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Preface

A meaningful biography does not merely place a life
between two dates. It listens to the pulse of an age, enters the inner
world of a region, traces the moral journey of an individual, and
asks how a single life becomes inseparable from the history of a
people. I have written Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography in that
spirit. My purpose has not simply been to present the outward
sequence of events in the life of Shri Jagdish Prasad Mandal, but to
understand how a child born in a village of Mithila in the year of
India’s independence grew into a socially committed thinker, a
farmer rooted in labour, a participant in public struggles, and one
of the most original and significant creative voices in modern
Maithili literature.

The present volume is the English translation of my original
Maithili biography, Jagdish Prasad Mandal: Ekta Biography. In
this case, translation is not a secondary act performed at a distance
from the original vision; it is my own re-entry into a life I first
narrated in Maithili. The English version therefore carries both
memory and responsibility. It introduces to a wider readership not
only the life of Mandalji, but also the social world from which that
life drew its strength. Readers approaching this book from outside
Mithila will encounter not only an individual life, but also a rare
record of rural society, agrarian culture, caste relations, linguistic
consciousness, political awakening, and literary transformation.

While preparing this biography, I remained guided by one
fundamental principle: a life story becomes authentic only when it
is heard, examined, verified, and clarified in the light of truth.
Without such scrutiny, biography risks slipping into anecdote; with
it, it approaches history. This book has been shaped by that
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discipline. It draws upon conversations, recollections, local
knowledge, and the corroboration of facts wherever possible. Its
method is neither ornamental nor detached; it proceeds from within
the social world it describes. I belong to the wider cultural
landscape of Berma, and this proximity has enabled me to
understand the rhythms of the region, the meanings embedded in
its idioms, the force of its memories, and the deeper social
significance of incidents that may appear minor to an outsider.

Shri Jagdish Prasad Mandal was born on 5 July 1947, at a
moment when India stood on the threshold of freedom. The timing
is more than a biographical coincidence. His birth belongs to the
borderland between colonial rule and political independence,
between entrenched feudal structures and the promise of
democracy, between inherited hierarchies and emerging
aspirations. The India into which he was born had not yet resolved
its contradictions. The freedom movement had awakened the
masses, yet famine, earthquake, caste tension, communal division,
poverty, and land conflict continued to shape the lives of ordinary
people. The tricolour had been unfurled, but for millions of rural
citizens, freedom still had to be translated into land, livelihood,
dignity, education, and justice.

This historical tension forms the first major background of
the biography. Mandalji’s life cannot be understood apart from the
social transition of post-independence India. I have not presented
freedom as a single victorious event after which all questions were
settled. Rather, I have tried to show how the promise of freedom
entered village life unevenly. Elections were held, governments
formed, new laws introduced, schools and colleges established, and
political parties moved from towns into villages. Yet old
hierarchies, land disputes, moneylending, caste divisions,
administrative partiality, and agrarian distress continued to weigh
heavily upon the people. Mandalji’s life unfolded within this
unfulfilled freedom, and his later literary and social commitments
were rooted in that historical incompleteness.

The second vital ground of this biography is Berma, together
with the wider Jhanjharpur region. Berma is not treated here as a
mere birthplace; it becomes a living social organism. Its ponds,
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wells, schools, kachaharis, caste groups, fields, orchards, shrines,
teachers, storytellers, and public workers create the human
environment in which Mandalji’s sensibility was formed. I have
tried to place the village within its larger cultural geography.
Jhanjharpur, Navani, Deep, Kachhubi, Tamuria, Lohna, and the
neighbouring areas appear not as names on a map, but as centres of
memory, movement, education, and social difference. Through
them, the reader enters rural Mithila in its full complexity.

One of my concerns in this biography has been to present the
village neither as an object of romance nor as a place to be
dismissed. Berma appears here as a place of labour, intelligence,
conflict, mutual dependence, hardship, humour, discipline, and
moral testing. It is a village marked by educational aspiration and
political awareness. It is also a village where land, caste, family
obligation, and collective prestige shape life at every step. The
reader encounters a society in which people may be poor but are
not without thought; bound by custom but not without self-respect;
divided by caste yet still joined by kinship, labour, necessity, and
shared memory. This social world gives Mandalji’s life its depth
and his literature its truth.

The third major axis of the book is the reality of caste, land,
labour, and peasant life. Mandalji’s life cannot be separated from
the soil. Agriculture, sharecropping, grain-lending, debt, wages,
flood, drought, irrigation, small holdings, and the moral economy
of the village are not background details; they are central forces. I
have tried to record a world in which land was not only property,
but also power, honour, survival, and conflict. The sharecropper,
the small farmer, the farm labourer, the landholder, the
moneylender, and the political worker all stand within the same
field of tension.

The question of land is especially significant in this
biography. It moves through the afterlife of zamindari, the
struggles over bakast land, the ambiguities of sharecropping, the
distortions of the Bhoodan movement, and the legal entanglements
that followed. Bhoodan, which began with moral aspiration,
became in many places a source of confusion and manipulation
when certificates for the same land were issued to different persons
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and disputes multiplied. I have tried not to write history through
slogans, but to follow the concrete consequences of policies and
movements as they entered village life.

Similarly, caste is not presented merely as a social category.
It appears as a lived structure that shapes politics, marriage,
occupation, dignity, leadership, religious practice, and public
mobilisation. I have tried to show how the class-based character of
politics often failed to develop because caste identities deepened
and hardened. Yet the narrative also reveals that social change did
not follow simple lines. The Communist movement, the question
of land, the demand for the Kosi canal, and the recognition of the
Maithili language all entered a society already layered by caste and
custom. Mandalji’s growth as a public figure took place in this
difficult field, where every social question carried economic,
cultural, and political dimensions.

The fourth axis is struggle. Mandalji does not emerge here
as a contemplative figure detached from public life. He is seen
walking, arguing, organising, observing, facing setbacks, learning,
and returning to the people. The chapters dealing with political
awakening, social commitment, Bhoodan, land conflict, and
Rampatti Jail are essential to the structure of this biography. They
show that his thought was not formed in isolation. It was tested in
the village, in meetings, in party work, in disputes, in jail, in the
presence of ordinary people, and amid the unfinished demands of
the region.

Rampatti Jail occupies a symbolic place in this life story.
The movement that led Mandalji and others there was not limited
to one narrow demand. It brought together questions of agriculture,
hydroelectric power, the Kosi canal, regional development, and the
official recognition of Maithili. Here, local struggle becomes
inseparable from the larger destiny of Mithila. The demand for
water, electricity, industry, and language recognition was, at heart,
a demand for dignity. It was a refusal to let Mithila remain trapped
in backwardness while its people possessed labour, memory,
culture, and intelligence in abundance.

I have also tried to record something more subtle: the making
of Mandalji’s intellectual temperament. A high-school memory
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becomes significant when economics grips his mind and later leads
him toward wider readings, from Marx’s Das Kapital to the works
of Amartya Sen. This detail is not incidental. It reveals the
formation of a mind that would never separate village life from
economic structures. Mandalji’s later writing shows precisely this
quality. He does not see poverty as fate, nor does he treat rural
hardship as sentimental material. He asks how systems work, how
labour is valued, how society becomes distorted, and how people
can regain agency.

This brings us to the fifth, and perhaps most important, axis
of the book: the emergence of a literary personality from life-
struggle. Mandalji’s literature was not born from withdrawal; it
arose from participation. His stories, novels, poems, and plays
carry the smell of soil, the anxiety of farmers, the speech of
working people, the dignity of women, the pain of migration, the
wounds of caste, and the stubborn hope of rural society. I have
elsewhere argued that the arrival of Jagdish Prasad Mandal on the
literary scene marks a turning point in Maithili literature. I do not
say this as praise alone. It points to a genuine shift in subject, voice,
and social representation.

Before Mandalji, much of what passed as mainstream
Maithili literature did not fully enter the lived tragedies of the rural
poor, the marginalised, the farmer, the labourer, the small
household, and the socially silenced. Mandalji corrected this
imbalance. He brought into literature those lives that had long
remained present in society but absent from literary centrality. He
did so not through pity, but through knowledge. His characters are
not objects of sympathy. They think, endure, argue, work, fall, rise,
and search for solutions. His prose does not decorate facts; facts
move through it as part of lived experience. His literature does not
lament helplessly; it confronts reality and keeps moving.

The truth of Mandalji’s literature lies in the unity of thought,
life, and writing. He respected every stratum of society not as an
abstract principle, but as part of his lived world. The farmer,
artisan, labourer, teacher, widow, child, elder, village reformer, and
struggling family all enter his work with their own dignity. This is
why his writing feels organic. It does not impose ideology upon
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life; it draws meaning from the life already present before him. In
this sense, his literature becomes an ethical extension of his
personality.

This biography seeks to help the reader understand that
extension. It shows how the child who lost his father early, grew
within a joint family and a dense social network, experienced
village education, saw the contradictions of independence, entered
political and social struggles, and witnessed caste, land, and labour
conflicts from close quarters eventually became a writer whose
creative world could not be separated from Mithila’s common
people. Mandalji’s literary strength lies in the fact that his
imagination is socially accountable. He writes not about a village
invented from nostalgia, but about a village known through labour,
conflict, affection, and responsibility.

A serious biography of a regional writer must not erase the
region in order to appear universal. On the contrary, the universal
meaning of such a life emerges only when its local truth is
preserved. This is what I have tried to keep in view while writing
Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography. Mithila is not a marginal
literary geography; it is a civilisational field where language, land,
caste, labour, memory, and moral struggle meet. Through
Mandalji’s life, the book opens a larger question: how does
literature become the voice of a people who have lived history but
have not always been allowed to write it?

I believe the English translation is timely. It invites readers
beyond Maithili to encounter Mandalji not merely as a regional
figure, but as a writer whose rootedness gives him wider relevance.
In an age when migration, agrarian distress, ecological imbalance,
cultural displacement, and social inequality continue to trouble
societies across the world, Mandalji’s life and literature speak with
renewed force. He reminds us that true modernity cannot be built
by abandoning the village, humiliating labour, or cutting language
away from its people. Development without dignity, education
without social responsibility, and literature without lived
experience remain incomplete.

I would ask the reader to approach this book patiently. Its
value lies not only in the facts it provides, but also in the world it
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seeks to restore. It restores the intimate relationship between
biography and social history. It restores the dignity of rural
experience. It restores the connection between language and life. It
restores the idea that a writer’s responsibility is not merely to
produce books, but to keep one eye on society and the other on pen
and paper. Such a vision is deeply Maithili, yet also universal.

This biography offers the life of Shri Jagdish Prasad Mandal
as a journey from personal struggle to collective meaning. It begins
with a child born in 1947 and moves toward a writer whose work
participates in the moral and literary awakening of Mithila.
Between these two points lies the story of a village, a region, a
society, and a language seeking justice, dignity, and self-
recognition. To read this biography is to understand that some lives
cannot be confined to the individual. They become fields of
memory. They become mirrors of society. They become literature
even before they are written.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography is one such work of
remembrance, understanding, and responsibility. It deserves to be
read not only as the life of a writer, but as the living document of a
people whose labour, speech, struggle, and hope continue to shape
the soul of Mithila.

- Gajendra Thakur
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BIRTH AND BACKGROUND

Jagdish Prasad Mandal was born on 5 July 1947, when India
stood on the threshold of independence and the British were
preparing to leave.

“I was born on 5 July 1947. The family was well settled and
reasonably prosperous. For three generations, it had remained a
single-lineage household. As the grandfather had been, so was the
father. Since there was a pond and a well near the house, there was
no difficulty regarding water.”

The family lived in close association not only with his
parents but also with the household of his elder sister. They owned
some land of their own and also cultivated, on a sharecropping
basis, the fields of absentee landlords in the village. As a result,
there was no shortage of food or basic necessities. On the one hand,
the family possessed the inherited strength and cohesion of its
lineage; on the other, Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s father had been
shaped by social and familial influences that gave him a somewhat
progressive outlook.

Just as, at a community feast, the elders understand that once
the bari is served, the meal has entered its final round, and that there
is little point in waiting because delay may leave one hungry, it is
wiser to push forward and eat quickly, for otherwise whom could
one blame? In much the same way, British rule too was gathering
up its belongings and preparing to depart. The turbulent movement
that arose in 1942 did not subside; instead, it grew fiercer and
fiercer, culminating in the independence of 15 August 1947.

Yet the condition of the country was far from unified.
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Conflicts persisted everywhere. In some places there was caste
violence; in others, communal hostility. Somewhere the struggle
centred on wealth and property, elsewhere on honour and dignity.
Even as the freedom movement gathered strength, the country’s
economic condition had already been deeply affected by the Bengal
famine and by the Bihar earthquake of 1934.

In the struggle for independence, Mithilanchal’s
contribution was no less significant than that of any other region of
the country. On one side stood the old custodians of inherited ways
of thinking. On the other, after 1940, the Socialist Party and the
Communist Party continued to generate new political ideas. A
wave of awareness moved through society. Just as the Socialist
Party advanced with its programmes, so did the Communist Party.
The first group from Darbhanga district had already taken party
membership in 193940 and had emerged as committed workers.
The Socialist Party, too, had reached village after village.

The people’s movement of 1942 struck a blow against
hereditary ways of thinking. That blow caused cracks and ruptures
in old ideas, and even those shaken by it came forward with a new
outlook. The social environment had already created the belief that
the zamindari system would surely end, kings and feudal chiefs
would fall, and the old practice of auctioning land, along with the
oppression involved in collecting land revenue, would be wiped
out. New ideas had already taken root among the people.

Within Mithilanchal, the Jhanjharpur region had its own
standing in both education and the economy. By national standards,
this region was not backward; it was advanced. It had produced one
great personality after another. It was also an area that had shed
blood in the freedom struggle. Jhanjharpur was one of the main
centres of British authority. Wherever the policy of repression was
enforced, it was enforced in this region as well.

Within Mithilanchal, Jhanjharpur is the region where the
history and vision of Mithila still shine forth. Even today, flowers
seem to bloom from stone, and fragrance remains alive in the earth
and water. In the village society of this region, dozens of castes and
communities have lived together in one place from ancient times to
the present. The soil, too, is remarkably fertile, and the region is
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among the most densely populated in the country.

The fifth decade of the twentieth century stirred the country
so deeply that people moved beyond the limits of home and family
and offered themselves to the nation. Just as the first half of the
decade was spent in movements and agitation, many questions also
arose and stood before the country. Yet in the nation’s history until
then, such collective joy had never been seen as was witnessed at
that time. As the day for the unfurling of the flag of freedom drew
nearer, that joy continued to grow. Half the decade had passed in
awakening, and the remaining half passed in happiness, in dreams
of many colours.

In society at large, this may not have been so clear, but in
national politics the economic question had created a definite
division. Some saw independence as the country’s complete
freedom; others regarded it as crippled freedom. Within the
country, drought, earthquake, caste frenzy, and communal frenzy
had gathered such force that political parties remained entangled in
struggles both within and outside themselves. The Telangana
struggle had already entered the map of the country’s movements.
Every divisive force behind the Partition of India and Pakistan was
shaking the public mind. Hearts that had remained joined through
ten years of imprisonment were breaking apart among companions.
They had been together in the Cellular Jail of Kala Pani, but their
villages and societies had become divided.

After midnight on 14 August, on 15 August, the tricolour
was unfurled. British rule came to an end.

The wave of joy in people’s hearts had not yet settled when
Gandhiji was shot in broad daylight in the capital, an event that
revealed the nature of power with painful clarity. The Constituent
Assembly began drafting the Constitution. The Constitution was
framed, and from 1952 the process of general elections began.
Elections were held to form governments in the states and at the
Centre, and new governments came into being.

British rule had certainly given the country an expanded
political shape, but it had also left it entangled in thousands of
problems. The new government found itself facing countless
difficulties. In village after village, the struggle over bakast land
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had spread. Since all political parties gave it one-sided support, the
struggle also succeeded.

In 1950, Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s father passed away.

“] have no memory of my father’s death, only the sight of
the funeral fire burning in the orchard. I was three years old then.
Of the two brothers, my elder brother was six. Father remained ill
for about a month. There was no proper arrangement for treatment;
Darbhanga hospital had not yet come into existence. In society,
treatment ranged from exorcism and ritual healing to herbs and
roots.”

Since the joint-family system was strong, there was no
deficiency in the child’s upbringing after the father’s death.

“It was not like the families of today, where neither the son
looks after his father and mother, nor do the parents look after the
son and daughter-in-law. There are many reasons for this, but if we
cannot even take responsibility for our own family, then we merely
go on calling our motherland and our country great for nothing.
With honesty, placing one’s hand upon the heart, one must ask:
what have we given, and what have we taken?

If something did not happen in my case, I am not to blame
for it. On one side were the members of my own family, and on the
other, there was no caste in the village with which we did not have
a family relationship. Besides, our caste itself had a large
settlement. In the villages surrounding our own, there were kinship
ties as well, and they continue even today. People from those places
used to come and go at agreed times.

The company, too, was good. There were storytellers of the
finest kind and people who could hold a conversation with rare
skill. Thus, there was hardly any difference between day and night.
There was no want in the family, and therefore the circumstances
remained favourable.”

Since circumstances were favourable, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji’s attention also turned towards the future of the family.
His elder brother had already been married. In those days,
marriages took place when children were only four or five years
old.
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“Among seven brothers and sisters, my aunt was the eldest
and my mother the youngest. That aunt became a widow. She had
only two daughters, and her family line came to an end. My aunt
had influence over my mother, and so my elder brother was married
when he was only five. When the family began to think of the
future, their eyes fell upon me. The condition of a bedridden patient
is such that nothing can be said with certainty; he may live, or he
may die. In such a condition, honesty naturally enters one’s
thoughts.”

At Machhadi, in Simra, the family of the dadiya sasur was
well settled. That elder in-law’s kinship was with the aunt’s family
at Godhanpur, and so the aunt kept coming to her sister’s place at
Berma.

“The dadiya sasur found a way and began coming with
Bachai Mandal, the younger brother of the uncle from Godhanpur.
My aunt, who knew no deceit or intrigue, told my mother
everything. Keeping in mind the propriety between elders and
younger ones, Mother gave an assurance: ‘At present, he himself is
lying ill. There is no certainty about fate and Providence. So
nothing can be said now; it will be considered later.””

From a practical point of view, the family of Machhadi was
somewhat modest in standing. There were many palm and date
trees there, and the practice of drinking tari existed in that village.
The old man, the dadiya sasur, arrived with a pair of dhotis and a
chadar, and stayed in Berma until the last moments of the father’s
life. On the final night of his death, even while the small lamp was
burning, everyone felt as though darkness had fallen.

“The voice that had been alive became silent. Father’s hands
and feet stopped moving.”

Calling the mother near him, the old man, the dadiya sasur,
addressed the uncle from Godhanpur and said:

“Samadhiji, give this child to me. I shall give him my
granddaughter even if she has to make cow-dung cakes.”

Like a proposal placed before a meeting, the uncle from
Godhanpur supported him and said:

“This is a matter within the family. Where is the need for any
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‘yes’ or ‘no’ in this?”
Just then, the aunt intervened:

“Sister, he is still a small child. Give him the child. At the
age of three itself, the talk of marriage was settled.”

“Until then, there had been no practice in our family of
milking cows ourselves, ploughing fields ourselves, or castrating
calves at the cattle-post. Even after Father’s death, I reached school
on time. There was a lower primary school in the village. Since the
building was made of mud walls, it had collapsed in the earthquake
of 1934. When fate strikes, people change even their homestead; in
the same way, the site of the school in Berma too was changed. At
that time, there were three kachaharis in Berma. The school began
to function in the building of the southern kachahari. Later, that too
was shifted, and the school reached the place where it stands now.”

Berma is counted among the villages of pandits. People in
the surrounding region knew of Gethari Jha, who had received
seven hundred bighas of land from the Darbhanga Raj. That land,
however, did not fall within the boundary of Berma village; it lay
about two kos away. It no longer remains with the family.

In the previous generation, four persons from Berma village
became Acharyas in the Vedas, grammar, and literature. Two of
them received medals. Of these four, three took up positions in
schools outside the village, while one, despite being a medal-
winner, opened a small shop selling salt and oil in the village. The
saying “one studies Persian and ends up selling oil” came true. Yet,
through his dedication and labour, he surpassed the other three in
economic terms and exerted a strong influence on society.

Berma was a hardworking village then, and it remains so
even today. In other villages, people tease those who are less
educated, but this does not happen in Berma. He would bring
bundles of goods for the shop on his head from Jhanjharpur market
in the fierce sun of Baisakh, and everyone saw this. There was only
one shop in the village, and everyone’s purchases depended on it.
A trader from Jhanjharpur, Shri Jaydev Choudhary, had also come
and opened a shop in Berma. His family in Jhanjharpur had been
destroyed in the earthquake. Since theirs was a brick house, all
were buried under it and died. He then came and settled in Berma.
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Just as Berma had awakened politically, it remained advanced in
education as well.

English education, too, had by then reached the village,
though only to a limited extent. To the north of the village, the
Navani school was functioning, and to the south, the Deep school.
High schools had also been established at Tamuria and
Jhanjharpur. The families of the three pandits who lived outside the
village remained in Berma, and the pandits themselves would
return and spend all their holidays there.

There is no definite information about when the school was
first established in the village, but it is known that its wall collapsed
in the earthquake of 1934. After that, the site of the school was
changed because people began to regard the earlier place as
inauspicious. Yet that site was the Brahm Sthan of the village, a
place of sacred power. At present, an anganwadi for young children
is being run there.

From that place, the school was shifted to the kachahari of
Shri Lakshmikant-Ramakant Sahu. The first election centre of
1952 was also set up in that very kachahari. The school now stands
at its third location, on land belonging to Professor Hetukar Jha of
Sarisab-Pahi. He is ready to register the land, but it is caught in
such a tangle of zamindari records that the deed cannot be executed
in his name. The land is known as Budhiya Gachhi. At present, the
place has a panchayat building, a school up to the eighth standard,
the ruined building of a hospital, and a magnificent Durga Sthan as
well.

Though the three villages, Navani, Berma, and Deep, stand
along one line, there is a great difference among them in their social
atmosphere. One reason is the influence of different parganas;
another is their social composition. While Navani and Deep have a
large number of palm and date trees, meaning that the number of
tari drinkers there is considerable, Berma does not have even a
single palm or date tree.

Another difference is that middle-ranking caste groups are
in the majority in Berma, whereas in Navani and Deep there are
either very wealthy people or very poor people. In Deep especially,
the situation is alarming. In a village where there is only one very
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rich family, the rest of the people remain poor; this is precisely the
condition of Deep village.

When Jagdish Prasad Mandal was five or six years old, he
began going to school with his elder brother, Kulkul Mandalji.
There was a lower primary school in the village itself, which ran in
two shifts. Now, education is available there up to the eighth
standard. Similarly, a school that once ran with a single teacher has
now reached the strength of seventeen teachers. Does this mean
that education in Berma has advanced? For life, all-round
development is essential; without it, one remains crippled and
incomplete.

Ordinary schools and colleges were indeed established here
and there, but technical education did not develop. The result was
that the very direction of work changed. Be that as it may, both
before and after Independence, Berma remained an advanced
village from the political as well as the educational point of view.

In the freedom movement, Bachnu Mishra of the village
came to the fore. He worked as a cook in Navani school. He never
learned to write, but he became an orator. Bachnu Mishra was so
deeply devoted to the country that, during the freedom struggle, he
worked day and night for three months, eating only boiled brinjal
without salt, while the movement spread from village to village.
Honesty, too, comes through work.

After the earthquake of 1934, when relief rations began to be
distributed, Bachnu Mishraji of Berma gave such proof of honesty
at Madhepur police station that everyone in society began to call
him Gandhi ji. There were others with him as well. His contribution
to the formation of Berma panchayat was very significant. In terms
of population, and according to the panchayat norms of that time,
Berma was considered too small. The social fabric was such that
each village had its own relationships with others, and therefore the
question of who would align with whom became a serious problem.
But with the support of the leadership of Deep village, which
agreed to divide its own panchayat and help form a new one, Berma
panchayat came into being.

Later, Bachnu Mishra’s mind became unsettled. He lived for
more than eighty years, but his influence diminished. There were
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two reasons for the effect on his mind: first, the economic condition
of the family, and second, the lack of honesty in the political
sphere. Even so, until the very end, he continued to awaken society.

In the first half of the eighteenth century, Pandit Kanchan
Jha and Pandit Babue Jha, from a family of the Ekahe Khadka
lineage, became Vedic scholars. At that time, English education
had not yet spread, but it was certainly a golden age of Sanskrit
learning. It was golden in the sense that, barring a few disruptions,
the social structure continued to function according to the Vedic
system, and this gradually developed further. Later, the influence
of English education also became strong.

Pandit Kanchan Jha’s son, Pandit Bhutai Jha, became a
renowned Vedic scholar, famous as Gethari Jha. He had received
seven hundred bighas of land from the Darbhanga Raj as lakheraj
brahmottar land. In those days, no one received a place among the
pandits unless he had studied in Kashi and returned.

Pandit Chitradhar Thakur belonged to the same family line
through a sister’s son. He had three sons: Pandit Jaynath Thakur,
Pandit Tejnath Thakur, and Pandit Khargnath Thakur. All three
were pandits, but the eldest brother took to farming and became a
cultivator, while the remaining two brothers, Pandit Tejnath
Thakur and Pandit Khargnath Thakur, studied in Kashi and
returned. They were counted among scholars of a high order.

Pandit Tejnath Thakur served throughout his life at the
Lohna Sanskrit School. After him came Pandit Gaurinath Thakur,
Aniruddh Thakur, and Sundar Thakur in the family. Since Pandit
Sundar Thakur was physically disabled, he practised as a vaidya in
the village itself, that is, in Berma. Pandit Aniruddh Thakur was a
scholar of grammar; he served all his life in a school at Sitamarhi.

So far, only two families have been mentioned, but the
matter does not end there. There was Pandit Kameshwar Jha, who
served not only at the Khagaria school but also at Deep College.
He was a profound scholar of the Vedas and grammar. Pandit
Chandeshwar Jha became a founding teacher of Araria Middle
School and died in middle age.

Pandit Upendra Mishra was different from everyone else. He
was a special scholar of astrology, the Vedas, grammar, and

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography |l 21



literature. He served in several colleges and then passed away. He
was most distinct in the sense that he could not remain in any
college for long. Within a year, some dispute or other would
inevitably arise. As soon as such a quarrel occurred, he would turn
straight towards home and return to Berma.

Yet even after coming to the village, he would say nothing
to anyone. No one would even ask him whether he had come
casually or after a quarrel. He had an extraordinary quality: he
would reflect within himself, see his duty slipping away with time,
and then set out for another college. Except for wooden sandals, he
never wore shoes or slippers. Among the scholars of the
surrounding region, he had his own reputation, and therefore he
was welcomed in any school or college.

Pandit Udit Narayan Jha, who had been honoured with a
gold medal, left teaching and made shopkeeping his livelihood. The
condition of the family was poor. It was not possible to manage
without earning. Yet within a short period, his labour bore good
fruit. While sustaining his life, he acquired twenty bighas of land
for the family.

Pandit Ramnarayan Jha was a scholar of grammar. Being
physically strong, he first joined the police service. But as
opposition to foreign rule began to rise, he left the job and entered
the field of teaching. He served at the Basic School, Ghoghardiha,
in the company of Pravasiji.

In 1956, Jagdish Prasad Mandal passed out of the village
school. Just east of the village, at Kachhubi, a middle school had
been established. Before that, it had been a school only up to the
fifth standard. The middle school was opened separately. Now, of
course, the two have merged into one, but earlier they were separate
institutions. In those days, there was no fee up to the fifth standard.
In the sixth and seventh standards, however, a fee of two and a half
rupees per month was charged.

In 1960, after completing middle school, Jagdish Prasad
Mandal enrolled at Kejriwal High School, Jhanjharpur. The
students of Berma were divided each year between Ramauli, that
is, Tamuria High School, and Jhanjharpur High School. There was
a reason for this. The kind of team of teachers that existed at
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Jhanjharpur was not available at Tamuria. In Tamuria High School,
one or two teachers would come and go almost every year, whereas
this was not so at Jhanjharpur. For this reason, Jhanjharpur was
considered the better school.

Just as other students of the village went to Jhanjharpur High
School on foot and returned the same way, Jagdish Prasad Mandal
too went and came back on foot. Some students also lived in the
hostel. Jagdish Prasad Mandalji faced one difficulty or another
throughout the year. In fact, some difficulties remain even now.
The whole year passed in this manner.

From Aghan to Magh, the days are short, but the school
hours were not shortened. When work finds a time suitable to itself,
one may not feel the difference between day and night, but for
village households this was certainly difficult. In the name of
seasonal holidays, there used to be a Christmas vacation of eight or
ten days in December, after the examinations and before the results.

Even after the examinations, during the summer months, the
difficulties remained, though they were of a different kind. This
vacation was also called the mango-eating holiday, but its formal
name was summer vacation. It was a long holiday, lasting about a
month.

Students from well-off families enjoyed a double advantage
because they had a favourable environment. Students from
ordinary families, while eating mangoes and passing the days,
forgot half, or even more than half, of what they had learned. The
educational environment became clearly divided. Just as the cold
of winter touches the bamboo screens, so the heat of summer
reaches the tips of trees. From April, that is, from Chait, the school
would begin early in the morning and continue in that way until the
summer vacation began.

There was also this difference between Tamuria High
School and Jhanjharpur High School: they opened and closed about
half an hour apart. There was a reason for this too. From the
villages west of the Kamala, such as Mehath and Naruar, to Berma
in the east, and from Gangapur Kharbair to Alpura-Araria, students
came to study at Jhanjharpur. Since the area was so large, the
school opened a little late. In those days, the school closed at half
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past eleven. Naturally, walking five or seven miles at that hour was
difficult. Yet it was not impossibly difficult, for students from
Berma had gone on foot even to study at Lohna school. The same
was true during the rainy season. There was no certainty when rain
and storm might arrive, nor how long it would continue to rain. Be
that as it may.

At Kejriwal High School, Jhanjharpur, higher secondary
classes began in 1963. But there was a slight complication.
Teaching was to be provided in all three streams: arts, science, and
commerce. Approval was granted for arts and science, but
commerce did not receive approval. Many kinds of rumours began
to spread. Later, of course, the number of teachers increased, but in
the beginning there were difficulties.

In 1959, Janta College was opened. It was established
through public cooperation. But the large and spacious building
that a college requires could not be built in haste, and so teaching
began in an ordinary manner in the high school itself. Instruction
began in a few selected subjects. Whatever the limitations, a new
awakening in education came to the region. The hopes of many
people seemed likely to be fulfilled. If education up to the B.A.
level became available nearby, why would students and their
guardians not feel enthusiasm? After some time, the college built
its own structure of unbaked bricks and tiles.

After passing the Higher Secondary examination in 1965,
Jagdish Prasad Mandal enrolled in B.A. Part One. Earlier, the two-
year [.A. course and the two-year B.A. Pre course had begun, and
students were admitted from both streams. After completing B.A.
Part One, he thought of studying Honours. Honours teaching was
available in other colleges, but not at Janta College. In no subject
were there more than one, two, or three teachers. Even the Hindi
department had only two teachers. He therefore began preparing
privately. The form was filled in through C.M. College, where the
examination was also held.

After the election of 1952, the country had its own duly
constituted government. Yet many questions arose all at once and
stood before it. Government offices needed employees, and in
recruitment, casteism and recommendations began to operate. The
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government that had come into being through the awakening of the
common people gradually moved away from those very people.

Of course, the situation was much the same as in any newly
independent country. But the degree of positive thinking and
constructive work that should have been present was not there.

Feudal thinking remained, and feudal forces were strong. As
a result, anger began to grow among the common people. The
system of governance started functioning like the rule of old kings
and feudal chiefs. It was during this period that the Bhoodan
movement also emerged. Yet the land movement that had begun
from Telangana had already shaken the country. Along with Kerala
and Bengal, land movements were gaining ground in scattered
ways in several other states as well. In Darbhanga district too, the
land movement began.

In the election of 1957, the position of the Congress
government weakened. A left government came to power in
Kerala. The awakening that had come during the freedom struggle
was still fresh; it was not like the present time. During this period,
high schools and colleges began to be opened here and there, often
privately, but the overall pace remained slow. The khadi cloth
industry gradually declined and almost disappeared. Similarly,
sugarcane was also a cash crop, but under the influence of
industrialists, that too began to die out.

In Mithilanchal, agriculture was essentially the means of
livelihood. In a densely agrarian region, agriculture should have
been a major source of livelihood, but in reality it was not so.
Whatever agriculture existed was entangled in many kinds of
deception and manipulation. In sharecropping, half the produce
went to the person who cultivated the land. Yet among the crops
grown, only a few kinds of grain were profitable. In relation to
yield, the cost of cultivation was low in some crops and high in
others. Where the cost was high, the sharecropper suffered loss.

Along with this, drought and excessive heat affected even
those farmers who cultivated their own fields. Those who owned
more land generally had their cultivation done through
sharecropping. Since they possessed more grain, the practice of
lending grain on interest also operated. The system of grain-lending
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varied from village to village. In some villages there was savai,
meaning that for one maund borrowed, one and a quarter maunds
had to be returned in one season. In some villages there was
egarahi, where a maund of eight paseris became eleven paseris. In
others there was derhiya, where one maund became twelve paseris.
This meant that on one maund, half a maund became interest alone.
It also happened that a year’s debt had to be repaid within the year;
if it was not, the interest was added to the principal, and within two
years the debt doubled.

Marriage ceremonies were not as burdensome then as they
are now, but at the shraddha of one’s parents there was such social
and caste pressure that people would sell fields and land in order to
perform the rites.

In terms of landholding, there were four or five kinds of
farmers. Entire villages belonged to one person or another; and
once land was concentrated in one place, what, and how much,
could be left for the second and the third?

The condition of the farm labourers who worked in the fields
was worse than bad. Their wages for a full day’s labour were low,
and even that work was available only on a limited number of days
in the year.

Among the farmers too, there was a lack of new and
scientific methods of cultivation. The reason was that neither did
the government pay attention to agriculture, nor were agricultural
resources available.

The ploughs used to till the fields were like the plough of
King Janaka in the Treta age. As the bullocks were weak and worn
out, so were the men who ploughed. Along with this, there was no
other arrangement for irrigating the fields. Farming would begin
only when there was water. As a result, cultivation took place at
the wrong time. Whatever wild fish appeared in ponds and marshy
pools was called fish-rearing. The condition of vegetables, greens,
fruits, and orchard produce was much the same. Broadly speaking,
agriculture had fallen into such a state that it had become difficult
to sustain life on it.

In the name of animal husbandry, only the keeping of cows,
buffaloes, and goats was in practice. In the rearing of cows and
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buffaloes, the system of moneylending was woven in such a way
that the person who kept the animals merely kept them. On the one
hand, the breeds were backward and the occupation itself remained
backward; on the other, it was caught in such a net that it gradually
kept declining, leaving no possibility of growth.

As cash crops, sugarcane and jute were cultivated. But
because of the dealings of industrialists, both of these too became
weak. Naturally, public anger against the government increased.
For the people of the villages, the meaning of government benefit
extended only as far as quota goods. Even those were looted on the
way.

The election of 1967 arrived. Jagdish Prasad Mandal was
then a B.A. student. After Independence, this was the first great
awakening of the people. Educated people and students, too,
entered the field, directly or indirectly.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal completed B.A. Part I, and while he
was doing so, the general election of 1967 came. Just as the
Congress Party was moving away from the masses and turning into
a party of a few particular castes, the condition of other parties too
was similar. The Communist Party was strong in some areas, but
weak in the Jhanjharpur region. Even so, it was gaining ground
there with considerable force.

People’s anger against the Congress was growing. An anti-
government, or rather anti-Congress-government, atmosphere was
taking shape. There were reasons for this. The aspiration that
people had carried in their hearts during the freedom movement for
an independent country had certainly been present in everyone, but
no means had emerged for its fulfilment. At the same time, the
Congress Party had left the masses behind and had shrunk into the
orbit of particular families or particular castes.

In rural society, no clear benefit of independence had
appeared before the people. The condition of agrarian Mithilanchal
remained much as it had been before Independence. In the country
as a whole, the condition of farmers in Punjab did improve because
the government there gave agriculture priority and arranged for
water and electricity. Water and electricity are the principal
requirements of agriculture. This did not happen in Bihar, that is,
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in Mithilanchal. The system of education, too, did not become what
it should have become.

Alongside all this, there were many other reasons because of
which resentment grew among students too. With the growth of
political consciousness, the number of those who awakened society
also increased. Yet the condition of all the opposition parties was
poor because of their mutual quarrels. With the rise of a new
consciousness, all the anti-Congress political parties came onto one
platform. Just as people had risen against British rule, they now
rose against Congress rule. This may be said of the whole country,
but of Bihar it can certainly be said that after Independence this
was the first great awakening of the people.

Bringing all parties onto one platform did not make it
possible to frame any definite programme, for what could really be
achieved in such haste? The general election was already close at
hand; therefore, the programme that emerged was simply to change
the government.

Along with farmers and farm labourers, intellectuals too
entered the field. The anti-Congress atmosphere was firmly
formed.

In our Madhubani district today there are two parliamentary
constituencies, but in those days it was still Darbhanga district. In
both constituencies, the Congress was defeated. It was not merely
defeated; its vote percentage fell very low. Since the one-point
programme was to remove the Congress, no state could form a
government of a single party. Khichri governments, mixed and
unstable coalitions, were formed in Bihar, Bengal, Uttar Pradesh,
and several other states.

The states were already burdened with problems; the central
question was from which end those problems should be grasped. In
the meantime, the wide-spreading and full-grown Bhoodan
movement too began to scatter. Yet a few people did come to the
political platform through Bhoodan. Bhoodan had been raised as a
movement.

The land movement in Telangana, however, was then at its
peak. A campaign began demanding one-sixth of land as donation.
People donated lakhs upon lakhs of bighas. Everyone expected that
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one-sixth of the country’s land would reach the poor. In any village,
from two per cent to fifteen or twenty per cent of land is used for
homesteads. In that situation, one-sixth comes to more than sixteen
per cent, and thus both the income and expenditure of land were
accounted for. Even today, in 2012, there are many families who
do not have even four decimals of land on which they can build a
house.

The Bhoodan movement came and went like something
blown about in the air. It did not have as much effect as the
disappearance of even a single cottage industry from the village.
Trade had been carried on through the khadi bhandar, but such
decay entered it that grain and soil became mixed together. When
the grain and the soil left by rats look alike, how is one to separate
them?

Of course, even today a few people have received Bhoodan
land and built prosperous lives. Similarly, the cloth trade, that is,
the khadi trade, still continues, but only in a negligible form. Just
as people say, “in loot, even the spinning wheel makes a profit,”
the profit of the spinning wheel too was shrinking. Even now, no
one wishes to enter the crowd of fundamental problems. Such a
society has not been formed. And how can such a society be
formed, when those who break things are more numerous than
those who set them right?

The number of unemployed people is not small. Yet there
are also such unemployed people who, with a motorcycle, hotel
visits, mobile phone, clothes, food, and all other expenses, have
built for themselves a life costing twenty thousand rupees a month.

A coalition government was formed with a thirty-three-point
programme. In the matriculation examination, the importance of
the English language was reduced. At the same time, voices were
raised for making education free up to high school.

After 1957, English education moved forward. The English
that had earlier begun from the eighth standard, that is, from high
school, now entered the middle school. It began from the sixth
standard. Somehow, with much pulling and dragging, the
government lasted eighteen months. Then came a mid-term
election. But the earlier khichri government, which had no proper
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share of ghee in it, became this time a ghee-laden khichri
government. It did not do much towards solving problems, but it
certainly created public awakening.

Meanwhile, the Green Revolution also came into
agriculture. In some places, fields that had earlier yielded five seers
per katha began to yield a quintal per katha. But the misfortune of
our land was also this: those who owned the fields went away to
cities and even abroad in search of employment, while the fields
remained in the village. The practice of sharecropping was such
that the sharecropper gained nothing. After earning a little money,
people’s habits and social customs became sharper too. Does a
person sell land because of poverty, or will he sell it even when he
has some money? That question remains. But how could one sell
land and cut the nose of one’s forefathers?

Along with this, government offices became centres of
paper-bound confusion. Each and every problem of Mithilanchal
belongs to the people of Mithila themselves. Even now, children
are beaten in schools in such a manner that they leave school
altogether. If behaviour from the eighteenth century continues in
the twenty-first century, no proper benefit can be expected from it.

In the electoral rush of 1967, Jagdish Prasad Mandal became
a member of the Communist Party of India in January 1967. The
election was already close at hand, and the Congress Party lost
from Madhepur.

From village society to national politics, a state of disorder
began to emerge. The prestige of the government, that is, the
Congress government, had fallen when the left government of
Kerala was dismissed in 1957. The number of freedom fighters had
not yet diminished very much, though some sharp and powerful
leaders had certainly died.

In the political field, nepotism, casteism, communalism,
defection, and similar tendencies gained strength. The credibility
of leadership also declined. While the people’s credibility fell in
the eyes of leaders because of casteism, members of the Legislative
Assembly and Parliament from various parties began to appear
among the people dressed in kurta and dhoti. Along with the big
leaders, smaller leaders too began to be sacrificed, for caste,
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kinship, village ties, neighbourhood relations, and even
transactions became the basis of politics.

Bihar’s politics too began to sway and twist like the dance
of Jata-Jatin. The administration also took advantage of this. Parties
without votes began, by pressing down the parties with votes, to
seize power. The village panchayat, to begin with, existed merely
like a name on a cinema poster. Strengthening it was the most
important task, but this was one such institution of the country that
was made still weaker and gathered into the hands of the
government machinery.

The dominance of courts and litigation arrived; how could it
not? On one side, defeated mukhiyas and others began to come into
power, while on the other, the true representatives of the people
remained on the road. The zamindars and feudal elements were
rubbed away little by little; their land in village after village became
a common arena for villagers. The situation became one of
“whoever has the stick owns the buffalo.”

Amid ideological currents, political parties too began to face
upheaval. Broadly speaking, on every social, economic,
intellectual, and political platform, along with ideological conflict,
socio-economic analysis also began. Its result became clear during
Indiraji’s period of leadership. After Independence, this was the
first ideological struggle within the Congress.

In village after village, priestly authority too received a
blow. The old saying that caste does not move ahead without the
ritual letter became decisive. Yet the form of economic exploitation
did not diminish. Some change in ideas certainly came, but the
practical side remained where it had been.

However much things remained unchanged, some benefit
did come from opposition to the system. There was a reason too:
the work began amid clamour, but the language of books and
scriptures was still Sanskrit. Those who could read were few, and
those who could understand were, naturally, fewer still. Even so,
some friction and disturbance continued here and there. In one
place people quarrelled over “Om”; elsewhere, over something
else.

Just as the condition of books and scriptures became
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confused, so did the condition of Gandhism on the political
platform. The statement was one, the explanation a single line, yet
from each mouth it began to take a different colour. There is a need
to resolve this problem firmly; otherwise, there will remain no
difference between the feast of mundan and the feast of shraddha.

Educational institutions became yet another centre for such
activities. There was no restraint of any kind. The same people
would teach Gandhian principles in college, come out into the field
and mock them, and then sell themselves in the Assembly and
Parliament. Such a game went on openly.

Yet one thing certainly happened: just as the year 1942
created an anti-British atmosphere, the atmosphere of 1967 too
created its own current. On one side stood farmers struck by
drought; on another, the conflict between feudal powers and
capitalists. Between caste and caste, and between class and caste,
distances were drawn like a ploughed field divided into squares and
gathered into one block, though it never became complete in every
sense.

Of course, the Kosi bridge and embankment were built,
including the Nepal gate, and work also began on the Kosi canal;
but what benefit came of it is something we can see for ourselves.

The kind of agitation that took place in colleges and
institutions of higher education did not occur in high schools. As
for middle schools, there was hardly any question of it. The highest
office of the university, that of the Vice-Chancellor, which had
once belonged within the circle of scholars, began to pass into the
hands of administrative officers. How could it not? After all, there
is a practical difference between scholarship and administration.

No effective rule could really be enforced. Some colleges
were government institutions, while others were non-government.
Some had just been established, while others were still only in
imagination. In such a situation, how could rules acquire firmness?

The current from above flowed downwards. Students who
had spent the whole year in politics had to pass examinations
somehow. For that too, a kind of law was needed. A wave arose,
and leaving aside one or two colleges, cheating began in
examinations. Even those who examined answer-books found
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Agahan coming into their hands. Many sacred threads were broken
among teachers. Once money came into people’s hands, they also
began moving towards towns.

Be that as it may, some students from weaker sections
certainly benefited. Yet things did not happen to the extent they
should have. Various kinds of private colleges rose and stood
merely on paper. Teaching on paper, examinations on paper, and
paper degrees began to be sold. Because of this, the fundamental
problems were left aside. Neither did medical colleges increase, nor
engineering colleges; neither engineers nor factories came into
being; neither technical colleges grew, nor skilled artisans were
produced. Neither did agricultural colleges increase, nor did skilled
farmers emerge.

Through the relationship between North and South Bihar,
educated people from this region, that is, from Mithilanchal, found
employment in South Bihar. Many even built houses and
courtyards there. But when the two states were divided, language
became bounded. In any case, the language of South Bihar does not
have the same uniformity as the language of Mithilanchal. There
was a reason for this too: when there were no factories or industries
here, what jobs would people from other states come to seek?
Therefore, the language suffered no blow.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal passed his B.A. with Honours in
Hindi and enrolled at C.M. College in the 1969-71 batch. The
standard of education had already declined. The relationship
between professors and students had suffered a severe blow, and
the prestige of teachers began to diminish. Good teachers kept their
mouths shut and became engaged in protecting their dignity.
Resentment among teachers too continued to grow. Transactions of
money and the influence of recommendation increased greatly. On
one side, caste-based relations between students and teachers
increased; on the other, relations with those of other castes
weakened.

The examinations of all classes were delayed, but the M.A.
examination was delayed by three years. After completing his
classes, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji returned to the village and began
waiting for the examination. Meanwhile, the idea of organising
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Durga Puja arose in Berma village. Discussions began everywhere.
Most people were in favour of the puja. But Durga Puja is not like
other forms of worship that can be performed in a small space. It
requires a large area because it involves ten days of worship, along
with shops, fairs, dance, and entertainment.

Agreement had already formed among the villagers, and a
meeting was held in the school premises. Meetings of the villagers
had been held many times before, but never had so many people
attended as were present in this meeting. Similarly, the number of
speakers in the meeting also increased. The new generation took
the responsibility upon its shoulders.

In the meeting, the selection of the site for the puja began.
Two or three places were found where Durga Puja could be
properly accommodated. But an empty space alone would not be
enough. Since there would be a fair throughout the day and night,
safety was also necessary. For this reason, the importance of a
secure place increased. Consensus was reached on the school
premises.

The second question that arose concerned the offering of
sacrifice. In the region around Berma village, Durga Puja was
performed in both ways. There was also the Vaishnav form of
Durga Puja, in which no sacrifice was offered. In other words, at
some places sacrifice was made, and at some places it was not.

The matter became entangled. In a village that had begun
with one opinion, two opinions emerged. The meeting, which had
started with unanimity, became divided into two views. Those
opposed to sacrifice became more numerous than those in its
favour. On the other hand, the time of the Puja was drawing near.
If it slipped away that year, the whole year would be lost; this too
was in everyone’s mind.

After much churning and argument, the offering of sacrifice
was stopped. But the dispute only grew. The reason was that the
panchayat mukhiya of the time had considerable influence. Yet a
new consciousness had also awakened in society. When the
panchayat had first been formed in 1952, the man who became
mukhiya had lost the election of 1962; that difference too remained
alive.
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Ten or twelve days before the Puja, a serious incident took
place in the village. The existing mukhiya, after consulting a few
selected people, laid the foundation for the Puja at another site, that
is, at a place other than the school premises.

Anger spread through society. But no one had the courage to
move forward. There was enthusiasm in people’s minds, but there
was fear too. The reason was clear: the influential people of the
area had extended their support to that very site.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji and a few others thought of holding
a second meeting. No one opposed them directly, but no one was
ready to come forward openly either. A grave problem rose before
them. Everyone understood that, just as after disputes in a marriage
a compromise is eventually reached, so too, if this year’s
opportunity was lost, the Puja would still somehow take place
elsewhere. Therefore, if the chance slipped from their hands, the
Puja itself would slip away. A meeting was held among a few
people.

In that meeting, it was decided that a second Puja should also
be organised. And so it happened. Along with this, it was also
decided that no one would go outside the village to collect
donations; whatever money came from within society would be
used to conduct the Puja. If there was no betel leaf, the stalk of the
betel leaf itself would serve the purpose.

On the other side, however, where the mukhiya stood,
donations poured in. Money came from official sources as well as
from other panchayats. At the same time, a compulsory village
contribution was also imposed. Donation should depend upon the
will of the giver, not upon force, yet that too happened. In the name
of donation, it took the form of a fine, not openly, but quietly. The
circumstances too favoured such a method. Where would a person
already caught in quarrels and disputes go?

But in village society, nothing ever remains hidden. Society
was divided into three parties: two parties belonging to the two
Durga Sthans, and a third party of those who stood on both sides.
Those who stood on both sides were trapped in the compulsory
contribution.

The Puja began. There were some clear differences between
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the two sites. One of them was that Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the
others turned villagers themselves into new shopkeepers. Someone
opened a sweet shop; someone else opened another kind of stall.
Since the Puja was being organised with the donations of society,
and since the people of society themselves would run the shops, the
system of batti, or fair tax, was abolished.

A few persons stood up boldly and declared that they too
would organise the Puja in the same way as the other side was
doing. Even if the donations did not suffice, they would contribute
personally. There were about five to seven such persons. It was also
decided that they would not go to the other site.

Once again, the people of the middle path were trapped.
They were not merely trapped; whichever side they went to, people
mocked and spat upon them. If they came this way, those from the
other side muttered against them; if they went that way, those from
this side whispered into their ears. The thinking of the older
generation received a blow. Society came into the hands of the
younger generation. Along with this, the neighbouring villages of
Berma, Jagdar, and Kachhubi were also divided, so both sites
received support from both villages.

When the coalition government was formed, the high
schools too were affected, because some schools came under
government control. Those that came under control saw their
condition improve, and the salaries of their teachers also increased.
But those that did not come under government control remained
where they were. Thus, a new struggle began in the field of
education as well. 4
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AFTER 1960: THE
FORMATIVE YEARS

After 1960, Jagdish Prasad Mandal enrolled at Kejriwal
High School. Because of the difficulty of going to and returning
from school, the family began to think of buying a bicycle. When
he was in the tenth class, the Special Ninth, a Sabro bicycle was
bought for him for two hundred and sixty-two rupees.

But just as a soldier posted on the border feels when caught
by an enemy soldier, so the soldiers of hardship surrounded the
family from all sides. Both his paternal cousins, the elder Gonor
Mandal and the younger Kari Mandal, began to remember the
ancestral homestead of their forefathers. The mouth of the Kosi
current, which had earlier pressed towards the west, now began to
press towards the east. As a result, portions of land in the region of
villages such as Harinahi, Mainahi, Ambhi, and Hardi began to re-
emerge.

People whose villages had been scattered and uprooted, and
who had kept their ears alert in the hope of recovering the
submerged property of their fathers and grandfathers, now thought
of visiting their old villages. In this very sequence, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji’s paternal cousin decided to go from Berma to Harinahi
and see his own village.

In a well-settled village, a somewhat selfish tendency
naturally arises in people: that everything in the entire village
should belong only to them. The tendency is not wrong in itself,
provided one is prepared to carry not only the burden of property
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but also the burden of human beings. The people of Harinahi had
been scattered here and there; in some places, five or seven families
lived together. Through their kinship networks, they had spread as
far as Nepal.

The most painful condition of the village came when women
from respectable families, women who had never stepped outside
the work of their own homes and courtyards, were forced to
become farm labourers and sell their labour in others’ fields for a
single paseri of raw grain, even though their homes had once had
large granaries and storehouses.

But what could be done? It is true that if the hand does not
find the tools demanded by time, it is bound to fall behind. Like
ripe jamun fruits dropping one after another, their lives slipped
away. Everything in life began to disappear. In fact, it did
disappear. How much hope could displaced people have of
government help in another land, in another village? That is plain
before everyone. Even today, such poor people in the village do not
receive Indira Awas because they do not possess land documents
in their own names.

It was Kartik in 1960. To see his village, his paternal cousin
Gonor Mandal went to Harinahi. When he got down from the train
at Ghoghardiha and made enquiries, he learned that he would first
have to go to Hatni, from Hatni to Nauwa-Bakhair, from Nauwa-
Bakhair to Ambhi, and only after that to Harinahi. How far could it
be? Perhaps two kos. Thinking it to be only two kos, enthusiasm
rose in his mind: at most, it would take two hours.

But he could not understand that between Ghoghardiha and
Hatni alone, three streams had to be crossed. And village transport,
after all, does not move according to the wish of a single traveller.
It took him four hours to reach Hatni. On the boundary between
Hatni and Nauwa-Bakhair there was yet another large stream.

Gonor Mandal reached Harinahi after sunset. One of his
agnatic kinsmen had already arrived there and, becoming the owner
of'about one and a half bighas of land, had begun to receive produce
from the cultivated fields and look towards the needs of his family.
As soon as Gonor Mandal reached Harinahi, he became the guest
of his agnatic brother Chulhai Mandal. Seeing the difficult route he
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had travelled, Chulhai Mandal urged him to stay for two days.

The earlier homestead land of Gonor Mandal’s village had
sunk low, while the embankment had risen high. Now it lay near
the boundary of Supaul district. The house fell within Harinahi
village of Madhubani district, while the entire frontage lay in Hardi
village of Supaul district, the place to which Hemlataji belongs,
who has been an MLA from Phulparas.

Around fifteen families had come and settled in the village.
Of these, two families had already brought bullocks to their cattle-
posts; the rest lived by the spade. Seeing his resurfaced homestead
and pond, Gonor Mandal felt drawn to the place. It was not yet fit
for habitation, but seeing that the land was fit for cultivation, he
said to Chulhai Mandal:

“Brother, I shall be here on the eighth day from now.”

On the fourth day, he returned to Berma and said to his aunt:
“Aunt, I shall go to my own village, Harinahi.”

His aunt asked:

“How will you go?”

Gonor replied:

“We have bamboo here. I shall take one bamboo with me
and first build a hut. After that, we shall see.”

Just as a brahmachari, stepping out of the brahmashram and
looking towards the world, begins to see a many-coloured world,
so too did Gonor Mandal begin to see one. How could he not? The
lost village and home of earlier days, the agnatic kin, the wider
community, all that had become history, now began to appear
before his eyes.

His maternal uncle, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s father, had in
fact purchased for him one bigha of paddy land and two and a half
kathas of homestead land. Yet both brothers, Gonor Mandal and
Kari Mandal, had forgotten Harinahi. How could they not forget it?
When documents and khatiyan papers of lost land are in hand, hope
remains alive. But where even those documents and records do not
exist, who can say where the land lies submerged like a stone in
water? If there is a helbaiya, someone who understands the hidden
turns of water, he may make a guess; but an ignorant man remains
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ignorant.

On the seventh day, Gonor Mandal cut a bamboo, trimmed
and prepared it, and made up his mind that the next day he would
go to the village. He would go from Berma to Harinahi. He would
stay there four days, first build some shelter fit for living, and then
see what was to be done next.

Gonor Mandal said to his aunt:

“Aunt, I shall stay there for four days and first build a hut fit
to live in. On the fifth day I shall return here.”

His aunt, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mother, said:

“Very well, my son. Will one arhaiya of rice and one arhaiya
of beaten rice be enough for you?”

Gonor Mandal fell into uncertainty. The more food he
arranged to carry, the heavier it would become on the road, and that
burden would fall upon both body and bundle. The route itself was
seven or eight kos, full of streams and low channels. On top of that,
there would be the bamboo and the food. It would become very
heavy.

In the village, that is, in Berma, he ate a full morning meal
and tied up something for the road. It would not do to leave behind
his lota, plate, clothes, and other belongings either. In the end, he
took a small plate, a lota, two sacks for bedding, one arhaiya of
beaten rice, and one arhaiya of rice, and set out the next day.

Never in his life had he undertaken such heavy labour. It is
true that he had cut bamboo from the bamboo grove and brought it,
and had carried bundles of paddy from the fields, just as he had
carried ploughs and double-seat ploughing stools to and from the
fields. But this was the first time he had encountered such a heavy
task.

Leaving Berma and passing through Kachhubi and Tamuria,
he went on towards Sundar-Birajit and became exhausted. When
he looked back, he had crossed only two kos; when he looked
ahead, there still remained Pauni-Chapram, Kalikapur, and Matras,
and all these lay outside the Kosi embankment. Only at Matras
would he cross the Kosi embankment and enter within. Even after
crossing Matras, he would still have to go two kos further inside.
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After a short while, Gonor Mandal felt bewildered. On the
road of life, he felt lost like a child. But after resting a little, he
gathered himself again. He drank water, lifted the bamboo, and set
out once more. By the time he reached the Matras embankment,
feverish heat and chills had entered his body.

Who would meet him in such a place? There was no one he
knew. In a village home, when parents are present, even a child’s
crust of straw is called a sweet lump; but when they are absent,
even the sweet lump becomes mere straw.

Even then, there were more than twenty-five kinship
connections of Berma in Matras, and they remain there even now.
Seeing the bamboo placed on the Kosi embankment and seeing
Gonor Mandal lying there, one man came near. He was on his way
from the embankment towards the village. Coming close, he asked:

“Where are you from?”

Trembling with fever and chills, Gonor Mandal replied:
“Berma.”

“Where do you have to go?”

“Harinahi.”

“How will you go in this condition?”

“That is exactly what I cannot think out.”

“Do one thing. I am not a stranger either. My sister too lives
in your village. We are kin.”

The moment he heard the word kin, it was as though Gonor
Mandal suddenly recovered his senses from somewhere. He said:

“Kutum Narayan! If somehow I can return to my village,
Berma, my life will be saved. Otherwise I shall not survive.”

“Can you go to Ghoghardiha from here?”
“I can go if I go empty-handed.”

“Leave all your belongings at my place and you go. This,
just east of the embankment, is my house.”

Finding hope, Gonor said:

“I have some beaten rice with me too. Come, I shall eat a
little, leave the things with you, and then go.”
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With fresh courage, he set off towards Ghoghardiha station.
But on the way, his condition became such that he could neither
see the road clearly nor move himself forward. At that time, the
train from Nirmali used to arrive at four o’clock. By good fortune,
he caught the train. By seven in the evening, he had returned to
Berma.

Already exhausted from the whole day’s journey and then
stricken with fever, as soon as he reached the village, he burst into
loud weeping, just as sons and daughters weep before their parents.

Seeing the condition of the nephew she had raised and cared
for, his aunt, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mother, began to cry so
loudly that it seemed her nephew would not survive. By then, both
brothers had been married, and their gauna too had taken place.
Both sisters-in-law were also in Berma.

And then, as happens at dusk when one jackal comes out of
a thicket and cries “pu,” and jackals begin howling from here and
there, not only that, but the jackals of the neighbouring areas too
gather and howl in one collective voice. Why would they not howl?
The creature that hides in the bushes all day in fear finds its
companion only in darkness.

Just as thieves are of both kinds, those of the day and those
of the night, and just as jackals too find their time to roam, so, when
the aunt began to cry, both sisters-in-law also began wailing loudly.
Hearing the lamentation, people from one or two neighbourhoods
began to come rushing in. Without even seeing Gonor Mandal,
some began rubbing their eyes and sobbing; some said this, some
said that.

Bhadba had passed five days earlier, but one old woman
came to know of Bhadba only on its last day. She counted from that
very day and said that today was the sixth day of Bhadba. She said:

“How could he take his first step in Bhadba? If one
knowingly goes to be cooked in fire, will one not burn?”

Where all the weepers gather, who will keep silent? Be that
as it may.

After about a month, Gonor Mandal became fit for work and
effort again. The Aghan harvest had passed. Besides, in 1958 too
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there had been a major flood. People say that flood causes
destruction, but it also causes fertility; yet this depends upon the
structure of the land from village to village. In some villages, there
are many low-lying fields, and if two heavy rains fall in the very
beginning, they hold water. There are also high villages, sandy
villages, where water remains only as long as the rain falls; once
the rain stops, the water too disappears. The village remains as dry
as before. For such villages, flood is like a plaything. Therefore, if
someone cuts a spill-channel or embankment and plays such a
game, what harm is there, provided such a game is not played?

The family was surrounded like a soldier trapped in the
hands of enemy soldiers. To begin with, the flood of 1958 had
already sunk the family into hardship. How could it not? A single
flood or a single drought strikes an agriculture-based family for
five years.

At the very beginning of Phagun, both paternal cousins of
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji went to Harinahi with bamboo,
provisions, and money for expenses. On bamboo posts, they raised
a makeshift hut of manjar and straw, and thatched it with kans
grass. As soon as they had a place to stay, they began clearing the
land near their pond and digging and shaping it.

Harinahi was a wilderness of khattha, pater, and jhaua
growth. Just as the people of Vietnam made every inch of land,
destroyed by bombs and gunpowder, fit for cultivation again, the
people of Harinahi began clearing the forest growth of their village.
The wilderness was such that anyone who cleared even ten dhurs
of land would consider himself hardworking.

The two brothers, Gonor Mandal and Kari Mandal, worked
together to break the wilderness and, from time to time, came back
to Berma to take money for expenses. After six months, the first
produce came into their hands. Like a cow yielding milk after
calving, jali paddy, maize, kaun, and other crops came together.
The work of the family increased. They also bought a bullock for
cultivation and took it there. A basic outline of the family’s life
began to take shape.

By then, twenty families had settled in Harinahi village.
Three hand-pumps had also been installed, so there was now
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provision for water. A hand-pump could be set up with twenty feet
of pipe and a six-foot filter. Cash-crop cultivation began with jute.
Harinahi village became a cultivable stretch of thirty to thirty-five
bighas of land.

In 1962, Kari Mandal, the younger paternal cousin of
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji, fell ill. He was seriously ill. There was no
facility for treatment in Harinahi. At that time, a man from
Jhagdaua village in Darbhanga district used to practise medicine in
Berma. He was a Muslim. Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s maternal
village was Mansara. Mansara and Jhagdaua are neighbouring
villages. Because of this, a maternal-uncle-and-nephew
relationship had developed between them and that doctor sahib.
Although he lived in the Muslim quarter, because of the maternal-
village connection he spent most of his time there. Jagdish Prasad
Mandal’s mother said to him:

“Brother, my nephew is in great distress.”
He agreed to go.

At that time, there were two vaidyas in Berma. The first was
Sundar Thakur and the second was Niras Mahato. Sundar Thakur
was a pandit, an acharya. But he was physically disabled, and his
speech stammered a little. Yet he had seen life from so close that
he had withdrawn somewhat from the family and established an
ashram of his own. It was called an aushadhalaya, a dispensary.

Since he came from a family with fields and land, he had
built the dispensary in a spacious manner. In its courtyard, he had
planted hundreds of varieties of medicinal herbs. Sundar Thakur
lived a disciplined life. Of course, that discipline was sometimes
broken. The reason for this was his practice as a vaidya, as a healer.
Healing is a profession that sits beside the last ghat of life; one
never knows when a traveller for which ghat will arrive.

Even so, Vaidyaji had a certain firmness towards his duties.
His firmness was this: when he began his worship, no one could
interrupt him. For that purpose, he kept someone to guard the place.
Yet a question continued to trouble his mind: if, while I am engaged
in worship, the very deity for whom I worship comes before me,
what shall I do?

A few days later, therefore, he changed his routine. Just as,
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in the twenty-four-hour carriage of life, people make their own
routine according to their work, he too stopped worshipping during
the day and began to worship at night. This proved beneficial for
everyone. He lived a long life. Every eighth day, he would ride a
horse and visit vaidyas in other villages, and they too would come
to him. In this way, from intellectual relations to practical ones,
from the planting of medicinal herbs to the methods of preparing
medicines, his bonds remained strong.

The second vaidya was Niras Mahato. Unlike Pandit Sundar
Thakur, Niras Mahato was not formally educated. But the making
of human beings is strange. Some study in colleges and become
doctors or engineers; others become such people by moving about
within the village and the household world. In the same way, there
are many who read the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, and who
recite them in song, though they cannot even write their own name
and village.

Be that as it may. Niras Mahato was a vaidya born of the
soil. The treatment of both men was practised in the village. But
allopathic medicine too had by then entered the village, and so
Tunibabu and Buchkun Babu from the villages near Berma also
began to come and go.

The doctor from Jhagdaua stayed in Berma for nearly fifteen
years. Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s mother called him bhaiya, brother,
and he too addressed her as sister. People of the Muslim quarter
called him Doctor Sahib, while some people of other
neighbourhoods also called him Maulvi Sahib. He was, in fact, a
man of prayer. Some people called him “Maulvi Sahib Doctor,”
and in this way his real name itself was lost.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s elder brother, Kulkul Mandal, his
mother, and his maternal uncle, the doctor, all three caught the train
at Tamuria and went with enthusiasm as far as the Ghoghardiha
embankment of the Kosi. But when they looked from the
embankment, both his mother and elder brother were frightened.
They did not have the courage to move a step forward. Close beside
the embankment was a large stream, whose water was flowing with
considerable speed.

The maternal uncle understood their fear and, giving them
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courage, said:

“Sister, what kind of stream is this! I have rowed boats and
even swum in streams much larger than this. What a fine boat there
is. Just as others will cross, so shall we.”

Meanwhile, they met a man from Harinahi village itself.
Through questions and enquiries on the embankment, they were
able to understand the route. In towns and markets, it is not good
to ask questions without reason; but in an area of streams, forests,
or deserts, such questioning is useful, for one may find a
companion.

All three reached Harinahi. As soon as people heard the
doctor’s name, families from other houses also gathered.
Immediately upon arrival, he began injections and medicines. Kari
Mandal’s treatment started.

Doctor Sahib was very fond of tea. In fact, tea was almost an
addiction for him. In the village, there was no question of a tea
shop; there was not even a shop selling tea leaves and sugar. When
he left Berma, and even when he got down from the train at
Ghoghardiha, he did not remember this. And how would he have
remembered? Without having seen the place, why would his
attention go towards what it was like and what it lacked?

Somehow, he managed the first day, but on the second day
he began to suffer. Without tea, his mind felt broken. On this side,
the mother and elder brother too began to feel: where have we
come?

With the first day’s treatment, Kari Mandal showed some
improvement. On one side, the maternal uncle, Doctor Sahib,
remained under the pull of tea; on the other, he felt happiness rising
in his heart at the effect of the treatment.

By then, about ten buffaloes and cows had come into the
village. Harinahi and Hardi villages are situated near the border of
Saharsa district, now Supaul, and Madhubani district. Between
them lay a stream called Marna Dhar, which had uprooted both
Harinahi and Hardi. Gonor Mandalji’s house stood at the
westernmost end of the village. For, just as a market moves forward
facing the front, so does a new village move.
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The village ran east to west; in that sense, it was a Surya
Mandal village. From the point of view of habitation, this earlier
arrangement was not good, because in terms of fire, shade, and
storms, there would be greater exposure. Along the bank of the
stream, as it extended westward, so too it extended eastward. Gonor
Mandal told his agnatic brother Chulhai Mandal that all the agnates
would build their houses close together. Since Chulhai’s house
stood on the western side, Gonor’s house too was built towards the
west. At that time, Gonor Mandal’s house was the westernmost
house in the village, though now the village has spread much
farther west beyond it.

At about three in the afternoon, the buffaloes of Harinahi and
the buffaloes of the western hamlet of Hardi village, the hamlet to
which Hemlataji belongs, who has been an MLA from Phulparas,
were grazing in the bed and on the edge of the stream. Between
them there was a channel. Harinahi was a village of twenty or
twenty-five houses, while Hardi was divided into three hamlets,
settled at some distance from one another.

The buffaloes of both villages were grazing in the stream-
bed and along its edge. For some reason or other, a quarrel broke
out among the herdsmen. The two villages were close to each other.
A noisy confrontation began. A fierce fight followed with sticks
and lathis. Many heads were split, and hands and feet were broken.
The two hamlets belonged to two castes, and there was a great clash
between them.

Although Harinahi had fewer houses, some families there
had settled after coming from the Singheshwar Sthan side, and
among them were three seasoned fighters; therefore, the people of
Hardi suffered more in the fight. Yet no criminal case was filed.
There was a reason for this too: on this side, the Phulparas police
station had to cross four streams to arrive, while on that side,
towards Supaul, one had to cross several branches and cuts of the
Kosi.

The fight took place about five bighas west of Gonor
Mandal’s house. The men had gone to fight, but the women and
children watched the spectacle. The three people from Berma too,
Doctor Sahib, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mother, and his elder
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brother, saw the fight. Seeing it, all three became frightened. Each
had his own reason for fear. Doctor Sahib knew the ways of police
stations and courts, and therefore he was afraid. He could guess that
as soon as the police arrived, those who had fought would leave the
village. But what about us?

Similarly, Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s mother and his elder
brother, Kulkul Mandal, had also seen the police raids in Berma in
1956-57. In the evening, everyone decided that early the next
morning they would leave the place, taking the patient, Kari
Mandal, back to the village, Berma. And that is what they did.

At home in Berma, there used to be three buffaloes and two
bullocks at the cattle-post. With the number of family members
reduced, the three buffaloes became one. Without bullocks,
however, nothing could be managed.

Four or five years earlier, in 1956-57, Kulkul Mandal had
left middle school and enrolled in amanat, that is, training in land
measurement, a six-month course. A teacher from Muzaffarpur, an
amin, had come and opened a school in the village. At first, ten
persons enrolled in it, but after a few days six of them left. Four
persons studied till the end and became amins.

Until then, Jagdish Prasad Mandal had not properly taken
charge of the buffaloes, though he would sometimes go with his
brothers to graze them. But with the reduction in family members,
the burden fell heavily upon him. The family had some income.
But when the family of the paternal cousin left Berma for Harinahi,
the household in Berma suddenly became smaller. With that, the
household work too was reduced.

Until then, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mother had never gone
out of the house to the fields, but now she too began to go. The land
that had been given to Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s paternal cousin,
Gonor Mandal, was sold, and he took the proceeds with him. As a
result, the landholding decreased, and the yield decreased as well.
Yet even in the fourth generation, the same relationship with that
family continues as before. Even today, Sanjay, who lives with
Umesh Mandalji, the son, at Nirmali, is the grandson of that
paternal cousin.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal was still in high school when his
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duragaman took place. His marriage had already been performed
earlier. With the departure of the paternal cousin, it was not only
the family that became smaller; the household business and work
also declined. Internal disputes too began to arise within the family.
At the root of these disputes was Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s
education.

There were two sources of this: first, Kulkul Mandal, and
second, those in society who were interested, or appeared to be
interested, in the family’s welfare. Openly, there was no dispute in
the family, but Kulkul Mandal’s activities began to change.
Leaving aside the work of the household, he became absorbed
throughout the day in dance performances. A dance party was also
run at his in-laws’ place.

The election of 1967 arrived. Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had
also become a member of the Communist Party. During the
election, there was widespread rigging at booths throughout the
district. Just as there was heavy rigging, there were also fights and
assaults from village to village, and cases and lawsuits increased
greatly. Along with this, movement to and from jail also increased.

With the rise in cases and lawsuits, the work of courts and
legal offices increased. At that time, the state of Bihar had only
seventeen districts. The possibility of increasing their number
grew. The possibility of increasing subdivisions, blocks, and
similar administrative units also grew.

In the election of 1967, in what is now Madhubani district,
though at that time it was only a subdivision, Bhogendraji,
Bhogendra Jha, became the Communist Party’s Member of
Parliament. Of the two parliamentary seats, one went to the
Communist Party and the other to the Socialist Party, to
Shivchandra Jha. In the district, just as the Congress lost in
Parliament, it also lost in the Legislative Assembly. The
Communist Party won four MLA seats and one MP seat.

The state government changed, but the government of the
country, that is, in Delhi, did not change. The number of opposition
members increased. In every state where the Congress government
fell, opposition governments were formed. But nowhere was there
a single-party majority. Coalition governments came into being. A
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group had broken away from the Congress Party and formed the
Jan Kranti Dal in Bihar. It was led by Mahamaya Babu, who
became Chief Minister.

Today, corruption has become the main problem. But even
at that time, petty thieving and corruption were widespread.
Whichever department one looked at, it was aftlicted by corruption.
Mahamaya Babu’s government set up an inquiry commission
against the former Congress ministers, under the leadership of a
judge of the Supreme Court. It came to be known as the Ayyar
Commission.

Vaidyanath Ram “Ayyar” was a judge of the Supreme Court.
He belonged to the South. He was about ninety-five or ninety-six
years old, and still alive. He submitted his inquiry report against
six ministers of the former Bihar government. He had proved the
embezzlement of crores of rupees.

In 1966, Bihar came under the grip of drought. Since it was
the first year, its severity was not felt so much. Had it been fully
understood, it would have become an issue in the 1967 election;
but that did not happen. After the new government was formed,
however, in the second year its impact became very clear.
Starvation began. A formidable question rose before the
government.

It was decided that a campaign should be launched against
hoarders. But such a drama took shape that the campaign turned
into a mockery. The drama was this: ten or twenty such persons
were caught whose grain trade ran on the backs of horses. But that
was not the whole truth. A few such hoarders were also caught
whose godowns contained lakhs of quintals of grain.

After taking oath in Parliament, when Bhogendraji visited
Madhubani, he held his first public meeting at Sakri. Since he was
anewly elected member, and also because he belonged to their own
party, about fifteen to twenty people from Berma village went to
attend the meeting. There was, in any case, the facility of the train.
Besides, the people of the red flag used to go even as far as Delhi
for demonstrations.

One quality of Bhogendraji’s speeches was that he would
say in advance:
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“Whoever has any question to ask, ask it.”

Answering questions was the central point of his speeches.
He also spoke at length. When time allowed, he would go on
speaking for three or four hours.

At that time, one train ran from Nirmali to Samastipur. There
was no trace of the broad-gauge line anywhere. Yet this too was
one of the issues in the struggle of the Communist Party.
Sometimes the struggle moved fiercely, sometimes at a slower
pace, but it continued.

The trains coming from both the east and the west were
supposed to meet at Sakri, but that did not happen. Since the
crossing took place at Kakraghati, the train from the west was
delayed. For that reason, the meeting was organised somewhat late.
The venue was arranged a little away from Sakri station, on the
southern side.

After getting down from the train, the people formed a
procession, waving flags and raising slogans, and reached the
meeting place. Many people from around Jhanjharpur also joined
them. The organisers were comrades from the sugar mill workers’
union.

At that time, the mill ran only for six months. Since there
was work for only six months in the year, the problem of remaining
idle for the other six months naturally existed. Along with this, the
farmers faced their own difficulties: neither was sugarcane
harvested in time, nor did they receive payment in time.

Those problems too remained. Only one variety of sugarcane
was cultivated, which became ready in Aghan. But because it was
grown over a large area, timely harvesting was not possible. The
mills were few. They would take only as much as they could crush.
Their cleverness lay in this: since the crop became ready early,
good production, meaning sugar content, began from the very
beginning; and the more it was delayed, the thicker the juice
became and the greater the sugar content.

As soon as the train from the west arrived, Bhogendraji, with
Khadim Hussain, the MLA from Darbhanga-Jale, walked ahead
from the station to the meeting place, carrying a leather bag in his
hand, while ten or fifteen people followed behind. He was wearing
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a half-shirt and dhoti. On his feet were leather shoes.

From the stage, slogans began to be raised. More than half
the stage was filled. The speaker who had been addressing the
gathering completed his remarks. The leader of the sugar mill trade
union placed their problems in detail. Jagdish Prasad Mandal and
others were seated on the ground in front.

As was usual in Bhogendraji’s meetings, before he spoke,
there was an appeal for questions. A few questions were indeed
asked.

After two and a half or three hours, the meeting came to an
end. The people from the surrounding areas who had attended the
meeting went away, but those who had come by train returned to
the station. Both trains, the one to Nirmali and the one to Jaynagar,
were late by an hour or an hour and a half. It was there, at the station
itself, that Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had his first meeting and direct
personal introduction with Bhogendraji.

For the first time, Bhogendraji had become a Member of
Parliament. Just as in 1942 a new political consciousness had
awakened among the people of the country against the British,
something similar happened after the election of 1967. In Bihar too,
political parties that had never before reached the Legislative
Assembly came into a position of strength. The party that had
remained in power in Bihar until then, the Congress, tasted a clear
defeat.

And this did not happen in Bihar alone; it happened in
several other states as well. A group had broken away from the
Congress and entered the election under the name Jan Kranti Dal.
The anti-Congress parties gained a clear majority. As the main
party, the Socialist Party won, and, in varying degrees, other parties
also succeeded.

It was not merely that such a change took place in the
Legislative Assembly; the common people in village after village
also felt their own victory and defeat in it. Whatever may have
happened in practical terms, in the course of speeches and in
matters of principle, all the problems of the people certainly came
to the fore. The reason was that the ideas of all these parties had
already been reaching the people for some time.
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Thirty-four seats, that is, thirty-four MLAs, reached the
Legislative Assembly, and five to seven members of the
Communist Party also reached Parliament.

For the first time after Independence, ordinary people moved
towards power, towards governance. Until then, in the minds of the
common people, government meant little more than quota kerosene
oil and a few essential rationed goods. Governance seemed to run
only through the accounts of the dealer’s work. Other problems
existed only in the sequence of speeches. Flood or drought of one
kind or another kept occurring, and it was the government’s claim
that it had measures to deal with them.

A new generation, born around the time of Independence or
after it, also became young. With this, other kinds of governmental
work too came into view. What is now Madhubani district was, in
those days, a subdivision. It was divided among eleven MLAs and
two MPs, roughly one MP for every six MLAs. The Jale
constituency of Darbhanga too fell within Madhubani then.

In the western part of present-day Madhubani district, the
struggle over land was also proceeding with some force, but the
main question was the Western Kosi Canal. The damage caused
year after year in Mithilanchal by the Kosi, Kamala, and Bagmati
is perhaps greater than the budget of many governments. Be that as
it may, the questions, problems, and struggles of the 1960s formed
the principal struggle of the Communist Party.

What condition that struggle is in even after one human
lifetime, sixty-five or sixty-six years, is visible before everyone. If
work had been done according to plan, today’s Mithila would not
have been this Mithila; it would have become the Mithila in which
sages and seers were believed to bring rain at will. So much
hydroelectric power would have been produced that it would have
reached every home. Along with small industries on the model of
Japan, heavy industries too would have been established. But what
do we see today? Elections kept taking place, MLAs and MPs kept
changing, yet the problems have now assumed such a frightening
form that, under economic distress, looting and plunder take place
in broad daylight, both directly and indirectly.

If the per-acre yield of land in Japan, Germany, and the
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neighbouring country of China is compared with that of
Mithilanchal, one would not merely be surprised; one would find it
difficult to believe. Does Mithila have only three-and-a-half cubits
of human body, with a stomach alone, or does it also have two
hands, two feet, and a motherland?

Mithilanchal possesses a land and climate found nowhere
else in the world. Nowhere is there such beautiful, soft soil;
nowhere such good water; nowhere such variety of seasons. And
yet what do we see today? Even now, there has been no proper
agreement with the Government of Nepal, nor has there been
proper development of the western and eastern canals of the Kosi.

First, the work of the plan was delayed; on top of that, the
twists and complications in the work are such that even building a
single canal becomes difficult, and after it is built, making it
function properly becomes still more difficult. Water comes easily
from above to below. But will it go easily from below to above? It
will not. If a canal is dug deep, how will its water rise upward? Yes,
it can go up through machines; but then, as the saying goes, “the
house is in confusion, and the wedding is on Monday.” In a place
where cultivation is still done with the three-span plough of the
Treta age and the sacred bullocks of the Satya age, how is such a
thing to be believed?

Returning to the station, that is, to Sakri platform, everyone
sat in a circle. Bhogendraji sat cross-legged and asked everyone
else to sit in the same way. Everyone’s mind was restless about
catching the train. To sit cross-legged meant a kind of ease, a
release from worry. First he asked everyone’s name and address.
After hearing their names and addresses, he said:

“The Communist Party is our own party. But by saying our
own party, I do not mean that it belongs to any particular caste or
religion. It is the party of human beings as such. We have to build
a society in which no one remains hungry and no one remains
naked. Everyone’s children should study; everyone should have
treatment for illness, disease, and natural calamity. Only then will
all people try to move forward.

What did the sages and seers of our land do? Did they not
care for their own happiness? Why did they consume their lives in
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such a way? They did a great deal. If they had not, how could they
have lived their lives on a single katha of land? But if we keep our
heritage locked away, who will understand it? Lakhanji, Dr
Lakshman Jha, dedicated his life to Mithilanchal. But who
understands what he did?”

Before leaving for Delhi, Bhogendraji told Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji at the district office of the Communist Party:

“When I come next, I shall certainly go to Berma. So keep
an eye on that.”

Just as in a market, or even in a village household, the
exchange of goods takes place among three kinds of people, there
is first the person who has the goods, and second, the buyer. But
between these two a third also slips in, and that third is necessity.
When both the seller and the buyer are in need of the goods, the
dealing becomes easy. The reason is that, by selling or buying the
goods, a necessary task has to be accomplished.

The second situation is when the seller is in greater need
because of some urgent work, while the buyer is in no hurry. In
such a case, the seller suffers loss and the buyer remains in profit.
Similarly, there are situations in which the buyer is needy and the
seller is not. There, the buyer suffers loss and the seller remains in
profit, for the seller keeps thinking inwardly that even a stone rots
in water. In the same way, among buyers too there are those who
think: does money bite like an insect that one should throw it away
for nothing?

This middle element is the artist of the world; it makes not
only itself but the whole world dance. From the beginning, people
on one side have created difficult circumstances for people on the
other side and have kept pressing their throats. But this did not
happen here.

Just as the people of Berma were eager to know about
Bhogendraji’s programme, so too were Bhogendraji and the
Communist Party eager about Berma. The Sakri meeting began to
be discussed with great enthusiasm in Berma village. On one side,
everyone became engaged in making the programme as good as
possible; on the other, having found a new area, Bhogendraji and
the party too began to think of making the programme better and
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better.

Of course, once before 1967, the Communist Party had been
formed in Berma, but because the practical side was weak, it could
not endure. The party had been formed among young men, most of
whom were more or less educated. No one among them understood
the methods and procedures of the party properly. So, by feeling
their way, they learned a little here and a little there. Talk ranging
from the sky to the netherworld flew about and reached everyone’s
ears, and because of that some enthusiasm was always kept alive.
If that had not been so, how could character have been formed here
in contrast to other, capitalist parties? It is struggle that sharpens
character.

On the third day after the parliamentary session ended,
Bhogendraji reached Madhubani. Until then, people did not know
Bhogendraji in such a way that they could be certain whether he
would come or not. The uncertainty was natural, because many
programmes had already taken place in which leaders had not
arrived.

The very morning after Parliament ended, Bhogendraji had
already reached Patna. For the first time, a large number of anti-
Congress MPs from Bihar had reached Delhi. In Bihar too, an
opposition government had been formed under the leadership of
Mahamaya Prasad Singh. Karpoori Thakur became Deputy Chief
Minister. Mahamaya Babu, in fact, had broken away from the
Congress and formed the Jan Kranti Dal.

In the Bihar government, the Socialist Party had the largest
number of MLAs, and therefore it had a larger share in the
government. Dhaniklal Mandal had won for the first time, and yet
he became Speaker of the Legislative Assembly. From the quota of
the Communist Party of India, two cabinet ministers and two
ministers of state were appointed. From the Darbhanga district
quota, Tejnarayanji, Shri Tej Narayan Jha, became a minister of
state.

All four of them, however, were hardworking in their
respective fields. Just as Indradeep Bhai, Shri Indradeep Singh, was
a scholar and economist, Chandrashekhar Bhai, Shri Chandra
Shekhar Singh, too was a revolutionary. Shri Shatrughna Besra was
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a leader of the Adivasis, while Tejnarayanji was a farmers’ leader.
The government, already swaying in many factions and currents,
was shaken still more by the drought.

Along with being a farmers’ leader, Bhogendraji was also a
leader of Bihar, and therefore the burden of work upon him had
become very heavy. After reaching Patna, the first day passed in
discussions on the condition of the state. But from the next morning
itself, he had set aside time for his constituency. Travelling through
the night, he reached Madhubani. As soon as he arrived there,
everyone came to know:

“Tomorrow Bhogendraji will be present at the programme
in Berma.”

In any case, everyone had been publicising the event.
Pamphlets had also been printed and brought. There would be a
public meeting during the day and a workers’ meeting at night.
Arrangements for food and drink had also been made.

At the last hour of the public meeting, after five o’clock,
Bhogendraji reached Berma by jeep. Those present at the meeting
had begun to think that he would not come now. There were, of
course, no telephones and such means of contact as exist today.
Before Bhogendraji arrived, the public meeting had almost turned
lifeless; but as soon as he came, its colour and form seemed to
change. Many who had already risen and taken to the road turned
back. At the same time, some new people also arrived.

Getting down from the jeep, Bhogendraji said:

“Give me a glass of water and some tea. Until then I shall sit
on the stage.”

People were in a hurry; now that Bhogendraji had arrived,
why waste his time unnecessarily? On the stage, Bhogendraji sat
quietly, watching and listening. He drank water and then had tea.

As soon as he had finished his tea, he was requested to speak.
On being requested, he said:

“Ask everyone whether anyone has any question to put.”

But everyone was eager to listen, and therefore not a single
question came.

As he stood up, he briefly laid out the condition of the
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Congress government in Delhi: how, at that time, the country was
caught in a conflict among capitalists, factory owners, and feudal
interests, the kings and princes. Discussing this conflict, he said
that the development of the country had been obstructed. But very
few people understood this. For the villagers, the meaning of
government was limited to quota wheat and the police station; here
and there, a hand-pump too would be installed.

By then, there were also quotas for sugar and kerosene oil.
Wheat too was available under the quota system, but because
buyers lacked money, this was not clearly felt.

After speaking of the Delhi government, Bhogendraji
immediately turned to the Bihar government. He laid bare the
condition of the drought, its dreadful severity, and the inner state
of the Bihar government. He spoke at length about the Kosi canal
and what that project meant for Mithilanchal.

While discussing Mithilanchal, he also spoke in detail about
the social exploitation of the region, the kind that prevents one
person from allowing another to move forward, and similar
matters.

Bhogendraji’s speeches generally lasted from two to four
hours, but that did not happen in Berma. By the time an hour was
completed, the time was over. As soon as the meeting ended, he
said:

“There is, of course, also a programme for a workers’
meeting, but it cannot be held properly now. Still, if you make the
preparation, it will be done in whatever time I have.”

Meanwhile, tea arrived. He did not take any refreshments.
While drinking tea, he also spoke of the Ayyar Commission, which
was to inquire into the irregularities committed by certain Congress
leaders who had been in government.

Considering that it was the first public meeting of the
Communist Party in Berma, it had gone very well. Bhogendraji
himself said so.

As soon as the workers’ meeting began, Bhogendraji’s form
seemed to change. He said:

“The Communist Party is a political party. You have become
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members of the party and have formed the party here; the
responsibility of sustaining it will also rest upon you. Consider
yourselves members of a revolutionary party, and change and
improve the social order.

Until the social order changes, a society for the welfare of
all cannot be built. And until such a society is built, some people
will continue to loot, and some people will continue to be looted.
You will earn, and someone else will eat.

But the party is spread from the village to the whole world.
Therefore, you must learn the ways and methods of staying united
with one another. Loot and plunder are going on from the village
to the whole world, and this is not an ordinary thing. It has every
kind of power behind it. The power needed to face that power will
have to be built.

Atpresent I too am in a hurry, so I shall not be able to explain
everything properly. When I have some ease, I shall come again.
For now, let me say a few basic things.

You have formed the party in the village; take up the
problems of the village. All members of the party should sit
together and think about those problems. Society is formed with
people. If even as many of you as are here remain united and work
towards solutions, those solutions will come more easily.

Of course, breaking the system is not as easy as we think.
Along with attacks from opponents, there will be differences within
our own party, and there will also be differences within families.

You have made very good arrangements for food and drink.
All of you should sit together and eat and drink; only then will the
disease of untouchability in eating and drinking break. Until that
breaks, divisions of the mind will continue.

Hold meetings regularly. Until you have your own party
office, hold meetings in each neighbourhood. What is the problem
of that neighbourhood, and how can it be solved? That is the main
work of the meeting.

This is at the social level, but along with it there are other
fields as well. If a problem is taken up and a demonstration is held
at the block office, it will be a demonstration of the party from the
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whole block. In that, the problems of Berma too should be made an
issue. The same happens at the district level. It happens in the state
capital too, and in Delhi as well. You must participate in all of
them. There will be problems on both sides, and therefore the larger
problem above becomes important.”

He was indeed in a hurry, and around nine o’clock he left.
After he had gone, food and drink were served. The programme
came to an end.

A new vision was born in the village. The process began of
understanding the village differently from the way people had
understood it earlier. Even otherwise, whenever four people came
together, some work would begin. Earlier too, some people had
been cooperative in social work, but that circle had narrowed and
become confined to a few families. To keep one’s own work and
one’s own matters hidden had become a habit, and it remains so
even now.

When one lives and speaks among four people, the practice
of speaking begins to develop. Along with this, it also happens that
one repeats the same thing two or three times, or says something
new.

After joining the party, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji began to
take part even in rallies in Delhi. He began to meet new people, and
in terms of region, he also began to receive opportunities to see new
arts and cultures. Along with this, it also happened that for two
annas or four annas, good books became available to him. Through
them, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji began to acquire new kinds of
knowledge.l
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AFTER 1967: POLITICAL
AWAKENING AND SOCIAL
COMMITMENT

After 1967, a second current of air began to rise, from the
village to the whole country. But the nature and limits of the wind
are different in different places. Somewhere, over sandy land, it
dries up its own moisture; somewhere, over the sea, it raises a tide.
Somewhere, it strikes against mountains and either flies towards
the clouds or searches for a side passage and escapes. Somewhere,
on level land, it uproots trees and plants; somewhere, it creates
ripples on the surface of a pond; and somewhere, it also brings a
gentle and pleasant breeze.

Those who should have received the benefit of the
opportunity did not receive it to the extent they should have. If that
was not so, and if they did receive it, then why did the agricultural
sector fall behind in comparison with the industrial sector? One
may say in anger that Maharashtra and Karnataka advanced in
industry while Bihar remained backward, but that would be
speaking in anger. If we look at the industries of Maharashtra or
Karnataka, we must also look at the condition of those who live on
the land there. Is it false that, in comparison with Bihar, farmers
there have been driven to the point of suicide?

Therefore, every state of the country has its own problems.
Each has to be seen in its own way. Yet is it not proper that Bihar
too is a part of independent India, and that there should be some
measure of uniformity? Today, not only Bihar but many other
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states have problems greater than those of Bihar, and their solution
too is necessary. Perhaps not in the same manner as Bengal or
Kerala, but if one looks at other states as well, one sees similar
pressures at work. Mithilanchal too did not remain untouched by
this second current.

In Madhubani subdivision of the old Darbhanga district,
which is now a district, considerable uniformity of land appeared;
but a field is truly a field only when it receives sufficient water.
Along with proper seed and proper fertiliser, it also needs skilled
farmers with machines.

For ten years before this, progressive farmers and
intellectuals had risen and stood behind the Kosi canal project, but
there was no one to listen. Even when something was heard, the
work took such a form that even in fifty years the project could not
be completed. Such carelessness was shown towards the streams
and channels that more than half the land of Mithilanchal has
turned from soil into sand.

There are, of course, many streams, and among them some
have not changed their course for thousands of years. But the Kosi,
Kamala, and Balan have been welcomed so much, even while they
ran and played, while people sang songs to them, that they have
rendered more than half the land powerless and weak. How will
sand become fertile land? This is no small question.

The political condition is such that everyone, running after
mouth-leadership and empty prominence, remains entangled
among themselves. No problem of Mithilanchal belongs only to
Mithila; it belongs to the country. Yet all are doing politics by
entangling themselves in the very question of how the problem is
to be solved. They merely listen at eight o’clock at night, on the
sitar, to “Pawan Priya Pawan Mithila Desh!”

Just as Berma is a part of the country, so too the country is a
part of Berma. Therefore, the second current of the country also
blew through Berma. Like the overwinding of a bicycle, the
winding of the village began. Winds of many colours entered
Berma village all at once. Groupism began. Some sparks rose from
within the village, and some began to enter quietly from outside.

Until then, the wind of caste and communal division had not
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entered the village. Whenever fights or disturbances occurred, they
either took place with another village or between one hamlet and
another. Berma was a village of more than twenty castes.
Confusion and disorder had always occurred during festivals and
ritual observances. Yet life had continued.

And why should there not be such confusion? More than half
the women observed the Sunday fast of Bhadav. But the rules of
festivals too differed from one group to another. Some observed a
strict fast on both evenings; some only for one evening. Some
avoided only salt; some gave up grain and lived only on fruit. In
the same way, there was the ghari festival. First, it occurred in two
or three months of the year, Sawan, Asin, and Chait; then there
were also the Wednesday ghari, Monday ghari, and Saturday ghari.

Preachers of the Kabir Panth would come from time to time,
denounce the snare of maya, and also warn their devotees. The
devotees too were of many kinds. In Berma, the confusion was still
greater. On one side stood the Brahmin settlement of a hundred
households, called a tola not because it was united as a social
cluster but because it was scattered in its own way; there was not a
single Vaishnav among them. From the point of view of the secular
temperament of society, this was perhaps for the good.

On the other side, there was also the settlement of the Dalits.
Their range of ritual practice extended from the plate and water to
the sky itself. The castes in between were linked with different
religious sects. Within the same caste, disputes continued between
Vaishnavs and Shakts; and along with that, disputes also continued
between one caste and another.

A compromise was reached within the Kabir Panth. It was
decided that after the shraddha rites, there would be Satyanarayan
Puja, and after that a Kabir Panthi bhandara as well. And so it
began. On the one hand, people would speak against another sect,
and on the other, they would continue to live together. Even then,
the Kabir Panth was strong; it had many supporters, and it still has
them today.

Meanwhile, an incident arose within the Mandal, that is,
Dhanuk caste. Subey Das of Dwalkh had influence among the
Mandals, the mukhiyas, the Dhanuks and Mallahs, and also among
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the Barais. The influence of the Ramaut sect in the village was
limited. In Nanaur, Buddhi Das had become the mahant of the
Ramaut sect. Through agnatic connections he came to Berma and,
within his own kin-group, gave a kanthi to one person and made
him a disciple. That agnate became a devotee. Subey Das also used
to come once a year for a month, but if a bhandara took place
somewhere in between, a group would be sent to invite him as well.

The disciple of the man from Nanaur was made his own
disciple, from Ramaut into Kabir Panthi. On one side, the Shakts
would be warned without restraint; on the other, plundering and
exploitation continued. When the devotee was taken away, Buddhi
Das of Nanaur issued an order:

“Just as I gave the mantra into his ear and he took another
mantra, in the same way I shall heat mustard oil and pour it into his
ear, and with it I shall draw out the mantra that has gone in.”

The blow fell upon the drum. The man from Dwalkh replied
that Buddhi Das’s own sect was weak. How would any soul attain
release through that? Let him first make a proper offering. If he
does not, and pours oil into the disciple’s ear, that will not be
allowed.

Tension began to rise. This became the main subject of talk
at every doorway and courtyard in the village. Some people in
society were pleased that the quarrel was merely between Dhanuks
themselves; on the other hand, caste pride had also been hurt. For
just as a Communist Party rally breaks the old enclosure and brings
people out onto the road, so among those in society who followed
the Kabir Panth, a certain uniformity had come in matters of eating
and drinking.

Among Kabir Panthis, the bhandara is an important
foundation. Just as at Jagannath there is shared prasad, in the Kabir
Panth too the custom of sharing consecrated food among one
another exists.

In the tension between the Kabir Panth and the Ramaut sect,
the village began to divide. It split into three or four groups.

The organisation of the Ramaut sect was weaker than that of
the Kabir Panth. Kabir Panthis from one village, two villages, and
several other villages began preparing to enter the field. Jagdar is a
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village adjoining Berma. In the surrounding region, the two are
known together as Jagdar-Berma. Jagdar is a small village.
Bhumihar Brahmins and Rajputs are in the majority there. There
are also Barhis, Yadavs, Telis, Dusadhs, Dhuniyas, Sonars, and
Mallahs, but they are minorities.

In Jagdar, Nathuni Singh held the leadership, and eighty per
cent of the Bhumihars were his lathaits. Because of this, the
business of quarrels and disputes continued across the five-kos
area. Nathuni Singh of Jagdar was also a Kabir Panthi. He was a
devotee of a Rajput saint from Lohia Patti. They were fewer in
number, but powerful.

As a sectarian society, Jagdar was divided into several
groups. The Rajputs stood towards the Kabir Panth, the Bhumihars
towards the Radha-Krishna sect, the Yadavs, Barhis, and Dusadhs
towards the Kabir Panth, and the Dhuniyas towards Islam. As for
the Mallahs, they were naturally people of the plate-and-water way
of life; why would they go into the Vaishnav sect?

Hearing the rumour of the Kabir Panthi quarrel, the saint
from Lohia Patti came to Jagdar and set up his seat there. He also
sent word to other devotees to come. Like the battlefield of the
Mahabharata, the soil of Berma began to tremble.

A time was fixed for the scriptural debate. The village turned
into something like a fair. The eyes of the whole surrounding
region were fixed upon Berma. But what happened was proper and
right: Buddhi Das of Nanaur stepped back a little and saved the
village from violence and rioting.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s family was still more many-
coloured. On one side were all the festivals of society connected
with the village shrine. On another was his father, a devotee of the
father of Subey Das. In the Kabir Panth, the person called a sevak
is called a disciple elsewhere. Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s father was
influenced by Kabir Panthi thought. Satsang and bhajan continued
for nearly a month at a time at the doorway.

On the third side was Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mother, a
devotee of the Saho-Patnia group of Samastipur district. She had
brought that teaching with her from her parental home. Her
tradition was a third sect: the guru would make both Vaishnavs and
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Shakts his disciples by giving them the mantra. Once a year, while
travelling about, he too would come and stay for five to seven days.
He was a Brahmin and cooked his own food.

This was the reason why no animal sacrifice took place at
the Durga Sthan in Berma. One site was linked with the Vaishnav
sect, and at the other Nathuni Singh’s dominance prevailed;
therefore, sacrifice did not take place.

Just as rice and water placed in a pot on the hearth may turn
into half-cooked rice, over-boiled rice, sweetened rice, khichri, or
even fine cooked rice, so the rice and water placed in the vessel of
Berma’s Durga Puja produced many things at once. Until then, in
the region, Durga Puja had generally been the worship of one caste
or of a mahant’s establishment; that received a blow.

Along with this, another blow was struck: with the
participation of unmarried girls from every caste, the evening
lamp-offering also reached all sections. This was publicised in
other villages as well. On the other side, the absence of sacrifice
too took on a distinct colour. These very circumstances gave
Berma’s Durga Puja a political form.

Between the two Durga Puja sites of Berma village, a deep
trench was created. One site remained that of the wider society,
while the other became linked with power. The reason for its link
with power was that the pramukh of Madhepur block was himself
from Berma. Madhepur was a block of twenty-eight panchayats. In
effect, the divide did not stand on caste basis, but on political basis.

Across Madhepur, there were mukhiyas of many castes.
Only the Muslim mukhiyas remained apart; otherwise the support
of almost all was there. The reason was that, whatever the caste
might be, the meaning of mukhiya was Congress. Because of that,
the office too was one-sided and inclined in one direction. They
used both weapons. Where the knot of caste could be tied, they
used caste; where that could not be done, they applied political
colour.

Thus, in the form of donations, the matter began moving
towards employment and advantage. The block office too began,
as it were, to rise and reach the Durga Sthan. On the day of the fair,
someone would arrive either with applications for a new scheme or
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to distribute something.

The first benefit of Durga Puja to the villagers was that,
leaving aside a few persons, most families received old-age
pension. Berma, the smallest panchayat in the block, became the
place where the largest number of people received old-age pension
for the first time.

But within, there was a strong reaction. Some people
remained angry because of the sacrificial prasad, while for others
the dispute itself became a topic of discussion from village to
village.

A turn also came in the politics of the village. The reason
was that the caste structure within the village itself had many
colours. In the Durga Puja, the Brahmins had, in fact, been divided.
They had support at both sites. On one side, Pandit
Vyakaranacharya Udit Narayan Jha became the priest; on the other,
the Vedic grammarian Pandit Kameshwar Jha took that role.

In the 1962 election for panchayat mukhiya, a Brahmin
mukhiya both lost and won. Bachnu Mishra, who did not know
letters, nevertheless belonged, by virtue of the honesty with which
he carried out his work, not merely to the village but to the category
of leaders of the whole area. Bachnu Mishra himself did not
become mukhiya, but his supporter was the mukhiya. After defeat,
he suffered a setback in politics.

In the election of Sarsath, the Congress had suffered a severe
blow. The leader of Madhepur block was Janaki Babu, Shri
Janakinandan Singh, who had been an MLA and had represented
the area. He had broken away and joined Mahamaya Babu in the
Jan Kranti Dal. The benefit went to the Socialist Party, and
Vasudev Babu, Shri Vasudev Prasad Mahato, became MLA. O
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THE STRUCTURE OF CASTE

The Brahmins of Berma are divided into five sections. In the
name of elections, they would appear united, but in social conduct,
distance remained among them. When the Communist Party was
first formed in 1962, it was the Brahmins who had broken away
and formed it. Each of the five sections had its own separate social
world. There was distance even in storytelling, kinship relations,
and matters of eating and drinking.

Among the Barais, Koeris, and Keots, there was a certain
uniformity. This uniformity lay in the fact that their eating and
drinking practices, festivals, and ritual observances were of one
kind. The Dhanuks were divided into two sections, and they remain
so even today. The distance between the two is considerable. The
reason is that, from long before, one section of the Dhanuks had
worked as khabas, household servants, while the other had lived as
cultivators and built an agrarian life.

Similarly, the Mallahs too were divided. The Musahar
families were strong in number, but divisions kept appearing
among them as well. The reason was that, in any feast or ritual
occasion, not everyone could feed everyone else, and this kept
them divided among themselves.

From the block at Madhepur down to the village, the blows
that came from every side struck Bachnu Mishra deeply. His old
companions renounced active involvement. In the name of
principle, they had offered their votes. Bachnu Mishra’s mind was
affected, and he began speaking here and there, without order or
restraint. The result was that, by repeatedly dipping him in the
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pond, they rubbed him so much that a severe wound formed on his
back. He underwent an operation in Darbhanga, and only then did
the wound heal. U
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BEFORE THE DURGA STHAN
WAS BUILT IN BERMA

Before the Durga Sthan was built in Berma village, there
were many shrines, small and large, and in one form or another
they still exist. Baldev Babu of Sarisab Pahi built a Shiva temple
on the northern embankment of the large pond in memory of his
son. By present standards, the temple may not seem very special,
but on the day it was built, it was a beautiful temple. It collapsed,
of course, in the earthquake of 1988, but the sanctity of the place
shone even more brightly. Durga Puja is also held on that very
ground, and the Muslims’ Daha fair is held there as well. At the
fair, the traders as well as the spectators are often from Hindu
families.

The second shrine is a combined shrine of Radha-Krishna,
Ram-Janaki, Hanuman, and Mahadev. Ram-Janaki and Radha-
Krishna are worshipped at the same place. It is a very old shrine.
Baudhu Das had built it.

Baudhu Das was a pure vairagi, an ascetic detached from
worldly life. He had no family, but he had truly made the shrine
into a living sacred place. At least once, he would certainly go
around the entire village himself and speak warmly with everyone.
People too would, with eagerness and affection, say to him:

“Baba, today’s sidha will be from our side.”

He used to move about alone. He had, in fact, built a
thakurbari, though without idols. He held the sorrow and suffering
of people in his heart. Unable to bear the injustice of the sahib of
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the indigo factory at Bhakhrauli, Sukhet, an English trader, he told
all the people of Berma:

“He must be driven away. Taking land on lease upon lease,
he is swallowing up all the fields.”

Carrying the one-and-a-half-cubit staff with which he used
to walk every day, Baudhu Das stepped forward. He did not merely
step forward; he showed, by action, what could be done.

At that very shrine came Mahavir Das. Born into a poor
family and trained in the Kabir Panth, he eventually arrived there.
By this time, Baudhu Das had also grown old, and he kept Mahavir
Das with him. Mahavir Das was, of course, a Vaishnav, yet Baudhu
Das’s influence remained strong upon him. Because of that
influence, he married only at a very advanced age.

Mahavir Das, who came from an ordinary background, was
exceptionally liberal in outlook. Though he was a Bhumihar, he
would eat rice and roti in every household, considering them all
Kabir Panthi families. He also acquired knowledge of healing, and
his reputation as a vaidya expanded greatly. Seeing his growing
income, people arranged his marriage, and he too agreed to it. By
then, the shrine had acquired around five bighas of land donated by
the community.

Mahavir Das used opium, but by temperament he was
remarkably generous. He earned a name throughout the
surrounding region. Whoever came to the court of God, the
thakurbari, whether a celebrated musician or the humblest visitor,
he would send away satisfied to the best of his ability. Thus it
happened with Darbari Das of the region, Chhathu Das, Hitai Das,
and Lakhan Das, whose dholak player later became famous in
Bombay, as well as performers of drama, nautanki, and other arts.
He treated all of them in the same spirit. His nature was such that
whenever the intoxication of opium rose to his head, he would
distribute gifts freely among the people.

The third shrine of the village was the Brahm Sthan. Even
today, the shrine possesses more than a bigha of land, and a pucca
building stands there. Nearby are the Anganwadi centre and the
Dharamraj Sthan. As long as Pandit Upendra Mishra, an acharya
of the Vedas, grammar, literature, and astrology, was alive, he
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conducted a fifteen-day Bhagavata recitation every year during the
month of Kartik at the Brahm Sthan.

He was, however, so serious and restrained that he would not
utter a single unnecessary word. Because of this, half-learned
pandits mocked him, saying he had no tongue at all. Treating the
place as his own, he would bring a wooden seat from his home in
the village, perform the required rituals before taking his seat, and
then sit down. The first two or three days would pass merely in
spreading the news, but as word traveled, listeners gradually began
to gather, and arrangements for continuing the Bhagavata recitation
would also take shape.

There was also a Mahavirji Sthan. On the embankment of
the pond, near a half-dry jackfruit tree, a sacred flag was planted
and the shrine established. Worship began there, and then
something remarkable occurred. The half-dry jackfruit tree seemed
to drink water and regain its strength. It began to flourish. Though
it was only a medium-sized tree, it appeared as if the power of fruit-
bearing had entered every branch and leaf. It started yielding
between one hundred and fifty and two hundred and fifty fruits.
True, three-fourths of them lacked proper flesh and were mostly
rind, yet the tree nevertheless deepened the shrine’s aura and
influence. News of it spread throughout the region.

Ashtayam kirtan began there on Ramnavami in the month of
Chait. During the festival, between three and five maunds of wheat-
and-rice prasad would be prepared and distributed by the handful.
A wooden mandap was erected, and after the immersion ceremony,
nagar kirtan would take place. Four men would lift the mandap and
carry it throughout the village, while behind them the community
followed with kirtan and bhajan. Whoever felt inspired would offer
whatever they could, and from those offerings musical instruments
were purchased.

Similarly, the Musahars performed worship during the
month of Asin, and they continue to do so even now. Carrying
mridang and cymbeals, groups of ten would travel around the entire
village collecting donations, and from these contributions the
expenses of the worship were met. In the same spirit, the Muslims
too prepare the daha and carry it throughout the village. Such

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography | 72



brotherhood has long endured in Berma.

Likewise, every year Durga Puja is celebrated at two
different places. At the Mahavirji Sthan there are dozens of
Ashtayams and Navahs. A three-day conference of Kabir Panthi
saints is organized, literary seminars are held in abundance, and
kirtan and bhajan continue in courtyards and at village doorways.
Not only that, but three mahants belonging to different sects, along
with half a dozen kirtan groups who earn their livelihood through
performance, continue to remain active there. After all, it is the
society of Mithila.

On one side, the election at Sarsath had already stirred a new
current, and on top of that, the Bhagwati shrine of Berma,
established in 1969, also opened its doors. Contact and exchange
between the village and neighboring communities increased. Both
currents began to flow together. On one side, Durga Puja spread
among all castes; on the other, the hearts of the young filled with
enthusiasm to do something new.

Yet society is vaster even than the sea. It is difficult to know
everything that moves within it. One visible aspect, however, was
the pledging and exchange of money, ornaments, and jewellery
between the parental and marital homes through women. It became
impossible to tell which village’s jewellery had gone to which other
village. Moneylending and other economic dealings also continued
between villages.

The prestige of zamindari becomes hereditary prestige. If it
did not, then although the English sahib had gone, how would the
seed of sahibhood still remain scattered everywhere? Many threads
of caste and sectarian relationships were tied to respectable men,
moneylenders, and zamindars.

Among those who lent money to the people of Berma, the
moneylenders from the forward castes stood foremost. There was
only one lender from the backward castes, and his business
remained small. The rules of traders differ from those of zamindars.
Be that as it may, the priests announced that they would stop
performing shraddha rites and marriage ceremonies. A serious
question then stood before the villagers: what would happen now?

The Kabir Panthi saints found their opening and began to
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advance rapidly. The fire rising within society paused for a
moment. The Kabir Panthis were such that they could set fire even
to the house they intended to settle in. They gave society the idea
of release and liberation, but they did not speak of the question of
the present. “What am I today?” That is everyone’s question.

Kabir has a line:

“Sai itna dijiye...”

But when the question arises of who will give, and from
where, a little light turns into confusion. In the same way, their

thought places itself above the foundation of maya, and because of
that, illumination itself turns into darkness.

Spirituality is such a path that it teaches a human being how
to become truly human. It not only teaches the art of living, but also
imparts a wisdom that people often describe as the making of a
“superman.” Who does not desire to become greater than ordinary?
Yet why does it remain impossible? In a forest, lakhs of trees stand
together and withstand gusts of wind and storm. And yet...

The demand of the twenty-first century is that human beings
should become free and move freely. But where even roads and
pathways are unsafe, Delhi itself no longer feels far away; it feels
near. Then one may as well leave the matter there: the one who
played the game repented, and the one who did not play also
repented.

From around 1960 onward, Jagdish Prasad Mandal became
increasingly involved in agriculture. He began cultivating chillies,
brinjal, cabbage, potatoes, and other crops. Paddy, marua, and rabi
crops such as mustard also began to be grown under his personal
supervision. His elder brother, however, had little interest in
farming. Besides this, he had studied amanat and land
measurement. Stories and disputes relating to land were so endless
that they could continue for an entire month without conclusion.
Yet every person dreams something for his own life.

His elder brother developed an inclination toward dance. But
bringing forth the art of the poor is no easy matter. Even so, life
moved on.

After coming into contact with Bhogendraji, Jagdish Prasad
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Mandal’s curiosity about agriculture deepened further.
Bhogendraji sharpened his thinking by describing examples of
farming in Germany and Japan. When Jagdish calculated matters
for himself, it seemed that even ten kathas of land could be
sufficient for a family of five.

He also reflected upon the farmers of Siberia, where six or
eight months of the year pass merely in waiting for the snow to
melt. Yet during the short span available, they cultivate so
intensively that they achieve remarkable yields.

Today, much of Mithilanchal may have turned sandy, with
layers of sand covering the soil. The problem is so severe that just
as sand rose from beneath and swallowed the land, so too must the
farmer reclaim that land with his own labor, working through and
absorbing the sand itself. Bihar’s true capital lies in its fields. The
more prosperous agriculture becomes, the more prosperous the
state itself will become.

On one side, the field was capital in one’s own hands; on the
other, once Jagdish Prasad Mandalji became connected with
politics, his work expanded further. He began trying to move
toward agriculture in a proper and organized way. From the Pusa
fair, he started bringing books on farming and cultivation. Along
with this, he also began attending farmers’ programmes. Because
of his connection with politics, he also started visiting courts and
government offices.

In Madhepur block, Zubair Sahib was the P.O. He was a very
decent man, with a strong sense of warmth and belonging. Jagdish
Prasad Mandal came into contact with him. Zubair Sahib was an
agriculture graduate. Like a teacher in a school or college, he would
explain matters of agriculture to people for hours. Through this
contact, whenever he had a programme anywhere, he would
certainly inform Jagdish Prasad Mandalji. At the agricultural
colleges in Pusa and Dholi, there used to be one large programme
every year, while smaller programmes continued throughout the
year.

Before 1960, there was not a single boring or pump-set in
Berma village. The first was installed in 1971-72 by the late Satya
Dev Jha. He was not formally educated, but he had found
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employment with the Eveready Battery Company in Calcutta and
had retired from service. He had also acquired some knowledge of
Bengal’s agriculture. He thought that if he bought five bighas of
land and installed a boring, his condition would improve the
following year. He did exactly that. His boring was the first in the
village.

Once people gained knowledge of agriculture, they began to
understand the importance of water. A political party had already
been formed. After the drought of Sarsath, the plan for borings and
pump-sets also took shape, though it remained uncertain and
fragile. A meeting of the B.D.C. was held in Berma village. The
D.M. also came, and all the block officials were present. As a kind
of gift, the D.M. Sahib spoke about borings and pump-sets with a
one-third subsidy. He also discussed the condition and direction of
farmers. Dividing farmers into four categories, he explained the
benefits available to each.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal and four others, five farmers in all,
decided that this opportunity must be used. From Pusa and Dholi
to the district and block levels, he attended farmers’ fairs and
seminars wherever they were held. The five farmers decided to
install borings, though two eventually did not. After the borings
were installed, they began bringing in new seeds of paddy, wheat,
and other crops. The paddy yield achieved in the 1970s surpassed
what was being achieved even in 2012. Sita paddy, a fine-grained
and tasty variety, began yielding one and a quarter quintals per
katha. Not only paddy and wheat, but also potatoes, cabbage,
tomatoes, and other crops gained strength. The village, once
pressed under debt, began to stand on its own feet.

The zamindars too had left the village. Only one remained,
who, according to estimates, held one hundred and ten bighas of
land. Later, a fierce struggle took place over that land.

In the B.D.C. meeting, the D.M. Sahib had spoken at length
about usurious moneylenders. At the same time, he made it clear:
“Any moneylender who takes more than double will face legal
action.”

The debtors felt relieved. They thought that whenever they
were able to pay, they would pay. If they did not have the means,
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where would they pay from? But the moneylenders launched their
attack. Seizures and arrests began.

Along with agriculture, other kinds of work also began in the
village. All the embankments and roads of Berma were built
according to the map. As a result, the very shape and outline of the
village changed. This happened through public cooperation. Later,
through government schemes as well, earthwork, brick paving, and
similar works continued.

Today, Berma has naturally taken such a form that there is
not a single family before whose house a four-wheeled vehicle
cannot reach. Similarly, there is now a source of drinking water for
every two families. There is also a private boring for every eight
bighas of land. Besides this, two branches of the Western Kosi
Canal are being constructed, one running north to south and the
other east to west. A state boring has also been installed, though it
has not yet become operational. Transport facilities are available as
well. On one side, the railway station is three kilometres away; on
the other, the National Highway is two kilometres away.

Just as, with the arrival of spring, new leaves, shoots, buds,
and flowers appear on everything from cloud-touching trees to the
lowly earth, so too, in the garden of Berma’s village society, new
blossoms began to sprout. Problems of many kinds, both positive
and negative, began to rise and take shape.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji and others reflected that caste
rigidity was an obstacle to the uplift of society. Of course, where
storytelling and kinship relations existed between castes, the matter
became one between two social groups. But untouchability
between castes created a deep trench within society. Therefore,
everyone agreed that a meeting should be held once a month and
should move from hamlet to hamlet.

There was no question of making elaborate arrangements for
the meeting. But if the people of that hamlet wished to arrange food
and drink, that would be welcome, and everyone would eat
together. This was the view of all. Even today, people do eat
together. In wedding processions and feast-ceremonies of all
castes, people eat together. Yes, bitterness certainly still remains,
but when the cooperation of all castes is present, it diminishes. This
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was a very good step.

In the surrounding region, it was as though a contagious
stirring had spread. In Jhanjharpur block, west of the Kamala,
Nagendraji, Dr. Nagendra Kumar Jha, the middle brother of Dr.
Dhirendra, and east of Berma, in Phulparas block, Kamesarji, Shri
Kameshwar Ram, also initiated a revolutionary current. The
influence of the party grew firmly in all three blocks.

Meanwhile, Nagendraji conducted a party school. Since it
was nearby, Jagdish Prasad Mandal and others took part for all
three days. They had the opportunity to stay with leaders from the
Centre. Those leaders too felt that something similar should be held
in Berma, and that too was done.

In the meetings held from hamlet to hamlet, the problems of
each hamlet remained the main issue. Because of this, more and
more people began to study the village. At crossroads and gathering
places, instead of talk about cinema and circus, discussions of
village problems began. Yet society, like a sieve, remained
diseased and full of holes.

Berma’s structure, however, is different from that of other
villages. One major reason is that, to this day, it has not fallen into
the grip of a village-cutting stream. It is said that from very ancient
times there has been a stream called Supain, whose old name was
Suparna. But like a python, it has remained seated in one place.
Even that stream has water only for three months of the year. For
the remaining months, it becomes a cremation ground on one side
and grazing land on the other.

Since Berma had a large amount of homestead land, it also
had sufficient high land. As there were more middle-level farmers,
the boundaries of holdings were small. But in the absence of
irrigation, marua and gamhari were grown even in fenced
enclosures and scrubland. High land used for vegetable cultivation,
that is, land suited to the four monsoon months, depended only on
rainfall. The remaining medium land, excluding the chaur, could
yield two crops a year.

Some borings had already been installed, and people had

also sunk hand-pumps. Vegetable cultivation gathered strength.
Many families rose and stood on their own feet. Moneylending too
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had almost come to an end. Because of this, some new problems
arose.

Like fire smouldering under ash, village politics slowly
began to gather force. The Bhagwati Sthan came forward. Along
with this, something else also happened. Ordinary people did come
and go to all the sacred places, the dev sthans, but inwardly they
remained divided. Only the Dihwar Sthan was regarded as truly
public. This becomes clearly visible in marriage, mundan,
upanayan, and similar rituals.

The Dihwar Sthan of Berma had been established by the
Ekhare lineage. Durga Puja broke the unity of that Ekhare agnatic
family. What happened was this: among the Brahmins of the
village, the Ekhare family was the largest agnatic group, divided
into two hamlets, the northern tola and the southern tola.

Durga Puja is performed on both the northern and southern
embankments of the large pond. The pond lies between them as a
boundary. The boundary of the village, and the boundary between
hamlets, remained unclear. In other villages, a road sometimes
forms the boundary, sometimes a school. But that did not happen
in Berma. Here, the boundary was fixed in water itself.

The leadership of the northern Durga Sthan was taken by the
pramukh of Madhepur block, a resident of Berma, and by Nathuni
Singh of Jagdar. The pramukh was a sister’s son of the village, and
so a murmur arose within the Ekhare family. Yet both men, the
pramukh and Nathuni Singh, took the sacred clay for the goddess
from the Ekhare family.

The Ekhare group of the southern hamlet, regarding that
place as their own, began to divide into ten annas and six annas.
Movement between households increased. Feasts and meals also
increased. At that time, Bachnu Mishra, who had already touched
the soil politically, was still facing economic inequality. He had
four brothers. All four were among the strongest-bodied men of the
village, men of bone and frame. But they had become entangled in
litigation. Bachnu Mishra had good access within the Ekhare
family of the southern hamlet. Working day and night with
complete effort, he arranged for the sacred clay for the southern
Durga also to be brought from the Ekhare family.
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The Ekhare family became divided. The Brahmins too were
divided, and therefore there was never any shortage of ritual
worship or priestly service.

In the midst of this, the grandfather of Kapileshwar Raut
died. The priest issued his challenge, and a struggle began. On one
side, the priest began to display his authority; on the other,
Kapileshwar Raut stood firm and unyielding. Within five to seven
days, between the death and the shraddha, the whole area began to
hum with tension. On the day of death, no dispute arose, but a new
consciousness certainly awakened.

This new consciousness seized life in the form of a bond
within the party. As soon as the news of death spread, people
rushed in so quickly that the problem itself seemed to disappear.
Someone went to buy cloth, someone cut bamboo and began
making the bier, and someone went to dig the cremation pit. Work
began to move like a wartime factory.

But just as a part of one company’s engine, when fitted into
another company’s engine, keeps rattling and clattering uselessly,
trouble began from the very start. Even before the bier could be
made, interruption and objection began over the cutting of bamboo.
The root cause of this obstruction lay in the different customs and
rites of different castes.

Yet the coincidence was such that people from all hamlets
reached one place. Just as, at the smell of ganja smoke, a lover
raises his eyes again and again toward the beloved, so whoever
loved a particular task began looking toward his own people. But
on one point all agreed: in the work of a particular caste, the
importance of that caste should be greater.

The householders, Kapileshwar Raut, Jageshwar Raut, and
Lakhan Raut, the three brothers, had opened the treasure of Kubera.
Whatever was needed for any work, there was no need even to ask.
They had their own orchard and groves, and their own bamboo
clump. Three bamboos were cut for the bier.

While the bier was being made, another round of objection
and interruption arose over what kind of poles and planks should
be used. But within the party there were leaders who were also
practical householders. Therefore, through their judgement, the
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bier was prepared.

Then trouble arose over the cutting of wood. There was a dry
shisham tree, one that had not developed proper heartwood, and it
could have served the purpose. But without understanding or
considering the matter, two persons, guided only by their own
impulse, cut down a fruit-bearing mango tree. What could be done
then? Dry firewood was certainly needed, so the shisham too was
cut. For three or four days, the Dom remained engaged in carrying
wood. Be that as it may, hundreds of men sat together and
witnessed the cremation ground.

Like a spreading infection, no one could say which spark
would rise from where and catch hold of what. One man returned
from the cremation ground. He had to go to another village, so he
shaved his beard and hair and left. Usually, hair and beard are
shaved on the third day. Similarly, the question of crossing the
village boundary was also raised.

It was as though the whole village had been seized by
infections of many colours. There was no single, straight line of
discussion; everything was twisted and entangled. Someone’s face
was turned one way, someone’s tail another. But in the field of
challenge, challenge itself gains strength. Therefore, no one was
ready to accept his own argument as a counter-argument or false
reasoning.

Yet, just as vehicles stand one behind another on the roads
of Calcutta, so many issues arose in the course of conversation that
the talk itself became entangled. The discussion of one incident
would merge into another.

Just as, in a war between two countries, the sleep of those
who live near the border is ruined, so it became among the people
of the village. On the first day, many people could not understand
what had happened. On the second day, it became known that some
people had brought back the axes and hatchets they had carried
with them. The custom is that until the thirteenth day, everyone
remains under the shadow of death impurity. Therefore, for three
days, those tools too would not be used for anything.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji asked those who had brought back
their axes and hatchets, “Why did you bring them?”
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They replied, “These are the axes of the Jhanjharpur party,
the people who deal in wood. Today we used them for the work of
society. If the axes had been left unused or rendered useless, the
work itself would have stopped.”

In the meantime, one person spoke up: “Since these axes
belong to another village, will death impurity touch them? Or does
impurity fall only on the tools of the village? Will tools from
another village also become impure?”

But the matter of the axes did not take hold as strongly as the
matter of hair.

Talks of many colours began to move through the village. In
the thirteenth-day shraddha, the agnates and relatives would have
their nails and hair cut on the appointed day, so the household itself
had no issue in that regard. But in society, one caste lived with other
castes, one hamlet with another hamlet, and ideological clashes
began from hamlet to hamlet, from house to house.

A strange situation arose. Just as quarrels in the village
increased, so did the panchayats. With more and more panchayats,
the dispute both decreased and increased.

Some said, “After burning the corpse, we bathed in the pond,
came into the courtyard, touched iron and stone, returned to our
own place, ate soharai or chilli, bathed again, and changed clothes.
How much impurity can remain after all that, if it still clings to us?”

Others said, “Is hair-cutting meant only for the agnates, or
must others also do it?”

Someone else said, “Only yesterday I paid ten rupees and
had my hair cut. How can I cut it again?”

Talk continued in the village, and the next morning some
people had their hair cut. Without any formal panchayat, a
panchayat of sorts had already taken place: there is something
attached to the hair; whoever’s mind accepts it may have it cut, and
whoever’s mind does not accept it need not do so.

Two days passed in this way. On the third day, the ritual
shaving and closing would take place. Until then, society as a
whole had not taken any decision on what should be done. But it
was settled in everyone’s mind that the situation would certainly be
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faced. Whatever problem arose would be solved at that very
moment.

On the day of the chhaur-jhappi ritual, the householder,
Kapileshwar Raut, sent a family member to the Mahapatra. There
was no Mahapatra in Berma; the one who officiated for them came
from Kachhubi. Those who had no right to speak also spoke in the
name of the Mahapatra and declared their decision: “We shall not
g0.” The family member returned from Kachhubi and reported this.

The time for chhaur-jhappi was approaching. What was to
be done? Bidesar Thakur, the barber, said, “I know the entire
procedure of chhaur-jhappi. I shall conduct it.” And that is what
happened.

In shraddha rites, the Mahapatra holds even greater
importance than the Brahmin priest. No decision was reached,
except this much: just as the Mahapatra had been asked, the priest
too should be consulted. That was done.

The next day, when the priest was asked, he too gave the
same reply: he would not come. Everyone had already made up his
mind.

During the afternoon, a meeting was held among
themselves. A unanimous decision was taken that both the priest
and the Mahapatra should be left aside. In shraddha, there are two
kinds of work: the ritual rites and the feast. Whatever money would
have been spent on the rituals should be spent on the feast instead.
In any case, the Barais are not present in every village; they are
found only in a few selected villages, and for that reason they are
closely bound through kinship relations.

As soon as this decision was taken, it was as though the
conch of the Mahabharata had been blown. The news spread
through the surrounding cluster of villages. In other villages too,
questions of many kinds began to arise. In some places, people said
that if the rites were not performed, they would not eat the feast.
Elsewhere, it was said that if a man performs the rites of his own
father and grandfather in his own way, how does the mouth of the
panch, the feast-eaters, become defiled?

Relatives began coming to Kapileshwar Rautji’s house to
enquire. Whoever came received the same answer: if social
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convention breaks, kinship does not break. We shall eat not as
society, but as kin.

In the village too, disputes arose among the castes. On the
tenth day after the death, the day on which the nail and hair cutting
was to take place, a meeting was held early in the morning, around
eight o’clock. The meeting was held because, until then, the feast
system had remained limited to khaja and moongba. The people’s
standard of living was so low that it reached only up to khaja-
moongba or laddus. Therefore, it was decided that the food
arrangements should be improved. There should be rasgulla and
lalmohan, along with sufficient curd.

This condition of feasts still remains to some extent even
now, but earlier some castes were especially ill-reputed in matters
of feasting. A large vessel of tea was prepared. Whoever felt like
drinking drank as much as he wished. Betel too was served, though
betel is formally prohibited on such occasions.

By now, the entanglement of caste had been loosened. The
caste members from all eleven villages agreed that they would eat
the feast. A feeling rose in the atmosphere: will a man perform the
death rites of his own parents, or of someone else’s? Why should
others, for no reason, spoil their faces and their relations with kin
and family?

Seeing that the work had been straightened out so far,
everyone’s heart became fresh and green. On top of that, there was
also the pull of tea. Not only this, rasgulla and lalmohan were
already before them; everyone knew that the share of villagers and
outsiders alike would be equal.

As soon as the discussion began, the three sisters, the
daughters of Kapileshwar Rautji, came forward and raised a
question: “We shall arrange the feast for the nail and hair-cutting
day.”

The question became complicated, for all three were saying,
“We shall do it.” Saying “All right,” the three sisters were sent
away. But the knot only tightened further. Once the plan for a large
feast had been made, the smaller feast had to be stopped. This was
not Kubera’s treasure, which would increase the more one took
from it.
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In the nail and hair-cutting feast, who is given food? Only
those who had gone to the cremation ground. And what kind of
feast is it? It is a rice feast. But among all castes, the practice of
eating rice together does not exist. Then what? Would it be good to
have two customs for people who had performed one and the same
work?

In the course of discussion, the feast on the day of nail and
hair cutting was dropped. The three sisters were told that a large
feast was already being arranged; whatever they wished to
contribute, they should add to that. It would make things easier for
the household. In the end, the three sisters agreed.

The second question arose: what would be done if the priest
and the Mahapatra did not come? Some began searching for a priest
of their own caste; others looked for different arrangements. In a
few other castes, such arrangements had already begun, but here it
did not happen. No one could be found within the caste.

Some people were of the opinion that since the priest and the
Mahapatra would not come at all, they should be left out entirely.
Others said that when they could see, in the village itself, that the
Rams, the Sadays, the Paswans, and others had everything of their
own, why should they not also create their own arrangement?
What, then, should be done?

In the end, it was decided that Ramavatar Raut would be
entrusted with the responsibility of worship, and Bidesar Thakur
would assist him in conducting it.

Then another question arose: how should the ritual be
performed?

What was necessary? If nothing else was available, the
worship would be performed on banana leaves, and as dakshina the
two men would each be given a pair of dhotis. That is what was
done. It was decided that the feast would be held on the very day
of the shraddha, the eleventh day. The feast took place and earned
considerable praise. But the reaction that followed within the caste
was another matter.

Until then, for all ten days, many kinds of meetings had
continued, from the village to other villages. In the end, Ratish
Babu of Navani gave the decision: “Caste does not move forward
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without the ritual letter.”

The incident at Kapileshwar Raut’s house, the shraddha of
his grandfather, spread from the village to the outside like a spark
of fire. From this incident, many other incidents, small and large,
were born. Among them, two were important: first, what happened
with Ramavatar Raut, and second, what happened with Bidesar
Thakur. The contribution of both men had been significant.

Madhepur was not only a block and a police-station area; it
was also an Assembly constituency. It is no longer so now. At that
time, it was a block and police-station area of twenty-eight
panchayats, and therefore also a political centre. It lies between the
Kosi and the Kamala. Thus, whatever small or large, dead or living
streams flow between the Kosi in the east and the Kamala in the
west pass through Madhepur block.

On one side, the Kosi has cut the land and filled it with sand;
on the other, the Kamala has done the same. Somewhere there is
sand, and somewhere there is fine, fertile soil. In the freedom
struggle of the country, the contribution of Madhepur block was no
less than that of any other block in Bihar. Jay Prakash Babu, Suraj
Babu, and Lakhanji, Dr. Lakshman Jha, came and went frequently
in this region. Because of this, local leadership emerged in most
villages, and leadership at the anchal level emerged as well.

At the northern end of Madhepur block lies Berma
panchayat, adjoining Jhanjharpur and Phulparas. Just as Berma
panchayat lies at the northern end, Matras panchayat lies at the
eastern end.

The family of Ramavatar Raut was a well-known family of
Matras panchayat. Ramavatar Raut of Matras was a man of
property, but his village was devastated by the Kosi. The panchayat
falls within the western embankment of the Kosi. A stream also
flows through the village itself.

After Independence in 1947, the propertied people of the
area were also the mukhiyas and leading men of the villages. The
political party, the Congress, stood on a class basis. Therefore, all
the substantial people had inner relations with one another. By
inner relations is meant that the bonds of caste among them were
not weak.
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Here, one question deserves thought: among themselves,
that is, between one family and another, they had exchange, eating
and drinking, help, and mutual assistance of every kind. Yet
political division within caste had also begun to grow, and political
parties drew strength from it. Like a creeper, these families, the
well-settled families, were spread and arranged across the area.

Ramavatar Raut of Berma, who at that time was a young man
who had passed matriculation, was a loyal worker of the
Communist Party of India. He also served for one term of three
years on the district council of the C.P.I.

Just as Kapileshwar Raut had three brothers, Kapileshwar,
Jageshwar, and Lakhan Raut, Ramavatar Raut too had three
brothers: Sitaram, Ramavatar, and Ram Prasad Raut. Two of the
brothers had been married in Matras.

The Barai caste is not found in every village, but there are
certain villages where it has a dense population. Just as Matras was
one such village, so was Berma; even now it has nearly a hundred
households. But there was also a difference between the two
villages. In Matras, one family held dominance, and because of that
the feudal thread remained stronger there. This was not the case in
Berma. Berma consisted largely of families of limited means and
lower-middle households, and therefore the thinking of the two
villages also differed.

Moreover, the Communist Party had existed in Berma in one
form or another since 1962. Even before that, however, litigation
and disputes had taken hold of the village. Struggles were already
going on against landlords, whether Baldev Babu, Baldev Jha of
Sarisab Pahi, or Lakshmikant and Ramakant Sahu of Jhanjharpur.
It had not yet taken the form of a full movement, but at the
individual level resistance certainly existed, and because of that
there were people who could speak openly.

A political case had arisen in 1962, but after some time it
subsided. The party people, however, were implicated in an arson
case and punished.

Ramavatar Raut, the mukhiya of Matras, then attacked
Ramavatar Raut of Berma. The attack took a social form. The two
brothers, Sitaram Raut and Ramavatar Raut, had both married in
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Matras. Sitaram Raut’s father-in-law belonged to an ordinary
family, while Ramavatar Raut’s father-in-law, having no son, had
become almost like a wandering ascetic. The Ramavatar of Matras
placed feudal pressure upon both families and ordered them to take
their daughters back. Both men became helpless.

Ramavatar’s father-in-law said plainly, “It is your village.
Do whatever comes to your mind. I am leaving.” And he became a
wandering babaji.

Even so, Ramavatar Raut came to Berma with his supporters
and followers. Vindhyanath Thakur, the pramukh of Berma, was
already prepared with his own people. At the same time, within the
caste itself, among the Barais, a hard barrier of division had already
been raised: eating and drinking together had been stopped.

A difficult situation arose. It was difficult because caste and
sect had become so rigid that breaking them was no easy matter.
And if one tried to stop the conflict, how could it be stopped? The
moment any struggle emerged, it immediately turned into a caste
issue.

Around noon, Ramavatar Raut reached Berma. Vindhyanath
Thakur was already alert and prepared. The people of the hamlet,
the Barai tola of the village, came forward. Around the house of
Ramavatar Raut of Berma, men and women gathered in crowds and
raised an uproar.

Ramavatar’s father, Subadh Raut, sat at the doorway with
his wife and three sons, his back turned toward the ancestral
homestead, like a goat invited only for slaughter. Each person
looked into the other’s face. The heart itself seemed to ask: Mother,
how long will you endure? Father, how long will you endure? Son,
how long will you endure? Child, how long will you endure?

Both daughters-in-law, Ramavatar’s wife and his elder
brother’s wife, sat weeping against the posts of the kitchen veranda.
They were told:

“Take whatever ornaments and jewellery you have.”

Neither woman spoke a word. The women of the hamlet
caught them by the arms, dragged them out of the courtyard, and
forcibly took them across the boundary.
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Along with this came a second blow. Ramavatar Raut had
about four bighas of land. Because of zamindari entanglements and
old claims, a case was raised over nearly eighty per cent of that
land.

Others took responsibility for all the court arrangements. But
land requires both evidence and possession. The person in
possession certainly has one advantage: he gets the chance to
cultivate and reap the produce. The dispute over evidence arose in
court, but the strength of society was firm, and therefore possession
remained with Ramavatar. Later, the evidence too was established
through the court.

About a year and a half or two years later, Ramavatar Raut
of Matras reached a compromise. The main reason behind the
compromise was that Subadh Raut stood firm and declared that
first he would marry off his own daughter, and then he would show
them. By “show them,” he meant that he would break caste
boundaries and begin kinship relations with another caste.

Seeing the matter move from bad to worse, everyone grew
anxious. One reason for that anxiety was that lathis had already
been raised several times. A test of strength had already taken
place. But the real test came later, after the assassination of Indira
Gandhi.

After the compromise, both girls returned from Matras to
Berma, but they had become afflicted with mental illness. After one
child, the elder one, Sitaram’s wife, died; and after two children,
the middle one, Ramavatar’s wife, also died. Later, both brothers
married again, and those families continue even now.

From the Durga Puja episode to the incident at Kapileshwar
Raut’s house, Bidesar Thakur’s contribution was significant.
Though he belonged to a labouring family, Bidesar Thakur had a
good way of grasping a matter and of understanding and explaining
things to others. His family was not very large, but it was not small
either. Poverty too is a major reason for the breaking up of joint
families. There is no shortage of families in society about which
people say, “This whole tola of a hundred households belongs to
so-and-so’s lineage.”

But now matters have become so tangled that not only has
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property gone, there is not even a single member left who has not,
at one time or another, gone to jail and broken the dignity of the
lineage.

From three generations above, Bidesar Thakur’s family had
remained a single-lineage household; therefore neither the
ancestral land nor the jajmani work had been divided. The same
continued down to the grandson’s generation. Bidesar Thakur had
one son and four daughters. He owned eight kathas of land, of
which three kathas were paddy land, one and a half or two kathas
were homestead land, and the remaining land, on the embankment
of the large pond, was used for trees and orchard growth. He also
cultivated ten kathas of paddy land on sharecropping.

In the village jajmani system, nearly one-fourth of the
village fell to his share. The method of earning from it took many
forms. Yet most of his clients, those who had their beards and hair
cut, paid his dues on time in Aghan. The full annual earning from
one adult, including beard and hair, was one dhar, that is, twelve
seers of raw grain, roughly seven kilograms. Half the amount was
earned for hair-cutting alone.

In his lifetime, he saw all four daughters and sons-in-law,
grandsons and granddaughters through them, as well as his son,
daughter-in-law, grandson, and granddaughter.

Once, Bidesar Thakur was with Jagdish Prasad Mandal in
Chakia Jail, Madhubani. About ten other men from the village were
also there. Bidesar Thakur would go to one side and smoke ganja.

While he was smoking, the jail jamadar saw him. He caught
him and put him in danda-beri, the wooden restraint and fetters.
What could be done in such a situation? Be that as it may, there
was also a companion from western Madhubani, a forceful and
outspoken man.

At night, after eating and drinking, they would hold a
cultural programme for an hour or an hour and a half. Wearing the
danda-beri, Bidesar Thakur too sang a song of his own making:

“Who is as foolish as I am?
With wife and children, I reared buffaloes.
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The pramukh, Nathuni Singh, the daroga,
Came to the cattle-post and untied them.
Who is like me?

The moment I entered the jail,
Under the peepal tree I rolled ganja.
The jamadar came

And fastened danda-beri upon me.
Who is like me?

In sun and sweat I cultivated the fields,
Tulsi flowers and Kanakjir rice.

From under the thatch, Sarup Singh
Weighed it at one and a half.

Who is like me?

And more than that,

They had long ago snatched away

The poet-cuckoo, Mahakavi Vidyapati.
Who is like me?”

Singing, he narrated his own account. The companion from
western Madhubani was deeply moved. He called Bidesar Thakur
near him, spoke of his own life, and listened to Bidesar Thakur’s
story as well. Early the next morning, he spoke to the jamadar, had
the danda-beri removed, and declared him a “poet.” The jail staff
began calling Bidesar “Kaviji,” but only inside the jail, not outside.

Bidesar Thakur was a fine performer of the Manchobhiya
dance. He had such a gift that, to the tune of film songs as well as
social songs, he could compose and sing two or four lines of his
own.

Bidesar Thakur’s death was tragic. While plucking mangoes,
he fell from a tree and his backbone was crushed. Treatment was
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certainly given, but this was not like a broken wrist or a broken
ankle that could heal cleanly and well. Yet after lying in bed for a
year, he rose and stood again. He opened a saloon at the chowk.
From that, he began earning fifteen or twenty rupees in cash, while
also managing his jajmani work.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal had just risen from sleep when he
heard that Bidesar Thakur had died. Only the previous evening they
had spoken together. Therefore, he could not believe it. Yet such
news is not usually false. Abuse too has its limit only while a
person lives; death is a curse.

Seeing Bidesar Thakur’s story, the well-dressed,
ornamented figure of feudal power began to dance before Jagdish
Prasad Mandal’s eyes.

Leaving aside a few families, not of any particular caste but
of special property, most families continued to work and struggle
according to the needs of their lives. Bidesar Thakur’s wife bought
a buffalo calf and raised it into a milch buffalo. It was a good
animal, a fine one, and there was also a bullock.

The police daroga came with constables and the chowkidar.
Nathuni Singh came with his lathaits, and Vindhyanath Thakur too
arrived with his own messengers and followers at Bidesar Thakur’s
place. Since the house stood by the roadside, people began to gather
in a crowd. The three men, Nathuni Singh, Vindhyanath Thakur,
and the daroga, whispered among themselves and had the buffalo
untied and taken away.

After it was taken, what was to happen? Was it something to
be returned, or something to be made one’s own? What could the
daroga really take away merely by speaking? However loose the
law may be, the court still requires papers. Vindhyanath Thakur did
not have the courage to carry the matter through. His messengers
and followers shook their heads. Even among ruffians, caste
divisions remained.

In the end, Nathuni Singh took the buffalo to his own place.
Bidesar Thakur went around the village telling people what had
happened. But what remedy was there except to shed tears?
Whenever Bidesar Thakur came among the others, among ten or
twelve men, he seemed ready to give his life. There is a kind of
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excitement even in fighting; otherwise why would people risk their
lives merely for the thrill of it? Some people are simply like that,
and so one kind of thinking began to spread.

The problem of one panchayat had now reached another
panchayat. Therefore, it was no longer the problem of one
panchayat alone, but of two. Yet the root question remained this:
should a human life be lost for the sake of one buffalo? A man may
raise an entire herd of buffaloes, but can a thousand herds create
even one human being?

For the moment, the atmosphere softened. But just as poison
too grows in the root of turmeric, because turmeric claims to cut
poison, so after a few days Bidesar Thakur gathered everyone and
said:

“Most of the people who untied and took away my buffalo
are my own jajmans. I shall stop cutting their hair and shaving their
beards. My earnings may disappear, but I shall make them wander
about like unkempt men. And how will my earnings disappear? If
I do not work, what earnings will I collect anyway?”’

The question then arose: if a man stands up for the solution
of his own problem, what is to be done? Before everyone, Bidesar
Thakur took a vow that he would no longer cut their hair. News of
this spread as though it had flown into the sky. No one had the
courage to force him.

The condition of the region was varied, and therefore the
struggles too took many forms. In the land struggle, Nagendraji,
Dr. Nagendra Jha of Paithghat, had been hung upside down at the
police station and beaten with hundreds of lathi blows until his
body was torn. Because of this, his hands and feet remained bent
throughout his life. Kamesar Ram of Phulparas, along with twenty-
five or thirty others, spent three years in jail after being implicated
in a murder case. Similarly, Ram Prasad Sahni of Pachahi had been
tied upside down to a truck and dragged along the road.

Until then, in Berma village, no lawsuit had ever been
answered with another lawsuit. That changed with the buffalo
incident. A case was filed against all three men: the daroga,
Nathuni Singh, and Vindhyanath Thakur. By then, dozens of cases
had already taken place. Seeing the one-sided conduct of the police
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station, everyone decided that they would neither go there to file
cases nor appear there in connection with any case. Whatever had
to happen would happen through the court.

The case was filed in court. The recovery of the buffalo was
ordered by the High Court. Virendraji, Honourable Justice of the
High Court at Patna, worked on the matter.

In the panchayat concerning Bidesar Thakur’s hair-cutting
dispute, the pramukhji’s representative was Bouku Thakur, a
barber. Bidesar Thakur would represent himself; ten men from
society would sit and listen. Pramukhji too would keep his own
listeners. But only the two panchs would speak. That was the
decision.

The panchayat carried a strange attraction. One reason for
this was that Bidesar Thakur, even when alone, could often
overturn the entire situation. Because of this, he had become
notorious. The second attraction of the panchayat was Bouku
Thakur’s language.

“That was the first day in my life when I encountered such
language,” Jagdish Prasad Mandal recalls.

On one side, Bouku Thakur spoke in an ornate style. One
line would go in favour of pramukhji and against Bidesar Thakur;
the very next line would favour Bidesar and oppose pramukhji. The
listeners became trapped in the net of language itself, in the web of
words. Bidesar Thakur’s supporters and pramukhji’s supporters
alike became entangled in Bouku Thakur’s speech. What could
such a panchayat become except a buzzing confusion?

Between two opposing sides, unless someone becomes truly
even-sighted and drives the nail fully into all sixteen annas, how
will its sound descend to the depths below? Unless, from that
sound, a form rises upward from the earth toward the sky, how will
sound after sound become complete understanding?

Many more panchayats were held, but neither compromise
nor settlement emerged. Meanwhile, all the agnates, together with
Bidesar Thakur, sat within their own barber society and once again
divided the households of their jajmans among themselves. But the
panchayat itself remained postponed. U
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LIFE WITHOUT A DIARY

In a life without a diary, dates become only rough outlines
of events; the exact day and month do not remain. Meanwhile, a
district conference was held at Laukahi. It had been organized at
Laukahi High School. Owing to the lack of transport from Laukaha
station, Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others, except for a few,
went on foot. The reason for the lack of transport was the condition
of the road. There was one jeep, but how many people could go in
it? The district office went with the official papers.

Bhogendraji too was present. The conference lasted four
days. There was a good gathering, with comrades from across the
district, each bringing the ways and manners of his own area.

On the second day of the conference, the two
representatives, Jagdish Prasad Mandal and Ramavatar Raut, met
Bhogendraji. He was alone in a small room, lying awake on a bed
spread over a cemented platform, covered with a four-hand-long
gamchha. As soon as the two reached, he sat up and asked:

“How are things in the village and at home?”

Bhogendraji had a remarkable quality: he would grasp any
matter from its root. The incident of the shraddha at Kapileshwar
Raut’s house had already taken place, and Ramavatar told him of
it in a single line. But Bhogendraji himself had recently gone
through the same ritual; he too had had his hair cut. He had
experienced how society had examined him, bound him, and
carried him across. The daughters too had raised their questions.
Ramavatar narrated the entire incident in detail, and Bhogendraji
fell silent.
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After some time, breaking that silence, he spoke of his own
experience. Ramavatar Rautji had become a new kind of priest, and
Bhogendraji seemed to accept this. Repeating the question,
Ramavatar asked:

“Comrade, how do you see what happened in our place?”

Bhogendraji replied:

“Just as one may touch the nose directly, and one may also
touch it by taking the hand around, usury and moneylending are the
direct touch; what happened here is the same touch made by taking
the hand around. Therefore, look at it in its social and economic
form. Within society, an economic structure has arisen whose
equation must now be worked out. But who will do it?”

Having said this, he fell silent. Just then, the former MLA
Lal Bihari arrived. Understanding that conference work was at
hand, the two came out.

After the Madhepur district conference, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji entered the district leadership and began giving time to
the area. Village after village was entangled, each with its own
issue and its own struggle. Somewhere the issue was the fish trade;
somewhere it was the dominance of local strongmen. In some
places, the land question had not even been touched, and the same
was true of moneylending. The struggles were different from the
issues listed in the programme of the district conference.

Sharecropping began on the land of Lakshmikant and
Ramakant Sahu. He himself knew, and the people of Berma too
knew, whether he cultivated the land himself or whether
sharecroppers did it. As soon as sharecropping began, eight or ten
houses, like the houses of pond-bed settlers, were built on
cremation-ground fallow land. And when Jagdish Prasad Mandal
and the others moved toward the fields, those people set fire to their
own houses and implicated twenty-eight people in an arson case.
The reason for building eight or ten houses was to make the case
serious; there would be an issue and there would be witnesses.

In the meantime, another incident took place. Kisun Dev
Mandal ran a tea shop. He too was a militant party worker.

Kisun Mandal’s tea shop also served as the meeting place of
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Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others. Jagdish Prasad Mandal and
four or five companions were sitting there when more than fifty
Sadays, that is, Musahars, arrived carrying spades in their hands.
Standing before the tea shop, they began speaking aggressively
from every side. Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others stood up
and began answering them. The Sadays had weapons in their
hands, and on top of that they had drunk tari and liquor and were
acting under someone else’s prompting.

Meanwhile, a rumour spread toward the village that a violent
confrontation was taking place at Kisun Dev’s shop.

No sooner was the rumour heard than whoever was wherever
he happened to be ran there with a lathi in hand. Between the
hamlet and the shop, a fight broke out. It was a fierce clash. Several
heads were split open, and ears were torn. The fear of cases,
criminal proceedings, and jail had disappeared.

Within thirty-one days, all twenty-eight accused obtained
bail. After the bail, possession and counter-possession over the land
began.

A complication had arisen: those who were the real
sharecroppers did not file the case, while those who were not
sharecroppers did. The village was clearly divided into two camps.
From the outside, it appeared to be only two parties, but secretly a
third party had also formed. This third group did not come openly
to the front; instead, it remained engaged day and night in
whispering from behind.

At the very first blow, the zamindar understood that the land
would eventually be lost. Being a trader by temperament, he quietly
began selling the land from underneath. There were, of course,
some old laws relating to land, and some new ones too had come
into existence, such as the land-ceiling laws. In some matters,
however, there were no clear laws at all.

Thirty or forty years earlier, the struggle over bakast land
had already taken place. That struggle, however, had been
completed with relative ease. Among the people too, the value of
rights had remained alive. Some individuals, fighting cases on their
own, had taken possession of land even without formal rights. The
legal entanglement surrounding land had not become extremely
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deep, but it had certainly taken hold.

The anti-British direction of the freedom movement before
1935 had already suffered a shock. Leftist thought had established
its own identity, and the Communist Party too had been formed in
1925. Subhas Babu had also placed his own viewpoint before the
country.

The entanglement over land was this: under the
sharecropping law, khatiyans had already been prepared in the
previous survey by recording sikmi batai. The Bhoodan movement
too had already emerged. Alongside sharecropping, the land-
ceiling law had also been framed, according to which land above
twenty bighas would be taken over.

Even then, in western Madhubani district, the struggle over
sharecropping continued with great intensity. And it was not only
the zamindars. Those with larger holdings, their dependants and
hangers-on, and even some political parties had, in the name of
caste and community, created political formations of their own.

On one side, feudal HEBR had been imposed upon the poor
and had dragged them downward; on the other, within society, the
Communist Party had been turned into an object of hatred by being
portrayed as hostile to caste and religion. Because of this, whenever
a party worker arrived at someone’s doorway, a strange atmosphere
would arise.

It was the good fortune of Madhubani and Darbhanga
districts that the Communist Party there had been built under the
leadership of the very caste that had long functioned as the
regulator of society. Within the Communist Party, Brahmin
leadership was substantial. Yet the Communist Party reached all
castes. This became especially necessary after Khajauli became a
reserved constituency.

Before 1955, the influence of caste in Bihar politics had been
limited, but afterward it began to grow stronger. Because of this, a
class character did not develop; instead, a caste character deepened.
Caste became divided against caste. Yet the fruit of Independence
had at least given everyone the right to vote.

Within government, the throwing about of chairs had begun
after 1962. MLAs and MPs began changing sides. The common
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people continued to be deceived, again and again, until even a
villager owning twenty bighas of land had to sell land for his
daughter’s marriage.

The development of the region did not merely stop; it began
to move backward. The Western Kosi Canal, the Maithili language,
and the question of land remained the principal issues of the
Communist Party throughout.

On one side there was a movement demanding the Kosi
canal; on the other, there was a movement opposing it.

The Bhoodan movement, after distorting its own purpose,
became a centre of money-making, and this made matters even
more entangled. The confusion lay in this: land certificates for the
same plot were issued to three different persons. As a result,
disputes among the original landholders became trapped among
those who had received the land. The administrative situation
appeared entirely one-sided.

Those in Berma who opposed the Communists heaved a long
sigh of relief. Just as jackals beat drums at dusk and dance when a
stubborn young buffalo dies, so the anti-Communists, breathing
freely again, began to dance. Looting and grabbing gained strength.
Theft of produce from the fields, vegetables, grain, and fruit
increased in the village.

Even before this, the village had been so afflicted by theft
that it had become a serious problem. In brief, theft decreased only
after one man was tied to a tree and another received a collective
beating. Yet, though the form of theft changed, thieves did not
disappear. When forms change, people are still cheated, whether
through false gold or the promise of one becoming three.

As soon as the land struggle arose, each person cast his line
from wherever he stood. Lakshmikant and Ramakant of
Jhanjharpur were two brothers. One brother’s share was taken by
Krishna Chandra Jha, Kailu Master, and the other by Baijnath
Mandal. The Communist Party had got Mahadev Mandal to file a
sharecropping case.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others went a day earlier with
all twenty-eight accused and twenty-eight witnesses to obtain bail.
Some went by bicycle, but left the bicycles aside, thinking that if

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography | 100



they had to go inside, the bicycles would be seized. Once a man
goes to the police station, his fate becomes that of a habitual court-
goer.

On the first day, after they had left the village, Baijnath
Mandal raised an alarm. Holding an envelope and a letter in the
village, he claimed that Kailu Master’s son had written and sent
abuses against his mother and sister. Even now, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji has not had the chance to see that letter. In truth, both men
had an inner desire that the whole sixteen annas should belong to
them alone. One was looking for a way to get it through pressure;
the other was bent on taking possession by force.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others stopped Mahadev
Mandal’s sharecropping. The reason was that Mahadev Mandal
was Baijnath Mandal’s elder brother. Was it not for that very
family that the land had been purchased?

After getting bail in the arson case and returning to the
village, a few people said, “Baijnath Mandal has beaten Kailu
Master’s son and is holding him at his doorway.”

After a short while, Kailu Master Sahib’s sister came to
Jagdish Prasad Mandal. She is still alive and has undergone an
operation on her spine. Whether that affected her mind or not is
another matter, but if she is well, this may be confirmed from her.
She came and said, “Baijnath has beaten my nephew and is keeping
him in custody. Please tell him to release him.”

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji went and spoke to Baijnath, and
Baijnath released the boy.

That incident became a case under Section 307. Kailu
Master made all three brothers, along with Mahadev Mandal,
Jagdish Prasad Mandal, Ramavatar Raut, and Sat Narayan Raut,
accused in the case. All of them were convicted, but the case was
later settled in the High Court. Virendraji, Justice of the Patna High
Court, worked on the matter.

The incident involving Kailu Master Sahib had its greatest
effect upon the Durga Sthan. In the first group, Kailu Master Sahib,
Ramavatar Raut, and Jagdish Prasad Mandal would go together to
collect donations and manage the affairs of the Durga Sthan. It is
another matter that Kailu Master would say to his Bhagwati,
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“Pierce the enemy with your spear,” and Jagdish Prasad Mandal
too would say the same thing to his own Bhagwati. After fifteen
years, Kailu Master, Jagdish Prasad Mandal, and Ramavatar Raut
handed matters over to the next generation after giving them proper
guidance.

The land of Lakshmikant was sold away at one-fourth to half
its value. Of course, some of it went here and there. As the saying
goes, “In a loot, even the spinning wheel makes a profit.” One man
worked as a munshi in the registry office and had obtained a copy
of the land-ceiling records. As soon as he heard of a sale, he would
object and quietly extract his own gain.

The village land came into the hands of the villagers. The
cases and lawsuits were settled in full.

After the struggle over Lakshmikant Sahu’s land, no
zamindar remained in Berma in the form of a movement, nor did
any such struggle arise again. Other zamindars had already sold
their land and gone away. Only Lakshmikant and Ramakant had
remained. That too came to an end. O
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THE BHOODAN MOVEMENT
AND THE QUESTION OF
LAND

In Berma, the Bhoodan movement took place only in a
limited and uneven manner. The main reason was that, when land
was being donated under Bhoodan, there were hardly any large
landholders in Berma. There was one family, that of Gathari Jha.
Gathari Jha had received land as lakheraj brahmottar in recognition
of his scholarship and priestly learning, but that land was not in
Berma village. It lay outside the village.

Berma was, in fact, a village of landlords and proprietors.
For this reason, very little land was donated under Bhoodan. Even
that land had been sold and transferred before it could be
distributed. In addition, the responsibility for land records and
distribution was given to workers who made the matter even more
obscure. For the same plot of land, records were issued to three
different people from the district office.

The movement had been intended to uplift weaker sections
of society, but the confusion over records meant that no one
received any real benefit. Even if a small amount of land came here
and there, it could hardly solve the problem. Berma did not gain
any substantial benefit from the Bhoodan movement, though the
problem of homestead land for settlement was certainly resolved.
This was because, on one side, there was common land; on another,
there was the land of Lakshmikant; and third, one man, Gangaram
or Bhola Ram Mandal, belonged to the ganj side, and his land was
also taken away. Besides this, some people had their own land, and
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a few others purchased land.

In the midst of the struggle over the land of Lakshmikant and
Ramakant, another dispute arose. A small issue grew into a major
conflict. It happened in this way. There was a man named Satdev
Jha in Berma. In his youth, he had initially been of a criminal
disposition. After crossing the age of forty, he left the village and
went to Calcutta. At first, he worked as a porter. After some years,
he found work connected with the chimney of a battery factory
owned by the American company Eveready. Since it was a foreign
company, he received a good salary. When he retired and returned
to the village, he became involved with the Communist Party and
raised a major dispute.

What happened was that Satdev Jha had no son. He had only
one daughter. Because of poverty, he married her to a man much
older than she was. After two children were born, the son-in-law
died. Satdev Jha’s own family was small, so he brought both
grandsons and his daughter to his own place, that is, to Berma
village. After retirement, he and his wife also returned from
Calcutta to the village.

After returning, he bought five bighas of land. He installed a
boring and bought a pump-set. He began arranging things in such
a way that, had they been managed properly, a good farming
household could have been established. But that did not happen.
Along with arranging the fields, he bought a pair of bullocks and
built a house. The house may not have been very fine, but it was
certainly strong.

One reason for disagreement among the villagers was that,
instead of remaining on his ancestral homestead, he bought another
homestead and built a house elsewhere. The land on which he built
the house had already been sold. Another person had bought it, but
the registration had not been completed. Satdev Jha got the
registration done, obtained possession of the land, and built his
house on it. But in the mind of society, the feeling had already taken
root that this was improper.

The first purchaser stepped back. Satdev Jha, who had spent
his life in a city like Calcutta, could not manage farming. Both his
grandsons were still children. The earnings from his earlier life in

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography | 104



Calcutta were exhausted. Yet his habits of eating and drinking, as
well as his way of life, had become expensive. He began selling
land. He also arranged the marriage of his elder grandson. When
more than half the land had been sold, his daughter and both
grandsons began quarrelling with him.

The quarrel between Satdev Jha and his daughter and
grandsons began for this reason: “When we have left our own
place, the daughter’s in-laws’ home and the grandsons’ village, and
come here, and if all the land here too is going to be sold, what will
become of us? You two are old; in two or four years you will die.
But where shall we go?”

Though the thought was justified, it was a family matter, and
therefore others did not wish to interfere in it. But because of the
quarrel with his daughter and grandsons, Satdev Jha became distant
from them and drew closer to the opponents, the anti-Communists.
His grandson, Pramod Jha, went to his in-laws’ place. His in-laws’
village was Bhoj-Paror in Rahika block. In that region, the land
struggle was raging fiercely.

Reaching his in-laws’ home, Pramod Jha told his father-in-
law everything. His father-in-law came with him to Berma. Pramod
Jha’s father-in-law used to smoke ganja, and he still does. He came
to Berma and stayed for three or four days. He formed a circle of
ganja smokers. Some people from the Communist Party also
became friendly with him. They ate and drank well and prepared
the ground thoroughly: wherever Satdev Jha was found that day,
they would catch him and take his thumb impression.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the others knew nothing of this.
It was a plan among five or seven persons. And that is what
happened. They caught him in the fields and, the five of them
together, took his thumb impression on stamped paper.

The opponents, the anti-Communists, found their
opportunity. Each played his own move. They made Jagdish Prasad
Mandal and others accused and filed a case against them. They had
no ordinary connection with the police station; the police were
openly with the opponents. Whenever a case was filed, they would
appear in court and secure bail. Only in one case, under Section
307, something different happened. While one of the accused was
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still appearing and trying to obtain bail, the police secured an order
for seizure and attachment, came to the village, and carried it out.
They removed the door of the house and seized the pump-set.

The matter moved away from the party movement and
turned in another direction.

Satdev Jha had eleven kathas of land amid the cluster of
Jagdar. On Nathuni Singh’s advice, that land was sold through
someone from Jagdar itself. There was paddy in the field, and a
dispute arose over harvesting it. A confrontation took place
between Berma and Jagdar. That very day, Nathuni Singh
withdrew with his men. But inwardly, the tension continued to rise.

There was, in fact, another reason for the distance from
Jagdar. In the fifth decade, a man from Jagdar came to Berma. A
dog followed him. A fight broke out between that dog and the dogs
of the village. Abuses from both sides fell upon the owner of the
dog. Words led to more words.

At that time, because of poverty, the labourers of Berma
worked in Jagdar and also borrowed grain and money there. As
soon as the quarrel grew, a noisy group from Jagdar reached
Berma. A properly planned fight is one thing, but an unplanned
fight falls upon the very throat. The cry of Berma versus Jagdar
rose. The people of Jagdar were beaten and returned to their village.

But then the question of landlord and labourer arose. If the
very man from whom one has borrowed rupees and paddy strikes
one on the head with a heavy lathi, how can anyone tolerate it? A
strong fire began to rise, though it later cooled.

Meanwhile, another incident occurred. A dispute arose
between the mahant of Chanaura and the Darbhanga mahant.
Nathuni Singh of Jagdar was the right-hand man of the Chanaura
mahant. After consultation, they made a plan to fight in Darbhanga.
They went there too. Within the bounds of law, trouble was bound
to exist. Along with the mahant went Nathuni Singh, and with
Nathuni Singh went all the ruffians of Jagdar and Berma. They all
received a full beating and went to jail as well. But the matter did
not end there. Even inside the jail, they were thrashed in the same
way.

In 1978, the panchayat election was held. Jagdish Prasad
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Mandalji faced a direct contest. There were only two candidates.
Everyone in the village understood the shape of majority and
minority. A small example may be given.

When the opponents became thoroughly entangled, a
panchayat settlement was also accepted through the mediation of
Bhogendraji. But the dispute would get caught even among the
panchs. In the end, it was decided that neither would any outside
panch of the Communist Party come, nor would any outside panch
of Pramukhji, Vindhyanath Thakur, come. Yet the panchayat
remained postponed. When everyone gave up, it was decided that
the panchs would be from the village itself. One condition was
imposed: whoever was not connected with either side would
become a panch. When the list was examined, not a single person
remained. Those who did remain were the kind who, like Bhim,
would stand with Abhimanyu.

Before the panchayat election, in 1977, governments
changed both in Delhi and in Patna. A new situation arose in the
country. The Communist Party of Berma had already fought many
struggles. Because of that, it had understood both virtues and
shortcomings. Naturally, everyone had fourfold enthusiasm.

Not a single ugly act of the crumbling feudal order was left
out in the panchayat election. One example may be given: in the
matter of majority and minority, even names would be changed.
Just as somewhere the word rakshas once meant one who protects,
and sur meant one who drinks sura, the meaning of words would
be turned around in practice. Someone would be called a rakshas
precisely because he had done the work; alone, he had carried a
corpse on his back to the cremation ground.

Against the declaration of the election, the matters of both
the mukhiya and the sarpanch reached the court. The sarpanch
matter was settled in the lower court itself. The mukhiya election
matter reached the High Court. The election was declared invalid.
Just as a Thakur’s wedding party may consist only of Thakurs, so,
without a functioning panchayat, all became mukhiyas in name.

The work of the mukhiya and the sarpanch also remained of
the same kind: only village panchayats. With the coming of the
sarpanch, that too changed. Some cracks, however, developed
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within the party. The crack was this: against the very person who
had been made the party’s candidate for sarpanch, another
nomination was filed. The party withdrew its decision and fought
the election.

There was uneasiness in the atmosphere of the village.
Berma was also a village of skilled criminals. One group had
already spent six years in jail. They too are still alive. In that
panchayat election, some people sat at the booth with lathis in their
hands, and some roamed through the village. Because of the tense
situation, the election passed peacefully. But at the time of
counting, one man, the counting agent of the pramukh, swallowed
ten or twelve stamped ballot papers in great haste. Just then, the
party agent saw him and, in equal haste, struck him five or seven
times across the mouth. As soon as the slaps landed, he spat them
out.

One man who had spent six years in jail was caught stealing
a goat. The goat belonged to Shivlal Mahato. The thief was caught
with the stolen animal, and a beating began. He was beaten enough
to make him confess, and the matter was settled. Along with that,
he was caught and taken to the police station. The same happened
with another man, another criminal. Of course, small disputes and
petty disturbances continued, but they decreased.

The book containing the rules and procedures of the
panchayat was also of that very kind. In the Lok Sabha,
Bhogendraji’s proposal was accepted. Gandhiji’s imagination and
the republican ideal of Magadh existed in the world of ideas, not
on practical ground.

In the meantime, in 1977, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji met a
friend. He was the late Kali Kant Jha, I.P.S.

Just east of Berma lies the village of Kachhubi. Kali Babu
belonged to Kachhubi itself. He was an I.P.S. officer of the 1969
batch. He had come to the village and had some work in
Jhanjharpur bazaar. Between Berma and Kachhubi, from the
narrow field paths along the embankments to the pucca road, there
were several routes. His house lay directly east of Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji’s house.

Kali Kant Jha was going alone on foot to Jhanjharpur, and
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therefore kept moving ahead by looking for the straight path. When
he came near the Musahari of Berma, the road appeared to divide
in two directions. Both paths, however, went round and met ahead,
from where the road to Jhanjharpur became straight. Just beside the
Musahari stood the village Dihwar Sthan. Since it was a sacred
place, people came and went from all sides, and therefore there
were paths all around it.

When Kali Babu reached that point and looked ahead, the
straight path seemed to turn westward. The Dihwar Sthan lies on
the eastern side, close to Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s house. He moved
ahead by that path and came straight to his doorway.

By face, of course, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji knew him. But
they had never had the opportunity to study in the same school. The
reason was that, in the beginning, Kali Kant Jhaji studied in the
village for some time and then enrolled in Navani school, whereas
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji passed from his own village school and
enrolled in the primary school at Kachhubi. Now the middle school
has been joined with it, but in those days the middle school was
separate. All arrangements were separate.

After passing Madhyama, when Kali Kant Jha had acquired
a firm grounding in Sanskrit reading and writing, his father felt
satisfied. Later, he enrolled in the tenth class at Tamuria High
School. In those days, admission up to the tenth standard was
possible even without certificates. The syllabus of the tenth and
eleventh standards was mixed. After a year, the tenth-standard
examination was held, and it was conducted in the school itself.
Hardly any students failed, much as is still the case in many other
countries.

Between the tenth and eleventh standards, there was also a
system of assessment. The assessment carried two hundred marks.
Because of this, in the matriculation board examination, each
subject carried only eighty marks. The assessment marks were sent
by the school itself and were added to the board, that is, the
matriculation result.

But one thing certainly existed within this system: a student
passed if he secured twenty-two marks. Within that too, there was
another point: in Social Studies, one could pass with ten marks.
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This does not mean that ten marks were easy. Most students
remained within twenty marks; only a few went beyond that.

Kali Babu enrolled in the Arts faculty. But within a year, that
is, by the time of the tenth-standard examination, he became a
subject of discussion not only in his own school but in other schools
as well. The reason was that, until then, from the eighth standard
up to the board examination, the results of science students had
remained ahead in high school. In the tenth standard, he stood first.

In the Arts subjects, however, there was a setback. The
setback was that the practice of awarding marks in examinations
until then was of a different kind. Marks in the Arts subjects moved
forward slowly, almost crawling, whereas in science subjects a
student could obtain one hundred out of one hundred.

To give a small example, when the matter of high school
came up in conversation, he said:

“When I would leave for school after eating, I would write
five English words, or the answer to one question, on the palm of
my hand, and by the time I reached school I would memorise it. I
used to do the same while going and returning. As soon as I reached
school, I would first go to the water point and wash my hand
properly, and then sit down. Of course, there is also some
difference in the system of education. The habit of memorisation
exists in every form.”

Kali Kant Jha passed the matriculation examination in the
first division. The condition of his family, however, was neither
very good nor very bad, because he belonged to a Mahapatra
family. That tradition was spread almost like a zamindari.
Moreover, since the Mahapatras were fewer in number, their field
of work remained wide even then. At that time, C.M. College was
regarded as a very good college, and good students were admitted
there.

In 1959, four colleges were opened, among them Janta
College at Jhanjharpur and Sarisab College. After passing
matriculation, he did not go to C.M. College. R.K. College too was
good, of course, but there was some difference in the practical
functioning of the two. Where R.K. College had room for
everyone, C.M. College did not. There was another reason as well:
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C.M. College had already become a government college, and the
limit for student admission had been fixed.

Though he wished to study at C.M. College, Kali Babu
enrolled at Sarisab College. The reason was that, in exchange for
teaching two students at one place, arrangements were made for his
lodging and food. The family income was not so poor that he could
not have gone to C.M. College, but support was lacking. He passed
LLA. in the first division with English Literature. He then felt the
need to stay in Darbhanga. He enrolled at C.M. College with
English Honours and came out as an Honours graduate.

At the time when Jagdish Prasad Mandalji was studying at
Janta College, Honours teaching was not available there. Only in
Maithili were there three teachers, and therefore Honours was
possible in Maithili.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal was a student of Hindi and Political
Science. He prepared privately for Hindi Honours. There were, of
course, two teachers in the college, but teaching did not actually
take place. He filled in his B.A. examination form through Janta
College itself, and his examination was held at C.M. College.

Taking the western path by the Dihwar Sthan, Kali Kant Jha
arrived at Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s doorway. Jagdish Prasad
Mandal considered it his good fortune that an I.P.S. officer had
come to his door. He stopped him and seated him at the doorway.
When asked, Kali Babu said, “I am going to Jhanjharpur. I have
some work there.”

Jagdish Prasad Mandal said, “You are alone, and that too on
foot. It will be troublesome.”

He replied, “There will be no difficulty.”

Jagdish Prasad Mandal then said, “I too shall come along.
We shall also get a chance to talk.”

But Kali Babu had the eye of a police officer. He said, “Give
me a bicycle; I shall return it on my way back.”

Kali Babu went to Jhanjharpur by bicycle.

This is how the first meeting between the two took place. On

that day, there was no sense that the relationship would become so
deep and would last throughout life. This could not be imagined
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because many old well-wishers and acquaintances had already
broken away. Of course, new ones also grew.

One example may be given. He had a companion from his
own village who had studied with him in college. But that man was
enclosed within the boundary of caste. He got a job in the State
Bank, with a good salary and abundant income. His thinking
changed so much that when he came to the village, he did not meet
Jagdish Prasad Mandal. Unfortunately, after ten or twelve years, he
was injured in a scooter accident and returned to the village. After
a few days, he died.

Even now, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji feels sorrow that after
his death he did not go to see him. But through the experiences of
life, his thinking had become such that he had understood what
results from the distance between friend and enemy.

A small example may be given. There was a man who was
very close to Jagdish Prasad Mandalji. There was a wedding at that
man’s house. Jagdish Prasad Mandal stayed there day and night.
But the man whose work it was did not know how to distinguish
between friend and enemy. All kinds of people were involved in
the work. One person, who had in his mind the intention of
defaming Jagdish Prasad Mandal, whatever earlier reason there
may have been, added salt to the dal twice. Later, when the dal
became too salty, he put the blame on Jagdish Prasad Mandal.

The same thing happened elsewhere as well. Without even
adding water for boiling, someone put dry dal straight into the
vessel and placed the blame on him. In the same way, during the
village Durga Puja, he was once given responsibility for the dance
programme so that a good performance might take place. At that
time, in the villages, plays and nautanki were fewer, while dance
performances of many kinds were more common. One person took
responsibility for bringing the dance troupe. A fine performance
was widely publicised. But when the troupe arrived, the
disappointment was as great as the publicity had been.

Whenever a person steps out of the family and into society,
he must accept that in any large undertaking there will be both good
and burdensome elements. A person makes every effort according
to his capacity, but some shortcomings remain. What then can be
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done? One thing is certainly true: one should keep an eye on as
many aspects of the work as possible. The same is true of any
incident. If someone is ill, or if there is some other difficulty,
people offer all kinds of suggestions. Some are useful, some
harmful; and in such situations, the possibility of confusion
naturally arises.

The first posting of the late Kali Babu was as D.S.P. at
Agartala in Tripura. His salary was four hundred rupees a month.
The times, too, were inexpensive. Till the end, he would say that
he used to smoke cigarettes and drink liquor. He did so for about
five years.

Differences had arisen within the family, and the reason was
clear. An ordinary police constable could buy a ten-bigha plot,
build a three-storeyed house, spend five lakhs on his daughter’s
marriage, and also secure employment for members of his family;
whereas he, Kali Babu, remained merely an officer with empty
hands. But he wished to change the family in a fundamental way.
He used to call his hereditary occupation a low occupation. The
family was sunk in debt. Agnatic disputes were going on in court.
Kali Babu somehow settled those disputes and freed the family
from debt.

Later, he thought of building a house. He set up a kiln and
had bricks made. He got his younger brother, the middle one among
the brothers, employed at a high school in Agartala.

Kali Babu would come to the village once a year and stay
there for about a month. During that time, he would meet Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji three or four times. But what could emerge from
only three or four meetings in relation to the activities of an entire
year? Kali Babu had his own routine. He would come after fixing
his work in advance. Within eight days or so, he would finish his
tasks. After that, he would visit his relatives, his in-laws, maternal
relations, sisters, and others. By the time the month ended, his work
would also be finished and his leave would come to an end.

In the course of work, work itself creates opportunities for
conversation. He would place responsibility for one task upon
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji and would also involve members of the
family. Their relationship deepened. Along with regular visits,

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography |l 113



eating and drinking together also increased.

In his standing first in high school, geography had made the
greatest contribution. He would lose only one or two marks in the
subject. He had a good knowledge of the North-Eastern region:
Tripura, Manipur, Mizoram, Arunachal, Nagaland, and so on.
Later, he moved towards a religious temperament and became
inclined towards worship and ritual. After rising from D.S.P. to
S.P., he had himself transferred to the training college, where he
remained as S.P.

After three or four years, when the opportunity arose, he
began asking Jagdish Prasad Mandalji to come to Tripura. But
Jagdish Prasad Mandal was caught in a double entanglement, from
family responsibilities to the expenses of lawsuits. There was no
freedom from going to and coming from courts, and no freedom
either to travel elsewhere.

By the time 1998 arrived, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s desire
to see the North-East had grown so strong that he could no longer
restrain himself. In any case, time opened a small window for him,
and that window came after he was freed from the responsibility of
Durga Puja.

Another reason was that, by then, more than fifty cases had
been settled, and therefore his visits to courts and legal offices had
also decreased. Only two sessions cases remained: one under
Section 307, attempt to murder, and the other under Section 436,
arson.

Of these, the Section 436 arson case had almost disappeared.
It disappeared in the sense that, during the shifting of courts
between Jhanjharpur and Madhubani, the case was lost somewhere
in the transfer. Of course, many people had heard orally that even
case files vanish from courts, and they had also heard that cases
themselves get lost. Even so, uncertainty remained. It brought him
both relief and worry.

The other case, under Section 307, was still there. In that
case, conviction had already been recorded; yet there was also
some consolation that the punishment which might have come
through the full course of law had not come in that form. Even a
strong rope snaps strand by strand.
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Whatever gain or loss that case may have brought, it
certainly gave him one experience: how the chair of a corrupt court
keeps shaking. In a sense, he did gain some relief from the courts
and legal offices. Yet anxiety remained. Just as among a thousand
gods and goddesses one Jagadamba glows with a fierce presence,
so those two cases remained before him.

One day, when Jagdish Prasad Mandalji remembered all the
cases and compared them with the L.P.C., he realised that if
punishment had been given from the very beginning in each case,
he would probably have spent his entire life in jail, listening there
to the judgement of one case after another. But however heavily
laden a mango tree may be, once the fruit ripens, or when it falls in
a storm, only one or two fruits come into actual counting. That is
what had happened.

The feeling that arose in his mind was like Bhim taking upon
himself the responsibility of breaking the seventh gate for
Abhimanyu. Then, pausing, he added together the sentences of all
the cases; they came to 107 years. Looking at life, he felt that the
work of a hundred years had already been completed. Had he not
done those things, how would he have become guilty?

Seeing a season fit for casting off the old skin, like a snake
in Sawan, Jagdish Prasad Mandal decided to change his life. Yet
the life he had already lived had become a companion to the life
that lay ahead.

The thought of moving towards literature arose in his mind.
But he had already been a student of literature; he knew something
of its direction and address. He began reading, in small portions,
the works of literary writers. But again the mind paused. It paused
because what is written in books becomes stronger when it is also
seen with one’s own eyes.

Reducing the expense of buying books, he began thinking of
travelling from place to place. Leaving aside Kerala, Karnataka,
and Kashmir, he travelled through and saw almost all the states of
the country. But in June 2012, when he received the Tagore
Literature Award in Kochi, Kerala, for his short-story collection
Gaamak Jinagi, he saw Kerala too. In 1957, a left government had
been formed in Kerala. It was that state of the country where the

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography |l 115



people were fully literate. This gave him joy.

Until then, Jagdish Prasad Mandal understood geography
only to the extent that Assam lay in the eastern part of the country.
The other states that later came into being had emerged afterwards,
and discussion about them had also been brief. He had studied
geography up to the Higher Secondary level. After that, he had not
studied it further. Even within that, some reduction had naturally
taken place.

It was natural in this sense: just as a person who has passed
M.A. and becomes a high-school teacher, or one who has passed
high school and becomes a middle-school teacher, somehow
adjusts himself to the situation, Jagdish Prasad Mandal too had
done the same.

It was the month of Asin, the time of Durga Puja. Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji took out an atlas and began working out the route.
From home he would reach Biratnagar, and from Biratnagar he
would go to Siliguri. There too he had a place to stay. From there
he would go to Assam, and from Guwahati to Tripura.

But there was a great difference between the two parts of the
journey. The bus from Guwahati to Agartala left at four in the
afternoon and reached Agartala at half past one the next day. When
he got down from the bus, he felt as though a ram had strayed into
a flock of sheep. There was the distance of language. Hindi was
understood as little as English. Up to the bus journey, Hindi had
somehow served the purpose, but as soon as he got down, he
became hungry and first went to a hotel to eat. Yet one clear
difference struck him: the cheap food he had found in Siliguri was
not available anywhere further ahead.

A small example may be given. At Barpeta in Assam, at one
o’clock at night, the bus stopped in front of a hotel. The stiffened
passengers got down and went inside. It was like a hall, with
arrangements for passengers from three buses. For four rotis and
vegetables, they charged him twenty rupees. But he noticed that
those who had a plate of fish or meat were charged one hundred
rupees each, whereas in Siliguri the same had been served for two
rupees and fifty paise.

Coming out of the hotel, he went to the police station. No
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one understood Hindi. The moment he mentioned Kali Babu’s
name, a constable took him to the residence.

At around half past two, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji reached
Kali Babu’s place. It was a fine residence with a beautiful flower
garden, eight rooms, and Home Guard duty. His wife saw him first.
There was a reason for this: she was in the room facing the road.
She opened the window, came out, opened the gate, and went ahead
to inform Kali Babu.

He was lying on the floor in the southernmost room of the
residence, on a shatranji spread out on the ground.

Startled, he rose and came out. Showing him a room, he said,
“Keep your bag here.” Then, pointing to the bathroom, he said,
“You are dusty from the journey. Bathe first.”

Jagdish Prasad Mandal had the same thought in mind. He did
s0. As soon as he came into the room after bathing, Kali Babu said,
“After eating, you can rest.”

At this, Jagdish Prasad Mandal said, “I was hungry, so I ate
at the bus stand.”

In the evening, after tea and so on, the two set out for a walk.
Kali Babu was wearing his dhoti doubled like a lungi, and a kurta
without even a vest underneath. The reason was the weather. As
soon as they stepped out of the residence, he began telling him
about the residence to the west: “That residence belonged to the
D.M. He was a Manipuri, an I.A.S. officer of the 1984 batch.”

In the meantime, seeing them standing in front of the
residence, the D.M. came out. When he arrived, Kali Babu said to
him in Bengali, “He is a friend.” Then the D.M. spoke in Hindi.

A little further ahead was the 1.G.’s residence. Kali Babu’s
son was friends with the 1.G.’s son. As soon as they reached near
the residence, both boys rushed out. The I.G. was Bengali. Agartala
is a Bengali-speaking region.

On the first day, they spoke of students from their four-kos
area up to 1960. The next morning, while drinking tea, Kali Babu
said, “Today we shall go through the office and then towards the
south, up to the old Kali temple.”

At ten in the morning, the two went together to the office.
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The offices were large, but Kali Babu’s own office was small: one
almirah, two chairs, and one table. They went straight to his room.
As soon as they arrived, a Bengali peon came in, a B.A. pass man
who spoke fluently and with force. Kali Babu asked him about the
office. After listening to everything, he said, “Bring tea.”

After drinking tea, the two set out. As soon as they left the
market, they moved towards the tea gardens. On both sides of the
road lay hilly land. Tea plants rose up to chest height. Among them,
many women, with baskets tied to their backs, were plucking tea
leaves.

Speaking about tea, Kali Babu said, “Recently, a new variety
has come in the name of green tea. Its cultivation has not yet spread
very widely, but in the world market it has the highest demand. Its
price too is the highest.”

A little further ahead, they saw rubber trees. They had been
planted in rows. From the size of the trees, it seemed that they must
have been fifteen or twenty years old, not very large. At about chest
height, the trunks had been cut, and from those cuts a milky sap
was flowing. Every morning, that sap would be collected and
processed into rubber.

Around twelve o’clock, the two reached the Budhi Kali
Sthan. It was a small place, with only a few shops and stalls. The
temple seemed to be more than a hundred years old. The building,
joined with lime mortar, had cracked, flaked, and begun to
crumble. After seeing the idol, Jagdish Prasad Mandal came out. It
was an idol of old artistic workmanship.

But Kali Kant Babu had many mantras to recite, and so he
remained inside the temple. Jagdish Prasad Mandal came out and
began looking at the trees. In one part of the campus he saw mango,
jackfruit, gamhari, shisham, and jamun trees growing together.
Since, after Guwabhati, he had not seen such a mixed cluster of trees
anywhere, certain thoughts arose in his mind. Finally, his mind
settled on the idea that some priest from Mithila must have served
there at some time.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal was speaking for a while with the
priest when Kali Babu came out of the temple. As soon as he came
out, he said, “I had told you that I would show you Kamal Sagar.
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This is it.”

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji looked carefully and felt that it was
smaller than the large pond of Berma. The ghats too seemed
ordinary enough. This was understandable, because Kali Babu was
familiar with Berma’s large pond. Moreover, the people of both
villages often compared the large pond of Berma with the large
pond of Kachhubi. In that comparison, Berma’s large pond stood
twenty out of twenty.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji asked, “Why was it named Sagar?”

Being a student of geography, Kali Babu paused. Then he
repeated that, in Berma’s large pond, a person standing on one
embankment cannot recognise a person standing on the other. He
had seen this himself. Its bed must be ten kathas. On the western
embankment of this pond, bamboo posts had been planted to mark
the border of Bangladesh. Just then, a train from Chittagong passed
a little distance away.

Before leaving, Jagdish Prasad Mandal ate sweets, drank
water, and had tea. Kali Kant Jha, though afflicted with diabetes,
ate a little as prasad. They returned to the residence during the day
itself.

By then, Kali Babu’s family had become Vaishnav. It was a
strictly vegetarian household. From four in the moring, he would
begin singing bhajans with dance-like movements, as his Manipuri
neighbour said. Since his residence did not have a brick-and-
cement boundary wall, there was instead a light screen of split
bamboo. From his residence, the neighbour would see him
exercising a great deal.

That Manipuri neighbour was fond of meat. In appearance,
he himself resembled the people of Mithilanchal, but his wife was
short in stature, like a hill woman. It was the time of Durga Puja.
Close by, towards the east, at a distance of about two bighas, the
Puja was being held. Officers came with their families to see it. It
was not like the ten-day Puja in our region. It did not begin from
the first day; it began from the seventh. Even so, it was celebrated
far more elaborately than in Mithilanchal. Kali Babu said that here,
in Tripura as well as in Bangladesh, everyone observed Kali Puja.

From the north-east of Assam down towards the south lie the
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states of Meghalaya, Tripura, Mizoram, Manipur, Arunachal, and
Nagaland. The railway line extends only a little further. The main
means of transport here are buses and trucks. It is a region filled
with forests and hills, with thousands of kinds of trees and plants.
Fertile land is limited. Yet where there are trees and plants of so
many kinds, there must also be fruits to eat. Dhakiya saag grows
there like grass in the fields and forests.

Of course, as soon as Jagdish Prasad Mandal arrived, Kali
Babu told him, “Whatever is different here from our place, you
must see it and also eat it.” In any case, Kali Babu himself was such
an experienced and practical man that he had already arranged
everything. Comparatively, that region, Tripura and the adjoining
areas, receives more rainfall than ours. Because of this, like the
low-lying chaur fields of our region, much of the paddy there is
harvested in water itself. As a result, the cultivation of Kartik crops
appears less common than in our place.

In our region, Kartik is regarded as a good month because it
marks one season of grain. Along with that, it is also the season for
vegetables, greens, fruits, and orchard produce. Broadly speaking,
the variety of cultivation that takes place in Kartik does not take
place in any other season. Where water dries late from the fields,
some oilseeds, jute, and paddy are cultivated.

About sixty to seventy per cent of Tripura is covered with
forests, scrub, and hills. Thirty to forty per cent of the land is
cultivable. Paddy is the principal crop there. Considering the kind
of resources the region possesses, development has not taken place.
Even now, the people are being deceived. The tribal communities
of Tripura have to face such high prices that it is difficult to believe.
Foreign organisations, however, have laid down such a pattern of
education that railway development does not take place. Yes, it is
certainly true that laying railway lines there is not as easy as in our
region; being a hilly area, it is expensive.

In our own region too, there are some political parties of that
kind, which do not want machines to be used in the construction of
roads, bridges, canals, or channels. Tractors should not carry earth;
people themselves should carry it and build. They should first see
whether labourers are available even for ordinary household

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography | 120



farming in the village. In such a situation, how proper is it to
obstruct canals, channels, embankments, and roads?

Animal husbandry is almost absent in that region. This does
not mean that animals do not exist there, or that there are no animals
at all. The forests are full of such animals that, before them, the
value of our cows and buffaloes would seem pale. The same is true
of trees and plants.

In the Sundarban region, let alone trees worth thousands or
lakhs, there are trees worth crores of rupees. There is no need even
to speak of bamboo. There is a tale that such-and-such a khalifa
would uproot bamboo and use it as a tooth-stick; here, that tale
seemed to become visible. There are forests of bamboo of that kind,
just as in Mithilanchal there are thin bamboo twigs. Cutting one, he
made a tooth-stick from it.

This does not mean that only such bamboo grows in that
region. There are dozens of varieties of bamboo. From thin twigs
to bamboo one and a half or twice as thick as the bamboo of our
place, all kinds are found there.

Cultivation takes place on the hills without proper soil. It is
called the jhum system. Small plots are made; the grass, wild
growth, and scrub that grow there are cut and burnt, and then
cultivation is done. After three years, that plot is abandoned and
another field is prepared.

The people of Bangladesh are very poor. There are reasons
for this. First, before 1947 they were like us; with Independence
and Partition, they fell into the hands of Pakistan. Between the two
wings there were many kinds of inequality, in language, behaviour,
agriculture, and other matters. Power went into the hands of
Pakistan, and East Bengal fell behind. Being a sea-side region, it
was already frequently devastated by sea storms; on top of that,
adverse rule pushed it still further down.

Tripura’s economic condition too is not very strong, but it
receives substantial government grants. It is another matter that
these grants are not properly used and are mostly looted. Even so,
some industries and occupations do continue on a small scale.
Along with a jute factory, small-scale industries produce bamboo
umbrella handles and many other bamboo articles. Agartala’s
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market too is not very large. Aluminium utensils are also made
there.

Thousands of workers from Bangladesh pull rickshaws and
work as labourers in Agartala. Between the two sides, the visa or
passport system does not appear to function in any practical sense.
Every day, Bangladeshi workers enter Agartala early in the
morning and return in the evening. Whether they are counted at the
border when they come and go, I do not know.

When Jagdish Prasad Mandalji went to see the border post,
a soldier from Madhya Pradesh was on duty. Since the soldier was
Hindi-speaking, they spoke for a while. When he asked him, the
soldier said that every day, from six to eight in the morning, these
people, the Bangladeshis, entered; they were counted, and again, at
the time of return, between five and seven in the evening, they were
counted.

From the point of view of language, English, Kokborok,
Bengali, and Manipuri are spoken in Tripura. When Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji went to Tripura in 1998, Kali Babu was D.I.G., Home
Guards. His work too was relatively light. Just as he himself wished
to remain away from disputes and complications, so his posting
also allowed him that distance.

Four days after Jagdish Prasad Mandal reached there, Kali
Babu was transferred. He was made D.I.G., Administration, and
transferred to North Tripura. On the fifth day, Kali Babu’s whole
family, along with Jagdish Prasad Mandalji, set out to see
Kailashahar. At ten o’clock, with six members of the force,
everyone departed.

Agartala lies in West Tripura, close to Bangladesh. In South
Tripura, extremist disturbances were greater, and therefore they
could not go there. While going, he had passed much of the route
at night, and so he had not been able to see much. But on the
journey from Agartala to Kailashahar, he had more time to look
around. They left Agartala at ten o’clock and reached Kailashahar
at half past four. On the way, they stopped at three places for fifteen
or twenty minutes each.

Since everything was new in the new place, no programme
for sightseeing could be made for two days. From the third day,
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moving about and seeing places began again.

It was the month of Asin, and paddy crops stood in the fields.
There was also high land, where preparations were being made for
oilseeds and potatoes. Since it was a region of forests and hills, he
saw trees and plants different from those of his own place. Mango
trees were there too, but they were different from the mango trees
of our region. The mangoes there are not eaten after ripening as
ours are. As soon as the mango begins to ripen, worms appear
inside it and make the pulp crumbly; it no longer remains fit to eat.

Among the important places of Tripura is Unakoti. A
programme was made to visit it. It is said of Unakoti that when the
Dwapar age was nearing its end and the coming of Kaliyug was
being invoked, the gods thought that a very bad age was about to
arrive. It would become difficult to preserve honour, dignity, and
social respect. If that was so, it would be better to leave the earth
and make their dwelling in the sea.

The word un means one. Just as we say unchalis, unnais,
untis, and unhattar, meaning one less than forty, one less than
twenty, one less than thirty, and one less than seventy, in the same
way, Unakoti means one less than a crore.

On hearing the name of the place, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji
felt great joy. One reason for his joy was that Kali Babu had
narrated the story with such animation, almost dancing as he spoke,
that his curiosity had grown even more. Besides, until then he had
only heard of eighty-four lakh gods; today he had the chance to see
a crore. There was another advantage: even if he did not go to any
other sacred place, he would still receive the fruit of pilgrimage.

In the night itself, all the gods fled and took the road towards
the sea. They were on foot. As they went on, by the time they
reached Tripura, Unakoti, and Matahari, dawn broke. The buffalo
herdsmen had already untied their buffaloes and taken them out to
graze. The gods thought it would be better not to flee in daylight;
therefore, all of them pitched their camp in one place. That place is
Unakoti.

The shrine is spread over a large area. There are great hills,

filled with trees, plants, forest, and scrub. Waterfalls descend from
the hills. The living beings that existed before human beings, those

Jagdish Prasad Mandal: A Biography | 123



very forms became gods and goddesses. It is hilly land, but it
contains stones of many kinds: from sandy stone and glassy stone
to hard, fused rock. There are stones that break by hand, and there
are also stones that are very hard. There are fruit-bearing trees and
groves of bananas as well.

In the middle are shops and stalls, though these stand outside
the sacred zone. At the place where waterfall water descends from
the hill, the image of Arjun and Krishna’s chariot from the Dwapar
age is carved, and this is the central point of Unakoti.

The North-East, consisting of Assam, Meghalaya, Manipur,
Mizoram, Tripura, Arunachal, Nagaland, and Sikkim, is in itself
almost a country. It is a cluster of forests, hills, lakes, and river
valleys. From the point of view of language too, it is multilingual.
Each region has its own language. Broadly, one finds Bengali,
English, Hindi, Khasi, Garo, Kokborok, Manipuri, Mizo, Ao,
Konyak, Angami, Sema, Lotha, Monpa, Aka Miju, Sherdukpen,
Nishi, Apatani, Hill Miri, Tagin, Adi, Idu, Digaru, Mijikhamri,
Singpho, Tangla, Nocte, Wancho, Lepcha, Bhutia, Nepali, Limbu,
and others.

The king of Agartala, in the feudal age, belonged to the
Burman family. The Burmans who later became lyricists and music
directors in the world of films belonged to that very lineage and
region. The Tripura Assembly building stands in the house given
by that family.

Among the tribal communities, the food habits are different
from ours. There is a difference in the items of food and drink as
well. In their feasts, the order is not like ours, where we begin with
rice, dal, and vegetables, and as the meal proceeds, better and finer
arrangements come. There it is not so. The finer items are served
first, and as the meal moves forward, the order gradually becomes
simpler.

After the year 2000, Kali Babu began to fall ill. First, his
eyes deteriorated. He underwent an operation in Calcutta. From the
beginning, he had suffered from constipation. He also developed
diabetes. After becoming 1.G., he remained well for some time. In
between, he also became D.G.P. and went to Meghalaya, Shillong.
But his mind did not settle there. After six months, he returned to
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Agartala as 1.G.

Four years before retirement, he became bedridden. Since he
was still in service, he did not return to the village. He continued to
receive treatment there. He went to Delhi, Calcutta, and other
places, but could not recover. His body had lost all ease. His
abdomen had been operated upon three or four times. Suffering
made his mind irritable as well. After two years, before retirement,
he returned to the village. Both kinds of illness, physical and
mental, began to afflict him inwardly.

The cause of his mental distress was this: when he became
I.G., the Home Department sent him thirty-two crore rupees
without any scheme. Whatever the intention may have been, Kali
Babu considered himself a man of principle. He could not
understand where such money could be spent without a plan.

He wrote a letter to the Home Department saying that the
money had been received, but since there was no scheme, they
should send one. No reply came. It was a trap. He returned the
money. Returning it proved so damaging that he became entangled.
An explanation was demanded from him. He did give a written
reply, but with a diseased body he could not run about and pursue
the matter. He had also been kept away from duty.

On one side, there was pressure from the Home Department;
on the other, separation from duty. An economic problem arose.
On top of this, the cost of diet, care, medicines, and treatment had
increased greatly. He became helpless.

There is a reason why Kali Babu was called a “pandit”: he
had his own viewpoint on the Gita, the Shrimad Bhagavad Gita. He
had studied well the eight volumes of Acharya Rajneesh’s
commentary, collected in eight parts, which at that time cost
eighteen hundred rupees. That study had changed his outlook.

His hope in life had broken. In their final meeting, he spoke
of many departmental matters, of what is seen openly and what is
stolen secretly. As a friend, he also told Jagdish Prasad Mandal
many things from the beginning of his service life up to that time.

On reaching Agartala as D.S.P., he established his identity
within six months. As an honest officer, he entered the public mind
through the administration. He never touched cash, ornaments,
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jewellery, clothes, or garments from anyone, though he did not
refuse food and drink. The first five years of his life became a
distinct phase in themselves. He drank liquor, smoked cigarettes,
and ate chicken and eggs.

It was during that very period, in 1971, that the Bangladesh
war took place against Pakistan. People of Mithilanchal may
remember that there was rain throughout that year. That year
seemed to be made of rain. Whatever straw and leaves people had
kept for thatching houses rotted away. In any case, houses made of
straw and leaves, with weak supporting material on four sides,
never had much strength; if they were not rethatched, the need to
patch them up certainly arose.

Among the labouring classes, most of the paddy-field
thatching material came from dhan-kheti, the marua crop that
preceded paddy. It was cheap in this sense: when marua ripened,
the cultivators remained in the fields, and those who cut the stalks
would give the marua grain to the cultivators and take the stalks
home to thatch their houses.

In the Bangladesh war of 1971, India supported Bangladesh.
Indiraji was the Prime Minister. She received full support from
Russia, the Soviet Union. At that time, the Soviet Union was very
powerful. It is still powerful even now, but... A twenty-year treaty
of friendship was signed between India and the Soviet Union.
America, which had stood firmly with Pakistan, received a fitting
answer.

In the history of the world, thirty-one thousand soldiers
raised their hands in Bangladesh. They surrendered. During that
war, the top leaders were staying in Agartala, Tripura. Indiraji too
would go there quietly, without any public information. Tripura
had become a military cantonment. At that time, the command of
the war was in the hands of the military, but the command of
security remained with the administration. The responsibility of the
guest house in which the leaders of Bangladesh were staying rested
with Kali Babu.

During that period, before the Bangladesh war, Kali Kant
Jha abused and even beat a responsible chairman. What happened
was that, in his name, the man had eaten a great deal of fish from a
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fish trader. He was a Bengali brother, and the waters of Tripura are
even softer. One day, when Kali Babu was going on duty, that
trader saluted him and laughingly told him the matter.

Kali Babu struck at the root of the affair. The chairman was
caught. But as the saying goes, in loot, even the spinning wheel
makes a profit. In Tripura, politics between the Communist Party
and the Congress Party was full of tension. A three-member
committee was formed under the chairmanship of Nripen Babu.
Nripen Chakraborty remained unmarried throughout life, led the
Communist Party, was a triple M.A., and also became Chief
Minister twice.

Kali Babu had known the experience of life’s struggles from
his student days. His fellow administrative officers would say to
him, “Keep your bundle tied.” He would reply, “It is already tied.”

Nripen Babu reached the root of the incident. During the
inquiry, on the pretext of conversation, he took Kali Babu to a guest
house in the forest. He gave no information to anyone. But those
who see, do see. They remained there the whole night. Because of
this, Kali Babu’s prestige rose further. Yet prestige too can become
life-destroying.

Kali Babu himself was one of five brothers, and he had four
children of his own: three daughters and one son. He had married
off all three daughters. His brothers and father were still alive. Both
were firm and strong. His father died one year before him. His
brother is still alive.

His son’s marriage had been delayed. Talks for the marriage
were going on in Supaul district. The girl’s father too was an S.P.
in the Railways. When Kali Babu became convinced that he would
not live much longer, he immediately called them and solemnised
the marriage in a temple. He died only fifteen or twenty days after
his service ended. But the problem of pension had already arisen.

Before going to Tripura, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had gone
to Hyderabad. There was a national-level literary and political
seminar there. He had gone with a group from Madhubani district.
Everyone had obtained a one-month rail pass. But it had been
issued according to the route.

At that time, within the party in Madhubani district, the late
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Anant Bhagat was in charge of the literary front. Anant Bhagat
came from an ordinary family. As simple and unassuming as he
was, he was equally loyal. Though his economic condition was not
good, he was a whole-time leader of the party. At that time,
responsibility for Madhepur had been given to him.

The programme in Hyderabad lasted four days. On the
literary platform, the subject was Premchand’s literature; and on
the political platform, there was extensive discussion on the
problems that arise in making laws in the country, interpreting
them, and reaching decisions. A programme for future work was
also decided.

Ramesh Chandra gave a detailed interpretation of
Premchand’s literature in the inaugural address. He belonged to
Punjab, but he spoke in English. The reason was that the
programme was being held in South India, and that too in a place
where English had greater currency than Hindi. It was a very large
programme. By common agreement, Premchand was accepted as a
writer of progressive thought.

On the political platform, the main speaker was Bhupesh
Gupta, who had attended more than a hundred sittings of the Rajya
Sabha continuously. He spoke in detail about the obstacles that
arise in the process of law-making and about the manner in which
work is carried out.

Bhupesh Gupta belonged to Bengal. He remained unmarried
throughout his life. The late Indiraji, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi,
the late Jyoti Babu, Jyoti Basu, Chief Minister of Bengal, and
Bhupesh Gupta had all studied law in England at the same time.

The second main speaker was Justice B. R. Ayyar. Justice B.
R. Ayyar had retired from the Supreme Court. He delivered an
extensive speech on how difficult it is to resolve problems. He was
the same Justice B. R. Ayyar whom Mahamaya Babu had
appointed in 1967 in Bihar to head the commission against the
corrupt former ministers of the Congress government. He was a
well-known judge.

The third main speaker was a senior advocate of the Madhya
Pradesh High Court. He discussed at length the problems that arise
while arguing cases in court.
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In temperament as well as in labour, the people of South
India are different. They believe in working with an open heart.
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji himself wished to see some rural areas,
but that did not happen. What he saw from the train was not what
he had wished to see.

He had to stay in Hyderabad for only four days, and even
within that, how could he leave the very programme for which he
had gone? Hyderabad itself is a large city. Even so, he did see the
main places worth seeing: the Usha Company, the marble hills,
Charminar, the royal palace of the Nizam, the lake, and other
places.

Hyderabad is a very busy city. There is adequate provision
for transport there, but even so it is a city of great crowding and
pressure. The arrangement of food and drink is somewhat different
from ours. But since it was a national-level programme, food from
across the country was naturally arranged. The preparation of
jackfruit there, however, was not only different from that of our
place; it was also better.

At the time of departure and return, there was some haste
and confusion. The tickets were reserved, but by the time they
reached the platform, the train had begun to move. Everyone from
Madhubani scattered in different directions. Thinking that they
would all gather at the next station, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji
climbed into the ladies’ compartment.

Until then, he had never seen a ladies’ compartment. When
he climbed in and thought of sitting down, he saw that the entire
coach was occupied by women. The T.T. too was a woman. But
unlike in our region, the passengers did not burst out shouting.
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji looked towards them, thinking that if they
asked something, then he would reply. They too remained quiet,
looked at him, and smiled.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal had no worry at all. If in the trains of
one and the same country there could be two different customs,
what of it?

After a while, the T.T. came near him. She had understood
that he was a passenger from North India. She said that this was the
ladies’ compartment. She spoke in Hindi, though in the manner in
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which middle-school children in our region speak Hindi.

He felt it necessary to introduce himself. Speaking of his
journey, he told her that in haste he had boarded the train and had
therefore entered that compartment. Otherwise, why would he have
come there? He said that he would change coaches ahead; his
companions too were there, and he would find them as well. 4
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RAMPATTI JAIL

Rampatti Jail had been built, but as it had not yet been
inaugurated, it lay unused. Is there any less pushing and crowding
even in hell? Those who may have spent ten or twenty days in the
Madhubani Chaki ward will remember it. There, leave aside a year,
many people had remained for several years.

Both before and after Independence, Madhubani Jail had
continued to function. One thing, however, was certainly there:
even inside the jail there was division. Ward No. 02 was for people
belonging to political parties; the rest were ordinary criminal
prisoners. This was so because neither crime is of one kind, nor are
criminals of one kind.

But jail is jail. From the great mahant to the petty flower-
plucker, all have to live in one place. Yet theft and petty pilfering
also continued within the business of jail. Someone would steal
peanuts meant for breakfast, someone jaggery. Someone would
tamper with mustard oil, someone with something else.

At the time of Independence, Madhubani district, which was
then a subdivision, stood at the threshold of freedom. Since we
have reached that boundary of Independence, let us also look
briefly at one Englishman who loved language. There was an
S.D.O. named Grierson. He went from village to village trying to
understand the inner life of language. He did not merely try; he
wrote volume after volume of books, which now sit in the
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cupboards of great libraries like ornaments, adorning them like
jewels.

For language and literature, government and non-
government institutions did a great deal of work. Yet Grierson’s
service to Maithili remains trapped in the drawers of cupboards.

Just as literary creation is both experiential and intellectual,
so is language. If we understand Maithili words merely as words
derived from Sanskrit, we do injustice to Maithili. Justice will be
done only when Maithili words are seen as words belonging to the
Vedic way of life. Each word has the power to prepare the map of
some work of life. The influence of Sanskrit is accepted because
the Vedic language was Sanskrit.

I shall not move further into the debate on language, yet one
point seems necessary: the style of Vedic Sanskrit is experiential,
whereas that of classical Sanskrit is more emotional and
imaginative. The emotional direction gradually became more and
more imaginative. As that emotional direction grew stronger,
literature moved further away from life, from the living order of
life.

The reason Rampatti Jail had not been inaugurated was that
no one, from the administration to the contractor, was ready to
finalise the matter. Some work remained pending, and some bills
and payments remained pending. But everyone’s eye was on
consuming the scheme.

The state left parties, the C.P.1. and the C.P.M., launched a
Jail Bharo movement around their burning issues. The burning
issues of the entire state were certainly involved, but for
Mithilanchal there were two major demands. The first was that,
along with the Kosi canal, dams should be built at Nunthar,
Shishapani, and Barahkshetra to generate hydroelectric power, so
that agriculture as well as industry could grow.
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Even today, some people believe that factories are needed
only in mining regions. But that is not so. It is also true that, among
the many kinds of factories that exist, if fifty-five per cent run on
materials from mining areas, forty-five per cent run on agricultural
produce.

The second issue was that the Maithili language should
receive official recognition, that is, it should be included in the
Eighth Schedule. This would add one important link to the
development of Mithila.

Madhubani district registered its participation in that
movement with great force and enthusiasm. Dozens of lawyers
were also involved. More than a thousand workers were in jail. The
day fixed for Madhepur and Lakhnaur blocks, with demonstration
and arrest, was also the day allotted to Bisfi.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji and others were outside the gate of
the district office, the D.M.’s office. Purveji, the late Rajkumar
Purve, entered through the rear gate of the office and caught the
collar of the S.P., who was standing behind. Inside and outside,
there was sudden uproar and confusion. A lathi charge took place,
though not on a very large scale.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal reached Rampatti Jail. Eighteen
persons from Berma were there. Nagendraji, Dr Nagendra Kumar
Jha of Paithghat, Jagdish Prasad Mandal, and others had occupied
the veranda of the women’s ward. All the MLAs and Members of
the Legislative Council from the district were also there. Among
the MLAs were Purveji, the late Raj Kumar Purve; Tejnarayanyji,
Shri Tej Narayan Jha; Lal Bihariji, Shri Lal Bihari Yadav; Ramanji,
Ram Lakhan “Raman”, MLA of the C.P.L; Baijnathji, Shri
Baidyanath Yadav, former MLA; and Chaudharyji, Shri Krishna
Chandra Chaudhary.

Inside the jail, speeches and discussions took place twice a
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day. The main speaker was Chaudharyji. Shri Krishna Chaudhary
was a polished scholar. His command over language was such that
not a single word would be less or more than needed. He had an
extraordinary ability to explain any subject exactly as it stood. At
that time, the party’s daily newspaper, Janshakti, was being
published. Chaudharyji was its editor, and Jagdish Prasad Mandalji
was a correspondent for Janshakti.

The late Krishna Chandra Chaudhary was a fine speaker. He
also wrote well. Perhaps he did not write much in Maithili, but he
wrote several books in Hindi and English. As learned as he was, he
also came from a cultured and well-settled family. He ate a great
deal of betel and also smoked cigarettes. He had, of course, come
to jail with nothing on him, but after drinking tea in the morning,
his mind began to long for betel. Jagdish Prasad Mandal and the
others had already made arrangements for betel.

The jail too was hardly like a jail. There was neither
sufficient government staff nor proper government arrangement.
Everything was managed by the prisoners themselves. Even the
gate remained open. Demonstrators moved about everywhere,
inside and outside. In the afternoon, Alha would be sung to the beat
of the dholak.

Chaudharyji had no fixed account of how much tea he took.
Whenever he came, Jagdish Prasad Mandal would offer him tea
and betel. After that, conversation would begin.

In many districts of Bihar, demonstrators began to be
released after only two days. But in Madhubani, the case of assault
and lathi charge made the matter heavier. After two days,
Bhogendraji too came out of Darbhanga Jail and moved to
Madhubani Jail.

After thirteen days, an order came for release, but not for
everyone. An order also came to send thirty-five persons to
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Muzaffarpur Jail. On the thirteenth day, when the time came to
leave, no one was ready to come out. How could they leave without
some kind of farewell? The demand first arose for dhoti, kurta,
vest, gamchha, and chadar, but that did not happen. In the end, each
person received one lungi and one gamchha.

This was the last jail journey of the party movement. After
that, even when Jagdish Prasad Mandal went to jail, it was only for
a day or two. Many times he would return from the police station
itself.

In any case, Jagdish Prasad Mandal and his companions
were travellers of a double jail. In their own village too, so many
cases had been filed that one warrant or another was always
pending against them. By the time the year 2000 arrived, all the
cases had ended, except two. One was under Section 307, attempt
to murder, which was in the High Court. The other was under
Section 436, arson, which was in the court of the District Judge.

Just as, when floodwater enters a pond, the water of the
whole pond becomes restless and mobile, and then, when the flood
begins to recede, slowly becomes still again, so it happened in the
course of the lawsuits. Yet things had not become fully settled. The
reason was that the two remaining cases were sessions cases. What
happened was that the file of the district arson case fell buried
somewhere, while in the High Court the running about also became
less frequent.

By then, that is, before the year 2000, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji had travelled through more than half the country. On one
side, he had seen Mumbai, the economic capital of the country; on
the other, he had also seen Nagaland and Arunachal. Along with
Shantiniketan of Rabindra Babu, Maharshi Rabindranath Tagore,
he had seen the Sundarbans, Gangasagar, the peg planted by Kabir
Das near the sea, and the Sun Temple as well.

There are contradictions of many kinds. On one side, Hazari
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Babu, Acharya Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, who taught Hindi at
Shantiniketan from 1930 to 1950, would become enchanted by the
fragrance of the siris flower. On the other side, in Mithilanchal, this
very siris is prohibited. It is used neither for household work nor
for making a cot or chair. Not only that, the fate of its fruit is much
the same. The tree grows very large, but as the saying goes, “A man
may be strong and brave, but without a moustache he is nothing.”
So it is with the siris.

His mind accepted that this was the play of eastern and
western currents. What kind of tree should be planted for flowers,
what kind for flowers as well as fruit, and where should trees
without flower or fruit be planted? These were questions. Yet the
western wind often wraps the eastern wind under itself. If it did not,
how did forests and shrubs from places unknown take root in the
soil of Mithilanchal? Mithilanchal is, after all, a dwelling place of
the finest fruits, the finest flowers, and the finest timber trees.
Mithilanchal will develop only when it is studied deeply, and when
favourable conditions are created for the proper use of its resources.

In the course of his travels, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had still
missed a place as remarkable as Rajasthan. The journey was
certainly in his mind, but there was also a shortage of both time and
money. His maternal cousin’s son was a supervisor in the D.L.F.
Cement factory in Pali district of Rajasthan, and he kept urging him
again and again to come.

He, Tej Narayan Mandal, was not formally educated. Being
from the Kosi region, his village school had been destroyed, and so
had the village itself. There was certainly enough land and property
to sustain life, but it had fallen between the Kosi and the Kamala.
He fled to Rajasthan. He got a job in the D.L.F. Cement factory as
a casual labourer.

A man named N. K. Parikh, who had built a four-room house
and held a good position in the same cement factory, rented one
room of that house to Tej Narayan. Gradually, the relationship
between the two men grew. Parikh’s in-laws’ home was at
Kakarbhitta in Nepal, and therefore his wife was familiar with
Mithilanchal. That became the reason for the strengthening of their
relationship. Their bond became like that of brother and sister.
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Their family relations too deepened. N. K. Parikh told Tej Narayan
that he would teach him in his spare time. Truly, he taught him and
made him a supervisor in the factory.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal made up his mind that the only
problem was getting there. Once he reached, would Tej Narayan
not do at least this much for him? He would see the places worth
seeing, and he would also see the land, water, and air of that region.
One day, when some family income came into his hands, he simply
rose and set out. He already had the habit of travelling alone.
Passing through Delhi, he reached Rajasthan.

After becoming a supervisor, Tej Narayan had also brought
his family, his wife, and one of his brothers from the village. He
got his brother employed in the same factory. Leaving N. K.
Parikh’s house, he rented a three-room house and began living
there.

A latrine was not considered as necessary as a room. One
reason was that, in that region, the population was thin; another was
the cover provided by scattered thorny bushes and small trees, with
leaves and thorns like babul. After getting down from the bus in
Rajasthan, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji went straight to the factory and
asked in the office about his nephew.

Tej Narayan was not on duty. A man from Patna happened
to meet him and took him to Tej Narayan’s quarters by the time the
evening light was beginning to fade.

There was electric light. Nearby stood a small market of
thirty or forty shops, with the bus road passing through it. Since it
was dark, he could not see much.

It was the month of Chait, and the heat was intense. After ten
in the morning, one did not feel like stepping out of the house. Yet
after midnight, as the night deepened, a thick chadar became
necessary. For sleeping, he had been given a cot along with a quilt.
At daybreak, he had the opportunity to see the place properly.

In front of the quarters stood four or five ashoka trees of
medium size. The landlord’s house was about half a kilometre
away, but he had built a cattle-shed nearby. And what cattle there
were: two milch buffaloes, though without calves.
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The landlord’s family consisted of three men. The father was
old and spent most of his time looking after the buffaloes. One son
worked in the same cement factory. The other looked after
everything from farming and household affairs to milking the
buffaloes and selling milk on a motorcycle. Every day, he supplied
milk to a shopkeeper three kilometres away. They had sixty bighas
of land and one boring as well. The fields were pure sandy soil, in
a region of hills and sand. In the name of trees, there was only
sangri. Apart from the hills, small and large pieces of stone lay
scattered across the fields.

Early the next morning, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji became
acquainted with the landlord. He was about sixty-five or seventy
years old and wore only a dhoti. When, in the morning, his son
began milking the buffaloes, Jagdish Prasad Mandal saw that the
milk was not much, yet the man poured water into it. He asked,
“Why did you add water?”

The man replied, “If we do not add water to the milk, the
buffalo’s udder will burn.”

Hearing this answer, Jagdish Prasad Mandal could think of
nothing to say. The man too went away.

On the third day, a programme was made to visit the Ajmer
dargah. It was a very beautiful place. Being in a hilly region, it
seemed even more polished and bright. On the eastern side of the
shrine rose a high hill. At first, he thought that Hindus might be
stopped from entering, but that was not so. Among the visitors,
Hindus were in the majority. Vows and offerings were abundant.

While he was still inside the shrine, he saw a procession with
music and instruments. There were elephants and camels, and a
four-wheeled vehicle without an engine, pushed from the front and
back by men, carrying men and women in festive arrangement.
There were groups of babas of many kinds, from naked ascetics to
richly dressed men.

After seeing the dargah, Jagdish Prasad Mandalji went to
Pushkar. In Ajmer, he also saw trees of mango, jamun, latam, and
others. Rose cultivation was very extensive. Pushkar is like a large
pond. On its bank stands the temple of Brahma. There are many
dharmashalas and many ghats. Just as there was a crowd at the
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dargah, there was a crowd at Pushkar too.

On the way there, he had got down from the bus at Jaipur,
but he had arrived at night. Early the next morning, while it was
still dark, he caught another bus and therefore had no opportunity
to see anything that day. After the third day at Ajmer, he reached
Jaipur. Its art and architecture are truly excellent, especially the
ancient works. He also went to Meera’s place, Merta. A rail-bus
kind of train runs there.

There is a temple there with many idols. The temple is not
very large, but it is not cramped either. It has a rounded, drum-like
form. An iron gate is fixed for entry and exit, but it remains closed
most of the time. Around it, at about chest height, are broad and
long window-like openings fitted with thick iron bars. Through
these, one can walk around and see inside. Within, a royal court
scene has been created. Just as everything is arranged in a royal
court, everything there is made of gold.

There are, of course, place after place and temple after
temple in this country. Just as this is true in the field of art, it is true
in the economic field as well. Yet the essential thing is missing
from most places. That thing is their inner sanctity, their mahatmya.
Take, for example, Kamrup Kamakhya. At Kamrup Kamakhya,
every kind of sacrifice is offered, but in other places there is
difference and distinction. At some shrines, only particular things
are sacrificed. The same is true of prasad. The prasad of Jagannath
has its own distinct form and quality.

Of course, the true measure of the costliness of a place can
be known only by living there through all twelve months. Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji did not live in Rajasthan for that long. Yet in the
few days he stayed there, he saw that a hand-span of vegetables,
which would not cost even eight annas in our region, was being
sold for ten rupees.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had gone to Rajasthan in 1999. In
those days, tea there was sold for three rupees, while in our place it
cost one rupee. Similarly, a betel quid there was sold for three
rupees, whereas in our region it cost twelve annas.

He did not see hundreds of kinds of grain in the shops there
as one does in our region, but in the price of grain the difference
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from our place was smaller. Some things were even cheaper, such
as groundnuts. Groundnut is cultivated there. Their eating and
drinking are not like ours: limited life, limited food.

Poverty exists there too. But the causes of poverty in our
region are different, and the causes there are different. As the name
desert suggests, the land is truly lifeless in many respects. There is
neither a pleasant climate like ours, nor the delight of trees and
plants. Yet because royal families and industrial houses have
settled there, there are factories and mills, as well as comfortable
vehicles and transport.

Jagdish Prasad Mandal did not know the exact measure, but
the boundary wall that surrounded the area seemed to extend over
more than ten kilometres. In the middle stood the cement factory.
Special arrangements for water and electricity were in place.

To the south of the factory lay a long and wide hill. Stone
was brought from it by breaking the rock with dynamite. More than
three thousand labourers worked in the cement factory, but without
any secure footing in life. Yes, there were a few who received good
salaries and other facilities, but the lives of most labourers had no
proper stability. There was neither housing for the workers nor
proper wages.

The chief manager of the factory was a retired . A.S. officer.
Inside the factory premises, he had good housing arrangements,
and his salary too was good.

This too is a misfortune of Mithilanchal: even after
retirement, good officers and teachers begin taking up second jobs
again and again. Tell me, then, when will the stage of vanaprastha
or sannyas come for you, or will you not allow it to come at all?
Where the condition of Mithila’s learned and honoured people
remains like this, who will be the protector except God?

Make a small earthen lamp of raw clay. Tear a worn-out old
sari and make a wick. Soak it in a little mustard oil, and in the
evening light it at the Dihwar Sthan. Stand on one leg, fold both
hands, and pray: give us knowledge, give us wealth, give us family.

Seeing the chief manager of the factory, a thought arose in
Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mind: do such post-retirement jobs not
strengthen corruption?
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Less than one-fourth of the workers had permanent
employment. They had at least some facilities. The remaining
three-fourths worked under contractors. Their wages were certainly
not very low; they were higher than the daily wages in the villages.

The working system too was practical. For example, there
were two supervisors. One motorcycle had been provided between
them. When one supervisor’s duty ended, he would return to his
quarters on that motorcycle, the same motorcycle on which the
supervisor coming on duty had arrived. Thus, the person receiving
the duty account became the companion of the person handing it
over. Because of this, everyone remained punctual and firm in his
duty. The factory ran twenty-four hours a day.

The sandy soil of Rajasthan is not of one kind everywhere.
In some places there is fine sand, and that too has been brought
under cultivation. But the water level lies very deep below, and
therefore even boring is costly. Wheat, groundnut, peanut, bajra,
and mustard were cultivated here and there.

Rajasthan does not have the many kinds of animals and birds
that we have in our region. Peacocks are seen here and there, but
the flocks of crows, mynas, herons, and small birds that gather in
our place are not there. The environment too is not favourable.
There are neither trees and plants for habitation and varied food,
nor proper arrangements for drinking water. A few cows are seen,
but the shortage of fodder and water makes their condition difficult.
In the early morning, people bring green and dry fodder on tractors
and scatter it; the cows eat their share. Pigeons are there too, but
eating them is forbidden. If one eats them and is caught, one has to
pay a fine.

A year and a half before he went to Rajasthan, Jagdish
Prasad Mandal’s mother had died at the age of ninety-five. It was
his final sight of his mother. It was about twelve o’clock in the day.
She asked Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s wife:

“Have you all eaten?”
The daughter-in-law replied, “Yes.”
“Is the child in the village?”

She had seen him while he was eating, but immediately
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forgot. A doubt arose in her mind.
“Make a little bedding for me too.”

The daughter-in-law spread a bed beside her on the veranda.
Sitting as she was, she slowly slid on to the bedding, lay down, and
remained lying there. It was the day of Ekadashi.

Until the last moment, Jagdish Prasad Mandal did not lose
hope in his mother. Great days of hardship came in life, yet she
remained so strong that he continued to hold on to the path of hope.

His mother had been born in a respectable and well-settled
family. Between two siblings, brother and sister, her father’s family
stood within that line. The son of her sister, Narsingh Mandal of
Deep village, had been shot in the movement of the Jhanjharpur
circle in 1942. The maternal village of both Jagdish Prasad Mandal
and Narsingh Mandal was the same family at Mansara in
Ghanshyampur block of Darbhanga district.

His mother’s marital home was in Berma; her elder sister’s
marital home, whose son was Narsingh Mandal, was in Deep; and
her eldest sister, the eldest among seven brothers and sisters, was
married in Godhanpur. The Mansara family was advanced not only
in property but also in the number and strength of its members.

His mother’s maternal aunt’s marital home was in Berma.
The pond belonging to that family is still known as Adhikari
Pokhar. It lies beside Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s house and remains
useful even now. Since hand-pumps have come into every home,
bathing there has decreased, but it is still a storehouse of fish and
makhana. In the same line, there were also three wells, of which
only ruins now remain. In the division among three brothers, silver
rupees were not counted; they were weighed on a balance and
divided into shares of twelve paseris each.

The reason Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s father was married into
such a family lay in an earlier history, one that included lineage,
origin, and family conduct. Until the generation above Jagdish
Prasad Mandal, ploughing the field and milking cows had been
forbidden in the family. Now it is no longer so.

On the recommendation of his mother’s maternal aunt, his
mother was married into an ordinary family. Five persons came for
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the formal inspection of the house before the marriage, and all five
were of five different kinds. Each looked at the family from his
own point of view. Among them was also a tall, well-built,
wrestler-like man. After eating, when he was leaving the house, he
struck himself hard against the doorframe. In anger, he burst out:

“Shall we form kinship in such a place, where there is neither
a proper house nor a proper doorway!”

But everyone listened in silence. His mother’s maternal aunt
had her own reasoning: even if there was no great property, what
of'it? If there were fields, land, ponds, and wells of one’s own, what
sorrow could there be? There was a reason behind this too. After
living for only a short while in her marital home, that aunt had
become a widow.

The second recommendation for his mother’s marriage came
from that aunt. His mother’s eldest sister was in Godhanpur.
Godhanpur lies close to Berma. Among seven brothers and sisters,
that aunt was the eldest and his mother the youngest. There was a
gap of nearly thirty years between them. She too had become a
sonless widow, though she did have two children. Her
recommendation also carried weight.

The third recommendation came from the sister in Deep, the
mother of Narsingh Mandal. It became difficult to cut across the
opinion of the women’s group within the family. His mother’s
marriage was settled.

Before reaching the age of thirty-five, she became a widow.
After the death of her husband, she lived for nearly sixty years. In
those sixty years, she saw a respectable family from her parental
side uprooted and ruined. Mansara village was devastated by the
Kosi and the Kamala. The Kamala now flows through the middle
of the old settlement. She saw all three nephews and both
grandsons imprisoned for one year each. She saw her widowed
aunt, her widowed elder sister and younger sister, and accepted her
own widowhood as well. She saw her brother Narsingh wounded
by a bullet. Not only that, she also saw the ruined household of her
sister’s son’s family at Harinahi. It is the blows of life that
strengthen the grip of the hand.

With the destruction of Mansara, the relationship among
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Deep, Godhanpur, and Berma grew still stronger, for all three were
connected with one family. A family has two threads: one of
lineage, the other of conduct and lived relationship. Living
together, or living apart, certainly affects relations. Between
Narsingh Mandal’s family and the family of Berma, a maternal
bond was formed. When Narsingh Mandal was shot, he stayed in
Berma for many days during his treatment.

After his mother’s death, the question of shraddha stood
before Jagdish Prasad Mandalji. The situation was not good, but
society had already overcome this problem, and therefore it did not
appear to him to be so difficult. Yet two questions did arise in his
own mind, though he did not speak of them. The reason was clear.
This was not a wedding feast with laughter and prestige; it was a
matter involving thirty or forty thousand rupees.

The question was whether, by feeding once those who had
eaten and those who had not, relations would simply be broken off.
To feed people to their fill and then allow them to rob the house
day and night was not right. Yet there was also the fear that there
is no shortage of those who sit cross-legged at another’s place, but
when their own turn comes, behave differently.

The second thought kept dancing in his mind: the rituals had
been removed, but the burden of the feast had remained. On one
side, he felt that if one fed people once and sounded the call, at least
this much would happen: the panchs of five villages and the society
would see everything with their own eyes. Yet he said nothing.

Then the cloud that had not yet opened suddenly thundered.
On the thirteenth day, after the sara had been prepared, talk of the
shraddha arose. Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s paternal cousin, Gonor
Mandal, came from Harinahi to Berma and placed his proposal: his
aunt had raised him like a son, and therefore he would arrange the
feast. Eight years earlier, he had also taken her to Gaya. His own
condition was not very good, but the sons of his younger brother,
all five of them, were earning, and he had that support. By
repeatedly telling his nephew, Bilat Mandal, the story of his
father’s illness, he had already prepared him for arranging the feast.
The nephews agreed.

Just as fish move in a pond by following one another’s
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course, seeing the course taken by the brother, that is, Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji’s elder brother, who had already died, the sister-
in-law’s family also made its move and said that whatever he, the
paternal cousin Gonor Mandal, would do, they too would do the
same. The reason was that her two sons, Rajdev Mandal and
Ramanand Mandal, had begun working in Delhi.

When Jagdish Prasad Mandal calculated the matter, he saw
that two feasts had been held in the five-village circle, and in each,
thirty to thirty-five thousand rupees had been spent on food and
drink, and another thirty to thirty-five thousand on rituals and
ceremonies. In his own calculation, he reduced it by half.

A new illness had also taken hold of village feasts: the sweet
feast had become a rasgulla feast. If the mind turned towards the
feast itself, it began to wander. He felt that he might be caught in
unnecessary trouble. A feast is an affair that can easily bring
disrepute. The mistake of the cook or the server falls upon the
person who gives the feast.

Along with this, another thought also kept rising in his mind:
the present five-village circle had been formed only recently. How
many of them had he eaten with? He had eaten feasts in Nanaur, in
Laksena, in Parsa, and in other villages. But now those relations
had split and gone one way, while Jagdish Prasad Mandal and his
people had gone another way.

When he looked at his own capacity, it seemed to him that
one-fourth would be enough. He arranged a simple rice-and-dal
feast. Just as he had once arranged for brothers and kinsmen at the
story gathering Sagar Rati Deep Jaray, he arranged the feast in the
same manner, and it earned good appreciation. After feeding
people that feast, he gave up eating ceremonial feasts himself.

After his mother’s death, deaths began to come in
succession, as pots crowd into a potter’s kiln. Within a short time,
his mother-in-law died. She too was nearly ninety years old. That
feast also he kept small. Small in this sense: the shraddha of the
mother-in-law was to be performed among three brothers and one
sister. The eldest brother was in government service, and therefore
had the pull and pressure of official life. Disagreement with his
wife was bound to arise. Yet things were set right.
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Since her parental home was nearby, his wife had gone there
before her mother’s last breath and remained there throughout the
shraddha period. Jagdish Prasad Mandal ignored the matter. But a
message came from the in-laws’ side that nearly one hundred or
one hundred and twenty-five people had gone for the funeral wood
and cremation, and whether that expense would fall upon him.
Hearing this, he ignored it.

When eight days had passed and the nail-and-hair ritual was
to be held the day after tomorrow, he sent word: “You people
perform the mourning feast on the nail-and-hair day. We in Berma
have given up that practice. Now you tell me, would it be proper
for me to come?”’ A great commotion arose, but how much
commotion could take place in only two days? He let it pass.

He had hardly forgotten the in-laws’ death when Narsingh
Mama, who was about eighty or eighty-five years old, died. But in
Deep, even a large feast becomes small. The village is so large that
in feeding the entire village, the giver of the feast is exhausted. But
in another village, even if there is only one household, it is still
counted as a village.

By some good fortune, about eight years before his death,
Narsingh Mandal had received recognition as a freedom fighter.
With that, he had bought two to two and a half bighas of land.
Before receiving the freedom-fighter’s pension, he had begun
working in the village at one man’s house. After the pension came,
he left that work.

In the same line, his wife’s maternal uncle, that is, Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji’s wife’s mother’s brother, also died. He too had
crossed the age of eighty. But since there had been no regular
coming and going from that side, no burden fell upon Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji.

In this way, one generation, the old generation, came to an
end.

By the time 1999 arrived, Jagdish Prasad Mandal’s life had
begun to enter a transitional state between hope and despair. In
1998, he had been convicted in the case under Section 307. It took
twenty to twenty-five days to file the appeal in the High Court.
During that time, he was in Rampatti Jail. Inwardly, he felt
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astonished that, without having done anything, he was in jail. Even
then, and even now, his mind could not accept that any fault had
been committed by him.

Be that as it may, the appeal was filed and he was granted
bail. He telephoned Vermaji, Honourable Justice Virendra Prasad
Verma of the Patna High Court, and Vermaji told him, “Nothing
will happen. Do your work peacefully.” And that is what happened.
He came to know four months later that the case had ended. The
reason for the delay was that the responsibility of pursuing the case
had not remained with him.

When the number of cases had become very large, Jagdish
Prasad Mandalji decided within himself that the responsibility for
each case should be taken by one person among them. When the
case opened and expenses increased, they would collect
contributions. Until then, one case would remain under the charge
of one person.

The expenses of the High Court case under Section 307, up
to the judgement, had already been collected earlier. Therefore, he
could not know its progress properly. In the other case that
remained, there had already been talk of compromise. Even so,
some people did create confusion and play their own game. Thus,
the anxiety of the cases had almost gone out of his mind.

In fact, after three years of warrant, he came to know of the
case only when information came from the police station. In the
shifting of courts between Jhanjharpur and Madhubani, the case
had been lost. After the Fast Track Court opened, when search and
enquiry were made, it was found. By then, some among the twenty-
eight accused had died, including three accused and two witnesses.
The organisation too had scattered like a broken flock of birds.
There were many reasons for this: social, economic, communal,
and others.

Just as it was the last case, society too used its last weapon
fully. But whatever happened, that too came to an end on 5 May
2005. Until then, Jagdish Prasad Mandal did not feel it proper to
move in another direction. Those who gave advice would, of
course, say that he was troubling himself unnecessarily. But what
is the worth of a Simaria panda’s advice? Whether the stream is the
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Ganga and the ghat of thought is Simaria, or something else, is seen
within the same current. One bank to the north, another to the south,
is Magadh.

From the very beginning, Jagdish Prasad Mandal had the
desire to see a new tomorrow. This was not merely so; after action,
after lived struggle, it became still stronger.

For example, in a family where only ordinary education had
entered, he studied up to M.A. Not only in the family, he became
the first M.A. in the village itself. In the earlier generation, through
Sanskrit learning, one scholar after another had emerged in Berma;
but in general modern education, Jagdish Prasad Mandal alone
stood there.

Secondly, after getting a boring installed, a newness also
came into agriculture in the village. Mandalji practised both kinds
of farming. By both kinds is meant food-grain cultivation as well
as cash-crop cultivation. In cash crops, he began growing
vegetables and fruits too. Of course, it could not take the form he
wished it to take. The reasons were partly lack of time and partly
disturbance. The destruction and damage to cultivation were such
that, had he begun fighting over it, there would have been quarrels
three times a day.

Before great problems, small ones become secondary. Yet
these small blows did become weapons for breaking the mind.
Wherever disturbance may arise, it certainly affects the mind. And
this was the destruction of cultivation, where labour, capital, and
time were all lost together.

The incident of the day when judgement was delivered in the
Section 307 case at the Madhubani court and Jagdish Prasad
Mandal was sentenced may be remembered. All the visible
opponents in the village knew that he would be convicted and
would go to jail. Once he went, they thought, he would hardly come
out before ten years. He was sentenced and went to jail.

At that time, in three kathas of irrigated four-month land, he
had planted cabbage. Yes, one more thing should be said here: from
1970-71 to 1986-87, agriculture in Berma continued to move
forward. Many pump-sets and borings were installed. Flour mills,
threshers, and other such machines also came. But the flood and
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earthquake of 1986-87 pushed agriculture back.

On the one hand, after the flood and earthquake, the pull of
government rations had already set in; on the other, many borings
went under the soil, broke, and became useless. The village’s
agriculture slipped backwards. But farming was his livelihood.
How could he leave it?

Be that as it may, on the day the judgement in the Section
307 case came, the cabbages in his field had heads weighing from
two to four kilograms, and there were eighteen hundred plants. The
price of cabbage was between two and five rupees a kilogram. One
may estimate what kind of loss he suffered. All eighteen hundred
plants were uprooted and carried away in broad daylight.

Secondly, three months after coming out of jail, he went to
Kachhubi. In the northern hamlet of Kachhubi, a tea-shop keeper,
who had come from Bishaul and settled there, behaved with him at
the tea shop as though he had committed some grave crime and
come out of jail. And this from a man who himself had no settled
standing. What could be done?

With the family of Kali Babu, Kali Kant Jha, I.P.S., the jewel
of Kachhubi, he had relations of eating, drinking, and regular
coming and going. Until now, only two persons from Kachhubi
have entered the I.P.S., and among them Kali Babu was the first.
Even in his student life, he had become a platform speaker, and he
sat more often on the platform of the Gita, giving discourses on the
Gita.

Politics too came to a halt. After 1960, the main movement
of the Communist Party in Madhubani district became centred on
the Kosi Canal, Nunthar, Shishapani, and the Barahkshetra Dam.
Other issues were, of course, also present. The struggle for
sharecropping land was still strong. But a feeling had grown among
the people as though canal water and hydroelectricity belonged
only to the Communist Party.

Had these questions been solved, Mithilanchal would have
been redeemed. It would have moved forward from agriculture to
industry. But that did not happen. All the anti-Communist forces,
through movements and conspiracies of many kinds, did not allow
the plan to succeed even till now. Stagnation came into party
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politics too. Not only that, even those who had received
sharecropping land began mortgaging those very fields and going
away to Punjab and Delhi. The result began to appear as if nothing
at all had been done. This was not only the condition of district
politics; the same happened in the village too.

A thought arose in Jagdish Prasad Mandalji’s mind that even
a tree thousands of years old keeps bringing some newness into
itself: a new shoot, a new head, a new leaf, or a new bud. The
thought did arise, but the two cases were still there in his mind. The
problem was not merely going and coming for the cases; the
problem was the possibility of punishment. Both were sessions
cases. They were not matters of two days or four days, so that one
could say he had gone to jail as though on a visit. It could mean
years, ten years, twelve years. Together, the two could exceed
twenty years. What was to be done in the meantime? Until he
obtained freedom from the cases, it would not be proper to move
in another direction.

And after freedom from the cases, what would he do? For
livelihood, he was already farming. His mind had never turned
towards a job, and he would not have been able to do business. Yet
life is not a small thing. It is not a wooden-pedalled bicycle that,
when faced with mud, slush, or a broken road, one may lift on one’s
shoulder and cross over. It is the vehicle of life. It has to be brought
from one track to another.

This does not mean that wherever the track can be cut, one
should take the vehicle there and place it on another line. To bring
it to another track means to move it from a narrow-gauge line to a
broad-gauge line. Its frame may be small, but by changing some
parts, axle, and wheels, the carriage and other things can be made
useful. The question does not end there; it goes further. This vehicle
of life has been coming from the beginning of time. As many kinds
of tracks as there are, so many kinds of movement belong to those
tracks. To take the vehicle from one track to another is not easy.

The condition and direction of the literary world too are not
hidden. There too, things have fallen into the hands of the mean-
minded. To refuse something when it is asked for and hide it away
is meanness. The world of Maithili literature has moved so far
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away from society that joining the two again is not easy.

Of course, this is not true of Maithili alone; it is present in
abundance in other literatures too. For example, Kabir Das is not
discussed much in Maithili literature, but even the history of Kabir
Das’s life, his way of living, that has been presented elsewhere does
not appear to be sufficiently discerning. Because of this lack of
discernment, Kabir’s philosophy has moved away from society.
Those who are spreading that philosophy today are either
themselves misguided, or they are mean-minded people who are
misleading others.

In the same way, Tulsidas is called “Goswami”, but how
many cows did he actually keep? What is needed is the creation of
literature according to the age.

Similarly, until Maithili literature becomes the literature of
society, a social possession, how will anyone understand who is
saying what to whom? Therefore, it becomes the responsibility of
well-wishing writers that when they keep one eye on society and
the other on pen and paper, not only Maithili literature but Mithila
itself will benefit. If by “state” we understand only an office in the
capital, then Mithila’s society is left out. The social system of
Mithila will achieve all-round development only when it moves
forward on the basis of the Vedic order of life. U
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A MEMORY FROM HIGH
SCHOOL

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had enrolled at Kejriwal High
School. During that period, the syllabus of Special Ninth, under the
Higher Secondary system, was expanded. Even so, the subjects did
not become like Honours courses; they remained compressed
within the old secondary pattern. Yet the range of subjects certainly
widened. Economics too was taught.

After the first six months of the Higher Secondary course,
the half-yearly examination was held. Kejriwal School had a
practice of returning the answer scripts of the half-yearly
examination to the students. Some students, after the examination,
would reread the answers to the questions; those who did not do so
would at least compare their answers with the books at home. There
was no ill-feeling among the teachers, nor did students feel that a
teacher had acted with caste bias or unfairness.

Not only that, Latti Babu, the late Yadunandan Sahu, had a
distinct way of thinking. His criterion for giving marks was
different. He believed that if a student was given fewer marks, he
would work harder, because every student studied with the desire
to pass. The fear of failure would remain before him. Along with
this, everyone, from teacher to student, understood that if even
twenty per cent marks came from Latti Babu’s hand, the student
would certainly pass in the Board examination.

Yes, [ was speaking of Economics. In Special Ninth, Jagdish
Prasad Mandal secured more than fifty per cent marks in
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Economics, more than in any other subject. When Shyam Babu, the
late Shyamanand Jha, read out the marks loudly in class and
returned the answer script, Economics gripped his mind in such a
way that, later, it led him from Das Kapital to Amartya Sen.

After passing Higher Secondary, however, the two subjects
closest to his heart, Economics and Geography, went away from
his formal study, though they never left his mind. The subjects
narrowed down to English, Hindi, and Political Science. In M.A.
too, that range narrowed further.

The question arises: one person is a specialist in one subject,
another is multidisciplinary. Between the two, whose vehicle of life
will move in a more balanced way?

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji could not understand the death of
the twentieth century and the birth of the twenty-first. He remained
caught in thought, wondering what to do and what not to do. He
could neither perform the shraddha of the twentieth century, nor
celebrate the birth of the twenty-first. Yet one benefit certainly
came to him: the expense of both the shraddha and the birthday was
saved.

The five-year election system arrived. The mind that had
become dull opened like a winter-chilled bumblebee in the warmth
of spring. From the panchayat to the district council, Jagdish Prasad
Mandalji wished to prepare a plan and make society stand on its
feet. The district council election covered eight panchayats. Before
going into other sections of society, he felt it necessary to
strengthen his own.

The anchal conference was held at the school in Gangapur.
A programme for the panchayat election was prepared. He placed
the Berma plan before the gathering. It was accepted by all. But not
one, many political threads became entangled in it. As a result, in
four district council seats and four panchayats for the post of
mukhiya, party candidates of the Communist Party stood in the
field. Be that as it may.

He lost the panchayat election for the post of mukhiya.
Throughout the election there had been enthusiasm, but in the
process he came to understand many things, from society to the
district party.
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On one side, when he looked at the government scheme of
reservation in elections, he felt that he had become unnecessarily
entangled in this electoral affair. The method of reservation was
such that the road from one election to the next would be blocked.
Under fifty per cent reservation for women, there should have been
one term each. But that did not happen. If elections are held for two
terms at a time, how long will it take for the full cycle to be
completed?

Be that as it may, government plunder certainly increased.
The speed with which society should have stood up and begun to
move has not yet arrived. Among many causes, corruption has
become the chief one. The corrupt are of such a kind that the
government itself belongs to them. Who will expose whom? And
even if someone does expose them, what will the law do? Society
has become trapped in a strange great net.

The common man faces economic distress. How will that be
met? The method of meeting it has become such that even while
grazing, the cow itself gets sold. On top of that, what is visible and
what is stolen are entirely separate matters.

The very person for whom Jagdish Prasad Mandalji had
spent eighteen days in jail came forward and stood in the election.
He remembered the episode from the Mahabharata that took place
after the war. Not the slightest doubt arose in his mind. Rather, the
opposite happened. When he looked back, he realised that he would
not find a better opportunity than this to remove the load that had
been lying on his head until then. That is what he did. Yet one
question still remained: should he clear it from the front, from the
back, from both sides, or all at once?

He decided to clear it from the front. The coincidence too
was good. At Basopatti in Madhubani district, the state conference
of the party, the C.P.I., was held. Along with the party’s General
Secretary, Bardhan Sahib, A. B. Bardhan, comrades from Bengal
were also present. Comrades from all districts of Bihar were, of
course, there as well. It was a good conference. As a worker of the
district party, Jagdish Prasad Mandal was naturally present. There
were also many lovers of literature from the state party.

Jagdish Prasad Mandalji told them:
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“Now I am coming to join you people.” U
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BIBLIOGRAPHY OF WORKS
BY SHRI JAGDISH PRASAD
MANDAL

Hira Kaka had arrived in Bombay five days earlier, but no
one from the village, the household, or any relative had come to
meet him. Everyone has his own U
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PUBLISHED WORKS OF SHRI
JAGDISH PRASAD MANDAL

Hira Kaka had arrived in Bombay five days earlier, but no
one from the village, the household, or any relative had come to
meet him. Everyone has his own U
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BOOKS ON SHRI JAGDISH
PRASAD MANDAL

Hira Kaka had arrived in Bombay five days earlier, but no
one from the village, the household, or any relative had come to
meet him. Everyone has his own U
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