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A Prayer for my Daughter

Once more the storm is howling, and half hid
Under this cradle-hood and coverlid

My child sleeps on. There is no obstacle

But Gregory’s wood and one bare hill

Whereby the haystack- and roof-levelling wind,
Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed;

And for an hour I have walked and prayed
Because of the great gloom that is in my mind.

I have walked and prayed for this young child an hour
And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower,

And under the arches of the bridge, and scream

In the elms above the flooded stream;

Imagining in excited reverie

That the future years had come,

Dancing to a frenzied drum,

Out of the murderous innocence of the sea.

May she be granted beauty and yet not
Beauty to make a stranger’s eye distraught,
Or hers before a looking-glass, for such,
Being made beautiful overmuch,

Consider beauty a sufficient end,

Lose natural kindness and maybe



The heart-revealing intimacy
That chooses right, and never find a friend.

Helen being chosen found life flat and dull

And later had much trouble from a fool,

While that great Queen, that rose out of the spray,
Being fatherless could have her way

Yet chose a bandy-legged smith for man.

It’s certain that fine women eat

A crazy salad with their meat

Whereby the Horn of Plenty is undone.

In courtesy I’d have her chiefly learned;

Hearts are not had as a gift but hearts are earned
By those that are not entirely beautiful;

Yet many, that have played the fool

For beauty’s very self, has charm made wise,
And many a poor man that has roved,

Loved and thought himself beloved,

From a glad kindness cannot take his eyes.

May she become a flourishing hidden tree
That all her thoughts may like the linnet be,
And have no business but dispensing round
Their magnanimities of sound,

Nor but in merriment begin a chase,

Nor but in merriment a quarrel.

O may she live like some green laurel
Rooted in one dear perpetual place.

My mind, because the minds that I have loved,
The sort of beauty that [ have approved,
Prosper but little, has dried up of late,



Yet knows that to be choked with hate
May well be of all evil chances chief.
If there’s no hatred in a mind

Assault and battery of the wind

Can never tear the linnet from the leaf.

An intellectual hatred is the worst,

So let her think opinions are accursed.
Have I not seen the loveliest woman born
Out of the mouth of Plenty’s horn,
Because of her opinionated mind

Barter that horn and every good

By quiet natures understood

For an old bellows full of angry wind?

Considering that, all hatred driven hence,
The soul recovers radical innocence

And learns at last that it 1s self-delighting,
Self-appeasing, self-affrighting,

And that its own sweet will is Heaven’s will;
She can, though every face should scowl
And every windy quarter howl

Or every bellows burst, be happy still.

And may her bridegroom bring her to a house
Where all’s accustomed, ceremonious;

For arrogance and hatred are the wares
Peddled in the thoroughfares.

How but in custom and in ceremony

Are innocence and beauty born?

Ceremony’s a name for the rich horn,

And custom for the spreading laurel tree.



— William Butler Yeats



1.1920

Marvin’s features bore the hungry and alert fluidity of an athlete, fit, lean,
young, and eager. Still wet behind the ears at eighteen and with another
one-fourth of an inch yet to grow, he would top his height at a cool six feet
if he still could. Dark of hair, his Irish smiling eyes never left his handsome
face. He had a pleasing aura of simplicity and acceptance, as if he knew and
accepted what lay before him. He was eager to don the boots of maturity
and responsibilities intertwined in an unknown sub-tropical and wet lush
forest in the remote part of northeast India. An ethereal dream he was eager
to explore — a dream nurtured by the exotic and mysterious stories of a rain-
lashed rich biodiversity of a part of the Himalayan foothills on the southeast
fringes of magical India, as yet barely explored and documented. On the
malaria-infested swamps and grasslands, there is the home of the Indian
one-horned rhinoceros. At the same time, the canopy of tall, dark, and
mighty trees of the hills that hem the plains serves as the abode of India’s
only ape - the Hullock gibbons. This, he reflected, is truly a part of the
world that is an extension of Africa and truly rich in the diversity of its
plants and animals. This is as wild as it gets, and I am privileged to have
this opportunity to make it my home. A feeling of oneness and ownership
swept over him with a pang that almost wrenched his soul.

He watched the orange sun sink over the horizon and the glimmering
orange light reflected on the dark and swift waters of the Brahmaputra. A
mighty river he acknowledged, with the vast volume of water emanating
from the foothills of the Himalayas in Tibet, to flow eastwards and then



force its way through the mountainous region of the wild northernmost part
of northeast India into the plains of Assam and then through the eastern part
of Bengal into the sea. It was a wild, untamed river of nature whose rich
and fertile floodplains are home to many species of fauna. He thought the
waters would swell and rage during the monsoon, sweeping everything in
its path. Truly a river as virgin and ferocious as any that could be found
elsewhere in the world. He learned later that this mighty river had changed
course many times. He wondered what monsters lay beneath its depths as
he shuddered in equanimity at the virgin dark landscape around him.

The last of the birds had stopped their calls as they settled down in the
dense canopy of the trees and the thick undergrowth — the cacophony of
their zealous calls gradually giving in to the calm of the embracing night.
There was the occasional shriek of a bird or the hoot of an owl whose
period it was to prowl the nocturnal landscape. Lights from flickering fires
began to appear in small clustered villages along the banks of the river, and
distant, muted shouts of villagers were heard across the dark. Fireflies
hugged the shore and the dark canopy of the forest. Hurricane lamps
appeared atop the steamer as it plowed and crept up the murky currents
hugging the steep black bank.

The sounds of the night took over. Crickets chirped, frogs croaked, flies
whined, and 1nsects buzzed; a sound as different and distinct as the sounds
of sun lovers. The flies and insects swarmed over the hurricane lamps like
buzzards attacking a carcass. Soon, a hoard of pestering flies had honed on
to the young and hot blood of the Irish greenhorn. Marvin flapped his arms,
but the flies were insistent and hungry. A few flies squashed and killed only
opened more opportunities for the thousands as they swarmed over every
exposed part of his body. The tiny pinpricks even defied the armour of his
cotton bush shirt, leaving him a trifle disconcerted. The cool breeze
whipped across the waters, and Marvin breathed the sweet and enigmatic
scent of the looming jungle. Though he had fortified his body with anti-



malarial drugs, he was not yet immune to the onslaughts of the tiny sharp
pricks - a thick jungle jacket or a smear of mosquito repellent would
probably do him a world of good, he thought. Just then, the wind picked up
speed, and the sibilance blended with the nightlife, giving him some respite
from the cloud of mosquitos.

The steamer suddenly gave a jolt, and he was almost thrown overboard. He
held on to the railing as the pilot righted the boat away from the muddy
shore; a dip in the cold dark waters in the night, with hungry marauding
crocodiles around, or is it gharials, would not have been pleasant, he
asserted. Not now, he prayed, not when he was about to step into the
enigmatic and foreboding yet alluring wild and untamed dark forests. The
thick scent of the pervading terrain washed over his being, rejuvenating his
senses into a high sensitivity of great expectations. I have a tryst with this
vast unknown wilderness, and I'm going to savour every moment of my life
out here, he promised himself. This is my calling, and I am blessed. The
half-moon peeped out of the dark clouds and cast eerie shadows over the
dark and churning waters. The sound of the waters lapping against the
ancient hull of the steamer soothed his nerves as the soft strains of a violin
would untangle the sinews of a sprung cat. Gently, without undue anxiety,
the old, experienced pilot soon got her away from the collapsing bank, and
free, the steamer rode the currents again amidst the appreciation and
murmurs of the stoic regular passengers.

“Maro! Maro! Juki,” the voice reverberating through the gloom caught his
rapt attention.

“Chalo Bhootki, chalo. Juki ko khaw!” Another exciting voice returned in
answer.

Marvin looked at a small group of men, excited and waving agitatedly as
they crowded around in a small circle. He strolled over to see what the
commotion was all about.



“Jor se maro!”” He heard the triumphal tone of an onlooker.

Encased under a glass finger bowl, two ugly fat insects were hammering
each other in a contest to the finish. The murderous insects were biting and
tearing each other’s limbs apart, none giving way to graceful defeat. Seated
were the owners of the fighting contestants with a small pile of coins as a
bet for the winner, urging and goading them into a frenzy of intoxicated
annihilation.

“Juki” screamed the old man, “usakee taang phaad do.” Dismember the
other’s limb.

But the other insect had already held Juki’s front right leg in its formidable
jaw and wrenched it out.

“Use khatm kar do. Use ek baar aur maaro,” a younger lad, owner of
Bhootki, screeched in triumph.

Giving no quarters, Bhootki tore the right hind leg and had Juki helpless on
its back. In the melee of outrageous indignation, Juki lashed back and
removed one of Bhootki’s hind legs and feeler; it was a battle royale.
Marvin watched in fascination at the ferocious spirit of the two insects,
wholly bent on destroying each other. The old man and the young lad were
utterly caught up in the vicious battle of senseless attrition. It was not just
the wager they were keen on but the ferocity of the fight and the final act of
complete demolition of one or the other as if they were pitted as gladiators.

Eventually, Juki writhed in its death throes and lay still; Bhootki, badly
mauled, tried to crawl away a victor, yet defeated all the same — he had just
minutes left to savour in his glory. With little remorse, the young lad
pocketed the little pile of coins while the old man, with a sad expression on
his wizened face, clucked a mournful sigh and left.



Marvin picked up the dead insect to have a closer look. The insect, which
he later learned was called ‘Devil Insect,” was ugly as hell but powerfully
built. Born gladiators of the insect world, he thought. He would later see
such Devil Insect bouts again in the Planters’ Clubs as the planters tried to
amuse themselves by laying bets or to while away their time; he saw many
more insects attracted by the River Steamer’s powerful beam of light and
also beetles and moths of varied colors and sizes. The moths were
particularly beautiful, with some as large as saucers. The night was alive
with different life forms, and he excitedly wondered what the wild forest
harbour in its dark and secret confines was. A surge of energy pumped
through his heart, and he felt his body suffused with warmth and vitality at
the hint of the wild adventures that lay hidden and promised.

Born in the Burren, County Claire, Ireland, and youngest of two siblings,
Marvin was a dreamer - a dreamer of lands on the far distant horizon —as
mysterious or challenging as the wild terrain that environs them. Those
romantically etched impressions of another hazy and half-known world
obscured by mists of doubt and uncertainty represented to him an exotic
escape from the cold, wet, and dreary home, a home he has not as yet ever
stepped out beyond the limit of its boundary. Not that it was miserable, he
decided; the Burren was warm and pleasant with the sea air. Ireland was
beautiful enough, especially the Burren where he lived. It was karst country
where the rain and the sun and the wind had eroded the limestone rock into
a beautiful countryside of grikes and caves and carved outcrops of beauty,
where megalithic tombs and portal dolmens abound, where the sheep,
cattle, and pigs thrive to make the region surplus with meat and where the
countryside reverberated with music. He would do well striving for a
healthy livelihood in the land of his birth or upholding the trust and faith of
his forefathers in the Burren. Why should he tear himself away from the
easy and pleasant familiarity of his surroundings? Rivers of his forefather’s
blood that had run in defense of the land he now thinks of relinquishing, yet
the wind tearing across the land, especially on a wet and soggy day, makes



him brood and yearn for warmer climes. The trees were sparse, and there
was no natural forest in Ireland. Grasses interspersed with herbaceous
plants, including dwarf trees and shrubs, grow in the thin layer of soil
deposited between the moist shelter of grikes or crevices. A wry smile
crossed his face when he remembered the ironic remark of Edmund
Ludlow, one of Cromwell’s generals when the land was plundered and
subjugated by the Cromwellian army, who described it as “a country where
there is not enough water to drown a man, wood enough to hang one, nor
earth enough to bury him...... and yet their cattle are very fat, for the grass
growing in turfs of earth, of two or three-foot square, that lies between the
rocks, which are of limestone, is very sweet and nourishing.” Yet the Burren
has been inhabited by people for more than 5000 years, supporting and
nourishing them. For some reason or other, every country has faced
calamities, and Ireland was no exception; the great potato famine brought it
to its knees, and more than half its population fled, mainly to the United
States, in search of a better life. Marvin’s family had held on - deprived and
struggling to a bare existence.

The English landlords took over large tracts of land and worked the local
Irish to death and poverty. The peasants died of starvation and illness. How
long will the country and its people survive as they roll in the misery of
such a magnitude of abject subjugation? But the Irish, with fierce pride in
their hearts and a strong determination for their tribal freedom, would
sooner or later prevail. It was their land, their culture, and their language
that they would eventually find a way to die for. Their instinct for survival
and preservation would flow strongly in their vein, and most of all, their
songs and music in the thriving pubs pulsated and raised their adrenaline to
a fine mettle.

The Burren derives its name from the Irish word boreann, meaning ‘stony
place.” It was a rocky yet alluring landscape formed approximately 350
million years ago under a tropical sea shaped and molded by glaciation. An



area of about 300 square kilometres, it could be intimidating and lonely,
especially when the fierce Atlantic winds blow with much rain. And it does,
leaving the bare limestone rocks white and silvery against the rich green
grass and other vegetation. Marvin loved the silent wilderness and the sea
dashing against the cliffs of Moher. He would have been contented as John
Masefield, who opined:

A wind’s in the heart of me, a fire's in my heels,

I am tired of brick and stone and rumbling wagon-wheels,
I hunger for the sea s edge, the limit of the land,

Where the wild old Atlantic is shouting on the sand.

There were no large wild animals in Ireland except for the feral goats or
European pine marten, with the former finding the rough and rocky terrain
excellently suited for them. Bears would have inhabited the region at a
much earlier age but have now long been exterminated. The tamed land
now graces itself with craggy limestone rocks that swallow brooks and
rivers to form underground worlds beneath the hard terrain. The Burren is
wet in winter and summer, and there could be four seasons in a day. But the
Burren is still one of those rare and magical places where glacial history is
richly manifested.

Africa loomed before him, with its lions, elephants, giraffes, and gorillas.
He could forget the placid world he was living in for the wild and exciting
adventures he could encounter in the wild, unexplored continent of Africa.

And as he longed for the wild, mysterious, and throbbing forests of Africa
and the Far East, which he had read so much about, he had decided, as far
back as he could remember, that he would not live his life rearing pigs and
sheep and cows. Not that he did not love his own country, far from it. The
harsh and barren landscape was his soul, and he would never forget his
birthplace as a hard yet green carpet of sweetgrass facing the temperate



waters of the sea. Yet his heart was restless for the unknown, the unfamiliar,
and the danger lurking in the dark and the untamed forests. He would be a
hunter — an elephant hunter he could imagine himself to be, and he would
go to India. That was it! India. In that split of a second, his mind had settled
on India. How? he knew not, except that he remembered the exploits of the
East India Company and the stories of tiger hunting by the Indian Rajas and
the English colonial officers. Thus, his destination and future had been
decided for him by the fiercest of the wild cats — Panthera tigris tigris or
the Royal Bengal Tiger. Inadvertently, the choice had quietly slipped and
taken hold of his subconscious when he had been presented with a gift on
his seventeenth birthday from his parents. The overpowering feeling of
excitement and thrill consumed his sense of excitement when he tore the
wrapper to unfold Mammalia in India by R. A. Sterndale.

The Burren, throughout the countryside, is dotted with hundreds and
thousands of dolmens, cairns, cists, forts, and huts, probably from the Brass
Age. Though Marvin did not know it then, years later, he would come
across huge monoliths, dolmens, and cairns in a far obscure region in
another part of the world, known as the United Khasi and Jaintia Hills. That
discovery would emotionally tie him to that part of the country to his native
land, both being people of stone culture.

What angered him, however, were the ruined forts razed and destroyed
throughout Ireland by the devil Oliver Gromwell. Remnants remain
isolated, dotting the region as a reminder of the sordid past. They stuck up
all along the horizon like dead and ancient trees sticking out of the water in
a dam or lake. A grim reminder of the history of Ireland., which had
suffered upheavals and hardships under the English. A land torn and
devastated but never subdued, for within the singing, merry and romantic
heart, burns a fury short of fuse.



Ireland is a land of sadness and misery. It is also a land of joy and
merriment where the heart resounds with music. Tough and quick-tempered
the Irish could be, but their hearts though wild, are bursting with the rhythm
of songs reflected in the eyes that always bore a smile. A land of poets
seeking out to the world with their quick witticism and astuteness.
Courageous, their time will yet come.

+++

It was not until he had gotten over High School that, with the blessings of
his father, he applied to a Tea Company in London for a post as a tea planter
in the Tea Gardens in Assam, a distant region in the remote part of India.
Asked to appear before the Director of the Company, he made his first trip
to London and was awed by the magnificent buildings of that great city. For
most parts, the city was in chaos; blocks of buildings lay shattered and
crumbled, burnt down, and razed to the ground. The din and bustle amidst
the heaps of rubble, in the vigour of rebuilding the city after the ravages of
the war and its devastation, lent the air a fine sheen of dust haze. The
energetic activity seemed to vibrate throughout, giving hope and vigour to
the start of a new era and life. There was a vibrancy all around, and it
infused the stirrings and beatings of his heart upon him. A new city has
awakened to shudder and shake off all the dust and grime of its dark and
arduous hours, to rise once again and regain the glory it once boasted of.
Not far away, Marvin even caught sight of steamships on the River Thames
across the Westminster Palace. It looked like a wreck, massed with floats of
different make, as the stench riding on the breeze found its way into his
lungs. He wrinkled his nose at the invasive and acrid stench that floated
faintly through. God knows the deprecations of the war would take time to
be addressed, he thought. Though the surroundings initially intimidated
him, he found enough courage to stand his ground in the extravagance of
the East India Company office and present his suitability for the job before
the stern and cherubic director.



“So, young lad, what makes you think you can withstand the wilderness of
Northeast India? If not diseases, the loneliness will get at you.”

“Sir, my mind is crammed with the adventures of the East India Company,
and I want to have my bit of that world — as remote and far away as
possible. I am not afraid of the hardships or perils I may encounter. It has
been my dream for as long as I can remember.”

The Director looked into his eyes for a long time before he spoke again.

“Many have returned, you know. The heat, the killer malaria, and the tigers
and leopards that prowl the tea gardens; the loneliness that would get at you
soon enough for you will not find people your age to mingle around with. It
is not an easy life.”

Marvin jumped before he could say anything more.

“That’s just it, Sir, that’s the place I have always had in my heart: an
unspoiled and virgin land.”

“Virgin and wild, it is. But it is harsh and unforgiving. I don’t think you can
even comprehend the severity of the hardships and deprivation.”

“Sir, nothing will deter me if you give me the chance.”

The Director gave him a benevolent smile.

“You may be a romantic, but how can I be sure you have the mettle?”
Marvin pounced, a disarming smile almost pleading with him.

“Just give me a chance, Sir. I’'m sure I will make you proud of me. This is
an opportunity waiting just for me. I know it in my bones. There is no
looking back.”



The Director flipped through the pages of his application form, pretending
to study it. He didn’t have to, for he had already read it three times during
the last hour. He cleared his throat, and Marvin waited with bated breath.

“Do you know how to grow? Grow anything?”
“I grow potatoes at home, Sir. But I can learn.”

The Director seemed to ponder it for several seconds, but to Marvin, that
seemed a considerable time, and he was gripped with apprehension.

When the Director stood up, Marvin’s heart collapsed in total sadness and
disappointment.

He pushed back his chair and stood up to a sickening feeling overtaking
him. At his full height, he suddenly stared in bewilderment at the
outstretched hand of the smiling Head of Company.

“Well Mister O’Brien, you have yourself a job. Congratulations! I hope I
have not erred.”

Marvin was flabbergasted. The euphoric sense of a dream coming true
overwhelmed him. He clasped the proffered hand.

“Thank you, sir. I am extremely delighted. And I assure you, sir, you will
never hear of any complaint from me.”

“You will join the Company as an Assistant Manager in one of the
numerous tea gardens in Assam. Be prepared to travel within the month by
the next ship. And you can collect your appointment letter from my
secretary in the afternoon.”

“Thank you, sir.”



“By the way, you will have no problem finding your way through the vast
country of India to your destination, will you?”

“No sir, none at all.”

“Good. Now go back home and prepare yourself. Best of luck and I hope
you make a good impression of yourself. Good day.”

“Good day to you, Sir, and thank you once again.”
++ 4+

After a long and exhausting journey over sea and land, he landed in
Calcutta (now Kolkata), where he was entrained at Sealdah Station on a
Broad-Gauge Line terminating at Parbatipur. The metre gauge from
Parbatipur brought him to Amingaon on the North Bank of the mighty
Brahmaputra, and he crossed the river to Pandu in a River Steamer. During
those days, river steamers were the primary means of transport between
Dibrugarh in the north of Assam and the Sunderbunds in Bengal (now
mainly in Bangladesh). The steamers carry goods of the trade like tea, un-
husked rice, raw cotton, oilseeds, coal, timber, jute, lime, oranges, rubber,
lac, and hides to Bengal and bring back husked rice, mustard, and other oils,
manufactured goods, food grains, cotton piece goods, salt, sugar, kerosene,
gram and pulses, tobacco and metals, besides ferrying passengers. The
province was considered a backward region because it exports un-husked
rice and oilseeds and imports husked rice and mustard oil.

The metre gauge commenced again at Pandu and moved to Tinsukia
Junction, bifurcating to Dibrugarh and Saikhowaghat. As there was no rail
connection to the area of his tea garden, he once again hopped on the
steamer. He was now on the last leg of his long and rather exciting journey.



The following day, the steamer was still chugging up the river, sometimes
in the middle and sometimes hugging one of the banks. Elephant grass ten
to twelve feet high clothed both sides of the banks, and long creepers with
mauve flowers trailed down the banks into the waters as the banks were
constantly being eroded and swept away. Birds of various descriptions were
to be seen feeding in the long grass and on shelving banks, where available.
Soon, the Steamer Ghat or Station was in view, and Marvin was ready to
step on his life journey.

+++

George Clark, his manager, was waiting for him and waving
enthusiastically as he disembarked the vessel.

“Marvin? I’'m George, your manager. How was your journey to these parts,
eh?” The red-faced but jovial gentleman said as he pumped his hand
excitedly.

Marvin shook his hand warmly.
“Good Sir. Every bit of it.”

The sun was high in the sky, warming the air. Marvin felt trickles of sweat
running down his back and front. The shirt stuck to his clammy body as he
wiped his face with a handkerchief that needed immediate laundry.

“Get yourself a hat, Marvin; you need it in this climate. The sun does kill,
you know. And do call me George. We could do without the niceties, eh?”

Marvin felt drawn to this man. Stocky and of medium height, he possessed
muscular physical strength, as Marvin had discerned when he had shaken

his hand.

“Here, have a swig of this,” he said, offering Marvin a flask.



Marvin took a mouthful. The chilled, sweet lime juice immediately soaked
up his parched throat. It was delicious—a saviour drink in such humid
conditions, he thought.

“Go on, finish it all,” ordered George.

Marvin drank the juice, savouring every mouthful and thinking it was the
most beautiful drink he had in a long time.

“Thank you, George. That was most welcomed.”

“Good, is 1t? That’s what the humidity does, eh? Now we have been invited
to a lunch party in the next garden. Peter Moorcroft, the manager, wants to
impress you with his Sunday specialty. You will have to wait a bit more to
see your habitat.”

“Sounds good,” Marvin replied as they walked to George’s T Model Ford
car.

On the way, Marvin saw the tea bushes, a green sea of luxuriant growth.
Labourers with baskets over their backs were swarming over designated
areas, deftly and expertly plucking the leaves. Clean and orderly was the
plantation, spaced with trees for shade. So, this is where his life would
revolve, he mused, the caring and grooming of the bushes. He was told that
two leaves and a bud would be plucked and sent to the factory for curing
and eventual transformation into the product. It would be exciting to see the
processes through which the green leaves pass before they become the tea
he had taken for granted at home.

The two-story Assam-type bungalow, set in a well-manicured garden, was
magnificent, and the roof topped with thatched grass lent an ambiance of
coolness. The flower beds were crowded with a brilliant profusion of a wide
range of flowers. Varieties of bougainvillea added more colour and



homeliness to the spacious abode of the resident Manager. At the back of
the bungalow, two giant Ficus trees gave the place a sense of age and
solidity. Their aerial roots and gnarled and intricate trunks appealed to his
young heart.

Peter was the perfect host, running out to greet them.
“So, this is the young maverick, George?”
“Yes, all of him,” hollered George, getting out of his driver’s seat.

“Well, young man, having a new face around is nice. Welcome to our club,”
he boomed, embracing Marvin in a bear hug.

“I am glad to be here, Sir,” fumbled Marvin, self-consciously.
“Hey George, look here who’s calling me Sir,” he laughed.

Then, fixing his eye on an astonished Marvin, he said, “Peter it 1s, Marvin,
unless you have another name for me.”

“Well, Peter, it will be,” Marvin demurely replied.

“Sahib?” he heard behind him. “Nimboo pani?”

A man in a starch white dress offered him one, bearing a tray of cold ice
topped with ice.

“Thank you,” he said, nodding at the bearer as he gratefully accepted a
glass of the chilled drink. Then George took a glass, but Peter declined his.

“Come, Marv; carry your drink with you. I will take you on an inspection of
the house.”



Marvin fell in step with him as they entered the big wooden teak doors into
a spacious living room adorned with a sofa, four stuffed armchairs, a low
glass table, and an almirah stuffed with books.

“At the end of the room 1s my little office,” indicated Peter, but Marvin’s
attention was riveted to the mounted head of a Royal Bengal tiger on the
wall.

“That tiger was shot five years ago in this very Garden. I got it mounted in
Calcutta,” he offered.

Marvin examined the trophy, marveling at its lifelikeness and fierceness. He
noticed a faint stitch just above and slightly to the left of the right eye.

“A brain shot?” He commented.
Peter smiled in acknowledgment.
“Yes, an almost perfect brain shot.”

“Now, if you would care to see the other one,” Peter suggested with a
flourish as he made his way to the far corner.

The magnificent head and entire felt, complete with claws and tail, lay on a
high and large table. It was a much larger animal.

“A perfect shot, this.”

“He looked me in the eye from thirty yards away when I let him have it. |
couldn’t have had it better,” admitted Peter with pride.

Marvin stared in awe. The animal would have been impressive when alive,
roaming his territory without fear.

“A real Beauty!”



“Yes. I almost hated myself for shooting him. His size is hard to come by,”
he admitted reluctantly.

“Are there lots of tigers?”

“Many more than one could shoot. And leopards, too. They are more
dangerous for they sneak an attack, pouncing from a tree onto your back.”

“They are very elusive, | hear?”
“Yes. They are usually solitary animals.”

Marvin lingered for a few moments before following Peter into the dining
room, which was equipped with an oval-shaped dining table and six high-
back wooden chairs. A glass-closeted row of shelves jammed with dinner
and tea sets and cutlery stood in the far corner. Attached to it at the back
were a pantry and a washroom, and in front was a wide mosquito-net
enclosed veranda.

Steps from the Dining Room led to the upper floor, divided into three
bedrooms — a master bedroom and two smaller ones, all attached with a
washroom and bathtub. In the front was a long mosquito-meshed veranda
that overlooked a significant part of the Estate. At the rear of the bungalow,
close by the ficus trees, was the outhouse, which he was told was the
kitchen and storeroom connected to the main bungalow by a roof-covered
open corridor.

Marvin thought the bungalow was too luxurious for a man living alone in
the freedom and expanse of the wild, for he soon realized with keen
curiosity that Peter was still a bachelor like George. Both men were
somewhere in their late thirties or very early forties. Of course, he, too,
would be sharing the bungalow with George, his manager. Most of the
Gardens did not have an Assistant Manager except for those that were



expanding by adding more acreage to their Estates, and his Garden was one
such. Marvin conceded that the planters were pampered with a make-
believe lifestyle to compensate for the many deprivations.

“Sahib, khanna tayar he.” The bearer politely announced, looking at Peter.

Peter nodded and steered Marvin to the dining room, where George was
already seated, sipping from a glass.

Peter uncapped a bottle, poured an equal amount into two glasses, and
topped them up with tonic water. He then handed one of them to Marvin.

“An appetizer,” Marvin was informed.
Seeing the hesitant look on his face, Peter thrust the glass into his hands.
“Come on, man. It’s only gin and tonic. Haven’t you drunk it before?”

Marvin squirmed uneasily at the thought that he was in the company of men
and would have to think of himself as one.

“I’m afraid no. All I’ve ever had is ale,” he confessed shyly.

“Well, you had better get used to it. It will give you company on silent
nights; moreover, it will help you against the mosquitoes. Now drink it,
Marv. Here’s to joining the Planters’ Club, and you will find your place in
Heaven.”

They toasted, and Marvin found he rather liked the drink. He nursed his
drink and politely refused a second shot. One was enough to mellow his
mind and raise it to bliss.

The lunch was excellent. It was the first time Marvin tasted roast venison,
and he found it succulent and tender. The smoked boar meat curry was not



to be outdone either, with the rice, dal, and green salad. Marvin gave in to
his inhibitions, and conversation flowed freely. It was a sumptuous feast,
and he did proud with his share.

“Now, how would you spend your leisure hours, Marv?” Peter asked as
they lazed in the sitting room.

Marvin considered for a moment.
“Don’t know as yet. Maybe read a bit.”

“I have enough books at the bungalow for you to borrow,” George butted
in. “Besides, the Club has a library stacked with books.”

“Books are all right to fill in the gaps,” interrupted Peter, “but I think you
should seriously consider taking up the shooting of game. That’s where the
thrill and the pleasure come from.”

Marvin warmed to the idea. That was what attracted him to the unknown
wild in the first place. The warm blood flowed freely up to his brain and
heightened his mind to the prospect of a long and silent wait for a shot at
the mighty beast of the jungle.

“I would dearly love that. And I would appreciate it if you would allow me
to accompany you in some of your hunts.”

“Surely you could. But first, you have to acquire a gun, Marv.”

“He could borrow my twelve-bore shotgun and learn to shoot murghi and
pheasant before he goes for the big game,” offered George.

“Thank you, George, for your generosity. But what is murghi?”



“Murghi is the Indian word for wildfowl, and the region is flushed with
them.”

“They are perfect for the plate,” added Peter.

“Good! I am looking forward to the days ahead,” nodded Marvin with the
excitement of an energetic youth.

Peter took them on a brief tour of the estate. Many tea plants still bore
flowers, and their sweet aroma exhilarated Marvin. There was little time to
visit the factory, so they drove back to the bungalow, where they had tea
and vegetable sandwiches. Then, it was time for George and Marvin to
leave for their estate, seven miles upriver. The quickest and easiest route
would be to travel by ferry.

“Thank you, Peter, for a wonderful afternoon and an excellent lunch.”
Peter thumped him on his back and gave a little chuckle.

“My pleasure, Marv. Get yourself settled in first and into the groove of your
daily routine. Learn the tricks of the trade. The Company doesn’t take
kindly to anyone not up on his toes. There will be lots of free time later on
for you to pursue your shooting.”

Marvin nodded in acknowledgment.

“Right then, Peter, thanks for the lunch,” George raised his hand in
farewell.

The drive to the Ferry was a short distance.

George drove his car onto the Ferry, consisting of two large, broad boats
connected by a solid, flat platform. Cars and passengers rode on the ferry.



The seven miles upriver to the Estate took a while, but Marvin luxuriated in
the splendour and wild scene of the lush green terrain.

“Look up there, Marvin. You can see river dolphins.”
Amazed, Marvin peered just as a shoal of the dolphin broke water.
“I didn’t know that they live in rivers, too,” he queried.

“Yes, these dolphins live in freshwaters. But they are found only in the
Brahmaputra and the Ganges.”

“Great! I thought they lived only in the sea. There is so much to know.”
“You will, Marvin. This part of the country has so much to offer.”
There was a pensive look on Marvin’s boyish face.

“I am sure I will fit in well with my new adopted home.”

Dusk had settled in by the time they reached their estate. The bungalow
appeared identical to the one he had just visited as he stared at it with awe
and pride. The chowkidar had opened the gates for them as lights were
switched on the porch.

As they alighted from the car, the chowkidar closed the gates and bounded
towards them, reaching out to grab Marvin’s suitcase from his hands.
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“Gurung, ye heh humara Assistant Manager,” George informed the

chowkidar.

The chowkidar briefly deposited his suitcase on the ground and pressed his
open palms together with a little bow to Marvin. “Salam sahib” he said.



“Salam,” Marvin responded, awkwardly imitating him by folding his two
hands together.

“Chota sahib ki karma legal,” George ordered the chowkidar, indicating
the suitcase.

The suitcase disappeared immediately, as a bearer appeared with two
glasses of chilled nimboo pani.

One by one, the bungalow servants appeared and were introduced to the
new Chota Sahib Marvin. He was surprised and awed by the number of
people who would wait on him and make his life comfortable. This is living
like a king, he thought, amused.

That evening, after having had a hot bath in the tub and donning a fresh set
of clothing, he joined George in the sitting room.

“Good?”

“Yes. The bath was most welcomed, and I’'m feeling human again,” Marvin
replied, settling on the sofa.

“Then a little drink will give you a nice sound sleep,” George said, opening
a bottle of Black Label whisky and pouring a small measure into two
glasses. He dropped some ice cubes into one of the glasses and looked at
Marvin.

“Ice for you?”
“Yes, please.”

George put in two cubes and handed him the glass.



“To a great future,” George toasted as he took a mighty sip and swirled it in
his mouth before swallowing.

Marvin cautiously sipped his and responded, “To a great partnership.”

The liquid warmed his throat, and he felt blood rush to his ears. He reached
for the jar of water and mellowed his drink by a notch.

“Well, Marv, I’'m afraid I will have to leave the estate in your hands
tomorrow. Have to attend the Assam Valley Light Horse Parade.”

“Just tell me what am I supposed to do tomorrow,” he asked, a little nervous
at the thought of being left alone on the first day.

“Just stay around the house, get your mind in place, and generally feel the
ambiance of the surroundings. I will slowly initiate you into your routine
from the day after. Maybe you can use the time to write home. This is a
busy time for planters, but it can hold for a day until I can take you round to
show you the ropes.”

“And leave any soiled clothes in the laundry basket,” he added.
“Quite a few of them, I’m afraid,” Marvin replied.

“The dhobi will take care of them.”

“Have another one,” George tempted him, reaching for the bottle.
“I think I’'m good,” Marvin replied hastily.

“Come on, just a dash. You can afford to sleep late tomorrow,” and without
waiting for Marvin’s consent, he had poured him a small peg. He was more
liberal with the pour in his glass. They took their drinks to the dining table
as dinner had been laid out. The clear dal soup was sumptuous, followed by



the Sunday Pulau with crisp golden roast chicken and potatoes and a rich
green salad. It was rice pudding for dessert, and Marvin felt like he had
gorged himself that day.

After dinner, they sat for a while, but soon, Marvin started to stifle his yawn
—exhaustion was taking over. Marvin excused himself and retired to his
room and bed. He was fast asleep minutes later.

When he woke up, it was nine o’clock. He could hear the sparrows outside
and a gentle knock on the door.

“Come 1in,” he shouted, wondering who it could be.

The chowkidar with his morning tea. Marvin blushed and felt guilty,
realizing that the chowkidar had waited for him to wake before he could
end his duty for the night.

“Good morning Chota sahib,” the man smiled.

“Good morning Gurung,” Marvin replied, a bright smile on his face as he
sat in bed.

Gurung retreated and closed the door, and Marvin had his first cup of tea in
bed. This is luxury, he mused, something [ couldn't dream of at home in
Ireland. He resolved to give his best to the company that had given him a
fair chance at life.

He spent considerable time in the washroom to emerge fresh and spritely in
the sunbathed lawns of the bungalow, to be warmly greeted by the many
man-servants around the bungalow. Soon, breakfast was announced, which
consisted of porridge, two delicately fried eggs, bread toast with jam and
butter, and a pot of tea, all for himself. George had left early that morning
for the Assam Valley Parade.



After breakfast, he sorted out his few belongings and deposited all his dirty
clothes into the laundry basket. Then he wandered around the rows of tea
bushes, much to the amusement of the scores of tea labourers, primarily
women. Word had gotten around about the new chota sahib fresh out from
Bilat. Doves and green parrots flew around and perched on the shade trees,
and the women sang and laughed as they worked, nimbly gathering the
tender leaves; an idyllic picture of a serene plantation, neat and trim and
endless, the produce of which floods the markets of the United Kingdom.
What was the botanical name of the plant? Camellia sinesis, yet that’s what
he had told the Company’s Director when he was interviewed. Luckily, he
had looked it up in the Britannica Encyclopaedia.

After lunch, he loitered into the workshed. A little Chinese man was bent
over a board of wood, hard at work smoothing it. He looked up at the
intruder, his slit-wizened eyes almost closed, and flashed a toothless smile.

“Aah Mistah assistant manajah Mahbin?”
“Yes, and you are John, I suppose.”
John nodded vigorously as he tipped a little bow to Marvin.

“John, the head cahpentah,” he offered, with a little chuckle, as he began to
smoothen the plank again.

“What are you making, John?” Marvin asked him.

“Aah, making bookcase for yah loom,” John replied without breaking his
rhythm.

Marvin paused. A bookcase for him, indeed, and he had yet to start work.
Things were moving ahead of him.



He sat watching John at work, trying not to disturb him. Marvin broke the
silence only briefly when John turned the plank over.

He was on the point of leaving John to his work at about 3 PM when the
ground started to heave and shake, and the shed rattled. Fearing a crash, he
shouted to John to run out. The bungalow was swaying side to side on its
steel supports. They could hardly keep on their feet due to the heavy
undulations of the ground, which seemed to roll along in swells. The
terrified servants had all milled around Marvin, some praying, some
moaning, and some screaming hysterically. The ground was alive under
their feet as if a giant reptile had woken up from slumber and burst into the
open. Marvin did his best to calm them and see that no one did anything
stupid. The shock must have lasted about three long minutes. It was long
before the servants dared to enter the bungalow again.

Marvin walked to the factory to see if any damage had been done. The
scene was the same; the factory staff were all outside in small groups. Some
were excited, now that the worst was over, and making jokes at the expense
of others. Most were still nervous and worried, thinking of their homes.

“Any damage?” he asked no one in particular.

A man came forward.

“I shut off steam, Sir, in the engine room.”

“Who are you?” Marvin enquired.

“Engine Driver, Sir.”

“You have done well,” Marvin nodded at the man.

“Now, who will come with me into the factory?” He asked, making for the
door.



The engine driver and another man, presumably the head clerk, followed
him. They inspected every room of the factory building, including the
engine room, and found no damage except for one or two cracks on some
walls.

Half an hour later, there was an aftershock—a mild one that passed very
quickly; nevertheless, it brought everyone out again. The fear still lurked in
their minds. For Marvin, it was the first time he had ever experienced an
earthquake; at least, he did not remember. Nature in its throes of life is a
terrifying experience for puny mortals.

When George returned in the evening, he was pleased to hear that no
damage had occurred to the estate. He laughed, telling Marvin that at the
parade, no one could keep on their feet; everybody was falling about like
nine pins.

The earthquake did very little damage in the Assam Valley. The Surma
Valley, however, felt the devastating effect of its rage; bungalows, factories,
and go-downs were knocked flat, leaving the managers and assistant
managers homeless. They had to live in thatch houses for months until their
bungalows were re-erected and repaired.

“You know, Marv, I had experienced the great earthquake of 1897,” George
calmly informed him that evening after dinner.

“It was the biggest earthquake ever recorded, measuring 8.3 on the Richter
scale. Like you, I was a youngster then and had just joined tea. It was as if
the devil had shaken the earth. Buildings and bridges collapsed; land and
roads cracked, and deep trenches appeared to swallow everything in its path
— cattle, animals, and humans all disappeared. You were left holding on to
the quaking ground for dear life. Tracks of forest disappeared, and hills
rolled. Villages were swept as rivers changed course. Though the region had
no big cities with tall and heavy buildings, the destruction was immense to



life and property. What a fright it was, and even the bravest quaked long
after it had subsided.”

“I fear for such an earthquake again,” he added.
“But it could, I suppose,” Marvin suggested.

“Yes, it could happen again. We are in a highly seismic part of the world —
the region abounds with faults. I am afraid, yes, I am afraid, that one day,
the big one will come again.”

“I hope not in my lifetime,” commented Marvin a little wistfully.

“Don’t you bet, my boy! They are very unpredictable.” Then his eyes lit up
at some recollection.

“You know Marv, we used to have jackal hunting in those days? Well, not
anymore. And that’s because of the cracks that have appeared and
crisscrossed the countryside, making it extremely unsafe.”

“God, one sport was destroyed because of a natural disaster,” Marvin
murmured incredulously.

He was woken at five in the morning by the arrival of bed tea. Somehow or
other, the day’s first cup of tea always seemed perfect. He drank it in two
huge gulps before he disappeared into the washroom. When he reappeared,
he got into his work clothes and boots. Then he poured himself a second
cup, but the tea did not taste the same again; the toothpaste had altered his
taste buds. He drowned it anyway before he stepped out of his room.

George was leading his pony from out the back.

“Morning Marv. Get yourself a pony from the shed.”



“Morning, George,” he greeted as he went to the shed for transport.

The air was fresh and animated after the heavy downpour of the night.
Marvin had not heard it. The ground was wet and glistening, and the grass
bore a juicy look as they rode their ponies down the dirt path through the
garden, where George would stop and give instructions to the head labourer.
They would talk in an Indian language, which Marvin later understood as
Hindustani, which is easier to understand and communicate with people of
different races and tribes. Then, they would move on, inspecting the health
of the tea bushes and the growth of their glossy leaves. George informed
him that a shower in the night always brings out the best of a tea bush.

“During the plucking season, you should never be caught napping. Every
minute counts. Soft and tender is what you need and not when hard and
coarse.”

“How many times a year do you pluck the leaves?” Marvin asked as he
touched a plant’s leaf, feeling its texture.

“Typically, twice a year during early spring and early summer. Sometimes,
when climate permits, a third plucking is possible during autumn or early
winter.”

“You see how the leaves are collected in the bamboo baskets? That’s to
prevent them from being crushed. Care is also taken so that the baskets are
not overloaded,” he added, pointing to the baskets gracefully hanging over
the backs of the women labourers.

As they moved on, Marvin noticed some garden parts had not yet been
plucked.

“Yes, they will get down to this part as soon as they finish where they are
now busy. The teas are plucked in lots,” George informed him.



They covered the fifteen hundred acres as much as possible and visited the
seedling nursery. Marvin could see the tiny seedlings sprouting out of the
carefully manicured beds under the protection of a shade cover from the
scorching sun. When strong and sturdy, the seedlings will replace old and
diseased plants and take over new areas for plantation. The sun was intense
in the sky, and Marvin felt the intensity of the heat. His shirt had clung to
his wiry body, and his face, he felt, had turned red with beads of sweat.

“You can use my hat. I have a spare one at the bungalow. We would not
want you to have sunstroke, eh, Marv?” George remarked, adjusting his hat
to shade his face further.

“I could use one. Where could I buy my own?”
“When we visit the nearest town, which I hope will be soon.”

“It’s about time for breakfast. Let’s head back,” George said to Marvin.
Marvin looked at his watch and realized they had been in the field for over
three hours. The ride back took no time at all, and Marvin set himself under
the cool blasts of the fan.

A leisurely breakfast followed, after which they made their way to the
factory. There, George took him around the whole factory premises.

“When the tea leaves and flushes arrive at the factory, they would have
wilted to some degree, a process called withering. Arriving at the factory,
the tea leaves are first weighed. Here, the withering is controlled to prepare
the leaves for further processing by reducing their moisture content and
allowing for the development of aroma and flavor compounds in the leaves.
This is done by closely monitoring humidity, temperature, and airflow over
time. Such controlled withering can occur outside in the sun with tea leaves
laid out gently on bamboo mats or tarps or indoors in troughs with forced
air. Care is to be taken that the withering is even.”



“For how long are they kept in that state?”” Marvin asked.

“Till the leaves have achieved the desired percentage of water loss, which is
determined by the final weight of the tea leaves after withering or by the
flaccidity and changes in the aroma of the tea. By this time, the moisture
content in the leaf is reduced by about one-third to one-half.”

“Which means you have to weigh the leaves again?”
A knowing smile spread over George’s face.

“Not necessarily. Most tea planters use their sense of smell to tell when the
withering process is complete. Once completed, the leaves are ready for
further processing, usually shaping and rolling. During withering,
chlorophyll in the leaves begins to degrade, caffeine levels slowly rise, and
aroma and flavour volatiles develop in the leaves as grassy aromas
dissipate. Since the leaves are cut off from their energy supply, they also
begin to break down their stored carbohydrates for use as energy. The loss
of moisture too, causes the cell walls to break down, setting a reaction
known as oxidation. The longer the wither, the more aroma and flavour
compounds develop in the leaves.”

Marvin lightly touched the flaccid and pliable leaves on the trough, trying
to gauge its texture, and bent down to smell.

They moved on, and George indicated the next stage.

“Now, the leaves are bruised and torn to promote and quicken oxidation.
This machine crushes the leaves, breaking down the structures inside and
outside the leaf cells and allowing for the co-mingling of oxidative enzymes
with various substrates. More leaf juices are released, aiding in oxidation
and changing the taste profile of the tea. The leaves are left alone in a
climate-controlled room, turning progressively darker. Agitation of the



leaves is further carried out to break down the chlorophyll in the leaves
enzymatically and to release or transform their tannins. We call this
fermentation. Finally, depending on the weather conditions of heat and
humidity and the desired qualities of the final tea, the tea planter may
choose when to stop the oxidation.”

“Do you mean to say that different oxidation percentages produce different
types of tea?” Marvin quizzed, trying to understand the chemical changes in
the whole process.

“Yes. For example, oxidation of 5 to 40 percent will give a light tea,
whereas oxidation of 60 to 70 percent will produce a dark tea, and for a real
black tea, you would need oxidation of 100 percent. Oxidation is important
in forming many tastes and aroma compounds, which give a tea its liquor,
colour, strength, and briskness.”

“Well then, you see the crushed tea leaves collected there?” George added,
indicating the damp mass of crushed brown leaves, “They are rolled in that
machine to form strips or tiny pellets. The rolling action also causes sap,
essential oils, and juices inside the leaves to ooze out, enhancing the tea
taste even further.”

“Fascinating,” Marvin mumbled, still quite in awe.

“Finally, Marv, the tea is dried by baking in those ovens, taking care not to
overcook them. They could also be dried by sunning or air drying. Drying
of the produced tea is responsible for many new flavour compounds vital in
green teas.”

“Then the finished product goes for packaging?” Marvin sweetly concluded
with an inquiring glance at George.

“You have it. Let’s go and see,” George commented, walking away.



The packaging room astounded Marvin with the hundreds of empty tea
chests lined up to be filled with the finished tea. He breathed deeply,
absorbing the rich aroma that permeated the air. The slush-like brown
mounds of broken leaves have now been transformed into a dry, fresh, and
clean aromatic product that breathed the soul of a wholesome drink. As the
chests were filled up, they were closed and sealed and stored away
according to their grades and types, ready for transportation to Calcutta,
from where he knew most of it would be shipped to London — a nice, clean,
and profitable industry, he thought.

He was taken to the offices and introduced to the staff, many of whom he
had already met the day earlier. George’s office room was tidy with a
couple of steel almirahs, an iron safe, and a neat table with a typewriter, a
few files, and some books and papers.

“We shall have to find some space for you, eh Marv?” George said, “That is
if you are to relieve me of some of my work.”

“Would be glad to take most of the burden off your back, George,” He
offered. “I could learn better and faster.”

“We shall make a good team, I’m sure,” George said, his mind contented
with the thought that he now had someone to back him with the
responsibilities of running a large tea estate.

Time passed as George talked to the staff and workers in the different
sections, asking questions, giving orders, and generally overseeing and
updating himself on production status. Marvin could not understand the
language but understood what was happening. He had learned that the tea
labourers were mostly a tribal community from the Indian state of Orissa
who spoke their language. He had also been able to differentiate the soft,
melodious language of the local Assamese. In any case, he would have to



learn to speak the common language of Hindustani to survive in his
profession. For the moment, it seems so strange and challenging.

They returned to the bungalow by one for lunch, after which George took a
short nap while Marvin wrote home. Before leaving for the factory office at
three, they were served tea. Time flew at the office, and they returned for
tea at six. And that was his first day at work. In the following days,
however, when the tea production was in full swing, they would return to
the factory and stay on until nine at night—or even later if it so demanded.

Marvin put his heart and soul into his work, learning everything he could.
He learned that tea plants love acidic soil and favour a temperate, wet
climate with an average rainfall of eight inches per year and daily sunshine
of about five hours. He learned that long, bright days should be followed by
rainy nights. He learned that the first Flush Teas (March/April) and the
second Flush Teas (May/June) are high-quality teas; also that the first Flush
teas are light, floral, and aromatic while the second Flush Teas are smooth,
full-bodied, and fruity. However, the autumnal teas (November/December)
are slightly dark and have a deep complex aroma. He also learned that some
teas require additional aging, secondary fermentation, or baking to reach
their drinking potential. For instance, before curing into a post-fermented
tea, green tea is often bitter and harsh in taste but becomes sweet and
mellow through fermentation by age or dampness. He also learned that
flavoured teas are manufactured during the stage of curing by spraying the
tea with aromas or by storing them with their flavourants. He realized that
high-quality teas rest very much on the skill and ingenuity of the tea planter
and that different teas would be manufactured in the years ahead. In later
years, when he gained much experience and was promoted to manager of a
tea garden, he was to suggest a different regime for curing a full-bodied
black tea to his company. The suggestion was well received by the company
and put to the test with a very favourable response.



He imagined the first time how this bushy shrub came into prominence.
According to a legend, the Chinese Emperor Shen Nong took the first sip of
tea thousands of years before the birth of Christ, when dried leaves of the
tea bush accidentally fell into a pot of boiling water. The water changed
colour to a light brown, which tempted the emperor to taste it. He found the
drink refreshing and soothing. He thought what a wonderful way to
discover a drink that would quench the throats of the whole world—good
old Shen Nong.

To his astonishment, he also learned that the wild tea bush was found to be
growing profusely in the rough terrain of the hills, and it was the Singpho or
Jingpo of Arunachal Pradesh who had been nourishing this plant for ages,
likely since the 12th century. This minority tribe lived in the eastern part of
Arunachal Pradesh, in the districts of Lohit and Changlang. They are also
scattered in Assam’s Tinsukia, Jorhat, and Golaghat districts.

The attempts of the East India Company to introduce Chinese tea plants for
cultivation in Assam were unsuccessful. By hybridizing the Singpho and
Chinese strains and using Chinese tea cultivation techniques, the basis for
large-scale tea cultivation in Assam was laid. But this was after it was
discovered that the Singpho tribe cultivated the wild tea bush and were
probably the only native in India to have been drinking tea as a tradition
then. The Singphos were adept in tea manufacturing and cultivation as it
was in their bloodstream, having migrated from Yunan province of China,
Myanmar, and Thailand. While searching for the wild tea bush, Robert
Bruce came across the Singpho tribe and a mighty chief named Ningroola.
The surprised Britishers, quick to realize the significance of this local
knowledge, offered Ningroola and other Singpho chiefs financial assistance
to start their tea gardens in their plots of land. The success of these Singpho
tea gardens eventually paved the way for the Britishers to open the state to
massive tea plantations.
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In the second week of his arrival at the tea estate, he had shot his first
pheasant. His manager, a keen shikari himself, lent him his twelve-bore
shotgun and a few rounds. That evening, he had proudly brought home four
birds to the bungalow, which were quickly taken charge of by the cook,
who, later on in the evening, produced a delicious stuffed pheasant roast
accompanied with white sauce. In the days and weeks that followed, he
would bring home to the kitchen more pheasants, jungle murghi (wildfowl),
wild duck, and snipe. The birds used to come to the ripening paddy fields at
the jungle edge and would be easy prey. He found that the pheasant lacked
much flavour, but the jungle murghi was gamey, tender, and with an
excellent flavour and much better than any other game bird that would
grace their dining table. He discovered that jungle murghi if hung for three
days in a cool part of the bungalow before it is cooked, is a dish par
excellence. Only those who have tasted a three-day hung jungle murghi will
know how good it is.

In those days, all planters needed to be members of the Assam Valley Light
Horse, and Marvin was soon enrolled as one. He was i1ssued a service rifle
and forty rounds of ammunition, as all members were encouraged to go
shooting to get thoroughly acquainted with their rifle; empties, however,
had to be returned to be exchanged for live rounds. Game was abundant,
and planters could live mainly on the meat from the forest and vegetables
from the bungalow’s garden, which were fresh and crisp and grown year-
round by the bungalow’s mali.

In no time, Marvin joined forces with the estate labour keen on shooting
deer and pigs with their bows and arrows; guns were few, and only a few
muzzleloaders were issued to cultivators. Organized beats on Sundays and
every leave day became the order of the day, and mighty successful they
were as the vast jungles provided a diverse population of wildlife and game.



As the labour force would drive the cornered animal with their shouts
towards where Marvin lay in wait, it would be an easy and sure target for
him. The meat would then be shared with all those who participated in the
beat, thus ensuring a large turnout for such events. The estate, therefore,
never lacked in the supply of fresh meat.

One morning, the estate manager suddenly leaned over breakfast and said,
“Marv, you must buy a horse.”

Marvin looked surprised.

“You need a horse not only for your estate work and use on Parade but also
to play polo as we have a lively tournament in the Valley. And we would
need young and energetic players like you.”

Marvin’s face lit up with the suggestion of sporting activities.
“But I’m afraid I can’t meet the cost of buying one,” he stammered.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be given a loan against your salary, which will be set
off in twelve equal installments,” George beamed at him.

“Thanks, George. That would be marvelous.”
“I notice that you are quite comfortable riding a horse.”

“Oh yes. Practically born on the saddle, having learned to ride since age
four.”

“Good. We shall speak to Karmakar, the head clerk. He will sort out the
horse for you and the price involved.”

Five days later, Marvin was the proud owner of a country-bred Katiahar.
The animal, he soon found out, was fairly quiet, having none of the vicious



traits a lot of the breed developed. Luckily, the mount did not fear stick,
ball, or even gunfire and seemed to enjoy polo as much as Marvin did. With
constant practice with the ball his groom used to throw toward him at all
angles, he soon became proficient at the game and quickly forced himself
into the District’s Second Team. Horse and rider complimented each other
as one fluid and swift entity. Having a good eye and judgment of speed, he
had outclassed everyone within a few months of being initiated into the
game. He was, therefore, promoted to the First Team, where he had the
opportunity to visit other districts to play more experienced teams.

He realised the horse was an outstanding animal, bouncing with energy and
stamina. Marvin would ride seven miles to the Club, perform his parade on
it, and then play for two or three chukkers before it was rubbed down and
ridden home again. All this, combined with the constant hard work on the
estate, kept it in perfect fettle and as hard as nails. Over the years, he bought
several other horses, but Rory will always remain his most cherished one.

During the winter, when the tea bushes were wet with dew, the labourers
used to turn up at about 8.30 to 9.30 in the morning to prune the overgrown
plants. Work was slack, and the staff and labour had more leisure time.
George’s appetite for a three-day hung jungle murghi, stuffed with a rich
assortment of mashed potatoes, carrots, herbs, and whatnot, cooked,
roasted, rolled in breadcrumbs, and served with the thick white sauce only
grew. It is often agreed that one eats more when one has more leisure time.

“Marv, we could do with more jungle murghi don’t you think, eh? Now that
they are flocking to the ripe paddy fields.”

“Be only too happy, George.”

So, every morning by six, he would work his way through the paddy fields
at the edge of the jungle, getting thoroughly saturated from the hip down
with the ice-cold dew that lay on the paddy stalks, to a spot about five miles



away by road, where his horse would be waiting for him, having been
brought there by his groom.

Often coming carefully round a field corner, he would find six to eight
jungle murghi or four to six pheasants, busily feeding in the standing paddy,
with just their heads bobbing up as they jumped to reach the grain. The
birds were, however, ever alert of danger. They would immediately run and
disappear into the jungle at the slightest sign of any threat and would not
reappear again to feed till evening. If the birds were within range, he would
bring them down, but often enough, they were just out of range, which
meant a very careful and silent stalk. When some of the fields were
harvested, and grain fell aplenty on the ground, the birds were more
exposed, and so was the hunter. Then, a long shot would be more
convenient.

In a flock feeding, a grain or two would be picked up, and each bird would
carefully look around before getting down to feed again. Very often, one
bird was assigned as a watchman, usually the old rooster, and he, being very
wary, would keep a careful watch and occasionally grab a tempting grain
when he thought there was no danger nearby. Unfortunately, as was often
the case, their peace would be rudely shattered by the roar of his twelve
bore, which would leave one or two birds kicking their last. By then, he
would have reached the spot where his horse patiently awaited him. He
would tie the birds he had shot, which on one particular morning amounted
to eight birds, on the saddle, make the gun over to the groom, and gallop
home to a well-earned breakfast, after which he had a full day’s estate work.

On one memorable occasion, just as most of the fields had been harvested,
he came around the corner of a field. He found, just beyond range, at the
very least, one hundred murghi feeding busily and entirely covering the
small field they were in. As the fields were narrow and lay between two
high banks, which were heavily covered with jungle, making it impossible



to get through without cutting one’s way, he tried a choke bore on them,
hoping to hit something, but the whole lot flew off into the jungle on both
sides. Disappointed, he walked to where they had been grazing when
suddenly he saw a young cock, at the edge of the jungle, looking
bewildered and probably wondering what the fuss was all about. He
immediately gave him the barrel and was thankful that he had at least
managed to bag one out of such a sizeable, unusual gathering.

After scrutinizing the field, he found that a lot of grain had been dropped
during harvesting. News had spread fast through the vines and lianas of the
jungle that a feast could be had at that spot.
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