Tree-top view of Bhagora Fish Farm, Madhga Pradesh, India, Juig 1973

Man Singi’i, Bhadam Singii, and Subdal

The monsoon rains had been gooci the summer of 1973, and on a steamy ciag in mici-August we
were iounging in the Foger outside my rooms, occuPied with a noon-time Poker game. We were
smoking bidis, and tiieg also comPriseci our bets. The most Primitive tobacco Product in
existence, a conical Pacic of 20 cost 10 Paisé, or about U.5 $0.013. Add to this ci;iicicncg the
trait that a bidi will not stay lit unless reguiariy Puichci. Man Singi'i and Bhadam Singi'i were of the
Gujjar or i‘lerciing caste and were wearing dhotis. Tiieg were laborers at Bi‘iagora Fish Farm.
Subdal was of the Saharia tribe and held the Position of Fisheries Jemidar. Like me, he was
wearing onlg underwear because of the heat. The rattle of an aPProaching bicgcic announced
the arrival of my cook, Habbu. He was returning froma si'ioPPing triP to Si‘iiquriJ 7 miles
clistant, and he brougi‘nt my mail as well. Included was my latest Paci<et of slides clevcioPcd bg
Kodak in bombag, and so the game was acijourneci so we could insPect them. This had become a
favorite ritual of these men I worked with.  So we Passeci around the little 35-mm siicics) cach of
us hoiciingti‘icm up to the iigiit inturn and making comments. Having begun the roll months
before, 1 did not think about what all migi'lt be in them.

Suddenig Man Singi'i eruPtecl in continuous iaugi'iter while gazing atone Particular slide. Fina”g
he managcci to blurt out that the Picture was of Subdal’s wife bathing with another woman at the
river, and tiicg were both toPless m

NOW PLEASE, let me exPiain! About six weeks earlier the rains had filled the reservoir and we
had filled all our fish Poncis from the canal. Wanting to create a Panoramic Pi"IOtO montage of the
whole fish farm in this conciition, I had climbed about 25 feet up a large tree at the river bank
behind the farm. Having finished this Project, | was crjoging my Pcrcii when I heard women’s

81


Lauren  Watson
81


voices behind me on the Path
coming from the nearbﬂ vi”age of
Kota. Two tribal women arrived,
removed their blouses, and bcgan
bathing while standing knec-&eep
in the river with their skirts tucked
up. NOW YOU MAY ASK what
business I had continuing to
operate my camera. I will attempt
Nno excuses, cxcept ............... that

amcter almost two Years omc observing

tribal women, some of whom
WOI"|<€C1 {:Ol" a SPC” at ’Che {:arm 5 Wﬂ?h Saharia girls working at the fish farm

their colorful skirts and saris, their hc{:tﬂ silver

anklets and chokers contrasting with their brown tattoo-embellished skin, and their bashful

smiles........ well let’sjust say lwas thoroughlg charmed.

And besides, do you not know the storg of Lord Krishna and the gopis (mi“< maidcns)? No?
Well a whole bunch of them were ambushed bg
Krishna while theg were bathing completelg
naked. He collected their garments from the
river bank, climbed up a tree with them, and
asked the gopis to come out of the water one-
}:)3~one and pray for their return, a rec]ucst with
which thcg compliccl. My Photo-talcing harc”y
rose to that level. | simplg was imagjning | was a
Photograp]')er for National Geographic. (So
therel).

Well Man Singlﬁ in short order could not see the
slide from the tears in his eyes. Then subdal
aPProPriated it, held it to the Iight, and stared at
it for about a minute, after which Bhadam Singh
exclaimed “Yeh kya hai” (What'’s this?) while
gesturingto a very noticeable mound that had
suddenlg aPPearecJ in Subdal’s unclerpants.

Now we all “rolled on the floor” for a few minutes.
I lamelg told subdal that I had no idea that | was
Photographing his wife. Having a goocl-humored

Krishna and th i
nature, he aPPreciatcd the situation and was not rishna andathe gopis
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the least bit offended. But now Man Singh, in all seriousness, asked Subdal to explain how he
had not yet fathered a child, gjven the level of arousal clisplaged tous all. He glumlg rePorted
that the desire was certainlg there but that most often the arousal would fail. Knowing his
fondness for cheap country liquor during festivals, I had a hunch about the cause of his
Problem. Soloffered a brief explana’cion of the Phcnomenon sometimes referred to as “whiskeg
dick.” 1then suggested that he try notto drink beforehand and see how it went.

As Subdal remained thoug]'mcul, Man Singh, still
unmarried, launched into a boast of his sexual
prowess and, |ool<ing me straight in the face, told me
very seriouslg that he had made love to a woman
“gyarha bar” (11 times) in one night. To this we all
Professed clisbelimc, but he vigorouslg maintained it
was true. We”, dcspite his Povcrtg, he was a very
haPP3~go~luc|<9, wc”—spoken clas]ﬂinggoung man.
Named after the greatest Tomar king of Gwalior, or
Perhaps the more recent notorious dacoit (banclit), it
was easy enough to imagjne Man Singh with a harem
in another time. And that brought to mind the erotic
scull:)ture I had seen covering the temples at
K]’lajura]ﬂo 200 kilometers eastward. Who knows,
maybe he

was te”ing £ Rl L A e
the truth. Man Singh
A month later Dassera, the Hindu festival
commemorating Rama’s Victorg over the demon l(ing
Ravana, had come and gone and | thought it time to ask
Subdal if he had attained victory in the bedroom. To
this he repliec[ with a broad smile, “Sab thik hai, Sahib,
bahut thik hai” (All is gooc], Sir, very goocb.

APParentlg, Subdal’s success bolstered my rePutation
as a man of science begond that concerned with the
sex lives of fish, because Bhadam Singh now
aPProaclﬁed me with his own Problem: whether to

accept the govcmment cleal omc having a vasectomy in

return for money. He didn’t understand the Procedure

and was leerg OF it. But lﬁC was VCY’H POOF anc] as hls

Khajaralﬁo templc exterior
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onlg child was a strong nealtng 1309, he was, to his credit, trging to make a rational decision.
ComPIicating his understanding was the Hindu version oFanatomg in which a man has a reservoir
of a finite quantitg of sperm stored in his head, with a connecting tube Passing behind the ear on
its way to the Penis. This version is sometimes exempliﬁcd bg a Brahmin man twirlinga ﬁngcr
around his ear, indica’cing that he needs to g0 urinate. That gesture represents winclinga looP of
the long sacred threads that cross his torso around the ear to close off the sperm tube, thus
Prcvcnting loss of the Precious fluid. it also Protects the threads from being Pced on.
Fortunatcly, P!umbing vocabulary is well understood at a fish farm so I was able to teach a little
anatomy and clemgsthcy the Procedure. Thus reassured, Bhadam Singn had the vasectomy. A
couple of months later I asked him how it all worked out, and he said his home life was much less

stresstul.

L to R: Subdal, Bhadam Singh, Daulat, L. Watson, Baboot Singh (watchman), Habid Khan (cook)

So....... in these ways an overt indiscretion fostered sercnclipitg (would that | alwags be so luckg).

Altnouglﬁ Man Singn, Bhadam Singn and Subdal were under my suPervision ona dailg basis, |
was not technica”y their bossJ and from the start this rclationship somehow fostered
Friendsnips. As a PCV and “Foreign technical advisor,” | guess | could circumvent the proper
]’ﬁcrarc]ﬂg that governs relationsnips ina very structured socictg, altnough Peace CorPs training
cautioned somewhat against this. However, my wi”ingncss to “break the rules” did work out well
and didr’t result in loss of respect from my Indian supervisor or my coworker, Mr. Shrivastava,
who became my closest friend. S0 we could work as a team when occasion demanded it and

accomplish work in sPite of my aPatnctic (and corruPt) suPervisor.
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Waiting for the monsoon rains to begin in June of 1973, we had an oPPortunity to net some rohu
and niren broodfish that were concentrated in the mostlg de~watered, nearby bhagora Talab
(reservoir). A!though never done before at Bhagora Fish Farm, induced spawning bﬂ hormone
injection, if successful, coulc]jum[ystart the farm’s Production in advance of our collection of
eggs spawnecl natura”y cluring monsoon ﬂoocling. Mg Plan was to use the gi” nets | had brought
with me to the farm as seines in the reservoir. But my suPervisor in the Shivpuri fisheries office
did not care to cooPerate and refused to Provide atruck for transPorting caPtured brood-fish
to the farm one kilometer away. Luckilg, my ace-in-the-hole turned out to be Subclal, who
enthusiastica”y volunteered to cgcle Pairs of 2-4 kg rohu in my water-filled nglon baclepack to
the tarm, Pedaling as fast as he could.

So one clag we entered the large Poncl which after months of irrigation drawdowns represented
Bnagora Talab, and in water up to our waists, Proceeclecl to drag several gi” nets. Because rohu
arejumpers, what ensued was riotous. UPon attaining a critical mass of concentration, all hell
broke loose as many fish flew several feet into the air and over the net, occasiona”y hitting one
of us (I received a stunning blowin an armPit)‘ But we snagged adozen orso Promising
candidates in the mesh, from which | chose six to be transported in three trips to the farm on
Subdal’s back. Once there, he Placecl them in cloth happas staked in one of the Poncls, two

males ancl one temale in each.

Later, back at the tarm, | dissected the Pituitarg glands from the other fish which we deemed
irjurecl bg the netting, Though poor prospects for spawning, t]ﬂeg were acceptable as donors. |
mashed up the Pituitaries inclividua”g, and then irjectec] each female rohu with one-half a gland
at dusk and then two glands at miclnigl'\t, when the males received one gland apiece.

Niren Pituitarg donors
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Although sPawning occurred sometime in earlg morning, low fertilization rates resulted in onlg a
few thousand Frg. But the Prececlent was set at our farm and |ucl<ilg, as it turned out, a great
monsoon season was on it way, so we secured amPlc Frg from co”ecting eggs during natural
sPawning in local reservoirs (the Prcvious year’s monsoon had been a bust). Most memorable,
though) was the sight of subdal scaling the rubble dgke of Bhagora Talab with the bright orange
backpack dripping water, and fish tails ﬂopping about his neck.

"‘- =

The Pituitary, master gland in fish (and humans !)

Note: | subsequcntlg c]cstrogecl that 35-mm slide of subdal’s wife and friend.
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Note: I subsequently destroyed that 35-mm slide of Subdal’s wife and friend.


