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CALCUTTA REVISITED

e

and Sometimes

== -

= o L W R i u i Tl i
n rl e ‘I s llI.l 'J' 'l'.'f l_.ﬂ.' s .- F..\. .. JI i _'| 1
e e e e

o .
i o ; T s
o .r.i- g e R

1 -
e
",

e
R R e

R
g e L el
L] n A "*F'.h

A New Series that Combines Travel with a Look at Life of
Men and Women Igilll the Backdrop of Fascinating—
ot-so-fascinating—Environment.

Land Odyssey to Pay Homage to a Glistening Guru

T was past the middle of
I:ﬂv The sky was leaking
ly. Ten young people
started on a pugnﬁngc. 1 hap-
pen to be sixtyish — by the
count of wasted springs. | am
frltl:ful to the rest of the team
or they wouldn't mind that
and even the fifteen year-old
Shaorli Shaheed Tumpa would
bestow on me indulgences to
which only a true peer should
be privy. So, from fifteen to
sixty—ten very yl;;ng people
set out on a pi e. To
set pilgrimag
That fru.t and dirty city — a
coreheril cage almost literally
— can be indeed be a holy
place for all those that hold
dear tp mind the resplendent
blossoming of one of the finest
cultural resurgences in world
history— a very special civiliza-
tion. to borrow from Nirad C.
Chowdhury's exuberant
homage — that was the four-
generation sprouting of the
modern Bengali culture.
Rammohan and Dwarkanath,
Vidyassagar and Bankim
Chandra, J ish Bose and
P.C. Roy — usands of cre-
ative minds of their stature —
in science and culture, arts
different professions lived and
worked in this town which has
been home to at least five
Nobel Laureates for some im-

portant periods of their life.
There’
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the districts of Nadia
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the efforts could be suspected
as nothing more than plain
greed and the latter attempt
was at best an exercise in futile
imagining. But then the Sarat
Bose - Suhrawardy last-minute,
but nevertheless not quite the
last-ditch, endeavour to carve
out of the confused early '47
situation an
ngal in one piece,
with Calcutta and all things in
the Bengal Presidency remain-
ing intact — did indeed repre-
sent the wishes and dreams of
the saner and wiser part of
the population of Bengal. If
Sarat Bose wasn't at that time
in any position to represent
any sizeable section of
Congress in Bengal — that was
not the case with Suhrawardy's
standing as a Muslim League
leader. He was the Prime
Ministcr of Bengal as the

independent ”

rather unimportant ap-
;nd-.: to Indian be-

mth — in spite of
Rabindranath and Caleutta and
Jyoti Basu. Culcutta doesn't
become foreign in the way
Kabul. or say even Delhi, just
because we could not

their great only
a century and to get
drowned in a it of nausea over
fiith and squalor and the

Waheedul Haque

marked non-Bengaliness of the
place.

It was in fact not the city of
Culcutta but a bed-ridden
nthnnagzrmrian man who was

e subject of our homage-pay-
ing mission. Perhaps I’.hlzp‘::s

- one own version of the Journey

of the Magi from the East. Two
thousand years back the wise
men went to pay respects to a
child later.to be called the
messiah. Now ten very fresh
yet confirmed ignoramuses
were travelling to touch the
feet of one, who unknown to
the glare of mass publicity, has
all his life worked as the
‘messiah’ of the Bengali peo-
ple’s richest stands of ‘Kaiya-
sangeet’ or great songs having
exceptional poetic value in the
bargain — called in popular

parlance Rabindrasangeet.
Although our only mission was

front-ranker Shopna Deb pre-
siding hilariously. And to meet
the great novelist Debesh and
his singer wife Kakoli, to go
and stay wakeful nights at Arun
Sen’s — but first of all to meet
Shankhos Ghosh who | heard
was suffering seriously from
heart condition and was in
some nursing home with viists
strictly restricted. 1 had my
days of the coffee-house adda
and am now well past that —
but on a sunny afternoon still
wouldn't mind sitting on the
Victoria Memorial greens and
lap up phuchka by the dozen.
The only snag about this very
salinating gastrosomic day-
dreaming was that Mr Jyoti
Basu's powerfully entrenched
government, in their unques-
tioned wisdom, had the other
year driven out the phuchka
and bhelpuriwallah from that

to assure this man, belea-
guered as he has been

Hallo . . . Is That a Miah,

greeting
acquaintance. Anywhere else

ps. but not here iIn
haka. Here it invariably
means somebody trying te
attract the attention of a

tch the ttention of
somebody who was neither a
bhai nor a dada.

wonderful eventhg promenade
and robbed possibly all of
India of its best bazaar of mon-

and indeed somefill-

Street book-
or realise my dream o

walking the whole of old
Calcutta with my dear dear
| yaar Vishnu Bose, who

HHE
;g:%'i
ol
Sl
Fa s

L
4]
|

B
E{
3

:
i

¢
i
:
:
:

]
zg

Hi
i f
i
;

I
}
IE

E
e
=
2
*
-
]
:
a
3
23

moment all over the place,
at least half their

But the real expectation of
sceing chachas and mamas
wondering sround aimlessly
probably co people to
looking » e an oider
remotely ke an older
his father (or
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Gupta and Rathin Mitra. For |
had in company five she-
wolves trancing to pounce
upon Dakkhin-apon. the state
exporium complex and of
course Gariahat and lake mar-

ket and Shyambazar.

The Journey

The great Ulysis made only
one odyssey and the world re-
members both. We have no
Homer and our numerous
odysseys from Dhaka 1o
Calcutta via the cyclopes in-
fested Benapole is not chroni-
cled and we are to die unsung
in spite of the many heroic cx-
polvits and escapades that
feature each of our land jour-
ney to that city of palaces
across the ‘tepantor’ ol stret
chining from Sabhar 1o
Sealdah.

We had bouked ten scats on
BRTC knowing full well about
its inefficiency. Il it was slow
and unpredictable it was
rather safe on a BRTC bus. And
its stafl cared for manners —
something unheard of in

buses. As expected,
in spite of having the opportu-
nity of using the newly com
missioned Gorai Bridge —
which should save al least 45
minutes by sparing us the
Kamarkhali ferry we made
Jessore in exactly eight hours
— thanks to a small breakdown
near Modhukhali which took
quite some to repair.

We were lucky in getling a
microbus to take us to the
border. And also in having one
smart and lovable man to see
us through the nerve-shatter-
ing customs and immigration
guarding on both the sides of
the no-mans-land. We missed a
train at Bongaon for minutes
and were punished by an
hour's wait for that, morc
punishment lay in store for us,
For the first time in my jour-
neying through this very route
for over thrity years — | was
now to encounter the Indian
version of mastans or the bul-
lly-boy gang. They camc up
into the train at some wayside
station and took hold of every
nerve in every man and woman
in that rather crowded com-
partanent. | rubbed my eyes
and twisted my ears in disbe-
ltef. This after so much tonting
about Jyoti Babu's grassroots
cadre development throughout
West Bengal | The whole bogey
was scething outraged and the
hawkers and vendors were
trying to humour the seven or
eight-strong gang in an abject

See Page 10 '
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Rumour hns it that Calcutta's famous College Street is on its way to :ﬁtincliﬂn
because, in conformity with India's new import policies, importers would have to
deposit 200 per cent of the order's worth in the Reserve Bank for each order of

foreign books.

Ailing College Street

N original Tennyson. A
copy of Shakespeare
with nineteenth-cen-

tury waler colours. The only .

remaining copy of "The Satanic
Verses". The discerning
bookworm can find any rarity
in the dusty stalls of Coliege
Street.

Gencrations of book-lovers
have found solace and plcasure
in Calcutta’s book Mecca. But a
shadow of gloom hangs over
the Indian Colfee lousec,
where flery intellectuals once
met and shoppers still congre-
gate, their arms loaded with
Kafka and Rumour has it
that the famous street is on its
way to cxtinction.

Last March, the Gover-
nment of India announced new
import polities. For cach order
of foreign books, importers
would have Lo deposit 200 per
cent of the order's worth in
the Reserve Bank of India. The
sum was to be returned after
three months. India's burge-
oning foreign debt and the
necessily to discourage
imports were cited as rcasons
for this move. Bookscllers
were caught unawarces. "l had a
shipmecnt ordered before the
new arrangement. But since
the actual date of shipment
was lalcr, the rnment now
demands that 200 per cont. If
| had been given some advance
warning I would not have
placed thc order,” says R.N.
Burman, partner in the pub-
lishing firm of Rupa and Co.,
agents o Penguin, and Collins.

To add fucl to fre, the
Indian rupce was devalued last
monih. "l bought books on
credit when the pound was
36.90. Now | have lo pay tLhe
British publisher at 43.90
rupecs pound,” lamenls one
major importer. "Rales always
vary, and thcre is a risk in
buying on crodit, but this sud-
den jump is almost impossible
for me to mect.” On tLhe
reader's ¢nd, the story is
cqually dishcartening. A book
that cost Rs. 140 may cost 200
the very next day. Shoppers
are dismayed : "1 save up for
weeks o buy a particular gook.
and then | need much more
than | thought. Books were al-
ready too expensive, and now |
have to give up my greatest
pleasure,” says Partha Roy, a
medical student.

Most publishers and read-
crs agree that the government
had little choice but to expand
the lict of restricted import
goods to include, among
others, books. But they are
unanimous in doubting that the
200 to 250 per cent deposit
will be returned. "1 place a one
lakh order, and | have to give
two lakhs to the Reserve Bank.

by Sabir Mustafa

A knowledgeable person,
when asked why people were
s0o rude in Dhaka or why they
never bother to say sorry after
bashing someone with their
shoulders, gave the village
theory as an explanation.

*“Dhaka is a city of concrete

buildings but with true
villagers living in them®, he
said, “that this place a
big, wugly village where

everyone is everyone else's
chacha. Now, you really don't
go around saying sorry or
excuse me to chachas or
bhatijas, do you?"

Don't we? No, if we have
our wits about us, then we
touch their feet, in best Indian
tradition. But that is quite
impossible, even dangerous in
the street. As soon as you
bend over, your wallet is most
likely to emigrate from your
hip pocket and take-up

rmanent residence in a

side -

But you cant do
about it. not even il you

to detect your

manage
travelling wallet's illegal port
of entry.

"But dada®, the new owner

stroll around a neighbourhood

or inside ofMices.
But the migration from

rural villages to this urban
village. apart from pitting hallo
against or alongside bhal and
chacha, has claimed a major
casualty. And that's Miah.

Not many people are
address as miah around town
these days, unless that
happens to be an actual,
registered part ol his name,

Back in the village by the
paddy ficlds. Taleb Ali Sikdar
is more likely to be simply
Taleb miah than anything clse.

*"Taleb miah~., —

a tone of respect.
“Taleb milaaah®. — young
brats with better to do

by S. Bari

Do you belteve the government
will ever give that money
back?" asked the director of an
import house.

As a few months have gone
by, College Streel is beginning
to feels the impact. Imports
have come to a halt, partly due
to the high deposit rate and
partly due to distrust of the
Reserve Bank. Students are the
first to suffer. University-pre-
scribed books, especially tech-
nical and medical textbooks,
are mainly imported. These
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arc slowly disappearing ofl the
shelves, with none arriving to
take their place. For such
"essential” books, deposit is
200 per cent; for "non-essen-
tial” literature, the rate is 250
per cent. "Some supplies are
still around, but students in
ncxt year's batch will be buying
third-hand books at outrageous
prices,” says an employee of
Chukkravarty and Chatterjee
Bookscllers.

"Nonsense,” counter Co
Strecl observers. According to
regular visitors and many stu-
dents, the prevailing Doom-
sday attitude is exaggerated.
English books are not the
mainstay ol salcs, and even in
that field, Indian publishers
already offer a wide varicty of
titles. As for rare books, "all
the old ones are already in
town, it's not as ([ they're
being imported any more,”
says Mr. Mohandas, who tours
houses in the older neigh-
bourhoods of Calcutta to buy
second-hand books.

Die-hards also contend that
the spirit of College Street is
not so easily defeated. But the
foreign editions on many
shelves are dusty, and none of

money at 2,500 per cent
annual rate of interest.

But those days are gone.
Here in the metropolis of
high-rise office blocks and
water- loggged and unnavigable
streets with sodium_lighting
{O. this is Europe. no?). we
have become something else.

We are now Shahebs [a
slightly Bengalified version of
the Hindi word Sahib). Taleb
All Stikdar strolling along a
leafy Dhanmondi lane or sitting
in a cool Motijheel office would
certainly be Sikdar shabed. Or
sir at the very least [ unless he
was a peon, in which case
there wouldn't be anyone
below him to call him sir).

You cant be called a miah
unless you are wearing a lung
and a punjabi (lot of people are
calling the latter kurta these
days. which Is another

example of the penetration of
that monster called alien

culture). And you certainly
can't be in a cool Motijheel
office wearing a Oh, no.
sir, that just wouldn't be the
done thing!
But if you did, then
would definitely be mist
for a miah who #m
from the paddy looking
for a shaheb he probably knew.

People with miahs in their
names often face a different
kind of problem. Somebody
with Miah at the end of the
name is looked upon as a

le Miah; but if he has it at

the ing, then, well, he is
a MIAH! This is true even In
other parts of the

| Buyers at a College Street

the latest literature is available.
Asked if there might be a sil-
ver lining to this cloud, and if
Indian publishing might actu-
ally get a boost from the situa-
tion, Mr. Burman replics nega-
tively. "It is not viable to print
600 copies of one book.
Specialized books and texi-
books are necessary, but not In
huge quantities, so publishers
will avoid them,” he insists.
Others in the trade voice
doubts about obtaining the
rights to print certain books.

Hag

boekatall.

Foreign publishers are tur-
ning wary of the weakencd
buying power of both their
agents and the public. The
government has waived Lhe
deposit fec for those who can
bring in books on one year's
credit [rom foreign publishers.
Bul as one importer says, "Who
is going lo give me a year's
credit with the state ol the
Indian economy as il {s7”
Normally credit is oflered for a
maximum of three months.

Together with fmport
resirictions, devaluation has
made rocket while sales

have dropped by 30 to 40 per
cent. Publishers and book-
scllers are progressing from
disbeliel to worry and anger
But as onc Coflee House
oplimist pointed oul, "Collcge
Strect has been through a lot.
It takes more than a new im-
port policy to knock it ofl."
Every bibliophile hopes so. If
the pleasure ol browsing Lhr-
ough College Street, of stum-
b u some rare edition,
bmml at allordable
prices, all become a thing of
the past, with them will disa-

ppear much of the charm of a
visit to Calcutta

Shaheb or Madam?

subcontinent. The Punjabl
politician Miah Iftekhar-uddin
would probably never have
made it had he been ecalled
Iftekhar-uddin Miah!

So much for miahs and
shahebs. How about the bibis?
That teo seems to have gone by
the wayside. Mercifully, the
address Apa. along with chachi
or kaki-ma. is still iIn
widespread use — in the
streets, offices and at home.

But even their days are
numbered
Madam is one outright

foreign thing that is being used
rather too f[requently these
days. It's a mystery why In
the offices especially, Mrs. has
made some inroads, perhaps
because apa leaves the issuc ol
her marital status quite open.

With dada, bhai, chacha and

kaka struggling to stay alive
against the t of halle



