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CHAPTER I

BAZAAR TALK

o many people, the age-old mysteriousness of
. that secret Asia which lies beneath the prosaic
surface of the modern East is symbolised in
a mental vision of dragon-haunted temples, brooding
enigmatically amid the gloom of tropic jungles; of
youthful brides being carried in magnificent procession to the well-guarded zenanas of husbands they
have never seen; or of weird Tibetan devil-dances
in the dim halls of remote and windy lamaseries. But
to me the exciting strangeness and mystery of the
Orient is nowhere more clearly typified than in that
universal centre and axis of Asiatic life-the native
bazaar.
On the surface, vast changes have taken place
throughout the East during the past hundred years.
Imperial China has become a republic, and the Son of
Heaven little more than an ordinary citizen of noble
rank. Shining limousines rustle down the Shanghai
Bund beside the sweating rickshaw coolies. Ferroconcrete, radio and the cinema have taken their places
in such great Oriental cities as Calcutta, Rangoon and
Tokio; and at least one purdah Maharani regularly
takes to the air in a 'plane piloted by her husband.
Nevertheless, beneath the thin veneer of all such
artificialities, the secret life of the Orient goes on, well
hidden, generally, but unchanging still; and to tap
that secret life in one of its main arteries it is necessary
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to travel no farther from civilisation than the bazaars
and markets which are the main feature of the native
quarter of every city of the East.
Beneath its outward show of busy commerce every
native bazaar conceals a world of hidden drama and
intrigue seldom guessed at by the bargain-hunting
tourist, and the globe-trotting seeker after 'local
colour' who gravitates automatically to these picturesque congeries of shops and stalls looks at far
more than he ever sees. Ask any native where he
obtained a certain piece of information and it is ten
to one he will reply: "It is common bazaar talk."
Everything is known in the bazaars, which were acting
as broadcasting stations for the dissemination of news
countless centuries before modern science produced
wireless communication.
No happening is too insignificant to be of interest
to sQmeone in the bazaars, and nothing escapes the
amazing and totally inexplicable network of .sensory
nerves which radiate from every native market,
tapping and transmitting news of every description
from far and wide.
How news travels in the East no one has ever
satisfactorily explained, but that whatever it consists
of, the native method of news transmission generally
beats even the white man's telegraphy is unquestionable, as also is the fact that in Asiatic countries it is
invariably the bazaars which are the sorting and clearing houses of all general information.
This secret system of news exchange is a far bigger
thing than mere traffic in the eavesdroppings of native
servants. While, for example, it is true that in India
all that happens to pass between the Colonel and his
lady in their marital couch may be known in the
bazaar next morning, the average bazaar news service
covers far more than such tittle-tattle as this. When
Lord Mayo, the Viceroy, was assassinated by a
vengeful Pathan in the Andaman Islands, on 8
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February, 1872, the fact was known and being discussed in the Calcutta bazaars the same night. The
native news service had ' scooped' even that of the
Government, and the news reached London only on
12 February.
Any officer of the Indian Army will tell you that
nine times out of ten a soldier's native servant will
know details of an impending transfer or promotion
before his master does; and even State secrets have
an uncanny knack of becoming common knowledge
in the native bazaars well before their official release.
For example, when the first Expeditionary Force from
India was ordered to Basra, in 1915, the captain of the
troopship sailed under sealed orders which he had
strict injunctions not to open until several miles out at
sea. In spite of all this secrecy, however, the destination of that vessel and the hour of her departure were
known in the bazaar the day before she sailed.
Such instances could be multiplied indefinitely, but
what mode or modes of communication are responsible for this extraordinarily swift and comprehensive
'broadcasting' system no white man can say. Many
are the theories which have been advanced in explanation of the mysterious transmission of news which has
always been an accepted part of life in the East, but
whether such transmission is in part by mouth, by
smoke signals, by half-buried drums which transmit
their vibrations through the earth, or-as many
people believe-by some secret method of thought
transference, remains a fascinating subject for conjecture.
The effectiveness of the system is beyond dispute,
however, and its workings are often startling in their
results. Well-authenticated cases are often occurring
of Government officials in remote districts sending off
oral messages by native runners, only to find that
their message has been delivered without the runner
having left the magistracy station. The omniscience
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of the native bazaars is put to good use by the
Secret Police of India, and many a piece of vital
information, for lack of which Government has been
seriously handicapped, has been brought back from
one of these teeming mazes of native life by a policeman disguised as a merchant, a camel driver, or perhaps
an ulcerous beggar.
The police find information of good use to themselves, too, in the bazaars. Nearly nine million working days were lost in India through strikes during
1937. Behind these strikes, in the vast majority of
cases, stands the professional agitator, and it is in
the bazaars that these men are mainly to be found,
spreading their insidious doctrine of discontent,
secretly organising strikes and riots, and generally
undermining the power of authority.
Many things, in fact, are on sale in the bazaars
and markets of the East, in addition to the articles
of legitimate commerce which appear on their
crowded and evil-smelling stalls. Whether it be in
• the golden fruit market or amid the piles of cheap
glass jewellery, Bokhara rugs, heavy silks, and
alarmingly coloured sweetmeats of the Zegyo bazaar
in Mandalay, or be it in the dog's flesh market held
by the Bataks of Lake Toba, Sumatra, with its display
of miniature chops, cutlets, tenderloins, and hams,
gossip, intrigue, and crime are universal commodities
of barter.
The leper who accosts one beside a heap of green
and golden melons, pushing his fingerless hands
in one's face to draw attention to his need for alms,
-may well be there really on far more lucrative business
connected perhaps with illicit narcotic drugs · or
smuggled arms. The loiterer who pauses beside a
haggling merchant and his prospective customer,
posing as an ally of the latter and loudly exhorting
the salesman against his extortionate methodswhile all the time employing eye-language or finger
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signs to indicate to the shopkeeper how far he may
safely go-is as likely as not the leader of a widespread
organization of thieves whose headquarters is the bazaar.
Most stolen property finds its way eventually to
the bazaars, and India, in particular, has its definite
criminal tribes, each of which has its peculiar and
unvarying methods. There are, for instance, the
Sansis, who so perfect themselves at Kim's game
of memorising objects at a glance that one of them
will enter through a hole made in a house wall,
light a taper for an instant to take stock of the room
in which he finds himself, extinguish it instantly,
and proceed to help himself to every object of value
therein, working entirely from memory of the objects'
positions. Before systematically stripping a room,
many of these Sansis will wave a piece of shroud,
stolen from some burning ghat, over the sleeping
forms of its occupants as a charm to prevent them
from waking inconveniently.
A favourite trick of the women of the Mang
Garodis, on seeing anyone put down any article
in the bazaar, is to approach and let their petticoat
slip down over it, as if by accident, unobtrusively
gathering up the coveted piece of property in the
act of adjusting their underwear.
One of the most active of all criminal tribes of
India are the Thakaris of the Bombay Presidency
villages. With these people thievery is an hereditary
craft in which they take no little pride. Since the
arrival of the railways in India they have concentrated
mainly on robbing passengers, a profession which
is greatly facilitated by the fact that third class
carriages on Indian trains have no glass in the windows
and are divided one from another only by iron bars.
Railway journeys in so vast a country are usually
a matter of days rather than hours, and native passengers necessarily take their own bedding with them,
in the tolls of which it is their custom to conceal
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any money or articles of value they may possess.
The procedure of the Thakari thieves is to wait until
their fellow-passengers are asleep, and then tD slit
open their bedding and remove whatever may be
hidden within it.
Many have escaped the consequences of their
crimes because, when searched, no knife or any
other instrument with which those crimes could
have been committed could be found on them.
But their secret, in fact, lay in the tiniest knife, razorsharp and shaped like a sickle, which they concealed
by slipping it round a back molar tooth.
Remarkable ingenuity is displayed by many Asiatic
criminals in concealing both the tools of their trade
and their ill-gotten gains. Loot is hidden in the
ground in holes which on the surface are so small
as to be practically indetectible, but which widen
sharply below ground and end in a large cavity
scooped out at one side. Many thieves sham wounds,
concealing stolen jewellery and coins beneath their
bandages.
The Sanchahis, another criminal Indian tribe,
twist stolen gold pieces among the fibres of ropes,
which they leave carelessly lying about their huts,
and which are naturally the last objects likely to
arouse the suspicions of police searchers.
The swallowing of jewels and coins is another
common practice, some Indian thieves being able
to swallow as many as six tolas and retain them for
a couple of days. Even the orifices of the body are
used as hiding-places, members of the Chapparband
tribe, in particular, having been known to conceal
no less than twenty-five gold mohars in the cavity
which, by constant manipulation, they are able to
form in the rectum. So common is this practice,
in fact, that an invaluable little manual, Guide to
Criminal Tribes, issued to the police of the Central
Provinces in 1915, points out that 'The police
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