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INTRODUCTION

Dictionaries define borderlands as vague or intermediate stages between two concrete realities. Borderlands, as most of us understand them, are those territories that either lie near the borders of a country or are separated by a politically demarcated boundary. In a vast nation like India, however, borderlands are usually those ambiguous spaces whose inhabitants find themselves trapped between two distinct national entities.

I do not exactly remember when the idea of writing a book on borderlands struck me. Several images come to mind when I try to recall the precise moment. The most poignant among them is the memory of sitting, well past midnight, on the moist, surf-kissed sands of Marina Beach in Chennai. Beside me was a friend, trapped in a hopeless marriage and contemplating the idea of wading into the water and swimming off to another country, simply to escape the feeling of being shackled and start life afresh in a new land, free of the tags conventionally attached to a person to define identity – name, family, friends, employer, citizenship and everything in between. Even exploring the possibility of such a flight seemed to be an exhilarating experience.

Thus began my fascination with borderlands – namely, those towns and villages so remote and distanced from what represents the concept of national identity that an element of ambiguity persists when trying to match these spaces with a specific country. In my imagination, these borderlands were inhabited by people who preferred to lead free lives on the fringes, unhindered by the boundaries or societal obligations of a particular nation, with the choice of simply walking – or swimming – away to the other side, whenever the urge seized them.

Several years later, I was visiting a remote fishing hamlet on a desolate strip of land, flanked on both sides by the beach, in the Rameswaram district of Tamil Nadu – the site of the once-thriving border town of Dhanushkodi. Instead of bumping into the usual hippies and free-spirited seafarers I had expected, I came across the impoverished families of fisherfolk forgotten by the rest of the nation. They were not part of the vote bank; nor did they have savings accounts in any bank. Untold suffering was an integral part of their lives, merely because their homes were situated close to the shores of another country – Sri Lanka.

For those of us who live in big metros and towns, citizenship and national identity are privileges we take for granted. Our identities are unequivocal and our loyalty to our country is never questioned. We seldom realize that these are luxuries denied to many of our countrymen.

When we think of India’s neighbours and the long border we share with them, the three countries that usually come to mind are Pakistan, China and Bangladesh. We have gone to war with two of these nations and have ongoing border disputes with all three in one form or another. But a closer look at India’s contours reveals that it shares territorial or maritime borders with at least ten different countries that are diverse in culture and heritage. People living in the small towns that have sprung up along these borders are often uncertain about their nationality and do not always share that sense of belonging inherent in Indians living on the mainland.

The thousands of men and women living in these remote places – whether it is Minicoy, a small dot of an island in the Arabian Sea barely a few dozen nautical miles from the Maldives; Campbell Bay in Great Nicobar, just a boat ride away from the Indonesian town of Aceh; or Moreh in Manipur, which shares a land border with Myanmar – have more in common with the citizens of a neighbouring country, with whom they have historical and cultural ties, than with their fellow Indians. This book is about those people, their lives and their aspirations.

* * *

In December 2014, my first book, exploring the conflict and controversy surrounding a 120-year-old dam along the Tamil Nadu–Kerala border, was published. Even I, its author, did not come to know that it had been published until I discovered it listed under my name after a random Google search. Like most first books by unknown authors, it did not do well. I had worked on it for almost two years, mostly between 11 p.m. and 4 a.m., as I had a day job. In a matter of weeks, hours of painstaking research and writing were consigned to oblivion. The experience was terribly depressing, to put it mildly.

I was working at the time with an English daily in Chennai, trying hard to please my bosses on the one hand, and live up to the expectations of my team members on the other. My workday started at 10.30 a.m. and wound up at 11 p.m. This punishing work schedule, coupled with an hour-long commute each way, eventually took a toll on my physical and mental health. I felt trapped, stifled, and could not wait to set off on a long journey in quest of something meaningful to write about. So taking a few days off from work, I wrote out a proposal of sorts for a travel book in which I intended to explore unfamiliar, unheard-of border towns in search of an Indian identity.

Five months after I had sent off that proposal by email, I was at Chennai Central railway station with a backpack on a weekday afternoon, waiting to board the Kamakhya–Bengaluru Cantonment Premium Express to explore India’s border towns. The train, running late by over ten hours, reached Chennai only around midnight. Since it was the last run for that special train (the service was being discontinued due to lack of demand), no Travel Ticket Examiner (TTE) was present through the long journey that lasted for over two days. It seemed like a free ride offered by the Indian Railways, except that the passengers were to experience the worst that the railways could offer. The toilets were anything but clean, the water tanks were filled only once or twice through the entire journey and there was not a single mobile charging point in any of the sleeper coaches. In many ways, that train ride prepared me for the gruelling and chaotic journey ahead.

Exactly a week after alighting from that train at Howrah, I was sitting outside a thatched hut in Talpukur village in West Bengal on the India–Bangladesh border, listening to Moina Beevi, a middle-aged Bangladeshi woman, recall how many years ago she had boarded a fishing boat on a moonless night to illegally cross over to the Indian side of the Ichamati River in search of an Indian husband – a spouse from India meant stability and a better life. As I did not know any Bengali beyond ‘Ami tomake bhalobashi’ (thanks, of all things, to a Hindi film song), a young CPM cadre and aspiring policeman from the same village served as my interpreter. Sitting inside a hut in that remote hamlet surrounded by jute fields and shallow ponds, listening to the love story of Moina and Mohammed Shamshu, I realized that it had all been worth it – quitting my job, leaving my comfortable home and enduring exhausting journeys in filthy locomotive coaches.

Over the next weeks and months, I travelled across the country by train, bus, shared taxi, cycle rickshaw, ship and even helicopter, recording the fascinating stories of dozens of men and women who live on the peripheries of this vast nation, admiring the breathtaking landscapes their homes are surrounded by and delving into the chequered histories of those lands. Almost everyone I met on this voyage – be it the embittered Bihari activist-businessman from Gangtok, who claimed that Indian settlers had been less discriminated against when Sikkim was a kingdom ruled by the Chogyal, the former soldier from the remote island of Minicoy who had abandoned a career in the Indian Armed Forces because of alleged religious discrimination, only to return to his island and train young students for a life in the same Indian Army, or the septuagenarian Malayali wife of a soldier in Shastri Nagar, the last settlement on the Great Nicobar Island, whose family had been relocated with the promise of a better future and later forgotten by subsequent Union governments – had one common plaint: they had been ignored, forgotten and conveniently pushed away from the mainstream. This book is about their lives, their dreams and their regrets.

* * *

One of the most endearing personalities I would meet during my travels in the North East was former Special Services Bureau (SSB) personnel Lama Khandu. He was drinking beer outside a shop in Sheru village near Tawang in Arunachal Pradesh when I spotted him on a weekday afternoon. As I could not find another man in the village to talk to, I resigned myself to a chat with the sozzled old man. It turned out, however, that the senior citizen, who was a radio broadcaster and a Bodhi language teacher, had a fascinating story to tell about his family’s horrific experiences during the Chinese invasion of India. The old man’s account of his family’s ordeal did not just move me, but also his fellow villagers who had gathered around to listen.

Back home in Chennai, I replayed the recorded conversation again and again and have reproduced most of it verbatim. But I refrained from getting an official version of the events that unfolded during that turbulent period.

If I have resisted meeting government officials and army officers, unless absolutely necessary, while presenting the perspective of the common man, it is for a reason: I believe there is a world of difference between established facts and the reality that emerges from experience. While facts are supported by corroborative evidence and are usually unambiguous, there are various levels of truth, depending on one’s situation and perspective, as in the case of Lama Khandu, whose family was forced to eat animal carcasses for survival while fleeing the Chinese Army. The record books might not mention it, the Indian and Chinese armies might not acknowledge it, but to Khandu, his experiences are as much a reality as the Himalayas he admires every morning from the portico of his home in the hills. My intention in writing this book has been to explore other dimensions to the truth as we know it by putting together these various personal histories, along with my own experience of travelling through the borderlands in which they are set.
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