

[image: image]




THANK YOU MR CROMBIE




MIHIR BOSE

Thank You Mr Crombie

Lessons in Guilt
and Gratitude to the British

[image: image]

HURST & COMPANY, LONDON




First published in the United Kingdom in 2024 by
C. Hurst & Co. (Publishers) Ltd.,
New Wing, Somerset House, Strand,
London, WC2R 1LA
© Mihir Bose, 2024
All rights reserved.
Printed in Scotland.

Distributed in the United States, Canada and Latin America by Oxford University Press, 198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.

The right of Mihir Bose to be identified as the author of this publication is asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

A Cataloguing-in-Publication data record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 9781911723004

This book is printed using paper from registered sustainable and managed sources.

www.hurstpublishers.com




To Father Fritz for making me believe I could be a writer




CONTENTS

1.A Letter of Thanks after 49 Years

2.Want Sons, Hate Dark Skins

3.How Scotland got my Parents Together

4.Mumbai’s Very Own Downton Abbey

5.Do It for England

6.Chained to the Colonial Legacy

7.Bengalis Imitating British Colonials

8.Bengal Only Knows How to Cry

9.The Baba–Ma Play on the Train to Kolkata

10.Instant Families and Ma’s Two Faces

11.Why the West Gets Caste Wrong

12.Not Upsetting the Travel Gods

13.America Overtakes Britain

14.Cricket, Israel and a New World

15.Our American Contradictions

16.To Britain with £800 in My Underwear

17.The Brown Man with a Trustworthy Face

18.Toilets, Water and Bengalis

19.Mick the Coloured Irishman

20.The Sikh’s Futile Search for an English Girlfriend

21.Not Quite Magical London

22.Don’t Ring Us, We Will Ring You

23.Race, Culture, Religion and Class

24.Time Out and the England of my Dreams

25.England Gives, India Takes Away

26.Farewell to England

27.Bilayter Moho

28.Back for the Colonial Lash

29.Love and Hate in a Changing Britain

30.We Money Men See No Colour

31.A Fake Journalistic World or Just Playing Games?

32.The Lotus Amidst the Muck

33.The Universal Grief of Migration

34.Playing the White Man’s Game

35.The Unexpected Maxwell Legacy

36.How my Outsider Status helped me Explore the Secret World of Sports

37.I Won’t Talk in front of That Little Shit

38.The A, B,C, D Roads Cricket Murder

39.Thank Goodness for Citizens of Nowhere

40.Taking on a National Treasure

41.The Muslim from Rangoon’s Lessons in Religious Tolerance

42.How a Multiracial Stomach Leads to a Multiracial Heart

43.The Gulf Between Blacks and Whites when Dealing with a Racist

44.Speakers and the BBC

45.Tea with Cherie Blair and London 2012

46.Nelson Mandela Defines What Freedom Means

47.Upsetting the Churchill Lobby

48.British Moral Cakeism

49.Did Machiavelli Plagiarise Chanakya?

50.Orwell’s “Not Counting Niggers” is Still Relevant

51.How the British Raj Pioneered Identity Culture

52.My Collaborating Family

53.Who Are You?

Notes

Glossary

Also by Mihir Bose

Acknowledgements





1

A LETTER OF THANKS AFTER 49 YEARS


Dear Mr John Crombie,

This is the most extraordinary letter I have ever written. For a start, I do not know where to send it. When you were in contact with me, there was no internet. I do not have your email or home address. I do have your office address, that of the Home Office in Croydon, but it would be astonishing if you are still there. To be very frank, I do not know you at all. I have never met you. Nor do I know whether you are still around.

I am writing to thank you for a letter you wrote to me on 27 February 1975. That letter means so much to me that ever since I received it, I have taken great care to preserve it. As I write, it is spread before my computer, frayed at the edges but the paper still a lovely, light beige colour and the typing in very clear black letters. I have kept it in a plastic cover, and I have carried it with me wherever I have gone.

At that stage, having lived in this country for six years, I was planning to return to the land of my birth. A year earlier I had qualified as a chartered accountant. My brother-in-law Amal Chakrabortti, a partner in S.R. Batliboi and Co., one of the most prestigious accountancy firms in India, had come to London the previous summer with my eldest sister and offered me a partnership. It was the only job I ever got in the land of my birth and was a classic case of Indian nepotism. In order to prepare me, “Amal-da”, da as a suffix denoting respect, secured me a year’s training at Messrs Arthur Young McClelland Moors & Co., whose Indian associate Batliboi was. My parents had also visited me and made it clear that as the only son of Hindu parents I had an obligation to leave Britain and finally return home and settle down. It was time to fulfil the duties my Aryan ancestors had imposed on a Hindu son. They talk of Jewish mothers. When it comes to moral blackmail, a Hindu mother wins hands down.

I was expecting a letter from the Home Office in response to my request to renew my visa, as I had done every year since my arrival in Britain in January 1969 on a student visa.

On 27 February 1975 you wrote two letters. One was to Arthur Young McClelland Moores and one to me. I was touched that in both of them you wrote my name and the address by hand. My father, who wanted me to have good handwriting and made me practise on scrolls, would have been proud to see that people still valued handwriting. Your letter to me read:

Dear Sir,

I am writing to say that the time limit and conditions attached to your leave to enter the United Kingdom have been removed. An appropriate endorsement has been placed in your passport which is enclosed.

You are now free to remain permanently in the United Kingdom. You do not require permission from a Government Department to take or change employment in England, Wales or Scotland and you may engage in business or a profession provided you comply with any general regulations governing the business or professional activity.

In Northern Ireland however you would have to consult the Department of Manpower Services; if you are thinking of going to live or work in the Isle of Man or one of the Channel Islands, you should first consult the Island’s Immigration authorities.

If you leave the United Kingdom at any time you will normally be readmitted at any time within two years of your departure provided you hold a valid passport endorsed where necessary with a United Kingdom reentry visa. It will be helpful if you can produce the enclosed passport to the immigration officer on your return.

Yours sincerely

John Crombie

Your letter transformed my life. This is because I had secretly hankered to become a writer ever since, as a ten- or twelve-year old, I had copied an article from the Times of India Sunday magazine onto my scrap book and put my name on it. Tuludada, my eldest cousin, reprimanded me, saying that was plagiarism. That determined me to one day write an article on which I could by right put my name. And amazingly, after qualifying as a chartered accountant, I had during the summer of 1974 found work as a journalist, becoming the first cricket correspondent of the recently formed London Broadcasting Corporation, LBC. When your letter came, I was doing hockey reports for LBC and had been commissioned by a British publisher to write a biography of Keith Miller, a legendary Australian cricketer.

Until your letter of 27 February, I had no reason to think I would be allowed to live in this country as I was no longer a student and thought that once I returned to India my dream would be over. Now, on reading your letter for the first time I saw a chink of light in what had been a dismal landscape. If things did not work out in India, and I still hankered to become a writer, I could return and try to fulfil my dream. You had made me part of that most privileged caste, even higher than the Brahmins, the “RR”, Returning Resident, an immigrant who could live in the United Kingdom without any restrictions and enter and leave as they wished.

I preserved my RR caste by a later visit in 1976. Then in 1978 I returned to this country and became a writer. Without your letter, I would today still have been in India, a millionaire with servants and chauffeurs, who turned left when boarding an airplane, as I would always have travelled first-class. But all the time I would have reflected on why Father Fritz’s grand prediction in my Standard XI class in St. Xavier’s, my Jesuit school in Mumbai, that I would become a writer, had not come true.

It has always intrigued me that all the talk of immigration to the United Kingdom, which has been going on since I arrived here in 1969, is of people coming here to make money. In my case, I sacrificed money and lived in a Maida Vale bedsit because of the intellectual riches this country provides. But why is this country, the land of Shakespeare, not proud of those riches? Why does the west, whose historians wax lyrically about how Europe made the modern world, not make more of them?

Mine is a convoluted story, but it also reflects Britain’s relationship with its empire and the products of that empire, like me.

Every time I read your letter, I think how that phrase “time limit has been removed” is such a very cosy British way of describing momentous developments. So, during the Second World War the Defence of the Realm Act was called Dora. Or the BBC is referred to as “Auntie”. The phrase is like a parent writing to say the time limit on little Johnnie’s sleepover has been removed. I am so grateful, Mr Crombie, I was allowed to sleep over in Britain. It has not always been full of sweet dreams, but I have fulfilled the dream I had as a child that Sunday morning in Mumbai. It could only have happened in the United Kingdom in quite this fashion. It is what makes this country unique.

Regards

Mihir Bose
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WANT SONS, HATE DARK SKINS


The day I was born, Baba, my father, sat cross-legged on a Mumbai stone floor praying to a collection of Hindu gods at the Ramakrishna Mission, set up by Vivekananda, one of Hinduism’s most revered figures. On the walls was also Jesus on the cross, reflecting Vivekananda’s amazingly inclusive religious views. Just before my birth Baba had had diksha, blessing, from a guru Maharaj of the Ramakrishna Mission. Just after his bath, his hair still wet and astray, his dhoti flung carelessly around him, he would count on the fingers of his right hand while reciting the names of one of the various Hindu gods. Only the right hand could be used—the left is not allowed for such sacred purposes as it is considered unclean. Then he would apply lavish quantities of Brylcreem on his hair. He rarely spoke to me about religion except to say in Bengali, “Raka Hari Mara Key, Mara Hari Raka Key”, “If God preserves you, who can destroy you? If God destroys you, who can preserve you?”

My birth was a relief. Ma had already besmirched her fragile reputation. After nine years of marriage she had produced two daughters and no son. Baba was the eldest son of the family and, if his wife were not to produce a male child, it would be a disgrace.

When my eldest sister Didi was born, Baba’s stepmother had sat on the courtyard of the house, spread her legs wide on the cement floor, and wept loudly and bitterly at the news.

My grandmother wanted a fair grandson and had gone to the temple before I was born to promise that, if Ma finally produced a son, she would perform a special Kartik Puja.

She did not, however, perform a Ganesh Puja, which shows how much Hindus value fair skin and the good looks they assume come from a fair complexion. When it comes to love and devotion for Hindu gods, Ganesh stands on a pinnacle. His little idol is to be seen almost everywhere, from the dashboards of taxi cabs to homes, restaurants and offices, while images of his brother Kartik are rare. What is more, Ganesh is the really clever and resourceful one. When Parvati, who is also revered as the great goddess Durga, set her two sons the challenge of circumnavigating the globe with the promise that the winner would rule the world, Kartik set off on his peacock, while Ganesh—fat, dumpy, with a huge elephant head—slowly walked round his mother. But Kartik returned to find his brother already proclaimed the winner. “Simple,” explained Ganesh. “While you wasted your time actually going round the world, I merely walked around mother—after all, she is the world.”

But still my grandmother would not have thought of offering puja to Ganesh. What she wanted was a grandson with good looks, and in that respect Kartik soars over almost every Hindu god: fair, sharp-featured, his bow slung over his left shoulder in a way a Bollywood actor would envy. And while Ganesh rides a rat, Kartik rides a wonderful peacock, the national bird of India. His intelligence may leave much to be desired, and in his duels with Ganesh he has always come out worst, but of his looks there is no doubt. After two granddaughters and one miscarriage from the wife of her eldest son, my grandmother wanted a grandson to look like Kartik, not the elephant-headed Ganesh, however much he was held to be a harbinger of good fortune. Some ten years after my birth, my grandmother celebrated the Kartik Puja in honour of my birth in some style, and her happiness at propitiating Kartik for finally giving her a grandson was very evident.

She was always particularly fond of me though I never reciprocated her feelings. She was small, weedy and shrivelled up, the blackness of her complexion a contrast to the regulation white sari she wore to convey her widowhood, and not a person I found it easy to relate to. Also, she was a stepmother. I was told my father’s mother, who had died young, was fair and considered a great beauty, whereas my step-grandmother was dark.

[image: image]

I was born in a small lane in Kolkata, so small that a large car could cause an obstruction, in the smallest room of a house. Called Majar Ghar, Middle Room, it was in the middle of a row of rooms. By the time I was born, Majar Ghar had established itself as the maternity ward of my grandfather’s house. It had seen the birth of both my sisters and my various cousins. Dadu, my maternal grandfather, didn’t believe in hospital births. His eldest daughter had died in childbirth in a hospital; after that he had decreed that all his daughters, wherever they lived, on becoming pregnant would return to his home and would be delivered by his own doctor in his presence.

However, one of his sons-in-law defied this injunction, and while my aunt was safely delivered of a son this, far from reassuring Dadu, merely reinforced his fears about hospitals. The story went that soon after my aunt had given birth to her son, Uncle Upan, Upan Mama, went to visit her in hospital. But instead of rejoicing over the birth of a son, he returned looking very sombre. He told Dadu that he feared his grandson might have been switched. Asked why, he said the grandchild had an exceedingly dark complexion and no grandson of Dadu could possibly be so dark. Dadu required no further proof that the hospital had lost him a beautiful, fair grandchild and never held the child. When I was growing up this story was often told to us, and my poor cousin bore this cross of the Hindu fetish about skin colour. He could never reveal he was gay and as I was writing this book he died in a car accident outside his house.

I too was born with a dark complexion, but this was balanced by very sharp features, which may explain why Dadu did not shun me. Some months after Ma and I returned to Mumbai, one of Ma’s sisters came from Kolkata to visit us. Ma was bathing me in the approved manner in a basin. My aunt asked Ma “Where is he?” Surprised, Ma replied “Well, here he is.”

“My god!” she said, “What happened to his nose, he had such a lovely nose. But never mind, his skin colour is just like a sahib’s”, the word used in India to denote white men. The gain in complexion had more than compensated for the loss of sharp features. In a society which so values fair skin this was considered an excellent bargain.

In our family the colour lines were drawn easily. Baba could have passed for a light-skinned European; Ma was dark, and Baba would often joke about it: “Who else would have taken care of her permanent colour?” he would say, bursting into loud laughter. Ma, far from being upset, would join in the laughter, conveying her delight that she had fulfilled her ambition and married a fair man. This was, of course, in the reverse order as men are supposed to marry fair women.

Skin care to preserve beauty was an obsession with Ma and her sisters. They would apply all sorts of lotions, cream of milk and, often in the middle of hot Indian afternoons, shut themselves up in a darkened room and lie in bed, their faces covered with a hideous mixture of cream and other milk products to improve their complexion. One of my aunts, who was the darkest of the sisters, would sometimes have cucumber liberally coated with cream on her face. I found wandering into the darkened room a voyage of discovery, and once, I could not resist eating one of the cucumbers I found, causing my aunt to yelp with anger that I was a thoughtless child ruining her chances of getting a fair skin.

In the Indian tradition of showing respect, I, like all Indians, call my older sisters not by their names but by a special title, my eldest sister Didi, and my youngest sister Chordi. Didi’s fair complexion, complementing her natural airs, made her a beauty, in contrast to Chordi, who was considerably darker. Ma would stroke Chordi’s skin, saying, “What a pity you are dark!” As if to make up, Ma would also say, “Her complexion is dark, but otherwise this daughter of mine is ‘square’,” using the English word, as she often did in the middle of talking in Bengali, and in describing Chordi as “square” she was complimenting her. Ma was also keen I should maintain my fair skin, and when I was growing up her frequent admonition to me whenever I played cricket or other games in the sun was, “Don’t do that, you’ll spoil your complexion.” Then I railed against it. It took an Englishman to make me realise what a hypocrite I was.

It came at a party in our flat in London, which I was then sharing with Chordi. Neil, a very urbane civil servant whom I had met when we were both part of an am-dram group, after being introduced to Chordi came up to me: “Your sister is really beautiful.” I thought he was mocking her beauty and very nearly hit him. I restrained myself and realised that, despite having experienced colour prejudice in Britain, I could not shake off my own Hindu obsession with fair skin, thereby showing how deeply ingrained this bigotry was.

Yet Hindus consider people who are very white ghostly. Their preferred colour is the Mediterranean, what in matrimonial advertisements is called a “wheatish complexion”.
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HOW SCOTLAND GOT MY PARENTS TOGETHER


Some years ago, the Society of Authors held a talk by a BBC producer who was very proud that the BBC had recently broadcast a series on Sir Walter Scott, a novelist whose works had been forgotten. He then asked his audience if anyone knew who Scott was. I was the only one to put up my hand, which astonished him. But for Sir Walter Scott, my parents might never have got married.

Unlike modern Indian arranged marriages, neither an agent nor advertisements in newspapers brought my parents together. It was done in the more traditional way. One of Ma’s uncles knew someone in Baba’s family, and, in the course of the conversation, Ma’s name came up. It was quickly agreed that Baba and Ma would meet to see if they liked each other. This, in India of the 30s, was very progressive.

Baba was due back in Kolkata for a holiday and a date was set. So, sometime on a hot summer’s evening in September 1938, Baba came to Ma’s house.

Such visits had a well-established ritual. The visitors would be met by a servant, who would then inform Dadu. He would welcome the guests, order the servant to bring sweets and tea—hard liquor being absolutely taboo—and then usher in Ma. Ma was Dadu’s favourite daughter, on whom he absolutely doted. He had once told her, “If you want the moon, I will get it for you.” He wanted her to marry a husband of her choice. But Ma was proving difficult to please and Baba was not the first suitor.

Ma had set her heart on marrying a fair handsome man. Ma immediately fancied Baba. He was tall and fair and very good looking. He was wearing a shirt with dirty marks on it, but that was something any good woman could fix. There was one problem.

Baba was accompanied by Dhiren, his younger brother. Baba didn’t say anything. Dhiren, acting as if he were the head of the family, grilled Ma.

Ma, having done very well in her matriculation, had just entered a prestigious Kolkata college to study for a degree. Among her specialist subjects was English, and she had, as she proudly told everyone, got a “letter” in English—a certificate of excellence awarded by the Bengal Matriculation Examination Board. Dadu was very proud of this, but no sooner had he mentioned it then Dhiren, speaking in Bengali, as all of them did that evening, turned to Ma and said, “So you have got a letter in English. Well, you know my brother lives in Mumbai, which is a very cosmopolitan city. He runs a business making raincoats, gumboots, and mixes with people whose mother tongue is English. Indeed, he meets people who are pure English people, sahibs and memsahibs. It is very important for him that his wife should be able to speak English and speak it well. You may have got a letter in your English exam, but all that means is you can write English. But how well can you speak English? I would like you to read something in English.”

Ma read from Scott’s novel Ivanhoe. It is possible Dhiren had brought a copy with him, but I suspect that in the literary Bengali house of Dadu this would have been the just sort of book on his bookshelf. Contrary to the claims of Scottish nationalists, the Scots were great imperialists. They dominated the commerce of Bengal, then India’s richest province, owning many jute mills and racially discriminated against Indian rivals. However, literary Bengal made a distinction between the racist, arrogant, Scottish businessmen and Scottish men of letters, whom they liked. The result was that Sir Walter Scott was very popular with Bengalis of that generation. Ma knew Ivanhoe and liked reading Scott. She never told me which passage she read. Although Ma didn’t like being put through this test, whatever passage she chose, she must have read it well.

Like Scott, Ma liked to travel and she was the first person in our family to fly overseas. Scott made three trips to Europe and Ma visited England on three occasions, which filled her with pride as none of her siblings ever went abroad.





4

MUMBAI’S VERY OWN DOWNTON ABBEY


In December 1958 Arthur Koestler, then a great British intellectual figure, visited India. His book, The Lotus and the Robot described what he saw on his first night in the city, looking out of the balcony of his air-conditioned hotel, The streets were full of Mumbai’s homeless who looked so resigned that Koestler thought they were “etchings of mediaeval towns in the grip of the Plague”. In a friend’s house he stepped on one of them in a hallway and the sleepless figure “did not stir.” There were actually five of them and Koestler thought their “ribs (were) sticking out like Christ’s on the Cross.”1

I was eleven when Koestler recorded these scenes. He never visited Sailor Building, where we lived. Had he done so, he would have found many such bodies. They were mainly workers employed by Parkes, which was both the local store and a restaurant. These workers shared the pavement with the destitute souls who called it their home.

Koestler would also have found another damning piece of evidence to prove his thesis that western values are superior to Indian ones. Well-off Indians considered cars more valuable than human lives. So, while humans slept unattended on the pavements of the city at night, Baba would not leave our car unattended outside Sailor Building then, despite the fact that there was plenty of parking space. Nobody in Mumbai would do that. As evening fell and the people left Flora Fountain, so did the cars, including ours.

Stories were common of the theft of tyres, other car parts, even engines, from cars parked on roads at night. There being no garage in the area where we lived, Baba hired one nearly a mile away in a block of flats. Every evening Shankar, our driver, would drive the car there. On the odd occasion when it had to be parked outside Sailor Building, a servant slept in the car. He would stretch out on the back seat and act as our human shield. We were confident that with a man in the car no thief would dare steal it. We were ready to sacrifice the servant to protect our car.

[image: image]

Our house was very much the Indo-Victorian house Koestler’s friend lived in but made more distinctive because we were one of the few residential flats in what was largely an office building. The floor below us was occupied by a firm of solicitors which, like all offices in India, had peons. The peons, an essential part of an Indian office, are office servants who do the fetching and carrying of files, make tea, get snacks and generally run errands for the babus, the office workers. The lawyers and their legal clerks would have been highly offended had they been asked to perform what they felt were menial tasks. In many offices there is a bell on the desk of the officers. It rings in the kitchen and the peon comes running to serve his master. Although we did not know it then, the word peon was Spanish and had originally meant involuntary servitude of labourers with little control over their employment conditions.

The peons have no homes to live in. So, at night the office is their home. They sleep on the floor; to prepare their meals they use the kitchen where, during the day, they make tea, coffee and snacks for their bosses; and when they get married, their wives and children also live there. It is as if there were two worlds. A day-time office, which bears many similarities to an office in the west, is at night converted into a home for people who know they will never have a home in the city.

On most days, by the time we got up the peons of the law firm had folded up their mattresses and got the offices ready for the arrival of the bosses and the start of the day’s work. Although we knew the names of the peons, we never mixed with them socially. Years later, when Didi had her first child, a girl, we found one of the peons also had a little girl, and Ma encouraged her to come up to our flat to provide my niece some company. But even that was limited. Baba and Ma were proud they treated their servants with great kindness and generosity, but no real friendship could develop. Years later in London, a university friend of my wife’s, a gentle, kind English woman, would tell me how her mother had lived in India and her servants adored her. For her this was evidence that Indians liked British rule.

[image: image]

What made these peons different from the servants who adored my English friend’s mother during the Raj was they were free people. This meant they were ek din ka sultan, king for a day. That was the day Indians went to the polls. The most dramatic evidence of this came during the 1967 general election. The south Mumbai seat was held by S.K. Patil, a cabinet minister and Congress heavyweight. The constituency, which included our house, was one of the richest seats in the country. Patil could not have had a safer berth.

Baba knew and liked Patil who professed socialism but really believed in free enterprise and was a friend of America. Baba had always felt Nehru should have cosied up to America after India’s independence. Patil’s opponent, George Fernandes, was a militant trade union leader. Baba and Ma went off to vote confident Patil would win.

But at the polling booth Baba found the peons, normally so deferential, behaving as if they were Baba’s equal and openly saying they would vote for Fernandes. Fernandes had got them to register and also those Koestler thought were lifeless corpses. On election day these peons and the supposedly dead voters rose and ambushed Patil.

Koestler was sure democracy would not work in India and warned about the dire consequences of trying to ram democracy down the country’s throat ignoring the fact that it had taken western countries centuries to learn to work the democratic model. The best hope for India was to be ruled by dictators as Pakistan and Indonesia were. If not it faced the prospect of becoming another totalitarian state like China.2

Just as peons ambushed Patil, Indian voters ambushed Koestler and the Times correspondent in India who had predicted that 1967 would be the last general election in the country. These Indians may sleep on the streets looking lifeless and know nothing about the renaissance and the enlightenment but value democracy as much as, if not more, than the Europeans.

[image: image]

Baba’s firm employed a number of Ghatis, people from the Ghats, the mountain range that stretched for nearly 1,000 miles and effectively sandwiched Mumbai between the sea and the rest of the mainland. It is older than the Himalayas, is a UNESCO World Heritage site and rated as one of the eight hottest biodiversity hotspots in the world. But for us it was the place where the Ghatis, who did all the manual work in Baba’s firm came from. Some also came to our flat and performed various household tasks.

It would start early in the morning with the arrival of Dharma. Ever since he had fractured his hand, Baba had decided he needed a daily massage. And Dharma, a stocky Ghati, wearing his dhoti pulled up to his stomach, would massage him. He would first massage Baba’s chest, stomach, thighs and knees while Baba, holding the Times of India above Dharma’s head, would read the paper. Not being literate, Dharma could not, of course, read the paper. Then he would massage Baba’s back and Baba would put the paper to one side. I looked forward to this as it meant I could now read the Times of India, turning first to the sports pages.

As Dharma finished his massage, several other Ghatis would trudge up the stairs to our flat to be given their duties. Baba, still not completely dressed, would gather them round him and, in a language that was his own, a mixture of English, Marathi, Bengali and Hindi say: “You are all cows, what did you understand? I am God. Now, do you understand that? Now go and do your work.” It was to be years before I realised how feudal it all was.

Ma had devised an elaborate regime for the Ghatis. One Ghati would go round with a duster and diligently dust all the furniture every morning. Living in the land of the dust, this was very important, and Ma would run her finger through the furniture to make sure there was not even a speck of dust. Another Ghati would first sweep the floor with a broom then take a bucket of water and a cloth and wash the floor. Ma would make sure we did not walk on the floors until they were dry. We would dump our dirty clothes on the floor in the bedroom and a Ghati would pick them up and wash them.

Soma, the favourite, would come early in the morning, wearing a pair of dirty brown shorts and faded brown shirt, and sweep and clean the flat. He was also a wonderful packer and would pack for all our trips. One of my abiding memories is of Soma packing my case when I came to England in 1969. Ma was particularly fond of Soma and affectionately called him “Somaraj”, King. After he had finished his work, Ma served him tea and sweets and watched over him as he squatted on the kitchen floor consuming them. Ma provided food for all the Ghatis, and for her this was evidence of how much she cared for all those who served her.

It was Soma my heart went out to. He was very small and rather sweet and always had a smile on his face, his head bobbing from side to side as he spoke, and nothing seemed to faze him. Once, while he was washing the floor in the Indian way, dipping a piece of cloth in a bucket of water then applying it to the floor, I threw up in his bucket, but without batting an eyelid, he changed the water and just carried on as if nothing had happened.

The Ghatis had a hierarchy. Tukaram was the head Ghati, who would not have been called on to do any cleaning or dusting.

Tukaram played a very important role in Baba’s business. Whenever a customer came in complaining their raincoat was leaking, Baba would say, “We shall test it immediately in our testing department.” “Tukaram!” he would shout, and Tukaram would emerge from the curtained-off back of the shop and Baba would thrust the raincoat in his hands. Tukaram would go back to the rear of the shop, making sure to close the curtain so the customer could not see what he was doing. Then he would upturn an old leaky bucket and balance a tumbler on it. He would place the raincoat over the tumbler and slowly pour water on the raincoat. Then, after what seemed an inordinately long time, he would gently lift the raincoat. If there were drops in the tumbler, the complaint was justified; if it was dry, it wasn’t. Mostly, Tukaram could report there was nothing wrong with the raincoat, and Baba would hand it back to the customer: “This raincoat does not leak. Our experts have tested it. Did you perhaps leave your coat unbuttoned—it often happens—then water may have sneaked in or maybe it was through the collar.” The customer, now no longer sure when faced with such expert testimony, would relent. Baba’s triumph was complete: “If a raincoat of ours ever leaks—and it never does—we shall immediately replace it.” Thanks to Tukaram, he rarely had to.

Tukaram was lovable, if dull, and the man I loved was his brother, Shankar. Shankar had started as an office boy, learnt driving, and became my favourite person. It was appropriate Shankar should have become a driver. His surname was Cadillac, the same name as the luxury American car much featured in Hollywood movies which we all coveted. And while we did not have that American car, Shankar lived up to his name and was always fetching and carrying us in my father’s Ford Anglia.

He took me to school every day, even bringing me back for lunch in the afternoon—I must have been the only one in my school to enjoy such a luxury—and he took me wherever else I wanted to go. I was an avid follower of cars. I would sit for hours beside my window, looking down on Dadabhai Naoroji Road and watch them go by, quickly seeking to identify them. My great joy would be to sit on Shankar’s lap while he drove our car or stand next to the driver’s seat and peer intently through the windscreen. Once, on a trip to Pune, which involved negotiating the steep ghats where Shankar and the Ghatis came from, I did the entire journey of nearly four hours standing in front next to Shankar and holding on to the dashboard.

All Shankar’s complaints I took to Baba in the hope they would be redressed. I desperately sought his friendship and found the way to his heart lay through his stomach. Shankar, who had an enormous appetite, and found food absolutely irresistible, would often say, “Pate ma chua goom rehe hai,” “In my stomach the rats are moving round.” It provided me an easy way of winning his friendship. I would pocket the odd mango or orange and give it to him. Mostly I did this surreptitiously. Once he remonstrated: “Am I a thief? Why are you presenting it to me so surreptitiously?” From then on, though I stole it without telling Ma, whose wrath I feared, I presented it in grand style hoping this would impress him. Our relationship, of course, was defined by our respective positions. I was the boss’s son and it paid him to please me, yet on my part there was a genuine desire for friendship. I sought no favours, and when one day he told me “You are like a telephone, you relay from one person to another,” I was greatly shocked and hurt.

[image: image]

Aside from the Ghatis there were other servants, but unlike the Ghatis, who had committed their life to work for Baba’s firm, our turnover of these servants was high. Their relationship with Ma would begin brilliantly but then quickly deteriorate, and we were always adjusting to new cooks. The servants usually came via Ma’s friends, although on one occasion Ma took on a young Bengali boy without any recommendation. Ma quickly found he was not up to the jobs she had given him and was mystified. The mystery was solved when, a couple of days later, we were visiting friends in a Mumbai suburb. There was a gentleman from Kolkata who said he had come to Mumbai looking for his son who had disappeared. He felt he might have been attracted by the glamour of the city, that it was the movie capital of India. As he began to describe the boy, Ma recognised this was the very same young man she had hired: “I knew he could not be a servant. He just did not know how to do anything I asked him to do.” Father and son were soon reunited.

It was many years later that Ma finally found a servant she could cope with and he with her. He was Gobardhan, from Orissa. The Bengalis have always been contemptuous of people from Orissa, calling them “Oriya” and considering them stupid. But Gobardhan would get his revenge on my fellow Bengalis. We became aware of his shrewdness when he went back to his desh, meaning his home in Orissa, for a holiday. Normally the Ghatis, being office employees, would feel superior to these servants, but on this occasion they were carrying Gobardhan’s considerable luggage to Victoria station from where Gobardhan was to catch a train home. It turned out the Ghatis had been borrowing money from Gobardhan and did not want to upset their banker.

Some years later, when Didi had her second child, a son, Ma let Gobardhan work for Didi, who after her marriage had gone to live in Kolkata. Gobardhan became such an important part of her household, helping Didi bring up my nephew and niece, that they called him “GoMama”, treating him as if he was almost equivalent to me, their Mama, their mother’s only brother. By then Gobardhan was more than a servant; he was a member of the family, a status he had till his death a few years ago.
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In 1947, when the British left India, it was an impoverished nation (its per capita income was £20 and it had a literacy rate of 12 percent as opposed to £6,636 and literacy of 81 per cent now), and growing up we were aware we were beholden to the generosity of the west. In the 1960s the country waited anxiously for word from the Aid India Club which would meet annually in Paris to decide how much money to disburse to India.

Everybody had a ration card, which was required to buy “essential” food stuffs such as rice and wheat from government-licensed shops. Unlike most Indians, we could always buy food on the black market; Ma used the ration card for food for the servants, but the public message that Indians should eat less was constantly stressed. In cinemas, before the main film started, there would be government advertisements warning us it was criminal to eat too much or waste food. The partition of India had lost the country some of its rice growing areas in the east.

There were also guest control orders: no more than fifty people could be invited without the special permission of the Home Minister. At weddings and other such occasions only ice cream could be served. The only occasion I remember this being set aside was in 1964 for Didi’s wedding in Kolkata, when Dhiren Kaku, a prominent member of the West Bengal Congress, made sure it did not apply by inviting the West Bengal chief minister and most of his cabinet. The police could hardly arrest the chief minister for breaking the law.
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As if to compensate, weddings were converted into very efficient business meetings. As the waiters served ice creams, the guests were ushered to meet the bride and bridegroom, who, wearing heavy garlands, were sitting on a dais on chairs with gold-coloured coverings. The guests congratulated the newly married couple, slipping an envelope into their hands. The donors did not know the bride or bridegroom. They were business contacts of the bride’s father. An attractive young girl would sit on a table next to the podium taking down the names of those who had given the presents. Ostensibly, this was to send printed cards of thanks, though the bride’s father was more interested in knowing how much money his business cronies had given in those white envelopes. Those who gave the most were the ones with whom it was worth preserving the business relationship.

When the children of business contacts of Baba got married, Chordi would always be the person sitting at this table. She was considered completely trustworthy and would not try and steal any of the money. Every now and again the father of the bride, or the groom, would come and ask what so-and-so had given. He would either smile or scowl: a smile if the money had come up to expectations, a scowl if it had fallen short. As a child going to these weddings, I looked forward to the ice cream and felt very proud my beloved sister was the one trusted with this delicate task. Now I can see how skilfully Indians had woven their pursuit of money into the wedding ceremony.
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My own birthdays had a touch of these weddings. As I was the only son, Baba and Ma both made it special, but it meant my birthdays were not like other children’s, for there were no other children present.

On that day I would become a vegetarian. I dined on silver plates, drank from silver glasses, ate with a silver knife and fork, and silver cups and saucers were brought out from Ma’s cupboard. Then, in the evening a large cake with candles would arrive and two feasts would be arranged. I would be dressed up very prettily, generally in a new suit. Didi and Chordi would decorate my face with sandal paste, and for most of the evening I would wear a heavy garland.

The two feasts were entirely separate. First Baba’s office staff would be fed. This was the day when Baba’s white-collar assistants would sit in the living room and be served high tea, empha-sising once again Baba’s Englishness. Tasty, delicious, abundant Indian snacks served at 7 in the evening—high tea that made dinner redundant—while in the other room, abode during the day of his clerk Mr Rao, the ghatis and Shankar were catered for. I would be paraded through both groups to receive the presents and good wishes. After the staff there followed Baba’s friends and acquaintances. All of them would bring costly presents for Junior Bose or “Master Bose”.

Ma kept a careful watch on the presents. The ones she coveted were the ones that contained money in little white- or buff-coloured envelopes: Rs.25, Rs.35, occasionally even Rs.100. I would give these envelopes to Ma, who would quickly put them away in her cupboard to be stored for my future use. Years later when I asked her for the money, Ma affected total surprise. Occasionally, when I received not cash but presents Ma didn’t like or didn’t consider useful, Ma would seek to trade them in for cash.
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There was only one kind of wedding ceremony where such naked materialism was not evident and where food was served. That was at a Parsee wedding. They were held in the agiari, where, being a religious place, food restrictions did not apply. The Parsees made the most of it and served a wonderful meal of starters followed by several courses, with fish, chicken, meat all being served. There were so many guests that people were fed in batches. The only problem was that just as the sweet was being served, the next batch of guests would arrive and stand behind the chair of those finishing their meal, as if to remind them not to linger too long over the sweet. But the one thing the Parsees could not serve was alcohol.

When the British ruled India such Parsee weddings would be awash with liquor, and the Parsees served the best Scotch. But freedom from the British had meant the freedom to drink had been outlawed. The India I grew up in had long since discarded all Gandhi’s ideals, including his plan to return the country to a pre-industrial rural age of supposed bliss, and opted instead for Nehru’s socialist path of industrial development. The one Gandhian idea Nehru held on to was Sharab haram hai, Drinking is evil. Mumbai had some of the tightest prohibition laws in the country. No bars. No public drinking.

To drink in Mumbai, you had to get a permit which was in the gift of the Collector of Customs. Baba had such a permit provided on the strength of his doctor’s certificate, which said Baba needed two pegs of whisky every evening for his health. He also had a number of naval friends, and the Indian Navy still maintained the old British naval tradition of drinking. Every now and again Shankar would drive us to the Gateway of India. We would take a small boat to one of the ships commanded by my father’s friend, and there, while I played round the ship, Baba and his friends would drink. Even then Baba missed Parsee weddings, where drink flowed so freely, this was another imperial legacy he had to discard.

Freedom came with a price.
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DO IT FOR ENGLAND


The scene is the Oval Maidan in Mumbai in 1961. A maidan is, probably, the most evocative place in Indian urban life, a vast, open area, very often at the centre of cities, reproducing Indian city life with all its noise and clamour. The grass is matted, raggy, struggling to stay alive amidst the dirt and rubble. Flowing through the maidan are little canals, the surface is pock-marked with ditches, even what looks like small ravines, and the whole area is filled with people from every walk of life. In one corner a vendor could be selling cakes from a tin box, in another a couple might be furtively holding hands, which is about as much open affection as they dare display. In the land of the Kama Sutra public display of sex is taboo. It is amidst such confusion and noise that Indians learn to play cricket, the English game they now control and which is like a religion in the country.

This is highly appropriate, for the maidans are a classic illustration of the legacy the British bequeathed. They had borrowed the term maidan, meaning “square”, from the Persian, but the development of the physical maidan was very British. Long before the English ruled India and even when they were traders, they developed armies and constructed forts. They kept an open field in front of their fort onto which they could train their guns on any Indian hordes likely to emerge from the interior. It is these fields of fire that have become maidans.

That day in 1961 a cricket match is taking place at the Oval between a group of boys. The batting side is struggling. At the end of the over, the batsman’s partner walks down the wicket and, leaning on his bat, says, “Do it for England.” The batsman who keeps failing to put bat on ball is me, and my partner invoking England is Eddie, a Catholic boy who is part of the cricket team I have put together. Eddie, like me and my other friends, had seen The Guns of Navarone, which had just been released, and fallen in love with it. For us it was magical that a handful of British, and a sole American, despite losing their leader, outwitted German defences and took over a heavily fortified German citadel. We would retell scenes from the movie to each other. Of particular interest was the character of the British explosive expert played by David Niven. One of the most fascinating scenes was when Niven told Gregory Peck, the American, that he must kill the traitor in their midst, a Greek woman who Peck had fallen in love with. Peck was reluctant. Niven, staring hard at Peck, fairly barked out: “Do it for England.” Eddie, who had seen the movie several times, was captivated by the words, and whenever we batted together at the Oval Maidan he would walk down the wicket and try to imitate Niven, treating me as Peck. We had not seen England but felt part of it, and at that particular moment, like Niven and Peck, were trying to defeat a superior cricketing foe.

We were part of the first generation of free Indians for two hundred years. It was 1961, only fourteen years since the British had left India, yet we craved things and ideas from Britain and desperately wanted British acceptance.
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All about us, in the streets below and around our house, from morning to evening could be heard the cries of hawkers. They could not be more desi, Indian, wearing a long white shirt that hung over their loose white trousers, their goods spread out on a large sheet, and bargaining in Hindi with their customers. Yet they knew three words of English: “Foreign, imported, novelty”. This is what they shouted all the time. These words would entice customers eager to get goods made abroad, particularly in England, as they must by definition be better than anything India had to offer. Today our attitude would be called self-hatred; then we saw it as a mark of sophistication.

Baba thought nothing could match Gabardine and Burberry coats. And the only car worth possessing was an English one. “Whatever happens,” he would say, “an English car will always start first thing in the morning.” His best friend had a Sunbeam sports car and, while Baba did not approve of the flashiness, he was reassured that it was English.

For Baba, England also had superior moral values. Recalling that Edward VIII had not been allowed to ascend the throne because he wanted to marry Wallis Simpson, a divorced American, he confidently predicted that a divorced woman would never be Queen of England. Had he been alive today, Camilla as Queen would have made him wonder what had happened to English moral values.
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The man I called “Dadu”, grandfather—he was really Baba’s uncle and had served in the British Indian Army—introduced me to Richmal Compton’s William Brown by giving me two books. If I remember right, they were Just William and William in Trouble. I immediately fell in love with William, Douglas, Ginger and Henry and was reassured that life in England was not all that different from India. After all, didn’t William have a cook and housemaid, and didn’t he tussle with his parents about school as much as I did?

I had already started borrowing Biggles books from my school library. To read about Biggles killing Huns was exciting. Soon there was P. G. Wodehouse and Jeeves.

We longed to be sixteen so we could become members of the British Council Library. Such was the demand that the British Council had rationed membership and you had to be sixteen to join.

And it was while I was waiting to be sixteen that, suddenly one Thursday, I discovered a British library which was a cultural nirvana.
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It came about quite by chance. I was still chaperoned wherever I went. But on Thursdays, when our school had a midweek holiday, after lunch I was allowed to wander out into Dadabhai Naoroji Road on my own. There I stumbled across the offices of the British Deputy High Commissioner, just opposite our flat and the other side of Flora Fountain, located on the second floor of a marvellous white stone building—the rest of it was occupied by the Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank. It had a small library, which housed all the latest English papers, printed on paper so thin I felt I could eat them. The newspapers were all broadsheets rolled round a large wooden stick which had neatly spaced holes and hung from a wooden rack. The exception was the Daily Mirror, where the whole week’s issue was bound together with a yellow cover.

The journey to the library was like going to the source of the river. The Times of India had a weekly “Letter from London” from its correspondent. Now I realised they were no more than a summary of the British press. Newspapers in India regularly reprinted articles from the British press. Now I could, thrillingly, read the originals.

What gave me the most pleasure and made me feel very privileged about visits to this library was knowing it was a secret treasure trove to which I alone had the key.

My reading was voracious and undiscriminating, and the high point was the New Statesman and the political commentaries of Anthony Howard. I had read that Nehru had the New Statesman airmailed to him every week and of the enormous influence its then editor, Kingsley Martin, had on him. Harold Macmillan was then mired in political problems—soon the Profumo scandal would break—and Howard wrote in a style at once intelligible and accessible. Political commentaries were not unknown to me. The Times of India carried one almost every day, and the editor wrote his long weekly piece taking up almost the entire leader page and setting right the nation and the world. But they were written in a heavy neo-Victorian style that was quite difficult to fathom. Howard was like a ray of sunshine cutting through a dense fog.

As I read, I imagined him to look like David Niven, our idea of the typical Englishman.

My interest in that library was not merely intellectual; there was also a quite unexpected and deliciously sensual side to these visits. The Swinging Sixties were upon us, and the English girls of the High Commission had taken to wearing short skirts—if not quite mini, certainly much shorter than anything to be seen in Bombay. Lunchtime was a good time to go, for at 1 pm they went out for a group lunch and returned at 2 pm. I only had to glance up from Howard’s political commentary to see a generous flash of thighs as they paraded past. The combination of Howard’s brilliant prose and the promise of those thighs made me long for Thursdays.

But just as the promise of the thighs never turned into reality—and I never imagined they would—so, for very different reasons, I was shocked when, years later, I got to London and made my pilgrimage to the New Statesman offices at Great Turnstile Street. I was ushered into Howard’s office. He received me with great kindness, but I could hardly take in anything he said. Far from looking like Niven, he looked like one of our Nepali servant boys, and to my utter shame—although I did not say this to him—as I left his office, I told myself, “How can a man who looks like Ramu write so well?” I now understood why Private Eye had always called him “Sherpa”.
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Such was the legacy of the empire that English words would impress even powerful politicians, many of whom had fought against British rule.

In 1964 the All India Congress Committee (AICC), the party’s decision-making body, held a meeting in Mumbai’s Shanmukhananda Hall. Dhiren Kaku, who had recently been elected as a member of the AICC, came for the meeting. It was held just weeks before Nehru died, and in the months leading up to the meeting there had been an explosion of Hindu-Muslim violence. For a time, there were fears the dark days of partition might be revisited.

Like Baba and all his family, Kaku had warm memories of his upbringing in pre-partition East Bengal, enjoying the great wealth the family then had, and felt deeply about the Hindus being driven from their homes in East Pakistan and seeking shelter in West Bengal. But he was also a secular politician. He asked me to write a speech taking all this into account. I was thrilled that at the age of sixteen I was asked to do so for such a prestigious political event. I wrote that “Pakistan is guilty of genocide.” Kaku read the speech while Nehru, Indira Gandhi and the other Congress bigwigs reclined on mattresses covered with pristine white sheets on the dais behind him.

After the speech, Kaku was very chuffed that a prominent Congress politician had first asked him what the word meant, and then gone round repeating it with great relish. One of his Congress colleagues, an old man, patted me on the back and said, “‘Genocide, appeasement’, very appropriate words. You write like an Englishman.” I felt so proud.

[image: image]

In the late fifties and early sixties, Mumbai had little to offer in terms of entertainment. Cinema provided our great window on the world, and snobbery pushed us in the direction of Hollywood. In posh south Mumbai, the cinemas did not screen Hindi films. They were regarded as strictly for the servants and the hoi-polloi: those who could not boast our faultless English or pedigree.

Hollywood movies opened up a world at once alluring and irresistible, where there was no dirt, beggars, pollution, crime, poverty, disease or death; where roads were broad and cars big enough to fit them; where men were always handsome, and women beautiful and tender; where the villains were nasty; and where it all ended happily. Such was our love for cowboy movies that I forced Ma to take me to a restaurant that served “cowboy breakfast”, only to find it was raw eggs. Ma was furious I had made her pay for me to eat them.

So heavily did Hollywood influence our tastes that when The Spy Who Came in From the Cold was screened, its portrayal of life in 1960s London—people living in dirty bedsits, wearing old clothes, agonising over petty domestic issues and riding on overcrowded buses and tubes—was so alien that within fifteen minutes of the start the auditorium resounded with boos and catcalls.
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The question I am asked more often than any other is “Why do you support Tottenham? You were not born in North London.” Nor am I Jewish which could explain my loyalty given the club’s large Jewish following. I started supporting Tottenham on 8 May 1961, when the Times of India led its sports pages with a report of Tottenham becoming the first team in the twentieth century to do the double of wining the English First Division and the FA Cup. The report was accompanied by a picture of the team parading the League trophy and the FA Cup through the streets of North London.

I had never heard of Tottenham, but I immediately fell in love with the club. I had my favourite Indian football club, East Bengal, which Baba supported as it reminded him of his homeland. I soon cared for Tottenham more than I had ever cared for East Bengal. We felt we would only be complete if we acquired knowledge of England, and the more we knew about it, the more superior we felt. English sporting stars were like gods who occupied a special plane, epitomising the promise the English sporting world held out to me, namely to open the door to the unique, wondrous world where skill reigned supreme and sportsmanship was never in doubt.

This was reinforced by the whole host of signs we received at home and at school which made England seem like the veritable factory of sporting dreams. After I played in my first football match at St. Xavier’s, Father Fritz, who took us for sports and English, fixed a photograph on the school noticeboard purporting to be from the match. It turned out to be one of an English First Division game reproduced in an Indian sports magazine and, if my memory serves me right, showed Dave Mackay, Tottenham’s great midfielder, tackling some other burly player. Fritz had just scratched out their names and replaced them with those of two of my school teammates. He explained it was not meant to deceive. He wanted us to look at the photograph of those huge British players, study their technique and seek to emulate them.

Reports and descriptions of England at play were, in our minds, all about us. We read articles from the Daily Express and the Daily Mail in Sport and Pastime, India’s premier sports magazine. It made us feel we were not 6,000 miles away but in the grandstand.

In the summer, even the Times of India easily, effortlessly, allowed English sports like cricket and tennis to take over its sports pages. In general, foreign news always took precedence over domestic news—500 deaths from cholera a small news item, 16 miners killed in Belgium meriting big headlines. V. S. Naipaul has seen this as a sign of the displacement of Indians in their own land, people trying to mimic mature societies. But this was an expression of our searching for what we considered the best. And the best was in England.

K. N. Prabhu, The Times of India’s legendary cricket correspondent, borrowed English imagery to validate Shivaji Park, the vast, teeming maidan in congested central Mumbai which can claim to be the greatest cricket nursery in the world. He called it “the Pudsey of Mumbai”. Pudsey was the birthplace of Len Hutton, one of England’s greatest cricketers and the first professional to captain England. Should a journalist on the Yorkshire Post dare to call Pudsey “the Shivaji Park of Yorkshire”, he would be denounced as “woke”.

We felt things that were wholly English really belonged to us. I hankered after a copy of Wisden, the great cricket almanac. There was a perfectly good Indian equivalent—Indian Cricket—, but growing up I never considered buying it.
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Curiously, the disdain of Indian politicians for popular culture forced us even more towards England. Gandhi had no time for the cinema and, while I was growing up, for many years All India Radio eschewed Hindi film music, considering it unworthy. This gave Radio Ceylon, which was beamed to India, free rein. It broadcast Hindi film music. And programmes from the World Service. We could not wait for the BBC News to come on. The joke about the All India Radio news was that if World War Three broke out, it might just make the closing headlines after the latest production figures for rice and wheat. To listen to the BBC News was to feel I was a citizen of the world, and I can remember my excitement when I heard the Russians had erected a wall in Berlin. I rushed in to tell Baba and his friend, who gazed at me in wonder, curious to know how I had discovered this amazing information. When they heard it was the BBC, they had no doubt it was true.

The shining jewel of the World Service was “Saturday Special”, the sports programme presented by Paddy Feeny. It would start at round about 4.30 pm Indian time on a Saturday afternoon and end at around 10.30 pm with the “Sports Roundup”. Then, with the streets of Mumbai hushed for the first time and a single overhead lamp burning over my desk, I would listen to a stentorian voice reading the English football results. As the announcer said “League Division One”, I stopped everything I was doing and tried to picture the matches that had been played that Saturday. The English results would be followed by the Scottish ones, and I was fascinated by a team called the Queen of the South. Was there, I wondered, a Queen sitting in the stands watching the match? If so, what sort of a Queen was she and why was she only Queen of the South and not the entire country? Years later, when Queen of the South made it to the Scottish Cup Final, as BBC Sports Editor I persuaded the Today programme to broadcast an item on the club. When I went there, they proudly mentioned they were the only team in the Bible.

Colonialism had made us doubt ourselves. This explains why, after coming to England, when asked what languages I spoke, I said only English. It required my wife, who is English, to make me realise I also spoke a host of Indian languages and to overcome my deeply ingrained belief that these Indian languages could not be equated with European languages.

We were, as my friend Vidya, a physicist, puts it brilliantly, looking for the thappa, the stamp, of foreign approval.

We fell in love with foreigners who acclaimed India and Indian culture. When I did my degree in Physics and Maths at St. Xavier’s College, I was drawn to the story of Robert Oppenheimer, the American physicist who headed the Manhattan project, which produced the atom bomb. As the Americans exploded the atom bomb over the New Mexico desert, Oppenheimer quoted from the Bhagavad Gita, the nearest the Hindus have to a Bible, where Lord Krishna tells Arjuna why he must wage war. As the unearthly mushroom cloud soared into the heavens, Oppenheimer thought of the words of Lord Krishna: “Now I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.” It made us proud that a western scientist recalled words from a Hindu text, and I later learnt Oppenheimer had learnt Sanskrit, part of his wide learning and eclectic thinking.

We were proud of the great Indian mathematician Ramanujan and the story of how Cambridge mathematician G.H. Hardy took him to England making him known to the wider world. We endlessly repeated the story of when Hardy came to see Ramanujan when he was in a nursing home in Putney. Hardy told Ramanujan that his taxi number was 1729 and that it was a dull number and hoped it was not a bad omen. Ramanujan immediately said, “No, Hardy. It is a a very interesting number. It is the smallest number expressible as the sum of two cubes in two different ways.” This in mathematics is not easy until you reach 1729. To us it showed how Ramanujan was superior to Hardy, which Hardy acknowledged. Hardy, who was also very interested in cricket, became a particular hero of mine. But while India hails Ramanujan and has a stamp in his name there is not even a biography of Hardy. I have never been able to persuade a publisher to commission me to write one.

Proud as we were of our culture, and did not agree with Naipaul’s view that India had a wounded civilisation, we instinctively accepted it needed to be validated by its former conquerors.
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