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[ROHIT SRIVASTAVA]: This is (recording interrupted) Rohit Srivastvava. Can you please state and spell your name?  

[SHIMMI CHANDRA]: My name is (recording interrupted) Shimmi (S-H-I-M-M-I) and my last name is Chandra (C-H-A-N-D-R-A)  

[RS]: And when and where were you born? 

[SC]: I was… in ‘36 March 4th, at a place which is in U.P. (Uttar Pradesh) And it's a small place, it's a small business town, medium size business town.  That’s where my father was posted.  He was a medical doctor and that's where I was born.  

[RS]: What was the name of the city?  

[SC]: The city’s name is very funny, Ganjdundwara *laughs*  

[RS]: In U.P. you said-- 

[SC]: In U.P., yeah,  in District Etah. 

[RS]: And what languages did you speak growing up? 

[SC]: Hindi  

[RS]: And did you have any siblings growing up? 

[SC]: Yes, I had three brothers, two younger than me, and one older sister and one oldest brother.  

[RS]: OK. Could you tell us a little bit about your parents?  May be talk to  us a little bit about your parents? you mentioned what they did…. 

[SC]: Yeah, My father, we belonged originally from Agra, our hometown is Agra, he was a medical doctor, so he was posted there and we stayed there for many years because he was a very  popular doctor there, and very generous and very kind to people so everybody liked him. Every time he would have a transfer, they would just come and stop it. So actually we grew up there, I grew up there till I got married.  But Agra was our destination. Agra and then Kanpur. Yeah so my brothers and sister, they studied in Agra and I stayed mostly in Agra after my husband had left for Canada, at that time, after I got married in 1953.  

[RS]: OK. Before getting married though could you maybe describe a little bit, growing up what that was like? 

[SC]: So growing up, our house was always full of people, all our cousins and we used to go, they would come and go to school there and stay with us.  My father being a doctor, so all the relatives used to come for their treatments and all that.  So I grew up  with a lot of people in my house, except for, you know, apart from siblings. It was a town which was kind of a business people’s town, mostly, and my father being kind of on one of the highest posts there, so we were all respected very much and cared for very much and everything in that town. The train will stop a few minutes extra for us or the movie will not start until we would reach. *laughs*  

[RS]: When did you, what age did you get married? 

[SC]: I got married, I was just 17 and  4 days. 

[RS]: And what was the name of your husband? 

[SC]: My husband's name was Satish Chandra. 

[RS]: So you got married, you'd mentioned in 19… in what year? 

[SC]: Oh, what year?  It was  1953. 

[RS]: And then after you got married, how long were you in India? And then maybe talk a little bit about when you started to leave India. 

[SC]: Well, he was at Allahabad University, a professor there, so when we got married. I came to Allahabad, and I was there for-- And my older son was born in 1954 and my husband left for Canada then because he wanted to do his PhD, so he went to Toronto in 1955. 

[RS]: What was his Ph.D. in?  

[SC]: In Physics.  So he was in Toronto, and I joined him after 2 years, in ‘57.  And Arun and I, my older son Arun and I we both came.  He was 3 years old at that time and we joined him in Toronto.  Yeah, in Toronto. Then from there, after his Ph.D.  he worked there and then we moved to New York City.  Because he got an opportunity to work at Sloan Kettering  Institute, and so we were in New York City then. 

[RS]: So how long were you in Canada before coming to the US?  
  

[SC]: I was in Canada for two years. 

[RS]: So do you remember that experience of leaving India and coming to Canada? What was that experience like? 

[SC]: It was very scary, because in those days girls did not go alone anywhere.  Somebody would accompany them, either a cousin brother, a servant even.  But we did not go alone, and here I was coming all this way, to this strange country.  I mean, we always studied English,  but it was not the conversational English really,  so the practice of speaking in strange pronunciations and everything.  It was difficult in the beginning but I came to Toronto.  My husband was active with whatever Indian community there was, and so we were, like, three families who were very active.  But we could not find anything to eat, it was so difficult. So one of our friends out of three had more time, so he would go and explore things in this and he found us “methi” in a drug store, or yoghurt somewhere.  We needed to buy eggplant, so we needed to go to this Italian store,  so those are the kind of difficulties.  Then my father used to send a parcel by ship.  It would take you know six seven eight weeks to come but then we would be very happy getting dal, all those things. So it was difficult because even the variety of vegetables wasn’t that much in those days.  It was very limited and we had a lot of fun, we went to all these different places on weekends and all that.  All three of us, we used to go together and we all wore saris in those days, didn’t wear anything else. 

[RS]: So what was the reason to wear saris?  

[SC]: That was what we were used to. It was always either sari or salwar kameez was not really acceptable in our community or in our U.P. and all that too after marriage. It was mostly saris, that’s what we were used to. But people had never seen that many people in saris so they would always stop us and, “Can we take a picture?” so I don't know how many times our pictures must have been taken. So that was, you know, in the beginning. Should we let them take the picture? It's okay. What difference does it make?  

[ARUN CHANDRA]: So, Mom,  what was the size of the Indian community at that time in Toronto? 

[SC]: At that time, in Toronto, there were about a hundred and fifty Indians, that’s all, including the students and some of the business people. So then my husband  and we all started an organization and the Indian community started doing some functions and all.  So that was nice.  

[RS]: What was the organization's name?  

[SC]: India…. I don’t exactly remember, but Indian Association. I think that’s what we did in Buffalo, also.  So we started all these things in New York. So from there we came to New York.  

[RS]: So from Toronto you came to New York.  You remember what year?  

[SC]: That was in 1967.  

[RS]: ’57? 

[AC]: That was in ’57…   

[SC]: No, no, ’57 I came ….’59, 60’ we came to New York. (some discussion/confusion on exact date)  57, 59, 60.  

[AC]: My dad came in ’68, so before that…in 59?   

[SC]: Piyush was born  in December 59 so we came in the beginning of 59 to  New York City .    

[RS]: So you came to New York City in the beginning of ’59.  

[SC]: We were in Manhattan across from the Sloan Kettering Institute. 

[AC]: My dad got his Ph. D. in ’58, so sometime before ’59, maybe early ’60. 

[SC]: No, ’59.  

[RS]: So what was that experience like? coming to the middle of Manhattan? 

[SC]: To Manhattan? That was very strange because we would be standing on the street waiting to cross the road and people will come  and start talking to us in Spanish because they thought, you know,  we were Spanish because of complexion or whatever. And then, the other thing was, Toronto was very  very nice of course.  But the thing was, I noticed, people would think that girls, we don’t know anything more than high school and then go to either nursing or being a secretary or something like that.  And they were so amazed that we have lady doctors in India, so many lady doctors. And so they had absolutely no knowledge of what India is like, whatever they had seen just the tigers running around the road and things like that. So they used to be really amazed because I couldn’t find a lady doctor in Toronto.  Anyway, in New York City also, everything was very different.  We could find a little more than what we did in Toronto in Indian thing,  but there  used to be a store called Khalistan.  But now it is very modernized and everything. So I told Rian, my grandson Rian, he went and looked for it, went shopping and sent me the pictures. So Khalistan used to have a few spices , used to have cumin seed, and turmeric and whole moong,  and no toor dal, nothing, whole moong,  and then he had kind of a machine where he would put those and it they’ll come out like broken, and that would be our dal. Until the parcel came from India.  

[RS]: So how big was the Indian community in New York?  

[SC]: We used to have a Diwali function, of course, you know, Independence Day at the Consulate.  We would get invitation from Consulate.  So there was no separate… so it was nice, we used to get together but it was only in the Consulate and  all the people will be there, and I met a few people who were still friends with us.  

[RS]: So when you came to either Toronto or to New York, did you know anybody else?   

[SC]: It happened that we got to know these two friends who are, we’re still very good friends. Our children are friends too. And there was some connection that came out and that made us even more closer and all that.   

[RS]: So was it difficult at that time to make friends, you think?   

[SC]: So, it was hard but people were very nice but they could understand that it’s hard for each other to understand so clearly.  So we were patient and they would talk, and my husband’s professor and his wife used to invite us and everything and make something vegetarian for me. So my first experience soon after coming back was Thanksgiving. And the professor had  invited us and she had made something vegetarian for me.  But I had never sat at a table with this big turkey sitting and people are cutting it and eating it. And it was so difficult, I mean, for me to sit there and eat.  But they were very kind.  She had cooked for me separately.  So that was kind of very difficult experience to take. But then slowly I got used to it  

[JITESH JAGGI]: Was there an image of America in your mind before you came here?  What would America look like, what you heard about this place.  Did that image in your head match the reality when you came here?  

[SC]: Except not too much. Not too many details because at that time that many people did not come and go but now everybody is informed with everything but at that time very few, like, you know my husband was the first one from his family and even from my family at that time.  

[AC]: The immigration rules were also extremely strict. 

[SC]: After me, my Maasi (aunt) came.  She and I were the only family member and it was really, you know, whoever was there, we would meet, friends, we’re still friends from that time, it was nice, it was the experiences which   you know we were going through. And different you know trying to understand each other and people were very kind, very nice and we used to feel so amazed that a newspaper is sitting in the corner and people are coming and putting the money and  picking up the newspaper, nobody is watching, and nobody is looking but nobody just picked up the newspaper without money. We used to leave our apartment unlocked. All day long. Once in a while our other friend will come and make chai and drink and then go.  We are not there. No locks, very few locks.  

[AC]: Why was it difficult to understand each other?   

[SC]: Pronunciation, I suppose.  It was hard to explain with more.  And then, by the time I got fluent, in English, it took a little time.  

[RS]: Were you initially intimated about speaking English? Did you.. or were you not afraid? 

[SC]: No, there was difficulty, but no, I wasn't intimidated.  

[AC]: Did you study English when you were in India?  

[SC]: No, we used to speak a little bit in fun you know.  We studied English but we did not really, like,  conversation, was not done.  These days everybody speaks in English.  Actually I was very disappointed when I saw one of the magazines, and they are putting in Hindi the English sentences. 

[RS]: So after New York then where did you, did you come to Chicago then? 

[SC]: No, when we were in New York? No, then we came from New York we went to Buffalo, New York  and there we again started another India association.  Because there were people, quite a few families at that time.  He was at the University, no, at the Medical Center. He was at the Medical Center attached to the university. 

[AC]: He was known as an expert in electron microscopy and that was rather rare and he was  hired to be in places that wanted to set up an electron microscopy lab and so in the medical center my dad got hired at the university.  

[SC]: So Sloan Kettering was the first time when he came for electron microscopy. So anyways, in Buffalo, we found some more Indians and we started an association there and we did somebody’s wedding also, *laughs* learned to make gulab jamuns, all  those things. 

[AC]: Ask her about the hundreds of Indian restaurants in New York at that time. 

[SC]: Yeah, in New York city, when we were there, there was this one drugstore and  and there was somehow an Indian in the back of the drug store, he used to make paratha and just one subji  (vegetable) -  cabbage -  and one chicken.  That was near Columbia University which is west side, we used to live on the east side, east side and next to the yeah East River. Sloan Kettering was there.  We used to take the bus and go there to eat. *laughs* Paratha. The price was very reasonable, I think $1 or something like that.  The other thing started was, Pizza, was very new  at that time and we used to get like a slice for 25 cents, and so Arun was there, so all three of us would go and have pizza for $1 you know. 

[JJ]: So you had started eating non-vegetarian by then? 

[SC]: No, I wasn’t eating non-vegetarian.  

[JJ]: Because you were still away from your family. what was still keeping  you from trying non-vegetarian food? 

[SC]: I never, ever since from the childhood I never used to eat and  in my house, my mother was very strict. My father used to eat but then it would be cooked at the other end of the house where the servant would cook.  And the other food would go from the kitchen.  Their plates were different, different pots and pans  

[AC]: My grandma would never allow it. *laughing* 

[JJ]: Another question I had, it seems that you, like, your life in India was also, your family was esteemed,   you were coming to America where you see more individualistic culture, where everybody is for themselves.  Nobody stops the train for anybody. Was that also part of your culture shock, did that  affect you?  Did you prefer this or did you prefer back in the day, like people waiting on you, etc? 

[SC]: Could you repeat your question again. 

[JJ]: So you were saying, growing up, your family was so esteemed. 

[SC]: oh yeah, lot of people in  the house.  

[JJ]: You had servants there but in New York it was  each one for themselves.   

[SC]: That’s right. 

[RS]: Was that a challenge or was there a   sense of Independence in your life?   

[SC]: It was difficult, yes, definitely not just being alone, you see, but slowly and slowly, in those days when you met an Indian on the street and you start talking to them and that’s how we made some friends and through them we got to know some other people.  And probably I think I have been lucky that way.  I found some very very good friends, I’m still keeping up with them. So it’s just luck, probably. I met some very nice people. 

[AC]: You want to say anything about that meeting with Nehru, when he came to the United Nations? 

[SC]: With whom? 

[RS]: Jawaharlal Nehru. 

[SC]: Yeah, yeah, that’s right.   

[RS]: So when you were in New York, were there any interesting experiences that you had?  

[SC]: I don't know if I should say that but firstly I had like, in Toronto in Canada, probably I should not be talking about that.. 

[RS]: That’s okay,  

[SC]: There were hardly any African Americans and then we come to New York City and it was like, you know, all around.  So, in the beginning it used to be very strange and very odd but we travelled in the subway, at 1 o’clock at night, at 12 o’clock at night. That was our way of going anywhere, bus or subway, so that used to feel very odd in the beginning until we got used to it. So I think that was the only strangest thing. 

[RS]: I was also asking about-- Did you ever go and  see any politicians or anything else like that? 

[SC]: We didn’t go to see the politicians or their lectures but we did go to the programs and concerts. And you know, Ravi Shanker came … 

[AC]: Just as a footnote, when Nehru came to the United Nations to represent India, he had asked some kind of Indian associations, he wanted to meet with Indians who were in America.  There was this auditorium, I remember, I was only 5 at the time or maybe 6.  

[SC]: Yeah, we did go. 

[AC]: There was a largish auditorium which had a lot of Indians there, I just wanted to tell you a little bit. There might have been 3 opr400 people in there. He just conducted, he wanted to talk to people, it wasn’t a speech he was giving. But I remember him being at the front of the auditorium, just asking people things and people then talking about their experiences.   

[SC]: Very nice, yeah. 

[AC]: So it wasn’t political in that sense.  

[SC]: We didn’t go to any political-- We went to plays. 

[JJ]: So when did you come to Chicago the first time? 

[AC]: It gets more complicated. 

[SC]: No we went, in between we went to India 

[RS]: So, after Buffalo, you went back to India?  

[SC]: No, after Buffalo,  yes, from Buffalo we went to India.  We went there for 3 years, we were in Chandigarh 

[RS]: So what was that experience like, leaving America and going back to… 

[SC]: So wonderful! So wonderful!  The cook was there and everything was done.  You  come back home, the table is set, the food is ready, …*laughs* 

[AC]: It was really difficult for her, it was so hard, you had movies to go to every afternoon.    

[SC]: *laughs*  I really enjoyed it. I didn't want to come back. I did not want to come back.  

[JJ]: So what brought you back? 

[SC]: What brought me back was, my husband wasn’t happy.  Because he needs research.  He went to PGI in Chandigarh. The buildings were all there but there was no facility, no machines for him to be able to do …Those 3 years we were there and  he used to say, those that he lost 10 years of his career.   Because there was no publication during that time.  I felt really bad about it because I was the… because he got the job while sitting here, he had written to Nehruji. At that time, it was not Indira Gandhi. 

[AC]: It was Lal Bahadur Shastri was the Prime Minister.

[SC]: In those days the scientists were really having a very hard time because they had that scientific pool. If somebody went, they would just get there, and get the minimum whatever was and then look for a job and then he got this offer sitting here and I said, Well PGI, Chandigarh such a new City, beautiful city, how can we let it go?  You know if we're going to be like, pushing away your food or something, you know.  So we went but he wasn't happy but then he got the position here with Pfizer, actually 

[RS]: Where, here? 

[SC]: In New Jersey 

[RS]: In New Jersey. So you had to leave, come back from India and go to New Jersey then?  

[SC]: Yes, New Jersey. They were so good they sent somebody to interview him , to Chandigarh. They paid for all our shipping, our tickets and we got our immigration . So then he was there for 5 years with them and then that project was  finishing that he was working on,  so then we came to Chicago. 

[RS]: So what brought you to Chicago, then? 

[SC]: He got a position in Mercy Hospital first.  Then, after 5 years or so, he changed to Hines VA. 

[RS]: Do you remember what year it was that you came to Chicago? 

[SC]: Yeah, we came in 19… 

[AC]: Summer of 71? 

[SC]: Yeah, 1971.   

[AC]: One small footnote.  At that time also when my dad got hired by Pfizer, the immigration laws were greatly loosened in the US and so Pfizer was able to take advantage of that. And after that, there came a flood of Indians 

[SC]: Yeah, So immigration, everything was done by them.  

[RS]: So I do wanna ask more about your experience when you came to Chicago? I just want to understand, when you came from India from New Jersey, did you fly there?  

[SC]: Yeah. 

[RS]: I feel like, did you ever take a different type of transportation outside of flight? 

[SC]: Yeah, that was when we were  going back from here.   

[RS]: The first time when you went from Canada? 

[SC]: No no no. That was when we were going back from Buffalo to Chandigarh, we took a ship. Because we were taking all our household and everything.  Actually, it was an Indian cargo ship.  

[RS]: An Indian cargo ship? 

[SC]: And they used  to take twelve passengers only. but First Class service, it  was very nice. And so we were on the ship for 30 days.  Went to, landed  in Bombay, we went through Suez canal.. 

[AC]: Wow! I read Lawrence of Arabia and the ship went through the Suez canal.  

[SC]: And this was not a cruise ship, This was a cargo ship, with only 12 passengers, but  all of our crates were able to go. And we had these 2 huge cabins and first class service and then every evening we will just go and have fun with all the officers and party with them.  In the night we could go up on the bridge and sit there and watch beautiful…. But then, not everything,  by the time you reach, you get sick of it.  

[RS]: Okay so ‘69. What year did you first come to Chicago?   

[SC]: ’71.   

[RS]: Where did you live when you first came to Chicago? Do you remember? 

[SC]: Yeah, We-- My husband came first and he was here. We had some friends already here, so he stayed with them and he looked around for the house and then I came to look for the house and then you know he was finishing his 11th grade, then he stayed there to finish the 12th grade with one of our friends.   

[RS]: Your son stayed to finish his high school? 

[SC]: So anyway Chicago was fine because we already had a very old friend here and it didn’t take us long to get to know because when we moved in the house, then we found out with one doctor we met,  Dr. Sinha, then, through him, this whole group which we are still part of.  

[AC]: The first response on hearing you were moving to Chicago was, Who lives in Chicago?   

[SC]: I really didn't want to come to Chicago I was so scared  

[RS]: What scared you? 

[SC]: In those days, all those stories about… *laughs* I said I don't want to go to Chicago.  

[RS]: So then you came to Chicago and then, did you end up working at all?

[SC]: Not in the beginning.  But then yes, I did start working. I started working with one of the stores, bigger stores.  They were all in school.  I used to go and help in the school also.  And then I started working few hours a day  

[AC]: You started working in New Jersey, in Kimbal’s, Corbet’s, something like that, department store.  

[SC]: Yes, when we came to Chicago I did work for a while.  Then from Flossmoor we moved to Oak Park when   he changed his job to Hines VA hospital. So this was much closer from there  

[AC]: May I note one thing about Mom’s work? Okay yeah so when mom was trying to do some work in New Jersey she and a close friend of hers decided to learn how to type because they thought that they could get a job, as a typist somewhere but they were all manual typewriters.  Mom used to complain so much about using the big keys  

[SC]: I could not push the key, and I couldn’t learn the typing. So, afterwards, I was kind of… I wanted to work for a travel agency so that I can get discount for India. After everybody would leave in the morning then I would just have my tea and I would sit down and go through the paper and then I saw one ad which said that a new real estate office was opening and they were giving two tickets to Hawaii for new agents. That's what I thought. Wow, 
I said wow that sounds good.  I had absolutely no idea what real estate is. So then I called this person and he turned out to be an Indian Christian from Kerala. So he said well why don't you come out and we can talk about it and tell you what it is and all that. So I went, I went there and he said well, Do you have a license? I said if I didn't have a license how will  I drive?  He said do you have a real estate license? *laughs* No, I said, I have never thought about real estate.  It was just your ad which brought me here. He said, No. you have to go to school, real estate school  pass all that, you have to get your license.   And what I'll do is I'll keep a desk for you. So while I'm sitting there I mean this is just how things happen.  This one person walked in and he talked to him and all that.  Then, then he said, well, This is the director of one of the schools, real estate schools and we can register you right now. Before I knew it, I was registered with that  school.  I said, How will I go, I don't drive in the night where it was ...we used to live in Oak Park so it was just like Harlem and just at the border of Chicago and Oak Park or River Forest. 

So I said I don't drive I won't go there in the night and all that. So they said, why don’t you…we’ll arrange for a ride for you, carpool type of thing. So anyway, first day, I kind of coaxed my husband to take me.  Poor guy, sitting there for so long and I came back I said I can't do it. I don't understand even a single word, everything was so legal and all that. I had never learned that.  So then this guy said Well, why don't you still try one or two classes and then give up.  So then he arranged for me for somebody who goes from Oak Park to this school. So I started going with him and before you knew it I was, I had a real estate license. That’s how my career started in real estate and at that time there was only… and because of this person, this office, it was in Oak Brook.   So I started in Oak Brook, okay, and there was only one more Indian person at that time, a lady who was in real estate. She had also just come, come in there. .. so, at that time, lot of younger Indian people were looking for houses and so all of a sudden,  I became part of all that.  I was out here in Oak Brook and Hinsdale and all that, all  very high class towns at that time, they are still.  So I was able to…I had to work very hard.  This guy paid me in winter to go and get the brochures and this and that, you know. 

[RS]:  Did you feel that you were treated any differently because you were Indian or because you were a woman? A couple of times not too much I was surprised but like smaller town, in place like Villa Park I I felt like that I'm selling the house but he's talking with the listing agent more than me or not paying attention to me, who I am, you know, what I'm saying or anything like that. Few times that happened  but not too much. Not too much and I’m really very thankful for that. And at that time there were a lot of families who were looking, settling down and looking for houses, so I just kind of picked up from one to another, one to another, you know.  So I did really good in real estate, I won lot of awards and lot of plaques in this and that.  

[AC]: She’s got a Ph.D, an MD and a lawyer as a son and she made more money than all of them combined. *laughs*

00:00:00.000 --> 01:13:27.000 
[JJ]: Can you talk about one of those the awards or recognition that you got?

[SC]: Because what they base these awards is on how much did you sell, bulk, money-wise   how many millions did you sell and then they honored people. so that's how I was, I was mostly on top of the office.    

[JJ]: Were you serving primarily Indian customers, Indian families.   

[SC]: Most of them were Indian but there were some American families also.  

[RS]: How many of the Indian families, was it you going to them or were they   coming to you? 

[SC]: I started, as I said I've been very lucky making friends and you know, so I think I was recommended from one to another also. And you know  I had to work also towards it, trying to find clients. Sit and call people, you know, introduce yourself. 

[AC]: And the thing with my Mom, she’s very respectful to people,  and I think when she was selling houses that made a big difference.  People saw her not as pushy. 

[RS]: Families felt comfortable.  

[SC]: Comfortable, yeah 

[JJ]: Seems like, this job also required a lot of travel-- 

[SC]: Oh yes, this was in early 60s, 1960. One of our friends, we decided to take a tour of South Florida, Washingron DC. and go that side.  So, we started from New York and then we came towards Chicago, from this side, Detroit, Chicago and all that.  By the way, in Chicago, the Prudential building, 50 stories, that was the highest here, and there was a ticket to go up, and we had gone up there to see.  

[RS]: Are you talking about the trip in 1959?   

[SC]: Yes, 59, 60. Piyush was born after that.  So, anyway, then  we went and we started and headed towards south and we would notice, of course,  then we started noticing the chains or the ropes, the bathrooms, for blacks, whites, the area in the restaurant you know blacks and white where they would sit.  We were always wearing saris, you know,  we looked strange to them, but at least nobody ever asked us to go in the black line but these, when we were driving through and looking for a motel, these small places, they would say Vacancy, but then we would go inside and they would say, oh, we just rented it. We just rented it. Okay So, first we couldn't figure out why it's happening because it just showed Vacancy. Oh, we forgot to change it. At one place they said, we don’t  have any vacancy but you can go to… there is another one in town and they sent us to completely black area, African-American area.  We stayed there because it was late and we didn’t know our way around that much. Then afterwards my husband and his  friend decided that we will make a call,  how many miles we will drive today and make a reservation and then let's see what happens, you know. And that worked out, they didn’t refuse us.  But nowhere they ever asked that you have to go in this line or anything. We always went in the regular white line. So that was an experience especially late at night and they're sending us to this town which is very scary also, very much.  But they just said that what we already filled it, we are full.  We don't have any vacancy, so I think that was the worst kind of, this thing we experienced. 

[JJ]: About your work , was your family, how did your family react to it? Were your husband and kids supportive? That you were spending too much time there?  

[SC]: I know, I know, I know, the kids didn't like it and then I had to work so much harder at home also.  We used to get lot of guests also  

[RS]: You were working, your husband was working, and, you had three kids at this time?  

[SC]: Yeah.  

[AC]: Yea, she had three kids and she hasn’t disowned us yet-- I was in grad school by then.   

[SC]: Yes, Piyush was in Junior High, High School 

[RS]: Maybe ‘79  

[SC]: ’80, ‘80 ’81 I think.  

[RS]: ..was just graduating college.  

[SC]: They were older.  It was very very difficult.  Because real estate is a lot of hard work, and the I lived in Oak Park and my office was in Oakbrook, so that was like 14 Miles one way you know. Driving in bad weather, good weather,  but sometimes I would come home and then I'll get a call.  I might have to go back again you know. So it was it was difficult because we used to get lot of guests also in those days, from India also or so and you know, cooking and this and that and  management but I guess I don't know how it happened but it did happen.  I mean, it was done.  

[RS]: Did you ever have any doubts or did you always know this is what I want to do.  

[SC]: No, I had never imagined myself doing any kind of work at all.  I was one of those who never really…my whole family used to be so worried, how will I manage. You know… 

[AC]: My dad was very supportive. 

[SC]: Yeah, he was very supportive. Very helpful, very helpful.  

[AC]: My dad, he was also out of the house. My dad actually he tried selling real estate too.  He got a license too but he didn't have as much pleasure as my mom did. 

[SC]: Yes, it was just, he was looking for something to do, after retirement he was looking for something to do.  

[RS]: During this time, obviously your kids are a different age, but you’re also working, stuff like that.  How ,did you maintain, did you maintain connection with people in India? 

[SC]: Oh yes constantly.  

[RS]: So how did you constantly connect with them?

[SC]: Phone. 

[RS]: Phone? 

[SC]: Or letters. At one time, we used to write letters. So, not phone, but letters.  Phone was like, in those days, you have to be like,  book the call, this was 60s and you know book the call,  and then you wait and then your turn will come in the night or in the day, you never know. So then then talk on top of your voice.  

[AC]: You have to yell-- 

[SC]: So most people didn’t have phones, so it will be in their neighbor's house or something .  So then they had to come to neighbor’s house to pick up the phone. 

[RS]: During this time, what did you miss the most about India?   

[SC]: Family, I missed the family and that atmosphere, and then the comfort. 

[RS]: Did you go back to India during this time for vacations or trips or anything else like that? 

[SC]: No, the first time, yeah, we went after Chandigarh, after we came back from Chandigarh,  then we went in ’81.  

[AC]: No, first time was ’72. 

[SC]: Yes, that was first time when we went.  

[AC]: Yeah, that was the first time we went back for a visit. I stayed there for a month, six weeks.  Mom, my brother and sister stayed for three months.   

[SC]: The ticket used to be good for three months I think, so we used to stay till the last day before…  three months, or how much it used to be--  for 

[RS]: I thought you, Piyush and Aarthi stayed for six months I think. 

[SC]: No, no, not six months. No ticket was good for six months…  Naresh Maama got married that time, that’s why I had to stay.  

[RS]: Did you, so you would go back on occasion, but not frequently. 

[SC]: Not frequently. We couldn’t afford…

[AC]: My dad once got this technology transfer so he had gotten that thing where---

[SC]: Oh yeah, Tokton program. 

[AC]: The UN hired him to travel through India and talk about contemporary technological methods here to give lectures in other places. So that time you were there for a year? 

[SC]: No, not for a year, for six months I think, it was three months (back and forth between six and three months) that we were in 2 different places.  We  went to Kashmir also at that time.  and then he had lectures lined up at every place.  South also we went. 

[JJ]: Did family come to visit in America, ever?   

[SC]: Some of them. 

[JJ]: Who, and how was that experience? Did you get to show them around?  

[SC]: Yes, show them, but whatever we could, of course, Chicago many times but not too much other, like long distance 

[AC]: But you want to tell about the time Bachan Chaacha come to help us move?  

[SC]: Not that.

[RS]: So family would come and visit, stuff like that. 

[SC]: Yeah.  

[RS]: So, when you were in Chicago, while you were raising your family you were also working.  So how would you maintain your connections with India, Indian heritage?   How would you do things like Indian Associations.  What types of things would you do when you were in Chicago?   

[SC]: We were member of all these things like, India Association, and then what is that, Indo-American and there was something Indo-American-- 

[RS]: Indo-American Center? 

[SC]: Indo-American was a center, we got to know those people also. So Papa was active and Sudhir uncle was and Pandey uncle was President of that.  Other associations here, famous, -  you don't know?   So anyway so we belonged to Indian associations. 

[RS]: So these were Associations of Indian Americans, Indian people? 

[SC]: Yeah, Indian people.  

[RS]: So what kind of events, what would people do? 

[SC]: They would do programs, they would do  functions, they would do, you know functions  

[AC]: They would sometimes invite artists from India to come and perform. 

[SC]: Yeah, we have met all these biggies from Bollywood, *laughs* everybody.  From Dilip Kumar to almost everybody, Amitabh Bachchan, Jaya Bhaduri, we were always active and all that.  

[AC]: This would have been in the late 70s, 80s.  

[JJ]: Did you ever contribute to one of these organizations, did you ever, like, volunteer for them? 

[SC]: We used to participate, but I’ve not really just volunteered, but now I'm planning to volunteer myself yeah this organization.  

[JJ]: When did you retire from work? 

[SC]: I retired in 2014.  

[JJ]: Was there a reason for your retirement or were you just done with…  

[SC]: Because real estate was very much changing and then my husband also wasn't feeling so well anymore and then I just wanted to, that was it for me. 

[JJ]: So talk about your husband a little bit, like, your connection here with him in Chicago and I think you mentioned him passing-- 

[SC]: My husband’s biggest achievement was NETIP - Network of young Indian Americans,  because at that time when he started it, he realized-- 

[AC]: It was ’89, ‘88ish around that time.  

[SC]: He started it because he felt that after high school, children do not really accompany their parents and they do not have exposure to Indians, so he did not want just like a regular association, but he came up with this idea  that they should exchange their ideas and help each other out and meet, you know without parents watching...  It started with our friends’ children, it became after 25 years, they had invited him  in New York in the convention and it was just so overwhelming to see about 2,000 or more.  Because those chapters started in almost-- 
	
[RS]: So he started this Network of Indian Professionals in Chicago and then it grew nation-wide? 

[SC]: Yes, nation-wide. 

[AC]: In Chicago.  Started in his living room.

[SC]: It was just with our friends’ children.  Our children were already gone  you know.  So we had missed that, but then Manjiri was active in it. When Manjiri was here in Chicago, she was active in the association. But now, of course, you don’t need, now there is so much information, everybody is so informed, everybody has friends here but at that time it wasn't.  That’s why I think it grew up, grew so much,  in every almost in every city or state, there was a branch of this thing.  So that was his biggest… Of course it’s finished, now I think. 

[AC]: Really, it doesn’t exist any more?   

[SC]: You guys were saying when he passed away, you could not,  you wanted to send the information to them. 

[AC]: We couldn’t find a centralized organization any more.   

[JJ]: So how did his passing away, how did you manage that? Being in Chicago, how was that experience, if you don’t mind sharing.. 

[SC]: My family and my friends, all these friends beside me for so many years, they all stood by me for so many months.. (Seems to get emotional) And my family and my children you know. You don’t know how many trips my daughter did. She would take the night flight, come Saturday morning and leave Sunday night again you know to go back to Seattle. But he was very lucky, everyone was there and all his… if you see that picture there on the wall.  This was four days before he passed and all our grandchildren were here and he just sat here and took a piece of pizza with them.   And that was the last time he ate. So I'm very lucky that way. I have a sister here and she was his favorite, and she was there. She insisted she wants to stay tonight and no, I kept on telling her, how will you sleep, there are so many people here.  She said no I'm not going I'm staying here tonight and we were all sitting around him when he passed.   

[AC]: She’s talking about …..(Shimmi seems to object) 

[SC]: No, You need to erase it. 

[JJ]: Sorry for your loss and thank you for sharing that.  It was difficult. 

[SC]: It was over 66 years of our marriage.  

[RS]: And how many of those years have you been in Chicago this far? Do you know? 

[SC]: Chicago we came in 1971. 

[RS]: So you’ve not moved from Chicago at all? 

[SC]: No
  

[JJ]: Wow, 50 years. 

[RS]: So how would you describe the Indian-- Obviously you were part of the Indian Community for the past 50 years, how has that changed in your opinion? 

[SC]: Now, I think I haven't attended  anything in so many years now but it's so nice to see like when I went for that fundraising dinner for this Association, it was so nice so overwhelming to see you after such a long time, such a good gathering, and you know and I knew so many people there and that was my first outing after I lost my husband.  So, it's always good, these things are always good but now I know that the need is not there as much Because now everybody  who comes here, they all know each other, they have so many friends here, so much of coming and going that they  really don't need.. 

[JJ]: What kind of impact do you think Indian Americans have made in  in Chicago and on America? Do you think Indian Americans have changed anything?  Do you think they have an effect here? 

[SC]: They have, they have contributed so much Look at the medical, you know, now that we see how many doctors are participating in this research, the work , you know, the vaccine, this and that. So it's really something to be proud of, and of course, education sector also always done  so well. And now it's the politics which is something newer than it ever was before.  Before it was community now it's I think out there.   

[RS]: So what, either before or now, do you like to do? So obviously you know you were  taking care of your family and work.  What did you like to do for fun, for leisure? 

[SC]: Parties *laughs*  just getting together and you know cooking and eating and enjoying. 

[RS]: Would you like to watch TV or watch movies? 

[SC]: I do, I do watch TV. *laughs* 

[RS]: Indian TV? 

[SC]: Yes, lot of Indian also.
  
[RS]: So when you first came to Chicago would you want to watch Indian movies at that time? 

[SC]: At that time there were no Indian movies. 

[RS]: How did you watch? 

[SC]: The first time we had a, we were living in Flossmoor and, and we had this one Indian couple who was from Africa and they used to show the movies in IIT or sometimes in McCormick Place. And we would all go there  and then one time they did a short of our house and they came.  They said, we’ll come there, then do it, it’s okay. . So   then we all friends, we got together and had pizza and then movies. 

[RS]: So movies weren’t in the movie theater at this time, like this was just a family friend who would bring movies.  

[SC]: And that’s when they used to show. Then sometimes it will be in IIT (Illinois Institute of Technology) campus which was pretty new at that time you know. So they are in their auditorium they would show or otherwise McCormick Place.  And they had started showing in MCormick Place, so we all used to go there.  And then slowly, quite late it had started showing in the theaters. 

[AC]: Like Monday evenings, there might be an Indian movie, or something like that.
Then when you lived in Oak Park, there  was a theater that tried to open and stayed open for a while that only showed Indian movies. 

[SC]: In Oak Park? 

[AC]: Yeah, in the downtown area of Oak Park.

[SC]: I don't remember  

[AC]: You took me to a couple  

[SC]: That I don’t remember.  It was only that the VCR had just started so then one person got the VCR and then those prints used to be so bad but yet we are watching.

[RS]: Where would you go to watch these? 

[SC]: Just each other’s house.  Whoever got the first VCR.  Then slowly everybody started getting VCRs and then everybody had, but those prints used to come so bad. Really bad prints, but we would still watch them. ‘Cause we were hungry, I think, for… 

[RS]: Because of the connection to the culture  

[SC]: Yeah yeah and you're so used to getting something yeah. 

[RS]: so if somebody was right now planning to like leave India and come to the US, based off of your experience what kind of recommendations would you give them? 

[SC]: First, I think these days people don't need any recommendations any more. Because they have so much knowledge of everything and every place and every…  you know what is required that they can teach us probably now, it seems like, sometimes…*laughs* But I don't know how even those students who come, they also don’t  need anything you know they already are all set, what they're going to do, what they’re going to see. So I don't know what I’ll say to them. 

[RS]: Based on your experiences, what do you think has been the thing you're most proud of over the time that you spent in America and Chicago in those areas. 

[SC]: I think I’m proud of my family, my children, even after living in this culture there are still so caring,  so loving.  All the members of my family over here you know they are also the same way, their children are the same way.  I think that’s one of the biggest blessings for us, you know.  Because sometimes when your children don't care about you then, then life becomes very difficult.   

[RS]: Well, you’ve certainly been, persevered through a lot.  Is there, is there anything else that you would like to add that we have not talked about?  

[SC]: My first flight we can talk about *laughs*  

[RS]: How was that? 

[SC]: When I came, so, anyway, in Delhi, there were about, lot of people came to see me off at the airport everything was open,  and you know no restrictions, and one of my uncles used to be, cater to Air India for food and everything.  So he came, took me inside, let me sit nicely.    Arun was 3 years old so it was hard you know, for him. So we started of course, then I had to change in Bombay, the flight from Delhi to Bombay.  And Arun was every 5 minutes he  will get up and stand up and press the buttons.. Then the air hostess will come, Please don’t do that, but he just couldn’t resist, so many buttons to see.  It was very scary for me.  Where am I going? What is happening.?  I don’t know if that will interest you or not but we reached. For me also I mean everything was so new, then we had to change somewhere in Europe I don't remember exactly. So we had to change there and we had to have breakfast and I didn't know what to give him. But then there was this very nice lady I met with her son also, and she helped me a lot. And she said you can get this,  you can get this and he also ate,  And then we reached Toronto.   No, then I stopped in London because my husband’s uncle was there. So we stayed there for 5-6 days and from there, when his uncle sent a telegram to my husband, so the flight number he wrote was different.  Then he didn't realize that I'm changing the flight at Montreal. So my plane from London went to Montreal and then to Toronto.  

So the Toronto flight number was changed. So my husband had just bought a movie camera and he was always fascinated by cameras, so he's so… and he said is Papa going to be here. Are we going to see papa here?  and Yes,  will we see Papa here?  and those days everybody is just standing outside of door and  the people are watching and greeting each other and I am looking and looking and I don't see him. I went inside I don’t know what to do so the Air India people asked me, Is somebody coming to pick you up? Yes, my husband is supposed to come to pick up? Yes, my husband was supposed to come. Okay, why don’t you sit here and wait and see .  He should be coming here to look for you. And I'm sitting there one hour and I'm thinking my God what am I going to do.  

It was a Sunday and these students they used to get like these rooming houses.  So it wasn't a house or apartment, it would be room per week, they would pay, around University. And I had no address except the department address that's all.  Because they would change sometimes in 2 weeks, three weeks. So it's Sunday, University will be also closed. The people from Air India are coming and asking me, do you want us to get you a taxi? Do you know where to go? I said, No, no, my husband is supposed to come, and I was so scared and so worried. What is going to happen to me?  I left my house in India and now I’m nowhere. And so then finally he comes.  He came, How come the flight wasn’t announced until now? Because he had a different flight number. He was taking a picture of a plane, not us. *laughs* So that was my first experience after landing in Canada.    

[RS]: Anything else that we haven't covered?  

[SC]: I think you’ve covered everything.  Anything about my children I have to say? No? 

[JJ]: Okay thank you very much Mrs. Shimmi Chandra.  That concludes our interview, thank you for the interviewer Rohit Srivastava and also the interview was aided by Shimmi’s son, Arun Chandra.  Thank you very much. This is Jitesh Jaggi from the National Indo-American Museum’s Oral History Project.

