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A father’s letters 

People’s communities and languages

We cannot say in which part of the world men were first born. Neither do we know where they settled in the beginning. Perhaps man was born around about the same time in several parts of the world. Yes, there’s not much doubt that as the great big mountains of the ice age went on melting and moving towards the north, man moved to warmer parts. After melting of the ice great big plains must have been formed, somewhat like those plains which today are in Siberia. Grass grew on this land and men must have wandered here and there in order to graze their animals. People who do not stay fixed in one area but rather always keep on wandering are known as nomads. Even today in India and in many other countries these nomads or gypsies exist. 

Man must have settled by great big rivers because the land near rivers is very fertile and very good for farming. There wasn’t any lack of water and things to eat would grow easily on the land, therefore we think that people in India must have settled near great big rivers such as the Indus and Ganges, in Mesopotamia by the Tigres and Euphrates, in Egypt by the Nile and the same must have happened in China.

The oldest community in India the condition of which we know something about is the Dravidian. After that, as we will see ahead, the Aryans came and in the East people of the Mongol race came. Nowadays even amongst the people of Southern India there are the offspring of many Dravids. The Dravid race made a lot of progress. They had their own language and they also did a lot of trade with those of other races. But we are moving ahead very rapidly. 

In that era in Western Asia and Eastern Europe a new race was being born. These were called the Aryans. In Sanskrit the word Aryan means noble man or man of a high family. It seems that those people were also show-offs like the man of today. You know that the English think themselves to be the greatest in the world, the French also have this opinion that I am the best of all and in this way the German, the American and other races also sing the praises of their own greatness. 

These Aryans kept on wandering in the meadows of Europe and Northern Asia. But when their population increased and there was a lack of water and fodder getting food for them had become difficult therefore they became compelled to go into other parts of the world in the search of food. On the one hand they spread across the whole of Europe and on the other hand they turned up in India, Iran and Mesopotamia. From this it seems that all the races of Europe, North India and Mesopotamia are in fact the offspring of the same ancestors, in other words of the Aryans; although nowadays there is a great difference between them. It is an accepted fact that a lot of time has passed and since then great changes have occurred and the races have merged a lot with each other. In this way the ancestors of many of today’s races were Aryans.

The other great race is the Mongols. It spread across the whole of Eastern Asia, in other words China, Japan, Tibet, Siam (now Thailand) and Burma. The men of Africa and some other places are neither Aryan nor Mongol. The Arab and Palestinian races – Arabs and Jews – were born of another race.

All of these races have become divided into many much smaller races over the duration of thousands of years and have merged somewhat. But we are not going to pay attention to those. A good and interesting way of recognising different types of race is to read their languages. In the very beginning each race had a separate language, but as days passed by many languages went on emerging from that one language. But all of these languages are the daughters of one mother. We find many words in those languages to be the same and from this we get to know that there is some deep bond between them. 

When the Aryans spread into Asia and Europe their contact with one another didn’t remain. In that era there were no trains nor wireless nor post, to the extent that there were no written books. Therefore each part of the Aryans would speak one language in their own particular way, and after a few days this became completely different from the original language.   This is the reason that today there are so many languages present in the world. 
But if we look at these languages carefully then we will get to know that although they are very many, there are very few true languages. For example, see how wherever people of the Aryan race have gone their language has remained that of the Aryan family. Sanskrit, Latin, Greek, English, French, German, Italian and several other languages are all sisters and are of the Aryan family. Even our Indian languages such as Hindi, Urdu, Bangla, Marathi and Gujarati are all offspring of Sansrkit and present in the Aryan family. 

The other great language family is Chinese. Chinese, Burmese, Tibetan and Thai languages emerge from that. The third family is that of the Semitic language from which Arabic and Hebrew languages have emerged.  
Some languages such as Turkish and Japanese are not from any of these families. Some languages from Southern India such as Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam and Kannada are also not from those families. These four are from the Dravidian family and are very old.  
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What I wanted to become in my childhood

Like other people, I too was a child in my childhood. In those days, in the evening, I would go and see the railway with my father. I would watch how, at first, the signal would fall, then the engine driver would always crane his neck to look to see if the guard had showed the green flag. As soon as the guard sahib showed the green flag, the driver would blow the whistle of the engine and start the train. In those days, there weren't diesel or electric engines; only steam engines, which went 'chuff chuff' and let out lots of steam. I would attentively watch how much respect the guard had. Without his flag, the train couldn't move and, as soon as he would show his green flag, the driver would have to drive the train, whether the travellers had got on or got off or not. I have no hesitation in saying that in those days I only had the desire to be a railway guard in my own life. It's a great mercy of God that that very desire of mine did not get fulfilled.
 
On getting a bit older, I started fearing my father. He would abuse everyone. He would beat us. He didn't earn anything and he would always threaten to leave us and run away from home. In those days, I used to think how good it would be if I myself, could be my own father. Due to some technical difficulties, this dream of mine was never realised and I couldn't become my own father. 
 
On getting a little bit older, my opinions changed. A well-to-do gentleman of our village returned home on retirement and started looking after his land. His name was Raibahadur, Dr. Kalyan Singh Tyagi. He was a jail superintendent in Burma. The letter of authority, which made him Raibahadur, had the signature of Lord Irwin on it. Staying in the village, he still did not change and, like other Indian Englishmen, he would wear a three-piece suit, flat cap and he would smoke a cigar. Every evening, he would go to meet another well-to-do person of the town who was a retired deputy collector. They both got on very well. Dr Kalyan Singh did a lot for the town: he opened a high school, he had built a separate school for the girls and he had a tin roof installed upon the cremation ghat so that, even in the rainy season, there would be no inconvenience in burning the dead. On installing the tin roof, the crematorium became so beautiful that the desire to be burned there became quite strong. I would think that, on growing up, I, too, would live in splendour like him and I would open a home for widows, but destiny didn't let this desire of mine be fulfilled. 
 
The name of the headmaster of our school was Ramcharan Singh Tyagi, he was a very strict disciplinarian, childless, yet was a very kind-hearted person within. He used to teach us English grammar. Whatever I became in life, I became thanks to his help. If only I, like him, could help someone. Seeing his commanding presence, I would think that, if you want to be something in life, then become a headmaster, but I couldn't even manage to be like that. 
 
On going to university, the horizon of my dreams became very big. Now I wanted to become Dilip Kumar. The two films Nadiya Ke Paar and Jogan made me crazy. I went to take part in a conference in Bombay and I came back having met Dilip Kumar. During that trip, I met Raj Kapoor, Nargis, Nigar Sultana and Mukri. As far as the question of Ashok Kumar arises, the situation remains thus that in spite of trying quite a bit, in the place of Ashok Kumar, he remained grief-suffering Kumar. I saw Pran and Om Prakash from close by and also met Gita Rai. She was a very pretty young girl. I had already seen Prithviraj Kapoor in Allahabad and I had no desire to see him again. Even after so many years, now that I have become middle-aged, I have no hesitation in saying that, as long as I live, I can never forget the Dilip Kumar of Devdas, the Raj Kapoor of Teesri Manzil, the Ashok Kumar of Parineeta and the Dev Anand of Guide. And the greatest of all was Motilal who played the role of Chunnilal in Devdas with such splendour that it seemed as if Bimal Roy had even surpassed Sharat Babu. I will have the regret for my whole life that I never managed to see Motilal, Woodhouse and Stalin. 
 
After seeing the studios and filming, my desire to enter films ended forever. It is the country's misfortune that I didn't become a screen actor. Yes, for sure. Contrary to all of that, now, I wanted to become a poet like Sumitranand Pant. I even grew my hair and started to create, just like him, tender poetic works, but one cannot become a Pant or Nirala merely by growing one's hair. Pant and Nirala both were extremely beautiful people and here I was, who, as a result of long hair, started to look like a demon. After a few days, the shadow of the Chayavad lifted itself away from me. Before returning to the village, I had my hair cut. I had my head cleaned with a razor, like the hero of Ben Hur had done. I had only just seen the film Ben Hur in those days and it was natural for me to be influenced by it. 
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Some charming memories of Kutch

Kutch is a unique mixture of the beauty of Gujarat and Sindh where in every direction as far as the horizon the earth changes colour, and where it’s as if you get a white vision of a sea of salt. Read our travel experience.

‘If you haven’t seen Kutch then what have you seen’, I had heard this saying several times from a friend from Kutch who works as a guide and ambassador in Kutch. There are only two purposes to her life, to expand the experience of non-Kutchies by giving them a sight of the beauty of Kutch, and when the opportunity arises, to go out of Kutch and to publicise about its civilisation, culture and history. She herself took the responsibility of bringing us face-to-face with Kutch.
In any case, I don’t have any particular interest in deserts, dust, dirt and sand, but in Kutch there isn’t a desert but a Rann, a white Rann. Generally speaking Rann means desert and this type of white Rann occurs in two places in the world, one in Kutch and the other in Utah in America. The beauty of the sea of white sand full of salt and marsh(land) as reached us via the means of Bollywood films. This very Kutch and this very white desert can be seen in the films ‘Border’ and ‘Lagaan’.

True beauty is that which you want to keep on looking at for hours. To experience the beauty of the Rann of Kutch we made the journey from Delhi to Bhuj via Ahmedabad.
Whilst getting to Bhuj I started to understand that Kutch is but an inseparable part of Gujarat, but the culture there is a little different to Gujarat’s. Geographically Kutch is Gujarat’s north-western part whose borders touch Pakistan’s Sindh on one side. So, from the perspective of lifestyle, dress and language this region presents a beautiful fusion of Gujarat and Sindh, and each and every grain of sand from here tells several interesting stories, some about mystics, some about saints, some about bandits, some about kings and queens, and some about the people of here.
A great part of Kutch is the sheet of white Rann, therefore the population here is spread out. Towns and villages are very far from each other, but in the desolation of the Rann, colour can be seen in people’s costume. Otherwise, it is for this reason that such beautiful colours can also be heard in the music and song of Kutch.
Right in the middle of Kutch is the district headquarters Bhuj, Lakhpat in the west, the white Rann in the north, Mandvi in the south and Dholavari in the east. Bhuj is also our base camp. You can’t believe that this is that very town which had become completely destroyed in the 2001 earthquake. This town, almost 600 years old, is the home of several large and small forts and lakes. First of all we went to see some palaces. One of these is Prag Palace which is a beautiful palace built in the nineteenth century, which was designed in Italian gothic style. Bhuj’s museum is also a place worth seeing. Many tokens of history of Harappa-Mohenjodaro to Bhuj can be found. We even went to see the clock-tower. From here you can see the whole town and you feel like stopping time right here. But time doesn’t stand still because of a non-working clock-tower. The sun has started to rise up and now we have come to see Hamirsar lake. Seeing the children jumping into the lake I feel like doing something just like this in order to remove the fatigue of the journey.
After Bhuj our next destination is the white Rann. I have seen some pictures on the internet, and have also read some people’s experiences, but the experience of seeing the white coloured sea is different from all of these. As far as your eyes can see, you see the salt, like a sheet, spread out here. In the distance on the horizon where the sky meets the earth, the earth changes colour.

Whilst I go I want to see Mandvi. Mandvi used to be Kutch’s principle port and it is close to 60 kilometres from Bhuj. The Vijay Villas Palace which Rao Vijay Rajji had built presents another aspect of Mandvi. This is a very beautiful palace built in a Rajasthani style in the middle of a lush garden. Only one part of the garden is open to tourists and even now the royal family lives here. Sanjay Leela Bhansali shot his film ‘Ham Dil De Chuke Sanam’ here. Standing on the balcony here we hum some songs of the film. But the most beautiful of the moments spent here was seeing the sun setting behind the water. The colourful sky, colourful water and the birds flying over the sea whilst talking to the winds were presenting an amazing scene.
The time to leave Kutch has come and we returned to Bhuj. They say that by seeing the desert of salt one has hardly seen Kutch. In order to come face-to-face with Kutch one has to wander through the villages and alleyways, one has to hear stories of Kutch from women embroidering scarves with colourful threads, and one has to hear the tale of Jesal and Toral (recited) on the iktara. The journey to Kutch was beyond any of my thoughts or imagination, and keeping all of these thoughts in our hearts we have returned to Delhi. Kutch will call us back for sure.
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Mother India

In an open field an old woman, Radha, is seen taking a fistful of soil from the farm and putting it to her forehead. 

Next scene – Ramu comes to his old mother, Radha. With him are elders of the village who are wearing white Gandhi caps (which is a mark of the Congress party).

Ramu: Mother, the water canal has come to our village, hasn’t it? The villagers want to have it opened by your hands. (Radha shakes her head to say no).

Head of the village: You say no? Well, but you are our mother, the mother of the whole village. The canal will be opened by your hands, otherwise it will not open. 

Ramu: Say yes, mother. 

Next scene – Even though she doesn’t want to Radha comes for the opening of the canal. The villagers put a garland on Radha. This garland of flowers refreshes the memories of her marriage in Radha’s mind. And the story of her earlier life starts to pass before her eyes. 

A song can be heard in the background. Along with the lyrics of the song Radha is departing from her parents’ house. Radha has been married to Shyamu and Shyamu sees his new bride for the first time on their wedding night. As the song ends Radha starts living at her in-laws’ with her husband and mother-in-law, who the villagers call Sundar chaachi. 

Next scene – The morning after the wedding the village women gather in Sundar chaachi’s courtyard to chat.

First woman: I will only tell the truth. Sundar chaachi has done such a wedding that she has acquired a name for herself for tens of miles. 

Sundar chaachi: Hey and why wouldn’t I? Do I have ten or twenty sons? God has only given me one son. 

Second woman: And chaachi, such a beautiful daughter-in-law has come for whom there is no match in the whole village. 

Sitting in her room Radha is listening to what the women are saying. 
First woman: Hey, are you going to lick her face? There should be some qualities too. 

Second woman: Why not? If God wills, then she’ll have good qualities too. 
First woman: Sister, I have heard one thing. What should I say, the villagers used to say…

Sundar chaachi: Why have you stopped? Say it, won’t you, say it. 

Second woman: Why don’t you say it?

First woman: Look chaachi, don’t take it badly. The villagers say that Sundar chaachi has done the wedding by mortgaging the land to Sukhilala. 

Sundar chaachi: Oh my God! Mortgaged the land? Let them just come and say that in front of me. I’ll smash their teeth. What hasn’t God given to Sundar chaachi? Is there no land, is there no house, is there no ox? How wonderful/ Sundar chaachi has mortgaged the land! Mortgaged the land. I say. Why do the villagers have a pain in their tummy? To hell with them. 

(To herself whilst going into the house)

The land is mortgaged. If I hadn’t mortgaged it then how would I do the wedding? Hey, who doesn’t mortgage?

(On hearing her mother-in-law’s words, Radha takes off her jewels)

If the daughter-in-law’s feet are lucky then it [the mortgage] will be redeemed. The daughter-in-law does look lucky. 

Next day: Radha gets stuck into doing all the work of the house. She tries to take the broom out of Sundar chaachi’s hand. 

Sundar chaachi: Hey, let me do something too. Okay, take it, you do it. 

Taking it from Sundar chaachi Radha starts sweeping.

Next scene – having swept in the cow pen, Radha gathers the fodder and is putting it in a basket. She is in her plain household clothes. With Radha’s dowry jewels in his hands, Shyamu comes. 

Shyamu: Hey, what’s thins you have done? A brand new bride and you have taken off all your wedding jewellery. You could have thought of me, if not of yourself. I haven’t even seen you properly until now. Take it, wear it. 

Radha: (picking up the basket) Sell them. 

Shyamu: Why should I sell them?

Radha:  The burden will get somewhat lighter. 

Shyamu: What type of burden?

Radha: Mother has mortgaged the land, right?

Shyamu: Absolute lies. All the villagers joke like this. And even if she has mortgaged it, so what? In four harvests I’ll throw the money at Lala’s face. Here, give me your hand.  

Radha (freeing her hand): Leave my hand. Look, mother will see. Leave it won’t you. 

Shyamu: So what if she sees?

Radha: Won’t you be ashamed?

Shyamu: Hey, let shame stay in this basket. (Whilst saying this he throws down Radha’s basket). 

Radha: For God’s sake, may mother come. 

Shyamu: Let her come.

(Being embarrassed Radha hides her face in her hands).

Shyamu (Shyamu puts the jewellery on Radha’s hands): I promise, they really look good on your hands. 

Radha: May God will they always remain on my hands for you to see. 

Shyamu: As long as Shyamu is there, why won’t they remain. 

Radha: Then I will take the jewellery off everyday. 

Shyamu: Why?

Radha: So that you will put them on me. 

Shyamu: Of course, of course.

Sundar chaachi (seeing both of them so close to each other, she says to Shyamu): Oh, you shameless one. Are you the only one in the village to get married? If anyone sees you, they will spit on your face. 

Radha immediately goes into the kitchen. Sundar chaachi right behind her. 

Sundar chaachi: And daughter-in-law, you too. Now what should I say? Now what’s his fault? Shyamu’s dad was like this too. 

Sundar chaachi enters the kitchen. She sees that Radha has put a pot on a cold stove and is cooking. 

Sundar chaachi (laughing): And look at this joke. Hey, first light a fire on the stove. What are you cooking, your head? (She laughs again) 

(Radha stands up startled and drops the crushed red chillies)

Oh, you’ve dropped the chillies, daughter-in-law. 

(Because of the chillies both Sundar chaachi and Radha start sneezing).

Listen daughter-in-law, don’t let him get close to you too much. Stop it. He will become worthless. 

Next scene – taking the ox, Shyamu goes to the fields and the women of the village go towards the well to fill water with earthenware pots. With pots on their heads, Radha and her friend Kamla are also going to the well. On the way, they meet the village merchant [money lender] Sukhilala under a tree. While sitting there he keeps on ogling the women coming and going. 
Sukhilala: Kamla dearest, please walk carefully lest your foot slips. 

Kamla: Sukhilala, this is a woman’s foot, not a man’s. 

Radha: Come on, sister.

Sukhilala: Look, daughter-in-law has taken it badly. I was talking about the pot. It’s made of earth, it might break. 

Kamla:  As long as you are alive, who can have a brass pot on their head?

Sukhilala: I want you to have a pot of gold shining on your heads. But no one listens to me. It’s no longer an age of kindness. 

Radha: Come on, sister. Come on.

Kamla (to Sukhilala): Go to the lake and rinse out your mouth. Your mouth is smelling. 

Radha (moving far away from Sukhilala): Why do you argue with him? Who is he?

Kamla: He is the village money lender but he’s got a very dirty stare. 
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A party for the boss

It had already struck five thirty. Mr. Shyamnath still had to bathe and get ready. His wife had already gone into her room a while ago. On his way Mr. Shyamnath gave instructions to his mother once again – ‘Mother, don’t stay sitting moodily like [you do] every day. If the boss comes by here and asks you anything then answer properly.’

‘I can neither read nor write, son, what will I say. Tell him mother is illiterate, she doesn’t understand anything. He won’t ask.’

As it struck seven mother’s heart started thumping. If the boss came before her and asked something then what response would she give. She would get confused seeing just an English person from afar, he was American. Who knows what he might ask. What will I say. Mother felt like quietly going to her widowed friend’s house at the rear. But how could she ignore her son’s order. She remained sitting their quietly on the chair with her legs dangling. 

A successful party is one in which drinks flow successfully. Shyamnath’s party started touching the peak of success. The conversation was flowing in the same vein in which glasses were being filled. There was no interruption anywhere, no hindrance. The boss liked the whisky. The madam liked the curtains, she liked the design of the sofa cover, she liked the decoration of the room. What more could you want than this. The boss even started telling stories and jokes in the second round of drinks. He was being as friendly here as he was dignified in the office and his wife, wearing a black gown, a string of white pearls around her neck, through and through fragrant with scent and powder, was sitting in the room being the centre of adoration of all the Indian women. She would laugh at every matter, she would shake her head at every matter and she was talking to Shyamnath’s wife as if she were an old friend of hers. 

And in this vein, drinking and pouring drinks, it struck ten thirty. The passing of time was not noticed.

Finally everybody got up to eat food having drunk the final sip from their glasses and went out of the sitting room. Ahead Shyamnath was showing the way, at the back were the boss and the other guests.

On arriving in the verandah Shyamnath suddenly stood still. His legs started to shake from the scene that he saw, and within a moment all of his intoxication started to vanish. In the verandah right outside of a small room mother was sitting in the chair as before. But both feet were placed on the seat of the chair, and her head was swinging from right to left and left to right and the sound of deep snoring was continuously coming out of her mouth. When her head would crookedly stop for some time towards one side, the snores would rise up even more deeply. And then when her sleep would break with a jolt, her head would start to sway from right to left. Her scarf had slipped off her head and mother’s flowing hair on her half bald hair was scattered untidily.

On seeing this Shyamnath got angry. He felt like waking up mother with a thump, and shoving her into the small room, but it was impossible to do this, the boss and the remaining guests were standing nearby. 

On seeing mother some of the wives of the Indian officers burst out laughing whilst the boss slowly said - poor dear!

Mother got up confused. Seeing so many people standing before her she got so perplexed that she couldn’t say anything. She got up immediately putting the scarf on her head and started looking at the floor. Her feet started shaking and her fingers began trembling with fear. 

‘Mother, go and sleep. Why are you up so late?’ – And started looking towards the boss’s face with a shameful look. 

There was a smile on the boss’s face. Standing right there he said ‘namaste!’.

Timidly, mother, recoiling within herself, folded both hands, but one hand was inside her scarf holding her rosary, the other outside, she couldn’t even do namaste properly. Shyamnath got distressed by this too. 

Meanwhile the boss held out his right hand in order to shake hands. Mother got more perplexed. 

‘Mother, shake hands.’

But how could she shake hands? The rosary was in her right hand. In her confusion mother placed her left hand in the boss’s right hand. Within himself Shyamnath was enflamed. The wives of the Indian officers laughed out aloud. 

‘Not like this, mother! You do know, you shake with your right hand. Put out your right hand.’

But by then the boss was shaking mother’s left hand again and again saying – ‘How do you do?’

‘Mother, say I’m fine, I’m well.’

Mother muttered something. 

‘Mother says I’m fine. Mother say, how do you do.’ 

Mother slowly hesitatingly spoke – ‘How do do’.

Once again, laughter broke out. 

The atmosphere started to get lighter. The boss had managed the situation. People started to laugh and chatter. The anguish in Shyamnath’s mind started to get somewhat less. 

The boss was still holding mother’s hand in his hand, and mother went on recoiling. The smell of alcohol was coming from the boss’s mouth. 

Shyamnath said in English – ‘My mother comes from the village. She has lived in the village her whole life. That is why she is shy of you.’

The boss appeared happy at this. He said – ‘Really? I really like people from the village. So then your mother must know village songs and dance?’ The boss shaking his head started looking at mother with eyes wide open. 

‘Mother, boss says, sing a song. Some old song, you must remember so many.’

Mother slowly said – ‘What will I sing, son? When have I ever sang?’.

‘Wow, mother! Does anyone ignore what a guest says? The boss has asked so happily. If you don’t sing the boss will take it badly.’

‘What should I sing, son? What do I know?’

‘Wow! Sing some good folk songs. Two leaves of the pomegranate.’ 

The Indian officers and their wives clapped at this suggestion. Mother sometimes looked at her son’s face with a dejected glance, sometimes at her daughter-in-law’s face standing nearby. 

Meanwhile the son said in a serious authoritative voice – ‘Mother!’

After this, the question of yes or no didn’t come up. Mother sat down and in a light, trembling voice started to sing an old wedding song – 

A son, mother. A son, sister. 

A son, and we have good fortune

The wives of the Indian officers laughed out aloud. After singing three lines mother became silent. 

The verandah resounded in clapping. The boss wouldn’t stop clapping. Shyamnath’s irritation changed into pleasure and pride. Mother had filled the party with new colour.
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