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ATRACHARI (for that is the

unromantic name of our hero)
was not cast in the conventional
hercic mould. He had none of
the attributes which make him
eligible to the hall of fame or
to occupy a pedestal. It would
appear that one has to be an
illustrious person of distinguish-
ed bravery or be idealised in
comic strips or scale the Eve-
rest to be accepted as a hero.

Patrachari is a specimen of
humanity which is getling rarer
and dearer today. He had the
distinguishing marks which sin-
gled him out as a fine target

for ridicule.

A tall,
man of sparse build, he sported
on his forehead the namam, that

gangling

symbol of Vaishnavite persua-
sion—two white stripes with a
shrieking red line in between.
A pair of dazzling ear-rings and
2 home-washed dhoti with ‘a
broad border completed the
picture of barefooted Patrachari.
To top it all, he had a glorious
tuft which was a luxuriant ef-

~ fusion gathered up at the crown.

He was a perfect anachronism
in the midst of the drainpipe
trousers, terylene shirts and ci-
garette-smoking dandies.

~—.On our first day in college,
minutes late
with a ‘little boy lost’ look in
his face. There was a suppress-
ed gigle from the girls’ side and

- soon this escalated into an up-
_roarmus and denswe welgome
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Short. story by ‘Mini’

from the boys. Patrachari walk-
ed up to the professor and, after
making sure that he was in the
proper section, took his seat.
The professor who had already
taken the attendance asked him
for his name, which he gave out
in an unnecessarily loud voice.
It took ' two minutes “for the
laughter which it evoked to die
down. This was how he entered
our life in the college.

Sitting duck

There was no doubt that Pat-
rachari was going to be the
butt of ridicule for the rest of

the session. To the gay Lotha-
rios: who wanted to show off to
the girls. he was a convenient
alibi—a sitting duck. There was
a smart Alec by name Alexan-
der who was particularly nasty.
Barbed comments and paper
balls flew from his direction
with monotonous regularity. But
Patrachari took evervthing stoi-
cally. Even the professor seem-
ed to encourage the ragging.
He would give a deliberate
pause when coming to  Patra-
chari's name at the time of tak-
ing attendance and this seeming-
ly innoeuous action was the
signal for continuous table-thum-
ping.

In  his studies, Patrachari
was ahead of the swim and scor-
ed over the rest by miles. This
won for him a new found respeet
among the girls. Mayvura, the
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beauty of the class and the
object of Alexander's flattering
attention, once waited outside
the class and asked Patrachari
for his notes. He hecame almost
coy and spoke with his eyes fix-
ed on the floor, like a new bride.
There was a chorus of boos and
catcalls from the Mad gang
headed by Alec.

Glint in the eye

Patrachari just ignored them
and went his way, but Alec
overtook him in the corridor
and as if in a gesture of friend-
liness put his arm around Pat-

rachari’s shoulder. With a flick
of the wrist he upset the neat-
ly tied up tuft. The other boys
laughed approvingly and Alec
could not help glancing towards
the girls triumphantly. But Patra-
chari reacted quickly. There was
murder 1n his eyes as he caught
the now terrified Alec by the
seruff of his neck and said in a
menacing tone, “Don't do that
again”. And that was that.

Alec was smarting under the
insult administered to him in
the presence, of all persons, of
Mayura. He would throw paper
balls and gem-clips from a vant-
age point in the last bench of
which he had taken lease. The
girls had a sneaking sympathy
for Patrachari, because he was
one against so many. But he
never behaved like an_odd man
out though undeniably, he was
one d_a knack of asking
L cations a few minutes
wiore the period was over. As
is meant extension of the pe-
od by some minutes, there
would invariably be boos when-
gver he got up. Patarachari was
oiten the central figure in such
ihcidents and we all had our
dose of excitement.

. That Patrachari was a talent-
d student was accepted on all
ands, but I was myvself taken
' when he gave his name
the inter-collegiate orato-
competition. I shuddered
think of the jeering he
be subjected to by the
students. He just didn't
seem to fit in. Word had
gone round that Alec was plan-
ning to have his vendetta.
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The university hall where the
competitions were being held was
packed to capacity with students
from a number of colleges. The
judges headed by the bearded
Principal of a Jesuit college were
seated on the rostrum. We girls
were filled with apprehension at
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Patrachari. Student after studen’
went up the rostrum cockily. Mos'
of them exposed their shallow
ness by fumbling for words ant
ideas. Some made up for theil
shortcomings by their cultivatec
accent and some resorted f¢
slangs and witticisms which wert
completely out of place.

I was keeping my fingers cross
ed and hoping that Patrachar
would miss his bus or something.
His name was called and he rost
from a seat in some corner. H
shuffled along the aisle and my
heart was in my mouth. He seem:
ed to me to be a sacrificial goat.
When ascending the rostrum he
tripped, but balanced himself by
holding the mike. There was a
moment of uneasy silence which
was followed, as I had feared, by
pandemeonium. The Jesuit Profes-
sor stood up and gestured to the
students .to guieten down. Patra-
chari stood there oozing self-
confidence like one waiting for
the cheering and applause t0
abate.

“Heroism down the Ages” was
the siibject of the oratorical com-
petition. As he stood there, Pat-
rachari looked such a lonmely, for-
lorn and unheroic figure., He
clutched the mike and began in a
slow voice. As he warmed up,
his voice assumed a surepess
which was reassuring. He ‘dealt
with the forbidding subject’ in a
manner which cast a spell on the
audience. His erudition, his deli-
very and his accent, left nothing
to be desired. There was no doubt
that he was on top and the: Alec
gang just didn’t dare to interrupt
or even titter. Such was the magic
that he wove with words,® anee-
dotes and names dug up from his-
tory. The smooth flow of well-
chosen words and phrases and the
silence in which he was heard had
a comforting effect on my appre-
hensive ears.

Not a mouse

squeaked

Then suddenly it happened,just
when I thought that the worst
was over.

The tuft on Patrachari’s head
got loosened” and a cascade of
hair fell on his shoulders giving
him an eerie look. I closed mVv
eyes and waited for the world {©
crash around my ears.

Not a mouse squeaked, not even
Alec. That was Patrachari’s
moment of triumph. He gathered
up his hair and tied it up into
a bun without stopping his pero:
ration. As he finished his piece
with a fine flourish and got down
from the rostrum, there was a
dedfening applause from the audi-
ence. Patrachari got a bhig trophy
and a big hand from the judges.

I don't know where Patrachari
is now, He dared the whole world
to he thought unheroie, hut did
everything with the sureness of
a hero. He didn't want to be
different. He dared to be himself.



