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Kokila Raval loved life and life loved her. She carried herself so tall 
and beautiful that she shone by her own light, with dancing eyes and a 
captivating smile. She was like a family member to me so I called her 
Bhabhi (older brother’s wife). 

Kokila was born in 1939 in Limbe, Malawi into a large family. Her 
mother had 13 pregnancies and Kokila had 6 sisters and 2 brothers 
survive into adulthood. As a teenager, Her father had stowed away on 
a boat to run away from India, and ended up in Malawi. He eventually 
became a legal clerk and was a generous member of the clan they 
lived among, which included Hindus and Muslims and Sikhs, and 
where caste did not make a difference, as it had in India. This diverse 
community marked by different languages and foods, with communal 
musical performances and picnics, was the foundation for Kokila’s 
childhood and it rooted her in accepting different peoples. Comfort 
with diversity became a hallmark of who she was throughout her life. 
While the family home did employ African house servants, they too 
were treated with respect.

At the age of 8, Kokila was sent – along with her eldest brother and 
two sisters - far away from her parents and clan in Malawi to attend 
school back in Gujarat, the state on the western coast of India, where 
her family was from. She stayed there for 8 years under the care of 
her oldest brother and went to the Ghar Shala school which she 
considered the best school in the world. It was founded in 1945 and 
was a pioneering school that educated boys and girls in a co-ed 
environment as equals and included creative arts, poetry and dance. 
The school was part of the great experiment of building the new India, 
a project that inspired Kokila and whose idealism she shared with her 
children even as she came to see its failure to manifest.

During Kokila’s eight years as a girl and teenager in Gujarat, she 



faced life’s challenges in the way that would be characteristic 
throughout her life. She accepted what was, didn’t complain, and 
embraced every possibility for creating and experiencing joy and self-
actualization.

Something else life changing happened to Kokila in Gujarat. At the 
age of fourteen she met the man who was the love of her life and was 
going to become her husband of 54 years despite the odds that they 
faced at the beginning of their courtship. Kishor was nine years older 
than Kokila, her brother’s math tutor, and he was a member of a caste 
that was lower than her family’s. This did not please Kokila’s brother 
who soon shared the threatening news with their parents back in 
Malawi. Through deception, Kokila was sent home to her parents, at 
first believing that her mother was ill and needed caretaking. She 
stayed in Malawi for four years but the love between her and Kishor 
was not broken. They developed ways to keep in touch, engaging 
friends and even a suitor of hers in a secret system of letter writing 
which kept the fire of their love burning until they were able to reunite 
and elope when Kokila’s family travelled back to India for a sister’s 
wedding. During this time Kokila had again displayed her resilience 
and perseverance and eventually she proudly achieved what she most 
desired and broke tradition for her love marriage.  

Early married life was not easy in the one bedroom apartment Kokila 
and Kishor shared in Bombay with his two younger brothers and 
eventually their two children, Meenal and Ameet. Kokila ran the 
household, involving her kids in chores like shelling peas or going to 
the market or the bank and sometimes going out as a family to see a 
movie. She did not relish this time and sometimes had to make do 
with no income coming in but she kept busy and gave her children 
plenty of love and affection.  

Kokila came to the United States in 1976 and never wanted to leave. 
She liked to visit India, and did so even more often after her husband’s 
death but she loved the life she was able to build in the US, the 
privacy she had, the bigger home and kitchen, the space she had to 



be herself. Photos of her in her new home show her beaming and she 
blossomed here. Here her spirit which had always been fearless and 
open and welcoming found its home. She owned her own presence 
here, cooking in her kitchen, growing more and more independent, 
commanding respect from her many friends and learning how to 
create a life of abundance without ever spending too much money. In 
fact as she began to work for money, she also began to save money 
which eventually enabled her to pay off the mortgage and help support 
her and husband when he retired. First she was a caretaker for the 
Renu, daughter of dear friends Saryu and Harish and in many ways 
she was like a mother to their daughter Renu. She worked also in 
retail and later as a home health aide.

In her own kitchen she was more artist than scientist, according to her 
daughter Meenal, always experimenting to get things just right and 
eventually shifting her mode of cooking to reflect her growing interest 
and commitment to health and natural foods and her return to 
vegetarianism after a short attempt to eat meat when she first 
immigrated. Cooking was one of the ways she loved to care for others 
and make them feel at home and loved.

Kokila was a life-long learner. She taught herself English and earned 
her GED after Ameet finished high school. After her husband Kishor 
retired, they worked side by side on the online Gujarati literary 
magazine, named Kesuda, that he had founded. These were 
wonderful years of her life. She developed her own literary voice and 
wrote and performed poetry in Gujarati.

After he passed away, she remained deeply appreciative of him and 
framed and hung his artwork all over her home. But she did not get 
stuck in grief. She embraced her independence, spent more time in 
India with friends, and lived proudly on her own despite how unusual 
this is for an Indian woman of her generation. She continued her 
commitment to Kesuda with Meenal’s support. And she grew to be 
proud of Micah’s artistic talent and pursuits which she saw as 
connected to those of her beloved Kishor.



Kokila was a spiritual woman who mostly practiced quietly in respect 
for her atheist husband with whom she shared a remarkable love that 
really provided the space for each to be who they were with full 
acceptance. She kept a picture of a Hindi deity on the inside of the 
cabinet door where she kept the spices she used for cooking. This 
worked just fine for her, praying quietly, going on her own to pujas at 
the homes of friends. Love and acceptance, wide embrace of diversity, 
a commitment to gender equity in her parenting and a deep openness 
to the different paths her children and grandchildren travelled, these 
were the constants of Kokila’s life.

Kokila loved her life all the way until the very end. She seemed to 
want to savor every stage and took her time leaving her body. While 
her stroke was a shock to friends and family who had experienced her 
vibrancy and love of life so recently, her acceptance of this next stage 
of her life was characteristic of each turn in her life. The ways she 
lived seems to invite those whom she left behind – her beloved 
children and their partners, Meenal and Afshin, Ameet and Genie, her 
grandchildren Micah and Yossi, her dear friends and extended family – 
to follow in her footsteps and enjoy life, find and create the dance and 
the sweets and the freedom in it, honor their particular rich heritage, 
embrace the homes they create, and love, love, love. May her soul 
continue its remarkable journey.   
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