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A Note on the Translation


‘In my stories I never considered children as children, as little babies who understand nothing. I considered them my equal. I treated them as adult friends. What they got from my stories were not moral lessons about growing up, but the taste of being grown-ups. Children love my stories because I don’t write for children.’


No one could have explained Shibram Chakraborty’s literature better. After all, this is the writer himself, talking about his work to an imaginary journalist. ‘My writing is adulterated,’ he punned, ‘which is why it turns children into adults.’ The fact is that the 20 stories in this book, like all of Chakraborty’s work, neither include children in a big way, nor talk about things like good behaviour, the importance of school or obedience, which bore young people. Instead, they are about the somewhat silly behaviour of grown-ups. (Which, as we know, pretty much describes all adults.)


The bumbling brothers Harshabardhan and Gobardhan – Harshabardhan’s wife also puts in an appearance – are the most enduring and endearing of Chakraborty’s creations. They constantly make mistakes. They are taken for a ride by others. They turn petulant and begin to sulk, or simply lose their temper, when things don’t go their way. And Chakraborty brings his inimitable brand of humour to all these situations and the way they were resolved. 


Humour, in fact, was the cornerstone of the writer’s life. Once, a fan of his stories who had encountered him on the street actually followed him to the boarding house he lived in – he never married or lived in a home of his own as an adult. There, Chakrabroty handed his guest some headache pills, advising him to take them quickly. ‘But I don’t have a headache,’ the guest protested. ‘You will soon, now that you’ve come to see me,’ the writer assured him.


This could easily be a part of one of the numerous stories that Chakraborty wrote. He made his living as a writer, but it wasn’t much of a living, since he gave stories to any publisher who asked for them, seldom bothering with payment. No one knows exactly how many stories he wrote (and he wrote for grown-ups too). The walls of his room were his account book – that was where he scrawled details of the money he had received, borrowed or lent. Naturally, few of the people he lent money to ever returned it to him.


Actually, Chakraborty lived the kind of independent, uncomplicated life that most of us can only dream of. He didn’t own a house, a car or any of the trappings of modern existence. He walked to most places, ate at convenient restaurants, and didn’t even own very many clothes. But he read and wrote prodigiously, although he pretended to be a very lazy man. In fact, when asked how his day went, he summed it up this way: wake up, have breakfast, which is tiring, so go right back to sleep, have lunch, rest, have afternoon tea, and so on until dinner and sleep. When do you write, then, he was asked by his incredulous listener. The next day, of course, he answered.


As here, it is always difficult to tell when Shibram Chakraborty is joking and when he’s serious. Indeed, his stories, he claims, are not funny at all – it is only the telling of them that is funny. He may be right. Take the story with which he highlights how little money he had. A fellow writer once wrote a glowing tribute to him in a book of essays. When Chakraborty went to the publisher to pick up a copy of the book, the publisher apparently told him, what’s the point, you’ll only sell it at a second-hand bookshop, why don’t you just take the price of the book instead in cash. Chakraborty apparently did just that.


And how did the publisher know this? Because, says the writer, he always sold the 25 free copies of his own book – which he was entitled to getting – back to the publisher to make some money. I hate reading as much as I hate writing, Chakraborty adds, explaining why his room was bereft of books.


Chakraborty’s passion was the pun. Playing with words effortlessly, often using both Bengali and English, he created an entire way of telling stories through puns. Just one example: Harshabardhan’s name often becomes an opportunity to talk about horses. Discovering the puns hidden in the dialogue – all his characters are adept punsters – and then translating them into English equivalents was great fun, even if it means preserving the ‘punnyness’ at the expense of the precise meaning.


In fact, translating these stories brought me to the brink of – and often crossing over – my self-imposed constraints of translating: remove nothing and add nothing. When transferring the groan-inducing puns from Bengali to English, it sometimes became necessary to shift the context and even the content of what Harshabardhan or Gobardhan might be saying, so that the pun might be preserved. I cannot help feeling that Chakraborty would not have minded, for he said, ‘Words have always appeared mysterious to me. Each word is a world in itself.’ The sound, he said, was as important as the meaning. And hence the importance of the pun over mere meaning.
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Harshabardhan Goes
to Mumbai


‘I just got the telegram,’ Harshabardhan told his brother. ‘They’ve accepted all our conditions for supplying the timber. Get dressed, we’re leaving at once.’


‘Where are we going, Dada?’ asked Gobardhan.


‘Bombay.’


‘What for?’ Gobardhan or Gobra as he was fondly called looked like the sky had fallen on his head.


‘Didn’t you hear? The company in Bombay has accepted all our conditions. Let’s go and finalize the contract. It’s a juicy deal. They’ve asked me to go at once.’


Harshabardhan was a man of impulses. Gobardhan knew this, but still he stammered, ‘How can we go at once, Dada?’


‘If not now then when? We don’t have much time before the train leaves. The Bombay Mail won’t wait for us, will it? We have to leave at once.’


‘What about a bath? Dinner?’


‘We can bathe on the train. There are fantastic bathrooms. They have showers. As for dinner, there is marvellous food in the dining car.’


‘Don’t we have to take our bedding?’


‘That’s all part of the arrangements in the first-class compartments. Who on earth takes his own bedding into a first-class compartment? And in Bombay we’ll stay at a plush hotel. They don’t lack for beds there.’


‘You don’t want to take any luggage at all?’


‘Luggage? Just the one piece. You. You are an entire piece of luggage all by yourself.’


Gobardhan was deeply hurt. So was his self-respect. But he couldn’t summon a retort. He only grunted.


Harshabardhan changed his mind on the way to the station. ‘No, on second thoughts, let’s not go first class. The third class is good enough for us.’


‘Why, aren’t we rich enough?’ Gobardhan protested vehemently. ‘The rich always travel by first class.’


They aren’t millionaires, they’re sillyonaires. Older but no wiser. Haven’t you read in the papers about the kind of trouble people face in first-class compartments? All the criminals jump into the train and rob and loot everyone. There are murders too. Is it a good idea to die helplessly? No, I’m not losing my brother just to travel first class.’


‘Lose your brother! Why?’


‘You’ll try to save me if someone tries to kill me. I know you will. And you’ll end up dying, that’s not what I want.’


Gobardhan was silent.


‘Besides, I might be able to bear my brother’s loss, but my own loss would be a disaster. I’ll never profit from it.’


Harshabardhan breathed a sigh of relief when they reached Howrah Station. ‘I’ll go buy the tickets.’


‘The third class will be very crowded, Dada.’


‘What crowd are you talking about? I’m going to reserve the entire compartment.’


Having done just that, Harshabardhan asked the ticket clerk, ‘How long does the train stop at Agra?’


‘At least half an hour. Bombay Mail meets Calcutta Mail there, you see . . .’


‘Calcutta Mail! What on earth is the Calcutta Mail?’ The brothers were astonished.


The train that leaves Bombay for Calcutta. That’s the Calcutta Mail. Just like we have Bombay Mail,’ explained the ticket clerk. ‘Why did you want to know about Agra?’


‘We were thinking of visiting the Taj Mahal. Is it possible?’


‘Well, if you take a taxi from the station and finish it all off in half an hour, you can.’


‘There are always taxis at stations,’ said Gobardhan. ‘So why not?’


Harshabardhan got into their compartment only to jump out again. ‘Wait here, I’ll be back in a minute.’


When he returned in a short while Gobra asked, ‘What have you got, Dada? New snacks or a newspaper?’


Instead of answering, Harshabardhan held up a book to Gobardhan. It was neither food nor a newspaper. Gobra discovered to his utter surprise that the book was titled The Wonders of Science.


‘I got it from a platform bookstall.’


‘What’s this for, Dada? This isn’t a storybook.’


‘A book about science,’ Harshabardhan informed his brother. ‘This is the age of science, did you know that?’


Eventually the train left. Without wasting any more words, Harshabardhan immersed himself in his book.


He floated up to surface a long time afterwards. ‘Do you know why an apple falls from a tree to the ground?’


‘Because it’s ripened.’


‘Says who? It could have flown away instead of falling to earth, couldn’t it?’


‘Do apples have wings?’


‘My foot. It’s all because of the force of gravity. Do you know what gravity is? Newton discovered it.’


‘Newton? How?’


‘I have no idea what Newton was like. Never saw him in my life. He died long before we were born. But gravity is something like this – Newton was skulking beneath an apple tree once . . .’


‘With his mouth open?’


‘Who can tell? The apple fell at that moment . . .’


‘Into his mouth?’


‘I don’t know that either. But as a result gravity was discovered. Got it?’


‘Got it. But it’s not the force of gravity, it’s the force of gravy.’


‘It says gravity here . . .’


‘Printing mistake. Books are full of such mistakes. Does gravi mean anything? Gravy does. And where does the gravy go? To the stomach. The stomach in my case, the paunch in yours – but they definitely have a force, which is hunger. Only you know what you do when you feel hunger in your paunch, but in my stomach . . . when the force of hunger asserts itself I can feel it. I go straight to our orchard. Our mango orchard, where I stare at the trees with my mouth open. And when the ripened mangos slip from the branches, I slip them into my mouth. I have felt this force of gravy – discovered it long ago. But I didn’t go writing a book like your Newton to tell everyone.’


Harshabardhan was astounded by his brother’s scientific temperament. Without responding, he immersed himself again in his book.


He made his second statement some time later. ‘Do you know why the lid of the kettle rattles when you put it on the stove?’


‘Only Newton knows.’


‘Not Newton, someone else. Newton didn’t do this one. The lid rattles so that it can run our trains one day.’


‘Really?’ Gobardhan’s eyes were round saucers.


‘Haven’t you seen the vapour rising from boiling water? It’s called steam. The pressure from the steam makes the lid rattle. It’s the same steam that’s packed into a train engine to make this huge train move. Got it?’


Gobardhan was speechless in astonishment.


‘You’re a lot like a kettle too. You’re so restless I think you have a lot of steam inside you. Maybe you will run something big. You might run the country too. Or at least a train engine.’


‘You’re laughing at me, Dada. I may never work up enough steam, but you have to accept that people hold my intelligence in greater esteem than yours.’


‘More than me? Really? Here, keep my wallet. It has a hundred hundred-rupee notes – ten thousand in all. Only if you can return it to me intact when we get out of the train at Bombay will I admit that you’re not only intelligent but also in luck, because I will give you half the money as a prize.


‘Are you saying I won’t be able to keep it safe?’


‘I’m betting half the money in there. I just hope the wallet stays in your pocket long enough. Cheats and thieves are swarming everywhere – they are all pickpockets. I’m positive your pocket will be picked when we get off at Agra and look for a taxi. Take my word for it.’


‘Then I’m not putting it in my pocket at all. I’ll tuck it into my belly. I’ll use the force of gravy to hold on to it.’


Several stations flashed past. Beleaguered by the numerous wonders of science, Harshabardhan nodded off while Gobardhan went to the toilet.


He shot out screaming soon afterwards. ‘Dada, Dada! Very bad news!’


‘What is it!’ Harshabardhan opened his eyes.


‘I’d tucked the bag into my belly, remember? The moment I squatted on the toilet seat it escaped my force of gravy and slipped into the hole.’


‘What? Why didn’t you pull the chain at once? The train would have stopped instantly. We could have retrieved the bag by now.’


‘I did! Everytime I pulled the chain, water flowed into the commode.’


‘There goes the money – how unaccommodating.’ But Harshabardhan did not sound even remotely peeved. ‘Didn’t I tell you you’d lose it? Saw how I won the bet?’


‘Your money’s lost,’ grieved Gobardhan. ‘Ten thousand. Ten!’


‘Do you think I put all my money in one pocket?’ Harshabardhan comforted his brother. ‘I had four wallets in four pockets. I only gave you the one in my breast-pocket. See here, one in the right pocket, one in the left, and one in the inside pocket of my coat. How many can the pickpocket pick?’


Still Gobardhan was inconsolable.


‘Don’t be upset. Money’s not for hoarding. We earn so that we can spend. Do I save my money? I throw it away. I love money too much – I can go to hell, but I won’t let my money go there.’


When the train stopped at Agra, the brothers visited the Taj Mahal, ate pooris and sweets at the market, bought two pairs of locally famous shoes, and finally returned to the station as the train was about to leave, the guard having blown his whistle.


Running up to the train, they jumped into the first compartment they could.


It was practically empty apart from someone half-lying on an upper bunk. ‘Are you going to Bombay too?’ Harshabardhan began a conversation. ‘Will you get off at Bombay?’


‘No, I’m going to Calcutta,’ he replied.


‘Calcutta! How amazing!’ Harshabardhan was thrilled. ‘Look at this, Gobra. Another wonder of science, see for yourself. The lower bunks of this train are going to Bombay and the upper bunks to Calcutta.’


‘These bunks have mattresses, Dada. Let’s catch a little sleep.’ Gobra was tempted.


‘Good idea, let’s do that. We’ve seen the Taj Mahal, we’ve eaten, we’ve even bought shoes. Might as well dream about the Taj Mahal now.’


When they rose from their long, deep slumber, they discovered that the compartment was empty and the train was standing at the terminus.


‘Get off the train, Gobra. What are you staring at? We’ve reached.’ Harshabardhan dragged Gobardhan out of the train, railing at him.


Down on the platform, the brothers were flabbergasted. They had expected to see a crowd of Marathis and Gujaratis and Punjabis, but everyone around them was a Bengali.


‘They say Bengalis are a stay-at-home lot. They say people from all over flock to Bengal to make a living, but Bengalis don’t like going anywhere. But it’s just the opposite here . . .’


Outside the station they discovered more reversals.


‘Oh look! They’ve built a bridge just like the Howrah Bridge here too!’


‘Just look at the marvels of science, Dada!’ Gobra was no less astounded. ‘They’ve got the Ganga from Calcutta to Bombay.’


‘I’d expected to see a new city. But this is a replica of Calcutta. Why bother to go on such a long journey to Bombay if the Bombay Mail only brings us to another Calcutta?’


‘Tchah!’ Even Gobardhan, overcome with grief, expressed his dismay. ‘Our Calcutta is much better, Dada.’


‘Of course it is,’ Harshabardhan agreed. ‘Haven’t you heard of Mumbai ka bhel? This Bombay Mail has shown us some bhelki alright. Magic. It’s brought us back to the same Calcutta that we came from.’
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Harshabardhan’s
Farsightedness


The Assam government had sent a notice to every Assamese including Harshabardhan. Although he had left Assam for Calcutta long ago to start a timber business, he had not been able to escape the strict eye of the government of Assam.


Not just him, his brother Gobardhan had also received the notice to join the war on the border.


With China crossing the border of India’s North East Frontier Province in its greed for conquering other countries and arriving at the threshold of Tezpur, all courageous Indians were called to stop eating curry and make China cease from seizing the city.


The clarion call also reached Harshabardhan in Calcutta. But he said, ‘No, I shall not go to war.’


‘What are you saying, Dada?’ Gobardhan was speechless in surprise. ‘Didn’t you go to England to fight in the war? And now that the war has come to your own country are you going to turn down the opportunity?’


‘England? That was Spain,’ said Harshabardhan. ‘I fought in Spain.’


‘Same thing. Spain is on the way to England. You fashioned the defeat of Hitler’s Fascists there, didn’t you? I fought too, right next to you. That wretch retched our story in his book.’


‘Which wretch?’


‘Your pet, that Chakarbarty, of course. As if you don’t know him.’


‘Why shouldn’t I know him. I’ve read the book. He gave me a copy too. He exaggerates a lot, though. Does he take drugs, do you think?’


‘Yes, he drags it out too much, all his lies are lying around in the story.’


‘You could say he knows the lie of the land. But that’s not the point. The point is, are we going to have to go to war all our lives? When I was young I fought, but don’t you suppose I’m not as strong at this age as I was once? I’d fall if I even tried to lift a gun. And then there’s the parade? I’m too old to be going on long marches.’


‘And it’s not March either, it’s peak summer,’ agreed Gobardhan.


‘Exactly. Let the young men fight. We’ll read about it in the newspapers. Or I’ll tell that Chakarbarty to write some stories about the war . . . we can read them in his book.’


‘That’s true.’


‘And they’re the ones who’re fighting now anyway. The jawans.’


‘Jawans. Who are they, Dada?’


‘Hindi word. Jawan. Brave. So brave they can die just like that.’


‘Like you,’ Gobardhan informed him.


‘Me, die just like that? Meaning what? ‘Harshabardhan was astonished.
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