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            INTRODUCTION

         

         My stories, my family’s stories, were not stories in India. They were just life.

         When I left and made new friends in a new country, only then did the things that happened to my family, the things we had done, become stories. Stories worth telling, stories worth writing down.

         I was born in south India, in a town called Khazipet in the state of Andhra Pradesh.

         I was born into a lower-middle-class family. My parents were college lecturers.

         I was born an untouchable.

         When people in this country ask me what it means to be an untouchable, I explain that caste is like racism against blacks here. But then they ask, ‘How does anyone know what your caste is?’ They know caste isn’t visible, like skin colour.

         I explain it like this. In Indian villages and towns, everyone knows everyone else. Each caste has its own special role and its own place to live. The brahmins (who perform priestly functions), the potters, the blacksmiths, the carpenters, the washer people, and so on – they each have their own separate place to live within the village. The untouchables, whose special role – whose hereditary duty – is to labour in the fields of others or to do other work that Hindu society considers filthy, are not allowed to live in the village at all. They must live outside the boundaries of the village proper. They are not allowed to enter temples. Not allowed to come near sources of drinking water used by other castes. Not allowed to eat sitting next to a caste Hindu or to use the same utensils. There are thousands of other such restrictions and indignities that vary from place to place. Every day in an Indian newspaper you can read of an untouchable beaten or killed for wearing sandals, for riding a bicycle.

         In your own town or village, everyone already knows your caste; there is no escaping it. But how do people know your caste when you go elsewhere, to a place where no one knows you? There they will ask you, ‘What caste are you?’ You cannot avoid this question. And you cannot refuse to answer. By tradition, everyone has the right to know.

         If you are educated like me, if you don’t seem like a typical untouchable, then you have a choice. You can tell the truth and be ostracised, ridiculed, harassed – even driven to suicide, as happens regularly in universities.

         Or you can lie. If they don’t believe you, they will try to find out your true caste some other way. They may ask you certain questions: ‘Did your brother ride a horse at his wedding? Did his wife wear a red sari or a white sari? How does she wear her sari? Do you eat beef? Who is your family deity?’ They may even seek the opinion of someone from your region.

         If you get them to believe your lie, then of course you cannot tell them your stories, your family’s stories. You cannot tell them about your life. It would reveal your caste. Because your life is your caste, your caste is your life.

         Whether they know the truth or not, your untouchable life is never something you can talk about.

         It was like this for me in Punjab, in Delhi, in Bombay, in Bangalore, in Madras, in Warangal, in Kanpur, in Calcutta.

         At twenty-six, I came to America, where people know only skin colour, not birth status. Some here love Indians and some hate them, but their feelings are not affected by caste. One time in a bar in Atlanta I told a guy I was untouchable, and he said, ‘Oh, but you’re so touchable.’

         Only in talking to some friends I met here did I realise that my stories, my family’s stories, are not stories of shame.
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         No one informed me that I was untouchable. It is not the kind of thing that your mother would need to tell you. What I was told was that we were Christians.

         Christians, untouchables – it came to the same thing. All Christians in India were untouchable, as far as I knew (though only a small minority of all untouchables are Christian).

         I knew no Christian who did not turn servile in the presence of a Hindu.

         I knew no Hindu who did not look right through a Christian man standing in front of him as if he did not exist.

         I accepted this. No questions asked.

         I saw the grown-ups in my family scrambling to their feet, straightening their clothes, and wringing their hands when a certain bowlegged, cross-eyed, drooly-mouthed Hindu man passed in front of us.

         I saw our Hindu neighbours passing us by without even registering our presence.

         Accepted. No questions asked.

         I knew the cross-eyed, drooly-mouthed man was fucking my aunts (both of them), making children with them, but not marrying them because they were Christians.

         I knew a Christian boy who was pushed in front of a train for falling in love with an uppercaste girl.

         Christians are lowly. Hindus are superior. Christians are weak. Hindus are powerful.

         I understood. I accepted. That was the natural way of things.

         The questions started when I was fifteen and someone took me and my sister to see a movie. Then they came in a flood that would not stop for years. In a way, they still haven’t.

         In the movie a rich girl falls in love with a poor boy. The girl’s powerful family intimidates the poor boy’s family into forcing him to stop seeing her. The girl, not knowing what her family has done, goes searching for the boy. When she can’t find him, she gives up and agrees to marry a nice, well-educated, wealthy man.

         No surprises here for an Indian moviegoer. The shock came at the wedding scene. The heroine wears a white gown. Not a sari like a Hindu bride. A white, Western-style gown with a veil, like they wear at Christian weddings.

         My blood froze. My brain went numb. I couldn’t breathe.

         The rich girl was Christian! And I recalled that in the scene where the poor boy’s family was threatened, his father had on his chest the crossthread worn by all brahmin men.

         This movie, in sheer defiance of the laws of nature, portrayed Christians as rich and powerful and – most amazing of all – scornful of brahmins, the highest caste of all.

         It is simply not possible to convey what this meant to a fifteen-year-old untouchable Christian girl.

         Were there really Christians like this?

         Why had I never seen them?

         Why had no one ever mentioned this before?

         My questions found no outlet. It was too shameful to bring up the subject of our inferior status, even among my own folk. I never thought to ask anyone. I wouldn’t have known how to put the words together.

         Four years later, at nineteen, I left home to enrol in a postgraduate programme at the Regional Engineering College (REC) in Warangal. There were only fifteen RECs in the whole country. Students from other states and even other countries went there to study. That was the first time in my life I saw people from outside my home state of Andhra.

         Being a small-town girl, I was afraid of betraying my curiosity about all the strange and modern things I saw at the college. I saw girls with short hair. I saw girls in sleeveless blouses. I even saw some girls wearing pants. Some wore lipstick and tweezed their eyebrows. I saw girls secretly smoking. I learnt the concept of boyfriend-girlfriend. And of course all of these girls could speak English.

         It was here that I first saw in real life what I had seen in that movie: Christians who looked down on even high-caste Hindus.

         But what could I ask them? I was ashamed to bring up the subject. I finished my programme without ever finding out what the difference was between them and me.

         After Regional Engineering College I went to yet another citadel of engineering education. I went to Madras to attend the Indian Institute of Technology. IITs are the most elite, most cosmopolitan technical institutions in India, the Indian equivalents of MIT and Caltech. I was a research associate in the department of applied physics working on a project funded by the Indian Space Research Organisation.

         In the ladies’ hostel, my eyes were dazzled by the sight of the other girls. They were all so beautiful, rich, happy, charming, high-class. I felt as if I were surrounded by movie heroines, but with brains. And in the hostel I saw many more of those elusive superior Christians.

         One thing I noticed quickly: they all came from the southern state of Kerala. That movie I had seen, I found out later, had been made in Malayalam, the language spoken in Kerala, and dubbed into my own native language of Telugu.

         These Kerala Christian girls lived in the same wing of the hostel as me.

         Jessie’s beauty was otherworldly. She was always flanked by two brahmin girls, her loyal sidekicks.

         Supriya Abraham, when she descended to the ground floor to go to the mess, was like a star from the sky deigning to visit the earth.

         The brahmin boys who fawned over these Christian girls would look at me in disgust. In my town, Christian girls were called crows, pigs, scavengers. One boy in my neighbourhood used to call me and my sister ‘shit lilies’.

         I wanted to make friends with these Keralites. Wasn’t I a Christian like them? But they shunned me just as any Hindu would. I was deeply hurt, more deeply than when it happened with the Hindus.

         But I was determined to find out why I was different. Jessie was kind, one of the only girls who would talk to me. Her room and my room were on the same floor. I tagged along with her to church even though by then I already didn’t give a damn about God.

         I asked to see photos of Jessie’s family. They were obviously wealthy. I started probing, asking questions. Jessie explained, ‘We are brahmins.’ She told me her family came from a brahmin caste in Kerala called Nambudiris. Nambudiris are so high in rank that they look down on all other brahmins.

         ‘Why did you become Christian?’

         She explained that among the Nambudiris, in ancient times, the eldest son inherited all the property, and only he was allowed to marry. The rest of the sons inherited nothing and had to find lower-caste mistresses or remain celibate.

         When Jesus’ disciple Thomas travelled to Kerala, some disgruntled younger Nambudiri sons left Hinduism altogether and were baptised by Thomas.

         ‘So we are brahmin Christians,’ Jessie told me.

         But I refused to believe her. Is that all it took? Some Christians decide to claim brahmin heritage and everyone believes it? It was too far-fetched.

         When I came to America, I met more Kerala Christians. By this time I was brazen. Every time I met one, my first question would be ‘How come you have high social status whereas we don’t?’ They all told me the same story: they were brahmins converted by Saint Thomas.

         ‘When?’

         ‘Fifty-two ad.’

         So what is the relation between religion and caste? Between caste and social status? Between social status and wealth? Between wealth and caste? I thought about these things incessantly.

         I decided to find out how my family became Christians. I called my mother. That was when she began to tell me the story of our ancestors.
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         My mother and her eldest brother have facility with language, insight into people and social conditions. He became a famous poet (under the pen name Shivasagar), while she could never get herself organised to sit down and write. Both have the ability to captivate. And both had much to tell about the things they had seen and participated in. When I came along wanting to know more, they were overjoyed.

         Growing up, I had heard my mother reminiscing about her beloved eldest brother, who had disappeared years ago and gone under ground.

         My uncle K. G. Satyamurthy, who was known as SM, was a principal founder in the early seventies of a Maoist guerrilla group recently declared by the government to be the single greatest threat to India’s security.

         When I was eight years old my mother took me and my brother and sister to a movie about a young man who had organised a rebellion against the British to stop them from encroaching on the forests and displacing the poor tribals (those living in primitive tribes in the vast forests of the country, as more than 8 per cent of the people in India still do today). On the way my mother told me, ‘It is a movie about a man much like your uncle.’

         Another time she took us to a movie featuring a song that took its lyrics from one of my uncle’s poems.

         As I grew older, I kept asking to hear more about this mysterious man. And my mother would tell me stories about his cleverness, his charm, his beauty, his ardour, and his cunning.

         When I first started looking into the story of my ancestors, I knew I had to get in touch with SM. He was still in hiding but was now at least reachable. Being older than my mother and more in touch with earlier generations, he knew even more about their history. He told me much more than I could fit into this book, fascinating stories that I hope to present someday. And naturally he had his own story to tell.

         By the time I contacted SM, he was a fallen angel. He liked the idea of someone’s writing about his glorious bygone years.

         The stories he told were full of detail and colourful expressions in our native language. I did not want to lose anything, so I bought a little tape recorder that I could connect to a phone line.

         SM loved telling me these stories. But more than anything else, SM longed to lead the masses in another struggle. Every time some young admirers would come to him saying, ‘Sir, we want to start a new party. Would you be the leader?’ he would run off with them to a jungle somewhere, inaccessible by phone. This happened three, four times. It was frustrating to track him down. Each time it would take weeks or months before I could get back in touch and persuade him to give me some time on the phone.

         So I asked him if he would promise to spend time with me if I came to see him in person. He agreed.

         I flew to India along with my closest friend, equipped with my recorder and microphone, a hundred blank tape cassettes, and a stack of notebooks.

         Travelling with my mother, we took a train to Vizag, a city in Andhra, where we met SM and the young man who was acting as his assistant. Ever since SM turned twenty, he had never been able to live without a personal aide to carry his things, clip his nails, and so on. He didn’t even know how to shave himself.

         There he was, waiting for us, small and frail with copper skin, silver curls on his head, high cheekbones, and big hooded eyes. His arms and legs were stick-like and his belly rounded, like a famine victim’s, as my mother had always described him.

         We booked adjacent rooms at a hotel. Each morning for three weeks my friend and I woke up, washed, changed, had breakfast, and carried our equipment over to SM’s suite.

         He would be ready and waiting for us, lying in bed dressed in a neatly pressed shirt and pants. His assistant sat by the bed with a pen in his hand. I would clip the mic to SM’s shirt collar and he would begin. It was serious, dead serious, like Lenin dictating the party programme to his comrades.

         He had arrived with his assistant carrying all the books and documents SM needed as supporting material. If he was telling me such and such a thing happened under British rule, he had a book to prove it. If I ever asked him something he wasn’t sure of or lacked evidence to back up, he would ask the young man to make a note. Sometimes my mother would jump in and say something.

         He talked for four or five hours at a stretch. Just to keep track of what he was saying, jot notes, and ask for clarifications was exhausting. It must have been five times more strenuous for him.

         At the end of the three weeks he gave me a surprise parting gift. It happened that SM was working on his autobiography. He gave me copies of all the written material, telling me, ‘Use it freely.’

         I came home with a suitcase full of papers and books, a list of more books to look up, and all the tapes and notes.

         There was so much material. I jumped in headlong. But as I worked, I always needed more details. Get SM on the phone. Again the same problem: he was off somewhere trying to start a new party.

         On a second trip I visited all the places where my family’s story had taken place. I spoke to people my subjects had known, including some relatives living in remote villages I had never before seen. They were all excited to take part. One man even showed me a small book he had written about his village. I used material from these interviews as well, and the people I met corroborated the stories that my mother and uncle had told me.

         Of all the people I spoke to, only my mother understood the kind of book I was writing. She knew what I needed to hear about and would tell me anything I wanted to know.

         SM, when asked about himself, would only talk about his political life, his life in the movement. I would try asking what it was like for him when his first child was born. He did not care to answer. When I asked how it felt to be separated from his children when he went underground, he told me he did not remember. That may have been true. He was like that. The movement was his life.

         The most frustrating person to interview turned out to be my mother’s other brother, Carey. Carey was director of physical education at Kakatiya Medical College in Warangal, in northwest Andhra. When I went to Warangal to speak to him, I found him full drunk. He was slurring his words so badly I could not understand a thing. And his niece was grinding lentils in the next room, and a few feet away the maid was slapping wet clothes on a stone slab. In the hot afternoon air the noise of the grinding and the washing was maddening. Unlike my mother and SM, these people had no idea of the value of what I was trying to do. I consoled myself with the thought that I could play the tapes back at slow speed and try to figure out what Carey was telling me.

         Back in New York, I listened to my tapes and could not make out a single word. I wanted to strangle Carey with both my hands.

         He agreed to talk to me on the phone, but he was too self-conscious and always too drunk to be of any use. Carey was in some ways the most fascinating of the three siblings. He never knew what fear felt like. He was utterly immune to corruption. But sadly he was the least articulate.

         And many things he was unwilling to discuss. When I tried to ask about his famous sexual conquests, he would scold me: ‘Why are you doing this? Why are you writing this book? Why are you dredging up this ugly stuff?’ I tried to tell him that in America sexuality is not something to be ashamed of. He couldn’t believe it.

         I know it wasn’t easy for him to look back on many things. He would say, ‘Abba! What degrading poverty it was.’ And he was bitter. Many times he criticised my mother and SM. He felt he was the only one who had lived up to the ideals of their youth.

         I came up with an idea. I should try catching him early in the morning before he got too drunk. Because of the time difference, this meant I had to stay up late and go to work in the morning with little sleep.

         But before I could get anywhere with him, Carey died. He may have been killed. No one in his family would tell my mother anything, probably because they didn’t want to have to deal with an investigation.

         Compiling the material for this book has been a race against death. The people I needed to speak to were old, many of them also impoverished and in poor health. Getting everything I needed from them before it was too late became an obsession of mine. Nancharayya, David John, Rani, Graceamma, Manikya Rao, Lilly Flora, Carey – they all died before I had a chance to finish talking to them. Every time my mother would tell me the latest news, I was inconsolable.

         My mother thinks I’ve developed an attachment to the people I am writing about. She thinks I am grieving their loss. But what I am really grieving is the material that is lost forever.

         When these deaths come, they traumatise me. I cannot speak or eat or sleep. I cannot stand or sit up. When Nallamma, a peripheral figure in the story, died soon after I spoke to her, it nearly killed me. No one could understand. When friends, not knowing how I felt, tried to coax me out of bed, I turned violent.

         Another time, when I heard Carey’s high school friend Pulla Reddy had had a stroke and lost his ability to speak, I was speechless. I sent a cheque for $200 so he could get physical therapy and some other care. I thought of all the things for him to lose the use of, why should it be his tongue, the one part that mattered most for my purposes. I didn’t need him to dance, I didn’t need him to lift anything. As I saw it, I had been cursed most cruelly. In the end he could speak a little, but I had no heart to hear him struggle. When he died, the news was kept from me.

         And then my father’s aunt Dyva Vathi. She fell. Lost her memory. Her memory!

         Finally I closed my ears to such news. My mother, out of concern for my feelings, has told all the relatives to never mention a word to me about death or illness.

         I know SM had a stroke a couple of years ago, is blind in one eye, cannot move. I was relieved when my mother told me he had not lost his speech. I tried to call him. But the daughters who took over his care had cut off his phone privileges.

         So I went to see him in person. He could speak, but I could not understand anything he said because all his teeth had fallen out.

         The small stroke should not have incapacitated him so much. His daughters told me they had to wait three days to take him to a doctor. Three days? I didn’t understand. They explained they wanted to take him to the doctor who would see him for free, an admirer of his, who was out of town. So they waited.

         Sure enough, his memory was affected. Nothing was left for me there. One of his daughters has removed the TV from his room and prohibited newspapers and visitors. In those conditions he won’t last long. I know I am never going to see him again.

         I stopped inquiring about his health, his condition. I don’t want to know more. I avoid looking at Telugu news online for fear of coming upon an obituary.

         As of this writing, I do not know if this book’s principal subject is alive or dead.

          

         APRIL 15, 2012

      

   


   
      
         

            PRELUDE

         

         When I asked my mother and my uncle about our ancestors, they started with their grandparents’ generation, the earliest one they’d known.

         Venkataswami and Atchamma, their grandfather and grandmother, were born in the late 1800s in Khammam district, within what later became the state of Andhra Pradesh, where they lived as part of a nomadic clan. Their clan did not practise agriculture. They subsisted on fruits, on roots, on honey, on whatever they could catch or snare. They were not Hindus. They worshipped their own tribal goddesses and had little to do with society outside the forest where they lived.

         When the British cleared the forests for teak plantations, my great-grandparents’ clan was driven out onto the plains, where the civilised people, the settled ones, the ones who owned land and knew how to cultivate it – in a word, the Hindus – lived. The little clan, wandering outside the forest, found a great lake and settled around it. There was no sign of human life for miles and miles. They took up farming. The land around the lake was fertile and gave them more than they needed. They called their new settlement Sankarapadu, after one of their gods.

         But soon the civilised people took notice of them. They were discovered by an agent of the local zamindar – the great landlord appointed by the British to collect revenue in that area – who saw the rice growing in their fields and levied taxes, keeping the bulk of what he extracted for himself.

         But that was not enough for this agent. He and his family and his caste people moved nearby and set about stealing the land by force and by cunning. They loaned the clansmen trivial sums at usurious rates to buy small necessities such as salt, seeds, or new clothes for a wedding. Unable to pay off these debts, the villagers gave up their land acre by acre. My ancestors, who had cleared and settled the area, were reduced to working on their old fields as labourers.

         This is what has happened to tribal peoples in India who try to settle down and cultivate land since time immemorial. It still happens to this day. What set Sankarapadu apart was that the Hindus who usurped all the fields around it did not settle there themselves. That’s because the village is surrounded by fetid swamps filled with poisonous snakes, scorpions, and thick swarms of mosquitoes. The landlords settled on safe and elevated ground several miles away in a village called Polukonda.

         In the forest, my great-grandfather’s clan had had no caste. But in Hindu society everyone is assigned a place in the caste system. Certain castes traditionally own land, and others have to work for those who do. For those who must work, the caste you are born into determines the kind of work you do. There are priestly castes, carpenter castes, potter castes, barber castes. The more impure a caste’s traditional occupation in terms of ritual law, the lower its status.

         When the people of Sankarapadu entered Hindu society with no caste of their own and the most impure occupation of all, that of landless labourers, there was no question where their place would be: at the bottom, as despised outcastes. Outcastes are also called untouchables because they are supposed to be so ritually unclean that the slightest contact with them will defile even low-caste Hindus. Untouchables cannot share meals with others, much less intermarry with them, and are made to live apart from the rest of the village in a segregated colony on its outskirts. Sankarapadu became the untouchable colony of Polukonda, albeit an unusually remote one.

         But my great-grandfather and his fellow villagers were still new to the caste system. Their spirit was not yet broken.

         When a young burglar of the outcaste Yanadi tribe was on the run from the police, the villagers gave him shelter. They knew it was the sacred duty of Yanadi clansmen to violate private property – a system with which the Yanadis had never made peace.

         When police came looking for the young outlaw, the villagers, not knowing what police were, beat them up and chased them away. The next day a hundred policemen descended on the village. They destroyed what little the villagers had, molested the women, and arrested the entire male population.

         The villagers did not know what to do. They did not know about jails, bail, courts, or lawyers. By luck, some Canadian missionaries active in a nearby town learnt what had happened. They sent a white lawyer to defend the villagers and win their release. In gratitude, the villagers started to give up their old goddesses and accept baptism. They began sending their children to attend the schools set up by the missionaries.

         Untouchables had long been forbidden from learning to read and write. But when the missionaries arrived, they opened schools that, to the horror of the Hindus, welcomed even the untouchables. Although these schools were the only institutions offering modern education, caste Hindus often refused to send their children, unwilling to let them sit side by side with untouchable students.

         The missionaries tried to accommodate these local customs. Sometimes they would make the untouchable students sit on the floor, reserving the benches for caste students, as they did in my school. They even opened what the missionaries themselves called ‘caste schools’, where no untouchable students were admitted. Even so, these godly people made hardly any converts among caste Hindus.

         My great-grandfather had six sons. The youngest was my grandfather, Prasanna Rao Kambham. (The surname Kambham was taken by the clan from the Khammam region they had left behind.) When Prasanna Rao’s family converted to Christianity, his three eldest brothers were already too old to overcome their fear of reading and writing. They did not dare attempt something so far outside their place. They lived out their lives as coolies, while their three younger brothers, including Prasanna Rao, went to the mission school, where they were trained as teachers.

         At this school the boys and girls were kept strictly separated. They never even saw each other except on Sundays, when they all went to church. Peering across the aisle, Prasanna Rao noticed a girl named Maryamma and fell in love by sight.

         But he was not allowed to talk to her. To express his interest he first needed to speak to her parents. After a prolonged inquiry, Prasanna Rao learnt that Maryamma’s mother lived in a village in the same district called Parnasa. Her name was Marthamma.

         Marthamma was a poor untouchable widow. Some years before, she and a group of other women had been labouring in the fields and singing as they worked when a missionary woman overheard them. Impressed by Marthamma’s voice, the woman went up and asked her to accept Jesus and come and sing in the church. But Marthamma said no. She had too much work to do to feed her children.

         To make ends meet after her husband died, Marthamma pounded rice for caste-Hindu women in her village and gleaned grain left behind in the fields. But still she and her children did not have enough to live on.

         In desperation, Marthamma decided to ask for help from the missionaries. She was granted an audience with one Mary Selman. When they met, Marthamma recognised her as the same woman who had asked her to come and sing. Miss Selman offered her a job as a ‘Bible woman’ – one who goes from village to village to preach the gospel. Her three remaining children were enrolled in the mission school. Marthamma accompanied her children in the classroom. There she learnt to read as her children’s classmate.

         When Prasanna Rao travelled to Parnasa to speak to her about Maryamma, Marthamma was delighted. He was tall, handsome, educated.

         The young couple married and went off to work as teachers in a small mission school in a village called Adavi Kolanu. They were still poor, but despite this they were living a kind of life their parents could never have imagined. Maryamma and Prasanna Rao, unlike their parents, had been raised in the Christian faith and educated from childhood. Now they were teaching others. The parents of the children they taught looked up to them. All of this gave them a new outlook, a new feeling of hope. You could see it in the way they held themselves, in the way they dressed.

         Untouchable men and women were traditionally forced to wear loincloths. The missionaries taught untouchables how to make themselves look respectable. Maryamma dressed in a sari and a blouse, and Prasanna Rao wore pants and a shirt in the Western style. They both took pride in their appearance.

         Soon Prasanna Rao and Maryamma had a baby, a boy they named fondly G’nana Satyamurthy, which means ‘wise figure of truth’. As he grew up, he would be known as Satyam.

         He was born in July. When December came, his parents started looking forward to Christmas. Their new son’s first Christmas.

         On Christmas Day, Maryamma went into the village (where no untouchable was allowed to live) to buy spices for the holiday feast. She was wearing a new sari that the missionaries had given her as a Christmas present and a flower-print blouse she had stitched herself out of the fabric of a cast-off dress. Some uppercaste men standing outside the store, infuriated to see an untouchable daring to wear decent clothes, insulted her crudely.

         Maryamma ran back home in tears. Prasanna Rao’s friend Samson, the village canoeman, went to the church, where the whole community was gathered, and told them what had happened.

         When the untouchable Christians of Adavi Kolanu heard how their teacher had been treated, their Christmas was poisoned. They called off their celebrations and decided to demand an apology from the caste Hindus.

         The caste Hindus were also determined. They intended to remind the untouchables of their place. The two groups gathered in the village square. Violence was in the offing.

         Just then, a small brahmin, a disciple of Gandhi’s, intervened. ‘Kill me first before you kill each other,’ he challenged them.

         To kill a brahmin is the sin of sins. First the untouchables backed down, then the caste Hindus.

         The nonviolent brahmin then counselled the untouchables to never again try anything that might provoke the caste Hindus. This was the way his idol, Gandhi, always resolved caste disputes.

         Prasanna Rao and Maryamma could not stay in a village such as Adavi Kolanu, under the thumb of the caste Hindus. They decided to move two hundred miles away to Visakhapatnam (Vizag to the British), one of the few large cities in Andhra.

         In Vizag the couple found jobs in Christian schools. Big, spacious schools surrounded by high compound walls. Though founded as caste schools by the missionaries, they had recently been opened to untouchable students under the influence of the freedom struggle, and already untouchables made up the majority of students and teachers. Prasanna Rao and Maryamma’s salaries were ten times their former ones.

         As soon as they arrived in the new city, Prasanna Rao threw their luggage in a corner of their room, grabbed his five-year-old son’s hand, and ran out to show him the ocean. For a tiny boy who had spent his whole brief life inland, what a stunning sight it was! The lighthouse, the white dunes, the big ships and little boats. The waves!

         Satyam by then had a little brother whom Prasanna Rao named William Carey (after the founder of the Baptist Mission to India). Soon he would have a sister, Mary Manjulabai, whom the family called Papa, meaning ‘baby’.

         Not for nothing was Satyam named the wise one. He knew that his parents had only convinced the landlord to rent them a portion of his house by telling him they were among the few caste Hindus who’d converted to Christianity. To keep up that charade they stopped eating beef, which in India is eaten only by untouchables and Muslims. Satyam knew the landlord was suspicious of their story but also needed tenants with good jobs. Sometimes he was nice to Satyam and Carey and gave them papayas; other times he bellowed at them like a bull ready to charge.

         Tuberculosis is a disease of the poor. When Prasanna Rao’s orphaned niece came down with it, he brought her home with him from her village and took her to King George’s Hospital. The girl responded well and recovered completely.

         But Maryamma, who caught the girl’s infection, did not. On October 5, 1941, she died. Her death brought the family’s brief period of happiness to an end. Satyam was ten, Carey seven, and Papa only four years old.

         One afternoon not long after, their father bathed them and dressed them up in their best clothes. He had them sit on the steps of the school where their mother used to teach. ‘Just wait here, like good boys and good girl,’ he told them.

         Hours passed, night fell. Their father did not come back.

         Overburdened by grief and by the debts he owed the moneylenders for his wife’s medical care, Prasanna Rao ran away, abandoning his children to the care of their aunt, who took the two boys, and their grandmother, who took Papa.

         At school the teachers were telling stories of a villain named Hitler. The world was at war. Vizag, with its natural harbour, was a target for Japanese bombing. The beautiful beach where the children used to go with their mother was now occupied by British soldiers. There were warships in the harbour.

         On Easter Sunday 1942, their aunt took Satyam, Carey, and Papa to the burial ground to clean their mother’s grave and lay jasmine blossoms on it, singing sad Christian hymns.

         The next day, at one o’clock in the afternoon, the children heard the sirens go off, followed by earsplitting blasts. They felt the city shake. The Japanese were dropping their first bombs on the harbour.

         Their aunt gathered all the children and fled. The whole city seemed to be fleeing at once, transformed into one vast terror-stricken mob. Everyone was running towards the railway station.

         The children were taken to stay with their uncle Nathaniel, who lived in the countryside in Marthamma’s home village of Parnasa. Nathaniel, unlike his sisters, had not had the good fortune to go to school. He lived outside the village and worked as a coolie for the railroad, carrying rocks in an iron basket on his head. None of his ten children went to school.

         When Satyam and his siblings first arrived, Nathaniel’s children hid behind straw heaps, too shy to meet their cousins from the city. By and by, they came out to play. One cousin, Kamili, followed Satyam day and night. She was fascinated by this boy who wore knickers and a shirt, who knew how to read and write. She took him to the meadow where she grazed the family buffalo. Full of pride, she introduced him to her friends, the other girls who brought their families’ buffaloes there.

         The children, left to their own devices, left the buffaloes to theirs. The girls surrounded Satyam and asked him about the city. He told them the story of the Ramayana, which he had learnt in school, and together they acted it out. The girls all adored him. They climbed date trees to pluck fruit for him; they made up little rhymes fondly poking fun at him. Kamili was in love with Satyam, but he loved one of her friends.

         Satyam would always notice an older boy glaring at him from across the meadow. ‘Why is he not grazing with you?’ Satyam asked the girls. They explained that the boy was golla. Gollas are a cattle-herding caste – a low caste, but even the lowest of caste Hindus are superior to untouchables. Satyam learnt that untouchable buffaloes were not allowed to graze in the same meadows as the caste buffaloes.

         One day the golla boy came charging into the untouchable meadow like a ram and lunged at Satyam. Satyam, born with high-arched feet, was never able to run. The boy threw him down and kicked him in his ribs while the terrified girls looked on helplessly. ‘You untouchable son of a bitch! Who told you that you could wear knickers?’

         In the evening when Nathaniel returned home from work and heard what had happened, he scolded his nephew. ‘You want to go to the meadow? Then wear a loincloth. You want to wear your knickers? Then stay home!’ That’s how things were in a village.

         Because he could not go to the meadows with his friends, Satyam started visiting a young couple who lived out on their own, even farther from the village than the other untouchables. When his aunt found out, she asked him to stop. ‘They are madigas,’ she told him. ‘Those people are filthy.’

         There are many untouchable castes. They all have to toil on the fields of caste Hindus, but they are distinguished by the tasks they are called on to perform in addition. Malas such as Satyam and his family were village servants made to do whatever menial work was needed. Madigas haul away dead animals from the village and use the hide to make leather. Malas see themselves as superior to other untouchable communities such as the madigas. To the caste Hindus, though, they’re all untouchable, all despicable.

         Satyam stayed away from the golla boy. But despite his aunt’s admonition, he continued to go to see the young madiga couple and soon became their only friend. Their isolation, their beauty, their fascinating work, and the parental attitude they showed towards him all drew him to their hut.

         At the end of the summer, the family had to decide what to do with Maryamma’s children. Marthamma was summoned to Parnasa to discuss the matter with Nathaniel and his eldest son. Marthamma was determined to honour her daughter’s dying wish: ‘Educate my children.’ Since Parnasa had no school, Marthamma offered to take the children to a place that did and look after them there. She enrolled them in a government school in Gudivada.

         When Kamili heard that Satyam was going away, she threw herself in the dirt and cried. Marthamma scolded her granddaughter: ‘Get up, get up! It’s not like your husband is leaving you!’

         Kamili never went to school. Her father married her off to a fellow track coolie at the age of thirteen.

         In Gudivada, Marthamma rented a single bare room for the four of them in a hut in Mandapadu, the mala colony of that town.

         Satyam brooded ceaselessly. His mother was dead, his father was gone. First his aunt took him and his siblings in, then his uncle, and now his grandmother. Would they settle here? Or would there be another move? Another guardian? What would happen to him and his brother? To his little sister, who had barely known her mother? Who is going to teach her how to comb her hair? They were living in a one-room hut with holes in the roof, sleeping on the floor.

         He looked around for answers. The Mandapadu malas he lived among were all poor like his family, most of them being landless agricultural labourers. But they did not all suffer passively. Many were attracted to the independence movement – some supporting Gandhi and his Congress Party, others the Communist Party. Both parties wanted to drive out the British colonial rulers; the Communists wanted to go further and overturn the whole social system. Then there were God-fearing Christians who looked only heavenward for salvation.

         Satyam’s own uncles disagreed about independence. Uncle Nathaniel was sceptical: ‘If we drive the white devil out, the Hindu devils will massacre us.’ Uncle John, who had earlier supported British rule, switched his allegiance to Congress: ‘Independence is the solution.’

         Under Marthamma’s influence, Satyam decided to leave everything in the hands of ‘our Lord saviour’. That summer he read the Bible cover to cover. Piously he washed his hands each time before touching the Holy Book.

         But in August 1942 Gandhi called on the British to ‘quit India’. Gandhi had been a principal leader of the nationalist agitation for more than two decades. Never in all that time had he taken such a militant tone.

         Now that it seemed as if something was finally going to come of all the talk Satyam had been hearing, he embraced the nationalist cause. For over two hundred years, the British had ruled his country and stolen its vast wealth. Freedom from that rule would naturally change everything, including his family’s situation. He’d heard that the white lords lived in bungalows, ate bread they sliced with knives, and wiped their mouths with cloth. When they left, surely all Indians could live like that.

         Gandhi called for ‘open rebellion’ to back up his demand. The Indian people had been waiting for such a call. But they did not heed Gandhi’s strictures to keep the struggle nonviolent. When British troops fired on protesters, they fought back. Young activists attacked police stations, cut telegraph lines, burned post offices, derailed trains carrying war supplies.

         Satyam, eleven years old, longed to take part in these acts of rebellion.

         He searched high and low for those daring heroes. But alas, within twenty-four hours of Gandhi’s speech, all known Congress supporters had been locked up.

         Gandhi, in prison himself, deplored the destruction. He relied on the threat of mass resistance to weaken the British hold on power and persuade them to hand it over to native elites. But the last thing he wanted was for the masses to arm themselves and take power in their own hands.

         When Gandhi called off the Quit India Movement, Satyam lost respect for him. Satyam dreamt of contributing his own blows against the empire. At times he felt his body had been taken over by the ghost of Bhagat Singh, a revolutionary anti-imperialist martyr hanged by the British. Satyam scrawled Quit India! inside abandoned buildings and defiantly walked on railway tracks, which was forbidden in those days out of fear of sabotage.

         Despite his disillusionment with Gandhi, Satyam was not drawn to Congress’s main rivals, the Communists, because they did not join the Quit India Movement. Satyam asked his Communist neighbour why not. The boy explained, ‘We must support the British in the war. They are allies with USSR.’

         ‘But why should we care about USSR?’

         ‘Because it is the country for all poor people in the world.’

         Satyam wasn’t convinced. His family was poor and so were all his neighbours. Because of this poverty his mother had died, and his father had gone away. Everyone said it was the white lords who were looting India of its wealth and impoverishing the country.

         Satyam supported Congress because Congress opposed the British. But his hero wasn’t Gandhi; it was Subhas Chandra Bose, who had led a militant faction in Congress. Unlike Gandhi, Bose held that the British could not be pressured to leave India willingly but had to be forced out. To this end, he sought help from Britain’s imperialist rivals: Nazi Germany and Japan. He raised an army in Singapore – the Indian National Army – to liberate the subcontinent. He would later die in a plane crash before his plans could be realised. But he remained an idol to the restive Indian masses.

         Satyam bought a cheap, mass-produced portrait of Bose in the bazaar. One night he and Carey snuck into Satyam’s classroom and tacked it on the blackboard. This was Satyam’s act of sedition.

         The next morning, the teacher demanded to know who was responsible. Satyam kept quiet. ‘Whoever it was,’ the teacher announced, ‘I salute you! I am proud to be your teacher.’ In those times, even some teachers in government schools were brave enough to express nationalist sympathies.

         But the repression of the Quit India Movement meant Congress activists were lying low. It took Satyam a long time to find any. When he finally met them, it was by sheer chance.

         Since barber-caste people will not touch untouchable hair, Marthamma used to take Satyam and Carey to a ‘Christ barber’: a Christian trained in haircutting by the missionaries to serve their fellow untouchables. But the Christ barbers were not professionals. They cut hair in their spare time, working for free and without proper equipment. Satyam was tired of being ridiculed by his classmates for his poorly cut hair.

         A caste friend from school insisted on taking him to his own barber, Veeraswami. Veeraswami, a fervent nationalist, believed all Indians, caste and outcaste, must come together to fight the British. Satyam had finally met a bona fide activist. Veeraswami not only cut Satyam’s hair, he gave him political lessons and kept him supplied with seditious reading material. As young as Satyam was, Veeraswami talked with him seriously and introduced him to the like-minded people who congregated in Veeraswami’s shop.

         One day a tall, fine-looking man appeared at Satyam’s family’s doorstep. Dressed in a trench coat and boots, the man was a strange sight in that slum. Among the children, only Satyam recognised him. It had been four years since the family had seen or heard from him. Their father had come back.

         When Prasanna Rao had run away to escape his debts after Maryamma died, he’d joined the military. The British sent him to Iraq.

         Sitting on his father’s lap, Carey lit up. ‘Nanna, Nanna, did you have a rifle? Did you fight in the war?’ No, his father told him. Because he could read and write, they made him a clerk. He kept accounts.

         It never occurred to the children to resent their father for abandoning them. They were proud that he had travelled abroad and seen the lands of the Bible, and proud that he returned looking like a movie star in his stylish clothes with a suitcase full of treats they had never seen: butter and jam and biscuits. Prasanna Rao and his children spent a joyful month together before he had to return from leave.

         When he went away this time, he promised never to desert them again. He didn’t even have to leave the country: the war was over. From then on he wrote a letter home every week, and every month he sent a money order for forty rupees in the name of his wise son. His salary in the military was seven times what he’d made as a teacher in Vizag.

         After the war ended in 1945, the Labour Party came to power in Britain. The new government recognised that it was no longer possible to maintain direct colonial rule over the subcontinent. The best hope for protecting British interests there lay in transferring power to the Congress Party. The political prisoners rounded up during the Quit India agitation were released (except for Communists), and elections to form native governments in the provinces were announced. The British viceroy would stay in power in the centre for the time being.

         In preparation for these elections, Congress held their own elections for party leadership. Satyam, now fourteen years old, was voted treasurer of the Gudivada Youth Congress. He was the only mala to hold office on the town committee.

         When his Congress friends came to see him in the home his grandmother had recently purchased in the new untouchable colony of Slatter Peta, she proudly referred to him as ‘ma Jawallalu’ (our Nehru). Carey and Papa idolised their brother, bragged about him to their friends, and made all his ideas their own.

         In his final year of high school, Satyam led a student strike. The strike demanded an end to the ‘detention system’ that required graduating students to pass an exam at their own school before they’d be allowed to sit for statewide final exams some two months later. The policy was seen by students and parents alike as unfair and oppressive. When agitation against it broke out across Andhra, Satyam led the struggle in Gudivada. He gave the strike a political character, turning it into a protest against British rule. He stole his father’s military shirt to dress up a straw effigy of imperialism that the students set on fire in the centre of town.

         The strike lasted a month before the government gave in and abolished the detention system. It was a sign that the old colonial structure was giving way.

         Satyam’s friends all intended to go to Hindu College in Machilipatnam, forty-two kilometres from Gudivada. Because it was a government college, the fees were nominal. Satyam would have been able to stay in the harijan hostel, a free hostel set up for untouchable students who could not afford rent and food in towns where they went to school, away from their homes in villages. He could have had meals, books, soap, oil, and tooth powder, even a small stipend to spend on such things as magazines or cinema tickets, all provided by the government.

         But instead he chose Andhra Christian College in Guntur. Guntur was twenty-five kilometres farther from home, and being a private institution, it had higher fees and no harijan hostel. But to the Kambhams, AC College seemed the obvious choice. Satyam preferred it because it was much more fashionable and prestigious. Prasanna Rao and Marthamma preferred it because it was a Christian college in a Christian town. Guntur is where the missionaries found their first converts among Telugu people. The Christian community there is the oldest in the region and is therefore considered among Christians in the area to be purer in its beliefs and practices, as though the faith somehow gets diluted as it spreads. Called sampradaya kristavulu (old or traditional Christians), they are a prosperous and highly cultured community, the product of the mission schools and hospitals that have long both served them and afforded them employment. Among these venerable institutions, AC College has pride of place.

         The day Prasanna Rao brought his son to enrol in college, they went around the campus together, walking the hallways with fear and awe. When they entered the main lecture hall, Prasanna Rao, overcome with gratitude and humility, fell to his knees. He prayed out loud, right there in the empty lecture hall, with his hands clasped in front of him, his voice trembling, and tears wetting his face. He thanked the Lord Jesus for lifting his family out of filth to bring them to this noble institution that had such magnificent halls.

         Satyam began his college life in a small shared room in a hostel called the Higher Hall. He ate his meals in a mess attached to the hostel. Every morning as he walked across the campus to the lecture hall, the majestic clock tower seemed to be looking down at him as a father might look at his son with benevolent patronage. Whenever he strolled out of the campus to get a cup of tea, he would be amused to see the ancient watchman pacing back and forth furiously in front of the gate, barking out edicts, convinced that the responsibility for maintaining all this greatness rested on his own hunched shoulders. It was a beautiful campus full of clever-looking people. Satyam had never before seen even one person who looked so clever.

         Satyam did not know any of his classmates, but that did not worry him. Few of the arriving students, except those from Guntur, knew each other yet. Satyam expected to join the Student Congress here, as he did in high school, and looked forward to forming friendships there. He planned to run for office in the student union. He and his new friends would probably spend their summer holidays in nationbuilding activities, perhaps contributing labour to construct dams or to organise libraries in villages that did not have one.

         Shortly after he enrolled, students started preparations to celebrate the day India would become an independent country. For weeks Satyam worked side by side with the other students, day and night. He felt a sense of camaraderie with his classmates even though he had still made no friends.

         At midnight on August 15, 1947, the day that Satyam had been dreaming of these last five years came at last. He could not sleep that night. In the morning he washed up carefully and put on his best clothes. He left his room early, not wanting to miss anything. Students from colleges all over the district, joined by thousands of municipal workers, thronged to take part in the celebration on his campus. The crowds swelled like a river in monsoon.

         Standing shoulder to shoulder, the students and workers sang in one voice:

         
            
               
                  A different world,

                  a different world is calling us.

                  It will be the confluence of

                  the sacrifice of Jesus,

                  the compassion of the Buddha,

                  the teachings of Muhammad the prophet,

                  and above all the glorious dharma

                  of the Aryan Upanishads.

               

               
                  As one religion

                  and one dharma,

                  a different world is calling us.

               

            

         

         As he joined in the singing, Satyam’s eyes filled with tears. British rule was over, but the real work of independence still lay ahead. ‘They are leaving,’ he thought. ‘But we will have to build this nation.’

         In their speeches the politicians, intellectuals, and trade-union leaders all talked of bhavi bharata pourulu – ‘future citizens of India’. Who were they? They were him. Young men such as himself.

         The celebrations went on all day. As he watched the dances and dramas and competitions, Satyam realised that in all those crowds of students, he knew no one well enough to talk to. They were all dressed in their best, and what a difference there was between his best and everyone else’s. The girls wore fine saris and the boys all had on nice Western shirts and trousers. Beside them, in his white cotton lalchi (a traditional men’s shirt) and pyjama, Satyam looked out of place.

         For weeks he had worked side by side with the other students, day and night, to help prepare these celebrations. But the solidarity he had felt was no more. Now that the common enemy was defeated, the differences between him and the other students came to the fore. He noticed he was not included in any of the performances.

         The celebrations continued into the evening. The programme included a fancy-dress contest. A girl dressed up as a Lambadi – a member of an impoverished tribe in Andhra whose traditional costumes, like those of Gypsies in the West, are remarkably colourful and ornate – won the first prize. ‘Would a real Lambadi woman get this admiration?’ Satyam asked himself as the girl – the darling daughter of a rich Hindu family – got up before the applauding crowd to receive her prize.

         As he looked on, a short, chubby dark boy Satyam had never before seen came up to him and introduced himself. He had a strange question for Satyam, one that Satyam had no answer to: ‘Do you think this independence is for people like you and me?’

      

   


   
      
         

            ONE

         

         ‘Matter can neither be created nor destroyed,’ the lecturer told the junior Intermediate students.

         Satyam, sitting in the last bench, muttered, ‘What does it matter to me?’ He used to be fascinated by all the new things he learnt in the physics class. But he hadn’t eaten in a long time.

         His father had stopped sending money. It seemed that Satyam was expected not merely to survive without food, but to study and get his degree in this condition.

         The problem of how to support Satyam while he was in college was one Prasanna Rao had spent years planning with care. In the military, Prasanna Rao stinted on everything and each month put away a large share of his salary. By the time he left his job there, he had saved up a solid five thousand rupees – an unimaginable sum in his community.

         He knew exactly what he wanted to do with that money. He was going to buy some land and use the money he raised from the sale of its produce on his son’s education. That way, in a few years not only would he be the father of a college graduate but also the owner of a piece of land.

         Prasanna Rao had been raised in a village. And in villages, a man may be educated, he may wear a shirt and pants, he may even have a job with a good salary, but the real prestige lay in owning land. Among untouchables, owning even a small piece of land is rare.

         So with his savings Prasanna Rao bought two and a half acres of land. He borrowed and bought two acres more. The rate of interest on the loan was high, but the land he had bought was so fertile he expected to be able to pay off the debt in no time.

         Prasanna Rao also found a job teaching in a government school. With his salary and what his land would produce, he would surely have more than enough money to put his son through college. And that son would surely become a doctor.

         Man makes his plans. God has his own.
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