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Preface


‘Well, I would say you’d call me an Anglo-Indian because I have a lot of Indian blood in me but way, way back. There was somebody. I don’t know the story… but why would I come out like this?’1



Anna Kashfi, April 2009


At the time of writing this I know more about Anna Kashfi’s family than I do about my own. This is not unusual. Family secrets are not news. Likewise betrayal, estrangement and deception amongst people connected by blood alone are ubiquitous. Families layer their secrets generation upon generation, each obliterating what has gone before and, like snowfall, it alters the landscape. This is a story about how a landscape within a family was altered and why, in the end, the altering destroyed it.


When my mother’s father, an avid reader of biographies, died in Lancashire in the 1980s I realised that I had no idea where he was born. Ted was a salesman for Heinz and when we lived with him, while he was between wives, we ate our way through a shed-full of baked beans with pork sausages and steamed chocolate pudding. His second marriage, when he was in his sixties, was to a woman who had lived her entire life in Bolton. Except that it wasn’t his second marriage. In between Nettie May (who, for a reason no one knew, Ted called Jinty) and Anne, there was an unhappy interlude with Greta. I didn’t know about her. Or perhaps I did and then forgot about it.



Along with thinking that Grandad only had two wives I had assumed that my mother’s family were Scottish – mainly because she was born there, as was her mother, Jinty. Ted’s background was never discussed – until a friend remarked, after seeing his photograph, that he was obviously Anglo-Indian. It seemed unlikely. Both his parents were white and there had never been any mention of mixed race relationships. Then again, we knew that generations of his family had spent time in India and his skin was darker than ours, his sister Molly’s darker still. So to paraphrase Anna Kashfi – why would he come out like that?




To understand my family I have to understand Anna Kashfi’s family and vice versa. Anna Kashfi was born an O’Callaghan, a name derived from the Gaelic name of O’Ceallanchain meaning ‘descendant of Ceallachan’. Ceallach means ‘contention’ and ‘strife’. To understand this story is to understand contention. Her journey, from Joan to Anna, O’Callaghan to Kashfi and Kashfi to Brando, involves both the denial and manufacturing of identities, the effects of colonialism upon a generation and a working practice devised by film studios in Los Angeles to create, exploit and promote movie stars known as the ‘star machine’2. Each of these was a combustible ingredient, much like a family secret. In some, unhappy, combination it could blow people to bits. Add complex family relationships, racial discrimination and a maverick Hollywood superstar to this explosive brew and the story becomes a catastrophe.




All the facts arrive by way of the telling and retelling of Marlon Brando’s life. To date there are approximately fifty books about him, all of them perpetuating the myth that Anna Kashfi, his first wife, lied about her background, fooled Brando and betrayed her parents. I say myth because I know the truth. That the truth and the stories told on all sides are contradictory, and sometimes downright confusing, obscures the complexity of why the stories were told. That’s what this book seeks to reveal.




Anna Kashfi herself was both of her time and one of a kind. She witnessed at first hand the last gasp of an Empire, the dying days of Hollywood’s golden era and the anti-communist paranoia of 1950s America. As a teenager she was part of an almost forgotten wave of immigrants, a displaced minority returning to a ‘home’3 they had never even seen, and in her early twenties she was subjected to an unprecedented crucifixion by the press on both sides of the Atlantic. By the time she was twenty-five years old she knew betrayal, estrangement and deception better than she knew herself. It was a consequence of her behaviour, no doubt about that. But it was also a gamble she didn’t know she was taking. It was the price she paid for marrying the most famous and iconic actor of his generation.




Notes



1Anna Kashfi, unpublished recorded interview with author, April 2009.




2Jeanine Basinger, The Star Machine (Vintage Books, 2009),


p. xiii.




3Alison Blunt, Domicile and Diaspora (Blackwell Publishing, 2005), p.2.
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The Wedding Day


Mr. Marlon Brando Married to Indian


Hollywood, Oct. 11 – Mr. Marlon Brando, the actor, to-day married Miss Anna Kashfi, a 23-year-old Indian actress from Darjeeling.



The Times, October 11th 1957




It was unusually warm and Los Angeles reeked of oranges and exhaust fumes on the day that Marlon Brando married his Indian movie starlet girlfriend, Anna Kashfi.1 And although California is perennially sunny, it’s always worth checking the weather on a wedding day. Angelinos did this back then by squinting up at the iconic Hollywood sign to see if their world-famous symbol of opportunity was visible through the smog. This was the decade when four hundred people a day arrived in the city inflating the population of the fastest growing city in America to two and a half million.2 The addition of more than six hundred thousand cars, or ‘smog machines’ as some called them, between 1946 and 1953 intensified a toxic vapour now dense enough to conceal mountains, wilt crops, obstruct breathing and propel housewives onto the streets wearing gas masks and waving placards. As Los Angeles juggled its two personalities; ‘sunny, hopeful boomtown, and a dire, gritty Smogtown’, small victories ensued.3 Oil companies were urged to cut sulphur emissions, cars were required to use unleaded gas and exhausts were fitted with catalytic converters. It made no difference. As the city grew increasingly out of hand, so did the pungent, obnoxious smog. And, like an ageing ingénue fallen on hard times, the sign itself was also in a state of some disarray. At thirty-four years old, its unprotected wood and sheet metal structure had deteriorated to the point where the first O had splintered into a small uand the third Ohad fallen away completely – and so, even if the sky was a clear cobalt blue instead of a blanket-coloured brown, looking up to the hills you would see not HOLLYWOOD but HuLLyWO D. A misspelled misappropriation of what was, in reality, a downtown suburb of the ‘NowhereCity’.4 




That the City of Angels was still enticing such an enormous influx of people when the advent of television had all but ruined the industry for which it was most famous, is a measure of the potency of dreams. A business which at its peak created four hundred new films every year watched by fifty million Americans a week, still delivered the possibility that you could arrive with a few dollars and an empty suitcase and become an Audrey or a Rock or a Marilyn. If you were a Rita or a Grace, you might also marry a prince, and if you were a Jimmy or a Jerry you might just become wealthy and famous beyond your wildest imaginings.


But it wasn’t only the possibility of fame and fortune which sucked people into this city. It wasn’t just the sunshine and the palm trees, or the laid-back liquid sound of the West Coast jazz created by Stan Getz and Gerry Mulligan – it was work. Real work. A job and a chance to participate in the American Dream. This opportunity, to live a better, richer, fuller life than you might live elsewhere, was what Los Angeles promised in its ‘sunny, hopeful boomtown’ years.5 It assembled more cars than anywhere other than Detroit, made more tyres than any city but Akron, produced more furniture than Grand Rapids, and stitched almost as many clothes as New York. Construction escalated too as houses were built in ever-expanding suburban communities, extending the city boundaries out into the desert valleys.



So what kind of place was it? Back then – a deadly combination of glitter and organised crime. It was a ‘front-page town, gritty and eccentric’;6 somewhere that Hollywood’s favourite gangster, Mickey Cohen (Bugsy Siegel’s right-hand man) signed autographs while his bag man Johnny Stompanato had a vile and violent relationship with the much-married film star Lana Turner – who famously said:



My goal was to have one husband and seven children, but it turned out to be the other way around.7




Stompanato was murdered by Turner’s daughter, Cheryl Crane, although rumour had it that it was Lana herself who had wielded the knife. It was a corrupt and corrupting town. It was also paranoid, with all that that entailed. People, particularly people in the movie business, were suspicious, fearful and obsessed – with good reason. Although a decade had passed since the infamous Hollywood Ten blacklist was drawn up with the co-operation of the industry chiefs, hundreds of actors, directors and writers believed to have ‘Communist sympathies’ were still banned from working in the film industry. ‘Communist sympathies’ was slack terminology for ‘subversive’ which in turn was an incautious word for ‘treacherous’. And although there were members of the Communist Party in the entertainment industry, many of whom had joined as a direct response to the rise of Fascism in Europe in the thirties, most were not. It didn’t matter. All were at risk. These were dangerous and life-threatening times for the victims of careless language. This was the era of political persecution at the height of the Cold War, an era of ‘cowardly sordid insanity’– and in Los Angeles friends betrayed friends, colleagues betrayed colleagues and no one trusted anyone any more.8 ‘You start out by wanting to keep your friends. In a totalitarian country they want you to betray your friends – and you persuade yourself finally that it is your duty,’ Lee J. Cobb mournfully recalled.9 This was where Anna Kashfi found herself in October 1955, days after her twenty-first birthday. Two weeks later she was dating Marlon Brando, then the most famous movie star in the world; this was truly a factory which manufactured dreams.



When Anna met Marlon he was an established presence in Hollywood; a ‘player’ – the Oscar-winning veteran of eight films and an eye-catching stint in the theatre in New York. His new girlfriend, by contrast, had just spent a month on location in the French Alps making her acting debut as a ‘mute Hindu’. ‘Optimistic unknown falls for older, established star’ was the kind of story that Hollywood turned into box-office gold – and indeed from its earliest incarnation the romance felt managed – at least by the people guiding Kashfi’s nascent career. Still, somehow, almost exactly twenty-four months after their first date they found themselves waking up in different parts of Los Angeles on this exceptionally warm October day with a shared future laid out before them.



At Betty Lindermeyer’s home in Eagle Rock, an artistic, affluent neighbourhood in north-eastern Los Angeles, preparations for Brando’s wedding were well under way. Betty’s nephew Marlon, her late sister Dodie’s son, was known as Bud to his family and Mar to his friends. To everyone else he was Brando. Nine years earlier he had created the role of Stanley in A Streetcar Named Desire and for four successive years was nominated for Best Actor at the Academy Awards, finally winning for On the Waterfront in 1954. Now thirty-three, Brando had been a star for eleven years. He grew up in Nebraska with German and Dutch ancestry on one side and Irish and English on the other and was closest to Bessie, his maternal grandmother. It was Bessie who named him Bud. His mother, Dodie, had been an alcoholic. That, and her passion for the theatre, had left a profound and lingering imprint on her children: Bud and his two sisters, Jocelyn (known as Tiddy) and Fran. Fran wasn’t at the wedding but Tiddy was, along with their somewhat eccentric Great Aunt June who had recently accompanied Brando to Japan while he worked on The Teahouse of the August Moon. Tiddy, an actress whose best-known film role as Glenn Ford’s doomed wife in the The Big Heat lay four years behind her, was having a difficult time. Blacklisted by the film industry for signing a peace petition (her soon to be ex-husband, the writer Eliot Asinof, was similarly victimised for encouraging the New York Yankees to hire black baseball players), Tiddy now worked mainly in the theatre. She was already very fond of her future sister-in-law, describing Anna as ‘beautiful, charming, graceful, winsome’.10 It was at Tiddy’s Thanksgiving Dinner the previous November that the couple had announced their engagement.




Parents were noticeably absent. Dodie had passed away while visiting Betty Lindermeyer three years earlier and Brando’s relationship with his father, Marlon Snr., was complicated. On the one hand, Snr., as he was known, ran his son’s film company Pennebaker Productions. He also lived in the same apartment block as Kashfi and could therefore be relied upon to monitor her comings and goings. On the other, Brando had apparently banned him from his wedding with the words, ‘I’ll bury him before I do!’11 As for Kashfi’s family her father had, according to her, recently died in mysterious circumstances in India and of her mother and brother there was no mention. So the bride and groom bulked up with Brando family cousins Mr and Mrs Allen Pardee, and two other couples – both friends of Kashfi’s. Peter Berneis, a writer who had adapted Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie for the screen, was Brando’s best man. His wife Ina, a photographer and sometime roommate of Kashfi’s, was matron of honour. The other couple, Kathy and Louis L’Amour (Louis, a prolific and popular writer of westerns, was known affectionately as America’s Storyteller) had themselves recently married – which is possibly why they rallied round the following day when it became clear that Brando had failed to make arrangements for any kind of honeymoon.




Two of Brando’s friends, George Glass and Walter Seltzer, played their part in the wedding despite not attending the ceremony. Glass and Seltzer were film publicists now working as executive producers for Pennebaker Productions. Earlier that week they had accompanied the couple on a trip to Riverside, a sprawling city sixty miles east of Los Angeles, to collect the wedding licence. Riverside had been selected to stall the inevitable onslaught of attention from the press. Brando hated journalists or ‘assassins with poisoned typewriters ’, as he called them.12 An encounter with Truman Capote, who had plied him with alcohol and who would then publish Brando’s uncharacteristic indiscretions in his revelatory profile for the New Yorker a month after the wedding, only increased his loathing. Glass and Seltzer had filed for the licence through a court reporter who had agreed to delay making it a matter of public record so that the press would not be alerted. It appears to have been a miserable trip. Brando sat in the front of the car with Glass, while Kashfi was in the back with Seltzer. No-one exchanged a word for the entire hour and a half journey. Brando’s henchmen had made no secret of their dislike of their friend’s choice of bride. Glass took Snr.’s line that she was a ‘blatant gold digger’13 and Seltzer believed that Brando was suffering from ‘a bad case of being an honourable man’.14 This, presumably, was a snide reference to the fact that a month earlier Kashfi had announced that she was pregnant. Prior to this, although they had been engaged for nearly a year, there were no wedding plans and Brando had continued to have relationships with other women. Kashfi, by turns bewildered and distressed by this, was volatile and there were frequent bust-ups. After one such occasion a passionate reconciliation ensued in Borrego Springs where Brando was filming The Young Lions. Kashfi conceived and, a couple of months later, he suggested they get married immediately. She accepted on the understanding that he would now remain faithful to her.




On October 10th, the day before the wedding, a photographer from Paramount Studios arrived at Brando’s house in Laurel Canyon View to take some formal pictures of the couple. The Pennebaker Production office was housed within the Paramount Lot, on the corner of Gower Street and Melrose Avenue, and it was Paramount who had given Kashfi her break in The Mountain with Spencer Tracy. In fact, they had first met in the studio canteen when Brando was having lunch with Eva Marie Saint, his co-star from On the Waterfront. But the choice of photographer was no act of sentimental loyalty on Brando’s part – he was a gun for hire and Kashfi, by now, was under contract to MGM. Indeed, an indication of the decline of the studio-controlled star system was that one of its most successful stars ran his own independent company while working for each of the major studios in turn. So why the official wedding photographs? The most likely explanation is that Brando was simply seeking to control the publicity. The pictures would be released after the ceremony had taken place and by the time they were front page news, the couple would have left town. A week later, after the story had died down, they would return and continue living the relatively low-profile existence which Brando was intent on preserving. That, at least, was the plan.




And then, of course, there was the pregnancy. Still an enormous scandal in conservative, post-war America; ‘abortion was unthinkable, illegitimacy unbearable, marriage inevitable’.15 Weddings of the shotgun variety were useful, with ‘premature’ births a few months later solving the problem. Brando’s July Baby would indeed be the headline in the Daily Mirror a month after their October wedding, while in reality the child was born on 11th May 1958 (exactly seven months after the ceremony – and nine months since the reconciliation in Borrego Springs in August 1957). No matter, the studios would go to just about any lengths to protect their investments. Quashing any evidence of what might be regarded as immoral behaviour, they made whatever arrangements were necessary swiftly and discreetly.




Looking at the photographs, there is an unsettling severity about the bride and groom. One shows them against a backdrop of two palm trees in Brando’s garden overlooking the canyon. Kashfi, barefoot and dressed in a white sari, stands with one arm clasped through Brando’s and the other stretched across her waist. A platinum-blonde Brando, his hair bleached for his role as a German officer in The Young Lions, stares at the camera. Both are unsmiling and their expressions inscrutable. Serious, certainly, but there is something else. The complexity of their relationship, characterised as it is by infidelity, suspicion and a magnetic physical attraction, is what lies beneath. In another photograph, this one taken inside the house, neither looks at the camera. Brando has his hands in his pockets while Kashfi, eyes slightly glazed, holds hers protectively over her stomach.




They spent the night before the wedding apart – that much we know and it’s hardly unusual. Accounts differ about Brando’s behaviour the following morning. Alice Marchak, Brando’s assistant, said that when she was summoned to his house along with his agent Jay Kanter, he was in bed with an unnamed woman. He announced, to their surprise, he was getting married but at one o’clock was still at home searching for shoes with just half an hour to go before the ceremony. Another report places him in Pasadena, dressed in an opera cloak and a homburg hat, buying a wedding ring before driving himself to his Aunt Betty’s.16 Meanwhile, Kashfi, dressed in either a pale sea-green (or pink – reports vary) sari embroidered in gold, and wearing red shoes, asked Louis L’Amour to stop the car en route to Eagle Rock because she was having a ‘premonition – an eerie feeling – that I shouldn’t be doing this’.Louis advised her that there was an hour to go and she could still back out if she wanted to.17





At Betty Lindermeyer’s house, the wedding party assembled. Peter and Ina Berneis arrived followed by the appropriately named L’Amours with Kashfi, who had evidently overcome her reservations. Brando, in a dark blue suit and sporting the opera cloak, was next. The cloak proved troublesome, roaming dangerously across chairs, lamps and potted plants, prompting his soon-to-be wife to snap irritably ‘For Chrissake Marlon, take off that damn cape’.Last to arrive was the Reverend J. Walter Fiscus from the Little Brown Church of the Valley in North Hollywood; twenty years later Kashfi would remember him as a ‘large, florid man with protruding incisors’. She had originally wanted a Buddhist ritual and Brando a Zen wedding; they compromised on an Episcopalian service – hence the florid Fiscus. After the Reverend’s entrance, perhaps in an attempt to assert her status, the bride-to-be interrupted proceedings and demanded a bunch of Madonna lilies. She may or may not have known or cared that when used as a bridal bouquet lilies are a symbol of fertility; still her request infuriated Brando. Various florists were contacted in an attempt to placate the jittery Kashfi, but to no avail. Eventually, someone got Paramount involved and they began searching for Madonna lilies in other cities. Hours passed, the champagne was opened and the desultory wedding party limped along. By the time the bouquet was finally flown in from San Francisco, Kashfi described herself as ‘tipsy enough to have said “I do” to a baboon’.18





Since no arrangements had been made for a honeymoon, after leaving Aunt Betty’s the most famous actor in the world and his new wife drove around Los Angeles for an hour in his Thunderbird convertible while they decided what to do. Kashfi, who had dreamed of a cruise or a tour of European capitals, could not have been pleased when eventually Brando phoned his agent and asked for suggestions as to where they might spend their wedding night. Jay Kanter was one of the few people he trusted implicitly. When Brando moved to the West Coast, the new mailroom boy at MCA, then the largest talent agency in the world, chauffeured him about. At the end of his first week, when asked which agent he wanted to represent him, Brando said ‘the kid who’s been driving me around’.19Kanter was speedily promoted – a sign of just how valuable a property Brando already was. Affable, decent and well-versed in the actor’s number one requirement of loyalty, he immediately offered to vacate his house in Beverly Hills so that the newlyweds could stay there. It wasn’t a night to remember. ‘There was no sex,’ according to Kashfi. ‘There was mostly concern from Marlon about what Jay and his wife were saying about me.’20





On Saturday October 12th the couple woke up to newspaper reports of the marriage of ‘Hollywood’s most eligible and sought after bachelor’. ‘Secretive Brando’ was said to have caught the film world ‘way off guard’.21 Everything was going according to plan – apart from the problem of where to head next. After breakfast they took to the streets again, driving about aimlessly like a couple of rich kids with no particular place to go. Finally, in desperation, Kashfi phoned the L’Amours, now back home on their ranch just outside Palm Springs and asked if they could spend the honeymoon with them. Whether they actually made it that far – together or separately – is a matter of dispute. Kashfi herself maintained that she and Kathy spent the week cleaning the house while her new husband and Louis shot tin cans in the yard with a .38 revolver. She said that the two couples watched television and picked oranges together and that, less charmingly, Brando entertained them at breakfast by extinguishing cigarettes on the back of his hand.22 Alice Marchak disagreed. According to her, Brando holed up with Seltzer and Glass while they worked out what to do next – and no one knew where Kashfi was.23





The roots of the discrepancy lay in the incident which had blown the marriage apart within hours of the service. While the American papers, as anticipated, had run the story about Marlon Brando’s surprise wedding, the British press took advantage of the time difference and investigated the background of the little-known Kashfi. Within hours the Times announcement, Brando Married to Indian, was rapidly replaced around the world by the infinitely more newsworthy headline; Britisher Says Brando’s Bride Ex-Butcher Girl.24 This was then picked up by the American syndicated press and made the front page news across the United States in every local paper from The Oneonta Star (Welsh Mother Says Brando’s Bride is Hers, Not Indian)to The Independent Star-News (Brando’s Indian Bride Held an O’Callaghan) as well as bigger beasts like the iconic New York Times (Kashfi Called Welsh). The claim, made by a ‘Welsh factory worker’ living in Cardiff, changed everything for Kashfi. William O’Callaghan declared that the woman known in Hollywood as India’s answer to Grace Kelly was in fact his daughter, a former butcher’s assistant named Joan O’Callaghan. To make matters worse, ‘Mr. O’Callaghan’s English wife’ insisted ‘there is no Indian blood in my family or my husband’s family’.25It’s hard to imagine a greater contrast of emotions for Kashfi within a twenty-four-hour period – from marrying a famous film star to enduring a brutalising onslaught from the world’s press. Nothing in this naive young woman’s background, whether Welsh or Indian, had prepared her for this. Two years in Los Angeles, almost twelve months of which had been spent in an isolation ward as she recovered from TB, certainly didn’t. She was, to use modern parlance, hung out to dry. The papers implied that she was a liar and Brando a fool – a humiliation for which he never forgave her. The firestorm which engulfed the couple was to have terrible consequences.



Anna Kashfi was both of her time and one of a kind – a part of history and yet also extinguished from it.


Years later, thinking about this moment in her life – the moment when she had everything and then had nothing – Kashfi said:


Shouldn’t I be dead or something, or in a rest home with my mind gone?26
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A Passage to England


September 1948


Anglo-Indians are quintessentially the children of colonialism. They are descendants of the initial offspring of unions – formal and casual – involving British and other European men on the one side, and, on the other, local ‘Indian’ as well as other women who – especially in the context of south India – came under the inclusive if vague category of ‘Portuguese’. Anglo-Indians are thus the inheritors of a diversity of national, ethnic and caste backgrounds. Like other similarly constituted hybrid groups in a colonial context, they were subject to a frequently shifting set of criteria that allowed them privilege at certain historical moments and pointedly excluded them at others.1




Lionel Caplan, Children of Colonialism: Anglo-Indians in a Postcolonial World




On 13th September 1948 a ship named the S.S. Ranchi, with nine hundred and fifty ‘tourist class’ passengers, arrived at Tilbury Docks, twenty-five miles downstream from London Bridge. Three months earlier, when the Empire Windrush had delivered Jamaican immigrants in search of a new life in Britain to the same dockside, the Daily Express ran an ominous headline: ‘450 arrive – Get pep talk: “Things will not be easy”.’2 There was no such fanfare for the Ranchi, no cameras to record the newcomers as they slipped into the port – but the newspapers could have run more or less the same headlines.



Twenty-three years old and on her first round trip since being refitted after war duties the Ranchi was now a functional transport carrier rather than the luxury liner she had once been. Originally commissioned by the Peninsular & Oriental Steam Navigation Company (P&O) for the London to Bombay mail service and named after the capital city of Jharkhand state in Eastern India, she was built in Newcastle alongside her three sister ships, the Ranpura, the Rawalpindi and the Rajputana. Alongside her postal duties, the Ranchi, an ‘R’ class liner (so called because they pioneered the new refrigerated spaces for cargo of fish and fruit), cruised with five hundred and eighty-seven first and second class passengers until the golden years of Ocean travel ended abruptly with the advent of World War Two. The Ranchi was requisitioned for wartime service in August 1939 and used initially as an armed merchant cruiser and then as a troopship. After the war she was returned to P&O and by the time she sailed out of Bombay, in August 1948, she had reinvented herself again – this time as a ‘migrant carrier’.3 Times had changed and the days of first, second, third class and steerage with separate accommodation for ayahs and maids and segregated quarters for crew were gone. On migrant carriers everyone travelled together in one classless space.


Although in her new role the Ranchi was supposed to convey ‘Ten Pound Poms’4 taking advantage of the ‘Populate or Perish’ policy created by the Australian Government in 1945, the voyage which was to end in Tilbury Docks in September 1948 was different. It was an exodus, of sorts, of people from the recently divided nation of India to England – yet the passengers, for the most part, had British or Irish sounding names. There were Palmers and Woods, O’Neils and O’Connells. A clue as to who they were might be found in their occupations which ranged from light house keepers to civil engineers to chemists and missionaries, stenographers and doctors. Not so easy to work out were the married women who were labelled either ‘H.D.’ (Home Duties) or ‘Wife’ in the Occupation column.



Children accompanied their parents and on this voyage there were two who would become extremely famous. Both would change their names. Both would tell their story, or a story, in different ways over the years to come. Their mothers, Mrs Phoebe Melinda O’Callaghan and Mrs Dorothy Marie Webb, were listed as ‘H.D.’ and their fathers, Mr William O’Callaghan and Mr Rodger Webb, were listed as ‘Rly. Official’ and ‘Commercial Asst.’ respectively. ‘Rly. Official’ in William’s case meant Head Train Controller on the Bengal Nagpur Railway, while Rodger’s ‘Commercial Asst.’ was a fleeting description of someone who had worked his way up from steward to manager at Kellner & Co – a large firm which looked after the catering for several of the railway lines including the East Indian Railway. The O’Callaghans and the Webbs were railway people. By the time they sailed away from India on the 24th August 1948, twelve months and ten days had passed since the Indian Independence Act was implemented. It was drawn up by Labour Prime Minister Clement Attlee and Lord Louis Mountbatten, Governor General of India, and uncle of Philip the soon-to-be husband of Princess Elizabeth. The Act split British India into two separate countries: Pakistan and India. During that year the increasing violence, the assassination of Gandhi and the abruptly precarious nature of their jobs hastened both families’ departures. They were leaving a country that had been good to them, but was now unfamiliar, in search of one they had never set foot in but hoped would make them welcome. It was, after all, the place Anglo-Indians called ‘home’.5 





The exodus of Anglo-Indians following Indian Independence was fuelled in part by the British Nationality Act of 1948. This guaranteed right of repatriation to Britain to all white Britons who had served in the colonial dominions prior to decolonisation became immeasurably significant to the Anglo-Indian community living in India as they witnessed the changing landscape of the only world they knew. Under Section 12 of the Act people who were direct descendants of those born or naturalised in the United Kingdom could apply for a passport – as long as they could provide documentary proof of their ancestor’s place of birth. But, as Rochelle Almeida points out in Britain’s Anglo-Indians, many members of the community would have been ‘unable to prove their fathers’ or grandfathers’ birthplace in the United Kingdom’.6 Consequently, many second or third generation Anglo-Indians who were born in India had to apply to be registered as ‘Citizens of the United Kingdom and Colonies’ – creating a feeling of resentment and bewilderment for people who believed they shouldn’t have to make a formal claim to what was theirs by right already. Ian R. G. Spencer provides definitive evidence that British officials were inclined to make it difficult for Anglo-Indians to legally enter Britain following Indian Independence. In his analysis of post-war British immigration policy, Spencer maintains that:



Officials were totally unsympathetic to the plight of Anglo-Indians and Anglo-Pakistanis whose privileged position under the Raj in, for example, the railway and postal services, was coming under pressure and who were, therefore, looking for alternative sources of employment. Officials did not think that they would be useful in Britain and hence: ‘we should not be displeased to see Anglo-Indians experiencing difficulty in obtaining travel documents to emigrate from India’.7 



This hostile attitude remained long in the memory as Rochelle Almeida highlighted in an interview with an 83-year-old Anglo-Indian woman who emigrated to Britain in 1952:


Considering how hostile the officials were to us and how difficult they made it to leave India and to settle in this country, you’d think we were a bunch of thugs rather than hard-working, morally upright Christian men and women who had served the Empire well and only wished to be rewarded for our loyalty.8 



This then was the climate in which the O’Callaghan family left India. Their journey would take them from Bombay to Aden for a four-hour stop and then on through the Red Sea towards the Suez Canal and a six-hour stretch in Egypt’s Port Said before beginning the final leg of the journey across the Mediterranean Sea to Britain. Why the Port Said stopover? Spencer suggests there were several loopholes by which people that may have experienced problems in obtaining British passports could enter the United Kingdom. One was by forged passports and another was by travelling first from the Indian sub-continent to a second country from which you could then, apparently, proceed without hindrance to Britain. Spencer maintained that ‘from those second countries prospective immigrants could embark for the United Kingdom without fear of difficulties,’ because the authorities were less scrupulous about approving travel to the Holy Places.9 



Eleven days after leaving Port Said, the passengers disembarked at six a.m. on a chilly September morning at Tilbury Docks. In 1948 Tilbury was the main British port for the importation of paper – which was in short supply back in those post-war days. It wasn’t the only commodity that was scarce – meat, clothes, petrol and sugar were still rationed – and Britain itself was almost bankrupt. It was nonetheless a historic time to be arriving in the capital city – London had recently hosted the first summer Olympics since the notorious Berlin Games of 1936, while the new, much heralded cornerstone of the Labour Government’s implementation of the Beveridge Report, the National Health Service, had been in operation for a little over two months. Not only that – as luck would have it, they had managed to avoid one of the worst winters in living memory. By the time of the next record-breaking freeze some fifteen years later, life would have changed immeasurably for Joan O’Callaghan.


No matter – when they came ashore the climate must still have been a nasty shock for the travellers who had spent their entire lives in India. Life began amidst heavy rain and gales aboard the cross-river ferry which took passengers from the Ranchi to the Tilbury Landing Stage – a large, elegant pavilion-like structure jutting over the river which bore silent witness to the humankind which flowed through it. From there they stepped into the cathedralesque Baggage Hall. Designed by Sir Edwin Cooper, an architect said to be responsible for more buildings in the City of London than Sir Christopher Wren, it handled comings and goings from all over the world.



From the Baggage Hall it was a short walk across bridges to the Tilbury Riverside station and then a forty-five minute train journey into central London. Where were these hundreds of people – the H.Ds, the Motor Drivers and the Nurses – going? The Ranchi’s passenger list hints at a range of narratives through the barest of facts. There are names, occupations and ages of passengers, Country of Last Permanent Residence and Country of Intended Future Permanent Residence. The Proposed Addresses column throws up a haphazard list of destinations including Harpenden, Rhyl, Hartlepool and Bath. India House in Aldwych, home of the Indian High Commission, is a ‘care of’ address given by many. Cordon (a misspelling of Gordon perhaps?) O’Neill, a poultry farmer, is on his way to Castle View, Eye Hill in Dudley; or perhaps that is also an error – there was an Eve Hill in Dudley in the 1940s. The Webb family listed Windborough Road in Carshalton as their ‘Proposed Address in the United Kingdom’ while the O’Callaghans registered Thornton Road in Ilford, then a thriving borough north-east of London best known for the photographic company founded there in 1879, as theirs.10 




It’s not known if the O’Callaghan family spent any time in Ilford. There was always a different destination in mind and, soon after arriving in Britain, they travelled some one hundred and fifty miles across England and into Wales to the seaside village of Ogmore-by-Sea. This was where they spent the autumn and winter of 1948 and 1949 before moving twenty miles east into the city of Cardiff. Joan O’Callaghan, when asked why her parents had chosen Ogmore-by-Sea – or how they had even known of its existence – said that her mother had met a soldier during the war who had come from there.11 She liked him and when they came to make their plans of where they might settle when they decided to go ‘home’, Ogmore-by-Sea must have seemed as good a place as anywhere else. And so the family from India settled in south Wales.



Joan O’Callaghan changed her name when she became an actress in 1955. In her first role, in the film The Mountain, she has a non-speaking part as a Hindu girl and is credited as Anna Kashfi. Her story, famous though it briefly and sensationally was, is less well documented. The narrators, William, Phoebe and Joan herself, all proved themselves to be unreliable. Later others further obfuscated until who knew what the truth really was? There are records but they are really just glimpses into a world that is seldom explored – a mirror to all of us about the complicated story of ourselves.



Carshalton, where the Webb family first settled, is where I was born. My maternal grandfather’s birthplace was Bangalore, known as the ‘Garden City’ of India.12 My mother, exactly two months older than Joan O’Callaghan, travelled to India from Scotland (where her mother had been sent home to give birth to her) when she was a few weeks old. Her grandfather and great uncle were also railway people – Permanent Way Inspectors who looked after the track. In the late 1930s most of the family left India and never returned. There my tenuous connection with this story mostly ends. Except that we too never discussed who we were or the colour of my grandfather’s skin.


We do not know if the O’Callaghan and Webb families met during their five weeks at sea – there were, after all, almost a thousand people on board. As I have said, both families were railway people: the O’Callaghans from Adra in West Bengal and the Webbs in Howrah, a large industrial city also in West Bengal. Joan O’Callaghan was the oldest of the children at nearly fifteen and her brother, Bosco, celebrated his twelfth birthday on board the Ranchi. Harry Webb, almost eight, was travelling with his younger sisters, Donna and Jacqui. Leaving the Baggage Hall at Tilbury Docks, the two families’ stories diverge. Their shared past was a life in India lived under the British Raj and this journey to a new world on the same ship. What became of the Webb family is well documented, although how they left the port itself is disputed. Harry Webb was to tell the story that his father hired a taxi to Carshalton with his last five pounds, but his mother maintained that they were picked up by a private car from Tilbury and spent their first few days in England with her mother’s aunt who lived somewhere in south-east London. Whenever it was that the Webbs arrived at Carshalton Station what lay ahead of them was a daunting prospect. Their new home was a three-bedroomed semi-detached house they would share with Dorothy Marie’s mother, her step-father, and their seven children, who had already made the journey from India some months earlier. Harry recalled the early days in England sixty years later:


We were destitute. My father sold everything he had in India to raise enough money for our passage, but because the flat we lived in belonged to the company, he had very little to sell. We arrived in Britain with £5. That was it. Worse, my father couldn’t find work. He was sixteen years older than my mother. So already in his forties; it was just after the War, rationing was still in place and there was very little work to be had, particularly for someone of his age.13 




For thirteen months fourteen people crammed themselves into the semi and lived cheek by jowl; ‘We were sleeping all over the place,’ remembered one of the fourteen, Vincent Dickson.14 The situation was intolerable and so the Webbs moved in with Rodger’s sister in Waltham Cross on the other side of London hoping to get onto the council house waiting list. Rodger’s sister and her husband Ernest had two sons, with scarcely more space than the Dicksons had had, and tensions rose as the Webbs found themselves again living in one small room. Finally in April 1951, and now with four children, Rodger and Dorothy moved into a council house in Cheshunt. Harry Webb, almost eight years old when he arrived in Britain, changed his name ten years later to Cliff Richard when singing with his first band The Drifters.
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