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This translation is for Saikat Guha, my father, who is a true princeling, if Humour is King.




Translator’s Note


You may have heard of a famous Indian filmmaker called Satyajit Ray. His father, Sukumar Ray, is the author of this volume of prose. Sukumar was a very interesting man, blessed with talent and energy far beyond the normal quota. Born in 1887, in an illustrious family, he was one of five siblings. He was naturally endowed with a large share of curiosity and intelligence. He wrote his first poem at the age of eight. And the very next year he penned a Bengali rhyme called Tick, Tick, Tong, which was a rough translation of the English rhyme ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’. He went on to study physics and chemistry in college and finally went to England to gain expertise in printing technology.


Sukumar’s father, Upendrakishore Ray, had a printing press. The love of literature ran in their veins through the generations. You may be most familiar with Satyajit Ray’s Feluda series, and his many other short stories. But both Sukumar and Upendrakishore before him have created serious and lasting impressions on the face of Bengali literature. Sukumar Ray’s Ha Ja Ba Ra La is a play that is a masterpiece of nonsense literature; his Pagla Dashu stories and the volume of rhymes called Abol Tabol are also popular in translation.


Like many talented people of his times, Sukumar was simultaneously interested in a number of things, such as writing, composing music, illustrating, acting, editing journals and magazines, experimenting with printing techniques and other activities of this nature. Many of his contemporaries reminisce in their memoirs about the kind of energy that Sukumar was blessed with. He was the leader of the pack, as a child and as a young man. He would form bands and groups that would perform plays, recite verses and raise a storm in a teacup over matters both serious and whimsical. And in all of this, humour was Sukumar’s unmistakable signature.


In his writing as well as in his illustrations, Sukumar flaunts a sense of humour that is reminiscent of a rainbow: it is flippant, cutting edge, ironic, slapstick, nonsensical, controversial and layered, all in one! For this reason, his writing has remained alive in the hearts of Bengali readers more than a century after its birth. Sukumar Ray’s writing was fresh and fun; he played with the language effortlessly because he had mastery over it and was in love with it. This is sometimes hard to feel in his translated work, because the zing of humour weakens a little as it travels from one language to another. But in its original Bengali, Sukumar’s poetry, rhymes and plays, with their facetious dialogues and the prose with its tongue-in-cheek signature humour, still keep the listener, reader and audience in splits.


In 1913 Upendrakishore started a magazine for children. He called it Sandesh. There is a pun here: the word means both ‘a message’ and ‘a sweet’, very typically Bengali, made from paneer. This magazine enjoyed a long life under the editorship of different people. But in its early years, after Upendrakishore’s death in 1915, Sukumar held the helm for eight years. With his prolific penmanship, Sukumar shaped the identity of the magazine and many of his writings, later published as anthologies, were first published in various editions of Sandesh.


In 1913 Sukumar married Suprabha and in 1921 their son, Satyajit, was born. But soon after he contracted a deadly disease called kala-azar. He began to lose his strength and vitality. He carried out the work for Sandesh from his deathbed. In 1923 he met an untimely death, at the very young age of 36. His death was mourned by his family as well as all his friends, some much older and more illustrious than him, such as Rabindranath Tagore.


Sukumar continues to live through his creations. As a pioneer of literary nonsense in Bengali, his rhymes have yielded phrases that liven up a conversation in a Bengali living room. His illustrations bring a smile to the face of his readers, who span many generations. His plays are still enacted by children in schools. That is the fun of literature. It is a piece of communication, a Sandesh from across the ages – it is timeless and ageless.


This collection is a bunch of his short (almost dwarf) stories that have never been translated so far. They are funny, gentle, a little thought-provoking, a tad wicked and generally perfect for a solitary afternoon when the whole household sleeps and you are awake, not knowing what to do – when you itch for just such a book, to go with that tiny bowl of sweet and sour tamarind pickle you raided from the pantry stash! Relish the book and keep in mind that as the translator, I have already begged your pardon for the little creases that could not be ironed out in the act of translation. I hope the journey that these little prose pieces have made across two languages will be worth their while in your enjoyment of them.


Sreejata Guha




RAY FOR A LAUGH




Gopal’s Books


As soon as lunch ended, Gopal picked up a few of his schoolbooks, and with the most innocent expression on his face, he headed up the stairs.


His mama* asked, ‘Hey there, Gopal, where are you off in this midday heat?’


‘I am going to the terrace to study,’ replied Gopal.


‘Why the terrace for studies? Why don’t you sit here and study?’


‘This is too noisy a space, too many people all around; Bhola makes a ruckus. It’s difficult to concentrate,’ said Gopal at once.


‘All right. Go and study hard.’


Gopal went away, and Mama felt pleased. ‘Thank god the boy is focusing on his studies.’


At this moment, Bhola-babu made his entrance. He was all of three or four years old, and everyone doted on him. His first words were, ‘Where is Dada?’
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‘Dada is studying on the terrace. Why don’t you sit here and play?’ asked Mama.


Bhola instantly plonked down on the floor and began to shower Mama with questions: Why is Dada studying? What happens if you study? How does one study? and many, many more. Mama was in the mood for some newspaper reading. He felt breathless with the spate of questions, and finally he exclaimed, ‘Listen, Bhola-babu, why don’t you go and play with Bhojiya? I shall buy you toffees in the evening.’ Bhola walked away quickly.


Half an hour later, Bhola-babu re-entered the room and announced, ‘Mama, I too would like to do studies.’


‘Sure, why not?’ laughed Mama. ‘Wait till you are a little older. I shall buy you colourful picture books and you can study all you like.’


Bhola piped up, ‘No, no, not that kind of studies. I want to do the studies that Dada is doing.’


‘And what kind is that?’ Mama queried.


‘We–ell,’ Bhola began, ‘the kind where you have very colourful, very thin sheets of paper, thin sticks and glue... You cut up the paper and paste the sticks on to it with the glue... that kind of studying.’


This description of Gopal Dada’s studying made Mama stop in his tracks. He tiptoed his way to the terrace on the third floor, peeped into the room stealthily and found his erudite nephew sitting on the windowsill, completely focused on the task of making kites. Two textbooks lay on the divan near the entrance of the room.


With great care, Mama picked up the two books and went back downstairs.


In a short while, Gopal was sent for. The minute he came and stood before him, Mama asked, ‘How many days till school reopens?’


‘Eighteen days,’ said Gopal promptly.


‘I hope you are studying hard? Or are you playing truant?’


‘Not at all. I was studying all this while,’ piped up Gopal.


‘What were you studying?’


Gopal mumbled, ‘Sanskrit.’


‘So... Don’t you need your books to study Sanskrit? Do you really need to get creative with thin sheets of paper, thin sticks and glue?’


Gopal’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. What on earth was Mama saying? He was stunned into silence as he stared at his uncle, utterly dumbfounded.


‘Where are the books?’ Mama asked.


‘Up in the attic...’


Mama fished out the books from where he had hidden them and held them before Gopal. ‘What are these?’


He grabbed Gopal by the ear and made him sit in one corner of the room.


Gopal’s kites, thread, spool and all his other kite-making accessories remained in Mama’s custody for the next eighteen days.




*Bangla word for ‘uncle’




The Glutton


‘Horipodo! O, Horipodo!’


But Horipodo was nowhere to be found. Everyone was shouting and screaming for him, but not a sound came from Horipodo in response. Why? Was Horipodo hard of hearing? No, not at all – his hearing was quite normal really. So then, was Horipodo not at home? No, no, that’s not it! You see, Horipodo had stuffed his mouth so full of condensed milk laddus that he could neither swallow them nor spit them out. How would he reply? And he could not come running in response either, because then everyone would know what he had been up to. Hence, he was busy chewing the laddus and gulping them down with water; and the more he tried to gulp them down, the more they were sticking to his throat, almost making him choke.
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This was a really bad habit that Horipodo had. He had been rebuked, chided, punished and warned so many times, but nothing seemed to work. He still continued to steal food and hog it like a glutton. And Horipodo’s younger brother was just like him. While both were a bit weak in the stomach, with some problem or the other every other day, the two of them still remained as greedy as ever. On days that the punishment was stronger than usual, they would vow for the next few days to never eat like that again. When they slipped into eating junk food again at odd hours of the day, and when their stomachs would be upset in the middle of the night, they would whine and say, ‘This is the last time – never, ever again!’ But again within a day or so, they would go back to their old habits!


Why, just the other day, as they were trying to steal yoghurt from their aunt’s room, the two were in a royal soup. But still they remained shameless. Horipodo’s younger brother, Shyamapodo, came up to him and whispered, ‘Dada, come quickly! Pishima has just stashed away a huge clay pot full of yoghurt under her bed.’ The reason for giving this piece of news to Dada on such an urgent basis was that the iron chain that held the lock on the doors to Pishima’s room was beyond his reach, and he would need his dada’s assistance to unlock the door. Dada went and quietly slipped the latch off its hook, crept into Pishima’s room, reached under her bed, grabbed a fistful of the yoghurt and put it in his mouth. The very next instant, he was screaming like a wounded bull.


Actually, that simile isn’t quite right – the situation was far worse. His screams brought Mother, Pishima, Mashima, Didi and everyone else running from every corner, asking, ‘What is the matter?’


Shyamapodo was a smart boy. The second his dada began to scream, he’d run for his life and reached the Ghosh residence. There, he began to do his homework with his friend Shanti Ghosh, a beatific expression on his face. Meanwhile, Horipodo’s screams made it very clear to Pishima that he had mistaken the clay pot full of limestone paste (which she used to make her paan) for yoghurt. And then a punishment awaited Horipodo. For the next week, he could neither chew nor swallow his food – the act of eating became a living hell because of the burns caused by the acidic limestone paste. And yet, he had no shame. Today again, he was off eating laddus stealthily. Meanwhile, Mama was calling for him and searching for him high and low.


A little later, Horipodo washed and rinsed his mouth, and appeared before everyone, looking like the good boy he really wasn’t. His eldest mama said, ‘Well, hello there! Where were you all this while?’


‘I was right here, upstairs,’ responded Horipodo.


‘So why did you not answer when we were all yelling out for you?’ demanded Mama.


Horipodo scratched his head and replied, ‘Well, you know, I was drinking water.’


‘Only water or were there some solids too?’


At this, Horipodo began to laugh as if he had just been told a very amusing joke. By this time, his second mama arrived with a grave expression on his face. He was in possession of inside information that Horipodo had broken into the larder a little while ago and since that time, nearly a dozen condensed milk laddus were missing from the stock.


As soon as Second Mama came in, he conferred with Boro* Mama for some time in English, in loud whispers. Then he opened his mouth and said very sombrely, ‘The tremendous infestation of rats in the house needs to be addressed immediately. The outbreak of the plague and diseases all around make it a very worrisome situation indeed. This colony of rats needs to be exterminated from the roots.’


‘Yes, well, measures have been taken for that,’ said Boro Mama. ‘I have asked Didi to make some laddus and mix rat poison in them. Once these are scattered all over the house, we can say goodbye to the rats tomorrow.’


‘When are these laddus going to be made?’ asked Horipodo.


‘They must be ready by now,’ said Boro Mama with a shrug. ‘I saw Tepi and Didi starting the job this morning with a plateful of thickened condensed milk.’


Horipodo’s face turned ashen and his jaw sagged in fear. He gulped down his anxiety and asked nervously, ‘What happens if rat poison is consumed, Boro Mama?’


‘What else? The rats die, that’s all!’


‘And if a human being consumes the laddus by mistake?’


‘Well, one or two won’t kill him – his throat will burn, his head will spin, he’ll throw up and perhaps have a seizure or two.’


‘And if he eats all of eleven laddus?’ Horipodo burst into loud sobs.


At this, Boro Mama concealed his grin, quickly pulled a straight face and said very seriously, ‘What! Have you really done that?’


Horipodo continued to wail as he cried out, ‘Yes, Boro Mama. And five of those were really large! Please hurry up and call a doctor, Boro Mama. I am feeling quite faint and close to throwing up.’


Second Mama ran and summoned Doctor Ramesh from next door. The doctor started by feeding Horipodo a really bitter, foul-tasting medicine. Then he made him smell something that was so acerbic that his eyes started watering profusely. Then all of them piled blankets and quilts on Horipodo, which made him sweat bucketloads. Finally, he was spoon-fed a truly bitter, obnoxious-tasting medicine, which made him retch and start puking.


The doctor prescribed a course of treatment for him: for three days, he was to have complete bed rest and only consume barley water and a bitter solution made of chirata leaves.


Horipodo mewled, ‘I want to go upstairs to Mother.’


‘No, no,’ said the doctor briskly. ‘As long as there’s a chance of survival, no question of moving him about. He will stay right here with you all.’


Boro Mama concurred, ‘Of course! Why would you go to Mother now and get her all worried? There is no need to inform her at all.’


Three days later, when the doctor finally saw him as fit for release, Horipodo was a changed person. All the people in his house knew that he had been very sick indeed; his mother had been told that Horipodo had faced some stomach issues due to his overeating of pithas*. Horipodo was under the impression that consuming rat poison had nearly killed him. But the true story was known only to Boro Mama, Second Mama and Doctor Ramesh – and now all of you, the readers of this story, know it too.




*eldest


*a Bengali sweet




The Cure for Temper


Kedar-babu was a very ill-tempered man. When he lost his temper, he lost track of right and wrong.


One day, as he sat with a glum face, the schoolmaster came in and said, ‘Well, well, Kedar-babu, what makes you so sad today?’


‘Don’t even ask!’ Kedar-babu replied. ‘My silver-lined hookah has shattered into seven tiny pieces. How can I look happy?’


The schoolmaster said, ‘What? It was no glass trinket or clay pot! How did it break just like that?’


‘Why would it break just like that?’ Kedar-babu answered. ‘This is what happened. Last night I did not sleep well. I got up in the morning, brushed my teeth and sat down for a smoke with my hookah, when suddenly it tilted and tobacco embers rolled on to my floor. I stuck my hand out to catch it and burnt my hand. Now, you tell me – who wouldn’t get angry at this? Heck, this is my hookah, my tobacco, my floor, and I am the one with the blister! Obviously I lost my temper and hit it – not much, just five times – with that hammer over there, and the scallywag of a hookah gave up.’
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