GOA:  THE   FISHERMAN’S   TALE

Child of the sand and sea and sun,

Of six poor children the eldest one,

Costancio Fernandes, when he was just eight

Was launched, by a then-common twist of fate,

On the most remarkable life I have known.

A well-to-do neighbour, a doctor from Goa

Having a practice in Gujarat State

Sought a boy from her home-town to help with the housework.

Costancio Joao was chosen to go.

His impoverished parents, at once glad and sorry,

Would miss their bright boy but were sure he would be

Well-fed and well cared for, perhaps educated.  

Costancio left home with his dreams full of glory:

Supporting his parents by sending home money.

Alas, what transpired was a different story.

From sun-up to sun-down he scrubbed, fetched and carried;

From morning to night he was scolded and harried

With never a moment of childhood to spare ---

No schooling, no playmates, no fun and no play

And alas, at the end of each month’s work, no pay.

He was fined the first month just for spilling some milk,

And fined in the next month for breaking a plate;

Fined again the third month for neglecting the cat

And fined every month-end for this or for that,

All from his monthly two rupees’ pay!

At long last, one month when paid half a rupee

He decided to run home at last and be free.

Travelling ticketless, boarding a train,

Changing at Bombay, he reached home again 

Bright-eyed and undaunted, to start life anew,

Deciding to live by old skills that he knew;

Bought, with his half-rupee, twine that he knotted

Into a fine-meshed and kerchief-sized fishnet,

Tied with a twig-frame; he strolled through the shallows 

Sweeping his hand-net beside him all day

For a handful of fish that he then would parlay

Into more twine, more fishnet, more fish and more pay.

Years later we met him, a prosperous patriarch

At ease in his huge tile-roofed home by the sea.              
Regaling us trekkers with sea-food and story,

Providing a feast but refusing our money,

He told the most marvellous tales of past glory:

His sixty-foot sailboat, employing a dozen,

With one-mile-long fishnet, then costing a fortune,

Huge Alladin-jars filled with salt and with pickle,

The mountains of food cooked to feed all his people:

The fishermen, salters and ice-men and cooks.

All went well till the advent of motorised trawlers.

Encouraged by Government, greedy and lawless,

They fished where they shouldn’t, close inshore in shallows,

Trawling the bottoms, destroying the catch 

And the lives and the livelihood of the old-timers,

Traditional fishermen, pleading in vain

For sustainable harvests from which all could gain.

Now the long boats lie silent in giant old barns

Nets piled high to the rafters, unused and unsold.

None wants this lace that once harvested gold,

All sparkling with silvery slippery fins……

Old-timers still suffer for other men’s sins.

Brave Costancio recounts all of this with a smile,

His sad times and good at Arossim-parail.

But the trawlers in turn now lie beached in the breeze

As big ships from round the world fish off our seas. 

1998





Almitra H. Patel

Dedicated to Costancio Joao Fernandes, b. 30.12.1925

Arossim Beach,  P O Cansaulim, Goa 403712. 

