
 1 

 

CIVIL LINES 

One Man’s Chronicle of Partition 

 

Kavita A. Jindal 

         

[i] 

 

‘Rice fields are rice fields wherever they are.’ 

My youngest sister says this to console me. 

‘Look how green the fields gleam  

under the noon sun here in Karnal,  

just like in Sheikhupura.  

The cows chew the cud the same. 

The milk is good, na?’  

 

Lassi here does not taste the same.  

Pulao does not taste the same.  

It should, I know, it should be delicious,  

but my tongue has forgotten flavour.  

We are the lucky ones, the survivors.  

God has been good to us. We can regain  

in part, our material losses.  

 

I will never again see the lamp-post at the end of 

my street. The one I sulked under my whole youth.  

Where I sat alone to dream and to read  

my English books in peace. I will never again show  

my sons the land tilled by their forefathers; the two  

white houses of their childhood; quite the grandest  

homes in town.  

 

‘Remove your cloak of sorrow,’ my sister says.  
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‘Life is yours to enjoy.’ I have to admit my father  

has taken the blow better than me. We will build again. 

He constructs new houses on empty plots of land.  

But my home is left behind. Here does not suffice.  

Not Karnal, not Delhi, not Bombay, nothing has the same  

fragrance, nothing tastes the same. Life has no flavour. 

 

[ii] 

 

I had a younger brother who was a simpleton,  

not right in the head. Didn’t understand the world,  

was difficult to control. He could be dangerous, 

unwitting. Once he dropped my baby daughter 

from the roof terrace like she was a toy.   

Miraculously, she was unhurt.  

 

That evening of genocide in late August 1947  

we hid him with us in the fields. We crouched into  

new shoots hardly daring to breathe, praying that  

the Balochi soldiers (or mob, whatever you want to call 

the vigilantes, armies, and marauding bands of that time)  

would not discover us. 

 

My brother couldn't stay quiet.  

He didn’t understand. We pulled  

him down as he stood up in the dusk. 

We pinned his legs and arms. 

He shouted, he babbled. I whispered: 

‘Shh. Shh. We’ll all be killed.  

 

Don’t you hear them baying for blood?’ 

Some of them our people, our neighbours, 

intent on spilling blood. 

‘Why-y? Why-y?’ my brother called out 
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like children do, and we couldn't quiet him. 

I risked a glance above the green stalks. 

 

A small gang, maybe eight men  

approached us, palms cupped to ears, 

listening on the wind to his whimpers. 

Stamping the crop as they advanced. 

We left him. My father and I. 

We left my brother.  

 

We slithered away on our chests, then crawled  

on hands and knees in the direction of a refugee camp.  

Surely from there they would take us to this invisible  

“border”, that we needed to find, get beyond,   

be on the other side of a line of demarcation 

freshly drawn on British paper.   

 

Clothes in shreds, mud in our mouths 

we tried to cross to what had become  

another country. It would be our “nation”.  

But in my mouth there was only the taste of mud. 

The mud of my fields. The imagined blood  

of my brother. We don’t know what happened to him. 

 

[iii] 

 

The women and children were summering in Simla.  

A neighbour there heard the news first. 

One white bungalow burned down.  

The other commandeered.  

(Later, it became the local jail!) 

 

Everything in the houses taken. ‘All gone, empty,’  

the neighbour said. Though how could he know?  
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He read my wife the day’s gazette. ‘10,000 non-Muslim  

civilians murdered. In one evening.’ Some were listed.  

My father’s name and mine. Recorded under ‘Killed’.  

 

Almost a month later in Simla 

my wife opened the door to me. 

I knew what it was to come back from the dead.  

I saw it in her eyes.  

Was I just an emaciated ghost? 

 

[iv] 

 

Were we naïve to believe, even ten days past Partition 

that our town wouldn’t turn on us? That the flames  

that licked at all hearts and all doors that month  

would spare us? I didn’t think everything would be  

consumed in the name of Freedom. In 1947 was  

everyone else insane or were we? 

 

Insane to believe we would be secure in  

our courtyard of privilege, wearing the turbans  

of our faith? Our ancestors had settled to farm  

and prosper. I had even counted back seven generations  

on the land, and seven generations ago  

we were Hindu before we became Sikh. 

 

How many faiths and saints had this fertile soil produced?  

How many kings and conquerors had renamed the place?  

We lived among believers who believed in numerous ways.  

A thousand ways to be Hindu. A hundred ways to follow Islam.  

Discreet believers of other sects, not fitting in with the diktats 

of temple, mosque, gurudwara, church.  

 

They all belonged in our town. We had myriad ways to  
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pray and celebrate. Could I have known that we had myriad  

ways of viciousness and loathing simmering within us?  

That we were susceptible to politics, our leaders’ divisions,  

armies rising to respond to a call for the Sikhs who  

stayed put on their estates to be driven out.  

 

 [v] 

 

The night of the mob there was one man  

who remained a beacon of humanity.  

To him we owe the chance of our new beginnings.  

‘Bhagoo Nai’, our family barber, slipped into our house 

minutes ahead of the massacre-pack.  

 

‘Flee. Now. Hide somewhere,’ he begged.  

Chittian kothiyan wale sardar will be attacked first. 

He’d heard this at the meeting as the soldiers prepared.  

Bhagoo put loyalty and humanity first. 

He was a musalman who risked himself, placing 

 

his real conscience ahead of tribesmanship. 

He was the reason we chose not to surrender  

to hatred. No matter what we heard and saw 

of what they did; and what we did; all those horrors 

each side had perpetrated; no matter how many  

 

wars are whipped up between old and new country,  

I cannot be harsh with others, on the basis of  

religion alone. And, no matter your chiding,  

I can’t help but mourn my real home  

where I won’t be able to return.  

 

* Chittian kothiyan wale sardar: the Sikhs of the white houses 

* musalman: Muslim 


