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            PRAISE FOR FUNERAL NIGHTS

         

         
            ‘A closely woven sequence of narratives … that Mircea Eliade or Claude Levi-Strauss would have read with admiration.’

            K. Satchidanandan

            ‘A novel of huge ambition and tremendous appetite. Or is it a novel at all?’

            Jerry Pinto

            ‘Joyously, gloriously, don’t-give-a-damnedly its own thing … vast as the sense one gets from gazing at the hills. I am, it tells you, almost endless.’

            Janice Pariat

            ‘Extraordinary … Gorgeous in every way.’

            Nilanjana Roy

            ‘A pathbreaking novel in both its writing and subject, and peppered with unexpected moments of humour, there is much wisdom to be gained from Funeral Nights.’

            The Telegraph (India)

            ‘It was more like sitting down with old friends and listening to conversations … Funeral Nights is the sort of book that should be made required reading. We need many more books like this, insightful and well-written, opening a window on the often-ignored corners of India.’

            The Indian Express

            ‘Funeral Nights is a seminal work of great scholarship … It belongs on the bookshelves of students, journalists, filmmakers, travellers, artists, academics, and of Khasis and non-Khasis interested in culture. It’s an important book, an ethnographic achievement.’

            Hindustan Times

            ‘Funeral Nights is, without doubt, the strangest book I have read in recent times. Its stories fascinate me. Its rich variety fills me with awe.’

            The Wire (India)

            iiThis easy read, laced with humour, will effortlessly acquaint you with the magical world of this lesser-known tribe.’

            The Tribune (India)

            ‘Funeral Nights is an intense and acute study of Meghalaya’s socio-cultural mores, its rich natural environment at the mercy of plunderers, and the political twists and turns that have shaped its history.’

            The Hindu

            ‘It is indeed a heady mix and through all of it emerges the life and character of a people caught in the tension between tradition and modernity, culture and change, the old religion and the hegemony of Christianity, ethnic survival and influx, militancy and the scammers of democracy.’

            The Shillong Times
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            To

All Khasis—

Khynriam, U Pnar, U Bhoi, U War,

Maram, Lyngngam, Nongtrai-Muliang.vi
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            ‘Literature that is not the breath of contemporary society, that dares not transmit the pains and fears of that society, that does not warn in time against threatening moral and social dangers—such literature does not deserve the name of literature; it is only a facade.’

            —Alexander Solzhenitsynviii
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            My Name Is Ap Jutang

         

         
            ‘In all my writing, I tell the story

of my life over and over again.’

            —Isaac Bashevis Singer
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         My name is Ap Jutang, a rare and beautiful name (even if I say so myself), perhaps the rarest and most beautiful of all Khasi names, meaning ‘keeper of the covenant’. And what is more, unlike many Khasi names, it is not a big tongue-twister. Even non-Khasis manage to pronounce it properly. I know this for sure, because many of my non-Khasi friends say it exactly as it should be—/ap ju:taŋ/, that is how it should be said.

         But I don’t know if that’s how I should begin. Perhaps I should first clarify that, when I speak of Khasis, I mean the Khasi people of Meghalaya in northeastern India. The mainlanders used to call us Khasia because Khasi sounds too much like khasi–sardi, cough-and-cold, and taking a cue from them, the British began calling us Cossia or Cassia. But we are ‘Ki Khasi’, the Khasis, scions of the Hynñiew Trep people, the seven sub-tribes. Among these sub-tribes are the Khynriams of Ri Khynriam, East Khasi Hills; the Pnars of Ri Pnar, Jaiñtia Hills; the Bhois of Ri Bhoi district; the Wars of the Ri War areas bordering Bangladesh; the Marams of Ri Maram, West Khasi Hills; the Lyngngams of Ri Lyngngam, West Khasi Hills; and the now-never-heard-of Dikos, whom many believe to be instead the still existing Nongtrais and Muliangs also of West Khasi Hills. Khasis also live in many parts of Assam and the Sylhet district of Bangladesh.

         Now that’s out of the way, I can return to my introduction. Khasi names are, as a rule, exotic to non-Khasi ears, more exotic still when mouthed by non-Khasi tongues. My friend is called Kynpham—among our more easily pronounceable names, but the best that many non-Khasis can do with it is ‘Kingpam’. Or Kimpan, Kingpin, Fiang Fiang and so on. The worst distortion was by Douglas Smith, an Englishman who visited the Khasi Hills in 1995. Smith’s friends used to call him Doug, but Khasis, because they could not manage that properly, called him, out of respect, ‘Mr Dog’. But proving himself as bad as the Khasis, Mr Dog called Kynpham ‘Flimflam’. No such embarrassment, however, has ever come my way. I am truly grateful to my mother for giving such careful thought to my name and what might happen to it.

         Mostly, though, I’m not even called Ap Jutang. Some people call me Bah Ap, which means ‘elder brother Ap’, or roughly, ‘Mr Ap’. This is a peculiar 4Khasi practice. If you are Ap Jutang, people will call you ‘Bah Ap’; and if you are Risa, they will call you ‘Kong Ri’, ‘elder sister Ri’, or ‘Miss Ri’ or ‘Ms Ri’. I suppose it’s a way of simultaneously expressing closeness and respect, or perhaps even a way of reducing one’s linguistic burden. Friends and my immediate family call me Ap, but all my relatives call me Bahduh since I am the youngest in the family. This is another odd Khasi practice: the persistent use of kinship terms. If you are the eldest son, relatives will call you Bahbah or Bahheh, which means ‘eldest brother’; if you are next to the eldest, they will call you either Bahdeng, ‘middle brother’, or Bahrit or Hep or Bahhep (signifying an indeterminate ‘younger brother’); if you are the youngest, they will call you Bahduh. The same thing goes for girls: the eldest are Kongkong or Kongheh, the middle ones are Kongdeng or Kongrit, and those at the end of the line are Duhduh. Sometimes, daughters between the first and the last will be called Kongnah or Konghep (signifying an indeterminate ‘younger sister’), or even Kongieit, ‘beloved sister’.

         But there’s more. There’s Hephep, Heprit, Heplung, Hepieit and so on for sons (sometimes for daughters as well) and Theiheh, Theirit, Theilung, Theiieit and so on for daughters. We apply the same principle to uncles and aunts, so your eldest uncle may be a Mabah—sorry, Mabah is ‘granduncle’—a Maheh or a Marangbah; your middle uncle a Madeng or a Marit or a Makhynnah; your youngest uncle, a Maduh. In the same way, your eldest aunt may be a Meiheh or a Meirangbah or a Meisan; your middle aunt a Meideng or a Meirit or a Meikhynnah; your youngest aunt, a Meiduh.

         Confused? Not to worry: we are too. In fact, Khasi militants, in their heyday between 1993 and 2001, realised the tactical value of these terms and took to calling each other Marangbah, Maheh, Marit and so on. The heads of the state police, many of whom were non-Khasis, were in a spin trying to sort out who was who.

         With parents, it gets worse. We are truly teknonymous with them. Near relatives, for instance, would rather call my mother Mother of Ap than by her real name or even her pet name, Kongrit. The consequence of all this is that most names fall into desuetude. Take the following conversation, for instance:

         ‘Do you know what Hep did yesterday?’

         ‘Which Hep?’

         ‘U Hep, mə, who lives in Block 6?’

         ‘But which one? There are many Heps in Block 6!’

         ‘The one who drives a taxi.’

         ‘But there are many Heps who drive taxis! Which one?’ 5

         ‘The bow-legged one.’

         ‘Oh, you mean U Hep Bracket! Why didn’t you say so?’

         Or this:

         ‘What is the name of Bahbah?’

         ‘What Bahbah?’

         ‘Bahbah, mə, Meiduh’s son!’

         ‘Meiduh of Khliehshnong or Pdengshnong?’

         A quick side note: ‘mə’ (pronounced /mə/ as in ‘huh’) is a crude way of addressing close male acquaintances. So ‘Bahbah, mə’ would roughly correspond to ‘Bahbah, man’. The equivalent of this for women is ‘pha’. A more courteous way to address both men and women is ‘phi’, like the French ‘vous’. ‘U’ (pronounced /u/ not /juː/) is also a masculine marker used before the name of a male. For a female, we use ‘ka’, but if we want to be nice, we use ‘I’ (pronounced /i:/ as in ‘we’) for both men and women. I’m sure I’ll be using a lot of these expressions, so you may as well be told about them now.

         But to return to pet names: when newspapers publish obituary notices, they always mention the names of the dead with their pet names within brackets. So, for instance, Mr Pimpdoris Lyngdoh will be followed by ‘Bahhep Pimp’ within brackets. (More on names such as this a little later—in Chapter IV, to be precise.)
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         Sohra is my birthplace, where my ancestral home is, and though only tenants live in it now, two rooms have been left vacant so we can use them whenever we visit. I usually spend my winters there because it’s slightly warmer than here in Shillong. But that’s just something I used to say to myself; the truth is that I love everything about Sohra, for it was there, to use the words of Welsh writer John Owen of Morfa Nefyn about Anglesey, ‘that [I] was born and raised, it was there that [my] mother taught [me] to talk, it was there that the paths were which [I] had walked as a child’.

         I’d like to tell you a few things about Sohra. I do believe that, in telling you about it, I will reveal myself, for everything that I am has been shaped and moulded by my hometown—not only by the customs and manners of Sohra’s people but also by the silent influence of the hills, rivers and woods that surround it and surround me still.

         This book is not about Sohra or me. It is, as the title suggests, about the unique funeral traditions of the Khasis—especially the funeral nights that 6are so full of tales and stimulating talk. I only introduced myself because I thought you might also want to know a little about me—the narrator—and my friends, the other characters, before you spend time with us.

         So, to continue, the name Sohra is a strange one. Not many people know what it means, not even the people who live there. I do, though, because I know many things Khasi. I’m not bragging. That’s the last thing I’d like people to think of me. You could describe me as a practitioner of the community’s faith and customs, which, in turn, has made me a curious and interested seeker of all things Khasi—even though I’m not an enthusiastic believer when it comes to religion. And there lies the difference between many of my compatriots and me.

         Sohra was founded by the people of Khatar Shnong, a province of twelve Ri War villages to the north and east of Sohra, and by those of Khathynriew Shnong, a province of sixteen Ri War villages to the south and west. Their villages were situated on precipitous jungled slopes or deep at the bottom of even more thickly jungled gorges. The only approach to them was in the form of uneven steps roughly cut into sheer cliff faces, which made it difficult for the villagers to meet, trade and barter daily. The two provinces, therefore, came together and created a central marketplace on a level field, which was in those days simply called Madan Umleng or Ïewrim. Situated on a vast mountaintop tableland, it commanded a sweeping view of the villages below, those on the slopes and in the gorges. The market was held twice a week, on Ïewbah, or big-market day, and on Ïewpohïa, or small-market day. There was a gap of four days between the two and a gap of eight days between one big-market day and the next. The four-day gap is known as ka ïa, or the half-week, and the eight-day gap is known as ka taïew, or the week. It is from this practice that Khasis evolved the eight-day week, which, incidentally, makes the Beatles’ Eight Days a Week not so charmingly far-fetched after all.

         From establishing the market, it was but a tiny step to settlement: some people, rather than make the gruelling journey back and forth every market day, chose to build homes near the marketplace, earning their livelihood by providing services to the market-goers and traders. The settlement grew quickly in size, and soon it was the biggest, most flourishing community in the area. As is the custom with Khasis, the founding clans of the town became the bakhraws, that is, the nobles or the ruling clans. Among them (just to give you an idea of Khasi clan names) were the Nongrum, Khongwir, Shrieh, Myrboh, Tham, Nongtraw, Majaw, Umdor, Dohling, Mawdkhap, Sohkhia and Diengdoh clans. The Myrbohs and Sohkhias were later replaced by the 7Kharngapkynta and Nongtariang clans. That said, I must also point out that clans considered as the Sohra nobility may be just ordinary clans elsewhere. And even in Sohra, they are nobles only in terms of administrative functions. In the social set-up, which is casteless and classless, they are neither above nor below any other clan.

         Over time, the new settlement grew in influence, rapidly becoming the focal point for all the outlying villages, including the original twelve in the north-east and the sixteen in the south-west. In short, it became the capital of the surrounding territory.

         At around this time, there was a fierce dispute between the people of Mawphu from the Khathynriew Shnong province and the people of Laitïam, in the south-east. The people of Laitïam were backed by two other villages, Ryngud and Sohbar. Both claimed ownership of a large tract of land bordering the heavily wooded River Umïong that extended up to another river called Risaw, north of Umïong. Soon, a protracted war broke out. The Mawphus killed the warrior leader of the Laitïams, called U Dei, near a place known as Nongsawlia; however, the Laitïams retaliated and killed the Mawphus’ warrior leader, called U Sohmen, not too far from where Dei had fallen. These places came to be known as Pomudei and Pomsohmen, that is, the hacking-of-Dei and the hacking-of-Sohmen. At this juncture, the founding clans of the new settlement of Sohra intervened. They talked to both parties about how futile and destructive the war had already been, and offered the idea of merging all their villages into a single hima, or state, comprising the provinces of Khatar Shnong, Khathynriew Shnong and Ki Lai Shnong—the three villages of Laitïam, Ryngud and Sohbar. The warring parties readily agreed, and a new state was born out of the war.

         The founding clans now began to look for a syiem, a king, who would be wholly responsible for the day-to-day administration. But nobody wanted a king from one of the other clans. They did not want to grant that kind of power and prominence to one who was not their own. It was when they were sitting in an open dorbar (council), trying to find a ruler, that a gentlewoman of divine grace mysteriously appeared out of nowhere and declared in front of the founding clans that her children would be the kings of the new state. When asked for her name, she said, ‘Sohra’, and when asked for her purpose, she said, ‘My purpose is to teach grace and good manners to the people.’

         From that time, the new settlement was known as Sohra (for the settlement itself), Hima Sohra (for the state of Sohra) and Ri Sohra (for the country of 8Sohra). The names were given in honour of the mysterious woman, who, true to her word, tutored the people in the ways of civilised living and refined manners. It is for this reason that the community regards Sohra as the birthplace of Khasi etiquette and good conduct—‘ka akor Sohra’, a kind of savoir-vivre.

         But though the woman was accepted as divine, or at least as an agent of divine intervention, nobody thought of asking her what her name meant. It was only much later that people realised that she had chosen a name to reflect the most typical feature of the Sohra landscape. Since it is the wettest place on earth (I am sticking to this assertion because, although Mawsynram, the other East Khasi Hills village, has recorded higher precipitation now and then, the matter is far from settled—rain being a notoriously whimsical thing) and has a gently sloping tableland overlooking the plains of Bangladesh, Sohra has no topsoil. All of its topsoil has been washed away, either to the fertile and heavily forested gorges at the foot of the tableland, known as Ri War (where the War people live in their bountiful jungle farms), or to the plains of Sylhet, which are transformed every summer by the pelting rain of Sohra into a gigantic inland ocean. It follows then that Sohra is a place where nothing grows. And that is the meaning of Sohra: fruitless. In a way, the name completely justifies the description of the place as the wettest desert on earth.

         There is another version too about the founding of Sohra, but this, I believe, is the authentic version. I may tell you the other one later.

         And yet, to say that Sohra is a wet desert is not the whole truth either, for it is encircled by law kyntangs (sacred forests), law adong (prohibited forests), law shnong (community forests) and law kur (clan forests), which grow in ravines, low-lying valleys, hill slopes and catchment areas within the tableland itself. I will tell you more about them, or at least about our sacred forests, by and by.

         Or perhaps I will only speak of them if there is a suitable occasion. What’s the point in talking about anything if you cannot make it enjoyable? That’s what I always say and that’s something I keep in mind during my lectures. Oh yes, I do a lot of lecturing, though that’s not my primary job. In fact, I do not have a job. I’ve just resigned from my position as a university lecturer to become a full-time writer. My mother calls me a fool, and when she shouts at me in anger and bitterness, I am often reminded of the plight of a friend, a poor Nepali farmer, who writes poetry in Khasi. His wife, a termagant Bhoi peasant, harangues him daily: ‘You lazy good-for-nothing! Can you dig 9potatoes with poetry; can you buy dried fish with it?’ This woman always raises my hackles: it is as if she were indicting me too, you know? Otherwise, I love women. Many women have inspired me. I do not know if I could write at all without their inspiration. That I am not married already is because I find it more exciting to live in this state of perpetual possibilities. If you do not understand what I mean, consider this poem:

         
            
               …[that] electric sparkle,

               that silent laughter in their eyes,

               inviting, daring, mocking …

               Those eyes that lifted to him unexpectedly,

               the opening of petals, the parting of dawn,

               the day that begins with a new zest—

               eyes …

               haven’t we known those eyes

               that danced naughtily seeing your eyes?

               Weavers of romances and dark fantasies!

               Each one had been such a possibility,

               a love, a joy, a celebration …

            

         

         It is precisely like that with me. Every nice woman I meet is a hope, a promise and an inspiration. But that is not the whole truth. Should the opportunity arise, I’ll tell you more about my love life and my beloved Saia.

         Anyway, this is what I do nowadays; my mother may not think much of me, but who knows, I may yet make it big, my books may yet become textbooks—the hope of every Khasi writer, since Khasis do not read books except in school—and I may yet earn a lot of money. Not from writing, of course. There’s no money in writing books unless you become a bestselling author, and there’s no hope of that if you write in Khasi. My mother knows it too, which is why she calls me a fool. What I mean to say is that I have a little side-business in real estate: that may flourish in time. But I am not ambitious that way. I do not desire riches. I am happily well-off from the income I get from my two houses here in the city. (Most Khasis fondly call Shillong a city, although a fierce debate still rages as to whether it is a town or a city.) No, I am not ambitious in that way at all. My hope is simply this: that my name should make itself heard like the sound of the wind and the rain blowing and pouring according to the season. It is in that hope that I have started writing in English, for whatever you may say about this language, cannibalistic or not, it is still the key to a wider world. 10

         The lecturing I do is mainly due to my reputation as an authority on Khasi culture. I am invited to deliver talks by this or that organisation, but primarily by units of Seng Khasi. This organisation describes itself as the custodian of Niam Khasi, the indigenous Khasi religion, and of Khasi culture. It organises many seng pyni, or instructive gatherings, for the benefit of the faithful. I am often called to these gatherings as a resource person. That does not mean I am a religious fanatic. No Khasi–Khasi ever is, since his religion recognises the same God, not only for every human being, but also for every creature on earth.

         Khasi–Khasi is a playful name we give to a Khasi who, like me, adheres to the indigenous faith. (I, of course, adhere only in name. I am more interested in my people as a race and in their cultural wisdom. In fact, though I know a great deal about the Khasi religion, I am not even remotely religious. I quarrel a lot with God. But that does not really mean anything, does it? I mean, being irreligious and quarrelling with God is surely not the same as being wicked, is it?) In the same manner, a Khasi convert is called Khasi-Presbyterian, Khasi-Catholic, Khasi-Hindu or Khasi-Muslim, though there are not too many in the last two categories.

         The British, whom we call phareng (from ‘feringhee’) or ki dohlieh (white meat) or ki sahep Bilat (the sahibs of Britain), came to Sohra in 1828 when David Scott (the Governor-General’s Agent to the Northeast Frontier of Bengal) built his house on the plateau, having obtained permission from the king in exchange for land in the plains of Sylhet. After the Anglo–Khasi War (or the Khasi War of Freedom, as we would rather call it) came to an end in 1833, the saheps established Sohra as the first capital of the Khasi–Jaiñtia Hills, and then as the capital of the united province of Assam. But when they first arrived, they found it hard to pronounce the name of the place and called it Cherra, and later, Cherrapunjee. As with everything British in India, this mispronunciation quickly and effectively tossed the rightful name into local and partisan usage.
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         In the 1990s, I found myself in Delhi for the first time. It was also the first time I came face to face with the naked truth about how the rest of India treats its citizens from the hills of the Northeast. During that trip, I suffered from a deep sense of alienation. People thought I was from Japan or China or Korea, and at the hotel where I stayed, the rude fellow at the desk actually asked 11for my passport. I was just too different. I didn’t look like the rest of them; I didn’t speak like them; I didn’t act like them. Had they known me, they would have learnt that I didn’t eat like them.

         Nobody knew about our state (carved out of Assam in 1972) or about the beautiful city of Shillong where I lived. When I told people that I came from Meghalaya, they asked me, ‘Where’s that?’ And when I told them of Shillong, they responded, ‘Ceylon? You’re from Ceylon?’ To make things worse, the Hindi they spoke was almost incomprehensible to me since I knew only the bazaar Hindi of Shillong. It was in sheer frustration, therefore, that I replied to a rickshaw wallah: ‘I’m from Cherrapunjee. Do you know Cherrapunjee?’

         To my utter surprise, he replied, ‘Wahan to bahut zyada barish hai.’ (‘They have a lot of rain over there.’)

         I was so moved that I took hold of that mama, that uncle, and embraced him like a brother. Cherrapunjee had saved the day for me, and I said to myself, ‘So, they do know about us after all. Thank you, Sohra.’

         After that, of course, I used the name of Cherrapunjee everywhere. Regardless of its origin, it brought me lots of smiles.

         I love everything about Sohra, including things that many of my friends find extremely unpleasant. And as it is the birthplace of education in the hills, I am also very proud of it. Formal Western education in Northeast India originated in Sohra, where the first schools were established by the Welsh Methodist missionaries a little after 1842. Since then, Sohra has produced many great (relatively speaking, obviously) writers and scholars. Among them were the pioneering writers who broke the missionaries’ monopoly over cultural and literary matters towards the end of the nineteenth century. Sohra remains a significant centre of learning even now and continues to draw inspiration from its famous sons, such as Rabon Singh Kharsuka, the first Khasi to ever write a book, and Soso Tham, the Khasi bard.

         But most of all, I love the pure, wild rain of Sohra, which has baptised me over and over in its holy waters, linking my soul forever with its cloud-tending wind and its cherubic mists floating among, and hanging from, verdant summer trees in sanctified woods. As the rain of Chile was to Neruda, the rain of Sohra is to me ‘an unforgettable presence’. I never tire of reading poems and writings on the Sohra rain:

         
            
               This is the famed rain,

               making a fool of sorry umbrellas! 12

               Zooming in like swarms of fighter planes!

               Bouncing back metres high to the sky!

               Now it sprints with the wind!

               Now it turns waltzing round!

               Now it’s a million whips

               for the gale to lash at pretty legs!

               And now, it’s a violent downpour

               to whitewash the ditches and the roads

               till at last, the fog comes cloaking all.

            

         

         It is because of this multifariousness and its divergent nature that Khasis have so many names for the rain: Slap (rain), lapbah (heavy rain), lapsan (immense rain), lap-theh-ktang (pouring-from-bamboo-tube rain), lap-lai-miet (three-night rain), lap-hynriew-miet (six-night rain), lap-khyndai-miet (nine-night rain), lapphria (hail rain), lap-erïong (dark-wind rain/ black storm), u kyllang (stormy rain), lapiwtung (smelly rain, because it continues for many days, causing clothes to stink), lappraw (light rain), lap-boi-ksi (louse-swarming rain, because it looks like lice and nits when it settles on hair and clothes), lap-ñiup-ñiup (soft, flaky rain, very light drizzle), lapshiliang (partial rain), laplynnong (rain confined to certain locales), lapkynriang (slanting rain), lapmynsaw (rain of danger, which has both literal and metaphorical meanings) and lap-bam-briew (human-devouring rain, because it does not stop until some human has fallen victim to a raintriggered disaster).

         If you read the statistical handbooks, you will know that Sohra gets an average of more than 12,000 mm of rain per year, and often as much as 450 mm in a single day. On 19 August 2015, for instance, it shattered a ten-year-old record when it received as much rain as 471.7 mm in twenty-four hours. However, the 1964 record of 853 mm within the same period, which also made Sohra the wettest place on earth, still stands. The highest recorded total annual rainfall was 24,555 mm in 1974. And, typically, all this rain falls within a period of six months, from April to September, although it can continue right up to October and even into the first two weeks of November. But again, this is hardly the complete picture. The fact is, we often get the first rain of the year as early as January or February. This early rain, however, is intermittent and does not become fierce and big and heavy and incessant till about April. From this you can easily see how silly the claim is that the rain in India is born in Kerala. While Kerala gets its first rain in June, we get it in January or February. 13

         The rain, coming from the hills and driving with fury through the land, used to scare people out of their wits. Those with tin roofs used to spend sleepless nights intoning mantras and saying, ‘Mab Blei, mab Blei’ (‘God forgive, God forgive’). There was no saying when the rain would suddenly switch to the terrible Sohra erïong, the dark tempest. When the erïong came, corrugated sheets flapped like wings, making deafening sounds the whole night through—sometimes they flew right off. Forests spun around and swung violently from side to side in a mad rhythm; trees collapsed; hills growled; overhanging rocks tumbled down precipices as the rain poured into roaring waterfalls to wreak even greater havoc in the plains of River Surma in Bangladesh. This is the kind of rain that poets have described as the season of continuous darkness, when:

         
            
               The sun too is not there that rises or sets;

               Only now and then would it peep from the cloud that is dense,

               At the sea frothing white and the gleeful waterfalls.

            

         

         Many of my friends do not share my enthusiasm for a Sohra that is all water, wind, cloud, darkness and terrorising tempests. Why, they wonder, would I experience a hiraeth, a heartrending longing, for such a land? And why should I take so much pride in the relentless rain? Had it not—according to well-known Welsh writer Nigel Jenkins, author of Through the Green Doors: Travels Among the Khasis—dismayed even the ‘web-footed Welsh’ missionaries and driven ‘many a demented Company wallah to suicide’? But how will people who fear to get their feet wet understand that we used to jump for joy when it rained, that with cries of ‘Yahoo!’ we would tear off our clothes and rush out with bars of soap to bathe naked in the downpour? And bathing we would sing:

         
            
               Ther, ther lapbah lapsan,

               Ban dup pait ka maw ka dieng,

               Ban dup tat u kba u khaw,

               Ther, ther lapbah lapsan.

            

            
               (Strike, strike big rain, great rain,

               That the stone the wood would break,

               That the rice the grain would be cheap

               Strike, strike big rain, great rain.)

            

         

         Or this song: 14

         
            
               Ah, ah, ah, ba la ther u lap Sohra!

               Syngit ki jaiñ ngi pynjyndong,

               Shong kali kulai tom tom.

            

            
               (Ah, ah, ah, that the rain of Sohra is pelting!

               We tighten our clothes and make them short,

               We ride on horse-drawn carriages.)

            

         

         We had never seen horse-drawn carriages of course, for the British who drove them were long gone, but we sang about them all the same.

         Sometimes, we dashed naked to the playground near our house, where rainwater gathered in deep pools among the tall grasses, to roll on the ground and engage in fierce fights of kynshait um, water-splashing. This is one of the most enjoyable games I have ever played, one with no losers and, thus, no hard feelings. When we were tired of the game, we used to take out our knups, which are carapace-like rain shields made from bamboo and leaves, and get into the fast-running water, to create waterfalls with split bamboo poles and large leaves. Or we would float our paper boats among the pools and play with the tadpoles that were spawning everywhere. Our parents never chided us since the water was always clean (there is no mud in Sohra, only sand and pebbles), and the rains were considered therapeutic. Even now, it is said, ‘U slap Sohra u long dawai’, the Sohra rain is medicine. I do not know if this is a fact, but our frolicking never made us ill.

         Rain time in Sohra was also story time. Mother used to say, ‘The perfect time to tell a tale is a rainy night.’ And so, she would choose one of those dark pre-monsoon nights during the black month of April to tell us about all the famous places in Sohra, behind every one of which is a tragic tale. As blinding flashes of lightning and ear-splitting crashes of thunder tore the dark sky asunder, as the wind shrieked with mad fury, lashing the houses with rain and hail, she told us about Likai and how her horrible fate had endowed the waterfall with its unhappy name, Kshaid Noh Ka Likai (the plunge of Ka Likai Falls). It was also in this way that I learnt about Kshaid Daiñthlen (Daiñthlen Falls), where Thlen, the legendary man-eating serpent, was killed. And about Ramhah, the giant who terrorised the people of Sohra so cruelly that they were forced to kill him by feeding him jadoh, a local delicacy, mixed with powdered iron filings. I learnt, too, about Kshaid Noh Sngithiang (the plunge of Ka Sngithiang Falls) and Sngithiang, who committed suicide because her parents did not approve of the man who loved her. And Ka Lyngknot U Ïar, the stool of Ïar, the man 15who married an infant-eating nymph and was killed by his brother-in-law for protesting against her inhuman habit. I learnt about U Suidtynjang, the deformed demon who abducts people and puts them on ledges in the middle of a precipice if they cannot scratch his sore-covered body without pause. If it had not been for the rain, I doubt if Mother would have had the time or the inclination to tell us all those stories.

         It is the fog which is a real nuisance, not the rain. After each violent downpour, it creeps out of crevices and chasms, cloaking everything, so that all of Sohra seems to be wiping itself dry with an immense white towel after being drenched by the rain. It is thus also known as lyoh khyndew, landcloud, creeping and crawling over the earth and spreading across the sky:

         
            
               land-clouds seeping

               through tall trees—

               a will-o’-the-wisp.

            

         

         It seeps into homes through chinks and cracks in doors and windows, making everything wet and damp and stinking. It fills spider webs with minuscule diamonds, clings to people’s hair and eyebrows and seeks to lay

         
            
               claim to everything:

               monsoon mist—

               my sister’s eyebrows

               dotted with crystals.

            

         

         The fog is a blinding white gloom, and when it floats up from the ravines, you can see nothing. Cars on the road, with their lights glowing eerily, crawl like caterpillars, following a thin black thread and blaring their horns at regular intervals:

         
            
               wind, rain and fog—

               my car crawls

               to a Cherra welcome.

            

         

         Sometimes it is so dense that you can barely see your hand in front of your face. On the streets, you bump into people; you watch their ghostly silhouettes and listen to their voices as if they were disembodied souls:

         
            
               foggy afternoon:

               my sister nearby,

               a bodiless soul. 16

            

         

         The dense fog was a big hit with us children. We loved playing hide-and-seek in it, and the denser it got, the happier we were. When I grew older, the fog was even more wonderful: I could kiss a girl right under her friends’ noses. Most adults, however, dislike it because of the physical discomfort it causes, and associate it with evil. Perhaps because it encourages a sort of dangerous freedom.

         The fog in Sohra is probably most spectacular when the rain has stopped, the sky has cleared, but the ravines are still choked with the pure, impregnating land-cloud. The deep gorges that yawn like fiendish mouths suddenly vanish and the tableland becomes one gigantic expanse of rolling green-and-white. This spectacular vista, almost a seascape, has an enchanted quality. It makes you feel like you would ‘float on rapture’s charmed carpet’, as someone put it, if you jumped into that enormous mass of whiteness. Perhaps that was what Jiei, a Pnar from Ri Pnar, had also felt a long, long time ago.

         According to the story, Jiei, who was visiting Sohra for the first time as a carrier of his king’s tidings, found himself beset by the rain and could not leave for many days. He stayed on as a guest of the Sohra king, but he turned out to be a vainglorious, loutish sort of man who bragged about his adventures and the power and glory of his king. His king was richer and mightier than Sohra’s. His state was bigger; it extended to the plains of Sylhet. His nation’s women were more beautiful and gracious than anyone he had seen in Sohra. His people were taller and stronger. Like him, they were also more skilful and more capable, be it in the art of war or the art of peace. Since he had lived in the lowlands of Sylhet, he could do anything that a plainsman could, and better. He could do things that hill people could not even dream of. He had swum in big rivers, even in the ocean. He could swim anywhere; he could do anything.

         The people of Sohra, who were generally polite and gracious to others, did not like the boorish ingratitude of the fellow, who ran them down at every opportunity even as he enjoyed their hospitality. One of the elders, who had suffered his arrogance and condescension in silence for many days, decided to teach him a lesson. He took Jiei to the edge of a vast ravine, which at the time was filled with land-cloud, and said, ‘Look at it! You said you could swim anywhere and that you have swum in big rivers and even in the ocean, which we have not even seen. Can you swim here?’

         ‘What is this?’

         ‘A river of land-clouds. Can you swim here? It’s at least a thousand feet thick, so it should support you easily.’ 17

         Jiei, who had never seen such a thing before, replied right away, ‘A thousand feet! Why, haven’t I told you I have swum in oceans thousands of feet deep? This is nothing! Of course I can swim here! Are you mocking me?’

         With that, he threw himself into the white emptiness and became a legend.

         Taken aback, the Sohra elder exclaimed, ‘Waa, khun ka mrad! Son of an animal! She jumped! I was only playing a prank, and she really jumped!’

         When Khasis are angry or in shock, they have this tendency to address a man as a woman. As the story spread, a new ridicule was born. Anyone who behaves arrogantly is now simply dismissed as U Jiei jngi lyoh, the cloud-swimming Jiei. Even I have been called that once or twice, not because I am arrogant, but because my father, who died when I was still in the womb, happened to be a Pnar from a village called Nangbah.

         If, however, I were to analyse my fondness for the Sohra of water, wind, cloud, darkness and terrorising tempests, I would say, as I have said before, that it is because I was born and brought up there. It was there that my mother taught me to talk; it was there that the paths were, which I walked as a child. The years of growing up among the sacred woods, panoramic hills and clear streams of Sohra, among warm and compassionate neighbours, were the best part of my life, despite our poverty back then. And though we left for a better life in Shillong, I find myself going back to that time again and again. My roots are still buried deep in the soil of Sohra; my trunk and branches still draw sustenance from its rugged terrain; my love for it extends to everything else that is in it. That is why my only hiraeth now is for Sohra, for I still consider myself a true son of the wettest place on earth, baptised by its wind-driven rain and its impregnating fog. Do you wonder then that I fondly call it the land of time-warped legends, the rain, the fog and the poets? It is only my mother—who wants to live here in Shillong, to be close to my two brothers and sister and her other relatives—who is keeping me from my Innisfree now.

         I must add that there is more to Sohra than water, wind, cloud, darkness and terrorising tempests. A high plateau, about 4,200 feet above sea level, it is surrounded by the deep and thickly wooded gorges of Ri War. In the dry months of late autumn and winter, the scene is breathtaking—criss-crossing streams, luxuriant sacred forests and yellowing hilltops with spectacular views of Bangladesh’s watery plains in the shimmering distance. During these months, one can enjoy leisurely strolls in the hills and outdoor picnics on the edge of a cliff. Or pick fruits and gather flowers, wild plants and herbs in the forest, collect wild honey from crevice hives, swim in the hill streams, or fish with rods or bamboo cones and suchlike contraptions. 18

         Despite all that Sohra makes readily available, my uncle, whose name was Krokar but whom we call Madeng, used to tell me, ‘When in Sohra, never be content with the surface of it, like superficial tourists. He who hasn’t trodden the rock bottom of these precipices can never claim he knows his land.’ And so, we would go down to the deep forests in the gorges to catch fish or birds, or simply to explore. Of all my boyhood activities, the bird-catching expeditions are the most deeply etched on my mind.

         We used to leave home at the first cockcrow, lighting our way with flickering flambeaus. We would hurry through hills and valleys dark with the lingering night so we could reach certain waterholes or shrinking streamlets much before the birds arrived to bathe and drink at sunrise.

         (It is said that birds do not come to wash when there is plenty of water and the current is strong. For that reason, bird-catching is carried out only in winter, when the water in the streams and waterholes has almost dried up. But I think that in the rainy months, since water is plentiful, birds do not need to flock to a waterhole to drink and bathe. Also, rainwater weakens the tackiness of the birdlime, made from jackfruit or rubber tree gum, and so, whether people go to the waterholes or simply lay their snares on some fruit trees favoured by birds, they always do it in winter.)

         At the waterholes, we first took out our cane sticks—which we had swathed in birdlime paste, except for their sharpened ends—and planted them in the soft ground just inches above the trickling water. Any wet ground that the cane sticks did not cover was taken over by very thin bamboo splits, smeared with birdlime and laid haphazardly on both sides of the waterholes. All this had to be done before dawn broke, in the light of flambeaus, so as to not frighten the bathers away. Once we had arranged everything, we would retire to a secluded spot, some distance from the waterholes, to wait and watch.

         I could see everything from our hiding place. How exquisitely lovely those colourful crowds were as they sang soulfully, danced and hopped about, took their ritual dips in the pools and played and preened in the sun. There were birds of all shapes and sizes and colours, from the dullest grey and brown to such a riot of colours I cannot even begin to describe now! All I can say is that the rainbow itself seemed to me like a very dull sight when compared with the multicoloured splendour of those gorgeous creatures. And what strange hairdos some of them had! Any punk would drool with envy, looking at the flamboyant black-crested bulbuls and fancily crested finchbills. Some birds, like the hoopoe, even seemed to be wearing crowns. 19

         My favourites were the sunbirds, close cousins of the hummingbird and known locally as ki pohkait. They have long, down-curved bills with brush-tipped tongues, which they use mainly to drink nectar from flowers, their staple diet. These birds always came in large colourful swarms, but though they belonged to the same family, they never resembled one another very closely, except for the females. That was what always struck me as wonderful. There were many among them who were olive above and yellowish below, from the chest to the belly, quite attractive, but drab when compared with the others in their group with their vivid colours and iridescent plumage, vibrant beyond belief. Some were a luminous purple-blue from head to tail; others had maroon breast-bands that extended to the sides of the head, glowing green crowns, bright purple throats and yellow underparts bordered with white; and yet others had dazzling yellow flanks, red throats, bright blue wings and velvety purple crowns. One time, I saw a bird, one only, who was entirely red, flaming red, as red as the embers in a smithy. Madeng told me he was their syiem, their king. (Please note that I’m not using the neuter gender when referring to animals, birds or even insects, in keeping with the Khasi tradition.)

         He also said that the more drab-looking ones, the ones with the olive-green over-parts, were female, while all the handsome ones were male. I thought he was kidding, but it turned out to be true. He also told me about how they were monogamous, like most humans, and lived in nests suspended from slender tree branches, constructed in the shape of a gourd from grass and other vegetation and bound together with strands of spider’s web. I never saw their nests and never closely observed the way they lived, but I fell in love with them when I heard about their marvellous customs.

         Another favourite of mine was a bird we called sim pyrem, bird of spring, who was draped in deep sky-blue from head to tail. He was a very rare bird, seen only in the deep woods. Watching the birds from our hidden retreat was always the best part of these expeditions. But soon, the birds were flapping their wings pitifully on our cane stalks or floundering helplessly across the soggy ground, entangled in the bamboo splits. What terrible destruction we wrought upon those magnificent and delicate creatures that never did anyone any harm! The little pools, serene until then, bathed in the day’s first rosy rays and resonating with a medley of sweet melodies, became a veritable killing field. Hundreds, thousands of them were caught, and while we boys laughed and patted each other on the back with each new catch, the men quickly strangled them, robbing the birds of life and colour. What a dreadful 20shame it was to strip them of all that loveliness and roughly toss their naked, wretched bodies into gaping gunnysacks! Amidst all the excitement, I felt a weighty sorrow. I used to ask my uncle, ‘Madeng, do these birds have children? What will happen to their children now?’ But Madeng would only say, ‘Het, mə! You’re a pest! Stop pestering!’

         On our way home, the men bragged about the birds they had caught or lamented the ones they had missed. And the thought of the chicks waiting in their nests, waiting to be fed by mothers who would soon be sizzling in our frying pans, troubled me for hours.

         There were two kinds of birds that we loved catching because they flew in vast swarms. One was a dull brown migratory bird of the quail family, called mrit, and the other was the steely blue drongo. To catch the mrits, we went early in the morning to the sacred woods to lay our birdlime traps on their favourite fruit trees. For the drongos, because they were insect catchers, all we had to do was to identify their favourite perching trees and lay our traps there. We used to catch hundreds of them in a day and either had them for dinner or sold them. The drongos were ferocious, biting and tearing at our hands with their claws. To neutralise their resistance, we carried small round sticks with which to beat them on the head.

         Sometimes, when we laid our snares on a tree, we used a songbird as bait. When the songbird—caged and hidden amidst the foliage—sang, other birds, especially his own kind, flocked to the tree and got entangled in the birdlime. Sometimes the cage itself became the snare when it was made in such a way that birds could get in but not out. Another method of snaring birds was with a spring bow made of bamboo. The snare, customarily laid on the ground in marshy places, was used mostly to catch snipes and woodcocks.

         All these years later, when I look back at what we did, I find it distasteful and distressing. I no longer shoot birds with catapults; I no longer trap them with birdlime; I no longer eat bird meat, and if it were not so difficult, living among the rampantly carnivorous Khasis, I would have long ago stopped eating other kinds of meat too.

         In fact, I find birds so colourful and lovely and mesmerising that I have spent thousands of rupees on digital SLRs and video cameras, recording their visits to my garden. I am so fond of them that I have planted fruit trees like plums, peaches, pears, mulberries, cherries and other local varieties specifically for their sustenance. My relatives call me miserly when I do not allow them to pluck fruits from my trees, and they laugh when I explain that they are meant 21for the birds, and ask, why this sudden love for them? Well, I tell them, you can buy your fruits from the market. Where will my visitors get their daily meals? My greatest friends now are the red-bottomed bulbuls living in a nearby bamboo grove: they wake me up at dawn with their raucous feeding.

         My mother once told me the tale of why bulbuls have red bottoms. There was an extraordinary man who lived long ago, somewhere in Ri Bhoi, to the north of Ri Hynñiew Trep, the original name of Ri Khasi or Khasi Land, which the British called the Khasi-Jaiñtia Hills. He could communicate with all living beings on earth. But he was also an unfortunate man, for he was all alone in the world. A plague had wiped out his entire clan. This is why he was called Raitong the Poor by everyone, even though he was, in fact, a very rich man, the sole inheritor of his clan’s immense wealth and property. But his riches, instead of bringing him power and influence, only brought him into conflict with the king: Syiem Sait Mokkhiew. The king and his ministers, knowing that he had no one to defend him, took away everything he owned and left him with only a little hut and a plot of land which he could farm to eke out a meagre living.

         Realising that he could not seek justice from a council of fellow men, Raitong tried to seek it from a council of diverse creatures, which he convened on a hill called Lum Soh Raishan. At the council, all the animals, birds and little creatures railed against the greed and cruelty of the king, except for the bulbul, Ka Paitpuraw, who lived in the king’s orchard and depended on the fruits growing there for her survival. As the others were discussing the matter and denouncing the king one by one, Paitpuraw tried her best to obstruct the proceedings. She flew in front of every speaker and said, ‘Paij, paij, kum ïa mə une!’ which could be rendered as: ‘Kiss my arse, kiss my arse for such a one as you!’

         Raitong was so enraged by this obstructionist behaviour that he spat a mouthful of scarlet betel nut juice at her. (Khasi mouths are always full of betel nut juice, although there are exceptions.) He aimed at her eye but missed and hit her bottom instead, as she was turning it towards him. The whole gathering erupted in thunderous laughter. Ashamed, Paitpuraw rushed out of there as fast as she could. It was from that time that her bottom became red and the stain was passed on as a badge of dishonour to all her descendants. The democratic Khasis (I shall explain this later, through other stories) believe that a council is always ka dorbar Blei, a God-given council. Since Paitpuraw had behaved in an unpardonable manner at a council, she had to be cursed for all time to come. 22

         The story would have been funny, except that it took a tragic turn. For organising the council and passing judgement against the king, Raitong was condemned to death as a common criminal and had his neck crushed between two logs.

         This story is singular in Khasi lore—it presents the king as a greedy and cruel tyrant, something he is not usually allowed to be. A king is merely a titular head and enjoys only limited powers, those powers granted to him by the dorbar hima, the council of state. The little bulbul too comes off quite badly in it, but I cannot help loving her because she now seems to me not merely a bird but a mythical creature.

         Now that I have resigned from my job, I will revive my childhood expeditions, and with my cousin, who feels and thinks like me, I will go back to the waterholes in the jungle, before the crack of dawn, to chronicle the daily lives of the birds with my camcorder. What would the world be like if part of its loveliness was lost forever?

         The gorges of Sohra are truly bountiful places, rich in fruits, crops and the produce of the dense jungle, which reverberates with the calls of wild animals and birds. But they are also places of incredible hardship, and your knees tremble as you negotiate the slopes. I remember going to one of those deep villages with friends on some official business. We had to travel for hours (more than five, I think) and when we finally reached the village, situated thousands of feet down the gorge, right at the bottom, beside a boulder-choked river, we found that we simply could not stand still on our feet. Our knees (even mine, for city living had made me soft) trembled so much that we had to conduct our business sitting cross-legged on the spacious veranda of the headman’s hut.

         Later, when we finished our job, the villagers, in all innocence, produced half a dozen jackfruits for us to carry home. We stared at them, and then at each other, and burst out laughing. If we’d had so much difficulty coming down, what would it be like going up? Nevertheless, so rich and mouth-wateringly delicious did the jackfruits look that one of our companions wanted to carry at least one of them home with him. We shouted him down, naturally, and it was lucky that we did, for halfway up the steep slope, we had to hire a local carrier to haul that very man out of the precipice and up to level ground. He was carried in a specially designed bamboo basket called khoh kit briew (human-carrying bamboo cone, or conical palanquin).

         I can never speak about Sohra without feeling the hills beckoning me or hearing the autumn songs floating on the fragile wings of a 23ñiangkongwieng, the festive cicada. I can never think of it without recalling the sunny streams, naked and splashing with childhood. I remember the afternoon bonfires and the sweet, burning smoke filling my lungs, seeping into the very marrow of my bones and rising above the woods warbling with winter. I remember the deep deciduous gorges, animated and soaring with migratory birds looking for ripening fruits in sanctified woods. I feel a burning desire, a terrible hiraeth, and my soul’s lament for Sohra, my place of repose, will not be silenced. One day I shall return to stay, for Sohra, though still stunningly beautiful, has been ravaged everywhere by coal mines, stone quarries and lime kilns. I shall return to revitalise its wounded earth so that its hills, grinning like rat-bitten potatoes and gaping with the hideous maws of depredation, may become green again with proud foliage. And when my sai hukum, the thread of divine dispensation, the thread of life, breaks at last, may I be rested on the highest peak of the land so I can watch over my home.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Strangely, Shillong, the so-called Queen of Hill Stations and Scotland of the East, has inspired in me neither love nor admiration; it has given me neither happiness nor a sense of belonging. Panegyrics in prose and poetry have been sung to this beautiful city, established by the British in 1864, when they finally had to flee the hard and relentless rain of Sohra. Named after Shillong Peak, it is a place that fills visitors and inhabitants alike with a quiet longing. While strangers yearn to revisit the place with ‘rolling downs on all sides, picturesque waterfalls, rows of fragrant pine trees’, older residents pine for ‘the Shillong of twenty or thirty years ago’. Ungratefully though, despite having lived more than half my life in Shillong, my only hiraeth is for Sohra, whose memories fill the inhospitable ravines of my soul with the fluffiness of land-clouds.

         Of the Shillong of my childhood, I can only recall the squalor of its wretched tenements; the harsh and ignoble life of a ragged rustic; the mocking of rich girls giggling on the road and that of loud boys on bicycles.

         And though I wrote my first poem amidst that misery, it was only of ugly things that I wrote. The cold, hard indifference that drives students to the streets and boys to the therapy of the gun; the rottenness that would sell our holy mountain for a car and a few concubines; the blood and the riots; the terror, the fake and genuine encounters: these were my themes. 24

         It is only occasionally, when the cool deciduous breeze whispers a welcome, as I approach the meandering road to Shillong on my way back from the heat and dust of the flatlands, that I feel something of a homecoming.

         I am not the only one enamoured of Ri Sohra, the Sohra country. Robert Lindsay, resident and collector of Sylhet in 1778 or thereabouts, was smitten by the spectacular magnificence of the Sohra mountain ranges. Viewing them from Pandua in the Bangla plains, and contrasting the air of the Khasi foothills with ‘the close and pestilential atmosphere of the putrid plain’, he felt ‘transplanted into one of the regions of paradise’. The inhabitants of ‘this Garden of Eden’ were a different matter altogether. Deeply lamenting the oversight of his God, he felt ‘it certainly deserved a different style of inhabitants from those wild-looking demons then dancing on the banks before me’.

         The ‘wild-looking demons’ were, obviously, my ancestors, the old Khasis. But I am not foaming at the mouth with anger as I read this incredibly discourteous description. In fact, I understand why Lindsay said that. I really cannot help chuckling to myself. But more about that later. For now, I am happy to have given you a picture of Sohra, a picture of me, Ap Jutang, an inhabitant of ‘one of the regions of paradise’. Whether I and all Khasis are merely wild-looking demons dancing on a riverbank—that is for you to determine as we go along.

         When I set out to write, my intention was to introduce myself as briefly as possible. But I find myself lost in my love for Sohra: there seems to be so much to say, and as you know, when there is so much to say, everything seems interesting.

         I have always wanted to write about us, Khasis, as a people. Who are we? What are our roots, spiritual and sociological? What is our culture? What does it teach? What can it teach? Where are we going? Why do we seem to lose ourselves, like ‘bees without a queen’? As you have seen, outsiders can misunderstand us as ‘wild-looking demons’. And the misinterpretation and calumny continue. Vivek Ghosal wrote an article about us, which he called ‘Mom’s the Word’, published in the 1 May 1997 edition of Femina magazine. Listen to this: ‘[Khasi] Men are good for nothing. While women earn for the family, men just eat and drink. They are parasites.’ Am I a good-for-nothing then? A parasite? Are we all?

         And there is more. Thomas Laird and Paul Andrews, writing in an Australian magazine, headlined their piece thus: ‘Where Women Rule and Men Are Used As Breeding Bulls’. They even quoted a Khasi youth who 25supposedly said, ‘If I marry, then I am under my wife’s control. I am just a servant.’ Are Khasi men mere ‘breeding bulls’? Will I, Ap Jutang, a respected writer (sorry about this self-aggrandisement, but it is true, I am quite well-known among the Khasis) come ‘under my wife’s control’ and become a mere ‘servant’ when I get married, if I ever do?

         And what about the Welsh evangelist, William Jenkins? Jenkins took a photograph of a Khasi priest performing a ritual, way back in 1897, and wrote this caption for it: ‘Heathen priest consulting the demons before breaking the egg.’ I cannot help laughing at the daftness of these assertions, but at the same time, I cannot help thinking what a disservice they have done us over the years. Sometimes, too, I feel a sense of frustration, of helplessness and uselessness, when strangers come here and say whatever they like about us and get away with it. Among us, we have a word, jemdaw or jemrngiew, which means a souring of one’s luck, enfeeblement of one’s essence, destruction of one’s personality. That is how I sometimes feel when I come across such oppressive statements.

         But even more appalling is the ignorance of my own people. We may have a literacy rate of about 60 per cent, and many of us may be highly educated, but we know hardly anything about ourselves. We seek illumination from around the world but are blissfully unaware of our own histories. And worse still, we care nothing about such self-knowledge. We have only contempt for our own customs, our myths, our inheritances, as if these are all merely things of the past that can offer us no sustenance or useful lessons. As S.K. Bhuyan, the distinguished Assamese scholar, said in the late nineteenth century, Khasis ‘never perceive that there is [any] good in their own …’

         And when we do take an interest in our own culture, we generally speak out of turn, with no understanding and with only a tiny bit of knowledge. Some of us even describe our traditional democratic system, for instance, as something that resembles the Taliban way of life. I am tempted to summarily dismiss such allegations as a demonstration of shameful ignorance and repulsive disdain for all things Khasi. However, on second thought, I realise they are too serious and complicated for me to reject out of hand.

         Instead, I would like to engage with them through stories about diverting incidents and characters, stories, long and short, that have clung to me since childhood. I have nursed them over many, many years with tender care in the flower pots of memory. Others have been gathered from life’s varied experiences, carefully picked like mushrooms from the dark floor of a lush pine forest. 26

         You do see the point of my desire to speak about my people, don’t you? When Hamlet was dying, he said to Horatio:

         
            
               O good Horatio, what a wounded name,

               Things standing thus unknown, shall live behind me!

               If thou didst ever hold me in thy heart,

               Absent thee from felicity awhile,

               And in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain,

               To tell my story.

            

         

         It is very much in the spirit of Hamlet that I would like to tell you the story of my people—to clear their ‘wounded name’. And yet, my objective is not to glorify or defend them at all costs, against all charges. I have spoken with fierce resentment about the allegations of Lindsay, Ghosal, Laird, Andrews, Jenkins and my Khasi compatriots. But truth be told—though many people may not like it, though I may not like it—there is some basis to what they say.

         There is much in Khasi society to which we could sing paeans. But there is much we could laugh at too, and much that should be criticised without equivocation. A writer may have his failings, but hypocrisy should not be one of them.

         I have been thinking long and hard about this. I have been asking myself: ‘How do I speak about my people’s contemporary circumstances? How do I speak about aspects of their culture—their world view, their religious beliefs, their social, political and economic practices—without sounding like one of those wearying pedants whom I dislike so much and from whom I ran away in such a hurry?’ And that was how I began to think about our funeral nights.

         We Khasis have a unique funeral tradition. We keep our dead for at least two nights, in some cases longer, before they are buried or consigned to flames, depending on whether the family is Khasi-Christian or Khasi-Khasi. I refer to these divisions only because they represent the largest rift in our society. There are also a few Khasi-Hindus and Khasi-Muslims among us. During the two-night wake, relatives from far and near, friends, neighbours and residents of the locality or village, where the family lives, come in hordes to condole and support. Many of them stay late into the night, quite a few for the whole night, playing cards, carrom, word games and so on, or simply chatting and telling stories.

         Now, if I attempted to capture these stories and discussions, would it not make for a terrific collection? After all, have not the Khasi wakes been called ‘temples of wisdom’? Just as I was thinking along these lines, a few friends 27and I came to know of Ka Phor Sorat, the feast of the dead, a strange (even for us) six-day-long traditional funeral ceremony of the Lyngngam sub-tribe. The ceremony—involving the sacrifice of as many as fifty bulls—was to be performed in connection with the cremation of Ka We Shyrkon, whose body had been kept in a tree house for nine months. By mistake, however, we travelled to the jungle hamlet of Nongshyrkon seven days before the beginning of the ceremony—the last one that would ever be performed. Stuck in the hamlet for eleven days (eleven, because we could not stay back till the end, only till after the cremation), we spent our nights around a fire in the middle of a spacious hut (built especially for us), debating issues and sharing stories in what turned out to be a journey of discovery for all of us.

         Let me then tell you the story of my people through an account of that journey: the grave and funny things we talked about, the light-hearted selfexamination we indulged in, the illumination we sought, and most of all, the stories we exchanged. Funeral Nights is an attempt to capture those stories, not of a morbid or macabre character, as one might imagine, and not even so much about death, though death did feature prominently. These are stories about life—past, present and future, rural and urban, high and low; about admirable men and women, raconteurs and pranksters, lovers and fools, politicians and conmen, drunks and taxi drivers; about culture and history, religion and God. There are, among them, anecdotes in poetry and prose, tragic tales and funny tales, myths and true stories so strange that they sound like tall tales. And all of them, without exception, are Khasi, native to the soil, nurtured by the sun and rain of home, and reveal not only their specific qualities, but also their humanity and universality.

         In the end, despite the jocular tone and the playful posturing that often marked our nightly sittings, we travelled further than the Lyngngam jungle, where we had gathered to witness the feast of the dead. As elaborate rites steered the soul of the departed to its eternal place of rest, I believe we were able to discover where the soul of our race lies.28
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            2

            The Journey

         

         
            As you set out for Ithaka,

hope the voyage is a long one,

full of adventure, full of discovery.

…

Keep Ithaka always in your mind.

Arriving there is what you are destined for.

But do not hurry the journey at all.

Better if it lasts for years,

so you are old by the time you reach the island,

wealthy with all you have gained on the way,

not expecting Ithaka to make you rich.

…

            —C.P. Cavafy

translated by Edmund Keeley
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         It was Raji Manai who first told us about Ka Phor Sorat.

         One night, some of us, friends and acquaintances, found ourselves sitting  together in the drawing room of a death house somewhere in Shillong, talking about strange deaths and strange ways of disposing of the dead. We spoke of the sky burial of the Tibetans, the Parsi towers of silence, space burial, and new ways of treating human corpses. As we marvelled at the uniqueness of each, Bah Kynsai interrupted us to say, ‘I think, of all the strange ways of disposing of the dead, na, the Torajans’ is the strangest.’

         Bah Kynsai used the word ‘na’ as many people in the Khasi Hills would use the word ‘em’, or ‘no’, as in this sentence: ‘Kane ka jong phi, em?’ (‘This is yours, no?’) Obviously, this is something a native English speaker would not say, but among the Khasis, ‘em’ is liberally used at the end of sentences, sometimes even in the middle.

         Bah Kynsai’s full name is Kynsai Marmaduke Nongbri. Kynsai means ‘of the best kind’ and Nongbri is his surname or clan’s name. His middle name is the result of a Khasi penchant for foreign tags. Most of us have English given names, but even those with Khasi names often have something English-sounding in the middle.

         Bah Kynsai does not look like your typical Khasi. He has a dark, round face, but with a sharp nose and a head of thick, curly black hair that never seems to be out of place even when the wind blows hard and fast—people suspect it is a wig, though no one has dared say it out loud. He is huge, too, for a Khasi, about five feet ten and weighing about 85 kg. He is the exact opposite of me, for instance: I am fair-complexioned and stand at about five feet four inches in my socks—the average height of Khasi men—and weigh only 55 kg. Most of us call him Bah Kynsai because he is much older than us and out of respect for his profession. He teaches geography at the university.

         ‘The Torajans,’ he continued in response to our queries, ‘are a mountain tribe living in the south of Indonesia. Like us, they have a population of more than a million, and like us, most of them have converted to Christianity, though some still practise the old animistic religion, which they call Aluk To Dolo, or the way of the ancestors. They have a very elaborate and costly 32funeral ceremony that can last for several days. But the strangest thing, na, is that this ceremony takes place only weeks or months or even years after a person has died!’

         ‘What? What?’ almost everyone asked incredulously. One of us even laughed out loud and said, ‘I don’t believe you, Bah Kynsai.’

         People tend not to take Bah Kynsai seriously since he is always pulling their leg with tall tales. But, for all his jesting, he is a well-read, knowledgeable man.

         ‘Bew, liah, tdong!’ Bah Kynsai cursed the laughing doubter. ‘You don’t believe me? Ask Ap! Ask Ham! We watched the documentary together, man!’

         ‘Tdong’ means arse, but ‘bew, liah’ are among the worst Khasi expletives, so I will not even try to translate them. If you’re wondering why Bah Kynsai was cursing in a death house, it was because we had the room to ourselves.

         Ham is Hamkom Dkhar, a college professor and historian. He is deeply interested in exploring the history of what he calls the ‘Jaiñtias’. These are, in fact, Pnars, as I told you earlier, living in Ri Pnar or Jaiñtia Hills district. Sometimes they are also derogatorily called Syntengs. But many Pnars today prefer to call themselves Jaiñtias, and even refuse to accept that they are part of the Khasi family. But more of that later. Dkhar, as you might have guessed, is his clan’s name, and the word Hamkom is from the Pnar dialect. I don’t know what it means, and Hamkom has never offered an explanation. But Bah Kynsai said it could mean the same as the Hindi movie Hum Kisise Kum Naheen (We Are No Less Than Anyone), or in the case of Hamkom, ‘I’m no less than anyone’. Hamkom certainly acts that way, perhaps because he is handsome and, at five feet eight inches, rather tall. He wears his curly hair very long, like a rock star, probably a remnant from his guitar-playing days with a local band. I was told that his girl students are forever falling in love with him and that he is very proud of that fact, although, as I was also given to understand, he never takes advantage of it. Perhaps he agrees with what Bah Kynsai used to tell his university friends: ‘Do not fish in this pond! The fish will drag you in!’

         Hamkom and I nodded when Bah Kynsai mentioned the documentary, and encouraged, he said, ‘You see, they have also seen it, so don’t give me that crap about not believing me, ha, tdong!’

         The Khasi ‘ha’ is not the same as the English exclamation. Sometimes it functions like ‘okay’, as in: ‘We saw these guys, okay, so we went up to them and started talking.’

         ‘But why would they keep the body for so long?’ someone asked.33

         ‘Because they have to slaughter lots of buffaloes and pigs as part of the ceremony, na? Scores of buffaloes, hundreds of pigs, chicken and fish. And people come at all hours, and they eat non-stop. Can you imagine the amount of money needed for all that? It can take months and years for them to collect enough funds. It all depends on how well-to-do the family is. In the meantime, ha, they preserve the body by rubbing it with special leaves and herbs, and when that is done, they wrap it in layers of cloth and keep it in a tongkonan. This is a huge traditional house of bamboo and wood, erected on piles and beautifully designed, like Noah’s Ark. I say like Noah’s Ark because the roof, na, is so uniquely built, with gables sweeping up dramatically like a pompadour, that it resembles a saddleback or a ship’s prow. The tongkonan roof reminds me a little of Donald Trump’s hairdo actually. You have seen Trump’s hair, na? Like that.’

         Raji, who had been listening intently, now said, ‘I’m very interested in two things, Bah Kynsai: the keeping of the body for months and years and the slaughter of buffaloes and pigs. I’ll tell you the reason later, okay, but right now, I’d like to know why they do it.’

         Raji Manai (nobody knows the meaning of his first name, not even Raji himself) is about my height, maybe slightly taller. He has very sharp features and a long, lychee-seed face. Because of his full beard and caterpillar moustache, people often take him for a non-tribal. He is a man of many talents: not only an artist, painter and sculptor, but also a well-known filmmaker, a journalist with his very own cable news network, and a writer with three books to his credit. He is Catholic, but with such a deep love for anything Khasi that he goes to every cultural or religious event organised by the faithful of Niam Khasi. I would grade him as a model Khasi, for though he worships Christ, he has no contempt, only respect for the Khasi religion, and love for Khasi culture. He recognises the fact that, as Khasis, we all share the same ancestors and the same past, regardless of the new faiths we have adopted, and, therefore, always places his community above his religion.

         In response to Raji, Bah Kynsai explained: ‘Because they want the buffaloes and pigs to join the deceased in the afterlife, na, so his spirit will be able to herd them as on earth, na? The Torajans’ belief in the afterlife is so strong, ha, their dead are buried with all the tools they would need to carry on their trade in the next world. If that is not done, their spirits will not be able to live in peace. But as they await their burials, na, the dead are kept in their tongkonans and treated just like people who are sick or merely sleeping. The family members even feed the corpses whenever they themselves eat.’34

         ‘Ish! Remarkable, remarkable,’ Raji said excitedly. ‘Khasis who are not Christians also symbolically feed the dead for three days and three nights before they are cremated. Ap can tell you that.’

         ‘Oho, this is not the same, na, Raji?’ Bah Kynsai said impatiently. ‘These people treat the dead as if they are alive, man! They not only symbolically feed them; they also care for them in every way, washing them, dressing and even taking them out for fresh air now and then.’

         ‘Taking them out?’ came a chorus of amused and disbelieving voices.

         ‘Arre! Ask them, tdong!’ he said, pointing at Hamkom and me.

         ‘True, true,’ we replied.

         ‘Bah Kynsai,’ Raji interposed, ‘I want to know more about the buffaloes.’

         ‘Why are you so obsessed with buffaloes?’

         ‘I have a reason, but after your story … I promise.’

         ‘Well, during the death feast, the Rambu Soloq, na, which lasts for several days or even weeks as I have said, na, they first construct a ceremonial site called rante, in a large grassy field. There they build shelters for audiences, rice barns and other ceremonial structures, including a new tongkonan for the coffin. But the ceremony truly begins when visitors come to the field to witness the slaughter of buffaloes and pigs. Pigs are given a deep cut just above one leg, and are left hobbling about till they bleed to death. Their stomachs are then cut open, and the entrails and internal organs are removed and placed on bamboo mats. You may crinkle your noses and think it’s horrible and gruesome, na, but I’m sure this is what Khasis also do when they slaughter pigs.

         ‘Buffaloes are killed strictly according to custom. Their meat is distributed among visitors, but select portions, and the severed heads, na, are set aside to be placed in front of the tongkonan where the coffin is kept. While the killing is going on, ha, several people, boys included, are busy collecting the blood spurting from the animals in long bamboo tubes. The documentary doesn’t show what they do with it, although some are seen smearing their faces with the stuff. When you see it, na, it’s all so grisly, yet also fascinating, liah.

         ‘According to the documentary, a Torajan funeral is a very loud affair. There’s a lot of music, with flutes and drums, accompanied by dancing, funeral chants, songs, poems, and crying and wailing, and all these, ha, are considered expressions of grief. There are even cockfights and trials of strength between the animals before they are sacrificed. It sounds like one big cultural extravaganza, liah, but it’s all true, and all of this is done for 35everyone, except children, slaves, and the poor. To the Torajans, na, a funeral is a celebration of life. It’s not something sad, they don’t treat it as a loss—it’s simply a journey from this world to the next, and so they treat it as a farewell party. In fact, it is said that a Torajan funeral is much, much grander than a wedding. Among us Khasis, na, we often gauge the wealth of a family based on the weddings it organises … how many pigs were slaughtered, how many chickens and cows. And if a caterer organises the feast, then people count the plates and boast about the number of guests that were invited. But among the Torajans, na, it is the funeral that determines the status of a family. The splendour of a Torajan funeral is judged by the number of buffaloes sacrificed, and this can be made out from the heads returned to the puya, a site for the spirit of the deceased, and the horns placed in front of the death house. The more horns there are, the higher the status of the family.’

         Many in the group clucked in wonderment, but Raji raised a finger and said, ‘But do they still practise the ceremony?’

         ‘Actually, many things have changed in Torajan society because of Christianity, Islam and the influence of modern lifestyles. Traditionally, na, the Torajans used to organise their activities into life and death rituals. However, the Dutch Christian missionaries and, later, Muslim clerics prohibited members of their flocks from attending or performing life rituals, although death rituals were still allowed. This is the reason why life rituals are practised only by non-Christians and non-Muslims, while death rituals are performed by everybody.’

         ‘Really?’ That was Eveningstar Mawñiuh. ‘I find it difficult to imagine that Muslims would allow the converts to keep their death rituals, Bah Kynsai. For that matter, I find it difficult to believe that Christians would either. Among the Khasis, ha, Christians are buried, whereas those who are still Khasis are cremated.’

         By ‘Khasis’ here, he meant Khasi-Khasis.

         Evening is a very interesting character. A thin fellow of medium height, about five feet six inches tall, fair and not exactly good-looking, he has two bachelor’s degrees that I know of, Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Divinity, which means that he could have been a qualified preacher in his church. But for reasons not known to any of us, he drives a tourist taxi, that is, a taxi catering to tourists—local, national and foreign—travelling long distances, as opposed to local taxis, which ply within the city or town.

         Meghalaya, despite the absence of a functional airport (to be functional soon, they keep saying), good roads (some would say that things are getting 36better with the Shillong–Guwahati road becoming a four-lane highway, but link roads within the state are still in a terrible condition) and other amenities, like good accommodation and eating places, is a very popular tourist destination, especially for domestic tourists. All this is thanks to places like Sohra and Mawsynram, the wettest places on earth, Mawlynnong, the cleanest village in Asia, the state’s magnificent waterfalls, picturesque mountain lakes, delightful river islands, and the wonderful stalactite and stalagmite caves that were formed aeons ago. The panoramic splendour of Meghalaya’s landscape, with a sweeping view of the plains of Bangladesh in many places, only adds to the attraction.

         Evening, therefore, makes a very comfortable living plying his taxi. In fact, he is so well-off that he picks and chooses his trips and does not work every day. This has given him a lot of free time, which he uses to write articles for the local newspapers, English and Khasi. He is, as we often say, world-famous in Shillong. Evening, or Bah Ning to some, is well known for his pro-Khasi stance as well as his opposition to the matrilineal system, which seems contradictory to many.

         ‘Things are very different with the Torajans, na, Ning,’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘They always put their community and culture before their religion, unlike many of us. Here, people are drunk either on the Holy Spirit or on real spirits. But the Torajans, na, Christians or Muslims, still perform the death rituals and still bury their dead in the traditional way. By the way, the Torajan burial is also quite fascinating, ha. They do not bury their dead before the eleventh day. And when they do, na, they do it in three separate ways. They may place the coffin in a cave, sometimes large enough to accommodate a whole family, or, if the deceased is a baby or a child, hang it from a cliff or a tall tree with ropes. If the deceased is from a wealthy family, na, they keep the body in a stone grave specially carved out of a rocky cliff. When buried in a cave or a stone grave, ha, wood-carved effigies of the deceased, called tau-tau, are usually placed beside the coffin. These are the sentinels of his spirit.

         ‘But listen to this, listen to this, don’t interrupt me … In a further ritual, the Ma’Nene, na, usually held in August, the dead—I’m talking now about those already buried, okay—are taken out of their graves and are washed, groomed, put into fresh clothes and taken for a walk in the village, after which they are put back in their resting places …’

         This last piece of information was too much for the group. Irritated, Bah Kynsai bellowed, ‘Bew, liah! They think it’s a joke, Ap, they think it’s a damn 37joke! Travel, read and watch useful programmes, you buggers, then only will you learn more and not think that everything is a joke.’

         ‘No, no,’ Raji said quickly, ‘I for one do not think it’s a joke, ha, Bah Kynsai, not only because I respect you university people but also because I happen to know of something similar in the Khasi Hills.’

         ‘Something similar in the Khasi Hills!’

         ‘Well, not everything, but two, three things are quite similar …’

         ‘No, no, that’s too much to stomach,’ Donald Lachlan Blah said.

         Donald is tall, taller even than Bah Kynsai, fair and handsome, like an Anglo-Indian. I didn’t know much about him, except that he was Bah Kynsai’s friend, although that did not stop Bah Kynsai from calling him ‘cosmo’, even to his face. When asked why, he said, somewhat cryptically, ‘He doesn’t think he’s Khasi, na?’ It was in Lyngngam that the rest of us understood what Bah Kynsai meant.

         ‘Believe me, it’s true!’ Raji said. ‘Have you all heard of Nongshyrkon village in Lyngngam? No? If you haven’t even heard of the place, then how can you dismiss something that’s been happening there for thousands of years as “too much to stomach”? Remember what Soso Tham said? “Enlightenment we seek around the world; / That of the land’s we know but naught.” It seems like that to me.’

         ‘Stop preaching and just tell us, na!’ Bah Kynsai interrupted.

         ‘Okay, okay. But what I’m trying to say is, if there are strange things in the world, then why shouldn’t there be strange things among our people too? That we don’t know anything about our own customs is a damn shame! But as I said, two or three things about the Torajans’ death rituals are very similar to what the Lyngngams have been performing for thousands of years, okay? Their funeral traditions are different from ours. Among us, for instance, we …’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, we know all about what we do with our dead bodies,’ Donald said irascibly. ‘We keep them for two or three nights and then bury or cremate them.’

         ‘Do you think it’s that simple?’ Raji replied in an offended tone. ‘You may know what Christians do, being a Christian yourself, but do you know what Khasis do before they cremate their dead?’

         ‘What would they do but keep the body for two nights and cremate it?  That’s all.’

         ‘You see, Bah Kynsai! Soso Tham was absolutely right. People like him know nothing, they don’t want to know anything, and they look down on 38their own kind as people without culture or traditions. I say shame on you, whoever you are! Ap, tell him, tell him about how Khasis cremate their dead, we must teach this fellow a thing or two!’

         ‘What can you people teach me? I have travelled the world, gone everywhere …’

         ‘You may have travelled the world, but you have not travelled in Ri Khasi!’ Raji said hotly. ‘Tell him, Ap.’

         I did not want to get into an argument with someone I had just met, so I said, ‘Why don’t you tell us the Lyngngam story first? We can talk about the rest later.’

         But Raji would not give up. He looked around for help and spotted Bah Kit sitting outside with some people and called out to him.

         Bah Kit is a rather rotund man with beady eyes, completely bald and even shorter than I am. But when he is wearing his hat, which is almost always, he seems quite personable. His full name is Kitshon Lyngdoh: kit means ‘to carry’ and one of the meanings of shon is ‘burden’, so perhaps Kitshon means someone who carries a heavy responsibility. He is a government servant but is well known as an expert commentator on Khasi culture and religion. He is, in fact, one of the people behind the rediscovery of Lum Sohpet Bneng, literally, ‘the mountain of heaven’s navel’, the holiest site in the Khasi religion. He and his Seng Khasi colleagues thus transformed the mountain, which had been forgotten for more than a hundred years, into a modern pilgrimage site. You can see it from the Shillong–Guwahati highway, gently rising away from the road so that its flat-topped summit is completely hidden.

         The pilgrimage takes place on the first Sunday of February each year and draws tens of thousands of pilgrims. I too am a frequent participant in the event, not because I am devout but because I enjoy the outing, the trek, and eating jasong on top of the mountain. Jasong is lunch packed in a betel nut leaf. Having jasong on the summit of a 1,434-metre-high mountain after a trek of more than six kilometres is deeply satisfying. The simple food I pack is transformed into something incredibly delicious. Besides the religious aspect, in which I don’t participate, a fairground atmosphere permeates the whole pilgrimage. Cultural shows, singing and dancing are organised near the sanctum sanctorum, while people mill about buying things from shops that have sprung up overnight or from peddlers, who move around loudly announcing their wares. I have written a short poem about it but, sadly, not anything the faithful would want to hear, for it speaks of how the 39holy pilgrims, so eager to be the first to reach the sacred site and the first to worship God, bring the highway to a day-long halt.

         When Bah Kit came into the room, Raji said, ‘Bah Kit, would you please tell us about the cremation rites of the Khasis? This fellow has been saying you people do nothing but keep the body for two nights before you cremate it …’

         ‘That’s the most despicable thing I have ever heard,’ Bah Kit said in an offended tone. ‘I don’t want to hurt anybody’s sentiments, okay, but people tend to be dismissive of us Khasis. Our religion, ha, tells us we should always respect others. Why don’t you do the same? Take Raji, for example. He’s a Catholic, but he knows more about Khasi culture than most Khasis who still practise their own religion. To tell such people anything is pointless, Raji, and anyway, I don’t have much time. I’ll have to leave very soon.’

         Bah Kynsai said, ‘Why don’t you tell your Lyngngam story instead of squabbling like this, man? Come on, man, we are all waiting. Kit, have you heard of the strange funeral rites of the Lyngngams? No? Not even you? Then don’t go, listen. Come on, na, Raji, tell, tell.’

         Appeased somewhat by the scolding Bah Kit had just administered to Donald, Raji said, ‘Actually, Bah Kit, Bah Kynsai has been telling us of the unique funeral ceremonies of the Torajans, a mountain tribe in Indonesia, okay? Then I told them that our Lyngngam people have a funeral ceremony amazingly like the Torajans’. Not all the rites are comparable, of course, but quite a few are. The most remarkable resemblance is the keeping of the body for months and even years.’

         Bah Kynsai cried out, ‘Khasis keeping dead bodies for months and years!  Unheard of!’

         Everyone else agreed with Bah Kynsai. I remained quiet, choosing not to trivialise Raji’s revelation: given his work and background, he would know better about such things than most of us.

         ‘Arre, Bah Kynsai,’ Raji replied, sounding hurt, ‘if you can believe the story of the Torajans, why can’t you believe the story of the Lyngngams, our own people?’

         ‘Because the Lyngngams are so close to us, na? How come we have never heard of such a thing, man?’

         ‘You haven’t heard of it, with due respect, Bah Kynsai, because you scholars journey the world but are not the least bit interested in your own villages. But you know that I travel to some of the remotest areas of our land, no? Recording cultural events and so on? This is my livelihood, and my interest, 40okay, that’s how I know. And I know for sure that the Lyngngams, not those who are Christians obviously, keep dead bodies for months and even years. That’s the reason I was so intrigued by the Torajan story. The Lyngngams cremate their dead, unlike the Torajans, but like them, if the body is still around, they believe that the soul of the dead person is also still around. That’s why they too symbolically feed the dead every day.

         ‘Another similarity, okay, is that they hold a feast for several days and sacrifice lots of bulls and pigs and chickens before finally cremating the body. That’s why the ceremony is known as Ka Phor Sorat, the feast of the dead.’

         ‘My God, what a remarkable resemblance, man!’ Hamkom exclaimed. ‘And this, among our own people! You are not pulling our leg, no?’

         ‘No, no, I’m very serious, really!’

         The others chimed in with questions. Why did they keep the body for so long? Where did they keep it? How did they preserve it? Did they embalm it? Did it not rot and stink? Why did they kill so many bulls? How many of them? Bulls, not buffaloes, no? For the same reasons as the Torajans’?

         Raji admitted he did not know the details but said with a smug grin, ‘If you are interested, we can go and see for ourselves.’

         ‘See! Where? Really?’

         ‘A friend told me that such a ceremony will be performed in Nongshyrkon village in February, next month. They will be cremating an old woman whose body has been preserved for nine months. And what’s more, this is the last time they will perform such a ceremony, okay, so if we don’t see it now, if we don’t record it now, it will be lost forever and remain a story that many will not even believe.’

         A sudden clamour followed Raji’s announcement. ‘Let’s go, let’s go! If there’s such a thing among us, ha, then we must definitely see it, ya!’

         ‘Ya’ is the Khasi version of the Hindi ‘yaar’.

         ‘But how do we get there?’ Bah Kynsai asked. ‘Lyngngam is so remote, na?

         Do commercial vehicles go there?’

         ‘That’s the problem, Bah Kynsai. I have been trying to find a car for the last week without success. Either they don’t want to go because it’s so far and the roads are so bad, or they are charging too much: double, triple the normal rate. My friend who told me about the event is not around. He’s gone to Chennai, and I am busy with my new film; I have to complete it within the next week or so. I don’t know what to do, ya.’41

         ‘Why don’t we ask Ap to organise the transport? Now that he has resigned from his job, he can’t be as busy as we are, na?’

         ‘Don’t start, Bah Kynsai,’ I replied, laughing. ‘I’m even busier now than when I had a job.’ And that is true, by the way. Writing in two languages and running a small business can take up a lot of time. But I eventually agreed. ‘Okay, okay, I will, but how do I go about it? I know nothing about Lyngngam.’

         ‘If only we could find someone from there or someone who used to work  in the coal mines …’ Raji said thoughtfully.

         I suddenly remembered someone I knew, a former coal trader. ‘Hold on, hold on,’ I cried, ‘there’s actually someone in my locality who used to go to Lyngngam quite often. I can talk to him and find out … But how many of us are going?’

         ‘All of us, all of us,’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘What do you mean, all of us?’ Raji demanded. ‘See, my friend has already contacted the family members of the deceased for me, okay? He said they had no objections. But we must remember we are going to the jungle. There won’t be a single shop anywhere, Bah Kynsai, so we have to depend on the family. I don’t think too many of us should go.’

         ‘How many of us would there be?’ Bah Kynsai asked. ‘You, me, Ap, who else? Raise your hands. Okay, Hamkom, Kit, Ning, Donald, seven of us.’

         ‘Eight,’ Raji said, ‘Bah Su is coming with us.’

         I know Bah Su very well. His full name is Sukher Sing Kharakor. Sukher means ‘to look after’ and Sing, without an ‘h’, is a common middle name, especially among the Khasi-Khasis. It means ‘lion’. Bah Su is long-legged and matchstick thin, but good-looking, despite his age. He walks with a slight stoop, his head bent as if in perpetual thought. He is a well-known journalist and, like Bah Kit, an authority on Khasi culture and religion. He is most famous among the Khasis for revitalising the traditional game of archery by organising an annual tournament in Shillong, which has become so popular that it attracts hundreds of archers, young and old, men and women. He, Bah Kit and Raji are close friends and often travel together: Raji to make films, Bah Su to write for the newspapers, and Bah Kit for his own personal research. Bah Su would be the oldest among us. He is a perfect gentleman during the day. At night, after a few drinks, he tends to withdraw into a world of his own.

         Hamkom raised his hand and said, ‘I’d like to bring a friend if it’s okay with you.’42

         ‘Me too,’ said Donald.

         ‘You want to bring a friend?’ Raji asked aggressively. ‘Why do you want to go in the first place? If you think there’s nothing worth knowing about us, why do you want to go, huh?’

         Bah Kynsai intervened quickly. ‘Cool, cool, na, Raji. If he wants to come, let him. He likes adventure, I can tell you that. But no friend, Don. I’m bringing someone, though. Is that all right, Raji?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Raji replied evasively, ‘we are too many already. I mean, think, ya, we will have to depend on the family, no? Won’t it be too much for them?’

         ‘What if we carry our own food, say, a sack of rice, mid-sized, and dried fish?’ Bah Kynsai queried. Dried fish is easy to carry and can last for months without going bad.

         But Raji thought the family might be offended. As he sat there pondering the matter, I said, ‘But Raji, isn’t it a feast of the dead, a public event?’

         ‘Oh yes, yes! I completely forgot about that. There will be a lot of feasting, and people will be coming to the village from all over Lyngngam. I suppose ten more will not make a difference; you are right, Ap.’

         ‘Okay then,’ Bah Kynsai said, ‘ten of us will go. But how will we go and when?’

         Raji’s friend had said that the ceremony would last for five days. It would begin on the fifth of February and end on the tenth. ‘We would have to reach there by the fourth, Bah Kynsai,’ he said, ‘which means we would have to leave Shillong very early in the morning, say about 3 a.m., then go to Nongstoin, and onward to Nongshyrkon. We should be there by nightfall. And I think we should hire a big car …’

         ‘That means eleven people,’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘With the driver, yes,’ Raji agreed. ‘I think it should be okay.’

         ‘Then that’s settled. Ap, you’d better start talking to your friend, we have no time to lose.’

         Bah Kynsai is an excellent organiser as long as he does not have to do anything himself. But I held my peace and said, ‘No problem.’

         It was a big problem, however. I went to meet the former coal trader, known in the locality as Bah Ro, probably because his name is Roland. He told me the story of how he had to close down because of the National Green Tribunal—the NGT, he called it—ban on coal mining in the state. He was now selling fish at Ïewmawlong, a crowded part of Ïewduh, or Burra Bazaar, as it is known among non-Khasis. Despite Ïewduh being the biggest market 43in the state, and despite Ïewmawlong being its most crowded segment, Ro said he was not doing very well. ‘Too much competition,’ he complained. ‘Things are bad, and all because of the NGT ban.’

         I felt quite depressed listening to him.

         Ro did, however, promise to arrange a vehicle for me. After a few days, he came back, saying, ‘I have got a vehicle, but, and it’s a big but, the fellow is asking for 35,000 rupees.’

         I felt as though I had trodden on the tail of a snake. ‘What! I could go to Mumbai by air and back for less, man!’

         ‘I know, I know, but after the coal ban, ha, it’s very difficult to find a vehicle going there.’

         Was it that, or …? I immediately dismissed my suspicions. Ro seemed genuinely eager to help, but this still sounded like extortion.

         ‘The problem is that even tough vehicles like Tata Sumo and Mahindra Max jeeps, of which there are many, cannot go, no?’ he explained. ‘Only powerful coal and timber trucks can manage on the Lyngngam road.’

         In the Khasi Hills, lorries are called trok, from the American ‘truck’. As a matter of fact, our English, mine included, is a confusing mix of Indian, Khasi, British and American.

         ‘But how did you go there earlier?’ I asked.

         ‘The only small vehicles that can run there are those with four-wheel drives, like Mahindra pickup trucks and Maruti Gypsys. I used to travel in the pickup truck of a friend, but after the coal ban, he’s gone to live in Ri Bhoi. I even spoke to my contacts in Lyngngam, but they could not help. The only offer I got was from that fellow who’s asking for 35,000. You see, Bah Ap, when people think you are in dire need, ha, they don’t want to help; they only want to milk you.’

         ‘Yeah,’ I agreed, frustrated. ‘But going to Lyngngam is beginning to feel like travelling to another country! Only, it’s worse. At least, if you go abroad, you find transport very easily.’

         The day for our departure was drawing near. Ro suggested I look around for a friend who could lend us a car with a four-wheel drive: a Gypsy or a Bolero pickup. But who would do that sort of thing for me? And how could I risk taking a friend’s car over such frightening terrain?

         I had a bright idea then. We would pass Nongstoin, the district capital of West Khasi Hills, about 110 km from Shillong, on our way to Lyngngam. I could phone my lecturer friend, Nick, and ask him to find us a vehicle from Nongstoin to Nongshyrkon in Lyngngam. From Shillong to Nongstoin, I 44could hire two Sumos for ten people, or we could travel in our own cars. The Nongstoin road, they said, was quite good now.

         In fact, if I got a vehicle from Nongstoin to Nongshyrkon, I could even talk Dale into taking us there.

         Dale Nongkynrih is one of the tallest Khasis I have ever seen. He stands at six feet one inch in his socks, but because he is so thin—his friends call him saikor, literally, ‘sewing-machine thread’—he looks even taller. Sometimes he is also derogatorily called shipiah, or fifty paise, because his late father was allegedly non-Khasi. Like Raji, he has lots of facial hair, because of which he is often mistaken for a Muslim man. Dale is a local taxi driver, that is, he plies the streets of Shillong. He drives his own taxi but keeps a Tata Winger, which can comfortably seat twelve people, for hiring out to others. (Dale insists that it can seat sixteen people, if not more. As an explanation, he says, ‘In Shillong, no, Bah, we squeeze people in like a sack of potatoes. What to do? People also want that, no?’) By his own admission, he is doing great business. ‘People are always going somewhere in the Khasi Hills,’ he told me. ‘Catholics to their numerous processions, Presbyterians to their synods or presbyteries or assemblies and whatnot, and Khasis to their dances and annual gatherings, the lympungs. As long as people are obsessed with their religion, no, Bah, my Winger will do good business. And of course, there are the picnics and outings during the winter months. Business is good, Bah.’

         When people hire his Winger, Dale asks some jobless driver to drive his taxi as a ‘tempo’, that is, a temporary driver, for as long as is necessary, while he himself drives the Winger and goes wherever his customers want to go. I was sure, therefore, that he would agree to go to Nongstoin, leave the car at Nick’s and proceed with us to Nongshyrkon. He would consider it an adventure. Certainly, we would have to pay him a little extra, but it would not be anywhere close to 35,000 rupees.

         I phoned Nick, but his phone was switched off. Then, two days later, as I was wondering what to do, I received a call from him. He was at the famous Balpakram Park in the remote jungles of East Garo Hills, where mobile signals can be accessed only from one of the hilltops. He saw my missed calls when he went up a hill to phone his wife and immediately called me back.

         Straightaway, he made going to Lyngngam sound quite easy. ‘No problem, no problem,’ he said. ‘I used to go there quite often. I can easily arrange for a pickup truck from Nongstoin. You will have to pay only 4,000 rupees. We’ll go together; I have many friends in Nongshyrkon. Don’t worry.’45

         Beautiful, I thought. If we paid 4,000 rupees for the Bolero, we could pay Dale the same amount for a round trip, and a little extra: at the most, we would be paying about 10,000 for the whole package. Beautiful.

         But his next words spoiled the fun. ‘Only thing is,’ he said, ‘you will have to wait till I return, on the eighth of February.’

         ‘Oh, no!’ I moaned. ‘We have to be there by the fourth!’

         ‘In that case, what to do? I’m here, you are there, so sorry, Bahrit.’

         Nick used to call me Bahrit, younger brother, a pet name he first used when we were in college together. He asked me if I knew anyone else in Nongstoin who could help, to which I replied ‘No’ in a very disappointed tone.

         As we were speaking, I entered the kitchen where my mother was cooking lentils on the shawla, a charcoal-burning stove. We usually use the gas stove, but on winter evenings, we opt for the shawla because it also keeps us warm. The whole room was fragrant with the bay leaves my mother had used to flavour the lentils. When she overheard me saying that I did not know anyone in Nongstoin, she said, ‘You don’t know?’ in her strong Sohra drawl. ‘What about Hoi’s daughter? Doesn’t she live there? Wasn’t her husband from there?’

         ‘Oh yes!’ I exclaimed. My long-out-of-touch niece, Indalin! How could I have forgotten? ‘Thanks, Mei,’ I said. ‘I’ll call her family in Sohra for her mobile number.’

         Indalin means ‘she who would take care of all’. Born and brought up in Sohra, she moved to Nongstoin some years ago to teach at a high school there. She married a local man, who owned a flourishing tea shop, but unfortunately, he died some years later, leaving her a widow with two young sons and a daughter. Indalin, however, is such a forward-looking young woman, bubbling with so much energy, that she refused to be crushed by the tragedy. Living up to her name, she took over the tea shop, supervising things there except during school hours. I had not met or spoken to her for a long time, but I did not doubt at all that she was doing very well.

         When I told her about my plans over the phone, she immediately raised my hopes again. ‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I have a friend in Nongshyrkon. He’s an educated man with whom I have business dealings. He’s working in a government office in Nongstoin besides doing business here and there. I’ll talk to him and let you know. He has a Maruti Gypsy.’

         When I reminded her of the offer a day or two later, Indalin apologised profusely. Between her work at the school and the tea shop, she had forgotten all about it. ‘I’ll call him right now. I might forget again.’46

         After a while, she called back to say that the gentleman would take us to Nongshyrkon in two Gypsys for a minimal fare. ‘Just the petrol alone will cost 1,500 rupees,’ she said. ‘He will take a little extra—not the market rate of 4,000 but, say, 2,500 rupees for one Gypsy, in consideration of our business connections.’

         Overjoyed, I asked her to fix for the fourth of February. Indalin suggested that we reach Nongstoin by 8.30 in the morning, to which I readily agreed, relieved that it did not have to be earlier.

         Accordingly, I asked our travel group to assemble at Rhino Point, which should be convenient for all of us, by 6 a.m. sharp. How they got there was their business.

         On the night of the third, I set the alarm for 4.30 in the morning. But Barrister, our tomcat, came home late, at about 1 a.m., and that, combined with the early alarm, made me restless the whole night through. Barrister is so named because he is entirely black on top, from head to tail, and altogether white below, from chin to scrotum. Since everyone said he looked like a lawyer, I happily named him Barrister. He usually eats his dinner at nine and then goes out, only to return home by eleven or so. But that night, as if to torment me, he came home at 1 a.m. and announced his arrival with loud, sleep-disrupting cries. I felt like wringing his neck and cursed him aloud, ‘You son of a bitch, I’ll stop feeding you from tomorrow.’

         When I got out of bed at 4.30 a.m., the temperature was minus two degrees Celsius. Lawsohtun, on the slopes of Shillong Peak, I must tell you, is always three to four degrees colder than the Shillong valley, which is cold enough. I ran shivering to the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. Thankfully, the water was still slightly warm from being heated in the geyser the previous night. I had a hurried breakfast of boiled rice and tea, followed by a jugful of nutritional shake. I’m a habitual drinker of the stuff because of my stomach problems, which I often had to treat with antibiotics like Norflux TZ and O2. But now, thanks to it, I have been able to bid the drugs goodbye.

         That morning, however, I finished the drink with the additional hope that I would be able to pyllait, release, before hitting the road. Sadly, it did not work. I have a friend who makes a very big deal about releasing in the morning before going out. Whenever we travelled together and shared a hotel room, I would smile to see him emerge from the bathroom and say with relief, ‘Mission accomplished!’ Sometimes, though, it was ‘Mission partly accomplished!’ or a doleful ‘Mission aborted!’ or ‘Mission impossible!’47

         Breakfast and a quick shave later, I was all set to leave by 5.45 a.m.

         I was worried about Dale, though. People say he is lazy, always sleeping in, and always asking tempo drivers to drive his taxi. The fact is that Dale is mad about football and stays up late to watch the English Premier League, the European Cup or whichever game is being shown on TV, so it is often impossible for him to get up early. Consumed by worry, I phoned him at 5  a.m. to make sure he was up and about. To my relief, he was, and as I was considering calling him again at 5.50, he was already at my gate, noisily honking his car.

         It was still dark at the time, but off we went. I nursed a growing worry that I might have to release somewhere amidst the bushes along the Shillong–Nongstoin highway. Thinking of that, and of the remoteness of Lyngngam, I had packed several rolls of toilet paper, so I was, at the very least, properly armed. This was also the first thing Raji asked all of us when we met at the Point.

         ‘Have you packed toilet paper?’ he asked. ‘Last time, I told you to carry plenty of it, no? In Nongshyrkon, we have to do it in the jungle.’

         ‘Open defecation,’ Hamkom said.

         ‘No, not just anywhere,’ Raji explained. ‘You have to go into the jungle. It is especially forbidden to do it near water bodies, that’s why you need toilet paper. Using water is out of the question.’

         Bah Kynsai produced four rolls. ‘Should be enough, na?’ he asked.

         The others said this was the first item they had put in their bags. And I understood their concern, for otherwise they would have to do it like the locals, using sticks and leaves, or old newspapers when available.

         They were all there, Raji, Bah Kynsai, Bah Kit, Eveningstar, Hamkom, Donald, and Bah Kynsai’s friend Magdalene Syiem, who turned out to be a former colleague—she and I used to teach in the same college. The only ones missing were Hamkom’s friend and Bah Su. All of us were dressed in warm clothes: jeans (brown corduroy trousers in my case), windcheaters and sneakers.

         ‘Where’s Bah Su?’ Bah Kit asked Raji.

         ‘I don’t know. He’s usually punctual. Must be on the way.’

         ‘And what about your friend?’ Bah Kit asked Hamkom.

         ‘He too must be on the way.’

         ‘What’s the name of your friend?’ Bah Kynsai asked.

         ‘Halolihim Kyndites.’

         ‘What the hell does that mean? Praise the Lord?’ Bah Kynsai asked, genuinely surprised by the name.48

         ‘No, Bah Kynsai,’ Hamkom replied seriously. ‘When I first heard the name, ha, I too was curious. I checked dictionaries, the internet, everything, but there’s no such word either in English or Hebrew.’

         ‘No such word in any language, mə, tdong! Khasis, na, are very fond of such meaningless names.’

         As we waited, I took stock of the situation. Of us all, Bah Su was the oldest, at about sixty-five, and Bah Kynsai and Bah Kit were both over fifty-five. Magdalene had just touched thirty, Dale was in his early twenties, and Donald about twenty-eight, according to Bah Kynsai. The rest of us were more or less the same age, between forty and forty-two. We belonged to different faiths and churches: Bah Su, Bah Kit and I to the indigenous Niam Khasi; Raji and Donald to the Catholic church; Bah Kynsai, Hamkom, Magdalene and Eveningstar to the Presbyterian church; and Halolihim to some newly established American church. And oh, yes, Dale belonged to a church that forbade its followers to drink, smoke, or even eat kwai, betel nut. Dale, however, did at least two of these forbidden things with apparent relish. In this, he was like most of us, who were wholly unorthodox and liberal in our beliefs, though I could not speak for Donald or Halolihim, of whom I knew nothing at the time. Bah Kynsai was perhaps the most irreligious. He described himself as an outstanding Presbyterian, since, he said, he never attended church but was always standing outside it as a chauffeur for his family. Raji, Bah Su, Bah Kit, Bah Kynsai and I had been brought together by our interest in Khasi culture. The others, I supposed at that time, were prompted by curiosity and a sense of adventure.

         That would undoubtedly be true of Magdalene, called Mag or Kong Mag by everybody, kong being, like I said, a respectful address for a woman. Magdalene was pleased to see me and Hamkom, whom she knew very well. We had not met for a long time. Not, in fact, since I quit the college job. We used to get along excellently, though she was in the department of history and I, in English. Actually, Magdalene got along splendidly with everyone. She was always so cheerful and lively, so witty and charming that there was never a dull moment when she was around. Being a divorcee, she lived with her parents and behaved pretty much as she pleased. She was also rather fond of male company, and even used to go hunting in the deep jungles with her male friends, which prompted one of our colleagues at the time to ask her, ‘Hunting in the jungle? What kind of animal did the men hunt? The two-legged kind?’

         Looking at her now, I found her just as attractive. Dusky and radiant, with her sleek bob cut unspoiled by a single grey hair. Magdalene is a tall woman, 49taller than my five feet four inches, unlike most Khasi women, whose average height is four feet ten or thereabouts. Embracing her, I said, ‘I still remember what you said to me.’

         ‘What, what did I say to you?’ she asked, immediately curious.

         ‘I’m not about to tell you,’ I replied. But the thought of it brought a smile to my face. One rainy afternoon, I had found her alone in the teachers’ room. She looked uncharacteristically despondent and sat with both hands cupping her chin. When I entered, she brightened up, pursed her lips and purred, ‘Ap, let’s go home, come with me, noo!’

         I was too surprised to react immediately, so she said again, ‘Come, noo, let’s go …’

         When she saw me staring at her and smiling foolishly, she added, ‘Come, noo, something’s better than nothing.’

         That was the most deflating comment I have had to endure from any woman.

         We had been at Rhino Point for fifteen minutes, and yet there was no sign of either Bah Su or Halolihim.

         Rocking to and fro restlessly, Evening said to nobody in particular, ‘Indian Standard Time.’

         ‘More like Indian Stretchable Time or Indian Stupid Time, liah!’ Bah Kynsai cursed.

         ‘Cool, cool, Bah Kynsai,’ Magdalene intervened. ‘How can we expect someone with a name like Halolihim to behave like a mere mortal?’

         ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Hamkom asked testily.

         ‘I don’t know, maybe he’s got a halo around his head or something,’ Magdalene responded. ‘It’s certainly a strange name, isn’t it? Even his surname is quite strange, no, Bah Kynsai? I haven’t heard of such a Khasi surname before.’

         ‘Must be an anglicised version of Kyndait, na?’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘Maybe,’ Magdalene agreed.

         Hamkom, however, did not offer any comment.

         ‘And what about Bah Su?’ Evening asked.

         ‘Maybe he’s still performing his egg-breaking ceremony or what?’ Bah Kynsai replied.

         ‘Tet!’ Raji protested. ‘Do you think every non-Christian is an egg breaker and diviner?’

         Bah Kynsai laughed aloud at Raji’s offended tone and said, ‘He looks like one anyway.’50

         Most Khasis are terribly untrustworthy when it comes to timekeeping. We were on time right then because we happened to be teachers and professionals. Ordinarily, Khasis are only punctual for school and church—school because of the fear of punishment, and church because they don’t want to be subjected to disapproving frowns. In everything else, they simply do not care about being on time. This is most flagrantly reflected in the actions of government employees and our politicians—MLAs, MDCs and ministers—some of whom have been known to delay functions for hours. This unflattering trait has even found expression in our legends, especially in the tale of Ka Lalyngngi Pep Shad.
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         When the world was still young, when animals and all animate things lived in a peaceful community, speaking one language, Lalyngngi was said to have been the queen of flowers, with many attendant flowers to serve her every need. Her beauty and fragrance were unmatched, and her realm was a vast expanse of hills and valleys whose splendour was unrivalled by any other. But one fine day, shamed by her own actions, she fled her kingdom and has since then been found only in the middle of precipices.

         The story, however, does not begin with Lalyngngi. In that paradise-like state, there lived three friends who never parted company—Shakyllia the Grass-babbler, Diengkhied the Porcupine and Risang the Squirrel. One day, the three friends, while on a tour of the neighbouring countryside, came upon a circular dancing ground where humans celebrated their annual spring festival. Once or twice, they had been lucky enough to witness the celebrations. They had seen maidens clad in silk and velvet, and adorned with sparkling ornaments, gliding in a slow and solemn dance around the centre of the ground, their gold and silver crowns glinting in the sun with each movement. Young men had pranced in a ring around them, their silver swords flashing, their silver quivers jingling. And around them had stood a multitude of cheering, admiring onlookers. What a charming sight it had been!

         The memory put them in a fever of excitement, and they swore then and there to do everything in their power to coax their own kind into organising such a festival. The friends were quite sure they would fare just as well as the humans in their endeavour. In fact, with the variety of skills at their command, the animals might even do a better job.

         Back home, they unfolded their plan to other friends and tried to enthuse everyone with a lively display of their brand of music. Shakyllia played a tune 51on his flute; Porcupine accompanied him on cymbals; Squirrel beat away on his little drums. Soon a crowd collected around them. Seeing how well the three performed and encouraged at finding such accomplished musicians in their midst, everyone present began to think seriously about holding an animal dance festival. The idea was especially popular with the young, who were continually seeking new forms of pleasure and distraction.

         A council was summoned to work out the details of the new project, and when everything was finally settled, one among them, one who was young, energetic and wise, was selected to be the chief organiser. The chosen youth was Pyrthat the Thunder, who immediately made a massive drum and went everywhere, beating it and booming out invitations to all fun-loving beasts, plants and flowers to attend and participate in the biggest show on earth. The council had decided to invite plants and flowers too, for their presence would only add to the charm and magnificence of the festival.

         When the appointed day arrived, a vast and motley crowd converged upon the dancing ground, which the organisers had made ready after many moons of hard labour. Amidst hooting and laughter, they came from everywhere, crawling, walking, floating, trotting, jumping or swinging from tree to tree, dressed in their very best costumes and habits. When the assembled crowd had taken their seats and the dancers had gathered in the field, the three friends (now accompanied by Hati the Elephant, with his raucous trumpet) took up their instruments and proceeded to kick off the festival. The crowd erupted in applause, chanting praises and urging the dancers to give their finest performance. By prearrangement, plants and flowers, being more fragile, were assigned a place in the centre, while the animals were instructed to dance in a ring around them and not stray into their path. The arrangement was also supposed to reflect the choreography of the human dance festival, where the more delicate women danced in the centre, surrounded by robust and martial men dancing in a protective ring around them.

         As the dancing progressed, Shrieh the Monkey and her brood, encouraged by the promptings of the onlookers, let loose with their antics, screeching and making a nuisance of themselves by landing on the backs of the dancers time and again. Of course, they took the burst of laughter that followed to be due approval of their skill, and that only made them even more lively. They did so much leaping that day that monkeys have never been able to be still again.

         Exasperated, Kyrtong the Wild Ox blew through his nostrils, pawed the ground and shook his shaggy head vigorously, trying to get rid of the 52little monkeys that were clinging to his horns. He was so infuriated by their behaviour that he has not yet learned to be agreeable again. Not far from him, some small animals were playing, and ki Sniang the Boars, were wrestling in the dust, oinking and patting each other after every throw.

         In all that confusion, Dkhoh the Owl looked ridiculous imitating the human maidens, shuffling over the sand and trying to be dignified while staring into space. Owl stared so hard and for so long, without batting her eyelids, that her eyes became big and round like pebbles, leaving her short-sighted ever since. When he noticed her, Dkhan the Mole laughed so hard and so long that his own eyes narrowed to the mere slits they are today.

         There was much fun and merriment during the festival. All sorts of animals and all sorts of flowers, in all sorts of colours, did all sorts of things, so that even the surliest of them were caught up in all the excitement. Members of the council joined in the celebration and impressed everyone with a lively exhibition of sword dancing. Among them were Dngiem the Bear, with his darkly sombre robes, Labasa the Leopard, with his rosetted outfit, and Khla the Tiger, with his elegantly adorned garment. The only animals who felt at a disadvantage were the musicians—between the persistent uproar from the spectators and the din created by the performers, they were having a tough time making themselves heard.

         In all that excitement, Kui the Lynx arrived, clothed from head to foot in a brightly spotted costume. On arriving, he swaggered into the dancing ground, produced a dazzlingly radiant silver sword, and began strutting around the circle. Every animal turned to watch. They had never seen such a sword before. It flashed at every twist and turn and seemed to defy the sun itself in its brilliance. The attention he was getting from the crowd turned Lynx’s head and made him arrogant. With each passing moment, he began to think that, without him, the whole show would have collapsed. Hearing his vaunts, Thunder was deeply stung and, biding his time, silently vowed to put Lynx in his place before the festival ended.

         As soon as Lynx took a break, Thunder approached him and requested: ‘My good friend, I have left my sword at home and have nothing with me but my big drum. Would you please lend me your magnificent sword for a moment? I would love to try my hand at sword dancing too.’

         Lynx glared at him and said rudely, ‘If you want to participate in the sword dance, you should have known better than to come to the field without your sword. Why don’t you just go back home and fetch it?’53

         But some of the animals who were sitting nearby overheard the conversation and condemned Lynx for his selfishness. ‘Shame on you, Lynx,’ they said in a chorus. ‘How can you be so ungracious? If it weren’t for Thunder here, there wouldn’t be a dance at all.’ They threatened Lynx and said that if he did not lend his sword to Thunder, they would take it from him by force. Lynx did not want to part with his precious sword; for one thing, he did not want anyone else to handle it, and for another, he especially did not want Thunder to get hold of it lest he should dance better and win all the praise. In the face of their threat, however, he had no option.

         Taking the sword, Thunder went to the centre of the circle and asked all the plants and flowers to vacate the field. He beat on his drum to attract attention and began chanting as swordsmen were known to do. Then, with a sudden motion and the speed of a whirlwind, he pranced round and round the field, furiously brandishing the sword, here, there and everywhere, so that it seemed to the whole throng like one mad, vengeful stick of pure flame, blinding anyone who so much as opened his eyes. Everyone was alarmed. But Thunder was not done yet. He began to beat his drum with such force that the whole area shook as though a mighty tremor had occurred. Frightened out of their wits, all the animals, plants and flowers fled to the nearby jungles to hide in the undergrowth.

         Amidst that chaos, Thunder, who was so enamoured of the sword that had given him such power, vaulted into the sky, far beyond the reach of Lynx and the other animals. And to this day, he is often seen wildly striking the heavens with what we have come to know as thunderbolts. Actually, these phenomena are nothing but the gigantic drum of Thunder and the silver sword of Lynx, metamorphosed into elemental forces.

         On earth, confusion still prevailed, with each animal blaming the other for what had happened. However, no one was as sad as Lynx, who spent his days moping and seeking out ways to reach Thunder’s aerial dwelling so that he might recover his sword. Finally, he hit upon a simple but unique plan. First, he dug a small hole in the ground. Then he went to relieve himself in it every day, hoping that one day the mound would grow as high as the sky. That is why Lynx never strays far from where he is staying, because to this day, he continues to build his mound in this way.

         When the story of how Lynx had lost his rare silver sword reached the humans, they felt sorry for him. As a token of respect for this great sword dancer, they decided never to disturb his habitat so that he would be free to continue with his efforts to reach the sky.54

         Meanwhile, Ka Lalyngngi, being a queen, was busy getting ready. She wanted to look her grandest. She took out all her beautiful dresses and her gold and silver ornaments to choose the best from among them. As is often the case with beautiful women all over the world, she took some time deciding on her outfit and its accessories. When she had finally made up her mind, she went to a spring nearby to wash at the spot where a jet of water spouted from a split bamboo tube. But when she finished washing, Lalyngngi thought that her heels were not smooth enough. Since she was going to dance barefoot like the humans, she wanted to make her heels as beautiful and smooth as possible. Consequently, while all that din and confusion was spreading through the dancing ground, Lalyngngi was busy scrubbing her heels with a bathing stone.

         Eventually, she was ready. With all her attendants in tow, she proceeded to the dancing ground, confident that she would be the centre of attraction. Among her followers were the flowers called Tiew Latara, Tiew Larun, Tiew Rtiang and Tiew Laphiah. They arrived in all their colourful glory at the venue, expecting to be the cynosure of all eyes. To their disappointment, they found the place quite deserted. As they stood there, ashamed to have reached after the dance had broken up, they were spotted by the animals who were just then emerging from the undergrowth. Seeing the latecomers standing like lost souls in the middle of the dancing ground, the animals hooted with laughter and jeered and catcalled.

         Ka Lalyngngi, proud Queen of Flowers, could not endure the terrible humiliation. Her pain was indescribable. She knew that this shame would haunt her for as long as she lived. Lalyngngi fled from the scene with tears flowing down her cheeks like tiny cascades till she reached the edge of a cliff from which she threw herself headlong into the precipice. Her attendants followed, but luckily for all of them, they fell on a wide ledge sticking out from the precipice and survived the fall without any serious injuries.

         The ledge was, in fact, a little hanging valley, watered by a sweet spring emptying into the giddy depths beyond. Lalyngngi took what had happened as divine intervention and decided to settle down in the little valley with all her followers and friends. Since then, when autumn arrives, she can be seen blooming in the middle of the precipice, in all her festive glory, together with Latara, Larun, Rtiang and Laphiah.

         When Lalyngngi’s story became known, the world began calling her Ka Lalyngngi Pep Shad, or Ka Lalyngngi, who missed her dance. And Khasis 55have been comparing anyone who is notoriously unpunctual to Ka Lalyngngi Pep Shad ever since. And yet, we never learn.
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         We had been waiting for twenty minutes by the time Bah Su arrived in a relative’s car. The moment he got down, he said, ‘I know, I know. Please don’t mind. I had left well before time, ha, but then the warrant came and I had to turn back.’

         ‘Ah …’ we all murmured.

         The warrant is, of course, the call of nature, and everyone understood perfectly well.

         Hamkom said, ‘I wonder if Halolihim is having the same problem, ya.’

         Halolihim made us wait for forty minutes—too long by any standard.  Everyone was quite pissed off, and we would have left without him but for Hamkom, who pleaded with us to wait. When he finally came, he wanted to say something in apology, but Bah Kynsai interrupted him and said rather hotly, ‘Let’s go, let’s go. We are late. We have a long way to go.’

         When we had all got into the minibus, Halolihim said, ‘Let us pray.’

         This was too much for Bah Kynsai. He turned in his seat to glare at him and said, ‘You made us wait for more than forty minutes and now you have the gall to say, let us pray, liah? Do you think we haven’t prayed for ourselves or what? And listen, we belong to different religions here. We pray according to our own beliefs, keep that in mind!’

         Many of us shared Bah Kynsai’s anger. Nevertheless, we tried to appease him. As for Halolihim, he went on with his prayer, loudly calling on the Lord to forgive our sins and bless us all. Most of us did not pay any attention, but I could see Hamkom and Evening closing their eyes.

         In the middle of the prayer, Dale, who had been quiet all along and was now driving the Winger at 80 km/h, suddenly said, ‘Shall I close my eyes too?’

         Amidst the laughter that followed, Raji and Bah Kit said, at the same moment, ‘If you want us to be immortal!’

         Taxi drivers in Shillong are well known for their ready wit and brashness.

         If I was happy to see Magdalene, I was full of misgivings when I looked at Halolihim. He was tall, thin and loose-jointed, his face scarred by acne. But what made him so unpleasant was the sour look he seemed to direct at everyone. I wondered why Hamkom should want to bring along such a fellow. Just then, Magdalene whispered to me, ‘What an eyesore!’56

         Initially, however, the whispers in the group were not about Halolihim, but Magdalene, because she was the lone woman. Evening, who had always been vocal against what he called the moral laxity of Khasi women, was the first to voice his reservations.

         But Bah Kynsai said, ‘It’s all right, Ning, she is used to travelling with men.’

         And Magdalene added rather naively, ‘No problem for me, I have even gone hunting with men.’

         At 6.45 a.m., when we finally moved out, the road was empty except for the odd car now and then. We were happy to have it to ourselves. But the tragic accident which had caused the death of an official of the North-Eastern Hill University, NEHU, at the very spot where we were and at around the same time, 6.50 a.m., was still fresh in our memory. We told Dale to control his speed.

         ‘What a tragic loss that was, no, Bah Kynsai?’ Ham said. ‘I knew Je personally. She was an outstanding officer, one of the most efficient in NEHU, they say. Quite young, too. What a loss!’

         ‘It was her own doing,’ Bah Kynsai responded unsympathetically. ‘You know, Ham, you cannot drive like a cyclone on such narrow, winding roads and expect to always get away with it. These young people driving like maniacs, na, should learn a lesson from this.’

         ‘But was it her fault?’ Hamkom asked defensively. ‘Even the papers were very vague about it.’

         ‘It must have been her fault,’ Bah Kynsai asserted. ‘Even inside the campus, she used to drive like a Fast & Furious racer, na? People used to call her NEHU Express.’

         ‘It was her fault,’ Dale said. ‘We are on the road all day, no, Bah. People talk to us, even if they don’t talk to the police. All the eyewitnesses said it was her fault. The Sumo was travelling on its side of the road; she was over-speeding on the curve; she hit the side of the Sumo. If you look at the scene of the accident, ha, you would know that the Sumo was clearly on the right side.’

         ‘What was she doing on the road so early? I think she was returning from somewhere, no?’ Bah Kit asked.

         ‘She was returning from Mylliem after frost viewing. There were two male passengers with her, a cousin and a friend,’ Raji, the journalist, explained.

         Mylliem is supposed to be the coldest place in the state. On winter mornings, the paddy fields and valleys are white with frost that does not melt completely until noon. It can be a spectacular sight, especially for city-bound citizens like Je and her friends.57

         ‘They survived, no, Raji, those friends of hers?’ Hamkom asked excitedly. ‘So what did they say? Whose fault was it?’

         ‘They were questioned by the police when they regained consciousness, but they said it happened so fast they simply couldn’t tell,’ Raji replied.

         ‘You see, you see, it was her fault,’ Dale said triumphantly. ‘If it had been the Sumo’s fault, ha, they would have blamed the driver quickly enough. But they didn’t. They said they couldn’t tell, which means they were protecting her.’

         ‘Maybe. Who can really say? But what a horrific sight it was! When they pulled her out of the car, okay, she was gasping for breath like a fish out of water.’

         ‘Did you see her?’ Bah Kynsai asked.

         ‘I was told.’

         ‘Don’t speak like an eyewitness when you are only an ear-witness,’ Bah Kynsai snapped.

         ‘Right, right, Bah,’ Dale agreed, laughing. ‘But you know, Bah? The Sumo driver also suffered terribly. He lost a leg in the accident and cannot drive any more. And he is the family’s sole breadwinner.’

         ‘Whatever you say, driving in Shillong is terrible,’ Evening observed.

         ‘Not only in Shillong, man, the whole state,’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘Drivers here are like stampeding animals. Accidents every day.’

         ‘Last year alone,’ Bah Su chipped in, ‘there were 306 road accidents, which claimed 209 lives according to government statistics, while 586 people sustained serious injuries.’

         ‘Wow, so many?’ Hamkom said, amazed.

         ‘What do you think are the reasons?’ Donald asked.

         Donald was doing his doctoral research in political science from a university in Delhi, Bah Kynsai had told us while we waited for Halolihim. He had also told him about some of us, and as a result, Donald was now ‘looking at us in a new light’, to use Bah Kynsai’s words.

         ‘Underage driving,’ Dale said. ‘There are so many of them, Bah, fifteen-or sixteen-year-old kids. The moment they know how to hold a steering wheel, ha, they think they can drive, and their parents also pamper them like anything.’

         ‘Unskilled driving,’ Bah Su said. ‘So many drivers who should only be learners, ha, driving with trainers, ha, are instead driving like professionals and causing so many accidents.’

         ‘And nobody knows or follows any rules,’ Raji added. ‘If there’s a traffic jam, okay, nobody follows the lane; they overtake from right, from left, and 58make matters worse. They are so bloody unruly, man! If there’s a foot of space in front of your car, ha, they try to overtake and squeeze into it, the buggers! And they park everywhere too, even in front of no-parking signs, where they know they will obstruct the traffic.’

         ‘In Meghalaya people simply don’t respect the law,’ Hamkom lamented. ‘They may fear it, but they certainly don’t respect it. For instance, if there is a policeman near a no-parking sign, ha, they will never park there, but as soon as he leaves, they literally fight for the spot. They don’t give a damn about what the sign says.’

         ‘What I don’t understand is why nobody is doing anything about it. Underage driving, unskilled and undisciplined drivers … Why are the police not doing anything?’ Donald wondered aloud.

         ‘The police are too busy controlling the chaotic traffic, no?’ Raji said. ‘There are more cars in Shillong than the roads can accommodate. A family of three may have four, five cars, no, Bah Kynsai?’

         ‘Or else they take money, ha, Bah Raji,’ Dale added. ‘The more they penalise, the warmer their pockets. And because everybody gets off with a fine, nobody cares.’

         ‘Let me ask you this question for the sake of argument, okay?’ Donald said. ‘We have district transport officers in every district of the state, no? So how are they granting licences to unskilled and underage drivers?’

         ‘Many are driving without licences,’ Dale said.

         ‘But I have seen the police checking for licences, ya,’ Hamkom argued. ‘I too have been stopped at least twice.’

         ‘Yeah, yeah, they are beginning to make random checks now,’ Evening said, ‘and that’s a good sign, I think.’

         ‘But that won’t help,’ Raji said. ‘You know why? There are many licensed drivers who cannot really drive!’

         ‘How’s that possible?’ Magdalene asked, laughing. She had been listening intently to the conversation.

         ‘Arre, Mag, you and Don don’t know anything,’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘You may be a college professor, and Don may have travelled the world, na, but you are too innocent. I have a friend who owns a driving licence, although he cannot drive and does not even own a car …’

         ‘Really? How come?’ Donald asked.

         ‘He bought it! From a DTO, a district transport office.’

         ‘My God, there’s corruption everywhere, man!’ Donald exclaimed.59

         ‘Of course!’ Bah Kynsai agreed with feeling. ‘We call it bam pisa, Don, money-eating … But tell me, what did you people do to get your driving licence?’

         Donald spoke first, explaining that, years ago, he had registered with a driving school for three months, but that he had to get a learner’s licence before he could begin learning at all. He applied for a driving licence just before the end of those three months because the school had declared him ready for the test. A motor vehicle inspector from the office of the district transport officer conducted the test, and evaluated him not only on his driving skills but also on his knowledge of road signs and signals. He had to wait quite a while to actually receive his licence.

         There were broad smiles on everyone’s faces by the time he finished his account.

         ‘Why, why are you smiling?’ Donald asked, perplexed. ‘Come on, man!’

         Bah Kynsai said, ‘Don, how many people do you think do that sort of thing in Meghalaya?’

         ‘Everybody, I suppose,’ Donald replied.

         ‘Well, I certainly didn’t do that,’ Magdalene said. ‘My father taught me to drive, and he arranged the licence for me.’

         ‘You hear that? Her father arranged the licence for her!’ Bah Kynsai cried. ‘So why were you playing dumb, earlier, ha, Mag? Crafty, na, you too?’

         ‘No, I’m a very good driver, no, Bah Kynsai? I didn’t get a licence for knowing nothing!’

         ‘Anyway,’ Bah Kynsai continued, ‘hardly anybody here goes through the legal process, Don. First of all, na, very few people go to driving schools, although that is changing now. Many are taught by friends, relatives, or by professional trainers. And I can tell you that they never bother with a learner’s licence. They simply talk to an agent who knows the dealing assistants in a DTO. These people, na, arrange everything for them—learner’s licence, driving licence, all at the same time. All the applicant has to do is pay the agent and the dealing assistants some money. Of course, he has to pay more than the legal fee, but then he gets his licence much quicker than you did yours, Don, and without any hassles.’

         ‘Did you also do that?’

         ‘No!’ Bah Kynsai said emphatically. ‘I didn’t go to a driving school, but I didn’t want to bribe anyone either. I applied through the proper channel. But the point is that most of our people do not do that, na?’60

         ‘What about the others?’ Donald persisted.

         Bah Su said he did not drive. Raji, Hamkom and I said we had used the proper channel, but Dale said with a laugh, ‘Why do you ask me? I am a taxi driver, no? We taxi drivers are professionals when it comes to exploiting the system.’

         We looked at Bah Kit and Halolihim, but they had their eyes closed, so Raji answered for Bah Kit and said he did not drive.

         Bah Kynsai, however, wanted to know how Halolihim had got his licence. He said, ‘Ham, Halolihim is your friend, na, ask him, ask him how he got his licence.’

         Hamkom turned to Halolihim. ‘Hal, ei Hal! Wake up!’

         ‘What? What?’ Halolihim asked, waking up with a start.

         ‘We want to know how you got your driving licence.’

         ‘Driving licence?’ he said. ‘I have a friend in the DTO who did everything for me. I’m too busy spreading the Word of God to bother with such trivial things.’

         There was a loud burst of laughter and Halolihim, looking quite disgusted with us, went back to sleep.

         After the laughter had subsided, Raji said, ‘Many people know nothing about traffic rules and signals. They don’t yield to uphill traffic, they overtake from the wrong side, they don’t dip their lights at night, they don’t know anything about road signs. Our channel once asked a driver about the meaning of a zebra crossing, okay, he said he didn’t know. When we asked him what it was called, he said, “A cobra or something?” And all this, because people would rather pay bribes than go through the legal process.’

         ‘But why? I don’t understand,’ Donald lamented. ‘People rail against corruption all the time, but they also actually encourage it, no?’

         ‘Why? Because of the bureaucratic formalities and inordinate delays at every stage, na?’ Bah Kynsai replied. ‘Officials delay because they want money, and the people too would rather bribe someone than run around in circles. Everybody wants everything fast, fast. It’s a vicious cycle, Don.’

         ‘I have been listening to you going on about the reasons for bad driving and accidents, ha,’ Bah Kit suddenly said. ‘But none of you has mentioned drunken driving, and I think I know why,’ he added with a smile.

         I was under the impression that Bah Kit was asleep, but apparently, he was only relaxing. He was, in fact, absolutely right. According to statistics, drunken driving is the biggest cause of road accidents in the state, and what is worse, there are no checks of any kind. I remember returning from Sohra 61on Holi last year. It was about 7 p.m. I was following a car that was weaving a line like a seismograph during a tremor. I mean, that guy was causing cars coming from the opposite direction to blare their horns madly and swerve into ditches and footpaths to avoid being hit. When he reached Rhino Point junction, he sent the traffic cones dividing the road flying everywhere, right in front of the traffic policeman. To my amazement, the policeman did nothing, and when we asked him about it, he said, ‘What can I do? I’m alone here. Shall I try to catch him or control the traffic? And how do I catch him, on foot?’ That is Shillong traffic for you.

         Hamkom wagged a finger and said, ‘Bah Kynsai, I have always warned you against driving after drinking …’

         Bah Kynsai laughed and said lightly, ‘I don’t drink much before driving, na, just a peg or two. But Raji also drives after drinking.’

         ‘No, no, nowadays I don’t drink and drive, Bah Kynsai, not since that accident,’ Raji responded. ‘I was hospitalised for almost a month with a broken hand and broken ribs, remember, Bah Su? Nowadays I drink at home before dinner. Before driving, I don’t drink at all except a beer or two, no hard stuff.’

         That is bad enough, of course, because Indian beer contains between 5 and 8 per cent alcohol. But I didn’t say anything. I turned to look at the road and asked Dale where we were.

         ‘We are making good progress, Bah,’ Dale said, ‘I’m going between sixty and eighty.’

         Clearly, our talk had had little effect on Dale. At 60 to 80 km/h, he was going fairly fast on the twists and turns of our highways. But he was an expert driver, and the traffic was light, so I did not worry too much.

         When we reached the village of Rangshken, merely 30 km from Shillong, we slowed to a caterpillar crawl, barely making 20 km/h. The road and the entire landscape were blanketed in a thick fog, making it impossible to see further than a few feet, and that too with fog lights and headlights on. I had been warned against this by people living in West Khasi Hills. At night, the frost settles on rivers and streams, on meadows and paddy fields, and when the sun comes out in the morning, it evaporates and rises as a dense cloud to shut out land and sky, making travelling truly perilous.

         But Bah Kynsai was untroubled. He shouted to me, ‘Ap, who was that minister involved in the fog story?’

         ‘Bah Nit.’

         ‘Yes, Bah Nit. Have you heard the story?’62

         Raji and Bah Su said they had, but the rest had not.

         ‘It happened quite a few years ago,’ Bah Kynsai began. ‘Youngsters nowadays do not even know who Bah Nit is, but he was quite a character, ha. People liked him very much; he used to get things done very quickly. He would even beat up IAS officers for not doing their job quickly enough, and doctors for not being in their rural stations. Is he still alive, Ap?’

         IAS, of course, means Indian Administrative Service, but among the Khasis it can also mean Iad Step, or morning drink, and can refer to a drunk who has moved up the ladder to drinking early in the morning.

         Bah Su answered for me. ‘He is, though he’s old and doesn’t leave his village any more.’

         ‘But what a guy he was, na?’ Bah Kynsai enthused. ‘One day, while he was the minister of tourism, ha, he was asked to accompany a Union minister to Sohra. Probably the Congress stalwart, Margaret Alva. Somehow, Bah Nit’s car, following some distance behind the minister’s convoy, got stuck in a dense fog that rose suddenly from the ravines. The entire Sohra road is fringed by deep ravines on one side, you know that, na? So, when the fog came up, the driver, who had never been on such a road before, simply could not drive. It was only when the fog cleared a little, and when Bah Nit scolded him, that he started up again. But even then, he moved like a snail, and as a result, Bah Nit was very late for the function at Sohra Circuit House.

         ‘When he arrived, na, he saw that everyone was waiting for him. He felt so embarrassed that he ran to the minister with both hands folded and apologised profusely. “Oh, madam, madam!” he said pleadingly. “So sorry, so sorry! But fucking, fucking all the way, what to do?’’’

         Everybody laughed at the story, and Magdalene was so tickled that she rocked to and fro, slapping her thigh. ‘He meant to say, “fogging, fogging”, didn’t he?’ she asked, breathless with mirth.

         ‘Yes, yes,’ Bah Kynsai said, ‘but most Khasis pronounce “g” as “k”, na, so he ended up saying, “fucking, fucking all the way”.’

         After a while, everybody quietened down and concentrated on the road ahead, as if they were in the driver’s seat. By this time, about 7.45 a.m., there was a lot of traffic on the highway, mostly Sumo and Mahindra Max jeeps, bazaar buses and small vehicles, all proceeding towards Shillong. There were also lorries carrying coal, building stones, gravel, brown river sand, white hill sand and timber. Most farm produce was packed in pickup trucks or piled high on the roofs of buses. We could barely see anything. Like us, every car coming from the opposite direction had fog lights, 63headlights and hazard signals on. But every now and then, a Tata Sumo or a lorry would suddenly appear out of the gloom without any lights or signals at all. It was only Dale’s alertness that saved us on these occasions. Obviously, we cursed and shouted at them, just to let off steam. We knew they could not hear us.

         Another danger was the complete absence of signage. For instance, when we came to a tight bend, we did not know where the road would lead: should we go left or right? Dale kept moaning: ‘If only they would draw a white line in the middle of the road and yellow lines on the sides!’ In the absence of these, he followed the line of red sand at the edge of the highway.

         We were thankful that at least the road was in really good condition, having been laid and tarred only recently as part of the two-lane highway from Shillong in East Khasi Hills to Tura in West Garo Hills. If it had been full of potholes, we would have had it! Imagine cars avoiding potholes, as they usually do, and driving on the wrong side of the road in this fog. Scary!

         Dale said, ‘An international company made this road, Bah, it’s quite smooth. They double coated the tar. Imagine if Khasi contractors had done  the job!’

         ‘Khasi contractors?’ Evening exclaimed. ‘The road would have been full of lumps and hollows. Bumpy like hell! And because many of them would have been involved, ha, some portions would have been completed, while others would not have been built at all. By the time the incomplete portions were built, the completed portions would have become full of potholes. With Khasi contractors, ha, you never get a complete road; you get a road in perpetual disrepair.’

         ‘Not only that,’ Raji added, ‘the tar would have been washed away by the first summer rains. People in the rural areas, okay, always say that local contractors just paint the road black to mislead people. The motive is always maximum profit for minimum work, never as per the estimates or the plans’ specifications.’

         ‘But what about the site engineers, overseers and maharals, the section assistants, who are supposed to supervise every project undertaken by the Public Works Department?’ Hamkom asked.

         ‘They are all in cahoots, na, they share the spoils,’ Bah Kynsai explained. ‘And yet we call ourselves tip briew tip Blei! More likely, we know demons and thievery. That’s all.’

         ‘Ka tip briew tip Blei’ is one of the Three Commandments of Niam Khasi, but everybody, including those who no longer practise the religion, uses it to 64describe a life guided by conscience or the knowledge of man, the knowledge of God. That is, we use it in our everyday conversations, but hardly practise it, which is why Bah Kynsai made that bitter statement. Corruption, or money-eating if you will, is so rampant that it seems we live not in the knowledge of man and God but in the knowledge of Mammon and his demons.

         ‘But why do you say, if the job is given to Khasi contractors, there would be many of them?’ Donald asked.

         ‘Two reasons,’ Evening replied. ‘First, there is not a single Khasi contractor rich enough to undertake the building of an entire highway. Second, politicians try to please everybody so they can extort from everybody. What they normally do is distribute the work piecemeal—so many kilometres, or even metres, to the first contractor, so many to the second, so many to the third, and so on. The excuse is, ba kin ïa im lang, so they may all survive. The true meaning is: so they may all steal.’

         ‘That’s horrible, man!’ Donald said, aghast.

         ‘In your travels, Donald,’ Raji said, keen to rub it in, ‘have you ever come across anything like this?’

         Donald, of course, had nothing to say.

         The fog finally cleared as we reached the outskirts of Nongstoin and the headquarters of the Third Meghalaya Police Battalion. It was surprisingly warm and sunny for a winter morning. We all nodded when Magdalene exclaimed, ‘Hey! Nongstoin is much warmer than Shillong, ya!’

         I could see peach blossoms everywhere. The peach trees in Shillong only begin to blossom in March, but here they were already waving their purple flags in the breeze.

         It was almost 10.15 a.m. by the time we reached the heart of Nongstoin. The town itself turned out to be much larger, cleaner, much less dusty and much more organised than I remembered it to be. But then, the last time I was here was some sixteen years ago. There were several government offices and buildings in the outlying areas now. And many more houses too. Like in Shillong, many ‘Assam-type’ houses had been replaced by concrete structures, some of which were merely square boxes, two or three storeys high. However, there were also good-looking and well-designed buildings everywhere.

         The centrally located commercial sectors were clean and not as congested as some of the places in Shillong. The traffic too, to my surprise, was quite orderly, and as we approached Nanbah, the commercial hub, I could see hundreds of taxis parked in an orderly fashion by the side of the broad road. 65

         ‘Look, Bah,’ Dale said, ‘can you imagine Shillong taxis as neat as that?  Shillong is a chaos of traffic, no, Bah?’

         As we cruised through the town, looking for Indalin’s shop, some of us wondered aloud at the transformation. Bah Kynsai exclaimed, ‘Bong leh! Ei Ap, where are all the Assam-type houses, man?’

         ‘Bong leh’ is almost a swear word, but not quite. Bah Kynsai had often said that one of the reasons why Shillong had become so ugly was because its quaint Assam-type houses had been replaced by squat, unsightly concrete boxes. The Assam-type houses were first constructed in Shillong after U Jumai Bah, the great earthquake of 1897. At the time of its establishment as the new district capital in 1864 (the move from Sohra was completed in 1866), most houses in Shillong, apart from government buildings, were of two types: those built of wood and thatch and those of stone and thatch. The migrants from Sohra brought with them their own architectural style, with the walls being built of maw Sohra or Sohra stone. This stone is still popular, and is really sandstone hewn into the shape of a ruti, rectangular bread, about one foot long and six inches wide.

         The people of Sohra never used wood for their walls because of the heavy rainfall. Even after the advent of concrete structures, the stone continues to be used for building houses, fencing walls, making steps, courtyard paving, bridges, decorative pillars, monuments, culverts and drains. Building with maw Sohra does not require the use of either mortar or cement. Since the stones are finely carved, they fit snugly into each other, rendering any cementing mixture redundant. Many structures in the Sohra region, built in this way hundreds of years ago, are still standing without any sign of deterioration. If anything, the Sohra stone has now become even more popular. The arrival of new machines that can cut and polish it into smooth, glossy tiles, used in decorating interior and exterior walls as well as floors, has turned it into a very important export item.

         The thatched roofs of Shillong houses, however, were replaced by roofs of corrugated iron sheets, or what we call ‘tin roofs’, because of the frequent outbreak of fire. (One such fire was the massive conflagration of 1878, which burnt down a significant portion of what was known then as Dukan Pulit, now Police Bazaar.) This style of ‘stone-and-tin’ or ‘wood-and-tin’ architecture continued until the great earthquake of 12 June 1897. The quake affected the whole of Ri Khasi and razed all the stone buildings to the ground. The devastation caused the British government to decree that stone houses be replaced by a lighter and safer variety of housing made of wooden 66frames, roofs of corrugated iron sheets, and walls of bamboo. The bamboo, called kdait, was reinforced by mortar—specifically, a mixture of water and lime. These houses quickly came to be known as ‘Assam-type’ houses, probably because Shillong had become, in 1874, the headquarters of the chief commissioner of Assam, a province carved out of British Bengal.

         After 1897, therefore, Shillong was dominated by these humble cottages with their whitewashed walls and tin roofs painted mostly red or green or blue. They were built in the style of traditional English cottages, complete with a rising chimney and wide A-frames gently sloping to a flat roof that often ran along the entire circumference of the house. The flat roof was actually a covering for the veranda, which was made six to seven feet deep to provide effective protection from the wind-driven rain. Apart from the cottages, with their beautiful lawns and gardens full of fruit trees at the back, there were also grand bungalows, larger and more ornate, built almost in the Tudor style with turrets, dormer and bay windows, but using the same materials of tin, wood and mortar. These bungalows were often set in the middle of park-like grounds with tree-lined driveways winding through lawns bordered by flower beds. To look at them was to be filled with dreams and longing: their beauty was such that it smote you.

         Thinking of those tranquil days, when there were neither too many people nor vehicles, I was reminded of a haiku by Bashõ:

         
            
               bird of time—

               in Kyoto, pining

               for Kyoto.

            

         

         I perfectly understood Bah Kynsai’s dismay. The loss was not only of beautiful homes but also of those best suited for life in this part of the world. The Assam-type houses—with their tin roofs, bamboo-mortar walls and wooden floors—were warm and comfortable. They were easy on both humans and animals, unlike concrete houses with concrete floors, which only serve to heighten the winter chill. Bah Kynsai’s own house was a modified Assam-type structure; in this respect, at least, he truly practised what he preached.

         Donald wondered why people would swap something so suitable for our cold, wet and hilly environment for dreadful concrete boxes.

         ‘Because they want to show off their money, mə, tdong,’ Bah Kynsai snapped. He was not cursing Donald, only the general unreasonableness of people, as he saw it.67

         But Bah Su said, ‘It’s all very complicated, Bah Kynsai. What you said is partly true. People who have money, ha, obviously want to make big houses and high-rise buildings. But it’s also a question of space. With the increase in population, there is a corresponding decrease in living space. Land is very expensive in urban areas like Shillong and Nongstoin. Most people can buy only about 2,000 to 2,500 square feet. But if it’s a big family, they would need a house with many rooms. If you build a big single-storey Assam-type house on that kind of plot, ha, there will be hardly any space left for anything else. That’s why they prefer concrete houses that can be built upwards—two, three, even four storeys. In this way, they can rent part of the building to tenants and earn some money as well. It is not practical to build a multi-storey Assam-type house because of the wooden pillars. And people also think that concrete houses last forever, ha, without any need for repairs, ha, only painting now and then. All these reasons … very complicated.’

         ‘And now, even if you want to build an Assam-type house, okay, you can’t!’ Hamkom declared.

         ‘The timber ban by the Supreme Court,’ Raji offered as a reason.

         ‘No, no, no,’ Hamkom said. ‘Forget about the timber ban. Even if there is plenty of wood, okay, you can’t build an Assam-type house any more. I wanted to build one, ha, but then, what happened? To the left, a huge building; to the right, a huge building; at the back, another huge building. You see, if I had built a single-storey Assam-type house, ha, I would have ended up living in a sort of hollow, without sun, without scenery. Unless you have a huge plot of land, it’s impossible to build such houses again.’

         ‘But even in the rural areas, where they have plenty of space, people have started building multi-storey concrete houses, no?’ Evening observed. ‘What do you say to that, huh?’

         ‘Fashion, vanity,’ Bah Kynsai responded. ‘People want to follow the fashion, na?’

         ‘Also,’ Bah Su added, ‘they might have the same reasons I told you earlier.’

         ‘Or they might want to build something beautiful,’ Bah Kit added. ‘You people are talking as if all concrete buildings are ugly and all Assam-type houses are beautiful. In Mawlai, where I live, ha, I can tell you there are still many Assam-type houses. Some of them are quite lovely, no doubt, built on extensive grounds and fronted by orange orchards that are wonderful to behold when the fruit ripen in winter. But others, belonging to the poor, or constructed for tenants, are flat-roofed and rectangular. Ugly, I tell you, very ugly. On the other hand, look, look at 68that concrete building over there, it’s beautiful, no? I think it’s designed by an architect—wonderful!’

         I did not say anything, but I thought, that is what it boils down to: the rich can always build beautiful houses, whatever the materials; the poor must make do with what they can get.

         ‘It may be attractive, but is it safe?’ Donald asked Bah Kit. ‘I mean, Bah Ap was telling us about the great earthquake that knocked down all the stone buildings in Shillong, no? Aren’t people scared?’

         ‘People forget,’ Bah Su replied. ‘The earthquake happened when? More than one hundred years ago. Since then, we haven’t had an earthquake of that magnitude, ha, so people think it will never come again. But if it does, we’ve had it.’

         ‘I think the situation has changed a bit, Bah Su,’ Hamkom reminded him. ‘You remember the devastating tremor in Nepal in 2015? After that, we have had a series of earthquakes, at least four, five times a month, across the Northeast. And the last one, Bah Su? That was really scary—6.8, I think. Fortunately, it did not last too long, otherwise terrible consequences would have followed. Whatever you say, people are scared nowadays. And everybody keeps saying the big one will come anytime now.’

         ‘That’s very true, Ham,’ Bah Kit agreed. ‘People are scared now, and those building new houses, ha, are trying to make them as strong as possible. They are, of course, still making concrete houses, but they are also trying to make them lighter by using reinforced tin roofs. They are all nervous, and expecting the big one to come.’

         ‘It will come!’ Halolihim said suddenly and with conviction. ‘The world has become too sinful. God will send another great earthquake to punish all the sinners.’

         ‘You may be the first one to die,’ Magdalene said, laughing.

         ‘Or you,’ Halolihim retorted.

         ‘Or you and I together,’ Magdalene teased.

         ‘Tet!’ Halolihim said in a disgusted tone and turned away from her.

         Everyone laughed.

         ‘But coming back to Assam-type houses, ha, Bah Kynsai,’ Hamkom said, ‘we still have quite a few impressive ones in Shillong, no? What do you say, Ap?’

         ‘Yeah, that’s right,’ I replied. ‘Just around Ward’s Lake itself, there are so many magnificent bungalows, like the governor’s house, the Raj Bhavan. It’s stately in black and white, with sprawling gardens. Then there is the Pine 69Wood Hotel—so scenic, the oldest hotel in the city, constructed in 1898, I believe—and many other bungalows which now serve as quarters for ministers and high government officials. And oh yes, there’s the famous Tara Ghar, which used to be the chief minister’s residence. The English really tried to create a mini-England in that part of Shillong, Ham. All the houses look like Tudor-style manors, and to complete the illusion of an English landscape, they even created an artificial lake.’

         ‘Why is Tara Ghar famous?’ Donald asked. ‘How is it different from the other Assam-type bungalows?’

         ‘It is famous,’ Bah Kynsai said, ‘because the government tried to pull it down, na, to construct a new legislative assembly building there, na? But NGOs, prominent personalities and various organisations protested so much, ha, it had to give up the idea.’

         ‘But why were they protesting?’ Donald asked again. ‘It seems to me there are too many protests in this place.’

         ‘Oho! Tara Ghar is the green heart of this city, na—its lungs!’ Bah Kynsai replied. ‘They would have to cut down all the trees to build there, that’s why. And besides, it is a heritage site, Don, with a lot of history.’

         ‘Seriously,’ Evening said, ‘our leaders are so myopic, no? I mean, there is so much free space around, and yet they chose a heritage site that is an oasis of green in the heart of the city. When the entire world is talking about climate change, global warming and the need for afforestation, ha, here they are, hell-bent on desertification. Imagine what would happen to our planet if all the world leaders were like them! It would be destroyed in double-quick time. Stupid, really!’

         ‘Leaders or dealers?’ Bah Kynsai asked. ‘They are good only at making deals, na, auctioning off our land and forests to fatten their own pockets. And they are not only myopic, Ning, but callous and completely without conscience or any moral sense at all, liah!’

         ‘But what happened to the assembly building, Bah Kynsai?’ Donald wanted to know. He had been away too long to know all that was happening here. He appeared to have lost some of his arrogance by now.

         ‘The old assembly building was burnt down on 9 January 2001 …’

         ‘Burnt down, Bah Kynsai?’ Hamkom said. ‘I thought it was an accident, ya?’

         ‘There are many who believe it was not an accidental fire, Ham. Some people trying to get rid of incriminating files, the rumour goes. But who knows, who knows? Anyhow, it was the most imposing sight in the heart of downtown Shillong. The best Assam-type structure there ever was! Even 70more beautiful than the Raj Bhavan. It was built about 128 years ago, imagine, 128 years! A real treasure, and they burnt it down, liah! How many years has it been now? Fifteen years! Fifteen years and they haven’t been able to construct a new one. What a bunch of clowns!’

         ‘But why, what’s stopping them?’ Hamkom asked, becoming interested.

         ‘Raji, you tell him, you are the journalist.’

         ‘It’s a very funny thing, okay?’ Raji began. ‘First of all, some years after the incident, they constituted a high-powered committee—HPC, they called it—not to investigate the cause of the fire, ha, but to choose a site for the new assembly building. Yes, a new site, because the Speaker of the Meghalaya legislative assembly at the time, Martin M. Danggo, who was also the HPC chairman, did not think the old site was suitable any more. Why? Because the government had hurriedly sliced away a huge portion from the old site to enlarge and beautify Khyndai Lad …’

         ‘Khyndai Lad?’ Donald queried.

         ‘Police Bazaar, man, the commercial hub of the city!’ Raji said impatiently. ‘An entire hillock, along with the beautiful pine trees planted by the British, was bulldozed to the ground almost overnight. Very suspicious move, many people thought.

         ‘In 2006, the Danggo HPC chose a site in Upper Shillong near the Agriculture Research Station. However, his term as Speaker came to an end, another assembly election was held, a new regional-party government came to power, and Bindo M. Lanong became the new Speaker. His HPC rejected the recommendation of Danggo’s HPC and resolved to construct the new assembly at the old site, which it thought was suitable after all, despite the diminished area. That was in 2008, okay? But nothing came of it, nobody really knew why. Then a fresh assembly election was held, the Congress party came to power, and Charles Pyngrope became the new Speaker. His HPC immediately rejected the Lanong HPC’s recommendation and resolved to construct the new assembly building at Tara Ghar. Then, because of the public protest, okay, Pyngrope and the government had to give up the idea. Another five years went by, another assembly election was held, and again the Congress came to power, but with a new Speaker: A.C. Mondal. Now the Mondal HPC has finalised a plot of land in New Shillong measuring eighty acres, and this time it seems they mean business. They have already prepared a detailed project report. But still, we’ll have to wait and see.’

         Raji’s report caused some of us to laugh out loud, and Hamkom summed it up by saying, ‘What a story, huh?’71

         ‘Like Muhammad bin Tughluq’s!’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘Now you know why this state is so backward, na? If the government cannot even build its own house, how can it build a better future for us, huh? You know, Raji, I think we might yet have to wait for another assembly election, man.’

         ‘Why are these people like this?’ Donald asked, sounding exasperated.

         ‘Because many of our politicians, especially those from the rural areas, are not very well educated, no?’ Evening explained. ‘Some, you can even say, are barely educated. And then, many of them are also businessmen, ha, such people are not interested in development or making laws. Profiteering is the name of the game for them.’

         ‘This is why I say that democracy will never work properly in India,’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘As long as most people are illiterate and unenlightened, na, they will always elect people like these.’

         ‘You know what, Bah Kynsai,’ Donald observed, ‘the best thing for Indian democracy, okay, would be to make it necessary for all aspiring politicians to have a minimum qualification, a bachelor’s degree and above, like they have for the Civil Services exams. That’s the only way we can ensure some quality in governance. What do you think?’

         Bah Su said, ‘Many of our MLAs are graduates, Don, but it doesn’t help. A degree doesn’t make them well educated, ha, mostly because, as students, they never read anything other than the books in the syllabus …’

         ‘Most students don’t read books, Bah Su, only bazaar notes,’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘Yeah, yeah, you are right,’ Bah Su agreed, laughing. ‘So, you see, a degree alone is no good: the problem is much more complex, ha. And we cannot blame only the politicians. In fact, our people are mostly to blame for these corrupt politicians. I have many friends who are MLAs and MDCs, ha, and they tell me that the moment elections are announced, all sorts of people and organisations come to them to demand money and things. A cultural organisation will come for sound systems and whatnot; a sports organisation for uniforms, football boots, cricket bats and gloves; a religious organisation for money to organise this or that function or gathering. Some organisations crop up only during the elections … Why? So they can demand money from candidates, no?

         ‘All sorts of other people come too—some to request money for tuition fees, textbooks and school uniforms; others for stoves, cooking materials, blankets and corrugated iron sheets. The list is unending. And there are also supporters or purported supporters, who demand feasts and drinks 72and incidental expenses every day. And these fellows who contest elections have no option but to please them. So what do they do? They spend all their savings and raise more money by accepting contributions from business people, some even borrowing from loan sharks. Therefore, when they win, ha, the first thing they do is cook up schemes to recover their losses and please their contributors and funders. That’s how it works. So, who’s to blame for the money-eating?’

         ‘That’s why I said that people should be educated and enlightened, na?’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘That’s right, Bah Kynsai,’ Bah Su agreed. ‘In fact, it is because of the voters, ha, that we are not getting quality leaders. People don’t look at the larger picture when they elect MLAs or MDCs. They don’t care whether the person is going to provide roads and electricity. They don’t care about his stand on the influx of migrants, uranium mining or any of the burning issues of the day. They only care about whether he will help them during sickness and bereavement.’

         ‘Very true, very true, Bah Su,’ Bah Kynsai said, laughing. ‘That’s why, in every locality and village, na, every politician has got a person whose only function is to tell them when somebody dies. And you know what? They actually compete with each other to be the first to reach the death house, can you believe it?’

         ‘Yes, yes, correct, correct,’ Evening said. ‘A politician who is ever ready to visit the homes of bereaved families is what Khasis are looking for.’

         Amidst the laughter and head-nodding that followed, Halolihim, who had been quiet thus far, said sourly, ‘You people are very funny—from Assam-type houses to politics!’

         ‘Because they are connected, no, Hal?’ Hamkom said. ‘But if you want us to come back to Assam-type houses, let me tell you of the most beautiful ones around Shillong … the Tripura Castle, built by the king of Tripura in 1924; the Golf Club Bungalow at Golflinks; the All Saints’ Cathedral at IGP Point …’

         ‘Let me tell you about my favourite one, at Lawsohtun, Ham,’ I interrupted. Many of them, apart from Bah Kynsai, whose house is near Lawsohtun, expressed surprise that there could be any beautiful Assam-type houses there, for they thought of it as a mere rural settlement on the fringe of Shillong. ‘Have you heard of the sericulture farm?’ I asked.

         Some of them nodded, but most looked blank.73

         Bah Kynsai exclaimed, ‘Ka Pham Khñiang, mə, tdong!’

         Ka Pham Khñiang, literally, ‘insect farm’, is what the locals call the sericulture farm. Khasis have a knack for that sort of naming. For example, a renowned scholar is respectfully referred to as u ñiang bam kot, a book-eating insect.

         The farm is a sprawling twenty-one-acre mulberry grove located in a valley enclosed by gently sloping hills on three sides. A reserve forest, thick with Khasi pines and evergreen deciduous trees, fringes its southern slope. The forest, with its many springs and brooks, serves as the water source for many Shillong localities. Just beyond the trees, where the slope levels off to an extensive plateau, there is a small but elegantly designed guesthouse with an immaculate lawn. The lawn is bordered by pink and red roses, white camellias, pink and white azaleas, and two huge pines called seh Bilat, or English pines. Adjacent to it are some office buildings; below it are buildings used for rearing and feeding the silkworms, and on the northern slope are more such buildings and employee quarters. On an extensive plateau on the western hill are more employee quarters and the houses of the manager and other officers.

         What makes the place so delightful is not only that all the red-top buildings (which date back to 1925, to British rule) are quaint Assam-type houses, often with a double-roof design and black-and-white walls, but also that they are surrounded by a mulberry grove. Two roads lead from the valley into the hills: one goes left towards the guesthouse and the other right, towards the officers’ quarters. The only sounds here are people calling out to each other from their hilltop homes, dogs barking, and the melodies of myriad birds and insects that frequent the grove and the forest nearby. This is my sylvan retreat. But not only mine, it seems. There is a poem eulogising the place; I read it in a local newspaper:

         
            
               As the moon rises above a precipitous pine forest

               (like our maid’s flatbread, imperfectly rounded),

               with motor cars merely as distant glimmers,

               on a road winding through a mulberry grove,

               as birds make their last calls before they sleep

               and countless little creatures come alive,

               the wind speaks to me with diverse tongues at once,

               as if desperate to make itself understood.

               The wind dishevels my hair and licks my face,74

               pulls at my clothes and frisks my pockets,

               and twists about my body like a seductress.

               And this too is happiness because

               for a brief span of stolen time

               (enclosed in the moment,

               with firefly blue lights flashing in my face)

               I can halt the mad hurtling of days,

               and feel the night putting an arm

               around my shoulder, protectively.

            

         

         The poem is aptly titled ‘Happiness’.

         When I described the farm and recited the poem, many in the group wanted to visit it someday. Even Halolihim said, ‘That sounds like a perfect retreat for the one true God.’

         Hamkom now spoke of the dak banglas, or inspection bungalows, built by the British in strategic villages like Laitlyngkot, which is on the way to Dawki and the Bangladesh border, and Mawkdok, which is on the way to Sohra. He also spoke at length of various buildings, including the famous Circuit House and the Presbyterian Theological College in Sohra, before returning again to Shillong and saying, ‘I think the most famous Assam-type houses, at least in Shillong, are Jitbhoomi and Brookside, no, Ap?’

         ‘Why?’ Donald asked.

         Hamkom reacted rather sharply to his question. ‘You really don’t know anything about your own state, do you, Don? These houses were associated with Rabindranath Tagore, man! He visited Shillong in … Ap, why don’t you tell them, you are more familiar with it, no?’

         I was on my phone, trying and failing to reach Indalin. I agreed to tell the story if Raji would keep trying the number.

         Tagore visited Shillong three times: in 1919, 1923 and 1927. During his first two visits, he stayed in Jitbhoomi and Brookside, both in Rilbong and both incredibly lovely. I can well imagine the poet sitting on the wide verandas, revelling in their quiet solitude and composing his poems. On his last visit, he stayed in Sidli House at Upland Road, Laitumkhrah. The house belonged to the Raja of Sidli, whose kingdom falls in the present-day Goalpara district of Assam. While in Shillong, the Nobel laureate wrote poems, songs, dramas and novels, and the town featured in all of them. The evocative poem ‘Shillonger Chithi’ (‘Letter from Shillong’), which he wrote while at Jitbhoomi at the request of two girls from Kolkata, speaks of Shillong 75with great fondness and admiration. Since I had a prose rendering of the poem, in English, saved on my phone, I read it aloud:

         
            When the heat of the plains could not be assuaged by fans and sharbat, I rushed to the cool heights of the hills called Shillong. The mountain ranges with their mantle of clouds seemed to beckon weary travellers to take refuge in the deep shade of woods on their hillsides. The meandering streamlets follow their course with a soft murmur, caressing the heart with their soothing music. Winds blow gently through the branches of pine trees, driving away accumulated poison in the air and rejuvenating the weak and the sick with their life-giving breath.

            Nature changes and unfolds a new lively face at every turn of the road cutting its way through rocky hillsides. Compared to Darjeeling, the cold is bearable here, a kadai shawl is enough to keep it at bay. Cherrapunjee, with its reputation for rains, though not very far away, the rain clouds do not shower frequently on us here. It is pleasant here to watch the moon play hide-and-seek through branches of trees, but it is more pleasant still when the wind scatters the scent of pine leaves all around. I am quite happy here, roaming leisurely through the woods, picking flowers as I please or watching the dance of nameless birds or listening to the whistles of bulbuls. It is pleasant here during the noonday when the soft and sweet breeze wafts in from the pine groves standing guard on the hills. It is pleasant to watch the mosaic of light and shade fleeting by, or the cultivated terraces on the hill slopes at a distance. It is pleasant to see when the sun is held captive behind clouds or when the sun makes peace with Indra, the rain god, illuminating the sky with its blue and red effulgence.

         

         I concluded my reading by saying, ‘The translation is by J.N. Chowdhury, the author of The Khasi Canvas.’

         Everyone clapped except Dale, who was driving.

         He laughed and said, ‘Poetry on a mobile, Bah?’

         ‘All my favourite poems are here. Other things too.’

         ‘Why, Dale, is it so strange to have poems on your mobile?’ Evening asked. ‘You must have music and videos on yours, no? It’s the same thing. You have those; we have poems, articles, news clips, anything we find interesting.’

         ‘We all do, man,’ Bah Kynsai added. ‘It’s become part of our culture, na? Haven’t you seen people whipping out their mobiles like six guns and quoting stuff from here and there?’

         ‘I have jokes, anything that can make me laugh,’ Magdalene told Dale.

         ‘I have the whole Bible on mine,’ Halolihim boasted. ‘I can read it anywhere, even without network.’76

         ‘Yeah, yeah, we all have good stuff and bad stuff on our mobiles,’ Hamkom laughed. ‘But, man, that was a real gem, ya, Ap! And I think Tagore was the most famous personality ever to visit Shillong, no?’

         I wanted to say that was not entirely true. Shillong has had many illustrious visitors, including the viceroy and governor-general of India, Lord Willingdon, and his wife, Countess Willingdon, who came here on 4 October 1933. Another viceroy, Lord Linlithgow, had visited on 28 July 1937. Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose is also supposed to have visited Shillong before Independence. Many years later, during his tenure as the president of the Indian National Congress, he made some complimentary remarks about the Khasi system of traditional democracy, which, he said, he had personally witnessed in action. Swami Vivekananda came to Shillong in 1901 and stayed at a cottage in Laban called Ghouranga Lodge. C.V. Raman, the physicist and Nobel laureate, visited many times, the last time as a guest of the governor at Raj Bhavan. At one point during that visit, he was so lost in gazing at the ‘enchanting blue of the Shillong sky’ from a quiet spot in the garden that he caused quite a stir among the governor’s servants, who were trying to find him for a late luncheon. Nirad C. Chaudhuri, another Nobel laureate, whose wife, Amiya Dhar, was from Shillong, also visited the town at least once and made references to it in his Autobiography of an Unknown Indian. In the book, he talks about the ‘medley of images formed by the stories of hills, pine trees, gorges, English babies, Gurkhas, pear trees and prayer halls’, though disappointingly, nothing about Khasis.

         I wanted to say all this, but Bah Kynsai beat me to it. ‘Who told you Tagore was famous? He was famous only among Bengalis, na? Most Khasis, apart from those who read books, and they are few, do not know anything about him, you know that? And I can prove it—with a story, a true story.’

         This is how the story went. One day, some Bengali tourists from Kolkata came to Rilbong looking for Jitbhoomi and Brookside, where Tagore had stayed when he came to Shillong. The tourists met a Khasi man who was cleaning a wall by the roadside. They asked him, ‘Mama, do you know the houses where Rabindranath Tagore used to stay?’

         The Khasi looked at them pensively and said, ‘Rabindranath Tagore … I don’t think I know …’

         The Bengali tourists were shocked beyond belief. ‘What! You don’t know where Rabindranath Tagore, our great poet, our Gurudev, used to stay?’ they cried. ‘This is Rilbong, no? The houses are here, think very carefully, Mama. 77Rabindranath Tagore is the greatest poet of India, of the whole world even! You must know, you should know!’

         Ashamed that he did not know, the Khasi man thought hard. He looked at the sky, thinking intently, all the while repeating, ‘Rabindranath, Rabindra, Rabin …’ and then he shouted with sudden recognition, ‘Oh, you mean Bah Robin! He is working in PWD, come, come, I’ll show you his house.’

         And with that, he took them to a concrete house up the road and said, ‘This is the house of Bah Robin, but I don’t think you’ll find him at home. Gone to office.’

         Bah Kynsai ended the story with a booming laugh, and Hamkom cursed him good-humouredly for telling such a joke. But Bah Kynsai insisted it was a true story. He said, ‘There are many Khasis who are named Robin, na, that’s why that fellow thought they were asking about the house of his neighbour, Robin Lyngdoh.’

         ‘But not knowing Rabindranath Tagore is damning evidence of our ignorance, Bah Kynsai,’ Donald said seriously.

         ‘Of course it is. Who said it is not?’

         Meanwhile, Dale had been driving in circles around Nongstoin, trying to find Indalin’s tea shop while I tried to connect with her again and again, without success. Everybody cursed the phaltu networks and urged me to keep trying. Finally, I got through to her. ‘In, where is your tea shop? We have been going around in circles looking for it.’

         ‘Tea shop?’ Indalin laughed. ‘I don’t have a tea shop any more. I converted it into a general store. It’s at Nanbah. Just ask anybody where Kong Lin’s general store is, and they will tell you. Or you can ask for the Lyngngam School; my shop is near the school.’

         Dale laughed. ‘That’s why we couldn’t find it, Bah. We were asking for Kong In’s tea shop, not Kong Lin’s general store.’

         Hearing the name of Lyngngam School, Bah Kynsai simulated great excitement and said, ‘Aha, the smell of Lyngngam already!’

         We soon found Indalin’s shop with the help of some people whom we stopped and asked. They were very precise in their instructions.

         ‘The way these people gave us directions, no, Ap, reminds me of a story I was once told,’ Magdalene said.

         The story was about a Khasi woman who was approached by a Hindi-speaking man for directions to an office. The woman wanted to be helpful (this is a common Khasi trait, I’m proud to say), and tried to give clear and exact directions so he would not get lost. However, since she knew only a 78little Hindi, she decided to improvise and said: ‘Mama, yahan aao. Yeh rasta dekha? Aisa karo: shida jao, jao, jao, jao. Phir aisa karo (indicates a left turn with her hand) aur shida jao, jao. Phir aisa karo (indicates a right turn) aur shida jao, jao, jao, jao, jao, jao, jao, jao … Uder.’

         In English, it goes something like this: ‘Uncle, come here. You see this road? You do this: go straight, straight, straight, straight. Then you do this (indicates a left turn with her hand) and go straight, straight. Then you do this (indicates a right turn) and go straight, straight, straight, straight, straight, straight, straight, straight … There.’

         The man, it seemed, understood, followed her directions and found his office.

         Indalin was standing by the roadside to receive us, looking quite well and prosperous. She embraced me and kissed me on both cheeks and said, ‘I never thought I’d see you again. You see,’ she added, addressing my friends and laughing, ‘he is my uncle, but he remembers me only when he needs me.’

         In reply, I quoted from a poem:

         
            
               Weak candlelight

               remembered only

               during a blackout.

               We too like you,

               remembered

               like weak candlelight.

            

         

         After a hearty laugh, she invited us into her shop.

         Indalin’s shop was in the basement of a two-storey building by the Shillong–Tura highway, right where we had seen a lot of taxis parked. The shop was below the level of the road and not very attractive from the outside. But inside, it exuded an aura of prosperity. Every corner was stocked with foodstuff—sacks of rice, lentils, sugar, salt, flour, potatoes, tins of mustard oil and small household goods of every description. Dominating the far end of the shop was a huge refrigerator in which cold drinks and food items were kept, and near it, cordoned off by a low wooden screen, were books, exercise books and a range of stationery.

         ‘You also sell books or what?’ I asked.

         She said she had to, since there were not many books or stationery stores in town, and being a teacher herself, she wanted to help students by providing what they needed at reasonable prices. Too often, things were overpriced, 79she said, but since she bought directly from Shillong at wholesale prices, she could afford to sell them at rates lower than others.

         ‘Waa,’ I said to myself, ‘a conscientious trader! And my niece at that!’

         I asked if business was all right, and she said it was, especially on market days, twice a week. A young man helped her with the shop and looked after it in her absence. In winter, during the two-month school vacation, she spent most of her time in the shop, but during term, she had to divide her time judiciously.

         We were all impressed by her energy and drive. She was a small, compact woman, with an affecting friendliness that immediately endeared her to people. She now told us that we should go to her house where Chirag would be waiting, and where we could leave our car until we returned.

         We were late by almost three hours, and I worried about keeping Chirag waiting. I’m a stickler for time, a teacher’s habit, I suppose. A teacher cannot be late by even a minute; it would be a bad example to set. I dislike being thought of as tardy, and certainly did not want to give Chirag that impression the very first time we met. An explanation about the fog should set his mind at rest, I thought.

         I revised my opinion of a cleaner Nongstoin on the way to Indalin’s house. Garbage was dumped all over the marketplace. At a point called Khlieh Ïew (upper market), it had taken over an enormous ground, the size of a football field. Nobody did anything, nobody cared, I was told. This is a problem everywhere in the Khasi Hills: in Shillong, in rural areas and urban centres. People just dump their garbage anywhere, as long as it is outside their compound. It has got so bad that all the rivers and streams running through towns and villages are now drains into which tonnes of waste are thrown and effluents from households and septic tanks are discharged. Ironically, Mawlynnong village in East Khasi Hills is considered to be the cleanest village in Asia.

         Chirag, we found, had not yet arrived. Indalin’s mother, whom everyone lovingly called Hoi, was visiting her at the time, and greeted us warmly. I had not met her for quite some time, so we had a lot of catching up to do, exchanging news about our families and the people we both knew. Indalin showed us around the house, a neat green-and-white Assam-type house, quite roomy and warm.

         Meanwhile, her mother said we should have some food while we waited for Chirag.80

         ‘How can you feed so many of us?’ we protested. ‘We can eat in a shop somewhere. It’s all right, please don’t bother.’

         But she simply would not listen to our objections. The food had been prepared, she said, and would go to waste if we did not eat. And anyway, she added, it was a joy to feed a large group like ours. That was a logic I did not understand, but perhaps only someone with a truly big heart could. Then, of course, Hoi owned a jadoh stall in Sohra, so maybe she felt, the more the merrier.

         Jadoh is a favourite Khasi delicacy. Literally, it means ‘meat-rice’, and for lack of a better term, that is what I am going to call it. There are many ways of cooking it across the Khasi Hills. For instance, in Shillong, the rice is cooked with pig’s fat and pieces of pig’s offal in a mixture of spices, including onions, black pepper, garlic, black sesame seeds and turmeric. In Sohra, jadoh is called jasnam because it is cooked with pig’s blood, fat and intestines, all mixed with onions ground into a soft paste. Connoisseurs insist that the Sohra variety is tastier. But again, these are only two varieties. There are also chicken jadoh, cooked with chicken blood, pieces of chicken meat and the spices mentioned above, and fish jadoh, cooked with fish heads and these same spices.

         Everywhere in the Khasi Hills, jadoh stalls are a common sight. They sell not only jadoh but also plain rice, various types of meat curries, tea and biscuits, and other Khasi foods. I have known many non-Khasi friends who take readily to jadoh, even when they are vegetarians at home. But White people are rarely partial to it. When my friend Nigel was visiting Sohra, I took him to Hoi’s jadoh stall. He heard the fellows travelling with us ordering jadoh and dohkhlieh, which I explained to him is boiled pig’s head, cut into small pieces and mixed with boiled pig’s brain, onion, ginger and chillies.

         He immediately commented: ‘I can’t imagine people eating pig’s head and pig’s brain, can you?’

         ‘Yeah,’ I replied absent-mindedly.

         ‘And you, do you eat them?’

         ‘Yeah,’ I said again.

         Nigel was so disgusted, he cursed: ‘You bloody Khasi!’

         There was no jadoh this time, though. Hoi dished out an early lunch of steaming hot rice with a curry of fish and beans, served with slices of raw tomatoes. For chutney, we had the famous pickled ken rakot, or monster chilli, also known as bhut jolokia in Assamese, supposedly the hottest chilli in the world.81

         Before we could start eating, Halolihim said, ‘Let us pray.’

         Hamkom said, perhaps fearing that his friend might take too long, ‘Hal, let Bah Kynsai say grace.’

         Bah Kynsai did not want to do it, but he did not want the food to get cold either, so he said, ‘Let us pray.’ Closing his eyes, he began, ‘Oh Lord, we know you are there, and you know we are here … Have mercy upon us. Amen.’

         Before anyone could comment, Bah Kynsai said, ‘I learned that from a friend of mine, a Catholic priest.’

         ‘But you are a Presbyterian, no?’ Halolihim objected. ‘You …’

         We never found out what Halolihim wanted to say, for Bah Kynsai interrupted him and said with a deadpan expression, ‘Outstanding Presbyterian! However, a prayer to the Lord is a prayer to the Lord.’

         It was a beautiful meal that reminded me, after a very long time, of the cooking of my departed uncle, famous for his ‘tasty hands’. I thanked Hoi profusely. We all did.

         But there was still no sign of Chirag.

         As we stood in the spacious courtyard, enjoying the warmth of the morning sun, Donald said, ‘You were all talking about the great earthquake of 1897, how big was it really?’

         ‘One of the biggest in the world,’ Bah Su answered. He was about to say something more when Bah Kynsai asked, ‘Wasn’t he supposed to meet us here by 8.30 this morning, Ap?’

         ‘Yeah, and if we had not been held up by Halolihim, the fog and that aimless circling, we would have been here on time. I don’t know what’s happened to him, but In is taking care of it.’

         In fact, while we were eating, Indalin had been calling Chirag, pestering him to come immediately. On the first call, he was in a petrol pump nearby, filling the tank. That was 11.25 a.m. On the second, he was on the way. That was 11.35. On the third, he was coming. That was 11.45. On the fourth, he was nearly here. That was 11.50. I asked Indalin, ‘How far is his house from here?’

         ‘Not very far,’ she replied. ‘Nongstoin is not as large as Shillong.’

         Halolihim, who had been restlessly pacing the courtyard, suddenly said,  ‘What kind of fellow is this? He is late by more than three hours, man!’

         Raji remarked, ‘Twad shuwa ïa la ka lyngkdong … feel your own nape first.’

         ‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Halolihim asked belligerently.

         ‘It means,’ Raji said slowly, ‘first think about your own actions.’82

         That shut him up. But when Chirag kept saying he was coming without actually turning up, even Raji lost patience. ‘Ei, Ap, this fellow is taking us for a ride or what?’

         We had agreed to meet between 8.30 and 9 a.m., but it was 11.50 and he had still not come! Nongshyrkon was supposed to be quite far, many hours of hard travel over a jungle road that only four-wheel vehicles could traverse. Could we trust this fellow at all?

         But Indalin insisted he was okay; he might be tardy, but he was not a swindler. ‘He’ll take you there all right,’ she assured us, ‘don’t worry.’

         Finally, Chirag appeared at noon, after another call from Indalin. He was late by three and a half hours.

         He came rattling down the slope from the marketplace in an ancient-looking, blue hardtop Gypsy. The moment he got down, his brown face broke into a guilty grin, and then, quickly addressing Indalin, he said in a loud voice, ‘Oooh, Kong Lin, so sorry, so many things to do, is this Babu Ap? Khublei, Babu, I am so sorry, the car had some problems, no, Babu, I had to take it to a mechanic, but I’m here now, don’t worry, you are in my hands, I’ll get you to Nongshyrkon before dark. I have brought two Gypsys, one is on top of the hill there, my kynum will be driving that one, how many of you are there? Twelve, no problem, six here, six there, who will sit here with me? You better put away your jackets and sweaters at Kong Lin’s. Though it’s winter, it’s very hot in Nongshyrkon … it’s like the Garo Hills, Babu.’

         Khublei is a popular form of greeting, and kynum means ‘brother-in-law’.

         Chirag took us all by surprise. He spoke almost without pause. Indalin wanted to reprimand him, but didn’t get a chance because he was busy emptying his car of odds and ends, which he dumped roughly at the back—she shrugged and smiled helplessly at us.

         Chirag was huge by Khasi standards—taller than Bah Kynsai, who was five feet ten. And also much broader in the shoulders, much thicker in the chest, muscular and taut. His hands were large and rough looking, and all in all, he appeared to be a man of great strength. The bulging stomach should have spoilt the effect, but somehow, it only made him look robust and healthy. He had on a pair of tight-fitting brown corduroy jeans, a sweater and a whitish coat that was not very clean.

         We decided that Bah Kynsai, Bah Su and I should be in the same jeep. Donald and Magdalene, who were close friends of Bah Kynsai, wanted to travel with us, and Dale wanted to be where I was. The other group would be led by Raji and Hamkom.83

         Chirag had finished tidying the car, and he now turned to us. ‘Who is going with me? Babu, I think, is going with me, come, come, Babu, we are late.’

         I felt like saying that we were late because of him, but what was the point? As he said, we were now in his hands. So, instead, I said, ‘We are all babus here, Bah Chirag. This is Babu Kynsai, this is Babu Hamkom, and this one here is Babu Magdalene, a female babu. Babu Kynsai is at the university; Babu Ham and Babu Mag are college teachers.’

         Khasis call their teachers ‘babu’, a term of profound respect. While in the rest of India a babu is a government officer, here such an officer is a sahep, sometimes the equivalent of ‘sir’, at other times more than ‘sir’, depending on the tone of the speaker. Government employees who are not officers are simply called ‘Bah’ and ‘Kong’, or ‘Mama’ and ‘Didi’ if they are non-Khasis. But non-Khasis are also called ‘Bah’ or ‘Kong’ often enough. For instance, I have a wonderful Bengali friend whom I call ‘Bah Deb’. And he enjoys it because, in this case, it is a term of endearment.

         I proceeded to introduce the rest of the group, ending with Bah Kit. ‘And this is Bah Kitshon,’ I said, ‘another kind of babu: he’s a government officer.’

         Chirag, having shaken the hands of all the others, reached out to Bah Kit and said, ‘Kumno, Sahep?’

         Kumno, how are you, is another common Khasi greeting, rivalled only by the term ‘khublei’, literally ‘God bless’. Khublei also serves as hello, welcome, thank you and farewell. There is a poem on the word, written by J.T. Sunderland, a famous American Unitarian minister and reformer:

         
            
               KHUBLEI! ‘God Bless You’ so the

               Simple Khasis say,

               Whenever they meet each other on

               Their hillside paths.

               This is their morning greeting, this

               Their evening word.

               This is their welcome to a friend

               Returned from afar,

               And this is their farewell when from

               Friends they part.

               KHUBLEI! ‘God Bless You’

               Is not here a just rebuke to our

               Impiety,84

               That we, though Christians called,

               Habitual meet and part

               With speech that hath on it a word

               Or thought of God?

               Has not the God of all the earth

               A lesson deep

               Of reverence and humility to teach

               To us—to us

               Proud Christian …—by this

               Sweet greeting

               Of a simple race? KHUBLEI—

               ‘God Bless You’.

            

         

         When the introductions were done, Chirag escorted Raji’s group to the Gypsy driven by his brother-in-law—a much smaller man than him, about five feet eight inches or so, but quite muscular. He had a very confident manner.

         After he had deposited them safely in the jeep, Chirag came back down the slope and said, ‘Shall we go, Babu? Babu will sit with me in the front, the rest of you, please pile into the two seats at the back.’

         Chirag’s enthusiastic respect made me warm to him immediately, my earlier unease quite melting away. How easily won over most of us are, I thought ruefully, by a little bit of attention and flattery.

         When we were all settled, Chirag started the car with a jolt. But it got stuck in the middle of the slope and he had to reverse again. ‘No spid, that’s why,’ he explained, ‘but don’t worry, I have special gear.’

         He used his four-wheel gear and off we went, shooting up the slope as everyone in the courtyard—Indalin, her mother, her two sons and daughter—shouted ‘Bye-bye’.

         As I was yanked forward and slammed backward by Chirag’s sudden burst of speed, I thought what a very funny thing it is that all of us should have forgotten our beautiful traditional greeting of ‘leit suk’, go in peace or go happily. Most of us say ‘bye’, and it is the only English word, I think, that almost all Khasis use without danger of mispronunciation. There are other English words that have become currency, but always adapted to the local tongue, like Chirag’s spid for speed, phun for phone, skul for school and so on. Only ‘bye’ has truly become a Khasi word in all its Englishness.

         The outskirts of Nongstoin, on the way to Lyngngam, were quite lovely, with wide-open spaces, playgrounds and nicely painted houses. Chirag said 85he owned a plot of land there and planned to build a house on it very soon. He pointed to it as we passed by: a spacious, flat and squarish plot, fringed with a variety of trees, definitely a beautiful spot for a house.

         The road, however, began to deteriorate at this point, and by the time we came to what Chirag described as ‘the biggest coal depot in Meghalaya’, the asphalt had vanished entirely. The jungle road, characterised here by black coal dust, huge potholes and melon-sized stones, had already begun.

         Bah Kynsai asked, ‘How can the jungle road begin from the very outskirts of a district capital, man?’

         Very calmly, Chirag replied, ‘Actually, it starts about eight kilometres from here, Babu, there used to be a painted road here, but now you can see only pieces of the blacktopping here and there.’

         Khasis refer to a macadamised road as ‘surok rong’, literally, ‘painted road’.

         ‘But why?’ Bah Kynsai insisted. ‘Nongstoin is the district capital of West Khasi Hills, na?’

         ‘I think because Maieit, bam kwai ha ïing u Blei, did not belong to the ruling party, Babu, so he could not do anything.’

         Chirag was referring to Hoping Stone Lyngdoh, the MLA who had represented Nongstoin for many years and who was called Maieit, ‘loving uncle’, by everyone. Hoping had died as recently as 26 September 2015, that is, four months ago. That’s why Chirag had appended his words with ‘bam kwai ha ïing u Blei’ (‘may he eat betel nut in the house of God’). Khasis do this whenever they refer to a departed person. The practice properly belongs to the Khasi religion, which accords a great symbolic significance to the betel nut (a remarkable story, which I will tell you later). Nevertheless, every Khasi, without exception, uses this invocation as a charm to avert evil or ill luck whenever they mention the dead.

         ‘But that’s nonsense, na?’ Bah Kynsai said. ‘An MLA doesn’t have to be in the ruling party to be able to build local roads, man! He’s given MLA schemes worth two crore rupees per year, which is meant for small developmental works in his constituency, like building approach roads, link roads and so on, so why didn’t he make use of it? And he represented Nongstoin forever, na? In fact, from when we were a part of Assam in 1962 till the day he died, na, Bah Su?’

         ‘Except for five years when he became a Member of Parliament in 1977,’ Bah Su clarified. ‘He was an MLA eleven times, an MDC seven times and an MP once: he never lost an election, not even once.’86

         ‘Never lost, never lost, not even once,’ Chirag repeated. ‘We love him here, you cannot say anything bad about him, he was a unique person, some say he had miraculous powers. During elections he never gave money to anyone, he never gave food or alcohol like the others, and he never even canvassed, and yet he never lost, people loved him like anything.’

         ‘So why is there a jungle road in the middle of Nongstoin?’ Bah Kynsai asked again.

         ‘People say Bah Hoping was not very fond of roads,’ Bah Su explained. ‘When people came to him demanding good roads, ha, he would say, “Why would you want good roads? Roads will only bring more drunkenness, prostitution, drug addiction, and many more deaths and accidents.” I heard he was not in favour of the Shillong–Tura highway either.’

         ‘But how could he have opposed it?’ Bah Kynsai asked. ‘It’s a very important highway, na? Isn’t that true, Chirag?’

         ‘I don’t know, Babu, people will say anything, but I think it was because he was not in the ruling party in the last few years.’

         Bah Su refused to buy that. ‘The roads in West Khasi Hills have always been bad, ha, and they were bad even when Bah Hoping was a minister in the state government. In fact, they were bad when he was a deputy chief minister between 2008 and 2009. His contribution to the development of West Khasi Hills leaves a lot to be desired.’

         ‘So, for crying out loud, why was he so loved?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘I’ll tell you why, ha,’ Bah Su said. ‘Bah Hoping ventured into electoral politics in 1957 when he was elected member of the United Khasi Jaiñtia Hills Autonomous District under the state of Assam—that’s what it was then. In 1962, he became one of the few Khasi leaders who made it to the then composite Assam Legislative Assembly. He represented Nongstoin. Later, he fought in the Hill State Movement, demanding a separate state for Meghalaya under the leadership of the All Party Hill Leaders’ Conference. Following a disagreement with its foremost leaders, he founded his own party in 1968, the Hill State People’s Democratic Party, and remained its president till the day he died.

         ‘What endeared people to him, ha, was his integrity. He never once compromised his principles, which were simple and clear. He condemned the formation of the state of Meghalaya, which included the districts of Khasi Hills, Jaiñtia Hills and Garo Hills. He wanted a separate state for the Khasi people without the Garos, with whom we have nothing in common, and till the day he died, he never gave up his demand. He condemned the formation 87of Meghalaya without a proper boundary demarcation and repeatedly called upon the various governments to solve the boundary disputes with Assam. Initially, he was the only MLA to come out openly against the move of the Union government to mine for uranium at Domïasiat in West Khasi Hills, which he thought would be disastrous for his people. But above all, he was an honest and clean political leader, ha, perhaps the only one in the history of Meghalaya politics.’

         ‘How do you know he was clean when so many of our politicians are greed-infested pigs?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘Well, it’s an open secret, Kong Mag. Bah Hoping was an MLA for forty-six years, an MP for five years and an MDC for many years. But he did not even own a house. He lived in his sister’s house. He was a bachelor all his life and did not believe in acquiring property or accumulating wealth. There are stories about how he gave away his earnings to the poor and needy in his constituency. Now, how many leaders would you say are like that? As you said, most of them are greedy and self-serving. That’s the secret of his undying popularity.’

         Bah Kynsai remained unimpressed. ‘He may have been honest, but the people around him, na, those who worked with him, were not, and he couldn’t do anything about them. Nor could he do anything about the issues that he raised. He couldn’t stop his colleagues from including the Garos in the Hill State Movement. Nor could he prevent them from accepting a state without boundaries. But worst of all, to my mind, was the fact that he did nothing to develop either the state or the district. Thinking about him, na, Bah Su, I’m reminded of the story of a very high-ranking bureaucrat who scolded his idle staff by saying, “You people, before you got your own state you shouted, ‘No hill state, no rest’, but now that you have your own state, only rest, rest, rest, no work!” He went on to say that he preferred a corrupt officer to people like them. According to him, na, a corrupt officer will always do some work, initiate some project or organise some programme so he can also steal a little. But honest officers, because they are afraid to steal, na, see no benefit in working or initiating new projects. They only want to keep files pending. Now, the question is, do we prefer a corrupt but diligent worker or an honest one who does nothing?’

         Chirag, for some reason, said enthusiastically, ‘That’s right, that’s right, Babu.’

         Donald, who had seemed a bit lost so far, now cleared his throat and said gravely, ‘The obvious answer is that we should always look for an honest and hard-working person in public life.’88

         To which Bah Kynsai replied, ‘Needle in a haystack.’

         We were passing a coal depot, gigantic and filled to the brim with coal dust and sizeable lumps. There were hundreds of lumbering lorries engaged in loading or unloading, or simply parked about, and hundreds of men with blackened faces and dirty clothes, busy shovelling coal dust. Chirag said proudly, ‘All the coal from this side of the state, no, Babu, is coming from our Lyngngam.’

         We were all struck by the incongruity of the scene, and it was Bah Kynsai who pointed it out: ‘But how can there be so much coal and so many coal trucks, liah? The NGT banned coal mining in the state in 2014, na?’

         The National Green Tribunal was set up under the NGT Act passed in 2010. Its objective was to provide for ‘the effective and expeditious disposal of cases relating to environmental protection and conservation of forests and other natural resources’. The Tribunal has original jurisdiction on matters affecting the community at large, including damage to public health and ‘damage to the environment due to specific activity’ such as pollution. Its powers are equivalent to that of a civil court.

         The Tribunal had ordered an interim ban on coal mining all over Meghalaya on 17 April 2014, after the Assam-based All Dimasa Students’ Union and Dima Hasao District Committee filed a petition before it, complaining about the acidic mine drainage (AMD) from the coal mines of Ri Pnar (Jaiñtia Hills) in Meghalaya that was polluting the River Kupli downstream. After a few months, though, the NGT provided partial relief to coal miners by allowing them to transport the coal already extracted and stored in depots after being duly inventoried by a six-member committee formed by it.

         It was a huge surprise, therefore, to see ‘the biggest coal depot in Meghalaya’ still doing brisk business in February 2016, almost two years after the ban was announced. Chirag said, ‘It must be already extracted coal, which can be sold, Babu.’

         Bah Kynsai bristled. ‘Already extracted? After more than two years of the ban?’

         ‘When there is an understanding, no, Babu, even freshly extracted coal is already extracted coal,’ Chirag replied enigmatically.

         ‘Do you think there is an understanding, Bah Chirag?’ I asked. ‘Do you think the NGT inspectors are taking bribes?’

         ‘I don’t know, Babu, perhaps not, but the more coal they take away, the thicker the stock becomes.’89

         ‘It’s the same thing in Jaiñtia Hills,’ Magdalene chipped in. ‘We went there about two months ago, and many of the coal depots were still holding plenty of coal, ya, Bah Kynsai. They say it’s a miraculous thing: the coal is loaded onto trucks during the day, okay, but the next day the same amount magically reappears in the same depot. It’s as if it replenishes itself, you know,’ she concluded with a laugh.

         Bah Su did not agree. ‘No, no, it’s very different in Ri Pnar, Kong Mag …’

         ‘Why do you keep calling me Kong Mag, Bah Su? You are much older  than me …’

         ‘Okay, Mag it is! As I was saying, ha, we were there just the other day. You must understand one thing about Ri Pnar, okay?’ Almost the whole of it is coal producing. In some parts, I agree, it is exactly as you said—people do carry on proxy mining. But the ban is still more than 70 per cent effective, I would say. While there are some depots still holding extensive stock, many others are empty.’

         I agreed with Bah Su, for I had been travelling in Ri Pnar very recently. In fact, I had been to places like Khliehriat, Lad Rymbai, Rymbai, Sutnga, Wapung and others, considered to be the very heart of the coal-mining industry. Before the coal ban, in many of these places, especially the Khliehriat–Lad Rymbai area, it was said that the migrant labour force—from all over India, but especially Assam, West Bengal, Bihar, Nepal and Bangladesh—was ten times the size of the local population. And the thriving little town of Lad Rymbai was said to be even livelier than Shillong. Hundreds of shops lined its main and side streets, many of them open twenty-four hours. You could get anything in them, and day or night, the crowds there would easily rival the peak-hour crowd at Police Bazaar.

         Like all boomtowns, past and present, Lad Rymbai was characterised by underworld activities dominated by coal barons, armed militant groups and crime rings involved in extortion rackets, kidnappings, robberies, drug smuggling and prostitution. The biggest coal mafia don in the area was a man named Klol. He used to go around with a pistol hanging from his hip, like a gunslinger out of a Western, doing whatever he wanted. He had a terrible weakness for women, and despite having many wives and mistresses, he would ask his bodyguards to kidnap any girl he fancied, and rape her. When he died, not too long ago, the whole town breathed a sigh of relief.

         When I recounted some of the stories about him, my friends could not believe that he actually existed. I assured them that he was real and that I 90myself had had a run-in with him. I was the editor of a Khasi weekly when it happened. Our part-time correspondent from Ri Pnar had sent in a story about the don’s nefarious activities. In my absence, the subeditor released the story and had it published under our weekly feature, ‘Ri Pnar Diary’. The story was wholly based on hearsay and gossip, with not a shred of hard evidence. I would have killed it had I been there, but it was published because of the sheer carelessness or appalling stupidity, call it what you will, of Nongsiej, the subeditor.

         Klol was livid. He took the paper to court, and made every effort to find out who had filed the story. We were not so bothered about the case; it could have gone on for years. But the correspondent was terrified. His voice cracked with fear, and his hands shook so much that, when he ate, most of the rice ended up on the floor. His body trembled like an alcoholic’s, and when he stood, he had to hold on to something to keep steady. That was the effect Klol had on him. He called me daily and pleaded with me to resolve the matter amicably and with all haste. He said he would pay any amount that Klol demanded so long as the case was resolved and his identity kept secret.

         I took pity on him and sought out ways to contact Klol, although I knew it could be dangerous for me. I did not want to meet his lawyer, for he had been described to me as a seiñpuh, a biting snake. In any case, the lawyer was not in favour of an out-of-court settlement, knowing he had us where he wanted us. I spoke to the heads of a few NGOs, but nobody could help. Finally, I went to meet my relations in Jowai to see if they knew anyone who knew Klol. To my great surprise, it turned out that Klol had a liaison with one of my paternal aunts, who was even then raising a six-year-old daughter by him. More surprising still, it seemed that he did not treat her too badly and had built her a big house near her mother’s.

         On learning of my problem, my kha, short for ñiakha, paternal aunt, immediately said she would speak to him on my behalf. I asked her if he would be willing to meet me. She said, very confidently, that he had better be: ‘Are you not my nephew after all?’ It would not be a problem for her to arrange a meeting since he came to her house every Saturday.

         I was about twenty-eight at the time, but my aunt was even younger than me, only twenty-seven.

         When the date was set, I went (with my brother for moral support) to meet him at our kha’s place. When we arrived at nine in the morning, he and his bodyguards were already waiting in the big drawing room. I was asked to enter alone, and when I did, I saw his men standing on all sides, 91making a kind of ring around Klol, who was sitting on one of the chairs arranged in the centre. He asked me to sit, not on a chair but on a mula, a short, round cane stool, deliberately placed so I would look like a supplicant before a master.

         I recognised some of his men as members of a local militant outfit who used to deliver press releases to our office. Most of them were wearing jackets and holding AK-47s, or at least that’s what I thought they were. Klol himself was dressed in a light blue suit and a grey shirt. He had on a pair of black boots with pointed toes. At his hip was a brown leather gun-belt, and hanging from it, cowboy-style, was a gun—of what make I could not tell. But it looked nasty.

         The moment I sat down, Klol, who had been eying me evilly, took out his gun and placed the barrel against my head. He gestured with his other hand to one of his men to close the door. Alarmed at the feel of the gun against my head, I pushed it away with my right hand, saying, ‘Hey, hey, cousin, don’t do that, there might be an accident!’

         ‘Accident?’ he roared, his face contorted with rage.

         Klol was a tiny man, in fact, much smaller than me. His face was pinkish—the handiwork of the sun and the wind, no doubt—and, strangely, he had light brown hair, unlike any other Khasi I had seen. When I looked at his beady eyes, pointed nose and fluffy sideburns, I was immediately reminded of a nai lum, a hill mouse.

         ‘Accident!’ he roared once more. ‘This is no accident, you little grasshopper, you worm, you maggot, you termite!’ Putting the gun against my head again, he twisted it so hard that it felt like a hole was being bored into my skull. I grimaced with pain but ground my teeth to prevent any sound from escaping. ‘I will squash you like this between my fingers!’ he threatened, showing me what he meant to do with the fingers of his left hand. ‘I will have you cut to pieces and fried, and I will eat you for breakfast, lunch and dinner. You dared write filthy nonsense about me, you little insect! I’ll grind you between my teeth; I’ll beat you up; I’ll drag you through the hills; I’ll crush you; I’ll pulverise you till nothing but the grass remains!’

         I have often relived that scene to examine my state of mind and ascertain precisely what I felt. And I can tell you in all honesty that I did not feel any fear at all. Instead, when I heard his words—and they sounded even better in the Pnar dialect—I thought, how impressive, how imaginative, how delightfully creative they were despite the stark horror of their meaning! I said, ‘Cousin, cousin, that’s beautiful, that’s incredibly poetic!’ I took out my pen and 92little notebook from my shirt pocket and continued, ‘You see, cousin, I’m a poet, I write poetry, but I have never heard such words before: wonderfully original, wonderfully imaginative! “I’ll pulverise you till nothing but the grass remains!” Absolutely original! Will you repeat them for me, cousin? I’d like to write them down and make use of them in my poetry someday. Please say it again, cousin!’

         Klol was so taken aback that he took the gun away from my head, opened his arms wide, looked at his men in bewilderment, and said, ‘What kind of fellow is this? I put the gun to his head and threaten to kill him, and all he says is, say it again because your words are beautiful! Is he mad?’

         At that point, my kha knocked on the door and said, ‘I have brought tea for all of you.’

         That served to ease the tension in the room. Everyone relaxed and soon we were sipping the tea and munching on putharo, a kind of rice bread, and pumaloi, a small rice cake, served with dohjem, the curried viscera of a pig. As Klol ate, he kept shaking his head and commenting on the strangeness of my reaction.

         One of the men present there was the press secretary of the militant outfit. He said, ‘I have come across many such intellectuals, they have no physical strength, but a lot of moral courage.’

         I did not know whether I was being brave or foolish or whether the whole thing was simply too unreal for me, but I said nothing.

         Klol turned to me and asked, ‘What do you want? You have published trash against me, now what do you want?’

         I admitted readily enough that we had published trash about him and apologised profusely for it. The paper was ready for an out-of-court settlement, I said. It would give him monetary compensation, plus an unqualified apology that would be published in the next issue.

         ‘This is what I want,’ he said peremptorily. ‘I want the man who sent you the story, as well as the apology and the money. If you cannot give me these, we will proceed with the case.’

         ‘The fault was not his but the paper’s, for publishing what he sent. What do you want with the man?’ I asked.

         ‘What do you think? To kiss him, ha, boys? We’ll kiss him till there is nothing left of him to be kissed.’

         ‘You see, cousin, that is why we cannot reveal his identity to you. Even the court will never do it.’

         Turning to the press secretary, Klol asked, ‘Is that true?’93

         ‘I think so,’ he replied.

         ‘What will the court give me?’ Klol asked.

         ‘Your lawyer must have told you: money and an apology, that’s all. But if you choose to go to court, the owners will fight you to delay the case. It’s a civil case; it may drag on for forty, fifty years.’

         Klol told me to leave the room while he consulted with his men. They talked for a long time but finally agreed to my terms for a certain sum of money and an apology. Of course, he said, he would continue to look for our correspondent, but I knew that the money and the apology would appease his offended ego and make his search a half-hearted one.

         When I concluded my story, Magdalene said, ‘But, Ap, militants are wanted men, no? They are being hunted every day by the police, no? So, how was it that Klol moved around with them?’

         ‘All this happened some years ago, Mag. But that is exactly why the insurgency problem in the state and the Northeast hasn’t been solved until now, because businessmen and politicians alike patronise the militants. The police have to fight not only militants, but their patrons as well, and that is difficult because they have political clout. We need the nexus to be broken for the insurgency to end.’

         After that, we went back to discussing the coal ban in Ri Pnar. I told the others that the last time I visited Lad Rymbai, some weeks ago, it was almost like a ghost town. Most of the shops, about 90 per cent of them, were closed, and there were hardly any people on the roads. It had a forlorn look, like a millionaire suddenly turned pauper; a depressing sight. There were stories of people selling houses and SUVs for a song, and others withdrawing their children and wards from expensive schools and colleges from around the country. But it was not the barons who were the hardest hit. They had invested in real estate and other businesses all over the state and continued to extract coal by devious means. Those with small holdings and those who depended on the coal mines as labourers and service providers were the ones who found themselves in real trouble.

         I thought the ban in Ri Pnar was at least partially effective because the place was not remote or inaccessible. A highway that goes all the way from Guwahati to Silchar, Mizoram and Tripura cuts through it—unlike Lyngngam, which is still an enormous jungle.

         Chirag agreed readily. ‘You are right, you are right, Babu, it’s not working very well here because it is still a jungle, there is no inspection at all. I know because I have a little bit of coal business.’94

         ‘Aha, Bah Chirag!’ Magdalene said, wagging her finger at him. ‘You are not telling us everything, are you?’

         ‘Okay, okay, there’s something I don’t understand here, huh?’ Donald interrupted. ‘Lyngngam is in the jungle, granted, but how can they transport the coal so freely, surely there are check gates everywhere?’

         ‘Coal traders pay bribes at check gates, na, Don,’ Bah Kynsai replied. ‘Check-gate workers are among the most corrupt of government officials, and if there are some who don’t take bribes, na, the coal mafias intimidate them into not doing anything. Sometimes they even get them bumped off. Do you remember the case of the police officer who held back thirty-two coal trucks? What was his name? The trucks were illegally transporting coal through the Patharkhmah–Guwahati road, ha, but this officer, na, he held them back. He was quite daring, liah! Come on, na, what was his name? It’s at the tip of my nose.’

         ‘Tip of your nose or tip of your tongue?’ Donald asked, laughing.

         Bah Kynsai was not amused. ‘Khasis say “tip of the nose”, mə, tdong!’ he said.

         ‘Pearly Stone Marbañiang,’ Bah Su said, in response to Bah Kynsai’s question.

         ‘Yes, yes, Marbañiang. He was a police sub-inspector in charge of Patharkhmah Police Station, ha, very honest, very brave. He refused to let the trucks pass despite a lot of pressure from various quarters, including government officials, contractors and certain NGOs. So, what happened to him? That night while he was on duty, na, he was shot by someone in his own quarters. The initial post-mortem report, ha, from the medical officer of Patharkhmah Community Health Centre, ha, revealed that the bullet had entered from the back of the head, which pointed to foul play. His wife and mother were certain it was murder. Just before the incident, he had a very normal phone conversation with his wife, to whom he had spoken of his determination to uphold the law. But the authorities, na, passed it off as suicide. And his colleagues at the station were in a tearing hurry to clean up the blood, destroying all evidence before the investigation could even start. I ask you, how can any man commit suicide by shooting himself in the back of his head, huh? And how could he have committed suicide when he was in the middle of such a crucial case? The coal business here, na, is as dark and sinister as the colour of the coal itself!’

         Chirag agreed about the corruption at the check gates. He said, ‘That’s why the coal business is much less now, even here, no, Babu, these trucks loading and unloading coal, ha, these belong to the big shots, the big, big 95maliks. Small mine owners cannot afford to pay bribes or take the risk of their trucks being held back, that would simply ruin them, so most of them have stopped.’

         ‘Much less, you say, but there are hundreds of trucks in this depot alone, ya!’ Magdalene cried, appalled.

         ‘This is nothing, Kong, believe me, before the ban, there were many more.’

         Bah Su said, ‘There are two other reasons why the coal miners are getting away with their illegal trade. As Bah Kynsai pointed out, they try to avoid check gates by using side streets and out-of-the-way routes like the Patharkhmah road, which is not part of the Shillong–Guwahati highway.

         ‘The other reason is the NGT itself. It’s not that there was no checking by it; inspections were conducted now and then, okay? At one time, the NGT even lambasted the government and threatened to call for paramilitary forces to enforce the ban. But then, the NGT is also at fault, Bah Kynsai. Initially, it allowed the transportation and sale of already extracted coal and set a deadline for it. However, it kept on extending the deadline from this month to that month, which naturally allowed the big coal merchants to keep extracting coal from the mines and pass it off as already extracted coal. And nobody knows why it does that. It’s really perplexing.’

         Very perplexing indeed, everybody agreed. These things could only happen in India.

         Assuming that was the end of the discussion for now, I turned my attention to the landscape outside, holding on for support against the constant lurching and bumping of the car. There was not much to see at this point. We were hemmed in on both sides by the hill through which the road had been cut. I was about to ask Chirag how far we had come when Donald enquired, ‘Was the NGT against coal mining per se, or was it only against unscientific mining?’

         ‘Against rat-hole mining,’ Bah Kynsai answered. ‘That’s why there has been a great deal of pressure on the government to formulate a viable mining policy, but so far …’

         ‘What exactly is rat-hole mining, Bah Kynsai?’

         ‘Mining like a rat,’ Bah Kynsai replied with a booming laugh.

         ‘Seriously, ya!’

         ‘Bah Kynsai was serious, Don,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell you about it. I used to work in one.’

         ‘Really!’ Everyone turned to look at me in surprise.96

         I told them my story. I was very young at the time, about fourteen years old. As a family, we were quite hard up. Our father had died when I was still in the womb and our mother, a lowly government employee, struggled single-handedly to bring up her three sons and a daughter properly. We boys were forced to look for part-time employment whenever we were out of school during the winter holidays. Those days, in Sohra (we lived in Laitlyngkot then, but spent our winters in Sohra), employment for boys like us mostly meant labouring in the coal mines, collecting river sand, digging white sand on the hills or chipping stones in the quarries. That particular winter, some of us chose to work in a coal mine, where we would be paid much higher wages. The mine was in the middle of a cliff, with a sizeable ledge in front of it. Because we were too young to dig, we were given two choices: haul the coal out of the mine onto the ledge, or haul it from the ledge onto the hilltop from where it would be loaded onto lorries. To take the coal out of the mine, we were offered three rupees per box, whereas carrying it up to the hill would fetch us only two rupees. The box, placed on level ground, was simply a four-sided wooden enclosure without a bottom. It had an area of about six square feet and a height of about two feet.

         I chose to go into the mine, though all my friends had wisely decided otherwise. Pulling a small cart, I entered the tunnel, which was about four feet high and led to a spacious circular chamber—about sixty feet or so inside the cave. This is where the coal brought out from the smaller tunnels, which branched off from the chamber in many different directions, was stored. I had to bend a little to pull the cart from the entrance into the chamber. I was also supposed to go into those branching tunnels to bring out the coal that the miners were digging up with their pickaxes. But they were really small, maybe two and a half feet at the most, truly like a rodent’s burrow, although a rodent’s burrow would have been far safer because it has multiple exits. The miner’s burrow is a death trap: only one way in and out.

         Leaving the cart in the chamber, I crawled—you have to crawl; there is no other way—into one of the tunnels with a bamboo basket and a piece of tin with which to scoop up the coal. I saw a miner at the end of the tunnel lying on his back and digging away at the tunnel’s wall with a pickaxe. Near him was a small kerosene lamp that emitted a feeble light and black smoke that left dark smudges around his nostrils. I tried to crawl nearer to him and the coal accumulating by his side. But the cramped space, the black plumes of smoke and the stench of kerosene were suffocating. I could not breathe. The walls of the tunnel were squeezing me in from all sides. I panicked and 97crawled backwards like a shrimp as fast as I could, grunting and snorting in terror all the way. When I reached the circular chamber, I felt a waft of fresh air, and a great relief washed over me, as if I had just been released from a strangler’s death grip. Controlling my panic, I took the cart, bent double, and pulled it out to the ledge without a single piece of coal in it.

         ‘Now, Don,’ I said, ‘do you understand what rat-hole mining is? In some areas in Ri Pnar, it’s even more frightening because a pit is dug into the ground and tunnels are excavated sideways from the bottom of the pit. It’s dangerous not only for miners but also for the environment because of frequent caveins that often bring down whole hills. Sometimes, the mines are located very close to villages and the tunnels run under people’s homes. You can imagine what would happen in case of an earthquake of some intensity! Even without earthquakes, cases of hearthstones vanishing into the ground have been reported in many places. The worst thing about unscientific mining, however, is the AMD. When the rain comes, coal dust is carried into rivers and streams and water sources, turning them yellowish-brown with acid and carbon. Neither humans nor any other creature can drink the water. There are many such dead streams and rivers in our state because of rat-hole mining.’

         My listeners, many of whom had not seen a coal mine up close, shook their heads in amazement.

         Meanwhile, Chirag had been manoeuvring the car very slowly, partly because of the bad road and partly because it was uphill. ‘We are over the hill,’ he told us now. ‘From here it’s all downhill, so we’ll make better spid.’

         Chirag kept chattering as he drove and told us all about himself. He was working in a government office as a clerk, but he had a business of his own too, a little bit in coal, a little bit in timber and a little bit in road-making. That sounded like a lot of little bits, but I did not say anything. Magdalene, however, said sarcastically, ‘What road-making? There’s no road at all, ya!’

         To that, Chirag replied matter-of-factly, ‘Jungle road.’

         Even this trip, he continued, gave him a bit of income on the side, for he took people to Lyngngam quite often, mostly evangelists from the Presbyterian and Catholic churches, but sometimes scientists as well.

         It was then that he asked me, ‘Why are you going to Nongshyrkon, Babu, so many of you?’

         ‘Why, didn’t Indalin tell you?’

         ‘No, Babu, Kong Lin only told me you wanted to be dropped to Nongshyrkon on the fourth and that you wanted to be picked up on the 98tenth. On the tenth I will not be free, Babu, but don’t worry, I’ll ask someone to pick you up.’

         ‘We are going to a funeral ceremony called Ka Phor Sorat, Bah Chirag. You must have heard of it. They say it’s the very last one.’

         ‘You mean the cremation of our meiduh, Kong We Shyrkon? Yes, yes, she was my meiduh! My youngest aunt! But why are you going there now, the funeral will begin only on the eleventh, that’s why I haven’t gone yet, I’m waiting for some things I ordered from Shillong, I will be going there only on the seventh.’

         ‘What!’ All of us exploded at once and stared at each other in disbelief. ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Of course,’ Chirag replied calmly.

         ‘Hey, we have been misled, liah!’ Bah Kynsai cursed. ‘Stop, stop the car, stop the car, na, Chirag!’

         Chirag pulled the Gypsy to a stop. ‘Now what?’ he asked with a laugh.

         ‘Don’t panic!’ Bah Kynsai shouted. ‘Calm down, calm down, let us discuss this calmly. Where’s that Raji tdir? He gave us the wrong date, lyeit!’

         Hearing him curse, we all cried, ‘Hey, Bah Kynsai, calmly, calmly …’

         ‘First of all,’ I said, ‘we should get in touch with Raji and the rest; we are still in Nongstoin, we can always turn back.’

         ‘How?’ Chirag asked. ‘There’s no network in the jungle, Babu, not even here, take a look at your mobiles … and they must be at least a kilometre and a half ahead of us, my kynum is a young man, Babu, he drives very fast.’

         Chirag was right; there was no signal.

         ‘Bew, liah!’ Bah Kynsai said.

         ‘La bong leh!’ That was the closest Magdalene had got to swearing so far.

         Donald went all English on us. ‘Gosh! What are we to do now?’

         Dale cackled and said, ‘La wai leh! We are goners!’

         Only Bah Su did not speak; he simply rubbed the stubble on his lean jaw pensively. As for me, I fiercely uttered the four-letter word three times under my breath.

         ‘Perhaps your brother-in-law has told Raji the same thing, Bah Chirag, perhaps right now they too are turning back,’ I said hopefully.

         ‘Not my kynum,’ Chirag said firmly. ‘He doesn’t speak much Khasi, he won’t be talking at all unless it is to answer yes or no.’

         We Khasis have many different dialects among us. It is not only the different sub-tribes of Khynriam, Pnar, Bhoi, War, Maram, Lyngngam and Nongtrai-Muliang who speak different dialects. Khasi dialects also differ from village 99to village. What we call the Khasi language, for instance, is in reality the Sohra dialect. It was standardised as the language of reading and writing by Thomas Jones, the first Welsh Presbyterian missionary in this region, who used it when he wrote his First Khasi Reader, published in early 1842. Jones is known as the father of the Khasi alphabet, whereas his successor, Reverend John Roberts, is known as the father of Khasi literature because he wrote more books. Which is stupid, if you ask me—every other Khasi book emerged from Jones’s little book, so why should he not be the father of Khasi literature as well? Written literature, I mean, for we have always had our stories, songs and poems. But I am getting carried away. What I was really trying to do was to explain why Chirag’s brother-in-law did not speak much Khasi.

         Anyway, turning back was out of the question. We knew that, but we couldn’t come to a decision either. We stood there as if in a daze for quite some time. It was Dale who broke the spell and offered a surprisingly sensible idea: ‘Bah,’ he said to me, ‘would it be so very bad to spend an extra six or seven days in Nongshyrkon? I mean, if there’s already a place to stay, we could make arrangements for food with the help of Bah Chirag, no? After all, he’s also a local … What do you say, Bah Chirag?’

         ‘Food and shelter are no problem, lots of people will be coming for the funeral, I think many have already come by now, we will be providing for every one of them, so ten of you will not be a problem.’

         Well, come to think of it, Bah Su, Donald (who was on holiday), Dale and I did not really have anything to worry about. We were free agents with lots of time on our hands, and staying in Nongshyrkon for a few days would not be so bad.

         Bah Kynsai said, ‘I’m worried about my leave.’

         ‘Me too. I haven’t even applied,’ Magdalene said.

         ‘What leave? Aren’t you on a winter break?’ I asked.

         ‘We are reopening on the tenth, na?’ Bah Kynsai said irritably. ‘One or two days of absence is okay, but almost a week is too much …’

         ‘I’m sure you can work it out with your HOD, Bah Kynsai,’ I said. ‘And Mag, your principal is very accommodating. I’m sure she’ll allow you to backdate your leave application. In any case, we cannot turn back and let the others go ahead.’

         ‘Okay, okay,’ Bah Kynsai agreed, ‘what to do, liah!’

         ‘Chalo, let’s go,’ Magdalene said. ‘As someone said, “Stop worrying about the potholes in the road and celebrate the journey.” We might as well make the most of it.’100

         ‘Fitzhugh Mullan,’ I said to Magdalene.

         ‘What?’

         ‘Fitzhugh Mullan said those words.’

         ‘Oh, I didn’t know that.’

         We piled back into the Gypsy and resumed our journey, laughing at ourselves a little.

         The road here seemed to have been cut out of a mountain range. On the right was a steep slope, while on the left was a ravine choked with trees and brush. It was not very deep, only a hundred feet or so, unlike the ravines on the road to Sohra, which were thousands of feet deep. Chirag said the road was going to be like this all the way to Wah Rwiang, the River Rwiang. As the jeep rattled down the slope, I noticed the road had become even worse, something I had thought impossible. The coal dirt was replaced by red earth churned into thick layers of dust by an unending stream of empty lorries trundling down, or overloaded ones grunting and bellowing up the slope. Only occasionally did we come across small vehicles, four-wheel drives like ours.

         Two things dominated the lorry cargo: coal and timber. Some of the logs were as thick as six feet across. I was about to bring their ample girth to the others’ attention when Donald exclaimed, ‘What the hell! Both these are banned items, no?’ He sounded quite perplexed. ‘Is nobody checking? Is everybody blind? Is the law of the land nothing but a piece of paper?’

         Logging had been banned in Meghalaya and the entire Northeast by the Supreme Court on 12 December 1996. The court was responding to a 1995 civil writ petition filed by T.N. Godavarman Thirumulpad against the Union of India and Others, concerning the rampant deforestation in Jammu and Kashmir and Tamil Nadu. Taking cognisance of similar destructive activities in the Northeast, the ban was extended to the seven states as well. It was, in fact, only an interim order, directing the concerned state governments to constitute an expert committee within one month to identify all forest lands, irrespective of category or ownership, and to identify all wood-based industries that were operating within their jurisdiction. It further directed the governments to evaluate the sustainability of forests vis-à-vis the timber needs of these industries. Pending the completion of such an evaluation, the felling of trees in the states was temporarily suspended, except for defence purposes and specific requirements by the governments. Twenty-one years had passed since that historic judgement, and the ban was still very much in place.101

         It had been hailed as a great victory by environmentalists and conservationists all over the country, though it was also fiercely denounced by those whose livelihoods were directly affected by it. In Meghalaya, as the export of timber ground to a halt, and sawmills and woodwork factories were shut down, there was a great hue and cry. Many said the ban had generated untold misery and adversely affected the lives of lakhs of people. I also remember how they blamed the Khasi Students’ Union, KSU, for it. Because it had spearheaded the movement against the timber trade in the state, it became a hated name, especially in West Khasi Hills and Ri Pnar, where the logging business was thriving. Was it ignorance or was there a deliberate ploy by timber merchants to rouse people against their perceived enemies?

         ‘Corruption, corruption!’ Magdalene exploded.

         ‘True, true, Mag, what else could it be?’ Bah Kynsai chimed in. ‘But at the same time, na, Don, to be fair to this particular law, na, the timber ban has been quite effective elsewhere in the state, that I can tell you. Only here, it seems to be thriving, liah! But elsewhere, na, when the ban was first imposed, sawmills et cetera were shut down. I remember there were lots of protests, and many even claimed that lakhs had lost their livelihood and were about to starve to death. But funnily, na, twenty-one years after the ban, those people are still alive, they haven’t starved to death at all. The rich forest owners, timber traders and sawmill maliks, those who had to shut shop, simply invested elsewhere, and the poor, the labourers, those who depended on the business, found other means of livelihood. They are saying the same thing about the coal ban, the buggers, but most people will survive one way or another—you mark my words!’

         But Bah Su argued that the timber ban was cruel. He said, ‘It’s true that those people have survived, but it’s not true that they did not suffer. The ban affected not only forest owners and traders, ha, but more seriously, thousands of woodcutters, labourers and charcoal merchants for whom the forest was the main source of subsistence. It is true that woodcutters and labourers found alternative work, but according to some researchers, they had to work for half the wages they had been getting from the timber industry. That, in turn, affected their ability to support their families, leading to school dropouts and forcing their wives to neglect their children and look for odd jobs here and there.’

         ‘Okay, okay, I admit they suffered,’ Bah Kynsai responded, ‘but the main thing is that they survived, na? And they weren’t in lakhs, Bah Su! To say that 102lakhs lost their livelihood, ha, would be the same thing as saying that half the Khasi population was dependent on the timber trade. Only a few thousand were directly involved in it. And what did they get? Daily wages! Who got the maximum benefit from the destruction of the forests? A few local traders who also owned sawmills, true, but who got the lion’s share? Why do you think the KSU was engaged in a movement against timber trade, huh?

         ‘I’ll tell you: because it was mostly the non-tribal contractors who benefited the most. Do you know what those guys did? They leased forests from the local owners and then had all the trees felled: clear-felling, they call it. And do you know that, though the Supreme Court had prohibited indigenous people from cutting down trees, it had exempted contractors and companies that supplied timber and wood to government departments and industries? And who were these contractors and company owners? Non-tribal businessmen! In Meghalaya alone, you have three of them belonging to the Marwari community. Whatever you say, Bah Su, I’m all for the ban.’

         ‘But more than a few thousand were dependent on the forest and the timber trade, no?’ Bah Su persisted. ‘Think, Bah Kynsai, how many would there be in the charcoal business alone? Thousands. Woodcutters? Thousands. And the poor farmers engaged in jhum—cut-and-slash cultivation—how many? Thousands. The figure must be more than a lakh …’

         At that point, I interrupted Bah Su to clarify that the jhum farmers, charcoal dealers and woodcutters who sold firewood were never affected, although the court had also prohibited their activities. The jhum farmers continued to practise their age-old custom as if no law had been passed against it, and the woodcutters and charcoal merchants continued to sell their products everywhere. No governmental authority in the state had ever made any move to stop them, perhaps because they recognised the impossibility of the situation.

         Jhum farmers, for instance, need an alternative agricultural practice before they can be stopped from slashing and burning. The people of the state need alternative means of cooking before they can be persuaded to stop buying charcoal for their stoves and firewood for their hearths. It is true that many people in urban areas are using gas and electric stoves; it is also true that many, even in rural areas, have started using kerosene stoves. But they are only a fraction of the population. A vast majority still use charcoal and firewood in their kitchens. Besides, when winter comes, everybody needs their charcoal stoves, which, in addition to warming the house effectively, can also be used for cooking. Very few are satisfied with the limited warmth 103of electric heaters. As long as the demand is there, there will be no stopping the suppliers. That is why newspapers have daily reports about how lorries and pickup trucks loaded with charcoal are freely roaming the city streets, unloading their cargo at designated locations or directly selling to customers in their localities.

         That said, I agreed with Bah Su that the number of people affected by the ban would be more than a few thousand, though not lakhs as he initially said. While farmers, woodcutters and charcoal traders were not really affected, there were others, not directly involved with the industry, who suffered hardships and loss of income. Hundreds of tea shops along the Nongstoin–Shillong road, for instance, were forced to close because the lorries that used to ply the highway at all hours had all but vanished. These stalls were run by women and their hired help, all girls. When they had to close, everyone had to look for alternative employment.

         In West Khasi Hills, many women were forced to work as labourers for road builders. Imagine the kind of life they had! They had to follow the road wherever it led, living in tarpaulin tents in proximity to rough, uncouth men who came from every part of the country and who often misbehaved with them. Others flocked to the city to work as housemaids with well-to-do families, and some others were lured outside the state with promises of jobs, only to become victims of the flesh trade. Various city-based NGOs had rescued hundreds of such women in the last few years.

         Then there were the small businessmen in the service sector and the luxury market, who had to cease operations because of the economy’s sudden downturn.

         The government, too, lost crores of rupees in revenue every year. The District Councils used to maintain scores of check gates in Ri Pnar, West Khasi Hills and along the Shillong–Guwahati highway to issue transit passes for timber lorries and to collect royalties from traders. For East and West Khasi Hills, the royalty was mostly collected by a check gate maintained by the Khasi Hills Autonomous District Council at Mawïong, on the northern outskirts of Shillong. The royalty rates were fixed between 500 and 1,200 rupees per lorry, depending on the kind of timber being exported. The lowest rates were for softwood timber and pines, while the highest was for sal and teak. Now, if there were 600 lorries going through the check gate each day, and if the average royalty was taken to be 700 rupees (because most of the timber was softwood), the council’s earnings would be about four lakh rupees per day and about fifteen crore rupees per year minus the forty-eight 104Sundays. But people said that not even half of that money reached the council. Transit passes, where records of all royalty payments were kept, got mysteriously burnt or misplaced. When auditors were sent to audit the check gate, they could not establish anything in the absence of these passes.

         ‘How do you know all this? Are you for or against the ban, liah?’ Bah Kynsai asked belligerently.

         I told him I was for the ban, but I did want to set the record straight. As for the check-gate keepers, I knew what they used to do from first-hand experience. I explained how the council had decided to lease out the Mawïong check gate to a consortium of private contractors when it found itself incapable of coping with massive losses. That proved to be a win-win situation for both parties. The council increased its earnings from about two crores per year to nearly ten crores, and the contractors also made a handsome profit.

         Soon, the contractors began facing the same problems, of course. However, they had one advantage: they could hire and fire staff at will. That was when I came into the picture. A notorious fellow, who had been stealing thousands of rupees each night, had just been thrown out, and the contractors were desperately looking for an honest person to replace him. I had just joined the university as an MA student and was desperately looking for employment because my mother was finding it increasingly difficult to pay for my studies. I planned to support myself by working on a part-time basis. A relative of my brother-in-law, Ma Ni, we called him, introduced me to one of the contractors, Bah Khran. He himself was working with Bah Khran as a manager in one of his vehicle spare-part shops. One day, he took me to his boss for an interview. As it turned out, it was not much of an interview. The man took one look at me and said, ‘I like this fellow. He’s got an honest, fresh-faced look … When can he start?’

         And just like that, I became a check-gate employee, working day shifts from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. or night shifts from 5 p.m. to 8 a.m. Initially, I did not have to work every day. Since there were two other employees who worked at the check gate, we decided to divide our duties in such a way that each would have at least two days off in a week.

         ‘What happened to the council’s staff?’ Donald asked.

         ‘They still had a role to play and at least one of them had to be on duty with us. He used to sit in a room adjacent to the one we were in. It was his duty to check and stamp the transit passes and pass them on to us through a window, so we could record the details of vehicles and timber types in a 105register and collect the royalty. I used to collect two to three lakhs per night, not including the day’s collection. At the end of my shift, I handed over the carefully sorted and bound notes to a man sent by the contractors.

         I worked at the check gate for three years and gave it up only when I secured a Central government job, although, for some time, I did manage to handle both jobs simultaneously while attending MA classes besides. I was not a very regular student, of course, but the teachers were lenient in those days, and somehow I managed to complete my studies.

         During my time at the check gate, I saw many people come and go. Some would last for only a day, but my honesty (the council’s employees, because they themselves were crooked, thought it was cunning rather than honesty) was borne out by the fact that, when I wanted to leave, Bah Khran did everything he could to stop me. He even offered me a small investment in his own business and told me that, if I remained honest and hardworking, I would grow to be a very successful entrepreneur in no time at all. But I had a government job already, and I wanted to study further, and so, with many apologies, I declined his generous offer.

         Sometime before I left, because of the other employees’ constant attempts to steal, I was made a supervisor and asked to check the daily accounts. This required my presence in office every day, but it was not so bad since the work only took a few hours. During that time, the theft trickled down to almost nothing. To almost nothing, because I would ignore people taking a hundred or two now and then for tea money. Was I wrong to permit that sort of thing? Was that not theft too? I feel bad about it sometimes, but at the time, I thought of it as a sort of incentive, a small reward for a good night’s work.

         Despite the loss of direct control, the council’s employees still made a lot of money by charging thirty rupees for every transit pass that they stamped. I did not know if that was legitimate. It seems to me now like extortion, especially because that money did not go to the council’s account, but into their pockets. Each employee on duty made between 17,000 and 18,000 rupees per night, depending on the number of lorries that came through. In those days, that was big, big money.

         There were four of them under the supervision of a beat officer, who came to the office every day and did night shifts for at least two nights, no doubt for the money. They were a colourful lot. The most sober of them all was a person we called Bah Mer. He was about five feet four and had dark eyes that were always smiling, and a jet black moustache (although he must 106have touched fifty already). The most remarkable thing about him was his red-and-grey checked flannel shawl, which he was never without, summer or winter. Actually, I do not know if sober is the right word to describe him. He drank every night, sometimes too much, but he was a decent fellow with never a harsh word for anyone, and a loving and responsible father to his six children. Every morning, after his shift, he used to rush home to his wife to hand over the money he had made, for ‘safekeeping’. Otherwise, he would say, Kohleng would force him to part with most of it. I will tell you about Kohleng in just a little while.

         Bah Mer and I were friends, although he was old enough to be my father, and we used to explore the jungles and streams of the area whenever we could. We loved to laze among the trees, talking about birds and animals and anything else that took our fancy. Occasionally, we even talked about girls, and he would say that so-and-so, living in such-and-such house, would be a good match for me and that he was prepared to act as my go-between. But I was always not ready, or too shy, to apply for a girlfriend.

         Oh yes, in those days, when we were smitten with a girl, we had to write a formal letter to apply for her love. The girls thought that much of a person’s character could be understood from his letter and, therefore, set much store by how it was written. Often, their acceptance depended on the lover’s literary prowess. A poetic letter, with lots of metaphors and similes, which described the girl’s beauty and virtuous qualities, used to be greatly prized. I was considered a first-rate love-letter writer. I wrote hundreds of them, to hundreds of different girls, but never for myself, only for friends and acquaintances who would give me ‘tea money’ for my trouble. And I am proud to say that every one of my letters was a success.

         My only regret is not having kept copies of any of them, but I did not see the point then, for they were not even written for myself. In any case, making copies would have been a bit of a problem. I still remember some of the lines I wrote, though. Having ‘inspected’ a girl from a distance, I would say in the letter, ‘When I gazed into your deep, brown eyes, it was like gazing into the very depths of my soul: what you are, I am; what you are, I will be.’ Sometimes I would write, ‘When your radiant face is like a sunny day with flowers at the park, can you wonder that my soul is desperately clinging to the little black tendrils of delight, the little curls in your hair?’ To show how distractedly in love a boy was, I would say, ‘How can I eat and sleep when you keep peeping into my dreams again and again like the sun from behind summer clouds? This is how my life is spent: I carry your 107image everywhere like a hidden birthmark.’ Sometimes, I used to begin my letter with an invocation:

         
            
               The night is cool

               but windy as my soul,

               as the lone-travelling moon

               races with occasional clouds.

            

            
               Breathe, oh moon, into my timorous heart,

               the courage of one truly inspired!

            

            
               Detach from me this crippling shame

               that makes me fear rejection!

            

            
               Add tongue to feelings,

               skill to tongue!

               I have found an ideal one

               whose very looks

               are the opening of petals,

               the parting of dawn.

            

            
               The night is cool

               but windy as my soul,

               as the stars glimmer

               like faraway cities.

            

            
               Hand me, oh stars, a universe of luck

               that I may live my dreams!

            

            
               And oh, my never-failing muse,

               give me those magic songs again!

               I have need

               to move an alien soul to love,

               to make my own

               that self-denying heart

               and bring to my home the peace of God.

            

         

         That was how I used to personalise my letters. When Bah Mer saw some of my youthful and effusive poems, he used to flatter me and say, ‘Which girl can resist the magic of these lines? You should write for yourself, not for somebody else. Your friends are not worthy of these poems!’108

         And sadly, he was right, for though my letters never failed to win acceptance, the relationships themselves never lasted long. The romantic ideals in the letters were all my own, and when the girls did not find them in the boys they had accepted, they quickly became disenchanted.

         In our deep love for nature, Bah Mer and I were soulmates. Unfortunately, he died of liver failure two years after I joined the check gate. Mawïong held no great attraction for me after that. I still miss him sometimes.

         Another person I liked was called Gemstone. When I asked him why he was named thus, he said, ‘When I was an infant, I was the most precious thing to my parents. Now when they see me, they spit in my face, they think I have only brought disgrace to the family.’ So saying, he rocked backwards and forwards, convulsed with low, rumbling laughter, as if he found his parents’ anger very funny.

         Gemstone used to take me to all sorts of places when we were on duty together. At about midnight, traffic usually came to a near halt, before starting up again at about 3 a.m. During that hiatus, we would sleep for some time. But when Gemstone was on duty, he would say to me, ‘Ap, come, come, let’s go. I have asked Mer to look after the office for us, come, we’ll go down to the highway for food.’

         So off we would go in a timber lorry to one of the tea shops that dotted the Shillong–Guwahati highway in Ri Bhoi district. Everybody called these all-night establishments ‘tea shops’, but that was a euphemism. They sold rice and tea and all sorts of foodstuff, but their mainstay was alcohol, both the inexpensive kyiad Khasi, the local brew, and the Indian-made foreign liquor, kyiad phareng. The shops catered primarily to lorry drivers, who plied their vehicles mostly at night to avoid daytime restrictions. (During specific periods of the day, for instance, lorries were not allowed to enter Shillong city, though at night they had a free run.) And these were not merely drivers of timber and coal carriers going from Meghalaya towards Assam, they came all the way from Punjab, Andhra Pradesh, West Bengal and so on, carrying all sorts of cargo for eastern Assam, various parts of Meghalaya and the states of Mizoram and Tripura. That is why, though many such shops closed down after the coal and timber bans, they are still numerous on this particular highway.

         At one of these shops, Gemstone would order food for me in the main room while he vanished into the kitchen to seduce the beautiful serving girls. As I ate, he would get busy indulging the one passion that had brought disgrace to his parents, his wife and children, by his own admission. And 109often, he was successful in his efforts, for I would see a girl going out to a dark corner, to be followed by Gemstone a few minutes later. Whenever that happened, I had to wait in the shop for a long time, entertaining myself by listening to the colourful language and rough banter of the drivers and their handymen. If I was lucky, I would witness a knife fight or two between the drivers, a mixed lot, as I said, of Khasis and non-Khasis from every part of the country.

         But one night, when I was just beginning to eat my food, Gemstone came running from the kitchen and said, ‘Leave the food, Ap, come, come, we are going!’

         Surprised, I asked, ‘What happened?’

         ‘There’s a beautiful girl in there, and she was willing enough, but when she took me to the bathroom, I counted twenty-one toothbrushes in the rack! It’s a big family, man! You cannot fool around with such a family, come, come, let’s go elsewhere.

         So we left and went to another shop farther down the highway.

         Only once did I see Gemstone in action. I was going to a shop in Mawïong that sold waidong (betel nut and lime-marked betel leaf) when I saw him sitting with the young woman who owned the little shop. The woman was obviously taken with the handsome, fair-skinned man in front of her. I heard her ask him, ‘You are really not married, Bah Gem?’

         Gemstone did not say a word; he simply produced a series of quick shakes of the head, much in the manner of a dog, so that his pink lips and ruddy cheeks flapped from side to side in protest, while he looked at her with a pained expression in his eyes, as if hurt that she could doubt his innocence. He went on to have an affair with her that lasted a long time.

         ‘And you approve of people like that, Bah Ap?’ Donald asked.

         What was there to approve or disapprove? He was what he was. Even his parents could do nothing but spit in his face. I had to work at the check gate, and there were only people like him to work with. But, I must admit, I liked him very much. He was a jolly sort of man who could make you laugh until your sides ached. His life was his own. I valued his friendship because he could turn me away from my own thoughts, too often depressing.

         Kohleng was the most terrible of the lot. While all the council’s staff were alcoholics, and some of them also philandered, as you now know, Kohleng did everything a person was not supposed to do. Khasis often speak about the three ‘Ks’—kyiad, khalai, kynthei (alcohol, gambling, women)—the 110three great vices that afflict Khasi men. Kohleng was guilty of all three, but he was also known as an extortionist, a thief, a gangster and a killer. He had a beautiful wife and two or three children, but hardly ever went home. When he was not on duty, he spent his time in the boozing and gambling dens of Mawïong. His wife often came to the office to beg for money.

         Whenever he finished his shift, Kohleng developed a very long tail of dirty and smelly hangers-on who followed him single file wherever he went. His first stop was always the tea shop opposite the check gate, where he would eat breakfast and khilai, or treat, his sycophants—still groggy from the previous night’s ‘quota’—to whatever they wanted to eat. Next, he would disappear into the jungle to relieve himself, with part of his tail in tow, the other part lying about on the road, awaiting his return. I noticed that the council’s employees never used any toilet paper. They kept a used exercise book in the office, and whenever they went to the jungle, they simply tore out a page or two from it. But Kohleng never even did that. After his night shift, he had so much money that he used banknotes to wipe his arse. It was an old habit, I was told, which began when the council’s staff had complete control of the check gate.

         My friends, who like me were hanging on with all their might, trying not to get thrown about in the car, laughed and thought I was kidding them. But I was serious. That was what Kohleng used to do, and he never cared what came out of his pocket: a twenty, a fifty, a hundred—he used them all. Not only that, he used banknotes for his marijuana rolls too.

         And then his real routine would begin. Followed by his ‘bros’, he would vanish into a gambling den—which also sold alcohol—and remain there through the day and night. Now and then, of course, they would emerge to buy food or cigarettes or waidong, and while at it, they would also beat up people who happened to come too close to them.

         When Kohleng gambled, he seldom won, because he drank too much. And whenever he lost, he and his bros moved up and down the street to extort money from shops and people, and then went back to drinking and gambling with their ill-gotten gains.

         Everyone was afraid of him. But if you did not know who he was, you would think nothing of him. He was even smaller than me and looked quite scrawny and feeble, the result of many years of unhealthy living. So why were people afraid of him? What was the source of his strength? Sure, he had his bros, but they were more or less like him. In a gang fight, they would not 111stand a chance. As for Kohleng, even I could have easily beaten him up. But then, if I beat him up, I would also have to kill him, and that is something that I, like most people, could not do. It is not easy for ordinary, decent people to kill a man. Not only because they are afraid of the laws of society but also because of their upbringing. Most of us are brought up to respect the sanctity of human life. It has been drummed into us that killing a human being is the most heinous of crimes, punishable with the severest of retributions, not only on earth but also in the afterlife. It would haunt us through life and condemn our soul to damnation after death. The fear of taking a life is as great as the fear of facing death itself.

         But Kohleng and his gang thought nothing of killing someone. If you fought with him, you would have to kill him, otherwise he would surely kill you, if not in a day or two, then after a month or a year or many years, but he would do it as surely as night follows day. He had been jailed in the past for killing two or three people, but nothing could be proved, and so he swaggered about intimidating people with a country-made pistol and his reputation as a killer. This reputation was further enhanced by his brother’s notoriety as one of the most dreaded gangsters and killers in the Khasi Hills, until he was lynched somewhere in Ri Bhoi, ambushed by friends and relatives of the victims he had slain. The police found his body in a jungle, cut into pieces and stuffed into a gunny bag.

         I hated it when I had to share a shift with Kohleng. One night, after he had lost heavily in a game of cards, he came to the office with his drunken hordes, demanding 30,000 rupees from me. Talngung, the beat officer, was with me, but he made himself small as a mouse, and not a squeak of protest did he utter. I was in a quandary. How could I give him that kind of money? I would be accused of theft, and there was no way I could fix the accounts even if I wanted to. I pleaded with him: ‘How can I give you that kind of money, Bah Leng, it’s not even mine. Please be reasonable. How can I give you somebody else’s money?’

         He said I had to, otherwise he would cut my throat with a khukri, the ugly-looking dagger used by Gorkha soldiers. He took out the khukri and held it against my throat.

         ‘We don’t want any fucking sound,’ he said, ‘so I’ll not shoot your shit head, I’ll just cut your fucking throat instead. Will you give me the fucking money or not, you son of a cunt?’

         In Khasi, this sounded even more terrible because he was addressing me as ‘pha’, a term that is used only when speaking angrily to a woman. 112The English ‘you’ cannot even begin to express the offence intended here. Talngung was so alarmed that he actually made some noises of protest. However, someone hit him on the head with some blunt object, and he shut up very quickly.

         ‘How can I?’ I pleaded again. ‘You know very well it’s not my money!’

         In response, Kohleng took me by the hair with one hand and pressed the khukri so hard against my throat that a little blood came trickling out. I quickly croaked out my answer: ‘Okay, okay, here is the key; you can open the drawers yourself.’

         So saying, I threw the key on the table in front of him.

         ‘You piece of shit! Thloh, liah, stud! Open the goddamn drawers, now!’

         He moved the khukri away from my throat and pointed with it to the drawers while cursing me in Khasi, English, Hindi and Nepali. Now, I was a decent young man, brought up properly by a decent woman who was both mother and father to me, and what’s more, I was a respected university student. Nobody had ever spoken to me in that filthy manner. I suddenly lost my temper and became recklessly angry. I’ll be damned, I thought, if I allow this son of a bitch to get away with it. Let him do whatever he wants, but I’m not going to open the drawers. Aloud I said, ‘The key is on the table, open the drawers yourself.’

         When I said that, he jumped on me, beating me with the blunt end of the khukri, overturning my chair and kicking me on the head and in the ribs while I lay on the ground, all the time cursing and threatening to kill me, to chop off my fingers, lop off my ears and ram them down my throat. It was one of his men who pulled him off me, saying, ‘Hey, hey bro, we cannot kill the bastard here, we’ll have to kill Talngung too …’

         Kohleng, though drink-fuddled, must have realised that killing his own officer was dangerous, for he allowed his men to pull him back. But he pointed a forefinger at me and gave me an ultimatum. ‘From tomorrow, from tomorrow, I don’t want to see your disgusting face here, you son of a low-born clan! Son of a cunt, shit, son of a penis! If I see you anywhere near Mawïong, I’ll have you thrown into the jungle!’

         With that warning, he left, followed by his men, one of whom gave me a farewell kick in the ribs. My face was bloody and full of cuts and lumps, and my ribs were bruised, but that was all. Though I had been severely manhandled, the victory was mine, for now. Talngung helped me up and said, ‘Well, Ap, I can say one thing about you, you look as soft as dead grass, but you’ve got balls!’113

         Before I could go on with the story, Dale interrupted me and asked, ‘Bah, I don’t understand one thing, ha. You gave him the key, no, Bah, so why didn’t he open the drawers?’

         I explained to him that if I had opened the drawers and given him the money, it would have been my fault and my responsibility. He could claim I had given him the money willingly. But if he had opened the drawers on his own, that would have been tantamount to theft. And he did not want to do it because his own officer was a witness and because he knew my maliks were powerful people.

         ‘So what happened after that?’ they all wanted to know.

         The next day, I went to Bah Khran, my employer, and told him what had happened. Bah Khran said I should not worry about it and insisted that I go back to work as usual. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to you,’ he assured me.

         It seemed that Bah Khran and the other contractors had sent their people to talk to Kohleng. When next I went to the office, after a few days’ rest, Kohleng did not come anywhere near me. Talngung too made sure that we were never on the same shift from then on.

         Magdalene found it difficult to believe that someone she had known for so long could have had such an experience. ‘Did these things really happen to you, Ap?’ she asked incredulously.

         Bah Kynsai answered for me. ‘You don’t know anything about Ap, na, Mag? He’s been through a lot in his life. When he was the editor of a daily newspaper, for instance, na, he was threatened by all sorts of people, including militant organisations of every description.’

         ‘But why?’

         ‘Because,’ I replied, ‘you are not supposed to print anything critical of them.’

         Bah Kynsai was not exaggerating too much when he said I had been through a lot. As a boy, I moved from place to place in the Sohra region during the winter vacation every year, looking for work as a labourer. Then, when our family finally moved to Shillong, we lived in a rented tenement. The life of a tenant in Shillong is like that of a cat with kittens. As the cat moves her kittens from place to place, looking for a safe refuge, so must a tenant move from house to house, sometimes by choice, sometimes out of compulsion. And these frequent movements bring him into contact with all manner of people and experiences. But I do not moan about my past poverty: I am much the richer for it as far as my knowledge of life and people goes.114

         ‘What about Talngung?’ Donald asked. ‘You said he was a colourful character, no?’

         ‘And so he was, so he was,’ I assured him, ‘but to tell his story, I would have to tell you the story of the girl: Chan was her name.’

         The girl was sixteen. Tall, compact and with supple curves, she was a dusky beauty, strong and full of the exuberance of healthy, unmolested youth. She worked in her mother’s roadside tea shop, and every night, she used to come to our shack of an office to lock away her utensils until the next morning when the shop opened again. The nightly errand was necessitated by the fact that their shop was not an enclosed structure but a roughly put-together shelter of wood and flattened kerosene tin cans without proper doors or windows. In their place, openings had been made in the thin plank walls.

         We used to call her the khatduh of the office, the youngest child: the one who could do no wrong, the one who could get away with anything. She was well-liked, if not ardently desired, by all of us—an assorted bunch of callow teetotallers and middle-aged veterans of all the vices in these hills, among which, as I have told you, were chiefly gambling, wining and whoring. She was also hotly pursued by lorry drivers who would call out to her: ‘Hey, Chan, won’t you give me a little tungtap?’ or ‘Come to my car, I’ll give you a real joyride’.

         Tungtap is a fermented, strong-smelling fish. But somehow, she kept these seekers of young blood at bay with reactions like, ‘I’ll give you teiñthap, you shameless creature!’ Teiñthap, as you know, is a species of stinging nettle.

         The girl was very attractive with her straight nose, shapely lips and dark eyes that seemed to gleam mischievously all the time. She was also lively, carefree and a great companion, and I would be a hypocrite not to admit that I too was smitten by her. Chan also showed some inclination for me, I thought, for why else did she come to my desk every night, pinching or pulling my nose and saying, ‘What a big, long nose you have … a cute nose … a cute duck nose.’

         But I was not in that hellhole with all those desperate characters so I could have a girlfriend. Poverty had brought me there, and I was determined to get out of its clutches. I wanted to study hard and make myself fit for an officer’s post. I did not want to be sidetracked, though there were times when the temptation became a gnawing hunger, making me gnash my teeth and curse my lot. However, the thought of how I would support her when I did not even have a regular job prevented me from doing anything reckless.115

         Many among us could not be bothered about such niceties. The middle-aged professionals, for example, tried very hard to have ‘a bit of fun’ with her. On one occasion, one of them fell drunkenly at her feet and pleaded: ‘Take me as your man and I’ll tell my wife, right away, I’ll tell her to go to blazes.’ But none tried as hard or as cunningly as Old Jimmy.

         Old Jimmy was none other than Talngung, the beat officer. We called him by that name after the veteran office dog, who was rather fond of young bitches. Potbellied and with pockmarks all over his face, he was not what you would call handsome. In fact, he was called Talngung because his big head resembled an earthen pot. And as if that was not enough to make him an unsavoury candidate for romance, he already had a big family with grandchildren from sons and daughters. Unfortunately, he also had money, for money, as you know now, flowed into the office and into his pockets by the thousands every day.

         Seeing all that money always stopped the girl in her tracks. You could see her lovely face screwed up with sudden spasms of desire. She wanted to share it, and the good things it could send her way, the good things that penury and days of drudgery in the shop had so far denied her. Every time she came to the office, she gazed at nothing but the money; she thought of nothing and dreamed of nothing but the joy of having lots of money.

         ‘Ah, what a wonderful thing money is!’ she would exclaim to me. ‘Think of the things you could do with it. I could buy a new dress for every single day of the year. I could deck myself with gold ornaments, pearl necklaces and diamond rings. I could buy a car and go for beautiful long drives with friends of my choice. I could buy a big house surrounded by a wide-open space. I could live like a maharani, the queen of queens … Don’t you want that kind of money?’

         Sometimes she would simply sigh, ‘Oh, what I would not do for money!’

         Old Jimmy saw his chance. He eyed her short skirt and long, shapely legs and the firm round breasts taunting him from under her brassiere-less blouse. She would be good to have, he mused, very good indeed. He felt sure she was untouched. Just the thought of it made him crazy.

         He gave her small handouts at first, free samples, as you might say. At the end of his shift, before going home, he would shout to her across the road, ‘Hey, Chan! Bring me some tea with jadoh and fried pork, would you?’ When she came, he would shove a note into her fist, saying, ‘Here’s a hundred, buy yourself a treat’ or ‘Go see a movie. There’s a Mithun film at Bijou’. These handouts grew larger and larger by the day and, soon, instead of thrusting 116hundreds at her, Old Jimmy would offer, ‘Here’s a thousand; buy yourself a nice dress … a mini skirt with a pair of stilettos would be just the thing!’ This continued for some time till, one day, he made his move.

         ‘Won’t you give me a small hug for all the things I have given you?’

         The girl was hooked. She had become addicted to the money he lavished upon her. Nothing else mattered. There was only the fear of losing her daily doses of money. In front of us all, she gave him a hug and became his plaything.

         The girl’s mother looked the other way, perhaps because she smelled big money. Or maybe she sincerely believed that the excitement of young flesh could persuade Old Jimmy away from his middle-aged wife. Nobody really knew what was going on, what the arrangement was or what promises were made. We only knew that the mother allowed Old Jimmy’s midnight trips to her four-room thatched hut, where he visited her daughter as if he were a legitimate and properly married spouse.

         News spread, as it always does, and reached Old Jimmy’s wife, who fumed, gnashed her teeth and uttered terrible oaths. She was sure that her poor husband was the victim of a deliberate plot hatched by unscrupulous extortionists. She kept telling everybody that it was the girl’s debauchery, baiting her husband with fresh meat, which was responsible for the scandal that had brought shame and disgrace to her house. Late one night, she came with an angry mob and went to the girl’s ramshackle hut. They dragged out Old Jimmy and heaped curses and unspeakable obscenities on the girl. They spat on her face, slapped her, yanked her by the hair and forced her to kneel at the feet of Old Jimmy’s wife. Then they kicked her in the groin to teach her a lesson and whipped her with a broom dipped in ditch water to make her luckless forever.

         Dazed and unnerved by his wife’s relations, Old Jimmy quickly promised to behave. The next day, he came to the office drunk, to hide his shame and brazen it out, no doubt, and began to blab about money on the ground and other such nonsense to absolve himself. I was too disgusted to listen to the old dog, but this is what I overheard:

         ‘Wouldn’t you,’ he asked his drink-sodden auditors, ‘pick up a hundred-rupee note if you happened upon it on the road? It was like that with me. She was available, and I picked her up. Anyway, I gave her gold,’ he concluded with a smirk.

         Yes, I could see the gold glittering on her ears and fingers. But I could also hear what they said about her—‘SHE IS A WHORE’.117

         When I concluded the story, Magdalene said, ‘My God, ya, are these people for real or what?’

         Most of my friends had privileged and protected lives. They knew nothing about the seedy side of life, or the strange characters that crowd such a life. They knew nothing about the kind of existence the poor lead and the evil brutes that are ever ready to pounce upon them. To them, these people were a kind of fantastic story. But I told them that they were all too real, that I had lived with them and that some of them would indeed think nothing of killing a person for a few thousand rupees.

         Donald asked me if the check gates were still there.

         ‘Of course not,’ I told him. ‘That is why I said the government also lost crores of rupees after the ban on timber. Not only the check gates, Don, the tea shops that served them, and the lorries stopping by their side, they too are gone. So are the women who ran the shops. I don’t know, for instance, what happened to Chan. I haven’t seen her or heard about her at all.’

         ‘I have been planning to ask you, Ap, why do you think it’s women who run the tea shops here?’ Magdalene enquired.

         ‘It’s part of the division of labour between men and women since time immemorial,’ I replied. ‘While the man was supposed to labour outside the house, in the fields and so on, it was the duty of women to work in and around the house, to clean and cook. Even today, it’s mostly considered woman’s work to cook and wash utensils. Most men feel it is below their dignity to do this kind of labour. Men take over the cooking only when there’s a feast, but even then, the washing of utensils is left to the women.

         ‘But of course, there are also tea shops and jadoh stalls run by men. In fact, one of the most famous jadoh stalls in Ïewduh till some years ago belonged to a man who came to be called Babu Jadoh. He used to teach in a school and went to the shop before and after school hours. His shop was famous not only because the food was delicious but also because of the way he would call out to his serving boys and girls as he charged the customers for their meals. He would shout, “The gentleman with eggs, how much?”, “The lady in jeans and high heels, how much?”, “The liver lady, how much?”, “The kidney gentleman, how much?” Some of his descriptions were really very colourful and added to the cheerful atmosphere in the shop.’

         ‘The liver lady and kidney gentleman?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘Because they ate jadoh with curried liver and kidneys.’

         ‘Oh shit!’ She laughed aloud.118

         Bah Kynsai, however, thought I had given too serious an answer to Magdalene’s question about women and tea shops. He said, ‘If you ask me, na, women and girls run the tea shops because they are beautiful. They are bait for customers, na?’

         ‘If Evening were here, he would have approved wholeheartedly, Bah Kynsai,’ I said. ‘In one of his essays, he blames the matrilineal system for the presence of too many women-run tea shops. The matrilineal system, he says, gives everything to women. Because of it, parents do not trust their sons to run the family business dedicatedly, for one day they will leave the house to live with their wives. Therefore, he says, you will always find beautiful girls in the tea shops and “these serve as a snare for the truck drivers” or “as rotten flesh” for every scavenging man. But the ones who actually fall into the trap are not the customers but the girls themselves. It is only Khasi girls, he maintains, that truck drivers and “non-tribals” can play with … And the result is that the girls have to bear the burden of fatherless children.’

         ‘Nonsense!’ Magdalene said hotly.

         ‘The guy is a bloody misogynist!’ Donald said.

         ‘Let’s not bad-mouth him,’ I said. ‘I’m just reporting what he wrote because it’s public knowledge, but we don’t have to attack him when he’s not here to defend himself.’

         ‘Okay, okay,’ Donald conceded. ‘So, what’s happening to the ban now? Look at all these trucks!’

         ‘Bah Su can tell you,’ I said.

         Bah Su told us that, in 2014, eighteen years after the ban, the Meghalaya government suddenly woke up to the problem and framed a scheme for the proper harvesting of timber and the tree plantations in non-government forests. The scheme was prepared together with the North East Space Application Centre at Umïam, mainly to assist the district councils and private landowners in ensuring the effective use of forest produce, especially timber, while also improving per capita income. The two main objectives of the scheme were to see how much timber could be harvested from a forest and how many trees should be planted to replace them. According to it, the beneficiaries who cut down the trees would have to contribute to the plantation programme by way of a 2 per cent green cess, which, it was hoped, would bring about accountability as far as forest management was concerned, and prevent the depletion of forest covers.119

         Bah Su ended by saying, ‘This is what I have been trying to argue all along, Bah Kynsai. Conservation for the sake of conservation will not do, ha. What if the government had enforced the ban? All the jhum farmers, woodcutters and charcoal dealers would have suffered terribly. But with this kind of scheme, ha, we may see a more sensible utilisation of forest produce.’

         ‘But where is all this timber going?’ Donald persisted, pointing to the lorries.

         ‘I believe there is a relaxation in the ban,’ Bah Su replied. ‘As far as I know, about forty-five sawmills have been granted licences, so maybe these are going to them or what?’

         Chirag said, ‘Only some are going to the local sawmills, Bah, the rest are being taken outside the state, which is illegal, but still, it is much less now after the ban, Bah, earlier there used to be more than a thousand coal and timber trucks per day, now we see only two, three hundred.’

         ‘Imagine the wealth that is being looted from these parts!’ Donald exclaimed in frustration.

         ‘People come to Lyngngam only to loot, Bahbah,’ Chirag responded.

         Chirag called Donald ‘Bahbah’ because he was much younger. It was like saying ‘younger brother’.

         Perhaps you are reading this and thinking that we had an enjoyable and comfortable ride—nothing is further from the truth. We were all clinging to whatever we could get a hold of to avoid being bumped about. And when we spoke, we had to raise our voices above the din of the Gypsy.

         The road itself had deteriorated further. Bah Kynsai remarked, ‘Naturally, na, with so much heavy traffic, how can a dirt track like this endure?’

         The jeep had to negotiate huge craters and dried ruts as high as two feet, running like a mud wall, sometimes on both sides of the road, sometimes in the middle. Chirag explained that these were caused by heavy vehicles going over the dirt track after a spell of rain. But hadn’t he said there was hardly any traffic during the rainy season, I asked. He replied that it rained now and then during the winter too.

         Most worryingly, there were stones of all shapes and sizes on the road, from fist-sized lumps to melon-sized rocks and small boulders the size of chairs and tables. In many places, the road was reduced to half its width by boulders that had fallen from the steep slope on the right. On more than one occasion, one of these could be seen sitting right in the middle of the road, and vehicles had to go around it like water parting before an obstruction.

         Chirag had increased the speed a little, just a little, he said, since the winding track was ‘all downhill from here to Wah Rwiang’. Just a little or not, 120we found that we could not carry on an intelligible conversation with each other because of the noise caused by the tyres hitting stones, stones hitting the underbelly of the Gypsy, and all the things that screeched and squealed and clanked inside the Gypsy itself. It was truly terrible, sometimes like a train passing close by, at other times like a giant machine grinding stones and, on occasion, like a jet engine coming to life. Amidst all the creaking, clanking, rattling, screeching and banging noises, there would come, now and then, a weird and shocking sound like a bomb going off. When it first happened, we all cried out in shock: ‘What’s that?’

         But Chirag said it was only the spare tyre. ‘I cannot hang it outside because the hook is broken,’ he shouted, ‘so I keep it inside, in the boot, it’s not bound in place, so it sounds like that when it goes up and comes down, don’t worry, Babu.’

         In the front seat, where I was sitting, all sorts of tools fell from the toolbox in the dashboard. First came a big screwdriver, falling with a thud on my foot and alarming the hell out of me. Chirag said, ‘Let it fall, Babu, let it lie on the ground.’ Then came a small spanner, then a big one, then a pair of pliers, while other sizes of spanners and screwdrivers peeked out of the toolbox, as if curious to know what was happening outside. When I said I was worried about them stabbing me, Chirag said, ‘Pull them all down, Babu.’ I did that and left them dancing on the floor.

         All this time, we too were jumping up and down in the car, our bottoms merely brushing the seats and our heads hitting the ceiling or the sides of the jeep.

         ‘It’s like a mad see-saw,’ Donald shouted.

         ‘Like being carried by a flash flood and bobbing up and down in the water,’ Bah Su said.

         ‘Like pebbles shaken in a cane basket,’ I added. In Sohra, when stones are broken down into pebbles, they are first put in cane baskets to be shaken free of dust before being taken to the stockpile for sale.

         ‘Like being churned in a concrete mixer,’ Bah Kynsai shouted.

         ‘Like going on a mountain safari,’ Dale cried.

         ‘Only, this is worse,’ Magdalene said.

         And it was true, for we did not even have seat belts and had to cling to anything we could hold on to, to prevent being thrown to the floor.

         We had never experienced such a gut-jerking ride before. I felt as if everything inside me had been shaken loose. My entrails seemed to be flapping about—now left, now right, now up, now down—and I was seriously 121worried about throwing up all the food I had eaten at Indalin’s. But Chirag said, ‘You can never get sick on such a trip, Babu, you will be too busy trying to stay in your seat to get sick. Actually,’ he added, ‘I’m only going at thirty, Babu, but because of the condition of the road, ha, you feel as if I am spiding.’

         We were all accustomed to driving and were not a wee bit taken in. I said, ‘Let me see the speedometer.’ But there was none. The pointer had fallen from its base and was flying madly about inside the glass case. Later, when we arrived in Nongshyrkon, he admitted to having driven much faster than thirty. He said, ‘If I had not driven like that, no, Babu, we would have got stuck at many places on the road, and all of you would have had to get out and push, so many times you would have had to push.’

         While bouncing in the jeep, I tried my best to observe the countryside. A little further from Nongstoin, there was hardly anything to see. The hills were entirely denuded by years of deforestation, mainly caused by logging, charcoal burning and the need for firewood. Even the ravine that fringed the long mountain range on the left was being stripped of trees. I could see a stream at the bottom of the ravine, almost completely dry, partly because it was winter and partly because of the rampant deforestation. There were trees lying about on its banks, obviously newly felled and left to dry in the sun so they could be used as firewood.

         But as we moved deeper and deeper into the interior, the forest became denser. Chirag said, ‘All this was bald just a few years ago because of logging, charcoal and jhum. Now, the forest is gaining ground once more, Babu, this is what happens normally if the people let the forest alone for ten or fifteen years, no, Babu, the trees come back.’

         Indeed, as we went deeper and deeper into the temperate rain forest, we saw tall, majestic trees, a mixture of soft and hardwood like sal, puma (Cedrela toona), dieng kaiñ (Rhus succedanea), iron tree, banyan (Ficus elastica), mahogany, dieng jing (Quercus spicata), bay tree, cinnamon, litchee, jackfruit and the biggest and tallest of them all, dieng lieng (Betula acuminata, the boat tree, so named because it was used to make boats in olden times). The jungle was so thick in these areas that the sky was almost blotted out by the dense foliage bending down towards the road. For quite some time, we saw nothing but the dark green of the trees coated with the thick brown dust raised by the lorries. Soon, however, we saw more signs of the ravages of jhum cultivation, and more and more bald patches appeared in the otherwise dense and pristine forest. In some places, entire hill slopes were piled with newly felled trees and brush, waiting for the fire.122

         Chirag pointed to one of the denuded hills and shouted, ‘There, you see all those trees and brush being felled on that hill? That’s jhum, now they will burn the trees to ashes, the ashes will fertilise the soil, and they will sow the seeds when the rain comes. Previously, when there were few inhabitants and an abundance of land, no, Babu, people cultivated the cleared land for three, four years and then left to cultivate elsewhere. They returned only after ten to fifteen years, and by that time, the jungle would have grown back, Babu, but nowadays, people doing jhum, because of overpopulation and less land, no, Babu, do not wait for more than five or six years before coming back to the same place, hence the jungle cannot recover. When trees are only five to six feet tall, they are slashed and burnt again, and gradually the jungle cannot grow any more, Babu, that’s why all the bald hills you have seen.’

         Magdalene wanted to know what people were growing on the jhum farms. Chirag told her they grew green vegetables of all sorts, and also yam, taro, eggplant, ginger, turmeric, sweet potato and cassava. He said they also grew grain crops, including rice, but clarified immediately, ‘We do not have any paddy fields in our area, Kong, we grow rice on the hill slopes.’

         Sometimes, when we came to a higher point on the road, we could see columns of light blue smoke rising from many places deep in the jungle. Donald asked, ‘What are those, Bah Chirag?’

         ‘Charcoal burning, that’s how people here live, jhum cultivation and charcoal burning.’

         ‘What about logging?’ Donald asked.

         ‘That is done mostly by outsiders who lease forests from local landowners.’

         The view reminded me of something I had once seen from Kyllang Peak in West Khasi Hills. Kyllang Peak is actually a giant boulder the size of a mountain. It got its name from a spirit who, legend says, used to live on the mountain and whose rage caused a terrible tempest in the rainy months. The malevolent spirit took great pleasure in terrorising humans, spreading measles and misery among them, until he was stopped by his brother, Symper, who fought a terrible battle with him. While Symper threw large boulders at him, Kyllang uprooted trees and dug out all the topsoil from around him to use as weapons against his brother. Symper eventually won the battle and forced Kyllang to flee to his present location on the road from Khatsawphra village to Mawnai.

         Standing on the lofty pinnacle of Kyllang, you can see an undulating landscape of low hills, punctuated by pine slopes, dark deciduous forests and the corrugated iron sheets on the rooftops of distant villages. Instead 123of roads, there are only dusty brown dirt tracks crisscrossing the area like the lines on your palm. And inevitably, you will point to the dark columns of smoke rising from the far forests on every side, and your local guide will say, ‘The source of the smog, the solver and multiplier of problems in these parts—charcoal burning!’ And if you are a poet, you might ask enigmatically, ‘Can the columns of smoke hold up the sky?’

         The same predicament seemed to afflict the people of Lyngngam.

         After a brief silence, Magdalene shouted, ‘This car is worse than a horse cart, man!’

         ‘That’s the understatement of the year,’ Bah Kynsai replied. ‘It’s like jumping on a springboard.’

         ‘Don’t blame me,’ Chirag said. ‘Actually, it’s better now, Babu, in summer it’s simply not negotiable. Do you see all those craters and deep ruts? They are not made by trucks alone, but mostly by water flowing on the road, it’s like a river in summer. In summer, no, Babu, pregnant women who want to give birth at the health centre in Nongstoin are advised to get there many months before their due date. Many women who left for Nongstoin near their due dates, ha, used to get stuck in the jungle, and they had to give birth on the road. Very dangerous, imagine giving birth in the middle of the jungle!’

         ‘How did they survive, then?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘They took precautions, Kong, they brought with them a woman, a traditional healer, who could act as a midwife. And also, when such a thing happened, no, Kong, I mean when women gave birth on the road, no, Kong, people from surrounding villages used to come and help as soon as they heard of it.’

         Most of the lorries carrying timber and coal belonged to a person called Horkit, who ran a company in Nongstoin called Horkit Company. The lorries carrying timber were marked with the symbol of a buffalo and those carrying coal with an elephant.

         ‘Why are the trucks marked like this, Bah Chirag?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘They are meant to identify the company, Kong,’ Chirag replied.

         ‘But why these particular animals?’

         ‘Buffaloes are used to pull out huge logs from the jungle, Kong, I don’t know about the elephant.’

         To my mind, the answer was not difficult to find. The fellow was boasting of his brute strength as a looter and ravager of the land.

         Donald asked Chirag what the company was doing with all that coal and timber. Chirag said some of the timber would go to the company’s sawmill, 124but most of it, and the coal, would go to a depot to be exported. How that could be done in spite of the twin bans was anybody’s guess.

         But any discussion on the subject was forgotten when Chirag suddenly killed the engine and brought the car to a jerking stop on a heap of dried mud. As we fell forward and cried out in alarm, he said, by way of explanation, ‘The brake has stopped working.’

         ‘What! But how?’

         Of course, given the road and Chirag’s driving, it was only natural that the car should have a breakdown. We had expected something of the sort to happen sooner or later, and now it had, only twenty kilometres outside Nongstoin, in the jungle village of Nong Lyngdoh.

         Chirag got down and had a look at the rear wheel. ‘Oho! I think the brake oil bucket is broken, Babu, all the oil has spilled out!’

         We got down too. The right rear wheel was bathed in brake fluid.

         ‘What to do? What to do?’ Chirag kept muttering.

         Now, what were we supposed to say? We were not mechanics. This was the middle of the jungle. There was no point expecting any help from this nondescript, dust-coated village of bamboo huts and shacky houses.

         ‘This is terrible!’ Donald moaned.

         ‘Does this mean we won’t be able to go to Nongshyrkon, after all the trouble we have taken, Bah Chirag?’ Magdalene asked.

         ‘For how long will we be stuck here?’ Bah Kynsai demanded.

         ‘Will any of the trucks give us a lift?’ Bah Su wanted to know.

         Chirag only replied to Bah Su’s question. ‘Haven’t you noticed? They are not going to Shyrkon, all of them have gone towards Maweit, the timber and coal will be loaded there.’

         We looked around us and realised that the road was indeed empty of traffic. All the lorries had taken the left turn towards Maweit at a little village called Lad Maweit, about a quarter of a kilometre from where we were stuck.

         ‘Can we get a lift back home at least?’ Magdalene asked again. She was genuinely worried.

         ‘No need to worry, Kong,’ Chirag said, ‘we’ll travel to Shyrkon without brakes.’

         When Dale heard that, he said at the top of his voice, ‘Travel without brakes on this kind of road? No, no, no, no, impossible!’

         We all protested. Apart from its terrible condition, the road was cut into the side of a long mountain range, hemmed in by a hill slope on one side and with only a forested ravine yawning ominously on the other. Moreover, it 125zigzagged downwards with chicanes, S curves and hairpin bends everywhere. How could we risk travelling without brakes on such a road? Chirag assured us that he could do it. But none of us agreed. Dale said he would rather trek through the jungle and risk encountering wild animals than travel without brakes. However, being a taxi driver with some knowledge of automobiles, he offered to take a look at the car.

         Chirag was pleased with the offer and immediately requested all of us to step away so he and Dale could work without obstruction. We moved away to inspect the place. The village was some distance from where we were stuck. There were about twenty houses, with more huts scattered about the surrounding hills. Only some of the houses had painted concrete walls and roofs of corrugated iron sheets; the rest were mostly shacks of bamboo and wattle with thatched roofs. One or two were built on wooden pillars that were driven into the ground and had walls of thin, rough-hewn planks and roofs of tin sheets made of flattened kerosene cans. Some of the houses had their lights on, although it was about 2.30 in the afternoon. Later I was told that electricity was subsidised for the villagers, which meant that whatever their consumption, the payment was always the same: a small amount fixed by the government. That was why they burned electricity all day.

         I was walking up the badly rutted red-dirt track, looking at felled logs lying about, and absent-mindedly watching country chickens scratching for insects by the roadside, when Donald approached me. ‘Bah Ap,’ he said, ‘I’d like to know more about the great earthquake, how big was it really?’

         Sources vary in their assessment of the intensity of U Jumai Bah, also known as the Assam earthquake of 1897, which is a misnomer because the epicentre of the quake was the Shillong Plateau within the Indian Plate. While some like Jugal Kalita, a scientist at the College of Engineering and Applied Science, Colorado, placed the intensity at 8.5 on the Richter scale and maintained that it was among the ten biggest earthquakes in recorded history, other sources placed it at 8.3. The most reliable record, from the scientific point of view, was that of the famous British geologist Richard D. Oldham, who wrote about four major Indian earthquakes that took place in 1819, 1869, 1881 and 1897.

         According to him, the earthquake took place at about 5.11 p.m. on 12 June 1897. The quake was thought to have happened thirty-two kilometres underground. It left an area of 390,000 square kilometres in ruins and was felt over an area of 650,000 square kilometres, from the western Burmese border to Delhi. Before the shock was felt, there was a rumbling noise underground, 126which lasted for about three minutes. This was followed by the actual earthquake, which lasted about two and a half minutes. The aftershocks were so severe and prolonged that everything built of stone was levelled to the ground. Some have compared the rumbling noise of the earthquake to ‘the approach of an express train’ and others to the ‘noise of a thousand ship-engines thumping away in the midst of a storm at sea’.

         The earthquake was accompanied by an undulation of the ground varying from eight to thirty feet in length and from one to three feet in height. Eyewitness accounts, including that of F. Smith of the Geological Survey of India, who was stationed in Shillong at the time, reported that all the stone buildings collapsed, and about half the houses with wooden frames and reed walls covered with plaster were ruined. However, houses with wooden frames and plank walls that rested on mawkhrums, or short foundation stones of about two feet, were untouched. Smith said the earthquake was so violent that the whole of the damage was done in the first ten or fifteen seconds. There were hundreds of aftershocks of varying intensity that lasted for days.

         But, considering the violence of the earthquake, the mortality rate was not high, about 1, 542 deaths, with most of them occurring in the Sohra region. In Shella, to the south of Sohra near the Bangladesh border, 600 people died, while all the houses were hurled into the river that ran below. But then, even the biggest earthquake in history, which occurred in 1960 in Valdivia, Chile, and measured 9.5 on the Richter scale, did not kill more than 6,000 people. The deadliest in that sense, although it measured only 8.0, was the one in Shaanxi, China, which devastated an 840-kilometre wide area, and caused the death of 830,000 people on 23 January 1556.

         But fatality is not always the criterion by which the awfulness of an earthquake is measured. The great earthquake of 1897 caused terrible suffering to the entire population of the Khasi Hills; not a single person was left untouched. The continuous aftershocks terrorised people for weeks, and the incessant monsoon rains made life even grimmer by denying those who had lost their homes the sanctuary of the outdoors.

         When it comes to an eyewitness account of the great earthquake and its effects, nothing is more vivid than the little monograph by the Welsh Presbyterian missionary, Reverend Robert Evans, entitled The Earthquake in Khasia and Its Effects. The book was published in India by North-Eastern Hill University as The Great Earthquake of 1897. Since I had it saved on my mobile phone, Donald and I read through some relevant sections as we waited for Chirag and Dale to fix the car.127

         Evans opens the monograph by talking about ‘God and Earthquake’ in the first chapter, followed by a history of ‘Previous Earthquakes’ in the second chapter. The detailed account of the great earthquake begins in the third chapter. The following is what Donald and I read together:

         
            When everything was going along in the usual, peaceful way, with no one thinking about anything out of the ordinary, on the 12th of June 1897, between four and five in the afternoon, the inhabitants of Khasia experienced one of the greatest earth tremors known in any country that had not been totally destroyed, along with its people. We know of parts of the world that were completely ruined by earthquakes, places where not a man, not a beast, not a house or a hill were left to show what the land looked like before the earthquake. We give thanks to God for the Khasia earthquake not being of that ilk, but, exceptionally, we can place it amongst the most powerful disturbances mentioned in historical records. A quarter of a minute made the greatest transformation possible to every building in the country.

            The very face of the land underwent huge changes. At the end of that short spell, every stone house had become a pile of rubble, while every wooden house was bent and twisted, taking on almost every shape imaginable, until they were totally unsuitable for habitation. Massive landslips took place in every direction. In some places, hundreds of thousands of tons of earth from the hill slopes were carried down—many hundreds of feet and with a deafening thud. Within a few seconds, lofty hillsides, previously made beautiful by grass and trees, were visibly denuded in every part, to the point where the biggest one looked like huge quarries, while those in the distance resembled ploughed land. Great forests were hurled to the valley floors and so were the earth and rocks from under them, until the land was made to appear raw and scarred, whereas, earlier, it looked smooth and verdant. All the roads and paths on the slopes were ripped away, so that getting from one place to another became impossible. For several days, the inhabitants of some villages knew nothing of the plight of those in other villages within a few miles of them because the connecting footpaths had been obliterated. Rice, the natives’ means of sustenance, had been blasted away by the earthquake and mixed with soil, leaving next to nothing in the way of food in the villages. And, because communications had been knocked out, food could not be taken in from other places for days, for weeks in some cases. Losing their houses, their refuge from the torrential rain, and their victuals at the same time made the situation far more lamentable. In these two regards, we believe it was worse for the missionaries and other Europeans in Khasia than it was for the indigenous people. Their stone houses had suffered far worse damage—total damage!—while nearly all their comestibles were buried by 128the disaster. Rain added to the wretched situation, and yet it was nice to have it. Seeing that, generally, the villages were built on hilltops, with the rivers deep in the valleys, going to fetch water was impossible as the paths had been swept away. Rice mixed with earth was gathered and washed in the rain, like washing gold. And although no one could separate it, to an appreciable extent, from the soil and the gravel, still, with things as they were, there was nothing else to do but eat it. Under all those circumstances, it was seen that mercy seems to rejoice in the face of judgement and that men, women and children can live in remarkably unfavourable conditions.

            Those were a few of the effects of the earthquake. The cause came like a thunderbolt, creating dread and unforeseen destruction. They had no warning, only in the sense that the earthquake, which was unusually forcible from the start, did not gain full force for six or seven seconds. This was how long they had to flee from their houses. Those who could get away in that short time were spared while the rest were buried in the ruinous mess. Everyone knew from the outset that their end was nigh and fled for their lives to whatever place they considered, in their terror, to be the safest. The houses were shaken until they fell and parts of them broke into pieces as their occupants all ran away. Walls were shifted right off their foundations, floorboards were lifted out of place and the iron bits of the roofs were torn like paper. Not only did walls fall apart but stones were thrown feet away by the sudden force of the earthquake. With every previous earthquake, people felt fairly safe after getting away. But, this time, the danger was everywhere. The face of the earth was like the surface of the sea in a storm, raised up in waves, so that no one could stay on their feet. It would have been bad enough if these waves had come in from one direction, but it was as if they were being pushed and stirred up from all sides. The earth was shaken in this way until gaps of various dimensions were created everywhere, as well as huge chasms many yards wide and many yards deep. Given that the house had collapsed and a column of smoke or dust, as was understood later, was rising into the atmosphere, we believe, at that moment, that the crater of a volcano had opened up beneath the area, so we tried to get further away from the danger. Looking up for a second at the land around us, we could see the earth being shaken for many miles, like a large cloth in a strong wind. The highest hills looked as if they were chasing each other, the one energetically striving to catch up with the other …

            The rain came down really hard and an entire population had no houses to go and shelter in. But they paid very little attention to the rain, which was forgotten because of a far more important matter. Not a second went by without everybody expecting the earth to cave in and bury them alive in its core. Although the earthquake was a very present thing, somehow the 129significance of the circumstances made the present seem like next to nothing because it brought into view Man’s relationship with the past and the future in a frighteningly clear way. In the face of the cataclysm, everyone thought the world was coming to an end and those who knew something about the Second Coming expected to see Him. An unforgettable minute! They all felt their lifetime being squeezed into that very instant. Everyone had to strike out as best they could for themselves, without anyone being in a position to offer help. That was the minute that gave a man some idea of his standpoint before getting to it and a fair degree of certainty as to whether he could stand by it or not. Did I say ‘minute’? No! All those things and many more had gone through his mind long before a quarter of a minute had passed. Who can describe the feelings of gratitude of those who were present, those who witnessed the upheaval slowing down, with their children and their own selves in the land of the living? Valuable life had been saved. They had been miraculously delivered from the jaws of death. They felt at the time that being without their houses, their furniture, their sustenance and their clothing was a minor loss when their lives and their relations had been rescued. ‘A man will give all for his life’. Everyone was more than happy to forego life’s comforts when life itself had been so wonderfully spared …

            God’s mercy was truly in evidence in the amazing way the inhabitants were spared. The number of people losing their lives to the earthquake totalled 1542, as far as government officials could tell. Of these, 916 were from the Khasia and Jaiñtia Hills, with 545 from Sylhet district. Almost 600 of the 916 were from Cherraponjee and surrounding villages, and of the 545 lost in Sylhet, the great majority were from Sunamganj region, where many were drowned when the banks collapsed into the surging river. A large number of houses had been built along these banks. They were seen no more …

         

         In the fourth chapter, Evans talks about the ‘natural’, as opposed to the ‘spiritual’, effects of the great earthquake:

         
            After the first big tremor, the one that went on for several minutes, came to an end, a short dream-world pause was experienced for about a minute, during which time we could look around and, up to a point, take in the damage that had been done. We could see we were without a home, without bed and board, without clothing, and that everyone throughout the land was in just about the same situation. We did not know which way to turn. At that point, we thought the worst was over, and we began to plan for the future. But that did not last long, because the earth began to shake and roar again in such a violent way that it would have struck every house down if they had not already been razed to the ground. The earth resembled a child having 130convulsions. For a minute or so, the assault went on in every direction with unstoppable force, then it calmed down again for about the same length of time. Every commotion caused the earth to rage like a wounded beast in dire agony—or, more as if all the beasts of the earth were groaning together. That was our plight when the evening shadows began to spread across the land. It is not easy to describe the feelings of those who spent that night amid the roaring and the tremors, the rain and the dark. With every disturbance, collapsing sounds were heard all around. The heavy rain made for a very dark night and we did not know what kind of damage was going on around us. We thought it was the earth that was caving in and that some villages were being swallowed up each time—and with the next second, we could be buried in it and lost to sight. A night never to be forgotten! Everyone awaited the morning far more eagerly than night watchmen do. Without a doubt, that was the most drawn-out, anxious and comfortless night we ever spent. And oh! how good it was to see the light of day! We felt it would be better for us to encounter disaster in the daytime than to be hurled head over heels into goodness knows where in the pitch-black night. Our concern was endless, for we got a great number of powerful tremors during the night and hundreds of similar ones during the first week.

            In the morning light, the scenes that met our eyes were really weird—destruction of every kind on all sides. The blue-green slopes had been converted into scarred bare rock. The face of the land had changed beyond belief, in as much as some hills had gone down considerably while others had risen. And these transformations kept on happening, although not to the same extent, for months after that. The government sent a surveyor to measure the height of the hills—to compare them with previous measurements and he found there was a big difference in many places. He said that, in one place, a hill had split from the top down and that one side had been lifted many feet above the other. In another place, in the direction of the Garo Hills, he came across one that had risen a few score feet higher than in the previous measurement, and a lake had formed close by, where there had not been one before. When he submitted his findings, the authorities would not believe him and he was sent back to do a second survey. This he did, with the same results. He showed us his observations. He firmly believed that a subterranean explosion of the same kind as a volcano was the cause of the earthquake. But another man, who had been sent to do a particular research into the nature and causes of the earthquake, was of the opinion that the collapse of huge underground caves was the cause.

            The emperor of Japan sent a skilful professor to research the nature and effects of the earthquake. We cannot remember asking him in particular for his idea in relation to its cause, but he told us the tremors were in 131Category A. In case there was any doubt about their being just as strong as some people had thought, he stated that its surface covered a far wider range than the one that had taken place in Japan. He was the man who told us it was a clear earth movement of ten inches, back and fore, and so it was totally impossible for any kind of stone wall to remain standing. Not only were the walls shattered, but the very stones were hurled several feet from the walls, as if they had been thrown by a man’s hand. The official who came here on behalf of the government of India said its effects proved it was one of the biggest earthquakes we have heard about. In his own words: ‘That it was one of the greatest earthquakes on record’.

            The Khasia Hills are covered with boulders of all sizes. We saw some nearly as big as the largest chapels we have in Wales and some others such as a strong man could pick up. Between these two extremes, there are thousands of different dimensions. But their size made no difference to the earthquake. Nearly all those on the slopes were shaken like corn in a sieve and hurled like sling-stones to the depths below. In many places, the hills had been stripped of them and the valleys filled up with them …

         

         The fifth chapter presents the author’s view of the earthquake’s spiritual effects, followed by an account of ‘Various People’s Experience’ of it in the sixth chapter. He concludes the monograph with some ‘Short Stories’ of miraculous escapes and horrible deaths, including ‘The Destruction of Shella’, to which I referred earlier:

         
            Shella was one of the biggest, hardest and most pagan villages in the land. Its religion was a mixture of the Khasi faith and Hinduism, a kind of impure melange of the one and the other. All the hillsides around Shella were orange groves, which, alongside the limestone quarries, constituted the main living of the native people. They had got a name for themselves for taking each other to court. Owing to there being no clear boundaries between the various orchards, some villains kept on taking advantage of the situation to try and get their hands on their neighbours’ land. Let it be said right away that there are good, honest people among them and that justice calls for them to defend their property. But having said that, I have to admit that the inhabitants are getting a reputation for being extremely proud and unprincipled. The village had been built on the slope of a high hill, with a big river flowing below. Near the village, the river flowed slowly except in times of heavy rain because its bed was not much higher than the plains in the direction of Chattuck and Sylhet [both in Bangladesh now]. But at the top end of the village, there was a considerable drop down to the water, which in some places adjacent to the village was very deep.132

            When the earthquake came, it was very difficult for the locals to escape, on account of the position of the village. Houses were hit, trees were uprooted, the earth caved in down to the depths and the whole lot was swept into the river below. A hideous calamity! Houses, trees, earth, stones, women and children—all jumbled together and lost to sight in the river’s watery grave. That was the place where the greatest number of Khasis lost their lives. Hundreds were interred in that dreadful demolition. The strange thing is that no one who was there was saved. Was it that God did not rule ‘mercy amid judgement’ but gave those who were left behind another chance for eternal life through His Son? Perhaps some will say this was not a judgement upon the village for its sins and that the same would have happened whatever state the native might have been in. That could be the case but God has brought ruin to particular towns before, so that it is safer even in this world not to be ‘too ungodly’. Where there was a successful, wealthy village, now there is only bare rock, and the locals who were spared have been scattered. There was such a ruinous mess in the place that no village can ever be built there again. It will stand through the ages as a memorial to that terrifying earthquake and as a warning of what can happen in other places at any moment in the future.

         

         In the course of his narration, Evans tried to put the great earthquake in perspective by recalling other such cataclysmic earth-shakers that had affected India since 1505, including the first recorded earthquakes in the Khasi Hills, which took place in the ‘Cherraponjee’ area on 4 July and 15 October 1851.

         What undercuts the quality of the narrative is the fact that everything is coloured by the author’s prejudices and his religious insularity. For instance, Evans speaks of the earthquake as God’s weapon to punish the Khasi ‘pagans’ for their sins and as God’s ‘purpose’ to ‘liberate the inhabitants of India from the enslavement of paganism and idol worship to the glorious freedom of God’s children, as, through the plagues in Egypt He brought about the complete freedom of Israel from the bondage of the earth stones’.

         Evans was especially harsh on Shella when he described it as ‘one of the biggest, hardest and most pagan villages in the land’. This is grossly unjust to both the people of Shella and Niam Khasi, the Khasi religion, which calls for the worship of the one true God, U Blei, the Dispenser, the Creator, who is the same for every creature on earth. But such observations are perhaps understandable when read alongside his confession in the ‘Foreword’ that the tale of the earthquake and its effects were told ‘from a missionary’s point of view, and how these related to the work of the Mission’ in the Khasi Hills. 133

         When we finished reading the monograph, Dale was still lying on his back under the car and tinkering with something near the right rear wheel. I turned back to Donald, telling him about the aftermath of the earthquake as recorded by some Khasi writers. The ugliest thing about it, I said, was the attitude of many Khasi workers and labourers. For instance, they would force a house owner to employ twenty-nine or thirty people to dismantle and rebuild a ruined house when the same could have been easily done by just a few men. And most of them did not even work: they just lazed around and demanded huge wages at the end of the day, while some others came only in the morning to write down their names and return in the evening to collect their money. And that was not all. Everybody claimed to be a misteri, a professional carpenter or mason or house builder. In the aftermath of the great earthquake, if a man was able to hold a chisel or operate a saw, he would straightaway claim to be a misteri and demand the wages of a head builder. And such was the desperation of the house owners that they had to submit meekly to the blackmail of these profiteers.

         According to one Khasi writer, it was shocking to witness the complete lack of charity and the shameless dishonesty of the Khasi people during that time of great tribulation. He said, ‘Though as a community we believe in the Commandments that demand us to live in “the knowledge of man, the knowledge of God”, to be guided by conscience and to “earn virtue” in life, yet at that time, we behaved as if we knew only how to cheat and take advantage of the tragedy of others.’ In the end, the house owners could only retaliate by calling them misteri khynñiuh jumai, ‘earth-quaking builders’. And the saying has stuck. To this day, any worker who pretends to be an expert at something he is not and who charges professional rates without being a professional is mocked as a ‘misteri khynñiuh jumai’.

         ‘But what about Shella, Bah Ap, is it still there?’ Donald asked.

         ‘Of course. It’s still a thriving village.’

         ‘So, Evans’s predictions did not come true then?’

         ‘How could they? He was not a prophet, was he?’

         Dale had crawled out from under the Gypsy by now. He had asked Chirag to pump the brakes while he lay on his back on the dusty road, trying to identify the problem. ‘One look and I knew it was the brake pipe,’ he said. ‘It was completely broken. So I put M-seal on the pipe and then tied it in place with a piece of plastic and cloth. It’s quite simple. Fortunately, Bah Chirag keeps many things in his vehicle, otherwise we would be goners.’134

         Chirag was pleased to be commended by Dale and said, ‘When you travel on a jungle road, no, Bahbah, you never know what will happen, so I keep a lot of things in the car.’

         Bah Kynsai, who had been dozing beneath a tree all this while, asked Dale, ‘If it was that simple, what took you so long?’

         ‘Well, it takes time to actually do the work, no, Bah?’ he replied, laughing. ‘It’s not as simple as it sounds. Doing it and talking about it are very different things. It was very difficult just to get at the pipe without proper tools.’ He turned to Chirag and said, ‘Bah Chirag, do you have a little more brake fluid? Pour it in the tank and pump the break again; I want to take another look.’

         Chirag did indeed have a little brake fluid stored for just such emergencies. He did as he was told, and Dale vanished beneath the car once more.

         After a while, Dale shouted, ‘It’s okay, Bah, it’s okay, only a little is leaking.’ Crawling out from under the Gypsy, he said again, ‘It will do. Once the M-seal hardens, ha, it will stop entirely. But what about the brakes, are they working?’

         Chirag tested the brakes while we held our breath. ‘Yes, working, Bahbah, thank you,’ he said.

         Magdalene said, ‘Thank God!’ for all of us.

         Chirag gave Dale a piece of clean cloth on which to wipe his hands, and some of us helped him brush the dust from his clothes. After that, we all piled into the Gypsy, and off Chirag zoomed again.

         But Dale was not done talking. He said, ‘You know, Bah, if that had failed, ha, I would have broken off the pipe entirely, then sealed it with something so it wouldn’t leak …’

         ‘What would be the point of that?’ I asked.

         ‘If I did that, we could have used the front-tyre brakes at least. In any case, I would have been able to get you to Nongshyrkon. You have to thank me for it.’

         ‘Of course,’ Magdalene answered for all of us. ‘Thank you, Dale, we are very, very grateful to you.’

         ‘But I heard you thanking God, Kong?’ Dale said, laughing.

         Some kilometres after the village of Nong Lyngdoh, the road became smoother. The Gypsy too became quieter in response. On the road from Nongstoin to Nongshyrkon, there were about six villages, all as small and nondescript as Nong Lyngdoh. The first one outside Nongstoin was Ribiang, followed by Mawlait, Nongtraw, Lad Maweit, Nong Lyngdoh and Rimynñiar. But not one of them had as unusual a name as Maweit: ‘shit stone’.135

         In Ri Bhoi district, in the north Khasi Hills, there is a village called Umeit or ‘shit stream’. Once upon a time, there used to be a yearly religious festival involving the sacrifice of goats, chickens and bulls, performed by some villages located near a stream. When the sacrifices were over, people used to go to the stream to wash the animals’ entrails, and because all the waste matter and excrement were emptied into it, the stream itself, and a village by its bank downstream, came to be known as Umeit, ‘shit stream’.

         When Magdalene asked Chirag why Maweit was called by that name, he said he did not know. Bah Kynsai, however, declared that he knew the story. He said, ‘Many, many years ago, na, there were only six to seven houses in the village known now as Maweit. At the time, the area around it was almost an impassable jungle. Even today, na, look around you, the jungle is still very thick, so you can imagine the situation then. It used to be the practice of Khasis to crap in the jungle, okay? You know that, na? But in those days, the people of Maweit were afraid to do the job too far away from home because of elephants and tigers and whatnot. So, they chose a spot near the village with a lot of huge boulders lying around, cut down all the trees, and began to do their job there.

         ‘One day, a stranger from another village visited the place. When he saw the spot with a large collection of boulders and interesting rock formations, na, he exclaimed, “Wow, what a beautiful spot! But why are you cutting down all the trees there? Are you trying to turn the place into a picnic spot?” The local guide explained that they did their morning job behind the boulders. “Ah, ki maweit!” the stranger exclaimed again. “What a beautiful place in which to do such a dirty job! And what do you call your village?” The guide said the village did not have a name. Since there were only six to seven houses, they had not even chosen a name.

         ‘But when the stranger left the village, na, when he got back home and narrated the story of his journey to his family, na, he referred to the village as Maweit, “shit stone”, and since then, everyone has called it that.’

         ‘Is that true, Ap?’ Magdalene asked me.

         ‘It’s as good a story as any,’ I replied.

         ‘Bah Kynsai, you bloody joker!’ Magdalene and Donald exploded.

         Bah Kynsai burst out laughing, and all of us joined him. Even Bah Su, who had been silent most of the time, grinned from ear to ear.

         After Nong Lyngdoh, we reached Rimynñiar, a quaint little village of tin-and-thatch roofs by the banks of Wah Lyngdoh, the River Lyngdoh, whose green pools and meandering flow made the place so picturesque that we all 136tried to click photographs of it from the lurching car. Then, a little past the village, we came to a simple gate: a bamboo pole laid across the road.

         ‘What is this for?’ Bah Kynsai asked.

         ‘From now on, we’ll be in Ri Lyngngam, Babu,’ Chirag replied. ‘There’s no PWD road here, no, Babu, this is a private road constructed by us, my family and I, all commercial vehicles plying through here for timber, coal and agricultural produce have to pay a toll, hence the gate.’

         Just down the road, we came upon the stunning sight of the River Rwiang, one of the biggest in Lyngngam. At this point, it was a wide expanse of clean white sand, dark boulders and sparkling blue water, more than 310 feet across. Beyond the sand and boulders, on both banks, was the thick jungle with its many shades of green. Where the road vanished into the water, the river was carpeted with small round stones, making it easier for vehicles to cross. It was only about two and a half feet deep in places, but upstream were enormous pools of calm water, crystal clear and blue, with little fish called shalynnai milling about. We were told that the pools, as indeed the length and breadth of the river itself, were favourite angling spots, though we could not see anything bigger than the shalynnai near the surface. The big ones were supposed to be down in the depths. Downstream, there was the white of rapids striking boulders, which seemed to fill the river like pomegranate seeds.

         Beside the watery road, laid across the river, was a low-hung bridge, long and narrow, made of bamboo poles. Several poles were driven into the river bed to form foundational frames resembling high-backed chairs. Eight poles, tied together lengthwise, were laid on the frames, and several poles were joined to these so they could span the breadth of the river. Bamboo handrails were tied to the protruding posts of the frames for an easy crossing. The entire structure looked like one gigantic chair. The bridge was no work of art—merely a shaky affair that seemed to have been hurriedly put up. The bamboo poles were bound together with cane strips, and in places where the strips had come off, smooth, round river stones kept the poles in position. Nevertheless, it had a kind of antique beauty that appealed to all of us. Later, I learnt why there was no attempt at fine workmanship. The bridge would be carried away by the summer floods when the volume of water increased manifold, and the river itself would become impassable for many wet months. The Lyngngams believe this is the handiwork of Sangkhni, the river god. But that tale is for later.

         We asked Chirag to stop the jeep and raced towards the bridge. The loveliness and loneliness of the place made us feel as if we were on another 137planet, uninhabited and unspoilt. And this was an illusion that persisted despite the road and the bridge. As we posed for photographs, Chirag drove the jeep across and waited for us to finish enjoying the scene. He would have to wait for a long time, I thought. How often do city dwellers find a place like this?

         When Chirag had crossed the river and parked the jeep somewhere out of sight, he came back to the riverbank, waving to us and calling out, ‘They are all here, they are all here! Come, come, they are all here!’

         When we got there, we saw the white Gypsy, with the flaps of its soft grey cover lifted onto the roof, parked beside our blue one. Our friends, we noticed, were in various stages of undress. Both groups shouted in joy, and when we got nearer, we asked them what was happening and why they were undressing. Hamkom told us that Halolihim wanted to have a holy dip in the river, so everyone had decided to have a swim and freshen up.

         Bah Kynsai went straight to Raji and shouted, ‘Hey, mə, liah! Do you know the funeral will start only seven days from now?’

         ‘We didn’t know till we came to the check gate, Bah Kynsai. We spoke to a fellow we met there, and he told us about it. Our driver confirmed the news to us only after that fellow had told us.’

         ‘So what the hell was your friend doing misleading us like that?’

         ‘What to say, Bah Kynsai, I think he also did not know or what?’

         Bah Su, Hamkom and I tried to appease Bah Kynsai. Bah Su summed it up by saying, ‘It’s okay, it’s okay, we have settled all that already, Bah Kynsai. We can do nothing now except make the most of the trip.’

         Bah Kit came over to where we stood and added, ‘It’s a huge mix-up, no? But it should be all right, I think. At least we will not be out of food and shelter.’

         ‘Food and shelter are fine,’ Bah Kynsai responded, ‘but what about this?’ He pointed with his thumb towards his mouth. ‘I have brought only enough for five, six days, na? What about you people?’

         Bah Su said he was in the same spot, but added, ‘I think we can make do with the local stuff.’

         ‘That’s what I was thinking too,’ Raji said. ‘There will be plenty of the local stuff, Bah Kynsai, it’s part and parcel of the funeral rites, no? And I’ve heard it’s quite tasty, okay, sweet and tasty.’

         ‘Well, all right, then,’ Bah Kynsai agreed reluctantly. ‘I will miss my stuff, but at least I won’t die of thirst.’

         Hamkom laughed out loud. ‘At least Ap and I have no problem on that score.’138

         ‘But what about kwai? I have only this small packet here, na?’ Bah Kynsai said again.

         Raji replied by asking him, ‘You are not going to the mainland, no? There’s plenty of kwai here. Everybody eats kwai—look at Chirag’s mouth and his brother-in-law’s. Their teeth are thick with its stain.’

         ‘I don’t mean that, man! I mean, will it be readily available in the jungle?’

         ‘Ooh, I think there will be plenty of kwai, Bah Kynsai, like the local brew, okay, it’s also part of the funeral rites.’

         ‘That’s okay, then. Without kwai and without khor, na, it’s impossible to live.’

         ‘Khor’ is Khasi slang for alcohol. It means something strong and with a great deal of sting.

         What Bah Kynsai said was, unfortunately, only too true of Khasi men, many of whom do not live beyond forty-five because of too much khor. When a man between thirty and forty-five dies, the question most commonly asked is, ‘What happened? Stabbed by broken glass or what?’

         At that moment, Halolihim, who was dressed in shorts, broke into my thoughts by shouting, ‘Come one, come all, let’s take a holy dip in this blessed river of God: it’s as pure as the River Jordan!’

         ‘Excuse me!’ Magdalene shouted back. ‘Have you seen the Jordan? I have, and it’s quite dirty compared to this!’ To us, she added, ‘Ignorant bastard. Who’s he, Ham?’

         Halolihim was already going towards the river and did not respond. Hamkom explained that the man was his wife’s relative: ‘He works in a government office as a clerk, but mostly travels around with his church people to spread the gospel, as he says. He’s not a pastor or anything like that; he’s just very enthusiastic about his religion. His church is still very new, ha, that’s why.’

         ‘Ah, so that’s why he’s coming along,’ Bah Kynsai said, ‘to convert the benighted pagans.’

         ‘Who’s a benighted pagan?’ Bah Kit asked testily.

         ‘Nobody,’ Bah Kynsai said quickly. He had been told umpteen times that Khasi-Khasis could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be called pagans. ‘But to Halolihim, na, anyone who is not a Christian is a pagan. He is like the Welsh missionaries.’

         To divert their attention, Hamkom urged us to come to the water to freshen up. ‘Come in shorts, ha,’ he said. ‘No underpants!’ To the others, he shouted out, ‘Hey, come, come, let’s have a swim, but wear only shorts, hey Don, only shorts, okay, we have a lady with us.’139

         We had all brought shorts because we knew it would be warm in the jungle, though just how warm, we hadn’t realised until now. The temperature, despite the winter, was about twenty-two degrees Celsius. After the cold of Shillong, the warmth was delightful.

         Everyone changed and went towards the river. Even Magdalene could not be kept out of it. After changing into shorts behind some trees, she came splashing in. Only Chirag and his brother-in-law did not join us. They only washed their hands and faces by the riverbank and watched us wallow in the water like excited children. Those of us who could swim—Raji, Bah Kit, Hamkom, Halolihim, Donald, Dale and Magdalene—went towards deeper water and the pools. Bah Kynsai, Bah Su and I splashed about in the shallows, lying on our backs or our bellies, and sometimes dipping our heads in the limpid water.

         When we were done, we ate some of the sliced bread and soft drinks we had brought with us, and off we went again, with Chirag’s Gypsy leading the way this time.

         Soon after crossing the River Rwiang, we came to Phot Jalei junction, a small jungle village somewhere west of the road, and then to Porla. This was a typical Lyngngam village marked by jhum fire. Several bunches of broomsticks hung upside down from a wooden contraption, obviously a drying process.

         Everything changed as we arrived in the Lyngngam areas. The boulders were gone from the road, to be replaced by a thick carpet of dust. But this did not make the driving easier, because the craters and the mounds of dried mud were still very much there to torment and bounce us about, though a little less violently. The noise lessened quite a bit, without the stones. The vegetation had also changed, and instead of the thick tropical rain forest, the soaring trees were now mixed with vast expanses of bamboo groves and broomstick plantations. If anything, the jungle seemed to have advanced even closer to the road. In places, it appeared to have swallowed it whole.

         There was also infinitely more dust on the road. It seeped into everything. It was difficult to breathe; we had to cover our mouths with our handkerchiefs. We rolled up the windows and asked Chirag to do likewise. But Chirag said, ‘No need, Babu, you will not be able to sit in this heat without open windows, and look carefully, when you close the windows, no, Babu, the dust flying in from the floor will not be able to escape, closing the windows will only make it worse.’140

         We had not thought of that. In our carefully carpeted vehicles, dust never seeped in from the floor. We looked down and, for the first time, noticed that the floor was completely bare, without any kind of covering. And sure enough, dust was floating up in clouds.

         ‘Son of a bitch!’ Magdalene cried and hurriedly opened the window at her side.

         ‘Now you know why the cowboys used to wear bandanas,’ Bah Kynsai observed.

         Many Khasis, especially those of our generation, were fond of reading western novels and watching westerns. Every one of us, therefore, understood what Bah Kynsai was getting at. Actually, the very first novel I ever read, outside my textbooks, was a novel by Louis L’Amour, who became my all-time favourite writer of westerns.

         It was now almost unbearably hot. When Shillong was recording a minimum winter temperature of about one degree Celsius, here, in deeper Lyngngam, the midday temperature was in the range of twenty-five to twenty-six degrees Celsius. Wisely, we had taken Chirag’s advice and left most of our heavy clothing in Nongstoin.

         It was about 5 p.m. when we entered the outskirts of Nongshyrkon. We had passed the odd hut or two when Chirag stopped the car with a jerk. We were all flung forward, clinging to whatever we could to keep from flying out of our seats. Ahead of us was a large flock of what Khasis call syiar khlaw, jungle chickens, crossing the road, single file. They were brown with black spots all over.

         ‘Yiar Khar!’ Chirag announced, naming them.

         We all shouted, ‘Photos, photos!’ but before we could gather ourselves from the jolting we had received, the birds had already vanished into the bushes. Disappointingly, despite driving through dense jungle, these were the only wild creatures we saw on the way. Chirag said it was because we were travelling during the day. That we had seen the jungle fowl at all was because darkness was already rising in waves all around us. And in that gathering gloom, we approached the village of Nongshyrkon.
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My name is Ap Jutang. a rare and
beautiful name (even if I say so my-
self ], perhaps the rarest and most
beautiful of all Khasi names. meaning
"keeper of the covenant. And what
is more, unlike many Khasi names.
it is not a big tongue-twister. Even
non-Khasis manage to pronounce
it properly. I know this for sure. be-
cause many of my non-Khasi friends
say it exactly as it should be—/ap
ju:tan/, that is how it should be said.
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