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Autumn Memories




Cover illustration by Kuheli Majumdar

Many thanks to the members of Muktangan Bengali Association of Tallahassee, FSU BongoNole,
and FSU Bangladeshi Student Association for sharing your Durga Puja memories. RICRIRER
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Thakur Dalan - Some Durga Poojo Memories

As the chasm of time widens and days and events
of myyouth start dimming away into the shadows,
some memories remain bold, vibrant, and vivid.
One of these very pleasant memories is about
Durga Poojo in my grandmother’s ancestral home
in Calcutta.

| write these lines as another Durga Poojo
approaches us here in Florida, and | go back in
time to the languid pre-poojo afternoons and
evenings of slow walks with my friend, Joydeep,
along the teeming sidewalks of Calcutta’s
Harrison Road, College Street, and the
occasional pause at Punthi Ram as we looked at
each otherto seeif one of us had some money for
a Radhabalabi. Often, we did not. Soon we reach
Bowbazar Street and arrive at the narrow by-lanes
of Hidaram Banerjee Lane. My stop is at a
dilapidated mansion (#3, Hidaram Banerjee
Lane); a huge building that we have called Thakur
Dalan since childhood.

A deceptively small doorway, followed by a
narrow alley leads to a spacious courtyard or (by
Calcutta standards) Dalan, and since it is the
abode of multiple gods and goddesses, it is
affectionately known as Thakur Dalan. | had

reached out to my cousin in Calcutta, and she
shared its storied history with me, like many of
these older homes mostly in central and north
Calcutta each home has its own unique history of
celebrating Durga Poojo and in many instances, it
goes back several generations. Thakur Dalan is
where generations of my grandmother’s zamindar
family have been celebrating Durga Poojo. |
learned that Ma Karunamoyee or Durga Ma is
being worshipped here for around 200 years and
my cousins who organize the poojo belong to the
fifth generation of this family. Along with Durga
Ma, deities of Sri Krishna, Radha, Ma Annapurna,
and 3 Shiv lingas adorn this Dalan.

While digging into its history, | learned that the
Poojo in this Dalan was started by Jhee Ma, who
was the wife of the erstwhile Dewan of Bengal
during the British period and there are stories
about her having a vision to start this poojo.

While | have been privileged to visit Calcutta very
frequently over the last 30+ years that | have been
away, the last time that | attended Durga Poojo
was in 2007 and we were fortunate to visit Thakur
Dalan - here are some pictures from that visit.
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Over the years, Thakur Dalan has seen a lot of
renovation and repairs but the passage of time
and weathering shows, and the overall fagade
wears a tired and weary look. Its walls belie the
grandeur that it once had and these floors that
have borne the footfalls of many of my ancestors
now show the visage of time. Yet, like Calcutta
itself, Thakur Dalan is impervious to these
imperfections, and year after year it joyfully
welcomes my extended family and cousins as
many of them join Durga Poojo celebrations over
4 days.

| continue rummaging through my memories and
the years melt away as | am once again
surrounded by the love of my many aunts
(Pishima, Mojima, Jethima, and a host of other
pishi’s) and uncles, the gentle banter of my
cousins as | recall the Arati we would all gather
together to offer, | see my mother who had lived
most of her life away from Calcutta now
following all the traditions of our ancestral
family, her lal-paar saree with its folds drawn
over her head in the style of most 50+ Bengali
women of the time, my father in his usual white
shirt with his sleeves rolled over, and his dhoti
worn in his inimitable style and my dad’s brother,
Kaka towering over the rest of us with his
impeccable starched dhoti and Panjabi. Soon

the dhakis arrive and some of my more
adventurous cousins exult in the dhunuchi
dance and thenitis time for what | usually wait
for —bhog paribeshan (prasad distribution)!

Bor dada, Nilee, | along with a host of other
cousins walk over to the kitchen with an intensity
and seriousness that belies the occasion for we
are the masters of distributing limited khichuri to
the countless people who all seem to know what
time prasad will be served. We see the jostling as
our younger boudis and kakima’s urge their kids
to join the first batch where the quantity is
assured, and they all look at us to make eye
contact to make sure they get best servings.
Usually Khichuri starts dwindling by the third
batch so we are asked to be extra careful —and it
is in this batch my paribesan skills are on full
flow as my hatha strikes the steel balti | make
sure that just enough to cover the spoon is
distributed to each person —some older uncles
who had been waiting till the last batch are not
happy and call on Kaka (usually he is in charge of
distribution) and he calls us aside and asks us to
make sure all guests and seniors are fed
properly. We have our usual argument that the
gentleman in question already had three
servings and he should be more concerned
about the rest who are still waiting for prasad.




Though our family moved away from Bowbazar to
south Calcutta, my association with Thakur Dalan
continued as long as | was in Calcutta. After our
marriage, Jhunu and | would still visit Thakur
dalan during Poojo days and though | was no
longer involved in Paribesan as a younger slew of
cousins took over, | could still see the same
traditions being followed by the next generation.
Jhunu enjoyed the elaborate rituals and traditions
of Thakur dalan and the opportunity to engage
with our extended family.

| also recall one incident from Bijoy Dashami that
I would like to share — on this day, we would offer
our pronams to our elders by touching their feet
and on one such occasion my dad looked around
wistfully and said now | do not see anyone that |
can offer my pronams to. | glanced at the length
of the dalan and realized that Baba was the
oldest, and all the people in Thakur Dalan were
offering their pronams to him as he stood quietly.

Like many probashi Bengalis of the 70’s, who grew
up in small cantonments, my knowledge of Durga
Poojo traditions was limited as our

schools would be open during that time and Ma
would make us offer Pushpanjali hurriedly before
we left for school in the morning. In the evenings
we would wear our new ‘Poojor Jama’ (Puja
clothes) and go over to the local Bengali
association event and enjoy evening Arati and the
occasional cultural programs.

Later when we moved to Calcutta permanently, |
started to enjoy and absorb the essence of those
four days of festivities and especially the carefree
and joyful days at Thakur Dalan. | learned to
appreciate my extended family even though there
were some cousins who we just meet once a year

during a special Pooja day. | saw how my parents
participated actively in everything and the 30+
years that they had spent away from Calcutta did
not seem to matter as they once again enjoyed
the company of their own brothers, sisters, and
cousins. | remember how Kaka and | would go to
Bowbazar early in the morning to buy Poojo
related stuff and his refusal to have a cup of tea
as it was poojo money! | saw how my uncles who
managed the event tried to make sure that
everyone was engaged and had a wonderful time.
It appears as if the massive walls of Thakur Dalan
embraced all who came into its fold and for those
four days we were all one!

Today, as | write, | smile at these memories that
come tumbling down — my mind longing to see all
of them once again but they are no more perhaps
looking down at me and smiling as | recall those
joyous days. | also take a moment to reflect like
we all do every year, what does Durga Poojo mean
for each one of us — | believe it means different
things to each one of us, and perhaps its meaning
also evolves with the passage of time.

Durga Poojo each year affirms the messiness and
vibrancy of life. As Ma Durga leads us through
life’s twists and turns, she returns annually, and
we collectively bow to her as she weaves her
magic. For a few days, we set aside bitterness,
reconnect with friends and family, and create
memories that we cherish long after the festival
ends—until it is time for another Poojo. This
celebration reflects the impermanence of all we
see and cherish, reminding us to live in the
moment. Ultimately, it is the memories of these
fleeting moments that endure and shape our
lasting experiences.

Somnath Chatterjee
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Dream World

Hello! Do you want to go to my dream world? |
think you all want to. Come with me to my
adventure world. Today | went to the camp with
my family, and when | hit the hay, | came to my
dream world.

There | saw a treasure map in my mailbox. It made
me curious which led me to follow the map. When
| reached the place, | was confused, because it
was on the ground near my porch and there was
nothing. After seeing the map more carefully |
discovered the note written “Dig the Ground”. |
started to dig the ground with my tools until |
found a silver treasure box which was about 2 feet

IO
T

long. When | opened it, | was shocked to see it
grow bigger into 4 feet.

Inside the box | found a big old bucket with an old
lamp. But the shocking thing was that when | used
the bucket as atrash bin and put scrap paperinit,
suddenly it was full of scrap paper. So, |
understood that Lamp could also be magical. |
dusted off the lamp and put water on top of it.
Suddenly a ticket fell from it and landed on my
hand, where was written “Say-Magical freedom
door, oh! Magical freedom door come in front of
me.” And when | said it, a door appeared in front
of me. When | opened the door and entered, | saw
pink, yellow and orange light sparkling with
glowing stars in between. After | crossed the path,
| saw the walls turn to an aquarium with beautiful
fishes. Then | walked forward and entered an
endless empty room.

Suddenly, the ticket in my hand says, “You can
ask for anything in this room and it will appear”. |
was very happy and asked for a big game
machine, my friends and endless free time to
play. But after a few hours | was sad and wanted
to return to my parents. So, | just shouted out
“freedom door, freedom door gets me back to
home” and in a fraction of second | opened my
eyes on my bed beside my parents. At last, |
understood all of this was a dream. That day was
kind of odd, so | shared with you all.

Written by Sayuri Paul, age 8
[llustrated by Sankhadip Paul
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The Bengali Hobbit

The Bengali Hobbit Bengalis have always
reminded me of Hobbits from The Lord of the
Rings. Generally small, often a little out of shape,
and fiercely proud of their way of life, they
embody a culture that finds meaning in the
ordinary. From their distinct cuisine, and the
precise temperature at which it should be
consumed, to their pseudo-intellectual debates
and sly remarks about not just other communities
in India but even about the people living five
minutes down the road, Bengalis thrive on
opinion and expression.

They adore politics, hold Marx and Tagore in equal
reverence, and see the PhD-to-tenure-track
journey as a near-sacred calling. They question
everything, chase the “why” behind life’s details,
and remind everyone that they were among the
most spirited fighters in India’s independence
movement

(this is factually correct.) And of course, there is
the food. Bengalis love fish so much that my
cousin’s wedding practically came to a haltdue to
the delayed arrival of a ceremonial fish.

The meshos (uncles) are particularly formidable.
They are endlessly eager to debate, surprisingly
knowledgeable about almost any topic, and often
comically verbose. I think of one mesho in my own
community who cannot simply pour wine. He
must narrate its lineage, describing the vineyard,
the ownership history, the grape variety, the
pressing methods, the packaging design, and,
inevitably, detouring into his own travels. By the
time he finishes, the glass has gone warm.

The Women of the Community

In broader Indian society, women were
historically discouraged from pursuing higher
education. Bengal carved out an exception.
Families often encouraged daughters to achieve
academically, and Bengali women carry a legacy

of strong credentials and
accomplishment.

professional

At the same time, Bengali mothers (mashis) may
be the most anxiety-prone group | have ever
encountered. They insist on sweaters in 78-
degree weather for fear that their children will
catch a chill, and they warn that too much protein
will surely ruin one’s kidneys. Yet they also
encourage their sons to be bold, to take risks, and
to stand tall. It is a fascinating paradox: caution
within the household, courage in the wider world.

My First Taste of Bengali Culture

As the child of Bengali immigrants in the United
States, my first true encounter with this culture
did not happen on the streets of Kolkata. It
unfolded in a community hall at Alumni Village in
2011. | was seven years old, sitting beside my
parents during the planning session for our local
Durga Puja.

The setting was theatrical. An executive
committee presided on stage while a faulty
microphone filled the air with static. Around fifty
Bengalis packed onto plastic chairs. It felt like a
town hall meeting, only noisier. Every few minutes
someone would interrupt, correcting, critiquing,
or declaring how things “should really be done.”
Eventually, one exasperated committee member
reprimanded the crowd, and for a brief moment
the room grew quiet.

But Bengalis are not built for silence.
Restlessness soon returned, children squealed,
and the air vibrated with unspent energy. What
was the point of attending a meeting if you could
not have the last word?

Then the president mentioned food. Specifically,
the caterer. In an instant the room changed.
Every mesho straightened in his chair, pushing
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his glasses up as though preparing to evaluate
the menu And then came the magic phrase:
patar mangsho from Jacksonville. Goat meat.
The audience erupted. There was a standing
ovation for meat. Only Bengalis could treat a
catering decision with the seriousness of a
Nobel Prize.

For context, meat at pujas is a uniquely Bengali
practice, baffling to much of India. But in that
moment the food united the room. The debates
softened, the critiques waned, and harmony
returned.

The Bengali Spirit
At our core, Bengalis love to complain. We
critique, whine, and argue over minutiae. Yet

behind this mask of confrontation lies something
disarmingly simple. What we truly crave is a good
book, the company of friends, and a big bowl of
rice with maach (fish) and mangsho.

We are independent thinkers, analytical, well-
read, and progressive in outlook. We are loving,
caring, and charitable. Our debates may loop
endlessly, but they are rooted in conviction and a
stubborn sense of right and wrong. And when the
talking is done, when the politics, philosophy,
and criticism have quieted, we gather over food
and laughter.

That is the Bengali way. And like the Hobbits we

so resemble, we know how to live fully, argue
endlessly, and celebrate joyfully.

Ananda Chatterjee

Mahishasur Mardini
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Mustard ﬁ'ﬁ: 1 bunch ,
Spinach : 2 bunch or a large box of baby spinach, Turnip greens or other greens 1 bunch (=1l 2],
B =11 5798 TIZRE FATS AT
WPAl AFET-10r2,
2 (BT 9 (optional) - (T 1 (TSI
9# ( 5 spices ) 1 spoon,
AT Gr=11 (\&<1- 2-3 spoon,
(T (BHS IAITHF G061 ISR TS TG N (S S06T-1-2 tsp

*M<k (P HICd:

Mustard 517*[, turnip ( *MT57H) %WWalmam Publix, Fresh Market 91 Whole Foods & S8
TE ST AT1s *1<F (51 4 grocery store & 94,

Tips

1 UGG i 1 S0 =16 (%1 1 YIS ©13 (7% 200 STV 05T . U6 A+ oierend
fine chop T S BL 7 NFTH (@Y (I S WA FOIE (O (M, ©F ¢ TG *F &0
B ER GG

2. TGS AW o ZHT (GG STG S0 (@0 RS AN, (1S9 IR 929 FA00

HAITAT (T (BT AT, 0O SHGE SIEATH & W
I BIBIGH

All You Can Eat
Lunch Buffet
11:30-2:30 Weekend Special
Every Day \/ Free Beer or Wine
with Purchase
A \a carte Dinner of Lunch Buffet
5:30-9:30 '
7 Days a Week
Catering For

'-

ALL Occasions
3 (% Y
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Childhood Puja Memories

As a Bengali kid growing up in Richmond, Virginia
in the nineties, my favorite day each year was the
Friday evening before Durga Puja. In the spirit of
parar pujas abroad, we all pitched in to transform
the Bon Air Community Center for our weekend
utsav. While the uncles set up the pandal and
stage, the aunties bustled about the kitchen. We
girls strung together vibrant marigold heads to
adorn the five framed images of Ma and her
children (in those days, our Bengali association
had yet to acquire a protima). At some point, a
pizza delivery would arrive, and we dug in
gleefully. The excitement of anticipating puja truly
peaked that day.

The following morning, we carefully dressed in our
finest, and en route to the venue, we stopped at
the grocery store to pick up fresh fruit for the
puja. At the community center, we girls were
tasked with grinding chandan paste and gathering
durva from the lawn outside. As folks trickled in
and the puja began, we children alternated
between spurts of fidgeting on the straw mats by
our mothers and frolicking outside to climb the
nearby tree. To us impatient kids, the puja felt
interminable.

When it was finally time for anjali, we joined the
crowd in clasping flower petals and mouthing the
mantras so nobody would hear us mispronounce
them. Then we girls and some mashis formed an
assembly line and set to work distributing prasad
to the queue of devotees. As we placed fruits,
nuts, mishti, and bhog into each Styrofoam bowl,
| always snuck a tasty naru or two into my mouth!
After prasad and a long-awaited lunch, we
returned home to change into our costumes for
the cultural program.

In the early evening, as we parked outside the
community center, we could hear the rhythm of
the dhaak pulsing through the speakers and
stirring our souls. We stood by as spectators until
we could no longer resist joining the lively
dhunuchi naach. Then we relished mouth-
watering snacks like pakoda and chicken tikka
until the cultural program began. Rabindra
sangeet and nritya, natak, and abriti, our parents
ensured that we tried them all over the years. One
year we young girls donned saris and danced to
“Anondo loke,” and another time my sister and |
held hands as we nervously sang “Momo chitte
niti nritye”. |1 also remember my sister reciting
“Goph Churi” by Sukumar Ray in her sweet
childish voice.

After the show, everyone enjoyed a sumptuous
dinner featuring succulent pathar mangsho. More
fun ensued as the speakers blasted popular Hindi
songs. The adults engaged in boisterous adda,
while we kids played hide-and-seek and tag until
we were exhausted. On the drive home after such
a long and exciting day, my sister and | inevitably
dozed off.

It has been over two decades since my last
childhood Durga Puja. While | have returned to
Richmond for puja a few times as an adult and
attended pujas in other American cities over the
years, it has never been quite the same. Whether
you grew up pandal hopping in Kolkata or
attending American weekend pujas like me, | am
sure we can all agree that chhotobelar pujor
anondor shonge shotti tulona hoy na. All we can
do is cherish those fond memories and try to
recreate them for our children. | want every
Bengali kid to experience the same joy that | felt
each year on the eve of Durga Puja.

Suravi Sircar Changlani
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