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The Noble People of a Small Town

Translated by Ankita Sundriyal
Ph.D. Research Scholar,

Department of English Literature,
EFLU, Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh

The story originally titled ‘Chhote Sheher ke Bade Log’, from the collection Mera
Pahad, has been translated by taking into consideration the input provided by the
author of the story. The title, too, has been approved by the author. For this, I am

deeply indebted to Mr. Shekhar Joshi and acknowledge his contribution to the same.

Early morning, a frightening situation was witnessed. Like a wild animal, he pounced
upon the table in fury. A while ago, the fishmonger had carried the table and set it down at
that spot. Obviously, he might have gone back to pick the rest of his stuff up. The peanut-
monger was the first one to establish his gunny there, with the bag containing peanuts beside
it. In order to light the dung cakes and wood chunks kept in the iron basin, he had gone over

to the tea stall across the road. It was then that the table had gained its spot.

While returning, the moment the peanut-monger set his eyes upon the table at the
spot, he pounced upon it as if it were his prey. He flung the table on the road and broke its
legs one by one. Now since the table was nothing more than a plank donning four legs held
there with a nail each, it hadn’t required much effort on his part to break it into teeny tiny
bits. Taking the fourth leg, he struck the table repeatedly. The people who had set their stalls

in the vicinity watched in shock.
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They murmured worriedly but none of them could muster enough courage to stop

him.

“I can swear he’s taken a peg or two. He is smothered.”

“These buggers have been quarrelling since yesterday evening.”

“Let’s wait for the other fella. He ain’t no better.”

“True. A person might do anything in anger. He might tear him apart like a fish”

With mixed feelings of fear and doubt, everyone waited for the fishmonger to emerge.

Given the serenity and calm of the hill, this was a sensational event. At the Chowk,
where passengers coming from different directions were waiting for public conveyance went
haywire all of a sudden. The vendors who were out of their shops enjoying the sweet wintry
sunlight saw the lane brimming with people; they could not help but be curious. The
marketplace was filled from one end to another. Everybody ran with the anxiety of ‘What

could’ve possibly happened?’ towards the Chowk.

The steady lifestyle of winter was affected in such a manner as a thrown pebble
affects the still lake. A summer morning was a different world, where the entire town would
be filled with the hues of tourists. From early morning to late night, they would be seen
chattering and enjoying the marketplace, or observing it from the balcony of their hotels. The
town would resonate the echoes of different cars, vans and other vehicles. The fashion of the

tourists, their hairstyles, their mannerisms was a subject of interest and of gossip. Alcohol,
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gambling and romance would now and then spring out a new blossom. Once the season

ended, the town folk kept ruminating over those incidents for the rest of the year.

The summers were followed by the Dussehra holidays. These visitors would bring
their family along. Their visit would be somewhat like a well-off relative visiting a
middleclass family. These visitors were not in the least like the brazen summer tourists who
had a habit of showing off their money. Their familial existence brought a festive mood to the
town. Then, winters would come to an end and a majority of the residents would shift to the
plains to protect themselves from the cold. It would bring another round of loneliness to the
people who stayed back. But this smallish incident had disturbed the calm of the town.
Different groups came into existence, and assigned themselves as a task force, voting for
either the peanutmonger or the fishmonger. The people seemed anxious of the impending

disaster.

The issue did not arise all of a sudden. This had been going on for a few days. The
peanutmonger had his spot on a slope and hence his gunny was soaked when water from the
fishmonger’s table had trickled down. Superficially, it may have seemed that this was the
case but the seasonal rise in the fishmonger’s business had projected the peanutmonger, who
had a humble business for the time being, as an envious neighbor. Yesterday evening, there

had been a tussle and a threat or two had passed between them.

Now, it was pure coincidence that these two belonged to two separate communities.

The residence of the fishmonger may have been far away or he may have gone

somewhere else to fetch his stuff. There had been a delay in his return. The people who had
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been awaiting his return with a seed of doubt in their minds were uncertain. They dispersed
slowly and started roaming elsewhere in the marketplace. There were two significant centers
for discussion, one was Pandeji’s paan shop and the other was Hajiji’s merchandise store.
One group that assembled at Pandeji’s was disgusted at the open demonstration of the
butchering and display of the fishes. The others were the ones who hated the peanut vendor’s
erratic and brazen behavior after drinking. They also sympathized with the loss of the

fishmonger.

Hayjiji had come to be respected as the intellectual head of his community and hence it
seemed only obvious for the well-wishers of the fishmonger to report to him. Even though
this community had a very few people in it, they formed an important part of the town. While
there was Id and Muharram, there was too a Holi and Diwali; all the communities celebrated
another’s joys and sorrows with an equal interest. Hajiji himself was a respectable member of
the Ramleela committee and his son Samad was always expected to be the Tabla player in the
shows. However, as human nature would have it, a few were not ready to let the chance slip

away so easily. And these were the people who expressed their disapproval vehemently.

And there were many people who were tired of the quiet and wanted a little
something just for the sake of fun. They wished to lend a certain context to the issue by
letting it float in the wind of the society. Khayalirama, who played the role of a joker in the
Ramleela, also played that role in real life. While returning from the Chowk, he scampered
around answering to the question, “What happened?” the following sentence, “Yes, this is it.
Feels just like the 6" of December Ayodhya kaand.” Meanwhile, word was spread around by

the Manthara Paruli that the Muslims had gathered around Hajiji and were making a call to
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Rampur. Mothers rushed to hide their children in the safety of their houses. Several pair of

eyes peeped from the balconies to find out whatever happened in the marketplace.

An old man advised all to report the incident to the police so that their interference
would lay off the impending misadventure. But the station being far-off and the possibility of
something taking place any moment from now, made the public ignore the wise man’s words.
Suddenly, someone viewed the fishmonger walking down the slope of the hill, carrying his
stuff atop his head. Everybody headed to the Chowk. The peanutmonger, suspicious but
quiet, continued to perform his chores. People took turns to look at the fishmongers and the
peanut mongers, imagining the possible turn of events. The fishmonger drew nearer, filling

the distance between them, but the peanutmonger did not bat an eye. He kept raking the fire.

Seeing the remnants of what was once his table, the fishmonger put his pile aside and
stood silently. It was probable that he was trying to solve the mystery behind this mishap.

Just then, he noticed Khan Sahib’s voice ringing out in his ears-

“Lads, did you or did you not take down the number of the truck?”

Pandeji jumped in the conversation with his words-

“Who could have possibly thought of noting the number when such a thing occurred?

That blither of a driver reversed the truck suddenly and drove away like a storm.”

And another voice chimed in-

“Oh these scoundrels will keep their mouths drowned in alcohol, for devil’s sake.
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