
Two Lives, January 2007Two Lives, January 2007Two Lives, January 2007Two Lives, January 2007    

Well, well, well- what a surprise! I hadn't anticipated that "Two Lives" would lead to such a heated discussion. 

Opinions were so divided . Half the group had thoroughly enjoyed reading it and the other half had disliked it 

or been bored and hadn't bothered to finish reading it. 

  

The main clash seemed to be about the documentary nature of the writing. Vikram Seth had carefully used 

sources eg personal letters, photographs, certificates, passports etc as additional material to the text. For me, 

this material was fascinating and gave an intimate picture of the period . It helped to form a family archive. 

But I can see that for others these sources could be rather boring. I also found some of the endless educational 

achievements of family members ( and of Vikram himself) rather tedious but I accepted that this concentration 

on education and including every cousin, nephew and brother-in-law as part of the family, is a very Indian 

tradition. 

  

For me, the book is a loving, sensitive memoir of Vikram Seth's Great Uncle Shanti and  Great Aunt Henny. 

What makes it most interesting is that their marriage is an unusual one. Shanti, brought up in India, is sent to 

Berlin in the thirties to study dentistry and Henny, as a German Jew has to flee Berlin for England in 1939. 

Shanti has stayed with her family in Berlin as a lodger and they meet up again in London in 1939 but only 

marry in 1951.  

  

Two Lives spans most of the twentieth century and Shanti and Henny's lives are dramatically linked by the 

worst of the horrors of the time. Henny's mother and sister are unable to escape from Berlin and are eventually 

murdered in concentration camps.. Henny never recovers completely from this loss. She implies that she 

eventually marries Shanti mainly because he understands her history and he knew her mother and sister very 

well.. Together they make a new life in Hendon, north London. Theirs is not a grand passion but a 

companionable, supportive partnership." Sufficiently good?." Is that enough for a marriage? we speculated. 

Younger members of the group felt that it wasn't enough, the older, more cynical of us, felt that it probably was.  

  

We discussed how it must have been for them living not only as foreigners in a strange land but also from 

different racial backgrounds. It seemed surprising that a "mixed" marriage appeared to have not experienced 

discrimination. Vikram's brother had been racially abused in Leicester but there is no mention of any 

difficulties encountered by Shanti and Henny. Shanti had a dental practice and seemed to have respect in the 

community. Hendon is a very middle-class and racially mixed district of London and generally very tolerant 

plus many Jewish immigrants have chosen to live there . 

  

Grim impressions of post war Berlin are conveyed by the correspondence between Henny and her friends. 

Henny manages to send parcels of food and luxuries to her friends from London. This seemed remarkable to me 

as rationing still existed in Britain for some years after the end of the war. And most of the group had been 

unaware that rationing had continued post war in Briatin. One of those intriguing social snippets of 

information that come out of the groups - like the general lack of awareness of the widespread bombing of most 

British cites.( discussed when reading Small island.) 

  

Henny's rejection or suspicion of any friends who had not helped her family or had had Nazi connections was 



also understandable. Some of the group commented that  much better books have been written on the 

Holocaust. This is undoubtedly true but Vikram Seth is not primarily concentrating on the Holocaust. Henny's 

life had been shattered by the actions of the Third Reich . Her story could not have been told without going into 

some aspects of those dreadful times. 

  

The appreciation of the beauty of the German language ( Goethe, Heine etc) has also been damaged by those 

dreadful times. Vikram Seth found he could hardly bear to speak German after he had researched the 

documents recording the Holocaust. He associated the language with the actions of the Nazis. I have had a 

similiar experience and others in the group felt the same way. Vikram Seth highlighted the influence of 

Germany in the twentieth century and especially the central role that Berlin has played- symbolising for so 

long the capitalist/ communist divide- which fragmented the world .Even into the twenty first century, 

Germany can be viewed as having an underlying responsibility for the Israel/Palestine conflict. The formation 

of Israel on Palestinian territories came about as a direct response to the annihiliation of six million Jews. 

  

 What makes a good memoir? In answering this question,we wondered whether Vikram had betrayed the 

privacy of his aunt and uncle. The personal letters that Henny had received from her friend Eva had implied a 

possible lesbian relationship between them. Our conclusion was that he had not betrayed them, rather he had 

created a loving record of their lives, a fitting tribute to their memory. He does not delve too deeply into the 

nature of their personal relationship. We are not sure how intimate they were, they could have lived as loving 

friends, but we like to think that Henny was able to enjoy her role as Shanti's wife, in the full sense. 

  

 But maybe this lack of intimate detail was the reason that some of us found the book dull. When reading 

novels, we love to empathise with the characters. Shanti and Henny's inner motives and feelings are given a 

voice through their earlier letters . But later in their lives there are no letters to reveal their innermost 

thoughts. Vikram Seth points out that those who had suffered during the war most wanted to settle down and 

live safe, orderly lives without too much excitement. Shanti and Henny's marriage can appear to be a little 

colourless- made up of bridge parties and evenings with friends interspersed with work and walks in Hendon 

Park. Enjoying their garden and the changes in the seasons. But I would argue that they prove themselves to 

be determined to make the best of their situations.To be grateful for peace and quiet and to be content with an 

"ordinary" life.. 

  

But there is no doubt that they were both brave. Shanti's resilience and courage shines through. He has an 

arm  blown off during the war but still succeeds, against all the odds, at being a dentist. Henny is admirable 

at coping with her grief and finding pleasure in small things. She loves to dress elegantly and is obsessed with 

shoes, sometimes buying pairs that are even too small for her. And then having them stretched by a cobbler. 

This can seem at first glance, the height of self indulgence. But when she has suffered so much and has shown 

herself to be caring by her generosity to her friends, to me this weakness is quite human and endearing. Shanti 

and Henny are "dinkies- double income-no kids" and are in a position to give themselves little luxuries. 

  

But before closing, I have to mention that the class issue also caused some heated discussion. Shanti and 

Henny ask to adopt Vikram's baby brother. They are unable themselves to have children and are able to offer a 

finacially secure home to a child. Vikram's parents are placed in an awkward position. Vikram's mother 



mentions that they are "having to make ends meet" and that Shanti and Henny would be able to afford to bring 

up their second son more comfortably. But she loves the boy when he is born and there is no question of 

handing him over for adoption.  We agreed that "making ends meet" is relative . The Seths are a middle class 

Indian family and have certain standards to maintain. 

  

Shanti and Henny had an au pair and help with the house. This is quite normal in middle class Hendon. 

Shanti bought the house in Queens Road in the 40s for 5000 pounds- which was a huge amount of money 

then.Their standard of living was quite high and would have been a compensation  but did not cancel out the 

suffering that they had undergone.Or their desire to help their friends and family.And Shanti had worked very 

hard to become a dentist in England. He had had to retake all of his dentistry examinations before he could 

practise as a dentist in England. Henny had had to work as a domestic help and nanny when she first arrived 

in London as a Jewish refugee.She had lost everything- including her home and family. 

  

As a record of how a racially different couple adapted to life, after the second world war in their adopted 

country, it is a fine account of the power of the human spirit to overcome adversity.  

  

We asked the question "where was home  for them?" It is fitting to end by saying that "they found a home in 

each other." 

  

  

Our next meeting will be on Monday 19th February at 19.30pm . We will be discussing "The History of Love" by 

Nicole Krauss.  

  

Nicole Krauss is talking about her work at the American Academy on Tuesday February 13th at 20.00pm. We'll 

aim to go as a group to this event. I'll find out if the event is open to everyone or not. 

  

 

All the best and good reading 

  

Jan 

  

 


