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A land of miracles and fire

– Marina Tsvetayeva


BOOK I

CHEVATHAR


1

SPRING 1899. As the ordinary violence of dawn sweeps across the lower Coromandel coast, a sprawling village comes into view. The turbulent sky excepted, everything about it is tranquil. Away to the west, a great headland, thickly maned with coconut palms, juts into the sea, partially enclosing a deserted beach on which long slow swells, clear and smooth as glass, break with scarcely a sound. Beyond the beach, the waters of an estuary reflect the rage of colour overhead. This is where the Chevathar, the country’s southernmost river and the source of the village’s name, prepares for its final run to the sea.

On a bluff overlooking the estuary, almost hidden by coconut palms, is a small church. From there, the village straggles upriver for about a mile and a half, ending at the bridge that connects it to the town of Meenakshikoil on the opposite bank.

Through the village runs a narrow tarred road that stands out like a fresh scar on the red soil. The road connects all Chevathar’s major landmarks: the Vedhar quarter to the north, the ruins of an eighteenth-century mud fort, Vakeel Perumal’s two-storey house with its bone-white walls, the Amman and the Murugan temples, and on a slight elevation, the house of the thalaivar, Solomon Dorai, barely visible behind a fringe of casuarina trees and coconut palms. Surrounding the walls of the Big House, as it is known, are several trees that aren’t usually seen in the area – a tall umbrella-shaped rain tree, a bread-fruit tree with leaves that explode in green star-shaped clusters and many jackfruit trees laden with heavy, spiky fruit that spring directly from the trunk. These are the result of the labours of Charity Dorai, who does not come from these parts. In an effort to allay her homesickness she began planting trees from her homeland. Twenty years later they have altered the treescape of Chevathar.

Down to the river from the Big House tumble groves of Chevathar Neelam, a rare hybrid of a mango native to the south. The trees are astonishingly beautiful, the fruit glinting blue against the dark green leaves. The locals will tell you that the Chevathar Neelam, which has made the Dorai name famous throughout the district, is so sweet that after you’ve eaten one you cannot taste sugar for at least three days. So the locals say.

The rest of the village is quickly described. More coconut palms, the paracheri to the southwest, a few shops by the bridge over the Chevathar river, the huts of the Andavar tenant farmers close to the road, and a dozen or so wells and tanks that raise blind glittering eyes to the morning light.

The villagers rise early, but as it’s some way yet before the fields are to be prepared for the transplanting of rice, the men are not up and about. Most of the women have risen before dawn and are racing to finish their household chores. Today the village celebrates the Pangunni Uthiram festival and they’re hoping to snatch a few minutes at the festive market that’s being assembled, bright and tawdry, by the walls of the Murugan temple.

Movement on the tarred road. Two girls, one thirteen and soon to be married, the other a year younger, are on their way to the fair. They are dressed in their best clothes, the older girl in a violet half-sari, jasmine in her well-oiled and plaited hair, her cousin in a garish pink skirt. Their foreheads are adorned with sandalwood paste, vibhuti and kumkumam from the Amman temple where they worshipped before dayfall. They walk quickly, even though they’re very early, their feet light on the deliciously cool road, eager to get to the market. The older girl has been given four annas to spend by her mother. It’s a small sum but it’s more money than Valli has ever had before and she can barely contain her excitement at what she might be able to buy with it. Bangles? Earrings? Silk for a blouse perhaps, or might that be too expensive? Parvathi hurries to keep up with her cousin.

The girls pass a grey outcrop of granite polished by wind and rain to a smooth rounded shape that resembles the knobbly forehead of an elephant. Anaikal, as it is called, is popular with children playing hide-and-seek but they barely register this most familiar of sights as they hurry onwards. They enter a short stretch lined with banyan trees beyond which is the path that leads to the fair.

And then the younger girl notices them. ‘Akka,’ she says, but the remark is unnecessary for Valli has also seen the four young men lounging under the big tamarind tree that shades Vakeel Perumal’s house. The acute peripheral vision of the two girls, shared by every woman under the age of forty in the small towns and villages of the hinterland, is geared towards noticing just one thing: men. Sometimes it is exercised to give them pleasure as they flirt expertly even with eyes cast down. But more often than not it is used to spot danger. No young or even middle-aged woman is safe from the slyly outstretched male arm that seeks to brush and feel up, the crude insult, the lascivious eye, and so they learn early to take evasive action before things become unpleasant.

The two girls quickly assess the situation. The men are about fifty yards away and do not appear threatening. Still, there is no one about. Every instinct tells them to turn and retreat to the safety of their houses. But the promise of the new bangles is too strong. After all, just a few yards more and they’ll be on the dirt path which will take them to the market grounds.

The men under the tamarind tree begin to move towards them and now the girls are truly alarmed. They turn to hurry back in the direction of their houses but it’s already too late. The footsteps behind them gather speed and the girls begin to run. Terror sharpens their senses. They register with unnatural clarity everyday sights: the fire of shoeflowers against a limewashed wall, the waxy green leaves of a calotropis plant by the roadside, an orange butterfly on the road, and then everything begins to blur.

The younger girl keeps her head, or perhaps she just chooses right. She stays on the road and runs as fast as she can towards the huts of the tenant farmers barely half a furlong away. Valli veers off the path and begins running away from the river, through the acacia forest that clothes the uncultivated area by the Murugan temple. The horny soles of her bare feet negotiate the rough ground beneath her with ease but she is no match for her pursuers. Remorselessly they overtake her. She feels hands tearing at her clothes, hissed imprecations in her ears, she stumbles, goes down . . .
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About two furlongs from the spot where the girls had begun their desperate run, Chevathar Gnanaprakasam Solomon Dorai Andavar, the thalaivar of the village, sat on the veranda of his house, deeply absorbed in the antics of a woodpecker. Round and round the furrowed trunk of the neem tree it went, and not for the first time the headman thought that the way the bird rose up the tree was uncannily similar to the manner in which his tappers ascended the tall palmyras to harvest toddy.

Clad only in a colourful lungi, Solomon Dorai looked as if he might have been carved from teak. There wasn’t an ounce of superfluous flesh on his forty-year-old frame, and his hair and moustache were luxurious and untrammelled by grey. For many years now, he had decreed that on Sundays and festival days he wasn’t to be disturbed in the morning on any village or household matter unless it was an emergency. The order was respected, not least because of the trouble that could be unleashed if it was ignored. This morning as usual he had risen before dawn, washed his face at the well, and then wandered into the courtyard to pluck a neem twig to chew on. He loved the tall stillness of the night at this hour when even the stirrings of the world were muted. Soon red would tongue into black, followed by the rest of the sequence that was so dear to him: the emerging of trees, hayricks and other familiar objects from the dark, the grumbling of crows in the casuarina trees at the edge of the compound, the lowing of cows impatient to be milked, all the comforting noises of his world.

The rich smell of jaggery coffee told him that Charity had come and gone, soundlessly, leaving the coffee in its customary place on the veranda. He drank his coffee so hot that he could only hold the tumbler between the folds of his lungi. Carefully he raised it to his lips and sipped. Excellent, as always. Then suddenly, for no reason that he could pinpoint, Solomon was no longer relaxed.

There was still some time to go before his barber would arrive to shave him, so Solomon decided to investigate the cause of his unease. Perhaps he could go down to the river, where he anyway wanted to inspect some newly planted mango trees, and then stroll as far as the Murugan temple to check that all was well. The watchman was probably sleeping off a drunken jag and there would be nothing to prevent strangers from wandering into the village. Ever since the deputy tahsildar had insisted on building his accursed new road to connect Chevathar to the town, you could not be too vigilant, he thought. Finishing his coffee, he rose to his feet. The discordant bray of a donkey drifted in on the breeze and he smiled, for it portended good luck. Perhaps his fears were groundless. No matter, it would be good to stretch his legs. As he walked across the beaten earth of the courtyard, the woodpecker flew away in a streak of green and yellow. He paused to watch its rapid jerky flight for a moment, then went down to the river.

The strangers were gone long before Solomon reached the Chevathar. One of them carried three bloody furrows on his cheek where Valli’s nails had scored him. They avoided the bridge and negotiated the shallows of the river instead. Once across, they melted into the countryside, as invisibly as they had come. Hidden in the recesses of the acacia forest was the only sign that they had ever been in the village: the barely conscious wreck of a young girl.

Standing at the river’s edge, Solomon worriedly stroked and pulled at his moustache. His anxiety had nothing to do with Valli; it would be an hour or so before she was found and the news conveyed to the thalaivar. What disturbed him was what lay before him. Since the Great Famine of 1876–8, he had never seen the Chevathar so shrunken in its course. Rocks poked out of the water like tobacco-blackened teeth, and it was only in the very centre that the current flowed, slowly and sluggishly. They couldn’t afford another drought. If the rains failed again, he and every villager in the area would suffer. For now the village looked green and fertile enough, but he knew from experience just how quickly everything could change. Only two days ago, a deputation had visited him, saying that their fields were showing traces of salinity. It was always a problem: as the river and the sweet water receded, the sea seeped in. If water became scarce, they could lose half their cropland. In perpetuity. And with drought and famine, there was the ever-present danger of epidemic.

His mind went back nearly twenty-one years to the time when eight thousand people, over a tenth of the district’s population, had died. Smallpox had followed drought and famine had swept away another ten thousand, among them his parents, his older brother, two younger sisters, two uncles and their entire families. Seventeen of the people who had made up his world, all sacrificed to the ferocious goddess, Mariamman. The only survivors in his immediate family had been his wife Charity, his younger brother Abraham, his sister Kamalambal and his dearly loved cousin Joshua. Solomon had come into his inheritance when he was barely twenty, as had many of the young men in the region.

Fortunately for the community, they had been spared epidemics over the next decade and a half. Also, the rains had held up, and the process of recovery slowly began. But barely had things returned to normal when the rains had started playing truant again. For the past three years, both the monsoons – the southwest and the northeast – had been below average and the Government had initiated drought relief works once more. Not entirely trusting to Government, the people had redoubled their prayers in temples, mosques, churches, wayside shrines and family pooja rooms. In our land, religion is expected to do everything, including feed the people, Solomon thought grumpily.

He turned from the river and walked up the bank to the newly planted mango grove. The sight of his beloved trees was usually enough to lift his spirits, but this morning they failed to work their magic. He sensed that his anxiety sprang from more than just the prospect of an erratic monsoon.

Could there be caste trouble in the offing, he wondered, as he bent to examine the healthy jade-green leaves of a mango sapling. The two dominant castes in the district – the Andavars, to which he belonged, and the Vedhars – had a history of strife, and he had heard rumours that there might be unrest in the trouble-prone areas of the north near Melur. He hadn’t noticed anything untoward here but he would go and meet Muthu Vedhar, the leader of the Vedhar villagers, later in the day, to see if there was anything troubling him. The Dorai family had kept caste violence out of the village for generations. Solomon wasn’t about to see that change under his stewardship. The day was quite advanced by now, and he decided to cut short his stroll and head back.

When he reached the Big House he was annoyed to find that the barber had still not arrived. One of the few things his father had taught him was the importance of being neatly turned out as thalaivar of the village. This meant a daily shave, whereas the average villager would be content with one every few days. Solomon was yelling for a servant to go and find the errant barber when his keen ears picked up a sound and he frowned.

He turned to look in the direction from which it came and what he saw displeased him greatly: three bullock carts coming leisurely down the metalled road. Solomon could not believe that his order forbidding traffic from town on festival days was being so blatantly flouted. It was the deputy tahsildar, he thought, no one but that son of a prostitute would dare cross him! His rage grew. So what if Dipty Vedhar was the top government official in the region; it was he, Solomon Dorai, who ran the village. Who was the young donkey to disregard him? First, he had gone and built the new road through the village, and now with his hunger for profit he was ignoring the thalaivar’s orders. Solomon stood irresolute for a moment, then walked swiftly into the house and into his room. On pegs driven into the wall rested a prized possession – his Webley & Scott twelve-bore shotgun. Solomon lifted it down, crossed over to a wooden chest, opened it with one hand, rummaged around in it and unearthed a box of cartridges. He put the gun down, took out two cartridges, loaded the weapon, and walked to the entrance of the house. The carts were less than a hundred yards away when he raised the gun to his shoulder and fired both barrels. A storm of barking erupted, with his own Rajapalaiyams leading the chorus. Still holding the gun, Solomon ran, lungi flapping, towards the carters. The sight of the enraged thalaivar clearly terrified them and, as one man, they leapt off their slow-moving vehicles and were preparing to run when they were stopped by Solomon’s loud voice: ‘Run and I’ll cut you down like motherless dogs.’

The carters protested ignorance of the thalaivar’s injunction. They were only following the orders of Kulasekharan, Meenakshikoil’s biggest dealer in palm products. They had been instructed to go down to the beach to bring back three cartloads of pure white sand, lately popular among townspeople for flooring wedding and religious pandals. The news angered Solomon further. Kulasekharan! His own kinsman! Ignoring his orders!

He ordered the carters to turn around and told them to inform the trader that they were prohibited from entering the village for a week. Then he returned to the house, more irritable than ever. As soon as he had bathed, he would go into town and have it out with the deputy tahsildar. Even as the thought crossed his mind, it occurred to him that the barber had still not arrived. And he couldn’t have a bath until he had been shaved. The polluting touch of the low-caste barber had to be washed away.

Fretfully, Solomon returned the gun to its rack and emerged into the courtyard. A few minutes of pacing up and down and he could bear it no longer; the day was advancing and he needed to bathe, shaved or not. What sins had he committed to be born in this ungodly time, where a kinsman could ignore his explicit ruling and where every ambattan thought he was a Pandyan king!
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The morning had begun in the usual way for Charity Dorai. Up before first light, she had bathed, prayed, made the coffee and measured out the day’s food for the twenty or so family members in the house. The number of people under Solomon’s roof was never constant, but expanded or contracted depending on who needed his help or shelter, or both. Visitors would arrive for a week and still be there six months later. No one minded. Solomon was the patriarch of the clan, and it was expected of him, as it had been of the ruling Dorai since his great-great-grandfather’s time, to take in any member of the family who needed hospitality or succour.

As Charity bustled about the great kitchen, tending to three of the five wood-burning stoves which had begun their daily contribution of ash to the layers that already blackened the walls, she was joined by her sister-in-law. Kamalambal, widowed these past two years, was a plump and even-tempered woman. Charity and she got on very well and between them they ran the household. Kamalambal went off to supervise the milking of the cows and Charity began issuing instructions to the two women who helped her in the kitchen. There was still no sign of her brother-in-law Abraham’s wife, but this didn’t surprise her for Kaveri was a frail and sickly woman who frequently took to her bed, especially when her husband beat her, a regular occurrence. Abraham was away visiting some of their properties so maybe she was just ill.

Charity was planning to make fish biryani, as she had done every festival day for twenty years. The grinding and mixing of the various masalas and spices had to begin early. But she could not ignore the morning meal either, puttu and stew; she had the puttu steamers, lengths of bamboo stem, cleaned and ensured that the huge iron vessel of stew was ready to be heated.

Charity Dorai was a beautiful woman. Fair in a land where the paleness of a woman’s complexion outweighed every other attribute, it was expected that she would make a good marriage and she did. Rumours of her beauty travelled to the ears of the Dorai family, who had broken with Andavar tradition that cross-cousins marry and instead reached across the mountains to Nagercoil where her father was headmaster of a school. They had even foregone a dowry and paid all the marriage expenses.

The fish biryani, her signature dish, had been unknown in the Big House when she had first arrived. Her husband and in-laws had taken to it. Indeed, they had come to like it so much that they had demanded it on every festive occasion. Only during the monsoon months, when the fishermen did not put out to sea, would they settle for the traditional biryani made with goat meat.

The great cast-iron vessels in which the biryani would cook had been cleaned and oiled by the servants and she began setting out the ingredients swiftly and surely. Thick seer fish cuts, fresh and glistening, a gleaming mound of rice that had been washed and drained, onions, green chillies, garlic, ginger, coriander, red chillies, turmeric, curd, mint leaves, cinnamon, cardamom, clove, nutmeg, aniseed, cumin seed, cake seed and mace (all to be ground to make the masala which gave the dish its unique taste), a pinch of saffron, ghee, thick and fragrant. She smiled to herself as she thought of the experimentation she had resorted to when she had first arrived, trying to come up with acceptable substitutes for some of the ingredients used by her father’s neighbour, a friendly Mappilai lady, who had treated the motherless girl like her own daughter, teaching her, feeding her, and imparting to her the secrets of the tasty cooking of northern Malabar.

As she worked, she kept an eye on the servants who were preparing the morning meal. In a corner of the kitchen one of the girls was filling the puttu steamers with rice flour, alternating it with layers of feathery coconut. In about an hour, Solomon would need to be fed. He would, as he always did when his brother Abraham was away, eat alone. After that there would be a dozen children clamouring for food. Charity would need to make haste. She had been doing this every morning for twenty years, but she still expected some disaster to strike and disrupt the smooth routine of the household. By now the vast kitchen had filled with sound and smell: rice was being pounded in the great stone quern in the corner, the deep bass thumps reverberating through the kitchen in sharp counterpoint to the ratcheting noise from the grindstone where spices and herbs were being ground. A sleepy child, a cousin’s son, wandered into the kitchen. Charity gave him a piece of cucumber to chew on and sent him off in search of his mother.

Ten minutes later, Charity and Kamalambal took their first break in nearly two hours. The cows had been milked, the servants instructed, the morning meal organized, and they had an hour to themselves, possibly a little longer, before the next rush. The sun was not yet hot, and the two women relaxed on a broad earthen platform at the back of the house. Charity’s older daughter, Rachel, sat at her feet. Her mother’s practised fingers probed and massaged the girl’s scalp, preparatory to oiling her long, black hair.

The girl would need to get married soon, Charity thought – nearly thirteen years old, and still unmarried. She herself had been five months short of her fourteenth birthday when she was married and she had been considered old. The times were changing, she understood that, but girls had to be married at the right age. What a pity her only brother Stephen had no sons. He had daughters, three of them. It would be perfect if Daniel and Aaron could each be betrothed to a sister. They could be married off as soon as a boy was found for Rachel, and the Dorais would have a month of weddings so grand the whole district would talk about it!

From where the women sat, the ground sloped gently down to the mud wall that enclosed the courtyard of the house on three sides. The Big House was the largest in the village, and had been so ever since Solomon’s great-grandfather built it over a hundred years ago. Little of the original mud-and-thatch house now survived. Successive generations had enlarged the house according to their own needs and whims, and now it had over a dozen rooms, some of which were never used. When Charity had first arrived she had been appalled to find that the larger livestock shared their living space. Now a cattle shed sprouted from the western side. Until Vakeel Perumal had built his house two years ago, this was the only house on two levels in the village. Charity smiled as she recalled her husband’s grumbling about Vakeel Perumal’s ambition. For all his distinction and wealth, he could sometimes display an almost childlike sense of outrage and disappointment.

The morning routine continued to unfurl at a measured pace in the backyard of the Big House. A servant girl was stripping a few glossy green leaves from the karuvapillai bush that grew next to a row of drumstick trees, their long green fruit swaying in the breeze like gypsy earrings. A rooster strutted along at the head of a small group of chickens, pausing every few moments to strop the earth and peer in its foolish squint-eyed way at any food it might have uncovered. The sound of the shotgun being fired carried back to them, but Charity was unperturbed. Solomon and Aaron, her younger son, were known to try and bag doves or other game birds when the fancy took them. She did feel a slight twinge of anxiety – the reports had sounded alarmingly close to the house. ‘Wonder what we’ll have to cook this evening,’ she laughed. Over by the well, another servant girl was drawing water, the squeak-squeak of the windlass clear and strong in the morning calm. A black goat with white points, which had ambled up, lowered its head and charged the girl. With a shriek, she let go of the rope and took off, the goat at her heels.

‘That shaniyan, I’ll cut his throat and put him in a biryani if he doesn’t learn how to behave,’ Charity said. ‘He’s been impossible to control ever since he was a kid. Ratnam, where are you, Ratnam?’ she yelled. A man with a pockmarked face looked out of the cowshed and Charity told him to find the goat and tie it up. A couple of the dogs woke up and their barking added to the confusion.

Just then Charity noticed an old woman with steel-grey hair squeezing through a gap in the back wall. ‘Never seen Selvi here so early, she must be bursting with gossip,’ Charity said idly, giving her daughter an affectionate little push to indicate that she was done with her. As Rachel disappeared into the house, Selvi came panting up and sank with great relief on to one of the lower steps. ‘Aiyo amma, you will never believe what has just happened . . .’

Twenty men had attacked the Andavar tenant farmers’ houses (the old woman said forty and Charity prudently divided that figure in half), killed three of them and raped five girls. When pressed, the old woman had no further details; all she could do was further embroider whatever facts there had been.
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When Solomon returned to the house after his bath, he was surprised to see his wife waiting for him on the veranda. Usually he did not set eyes on her until she served him his morning meal. Charity could see that Solomon was in a bad mood and she wondered whether the shots she’d heard had anything to do with it. She hesitated, not wanting to add to what was troubling him, then told him anyway, omitting much of the detail and scaling down the events.

‘These girls, one of them was about to be married, you say?’ Solomon asked, interrupting his wife’s narrative.

‘Yes, Valli.’

‘Could it have been a dowry matter?’

‘Selvi says it wasn’t. She insists that the girls were attacked by strange men from outside the village!’

Could this be the source of the unease he’d felt all morning, Solomon wondered. But it was best not to jump to conclusions. Selvi was such an unreliable informant, he should probably wait for more news. Nevertheless, he interrogated his wife further.

‘Where are the injured girls now?’

‘I don’t know,’ Charity replied. ‘Selvi wasn’t very clear . . .’

‘It’s best not to believe everything Selvi says. Do you know where that illegitimate son of a donkey is?’

Guessing that her husband was referring to his barber, Charity said she would send someone to fetch him immediately.

‘Don’t bother, I’ve already bathed,’ Solomon said wearily and went to his room.

Later that morning a deputation of villagers arrived at the Big House and Solomon received a more coherent version of the day’s events. Kuppan, Valli’s father, was one of his most dependable tenants, farming five acres of double-crop rice and three acres of coconut. He paid his rent on time, and was one of the most hard-working men in the village. Now, as he watched tears mingle with sweat on the man’s lean face, Solomon’s own impassive face softened with concern. As thalaivar, he had to listen to a daily litany of complaint and plea but Kuppan’s story moved him. He felt sympathy and concern, but also anger. He did not let it show but it scorched him from within.

Alerted by her distraught cousin, it seemed that a search party had gone looking for the girl and had found her deep in the acacia forest. Like a wounded animal, she had sought out the most inaccessible place to take refuge in. Her sari was torn and her blouse shredded and she had not been able to utter a single intelligible word.

‘How is your girl now?’ Solomon asked.

The anguished father seemed not to have heard the question and he repeated it.

‘Your daughter – how is she?’

‘Aiyah, what am I to say? She does not eat or speak, thrashes around like a goat whose head has been cut off, and her eyes, in her eyes there is something that I have never seen in all my life. After this, it would be better if she was dead, perhaps that way she will be able to cope with it . . .’

‘Come now, things will be taken care of . . . Show me where it happened.’

Solomon was careful to keep his voice free of anger; it wouldn’t do to further upset the near-hysterical man. He took Kuppan by the arm, his mind all the while flickering over the likely list of culprits. Muthu Vedhar was quite capable of it, but would he be so obvious? An outsider? But if there had been any strangers lurking around bent on mischief, he would have known. The village had no secrets.

Parvathi, the younger of the girls, was part of the deputation and Solomon interrogated her as they walked towards Anaikal.

‘So you didn’t recognize anyone?’

‘No, aiyah,’ she replied.

Outsiders, he thought. Scum who had floated into the village on the new road. What a pity that he hadn’t followed up on the disquiet he had felt early that morning and investigated the area surrounding Anaikal instead of going down to the river! He might have been able to apprehend the culprits or at the very least have identified them. Solomon told the village watchman to inform the deputy tahsildar in town of the incident and said that he would be along shortly with a full report.

Near their destination, the road was tiger-striped with brightness and shade, the sunlight filtering through the branches of the giant banyan trees that lined it. Its beauty made no impression on Solomon. Plenty of hiding-places here, he mused, the men could have taken cover among the banyan trees. He looked up and was dismayed to see Vakeel Perumal standing in the courtyard of his house, which overlooked the spot where the girls had been attacked.

Solomon disliked Vakeel Perumal. The man never failed to remind the headman of the success he had enjoyed as a lawyer in Salem before he had come to this dismal place three years ago. And never missed an opportunity to criticize the headman’s decisions. In my great-grandfather’s time, perhaps even in my father’s, a nuisance like Vakeel Perumal would simply have been banished from the village, never to be seen again, he thought, as the lawyer descended on him.

‘This is an outrage. A slur on all Andavars,’ Vakeel Perumal began ponderously. ‘A blemish on the fair face of the village, and a challenge to your leadership.’ He was a thin man with a fat man’s face. His peculiar looks made him even easier to dislike.

‘I know. That is why I’m investigating the matter personally.’

‘Do you know what they are trying to do?’

Solomon wasn’t quite sure what the lawyer was getting at, so to be safe he said, ‘Who?’

‘Trying to make us ashamed of our birthright, that’s what they are trying to do, don’t you see?’

‘No, I don’t,’ Solomon said shortly. ‘Two girls were attacked near here. I don’t see how that relates . . .’

Vakeel Perumal did not let him complete his sentence. Loose flesh heaving like the dewlaps of a cow, he pointed dramatically to the smooth face of Anaikal and said, ‘We should not be wilfully blind to what they are trying to do.’

Solomon looked to where the lawyer was pointing. On the granite outcrop someone had scrawled in lime:

REMEMBER THE 1859 BREAST WARS. IF LOW-CASTE DOGS DO NOT KNOW THEIR PLACE, THEIR WIVES AND SISTERS WILL SOON REMIND THEM OF IT.

Solomon was thunderstruck. When he had walked past the rock the previous day it had been bare. The lawyer was still talking but his words did not register. This was serious, far worse than anything he had had to cope with during the years of his leadership – epidemics, drought, quarrels and feuds. It was bad enough that outsiders had attacked his people. But if this marked the beginning of a full-scale caste war, they were in for a very bad time.

What Solomon really wanted to do was scream, rave, rant, throw up his arms in despair as he regarded the obscenity on the rock. For a fleeting moment, he wished he was the young boy he had once been – before responsibility had descended upon him, along with self-consciousness, restraint, and a sense of his own inadequacy. He composed himself.
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Solomon had first heard about the infamous Breast Wars from his mother and later from his father and uncles. The conflict, which latter-day historians label more neutrally the breast-cloth controversy, marked the culmination of an especially vicious phase in the caste struggle in the deep south. It began in the small towns and villages of the kingdom of Travancore but inevitably spilled over into neighbouring Madras Presidency, which by the middle of the nineteenth century had grown into one of the largest and most populous provinces of British India. Tinnevelly and Kilanad, in which Chevathar was located, were the two worst affected districts in the Presidency.

The violence had been brewing for some time. Non-Brahmin caste groups like the Andavars and Nadars, who had acquired wealth and economic clout, demanded enhanced social and religious standing. Those above them in the caste hierarchy were determined to resist their aspirations.

Unlike in the rest of the country, the caste tree in the south had, broadly speaking, only three levels of branches – Brahmin, non-Brahmin and those beyond the pale. Initially, the skirmishing was principally between the powerful non-Brahmin castes like the Nadars, Andavars, Thevars, Maravars, Vedhars and Vellalas. The Brahmins were concentrated in the cities and the great temple towns, and would only be properly singed by the flames of war a little later on.

Exacerbating the dissent was Christian missionary activity from the seventeenth century onwards. Tens of thousands of non-Brahmins, especially those near the bottom, accepted the Word of Christ, principally in order to edge their way past those who opposed them by claiming, as their new religion urged, that all men were created equal in the eyes of God. One of the social customs to be challenged was dress: hitherto tradition had ordained that the various members of the caste tree should bare their breasts as a sign of deference and subservience to those who perched higher in the branches. Accordingly, the untouchables went bare-breasted before the Pallans, the Pallans before the Nairs, and so on until the Nambudiri Brahmins, who deferred only to their deities. At the urging of the missionaries, Andavar and Nadar women began to cover their breasts. This, unsurprisingly, threw the upper castes, especially the men, into a frenzy of insecurity and frustration. Andavar and Nadar women who clothed themselves were abused in public, even beaten. Finally, unable to bear the torment, the middle-ranking castes went too far. ‘We have a divine right to gaze upon your filthy breasts and you should be flattered that we do so. They are ours to enjoy. Whatever benefits your new faith bestows upon you, this is not one of them,’ declared a landlord in Travancore in 1858, tears rolling down his cheeks, as he wrenched the blouse off a pretty Andavar woman who had recently converted to Christianity. Riots tore through the area following the outrage. Despite the royal government stepping in to ease the situation, tension continued to simmer in the kingdom and in the adjacent districts of Madras Presidency, which shared a long, porous border with Travancore.

It soon became apparent that if the authorities did not take swift and decisive action, there would be unrest on a massive scale. Despite this, neither the British authorities nor the Travancore Maharajah took any action for a while.

Slightly over a year earlier, some Indian regiments in the army had spearheaded the first major uprising against British rule. The 1857 conflict (variously called the War of Independence or the Mutiny or the Sepoy War, depending on whom you consulted) was sparked off by the rulers’ ignoring of local caste and religious taboos. For some years afterwards the British showed a marked reluctance to interfere with Indian customs and traditions.

In the face of the authorities’ lack of action, the people took matters into their own hands. In January 1859, violence exploded throughout Travancore. A local official, claiming the authority of the state, stripped some Nadar women of their upper garments. Rioting broke out and lasted for days. The next to be targeted were Andavar women in Melur, the capital of Kilanad district, who were similarly disrobed. Retribution was swift. A band of Andavar toughs went on the rampage, looting and burning houses in the Vedhar quarter. Prompt action by the authorities contained the violence, but elsewhere the situation was still extremely volatile.

Across the border, in the extreme south of Travancore, a mob, a couple of hundred strong, armed with silambus and aruvals, descended on a village near Nagercoil, barely five kilometres from where Charity Dorai would be born a couple of years later, and attacked the Christian Andavars there, burning and looting and stripping breast-cloths and bodices from the women. The Andavars began to retaliate. Instead of being assertive, the Travancore court made vague noises about respecting custom and tradition. But it was too late for that. When it became evident that the Travancore Maharajah wouldn’t be able to sort out the problem, missionaries and other concerned citizens petitioned the supreme authority in the south, the British Governor in neighbouring Madras, Sir Charles Trevelyan. Aware of the riots in his own Presidency and mindful of the gender of his chief, Queen Victoria, Trevelyan ruled that Travancore should prohibit the stripping of Andavar women. The intervention of the British authorities broke the back of the situation. When the ugliness in Travancore subsided, it had a calming effect on the tense districts of Madras Presidency.

The memory of the 1859 Breast Wars was burned into the minds of all those castes who were affected. Now it seemed that someone was trying to revive those terrible days . . .

Solomon began to register the words of Vakeel Perumal, who had never once stopped talking in all the time he had been thinking. ‘And the fact that the message was written at all and that, too, in grammatical prose, proves that whoever was responsible for this outrage was an educated man, which rules out most of the villagers.’ The man had a point, Solomon conceded.

From where he stood, Solomon could see the bustle and energy of the Pangunni Uthiram fair. Gypsies in bright clothes wandered among the soberly dressed villagers, little stalls offered tempting trinkets and foodstuffs, and the world seemed to go on much as before, largely unaware of the terrifying future that lay in store. ‘I’ll convene a meeting of the village panchayat this evening,’ Solomon said, and he began to walk away. Vakeel Perumal muttered something too low for Solomon to hear, and then repeated it in a louder voice. ‘I hope this will at least see better leadership from you.’

Solomon’s self-control left him. He saw himself walk up to Vakeel Perumal, catch a fistful of the blinding white shirt the lawyer wore, and say slowly into the fat face: ‘You will not speak to me like that ever again, in my presence or out of it. I hear of anything and I’ll break you in half.’

He released the lawyer and took the path towards town. A few minutes later he heard racing feet behind him, and turned slowly. It was his younger son Aaron, his favourite child, unruly hair flying in the wind, his sleekly muscled legs propelling him effortlessly along the road. He caught up with his father, and said worriedly, ‘Appa, I just heard . . .’

‘Yes, Aaron, things don’t look so good.’

‘My friends and I can go and find the men who did this. They’ll wish they’d never emerged from their mother’s . . .’

‘No, no violence. The village panchayat will meet this evening and decide what to do.’

‘Oh, and appa, I thought you should hear this . . . Someone said they had seen Joshua-chithappa in Meenakshikoil . . .’

Solomon smiled. If true, this was the best news he had received all day. He was closer to his first cousin Joshua than to his own brother and he had missed his support and friendship in recent years. Could it be that Joshua, whom he had last seen a decade ago, was back in Chevathar?

‘Who saw him?’ he asked eagerly.

‘Oh, Nambi said a friend of his had heard that someone had seen Joshua-chithappa . . .’

Solomon’s smile disappeared. So it was a silly bazaar rumour then!
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