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To my beautiful friend Sharon, I’ll miss you beyond words.










’Tis but thy name that is my enemy,


Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.


What’s Montague? It is nor hand nor foot


Nor arm nor face nor any other part


Belonging to a man. O be some other name.


What’s in a name? That which we call a rose


By any other name would smell as sweet,


So Romeo would, were he not Romeo called,


Retain that dear perfection which he owes


Without that title. Romeo, doff thy name,


And for that name, which is no part of thee,


Take all myself.


 William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet


 


A man’s name is not like a mantle, which merely hangs around him, and which, perchance, may be safely twitched and pulled; but is a perfectly fitting garment, which has grown over and over him like his very skin, at which one cannot scratch and scrape without wounding the man himself.


 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, The Autobiography


 of Goethe, Truth and Poetry: From My Own Life


 


There is no social agent who does not aspire, as far as his circumstances permit, to have the power to name and to create the world through naming.


 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power










Author’s Note


I’ve thought long and hard about whether or not I should self-censor when it comes to the racial slurs that my friends and I experienced, that were part of the society we were growing up in. I know that in many circumstances – such as on the news – it’s now felt they are too offensive to be used in their original form – phrases such as the ‘N word’ or the ‘P word’ are often substituted to indicate these terms. I understand and mostly agree with this.


However, I have decided not to take this path, and I want to explain why. I wanted readers to feel and understand the hurt, the shame and the trauma that these words caused us. I wanted to show how they were part of everyday life when we were children. And I didn’t feel I could do that unless I could actually write out the words; I didn’t want to mask their offensive qualities through the use of asterisks or alternative phrases. I was frequently called these names, so were my parents, I heard them on the streets, at school, and they were sometimes used by my so-called ‘friends’.


I also wanted to add that at the time I was growing up – the seventies and eighties – although I’m Asian, the name calling seemed to be interchangeable. I was called everything: wog, golliwog, paki, nignog and n****r. I saw these terms carved out on my desks at school, scrawled on toilet doors, graffitied on the walls where I lived. Maybe that’s because there weren’t many Black people in my area – our abusers seemed to regard us as one homogenous undesirable mass. We were all on the receiving end of these degrading insults.


I’ve tried to use the words carefully and to contextualise them properly. I’ve made an exception in the case of the word ‘n****r’. The hurt and offence I might cause by using this term feels too great. It’s a complicated issue, but in this era, it is definitively a slur that is aimed only at Black people, and I don’t, as a British Asian, feel I have a right to use it.


All these words make me shudder when I type them out, or if I ever say them out loud. If they sound offensive, it’s because they are. They are horrific. I understand that. I’ve agonised over the decision to use them, but I hope, in the end, readers will understand why I chose to do so.










Introduction


Our names: they’re so mundane, we barely notice them. We walk around with them all day, every day. They are an invisible layer of our being that surrounds us, like a lexical second skin. Most of the time, we probably don’t think anything of them, typing them out in texts, in emails, in forms; introducing ourselves, maybe in a meeting, ‘Hi I’m Sheela’; in our voicemail recordings, ‘This is Sheela, please leave me a message’; ‘First name: Sheela, Surname: Banerjee’.


But they’re a strange entity. A name is intimately you, an inescapable part of your identity. It’s the bridge we use from the outside world to our inner selves: to our thoughts, experiences, decisions, memories, our hopes, fears and disappointments. It’s the sign by which others know us. ‘What’s your name?’ is the first question we ask of someone who will go on to become a friend, in the playground, in the staff room. In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, names are the catalyst for the tragedy about to happen. Romeo’s Montague surname is an emblem of dense family ties, a vicious blood feud and centuries of psychic energy, all contained in its three syllables. Unless we take the radical step of changing our names, we cannot escape them – any more than Juliet can transform Romeo into someone who’s not a Montague.


•


Once prised open, our names reveal a multitude of stories, reveal feelings, states of consciousness and lost histories that embody who we really are and where we come from. Names are words that contain emotional charge, are filled with associations. If we contemplate them for just an instant, we are thrown down the rabbit hole of memory. I think of my own name and I’m suddenly seven years old. I’m at Wood End Park Junior School in Hayes, on the edge of west London, not far from Heathrow Airport. I’m sitting at my wooden desk, which is covered with scratches and old pen markings, has a lid that flips open, and an old-fashioned well for the ink. This is 1975. Sean Cook rocks back and forth on his chair next to me; I’ll play with Wendy and Tracey Howard on the climbing frame at playtime. My name is Sheela Banerjee. It immediately points to difference, to dissonance. It tells the world that I’m the child of immigrants. No one can pronounce my surname. It marks me out as Indian, and the presence of this strange name in this English working-class school points to the story of post-war mass migration to this country, and to the global empire that brought my parents over here.


For our names are not just our own, they belong also to the world around us, to society and to language itself. Names place us within a social arrangement and a set of invisible forces. Names are power. To truly grasp the register of any name, one must gauge its position relative to other names. At the age of seven, my surname, Banerjee, exists alongside others such as Cook, Howard and Allen – it’s unpronounceable, inferior – and exists within a society that often feels like it doesn’t want us here. Names acquire their full meaning in relation to one another, and there is a political dimension to names and naming.


My parents arrived in this country from West Bengal in the sixties, along with thousands of others like them. Besides my funny-sounding surname, they’ve given me a first name that’s out of time. They don’t know that the name doesn’t fit: it’s their Indianised version of ‘Sheila’. I will grow up with an unfashionable name that belonged to middle-aged English women; I will feel uncomfortable with it for many years, because my parents don’t belong to the English society they are living in. My compromise name is the story of my parents struggling, adapting, trying to avoid the humiliations of immigrant life. The politics of race and empire infuses their lives, and my name is the emblem of the cultural no man’s land that I, as the child of Indians, will always exist in. I love my name now. My awakening to my heritage, as a second-generation Bengali, had a lot to do with this, as well as an acceptance of my history as an immigrant. My liminal status in this country is inextricably part of me and my hybrid name reflects this.


Indians of my generation have often felt obliged by the constant mispronunciations, misspellings and casual mockery to change their names. Fluctuating layers of emotion, shifting consciousnesses, influence the way we feel about our names in the subtlest of ways. My cousin’s original name is Mousumi (pronounced Mo-shumi, a beautiful-sounding name, of a Bengali film star from the seventies). But fed up with correcting everyone, she now goes by the name Mo. It just makes life easier, but at the same time she also regrets the decision. She feels that Mo isn’t quite right either, it’s become a name torn from its linguistic roots and its intrinsic meaning. I wonder, as Indians, if the act of abbreviating our names is a shorthand for the compromises we make. Is it no big deal, or a reflection of our status as post-colonial subjects in the ‘mother country’? We are, after all, only one generation on from the end of empire.


When I was growing up, the person who brought the politics of naming into the public arena was Muhammad Ali. He understood that names are crucial to our sense of who we are, to our identities as human beings, and how they can be a powerful tool of resistance. I remember my parents and my uncles and aunts often talking about him, as they’d settle themselves in front of the TV in the seventies. Like a lot of people, they would repeat his sayings (‘float like a butterfly, sting like a bee’), marvelling not just at his physical prowess but also at his mental and verbal agility. And his decision to change his name from Cassius Clay to Muhammad Ali was frequently mentioned – it seemed for them like a powerful symbol of his fight against centuries of white oppression. Ali of course knew this, and announced it to a global audience that was enthralled by him: ‘Cassius Clay is a slave name. I didn’t choose it and I don’t want it. I am Muhammad Ali, a free name – it means beloved of God, and I insist people use it when people speak to me and of me.’ Names in that era of American civil rights were about the fundamentals of being.


But it’s not just famous names that are intrinsically fused with power and politics. Every name, even the most ordinary, tells its own story, acting as a miniature poem, ready to be unravelled, drawing us into its historical and cultural labyrinth as soon as it is uttered. Take John Smith, for example, on the face of it a name so conventional that it seems there’s little to say about it. It’s almost comically boring, so devoid of interest that it seems like a blank piece of paper, with no markings to guide us towards meaning.


But once unpacked, those two words begin to reveal a wealth of information. If I come across a John Smith, here in London, where I live, it means (most probably) that he is a man, probably British, and of a certain age – most likely in his seventies or eighties. (The name John was, in recent times, at its most popular between 1914 and 1944, but by 2020 had dropped down to 150th in the list of names for baby boys.) It is of Hebrew origin, from the Jewish name Yochanan, but in Britain it is most commonly given as a Christian name, the name of two great saints: St John the Baptist (who anticipated the coming of Jesus) and St John (one of Jesus’s apostles and traditionally thought to be the author of the Gospel of St John). The ubiquity of this name across the globe reflects the power and influence of the Christian church during the last two millennia. The fact that so many British boys were given this name by their parents during the first half of the twentieth century (along with the similarly Christian Paul, Matthew and Andrew), and the fact that its popularity dropped away so dramatically in the post-war period, tells the story of how Christianity, once so dominant, rapidly lost its hold on British society during this era; how society changed in more diffuse ways, dropping its previously stifling sense of conformity, shifted its moral stances and its values (more individualistic, more secular, more progressive). All very different from when John Smith was the commonest name in the country, when the name acted as a cipher for a kind of Everyman.


The equally common surname Smith is a quintessentially British name, harking back hundreds of years. It is a history lesson in one word, speaking of a pre-industrial British society, dominated by farmers and artisans. It derives from the Anglo-Saxon occupational term ‘smith’, used to describe someone who worked with wood or metal. Its etymology can be traced to the Old English word smitan, a form of the English verb to smite, which also meant to strike. Anyone called Smith is likely to be able to trace at least part of their ancestry back hundreds of years to this period in England. A name passed down through the male line, its sense of continuity through the generations is another story in itself, a story of the power of the patriarchy.


And it is these, the ordinary names, that are of interest to me, the names that are right under our noses. In this book, I’ll dig deep into my own name, those of my friends and those of our forebears. Behind each of our names are myriad personal stories. I’m now in my fifties, and these are the names that have surrounded me as I have gone through life. I have shared many experiences with the people in this book. They reveal to me their deepest feelings about growing up with their names, the buried family histories, the love stories, the psychological forces at play when their names were chosen. This is a personal journey to reveal the worlds which gave rise to what we are called. This is also a book about friendship, about some of the most important people in my life, about moments of connection.


My friends and I are all outsiders in one way or another. I’m a second-generation immigrant, a British Bengali. Having grown up in a very white, English suburb, in the seventies and eighties, I was probably subconsciously drawn to people who’d also grown up in families that weren’t typically English, who had felt different from the people around them and didn’t quite fit anywhere. Woven through our names, as a group of people, is a very particular story of race, class and identity in modern Britain. Delving into my name, and those of my friends, reveals how our names exist in a daily dialogue with the British society we live in and the pasts that we come from.


Our feelings towards our names also mutate, as the world around us changes. My own name, Sheela Banerjee, doesn’t feel like a stable entity, my feelings towards it have altered and been shaped by the social and political forces of this country over the last fifty years. An exploration of my name opens up the different eras and different places I have inhabited: my world as a child growing up in white working-class Hayes in west London, a place full of skinheads, full of casual but vicious racism; university in Sussex in the eighties where the radical teaching of colonialism changed my view of myself and my culture; at work in television at the BBC, and in academia, where I spent my adult life negotiating the world of privileged middle-class whiteness. These are all particular British microcosms, and our names move through them with us, acting as a kind of barometer of the social energies at work on us, without us even realising it is happening at the time.


For this has been a time of extreme changes in this country, especially in terms of race and attitudes towards Britain’s colonial past. Our names, those of our parents and grandparents, tell a personal story of the immigrant experience in modern Britain over the last century. From empire to the huge wave of post-war migration from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent, the overt racism of Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech in 1968 to the rise of the National Front in the seventies, and Margaret Thatcher’s fears of being ‘swamped’ by immigrants – these events played out in different ways in our lives, their influence subtly manifesting themselves through the vehicle of our names.


By the time my daughter was born in 2007 and it came to naming her, my life as a second-generation Indian was infinitely easier than it had been for my parents when they named me, in the sixties. Behind this was a series of major cultural shifts and huge political upheavals: the introduction of the Race Relations Act in 1968; countless acts of heroic resistance and protest by people of colour; the birth of the Anti-Nazi League; the uprisings in Brixton, Toxteth and Southall (next door to where I lived) in 1981; a landslide Labour government; the Lawrence Inquiry, to investigate the murder of the Black teenager Stephen Lawrence, and the acknowledgement of something called ‘institutional racism’ in the police force. Where I live, in London, open racist abuse is not common in the way that it used to be, our food – curry – is famously part of the national cuisine, and at my daughter’s school, non-English names are the norm. I move through this society more easily, understand its ways, and am accepted far more than my parents ever were.


But racism, of course, still exists and continues its poisonous work in many other ways. It reveals itself through the way we are treated at work, how and when we die, how the police treat young Black men, and in the intense hostility to migrants that seems in this country to be pathological. In many parts of the country, Muslim women who wear the hijab are often subject to the same kind of terrifying abuse that my mother was when she walked around the streets wearing a sari in the sixties. Huge areas of our lives are dominated by the same homogenous group of white, middle-class, Oxbridge elites – in the media, publishing and academia. And the aftermath of the Brexit vote to leave the European Union saw a re-emergence of the kind of racism on our streets that I haven’t seen since I was a child. My friends and I, now in our fifties, are the first ones to live through this era of Britain’s race history – good and bad. This is our story as second- and third-generation immigrants.


•


When I worked in television, names like Charlotte, Lucy and Sophie were the norm. I wondered where all the Sheilas were. Or, for that matter, the Lisas, Wendys and Traceys I grew up with in Hayes. Was it just that the name Sheila was an anachronism, or was my first name also a marker of lower social status? In this country, racism is often conjoined with its favourite partner: class discrimination. Most parents presumably choose a name without any explicit consciousness of where it will place their child. But like it or not, they are sending a signal, a suggestion, about the intended place in society their offspring might occupy, and about what sort of person they may become. They are stitching them into Britain’s social fabric. The names they choose convey certain values and confer class privilege, often in the subtlest of ways.


Names in Britain are social code that we all understand. We may not think of it explicitly much of the time, but in Britain where I’ve (mainly) grown up, we all have a highly sophisticated and infinitely attuned sense of what a name means. Camila, Anastasia, Rosalind, Casey, Charlene, Carl, Carly, Levi, Wayne, Shaun, Toby, Keeley, Damian, Sebastian, Peter, Tom, Richard, James, Rupert, Robert, John, Elizabeth, Finn, Lola, Anne, Skye, Kylie, Sharon, Tracey. Any British reader of this book could quickly place those names into crude categories, upper class, middle and working class, and the results would be almost identical. Each name has a set of shared associations. At the BBC or in my university department, not only did I never come across another Sheila or Sheela, but similar names such as Shirley, Sharon, or Sandra were also extremely rare. In these environments, my name – along  with my accent, education and cultural tastes – seemed to cement my place in a particular hierarchy of class in this country.


•


Our names are not, however, simply one of the markers of our contemporary class-based tribes. They also carry ghosts of meaning that have travelled across centuries and continents. My own surname, Banerjee, signals that my family are Brahmins, the elite priestly class within the Hindu caste system. They sat at the very top of a rigid and oppressive social hierarchy that originated in northern India thousands of years ago. Even now, in the twenty-first century, when I meet someone in India and they find out my surname, I feel that a centuries-old conversation has already begun between us before a word has ever been uttered. Although I was born in Britain and so were most of my friends, our immigrant pasts mean that our names carry the imprints of the lives that our parents, grandparents and great grandparents once led in countries thousands of miles away. My surname, though of little value in Britain, is a one-word record of my forebears’ unearned privilege and power.


Our names act as a portal to other worlds. As I’ve listened to my friends’ accounts about their names, dug deep into where they came from, searched through records, I’ve encountered seismic moments in history. From the ancestral story of my friend Marcella’s Jewish family, escaping brutal persecution in Tsarist Russia, to the role of names in the post-colonial politics of language and race, to the horrors of partition in India. In hearing my friends’ stories I’ve travelled, in my imagination, across India, Pakistan, to Tsarist Russia, rural Cyprus in the fifties, ancient Greece and across Sri Lanka, Egypt and Jamaica.


Excavating the meanings, the etymologies, behind their names allowed me to journey through time, through the personal and the epic, through the mundane detail of everyday life and through the global movements of history. Our names are fused with tales of caste, religion, revolution, slavery, empire, war and partition. These epic events percolate through to individual lives, and to the detail of our names: a history-laden calling card to the world.


•


When I asked my friends about their names, a host of feelings, anecdotes and histories came pouring out. I felt the same when I came to write about my own name. Each story contains revelations, aspects of their lives that I barely understood, despite knowing most of them for decades: about the circumstances in which they were named, intense likes and dislikes, discomfort, especially about the way in which other people react to their names. This intensity of feeling is almost universal and is the sign of something fundamental to our sense of self. The words we use, through their histories and associations, shape our realities, they give meaning to our experience of the world. And a name – something so intimate to us, so connected to us – is one of the most powerful expressions of this process.










Growing up as Sheela Banerjee


The story of my name begins on a cool autumnal day in London. I imagine my parents in the hospital ward where I was born in October 1967. As he’s trying to think of a name for his new-born daughter, my father, Balaji, looks outside through the windows and the leaves are a vibrant mix of orange and yellow – he is still getting used to the colours of autumn in Britain. My parents are young and in love. Although they had an arranged marriage, they knew each other from living on the same small street, surrounded by ponds and jungle, in a small town in West Bengal. In a black- and-white photo my father is smooth-skinned and handsome. It was taken in one of those old-fashioned photography studios in India, and he’s looking into the camera, smiling, a bit like a fifties Indian film star. But now, here they are in Hammersmith Hospital, at the start of a new life together in London. It is 1967, winter is approaching and it is a few months before Enoch Powell will make his infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, warning about the dangers of immigrants pouring into Britain.


And so, these two young Indians have a baby daughter, born on British soil. They bring to this moment, in that hospital, the world they grew up with in India and the huge psychological upheavals of adjusting to life in Britain in the 1960s. Their decision about what to call me will be influenced by their own experience of living here with their own Indian names.


My Father, Balaji Prasad Banerjee


Wolverhampton, 1959


My father arrived in this country bearing the name Balaji Prasad Banerjee. He was just twenty-two years old when he set off by ship to England in August 1959, desperate to get away from his strict Hindu family. He lived mainly in Wolverhampton for the first few years before I was born. I find the photos of him from that time quite poignant. In one of them he’s wearing a smart winter coat, standing on the cobbled streets of the city with rows of Victorian terraces behind him. These were pictures taken to send back home, to his sisters and my grandparents, to show how well his new life was working out. He loved the fact that he had made it to Britain and still talks fondly about those early years. But I don’t think this was a comfortable place or time to be a newly arrived Indian immigrant. In 1964, just a few miles down the road, the Tories won the Smethwick election with the most racist election campaign ever seen in this country and the infamous slogan: ‘If you want a n****r for a neighbour, vote Labour’.1 Wolverhampton itself, along with other areas such as Walsall and Leamington, had become the epicentre for some of the most virulent racism in the country. Enoch Powell was in fact my father’s local MP, and his inflammatory speech, given in nearby Birmingham, was greeted enthusiastically by local residents. Powell would go on to make several similar speeches in Wolverhampton, and his poisonous views would cascade outwards, with a profound effect on British politics during the years and decades that followed. It was a speech whose racist reverberations my friends and I would experience through the decades to come.


In Wolverhampton itself, day-to-day life for my father was also pretty lonely. He had a few Indian friends but often the English were hostile: there was racism on the streets, in the pubs, and he knew that in his office, many of his colleagues didn’t want an Indian working alongside them. But he was young, incredibly sociable, always cracking jokes and just wanted to fit in to a country that he had been dreaming of coming to since he was a little boy. He got a place at Birmingham College of Commerce to study ‘Office Systems’. For years I never really understood what this was, but I think my dad was quite proud of it. Pre-computers, it was the latest in office organisation, and he later worked as a ‘Systems Analyst’ visiting companies all over the country, showing them how to organise their payrolls, their filing systems and their HR departments. He was determined to make it work over here: he lived in freezing cold lodgings, assiduously learning English, able even to make jokes in this foreign tongue.


•


Balaji Prasad Banerjee. In India this is a name rooted in the world of the gods, part of the origin story of Hinduism. It is revered and respected. Balaji is another name for the god Vishnu, who along with Brahma is one of the foundational deities in Hindu mythology, responsible for the creation of the earth. Prasad – pronounced Pror-shaadh – means ‘offering to the gods’ and is an intrinsic part of his name, paired carefully by his devout parents with Balaji. Together, the two names enact a mini epic, and it’s a common form of name. It is from the ‘prasad’, or offering, to Vishnu that the child, a miraculous gift, arrives on Earth. But when my father arrived over here, in 1959, Prasad was, wrongly, assumed to be his middle name, which among the British is usually another personal name, a slightly embarrassing entity, quickly forgotten about after a christening. Accordingly, Prasad was barely ever mentioned again, and a vital part of my father’s name went missing. More importantly, the name Balaji itself suddenly lost all its 3000-year-old associations, it became a meaningless name, a nonsensical collection of sounds – and a name that no-one could pronounce.


 


It should be Baa-la-jee – with an equal stress on all three syllables, simple enough.


 


But with the English tendency to put in stresses everywhere, it often became


 


B’laar-ji.


 


Or even


 


Blah-ji.


 


It’s horrible to Bengali ears, an aural mockery of the name.


 


Whenever I ask him, my father says he didn’t mind. He was an optimistic twenty-two-year-old, excited to be in Britain, starting a new life, away from the constricting religiosity of his Brahmin parents. He laughed at the English inability to pronounce his name and quickly decided to shorten it to Bala (he’d heard there was a place in Wales called Lake Bala, so he guessed that might work) and that’s how he would introduce himself to anyone English for the next sixty-two years.


Bala – a name that meant nothing. It’s just a Bengali word for bangle.


My Mother, Tripti Banerjee


Southall, West London, 1967


My mother, Tripti, meanwhile had only just arrived from India in 1966 as a new bride, just a year before I was born. Her enclosed traditional Indian life had been completely different from the world she now found herself in. She was from a devout Hindu family where they prayed every morning, and she grew up having classical singing and dance lessons. She had barely ever left her small semi-rural neighbourhood until she got married. Arriving over here was a shock: she had been to college in India but couldn’t really speak English. She found that the English regarded her as inferior or stupid, she couldn’t communicate and was stared at, or even abused, as she walked around the local streets, wearing a sari. It was, she says, like being a baby, she was helpless, an outsider, in a completely unfamiliar and often hostile world.


As my mother’s name, Tripti, moved from its home country, it experienced an even greater misfortune than my father’s. Most British people are unable (or can’t be bothered) to articulate its consonants. Correctly pronounced, Tripti sounds something like


 


Thripthi


 


The ‘th’ is pronounced with the tongue rolled tightly behind the teeth, creating a sound that doesn’t really occur in English. So as soon as my mother arrived over here, she was condemned to never have her actual name spoken, except by another Indian.


 


It’s a bit like someone called David being called Tavid – forever.


 


Not the greatest misfortune, but it’s not her real name.


•


So, fast forward to October 1967, to that moment in Hammersmith Hospital. My parents think about how their new-born daughter can have a better life than them, fit in, and not be singled out or ridiculed because of her Indian name. And they call her Sheela – a safe, Janus-faced name, that’s conveniently English, but also Indian, one that straddles both cultures. In that era, unsure immigrant parents who were trying to grapple with questions of identity often opted for similar fusion names: like Anita, Rita, Nina and Ruby. And so, having opted for Sheela, I had a name that looked two ways, that meant very different things in London, where I lived for most of my childhood, and in India where I spent three years, on and off, during my parents’ attempts to return to their homeland.


An Indian Girl in England, with a Hybrid Name


Hayes, Middlesex, 1975


I’m seven years old. My name is Sheela Banerjee. No other child at school is called Sheela. And everyone has problems with my surname, Banerjee. They’re always stumbling over it, it’s regularly turned into Banner-Tree, Ban-Jar-ee or Bain-tree. With my brown skin and my funny name, I’m obviously the child of foreigners, and I’m the only person in my class who isn’t British.


•


As a child I hated my first name. When I’ve asked them about their naming choice, my mum and dad say they partly chose Sheela because the English version, Sheila, was common in Britain in the late sixties. My dad, who’s always been a big fan of British sit-coms, had seen the actor Sheila Hancock on television – it was a name that was around. It’s also a Bengali name, written as শীলা, spelt with the Bengali equivalent of Sh-ee-l-a, so my parents changed the spelling from ‘Sheila’ to ‘Sheela’, to make it phonetically accurate. The trouble was that among the English, the name Sheila reached its peak of popularity in the 1930s and went into decline after that. By the time I was born it was out of fashion as a baby’s name, and most people called Sheila were by then in their thirties or forties.


Looking back now, I very much associated the name with these older English women: dinner ladies in my primary school, patrolling the playground in their checked nylon overalls; school friends’ mothers, with seventies-style hair, set and curled, faded lipstick, wearing skirts and high heels (my own mother never wore a skirt). These were English women who seemed a world apart from me. I never went inside their houses; their white skin evoked feelings of inferiority in me, as well as a sense of unfamiliarity. They were nothing like me, a seven-year-old Bengali girl, just back from India. I somehow felt ashamed of this name. It felt like an ill-fitting dress. I certainly wasn’t one of these women, and Sheela didn’t feel like a truly Indian name – I didn’t belong and my name seemed to confirm my discomfort.


While I didn’t like the English-sounding nature of my name, I was embarrassed by what that double ‘e’ in Sheela symbolised – my own Indian-ness. I was embarrassed by my parents, our food, our language, cringing at the sound of them speaking Bengali to me in public. But this was not just about being ashamed of difference. As a young child I was trying to adjust to cultural extremes. We had gone back to India when I was four years old and my parents planned to stay there forever. I’d lived in Mumbai (or Bombay, as it was known then) and with my grandparents in West Bengal for two years. I went to school in India, spoke fluent Bengali and became a typical little Indian girl.


But it didn’t work out, and we returned to England in 1974 when I was six. My parents bought themselves a semi-detached house in Hayes, a new yellow Fiat car, and they both found themselves jobs. My dad became an insurance salesman for the Manufacturers Life Insurance Company. My mum worked as a chemist in Slough for a company called Aspro-Nicholas, which made beauty products and Matey bubble bath. They had managed to start their lives again, but growing up as a Bengali child in Hayes wasn’t easy. This was a white working-class suburb in outer west London, just off the A40, next door to Punjabi-dominated Southall. My father chose it because he liked its transport connections – the M4 and the M40 were nearby, and it was close to Heathrow Airport. Someone we knew was always going to or coming back from India, and frequently needed picking up and a place to stay. But what I remember is the endless drab grey roads of small semi-detached houses, the scrappy patches of scrubland and ubiquitous parades of shops. And beneath this rather dull exterior was a pervasive sense of racist threat.


Hayes is on the edge of London, part of a grim urban sprawl, a nowhere kind of place next to the Grand Union Canal. It was once full of light industry, and EMI and Nestlé were still there in the seventies, but most of the old factories were empty and falling into ruin. The canal, once a major industrial artery, was full of floating rubbish and was a dangerous place to be. And as Southall became home to thousands of Punjabi immigrants, Hayes became a fertile recruiting ground for the National Front.


I was just a young child who’d recently arrived back from India. On my first day of primary school, I saw a word scrawled on the back of a toilet door: ‘WOG’. I had no idea what it meant. But in the coming months and years I soon found out. We’d often be abused on the street, my mum and aunts had been spat at when they first came to this country, and now I heard people call us ‘Wogs’ or ‘Pakis’ and youths would sometimes aggressively mimic Indian accents as they walked past us. Heading off to the local park with one of my cousins, I would be wary once I reached the concrete playground, in case anyone called us names.


There was a darkness I could sense when we were out and about. I remember one time, standing with my mother at a bus stop in Hayes, holding her hand, as she tightened her grip. A teenage boy was circling us on his bike, coming at us, threatening us. The sun was dropping out of sight, the bus nowhere to be seen, leaving us standing in the grey shadows of the pavements. I remember sensing my mother’s fear. We seemed to be trapped in a taunting circle that the boy created as he slowly rode around us, standing up on his bike, lunging at us, mocking us. I didn’t know what was going on, whether or not he was about to attack us. I was a frightened seven-year-old girl just arrived back from India.


•


Life at home with my family, however, was completely different. It was hermetically sealed, a cocoon of pure Bengali-ness. Every Friday and Saturday, my extended family of aunts, uncles and cousins would congregate at one of our homes. When it was our turn, my mum would cook for hours, with the smells of mustard fish curry, lamb and ginger suffusing our suburban semi. All the grown-ups would be laughing and talking loudly to each other and to us in Bengali, with my dad making pithy comments, joking about some relative in India. Meanwhile upstairs in my room, my cousins and I would be obsessing over the film Grease, endlessly discussing John Travolta and Olivia Newton John’s outfits and recording ourselves singing songs from the soundtrack on my radio cassette player. Despite our parents, as children we were becoming more and more English, being formed by the world around us – we spoke only English to one another, loved Christmas just like everyone else, wore our paper hats, opened our presents and played games of Monopoly that went on for hours on end.


So it was in this environment that I was growing up, partly taking on the English culture that surrounded me, wanting naturally to belong to it, and partly shrinking myself when out in the streets, at the local pool, in school, hoping no-one would abuse me. My feelings about my identity and the Indian aspect of my name increasingly took on the hue of the outside world. I internalised its hostility. I absorbed everything I saw on TV, including the condescension and racism of programmes like Mind Your Language, It Ain’t Half Hot Mum and Love Thy Neighbour. I instinctively felt I had to be as English as possible, fool everyone through my accent and my demeanour that I was almost the same as them. It was deeply uncomfortable having friends round to my house – it was suddenly apparent that I was completely different from them. I was self-conscious about my Bengali parents and the pungent smells of Indian food that seemed to stick to our house.


At school, I took great care to avoid any sign of Indian-ness amongst my white friends – no pigtails for me like a traditional Asian girl and I made sure my accent was pure cockney with no trace of an Indian accent. I was quite pleased with myself and took pride in how English I was.


To my complete shame now, I despised other Indian children who retained even a vestige of their parents’ immigrant accents, like the children in Southall, whose English was more Punjabi inflected. In an atmosphere like this, standing out was deeply uncomfortable. By now, at the morning register, as the teacher called out ‘Lisa’, ‘Tracey’, ‘Wendy’, I had become grateful that my name, Sheela, blended in. Other Indian children weren’t so lucky. They had a horrific time at the hands of their classmates, who mocked them and punned on their names with derogatory English words. So anyone called Pooja (the Hindu word for prayer) faced insulting comments about poo, while the Punjabi name Kamaljit was constantly changed to ‘Camel-shit’.


Meanwhile, as the seventies wore on, Southall, just half a mile up the road and with a big Asian population, was seething with racial tension. There were violent attacks on shopkeepers and residents by local youths, mainly from places like Hayes and neighbouring Feltham, with the police generally refusing to do anything about it. In 1976 an eighteen-year-old student, Gurdip Singh Chaggar, was murdered by a racist gang. I wasn’t aware of these wider attacks – it was just the place where we went every Saturday, so my parents could do all their Indian food shopping. I used to love going to Southall Broadway, always busy with Punjabi women in their salwar kameez, full of sari shops and the smells of freshly fried samosas wafting in the air. But by 1979 the violence had reached a peak, and in April, thousands of people took to the streets, to prevent the National Front from holding a meeting at the town hall. Hundreds were arrested, many injured, and the anti-racist protestor Blair Peach was beaten to death by the police.


It was just after this that my parents decided once more to try to return to India. I was grateful – I didn’t like living in Hayes – and in April 1979, my parents packed up all our belongings, we said goodbye to all my cousins and aunts and uncles, to all our Bengali friends, and moved to Kolkata.


Kolkata, West Bengal, 1979


We have moved back to India, my parents don’t intend to come back. This is it. We have left Hayes. During the twelve-hour flight from Heathrow Airport, as we flew above the clouds, my name became a different creature. As we passed over Europe, Russia and the snow-capped Himalayas, eating our trays of airline food, it completely transformed in meaning. I live in Kolkata now, still known, however, as Calcutta in 1979. I no longer possess the name of an immigrant child, a name that doesn’t fit and which sticks out. Although the spelling remains exactly the same, the actual sound of my name is also different. Sheela no longer sounds like She-eey-la, with its nasal inflection and elongated stress on the first syllable and a weak one on the second. Here in Kolkata, my name is metrically equal, the syllables flow, the ‘sh’ is more rounded, it sounds more elegant.


 


I was Sheela Banerjee. A Bengali girl in an English world.


 


I’m now Sheela Banerjee: শীলা ব্যানার্জী.


 


I will become, for the second time, a Bengali girl in a Bengali world.


 


Banerjee used to be that strange foreign part of my name, frequently mangled by English speakers, and marking me out as definitively different. It has now become the most normal name in the world, one that doesn’t create even the tiniest ripple when I say it.


I am living among tens of millions of other Bengalis – brown skinned, with surnames just like mine. There are more Bengalis here than there are British in Britain. As I travel from Dum Dum Airport (pronounced Dthom Dthom), I see hand-painted signs all over the place, many of these are for the rival political parties. Long Communist slogans are painted on every available wall. Alongside these are often names of shops, painted letters in Bengali, with my name. ‘Banerjee and Co’, ‘Banerjee and Sons’. I see and hear my name absolutely everywhere.


 


In Kolkata it’s as common as Smith or Jones.


 


Each day we drink Banerjee Tea, sold in the dark covered market, scooped out from a large tin box and measured out by a cross-legged shopkeeper, sitting on the ground, with handheld iron weighing scales. Banerjee is not foreign. Banerjee is not strange.


•


As a family, this is our second attempt at returning to India for good, but it’s my father’s fourth time. I am uprooted from everything I know. Uprooted from my sense of who I am. The three of us will live here forever now. The world I existed in before has gone; it is six thousand miles away. I don’t know when I’ll go back, if ever. This is the 1970s and flights are hugely expensive. England’s orderly grey streets, the fast, straight motorways, the cars, all the television programmes I loved, the pop songs, the damp green grass, its soft cover of grey cloud – all of it has gone.


As a child I’d always lived a liminal, culturally in-between life. I’d been in Britain for five years, but I wasn’t particularly surprised my father had brought us back to India; my parents were always talking about returning. My father was the only son in an orthodox Brahmin family from small-town West Bengal. Crossing the water was forbidden by my grandfather’s Hindu belief system and my father defied him by going to England. And having done so, it was my father’s duty, as a Brahmin son, to eventually return to his family home, in Chandannagar, to look after his parents. That was what they expected, as a conservative Banerjee family. They were rigid in this idea, as was the rest of the family. This was what he always knew he should do. He would struggle, his entire adult life, to fulfil this duty. He would keep moving to India, fail to settle, come back to England. Try again. So here we were.


Frank Anthony Public School


Kolkata, West Bengal, 1979


The sun is the hottest, brightest sun I have ever known. I feel like I can’t breathe. Hundreds of students in rows stand in the unforgiving heat of a Kolkata summer. The blinding white sun ricochets off the mildewed white concrete walls of the school and hits the dusty yellow playground. I’m not used to this heat, I feel it pressing in on me, my throat is so dry.


 


The head teacher bellows:


 


Attention!


 


We salute and bring our legs together.


 


Stand at ease!


 


A wall encloses us from the teeming narrow road outside the school, a world of hand-pulled rickshaws, piles of rubbish, and the stench of open drains. Here, at my elite public school, I live the life of privilege with similar Bengali children. It is a fee-paying school, modelled on a public school from England in the 1930s. It was established by Frank Anthony, a well-known social activist. He was an Anglo-Indian, his British-sounding name signalling the community he was from – the descendants of mixed Indian and British relationships. Many of the teachers are also Anglo-Indian – they look the same as me: brown skin, Indian accents – but they have Western names like Mr Clarence, or Mr Flynn. It’s the only school of its kind my mother could get me into at short notice. She was desperate to get me admitted here, as I can’t read and write Bengali, and these public schools are the only ones in West Bengal that teach in English.


•


Those outdoor morning assemblies always felt like they would never end. I remember staring at the endless line after line of brown children. Girls with oiled black hair, thick plaits running down the back of ironed white cotton dresses. Boys with white shorts, brown legs, that would often feel the lash of a stick. Corporal punishment was brutal and rife. I was always in a state of terror. This was nothing like my British state primary school – working class, not strict at all. A place where some of my classmates – with names like Sean, Lee and Gary – had difficulty reading and writing, and no one seemed to care greatly.


I now go to school with the children of the rich. We are all called by our surnames, as was traditional in English public schools at one time:


 


Chakraborty (Madhabi)


 


Alum (Parveen)


 


Smith (Linda, she is also Anglo-Indian)


 


Dasgupta (Subra)


 


Chatterjee (Indra)


 


My own name is ordinary, but I’m not, as I’ve just arrived from England. In seventies Kolkata I’m treated with awe by my fellow pupils for a few weeks. I’m from a land that is mythical – in its modernity, its glamour, its riches. However, they soon get bored. And I too start to become more and more Bengali.


I go to school on the school bus. I sit at my desk, arranged in a row, and study like an Indian child. Rote learning, memorising everything. I win a prize for reciting poetry. I learn to read and write Bengali and slowly my Englishness is being eroded. I feel my English accent slipping away.


•


I get up in the morning and my mother prepares a plate of rice, vegetable curry, fresh fish curry and dal. This is breakfast, before I go to school. I grow to love eating fish in India – I eat with my hands, picking the bones out, mixing it with the rice. The deliquescent rui mach (a type of carp) has come straight from the ponds that surround us. My mum has got up in the morning and cooked it in a freshly made mustard sauce, and it’s the freshest fish I’ll ever eat.


I live in Lake Town – the low sea level means that there are ‘lakes’ or ponds everywhere. Dark green pools of water, covered with huge green lotus leaves. At that time, in 1979, Lake Town was lush and green, a newly built suburb of Kolkata, with beautiful pastel-coloured houses, the Indian approximations of modernist architecture. It was slightly apart from the centre of the city, a long bus ride away, and was wealthy and tranquil. I was always relieved to get back there after the dirty heat of the city, its dark narrow streets crowded with people, and its intense noise-filled roads.


We are part of a group of comfortable well-to-do families, living in an upmarket area. My parents are relaxed here, there is no sense of threat towards them on the streets. Instead, they seem to have an air of glamour about them – everyone knows that they’ve just arrived from England. People are awestruck when all our belongings arrive from England in a huge wooden crate that is the size of a small room – the TV, the hi-fi, the Scalextric racing set, all my toys are unpacked, and for weeks visitors marvel at all these things. This is seventies India and even the middle classes don’t own such mod cons. The Indian government doesn’t allow many imports so there aren’t any shops that sell them.


My parents move in different social circles to those they had in Britain – one of my father’s oldest friends is a senior figure in the Indian oil industry. His name is Mr Bose. Sometimes just referred to as Bose. Another close friend, another Mr Bose, lives nearby in Lake Town and has just left his prestigious job as a senior accountant at a large factory to become my father’s business partner. For some reason they are both referred to as Mr Bose, rather than by their first names, which are Sunil and Pranab respectively. To differentiate them, my parents affectionately call the first friend Thel Bose – ‘Thel’ means oil – and the second, Khajanchi Bose – ‘Khajanchi’ means bookkeeper. I become close friends with the latter’s children, Tutul, Tukun and Bubul. Another friend is the wealthy manager of a big Kolkata company. A former film star, who lives on our street, often invites us round to her house. Our own surname, Banerjee, fits entirely in the Bengali upper-middle-class world we now live in.
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