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Preface: 
The Footprints of Humanity

In his book The Great Hedge of India, my friend the British writer Roy Moxham—a man who researched large-scale famines in India—observes that the great famines of the late nineteenth century were in large measure exacerbated by a massive fence erected by the British. This fence, which was a hedge of thorny vegetation, was intended to curb domestic salt trade and insure British revenues from an unconscionable tax levied on salt. Moxham came to India in search of the hedge, only to meet with astonishment. Not only was there no trace of the physical hedge, but there was no suggestion of it either in the minds of the Indian people. It was back home in British museums that he found documentary evidence of the hedge. No Indian author had written about it. It had been completely wiped out from public memory.

The Indian mind is one that routinely sheds its history. Most things in this country lack formal records. D. D. Kosambi, in the preface to his book An Introduction to the Study of Indian History, suggests that Indian history predominantly consists of conjectures. The Indian mind stows away its history in the guise of tradition and mythology. However, the great famines of India did not beget even such fables, either in history or literature. In folk narratives, too, they find scant mention. I doubt if even a few thousand among the hundred million residents of the state of Tamil Nadu today would be aware of the Great Famine of 1876–78, which felled one third of its population and provoked mass migration through enslavement. This is the first novel in Tamil that centres on those famines. In fact, there are only a handful of famine-centric novels to come out of India as a whole. In that sense, this novel is a war against India’s historical amnesia. Literature itself is a war against the amnesias that sculpt our everyday lives.

India is a country that is dependent on the monsoons. Consequently, famines have always been a natural phenomenon in this land. But then, measures to alleviate their impact, too, have existed from as far back as the age of the Mahabharata. The migration of population, for instance, was an important measure. Only people who could easily leave their homes lived in famine-prone lands. Even today, in the arid regions of Tamil Nadu, one finds people abandoning their homes during a drought. Another mitigating measure was the reservation of one fourth of tax collections for future famines. India’s temples were at the centre of such strategies. However, British rule, by dint of its complete militarisation of India, curbed migration. It also drained every grain of surplus and exported it. In doing so, it made way for devastating famines. Furthermore, the British government covertly encouraged these disasters with an aim to export indentured labour for its plantations all over the world.

Two major famines, one each in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, ripped apart the entire fabric of India. The country’s ancient social structure disintegrated. Agriculture declined. Temples, which had until then been propped up by the old feudal system, were completely destabilised—as was the culture they nurtured. The famines induced a great stagnancy in India’s literature and philosophy. Their profound impact on the Indian psyche is plain to see even today. “Have-you-eaten” is a very Indian way of greeting someone you meet. It is also why the people of this country save up every rupee of income in excess of their basic needs. It was also the famines that made our people ever ready to leave the country in search of a living.

The biggest consequence of the famines, though, was the reduction of the Dalit population by half—either by death or displacement. Since the Dalits back then were bonded labourers tied to the land they worked, they were the first great sacrifice to be made during the famines. How this loss changed Indian culture and politics is an important question, one that the late Dalit scholar Anbu Ponnoviyam raised with me in a private conversation. From his perspective, Dalits had laid the ground for their own freedom by leaving their lands during the famines. They took up many occupations in British India, including the job of butler, as you’ll see in this novel. There were also a few who went abroad to make a living and returned with some savings. They partook of the English system of education. All of these, in turn, resulted in the Dalit freedom movement. The Dalit freedom movement was, as a matter of fact, the first political movement to be born in India.

Anbu Ponnoviyam also told me about a protest that took place during the Great Madras Famine at the Ice House, an ice factory in Chennai—a protest by and for Dalit workers. It was a beginning, not just in the history of Madras but in the history of India. It is a story that continues to live among the Dalit people, albeit orally. I wanted to write about that time period, which determined both the course of Indian politics and the mindset of today’s India but remains forgotten by the people. When I expressed this to the late V. Alex, a pioneer of the Dalit movement in Tamil Nadu and a good friend, he encouraged me. I would go so far as to say that he was the one who wrote this novel. Aiden Byrne, the protagonist of this novel, was inspired by J. H. A. Tremenheere, a British officer who paved the way for land allocation to Dalits. It was V. Alex who brought Tremenheere to my attention. Alex published two editions of this work in Tamil.

This novel is not just a story of famines, oppression, and exploitation. It is the story of man’s undying desire to free himself from their grasp. It is also the story of human conscience that, like the eyes of a tiger in the dark, burns in the gravest of times. Indeed, it is at the intersection of these two forces—the will to freedom and an instinct for justice—that human civilisation has forged itself and defined its humanity.
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When a movement in the distance caught Aiden Byrne’s eye, he instinctively grew alert. At once, his right hand reached for his sidearm, his left tugged at the reins, and his legs pressed against the sides of the horse. Then, becoming aware of where he was, he eased and broke into a smile. In the year 1878, near Fort St. George in the precincts of White Town in Madraspatnam under the crown of Her Majesty the Queen Victoria, there really was no danger he could expect.

Aiden lifted his hat, ran his fingers through his auburn hair, and placed it back on his head. Even though the morning sun had barely stirred, his hair was soaked with sweat. As the sea breeze grazed the white shirt plastered against his sweaty back, he felt a clammy coldness on his skin. The southerly wind that had blustered all night had swept the beach sand in its wake, and sprayed it generously over the kadappa-stone path. Against the black stonescape, the soft sand caught in a windy swirl hovered like a curtain of steam before being drawn away like delicate muslin.

Starting his horse on a slow trot, Aiden watched the movement he had noticed farther away. Two dark human forms were huddled under the cover of a tree. Indian labourers clothed in dirty white. It was hard to tell what they were up to. A plant that had set down roots where they were seated swayed with the breeze and shielded them from sight. As the horse strained at the reins, Aiden gently patted its neck to quiet it down. It chewed on the bit, tossed its head, hissed, and pawed the stone path with its forelegs. From the sea that lay to Aiden’s right, moisture-laden winds swept across in gusty waves and condensed over the city in a heavy downpour.

A crowd of coconut palms and casuarinas combed flat by the wind stood bent over in the distance. Lifting up, they roiled in tandem with the wind currents. But for the odd open horse-carriage or the police officer on horseback who would ride along its length on occasion, the Marina was always deserted at that hour.

Aiden marvelled at his own alertness. It was an instinct he had cultivated when, all of seven, he would set out with his father to hunt in the mountains. Their house was at the foothills of the Toomish Mountains in the Irish county of Kerry. Father had a farm back there, with no fewer than a hundred head of cattle. Wandering the pastures at the foothills of the mountains while taking them out to graze made up his entire existence. There was nothing by way of a pastime in the countryside, except to face out for a hunt. Unless, getting blind drunk in the evenings and scuffling on the floor of barn-like taverns can be called a pastime.

Father was an exemplary huntsman, and like all huntsmen, fiercely solitary. Does hunting foster solitude, or does solitude lead them to hunt? Either way, he hardly ever spoke. Stone, is how Mother referred to him ordinarily. It made no difference to Father even if she did say it within his earshot. He lived amid them in a whole other world partitioned by glass.

Once the grazing that began at the break of dawn and the hunting trips that started at noontime came to a close and dusk began to shroud the evening, Father would lumber into the house, feet shod in mud-scented boots, body steaming with sweat. “Jesus,” he would mutter as he took off his hat and hung it in place. With that, his voice would ebb out. Mother was seemingly oblivious to his comings and goings. It was Anya and Aileen who attended to his needs.

Dinner was at the wooden table laid out in a low-ceilinged room by the side of the house, a table his father had carved with his own hands. It was always cabbage soup. When the soup was placed in front of him, Father would close his eyes and observe a moment’s silence. Even as the rest of them pretended to pray, they would strain their ears to catch the sounds that emerged from him. The moment he heaved a sigh and uttered “amen,” the sound of Liam dropping his spoon into the soup would follow. Sometimes, Father would look up at Liam’s loud slurping with narrowed eyes. But he wouldn’t say a word. Through the whole of dinnertime, as it happened, he never said a word.

Very rarely did Father stay indoors. More often than not, it was when foul weather prevented him from taking the cows out to graze. Even so, he would keep himself busy all day. He would fashion cattle yokes from wood. He would cut strips of leather and season them. He would tighten the horse saddles. He would nail wooden planks together and build boxes. When night fell, he would nurse a glass of rum in his hand, and sit staring at the cool sky for a time. He knew every soul in town, though there was no one he called a friend. Aiden could scarcely tell if he was happy or sad.

Still, whenever he was with him, Aiden would only feel his heart brim with joy, and so it was that his mind had registered his father as a happy soul. The only time Father spoke was when they went out on a hunt. Then, too, no more than a couple of words. Nonetheless, Aiden liked it when his father’s deep voice fell on his ears. He cherished even more the rare occasions when his father’s big, rough hands rested firmly on his shoulders. Twenty-five long years later he could still feel his unmistakeable touch when he was all alone. “Catch,” “Block”: Father would issue one-word orders through clenched teeth in Aiden’s dreams.

There were times when Aiden wondered if he had learned anything from Father. He had none of his father’s traits. He was drawn to the mountains and meadows, but herding and hunting did not appeal to him beyond a point. The rolling grassy knolls of the flatlands seemed to him like the unread pages of a mysterious book. The undulating shoulders of the mountain peaks seemed like someone seated with their head bowed in silence. He longed to know, to think. When alone, he ventured to transmute those valleys and mountains into words.

The written word magnetised him. His house contained just two books. One was a Bible encased in thin birch bark. A veritable antique. It was the New Testament, printed in large typeface on thick, handmade paper. Owing to its weight, it had to be placed on a table before the pages could be turned. No one other than Aiden bothered with it in his house. Along with the verses, the dates and words his grandfather had scribbled on its pages here and there were so deeply imprinted in Aiden’s childhood mind, he had the impression that the Bible belonged only to his family. The second book was a collection of four of Shakespeare’s plays. Ever since he learned to read, he had read them. Even when he couldn’t make head or tail of them, he had committed Macbeth, King Lear, Othello, and The Tempest to memory.

Hearing Aiden reel off the plays from memory, Father Ian enrolled him in the church school. Aiden’s father neither opposed it nor approved of it. One can say only that it was of no consequence to him. For Aiden, learning equalled freedom. It was as if, after days of brooding, when the skies had finally opened up and shone brightly, he had burst out the doors of his house and dashed through the meadows. He would reach the same heightened state one attains while praying in a soaring cathedral in utter solitude.

Aiden wished to attend university. However, he knew that his father did not have the means for it. Those were the times when, all across Ireland, cattle were succumbing to disease. Slowly but surely, a famine began to spread through the villages. Abandoning their farmsteads, people began to leave in great swarms. The dream of immigrating to America took hold of Ireland.

Father grew more and more reclusive. He who used to smoke only the branded cigars procured directly from Dublin now purchased low-grade tobacco leaves from the local markets, toasted and rolled them himself. They were huge cigars that stank of rotting mountain wood. When Father lit them it seemed as if smoke was billowing out of his chest, together with a putrid, burnt odour.

When Aiden conveyed his decision to enlist in the military, Father pulled the cigar out of his mouth and parted his lips as if to say something. But the cigar was between his teeth again just as soon, and he busied himself with securing the horse’s saddle.

“I’ll be trained in administration,” Aiden ventured. “For people like me there is no other path to higher learning.”

“Will you have to go to India, then?” Father asked, without looking at him.

“I suppose. When I finish studying I’ll be required to serve in one of the colonies. It might be in Africa, too,” Aiden replied.

Father said nothing. With one good tug he tested the saddle, and climbed on the horse. The horse trotted down the cobbled path, its hooves clip-clopping rhythmically against the rounded stones. Aiden remained where he was, staring after the mud that splashed in the air as the hooves caught the crevices between the cobbles.

Aiden did not visit Kerry even once until he had finished military school. With his mother alone had he kept up a correspondence. One day, four years later, when he arrived home, his mother, who was in the backyard putting clothes out to dry, straightened out the rolled-up sleeves of her blouse and looked up. Delicate wrinkles crowded the corners of her eyes as she peered at him for a time. When her hand involuntarily brushed her headscarf down towards her brow, a spark of recognition flashed in her: “Aidee!” she cried, and rushed to him, her face wearing an expression Aiden would never forget.

She ran to him, screaming for joy. As though she was frozen in rapture and being carried by the wind. “Aidee, Aidee . . . ,” she cried, gasping for breath, all the while holding him in a tight embrace and showering him with kisses. Her clothes wore a bouquet of smells—the harsh odour of washing soda, the raw smell of onions, the bite of kitchen smoke. In a trice, she broke down and began to weep. Aiden wrapped her tight in his strong arms and wiped her tears. “Oh, Aidee. Dear . . . how big you’ve become, how strong your hands are.” She took his hands in hers and looked over them. She guided his palms to her cheeks. All of a sudden, she broke into a laugh. “You’ve become a big man, Aidee. It’s funny to see that bulge in your throat. One look at those sideburns, and the girls about town will up and leave with you.”

Aiden ruffled her hair. “I’m hungry. Won’t you feed me?” he asked.

“I’ve saved a nice pig just for you. Come,” she said, leading him by the hand. Aileen and Anya poked their heads out from within. Both of them had grown up just like that. The distinctive faces and singular features of their girlhood had morphed into the sameness of ordinary farm women, Aiden observed. In the way they welcomed him and took his hand with laughter, Aiden recognised an all-too-familiar monotony.

Father and Liam returned home in the evening. Liam, too, now resembled any other farm lad from the countryside. That boy who never once stopped jabbering was now as quiet as his father. “Jesus,” Liam muttered as he hung his hat up. He removed his coat and gave Aiden a tentative smile. His arms, too, had grown firm as logs. Father entered the house a minute later. “Jesus!” he muttered, taking off his hat and coat just as Liam had done, and gave Aiden a faint smile. It looked as if Liam had grown old in the blink of an eye. The village presses everyone into the same mould, Aiden thought to himself. Although that truth was only now visible to him.

Four days was all it took for him to grow bored of the village. He had planned on spending the month with his parents before leaving for Burma, but it was apparent to him that he was a stranger not only in his village but in all of Ireland. It was not just his manner of speaking and dressing that had changed but the look in his eyes and the movements of his body as well. His family, too, saw him as an outsider, he reckoned. The moment they heard his footsteps, their excited chatter would congeal and dissolve gradually into pallid smiles. Mother alone presented him with a forced informality. As for the rest, their eyes merely offered him the respectful detachment due to an outsider.

When he decided to leave after what was only a week, only his mother put up a feeble protest. “You lack for nothing here . . . Can’t you stay with me for some time?” she asked.

“I need to make arrangements for my journey. I have to meet my travel mates and talk to them,” Aiden offered.

Mother didn’t argue further. He felt a cutting disappointment when he saw that she wasn’t too saddened by his departure. Had he expected her to shed tears? he asked himself. He was about to travel a long way. To far-off lands rife with wars and tropical diseases, insects, and snakes. Lands as distant as death itself. Mother knew all of it. Irish youth were breaking off like ripe apples falling from the trees, and hurtling towards a vast field of death. Every young man who detested the face and physique the pastures had to offer him had no choice but to head there. Like a hostile horse, Ireland was bucking them off its back. He would return many years later, a brand-new person. A man loaded with money and strange diseases. Or else a military notification would arrive in an abundantly stamped yellow envelope. Every time the clattering hooves of a postman’s horse fell on his family’s ears, they were sure to expect that news, if only for a fleeting second.

When he set off from his home, Liam and his father accompanied him. But not a word was exchanged between them. A travelling coach Aiden had summoned was waiting at the intersection where the horse path met the high road. He watched the cock on the weathervane on top of the coach as it swivelled inexplicably from east to south, then to the east again. He handed the reins to Liam and gestured to the driver positioned on the high seat at the front of the carriage. “Looks like a storm is coming,” the driver said. Aiden smiled. He knew not how to take leave of his father. He gently patted Liam on his shoulders. He wished to kiss his father’s hands; then again, he reasoned that it might seem like a social pretence.

Father took off his hat and straightened his hair. Contrary to habit, Aiden’s eyes remained fixed on him. His father’s long auburn hair had all but disappeared. Lines creased his brow like the deep furrows made by a plough. The freckles on his baked red skin seemed as if they had darkened and spread out. Folds, like deep cuts, took up his cheeks and jowls. The loose flesh under his chin hung like a thin leather sac bursting with water. Something caught in Aiden’s heart for a second—perhaps he might never see his father again. Yes, this was it. This was their last meeting. He felt an inexplicable urge to touch him. He felt like saying, Forgive me, Father.

But for what? He had done nothing wrong. Still, he felt as if he had meted out some form of injustice to the man who stood before him like a forest boulder, battered and beaten in the rain, in the snow, in the sun. An injustice meted out by being born as his son, by the mere act of choosing a life he could never fathom. No, that wasn’t it. He had abandoned his father’s lap and raced away far beyond his grasp. He had shed all of his father’s customs and beliefs, and turned himself into a complete stranger to the man. With the hundreds of books he contained in himself, he could no longer touch his father’s hands.

“Lead the horses back, I’ll come,” Father said, looking at Liam with ripened eyes. Holding the reins of Aiden’s horse, Liam bowed lightly and took his leave. The two horses trotted off, their tails swinging this way and that. The sound of the hooves ebbed. At a loss for words, Aiden stared at the coach’s entrance. All of a sudden, the cock whirled to the east. Aiden slipped his hands into his trouser pockets.

Aiden understood that his father wanted to say something but couldn’t bring himself to speak. Words always proved complicated to him.

“I’ll write to Mam as soon as I arrive,” Aiden said. “I should be able to return in five years.”

It didn’t seem like his father had heard him.

“I’ve got a job in Burma, as a police officer. I’m told that there’s no problem down there, other than the heat and humidity.”

Father took off his hat and tidied his hair once again. What was he trying to say? How should he stir up the words that had congealed inside of him?

“Do you know the history behind your name?” Father began. Aiden was taken aback momentarily. He suspected that his father was about to tell him something of far more significance than he had imagined. What he was about to reveal was going to change his life altogether—just as it happens in the stories. Aiden stood there silently. He could not tell what was running through his father’s mind.

“Byrne is how the name Ó Broin is pronounced hereabouts. It means ‘the dynasty of Bran.’ We are descendants of Leinster’s King Bran Mac Máelmórda. This, right here, is our country. The nation of Ireland.” Aiden began to vaguely grasp what his father was getting at. “You, on the other hand, are going to war on behalf of Britain.” The moment he uttered those words, Aiden lowered his eyes.

For a time, the two of them stood in a chasm of silence. Prrr. One of the harnessed horses exhaled loudly, flapped its ears, and shifted its weight; Aiden shuddered and came to his senses.

“I’ll send money home. Through the bank,” he said, visibly discomfited.

“There’s no need for that,” said Father, in a low but firm voice. Without wasting another moment, he spun his horse around and sped away, the thud of hooves resounding in his wake. Father’s heavy frame bobbed up and down in the wind as it disappeared from sight.

It was when a draft of cold air struck him that Aiden realised his body had broken into a sweat. A deep sigh did little to lighten his heart. He boarded the coach and closed the door behind him. He sat on the leather-upholstered seat and stretched his legs. He closed his eyes and received the breeze all over his face. The coachman rang his bell twice and commanded the horses forward. Soon as he flicked the whip in the air the horses set off.

Jolting to a start, the carriage rattled and jounced along the muddy path. The wheels crunched over the pebble-ridden mud and the axle knocked loudly against the hub, as the coach gathered speed. Aiden opened the window of the carriage. It wasn’t until a cool breeze laden with the scent of horse dung swept in that Aiden’s mind began to quieten. He felt as though his heart had been buried deep beneath a pile of dirty linen, and now, with every gust of wind, the layers were flying away one after the other, causing his heart to lighten and return to normal.

Every day, at seven in the morning, Aiden would set out from his bungalow on the banks of the Adyar River and ride along the horse path that skirted the Marina, through the slums of Ayodhyakuppam, until he reached the police headquarters by the sea. At around nine at night he would head back the same way, all alone. It was the only physical activity he got, for once he entered the office it was well-nigh impossible for him to step out. Sundays, too, afforded him no rest. To Aiden, the daily commute was a deeply private experience. The blue ocean that accompanied him to his right, every step of the way, rendered insignificant all the troubles and irritants of his everyday life. Nothing freed him as much as the thought that he was moving along the verge of the ocean like a tiny bubble of foam.

The stunning sea. It was what Aiden loved the most in all of Madraspatnam. The pristine blue. Like throws of silk being unfurled for display on the long, uninterrupted shoreline, the surf spread over the sands now and again. In the dazzling blue waters, the catamarans of the Sembadava fisherfolk, their puffed white sails aflutter, travelled like one-winged birds. The ships anchored at the port on the horizon seemed like miniature black hillocks. Aiden had made sure that his office overlooked the sea. Whenever he glanced up from the papers that abounded with legal dilemmas, procedural hurdles, protocols, and formalities, the blue expanse abroad his window would whisk him away to the skies, or so he imagined.

What a sea! As if composed of blue light. The waters that he had seen in England were different. That sea had conjured up the vision of a strange, thick, murky liquid that had hardened into a deep blue swathe of marble. It was only when he entered the seas off the coast of Morocco that he first laid eyes on tropical waters. The skies were overcast when Aiden had set sail from the English port of Southampton. The deafening rumble of the ship’s machinery as it came to life had resounded like thunder. As the vessel got under way, the passengers lined its decks and gazed at the shore. With its rising chimneys and high, cone-shaped tile roofs, the city of Southampton floated farther and farther away. The vanishing city resembled a great ship submerging in the waters of the firmament. The vessels anchored nearby bobbed restlessly in the sea.

Once the land disappeared from sight, the passengers retired to their respective berths. They pulled the woollen blankets over themselves and tried to catch some sleep. Although each of their faces wore a different expression, it seemed to Aiden that the thoughts running behind them were much the same. Will I see this land again? That was the one-line refrain. What else could they be thinking about? Most of them stayed in their beds all through the days and the nights, with visits to the mess hall being the only exception. Despite the many hundreds of passengers on board, the mess functioned peacefully. There arose the clanking of spoons against dishes, the rustle of clothes, the thudding and scraping of shoes on the wooden floor, and, on rare occasions, a hushed exchange of words.

A man from Lancashire was Aiden’s roommate. However, he, too, proved to be a recluse who was lost in himself. Aiden scarcely exchanged a word or two with him in the first ten days. Within a fortnight their bodies had acclimated to the lethargy. It became possible to lie in bed for as many as twenty hours a day. The days and nights that wore on in between sleep and wakefulness were strung together by the ship’s mechanical drone like a thread that strings a cluster of pearls.

The mess was agog with talk of arriving at Casablanca the following day. Aiden didn’t make much of it. As rain rocked the ship and lashed at it, droplets of water seeped in through the gaps around the windowpanes and dripped on the bed, scattering over the woollen blankets like shards of glass. Aiden settled in beneath the covers, closed his eyes, and pictured the green meadows back home. Waking to the ship’s horn the following morning, Aiden threw on his overcoat, stooped under the short door frame, and stepped out of his quarters. For a second, he felt as though molten light was pouring into his eyes.

He stood there for a while, shielding his eyes with his hands; after a time, he slowly removed his hands, forcing his eyes to adjust bit by bit, until he could see, stretched out in front of him, a clear blue sky and a great expanse of light that was the effervescent sea. A place that had never known such a thing as darkness, he thought to himself. A flock of white birds went past, as if sliding across the sky. “A blue sea, blue sea,” Aiden chanted. “To mingle with the Universe, and feel what I can ne’er express, yet cannot all conceal.” A verse rose to his lips. What poem was it?

He repeated those words over and over. In a flash, the next line was upon his tongue. “Roll on, thou deep and dark-blue ocean, roll! Ten thousand fleets sweep over thee in vain.” Byron. Aiden marvelled at how his inner self had recalled precisely that verse and no other. “In vain.” The phrase crashed into him all day long. Like waves smashing against the hull of the ship. In vain! In vain! In vain! He skipped his meal that morning. Instead, he sat gazing at the sea, which shone luminous in the soft sunlight. The ship reached Casablanca that evening. With its dust-cloaked, sand-hued buildings, the ancient port city advanced towards him. Beyond it, as though formed of dust, stretched the sky. A smell very near that of burnt fish oil came from the sea. As did faint human voices. A legion of larynxes rose in a refrain as measured as the humming of bees.

The people on the ship had redeemed themselves from their cocooned state that day, Aiden observed. Ebullient voices rang out from everywhere. Men rushed hither and thither. They were told that the ship would berth at Casablanca for eight whole days. Under the light from the skies, the strange city lay wide open in all its absurdity. The loud and raucous cries of the blacks. The ubiquitous stench of something rotting. Narrow streets with steaming gutters. In its capacity as the first land they had alighted on, the city intoxicated the passengers. And offered them every intoxicant under the sun, too. The strangeness of the place bestowed all it contained with a dreamlike quality.

Aiden, though, was rather immune to its charms. He rented a sea-facing room at an inn on the outskirts of the city, with blankets so filthy dust motes flew out when disturbed. Bedbugs, like shiny copper shavings, scurried out of the cracks in the wall. The rock pigeons settled on the windowsill kept up their throaty coos, evoking the sound of a cow being milked, of bridles being polished, of a carpenter working his handsaw. Down below, the paved stone yard was white with their droppings. Wheels, whips, and hooves resounded in unison from the direction of the road. Aiden sat gazing at the sea all day long. On one of those days, it dawned on him that he would never be free of the sea. That he would never part from that light-filled sea.

Standing by the shore, Aiden was watching the waves. The pattern of the wind was imprinted on the clear sands. The beach lay like a sweeping white fabric that had descended from the skies and settled on the earth. Slowly, Aiden imbibed the wondrous solitude and contentment the sea had to offer him. Just then, the crack of a whip and an incoherent babble of voices jolted him. When he turned around all he could see was a deserted road caught in a sandy haze. Suddenly, a woman’s cry pierced the air. Then, again, the sound of whipping.

Aiden swung his horse around and traced his way back a short distance. There was something going on under the tree he had sighted earlier. Two people lay on the ground and a third was bringing the whip down on them. Aiden neared them in a few leaps. As soon as he saw Aiden, the assailant coiled his whip, came up to him, and bowed. A black man. Tall and sturdy of body. He sported a big turban and a khaki-hued coat. The eyes of the Indians never ceased to amaze Aiden. Eyes that were white and protuberant, like oysters. Eyes that threatened to pop out at any second.

“What’s this?” Aiden asked, his gaze fixed on the two people on the ground. Only then did he notice that one of them was a woman. Dark, emaciated forms. Their cheek and collar bones were swollen. Their shoulders, thin and skeletal. The man on the ground had hiked his muddied waistcloth up to his knees. The woman’s sari, too, had taken on the colour of mud. She was holding the throw of her sari firmly against her meagre breasts. Blood had begun to pool in the cut on her shoulder, where the whip had caught skin. Blood oozed from the man’s neck and shoulders, too. The man with the whip bowed once again, and said something. It was English. Even so, Aiden could not comprehend a word.

“Slow down, slow down,” he urged.

“Yes, sir,” acknowledged the man with the whip. “These are workers from the Ice House. They did not come to work. They were in hiding.”

A sharp cry of words emerged from the man on the ground even as he made to grab hold of Aiden’s feet. The assailant let loose a mighty crack of his whip; its tongue licked and coiled against the man’s dark back. Writhing and screaming, he collapsed to the ground. The woman shrieked as she caught hold of him.

“Don’t,” came Aiden’s voice, stopping the assailant.

The man bowed another time. “They are criminals,” he declared.

“What’s your name?” Aiden demanded.

“Neelamegam. I am a foreman at the Ice House,” he replied, pointing in the direction of the edifice visible in the distance.

“Neelamegam, you have no authority to punish them. All right?”

The man seemed lost. Aiden repeated himself haltingly, one word at a time.

Neelamegam brought his palms together in fear. The whip was between his folded hands. “They are criminals. Criminals,” he repeated.

“Maybe so. Take them away and hand them over to their custodian. Let him decide what punishment is due to them as per the law.”

Neelamegam bowed deferentially.

“These people are workers. Not slaves. The Crown’s laws make no allowance for Her Majesty’s subjects to flog their workers. Understand?”

His eyes, like two white eggs, were agape.

“You’ve committed an offence by lashing them. I will have to take this up with your supervisor. I’ll order him to hand you the rightful penalty.”

The man stared wide-eyed, as before.

“Lend them a hand,” Aiden commanded.

Neelamegam shouted something in the local tongue, at which the workers joined their palms and strained to get to their feet. When he tried to push himself up, the man lost his balance and fell down again. “Hold him,” Aiden ordered, throwing his arm out in his direction. Neelamegam stood there, unmoving. The woman pointed at the man’s leg and said something. Once more, the man tried to hoist himself up. It was evident that his right leg was unresponsive. At first, Aiden assumed that it was a wooden leg, not unlike the blackened, ossified branch of some native tree. The man had to lift and move his leg with his hand in order to move forward.

“What’s wrong with him?” Aiden asked, turning to the woman.

She pointed at his leg and repeated herself.

“Neelamegam, what’s she saying?” Aiden demanded.

“He is putting on an act, sir.”

Aiden felt a sudden rush of blood to his head. A man of the kind he was running into everywhere and all the time. A kind as bloodthirsty as vampires. A garrison that hung upside down from the tower of imperial authority. They roamed all over the city at night, sucking blood.

“I didn’t ask for your opinion. I asked to translate what she said.”

“She says the ice block has numbed his leg.”

“Oh,” said Aiden. “All right, I’ll have a word with your manager. Pick him up now, and take him to your company. Make sure he gets the medical attention he needs.” With that, Aiden leaned in the direction of the black man and said, “Company. Go. Medicine—marndhu. Marndhu. There.”

Whatever went through the man’s head, tears glistened in his eyes as he brought his palms together. The woman held him by the shoulder as he tried to rise again, only to collapse with a painful groan.

“Give him a hand,” Aiden cried to Neelamegam.

“He will walk on his own, sir,” came the response.

It was only then that Aiden was struck by Neelamegam’s obstinacy. The firm resistance displayed by black servitors from within their cloak of unwavering servility whenever something threatened their self-interest. A resistance that poked at the throat like a fishbone nestled in fat. “Do as I say. Hold him up,” Aiden said in a stern voice. Neelamegam tightened his body wordlessly and looked at the ground.

Aiden understood what was going on. Many of the natives avoided touching one another. They believed that to touch a person from a lower caste would pollute them. Sometimes even a bath would not suffice to cleanse them of it. They had to ingest cow dung mixed in water. They had to visit their temples and perform expiation. Some castes even believed that to be purged of the sin of pollution they had to suffer the punishment of thrusting their hand into fire.

“Idiot,” spat Aiden, bristling with irritation. “Lift him up. That’s an order.” His face flushed and his breath quickened.

“Forgive me. I cannot,” said Neelamegam.

“Will you do it or not?” Aiden’s voice cracked as he drew his strap out.

“Forgive me,” Neelamegam repeated. It didn’t seem like he was speaking at all. His eyes were as lifeless as two balls of metal.

“Idiot,” Aiden shrieked as he raised the buffalo-skin strap in the air. The strap’s tongue grazed past his face.

Neelamegam stood rooted to the spot, stock-still. Aiden lowered the strap. “I’ll throw you in prison,” he said breathlessly. “It’ll be six months before you see the light of day.” Neelamegam did not budge. His whole body stood like a clenched fist against Aiden.

A few moments passed without event. The two people on the ground looked on with stunned eyes and still bodies. Neelamegam looked cold and frozen, as though he had come to a grinding halt, as though he had been carved out of ice. Aiden imagined that his hand would turn cold and numb if he so much as touched him. A tremor took hold of his body. His legs twitched involuntarily. “Jesus,” he said, as he removed his hat and wiped his head. He pressed his handkerchief to his face and rubbed downwards.

“Very well. I’ll take care of you.” So saying, Aiden dug his spurs into the sides of the horse. With a start the horse leaped forward and broke into a gallop, its hooves clip-clopping against the black stone path.
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As soon as Aiden rode into the front yard of his office, Duraisamy and Kannan came running. Duraisamy took the reins from Aiden while Kannan removed the saddlebag from the horse’s back. Aiden tossed the strap to Duraisamy, strode towards the office, his boots resounding against the stone ground, leaped up the stairs, and seeing Sepoy Samikkanu across from him, said: “Sam, ask Nar to see me at once.”

When Aiden entered his room and took the chair, Ammasi, the old untouchable seated on his haunches outside, began to pull the punkah. Even though there was a generous breeze gusting into the room through the windows, the punkah was a symbol of authority. The wicker chair made of densely woven palm-leaf spines creaked under Aiden’s weight as he settled in and closed his eyes for a moment.

Hearing the screech of the push door, Aiden opened his eyes. Narayanan came in and offered him a crisp salute. Aiden stared vacantly at him for a second or two. A turban-like blue hat. A leather belt sequinned with a string of bullet pockets ran across a bright-red linen coat. The coat flaps that parted at his midriff revealed a white cotton tunic and a second leather belt secured around his waist. On one side of the belt was a dagger; on the other, a brass-handled pistol. Khaki knee-length trousers. Khaki puttees. Clumsily cobbled tough leather boots of local make.

All the British sepoys across India, Burma, and Malaysia wore the selfsame uniform. However, the persons they clothed in each place were disparate human beings. No identity could unite them. On the contrary, they regarded identity as a means to differentiate themselves. This man had decorated his forehead with a thin red line that ran perpendicular to his brow. Evidently, he wished to show that he was not one of the others.

“Sir,” said Narayanan.

Awoken by his call, “What’s that?” Aiden asked off-kilter, pointing at Narayanan’s forehead.

Baffled for a moment, “It is the mark of my religion, sir,” said Narayanan.

These people had imbibed that word with precision. One of the many stringent orders laid down by the British Crown that had taken over the government from the Company after the Sepoy Mutiny was not to interfere with the religious identities of the sepoys. Overnight, the sepoys had deftly transformed all their caste markers into religious symbols. The British could not fathom how they had learned to do it.

“Oh,” said Aiden. “Would you touch those outside your religion?”

Narayanan fell silent.

“Speak up,” Aiden commanded.

“There are those who cannot be touched, sir,” said Narayanan.

Instantly, Aiden decided there was no use sending him alone. Lieutenant Mackenzie had gone to Teynampet. Among the white men present in the office at that time, only he knew enough of the local tongue to hold a conversation. No matter their seniority, no matter their length of service, these black sepoys could not be trusted.

“Come with me,” Aiden said, getting to his feet. “Bring twenty of our soldiers with you,” he instructed as he walked out of the office.

“With weapons, sir?” Narayanan asked.

“The ordinary ones will do.” Aiden hastened down the stairs and was back at the front yard again. The sun, having reached its prime by then, had filled the yard like molten glass. The white walls of the building shone blindingly. A yellow litter of neem leaves overspread the low, red-tiled roofs of the office buildings that choked the neighbourhood. A cuckoo’s call rang out, over and over, without alteration. Aiden would often imagine that it was saying hello.

There arose the faint sound of the wind being spliced by the tightly drawn hawsers holding up a tall mast salvaged from some ship and erected at the office entrance. The Union Jack at the top of the mast fluttered in the sea breeze. The entire building, Aiden often fancied, was a ship moored on the shore. Having covered many thousands of miles, it had beached itself there. With time its anchor will become the roots from which a great tree will rise. Someday, it may turn into a boulder, and in due course, into a mountain, even.

The moment Aiden stepped out of the office, Duraisamy hurried up to him with his horse. The horse turned its head and rested its big muzzle on Aiden’s shoulder. Thick spittle dribbled over his forearm. He shook his hand dry and mounted the horse even as Duraisamy was tightening the saddle. The horse started and spun around a bit; when Aiden tugged at the reins, it tensed its head and snorted. Narayanan hastened to a small wooden podium on the right-hand side of the building and blew his bugle. Its strident birdlike call rose up with the sea breeze and dissipated in the wind like ink on water. The clatter of soldiers falling into line at the back of the building replaced the sound of the bugle. “Company fall in!” Narayanan’s command reverberated after Aiden as he started out.

When his horse hit the road, the sound of the twenty-man platoon following in a double march filled the air. Aiden did not look back. Hearing the din of the marching forces, a few people in the two warehouse-offices along the seashore lifted the vetiver-grass screens covering the windows and poked their heads out. A two-horse phaeton coming from the opposite end hesitated and hung back. The reined-in horses twitched their heads, neighed softly, and lifted their stick-like legs. The left wheel shuddered and the carriage keened to one side before finding its balance again. The driver jumped off the coach with whip in hand and stood holding the horses. A white woman wearing an ornate, red tricorne hat looked out of the carriage. Her pale, powdered face was dense with wrinkles. Blue eyes shorn of all emotion flitted this way and that, taking in the sights.

It was only when he crossed the phaeton that Aiden became aware of the presence of Narayanan’s platoon marching ten feet behind him. Like a swaying shadow creeping into view from the corner of his eye, a pitch-dark elephant emerged by the side of the road. Its trunk was curled around a big wooden box. The man seated on its back appeared naked. A mere illusion, for his blackened loincloth had camouflaged him against the elephant’s body. At its feet stood a twelve-year-old boy, also clad in no more than a loincloth, with sticks in hand. Somewhat startled by the elephant, Aiden’s horse began to back up; he patted its neck and pacified it.

For a split second, Aiden met the elephant’s glistening eye—like a speck of water pooled in the deep crevice of a boulder. What lies buried in the soul of a black boulder? With his little stick, this little man trains the elephant to dance to his tunes. Its feet, its tusks, its trunk, its ears have each submitted themselves to him. But those eyes are yet to accept him. Eyes that are beyond man’s comprehension. There is something in them, like fire buried in the recesses of darkness.

Aiden paused when he neared the Ice House. There was no one now at the spot where he had seen those workers come under the whip. A little farther away, the curved façade of a red-tinted edifice rose in front of him like a fortress. A cluster of arched windows dotted the façade. Fitted with amber-stained glass panes, every one of those windows was closed shut. Two flags fluttered atop the circular crown of the Ice House. The Union Jack flew high, and beside it, the flag of Frederic Tudor & Co. Red stripes against white. It was indeed the New England flag, save a blue square bearing a circle of white stars in one of its corners.

A fine phaeton coach stood at the entrance by the side of the building. Ostensibly an import from London, it was crafted in mahogany that gleamed as if it were leather or wax, and bronze that glistened like gold. Silver trims adorned its doors. Four beautiful black horses, unharnessed from the coach, were tethered nearby. Hearing the platoon, they lifted their heads out of the bags of horse gram suspended from their muzzles; when they turned their necks, a shiver rippled through their hides. Prrr, exhaled one of the horses, at which the others gave a gentle whirl, lowered their heads, shook their necks until the soft hair on their hides stood up tall, and tilted their saggy-jowled jaws upwards.

Aiden instructed Narayanan to hold the platoon back, and rode into the compound. The minute he set eyes on the manager of Tudor & Co., who, dressed in a short coat, loose trousers, and high boots, approached him with fake calm while holding down his American-style top hat against the wind, Aiden knew it. Everything had already been arranged.

The manager came up
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