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Dedication

To those countless, unsung freedom fighters whose quiet acts of bravery and resistance did not make it into history books. Your sacrifices, though unrecorded and unseen, helped shape the soul of a free nation. This book honors your enduring spirit and the legacy of courage you left behind.
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Chapter 6: The Dawn of Freedom
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Tryst with Destiny, 1947

The night was extraordinary, and even the cattle in their fencing post moved in restlessness, because they felt the winds were changing. The sky above the ploughshare of Bihar was inky black and was streaked slightly by the passage of stars. The earth was moist and stuffy after the monsoon, and it smelled of smoke and cooking fires that were now burned into the smoke. Those in courtyards gathered together in villages and whispered rumours that something historic would occur at midnight, and many of them could not name what it was.

In one such mud-brick home, Ramji sat awake on his charpoy. His wife, Shanti, had long retreated indoors with the children, telling him not to catch cold in the night air. But sleep was impossible. The air felt alive, as though each gust carried whispers from cities far away—Delhi, Calcutta, Bombay—where crowds thronged streets, waving flags, singing, crying.

Ramji turned his face upward. He was not a man given to easy dreaming. Decades of toil in the fields had weathered his body; famine had hollowed his cheeks; beatings during the Quit India movement had scarred his back. He had watched landlords and colonial officers suck the marrow from peasants like him until resistance itself seemed futile. And yet tonight, despite the calluses on his hands and the heaviness in his chest, he felt something flutter inside—like the tremble of a caged bird that has glimpsed the open sky.

Earlier that evening, the schoolmaster had returned from the town bazaar with news. At midnight, he said, and his voice shook with excitement, India will be free. No more British rule. It will be declared by Pandit Nehru himself. A new dawn, Ramji bhai!" He had clutched his tattered newspaper as though it were scripture. “They call it a Tryst with Destiny.”

Most of the villagers, who were Bhojpuri speakers with limited English understanding, did not make much out of the words. But Azadi,—they knew. The children shouted it as a chant, and they ran down the narrow lanes barefoot, waving sticks decorated with pieces of saffron, white and green cloth. Women, cynical and aroused, followed the patterns of rangoli with a lamp. Men were congregated beneath the banyan tree, some happy and some suspicious.

Ramji had stood at the edge of that gathering, saying little. His neighbor, Babulal, had slapped his back. “Ramji! Don’t you see? The white man is gone! We will rule ourselves now.”

But Ramji was thinking not only of those who were absent that night. His father died in violation of the unjust salt-tax; his elder brother had vanished after enrolling himself in an agitation in Patna, and had never been seen again;—the multitude who died nameless and unquantifiable, who had fallen under the lath and the bullet. He could feel their dark launches cranking on him, like they were an eye too to find out whether this was a real or fake dawn.

Meanwhile the grand chamber of the Constituent Assembly was glittering in Delhi with electric lights. It was full of historical air. White khadi-clad leaders sat serious but gleaming as their faces were set in fatigue and victory. Just after midnight Jawaharlal Nehru came to the podium. His words flowed measured and luminous: “Long years heretofore, we made a tryst with destiny, and now the time arrives when we shall redeem our pledge...”

The speech was broadcast on radios across the nation, but Ramji’s village had no such device. For them, freedom did not arrive as a polished oration in English—it arrived as rumor, as whispers carried by travelers, as the joyous cry of a young man who came running into the square just after midnight.

“Azadi mil gayi!” he shouted, breathless. “India is free!”

The words fell like rain on parched soil. A murmur spread, swelling into cries. Old men lifted their hands skyward. Mothers pressed their children’s heads to their chests. Some simply stood in stunned silence, afraid to trust their ears.

Ramji felt his knees tremble. He rose slowly from his charpoy, stepping into the courtyard where the moonlight poured silver on the earth. His wife came beside him, her face pale with wonder. For a moment, he could not speak. He only looked toward the open fields stretching endlessly into the dark, and whispered the word that now carried centuries of longing: “Azadi.”

Shanti touched his arm gently. Neither spoke further. Their silence was louder than celebration.

By dawn, the village had transformed. Women decorated thresholds with rice flour designs. Children carried tiny handmade flags, the tricolor uneven yet full of pride. The schoolmaster, still clutching his newspaper, read the headline aloud again and again: India Independent. His voice broke each time, overcome by emotion.

At noon, the villagers gathered near the schoolyard, where a bamboo pole had been erected. A tricolor flag, stitched from bits of sari and dhoti, was tied to its top. As it was raised, the crowd fell silent. The saffron caught the midday sun, glowing like fire; the white shimmered like light; the green swayed like the fields they tilled. The Ashoka Chakra, hand-drawn in indigo, seemed to spin even in stillness.

Ramji stood with his son on his shoulders. The flag in the air then swelled his chest. It was not the Union Jack telling them what to do for once. This was theirs. The fabric was made using farmers' sweat, weavers' musicals, and martyrs' blood. Tears blurred his eyes. He would think of his father, brother, and thousands who would never see this day. They were standing beside him in silent salutation in his heart.

Yet even amid celebration, unease seeped in like a shadow. The schoolmaster whispered of Partition—Punjab and Bengal torn apart, trains arriving filled not with passengers but with corpses. Families slaughtered, villages burned, women lost forever. The villagers listened with furrowed brows, uncertain whether to rejoice or grieve. Freedom, it seemed, had been born with blood.

That evening, as festivities wound down, Ramji walked alone to the riverbank. The Ganga flowed steadily, unbothered by human affairs. He sat on the damp sand, watching its dark waters curl and ripple. Above him, the tricolor fluttered faintly against the twilight.

He closed his eyes and let memories wash over him: the crack of the constable’s lathi, the sight of Gandhi’s fragile frame walking miles, the voice of Subhas Bose booming in Patna, the countless nameless peasants shouting “Inquilab Zindabad” before fading into oblivion. And now, at last, freedom.

But what did it mean? Would the landlord’s power vanish? Would the fields have more produce? Did these children grow without hunger, sucking their intestines? The questions were like black clouds, but one time Ramji did not pursue them. This evening, he had given himself the luxury of inhaling the new air, of believing, at least momentarily, the world had changed. 

“Azadi,” he whispered again and again, firmer this time. It was no longer just a word. It was a promise.

An Englishman, Ashcroft, was reading his morning paper way back in London. The total said in the headline is that India is free at midnight. He sat unpiped in his quiet study and gazed upon the words. Decades of his life had been devoted to the service of the Empire in Bengal, to the regulation of its will, actuarialing its books, imposing its exchequer on its peasant mass. In a single night, it had disappeared. He endeavoured to call forth bitterness, and they were empty. Still holding a glass of brandy, he said to the room at large, So it is sold.

His mind drifted back to Ramji—the peasant who had once looked him in the eye with quiet defiance, refusing to cower. Strange, he thought, that at this moment of endings, it was that man’s face he remembered most clearly.

Back on the riverbank, Ramji opened his eyes to the horizon where the first stars blinked awake. His children’s laughter echoed faintly from the village. Tomorrow, the struggle of life would return—taxes, fields, hunger. But tonight, for the first time in his life, he felt the ground beneath him was his own.

He stood up, shaking off the sand that coated his dhoti, and started going home. The flag that flew over the village was bright with colour. To Ramji, it had become more than a piece of cloth; it was the soul of a people, sewn up, torn, mended, but never torn asunder.

The dawn of freedom had come, and with it, a fragile, fierce hope.

––––––––
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Partition and Pain

The summer of 1947 was not typical. The atmosphere in the air was oppressive, thick, full of tension, filled with doubt. Whispers, rumours, and fear seeped into every household, filling villages throughout northern India. To Ramji, who had long been a victim of the colonial regime, who had witnessed hunger and poverty engraved on people's faces, freedom was promised to him, but at a cost he could not discover yet. 

The word spread unequally in the country. Radios were an exception, newspapers an exceedingly greater exception, but words broadcast on the lines of bullock carts, on the platform of railway trains, and on the tongue of pilgrims who made their way over the beriberi lanes. It was free and divided, they said, India. There was a line to be drawn by men in distant offices, men who had never odored the monsoon to the soil of Punjab or Bengal, men who had never eaten the life of a thatched hut, and men who knew lines, but not men. That invisible but vicious line divided families, villages and centuries of joint existence. 

Ramji was unable to understand initially. What was the interchange of freedom, such as had been so long contended? Separation. The village's old man and the elders had a debate, which was held weekly in the village's courtyard, close to the banyan tree. Others said it was the will of God, others charged it was the British, and they were going truly close to duty like a landlord who ran away without paying his debts. Nothing was as urgent or as human as it was with Ramji in his forties now, what would become of the ordinary people, the farmers, the traders, the women and children, when the borders made neighbours enemies?

The portents of what was coming came in bits. One evening, a cart dragged into the village and brought out a family residing in a neighbouring village. Their garments were ragged, their faces soiled and scarred. They were loaded only with a bunch of grain and some bureau ass utensils, and grasped as though they were weighing down a life that was already dead. They talked about fires in their town, of crowds raging in the streets, of temples and mosques burned on the spot, of men who were friends one day and by whom they were fast becoming strangers the next day. The gunges took themselves in their mother's arms, and peered out right as though childhood had been run away in one night. 

Ramji stood and listened, and a cold dread settled in his breast. The fault lines could no longer be considered far, but they were washing nearer to the villages like his, and leaking into them. Individuals started to murmur over the conditions of people left, who should go and various factors that should be left. Hundreds of years of coexistence, the sharing of water in the same wells, even in the same markets, the same exploring of similar colours and tones in the same celebrations, suddenly felt all too frail, as if it could be blotched away in a single stroke of a pen and a crowd of people.

Then, a day when the railway station would become the place of horror came. It was a cousin with whom Ramji had arrived to carry bags of grain. The train came in, not as usual with all its traffic, but quite on the contrary, with a surreal, stifling quietness. The sight locked him in as he opened the doors and looked in. The carriages were crammed with corpses, men, women, children, dead men, women, children—but we had lost whole humanity, dead of a sudden. The smell of blood and decay was so strong, and the place was silent before it burst into screams. Someone screamed, a brother, another child screamed, a mother, and Ramji experienced a weakening of his legs. This was not liberty; this was murder with the mask of liberty.

The village was always on guard in the days that followed. That made camps like dust storms—of wagon trains of fugitives, of assaults on roads, of fires in whole villages. The village where Ramji lived happened to lie on a road, frequented by other people, and it did not long remain among the fugitives. Men, women and children trudged on, bearing whatever might be borne on their heads, babies gathered to their breasts, having their feet bleed on the hard ground. Others came to demand water, others bread. Ramji offered what he had, yet so many were there that they overpowered them. The memory of all this pain impressed itself on his memory; it was a laceration, whose wound would never be closed again. 

However, these were lights of humanity, flickering like lamps between the disorder. One evening, Ramji recalled a moment he saw a group of travellers, Muslim families going west, as they slept by the outskirts of the village. Some villagers were scared; they started to smell something dangerous, but Ramji was not frightened. He approached them with water, bringing bits of rotis out of his house. He recalled his early days when he played with children of every religion in the fields as a boy. How was he now going to regard them as an enemy? His smile was simple, but it was rewarded with that feeling of gratitude in their tired eyes. The compassion tie could not be removed that easily, even through division. 

Nevertheless, not every credit was of the kind. Violence did go coming, as a shadow none could keep out. Memory on a particular night told her she saw smoke from a neighbouring hamlet, an orange blaze sticking out of the sky. The shrimps were screaming out in the wind and piercing. Others, such as Ramji, rushed to it, but the assailants were gone and left behind them smouldering huts and destroyed lives. One of the trash was bodies, and their posed calm was an awful contrast to the night blitz. Ramji was on his knees, next to a young boy, no more man than his own boy at a former stage in life, and the knob of regressive helplessness had come down upon him. Even the stars did not seem to soothe the boy, with their blank eyes.

That night changed Ramji. He was aware that only bravery and impossible decisions would allow one to survive in the present times. Members started debating whether to abandon or hold back, take a chance and keep roots where they were impossible to handle or take a different route. Between the earth of his fathers and his children's security, Ramji spent his nights attempting to hear through the anxious silence of a tinnier. He did not pray to be free or be prosperous; he merely prayed to be peaceful. 

Love and Pride Independence had been marked in cities with flags and speeches, and in the towns, the meaning of liberty had been lost in sorrow. Mr Ramji frequently wondered about Ashcroft nowadays, but oddly, unexpectedly. He asked himself whether the English officer, wherever he might be, had ever conceived this torrent of blood and tears that attended their departure. Ashcroft had moments of indecision between duty and conscience; in Ramji, the words despair and endure were used together. Nevertheless, both were responsibilities of their two worlds, two unlike but linked by one fibre of humanity. 

On a single afternoon, on coming back to the fields, Ramji had observed his father sitting in torment by the doorway, with her hands in her lap, and her head turned down. She was entering womanhood, and in her silence, he knew all the unconscious fears of parents everywhere—of daughters whose situation in the world is unsecured. The prospect of sacrificing her to brutality or exile came between him and his lean or his taxes even more irrevocably than hunger or it. He came to the determination, therefore, that being able to survive was not merely out of enduring the difficult times, but also out of safeguarding the dignity and future of future generations. 

Weeks changed into months, and still the great migration advanced across the land. Millions relocated east-west, and they used to bring belongings with them and recollections about homes left behind, graves left behind, and never again gathering at festivals. The village that Ramji lived in was transformed, and its rhythm was disturbed by the never-ending flow of strangers and sadness. The harvest in that year was like a tasteless, fully grown crop left lamenting. 

Nevertheless, despite all this, life insisted on the need to move on. The babies were still being born, the weddings still being crept into being amid the darkness, and the fields had belles to be looked after. Ramji escaped to the beat of labour, to the sensations of the soil through his fingers. Every seed he had planted was an insurrection, an expression that the mania of men would not destroy the life. At night, he told his children tales about acts of courage rather than bloodshed, of fathers who had starved and rivers which never he qualified the waters and light that had shone after the darkest nights. 

At the end of the year, the violence was still there, but it was like the waning of the tide, leaving scars the eye could see. One night, Ramji was sitting on the door of his hut, and he saw the fading sun glowing on the horizon. The air had changed, and it was cooler, and the speechless fields were rustling softly in it. His longevity, his tiredness, and still, it was strangely very stable. Freedom had not come as he was reckoning it, but it was here after all, frail, material, but bloodstained. 

He remembered the Billions that had survived borders, those who had died and those who had not, such as himself. Germania Partition was an art not only of tracing a line on a map, it was a place of bleeding, a bleeding at the heart, in the friendships that had been broken, in the songs that were no longer heard by those they were addressed to. Wounds, too, Ramji remembered, were healable though kept alive. 

Furthermore, there was the farmer, who had lived through empire, taxes, revolts and even a partition, peering into the uncertain future. The agony was the greatest, but deeper down there was a defiant hope that one day his own children and their descendants would be living in a place where no more frontiers or blood ties existed, but only honour and peace and the liberty only to be.

Ramji’s Survival and Migration

It was colder than Ramji remembered during winter 1947. It was not the air but the touch of sorrow which had exuded out of the soil, and was icy rather than hearth-warming. Even the smoke curling off the village huts made the thing in the village appear much thinner and weaker, as though the fire had grown weary. Ramji sat before his house, and his hands were calloused by years of work in the fields, and his eyes looked out over the horizon on which day and day began to come new bands of travellers. Where were the bullock carts of grain and children that twice daily rode along the roads, here were lines and lines in an endless procession, of broken families—some to the east, some to the west—a step each away, a word to them, to life they would never see again. 

The choice to quit did not come easily to Ramji. His village was more than mud walls and thatched roofs, it was the land that his father and grandfather had cultivated, his mother had sung lullabies before the neem tree and where all ways gave a taste of his youth. Nevertheless, now survival was an issue of not feeling but need. The bloodshed was slipping near; the voices added gloom and sting. One night, one of the neighbours disappeared and left his fields without anyone to tend to them, and little was known about the fate of his family. 

There was another family that had been ambushed on their way to the market, and their cart was recovered on the road later on and was found burned and overturned. Tightening the noose could not be disregarded by Ramji. 

His children had become his pointers. His son was not even in his teens, and still, he could find himself staring at me, and his eyes revealed his curiosity whenever another refugee family moved past. Even his daughter was approaching the age of a woman, and her fears were as mute to her lips as they were to her eyes, but Ramji knew her mute words even more than her words. He had saved himself in famine, floods and at the cost of colonial taxes, and the idea of their parting with them to mob violence filled his bowels. It now became obvious, to carry the seed of his family away to a place that would receive it, to part with the ground on which he was so fond and on which he had spread so little blood to lift the crop of another generation, to carry away with him the land of his own birth, the very ground on which he had grown himself.
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