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night—like a rag
in the jaws of a cow
slowly disappearing
at its end a shiny button

then in the sky above our village
suddenly a crack opened
and light from the road hit the village
it was a police car

but the light wasn’t so bright
that in the drowned darkness 
within the darkness
you could make out eyes
hands or feet

B A L D E V  K H A T I K
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ब ल देे व  ख टि � क 

रात; चिथड़ा खाती गाय के जबड़े मेें 
धीरे-धीरे गायब हो रही थी
यह उसका अंचतमे छोर था 
चजस पर एक ब�न िमेक रहा था
 
तभी हमेारे गांव के आकाश मेें
अिानक लोगों ने एक देरार देेखी
सड़क से गांव पर रौशनी फेेंकती
यह पुचलस की गाड़ी थी 
 
लेचकन यह इतना पैना उजाला नहीं था 
चक अँधेरे के भीतर देुबके अँधेरे मेें 
कुछ आँखें, कुछ हाथ, कुछ पाँव िमेक उठेें
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screaming and shouting
they descended from the road
running in the direction of Rangtu’s house
their firm, steady strides made us feel
how backward our village was
even our dogs didn’t recognize their uniforms

our dogs would attack anyone
who wasn’t wearing rags
these were the dogs of the poor villagers
the enemies of city fashion
the four pairs of police boots
didn’t smell like the hides of water buffaloes
the policemen in a row
their feet rising and falling steadily
like water in a fountain

because on occasions like these
you have to put to use
whatever you have
and so the dogs were barking 

now they had an arrest warrant for Rangtu
who had been looting rations 
last night his family stuffed themselves
desperate for anything they could get their hands on
for one night an ordinary house in our country
was made into a pleasure palace 
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वे भड़भड़ाकर उतरे 
और रंगतू के घर की ओर देौड़े
उनकी देुरुस्त और चनचवविघ्न देौड़ बताती थी 
चक  हमेारे गांव की िल ख़राब हो गयी है 
उनकी पोशाक 
 
हमेारे गांव के कुत्तों तक के चलए 
अपटिरचित थी 

चजसके चिथड़े न पहने हुए हों
हमेारे गांव की गरीब जनता के कुत्ते हैं 
सभ्य और अजनबी पोशाकों के देुश्मेन 
लेचकन िार जोड़ी 
पुचलस के बू�ों मेें 
उन्हें बैल के िमेड़े की गंध नहीं आ रही थी 
उनके पुचलसपैर 
एक लाइन मेें 
जैसे जलओदे उछल रहे थे 
 
क्योंचक ऐसे मेौके पर 
जो चजसके पास है 
उसका उपयोग ज़रूरी हो जाता है 
इसचलए कुत्ते भौंक रहे थे
 
जो रंगतू 
कल राशन लू�ने मेें शरीक था
उनके पास उसके नामे का वारण्�
उसके पटिरवार ने रा भरपे� खाया है 
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(but even to call it a house is wrong
it wasn’t as good as that)

up to this point 
they were still dreaming their pleasant dreams

the officers drew up their strength
and kicked Rangtu awake
they immediately cuffed him
(his hands fastened together 
like plaster on the side of a building)
took what of the grain remained
then took him to the city
where there are the proper facilities 
for jailing a man and performing his postmortem 

the villagers were staring at the police
so Rangtu’s naked wife
couldn’t come outside
inside
her kids clung to her
like clothes

then morning was shuddering 
on the car’s engine 
in the darkness drowned within the darkness
and Rangtu 
who had been fighting for his wife and kids
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भूख-भर अन्न के नशे मेें 
अपने देेश का एक मेामेूली घर भी 
आरामेगाह बना हुआ है 
(वैसे उसे घर कहना थी 
खामेोखा चजन्हें घर कहते हैं
उनकी बच़िया छतों पर घास उगा देेना है)
करीब-करीब अपनी इच्छाओं की मेुट्ी खोलकर 
इस समेय तक वे सोये हुए हैं
 
अपनी लात मेें ताकत पैदेा करके
उन्होंने उसे बू� से उठेाया
और तुरंत उसके हाथ बांध टिदेये
(वे हाथ जो बड़ी-बड़ी इमेारतों पर 
पलस्तर की तरह चिपके हुए हैं)
चफेर थोड़ा बिे हुए अनाज के साथ 
उसे शहर ले गये 
जहाँ आदेमेी के चलए 
जेल और पोस्�मेा�विमे की पूरी व्यवस्था है 
 
पुचलसवालों पर आदेचमेयों की आँखें थीं 
इसचलए रंगतू की नंगी औरत 
बाहर नहीं आ सकी
लेचकन भीतर 
बच्े उसके शरीर से पहनावे की तरह चिपके हुए थे 
 
यह सुबह थी 
गाड़ी के इंजन पर थरथराती हुई
अँधेरे के भीतर देुबके हुए अँधेरे मेें 
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was riding for “free” in a car for the first time

this was during the years
when Vanaspati meant only a tub of ghee
and there wasn’t a single word
that stood sharp and ready for the day 

“lentils” and “rice” are words
“bread” and “spinach” are words
no, no—words aren’t such important things
words are just flecks of salt on bread
words cause your mouth to water
now where can you find words 
that can be sworn statements
that can provide testimony?

in the car on the way to the police station
his mute soul is like a leafless tree
on whose branches thousands of buds will open
inside thousands of red buds the leaves 
that will burst forth in prickly heat
his entire body will erupt in words
and speaking with a thousand tongues
he will give them what they want 

holding onto his roots
descending into his soil 
Rangtu isn’t a tree or a leaf or the wind
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बीबी-बच्ों के चलए लड़ता हुग रंगतू 
पहली बार गाड़ी पर “फ्ी” ि़ि रहा था 

यह एक ऐसा वक्त था 
जब वनस्पचत 
केवल घी के चिब्बे का मेतलब था 
और कहीं भी कोई शब्दे अपनी क्ीज़ मेें नहीं था 
 
शब्दे जो चक देाल और भ� हैं
शब्दे जो चक  रो�ी और साग हैं 
नहीं-नहीं; शब्दे इतनी बड़ी िीज़ नहीं है 
शब्दे केवल रो�ी पर रखे हुए नमेक के कण हैं 
शब्दे जो लार बनाते हैं 
इस वक्त कहाँ से लाये जायें ऐसे शब्दे 
जो हलफ़नामेा बन सकें 
जो तरफ़देारी कर सकें 
 
पुचलस की गाड़ी मेें उसकी शब्देहीन आत्मेा 
एक नंगे पेड़ की तरह है 
चजस पर थाने पहुंिने से पहले
कई हज़ार घमेौटिरयां फेू� पड़ेंगी 
कई हज़ार लाल घमेौटिरयों मेें बंदे पत्ते 
चनशान की तरह बाहर उभर आएंगे
भाषा अिानक सारे शरीर मेें फेल पड़ेंगी 
और कई हज़ार जीभों से बोलता हुआ 
वह बरी हो जायेगा 
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not even an insect of the darkness drowning in the darkness
not even a word

Rangtu is one man’s pain
because when alone one man is a criminal
when alone one man full of questions 
is an accident waiting to happen

at the station
while getting out of the police car
Rangtu felt like an important person for a second
the driver opened the back gate 
and he jumped out like cops do

then one police officer 
(the one who had been smoking bidis during the whole way)
was handed a cable from home 
saying his mom was sick
but he was on duty until the evening

while the official charge sheet was being drawn up
the police officer led Rangtu by a rope
from one room to another 
after three glasses of chai
and 52-paise worth of bidis
when it was time to lower the flag in the evening
Rangtu was assigned a blanket, cell, and number
(while in the crumpled-up cable in his pocket 
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अपनी जड़ों के सहारे 
अपनी चमेट्ी मेें उतरा हुआ रंगतू 
न पेड़ है। न पत्ता है। न हवा है 
अँधेरे के भीतर देुबका हुआ अँधेरे का कीड़ा भी नहीं 
शब्दे भी नहीं 
 
रंगतू एक अकेले आदेमेी का देदेवि है 
और अकेला आदेमेी अपराधी होता है 
सवालों के जत्थों से भर हुआ अकेला आदेमेी 
एक देुघवि�ना होता है 
 
थाने पहुँिते ही 
गाड़ी से उतरते हुए रंगतू ने 
थोड़ा देेर के चलए खुदे को बड़ा आदेमेी मेहसूस चकया 
ि्राइवर ने गाड़ी का िाला खोला
और वह चसपाचहयों की ही तरह कूदेता हुआ 
ज़मेीन पर खड़ा हो गया 
 
तभी एक चसपाही को (जो रस्ते-भर बीड़ी पीता रहा)
घर से आया हुआ तर टिदेया गया
तार पर उसकी मेाँ बीमेार थी 
लेचकन उसे शामे तक छुट्ी नहीं चमेली 
 
पक्ा “जेल आिर” बनवाने तक 
वह रंगतू को, रस्सा पकड़े हुए 
एक कमेरे से देूसरे कमेरे मेें ले जाता रहा 
तीन चगलास िाय
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the officer’s mom was writhing)

three days later
when the cop got back to his village
his mom was barely hanging on
like a drop of water
dangling from the tip of a needle

he ran straight to the district hospital
to ask to use the broken-down ambulance
parked in the hemp plants
a thornapple bush growing from its engine block

amid the hospital’s dead 
he wracked his brains 
finally he thought of something
and he set off running for the nearby police station

because today simply being human
isn’t good enough
he told them he was also a cop 
please give me a police car 
so I can take my mom to the hospital

they said
police vehicles are for catching criminals
die at home or the hospital
die on the street or the cremation ghat
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और बावन पैसे की बीड़ी के धोरे पहुँिने के बादे 
चजस समेय झण्िा उतरने का गाजर बज रहा था 
उस समेय रंगतू को कम्बल, कोठेरी और नंबर चमेल रहा था 
(लेचकन चसपाही की मेाँ 
जेब मेें मेुड़े हुए तार पर छ�प�ा रही थी)
 
जब तीसरे टिदेन छुट्ी पर 
वह अपने गांव पहुंिा तो उसकी मेाँ 
सुई की नोक पर 
अभी झड़ पड़नेवाली 
पानी की बूंदे की तरह इंतज़ार कर रही थी 
 
वह भागा-भागा चजला अस्पताल गया 
एम्बुलेंस मेांगी 
भांग के पौधों के बीि जो ख़राब खड़ी थी 
धतूरा चजसके इंजन से बादे हो गया था 
 
कई पुरानी लाशों को लाँघते हुए 
उसने िारों ओर अपना टिदेमेाग देौड़ाया
और जब बड़ी मेुश्श्कल से एक चविार
उसकी पकड़ मेें आया 
तो वह लपककर पास ही थाने मेें गया 
 
क्योंचक आजकल केवल आदेमेी होना
न्यायसंगत नहीं है 
इसचलए उसने बताया चक मेैं भी पुचलस चवभाग का 
आदेमेी हूँ 
मेाँ को अस्पताल लाने के चलए
थोड़ा पुचलसगाड़ी देे देीचजए 
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wherever you die it’s still not a crime

add to that
since there’s no warrant out for your mom
we can’t send a car
after all who can stop people bent on dying
we even see it in the station a lot

when he got back home that evening
medicine and pills in hand
his mom was already dead
fleeing from the world like this saves us from what crime?

in this true-to-life tale of deprivation
is this how we are freed from our suffering?

while on extended leave 
he sent his mom off to heaven
then returned to the Bijnor Police Station

he didn’t want to show his emotions
but his future 
was quietly slipping away 
he kept silent about how upset the funeral had made him
he shaved his head to show his grief
he looked like someone in a gangster film

when film directors want scenes with gangsters and guns
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उन्होंने कहा 
पुचलस की गाड़ी अपराचधयों को पकड़ने के चलए है 
घर पर मेारो या अस्पताल मेें मेारो 
सड़क पर मेारो या श्मेशानघा� पर पहुंिकर मेरो 
मेरना कहीं भी अपराध नहीं है
 
और चफेर तुम्हारी मेाँ का 
हमेारे पास कोई वारण्� नहीं जो हमे गाड़ी भेज देें 
आश्खर मेरनेवाले को कौन पकड़ सकता है 
अक्सर हमेारे पकड़े हुए भी मेर जाते हैं 
 
जब शामे को एक देवा की शीशी और कुछ गोचलयां लेकर 
वह घर आया 
तो उसने अपनी मेाँ को मेरा हुआ पाया 
संसार से यह फेरारी चकस अपराध से बिती है ?
 
अभावों की इस आज़ादे कहानी मेें
क्या इसी तरह होती है मेुक्त ?
 
आश्खर ब़िाई हुई छुचट्यों मेें
जब उसने अपनी मेाँ को स्वगवि पहुंिा टिदेया 
तब वह चफेर थाना चबजनौर मेें लौ� आया 
 
वह चवरक्त होना िाहता था 
लेचकन अपना भचवष्य उसे 
भीतर-ही-भीतर ठेग रहा था 
कमेविकाण्ि की सािी कमेज़ोरी को ढकता हुआ 
उसका उस्तराचफेरा सर 
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they gussy up actors to make them look like normal people  

now let’s go back 
to the Bijnor Police Station
where that police officer with his shaven head
is stationed on guard duty

he’s wearing a bullet-proof vest
he’s carrying a rifle
he doesn’t know who he’s guarding
(I think he’s just pacing back and forth)

is he protecting someone against the unjust world?
is he saving the country from going to ruin?
inside a room
his commanding officer
is seated
stained teeth showing his years
his hands gathered on top of the logbook
make it look like he’s holding up the city 

a battered and bruised man screams . . .
my wallet was stolen
my girl’s photo is in there
they’ll rape her
they’ll beat her
look, look at my wounds
my pain
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चकसी चफेल्मेी गुंिे का सर लग रहा था 
 
चफेल्मेवालों को जब गुंिे और हत्यारे 
टिदेखाने होते हैं 
तो वे अचभनेता पर आमे आदेमेी को मेेकप कर देेते हैं 
 
बात देूसरी ओर िली जायेगी 
क्योंचक इस बात को कान और जुबान की तलाश है 
इसचलए मेैं आपको 
चफेर से थाना चबजनौर ले िलता हूँ 
जहाँ अपना घु�ा हुआ चसर लेकर
वह चसपाही इस समेय संतरी-ड्ू�ी पर है 
 
उसकी छाती पर गोचलयों का पट्ा है 
उसके हाथ मेें एक बंदेूक है
उसे नहीं मेालूमे वह चकसकी रक्ा कर रहा है 
(मेेरी समेझ से वह केवल �हल रहा है)
 
क्या वह संसार की अपराध से रक्ा कर रहा है ? 
क्या वह इस देेश को चबगड़ने से बिा रहा है ?
भीतर एक कमेरे मेें 
अपने गंदेे लेचकन वटिरष्ठ िें�न को लेकर 
देीवान बैठेा है 
राज़नामेिे पर हाथ रखे हुए 
जैसे वह शहर की पीठे हो 
 
एक मेर खाया हुआ आदेमेी चिंचियाता है
मेेरा ब�ुआ चछन गया 
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record my pain in your silly book!

with his lips
breathing life back into the dead day 
the commanding officer says 
what pen should I use? the silver one?
the gold one? the wood one?

the battered and bruised man sobs
use the pen of justice!

the commanding officer says 
the pen of justice is the wooden one
come back tomorrow
bring your witness too
and get a doctor to write a note
saying how you’ve been beaten up . . .

outside Baldev Khatik is on guard duty
his head shaven for
his mom who died without ever getting medicine
he’s listening to everything inside
(he corrects the police station’s big clock
and steps outside the clock-gate)

to the crows in the neem tree
suddenly Baldev Khatik says quiet!
but they don’t stop
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उसमेें मेेरी लड़की का फेो�ो भी था 
वे उससे बलात्कार करेंगे 
वे उसे मेार िालेंगे 
देेश्खए, मेुझे चकतनी िो�ें आयी है 
मेेरा देदेवि--देजवि करो 
इस मे�ीले काग़ज़ पर मेेरा देदेवि--देजवि करो 
 
अपने होंठेों पर मेुदेावि टिदेन को चज़ंदेा करते हुए 
देीवान कहता है 
चकस कलमे से करूँ ?
िांदेी की कलमे से करूँ ? सोने की कलमे से करूँ
चक लकड़ी को कलमे से करूँ ?
 
मेार खाया हुआ आदेमेी टिरटिरयाता है 
चक कानून की कलमे से करो 
 
कानून की कलमे लड़की की होती है 
देीवान कहता है--कल आना  
मेगर अपना गबाह भी साथ लाना
और चकसी िाक्�र से यह भी चलखवा लाना 
चक तुमेने मेार खायी-ही-खायी है . . . 
 
बहार संतरी-ड्ू�ी पर खड़ा बलदेेव खटि�क 
चजसका चसर मेुंिा हुआ है 
चजसकी मेाँ चबना देवाई के मेर गयी थी 
सब सुन रहा है 
(थाने की बड़ी कड़ी सुधाकर 
घड़ीसाज़ फेा�क से बाहर जा रहा है)
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and so he fires his rifle
he smashes its butt against the police station wall
it breaks
and he races down the stairs
steps over the dead crows
and flees amid the lengthening shadows of the evening

(just then inside the movie theater
next to the police station there was an actor
falling in love)

he was a guard up till now
now he’s Baldev Khatik
he yelled this job can go fuck itself!
and crying mom! mom! mom! 
he came straight 
to our village

he isn’t wearing a hat
his shirt is no longer tucked into his police shorts
he asks every woman what’s wrong? are you sick?
let’s walk to the hospital
the car’s broken down

he tells all the kids
bring my wooden pen 
I’ll bring you justice
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अिानक सामेने खड़े नीमे के पेड़ पर 
उतरते शामे के कौवों से बलदेेव खटि�क कहता है 
—”थमे”
मेगर वे नहीं रुकते 
वह धड़ाधड़ फेायर करता है 
बंदेूक के ब� को थाने की देीवार से मेारकर 
तोड़ देेता है 
और सीच़ियां उतरकर 
सड़क पर मेरे हुए कौवों को लांघकर
फेरार हो जाता है 
 
(थाने की बगल मेें उस समेय चसनेमेाघर के भीतर 
पदेदे पर एक ऐक्�र प्यार कर रहा था )
 
अब तक वह संतरी था
अब वह बलदेेव खटि�क है 
‘मेाँ की िूत इस नौकरी की कह कर वह 
मेाँ, मेाँ, मेाँ चिल्ाता हुआ
सीधा हमेारे गांव मेें घुस आया
 
उसके सर पर �ोपी नहीं हैं
कमेीज हाफेपैं� से बाहर आ गयी है 
वह हरेक औरत से पूछता है तुमेको क्या बीमेारी है ?
अस्पताल तक पैदेल िलो। गाड़ी ख़राब है 
 
बच्ों से कहता है लाओ मेेरी लकड़ी का कलमे 
मेैं फेैसला चलख देूँ 
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without caring about anyone’s illness
without stopping for a second anywhere
without bringing any justice
he came running
and collapsed unconscious
in Rangtu’s hut

(the hut’s door was open
Rangtu had been put in jail for stealing rations
and his wife and kids weren’t there
although no one had seen them leave
from inside a sleepy dog 
with its tail tucked between its legs
came out and turned into the next alley)

it’s almost dawn 
but night is still present
night will remain 
even while everyone is watching the afternoon end

every house will be wrapped in its own pain
it is almost night 
which cracks open doors just a bit wider
and in the clamor of the birds and the crows and the dogs 
the leaves are about to start trembling . . .

then above our village
suddenly people saw something
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चकसी की बीमेारी सुने बगैर
चकसी के पास एक क्ण रुके बगैर 
चकसी को कोई फेैसला टिदेए बगैर
वह देौड़ता हुआ आया 
और रंगतू की झोपड़ी मेें 
बेहोश होकर चगर पड़ा 
(झौंपड़ी का देरवाज़ा खुला हुआ था 
रंगतू राशनवाले मेामेले मेें जेल िला गया था 
और उसकी औरत भी बच्ों समेेत
वहां नहीं थी 
मेगर चकसी ने भी उन्हें कहीं जाते नहीं देेखा था 
भीतर से नींदे मेें पूंछ झुकाये हुए 
एक कुत्ता चनकला और अगली गली मेें मेुड़ गया)
 
सुबह होनेवाली है 
लेचकन रात अब भी मेौजूदे है
रात उस वक्त भी मेौजूदे रहेगी
जब लोग देोपहर को ढलते हुए देेख रहे होंगे 
 
हर घर को अपने देदेवि मेें लपे�ती
देरवाज़ों की संधों को थोड़ा और िौड़ा करती हुई 
रात ब्यानेवाली है 
चिचड़यों और कौवों और कुत्तों के सामेूचहक शोर मेें 
पचत्तयां थरथरानेवाली हैं . . .
 
तभी हमेारे गांव के आकाश मेें
अिानक लोगों ने एक देरार देेखी
सदेर से रौशनी फेेंकती हुई 
चफेर यह पुचलस की गाड़ी थी 

A G A I N S T  T H E  S T A T E    /     



64

a light appeared on the road
it was a police car

morning came on in a shower of embers
and amid the barking of crazed dogs
they descended from the road smoking bidis
hardened by their lot 
their plain faces
telling the stories of household abuse
of kids shitting down their legs 
of blisters
of water simmering on the stove
of the steam of cooked rice

they descended from the road to Rangtu’s hut
where they cuffed the crazy police officer
and took off his police uniform 
before taking him away 
because the government isn’t crazy
the government isn’t a criminal

it’s another matter that since then
for the common man
all “government” means
is handcuffs and punishment

they put him in cuffs
and turned him into an ordinary person
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राख की तरह झरती सुबह मेें 
िमेकती हुई कुत्तों की भौंक के बीि 
बीड़ी पीते हुए वे उतरे 
संबंधों की वीरानगी मेें 
 
उनके साधारण िहेरों पर 
घरेलु थपेड़ों की गहरी चशनाख्त है 
�ट्ी चफेरते हुए बच्े हैं। फेोड़े हैं 
िूल्हे पर ि़िा हुआ खदेबदेाता पानी है 
भात के भपारे हैं 
 
वे उतरे और रंगतू की झोंपड़ी से 
उस पागल चसपाही को बांधकर ले गये 
पहले उन्होंने उसके सरकारी कपिे उतरे 
क्योंचक अपराधी नहीं होती

यह अलग बात है चक हथकड़ी और सज़ा 
इन देोनों मेें से 
आमे आदेमेी के चलए सरकार क्या होती है ?
 
उन्होंने भी उसे हथकड़ी पहना देी 
और आमे आदेमेी मेें तब्देील कर टिदेया 
 
वह अपने ही गाल पर िां�े मेार रहा है 
उसके पास न कोई सहमेचत है और न कोई इंकार 
धरती को पी�ते हुए 
वह अपने ही पैर तोड़ रहा है
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he’s punching himself in the face
there’s no consoling him now
kicking the ground
he’s hurting only his own feet

now on his crazy head
his hair 
has grown a half inch
his long nails are growing black from the world
he is still as strong
as a person is
but he doesn’t know who his enemy is
and his bullets have missed their real targets

now he’s locked in a room
outside a guard
junior officer #42
paces from one pole to another
that his boots shine more than his eyes do
shows his eagerness for duty
from head to toe 
his body is the epitome of discipline

on his chest
is a bullet-proof vest
he’s wearing a hat and carrying a rifle
but how is he different from the first guard?
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चफेर भी उसके पागल चसर पर 
बाल 
आधा इंि बड़े हो गये हैं 
उसके लंबे नाखून संसार की धूल से 
गंदेे हो रहे हैं 
उसके हाथों मेें अब भी एक आदेमेी की ताकत 
मेौजूदे है 
लेचकन उसे अपने देुश्मेन की सही पहिान नहीं है 
और उसने गोचलयां सही जगह नहीं देागी हैं 
 
अब वह एक कोठेरी मेें बंदे है
और उससे बयालीस नम्बर जूचनयर
बाहर एक संतरी है 
एक खम्भे से देूसरे खम्भे तक �हलता हुआ 
िेहरे से ज्यादेा चजसके बुक मेें िमेक है 
अपनी मेुस्तैदेी मेें 
चजसका समेूिा शरीर 
अनुशासन की रग है 
 
उसकी छाती पर भी 
गोचलयों का एक पट्ा है 
चसर पर �ोपी है और हाथ मेें बंदेूक है   
मेगर यह पहलेवाले चसपाही से कहाँ पर अलग है ?
 
यह भी अपने देेश को 
न कहीं पर पाता है 
न कहीं पर खोता है 
उससे कहा गया है चक हरेक पर शक करो 
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about his country
he too doesn’t know anything
he was told to doubt everyone
to trust only his commanding officer 
and his superiors 
(but never to trust himself)
now we will have to wait and see
when he will go crazy too!

a good, hard-working man
went crazy
in the politics of 1974
there’s no word for this
but you can trust me
there are no crazy people
in Baldev Khatik’s family

everyone look out for yourselves
look after your kids
it’s not just a rumor
(it’s a new condition of living)
that in this country some people
are going crazy from hunger

but when they will shoot
it’s already arranged that
this time crows won’t die.
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चवश्वास केवल देीवान का करो--देरोगा का करो 
(उसका चनजी कोई चवश्वास नहीं)
अब देेखना यह है चक 
ये कब पागल होता है !
 
एक अच्छा खासा 
कामे करता हुआ आदेमेी 
पागल हो जाये 
१९७४ की राजनीचत मेें 
इसके चलए कोई शब्दे नहीं 
मेैं आपको यकीन टिदेलाता हूँ
बलदेेव खटि�क के खानदेान मेें
कोई पागल नहीं था 
 
आप लोग अपनी परवाह करें 
अपने बच्ों की जाँि करवाएं
यह केवल अफेवाह नहीं 
(बश्ल्क चजन्देा होने की नयी शतवि है)
चक देेश मेें कुछ लोग 
पे� से ही पागल होकर आ रहे हैं 
 
लेचकन वे जब फेायर करेंगे 
तो यह तय है चक 
इस बार कौवे नहीं मेरेंगे।
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don’t put anything in this letter
not your thoughts
not your memories
don’t put anything in this letter

nothing about your friends
no sadness
no complaints
no promise to get together
no news of illnesses
no family gossip
not your signature
or else this letter can be seized
don’t put anything in this letter

I N T E R - I N D I A  M A I L
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अं त देदे श ी य 

इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
न अपने चविार 
न अपनी यादेें 
इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
 
न अपने संबंधों की छाप 
न देुःख, न चशकायतें 
न अगली मेुलाकात का वादेा 
न संक्ामेक बीमेाटिरयां 
न अपने हस्ताक्र 
वरना ये पत्र पकड़ा जा सकता है 
इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
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because the homeless
draw the most suspicion
outside there has to be
the recipient’s name and address
in one spot
and the sender’s in another spot

news wants to be safe too
so don’t put any in this letter

the sender knows
what wasn’t written
why it wasn’t written
the reader knows

a blank page
will be scoured as well
so not even a single syllable
that the pen never filled out 
don’t put anything in this letter

no incendiary word
no news of a child’s birth
no accidental death
no bomb
no reasonable logic
no wishes for the new year
no plans for divorce
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क्योंचक चजनका ‘टिठेकाना’ नहीं 
वे असहाय 
सबसे ज़यादेा संटिदेग्ध हैं 
बाहर एक ओर चकसी पानेवाले का 
नामे और पता 
देूसरी ओर चकसी भेजनेवाले का
ज़रूर हो 
 
समेािार खुदे चहफेाज़त िाहते हैं
इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
 
भेजनेवाला जानता है 
क्या नहीं चलखा गया 
क्यों नहीं चलखा गया 
प़िनेवाला जानता है 
 
कोरा 
वह भी बांि लेगा
एक भी आखर 
चजसके चहस्से नहीं आया 
इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
 
न कोई चवस्फेो�क शब्दे 
न बच्ा पैदेा होने की खबर
न कोई आकश्स्मेक मेृत्यु 
न बमे 
न कोई वाचजब तक्क 
न नये साल की बधाई 
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don’t put anything in this letter

the entire meaning
the entire letter
is the mailman’s face 
that during the day
grows more and more pale
and by nightfall
is a bloodless mask.
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न तलाक का इरादेा 
इस पत्र के भीतर कुछ न रश्खए
 
सारा मेुद्ा 
सारा पत्र 
पोस्�मेैन का रक्तहीन िेहरा है 
जो रोज़ गांजा जा रहा है 
और चजसे 
शामे को वह जमेा भी नहीं कर सकता।
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translator’s  note:  In his 2015 

national television interview on 

the TV talk show Āj Savere, or “To-

day, this morning,” the host Jasleen 

Vohra remarked to the Hindi poet 

Leeladhar Jagoori (b. 1940) that his 

biography is unusual for a success-

ful Hindi poet. Jagoori’s mother 

died of smallpox when he was five. 

While his family were landowners, 

they didn’t have the resources to 

farm it profitably. At eleven, he ran 

away from home. At seventeen, he 

enlisted in the Indian Army, then 

absconded five years later at the 

outset of the Sino-Indian War of 

1962. In the interview, he tells the 

story of avoiding court-martial 

when he wrote to Minister of De-

fense V. K. Krishna Menon, propos-

ing that he could perform better 

“service” (sevā) to the country by 

writing poetry. (Menon agreed.) 

Later, he enrolled in Banaras Hindi 

University to earn an MA, and his 

first poetry collection was pub-

lished in 1964.

Jagoori acknowledges the diffi-

culties of his early life, but he states 

that he knew “hundreds” if not 

“thousands” of people like himself—

ordinary Indians who overcame ear-

ly struggles. Nevertheless, it’s likely 

that Jagoori’s sense of social and 

political engagement developed 

from his youth’s trying circumstanc-

es. His political consciousness was 

shaped by the 1960s, and, in retro-

spect, he writes about that era:

It’s clear that the new gen-

eration that came into con-

sciousness in the days after 

Independence had suffered 

experiences that pushed 

many to the brink of suicide. 

They were overwhelmed 

with the meaninglessness of 

their lives. Backlit by Inde-

pendence, they saw histo-

ry, tradition, and the world 

around them as nothing 

more than another age of 

misery. (“The Lives of Old 

Desires” [“Purāne prasaṅg ke 

/    L E E L A D H A R  J A G O O R I



77

prāṇ”], in On This Journey [Is 

yātrā me], 11)1

The youth rebelled. To oppose the 

current order, they took up arms. 

Strikes and arson were common. 

They turned against art. They lost 

faith in religion because they saw 

religion mixed up in politics. The 

youth favored opposition political 

parties, but that did not last be-

cause the opposition became cor-

rupt once they came to power.

In the 1960s, the widespread is-

sues of indigence and hunger were 

pushed aside by power-hungry poli-

ticians, and, Jagoori writes, “[it] was 

increasingly difficult for a ‘normal’ 

person to see a role [in society] for 

himself. Women were no better off: 

their lives were defined by sadness, 

uncertainty, and physical want” (14). 

Instead of feeding the hungry, the 

political class turned inward, ob-

sessed with elections, power, and 

self-interests, and “[the] ordinary 

person was pushed offstage, and 

the ‘leaders’ were the stars of the 

show” (14). Ordinary people were 

negatively affected, and “[the] re-

sentment and anger of the masses 

turned in nefarious directions. Peo-

ple started to think that ‘business’ 

meant extorting customers. The 

questioning of virtue and the wel-

coming of graft and deceit made 

every interaction dubious and peo-

ple distrustful” (14). The political 

class grew in number to such an 

absurd point that Jagoori mocks, 

“One poet, two poets, maybe you 

can find three poets—/ But in this 

country every child is a ‘political 

leader’” (14).

Published in 2015, Jagoori’s es-

say “Between Doubt and Certain-

ty” [“Sandeh aur nissandeh ke bīc”] 

revisits the same era. The irony is 

biting. Looking back on the volume 

It Is Still Night [Rāt ab bhī maujūd 

hai] (1976), he recalls his hope that 

its socially committed poems would 

quickly become nothing more than 
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a faint reminder of a bleak era of 

Indian history. But the longed-for 

change never happened. While his 

generation had expected for de-

velopment to spur “an egalitarian 

society to emerge” (73), this never 

came about. Even with the first 

sour disappointment, however, he 

“didn’t learn his lesson” because 

each decade brought new hope 

that had to be foresworn at its end. 

Then, when change did take place, 

it was “not the sort hoped for by 

the Communist Left” (73). Instead, 

it was change ushered in by the Far 

Right—Hindu nationalists and their 

retrenched “caste and community 

politics” (73). In this climate, the 

word “politician” (netā) became “an 

insult” (73).

The 1970s poetry of Jagoori 

shows the backstory of contempo-

rary India’s tumultuous socio-po-

litical history. The two poems 

published here are from his fifth 

volume What of the Earth was Saved 

[Bacī huī pr ̥ithvī] (1977), published 

at the end of the Emergency—

the twenty-one–month period 

of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s 

unapologetically authoritarian rule. 

During the Emergency, the state 

used its enforcement mechanisms 

in repressive ways. The media was 

censored, the political opposition 

was jailed, a mass vasectomy cam-

paign was led by Indira Gandhi’s 

son Sanjay Gandhi, and, in general, 

human rights abuses were rife and 

civil liberties were suspended.

In the span of thirty-six hours in 

1975, Jagoori wrote three important 

poems, one of which is included 

here, “Inter-India Mail”: a poem 

about the surveillance state under 

the Emergency. Another of those 

poems, “Secret” [“Bhed”], though 

not included here, is a thematic 

draft for “Baldev Khatik,” the first 

poem here: a long narrative poem 

about the eponymous tragic hero, 

Baldev Khatik, a low-ranking po-

lice officer in Bijnor, Uttar Pradesh, 

who comes from a mountain village. 

This poem’s themes are those of 

poverty, hunger, lack of access to 
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medical care, the corruption of the 

police (their heavy-handedness and 

indifference), and the complicated 

social politics of North India. The 

poem starts with a focus on Rangtu, 

a poor villager from the mountains 

who is incarcerated for “stealing 

rations” to feed his family. The 

poem evokes the mountains and 

social realities of the region and 

its distinct ethos. Jagoori compares 

his poem to another more famous 

poem written at about the same 

time, Raghuvir Sahay’s “Rāmdās,” 

a poem that speaks in universalist 

generalities about the same themes. 

Jagoori laments that critics, coming 

from the urban elites, never un-

derstand the immanent regional, 

socio-cultural politics of “Baldev 

Khatik.” Hindi criticism, he writes, 

with exaggerated contempt, “has 

never found such creative ways to 

fail at getting into the history that a 

poet lays out in a poem” (75).

Reading “Baldev Khatik” does re-

quire a sensitivity to the importance 

of place as a means of defining the 

social setting, its politics, and ethos. 

The poem also asks a question that 

people across the globe are increas-

ingly asking about the role of the 

police. The character of Rangtu 

is a symbol of the oppressed, and 

the police are directly responsible 

for his oppression: He, as a poor 

person, had to steal to feed his 

family, and, for this, he is incarcer-

ated. The second half of the poem 

focuses on Baldev Khatik. His por-

trait is also one of the oppressed; 

as a “sentry,” or guard, he is on the 

lowest rung of the police force. The 

poem shows how the lack of basic 

humanity afforded him drives him 

mad. The suggestion is that as a 

person from Uttarakhand (and so 

from the mountains), he faces so-

cial stigmas and biases in Bijnor, in 

the Uttar Pradesh plains. In other 

work, Jagoori is perhaps even clear-

er in how he sees the police force 

as being as corrupt as the political 

class. Dhaniram Heer, an Indian 

scholar of Jagoori’s poetry, sum-
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marizes Jagoori’s anti-police poem 

“Murder” [“Hatyā”]:

The job of the police is to 

rid society of oppression, 

corruption, bribe giving, and 

theft, and providing protec-

tion to the vulnerable is its 

main task. But in the contem-

porary world, the police don’t 

protect the masses but feast 

on them. Drunk on power, 

they are even more cruel and 

barbarous than corrupt politi-

cians and the exploiter-class. 

(86)

These words resonate in these poems.
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