

 An Unfinished Literary Journey                     For Literary Corner
By Satendra Nandan
On a cold winter’s morning, at 6.30 am, I left Canberra to catch a flight to Singapore departing Sydney at 10.30. Canberra winter had spreads its wings wide and deep on leafless trees and withered brown grass. It was -6C.
 Inside the airport building life was beginning to stir with bright lights: soon I’ll be on my way on a long literary journey—five weeks of meeting friends, giving papers, readings, revisiting loved places and people. The joy was Jyoti was with me.
As we contemplated our journey, it was announced the flights from Canberra cannot take off because of  dense fog that had descended on the capital. I hadn’t counted on this for I’d to be in Singapore by 6 pm at the latest to give a reading and a talk at the S M University’s Wee Kim Wee Creative Centre. All this arranged by my poet- friend Professor Kirpal Singh with the grandiose announcement: An Evening with Professor Satendra Nandan. 
 Singapore was celebrating its 50th anniversary of independence.
However, the fog wasn’t thinning—it had settled on the two ‘mountains’ that defined Canberra. Finally we took off from Canberra at 10 am and waited at Sydney until 5pm for the next QANTAS flight to Singapore. 
Sitting at Sydney,  watching the ocean-waves ,I began thinking of my ideas of home. Where does one really belong? Is there a place called home once you’ve lost your childhood place? Is home where your children grow up or where you are spending time with your grandchildren? What about those who don’t have children or grandchildren?
 Canberra, Sydney are so distant and different from Nadi and Suva. So one tries to recreate this lost world in words. Writing becomes home and the voice of memory acquires special momentum and an edge of awareness. One’s heart can contain all the heart-breaks.
 At Sydney, around 5 pm, we boarded the QANTAS air bus. We were allowed to get in first as Frequent Flyers and Senior Citizens—there ARE advantages in growing old. Jyoti and I’d bought two caps, with the symbol of kangaroos shining colourfully. As I  reached my seat, I discovered my cap was missing from my head. 
We settled down into our front seats as other passengers streamed in. Across us slumped a plump  young man  with his computer attached to his belly and his mobile hanging like a large ear. He was gregarious: 
I’m from Maharastra— Ashok Pranjapaye.
Uncle, you’re going to Singapore?
Yes, we’re on our way to Europe.
Where you from?
Fiji.
Fiji-Fuji --same to same, no?
No, I replied.
He looked displeased.
Why you not going to India?
We will on our return journey. 
I’m working in Woolworths in Wollongong—good money here.
Good, I said.
I work hard—some days for 20 hours. 
The flight took off; soon the drinks trolley rolled on, propelled by a young airhostess.
He ordered two drinks, vodka in tomato juice. His round face brightened—he must have been in his early thirties. His jeans were quite tight but he was wearing a red t-shirt and over it a dark maroon coat, opened at the neck.
You not drinking, uncle? Fiji-fuji, no drinks?
I’m drinking here in Australia. Not drinking in Mumbai. Strictly vegeetarian too. Australia I eat and drink evereething. I’m not married, uncle.
Not even a girl-friend?
 I’ve one in my hometown. I’m taking a koola for her. He began fidgeting in his duty-free plastic bag, pulling out a small stuffed koala, presumably made in China. He fondled it as if it were an idol.
 The food trolley was wheeled in—he snapped two dishes of Singapore noodles. He ate. He drank .Soon much to my relief, he was fast asleep, face downwards, leaning on the lady on the left seat.
The lady changed her seat. 
Somewhere over the Indian ocean, he felt sick. Sickness bags were provided. He thrust his face into one. 
Then he opened his bag and took out a towel. A cap fell out of it.
It looked exactly like my lost cap.
Where did you get that cap?
I’m taking it for my grandpapa, he said. And zipped the bag. 
 And began snoring. 
 Another traveller on a journey home?   
He woke up two hours before the flight was due to land. We were being served dinner, Singapore noodles again.
 He was in the mood for talking and drinking . He collected several mini bottles of red Australian wines.
I began reading the inflight magazine.
He poked my rib with his forefinger: what time is it, uncle?
 Before I could reply, he’d lifted my watch-wrist in his right palm, glanced at the time and dropped my wrist as a hostess passed by.
‘Every person thinks his watch gives the right time’, flashed across my mind. But at 40,000 ft you’re in a timeless zone.
Travelling, he said, was education, reel education. 
He took two cans of VB Bitter as the trolley was pushed along by another hostess.
He opened his small bag. In it I saw the cap which I’d bought at the Duty-free shop, just before boarding the aircraft.
 I’m taking it for my grandfather, he repeated.
Soon we were descending. It was almost midnight. He collected his belongings and rushed out—midnight’s grand children, I thought.
As we drifted towards immigration, I glimpsed Mr Pranjapaye striding towards the International Transfer desk with my cap on his head; or so I thought. His grandfather would be pleased.
Just the thought of his grandfather pierced my heart with the memory of a bamboo splinter. I’d known my paternal grandfather for years—from my childhood to the year before I left for India to study. I’d never thought my girmitya grandfather needed a gift. He always said I was his gift as we sat down to have that long-loaf bread and herrings in tomato sauce from Lum Hop’s café by the Nadi airport.
 After customs, we came out in the balmy night air, expecting to see no-one waiting to receive us. Our arrival was delayed by twelve hours. But there was someone who drove us to the Grand Pacific Hotel-- a familiar name. Fiji, too, had a GPH from colonial times in Suva. And some famous writers stayed in it: Rupert Brooke, Somerset Maugham and perhaps even Jack London. But there’s no portrait of the city.
Singapore was clean and quiet. I’d missed my “An Evening with Professor Satendra Nandan”.I felt I must make it up tomorrow with Kirpal. We’ve been friends for the past forty odd years meeting in strange places : all this in pursuit of Commonwealth Literature and Writing.
 We grew up on the writings of Mulk Raj Anand, Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka, R K Narayan, Derek Walcott, VS Naipaul, Patrick White ,among a constellation of literary stars. They gave us the inspiration;  they enabled us to enter our worlds with words. So this friendship with Kirpal is rooted in shared experiences and common pursuits.
 Singapore is efficient and professional. One might say a shining success in our postcolonial world. But I’d grown up in Fiji, a confusion of coups, ceremonies, colours, crowds. Singapore was the creation of the late Lee Kuan  Yew. Many felt he’d left Mahatir Mohammed’s messy Malaysia far, far behind.
 In Fiji, some pursued Mahatir’s policies, rather than Singapore’s ideas of modernity. These finally led to the coups, coloured by race, economics, and politics of the pettiest kind.
 Since last year’s elections, the Bainimarama government has endeavoured to pursue progressive policies without discrimination. With a common name and an enlightened new constitution, many changes are now possible.
As we woke the following morning, Singapore was wreathed in rainbow- coloured ribbons and flags. After breakfast we walked down the Victoria Street towards the main shopping area. It’s supposed to be shoppers’ paradise : every shop was celebrating the 50th year of independence, with SALE in red balloons floating.
 We entered a large shop; the noise was unbearable.When I requested the chap shouting in the megaphone to turn down the volume, his first question was: Where you from la?
Fiji, I muttered, diffidently.
You’re an Indian?
Sort of.
What are Red Indians doing in Fiji?
I appreciated his irony. And we began chatting, even as the volume of noise rose, it seems by several decibels, by itself. He was surrounded by girls attracting customers.
I left him shouting. We took escalators writhing like caterpillars to the fourth floor.
 Now there are really only two people I know in Singapore—Edwin Thumboo  and Kirpal Singh, both poets and scholars, both deeply committed to writing and putting Singapore literature on the world map.
 And yet I knew so little about Singapore literature. Somehow the city state, economic miracle of Asia, had not quite captivated my imagination. But perhaps I was prejudiced by Lee Kuan Yew’s politics and emphasis on Asian values. Most of us know only human values.
 Often people in Fiji said we should be the Singapore of the South Pacific. We couldn’t be—some sons of the soil soiled and spoiled so much.
As I read more, I was astonished to discover that a teacher, Chia Thye Poh, had been the longest political prisoner in Singapore. Lee Kuan Yew had kept him in jail for 32 years—Nelson Mandela was in for 27 years. Mandela was released in 1993 and went on to be the co-winner of Nobel Peace Prize and the following year became the first democratically elected President of South Africa.
I was pleased to learn that Chia Poh had been nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize for 2015. In my many visits to Singapore, no-one had ever mentioned his name at any conference I’d attended.
Hadn’t we read in The Merchant of Venice, in Shylock’s city state:  All that glitters is not gold?
And also about the quality of mercy?


_________________________________________________________24 October, 2015.


