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Tamarind Woman

by Anita Rau Badami

About the Book

Growing up in India, Kamini often found herself struggling to be noticed: noticed by her beloved, storytelling father,
whose position as a railway officer took him away from home for long stretches of time; and noticed by her distant,
distracted mother, Saroja, whose biting remarks earned her the nickname Tamarind Woman?and whose frequent
disappearances while her husband was away led to whispers of dalliances and affairs.

Now Kamini is grown, living in Canada in a sort of self-imposed exile from her eccentric family and all the turmoil they
represent. After her father's death, her mother embarks upon a solo journey across India by train? because what is the use
of alifetime railway pass if she doesn't use it? The trip brings the past rushing back for Saroja and Kamini?as both are
forced to confront their dreams, disappointments, and long-guarded secrets.

Discussion Guide

1. Before commencing the story itself, Badami provides this definition of the tamarind tree: "Folklore has it that the
tamarind tree is the home of spirits that do not let anything under the tree survive.Accordingly, travelers are advised not
to seep in its shade. The tamarind tree is never used for auspicious ceremonies, as its fruit is sour. It is believed that the
ceremony will turn sour and thus become fruitless and lose al meaning."How did this definition color your reading of
the story? Is Sarojathe only "Tamarind Woman" in the story? What about Kamini? Amma?

2. In their first exchange of the novel, Kamini complains to her mother that "you are inventing memories."Were there
points of disconnect between Kamini's remembrance of the past and Saroja’s? If so, whose tale do you believe? Why?
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3. What did you think about the structure of the novel? Did you find it enhanced the story to have two separate voices,
each located in the present and narrating a version of the past? Why do you think Kamini's voice begins the story, even
though her remembrances occur after Saroja's? Why might Badami write the novel this way?

4. Badami engages with India's notorious caste system throughout the novel, though specifically in the characters of
Dadda and Paul de Costa. Do you think these characters acted caste-appropriately? Discuss the interplay between caste
and Sarojds rather unfeminine personality. What is Badami trying to say about various forms of social strictures?

5. What did you think of Chinna, the woman who is defeminized and ostracized because her mate died too soon? How
does her character compare to that of Linda Ayah?

6. Historically, Badami writes during the years just following India's independence from British ruleWhat sort of
residual influence does the colonial rule of Britain still have upon the story's characters, if any? Does this context help to
explain the dynamic between Saroja, Dadda, Kamini, and Roopa?

7. Did you find the family life presented in the book typical? In what ways did you relate to this family? What did you
not relate to? How much do you think culture informs the differences between family relationships?

8. Did Saroja have a full-blown affair with Paul de Costa? Or was it more like an unrequited crush? Is this the reason he
hangs himself in the game room at the club? If not, then why else do you think he would commit such an outlandish fina
act? How important is his suicide to the novel asawhole?

9. Kamini and Roopa live polarized adult lives: Kamini as the reclusive, neurotic academic, Roopa as the practical
mother. Their commonality lies in their distance from both India and Saroja. Given Kamini's remembrances, does it
make sense to you that she and Roopa would, in effect, run away from home? Why do you think they have such different
adult desires and interests?

10. Ever since she was a child, Kamini has been obsessed with discerning the difference between fact and fiction, though
she has aways been unable to do so.Through her conversations with her mother, we see that this pattern still holds.What
affect has this unsatisfiable obsession had upon Kamini? Does it explain her choice to study engineering and move to
Cagary in pursuit of aPh.D.?

11. Saroja and Dadda have a rather loveless marriage. Linda Ayah's husband cheated on her, Chinnais marked for life as
a childless widow. Badami presents many different types of marriage throughout the novel; what do you think she's
trying to say about the institution as a whole?

12. As arailway engineer, Dadda travels constantly, sometimes taking his family along with him. Initially Saroja hates
to travel, finding it profoundly disorienting.Y et, at the end of her life, traveling becomes a type of liberation for her.What
do you think makes the difference for her?

13. Of the male characters in the novel, most seem either indifferent to women or dominant over them. What do you
think of the men? Do you feel sympathetic to any of them? Who is the novel's most influential male?

14. While sitting on the hot train, telling her stories, one of Sarojds fellow travelers comments, "Going away is the



easiest thing in the world. It islike dying. So simpleitisto die. Living is hard, to make this small amount of time loaned
to you by the gods worthwhile is hard. The real test is life itself, whether you are strong enough to stay and fight." What
do you think of this statement? Furthermore, reflecting on the context of our two narrators ?Kamini in a cold room, all
alone, and Saroja in a hot train, surrounded by womenwho do you think is "traveling" or "going away" and who is
"living"?

Author Bio

Anita Rau Badami was born 1964 in the town of Rourkela in the eastern state of Orissa. Her father, who worked as a
mechanical engineer and designed trains, was transferred every two or three years, so that she had a mobile childhood.
She grew up in a household where English was the primary language spoken, and where her extended family was fond
of telling stories about its own members. She has always loved writing, and sold her first short story for Rs. 75 when she
was 18. She earned a bachelor's degree in English from the University of Madras, and studied journaliism in Sophia
College, Bombay. She worked as a copywriter for advertising agencies in Bombay, Bangalore and Madras, and wrote
stories for children's magazines. She married in 1984, had a son in 1987, and moved to Calgary in 1991.

Her first book, Tamarind Mem, is a novel about the relationship between a mother, Saroja, and her daughter, Kamini,
who have very different perceptions of a past they both shared. The title of the book, which is set in the railway colonies
of India, refers to Saroja, who has been nicknamed after the sour fruit for her acid tongue. Her second book is The
Hero'sWalk.

Anita Rau Badami livesin Vancouver with her family.

Critical Praise

"[A] thoughtful work . . . This portrait of a mother and daughter transcends geographical limitations."
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