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  To Bambi, my daughter, with a hope that she grows up to a world which will realize the futility of killing each other
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  Prologue




  GUWAHATI, DECEMBER 2000




  An elderly lady with matted hair arranges a few packets of cigarettes and tobacco sachets on a raised wooden platform outside the Guwahati railway

  station. With a crushed saree draped over her thin body, Buri Ma displays an air of command over her immediate neighbourhood. People walk past her, some stop by to purchase their fix. She is just

  one amongst the several vendors in a chaotic parking zone of the station. A potbellied policeman claps his hands to air out the tobacco and goes about his business, collecting protection tax. This

  is a high security zone in a conflict-ridden area where vital locations like railway stations are vulnerable targets and armed groups fighting against the government have often chosen places like

  this one to plant explosives. It’s easy to escape without being noticed.




  One day a blast ripped through the railway station. All the vendors were thrown out even though they paid a daily allowance to the police station. In the sanitized parking lot, Buri Ma remained

  at her kiosk selling cheap cigarettes and an assortment of betel nut and paan. Her cigarettes were special – they were marijuana joints. Intrigued by how she survived the

  clean-up operation, I chatted up the policeman who had now hiked up his rates from rickshaw-pullers to compensate for the loss he’d incurred since the vendors had departed from the

  parking lot. He told me how every morning, Buri Ma would catch the local train from the oil township of Narengi to Guwahati railway station. She would arrive by the first shuttle and leave

  by the last available train. One evening, I travelled with her. She must have been around eighty but her enthusiasm was contagious. Even after the day’s work, she was not exhausted and she

  began to tell me her story.




  For a woman so old, Buri Ma has a rather youthful name: Bobby. She doesn’t remember who she was born to or how she came to this city. She said she had a different name and how she became

  Bobby is also rather mysterious, but she never disclosed that part of her story to me. She spoke in Assamese but she said she doesn’t belong to any particular community. We crossed a field

  and took the lane to the namghar or community hall; many years ago, Buri Ma had helped build the place and she proudly showed me around. Every locality in Assam has a community hall where people

  meet, pray, sing and sometimes perform traditional theatre. The old namghars are generally wooden with some basic sculptures, earthen floor and thatched roofing but the one here has been raised on

  concrete. It is a large rectangular hall with all four sides open and a high ceiling. Adjacent to the namghar is her own house. On a lower level, a garden leads us to a fairly large house with four

  rooms. She built the house brick by brick, adding to each wall over a number of years whenever she could afford to spare some money. The rooms extend haphazardly, probably constructed by unskilled

  artisans but nevertheless it breathes the air of a home.




  When she settled down, the land was cheap because it was adjacent to the cremation ground. People generally hesitate to settle down near cremation grounds but the pressure on land has forced

  many to ignore that and accept what is available. But Buri Ma was quite comfortable with the idea of having a house near a cremation ground. Today the area is a sprawling residential colony of

  lower-middle class people who aspire to build their own house. Buri Ma is the guardian of the colony. Her selfless engagement in the social life of the colony has endeared her to all.




  She sleeps in a room which has little figures and pictures of gods and goddesses from all religions; she says she believes in them all. Outside, in the courtyard, there is a charpoy on which an

  infant is waiting for her mother’s return. A young girl, probably the elder sister, sings a lullaby and feeds the infant a local variety of banana. There is no baby food at home. The infant

  is the youngest of the seven children Buri Ma has sheltered in this house. Only a week ago, Buri Ma rescued the infant from a garbage dump. Her eldest daughter is married with a child and was

  visiting Buri Ma. The eldest son works in a bookshop. The others are attending school. All of them were orphans or homeless children – abandoned on roads, railway stations, fields and rescued

  by Buri Ma. She remembers the first child she brought home was found in an empty railway coupe of the Brahmaputra Mail. She had missed the shuttle home that evening and so she boarded the Mail

  train. That was twenty-seven years ago.




  The children were a happy lot playing with their new kid sister. It is a strange little story of one woman’s charity: all the children have been brought up on marijuana sale outside the

  railway station, with an empathetic police letting her carry on with the business, while saluting her love for abandoned children.
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  KOLKATA, APRIL 2012




  Like Buri Ma’s story, this is a book made of images, stories of individuals and anecdotes that are part of an ongoing journey in my life. The idea of a book on the

  socio-political landscape of India’s north-east grew out of my journalistic tours and travels into the distant corners of the region and stories that we often do not report because they are

  just not ‘important.’




  Everywhere I looked, I was confronted with words and images that represented the north-east in a stereotypical manner: young men and women strumming a guitar or that of a bomb exploding. I have

  been feeling frustrated about what has not been told or has never been seen simply because it has not been recorded. I strongly feel that there is no single narrative that adequately reflects the

  complexity of the region and the various ethnicities that inhabit these hills.




  My formative years in Shillong were idyllic, only to be cut short by a violent and sustained student movement which coincided with the Assam Agitation of 1979. I remember one evening when the

  hill facing our house was lit up with a procession of mashals. Our neighbourhood was panic-stricken and I witnessed families packing up their essentials to leave. The indigenous Khasi, Jaintia and

  Garo tribes had declared war on the non-tribal population. They saw non-tribals as usurpers of employment, educational opportunities and above all, land. The government offices were full of babus,

  composed of non-tribals, the majority of whom were Bengalis. The tribals felt economically intimidated and threatened. As children we were never exposed to this hostility so the sudden violence

  shocked us. Initially the indigenous people attacked the Bengalis, then the Nepalis and then all non-tribals came under fire. Massive human rights violations went unreported. A mass exodus went

  undocumented.




  That was Shillong in the 1970s and 1980s and some of the 1990s as well. It was much later when I returned to report from the region that north-east India opened up to me in the least expected

  way.




  Violence is a fact and fear is an emotion that accompanies the daily lives of the people here. But it is also true that post-conflict literature cannot be a testament of collective pain. It is

  more often than not very personal. Pain has no learning curve and one person’s opinion is often different from another’s. Sometimes one flips through old albums and pauses at certain

  photographs, reliving a moment in time. Similarly, I have returned to past journeys and recollected the stories by a roadside tea shop or an army camp or a trek through a World War II supply

  line.




  To steer clear of any incoherence caused by the numerous voices that have spoken to me, a fictional character named Eshei is my storyteller. She embodies the various experiences of growing up,

  navigating through youth, love and loss in the backdrop of conflict but is also faced with the universal trials of everyday reality.




  Eshei tells me how she grew up in an almost-dysfunctional society, how she came to terms with the baggage of an identity based on violence and secessionism. A few other characters, partly

  fictional, pop up from time to time to narrate their own aspirations. I wanted to show at least a facet of the north-east through their eyes but at the same time, offer an

  ‘outsider’s’ perspective, up close and personal.




  To represent the people as they are, their cuisine, their music, their history or even their biases, I have used the interplay of text and personal correspondence, a mixture of genres which do

  not follow a linear style. I have tried to show the dispossession and the richness of their stories in fragments, which is evident in the structure of the narrative. It is a personal rendering of a

  people who are perceived as a single entity, wrongfully identified as a single entity and have been trapped in images that mark them as xenophobic, militant, aggressive, and different from the rest

  of ‘us.’




  In my long years of interaction with the people of the north-east, I’ve felt that they could neither speak the truth of their experience nor even make it heard through the mainstream

  Indian media. This is an attempt to make the readers interact with real people and not ‘imagined communities.’ However, this book is limited only to certain areas in the region –

  Manipur, Guwahati and Shillong. Food is a subject that can weave together the taste of a community and a generation. I travelled through the different cuisine and made the inheritors of these

  culinary traditions speak for them. Chunks of conversation and correspondence have been reproduced verbatim at places. For some I have changed it slightly to protect identities.




  Manipur’s music, dance, food and the stories of its people dominate the book. Eshei is there through all the travails and tribulations of a generation caught between the apathy as well as

  the evolution of a society at crossroads. She brings us the folktales of her land and as the character develops, Eshei grows from being a loner into someone who becomes a part of the events that

  engulf her state.




  There are issues and subjects which would otherwise be avoided for obvious reasons. For example, polygamy in urban Manipur or the genocide by terror groups fighting in the name of identity or

  even the lighter side of a very emotive students’ agitation in Assam.




  Conflict makes for interesting stories.




  The book almost deliberately skips an important chapter, Nagaland, and cross fades with an abstract image of a short encounter.




  On the morning of 19 February 1983, our valve radio set broadcasted a chilling piece of news. The previous day a few thousand immigrant Muslims were hacked to death in Assam. With a blink of an

  eye, the Nellie massacre placed the north-east on the cover pages of national newspapers and magazines. I witnessed the rise of sub-national assertion in Assam from the sidelines in Shillong, which

  soon felt the heat of what degenerated into chauvinistic and xenophobic movements.




  I’ve collected anecdotes from those street-fighting years, stories told to me by the soldiers of that rebellion. Some of them are silly but witty as well. Documentation of Assam’s

  and for that matter, the region’s contemporary history is grossly inadequate. I felt stories of the people who have witnessed the turbulence and the disillusionment can never be replaced by

  any alternate fiction or narrative. I have tried to retain much of the flavour of these stories.




  Like cuisine, I found that markets in every city tell us about its people and the place. The book explores a number of markets and the ordinary impressions of ordinary people which make up what

  a place is all about.




  Disjointed sequences revisit me – an early twilight in Shillong; my poet friend Robin and I discussing the politics of exile and anti-poetry among other things over bowls of dumplings in a

  Chinese restaurant and a whiff of ajinomoto. I have plucked those afternoons and made him speak through his poetry of the mooring of a land he left behind.




  In the end it is a collaborative effort by many voices about the place and its people, about life itself. The events and descriptions are true, the characters are a combination of the people I

  have met and interacted with.




  I have interviewed a cross-section of people and in each of them I found a courageous willingness to reopen wounds which they had hidden, sometimes even from themselves. In spite of my efforts,

  I fear that my narrative can only offer a modest glimpse into their lives and I hope that I have been able to capture their real-life experiences, their stories in their voice and often, in their

  words.




  



  




  ONE




  Che in Paona Bazaar




  Touchdown Imphal and the valley embraces you without the tinge of fear that is inspired by the news images of Manipur. But as we drive into the

  city, groups of armed soldiers patrolling the highway at regular intervals don’t instill much confidence. They march on both sides of the road carrying automatic weapons, radio signal

  equipment and a sense of purpose. A group of men in spotless white dhotis and kurtas ignore the men in fatigues and enter the Krishna temple for morning prayers. It’s barely ten in the

  morning. Children walk to school crossing army barricades. Office-goers get frisked. Nobody complains.




  Girls and women speed by on two-wheelers. They’re wearing wrap-arounds called ‘phaneks’ with dupattas woven around their busts and have smeared sandalwood paste on their

  forehead and the nasal ridge; their appearance is rather conspicous because not one town or city in the region has such a large female following of second generation two-wheelers with the riders in

  traditional wear. The trend probably started in the 1970s but with the Kinetic Honda model being introduced in the 1990s, almost every woman rides a scooter. The phanek is almost like a sarong and

  very south-east Asian in its appearance. Married women almost always wear it. But it’s only during festivals like Holi when young girls get to wear the phanek, along with the sweet-smelling

  joiper, the chadar that accompanies the phanek.




  The Holi festival that is celebrated in Manipur is a fusion of traditional rituals and Vaishnavite practices. The festival is called Yaoshang – yao means sheep and shang means a hut, a hut

  for sheep. In this festival, which is an adapted version of Holi, the hut is burnt to celebrate the victory of good over evil. Children go to all the houses in the locality for nakadeng (collecting

  money as gifts) on the first day of Yaoshang as the shang is burnt only in the evening.




  The first time I met Eshei in a village near Imphal, our conversation centred around the phanek. Eshei is not her real name, it’s a name she has given herself. ‘Eshei’ means

  song in Manipuri. She loved music and though she strummed a guitar with some amount of ease, she didn’t display any real talent. She was too impatient to learn and play musical instruments.

  Eshei’s favourite phanek was the Mayek Naiba phanek, the striped ones with embroidered borders that women wear on formal occasions. The first time she wore it was for a cousin’s

  wedding. Her mother tied a string around her waist so that it wouldn’t fall off. Wearing the phanek, the fourteen-year-old Eshei felt like a young lady on the brink of womanhood. She realized

  that feminine curves lent the attire a certain grace that made women so desirable, but she neither had the curves nor the waist to carry this off. Every Meitei (the non-tribal Hindu majority of

  Manipur who were once a tribal community and ruled over the kingdom of Kangleipak) girl will have a phanek story to share.




  Though most married women wear the traditional phanek, young girls were mostly seen in western wear. In 2001, the local fashion changed after a diktat by the militant group Kanglei Yawol Kanna

  Lup enforced the phanek on all women. It was made compulsory even for school girls. Exactly a decade later, they banned the sari and salwar kameez as well. These bans are not taken very seriously

  but over the years they have had a visible impact. There are more women and girls wearing the phanek on the streets of Imphal today than one would have seen some years ago.




  The day the diktat was passed, one woman defied it by wearing a pair of jeans and walked down the main road in downtown Imphal. I don’t think anyone even noticed her. On the same day her

  niece was wearing a phanek to school. At present, while the school uniform has stuck, urban young women have gone back to wearing fashionable western wear, balanced almost perfectly with

  traditional wear.




  Eshei was in her second year at college when they were asked to wear the phanek to class. Much as she liked wearing it, when they were ordered to do it, she wanted to defy the authorities. Their

  uniform was a blue phanek with a white top. It was around the same time that the armed outfits decided that all mainstream Hindi culture must also be banned along with Indian apparel and western

  wear to reinstate the ‘lost glory’ of Manipur. It was projected as some alien culture out to impose its imperialist designs on the people of Manipur. The otherwise familiar protest

  placards were not visible against this diktat. The newspapers might have written against it but they failed to have any impact. Nobody was willing to sacrifice one’s life defying a dress code

  which is after all one’s own; tradition was conveniently used to up the moral ante of the vigilantes. As always, the ‘patriots’ of a forgotten and once-betrayed Asiatic sovereign

  got what they wanted.




  The favourite Hindi films were no longer watched since the theatres were shut down. Hindi entertainment channels on satellite television were banned (except the state-run Doordarshan). Hum

  Dil De Chuke Sanam was probably the last time Bollywood visited Manipur on the big screen. By the time Eshei grew up to watch films in theatres, cinema projectors had stopped rolling. She

  managed to watch both the Hindi and English versions of Titanic. Some say the last film to visit the town was Chori Chori Chupke Chupke. The name differs with each generation. Maybe

  that was the end of celluloid in Manipur. Dish television had not invaded the country as yet. But just as Bollywood heroes and heroines disappeared, Korean films and television serials occupied the

  space.




  Doordarshan began airing Korean dramas such as A Jewel in the Palace and Emperor of the Sea. The popular Korean channel, Arirang, brought home Korean culture, tradition and

  cuisine. It is around the same time that Korean businesses entered India in a big way with Hyundai cars, LG and Samsung products. But the cultural invasion was felt in Manipur. Significantly,

  Korean culture was not perceived as ‘foreign’ by militant leaders. Meiteis are ethno-linguistically from the Tibeto-Burman family. The Koreans are believed to be descendants of several

  Mongol tribes that migrated from Central Asia; both Meiteis and Koreans are Mongoloids. R K Meghen, the chief of the United National Liberation Front (UNLF), the oldest armed group of the region

  and Manipur till his arrest in 2010, was working towards a unification of Mongoloid armed groups in India’s north-east. They saw similarities in the shared racial background, gestures and

  communication.




  Take for example, the naming practices of each. In both Manipuri and Korean cultures, the family name comes first. Traditional Manipuri names have three parts – the first one is the family

  name, the second is the actual name of the person, and the third is a suffix, mainly to distinguish the gender of the person. So if the name is Rajkumar Basanta Singh, Rajkumar is the family name,

  Basanta the personal name, and Singh, the suffix since he is a male. Nicky Chandam’s real name should be Chandam Nicky Devi, where Chandam is the family name, Nicky the personal name, and

  Devi signifying that she is female. For the past thirty years, with the rise of ‘nationalist’ feelings, and the rise of many militant outfits, the trend of using two-worded names, with

  the first being the personal name and the second being the family name has come into vogue. So they have changed their names to Basanta Rajkumar, Nicky Chandam because even though

  ‘Basanta’, ‘Nicky’ and many Hindi (or for that matter Hindu/Christian/Muslim) names were acceptable as ‘personal’ names, Singh and Devi were seen to be remnants

  and constant reminders of forceful conversions. People who want to retain the three-word name format, replace Singh with Meitei/Meetei for males and Chanu for females. Not just names but there are

  other perceived similarities with the Korean culture. One of the armed group’s ideologues explained to me how Manipur’s Sanamahism or the pre-Hindu religion is a counterpart to

  Shamanism or the worship of spirits in Korea.




  But what was visible was the Korean influence amongst the youth. In a few years the craze went on to impact the dress trends of young people in Manipur; a smattering of Korean words for

  ‘hi’ and ‘thanks’ became more hip. But in a family gathering during a ritual, the spiked-hair teenager easily transforms into a dhoti-clad boy and the girls play the demure

  role that is expected of them.




  Manipur’s appeal lies in this blend. In every facet of life here, there’s a certain kind of fade-in and fade-out from deep-rooted tradition to strong outside influences, the blend

  between folk and classical and from the sublime to the grotesque.




  Every now and then one can see that a group of women in faded pink traditional wear have taken position on the roadside or at a marketplace. The first time I saw them was at the Kwakeithel

  market. Placed in front of them were bell-metal water containers called ghot chaphu, similar to the kalash used for Hindu rites. It was filled with rice and a coconut placed on its mouth covered

  with bel leaves. It also had a bunch of bananas and the number of bananas must be an even number. This is an essential recipe for any puja amongst the Meiteis and it symbolizes the ‘source of

  life.’ It makes little sense to an outsider but one odd placard in English indicates that the group was protesting against some militant diktat. A few hundred yards away another group was

  mourning or protesting the death of a young person killed in an encounter with security persons.




  Protests regularly adorn the cityscape. A fourth of Manipur is always on the streets protesting about something or the other. Eshei must have been much younger when I first saw those protests

  dotted across the dirt-laden city. Men, women, boys and girls were all taking turns to protect the territory of the state which the Indian government had obliquely promised to a dangerous group of

  armed Naga guerillas.




  In 2001, these protests were so potent that the Indian government had to roll back their decision to extend the duration of ceasefire inside Manipur. This was seen as the first step in conceding

  the demand for integrating Naga-inhabited areas from Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Manipur into a greater Nagaland. Manipur’s integrity was protected by an unprecedented mass movement and the

  ceasefire inside Manipur was revoked though the Naga ‘guerrillas’(which is a rather dignified title for groups of hardcore terrorists and organized dacoits) continue to push their cause

  and extort their own people, kill, abduct against ransom and when convenient, they claim their share of political power.




  This history is very multi-layered and while it once caught the attention of conflict managers, it’s no longer ‘sexy’ to report conflict in India’s north-east. A

  constitutional monarchy, Manipur was brought into the Indian union by what is called an act of betrayal (disputed though) in 1949 and it was granted a Union Territory status in 1956. But Nagaland

  was given statehood in 1962-63 and it was only in 1972 that Manipur became a state. Insurgency was born in Manipur under these historical mistakes. The movement gained momentum and it was only in

  1992 that the language of this ancient kingdom was included in the Eighth Schedule.




  I’ve experienced a number of Manipurs. My first Manipur experience was driving through the valley in a faded white Ambassador car and seeing the place through the eyes of a poet who was on

  a self-imposed exile (and whose father owned the vehicle); a journalist who returned from the country’s capital to start an English-language daily and a journalist-activist-mountaineer who

  had the air of a man who knew too much. He could predict what to expect at the next bend and often he was right. In one of our drives up a hill, he said we might meet some young

  ‘revolutionaries.’ We did meet a few of them and I am certain it was not an accidental encounter. I had no background of the place. Therefore, I was easily impressed.




  I stayed with the poet and for the first few days, I hadn’t even met the family I was staying with. Every morning the breakfast table would have a few casseroles and by the time my friend

  and I would come down to the dining hall, everyone would have left for work. The Chinese-made casseroles that were filled with food had initially taken me by surprise. They contained more rice than

  I could consume in three days. Fish, eggs and chicken, always accompanied with giant chillis. But that’s a regular brunch for a Manipuri. In Manipur even social visits can be made early in

  the morning and ‘work’ includes a variety of social obligations. I am not sure why I was not given the usual tourist tour but I am so glad that I took the detour. It was more like a

  homecoming to a home that never was but one with whom I shared a strong, inexplicable bond – like a lot of images from one’s childhood memories which are sometimes exaggerated or

  illusory. One of them was like the journey to a border town Moreh, a Manipuri Malgudi and then to Tamu, a small township inside Burma.




  The journey to Moreh was memorable because of the terrain, the condition of roads and the adventure of being accompanied by a convoy of security escort vehicles. It was new to me but I

  didn’t care, I quite enjoyed it. I cannot recall the details of that journey except for the fact that somebody’s brother-in-law accompanied us and explained how to authenticate rubies.

  Burma meant rubies and precious gemstones for a lot of people. Even today, not much has changed on that route. We spent one night in Moreh, in an unpleasant hotel room with our windows open to let

  the putrid smell out. It was a terrible experience because hotels in this town were actually brothels in disguise and there were no other options. The linen was greasy and the pillow unusable. The

  night passed but the dawn came as a surprise. We woke up to devotional music from a gurdwara. It was Onam so the temples were busy as well. Moreh was India in a microcosm, but an India which India

  was unaware of.




  In Tamu, I was shown Burmese rubies accompanied by a discourse on gemstones. I was a keen listener. Apart from rubies and other gems, bicycle parts were going to India. Going by the number of

  bicycle shops here, it would seem that this district exports one of the largest number of bicycles to India. The bicycle and rubies are all that I saw. But there was another precious commodity that

  was being smuggled into Moreh: a white granular substance called Number Four, the purest form of heroin, the deadly drug which would alter the course of Manipur’s history forever.




  The currency exchange rate was attractive. When I gave a thousand rupees to a bicycle repair shop, I got back three thousand kyats or ‘K’ and I felt rich. Beyond the borders of the

  town, we walked by a polluted river and stopped at shops to consume the contents of a green-coloured bottle before sipping and then gulping down some local brew. The liquid would help the alcohol

  find its way into the blood stream and was a preventive measure taken to combat hangovers.




  Rows of houses built from teakwood bore no indication of a termite-eaten economy or polity. The elderly were seated on teak easychairs and the young were huddled near shops playing carrom. We

  walked up to the town square where curiosity at pro-democracy graphiti did not go down well with policemen in plainclothes. But I wondered why the posters were there at all; they could just rip

  them off. Twenty years later when the lady in those posters was released from years of house arrest, I recalled my first visit to the town square. I did not know of her then. Just a year before our

  trip, the pro-democracy movement had swept across Burma and the junta soldiers were making sure that their writ was imposed. Till recently, the country had defied all international pressure and

  indulged in gross human right violations. Women were raped. Her supporters were arrested as political prisoners. Monks were killed in one of the most oppressive regimes in modern history. But at

  the time, I was oblivious to it all.




  The rubies didn’t interest me, neither did the electronic goods. In the large market that Tamu is famous for, we bargained for a silk wrap-around, a set of chinaware and a large flask. I

  also picked up a carton of Marlboro cigarettes, a favourite item for Indians to take back home as gifts from overseas. It was 1989 and the guided tour by my Manipuri friends didn’t include

  any of the political turmoil that Burma was going through.




  A year before, on 8 August 1988, Burma witnessed the 8888 uprising, a national peaceful revolution demanding democracy. The uprising ended on 18 September 1988, after a bloody military coup by

  the State Law and Order Restoration Council. Thousands, mostly monks and civilians, who were primarily students, were killed by the Tatmadaw (Burmese armed forces). Hundreds of refugees spilled

  over and entered Manipur, where a generation of Burmese children are now growing up. During the crisis, the lady in the poster, Aung San Suu Kyi emerged as a national icon. When the military junta

  held an election in 1990, her party, the National League for Democracy, won. However, the military junta refused to recognize the results and placed Suu Kyi under house arrest. In 2010, she was

  released.




  Almost two decades after my first trip to Moreh, its hotels and motels have flourished but the conditions have worsened. The window panes are gone. The beds need a desperate change but have been

  denied that little luxury for years. The mattresses are still soiled and greasy and nearly impossible to spend a night on.




  Prostitution continues to be the most lucrative business, with a large number of girls coming from across the border, seeking employment. Each of these motels has an elaborate local meal

  arrangement which is their disguise during the day. Moreh is a very busy commercial hub so they never run short of customers of all kinds. Girls with sandalwood paste on their faces under a straw

  hat carry their kitchen garden produce and flowers to sell at the town market. They come from Burma. Burma became Myanmar and Rangoon became Yangon but Moreh hasn’t changed a bit. The regime

  on this side of the border is equally corrupt and dictatorial but there is ‘freedom.’




  That visit occupied only a remote corner of my memory and subsequently, was used only as a conversation piece. When people would talk of exotic vacations I would draw attention by narrating my

  unusual Burmese excursion which included the gems and rubies, the market with chinaware, the sunrise to sunset visa we were granted and the one night in Moreh’s seedy hotel.




  I am not sure how Moreh came into being but one has heard of the great migration from Burma to India. The famous Bengali novelist Sarat Chandra Chatterjee, the author of Devdas and

  several other works walked that stretch. Amartya Sen spent his first few years in Burma. Amitav Ghosh too, has a strong Burmese connection. And the unforgettable Helen, Indian cinema’s

  biggest draw during her time as the first ‘item girl.’ She was born to a Burmese mother and an Anglo-Indian father. When her father died in World War II, the family fled Burma and

  headed to Bombay; Helen had to leave school and start earning. At seventeen, with her first break ‘Mera Naam Chin Chin Chu’, Helen had already become a celebrity.




  Marwari traders arrived from Rajasthan as army suppliers and they also set up the first petrol pumps in the region. They were then known as the Burma Oil Company. One of the first Marwaris to

  have arrived was Kishorchand Johorimal who came to Kangpokpi in 1926 to supply food grains. They came on bullock carts all the way from Rajasthan. Later they traded in clothes and plywood. They

  still live there in Thangal bazaar in Imphal. Even today, roads and alleys across the region are known as ‘Burma road.’ According to the 1931 census, more than a million Indians lived

  in Burma around that time. After the first Japanese air raids in 1941, the Indian population which pretty much made up the city of Rangoon started fleeing. Even zoo animals had to be killed since

  their keepers had left. Burma was pretty much in the Indian consciousness till both the countries swerved away from each other in a geopolitical tectonic movement. But the destinies of these two

  neighbours have been interlocked forever.




  ‘History’ is a very tricky and dangerous word and notion in the north-east. Scores of ideologues have given themselves the task of reinterpreting their histories written by British

  gazetteers, and inherited by what they call a ‘colonial India’ and its ‘occupation forces.’ Today there are many histories about these hills and valleys. Histories which

  reflect orally recounted facts and are often contested. In the process of witnessing the changing history of an erstwhile Asiatic sovereign, my ‘motorcycle diaries’ brought me to Paona

  Bazaar. Travels which began somewhere between Handsome House and Palace Compound. Handsome House was a tailoring shop in Paona Bazaar which later became a bookstore and a place where journalists,

  policemen and bureaucrats got together to share stories every evening. But that is history now.




  The man who inherited Handsome House never had a spare moment and shared his optimism with cups of coffee from his Nescafe dispenser that worked only after he screamed at it in the vernacular.

  The arrival of the second cup meant that he wanted to engage you further in the history of his land, which is fascinating anyway. He would generously offer coffee in exchange for an attentive

  audience.




  The person who occupied a small corner plot in the Palace Compound is the person who had chauffeured me around on my first visit and continues to work for a free-speech Manipur. When we first

  met in Imphal in 1989, he had set up a news agency from his home and he was sure of being in journalism for a long time. His focus was unwavering. From his agency he began publishing a newspaper,

  while I was scouting the front offices of newspapers in Delhi, requesting them to let me write a single piece.




  The news agency became a signpost for any journalist visiting the state. He was literally bulldozed by government agencies but he took off for some time and then settled down to a dusty corner

  of the city near the palace, which had nothing regal about it. His columns never stopped informing a tiny readership of the goings-on of his beleaguered state. He was big and shy and almost always

  wore a jacket. He measured his words while speaking unlike when he wrote, and though he laughed and smiled very often, he maintained an orderly distance. A place is made up of people and not just

  the landscape and Manipur has a variety of them. There are actually so many of them that very often the beauty of the place is overlooked.




  Handsome House is located at the corner of Imphal’s most popular street, Paona Bazaar. Paona never occurred to me as a person’s name and least of all as someone who determined the

  history of that state. The ‘Handsome House guide to Manipur’ too never felt it was important to inform me about the history of the street where I spent most of the free time I had

  there. So I did my own research into Mr Paona and it was not difficult to run into yet another informed Meitei who provided me with some historical background.




  Paona’s real name was Paonam Nawol Singh. He is better known as Paona Brajabashi (a colloquial form of Brijvaasi) as he lived in Vrindavan for some years. He is famous and an integral part

  of Manipur’s history because of his role in the Anglo-Manipuri war of 1891, after which the British Crown took over the sovereignty of Manipur and ruled till India achieved independence in

  1947. He was an expert in the traditional martial arts of Manipur and legend has it that there was no one who could match him in the martial arts, especially sword fighting. He is said to have gone

  to Punjab to learn a form of Gatka. Though Manipur had its own martial arts, it was prohibited at that time to learn or teach martial arts as it was believed that any person well-versed in these

  arts was a potential threat to the throne. Paona was a subedar in the Manipur army, but his incredible martial arts skills saw him being used by one of the princes to revolt against the king

  – he was caught and jailed. In fact, when the Anglo-Manipur war broke out in 1891, he was in prison.




  Since the integrity of the nation (read Manipur) was at stake, and an ‘outsider’ was attacking and since there were not many able persons to defend the nation, the king himself

  approached Paona in his cell, made him a Major (some literature mentions him as major general, which is inaccurate) and sent him to the most difficult battle – Khongjom. Paona was perhaps

  around fifty or fifty-five years old at that time. As you might be aware, the British attacked from three sides: Kohima, Jiri and Moreh. The one from Moreh was the strongest and made the quickest

  advance. Paona, with a small retinue of armymen was dispatched; the Manipur army and the British met at the decisive battle of Khongjom, which is around thirty-five kilometres south of Imphal on

  the Moreh road towards Burma. Paona and his men stationed themselves on a small hillock called Khebaching whereas the British were already taking up positions at a higher range, barely 500-800

  metres away. Heavily outnumbered and out-equipped, Paona and his men were routed, but every Manipuri valiantly fought to his death. It is said that Paona couldn’t be killed even though he was

  heavily wounded as he was wearing a holy talisman which allowed him to choose the time of his death. The British were highly impressed and offered him a place in the new government they were

  setting up in the region; they attempted to win him over by saying that the Manipuris were no match for them and would be defeated anyway, why sacrifice his life for a losing cause, that they

  wouldn’t like to kill such a brave soldier. They tried to convince him to surrender and serve Manipur, but Paona declined and was eventually killed. The British marched on and took over

  Kangla the following day but Paona went down in history a hero. Soon a bazaar was named after him. In fact the market complex – Khwairamband Bazaar, came about during the reign of Maharaj

  Khagemba in 1580. Later it was divided and named after the war heroes of 1891 – Thangal and Paona.
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