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Mum aged 16 and just about to leave school.





 


 


 


For Mum, who always said,


‘I’m not going anywhere. I’ve still got work to do.’
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‘Remember Me is about the complexity of being a mother and daughter and how a child born from political and artistic parents blossoms above all the trauma of migration from India to Britain. I am thankful she has given us a glimpse into her world.


Her real world.’


Lemn Sissay
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‘I answer the heroic question, “Death, where is thy sting?” with, “It is in my heart and mind and memories.”’


Maya Angelou




Introduction: How much do we know ourselves and each other?


This is a story of things that are lost, but also of things that can be found in the most unexpected of places. It is a story of the things you remember and the things you think you have forgotten, the stories we then tell ourselves and what we choose to share with others. It is my story and it is my mother’s, and it is about being her daughter. It is about the function of memory within the human construct of time, where we give our daily lives a beginning, a middle and an end. It is also a story about the assumption of shame and the presumption of it too, and of bias and prejudice, based only on the shades of our Brown skins.


We spend our entire lives trying to figure out the rudimentary questions: Who are we when we are with others, and when we are alone? Whose lives have we affected? How did we end up like this? Have we done the right thing? How will we be remembered? These questions entered my mind when I was caring for my mother, and I wondered how she would want to be remembered. I had always believed I had a clear idea of the adult I’d become, and in turn knew who my mother was, both in relation to me and also as a woman in her own right. But the truth is, we never really know ourselves or each other fully. Our memory is an imaginative, creative, destructive and selective place. The memories the brain builds and designs are never quite representative of the life we have lived, and they’re not in the stuff we collect and leave behind either. As my mother’s memory began to fall apart, I began to see behind the curated memories. And I found a woman who made clear choices grown from a deep, quiet love for her husband and family, and who could live her life fully with fairness and sincerity even when her world fractured.


I never said the words ‘I love you’ to my mum. Just as she never said those words to me. But we knew.




CHAPTER ONE


Who are we?


I am in a now-empty house, which once belonged to my mum and dad, which once was the family home, which was my place of safety with my newborn son, which was my mother’s refuge as her mind began to fail her, and which eventually was the place where my mother died. I have come back here to sort out her things. I find myself looking through her old-fashioned green and dark red photo albums, filled with black card, where, under decorative delicate paisley tracing paper, I discover images of my sisters as babies. Their ‘first’ everything, family outings recorded and beautifully inscribed underneath with my mother’s precise, neat handwriting noting dates, people and places.


I see my mum in a black and white photo, with her customary large circular powder bindi, just like my grandmother’s. I imagine it to be a deep purple, carefully set and perfectly round, in the middle of her forehead between her full eyebrows. She is cheek to cheek with her first-born, in a sari with a matching purple border, captured by her husband, my father, sitting behind the camera with his face pressed up to its glass.


Pictures of my mother and me when I was baby are extremely rare – there are few to be found even of me as a young child. There are plenty of family group shots from India, filled with faces that are familiar but whose names I have forgotten. In these photos I can often be found on my mother’s knee, her face set in an apologetic expression, her arms locked protectively around me or pulling my arms away from my face. But as I look through the album, I can’t find the individual mother and daughter pictures, the ones that should be there of just us; perhaps those photographs never existed, although I can vaguely remember seeing one. Of course, this is the fate of many a third child: so low down the family ladder that the novelty of first steps and first words are no longer recorded by adulating parents. It wasn’t just the two sisters – Hema and Sushma, six and four years my senior respectively – who came before me and dampened my mum’s enthusiasm for babyhood mementoes. Nor that there were three of us aged six and under. It was because I was yet another girl.


I arrived into the world in the Oldham General Hospital, now known as the Royal Oldham, on 7 August 1966. My mother, Asha, and my father, Dr Kulbhushan Amarnath Gulati, had already established a life here in England. My father had travelled by ship from his home in Matunga, Bombay (which of course became Mumbai in 1995), newly qualified to fill in the skill shortages in the NHS after the Second World War. After a stint in a maternity ward at the Princess Royal Maternity Hospital, on Rottenrow in Glasgow, he had made his way to specialize in paediatrics in Oldham. He was now fully signed up as a medical practitioner on the ‘Commonwealth List of The Registrar’. He and other overseas doctors were mostly assigned jobs in the less popular inner-city institutions, and their career progression was often hindered by inherent racist attitudes.


I’ve often imagined what my dad and mum would have thought of the name ‘Rottenrow’ – what a place to start your journey in the UK! The name apparently comes from a row of tumbledown cottages infested with rats and goes back to the 14th century or earlier. This Britain, their old ‘mother’ country, that they had learnt about as Empire’s children, the place where streets were paved with gold, had turned into the grim reality of Rottenrow.


When Dad learnt that his wife of seven years had produced another daughter, his response, according to family legend, was ‘Oh’ and then he hung up the phone (he was working elsewhere in the same hospital). Their third child was supposed to complete the family unit, and, hailing from a North Indian background, it would never be complete without a son. The importance of bearing a son was planted into my mother’s head from the moment she married, by her own parents and her in-laws. Thus far, there hadn’t been a single grandson for them. Dad’s sister had a boy – but that didn’t count, because he wasn’t ‘ours’, he wasn’t a Gulati. So, my birth wasn’t just a disappointment for my parents, it was a setback for the entire family, and it was felt deeply ‘back home’.


An airmail letter from her father-in-law, after news of my arrival:




Matunga
Bombay 19
17.08.1966


My dear Asha


You are a brave girl. Is it you who is fond of girls or is it Kulbhushan? I have already named the newcomer – you may call her what you like – Kulbhushan’s cousin sisters are Chitra, Reena, Gita, Roopa and Deepa, there is no harm in using the same name as that of one of the cousins. There are hundreds of girls of the same name and with the same surname even. But there is such a rich vocabulary of names. One can always choose a new name or at least a rare name – Hindus have a tendency to name their girls after goddesses and some after gods or after their attendants generally.


We are sure that Hema and Sushma like their sister, if it was a boy, they may have got jealous of him – there is some good in all that God does. We have to submit to His ways and be happy about it.





I can picture this light blue, red-bordered airmail letter, sitting open, by a large brown teapot coddled in a hand-knitted woolly cosy, beside the matching hot mitt my naniji had made. My mother stands by the kitchen sink, deftly rinsing the Fairy Liquid bubbles off the pots with one unsoapy hand, putting them to drain, a misshapen smocked housecoat over a short multicoloured kaftan top and black trousers, all of which conceal her fabulous figure. Her long hair is loosely wrapped around a bun shape at the back of her head. Some orange powder from the bindi on her forehead has fallen onto her nose, tickling it as she swipes the itch with her wet hand, running a yellow stripe down her face in the process. Her husband at work, the older two children already deposited in school. The low murmur of the wireless. On the table the Daily Telegraph crossword, already half finished. And baby me, a skinny thing, with a mad crop of black hair, looking up at her fretting.


Rifling through the family photographs, piled high, now in no particular order at the bottom of cupboards, hoarded away for years, the images I can find of me show me in a constant stream of tears – I was a ro bachche (a crybaby). Not only was I not a boy, I was also a handful. There was always a sense of barely masked disappointment in my mum’s face as she tried to hide her embarrassment at the miserable child on her knee. Or I’d be hiding in the back of a picture, where you’d see my head poking out because I didn’t want to be in the main photograph. Mum would imitate the sound I made, ‘Cheeee cheee chee’, as I was always whining.


At a certain point, people stop giving you attention for crying all day long, so you’ve got to find another way to make them notice you. Rather than walk, being the youngest, I was allowed to ‘shuffle bottom’ (another one of my nicknames), as I made it clear it was my preferred way of travelling about. I came out of the crazy-haired toddler phase, and in photos I appear with a little black bob. Instead of crying, there are ‘cheeky-as’ grins plastered over my face. I’m smiling as if I’ve got some mad secret – like I’ve done the naughtiest thing. Often, I was naughty, very naughty. I modelled myself on Snoopy, wearing two pigtails to imitate his ears, and, as he wasn’t a person, I felt a kinship with him because I’d always been marked out as different growing up. I was also trying to love my growing nose, so I told myself I looked like him and I was cool like him too. But really I was Linus.


I had no choice but to fill the space left for me. I spent most of my childhood trying to please my parents and trying to be everything for them. Craving validation and getting attention shaped me for decades. I’d always be desperate to entertain and be what others wanted me to be, even when there was little to no chance of success. I became used to trying regardless, especially for my mum.


The role you adopt and play among your parents and siblings is almost impossible to escape. Hema became the one who had to fight for everything and babysit the rest of us, and she was made to feel her responsibility. Sushma cleaned up after all of us and kept order and the peace. She was the family’s mediator – everything had to be shared equitably. And I was the squeaky wheel in the well-oiled unit, the ‘pipsqueak’.


I made myself constantly available to my father and became a tomboy who watched football and cricket with him. I kicked stones waiting for him to come out of the members-only all-male clubhouse at Old Trafford cricket ground, and held his hand as we walked into the football ground to watch Manchester United. I was about as high as the bum cracks of the other supporters, tripping over their flared trousers. We went with a packed lunch and red flask of tea, made by me, supervised by Mum. I was in charge of the food and drink and the very important ticket wallets. Dad talked players, managers, the offside rule and tactics and I sagely nodded along.


Then, the minute I was with my mum, I turned myself back into a pretty little girl, wearing her homemade dresses, being interested in what she was cooking and what was on the wireless or at the theatre, or talking about dance. I played both parts well and with equal measure as and when they were required, because by doing so I would prove I was special after all.


Mum was raised in a formal, traditional household, with a lack of tactility that she passed on to her own daughters. There were no big hugs, no obvious demonstrations of love or affection from her. There was a part of her that was unknowable, or at least detached – as though you could never quite reach her. I was extremely wary of her, not just because she was so insular, but also because she was strict as hell. She made clear the standards she expected and woe betide you if you didn’t live up to them. But this was exactly how she had been brought up; she was following rules that had been stringently ingrained into her.


Discipline was wielded by the chappal (a type of leather sandal) or a hand, accompanied by our mother swearing in Hindi or Punjabi. Often I was naughty, very naughty, and I’d get called sewer ki dum, a pig’s tail, or ullu di patthi, the daughter of an owl (because owls are stupid in Indian culture, despite what the Ancient Greeks say). I was always gadha, a donkey. Donkey was Mum’s favourite, but pig’s daughter and owl’s child also featured heavily. ‘What have I done to deserve this? Hai Rabba!’ (Oh God!) was also a familiar curse from my mum. When I discovered what the words actually meant I’d reply, ‘Well then, you must be an owl, a pig and a donkey if I’m the daughter.’ A quick backhand slap would be her response.


But it was Dad who did most of the smacking. Mum gave you a backhander if you were near, but it was my dad who chased me down. The bathroom door in Mum’s now-empty house still has no lock on it, as it was repeatedly broken by Dad in his pursuit, although by the time he’d arrived at my favourite hiding place (between the toilet and the bath) his anger had dissipated, and he couldn’t reach into this tiny gap anyway. I always fought back and would say this or that wasn’t fair. Disagreeing with your parents in our culture means the same as disrespecting them. There is no nuance, no grey area. But I was constantly disagreeing and questioning everything.


For example, at Diwali, we would go to the temple for readings of the ancient Sanskrit epic of the Ramayana, and hear the story about the exile of Ram, his wife Sita and brother Lakshmana into the forest for 14 years. Sita is abducted by Ravana, the ten-headed demon king, and then rescued by Ram and an army of monkeys. But before she is restored to her husband, in order to prove her chastity, she has to enter the fire.


‘Why did Sita have to walk through fire when she was the one abducted by the ten-headed demon king? She wouldn’t have gone near a demon with a barge pole, let alone one with ten heads… Why on earth did Ram have to test whether she was pure or not? There’s no way she’d have kissed him. She had been kidnapped against her will!’ And, of course: ‘Why do I have to do chores all the time? It’s like child labour…did you just have children so we could be put to work?’ I was always one for drama and extremes.


I think my parents enjoyed it to an extent, but they also worried about this questioning, which was, in their eyes, so controversial. In fact, one of my other names was ‘Little Miss Controversy’. I’d pick fights, I’d say things without any filter, I would not be compliant. I’d say ‘NO!’ They worried I wouldn’t become a doctor, lawyer or engineer…


That I’d be the one who’d disgrace the family.


I can remember the day when everything changed.


In early November 1970 a little brother arrived. I’d just turned four and I had no clear comprehension that he was coming beforehand. My parents named him Rajesh, which means ‘ruler’ or ‘god of kings’; he was their miracle child. It was the luck of the draw that I was the third daughter while he got to be the first grandson.


My mother had a bout of German measles when she was pregnant with him, so there was a lot of anxiety around the birth. There was even talk from medical professionals of the potential need to perform a termination, but my mum was having none of it. It was her utter determination and resistance to the pressure from doctors that led to her baby prince arriving safely.


Sadly, Dadaji (my paternal grandfather) had died the year before, back in Mumbai, and would never know the joy of the grandson he had been yearning for. My dadiji (grandmother) adored her new grandson. She met him on a quick trip we took to India during his early years – Mum and Dad wanted to show him off to her and the rest of the family. That was the visit when Raj also had his first haircut, in a traditional Hindu ceremony known as a mundan. There are some lovely photographs of Raj sporting a new shorter haircut, though Mum couldn’t bear to shave off his gorgeous curls because it would make him less beautiful.


That reticence was in stark contrast to how she had treated me one summer when, much to her horror, my hair had become knotted and tangled as I played wild in the dirt with the cats on a farm holiday. In response she cut off all my hair into a severe boy’s crop, without a second’s thought – so at four I had shorter hair than my brother. It wasn’t the best look, but it grew out into the bob and my newest nickname became ‘Palm Tree’, because she tied up my fringe with a bobble.


Photographs from India show Raj wearing a beautiful white silk traditional churidar pajama and a deep maroon embroidered waistcoat, kissing our bedridden grandmother on her cheek, her smile so, so wide, as she beamed with pride. Actually, in the years that followed my brother’s birth, my dad’s younger brothers got married and had two sons each. My dadaji and dadiji would have been so thrilled.


The photo albums are full of pictures of Mum and Raj. Certainly, no shortage there. Photographs in full 1970s technicolour. And Mum is even kissing him in them. He is the podgiest, cutest baby boy, with milk chocolate brown button eyes, a mass of loose curls and the most adorable smile, in direct contrast to photos of me as a baby – skinny, displeased, with a bottle in my mouth.


I became even more difficult, especially about him, causing more trouble with my moods and crying, developing a deeper and deeper attachment to a comfort blanket I had named ‘shawli’. Soon after Raj was born, a new dynamic between us kids formed, and it became a divide between the older two and the younger two. Even though Raj was four years younger than me, much to my chagrin I was coupled with him. It definitely contributed to my immature behaviour and I remained very childlike for a long time. Any attention, even if it was a reprimand to my misbehaviour, was better than no attention at all.


We children were brought up by parents who themselves were children of the Empire. My mother was born in England in 1940, because my grandad, Jamna Das, was working on the British railway network as an electrical engineer, and my grandmother, Shanta Malhotra, had come with him. They learnt a lot from his time living in the north of England – around Crewe, Bolton and Southport, where Mum was born. My granddad was often chased down the street by young boys in shorts on bicycles shouting, ‘Hey Indian! Where’s your bow and arrow?’ My grandparents lodged with a landlady, whose 18-year-old daughter would sit in the tin bath in the front room and shout to my grandad to come and scrub her back, much to my grandparents’ horror. My mum always delighted in telling us how she was the only baby in the Christiana Hartley Maternity Hospital in Southport to have hair on her head. Her British beginnings were certainly a part of her identity, something which her parents encouraged, despite the racism they faced.


When Mum was about one year old, they travelled ‘back on the boat’, a seemingly endless, precarious journey home, avoiding the U-boats. Our mother regaled us with the story of their long ocean-liner journey from England, a chronicle passed down to her by her mother. Liverpool to Mumbai, going around the Cape of Good Hope and stopping in Durban, as the Suez Canal had closed due to the war and they needed to refuel. The magnificence of their big ship among all the smaller boats around the Southern Tip of Africa. The journey took months, the adults occupying their time by looking after baby Asha, reading books and playing bridge and deck games with a handful of other young Indians leaving their memories of Blighty behind.


It was in Durban that they experienced another kind of racism. It was an overt, full-on, less sophisticated attack, which felt markedly different from the way they had been treated in either Colonial India or England. My grandfather had visited the cinema to watch a film with his friends, and as the lights came on in the interval they were rudely challenged by the ushers as they were apparently sitting in the wrong section…Unaware of the laws of segregation in pre-apartheid South Africa, they had taken the seats they had been given. My grandfather was very fair skinned with dark green eyes, and he was dressed in dapper western clothes, so his ‘colour’ and attire must have confused the ticket office who sold my grandparents tickets for the ‘whites only’ section.


As legend has it, my grandfather stood up to the ushers and they continued to watch the second half of the film, albeit stung by the visceral racism they had encountered. They had bought their tickets and they were damned if they were going to forgo getting what they had paid for. What had shocked them the most was that Durban on the surface seemed so multi-ethnic, such a mix of people and cultures – more so than either England or India. To experience such undisguised, public prejudice was something they would never forget.


After returning to Mumbai, my grandfather became one of the first superintendents of the Indian Railways after the British left – one of the first Brown people with a leading role in his field. Even though the railways were built on the blood, sweat, taxes and tears of the Indians, all you hear in Britain is ‘we gave the railway to India’. But the truth is that they were built because of the aggressive way the British ruled India, and built off the minds and bodies of those they colonized. My grandad was very much one of those minds and bodies.


As the first-born daughter, Mum didn’t grow up with quite the same level of familial disappointment as I did, but with three brothers arriving afterwards in quick succession she certainly knew her place as a woman. Her father was very traditional about women’s roles and she wasn’t encouraged to to follow the full gamut of academia. Her father’s words rang in her ears: ‘Boys don’t make passes at girls who wear glasses’. He believed no one would marry her if she was too intelligent, and so he prevented her from wearing spectacles even though she was extremely short-sighted. As a young woman, Mum was naive, docile and deferential, exactly as she was supposed to be, but this would only be in the beginning of her story.


The elder two of Mum’s younger brothers were sent off to boarding school, and my mother and her baby brother, the apple of their mum’s eye, stayed at home with their parents as they were posted to different places around the state of Maharashtra. Her fondest memories were of the Railway Colony in Tharkurli, a big old colonial bungalow which stood on a small hill. Inside it had vast rooms, four-poster day beds, beautiful Victorian and Indian wooden furniture bedecked in ancient fabrics, and modern Indian art, religious figurines, and bookcases overflowing with books and old issues of Reader’s Digests. The side of the house had a long veranda which looked over the beautiful gardens of lotus flowers, rose, hibiscus and jasmine, where her parents took tea and namkeen (a salty snack), played bridge or had a long, cool whisky and water as a ‘sundowner’.


Mum proudly told us that she travelled alone on the train to school in Mumbai and that the manservant, Manohar, met her at the station to walk back home. She bought treats using her saved pocket money of 4 anas and 25 paise to buy Rowntree’s Fruit Gums or salty potato crisps or, her absolute favourite, peanut chikki (brittle) bought from a coffee shop called Friends. She also recalled, even more excitedly, a proper cup of tea that she had in a proper china cup in Brandon’s (the dining area of the restaurant at the Victoria terminus railway station, originally meant solely for the officers of the British Raj). If she missed the 16.20 train after school, she could have sandwiches on her dad’s account while she waited for the next train.


After a stint at the prestigious Elphinstone College, her parents enrolled her into the College of Home Science at Nirmala Niketan in Mumbai to learn how to manage a household in preparation for marriage. Mum used to joke with us that she went to ‘finishing school’. At the time, Dad’s friends teased him saying she wouldn’t be a brilliant home-style cook and would have too many fancy western ways. They said all he would get was cucumber sandwiches. She was enrolled in the diploma course in Home Science for two years. Subjects included physics, moral science, hygiene, sewing, child psychology, mother craft, first aid/home nursing, textile and laundry theory, nutrition, interior decoration and household management.


The ethos of the college left an indelible mark on my mother. I found a college magazine in one of the drawers at Mum’s. The director’s message:




You have come here to prepare yourself for life, to learn how to be efficient home-makers and good wives and mothers. The average person might think that this is a sixth sense for women, but you know that training is necessary so that you can maintain the high standards you have set for yourselves.


Your presence in this Institute means that you have already understood that every woman is called by God to be the shining light of her home. If she is to be the pillar of strength and happiness on whom each member of the family will instinctively lean for comfort and guidance, she must learn to give herself unselfishly, with intense love. This is the idea that we wish our motto to convey to you: The highest law of love is service. Every moment of your daily life in your home will be one of service to others and it should be a service of love. Through all that you are taught in this course you are unconsciously imbibing this ideal.





The rest of the address goes on to cover how important a woman’s role is in social welfare and how, by the end of the course, she would be ready to serve because she would have had the opportunity of acquiring the fundamentals of social work in college.


This was the blueprint of how Mum lived as a married woman. The journey of life that she embarked on, her spark of determination and that light that she knew she had, had all been instilled into her psyche, ‘unconsciously imbibing this ideal’, through her formative years at the college. Nearly all her actions have their basis in the school’s motto. She was also the product of parents full of pedantry and traditional values; she was the oldest sibling and a girl. She was never going to sacrifice the respect she deserved from her brothers, or from anyone else for that matter. And she brought this attitude to everything she did. This part of her education trained her mind, and consequently all our lives, in ways that she probably couldn’t have imagined when studying laundry theory. Who knew that how to wash your clothes could have such a formative effect on a young woman’s mind?


My parents’ marriage was arranged between their families, who had known each other for decades. When my mum’s parents lived in Matunga they moved into a building called Chaya on College Road, living on the first floor, and they made friends with the Gulatis in Adenwallah Road, Africa House. After Partition, Matunga was home to many groups of Punjabi families. Mum often said she hung around with Dad’s younger brothers and she’d see him and think how handsome he was. Actually, they grew up to both be very good-looking – she particularly so, a goddess straight out of Greek mythology, with long, long legs and broad shoulders, a proper bosom and tiny waist.


And so, on 18 November 1959, my parents married. Since that day, my mother always wrote her name with a smile and flourish: Mrs Asha Gulati. She was so proudly in love with the man with whom she now shared a name.


In order to become Mrs Gulati, Mum had to agree not to eat aubergines, indeed she was prohibited from it by her in-laws. Apparently one of the Gulati ancestors had been saved by the aubergine plant and, out of respect, every married woman who held the surname would have to honour aubergines by not eating them. Before her marriage, they had been one of her favourite vegetables, and although she would dutifully cook them for us children, she never ate them herself.


My mother made other sacrifices for my father too. For instance, every Monday was Mum’s fast for the continued health of my dad. It was like a form of penance, but I could never work out if it was cultural, religious or indeed just a Punjabi thing. (One thing I am sure of is that it definitely was a patriarchal thing.) She would prepare all our food for us throughout the day but only allow herself one bowl of milk and Shredded Wheat, or a meal with no added salt or sugar, so simple it was without flavour. I would admire her but also feel slightly frustrated; my dad didn’t do anything like that for her and I would tease him that he never fasted for her health. I recall him doing it once to show his appreciation and we all found it hysterical because he was so bad-tempered that day.


Ten months later, straight out of medical college, my father left his heavily pregnant wife to study child health in the UK. He was to take advantage of training within the National Health Service in the hope he would become a paediatrician. A couple of days after he left, Hema was born, in early September 1960. Dad received the news by telegram while he was at sea. All their community ‘aunties and uncles’ (absolutely everyone is an aunty or uncle, blood relation or not, regardless of where they are in the familial line) were secretly counting on their fingers the timeframe of baby Hema’s arrival, making sure all was in order and they had indeed adhered to the rules of ‘no sex before marriage’. The story goes that Aunty Karnakaran had given Mum orange juice and caster oil to speed up the onset of labour – Mum’s face creased up into a grimace when she recalled that moment.


Dad arrived in Marseille on a ship called the Viet Nam, then travelled to London and shared in the welcome hospitality of ‘relations’: my mum’s father’s brother’s son’s home in Hertfordshire. ‘Uncle Bill’ (as we affectionately called him for short, although his real name was Harbans Lal) had already settled in England, and married ‘Aunty Stella’ before Partition. Aunty Stella was ‘Anglo-Indian’, a loaded term used at the time of the British Raj for people with mixed ancestry. Mum’s descriptions of Aunty Stella were slightly jaded, as she’d had to live with her when she first arrived in England too. Mum would tell us of Aunty Stella saying my dad had borrowed eight pounds off them so he could travel to his first job in Scotland and had never paid them back. She could never let this go, even though Dad arrived in England with a whole five pounds in his pocket.


On arrival in Glasgow Dad found there was no record of him going into further training, so he was called into work immediately and began a stint at the Maternity Hospital on Rottenrow. Much like today, in the midst of Covid-19, many young doctors had to step up to the plate before they were fully qualified. The newly formed NHS desperately needed doctors and, led by the call of the then Minister for Health, Enoch Powell (who, ironicially, would later deliver the infamous ‘Rivers of blood’ anti-immigration speech), my father and other Commonwealth citizens moved to Britain under the ruse of ‘further training’, when they actually just desperately needed the staff.


In Indian culture, it’s expected that a son’s wife joins her new in-laws’ household immediately after the marriage. So for nearly a year Mum stayed with my grandparents, living the typical daughter-in-law life. Her mother-in-law was confined to bed even back then, and they needed another woman in the house to help. Her role was the older sister-in-law, the bhabi, and she was expected to manage the domestic situation. Her younger sister-in-law also lived there. Mum couldn’t bear the thought of two years away from her husband, but her in-laws demanded she follow tradition.


However, it just so happened that one of her father’s friends, who was a travel agent, had come to the house for a visit with her in-laws, and it somehow came up that Mum was born in England. The travel agent mentioned how easy it would be to obtain a British passport if Mum could prove her country of birth. Despite her apparent meekness, Mum’s steel came to the fore. She realized that the proof of her birth would be on her mother’s passport, and within ten days of that meeting she had rustled up her own new British passport from the British consulate. With financial support from her own father, much to her new father-in-law’s vexation, by February 1961 she had boarded the next Boeing 707, tiny baby in tow, with a one-way ticket to Oldham, via Aunty Stella.


My father was there to meet her and their child. He was wearing his blue suit – he had one brown one and one blue one, made for his wedding, and Aunty Stella had told him to wear the blue one, because ‘Indian men look better in blue’. (In true old Empire style, Aunty Stella’s comment reflected the inherent colourism endemic in society, something that she probably also had to face, that my dad’s darker skin would be complemented by blue.) My mum was just delighted to be reunited with my father at last, whatever he was wearing. They could finally embark on their married journey together. My parents’ story is a genuine love story. When Mum first arrived up north, her immediate environment wasn’t at all what she was familiar with. Doctors lived in the hospital where they worked or in digs close by. Although there were a few other ‘Indian’ doctors there, they were mostly single: no children, no wives. Mum, Dad and baby Hema lived in all sorts of accommodation: including in Swinton at the Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital, and in Pendlebury at 178 Manchester Road, where Mrs Quinn, the landlady, often checked that the flat was kept clean by its new ‘foreign’ tenants, exclaiming that ‘she’d never seen the bath so clean’. (Mum and Dad didn’t go in for long soaks. They would have a ‘bucket bath’, which was a bucket filled with a mixture of boiling and cold water that you poured over yourself, sitting in an empty bathtub, with a little bowl called a lauta. It stems from a tradition they had brought with them, of always saving and conserving water.)


Dad took the responsibility of providing for his first-born very seriously and would be on duty all the time as a junior doctor to fulfil that obligation. Mum would wait up for him, preparing only very basic meals. They never really drank coffee or much tea.


Sushma was conceived above a dental surgery, which was often joked about as she eventually became a dentist. My mother often said, ‘Fate, Shobna, isn’t it? Things have a funny way of turning out.’ After the birth, my mother’s mother had sent her some small gold earrings with a clear white crystal to celebrate, alongside a cutting from a newspaper from ‘London’ (that’s how the whole of England was referred to back in India). The headline reported on an escaped criminal and it contained a note from my grandmother asking Mum to be careful when wearing the earrings if she was going out in case she ran into this man.


So, there my mum was, with one lively toddler and one curly-haired babe-in-arms, catching the bus on her own, trying to navigate her way around and find a way to do the shopping within budget. I often imagine her at 23, carrying the bags and my sisters, all alone, so far from home, weighed down with responsibility. It was in 1962 that Dad was diagnosed with late-onset diabetes and my mum was quietly blamed for it in another missive from her father-in-law, who said that Dad had ‘got the rich man’s disease’.


But their newest flat, in the hospital, was very lively and it became central to the hospital’s social scene. Two other doctors – Dr Issac, often clutching a tin of fish, and Dr Agarwwal – came around to play cards during on-call stints, and Mum would cook food for them. The flat became known as Joe’s café – Joe being a nickname of Dad’s given to him in Scotland because they thought he looked like the pianist and singer Joe Henderson.


My mother loved learning about all the hospital’s ‘goings-on’, as she called them, as sometimes illicit relationships formed within a very tightknit community of overseas doctors and nurses. It never occurred to her that her husband would be unfaithful, but plenty of people tried to falsely implicate him with this or that nurse. He was very popular and handsome. ‘Do you trust your husband with Phylis? She has been dating another overseas Muslim doctor.’ The inference being that Phylis was the type of woman who fancied all Indian doctors. Microaggressions of racism and sexism were rife in the small community. Mum’s eyes were being opened for the first time.


My family moved to a small house on Abbey Hills Road in Oldham just before I was born. It was a little terrace with a lean-to toilet outside. My granny always used to laugh at it and say she couldn’t believe that her daughter was choosing to live in a home with an outhouse – after all, the family had indoor upright ‘western’ toilets in India at the time, not even a squat latrine. This was my first home, but we eventually moved into the hospital because it had central heating, instead of the small wood fire in the living room in Abbey Hills. The temperature of their home was incredibly important to Mum and Dad: the north was so cold.


Then it was decided to go back to India. With three daughters under six, it would be easier for Mum to manage with support and help from relatives. Dad would drop us off in India, then wind up things in England and come back home. But it didn’t quite work out. Hema and Sushma’s Hindi-speaking school literally blew away – it had just been a tent. My mum couldn’t stand being away from Dad again, especially under the jurisdiction of her parents and her in-laws, who thought that everybody had become too Anglicized. (As if to underline this point, Sushma would often whisper into Mum’s ear, ‘Do they have a toilet like Oldham?’ You see, the toilet at our paternal grandparents’ Africa House in Matunga, Mumbai, was ‘a hole in the ground’. As children, we were all so afraid of falling in, because our little feet would never fit the anti-slip foot markers on either side. Plus, to my complete horror, as I squatted I could see the antennae of what I imagined to be a large cockroach in the corner of the bathroom. Every year we visited as children it was there, waiting. Then just like that, in my late teens, the whole place was refurbished and the cockroach was gone.)


By the end of May 1967, good fortune befell the family as my father became a GP, with a salary upgrade and the ability to buy his first family home, 21 St Albans Avenue, a detached house (with indoor bathroom and central heating) in Ashton-under-Lyne, for the princely sum of £4,500. My mother was quickly back on a plane to England.


Soon after the move to St Albans Avenue, Mum received a letter from one of her old school friends, Vatsala, who remained in India, married with two children:




Your mum had written that you have shifted into your own house, are you going to settle in England for good? I presume Hema and Sushma are schooling. Does Shobna trouble you a lot? Do you have any domestic help?


Asha, do you remember our college days? It’s strange how quickly time flies and after a couple of years we will be old fogies!


Are the English well disposed towards Indians?





It’s strange to think those girls, who in themselves were so similarly brought up, started their married lives so differently and worlds apart (and nice to see that my reputation preceded me too!).


This time, irrespective of ‘how well disposed the English were towards them’, Mum and Dad were to settle here for good.


All this movement between India and England meant there was a constant cultural dance at home with the accented consonants of Lancashire English…


The dhas and khas,


the a ahs and the i ieees of Hindi


In the mix of that was my dad’s shouts of ‘Hem, Sush, Sho. Hem, Sush, Sho.’ He’d say it endlessly, usually to get him some cheese and biscuits (why else would you have daughters?). More often than not it was me who came, of course.


We existed in a sea of swirling bilingual conversation. My parents spoke to each other in Hinglish, a combination of Hindi and English, even though they were both Punjabi, because Mum thought that the Punjabi language sounded too coarse. I had lessons in Hindi as a young teenager, but it was never a focus, because English was always what Dad wanted us to speak.


This was all part of his big cultural assimilation project – he brought us up very much to fit in, at least outside the home. He didn’t mind when people called him Joe instead of his own name, Kulbhushan. He liked it. He even would refer to himself, on occasion, as Joseph. He bid us do everything we could to be British. His philosophy was: at home, we can be different, wear cultural clothes, do cultural things, speak a different language and eat different food, but out there we speak English, we wear western clothes and we can eat beef if we want to (despite being born Hindus).


We never took time off for religious holidays. If it was a big religious festival like Diwali, the Festival of Lights, we got together as a family to light candles, sing the aarti and do a short prayer or puja, and Dad and Mum would go out dressed up to the nines to friends’ parties that involved a lot of eating, drinking and card games. It is customary on Diwali night to gamble – Goddess Lakshmi would be impressed and ensure her goodwill for abundance. But this was our ‘secret’ cultural life, in our home and among some friends; around everyone else we kept to their rules. Oldham was Rome and we were to do as the Romans did.
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