The White Towel

Bali Ral Teacher’s notes

Pre-Reading Activities

Note: Students mustn’t be given the title of this short-story before the while-reading
activities.

1. OPTION1

Explore the photo and answer the question: What comes to your mind?

(The teacher should focus on the dusty red dry landscape, the hot weather, living habits,

)

OPTION 2

In 3 minutes explore the photo by asking Yes, No or Not mentioned questions.
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3.

Read the text.

Dust, red and dry, burned in my nostrils, as a relentless sun beat down on my uncovered
head. The pails of creamy white water buffalo milk | was carrying increased in weight with every step |
took along the narrow path between my Grandfather’s house and that of his brother. | was helping
out with chores. Doing my bit. | was on holiday from England. Three boring weeks in my grandfather’s
village, getting fried by the sun and eaten by the mosquitoes that droned through the night like the
bombers that destroyed parts of London during the war. | spent every night waiting to get bombed.
And every morning | woke up itchy, covered in raw, red bumps.

My T-shirt was soaked through; the sky blue fabric was now a kind of dark navy, and my
trainers were wrecked, covered in dust, crusted mud and stained by the thick, warm milk that | was
spilling everywhere. It was all down my trousers too, like I'd had an accident with a porno mag and
my left hand. Something was crawling down my neck, tickling the hairs it found with its legs. | wanted
to slap the little bastard, whatever it was, into oblivion, but | couldn’t put the pails down. I'd never
pick them up again if | did. | couldn’t believe the way that my Indian cousins worked in the sun, out
tending the fields, and never even complained. The heat was a nightmare. And they were all so
strong but skinny with it. Like sticks with string for muscle. Stronger than me. But like my old man
used to tell me all the time - me and my sister had it easy.

‘Blinkin’ easy the life you’s got, innit? Everything buy for you an’ food on table. Even your
bottoms clean for you. Wanna try life in bleedin’ India for a week.’

Then he’d chuckle to himself.

‘Prob’ly kill you though...’

Suddenly my head grew light and | felt dizzy. | stumbled and then fell, spilling the milk
everywhere. My forehead caught the edge of one of the pails as | fell and the metal rim cut through
the skin. | turned over onto my back and touched the wound. Blood was streaming out, rich and
crimson. | lay there for a while, trying to catch my breath as a cold sweat broke out all over my body.
My thoughts were all fuzzy and | began to shiver. | had a fever.

| got up slowly. | was unsure on my feet for a moment before steadying myself and heading
for the house. | walked into the open courtyard holding a hand against the gash in my forehead. My
fingers were covered with blood which had also dripped onto my dusty, sweaty T-shirt. My father’s
youngest sister came out and ran towards me, holding her hands to her mouth.

‘Beteh, what’s happened to you?’ she said in Punjabi.

As she spoke her husband came over with a towel and put it to my head, dabbing it gently to
the wound.

‘I don’t know,’ | replied, in my best Punjabi. ‘I felt dizzy and then | fell over.’

Oral Activity (possible questions to explore this excerpt)

a) Does the boy like his holidays? Give reasons.
b) Why did he feel dizzy?

c) Describe the boy’s accident.
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4, OPTION 1

(The excerpt is projected and the teacher reads it aloud.)

My uncle pulled the towel away from my head and looked at the cut. As he did so | was looking at
my aunt, who saw the towel and then flinched. A sad, distant look crossed her face like a dark cloud and
she looked down, squeezing one hand into the other. The white towel was covered in blood. My uncle
guided me by the shoulder into the house and sat me down on a manjah, which is like a bed, with a
wooden frame and interwoven strands of rope to make up the mattress.

‘Sohni!” he shouted to my cousin, ‘Run and get Sahota doctor-ji.’

| shivered as a strong fever took over and faded out of consciousness, my mind wondering about
my aunt’s reaction to the towel. She hadn'’t flinched at it like someone who hates the sight of blood would.
She had just looked sad. Like it reminded her of something. | wondered what it could have been as |

passed out...

4.1 In small groups (3 or 4 students) describe the uncle and aunt’s reactions and

give reasons for their behaviour.

Option 2
Use the same text as above (on student worksheets) and students work on the following
guestions:
1. OPTION1
In groups of 3 or 4 go through the text and quote the uncle and aunt’s reactions.

Aunt’s Reaction

“. .. my aunt, who saw the towel and then flinched. A sad, distant look crossed her face
like a dark cloud and she looked down, squeezing one hand into the other.”
Uncle’s Reaction

“My uncle guided me by the shoulder into the house and sat me down on a manjah, which
is like abed . .."

OPTION 2
In groups of 3 or 4 describe the uncle and aunt’s reactions and give reasons for that
behaviour.

Aunt’s Reaction

4

4

Uncle’s Reaction

4
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5. Read the text.

Later, as | lay shivering in the humidity and heat of a Punjabi summer, the fever burning
through my body, | asked my aunt why she had reacted in that way.

‘To what, beteh?’ she said, like she was trying to put me off.

‘The towel, Aunty-ji. You looked really sad when you saw the towel. Why?’

She looked away and the same cloud as before passed across her face.

‘It's nothing....’

| didn’t believe her.

‘It must be something because you've just done it again,’ | insisted.

She sighed and then got up, walked over to the door to the room and pushed it shut. Then
she returned and sat by my side, picking up a damp cloth and wiping sweat from my burning
forehead, carefully avoiding the wound, which had been treated with iodine and then patched up with
a dressing.

‘Beteh, there are things that you don’t understand. About our family.’

‘Such as...?’

‘We had a sister, your father and me. A younger sister. Jagpreet. She was so beautiful and
clever and full of joy...”

‘The one that went mad and killed herself...?" | asked, remembering what my dad had told
me about her.

‘Yes, only she didn’t go mad.’

A tear welled in my aunt’s eye.

‘So what happened and what does it have to do with a towel covered in blood?’

My aunt let a few tears fall and then pulled herself together. She looked at the door again, as

if to make sure no one was listening.

Look at the sentence:

She was so beautiful and clever and full of joy...
Discuss with a partner and take notes on what she might look like.
Give examples that might show:
a) Sheis clever. (Don't think about being “clever” at school.)
b) Sheis full of joy.

NOTE: The answers for exercise 5.2 are taken into consideration in exercise 6.
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6.

Teachers’ Notes

OPTION 1
The teacher reads the following excerpt of the story aloud starting with the line:

And then she told him a story...
NOTE: Students do not receive the written version.

Listen carefully and find out:

Does the information we get about Jagpreet match your ideas?

Add any new points to your notes.

Jagpreet was a happy-go-lucky girl with light brown hair that looked blonde in the sunlight,
warm, cream-coloured skin and eyes that shone out like amber stones. She was the kind of girl that
every boy in the village wanted to spend time with. Often she would go out into the fields to do her
chores for a day and return having done nothing, all her work done for her by lovesick teenagers
anxious to catch her eye and her heart. Not that she played on this or took advantage of her suitors.
She exuded innocence about such things, my aunt told me. She didn’t even notice the admiring looks
she received as she walked barefoot around the alleyways and gullies of the village, or washed her
hair under the hand pump. She just thought that people were being kind to her. That the young men
who would have died for her were merely being brotherly.

She looked like a fully grown woman at the age of fourteen and after she had reached that
age, men from around the village and beyond began to arrive at her father’s door, ready to betroth
their sons and heirs to her. Once, in just seven days, my aunt told me, thirteen potential fathers-in-
law visited and took tea with her father. Thirteen men who wished to see their sons happy. To see
them satisfy their longing for the beautiful girl they had caught a glimpse of out in the fields or
amongst the mango tree groves. She was almost magical, said my aunt. Everyone loved her and
everyone wanted to be her friend. Animals calmed down when she whispered to them. Babies
stopped crying when she looked into their eyes and smiled. An old lady from the village had seen
Jagpreet sleeping out in the fields once, in the shade of a well, and swore on the Ten Gurus that as
she slept, a cobra, black as jet and as long as a stream, had slithered past her, caressing her skin
before moving on.

Her family adored her. She was the youngest child and the most loved by her father, a stout
Punjabi Jat Sikh. My grandfather. Normally such fatherly adoration was confined to the male heirs of
a family but Jagpreet had such a way about her that my grandfather had viewed her with the same
pride as he had his only son. My aunt wiped away another tear as she told me how her father had
cried when Jagpreet had died. How he had been left a broken man with nothing but sadness in his
heart. A heart that was so broken that he had died from it, almost a year to the day after his

daughter. He had died calling to her.



OPTION 2

The teacher reads the following excerpt of the story aloud starting with the line:

And then she told him a story...

Jagpreet was a happy-go-lucky girl with light brown hair that looked blonde in the sunlight,
warm, cream-coloured skin and eyes that shone out like amber stones. She was the kind of girl that
every boy in the village wanted to spend time with. Often she would go out into the fields to do her
chores for a day and return having done nothing, all her work done for her by lovesick teenagers
anxious to catch her eye and her heart. Not that she played on this or took advantage of her suitors.
She exuded innocence about such things, my aunt told me. She didn’t even notice the admiring looks
she received as she walked barefoot around the alleyways and gullies of the village, or washed her
hair under the hand pump. She just thought that people were being kind to her. That the young men
who would have died for her were merely being brotherly.

She looked like a fully grown woman at the age of fourteen and after she had reached that
age, men from around the village and beyond began to arrive at her father’s door, ready to betroth
their sons and heirs to her. Once, in just seven days, my aunt told me, thirteen potential fathers-in-
law visited and took tea with her father. Thirteen men who wished to see their sons happy. To see
them satisfy their longing for the beautiful girl they had caught a glimpse of out in the fields or
amongst the mango tree groves. She was almost magical, said my aunt. Everyone loved her and
everyone wanted to be her friend. Animals calmed down when she whispered to them. Babies
stopped crying when she looked into their eyes and smiled. An old lady from the village had seen
Jagpreet sleeping out in the fields once, in the shade of a well, and swore on the Ten Gurus that as
she slept, a cobra, black as jet and as long as a stream, had slithered past her, caressing her skin
before moving on.

Her family adored her. She was the youngest child and the most loved by her father, a stout
Punjabi Jat Sikh. My grandfather. Normally such fatherly adoration was confined to the male heirs of
a family but Jagpreet had such a way about her that my grandfather had viewed her with the same
pride as he had his only son. My aunt wiped away another tear as she told me how her father had
cried when Jagpreet had died. How he had been left a broken man with nothing but sadness in his
heart. A heart that was so broken that he had died from it, almost a year to the day after his

daughter. He had died calling to her.

6.1 In groups of 3 or 4 write down notes about the text.

The spokesperson of each group shares their information with the class.
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7. Afterwards, the following sentence is projected.

She was the kind of girl that every boy in the village wanted to spend time with.

Write down your ideas about the girl.

What kind of girl is this?

Physical Description

Psychological description

Use the information from the chart above to discuss the ideas.

(open answer — exploring prejudices)
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While-Reading Activities

1. OPTION 1
Read the text.

The day that Jagpreet turned sixteen had been the day that her short life began to come to an end. She had
returned from the fields one afternoon carrying a small bird that had broken its wing, crying at its pain. Laying it down on
a soft pillow she had heard her father calling to her. She left the bird lying on her bed and made her way out to the
courtyard where her father was sitting drinking spiced tea with a tall, distinguished looking man from a village two miles
to the west, close to the city of Chandigarh. The man was a wealthy trader, a Jat who had earned his wealth selling
fabrics and whose brother was living in England, working and sending money back to his family. As she approached, the
stranger stood and hugged her as if she were his own daughter and proceeded to tell her of his son, Malkit, a tall,
handsome boy of eighteen years, who was studying to become a teacher.

Jagpreet looked to her father, searching his eyes for an explanation. Her father smiled and called her to him.
Taking her hand he told her that she had been betrothed to Malkit and that the stranger was her father-in-law, a
wonderful man from a big, wealthy family. The kind of family that would look after her as she deserved and love her as
her own family did.

Jagpreet turned to their guest and smiled a smile so warm, so loving, that he had to turn away his eyes. A tear
ran down his cheek. He turned to Jagpreet’s father.

‘Bhai-ji - your daughter is surely as you said she would be. Beautiful and so pure. It will make me glad to take
her as my daughter-in-law.’

‘Today is a day for rejoicing in the blessing of the Guru,’ replied Jagpreet’s father. ‘For today two families have
become one.’

The two men embraced warmly and the guest went on his way, eager to return to his son with the good news.
Jagpreet took her father’s hand again.

‘Father, will you still love me as before?’ she asked. ‘When | am married and part of another’s family?’

‘Beteh, | could never love you less than | do, only more. But tell me - are you truly happy with the path that | have
chosen for you?’

‘Yes - if you have chosen for me then | must obey. | know you have chosen well,” she told him.

‘Are you sure Jagpreet? | would not wish to make you unhappy.’

‘Then tell me what this boy is like - Malkit.’

Her father looked away.

‘I must confess that | haven’t seen him,” he replied. ‘But his father is a well-respected man and | trust his words.
Malkit, he tells me, is tall and handsome, with skin as light as milk and he is as strong as an ox. He is studying to be a
teacher and he will take you to England when he goes. England, beteh, where life is so much easier than it is here.’

Jagpreet smiled.

‘Oh he sounds so wonderful,” she said. ‘When will we be married?’

‘Soon, my love, soon. | will begin organising everything in the morning.’

‘May | go and tell my friends,” asked Jagpreet.

‘Yes beteh, you may,’ laughed her father. ‘Today we have been blessed by the Lord. Waheguru Satnam.’

My aunt stopped for a moment, pausing to wipe her eyes free of tears. If only he had known, she said to me. If
only he could have known. She swabbed my forehead with a wet towel and then continued...
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Oral Activity
¢ What do you know about arranged marriages? (open answer)

¢ Do you think that Malkit is the best match for Jagpreet and vice versa?

OPTION 2

The following excerpt is projected.

‘Father, will you still love me as before?’ she asked. ‘When | am married and part of
another’s family?’

‘Beteh, | could never love you less than | do, only more. But tell me - are you truly happy with
the path that | have chosen for you?’

‘Yes - if you have chosen for me then | must obey. | know you have chosen well,” she told
him.

‘Are you sure Jagpreet? | would not wish to make you unhappy.’

‘Then tell me what this boy is like - Malkit.’

Her father looked away.

‘I must confess that | haven’t seen him,” he replied. ‘But his father is a well-respected man
and | trust his words. Malkit, he tells me, is tall and handsome, with skin as light as milk and he is as
strong as an ox. He is studying to be a teacher and he will take you to England when he goes.

England, beteh, where life is so much easier than it is here.’

¢ What do you know about arranged marriages? (open answer)

¢ Do you think that Malkit is the best match for Jagpreet and vice versa?
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After-Reading Activities

Further suggestions

1. From the boy’s point of view write:
a. atext message,
b. an e-mail to a friend,
c. apostcard to a relative in England

about his holiday in India.

2. Pair Work - When he comes back to England he is eager to tell his mother about his aunt
Jagpreet. Write the possible conversation they had and role play it.

3. Pair work- Imagine a dialogue between Jagpreet and her mother-in-law, at the moment the

white towel was shown to the family. Role play it.

4.  Webquest about Bali Rai/ religion/ school system/ food/ habits/ weather/... .
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Sources

Picture 1
http://images.google.co.uk/imgres?imgurl=http:/farm?2.static.flickr.com/1126/1352810674 b33bce5
84c.jpg%3Fv%3D0&imgrefurl=http://flickr.com/photos/chitrakari/1352810674&h=335&w=500&5z=3
9&hl=ené&start=37&um=1&usg=__ ieB3VsRIz6bBFom8QCIMThZY-hE=&tbnid=HEZk-
A72y4S83M:&tbnh=87&tbnw=130&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dpunjab%2Bred%2Bearth%26start%3D3
6%26ndsp%3D18%26um%3D1%26h1%3Den%26sa%3DN

Picture 2

http://www.fabulousindia.com/wp-content/uploads/2007/12/india-states-map.png
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