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Local author brings alphabetical
tour of India to Campbell kids

Historical perspective

by Duncan Cook

In all of the history of
Santa Clara Valley, from
the Native American era to
modern day, only once did the
people find themselves with no
historical perspective. Historical
perspective, represented by local
historians from the California
Pioneers of Santa Clara County,
with assistance from the city
of Campbell and the Campbell
Rotary, will commemorate the
first house built in the city of
Campbell on May 9. (See the
addendum to this article for more
information.) This important
event will celebrate the bridging
of Mexican and American eras,
as the adobe was built in 1847
by Sebastian Peralta, born at
Mission Santa Clara. For the
first six months of 1846, Santa
Clara Valley was, like the rest
of California, Mexican. By the
time the adobe was built in the
next year, Benjamin Campbell
had arrived. A radical upheaval
of tradition was underway. It
was the beginning of the end of
cattle grazing ranchos, as English
speaking Americans and others
from all over the world swarmed
into the valley during the gold
rush. Only forty years later,
Santa Clara Valley was bereft
of historical perspective. What
happened to create such a rare
and consequential circumstance
in the 1880s?
Early deaths and frequent
relocation created this dearth

Local author, artist and voice
talent, Shobha Srinivasan, is
happy to call Campbell home.
When arriving at Orchard
City Coffee to interview a local
children’s book author, it is
quite clear that the subject of my
assignment must be the glowing
presence near the side door.
Shobha Srinivasan glides over to
greet me and it is apparent that
she has much to share. As we sit,
she places a colorful, oversized
book on the table with a joyous
smile; the title on the cover is
Indi-Alphabet.
Srinivasan tells me that
although there have been other
India-inspired alphabet books
before, they focused on Indian
culture concepts, whereas she
wanted to highlight different cities
and the lands of India versus just
ideas about it. She chose locations
that are not as well known and
made a point to feature places
all over the country, so it wasn’t
only a regional exploration of
one particular area. Each letter of
the alphabet relates to a specific
city and has a four line poem to
serve as an introduction to share
some of the character of the
place. Readers tour the area with
a group of cartoon friends and
can easily locate where the city
is within India using the little
map at the bottom of each page
marked by a pin and their tour
bus. The charming bus factors
into the rich illustrations filling
the page as well; can you spot the
bus in the picture? That is part of
the fun, along with the fun facts
provided next to the map.
Originally
conceived
between 5-7 years ago, Srinivasan
initially crafted the geographical
compositions in haiku form. A
publisher friend was concerned
that haiku might be a bit too
sophisticated for the age that she
was writing for, so the poems
became quatrains instead. It
turned out that “The evolution of
the project was as exciting as the
writing of the poems themselves,”
she says excitedly. A manuscript
sent to Bharat Babies generated
interest, so with an artist assigned
from the publisher’s team,
the book began taking shape.
Through phone calls with the
publisher, ideas percolated until
it was time to sign the contract
(on her birthday!) and move
forward with the print run. She
was in India when the official
release hit the shelves, but she

had a few advance copies to share
with family and friends while
abroad. Before returning from
India, she purchased a lovely pen
there specifically for the purpose
of signing copies of her IndiAlphabet book.
Also a voice-over talent,
artist, writer of adult prose and
former non-profit grant writer for
20 years, Shobha Srinivasan’s
passion for children’s books
comes from her own experience
reading to her own children, and
now her grandchildren. One of
her absolute favorites is Shel
Silverstein: “His genius is in his
humor and the delightful way of
capturing the everyday emotions
and experiences of children.” she
says. The works of Roald Dahl
and Berenstain Bears stories are
often read with the grandchildren
these days. She has published
5 other children’s books in
India with another children’s
poetry book due stateside from a
publisher in Texas, which should
be out at the end of 2019. This
volume introduces poetic forms
and then illustrates with examples
in text.
After even a brief discussion,
it is evident that Srinivasan is
extremely creative, passionate
and very engaged as a global
citizen as well as a bonafide
Campbellite. She sees the
bigger picture of being part of
humankind without overlooking
the one-to-one relationships we
share with others. That notion is
evidenced by a quotation from
William Blake that she references
during our discussion: “To see a
World in a Grain of Sand, And a
Heaven in a Wild Flower, Hold
Infinity in the palm of your hand,
And Eternity in an hour.” Such
sentiments infuse her work and
exude from her person, creating
a nexus of positivity and wonder
shared by those around her.
She has lived in the San
Jose area for 30 years and been
a citizen of Campbell for ten.
Seeking an area with an exciting,
thriving, walkable downtown
area to live, she surely struck
gold with our little town with a
big heart. Since moving here,
she has served on the board of
the Heritage theater for over four
years and is also regular attendee
of various local happenings, like
Tessora’s comedy night, pottery
downtown and interesting events
at Villa Rugosa. She celebrates
her Harrison street neighborhood
acting as a microcosm of the
whole town in its diverse and
multigenerational
population.
The nearby residents range from
young couples with a new baby to
people who have lived there for 45
years. She has found a welcome
home and enjoys the friendly
and energetic community, “I feel
like I complete my life in these
streets.” she says smiling.
For those who would like to
know more, please visit: http://
www.shobhatharoorsrinivasan.
com/index.php.

of historical memory. There
were only two thousand rugged
individuals who lived in the Santa
Clara Valley in 1846. By 1886,
roughly two or three hundred
of the original settlers survived.
This is because the average life
expectancy in the mid-19th century
in the United States hovered
between 40 and 45 years for the
white population. Although some
people lived long lives, many died
as infants, and the incidence of an
“early” death because of diseases
such as typhoid, small pox or
tuberculosis was quite high.
Because many of the English
speaking population of 1846
were themselves recently arrived,
they felt little compunction about
moving again. So of the 200300 people that survived, only
a handful continued to live in
Santa Clara Valley. Prominent
citizens that had died or relocated
by 1886 included Henry Naglee
(namesake of Naglee Park and
Naglee Avenue), Thomas Fallon
(mayor of San Jose), Josiah
Belden (mayor of San Jose),
Elisha
Stephens
(namesake
of Stevens Creek), Antonio
Sunol (namesake of the town of
Sunol and the Sunol grade), and
Peter Burnett (first governor of
California under American civil
rule).
One of the handful that
stayed in the valley from
1846 until 1886 and beyond
was Benjamin Campbell. Mr.

by Paul Boehm

Campbell, namesake of the
town, was hard working, a man
of character, and a man of faith.
He was not, however, nostalgic.
Benjamin and his father, William,
had moved from Kentucky to
Missouri before their westward
journey ended in California. The
momentous decision made by
Benjamin and Mary in 1877 to
give part of their 160 acres to a
railroad was in truth a rather easy
one to make. With little nostalgia
for the past, the Campbells saw
nothing but prosperity at the
prospect of a railroad passing
through their land. The railroad
and the depot, the land upon which
was sold by Benjamin Campbell,
gave impetus to building the
town of Campbell in the 1880s
and 1890s. Benjamin Campbell, a
wheat farmer no more, valued the
future over the past.
How does a lack of roots affect
a town? Is such a town friendly to
visitors and immigrants? Is there
strong or weak devotion to the
“common good” and community?
Without
historical
perspective in the 1880s, Santa
Clara Valley was a pressure cooker
for development and growth. The
population growth rate in Santa
Clara Valley between 1846 and
1886 was a phenomenal 1900%.
The early settlers that arrived
before 1846 were a mix of English
and Spanish speaking, with many
being bilingual. By 1886, English
Continued on page 10...

