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attempt to overthrow the foreigners. For the tribal,
even a non-tribal Indian was enemy. The outburst was
tremendous and it was accompanied by murder,
looting and general savagery. It was a regular revolt
against civilization, against schools, against forest
conservancy, against the opening of the country to
the Hindu settlers. It was a movement of Bastar state
for Bastar forest dwellers.

Not waiting to see if anyone had seen or heard the
explosions, the Chelru boys ran from the site of
carnage. All day the commandos led by Jugho
tramped and when nightfall came they stopped at a
village to eat and rest. Although the whole of the state
was in sympathy with the rebels, Jugho did not know
it and she also did not want to take any risks of
informers telling on them and so she ordered that all
weapons should be hidden in a safe place before they
entered the village. The fear was that if they hid the
weapons in too safe a place they may not be able to
find them later on. Quickly she hurried back in the
direction of the village and found that the others had
selected a thick bush and hidden the weapons deep
inside it. She gave her approval and they proceeded
towards the village.

A bold plan

That night Jugho slept in the ghotul of the village
along with the others, the frightful and heroic stories
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told by the villagers ringing in her ears. They heard
of traders and money-lenders who had been stripped,
beaten and thrown out of homes. They learnt of a
police chozuki that had been burnt and the officials
beaten up. The stories were pouring in from every
side. The rebels had indeed started the war against
the British. The news was exhilarating.

"Jugho? Jugho?" Someone was violently shaking
her by the shoulder.

"What?"

"Listen Jugho. Gunda Dhur has come to our village.
He needs help for an important encounter. It is against
the feringhees. Come."

Alert in seconds, Jugho ran outside. It was still night
and the thick jungle was eerily dark. But it was a
wonderful jungle too, for it hid both man and beast
in its dark bosom. Five men sat around a low
smouldering fire, their faces a canvas of black and
orange-red design. They were all smoking bidis and
drinking landa. They made room for Jugho in front of
the fire and offered her some landa. She accepted and
drank deeply. The men stared fearfully at her left eye
which was red-rimmed either from fatigue or the
glow of the fire. Poor girl, they thought. She really
had the most eerie looks with the frightful eye, the
scarred face and the unsmiling mouth. Jugho tried
not to show her pain. She would never really get used
to being stared at with fear and pity. She was a
monster and she knew it. Jugho's heart filled with
immense pain. She had lost everything. Her
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courageous stand in the rebellion was almost like
a death wish. She wanted to perform a heroic deed
and die.

"I am happy to learn about your success, Jugho,"
said a thin, non-descript man.

"My success?" Jugho was suspicious. "Who was
this man to talk of her success? What success?"

"The trucks."

Jugho turned the horrible side of her face with the
hideous, staring eye towards the speaker and almost
impaled him with its staring, non-blinking power.
However, the man who had circles beneath his eyes
and whose bones carried hardly any flesh on them,
merely smiled at her serenely and nodded.

"You are brave and strong. I have plans for you."

"You have plans for me? I am not wasting my sleep
for some romantic stories." Jugho got up, but the man
caught her arm and urged her to sit down.

"That is Gunda Dhur," someone whispered in
Jugho's ear and she once again stared hard at the
smiling man. He wore a dirty kurta-pyjama and drank
landa in deep thirsty gulps.

Gunda Dhur! The brain behind the rebellion? But
wait, he was talking about a new plan. It was already
time to forget about the success with the trucks. The
Bhumkal had to keep going, tremor upon tremor.

"This is the plan." Gunda Dhur stubbed out his bidi
in the earth and extended his hands towards the fire
for warmth. "There is a limestone mine nearby where
our brothers are used as slaves night and day to dig
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out the limestone. They get no wages, only some
pitiable food twice a day in lieu of money. There are
guards that watch them night and day and beat them
like animals if they so much as relieve themselves
without permission.”

"I have seen that camp. Even animals have better
lives. At least they have freedom." The man who
spoke was old. Lines of bitterness criss-crossed his
entire face. His rheumy eyes had a permanently
tearful look.

"Never mind, grandfather..." said Gunda Dhur.

"What do you mean mever mind'? My two sons
died in those mines. They were killed. Like dogs."

"We know. And that is why we are taking you. So
that you can lead us to the spot without detection,"”
said Gunda Dhur.

"I tried to get the younger one out. I got him as far
as the barracks of the sahibs. But the guards, the tribal
guards betrayed us."

"I know, grandfather. These petty officials, these
stooges, they are worse than the feringhee. We will
get them too. Do not worry."

"Kill them. Kill them all."

"We will."

Gunda Dhur turned to Jugho. "We want you to
come with us on this mission. We have to free our
brothers and kill the slave drivers. A woman can be
of help," he said.

"This woman?" She turned her scarred face and
horrible eye towards him.
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"We know you to be a brave and true Abujhmaria.
We need people like you," said Gunda Dhur, looking
straight at her and avoiding all comment about her
looks.

"For what?" Jugho turned her face away to hide
the sudden rush of tears.

"To lead and to inspire."

Jugho surreptitiously wiped away the tears and
choked back a sigh. "I will come, but not because of
what you say but because I have to free Bastar from
the English."

"Good," Gunda Dhur ignored the softly spoken
words and getting up suddenly rubbed his hands.
"We do not have time to waste now. We have to start
immediately. Come on, old grandfather."

"It is at least one day's runaway," grumbled the old
man. "And these legs are old and weak."

"Remember your sons' grandfather." Gunda Dhur
opened the knots on a bundle and handed around
dry chapattis to everyone. "Eat these and let us start."

Bemused by the sudden turn of events, Jugho
accepted the dry chapattis and chewed them
thoughtfully. So this was the man, the mastermind
behind the Bhumkal. She stared at him carefully,
noting the way his thick hair sprang from his
forehead, his thin dark figure and his non-tribal looks.
Kalandiya had talked about the man as though he
were a god! What was there in the man that was so
attractive? To Kalandiya and to a lot of other tribals,
as Jugho was fast learning, Gunda Dhur personified
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Bastar's urge for freedom. The tribals worshipped this
commoner without any formal education. Already
there were songs about him, about his bravery and
his courage. He was not frightened of guns and motor
cars and cannons and he was capable of standing
alone and facing an entire army of Englishmen.
Kalandiya had hero-worshipped Gunda Dhur and he
had wanted to be with him when he fought the
English. Where was Kalandiya now?

"Hurry up, Jugho," someone jogged her arm. "This
is not the time to dream."

Jugho tossed the rest of the landa down her throat
and stood up. She had to forget Kalandiya. She had
to forget all emotions, all sentiments, all hopes for a
family and children. Jugho guessed that the time was
around one or two in the morning when they finally
set off. It was a cold dark night and they trotted at a
steady pace behind the old grandfather who, despite
his grumbling, had very fast legs and set a brisk pace.
He also had the eyes of a cat and skilfully avoided
rocks and protruding roots and rocks whereas the
others had a hard time preventing themselves from
tripping over. They ran on the tribal half-walk half-
jog which they could keep up for hours.

Surprise attack

They stopped to rest at dawn and ate more chapattis
and drink landa. The jungle was behind them now and
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the land offered little cover apart from occasional
clumps of trees and lantana bushes. They had to be
more careful now in case someone noticed that six of
them were moving together, in a single file.

"It is not far now," said the old grandfather,
pointing to the blue-grey hills in the distance. "Those
are the mines and there, where the jungle begins again
to the right, is the camp site. That is where they sleep."

"Hmm." Gunda Dhur sank down in the cool grass
beneath a spreading neem tree and stared at the
mines. The hills were still too far away for them to
see anyone but they had to decide the strategy before
they went any further. The main question was, what
were they going to do after they reached the mine.

"What shall we do there?" said one man, hand to
his chest as though trying to still his racing heart.

"Attack the mines."

"Hide behind the trees and rocks and shoot all
feringhees."

"Not only feringhees, also tribals who have joined
the feringhees and traders. We will kill them all."

"Yes. But they have guns."

"If only we had some sorcerers with us."

"It is a good idea. But even if you did have the
sorcerers, killing through sorcery takes time. You need
nails, hair, somethings."

"So what do we do?"

"We do not have guns and we do not have sorcerers,
but we do have some trickery," said Gunda Dhur,
speaking finally in his soft, commanding voice.
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"Meaning?"

"We make a surprise attack. At dinner time when
they have all drunk well and eaten well and are
unprepared.”

"How many persons are there, grandfather?"

"Hundred slaves and around twenty slave drivers."

"And feringhees?"

"One, I think."

"That is not much."

"True, but they have guns."

"Yes."

"How many guns, grandfather?"

"Many. Twenty. Maybe more."

"Where are they kept?"

"Everything is in the feringhee's house."

"Are you sure?"

"Do the guards not go around with guns on
shoulders?"

"They do."

"Then?"

"I think this is what we should do," said Gunda Dhur.
"We will quietly go as near to the camp as possible. None
must see us, so we must close in at night. When the
guards are having dinner, Jugho must go up to them
and weep and cry that she needs to see her husband.
Jugho, you must create a scene, a big scene. Scream.
Cry. Beat your chest. Pull your hair. Berate the guards.”

"Her husband? Where is her husband?"

"There is no husband, you fool. She will only create
a scene to divert attention."
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"They will come out to see what is happening."

"Exactly."

"Jugho, you must scream." Everyone was getting
into the mood of the affair.

"Crack your finger joints."

"Eat dirt."

"Cry."

"In short," said Jugho, "become an object of
ridicule.”

"Yes."

"And while I create the diversion, you will free the
others."

"Exactly! As soon as we have every one of the slaves
freed and moving off into the jungle, we will come
and kill the guards with poisoned arrows and rescue
you."

"And if the timing does not coincide?"

"Meaning?"

"Suppose they do not listen to me. Suppose they
shoot me the moment they see me."

"That can happen."

"True. They may not listen to a woman."

"They will listen to you if you can convince them
that you are a churail.”

"My face will do that for me."

"True, and you can use some peacock feathers too.
Sign of a witch doctor."

"Your acting abilities will have to come to the
front,"” Gunda Dhur smiled.

"It will be dangerous," said the old grandfather.
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"Are you scared?" whispered Gunda Dhur as the
others kept up the discussion.

"No. But I do not want to fail you/' replied Jugho.

"You will not." He stood up and dusted his back.
"Let us go now. Remember they must not see us. So
we must move in the shadows of trees and rocks.
Come now."

The revolution

The rebels, led by the wiry old man, managed to
reach the immediate vicinity of the camp without
being seen. They crept up to the edge of the jungle
and surveyed the scene. In front of them was the
wooden, sprawling bungalow of James and behind
them was the camp. James's bungalow was a typical
Englishman's bungalow with green shutters and
a deep verandah all around. There were hordes of
servants to look after the bungalow and one man was
employed to keep the monkeys off the roof.

"There, behind the bungalow is the outhouse where
the guards sleep. That is where you go and make a
diversion, Jugho. While you are at it, we will round
up the workers and get them out of here. We should
not take long. Do not fear anything. We will join you
very soon. Try and keep them diverted as long as you
can. Go now."

Jugho took a deep breath, and saying a quick prayer
to the clan god, quickly moved from darkness and
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shelter to light and danger. There was no time now
for questions or doubts. It was action time. As soon
as she reached within hearing distance of the
outhouse, Jugho began wailing and shouting.

"Arre, where is everybody? Danteshwari Ma! Will
no one help a young girl alone in this world?" She
began beating her chest and tearing her hair. "Oh, my
misfortune that I shall die an unwanted widow! Who
is to look after my child?"

"Who is it?"

"Who is outside?"

"Only some crazy girl. Hey girl, get out of here!"

The door opened and yellow light fell upon the
porch where Jugho sat weeping and throwing her
arms and legs about.

"What is the matter, girl?"

"Matter? You take my husband and ask what is the
matter! What is to become of me and my child? May
the leeches suck your blood. May you shrivel and die.
What are you but a lot of impotent men!" She began
pulling her hair.

"Oh, look, a freak! Hey guys, come and have a
look."

"Look at the face!"

"A witch!"

"That eye. Why it is an ugly one, I say."

"Yeah, a young witch."

One by one the men came out to stare at the
screaming girl with the ugly face. Before she realized
it, Jugho was surrounded by half a dozen loutish men
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all grinning wickedly at her and smelling of
something stronger than landa. She continued to
scream at them. Then one of the men who carried a
gun with a sharp, pointed bayonet suddenly pressed
the point of the blade about half an inch into Jugho's
thigh. Jugho, who had been looking the other way,
swirled around screaming in pain and watched in
horror the thick scarlet blood drip off her thigh into
the wooden boards. She jumped up and danced
around, shouting and berating them some more.

"Do you not have mothers and daughters that you
shame a poor girl like me! Okay, here. Take my blood
if that is what you want. But give my ghotul husband
back."

"Is it a husband that you want?"

"Here, take this," another man drove the point of
his bayonet into her stomach, not enough to seriously
hurt her but enough to make her shout and scream in
agony. Now the blood dripped from two places and
Jugho was truly screaming in agony now. She had
forgotten the play-acting. There was real fear and pain
in her voice now.

The noise began to draw more people. Soon there
was a crowd of men milling and pushing around.
They were laughing and cracking jokes. Here was a
woman who was making a spectacle of herself so
naturally the cooks and guards and coolies were
delighted. They were all hugely entertained by the
sight of the young woman who screamed and cried
and bled like a stuck pig. They taunted her, teased
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her and hurt her. Some kicked her and some groped
at her to feel the young flesh. Jugho whirled around
in desperation trying to escape her tormenters but
getting no respite.

Where was Gunda Dhur?

Rescued

Gunda Dhur and the others had silently crept
through the jungle to the tumbledown shacks where
the labourers slept. The shacks were dirty, smelly,
with next to nil facilities. As they watched from the
corner of the trees, four of the guards left to
investigate the sounds of intermingled cries and
laughter that could be heard in the still night. Jugho
was doing her job well. There were only three guards
left now around the shacks and over a hundred
labourers most of whom were asleep. Those three
were also more interested in the noise coming from
the outhouse. They were curious and angry at being
left out of the scene of the activity. They stood with
their backs to the shacks and discussed what could
possibly be happening.

The rescue party's task was easy. At a signal from
Gunda Dhur, each of the three guards was felled by
an arrow straight in the heart. Gunda Dhur and his
men quickly rushed into the shacks and began waking
the men. Most of the men thought that it was waking
up time and they automatically started moving
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towards the water troughs to wash up. It took a while
to get the men organized and rounded up. They did
not believe Gunda Dhur when he told them he had
come to rescue them from a life of enforced slavery.
They distrusted everyone. They milled around in fear,
backing away from the armed men. Like sheep they
felt there was safety in numbers. Who would want to
rescue them? And why? They did not like the look of
the bows and arrows. Some of them were already
babbling in fear. They were sure that this was a
prelude to something worse. Just then Kalandiya gave
a shout.

"It is Gunda Dhur!"

"Who?"

"What!"

"Why?"

"Listen, please listen. It is Gunda Dhur, the leader
of the Bhumkal. It is a rescue. Hurray!"

"Gunda Dhur." It was Kalandiya. He was shaking
Gunda Dhur. "I will organize this mob. Just tell me
what to do, where to take them."

"Kalandiya, thank you, you are here. I have to take
care of the guards. Just take this bunch into the jungle
and towards Kalri. Doma and the old grandfather will
guide you. Wait for us at the spot where we stopped
yesterday to make the plan, Doma. Go now and get
this crowd organized."

"Okay."

"Quickly now. If even one guard escapes, he will
shoot and kill all of you."
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"Okay."

Gunda Dhur turned and ran out calling to his team
to follow him. Kalandiya climbed a broken table and
shouted for silence.

"Listen friends, this is not the time to squabble or
argue. Gunda Dhur and the others have come to
rescue us..."

"Yes, but what if it is a trick?"

"They may have come to rescue us but the guards
are many."

"They will shoot us."

"Like dogs."

"Listen, Gunda Dhur is a friend. He is the leader of
the rebels. We have to believe him." Kalandiya felt
desperate.

"Why should we?"

"Has he felt the whip upon his shoulders?"

"Has he broken stones for eighteen hours a day?"

"I am not going."

"Nor I."

"Not even me. James sahib will kill all of us."

"He will set fire to our villages."

There was sheer unbridled panic all around.
Kalandiya was in despair. He shouted again, "Listen,
please. All this noise will alert the guards and James
sahib. Then we will definitely die. Quiet, please and
listen to me. I trust and believe Gunda Dhur. Do you
trust and believe me?"

"Yes."

"Then follow me, I know Gunda Dhur. Believe me
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when I say that there is no one like him for the tribals
of Bastar. He has come to rescue us and I am going
with him. It is far more dangerous to stay here and
become the target of the occasional guard who might
escape the rebels' arrows. Kalandiya looked at the
dark, frightened faces of the men. "I repeat..] am
going. Those who wish to come with me should come
now, and I mean NOW!"

"Okay."

"Is everybody coming with me?"

"Do not trust him," shouted a voice from the crowd.
"He knows Asquith sahib's personal servant. Anyone
who lives with the feringhee is unreliable."

"There is really no time now to argue with you,"
said Kalandiya a little sadly. "I for one do not wish to
be killed. I have to get married and to father children.
I am going. Come with me, those who wish to do so.
The rest can stay and do what they like. Quietly now,
if you can."

Climax

Kalandiya and the slaves as well as their rescuers
reached the spot where Gunda Dhur had asked them
to wait. Panting and exhausted, they all sprawled here
and there and waited for their breathing to normalize.
But the combined tension of fear and exultation
would not let them relax. The babble of voices raised
in questions and alarm was constant.
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"Let us not stop,” said one in fear. "They will
catch us."

"No, please, I cannot go any further."

"But the feringhees?"

"And their paid dogs."

"They will kill us!"

"And shoot us."

"Where is Gunda Dhur?"

"Kalandiya, you said the great rebel leader is with
us. Where is he now?"

"Oh, yes, where is Gunda Dhur?"

"I am hungry."

"I am thirsty."

"I am tired."

"I want to go home!"

Kalandiya feared that he had a rebellion in his own
ranks now. The former slaves were like a flock of
sheep, rudderless and confused. The primary emotion
was still fear and the primary desire was to reach
home. What should he do? Should he let them loose
and leave them to find their own way home? He
turned to the three rescuers who had accompanied
them and found that they were incapable of taking
decisions. They only wanted to be led. Kalandiya was
at the end of his tether and wondering what to do
next when there was a long shout from behind him.

"Kalandiya! Help!"

Kalandiya ran to Gunda Dhur and the others who
were half carrying, half dragging a severely injured
girl between them. She was unconscious. At the
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arrival of this group the chaos became worse. The girl
was laid down on the earth and immediately
surrounded by a hundred men. There were so many
questions, exclamations, cries and lamentations that
it was impossible to be heard.

"Quiet! Quiet everyone, please." Gunda Dhur had
climbed a rock so that he could be both seen and
heard. "My friends, the feringhee is dead! The man
who ran the slave camp and all his notorious servants
are dead! You are free. Go home. Find your own
way home. No one will follow you. We have a mission
to fulfil which we will. Go home and may you
be happy."

"And leave the girl alone, please. She is sick and
hurt. The servants of the feringhee have injured her.
Give her some air and space, please."

"For God's sake, go!" shouted Kalandiya. This
statement, screamed out, brought an immediate hush
upon the assembly and the men fell silent.

Kalandiya sat in the dust with the head of the
unconscious Jugho in his lap. The horrible side of the
face was visible to all. Even though she was
unconscious, the wild eye was still opening and
darting aimlessly to the right and the left like a
goldfish in the pond. It looked so grotesque and alive
that the men feared her for a churail.

"Churail!”

"Eater of children!"

"Get away! Get away."

Slowly the crowd began to back away and the
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atmosphere was filled with a sudden high-pitched
keening of intense grief. Holding Jugho's head
between his hands, Kalandiya swayed back and forth
and cried and screamed to relieve the pain in his chest
and heart. This was worse than the worse nightmare
that he had ever seen. A Jugho alive was what he had
prayed for. But a Jugho who looked like this? How
she must have suffered! She was covered with blood
and had at least four big wounds that were bleeding
and a number of lacerations and scratches. And the
agonized face and eye! Nothing that he had ever
suffered was equal to her suffering and disfigurement.
This was the girl he loved and wanted to marry. Why
had life treated them so brutally?

"Kalandiya, let the medicine man clean Jugho's
wounds and apply medicine."

"No, no. Leave her alone. You used her! You used
my Jugho to free the slaves. You thought she is only a
woman and what use is a woman's life. You forgot
that she was my ghotul wife." Kalandiya wept but
allowed Gunda Dhur to carry Jugho close to the banks
of the stream to wash and dress her wounds with
medicinal leaves and herbal pastes. They fed her
something and soon she was sleeping comfortably.

"How could you use Jugho like this?" Kalandiya
repeated his question the moment Gunda Dhur came
and sat down beside him.

"Only one hour of darkness is left," said Gunda
Dhur in reply. "And more than seventy per cent of
the slaves have left for their homes."
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"A...a young delicate girl like Jugho."

"The others will leave as soon as it is dawn. We
must not underestimate the feringhee."

"The best dancer in Chelru and the most beautiful
girl in the whole of Abujhmar was my Jugho. And
you almost got her killed!"

"We have to move on too. It is dangerous to stay in
one place."

"Tell me why? Why is Jugho in this state?"

"Kalandiya," said Gunda Dhur severely, "let your
grief die away. We are in the middle of a war. Jugho
is the bravest soldier whom I have got. It was her
choice to fight and this is her second successful
campaign. Now I have work to do and I must be
gone."

"What about me?"

"You are part of the Bhumkal. Do what you think
is necessary for the freedom of Bastar." Gunda Dhur
searched in the pocket of his kurta and brought out a
bidi packet and offered it to Kalandiya. "For you and
Jugho."

He walked a couple of steps, stopped and turned
around, "Nothing will happen to her. All her wounds
are superficial except the one in the stomach. She
should be all right."

And Gunda Dhur went away. Gunda Dhur, the
rebel, the bagi, the undeclared leader of thousands of
men went where he was needed. He was the general
whose plan was succeeding and now he had to handle
other fronts. Gunda Dhur was the most important
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hero in the whole of Bastar. Till today songs are sung
about his heroic exploits.

The crocodiles!

Kalandiya and Jugho never went back to Chelru.
They were told that there were two Englishmen in
the crocodile swamp. The two young hill Marias
discussed the matter one night about ten days after
the rescue of the slaves. Kalandiya had made a rough
wooden platform, about four feet by four feet and
fixed it high on a huge, old teak tree. The tribals
of Bastar had risen in one big effort and struck
all over the state. Everything made by the foreigners
or symbolizing foreign rule was attacked. The British
presence as far as the troops went was next to nothing
in Bastar. No one ever dreamt that the peaceful tribals
were capable of such violence. Thus the retaliation
did not get activated for a while.

Though they hid in the tree, no one was seriously
pursuing Kalandiya and Jugho. The British did not
begin to organize the counter-offensive until almost
a month had lapsed. So it was not surprising that in
the middle of the rebellion, Jugho and Kalandiya got
the news of two Englishmen shooting crocodiles in
the middle of the swamp. The news was startling to
the tribals because crocodile meat was not eaten and
they could think of no other reason to kill these huge,
ugly animals.
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"Asquith sahib and Tom sahib, are in a camp close
to the crocodile swamp,"

Jugho half-lay, half-sat on the platform high up on
the tree and listened to Sukma without comment.
Kalandiya and three other youths from Chelru sat
around the platform on various bends of the tree's
branches. This was the combat team, and Sukma, the
betrayer, was bringing them news.

said Sukma.

"Tom Boggs is a horrible, cruel man, just like James
sahib and deserves to be killed," said Sukma.

"And what about Asquith sahib?" asked Jugho.

"Asquith sahib has been good to me," said Sukma.
However, he is a feringhee and in Bastar there is no
place for the feringhees."

"Are you sure you would not betray us to Asquith
sahib when you realize he is in danger?" Jugho's voice
was curt and mocking, and her eye gleamed red
in the night. Sukma could not suppress a shudder
and thought again that this woman was certainly
inauspicious. If only she did not have Kalandiya's
protection, the tribals would kill her in a flash.

"I do not have to explain myself to a woman," said
Sukma in anger. "You either have faith in me or you
do not."

"Of course, we have faith in you, Sukma,"
Kalandiya's soft heart was immediately won over.
"We would never have got out of the slave camp but
for you."

"So what have you decided?" Sukma's voice was
still hostile.
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"We leave for the camp."

"And?"

"And we kill the feringhee! Bastar for the tribals!
Victory to the Bhumkal!"

"Victory to the Bhumkal!" shouted the others.

The crocodile swamp was huge, sluggish and
dangerous. It was much larger than it looked and the
edges were particularly hazardous. An unknowing
person could never realize where the swamp really
began. One unwary step and you were inside the
swamp. If the lantana did not pull you down and
drown you, the crocodiles were sure to get you. The
crocodiles of the swamp were huge and dangerous.
Their powerful jaws were at least two feet long with
gleaming, yellow-white teeth. The black beady eyes
were mean-looking and cunningly hooded so that you
could totally mistake the crocodile for a log of wood.
The swamp had hundreds of them —vile, monstrous
creatures but strangely attractive. At least Asquith
found them attractive.

"I have a love-hate relationship with these
crocodiles," said Asquith. He lay on his hammock
beneath the banyan tree, several feet away from the
swamp and surveyed the vast area through
binoculars. "They know me and I know them. Still
they manage to hide from me."

Tom Boggs shuddered in distaste. Despite contrary
advice, he wore shorts that ended at least four inches
above his knee and thus exposed his fat, hairy flesh
to attack by the mosquitoes and other parasites. It
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was mid-afternoon and he was drinking steadily. His
fat face was already tomato-red in colour. He was
drinking because he was unhappy. He did not like
the swamp and he hated the crocodiles.

"Ugly monsters! Their skin is yuck!" he shuddered.

"Come on, Tom, where is the good old sporting
spirit?" Asquith had the gun to his shoulder. "Tell me
how many you want and which one you want?"

"I do not."

"Quick." On his command the tribals had thrown
huge chunks of tiger meat into the water and the
repulsive creatures were suddenly all along the edge
with wide open mouths chomping down on the
disgusting meat. The sound made by the jaws and
teeth was scary. Boggs was overcome by a strange
feeling that had disgust, hatred and fascination in it.
He watched a huge, ugly creature open its jaws and
chomp down hard for the meat. It missed the meat
but got the snout of another crocodile. The hurt
crocodile flashed its huge tail in a massive attack and
for a while all was chaos.

"Oh, my God," whispered Tom, watching the
ensuing fight. He wanted to vomit but he could not
look away.

"Come on, Tom," said Asquith, impatiently.
"Remember, you wanted adventure?"

"Shoot anyone you like," Tom spoke thickly.

There were three quick shots one after the other
and Tom watched the water of the swamp redden
with the blood of the shot crocodiles. The hurt and
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bloody animals thrashed around in pain, the big tails
and snouts frothing the water and making the dirty,
green water carry a pink frosting on top. It was a
horrific scene and one which the tribals watched with
sad eyes, unable to understand the working of the
feringhee mind. Sukma, who stood half-sheltered
behind the leaves of the teak tree, watched with grim
anger. The time had come for him to show his talents.
He had already decided which side he was and it was
time to come out in the open. For some reason he also
felt that he had to let Jugho know that he was true to
the tribal cause. Though why he needed to do that, he
did not understand. That horrible girl worried him.
She had got under his skin and was now irritating him.

One crocodile suddenly gave up the ghost and
flipped over on his back giving the world a view of
his pasty, dirty, yellow-white belly. It was disgusting.

"How many shoes and bags do you think this
monster will make?" asked Tom, forgetting that he
was disgusted with the monsters.

"More than either of our wives can use in their
lifetime," answered Asquith.

"Yeah." Tom Boggs suddenly lost interest in the
crocodiles. "I am tired," he said, wiping the sweat off
his face. "My body is hot, but my forehead is clammy."

"That is malaria, my boy. Swamp fever. Told you
to dress in trousers and full sleeves." Asquith
indicated his own decently covered arms and legs.

He turned towards the swamp, "Okay, lads, get
on with the task," he indicated to the crocodiles and

118






strode into his tent for a wash and change before
the evening.

Sukma rattled around in a temper. His anger and
resentment was reaching boiling point. He was tired
of the Englishman's mindless sport, the senseless
killing and the total lack of knowledge about why the
tribal had risen in revolt all over Bastar. The Burra
sahib did not even know that a rebellion was going on.

Tom wandered to the edge of the swamp and
watched the tribal boys dragging out the corpses of
the crocodiles. You had to be careful. The alive and
hungry crocodiles were already snapping their jaws.
They did not want to eat their own dead brethren but
they watched with starved eyes the two-legged
humans who were so tasty. One false move by them
and the crocodile took an arm or a leg off.

"Sir, drink," Sukma forced himself to be respectful.
How could the white man drink in the midst of the
offal and the filth?

"Measure the length of that intestine,” shouted
Tom, his beady eyes watching the boys begin to skin
the monsters.

A tragic end

The crocodiles were swarming along the edges and
Tom Boggs' eyes were on the bloody insides of the
crocodiles. The tribals were all busy, some in skinning,
others in dragging the animals and still others in
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shooing the alive, snapping crocodiles. Sukma stood
behind Tom, tray in hand and the glimmering of an
idea came into his head, blossomed, in milliseconds
and before he fully realized what he was going to do,
Sukma flung away the tray and pushed Tom Boggs
with all his might!

Tom Boggs fell at least four feet inside the swamp
with a huge splash. Everyone watched in horror. Tom
Boggs let out a half-strangled scream that was cut off
the moment the thrashing, hungry crocodiles turned
upon him. The terrible scene was played out in
complete silence as the waters of the swamp were
once again churned and tinged with the red blood of
the white man. Nobody dared to scream or say a
word. They were frozen by the horror of the scene.
The crocodiles fought for the morsels of flesh and
ultimately it was the unnatural silence of the humans
and the sound of the thrashing waters that brought
Asquith on the scene. He had washed and was
buckling the belt of his trousers as he walked out of
the tent.

"What is the matter? Where is Tom sahib?"

Nobody dared to answer. Nobody looked in the
direction of Sukma who stood as though turned into
a statue. Everyone stood absolutely frozen.

"Sukma, where is Tom sahib?" And when there was
no reply, Asquith spoke sharply, "Sukma, have you
gone deaf? Why do not you reply? Hey, what is the
matter with the crocodiles. He stared sharply into the
swamp and then shouted, "Where is Tom sahib?"
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"In...in...in the swamp," stuttered Sukma and finally
he let out a scream, "They have eaten Tom sahib!"

"What? Oh, my God, do something!"

There was nothing to do. Tom was dead. And by now
it was obvious that Asquith was not going to get enough
of Tom Boggs to perform a decent funeral either. The
colonel was in a state of shock. He immediately got a
tire started to scare away the crocodiles and managed
somehow to retrieve some bloody clothes and parts of
the left side of the body. He decided to bury the
remains in an unknown and unmourned grave close
to the obnoxious swamp in the early hours of the
morning. No one could tell him how the accident
happened. No one apparently saw anything.

Shocked and dazed, Asquith sat around for half the
night, trying to come to terms with what had
happened. This was India. Nobody kept dead bodies
more than a few hours. And who was going to mourn
Tom? His family was far away in England and the
nearest Englishman would be in Bastar. Which
reminded Asquith of his wife. How was she going to
take the news? In the early hours of the morning, as
the mortal remains of Tom Boggs were lowered into
a grave far away from his beloved England, Asquith
stood by the grave recalling Tom Boggs' wife, Penny's
face. She would be grief-stricken but she would also
blame him for taking Tom into the dangerous jungle
and exposing him to the heat and humidity, the
stinging insects and snakes, the wild animals and
the fevers.
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Thinking about Tom, Asquith was suddenly
flooded with the feeling that something was wrong.
The tribals were too silent, too orderly, too restrained.
That was strange. There was none of the outstanding
grief with which the tribals received the news of
death. And where was Sukma?

"Sukma?" Asquith turned around to look for him.

"Yes, sahib." It was another tribal boy, but it was
not Sukma.

"Where is Sukma?"

"Sukma!"

"Go, call him," commanded Asquith and turned
back to the business of the funeral. On such occasions
he had to play the role of the'chaplain too. He
continued to read the funeral service. After a while
he turned back again.

"Where is Sukma?"

"He...he is not...there," stammered the tribal boy,
eyes rolling in fear.

"But where has he gone?"

There was no reply. Either nobody knew or nobody
wanted to say anything. All the camp wallahs, barring
the colonel, were tribal. He was the only Englishman.
But he had been the only Englishman in huge districts
and he had never felt insecure or afraid. For the first
time Asquith felt the cold fingers of fear clutch his
heart. Something was seriously wrong. He skipped
the last two pages and said a hurried "Amen" and
crossed his heart.

"I am going to look for Sukma," he said, turning
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around and going towards his tent. "I just need to
collect my gun."

"Sarkar? It will soon be dark, sarkar.”

"I know. That is worrying me. I cannot leave him
unprotected in the jungle.”

"He is a hill Maria. He can take care of himself,
sahib. The jungle is not safe at night, sahib."

"Nonsense."

Asquith strode into the tent and seized his gun. He
was going to get to the bottom of the mystery. He
loaded his gun and slipped a few extra bullets in his
pocket. Then he strode out.

"I will be back. I am not too hungry. Just a soup
will do. In the morning we go back to Jagdalpur."

"Yes, Sarkar."

"Oh, and those crocodiles," he looked with distaste
at the corpses littering the water front. "I suppose we
can cure the skins and send them to England along
with the other trophies.”

Asquith walked into the dark jungle alone. He was
a courageous man. What was worrying him was that
Sukma might be somehow connected with Tom's
death and he wanted to get to the bottom of that. Also
an unexplained guilt and sadness was in his heart.
He had grown somewhat fond of his boorish brother-
in-law and somewhere in the back of his mind had
lurked a feeling that Tom Boggs might not go back to
England and that the two of them would set up home
in some beautiful corner of India. And now
unexpectedly, shockingly Tom was gone.
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Asquith found himself alone in the jungle after
having furiously walked for twenty minutes in trying
to work out his anger and frustration. Had Sukma
pushed Tom into the swamp and then run away? He
knew very well that, if Sukma did not want to be
caught, he could be a few feet away and Asquith
would not be able to catch him.

"Who is there?" called the colonel.

There was no reply. All was still and normal. Was
the jungle murmuring more than normal? Probably
not. Then was he, the man of steel, a victim of nerves?
And what had he to be nervous about? India was his
country and he loved it just as the people of India
loved him.

A dry twig cracked somewhere and again Asquith
felt his heartbeat lurch in fear. But this time it was a
couple of his bearers, who had belatedly chased after
him hauling guns. Rightfully they begged him to
return to the camp.

Asquith lay down in the camp-cot fully clothed and
closed his eyes. He needed time to come to terms with
the fact of Tom's death. It was too sudden and unreal.
How were people back home going to react to the
news that Tom Boggs got eaten by a crocodile. It was
unbelievable. The images of the gruesome remains
of the body would not go away so easily, and Asquith
found if difficult to sleep.

So it happened that when Kalandiya and Jugho,
led by Sukma, entered his tent Asquith was
half-awake.
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Kalandiya used the broad, curved knife with the
narrow tip for his attack. He raised his right hand
above his head and struck the middle of Asquith's
chest with all his might, burying the knife deep.

"Sukma, you!" screamed Asquith in a mixture of
pain, shock and surprise. He tried to rise but fell on
the floor.

"Sukma, help," he gurgled.

Jugho, who had her hands raised for a second
attack, brought them down with tremendous force
upon Asquith's head. She carried a big, sharply
pointed stone and it would have ended the life in a
flash, except for the fact that Sukma caught Jugho's
hands and screamed, "You ugly witch! Do not touch
him!"

Shocked, Jugho dropped the stone and stumbled
back. In Sukma's mind contrary emotions seethed.
He was happy to see the life drain out of Asquith, yet
he genuinely mourned him. But for Jugho he had
nothing but fear and hatred. She was a churail. An
ugly, barren woman with magical powers had no right
to live. She was a witch and the tribals hated witches.
Sukma picked up the fallen stone and brought it down
on Jugho's head with great force, closing forever the
horrible, staring eye.

Sukma turned to run so that he could join
Kalandiya and carry on the Bhumkal. Sukma and
Kalandiya escaped the camp and rejoined Gunda
Dhur's company of Dhurwas and Marias which
became a great people's force. But they died in Ulnar
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at the disaster where Gunda Dhur also died, betrayed
by one of his own men, Sonu Majhi.
That is another story.

Aftermath

Gunda Dhur, the tragic, legendary leadei of the
tribals, the man of superior gifts, refused to submit
to the British and died fighting the British without
food and water for three days.

The uprising of 1910, the Bhumkal, was suppressed
by de Brett through a series of terrorist policies. He
arrested Lai Kalindra Singh, the Raja's uncle and
fifteen others near Jagdalpur. Some were killed and
others sent out of Bastar. He allowed the Chennai
(Madras) police to loot the Dorlas and the houses of
leading Hindu residents in Jagdalpur were searched.
Four major military expeditions were sent in all tribal
areas for the destruction of aboriginal rebels.
Hundreds of tribals were arrested, charged with
treason and hanged.

A brutal round of repression against the revolution-
aries was started. Where no charges were made out, de
Brett ordered his troops to wet the sticks and whip the
tribals senseless. Hundreds more died. There was a
huge hue and cry against the whipping and Standen,
the then Chief Commissioner, Central Provinces,
actually justified the whipping in a letter to the
Secretary, Foreign Department, Government of India.
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As if all this was not enough, fines were levied on
villages that participated in the rebellion. Eight
hundred and thirty-eight were identified and one lakh
of rupees were collected from them by way of fine.
There was a great disarmament movement and
traditional swords and bows and arrows disappeared.
Stringent methods were introduced in the Raipur jail
to deal with the rebels.

After the 1910, the policy was 'to leave the tribals
alone, to interfere in his affairs the least and to let
sleeping dogs lie'. Abujhmar was declared out of
bounds for the police and the Police Station at Kutul,
in the heart of Abujhmar, was shifted.

Panda Baijnath continued as Diwan of Bastar for a
decade after the rebellion and did the first intensive
survey of the area with Rai Bahadur Hira Lai. Later,
he also became the Prime Minister of Bastar state.
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Hill Marias, bison-horn Marias, as other tribals of
Bastar, loved their land fiercely. So did they love their
freedom from slavery to the British (feringhees). Their
deep resentment caused many uprisings. A major one,
the '‘Bhumkal' (lit. earthquake) of 1910 was inspired by

a legendary hero, Gunda Dhur, who was a historical
character. Kalandiya prepares to be the clan priest and
leader of 'ghotul’, where boys and girls receive training.
Jugho soft and fresh like a mahua flower transforms
herself into a determined rebel. The revolt engulfs the
entire Bastar. Its central event came with the killing of
the chief feringhee and, close on its heels, the tragedy

of Jugho! The 'Bhumkal' was supressed.
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