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Aroma of Orange Pekoe
Introduction
These are stories, snippets from the day to day life of tea and coffee planters. They are mainly my stories – I spent thirty three years serving in tea and coffee plantations in India and Papua New Guinea: from 1959 to 1992.
I say mainly my stories because I have also included amusing stories told at the bar in tea clubs, usually late at night, with slurred words, halting speech, and good humor – a close and genial time when the true character of a tale is revealed.
Planters lived a simple life and so the stories are simple and from the heart. They lived a hard life which too is revealed in the telling. They made their own entertainment – cut off and living in far flung estates in large plantation bungalows staffed with a retinue of servants – no TVs only radios with weak signals over-laden with static; they entertained and kept sane by visiting, partying, and dancing. Furtive, short, love affairs blossomed here and there – with a ground swell of well healed, healthy, young bachelors, it is only but inevitable.
Hunting was taken up by many and tennis, cricket, football, etc. was played by all. Managers insisted that youngsters visit the club and play games, “Keeps them out of mischief,” they said. Young Assistant Managers were not allowed to marry during their first tenure (usually three years) and so formed strong friendships, visiting each other regularly. Club nights were very popular and allowed an outlet to the loneliness of living by ones self.
A good salary, generous accommodation including extensive flower and vegetable gardens, with a number of servants thrown in made an ideal situation where a young executive might like to bring home a bride. Not being allowed to marry during the first tenure turned some into keen hunters, sportsmen, and keener club revelers; others, to escape the loneliness of living alone, had women visiting; and whilst some temporarily kept ‘garden women’, others retained their women for years, and still some married them – especially when children were born.
Dr Graham’s School in Kalimpong (India) is an excellent establishment that, in those days, looked after ex-pat planters’ children that were either born out of wedlock or children that were loosely adopted, as well as other children. The medium of instruction was English and most children who graduated from this excellent institute have done well in life.
In the spring of 1977 I traveled by Air India to Sydney – to the Company headquarters of tea and coffee plantations in the Highlands of Papua New Guinea where I was seeking a position. I was interviewed by the Managing Director in Sydney to ascertain my suitability for the job. Steven Rich was a busy Director and was at a Board Meeting when I arrived at the appointed hour. On being told of my arrival he rushed out and shook my hand. Australians, generally dress more casually than their British counterparts…Steven was dressed in jeans and matching jacket. I, being brought up more formally, wore a three piece suit. I think in his mind, Steven had allotted five minutes for the interview, at the end of which I could sense I had made a favourable impression. Steven’s last question to me was addressed in a serious tone of voice:
‘Jeff,’ he asked, ‘do you drink?’
The question threw me, but I had to be truthful.
‘From way back, Sir.’ I replied.
‘Right, my friend,’ he smiled. ‘You are on the next flight to Port Moresby (Papua New Guinea). And he rushed back to his meeting.
When some months later I met him on the plantation in the Western Highlands (Bunum Wo) and asked him how he would have reacted if, that morning in Sydney, I had said I did not drink, his reply was swift, ‘I would put you on the first plane back to India. For, you see my friend, this is a small community of ex-pats here and you have to get along together. Anyone who does not drink would stick out like a sore thumb. Anyway, Sandy Fraser knew you in India and said you liked your drink as much as the next person.’
Working on Bunum Wo was akin to work in India and yet not the same. Tea and coffee were grown on the same plantation and parallel factories for manufacture were maintained. When the tea fields were in full production, coffee harvest was at its lowest. This suited the plantation well for labour could be switched between the two works.
Clubs were not plantation clubs, as in India, but catered to the general public and were situated in small towns. These clubs were open every day of the week whereas the Tea clubs operated three days a week.
It took me a while to learn Pisin, the language of the Highlands. But having to speak it every day soon made me fluent.
Chapter 1
Resurgence of Hope
During the 50s and 60s, Jamair did sterling service transporting people and goods to the many remote grass airstrips that dotted North Bengal: a lifeline for the many tea plantations that lay well beyond the reach of rail lines. Plantation companies of the area put together resources to support and maintain these strips where the versatile Dakotas landed bringing factory engine parts, cement, office useables, and other essential goods so vital for the running of the plantations. The arrival of the Dakotas spread especial cheer as they carried bread, butter, cheese, bacon, ham, and cakes from Calcutta for managers and their families living in those isolated regions.
***
I had procured employment with a British company and was offered the job of an Assistant Manager on their tea plantations up-country. My destination that day was to the foothills of the mighty Himalayas in the heart of the Tea Plantation area in north-eastern India, two thousand miles from Calcutta.
I landed at Grassmore (Dooars) in a Jamair twin prop World War-2 vintage Dakota (DC – 3) early on the morning of the thirteenth day of March (that too a Friday!) in the year 1959. The flight had originated from a hanger at Dum Dum Airport (Calcutta) at three in the morning (morning indeed, it was pitch dark!). I was attired in a brown suit (a lot of us arrived wearing suits) having boarded the flight straight from a farewell party. Inside the bare, hollow of the DC-3 cabin there were only a few makeshift strapped-down seats for passengers and I was seated in one behind a load of cargo that shifted ominously with every bump in spite of it being tied down with a heavy rope net.
*
Back in Calcutta I was congratulated roundly by friends for having landed a plum job as a tea planter in a British company that paid the princely sum of Rs 650 per month as basic pay – a large sum it was considered in those days as starting pay for a youngster: I was in my twenty-first year, fresh out of college.
*
Tota driver, driving a rattley old Ford truck that belched more smoke than a steam locomotive, met me at Grassmore airfield. He kept me waiting an eternity whilst he collected 'cold stores' for the senior staff – I later learnt what an important lifeline those 'cold stores' from Calcutta were for us.
I waited in the shade cast by the awning of the building that served as the Terminus: a crudely plastered brick shed, whitewashed and roofed with corrugated iron sheets. I could see a tea plantation across a narrow macadam road: tea bushes trimmed flat formed a green carpet that stretched away into the distance rolling with the undulating terrain – a four feet high barbed wire fence separated it from the airstrip. A batch of colorfully draped women were picking green tea leaves and putting handfuls into conical baskets they carried slung on their backs. Children – bare feet and some bare every thing - lined the fence staring at the 'Iron Bird' that was disgorging hessian covered packages of all sizes. Through the trees, I could see the massive Himalayas – hazy, blue, and serene in the distance.
Tota emerged - buttonless shirt flapping around his khaki shorts- and we headed for the truck. We traveled on a dirt road that skirted a tea garden (Grassmore Tea Estate, I learned later) and proceeded towards the mountains stirring up clouds of dust and belching smoke that blanketed the fresh smell of lush green tea fields.
We drove over an iron grid built across the road (a cattle trap) the rattle of which sounded like a locomotive going over a bridge - we had now entered Bhogotpore Tea Estate of Dooars Tea Company. A company that belonged to the King William House Group of Companies, registered in London and managed by Gillanders Arbuthnot & Co. Ltd. of Calcutta.
On our way to the main office, we passed ‘labour lines’ where dogs ran out barking and chasing after the truck; past a football field at the edge of which stood a plantation school: a whitewashed large shed-like structure. We continued and soon two tall factory chimneys came into view exuding wispy grey smoke.
We had arrived at the Bhogotpore tea factory and offices - my destination. Tota stopped here and I descended brushing dust off my new suit and looking around at my new surroundings. Bhogotpore factory was large and spread out with many open outbuildings (chungs) to house the green leaf from the tea fields. A chain link fence towered eight feet around the factory and offices.
Daya Sehgal (senior Assistant Manager) 'tall, dark and handsome' wore an open necked shirt and shorts. He grinned widely when he saw me alight from the smoke belching truck in a suit (It was only later that I learned what an incongruous sight I had cut in a suit). He shook my hand in welcome and turned to Tota, "Take the Chota Sahib to the AG Division bungalow," he then addressed me, "I'll pick you up in an hour, when you have settled in… and put on shorts and a half-sleeved shirt… save the suit for Hogmanay," he said with a twinkle in his eye.
Any thoughts I had of a swanky first-impression evaporated rapidly.
*
I had schooled in Darjeeling: the winter hill station capital of Bengal during the erstwhile British Raj. Darjeeling is also the prime ‘quality tea’ area of India - and so I did not make any stupid comments about the tea fields as I believe many new comers did. However, the leafy, lightly canopied shade trees towering over the Tea looked magnificent in their whitewashed stockings (tree trunks were white washed with lime and ‘Gammexene’ from the ground to a height of four feet to keep soil borne weevils at bay) – there were no shade trees on the steeply sloping high altitude Darjeeling plantations, but I held my tongue.
*
Bhogotpore Tea Estate lies at the foothills of the Bhutan and Kalimpong range. The Ghatia River that flows two hundred feet below in a steep gorge demarcates the plantation's eastern boundary. Many a night, in later years, would I stand at the edge of this natural demarcation gazing across the valley at the glimmering lights of Ghatia Tea Estate on the other edge of the chasm, and up the valley at the shimmering lights of mystical Bhutan.
*
That first night at the Nagrakata club (a brick building, glazed windows, wooden floors, and corrugated iron roof – most clubs were built this way) I was greeted like a conquering hero by all the Dooars Tea Co. staff. I was overwhelmed – at last, I was appreciated for my flair and style!
But alas, it was not so!
My appointment had removed the anxiety the company executive staff had been suffering from…the rumor was that the Dooars Tea Company may be on the 'sale list' and my appointment allayed those fears. Two crushing blows to my ego in twelve hours took away something from the euphoria of landing a plum job at age twenty-one. But I salvaged some of my deserting ego that night by drubbing all and sundry at the billiard table. "You have obviously had a wicked upbringing," commented a senior manager - scuttling any progress I had made with my fading dignity.
All youngsters get a certain amount of leg pull on first joining. A senior manager, that night, hopped onto the bar and held a full glass of whisky against the ceiling, "Get me a billiard cue, lad," he said to me; I promptly obliged. "Now see if you can hold the glass pressed tightly against the ceiling with the cue".
Gosh, of course I can, I thought to myself waiting for the next move in the game. Does the 'old fogy' think I can't hold the glass? The manager hopped off the bar and joined his cronies in conversation at the far end. I looked around…all seemed to have lost interest in the game – I was left holding the cue supporting the glass against the ceiling twelve feet above me.
"Hey, what do I do next?" I said to Daya who was closest to me. He shrugged and looked away.
I had been had! I could see amused looks thrown my way from the Senior Managers' end of the bar. You bloody cad, I said to my self – you've been taken! But I was young and agile and a fair cricketer – I could easily catch the glass once I discarded the billiard cue – I would wipe the amused smiles off the faces of the perpetrators – they had chosen the wrong guy – They did not know how facile Jeff Tikari was.
I smiled confidently at the amused onlookers – they would soon be eating crow. I flung the cue away and very easily caught the descending glass…But they won!
I was covered with Scotch whisky that dripped off my hair into my shirt collar and into my eyes.
Loud hoots indicated I was now accepted and was a good sport.
Alec Hayward, my manager: a big built Scot, bushy eye-browed, and ruddy complexioned, put his arms around my shoulder and I knew I was the actual winner.
To be hugged by the senior most Manager of the Company within fourteen hours of arriving at ones first job was something not many could boast of. My dignity, that was unobtrusively slinking out the side door, returned
Chapter 2
A Planting Episode
Tea Planters, in those days, were a wild lot. 'We drink hard and work hard' was what one would hear them say. And it was true. A planter was up before 6 o'clock and quite often knocked off after 8 p.m. If one's name happened to be on the roster to help at night in the factory, then getting home at 2 or 3 a.m. after closing the factory was normal. Mind you, most Managers would allow one the concession to report late in the morning for having worked at night - at least Alec Hayward, my Manager, did (planting season excepted – one still had to turn up for planting at the crack of dawn).
When I joined Bhogotpore in March, it was near the end of the planting season and 'tipping' (the season’s first picking of tea leaves) in the pruned tea had commenced. The factory produced 'Legg cut' teas and so production started soon after the first field 'weighment' (there was no withering of the fresh leaf in this system of manufacture). The “Legg Cut” system of manufacture has been discarded now, and today Dooars plantations produce a variety of Rotorvane and CTC type teas (the small sized black tea leaf that throws strong, dark liquors). Some plantations make the long leaf Orthodox tea at the start of the season, known as ‘the second flush’ period. The first flush is the long stems of tea that rise from the pruned bush; this is level picked, usually to a height of six to eight inches above the pruned mark. The tertiary shoots that emerge from these stems are the second flush teas and are the seasons best.
My name was added to the factory roster for ‘night duty’ so I would 'learn the ropes' quickly and become a productive member of the Managerial Staff. Juniors were judged by the Manager to ascertain their capability of assuming Managerialship of a plantation in the distant future…and very distant, indeed, it looked at that time.
At five in the morning, in the darkness before dawn, I heard Tota Driver drive up to my bungalow (in the oldest truck there was on the plantation – a blotchy dragon-green Ford) to pick me up for 'planting'. I would be up and ready after finishing the last sip from my cup of tea – I had ample time to do so for I could hear the truck (two kilometres away) groaning and wheezing along, climbing its way to my bungalow – I had no transport of my own. The Company would only give me an advance to buy a transport after I had successfully completed six months of probation.
'Planting' is the expression employed to describe the planting of young tea saplings from a nursery to fields where they would grow and produce young succulent leaves for the next fifty or sixty years. 'Planting' commences before dawn – in the cool of very early mornings – and continues until about 10 o'clock when the sun is too hot for the tender plants.
Daya Sehgal met me at the planting field and tutored me on what to keep 'an eye out for':
No short cuts to finish early.
'Dhurmush' (compact) the soil thoroughly to ensure no air pockets are left inside,
Ensure planting lines are straight!
It would be years before we realized that too much 'dhurmush' was bad for the plants and that if a plant was a few centimetres out of line, it hardly mattered as every plant grew in its own way and within a few years the tea would cover the entire ground, anyway.
Plantations are set a target area for new planting each year along with a schedule for uprooting of old unproductive tea. These tasks had to be completed during the cold weather before the main plucking of tea commenced, for then all hands would be required to bring in the harvest.
Daya usually left me to complete the ‘planting’ for the day and went off to attend other works on the plantation. I remained to finish off planting and catch a lift on Tota's groaning dragon to the bungalow for breakfast and to savour the ‘cold stores’ from Calcutta.
That night it was my turn for factory duty. "Pop in after tea – about six-thirtyish. There isn't much leaf so the factory will close early," I was assured.
I walked down from the outer division bungalow to the factory at six thirty p.m. Daya dropped in later, to give me support and show me the different machines used in the manufacture of tea. The Legg Cut machine was actually a tobacco cutter, adapted to slicing tea leaves. A tea-rolling table is one which bruises and twists the leaves, and a tea drying machine dries the finely cut leaves to produce the characteristic black tea – then all that was required was to sort it into different grades by size and pack it into tea chests which would be loaded on to trucks that hauled it to distant Calcutta warehouses to be auctioned to the highest bidder or shipped to London for auctioning.
"You don't have to do much," he said. "Just the fact that you are here will ensure things get done properly." He left then (leaving a trail of 'Old Spice' aftershave) to go to a nearby plantation to enjoy drinks, dinner, and no doubt, a lot of dancing.
The green leaf finished before midnight, but by the time the washing and cleaning of the factory was completed, it was 2 a.m. I trudged home and, it seemed, had just got into bed when I heard Tota's pet monster wheezing its way to pick me up for 'planting'. That morning I had to drag myself out of bed – Tota had to squeeze the rubber bulb horn to hurry me along. Anyway, I consoled myself, I would get a full night's sleep that night, as I had no night factory duty for another two days.
The day was rough and interminable – I was not my sprightly self and by late afternoon, I was worse. Around six thirty in the evening when we were preparing to call it a day, Arun Majumdar, the Assistant on the other out garden, Kurthi, approached me to ask a favour: "Hey, Jeff," he said. He was shortish, heavier than I was and wore glasses. "Could you do my factory duty tonight and I'll do yours the day after… please?" I felt I was in no position to refuse any favours to my seniors and readily agreed.
That night/morning after I had closed the factory, I trudged home, dead beat and tired, to hit bed at about the same time as on the previous occasion. The Factory Babu had urged me to go home at around 11 p.m. telling me no sahibs stayed around all night – but I thought he was trying to get me out of the way so he could pinch some tea – I had been warned about that.
I dreamed that night of a smoke belching dragon coming to get me; I dreamt of Tota, grinning with large teeth bared, repeatedly pumping the rubber bulb horn…but it was, blessedly, all a dream… the bungalow night chowkidar’s loud and repeated banging on the bedroom door awakened me with a start – it had been no dream…I stumbled out of bed.
Tota started the truck and was on the point of departing without me. I rushed unsteadily to the window and hollered," Wait, wait for me." I threw some water on my face and squeezed toothpaste into my mouth. I took the 'chung bungalow' steps down three at a time.
I realize now how resilient we were at age twenty-one. Though the body needs more rest at that age, we can force it to keep performing almost non-stop.
By the end of work that evening, I was feeling quite bushed and longingly looked forward to nine hours of blissful slumber.
But…it was not to be! Oh, sweet Lord! Fate was testing me! I couldn't believe it!
Daya wiggled a finger at me,
"Yes, Daya?"
"Arun and I are invited out to dinner tonight. Would you do my factory duty tonight…?" I gaped at him, tongue tied and stunned.
"What's the matter, won't you do it?" he asked when he saw me hesitate.
"No, no…I mean yes, of course I'll do it. I was thinking of something else. You both go ahead; I'll look after the factory."
I stumbled home at 2 a.m. after finishing; weaving and lurching like a drunk – my mind blank, my eyes drooping shut.
That morning at 'planting' I nearly fell – I had nodded off standing, leaning on a walking stick.
Daya walked up to me: "Have you been drinking?" he pulled off my dark glasses. "Why are your eyes so red? Are you okay?"
And I told him everything.
"You silly bugger, why didn't you tell me before?"
"I didn't want to sound like I was making excuses." I said.
"You bloody fool, take the day off and go and sleep. Don't worry about Alec, I'll cover for you. And you don't have 'Factory Duties' for a week – we'll look after that."
Bye-bye, smoke belching dragon, you can no longer haunt me!!
Chapter 3
Nagrakata Club
Life in Tea Clubs revolved mainly around the bar and occasionally around the dance floor. There is usually a billiards (pool) table, a library, and, tucked away in the back, a card room. Outdoor activities included tennis, golf, cricket, and football. In some clubs, squash and polo are also available. The Tea Clubs have a system of signing chits for drinks ordered - no payment is required. At the end of the month, a bill arrives with all the signed chits enclosed to support the sum charged. The club's Honorary Treasurer would hand these bills out to members on a club night – he was usually considerate enough to wait until members had had a few drinks under their belts and were in a devil may care mood: some envelopes were dauntingly thick and receiving them at the start of the evening would certainly be a dampener.
For the first month, I was not allowed to sign at the club - not for any reason other than the restriction put on me by Daya Sehgal: "You are not bloody signing in the club for a month. We shall take care of all your drinks." he said in his deep voice. To say I was grateful would be inadequate; I was proud to belong to such a community. Daya had passed this along to the other senior planters who, if they saw me signing, would step up, grab the chit, and tear it up. I lived in bliss for a month.
The following month I did my best to pay all back for their generosity. I ordered drinks for all those who had looked after me and I would not accept a drink-for-drink return. I am an impressionable person and now delighted in returning, with interest, the goodness and decency shown to me during my first month.
My club bill at the end of the month was thicker than the library books I had borrowed and the amount of the bill far exceeded my monthly pay slip. I offered part payment to the Honorary Treasurer at the club office. The Treasurer was a senior Manager. He looked at me over his half moon glasses, "Dona stert yer young career with IOU chits, lad. The club doesna accept part payment, but in this instance I shall make ye an exception," he smiled to temper the harsh words. "Be careful how ye spend yer mooney and avoid a spendthrift lifestyle. It's easy fer a young lad to slide into debt."
"Thanks," I mumbled. I wish I had paid more heed to his wise words; but at that age, wise words were just the ramblings of an old grouch.
At about this period, Koko Das joined Tea and came to a neighbouring plantation, Chengmari. A tallish, well built lad who had worked as a gravedigger in the UK. Koko was as wild as they come. I remember one night at the club, after all had departed, even the bar boy had gone home after lining up drinks for us. Koko, with mischief in his eyes, pulled the Bridge Card Table under a ceiling fan, clambered up on to the table and bent the fan blades downwards – pointing them all to the floor. He then proceeded to do that to every fan in the hall. We encouraged him and laughed uproariously.
Of course, the club committee found out who the culprits were and we got our just rewards. The Committee saw us one at a time and lectured us on how young responsible executives should behave. "Any youthful zest should be employed on the football field and not vented on club property." We were let off with a warning. I think – behind the scene - Cuckoo Madhok, the senior resident doctor's wife, interceded on our behalf and softened the committee's ire – for the committee was of the opinion that a suitable communication should be forwarded to the Company Head Office informing them of the misdemeanor.
Chapter 4
My billet
I was allotted a two bed roomed ‘chung’ bungalow – which means the bungalow was built on raised stilts – cars could usually be parked under the bungalow. The roof of the bungalow had corrugated sheets painted green or red; the rooms inside had false ceilings made of ply board –similar to those used to make tea chests. These ceilings sheltered rats, bats, vermin, and the odd snake which at times fell through on to the floor of the living area below causing the occupants to retreat very hurriedly from the room.
Basic furniture was provided in these bachelor bungalows: chairs, both wooden straight backed ones and round deep and comfortable cane ones which were mainly used on the large open veranda where breakfast was laid out each morning and tea in the afternoons. The bungalow also boasted a sturdy wooden dinning table; a wooden sofa set with cane net weaving on the back and seats; dark varnished wardrobes with solid wooden doors stood tall in the bedrooms…probably carpentered at the turn of the century; the bathrooms had full sized enameled “Shanks” tubs, washbasins and toilets…no soft furnishings – which meant no curtains, carpets or cushions – except three little hanky sized cushions in the sitting room. A new recruit was expected to buy his own curtains, carpets, etc.
‘Tea’ bungalows also came with a lawn, flower garden, and a vegetable garden at the back. A couple of malis are employed through the year to look after the flowers and to ensure the sahib’s kitchen has a supply of fresh green home grown vegetables.
After my splurge at the bar at the end of my first month, I was flat broke! There was no money to indulge in the luxury of curtains and durries. To a young bachelor, this inconvenience was not a worry. I pasted old newspapers on the bathroom window and was quite content. Content, that is until Daya visited my bungalow …he was horrified!
"Where are the curtains?" he glared at me from his six-foot plus height. "As an executive staff member, you are expected to maintain a standard becoming of your position in the Company."
"Well, Daya, you know…the club bill…"
"Shut up!" he interrupted. "Who told you to behave like a bloody Maharaja at the club? I am sending across my spare set of curtains. Get the local tailor to alter them to fit your windows and doors," he said and departed.
I was bowled over by his generosity and large heartedness
Chapter 5
Field work
After early morning 'planting' was over and after a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausages, bacon, toast, marmalade, and orange juice (all received via Jamair from Calcutta) one did a full days work on the field. I was shown how tender tealeaves should be plucked…the proper way to do so and what to avoid.
"Don't let them stuff too much in their fists, for then the leaf is damaged, fermentation starts and heat builds up ruining the quality."
I spent a large part of the day with the plucking women. An old Nepali woman (ear rings, nose rings, a bright blouse, and strong perfumed hair oil) took special care to show me how to pluck properly and speedily. I practiced plucking with her for many weeks. A young saucy girl with flashing eyes invited me to pluck with her, but (alas!) I desisted. She flashed those come hither looks every day, but my resolution held (what a shame!). She even started plucking next to the old Nepali woman – I was always aware of her and of her budding femininity…I was also aware of the others watching me out of the corners of their eyes to see if I would buckle. After six weeks of learning I felt confident enough to show my hand at plucking in the Men’s' section.
There was immediate interest. Many stopped to see how the new sahib was plucking. At the end of the week, I had passed muster – for they nodded their heads and said I had learnt well. By the end of the year, I was plucking almost as fast as the fastest puckers and I saw respect in their eyes.
I noticed that only the best leaf pickers had the confidence to volunteer to teach me the intricacies of good fast plucking. The old Nepali woman had nimble fingers and though she was not the fastest, she was very good – the quality of leaf in her plucking basket was well above average standard: most of it was undamaged and a majority was two or three leaves and a bud…ideally the best leaf size.
At close of the season, in November, all picking of leaf stops and the tea bushes are pruned down to a manageable height for the next season. Hooked pruning knives are used to cut the tea. To master the technique of cleanly cutting hard wood that is the thickness of ones thumb requires a lot of practice.
Again, I went to the same old Nepali woman who could cut through a bush cleanly and seemingly without effort. ‘Flashy eyes’ was there too and pouted her disappointment every time I looked at her.
The old woman showed me the technique which lies in the angle of the knife head. It should be below your wrist and a follow through with an upward flick of the wrist at the end. Properly pruned bushes will have all the cuts slanting inwards towards the centre of the bush. "Just cut a little section at a time," she told me, "enough to allow your knife to have a follow through swing."
I learnt from her and she made it so easy – ‘Flashy eyes’ was now pruning at the other end of the field. Perhaps she thought her indifference would attract me, but more likely her people had given her a talking to. I will admit, though, that by the end of the season we had made a number of long range eye fixes – 200 yards long.
Before the old woman taught me pruning, I would wake up early so no one would be around, and practice hacking at a tea bush…making a complete mess. I would get my field Supervisor to tidy up my atrocious handiwork before the labour arrived on the scene.
By the end of the pruning season, once again, I was confident enough to prune in the male section; and once again, they were impressed and nodded their approval. I had learnt well – my teacher was patient and good. I rewarded her as best I could…with a couple of saris (brightly colored ones that she preferred) a comb and a bottle of hair oil (strongly perfumed).
Chapter 6
Siesta Time
Daya was very popular in the Nagrakata area and was invited to a lot of parties. I, being new, did not know many people. Daya soon changed all that: He took me along to every party he was invited to. In this way I soon got to know a lot of planters and their wives and more importantly my evenings were mostly taken care of – not that I didn't like reading library books from the club, armloads of which I took home.
*
A long lunch break was allowed to planters. After all, most days one awoke before sunrise and worked till sundown. I was not used to a ‘lie back’ after lunch and instead, frequently crossed a dry nullah on foot and trudged to Daya’s bungalow. He would be having his afternoon siesta in his bedroom upstairs and had allowed me to play his radiogram in his downstairs sitting room (at low volume) for the next two hours. I put on a stack of LPs (Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra Peggy Lee, etc.) and picked a book from his book shelf and settle in his very comfortable armchairs to read and listen to some very nice music.
This became routine with me. I had no music at home and listening to these LPs was a very pleasant way to pass the afternoons. When Daya woke up he would come down and we would have a cup of tea together after which Daya would take me as far as the factory in his car. I would then take a lift from any Company vehicle that was going towards the outer AG division, which was my workplace.
One day it had been drizzling all morning and let up only at lunch time. I decided to walk to Daya’s bungalow through the slush. The nullah now had some water flowing through it and I had to jump from rock to rock to cross it. When I got to Daya’s place, I shucked my work shoes off outside so as not to track up the polished veranda floor. I followed my usual routine and put on the radiogram.
Two hours later Daya came down in his stockinged feet smelling of toothpaste. We both had a hot cup of fresh plantation tea. When it was time to leave Daya shouted for the new bearer he had temporarily employed, to fetch his work boots – the regular bearer had gone to a wedding. The new man brought his mud encrusted boots on the tea tray that had a beautiful organdie tray cloth…now ruined with the mud.
On seeing Daya’s shocked look, the man explained that he had been instructed, by the old hand, to never carry anything in his hands to the Manager Sahib every article must be taken on a tray. He had merely followed instructions.
Chapter 7
Plantation - Field Routine
After I had worked for two months as a Field Assistant, I felt the need for some form of conveyance. At this time, a young British planter, Neil Golan, on Hope Tea Estate offered me his Lambretta 48cc. auto-cycle at a very reasonable price. I would have loved to buy it off him, but where was the money? Yet I looked over the little bike with longing – it would be such a convenience in my work.
I spent a large part of my working day walking…to get me from one work place to another I had to walk. To cover a thousand acre plantation takes a lot of walking everyday. Well, I would have to keep walking for another four months, for on completing six months I would become eligible for a loan from the Company to purchase a car…what luxury!
Kusang Lama, a Sherpa from Darjeeling, short and heavily built (like most Sherpas) and with a most pleasing smile, joined my employ as a bearer/house boy at this time. He was experienced and had worked in other bungalows and so knew the work routine. Over the years, he had salted away a sum of money, which he asked me to hold as deposit in the company safe. My Manager agreed and gave him a receipt as proof of his deposit, and that was that…or was it?
I could not ask the Company for a loan as yet…I had not completed my probation period. But, I could ask my bearer to forward a loan to me that I would return with interest. I could then buy the auto-cycle.
Kusang agreed readily and grinned happily; he would not hear of accepting interest, but fetched the money from the office safe…and that is how I became mobile!
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/237 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!