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As soon as he took up employment, the
postmaster found himself stationed at
Ulapur. It was a village of no consequence.
There was an indigo1 planter’s home nearby,
and the sahib had made every effort to get
a post office established in the environs.
Our postmaster was a young man from
Calcutta2. Arriving in this village left
him feeling not very unlike a freshwater
fish that has been lifted onto a riverbank.
His office was a dark thatched shed; not
far away there was a weed-infested pond
with a jungle on its borders. The agents
and workers at the plantation had little
time on their hands and were anyway unfit
to mix with genteel people.
Moreover, the young man from Calcutta
was particularly lacking in social skills.
Unfamiliar places found him become aloof
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too easily with the local people. On the
other hand, he didn’t have enough work to occupy him. From time to time he
attempted to write a poem or two. The sentiments he expressed in them were
largely that life passed in great happiness in the day-long proximity of
the tremor of trees and leaves and of the cloudy sky-- but the lord of his
innermost self knew that if some giant out of an Arabian novel were to come
there and uproot, in one night, the trees with their green branches and
leave a macadam3 road in their place, if several tall buildings were to
obliterate the clouds in the sky that were now clearly visible, this halfdead progeny4 of bhadralok5 society would receive a new lease of life.
The postmaster’s salary was negligible. He had to cook himself, and a
parentless girl from the village would do his household work, in exchange
for a little food. The girl was Ratan. She would have been twelve or
thirteen years old. There seemed to be no great possibility of her getting
married.
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Indigofera tinctoria: a flowering plant cultivated as a source of a dark blue dye
a large city in the east Indian state of West Bengal
3 road made with broken stone and bound with tar
4 offspring
5 bhadralok (“well-mannered person”): the middle and upper classes of Bengali society who
had arisen during British colonial administration
2
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When, in the
evening, smoke, curving
and coiling, rose from
cowsheds in the villages,
crickets began to be heard
in the bushes, and
intoxicated Baul6
mendicants7 in the
distance struck their
drums and cymbals and
launched into song in
high-pitched voices-when, sitting in the dark
porch, there would be a
small palpitation even in
a poet’s heart, then,
lighting a slender wick in
the corner of his room,
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the postmaster would call
for Ratan. She would not come into the room when she first heard it; she’d
say, ‘What is it, babu8, why are you calling me?’
The Postmaster: ‘What are you doing?’
Ratan: ‘I have to go right now to light the stove-- in the kitchen--’
The Postmaster: ‘Oh you can do your kitchen-work later-- would you
first bring me my hookah9?’
A little later, Ratan would enter, blowing into the hookah, her
cheeks inflated. Taking the hookah into his hands, the postmaster asked
suddenly: ‘Ratan, do you remember your mother?’ That was a lengthy matter;
what she remembered, and what she didn’t. Her father loved her more than
her mother; she remembered him a little. He would return home in the
evening after a day’s hard work; one or two of those evenings, for no good
reason, had remained imprinted like pictures in her mind. As she spoke of
these things, Ratan would gradually lower herself onto the floor beside the
postmaster. She would recall she had a younger brother-- on a monsoon10 day
years ago they had stood by a pool and, pretending a broken branch was a
fishing-rod, played at a make-believe game of catching fish-- this memory
came back to her more frequently than more important events. They would
talk in this way late into the night sometimes, and the postmaster would
feel too lazy then to cook any more. The morning’s leftovers would still be
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mystic minstrels from Bengal; Bauls constitute both a religious sect and a musical
tradition
7 members of
a religious order who depend on charity for their livelihood
8 a South Asian respectful title or form of address for a man, especially an educated one
9 water pipe
10 a seasonal wind in southern Asia that blows from the southwest (bringing heavy rain) in
summer and from the northeast in winter
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there, and Ratan would quickly light the stove and make a few chapattis11-in this way they’d both make do for the night’s meal.
On certain days in the evening,
the postmaster, sitting upon the office
bench in one corner of that large shed,
would introduce the subject of his own
family-- his younger brother, mother,
elder sister, those people for whom his
heart ached as he sat by himself in a
foreign place. Things that he always
remembered but couldn’t speak of in any
circumstance to the agents at the
plantation were what he would talk
about with this illiterate,
insignificant girl, without thinking it
in any way inappropriate. As a result,
the girl, in the course of the
conversation, began to refer to the
people in his family as ‘mother’,
‘elder sister’, ‘elder brother’, as he
did. She even drew, from imagination,
their forms and features upon the small
canvas of her heart.
One day, during the monsoons, a
tender, slightly warm breeze was
blowing on a cloudless afternoon; a
sort of fragrance had risen from the
wet grass and trees in the sunlight; it
seemed as if the warm breath of the
exhausted earth were falling against
village girl with ropes and pots for
one’s skin; and somewhere a persistent
drawing water from a well (1895)
bird repeated its complaint in one
long-drawn note before the court of nature’s creation the afternoon long.
The postmaster had no work on his hands-- the movement of the rainwashed
leaves on the trees, become smooth and satiny that day, and the vanquished
rains’ ruins-- the piles of many-levelled clouds made white by the sun-were truly something to look at; the postmaster was contemplating this
sight and thinking, If at this time there were someone near who was truly
my own-- at one with my heart, a human figure that was a tender object of
love. Gradually it appeared to him that that bird too was saying this very
thing repeatedly, and that what the branches were murmuring in the midst of
that humanless seclusion of forest shade was of more or less the same
nature. No one would believe it nor come to know of it, but, in the midst
of profound silence on a long off-day, thoughts like these arose in the
mind of a negligibly-salaried sub-postmaster in a small village.
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flat pancake-like bread cooked on a griddle
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The postmaster sighed deeply and
called: ‘Ratan.’ Ratan was then, legs
outstretched, beneath a guava tree,
eating a guava; hearing her master call
she ran to him without delay-- out of
breath, she said, ‘Dadababu12, did you
want me?’ The postmaster said, ‘I’m
going to teach you to read a little
every day.’ So saying, he spent the
entire afternoon teaching her to speak
the alphabet. And in this way, in only a
few days, they had gone past the stage
of the compound letters13.
There was no end to the rain in
the month of Shravan14. Canals, lakes,
and drains filled with water. For
guava
twenty-four hours the sound of frogs
and of rainfall. The paths of the village were, in one sense, out of use-people had to go in canoes to the market square.
One day it was very cloudy at dawn. The postmaster’s student had been
sitting expectantly for a long time at the door, but, not hearing the call,
which on other days was punctual as could be, slowly entered the room with
her small bundle of books. She saw the postmaster was lying on the stringbed-- supposing him to be resting she began again to leave the room while
taking care not to make a sound. Suddenly she heard-- ‘Ratan’ Quickly
returning she said, ‘Dadababu, were you asleep?’ The postmaster said in a
woeful voice, ‘I don’t feel very well-- would you touch my forehead and
see?’
Here, in this quite companionless foreign place, in the heavy
downpour, the afflicted body longed for a little looking after. What came
to mind was the touch of a mother or an elder sister by one’s side; and
this migrant’s desire didn’t remain unfulfilled. The little girl Ratan
didn’t stay a little girl. At that instant she was transformed into a
mother. She got the local vaidyat15 to pay a visit, gave the postmaster the
medicinal pills at the right times, remained awake all night by the
bedside, cooked the sick man’s food by herself and would ask repeatedly,
‘Tell me, dadababu, are you beginning to feel a little better?’
Many days later the postmaster, much thinner, abandoned the sickbed;
he’d decided, No more, I have to get a transfer out of here somehow. Citing
a local illness, he immediately sent a formal request to the authorities in
Calcutta for a transfer. Her service at the sickbed having come to an end,
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Dadababu: master: but with familial resonance, as ‘Dada’ can also refer to an older
brother or a grandfather. [translator’s note]
13 In the Bengali script, compound letters are a mixture of two (or even three) letters that
often take a distinctly different form from either of the original letters; in modern
Bengali there are upward of 400 compound letters in addition to regular consonants.
14 beginning in late August or early September (in the rainy season)
15 traditional doctor [translator’s note]
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Ratan returned to her old place
outside the door to the room. But she
wasn’t called in as before. She’d
occasionally peep in to see that the
postmaster, in an extremely absentminded way, was sitting on the bench
or had lain down on the string-bed.
While Ratan sat waiting in hope of
being summoned, he was impatiently
awaiting the reply to his request.
The girl sat down by the door and
reread her old textbook numberless
times. What if she was suddenly
called again and, on that day, found
herself completely confused about
the compound letters: this was the
cause of some trepidation. In the
end, after about a week had passed,
there was a call for her one evening.
Her heart brimming with excitement,
Ratan entered the house and said,
‘Dadababu, were you calling me?’
The postmaster said, ‘Ratan,
I’m leaving tomorrow:
Ratan: ‘Where are you going,
educated Bengali (Calcutta, 1902)
dadababu?’
The postmaster: ‘Home.’
Ratan: ‘When will you come back again?’
The postmaster: ‘I won’t come back.’
Ratan didn’t ask him any other questions. The postmaster informed her
of his own accord that he had applied for a transfer, and that the
application had been denied; and so he was putting in his resignation and
returning home. No one spoke for a long while. The light of the earthen
lamp began to flicker weakly and in one part of the room rainwater fell
drop by drop, through an aperture in the ageing roof, upon an earthenware
vessel below.
After some time, Ratan rose slowly and began to knead some dough in
the kitchen. Her task wasn’t finished as quickly as it was on other days.
Probably thoughts travelled in and out of her head. When the postmaster’s
dinner was over, the girl asked him, ‘Dadababu, will you take me home with
you?’ The postmaster laughed and said, ‘How can I do that?’ He didn’t think
it necessary to explain to her the reasons that made it impossible for him
to give any other answer.
All night long, in her sleep and dreams, the sound of the
postmaster’s laughter rang in her ears-- ‘How can I do that?’
Early in the morning the postmaster woke up to see that the water for
his bath was ready; in keeping with the customs of Calcutta, he used to
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bathe in water that had been collected in a pail. For some reason, the girl
hadn’t been able to bring herself to ask him at what time he’d set out;
she’d gone late at night to the river to collect the water in case he
needed it at dawn. When the bath ended, Ratan was summoned. Ratan entered
the house soundlessly and, awaiting a directive, gazed silently upon her
master’s face. Her master said, ‘Ratan, I’ll tell the man who’s going to
come in my place, he’ll take care of you just as I did; you don’t have to
worry because I’m leaving.’ That these sentiments came from a most tender
and compassionate heart there was no doubt, but it’s difficult to fathom a
feminine heart. Ratan had for many days silently tolerated many sharp
remarks from her master, but couldn’t endure these gentle words. Overcome,
she cried, ‘No no, you don’t have to say anything to anybody, I don’t want
to stay here.’
The postmaster had never seen Ratan behave in this way; he was
astonished.
The new postmaster arrived. After explaining to him his
responsibilities, the old postmaster was ready to make his journey. Before
leaving, he called Ratan and said, ‘Ratan, I’ve never been able to give you
anything. Today, before going, I’m leaving something for you, you’ll find
it’ll last you a few days.’
He took out his
salary from his pocket,
all of it except what
would be necessary for the
expenses of the journey.
Then Ratan fell to the
dust and embracing his
feet said, ‘Dadababu, I
fall at your two feet, I
fall at your two feet, you
don’t have to give me
anything; I fall at your
two feet, no one needs to
worry about me’-- and
then, in a burst of speed,
fled from that place.
The ex-postmaster
sighed, hung the carpetbag from one arm, balanced
Bengali village (1860s)
the umbrella on one
shoulder, having lifted the white-and-blue-painted trunk onto a coolie’s16
head, and slowly walked towards the boat.
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an unskilled native laborer in India; the term has since become a slur, but it was not
when Tagore used it here (though it did have a distinctly negative connotation even at the
time)
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After he’d got onto the boat, and it had sailed forth, the river,
full with rain, brimming at the bank like teardrops in an eye, he
experienced in his heart an intense ache-- as if the suffering face of an
ordinary rural girl-child had brought to light a great, world-encompassing,
inarticulate pain. At one point he felt a great desire, ‘Let me go back,
let me take that world-abandoned orphan child with me’-- but by then the
wind had reached the sail, the monsoon current was flowing swiftly, and,
the village behind them, the cremation pyres on the banks could be seen-and, carried by the river, the traveller, afloat, found a sorrowful insight
taking birth in his mind, There are so many such separations, such deaths,
in life, what will come of turning back? Who belongs to whom in this world?

river approach to Calcutta (1868)

But no such insight came to Ratan’s mind. She, weeping unstoppably,
was only wandering again and again about the building of the post office.
Perhaps there was a tenuous hope in her heart, to do with dadababu coming
back-- trapped, she found herself unable to go far from where she was
roaming. Alas, the mistaken human heart! Its delusions never end, the laws
of reason enter the mind after much delay, disbelieving incontestable
evidence it embraces false hope with both arms and all its might to its
breast; in the end one day, severing the umbilical cord and sucking the
heart empty of blood, it flees, there is then a return to one’s right
senses, and the mind grows restless again to embrace its next delusion.
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