DUMAS, 1940

Hoshang, an only urban child, 

Lived night and day for holidays

At Dumas, his ancestral place.

The very day that school was out

They’d pack a mound of baggage for 

The five-hour train to Surat town

With heaps of food that village folk

Considered a delicacy, 

Like bread and cake, and cake and bread. 

He dreaded going through Surat town

Devoid of sewers; all the drains

Flowed past the townspeople’s front doors

So all their toilets too were there

Displaying in the open drains

What they’d consumed the day before. 

The people there were wonderful.

His whole extended family, 

Warm-hearted, loving, generous, kind, 

Were there to greet the travellers

And take them home to feast and chat

Before his cousin Dali took

Them in his personal taxi 

To Dumas, the ancestral home

Of the Patels, a Parsi clan

Settled close to the shallow sea.

Twentyone siblings there were born.

Eighteen survived, prospered and thrived 

In business and professions like

The country doctor, Hoshang’s dad.

Family planning, much desired, 

Was not as now.  Folk remedies 

Most often did not do the trick. 

Yet none were hungry,  none were poor. 

They grew enough to eat, and more, 

Dumas was then a no-tax State

So surpluses could be retained 

And shared contentment sweetened all. 

In time the children grew, and left.

For college, marriage, jobs in towns, 

Leaving the eldest brother and 

His brisk and birdlike loving wife

To manage all ancestral land. 

Yet back to this spiritual home

A haven treasured all the year

They all returned, with children too, 

And with grandchildren, for a week

To outdoor loos and wood-smoke food

On string-beds ranged under the stars

To reminsce, converse, and laugh. 

They’d rise at dawn, go to the groves

Of toddy-palms, and breakfast there

On fresh-tapped sap and crisp fried fish

(Mud-skippers wriggling, speared on sticks)

And cast away big-city cares, 

Stress blew away like thistledown

Upon the breeze beneath the trees. 

Oh that each urban family

Could clasp within its memory

Such rustic green tranquillity 

To help preserve its sanity. 
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