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To Biggi and Jakob (Brigitta and Jakob Perings),


without whose multifarious help in leading my everyday old-age life, with Maria and alone, writing this autobiography would not have been possible at all.









Preface


Now that I have finished my last serious book*, but am still living, some of my friends have been telling me that I should now write my memoirs or my autobiography, whatever I would like to call it. I have been hesitating, because I am now 88 years old, and my health is fragile. I do not know how long I would still live, nor how much time I still have to write about my modestly eventful life. Nor do I know whether my life-story would interest anybody. These friends say it would, because I am, as they express it, a rare person who has spent half of his 88 years long life in India – in spite of all economic development, still a poor and backward country – and half in Germany, one of the richest and most modern countries of the world. I have experienced, have had intimate knowledge of, life in the East and the West, in the North and the South. I have taken part in political and social movements in both, thought, studied and written about these. One of the friends said, history should better be written by people who lived it.


I have now acceded to their pleadings, started writing this life story. I have nothing else to do, so why not. I cannot possibly commit suicide out of boredom. But, in my mind, the doubt remains: Will it be regarded as just a pastime of an old man? I remember Nirod Chaudhury, a Bengali intellectual, much more known in his active days in his native West Bengal than I am today in Germany or even Cologne. Chaudhury wrote his autobiography – at which age I do not remember – and called it "Autobiography of an unknown Indian". Maybe he was too modest or only pretended to be modest. But the title encourages me. I think I have also many interesting political matters to narrate about.


I have given much space to my childhood, because it lies now so far back in time, more than 80 years. It is as if I am describing a journey to an almost different, till now unknown country. Moreover, my nephews and nieces and their children ask me often about my childhood days. They are eager to know about their heritage.


But I have not neglected to describe the thorny road I have had to traverse to reach my present life and my present thoughts and conclusions. I hope, apart from being interesting, it would also be useful for all young and old political activists.


Finally, I want to remind the readers that an autobiography is not an history of the particular decades. It is the story of the decades as perceived by the author. It is mainly centered around his life-story. The quality of the story depends entirely on the quality of the perceptions of the author.


And just another word, with age, my memory has also blurred a lot. Many details, which could have been interesting, are missing. I hope the sympathetic reader will excuse me for this shortcoming of the text.


Last but not least, I want to take this opportunity to express my heartfelt thanks to my Viennese friend Ernst Schriefl, who has edited and typeset this text, not only this text, but all my other writings that have seen the light of day since August 2023.





* Sarkar, Saral (2024): Factors of Conflict and Conditions of Peace. An Essay, Books on Demand









Chapter 1:


Childhood, Fatherland, Motherland, Family Background


My early childhood was not so interesting. I was born as the fifth child of my parents. I cannot say whether I was a desired child, because my parents already had two sons and two daughters. Nowadays, we would think, already the fifth child is going to be a burden. In Germany, in the recent past, I have often heard, having a child is a “poverty factor” (“Armutsfaktor”) – in Germany, one of the richest countries of the world. A few years ago, I read a report on 10 young German women who wanted to have a child, but could not find a suitable young man as a willing partner. But I do not know how people thought in those days – be it in India, be it in Germany. Apparently, in India as well as in Germany, children were regarded as products of God’s wish. They had therefore to be welcomed, gladly or grumpily.


When I studied German and later married Maria, my German fiancé, I came to know more about the situation in Germany in those days. Maria, born in 1931, was the seventh child in a small peasant family of 12 children. I, in contrast, also a product of the 30s of the 20th century, belonged to a six children family.


In my childhood, our family consisted of six children and the two parents. That was the average family size around us. When I was eight years old, I came to know families that consisted of as many as ten children, two parents, and one or two grandparents. And, moreover, some relatives, near or distant, used to live as members of the family. In our family too.


In an average family, children used to be brought up carelessly, and often sons were treated very badly, they were even beaten by the fathers, sometimes even by the mother, for allegedly bad behavior. I cannot say, probably my eldest brother and my eldest sister were treated lovingly. After all, they must have been well desired children. But I do not remember having ever been taken on my parents' arms or cuddled by some of my parents and elder siblings.


Father’s Land


My father came from a family that originally lived in what is since 1971 called Bangladesh. They were administrators by tradition; his father was employed in the administration of a tax-collecting landlord (Zamindar) of East Bengal. The village where they lived was situated roughly at the confluence of two great rivers – the Padma, which is the name of the main arm of the Ganges when it passes through East Bengal, and Yamuna, which is the name of the other big river which comes from the North-East, i.e., Brahmaputra.
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River scene in Bangladesh. Photo credit: Saral Sarkar


Together, they transport the whole rain- and snowmelt on both sides of the Himalayas and Northern India to the Bay of Bengal. In the dry summer months, they are fed by the Himalayan glaciers. Try to imagine a village in such a location in East Bengal in the year 1900, when my father was born. There were no dikes on the banks of the two great rivers. That meant, every year, in the rainy season, as a matter of routine, the village and all the surrounding areas were flooded by the waters of the two rivers. My father told us how they went to school (just primary school, of course) wading through flooded village roads/pathways. The mud-hut buildings, [clay-built] big or small, in which they lived, of course, were built on raised platforms, also built of mud [clay], so that they were not flooded. Children who went to school, before they came down on the flooded village pathways, had to take off their clothes and hold them on the head, so that they would not get wet.


My father also told us, that peasants in their region planted a special species of rice that grew in height simultaneously, when the water level on the fields rose, so that the ears of corn always remained above water. The corn generally ripened before the water had receded from the fields. And the peasants had to do the harvesting in knee-deep water.


Before I could see with my own eyes one of these two mighty rivers of my home country (Desh, Pitribhumi, in Bangla; Heimat, Vaterland, in German), I had the opportunity to see the two “mighty” rivers of Western Europe: the Rhine and the Danube. I saw the Rhine already as a student in Germany in the 1960s. And now I am living in Cologne for the last 42 years. Impressive, of course. But then, sometime in the 1990s (I have forgotten, in which year exactly), Maria and I had an invitation from a best female friend of hers, a native of Bangladesh (Farida Akhtar), to visit her and her NGO establishment in Dhaka and the adjacent rural areas, where their development projects were located. I expressed the wish to see one of the two mighty rivers of my fatherland (“Desh”). They fulfilled this wish of mine on our way back from one of their projects. I stood on the east bank of the river Yamuna. On the west bank was my “desh” (fatherland), the region where my father came from. It was afternoon of a clear sunny day in late August. Yet I could not see the west bank. There was nothing but the river in front of me, a vast expanse of water. It was as if I was standing on the shore of a peaceful sea. It was almost the end of the rainy season. Our hosts told us, when the water level goes down at the end of the rainy season, one can see some large uninhabited sandbanks (called “Char” in Bangla) in the middle of the river. These Chars were probably not just useless sandbanks. They must have been useful for something, maybe for cultivating melons. For I heard from one of our young “uncles” (a relative of father, who came to live with us) that big landlords used to try to occupy Char-lands when they emerged. Often their respective “armed” groups fought it out.


From the unsystematic and rare narrations of my father, some relayed to me by my eldest sister in later years of my life, I could gather that life at the confluence of the two large rivers had another problem, namely, the two rivers used to gnaw away land at the banks. Oftentimes, whole villages (or parts thereof) were eroded away by the currents of the two mighty rivers, and the residents of the destroyed villages had to move further away from the banks and build new houses. Sometime in my childhood, I heard a song on this phenomenon – composed, however, by a city-dwelling poet. The first two lines of the song read: “The river breaks this bank and builds up the other. That is the game of the river.” From the narrations of my father, I could further gather that the family lived in three different villages in that region: Kurhigram, Bagmara, and Sonapadma. The reason, I guess, was this phenomenon of erosion. Once he also spoke of a huge fire that destroyed their house. No wonder, in those days, the houses in Bengal villages were mostly thatched with rice straw.


Father did not tell us (or I did not get it) in which of these three villages he went to his first school. But one story I vividly remember. It was surely about going to the secondary school. His elder brother was already in secondary school in the town nearby. I cannot say exactly in which town that school was. Maybe it was called Rangpur or Berhampur. Both are situated in North Bengal. My grandfather had to send money to the elder son for his school, boarding, and lodging expenses. He once asked my father, the younger of the two sons, to bring the cash to his elder brother in the town where this school was. My father resented that only the elder son was sent to the secondary school and not he too. After reaching the town (let me suppose it was Rangpur), he said the money was for both the brothers to go to school. Father did not go back home after that, stayed back in the town and went to the same school.


There, father used to tell us very proudly, Kalidas Roy, who later became somewhat famous as a poet, was one of their teachers. I remember having read a poem by this poet as a part of our reading material on Bangla literature. Many years later, when father had retired from service and we had settled down in Calcutta, he heard that also poet Kalidas Roy, had left East Bengal and was living then as an old man in Calcutta. Father took up contact with his former teacher. He also invited poet Roy to the party he gave on the occasion of the marriage of his eldest son, my eldest brother.


I did not get it directly and clearly, but somehow, mostly by asking my eldest sister, who knew more, that after finishing high school, father went to college in the town of Berhampur. He did his intermediate arts (a certificate after 12 years of school) there. After that he emigrated to Calcutta, like his elder brother before him.


I do not know exactly whether he did a B.A. degree course. If yes, it was at a short-lived National “University” which was founded by the leaders of our independence movement. But I do not have any clue as to whether he could also complete that course and get his degree. I guess not. Anyway, such a B.A. degree would not have been recognized by anybody.


My uncle, father’s elder brother, did indeed get his B.A. degree from the University of Calcutta and became a school teacher. He had a very interesting episode in his career, which I heard from my mother: In the far west of India, in the province of Punjab, there was a shortage of graduate teachers for the schools that were being newly founded there. So, a delegation came from the town of Hissar to Bengal to recruit a headmaster for a school there. My uncle, who was an ordinary teacher, accepted the offer, and went to Hissar. That must have been in the 20s of the 20th century. In the distant Hissar, my uncle and his wife must have felt very lonely among the Punjabi population. So they invited his brother, i.e. my parents, to visit them. I did not hear much from my mother about these holidays in Hissar, except that it was an adventure and everything was at the beginning so strange. My uncle apparently did not relish that job as a headmaster and came back to Bengal to again become (I guess) an ordinary teacher.


My father’s career also had been interesting. As a young man, he had to start doing something. His first profession was teacher of spinning and weaving. He had joined the independence movement as a volunteer. Under the leadership of Gandhiji and in the wake of the Non-Cooperation Movement, people were to be inspired and taught how to spin yarn from cottonwool and to weave cloth that could be made into self-made “swadeshi” clothes. I did not get to know whether it was a paid job, nor, if paid, who paid his wages. In pursuance of this vocation, he had to go to several villages. And in one of these, called Dakshin Barasat, he saw my mother, then a 15 – 16 years old girl, with whose eldest brother he became friends.


The Non-Cooperation Movement did not result in India winning independence from British rule. What happened then is part of India’s history, but what I want to tell here is what happened to my father. He went back to Calcutta. What he did then I did not get to know. One thing I heard from father himself was that he was working as some sort of a salesman or sales agent. Of which company and for which products, I did not get to know. Many years later, when, as a boy, I was rummaging in an old trunk containing useless things, I found pieces of skins of leguaans. Father was probably an agent for an exporter of such things.


The next thing I heard about his efforts to make a livelihood was that he found a job as a cashier in a company called Indo-Swiss. This job gave him, it seems, a little stability and security in life, and he started thinking of marrying. Then, the next thing I heard was that he met mother's eldest brother who had become a friend. He told this man, Kalidas Chaudhury, that he wanted to marry his sister, whom he had seen in their Village (Dakshin Barasat).


Mother’s Land Dakshin Barasat. Her Family Backgrounds


I had the opportunity to see my mother's home village, Dakshin Barasat, for the first time when I was nearly 8 years old, and several times later on. It was (is) connected to Calcutta by railway. It took in 1944 about one hour train travel from Calcutta to reach that village. In the first trip to the village, it was already late afternoon when we reached it. On the way to our mother's ancestral home, I had the first glimpse of the village. It was a foot march on narrow pathways between ponds – a pond on the right and a pond on the left. Later I came to know that all villages in southern Bengal were villages of many ponds. I would understand later why it had to be so. Southern Bengal was the huge low-altitude delta area formed by the silt content of the waters of all the rivers of northern India that flowed into the Bay of Bengal. In this area, whenever one wanted to build a house, one had first to dig out earth from a place, use the same for building a raised platform and then building one’s house. The byproduct of the exercise, a large hole, was soon filled up with ground water and rainwater in the rainy season.


The ancestral house of my mother was a solid two-story burnt-brick house. One of our maternal uncles was living in one part of it, with some other relatives who were living in their own households in other clearly designated parts thereof. On arrival, we children were very tired. After having our evening meal, we soon fell asleep. Waking up next morning, the first thing I heard was that Dilip, my brother, who was only two years older than I, had sighted a snake that was lying across a step of the stairs and prevented him from going to the ground floor. Somehow, the snake was made to give way.


Next day we started learning about life in a southern Bengal village. That was necessary, because in the nearly eight years that I had till then lived in this world, I, also my siblings, had always lived in towns of northwestern India, where my father had been working as a government employee. The learning was especially necessary, because a week or so later, we had been scheduled to go to another southern Bengal village, called Kamrabad, to live there permanently in our own house.


Let me here close the gap in the narrative that has opened up, because I am not following a strictly chronological order in it: After marrying, my father worked for some more time in the same company, Indo-Swiss. But then his in-laws thought that this job in a small private company was not good enough and did not give any job-security, which was and still is very important for a married man in India.


How he got it I do not know, but his next job was some sort of an accounts clerk in the military accounts department of the central government. It offered job security and prospects of rising up in the hierarchy, but it had the disadvantage that the employee could be transferred to an office of the same department anywhere in India. For this reason, father, and along with him his whole family, never in our early youth had a really settled life anywhere. In the course of the first eight years, I remember and heard, I lived in six different towns: Meerat, Jhansi, Ramgarh, Danapur, Patna, and then in the village Kamrabad – the first three in Uttar Pradesh, the next two in Bihar, and the last one in southern Bengal.


The first lesson came the next morning. My brother Dilip told me that there was no toilet in the house, that people had to go to the bamboos forest near the house to empty their bowels. He further said, while doing his shitting, he was visited by a fox. He was afraid, but succeeded in shooing it away. I was surprised, and afraid too. But I also had to go to the bamboos forest. All the houses, in which I had lived till then, had an old-style pit toilet in the farthest corner of the inner courtyard. We were used to that system. But that was all in towns, some in cantonment towns, no foxes, but many swine from the poor people’s quarters. But Dakshin Barasat was a village in southern Bengal, in the midst of thick lush greenery. For years thereafter, this trouble was the main reason for my reluctance to go to the maternal uncle’s house. Later, however, I was told that grown-up women of the house did not have to go to the bamboos forest. For them there was a separate arrangement in the house, which I too would be allowed to use.


The second lesson I learnt there was that one takes a bath in a pond and not in a bathroom. The villagers had selected two or three ponds with relatively clean water for that purpose – one for men and children, and another for grown-up women. One or two deep-dug wells were also there in rich people’s houses. Water from them were used as drinking water. It was common tradition that owners of such wells allowed their neighbors to draw drinking water from them. One was not fussy about neighbors entering the courtyard and have a free view of the inner parts of the house.


It may be in this first week of my life in southern Bengal that I learnt basic swimming. But it may also have been in Kamrabad, where we subsequently went to live in our own house, which father had bought.


But let me first finish the story of my mother’s family backgrounds. She was born in a quite educated family. The railway connection and the location in the vicinity of Calcutta – in those days still the Capital of the British Indian Empire – made it possible for her father and the uncles to get modern western higher education. Her father graduated as an engineer from the most renowned engineering college of those days (Shibpur Engineering College). One uncle became a chemist, and another a school teacher, whom we often saw when he, as a very old man, visited his niece, my mother.


My grandfather, the engineer, was sent to the Shal* forests of southwest Bengal to work in the project to build a railway line there that would connect that region with Calcutta. He went there with his family and lived somewhere near what is known as Jhargram. My eldest uncle from mother’s side (her eldest brother) told us that his father, being the engineer-in-charge of the Jhargram section of the project, got from the railway company an elephant as means of transportation along with a driver (the mahut). He also remembered that his father often took his son along on elephant’s back when he went to the work site. He was very proud that in the railway station building of Jhargram, a portrait of his father still hung as the builder. Mother’s chemist uncle used to make talcum powder for the women of the house.


The good luck of the family ended however with the sudden death of the father. The widowed mother returned with the children to Dakshin Barasat. There they managed to survive. How? – I could not get to know that. Maybe they just became part of the extended joint family, as was (still is) the traditional social security system of India. My mother was sent to her maternal uncle’s house in south Calcutta (Ritchi Road, Ballygunge) to grow up there with the children of the family. There she went to school to get some primary literacy education. Her three brothers did not get any high school education, or they could not finish it. I do not know why. All three learnt a technical trade – the older two became electricians, the youngest became a radio mechanic. Such qualifications must have been in great demand in those days, when application of these technologies was spreading in Calcutta. And, as I wrote above, Dakshin Barasat lay in the vicinity of Calcutta. These maternal uncles took charge of all the electrical work in our house, when father bought a half-finished house in south Calcutta (Ballygunge) and shifted home from Kamrabad to Calcutta.


I must here also narrate the story of my maternal aunts. My mother had good luck. It was my father who proposed to marry her. But her two sisters, being daughters of a penniless family dependent on relatives, were not so lucky. My eldest aunt, mother’s elder sister was married to a widower, who already had a daughter from his first wife. But for mother’s younger sister, although she was a very beautiful woman, her relatives could not find a suitable match. My father, the son-in-law of the family, was also trying. And it was he who found, believe it or not, a “prince” who was willing to marry her. It was a “prince” of “Shovabazar.” His father was actually a very big rent-collecting landlord (zamindar), who had command over the land of several villages, but who lived in Shovabazar, a locality of old Calcutta. Such landlords used to be given the title “raja” (king) by the British, whose king in London was the Emperor of India.


This prince had in his youth lived as an ascetic monk. That meant only that he did not marry, but he was rich and carried on with his high lifestyle in a villa in Dehra Dun (on the foothills of the Himalayas). But later he did want to marry and start a family-life – at what age, I did not come to know, nor did I ever ask. The couple did not get a child. My eldest sister told us that, as a child, she had spent 3 to 4 months in the house of this couple. From mother I heard that they wanted to adopt her as their child. But my parents did not agree. What remained from this sojourn in the mind of my sister were happy memories and a life-long penchant for a beautiful life-style, which she later always missed in our ordinary middle-class household.


This prince-uncle of ours died relatively early. So our aunt became a widow. She left Dehradun and came back to West Bengal and thereafter lived in Howrah, the twin city of Calcutta, where a brother of hers also lived. She must have been a rich widow, having inherited her deceased husband’s property. But I did not come to know how rich. We visited her once or twice, and she showed us two very thick albums of postage stamps of many different countries and a collection of coins of different countries. She often visited us in Kamrabad. And even I, still a child, could see that she put on airs.


My father had no sisters, or they may have died very early. But we came to know a cousin sister of his. Her fate was also mixed. She too was bestowed in marriage to a relatively rich land-owning widower in a village of West Bengal. This man already had 6 children from his first wife, and he fathered six more with this second. I heard from father that he had two brothers. About his elder brother I have written above. But a younger brother died in his boyhood. He had climbed a tree to pluck some fruits. And he got bitten by a red ant of a vicious type, whereupon he lost his grip, fell to the ground, got severely injured and died.


Generally speaking, in those days in India, in the absence of modern medicine, people used to die early. Octogenarians were quite rare, I think.


Kamrabad


Before we shifted to Calcutta, we lived about three and a half years in Kamrabad. These years gradually formed my consciousness. I started noting things and happenings around me more intensively. I became aware of many things, also became politically aware, and developed political sympathies and antipathies. Unknowingly, I also became worried about the ecological predicament of mankind. But I shall come to these points a little later.


Kamrabad was not a poor village. Because of job and small-business opportunities in Calcutta, there were (or had been) quite a few well-to-do families there. That could be seen in the numerous well-built burned brick houses (although many were somewhat dilapidated). Two houses were very big. One was, however, shared by many families. But higher education was a rare commodity.


My father was a respected person because of his professional status of a higher-level central government officer. There was, in those days, just another college-educated person in that village, who was very proud of being a graduate.


My mother too was a respected person, but for other things: for her tailoring and sewing skills, which were totally lacking in the village. She also did some social work in that she offered to the local girls to teach them sewing. I remember them meeting on the roof terrace of our house for the purpose. I do not remember whether she already had her hand-driven sewing machine in Kamrabad or got it in Calcutta. But I remember some poor neighbors occasionally coming to her and requesting her to do some tailoring work for them.


In such a village, relations between neighbors could not but be very informal. Our house, like all other neighboring houses, was an open-access one. That is, the compound doors of the houses were never closed to visitors except in the night. Anybody, immediate neighbor or not, could enter the house compound and come up close to the veranda, where they always met somebody or the other from the usually large families. Or else, they would simply call out for the chief of the household.


Our house was particularly open in this sense. It was situated in the middle of the locality where we lived. And the pathway from one corner of that locality to the diagonally opposite corner was around a few houses and a big pond, making it somewhat longer than the diagonal distance between the two corners. Since our house had two compound doors – one at the front and one at the backside of the compound, and both were open from morning to evening – people who wanted to go from one corner to the other made a shortcut through our house compound. Sometimes, even strangers made use of it. We, having earlier lived in towns of Western India, were not used to so much openness. I remember I told mother of this unusual thing. But she had learnt about this a few days earlier and told me we have to tolerate that. This was a traditional right of all people including strangers.


Like all south Bengal villages, Kamrabad too was full of ponds. We also owned a pond with foul water, but only half of it. The other half belonged to another house. This pond was full of two-three special kinds of fish that apparently thrived in foul water. Here I discovered (by observing other boys) the technique of angling, which I at first did not understand. I made a fishing rod with a bamboos twig and some thread from mother’s sewing box. Then I tied a small and thin piece of wood at the far end of the thread. When I first used this self-made fishing rod and hoped that some fish would remain hanging on it, nothing happened at all. Again, it was my mentor Dilip who explained the technique to me. Later on, we both became “expert” anglers.
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My brother Dilip (left) and I. Photo credit: Saral Sarkar


Apropos of foul ponds of the village, they of course belonged to some house, but it seemed to me that they too were open-access things. Once a poor man came to our house with some foul-water fish (maybe caught from our pond) and requested mother to “buy” them in exchange for some rice. Otherwise, he said, he would have to grow hungry that day. Mother had to “buy” them.


My father developed our living standard a little, because it was embarrassing for mother to use our pit toilet in the outhouse situated at a distance of some 15 meters from our house. He let a sanitary closet built attached to our house. He also let a borewell dug on our courtyard so that we could always have clean drinking water. This latter action had the side-effect of increasing the number of neighbors who visited our compound.


Like our uncles’ house in Dakshin Barasat, our house in Kamrabad too had a house snake. When I first saw it, I had already learnt that not all snakes were dangerous. Our house snake was a nonvenomous one. But it had the bad habit of lying straight across the doorway on the backside of our compound. We were not afraid of it, but we did not dare disturb its sleep. So we had to jump over it when we wanted to go to our garden. Actually, snakes were ubiquitous in south Bengal villages. My father told us, once a snake even crawled through the kitchen of his in-law’s house in Dakshin Barasat, when he was taking dinner there sitting on the floor. The snake was apparently chasing a mouse. That was of course in the 1920s or 1930s.


In Kamrabd, under a big banyan tree, there was a small temple of goddess Sitala. She was worshipped regularly on particular days. It was said that she guaranteed protection for the devotees against small pox, which was in those days a deadly epidemical disease. The vaccine against the disease was already there. But some people did not have faith in it. For protection against it, they relied more on consecrated water from the Sitala temple.


During our residence in Kamrabad, we became witness to a tragic failure of goddess Sitala. A neighbor who had absolute faith in the efficacy of the consecrated water from the temple, had always refused to get his family vaccinated. But this time, the water failed him. The two eldest children of the family died of the disease. A third child, a teenage daughter, survived, but was left with a face full of pockmarks. Most people in the village had however got themselves vaccinated. Nothing happened to them, but that did not mean that they ceased going to the Sitala temple. There was no harm in having oneself doubly protected.


In Kamrabad, I also witnessed a case of practice of magic. Somebody in the village had lost something valuable. He thought it had been stolen and suspected that the thief lived in the village. He requested some magic practitioners to find out the thief. When I heard of the event and rushed to the courtyard where it was taking place, it was already in progress. Two grown-up men were playing (so it seemed to me) with two ca. 4-metres-long pliable pieces of bamboo (which were made by longitudinally splitting a bamboo into 4 equal parts). One of them was holding in his hands one end each of the two long bamboo pieces, the other man the other two ends of the two bamboo pieces on the opposite site. Both men were forcefully pushing the bamboo pieces toward the other side, as a result of which the bamboo pieces were bending and twisting and making otherwise funny movements. When after sometime this “play” came to an end, one of the two “players” said with a grave face that he knew now who the thief was or rather the house from where the thief came, but that he could not say that, because the family was known to many. The whole thing appeared to me to be a damp squib.
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Scene from rural India. Photo credit: Saral Sarkar


An attraction of Kamrabad was a snack stall in a thatched-roof mud hut. It used to be opened only on Sunday mornings. Its proprietor was an old emaciated man. He was called Bhonda Ghosh. He must have had a proper first name, but hardly anybody knew it. Ghosh was his family name, but Bhonda meant in Bangla unsmart, unintelligent man. Whether he deserved this epithet, I could not know. But his only item of snack, “Beguni”* was famous in the village. Many grown-up Kamrabadi men gathered there for a chat and to enjoy Bhonda Ghosh’s Beguni. The especially articulate men among them (yes, only men!), who were fond of discussions and debates indulged in their hobby there. The graduate Kamrabadi I have mentioned above was especially articulate. He appeared to know a lot, and he also spoke a lot. And if anybody doubted the solidity of what he said, he used to reply with the sentence: “I am a graduate and my father was an officer.” My father didn’t go there. Often, I used to be sent there to fetch some Begunis for the family.


There was a small family-owned grocery shop in the village. But the range of goods offered there was small. For most necessary goods, fish and fresh vegetables, and services, like e.g., haircutting saloon and tailoring shop, we had to go to the market, which was situated in Sonarpur, already then a small town. A badly asphalted road, on which a sort of a share taxi or small bus plied, connected the town with Rajpur, its twin small town. I had my first experience of a ride on a motor vehicle on this road and with this share taxi. It was probably the only motor vehicle in this region, and it was in a very bad shape. I heard from an acquaintance that once, when he was travelling with this vehicle, suddenly it sagged on one side and stopped moving. He could see that one of the wheels, which had separated itself from the vehicle, continued to role on forward.


Sonarpur was (is) also the railway station for Kamrabad. We could reach the station in 10 minutes by walk. There we learnt a special kind of walk: walking on the wooden sleepers of the railway track, which were placed at uneven distances from each other. This kind of walk was necessary, because the railway track was the shortest way from Kamrabad to the railway station. One could of course take a proper pathway to the station, but that was much longer, and moreover muddy in the rainy season. I never saw this pathway.


In the towns in which we had lived till then, most people used their feet for going from A to B. We too. But later, maybe it was in Jhansi, father bought bicycles for my elder siblings. When we came to Kamrabad, they were hardly used, because it was a small village, and every place we needed to reach, was within a short radius. But there was one exception. My eldest sister, then 14 years old, needed to go to a girls’ school in Rajpur, because it had higher classes, which the Kamrabad school did not have. For her ride to her school, she used her bicycle. My parents may not have had any thoughts about it. But, I remember, it was a subject of talk in the village. A teenage girl wearing skirts and riding a bike. The only other time I saw someone riding a bicycle there, it was a grown-up man, very corpulent. And I thought, the thin tires would burst, but they did not.


Another thing was striking for me there. In the towns where we had lived before, horse carriages were the means of transport for people of importance and people with money. I had seen some of them. In Bengal, however, I never saw one. Not in Kamrabad, not even in South Calcutta, when we were going there to school. I saw there buses and trams, but no horse carriages. I heard of bullock carts in Kamrabad, but never saw one until many years later. The first time I had a bullock cart ride, was when I travelled to a rural area in North Bengal to bring father’s old widowed aunt to her daughter’s house. The latter was the wife of a wealthy landowner. This son-in-law, who lived in a village, quite far away from the railway station, sent a bullock cart to pick up his old mother in-law. It was rainy season. The unmetalled roads for such travel were just muddy tracks full of potholes between rice fields. It was a difficult ride, an experience.


The most pleasant and enjoyable spot in Kamrabad was the Jhil, the largest of all ponds in the village. Its water was not foul, because there was no tree on its banks, from which leaves would fall in it and rot. It was popular among the villagers of all age groups – for taking bath and for swimming for enjoyment. On one side of the Jhil, almost hugging it so to speak, ran the railway track. On the other side – between the Jhil and the next pond was an open level space, just large enough for children and teenagers to play “football” on it. I use here inverted commas, for the ball we played with our feet was not at all of the usual size. It was actually a used and discarded tennis ball. That was all the village youth could afford to buy. A real football, the usual size, was too dear for them.


After each game of such football, particularly in the football season – the summer and the rainy season – the players used to sweat. After the game it was such a pleasure to take a dip in the Jhil and wash away the sweat. Some of my playmates straight away jumped into the waters, some took off their shorts and jumped naked into it. In the late afternoon many elderly people came there just to enjoy the fresh breeze. For their benefit, the owner of the big house that stood close to the Jhil, had built a cement-paved platform (ca.5m x 4m) and two cement-built longish benches.


One peculiarity of the Jhil was its shape. Unlike all the other ponds of South Bengal, it was not roughly round-shaped. From a child’s perspective, it was exceptionally long and comparatively short in width. It was the ambition of many children to be able to swim the whole length. I did that once, and was very proud of my achievement. I later fathomed the reason for its longish shape. The Jhil was dug to get earth for raising the ground level of the railway track. This explained for me the formation of all the ponds on the two banks of the railway track.


Education


Before coming to Kamrabad, my elder siblings had gone to school, where Hindi, naturally, was the medium of instruction. I did not go to school in those towns. I was a child, not yet a boy, and kindergartens were an unknown entity in those days. I stayed at home and played with our neighbors’ children, all the while speaking Hindi. But I learnt my ABC at home. I was fortunate to have a private teacher, a young man, who had come to Jhansi in order to search for a job, and was staying in our house as guest. Father was to help him get a job. He gave me the first lessons in English and arithmetic. I cannot say how old I was then, maybe somewhere between 6 and 7.


I do not know how I learned to read Bangla. But I remember that my father, when he went to Calcutta for some office work, brought for us Bangla children’s books. And I could read the story books presented to me. I read it them loudly to show the others that I could read Bangla.


In 1944, Kamrabad had a rural kind of primary school: Two big tiled halls, each divided by means of moveable cardboard partition walls into four class rooms. One housed the boys’ school, the other the girls’ school. There were plain long benches for the pupils, but no tables. There were teachers for each class.


Kamrabad was located very close to Calcutta. Just half an hour’s train journey was needed to reach this political, business, educational and cultural hub of entire eastern India. So life in the village was very much influenced by everything that was and that happened in Calcutta. People went there to work, to high school, to do business etc. So, it was no wonder that there was even a girl’s primary school in Kamrabad. When we came to live in this village – in April 1944 – new rooms were being built to house the middle school.


I started school here, in class four. It was in April 1944; I was not yet 8. But my father thought I had learnt enough at home to skip the preliminary classes. It was a catastrophe for me. I did not know at all what school meant, how it functioned, what were the rules of the game, what were the duties of a pupil, and what the roles of teachers. Actually, nothing about the whole thing. And nobody cared to me anything. My parents just sent me there. Somebody must have brought me there in the beginning. Maybe it was my second sister, four years older than I, who also went to school there, namely in the girls’ school, also in class four.


On the very first day in school, I got a hard slap on the cheek, from the very first school teacher in my life, from a full-grown man. The school year had begun in January, I came in April. The teacher had given the pupils a home task. They were supposed to have learnt certain things at home for the next class on the subject, and answer the questions of the teacher correctly. Those who could not, were punished. The next pupil who could answer correctly, had to come to those who had failed to do so and give them each a slap on the cheek. That was the rule, which I did not know. I failed to answer the very first question put to me by the teacher. The boy who could answer it correctly came to me and wanted to give me a slap. But I resisted vehemently. The teacher, maybe he was called Mr. Shoiombar, became very angry and gave me a hard slap on the cheek. He rebuked me with words like: “Do you think it is your aunt’s house?”


It is not possible here to narrate such stories in detail. A class-mate, who later became my friend, was instructed by the teacher Mr. Shoiombor to always tell me what the home task was for the next class. I do not know any more whether this helped me. In short, I was a complete failure in that first school. But I impressed everybody there by my ability to read English. Otherwise, I did not speak at all, with nobody, so that I got the nickname “speechless pupil”, in Bangla “Nirbak Chhatra”.


Dilip, my immediate elder brother, was much smarter. I had told him the story of the painful slap on the cheek. He later found out more about Mr. Shoiombor He informed me that Mr. Shoiombor was a member of a music group, where he played the “dhole” – a drum that was played by slapping with bare hands the two tightly leathered sides of the same. This made the skin of Mr. Shoiombor’s palms like hard leather, and that was why his slap had caused me much pain.


It was complete dereliction of duty on the part of my father to have sent me to school so totally unprepared for it. My mother did not come in question, she was uneducated. But also my eldest siblings did not think of it. It was another catastrophe, when it turned out that in the arithmetic class, I did not understand what was being written on the board. In Kamrabad, maybe in the whole rural Bengal, they used special symbols to write monetary-arithmetical figures. For instance, they wrote “I.” to write four annas of the old monetary/currency system.


To make some amends for his failings, what father did was to appoint the same Mr. Shoimbor as my private teacher. He must have told father that I did not know anything. I remember I learnt from him the rural Bengal system of writing monetary figures. But I do not remember what or how much more I learnt from him.


One vital thing, which father could not have made amends for by any means, was that I was the youngest boy in that class, actually still a child., and short in stature. And there were several fully grown young men in the class. They may have been sons of farmers from outlying farmlands, who were simply late beginners in their alphabetization process. All in all, the circumstances were fearful for a barely eight years old child.


Actually, it did not surprise me too much. Even before being sent to this school, I had rarely experienced loving or gentle grown-up people, neither father nor mother were gentle and loving to me. The two eldest siblings were aloof, busy with their own hobbies and affairs. The others of the younger group were just playmates. Dilip was close to me, but he was a sort of mentor who himself needed mentoring. Particularly father was a very fearful man. I remember one incident in Ramgarh, when I was perhaps just five to six years old. Father came back from office in the late afternoon and immediately started searching for something that was important, and he could not find it. He made a terrible ballyhoo out of it. He started shouting, and throwing aside things which he suspected to be covering up the particular important thing. In the process he also threw a beloved toy of mine against the wall. The toy broke apart. Such scenes I also experienced many years later in Calcutta. That may have been a common character trait of fathers in those days. Only much later did I experience my father as a loving man, i.e., when he had become a grandfather. He was very loving to his grandchildren: Unfortunately, I never experienced a grandfather’s love, nor the love of a grandmother.


The third catastrophe in that early year of my life came when one day, I heard from my second sister that we both had to take an exam and for that we had go to another village, rather a small town, called Baruipur, which too had a railway station. I did not know what examination meant, nor what this particular one was for. But I went, along with my sister, the second one, who was in the girls’ primary school, and all my “fellow pupils” from class four. The purpose of the exam, I learnt later, was to select a few good pupils of the region whose further education the government wanted to promote. I failed in the exam, naturally. When I was told about that, a month or two later, I had already forgotten it. But I learnt what an exam was.


It was not only I, who had difficulty with the school system. Also Dilip had difficulty, though of another kind. He had some earlier acquaintance with the Indian school system at one or two earlier stations of my father’s service carrier. He appeared not to like school. In Ramgarh, he was sent to a Christian boys’ school managed by “brothers” of the church. I heard later that he often skipped that school and, instead, spent the school hours observing the many animals in the garden of Mr. Habbot. In Kamrabad, he had another problem. He was put in class 5 of the local school. How he fared in his exam, I could not care to know. But I heard later that while answering the questions, he of course began answering them in Bangla, but ended up writing Hindi. His teachers and others were amused.


I doubt the teachers of the primary school of Kamrabad were paid a regular salary. Most probably they were paid a small honorarium. Dilip had found out, some teachers were actually farmers, who disappeared in the busy seasons of ploughing, sowing and harvesting. He had actually seen one teacher coming back with the rice harvest loaded on his bullock cart.


Many years later, I heard from Maria, my wife, how her early school years in the late 1930s in her village primary school were. They apparently had a school in every village, but only one large classroom and only one teacher for all the kids of the village (6 to 14 years old). The different age-groups sat in different corners of the classroom. The teacher gave them different tasks and they learnt in the school itself. One pupil or another from the older age groups assisted the teacher and helped the younger ones learn their lessons. In regard to the building and number of teachers, our Kamrabad primary school fared comparatively better. But in Germany in the late 1930s, the primary teachers had some teachers’ training, whereas in Kamrabad, our teachers had none. They probably did not even have a school-leaving qualification. They probably were just reasonably self-educated farmers.


And, what in my judgement weighed more, the German teachers – mostly women – appeared to have been loving teachers, and not brutal men as in strictly gender-separated India. Moreover, German kids learnt from these loving teachers in the school itself.


Back to my biography: I think, nobody took this early failure of mine seriously, neither mother nor father. Father was convinced that I was an intelligent boy and had learnt a lot for my age. So next year, in January 1945, I was sent to another school, a high school, and put in class 5. My brother Dilip was also put in class 5 in the same school. It was in Calcutta (Ballygunge), was called Jagadbandhu Institution. I remember, when I was brought to the teacher in charge of new admissions – accompanied by my eldest brother –, the teacher asked me, then just a little over eight-and-a-half years old, in a doubtful tone whether I thought I could do it. I still remember I had replied: “Of course, I could, if I try.” I do not know what my eldest brother had told that teacher. I also do not remember whether I had given this reply spontaneously and knew its implications, or whether I had been taught beforehand to say that. To make the narrative short, from then onwards, I passed all my school exams, but without any distinction. For most of the time, however, Dilip and I also had a private teacher.


Generally speaking, our whole education system was very bad. Even in Calcutta, in the late 1940s and early 1950s there were no nurseries and Kindergartens. Our country was simply not developed enough. Our school buildings were well built, and teachers in Calcutta were graduates, some even M.A. degree holders, but few had any teacher’s training. Moreover, they were very poorly paid, and so lacking in motivation. One of them even had a small book-selling business in the school itself. Giving private tuition against cash was widespread among teachers. Sometimes they themselves organized smaller groups of pupils whom they taught privately.


I do not remember having learnt anything in school itself. Going to school was for me only a routine daily activity that made going out and meeting classmates possible. Whatever I learnt, I learnt myself at home or from private teachers. Almost every pupil needed private tuition to learn anything.


But I must also say, a part of the explanation why I hardly learnt anything in school itself, was that I was, so far as character was concerned, unsmart, dreamy and easily intimidated by grown-up big people. I, e.g., did not ever tell the teachers that I did not understand something.


Upbringing


One cannot imagine today how bad children’s upbringing was in those days, the 1940s, in Bengal. We belonged to the educated middle middle-class. In this class, fathers were more or less educated, but most mothers not, though they were not illiterate. Children were many; on average six per family. There were families with ten children. Most parents had no idea about a good upbringing of children. They also did not care much, they appeared to leave it to their and their children’s fate. Children grew up somehow, like in nature, but in the urban milieu. That is why often there were wayward sons in educated middle middle class families. I know the case of a university professor who had two sons. One was OK. But another, the older one, became a street rowdy of the locality. That was in South Calcutta, in our locality (Ballygunge). So, much depended particularly on the character and quality of the parents and the teachers. The most important thing they cared about was the marksheet of the children after the annual exam.


Otherwise, generally (at least in Bengal), fathers were stern and severe. Punishing, even thrashing sons for “bad” behavior and disobedience was usual. Loving fathers, as a rule, were very rare. Mothers were loving to their babies and small children, but to their boys and girls at best indulgent. From the boys they expected old age security. I repeatedly heard my mother saying: “I have three life-insurance policies.” She meant us, her three sons.


In our family, father was mostly absent. Since he was a central government employee and an auditor for the British-Indian Army, he was frequently transferred from place to place. He was also sent to different places for short auditing tours. All the while, we were under the care of mother, who managed the family after a fashion, with the help of relatives and family friends. Father soon realized that this kind of nomadic life was bad for the education of the children. So he decided to settle us down in Bengal in the vicinity of Calcutta, and carry on with his professional fate of being transferred from city to city and town to town. That was the background of our coming to Kamrabad.


I cannot really say, whether it was good or bad luck for us. He was, it appears to me in retrospect, unhappy with his nomadic career that made him live further at different stations – Calcutta (i.e., Kamrabad), Shillong, Dibrugarh, Allahabad, Lukhnow, Secunderabad, and again Calcutta. We children, I believe, were at least not unhappy about the absence of father. He was a typical stern and severe father, frequently scolding angrily for the slightest thing he happened to dislike, be it our behavior, be it the food he was served. In his early youth, I have heard, he even beat my eldest brother.


Of course, he earned an above-average salary (he had got promotions in his job), kept us well-fed and well-clothed. But he, when he was at home, hardly contributed anything directly to our upbringing, our learning good manners and behavior or to our formal education. Only once, I remember, he tried to inspire me and Dilip to learn well, when he said: ”If you learn well, I will send one of you to Cambridge, and the other to Oxford.” I do not really think he earned that well, but the question did not arise. We were simply not good in formal learning.


My father’s earnings and savings may not have sufficed to send us to Oxford and Cambridge. But it sufficed to buy a house in Calcutta. That was in 1947. Ever since, we lived in that megapolis. After retirement from service in the late 1950s, father could permanently live with us, his family.


In Calcutta, we could imbibe some urban middle class Bengali culture, but not much and not all of us. So far as formal education was concerned, our performance did not become better. After all, such things are determined partly also by the genes we inherit and by the milieu of one’s broader family and friends.


Becoming Aware of Identity / Political Awakening


It was in Kamrabad, that I really became aware of and understood my ethno-cultural identity. I became aware that we were Bengalis, a people among several peoples that constituted the people of India, the Indian nation. In the towns where we had lived before (Meerat, Jhansi, Ramgarh, Danapur, Patna), people spoke Hindi. We too spoke Hindi, at home perhaps a hodgepodge of Hindi and Bangla. After all, Bangla was our mother tongue.


In Kamrabad, I also became really aware that we were Hindus, and not Muslims, and that there was a conflict between the two religious groups. Previously, when we were living in the northern Indian towns, I had known that there were also Muslims in our town. Among our playmates and friends in the neighborhood there were also Muslims. I still remember the name of one: Taher. Once I observed from our terrace a big ballyhoo in the house opposite to ours us. Many people had assembled there and a lot of sweets were being distributed to the guests. I felt greedy for the sweets and wondered why we had not been invited. I learnt the reason later: It was because they were Muslims and we were not. They were celebrating the circumcision of a boy of the family.


I learnt that it was the British who ruled over India. I remember, in Jhansi, a cantonment town, I had often seen white people. I knew that they were different. But that they were the rulers of the country, this fact was beyond the knowledge and comprehension of a child that I was then (maybe 6).


In 1946, at a turbulent time in the history of India’s independence movement, I came to hear that they, the Muslims, were our enemies. Why, I did not know then, but learnt rapidly in the course of subsequent events. On a late afternoon, a rumor reached Kamrabad, which was a Hindu village, that an armed mob of Muslims from a neighboring village were going to attack the Hindus of Kamrabad and kill them. I saw the young men of our village prepare for the fight and observed their show of bravado. However, nothing happened that time. But some days later, a young man from Kamrabad, who had gone to Calcutta to his regular job, was killed there. He was from the neighboring house. When his dead body was brought back next day, we even saw the wound on the back of his neck inflicted through a machete strike.
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