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“Shan i  khee r  (m i l k  desse r t )  t u rned  ups ide  
down  w i l l  neve r  f a l l ,  i t ’ s  l i ke  a  t h i ck  p la te , ”  
i s  an  i nc redu lous  ch i l dhood  image  tha t ’s  
e t ched  i n  my  m ind .  Mu tua l l y  do t i ng  on  
each  o the r,  my  g randmothe r  Na l i n i  Ba la  
had  re - l i ved  he r  e r s twh i l e  l uxu r i ous  l i f e  i n  
Bu rma  and  Eas t  Benga l  be fo re  becoming  a  
re fugee  i n  I nd ia ,  by  b ra inwash ing  me  w i th  
my r i ad  l i t t l e  s to r i es  o f  t ha t  f an tas t i c  t ime .

Las t  week  we  took  my  pa ren ts  on  a  
nos ta lg i c  t r i p  t o  re t race  t he i r  o r i g i na l  
home .  Un tang l i ng  ou r  ca r  f r om the  
pe renn ia l  Dhaka  t r a f f i c  j ams ,  we  d rove  
w i t h  ba ted -b rea th  an t i c i pa t i on  t o  
Madhyapa ra  i n  B i k rampur  j us t  35  km away.  
I n  t he  backd rop  o f  my  fa the r ’s  w i s t f u l  
r eco l l ec t i ons  exp ressed  i n  peaks  and  
t r oughs  o f  emo t i on ,  we  d i scove red  tha t  
t he  Bu r i  Ganga  b r i dge  had  dep r i ved  us  a  
s teamer  r i de  f r om Dhaka  Sada rgha t  t ha t  
he  used  to  en joy.  H i s  runn ing  commen ta ry  
sa id  we ’d  c ross  K i rangun j  ove r  two  
Dha leswar i  r i ve rs ,  en te r  Munsh igan j  d i s t r i c t  
t o  S i ra j  D i khan  po l i ce  s ta t i on .  The  reg ion ,  
f amous  fo r  ea r l y  Buddh i s t  scho la rsh ips ,  
i s  t he  o ldes t  cap i t a l  o f  Benga l  s i nce  t he  
Ved i c  Pe r i od .  We ’d  read  abou t  Buddh i s t  
scho la r  A t i sh  D ipanka r  f r om Pa la  Emp i re ,  
sc ien t i s t  Jagd i sh  Bose ,  f r eedom f i gh te r  
Ch i t t a ran jan  Das ,  and  Benoy,  Bada l ,  

D inesh  who  gave  the i r  l i ves  revo l t i ng  
co lon ia l  r u l e .  My  g randmothe r  wou ld  say  
t hey ’ ve  a l l  o r i g i na ted  f r om B i k rampur,  bu t  
I ’ d  neve r  be l i eved  he r.  When  the i r  t a l es  
we re  endo rsed  he re ,  you  can  imag ine  how 
Na l i n i  Ba la  was  accompany ing  me  to  ou r  
l os t  home .

Our  Bang ladesh i  nav iga to r  s topped  a t  
a  100 -p lus  yea r -o ld  l oca l  swee tshop .  A 
ha rd ,  ye l l ow ish ,  6 - i nch  d ia ,  m i l k  swee t  on  
a  banana  l ea f  t o ta l l y  d i sp laced  me ,  my  
g randma ’s  vo i ce  reve rbe ra ted  i n  my  body  
and  m ind .  So  th i s  un ique  shan i  khee r,  
ava i l ab le  on l y  i n  S i ra j  D i khan  en rou te  t o  
ou r  v i l l age ,  was  fo r  r ea l !  The  he r i t age  
swee tshop  owner  even  reca l l ed  t a l es  o f  
t he  reve red  Ra i saheb  Ruh in i  Sengup ta ,  my  
g rea t  g rand fa the r.

Go ing  f o rwa rd ,  ou r  con tac t  ha i l ed  a  95 -
yea r -o ld  H indu  re l i g i ous  man  i n  one  o f  
t hose  ex t reme ly  co lou r fu l  r i c kshaws  tha t  
do t  bo th  t he  u rban  and  ru ra l  Bang ladesh i  
l andscape .  Eve rybody  knew tha t  he  
su rv i ves  on  f r u i t s  and  knows  eve ryone  
he re  f r om way  back  t hen .  V i s i t i ng  a f t e r  63  
yea rs ,  my  fa the r  s ta r t ed  recoun t i ng  l ong -
l os t  expe r i ences .  The  sp r i t e l y,  w r i nk led  
swami j i ,  h i s  f o rehead  ve r t i ca l l y  d i v i ded  
by  a  one  by  t h ree  i nch  t h i ck  ve rm i l l i on  
s t reak  up to  h i s  su rp r i s i ng l y  na tu ra l  b l ack  
ha i r,  co r robo ra ted  each  reca l l  j us t  as  
en thus ias t i ca l l y,  and  they ’d  hug  each  o the r  
l i ke  l ong  l os t  f r i ends .  I ’ d  neve r  w i t nessed  
my  fa the r  exp ress  such  bonhomie .  
Swami j i  embe l l i sh  my  fa the r ’s  ch i l dhood  
t i t - b i t s  w i t h  de ta i l ed  i n fo rma t i on  on  
Ruh in i  Sengup ta .  He  a l so  men t i oned  tha t  
B i k rampur ’s  Du rga  fes t i v i t i es  compr i sed  



80  panda l s  be fo re  Pa r t i t i on ,  now  on l y  two  
Pu jas  a re  ce leb ra ted .

The  road  to  t he  v i l l age  was  ex t rao rd ina ry.  
A rched  t rees  on  bo th  s i des  t ouched  one  
ano the r  t o  f i l t e r  i n  pa t ches  o f  ea r l y  w in te r  
sun l i gh t  t o  we l come  ou r  d i so r i en ted  
homecoming .  I  r ecogn i sed  the  shanko  my  
g randmothe r  had  desc r i bed ,  t he  s i ng le  
bamboo  wa l kway  w i t h  bamboo  ra i l i ngs  t ha t  
connec t  houses  sepa ra ted  f r om the  road  
by  wa te r  bod ies .  Peop le  wou ld  ba lance  
t i gh t rope  l i ke ,  wa l k i ng  w i t h  pe r fec t  g race ,  
even  w i t h  l a rge  bund les  on  t he i r  head  on  
up to  100  me t re  shankos .

Vee r i ng  i n to  a  sma l l  b r i ck  road  a longs ide  
paddy  and  po ta to  f i e l ds  i n te r spe rsed  w i t h  
wa te r  hyac in ths ,  my  hea r t  sk i pped  a  bea t  
as  t h i s  s i gnboa rd  appea red :  “Madhyapa ra  
Un ion  Pa r i shad . ”  Ou r  nav iga to r  esco r ted  us  
t o  t he  l oca l  v i l l age  cha i rman ,  Mohammad  
Az im ,  t o  make  us  accep tab le  he re .  
Cha i rman  was  wa i t i ng  w i t h  seve ra l  o l d  
peop le .  He  honou red  my  fa the r,  mak ing  
h im  s i t  on  h i s  t a l l  cha i rman ’s  cha i r.  My th -
l i ke  s to r i es  we re  emerg ing  o f  Ra i saheb  
Ruh in i  Sengup ta ’s  p rospe r i t y,  power  and  
fame .  My  fa the r  wou ld  s ta r t  a  t op i c ,  “My  
g rand fa the r  used  to  wa l k . . . . ”  and  o ld  Ka r im  
M ia  wou ld  con t i nue ,  “ . . . and  i f  t u rbu len t  
oxen  a re  f i gh t i ng  t he re ,  t hey ’d  s top ,  and  
respec t f u l l y  s tep  as ide  t o  l e t  h im  pass . ”  
Th i s  reun ion  i n  t he  cha i rman ’s  bu reau  
rem inded  me  o f  Ma f i a  recogn i t i on  me thods  
whe re  two  unknown  Ma f i a -men  on  a  p re -
de te rm ined  mee t i ng  a re  each  g i ven  a  t o rn  
cu r rency  no te .  I f  t he i r  two  p ieces  conve rge  
exac t l y,  t he  men  know they ’ ve  co r rec t l y  
f ound  each  o the r,  and  can  p roceed  
unh inde red .  The  spon tane i t y  o f  my  fa the r ’s  
memo i r s  was  as  i nc red ib le  as  t he  response  
f r om the  i nc reas ing  number  o f  wh i t e -
bea rded ,  henna -ed  men  ove r - c rowd ing  
t he  room.  I  was  j us t  an  open -mou thed  
l i s t ene r  ma tch ing  t he i r  conve rsa t i on  t o  my  
g randmothe r ’s  s to r i es .

I n  ex t reme  b ro the rhood  te rms  we  wa l ked  
the  nex t  two  km to  ou r  l os t  ances t ra l  home  

“Suba l  Dham.”  Amid  lush  g reenery  and  
mustard  f ie lds ,  severa l  ques t ion ing  peop le  
kep t  jo in ing  our  par ty.  My fa ther ’s  eyes  
mo is tened when he  saw h is  400mx100m 
d igh i  o r  f i shpond.  He was  shocked h is  la rge  
red  mans ion  was  demol ished,  sprou t ing  in  
i t s  p lace  smal l  t i n  houses .  A l l  tha t  remained 
o f  h is  homeland gone adr i f t  were  a  se t  
o f  red  Br i t i sh -s ty le  s teps  tha t  ju t ted  in to  
the  pond,  and  a  concre te  ba th room fo r  
women a t  the  back .  A cur ren t  inhab i tan t  
o f  our  p roper ty,  Mohd Mof iz ,  recounted  
the  her i tage  p roper ty  o f  Ra ishah ib  Ruh in i  
Sengupta ,  wh ich  amounted  to  400  acres .  
He sa id ,  “The  360 degree  hor izon  you  see  
wou ld  have  be longed to  your  fami ly. ”  I  
was  u t te r l y  shocked.  A f te r  the  Sengupta  
fami ly  was  fo rced  to  f lee  dur ing  tu rbu len t  
t imes ,  the  government  appropr ia ted  the  
p roper ty,  cu t  them in to  b i t s  and  p ieces  fo r  
many  to  occupy.  Mof iz  a lso  knew tha t  th is  
was  on ly  the  count ry  house o f  Ra isaheb,  
tha t  h is  p r inc ipa l  home and proper ty  were  
in  Rangoon,  Burma.  My grea t  g randfa ther  
was  in i t ia l l y  a  PWD worker  in  Br i t i sh  t imes .  
The Br i t i sh  ru le rs  rewarded h im w i th  the  
Ra isaheb t i t l e  fo r  h is  exce l len t  per fo rmance 
as  the  p r inc ipa l  eng ineer  in  cons t ruc t ing  the  
Burma-Ch ina  border  road .  My grandfa ther  
became a  success fu l  advoca te  in  Inse in ,  
Rangoon,  be fo re  he  sudden ly  d ied ,  leav ing  
fami ly  w i th  h is  fa ther.

As  my  fa the r  na r ra ted  ch i l dhood  memor ies  
s i t t i ng  a top  t he  red  s teps ,  occupan ts  o f  
ou r  e r s twh i l e  p rope r t y  c rowded  i n  t o  hea r  
h im .  I ’m  g ra te fu l  t o  cha i rman  Az im  fo r  
smoo then ing  ou r  v i s i t .  Some  peop le  we re  
sca red  tha t  we ’d  come  to  repossess  ou r  
400  ac res .  We  had  to  re -es tab l i sh  t ha t  ou rs  
was  a  nos ta lg i c  j ou rney  t o  d i scove r  ou r  
van i shed  l egacy,  and  no t  t o  rec la im  the  
l and  tha t  go t  auc t i oned  o f f  a f t e r  Pa r t i t i on .
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