
The land of dates
One is surprised that Khairpur people

have not come up with a date festival yet

By Themrise Khan

sffiruffiffi ffi$&ffiY We met the remarkable women
of this village. I thought they would
be much more veiled, much more
docile. They weren't. But then
again, this was no ordinary village.
This was a 'model village' with a
women's NGO. That changes
everything..More on that later.

Walking along one of the
streets, we met a man with an
amputated leg. Our foreign guest
was intrigued. Clicking away with
her camera, she indicated that she
would show his pictures to
someone in Canada who specialised
in artificial limbs. May be they
could help. She would pursue the
matter, she assured the man. He
didn't seem impressed.

I left impressed though. Not so
much by the village, but by rural
life. I yearned to come back. To see
more, to see it all.'The good, the
bad and the ugly. And I knew that it
all existed. This picturesque little
village was nowhere near the true
realities that lay further into the
interior, or even in the village next
door. I wanted to see the squalor
and the poverty that I had heard of.
I wanted to be brushed by the
dacoits who roamed these parts. I
wanted to experience the pain and
suffering of these people like the
lined and worn faces you see in
National Geographic pictures.

In short, I was as naive as they
come. The faran returned sh.eher ki
Iarki,.

tr saw it all over the next few
years. But it wasn't poverty or
squalor that i saw. It was life in
general, as it is for all of us. The
only difference was that this life
was for those who lived it one day
at a time. A life that set them apart
from the rest of us urban outcasts.

KHAIBPUR (1995-1997): Dates. If
there is one word that can be used
to describe Khairpw District, it is
dates. Miles and miles of date
palms, stretching majestically into
the horizon. During harvest season
in August, the scene is even more
spectacular. The roadsides are
carpeted with orange.

Dates, or khajji,, as they are
called in Sindhi, drying in the sun,
radiating their rays off their
brilliant orange, turning I(hairpur
into a date bazaar. Raw dates, dried
dates, cooked dates, packaged
dates, dates with almonds, dried
date skins (they are supposed to
make you grow tall), date halr.Da.
One cannot escape dates. They
pervade the atmosphere of the
cities, towns and villages. I am
surprised that Khairpur people
have not come up with a date
festival yet. I suppose that is
because it is date-season virtually
all year round in Khairpur.

My first ever foray into interior
Sindh was to Khairpur. It was
November and I had no idea what
to expect. Where would I be
staying? How hot would it be? Was
I dressed appropriatelfl Would I be
kidnapped? Stereotypical images of
'interior' Sindh flooded my mind. It
was exciting.

.l flew to Sukkur, accompanied
by a young Canadian student
conducting her research on NGOs
in Pakistan. We met at the then old
airport through a local female
contact from the organisation I
worked for. My male colleague from
Karachi would join us in Khairpur.
We crossed the Indus on the
spectacular Sukkur Barrage and
headed towards the unknown. We
were greeted by the stately date
farms as we entered the Khairpur
District. I rernember passing by the
Lipton date-packaging factory, as
we drove along the beaten highway
We arrived at our office
guesthouse, a place that would be

home to my many successive visits
to the area over the next two yeaxs. .

So far, Khairpur didn't seem to be
more different than the outskirts of
Karachi. Having faced none of my
concerns so far, I was anxious to
begh what I had really come for-
to see a proper rural Pakistani
village and village life.

We set off in the blazing heat
towards Taluka Kot Diii. Once out
of Khairpur City, the National
Highway beckoned. The terror was
at first only immediate as we
swerved past the first on-coming oil
tanker (please remember that the
National Highway of Pakistan is, in
most parts, a sin$e carriage road)
and went almost headlong into a
ditch. Miraculously, our driver
regained his aperture almost
immediately and carried on-this
time towards the second on-coming
tanker. After that, the terror was
consistent. How I managed to take
in the awesome beauty of the Kot
Diii Fort along the wa11 I still don't
knoq but I suppose it did help me
take my mind off the 'highway of
terror'.

We arrived at the village shortly
after. It was not exactly what I
thought it would be, but this was
after all, a 'model village' in many
ways. The roads were relatively
paved and dlean. The houses were
fairly evenly laid out. It could have
been any low-income katchi
abq,adi in Karachi. Possibly even
better, except for two markedly
distinct features: the village was
surrounded by fields of cotton,
bananas, and a rose garden
(courtesy of the local NGO); and
the serenity and calrn. Not that ii
was a surprise, but within that
calm, lay the essence of rural
Pakistan, as I was to find out over
the next few years. Its ethnicities,
its way of life, its fluidity, even its
turbulence. Set apart from its urban
brethren, rural life moved at a pace
of its own.
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