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To My Children

Ayndrilla, Indranyl, and Maya

Now that you have grown up,

it is time for me to tell you stories , again!

With love,

Baba

June 2023

P.S. I have always told you: children grow up, parents do not!

[image: ]Hiren Singharay

Born in a small village called Paduma, Birbhum, and brought up in Jharia and later Paikpara, Kolkata, Hiren Singharay completed his schooling in Baranagar. He studied Economics at Scottish Church College and then at the Kantakol Campus, Department of Economics, Calcutta University.

He began his career with the State Bank of India in 1972. Over the years, his work took him across the globe, serving at SBI Frankfurt, Continental Illinois Bank of Chicago in Frankfurt, Citibank London, and Standard Chartered Bank, London. His professional journey spanned more than eighty countries across Europe, Asia, and Africa.

Through his extensive travels, Hiren developed a deep appreciation for literature and culture. His writings reflect not so much the world of business, but the stories of people and the essence of life in this cosmopolitan age.
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A Note
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Patience is a great virtue. I do not profess to possess it. I could possibly have never sat myself down to write a book about my life and times!

A few things happened to me in the 1990s. My job took me to the skies as long distance travel became an essential part of my job. I was given a PC: I am still not sure what those two letters stood for—personal, portable or professional computer. Emails replaced letter writing. I must admit I took to the art of electronic mails like the proverbial duck to the water. Thumping the keyboard became a passion. I started typing out hundreds of words every day. The mails would describe a deal, seek business, cover personnel issues and of course, a lot of gossip.

Then one day, possibly out of sheer boredom of waiting for the next flight from Accra, Skopje or wherever and having run out of any pretext to compose yet another entirely pointless email, I paused. Armed with modern technology (it was a big step from the old Toshiba to MacBook Air), I decided to fill up my time writing about my own experiences. There never was a pattern to it. I picked up any situation that came to my mind. Suddenly the floodgates of my memory burst open, and I realised I had stories to tell to remind myself of the past and share them with my children, who often wondered where and why I disappeared from home so often.

The thread that somehow connects these tales is my time spent on banking business but these are by no means about money or the making of it. It is about my discovery of places and joys of meeting people across the world.

As the old saying goes, there are no strangers in the world; only friends you are yet to meet.


The wonder in my eyes will never cease.



Hiren Singharay
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A tale spanning two continents, three countries, and four jobs

M

y brother parked the car at the corner of Strand Road, near the Ganga River. He said, “Well, this is as far as I can come with you. The rest is up to you. Aside from my best wishes, I have only one piece of advice: try to be yourself. Any other persona you attempt to embody will not last more than ten minutes.”

With these words, he let me out of the car and drove off to his office, which was just a five-minute drive away in the heart of Kolkata’s (the time, still known as Calcutta) business district. I walked toward the seven-story building, located next to the red-bricked, colonial-era buildings of the Calcutta High Court. No one stopped me at the foyer downstairs or checked my credentials; I simply entered one of the two lifts. In the letter, we had been instructed to go to the 7th floor and introduce ourselves at the reception.

Fortunately, the mild late winter afternoon in Kolkata made wearing a suit a bit more bearable. It wasn’t something I was accustomed to, after all. The air conditioning in the building also provided relief. As I was ushered into the waiting area, I saw a few other hopefuls: four men, and a woman with a little child in arms, her husband in tow.

I had finished writing the final paper for my Master’s exam on 3 July, 1971, marking the official start of the period of my unemployment. I could no longer pretend to be a full-time student. Besides spending time with friends, searching for a job became a pastime rather than the purpose of my existence. I applied for various positions that had caught my interest, but unfortunately, nowhere was this interest reciprocated, including a part-time lecturer position in Economics at an evening college in South Calcutta. Days passed without any significant developments. Some of my university friends informed me that they were all preparing for an entrance test for the position of Probationary Officer at the State Bank of India. This role was essentially a graduate trainee position that involved a two-year training program followed by an actual job placement in either India or abroad. The initial stage of the selection process was a nationwide written test, assessing proficiency in English language and general knowledge. I clipped the application form from the local newspaper and sent it by post, along with the Rs. 25 application fee.

I thoroughly enjoyed taking the English proficiency and General Knowledge tests. I found General Knowledge to be a fun subject; I have always had a passion for collecting seemingly useless information, even to this day. After completing the tests, I met a few friends from my class of 1971 from the University, chatted with them briefly, and headed home.


For several months, nothing happened.



I had almost forgotten about State Bank of India when I received a letter informing me that I had passed the test. Now I was invited for an interview at their office located at 1 Strand, Kolkata. Since I was a local resident, the letter mentioned that no transportation or accommodation expenses would be reimbursed.

So, here I was, ready for my first serious job interview, about to meet a group of men in grey suits. I had never worn a suit before, and I felt quite hesitant about speaking in English due to my education in Bengali, regardless of whatever academic achievement I had.

The lady with the child was called in first. She left the child in charge of her husband, displaying a rare act of trust. I did not feel any anxiety at that moment. I had absolutely no idea how one prepared for an interview. Based on what my friends had told me before, I knew that Mr. P.C.D. Nambiar, the legendary CEO (then called Secretary and Treasurer) of the Bank, would be present, along with Mr. Raman, a financial wizard and an external consultant to the State Bank of India. They would be joined by Mr. S. Niyogi, a senior banker from the State Bank.

As I entered the interview room, I felt completely at ease. There were three middle-aged men sitting around a low table. To this day, I remain immensely grateful for how they instantly put me at ease. No direct questions were asked—all I can recall is that we discussed economics, India’s taxation system, corruption, and even a bit about sports, but not a single word about banking or financial markets. I don’t remember any trick questions either. After approximately forty-five minutes, they thanked me and I left, taking that as my cue.

As I exited the building, where I would return within a year to work and undergo another interview for a posting at a foreign office within the next five years, my only feeling was that I had just spent a pleasant time chatting with a few middle-aged men in the most agreeable manner. More than fifty years later, I still feel the same way.

It was Thursday, 29 June. I was still in bed at nine when my mother started nagging about when I would finally find a job. In the morning mail, a semi-brown rectangular envelope arrived, securely stapled to prevent unauthorised access. Inside was a letter from the Kolkata Head Office of the State Bank of India, bearing the famous blue logo.

The Bank had offered me the position of Probationary (Trainee) Officer. However, I would not be joining the Bank in Kolkata but instead at the Training Centre located on Linking Road, Bandra, on Saturday, the 1st of July. Even without consulting a Railway Time Table, it was evident that it would be impossible for me to arrive in Bombay before midday on 1 July.

My brother stepped in for rescue, “I’ll buy you a plane ticket. Get ready for a late evening flight on the next day, the 30th of June. In the late hours of the night, four planes from four major cities in India converge at Nagpur Airport, where they exchange mail bags with each other. The aircraft from Kolkata will return after collecting mail from Bombay, Delhi, and Madras. All the other planes will follow the same routine. While the mailmen are busy with the exchange, you will board the aircraft bound for Bombay.”

Thus, I embarked on my first flight from the airport, then known as Dum Dum, at 8 PM. I changed planes at Nagpur, presumably around midnight, and arrived at Santacruz Airport in the early morning hours. I had the pleasure of finding a knowledgeable taxi driver who was well-versed in the history and geography of Bombay. As we crossed the Mahim Creek, he informed me, “Now you have left the mainland and are entering the island of Bombay.”

When the taxi dropped me off at the specified address of 52 Linking Road Bandra, it looked like someone’s residence!

Little did I know that my professional journey was about to commence in the next three hours, which would last for forty-five years.


It was Saturday, 1 July, 1972.



II

I was assigned to the State Bank of India Frankfurt Branch for a fixed term of two years, after which I was expected to return to India and join any office that the State Bank of India would assign me to. Upon joining the Bank, we were required to sign numerous papers, one of which stated that we would be obligated to join the Bank wherever it has or may establish an office.

On the second anniversary of my arrival in Frankfurt, my mother passed away. I managed to return to Kolkata in time to see her one last time. After her funeral, I felt that I had lost my moorings. The city and its people were engrossed in their own lives, and I felt like a stranger. When I eventually return, would I have to start all over again?

Back in Frankfurt, there was no news from the Central Office regarding our next posting. The originally stipulated two-year term extended to three years and beyond. Finally, the transfer orders arrived; by then, we had already exceeded the three-year mark. Then, something entirely unexpected and dramatic happened. The Branch Manager of the State Bank of India Frankfurt offered me a job as a local employee, provided I severed ties with the parent company. This would allow me to live and work in Germany, but it would close the doors to a stable career with the State Bank of India in India. Such an offer was highly unusual, and I was unaware of any similar instances within the Bank before or since.


I accepted the offer.



Effectively, I was rehired by the same Bank for the same position, but under a different German contract as a local employee. While things went well initially, both my manager and I had a sense that this arrangement would not be a long-term solution, as the management in Mumbai vehemently opposed such a rehire. Therefore, I began searching for a new job. 

During this time, my lifelong friend and former boss at the State Bank of India Frankfurt, Ortwin Kreibich, was heading the Foreign Department at the Bank of Nova Scotia Frankfurt, a Canadian bank. He was aware of my situation and asked if he should speak with a friendly neighbour who happened to be the joint manager of an American Bank in Frankfurt. Since I was exploring all options at that point, I welcomed his initiative.

One day, Ortwin called, bearing good news. He had spoken to Mr. Hans-Erich Behlau at the Continental Bank in Frankfurt, who promptly expressed interest in meeting with me. His bank was looking to hire bilingual bankers.


It was March 1981.



Eventually, my turn came and I was called in for the meeting.

My encounter with Hans-Erich Behlau was brief, lasting barely ten minutes. He wanted to assess my English proficiency (as Ortwin had cautioned me about) and my knowledge of transactional banking, which had significantly improved during my tenure at the State Bank of India Frankfurt. Following that, I had a meeting with the other joint manager, Mr. Jörg P. Schäffer, which was even shorter in duration. Subsequently, I met with Mr. Karel Sova, a delightful Czech individual who would serve as my boss for the next four years. During our conversation, we discussed various topics unrelated to banking. Somehow, I had a sense that he regarded me as a done deal; he needed no further questioning!

On 25 May 1981, I joined the Continental Bank as Supervisor in Customer Services, reporting to Karel Sova.

III

After being voted the best-managed bank in the USA for three consecutive years, by 1983, Continental Bank encountered serious difficulties in the US, primarily due to poor lending practices in the oil and energy sector ( brilliantly narrated by Mark Singer in his book, Funny Money ). As a money- centre bank (one that borrowed money to lend money), Continental Bank found it increasingly challenging to secure loans from local banks to continue lending, regardless of whether it was in German Marks or Austrian Schillings. Then, one day, something extraordinary happened: our Vienna office, which had never been very successful, discovered that no local Austrian bank was willing to provide even short-term funding to Continental Bank. That virtually left no way to continue operations. Vienna office along with its nineteen employees, had to be closed down. However, under Austrian labour law, disbursing of compensation was not enough. The bank had to find alternative employment for each of the Continental Bank employees before the doors could be shut.

The situation continued to deteriorate as banks from Tokyo to Seoul to Bahrain refused to extend or grant new loans to Continental Bank, which teetered on the edge of collapse. To prevent a run on the seventh-largest bank in the US, the Federal Reserve kindly orchestrated a safety-net involving twelve banks to provide funding while seeking a potential saviour to acquire and rescue the bank, effectively nationalising it.


The message was quite clear.



In October 1984, I had taken my wife and our firstborn child to London for them to spend some time with my mother-in-law. Although my intention was not to leave Germany, I thought I could start exploring job opportunities there. I had some contact details for several recruitment firms, but only three were willing to see me, possibly out of sheer curiosity! One of the headhunters, Leila Rafique, suggested that I should simply call Citibank London, who were hiring, as per her information. Although she did not provide any contacts for me, she encouraged me to try my luck, which I did. I dialled Citibank at Strand 01-836 1000 and requested to be connected to the Personnel 

Department (we still didn’t refer to them as Human Resources), where a certain Ms. Lorrain Trainer answered the call. She said that I had reached her at a fortunate moment since Citibank was expanding in the UK. She arranged an interview at the Tonbridge branch, where I met Tony, a delightful Irishman. By the end of a lovely lunch at a pub, I had no clue how the interview had gone, but I enjoyed the experience nonetheless. With no regrets and a little hope, I returned home to North West London and boarded the flight back to Frankfurt the next morning, leaving my wife and daughter in London.

Before I could reach out to Lorraine to express my gratitude, she called me. She invited me to come to London for a meeting with Joe Mackeiwicz, the Head of the Trade & Commodities Division. It was December 1984, just before the annual closing at Continental Bank, but I took two days off to travel to London.

I had a delightful conversation with Joe, who didn’t ask any deep introspective questions. He mentioned that he had seen my CV and even wanted to call me during one of his trips to Citibank Frankfurt, but the Personnel Department wouldn’t have approved his going around them. Following the customary practice at Citibank in those days, he had introduced me to other team members—Hiroshi Ikenaga, David Hightower, Neil Sperrin, and even Carolyn, the secretary. Hugh Harvey and Jeff Bryant took me out for lunch at Joe Allen, a now-defunct eatery at Covent Garden. The next day, I left London with a feeling of positivity. Regardless of the outcome, I had a productive day meeting a few wonderful people.

I received another call on 6 December, 1984, from Lorraine. She read out the terms of my appointment and asked if I agreed to them. If so, could I join Citibank London at 336 Strand on 2 January, 1985?

I had to tell her that with the annual closing at Continental Bank at hand and various personal matters to attend to, such as arranging the letting of my flat, closing accounts at the bank, and transferring my mortgage from Continental to another bank (in this case, Dresdner), I could only join towards the end of the month.


Lorraine agreed to a later joining date.



On 31 January, 1985, I officially joined the Trade & Commodities Division within the Corporate Bank at Citibank’s 336 Strand office in London, WC1.

IV

When Salomon Smith Barney merged with 

Citibank in 1998 (actually, they acquired us but we were told a different story by the management of Citibank), significant changes began to occur at my workplace. I had loved the Citibank I had joined, but within the next two years of Salomon Smith Barney acquiring us that love dissipated. I started looking out for other opportunities, knowing that finding a new job in the city, especially at my age (I was already over 50), would be challenging, if not impossible.

One Friday afternoon, out of the blue, I received a call from several of my former colleagues at Citibank London, most of whom were now working for various banks in the USA. I had known them when they had joined Citibank as trainees many years ago. I had always viewed them as my protégés, and they used to appreciate it. Now, they invited me to join them for a meal and drinks, as a way of expressing their gratitude for all the seemingly useless advice I had given them during their time at the bank.

The phone rang when I returned to my office that Friday afternoon. It was Simon, who wanted to speak to me about a job of leading the Syndications department for Europe, Africa, and Asia within Standard Chartered Bank. He asked if I would be interested in speaking with him.

On Monday, Simon and I met at a coffee place on Regent Street, next to All Bar One. The venue had long wooden tables, and we chose one to sit at. Simon is one of the nicest gentlemen you could ever hope to meet in your life. He explained the details of the job and mentioned that my name had been put forward by the outgoing Head of Syndications, Onnalee Cubit, who had also provided him with a brief CV as she knew me from before. I was pleasantly surprised. Simon suggested a meeting with the Global Head of Syndications, Philip Cracknell, in his office at a later date.

My meeting with Philip was brief. He had just come from a dentist, where he had undergone a challenging dental procedure. Consequently, our discussion remained quite general, and he didn’t delve into deeper questions. Only later did Philip reveal how miserable he had felt after the dental treatment. In the end, it worked in my favour, I suppose. We followed the meeting with a lunch where Simon joined us, and it was a most enjoyable and amicable gathering. Standard Chartered Bank had a well-established practice of collecting soundings from various individuals within the bank before making a decision to hire someone. While it may have seemed like a fait accompli, I subsequently met with Mike, the Head of Global Markets; Gareth, the Head of Africa and an exCitibanker; Jean-Michel, the Head of Global Markets London; David Morgan, the Head of the London Office; and David, the Head of Credit in London.

I officially joined Standard Chartered Bank as Managing Director, Syndications for Europe, Africa, Middle-East and South Asia in London on 13 September, 2001, at the age of 52.

A curious fact strikes me even today—none of my previous employers had ever asked to see my academic credentials until Standard Chartered Bank did so in 2001. A good friend of mine who was teaching at the university at that time told me that I had never collected it. He managed to retrieve the M.A. diploma from the vaults of Calcutta University, where it had remained for thirty years!
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Lunch and Other Expenses
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I 

was new to Citibank London, working at the Trade and Commodities Division within the Corporate 

Bank located at Strand. I was navigating my way through the enormous bank, trying to get familiar with its different divisions. There were the famous “I’s”: Individual Bank, Investment Bank, Institutional Bank, and finally Insurance! Coming from a corporate banking segment of an American Bank in Frankfurt, I noticed some similarities, but the sheer size of Citibank was mind-boggling.

While the corporate office was situated at 336 Strand, the entire operations area was housed in a high-rise building in Lewisham. On my first visit, I asked someone at Citibank Strand how to find the office in Lewisham after getting off the train. The answer was simple: go to the tallest building that catches your sight! And so it was—a several-floor office space with secure and free parking, even accompanied by security guards if ladies were leaving the office late. Despite Lewisham’s reputation as a rough area, it had the bank’s training centre and a shopping mall on the lower levels. Lunch at the canteen was modest but complimentary.
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