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Unfo rge t tab le  memor ies  a re  a l l  we ’ ve  
re tu rned  w i t h  f r om Madhyapa ra  v i l l age  
ou ts i de  Dhaka .  Fo r  my  fa the r,  t h i s  was  
a  nos ta lg i c  re tu rn  a f t e r  63  yea rs  t o  ou r  
ances t ra l  home  they ’d  abandoned  du r i ng  
Pa r t i t i on  r i o t s .  Hosp i t ab le  occupan ts  a t  
ou r  l os t  home  were  i nv i t i ng  my  pa ren ts  
t o  spend  more  t ime  he re ,  bu t  unknown  to  
us ,  a  hos t i l e  unde rcu r ren t  was  ga the r i ng  
momen tum.  They  we re  a f ra id  we  were  
com ing  to  repossess  ou r  400 -ac re  m is la i d  
p rope r t y,  espec ia l l y  as  Bang ladesh  
Pa r l i amen t  had  recen t l y  passed  an  
amendmen t  t o  ease  “enemy  p rope r t y ”  
r ecove ry.  We  l a te r  hea rd  t hey  we re  l i v i d  
w i t h  t he  man  who  f i r s t  i den t i f i ed  my  g rea t  
g rand fa the r.  They  m is taken l y  t hough t  we ’d  
b r i bed  h im  to  he lp  us  rec la im  ou r  l and .

My  fa the r ’s  ch i l dhood  memory  de te rm ined  
the  p laces  we ’d  v i s i t .  He  reca l l ed  t he  
Padma r i ve r  f e r r y  j unc t i on  f r om where  
t hey ’d  t r ave l  t o  d i f f e ren t  p l aces  l i ke  
Fa r i dpu r,  Mada r i pu r,  Ba r i sa l .  I  l a te r  
unde rs tood  h i s  ma in  i n ten t i on  was  to  re -
expe r i ence  Padma r i ve r  h i l sa  ( i l i sh  i n  
Benga l i )  f i sh ,  t he  benchmark  o f  a l l  h i l sa  
acco rd ing  t o  Eas t  Benga l i s ,  a l t hough  Wes t  
Benga l i s  may  no t  ag ree .  A Benga l i  i s  
i den t i f i ed  by  h i s  l ove  o f  h i l sa  f i sh .  Ea t i ng  
Padma i l i sh  a t  t he  f e r r y -gha t  i s  a  t r ad i t i on ,

even  pub l i c  buses  adve r t i se  I L ISH i n  l a rge  
l e t t e r s  ac ross  t he  bus -body  to  en t i ce  
peop le  t o  t h i s  f r esh  h i l sa  des t i na t i on .  
I t  r em inded  me  o f  how  eve ryone  rushes  
to  ea t  f r esh  oys te rs  on - the -spo t  a t  San  
F ranc i sco  wha r f  as  t he  f i she rmen  hau l  
t hem in .  Un fo r tuna te l y  I  had  to  b ru ta l l y  
s top  my  pa ren ts  en joy ing  t he  f r esh l y  
caugh t  h i l sa  d i sp layed  i n  rows ,  cu t  i n to  
s l i ces ,  mar i na ted  i n  t u rmer i c ,  i nv i t i ng l y  
ready - to - f r y.  Because  hyg iene  was  doub t fu l  
he re  w i t h  swarms  o f  f l i es  pa r tak ing  o f  t he  
f i sh  f i r s t ,  and  the  o i l  and  f r y i ng  pan  ove r -
used  and  b lack .

Back  i n  Dhaka ,  my  fa the r  was  en joy ing  
a  g reen  mango  d r i nk  i n  a  modern  ca fe .  
He  asked  fo r  one  more ,  bu t  w i t hou t  i ce .  
The  ca fé  wa i t e r  f l a t l y  r e fused ,  say ing  t he  
d r i nk  f o rmu la  ca l l ed  f o r  i ce .  Su rp r i sed ,  
we  exp la ined  once  aga in ,  bu t  he  was  
adaman t .  Then  he  came  nea r  me ,  sw i t ched  
to  a  ve ry  l oca l  Dhaka i  Benga l i  accen t ,  and  
con fessed  tha t  w i t hou t  i ce ,  t he  t a l l  g l ass  
w i l l  l ook  vacan t  as  i t ’ s  t he  i ce  t ha t  g i ves  
i t  t he  b ig  s i ze  impress ion .  My  fa the r  gave  
a  m isch ievous  l augh  a t  t he  boy ’s  hones ty,  
and  happ i l y  accep ted  the  i ced  d r i nk .  I n  
f ac t  I  no t i ced  my  fa the r  was  con t i nuous l y  
embrac ing  peop le  o f  Bang ladesh ,  as  
t hough  they  we re  a  pa r t  o f  h i s  f am i l y.  Th i s  
was  c l ea r l y  a  psycho log i ca l  connec t ,  I ’ ve  
no t  w i t nessed  i t  i n  h im  i n  Wes t  Benga l .

No r  have  I  eve r  seen  my  fa the r  mak ing  a  
t an t rum to  go  t o  any  p lace .  Bu t  A rman i t o l a  
i n  Dhaka  he  abso lu te l y  had  to  v i s i t .  
He  pe r fec t l y  r eca l l ed  h i s  l as t  j ou rney  
he re  as  a  10 -yea r -o ld  a f t e r  h i s  f a the r ’s  
dea th ,  f r om Rangoon  to  Ko l ka ta  by  boa t ,  



t hen  to  Gua lnanda  by  t r a i n ,  by  f e r r y  t o  
Sada rgha t  i n  Dhaka  to  s tay  w i t h  re l a t i ves  
i n  Bansh ibaza r  and  A rman i to l a .  Then  f rom 
Sada rgha t ,  t hey ’d  reach  Madhyapa ra  by  
s teamer,  whe re  you  can  now so  eas i l y  go  
by  road .  Bu t  t he  t r a f f i c  j am i n  Dhaka  c i t y  
i s  un imag inab le ;  t r ave l i ng  a  k i l ome te r  
t akes  an  hou r.  Ou r  dead -s low  ca r  r i de  t o  
A rman i t o l a  was  to  f i nd  a  f i e l d  whe re  he  
used  to  p lay  w i t h  h i s  re l a t i ves  l i v i ng  t he re .

When  mov ing  t o r t o i se - l i ke ,  you  have  to  
t ogg le  you r  m ind -gea r  t o  en joy  t he  j am 
sess ion  s t ree t  f es t i v i t y  t o  avo id  bo redom.  
Were  Dhaka ’s  au to - r i ckshaws  obsessed  
w i t h  sa fe t y?  They  have  a  me ta l  mesh  as  i n  
po l i ce  vans  ca r r y i ng  conv i c t s .  Sudden l y  a  
3 -whee le r  au to - r i ckshaw s id l ed  up  t o  t he  
s i de ,  a  b i r d - cage  doo r  opened ,  passenge rs  
s ta r t ed  emerg ing .  My  eyes  we re  r i ve ted  
t he re ,  I  coun ted  one ,  two ,  t h ree  . . . . a  
t o ta l  o f  8  peop le  we re  t r ave l i ng  i n  t ha t  
au to - r i ckshaw,  and  they  a l l  r eached  the i r  
des t i na t i on .  W i th  no th ing  t o  do ,  I  was  
ca l cu la t i ng  t he  h igh  e f f i c i ency  o f  t hese  
3 -whee le r  t r anspo r t  cages  w i t h  t he  l uxu ry  
o f  t he  Pa je ro ,  Land  Cru i se r,  BMW among  
o the rs  t ha t  we re  s tagna t i ng  a long  w i t h  us  
i n  t he  mass i ve  t r a f f i c  squeeze .

My  fa the r  was  to ta l l y  d i sappo in ted  when  
we  a r r i ved  a t  A rman i t o l a .  We  cou ldn ’ t  f i nd  
t he  p layg round ,  no r  h i s  re l a t i ve ’s  house .  
I  sudden l y  awoke  to  t he  name  A rman i to l a .  
Does  i t  have  any th ing  t o  do  w i t h  A rmen ia?  
A rmen ians  had  come  to  I nd ia  much  be fo re  
t he  B r i t i sh  f o r  t r ad ing  mos t l y  i n  s i l k ,  mus l i n  
and  j u te .  The re ’s  an  A rmen ian  chu rch  
i n  Ko l ka ta  and  o the r  c i t i es .  My  on - the -
spo t  Goog le  sea rch  con f i rmed  tha t  Dhaka  
has  an  A rmen ian  chu rch  bu i l t  i n  1781 .  
A f t e r  Madhyapa ra ,  t h i s  beau t i f u l  he r i t age  
chu rch  i s  now  e t ched  i n  my  m ind .  The  
ka le idoscope  o f  my  A rmen ian  connec t i ons  
i n  Pa r i s  appea red  be fo re  my  m ind ’s  
eye ,  t hey  a re  a l l  h i gh l y  roo ted  t o  t he i r  
home land .  Even  Pa t r i ce  C i van ian ,  who ’d  
wo rked  i n  my  company,  i s  f r om Armen ia  bu t  
bo rn  i n  F rance .  H i s  pa ren ts  had  to l d  me  

tha t  A rmen ians  came  to  I nd ia  as  ea r l y  as  
327  BC,  w i t h  A lexande r  t he  Grea t .

Tha t  even ing  I  me t  an  A rmen ian  gen t l eman  
who ’d  come  to  pay  homage  to  h i s  
ances to rs  a t  A rman i t o l a  chu rch .  He  knew 
l i t t l e  abou t  Bang ladesh ,  t he  t ou r i s t  gu ide  
i n fo rmed  h im  he  can  expe r i ence  go l f  and  
r i ckshaw a t  t he  same  t ime .  He  sa id  he  
wan ted  to  t ake  home  a  beau t i f u l  deco ra t i ve  
peda l  r i c kshaw d i sp layed  a t  ou r  ho te l .  He  
though t  i t  was  t o  d raw  tou r i s t s ,  and  had  no  
i dea  tha t  t he  l i ve l i hood  o f  poo r  peop le  i n  
Bang ladesh  depended  on  r i ckshaws .

I t ’ s  t ime  to  say  “au  revo i r ”  t o  my  e rs twh i l e  
na t i ve  l and  whe re  I  expe r i enced  my  
l i f e ’s  f i ve  mos t  memorab le  days .  On  the  
30 -m inu te  f l i gh t  back  t o  I nd ia ,  i t  f e l t  
l i ke  we  were  d i s tanc ing  ou rse l ves  w i t h  
t housands  o f  k i l ome te rs  i n -be tween .  Th i s  
f ee l i ng  was  rem in i scen t  o f  t he  roman t i c -
hea r tb reak ing  Ho l l ywood  mov ie  Roman  
Ho l i day  s ta r r i ng  Grego ry  Peck  and  
Aud rey  Hepbu rn .  A f t e r  a  sho r t  bu t  i n tense  
re la t i onsh ip  t he  coup le  knew the i r  pa r t i ng  
was  i nev i t ab le .  Tha t  was  a  s to ry,  bu t  
t h i s ,  my  respec ted  reade rs  and  v i c t im i sed  
b ro the rhood ,  i s  my  rea l  l i f e  expe r i ence  o f  
d i scove ry  and  l oss .  The  unwan ted  po l i t i ca l  
sepa ra t i on  i n  1947  tu rned  so  many  o f  us  
i n to  begga rs ,  home less ,  su f f e r i ng  t r ag i c  
dea ths ,  a  s i t ua t i on  I ’ ve  neve r  been  ab le  t o  
accep t .  I ’m  sha r i ng  my  sma l l  Bang ladesh  
expe r i ence  w i t h  a l l  o f  you  who ’ ve  l os t  
eve ry th ing  du r i ng  Pa r t i t i on ,  as  t hough  we ’d  
been  i n  t he  Ho locaus t .
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