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MOTIBAS 
TATTOOS 
An Indian-American womans journey 

to her grandmothers village 

Motiba was born in Gokhlana, a small village in Katbiawar, on the 
western edge of the Indian subcontinent in the modern state of Gujarat. 
When asked where they are from, members of my family now comfortably 
settled in London or Chicago are far more likely to reply, with considerable 
pride, that they are Kathiawari than that they are from India. India is an 
abstract political entity; modern, secular, a mere ideal. Kathiawar is home. 

My motiba [grandmother], Jayakunver Khara, whose name means 
"Victorious Princess" and who may have been descended of kings, was 
born in a mud-walled eight-by-twelve-foot room directly under a bare, 
red-tiled roof held aloft by the twisting limbs of the unmilled tree limbs 
used for the rafters. The walls and Aoor of the room were smoothly plas
tered with an ochre-colored paste of dung, a constant supply of which was 
provided by the cow tethered just outside the door. The room opened, as 
did the rooms on either side, onto an open gallery that ran the full length 
of the house and above which the roof overhung, protecting the interior of 
the house both from the searing heat that can reach 120 degrees or more 
in the hot season and the torrential rains of monsoon. 

The house was one of a cluster of similarly constructed homes in 
which each of the five brothers of Motiba's grandfather's generation lived 
with his respective household. The family was organized along typically 
Indian "joint family" lines, with brothers living and working together in a 
single corporate economic unit. Bhagwanjibhai, the second of the five 
Khara brothers, had three sons, Nanchandbhai , Muljibhai , and Premchand
bhai. (The suffix bhai means "brother" and is used as an honorific. Any 
Indian would feel that the name of a peer or a superior was oddly naked if 
not outright disrespectful without bhai attached to it for a male or ben , 
"sister," for a female .) Motiba was the first of five children born to 
Muljibhai and his wife Hariben. 

When Motiba was born in 1908, life in Gokhlana and its immediate 
environs was still innocent of even the most basic innovations of the nine
teenth century. Then, as today, the railroad reached as near to Gokhlana 
as the town of Amreli , some forty-five kilometers to the southwest; but 
Gokhlana itself remained accessible only by oxcart, camel cart, horseback, 
or foot. The journey in and out of the village had to be made on dirt paths 
of hard-packed, rutted earth, scored and gouged with the traces of the last 
passages made on them when the rains of the previous monsoon had dried 
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up. These were covered by a layer of superfine dust during the dry season 
and became impassable mires of mud during the three-month monsoon of 
June, July, and August. 

A few years before her death, Motiba began to talk about Gokhlana. She 
had not been back to the village since she'd left as a Ave-year-old and 

felt a sudden need to connect with the place where she was born. She just 
wanted to see the vi llage one last time. By the time one of her daughters 
was able to take her, she was too sick to make the trip. After Motiba's 
death, I resolved that I would go to Gokhlana in her stead. I conscripted 
my father and Dhirajben Khara to go with me. We have always called 
Dhirajben "Dhirajmami ." The suffix "mami" means "mother's brother's wife." 
Dhirajmami is Motiba's brother Manubhai's widow. She grew up in Amreli, 
not far from Gokhlana. I would be traveling into the heart of peasant 
Kathiawar, and I needed native guides. 

We hired a driver and a car, one of India's ubiquitous and frozen-in
time white 1940s-era Ambassador sedans, and set off from Rajkot one early 
winter morning. The sky was low and gray, and had a metallic qual ity that, 
unusual for that time of year, threatened rain. It was cool enough for me to 
want a sweater, yet the coolness contained the certitude of a warm after
noon. None of us had ever been to Gokhlana. In fact, no member of the 
Khara fam ily had been there in over eight decades. It seemed a mythic 
place. We'd heard about it our whole lives, but did it really exist/ 

My father sat up front next to the driver who, a typical small-town 
youth, found quite amusing his city-folk passengers' wish to pay money to 
be taken to some tiny vi llage lost in the countryside. !Jhirajmami and I sat 
in the back. I was happy to have her along because my father's excitement 
about the prospect of going to Gokhlana was surpassed only by his anxiety 
about what his American-born daughter might see there. 

We were all surprised when after only an hour or so, we'd reached the 
ancient Kathi town of Jasdan. From here, we had to ask directions. Gokh
lana was too small to appear on any published map, and our driver had 
never heard of it. It seemed that most of the residents of Jasdan had never 
heard of it e ither, for the first few people we asked sent us in wrong direc
tions. Finally, we found someone who knew the road. The excitement was 
palpable as we began our way down the Anal stretch . N one of us spoke. 
We were too absorbed in taking in every detail of the landscape outside 
the windows of the old Ambassador as it lurched its way through the 
outskirts of the last, gradually thinning Jasdan slum. Feral pigs scurried out 
of our way, their filth-stained bellies nearly dragging on the ground. A 
couple of mangy pariah-dogs barked at the passing car in a desultory sort 
of way before returning to matters o f local dog social life. Then we were 
beyond the town, smoothly rolling forward through a vast countryside that 
stretched out dustily to a faraway horizon under the glowering sky. 

Curiously, the road from Jasdan to Gokhlana had just been paved with 
a fresh ribbon of pitch-black asphalt exactly one lane wide with no shoul 
der. I have never seen, in all my travels across the length and breadth of 
India, such a perfectly smooth, virginally black expanse of road. For hours, 
we had been bounced unmercifully within inches of the ceiling and against 
the sharp outcrops of the door handles and window knobs as the creaky 

old Ambassador jolted its way, apparently strutless and shockless, over the 
potholes of the highway and along the rutted track through the slum. Our 
suddenly smooth ride on this wonder of a new road lent an unreal quality 
to the Anal approach to the ancestral vi llage. As there were no other cars 
our driver nosed the Ambassador right down the center of the pavement.' 
It seemed as if the road had been specially unfurled upon the never-ending 
dust of Kathiawar to welcome us to GokhJana. 

When we were just a few kilometers from the village, we had to stop 
to allow a flock of sheep that was being herded down the middle of the 
road be guided off the pavement. To conserve fuel , the driver killed the 
Ambassador's rumbling engine. Suddenly, we were immersed in deep quiet, 
an odd sensation in India where the constant din of the street-competing 
Hindi film songs, the nasal cries of itinerant vendors, the warning bells of 
three-wheeled rickshaws weaving their way through a sea of pedestrians
is the norm. The only sounds here were those of the light, quick clippity
clop of the sheep's hooves on the pavement and the tinkling of the bells at 
their necks. The shepherds were wiry, sun-creased men of an indeterminate 
age in absolutely traditional Kathiawari peasant dress. They had huge 
turbans wrapped around thei r heads. Quarter-sized gold ear studs wobbled 
at the tops of their ears and thick gold loops dangled from their earlobes. 
They wore tight-chested frock coats of white muslin with a gathered 
skirting extending from just under the armpits to their waists. Their jodh-

A shepherd tmding his flock 
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purs were also of white muslin, billow
ing loosely from waist to knee and then 
skintight around the calves. On their 
feet they wore great clogs of leather and 
wood. They had quite an air of "don't 
tread on me" as they walked resolutely 
past the car, remaining perfectly poker
faced before the unlikely sight of alien 
people in the neighborhood traveling in, 
of al l means of conveyance, a private 
car. Centuries of survivi ng foreign invad
ers had bred extreme wariness around 
strangers into these men. We greeted 
them. They returned the greeting tersely 
without changing their expression or 
moving their heads. 

A fter the sheep passed, we got back 
.!-\into the car and drove into Gokh
lana. The village appeared suddenly out 
of the surrounding fields. If we hadn't 
known it was there and if the road didn't 
lead right into it, we might have missed 
it, so perfectly did it blend into the land
scape. At the edge of the vil lage, the 
pavement stopped, and we threaded our 
way slowly over a pitted dirt path that 
wound around mud-plastered houses and 
between sump holes filled with waste to a 
small sort of dirt plaza in front of the 

village temple. The village elders were sitting around the base of an old 
mango tree, all dressed alike in the manner of the shepherds we'd passed, all 
sporting great white handlebar mustaches. Everyone assembled in the village 
square stared at us, remaining perfectly motionless and expressionless as we 
got out of the car. My father approached the venerable group under the tree. 
No one moved. Not a single man got up to greet him. Then my father, in 
perfect Kathiawari dialect, said simply, "This is our village. Our family is 
Khara, and we used to live here. Can you show us our old house?" 

The old men broke out into broad smiles, clapped my father on the 
back, and began, all at the same time, to chatter excitedly. Responding to 
some mysterious telepathy, people began pouring into the square: there 
were men, mostly old-the able-bodied ones being out in the fields or 
with the livestock-and barefoot children. The women kept inside their 
houses, certainly dying of curiosity but too modest to emerge from the 
safety of their domestic enclosures. 

An ad hoc committee of the elders formed to show us around Gokh
lana. Three tiny dirt lanes radiated out from the village square . There was 
the one we had come in on , a lane that was more or less a continuation of 
that one in the opposite direction , and a third one that went off at roughly 
a ninety-degree angle to the junction of the first two. From these three 

lanes, no more than six feet wide, even tinier paths branched off to private 
homes and courtyards. The lanes were lined with indecipherable walls, 
inset at regular intervals with elaborately sculpted wooden doors with 
heavy round iron pulls and dead bolts. 

To the visitor, Gokhlana presents a coy face. The high, plastered mud 
walls are of the same color as the dirt of the lanes and the surrounding 
land. The village is a mazelike warren of narrow alleys, each one bisected 
by open drains that are mere furrows in the dirt guiding wastewater away 
from the houses. Above each door along any of the walls is painted a 
likeness of the god Ganesh, whose presence for Hindus is auspicious at 
entries and beginnings. These doors open onto private, walled courtyards 
around which, or to one side of which, are bui lt the houses. Nearly every 
courtyard is shaded by carefully watered and tended fruit trees-mango, 
papaya, chikoo, lime-the produce of which supplies the family with fresh 
fruit in season and the makings of fiery pickles that can be eaten year
round. Sometimes there are flowering plants, such as hibiscus or 
bougainvillea. This explosion of greenery and color cannot be suspected 
from outside the high, dull walls. To step through one of these doors and 
into the garden is to pass from a desert world of unrelenting brown dust 
into a world of water and color. It is not unlike that startling moment in 
The Wizard of Oz when the black-and-white of Kansas gives way to the 
technicolor of Oz. 

"Here was the elder Khara's house. And here, across from it, was 

A house with paniyaru 
(a niche for storing pots 
of drinking water) 
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Bhagwanjibhai Khara's house," indicated one of our self-appointed guides, 
pointing to the door of my great-great-grandfather's compound. We 
stepped over the threshold, bending down to pass through a low carved 
wooden door. On the other side was a narrow open courtyard. An open 
verandah ran along one side of it, overhanging the series of small, uncon
nected rooms that made up the house. The fami ly that now lives there, 
local Brahmins, is descended from the one that received the house as a gift 
from Motiba's father, Muljibhai Khara, my great-grandfather. The eldest 
member of this Brahmin family remembered when the Kharas lived here. 
He remembered Motiba when she was a little girl, and he showed us the 
room where she was born. With the exception of a couple of bare light 
bulbs and the framed posters of Krishna and Hanuman that had replaced 
the images of Jain tirthatlkaras , "realized souls," nothing about the house had 
changed si nce the days when Motiba lived there as a li ttle girl. The family 
invited us in, calling "Aavo. Aavo." They insisted we sit down. "Beso. Beso." 
And so we sat on the springy, cow-dung-plastered floor and took in the 
feel of the room where Motiba first entered this world. 

Motiba's early years in Cokhlana were typical o.f any little girl's .in ~hose 
days in rural Kathiawar. Childhood was, and tn many cases sttll ts, 

the freest time in an Indian woman's life. She does not yet require the strict 
shelter and control demanded of nubile women. In Hindu and Jain society 
of Motiba's era, girls were not considered to be real members of the fami ly. 
They were merely "on loan" from Cod until such time as they could be 
delivered whole and pure into the "real" fami ly of their future husband. 
I once heard someone refer to this as "growing flowers for someone else's 
garden." 

The prevai li ng wisdom was that it was best to take no chances with 
the virtue of sexually mature girls. For girls of Motiba's class and genera 
tion , the carefree phase of life came to a sudden and crushing halt at 
puberty. The rule in the Khara family, according to one of Motiba's surviv
ing cousins, was that no female member of the family should be seen 
outside the house after the age of twelve. At age twelve, the girls were 
made to drop out of school and come inside the house for good. They 
entered into p11rda-the word simply means "curtain"-a state of absolute 
invisibility to anyone outside the immediate family circle. If they needed 
anything, it was delivered to the house. Jewelers came to the house. Fabric 
merchants came to the house. Tailors came to the house. All manner of 
vendors came to the house. The practice of purda was widespread in the 
Muslim community, but it was also something the Kharas, and other pros
perous Jain and Hindu families, adopted from the ruling Rajputs, feudal 
princes who were fanatical about the purity of their women. Keeping the 
women locked up was a powerful statement of superior social class . Only 
women of inferior social class were free to move about in the world. 

Motiba made the most of her little-girl freedoms whi le she could. She 
romped in the fields of wheat, sorghum, pulses, and cotton that surrounded 
the clustered earthen houses of Cokhlana. She went barefoot most of the 
time, tripping across the fields and over irrigation ditches. One of her 
favorite treats was fresh-cut stalks of sugarcane, which she chewed thor
oughly to extract every last drop of sweet juice. As a little girl , she was 

allowed to fly kites and play catch and marbles. With the other little girls 
in the village, she played at cooking with a miniature set of cookware 
made of terra-cotta. They also sang songs, particularly wedding songs, 
accompanyi ng themselves with si lver bells, beating out the time with 
dandia sticks. "You are all so sweet, it just makes me feel like singing," began 
one popular song of the day. 

What Motiba remembered the most about her early years in 
Cokhlana were the plays, known as bhavais, given by itinerant performers 
who earned their living traveling from village to vil lage. There were 
reenactments of stories from the great Hindu epic tales of the Ramayana 
and the Mahabharata, and from the folk tales of Kathiawar and neighboring 
Rajasthan. Every vi llage had its own versions of regional folk plays, and 
these were performed on holidays. As acting by women was considered to 
be barely one step away from prostitution, all the female roles in these 

At a village religious festival 
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plays were performed by men. When Motiba was a little girl , the most 
famous of these actors was Jai Shankar Sundari , suudari meaning "beautiful 
woman ." Jai Shankar Sundari, based in the big city of Ahmedabad, set the 
fashion of the day for women in small towns and villages throughout 
Gujarat, and the women in Gokhlana kept up with these trends as best 

they could. 
One of Motiba's strongest memories of her days in Gokhlana was of 

a visit to the village by a troupe of itinerant tightrope walkers. Motiba 
was only three or, at most, Ave years old. The performers strung a rope 
between the poles and made their way, step by teetering step, over the 
heads of the enthralled villagers. Motiba was as awestruck as any of the 
local spectators. She truly belonged to an age now extinct, the pretele
vision age, when all performance was live. Life in Gokhlana today has 
changed little from what it was when Motiba lived there, with one porten-

tous exception: on the roof of the 
house next to the one in which 
Motiba was born is a new televi
sion satellite receiver dish. It has 
been put to practical use by the 
lady of the house, who has neatly 
laid hand-printed patties of cow 
dung out to dry around its base. 

When my father, Dhirajmami, 
and I visited Gokhlana , we were 
invited by the village elders to 
have tea in the best room in the 
village: the room directly under 
the roof of the dung-adorned 
satell ite dish , where the only 
television set in town sat protec
tively shrouded by an embroi
dered coverlet. Every available 
male in Gokhlana pressed into 
that room, squatting on his 

haunches and staring at us as we sipped scalding hot fresh tea-very 
strong, very milky, and very sweet-out of a hodgepodge collection of old 
chipped saucers. With considerable pride , the village elders took pains to 
make sure we noticed, acknowledged, and praised the presence of the 
television set in their midst, ultimate proof of Gokhlana's progress since 
our ancestors lived in the village a century before. 

But it was not in Gokhlana that I got the stronge~t sens~ of the world of 
my grandmother's girlhood. This happened dunng a tr1p she and I 

made together, just the two of us, to visit the kuldroi, or clan goddess, 
temple of the Kamdars, Motiba's in-laws. My grandfather, Prabhudas 
Kamdar, had recently passed away. Perhaps Motiba thought the time was 
right to introduce me to the land of my forefathers . 

Motiba and I Aew together from Bombay to Rajkot, the de facto 
capital of Kathiawar. Rajkot felt clean, spacious, and blessedly dry after the 
oppressive stink of Bombay. We stayed at the home of Lilaben Desai, the 

widow of one of my grandfather's dear
est childhood friends . Though there is 
no blood relation between the two 
families, we have always referred to Mrs. 
Desai as "Kaki ," or "Auntie," more specif
ically, "fa ther's brother's wife," and she 
has always treated us like daughters and 
granddaughters. In India , it is typical for 
close friendships to be understood as 
family relationships, with all the affec
tion and responsibility that such rela
tionships imply. Kaki's house is a 
traditional Kathiawari home built around 
an interior courtyard behind a walled 
garden riotous with the fuchsia tones of 
bougai nvillea in permanent bloom. In 
the open well on one side of the court
yard lives a rurtle to whom scraps of 
chapati are fed every day. Visiting chil
dren inevitably And the turtle the most 
fascinating feature of the house, and 
spend long minutes squatting near the 
well waiting for the creature to surface 
and seize a piece of bread in its jaws. 
Heavy wooden doors with sculpted 
motifs and iron pulls o pen out onto the 
inner and outer courtyards and divide 
the rooms. The Aoors are of huge slabs 
of dark gray slate, polished smooth by 
the patter of innumerable bare feet over 
many years. Motiba and I slept on com
munal beds in the "women and children's 
room" under vast mosquito nets and 
thick quilted rajaais. It was winter, and 
the temperarure fell into the forties at night. Motiba, used to the even, 
damp heat of Bombay, shivered with cold. She wore her white cotton sari 
and the new mohair sweater I'd brought her from America to bed, chang
ing into a fresh sari in the morning after a hot bath . 

Kaki's son Arunbhai drove us to the kuldroi temple, some ninety kilo
meters west of Rajkot. We started off on a paved road, a state highway, actu
ally of two theoretical lanes, where we had constantly to dodge camels and 
oxcarts, stray dogs and cows, and herds of goats. The unrelentingly parched 
land was punctuated by scrubby trees along the sides of the road, clumped 
in the villages we passed and beside farmhouses. There were acacias, palms, 
gul mohurs, and the occasional banyan tree. The paved road and our car were 
the only traces of industrial or postindustrial life on the countryside. Proud, 
stiff-backed farmers dressed like those in Gokhlana-calf-hugging pants 
and pleated smocks of unbleached muslin, their heads wrapped in turbans 
of brilliant pink, yellow, or red-strode across the Aelds or guided hump
backed oxen pulling hand-hewn wooden plows through the furrows. 

A male actor dressiug to play a 
female role i11 a folk play 
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Groups of women resplendent in elabo
rately mirrored and embroidered skirts 
and red tie-dyed half-saris walked reso
lutely along the road with impossibly 
large loads of sticks, water jugs, or sacks 
of harvested grain on their heads, their 
faces entirely veiled by their saris in full 
laaj. Every once in a while, we'd pass one 
of the remaining nomadic tribes camped 
in a hollow, the women and dusty-haired 
children occupied around their minus
cule tents, the men out on the range 
with their flocks. Now and again, this 
scenery was punctuated by a bright 
square of corn or wheat, and we could 
hear the jerk-jerk-jerking sound of a 
diesel-powered pump filling the field 
with water from the underground cur
rents of a nearby streambed. An entire 
flock of Sarus cranes, each o ne standing 
at least four feet tall, suddenly rose into 
the air out of a field of yellow mustard, 
tucking their long legs beneath them and 
flying slowly away on great, gray wings. 

A fter about two hours, we turned off 
the main road onto a gravel lane. 

We were now very close to Thorala, the 
village where the Kamdar kuldevi temple 
resides. The landscape had a peaceful, 
permanent quality. It had probably 
looked just like this for centuries. Every 
once in a while, groups of wild peacocks 
and hens darted among the bushes. 

Families of quail scurried across the road in front of the slow-moving car, 
the babies keeping right up with their mo ther in a neat, undulating line. 
We passed shepherds, mostly young boys , with their herds of goa:s, ~heep , 
and cattle doing the kinds of things shepherds spend most of thetr ttme 
doing: sit;ing under the shade of a bush tracing designs in the dust with a 
stick· roaming about with their staves, lashing out every now and then at a 
bran~h or a rock, perhaps a lizard. Naturally, the car got their attention. 
They stood and stared as we passed, registering a visit to the village by 

o ne of those rich people attached to the temple. 
Another dusty and bone-rattling quarter of an hour brought us to the 

end of the road. We had to leave the car, and proceeded on foot down a 
narrow path. A stream trickled around the curve of a broad, flat riverbed, 
clearly showing how forcefully the monsoon floods had rent the now-dry 
banks. Unlike India's urban rivers, thick with raw sewage and toxic waste, 
this water was absolutely transparent. Downstream, two little girls were 
busy beati ng articles of wet clothing clean upon a rock. White storks and 

red-breasted herons fished patiently in the shallows. Motiba and I waded 
into the river to cross. Then, she did something I have never forgotten, not 
on ly for what it was but for the utter naturalness with which she did it: in 
the midst of the stream, Motiba drew up her sari , and in one smooth move
ment, squatted, peed, deftly washed herself with a couple of scoops of 
water from her left hand, then stood up letting her sari back down and 
conti nued on her way across the stream. At that moment, I saw the girl my 
grandmother had been, growing up in rural India , performing this very set 
of moti ons in the middle of a country stream probably thousands of times, 
so that seventy-odd years later when a trickle of water presented itself after 
a long car ride, the impulse and the movements to accomplish it came 
automatically. 

I was shocked. It would never occur to me, versed as I am in modem
and very American-notions of sanitation and environmental consciousness 
to pee directly into a clear creek in which clothes are being washed down 
stream. And I would never unself-consciously expose myself like that. I 
would do what any American woman my age would do under the circum
stances: head for a bush! In that moment, I glimpsed how wide the gulf of 
experience and perspective between my life and my grandmother's was, 
how radically different were our relationships to our bodies and to our 
environments. I also realized, for the first time in my life, that my grand
mother didn't wear underwear, something I'd never thought about before. 

Shortly after climbing out of the streambed we entered the village an 
immaculate collection of small lanes and mud-a~d-thatch dwellings. Th~ 
village women called to us. "Aavo, ben, aavo. Aavo, dikri." "Come, sister, come 
on," they said. "Come, daughter." We were deep enough into the country 
and far enough from the tourist circuit that these women saw me not as a 
light-skinned foreigner but as a daughter of the family who ran the village 
kuldevi temple. They invi ted us into their spotless, cow-dung-plastered 
homes, lined with rows of shiny brass pots and decorated with inset mir
rors and raised geometric motifs. They made us tea with fresh buffalo milk 
very strong and very sweet, tinged with a taste of earth from the clay ' 
saucer in which it was served. The women were handsome, with perfect 
white teeth. They were nearly covered with heavy silver ornaments, right 
down to the thick bracelets around their ankles and the rings on their 
naked toes. I noticed they all had tattoos similar to my grandmother's. Yet 
these were real village women, and my grandmother was a jet-set 
Bombayite who had arrived by air-conditioned car and had children in 
America and a Sony Trinitron in her living room. We sat there sipping 
saucersful of hot, sweet tea and smiling. Motiba made loud slurping sounds 
so the women would know how much she was enjoying the drink. She 
engaged them in a rapid-Are conversation in the local dialect. I could 
barely follow the g ist of the exchange, but smiled and bobbed my head 
from side to side. This was Kathiawar as my ancestors must have lived it, 
and Motiba, after decades of cosmopolitan life and travels to the capitals 
of Asia, Europe, and North America, felt right at home. •:• 
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