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Over the Years  
-A Photo  Autobiography  

In 2010 before going to US, I had been going through my old papers. As it appeared, I had 

wished to pen down my autobiography long back. In my diary on February 10, 1963, I had 

written that if I would ever write my autobiography, I would caption it óMy Life and Dreamsô. In 

1997 again, in my acceptance letter to the notice regarding my impending retirement that I sent 

on June 23, to Mr. A. Sankara Narayanan, Executive Director, M/S Hindustan Motors, I wrote: 

ñI wish I could pen down my years at HM some day and hope that it would provide useful 

insight for our budding engineers as Lee Iacoccaôs biography or the book ôOn a clear day you 

can see General Motorsô provided to millions of it readers.ô I knew that I was not that great a 

name in HM or industry, though I aspired to be one. Perhaps I didnôt select the right profession 

or I couldnôt take advantage of the opportunity that I got to convert the same to become big. I 

remember my teasing of my grandmother and later on my mother in school days by telling them 

time and again that they should not expect me to do routine household work, as I would be a big 

man. Later on I joked with some close friends and their wives that one day I would get into 

number 1 Rajpath. I meant Rastrapati Bhawan. I failed to become as great or big as I wanted but 

I did work very hard for every assignment that I got. I get satisfaction by saying, óThey also 

serve who stand and waitô. But I always longed to write about what happened over the years in 

my life. And the story is here.  

Background 

It is an autobiography of an ordinary Indian who came from a very remote village of Bihar and a 

typical rural background and culture with all its weaknesses and strengths. I have penned it down 

for my own satisfaction and perhaps for the next generations. As my own children left for US 

just after education, they might not be in knowledge of many things about my early life and the 

family. And now with all the three sons settled in US, I canôt but think that way. Some among 

them may be inquisitive enough to seek some information about the root of the family and me. 

Even some in the extended family may like it. Since my college day, I have come across the 

persons of Indian origin from Mauritius requesting me to help them find their ancestral village in 

Bihar from where their forefathers had immigrated. As I am trying to put it through digital 

media, it may survive for the posterity.  

The incidents narrated are not intended to hurt anyone. However, if it creates any misgiving, I 

only solicit excuse.   

What is there in the name? My surname would have been 'Rai' as it is for all others of my 

community and family in the village. But my grandfather got my name óDhanwantar Raiô by 

which I was known to all in the village changed to 'Indra Roy Sharma' when I came to Birlapur 

for my schooling. óDhanwantarô was derived from Dhanwantari. Dhanwantari was a great 

doctor, a character mentioned in Mahabharat, the epic. Indra was the king of all gods, as per 

Indian scriptures. The change of my name came on advice of a learned gentle man, who was 

from near Patna and a neighbour in Birlapur. My grandfather was impressed by the wisdom and 

knowledge of the gentleman and respected him. óSharmaô was added, as according to the 



 

 

 

 

 

 

gentleman that was the right title for our community.  While filling the form of School final 

examination, the teacher-in-charge thought it proper to make me a little Bengali and changed the 

spellings to óIndra Ray Sarmaô. I didnôt object. On all my certificates and degrees, I am still óRay 

Sarmaô. In Hind Motors they knew me only as óIR Sharmaô. I prefer to be called óIndraô only, but 

my Bengali friends called me óIndroô and the Punjabi ones óInderô. How does it matter?    

I started the work on this photo autobiography during my visit to US in September-November 

2010. Shannon and Anand had shifted to Cary, North Carolina. Yamuna needed me more 

because of her age, and Border was no more near or on the route of Anandôs office as in Santa 

Clara or Pleasanton. I had plenty of time. I started to work first for preparing a photo-book. Later 

on, however, I thought it prudent to provide the background of the photographs to that very soon 

took the shape of an illustrated autobiography for near and dear ones. The credit, to a great 

extent, goes to Shannon and Anand, who kept on encouraging me to carry on with the work till 

completed to my satisfaction. The friendly laptop and i-Pad made my work easy.   

While writing about the various elders in the family, I found it disrespectful to use just their 

names.  I was also not ready to use the English equivalents of the relationship with their names. 

So I decided to use their names with Bhojpuri suffix as I used to address them in day-to-day 

conversations or while talking about them with the family members or relatives: Baba 

(grandfather), Aaji (grandmother), Mai (mother), Babuji (father), Nana (maternal grandfather), 

Nani (maternal grandmother), Chacha (uncle), Chachi (aunty) or Mama (maternal uncle) for 

identifying them while documenting my story.  

 

Family Tree 

Full many a gem of purest ray serene,       

The dark unfathomed caves of ocean bear:       

Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,       

And waste its sweetness on the desert air.  

-Thomas Gray (1716-1771)-Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard 

I know very little about my ancestors. Till my grandfather was alive, I never tried to know more 

from him. Perhaps I never felt the need of the information. I could have even requested him to 

write about them. He was good at it. My grandfather had mentioned about his grandfather, 

Juthan Baba. He lived a long life and had four sons, Jai Baba, Shivdas Baba, Ramdas Baba and 

my great grandfather, Ram Pragash Baba. Juthan Baba was highly respected in the village. When 

he would pass through the village lanes, no one would remain sitting on cot. Ram Pragash Baba 

was good in playing ódholakô and was married with Bataso Devi in a rich family of Diul, a 

village near Arrah. Ram Pragash Baba had three children-two sons and a daughter. My 

grandfather, Lakshmi Baba was his eldest son, and Jamuna Baba, the younger one. Their only 



 

 

 

 

 

 

sister was married in village Tiara and had a son, Shyama Charan. Her husband had a short 

figure and was dark in complexion. By education he was a lawyer, though he never practiced it.    

Lakshmi Baba was married in a village named Dhobdiha. The name of my grandmother was 

Gango Devi. Her mother had died very early. Her father was in prison when she got married. He 

had come on parole for the marriage. My grandparents got blessed with three sons. My father, 

Shiw Pujan was the eldest. He had two younger brothers; Raj Kishore and Nand Kishore. Nand 

Kishore Chacha is still alive. Though my grandfather had moved to West Bengal for 

employment, but my grandmother remained at home in the village. All her sons were born there.   

Jamuna Baba was married in a village named Nagari with Ramnano Devi, the daughter of Ram 

Avatar Pande. He had two sons and one daughter- Ram Dulari. Mukteswar Chacha was the 

eldest. Jugeswar Chacha is the younger one and alive. Ram Dulari got married to a pretty 

educated young man, Suresh Rai in a village Intwa, but she died quite early in age. Suresh 

Phupha got married again and got a daughter and a son from the new wife. Later on, Suresh also 

got murdered along with his son, Sanjay from Ram Dulari. I remember having warned Suresh 

against getting himself involved in village politics that had grown really dangerous in Bihar.    

Once during college days when I was holidaying in Pipra, my village, I happened to compile the 

family tree shown below. One elderly person Ram Daras Pandey, who lived in our village and 

was very close to my family, provided the information. He didnôt have any family of his own. 

Everyone in our family used to respect him and he also loved us. Later on, my great grandmother 

Sadhuain Aaji also confirmed the authencity of the family tree. They knew many things about 

the ancestors that I could have documented but I missed the opportunity. Now I fail to remember 

what made me prepare the family tree. But it happened for the posterity. 

   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The family tree above is of one patti of our community - óJaltharia Pattiô in my village. The 

second patti is known as óBhojpuria Pattiô. Patti is the group of families that are the descendants 

of the same person. Bhojpuria Patti constitutes of the descendants of the sister of Mardan Baba 

who was married in Diya Dhakaich, but later on, she got a landed property gifted and came to 

live in Pipra with her husband.  

Mardan Rai became legendary for his strength, courage and valor. As the story goes, he helped a 

Brahmin in getting back his cows.  A strong goon had forcibly stolen the cows of the Brahmin 

from somewhere near Buxar in north and was taking away. The Brahmin kept on following him 

and requesting the people of the villages on the way to help him.  No one in the region dared to 

go against the goon. When the goon was crossing Pipra, the Brahmin approached Mardan Baba. 

Mardan Baba couldnôt tolerate the injustice, decided to challenge the rogue and vanquished him 

in a direct fight with a ólohbanô. The Brahmin got back his cows and was extremely happy. He 



 

 

 

 

 

 

offered to give some cows to Mardan Baba who refused. The Brahmin returned with his cows to 

his village and on the way whom sever he met, he narrated the story how Mardan Baba defeated 

the rogue. Over the years, Pipra got added a prefix after Mardan Babaôs name- óMardan Rai ka 

Pipraô. It perhaps also differentiated it from another village with the same name under the same 

police station.    

In 2003, I met Jhanar Rai, the oldest man of the village nearing the century score that year while 

I was in Pipra.  I came to know about the history of Pipra a little more. Our ancestors came to 

Pipra and other few surrounding villages from Tekari, may be some 300 years ago. Some 

Muslim and few low caste families were the inhabitants of Pipra before that. It was thick forests 

all around. Parashu Baba, the youngest one got Pipra and his other three brothers Samahuta, 

Pipra and Rampur. Their eldest brother remained in Tekari. Later on, the brother at Rampur left 

the village and came to Raghopur. Perhaps that had been the reason that the children of these 

villages are not married with one another.  

 

 
Me with Jhanar Rai at Pipraôs temple  

 

 

Jhanar Rai narrated an interesting story about Parashu Baba that might be real or anecdote. 

Parashu Baba being the youngest was very much attached to his mother. Instead of establishing 

himself in Pipra, he would run away very often to Tekari. The other three brothers got worried 

and annoyed. They decided to teach him some lesson. One they caught Parashu Baba, dug a pit 

near the present óBudhawa Sivbabaô, a platform with a Shivling, put Parashu Baba in it and 

covered him up to his neck in that. Somehow the news reached to Parashuôs mother. She came 

weeping all the way, and started crying for help. But she couldnôt find any one who could help. 

A Brahmin later on came out to help her in getting Parashu out from the pit. Parashu Baba fell on 

his feet. Brahmin asked Parashu Baba to lay the foundation of the Garh (earthen mound) and 

inhabit Pipra. He also said, ñMy son, you will prosper. Your brothers and their descendents will 

come to you asking for some help of cash and kind. Your descendents will never have to go to 

them.ò And Pipra grew around the high mud garh. I had seen the garh. In childhood we used to 

go there for playing. Over the years, the garh has been encroached and is now nonexistent. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Jhanar Rai also provided some more information. The only sister of Mardan Baba was married to 

someone of Diya Dhakaich in Diyara on the bank of Ganga. She didnôt like the corn and millet 

that were the main food there instead of rice and kodo in Pipra. Finally Mardan Rai and his 

brothers invited his brother- in-law who was in army to come to live in Pipra. The families of 

Bhojpuria Patti are their descendents and are of Gautam gotra.  

In 2010, Shiw Muni Chacha now in 80s who has been an English teacher in Dalmianagar gave 

me a family tree of óBhojpuria Pattiô too. The name of the sister of Mardan Baba was Sheo 

Kunwar Devi and her husbandôs name Bhadori Dube. They were blessed with three sons- 

Manogi, Dhantal and Manorath. All the families of Bhojpuria Patti are their descendants. Over 

the years, they changed their surname to óRaiô from óDubeô. The name Bhojpuria is perhaps due 

the proximity of Bhojpur to Diya Dhakaich.    

I donôt know if all these stories are correct but thatôs all that I could know.      

My village, Pipra comes under the police station of Karahgar. Pipra was part of the district 

known as Shahabad with Arrah as its headquarter. But the people, particularly those outside the 

state knew it only as Arrah. Sasaram was our subdivision. Culturally, the region was backward. 

The people were considered very arrogant and rough. The people of the district spoke Bhojpuri, 

a dialect of Hindi. It has an illustrious history from the Epic days. Viswamitraôs hermitage was 

around Buxar, where Ram and Lakshman came with the hermit to kill the Rakshas- Tadka, 

Subahu, Marich and their clan. That must be the reason for the rustic culture of the region. The 

famous Shershah, the Afgan emperor of India was from Sasaram. He was one who built Grand 

Trunk Road from Dhaka to Pesawar. He was a great fighter and reformist too. In the first 

Independence War of 1857, Beer Kunwar Singh who was the landlord of Jagdishpur near Arrah 

fought against the Britishers bravely and earned for himself a respectable name in the history.    

In Lalu Yadav era, the district of Shahabad got divided into four smaller districts- Bhojpur, 

Buxar, Rohtas and Kaimur. Pipra is now under the district of Rohtas with Sasaram as its 

headquarter. The name Rohtas is also associated with a mythical figure Rohitashwa, son of King 

Harishchandra, famous for his charity. There is a historical fort in the district called Rohtasgarh 

on the top of a hill of Kaimur range of mountains.  

Pipra has an irrigation canal (Balthari line) that was perhaps constructed in Raj era on its western 

flank going from south to north. It starts from a big canal straight from the Sone barrage at 

Indrapuri near Dalmianagar or Dehri-on-Sone. Dehri-on-Sone at one time was the biggest 

industrial hub in the region. As it had factories owned by famous Ram Krishna Dalmia, the place 

got the name Dalmianagar. 

The small bridge across the canal in Pipra was a land mark of the village and was called Pipra ka 

pool. In my childhood I loved to sit on the parapet and watch the water flowing. Later on too, I 

enjoyed coming and sitting there with some acquaintances in the morning and evening when I 

visited the village. Many a times we took the canal bank to go and come from Sasaram. I drove 

to my village first time after I got a car of my own through the bank of the canal. For Chhutt 

Puja, I remember coming here with the women folks of the family in childhood for the offerings 

to the setting and rising sun.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Left: Kali Mai Temple Roght: Village in background 

 

Newly Concrete lanes of Pipra 

There is a sub-canal (karha) almost midway between Pipra and Rampur, the next village in the 

north. That is called óShah ka karhaô. Jhanar Baba related the story related to a major fight 

between our family and the Shah of Badahari for the karha and its water. After the main canal 

got ready, the Shah got this karha sanctioned for irrigation of his land in nearby village 

Samahuta. He had promised that he would allow the farmers of land along the karha to use the 

water. But after some years, he started objecting and obstructing. It had so happened that the 

farmers including our own ancestors never got into any legal agreement in the beginning. The 

situation became very serious one year and both sides went for a big warlike conflict. The Shah 

had come on his rogue elephant and had thought that the farmers would run away out of its fear. 

As soon as Shivdas Baba heard this, he rode on the bare back of his horse, rushed to the place 

and attacked Shah. He pulled him down and beat him with the accessory called hunter in local 

language that was used for controlling his horse. The Shah fled away, but then went to court and 

filed a criminal case against Shivdas Baba. The legal battle went up to High court that was in 

Calcutta those days. Shivdas Baba travelled up to Calcutta. One Khedu Rai accompanied him for 

cooking his food. Finally Shivdas Baba was acquitted, but the farmers were not permitted to use 



 

 

 

 

 

 

the water. Jamuna Baba, later on, got dug a parallel wide drain from the canal to irrigate our 

land.    

I have seen Pipra undergoing all major transformation over the years. I remember in my 

childhood Pipra was recognized by the three tall palm trees that were there in the northern 

periphery. They are no more there. There were a number of mango orchards in the northern side 

of the village. They all have gone. In my childhood, almost all the dwellings in the village were 

of mud. Over the years, almost all houses are of bricks. I also have seen the lanes of the village 

getting knee deep with mud in the rainy season that we just couldnôt go out of our courtyard. 

Today almost all the lanes are surfaced with bricks; some are even having concrete top (see 

photo). Most of the households are having toilets today. One can see solar plates also on the 

roofs of many houses.  

It was very difficult to reach Pipra, particularly in rainy seasons for kids and women. One could 

come up to Amauwalia from Sasaram on the road connecting Sasaram with Buxar by bus, but for 

Pipra that was about 5=6 kilometers on east, one had to walk through cultivated fields.  

For going to Bodarhi from Pipra, I had to walk 6 kms. to catch from Kharadih a narrow gauge 

train, run between Sasaram and Arrah by Martin Burn. After reaching Bikramgunj, I had walked 

another 6 kms or more to Bodarhi many times, as there were just few buses on the route. Today, 

Pipra is connected with two metallic roads and a number of bus services running on the roads 

connecting it to Sasaram, Varanasi as well as Patna. One can reach Pipra at any odd hours. 

Pipra never had any school, even a primary one. Now it has one for up to class VIII with 

beautiful building. It has enough land to have even high school in the place. The credit must go 

to the then Mukhia Shri Awadh Bihari. Unfortunately, he lost the election in 2011.   

 

New Village School 

The big open place in the south of the village that used to be our playground has shrunk, because 

of encroachments but still big enough to be converted into a good park with sufficient space for a 

weekly market that can boost the economy of the village.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The huge government land on the south of Pipra 

Pipra has four temples or worshipping places. The oldest one is in the centre of the village. I 

really appreciate the endeavour of an ordinary person Lakshman, barber by profession who 

finally could complete his temple of Lord Shiva. The latest of the temples was of Bajrangbali 

that has been built by Basdeo Rai, the wrestler. The Kali Mai Temple is the old one as usual in 

the eastern side of the village and has undergone a number of renovations at different time.    

 

The Centrally located Oldest Temple  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kali Mai Temple 

 

Left: Temple constructed by Lakshman Thakur Right: Statue in the Hanuman Temple in the background 

Pipra is about 16 kms from Sasaram, the town famous for Shershah and Jagjivan Ram. Jagjivan 

Ram won all elections from this constituency. Some also call Sasaram as Sahasram and connect 

it to mythological Sahsrabahu. Shershah was born in Sasaram that has a mausoleum of his father 

in the town. Shershahôs own tomb, popularly known as óRauzaô, is inside a huge water tank. 

According to my grandfather, the tank once supplied drinking water to the whole of the town. 

The tank has brick wall and the maids (Kaharin) used to draw water from the tank using rope on 

the earthen tumblers. No one could enter or take bath in it. Baba had narrated a story. A sadhu 

came on a summer evening and entered the tank. The police men there arrested the sadhu. As the 

court time was over, he was put in a cell of police station. The sadhu was really pained at it. He 

requested first to release but when they didnôt, he cursed that if he had polluted the water, let that 

be so. Next day the English magistrate acquitted him after warning. Pretty soon there was a hue 

and cry among the water drawers. The water had gone green and had become undrinkable. The 

magistrate sent for the sadhu, but he couldnôt be traced. The government got the water in the tank 

drained out and filled with fresh water. But the water got green again. The people couldnôt use 



 

 

 

 

 

 

the water thereafter for drinking. As the story goes, one of the policemen met the sadhu again 

and prayed to take back the curse. The sadhu told him that it was possible only if a man saner 

than him would take bath in the tank, it would again turn into drinkable. And the tank still awaits 

a saner man than the sadhu.             

 

Yamuna outside Shershah Rouza 1966  

 

Outside Shershah Rauza, 2007  

In my childhood, perhaps, when we were going to Calcutta, my grandfather had taken me to 

Shershah, went around it and explained its uniqueness. I remember we went through the narrow 

and steep steps up to third floor. He pointed to me the huge stone slabs used in construction and 

wanted me to imagine how difficult it would have been without any machinery some five 

hundred years ago. Perhaps that first visit to the Rauza made me interested in historical buildings 



 

 

 

 

 

 

and I visited a large number of them in my life time whenever I got some opportunity. I visited 

Shershah tomb almost every time I went to Sasaram. 

   

Sadhuain Aaji in The Oldest Family Photograph 

I was fortunate to have seen my great grandmother, the wife of Ram Pragash Baba and Sadhuain 

Aaji. They, particularly Sadhuain Aaji took care of me in my childhood when my mother used to 

busy in kitchen or with household works as the eldest daughter-in-law of her generation. 

Sadhuain Aaji would take me to the houses in neighbourhood, particularly to the house of Shiw 

Muni Chacha. They died only when I was in Indian Institute of Technology, Kharagpur. My 

great grandmother was short in figure and frail in body and kept herself in low key in the 

presence of Sadhuain Aaji.  Sadhuain Aaji was the wife of Ramdas Baba, one of the brothers of 

Ram Pragash Baba.  

Interestingly, the oldest photograph available in the family is one that has Lakshmi Baba with 

loving ôSadhuain Aajiô. It was taken in Ganga Sagar Mela in West Bengal. She was well 

travelled. She had been to almost all the famous Hindu pilgrimage centres in India including 

Badrinath and Rameswaram. She would have come to Birlapur, perhaps in early 40s to go to 

Ganga Sagar for a bath at the holy confluence of Ganga (Hooghly) and Bay of Bengal on Makar 

Sankranti. Small boats used to ply from Birlapur for taking the pilgrims to Ganga Sagar. I 

remember my grandmother using the service. As per the beliefs among Hindus, one must visit 

Ganga Sagar only once in life. It normally falls on every January 14.  

Sadhuain Aaji was a child-widow and a great soul. Her real name was Kawaleswari Devi and 

was from a village named Baisadih about 3 kms east of Hasan Bazaar. As I remember, she 

always took my side when I used to have quarrels with my uncle Nand Kishore Chacha and 

loved me the most.   

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
        Sadhuain Aaji at Ganga Sagar Mela with Lakshmi Baba  

 
Both, Lakshmi Baba and Jamuna Baba respected Sadhuain Aaji and consulted her in all family 

affairs. She laid a very simple life, but also managed household affairs, particularly the milk 

management. Till she remained in good health, no one could enter kitchen without taking bath. 

She was also very good in singing the folk songs for all occasions, be it the birth of a child or a 

marriage. She used to go to everyoneôs house if invited. Even in the old age she was in demand. I 

have some sweet memories of my childhood when she would take me to the neighbourhood 

houses with her. Many a times I would sleep with her and request for singing. And for  making 

me eat she would sing óChanda mama, aare aao.bare aao, nadia kinare aao, Sona ka katorawa 

mein doodh bhat lele aao hoô. Everyone in the community, men and women, respected her. I still 

cherish many sweet memories of her. She would give me a slate and ask me to write óRam a gati 

dehu sumatiô. I donôt know what it meant. Sitting on the door step of our house facing the lane in 

the village, she would call any person passing by the lane and ask him to write something on the 

slate so that I could keep on copying. Perhaps that was the best that she could have done.   

My mother went to live in her village Bodarhi, after the death of my maternal grandmother, the 

only lady in the house of my Nana.  Lakshmi Baba brought me back to our village after an 

epidemic in Bodarhi. Sadhuain Aaji accompanied me and Nand Kishore Chacha, the youngest 

uncle, to Birlapur for schooling, may be in 1947. My grandfather was a teacher in Birlapur 

Vidyalaya. I remember a sweet incident that had happened during that sojourn to Birlapur. 

Sadhuain Aaji used to narrate this pretty often when I grew to tease me. Once Shadhuain Aaji 



 

 

 

 

 

 

asked me jokingly, if they should get me married to the little girl next door. I seriously asked, 

ñHow will I understand what she will say? I donôt know Bangla.ò  

However, we returned back to Pipra from Birlapur in few months that time. Later on, I couldnôt 

be with them and meet them only when I would come from Birlapur during school holidays. My 

mother would not be there in Pipra but these two old women would bestow so much of love and 

affection on me that I never even thought for a moment about her absence. Sadhuain Aaji would 

always give me some real good sweet that she would have brought from the rural fair of Babhani 

Pahari during Shivratri, dry fruit or freshly prepared butter. I do also remember of one earlier 

Shivratri when I had accompanied her to the fair. Both, my own great grandmother and Sadhuain 

Aaji were alive when Yamuna my wife had joined the family in May 1960. They bestowed their 

best of love for the first great granddaughter of the family. Yamuna also served and nursed them 

to their satisfaction. Sadhuain Aaaji lived up to early 60s.  

My great grandmother died on December 11, 1961. Lakshmi Baba was still in Calcutta. 

Hindustan Motors had just opened after a long strike. Lakshmi Baba joined the shradh and other 

functions. Jamuna Baba was very ill. The last rites were performed by my father, the eldest 

grandson. 

After the death of Sadhuain Aaji, Pipra became lost its attraction for me.         

My Grandfather -My Mentor  

Lakshmi Baba again took me to Birlapur for schooling in 1948.  One of my uncles, Mukteswar 

Chacha, the eldest son of Jamuna Baba, was already studying in Birlapur Vidyalaya. I attended 

class IV in the school without getting formal admission. But after few months, I went back again 

to the village.  

As I grew with Lakshmi Baba, I became more and more attached with him. I could know the 

story of his struggle in life. 

Lakshmi Baba was one of the few lucky ones in those days who went up to high school. Hardly 

very few could get schooling in that period. Perhaps the due credit must also be given to Ram 

Pragash Baba and Juthan Baba who supported him. He was from a remote village of Bihar. It 

was strange that the family could afford the fee and other expenses. The schooling was not free 

in Raj era. Interestingly, he had to read all subjects in English. He had his schooling in Arrah and 

then in Sasaram government district high school. Ram Pragash Baba had taken Lakshmi Baba to 

Arrah after he passed out from village lower primary school in January 1915 and got him 

admitted in KJ Academy, later named as Har Prasad Jain School. There were only five high 

schools in the whole of the district Shahabad- three in Arrah, the headquarters of the district, one 

in Dumraon and the other in Sasaram. Two of his classmates, Hardwar Rai and Ram Daras Rai 

from Pipra, got admitted in the school at Sasaram. KJ Academy was just 100 yards from the 

huge house of his maternal uncle, Rampati Pandey of Diul. All his maternal brothers were also 

reading in the same school. Ram Pragash Baba would have preferred for Arrah to provide 

Lakshmi Baba a good environment for studying along with the children from the in-lawôs family. 

It would have also provided Baba with some guardian to look after him. But perhaps it didnôt 



 

 

 

 

 

 

happen. One day Baba ran away from the school, and came to the railway station. He had only 

half a rupee in his pocket. He boarded the Martin Burn light railway for the home station. In the 

compartment, he saw one relative of Makundpur, Shri Mahesh Pandey, who knew him. He tried 

to escape from his sight, but failed. The gentleman could see and recognize him. Shri Pandey 

took him to his village, kept for few days, and deputed a person to accompany Baba up to our 

village.  Lakshmi Baba could start his studies again only in early 1918 in Sasaram Zilla School. 

He stayed in a room at óMahavir Sthanô, a temple complex in village Kuraich in the outskirt of 

Sasaram with one Lakshmi Tiwari of Sonadih. We used to visit that temple whenever we came 

in Sasaram. The temple is very near to Chandramani Mamaôs house in Sasaram. In the month of 

October 1918, Mahtama Gandhi had visited Sasaram after his famous Indigo fight against 

Britishers in Motihari and held a meeting near Shershah Mausoleum. In 1921 because of 

Mahatma Gamdhiôs call of non-cooperation, Baba has also left school. The whole affair had 

disenchanted Baba. It was again Ram Pragash Baba and JK Kar, the headmaster of the school 

who made Lakshmi Baba to join the school again.    

Lakshmi Baba, according to his own confession in his diary, failed to finish his matriculation, 

rather sent-up examination of the school successfully even after taking a second attempt (1924 

and in 1925). That was the end of his formal education.  

Unlike his other childhood friends Lakshmi Baba didnôt join household farming and left the 

village to explore and find suitable employment for living. Perhaps he wished to find his worth. 

He left his younger brother to help his father in the management of the landed property. As he 

used to tell me, it was really difficult to find a job even in 1920s. But it is interesting to know 

about the prices of commodities around that time from Babaôs diary: Re 1 could buy about 27 

kilos of wheat or jiggery and about three kilos of pure ghee.   

In 1925, Lakshmi Baba participated in campaigning for Raja Rajiv Ranjan Prasad Singh for the 

election for membership of State Council. Raja had promised a job for him if he would win. Raja 

won but didnôt keep the promise. After unsuccessfully trying with some the-then ókingsô in 

Ramnagar, Chandragarh and Surajpura, he left the village on November 20, 1927, and came to 

Calcutta. He lived with his distant cousin brothers Kamala Rai of Rampur and Sivdan Rai of 

Katra for some months. They were employed in private railway companies. After working at 

many places including an orphanage near Batanagar, Baba ultimately reached Birlapur. GD Birla 

had set up the first Indian jute mills at Birlapur on the bank of River Hooghly. It was here that 

Baba could get settled. 

 

Lakshmi Baba was the pioneer in starting a school in the industrial town of Birlapur. His first 

primary school was in two labour quarters on the bank of Hooghly. Later on, Birla Jute Mills 

built óBirlapur Vidyalayaô, the high school right inside the factory premises.  

My grandfather, Lakshmi Prasad Ray was very popular and known among all classes of people 

from general manager to the sweepers in Birlapur. To most, he was óRay Babuô or óRay Sahebô 

or but formally, he was known as LP Ray. He belonged to the era when a teacher was really 

respected in the society. He had helped many very senior executives in the mills from Rajasthan 

(Marwaris) to get privately educated. Later on, he worked as tutor for their children at their 

residences. I saw his intense interest in teaching. He privately taught even some elderly sweepers 



 

 

 

 

 

 

who had come from all the way from Rajasthan. That was something very unusual in those days. 

I remember one very smart person among them whose name was Babulal. Babaôs philosophy of 

life was ósimple living and high thinkingô. He loved white and wore only hand washed white. He 

was vegetarian. He could cook well and was extremely fond of sweets. He could consume huge 

lot of good sweets. I had myself seen that. And with his moustaches, he looked really smart and 

impressive.  

I will not be wrong if I call him tech-savvy. Lakshmi Baba was one who got a septic tank toilet 

built inside the house in Pipra for the first time in the region. I faintly remember his bringing in 

of a mason from Birlapur to build it. It was very effective and never caused any problem. I do 

also remember the radio set that he brought for the house from Calcutta. It operated on battery. 

Two huge bamboo poles were fixed with a wire hanging between them from which the aerial 

was connected in the radio set. It was something very strange in those days. And many persons 

from the neighbourhood, even neighbouring villages would come to listen to the news from All 

India Radio. Later on, perhaps it couldnôt be repaired or those running the village home couldnôt 

keep it operative.  

Lakshmi Baba maintained very warm relation with his school daysô friends of the village. He 

would meet with them and converse intimately for long time. I got a slap once for insisting for a 

mango that he had brought to offer to his friend Jagdeo Lal. Sadhuain Aaji got very much pained 

with his action. But later on, he convinced me about my mistake and solaced his aunty. Lakshmi 

Baba also inspired and helped many younger persons of the village for better education and for 

getting engaged suitably. Baba took Lakshmi Rai, one Youngman having the same name from 

the neoghbourhood to Assam for getting engaged with help of one of his acquaintances there. He 

later on became pretty rich. Whenever, Baba would visit Pipra invariably those persons would 

come to meet him. Sheomuni Rai, Ram Narayan Rai, Bans Narayan Rai and Raj Neti Rai were 

among them.      

I was the darling of my grandfather. I remember in Birlapur in early days of schooling, I used to 

lock the front door so that my grandfather would not leave for tuition without solving some of 

my arithmetic problems that I was not able to do myself. I do also remember how I accompanied 

him to one house of his student where he would go for providing tuition. I would fall asleep and 

he would carry me on his back in late night from that distant place. I used to sleep with him and 

even in sleep I kept on touching him to find if he was there. In case I didnôt find him, I used to 

make a lot of hue and cry even at late night. How can I forget how I would go to bed very early 

in those days? And then I would get up in late night and demand food, and my grandmother 

would always keep and give me something of my liking. I liked few selected food items. I hated 

jag gory (goor) and boiled rice too in those days. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Lakshmi Baba  

My grandfather shared almost everything about himself with me. In early years, when there were 

few teachers in the school, he was expected to teach even mathematics in higher classes. He was 

not proficient enough for that. On every Saturday he would go to Calcutta, sit with some teachers 

whom he knew, and learn to solve the tough questions of mathematics, come back and teach it to 

his students. He wrote the whole book of very popular Radheshyam Ramayan by himself to 

improve his handwriting. I saw the whole of the handwritten book. He later on had got it bound. 

All the family members including my father, uncles and then my cousin brothers loved the book, 

read and recited it to others who eagerly listened to it. It was Ramayanaôs story written in simple 

Hindi language that was very easy to understand unlike Tulsidasôs Ramcharitmanas.  I have few 

pages of it that had survived the generosity of the family members in lending it to one and 

everyone in the village.  

Interestingly, Lakshmi Baba himself used to play harmonium that he owned and sing 

occasionally, if I or someone insisted for it. He had a very sweet voice. Mukteswar Chacha 

pursued the singing to certain extent. Perhaps Rakesh, my eldest son, has imbibed it because of 

him. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Lakshmi Baba took me one year to many villages of our relatives. It was sometime in mid 1940s. 

We visited Taraon as first stop. Taraon is the village of Chadra Mani Mama. Next stop was at 

Dhobdiha, the village where Lakshmi Baba himself was married. Thereafter, we went to 

Mandauli, the village of the first marriage of Mukteswar Chacha. The Nana there got a kurta 

stitched for me. We then visited the village of Sadhain Aaji, Baisadih. And thereafter we moved 

to Nagari or Dhanauti, the railway station of Martin Burn Light Railway that used to connect 

Sasaram with Arrah. Yamuna Baba would have come to this place years ago for his marriage. He 

never visited the village thereafter. A story goes like this. Yamuna Baba had to travel once to 

Arrah through Dhanauti to deposit the amount of land revenue in the collectorate. As I was told 

he had covered his face with a sheet when the station came so that he wouldnôt be recognized by 

someone from Nagari who could force him visiting Nagari. We went also to Harpur nearby. That 

was a wonderful experience. We then moved to Arrah and visited the maternal relatives of 

Lakshmi Baba of Diul. One of his maternal brothers, Deo Nandan Pandey was alive. Baba had 

lived there during his schooling in Arrah. They were a big landlord and had a house in Arrah. It 

was a real good relation building endeavour. That was the reason that in the marriage of Nand 

Kishore Chacha next year all these relatives came to Pipra to join the marriage party to Laduee.  

Interesting, it was just a chance that I couldnôt get married that year.  

My grandfather never left me alone. He accompanied me like a protector, be it during the 

admission in Presidency College or IIT, Kharagpur. He regularly visited me in my hostel and 

kept on inspiring me. Many a times he helped me in taking right decision at the required 

moment.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Me, Lakshmi Baba and Aaji, g randmother  

He could not accompany me when I went to Hind Motor for the interview on August 1, 1961. He 

was not well. He got an attack of paralysis on the same day while going to the market. On my 

return from Hind Motor, I found him on bed. He couldnôt speak. His right side had been affected. 

His handwriting used to be really excellent. He wrote a page in his diary every day. He was 

worried that it wouldnôt be possible for him to write any more.   

I remained at his bedside and nursed him for a month before I joined Hind Motor on September 

1, 1961. I took care of him and kept him engaged reading from books and newspaper. He 

recovered fast. I still remember his will to live. Though a strict vegetarian all his life, he asked 

me if taking eggs would help faster recovery. Actually, Durga Babu, the aged doctor of Budge 

Budge General Hospital was attending on him. He had advised him for taking eggs in a lighter 

vein.  

In late 50s, my grandfather took retirement so that Nand Kishore Chacha could get an 

honourable job as teacher in his place. But Lakshmi Baba continued teaching. He got a school 

started in another jute mill complex in nearby Kalipur. The General Manager was known to him 

and happened to respect him. 

My grandfather always wanted to see his sons in business and prosper. He tried many times. He 

started a milk business and bought two good buffaloes in Birlapur. He brought Raj Kishore 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chacha and Maloo, a helping hand from our village. But my uncle couldnôt work hard enough to 

make it a success. My grandfather had to wind up the business selling one buffalo and sending 

the other one to my village home by train. I had seen tears in his eyes. Milk still remains a good 

business and was so at that time too. The enterprise had failed and his dream shattered. My father 

used to narrate how he brought that buffalo from a distant village near Arrah to our village and 

the trouble he faced.  

My grandfather didnôt get bogged down with the failure. He again invested in opening a small 

hotel in Sasaram. But Raj Kishore Chacha again failed him. As the last attempt, my grandfather 

after retirement got started a rice and wheat grinding mill operated by a diesel engine for Nand 

Kishore Chacha in Rampur. It was around 1962. I also contributed a good amount of the money 

that my mother had given me and was lying in the saving account at Sasaram for some 

emergency. The uncle started it well, worked very hard and it appeared that finally my 

grandfather would see at least one of his sons succeed. But on a day when the village was 

celebrating Holi, an unscrupulous family of Rampur attacked the mill. Some men from Pipra 

rushed to the place and in the fight that followed some got injured. The family had to go in long 

drawn and costly litigation. The entrepreneurial attempt failed again for the third time.  

 

(From L to R)Nand Kishore Chacha, Ashok, Lakshmi Baba, Nirmal and myself in Dalmianagar, 1965  

Lakshmi Baba, who had gone to live in the village after retirement, soon got his disillusionment 

with village life and its politics. He had to return to Dalmianagar, the only industrial town of the 

district. He again started working as an assistant in the high school of Shahu Jain Industries that 

had many industrial units in Dalmianagar with a huge residential complex in those days. He was 

pretty popular there too. I had visited him there a number of times. Yamuna too lived with him 

and my grandmother for some time. He lived there till last.  

On September 20, 1965, Lakshmi Baba had developed a severe chest pain and got hospitalized in 

the factory hospital. As recorded in his diary, I had sent a telegram to bring him to Calcutta. He 

received it on September 23. Nand Kishore Chacha and many relatives visited him in hospital, 

but none arranged for his required treatment. He started going to the school and travelling all on 


