Sahitya Akademi Award Acceptance speech, 1974
It was some twenty years ago. A short-story competition was announced by a well-known Assamese monthly magazine called “Ramdhenu”. The first prize, if I remember correctly, was thirty rupees. I was very young then, just about out of College (that is, the exams were over but the results not yet out), and entirely dependent on my parents for pocket-money. So, to me in those days, thirty rupees seemed quite a bonanza. With that in my pocket, I would be clearing clean my accumulated dues in the pan-cigarette shop round the corner, and be still left with rather a tidy amount. I decided to have a go. Inside me, lots of random stuff were bubbling up and dissolving away in a haphazard manner for quite some time. These had to be given some kind of shape. There was no time to plan and polish the deadline was quite near. I bolted the door securely on the inside and started writing. It was all very spontaneous (which did not amaze me then, but does now), and even after about three days’ sporadic outbursts (sporadic, because there were frequent interruptions, my brother and sisters and nephews impatiently banging on the door and trying to get in) the saga did not show any disposition to come to an end. It could have gone on and on, rather like those endless paper ribbons that keep coming out of a magician’s mouth, but time was running out and I had to call it a day. So I collected the sheets, numbered them, gave the mess a name (“Ashanta Electron”), put it in an envelope and sent it off. It was rather a amorphous product, it seemed to me, entirely devoid of coherence, plot, development or ending , and choc- full of politics, sociology, sex(both ‘homo’ and ‘hetero’), science, et cetera, et cetera, all thrown into the melting pot like crazy. But the reviewers seemed to think something of the concoction, because they gave it the thirty rupees.

However, what I wish to linger on a while is the memory of the closed door, behind which I wrote. Anon would come a bang on the door. I would hurriedly cram the sheets inside the pages of an “Illustrated weekly of India, shove it into the drawer, and open the door with a great show of non-chalant annoyance, blurting out something like: “Now what? Can’t I read a book in peace? You left your comb here” Oh, your comb. Can’t you make do with the one on the dressing table, for God’s sake!”, or: “Father wants me? Okay, Okay, can’t you just say so from outside? What on earth! All right, so father wants me – I heard you, now buzz off, will you?” On the whole they did not guess what was cooking, but at least one of my sisters, I rather suspected, knew that I had been writing short-stories on the sly right since my school-days.(That was perhaps because she herself wrote such stuff at times).

This closed-door business, it would seem, is rather symbolic (Is that a Cliché, though?). So also, the sheets hidden the magazine. Even after all these years, the door is still closed on the inside and the unfinished stories still hibernate inside the pages of the ‘Illustrated Weekly’ or ‘Life’. The end-product of all this cloak-and-dagger melodramatics is not meant to be secret, it is meant to come out in black and white, to be publicly consumed, and to be commented upon. Eventually, it may happen, the writer also gets talked about. Some writers like it, some-oddly enough-do not. Some writers write in public places like cafes, and P.G. Wodehouse tells us that he once wrote a couple of chapters in a French police-station with the gendarmes peering over his shoulder and breathing down his neck trying to see the creative process at work. These are the people who do not give a damn. 

But there are others- the English variety, for example, who retire “retire to the country” when the Muse descends on them. There are still others, who would cease to function if they were not well in the shadows, operating, as it were, from the wings. Drag them out into the limelight, and they would shake and tremble and fumble and mumble and crumble, a total washout-rather like those medicines in bottles which are of no use if you do not “store(them) in a cool, dark place”. There are people like that. After the “Ashanta Electron” episode, there was something of a hullabaloo about the write, and I had a tough time disclaiming responsibility for the thing, and had to “duck into side-streets and dive behind lamp-posts” like one Wodehouse character. If I were a fan of a matinee idol, I would perhaps like reading that his father wanted him to be a dentist, really, and that he fell in love with the girl next door at eighteen and has been carrying a large hole in his heart ever since, and that he prefers this hair-oil and that tooth-paste but it would not stop me going to his films if I know nothing of this tidbits. Perhaps this film star does not mind, perhaps he even likes all this, but if I were he, I would like my fans to just watch me on the screen and not know any of these things. Not until I were out of films, anyway.

I have been an admirer of the short-stories and novels of the Bengali writer Bonophool. One day suddenly I came across a photograph of a most unlikely-looking man with a corpulent face and mischievous eyes and I was supplied with a piece of gratuitous information to the effect that this man-one Balaichand Mukhopadhyay- has been masquerading as Bonophool and that he is a doctor who lives in Bhagalpur in Bihar, and that he was born in – etc. etc. I was not clamouring  for all this information, and all this “Balai Daktar” stuff does not fool me for a moment – this must be just another charming piece of impish fiction concocted to relish my Bonophool, I tell myself, and so, as before I continue to relish my Bonophool. After this year’s Academi Awards announcement came out , some local rags have been trying to tell everybody-without so much as a by-your-leave- who I really am, what education I had, what places I had been to and why, and what education I had, what places I had been to and why, and the rest of it. They perhaps think that the reading public is dying to know all these junk, but I could not oblige them with any data because I feel they ought to realize that some chaps are somewhat like photographic films, willing to record what they see only so long as they are left in their light-tight obscurity of the camera-box, and are absolutely no good any more if pulled out into the open. Psychologists would no doubt have lots to say about this “closed-door-and-stuff-inside-the-magazine syndrome” – mostly unflattering, I would bet. But my point is that if I were William Sydney Porter and felt like writing short-stories while in jail, I would certainly not have signed myself W.S.Porter, I would have chosen a name like O. Henry, and even after I became familiar to my readers as O. Henry, I would not have wanted them to know that I was born W.S.P. in Greensboro, North Carolina in 1862, nor what that jail-sentence was about, nor that I worked in a Greensboro drugstore and as a bank teller in Austin, Texas, nor that I made a romantic runaway marriage when I was nineteen or thereabouts. Not while I were still at it, anyway.
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