

ROOTS

It was a journey to the recent past 

A sentimental journey of the soul

This visit to my great-grand-father’s home, 

A burning wish for over thirty years

To seek my roots and pay my homage to 

The founder of a fine upstanding line. 

Mora-Suvali.  Like a talisman 

This name was all I had, to find the place. 

Then, when I married, to my great surprise 

My husband’s people really knew the place!

Somewhere in Gujarat, not far from them, 

But over such bad roads, I was forbid 

To go there, lest I lose the precious life

That was to be my first-born little one. 

Now, in retirement, both Hoshang and I 

Revisited his great big family 

In Surat, Dumas, Madhi, Arajan, 

Where someone knew a man who knew the way. 

We went by car; from Surat nineteen miles

That took more than an hour: the road’s still bad, 

But not the way that once it must have been. 

The road forks to Hazira.  Offshore gas

Has spawned kilometers of industry: 

Cement and fertilizer, petrochem 

And other monster projects line the road 

Cratered with potholes from the monster trucks

That rumbled by all day.  Mercifully, 

Not many were perhaps made refugees 

As industry consumed this sparse salt land

Of tidal marsh and coarsely tussocked grass, 

No villages in sight for miles and miles. 

After Hazira turnoff, straight ahead

Four miles away we see a long low dune 

That is Suvali.  To our left and right

Lie marshlands threaded with clear passages 

Where tidal waters glint towards a line 

Of silver sea that parts the earth and sky. 

Cut off by rains, in great-grandfather’s time 

Only a bullock-cart could cross these swamps 

For four long monsoon months.  In my mind’s eye

I see the medical emergency 

That could provoke this hazardous journey. 

Today a raised road slashes through the marsh

Often submerged in flood-tides, pot-holed still. 

There’s a left fork marked Mora.  Just ahead

Lies my Suvali.  As we first approach 

We see a fire-temple that once housed

Twenty-two mobeds, the Zoroastrian priests

Supported by the all-Zoroastrian homes

(Barring the cobbler and the barber then) 

Of that thriving Parsi community. 

They must have been like wild west pioneers

To come to these inhospitable dunes 

Far from all hamlets, settle there and build

A life of culture and prosperity. 

“Reti-na-rela”, said my uncle’s wife, 

“Rivers of sand”, to which she would return 

For three-four days each year, like many more 

Whose ancestors migrated to Bombay 

But stayed in touch. 



We visited the home

Where they would stay with friends, a gracious place  

With huge wide raised veranda, ten feet deep, 

The steep eaves roofed with wheel-turned “country tiles” 

And flooring of grey-black and gleaming stone

Worn smooth by laid-back friends and visitors

Taking the evening air, sharing a tot 

Of toddy, a fermented palm-tree-sap, 

Vitamin-rich and fragrant, but now banned 

In India’s only Prohibition state

Awash in liquor and hypocrisy. 

I stooped to greet in tearful reverence 

Ancestral soil, an ultra-fine black sand 

In low dunes fully covered now in thorns 

Of useless prosopis, ubiquitous 

Escape-plant called “Velayati babool”, 

“English acacia”, introduced by those

Outguessing nature’s own environment 

Hoping to do good.  Nowhere could we see 

The fertile fields supporting pumpkin vines 

And vegetable plots of every kind 

That once supported this community. 

Its sandy lanes would never turn to slush. 

We followed one upto the highest point 

To see the sea a mile or more away. 

Perhaps it was not then so far away, 

Spawning these sand-dunes.  We must come again 

At leisure, with our children, to explore

And hike the two-day length of sandbar here, 

Camping along the beach.  Now, turning back 

We visited an aging gentleman

Retired from Bombay, staying here perforce, 

To eke out insufficient pension funds

Like the remaining four-five families 

Of aging Parsis who still tend the fire

In the old fire-temple, now Dadgah, 

Which cannot now afford a single priest 

To tend the fire full-time, chanting our prayers 

Five times to mark the changing hours of day. 

This was the home my grandpa Hormusjee

Left for the throbbing commerce of Bombay 

To seek his fortune on another shore,
Another Mora, opposite Bombay. 

He laboured in an old distillery 

Producing fragrant liquers made from rose

And orange peels and flowers of mahuwa 

Till in the 1920s they were closed

Like all the other small and private stills 

By British rulers to support their own

New Government Nasik Distillery. 

His eldest, Dhunjisha, dropped out of school, 

Eldest of eight, to educate the rest, 

The last one young enough to be his son. 

They became lawyers, brokers, architects. 

The second, Nadersha, made it in style; 

He started Monginis, rage of the town:

The finest cakes, the first all-women band, 

His son an art-collector with the best. 

My pop Pheroze, with nephew Rustomji

Were lifelong partners in Swadeshi firms 

To make emergent India strong and free

And self-sufficient in so many fields:

Floor tiles, asbestos, plastics, printed tins

And, with Czech friends, abrasive grinding wheels 

That helped the British win the Second War

And now moves India forward like the rest. 

Dhunjisha built the house where I was born, 

A fine stone building fronting on the sea

To gather there three generations more 

Living together as one family

In semi-independent amity

Till all the old ones died, mid-century. 

He wed when he was seven; she was five. 

Their earliest journeys back to Suvali 

Were five-day trips in covered bullock-carts, 

Moving by night, resting by day with friends, 

Their first halt at Kalyan, an hour today

By rail from Bombay.  Every year they went. 

I should not mourn those first adventurers 

Who left their fields for wider canvases 

And built great ships and steel plants, industry 

Of every kind, the leaders in the field 

Renowned for hard work and integrity, 

Kindness, uprightness and great charity. 

Prosperous in our cities, what I mourn 

Is a forgotten lifestyle, full of grace, 

And graciousness, rural serenity. 

It seemed that in Suvali I could see

The last faint traces of a way of life

That will be soon extinct.  Already we 

Number just half of what we used to be 

Some forty years ago, just in Gujarat.

The old grow old, and older, and die out. 

Many old homes are locked, and falling down. 

The young no more return to be renewed 

And to relax, unwind, and feel once more 

The healing magic of a sunset hour. 
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