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One day just after my fourteenth birthday, Uncle Triple K took me to the tiny village of Rampur, a hundred or so kilometres north of Delhi. He wanted to show me the brick kilns and let me meet the workers, some of whom he said were even younger than I was.

We were running late and had to board a bus which was unusually full. Uncle Triple K didn't get a seat and had to travel standing. A young man, maybe one of his students, offered him his seat, but my uncle declined. We travelled for an hour and then the front tyre of the bus exploded. There was a loud noise and the bus skidded, shuddered and stopped.

Luckily the shoulder of the road was sandy and the driver, clearly used to such mishaps, halted the bus without tipping it over. We were ordered to get out and wait for his young assistant to change the tyre. Uncle Triple K didn't want to wait. He spotted a camel cart and asked the old man on it for a ride. He knew the brick kiln and dropped us near the village, where a young man, Yadav, had brought bicycles to meet us.

Yadav worked for the local trade union and had invited my uncle to meet the labourers. We rode for half an hour along a dusty track, avoiding potholes and the sharp spikes of
kikar
trees.

At the kiln we found three children playing with a bicycle wheel. They ignored us. One of them was using a stick to steer the wheel as he pushed it with his left hand and ran along with it. The other two, a boy and a girl, completely naked, ran with him, whooping and shouting. The girl, the youngest, would stop every now and then to cough and catch her breath.

Uncle Triple K was not pleased. He hadn't expected the kiln to be shut and deserted. Yadav, however, didn't seem at all surprised. He told us he had been expecting something like this. The bonded labourers who worked the kilns were illegal and banned by the government. Occasionally the police raided and freed anyone they found there. But the contractors had their informants among the police who gave them advance warning of the raids. They would round up the labourers in advance and drive them off into neighbouring villages.

Yadav checked the kiln and as we were about to leave we heard someone scream from a hut near the large furnace. The boy stopped running with the wheel. We all froze. Then again we heard the desperate howl. We rushed in the direction of the hut, following the three children.

When we entered the tiny dark space, the older boy was already inside. â€˜Amma is ill,' he said. She was leaning against the wall clutching her large belly and breathing heavily.

â€˜She's in labour,' my uncle said. â€˜Quick,' he continued, â€˜we need a doctor â€“ urgently.' Yadav ran outside and cycled off to get the doctor from the neighbouring village.

Meanwhile Uncle Triple K asked me to find a bucket and fetch some clean water. The boy showed me the well, the rope and the bucket, and together we pulled up a load of water and took it to the hut. My uncle had already found a lantern and settled the woman on a mat on the floor. He told us to light a fire and heat up the water. Outside the hut the boy and I put together some of the bricks that were lying around, gathered some dry wood, leaves and scraps of paper, found some kerosene and managed to get the fire started.

Meanwhile the woman in the hut had stopped screaming, but by the way she groaned we knew that she would soon start wailing. My uncle asked the boy if there was a clean sheet in the hut. He pulled out a worn but clean Bengali sari from a basket in the corner. The woman glanced at the sari, nodded, smiled and then began to scream again.

All I remember are her screams, which seemed to go on and on. Then all at once she stopped and looked at Uncle Triple K, raised her hand and pointed at something in between her legs.

â€˜Look, the head,' he whispered. â€˜The baby is coming out.'

I couldn't see much in the darkness of the hut. Uncle Triple K raised the lantern. I watched the woman take a long breath and gather all her strength to push. That's when the baby slid out. My uncle quickly dropped to his knees and caught the child in hands that were trembling slightly. Then he cut the cord, cleared the baby's mouth and the first cry of the newborn girl echoed round the hut. He washed the baby, wrapped her in the sari and my woollen jumper and gave her to the mother for her first feed.

It was more than an hour before Yadav returned with the doctor. He examined the mother and the baby and said they were both fine.

The three children who had witnessed the birth of their new sister had not said a word. They still looked stunned. Then the little girl got up and went up to the baby, to touch her face. When the baby gave a cry she quickly withdrew her hand.

The doctor invited my uncle and me to stay overnight at his house. Uncle Triple K gave Yadav some money and asked him to buy food and milk for the family. The doctor's wife found two blankets, a sari and some clothes for the children. She also packed a small box of sweets, to mark the happy occasion of the birth.

On our way back to Delhi, my uncle explained why the woman in the hut had been so pleased that her baby was a girl. Boys born at the kiln inherited the bondage of their fathers and were trapped there, whereas girls, when they grew up, were given away in marriage to husbands in neighbouring villages. They had a chance to be free.

Later when I was in Moscow there was a postscript to one of Uncle Triple K's letters to me. â€˜Do you remember the baby who was wrapped in your woollen jumper? She died before she was two. But don't be sad (although I know you will be), because in a way it's better that the poor child is dead. She escaped the suffering of that wretched life.' He added: â€˜It breaks my heart to know how little hope there is for these people. I feel despair knowing that, like so many others, I am unable to help them.'


It was eighteen months after our visit to the brick kiln before Uncle Triple K and Yadav persuaded the police to organise a proper raid to free the labourers. The contractor was arrested and charged.

My uncle returned to Delhi and wrote an article about the kiln-owners and the ruthless way they exploited their labourers, who included little children. â€˜That evening in the village I helped a mother give birth to a baby girl,' the concluding paragraph of his article reads, â€˜but I am not sure how happy I am about that. Look around you: there are children everywhere, cleaning shoes, selling newspapers, serving tea, washing dishes, scavenging rubbish, collecting waste. I have seen them in stone quarries, carpet shops, on railway stations, in spinning mills, and in illegal
bidi
and fireworks factories. I ask you to pause and think. Do you see any future for them? And if not, is there any future for us?'

Uncle Triple K was a good writer, simple but persuasive. He wrote columns for newspapers, plays for street theatre groups, and songs, slogans and jingles for protest marches. What I liked most was his ability to explain complex ideas simply and gracefully. Perhaps that's why the Sunday edition of a national newspaper began publishing his column,
Notebook of a Dilettante
. I used to collect these columns and read them, hoping to learn to write like him.

My collection of Uncle Triple K's columns contains a brief news report which appeared on the fourth page of the Delhi edition of
The Times of India
. The report is short, very much like the incident it describes. For the reporter it was a minor assault. But it changed my uncle's life.

One evening my uncle and Mala Didi were walking home after attending the editorial meeting of a literary magazine he had started with some friends. He had got off the bus and walked through the bazaar, paused for a few minutes to look at a cinema billboard, stopped at the
paan-
shop to say hello to one of his friends, declined his offer of tea, and gone into a grocery store. When he came out he had turned into the narrow lane behind the shopping complex just a few metres from his home.

Suddenly two men armed with
lathis
rushed at him from behind. They knocked over Mala Didi. One of them hit my uncle's legs hard and he fell down. The other rained down blows on his back and his head.

Shaken and shocked by the attack, Mala Didi took some minutes to get up. Then she saw Uncle Triple K lying face down, bleeding and moaning. She ran across the lane and called for help. Someone rushed to get a doctor from a surgery across the street, the
paan-
wallah scurried to ring an ambulance, and an old man who had seen everything that had happened hurried to call the police.

The doctor found my uncle unconscious and badly hurt. A couple of ribs were broken, there was a small crack on the back of his skull and part of his jaw was shattered. Worst of all, his left eye was damaged.

Jijee-ma didn't let me visit my uncle in the hospital. â€˜Not yet,' she said firmly. â€˜Maybe in a week, when he's better.' I saw him first after ten days. By that time, to use his own words, he was â€˜nicely patched up and re-assembled'. Most of the upper part of his body, including his head and neck, was bandaged and there was a black patch over his left eye. His face was still scarred and puffy but he smiled as soon as he saw me.

â€˜Where is your camera?' he asked. â€˜Don't you want to take my photo in this spacesuit?' I said nothing. I was trying hard to hold back tears. He asked me to come closer but instead I ran from the room.

Mala Didi came to get me. â€˜He'll be fine,' she tried to reassure me. â€˜The scars will be there, but he'll come out stronger and more determined. I know him well. He isn't someone who will give in easily to those who want to hurt him.'

â€˜But what about his eye?' I asked her. She didn't say anything then but after a few days told me the whole story.

As Uncle Triple K fell, his glasses slipped off and when he hit the ground his face smashed into them. Each blow from the
lathis
pushed his face into the broken metal frames. Their sharp edges pierced his left eye, dislodging the eye-ball from its socket.

His eye couldn't be saved. It was removed, leaving an empty hole in his face.

For a few years afterwards he wore awkward-looking glasses. An eye transplant was suggested but quickly dropped because of the irreparable damage to the optic nerve.

He had a glass ball placed in the hole. Uncle Triple K soon learnt not only to live with one eye but also to joke about it.

â€˜What a shame,' he would often say. â€˜A Leftist forced to look at the world with his right eye.'

â€˜For proper balance, Kamrade Kakkar,' his friends would say, and laugh.

Stalin's Heart

Anna

That Vasu adored his Uncle Triple K terrified me. I wasn't sure if I should tell him that in our family we didn't feel comfortable with people like him, that we were highly suspicious of them and even feared them.

â€˜Stop seeing your Indian,' Aunty Olga had told me. â€˜He isn't one of us.'

â€˜But that's the very reason I like him,' I replied.

â€˜Don't be stupid,' she said and warned me that nothing good would ever come from this relationship. I was glad when she returned to Kiev because if Vasu had phoned she would have told him to leave me alone.

I hadn't talked to him for a while. Too busy planning the expedition, and then the message arrived from Poltava and I had to leave.

I didn't want to leave Moscow so soon because of the fires and smoke. Most of the forests around Moscow were on fire and almost the whole of the south-west was covered in smoke. Papa had told me that the fires would continue for months, because once peat starts to burn it is very hard to control.

I was worried. Papa suffered from high blood pressure and often forgot to take his pills.

â€˜Don't worry about me,' he repeated and laughed. â€˜Just concentrate on your work.'

He was right. That field-season in particular was extremely important for me and the expedition. I needed to focus on my work.

Maybe I should have phoned Vasu to find out how he was coping with his asthma in the smoke. Maybe he would want to join me in Poltava and work on the dig with me. I knew he loved old cities and what could have been older than Gelon? â€˜Come, my friend,' I imagined myself telling him, â€˜and walk with me in the streets of a town so old it was described by Herodotus. We'll map its shape and size and argue about the site where the Scythians chose to build it.'
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