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Background: 

Sushila Agrawal was born in 1951 and raised in Delhi, India in a multigenerational home with family and 
extended family. Her family ran a trading business. After attending college in Delhi to study British 
literature, she moved to Houston, Texas to be with her husband, with whom she had an arranged marriage 
when she was twenty years old. She had four children, and was highly involved in their schools 
throughout their childhoods. She played an informal but integral role in her husband’s successful business 
and has served as a member of the Asia Society’s Asian art subcommittee, a board member of the India 
House Houston, and a trustee of the Museum of Fine Arts Houston. 

Setting: 

This interview was conducted on June 20, 2019, in a study room at Fondren library. Mary Claire Neal and 
Sarah Jin interviewed Sushila Agrawal, who shared memories and reflections on her childhood, family, 
education, immigration, and involvement with art museums. The interview lasted about one hour and 
fifteen minutes. 

Key: 
SA: Sushila Agrawal 
MN: Mary Claire Neal 
SJ: Sarah Jin 
—: speech cuts off; abrupt stop 
…: speech trails off, pause 
Italics: emphasis 
[Brackets]: Actions [laughs, sighs, etc.] 
(?): Unclear word or phrase 



 

   

                   
            

  

       

         
 

               
        

 

 
    

   

     

   
       

          
                    
  

 

        
         
         

           
       

  

 

        
            

 

    
                    

        
          

         
            

Interview Transcript: 

MN: Okay, so the day is June the 20th, 2019, and we’re here with Houston Asian American Archive, and 
we’re interviewing Sushila Agrawal. My name is Mary Claire Neal. [SJ: I’m Sarah Jin.] Alright, thank 
you so much for coming. 

SA: Yeah, I’m glad to be here! 

MN: First, can you tell us when and where you were born—and, some about your family, and your 
siblings, and your community as a child? 

SA: Well I was born in India, Delhi, that’s capital of India. And I'm born and brought up in Delhi 
actually, so um, my family, I mean I’m from India, my family’s from India. And, they have been living in 
Delhi for, you know, maybe many generations. [SJ: Mmm.] 

MN: And did you grow up with a lot of your extended family or grandparents with you? 

SA: Yes I did, I had a joint family, which is called like, grandparents, and multiple uncles, uh, you know, 
live together. And, we had a big house. My family was in trading business, and uh—so I grew up with my 
two uncles and my dad. And uh, my aunts were married by the time I got—uh I was born. But they 
visited us often. [SJ: Mmm.] So I had a lot of cousins and brothers and sisters, I grew up with. 

MN: Wow. Were you good friends with all of them? And do you remember what games you played or 
what you did for fun? 

SA: Well, it’s uh, kind of um… My dad is the eldest out of all his siblings, so—and I’m his o— you 
know, eldest child, so I had much quite younger, uh, cousins. [SJ: Mmm.] Uh, in fact, when I got 
married, my youngest cousin was only one year old. [SJ: Wow.] And uh, my... so I had a relationship 
with them more like a older sister than the really siblings. I kind of learned that relationship after I came 
here. [SJ: Mmm.] 

MN: So you were, you took care of them and had responsibilities? 

SA: Not really, my parents were uh, well-to-do, and so I really didn’t take care of them. But I can say I 
was a little bossy; [MN and SJ laugh] or maybe they listen to me a lo— you know, to a lot, respected me 
a lot. And um, and didn’t think about it much, you know? Like uh, we watched movie together, if they 
needed something they’ll come to me, ask me; and uh, but I was I think uh, quite busy in my own world. I 
was very much friends with my aunt and my uncles. They were more, uh, like a sibling to me, s– sounds 
strange, than my own cousins. 

MN: Were they, um, older than you? 

SA: Of course they were older than me; [MN: Okay, okay.] but uh, they were like, not that much older. 
Like my uncle was, uh, maybe five year older; [SJ: Ohh wow.] and my aunt was like four year older. And 
um, so, um, I kind of reached out to them for everything, uh, than to my own siblings. [MN: okay.] 

MN: What do you remember about your early education, and teachers? 

SA: I belong to— at that time— I was uh, my family was more of a business family, so education, uh, I 
mean they emphasized on education. But it was not that, um... I was the first one went to college. And, 
and my, uh, mom and dad always wanted me to get good educa–education. And my mother’s side, the 
education was a big thing, so all my uncles from my mother’s side, my mother’s brother and they all were 
very highly educated. I think some influence came from there. And, I went to high school and then after 
that I went to college, did my undergrad, and then I came to States. 
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MN: What were your favorite subjects early as a kid? 

SA: I loved economics. [MN and SJ: Oh.] Um, I loved history, so those were, I did not go in art in 
sciences, like math and uh, math and sciences; so, my, uh, my area of interest when I went to college was 
more towards arts like economics and history. So that’s what I did. 

MN: Okay. [SJ: Mmm.] What were some of the values or lessons or beliefs that your family raised you 
on? 

SA: I think it’s true even today what you— your family is doing and you’re growing up around them, 
[SJ: Mmm.] you know. The things you learn, those becomes your value. [SJ: Mhm.] And I, today I feel 
like I was very fortunate to grow up in a family. They were very, um, god-fearing; they were good people. 
And uh, when I came here, I kind of raised my family; me and my husband, two of us raised the family 
because we didn’t have extended family here. We tried to go to India, um, every summer, I think we did 
more than anybody else had done who migrated to another country of our friends, because we both grew 
up in a family, extended family, so we used to miss that a lot for our children. So I feel like I grew up 
around good values, and uh, which gave me very strong foundation for later on when I migrated here and 
me an– and my husband were on our own; we could do the same. [SJ: Mhm.] 

MN: So you moved here after college, right? 

SA: I moved here after college. [MN: Okay.] I– I moved here because I got married to my husband. [MN: 
Okay.] Uh, I didn’t come here. He came here for studies. I came here because I married him, and, uh, so 
uh, [laughs] that’s uh why I moved here. 

MN: Was that the first time you had lived apart from your family? Or in college were you also on your 
own? 

SA: No, I—in college, I used to go to, I was to a commuter college, uh, boarding schools were not that 
popular in India in those days… so I will say yeah, first time I moved so far. [SJ: Mmm.] You know, 
from India to here. Uh...nowadays the young generation, even my grandkids, or even my kids won’t 
understand how the communication was at that time. [SJ laughs] I mean, even on the phone, uh, it will 
take you couple of days to make a phone call, especially from India to here. And, and then, you know, 
after every three minutes, uh operat— excuse me— operator is reminding you that three minutes are over. 
[MN and SJ laugh] So basically you could only say, “Hello? Hello? How are you? How are you?” That’s 
it. And maybe just ask, you know, and you forget everything when you’re hearing your, you know... Uh, 
and nowadays you can like, you know, uh, FaceTime three times a day, so it’s very hard to imagine how 
it was in those days. [SJ: Mhm.] 

MN: How, um, I guess, when did you meet your husband for the first time and how long did you have to 
plan for moving to the States? 

SA: We had arranged marriage, and uh, those marriages still happens in India, [SJ: Mmm.] but maybe not 
as many as it did in those days. And so both of our family knew each other, and that’s how we met. And 
we really didn’t do much planning, I mean, you know, um—when I met him, I guess I liked him. [MN 
and SJ laugh] But didn’t uh, [laughs] didn’t go out on a date or anything. We met, uh, couple of times, 
before we said yes to each other. Um, or say yes to our parents. [SJ laughs] And um, we got married and 
after marriage I guess, you know, uh, next thing is you come wherever your husband is, so I came here. 

MN: So he had already moved here? 

SA: Yes, [MN: Right.] so he moved couple of years before me. [SJ: Oh.] He did his Master’s before, um, 
before we got married and he was working on his Ph.D. at the time. 
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MN: Okay. Did you move straight to Houston, or to somewhere else? 

SA: I have only lived in Houston. [SJ: Wow.] I came to Houston. I, we have travelled a lot in the U.S. 
and around the world. But I tell my— always tell my husband if I have to move somewhere, I’ll move 
back to Delhi, not anywhere else. [SJ: Mmm.] So Houston is my home, yes, I have moved to Houston, 
and I’m not moved anywhere else. [SJ: [laughs] That’s nice.] 

MN: Did you grow up learning to speak English? Or did you learn when you moved? 

SA: Nowadays if you go to India, uh, English is almost like a first language, uh, especially in big cities; 
but when I was growing up, um, because of our British influence in India, they ruled India for so long, 
we—I did learn English in school. So I had a very good knowledge of a theoretical English. But I was not 
good in speaking, fluent in speaking when I came here. And my accent was very different, it was more of 
a, um, British-come-Indian [SJ: Mmm.] accent. And uh, but nowadays because of the media and, you 
know, if you talk to kids in India, you won’t find any difference. [SJ: Mhm.] And um, they are actually 
very fluent in English. 

MN: So, you said you loved history growing up. Can you talk a little about what kind of history you 
learned in school in India and what most interested you? 

SA: Ah, I just like, you know, it started with the, I will say, story books, like you know, uh, you hear you 
know like Indian culture is so old, and then when you’re in school we are taught like Muslim ruled India; 
and then after that British uh, ruled India; and you know, and then i— it just, I don’t know, to me, history 
looked like story. [SJ: Mmm.] And I loved reading stories. [SJ: Mmm.] Ao maybe tha— that was my, uh, 
that’s why I liked it? And in college I did British history. [MN: Okay.] So maybe [SJ: Mmm.] because it 
um, it tell, you know, when you go through history, I think you kind of um, make up your own history. 
[all laugh] Like, you know it’s uh, really nice when you see, when you read in British history or, I mean, 
uh, how, you know, the British, or how the US was created. Uh, I mean I read this in British history, you 
know some of the people were very unhappy with the British rule, so some of them decided and, you 
know, to sail and you know, find another land. [SJ: Mmm.] So it just fascinated me always, so. 

MN: What was it like as, as an Indian-American woman studying British history? Did that give you any 
different perspectives? Do you think? 

SA: Not really. [MN: Okay.] Like I said, I didn’t think much, I mean—I kind of maybe knew that I’m not 
going to go for higher studies. I was uh, after undergrad, maybe I’ll be, um, I didn’t know I’ll be coming 
abroad [SJ: Mhm.] to U.S.; but I knew I’m going to get married and settle down and all that. So, so I 
didn’t think about it much, that was more like have a good time in college, [SJ: Mmm.] you know. 

MN: Um, and then lastly about your, your childhood and education, what were some of those favorite 
stories you had or that you read, do you remember any specific books you loved? 

SA: Um...what you mean? 

MN: Do you remember any books you especially loved or any stories that you liked to read? 

SA: Not really. I mean. [laughs] Yeah. 

MN: Okay. Uh, alright. So when you arrived in Houston, um, did you have a family or community or 
friends here? 

SA: One of my husband’s cousin was already here, uh, in Houston, they were in Houston before I moved; 
but in—I think in just a month before, they moved to College Station because his cousin was also 
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working on his Ph.D. And uh, I don’t know what were the reason but he left Houston and moved to 
College Station to finish it up. Um, they, he was much older than my husband, and he had children, so 
since I came from a big family, I kind of liked getting together with them once in a while because I, that 
kind of gave me that um, fel— I felt like I was in family, with the family. 

So, but we had, uh, Houston was—had very little Indian population at that time. It will be hard to believe 
today. [SJ: Mmm.] But we had like, maybe couple of hundred like, three four hundred bachelors, who 
were all student, uh, at Rice and University of Houston. They were more at University of Houston 
because it was a commuter school, you could work and support yourself and go to college. And there 
were like maybe no more than twenty or thirty families in the whole Houston really. So it was a very 
small community. We didn’t have any Indian grocery store; we didn’t have, you know, only place we 
could get maybe little bit of Indian spice or maybe European spices is Anton, that used to be on Main. 
[SJ: Mmm.] So that was the only store in Houston where we can get some of the… you know. Otherwise, 
um, very small Indian population here. [SJ: Wow.] 

MN: Do you think around this time was when—did you feel like you were an adult at that point? Or do 
you feel like you became an adult before that or later? Just uh, for [SA: Uh….] yourself in your own, in 
your own heart. 

SA: I think later. [SJ: Mmm.] I kind of grew up, uh, with my children, I’ll say. Uh, I obviously, when I’m 
living here, I, uh, at one point, we decided that I will also start going to co— uh, school here. And um, so 
I start, I got my, um, all my documents you know, school document college from India. By that time they 
got here, um, I kind of saw that, you know, you don’t get any domestic help here. And, uh, if–if my 
husband is obviously, you know, he’s work— he was working as well, he was doing his Ph.D. So if I also 
go to school, so we won’t have any family life for some time. So we decided that he’ll go and finish 
everything and I will see about schooling later. [SJ: Mmm.] So, um, so I didn’t do any formal education 
here. But—s— I kind of grew up later, I will say. I will kind of became a adult later, [SJ: Mmm.] and I’m 
sure everybody’s like that, you know. [SJ: Mhm.] Uh when you grow up, you have more responsibility 
here; I was, me and my husband, no matter how old we were, we were grownups, [all laugh] doing 
everything ourselves. [laughs] Did it wrong or right that’s different. [all laugh] 

MN: So what did you do during that time when you were not going to school but your husband was? 

SA: We decided to have family, so, um, and uh, just even learning when I came from India I didn’t, I was 
in college, I just got married right after college, and uh, then I grew up in a extended family. So I actually 
didn’t know—I learned driving [SJ: Mmm.] here; I—in fact I even learned cooking here; I learned almost 
everything here. So, and, kind of self-taught [all laugh] myself and uh, yeah. 

MN: Do you remember what it was like then, what you were excited about and worried about everyday? 

SA: It was better not to think about it, how far I am from my, uh, my parents, and uh, my own country. 
[SJ: Mmm.] And, it takes you number of years, like, maybe almost, I’m talking about myself, um, maybe 
like almost—maybe till you have a first grandchild you realizes, you start realizing that—or maybe when 
you’re in India, when your parents are no more, you start realizing, um, which country’s your first 
country. So, to me, I think uh, when I, um, saw my kids have gotten married, have settled down, and 
they’re not visiting in India as often as we did together; [SJ: Mhm.] because they don’t have that need, 
visiting India every year. Uh, and it took me some time to realize that. Uh, in the beginning I kind of felt 
like when they were not visiting India very often, it felt like oh, I took them every summer, I guess they 
don’t like India, they don’t... it’s not that, it’s just, uh, for me, every summer was important to go because 
I wanted to see my parents. Uh, some of my siblings were getting married or some—my cousins were 
getting married so I wanted to be a part of it. There were many, many other reasons, and those reasons are 
not there for my children. My children’s parents are here, my children’s cousins are here, siblings are 
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here, and then they are extended family from—on their husband’s side, everybody’s here. So, they’re 
going to India, reason going to India is very different than mine was. And, today I can say very 
comfortably I feel like this is my home now. [MN and SJ: Mhm.] Uh, Houston is my home. And, India is 
my second home, but it—I think it takes you a while to, that comes to you, really comes to you naturally. 

SJ: Um, I have a question about you, you said you kind of self-taught cooking? Um, did you learn how to 
make American dishes, or were you kind of reusing recipes from your family? 

SA: Uh, I actually didn’t cook much from recipes. [SJ: Oh, okay.] I don’t even do it today, [MN, SJ 
laugh] when you all asked me to write down those recipes. [SJ: Mhm.] My daughter helped me. [SJ: 
Ohhh.] I told her what to, and [SJ laughs] when she did, I corrected it [MN and SJ laugh] while she’s 
writing. But I cannot like, uh, in fact when my own girls, or even my son also loves cooking, and uh, I 
didn’t get much involved. Uh, growing up, I don’t think so my son cooked that much. [SJ: Mmm.] But he 
does now. And when my daughter growing up was doing something in the kitchen, [SJ: Mhm.] I kind of 
felt I should just go out of the kitchen. [SJ: So just to let her try.] Because it was very hard for me to see 
for them to measuring— measure things, you know, like [MN laughs] [SJ: Yes, yeah.] sugar, [SJ: I 
know. [laughs]] and shaking the cup and making it– it’s all the way to the top, [SJ: Yeah.] or it’s little 
less. What difference does it make? [MN laughs] [SJ: Yeah.] Just, you know. [SJ: If it feels right.] Yeah, 
just do it, and uh, I mean, even like if uh, they are making apple pie, [SJ: Mmm.] and uh, you know, uh, 
they need like one and a half, I mean, cup apples, and they peeled two apples, little bit is left, I said, “Put 
it!” [MN and SJ laugh] “Why are they leaving it out on the counter?” And uh, so I, you know, then I had 
to tell myself, you know, “I should just be out. Let them do what they’re doing, that’s how they’re going 
to learn in place of my, you know, just, you know, what I will do.” I’ll just move, uh, you know, they’re 
not in the kitchen, I’ll pick up those apples and put it in the bowl. [all laugh] So I actually don’t um, 
measure much. [SJ: Mhm.] 

And you know, but I completely—I mean I give you some ve... one funny example, or one funny. Uh, 
when I came from India, I had never—I grew, really grew up in an extended family. And, um, whenever I 
saw my house help in India peeling potatoes, I mean they are not peeling one or two potatoes, they are 
peeling like good ten or, potatoes at one time. [SJ laughs] So I had only seen that, so I didn’t know you 
can peel one potato. So I, I mean I went to the grocery store with my husband, and he, he also had not 
done grocery before. Even he lived here, he just bought some frozen food and ate that maybe, or uh… So 
we, I came home, when I’m, I sat down and start peeling eight potatoes at a time, [MN and SJ laugh] for 
two people. [SJ: Two people!] [MN laughs] [SJ: Oh no.] So in beginning, I like, make food for ten 
people, and uh, we used to have a—one of these student apartments across University of Houston. [SJ: 
Mmm.] Uh there used to be apartments everywhere around university, and that’s where my husband 
lived. And we, I don’t think so we had a garbage disposal. [SJ: Oh no.] So, um, I asked my husband, you 
know, and then, in India we never ate leftovers. [SJ: Mhm.] I mean, the family was so big, I don’t think 
so we had that many leftovers, and even if we did, fresh food was made every day, I mean for every meal. 
And so I wouldn’t even serve me and my husband that food I made a day before. [SJ: Mhm.] So I have 
this, all this food sitting in the fridge. [SJ laughs] You know, and then I asked my husband what do I do 
with this. 

So he says, you know, “don’t throw it in your own kitchen because it will smell.” So, uh, there was a big 
dumpster, uh, near the washateria, uh like, um, you have to walk little bit. So, I have this big pot in my 
hand, and I’m carrying it to the dumpster [SJ laughs] to dump it in there, and obviously around our place 
lot of bachelor lived. [SJ: Mhm.] So we had a bachelor lived, you know, about five or four of them in a 
two-bedroom apartment next door to us or maybe two apartment down, [SJ: Mhm.] and they saw me 
doing that couple of times. [SJ: [laughs] Oh no.] And they could see I’m throwing rice or I’m throwing a 
curry or something. And so one day one of them knocked on my kitchen door, [SJ laughs] and he said, 
“You know you can give the food to us.” [all laugh] And uh, I like, I like you know, didn’t say anything; 
and my husband came in the evening and I said, “Gosh it’s weird, people ask for food here.” [all laugh] 
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And uh, to me, you know, giving dinner or somebody then you should be, like proper. [SJ: Mhm.] Should 
be— everything should be made proper. Like, you know, in proper containers, [SJ: Yeah.] and you know, 
and you know, like that. And I said, “I hardly make, you know make, like meal for me and my husband.” 
I mean I make big dishes but, [MN and SJ laugh] [SJ: But they’re not fancy.] uh, not even fancy. Like I, 
you know, you–you, like Indian meal is little, you know, like you make one protein, one vegetable, and 
then you make rice, and then you make fresh tortillas. I said, “you know, I didn’t know how to roll 
tortillas.” So, [SJ: Mmm.] I mean I used to make hardly few for him, and few for me, just one or two, 
used to take all my energy to make them. [SJ laughs] So I said, “how can I give them just the vegetables? 
[SJ laughs] It- you should be the whole meal.” [SJ: Ohh.] 

And then my husband said, “It’s okay, you know, bachelors don’t even get to see Indian food. [SA and SJ 
laugh] So what you can do, you can just invite them to the house, and they all, you can chat with them, 
and that way you will have a good afternoon and just, it’s okay, it’s okay.” So, I had not seen that in 
India, I had not seen that informal side of [SJ: Mmm.] uh, you know, so. Actually, I felt really very much 
at home, anybody you talk to, even the Americans, you know? I used to wear my, you know, like, um, in 
the beginning, for actually many years, I wore sari [SJ: Mmm.] you know. Went to the grocery store and 
never felt out of place because nobody made me feel that way. [SJ: That’s good.] Uh, so, people were 
very nice. [SJ: Mmm.] And uh, as far as the Indian people goes here, anybody you meet in college, or 
even in bachelor, they made you feel like, like he’s your younger brother or your older brother. [SJ 
laughs] Or you know, I mean, i— it was ou— that way I really felt at home here. [SJ: Mhm, wow.] 

SJ: So would you say like cooking for the people around you helped form a community for you? 

SA: Not really. [SJ: No? Oh okay.] No, I mean, it just uh, what I’m trying to say, people—in India, you 
don’t, I didn’t reach out in the community. I mean I, uh, I grew up in my, with my family, with my 
relatives, or even with the neighbors; but it’s not that you’re walking on the street and everybody would 
smile at you. Or, you know, or... I don’t know how to put it. But, I felt uh, very, you know… I didn’t feel 
a stranger, let’s put it that way. [SJ: Okay.] More than anything. 

MN: So you did start having those bachelors over? And cooking for them? 

SA: I did a couple of times. [MN laughs] And then they moved, you know, I mean, you know, and uh, I, 
and some of the people, I, we met very first month or very first week, we are still friends with them. [SJ: 
Mmm, I see.] And uh, now they have grandkids; we see each other, you know. Even if we don’t talk to 
each other like for, uh we, all, some of them have not in Houston. They are, you know, so we exchange 
Christma–New Year card. And I make a photo card so they always call me or I’ll call them; and we, uh, it 
will be like we never left, you know, like, we’ll be, uh. So the friends we made in those, they became our 
family, [MN and SJ: Mhm.] and they still are. 

MN: Wow. Um, what was, uh, we noticed you were like a vice president soon after you moved, um. Can 
you explain who, who you were helping and what that was for? 

SA: Vice president, I didn’t understand that. 

MN: Oh okay. Did you help your husband or anything, with his company? 

SA: Yes my– my husband, you know, we had a, um... He started a company very soon in his career. And 
um, I was– I was never part of the business, physically, eight to five; but uh, since I like I said, we both 
were the only— we didn’t have any other people, other family people here. Wo we both did discuss 
everything. And uh, we kind of decided lot of thing jointly. [SJ: Mmm.] But um, to the outsider they will 
never know I am involved in the business. And um, as far as the Vice President go, I– I guess you need, 
when you form a company, you need people to make, give them different titles; so I think I was given that 
title. But I– I participated very much with him. Uh, we discussed uh, most of the things together. We, you 
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know, kind of took joint decisions on things, that way I was very lucky that my husband consulted me or 
talked to me about everything. 

MN: So growing up, when, with your parents’ business, is that also how their business worked? As a 
joint, uh, a family business? 

SA: I was not involved in their business at all. [MN: Okay.] But, um… you know, like I said I grew up in 
an extended family; so it’s not like here, or today in India, if you are well-to-do, you know, your homes 
are like here, every child has his own room; and, uh, but when we were growing up, you know, like my 
parents had one room, and then we had, more couple of rooms which all the siblings shared. So, and the 
whole family had one living room; and, uh, whole— we had joint kitchen. [SJ: Mhm.] So you kind of 
overheard everything. [SJ: Mhm.] You know. Not that I was, uh, giving any advice to my parents about 
the business. I was too young, anybody would listen to me or, I don’t think so even I had any advice to 
give. But when I think about it today, I feel like I could talk to my husband on that level when he was 
talking to me about his business, because I grew up around business. [MN and SJ: Mmm.] But not that, 
no, I had no invol— I didn’t go to the office, or no involvement in business. [MN and SJ: Mhm.] 

MN: So were all your uncles and aunts and your parents, were they all involved in the same business 
together? 

SA: Yes they were, [MN: Okay.] there were multiple business and they were all involved. Everybody 
must have a responsibility to run it smooth. But yeah, they were involved in, together, [MN: Okay.] in, 
uh, multiple business or, business they had. 

MN: Was your classmates and friends growing up at school, do you know if they came from similar 
backgrounds to you, and had similar experiences? 

SA: We, um… as far as experience goes, we— I had friends from my school, obviously we went to the 
same school. And, uh, my parents— since I was the first one went to college— my parents were not very, 
um, they didn’t send me to a school too far away; so I was like going to school within walking distance. 
And my friends were also coming from the same backgrounds, they were, um, they may not be as well-
off, but– but they were very, from very good families; and um, we were not, uh, one, we didn’t have a 
need of finding friends that much because we had so many people at home. [MN and SJ: Mhm.] And 
many people live like that over there at that time, joint families or extended families. Uh, I could never 
think of, um, my, uh, grandparents staying on their own; even, couldn’t even dream of I will ever come to 
know about older homes be— you know, they are, exist, never heard of them, you know, in those days. 
And, um, so the life was very different. Um, had few friends. Um, and, it was more like when I was going 
to college, we walked together. That day I didn’t want to go in my, um, the whole family used to have one 
or two cars. It was not like in India now: if you have four people in the house you have four cars. In those 
days, you didn’t have multiple cars in the family. And uh so, but the day we wanted to walk to the college 
we, friends will jus— there were no cell phones obviously, and there were no, uh, phones were not were. 
In India, Telecom was not as developed. So, we just like, we are walking and we saw that friends 
walking, so we just walked together. That kind of thing. And, simple life [laughs] I’ll say. 

MN: Okay. Um so when were your children born? How old were you, and how far apart were they born? 

SA: My first one was born when I was uh, twenty one. And, they are—three are pretty close together, first 
three. Uh, but then I had another one. I had four children. Another one after five years. So my older one 
and the youngest one has ten year difference. [SJ: Oh wow.] 

MN: Okay. What was, what was it like when you first had them and were raising them? 
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SA: Um, I don’t know, I, I loved it. [MN: Mhm.] I mean, obviously sometimes I felt alone. Uh, felt alone 
in a way like uh, I used to f— uh, miss my family a whole lot. Uh, we, uh, could afford some help later 
on. Uh, but early on we um, I start taking them to uh “mother’s day out” in the churches. I, near my house 
there was a church where they— twice a week— they used to have a “mother’s day out”. So I used to 
take them there and, you know, leave them there. One, they can interact with other children. And, uh 
second I got some free time. And, but I loved, uh, raising them. I really did, you know. So. 

MN: Are they, do they have different personalities from each other, or are they good friends, through 
childhood and to this day? 

SA: They have completely different personalities. [MN and SJ laugh] I mean, it actually amazes you. 
When you, uh, see them, that, I mean, um, all of them are raising their own family now. And, it’s so 
fulfilling to see them, uh, raising their own family. And, I’m actually very proud of them. But, it takes 
you some time to uh, kind of realize that you raised them in the same household, but how different they 
are. [MN and SJ laugh] From going A to B, everybody takes a different route. It’s raising a family or 
managing themself or uh, doing their job or whatever they are doing. They all um, I kind of feel they all 
are very good people. But they have very different way of doing things. 

MN: Um, did you, so did you raise them on kind of the same values and expectations you think you were 
raised with? 

SA: I think I did. Uh, maybe I didn’t know any different. Uh, um, one thing I—being not raised here— 
one thing I never took my children as an individual. I kind of raised them together. Uh because that’s how 
I’ve seen it in India. Um, [uses handkerchief] because what happens uh, like my youngest one will, when 
she was growing up, she’s... I have a lot of stories to tell about my older, two older ones. Because I have 
spent more, more time with them; because the–the first one doesn’t have anybody to play with, so I’m 
playing with her all the time. Or even I’m learning with her, watching Jeannie with her or watching Lucy 
with her [SJ laughs] on the TV. We both are sitting doing that, you know? I mean, [SJ: Yeah.] you know. 
So, especially my youngest one b... Since she’s five year later, she will say, “How come you don’t have 
any stories to tell about me?” I said well, one I had maybe more work to do. Uh, I mean I was more busy 
in other things. And, then second I always thought, “You have siblings to play with. So I don’t need to sit 
down and play board games with you.” Or uh, let’s put it that way, I didn’t think much about it. She’s 
busy, she’s happy, that’s all it mattered. But –but now, with my grandchildren I make a point to spend 
time with each one of them individually. Or together. So maybe that’s the difference. I, you know, I’ll say 
what I feel today, and what I felt at that time. 

SJ: Is there anything you, you would say that your children have taught you? Um, growing up in 
America? 

SA: Yeah. They have taught me a lot actually. I learned that uh, schooling system here through them. I 
learned the college system through them. My husband did go to college; but you know, um, he went to, 
like, um, he did, he was much later, like in PhD. You really don’t see that much college life at that time. 
Um, he will like go to work and then in the evening; he’d go to college, and writing thesis, or his 
dissertation; or things like that. So at the undergrad level it’s all together very different. Um, with my first 
uh, daughter, we were not ready to let her go out for college. And she didn’t get into Rice. And we kind of 
asked her, “Would you go to University of Houston?” We are very uh... She got in many colleges. Bryn 
Mawr, CalTech, and uh, [SJ: Wow.] and um, and I think she was also not ready to go. So she went to 
University of Houston, but when—my husband went there, so I didn’t think anything much of it. You 
know even there, he did his Master’s and PhD. So when she went to college I kind of felt what’s the 
difference in between different colleges. Uh, I kind of saw, I mean she did great. And, uh study-wise and 
she came out of there with, with her engineering degree, you know uh, doing good and she did good. But 
her college life was very different than when I saw my other friends’ children. 
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And, I decided at that time, later on, uh, I let my children go wherever they want to. Not influence them. 
Uh, so, so I kind of learned through them, these things. And, I– I actually learned so much through them. 
Uh we took them everywhere, we—me and my husband love travelling. Uh, but my interest of museums, 
like, my youngest one, um, after high school every uh, child we ask them, “Where we can take you after 
you do your high school and you get in college?” So she said, “Well take me to Spain for uh, [SJ: Ah.] to 
visit museums.” And we took her there. And, I mean, I love visiting museum with my children. Like uh, 
in Houston we’ll take them to see the stars or you know any new exhibit. But not really, I was not into it. 
You know like reading every, you know, painter or the art and all that. So very first day I’m just standing 
there and looking at the canvases or you know when she’s visiting museum. You know, I said one week 
I’m going to spend like that, so let me just start reading everything. And really my interest of museum 
came from there. [SJ: Oh okay.] It kind of like uh, uh, I got interested when I, you know kind of uh, saw 
name of a painter that I said, “Hey let me see what other paintings he has.” You know. And then I start 
comparing them in my own mind little bit. As you know, new person, and uh, it kind of... I’m still not you 
know, but I’m, I got very involved later on when I was asked to get involved at the Museum of Fine Arts 
in Houston. And I have been trustee there since six years. [MN: Wow.] So they were making all the Asian 
galleries and I got involved with the India gallery. So uh, in many many terms I, many areas, I learned a 
lot through them. 

MN: Um, so was that one of the first ways you got involved with the Asian community and Asian art? Or 
were there other things before that? Other committees or organizations you were a part of? 

SA: When they were going to school, uh, me and my husband, together we were always available for 
kids. For the school. I mean no matter what, you know, neven if he had to move his business meeting, we 
always attended their stuff. And, one because I had multiple children, so I wanted to know what they are 
doing. [SJ: Mhm.] So I thought that’s the best way to know what they’re doing if you get involved. And, 
I think that was my, maybe, little bit, that’s how I started. And then I kind of found it interesting. [MN: 
Mhm.] Uh, so we were very involved in um, when my children went to St. John I was very involved. I 
was like, they used to have a senior tea. Uh, we were three four mothers, we would go to mother for 
anyone who doesn’t want to do the senior tea, cannot do it that day. And, so, in the same manner when 
they, my children, you know got in college, they’re all so—I don’t know if that was a good thing or not. 
Um, because your children really don’t want you to get involved in school in college. [all laugh] [SJ: 
Yeah.] But, we kind of found that out later. But uh you know, we just were very much available. [MN: 
Mhm.] And, that’s how, and my husband, and uh, always emphasized on studies. We really value study. 

MN: What were some of the– the organizations, um, you started working with, in addition to Museum of 
Fine Arts? And also how did you, why were you asked to be on that committee? Do you know, um, why 
they chose you and why they thought you would be a good trustee? 

SA: Uh, maybe because my background is different. Uh, I kind of feel like, uh, before that I had been 
involved with the Asia gal–Asian galleries for almost now a number of years. Uh, they established that 
about like uh, eighteen years ago, maybe twenty. So maybe they saw me, you know, interested in that. 
And uh, maybe they wanted somebody on their board with a different background. Um, which, you know, 
so that was the reason. 

MN: Mhm. As in like, someone who is an Indian American woman? [SA: Yes.] Okay. [SA: That’s what I 
mean.] Okay. And then are you talking about the Asia Society? That– was that what you were a part of 
for those years? 

SA: I mean in Houston now, I mean I have been involved now with Asia Society, with Museum of Fine 
Arts. Then we, you know since children are grown; one, it um, it kind of serves a purpose for us also. 
[MN: Mhm.] Me and my husband are at a stage of our life where we are not that busy with children. 
[MN: Mhm.] We like to enjoy the grandkids but don’t want to get too involved in raising them. I mean, 
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do everyday stuff. And, I’m lucky that they are in Houston; so I fairly, I see them a lot. Uh but, being 
involved in other things, um, makes me feel good. And my husband. So, so we feel like we are uh, you 
know, we are lucky that way. That we have an opportunity to get involved in so many things. 

MN: What have you learned about art, or from the art community… over time? 

SA: Just eh, another world out there. [MN: Wow.] [laughs] You know? I mean there is so much to learn, 
you know? So while you are here, you just enjoy it I guess. You know. I would, I won’t call myself to be 
a part of that world, but I really appreciate uh, you know uh, um, the people who are like, who do art and 
who are involved in art. You know in a big way. But uh I myself feel like yesterday we were at the 
museum, for one of the exhibit, and Museum of Fine Arts has started doing every summer something 
which attracts a lot of school kids and children. And they have done this pendulum—I don’t know if you 
guys have gone there and seen it. [SJ: At the—.] The Museum of Fine Arts. [SJ: I, I think I’ve, yeah I 
think I’ve seen it, yeah.] The pendulum, [SJ: Swings, yeah yeah.] it swings, pend— gosh, it’s so like, 
[MN and SJ laugh] you know like yesterday I was for another dinner and I wanted to jump in there, [all 
laugh] and do it, you know? [SJ: Yeah, yeah.] It just uh, you know? Uh, even if you don’t think of art 
seriously, it’s so much fun. [MN: Uh huh.] You know. So. 

MN: What are some of your other hopes for the future in your own life? 

SA: Um, I want to stay healthy. [all laugh] Uh I you know really want to stay healthy. Um, have, you 
know, good time with my grandkids. Three of them are in high school now. So I hardly get to spend time 
with them. Uh, but uh, I don’t know. I just uh feel very blessed. Uh, that they are in Houston, and um, I 
think. Oh, I really pray every day that people around me, uh, stay. I know it’s not possible but, people 
around me and my friends and uh, you know they stay healthy I stay healthy and, [MN: Mhm.] uh, you 
know. So. 

MN: Do you have any religious or spiritual beliefs? You and, or your family? 

SA: I very strongly believe, uh, in my religion. [MN: Mhm.] Uh, not strongly, I didn’t mean it that way 
that I want to convert anybody. But uh, I really believe there is somebody up there, who um, who 
controls, I won’t say control destiny, but He has a lot in his hand. And, you know? So you just, you know, 
you just pray that, you know you are everywhere at the right time. And, you know and try to do the right 
things. I know it’s not possible to do the right things all the time. [MN: Is that…?] At least the intentions 
are good. [MN: Yeah.] [SJ: Yes.] 

MN: Is that something you mostly do on your own, or do you have a community or congregation you are 
with? 

SA: We have a big Indian family. And, then we have a um, we know lot of people in American, uh, 
society also. So we feel very lucky, that um. And like I said, I– me and my husband both realized that uh, 
this is my country now. And, my, this is going to be home for my grandchildren, my great grandchildren. 
So in any little way we can leave, I hope they will always remember, or, where they have come from. Uh, 
you know, and I kind of realized that they are American first. And, but I– I hope they remember their 
roots and they remember their values. And um, and we kind of leave a—we are a good part of this 
society. [MN: Mhm.] You know and they become a good part of this society too. [SJ: Yeah.] 

MN: How do you, or how are you seeing America change or Houston change? 

SA: Um, I really can’t, I’m not very— I’m Republican. [MN: Mhm.] Because my husband is Republican 
and we both, [MN laughs] you know, we don’t believe in some of the things which are going on. But uh, 
but we hardcore, we are Republicans. And, I don’t know I mean, over time, world is changing. I hope that 
it’s going to be peace everywhere. [laughs] And, you know. Uh, don’t really think about it that much. 
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MN: Mhm. Do you focus mostly on your own family? 

SA: Um, I mean we, like I said, my husband, and we both believe in supporting people political-wise. Uh, 
candidates you can say, uh because it makes a difference. And this is our home now. But –but we don’t, 
I’m not running for anything. [all laugh] I just have a, you know, uh, I don’t, you know, think about it that 
much, like, policies and all that. 

MN: Yeah. Um, do you have any music or books you like? Or that you’re getting into right now, 
discovering? 

SA: I h-... it’s uh, I like reading magazines a whole lot. [MN: Mmm.] And I like reading newspaper every 
day. I still don’t feel the same when I see pictures, just on the computer or um. I’ve told my children just 
give me a photo book whenever you want to give me something. [laughs] Still feel, I feel a different 
satisfaction when the picture is in my hand. So in the same manner, when I’m reading something out of 
the newspaper, that’s a different, uh kind of um, meaning to me than reading newspaper off the phone. 
Uh, so I still order a lot of magazines. Times and, you know not that I read from back to front, and front to 
back or back to front; but I do like reading so that I know what’s going on. And the same with other 
magazines, so I order a lot of magazines, flip through them, and you know. Uh, and–and if it’s a nice 
book I like reading it; but I don’t read, I’m not a uh, I used to be, used to read lot of, um, books in my 
Indian language when I was growing up, uh in college. But when I came here I didn’t have time to read 
any books. So kind of many years went by in between, uh, not reading. So it was more like flipping 
through the magazines when I’m raising the family, and just get to know the world, what’s going on 
everywhere. Uh, so, my habit is kind of gone of uh, I’ve tried to uh, I’ve tried to rebuild it, but I’ve not 
been able to do it. Uh, I still love reading uh somebody’s life story, or uh somebody’s— to me that’s 
like— a story. [SJ: Yeah.] [MN: Mhm.] Uh, I love doing that, like you know, um, we are going to leave 
on a trip so I’m going to read, read Michelle Obama, and uh, you know, so couple of books I have in 
mind. [SJ: Yeah.] Those ones I love reading. But I don’t pick up a, just a thick book and start reading. 
[MN: Uh huh.] Yeah. 

MN: Do your children grow up also learning your language? Your original language? 

SA: My children, two older one, they do. Uh, because we visit in India so often. And then uh, we actually 
lived in India for five years in between. Uh, me and my husband really wanted to, them to be, [phone 
rings.] close to… [MN: laughs] 

MN: Is it important? [laughs] 

SA: [laughs] I’m so sorry. 

MN: Oh, that’s fine. 

SA: We should have done that in the beginning. [laughs] 

SJ: It’s okay. 

SA: Um, where… 

MN: Oh, your children, and you lived in India for five years. 

SA: Oh, for five years, because, uh, we both grew up with family, uh, I mean, extended family. We um, 
really wanted children to experience that. So, we uh, not that we left the US, our house was here. We used 
to come here for summer, and they went to school there for five years. [MN: Ok.] Um, they didn’t go to 
Indian school, they went to American embassy school. Uh we kind of did that because we were not sure 
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what we were, we are doing will be successful. If the children will be happy, or because of my, because of 
my husband business, we may not be able to do it. We might have to come back in between. So we 
thought this is the safest route to take. [SJ: Mhm.] If they are in American embassy school, then shifting 
back and forth won’t be a problem. There won’t be a huge gap for them to s— learn a new ropes and kind 
of, you know, get into the American system. Because my youngest one started kindergarten there. So it 
was way back. [SJ: Mhm.] So my two older one were uh, my older daughter, she was in high school. So 
basically she was older she learned my language very, she speaks even now fluently. And same with my 
son. But two younger one came back when they were young so they understand quite a bit, I wouldn’t say 
all of it; but they cannot, when they are speaking you can tell they are not from there. [SJ: Mhm.] But two 
older ones, um, they can very well, nobody will make out they grew up here. They can speak very 
fluently. 

MN: When you returned there, for those five years, how was it different, um, did it feel very familiar, or 
did you realize things you hadn’t learned before, growing up? 

SA: It was different. Actually, uh, most unhappy person was me. Uh, which was very, uh, unexpected 
[MN: Mhm.] I thought it would be the easiest for me. Um, children got busy with their school and uh, all 
their friends were—they found a lot of cousins to visit them all the time or they visit. And, they had. You 
know, friends were all from here or all from different part of the world, in American embassy school. So I 
think it was really good for them. Their horizon kind of developed and uh, they kind of got into—school 
was very, very small at the time. Uh, so they had like, ten student to a teacher. And then they used to have 
a full fledged Indian teacher with the American teacher who used to be called teacher’s aide. Uh, in fact it 
was very hard for them but they came back to settle down, especially the youngest one. Um, she didn’t 
pick up her papers when they dropped on the floor. [laughs] Somebody was there to do it, and uh, it just, 
just, it took her some time to adjust back into the system. [SJ: Mhm.] 

Uh, but it all worked out really good. And my husband got busy. He used to travel a lot back and forth 
because of business. So he stayed busy with that. So I was the one who was putting up with all the family 
politics and family business. So that was extra because after living here, kind of got away with that 
whenever we visited everybody was so nice to us. But when I was there, not that everybody was not nice, 
but it just, I had to, carry on the family [MN: Mhm.] business just like everybody else was doing. Uh, and 
that kind of took some time to get used to. You know you have family responsibility when you live in the 
family. So, uh, so it takes a, you know, a little bit time to get in the rhythm. [laughs] [MN: Mhm.] 

MN: Um, do you have any other memories or stories or hopes or advice you’d like to talk about? 

SA: Um, I mean nowadays the world has become so global. I mean uh, when we came, I mean America 
was so far away. Um and going back was like, travelling was not easy. Not bad either, but uh, it just felt 
very far away, which it doesn’t any more. It is, but it doesn’t feel that way. Uh, uh, I don’t know. Uh, I 
mean, I came here, uh, with my husband, and uh, I think we were very lucky, we made a good life for 
ourself. Um, and now my family’s here. And, they are going to be here, so. [laughs] 

MN: Cool. Alright. Do you have any other questions, Sarah? 

SJ: I think I’m good. [MN: Okay.] Yeah. [SA laughs] 

MN: Well, if that’s all for you, then thank you so much for coming. 

SA: Yeah, I don’t, I didn’t know what to answer. [all laugh] I just did –did the best, [SJ: Oh, no that’s 
fine. Yes.] did the best or whatever came to my mind. [laughs] 

MN: This is a story like you were saying, it’s, I mean, the same way you like to read history which is 
stories. [SA: Yeah.] That’s what you have, too. [SA laughs] Thank you so much. 
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SA: No, thank you. Uh, good luck to both of you. 

MN and SA: Thank you so much. [all laugh] 

[recording ends.] 

[recording starts again.] 

SA: I came here after marriage. Yeah and uh, so when I went back, and all of a sudden I’m like, with my, 
and another thing is, I don’t have any siblings of my husband’s, all mine there. [SJ: Oh.] So we are the 
only one, two of us are here. And now my family. So I have never juggled a family. So, when I went there 
for five years, I mean, we didn’t know how much time we will spend. But uh, so then I got there all of a 
sudden, I had to worry about the mother-in-law, I have [SJ: Yeah.] to worry about the sister-in-law, I 
have to, protocol like, you know, like, in India, people eat dinner at eight o’clock, nine o’clock. [MN and 
SJ laugh] My children eat dinner at five because [MN laughs] that’s how they ate in Houston.. [SJ: Yes.] 
So I’m actually like, you know, you are like whole day you are planning. And, I mean I can tell my 
mother-in-law is visiting, “Oh you eat at five too with all the children.” [MN laughs] You know, so I just, 
it– it just, the whole different, you know. And if I uh, in the beginning, I said let’s keep Indian dinner 
time. So Indian dinner time is late, so my children already had eaten so much snacks. [SJ: Oh.] [MN: 
Mhm. [laughs]] That no, at dinner time nobody wants to eat, so I had to switch back. [MN laughs] It– it 
just, [SJ: Yes.] figuring the whole thing out actually took me almost six months. [MN and SJ: Wow.] To, 
and then here, [SJ: Yeah.] I’m not used to house help. 

There, you know, I have like so much house help. I mean, you have otherwise, you know, I mean, it just 
uh... Then finally we decided we are just going to have one. We let everybody go. And we, you know, in 
the evening, we were, we said, like you know, at the distance you kind of feel like with your house help, 
you’re too strict with them. You kind of feel like when you go and visit India, that, so I, my and my 
husband are very very polite with them. And in place of them thinking we are nice, they think we are 
fools. 

SJ: [laughs] Oh! Oh no, okay. 

SA: You know. [SJ: Yeah, yeah.] You know, they kind of like, you know uh, [SJ: Mhm.] in place of we 
are running them, they were running us. [SK: Yeah, yeah.] You know, like they will come and tell us 
something, you know. “It should be done that way.” I said, “Yeah, he’s saying it, let it, do it that way.” 
Then later we find out these guys have figured it out. They both have, they and their children are too 
polite, [SJ: Too nice.] they’re too nice. Like in India everybody goes to school with the ironed clothes 
and, you know, like uh—but when my children went to American embassy school, they saw that kids are 
coming in wrinkled shorts. [MN: Uh huh.] Because it’s so hot there, you know. And, all those uh, 
Bermuda, you know, kind of—so, so my driver is telling them, “You’re going to go to school in these 
clothes!” [MN and SJ laugh] [SJ: Okay!] “Everybody will think you just woke up.” You know? [laughs] 
Uh it– it’s just the cultural thing you know? [SJ: Uh huh.] I mean uh, it is just literal, that even kids 
learned, none of his business what he, we, wear, you know? I mean you know, So you don’t answer them 
back; or you know, you just, like, once you make a straight face, they don’t say it again. But it–it’s just 
the whole learning process was amusing. [SJ: Mhm.] Uh, and uh, it was nice, you know, I think it makes 
you little bit uh, worldy. [laughs] Or how you put it, I don’t know. [SJ: Yeah.] [laughs] Even now when 
we go, when we visit our family they, after dinner, you know the help is coming to take your plate. And 
even my, even when we lived there, we told them, you don’t have to come and pick up our plate. My 
children will take their plate in the kitchen. [SJ: Mhm.] And then they will get so comfortable, they won’t 
do it for my guests either. [SJ: Oh no.] [all laugh] So I tell them, “When guest comes you do pick up the 
plate! They will think I don’t have anybody!” [laughs] [SJ: Oh. Yeah, yeah.] “They’re taking their own 
plate to the...” and if you have lived in Asia you know. 
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SJ: Yeah, yeah, we have. We had a helper there as well. 

SA: Yeah. So all these things are kind of, you know, uh, uh— 

MN: We actually had that too, I grew up when I was really young for five years in West Africa. [SA: 
Okay.] [SJ: Oh wow. [laughs]] Yeah. It’s a long story but— 

SJ: It’s a very worldly group here today. [all laugh] 

MN: So I, I mean I was young so I don’t have very many, like I didn’t understand very much what was 
going on and, I was still young when I came here, so adjusting wasn’t that much, but yeah we also had 
housekeepers and like a yard person… 

SA: Yes, and a driver. [MN: Yeah, yeah.] I mean those are kind of taken, like, I mean they’re there, you 
know? [MN and SJ: Mhm.] But you need a skill to run them also, you know run your staff also. [SJ: 
Mhm.] So it uh, it– it just uh, I think uh, I lived here for uh, came in ‘71 and we went to India in ‘85. So I 
lived here fifteen years and uh, those, that was a long time. And I never lived as a adult there. [MN: 
Mhm.] Or ran my own house. So, I did things very differently than everybody else would do. And, it is 
very much Asian culture to tell you what to do. [laughs] [SJ: Yeah.] Well, I enjoyed talking to you guys. 

MN: Yeah, I enjoyed it too. 

[Interview ends.] 
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