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Preface


I was born in British India on the penultimate day of December 1939, just four months after the advent of the Great World War Two. Although I was an infant during that period, I observed and realised the horrendous impact of the war. I noticed some of my aunts shrieking and wailing in the Grandma’s village on the sad news how their sons drowned on the high seas or shattered to pieces in the unknown trenches in foreign lands. I also observed the happiest mothers celebrating when their sons returned home safely after being released from the Japanese concentration camps and stared at the distribution of sumptuous freshly cooked spicy and aromatic food and sweets. Later I met my own first cousin in his early twenties, having just been released from his active British Indian army service from Singapore, almost empty handed. All those young men fought for the protection of the British Empire without getting any significant compensation, like any other young men from India as well as other countries under the British Empire; the same situation applied to the other colonial empires. The reason could be that Great Britain abdicated control of India at the end of the Great War after having suffered colossal financial losses. However I have the conviction that there would be no more World Wars because there would be no more empires run by any powers or super powers or no more low paid coolies or mercenaries would be on hands to fight for their masters. The main reason for granting independence to various countries all over Asia and Africa was not their contemporary leaders, but the gravity of weakness of the European colonial powers. It was just like a domino effect that the empires crumbled one after the other.


I was not born in a village, but in a most modern town called Montgomery, in West Punjab. When I reached the age of two, unfortunately my mother died in Montgomery during maternity and my father being in his early thirties married again. Subsequently due to some pragmatic reasons or due to some love and hate, I was despatched to the far distant and remote village where my maternal grandma lived. My three elder brothers and sister still stayed with my father and the step mother and the paternal grandmother (a widow herself). As a result my way of living changed dramatically and tilted towards the worse and primitive standard. My maternal grandma’s village was located in the East Punjab, and at the time of Independence and subsequent partition of the Punjab, was unfairly given to India by the British imperialist and colonial masters. But luckily during the summer holidays at school in 1947, my eldest brother was on a visit to my grandmother and just few days before the partition, fetched me back to my father’s place safe and sound, but what happened soon after my departure from the village is impossible to describe and who could escape if there was collaboration between the politicians, religious leaders and the army, especially in the East Punjab. Most of my descriptions and narrations of the grotesque scenes at the time of the partition are of my personal observation as a young child or of my closest relatives and friends. They are free from any politics or malicious propaganda or being biased in any sense. To me Hindus Sikhs Muslims Christians atheists or pagans living in that area, have the same blood and the same culture and I cannot see any reason to hate any one on the basis of some one’s belief or ethnic origin. This is the age of freedom and enlightenment. If the European can live as one nation, after fighting with each other for hundreds of years and fighting World Wars with each other, why do the Indians having the same blood and flesh, not live in peace and harmony?. This is one of my main themes.


The other biting issue for me is the terrific size of the armies, sustained both in India and Pakistan; over two million soldiers, plus more fighting personnel in the most advanced Air forces and navies. They hardly fight with each other, but billions of the Dollars are consumed every month drawn from the tax payers to maintain and update them, perhaps on loans under compound interests. I can recollect vividly only one full scale major war fought between them in 1965, which lasted for only seventeen days and then both collapsed on the knees. There is no doubt in my mind that the soldiers stand eye to eye against each other like the ‘Idol Warriors’, but how much money is being burnt for some aimless target. I think they need to reduce their armies at least by half and resolve any disputes amicably and then become prosperous at the grass root level. Any atom bombs, missiles, going to the moon or mars are not fruitful to the common man, these might be good for some chosen people, but not for the indigenous residents of the subcontinent. It can still become a golden sparrow by reducing the defence budgets. The only legitimate daily targets for these armies are their own poor civilians, not the enemy. These two countries hate each other so much that they even have the highest battle field in the world on a glacier located at an average height of 20,000 feet or higher, the soldiers simply lose limbs by frost bite or perish in the crevasses. These invaluable funds must be used to build up the infra-structure like controlling the explosion of population, building up dams to store precious water and to control the floods and to generate environment friendly and pollution free hydroelectricity, provide the best and cheapest education to all desiring people, provide them with welfare systems and means of earning their livelihood. These measures can provide peace and security in the subcontinent on a far firmer and harmonious footing than the armed forces are providing to their nations at the moment.


However the main objective for me is to highlight vividly the environment and unique way of life and cultural traditions which prevailed from the cradle of the lap of my mother to the end of my full time education, it will take me to the age of twenty four. At the beginning I have given a brief introduction on the movements of various races into India and subsequent development of various civilisations and what sort of impact was made by the invaders like the Aryans, Arabs, Turks, Persians, Afghans and last but not the least the British as well as after the independence. So I begin with my place of birth called Montgomery. I describe in full detail this magnificent and well-built settlement on a European scale and under British planning. It is an example of the glittering ingenuity and excellent gift left behind by the British. I think that the British used their omnipotent and colonial royal power to build up these new settlements, irrigation systems, build barrages on the rivers, build railways and roads on a massive and industrial scale and nobody could challenge them anyway. But now the local selfish politicians and petty feudal lords refuse to build any dams, railways or canals on the pretext that it will have adverse effects on their areas of political power. Rather since independence quite a few rail tracks have been uprooted and railway stations dismantled in Pakistan. Since then only two significant dams have been built over forty years ago, but there is a great non-cooperation and squabbling to build new dams and hydroelectric projects between the provinces and millions of cusecs of water is wasted by letting it flow to the sea. I think if the British were still there they would have developed the country without being challenged by anybody and made the country self-sufficient in hydroelectricity, railways and irrigation canals which would have been sufficient for the need of the ever exploding population. The indigenous people always moan and groan about the shortage of water and electricity, but no action is taken by the lame duck rulers to build up new dams and hydro-electric projects; these leaders pay more attention building up their own palaces in the country and abroad by siphoning off the funds from the national exchequer.


While I stand over the bridgehead of the mighty canal, enjoying the roars and sizzle of the waterfalls and whirlpools, my thoughts glide towards my grandparents and parents, who would have stood on the same sacred site and spot for the first ever wonderful glimpse of the canal or would have crossed the bridge on a tonga (horse coach) to catch the train from the station opposite. As the mist and breeze of plunging water flies in the air, it refracts and glistens into a beautiful and sparkling rainbow, which actually illustrates and depicts the glory and glitter of this magnetic and colourful country and its people. The great archaeological site of Harappa is not far away from Montgomery, the artefacts of which lie in all over the major museums of the world, being the cradle of the Indus Valley Civilisation about which so many books have been written by the Western scholars and documentaries prepared, along with its twin city of Mohenjudaru. As I hold my grandmother’s jewellery next to my heart, I can see lot of dust rising to the sky. I can hear the sound and noise of the hooves of the donkeys and horses trotting and soldiers scurrying towards Iran, as well as load-full of gold and diamonds carried on the thousands of camels and bull-carts. In the midst of the storm, I can see the Indian virgins solemnly carrying The Peacock Throne over their shoulders, loaded safely in the Dolees, plundered by the Muslim marauding nomadic Iranian general Nadir Shah, from the Mughal Red Fort of the Muslim capital of Delhi. Montgomery is located on the old camel or silk routes leading from Delhi to Iran. My heart flutters like a buzzard and I splatter and flap like a shot down golden gosling.


My own life as a whole for this particular epic and historical period was exceptionally unparalleled in itself as a kid or a growing youth and luckily I recollect various tones and tempos of the unique momentous incidents, traditions, landscapes, seasons and wild life which the reader will, I hope, find captivating and enlightening. I had travelled myself through the passage of freedom as a kid of seven and also witnessed the caravans of refugees departing and arriving and had listened to their unfortunate stories and watched their sad faces trickling with tears and with rising sighs. These are all drawn from my personal observations, but there is no doubt that every individual in the same boat would react in a different way according to one’s personal circumstances. It’s worth noting that this variety of cultures is not only because of the caste systems, but also because over one thousands different languages are spoken all over the subcontinent, they wear different dresses, eat different food and of course they have different beliefs and even in the same belief, there are countless subdivisions and factions; and apparently they are all right. The subcontinent and its people are very colourful and possess countless cultures and life styles and the good news is that every single person thinks that he or she is superior to the others and as well he or she is right and everyone else is wrong. I have highlighted the ancient customs and tradition of the caste system, being someone automatically superior or inferior, the abuse of women and children, particularly if some children run away as a result of mistreatment of their parents or poverty. They can be easily trapped with the mafia or criminal gangs and there are hundreds and thousands of such victims. They can be deformed, maimed or sexually abused or turn into slaves for rest of their lives. They can easily be used as begging tools till they die, can be drugged for committing crimes or for lust. Such abused children roam in the shape of ‘Mafia Gangs’ and well-coordinated by their own hierarchy and with the cooperation of the police. It is shocking that no religious leader or mullah object to such grim abuses and no government department question any one committing these grim crimes with the innocent and wretched young kids and none of the criminals are ever charged or imprisoned. Abduction of the young children is quite rampant for such grotesque crimes. The parents of the victims cannot do anything as the government institutions or courts appear insensitive or unconcerned. However it is even more shocking that some parents donate their own children at the time of their infancy to various shrines and gangs, in return for some blessings, forgiveness or the meanest amount of remuneration. More shocking are some of the feudal lords in Pakistan who marry their daughters with the Quraan to save their inheritance or wealth for their future male off springs, although it is not a part of any religious belief. There are no significant welfare and rehabilitation institutions which can help such abused kids and women. It is more startling that in case of adultery, only female are killed or punished, but not the male involved in the incident. This is called honour killings and is definitely not a part of the religion because in such cases, both persons must be dealt with equal justice and severity, male or female.


The other issue I have highlighted is the arranged marriage system and treatment of woman as subordinate can be very compelling and a burning issue; and is questioned quite openly in this fast developing, modern and free world. I think this is based on the old pagan culture and is quite disturbing and full of problems. Although with the enlightenment and influence of the developed countries, the situation is improving, but still persisting. I have quoted some examples from my own experience as a kid or growing up to an adult. My misery as an orphan could have been reduced to a greater extent if I had received inheritance of agricultural land and the house entitled to my late mother or if we had property in lieu of my father’s urban assets left behind in the East Punjab. This is even more vital in the absence of the welfare system in the developing world because the religious leaders, imams and relatives pay only superficial lip service, but rather exploit them as subservient or unpaid slaves if someone is in that dire situation. In most cases the property and wealth of the parentless infants or kids is simply swallowed in a very mysterious way.


It is a well-known fact or perhaps an open secret that during the grim communal violence in the East Punjab, hundreds and thousands of young girls and women were abducted by the hordes of Sikhs and Hindus militants and although most of them stayed back with their oppressors out of embarrassment, but hundreds had returned to Pakistan, but even they were treated as underdogs and employed as maids or concubines by the wealthy people and the young orphans did not know who their parents were and what happened to their properties. Those unfortunate victims simply melted away in the furnace. I recollect one beautiful young pregnant woman retrieved from India after partition and visiting my sister’s house in Lahore with her mother and aunt, but tears continuously trickled down her silky and apricot cheeks while her eyes gazed mournfully at her toes out of shame. Almost at the same time, I saw the long queues of the orphans being escorted by some young men in their twenties, while I lodged in the Gurdawara in Depalpur. The kids were forced to walk in straight line completely dumb like cattle. It is quite possible that they belonged to some very honourable families, but now wiped out and deprived from their parents in the communal atrocities and they had no one to turn to or express their feelings. But now they were forced to sing and beg wandering aimlessly from place to place. How awful and painful sight it was at that pitiless moment and still is! Why did the British genius fail miserably in their obligations to protect their own loyal subjects or were they somehow forced not to?


First of all I thank my stars for my safe escape from the grandmother’s village, especially my eldest teen age brother Yaqub who brought me to the safe place, he definitely saved me from becoming a fossil. After having arrived back to my father’s house and staying with my brothers and sister and paternal grandmother, I felt much better placed and looked after. There is no doubt that being a youngest person in the family, I was almost being treated as a lesser. But still that built up my confidence and I developed myself as a better person. I missed one year from school as a result of the upheavals of the partition, but started in my class one again with a greater vigour and stature and topped the class up to the end of my school studies. However I was hardly nine years old, when my father died at the age of forty four and soon my paternal grandmother followed him. Although my father was a senior civil servant, his bereaved family did not get any pension, perhaps soon after partition there was no money in the exchequer, most of the funds were still held by India and release of them was still being negotiated. It was also possible that we were not entitled to any state pension because my father died prematurely before the pensionable age. Within two years from the death of my father, all our funds ran out and we were evicted from our house because we were unable to pay the rent and started living in the abandoned Gurdawara, the Sikhs holy temple. This was the place where I met with the King Cobra and I have devoted one chapter in his memory. However before this I parted with the ever breathtaking daughter of the potter in our neighbourhood and I dedicate one chapter in her sweet memory. By this time whole of our joint family disintegrated as well, my teenaged brothers discard their studies and commenced doing some sort of low grade jobs to earn money and even each one got married, including my lonely elder sister. For the next seven years I stayed with my middle elder brother Sarwer and his wife Mumtaz, until I passed my two years pre graduation course in the college. After that at the age of nineteen I left the college and performed a clerical job in a government department to earn some money for my higher studies and rejoined the college at Montgomery to do my graduation, but this time I dwelled with my eldest brother Yaqub and last but not the least, I continued on my post-graduation studies in Lahore and lodged there with my sister and some noble family. After all those upheavals and turmoil, by the age of twenty four I was lucky to achieve a comfortable and a respectable job as a lecturer in the government college and this was the moment for the end of my restless and uncertain times. So many incessant calamities fell on me and for such a long time and with such ferocity that everything else looked nice and easy then. After teaching for four years in the college, I resigned my job and then migrated to the United Kingdom on 2 May 1968. Since then my life has flourished for the better each day, but the story does not fall in the scope of this book and hopefully will continue.


During those early years of my life, I had gone through some most noteworthy and epic historical moments on this uncertain planet, like the World War Two, the independence of India and its partition and consequent communal violence; and personally the premature death of my parents, my upbringing by different people and in different environments and circumstances, the death of my maternal grandmother in the refugee camps; they all bite hard and are painful to remember. However in the midst of those turbulent moments are many more sweet memories as well, that is captivating and ever fascinating and hurt even more than the former. It was a growing up age, there were excitements and delights at each new and pleasant moment, like gazing at the flash floods or movement of the monsoon clouds and later thunder and lightning with the heavy downpour of rain over the Himalayas, like meeting the fawn in the green fields of sweet corns, like gazing at the leveret nibbling in the fields or observing the peacock prowling in the meadows, like myself wandering alone in the dry river bed or the fields or in the dust storm, those are a few moments I have quoted, which also bite for their bliss, freedom and happiness. In that growing up age every moment was full of thrill and excitement like travelling in the steam engine train or wandering in the Anakali Bazar and staring at the beauties carefree or in tuition, when I was full of blood and at freewill. Jumping in the canals and rivers in the company of the friends for swimming was a unique thrill and exhilaration by itself. Only few people experience the hurricane Monsoon clouds and their savage melodrama over the highest mountains of the world. Those extraordinary and exceptional moments are there with me all the time and I yearn for them fruitlessly. I perceive that life is definitely full of charm and excitement and worth yearning. Most of those moments were so sensuous and ever refreshing like green lemons that they surpass the evil moments of that era and I keep on dreaming, but unfortunately everything is changed now including myself and there is nothing remaining apart from the nostalgia and captivating feelings and emotions. If per chance I am born again, that time and space will never be the same, so I have to live with the yearnings, echoes and the inspiration of those magical moments.




Chapter I


Grandma’s Jewellery


It was a pleasant November morning, 1885 in Victorian India. The remote village was located on the edge of the great soaring wall of The Himalayas mountain range. The hazy, brownish dark barrier pierced through the sky only a few miles away covered with an ever white turban over its head. Even the skies stooped down to kiss its forehead. The village was split by a dry-river bed. The sand was soft. The banks of the river were overgrown with reeds and wild bush; shelter for deer, rabbits and lizards. The cool and fresh air blew in the mornings from the icy mountains. The soil was fertile and alluvial. Over here the pea-cocks prowled in the green fields and fawns jumped and rabbits hopped around in the meadows. At that moment, the lush green fields were exploding with yellow a carpet of Linseed flowers. The pomegranate buds were blossoming into light pink and violet blooms. The dew drops washed the face of the sprouting crops and glistened like glittering diamonds. The atmosphere was full of colours, fragrance and glitter. Although it was a Muslim dominated village, some Sikhs and Hindus families also mingled happily together. The terrain was decorated with meadows of tall grass, and many orchards and groves of mangoes and oranges. There was abundance of thorny acacia trees as well as green stumps of wild pulpy cactus plants and clumps of tall cane bush.


That day it was a special occasion and everyone in the village was in a vibrant mood; preparing to receive the bridegroom and the party. The wedding party had stayed overnight in a neighbouring village, as they had come from afar. Great effort was put in by the hosts for that historical moment. The relatives and friends had arrived from far and wide to attend the wedding. Grandma’s parents and family had made special arrangements for the lodging of the guests as well as for their meals and welfare. Everyone in the family especially the children and women flashed special and colourful new clothes. There were regular late night gatherings for singing and dancing by the girls and their mums. The atmosphere was full of romantic emotions and excitement. The cool and silvery light of the glowing full moon enhanced the charm and tranquillity of the special event. The white floating clouds tried to shroud the face of the moon, but still it was lured into peeping down on the earth.


The men were not far behind they were enjoying the festivities too, rather in a better manner. They had not only invited the local singers but also the town singers as well as the female dancers for the entertainment of the guests. There was an open invitation for the whole village at family level and they shared the same sentiments as well as responsibility to look after the guests. The artists seemed highly professional and charged hefty rewards, especially the female singers and dancers. Any interested people were welcomed from the neighbouring villages as well without any prejudice against their creed or background. They all celebrated the festivities together and with same excitement and spirits, Fresh exotic food was cooked by professional chefs at each meal time in huge cauldrons, under glowing fire of the logs in the open fields and served by the local people in a simple and co-ordinated manner, as if their own daughter was getting married. The air was mellow from the food being cooked and filled with the aroma of spices and herbs. It made the mouth water and one felt desperately hungry.


It was the fact of life that most of the co-inhabitants in those villages belonged to the same tribes, whether they were Hindus, Sikhs or Muslims. Changing the belief did not change one’s genealogy; rather it is part of evolution and human development. It is based on human freedom, individual choice and democracy. They eat the same food, speak the same language and wear similar clothes. They had the same caste system and the same culture. Changing the ritual of belief should not create any enmity, one must be allowed to practice as one pleases so that people could live in harmony and peace. It is the politicians and high priests, who create hatred and exploit the masses for their own personal glory, power and wealth, common people do not perceive this and when they do, it is too late! There is a very popular Punjabi song: ‘Innaan muzbi thakadaran ne aye lut lai dunya sari aye’; highlighting the same theme, ‘These religious contractors have plundered the whole world’. Having a particular belief does not automatically guarantee any one to be a superior or inferior, but it is the individual actions what matter. The same principle applies to the pagans, atheists or non-believers.


That was an historical moment for the glorious British Empire as well. It was the era when Bob Bahadur (English Warrior) would come galloping on his horse along with the dusty road, under the shade of lofty trees, while the subjects waited by the route for a glimpse. At the other end, in the villa miles away, the Mem-Sahib supervised daily chores performed in earnest by a pack of workers; To name only a few, Behras (Food servants), Dhobiwala (Clothes Washer), Pankhawala (Man who pulls the fan), Chokidar (Watchman or Gatekeeper), Chahwala (Man who serves tea), Aya (Lady who looks after children), last not the least Mali(Gardener), plus drivers, cleaners, barbers and horse-stable coolies.


I quote from the memoir of Margret ‘Recalling the Raj’; who is one of our senior most colleagues in the Creative writing class, “My mother’s role as a white Memsahib married to the army officer, was clearly defined. She was expected to run a household of Indian servants, the size of which increased with each of my father’s promotions, attend regimental balls and dinners, and idly speculates about the comings and goings of the other Memsahibs (White-Women). She was not encouraged to fraternise with the local population. In fact there was total segregation of the races, in the dying days of the British Raj, with separate trains, buses, and restaurants. Despised by both parties were the unfortunate of mixed parentage, who often made desperate attempts to conceal their origin.” She was two years old when set sail for India, Edward VIII had yet to abdicate and Second World War was three years away. Her father was an officer in the British Army. She herself later retired as a teacher in England. Margaret has shown me a memorable picture of her, sitting in the lap of her Aya, while her elder brother stood next to her holding hand. There is a clear picture of their lodge in the background.


At the time of Partition the younger daughter of Lord Mountbatten, Pamela, had accompanied her parents to India and stayed there for eighteen months. She would normally join the viceroy’s entourage to attend all important functions and meetings; and thus luckily had managed to maintain a meticulous daily diary herself. At that time she was only eighteen years old and was so thrilled that she immediately packed up her studies and became a part of the great epic historical moment. In her unique and unusually enlightened book ‘India Remembered’ which is derived from the entries of her ‘Daily Diary’ and she describes without any false pretence or prejudice:


‘The Viceroy’s House compound had 555 servants, so with their families, there will be several thousand and a separate school. There are swarms of servants and endless cocktail parties and people to meals and there seems to be five thousand attached to the Viceroy’ house, it was completed only 20 years before the partition in the heart of a magnificent Mughal garden’. She further reminisces, ‘I do not know what to say to these servants and how to say and why?’ Back home in England, she was not used to any!


This was the era when the army captain’s entourage would accompany more than two hundred coolies and backed by a caravan of camels, bull-carts, horse-wagons, carrying provisions, boxes of whisky and wines and in addition some concubines waiting at the next campsite. That was the time, when the Sahib would shoot out dozens of tigers and send their skins back home to Great Britain as souvenir.


However at the time of her wedding, Grandmother was only a fourteen years old, but well trained and mature for her age and looking forward to settle down in her new home hundreds of miles away. She was expected to stay in a joint family and pay less frequent visits to her parents. She sprang up like a delicate blossom of pomegranate and clad in a traditional-bridal dress of red silk, with lot of fancy gold embroidery on it. It was also a local tradition for the Indian bride to wear Hina on her hands and feet, filled with exotic perfumes. Her parents had made special sets of jewellery for her on order. The ear-rings which I am lucky to hold at the moment are part of them. They are made of pure gold and created by a very skilful family goldsmith. Its stem is clustered with small rectangular petals of gold swaying down the edge. It shows up a combination of three inverted canopies, fixed on top of each other, each one bigger than the other as it goes down. Additionally their value and beauty is enhanced by jutting and encrusting colourful rubies and sapphires around the stem and the petals. It is indeed a very skilful and beautiful design.


Although she was very beautiful herself and did not need any ornaments to enhance her charm, but those were the traditional gifts from her parents, as well as family members to remember their love for her, as well a sign of warm welcome from the bridegroom’s side. In fact the ornaments dangling in her ears or fixed on her forehead or in her nose blot like a scar on the full glowing moon. However it was a local Indian tradition and had to be fulfilled. Everyone in the family looked forward to seeing those glittering gifts and in turn appreciated them .They also expected to see that bride was laden with different sets of good quality designs and taste. No doubt that her friends and relatives, especially the bride-groom and her in-laws admire them and of course her as well, laden with the wonderful jewellery. Unfortunately the groom’s side would normally reap all the wealth, but the bride’s side had to sacrifice as per Indian culture. If someone from either side cannot afford because of financial crunch, then heads would roll. Her skin was piercing and silvery like the first rays of sun falling on the horizon and the glitter of jewellery on her body made her more stunning. Someone hovering over my shoulders at the moment has just gestured and whispered in my ears and I must quote, “When the maker will peep down the sky, He will wonder as to who has had made her!” But there is no doubt that I feel proud to be her offspring.


In the Indian culture it is a common practice and tradition all across the board that there is a special time assigned at the bride’s house as well as at the groom’s house for exhibition of dowry, clothes, gifts and especially jewellery to all the female guests and a great appreciation and adverse remarks are showered in the gathering depending upon the quality of the displayed items. Visitors and family members ask lots of questions who has given the gold or who has not and why and why not and shower comments in favour or against. According to the typical local, traditional and pagan Indian belief, the possession of gold is considered to be a sign of good luck. Just imagine the tons of gold being consumed annually in this unfairly impoverished region and later lying dormant in the vaults waiting for rainy days. This paradox pairs very well with the caste system. It does not matter whether someone is the Muslim, Hindu, Sikh or Budhist or a Christian. There are lot of instances where brides are burnt alive or divorced on the spot or disfigured, if they do not come with dowry or valuables and it can cause serious family feuds. There are numbers of incidents when the wedding party is returned without the bride, as a result of such disputes, especially if the groom arrives without any jewellery for the bride. Over here two ‘Ws’ are involved, woman and wealth; wine just simmers and shimmers inside. It is one more deep rooted irony of Indian culture after the Caste System.


As soon as the wedding party headed by the bridegroom and his parents was in sight, the hosts at this end go forward to welcome them. They had trailed by bull-carts, horses, on foot and as well as by Dolees (Children and women only) raising lot of dust clouds in the air as well as arousing storms of sentiments, especially for teenagers.. The grandmother, sisters, mother, children and females, all peeped and gazed through the gap of their entrance or from top of the stairs or their flat roof. Instantly all members of the wedding party are garlanded with strings of fragrant roses as is typical of Indian custom and then followed by embraces, cuddles and kisses, exchange of laughs, smiles and introductions. The female guests are taken inside straight away, followed by the bridegroom to meet the family and the bride. The bride and groom can hardly restraint themselves and their hearts beat like hawks. An excellent seating arrangement had been made by erecting tents and laying down the furniture on the red carpet. As is traditional the guests were helped to wash their hands or to refresh themselves and entertained with live music. To start with a variety of refreshments including hot and cold drinks were served to all guests. Quite a few of the visitors liked to have few puffs of the newly prepared hubbly-bubbly while at the same time they had a casual gossip with each other. The atmosphere was very relaxing and there was a magical blend of the laughs, jokes and personal exchange of emotions. There were lots of giggles, titters and glees; glimpses, stares and pleas. This is the only time when everyone was free.


The wedding party was welcomed by the thump of the Dholki (typical Indian wedding drum) and songs by the girls, followed by dances inside the house. The outside gathering was equally amused by the professional musicians and dancers. The Mullah was also waiting solemnly amongst the wedding party to perform the wedding ceremony and for endowment of his blessings. However grandmother was well pleased to gaze at her spouse, and he was more than thrilled to have a quick glimpse of her. At that moment the tradition went that the people used to marry in the same village and within the same tribe, but the horizon had been widening steadily after the introduction of the railways and motor transport. Now the indigenous people could migrate to other parts of India with ease or indeed to abroad for business or jobs and even for further education... This is also becoming an era of competition and money makes the mare go, people are becoming more and more aware about the status, education and looks. The tribal and caste noose is steadily loosening at this moment, but not quite yet. It is still being resisted and sticking like an adhesive or a gum.


I must narrate one particular eye opener’s incident relating to one of my uncles, who was very handsome and noble; and got married to one of my aunties, who was not good looking or attractive. Obviously this was an arranged marriage. They never saw or met each other before getting married. So on the first night, in the bridal room, he was shocked to find her waiting for him in the bed under the bridal decorated and perfumed canopy. He immediately retreated out of his room without touching her or having a word and disappeared into the oblivion for good. She has been still waiting for him from her first wedding night over the last fifty years and has died since. It was speculated that he ran away with the gypsies or nomads from central Asia or Afghanistan, who were camping in the tents just out in the nearby jungle or a barren strip of common land. Their girls are stunningly beautiful, with fair skin and with blue, green, brown and hazel eyes. For thousands of years Afghanistan was a part of India or India was ruled from Afghanistan. The first Mughal emperor Babar who is buried in Kabul, also adventured to Delhi from there. So were the many rulers of India for many centuries before. Even in my youth I used to observe camel caravans of gypsies and nomads coming to Pakistan and perhaps going further to India for doing business or construction work in the winter season. The border between Pakistan and Afghanistan was never controlled by the border police of either country. The simple reason is that the people on either side of the border line are the same and relatives to each other. Later when I visited central Asia, I found those people resembling us, wearing the same kind of dress and eating similar kind of food. The imaginary border line between Afghanistan and India (over 1200 miles long) is highly porous and rugged. It was drawn by Sir Henry Durand in 1893 to divide the warlike Pathan tribes into two zones on the paper, but still the British and indeed the Pakistani could not control them. This tribal belt is over 100,000 square kilometres in area and has been declared as a free zone and untameable even at the time of British empire.. However my uncle’s parents have been in a terrible turmoil and there are many rumours and speculations that he might have drowned himself in the river or plunged into a well or might be sheltering into the remote areas, but the best known popular speculation was that he had fled with the nomads, vanished with the gypsy girls and perhaps had sunk, soaked and choked in there……


At grandma’s wedding party some colourful and sensuous rituals had taken place as well. The young sisters and nieces of the bride had gathered around the groom in full force and had snatched his shoes while he was sitting snugly next to his bride in front of the female audience and concealed them somewhere in their laps, but had promised to return them in exchange for a substantial sum of money. The bridegroom was naturally tempted by so many beauties clad in colourful dresses and full of fragrance and with captivating smiles. However he had already been briefed what he had to do in case of such bloodthirsty callous assault and he pretended as if he was not bothered and gave the girls some funny cool smiles with teasing gestures. He had already some reasonable figure in his mind, but kept the girls in suspense and let them speculate. There was lot of exchange of bargains and haggling before the final figure was revealed. But he had come to the final figure after lot of booing, slogans and sensuous remarks by the ever demanding and boisterous girls. On top of that he kept on staring and smiling at the bride as well as the girls. Those were the last few moments of his freedom and that was a kind of bridal training how to deal with the bride and also to make him familiar and her as well with each other. After all it was an arranged marriage. Grandmother was enjoying the magical scenario and she played both ways, but was mainly interested in the welfare of the groom already. At that moment her feelings were a blend of missing her parents, family, friends and the village itself, but looked forward to a happy married life, to have her children and a comfortable home. Sometimes she smiled, sometimes tears filled her eyes. The whole family and friends were there to bid her farewell. The touch of her ear-rings, bridal clothes, the sight of her spouse, the aroma of food being cooked and served in the open fields and the hustle and bustle everywhere, everyone in a celebration mood, aroused her feelings and she forgot she was leaving her parental home for-good, far away and forever.


With tears trickling down her cheeks and with her heart fluttering, she bade goodbye to her village amidst tears and hugs of her parents, family and friends. She travelled over two hundred miles, over the fields, dusty paths, sandy tracks, by train and finally by horse-coach. To begin with she was carried from her parental home by four men on their shoulders in the ‘Dolee’. This is the only comfortable transport available in this remote village, as all the paths, tracks and roads are bumpy and dusty; and scarred with pot-holes. She was accompanied with her aunt to look after her during the course of her virgin journey. Some other female members and children had also used Dolees as well. Most of the males travelled on foot or trot on the horses or by the jerky and bumpy bull-carts, but they all raised lot of clouds of dust. The newly constructed railway station was few hours away. The bridegroom travelled on a decorated horse and escorted his bride’s nest. The whole of the wedding party had travelled together in the shape of a caravan. They trailed as if on a picnic. They had lot of excitement, warm emotions and pleasant feelings.


The Dolee resembles a wooden cabin built on a ship and can carry two to three persons, squatting comfortably with cushions, and could even sleep, just like in a bed. It is normally embedded on two thick wooden rods, beams or shafts. It looks like a doll-house or a tent or a nest of birds perched on the twigs. Traditionally it was an ancient practice to carry brides, even in the centre of the village or a town. It used to be also a common routine to carry women and children of the noble families from one place to the other or from one village to the other or carry them in the town or a city. The same conveyance was used to carry sick, lame and lazy or old. However I was privileged to have travelled once or twice by a Dolee with my grandmother when I trailed from my maternal village to the paternal village which were about ten miles apart from each other. It was fascinating to be carried by men, one feels high and lofty. (In the USA, the expatriates from the Indian subcontinent, sometimes use these exquisite lifts on their daughter’s wedding; In this scenario they only cruise from six to seven stars, as the newly wedded couple normally spend their wedding night in the hotel. It is difficult to say what happens to the groom, perhaps he trots on a horse back, walks on foot or use an exotic car or perhaps snug with the bride!)


Dolees were also used in the siege of Delhi, at the time of mutiny in 1857, carrying the Honourable East India Company’s injured soldiers. Amongst the war heroes thus carried was Brigadier–General John Nicholson from Ulster who was fatally wounded during the assault and breach of the great walls of the Red Fort. Nicholson was escorted to the field hospital by his most trusted body guard named Hayat Muhammad Khan, a tower like figure with big moustaches and a fearsome man. The general died on 23 September 1857 at age of 34, just 9 days after his injury and still buried there. Later Khan was promoted to a post of commissioner, in his native Punjab and awarded a huge estate. He also carried a huge booty of fair ladies and piles of wealth with him returning home. Also among the injured and carried in the Dolee was Neville Chamberlain, then military secretary of the Punjab Board of Administration Lahore, later called Field Marshall Sir Neville Chamberlain, died in 1902, a year after the Great Queen Victoria.


Delhi’s brand new red fort and the thick walled city with mighty gates was built by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (King of the World), the man who had built Taj Mahal and Shalimar Gardens in Lahore and Kashmir. Before the Mughals, there were other Muslim Sultans or rulers, who had shifted their capital to Delhi, almost over seven hundred years before them. They did that because of its central position thus making it easier to look after the empire. They too had built magnificent palaces, forts, tombs, mosques and they ruled happily with the indigenous Hindu population. There was never racial or religious tension between the rulers and their subjects, rather there were lot of inter marriages.


The grandpa was riding the decorated horse, galloping alongside the entourage of grandmother sitting erect. His turban pierced to the sky. His bridal attire flashed like a feudal chief and he appeared to be submerged in emotions, while grandma peeped through the slit of the curtain. The Dolees kept the bride and other passengers travelling in them away from the dust, away from miscreants or harsh weather. At that moment the sun shone bright and crisp, over the wild bush and semi alluvial plain. The temperature was mild and mellow. The whole wedding party was trailing in great harmony. The old people sank in their nostalgic reminiscences, while the young ones were surged in excitement and submerged in fantasy. Some youngsters, ladies and old men were travelling by the ox-wagons; their ride was rather bumpy and jumpy because of pot-holes and uneven terrain and they had raised lot of dust clouds with the rattle of the wooden wheels. The oxen were trudging hard along the route with huffs and puffs and trickles of liquid foam were oozing and dripping from their mouths, their eyes were rolling and tongues were dangling with the fierce toil of their drive. But the tinkles and peals of the bells dangling from the necks of the bulls blended very well with the dust of the wedding caravan. Although the journey was full of fatigue, it was enchanting like a picnic of a life time and glimpsed like a romantic dream. They meandered and swayed like a stream cascading down the slopes of the romantic green valley.


Not long ago, one of our great uncles while leading his wedding – procession on the back of his horse, disappeared somewhere soon after the wedding party paused for a short convenience break in the wild bush area. The men proceeded on one side and the women and children on the other direction. When everyone who wanted to be relieved had finished and refreshed; they got ready to march again. But before the departure of the caravan there was lot of panic and disturbance in the wedding camp because they could not find the bride-groom anywhere and the wedding pony was still tethered with the stump of the tree waiting for the bridegroom. They searched the groom in every bush, clump of trees, every field, potholes or troughs, but no luck. In the confusion a young boy had heard some giggles and grunts filtering through the Dolee. Eventually they had found him squatting in the Dolee, sharing milk with his bride. It is alleged that he was so keen to get married that he used to caress and play with the oval shape reclining jumbo –pillow. However their thrill and zeal continued and the couple had managed to produce some twelve sons and a lonely daughter just like the Biblical prophet. The eldest sons and the mother produced children concurrently. Unfortunately the great uncle died earlier than his beloved wife, perhaps he was too exhausted, but she was still resilient. However an old man in the wedding party smiled and gestured, “I wish that I become a young man again, I like this.” Perhaps this is the heart beat of every bridegroom in the wild, why wait for the intensity of the dark night or flickering of the moonlight or even the twinkle of the stars!


At last the railway station was in sight, the wedding party had been trailing for more than six hours, the sun was dipping down the horizon, changed its colour from silver to red, to orange and violet, from pink to green and finally to grey dark. Soon it was twilight. The whole journey floated across in fantasy and the hours sounded like a flash or a fraction of it! It resembled the shadow of the cruising cloud in the blue sky. Now it was complete dark, getting quite chilly and a bit windy, green signal was already down. The train luckily was in time. The signal man had struck the strokes to the metallic disc to alert the passengers that the train was arriving within a matter of minutes, every-one including the coolies carrying the luggage, took positions on the platform to enter the coaches. Grandmother had viewed a train for the first-time, in fact she had come out of her village for the first time. To her it appeared like a glittering shooting star falling from the sky with great sizzles, hisses and thrusts, heading towards the horizon. The glaring beams of steam engine’s lights were too dazzling and choking for her eyes. Her eyes squint and she puts her hands on her forehead to view how the engine or train looked. She kept on staring at the approaching train. It cruised into the station with the usual hiss, sizzle and thrust of the mighty steam engine. She was sure that an Englishman was driving it. Later I ask her, “Ma, how did you feel when you first saw the train and travel in it?” “Oh it was an amazing experience. The train was so far more comfortable and faster compared to the bull-carts, horses or Dolees. There were bright lights inside the train as well. All long distant passengers came with their blankets and quilts as well as plenty of food. It was just like having a picnic in some rest house. The trees and fields were whirling and twirling around the train. I even did not realise whether I was travelling. It was really wonderful, although there was still lot of dust coming in the train, because so many passengers were leaving the windows open for sightseeing the terrain and villages around us, even in the night time.” She recollected. “How did you feel about the grand dad?” I asked reluctantly. “I found him very impressive and full of goodness. He kept on coming to our compartment with excuse to bring fruit and drinks. First I felt a bit embarrassed, but soon I got used to him, in fact looked forward to seeing him. I was sitting comfortably in the train and I felt as if I was sitting in the lounge of my house.” She narrated. “There was lot of smoke coming up the funnel of the steam engine and the engine looked like a bowler hat, I thought that the Englishmen were smoking lot of cigarettes while having a chattering in the engine room.” She gestured in a kind of her own joking and laughing mood.


The train had separate compartments for male and female passengers, so grandma proceeded to her coach along with other females. She was being supported by her aunt and got her settled in her seat. They had carried food and blankets with them for the night sleep and also had secured their valuables, which were comparatively safer in the woman’ compartment. The culture of night time train robbers had already begun. This brand new station was built only ten years ago, but the robbers who used to intercept the trade caravans had now moved to the trains. Over here they enjoyed the free ride to their destinations as well as the soft target for their plunder.


However the train journey was not direct, so the wedding party had to change at two more train junctions, but eventually arrived safely to their final destination at Montgomery. As usual the coolies dressed in baggy uniforms unloaded their luggage from the train and escorted them to the waiting tongas outside the station. The wedding trail from the station back home to her new home was most pleasant of all. They crossed over the main bridge of the mighty canal, went across the parks and through the gardens; they found no dust and it was very clean all the way to her new and permanent home.


Montgomery was named after and founded by Sir Robert Montgomery in 1865 just eight years after the Indian Mutiny. He was a very fine colonial administrator of the East India Company. Robert was born at New Park, Moville, County Donegal, Ireland in 1809 and died in India in 1887 (aged 78), just one month after the birth of his grandson Bernard. He was the Lieutenant Governor of Lahore, Punjab at that time. At the age of seventeen he set off for India, initially to work and earn fortune for his family who were a family of Anglo Irish priests and preachers. At that time India was a golden sparrow and far more prosperous as compared to Europe, Britain or Ireland. Robert became a celebrated fine soldier, an excellent planner, a commissioner and later enthroned as Lieutenant Governor of the most prosperous province of Punjab based at Lahore, who later developed this semi-arid alluvial plain and transformed it into a bread basket of India. His grandson was Field Marshall Viscount Bernard Montgomery (Monty of Alamein). Even ‘Monty’ who was born in Kennington, London on 17 November 1887 to the second son of Sir Robert called Reverend Henry Hutchinson Montgomery, at the time the Vicar of St Mark’s, Kennington, started his military carrier in India as a second lieutenant by joining The Warwickshire Regiment in September 1908, seeing service in India until 1913. He used millions of Indian soldiers fighting in the World wars One and Two all over the globe including Europe, Africa and the Middle East and thus made far reaching changes over the planet. After about fifteen years another similar town was created on the right bank of River Ravi some sixty miles away from Montgomery, which is located on the left bank of river Ravi. This is called Lyallpur which is named after its creator and another British genius called Charles James Lyall. Lyall was born in London on 9 March 1845 and progressed on the lines of Sir Robert Montgomery and rose to the greatest prestigious and sought after job of the Lieutenant Governor of the Punjab. At the time of its foundation Lyallpur was merely a canal colony sprawling with few thousand houses, but now it boasts of being the third largest city of Pakistan after Karachi and Lahore. Lyallpur is also named to be the twin city of Manchester for being the greatest industrial town of Pakistan famous for its textile mills and other manufacturing industries and now its population soars to over three millions. The design of Lyallpur is even more amazing, which is based on the Union Jack, with eight roads radiating from a large clock tower in the centre. The eight roads developed into eight separate bazaars. The town and its vast district or rural area is provided with railways as well as a vast canal passing through the town, barraged from River Chenab as well as its hundreds of miles of net worked distributaries for irrigation.


However the brand new settlement of Montgomery was developed on a modern British scale and its grid and layout was beautiful, with a magnificent railway station, coal-power house for generating electricity, as well as civil courts of justice, Christian Mission Hospital and a church of gothic design with a lofty spire. The roads were of broad grid, planted with good quality trees. They built separate hospitals for ladies and gents, veterinary hospital for the animals, canal colony, a high security central jail, where most dangerous prisoners from all over India were brought in and, police offices and Post offices. They also built local municipal offices, library, water supply towers, an excellent sewerage system, modern drains and rubbish collection system. At that moment the settlement had about 15,000 residents, my grandfather, a practising lawyer, was one of them. This brand new colony consisted of government and civic centre buildings, stables for the horses, playgrounds, schools, bungalows and lodges for the officials, rest houses, clubs, and a sports stadium to mention only a few. The settlement was dotted with gardens, parks, orchards and private metalled roads, planted with lofty and imposing rows of trees. Cleanliness was immaculate, just the opposite to other Indian towns and cities. I was favoured to be born in Montgomery on a foggy and glistening morning of December 1939; delivered by a midwife called Bharri, in the local maternity hospital near to our house.


The main character in this settlement is the major canal dug out, bigger than River Thames and its vast network of distributaries, passing through the heart of the new town. Punjab means land of five major perennial rivers, but many more other rivers fall into them. They fetch down colossal quantity of water from over a thousand of miles, some as far as Tibet, West China, and Afghanistan, from the highest mountains of the planet, such as Himalayas, Hindukush, Karakarum and many more ranges of mountains. Although most of the water is from the melted-glaciers, some is also from the Monsoon rains and as well as Westerlies. This canal was part of vast network of irrigation system, which fans all over India, particularly in the Punjab, especially in West Punjab, which irrigate millions of acres of land. There are excellent barrages built over the rivers to harness water and as well as bridges over the canals. They also supply hydro-electric power. The canals, roads and railways are spread parallel to each other and most of the villages, towns and cities flourish around them. The arteries of the canal and its distributaries supply water to each single bush and tree in the settlement.


The town had some segregated or ‘No Go Areas’, assigned exclusively for the white residents who had huge bungalows and offices of the top officials with private roads and gardens; and that arrogance still continues for ever as far as the Pakistani Englishmen are concerned. The only difference is that Pakistani Englishmen do not dig any new irrigation canals or build any new hydroelectric projects, but they rather prefer to build their own palaces with the public funds and keep the public in the dark of load-shading. However the British ingenuity glittered and glowed just like grandma’s ear-rings. At the time of the empire and even long after that a visitor to the Deputy Commissioner’s office would read his title, highlighted in bold capital letters on a gigantic erected wooden white painted board, and flashed as below:


“Office of the Sir, the Honourable, the Deputy Commissioner Sahib Bahadur (English Warrior) of Montgomery District.” In addition to this his huge secluded lodge was fully guarded and loaded with a variety of anxiously waiting servants, drivers and caretakers. They were all clad in smart and immaculately pressed uniforms and enhanced with erected turbans and stood in a shipshape readiness and waited for the order from the Memsahib or the Sahib. Those titles, facilities and protocols increased or decreased along the line of hierarchy in a spectacular and splendid manner and still continue doggedly in Pakistan.


Montgomery is located about 15 kilometres from Harappa, the cradle of Indus Valley Civilisation and the grand-canal cruises directly to it from Montgomery. In Harappa, there is not much left now, because the site has been plundered or ransacked over the centuries. Most of its valuables and artefacts are now displayed now in all major museums of the developed world including the Great Britain, USA, Russia, China, France, Germany, Spain and Italy. Its twin city Mohan-Judaru is located some five hundred miles down to the south on the banks of the gifted ‘Indus River’. India got its name from this river and from this civilisation. Great British archaeologists Alexander Cunningham (1864) and john Marshall (1913) discover and excavated these sites buried under 6,000 years under soil. It is difficult to say as to why they perished, it could have been due to the flash floods in the great rivers or perhaps destruction by invaders, as this destination was always popular for foreign marauders or possibly by the earthquakes. These great archaeologists also discover Taxila, near Islamabad, where Alexander the Great fought the Indian ruler Porus and from where he turned back to Greece. Taxila was the capital of ancient India from where The Great Ashoka and Kanishka ruled, not only in India, but also over Central Asian territories as well. Budhism and Hinduism spread from here to other part of Asia during this golden era. There is a magnificent museum at Taxila which was established by the British and worth visiting; it is indeed a very popular itinerary for the international and local explorers. It is easily comparable with the concurrent Egyptian, Chinese, Persian and Iraqi Civilisations.


However it was not only me who was born in Montgomery, but also the Chief Air Marshall Arjan Singh (A Sikh himself) of The Indian Air Force, was born over here as well. His bombers had attacked some military positions in Montgomery during the war of 1965 and as a result one of his shot down bombers is hanged in a newly developed square, between the railway station and the great canal and displays like a dead bee, reminding the onlooker what Montgomery can do when attacked. Montgomery is very famous for its fine pedigree of cows and bulls, oranges, mangoes, cotton, wheat, and Basmati rice and exported all over the world, especially to Great Britain, Middle East Canada, Europe, South East Asia and Japan.


There is another landmark, called Mitchells Farms, an ever glorious British genius, worth mentioning in our district of Montgomery; situated fifty miles upstream along the great canal. It is the great orchard or plantation for ‘Red Blood’ oranges as well as different other high quality varieties of oranges, mangoes, grapefruit and apples. It stretches about twelve miles long, miles wide and has three railway stations dotted along its length located at an interval of about four miles each. This is laid mainly on the left bank of the great canal. It is very pleasant for the eyes, while zooming by the train, to gaze at the deep orange colour shining and blazing on the skin of the fruit and the umbrellas of the shining green leaves in the crisp, cool and bright winter weather. The trees are planted in straight rows and at fixed intervals and again for miles. The soil is well tilled and clear of any weeds or under growth. The workers patrol the plantation just like soldiers; they pick up the fruit and load them in the wagons for processing, sale and marketing. There is a huge factory inside the vast plantation called Mitchell factory for bottling and canning the fresh juices and pulps. They also prepare different products from the oranges as well as from other exotic fruit; thus employ lot of local working force on a permanent basis. They also produce their own honey, jams and squashes of great purity and flavours and in great demand. Now quite a few other competitive private landlords with huge agricultural estates have developed their lands on a similar pattern, although not as compatible and mass producers of oranges of different varieties as well as other exotic fruit just like mangoes, apples, pears, apricots and cherries and export them all over the world earning foreign exchange for the national exchequer, as well as consumed locally in abundance at a grass root level because they are sold at a cheaper rate, although very sumptuous and delicious and of high quality, and affordable by almost all indigenous people.


In addition to the above there is one more feat of the British excellence in civil engineering and land development in Montgomery area. They diverted a flow of water from the main canal and looped it one mile before it enters the main canal again. Over this loop they build a hydro-electric power house at Renala Khurd, where Mitchell Factory is located as well as a canal colony, which generates 1.1 Megawatts of electricity by fixing five turbines. This is almost at nil cost and is environmentally friendly. Thus it is a glamorous piece of jewellery for the people of our area. This project supplies electricity not only to the large settlements nearby, but also to the vast Mitchell fruit farms and factories. There is a potential to generate five times more hydro-electricity, but Pakistan has not done an iota to harness this potential, perhaps they are waiting for the British again! Even the single rail track from Peshawar to Karachi (over 1200 miles) and passing through Montgomery still remains single, although the population has exploded almost to six folds since independence. There is a colossal potential to improve the irrigation system in Pakistan and also to generate cheaper and more environment friendly hydro-electricity by building up new dams over the mighty perennial rivers by following the British skills and initiative, but it would appear that Pakistan is an almost a virgin country from this perspective. They need to divert attention from children productions to the generation of hydro-electricity and building up new dams and barrages and then no one would be able to match with them. At the moment the country and its people drown in load-shedding of electricity, flash-floods and corruption, which need to be rectified sooner rather than later in order to survive with dignity and self-reliance.


After arriving in Montgomery Grandma was happy to be there and settled very well within no time. She found the new place very pleasant and comfortable. She liked the modern town with wide open roads, lofty trees and the gardens. Now she had electricity in the house which was being generated from the coal power plant situated on the embankment of the canal. She was also pleased with the modern civil and maternity hospitals for the ladies not far away from her house. She was rather amazed that a mighty canal and its distribution network were passing through the heart of the town. Soon she had forgotten her magical maternal village and even her parents. She appreciated the modern sewerage system as well the refuse collection arrangements. She was also thankful for getting fresh and clean water supplied by the local municipal corporation on a nominal charges basis. Even the modern shopping bazaars were conveniently located nearby. They often used to go for a walk along the wide avenues as well as on the embankment of the canal lined up with lofty Cypress, Eucalyptus, Poplar trees as well as decorated with flower beds and bushes. The smiling blossoms of roses, jasmine, crocus and chambaili flowers tossed in the bright and crispy sunshine filled the atmosphere with pleasant colours and fragrance. While the gardeners toiled tirelessly to keep the park tidy and trim. The flowers bush laden with blossoms stooped down the embankment to have a glimpse in the icy clean water coming from the melted glaciers. The fish rose and jumped in the air, wiggled and waggled against the flow of the current. Not far away in the horizon the ducks fluttered and slapped in the canal and rose to the sky. The canal and the lines of lofty trees disappeared straight in the horizon like a blissful, everlasting, Jewel in the Crown. It gives life and support to the millions, makes the soil able to grow a great variety of grain, vegetable and fruit from the most fertile land on the earth.


The bridgehead over which I stand at the moment is opposite to the railway station and is fascinating. It has been constructed with red bricks and joined with special waterproof cement. There are strong embankments and speed breakers contiguous to the main structure of the bridge. I often pause and reflect at its unique design and admire its structure. Unfortunately some of the brick work is piteously crumbling away now and the irrigation department has paid very little attention to rectify it, which is terribly distressing and perturbing for the pilgrims to this celestial canal which perhaps exists nowhere on this planet, especially in the middle of the town.. From the rear of the bridge the water level is raised by building barriers like that of the Thames Barrier which is located in the suburb of London and in the front it turns into waterfalls. It is a miniature of the great Niagara Falls, the water swoops and plunges through the seven gates with a celestial force. The roars, the thrusts and the gusts are full of deafening thunder. The water jumps in white steam and silvery sun rays refract water breeze and glitter like diamonds and splash showers of clouds in the air forming rainbows. Over here the water-falls twirl and swirl; foam and spume like serpents. If anybody falls down, then there is very little chance of survival. It is colourful and enchanting like an Indian Bride. The British being highly organised, had employed full time professional divers, who would squat over the bridge, day and night in shifts, just in case any admirer or a dejected lover falls down the bridge. Few such incidents of suicide, in the sizzling and whirling waters had been brought occasionally to the notice of the Sahibs during the empire days. Now it does not matter, the fertile land is exploding with the population.


While I reminisce and relax over this magnificent bridge and admire the British ingenuity and perseverance, enjoy the roars, thrusts and sizzles of whirling eddies and hold my grandma’s ear-rings next to my heart, my thought goes to the legendary Koh-I-Noor (Mountain of light) Diamond and Takht-i-Taus (Peacock-Throne). In 1739 Iranian nomadic general and ruler, Nadir Shah, had invaded India and ventured up to Delhi. He ransacked the Red Fort, the Mughal court and the city of Delhi, had massacred hundreds and thousands of its inhabitants. The Mughal Emperor surrendered his glorious and magnificent throne to the Persian marauder to save his life and his Indian subjects. This has happens exactly two hundred years before my birth and the start of great World War Two. The route he followed was the same route on which I am standing at this moment. It is difficult to surmise whether he had taken this priceless throne, as well as the Koh-I-Noor Diamond which was encrusted to the throne, on the horse-coaches, bull-carts, camels or elephants, but perhaps most probably on the shoulders of Indian slaves just like a Dolee. I am sure he was over thrilled and rushed to the secured border of his country. Still it would have taken him a few months or so, as more atrocities and ransacking was supposed to be done on his caravan routes, while returning home with the priceless gift and an extraordinary plundered booty and spoil of war.


The name of the one only Peacock Throne came from the shape of the throne, having the figures of two peacocks standing behind it, their tails being expanded and the whole so inlaid with sapphires, rubies, emeralds, pearls, diamonds and other precious stones of appropriate colours as to represent life, created for the Great Mughal Emperor Shah Jahan (King of the World), in the 17th century. In fact the Peacock Throne was twice as costly as the Taj Mahal, built by the same emperor of India. This was the most glorious, dazzling and refined single piece of craft ever created by man on this planet. It also shows unparalleled aesthetic sense and love of art by the Emperor Shah Jahan. This will never be afforded in the future and no one had ever made such a stunning and an amazing item in the past. This also shows great skill of craftsmanship and taste of the designers, as well as the richness of Indian culture and wealth. One can hardly visualise the beauty and glow of it. Koh-I-Noor was part that exotic settings, along with similar priceless diamonds, rubies and valuable stones, jutted on pure gold.


I must quote from an article printed in the Sunday Tribune. ‘It was, accordingly ordered that, in addition to the jewels in the imperial jewel house, rubies, garnets, diamonds, rich pearls and emeralds in all weighing 230 KG should be brought for the inspection of the Emperor and they should be handed over to Babadal Khan, the superintendent of the goldsmith’s department. There was also to be given to him 1150 kg of pure gold. The throne was to be three yards in length, two and a half in breadth and five in height and supported by 12 emerald columns. Of the 11 Jewelled-recesses formed around it for cushions, the middle one was intended for the seat it for the Emperor. Among the historical diamonds, decorating it, were the famous Kohinoor (186 carats), the Akbar Shah (95 carats), the Shah (89 carats), the Jahangir (83 carats), and second largest spine ruby in the world-The Timur ruby (283 carats).


A-20 couplet poem by the Mughal poet-Laureate, Qudsi, praises the Emperor in emerald letters, was embedded in the throne. On March 12, 1635, Emperor Shah Jahan ascended for the first time to the newly completed Peacock Throne. It was usually at the Hall of Private Audience known as Diwan-i-Khas, although it was also kept at the Hall of Public Audience, known as the Diwan-i-Am, when larger audience was expected. Shah Jahan’s throne was guarded by smartly dressed guards; Mughals, Indians, Africans and Turks. Any Rajas, rulers and feudal lords would come stooping in front of the Emperor. All movements were rigidly controlled. Foreign dignitaries had to wait for months before they could get audience with the emperor, they too had to stoop and bend in front of the Emperor. While Shah Jahan would relax and recline cross-legged against the peacocks, beautiful young maidens with low necks and marble chests, would stoop with swaying bunch of flowers and seek his majesty’s attention.


I was so fascinated by the Peacock Throne that I paid a visit to Iran for a pilgrimage to the Peacock Throne in Tehran, but I could only have a glimpse of the deposed Shah’s throne plumped in his discarded palace, now a museum. Unfortunately it exhibited just like a chair embedded with gold and jewels. It was quite disappointing and depressing for me. However it had turned up that after few years of the fateful expedition in India, a terrible feud broke out between Nadir Shah and his lawless generals; as a result of which he was assassinated in 1747, just 8 years after the possession of the Peacock Throne. Subsequently the Peacock Throne was shattered and torn into pieces and distributed amongst the war lords. This must be a tragic moment for our glorious and glittering planet, as the dazzling and magnificent unique throne had disappeared forever. Subsequently The Mughal Empire also started crumbling, disintegrating and became highly fragile and frail. There were rebellions after rebellions, locally as well as from abroad. The Punjab became a part of Afghanistan’s empire. On top of that the trading companies like East India Company, started encroaching from the East and the South. There were also other Europeans like the Portuguese, Dutch, Italians, French and Spanish, missionaries as well as trading companies, even fighting between themselves, to have access to the treasures of India. The humble mercenaries and traders of the Mughals’ glorious Empire started killing their masters and occupied their domains and treasures. Thus there was a great chaos and lawlessness which followed after the invasion of Nadir Shah.


However after the assassination of Nadir Shah, Afghanistan had invaded Iran and occupied it. It is quite possible that they had invaded Iran for The Peacock Throne, but Afghans arrived a bit late and could not plunder the glorious throne. They just managed to get hold of the Kohinoor Diamond. Later the Afghans had appointed a very humble twenty years old Sikh Chieftain called Ranjit Singh; a man with one eye, the other eye had allegedly been damaged with the small pox, as their Governor of Lahore. They provided him with the guns and arms to protect their domain of the Punjab. After some period, the Afghan war lords had feud among themselves and their rule crumbled even in Afghanistan and had been divided between different factions of war lords who kept on fighting among themselves. As a result one of their princes called Shujah Shah later had taken shelter in the citadel of Lahore, with his governor Ranjit Singh for protection of his life. He carried Kohinoor under his turban, until one day Ranjit’s courtier saw it. From that time onward, Kohinoor became the possession of the Sikhs, now firmly independent rulers of Lahore. Afterwards The British fought wars with the Sikhs and became rulers of the Punjab and Kohinoor was sent to London in 1851, as spoil of war. I wish it could have been Peacock Throne as well! At least the legendary throne would have been in the safe custody of The Beef-Eaters, in Tower of London!


I have linked grandmother’s ear-rings with the Peacock Throne, the Grand Canal, the Koh-I-Noor and the Great Indus Valley Civilisation and Budhist and Hindu Civilisations, to me they are all part of my heritage, may be related directly or indirectly. All these have profound effects on our forefathers, to the people currently living and generations to come. I have the same reminiscence and emotions about them. These have had a deep impact on our culture and our way of thinking, and reacting and have become a part of our blood circulation and a source of inspiration in the depth of our minds.


The Grand Canal embankment is just like a sacred shrine to me. I like the great deep and quiet flow of water, birds diving to catch fish, fish jumping in the air at the bridge head and pushing upstream like a submarine. Whenever I visit Montgomery, I daily perform my pilgrimage in the early mornings and in the twilight, to the bridge-head and listen to the sizzle and roar of waterfalls, walk miles as usual on the embankment. I feel emotional, but keep to my heart, just like I keep the grandmother’s ear-rings. I mesmerise myself with the rainbows, gaze at the lofty trees, admire the beautiful flowers, inspire from their fragrance which lifts my emotions. It also reminds me about my forefathers, when I stare at the decaying trees, some half stooped, some fallen and rotten, some decaying trunks immersed in the canal. I stare at the ripples and waves which rise and fall in the deep water and then fade and merge with the main flow forever. I see life just like ripples which begins and melt without any controls and goes with the flow of the meanders. Although the canal appears to flow with great harmony and smoothness giving goodness to its people animals and crops, it soon disappears in the horizon, just like the humans wither after their trail of life!




Chapter II


Village School


It is difficult to surmise how and why I was there, but it was a unique magical place located in a wild bush area. The village was scarred by a vast sandy-dry and a flash-flood river bed. It was the village where my mother was born, brought up and got married. It was the place where my widowed maternal grandmother lived at that moment with her lonely son and younger daughter. Although both of her offspring were married, grandma lived with her son. They lodged on the left side of the river in a minor portion of the village, the major part of the village was located on the higher ground, on the right bank, my school was located there and that was where the bulk of the residents lodged. The soaring dark brown and hazy wall of The Himalayas appeared only a few miles away. To me the village appeared like an island, located within the sprawling and melting sheet of the flash floods. At the time of the Monsoons or rainy season, water poured and tumbled from all directions, as if into a bowl. Naturally the terrain was sandy, a mix of clay and loamy soil, which comprised of a fine and a fertile soft soil.


The neighbouring villages were separated from each other by that network of sandy dry river-beds. They stretched out down the slopes of The Himalayas, where the rivers meandered, joined and departed, like arteries and veins of the heart, fanned out and sprawled across the gradient of the plain. Flash flood waters crumpled and slithered like an agitated serpent. Waves upon waves rushed and gushed with great thrust and sway of hurricane winds and finally embraced the main river bed flowing gracefully scores of miles down the plain. However some deep perennial rivers intercepted the young and agile flash flood rivers and cruised between them. There was abundance of wild reeds around the banks of the rivers, as well as a carpet of green pastures with tall, soft grass and forests, spread along the cultivated fields. There were also clumps of mangoes, lemons and orange groves, as well as thorny Kikkar trees, speckled with thorny bushes. There were also soaring rows of wild Aloe Vera plants and cactus along with the dusty tracks, although green and thorny, but with plenty of pulp. Overshadowing all of them were the Bur trees. They spread like umbrella, grew very tall and had immense girth. They were evergreen, with wide leaves, and had dense and cool shadows underneath. On top of that the village was dotted with natural lakes made by the flash floods and lot of fish were caught by the village folks from them, by using jute nets. In addition the water buffaloes cooled down in them in summer, and cattle: cows, bulls, sheep, goats and horses drank water throughout the year. Sometimes children jumped in for splash and splatter and caught some fish.
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