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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.





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.

•

Within weeks the very atmosphere of the country seeps into my consciousness. I’m getting used to the crowds, the potholed Kolkata streets, the intense smells of flowers used by everyone to do their puja (prayers) mixed with the ever-present stench of the open drains, swirling with dark brown and green algae. Everything has changed. The language I now speak everywhere apart from during lessons at school, on the streets, at home, see on the hoardings around me, is Bengali. The culture that is around me, the films, the songs, the clothes, the life I’m leading, is different. I start to change too. My name now just feels like a normal Bengali name. I inhabit it more and more easily. It fits immaculately, as my inner self starts to change. I go to school, become immersed in the world of my Indian family, and move around the streets and houses of West Bengal in 1979, with my parents. The world of associations of the English Sheila is fading away.

My Cousin Tuktuki

Girish Park, North Kolkata, 1979

It’s a Sunday morning. We’ve come to see my cousin Tuktuki. Although it’s only mid-morning the ferocious May sun is at full blast. I come out of the sweating black taxi, my parents going out first, my dad paying the taxi driver, and I step onto the broken paving stones of Girish Park in north Kolkata. Paving stones laid 200 years ago, by the British. I look up and see magnificent decaying buildings, with intricate wooden balconies that are teeming with residents. Shadowy figures are crammed into dark, bare rooms as I walk past them. These buildings were built during the British Raj, in the days when grand Kolkata mansions were built with the proceeds of doing business with the East India Company. The journey of my surname and how it found its way over to England was part of this story.

I feel the heat all over me and the sun burns through the thick green corduroy trousers I’m wearing, made for an English climate. On the street there is a tiny shack, where a man sits on a raised platform making paan – betel leaves filled with lime paste – and selling cigarettes and matches. There are impoverished families living on the streets, their homes a tattered straw mat, the children with tangled, dusty hair and wearing clothes that look like torn rags. Rickshaw walas run along the streets, pulling their impossibly heavy carriages, sweating, as they tug rich, heavy passengers, loaded with shopping. Along with the heat, the street is filled with people, the noise of car horns, bus conductors from packed buses shouting out their stops.

•

I remember Tuktuki’s house as a dark labyrinth. It seemed to have no definition – I can’t remember where it began and where it ended. My parents and I turn into a narrow dark alleyway, its brown damp walls so close together that they nearly touch me. Looking up, I see a narrow slit of sky far above me, and a black lizard, flat against the wall, perfectly still, gives itself away when it moves its scaly head. It was cool there, the seething life of the crowded Kolkata street squeezed out by the mildewed dank wall. I will remember those walls for the rest of my life.

We enter a dark courtyard inside the enormous house. Patches of light hit the old concrete floor. A woman stoops over a bucket of water, washing the floor, slopping water everywhere. The tin bucket rattles as she dips her old grey rag in it, she wears no blouse, the skin on her arms loose. Her shoulders shockingly bare.

We make our way every week to the top floor, where my cousin Tuktuki lives with my aunt and uncle. Tuktuki’s family are also Brahmins, with a similar surname – Mukherjee. But they lost their money in successive family feuds and live in a state of genteel poverty – this dilapidated mansion-block a sign of the Mukherjees’ former glory. I climb up endless stairs and look up to see other storeys, with grand marble floors and green wooden doors, closed forever with huge iron locks. The gloom of the courtyard is like a smell, it has entered all the rooms. No one lives in these middle floors, and the black-and-white Italianate marble tiles – a sign of long-lost riches – are never stepped on.

My cousin lives right at the top of this huge building in two rooms, and climbing up endless stairs, it felt like she was a glamorous Rapunzel, living at the top of a crumbling Kolkata tower. A sixteen-year-old, who I adored, who was a huge influence on me and wove into my being the threads of Bengali identity that changed me into an Indian Sheela. A Sheela with two ‘ee’s.

•

We’re standing next to each other, leaning over the balcony of the flat roof. Tuktuki’s plait is shiny, a burnished brown, that hangs down her back, thick and smooth. Her face is creamy light brown, she is regarded by everyone as a shunduri, a beauty. To me, an eleven-year-old, her prettiness is unreal. Like the clay statues of Durga I see everywhere, drying on the ground – painted goddesses, calmly compact and smooth; solid, beautiful perfection. I always remember her as laughing and joking. Even though we hadn’t lived in the same country for many years, we were family. And in India that seemed to be something slightly different, much more familiar, more intensely close and – when they weren’t feuding or fighting – more affectionate. Extended families often lived in the same house. These powerful bonds were, of course, why we were back again in India – so that my father could do his familial duty and look after his parents.

•

And within those families, there was an intricate set of naming rules, a tightly constructed lexical net, holding us all together, with each of our names explaining our relationships to one another, and our different degrees of closeness. To start with, everyone in West Bengal had at least two very different personal names. The first was the dak naam, a formalised version of a nickname. Dak comes from the verb daka meaning ‘to call’, and as a noun, dak means ‘a call’ or ‘a shout’. So, a dak naam literally means ‘the name you are called by’. Tuktuki was my cousin’s dak naam, a name of affection and love that only a close hierarchy of people were allowed to use.

 

Tuktuki

 

Pronounced TOOK-TOOK-EE

 

If you say it out loud – the dak – the sounds are repetitious and rhythmic.

 

Tuk

 

Tuk

 

As you speak it out loud, the quick clicking of the tongue is an act of aural fun. The combination of sounds is like a tiny rhyming poem, the light stress on the first syllable giving the name a sense of musicality. The dak naam is the first name to be used after a child is born. Its sounds emanate out of the primal scene of the family. It’s the name that is always used at home and contains all of the emotions and feelings associated with being a child. The dak naam therefore is usually babyish in its sounds, a pre-verbal demonstration of love, the sounds of adoration for a little child; enjoyable to say and hear, designed to entice and amuse the young child. And in Tuktuki’s case, those of us most closely related to her would often shorten it further, to Tuku, adding another layer of closeness and affection.

The second name given to the child is the bhalo naam (‘good’ name), a much more formal entity, a name that is full of significance and meaning. Although the bhalo naam is also given at birth, for the first few years of a child’s life, in the realm of home and the neighbourhood, it will only be the dak naam that is used. The bhalo naam, often carrying great religious significance, like my father’s name Balaji, is a polite name meant for the official world, the serious world – for legal documents, when enrolling at school, in the workplace.

Tuktuki’s official name – her bhalo naam – was Rupa. I often forgot she was called this, as I never heard anyone in my family using it. My other close cousin’s dak naam was Ranu. Her bhalo naam was Pragyaparomita – a name that was so formal, so beyond the realm of family, that I didn’t even know she was called that until I was an adult. In Tuktuki’s case, her bhalo naam seemed alien to me. On the very rare occasions I heard it being used, when we met some of her schoolfriends, she seemed different. Her name, along with her persona, seemed more held together, more polite. There seemed to be an acknowledgement in India, through naming, that we become very different people in different social settings.

When we returned to India, I realised that my parents also had these childlike names. My father Balaji was Khokon (‘little boy’) to his parents and his childhood friends in India. His parents, uncles and aunts and cousins all called him this. It made me laugh when I heard him addressed with this babyish name: I could suddenly imagine him as the child he once was. The relationship to his parents suddenly became clear as the child-like name was uttered by his mother. I’d never heard this name used in England before. My mother Tripti was called Boo by all her sisters and her parents. My parents only had these names when they returned to India, a sign of the life they’d left behind, the closeness of family that they would only have over in India. No one in England ever called them by these names.

In England, I wasn’t given a dak naam and neither were most of my cousins. I was simply Sheela. Maybe it was because we didn’t have extended family around us in the same way, we didn’t exist in a Bengali neighbourhood where our friends would all call us by our dak naam. Maybe my parents thought it best to assimilate with the British system and not cause confusion with two separate names.

•

There was another layer of naming in India that didn’t involve personal names at all, in fact it was characterised as an absence of names. I was in a world where respect for age and the familial relationship were paramount – symbolised often by the use of familial titles in place of the individualised first name.

So, my father was never called his own name by his (younger) sisters. To them he was Dada (‘older brother’). In India, younger cousins (who are treated as semi-siblings) kept trying to call me Didi (‘older sister’) but I instinctively didn’t like this erasure of my own name. Perhaps the desire to hold on to Sheela was the legacy of my time in Britain. Equally, I didn’t like the feeling that I was primarily now an older sister, that I had responsibilities towards these younger children.

Aunts and uncles were also carefully delineated by their position in the family, by their relationship to their own brothers and sisters. So, one person was often referred to by multiple different titles by different people. My father called his sister, Tuktuki’s mother, Lachmi (a shortening of the name Laxmi and her dak naam). Her bhalo naam was Manjushree. I called her Boro Pishi (‘boro’ means oldest, ‘pishi’ means aunt, the father’s sister) and she was called Boro Mashi by her sister’s children. She would have been called Mamima by her husband’s sisters’ children, Jethima by his younger brothers’ children, Kakima by his older brother’s children and Boudi by his brothers and sisters and their partners.

My aunt’s husband meanwhile – my uncle – wouldn’t have called her anything. In my experience, Bengali couples tended to avoid referring to each other by name, just making a sound like ‘oi’ or ‘eey’ when they wanted to call each other. I believe this arose out of the practice of wives not being allowed to address their husbands by name
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