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Preface





  In December 1992, a 450-year-old mosque was razed to the ground in India by a mob of fanatic Hindus. They claimed that this particular mosque was built after demolishing a Hindu temple which had been built earlier on the same spot in honor of Rama, an incarnation of God. Rama is actually the hero of a world-famous Indian epic, the Ramayana. Naturally, sensible and clear-headed people, who consider the Ramayana an outstanding work of art, nonetheless think Rama is actually an imaginary character. Likewise, most modern historians and archaeologists are of the opinion that no particular site could be identified as his birthplace. They also say it is difficult to ascertain whether this particular mosque was built after destroying a Hindu temple of worship. But a number of Hindus were determined to do away with the mosque, and with the support of ultranationalists and the rightest Hindu party called the Bharitya Janata party and their various front organizations, they accomplished their task. The motivation behind this atrocious act was that it would pave the way toward establishing “Hindu Raj” in India by replacing the secular constitution which gives equal rights to Muslims, Christians, and believers of other faiths. There are millions of Muslims in India. They were naturally shocked, and came out in protest. Therefore, riots broke out in different parts of the country. Widespread violence and devastation took their usual toll in terms of life and property.




  The British carved a country, which is Bangladesh today, out of India as a part of Pakistan. The other part of Pakistan was at least one thousand miles away in western India. The logic behind this partition was that the Indian Muslims needed a separate homeland for themselves. However, the fact remained that, even after this partition, millions of Muslims remained in India. Another thing became obvious within a few years. The Muslims in eastern Pakistan realized to their horror that the Muslims of western Pakistan were subjugating them. There was no affinity between the language, culture, and way of life of the two people. Religion was the only bond, but co-religionists did not mind oppressing their fellow Muslims living in the eastern part of the country. They systematically tried to destroy the language and culture of the Muslims in East Pakistan. Naturally, at first there was resentment and, finally, a revolt. Bengali nationalism was roused and after a bloodbath, the Republic of Bangladesh was born in 1971. I was just nine years old when my country got its freedom.




  Bangladesh is predominantly a Muslim country, but there are at least ten million people living there who are Hindus. Besides the Hindus, there are Buddhists and Christian minorities as well. Previously the mosaic comprising the various minorities was more colorful. During the partition of India, millions of Hindus left for India with their families, leaving behind their ancestral home, farmland, and whatever they possessed. Similarly hundreds of thousands of Muslims migrated to East Pakistan across the border from the Indian part of Bengal.




  During Pakistani rule, this flux of Hindus occurred periodically. Comparatively fewer and fewer Bengali Muslims migrated to Pakistan from India. Perhaps the last time it happened was in 1964. After the emergence of Bangladesh, as a secular, democratic, socialistic republic, the founding fathers of the nation thought that nobody would ever be able to play with the minorities of the country. They knew that the Hindus had also suffered under the Pakistani rulers, and had shed their blood to overthrow these tyrants. They were given equal rights with the Muslims and allowed to live with dignity. But unfortunately, with the destruction of the mosque in India, the Hindus suddenly found themselves caught in an altogether different situation. They became the targets of Muslim fanatics. In protest against the nefarious act of demolishing a Muslim place of worship in India, their houses and business establishments were attacked and places of worship demolished, as if it were the Hindus of Bangladesh who were responsible for the demolition of the mosque. One of the consequences of the partition of India was that, if anything undesirable happened in one part, the other parts reacted immediately. As a result, a religious riot in India meant a religious riot in both parts of Pakistan. We had thought that it would be different after the formation of Bangladesh. We had thought that whatever happened in India, or any other part of the world for that matter, it would not affect the country’s social structure. We had thought that Hindus and Muslims who had lived side by side for centuries would not be af-fected. We had shared the same culture, literature, and both had contributed to the growth of the Bengali language, literature, and culture. Both had contributed to the economic growth of the country, too. But in that black December, to my horror I found that around me, unexpected things were happening. Hindus were being persecuted by the Muslim fanatics through no fault of their own. Mobs were hunting them. Helpless people did not know how to save themselves or the honor of their women. They were bewildered. The police could give them little protection. The secular politicians and intellectuals were also, in a sense, dazzled. Of course there were protest marches, peace missions, human chains, articles and editorials pleading for peace and order. But it was the fanatical fundamentalists who had a field day during those troubled times. I was horrified, I was agonized. I felt outraged, and the reaction was this little book, Lajja (Shame).




  I was in a hurry. I did not know what to do, but I felt I must protest, and I must make this protest known to my people. The book was written almost in a trance. It was ready for the press within just a few days. I handed over the manuscript to a publisher and felt relieved. The book was published in February 1993. I was fortunate because, in retrospect, I feel it would have been very difficult for me to publish a book like Lajja in Bangladesh had there been no courageous publishers there. More than fifty thousand copies of the book were sold out in a very short time. Suddenly a government order was issued and Lajja was banned in Bangladesh. The argument in favor of this ban was that this book was a threat to social peace and tranquility, that it might endanger the relation between the two communities, and so on. After that, the events took a dif-ferent tum. Pirated editions started to surface in the Indian part of Bengal. Lajja became a best seller in India on the black market. To my horror, I heard that the Bharitya Janata party, the very people who led to the demolition of that mosque, and whose followers were primarily responsible for the riots in India, took up my book in support of their subversive ideas. They translated the book into Hindi, and serialized it in their journals to rouse the sentiments of the Hindus against the Muslims. They said, “Look, here is proof provided by nobody else but a Muslim writer who has shown how Hindus are persecuted in Bangladesh today.” Naturally, in my country I was accused of being an agent of Hindu fundamentalists in India. Some fundamentalist newspapers and journals in Bangladesh spread the canard that I had received millions of takas from Hindu fundamentalists for writing the book. Even my friends started looking disapprovingly at me.




  The book had two sets of critics. The literary critics who had praised my poetry or essays found it wanting. They said that it was no work of literature. Even the friendliest critic could only tell readers that the book was an important testament but still fell short. The second set of critics, both in Bangladesh and in India, were not just literary critics, but socially alert writers and journalists. Those who belonged to Bangladesh thought not only that it was a bad book but also that the timing of its publication was bad. I had done a disservice to Bangladesh, especially to the progressive forces who believe in secularism and democracy. “Did we not oppose the fundamentalists who were inciting the mobs to oppress the Hindus? Were we not out-spoken against them in newspapers and periodicals? Had we not organized marches and meetings?” They felt I had let them down, and that by providing a handy propaganda item to the Hindu fundamentalists in India, I had indirectly helped the Muslim fundamentalists to organize themselves. The fringe of the radical left went further. They dubbed me an Indian agent in Bangladesh, called me names, and declared that I was paid handsomely for denouncing my own country and people. This sort of criticism was heard in India, too. A segment of the leftist intellectuals there accused me of having helped the Hindu fundamentalists, and of putting down the progressive leftist forces of Bangladesh who were fighting the fundamentalists there. In short, both friends and foes alike criticized me for different reasons. Only a few critics from both sides of the border took up the book seriously and thought of it as an important book because of the subject and the writer. When in a predominantly Muslim country, a writer who belongs to the majority community sits down to write about the fate of the minority, especially in the charged atmosphere of communal violence, is not that something important? This was their argument.




  I do not think that I should apologize to anybody for writing this book. It is the agony of my heart, which I have poured out onto the pages of this little book I had Hindu classmates in my school and college. We had Hindu neighbors with whom we had very good relations. Personally I have many Hindu friends of both sexes. I knew from my parents that many Hindu families had left our town after the partition. Why should people be compelled to leave their forefathers’ land simply for the religion that they practice? I could not but feel sorry for such a situation. I know many Hindu families who stayed back after the partition and fought side by side with the Muslims to make their country free. Why should they be terrorized now, so many years after liberation? Why should they be penalized for a crime with which they were not even remotely connected? These were the questions that tormented me. Tears rolled down my cheeks and, to keep my conscience clear, I could not but write down this testament.




  Lajja is the testament of a writer. In this testament I have indicted my country, the ruling clique and the political parties in Bangladesh, and also the intellectuals. In the process I have indicted myself also. Lajja means “shame.” I felt ashamed to see such human degradation. I felt ashamed for the government of my country, who could not come out to protect the minorities. Protecting them was the government’s primary responsibility. I feel ashamed of my fellow writers and intellectuals who, despite their efforts, could do little to save their fellow citizens. Is not this failure a shame for us? Maybe there were similar failures on the other side of the border, maybe there were people who felt ashamed of the happenings in their own country. Maybe nobody felt as outraged as myself. Why should I remain silent because no other writer from the majority community came forward to indict their own government and society like me? Their failure is their own. My conscience is my own. I am not a practicing politician who is careful of the prospective voters’ need. I do not believe in compromise when it consists of one’s conviction. From a worldly outlook I may be considered a fool. I may be considered a tactless person. I may be considered too dogmatic. I do not care. I know I was honest, I know my sentiments were honest. I knew this little book was a cry of my agonized heart.




  Because of my ideals, I was threatened by the fundamentalists. They demanded my execution by hanging. They attacked me physically, launched hate campaigns against me. They organized meetings, processions, and skirmishes. They even manipulated countrywide general strikes in support of their demand. They have decreed a fatwa against me and set a price on my head. Not only that, I was a criminal according to the government of my country, too. My crime was that I said the religious scriptures are out of place, out of time. I was accused on charges of hurting the religious feeling of the people. An arrest warrant was issued against me. I was forced to go underground. I remained confined to a small dark room, which served as my hiding place for sixty long days. At last the pressure created by the international human rights movements and the democratic governments of different countries who believe in freedom of expression forced our government to grant me bail and let me leave the country. The trial is still going on. I have not been able to go back home. My future remains uncertain.




  The disease of religious fundamentalism is not restricted to Bangladesh alone and it must be fought at every tum. For myself, I am not afraid of any challenge or threat to my life. I will continue to write and to protest persecution and discrimination. I am convinced that the only way the fundamentalist forces can be stopped is if all of us who are secular and humanist join and fight their malignant influence. I, for one, will not be silenced.











   
Day One





  Suranjan was lying still. Maya, his younger sister, had been nagging him all along to swing into action, “Dada, please do something. If you’re late, things may get out of hand.” Suranjan knew that “doing something” meant ducking in for some uncertain cover. It was just like a scared rat scurrying for a burrow and waiting for the all-clear signal before venturing out. For them, too, this would be the ordained course: keep watch for the right time in a hideout till the situation outside cooled down. But why should he run away from his own home? Just because of his identity as Suranjan Dutta and his father being known as Sudhamay, his mother Kiranmayee, and his sister Neelanjana Dutta? Was that why they would have to run away and find shelter in the house of some sympathetic Kamal, Belal or Hyder as they had done a couple of years ago? At that time, smelling trouble, Kamal had virtually run all the way from his Iskatan residence to their place on October 30. He hustled Suranjan out of his bed with the frantic plea, “Hurry up, just pack a few bare necessities. Lock the house up and move out, all of you. Quick, quick.” They had, of course, been well looked after at Kamal’s house. They had had toast and eggs for breakfast, rice and fish curry at lunch. Their afternoons had floated on the wings of carefree idle talks on the lawn, with nights passing smoothly through undisturbed sleep on soft, thick mattresses; the days, free of anxiety, had indeed danced away on merry steps. But why should he be under compulsion to seek shelter in Kamal’s house? True, Kamal had been his longtime friend. Without feeling the least uneasy he could be his guest even with his close relatives for a few days. But the question that ruffled him was: Why, first of all, should such a situation arise to make him look out for a hurried escape from his home? Yet Kamal, a Muslim, was spared this indignity. This country was as much his as it was Kamal’s. Both of them were supposed to enjoy the same civil rights. But why couldn’t he assume Kamal’s in-born defiant attitude? Why wouldn’t he be able to say: Look, I’m on the same soil as he is. Why can’t I have the same rights of life, breathe the same free air; why the hell do I have to live in haunting fear?




  Suranjan remained glued to his bed, showing no signs of getting up. Maya paced restlessly within the confines of their rooms. She still went on hammering at him, trying to impress upon him that no crying over spilled milk would undo the misfortune once it overtook them. CNN was showing the live telecast of the Babri mosque demolition scene by scene. Sitting benumbed in front of the TV screen, Sudhamay and Kiranmayee were watching this macabre play. Their mind, too, ran along the same line as their daughter’s. As he had done last time, perhaps this time also, Suranjan would whisk them away to the relative safety of a Muslim household. But Suranjan was thinking nothing like that. If Kamal or, for that matter, anyone came to take them under his protective wing, he would flatly turn down the offer, saying, “Look, I won’t leave my home, come what may.”




  The day was December 7. The previous afternoon an ominous darkness had cast its gloom on the bank of the Saryu river in the city of Ayodhya. Hordes of fanatics and religious zealots called “Kar Sevaks” had already demolished a 450-year-old mosque there. The incident had preceded the organization of bigots, Visva Hindu Parishad’s, formal launching of the much-publicized “Kar Seva” voluntary service by twenty-five minutes. The “Kar Sevaks” had frenetically labored for about five hours to raze the triple-domed structure to dust. The top leadership of political parties and outfits with strong religious overtones like the BJP, Visva Hindu Parishad, RSS, and Baj Rang Dal watched this bizarre incident. The contingents of armed security personnel like the Central Reserve Police Force, Provincial Armed Constabulary and Uttar Pradesh police watched the spectacle with idle detachment. At two forty-five one of the domes was destroyed. At two forty-five one of the domes was destroyed. At four, the second was smashed, and by four forty-five the third dome was also broken to pieces. The madness had cost the lives of four frenzied men who lay buried under the rubble. A hundred more, overtaken by the same wild craze, had been injured. Lazing on the bed, Suranjan casually glanced over the screaming headlines of the morning newspaper: “THE BABRI MOSQUE DESTROYED, DEMOLISHED.”




  He had never been to Ayodhya. Nor had he seen the Babri mosque. The reason was simple enough: he had just never had any occasion to step out of his land. Where Rama, the protagonist of the epic Ramayana, had been born or how the mosque sprouted or from which point of the soil, concerned him the least. His mind, anyway, glided along the paper’s view, conceding: “The destruction of this sixteenth-century architectural movement hadn’t hurt the sentiments of the Muslims alone; the Hindus, too, would be equally offended by this senseless act that had dealt a vicious blow to the whole idea of human welfare and to the collective conscience of humanity.” He mused over the grim predictions of things to come.




  The Bahri mosque issue would unleash a tremendous upheaval in Bangladesh, too. The Hindu temples would be demolished, the Hindu houses would be targets of arson, their shops would be looted in the massive retaliatory strike. The fanatics, egged on by the BJP, had in fact given extra muscle to the fundamentalists of this land by demolishing the mosque. Had the BJP, Visva Hindu Parishad and their camp followers thought that the impact of their crazy act would remain confined within the geographical boundaries of India alone? Bloody communal riots had already broken out all over India. The number of deaths had been mounting remorselessly—500, 600, 1,000. The death toll had been going up from hour to hour. Were the standard bearers of Hinduism aware of the existence of two to two and a half score Hindus in this Bangladesh as well? Why Bangladesh alone? Had the Hindu zealots even cared to think of what a catastrophe would strike their brethren in each of the West Asian countries? As a political party, the BJP should realize that India couldn’t have an isolated existence like an island. The appearance of a pustule in India would send down waves of agony not only to its own people alone, but its ripples would spread all over the world and the sufferings would smother at least this neighboring country first of all.




  Suranjan stayed stretched out on the bed closing his eyes. Giving him a nudge, Maya said, “Just tell me if you’re leaving the bed or or not. Baba and Ma are depending solely on you.”




  Slowly stretching himself, Suranjan said, “Go wherever you like. I’m not going to budge an inch from this house.”




  “What about Baba and Ma?”




  “Can’t say.”




  “If anything happens?”




  “Like what?”




  “Take, for instance, the house being looted or even set on fire.”




  “Let ’em do what they like.”




  “And you intend to sit unmoved even after that?”




  “No, I’ll prefer lying down as now.”




  Suranjan lit a cigarette on an empty stomach. He felt like having a cup of tea. Kiranmayee used to give him his morning cup of tea every day; but today was an exception. Who could give him a cup of steaming hot tea at this time? It was pointless to convey the request to Maya. The girl was thinking of nothing else but escaping from here. Asking her at this moment for a cup of tea was to invite a strong retort with a sharp rise in her voice. It was not that he couldn’t make tea for himself, but he was feeling too indolent for such an exercise. The TV was on in the next room. The idea of watching the CNN telecasts on the TV with goggle-eyed wonder didn’t appeal to him. From that room, Maya kept on announcing every now and then, “Dada is still in bed going through newspapers with a ’couldn’t care less’ sort of attitude.”




  It was, however, not true that Suranjan was unaware of the gravity of the situation. He clearly could visualize that any time a horde of people might force their way into their house in a sudden burst. Some of the faces would be familiar, some unknown. They would ransack the house, loot all the movables and, as a grand finale to their retreat, set the house aflame. In the circumstances, if he asked for shelter from Kamal or Hyder, none of the them would elude his request with the plea of a shortage of space. But he felt ashamed to make such a request. He could hear Maya’s shout, “If you don’t make a move, I’ll fend for myself. I’d better take shelter in my friend Parul’s house. It doesn’t seem Dada will take any initiative. Maybe he has lost the will to live, but I haven’t lost mine.”




  Whatever might have been the reason, Maya had conjectured at any rate that this time Suranjan wouldn’t make a move for their protection. That was why she was thinking of her own safety alone. The expression “safety” pained Suranjan.




  Nor was there any safety in October of 1990. A crowd of maniacs had burned down the ancient Hindu temple of Dhakeshwari. The police remained inactive, not offering the slightest resistance. The fire destroyed the pivotal temple. The arsonists didn’t spare the adjoining structures of the pillar-supported entry hall, the Shiva temple, guest house for the temple visitors, even the ancestral home of Sridam Ghosh located by its side. In the same way they destroyed the central temple of the Goudian monastery, assembly hall and the guest house. Before this orgy of destruction, however, they hadn’t forgotten to loot from within the temple whatever could be removed. In the same way they destroyed the temple of another Hindu religious sect, the Maddhwa Goudya monastery. On the other side, the Jaikali temple was smashed up. The room within the boundary wall of the Brahmo Samaj was demolished with bombs. The ornate throne of the deities in the Ram-Sita temple was pulled down. The main hall, too, was devastated. The monastery at Nayabazar, fell in this trail of rage as well. The temple at Banagram was laid waste with the use of pickaxes. Seven Hindu shops at the entry point of Shankharibazar were plundered first, then set ablaze. Nothing from the rows of shops like Shila Bitan, Soma traders, a hairdressing salon, a tire shop, a laundry, Mita Marble, Saha Cabin, a restaurant and so on could escape the sack. This tornado of destruction reached such a level of fury at the crossing of Shankharibazar that later nothing but rubble could be seen as far as the eye could see. The Shani temple at Demra was looted. Several hundred communal fanatics ransacked some twenty-five households. They destroyed everything within the inner sanctum of the Birbhadra temple at Demra after smashing the temple wall. Flames consumed the umbrella and gold shops on Islampur Road. The famous sweetmeat shop of Maranchand on Nababpur Road was completely destroyed together with the one bearing the same name at Purana Paltan. The image of the goddess at the Kali temple at Rayer Bazar was broken to pieces by hurling it on the ground. At Sutrapur, all the Hindu-owned shops were looted and destroyed first and then their signboards were replaced by new ones proclaiming their Muslim ownership. A variation on this pattern occurred at the sweetmeat shop of Ghosh and Sons at Nababpur Road, where after the customary looting, a banner in the name of the Nababpur Youth Union Club was hung outside, announcing the transfer of ownership. The Bat tali temple at Thatari Bazar was plundered. The long list of destruction also included the old shop of Ramadhan Pashari at Nababpur, the sweetmeat shop of Shuklal at Babubazar within a stone’s throw of a police outpost, the shop of Jatin and Co. and its adjoining factory, a portion of the historical snake temple, and Ratan Sarkar market at the crossing of Sadar Ghat. One by one all these horrendous scenes of wanton devastation and plunder kept on rushing up in Suranjan’s mind. Could it be called a riot? Could this chain of terrible incidents of wanton violence witnessed during October 1990 be identified as such? The riot, as he understood, meant a free-for-all between two sides or between members of two communities. But this couldn’t be described as a riot. What he had seen was an unabashed attack by the members of one community on members belonging to another community. Rather a one-way torrent of torment and torture. The sun’s rays peeping through the window reached Suranjan’s forehead. It was the soft winter sun, its rays couldn’t produce the burning sensation on the skin. He again felt the thirst for a cup of tea while lying on the bed.




  Sudhamay could still conjure up those scenes. All his uncles and aunts were leaving this land one after the other. The Phulberia-bound train started from Mymensingh Junction station. The coal-fired steam engine, after emitting billowing sooty smoke which shrouded the sky, sent out a long whistleblow followed by a heart-rending, doleful wail from those passengers leaving their ancestral homes for the last time. Neighbors, too, were leaving, reminding his father, Sukumar, “This country has now turned into a homeland for the Muslims. We have no security in our lives here.”




  A principled man, Sukumar Dutta replied, giving forceful expression to his conviction: “If I don’t feel secure in the place of my birth, then where else on earth can I expect security? Go if you want. I’ll never leave my ancestral home. Leaving rows of coconut and betel nut trees, extensive paddy land, the residence sprawling over two-thirds of an acre, I’ll never opt to be a penniless refugee on the Sealdah Station. It’s a repulsive idea.” Sudhamay was just nineteen then. His college pals, too, were leaving for good before his eyes with identical warnings, “You just see, your father will have to repent later for his doggedness.” But Sudhamay, too, had, by that time, picked up the same strain of his father’s convictions. He said, “Why should I leave for another country, leaving my own land? I’ll live or die on this very land.” Even in 1947, the college presented a virtually deserted look. Those who hadn’t left were also biding their time. Sudhamay went through the college along with some poor Hindu boys still living there and a handful of Muslim boys to pursue his further studies at Lytton Medical College.




  In 1952, he was a vibrant youth of twenty-four. The Dhaka roads had become crowded with slogans demanding Bengali as the state language. Excitement was running high all over the country. Voices of protest had been raised by the bold and conscious Bengali youths against Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s decision to enforce Urdu as the state language for Pakistan. Holding aloft the demand for the implementation of Bengali as the state language, these youths had straightened their bent spines, defying police firing on them, treading the blood-soaked streets, remaining firm in their resolute assertion. Sudhamay, his spirit bubbling with fervor, had lent his voice to the “We want Bengali” slogan standing at the van of the processions. He was a member of the huge crowd of protest marchers out of which bullets fired by the police killed Rafique, Salam, Barkat and Jabbar. He, too, could have been the target of a bullet. He also could have been one of the immortal martyrs of the country.




  Sudhamay hadn’t sat idle during the turbulent days of the mass movement of 1969. Ignoring the menace of the trigger-happy policemen of General Ayub Khan, the Bengalis pressed their eleven-point charter of demands; nothing could keep the Bengalis at that time from the protest marches. He had been one of the the pallbearers of the police firing victim, Alamgir Mansur Mintu. The sorrow-benumbed participants of this funeral procession on the streets of Mymensingh had clenched their fists once again in an affirmation of their movement against the military rulers of Pakistan.




  The costly mistake of dividing the country on the basis of a “two-nation theory” had been proved repeatedly in the united movement of the two communities in the country during the language movement of 1952, the elections of 1954, the educational stir in 1962, the agitation for the realization of a six-point charter of demands in 1966, the anti-Agartala Conspiracy case movement in 1968, the general election of 1970 and finally the Liberation War of 1971. Indian National Congress leader Moulana Abul Kalam Azad had said: “It is one of the greatest frauds on the people to suggest that religious affinity can unite areas which are geographically, economically, linguistically and culturally different. It is true that Islam sought to establish a society which transcended racial, linguistic, economic, and political frontiers. History, however, proved that after the first few decades or, at most, after the first century, Islam was unable to unite all the Muslim countries on the basis of Islam alone.”




  Jinnah, too, was aware of the hollowness of his own “two-nation theory.” He disagreed with Mountbatten’s plan to divide Bengal and Punjab, as he himself said: “A man is a Punjabi or a Bengali before he is Hindu or Muslim. They share a common history, language, culture and economy. You will cause endless bloodshed and trouble.”




  The Liberation War of 1971 was the climax of all the “bloodshed and trouble” the Bengalis had witnessed between 1947 and then. The freedom earned at the price of three million people’s blood had underscored once again that religion could never be the basis of nationhood. Language, culture, and history could be the only pillars for founding a nation. True, the religious affinity between the Punjabi Muslims and Bengali Muslims once led to the creation of Pakistan. Yet the Bengalis of this same land showed up the concept of two separate nations on the basis of the separate religious identity of Hindus and Muslims to demonstrate that they had never compromised with the Muslims of West Pakistan.




  In 1971, Sudhamay was a doctor at S.K. Hospital at Mymensingh. He was quite busy whether at home or away. In the afternoons, he was a private medical practitioner in a medicine shop at Swadeshbazar. Kiranmayee had a six-month-old child to nurse; Suranjan, the eldest son, was then twelve. Sudhamay had plenty of responsibilities; he had to look after the hospital almost single-handedly. If time permitted, he would go to the shop of his friend Sharif to talk. It was either March 8 or 9. They had heard the clarion call of Sheikh Mujibur at the massive rally on the Dhaka Race Course grounds on March 7. At midnight the rally participants Sharif, Bablu, Faizul and Nemai knocked at the door of Sudhamay’s Brahmo Palli residence. Sheikh Mujibur had declared: “If a single bullet is fired, and if my people are killed, then it’s my request to you to convert each of your homes into a fortress and fight back the enemy with whatever is handy. This is the struggle to achieve liberation, this is the struggle for freedom.” Their voices were trembling with excitement. Thumping on the table, they said, “Sudha’da, now something will have to be done.” Sudhamay, too, realized that merely sitting wouldn’t be of any help. Then on that dark night of March 25, when the men of the Pakistani army pounced on the Bengalis, there came another knock on the door of Sudhamay’s house. They said in whispers, “Now is the time for going to war. There’s no way out.” He had his hands full with family responsibilities. Nor was he any longer a fit age for direct combat. Still, he couldn’t concentrate on his hospital duties. He paced up and down the corridor. Off and on, he was overcome by a strong impulse to go to war. He said to I Kiranmayee, “Would you be able to run the household, do you think, if I went somewhere else?” Kiranmayee turned cold with fear and replied, “Let’s go to India; many from our neighborhood are going away.” Sudhamay, too, had noticed the exodus of 1947 being repeated as Sukanta Chatterjee, Nirmalendu Bhowmik, Ranjan Chakravarty, all were leaving. He considered them to be cowards. Nemai told Sudhamay one day, “Pakistani army men are moving around the town. They’re arresting only the Hindus. Come, let’s also escape.” The strength of confidence that his father had in 1947 surged into Sudhamay’s voice. He told Nemai, “Go if you want to. Anyway, I’m not fleeing. We’ll free the country after eliminating the Pakistani curse.” It was decided that leaving his family members in the house of Faizul in Phulpur village, he would set out in the direction of Nalitabari along with Sharif, Bablu and Faizul. But he was entrapped by the Pakistani army men. He had gone out to buy a lock at Chaarpara crossing. That was to move out his family members on a buffalo cart under the cover of darkness after locking up the house. His chest was heaving in excitement and emotion. The town had the stillness of the graveyard, roads presenting a deserted look. A few shops had lowered their shutters just halfway. Suddenly they intercepted him, shouting, “Halt.” There were three of them. Pulling the collar of his shirt from behind with a sudden jerk, they asked in their language, “What’s your name—”




  Sudhamay was at a loss what to say. In a flash he remembered their neighbors’ suggestion to his wife about changing their identity with Muslim-sounding names like Fatima or Akhtar. Sudhamay thought his Hindu name was sure to spell disaster at this moment. Besides forcing his own name into oblivion, he did the same to his father Sukumar Dutta and grandfather Jyotirmay Dutta’s names. He was startled by his own voice when he revealed his name as Sirajuddin Hussain. Hearing the name, one of the interceptors commanded in a gruff voice, “Drop your lungi.” Sudhamay did not, but they pulled down his lungi. Only then did it dawn on him what prompted his friend Nemai, Sudhangshu and Ranjan to flee from their homes.




  Many Hindus had left the country immediately after the partition of India. The border on the other side was then open for the escaping Hindus after the land was split up for the emergence of two countries, India and Pakistan, on a communal basis. The rich and educated middle class left in droves. The census report of 1981 gave the number of Hindus in the country as over 10.5 million, which came to about 12.1 percent of the country’s total population. Twelve years after that, the figure must have been at least 20 million or even more. The official figures, however, always played down the number of Hindus. Sudhamay’s guess was that about 20 percent of the population in this country consisted of Hindus. In 1901, the percentage of Hindus in East Bengal was 33. The number dropped to 31.5 in 1911 and in the continuing process of decline went further down to 30.6 in 1921, 29.4 in 1931 and 28 in 1941. Within forty-one years before the partition of India, the percentage of Hindus was reduced by five. But the decade following the partition, the percentage of Hindus went down from 28 percent to 22 percent. In ten years there had been a greater reduction in the number of Hindus than there had been in the previous forty years. During the Pakistani regime, the migration of Hindus from the country continued unabated. In 1961, their percentage fell to 18.5 and in 1974, 13.5. Only after Bangladesh achieved independence was the hemorrhaging of Hindus from the country somewhat stanched, with the rate of decline coming close to that of the prepartition period. If they were 13.5 percent of the population in 1974 and 12.1in1981, then it must be conceded that the number of Hindus leaving their homes had declined. But which year did this figure remain at the low level? How long could this be expected to continue, especially after the troubles in the years leading to the 1990 riots and now this in 1992?




  Sudhamay felt a sharp pain on the left side of his chest. It was the return of the pain that he had suffered earlier. The back of his head was throbbing. Perhaps, his blood pressure had shot up. The telecast was being switched off when CNN referred to the Babri mosque. Sudhamay guessed that the government was being gracious to spare the Hindus from being pounced upon by the excited mobs. But the people, who were used to attacking the Hindus on the slightest pretext, would they wait for the CNN telecast scenes? Sudhamay lay down clasping the left side of his chest. Maya was still moving restlessly through the rooms and the verandah. She was frantically seeking to get away from the house. She could not do that unless Suranjan made a move. Sudhamay gazed helplessly at the sun-washed verandah. Maya’s shadow was getting longer. Kiranmayee sat still as if the distressed look in her eyes were silently seeking to leave the place in order to survive. But where would Sudhamay go, abandoning his home? Age had consumed much of the earlier physical fitness that sent him running to take part in any protest rally or place him in the front rank of any movement launched against the Pakistani rulers. He couldn’t be restricted by his family commitments. But he lacked that strength now. He believed that in the secular Bangladesh, the Hindus would be enjoying political, economic, social and religious freedoms. But slowly, the thin veneer of secularism fell off the state structure. The state religion of the country was now Islam. The fundamentalists who had opposed the Liberation War in 1971 and ducked underground after the country was free, were now emerging from their hideouts. It was they who moved about with unconcealed hauteur, and organized meetings and processions openly. They were the people who ransacked, looted and burned down the Hindu temples, houses, shops and establishments. Sudhamay lay down and closed his eyes. He didn’t know what would happen this time. The demented Hindu fanatics had pulled down the Babri mosque. The Hindus of Bangladesh would now have to expiate their sins. The minorities like Sudhamay in Bangladesh couldn’t avoid the vengeful claws of the fundamentalist Muslims in 1990. How would they be able to dodge the same murderous attacks this time also? Again people like Sudhamay would have to find a rat hole sort of shelter. But why? Only because they were Hindus? For the demolition of the Bahri mosque by some other Hindus in another country? Why should that onus of destruction devolve on Sudhamay? He again looked at Maya and her constantly moving shadow, flitting to and fro, disappearing as soon as Maya entered the room. The shadow of fear had darkened her otherwise soft, lovely face. Her voice suddenly rang out, with rather emphatic loudness, “Then you rot here. I am leaving.”




  Kiranmayee retorted in a voice just as loud, “Where will you go?”




  Maya combed her hair very fast. She said, “To Paru1’s house. If you’ve lost your will to live, I’ve got nothing to do with that. It seems Dada, too, won’t go anywhere.”




  “And what are you going to do with your name Neelanjana?” asked Sudhamay, raising his head. The memory of once identifying himself as Sirajuddin flashed across his mind.




  Maya said without faltering, “One can become a Muslim by chanting La Ilaha Illallahu Muhammadur Rasulullah. I’ll do that. From now on, I’ll be known as Fatima Begem.”




  “Maya,” Kiranmayee warned to put an end to her outpourings.




  Maya tilted her neck, looking straight at Kiranmayee, as if she had said nothing improper, and giving the impression instead of doing only what was natural. Her mother’s sad face left Maya unmoved. Heaving a long sigh, Sudhamay looked first at Maya, then at Kiranmayee. Maya was fidgeting. A vibrant girl of twenty-one, she hadn’t seen the country’s partition in 1947. Nor had she been a witness to the communal riots of 1950 or ’64 or the Liberation War of 1971. Since she had grown up, she had known Islam as the state religion and the way the members of the minority community, which included her family, tried to compromise with the society for their survival. She had seen the leaping flames of the 1990 disturbance. She was prepared to face any challenge to save her life. She didn’t want to sacrifice herself in the fire of blind rage. The vacuousness of Sudhamay’s gaze swept over Maya, making her invisible. No one called Maya stood before him. A sharp pain slowly spread waves of agony in his chest.




  Suranjan couldn’t give up his craving for tea; he eventually ambled to the toilet. It would have been better if he could have a cup of tea even before brushing his teeth. No sound of Maya’s movement could be heard. Did the girl go away on her own? Suranjan brushed his teeth, taking a long time. A strange dreadful silence, felt only prior to a death in the family, had gripped the house. It seemed like everyone was awaiting inevitable death from a lightning strike. With the craving for a cup of tea still burning in him, Suranjan moved into Sudhamay’s room. Lifting his feet onto the bed, he sat in a comfortable position. “Where is Maya?” Nobody cared to reply to his question. Kiranmayee sat staring blankly near the window. She rose and went to the kitchen suddenly without uttering a single word. Lying on his back, Sudhamay was staring at the roof with utter unconcern. He changed his position to rest on his side. None perhaps felt the need to inform him of the news. Suranjan felt he was failing to discharge his duty at this critical time. He had failed to take his family members to a safe place, which was a must for him at this hour. Or he was not feeling like doing anything like that. Suranjan was aware of a romantic relationship between Maya and a Muslim youth named Jehangir. Given a chance, she would certainly go out on a date with him. Once she was away from home, she needn’t look behind. Some Muslims liked to show their superficial concern for the Hindus when the riots broke out. Jehangir wouldn’t be an exception to this rule. And Maya would feel obliged. What if Maya’s feelings of gratitude led her to marry Jehangir, who was two classes above her? But Suranjan feared Jehangir would never go to that extent. His almost certain marriage with Parvin was foiled at the last moment. It might be like that, he felt. His experience had taught him so. Parvin had asked for his conversion to Islam. But Suranjan’s contention that neither of them need change religious identity was unacceptable to Parvin’s family. Finally Parvin, through the haze of her tears, had to marry a Muslim businessman.




  Suranjan gazed blankly at the strip of verandah. It was a rented house with no courtyard or bare earth to walk or run on. Kiranmayee entered the room with a cup of tea. Accepting the teacup from his mother Suranjan unconcemedly said, “December is nearing its end, yet we don’t feel the pinch of winter. When I was a boy, I would drink the juice of date trees at this time.”




  Emitting a deep sigh, Kiranmayee said, “How could you expect to have that juice in a rented house? We had to come here after selling for a song our house surrounded by plantations we planted ourselves.”




  Sipping the tea, Suranjan could visualize date tree tappers bringing down pitchers of juice as excitement ran high in him and Maya. Clouds of steam would come out of his mouth if he talked during those winter days. Where could he find that playground, orchards of mango, blackberry, jackfruit, guava, betel nut, coconut? Sudhamay would say, “This is the seat of your ancestors, you will never leave this place.”




  But finally, Sudhamay was compelled to sell the house. When Maya was a child of six, she failed to return home from her school. She couldn’t be traced anywhere in the town, neither in the houses of relatives nor any other who knew her. The whole family suffered from nerve-racking tension. Suranjan guessed that some knife-carrying youths who spent their time in idle talk near the gate of Edward School must have carried her off. Maya came back alone after two days. She couldn’t throw any light on who her kidnappers were and from where they had abducted her. She behaved abnormally for two full months afterward. Her sleep was disturbed by sudden spasms of shock. She would feel scared even at the look of any person. During the night, stones were pelted at the house. Anonymous letters came with the threat that kidnappers would have to be paid ransom to stop them from repeating the act. Sudhamay went to the police station to lodge a formal complaint. But the police showed no interest beyond noting down the names of suspects. The mischief-makers would pluck the fruits from the orchard and flowers from the garden, trample the vegetable patches whenever they felt like it. No one could restrain them. Referring the matter to the locals was hardly of any help. They just pleaded their inability to do anything to stop this torment. There had been no change in the situation as the same trend persisted. Suranjan, aided by a few friends, made an attempt to put a stop to these intrusions. But for the disapproval of Sudhamay, they might have succeeded. He decided to seek out a transfer from Mymensingh by selling the house. A protracted litigation also prompted him to go in for the sale. Shaukat Ali, a next-door neighbor, had been constantly trying to dispossess him of his property with faked documents. A prolonged court case to thwart this attempt left Sudhamay totally exhausted and bitter. Suranjan wasn’t in favor of selling the house outright. He was then a college student, full of life. He had just been elected a member of the student union; he could have soundly thrashed those ruffians quite easily. But Sudhamay became frantic to sell the property. He would be better leaving this place for Dhaka. His medical practice in this town was said to have taken a downward plunge. He spent his time at the Swadeshy bazar medical stores idle most of the time, examining only an occasional patient who invariably was a poor Hindu and too badly off to pay his consultation charges. Sudhamay’s restiveness kept Suranjan from putting pressure on him. He could still recall their sprawling house built over two-thirds of an acre. The day Sudhamay sold his house, which could fetch him at least a million takas, to Raisuddin for one-fifth of its worth, he told Kiranmayee, “Now, get ready, start packing up things.” Kiranmayee cried inconsolably. Suranjan was incredulous, unable to think they were indeed leaving the house for good. He was not inclined to give up the playgrounds familiar from his childhood, the great river Brahamputra, his friends. Maya, whose misfortune had goaded Sudhamay to make this drastic decision, was equally unwilling to bid adieu to the house. In protest, she said, “I won’t leave Sufia,” her schoolmate who lived nearby. The two of them played with their dolls and toy pots and pans. She, too, became very much involved with Maya. But Sudhamay stayed firm although his roots in the place were the deepest. He said, “I want to live in peace with my children in the remaining days of my life.”




  But was it secure anywhere? Suranjan knew how illusory his father’s hopes for peace were. In the city of Dhaka, where Sudhamay heaved a sigh of relief after his arrival and which was the capital of a free country, he had to change into pyjamas from his long-accustomed dhoti. Suranjan could understand his father’s intense agony even through the wall of his silence. An insurmountable barrier had always been there in front of them which neither he nor his father could get over.




  Suranjan was jolted out of reverie, spun around the sunlit verandah by the shouts from an approaching procession. Suranjan trained his ears as Sudhamay and Kiranmayee did the same, to grasp what the processionists were shouting about. Suranjan noticed Kiranmayee closing the windows. But even through the closed window, the message spread by the processionists marching past their house along the road was unmistakable: catch a Hindu or two for your breakfast and dinner. Suranjan found his father shivering. Kiranmayee stood still with her back to the window. Suranjan recalled identical slogans shouted during the 1990 violence. They wanted Hindus for breakfast, meaning their total extermination. If Suranjan came in their way, they would gobble him up. Who else could these people be other than the local boys like Jabbar, Ramjan, Alamgir, Kabir or Abedin? They were his friends, just like younger brothers. He would talk with them any time, sometimes about local problems, and they would arrive at a solution in a collective decision. Yet the same people, on this beautiful morning of December 7, were keen on having Suranjan for their breakfast.




  Reaching Dhaka, Sudhamay came straightaway to Tantibazar where one of his cousins resided. His brother, Asit Ranjan, found a small house for him and said hesitantly, “Sudhamay, you come from an affluent family. Will you be able to stay in a rented house?” Sudhamay replied, “Why not, aren’t other people living in such houses?”




  “That’s true, but you haven’t been in need since your birth. And why, first of all, have you sold your house? Maya is just a small girl, not at all an eye-catching woman. I don’t think anything would’ve happened to her. We sent our daughter Utpala to Calcutta. She couldn’t go to the college here because of constant kidnapping threats from the local boys. We were really scared. Now she is in her maternal uncle’s house in the Ttljala area in Calcutta. We feel scared as our daughters grow up, my brother.”




  Sudhamay couldn’t brush off Asit Ranjan’s warnings. Well, there would certainly be anxious moments. But the parents of Muslim girls were not immune from such apprehension. A Muslim girl student of Sudhamay was nearly stripped by some ruffians, who were also Muslims. So Sudhamay sought to comfort himself with the argument that it was not a question of Muslims torturing the Hindus. The powerful people have done almost the same to the weak all along. The women, being weak, were easy targets of torture for the mighty men. Asit Ranjan had sent both his daughters away to Calcutta. He was quite well off from the earnings of his gold shop at Islam Bazar. He had an old double-storeyed house over whose repair he didn’t bother much. He didn’t feel enthused to construct a new house either. One day he advised Sudhamay, “Brothei; better to save money than to spend it. Remit the money that you have received from the sale of your property if you can. My relatives there will find suitable land for you.”




  Sudhamay asked, “What do you mean by ’there’?”




  Asit Ranjan replied softly, “Why, in Calcutta. I have also bought some land.”




  This time Sudhamay’s voice rose in anger: “That means you will earn from this land to spend there. You can easily be branded as a traitor.”




  Asit Ranjan was taken aback by Sudhamay’s outburst. He had never heard any Hindu speak in such a way. Most of them were keen on saving the money they earned instead of recklessly spending it here. The situation was so uncertain, it was difficult to predict what was going to happen next. What guarantee was there that any bid to put down roots here wouldn’t be defeated?




  Sudhamay occasionally brooded over why he didn’t feel any remorse over leaving his Mymensingh home. The trouble over Maya was not altogether unanticipated. Both communities might suffer from such incidents of kidnapping. Did he suffer from insecurity in his own house? He would pose the question to himself without letting anyone know. In the small, cramped house at Tantibazar, Sudhamay thought again and again about why he left his home to stay in an utterly unknown area. Was he trying to hide himself? Why did he feel like a refugee despite having his own home? Or was he overcome by the fear of losing the court case that lingered over the fake document of his neighbor Shaukat? How galling it was, he thought, to lose a case that had to do with one’s own home. But if he looked at the whole thing positively, it was obviously wise to have left the place with self-respect intact instead of fleeing after losing the case. Sudhamay had seen his first cousin lose possession of his own house in similar circumstances. The poor man had his house in the Akur Takur area at Tangail. His next-door neighbor, Jamir Munshi, wanted to extend his land by a single yard. The case dragged on in the court for five years, only to be decided in favor of Jamir Munshi at the end. Tarapada Ghosal, after breaking all his ties with this land, had finally migrated to India. Had he sold out his possessions at home because of the fear that his property would ultimately slip from his grasp like Tarapada Ghosal’s? That might have been it. It had to be conceded, however, that Sudhamay had lost much of his former stature and importance. His friends were deserting him. Given an opportunity, a Hindu family would rush for it to get out of the country. Quite a few died. Sudhamay had to carry the bodies of the dead along with others every now and then, shouting the funeral chant Bol hori, hori bol. The living were always in a depressed state of mind, as if their existence had become totally devoid of any purpose. Talking with them, Sudhamay, too, suffered from the fear of being crushed by a giant in the dead of night very soon. India was everyone’s dream; they schemed secretly to somehow cross the border. Hearing their whispers, Sudhamay had retorted, “When the Liberation War broke out, you bolted for India. When the country became free, you returned, marching like heroes. Now every now and then, you try to rush back there if anyone just gives you a mild poke. All of you are cowards.”




  Sudhamay’s bold stand distanced his friends like Jatin Debnath, Tushar Kar and Khagesh Kiran from him. No more did they speak their minds to him. Sudhamay felt all the more isolated. In his own home town, the rift in his relationship with Muslim friends like Shakur, Faisal, Majid and Guffar, too, was widening. His impromptu visits to their houses were discouraged on some pretext or other. Some would say, “Please wait in the drawing room. Meanwhile, I shall pray my Namaz.” Others would say, “You have come today. But there is Milad in my house today.” When the one-time leftists sought refuge in religion, now that they were getting older, Sudhamay felt increasingly lonely. The gradual erosion in the rational sense, intelligence and conscience in his own town hurt him deeply. That was why he wanted to escape from his beloved town, but not from the country, before a gloomy death triumphed over the dreams he still held frantically to.




  Suranjan, at the beginning, would argue over this compulsive stay in the tiny rented house after leaving their mansion. Later, he, too, became used to living here. By that time, he had enrolled at the university. He had a new circle of friends. And he, too, learned to love the place. He had become involved in politics. He was called away to attend meetings and processions every now and then. Kiranmayee was opposed to the sale of the house. During the night she shed tears for what had happened to the scaffold covered by the broad bean creepers she had grown. The guavas they grew in their orchards were the largest in the locality. Who knew what was the condition of the coconut trees? Did the present owners apply brine water at their roots any more? Such thoughts brought no less anguish to Sudhamay.




  Opting for a transfer to Dhaka, Sudhamay deluded himself into believing that perhaps something could be done to get his long-deserved promotion in the medical service. He had been to the Health Ministry, sometimes waiting there interminably before a petty clerk, or at most an assistant personal secretary, and never receiving any direct reply to his frantic queries regarding the movement of his personal file. Mostly he had to be content with a perfunctory “the matter is being looked into” sort of reply. Some of them would say, “Doctor, I have been feeling pain in my left chest, my daughter has an upset stomach. Why don’t you prescribe something for us?” Sudhamay was more than eager to oblige them by readily scribbling prescriptions on his printed pads. But his fervent appeal, “Shall I get what I’m hoping for?” would invariably bring forth replies like “Do you think the matter rests in our hands?”




  Sudhamay would later come to know of the promotions being given to his juniors. Before his eyes, in blatant violation of his rightful claim, Dr. Karimuddin and Dr. Yakub Molla were promoted to associate professors and they started functioning in that capacity. Sudhamay succeeded only in wearing out the soles of his shoes with his pointless walking exercises to solicit petty officials. They constantly warded him off with various petty excuses like, “Please come tomorrow, your file will be moved to the secretary’s table today”; “not today as there’s a meeting, better come tomorrow’’; “The minister is out of the country, come next month,” and so on. Hearing such excuses again and again, Sudhamay realized that he, in fact, faced a bleak future. Following this wild goose chase after the elusive promotion for a year and a half, he eventually found out that the fortunate ones could make it easily even if they were incompetent. As he was nearing his retirement, he hoped for the post of associate professot; but without actually demanding it, since he was a rightful claimant. Yet his juniors overtook him.




  At last, Sudhamay retired as an assistant professor. On his last day, his colleague Madhab Chandra Pal told him, after putting a wreath of marigolds around his neck, “It’s futile to hope for better prospects in this land of Muslims. What we’re getting is more than we can expect.” He then burst into laughter. He, too, was serving as an assistant professor without making any fuss. But as his name came up for promotion, objections cropped up immediately. Another factor against him was that he was said to have visited the Soviet Union. Sudhamay later thought Madhab Chandra had indeed said the right thing. There was nothing discriminatory in the law in Bangladesh about the promotion of Hindus in the high ranks of administration, the police or the army. But the reality was something different: the ministries had no Hindu in the post of secretary or even additional secretary. There were only three joint secretaries and a few more deputy secretaries. Sudhamay was more or less certain even these few officers did not hope for any further promotion. There were only six deputy commissioners in the country. And a single Hindu judge on the high court. They were sometimes taken into the lower ranks of the police force, but how many of them could rise to the level of superintendent of police? Sudhamay realized rather late he had not been promoted to the post of associate professor only because he was a Hindu. There would be no such impediment were he a Mohammad Ali or Salimullah Chowdhury. Hindu businessmen, unless they had Muslim partners, were denied trade licenses. Nor did they get loans from state-regulated banks, the industrial financing outfits in particular.




  Sudhamay Dutta arranged things in a manner befitting his style of living in his Tantibazar house. Although he had forsaken his home town, he found he could not forsake his country. He would say, “Why Mymensingh alone? All of Bangladesh is my country.”
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