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Prologue


I am not the architect of this narrative.


I am but an inept artist, the narrator of this epic saga of a people caught in the maelstrom of history.


My name is Arunabh Bora. I am a writer.


I live in Guwahati, the capital of Assam, one of the states of India. My ancestral home is near the Dafalagarh tea estate, on the northern side of the river Brahmaputra, where my eldest maternal uncle used to work as the head clerk. I was quite young when my father passed away. My mother and I then moved to my uncle’s house. Growing up there, I never faced any sort of difficulty.


Even now, in Guwahati, I lead a comfortable life with my wife and two children.


It’s been a while since my uncle died, but my mother still lives with his family. My aunt does not wish to part with her and my mother does not wish to live with anyone else either. She has spent most of her life within the confines of my uncle’s house. As far as I can remember, she has always been quiet and withdrawn. Even though she actively took part in all the activities of the family, her mind always seemed to be absorbed in some distant world.


This is, perhaps, the only thing about my life that makes me sad. Apart from that, there is nothing much to complain about. I have gone through half my life without any crisis, hardship or trouble. After years of living in comfort and contentment, I could hardly imagine the strange future awaiting me.


It was a fateful day when Lailin arrived on the scene; Lailin Tham, a well-known Chinese writer.


Sometimes a door will open unexpectedly. A door through which we enter an unimaginable past – a past that is enmeshed with our present.


It was Lailin who opened that door for me. Before she did it, she gestured to me, looked straight into my eyes, and asked, ‘Will you dare to speak up? Will you dare to speak about us who are standing on Indian soil? Do you have the guts?’


Her tone was filled with rage, sharpened by a tinge of bitterness. It was like an arrow directed at me, a challenge thrown in my face. Lailin stood in front of me like an unwavering flame in a room devoid of air. It has been almost two years since Lailin unleashed the storm. It has left my beautifully organized life in a state of utter chaos. My home, my identity and my foundation have been shaken, perhaps irretrievably.




Part One




One


It was noon in Hong Kong. Lailin was reading. For a minute she took her eyes off the pages of a book by Assamese writer Arunabh Bora, and looked out vaguely through the window.


On the twelfth floor of an apartment in one of many skyscrapers standing close together sat middle-aged Lailin. Her straight, shiny, shoulder-length hair was tied into a ponytail. She was wearing a cotton top and pants. This was her mother’s apartment. It consisted of a drawing-cum-dining room with a sofa-bed, a bedroom, a tiny kitchen and a bathroom.


A few years ago, Lailin’s mother had got this flat by way of a government scheme for people with low income. A few months after her mother’s relocation to the flat, Lailin had moved to Canada. Since then, her mother had been living here alone. Lailin often came to visit and every time her mother would return with her to Canada for a few months.


This time, after a long gap, Lailin had come with her entire family. While she stayed back at her mother’s place, the kids had gone with their father to their grandparents’ house in Kowloon. They would return tomorrow. A community festival for the Chinese Indians was going to be held, and this was where the Chinese translation of Arunabh Bora’s novel was to be released. This book was about the Chinese Indian community itself. Lailin and her family had come to take part in the festival and attend the book release as well. Arunabh would arrive the next day. As soon as the book had been published, Arunabh had sent a copy to Lailin’s mother. Even though her mother hadn’t said a word about it, Lailin knew she had already read the book. She could clearly see the emotions playing on her mother’s face.


Lailin, too, began to feel overwhelmed as she turned the pages. As if the pain and anguish that had lain heavy as a stone on their hearts all these years had converged to take the form of a book. A past lay scattered across its pages, a past that not many knew about. Amidst its ruins pulsated a present that too had gone unnoticed.


Lailin returned to the page she had been reading.




I was in Toronto to participate in a writers’ meet, organized by an international forum of writers. Lailin, too, was present. She had not travelled from China; she had come from a town not far from Toronto.


On the very first day of the meet, she was shockingly discourteous. Someone – I can’t recall who – introduced me to Lailin at teatime. She openly ignored my extended hand and quietly passed me by. The writers around me were surprised, as was I.


After a polite pause, some people in the group commented:


‘That was really rude.’


‘Why did Lailin Tham behave like that? She is normally very polite.’


‘Have you two met before? Has there been any misunderstanding?’


I was surrounded by a group of people and almost everyone was either irritated or baffled. Unable to explain such behaviour, I felt both humiliated and angry. It made me curious as well. There had to be some reason; why would a writer of her reputation behave in that manner? I remained distraught throughout the tea break. I should have been able to move on from a matter so petty. But I couldn’t. Perhaps it was because of what I had glimpsed so fleetingly in her eyes: not only hatred and anger, but something more, something I could not understand. I was drawn to Lailin. But she remained extremely composed and impenetrable whenever I tried to approach her.


Eventually, one afternoon, I confronted her. She was sitting alone under a red maple tree.


When I greeted her, she looked as though she had woken up from a deep slumber. For a moment she appeared calm, but soon enough her eyes once again sparked with hate.


‘I want to talk to you, Lailin,’ I said.


‘What do you want to talk about?’ she retorted.


‘Have we ever met before?’


‘What are you trying to say?’


‘I just wanted to know if I have ever hurt you unwittingly. If not, I can’t see why you wouldn’t want to talk to me.’


Lailin picked up her bag and got ready to leave. Then she said, ‘I don’t want to talk to you and I am not obliged to give you my reasons.’


‘Please don’t leave,’ I said. ‘I don’t quite understand what has happened. At least tell me what I have done to you. Since we belong to the same fraternity, I presume there exists some geniality and friendship between us.’


She smiled at me with disdain. ‘Do you understand what friendship means? Do you even know what it means to be genial? You! An Indian!’


So nationality was somehow related to her hatred towards me!


‘What do you mean by that?’ I asked, completely at a loss now. Lailin left without responding. I grew even more determined to find out.


Two days after that, on the second floor of the Rogers Communication Centre, I met Lailin again. To my surprise, she spoke to me on her own. ‘Do you want to know why I dislike you? It is because you are an Indian. I hate all Indians. Don’t try to talk to me again. You will get nothing from me but insults.’


I was stupefied. Before I could respond, she turned away from me and walked off, leaving little scope for me to reach out to her ever again.


The matter should have ended there, but it didn’t. Lailin’s words, harsh as they were, made me even more curious. She did not hate me alone, but all Indians. How could I, an Indian, leave it at that? Determined to know the reason, I chose to confront Lailin again.


It was the final night of the conference. After the valedictory session, everyone left for their respective destinations. Adequately prepared for humiliation, I went over to Pitman Hall and knocked on Lailin’s door. She was surprised to see me. And there it was again, that sudden flare of anger. But the next moment she composed herself and looked at me for a while before sighing deeply. ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘How long will I fight with you?’


Her resistance seemed to be slowly giving way. After a long silence, she began to talk.


‘I stayed away from you. That was the best thing to do. I have told you that I dislike all of you. I don’t want to talk to you. And yet you are so persistent. Don’t you see how I’m suffering?’


‘Yes, I do. That is why I’m persistent. I can see that you are extremely hurt. Tell me what happened to you. What have us Indians ever done to you?’


She looked at me, her eyes sad and tired. ‘What will you do if I tell you? Can you erase the feelings that I have been carrying in my heart?’


She flared up again. But pulling herself together, she said, ‘I don’t want to be rude to you anymore. Please go. Leave me alone.’


We sat in silence for a while. Then I said slowly, ‘I’ll go back. I have no right to disturb you. But I have a question. Can one leave without knowing why his country is hated so much by someone else? Will you please tell me?’


Tears brimmed in Lailin’s eyes. She looked at me for a while and answered, ‘I don’t know. Because, even today, I don’t know which country I actually belong to.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I am sorry, I won’t be able to speak about this anymore today. Give me some time. Come back tomorrow. Please.’


I could sense the surge of emotions and the degree of discomfort she was struggling with. Without saying another word, and reining in my curiosity, I left.


The next morning when I went to meet Lailin, she was waiting for me, her bags beside her. Her eyes were red; she might have cried before my arrival. We sat facing each other, silently drinking coffee. I didn’t want to rush her today.


After some time, she asked, ‘What comes to your mind when you look at me?’


‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’


‘Where do you think I come from? Look at me, tell me my nationality.’


I was at sea. With her slanted eyes, straight jet-black hair, fair complexion, slender build, what could this woman’s nationality be?


‘You could be Canadian-Chinese for all I know. But you don’t really look typically Chinese. But you are Chinese, though you are a Canadian citizen. You are Chinese, aren’t you?’ I was speaking rapidly.


After a few minutes of silence, she said, ‘In places like Hong Kong, China, Canada, Australia and many other countries, there are many people who are Chinese but don’t look typically Chinese. Because they –’ She paused halfway and then continued, ‘I don’t know why I chose to speak to you. I never thought I would speak to an Indian. It is your persistence that has forced me to speak. Perhaps your love for your own country has compelled me. But I have been thinking since last night: is it really necessary to talk about these things? It has been so long. So many years!’


I looked at her face; I just could not fathom what she meant.


‘I don’t understand, Lailin. What will you gain by not sharing? Who knows, if you share, you might find a way out. If you can think of me as your friend and not as an Indian, it might be easier for you to talk to me.’


Lailin looked down as she sat there, twirling the coffee mug in her hands.


That day at Pitman Hall, Lailin opened the doors to a forgotten land, placing before me the first page of a lost history. Standing on the threshold of this unknown land, she uttered the name ‘Makum’.


‘Have you ever been to Makum?’ she asked.


‘Makum? Which Makum are you talking about? The one in Upper Assam?’


‘Yes.’


‘How do you know about Makum?’


‘I’ll tell you. Have you been there?’


‘I can’t say that I have been to Makum. While going to Doom Dooma and Margherita, I have only passed through the town a couple of times.’


‘Do you know that there used to be a Chinatown in Makum?’


‘Was there? I only know about Tangra, the one in Calcutta. I have never heard about the one in Makum.’


‘It was not only in Assam – many cities in India had a Chinatown. They might not have been as big as the one in Calcutta but there were quite a few. Have you heard about the Chinese in Assam?’


‘I do know about a few Chinese families in Assam. I have also seen a few Chinese people in Tezpur. I know about the Chinese dentists. But that’s all,’ I said.


‘It’s obvious that you don’t really know. Not only you, but even for most people in Assam, the past does not exist. For me, though, that past is the sordid truth from which I can never dissociate myself. When I think about it, I feel furious and totally helpless.’


‘Why did you never write about all this?’


‘I thought about it many times. I wanted to write and bring everything to light. I wanted to tell the whole world, “Look at the real face of India, which speaks about democracy and Panchsheel. Look at Jawaharlal Nehru’s India, which vents its frustration and anger on the innocent.” But, whenever I think of writing, something stops me. What will I write? What’s the use of writing? Is it really worth creating something purely out of hatred? Even if there is any meaning in it, would it make any difference? I hate India. I hate Indians. My mother always says, “Don’t hate anyone. A nation and its entire people can never be bad. What happened was our misfortune.” But I still hate them. I just can’t help it.’


Lailin’s voice choked. Her eyes were filled with tears.


‘Please Lailin, tell me everything,’ I said softly.


‘Will you come to our house?’ she asked. ‘My mother is here to spend some time with me. If you meet her, she can tell you more.’


It didn’t take me long to decide. Everything dissolves before the curiosity of a writer. I could never imagine, however, the surprise that was waiting for me at Lailin’s house.


When we reached, it was evening. The softly lit residential area was quiet. So was Lailin’s house. The aroma of incense filled the air. It was my first visit to a Chinese house.


In a corner of the sitting room was a red three-layer altar. I could see incense burning. An offering of tea and fruits had been placed there as well. On a wall alongside the altar was a picture of the Hindu god Ganesha.


Lailin’s mother was sitting in another corner of the room. The moment we entered the house, she woke up as if from deep contemplation.


‘This is Arunabh, Maa.’


An avalanche of surprise hit me. Numb and stupefied, I stared at Lailin.


She spoke Assamese! Perfect, fluent Assamese!


Without a glance at me, she took my bag and went inside.


‘She did not talk to you in Assamese, did she?’ asked Lailin’s mother.


‘No. She didn’t.’


‘She doesn’t talk in Assamese with anyone except me. It’s been years now. She has a lot of anger inside her. Please, don’t feel bad,’ she said, looking calmly at me.


‘You speak such fluent Assamese, and Lailin, too. Are you from Assam? Are you Assamese?’ I asked, bewildered.


There was a sad smile on her face.


‘I can’t tell you anymore where I belong. Though I did once belong to Assam. It was many years ago, as if in my previous birth.’


It took me some time to regain my composure. Looking at her, I tried to figure out whether she was Chinese or Assamese. She looked Chinese in her black trousers and floral top; her shining almond eyes seemed to hold so much pain. But then there are many Assamese who, people say, look Chinese.


‘After forty-five long years, I have met an Assamese who lives in Assam. I wish I could tell you how happy I am. I feel as if I have met someone who belongs to my family, someone who is my very own. In the last forty-five years, no one has come looking for us. Everyone has forgotten us.’


I was looking at her face.


What is hidden in the memory of this ancient lady? What is the saga of pain which Lailin has brought me here to listen to?


That night in Lailin’s house the present slowly dissolved away. Lailin’s mother narrated an unthinkable story, a tragedy that had been lying hidden for ages in the hearts of so many. I was there; so was Lailin and a group of bewildered-looking people. I saw them. I experienced their reality, which no history could record. I stepped into those dark corners where humanity and civilization had lost their footing, from where even history returned, shrouded in sheer indifference.







Two


1823


A fleet of boats moved steadily up the Burhi Dihing, a tributary of the mighty Brahmaputra that flows through Assam down its eastern contour. The boats were sailing towards the Singpho kingdom, situated between Assam and Burma.


The first two boats carried the navigator, the interpreters and an army of gunners or ‘barkandaz’. The third boat, somewhat more elaborately decorated, carried the leader of the group and his slave. The fourth and fifth carried articles of trade, and the last one had additional numbers of the barkandaz. Dense forests stretched along either side of the river. The cries of the wild fowl mixed with those of the woodpeckers, the chirping of birds joined the chorus of the Hoolock gibbons and the eerie whines of a million crickets, filling the air with a rich orchestra of sounds piercing through the wilderness.


In the deep waters of the Burhi Dihing, the splash of oars, punctuated by the boatmen’s songs, announced the presence of human beings. The boatmen, from Mymensingh and Arakan, rowed upstream against the wind. With their sweat-soaked bodies, strong and sturdy, glistening under the sun, they looked like a fearless team of adventurers, unmindful of any danger. The person at the helm of the flotilla was Robert Bruce, erstwhile major in the Bengal Artillery of the East India Company.


His vivid face and gleaming eyes revealed the cleverness of a successful businessman and the alertness of a soldier. His attire was immaculate. His spotless white high-collared shirt was adorned by a black silk cravat. Over this he wore a long coat, caught at the waist and widening out below, with a broad collar and balloon sleeves. His black-and-white striped trousers were tucked into black shoes with square heels. Here was a man who had spent his youth in the reckless pursuit of glory. Robert Bruce carried with him a spirit of daring and adventure, without which he would not have come to do business in an unknown territory, leaving behind his kith and kin in far-flung Scotland. Despite the weekly ballroom dances, theatre, and other amusements in Calcutta’s European quarters, it was this region that held a special attraction for Robert.


Europeans had come here even earlier, but they had confined their activities mainly to Lower Assam. Only a few – Robert Bruce being one of them – dared to visit Upper Assam and other regions that were infested with deadly diseases. The dense forests of the region were home to wild animals, poisonous snakes and unknown insects with venomous stings. Everything about the region suggested that the natives of the land were an unconquerable lot.


At this precise moment, Robert was reading a letter from his brother, Charles Alexander Bruce, a senior army officer with the East India Company. Although they rarely met, they stayed in close contact through letters. As Robert read, his slave Deodhan stood behind, fanning him in order to ward off the incessant mosquitoes and gadflies. It had been some time now since he had retired from the Bengal Artillery, but he was still an army man with a team of paid barkandaz under him. He carried on his military activities alongside his other businesses, which earned him a sizeable fortune over the years. In the meantime, he had also become a freewheeling arms dealer without any loyalties.


Robert Bruce came to Assam at a time when the state was still reeling in the aftermath of a mutiny by a small religious section known as the Moamorias. They rose in revolt against the Ahom rulers, who had ruled much of Assam since the thirteenth century. After defeating the Ahom king, the Moamorias occupied the throne for a short period, till the Ahoms regained the kingdom from them. By that time the population of Assam had substantially dwindled. Taking advantage of these troubled times, Robert began to slowly involve himself in the internal affairs of the countries to consolidate his business interests. Given his military acumen, financial resources and enterprise, not to mention his cordial relations with the East India Company, Robert was already a force to be reckoned with inside and beyond the boundaries of Assam.


By now, the East India Company had become a power that could no longer be ignored. It had not only staked its claim as a powerful trading company, but had become a centre of power, politically, financially, as well as militarily. Until now, the Company had not evinced much interest in the internal politics of the smaller kingdoms of this region. Though the Company followed a policy of non-interference as the ruler of Bengal, there were times when it had to meddle in the internal affairs of neighbouring Assam and Cooch Behar, even though it never considered either country as a potential political threat. Its main concern was Burma – there had been rumours that the Burmese were planning to attack India. As a keen businessman, Robert was privy to every development. He knew well enough which prince or senior officer of which country was hatching plots against whom. He professionally supported the party that wanted to invade with his team of barkandaz, considering the benefits he would get if they became rulers.


‘Master.’


Robert, his mind preoccupied with strategies, looked at Deodhan.


‘Master, tea?’ Deodhan repeated.


Sipping hot tea from his mug, Robert looked at the captivating beauty of the forest on both banks of the river. Until now Robert had not known much about this area. His business had been confined to Assam. But now he was planning to expand to neighbouring Singpho, and onwards to Burma. Before setting out on this adventure he had collected a mass of information related to the region. It was an exciting territory with lofty mountains and dense forests, inhabited by independent tribes.


The boatmen rowing upstream were cautious. Each of the gunners held a long-barrelled musket; also near at hand were their swords, spears and other weapons.


The Burmese had invaded Assam a couple of years back. It was a long tale of in-fighting among the Ahom kings and their ministers, replete with vicious court intrigues, conspiracies and counter-conspiracies, which finally paved the way for the Burmese, under the command of Mingi Maha Bandula, to invade Assam. The country, especially the upper region, was almost deserted now. Complete anarchy and unrest prevailed in the region. The Burmese army had been raiding the villages, killing and torturing people whom they believed to be loyal to the Ahom king. Very often, the locals too took advantage of the situation, disguising themselves as Burmese and looting and plundering at will. Robert and his group had to be extremely vigilant against the reckless brutality of the Burmese soldiers. Destabilized and impoverished by the political situation, most of the people had fled to the neighbouring hills in different kingdoms. Many Assamese people had been taken away as slaves by the independent Dafla tribes from neighbouring Sadiya, as well as by the Singphos living along the eastern border of Assam. Some officers of the Ahom kingdom continued to plot attacks on the Burmese from their hideouts in the neighbouring region. As a result of this turmoil, Robert’s trade had suffered and was on the decline. He usually traded in European broadcloth, pearls, spices, carpets, coral, mirrors and salt, with salt being the main commodity. But the demand for salt had come down. Normally, once he had sold his goods, Robert would take back muga silk and yarn, ivory, rhino horn and other precious merchandise from Assam. The efforts to expel the Burmese were still ongoing.


On this visit, Robert had two main objectives. The first was to meet Bisa Gaam, the Singpho king; the second was to go further upstream and meet the king of Burma. Robert had the necessary entry permissions with him and he had managed to get both an identity certificate as well as a certificate of friendship from Mingimaha Tilowa, the administrator of Assam. It was going to be a special day for Robert. He looked forward to his meeting with Bisa Gaam. Robert would not have come on this journey had he not met Maniram, the son of an officer of the Ahom king, Purandar Singha, at Goalpara. It was Maniram who had told him about the beverage that the Singphos drank. He was extremely excited when he heard that it tasted just like tea. Later, during his meeting with a Singpho chieftain in the Ahom capital, Robert had tried to find out about this beverage and the chief had consented to giving him a few saplings. But the matter did not advance further. That was why he had come to the Singpho kingdom to meet Bisa Gaam personally.


The beverage that the Singpho people drank could be tea – there was every possibility of that. And if it was indeed tea, the economy of the entire world could change. The Singpho people were friendly with the Burmese, and so was Robert. It would be easy for him to establish a cordial relationship with the former.


Hearing a loud commotion, Robert looked up in alarm. Boatloads of Burmese soldiers, crowded into a number of long vessels, were coming downstream at great speed. In an instant, Robert picked up a gun and stood up, alert. The leader of the boat in front of Robert held up a banner, given to him by Mingimaha Tilowa, proclaiming their friendship. The sight of the banner was enough to soften the stern looks of the Burmese soldiers and soon, the long row of boats passed them by with the soldiers waving merrily. Robert reciprocated and, lowering the gun, he sat down. The turbulence in the water receded, but Robert’s mind did not follow suit. They were now almost at their destination. Bisa Gaam’s residence could not be very far. He wondered if what Maniram had said about the Singpho people was true. Did they really drink tea? He had not heard this from anyone else. People thought that China was the only tea-growing country in the world. But surely a person like Maniram, well-read and well-travelled as he was, would be aware of the food habits of his neighbours. Should this piece of information prove correct, the harassment of European traders by the Chinese would soon be a thing of the past.


Leaving Burhi Dihing behind, the boats now turned right, onto the Tirap. It was on the banks of this river that Bisa Gaam lived. The territory was divided into many parts and each part was ruled by a Gaam or chieftain. They were all headed by Bisa Gaam, who was their chief adviser.


He was waiting at the ghat when the boats docked, he a tall and slender man with small, bright eyes and a drooping moustache. He was wearing typical Singpho clothes and a silk robe, brought from Burma. His head was wrapped in a band like a turban. Dangling from his shoulder were a typical red Singpho bag and a long sword, with its ornate hilt decorated with tiger teeth. The ghat was teeming with men, women and children. Eyes shining with curiosity, they were looking at the boats and the boatmen, especially at the strange clothes that Robert was wearing. After the introductions were over, Robert was escorted to Bisa Gaam’s residence.


Before venturing out on this journey, Robert had contacted Bisa Gaam a number of times. He was aware that if he entered the Singpho kingdom without prior permission, anything could happen. The area, consisting of both hills and plains, was interspersed with dense forests. Between the forests were patches of cultivated land. Robert looked around curiously. The fields were being cultivated by people who had been brought here as slaves from Assam. Although Robert noted the people and the peculiar houses on stilts that he saw everywhere, his mind kept drifting to the tea. Tea had become a popular drink throughout Europe. As China had monopoly over tea, European traders were at the mercy of the Chinese, who kept a tight grip on the business. Foreigners were not allowed inside China. They had to conduct all their transactions from the place allotted to the foreigners in the port area, outside the walled city of Kwangchow. The European traders were at a severe disadvantage, as the Chinese were not willing to exchange tea for anything but silver. The European tea traders, therefore, had to transport large quantities of silver, braving pirates, on their long oceanic voyages. The East India Company was looking for alternatives to break out of this impasse. The Company had flooded the Chinese market with opium produced in India. Many Chinese had become addicted to opium and this allowed the British to reclaim a sizeable percentage of the silver they had paid for tea. But the Chinese emperor had imposed a ban on the import of opium, putting the East India Company in a quandary. It had become extremely important that the Company explore the possibility of cultivating tea outside China. Maniram’s account of the Singpho beverage therefore filled Robert’s head with impossible dreams. If the beverage turned out to be tea, not only would the Company’s problem be solved, Robert would also become a rich tea trader!


Robert and his company reached the royal courtyard in the middle of the village, where a special dance to honour the guests was performed by a group of men and women in colourful costumes. Afterwards he was taken to the ‘sang ghar’ while the gunners remained below. Robert was seated in the front room, meant for guests. Bisa Gaam and Robert sat facing each other on the beautifully decorated wooden floor, each man accompanied by his interpreter. Standing behind Robert was his slave Deodhan.


Robert anxiously watched the Gaam. He had to be cautious and wait for an appropriate moment to ask questions or else Bisa Gaam might become suspicious of his intentions. But the chieftain looked cordial and seemed to give Robert his due respect – perhaps because of Robert’s friendship with the Burmese. After the initial courtesies from both sides, a bamboo tube was handed respectfully to each person.


‘What is this?’ Robert asked politely, unwilling to offend but curious at the same time.


‘This is “chapuk”. One feels happy and physically fit after having this.’


Robert looked inside the bamboo tube. The contents had a peculiar smell; it did not look like tea at all.


Slowly, he took a small gulp.


‘Oh, this is wine! Singpho wine!’ Robert shook his head, while the Gaam looked at him curiously.


‘We make this from rice. Don’t you like it?’ he asked through the interpreter.


Robert shook his head.


‘No, I quite like it. What other beverages do you drink? Anything made from leaves?’ he asked. It took Bisa Gaam a while to understand what Robert was saying. Then his eyes widened.


‘Yes, we do drink a beverage made out of leaves. “Phalap” is what we call it. Are you asking about phalap?’


Phalap! Yes, that was the name Maniram had mentioned!


‘I suppose I’ll know when I drink it. Could I taste a little bit?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Bisa Gaam nodded happily.


Soon a young girl brought him another bamboo container, this time containing phalap.


‘One feels good after drinking this. It also wards off illness.’


Robert looked into the tube of reddish liquid. He took a sip, and jumped up in excitement.


‘Tea! This is tea!’


‘Tea?’ Bisa Gaam asked in surprise.


‘Yes, tea. The drink of China! This is the most popular drink in our country, and in Europe.’


In his excitement Robert had started speaking in English. No one understood a word. Realizing his mistake, Robert smiled.


‘Could you show me some phalap?’ he requested the Gaam.


In a moment, a lump of dry tea leaves was brought in a bamboo tube. Shaking out a bit on his palm he felt the leaves with his fingers and brought them close to his nose. Everyone was watching him. What was there to be so excited about, they thought. Slowly, Robert’s face brightened.


Yes, this was definitely tea.


Putting the phalap back, he asked, ‘How do you prepare this drink?’


‘We get the leaves from the jungle and pound them. We then leave them to dry on the fire in bamboo tubes. Then we boil them in water and drink it.’


With the permission of Bisa Gaam, he noted down the method of preparation.


‘Do any other tribes drink phalap?’


‘No one drinks apart from us, as far as I know. A few people in the neighbourhood also drink this and so do the slaves that we have brought from Assam. They boil it in earthen pots. It is a good remedy for the common cold. Why do you ask?’


‘This is a familiar beverage, Gaam. We call it tea. I’ve brought some with me. Wait, I will show you.’


On Robert’s instructions, Deodhan ran to the boat to get the tea, and also the paraphernalia for brewing it. Robert extended a sample of the tea and placed it on the chieftain’s palm.


Smelling it, he said, ‘This is just like our phalap. Where did you get it?’


‘I brought it from China. People all over the world drink tea but it is cultivated only in China. I’ll treat you to some tea and you can tell me how you like it.’


Bisa Gaam was now truly curious.


While Deodhan prepared tea, everyone looked on curiously. As they drank it with sugar, everyone seemed to be overjoyed.


‘How do you like it, Gaam?’ Robert asked, watching the surprised look on his face.


‘It is very good,’ he answered.


‘Would you like to go into the business of producing tea with me?’ Robert asked, slowly sipping his tea.


‘Business, did you say? Of phalap?’


‘Yes. That is exactly what I said. We will produce tea here and sell it far away, in the place from where I come. And you will earn a lot of silver.’


Bisa Gaam’s eyes widened in surprise. Would it be wise to trade in tea with this unnaturally fair man from across the seas?


After a long period of silence, he asked, ‘Will this business of tea cause any difficulty to our people?’


‘No, not at all. In fact, it will bring about development; lots of development.’ Robert explained the techniques involved in tea trading. He talked about Europe, Calcutta and the East India Company. The interpreter kept translating while Bisa Gaam nodded. He had heard of the East India Company from many sources. Having helped the Burmese in their wars against Assam, he had a lot of information from the Burmese people. He understood that it would be to the advantage of the Singpho people if he joined hands with this European fellow; Robert Bruce was on good terms with the Burmese general as well as with the administrator in Assam.


‘What would I have to do for this tea trade?’ Gaam asked.


‘We will have to begin with an agreement. I will take with me some leaves and a few seedlings as well, as a sample of phalap. Then, slowly, the work will move. The responsibility will entirely be mine. You need not worry one bit. If you don’t have any objection, can I have a look at some phalap trees?’


‘Yes, of course you can. We have some trees here, but I’ll take you to a jungle of phalap trees. But let us first have our meal.’


Robert agreed, sipping tea from the bamboo tube. He was dreaming of the future.


By the time they finished their meal, it was mid-afternoon. A lot of people had assembled outside to catch a glimpse of Bisa Gaam’s foreign guest. Bisa Gaam climbed onto an elephant, as did his bodyguards. Robert sat on another, and his gunners followed suit. They weren’t taking any chances.


The convoy of elephants proceeded, leaving the curious villagers behind. Entering the forest, they stopped in front of a mixed patch of small and big trees. Pointing to the largest tree, Bisa Gaam said, ‘There, that’s a phalap tree.’


Speechless, Robert stared.


It was a slender tree, about twenty feet tall. This was the tea of Robert’s dreams, and of the entire European tea-trading community.


*


‘My child!’


Hearing her mother’s voice, Lailin looked up from Arunabh’s book. It took her a long while to come back to present-day Hong Kong. Her mother had returned from her shopping with a bag in each hand. Lailin took the bags from her while her mother went to the dining table. Leaving the bags in the kitchen, Lailin came and sat down at the table. Her mind was a whirlpool of emotions. She turned to look at her mother and wondered whether she, too, mulled over her past, a past that had been buried deep in the abyss of sorrow. Her mother was aware that Arunabh was arriving tomorrow. Did she nurture any new hopes? It was difficult to understand her. Her genial smile remained etched on her tired face, as always; one could never read her impassive expressions. Catching her breath, she stood up and said, ‘Wait, let me get some tea.’


Lalin pulled her mother back.


‘After all this shopping, must you make tea for me?’


‘It doesn’t matter, I’m not tired,’ her mother insisted.


Lifting her mother’s slender hands, roughened by time and toil, Lailin held them in her own and said sadly, ‘I know you are tired, Maa. How much more will these hands of yours do? Let go, Maa, and rest.’


‘I don’t work that much these days.’


‘Who does all this work then? You have to do this all alone. We have told you so many times to come and live with us, but you don’t listen.’


‘I will. If I don’t stay with you, where else will I go? Let me get older.’


‘Even when you get older, I know you won’t come. Your friends are all you care about,’ Lailin sulked. ‘Can anyone take your place, my child?’ she asked, stroking Lailin’s head.


‘Yes, your friends can. Now go and rest. Please,’ said Lailin.


Glancing at the book in her hand, Lailin’s mother went into the bedroom. After a few quiet moments, Lailin stood up and went to the window. The wind was blowing hard. Down below, the sea was calm. The ships and the sailboats stood steady. A restful quiet had descended on the sea. Lailin looked down at the water. Was there a Chinese junk nestled among these ships? She didn’t know much about ships. She couldn’t tell the difference between a schooner and a junk. She had come to know about these names from the books she had read while researching her roots. The sailing ships – the clippers, schooners and the Chinese junks which were built in the first part of the nineteenth century to provide more speed to the sea trade – were tied up with her past. It was in one of those Chinese junks that Lailin’s ancestor had sailed out of southern China, some one hundred and seventy years ago. After a while she came away from the window and returned to Arunabh’s book.




… as if I was walking through an ancient and unknown city. The past of this petrified city had left me stunned, time and time again. It made me cry, again and again. I was writhing in anger and in an inexplicable pain that had no remedy. I could now understand the cause of that terrible flame of anger in Lailin’s eyes. I could understand her now, as well as her society.


It took me some time, for this was not a history enshrined in written words for one to read at one’s will. Different pieces of it were strewn across the globe. I had to pick out each and every word of that history from the darkness of the hearts, from the tears, from the silence of people who did not want to speak. It had taken me time to piece together that history once again.





Arunabh’s book transported Lailin to a distant past – the early nineteenth century. It transported her to a poverty-stricken village in southern China, where her ancestor was born. His name was Ho Han.




Three


It was a grey and dusty village. A village struck by famine.


In a corner of this village lived Ho Han.


The entire village was quiet, devoid of any sign of habitation.


Death had become a familiar fact of life and most of the villagers had died of starvation. Those who could afford to had left the village earlier. Even now a thin trickle of skeletal evacuees could be seen leaving for Kwangchow.


Those left behind were Ho Han’s family and others like them, families living in such an utter state of brutishness that it seemed as though they were still in the pre-civilized ages. Cruel, selfish and without an iota of shame.


In Ho Han’s home a scene of cruelty was being enacted at that very minute.


In the courtyard of the dilapidated straw and bamboo hut sat Ho Han and his three brothers. Ho Han’s elder brother was eight years old while he was six and his two younger brothers were four-and-a-half and three. Uncared for, they were all dressed in dirty clothes made from hemp. They were barefoot and their ragged, skinny bodies were covered in dust and grime. Their eyes sunk deep in their sockets, flesh and muscles shrivelled and dry, it was only their bloated stomachs that were prominent. Sitting in a corner, they were watching their father who was deep in conversation with two men.


Ho Han’s father looked as famine-stricken, ragged and filthy as his children. The two men with pigtails, however, looked well-fed and there was no sign of impoverishment on their attire. One of them was dressed in fine silk. His chubby face, bright countenance and well-made clothes smacked of wealth. The other man, although dressed like an ordinary villager, wore clean cotton clothes and looked healthy. He was a broker, a middleman; he looked after the buying and selling of human beings.


The two had arrived in a horse carriage. Two gunmen and the coachman kept watch over the carriage. They feared that at any moment the starving villagers might attack them because of the two bags of rice kept in the carriage, a commodity more precious than gold and silver!


Leaning against one of the pillars of the verandah stood Ho Han’s emaciated mother. She was listening to her husband’s conversation with keen interest as he haggled with the two strangers in a weak voice.


‘Considering their age, one silver per year is too small a price, sir,’ Ho Han’s father pleaded.


‘The commitment was one silver per year and along with it one bag of rice. Didn’t you finalize the deal?’ the man in the silk robe asked the middleman in irritation.


‘That was the agreement. Now if he changes his mind –’


‘I have not changed my mind, sir. I am only requesting you to add two or three coppers, or some beans, soya bean, or even corn.’


‘I have neither the time nor the need to haggle. There is no dearth of girls. Girls are nothing but a commodity, anyway. If you don’t want to sell, say so,’ the man in the silk robe said, shaking his pigtail.


‘No, no, sir. I didn’t say –’


‘Think about how privileged you are that Sir himself has come. One silver per year is not a small amount. He has even promised you a bag of rice! Bring them over. Let Sir have a look at them and decide whether they suit his requirements or not.’


Ho Han’s father looked at his wife. With weak and unsteady strides, she went inside the house. After a while, she returned with both her skeletal daughters, aged ten and eleven, and dressed in their best clothes. But they looked like scarecrows. Without any sign of emotion, the mother pushed her two daughters towards the buyer. Tottering weakly, they came and stood in the middle of the courtyard with their heads bent, indifferent to their surroundings.


The rich man surveyed the girls from head to toe. His stare seemed to pierce through their clothes, like that of a meat-buyer. The girls stood there, looking as though they might faint at any moment. They stood there showing no interest in the goings-on. It was all the same to them, whether they were sold or not. Their mother had already told them that if they remained at home, death was a certainty. If they were sold, perhaps they would get food to eat at their master’s house and discarded silk dresses to wear.


These dreams were floating before their eyes like a hazy mirage.


The man’s fingers crept along the girls’ bodies from top to toe, not excluding their newly formed but shrivelled breast lines.


‘Oh, this one is too small; can’t be more than ten or eleven. It is doubtful whether she is even eight or nine. She hardly has any breasts.’


‘Yes, they are ten and eleven. The boys are younger. Their age –’


With a hand raised to stop the father from speaking, he said in irritation, ‘That’s enough. I don’t want any proof. The older one is eleven, and the younger one is nine. Twenty silvers. Just tell me whether you agree or not.’


The father looked pleadingly at the middleman, who was standing behind the rich man gesturing to the father to agree to the deal.


‘If you don’t agree he will leave. You will regret it later. Whether or not they will live another two days is hard to tell. If they die, what will you have to sell?’


The father looked at the mother. There was no reaction.


‘Alright,’ he said, shaking his head in utter disappointment.


Without betraying any signs of satisfaction, the rich man instructed the middleman to get a bag of rice from the carriage. The middleman left the scene.


The man in the silk clothes took out some silver coins from a beautiful bag and started counting them. The middleman returned in a while, followed by the coachman, who was carrying the rice in a jute bag.


The girls looked at their parents, at their house and then at their brothers sitting in the corner. There was not a trace of emotion in their tired eyes. Handing over twenty silver coins and a bag of rice, the man in the silk robe left, followed by the middleman and the coachman. Behind them, the two girls followed with mechanical steps.


When everyone had gone, Ho Han and his brothers walked unsteadily towards the bag of rice. Their pale eyes were glowing with wild greed. With a thunderous yell the father smothered the glow, and together with his wife dragged the bag into the house. Ho Han and his brothers followed. Their starved bodies were thrilled. Today they would get to eat rice.


Asking the mother for a vessel, the father put some rice into it. He took the remaining rice from the bag, divided it into several small packets and hid them in different places. Then, having bolted all the doors and without making a sound, they ate the cooked rice. The steaming aroma from the rice wiped off the memory of the two girls who’d just been sold. Their faces lit up with hope. They would move to Kwangchow, now that they had money.


Tired after their meal, they fell asleep only to be rudely woken up by a group of starving villagers who demanded that they share their rice. ‘We know that you have rice in your house. Give us rice.’


‘There is no rice. Where would we get rice from?’ the father cried.


‘Where have your two daughters gone? We know you have sold them. Now give us some rice.’


The people with whom they’d lived for years had suddenly turned alien. Disregarding Ho Han’s father, they marched in and turned the place upside down. When they left, they took away almost all the packets of rice and the silver coins that Ho Han’s father had hidden. The parents cried bitterly. Ho Han and his brothers stood still, terrified out of their wits.


‘Our rice! They have taken our rice!’


*


At the touch of her mother’s hand Lailin returned from the distant past and looked up. Handing her a cup of tea, her mother walked away, smiling gently.


Overcome with the sorrows and sufferings of her ancestors, Lailin slowly sipped her tea. Then she immersed herself once again in Arunabh’s book.


*


In the midst of all the sobbing, the night came to an end. And life went on. The two packets of rice that had remained ran out one day. After that, five more unbearable days and nights passed. On the morning of the sixth day Ho Han woke up to the pleadings of his mother.


‘Keep at least one. Who will look after us in the end?’


Ho Han heard his father’s words, ‘They will all die. They won’t live to look after us. What will you do taking them with you? How can you be sure that we will be alive?’


Ho Han and his brothers did not understand much. They were scared and had gone limp with hunger. But they were aware that something terrible was going on.


After some time, the father walked in and carried away Ho Han’s elder brother. Then he came back to take Ho Han and his younger brother. As they came out they found the elder brother asleep in one of the baskets that their father used to carry loads in. His body was weak and pliable, almost like rubber. Placing Ho Han and the youngest son in the other basket, the father went in to get his last son.


All the four boys cried weakly and pleaded not to be taken away, as their mother watched from the verandah. Her face was grim and lacked any emotion except her desire to survive.


Placing four bowls and four pairs of chopsticks in the baskets, the father picked up the long bamboo pole on which the baskets were hanging, and slowly began walking.


All that remained was the mother, the home of their birth, the familiar surroundings, the temple and the public well …


In the scorching sun, the father carried his load across the field. The children were dehydrated, while the father had to put down his load many a times, panting with exhaustion. He walked along a familiar path, now quiet and forlorn. There was no sound except for the children’s whimpers, the creaking sound of the pole and the two baskets he carried, and that of his own panting.


Soon, he could hear voices coming faintly from a distance. Looking towards the sound, he saw a long line of people moving forward. They were carrying their bundled-up possessions tied on poles. These had to be people from the famine-struck villages who were walking to the city.


Soon the sun rose high in the sky. The children were wilting in the heat and crying weakly.


Suddenly Ho Han’s father stopped in his tracks. Near a dried-up shrub he saw a fat dog happily devouring a baby’s cadaver. His face brightened with pleasure. How could this dog have escaped human hands, in the face of such a famine? He wondered if God had specially saved this animal for him. Gently putting down his load and taking hold of the pole, he advanced stealthily towards the dog. With one heavy blow he felled the animal. After a few more blows the dog’s writhing stopped. Tearing out the baby’s flesh from its mouth, he lifted the dog and, panting profusely, placed it in the basket where Ho Han lay. With a feeling of satisfaction he lifted his load again. The dog would now provide the two of them enough food for at least four meals, now that the children would not return.


By late afternoon, he was in a well-guarded marketplace where traders were selling rice and pulses at exorbitant rates. There was also traditional medicine, dried fish, meat, preserved eggs and vegetables, and above all, human beings.


It was a slave market and it was full of starving people who had come to sell their own offspring. Ho Han’s father went to sit beside them. Pulling out the sacks that lined the baskets, he spread them in front. He placed the children on the sacks and went out to buy food. He brought back rice, water and five preserved eggs. Forcing the children to sit up, he first fed them, then ate a meal of rice and eggs.


There was a roar from the people who had come to buy the children. They were feeling, pressing and rubbing the merchandise on display with their hands. Having finished eating, Ho Han’s father waited eagerly for customers.


The first to be sold was the youngest child. He was bought by a wealthy farmer. The oldest brother was next to go, to a fish merchant. The third brother was sold to a landlord. Ho Han looked on with tear-filled eyes, as one by one all his playmates left. There was nothing to say or do.


The sun was slowly setting. The marketplace began to empty. Ho Han, now somewhat revived by the food, lay on the sack again. Glancing at his father in fear, he cajoled him, ‘Take me home. I can walk back. You won’t have to carry me.’


The father did not answer. He sat there, staring ahead with blank eyes.


A long time passed. His patience was wearing thin and he was contemplating going back. At that moment a man with a frightening face appeared before him. Clad in dirty silk clothes and wearing a shabby pigtail, the man touched Ho Han with a rough hand. Taking out a pouch from his pocket, he enquired in a harsh tone, ‘How many silvers?’


*


With a deep sigh Lailin raised her head from Arunabh’s book. The lovely smell of her mother’s cooking came wafting out of the kitchen. She knew that tonight there would be Assamese food on the table. It would most likely be daal, rice, greens and a sour curry cooked with fish and tomatoes. Whether she liked it or not, she would have to eat it or else her mother would be upset. She hated hurting her mother in any way. Her mother sometimes cooked Assamese food, trying to remember recipes from her past. Lailin had no idea, whether or not it was authentic, but her mother would insist, ‘This is our own food. Our very own style of cooking. We must never forget our traditions.’


Lailin had heard her mother talk like this ever since she could remember. In the beginning it didn’t mean anything to her. But now it did. She could hardly bear it. It triggered an explosion in her head. As she gradually learnt about her past, she protested against such talk. She would lose her temper and shout at her mother, ‘This is not our food. I won’t eat this. Why do you try to make me Assamese? I don’t consider myself Assamese. I am Chinese. And these are not our traditions. After all that has happened, how can you love that country and its people? What kind of a person are you, Maa?’


‘An Assamese person,’ her mother would say with a smile. Looking at her mother’s gentle face, she would break down.


Shaking off her emotions, Lailin returned to the pages.


*


Ho Han was sold off.


It was an ordinary incident. The ownership right had been transferred to another man with ease. No tears were shed. Ho Han left the market as the slave of a meat dealer.


Those were the days of slave trade during the reign of the Manchu rulers of the Qing dynasty. Ho Han’s master had his shop in a marketplace adjacent to the Thirteen Factory area near the docks outside the walled city of Kwangchow. Foreign traders were allowed to trade here. The meat dealer lived in a corner of the city. It was there that he stocked his pigs and chickens and this was where Ho Han was now taken.


The story could have ended there. What could be special in a slave’s life, other than hard labour and death? Other than tears and sighs? Other than captivity and brutality?


Ho Han’s life could have been just that, but it wasn’t, for he had brought with him a unique destiny. It was not his destiny alone but that of thousands of people of China and India. That was the time when a strong public opinion was building up in Europe and America against the slave trade. Organized movements, protesting against the inhuman treatment meted out to millions of unfortunate men and women, had begun. Slavery was banned in England, America and many other countries. But the vast Chinese world, with a history spread over six thousand years, remained untouched by these winds of change.


Meanwhile, far from southern China, in the upper reaches of Assam, the seed of Ho Han’s future had just begun to sprout.


The political scene was changing. The East India Company had started to repulse the Burmese soldiers. Unable to take on the army of the East India Company, the Burmese army was withdrawing. The British army had set up camp at Kundil ghat in Sadiya near Upper Assam. The responsibility of the administration was now in the hands of David Scott, a representative of the Governor General for the entire eastern frontier.


The post at Sadiya had been set up with a view to keeping the Dafala and Singpho people under control as well as to protect the eastern border of Assam. The East India Company appointed Charles Alexander Bruce, the brother of Robert Bruce, as the leader of a flotilla of gunboats to monitor the natural waterways of this riverine state. Travelling upstream on the Brahmaputra, Charles had arrived at Sadiya. Kundil ghat was the last port on this river. The journey, via Shirajgunj between Calcutta and Kundil ghat, took eighty days. As soon as Charles arrived, he got involved in a strategic political formulation.


While the war was going on, the Singphos started their raids on Sadiya, as well as in the region between Dibrugarh and Rangpur. In 1826, an infantry division headed by Captain Neufville arrived to fight them.


Eventually the Singphos accepted defeat and pledged their loyalty to the British. The slaves that were brought from Assam by the Singphos were released by Captain Neufville. The other neighbouring tribes also offered their loyalty to the East India Company and decided to felicitate the British army in Sadiya. The process of organizing the meeting was going on.


Charles was excited and anxious. His heart was filled with emotion. He kept thinking of his younger brother Robert. Just three years ago his brother had written to him from the Singpho kingdom about tea being grown in Assam, and about the Singpho beverage called phalap. He had also told him about his arrangement with the Singpho chief. Robert had been consumed by his dream of becoming a famous tea trader with Bisa Gaam’s help. But before he could fulfil this dream, he died.


Charles, however, was determined to keep his brother’s dream alive. He had preserved his brother’s letter about the discovery of tea in Assam with utmost care. He decided to meet Bisa Gaam. If they could grow tea in Assam, the entire tea trade would be transformed. Alexander and Robert Bruce would become immortal names in the history of tea.


Maniram Dutta Baruah was an important person for the East India Company now. When David Scott came to Assam to expel the Burmese, Maniram came with him to show him the way. He was also present during the treaty between Scott and the Singpho chief. He was supposed to be present at today’s meeting too. Maniram had told Charles about his friendship with Robert. And Charles had heard Maniram talking to Beddingsfield, an officer of the East India Company, about phalap.


The previous year the English Society of Arts had announced a fifty-guinea prize and a gold medal to anyone in India, West Indies or any other British colony, who could produce twenty pounds of excellent-quality tea. After this announcement many people began to take an interest in the cultivation of tea. Charles was very excited when he was asked to come to Sadiya from Calcutta. After much thought he had brought Robert’s letter with him.


Charles was waiting with this letter in his pocket. Tense, uncertain.




Four


It was a day when history was about to change its course.


Ho Han groaned under the weight of the two heavy baskets balanced across his shoulders on a pole. He walked through the fields of a village situated near Kwangchow. He was a young man now, and was clad in traditional Chinese clothes. On his feet he wore sandals made of straw. It was extremely hot. His sturdy body was soaked in sweat. Ho Yen, a fellow slave who was following him, was also in a similar state. Both of them had a square-shaped scar, a mark that had been burnt onto their foreheads. Anyone could identify them now; the scar symbolized their identities as slaves.


The wounds no longer hurt. They had healed a long time ago. Ho Han couldn’t remember the number of years that had gone by since the meat seller had bought him. He had lost the happy memories of his childhood. All that he remembered were the days of the famine. During some lonely moments, the faces of his sisters who were sold, and of his mother waiting in the verandah, came to his mind. He also remembered that long, hot day in the basket. To this day, he woke up sometimes at night soaked in sweat. He had no affection for his parents, or even respect. But somewhere in his heart he felt a pure affection for his brothers and sisters. Or perhaps it was just a reflection of the affection he had for himself.


He was now used to the life of a slave. Till very recently, along with a few other slaves, he had followed their master, carrying baskets on his shoulders. But now the master did not come with them. His financial status had improved enormously. He was on very good terms with the brokers near the Thirteen Factory area. The members of the Association of Brokers were very important in the foreign trade market and they handled all the business on behalf of the Chinese emperor.


Now the master’s business was not limited to meat alone. He had two tea houses along with some other business in Kwangchow. But his main business was opium. Everything else had become secondary.


The Chinese government had enforced strict laws prohibiting the supply of opium. For that reason, it was being smuggled in, with help from a few corrupt officials and abetted by some members of the Brokers’ Association. The Chinese emperor had been trying very hard to end the opium trade. With prohibition becoming stricter, the price of opium had also soared sky-high.


In the beginning, opium-trading was not a problem. It was easy to bribe the officials, and the boats could openly dock at the port. No one was particularly bothered when the supply of opium was unloaded. But now the situation had changed and the governor of Canton had not only ordered the arrest of the smugglers but also punished them severely. He had ordered all the ships to be searched. If opium was found on a ship, the entire cargo was confiscated and the ship was debarred from trading activities.


As a result of this, the smugglers started coming to Lintin Island at the mouth of the Pearl river. This was a British base where ships not sail-worthy on the high seas were docked. The big ships that carried opium unloaded their cargo onto these stationary boats and went back to India for replenishment. From this spot, the smugglers secretly took their quota of opium to Kwangchow and other places in small boats. Being caught meant sure death, but Ho Han and the others were used to playing with death. From Lintin they carried the opium to their master’s secret godowns, where the retailers bought it.


Ho Han’s master had become an opium addict himself. Heating lumps of the narcotic over the flame of a lamp, he would inhale the smoke through a thin pipe and wander into a dream world of his own. He did not go out much these days. Handing over all the hard work to his old slave Ho Han, he drowned himself in intoxication. His involvement in opium smuggling had taught Ho Han quite a few things. He also learnt a lot of things from visiting the port frequently.


The colourful port life amazed him. The vastness and vibrancy of the place, packed with schooners, clippers, Chinese junks and sailing boats, with their variety of flags from different countries, thrilled him. He would often wonder about the countries these ships came from.


Ho Han had also learnt the dialect used in the ports. Ho Yen was yet to pick up on the local parlance. He had no interest either and brooded all the time, perhaps because he had become a slave at an older age. At this moment, too, he was following Ho Han gloomily. Their master used to send them to villages to collect chickens once in a while, without any supervision. He knew they wouldn’t try to run away.


This vast country was a hard place to live in. There was no certainty that they would find a better life if they escaped. They might fall into the hands of another slave trader. Where would they find work in this thickly populated land?


Ho Han had accepted this life as his fate. He had neither frustrations nor any grievances. He did not dream of liberty. His experience had given him the maturity to understand the reality of his situation. That he could live safely and eat every day in a country ravaged by war, floods, drought and famine was enough for him. What would he achieve by running away? Besides, what skills did he have to survive all by himself, except rearing and slaughtering chickens and pigs? He had the aptitude to learn new things. Whatever the task, he did it sincerely. He had picked up woodwork while helping a carpenter in his master’s house. But he did not think that was enough to sustain a living as an independent man.


‘Let us drop in at the marketplace,’ he said, looking back at Ho Yen.


Ho Yen did not answer. They took the turn leading to the market. It was peak hour at the market. In one corner, a man was narrating tales in exchange for money. Ho Han didn’t stop to listen. Another spot was occupied by a fortune teller. Passing him by, Ho Han stopped at a place where chickens were being sold and started picking out the good ones. Just at that moment they heard a noise.


A rich man dressed in silk was buying expensive merchandise at random without even haggling. He was accompanied by two healthy slaves wearing bright clothes. The people nearby started looking at him curiously. Someone asked him, ‘Where have you come from?’


It was as though the buyer was waiting for just that question.


‘I belong to this place. My village is just four or five villages away. But now I don’t live there. In fact, I now live very far away.’


‘Where exactly do you live, then?’


‘Prince of Wales Island.’


‘And where is that? How far is it from our village?’


‘Not from your village. Ask me how far it is from our country. Prince of Wales Island is not in China. One has to go there by ship. I live there in a place called George Town. In the beginning, I used to work at a tin mine. Now I have my own business and my own ship.’


‘Own ship!’ They gaped at the stranger in amazement.


Meanwhile, more people had gathered near him. They jostled with each other to get closer to the man. Ho Han came and stood at the back of the crowd and craned his neck to see what was happening. Ho Yen stood behind him indifferently, as if he was waiting for an order from his master. For him, Ho Han was his master now.


The man was speaking in a loud voice, as though he was delivering a lecture. The gathering looked at him in awe and kept nodding. The man wore chains of gold and pearls round his neck. He carried a pouch full of silver in his hand. His healthy appearance reflected his prosperity.


‘What is not there in that country? You can say gold is lying on the streets and with just a little toil one can live there like a king. What do we have in this country? Do we even have enough to eat after toiling day in and day out? Can we live in happiness? No, we cannot. Today if it’s the floods, tomorrow it will be the drought. As soon as the crops are almost ready for harvesting, there is a locust attack. We are all dying of hunger. We all know what famine means,’ he said exasperatedly. He paused for a moment and then said, ‘There is suffering in this land. Lots of suffering! We still live here because we love this country. We tolerate our suffering. But if we had the option of going to a country which is beautiful in every way, what would we do? Think. Think for yourself.’ The man stopped.
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