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Editor’s Note

Assam, the valley state in India’s Northeast, has a rich heritage of storytelling, both oral and written. While the oral literature of the land continues to have a strong presence within the state through mediums such as the Ojapali performances, Assam has a written language that dates back to around the seventh century CE. The Charyapadas, which were Buddhist songs composed from the eighth to the tenth centuries, are among the earliest known writings. Among the prose writings of the past were the Buranjis of the Ahom dynasty (1228–1825), which meticulously recorded events of importance. Though initially written in the language of the Ahoms, the later entries were in Assamese. And then there was Srimanta Sankardev (1449–1568), the saint poet of Assam, whose compositions in praise of the Almighty were seminal works in a variety of genres. There were of course others too, whose work greatly enriched the fabric of written Assamese literature.

The Assamese short story can be said to have begun with Sahityarathi Lakhminath Bezbaroa (1864–1938). Before long, the form flowered in the hands of a number of literary luminaries and today the Assamese short story as a genre is acknowledged to be studded with many gems.

The stories in this anthology are a vibrant addition to this tradition. Originally written in Assamese, in translation they can stand proud in any collection. Ten of them were part of the Write Assamese project, and their writers were selected from an open call for submissions from across Assam. Three aspiring local literary translators were also selected to work alongside these writers.

There was an intensive week-long workshop with the writers and the translators in Kaziranga National Park, in the Golaghat and Nagaon districts of the state of Assam. Lucy Hannah, Arunava Sinha and I were the editorial mentors. Editorial discussions reshaped and tightened the stories and translations, until the writers as well as the translators were satisfied. This kind of workshopping was new to the participants. Indeed, the idea of a literary workshop, with writers, translators and editors working together in unison, is a new concept in the world of Assamese letters, as well. Suggestions were made, and many, though not all, were accepted and taken into account. It was an exciting experience for all involved, including the mentors. And all participants will certainly benefit from sharing ideas about writing, translation and editing that were generated during the project.

These are all contemporary stories. Ten are from emerging voices that are assured as well as sensitive to the world and the concerns around them. Some explore contemporary issues and are often a reflection of the times, while being universal in their appeal, for example, ‘Roots’, ‘The Roar of Baghjan’, and ‘A Wagtail’s Song’. Others are reworkings of more traditional tales, like ‘Tejimola’s Stepmother Found a Place to Get a Haircut’, while ‘The Hunt’, ‘Values’, ‘The Captive’ and ‘Bak: The Water Spirit’, are modern classics in Assamese literature, and come from highly regarded Assamese writers.

All these stories have a strong sense of place and are rooted in the state of Assam. Together, they give the reader a glimpse of this land and its people. For it is through stories that we learn about each other. And it is through stories that we can hope to increase our understanding of our fellow human beings.
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Translator’s Note

The single-most important task for the three translators who have translated ten of the stories in this volume was to transfer the unique nuances and flavours of the Assamese language to English, without adding speed breakers to the reading experience.

These are challenges that all translators and translated works face, but what makes them particularly crucial is the vast gulf between the experiences of the characters in these stories and their readers. Language is the only bridge, and the translators had the immense responsibility of conveying everything gestured at, but not spelt out, in the original text to the English-language reader.

As one of the translators, Harsita Hiya, puts it, ‘A primary requirement was to mould all the stories specifically for their intended audience. To adapt them via translation in a manner that conserves the beauty and voice of the source language—how each narrative feels completely at home in it—without alienating an international readership through excessive and inflexible retention of terms. This required careful navigation, as did showcasing cultural practices with exposition while steering clear of anything that came too close to spoonfeeding.’

Assamese and English are very far apart in terms of the cultural apparatus of the two languages. There was always the question of whether the intangible aspects of Assamese expressions could be accommodated in English, in a way that would be meaningful to the reader. As translator Rashmi Baruah puts it, ‘An idiom or word or a particular phrase which conveys a wealth of meaning in the original language might not have an equivalent meaning in the language it is being translated into.’ To ensure this emotional fidelity, these translations have been through a number of iterations, striving constantly to get closer to the original Assamese text in every respect while being written in English.

The translators were also governed by the awareness that these stories would be leaving the world in which they were conceived and written, to be read and evaluated by people around the world. In translator Syeda Shaheen Jeenat Suhailey’s words, ‘When a person takes on the privilege as well as the burden of translating from their vernacular mother tongue to another, perhaps to gain more participants in their world, there is an almost intrinsic sense of shame in the endeavour. One’s own language should be enough, should it not?’ However, as she herself answers, ‘In a world that sat small and unchanging, that might have worked. But now, when all the corners of the world can be reached with ease, being able to communicate with more languages at one’s disposal feels more like a victory than a betrayal.’
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The Captive

Harekrishna Deka

Translated by Mitra Phukan

He had been bicycling since afternoon. It was now almost dusk. He felt extremely tired. If only he could rest for a little while . . .

It appeared that the youth who was bicycling beside him understood what he was feeling. Suddenly raising his hand, he gestured him to a stop. The youth also got down from his own bicycle.

As he got down, he noticed the picturesque surroundings. The place was near the highlands. A stream came tumbling down from the hill and flowed past a huge rock. The sound of the brook, as it murmured and gurgled on its way, floated across to him.

Pushing his bicycle towards the rock, the youth gestured towards him, indicating that he should follow. As he neared the rock, he observed it closely. The water was bright and clear. As though a young girl from the hills had come rushing headlong down the slope, chuckling happily to herself. The simile rose, unbidden, to his mind. These days, his mind would search for metaphors and similes whenever it was confronted with something that was unfettered and unimpeded.

The youth stood on the rock, and surveyed the surroundings. He then took the bag down from his shoulders, and, looking towards him, said, ‘There is no danger here. You can rest for a while.’

The word ‘danger’ created a strange effect in his mind. How many shades of meaning lurked behind the sense of a word! His eyes strayed to the shoulder bag that the youth had put down beside him. Even though the youth had kept its contents hidden from him, he could guess what was inside. This object inside the bag ought to have evoked fear in him. It should have been the very symbol of all that was to be feared. However, strangely enough, he ceased to worry when he heard the youth’s words. Without his realising it, the youth’s feeling had spread to his mind. There was no danger here, and so there was no need to be alert. Neither soldiers nor security men would come here. But, for him, what danger could there be from soldiers and security men? Was he not endangered by the contents of that bag instead? Yet, surprisingly, as soon as the youth said that there was no danger here, his mind had been emptied of all fear. And the other strange fact was that when they had been bicycling to this place, and indeed, even now, the contents of that bag imparted a sense of security, a sense of reliance, not just to the youth alone, but also to him.

As if to prove that there was no danger, the youth said, ‘I am feeling quite warm. I’ll have a dip in the water. Will you come?’

He was also feeling the heat. It was not yet summer. But the weather was hot, and he felt the oppressive humidity. But he did not wish to bathe at that odd hour. It would be inconvenient if he were to catch a cold or a cough. For him, as well as for the youth, it would be inconvenient. And also for the organisation to which the youth belonged. They had to change their halting places frequently.

Shaking his head, he conveyed his refusal.

The youth took out a homespun towel, a gamosa, from the bag, and plunged into the stream. The bag remained on the rock. The stream had only a moderate amount of water. Unconcernedly, the youth began to bathe.

Once more, his eyes strayed to the bag. How carelessly the youth had left it lying there! Sometimes, he was amazed. It was as though the youth and he had secretly developed some kind of understanding between themselves. The weapon inside the bag was the sign of a relationship between the youth and himself. But, for quite some time now, it was as though a change for the better had overtaken that relationship. This changed relationship was illustrated by the carelessly thrown bag. It was a portent not of danger, but of something else. He was a prisoner of faith; the youth trusted him not to attempt an escape. If he so wished, he could pick up the weapon inside the bag and escape. But he knew that he would not do so. This incident of the carelessly thrown bag seemed to change the very nature of his captivity.

There was a grassy patch beside the rock. Near it was a tree which shaded the grass. He went to this patch of grass and lay there on his back. He thought that he would rest till the youth finished his bath. He looked at the branches of the tree above him. A beautiful bird of many colours was sitting silently on one of the branches. He remained gazing at the bird. An often-heard phrase came to his mind: ‘Free as a bird’. He was not very familiar with the world of nature. He could not identify the bird. Perhaps it was a kingfisher? It had a long beak and a blue body. Perhaps there were fish in the stream. That was why the bird could not leave the place. It was bound by an invisible bond. As free as a bird!

The youth came splashing out from the water. The kingfisher suddenly took wing. Perhaps it had been frightened by the sound of the youth’s footsteps.

The youth put on his clothes again. Having wrung out the wet gamosa, he put it back into the bag. He slung the bag on his shoulder, and, looking at him, said, ‘Come, let us leave. We must reach the village before it gets dark.’

Both of them climbed onto their bicycles again. He rode in front, the youth followed. The hostage and his keeper. Both were now pedalling with the same idea in mind. A safe shelter from the soldiers and the security forces. It was as though he himself had arranged his own captivity. When the news of the soldiers’ approach reached them, he felt the same anxiety as the youth and the others of the youth’s organisation. And when they came to know that the soldiers had moved away, or when they reached a safe shelter, along with them, he, too, felt the same relief.

The narrow path became somewhat broader. This meant that their destination was not too far away now. He noticed the tracks made by bullock carts on the path. The youth’s bicycle was now moving alongside his own. He looked at the youth. His face was calm and unconcerned. It was as though he was confident that there was now no possibility of either the security forces or the soldiers coming here. The unemotional state reflected in the youth’s face spread to his own mind. Once more, his eyes strayed to the carelessly slung bag on the youth’s shoulder. It was as though the lethal weapon inside that bag was only fulfilling a formal purpose. The weapon was no longer a harbinger of death. It was not just the sign of the relationship between the youth and himself: it was also its symbol, a symbol that expressed authority. But was it only that?

He was a prisoner at one end of the metallic gun-barrel. But, at its other end, the youth, too, was a prisoner. He suddenly remembered the kingfisher, and the phrase came to his mind again. As free as a bird! But the bird itself was bound to the water in the stream by a strange relationship. He himself was a hostage; the youth was free. But the youth could not abandon him and go away. Side by side with his own captivity, the youth, too, was a prisoner. Until he himself was free, this youth would remain a captive. The power of this lifeless gun mutely controlled their relationship.

Abruptly, the youth halted. From beside a nearby tree, two other youths came towards them. He was a little taken aback. He had not even realised that two people were standing nearby. The youth with him gestured that there was no need for alarm, which meant that the two others were also from the youth’s organisation. They had a bicycle with them. The youth who had accompanied him asked them something in the ethnic tongue. He appeared to be satisfied with their reply. Once more, he climbed onto his bicycle. The youth asked him to get up on his own bicycle again; the other two also climbed on theirs. All three bicycles now began to pick up speed.

It was almost dark when they reached the village that was their destination. He saw a bamboo platform beside the path leading into the village. Some youths were sitting on this bamboo platform. They had no lethal weapons in their hands. However, they had with them a couple of stout wooden sticks. A kerosene lamp was placed in a corner of the platform. Possibly these boys were there to guard the village. The youth who had accompanied him dismounted from his bicycle and talked to them in their own language. They conveyed their agreements with nods of their heads. Sitting on their bicycles again, the youth and he pedalled towards the village. The two other youths, too, moved along beside them.

It was a tribal village in a remote area. Looking at the huts there, one could surmise that the economic condition of the villagers was far from sound. The huts had roofs of thatch and bare walls of dry reed with slits between them. It was almost dark. The villagers were busy herding their cattle together. The few people that they encountered showed no curiosity when they saw the strangers. Possibly the youth’s organisation often brought people to their village in this way.

Signs of extreme poverty were visible in the huts, as well as along the paths of the village. But it looked as though the same poverty had not yet managed to affect the healthy appearance of the few people whom he saw. And the signs of acute poverty that were apparent in the other huts were not quite as visible in the hut before which they eventually halted. Actually, it was not one but two huts. A one-room hut was beside the main one. Even though its sloping roof was of thatch, its walls were attractively mud-plastered. The compound was clean, and a large storehouse was visible in a corner. There was also an indication of a large plot of cultivated land behind the house. This plot was full of jackfruit and banana plants as well as areca-nut trees and betel creepers. A stout bamboo fence encircled the house, while a bamboo gate barred the entrance.

Looking at him, the youth who had accompanied him said, ‘We shall stay here tonight. This is the home of the village headman. Quite safe, in fact.’

The other two youths pushed aside the gate and, entering the compound, called out for the headman. However, the village elder had gone out and had not yet returned. His son came out of the house instead and conducted them formally into the one-roomed house in the corner.

Inside was an armless, rough-hewn chair. He was asked to sit on it. On one side of the room was a low wooden cot. Though the sheet that covered the bed was coarse, it was clean. The mild aroma of the plaster of dung and fresh earth was still in the room, which meant that the house had been cleaned not very long ago. The household had received news of their approach on this day itself. Of course, the decision to come here had been taken in haste. They usually shifted during the night. But only that morning they had come to know that a group of soldiers would reach their original hiding place that very afternoon. That was why they had fled on their bicycles in broad daylight. The news of their approach here had been conveyed this morning through a messenger.

The headman’s son brought a small bucket of water along with a brass jug and a clean gamosa, and requested him to wash his hands and feet. He was taken to a corner next to the house, which was enclosed by bamboo screens. A large slab of stone was laid out in this enclosed space, so that bits of earth would not spatter around. Because it was dark already, a kerosene lamp had been hung from the bamboo screen. Looking at the still undried bamboo of the screen, he realised that these arrangements had been made for his benefit. For them, he was a visitor. Did they know, he wondered, that he was a prisoner? How could they possibly imagine that this man, who seemed to move about so freely, was actually a captive?

After washing his hands and face, he felt quite refreshed. Wiping himself thoroughly with the gamosa, he entered the room once more. This, too, was illuminated by a lamp. The youth was waiting for him there. As soon as he entered, the youth got up from his chair. Even though nothing was said, he understood that there was respect in the gesture.

Instead of sitting on the chair, he went and sat on the bed. He said to the youth, ‘Sit down.’

The youth said, ‘You must be very tired today. Rest. We may have to stay here for a couple of days this time. Afterwards, we shall go to a safe camp in the hills. We shall have to cross dense jungles. It will be a difficult business. So rest here for a couple of days and regain your strength.’

The youth took out two tablets from his pocket, and, offering them to him, said, ‘Have these.’

He recognised them to be vitamin pills. He did not need vitamin pills for his health now, but, along with the tablets, something else seemed to come to him. Was it the warmth in the youth’s gesture? Or some kind of fellow feeling? Another symbol of their relationship? He wanted to say something, but the youth went out to the verandah without waiting for his reply. He seemed to think that it was necessary only to have that silent communication between them.

As the youth left, he noticed that the bag was slung on his shoulder. It was his constant companion. The weapon gave notice of its identity from inside the bag. It was now an inert tube, the sign of the tense relationship between them.

From the verandah, the youth shouted, ‘I shall remain outside.’

But he knew that the youth would not remain outside. The words said to him, in a subtle language, ‘I have a duty. I shall perform that duty. But I also trust you. Don’t escape from here and break that trust. My duty is inextricably linked to your cooperation.’

The youth’s words, ‘I shall remain outside’, reminded him once more of the relationship between them. Strange, the power of these words! Even amidst the numerous opportunities for escape, these words had shackled him. But, had these words conveyed the same meaning during the first few days of his captivity? Of course, during those first few days, they had had a powerful strength of a different kind. These words had then evoked mixed feelings of fear, agitation, helplessness and insecurity.

He heard the sound of footsteps outside. A middle-aged man came into the room. He understood that this was the head of the household. A small girl followed him in. In her hands was a platter of food. He caught the whiff of cooked chicken. The headman himself had brought a jug of water. With a great deal of care, the headman placed on the floor a mat that lay in a corner of the room. He put the jug beside it, while the little girl arranged the platter on it. Formally and with humble gestures, the headman then asked him to come for his meal. The headman had brought a gamosa in his hands. This he placed on the mat.

The headman said, ‘There is little in our house to offer you. Please don’t mind this simple food. The news that you would be coming reached us very late. It is my good fortune that a great leader such as you is to stay in my house.’

From the headman’s respectful words, it was apparent that the youth had explained his captive’s identity in this manner. The headman told him to leave the platter outside the room after he had finished his meal. Turning up the lamp a little, the headman then left the room.

He was extremely hungry. Even though the rice was parboiled, it tasted quite good when he mixed it with the chicken curry. Washing his hands and face over the plate with the rest of the water in his cup, he took both and, opening the door, went out of the room. Sure enough, there were no guards outside. There was no way in which the door could be locked from the outside either. Leaving the platter in a corner of the verandah, he reentered the room and closed the door after him.

Sitting on the bed, he took out the notebook from the satchel that he carried with him. For the last three months or so, he had been keeping this journal of his captivity. The youth had brought him this notebook when he had expressed the desire to keep a journal. Out of his total captivity of seven months, he had kept a record of his daily experiences for the last three months. He had also written down, as far as he had been able to, a record of the time before. Those entries, of course, were from memory.

As soon as he closed the door from inside, a sense of captivity engulfed him. When he closed the door, it was as though he had willingly made himself captive. He also felt as though this self-imposed captivity was normal for him. So long as the door had been open, he had not felt like this. The murmur of voices from the other house had created the impression of some link with it. That link was now severed. The room was lonely and silent. There was no opening now on any side. He felt at peace after imprisoning himself.

By not remaining there, the youth, who had said, ‘I shall remain outside’, had placed the prime responsibility for his own captivity on him. As long as the door was open, he had had a sense of unease. What if his mind hindered his feet from discharging that responsibility? What if his mind tempted his feet: ‘The open sky is out there, there is freedom outside, go, get away!’ And what if his feet really went out through the door? What if they, his feet, refused to accept the bond of that unseen trust? But no, he had shut the door. He had accepted his captivity. He had accepted the discipline of the words, ‘I shall remain outside.’ And the strange thing was that he felt at peace.

Rifling through the pages of the notebook, he glanced through the previous entries before writing down the experiences of that day. It had become a habit with him to read about the events of the past almost every day. In this manner, he wished to preserve intact the memories of that time.

He had written down the experiences of the first day in the very first page of the diary. On that first day of his captivity, they had put him inside a house and locked the door from outside. ‘We shall be outside, don’t try to escape.’ How harsh, how fearful the words had been that day! They had dragged him out from his own familiar world, and pushed him into another one. The memory of the moment made him shudder. That moment, when another vehicle had stopped before his own. Four gun-wielding youths had dragged him out from his own car, and had forcibly pushed him into the back seat of another vehicle, which had then moved ahead with great speed. That had been a terrifying moment. In a world without reason, he had experienced the danger to his very existence. Later, however, he had realised that the logic of the youths’ world was not the same as the logic of reason in his own ordered existence. He had heard them say several words which he himself used, or had read. However, since he could not understand their language, those remained just gestures for him. But even those gestures had had the power to create a sense of fear in him. They also used some bookish English and Assamese words. Nation, state, revolution, imperialistic power, national consciousness, government, public, freedom, rights—in their world, the meanings of these words were completely different. The meaning of the word ‘security’ was also different in their world. This was because they had their own interpretation of the law. The entity that he had always thought of as a ‘nation’ was not, for them, a nation at all. They had created their own nation. In their eyes, his nation was an imperialist power. He had assumed that he was a citizen of a free country, but they said that he was the lackey of this imperialist power. Those laws which he had always thought of as a haven of security were perceived by them to be the means of state terrorism. Their act of kidnapping was, for him, an act of terrorism; but they viewed it as their duty to their nation. The government which he thought provided them with social and political security was for them an illegitimate government. It was, for them, but a sand bar across the mouth of a river, to be swept away by the floodwaters of revolution. He had read of many revolutions. But, with the barrels of their guns pointed at his body, these youths seemed to aim the revolution at him.

They had, of course, reassured him that he himself was quite insignificant. Their dissension was against the ‘illegitimate imperialistic national power’. He had been taken hostage because he was the symbol of the repressive security arrangements of that government machinery. The national power accorded importance to symbols such as he, for that power was a repressive force. Repressive acts were carried out in the name of security. If the mask of security was lifted, that power would be revealed in its true self.

They had some demands to make of that machinery which called itself the government. (Some day, they would overthrow that power, but it would take time for the revolution to mature. Therefore, it was necessary for them to get the illegitimate government to accede to some of their demands in this way.) That other nation would grant them their demands, for it was to that imperialistic power’s self-interest to have him freed. Because, if he died, the mask of security which that power used as an excuse would be ripped apart, and that power would suffer a loss of respect.

However, they had not presented their reasoning in quite that manner. But, from what he could understand of their language when they talked with each other, their logic was of this kind. He got the impression that the ideas in the world that he lived in were controlled by a kind of linguistic centre. This was as though surrounded by an electromagnetic field, which held a positive charge for him as well as for people like him who thought in the same way. The linguistic centre of these youths was also surrounded by what, for them, was a positive charge. Both of them were surrounded by positive charges from their perspectives: when both the positives approached, they repelled each other. Even with his bureaucratic attitude (he was an important government officer) he could vaguely discern that both these worlds were deeply influenced by economic realities, and this had become intermingled with politics.

And he had been afraid. He could see no escape, no way out, from the distance, the gulf between their world and his, or from the emptiness that enveloped him.

For a long time, the meaning of their words and their reasoning was hidden from him, like the words of a riddle. They did not inflict any physical torture on him at all. Though their manner of speaking was rough, they were not exactly disrespectful towards him. Once in a while, they also allowed him to exchange letters with those at home. But their ways of thinking clashed repeatedly with his own. He had not been able to trust them. He would feel as though, at any moment, the muzzles of their guns would discharge their bullets into his breast.

But even greater than this physical fear had been the tremendous mental tension he had felt. The physical hardships that he went through were, of course, quite considerable. Every day, they had to change shelters. He had no settled place to stay in. Nightly, they would wander through the fields, wade through the chest-high water of rivers, march through dense jungles and marshes. Yet he would have shrugged off these physical hardships if he had only been able to trust them. Pushing him into various rooms at night, they would stand guard outside. Occasionally, they would push him inside with the words, ‘We shall remain outside. Don’t try to escape.’ Each word seemed weighted with ridicule, callousness and cruelty. Each word seemed to express not just his own helplessness, but also that of the national power. As it wounded him, each word became synonymous with terror.

He had been unable to comprehend how a functionary could become the symbol of the government machinery. Yet they had assumed that, by capturing him, they had unerringly dealt a devastating blow to the power of the government. They had thought that the bugle of revolution had been sounded loud and clear.

He had formed the impression that the youths were being guided by a grave error. And, like him, even the youths themselves did not understand what the outcome of that error would be.

He had not understood, either, whether the ideas in his mind were logical or erroneous. But his mistrust of the youths had grown. This mistrust also had a simple reason behind it. His guards had been changed almost every week. By the time he came to know one group of youths who guarded him, they were changed. There was no conversation between him and the youths. Only sometimes, when one or two youths who appeared to be some kind of leaders had come, only then had he had the opportunity to talk. Looking at the unemotional faces of his guards, he had been unable to fathom their thoughts. He had been unable to trust them. Just as they assumed him to be the symbol of the government, he, too, had thought of each one of them as a diminutive symbol of terrorism.

But four months ago, everything had changed. The change had seemed to come from the very day that this youth had come and taken charge. Even within their own positive magnetic fields, both had seemed to discover small negative charges also. This had allowed their two minds to meet.

He did not know whether or not the youth was part of the higher echelons of power. But it was apparent that the youth was not just an ordinary guard. For, on many occasions, he took independent decisions without waiting for orders from above. The youth’s pronunciation of English words had given him the impression that he was highly educated. Though of a different ethnicity, he spoke Assamese fluently. They talked mostly of everyday matters. Sometimes, however, each of them expressed their opinions and talked of their ideals. The youth professed deep faith in their revolution, but would listen attentively to what he himself had to say. There was never any callousness or disregard in his words.

On the very first day that the youth had taken charge, he had made an arrangement that had seemed to change the very nature of his captivity. Till then, the door had always been locked from outside after he had been put into a room
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