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Late S. Jasbir Singh




1984


It was the shouting and the violent rattling of the gate that woke me up with a start. Loud voices yelled, ‘Indira Gandhi amar rahe’ (Indira Gandhi is immortal) and ‘Tumhare kaatil nahin bachenge’ (Your murderers will die).


My father rushed into the room and urgently switched on the TV and the transistor radio. He yelled at my mother to lock the front door and shut the windows. Just the day before, 31 October 1984, Mrs Indira Gandhi, the prime minister, had been assassinated by her Sikh guards. Within hours, there was rioting and retaliatory killing of Sikhs in Delhi. News reports said that the mayhem had intensified and spread throughout the country. And a bloodthirsty mob was at our gate on which the nameplate said ‘Sachdeva’ – a surname that could be Hindu or Sikh – on top, followed by ‘Jasbir Singh’, my father’s clearly Sikh name, below.


Mercifully, the mob did not break into the house. Before I could run with trembling legs to the window to see what was happening, the rattling stopped and the voices began to fade – the mob was moving away. When Papa was sure that the mob had left, he telephoned his two brothers and his brother-in-law. All three told him that there was carnage on the streets of Delhi, mobs lynching and killing Sikhs and even burning them alive. They were all huddled fearfully in their homes, hoping that no mob would come to their door, that they would be safe.


But a mob had brought the terror to our doorstep, and though it had left, there was no knowing if and how soon it would return. Our family was in danger. We had to get to a safe place. Papa frantically called his Hindu neighbours, but they were frightened too and refused to risk their own lives to help him. Finally, one neighbour hesitantly agreed to shelter my mother and sisters, only because they could easily be passed off as Hindus.


My parents quickly decided that my brother and I would be dressed in our sisters’ frocks, our long hair tied in ponytails to pass us off as girls. The plan was that Mummy would go to the neighbour’s house with all of us four children. But when I heard the plan, I flatly refused to go. I was fourteen and a half years old and had started sprouting a straggly moustache and beard. The very thought of wearing a frock, even in that fearful situation, was deeply embarrassing. Suppose one of my friends saw me? I’d never live it down! Besides, I didn’t think that I could pass off as a girl. To add to that was the concern for Papa being left alone.


So Mummy left hurriedly with my two sisters and younger brother, taking neither cash nor jewellery with her. There was no time – our house could be attacked again any minute. Mummy called a couple of minutes later to confirm that they were safe in the neighbour’s house.


Papa and I ensured that all doors and windows were tightly shut and locked and then huddled inside the house, tense and alert to every little sound. By 1 p.m., after 2 hours had passed and everything seemed quiet, we relaxed a little. Perhaps the mob had moved away from our locality and we were safe. We planned to go to my uncle’s house at night. This uncle was my father’s brother, and he lived in an area populated largely by Sikhs. We believed we would feel less threatened there.


As the tension ebbed, I felt hungry. I thought Papa had also not eaten anything since morning, so I went to the kitchen to make bread and jam sandwiches, the only thing I knew to make. I made one sandwich and took a bite, laid it aside and started making another one for Papa when a loud banging on the front gate startled me, and I dropped the slice of bread. The mob had silently made its way back! With my heart hammering loud, I ran into the bedroom where Papa had the TV on and had been talking on the phone to his brother and other relatives in Punjab. Papa too had heard the banging on the gate and he slammed the phone down. He ran to the almirah and picked up the Webley pistol and a double-barrelled gun that he used to shoot wild birds in the forest behind his factory. He grabbed my arm and made a dash to the staircase, locking the door behind it. The stairwell was the safest area in the house.


Ours was a single-storey structure, and from the outside, it was clear that the terrace held nothing but a water tank. So, there was a good chance that the mob would never go to the terrace in search of us.


As we hid there, even with the apprehension of death facing us, Papa asked me, ‘Bobby, if they catch you and offer to let you go if you let them cut your hair, what will you do?’


‘I will fire seven bullets into the mob and shoot myself with the eighth rather than let them cut my hair,’ I said, without hesitation, although my legs felt like jelly and my heart was in my mouth.


I knew that the pistol held eight bullets. Papa squeezed my arm proudly even though he was not sure if I had spoken from my heart or out of bravado.


The mob broke open the back door within minutes. It looted and ransacked the house and set the car and scooter parked in front on fire. Then it came towards the staircase and tried to break open the door leading to the stairs. Papa and I quietly ran up the stairs to the terrace and used a wooden ladder kept there to climb right to the top of the water tank. I was carrying the heavy, wooden-handle, four-feet long, double-barrelled gun. Papa helped me up the ladder, and once I was up, he quickly pulled up the ladder and hid it along the boundary wall next to the 6,000-litre, seven-feet-high tank. He opened the round cast iron lid, and when both of us slid in, he quietly shut the lid. Fortunately, the tank was only half full. It was the beginning of winter and the water was cold, but all that mattered was that in the closed darkness of the tank, we were out of sight of the mob.


It had taken us three to four minutes to get into the tank from the terrace, and two minutes later the mob burst in. Harsh voices came in through the slightly open lid of the tank. Papa put his ear close to the lid to catch the conversation. ‘The father and son must have escaped to a neighbour’s house over the roof,’ the mob was saying. Our roof was joined to those of our neighbours’ houses on either side.


Someone in the mob said, ‘That neighbour said that only the women left the house in the morning. Where have the man and his sons gone?’ This statement broke Papa’s heart. One of our own neighbours, with whom we had lived in harmony for so many years, had betrayed us. Now we knew why the mob was back and why our house was being searched so thoroughly.


The men left after a while, but before going they set the house ablaze. Papa and I remained hidden in the water tank. Below us, the house slowly burned, and in its heat, the water grew warm. We had already spent almost two hours inside the tank. Papa had tied the pistol to the top of his head with the thick, strong thread that he used to tie his beard from under the chin to the top of his head. We took turns to carry the heavy gun on our shoulders.


At around 3.30 pm, Papa pushed up the iron lid a few inches and warm sunlight and cool, fresh air gushed into the dark tank. There was an eerie silence – no traffic on the roads, no sound of children playing, not even birds chirping. I wanted to get out, but Papa reminded me that the neighbour who had given us away to the mob might be watching the terrace to see if we appeared from some hiding place. It was dangerous to put our heads out, even for a moment. But we decided to leave the lid half open for fresh air and as much sunshine as possible till darkness came.


We remained huddled there in the water, our hearts filled with fear and sadness. Inevitably the call of nature came, and I asked Papa where I could pee.


Papa smiled and said, ‘Do we have any option? Slowly, in your knickers, as I have done twice in my pyjamas.’


I grinned, but also felt embarrassed at our plight. We had to drink the same water we were peeing in. It was 5 p.m., nearly five hours since we had entered the tank. We were hungry and cold. Our legs ached, and the skin on our feet was shrivelling up.


Finally, when the sun set and a dark, tense dusk crept in, Papa agreed to let me put my head out and take a look around. A double-storey gurudwara was burning and heavy black smoke rose from the Sikh-owned petrol pump outside our colony. There were many houses on fire, some nearby, some in the distance.


After making sure that no one was watching us, Papa put a foot on my shoulder to clamber out and then pulled me up. He reached down and picked up the hidden ladder, and we climbed down the tank and on to the hot terrace. We went downstairs and walked in dazed silence around our smouldering home. The furniture, curtains, mattresses were all burnt; the cupboards had been emptied of all valuables and then set on fire; even the fridge was a hot, molten mess. Fortunately, the mob had carried away the LPG cylinders before setting the house on fire. If those had exploded, the whole house would have been reduced to rubble.


My hungry eyes looked for the half-made jam sandwiches, but they were gone. All I found was a can of condensed milk and some roasted brinjals and radish in the burnt fridge. So, we spread the condensed milk on the brinjals and radish and ate them up.


With a bit of food in his stomach and the relief of having escaped the mob, at least for a while, Papa immediately began to plan our escape. The telephone wires had burned, so the phone was dead. The only option was to seek help from his closest friend, Ashok, a Hindu who lived nearby. There were Hindu neighbours around, but one of them had betrayed us, so we dared not trust anyone. I would have to dress up like a girl and go to Ashok uncle’s house.


The fire had destroyed the drawing room and bedrooms, but the storeroom, which was to one side, had escaped the flames. In an aluminium trunk, I found my sister’s frock. Some half-burnt hair clips on the floor in the bedroom helped make my hair look girlish. I took off the steel kada that all Sikh men and women wear as an article of their faith and hoped that in the darkness my faint moustache and beard would go unnoticed. Reluctantly, with a fearful heart, I left my father and the sanctuary of our burnt home.


Just outside the front gate, I saw to my delight the moped that Papa had bought for his factory staff, still leaning against the boundary wall. It had somehow escaped the attention of the mob. I climbed on, pedalled hard to start it and sped off, trying to reach Ashok uncle’s house as fast as possible. As I turned a corner, I saw something burning on the road, and when I neared it, I was horrified to see that it was the half-burnt bodies of an elderly Sikh gentleman and a lady, perhaps his wife or daughter. My heart hammered, and I dared not look at them properly. What if they were people I knew? In the next lane, some houses and vehicles had been burnt, and I went past them at full speed, my eyes looking straight ahead, trying not to see the destruction around me. Ashok uncle’s house, which was so close to ours, seemed very far away.


Suddenly, just as I was about to reach Ashok uncle’s house, the moped stopped. There was not a soul around, not a sound. It was pitch dark, and I was petrified. I pedalled the moped furiously like a bicycle, unmindful of my aching legs and empty stomach. Five minutes later, I was at Ashok uncle’s gate, but it was locked! For a moment I panicked, until I noticed that it was locked from the inside. I rang the doorbell and frantically hit the front wheel of my moped against the gate. I did not want to be alone in the dark, deathly silence outside the house for a moment longer than necessary.


Ashok uncle’s daughter, Shilpa, came out and was surprised to see a young girl on a moped outside the gate. She assumed that the girl had lost her way and asked me who I was looking for. I was frantic with fear. I insisted that she open the gate, not realizing that I was dressed like a girl and Shilpa had not recognized me. Shilpa hesitated thinking the girl was rather strange, hammering at the gate and speaking in a male voice. Only then did I remember how I was dressed and identified myself. Shilpa stared for moment and then started laughing. But when she saw the terror on my face, she quickly unlocked the gate and took me inside. The whole family had come out to the drawing room to see who had come calling at such a time, and they were bewildered to see this young girl. When Shilpa introduced me as Bobby Sachdeva version two, they all started laughing, except Ashok uncle, who urgently asked about my father and the rest of the family.


I told him all that had happened. Ashok uncle realized that I was in shock and starving. His wife brought some hot parathas, and the family offered me much sympathy and affection.


I ate quickly and asked Ashok uncle to come with me to fetch Papa. But to my dismay, Ashok uncle hesitated. A neighbour had betrayed our family. If that neighbour saw Ashok uncle rescuing Papa, he and his family would be in danger. So, like the other neighbour, Ashok uncle offered refuge to my mother, sisters and little brother, who could be passed off as a girl, but not to my father or me. Ashok uncle made it clear that he would certainly not go to our house. I couldn’t believe my ears. Ashok uncle was my father’s best friend, but now, when Papa needed him most, Ashok uncle was abandoning him.


I had written down the phone numbers of my uncles and of the neighbour with whom my mother and siblings were sheltering. I called up Mummy and wept as I told her about the attack on our house. Ashok uncle called Manmohan Singh, my father’s brother, but there was no answer and our heart sank. With trepidation, he then called Paramjit Singh, my youngest uncle. To our relief, Paramjit uncle immediately answered. When Paramjit heard what had happened, he said that he would come out after midnight and take our whole family back to his own house in a Sikh-dominated colony. I was deeply relieved and touched.


‘Blood is thicker than water,’ I had often heard, but now I knew this to be true.


Both Ashok uncle and Paramjit uncle advised me to either stay on at Ashok uncle’s place or go to my mother at the neighbour’s house. Though I told them that I would go to my mother, I had no intention of leaving my father alone. Ashok uncle drained the petrol out of his scooter and filled the tank of the moped. I asked for two parathas to be packed, which I said I would eat later when I felt hungry. Feeling more confident now that my stomach was full and help was on the way, I rode off at moderate speed, straight to my father. I gave the parathas to Papa and told him all that had happened. For the first time in my life, I dared to advise my father – never trust any friend ever again.


Papa and I once again hid in the stairwell, in case another mob came and we had to go back into the water tank. It was pitch black, but the darkness made us feel secure. Papa told me that he had decided that once things normalized a bit, we would all move back to Amritsar. He was particularly afraid because he had two young daughters, and during riots, women and girls were molested and killed. He said that it was for the safety of our family that he had decided to move, not for fear of his own life. Amritsar is where Papa had come with his parents and siblings after the Partition, empty-handed, having left everything behind in Pakistan. We would be safe in Punjab, he said, the land of the Sikhs, our own state. Besides, the Golden Temple was also there.


Until that moment, I had no idea that my father’s family were migrants from Pakistan. All I knew was that my father had lived in Amritsar with his parents and one older and six younger siblings. He was married there, his first two daughters, my sisters, were born there, and it was only in 1969 that he had moved to Delhi to establish his own business. I was born in Delhi in 1970. I had studied about the Partition in school, but I was shocked to learn that my own family had experienced those horrors first-hand.


Now it seemed that history was repeating itself. Papa wanted me to know how religion had made us victims before and how it was happening all over again. He did not know if we would be able to flee from Delhi or even survive the riots. It was apparent to Papa that such massacres could not happen without the complicity of the government. And if the government was killing citizens whom it should be protecting, it was going to be very difficult to survive.


Papa told me of the bloodbath that followed the Partition of India in 1947, in which more than a million people died and an equal number were injured. Ten million people were displaced and crossed the borders on either side. There is no exact record of the number of the girls raped or missing or forcibly married during the time. And there is no measure of the trauma that millions of people suffered, which haunts them to this day.


In that dark stairwell in the half-burnt house that had been our home, I listened in stunned silence as my father narrated the story of the Partition as he had experienced it.


***


I took a large gulp of the whiskey soda and leaned back in my seat. It was a long way to London from San Francisco, and I hoped that the alcohol would help me sleep through the journey. What had taken me back 10 years to that horrible day in Delhi? Was it the young American girl at the airport? Or was it because I was going back to New Delhi? Or both?


My flight had been delayed by an hour and I was whiling away time with a beer and a magazine when a young girl had come up to me. She had read my name, Singh Gurvinder, on the boarding card, that was sticking out between the pages of the magazine.


‘Mr Singh, would you spare ten minutes to take a look at the work my NGO is doing?’


I had followed her to a desk placed near the boarding gate. (This was pre-9/11 and visitors could see off and receive travellers right at the gate.) A big projector showed pictures of the devastation caused by floods in Bangladesh. There were mud huts half washed away by the surging waters and poor, starving, orphaned children were crying for their missing parents. The girl gave me some pamphlets to read and asked for a contribution. I was not really interested. I felt sad for the hungry, homeless people, and somewhere at the back of my mind, I felt I owed something to America, which had sheltered me for three years and given me experiences that had expanded my horizons. But still I had hesitated, and she had said, ‘You must be from India?’ I had nodded. ‘Then why can’t you help your own people?’ These words from the young American girl had somehow touched a deep cord in my heart and shook me up. I didn’t know then that they would haunt me for a long, long time. I had told myself that this was my chance to contribute to this land and also help my people. The plight of the devastated Bangladeshis did not really affect me. I had seen a lot of poverty, death and destruction in India.


I had taken the receipt for the $20 I had contributed, slipped it between the pages of the magazine and gone back to my seat.


Soon after take-off, drinks had been served. I had thought that two large drinks would help me sleep all the way to London, where I had to change flights. But here I was, still wide awake. Something was bothering me, but I could not put a finger on it. I had picked up the magazine to while away time, and it had flipped open at the page where the receipt for $20 lay. I had gazed at the receipt and wondered why a young twenty-year-old American girl voluntarily worked for an NGO to help poor children whom she had probably never seen. And why do Indians, who have witnessed so many such disasters and deprivation and who are so proud of their culture and values, never care for their own underprivileged people?


‘We Indians are humans, just like the young girl,’ I thought, ‘so why can’t we understand their plight? Are Indians so hard-hearted that they cannot feel the pain of the poor and needy around them?’


‘Yes,’ my conscience had said, ‘we are cruel and insensitive towards other humans and we are only spectators of their suffering.’


I had closed my eyes and from the depths of memory had come the fearful rattling of the gate on that horrible morning of 1 November 1984.


I took another sip of whiskey and recalled everything that Papa had told me in the stairwell that dark, fearful night.




THE UNTOLD STORIES


My father’s grandfather was an educated man and the station master of Lahore Railway Station. It was a prestigious position then, since few men were educated enough to apply for the job. Lahore was also the biggest city in the large state of Punjab, which extended from Himachal Pradesh to Delhi and included Haryana and what is now Pakistani Punjab. My father’s family lived in Gujranwala (now in Pakistan) and was well respected in the community. Mohinder Singh, my grandfather, was the second eldest in the family and had eight children. He and his family lived on the generous salary that his father earned, along with income from large tracts of agricultural land that they owned. My grandfather never held a job, but he looked after the family’s farms.


When the Partition happened, the flames of communal hatred burned through the camaraderie the family enjoyed with its neighbours, and all the respect and the status came to nought. Hindus and Sikhs had to abandon their homes and land and flee from Pakistan, while Muslims on the other side of the border had to leave their homes in India and migrate to Pakistan. My father was just fourteen when he arrived in Amritsar with his family, penniless and homeless.


Papa told me that like him, his wife and my mother, Joginder Kaur, had also come to India with her family after the Partition when she was just five years old. Her father travelled to Panipat with his children because, fortunately, he and his brothers had exchanged large tracts of their agricultural land in Pakistan with Muslims who were migrating from Panipat.


Just before my mother’s family left, a large Muslim mob was rumoured to be heading towards their village. Mummy’s father had heard that Muslim mobs raped and killed women. Terrified that his wife would be raped and bring dishonour to the family, my nana in panic decided to slit her throat. He explained to her that he was convinced he had to do it. She agreed and with a quaking heart and shivering hands, my grandfather slashed her throat, left her body in the sugarcane field near his house and fled from the village with the rest of his family. But his reluctant, frightened hands had not done a thorough job, and my grandmother survived. A humane Muslim neighbour rescued her two days later from a pile of bodies of Sikh and Hindu wives, daughters and sisters who had been similarly killed by fathers, brothers and sons. She was hospitalized under the supervision of the army. Luckily for her, when she recovered, she could tell the authorities exactly where her husband had gone and was reunited with her large family.


I was shocked to hear these horrible stories. But my maternal uncles now lived in Thailand, and I wondered how and why they moved there from Panipat. And what happened to my nana? I had never met him.


Papa smiled sadly.


‘Your nana was murdered,’ he said.


Papa told me that my mother’s father and his younger brother had settled down in Panipat. Since they had got a large tract of land in exchange for their own, they did not have to spend any of the money and gold they had brought with them. As a result, they became cash-rich Sikh landlords among a largely Hindu population.


A few Jaats, a community of Hindu landowners, became jealous of the rich migrant Sikh family and began to taunt and harass them. Saner voices in the community tried to make peace, telling them that Sikhs and Hindus are brothers. In fact, in many Punjabi Hindu families, the first-born son was often brought up as a Sikh, and Hindus and Sikhs married freely within the community.


My nana and his brother did not take the harassment by the Jaats seriously. Everything would soon cool down, they believed. But they were wrong. A rival landlord falsely accused them of diverting water from his fields into their own. There was a heated exchange of words and then something insulting about Sikhs was said. This was unbearable and the brothers beat up the lone Jaat. Sikhs are hot-blooded and quick to take offence, but so are Jaats, and the very next morning, when the brothers were on their way to their fields, they were attacked with knives and swords by a large group of Jaat men. My nana was killed on the spot. The younger brother was badly injured, but he recovered. He left Panipat and moved to Delhi.


My nani’s brothers had migrated to Thailand from Pakistan after the Partition in 1947. When my nana was murdered, they came down and took two of my nani’s eldest sons with them to work in their tailoring business in Bangkok. They settled my nani and her five other children in a rented house in Delhi and regularly sent her money from Thailand. The two younger sons also moved to Thailand as soon as they were old enough, and my nani married off her three daughters one by one. My nani later moved to Thailand to live with her sons there. The sons married Thai Sikh girls. I had met my Thai cousins, and though they were Sikh, they spoke Thai and I could not converse with them.


A hundred questions raced around in my head after this story, but Papa was exhausted and fell asleep on the cold floor of the landing. Midnight was still four hours away, and only after midnight would Papa’s brothers come to rescue us. But these disturbing and dramatic stories kept me awake. There was so much trauma in our family that I had been unaware of. And I recalled the earliest memories of my own life.




DILEMMA OF A SIKH BOY


My education began in a primary school close to my home in New Delhi, where many children of the neighbourhood studied. The mornings there began with English hymns and though I understood not one word, I soon knew them by heart. When I finished senior kindergarten, I was put in an all-boys, government-run, Hindi-medium school in class one. There the morning assembly began with patriotic Hindi songs. I understood these and loved them. I felt a great sense of pride and power in reciting them. Despite the mediocre standard of teaching and the not-very-well-to-do background of the students, I was very happy in the school. Everyone was friendly, spoke Hindi and shared tiffin boxes at meal times. Sometimes a couple of older boys would tease me, calling me ‘Giani’ – a Sikh priest and a name commonly used to tease Sikh boys – because of the white-scarf-covered bun on my head that marked me out as a Sikh. But my classmates would immediately confront the bullies and threaten to report them to the principal. The seniors usually backed off.


Though I was happy and secure in this school, Papa realized that I needed an English-medium education in a school that matched our family’s social and financial status. My sisters were studying in a good English-medium school, the Kulachi Hansraj Model School, and the very next year, I was admitted there. The school was run by affluent members of the Arya Samaj. It was 6 kilometres away, and the school bus picked up my sisters and me near our home.


Lovey, my eldest sister, was a tough, confident and no-nonsense young girl. No one wanted to pick a fight with her, so on the school bus, I was protected. But in the classroom, things were different. I was the only Sikh boy. There were two Sikh girls, but they looked no different than all the other girls. As soon as I entered my class on the first day, there were whispers and giggles. I heard someone call out ‘Giani’. Many of my classmates just stared at me. Only one boy walked over and introduced himself. He was new too, and he invited me to sit next to him.


The morning assembly in this school was different. Boys and girls stood in separate rows. I was tall and the teacher placed me at the back of the boys’ row. We first had physical training, which I enjoyed, followed by recitation of the ‘Gayatri Mantra’ in Sanskrit. Sanskrit was mandatory in the school until class five. On that first day, however, the mantra made no sense to me at all.


The next day, in the middle of physical training, I noticed that an older Sikh boy, wearing a maroon scarf on his bun, was being constantly ragged by the boy standing behind him. At every opportunity, the boy would gently slap the Sikh boy’s bun. Other students saw this and smirked, while the bully grinned as if he was a hero. I was angry and scared. Was this going to happen to me too?


Unfortunately, it did happen. I was teased and taunted so much that I became fearful and tense. Everybody laughed when a Sikh boy was ragged, except the Sikh girls. In the classroom, only five or six boys teased me, but during recess I was a target for many bullies. School became an ordeal, and I became withdrawn and depressed. Only one Sikh boy, Jaspal Singh, from class eleven was never ragged. He was tall, well-built and very confident, and I decided to seek his help.


I had never shared my fear and sense of humiliation with my sisters, because at home I was considered a tough young boy and was a hero to my cousins from Amritsar. But I gathered courage and approached Jaspal one day and told him how I was constantly ragged. Jaspal heard me out and said, ‘Go home, little brother, or you will miss your bus.’ He told me to not come to school the next day and that he would fix things.


The next morning, I pretended to be unwell and complained of feeling feverish. Mummy gave me a glass of milk and medicine and told me to get up, but I was adamant. Mummy had to finally give up, and I spent a happy day playing at home. The next day, I reluctantly went to school. When I entered my classroom, the boys who usually called me names came up to me. I was terrified that they had thought up some new form of torture for me. To my surprise, they declared that I was now their friend!


‘You should have told us you were Jaspal’s cousin,’ one of them said.


Even during recess, the other bullies stayed far away from me. Jaspal’s magic had worked.


Over the next two years, I learnt to handle the little bit of teasing that still came my way. I was growing up and I realized that most people were not bad, nor were they communal. The bullies needed a target and Sikh boys, who looked different from the rest, were easy to prey on. If religion had been an issue, Sikh girls would have been targeted too. But I also saw that very few people stepped forward to stop a wrong act. In fact, some of them quite enjoyed it from a distance.




THE SIGNIFICANCE OF UNSHORN HAIR


All festivals, Hindu and Sikh, were celebrated with great fervour in my family. I particularly loved Holi and Diwali. One Diwali night, my sisters and I had finished lighting all the firecrackers we had and were strolling down the colony lane collecting half-burnt crackers. During Diwali, kids were allowed to be up late, and the colonies were safe, so we could walk around without any worry. Lovey found a half-burnt firki, a spinning wheel, and gave it to me to light. The firki was damaged and would not spin, so I put it on the wall and poked it with a stick to make it go round. It wobbled for a bit, throwing out sparks intermittently; suddenly some robust part of it caught fire and it started spinning wildly and flew right off the wall straight into my hair. I was not wearing my scarf that evening because my mother wanted to wash my hair. She had tied it in a loose bun. All evening she had been calling me to come in and have my hair washed, and I had ignored her. The spinning firki got entangled in the loose bun and burnt my scalp and all the hair on one side of my head. I started screaming in pain and panic, and my sisters started shouting too. Mummy came running out. I started sobbing, afraid to cry loudly because I was sure Papa would scold and beat me up for being so careless and not listening to my mother when she was calling me in for a shampoo.


My mother quickly flicked off the firki and rushed me inside. My father, who had already gone to bed, had got up and came out to see what the commotion was about. He took one look at me and rushed me to the bathroom and held my head under the tap. The cool water was a relief, but the smell of burnt hair and flesh filled my nostrils.


To my surprise, Papa did not scold me, but rushed me to a compounder who lived nearby. Many compounders administer first aid and basic medical treatment. It was past 1.30 a.m., and we had to knock long and hard on the compounder’s door to wake him. When he finally answered the door, he took one look at me and injected me with a strong painkiller and a sedative. Then he examined the burnt scalp. The burns were severe on one side, but not so bad on the other. My hair would have to be cut to apply medicine to the scorched skin. Papa was aghast. He absolutely refused to let my hair be cut. How could a Sikh cut his hair? It was against his religion. The compounder explained that it would be hard to reach the skin through the tangled, burnt hair and if not treated, it would get infected. But Papa would not budge. He was sure that a more qualified doctor would be able to treat me without having to cut my hair. The exasperated compounder gave up, but he took full advantage of the emergency and charged us an unusually huge fee. Goddess Laxmi had certainly blessed him that Diwali night.


The next morning, the smell of burnt hair was replaced by a new foul smell, but I did not say anything. Papa took me to a well-known doctor in the locality, who also said that the hair would have to be cut for any treatment to be effective. Papa went to a dermatologist and then to the special burns ward in a big hospital. Everywhere he was told that no treatment would be effective until the hair was cut. They assured Papa that the hair would grow back as soon as the skin healed. But he was adamant – his son’s hair could not be cut; his religion just did not permit it. Finally, he took me to an Ayurvedic clinic almost an hour’s drive from our house. The two Sikh brothers who ran the clinic examined my scalp. It was four days since the accident with the firecracker, and the smell of burnt flesh was now so bad that they had to cover their noses.


The Sikh brothers empathized with Papa’s reluctance to have his son’s haircut. They said that they could treat the wound by scraping off thin layers of skin every day and applying their herbal medicines on it. I would have to go to their clinic at 10 a.m. daily for at least twenty-five sittings. It would take another month after that for the skin to heal completely. I got a month’s medical leave from school. Papa took me to the clinic every morning at 9 a.m. We returned around noon, and only then would Papa bathe, eat and go off to work.


Thanks to my father’s efforts, I recovered from the accident. It was also deeply impressed upon me that a Sikh’s hair is of the utmost importance and that I and others like me could never ever cut their hair.




A STEP DOWN


By the time I reached class five, I had settled down well in school, but there was no stability at home. Papa found it difficult to manage his business alone. His rubber factory was at one end of town, his home at the other, and he had to go to old Delhi to sell his products and collect payments. Besides, he rarely maintained accounts or inventory, making it very hard to run the business efficiently.


In Pakistan, he was in class eight in a government school when his family had to suddenly leave their home. He could not resume his education in India because they arrived penniless, and he and his elder brother had to find work to support their family. Papa’s father had never worked or held a job in Pakistan and did not know what to do in India either. When they came to India my father, who was fourteen years old, and his brother Ranbir Singh, who was seventeen, started selling pens and optical frames to support their family. Papa spoke only Punjabi, his mother tongue, and Urdu, the medium of instruction in his school. Urdu was the language of that region, and it was only after the Partition that it became ‘a Muslim language’, because it was the national language of Pakistan. But Urdu was of no use to Papa in India. He did manage to speak Hindi, since it was similar to Urdu, and of course he spoke Punjabi with everyone in Punjab. He never learnt to write in Hindi. He could understand a bit of English, and even write a little, but could not speak. All his life, he read only Urdu newspapers and magazines.


Papa was a simple, honest and trusting man. Added to this was his inability to maintain financial records, and he became easy game for dishonest and cunning buyers and suppliers. Buyers refused to pay him saying that he had collected payments already and suppliers often collected payment twice from him, insisting that he had never paid them before. Since most transactions at that time were in cash and Papa kept no records, there was nothing he could do. As a result, the factory suffered enormous losses.


Small- and medium-sized businesses dealt mostly in cash at that time, especially in Delhi. Most of the businessmen had migrated there from Pakistan. They had begun their lives afresh and were not part of the old economic systems. They worked very hard, took risks, dealt in cash and avoided paying taxes. They wanted to settle down as soon as they could. Papa was no different. Ironically, he never could settle down completely and his life was filled with upheavals to the very end.


Finally, Papa’s business suffered such losses that he had to sell our house to pay off bank and other loans. My siblings and I had examinations coming up, but we had to deal with it on our own. Our parents were busy trying to find a small house to rent and were dealing with their financial problems. Our house had to be renovated before it was handed over to the new owner, and my parents had to pack all our belongings and move out in four months.


It was a sad day when we moved to a small house with two bedrooms and a drawing-cum-dining room in a different locality. The four of us children had to share one room and bathroom, while my parents had the other. We hated it. It is easy to step up in life, but it is very hard to take a step down.


The money that Papa got from the sale of the house was fast depleting. Though the loans were paid off, the factory was still making losses. Somehow, Papa had to get his business on track again. As usual, he made an impulsive decision to send his three older children to live with his elder brother’s family in Amritsar for at least a year, while he and my mother lived frugally and he did his best to turn his business around.




TO AMRITSAR AND BACK


My father’s elder brother lived in the big family house and ran a successful business. He and his wife welcomed my sisters and me to their home. We had moved to Amritsar in the summer, but by the time we were admitted into a school there, the session had already been underway for two weeks. My sisters went to an all-girls school, while I went to the coed Shri Guru Harkrishan Public School, where my cousin Tarun studied. Tarun was one class senior to me, but we were good friends. A Sikh institution ran the school, and for the first time, most of my classmates were Sikhs, a new and happy experience for me. Even the morning prayers here were familiar – I had recited them at home since childhood.


However, in Amritsar, for the first time, I became aware of an undercurrent all-pervading caste system. Though they were all Sikhs, some were Jaat Sikhs, who considered themselves superior to the others. I had to face some lighthearted bullying about my caste, but I was unaffected by it. It was not just religion that divided people, I realized, but there were also castes within the same religion. It seemed that human beings just could not live together as equals.


All in all, those were happy days in Amritsar. Our grandparents lived in the same house, and we had our cousins to play with. It was a well-run home, with a driver, maids and other servants, and a gatekeeper at the gate. Besides, our other paternal and maternal cousins lived in Amritsar and visited often. Our uncle and aunt treated us with great affection, just like their own children.


Lovey had been put in charge of my second sister Daisy and me in Amritsar. She had to ensure that there were no complaints regarding our behaviour or our studies. She was a confident, tomboyish girl, and she had no difficulty in controlling Daisy and me – we knew that if we disobeyed her, we would not be spared a beating. Lovey had never hesitated to beat up even boys in school and on the playground.


One day, Daisy discovered lice in her hair. Daisy was tall and had beautiful, long hair down to her hips. Our mother used to regularly oil and wash our hair, but, in Amritsar, Daisy had to do it herself and she found it hard. When Lovey learnt that Daisy had got lice, she panicked. If anyone in the house came to know, it would be very embarrassing. So she wrote to Mummy asking for advice. Mummy responded by sending her a special comb that she had got from Thailand called the ‘killer comb’. It was specially meant to comb out lice from hair. Everybody thought that Lovey had got a present from our mother and she secreted it away to the room she shared with us. After that, Lovey and I spent hours combing Daisy’s hair with the comb every day until her hair was free of lice. It was a matter of great pride to us siblings that we had accomplished this in secret.


I enjoyed many things in Amritsar and food was the foremost. My school canteen had excellent snacks, the street food was delicious and it was much cheaper than Delhi. We received a decent amount of pocket money from Papa, and I spent most of it on snacking. Besides, I ate all the tasty, heavy meals that were cooked at home. The result was a rapid and considerable gain in weight – almost 8 or 9 kilos! My school uniform stretched tightly across my body, and I often came home with ripped seams in my pants and shorts. Once, to my great embarrassment, my track pants split open at the crotch! But I knew that there were only four or five months of school left in Amritsar before I returned to Delhi, so there was no point in buying a whole new set of uniforms. I decided to make do with the ill-fitting clothes.


March began and examinations were around the corner. The three of us studied hard. Our cousins were good students, and we had to be as good, if not better than them.


***


Papa had sent us away because the new house was too small for such a large family and school fees and living expenses were much higher in Delhi. He had given himself a year to revive his business, so that he could bring us back home. He looked for a partner to buy a share in his factory and help him run it. His friend Ashok introduced him to Roshan Lal, who bought a one-third share in the factory. Roshan Lal was a Hindu. He was smart and took over the management of accounts and inventory – areas in which Papa was very weak – while Papa worked hard on the production side, introducing efficient practices and cutting costs where necessary.


With the money he got from his new partner, Papa bought a large four-bedroom house near the factory and planned to bring us back in summer, at the end of the academic session. He also bought a brand-new Ambassador.


In mid-April 1983, Papa came to Amritsar to take us back to our new home in Delhi. We were very excited to return to Delhi. We would be meeting Mummy and our little brother after a long time. We would also go back to our old school and meet all our friends again. And then there was the brand-new house and a fancy new neighbourhood to discover.


When my sisters and I finally left with Papa in his new car, we were both sad and excited. We had spent a year in Amritsar in the loving care of our uncle and aunt. Our cousins had welcomed us with open arms. And, of course, our grandparents had lavished affection on us. Our bonds with the family were stronger than ever. Papa thanked his brother and especially his brother’s warm and generous wife for looking after his children. We left for Delhi with me proudly sitting on the front seat with Papa, feeling very grown-up. My sisters sat at the back. Lovey did not object. Though she was the eldest and by far the bravest of the siblings, she had learnt that males, even if they were younger than her, always took the front seat.


We children thoroughly enjoyed the road trip back to Delhi. I had left Amritsar knowing that I would be back to visit my extended family, but I was sure that I would never again live there. I enjoyed the drive through the lush green land in the pleasant April weather. Every once in a while, I stuck my head out of the window to catch the breeze, despite being warned not to do so by Papa. Not many people had cars those days and only the super-rich had air-conditioned cars. Besides, there was no pollution. So the windows were always open to let the fresh breeze in. After a while, Daisy wanted to sit in front, and when we stopped for a snack at a roadside eatery, I reluctantly exchanged places with her.


We reached Delhi at 9 p.m. There was much excitement when we met Mummy and Gagan, our younger brother. We ran around exploring the new house. My sisters had one room and Gagan and me, another, while our parents had the main bedroom and there was one room for guests. My room even had a radio in it. Mummy had organized a lavish dinner for us. There were Chinese noodles, my favourite, ice cream for Lovey and even an imported Kit Kat chocolate for Daisy. Chocolates, watches and such stuff were often smuggled into the country those days for rich people to buy. Mummy had bought just one chocolate for Daisy for that very special occasion. Tired and replete, we children happily went to bed in our brand-new rooms.


The next morning regular routines set in. Papa went off to the factory, while Mummy got busy with housework. We kids had a two-week break before school started, and I went off to explore the local market and neighbourhood. I had to find the places that were of interest to me – the confectionery store, a video game parlour, the popular Chinese food stalls, and parks and playgrounds. Summer holidays were on, so there were many children out playing cricket or football. I struck up a conversation with some of them. I also came upon a small gurudwara, and I went in and prayed.


When I returned home two hours later, I saw a blue moped parked outside the house and a young man inside talking to my mother. I stood by listening to their conversation. I learnt that the man’s name was Ramesh and he was a supervisor in our factory. He had come to collect some rubber samples that my father had forgotten to take with him in the morning. Mummy introduced me to Ramesh.


‘He will be your boss in a few years,’ Mummy said with a laugh.


Ramesh uncle smiled and shook hands with me saying, ‘I will teach you all about the business when you join the factory!’


His friendliness put me at ease and I demanded to be taught how to ride the moped. Ramesh uncle taught me how to start it by pressing a lever and pedalling hard, so that the speed kick started the motor. After that it was just like riding a cycle with a motor.


I soon settled down in the new house, but had no friends in the locality. I had spent the past year with my cousins and other friends, and I found Delhi very lonely. ‘Why have you bought this house so far from our old one?’ I asked Papa. ‘I have to make new friends everywhere – at home and in school. It‘s very unfair.’


Papa explained to me that he had bought this house because it was close to his friend Ashok’s house and he would be able to visit him frequently and also because our school was much nearer from here.


I listened quietly and then burst out, ‘Papa, I am not going to that school again.’


Papa was taken aback. He had thought things through before buying the house. It was large, in a good locality and all four children could go to the same school, quite close to the house. It was one of Delhi’s good schools and he could not understand why I refused to go there. He was also surprised that I, usually quite obedient, had started arguing with him. Actually I had always been a little afraid of Papa’s hot temper, but I was a teenager now. Papa too realized that I was in a rebellious phase.


The truth was that the thought of going back to my old school brought up all the trauma of my first year there, when I had been mercilessly teased and taunted. I dared not admit this to my father – how could I appear cowardly before him? Sikh boys are told from childhood that they are the bravest of men and can never show any sign of weakness under any circumstance. Sikhism was born as the militant arm of Hinduism, to protect the Hindu faith from the atrocities of the Mughals. Courage and strength were embedded in the very faith. Brought up on stories of valour and sacrifice, even very young Sikh boys dare not display any sign of even perceived weakness. So I could not tell Papa my real fears.


Amritsar had shown me how comfortable it was to be amongst my own kind, and I had no desire to brave the teasing in school again. So I made up a story about an imaginary friend, Ajit Singh, from Amritsar, who had moved to Delhi and joined the Sri Guru Tegh Bahadur School very close to our house, so close that I would be able to cycle to school. I had come upon this school while exploring the neighbourhood. I had seen a large building and discovered that there was a gurudwara on the ground floor and a school on the three floors above.


Papa was a regular visitor to this gurudwara and knew about the school, but it had never occurred to him to send his children to this small, unknown school. We were all admitted to a large, prestigious school and our school bus came up to a little gurudwara situated right behind our house. However, I was adamant and Papa finally gave in. I went with him to get admission in the school.


When we started filling the forms, Papa asked me in which section Ajit Singh studied.


‘Section D’, I said quickly.


That had been my section in the school in Amritsar. The form was submitted.


The cashier read the form carefully, then looked up and said, ‘There is no section D in the eighth class. In fact, there is no section D in any class. There are only sections A and B.’


Papa turned to me.


I was rattled for a second but quickly gathered my wits together and said, ‘I said B, Papa, not D. You heard wrong.’


Papa accepted this, made the necessary correction on the form and I was admitted to Guru Teg Bahadur School.


Before leaving the premises, we went to the gurudwara and I offered my heartfelt thanks to God for saving the day with a B instead of D!




THE GENTLE HARBIR


There was no Ajit Singh in my class, but one Harbir Singh joined class seven, section B, on the third day of school. The expression that I had seen on the faces of my classmates when I had entered class two in Kulachi Hansraj Model School now came upon my own face as I looked at Harbir.


Harbir was a Sikh, but that’s where the resemblance with the other Sikh boys ended. He was very tall, had a thicker beard and moustache than the other boys, and his turban was tied differently. He was thin and had a girlish voice. His body language was very different – there was something unusual about the way he talked, walked, ate and looked at everybody. He sat alone by himself at a desk, very quiet and introverted. The rest of the boys started teasing him from day one, but he seemed to ignore it all. He just worked quietly.


Surprisingly, all the girls liked Harbir and soon became friendly with him. Perhaps they sensed the gentleness and sensitivity in him. I was intrigued by Harbir’s different ways and impressed by his friendliness with the girls. I thought it would be a good idea to be friends with him and, consequently, with all the charming girls in the class. The seat next to Harbir was empty and I quickly asked if I could sit beside him. Harbir was happy to share his desk with me.


I soon learnt why Harbir seemed so different. He was not Indian; he was from Kabul. His family were third-generation Sikhs in Afghanistan. This was the first time he had visited India. The Afghan Sikhs had begun to migrate out of Afghanistan since the war with Russia because the locals had started looting the rich Sikhs to fund their weapons. Neither Sikhs nor well-to-do Afghans were part of the war, but the Sikhs were the first and easiest targets for the militants.


I felt a strong empathy for Harbir. I knew what it was like to be teased just because one looked different. It was just fun for the bullies, but I knew how traumatizing it was for the victim. Harbir and I soon became best buddies.


In a few weeks, I was well settled in my new school and new locality. I had many Sikh friends in the school and Sikh and Hindu friends in the colony. There was the large Chhatrasal Stadium near my house and many parks in which I played cricket and football with the neighbourhood kids. There is no religious discrimination among Indians in sports or business. It is only fanatics who try to divide people, who, left to themselves, will interact easily with each other. The Indian cricket team has players from across regions and religions, but they are all accepted as equals on the team.


Political groups often try to polarize Hindus and Muslims. India has a large Muslim population, and if they were not patriotic Indians, if they were anti-India, our country would have been a hotbed of terrorism and would have turned into a failed state.


There were only four Hindu boys in my class. One of the four had a Sikh name and wore a steel kada. I knew that many Hindus also wore the kada and worshipped at the gurudwara, because anybody can be a seeker. But only the ‘true Sikhs’ never cut their hair and had ‘Singh’ or ‘Kaur’ as their middle names. So it surprised me that my classmate was a Singh but did not have long hair. I asked Gurmeet Singh the reason and he told me that he was a Sehajdhari Sikh. Apparently, Sikhs are of two kinds – Keshdhari, those who never cut their hair, and Sehajdhari, those who cut their hair. I was surprised. In my school in Amritsar, I had learnt that even when Sikhs looked alike, there were castes that divided them, and now here were Sikhs who did not even look the same in the most important aspect!


Gurmeet told me that he had cut his hair, but his father had not. His father’s brother, on the other hand, had short hair. But they were all Sikhs – they worshipped at the gurudwara and lived together in the same house. Gurmeet’s father, despite the long hair, was not very religious. He only visited the gurudwara on major festivals. His short-haired brother, however, was very religious and went to the gurudwara every day!


Most Sikhs visit the gurudwara on the birthdays and the martyrdom days of the gurus. The martyrdom days are very important because most of the gurus died in some valorous, humane cause. None of the gurus sacrificed their life for a separate Sikh land or to protect their language or region. They sacrificed their lives for the well-being of humanity, not for any one particular creed. The message of Sikhism is equality and uplift of the underprivileged. But in the 500-year journey of Sikhism, this essence has been forgotten and the focus is somewhat more on highlighting the uniqueness of the community.


I wondered why my small community had so many divisions. How could Sikhs spread the message of unity if they were themselves so divided? Indians like to portray their country as a picture of unity in diversity, which was a sentiment proposed by the Sikhs’ first guru, Sri Nanak Devji. But neither Sikhs nor Indians lived by this any more.


As the weeks passed, I was more and more impressed by Harbir’s quiet and calm personality. The two of us spent a lot of time together and Harbir became a regular visitor at my house. We often spent the evenings in my room and talked about our past experiences. I spoke about my trauma at Kulachi Hansraj Model School, while Harbir shared bits about his life in Kabul before he came to Delhi. My trauma had ended, but Harbir’s was still going on. I had found my troubles unbearable, but Harbir faced everything with his quiet, sad smile. How deeply he was affected was impossible to tell from his demeanour.


We met almost daily in the evenings. Every evening we planned to go out and play, but thanks to me, almost every time, we ended up at the Chinese food stalls to eat my favourite chicken and egg noodles or chicken fried rice. Harbir never ordered any food, but ate a few spoonfuls from my plate. In Amritsar, my cousin Tarun had been my companion in eating out every evening. He too had been small eater. But I loved food and ate far too much, consequently putting on serious amounts of weight. I did step out in sportswear every evening with the intention of playing in the park with the other kids, but the food was always too enticing. My mother gave me Rs 5 every morning when I went to school and Rs 5 in the evening as well. Indian mothers express love for their children by feeding them, and my mother was no different. She checked my pockets every night after I had changed into my nightwear. If the Rs 5 were gone, she promptly gave me more the next day.
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