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She

I see ayoung woman walking alone at midday
through the alley's sun-drenched silence.
Standing with a hand on the window grill

| wonder where she will go.

A complete stranger

yetforanunknown reason

a shadow of affection for her,

redolent of the scent of rain on dry earth
descends onmy soul.

| wonder if she will walk like this

one day and enter a slimy darkness,

orif unfathomable moonlight

will rain on herthe rich pollen

of passionate love?

Butletherrest

forthe moment

inthe serai of these lines.

Everything Remains Extremely Vague

Arranging words all day | am enthralled

by imperishable beauty, and many sleepless nights pass
in making icons with words. For hours

| sitfacing a white wall hung with calendars,

attimes, asif atan electric touch

suddenly spin around, stand up. Have | seen

agazelle leap, orajaguarrace through

Bolivian jungles, Che Guevara's muddy hands,
unarmed, alone, caughtin an eternal sunset? Perhaps
that's why there hasn't been areal sunrise

in many lands; freedom hangs from gallows
whichever way one looks, the wounded conscience
walks the streets with whipmarks on bent back.

By arranging words, it seems, I've setup on my left

something like a health resort bathed in the rich light %\--"'*
of sunand moon. No matter what they say,

alll can claim for assets on this thorny path
area straightbackbone and a glow of pride
like the one that shone in Christ's eyes,

and | quickly put out the funeral pyres.

Has the blank wall shown me in visions

the many comely boats that sail for the unknown
atthe pull of the river's secret currents?

Sometimes nearness enfolds me and in the dark
asifinadreamasolitary cloak trembles

withlife. 'Come into my heart,' a deep voice tells me
inthe blank space of a dream: whether it's the mystic
Rumi or Uncle Ho Chi Minhis hard to tell;

dreams are always partly vivid, partly vague.

Before the Journey

Il soon be gone, quite alone

and quietly, taking none of you along
onthis aimless journey. Useless
toinsist, | mustleave you all behind.

No, I'lltake nothing atall

onthis solitary journey, you're stuffing

my bags for nothing; don't squeeze my favourite books
into that beer-bellied suitcase,

| won't everturn their pages.

And letthe passportsleep oninthe locked drawer.

Only let me have a look at the harvest

frommy ceaseless toil, the quietly ripening fruits

of mytalent. But what on earth

are these wretched things you bring?

Did I lie drunk with smugness inmy little den

athaving produced this inert, unsightly crop?

My soul screams in mute desolation

atthe thought of carrying this sight with me.

I begyou,

don'tadd to the burden of this journey.

IRemember

I remember the gate

right here,
festooned with aflowering creeper,
atricycle onthe verandah
of the house, and a young fellow
leaning at ease against the doorpost
spinning his yarns

of many colours.
Fromthe kitchen

silken vapour
wreathed up

and vanished into air.

There was one who lived here
on scraps and leftovers;
with luminous eyes prowled
the night on velvet feet.
And a quiet armchair globetrotter,
nose buried in morning papers,
wouldlookup
startled
atcawing crows on the wall
and recall a childhood football field
andrelive over and over
agoal missed--
the ball sailing away
not heeding the referee's frantic whistle,
and crowded figures would bigan to caper
inthe debit column
oflife's ledger.

There was a gate

right here,
festooned with a flowering creeper.
And now--

nothing.

Only abit of wall

pierced by a shell
stands like a gaping idiot,

afew scattered bricks,
abroken doll

and nothing else.

Iturn

the ashes with a toe,
hoping t's possible

aphoenix might arise
orasmile

flash, full
of affection, love.

Good Morning, Bangladesh

Good morning, Bangladesh, good morning,

How do you do?
Good morning Saatrowza, Mahouttuly, Nawabpur,
Bangabandhu Avenue, Purana Paltan;
good morning Bagerhat, Mahasthangarh, Mainamati,
good morning Palashtali, Pahartali,
good morning Cox's Bazaar, Himchhari;
Good morning Adiabad Canal, and every variety of paim,
Nitai the fisherman's net, Boatman Kassim's dinghy,
gooseberry blossoms, Kamela's earrings,
good morning Barisal, Sunamganj, Tetulia, Teknaf,
good morning Buriganga, Dhaleswari, Padma, Meghna,
Surma, Karnaphuli.
Good morning Bangladesh, good morning,

How are you?

Bangladesh, sometimes you're busy husking rice
inacheap striped sari, sometimes,

injeans you go wild

inthe discotheque.

Attimes you carry a pitcher on your hip

to fetch water, fall to chatting

atthe ghat, sway on waves of joy

atthe sight of a beautiful bird,

fan yourfifth child to sleep

atsiestatime in hot summer;

offerpaan and areca nutto a guest,

cook adelicious fish curry;

stay up alone on winter nights

embroidering a quilt. Such sights charm my eyes.

Bangladesh, those who pinch the bottom
of your culture, rubin poison ivy--
may Allah grantthem long life.
Those who remove your armlet from your arm,
your nose-pin from your nose,
your necklace from your neck,
your girdle from your waist,
and smuggle them out of the land--
may Allah grantthem long life,
and all those opportunist cheats who spit lies--
may Allah grantthem long life.

Listen Bangladesh, your eyes haven'tbeen so blinded
by the froth of dreams that you can't see

the flocks of vultures with claws like fish-hooks

rip openthe sky's belly, drag out the clouds' entrails;
the Parliament snoring away,

politicians removed from the life of the people

and on along picnic; the constitution adrift

in airlike a kite with snapped string,

development experts devouring the Five Year plan

like industrious worms.

Can'tyou see how owls and bats are shitting

with boundless enthusiasm on the heads of dissipated intellectuals,
can'tyou see, great goddess with thoughts garnered

from seven different sources,

seven crows are stealing the rice from your child's platter?

Good morning, Bangladesh, good morning,
how do you do?

Atthe sight of arich and ruddy foreignerin a suit

will you instantly spread open your thighs?

Like Hamlet I'm averting my fiery eyes for now,

0 my ravished land, but can | always

restrain my pugnacious limbs?

TRAVEL
WRITING ‘

A trip to desolate, poverty-stricken Canning near the Sundarbans in West Bengal, where erstwhile exiles from Bangladesh, like exiles everywhere, are re-making themselves, and
where in answer to a question about being able to foot it all the way to the railway station, the reply is 'Yes, even if it was three kilometers. It all depends what you are walking for.'

Part ll: Dispossession, Destitution, Descent and Desh ...

Overthe last decade, travel writing has emerged as a critical new genre
of writing within the ambit of a much broader definition of 'literature'
(yes, nowadays that particular word, like 'art', like 'beauty’, is intensely
self-conscious, wearing its quotes like a hotel doorman's fake
epaulettes), as part of explorations of self and culture.

As we have said before on this page, we invite our readers to submit
pieces on travel, particularly those inside Bangladesh. It is time we
wrote about our people and places, our selves, inEnglish.

MANOSH CHOWDHURY

'Won't you catch this train?’

The little boy on the platform was curious about me. His voice and
eyes were sharp. | was tired then, unable to go through the newspaper
pages with which | had been trying to get involved. | had been
seriously reading the business and commerce pages of an English
daily, The Telegraph. Though | was unable to understand head or tail
of the articles there, | had at least understood that something very
exciting was happening: Banks these days were trying hard to make
'people' become consumers. Even to my dull sense of economics, it
was evident that deposit banking was at an end, that there was to be
the new era of 'consumer' banking. How thrilling, | thought. The boy
was not familiar with men wearing white pajamas and reading a
newspaper--he probably did not care about the difference between
Bangla and English papers--especially here, the east-most platform of
the crowded southern terminal of Shealdah, practically his home.

'No,' | said, 'l have to take the Canning train.'

There came a train just before that. And though the passengers
were in a hurry to leave the platform, yet some of them kept looking at
us, coming close to listen to our conversation. A bearded man nearby
was asking the boy to carry water was looking at us too. Also a
pleasant-looking woman. | assumed them to be his parents. It was
surprising to see a Muslim 'family' on the platform. The boy was keen
on helping me. He suggested: 'But you have to wait for that. And you
should go to platform 11.'

'l do know that. | read it on the ticket counter' | replied. He thought a
while, and then gently asked 'Are you going to visit your relatives?"

'Yes, lam.'

'So you have relatives in Canning! Where do you live, in Kolkata?'

I thought once to say 'yes', but then said 'No, Bangladesh.' His face
had a blank look for a few seconds, then a confused smile. | too
smiled. Then he walked off.

The compartments of the train were packed when | reached
platform 11. An old lady, in her 70s, wearing a dhuti, sign of widow-
hood, sat next to the window. She looked at me, then allowed me to sit
beside her. She was reciting her prayers almost in silence. The
hardship of these years was apparent in her thin face. Every four-
seater was jammed with at least five passengers. When the train left
the platform, it was fully packed with people and their belongings--
goods to sell, ordinary domestic items, putlis and water pots. A few
well-off passengers were there with water bottles bought from the
platform shops, but most of the passengers had brought their water
pots with them. It was a two-hour journey, and though | was missing a
window seat, | could look out at the countryside.

| was supposed to make a phone call from Kolkata to Radhakanta,
my cousin in Canning. He has a brick house with a roof, a tiny grocery
[mudi khana] shop, and a room he rents out. So he is one of the richer
of my family members who migrated to India. And the tenant family

had a telephone line. Getting a telephone line costs only 3000 rupees
in West Bengal, a fact that was astounding for me as a Bangladeshi.
Radhakanta earlier had asked my sister in Kolkata to give a call if |
actually would be visiting them. He wanted to receive me at the
station. My plan was different. | wanted to go there unannounced and
surprise his family. | had last seen him in 1981. My grandfather had
died that same year in a remote Bangladeshi village of Pirojpur. Radha
and some other cousins had been in Bangladesh at that time and had
thought of continuing to live there. But later he left for West Bengal,
leaving behind two of his siblings, who are still in that village. So on the
train to Canning | had a lot of thoughts in my mind -- how to handle my
uncle's (jetha) anger at why | had not visited them over the last twenty
years, about so many family members, whom to exclude and whom to
meet -- all this and a lot more! The train was a local one and stopped at
every station. | tried hard to learn the names of those stations so that |
would not have to write them down on my notebook. Already | was the
subject of much observation in that compartment.

Canning railway station! The platform was full of passengers, small
tea stalls, and one magazine stand. The coolies and other working
people were eating, dipping the pauroti bread into the tea. It was
already lunchtime. Some bi-coloured posters of a Bangla film and a
Jjatra were posted on the wall of the men's urinal. But no photos, only
writing. The dark red railway wall gave me a sense of 19th century
Bengal. Whenever | come across a red railway station, whether in
Bangladesh or in India, | can't help thinking of Jarashandha's Louha
Kopaat. Not that | would be able to link it easily--a railway station with a
jail, but there is something in the story, about a jail established under
colonial administration, which always made me think that the two
establishments were similar. This time Canning's small railway station
again brought about this feeling. It was the last station on this line and
the Sundarbans is very close to this place. As | came to know later, the
forest area actually began just after the residential area.

Standing there, | had a strong sense that most of its people, if not
all, were from the former East Pakistan. My sister couldn't give me
Radhakanta's address, or of any other relatives. She had met some of
them in some anniversary at a relative's place in Kolkata. But | had the
telephone number. Nearby the station, a much more urban show was
apparent. Two tailors with glass in front of their shops, a suited male
illustrated on the signboard, some shops with locally made electronic
goods, small stores with mini-pack strips of paan moshla, shampoo,
toothpaste, lotion. And a pay telephone shop with a 'private' booth just
in front of me. | went inside and made a call. A female voice, probably
somebody from the tenant family, answered: 'Oh, from Bangladesh?
You don't need to get accompanied. It's so easy to get here, just ask a
vanwallah to bring you to shoshan ghat [cremation ground] road,
okay? Near the place is your dada's shop. We will be there on the
road.' She was very pleasant. | learnt later she was not a migrant from
Bangladesh.

'So, bhai, you have a beard now?' Dada [Radha] said on seeing
me, smiling in a teasing way. He did not have the tulsi mala that | had
seen him wear in 1981. My family from my father's side belongs to the
Vaishnab sect of south Bengal. Aimost every married woman had a
tulsi mala and the males in their 50s also would wear them. Radha had
been the exception, since he had started this custom when he was in
his 20s. A mala signified a lot of social-ritual acts. | asked him why he
was not wearing the mala. His gave a short reply 'Oh, you remember?
| don't wear it these days.' Then said 'Give me khobor of the desh'. At
that time, and subsequently, | got the sense that | was seen as a
person from Dakurtala, supposedly 'my' village, and not from Dhaka.
Or it may be that | really did not know what they meant by 'desh'.
Maybe it was something beyond a physical space, beyond the people
they had known earlier, and even beyond a newly constituted nation-
state. When they talked, when they were enquired about 'desh’, | saw
shadows in their eyes. Maybe 'desh' is some fragment of their

memories, their previous selves.

They already had had their lunch. So boudi arranged one for me:
An omelet added to the begun and potato fries, lentil soup, and bhetki
fish with daal. 'Does this mean we're bongsho?' she asked me
affectionately. 'Shouldn't you visit us more frequently? We left our
desh, and yet we are seeing each other for the first time.' | thought that
it would have been the same even if they were in Bangladesh, but
didn't say anything. Their two little girls were sleeping then. Later,
when we were sitting on the floor and talking, they woke up, at a loss to
find one more uncle they had not seen before.

| expressed my priority to dada -- that | would like to visit my uncle
[his too], Radha's youngest brother Madhusudan at least, and that |
would go as early as possible the next day. The next morning Radha
got his bicycle while boudi looked after the shop attached to their
house. Usually she did the job with her sewing machine behind the
door, keeping an alert eye on the shop and changed from sewing to
selling whenever a customer came in. | soon realized | should have
asked for another cycle. | was in the carrier behind Radha. And when
we got on the muddy road my hip was almost paralyzed with pain.
Radha was ever enthusiastic. 'Look at that shop ..., our son-in-law...
don't you remember? That's the road to... all came from Pirojpur,
Bagerhat. You can find a lot of them, even from our village. All are our
people ... Once or twice | tried to convince him that | couldn't know, but
he paid no attention. 'We may face a very hard life, bhai, we might
have left our desh, but you will find more deshis here. If | tell people my
brother came from Bangladesh, do you think you could leave within a
week? Noway.'

We reached at my uncle's house. It was on a small piece of marshy
land turned into a housing land. Some people, all from Bangladesh,
were also there. Excepting the houses and the path, rainwater was
everywhere. Kingfishers were diving into ponds. We entered the
house, a tin-roofed bamboo house with a mud floor. One of my sister-
in-laws [boudi] was there. Yet another first meeting! My uncle was not
athome. He had gone to the railway platform. On the way to meet him,
again on the bicycle, we rode two more kilometers to see
Madhusudan. The railway-owned land had been distributed to some
families cheaply and Madhu had bought 2 decimals. His house was
almost on the train line. The house was locked, nobody home. We
started walking on the line, which was not easy for Radha with a
bicycle. | was feeling very nervous as we got close to the station:
Nearby to the platform, my uncle, along with others, shared a tin-
shaded open space. They bought rice from the bazaar next to
Canning, or from the godown, and sold them to regular customers in
small quantities. Radha had to introduce me to my uncle. He first gave
me a blank look, then burst out, though he had tears in his eyes, "Your
fatheris anirresponsible one. And you too.' | was convinced that these
lines couldn't be read literally. "You are in our desh. We had to leave.
Don't you need to keep in touch?' Then he ordered three cups of tea
and loudly informed his neighboring shopkeepers 'bhaaaatijaa!' The
tulsi mala on his neck tightened when he spoke loudly. Lighting a biri
he asked me: "You are staying with Radha? Well, he has a brick
house.' Radha replied in hurry. 'Did he know where your place was?'
Uncle was silent for a moment, then asked 'When will you have dinner
at my house?' This time | replied hurriedly, 'Not this time. | will certainly
visit you again, and stay at your house, in December.' Then a long
pause. | was staring at his face while Radha kept his glance down-
wards. Soon we had to depart because Radha had to shop for a fancy
dinner. And we had to go see Madhu, who worked in a tailor shop. "You
will visit me in December," my uncle remarked calmly, 'so you are sure
that | will not die till then.' | kept silent.

The shoshan ghat area was very dark even with electric lights in
some of the houses. A space by a little river where the corpses were
burnt. | thought of going there, but it was late. The tenant lady spread

out a mat on the road in front and neighbors, some of whom had been
born in India, came to talk about Bangladesh. A nice starry night. One
of the neighbors remarked "You are not a supporter of BJP. But don't
you think their presence is a cause of security for Hindus in Bangla-
desh?' 'No' | replied. We sat there until boudi called us for dinner.
Radha had bought Katla fish, and sweets in honor of me. He had also
asked me whether | wanted to have chicken or mutton. But | said no
because meat was not eaten in that house. And | was happy at the
cordial reception | was getting. Bouditold dada he should have bought
atleast a pot of curd. Later | lay awake thinking about the whole day, a
movie of my feelings, and finally my uncle's words. Very early next
morning, | woke up when Madhu's wife came to see me. Though
Madhu is not much older than me yet 'boudi was the right term for her.
She had been out when we had visited their house last evening. She
knew that | would take the morning train and had walked almost three
kilometers after sunrise to meet me. After | had my breakfast and a cup
of tea, | asked her to stay so that | might go with her to the station,
which was on her way back. The two little girls were sad. Me too. | think
all others were sad as well, including the tenant family.

'Will you be able to walk?' boudi asked me as we got on the road.
'"The station is almost a kilometer from here.'

'Yes,' | replied. 'Even if it was three kilometers. It all depends what
you are walking for.'

Manosh Chowdhury teaches anthropology at Jahangirnagar University.
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