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To
Lakshmi Dhar Bardalaye (1934–2019),
my Dauta (father), who never raised his voice or hand on me...




IN THE MIDDLE...


...RAAN’S HANDS SHOOK UNCONTROLLABLY AS HE MANAGED TO insert one bullet out of every three into the 303 magazine. Dropped bullets piled up on the ground, but there was no time to pick them up. Only reload and shoot. He was no soldier; he was a cook. Good at slotting firewood into a hearth, not bullets into a chamber. From the constant kick of the 303 rifle, Raan’s shoulder threatened to come off its hinge. He longed for the sun to come out and the onslaught to end.


Like harsh waves lashing at the sandy shores of the garrison’s defence, the Japanese were relentless. With defences eroding, wherever the cook-turned-soldier looked, they were closing in. The only thing protecting the scantily clad garrison was its advantageous position. Located on top of a mountain range, hills laid bare, ploughed clean by mortars and cannons, the garrison defenders easily spotted the Japanese approach. The Japanese infantry could see them too. Yet the defenders were not easy targets to pick from below. Entrenched in the bunkers, the garrison defenders were like turtles. They could snap at the invading Japanese and quickly withdraw into their shells.


The Japs charged and fired at vague targets that were scattered around. Though the Japanese were numerous, it was hard to mount an attack with no cover to hide or firm ground to step on. To make matters worst, their supply lines to Burma were cut, so they were left with very little food and limited ammunition. Their numbers were big, but they were weak with hunger and the repeated march up the tough terrain was exhausting for their body and spirit. With daylight the Japanese surge halted. Instead, they staggered down the steep incline towards their holding positions. To make sure they were retreating, the garrison defenders fired a few rounds in their general direction and the bullets found their mark amidst the plentiful targets. The Japanese advantage was in their numbers. Their disadvantage was also in their numbers...




PROLOGUE


ANGSEN’S ONLY MEMORY OF HIS GRANDFATHER WAS OF AN OLD shrivelled man who had a smile that transformed him into a child. That changed the day he received a phone call.


Angsen lived in Kohima, a hill station that grew along with him. When he was a child, Kohima was a small town of just forty thousand people. Now he was thirty-three and potbellied, and Kohima was a city exploding with half a million inhabitants; roads jammed with cars and hills packed with houses. His grandfather’s village, Poilung, was a day’s drive from Kohima and miles away from any ‘development’.


Angsen’s grandfather was a devout Nature worshipper, a man from the past. His parents were devout Christians from this age. They had no common ground. The only bridge between his grandfather and parents was his grandmother. When he was a child, mostly because of her, his parents used to make their annual trips to Poilung. As he grew older, first studies and then responsibilities towards his own parents, who were also advancing in age, never allowed him to travel the distance from Kohima to Poilung.


For over a decade, Angsen had been teaching the history of India and the world to his students at the Kohima Arts College. Yet, he had never realized that within a day’s drive, a rich history lay hidden from him. So that day, during a break between classes, while he was reading the dark news from a glossy newspaper, he received the phone call in the lecturer’s common room. A frail voice greeted him. It took a while for the cobwebs in his memory to clear and recognize his grandfather’s voice – “Angsen, you have to meet me. I don’t have much time left, child. I hear you teach about the past. Then you should also know our past. Come, son, come and see me.”


Old borrowed apprehension made him wary. Yet his instinct knew better, “Okay, Grandpa, I will come this weekend.” As he replaced the receiver, suddenly a heavy weight of guilt lifted. He knew he had made the right decision.


For twenty-one years, that smile had been waiting to greet Angsen. That smile which had bid a twelve-year-old boy goodbye. Bedridden, when Angsen arrived, his grandfather used his twiggy hands to create some space for him on the rickety bed. The bamboo walls of the hut were greased black from smoke. It would have been a very gloomy room had it not been for the evening sunlight piercing in streaks through the bamboo weavings. The bare few objects in the room were old artefacts fit for a museum. It was a room as ancient as the occupant lying there on the bed. He sat beside his grandfather as gently as he could. The ancient man held his grandson’s arm and propped himself up on his elbow to examine the years in the young man’s face. His frail, unsure fingers touched his grandson’s sparse stubble as he shook his head in disbelief. Without words, he sighed and pointed to the bottom of the bed where Angsen found and pulled into the scattered sunlight, a rusty locked trunk.


Removing a multicoloured bead necklace made of semiprecious stones from under his withered shirt, the old man took his grandson’s hand and placed the string in his open palm. It held a single key. With a squeaking click the trunk opened to unlock a past he had shut away for seventy years. The first object that struck Angsen was a fading black-and-white photograph. It pictured a young Konyak man – a tribal warrior from one of the sixteen Naga clans, famed as headhunters. Along with the Konyak youth, an assembly of white men in shabby army uniforms stood in front of an M3 tank. All looked very pleased with themselves. On closer examination Angsen recognized the young Konyak as his grandfather. The tribal tattoos marking the face of the youth now hung on his grandfather like a wrinkled Salvador Dali painting.


Taking the photograph from Angsen, the old man looked intently, giving out a deep sigh. After all these years, suddenly propelled back into the thick of it. Surrounded by a sea of bullets, shrapnel flying around, ear-splitting explosions, blood-curdling cries. In his hand, a razor-sharp dao, his whole body bloodied, a string of gut dangling from the tip of his spear...
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ONE


THE LETHARGIC SUN, NEITHER ASLEEP NOR FULLY AWAKE, BEGAN sending weak rays, announcing its arrival to a portion of black earth that had turned grey. The rats seemed nervous inside their burrows. They weren’t wary of the owls; in fact the owls themselves, sunbirds, jungle fowls, and squirrels, all looked on anxiously from their holes and thickets, kept awake through the night by unusual sounds and cries.


In the distance, marching footsteps sent ripples over the still, eerie morning. Breaking through the morning’s gown of haze, Captain Timothy Hastings lead his section of men up the Aradura Spur. Where they trod, the face of the mountain was still under the spell of the night spirits, untouched by the sun.


The monsoon had come early that year, and was currently at its peak. Every tree, shrub, vine on the hill, loomed healthy, strong and full of vigour. With every step, the greenery clasped at Captain Hastings and his men, impeding their march. Thorns grabbed at their uniforms and pricked their skin. Vines threatened to trip them up, sending them hurtling down the mountain. At the ground level, a weeklong relentless downpour had added a thick layer of slime to the grasses, rocks and tree roots weaving in and out of the vertical landscape. On the slanting, slippery surfaces the hard leather soles of the soldiers’ boots acted like steel blades on ice. In contrast, wherever the earth was exposed it swallowed their feet whole, much like stepping into a bucket of glue.


Suddenly a shot rang out. Captain Hastings, or Tom, as his men and fellow officers knew him, was a lanky man with long unwieldy limbs who found it difficult to duck. Diving flat onto the incline, Tom kept his face down for a few seconds, then turned around to see his subedar, the chief native officer of Tom’s Indian men, Chetri, climbing up towards him. His second in command, Subedar Chetri, was plump and stout. In Chetri’s village, such corpulence was considered a sign of prosperity, displaying to all that he ate well. Chetri’s short, jet-black hair contrasted Tom’s long flowing blond hair (as long as army discipline would allow), accompanied by a moustachio whose ends he lovingly twirled upwards. An addition he made after meeting the Maharaja of Koochbihar at a tea estate party. Chetri, on the other hand, had no facial hair worth shaving daily. Yet what he lacked in manly fuzz, he made up with courage. Being a Gorkha, courage was in his genes. Not so much could be said for Tom, whose manliness was perhaps most exemplified in his facial hair.


Scrambling to regain his foothold, Tom put all four appendages to work. Chetri offered him a hand.


“Sorry, Saahab, it was one of my men who mistakenly let off a shot.”


“What?”


“Saahab, I just recruited him last night. He has only ever fired a shotgun. Didn’t know how to put the safety lock on the rifle.”


“What?!” Tom exclaimed in muffled surprise.


“What to do, Saahab? Last night you ordered me to have twelve men ready for this raid. We only had five men, so I picked six more, who looked brave enough and said they had previously fired a gun.”


“His mistake could cost us very dearly, you know that, Chetri. The enemy will know we are coming. What was the use of waking up so early?”


Shaking his blond locks, Tom resumed the climb.
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It was the morning of the 3rd of April 1944 when Captain Tom and his men went up the Aradura Mountain. This story is from a time when the British had been the rulers of India for 118 years. Not a long period when you compare the British rule to the thousands of years for which this ancient Indian civilization had already been around. But, during those 118 years, four generations of Indians had grown up under the British rule. A third of that population accepted being ruled by the British as their destiny. Another third opposed it. The rest didn’t know or care who ruled over them as long as the rulers didn’t directly interfere in their day-to-day lives. To that latter group of Indians, belonged Angsen’s Konyak Naga grandparents.


It would be three more years before India became free from the shackles of the British empire. Those very shackles had pulled India headlong into the Second World War – a war which India had otherwise no business to be part of. In 1942, Britain lost Burma to the Imperial Japanese forces. In defeat, the British General Slim’s army, routed in Burma, crossed over the Chindwin River into India. From then on it was only a matter of time until either the British returned to claim lost territory or the Japanese sought again to claim more British territory. By 1943 there were confirmed reports that Japan was strengthening its army in Burma for an onward assault into India.


By the beginning of 1944 there were scattered rumours of Japanese advances from Burma into India through the far eastern borders of the Northeast of India, which then was the undivided state of Assam. But no one imagined the sleepy little garrison town of Kohima would be a target of the Japanese. Dimapur, a town to the northwest of Kohima, had a railhead and an airfield and seemed like a more worthwhile target. Before the posting of the army garrison, Kohima’s claim to importance was its District Commissioner sporting the only motorized vehicle in town. The Commissioner loved the attention his car drew from the awestruck locals. This amazement, however, was broken with the arrival of the army vehicles. Instead of just one car to stare at, the local Nagas now looked on with awe at the army trucks and jeeps of the garrison.


By the end of March 1944, villagers travelling from afar into town to barter or sell their wares spread rumours about an approaching Japanese army. How big these invading forces were, was a question disputed among the ranks, officers and departments of the British Indian Army. For Angsen’s grandparents and other fellow Nagas, the war didn’t matter so much, as long as both foreign warring sides wrapped it up quickly and left them to carry on life as before.


Monsoon was early that year in Kohima, and so were the Japanese. Normal logistical calculations by the British intelligence suggested that the Japanese would take another month or a couple of weeks at the least to reach Kohima. An army, fuelled not by strong logistical support, but by raw determination arrived in Kohima long before British intelligence predictions. The evening prior to Tom leading his company on the patrol, Naga trackers had spotted a section of enemy soldiers taking position on a hill. They reported their findings to the Garrison headquarters and Tom was ordered to go on a scouting mission to investigate.
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A Naga tracker led the way, with Tom and his troops scrambling behind, trying to keep up. Suddenly the tracker’s gaze turned sharply towards his right and pointed to some bushes. In the still murky grey of morning, Tom saw only a shadow. Quickening his pace, Chetri moved past Tom towards the tracker and raised his rifle to take aim. But the shadow moved so quickly, so quietly, that before he could bolt a bullet into the chamber of his 303, the form vanished from the sights of his gun. Chetri lowered his gun and turned towards the tracker.


“Angami, ke asile?”


“Najene ho.”


Unable to follow the conversation, Tom enquired, “Did you ask him what it was?”


“Yes, Saahab. But he doesn’t know.”


“Was it an animal?”


“Looked like it, Saahab.”


“Well, we are not here to hunt animals.” Tom whispered his stern reproach. “We must not fire another bullet until we are at the enemy position. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Saahab.” Chetri reluctantly dangled his rifle back over his shoulder.


With every metre they hauled themselves up the unrelenting mountain, the six Gorkhas, Chetri and his five regular men, already pumped with adrenalin, were infused with more as the prospect of their Japanese encounter approached. They had heard about the fierce fighting qualities of the Japanese soldiers. Yet it was still hearsay without proof. They were thrilled that soon they would be able to put the rumours to test. Tom, on the other hand, left breathless by the climb was too exhausted to think of anything else. He was glad that Chetri and his regular soldiers overtook him the moment their guide indicated that they had almost reached their target. It was Gurkha protocol to never let the Captain come in harm’s way. Hence they formed a six-man wall in front of him.


Tom ordered the other six fresh soldiers in Chetri’s section to cover the flanks. Those six were happy to be behind everyone else. Now that the prospect of firing a gun at another human seemed a reality, their collective thought was to question why they volunteered to be soldiers. The hands of two of those six men were accustomed to carrying files inside the garrison’s administrative office. Another’s hands were used to steering the wheel of a car. Another was used to wielding shoe polishes and brushes to shine the garrison officers’ shoes. The hands of the remaining two soldiers, till the day before, had brandished whips to keep the garrison’s beasts of burden in line.


Up above the thirteen men, behind the thicket, now well out of view, a form moved straight up the hill; effortlessly balanced on two legs. As it sensed the presence of life beyond the wild steamy mountain vegetation, it looked up and at once bent on all fours, merging with the thick undergrowth, moving quietly and as efficiently as a serpent gliding through luscious green grass. Through the rusty light of the morning sun, on the crest of the mountain the beast’s eyes made out the unmistakable signs of a cave. It was too uniform to be natural. Silently, it climbed towards the cave, drowned in the undergrowth, and as it reached the clearing in front, slid to a side.


Inside the man-made bunker, ten Japanese soldiers lay in wait, ready for Tom and his men. Their eyes and gun barrels were fixed on the hill’s incline rising to greet them. As expected, the misfired 303 bullet had alerted them to the enemy’s approach. And yet none of them had any inkling of the form blending into the darkness of the bunker, as silent as a trailing shadow.


Soon Angami, the Naga tracker in Tom’s patrol party, pointed their attention towards the peak of the mountain, a spot of fresh brown amid the green and grey – the unmistakable sign of a freshly dug bunker. His job done, Angami turned back, dissolving into the bushes. Expert guides were rare. He was much more valuable to guide soldiers through these unseen paths than join the fight and become a casualty of war. Chetri looked towards Tom who now gave the signal to break up. The six Gorkhas, the mountain lions of Tom’s company, steadily climbed towards their target. Chetri was to encircle the enemy bunker along with his five men; two of them, along with him, would approach the trench from the right, the remaining three from the left. Tom and the six novice soldiers took positions to give the Gorkhas covering fire.


They fanned out and closed the distance; through the leafy vegetation Chetri spotted the ribbed barrel of a Type 96 light machine gun protruding like an arrow, marking the enemy’s position amidst the wilderness. Instinctively ducking under the carpet of green, Chetri gestured to his men to do the same. Expecting bullets to zip over them like buzzing bees, Chetri and his men lay flat; anxious index fingers wrapped tightly around 303 rifle triggers. Consequence of reprisal and discipline prevented their index fingers from squeezing the triggers. The Gorkhas were so still that not a leaf moved unnecessarily because of their presence.


So as to avoid sounds reaching the Japanese ears, Chetri shifted his rifle to his right and kept his left hand free to communicate with his men through gestures. He kept his head to the ground and counted till ten. Once he was sure the Japanese intruders weren’t aware of their presence, he gave the order to move. At the signal of their subedar, the five Gorkhas sprung to their feet, bodies bent low, and made their way up, trapping the bunker from both sides.


Tom ordered the remaining six soldiers to ready their rifles and checked his own Sten gun to provide whatever covering fire they could. Tom noticed a soldier didn’t have his rifle on the ready. It was the same soldier who had earlier in the climb mistakenly fired his gun. It was still strung to his back. Tom gestured to him to take the rifle on to his hands and take aim. The soldier shook his head in refusal. Tom waved him over. The soldier came on all fours.


“What’s the matter, soldier?” Tom whispered.


“Nothing, Saahab.”


“Then why don’t you have your rifle ready?”


“But Saahab, Subedarji told me not to touch my gun.”


“You fool!” Tom burst out, then immediately lowered his head and voice, “That was for then. Now you listen to me, Soldier.”


The soldier returned to his position, rifle in hand, confusion in his head.


Tom gestured all six to inch forward with him. The moment he spotted the barrel of the enemy machine gun, he raised his arm for the freshers to stop. To say the least, the six with him, all from the plains of the heartland of India were no mountain lions; neither cats to move silently towards the enemy position. He didn’t want the hard work of his Gorkhas, who had moved so stealthily, to go to waste. From his lopsided position, Tom aimed his Sten gun at the barrel of the Type 96 light machine gun. He reckoned, if nothing else, at least he could try and jitter the accuracy of the machine gun by hitting it with a few bursts from his semi-automatic. Under normal circumstances he wouldn’t have believed his marksmanship capabilities to be that accurate. But now, with six truly novice soldiers at his disposal, desperate times called for desperate beliefs.


Through unblinking eyes he kept the sights of his gun fixed on the thin cylindrical target. As if by design, a lime green caterpillar floated down on a silky thread and hung mid-air, right between the sights of Tom’s gun and his target. Gently, it twitched and curved, as if pole-dancing for the Captain. Irritated by the performance, Tom looked beyond the caterpillar to spot the three Gorkhas creeping towards the mouth of the bunker. Anticipating action at any moment, his grip tightened instinctively. With the Gorkhas just few feet from the protruding barrel of the Japanese machine gun, Tom’s index finger rested gingerly on the Sten’s trigger, while his thumb swiped the sweat mounting his brow.


Next, Chetri and his two men came into view, circling in from the left, moving in behind the first three, straining their necks to peep in. Then, to Tom’s horror, the front line stood up right in line of the Japanese machine gun. Gesturing towards Chetri, they rushed into the bunker. Following suit, Chetri and his two men crawled up to the entrance. Chetri dove in, while the last two Gorkha soldiers stood up and strolled into the bunker as if stepping into a bar for some beer.


Unable to figure out what was going on, Tom glanced back at the novice soldiers. All six responded to the Captain with equally perplexed looks. Moments later, Chetri poked his head out and shouted, “Saahab, all Japanese dead!”




TWO


CAUTIOUSLY TOM CLIMBED UP TOWARDS THE BUNKER, FOLLOWED by the six novices. Coming face to face with the barrel of the machine gun, his instinct was to swerve away. But what he saw turned his reaction from fear to disgust. Bent over the machine gun was a Japanese soldier’s corpse, its head missing. As Tom entered the cave-like bunker where the Japanese had hid, he was suddenly a boy of six, climbing the stairs of the Bhairavi Temple, the sound of a brass bell holding him in calming trance.


A city boy, freshly arrived from London, his father had taken him to the temple in the town of Tezpur, Assam. It was the day of Kali puja that his father had chosen to acquaint Tom with a different culture of India – a day when peace and violence coexisted. As he walked up the stairs of the temple, a thick red stream flowed down from the temple under his feet. It had a metallic smell and stuck to the leather soles of his shoes. As he climbed higher, the red flow increased, became fresher, warmer, more fluid. When the platform of the temple finally came into view, what he saw almost made him fall backwards.


Lying in a heap in the temple courtyard were the severed heads of five buffalos, ten goats (in shock, Tom counted each one), and innumerable ducks and pigeons. So many birds had been killed that the heap of sacrifices looked like a small hillock – alive and dead at the same time, the heap of headless bodies convulsed under rivulets of blood. A wooden block placed in the middle of the temple courtyard was the sacrificial alter. The size of the wooden block reminded Tom of a fully-grown ox sitting in the middle of a road, a scene he had witnessed often in the streets since his arrival in India. An eleventh freshly sacrificed buck lay on its back next to the log, legs still kicking the air as if to gallop away. Resting peacefully next to one end of the thick sacrificial blade on the wooden block was the buck’s head. The other end of the sword was grasped in the thick veined hands of the priest, a well-rounded dark man, with eyes as bloodshot as the floor. A vermilion tilak on his forehead looked like blood. From where he stood Tom reckoned that the sacrificial sword was a foot taller than his six-year-old height. As his eyes moved back to the freshly severed body, blood oozing from the cleanly sliced neck, it suddenly truly dawned on Tom that the red substance he stood on was not paint, it was blood.


At the time, that extreme exposer so shocked Tom that he was bedridden for a week with high fever, aggravated by nightmares of spurting blood from severed necks, and the looming bloodshot eyes of the priest.


That sight struck his heart again that very moment he stepped into the Japanese bunker. Momentarily swept back to the past and caught off guard, an involuntary convulsion rose in Tom’s guts. In front of him, different shapes, some animate, some abstract, emerged from the crude walls of the cave-like bunker. Blood randomly painted the mud walls, and a thick layer carpeted the floor. In a seeming lake floated nine headless corpses. Only their uniforms told Tom that they were his former enemy. Only his sense of army discipline helped him to control his convulsion and his previous evening’s dinner stayed within.


He had known that sooner or later he would have to see and face death. But nothing could have prepared him to see such wholesale death, so brutal a massacre, so soon. Human bodies, so brutally butchered reduced him to a little boy, witnessing another large-scale massacre. In the temple it was animals, in the cave in front of him it was human beings.
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Now, decades later, Tom was no longer that little boy. Playing hockey for the Doon School team in Dehradun, then for the Christ Church College team in Oxford, his frame had elongated and strengthened. His skin was no longer pale white but golden brown, toasted by the tropical sun in the foothills of the Himalayas. After spending his academic life in the best of institutions, amongst some of the finest minds, Tom ended up working as the manager of Tamulguri Tea Estate, in a far-flung corner of India.


“Tom, are we expecting a good production this year?” asked the visiting general manager from Calcutta.


“Yes, Henry, rains have been good since March, so I think we’re up for a bumper second flush.”


“Are the labourers supplying enough cow dung?”


“Yes, Henry. Your idea to give them low-interest loans to buy livestock was a stroke of brilliance. Now we’re getting enough manure for the plants locally.”


Hearing one of his ideas was working, the General Manager beamed. “So the quality of the dung is good?”


“Yes,” Tom replied, wincing inside. He wondered if his boss had come all the way from Calcutta, travelling for six days by train, boat and horse to take stock of the dung for the plants. After a few years as the manager, Tom was finding his work and life in the tea estate somewhat mundane.


When war broke out in Europe he felt he should join the army out of patriotism. Yet another part of him had wanted to join to add more excitement to life. The routine of tea garden existence had become a little grinding – the morning garden visit, the late morning factory visit, noon lunch and siesta break, and then in the afternoon repeat the visits to the plantation and factory. The only break from this routine was a weekly stopover at the Tea Club on Friday evenings, where all the neighbourhood managers and their wives came together. Even there, however, the conversations revolved around tea, albeit over untold glasses of wine and spirits.


His wife, Sandra, didn’t particularly enjoy going to those gatherings. Yet being the manager’s wife, she had to make her appearance. And she did play her part pretty well. No one ever guessed how much she actually hated it. At the club they were the perfect couple. At home Tom and Sandra’s relationship had, however, become quite mechanical. Both lived in their corners of the house, meeting only at the dining table and in bed at night. Sandra had a broad perspective that yearned to explore life beyond the estate. She subscribed to books and magazines from around the world. Tom too subscribed to different journals and books, but all were related to tea and factory equipment. Their dinner table and bedtime conversations never veered far beyond their tea-growing life. In bed, Tom always fell asleep moments after a goodnight kiss. Initially, during their courtship years, Sandra had respected Tom because of his passionate dedication to his job. But within a few years, his work had actually caused a rift. So much so that the bedtime kisses were their only physical contact. By the time Sandra stirred awake in the morning, Tom was up and about, inspecting the work of his labourers.


He would have liked her to be more involved with his work. Show more enthusiasm for the lifestyle they led. Instead Sandra grew aloof, lost in her own world once she realized there was no hope of pulling her husband into an alternate world besides his tea plants and brews. To her husband’s annoyance, Sandra was also very much involved with the labourers, spending her days with the cooks, the gardeners and other assistants around the house. Sandra took interest in the tea-estate labourers, photographing them, and learning about their lives. When she was with Tom and managers from the neighbouring gardens came visiting, Sandra acted the part of the perfect wife. Sandra thought she had married the wild man from the East, but Tom lived in the wilderness without a wild heart. If they paid him well he would have been as happy pushing files sitting in the Williamson Magor head office at 4 Mangoe Lane, Calcutta.


Living the lavish life of a tea planter in Assam, it took Tom a while before he finally had to show his patriotism towards his birth country, England. Four years after the British prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, declared war on Germany, Tom volunteered to join the war effort. He was chosen to train in jungle warfare in Central India and his blond, wavy hair turned a few shades darker; his face already toughened by years, responsibility and experience working at Tamulguri, took a step from serious to stern.


Tom’s father had good connections in the British Indian army. Even outside Assam he was well known and held in good esteem for his hunting expeditions and the after-parties for which wine, food and waiters travelled a thousand miles from Calcutta.


“Mr Hastings, excellent food! I don’t miss Calcutta Clubs dining at all when I come here. In fact I miss your parties out there. Good food, good hunting... What else does a man need? Ha...ha...ha!”


“Good company, General Williamson, good company is what else a man needs! It’s a pleasure to host you every year.”


General Williamson nodded and, smiling, he said, “Wish I could return the favour sometimes. Food and wine, not a problem. But where the hell do we arrange the excellent game you have here to hunt?”


“Ha! If only the generals before you had thought about that and left a few animals for you to hunt out there!”


Those parties that Tom’s father hosted for the high and powerful, came in handy for Tom. When the time came for Mr Heisting’s son to travel one thousand miles in the guests’ direction to train as an army officer, those who mattered – the top brass, instructed those who mattered immediately over Tom, to go easy on him. On a day when a tough training session was to take place, he invariably had a cold or a sprain in an ankle and was allowed to rest while his fellow trainees trained, crawling in mud, running ten miles carrying their fully loaded gear of fifty pounds on their backs on the hottest days of summer. Those rest days he spent by having quality cups of tea from his garden along with his superiors, while his fellow trainees sweated it out in the muck of the tropical heat. Throughout his training, he took it as just role play – he was the officer and his job was to command.


And once he was commissioned and posted in the frontier town of Kohima, it was a life similar to the one he had in the tea estate. From his red-roofed bungalow, he commanded his men, soldiers in place of tea garden labourers. Albeit there were a few less orderlies in the Kohima bungalow than he had in the tea garden to order around. In his tea garden bungalow he had a helper for every job around the house – a cook, gardener and cleaner were a given. He had a man to polish his shoes and keep his clothes in proper order. He had a man to dress him up and tie his shoelaces. Someone else was there to bring him his newspaper and tea. Another help followed him around in the humid tropical heat to fan him. There was a servant to even help him get on his horse and look after it. And when he bought a car, he had a driver to open the door of the car for him and drive him around. And for every manservant the man had, his wife, Memsahib Sandra, had an equal number of maids to help her move though her day. Tom’s posting in Kohima was as Captain of a battalion of the Assam Rifles. As an officer he had men to do his dirty work, at home and at work. It came naturally to him to delegate, to let others do the job for him.


But Tom was no soldier. He had joined the army partly to bring some excitement into his life and partly because he felt he had to answer the call for duty when war came to his motherland Britain.
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“Saahab, this jaangli savage did the job for us! I think he is the thing we saw; good I didn’t shoot him.” Chetri burst out, looking very pleased with the outcome.


Wide-eyed, Tom followed Chetri’s rifle pointing towards a dark corner in the cave. At the deepest part of the bunker, four bayonets cornered a man as bare as the raw earth he leaned on. Tattoos covered his body and face. Curious, unafraid, his small slit eyes darted from one soldier to the other. Beneath the dark blue ink of tribal tattoos, Tom made out a well-proportioned face – raised cheekbones and a well-defined jawline, as sharp as his gaze. The savage’s head was shaved except for a tuft of straight hair on top of his smooth skull, tied neatly into a bun. A porcupine thorn held the knot together. More tattoos curved up and down the contours of his lean, muscular body. Around his waist slung an ornate belt made of cowrie shells and gemstones, holding a wooden scabbard. Below the belt, pubic hair partially covered his placidity. In his lowered right hand, he held a blade that glistened silver and red in the weak light. Tom noticed that it was a dao, the traditional Naga machete. The fingers of his left hand clutched the shaved severed head of a Japanese officer whose body lay beside him. Next to the body the headless officer’s Samurai sword was snapped in half – its fine steel alloys no match for the crude brutality of a cast iron Naga dao.


“What to do with him, Saahab?” Chhetri asked, his rifle and stare never veering.


Managing to maintain his poise, Tom suggested they find out from where the savage had come.


“Kot pora ahise tumi?” asked Chetri, echoing Tom’s question in Nagamese.


The savage did not reply. Just then the six new recruits walked in. The novice, who had mistakenly fired his gun earlier on, stepped on the coagulated blood that covered the floor and slipped and flew onto one of the headless Japanese soldiers. The collision gave him such a fright that he involuntarily screamed, “Aammaaa!” Seeing the non-soldier like act, the savage burst into giggles. More guns came up at him.


Tom intervened, “Hold it, soldiers. It’s not a crime to laugh.” The fallen soldier was the only one who didn’t seem amused by Tom’s comment.


Chetri was no stranger to savages like the one in front of him. He knew they were fierce. He read more into the savage’s laugh than anyone else. He read that if he could laugh even while surrounded by men who could take his life any moment, he would have to be extraordinary.


With the bayonet on his 303 rifle, Chetri tapped the dao and the savage let it drop from his hand without resistance. The savage disarmed, the five Gorkhas flung their guns across their shoulder and each laid a hand on the man.


Chetri took Tom aside. “Think we should let him go, Saahab. Though he seems to have something against our enemy, I don’t think he’s a threat to us. Or if he wanted, he could have easily chopped a few of our new soldiers.” Chetri smirked.


“You are right, Chetri.” Tom answered thoughtfully. “We should observe him first to make sure he is not a threat to us. Have the men tie him up! We will take him with us for now and see what we do with him.”


One of the fresh recruits brought forth an ample length of rope and, with another novice, ran in circles around the savage, engulfing him in a twirl of the rope.


“Oye, what are you doing?” Chetri cried. “Is he an elephant that you are wrapping so much rope around him? Let go. Bahadur, Shankar, you take over.”


Two of Chetri’s Gorkha soldiers took the rope and tied the man’s wrists. The savage didn’t resist; only a slight frown crinkled his forehead as he was forced to let go of the severed Japanese head. The savage’s possession dropped on the ground and splashed in the mud blood. Stooping, Chetri picked up the head, took it to the officer’s body and placed it on his chest and offered a firm salute. In the gloom, Tom gave Chetri an approving nod. The savage’s eyes had followed Chetri’s actions. At Chetri’s salute, his eyes brightened for he perhaps understood that action as a gesture of respect to the dead victim.


“Do you think we should cover him with something before we take him to the garrison?” Tom asked Chetri, gesturing towards the savage’s nakedness.


“Okay, Saahab, but what do we have?”


“How about your towel, if you don’t mind?”


“Oh, yes, my towel. No problem.” Chetri wasn’t too happy to be using the towel with which he wiped sweat from his face to wrap around some savage’s genitalia. He unwrapped the handloom woven red-and-white chequered fabric from his neck. Bending over the savage, he wrapped it around him. For the first time, the savage’s expression grew stern. His black eyes grew fierce, and he began to shake his trunk frantically.
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