Nadkarni Transcript

Maria: Can you pronounce your last name for me?

Saroj: Ghoting.

Maria: Saraj, right Saraj?

S: SarOj

M: Oh, Saroj, sorry, Saroj Ghoting

S: It means lotus blossom.

M: Oh, beautiful

S: And Nalini means water lily.

M: Oh, that’s so beautiful.

S: So I was named after (Sarojini naidu?) who is a poet during the time of Indian independence and they chose that name partly in honor of her and also because they thought it was like Sara and Rose so they thought it would be maybe not too hard to pronounce.

M: Right, right. Oh, that’s a beautiful name. Names are so powerful.

S: I really like my name

M: Oh, that’s good. So you were just telling me about being in elementary school and then being in high school in Montgomery County. Do you mind telling me the story?

S: I remember I was walking home when I was about in third grade. A couple of kids were calling me n**** and I didn’t know what to do or say I just kept walking. When I got home I told my parents that these kids called me n***** and you know I didn’t know what to do and so I remember my father saying just you be proud of whoever you are, just don’t pay them any mind, and just be proud of who you are. So I thought that was a good response. 

M: That’s a really good response. And that was elementary school and were you like the only person who wasn’t like—

S: Yeah I was looking back at my old class pictures, first grade, second grade, third grade, you always had a class picture and I’m the only one who’s not white. I think because of that I identified myself as white for a long time so like I was kind of taken aback by being called N**** I just felt like I was one of everybody else you know I didn’t feel that different although with my name I was always kind of proud to pronounce my name for the teacher and make sure she said it right and you know so I kind of liked standing out without having to do anything. (Laughs). So I guess to some extent I knew that I was different but I don’t feel that all different

M: And this was when you were living in Bethesda

S: Bethesda, Grosvenor Lane.

M: Grosvenor Lane. Which elementary school did you go to?

S: I went to Grosvenor elementary, which is now I think a holding school, but it was a regular elementary school back then.

M: And then you went to Walter Johnson.

S: I went to North Bethesda Junior, and then Walter Johnson Senior. Also you might be interested to know that when back in 1950, I was born in 51, my parents were looking for a place to live in, my dad was working then I think at George Washing University before he went to NIH. They had to find a place that would allow color and white mix to live together, and they found that in the Berlin Apartments in Rockville. Back then Rockville Pike was a dirt road one lane each way and there was one bus in to DC and one bus out you know, at the beginning of rush hour and at the end of rush hour. But there weren’t that many places that allowed mixed race couples to live so that’s how we first started there.

M: Wow.

S: So after two kids were born then they moved to the house in Bethesda and went to Grosvenor when I was five. So I started Kindergarten, I think I went one semester in Rockville and then transferred to Grosvenor Elementary.

M: Okay, okay. And I’m just bringing up here the pictures.

S: Yeah! Here are my parents!

M: Let me see how I can better…

S: This is I think like my mom at the top right there when I think that was at Iowa, University of Iowa. I think those two pictures on the right are University of Iowa. This lab one may have been at George Washington where he was a professor and also you know researcher. I’m not quite sure where the was taken. That would have been in like 48, 49. My dad came over in 1947 I think. Oh, here come Mohan!

M: Oh, great! Great, excellent.

S: He came over in 1947.

M: I’m going to reshare once we get Mohan here. 

S: Hey Mohan!

Mo: Hey, how are you? I just have a few minutes.

S: Ok. Let’s go with Mohan then.

M: Welcome.

Mo: Hi, how are you? Nice to meet you.

M: It’s so nice to meet you, thank you so much. I see you only have about 15 minutes and we were really starting from the beginning so let me see if I can bring up the powerpoint that you all sent ahead of time, which was really really nice, because it gave me a really great start.

Mo: Got it, I see it.

M: Can you see it here? Yeah.

Mo: Yeah, I see it. Can you hear me?

M: Yeah, absolutely. So, we were just starting to talk about these images here and recollections of Rockville and DC in the 1950s and 1960s.

Mo: So, I don’t have any memories of the 1950s because I wasn’t born yet, which is a recurring frame from family stories, oh you weren’t born yet. I was born in 63, so some of these pictures are, I’m familiar with the picture of him doing the chemistry, but this was a little bit before my recollection time so I don’t have any great stories from these specific pictures. Sorry.

M: Oh no, that’s fine.

S: Do you think that’s when he was at George Washington? I couldn’t remember.

Mo: It’s definitely when he was at George Washington, before NIH.

S: Yeah, before NIH, okay.

M: Do you know who took the picture? It’s a beautiful picture.

Mo: I do not know.

S: I don’t know either.

M: Yeah, yeah. So Mohan, when you were, you lived at the Bethesda house, and you probably recollect, let me see if I can bring it up here.

S: Oh the sweetest little boy that’s Mohan! (Mohan and Saroj laugh)

Mo: Thank you, thank you, yes. So this is a picture of our house that I do remember well and I lived there for 21 years and just to the left as you look at this picture was a big pond that I remember growing up with. But yeah, we were a very tight-knit family, you can see all the siblings there together. And then the Vinay’s wedding picture is one that’s hanging up in my house because I really, really love it. I think it captures our family well. Yeah, I don’t know what kind of stories you are looking for Nalini and Saroj are the best historians in the family.

M: Yeah, I was just curious, can you just describe your childhood. I mean you really had from what I can tell this household that celebrated different religions and different holidays and it’s a fascinating story.

Mo: Yeah, so again as you know, I’m the youngest of five, so my elder brother Vinay is about five years older than me so I sort of had a mixed beginning, so Rose was sort of 12 years older than me, so by the time I was five she was off to college, but she was sort of like our mother figure for the rest of the kids we called her sarge sometimes which I know she didn’t like (Saroj laughs). She sort of kept things in line. So I sort of had a two phase history, one of being within the family, then from age 13 on I was more of kind of an only child at home at least and so sort of had more direct interactions with my parents. It was a generally happy childhood. We had a lot going on. We are a very sort of loud chaotic family, lots of activities to do. We had sort of a strict upbringing from my dad, like we weren’t allowed to go play sports with our friends until we did an hour of yard work with him in the yard on weekends and so forth. But yeah, went to the local schools, sort of flourished there, and just sort of had a warm very tight upbringing at home.

S: Mohan, by the time you were in school say you know elementary you know all the way up, you know elementary through WJ, how diverse were your classes in terms of people. You know I was looking at my old pictures, you know how you have like grade one, grade two, grade three. I’m the only who’s not all white.

Mo: Yeah, by the time I came around, in elementary I can think of, we had one or two African-Americans, and we had one Guajarati, who was Indian, who was very dark, but it was a pretty upper middle class white school.

S: How about even in high school?

Mo: High school was more diverse, high school was more diverse than that, but still I would say maybe only 10% African-American. I mean I played on the basketball team and we had two black players and 13 white players.

S: Wow.

M: Wow. And then, what about at home, I read something that Nalini had written about celebrating Christmas, Hanukkah, and Diwali.

Mo: Yeah, that’s exactly right, we sort of celebrated a little bit of everything. I mean, we weren’t brought up Christian but we still had a Christmas tree sort of as a family holiday and would exchange presents. One year I remember we couldn’t get a tree and we had like a little Hanukkah stick we called it. So we did Christmas and Hanukkah, lit the candles for Hannukah, and then Diwali is the Indian festival of lights, so my Dad and I would make a lantern together every year out of tissue paper and balsa wood and we celebrated that. And you know, I’m sure you already heard this story but Saroj married an Indian man. My sister Sushila married a Muslim man. My sister Nalini married a white anglo-saxon protestant guy. My brother married a Jewish woman from his medical school class and I married a Catholic woman from my high school class. So we really just need a Buddha or a Jane and we’ve got it all covered.

M: (Laughs) I’ve not heard that story yet, that’s really, that’s great. I was telling Saroj that we could have a whole exhibit just on your family (laughing).

S: One thing I would say though is that we knew more about the religions than we were religious. I don’t think any of us necessarily consider ourselves Jewish or Hindu or Catholic or you know. It was more like looking at, and Mohan you can correct me on this or give your impression, but to me it was more like looking for the what is universal among all the religions that can give you strength.

Mo: Yeah I think that’s true I don’t think any of us were sort of devout believers I’m not sure whether we even more agnostic or atheistic even but we did recognize, like the whole Christmas thing was more because it was like being American than it was being Christian I think. We knew we different. You know we looked different. We sort of had different parents, we sort of lived in this big house sort of off the road and so forth and we were sort of isolated in that way and so there was some sort of isolation as part of the families… I think our parents sort of us held us up to you know sort of it was like well I don’t care what the other kids are doing you need to be good and you need to have high academic achievement and so forth, so I think we felt we sort of cutting? together because we knew that we weren’t mainstream.

S: Yeah, and I think also like one thing they did, you know how, I don’t know if they do it now in schools, but when I was in elementary school they would have like a Christmas party, Valentine’s party, Halloween party, you know they were like all these throughout the year like maybe you know the last hour of the day would be you know everybody puts valentines  in the valentine boxes or whatever it is, you still have you know whatever you’re celebrating of that Christmas holiday or whatever, and my parents pulled us out for those parties early because they felt, because my father felt that school was for learning and this wasn’t learning, this was a party. I think also they really felt that there should be a division of church and state, and having a Christmas party didn’t do that. You were supposed to… The lord’s prayer, you said the lord’s prayer and the pledge of allegiance every morning that’s how you open the school day, so we were to stand silently during the prayer, but not recite the prayer. And I remember in fifth grade the way the teacher did it is that each person got a turn, each student got a turn to come and lead the lord’s prayer, and she knew that I wasn’t supposed to do it, so she skipped me.

M: Oh, that’s really interesting. Wow.

S: Yeah. Mohan, in your day, were they still doing the lord’s prayer. I think in 1965 they stopped it.

Mo: Yeah, no lord’s prayer, just pledge of allegiance every morning.

M: Yeah.

S: Yeah. And there was some law I think around 1965 that said no prayer in the school.

M: Wow, that’s a really interesting story. And Mohan, I know your time is limited, I do have a specific question for you. If I needed to choose one or two images of these, and I’ll go through all of them, let me see, for this exhibit that we’re doing on immigration to Montgomery County, which are your two favorite or which do you think absolutely must be in the online exhibit.

Mo: Oh, I think the I like the one of the family with the kids in front of the house. I like that one a lot.

M: This one here.

Mo: Yeah and I think the Vinay wedding one, the one right next to it would be a nice one because it does show sort of all the different colorings we have.

M: Absolutely, absolutely. And what about languages in your household? What languages did you speak?

Mo: So they’re mainly, I mean clearly very much English. The other kids got taught Marathi which is sort  of the dialect of Hindi used in Maharastra. I never learned that. And then there was, especially when my grandmother was still visiting, there were a lot of Yiddish words in our household, but we communicated fully in English I would say and I think the other interesting thing is that sort of all of our meals, all our food was sort of Indianized American food or Americanized Indian food and I don’t know if you’ve talked to Nalini and Saroj but we actually ate on the floor on mats and didn’t eat at the table and used our hands the Indian way to eat. I mean we knew how to use utensils and when we ate outside the house we could do that, but inside the house we would sit cross legged on the floor in the kitchen and eat on mats.

M: And was your mom the one doing all the cooking?

Mo: Absolutely. Yeah, my mom was cooking. She was until age 50, when I was 10, she was fully a stay at home mom and then she started teaching English as a foreign language. English to foreign language speakers ESOL to adults for adult ed, and she did that for many years and had students in her home and went outside and did that sort of teaching. She got a teaching degree from American University I think at age 50 or so.

M: Well that’s an amazing story in itself. So she was teaching adults English through Montgomery county?

Mo: Through Montgomery County, that’s right.

M: Excellent, excellent.

S: She did that for years and years. Until she would retire. She did that for years.

Mo: And then even after she retired she took private students into her home. You know it’s been very gratifying even at her funeral up in Philadelphia a couple of her early students actually came all the way up to Philadelphia and they had heard about her passing, so pretty remarkable. I mean she was sort of a remarkable force of nature.

M: She sounds like it. How did they meet? How did your parents meet?

Mohan: They met at University of Iowa. My dad was getting his PhD in Pharmacology and my mom was going for her PhD in romance languages. So she spoke many languages; French, Spansh, English, she learned a little bit of Meranti

Saroj: And she knew Yiddish fluently, and could understand German because of that.

Mohan: Yeah, she was fluent in Yiddish.

Maria: Amazing, wow.

Saroj: She grew up speaking Yiddish.

Maria: In Brooklyn?

Saroj: In Brooklyn.

Maria: So they met at the University, and your dad came because of the University right? That was his reason for coming, to study?

Mohan: Right, he got a scholarship to come from India to get his PhD in Pharmacology. He was supposed to go back to India and practice over there, but clearly met my mom, and that’s the reason we’re here! (Laughs)

Saroj: They met in, there was a PhD German class, so the scientists had to be able to read German because a lot of the research articles were in German, and she, as a romance language major, had to take a third language, so she took German. So they were in the same PhD German class, and she understood a lot of the jokes that the Prof was saying because she knew Yiddish so that’s how they first met. And they were also in the international club. So he was in the international club because he was an international student, she was in the international club because she wanted to learn about the other countries, and she thought that he was like, Mexican, or, you know, something like that. So she started talking Spanish to him, and of course he didn’t understand a word of Spanish, but that’s how they met.

Maria: That is so funny. So she (laughs). There they are at Iowa University at the international club, and she’s thinking, oh, look at this nice Mexican guy.

Mohan: Well there were very few East Indians at that time, very very few.

Saroj: There were five at the University of Iowa. Five East Indians.

Maria: Wow. Wow.

Mohan: Yeah, and they were considered black.

Saroj: Colored.

Mohan: Yeah, colored. They couldn’t get married in Maryland. They had to go up to New York City to get married. You know, there’s a story about they were waiting to celebrate and go to the Mayflower Hotel in DC, and the Maître d’ wouldn’t seat them until one of them their white lawyer friends actually saw them there and called them in to sit with him.

Maria: Wow, how times have changed. That’s just an amazing story, isn’t it?

Mohan: Yeah, yeah. And the joke is that, she asked him to marry her in Spanish, and he didn’t know what she was asking, so he just said yes.

S: I didn’t know that, that’s funny! (Laughs)

M: I love that. That is hilarious. So one of the, the way that I am setting up this exhibit is by theme, not by part of the world or ethnicity or nationality, and so your this story captures two of themes, and one of them is love and the other is student. Right, a lot of people come from other countries to study here and so this is just a really great combination of both of those themes.

Mo: Yeah.

S: Because what happened was when my dad, one of the reasons my dad came is because he took the Indian civil service exam which was you know like if you got into Indian Civil Service that was like really high, and for some reason he choked on one of the essay answers and he got a really low score on that, so he was really down about it for several months, and didn’t quite know what he was going to do, and his brother saw an ad in the newspaper for Indian scholarship to study abroad, and then you were supposed to return to India and you know teach the people what you learned in the graduate classes. So that’s how he came here and he was on a boat actually, a freighter boat that came and landed in San Francisco.

Mo: Right.

S: And he was one of five passengers on the freighter.

Mo: I didn’t know it was one of five. I wasn’t aware of that. And then Goldie’s parents came in through Ellis Island. Jacob and Fanny came in through Ellis Island, but she was born in New York.

S: Yeah.

M: And then they meet in Iowa.

S: Yeah.

Mo: And then they meet in Iowa. Of course, where else?

S: And her parents were Orthodox Jews, and they didn’t want her to leave New York, you know because they said, or even Brooklyn, because they said you’re going to meet somebody who’s not Jewish and marry them and that’s exactly what happened.

Mo: And actually, my dad had an arranged marriage set up back in India that he ended up not going through on, so yeah.

M: Wow, so the love theme is very strong in this immigration story. And then how did they end up in Montgomery County then?

S: They ended up in Montgomery County because he got a job at George Washington and that as I said before maybe it wasn’t recording, you know it was hard to find a place where mixed race couples and the Berlin Apartments was one of the places that allowed mixed-race couples.

Mo: And there was a couple, the Stanton family, that sort of took them under their wing and welcomed them.

S: That’s right, before the apartment, they lived with them, like a room of their house.

M: Ah, okay, okay. I wonder-

Mo: That was in Rockville.

M: That was in Rockville?

S: Yeah.

M: Are the Berlin Apartments still around?

S: No, they demolished them.

M: Okay.

S: It became a slum.

M: Ohh, okay. Okay.

S: I mean afterwards. Afterwards it went kind of down.

M: Right, right so then.

S: You might be able to find at the historical society, you might be able to find Berlin Apartments. 

M: Yeah.

S: 105 Dawson.

M: Yeah, okay.

S: We went to, what was it. Wells… Barney Welsh! Barney Welsh had the tennis courts and we would go and he would let us play on his tennis courts and now there’s a Welsh park in Rockville that he donated the land for that Welsh park, but that’s where we went to play tennis. There was only one court. Now there are four courts there.

M: That’s amazing. So the pictures that we see here, the picture on the lower right, was that when they were married?

Mo: Yeah, they were married.

M: Okay, so they were married.

Mo: They were married. That looks like, was that, that wasn’t in our yard, was it Saroj, I can’t see.

S: Um, no. It looks like perhaps it was at a park or something, but we didn’t have those trees in our yard.

M: Okay, okay. And this is GW. This one…

S: I think that might have been his passport photo.

M: It looks like a passport photo doesn’t it.

Mo: It was his, yeah I think that’s right.

M: Okay, okay.

S: And my mom always said he looked like Clark Gable.

M: I have to say very handsome, very handsome. (Saroj laughs).

Mo: So, um, did has Andrew Nadkarni sent you the video of, he put together a tribute video for my mom at the time of her death. There’s a short version but you, it would capture a lot of the things that, there’s some pictures of videos of her and us as kids sort of coming out of the house walking down the steps of the house and so forth. I don’t know if that would be helpful but I’m sure he would be happy to share that with you. It’s on vimeo there’s a link.

M: Oh, I have not received that and I would love to see that.

Mo: Saroj, do you have that handy, could you send that to her, there’s the shorter one and the longer one. He sort of expanded it for the actual memorial service.

S: Yeah, that would be, that was taken in the early 60s. I mean some of the footage, because we didn’t buy that house until 1963.

M: Okay, okay.

S: Just so you know, because some of your exhibit stuff is in the 50s, I just want to make sure that you realize.

M: Yeah, yeah.

S: The part where, anything that’s in the big house is after 1963.

M: After 1963. Okay, okay, good.

Mo: They lived in a separate house on Grosvenor Lane also.

S: Yeah, that was a three-bedroom house just down the street.

M: And I think that’s the address that I have from your dad’s petition for naturalization, his application to become a citizen.

S: Yes it’s 5602 that’s right.

M: Yeah, yeah.

S: That’s right.

M: Yeah, yeah. So, okay.

Mo: Yeah, I never lived in that house, but we drove past it every day.

M: And then, did your dad keep in touch with people in India. Did he go back and forth?

Mo: Yes, yes. So um strong, strong family ties in India. He had an older brother and a younger sister right, that he kept very close with, and then all their kids, and then our generation, Saroj and my generation have kept up with their kids generation as well.

M: And do you all get to go to India to visit?

Mo: Yeah in fact Saroj’s husband has just left for India just a couple days ago. I’ve been back maybe five or six times. Uh took my kids I guess the last time about five years ago. 

M: Okay, okay, great. Um and where do you both live now?

Mo: I’m in Charlottesville, VA at the University of VA

S: I’m in Newfoundland, PA in the Poconos Mountains

M: Okay, okay, all right, great. Did anyone, well, uh, I know Nalini is doing um the biology of um of the canopies, the trees which I found the picture of her with the tree, which was such a perfect one, yeah. Um, did anybody else kind of follow in those uh science footsteps?

Mo: Well my brother is a pediatric intensive care doctor at children’s of Philadelphia vinai and I’m an internal medicine physician teaching at UVA.

M: Oh, great, okay, excellent. Wonderful, wonderful. And then, um, this picture here, is this from the reunion. I was trying to figure out.

Mo: Which picture, I see the tree?

M: It say mom and dad.

Mo: This was a wedding reception. Was that Vinay’s Saroj?

S: Yeah I think so.

Mo: Yeah, that was Columbia, MD

S: 1985, I think, 80, yeah.

M: So is it the same, it’s not this wedding?

S: Yeah, yeah.

M: Oh it is. Okay so, the picture of the two of them dancing is 1985?

Mo: Yes.

M: And did they um live out their lives in Montgomery County?

S: Yes.

Mo: Yes, completely.

M: Wow, so they like, it was like Iowa and then Montgomery County.

Mo: Yeah exactly, yeah. And I think Goldie, even at age 70 Goldie was delivering the Montgomery County Journal. Um she actually took a, she was like 70 and arthritic and she would walk around the neighborhood you know delivering the Montgomery County Journal which was the local paper at the time.

S: Yeah so really, like my dad died in, our dad died in 1995, so from 1950 to 95 he was Montgomery County.

Mo: And we all went to Montgomery County Schools--

S: Public Schools

Mo: Grosvenor Elementary, North Bethesda Junior High and Walter Johnson High School.

M: Great, great. How do you think your dad and your mom would feel about have their story told more broadly in this way. So I guess that’s a two part question. How do you think they would feel, and what particular parts do you think they would feel strongly about having come out for the story?

Mo: You know, they didn’t talk about it much, but I think recognizing, they really were now that I think back on it, and I really didn’t think about this much before, they really were kind of pioneers as a mixed racial couple, even though we wouldn’t probably consider them that mixed now, but back then it really was like a black marrying white, because he was considered colored even though he was Indian. Um and really it’s hard to imagine now today, because obviously there’s so many East Indians and Pakistanis in the United States, but they were a relative rarity in 1949 and 1950.

S: Yeah I think also like I know that my mom would say that when I was, I’m the oldest, so they would say when I was born everybody wanted to know what I would look like, like what would my skin look like, um you know people didn’t know, what does a mixed you know, mixed ethnic dark light, you know what would that come out looking like. So it was like, you know, a novelty in a way. And back then, um like, there were no Indian stores that you know you could find a couple of um Spanish ones so we went all the way down to downtown DC 

Mo: Oh yeah, the Spanish stores

S: Remember, we would get Cilantro, you know cause that was ?Kotimbi? it was used in Indian cooking. There was no rice flour, so my dad rigged a coffee grinder, you know the coffee bean grinder? He rigged it so he could put rice in it and grind rice into rice flour. You know, so it was, you didn’t have a lot of the foods that you know that we just consider normal now. And I remember we took our lunch to school and I was having rice with something, you know leftover rice or whatever. And we call rice bat?, you know that’s the Marathi word for rice and people say oh, you have rice, and I said, no I don’t, I have bat! Because I didn’t even know that that wasn’t, you know, that wasn’t an English word. So like Mohan was saying, a lot of our foods and so forth were, that’s where a lot of the language thing came in you know, that was, um you know.

Mo: Yeah, and nobody drank chai, right so now I remember chai lattes, but my mom would make Indian Chai growing up every morning for breakfast.

M: So they were seriously pioneers, and way, way, way ahead of the time really when you look back, right?

S: And I think when you ask about what my parents would want to see, my mom would want to see, uh, would revel in the fact of this cross-culturalness, she even you know like the world should be all one and all together, and our family is a microcosm of that you know, so that’s what she would most celebrate you know in there that you know the mix of culture.

Mo: And I think number two along that line would be also love conquering all that would be the other theme.

S: And I think for my father, education. The importance of education, for all. In that way, he didn’t treat the boys any didn’t from the girls, all of us were expected to do well in school, all of us were expected to go to college. So just the importance of for him, I think the importance of education as a way both to help people in the world and a way to help you know to make a contribution—a substantial contribution—um you know like pulling your weight in this world, the first step to that was having a strong education.

Mo: The other thing I think you know they really lived out a life of respecting people from all walks of life um so we had sort of a black uh handyman, an American Indian handyman who helped us build our treehouse and just you know my mom would be like walking in DC in the middle of the slums and would just talk to anybody you know, no matter who they were, and you know she wasn’t scared of it.

S: Yeah also um, there’s the story of my dad liked to work in the yard, and they had planted some um (Mohan interjects Hemlock) like a hedge upfront and he was doing some weeding of the trees and the hedge and a couple was taking their evening stroll and they asked him, do the owners treat you well? And he said, oh yes, they treat me very well. He didn’t say, I’m the owner, he said, they treat me very well, I thought that was kind of pretty funny. Anyway.

M: He sounds like, both of your parents sound like, absolutely remarkable and what incredible values to instill in all five of you right? I wish more people would embrace those like you’re  like your parents did, it’s really incredible, especially in that part of the mid last century, really incredible.

Mo: Yeah.

S: I think one of the things that I came away with, I don’t know that it’s actually a hopeful way to think, but one of the things that I came away with was that mixed, mixed is better than being all one, like being all white or all whatever you could be. That mixed was better because you could understand other people better. I think I came away with a kind of maybe I don’t know super superiority complex, because we were different, but were also kind of taught that that was a good thing you, that that was a good thing to know other cultures. What do you think Mohan? 

Mo: Well, I was going to say—

S: Did you come away with any of that?

Mo: Well I was going to say that I think um you know some of the years of therapy is that were very very high expectations and that were a lot of conditional as opposed to unconditional uh love there so, we were expected to achieve we certainly were felt like we’re different and better, um both, you know, because we were high achieving student and athletes and stuff uh growing up, so people know that, sort of knew the Nadkarni family.

M: Oh yeah, that’s interesting, that’s really interesting to hear that, and well, you all are very successful I can tell.

Mo: Yeah so you know it comes with some toll too, so it’s not all perfect. It’s funny you know when you hear our family story it’s like how wonderful, how wonderful, how wonderful, but you know there were issues too.

M: Yes, well, all families, often you know, we only see the good.

Mo: Right, yeah.

M: The perfect outcomes, and we don’t know everything that was involved in getting there right, absolutely, absolutely.

S: I think part of you know, needing the strength of being together and different made the focus on family very strong, probably to the point of you know a bit of isolation from other. It like um, okay so they’re five kids so whenever anybody had anything, we all had to attend whatever it way, so if it was Vinay’s tennis you know um tournament. Even if I wanted to go play with a friend, no, we all went as a family to watch me and I played tennis, um you know so, that was always the top priority, it was definitely family over individual, um and so that, I mean it’s not that it was all bad, it’s just that the ilk or the atmosphere of um the family, and as Mohan said, you had to certain things at home before you could, and it might have meant you didn’t get to see your friend that day you know if you didn’t get everything finished that you were supposed to do, um, so anyway.

M: Do you think that those, um, values of family over the individual come from more from your dad or your mom or both?

S: Both! Both, both of them had a very strong sense of family growing up in their families, and I think they realized because they were different, they had to make a strong sense of family for us.

Mo: I think it’s—

S: Mohan, what do you think?

Mo: I was just going to add in, in terms of you know, it’s a pretty classic sort of children of the immigrant story where you’re expected to do really well and high focus on education and achievement and a lot of sacrifice on the part of the parent so the kid can excel. So I think that’s, I mean that’s a pretty common immigrant story.

M: And um, I don’t want to take up too much more of your time

Mo: I’m having fun so I’m blowing off another meeting.

M: Oh, good, this is so, so much this, this is so fascinating, and I’m really just thrilled just coming across one piece of paper with your dad’s name on it and then three of you listed on it and we’re able to find each other and be here having this conversation.

Mo: And tell me again Maria, because I wasn’t sure, what exhibit is this going to be?

M: So um, it’s an exhibit uh through the Montgomery County historical society. So I’m an anthropologist and I already talked to Saroj about this. 

S: It’s okay you can repeat!

M: So I’m an anthropologist so of course I look at the world very broadly um using cultural relativity and very holistically. It’s a long story so I’ll keep it short, but I developed a partnership with the Montgomery County Historical Society, and of course, the people who are in in the Montgomery County Historical Society Archives are really like rich white people, I’ll be blunt about it, and I have a big problem with that, and so um yeah I want uh the other stories to be included. I want it to be a much more inclusive history, particularly as we march forward in  time, and I think uh the story of your family is really important to have in there. 

Mo: Yeah.

M: So that’s what I’m working on.

Mo: Yeah, and we, we never, it was interesting, like we, we sort of had a pretty frugal, my parents were pretty frugal, they had to be with five kids and my dad’s sort of government salary um but you know it is true they never skimped on anything related to education. We always had the right tennis rackets and the right basketball shoes, that sort of stuff, but we definitely like, no brand nike stuff, I mean there wasn’t nike back then, but it was like you know you should not aspire to wear or spending time on your appearance was felt to be too American and too – 

S: Materialistic, materialistic

Mo: Too materialistic. So we sort of very much anti, anti-materialism. And to a certain extent anti-military because my dad was a follower of Ghandi. So we, so we yeah. So very focused on passive resistance, Martin Luther King type protests, my parents like when Saroj was in Oberlin she would bring back her college friends to go demonstrate and walk the marches against the Vietnam war and my parents would bail them out of jail if they got arrested and stuff.

M: Yeah, that’s an amazing time to be growing up, yeah wow. So I’m just wondering, maybe you could just tell me, is there a story that is told a happy story that you all tell a lot about your childhood. Or is there some like really funny story or really happy story? Maybe your family together?

Mo: Individual story. No there were a lot of happy times. Um, I just don’t of a particular story, do you have any on the tip of your tongue, Saroj?

S: No, you know Nalini is the best storyteller. I’m not so good at that. But I mean maybe a Giffords. We used to go to Gifford’s icecream.

Mo: Right, so if we got straight A’s we got to Giffords.

S: Yeah, then we got to go to Giffords if we got straight A’s.

M: Okay, great.

Mo: Gifford’s was um across, on, Rockville Pike and Wisconsin Ave

S: There were two. There were Old Georgetown Road and Rockville Pike come together. Right in downtown Bethesda.

Mo: There was a movie theater.

S: The intersection um you know where the perpetual Bank was. I don’t know if it’s still there.

Mo: And the Kb Baronet movie theater was, um, was right there. At the end of Old Georgetown Road, right where it runs into Wisconsin Ave right where that was. There was also a separate one in Silver Spring but we frequented the one in Bethesda.

M: So the straight A’s, then everyone could have ice cream. 

S: Right.

M: That’s really nice.

S: And that ice cream was so good, I loved that ice cream.

Mo: The one time I did get one B in 7th grade, was uh, they let us go anyway. I have to say that.

M: Oh, wow. That’s really great, really wonderful. Well I’m uh, I’m just thrilled to be able to meet you both, and just chat, and hear your stories. I feel like I know your parents a little bit better. And I’m in awe of them.

S: I just wanted to add something, when you were talking about languages, this was before Mohan was born, we had to, the three girls had to, we were being taught Marathi because we were, in 1961, we were gonna, we knew we were gonna go on a trip. My father had a business trip in Europe, and the way they were gonna do it was to add on you know pay for the added part to India, and that’s how, Mohan wasn’t born yet, but the four of us kids were going to see for the first time to see our relatives in India. And so my dad was trying to you know prepare us for that and we learned, he had these little Marathi reader books um and he would you know and he would say the rhymes to us and so forth and we also had to learn the Barakati, the Indian alphabet, and um there are, I don’t even know, there are a lot, how many letters in the alphabet. And we had to write that every day, write out the whole alphabet before we could do anything else, before we did homework, before we went outside, before we went to play with friends. You got home, you could have a quick snack, and then you had to be writing your alphabet. When my dad came home you had to show him what you wrote. I remember one day my dad came home and I used the one from the day before and he could tell that I hadn’t rewritten it, so he noticed something about it was the same, but anyway. So that’s how we learned Marathi, because he wanted us to when we went to India, that we knew at least some phrases and some things. But interestingly, it was the impetus of that trip that got him to teach us Marathi, before that we didn’t really, and because my mom didn’t know Marathi, it’s not like she could have been speaking it to us. And also my grandmother, my bubby from my mother’s side, our bubby would write to our mom everyday, one postcard, and it always started out with (titus de gol de la libenque kindela zai de la gazunt). So hello to, you know, goldie and loving children, uh, be in good health, you know. And then uh she always ended it with um (ichabdehlib) so I love you. And so my mom would read those postcards to us everyday and so you know, and translate it, and it was written in Yiddish, you know, and that’s how, that’s that was like the to me the Yiddish part you know aside from when our grandmother visited, we had these daily postcards.

M: I’m just in awe that you did some codeswitching in Marathi and Yiddish. (both laugh). And English, so sometimes your household was like that.

S: Right, right, that’s right.

M: That’s fantastic.

Mo: Your story about having to right stuff, I had messy handwriting so, I had to copy over an Aesop‘s Fable every night um and show it to my dad sort of a neater handwriting before I could watch TV or do anything else, um so there was definitely that sort of theme of not getting to do the good stuff until you did the work.

M: Well those are important values, definitely.

Mo: And we would talk about the Aesop’s Fables morals and stuff to so in the end it was probably a good thing but I hated it.

S: So and in the Indian tradition there’s the Panchatantra, which are like the Aesop’s Fables. So he would tell as the stories of the Panchatantra and also the Aesop’s Fables. I think that’s why he liked the Aesop’s Fables, because they were very similar to the one Panchatantra. 

M: And then most of your food was Indian food to in your homes.

Mo: Yeah, it expanded a little bit more by the time I was growing up in high school in stuff, we were eating more American food and eating on tables, um instead of on the floor. I had a more Americanized life than my siblings did. I was a jock in high school and got to hang out more with people outside our family than the other kids. It’s like most later kids, I had a later curfew and got to do most things they didn’t get to do—

S: Yeah!

Mo: Laughs

M: Well, wonderful. 

S: Is there anything else we can offer you.

M: Wow, you’ve offered so much. I am thrilled to listen to this again, I have to make the very difficult decision on which stories to put into the exhibit, but with your permission I will have your images kept at the historical, so your story will be there, right?

S: When is the exhibit expected to be there?

M: I am hoping this summer.

S: Oh, okay.

M: I have two student uh research assistants who are helpful um so we’re trying to get it done.

Mo: Let us know please so we can come take a look.

M: Absolutely, absolutely.

Mo: If you haven’t talked to Nalini, she is probably the best storyteller in the family, um and also has reflected probably more than anyone else on our childhood upbringing and what that meant and how it related to her career. Um she’s, she’s read up a lot on our parents a lot as well, you’ll definitely get more stuff out of her than you did out of Saroj out of me.

M: Okay, okay. Well, I think you told some really brilliant stories.

S: I’m curious how you are handling African American immigrants, because a lot them, a lot of African American families have been here since way before the 50s.

M: Oh, absolutely, absolutely. That is a part of the story. Um where are we looking at census data starting in 1790 and coming up with a graphic to show those demographic changes right even in what the categories were called.

Mo: Hey, Saroj, is Maria, I know Maria Clifford’s mom passed away, do we have any contact with Maria Clifford. So this was our next door neighbor, they were African American, and they were African American, I’m sure they’d be happy to talk about things too. Nalini might—

S: Nalini might have a contact for Maria Clifford. Her mom passed away already but um

Mo: She was a librarian at the National Library of Medicine um and they lived Hatterly Drive. Their address was Hatterly, but they backed up on our property. 

S: That’s a good idea Mohan, I didn’t think of that.

M: Okay, okay. So Maria is uh, your generation. 

S: Like Mohan’s age.

M: Okay.

Mo: Yeah, two years older.

M: Okay, so they were neighbors, okay.

Mo: Yes.

M: And you don’t, do you know any other people from India at the time or was it pretty much.

Mo: At least for me there was one family the Mhatre, uh, they’re actually still living there, I think the parents are still alive, I think the parents are still alive, and Sujata still lives in Potomac, I have her address.

M: Oh, that would be interesting to share. Put me in touch with her just to have another story.

Mo: Yeah and they’re um, they’re, they live on um Hearst St, which was Grosvenor Lane.

M: Okay, okay. Great. Yeah, so um. The exhibit is actually a spin-off, I’m working on a book. So my book. And I told Saroj this already, but my book is specifically 1945-1965 and that’s how I came across your family.

Mo: Oh, got it.

M: So um my broader question which is quite anthropological, is how did Montgomery County, one of the most diverse in the nation, become so diverse, that’s what I’m addressing in the book, but as you know books take a really time to write and so I was thrilled when the historical society asked me to do the exhibit. So I’m taking you know some of the information that I already have and putting it into the exhibit and then expanding the time range, so yeah. So yeah so uh we have each other’s emails if there’s something that comes up—

S: Okay.

M: That you want to add or maybe there’s another image or some type of um you know an artifact or something like that, just let me know.

S: I just wanted to say that um when you were asking what our kind of professions were so I’m a children’s librarian—

M: Awesome.

S: And I worked in Montgomery County Public Libraries for 27 years and now I’m and early childhood literacy consultant so I train librarians on early literacy and you know books and everything, so anyway I would say I went towards I went more towards my mom’s side of you know languages and not so much the sciences.

M: Absolutely. Yeah, I see—

S: And then, our sister Susheela, Susha, um, who has passed away—

M: Oh, I’m sorry.

S: She was an artist. And um, even though my dad was a scientist, he was also very artistic and that was something that they had in common. Sculpture and painting.

Mo: So Maria, I do have Sujata, her last name is now Finn, but it wasn’t before, so I’ll send you her phone, and I’m sure she wouldn’t mind, just tell her that Mohan connected her to you. Um, I don’t know that I have her email, but I have her phone and her address.

M: Okay great, I really appreciate it, thank you. Absolutely.

Mo: I do think her parents are still, if I’m not mistaken, they’re still on Hearst, they must be in their 90s now.

M: Okay, and do you know um, we they the ones that immigrated, and do you know from where?

Mo: I think from India. Um, they were both Indian. I think from Gujarat, but I’m not 100% sure.

M: Okay, okay. Excellent, excellent.

S: I’m sorry Nalini wasn’t on the call. I thought she would be here.

M: Yeah, I don’t know, something must have come up. So, um, I will, I’ll hopefully I can just be in touch with her at another time um you all have been just terrific storytellers and so wonderfully candid uh about everything. Thank you so much.

Mo: All right take care I’m gonna sign off. Thank you so much.

M: Keep in touch.

S: Feel free to get back in touch if you want.

M: Oh I would love to actually and you know it’s um it’s interesting because my mom was the director of ESAU for Montgomery County—

S: REALLY??!!

M: Yeah!

S: What was her name?! What was her name?!

M: Maria Malagon.

S: Maria Malagon, oh. What years? What years?

M: So she, wow, she was there during the really big demographic shift when um people were coming up from Central America so she is like the late 70s through, I guess she went to, when did she retire, uh 2009 or something like that?

S: Uh huh.

M: Yeah, yeah.

S: Wow. Wow, that’s something.
M: Yeah and then my family—

S: So I think my mom was a teacher was the same time that she was in charge of it.

M: So yeah so that was another funny connection—

S: Wow.

M: As I was putting all these pieces together and tracking you all down.

S: Yeah, that is so amazing.

M: It’s so amazing, it’s so amazing. Yeah.

S: So your mom would love that you’re doing this. 

M: Oh, absolutely, absolutely. Yeah, definitely. And then my grandfather was a historian, he was from Spain.

S: Oh, wow.

M: But he ended up in DC, and that’s a whole other story, but yeah so. You know it’s the anthropological perspective on history.

S: Right. Yeah, that’s great.

M: Yeah.

S: Well, it’s been a pleasure talking with you.

M: Absolutely.

S: Any time you want to talk more just for the fun of it, let me know.

M: Oh my gosh, absolutely, and if you’re ever in the area, you know call me, I think you have my cell number, so any time or if something comes up, please do call.

S: Okay! It’s been a pleasure.

M: Okay, take care!

S: Thank you, bye!








 








