’	another	exclaimed.

‘Who	is	it,	anyhow?’	queried	Uncle	Kirpu,	walking	up	with	an	abounding	curiosity.

And	 the	 whole	 place	 seemed	 to	 be	 in	 a	 ferment,	 the	 bulging	 eyes	 of	 the	 sepoys
bewildered	by	the	figure,	while	French	were	bewildered	by	them	in	turn.

Lalu	 explored	 the	 aisles	 of	 his	 memory	 for	 details	 and,	 supplementing	 the
incomprehensible	explanations	of	 the	natives,	volunteered	the	information	to	the	sepoys,
in	his	own	tongue.

‘In	the	fourteenth	century,	there	was	a	Hundred	Years’	War	in	which	the	English	were
fighting	the	French…’

‘Then,	do	you	mean	to	say,	that	the	Angrez	sahibs	and	the	Francisis	were	enemies	at
one	time?’	one	of	the	sepoys	asked,	rather	shocked.

‘Haan,’	 Lalu	 answered,	 and	 continued	 his	 narrative	while	 a	whole	 group	 of	 sepoys
clustered	round	him.

The	 sepoys	who	had	kept	 turning	 to	 the	 statue	of	 the	girl	 even	as	 they	heard	Lalu’s
story	now	contemplated	the	dark	image	with	a	naive	sense	of	awe	and	wonder.

‘Is	this	really	true?’	one	said.

‘Could	such	things	be?’	put	in	a	second.

‘A	girl	Jarnel	who	drove	out	the	Angrezi	army!’	commented	a	third.

And	 the	maid	 seemed	 to	 become	 a	 heroine	 like	 the	Rani	 of	 Jhansi.	 Lalu	 felt	 blood
coursing	in	his	veins	with	the	ambition	to	follow	her	on	the	path	of	glory.

‘Come,	come	let	us	go	to	a	cafe!’	came	Subah’s	voice	suddenly,	‘you	have	suddenly
become	 a	 very	 learned	man,	 come!’	And	 the	 Jemadar	 strode	 up	 from	behind	 the	 statue
with	a	swagger	and	thumped	Lalu	on	the	back	with	the	old	heartiness	of	an	equal.

‘Come,	 come,	 my	 hero!’	 said	 Kirpu,	 noticing	 that	 Lalu	 was	 getting	 carried	 away.
‘Come,	us	folk	have	different	work,	we	are	sepoys	of	the	Sarkar	and	let	us	not	forget	that
when	we	talk	brave	words.’

Lalu’s	eyes	fell	upon	a	couple	of	French	girls.	He	was	fascinated	by	the	profile	of	one
of	them,	a	stately	girl	of	about	twenty,	and	stared	hard	at	her.

She	smiled	coquettishly	and	then	turned	her	blue	eyes	away.

‘Come,’	said	Jemadar	Subah	Singh	and	dragged	him	away.



Lalu	followed	but	took	the	opportunity	of	turning	round	and	caressing	in	his	eyes	the
shapely	contours	of	the	girl’s	breasts,	her	hips	and	her	legs	with	a	hunger	that	spread	the
panic	of	abandon	in	his	body.

‘You	will	be	court-martialled	if	you	don’t	behave!’	warned	Kirpu	and	pulled	him	away.
Lalu	 strode	 forward,	 excited,	 exultant,	yet	 sad	and	alone	and	 frustrated	 in	 some	curious
way.

Sitting	in	a	comfortable	basket-chair	by	a	table	like	a	sahib,	under	the	awnings	outside
a	cafe	by	a	busy	boulevard,	watching	the	crowd	of	casual,	courteous,	laughing	Frenchmen
and	gaily	painted,	pretty	women,	sitting	in	 the	half	dark	of	 the	evening,	was	the	utterest
happiness	for	Lalu.

The	difficulty	was	that	they	did	not	know	the	name	of	any	drink	when	the	waiter	sahib
came	to	get	their	order,	a	brisk	little	man	as	big	as	a	thumb,	dressed	in	a	crisp	white	shirt
and	black	coat,	which	the	sahibs	wore	at	night	—	a	veritable	juggler	the	way	he	balanced	a
tray	full	of	glasses	and	bottles	on	the	palm	of	his	left	hand.	Subah	tried	hard	to	remember
what	 it	was	 that	 he	 had	 drunk	 at	Marseilles	 and	 looked	 among	 the	 hundreds	 of	 bottles
arrayed	 in	 the	 cafe	 to	 recognize	 the	wine,	 in	 vain,	 till	 Lalu	 suddenly	 recalled	 the	word
‘Graves’	and	the	Jemadar	shouted,	‘Haan,	haan,	Graves.’	The	waiter	and	the	customers	in
the	cafe	seemed	amused	at	the	order.	But	the	French	were	indulgent	and	kindly.	The	only
wine	Uncle	Kirpu	had	ever	drunk	was	rum,	and,	since	Lalu	had	felt	warmer	after	a	ration
of	 this,	 these	 two	said	 rum,	a	word	 the	waiter	 sahib	could	not	understand	 till	 a	Tommy,
who	sat	in	a	group	nearby,	got	up	and,	trying	to	interpret	the	word,	pointed	his	finger	to	a
bottle	of	Martell	Cognac	in	the	window,	as	he	could	not	see	any	rum.

‘Cognac!	Cognac!’	the	waiter	repeated	and	ran	with	the	agility	of	a	clown	towards	the
bar	 inside	 the	 cafe,	 studded	 with	 tall	 mirrors	 and	 huge	 chandeliers	 and	 decorated	 with
plush	sofas	on	which	sat	well-dressed	superior	sahibs,	eating	with	silver	forks	and	knives
on	tables	covered	with	immaculate	white	cloths.

‘So	even	the	Tommies	don’t	know	the	language	of	the	Francisis!’	Uncle	Kirpu	said.

‘What	is	more,	they	are	not	allowed	to	sit	with	the	big	sahibs	and	officers	inside	there!’
said	Subah.

‘You	are	an	officer	—	why	don’t	you	go	and	sit	inside	there?’	Lalu	wanted	to	say.	But
he	restrained	himself	and	only	cast	a	furtive	glance	at	the	rich	atmosphere	inside	and	felt
ashamed	and	inferior	and	afraid	lest	the	intrusion	of	his	stare	be	interpreted	as	rudeness	by
the	sahibs	there.	For,	it	was	said	in	the	cantonment	that	the	sahibs	did	not	like	the	idea	of
being	stared	at	while	they	were	eating	in	the	officers’	mess	or	even	drinking	by	the	hockey
pitch	after	a	match.

‘Compared	 to	 them,	 we	 folk	 from	 Punjab	 are	 truly	 like	 oxen,’	 Uncle	 Kirpu	 said,
moving	his	head	as	if	he	were	very	impressed	with	the	splendour	of	the	place.‘Ohe,	this	is
nothing	compared	to	what	I	shall	show	you	if	you	come	with	me,’	said	Subah,	thumping



Kirpu	 on	 the	 thigh.	 ‘You	 wait	 till	 the	 Indian	 merchant,	 whose	 friendship	 I	 made	 this
afternoon,	comes.’

‘In	 every	 land,	 even	 in	 our	 own	 country,	 it	 could	 be	 like	 this,’	 said	 Lalu.	 ‘But	 our
elders	say,	“It	is	not	the	custom	to	do	this,	it	is	not	the	custom	to	do	that.”	Fools!	If	you	are
seen	drinking	a	pot	of	wine	you	are	automatically	declared	a	drunkard,	and	if	you	look	at	a
woman	you	at	once	become	notorious	as	a	 rogue,	a	pimp	and	a	whoremonger	and	your
parents	tell	you	that	you	have	cut	their	nose	in	the	brotherhood	and	no	one	will	give	you
his	daughter	in	marriage.	Burnt	up	people!	Owls!’

‘Oh!	Grave!	Grave!	Grave!’	Subah	 shouted,	 recognising	 the	bottle	of	white	wine	he
had	drunk	at	Marseilles	on	the	waiter’s	tray,	and	interrupted	Lalu’s	diatribe.

The	waiter	sahib	came	smiling,	brushed	the	marble	top	of	the	table,	put	his	tray	on	it,
opened	a	bottle	and	poured	their	drinks	into	glasses.	He	bowed	and	was	retreating	when
the	Jemadar	lifted	his	glass	and	gulped	down	the	liquid	and,	recalling	the	word	for	waiter,
shouted,	‘Garçon!’	The	waiter	came	back,	smiled,	bowed	and	poured	some	more	Graves
into	his	glass.	Subah	gulped	that	too.	At	this,	the	waiter	laughed	and	the	sahibs	sitting	by
stared	at	the	Jemadar.	Subah’s	face	was	flushed	and,	for	a	moment,	it	seemed	he	would	be
angry	 and	 resentful	 at	 becoming	 the	 object	 of	 a	 joke.	 But	 some	 sepoys	 of	 the	 69th,	 a
Baluchi	 and	 two	 Sikhs,	 came	 over	 to	 the	 Jemadar’s	 table	 and,	 in	 order	 to	 ingratiate
themselves	with	the	officer,	called	flatteringly,	‘Wah!	Wah!	Jemadar	Sahib.’

‘Come	brave	men	and	sit	down	with	me,’	Subah	shouted	and,	turning	to	the	Baluchi,
began	to	recite	a	Persian	verse,	‘O	Saki,	bring	the	cup…’

Lalu	sat	away	detached,	as	he	was	too	frightened	after	the	curt	manner	in	which	Subah
had,	in	the	pride	of	his	advancement	to	a	direct	commission,	condemned	him	and	Kirpu,
his	old	cronies,	to	fatigue	duty	the	other	day.	He	was	happy,	sipping	a	cognac,	sipping	it
gently	without	the	spitting,	spattering,	spluttering	noises	with	which	he	was	wont	to	drink
milk	or	tea	in	India,	and	without	gulping	it	like	Subab.	Sipping	a	cognac	had	warmed	his
senses	to	an	indulgent	tenderness.	And	he	merely	watched	the	flashing	of	fine	forms	clad
in	superior	silks	and	serge,	the	flowering	of	the	spirit	in	the	accents	of	Francisi,	as	polished
and	gentle	to	the	ear	as	well-spoken	Hindustani,	and	the	gorgeous	interplay	of	colour	and
movement	and	speech,	which	seemed	to	him	the	very	essence	of	life	here.

‘All	men	in	all	countries	are	perhaps	the	same,’	Uncle	Kirpu	reflected.	‘At	least,	all	are
equal	in	the	grave.	And	in	life	all	must	have	duties	and	responsibilities.	These	people	must
have	families:	they	are	probably	fathers,	mothers,	sons,	daughters	and	sisters.’

‘Only	their	customs	are	different,’	Lalu	said,	with	a	trace	of	bitterness	in	his	voice	at
Kirpu’s	reference	to	the	family.

‘Life	wouldn’t	be	worth	 living,	my	son,	without	 the	spirit	of	 service	which	 is	 in	 the
members	of	a	family,’	said	Uncle	Kirpu	vaguely.



‘But	the	spirit	of	service	ought	not	to	become	a	way	of	extracting	pain	out	of	people	in
the	guise	of	duties,’	said	Lalu,	raising	his	voice	a	little	so	that	he	sounded	priggish	in	his
denunciation.	 ‘You	must	 always	 put	 on	 a	miserable	 expression	 and	 remain	 quiet	 in	 the
presence	of	your	elders,	that	is	respect.	And,	of	course,	you	must	never	commit	the	crime
of	being	happy!	Always	follow	custom!’

‘Ohe!	Leave	such	talk,	come	drink	up	and	let	us	have	some	more,	and	let	us	go	and	be
happy,’	said	Subah,	boisterously	thumping	the	table	before	him.	And	he	began	to	sing.

‘Wah!	Wah!	Jemadar	Sahib!’	said	the	Baluchi	sepoy.

‘Son	of	a	lion!’	flattered	the	Sikh,	impressed	to	see	the	Subedar	Major’s	son	drinking
as	only	a	peasant	could.

The	waiter	sahib	who,	incredible	as	it	seemed	to	the	sepoys,	was	their	servant	for	the
while,	mistook	Subah’s	thump	for	a	gesture	demanding	his	services	and	came	smiling	up
to	the	table	with	a	polite,‘Vee	Musia?’

‘Hancore!’	 Subah	 said,	 pointing	 to	 his	 glass	 and	 then	 thinking	 that	 brandy	was	 the
drink	of	those	lower	orders	of	the	human	species,	sepoys	and	the	like,	raised	four	fingers
above	 the	 glasses	 of	 cognac	 with	 an	 exaggerated	 flourish	 of	 his	 hand,	 so	 that	 the
neighbours	who,	apart	from	an	occasional	stare,	had	taken	the	Indians	for	granted,	laughed
affectionately.	 Then	 the	 Jemadar’s	 eyes	 fell	 upon	 a	 young	 girl	 who	 had	 joined	 in	 the
laughter.	He	breathed	a	deep	sigh	as	 if	his	heart	had	been	suddenly	punctured,	and	 then
burst	in	the	highest-pitched	Punjabi:	‘Hai!	May	I	die	for	you!	May	I	become	a	sacrifice	for
your	laughter!	Hai!	May	I	take	you	in	my	arms!’

‘Ohe,	ohe,	son,	have	some	shame,	have	some	respect	for	yourself	before	these	sepoys
and	before	everyone	else!’	said	Uncle	Kirpu.

‘Don’t	you	care	for	the	limp	lord!’	said	Subah,	loudly.

‘We	are	now	in	the	fair	land	of	France	and	in	this	land,	as	Lalu	says,	there	is	complete
liberty.	Look	at	that	man	kissing	a	girl	in	the	corner.’

‘But	some	British	officer	may	see	you	and	report	us,’	said	Kirpu.

‘I	don’t	care,	I	don’t	care,’	sang	Subah	in	a	boisterous	sing-song,	his	face	flushed.

Kirpu	sat	aside	frightened	and	anxious.

Lalu	 felt	 that	 if	 Kirpu	 persisted	 in	 his	 admonitions,	 Subah	 might	 lose	 his	 head
altogether,	 and,	 anyhow,	 as	 he	 looked	 into	 himself,	 he	 felt	 very	 much	 like	 Subah	 and
thought	that	he	was	only	restrained	from	confessing	his	admiration	for	French	girls	by	his
inferior	status	as	a	sepoy:	he	wished	he	could	again	see	that	girl	with	the	bronzed	oval	face
who	had	fascinated	him	near	the	statue…	And	be	lent	himself	to	the	subtle,	indefinable	air
which	bubbled	 like	 the	 froth	on	open	bottles,	 trailed	along	 the	 talk,	 along	 thin	wisps	of
curling	 smoke	 and	 drifted	 among	 the	 shadows;	 which	 mingled	 with	 waves	 from	 the



quickened	heartbeats	of	all	men	and	women,	 the	 strivings	of	 their	wills	 in	 the	 irregular,
irrelevant	movements	of	 their	gestures.	Life	had	become	action.	He	was	no	 longer	half-
dead	as	at	home	in	the	village.

The	waiter	sahib	brought	the	drinks	and	Subah	put	a	bundle	of	notes	on	the	table	from
which	the	garcon	chose	one,	saying	something	like,‘Fron,	fron.’

‘Come	 then,	brothers,	 come	and	gulp	 it	down,’	 said	Subah.	 ‘And	 then	 let	us	go	and
meet	 the	Hindustani	merchant.	 He	 said	 he	would	 be	 near	 the	 statue,	 and	 he	 knows	 all
about	the	secret	life	here.’

Before	they	had	gulped	down	their	drinks,	however,	the	Indian	merchant	arrived.	With
the	effusive	heartiness	that	marked	him	out	as	a	Punjabi,	though	he	could	otherwise	have
passed	 for	 a	 Frenchman	 with	 his	 little	 pointed	 beard	 and	 his	 affectation	 of	 the	 outer
bearing	 of	 the·	 natives	 of	 his	 country,	 he	 embraced	 Subah,	 shouting	 the	 while:	 ‘Ah,
Jemadar	Sahib,	so	you	can	see	that	I	never	break	a	promise.’

‘Come,	come,	what	will	you	have	to	drink?’	Subah	said,	glowing	with	enthusiasm.

‘Now	listen,’	the	merchant	said,	raising	his	finger,	‘I	don’t	meet	a	countryman	of	mine
for	days,	sometimes	for	months	and	years,	so	you	are	to	be	my	guests.’

‘No,	take	this,’	said	Subah,	and	began	to	pour	some	of	his	Graves	into	his	own	glass
for	his	friend.

‘What	 is	 this?	 Oh	 no,	 thank	 you	 very	 much,	 but	 I	 would	 like	 you	 to	 order	 some
absinthe	for	me	if	you	really	must	insist	on	treating	me.’	And	he	called	the	garcon,	who
happened	to	be	standing	by,	and	said	something	to	him	in	French.

‘We	are	very	happy	 to	meet	you	 in	 this	 foreign	 land,’	 said	Kirpu	with	 characteristic
Indian	 informality.	 ‘What	 is	 your	 respected	name	 and	what	 kind	of	 business	 do	you	do
here?’

‘They	 call	 your	 servant	 Diwan	Amar	Nath,’	 the	merchant	 replied	with	 a	 calculated
politeness,	which	twisted	his	padded,	pockmarked	face,	with	the	thick	lips	and	beady	eyes,
into	a	patently	clear	expression	of	feigned	humility.	And	he	continued	with	an	exalted	air:
‘I	do	all	kinds	of	things.	I	have	sold	diamonds	and	jewels	in	my	time.	And	I	have	supplied
carpets	and	rugs	to	the	princes	of	Europe.	I	have	done	many	things…	I	know	some	of	the
richest	men	in	this	country	and,	to	be	sure,	they	are	in	every	way	above	the	rabble,	for	they
honour	us	and	our	ancient	country.’

The	sepoys	gaped	at	Diwan	Amar	Nath	admiringly,	as	if	he	were	no	less	a	person	than
the	Aga	Khan	who,	they	had	heard,	also	lived	in	these	parts	and	was	friendly	with	kings
and	queens	and	noblemen,	and	who	had	recently	offered	himself	as	the	first	recruit	to	the
Sarkar.

‘It	is	very	gracious	of	you	to	deign	to	sit	with	us,’	said	Kirpu	faintly	ironical.



The	waiter	brought	a	drink	and	put	it	before	the	Diwan.

‘Oh,	you	are	my	countrymen,	of	course,	and	you	come	on	my	head	and	I	go	to	your
feet,’the	 Diwan	 began	 apologetically	 after	 a	 sip.	 Then	 he	 continued	 in	 a	 voice,	 which
made	 every	word	 strike	 like	 the	 note	 of	 a	 gong.	 ‘But	 these	Europeans	—	 I	 know	 them
inside	 out.	 I	 have	 had	 several	 personal	 friends	 here	 among	 the	 barons	 and	 baronesses,
counts	and	countesses,	who	are	about	the	same	status	as	our	rajas	and	ranis	in	India.	Some
of	the	most	aristocratic	ladies	have	offered	me	their	daughters,	while	one	invited	me	to	tea
and	 begged	me	 to	 marry	 her.	 But,	 brothers,	 I	 have	my	 own	 dignity	 to	 keep	 and	 these
people	respect	you	if	you	are	stern	with	them.	Only	last	year,	a	princess	fell	in	love	with
me.	She	came	to	my	shop	in	Paris	and	asked	me	to	accept	her	home,	her	jewels	and	her
servants	as	my	own.	But	I	said	to	her,	“Madam,	I	am	a	Hindu	and	an	honourable	man;	you
have	got	your	husband	and	 though	he	 is	an	old	man	and	 is	 incapable,	he	 is	nice	 to	you
because	he	has	 given	you	his	wealth…	 I	 am	a	Hindu	 and	 a	 respectable	man.”	And	 she
wept	 and	 cried	 and	 implored	me	 to	 accept	 her,	 but	 as	 one	 of	 the	 greatest	 of	 our	 sages,
Kabir,	has	said,	“If	a	businessman	builds	his	home	in	a	woman’s	eyes,	his	business	will	be
ruined”.’

‘Oh,	you	should	have	yielded!’	said	Subah,	warming	to	the	Diwan’s	lasciviousness.

‘Brother,	 sin	 in	 the	 soul	 is	 like	 fire	 in	 the	 chaff,’	 said	Kirpu	 pretending	 to	 take	 the
Diwan’s	point	of	view.

‘To	be	sure,	you	do	the	right	talk,’	said	the	Diwan,	inclined	to	win	the	shrewd	Uncle
Kirpu	over.	‘One	has	to	be	pure	as	unsmoked	sugar.’

Lalu	couldn’t	reconcile	the	bombast	of	his	previous	manner	with	the	saintly	views	the
Diwan	was	now	expressing.	And	if	he	was	a	rich	man,	why	was	he	going	about	from	place
to	 place?	 From	 the	 assumed	 smile	 on	 his	 face,	 there	 seemed	 to	 be	 something	 crooked
about	him.	It	was	curious	how	Subah	had	picked	him	up.

‘Now,	you	are	not	going	to	talk	of	unsmoked	sugar?’	Subah	said	to	the	Diwan.	‘I	have
been	telling	these	lusty	swine	that	you	will	take	us	to	some	place…’

‘Come,	 come,	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 you	 brothers,	 I	 could	 go	 to	 hell,	 not	 to	 say	 a
whorehouse,’	said	the	Diwan.

‘Come	then,	we	are	ready,’	Subah	said	thumping	his	shoulder.	‘I	can	hardly	hold	him
down.’

The	sepoys	laughed	at	the	Jemadar’s	words	with	such	abrupt	boisterousness	that	they
became	the	centre	of	attention	of	the	whole	cafe,	their	shining	faces	glowing	an	exultant,
intoxicated	brown,	curiously	beautiful	yet	menacing	through	the	tresses	of	smoke,	which
drifted	up	from	their	cigarettes	into	the	quickening	shadows	of	the	street	outside.

‘Have	 you	 any	 money?’	 the	 Diwan	 asked	 Subah	 in	 a	 whisper,	 leaning	 over	 to	 the
Jemadar’s	chair.	‘I	have	forgotten	my	wallet	at	home.’



‘Don’t	you	care	for	the	limp	lord,’	the	Jemadar	said,	and	taking	a	wad	of	notes	from
his	pocket,	held	them	before	his	friend.

‘That	won’t	be	enough,’	said	the	Diwan	with	a	grimace,	which	made	his	padded	face
contract	somewhat.	‘You	had	better	give	that	to	me	and	I	shall	negotiate	the	business	for
you.’

‘With	great	happiness,’	said	Subah.	‘Now,	let	us	go.’	And,	thrusting	the	money	into	the
Diwan’s	hand,	he	threw	up	his	arms	like	a	child.

The	Diwan	got	up	with	casual	self-assurance	and	walked	ahead,	while	Subah	and	the
sepoys	followed,	blushing	as	they	saluted	the	smiling	people	in	the	cafe.

As	they	emerged	into	the	street,	Uncle	Kirpu	stopped	short	and	said:	‘I	will	be	going
back	 to	 camp,	boys.’	And	 then,	 turning	 to	 the	merchant,	 he	 continued:	 ‘Diwan	 sahib,	 it
was	good	to	meet	you.’

‘I	 shall	come	with	you,	Uncle,’	 said	Lalu	out	of	mere	 fellow-feeling,	 though	he	was
really	full	of	curiosity	about	the	secret	life	they	were	going	to	see.

‘Oh	 come,	Uncle,	 come,	 don’t	 be	 such	 a	 killjoy,’	 begged	 Subah.	 ‘I	 didn’t	 refuse	 to
come	through	the	prostitutes’	bazaar	in	the	cantonment	with	you	when	you	used	to	fetch
me	back	from	school.	Come	Lalu,	come	and	see	the	fun.’

‘Someone	may	report	us,’	said	Uncle	Kirpu.	‘You	youngsters	are	all	right,	but	it	will
bring	shame	on	my	grey	hairs.’

‘Oh	come,	I	shall	see	 that	not	a	hair	of	your	head	 is	 touched,’	said	Subah,	and	 then,
pulling	himself	to	his	full	height,	thumped	his	chest	with	his	hand	and	declared,	‘I	am	not
a	Jemadar	for	nothing.’

‘No,’	Uncle	Kirpu	said	emphatically	and	turned	away.

Subah	put	his	arms	round	Lalu	and	proceeded	to	catch	up	the	Diwan	who	had	already
walked	ahead	with	the	Baluchi	and	Sikhs.

Stumbling,	 blundering,	 nervous	 and	 eager,	 the	 group	 of	 heart-squanderers	 walked
through	a	side	street,	past	a	few	shops	displaying	strings	of	dirty	brown	sausages	and	other
cooked	meats	in	their	windows,	up	a	dark	lane	off	the	main	square	in	the	shadow	of	the
church.

‘That	meat	is	a	funny	shape,’	said	Subah	and	giggled	lewdly.

‘About	the	same	size	too,’	said	the	Diwan.	‘I	am	a	North	Indian,’	said	the	Baluchi.

‘You	can’t	compete	with	us	Sikhs,’	said	one	of	the	Sikhs.

‘You	are	a	pack	of	shameless	fools,’	said	Lalu,	though	he	was	on	edge	with	expectancy
and	could	hear	his	eardrums	thrumming.

Not	a	soul	was	in	sight	in	the	thickening	shadows,	and	it	seemed	uncanny	that	a	few



yards	away	from	the	glittering	street	there	should	be	the	stillness	of	a	gloom	in	which	he
could	 hear	 the	 echo	 of	 each	 heartbeat.	 Only	 the	 tall	 houses,	 shuttered	 with	 wooden
windows,	stood	solemnly	against	the	cold	that	permeated	through	the	thin	mist	spreading
from	the	corners	of	the	church.

‘There’s	 a	 house	 up	 there,’	 said	 the	Diwan	 in	 a	 hoarse,	 half-suppressed	 tone,	 as	 he
looked	this	side	and	that,	‘where	a	woman	runs	what	she	calls	a	Massage	Hindu.’	And	he
laughed	and	repeated,	‘Hindu	Massage.’

‘What	does	that	mean?’	enquired	Subah,	tense	with	emotion	now	so	that	his	drunken,
hot	breath	came	and	went	in	short,	sharp	gasps.

‘She	says	that	a	rajah	once	visited	her	and	taught	her	that,’	the	Diwan	said.	‘You	come
and	see.’

‘Let	us	go	and	see	 this	Massage	Hindu!’	Subah	said,	dragging	 the	Diwan	ahead	and
encouraging	the	others	with	his	enthusiasm.

‘But	 there	 is	one	 thing,’	 the	Diwan	said.	 ‘She	will	want	more	money	 than	you	gave
me.’

‘There	is	no	talk	of	that,’	said	Subah.	‘We	will	give	you	all	we	have.’	And	he	turned	to
the	sepoys	even	as	he	plunged	his	hand	into	his	own	pockets:	‘How	much	have	you	got,
brothers?	Let	us	give	Diwan	Amar	Nath	all	that	she	may	want.	This	is	the	happiest	day	of
our	lives.	We	are	having	the	real	pleasures	of	Vilayat.’

The	 sepoys	 dug	 into	 their	 pockets	 and	 handed	 over	 the	 little	money	 they	 had.	 The
Baluchi	 handed	 over	 a	 fifty-franc	 note,	 saying:	 ‘In	my	 religion	 it	 is	 legal	 to	 go	with	 a
Christian	girl;	the	Prophet	himself	said	so.’

Lalu	wished	he	had	had	more	money	to	give,	for	he	felt	quite	reckless	now.	He	wanted
to	go	and	see	things	once	in	his	life.	He	had	cheated	himself	of	this	experience	in	Sherkot
and	Manabad	all	this	time	for	fear	he	might	bring	disgrace	on	his	family	if	he	were	seen
going	 anywhere	 near	 the	 forbidden	 quarters.	 And	 he	 had	 heard	 that	 the	 women	 in	 the
Ferozepur	cantonment	were	diseased	and	gave	you	either	a	gold	medal	or	a	silver	medal
for	your	money.	And	yet,	passing	through	any	big	town	in	India,	he	had	seen	prostitutes
sitting	 in	 their	 windows	 and	 he	 had	 often	 felt	 like	 breaking	 the	 limits	 of	 his	 modesty,
though	 the	 difficulty	 was	 how	 to	 run	 up	 the	 stairs	 without	 being	 seen	 by	 some
acquaintance	or	other.	And,	then	he	had	pretended	that	he	was	disgusted	by	the	loads	of
imitation	 jewellery	 these	 prostitutes	wore	 and	 the	 tinselly	 splendour	 of	 the	 clothes	with
which	they	decked	themselves.	But	the	truth	was	that	he	had	never	had	the	courage.	This
time	he	would	go.	He	was	bent	on	it.	This	man,	the	Diwan,	seemed	to	know,	though	there
was	 something	odd	about	him.	And	 it	was	uncanny	how	 the	air	of	 twisting	and	 turning
made	this	desolate	street	look	like	a	bad	Indian	gulley.	It	was	funny	also	how	the	Diwan
said,	‘Hindu	massage!’	And	that	a	rajah	had	been	here.



‘What	 is	 this	 Hindu	 massage,	 Diwan	 Sahib?’	 a	 Sikh	 sepoy	 asked,	 snatching	 the
question	almost	out	of	Lalu’s	mouth.

‘You	have	to…’	the	Diwan	halted	and	whispered,	‘you	have	to	take	your	clothes	off.
And	then	the	girl	you	choose	comes	and	washes	your	horse	and	her	mare,	and…’

‘Oh,	come	along,	hurry,’	Subah	called.

The	Diwan	 beckoned,	 looked	 around	 to	 see	 if	 there	were	 any	 strangers.	And,	 then,
walking	up	to	a	huge	door,	he	pulled	a	knob	out	of	the	wall	and	let	it	go.

A	 tense	 second	 passed	 during	 which	 everyone’s	 breath	 seemed	 to	 be	 suspended.
Another	second	during	which	Subah	came	stamping	back.	A	third,	and	the	group	explored
each	other’s	faces,	smiling	and	embarrassed	when	their	eyes	met.	And	then	they	suddenly
suppressed	their	nervousness	and	breathed	deeply	from	their	huge	chests.	Nothing	seemed
to	happen.	The	Diwan	turned	politely	round	and	pulled	the	knob	again,	two	or	three	times,
and	looked	up.

Just	 then,	 however	 the	 huge	 door	 opened,	 and	 a	 heavy	 woman’s	 voice	 shouted
something	in	French.

The	Diwan	said	something	like,	‘Noosoonce.’

Then,	 through	 the	 cavernous	 space	 beyond	 the	 door,	 a	 small	 window	 opened	 in
another	 door	 and	 the	 heavy	 red	 face	 of	 a	 middle-aged	 woman	 stared	 out	 into	 the
blackness.	She	whispered.	And	she	nodded	without	relaxing	the	frown,	which	was	visible
on	her	face	under	the	shadow	of	the	hanging	lamp	behind	her.

Diwan	Amar	Nath	motioned	to	his	friends	to	enter.

As	 they	 pushed	 forward	 on	 their	 heavy	 boots,	 almost	 falling	 over	 each	 other	 in	 the
dark,	the	door	closed	behind	them	of	its	own	accord	and	the	inner	door	opened.

‘Come	on,’	Subah	urged.

But	 the	 sepoys	were	 all	 too	 shy	 to	 push	 through	 the	 crowd	at	 the	door,	 through	 the
querulous	 air	 of	 a	 hiccupping	music,	 into	 the	 boisterous	 atmosphere	where	 a	 crowd	 of
unblushing	men	and	women	were	swaying	about	in	swift	pushing	movements,	like	those
which	the	sepoys	had	heard	the	sahibs	in	India	performed	with	mems	at	dances	in	clubs.
Subah	 rushed	 up	with	 characteristic	 bravado,	 craned	 his	 neck	 over	 the	 shoulders	 of	 the
crowd	 and	 clapped	 with	 his	 hands	 to	 the	 rhythm	 of	 the	 music.	 But	 the	 sepoys	 were
relieved	that	the	crowd	did	not	turn	round	and	stare	at	them	and	laugh,	for	they	knew	that
with	their	turbans	and	uniforms	they	looked	strange	enough.

Then	 the	Diwan	came,	 led	by	 the	elephantine	woman	who	had	opened	 the	door	and
whose	face	now	revealed	a	fearsome	mustachio	and	a	beard	like	that	of	a	witch.

As	if	 the	crowd	at	the	door	had	sensed	the	approach	of	majesty,	it	made	way	for	the
procession.



‘Oh,	 where	 have	 we	 got	 entangled?’	 said	 Lalu	 with	 an	 embarrassed	 laugh	 as	 he
followed	with	a	bent	head	and	nervous	mien.

‘Walk	 along	 now,’	 Subah	 urged	 as	 he	 dragged	 Lalu,	 brushing	 past	 the	 wall,
precariously	near	 the	happy,	hoarse,	hilarious	dancing	couples,	 through	a	corridor	 into	a
room	where	there	were	a	few	tables	and	chairs,	as	 in	a	cafe.	It	was	only	about	 ten	steps
from	the	hall,	but	the	red	hot	waves	of	shame,	which	swirled	through	his	forehead,	behind
his	eyes,	eager	to	look	at	the	dancers	and	yet	bent	in	shame,	made	these	steps	a	perspiring
ordeal.

He	drew	his	handkerchief	from	the	pocket	of	his	breeches	and,	sinking	sideways	into	a
chair	 by	 his	 companions,	 began	 to	 mop	 the	 sweat	 off	 his	 face	 and	 neck,	 affecting	 a
deliberate	casualness	as	he	glanced	open eyed	around	the	bare	walls,	seeking	to	understand
the	meaning	of	it	all.

‘What	will	you	have?’	 the	Diwan	said	 turning	away	from	Madame,	 the	she-elephant
who	 stood	 hulking	 by	 the	 table	 with	 an	 enigmatic	 smile	 on	 her	 face.	 ‘You	 must	 have
something	 to	 drink	here.	 It	will	 be	 a	 little	 dearer	 per	 bottle,	 but	 it	 is	 the	 custom	 to	buy
some	from	her	if	you	want	to	get	girls	later.’

The	sepoys	 remained	silent	as	 the	price	of	pleasure	 seemed	 to	be	 increasing	beyond
the	limits	of	their	purses.	‘Get	anything	you	like!’	Subah	said	with	a	nervous	smile.

‘You	have	got	some	money,	haven’t	you?’	the	Diwan	asked.	‘I	have	only	five	francs
left	after	paying	the	entrance	fee.’

‘Money	is	dirt,’	said	Subah,	jerking	his	head	and	waving	his	arms.	‘Let	us	have	some
fun.’	And	he	emptied	the	contents	of	his	second	pocket	into	the	Diwan’s	hands.

The	Diwan	spoke	to	the	woman	who	frowned	a	little	as	she	edged	away.

Lalu	and	Subah	looked	at	each	other	for	a	moment	and	smiled	shyly	as	if	seeking	to
recognise	 each	 other.	 For,	 in	 this	 pursuit	 of	 happiness,	 they	 seemed	 to	 have	 become
disconnected,	detached,	as	if	they	had	lost	contact	with	the	familiar	persons	in	each	other,
the	 darkness	 of	 night	 covered	Lalu’s	 soul.	 The	 daylight	 seemed	 to	 disappear.	His	 heart
throbbed.

At	 that	 instant,	 a	 French	 boy	 came	 in	 a	 stampede	 across	 the	 corridor	 behind	 a
shrinking,	heavy-bodied	girl	and,	inspired	by	her	laughter	and	shrieks,	caught	her	from	the
waist,	swung	her	round	in	a	wild	abandon	and	then	bent	the	whole	weight	of	his	torso	on
her	bosom	and	kissed	her.

‘Wah!	Wah!	Son	of	your	father,	kiss	her	again!’	shouted	the	Baluchi	and	smacked	his
lips.

‘Shabash!’	the	Sikhs	roared.

‘May	I	die	for	you!	The	fun	has	begun!’	said	Subah.



‘This	is	nothing,	you	wait	and	see,’	said	the	Diwan.

‘They	 kiss	 on	 the	mouth	 then	 here?’	 asked	 Lalu,	 blushing	with	 a	modesty	 that	 had
received	a	shock	and	a	thrill	at	the	same	time.

The	other	sepoys	also	turned	to	each	other	as	they	realised	that	they	had	seen	a	mouth
kiss,	 because	 they	 had	 always	 kissed	 their	wives	 on	 the	 cheeks	 and	 foreheads	 in	 India.
They	were	 eager	 to	 taste	 this	 new	 sensation,	 but	 even	 as	 they	waxed	 enthusiastic,	 they
were	restrained	by	the	humility	of	their	position	as	sepoys	who	had	never	dared	to	look	at
a	 white	 woman	with	 the	 eyes	 of	 desire.	 And	 the	 sense	 of	 the	 poverty	 of	 their	 pockets
threatened	to	put	all	these	pleasures	beyond	their	reach.

Another	 boy	 and	 girl	 came	 in	 and,	 embracing	 each	 other,	 sat	 down	 in	 a	 corner	 and
began	to	kiss.

The	Indians	were	watching	the	couple	with	their	rudimentary	stares	when	the	Diwan
suddenly	touched	Lalu’s	shoulder	with	his	hand	and	said:	‘Look,	there	in	the	corridor!’

As	 they	 lifted	 their	 eyes	 to	 the	corridor,	 they	 saw	a	 series	of	girls	 followed	by	boys
passing	into	the	inner	recesses	of	the	house	with	clean	new	towels	and	chunks	of	soap	in
their	hands.

‘Shall	we	remain	dry,	 then?	said	Subah	to	the	Diwan,	fidgeting	in	his	chair.	‘Go	and
bring	some	girls!’

‘Costs	some	money,’	said	the	Diwan	with	a	mock-serious	expression	on	his	face.

‘There	is	no	shortage	of	money,’	said	Subah.	‘I	can	hardly	hold	it	down…’

‘Let	the	Madame	come,’	answered	Diwan.

There	 was	 no	 sign	 of	 Madame,	 but	 a	 bovine	 young	 woman	 with	 a	 treble	 chin,
fashioned	 in	 the	 image	 of	 Madame,	 came,	 a	 bottle	 in	 her	 hand.	 And,	 lifting	 her	 skirt
wantonly	to	show	her	naked	thigh,	and	holding	up	the	bottle,	moved	her	head	as	if	to	ask,
which	will	you	have?

Subah	jumped	up	and	catching	hold	of	her,	tried	to	emulate	the	boy	who	had	kissed	a
girl	full	on	the	mouth	in	the	doorway.

‘Non,	 non,’	 the	 girl	 shrieked	 challengingly.	 And,	 finding	 it	 difficult	 to	 secure	 her
release	from	Subah’s	hard	embrace,	slapped	him	full	on	the	face.

Subah	let	her	go	and	tried	to	laugh	away	his	chagrin,	though	the	pallor	on	his	excited
face	betrayed	his	hurt	pride.

Putting	 the	 bottle	 on	 the	 table	 she	 laughed	 and,	 inclining	 her	 head	 in	 blandishment,
said	something	to	the	Diwan	in	French.

‘She	says	it	costs	money	to	do	that,’	said	the	Diwan.

‘Oh,	she	can	have	as	much	of	that	as	she	wants,’	said	Subah.	And,	plunging	his	hand



into	his	pocket,	he	emptied	all	the	change	on	the	table	before	him.

‘That	will	pay	only	for	the	wine,’	said	the	Diwan,	counting	the	coins.

Seeing	 the	 injured	expression	on	Subah’s	 face,	 the	girl	 laughed	an	artificial,	wooden
laugh	and,	with	pouting	lips,	came	to	sit	in	the	Jemadar’s	lap.

Subah’s	face	was	saved	and	the	sepoys	laughed	at	this.

Whereupon	 the	girl	 lifted	 the	edge	of	her	 skirt	 to	 show	 the	naked	 flesh	between	her
legs	and,	then,	with	a	deliberate	‘Ooh’	dropped	it	again.

The	 sepoys	 began	 to	 talk	 to	 her,	 the	 Diwan	 interpreting,	 while	 Subah	 explored	 her
form	impatiently	for	its	content.

Instead	of	 laughing	or	smiling	as	 the	others	did,	Lalu	found	himself	contracting	 into
his	own	skin,	till	he	felt	himself	reduced	to	an	emptiness	from	the	centre	of	which	his	two
eyes	 seemed	 to	 see	 this	 world	 as	 an	 enormous	 enclosure,	 crowded	 by	 hordes	 of	 hard,
gigantic	 shapes,	 which	 were	 oppressing	 him.	 In	 order	 not	 to	 sit	 aside,	 apart	 from	 his
companions,	he	 tried	 to	persuade	himself	 that	he	was	happy,	as	happy	as	Subah	and	 the
Baluchi.	And	he	tried	to	put	on	a	smile	and	thought	of	saying	something.	But	his	eyes	met
Subah’s	and	the	deliberate	smile	on	his	face	broke	up	into	the	edges	of	a	nervous	laugh,
which	suddenly	stopped	short	and	gave	place	to	a	grim,	set	expression.

At	that	instant,	another	girl	came	into	the	room	and	seeing	Subah’s	flushed	face	and	a
colleague	on	his	knee,	purred	with	the	simulation	of	pleasure	and	rubbed	her	form	felinely
against	him	and	brushed	his	cheeks	with	her	hand.

Subah	put	his	arms	around	her	and	began	to	hold	a	conversation	with	her	in	the	few
French	phrases	he	knew.

‘There	is	no	talk,’	said	the	Baluchi,	‘so	long	as	they	are	kind	to	one	of	us.’

Lalu	looked	at	the	scene	now	quite	detachedly	as	if	he	were	a	creature	of	some	other
world,	who,	however,	understood	the	meaning	of	this.	The	girls	seemed	to	be	laughing	at
all	 of	 them	 in	 spite	 of	 all	 the	 blandishments	which	 they	were	 practising.	 Their	wanton
obscenity	 was	 so	much	 in	 excess	 of	 the	 coyness	 they	 affected	 to	 titillate	 the	men	 into
passion	 that	 they	 looked	 like	 spoiled	 and	 grimy	 dolls	 oozing	 with	 the	 smell	 of	 their
stuffing.	They	were	originally	perhaps	merely	ignorant,	poor	girls	who	fell	a	prey	to	the
advice	of	someone	who	told	them	of	a	way	to	earn	easy	money	and	were	lured	by	the	life
of	the	senses,	till	they	were	fouled	and	used	and	couldn’t	get	back	to	ordinary	life.	But,	as
in	 India,	 perhaps	 prostitutes	 were	 meant	 to	 show	 the	 young	 the	 various	 ways	 of	 love -
making.	The	barrier	of	 language	prevented	any	 real	 contact	between	 these	girls	 and	 the
sepoys.	He	felt	sad	for	Subah	because	the	attempt	at	conversation	had	broken	down	and
the	Jemadar	seemed	at	a	loss.

But	just	as	Lalu	was	exciting	his	will	on	Subah’s	behalf,	he	saw	him	catch	a	third	girl



who	was	coming	towards	the	group	and	it	seemed	he	was	quite	capable	of	dealing	with	the
lot	of	them.

‘Come	Diwan,	arrange	 it	 for	me,’	Subah	said,	as	another	girl	came	up	 to	him.	‘With
this	fair	one	who	is	tall	and	is	stroking	my	cheeks.’

‘They	 like	 the	 Jemadar	 Sahib,’	 the	 Baluchi	 said,	 respectfully	 submitting	 to	 the
monopoly	of	the	girls	by	the	superior	officer.	‘But	huzoor,	let	us	have	a	turn	after	you.’

The	tall	girl	who	had	come	last	said	something	to	the	Diwan	and,	extricating	herself
from	 Subah’s	 grasp	 suddenly	 came	 and	 sat	 on	 Lalu’s	 knee,	 stroking	 his	 chin	 to	 the
accompaniment	 of	 short,	 pitying	 sounds,	 while	 the	 boy	 looked	 at	 her	 thickly	 painted,
small,	 irregular	 face	 and	 blushed.	Lalu	 lifted	 his	 eyes	 to	 her	 and	 he	 contemplated	 for	 a
moment	 the	 loneliness	behind	 the	mockery	of	outraged	 innocence	 in	her	eyes,	 lustreless
and	 dull	with	 cynicism	 as	 if	 they	 had	 seen	 too	much,	 known	 too	much,	 and	were	 now
empty	and	didn’t	know	anything	at	all.	And	yet,	he	felt	happy	to	be	near	her.

The	two	other	girls	also	got	up	and	came	round	Lalu,	talking	among	each	other	all	the
while,	even	as	they	brushed	the	crumpled	shiny	satin	dresses	which	they	wore.

‘What	are	these	sisters-in-law	saying	to	each	other	in	their	own	tongue?’	said	Subah,
insistent	and	angry.	‘And	why	don’t	you	arrange	one	for	me?’

‘How	much	money	have	you	got?’	asked	the	Diwan,	‘for	the	first	money	you	gave	me
is	finished.’

Subah	fumbled	in	the	pockets	of	his	trousers	whereupon	the	fat	girl,	who	was	hewn	in
the	 image	 of	Madame,	 jumped	 on	 to	 his	 lap	 affecting	 an	 air	 of	 raped	modesty,	 crying,
‘Oooi…Oooi…	lala…’

‘There	is	no	question	of	money	because	I	can	give	you	some	tomorrow,’	said	Subah,
finding	his	pockets	empty.

‘I	am	afraid	you	can’t	have	anything	in	 this	place	for	 less	 than	fifty	francs,’	said	 the
Diwan	in	a	bored,	impersonal	voice.

Subah	glared	at	him	for	a	moment	from	the	liquid	of	his	bleary	eyes.	Then	he	shot	two
sun	arrows	of	hard	glances	at	him	and,	kicking	him	on	the	shins	furiously,	shouted:	‘Son
of	a	pimp!	Thief!	Dog!	Illegally	begotten!	Where	is	the	money	I	have	given	you	already!
Thieving	son	of	a	dog,	fleecing	me	with	your	tales	and	soft	words!’

And	he	got	 up	 and	 struck	 the	Diwan	 right	 and	 left,	 slaps,	 fisticuffs,	 kicks,	 and	 then
rushed	 at	 him	with	 the	 ferocity	 of	 a	madman.	 The	 girls	 ran	 shrieking,	 crying,	 shouting
with	the	most	piercing	voices.

The	Baluchi	separated	Subah	from	the	Diwan,	counseling	him	the	while:	‘Cool	down!
Be	calm!	Jemadar	sahib!	Leave	the	rogue!	Leave	the	rascal!’

But	 the	Madame	came	 rushing,	 shouting	 and	 flinging	her	 arms	 in	 the	 air,	 uttering	 a



flood	of	invectives,	which	sounded	doubly	powerful	in	her	hoarse,	querulous	voice.

Before	the	sepoys	knew	where	they	were,	they	and	the	Jemadar	were	being	collared,
pushed,	dragged	and	pulled,	and	kicked	and	driven	out	of	the	brothel	into	the	abyss	of	the
night.

The	 corps	 practiced	 route-marching	 during	 the	 next	 few	days,	 first	 in	 full	 service	 order
with	all	 transports,	 then	on	a	small	 scale,	 the	companies	of	 the	various	 regiments	 in	 the
Division	being	taken	out	under	their	respective	company	commanders.

And	then	there	was	a	constant	drilling,	which	broke	the	sepoys	up,	as	 the	conditions
for	hard	training	in	the	camp	at	Orleans	were	far	from	satisfactory.	This	rigorous	work	left
very	little	time	for	pleasure.	Indeed,	apart	from	the	fact	that	parades	kept	them	warm	in	the
fast-gathering	cold,	 the	 intensive	 routine	 seemed	 to	 the	 sepoys	 the	harbinger	of	arduous
times	to	come.	For,	it	was	rumoured	that	
the	Germans	 had	made	 a	 big	 attack	 and	 driven	 the	Allied	 armies	 back,	 inflicting	 great
losses	on	the	Sarkar,	and	that	the	Commander	of	the	Indian	Corps	had	been	summoned	to
the	General	Headquarters	as	soon	as	he	landed	at	Marseilles	and	that	he	had	been	told	by
Sir	 John	French	 that	 the	British	Army	was	 to	be	 transferred	 to	Flanders,	 and	 the	 Indian
corps	was	to	hurry	and	join	it.

They	waited	anxiously,	therefore,	stealing	as	much	rest	from	their	duties	as	they	could,
making	occasional	expeditions	to	the	cafes	near	the	camp	as	they	were	beginning	now	to
acquire	the	taste	of	cafeole	and	cane	and	French	cigarettes.

But,	after	days	of	this,	they	began	to	grow	more	and	more	tense	and	expectant	for	the
orders,	which	were	soon	to	come.

At	length	on	the	evening	of	17	October,	orders	came	for	the	Lahore	Division	to	entrain
the	next	day,	while	the	Meerut	Division,	with	the	Secunderabad	Cavalry	Brigade	and	the
Jodhpur	Lancers,	were	to	stay	behind	and	follow	at	short	intervals	later.

There	were	fevered	preparations	for	the	departure.	Lal	Singh	was	harnessed	to	fatigue
duty	 since,	 after	 the	 scene	 at	 the	 brothel,	 Jemadar	Subah	Singh	 seemed	displeased	 and,
what	was	remarkable	after	their	previous	uncordiality,	very	much	‘You	whisper	in	my	ear
and	I	whisper	in	yours’	with	Lance-Naik	Lok	Nath.	The	only	consolation	was	that	every
other	man	in	the	regiment	seemed	to	be	on	fatigue	duty	of	one	kind	or	another	on	the	day
of	 departure,	 packing	 his	 kitbag	 and	 giving	 a	 comrade	 a	 hand	 if	 not	 doing	 any	 heavier
work.	And	 the	camp	was	busy	as	an	anthill:	here,	a	sepoy	sitting	by	a	 line	of	unpacked
luggage,	 wondering	 how	 to	 fit	 all	 the	 things	 into	 his	 kitbag,	 while	 a	 pair	 of	 boots	 lay
outside	beside	a	pan	and	a	waterbottle;	there,	some	of	the	men	sat	on	ammunition	boxes,
shouting	 for	 an	 NCO	 to	 ask	 what	 to	 do	 with	 themselves;	 next,	 horses	 of	 the	 artillery
neighing	and	coughing	and	stamping	nervously	while	their	riders	polished	the	skin	of	their



flanks;	 and	 there	 were	 orders,	 shouts,	 cries	 and	 laughter	 and	 the	 babble	 of	 an	 army
speaking	a	hundred	different	tongues.

Uncle	 Kirpu	 and	 Daddy	 Dhanoo	 had	 been	 sent	 to	 pack	 the	 kit	 on	 general	 service
wagons.	These	were	to	be	loaded	on	the	train.

Lalu	had	been	with	a	party	set	 to	 rolling	 tents,	which	were	 to	be	handed	over	 to	 the
Ordnance	department,	and	he	was	just	finishing	this	job.

As	he	tightened	the	ropes	round	the	poles	and	strained	to	pull	the	fabric	into	shape,	he
sweated	 and	 sat	 back,	 contemplating	 the	 empty	 ground	 from	which	 the	 tents	 had	 been
removed	as	if	he	were	sad	to	leave	the	place	where	he	had	first	begun	to	feel	the	pulse	of
the	land,	and	where	he	had	begun	to	taste	the	life	of	France.	He	lingered	for	a	moment	as
if	 he	 were	 preoccupied	 by	 a	 superstition	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 bare	 space,	 cleaned	 of
everything	 except	 the	 camp	 smell,	 a	mixture	 of	 wood-smoke,	 chapatis,	 leather,	 oil	 and
horsedung,	which	seemed	to	hang	in	thick	layers	over	the	chilly	air	before	the	jaundiced
eye	of	the	autumn	sun.

An	NCO	from	No.4	company	put	him	in	charge	of	a	party	carrying	two	days’	cooked
rations,	which	were	to	be	taken	for	the	men	in	supply	wagons	on	the	train.	As	the	cooks
raced	against	time	serving	the	meals	and	preparing	extra	food	for	the	journey,	Lalu	gave
them	a	helping	hand.

Seeing	 that	 he	 and	 the	 other	 sepoys	were	 going	 freely	 about	 the	 kitchens	with	 their
boots	of	cowhide	skins	and	leather	belts,	and	handling	food	without	washing	their	hands,
he	 thought	 that	 if	 Dhanoo	 and	Kirpu	 needed	 any	more	 proof	 of	 the	 spoliation	 of	 their
religion,	they	could	see	it	here.	But	everyone	went	about	casually,	and	he	marvelled	at	the
ease	with	which	the	men	were	forgetting	their	customs.	Perhaps	it	was	a	concession	to	the
difficulties	of	cooking	Indian	food	in	a	strange	country,	but	he	hoped	that	it	was	the	air	and
water	of	Franceville.

There	was	not	much	time	for	idle	reflection,	however,	as	the	mule	carts	were	almost
ready,	loaded	with	the	cooked	food,	and	the	contingent	with	which	Lalu	was	going	to	the
station	was	ready.	After	the	long	and	wearisome	activities	of	the	whole	morning,	the	boy
was	happy	to	be	off,	though	he	would	have	to	come	back	and	do	another	round.

The	sun	was	shining	a	transparent	white	as	Lalu	rode	away	by	the	side	of	a	dark	South
Indian	Sapper,	and	there	was	a	melancholic	breeze	in	the	copper-coloured	branches	of	the
trees,	which	had	shed	a	profusion	of	pink	leaves	on	the	wayside	and	excited	the	mules	in
the	long	caravan.	He	felt	strange	riding	past	civilians,	who	stood	to	stare	and	smile.

Where	was	the	war?	How	was	it	being	fought	and	what	would	the	sepoys	be	asked	to
do?	The	questions	flashed	through	his	eager	mind.	But	there	was	no	answer.	And,	as	there
was	a	dread	about	the	future,	he	sought	to	drown	this	train	of	thoughts	in	a	melody.	The
thoughts	 seemed	 to	 return,	 however.	 If	 only	 there	 was	 not	 this	 discreet	 veil	 of	 silence
drawn	over	the	movements	of	the	troops	by	the	Sarkar,	which	left	everything	to	rumours



and	legends!

As	they	got	to	the	station,	the	scene	was	one	of	complete	turmoil.	Some	of	the	sepoys
on	fatigue	duty	were	hauling	things	into	the	supply	wagons,	shouting	and	swearing	as	they
strained	to	lift	the	weights,	and	being	shouted	and	sworn	at	by	the	NCOs	Some	stood	by
sacks	 and	 rifles	 and	 others	 sat	 on	 collections	 of	 kitbags,	 apparently	waiting	 for	 orders.
Everywhere	 there	 was	 the	 wild	 confusion	 of	 loud	 talk	 and	 furious	 gesticulation,	 the
rustling	of	clothes,	 the	movement	of	 forms.	But	 there	was	a	glow	of	warmth	among	 the
sepoys,	 a	 strange	 sense	 of	 fellowship,	 as	 if	 they	 felt	 that	 they	 ought	 to	 hang	 together
because	they	were	going	farther	into	the	Unknown.	He	felt	he	was	nothing	without	them.

The	NCO	in	charge	of	the	foodstuff	came	with	a	group	of	sepoys	who	were	to	unload
the	carts	before	they	returned	to	camp	for	the	second	contingent.

And	 now	 he	 suddenly	 felt	 isolated	 from	 his	 cronies.	 So,	 he	 took	 advantage	 of	 the
temporary	respite	to	slink	off	in	search	of	Kirpu	and	Dhanoo.	He	made	his	way	through
the	 helter-skelter	 of	 the	 crowd,	 pretending	 to	 be	 doing	 something	 very	 important.	 They
had	originally	been	put	on	duty	at	helping	to	remove	the	luggage	in	the	officers’	mess.	But
it	 seemed	 hopeless	 to	 find	 them	 among	 the	 uniformly	 dressed	 sepoys	 of	 even	 his	 own
regiment,	while	here	the	men	were	mixed	up	anyhow.

He	went	back	and	helped	to	unload	the	wagons,	to	share	the	labour.

He	was	tired	and	did	not	want	to	go	back	to	the	camp	with	the	carts	for	the	next	round.
But	 he	 felt	 guilty	 like	 a	 criminal,	 hovering	 around	 aimlessly,	 thinking	 of	 an	 excuse	 to
avoid	the	return	journey.	As	he	was	procrastinating,	he	caught	sight	of	Babu	Khusi	Ram,
the	small,	beady-eyed,	button-nosed	head	clerk	of	the	regiment,	supervising	the	loading	of
the	office	chests	into	a	wagon.	He	ran	to	greet	him.	But	the	Babu	was	too	preoccupied	and
flurried	to	accept	or	reject	courtesies.

‘Come	and	help	with	those	boxes,	don’t	stand	staring	at	me,	son,’	he	said	to	Lalu.

The	boy	 felt	 guilty	 about	 not	 belonging	 and	went	 to	 the	 aid	 of	 an	 orderly	who	was
heaving	a	boxful	of	documents	up	to	the	men	standing	in	the	wagon.

‘Oh	falling,	falling,	oh	save,	someone,	help	Dhanoo!’	Kirpu	stood	shouting	at	the	door
of	the	wagon.

‘Don’t	you	worry,’	said	Lalu,	as	he	took	the	weight	off	the	shaking	head	of	old	Dhanoo
and	pushed	it	to	Uncle	Kirpu’s	feet.

Daddy	Dhanoo	 stood	 back,	 his	 face	 uplifted	 to	Lalu	 like	 that	 of	 a	 bullock	who	had
been	relieved	of	the	weight	of	a	plough	on	his	neck.

‘Where	are	you?	What?’	asked	Kirpu	tensely,	in	a	panic	of	pleasure	at	seeing	the	boy.

‘Where	are	you?’	Lalu	asked.	‘I	am	lost.’

‘We	 have	 already	 occupied	 places	 in	 the	 train	 there,’	Dhanoo	 said	with	 the	 air	 of	 a



child,	pointing	towards	the	outlying	platforms.	‘We	have	kept	a	place	secure	for	you.’

‘Ohe,	 you	 can	 talk	 later,	 get	 on	 with	 the	 job	 in	 hand,’	 said	 Babu	 Khushi	 Ram
impatiently.	‘Lift	those	three	last	boxes	and	then	you	can	renounce	this	world.’

Lalu	hurried	and	helped	Dhanoo.	He	guessed	that	the	Babu	had	given	them	this	easy
job	to	save	them	from	more	arduous	fatigue.	And,	since	had	ordered	Lalu	to	give	a	hand
here,	Lalu	craftily	thought	that	he	had	a	good	excuse	to	evade	his	other	duty.	If	Lok	Nath
came	to	know,	Lalu	would	have	hell	to	pay,	but	the	boy	looked	round,	became	busy	and
drowned	all	thoughts	of	the	future	in	the	fatigue	routine.

‘Good!’	Daddy	Dhanoo	was	saying	as	Lalu	 lifted	the	next	box	on	to	his	back,	while
the	old	man	just	held	the	rope	by	the	side.

And,	after	Lalu	had	thrown	it	at	Kirpu’s	feet,	he	stood	back	and	saw	Dhanoo	staring	at
him	with	admiration	in	his	big	eyes.

‘You	are	a	hero,	son!’	the	old	man	exclaimed.

Lalu	 thumped	Dhanoo’s	 back	 and	 smiled	 at	 him.	He	was	 radiant	with	 happiness	 at
being	with	his	comrades	again,	almost	like	an	orphan	who	had	found	the	parents	he	had
lost.

They	 waited	 in	 the	 oppressive	 dark	 of	 the	 unlit	 cattle	 truck,	 which	 was	 their
compartment,	 for	 the	 train	 to	 start,	 some	 dozing,	 some	 half-asleep,	 some	 shaking	 or
shuffling	 uncomfortably.	They	 had	 gone	 off	 to	 the	 outer	 fringes	 of	 the	 town	 after	 dark,
walked	 round	 and	 bought	 cigarettes	 and	 drunk	 coffee	 mixed	 with	 brandy	 to	 warm
themselves,	and	they	had	been	waiting	for	the	hour	of	eleven-thirty	when	the	train	was	due
to	start.	And	now,	 the	hundreds	of	 lights	 that	 illuminated	the	city	had	been	extinguished
and	they	stared	with	sleepy	eyes	at	the	red	and	green	lamps	of	the	signals	and	the	silver
sheen	of	the	rails,	as	if	these	could	tell	them	when	the	train	would	move.	For	the	most	part,
the	doors	of	 the	compartments	were	closed,	and	 they	were	stewing	 in	 the	sweat	of	 their
bodies,	packed	almost	on	 top	of	each	other,	 so	 that	 there	was	no	 room	to	move	an	 inch
without	 treading	 on	 someone’s	 foot.	 The	 smoke	 of	 endless	 cigarettes	 had	 made	 the
atmosphere	dense	and	hot	and	suffocating.

‘The	raper	of	his	sister,	this	train,	it	is	worse	than	the	train	from	Amritsar	to	Pathankot
during	 Diwali	 fair,’	 said	 Uncle	 Kirpu,	 coughing	 after	 several	 vigorous	 puffs	 at	 his
cigarette.

‘You	 have	 never	 been	 to	 the	 Kumbh	 fair	 at	 Hardwar,’	 Daddy	 Dhanoo	 ‘burrburred’
from	where	he	lay,	mindless	of	the	heat.	He	seemed	to	be	able	to	doze	off	anywhere.

‘You	 should	 be	 happy	 at	 your	 good	 fortune,’	 said	 Lalu	 with	 a	 certain	 impatience,
which	gained	 intensity	 from	the	heat	of	 the	 truck.	 ‘Some	regiments	on	 the	other	sidings
are	loaded	in	open	cattle	trucks.’



‘I’d	rather	be	in	the	open	trucks,’	said	Uncle	Kirpu	peevishly,	fanning	himself	with	a
rag.

The	 bitterness	 in	 Kirpu’s	 remark	 seemed	 to	 express	 the	 general	 mood.	 And,	 for	 a
moment,	everything	was	still.	Then,	hoarse	chatter	could	be	heard	from	the	platform	and
the	confused	whispers	of	the	sepoys	sunk	in	the	apathy	of	all-pervading	gloom.

Lalu	reclined	in	a	corner.	He	could	hear	his	heart	beating	as	a	kind	of	undertone	to	the
brooding	layers	of	heat	that	streamed	out	from	the	tense,	tight-stretched	senses	of	men,	in
invisible,	intangible	masses	of	clouds,	which	hovered	before	the	heavy-lidded	eyes	of	the
cooped	up	sepoys,	thundery	and	electric.

‘A	 strange	 fair,’	 the	 boy	 muttered.	 ‘Havildar	 Lachman	 Singh!’	 interrupted	 an
authoritative	 voice,	 the	 stern	 ring	 of	which	was	 one	 of	 Lalu’s	 earliest	memories	 of	 the
army.

‘He	has	already	gone	to	the	fair,’	Lalu	whispered.

‘Of	 course,	 it	 is	 a	 fair	we	 are	 going	 to,’	 said	Lok	Nath,	 the	 tall,	 lanky,	 tyrant	 lance
corporal,	entering	the	truck.

‘Some	of	us	eat	the	salt	of	the	Sarkar	and	are	not	even	prepared	to	do	a	little	fatigue	for
it.	Who	is	this	whining?’	And	he	craned	to	look	so	that	the	prominent	Adam’s	apple	of	his
long	neck	moved	up	and	down.

‘No	one,	no	one,	Havildar	Lachman	Singh	is	not	here,’	Kirpu	intervened	to	avert	the
unpleasantness	which	he	anticipated.

Lalu	felt	the	imperceptible	shudder	of	a	warm	horror	arise	from	the	back	of	his	head.
He	knew	that	Lok	Nath	had	been	waiting	for	days	for	an	opportunity	to	get	at	him.	Having
been	transferred	to	another	platoon	by	Subedar	Major	Sahib’s	orders,	because	Arbel	Singh
wanted	his	own	son	 to	get	a	direct	commission	and	supersede	all	other	claimants	 in	 the
Dogra	Company,	 the	Lance-Naik	had	no	direct	 contact	with	his	old	platoon,	which	was
under	Lachman	Singh.	Lalu,	who	had	once	been	the	object	of	Lok	Nath’s	spite,	felt	 that
the	corporal	was	insinuating	all	that	about	betraying	salt	for	his	benefit.	He	hoped	that	the
bit	about	fatigue	duty	was	not	a	reference	to	his	default	today	when	he	had	suddenly	left
the	food	wagons	and	helped	to	get	office	chests	into	the	train.

‘Would	 you	 like	 a	 pull	 at	my	 cigrut,	 Holdara?’	 Kirpu	 said	 in	 a	 tone	 that	 sought	 to
disguise	the	inexpressible	mockery	of	his	manner	in	exaggerated	courtesy.

‘Ohe,	stop	smoking,’	said	Babu	Khushi	Ram	peevishly.	‘It	will	create	more	smoke	in
the	stagnant	air.’

‘There	is	no	talk	of	that,’	said	Kirpu.	‘Let	us	entertain	the	Lance-Naik.	He	is,	after	all,
our	officer	and	comes	so	seldom	to	our	platoon.’

‘No,	 I	will	 not	 have	 a	 cigrut,’	Lok	Nath	 said,	 ‘but	Kirpu	 is	 right.	Officers	 and	men



belong	 to	 one	 family.	 In	 the	 English	 regiments,	 they	 play	 their	 games	 together,	 work
together	 and	 share	 all	 the	 discomforts	 together.	 The	 difficulty	 with	 our	 Hindustani
regiments	 is	 that	 the	 ranks	 lose	 all	 sense	 of	 respect	 for	 their	 superiors	 as	 soon	 as	 the
officers	begin	to	mix	with	them.	I	learnt	drill	instruction	from	a	sergeant-major	sahib	in	a
Gora	regiment,	and	the	thing	which	impressed	me	was	the	devoted	and	fatherly	care	every
English	officer,	from	the	second	lieutenant	to	the	Karnel	sahib,	had	for	all	the	men	under
his	charge.	 Just	 father-mother.	And	 from	 the	 fact	 that	 they	are	all	 equally	white,	 eat	 the
same	food	in	the	same	way	with	forks	and	knives,	you	might	think	that	the	Tommies	do
not	 respect	 their	 officers.	 But,	 this	 was	 a	 revelation	 for	 me	 for	 which	 I	 was	 hardly
prepared.	They	did.	They	always	recognised	the	status	of	an	officer.	They	may	look	small
and	 insignificant,	 but	 they	 know	 how	 to	 observe	 discipline:	 they	 click	 their	 heels	 and
salute	as	if	they	were	machines.	Our	sepoys	are	lazy	and	inefficient	and	disrespectful.’

‘The	French	soldiers	seem	like	us,’	young	Kharku	said	from	somewhere	in	the	dark.

‘That’s	why	I	have	been	hard	on	you	at	times	when	you	were	recruits,’said	Lok	Nath.
‘I	learnt	a	good	deal	from	that	sergeant-major,	Hudson	Sahib	his	name	was.	And	I	don’t
mind	telling	you	that	he	sometimes	slapped	my	face.	Of	course,	I	did	not	get	angry	like
our	recruits	because	I	knew	it	was	for	my	good,	I	have	always	respected	a	strong-handed
man	who	will	make	a	man	of	you	and	teach	you	how	to	fight…’

At	 that	 stage,	Havildar	Lachman	Singh	 came	up,	 shouting,‘Ohe	where	 are	 you,	ohe
Kirpu,	ohe	Bapu,	ohe	Lal	Singha?’

‘Here	we	are,’	the	men	shouted	in	a	chorus.	‘Here	Holdara…’

‘Subedar	 Major	 Sahib	 wants	 to	 see	 you,’	 said	 Lok	 Nath,	 standing	 up	 as	 Havildar
Lachman	Singh	came	in.

‘I	have	been	to	see	him,’	Lachman	said.

‘God,	what	is	the	time,	Lachman?	We	are	dying	of	this	congestion!’	exclaimed	Babu
Khushi	Ram,	puffing	and	blowing	to	express	his	anger	at	Lok	Nath’s	blusterings.

‘I	can’t	understand	this	sansar7!	When	is	the	war?’	murmured	Daddy	Dhanoo.	‘When
does	this	train	start?’

‘What	is	the	time,	Holdara?’asked	Lalu.

‘Now	I	can’t	answer	you	all,’	Havildar	Lachman	Singh	said.	‘Make	room	for	me.	I	can
hardly	see	you.’	And	he	stumbled	a	little.

Upon	this,	Lok	Nath	said:	‘I	shall	be	going.’	And	he	began	to	carve	his	way	out.

‘It	is	getting	on	for	two	o’clock	in	the	morning,’	said	Havildar	Lachman	Singh.	‘And
the	train	is	about	to	start.’	He	struggled	to	sit	down,	rather	surprised	that	the	lance	corporal
should	have	been	among	men	whom	he	despised.	When	he	felt	that	Lok	Nath	was	out	of
audible	distance,	he	said	in	a	whisper:	‘Wants	my	recommendation	to	get	promotion	now!’



‘Oh,	 is	 that	what	 the	matter	 is	with	him?’	asked	Kirpu.	 ‘I	wondered	why	he	was	 so
nice	to	us	sitting	here.’

‘I	 think	he	 is	 frightened	of	 the	war,’	 said	Babu	Khushi	Ram,	 ‘and	he	may	have	 felt
lonely.’

‘But	he	seemed	 to	give	 the	 impression	 that	he	won	all	 the	wars	 for	 the	Sarkar,’	 said
Lalu.

‘Oh,	he	puts	on	airs,	the	illegally	begotten!’	said	Kirpu.

‘I	understand	him,	but	what	I	can’t	understand	is	why	this	train	won’t	move.’

Just	then,	however,	the	engine	spat	a	lot	of	steam	into	the	night,	made	a	noise	like	the
protracted	neighing	of	a	hundred	horses,	whistled	a	heart-rending,	agonised	shriek	as	if	it
were	unwilling	to	carry	its	load	of	orphans	to	the	jaws	of	death,	but	at	last	began	to	move.

‘Ram!	Ram!	Thanks	be	to	you!’	exclaimed	Daddy	Dhanoo.	‘Lok	Nath	is	gone,	is	he?
God	is	on	our	side.’

‘Forget	that	bastard,	there	is	no	one	of	his	name	here,’	Kharku	said.

The	sepoys	laughed	at	this	ambiguous	reference.

‘The	Karnel	Sahib	was	very	worried,’	Havildar	Lachman	said,	 leaning	over	 to	Babu
Khushi	Ram.

Lalu	 knew	 that	 Havildar	 Lachman	 Singh’s	 ‘worried’	meant	 a	 little	more	 than	mere
anxiety.	Was	 there	 any	 special	 reason	why	 the	 train	was	 so	 late	 in	moving?	What	was
happening?	Apart	from	Havildar	Lachman	Singh,	no	one	who	had	a	stripe,	or	a	star	would
tell	them	anything.	Not	even	where	they	were	going.

A	 soft	 breeze	was	 coming	 in	 like	 the	 breath	 of	 heaven	 itself	 and	 the	 names	 of	God
multiplied	on	the	lips	of	the	sepoys.

Lalu	shuffled	himself	into	a	restful	position	and	wondered	what	was	up.



The	 following	 extract	 comprises	Chapter	Two	 from	 the	novel	Across	 the	Black	Waters	 by	Mulk	Raj	Anand,	 first
published	in	1940.	This	book	was	sketched	out	in	a	rough	draft	in	Barcelona-Madrid	during	January	and	April	1937,
and	entirely	rewritten	in	Chinnor,	Oxon,	between	July	and	December	1939.	The	book	is	dedicated	to	the	memory	of
the	author’s	father	Subedar	Lal	Chand	Anand,	M.S.M.	(late	2/17th	Dogra).

Platoons

Slang	for	penis.

Foreign	land

Uncle

Used	for	English	soldiers

Meaning	world



Jangnama	Europe
Raman	Singh	Chhina

Jangnama,	 a	 genre	 of	 historical	 poetic	 writing,	 which	 documents	 the	 events	 of	 a	 war,
entered	Punjab	in	the	late	sixteenth	century	as	a	literary	response	to	the	Persian	epics.	It
found	patronage	in	the	hands	of	Punjabi	Muslim	poets	such	as	Maulvi	Rukundin,	Hamid
and	Shahjahan	Muqbal,	who	honed	this	craft	commemorating	the	seventh-century	Islamic
wars	of	Karbala,	Badr	and	Uhud.

Afghan	invasions,	the	crumbling	Mughal	Empire	and	rise	of	the	Sikh	power	in	the	late
eighteenth	century	created	another	period	of	great	 turmoil	 and	conquest	 in	Punjab.	This
brought	war	 as	 a	 tangible	 phenomenon	 to	 the	 Punjabi	 poet	 and	 led	 to	 a	 renaissance	 in
jangnama	literature.	It	shifted	from	religious	metaphorical	style	to	a	historically	accurate
poetic	description	of	war	as	witnessed	by	contemporary	poets.

Nand	Singh,	an	 Indian	poet	and	soldier	who	witnessed	 the	First	World	War	 fighting
under	the	British	in	Aden,	opens	his	collection	of	poems	titled	Jangnama	Europe	with	the
assassination	of	the	shehzada	of	the	Austro-Hungarian	Empire	by	the	Serbians.	His	poem
then	goes	on	to	talk	about	the	events	that	led	to	the	German	invasion	of	Belgium	and	how
‘the	 compassionate	 British	 Government	 stood	 with	 Belgium	 and	 France	 against	 the
arrogant	Germany	who	broke	all	the	agreements’.

Nand	Singh’s	work	and	other	jangnamas	of	the	British	period	in	Punjab	are	valuable
literary	and	historical	narratives	providing	 rare	 subaltern	perspectives	about	 the	colonial
wars	and	conflicts.	Even	prior	to	the	First	World	War,	Punjabi	soldiers	had	fought	under
British	 officers	 in	 the	 Second	Anglo-Afghan	War,	 the	Anglo-Egyptian	war,	 the	 Second
Opium	War,	 the	 Boxer	 Rebellion	 in	 China	 and	 multiple	 campaigns	 in	 the	 North-West
Frontier.	 There	 was	 very	 little	 documentation	 of	 these	 many	 wars	 spread	 almost	 two
centuries	‘from	below’,	and	of	this	limited	historiography,	jangnama	poetry	holds	a	vital
but	largely	forgotten	position.	Nand	Singh	finished	his	Jangnama	Europe	on	7	June	1919;
it	 is	 arguably	 the	 first	 work	 in	 Punjabi	 discussing	 the	 European	 and	 Middle	 Eastern
people,	empires	and	politics.

The	magnum	opus	of	this	genre	is	about	the	final	war	of	the	Sikh	empire	of	Punjab	—
Jangnama	Hind	Punjab,	or	Singhan	Firanghian	(Sikhs	and	British)	as	it	is	variously	titled,
was	composed	by	Shah	Muhammad,	a	Punjabi	Muslim	from	Gurdaspur	in	central	Punjab.
It	chronicles	the	events	that	led	up	to	the	First	Anglo-Sikh	War	in	1845,	from	the	death	of
Maharaja	Ranjit	Singh,	the	treachery	and	politics	that	followed	in	his	court	and	finally	the
battle	the	Sikhs	lost.

In	the	British	Raj,	specifically	during	the	Sepoy	Mutiny	of	1857,	defeated	Sikh	chiefs
heralded	 the	British	 call	 to	 ‘retrieve	 their	 characters’	by	 taking	up	 service	 in	 the	British



Indian	 Army.	 Most	 of	 those	 who	 signed	 up	 subsequently	 served	 in	 the	 North-West
Frontier,	 which	 remained	 the	 constant	 theatre	 of	 war	 under	 the	 British.	 The	 bleak,
bloodthirsty	 high	 mountain	 passes	 inspired	 a	 great	 deal	 of	 poetry,	 ranging	 from	 the
romanticised	 ballads	 of	 Rudyard	 Kipling	 to	 the	 folk	 Pashto	 legends	 of	 Malalai	 of
Maiwand,	who	died	rallying	the	Afghan	Ghazis	to	fight	the	‘British	infidels’	in	the	Battle
of	Maiwand	during	the	Second	Anglo-Afghan	War.	At	least	half	a	dozen	jangnamas	were
composed	in	this	period;	the	most	notable	are	the	ones	about	the	siege	of	Delhi	during	the
Mutiny	 and	 the	 expeditions	 to	 Chitral,	 Tirah	 and	Malakand	 in	 the	North-West	 Frontier
during	the	last	decade	of	the	19th	century.

The	earliest	Punjabi	 jangnama	 about	 the	First	World	War	 seems	 to	 be	 the	Germany
Jung	 or	 The	 German	 War	 by	 Hakim	 Ishar	 Singh	 Kooner	 of	 Riyasat,	 Patiala.	 It	 was
published	 in	 1914	 and	 the	 author	 is	 not	 aware	 of	 the	 further	 spread	 of	 the	 war	 in	 the
Balkans	and	the	Eastern	Front.	Moreover,	Kooner	was	not	a	soldier	and	thus	his	account	is
not	that	of	an	eye	witness;	it	merely	imaginatively	expresses	the	war	of	Serbia,	Belgium,
Britain,	France	and	Russia	against	Germany.

As	the	war	progressed,	a	number	of	works	were	produced	in	Punjab.	Some	were	part
of	 folk	 culture	 such	 as	 mahiye	 and	 tappe	 sung	 by	 Punjabi	 women;	 others	 included
government	sponsored	posters,	gramophone	recordings,	songs	and	books.	One	such	short
book	was	Karza	Maddat	 Jang	 by	Kavishar	Wariam	Singh,	 printed	 by	 the	 orders	 of	 the
Lieutenant	 Governor	 of	 Punjab	 along	 with	 a	 series	 of	 another	 media	 to	 encourage
contribution	towards	the	war	loan	by	the	Indian	population.

Except	for	Nand	Singh’s	Jangnama	Europe,	most	other	works	are	of	very	short	length
and	 seldom	 have	 any	 details	 covering	 multiple	 fronts	 or	 the	 events	 back	 in	 Punjab.
Jangnama	Europe	is	a	voluminous	work	and	prefixed	‘Vadda’	meaning	larger	to	indicate
the	 same.	Havildar	Nand	 Singh,	who	 composed	 Jangnama	Europe	 giving	 an	 empirical
account	of	 the	First	World	War,	was	a	sergeant	 in	the	Malay	State	Guides.	His	regiment
was	 raised	 in	 1896	with	 its	 headquarters	 in	 Taiping,	Malaysia.	 It	 had	 its	 origins	 in	 the
Perak	Sikh	police	force	and	composed	mainly	of	Punjabi	Sikh	and	Muslim	soldiers.	The
Guides	had	offered	overseas	 service	multiple	 times,	but	 it	was	not	until	 the	First	World
War	that	the	regiment	was	baptised	by	blood	in	Yemen.	On	September	26	1915,	they	left
Taiping	to	join	the	Aden	Field	Force.	After	opening	the	verse	with	the	traditional	ode	to
gods	 and	 deities,	Nand	 Singh	 lucidly	 articulates	 the	 tragedy	 of	 Europe	 in	 juxtaposition
with	the	factual	and	mythical	tragedies	popular	in	Punjab	at	the	time	as	follows:

The	wrath	of	destiny	has	fallen	upon	mankind	since	ages
Overthrowing	civilizations,	Hindustan	has	often	seen	the	rages	

Shams	Tabrez	and	Mansur	have	seen	its	spleen,	on	An-al-Haq’s	life	it	has	fallen	upon
Look	how	it	endured	upon	Hassan	and	Hussain,	on	Ali	Wali’s	wealth	it	has	fallen	upon
Brahma,	Vishnu	and	Shiva	the	great	deities,	on	Krishan’s	being	it	has	fallen	upon

Ram	Chandra,	Lakshman	and	Sita	went	through	great	pains,	on	old	and	young	it	has



fallen	upon
Jasrath,	the	King	of	Palaces	and	wealth,	on	his	magnanimity	it	has	fallen	upon
Remember	how	it	finished	Khalil,	as	a	saw	on	Zakriya	it	has	fallen	upon

The	great	saints	of	Prahlad	and	Pooran,	the	saviours	of	Ved	and	Puran	it	has	fallen	upon
Yousuf	and	Zulaikha	the	famed,	as	blind	sold	in	bazaar	it	has	fallen	upon

Jaimal	and	Fatta,	the	warriors	of	Chittor,	the	men	of	this	world	it	has	fallen	upon
Dulla	had	to	die,	on	Jeona	Morh’s	pride	it	has	fallen	upon

Ranjha,	Heer	and	Sohni	all	faced	its	fury,	on	Sahiba	the	beautiful	it	has	fallen	upon
Sassi	died	of	thirst	looking	for	Baloch,	on	Mirza’s	bows	and	arrows	it	has	fallen	upon
The	country	of	Europe	now	faces	the	inevitable,	dark	clouds	in	the	sky	it	has	fallen	upon
No	one	can	stop	the	wrath	of	the	destiny,	Nand	Singh	says	on	battlefield	the	war	has	fallen

upon.

Nand	Singh	goes	on	to	talk	about	the	recruitment:	how	everyone	from	the	weaver,	the	bard
to	 the	 teacher,	 the	clerk	and	even	Pundits	and	Maulvis	were	drafted	into	 the	service	and
trained	 in	 digging	 bunkers,	 shooting	 rifles	 and	 saluting	 officers.	 Early	 in	 the	 war,
recruitment	was	seen	as	a	cause	for	excitement	among	the	men	as	it	opened	up	the	chances
of	getting	a	uniform,	of	seeing	the	world	and	if,	perchance,	they	were	to	survive,	it	offered
the	opportunity	 to	 earn	 constant	wages	 even	 after	 the	war	 until	 it	was	 time	 for	 them	 to
retire.

The	young	man	was	finally	of	some	worth,	the	recruitment	opened!
The	weak	and	the	poor	man	had	finally	some	value	of	his	being!

However,	 as	 the	 war	 progressed,	 and	 the	 British	 government	 pressed	 local	 officials	 to
fulfill	 the	 recruitment	 quotas,	 it	 turned	 into	 a	 nightmare	 in	 some	 places.	 The	 poet
repeatedly	returns	to	talk	about	the	misery	and	longing	of	the	women	left	behind	in	their
homes.	For	them,	both	local	officials	and	Germans	turn	villainous,	 they	lament	the	local
police	constable	who	 threatened	 their	sons	with	false	accusations	 to	 force	 them	to	enlist
and	loathe	the	zaildar1	and	village	heads	who	took	their	sons,	brothers	and	husbands	away
from	 them.	With	 the	 progress	 of	 war,	 they	 start	 receiving	messages	 of	 soldier’s	 deaths
from	 regimental	 stations	 and	 they	moan	and	wail	 at	Germany	 for	 its	 cruelty,	 for	 killing
their	sons	in	the	unheard	lands	of	France	and	Basra.

The	first	lady	says	to	the	second,	I	have	lost	all	appetite	as	I	can’t	see	my	loved	son
anymore

Second	one	says,	Oh	my	friend	I	have	the	same	grief;	it	pains	my	heart	to	even	think	about
it

Third	one	says,	curses	to	the	police	constable	who	made	a	false	charge	and	forced	my	son
Fourth	says,	death	to	the	village	head;	who	with	all	his	men	charged	into	our	home

Fifth	one	loathes	the	zaildar,	I	have	lost	the	elder	son	and	the	younger	one	is	left	behind
Sixth	says,	I	can’t	forget	the	last	moment	of	my	son,	touching	my	feet	he	said	‘Mother’	and

left!



Although	 the	 regiments	 had	 strict	 class	 compositions,	 with	 the	 increased	 demand	 for
recruitment,	the	list	for	martial	classes	was	expanded	in	addition	to	recruitment	outside	the
classes.	 It	opened	new	doors	 for	both	progress	as	well	as	 fears	among	 the	 fresh	 recruits
and	 their	 families	about	 the	casteism	they	could	face	while	away	from	home	along	with
merciless	battlefields.

Noori	says,	O!	Listen	to	me	Gama,	I	plead	in	Quran’s	name;	leave	your	name	off	the	list!
We	the	weavers	are	suited	for	our	jobs,	among	the	Jats	you	will	suffer.

Whole	day	and	night	there	is	nothing	but	volleys	of	bullets	and	bombardment,
God	forbid,	if	something	happens,	how	will	I	face	the	world?

In	 contrast	 to	 most	 other	 jangnamas	 of	 this	 period,	 Nand	 Singh’s	 tone	 is	 not	 one	 of
flattery;	for	example,	he	uses	the	word	sahib	once	only	for	Lord	Kitchener.	However,	he
recurrently	 stresses	 namak	 halali	 whether	 it	 be	 of	 the	 14th	 Sikh	 Regiment	 who	 fought
almost	to	their	last	man	at	Gallipoli	or	as	a	virtue	for	new	recruits	to	uphold.	His	work	thus
provides	a	measured	outlook	 to	 the	war	and	an	 insight	 into	what	 regimental	honour	and
loyalty	meant	to	the	native	soldiers.

Adulation	 is	 more	 frequent	 in	 British-sponsored	 works	 such	 as	 Qasim	 Ali’s
Zafarnama-i-Kabul,	 which	 is	 considered	 a	 poetic	 rendering	 of	 the	 First	 Afghan	 War,
which	 favours	 the	 British	 to	 counter	 the	 popular	 jangnamas	 of	 this	 war	 composed	 by
Hamid	Kashmiri	and	Mohammad	Gholam	Gholami.	Similarly,	the	jangnama	of	Chitral,	in
which	Subedar	Wadhawa	Singh	of	the	23rd	Sikh	Pioneers	Regiment	sketches	the	dramatic
murder	of	the	ruler	of	Chitral	by	his	brother	Amir-ul	Mulk,	the	siege	of	the	fort	and	then
finally	relief	under	Major	General	Sir	Robert	Low,	also	has	a	pronounced	eulogising	of	the
British.	It	was	presented	by	the	poet	to	his	Colonel	S.V.	Gordon	in	1896	and	seems	to	have
then	been	used	as	an	instrument	to	further	strengthen	the	fidelity	of	the	native	troops.

Coming	 back	 to	 Jangnama	Europe,	 Nand	 Singh	 discusses	 multiple	 theatres	 of	 war
ranging	from	Gallipoli,	Kut-al-Amara	and	Baghdad	to	the	Battle	of	Verdun	on	the	Western
Front.	He	vividly	describes	his	own	regiment’s	multiple	confrontations	in	and	near	Aden
and	 their	 bravery,	 which	 won	 them	 a	 Military	 Cross,	 an	 Indian	 Order	 of	 Merit,	 eight
Indian	Distinguished	Service	Medals	and	praise	and	appreciation	from	Major	General	J.M.
Stewart,	the	General	Officer	commanding	the	Aden	Field	Force.

Even	the	war’s	end	did	not	bring	relief	for	Nand	Singh	and	his	fellow	soldiers.	When
the	guns	and	artillery	were	silenced,	they	continued	to	lose	their	lives	as	they	were	struck
down	by	 the	 influenza	epidemic,	which	eventually	claimed	 the	 lives	of	 an	estimated	14
million	Indians	(not	just	soldiers).	Nand	Singh	writes:

With	the	telegraphs	of	armistice,	nemesis	changed	its	face

The	deadly	fever	spread,	it	takes	a	man’s	life	faster	than	the	bullet’s	pace.

In	1914,	the	Malay	State	Guides	had	initially	refused	to	mobilise.	The	reasons	have	been



variously	 linked	 to	 the	 seditious	Ghadarite	 influence,	 the	Komagata	Maru	 incident,	 and
sympathy	of	Muslim	soldiers	with	the	Khilafat	Movement.	Although	they	did	eventually
renew	 their	 offer,	 the	 British	 were	 ever	 mindful	 of	 this	 reluctance	 and	 disbanded	 the
regiment	 in	1919.	The	 soldiers	were	either	 absorbed	 into	other	 regiments	or	 returned	 to
Punjab	 with	 gratuity	 and	 pensions.	 Nand	 Singh	 most	 probably	 returned	 home	 having
proved	his	namak	halali,	but	ironically	with	a	seditious	label.

The	beauty	of	the	jangnama	narrative	is	that	it	reveals	the	soldiers’	courage	in	its	most
naked	 form,	 celebrating	 their	 ability	 to	 brave	 fear	 and	 continue	 against	 all	 odds.	 Nand
Singh	sustains	this	tradition	and	writes:

Death	holds	no	fear	for	us,	what	honour	is	it	to	fall	abaft	holding	the	saber	fine?
After	raising	the	Sarkar’s	rifle,	what	honour	is	it	to	fright	and	whine?

Die	thyself	or	kill	thy	enemy,	what	honour	is	it	to	war	without	all	thy	might?
After	enlisting	on	the	rolls,	what	honour	is	it	to	fear	death	or	even	its	sight?

Seeking	to	prove	loyalty,	what	honour	is	it	hold	back	from	the	battlefield?
Never	keep	the	trader’s	heart,	what	honour	is	it	to	blame	fate	and	yield?



A	landlord



Punjabi	Folk	Songs	on	
World	War	I1

Amarjit	Chandan

Don’t	go,	don’t	go

Stay	back,	my	friend

Crazy	people	are	packing	up

Flowers	are	withering	and	friendships	are	breaking

Stay	back,	my	friend

Allah	gives	bread	and	work

You	wouldn’t	find	soothing	shades	anywhere	else

Don’t	go,	my	friend,	don’t	go.

—	Punjabi	folk	song	of	the	early	twentieth	century

By	 helping	 the	 British	 colonialists	 in	 suppressing	 the	 Revolt	 of	 1857,	 the	 Punjab	 Sikh
chiefs	and	soldiers	had	saved	the	Empire.	The	Sikh	soldiers	were	taken	in	the	army	first	in
1846.	During	1855–56	they	crushed	the	Santhal	rebellion	in	the	Ganga	valley.	In	1860,	the
Loodhiaah	 [Ludhiana]	 Regiment	 conquered	Hong	Kong	 and	 Peking.	 For	 half-a-century
Sikh	 soldiers	 of	 the	 Queen	 were	 instrumental	 in	 suppressing	 revolts	 by	 Pathans	 in	 the
North-West	 Frontier	 Province.	 They	 were	 also	 involved	 in	 the	 overseas	 campaigns	 in
Abyssinia	(1867),	Malaya,	Egypt	(1882–1885),	
Burma	(1885),	Afghanistan	(1878–1880),	East	and	Central	Africa	(1891–1898),	and	South
Africa.

A	song	sheet	published	in	1898	by	Francis	Day	&	Hunter	gives	a	picture	of	how,	by
the	end	of	the	century,	the	Indian	soldier	had	more	than	redeemed	himself	in	the	eyes	of
the	British	public.	The	song,	How	India	Kept	Her	Word,	which	was	sung	on	the	London
stage	 by	 Leo	 Dryden,	 included	 a	 reference	 to	 the	 ultimate	 bravery	 award,	 the	 Victoria
Cross,	and	contained	the	following	lines:

Though	mutineers	some	of	them	might	have	been,

They	were	not	trusted	soldiers	of	the	Queen…

Britannia,	do	not	blame,	I	beg	of	you,

The	loyal	many	for	the	trait’rous	few;

When	once	again	the	star	of	peace	has	beamed,



Then	India’s	pledge	to	you	will	be	redeemed.

They	only	plead	for	one	reward,

Repaying	every	loss,

The	right	to	wear	like	Britain’s	sons,

The	great	Victorian	Cross.

India’s	reply	in	the	days	gone	by,

To	other	nations	may	have	been	absurd,

But	when	Britain’s	flag	unfurl’d,

They	prov’d	to	all	the	world,

How	the	Sons	of	India	kept	their	word.

By	the	turn	of	the	century,	Punjab	was	the	most	prosperous	agricultural	province	in	India,
but	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 most	 in	 debt.	 The	 peasant	 movement	 of	 1906-07	 in	 Punjab
enlisted	 the	 sympathy	 and	 limited	 participation	 of	 ex-servicemen	 pensioners	 and	 a	 few
active	army	personnel	 in	 certain	Punjabi	 regiments.	The	 situation	drove	 the	peasants	—
Jats	 (cultivating	caste)	 and	artisans	—	 towards	 seeking	other	means	of	 subsistence.	The
colonial	state	on	its	part	was	impelled	by	its	own	strategic	and	security	considerations	to
narrow	its	recruiting	base	mainly	to	Punjab.	The	best	Indian	material	for	the	British	army,
to	quote	Sir	Michael	O’Dwyer,	the	Governor	of	Punjab,	was	found	mainly	in	the	province
under	 the	cover	of	a	sociobiological	 ideology	of	martial	races.	Thus,	Punjab	became	the
sword	arm	of	India.

A	gramophone	record,	cut	in	Punjabi	by	Bhai	Chhaila	Patialewala	and	played	on	the
new	magic	machine,	became	very	popular.	Bhai	Chhaila	was	a	popular	singer	of	the	time.
It	was	one	of	the	earliest	recordings	in	India	and	certainly	the	first-ever	army	recruitment
propaganda	 piece	 in	 the	 subcontinent.	 It	 would	 have	 been	 played	 in	 village	 fairs	 and
recruitment	gatherings.

The	recruits	are	at	your	doorstep.

Here	you	eat	dried	roti

There	you’ll	eat	fruit

Here	you	are	in	tatters

There	you’ll	wear	a	suit

Here	you	wear	worn	out	shoes

There	you’ll	wear	boot(s)…

At	 the	 outbreak	 of	 the	 First	World	War,	 one	 half	 of	 the	 Indian	Army	was	 drawn	 from



Punjab.	 The	 idea	 that	 Indian	 troops	were	 to	 fight	 against	 European	 foe	 on	 the	western
front	had	been	used	by	civil	authorities	through	rural	men	of	influence.	These	men	were
religious	 leaders	 like	 Muslim	 pirs,	 the	 Bedis,2	 rajas,	 nawabs,	 big	 landlords,	 district	 to
village-level	 authorities	 like	deputy	commissioners,	 and	 so	on.	They	were	given	quotas.
The	more	they	contributed	the	more	rewards	they	got.	There	was	much	coercion	used.	My
father	 used	 to	 tell	me	 that	 the	 youth	would	 hide	 from	 the	 authorities	 lest	 they	be	 taken
away,	and	during	the	war	there	were	condolence	calls	in	every	other	household.	More	than
60,000	Punjabis	—	Muslims,	Sikhs	and	Hindus	—	were	killed	in	action	in	the	First	World
War.

Table	1:	Number	of	Indians	Serving	in	All	Areas	of	the	War,	1914–1918

Countries
sent	to

Combatants	Indian	officers	&
warrant	officers

Combatants	Indian
other	ranks

Non-
Combatants Total

France 1,911 82,974 47,611 132,496

East	Africa 826 33,633 12,477 46,906

Mesopotamia 7,812 287,753 293,152 588,717

Egypt 1,889 94,596 19,674 116,159

Gallipoli 90 3,003 1,335 4,428

Salonika 31 3,643 1,264 4,938

Aden 343 15,655 4,245 20,243

Persian	Gulf 615 17,537 11,305 29,457

Total 13,517 538,794 391,003 943,344

India	Office	Records:	L/Mil/17/5/2383:	Indian	Contribution	to	the	Great	War,	Calcutta	1923	(pp.	96–97)

Every	effort	was	made	to	bring	home	to	the	people	that	the	war	was	their	war	—	one	for
the	‘defence	of	their	hearths	and	homes’.	Throughout	history,	the	Punjabis	were	exposed
to	 invasions,	 so	 fighting	 Britain’s	 wars	 was	 not	 an	 unimaginable	 thought.	 The	 most
effective	 of	 all	 inducements	was	 the	 180,000	 acres	 of	 valuable,	 canal-irrigated	 land	 for
allotment	later	to	Indian	officers	and	men	who	would	serve	with	special	distinction	in	the
field.

Some	15,000	acres	were	also	set	aside	for	reward	grants	to	those	who	would	give	most
effective	help.	In	public	durbars	or	meetings	of	various	tribes	and	castes,	O’Dwyer	made
the	strongest	appeal	to	their	izzat	or	honour.

The	Indian	National	Congress,	under	the	leadership	of	Mahatma	Gandhi,	supported	the
British	 war	 efforts	 in	 the	 hope	 of	 attaining	 dominion	 status.	 He	 actively	 encouraged
Indians	to	enlist	in	the	army	and	contribute	to	the	war	fund.	On	the	other	hand,	the	Ghadar
Party’s	 open	 call	 for	 non-cooperation	 and	 armed	 revolt	 against	 the	 British	 colonialists



went	 unheeded.	 After	 the	 end	 of	 the	 war,	 Indians	 were	 paid	 back	 with	 the	 unpopular
Rowlatt	Act.	The	mass	unrest	 against	 the	act	culminated	 in	 the	massacre	 in	Amritsar	 in
1919	 and	 peaceful	 Sikh	 agitations	 in	 Jaitu	 and	 Guru	 ka	 Bagh	 during	 the	 early	 1920s,
followed	by	individual	 terrorist	movements	of	the	Babbar	Akalis	 in	the	Doaba	region	of
Jalandhar,	Hoshiarpur	and	Kapurthala	princely	state.

After	 the	war,	 the	 rewards	 bestowed	were	 numerous:	 titles	 of	 honour	 from	 raja	 and
nawab	 to	 raisahib	 and	 khansahib,	 robes	 of	 honour,	 swords	 of	 honour,	 guns,	 revolvers,
complimentary	 sanads	 (warrants	 or	 deeds),	 testimonials,	 cash	 rewards,	 grants	 of
government	 land	 as	 well	 as	 revenue-free	 land	 to	 individuals	 and	 communities,	 and
remission	 of	 taxation.	 Four	 lakh	 and	 twenty	 thousand	 acres	 of	 land	 were	 distributed
among	viceroy’s	commissioned	officers	and	other	ranking	officers.

Over	40,000	people	received	jangi	inam	or	war	gratuities	—	special	pensions	for	two
lives,	 for	 the	 pensioner	 and	 the	 next	 generation	 after	 his	 death.	 One	 can	 imagine	 the
economic	and	social	impact	of	these	awards	in	Punjab.

At	the	beginning	of	the	war,	the	strength	of	Punjabis	in	the	army	was	100,000.	During
the	war,	380,000	more	were	added.	Apart	from	men,	Punjab	gave	rupees	two	crore	[Rs	20
million]	to	war	funds	and	‘invested’	rupees	ten	crore	[Rs	1	billion]	in	war	loans.	It	set	out
to	 provide	 seven	 aeroplanes	 and	provided	more	 than	 seven	 times	 seven.	 In	Punjab,	 one
man	 in	 twenty-eight	was	mobilised	 in	 the	war,	while	 the	 corresponding	 figure	 for	 India
was	one	in	150.	Out	of	a	population	of	2.5	million,	the	Sikhs	supplied	90,000	combatant
recruits.	 During	 the	 war,	 one	 in	 fourteen	 of	 the	 Sikh	 population	 in	 Punjab	 served,	 a
proportion	ten	times	greater	than	that	contributed	by	the	population	as	a	whole.	The	price
was	high:	61,041	dead,	and	67,771	wounded.

Lord	Hardinge,	the	then	Viceroy	of	India,	wrote	in	his	memoir:	‘Within	six	months	of
the	 outbreak	 of	war,	 seven	 divisions	 of	 infantry	 and	 two	 divisions	 and	 two	 brigades	 of
cavalry	were	sent	from	India	overseas.	But	 in	addition	to	these	organised	forces,	no	less
than	twenty	batteries	of	artillery	and	thirty-two	battalions	of	British	infantry,	1,000-strong
and	more	were	sent	to	England.	Altogether	80,000	British	officers	and	troops	and	210,000
Indian	officers	and	men	were	sent	from	India	overseas	during	the	first	six	months	of	the
war…	It	 is	 a	 fact	 that	 for	 several	weeks	before	 the	arrival	of	 some	untrained	Territorial
battalions	 from	 England,	 the	 total	 British	 garrison	 in	 India,	 a	 country	 bigger	 than
Europe…	was	reduced	to	less	 than	15,000	vigorous	protests	of	 the	Commander-in-Chief
and	 some	 of	 the	 European	 community,	 as	 I	 trusted	 the	 people	 of	 India	 in	 the	 great
emergency	that	had	arisen,	and	I	told	them	so	and	my	confidence	was	not	misplaced.’

Two	World	Wars	 and	 the	 partition	 of	 Punjab	 have	 been	 the	 most	 traumatic	 events	 for
Punjabis.	While	 folklorists	 have	 recorded	 a	 few	 folk	 songs	 on	 the	World	Wars,	 there	 is
hardly	 any	 folksong	 on	 the	 Partition,	 maybe	 because	 of	 the	 collective	 sense	 of	 guilt.



Historical	records	of	tragic	events	can	never	reflect	the	suffering,	pain	and	grief	of	people
as	folk	song	can,	though	the	inadequacy	of	language	remains	even	in	a	song.	A	folk	song,
unlike	a	propaganda	piece,	is	least	manipulated;	it	remains	vulnerable	even	after	lapses	of
time	since	it	was	conceived	and	sung	to	oneself	or	in	a	group	of	people.

War	 is	basically	an	armed	conflict	about	power,	which	breeds	destruction	and	death;
its	essence	never	changes,	only	its	means	do.	Plato	said:	Only	the	dead	have	seen	the	end
of	war.

The	 poetic	 creative	 process	 sets	 in	 only	 after	 the	 event	 has	 taken	 place.	 It	 is	 like	 a
private	 journal	 sharing	 a	 collective	 fate.	 It	 documents	 human	 response	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a
catastrophe.	Every	word	uttered	against	war	and	for	peace	is	a	talisman	of	survival.

A	 folk	 song	by	 its	nature	 is	a	collective	pursuit	of	 the	 toiling	masses	 initiated	by	an
individual.	It	is	an	epigram.	It	is	rarely	rhetorical;	it	is	understated,	subdued,	truthful	and
honest.	Folk	 songs	 are	voiceovers	of	 record	of	historical	 events.	Now,	 the	 songs	on	 the
wars	lie	printed	on	paper.	Nobody	sings	them.	Nobody	ever	talks	about	them.

The	 maximum	 number	 of	 men	 —	 120,000	 in	 all	 —	 were	 recruited	 from	 the
Rawalpindi	Division	and	the	majority	of	them	were	Muslims.	The	Dhan-Pothohar	region
of	the	Division	produced	most	of	the	folk	songs	on	the	two	World	Wars.	There	was	hardly
a	household	in	Pothohar	that	was	unaffected	by	them.

In	the	songs,	womenfolk	—	mothers,	sisters	and	wives	—	are	the	protagonists.	They
show	 total	 frustration,	 despair,	 but	 a	 faint	 ray	 of	 hope	 keeps	 them	 alive.	 The	 wife
persuades	the	man	not	to	leave	home	for	the	front:	Stay	back,	I	promise,	I’ll	never	go	to
see	my	parents.	She	taunts	him	for	going	to	the	job	for	a	few	bobs.	She	anticipates	the	pain
of	separation.	[In	every	parting	there	is	an	image	of	death.	Thus	wrote	George	Eliot].	The
protagonist	 in	 the	 folk	 songs	 curses	 the	 firangis	 for	 the	 suffering.	 She	 hates	 war	 and
warmongers,	whether	the	British	or	the	Germans.	She	wishes	and	prays	for	the	safe	return
of	her	man.	Nowhere	is	there	a	hint	of	martyrdom	in	these	songs.	The	women	know	their
men	are	mercenaries	and	not	fighters	in	the	Sikh	or	Rajput	or	jihadi	traditions.

The	man	leaving	is	lost	for	words.	No	song	shows	the	anguish	of	the	father	whose	son
has	 gone	 to	 the	 front.	All	 available	 photographs	 of	 Indian	 soldiers	 in	 the	British	Army
show	stern	faces	with	cold	sad	looks.

It	is	not	a	coincidence	that	Punjabi	poetry	of	the	early	1950s	Peace	Movement	greatly
resembles,	 in	 form	 and	 content,	 the	 folk	 songs	 composed	 half-a-century	 earlier.	 In
retrospect,	it	appears	less	genuine,	as	it	was	not	experiential.

Here	 are	 some	 Punjabi	 folk	 songs	 on	 the	 First	World	War,	 mostly	 referring	 to	 the
Battle	of	Basra,	translated	in	English.	The	French	word	l’arme	is	used	for	the	war	as	lãm
in	common	Punjabi	parlance.

My	husband,	and	his	two	brothers



All	have	gone	to	lãm

Hearing	the	news	of	the	war
Leaves	of	trees	got	burnt

War	destroys	towns	and	ports,	it	destroys	huts
I	shed	tears,	come	and	speak	to	me
All	birds,	all	smiles	have	vanished

And	the	boats	sunk
Graves	devour	our	flesh	and	blood

He	wears	a	tusser	shirt
O	train,	move	slowly

You	have	a	passenger	bound	for	Basra

The	sand	is	hot	in	the	cauldron
Germany	stop	the	war
We	do	not	need	it

Trees	by	the	roadside
Wicked	Germany,	stop	the	war

There	are	widows	in	every	household

Potholes	on	the	roads
Poor	people’s	sons	were	killed	in	Basra.

In	the	morning	I	saddled	the	horse
For	the	Basra	expedition

Alas,	I	couldn’t	talk	to	him	to	my	heart’s	content
The	string	flew	with	the	kite
May	God	forgive	me.

Germany	is	on	the	offensive
The	English	wouldn’t	be	able	to	do	anything

May	God	forgive	me.

Mothers’	sons	have	gone	to	the	lãm	in	the	foreign	lands
May	Allah	end	the	lãm,	my	children

May	the	Five	Souls	of	the	Prophet’s	family	guard	you



May	Allah	bring	you	back	home	safe.
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A	sub-caste	of	the	Khatris,	they	trace	their	lineage	from	Kush,	the	son	of	Lord	Ram.



Poetry



The	Gift	of	India1
Sarojini	Naidu

Is	there	ought	you	need	that	my	hands	withhold,
Rich	gifts	of	raiment	or	grain	or	gold?
Lo!	I	have	flung	to	the	East	and	West
Priceless	treasures	torn	from	my	breast,

And	yielded	the	sons	of	my	stricken	womb
To	the	drum-beats	of	duty,	the	sabres	of	doom.

Gathered	like	pearls	in	their	alien	graves
Silent	they	sleep	by	the	Persian	waves,
Scattered	like	shells	on	Egyptian	sands,

They	lie	with	pale	brows	and	brave,	broken	hands,
They	are	strewn	like	blossoms	mown	down	by	chance
On	the	blood-brown	meadows	of	Flanders	and	France.

Can	ye	measure	the	grief	of	the	tears	I	weep
Or	compass	the	woe	of	the	watch	I	keep?

Or	the	pride	that	thrills	thro’	my	heart’s	despair
And	the	hope	that	comforts	the	anguish	of	prayer?

And	the	far	sad	glorious	vision	I	see
Of	the	torn	red	banners	of	Victory?

When	the	terror	and	the	tumult	of	hate	shall	cease
And	life	be	refashioned	on	anvils	of	peace,
And	your	love	shall	offer	memorial	thanks

To	the	comrades	who	fought	in	your	dauntless	ranks,
And	you	honour	the	deeds	of	the	deathless	ones,
Remember	the	blood	of	thy	martyred	sons!



Written	in	1915.



Jang-e	Europe	aur	Hindustani1
Shibli	Nomani

Ek	German	ne	mujh	se	kaha	az	rah-e	ghuroor

‘Asaan	nahi	hai	fatah	to	dushwar	bhi	nahin

Bartania	ki	fauj	hai	dus	lakh	se	bhi	kum

Aur	iss	pe	lutf	yeh	hai	ke	tayyar	bhi	nahin

Baquii	raha	France	to	woh	rind-e	lam	yazal

Aain	shanaas-e	shewa-e	paikaar	bhi	nahin’

Maine	kaha	ghalat	hai	tera	dawa-e	ghuroor

Diwana	to	nahi	hai	tu	hoshiyar	bhi	nahin

Hum	log	ahl-e	Hind	hain	German	se	dus	guneh

Tukhko	tameez-e	andak-o	bisiar	bhi	nahin

Sunta	raha	woh	ghaur	se	mera	kalaam	aur

Phir	woh	kaha	jo	laiq-e	izhaar	bhi	nahin

‘Iss	saadgi	pe	kaun	na	mar	jaaye	ai	Khuda

Larhte	hain	aur	haath	mein	talwar	bhi	nahin!’



A	warrant	of	arrest	was	issued	against	Shibli	Nomani	for	writing	this	poem;	however,	he	died	on	18	November	1914
before	the	warrant	could	be	implemented.



The	War	in	Europe	
and	Indians1

Shibli	Nomani

Consumed	with	pride,	a	German	said	to	me:

‘Victory	is	not	easy	but	it	isn’t	impossible	either

The	army	of	Britannia	is	less	than	ten	lakh

And	not	even	prepared	on	top	of	that

As	for	France,	they	are	a	bunch	of	drunks

And	not	even	familiar	with	the	art	of	warfare’

I	said	your	arrogant	claim	is	all	wrong

If	not	mad	you	are	certainly	not	wise

We	the	people	of	Hind	are	ten	times	the	Germans

Cleary	you	cannot	tell	big	from	small

He	listened	carefully	to	what	I	had	to	say

Then	he	said	something	that	can’t	be	described

‘By	God,	anyone	will	lay	down	their	life	for	such	simplicity

You	are	willing	to	fight	but	without	even	a	sword	in	your	hand!’



All	works	have	been	translated	from	the	original	by	Rakshanda	Jalil	for	this	volume.



Watan	ka	Raag1
Brij	Narain	Chakbast

Zamin	Hind	ki	rutbe	mein	arsh-e-aala	hai

Yeh	Home	Rule	ki	ummid	ka	ujala	hai

Mrs	Besant	ne	is	aarzu	ko	paala	hai

Faqir	qaum	ke	hain	aur	ye	raag	maala	hai

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Watan-parast	shahidon	ki	khaak	laenge

Hum	apni	aankh	ka	surma	usey	banaenge

Gharib	maan	ke	liye	dard-dukh	uthaenge

Yahi	payam-e-wafa	qaum	ko	sunaenge

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Hamare	waaste	zanjir-o-tauq	gahna	hai

Wafa	ke	shauq	mein	Gandhi	ne	jis	ko	pahna	hai

Samajh	liya	ki	hamein	ranj-o-dard	sahna	hai

Magar	zaban	se	kahenge	wahi	jo	kahna	hai

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Pahnane	waale	agar	bediyan	pahnaenge

Khushi	se	qaid	ke	goshe	ko	hum	basaenge

Jo	santari	dar-e-zindan	ke	bhi	so	jaenge

Yeh	raag	gaa	ke	unhein	niind	se	jagaenge

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Zaban	ko	band	kiya	hai	ye	g.hafilon	ko	hai	naaz

Zara	ragon	men	lahu	ka	bhi	dekh	lein	andaz



Rahega	jaan	ke	hum-rah	dil	ka	soz-o-gudaz

Chita	se	aaegi	marne	ke	baad	yeh	awaaz

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Yahi	dua	hai	watan	ke	shikasta	halon	ki

Yahi	umang	javani	ke	naunihalon	ki

Jo	rahnuma	hai	mohabbat	pe	mitne	walon	ki

Humein	qasam	hai	usi	ke	safed	balon	ki

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Yahi	payam	hai	koyal	ka	baagh	ke	andar

Isi	hawa	mein	hai	Ganga	ka	zor	aath-pahr

Hilal-e-Eid	ne	dii	hai	yahi	dilon	ko	khabar

Pukarta	hai	Himala	se	abr	uth	uth	kar

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle

Basey	hue	hain	mohabbat	se	jin	ki	qaum	ke	ghar

Watan	ka	paas	hai	un	ko	suhag	se	badh	kar

Jo	shir-khar	hain	Hindostan	ke	laqht-e-jigar

Yeh	ma	ke	doodh	se	likkha	hai	un	ke	siine	par

Talab	fuzool	hai	kante	ki	phool	ke	badle

Na	lein	bahisht	bhi	hum	Home	Rule	ke	badle



Written	in	1917.



The	Song	of	the	Homeland
Brij	Narain	Chakbast

The	land	of	Hind	is	higher	in	rank	than	the	highest	skies

All	because	of	the	light	of	hope	brought	forth	by	Home	Rule1

This	hopehas	been	nurtured	by	Mrs	Besant2

I	am	a	mendicant	of	this	land	and	this	is	my	song

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

We	shall	bring	the	ashes	of	patriotic	martyrs

And	we	shall	wear	it	as	surma	in	our	eyes

We	shall	bear	all	manner	of	hardship	for	our	poor	Mother

And	we	shall	give	thimessage	of	fidelity	to	the	people

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

For	us	chains	and	fetters	are	like	ornaments

Gandhi	has	worn	them	as	a	badge	of	commitment

We	have	understood	that	we	have	to	endure	suffering

But	will	only	speak	that	which	has	to	be	said

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

If	those	who	wish	to	make	us	wear	chains	were	to	do	so

We	shall	happily	inhabit	the	cells	of	prison	houses

And	if	the	sentries	at	the	prison	gates	were	to	fall	asleep

We	shall	rouse	them	from	slumber	with	our	song

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

The	oblivious	are	pleased	they	have	silenced	our	tongue

Let	them	see	the	blood	racing	through	our	veins



The	heart’s	anguish	will	remain	a	fellow	traveller

And	from	our	pyre	this	call	will	be	heard

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

This	is	the	prayer	of	the	broken	and	destitute	of	this	homeland

And	this	is	the	passion	of	the	toddlers	and	young	alike

The	leaders	who	are	teaching	us	to	die	for	our	love

We	swear	by	the	white	hair	on	their	head

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

This	is	the	message	of	the	koel	in	the	garden

And	the	waters	of	the	Ganga	that	flow	ceaselessly

This	is	the	news	brought	by	the	crescent	of	Eid

This	is	the	call	of	the	waters	gushing	down	the	Himalayas

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule

The	nations	that	have	settled	their	habitations	on	love

Have	greater	regard	for	their	homeland	than	a	wife’s	love	for	her	man

The	infants	of	Hindustan	who	are	her	darling	children

Have	this	written	on	their	breasts	with	their	mother’s	milk

It’s	futile	to	wish	for	the	thorn	instead	of	the	flower

We	shall	not	accept	even	paradise	instead	of	Home	Rule



Inspired	by	the	Irish	Home	Rule	Movement	of	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	centuries,	several	nationalist
leaders	banded	 together	 in	1916	under	 the	 leadership	of	Annie	Besant	 to	voice	a	demand	for	self-governance	and
obtain	 the	 status	 of	 a	 dominion	 within	 the	 British	 Empire	 as	 enjoyed	 by	 Australia,	 Canada,	 South	 Africa,	 New
Zealand,	and	New	Foundland	at	 the	time.	While	it	enjoyed	considerable	popularity	for	some	years,	 its	growth	and
activity	were	stalled	by	the	rise	of	Mahatma	Gandhi,	his	satyagraha	and	Civil	Disobedience	Movement	demanding
complete	independence.

British	socialist,	theosophist,	women’s	rights	activist,	writer	and	orator	Annie	Besant	nee	Wood	(1847-1933)	was	an
ardent	supporter	of	Irish	and	Indian	self-rule.	In	1907,	she	became	president	of	the	Theosophical	Society,	Madras,
and	some	years	later,	she	joined	the	Indian	National	Congress.	During	the	War	years,	echoing	the	Irish	nationalist
slogan,	Besant	had	declared,	‘England’s	need	is	India’s	opportunity.’



Montagu	Reforms1
Hasrat	Mohani

Kis	darja	fareib	se	hai	mamlu

Tajwees	reform-e	Montagu

Mashhoor	zamana	hai	mussalam

Dastoor	ke	hisb-e	zeil	pahlu

Qanoon	pe	ikhtiyar	kaamil

Amaal	pe	zor,	zar	pe	qabu

Inn	mein	se	jab	na	ho	eik	ki	bhi

Gul	hai	reform	mein	kahin	bu

Kaaghaz	ke	samjhiye	phool	inn	ko

Jinn	mein	nahin	naam	ko	bhi	khushbu

Madras	ke	doctor	ka	yeh	qaul

Kis	darja	hai	dil	pazeer	o	naiku

Maqsood	hai	sirf	yeh	ke	taa-jung

Hum	sab	rahein	sirf	ai	‘tagapu’

Ai	Hindi	saada	dil	khabardar

Hargiz	na	chale	tujh	pe	jadu

Kya	paayega	khaak	phir	jab	inse

Iss	waqt	bhi	kuchh	na	le	saka	tu



In	the	face	of	growing	demand	from	Indians	for	the	colonial	government	to	provide	greater	autonomy	and	self-rule	in
return	 for	 the	 assistance	 India	 had	 rendered	 in	 the	 war	 effort,	 the	 British	 government	 agreed	 to	 introduce	 some
reforms	 in	a	phased	manner.	Edwin	Samuel	Montagu,	who	became	Secretary	of	State	 for	 India	 in	 June	1917,	put
before	the	British	Cabinet	a	proposed	statement	regarding	his	intention	to	work	towards	the	gradual	development	of
free	institutions	in	India	with	the	ultimate	view	of	self-governance.	The	reforms,	known	as	the	Montagu–Chelmsford
Reforms	or	Mont-Ford	Reforms,	were	named	after	Montagu	and	Lord	Chelmsford,	 the	Viceroy	of	 India	between
1916	and	1921.



Montagu	Reforms
Hasrat	Mohani

How	replete	with	deception	it	is

This	scheme	of	reform	by	Montagu

In	the	whole	wide	world	it	is	known

That	these	aspects	of	the	Constitution	spell

Complete	control	over	legislation

Force	over	actions,	power	over	money

When	there’s	not	even	a	whiff	of	these

In	this	flower	of	reform

Then	consider	them	merely	paper	flowers

With	not	a	trace	of	fragrance

The	Doctor	from	Madras1	believes

How	pleasing	and	good	was	this	plan

To	keep	us	busy	till	the	end	of	the	war

O	simple	people	of	Hind	beware

Don’t	let	this	spell	work	on	you

If	you	couldn’t	take	anything	from	them2	now

You’re	not	likely	to	get	anything	at	all



Dr	S.	Subramania	Iyer	(1842-1924)	was	an	Indian	lawyer,	jurist	and	freedom	fighter	who,	along	with	Annie	Besant,
founded	 the	Home	Rule	Movement.	He	 served	 as	 the	 first	 Indian	Chief	 Justice	of	 the	Madras	High	Court	 before
retiring	 in	 1907.	 He	 wrote	 a	 letter	 to	 the	 American	 President	 Woodrow	 Wilson	 in	 1917	 seeking	 American
intervention	in	gaining	freedom	for	India	from	British	rule.

Meaning	the	British.



Shikast-e	Zindaan	ka	Khwaab
Josh	Malihabadi

Kya	Hind	ka	zindaan	kaanp	raha	hai	guunj	rahi	hain	takbiren

Uktae	hain	shayad	kuchh	qaidi	aur	torh	rahe	hain	zanjiren

Divaron	ke	niche	aa	aa	kar	yuun	jama	hue	hain	zindani

Sinon	mein	talatum	bijli	ka	ankhon	mein	jhalakti	shamshiren

Bhukon	ki	nazar	mein	bijli	hai	topon	ke	dahane	thande	hain

Taqdir	ke	lab	ko	jumbish	hai	dam	torh	rahi	hain	tadbiren

Ankhon	mein	gada	ki	surkhi	hai	be-noor	hai	chehra	sultan	ka

Takhrib	ne	parcham	khola	hai	sajde	mein	parhi	hain	taamiren

Kya	un	ko	khabar	thhi	zer-o-zabar	rakhte	thhe	jo	ruh-e-millat	ko

Ublenge	zamin	se	mar-e-siyah	barsengi	falak	se	shamshiren

Kya	un	ko	khabar	thhi	sinon	se	jo	khuun	churaya	karte	thhe

Ik	roz	isi	be-rangi	se	jhalkeingi	hazaron	taswiren

Kya	unko	khabar	thhi	honton	par	jo	quft	lagaya	karte	thhe

Ik	roze	is	khamoshi	se	tapkeingi	dehakti	taqrirein

Sambhlo	ki	woh	zindaan	guunj	utha	jhapto	ki	woh	qaidi	chhut	gae

Uttho	ki	woh	baithin	diwaren	daudo	ki	woh	tuuti	zanjiren



The	Dream	of	a	Defeated	Prison
Josh	Malihabadi

How	the	prison	of	Hind	is	trembling	and	the	cries	of	God’s	greatness	are	echoing

Perhaps	some	prisoners	have	got	fed	up	and	are	breaking	their	chains

The	prisoners	have	gathered	beneath	the	walls	of	the	prisons	with

A	storm	of	thunder	in	their	breasts	and	swords	reflected	in	the	eyes

The	hungry	carry	thunder	in	their	glances	and	the	maws	of	canons	are	cold

The	lips	of	fate	tremble	and	all	strategies	are	proving	to	be	useless

Eyes	have	the	redness	of	a	beggar’s	and	the	Sultan’s	face	is	pallid

Devastation	has	unfurled	its	flag	and	all	magnificent	edifices	lie	in	prostration

Little	did	the	keepers	of	the	community	know	how	topsy	turvy	the	world	would	get

One	day	black	serpents	would	spit	forth	from	the	land	and	swords	would	rain	down	from
the	skies

Little	did	those	who	stole	blood	from	the	breasts	know

One	day	a	thousand	pictures	would	be	revealed	from	this	colourlessness

Little	did	those	who	put	locks	on	their	lips	know

One	day	rousing	speeches	would	drip	down	from	this	silence

Beware,	for	that	prison	is	resounding,	pounce	for	that	prisoner	has	escaped

Rise	for	those	walls	have	fallen,	run	for	those	chains	have	broken



From	the	Kulliyat1
Akbar	Allahabadi

Cheezein	woh	hain	jo	banein	Europe	mein

Baat	woh	hai	jo	Pioneer	mein	chhapey

Europe	mein	hai	jo	jung	ki	quwwat	barhi	huwi

Lekin	fuzoon	hai	uss	se	tijarat	barhi	huwi

Mumkin	nahin	laga	sakein	woh	tope	har	jagah

Dekho	magar	Pears	ka	hai	soap	har	jagah



This	is	a	fragment	from	a	long	rambling	poem	in	Akbar	Allahabadi’s	Kulliyat,	Vol	II,	p.62-63.



A	Fragment	from	the	Collected	Works
Akbar	Allahabadi

Real	goods	are	those	that	are	made	in	Europe

Real	matter	is	that	which	is	printed	in	the	Pioneer

Though	Europe	has	great	capability	to	do	war

Greater	still	is	her	power	to	do	business

They	cannot	install	a	canon	everywhere

But	the	soap	made	by	Pears	is	everywhere



Tasveer-e	Dard1
Muhammad	Iqbal

Rulata	hai	tira	nazara	ai	Hindostan	mujh	ko

Ki	ibrat-khez	hai	tera	fasana	sab	fasanon	mein

Diya	rona	mujhe	aisa	ki	sab	kuchh	de	diya	goya

Likha	khalk-e-azal	ne	mujh	ko	tere	nauha-khvanon	mein

Nishan-e-barg-e-gul	tak	bhi	na	chhod	us	baaġh	mein	gulchin

Tiri	qismat	se	razm-araiyan	hain	baġhbanon	mein

Chhupa	kar	astin	mein	bijliyan	rakkhi	hain	gardun	ne

Anadil	baaġh	ke	ġhafil	na	baithen	ashiyanon	mein

Watan	ki	fikr	kar	nadan	musibat	aane	vaali	hai

Tiri	barbadiyon	ke	mashvare	hain	asmanon	mein

Zara	dekh	us	ko	jo	kuchh	ho	raha	hai	hone	vaala	hai

Dhara	kya	hai	bhala	ahd-e-kuhan	ki	dastanon	mein

Na	samjhoge	to	mit	jaoge	ai	Hindostan	vaalo

Tumhari	dastan	tak	bhi	na	hogi	dastanon	mein



This	is	an	extract	from	the	much	longer	poem	of	the	same	title.



A	Picture	of	Pain
Muhammad	Iqbal

The	sight	of	you	makes	me	cry,	O	Hindustan

For	your	tale	is	most	admonishing	among	all	tales

The	tears	you	have	given	are	all	you	have	bequeathed

The	pen	of	destiny	has	placed	me	among	those	who	mourn	you

O	gardener	do	not	leave	even	a	trace	of	rose	petals	in	this	garden

By	your	misfortune	preparations	are	afoot	for	war	in	many	gardens

The	sky	has	concealed	many	a	thunderbolt	in	its	sleeves

Let	the	nightingales	in	the	garden	not	slumber	in	their	nests

Worry	for	your	homeland,	O	innocents,	trouble	is	brewing

The	portents	of	the	disaster	awaiting	you	are	written	in	the	skies

Look,	watch	what	is	happening,	see	what	is	about	to	happen

There’s	nothing	to	be	gained	from	the	stories	of	past	glories

If	you	still	don’t	understand	you	will	be	erased	O	people	of	Hindustan

Even	your	tales	will	be	removed	from	the	annals	of	world	history



Angrezi	Zehn	ki	Tezi
Ahmaq	Phaphoondvi1

Kis	tarah	bapa	hoon	hungame	aapas	mein	ho	kyun	kar	khunaraizi

Hai	khatam	inhein	schemon	main	angrezi	zehn	ki	sab	tezi

Ye	qatl-o	khoon	ye	jung-o	jadal,	ye	zor-o	sitam	ye	bajuz-o	hasad

Baquii	hii	raheinge	mulk	mein	sab,	baqui	hai	agar	raj	angrezi

Gulzar-e-watan	ik	banjar	hai	ya	khaak	hai	ab	ya	sar	sar	hai

Kya	phool	yahan	aur	kaise	phool	kya	shadabi	kya	zarkhezi

Har	su	hai	bapa	hangama-e	khoon,	har	simt	hai	dheir	ik	lashon	ka

Ed	Dyer	O’	Dyer2	ke	dam	se	qayam	hai	nishan-e	changezi

Shuddhi3	hai	kahin	tableegh4	kahin	naqoos	kahin	takbir5	kahin

Yeh	beech	na	ho	to	mushkil	hai	dam	bhar	ke	liye	raj	angrezi



His	real	name	was	Hakim	Muhammad	Mustafa	Khan	‘Maddah’.

Sir	Michael	Francis	O’Dwyer(18641940)	was	Lieutenant	Governor	of	Punjab	from	1912	to1919.	Punjab	was	on	the
boil	even	before	the	Jallianwala	Bagh	massacre	of	1919.

Shuddhi	refers	to	the	socio-political	movement	derived	from	the	ancient	rite	of	shuddhikaran	or	purification,	started
by	the	Arya	Samaj,	its	founder	Swami	Dayanand	Saraswati	and	his	followers	like	Swami	Shraddhanand.	The	latter
also	worked	on	sangathan	or	 consolidation	aspect	of	Hinduism,	 in	North	 India,	 especially	Punjab,	 from	 the	early
1900s.

Tableegh	refers	to	the	practice	of	spreading	the	Islamic	faith	through	proselytising.

Naara-e-Takbir	refers	to	the	call	of	Allah	hu	Akbar,	meaning	God	is	Great.



The	Cleverness	of	the	English	Mind
Ahmaq	Phaphoondvi

Look	at	the	turmoil	and	the	bloodshed	among	our	people

The	cleverness	of	the	English	mind	is	used	up	in	all	such	schemes

This	murder	’n	mayhem,	wars	’n	battles,	cruelties	’n	malice

The	country’s	garden	is	barren,	with	nothing	but	dust	and	desolation

There	are	no	flowers	here	nor	any	freshness	or	fertility

There	is	bloodshed	in	every	direction	and	piles	of	corpses

Tyrants	like	Dyer	and	O’Dwyer	rule	in	the	manner	of	Changez

Shuddhi	and	Tableegh	movements	here,	conch	and	calls	there

Had	these	not	been	in	our	midst	the	British	Rule	would	have	been	difficult



Azaadi	ka	Bigul
Zafar	Ali	Khan

Badli	hai	zamane	ki	hawa	tum	bhi	badal	jao

Haath	aa	nahi	sakta	hai	waqt	kya	sambhal	jao

Harkat	magar	is	darja	rahe	khoon	mein	ke	mausam

Gar	baraf	ke	saanche	mein	bhi	daale	to	pighal	jaaye

Mehnat	ke	balaakhez	samandar	ke	nahangon

Sarmaya	ki	machhli	ko	samocha	hi	nigal	jao

Azadi-e	kaamil	ka	alam	haath	mein	le	kar

Maidan	mein	bajate	huwe	imaan	ka	bigul	jao

Bartania	ki	meiz	se	kuchh	reze	gire	hain

Ai	toadiyon	chunne	tum	innhe	peet	ke	bal	jao



The	Bugle	of	Freedom
Zafar	Ali	Khan

The	world	has	changed,	so	must	you

Beware,	for	the	time	past	won’t	return

But	the	heat	and	flow	of	your	blood	must	be	so

That	it	should	melt	even	a	mould	of	ice

The	monsters	in	the	calamitous	sea	of	hard	work

Should	swallow	up	entirely	the	fish	of	wealth

Holding	aloft	the	flag	of	complete	freedom

Go	forth	playing	the	bugle	of	belief

Some	crumbs	have	fallen	from	the	table	of	Britannia

O	Toadies,	go	crawling	on	your	bellies	to	pick	them



Shukriya	Europe
Agha	Hashar	Kashmiri

Ai	zameen-e	Europe,	ai	muqraz-e	pairahan	nawaz

Ai	hareef-e	Asia,	ai	shola-e	German	nawaz

Chaara	sazi	teri	buniyad	afgan	kashana	hai

Tere	dam	se	duniya	aaj	eik	maatam	khana	hai

Aik	hasrat	za	se	chashm-e	hurriyat	namnak	hai

Khoon	chaka	roodad	aqwaam	gareban	chaak	hai

Sirf	tasneef-e	sitam	hai	falsafa	dani	teri

Aadmiyat	soz	hai	tehzeeb-e	haiwani	teri

Azmat-e	daireena	naala	hai	tere	bartao	se

Dhul	gaya	husn-e	qadamat	khoon	ke	chhirhkao	se

Jalwagah	shaukat-e	mashriq	ko	soona	kar	diya

Jannat-e	duniya	ko	dozakh	ka	namuna	kar	diya

Utth	raha	hai	shor	gham	khakistar	paamaal	se

Keh	raha	hai	Asia	ro	kar	zaban-e	haal	se

Bar	mazar-e	ma	ghariban	ne	chiraghe	ne	gule

Ne	pare	parwane	sozo	ne	sada-e	bulbule



Thank	You	Europe
Agha	Hashar	Kashmiri

O	earth	of	Europe,	O	cherisher	of	outer	raiments

O	rival	of	Asia,	O	lover	of	the	spark	in	the	harvest

Your	idea	of	healing	is	throwing	out	everything

Because	of	you	the	world	is	a	place	of	mourning

The	eyes	of	freedom	are	damp	with	the	tears	of	longing

The	tale	is	blood-drenched	and	people	are	destitute

Your	philosophy	is	contained	in	your	Book	of	Oppression

Humanity	is	the	passion	of	your	civilised	barbarity

Ancient	greatness	laments	your	recent	behaviour

Your	old	beauty	has	been	washed	away	by	splashes	of	blood

You	have	turned	the	dignified	theatre	of	the	east	into	a	wilderness

You	have	turned	heaven	on	earth	into	a	model	of	hell

A	shout	is	rising	from	the	dust	of	the	downtrodden

Asia	is	crying	out	and	telling	the	world	at	large

On	my	poor	grave	there	are	neither	lamps	nor	flowers

And	not	the	wing	of	the	moth	or	the	sad	song	of	the	nightingale
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RABINDRANATH	TAGORE	(1861–1941)

A	 poet	 and	 musician	 from	 Bengal,	 better	 known	 by	 his	 sobriquet	 Gurudev,	 Tagore	 is
credited	with	reshaping	not	only	Bengali	literature	and	the	arts	but	imbuing	Indian	culture
with	 a	 new,	 modern	 sensibility.	 The	 first	 non-European	 to	 win	 the	 Nobel	 Prize	 for
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peripatetic	 traveller	who	had	visited	 30	 countries	 across	 five	 continents,	Tagore	 infused
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Hussein	translated	the	seminal	novel	into	English	himself	as	The	Weary	Generations.	His
other	 works	 include	 Baagh	 (Garden),	 Nadaar	 Log	 (Poor	 People),	 Raat	 (Night),	 Qaid
(Imprisonment),	two	collections	of	short	stories	titled	Nashaib	(Slope)	and	Fareib	(Deceit)
as	well	as	an	English	novel,	Emigre	Journeys,	which	was	adapted	into	a	film	by	BBC	2	as
Brothers	in	Trouble.

CHANDRADHAR	SHARMA	GULERI	(1883–1922)

The	writer	and	scholar	of	Hindi,	Sanskrit,	Prakrit	and	Pali	from	Jaipur	took	the	name	of
his	 ancestral	 village	Guler	 in	Himachal	 Pradesh	 as	 his	 nom	 de	 plume.	 From	 his	 varied
literary	output	of	poems,	short	stories	and	essays,	he	is	best	remembered	as	the	author	of
Usne	Kaha	Tha,	first	published	in	1915.	It	is	said	to	be	the	first	short	story	in	Hindi,	one
that	has	come	to	be	recognised	as	a	definitive	story	about	Indians	during	the	Great	War.
Guleri	 is	 also	 remembered	 for	 his	 efforts	 to	 preserve	 the	 Jantar	Mantar	 observatory	 in
Jaipur.

AZMATULLAH	KHAN

Khan	 served	 in	 the	 Imperial	 Service	 Lancers	 from	 1914	 to	 1920.	 For	 his	 exemplary
conduct	in	commanding	his	regiment,	he	was	praised	by	the	British	Army	and	the	Nizam
of	Hyderabad	and	given	the	Order	of	British	India	and	Order	of	the	Nile.	Khan	was	also	a
poet	who	wrote	 in	 the	modernist	style	and	was	a	staunch	campaigner	against	 the	ghazal
style	of	Urdu	poetry.

KAZI	NAZRUL	ISLAM	(1899–1976)

The	 poet,	 writer,	 musician	 and	 revolutionary	 from	 Bengal	 is	 the	 national	 poet	 of
Bangladesh.	Popularly	known	as	Nazrul,	he	produced	a	 large	body	of	poetry	and	music



with	 themes	 that	 included	 religious	 devotion	 and	 spiritual	 rebellion	 against	 fascism	 and
oppression.	Nazrul	Islam’s	activism	for	political	and	social	justice	earned	him	the	title	of
Bidrohi	Kobi,	or	 the	Rebel	Poet.	His	compositions	form	the	avant-garde	genre	of	Nazrul
Sangeet	 (Music	of	Nazrul).	Nazrul	 Islam	and	his	works	 are	 equally	 commemorated	 and
celebrated	in	Bangladesh	and	India,	particularly	in	India’s	Bengali-speaking	states	such	as
West	 Bengal,	 parts	 of	 Assam	 and	 Tripura.	 His	 writings	 explore	 themes	 such	 as	 love,
freedom,	humanity	and	revolution.

MOHAMED	ALI	(1878–1931)

Better	 known	 by	 his	 full	 name,	 Maulana	 Mohamed	 Ali	 Jauhar,	 Mohamed	 Ali	 was	 an
Indian	political	leader,	activist,	journalist,	scholar	and	poet.	He	studied	at	the	Darul	Uloom
and	M.A.O.	College	 in	Aligarh,	 and	 in	 1898	went	 to	Lincoln	College,	Oxford	 to	 study
modern	 history.	 He	 and	 his	 brother	 Shaukat	 Ali,	 together	 known	 as	 the	 Ali	 Brothers,
launched	the	Khilafat	Movement	with	the	support	of	Gandhi.	In	1921,	he	forged	a	broad
coalition	with	Muslim	nationalists	 like	Shaukat	Ali,	Maulana	Azad,	Hakim	Ajmal	Khan
and	Mukhtar	Ahmed	Ansari	as	well	as	Mahatma	Gandhi,	who	enlisted	the	support	of	the
Indian	 National	 Congress	 and	 thousands	 of	 Hindus,	 who	 joined	 the	 Muslims	 in	 a
demonstration	 of	 unity	 against	 the	 British	 government.	 Mohamed	 Ali	 also	 supported
Gandhi’s	call	 for	a	national	civil	 resistance	movement	and	 inspired	hundreds	of	protests
and	strikes	all	over	 India.	He	was	arrested	by	 the	British	authorities	and	 imprisoned	 for
two	 years	 for	 what	 was	 termed	 as	 a	 seditious	 speech	 at	 the	 meeting	 of	 the	 Khilafat
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English,	together	with	R.	K.	Narayan,	Ahmad	Ali	and	Raja	Rao,	he	was	one	of	the	first	to
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Hindustani	idioms	into	English.	He	was	awarded	the	Padma	Bhushan	in	1967.

RAMAN	SINGH	CHHINA	(1994–)
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Bengali,	 Brazilian-Portuguese,	 Greek,	 Hindi,	 Italian,	 Marathi,	 Romanian,	 Slovenian,
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Neruda,	 Yianni	 Ritsos,	 Nazim	 Hikmet,	 Ernesto	 Cardenal,	 John	 Berger	 and	 more	 to
Punjabi.	His	Punjabi	writings	have	been	published	in	Lahore	in	Farsi	and	poems	variously
anthologised	notably	in	All	That	Mighty	Heart:	London	Poems,	edited	by	Lisa	Rus	Spaar.

SAROJINI	NAIDU	(1879–1949)

Known	for	posterity	as	 the	Nightingale	of	 India,	Naidu	was	a	poet,	 freedom	fighter	and
political	 leader.	 Born	 in	 Hyderabad,	 she	 was	 educated	 in	 Chennai,	 London	 and
Cambridge.	 She	was	 a	 part	 of	 the	National	Movement,	 became	 a	 follower	 of	Mahatma
Gandhi,	 joined	 him	 in	 the	 famous	 Salt	 Satyagraha	 and	 fought	 for	 Swaraj.	 Naidu	 was
named	President	of	the	Indian	National	Congress	in	1925	and	later	appointed	as	the	first
Governor	of	the	United	Provinces,	now	Uttar	Pradesh.	Her	first	collection	of	poems,	The
Golden	Threshold,	was	 published	 from	London	 in	 1905.	 She	wrote	 poems	 on	 children,
nature,	patriotism,	love	and	death.

SHIBLI	NOMANI	(1857–1914)

A	 poet,	 teacher,	 traveller	 and	 renowned	 scholar	 of	 theology,	 philosophy,	 Sufism	 and
literature,	 Nomani	 taught	 Persian	 and	 Arabic	 at	 the	M.A.O.	 College	 in	 Aligarh	 for	 16
years.	 Here,	 he	 met	 British	 orientalist	 Thomas	 Arnold	 and	 other	 British	 scholars	 from
whom	he	learned	at	first-hand	modern	Western	ideas	and	thoughts.	He	also	travelled	with
Arnold	 to	 Syria,	 Egypt,	 Turkey	 and	 other	Middle	 Eastern	 countries	 to	 experience	 their
societies.	Nomani	wrote	a	two-volume	biography	of	the	life	of	Prophet	Mohammad,	Sirat-
un	Nabi,	 and	 set	 up	 the	 Shibli	 National	 College	 in	 1883	 and	 the	 Darul	Mussanifin	 or
House	of	Writers	in	Azamgarh.

BRIJ	NARAIN	CHAKBAST	(1882–1926)

Born	into	a	Kashmiri	Pandit	family	in	Awadh,	Chakbast	is	credited	as	being	the	exponent
of	a	new	style	of	Urdu	poetry,	which	exhorted	a	pure	and	sublime	love	for	the	motherland.
An	active	proponent	of	Home	Rule,	he	wrote	several	poems	on	the	overarching	theme	of
patriotism.	In	poems	such	as	Khak-e-Watan,	he	rued	the	fact	that	hubb-e-watan	(love	for
the	country)	was	no	more,	though	khak-e-watan	(dust	of	the	country)	remained	the	same.

HASRAT	MOHANI	(1875–1951)

A	firebrand	revolutionary,	ethical	dissenter,	maverick,	romantic	poet	in	the	classic	ghazal
tradition,	 journalist,	 politician,	 parliamentarian	 and	 freedom	 fighter,	Mohani	was	 deeply
impressed	by	the	Russian	Revolution	and	carried	its	imprint	on	all	his	writings.	A	deeply
religious	man	(he	went	on	the	hajj	13	times),	he	saw	no	contradiction	between	being	pan-
Islamist,	 nationalist	 and	 a	 Communist	Muslim.	Mohani	 served	 as	 the	 Chairman	 of	 the
Reception	Committee	at	 the	founding	of	 the	Communist	Party	of	India	on	25	December
1925	and	was	a	member	of	the	party	until	1927.	Along	with	Azad	Sobhani,	he	set	up	the



Muslim	 Independent	 Party	 in	 July	 1932,	 but	 later	 joined	 the	Muslim	 League	 in	 1937.
Mohani	 remained	 in	 India	 after	 the	Partition,	 as	 an	 independent-minded,	 liberal,	 devout
Muslim.	He	 first	 recorded	 in	 prose,	 and	 later	 used	 as	 a	 rallying	 cry	 at	 a	 labour	 rally	 in
Calcutta	in	1928	the	slogan	Inquilab	Zindabad!	He	edited	the	journal	Urdu-e-Moalla.

JOSH	MALIHABADI	(1898–1982)

Born	in	a	feudal	family	of	Awadh,	Josh	always	had	rebellious	views	and	wrote	fiery	but
extravagantly	 lyrical	 poetry.	While	 his	 first	 collection,	Rooh-e-Adab	 (1921),	 established
him	as	 a	poet	of	youth	and	vigour,	 later	years	 saw	him	become	 the	undisputed	Shair-e-
Inquilab,	 or	 the	 poet	 of	 revolt	 and	 rebellion.	Devoted	 to	 the	 cause	 of	 nationalism,	 Josh
drew	his	readers	towards	the	heady	idea	of	freedom	like	no	else	hitherto	had,	using	a	blend
of	 suggestion	 and	 forthrightness,	 seduction	 and	 sermonising,	 extravagance	 and	 subtlety.
Producing	 a	 number	 of	 collections	 of	 poetry,	 each	 more	 lyrical,	 more	 rousing,	 more
stirring,	 Josh’s	 oeuvre	 has	 piles	 upon	 piles	 of	 colourful	 images	 tumbling	 out	 of	 a
kaleidoscope,	 dazzling	 his	 readers	 with	 their	 astonishing	 and	 seemingly	 inexhaustible
variety.

AKBAR	ALLAHABADI	(1846–1921)

Employed	 as	 a	 naib	 tehsildar,	 Akbar	 quickly	 rose	 to	 first	 become	 a	 lawyer	 and	 then
munsif,	sessions	judge,	district	judge	and	finally	Khan	Bahadur	in	1894.	After	retirement,
he	 devoted	 himself	 to	 poetry	 and	 a	 passionate	 engagement	with	 the	 political	 and	 social
issues	 of	 his	 age.	 Using	 the	 metaphor	 of	 Buddhu	 Miyan	 for	 the	 Indian	 Muslim	 (a
confused,	 none-too-smart	 sort	 of	 little	 fellow)	 in	 some	 places	 and	 Shaikh	 (a	 pompous
English	stooge,	occasionally	a	parody	of	Sir	Syed)	elsewhere,	Akbar’s	poetry	reflects	all
the	contradictions	of	his	age.

MUHAMMAD	IQBAL	(1877–1938)

Poet,	 thinker	 and	 visionary,	 Iqbal	 drew	 on	 the	 best	 resources	 of	 a	 liberal	 Western
education,	 having	 graduated	 from	 the	 prestigious	 Government	 College,	 Lahore,	 then
studying	 philosophy	 at	 Trinity	 College,	 Cambridge,	 in	 Heidelberg	 and	 Munich	 in
Germany,	 and	 also	 Bar-at-Law.	 Although	 he	 returned	 to	 teach	 for	 two	 years	 before
quitting	government	service	altogether,	he	earned	no	more	than	a	modest	livelihood	as	a
lawyer	and	chose	 to	devote	himself	 entirely	 to	 reading	and	writing.	Given	his	 trenchant
criticism	 of	 the	 imperial	 government,	 he	 surprisingly	 enough	 accepted	 a	 knighthood	 in
1922.	In	1927,	he	was	elected	to	the	Punjab	Legislative	Council.	In	1931,	he	attended	the
Round	Table	Conference	in	London	as	a	member	of	the	Indian	Muslim	delegation	led	by
the	Aga	Khan.	His	prodigious	poetry	is	contained	in	diverse	collections.

AHMAQ	 PHAPHOONDVI	 AKA	 MUHAMMAD	 MUSTAFA	 KHAN	 MADDAH
(1895–1957)

Born	 in	 Phaphoond	 in	 the	 Etawah	 District	 of	 Uttar	 Pradesh,	 Phaphoondvi	 studied	 in
Tibbiya	 College	 in	 Delhi,	 but	 before	 he	 could	 set	 up	 his	 practice	 after	 completing	 his



education	in	medicine,	he	joined	the	Non-Cooperation	Movement	against	British	rule.	He
took	 an	 active	 part	 in	 India’s	 freedom	movement	 for	 which	 he	 suffered	 imprisonment.
Phaphoondvi	 is	 considered	 to	be	one	of	 the	most	 important	poets	of	humour	and	 satire,
choosing	social,	political	and	cultural	issues	as	objects	of	his	satire.	He	also	wrote	ghazals
and	 nazms,	 many	 of	 which	 are	 patriotic	 and	 raise	 the	 voice	 of	 protest	 against	 British
domination.	 Apart	 from	 writing	 poetry,	 Phaphoondvi	 also	 compiled	 an	 Urdu-Hindi
dictionary,	which	was	published	by	 the	Uttar	Pradesh	government	as	Urdu-Hindi	Shabd
Kosh.

ZAFAR	ALI	KHAN	(1873–1956)

The	writer,	poet,	translator,	freedom	fighter,	political	activist	and	journalist	was	the	editor
of	 the	 influential	 newspaper	 Zamindar,	 which	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 spreading
awareness	about	the	evils	of	colonial	rule	among	Indians.	Khan	is	generally	considered	to
be	 the	 father	of	Urdu	 journalism.	Clearly	opposed	 to	Mahatma	Gandhi’s	policy	of	non-
violence,	he	believed	in	direct	confrontation	with	the	British.	An	ardent	supporter	of	 the
Khilafat	Movement,	 he	 also	 had	 to	 serve	 a	 prison	 term	of	 five	 years	 for	 his	 role	 in	 the
freedom	movement.	 For	Khan,	 poetry	was	 a	mode	 of	 sociopolitical	 resistance.	Most	 of
what	he	wrote	represents	contemporary	history	in	literary	terms.	His	collections	of	poems
include	Baharistan,	Nigaristan	and	Chamanistan.

AGHA	HASHAR	KASHMIRI	(1879–1935)

A	 prolific	 Urdu	 poet,	 playwright	 and	 dramatist,	 Kashmiri	 went	 on	 to	 attain	 great	 fame
after	several	of	his	plays	were	turned	into	films.	The	most	notable	among	them	are	Yahudi
ki	Ladki,	Rustom-o	Sohrab	and	Laila-Majnu.	He’s	also	credited	with	translating	a	number
of	 Shakespeare’s	 plays	 for	 Hindustani	 audiences,	 such	 as	 Safed	Khoon	 (White	 Blood)
based	 on	 King	 Lear	 and	 Khwab-e	 Hasti	 (A	 Dream	 of	 Existence),	 loosely	 based	 on
Macbeth.	 Kashmiri	 was	 married	 to	Mukhtar	 Begum,	 a	 renowned	 classical	 singer	 from
Calcutta	and	the	elder	sister	of	Farida	Khanum,	the	Pakistani	singer.
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INSHA	WAZIRI	 is	 an	 undergraduate	 student	 of	 Philosophy	 and	Psychology	 at	 Jesus	&
Mary	College,	University	of	Delhi.

RAKHSHANDA	JALIL	is	a	writer,	translator	and	literary	historian.	She	runs	Hindustani
Awaaz	and	lives	in	Delhi.

DEBJANI	 SENGUPTA’s	 translations	 from	Bengali	 have	 been	 published	 in	The	Oxford
Anthology	of	Bengali	Literature	(Vol.	2)	and	Essential	Tagore	(Harvard	University	Press).
She	 has	 translated	 works	 by	 Taslima	 Nasreen,	 Selina	 Hossain,	 Tilottama	 Majumdar,
Rabindranath	 Tagore	 and	Kazi	Nazrul	 Islam.	Her	 edited	 volume	Mapmaking:	 Partition
Stories	 from	Two	Bengals	 contain	her	 translations	of	 short	 fiction	as	does	 the	anthology
Looking	Back:	The	1947	Partition	of	India	70	Years	On,	which	she	co-edited.	Sengupta	is
the	 author	 of	The	Partition	 of	 Bengal:	 Fragile	 Borders	 and	New	 Identities	 (Cambridge



University	Press,	2015).	She	teaches	English	at	Indraprastha	College	for	Women	in	New
Delhi.
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