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      {Introduction}

      
      Moti Nandy’s novel Koni was published much before the film based on it was made. His story was a very moving one, and his depiction of a poor—and
         often hungry—but determined girl, and of the swimmers’ world was very authentic and touching. I had read the book, and had
         always regarded it a powerful classic. It inspired me just as much as it would inspire anyone and everyone working towards
         a goal.
      

      
      Let me now go back to the backdrop of how events started to unfurl and I ended up acting in Koni.

      
      As a child I suffered frequently from cold and cough, and a doctor advised my parents to teach me swimming. What began because
         of medical advice, turned into a passion for me. By the time I was twelve, I was winning races, and never looked back. In
         the 1970s I became a national winner, and was national swimming champion Nafisa Ali’s contemporary. I held the national open record in breaststroke. I became well-known in swimming
         circles, and perhaps that’s why my name came up when the film’s producers were casting for the character of Koni.
      

      
      By the time the film project began, I was in Jadavpur University, studying International Relations. I was delighted when I
         came to know that the film’s producers were even considering me for the role. However, Saroj Dey, the director, had one look
         at me and didn’t like me at all—he thought I looked too ‘elitist’, and he wanted someone with the lean, hungry, deprived look
         that would fit the part. They went in search of someone who was ‘darker’ (they didn’t want to use make-up at all, to start
         with), and someone who had more of a poverty-stricken, struggling look. Though the idea of acting was attractive to me, my
         father was very conservative and didn’t want me to do it. So that was that. And I thought the matter ended there.
      

      
      For two years or so after they first contacted me, I didn’t hear anything from the movie’s producers. However, perhaps I was
         destined to be Koni. For two years later—and by then I was in my third year at the University—they came back. They had been
         persuaded by Jayant Bhattacharya, who was on the film-making team and had liked me in the first go. By that time they must have tried all sorts of actors, with swimmer doubles, and so
         on. There were problems with funding for the film—and the film started to be made only a year and a half later. The highlight
         was that even Soumitra Chatterjee, the well-known actor who played my coach in the film, came to our house. My father got
         persuaded as well, and so the shooting began.
      

      
      I was determined not to disappoint anyone in the endeavour of essaying the role of Koni, since I had yearned for this role
         from the beginning. Koni’s struggle was—is—one of dogged grit; when it would flag, her coach’s faith would take over and drive
         her to go faster, stronger, farther. She won as much for him, and she did for herself. I realized I would have to bring that
         particular trait out in my character.
      

      
      I worked hard to look like an absolute have-not. This began with my purchasing a really cheap dress, worth all of 12 rupees.
         The next stage was to mop the house with it, to produce a remarkably rag-like effect! I began to observe the lady who worked
         in our house, and tried to emulate the characteristics of the downtrodden. Long hours were spent at the clubhouse to get tanned
         deeply when the sun was shining at its mightiest. Slowly I would evolve into the desired character. So much so that for one scene—when we were shooting at the ghat on the Ganga, a huge crowd gathered. The police
         was called to keep the people under control. I was told to stay behind the ropes and come down the steps and past the rope
         for the shot. But no! They were not going to let me back in, mistaking me as one in the crowd. I kept smiling to myself thinking
         that the entire get-up was really good.
      

      
      We went to the film shoot every day and loved it. The crew members were very informal. I knew all the other swimmers; all
         the girls who were my competitors in the film were my swimmer friends. It felt like going for a great big picnic. We were
         awestruck to come in such close contact with Soumitra Chatterjee, the incredibly talented actor who alone was the reason to
         bunk uncountable number of classes, to go to watch his movies. I remember him as a great personality, unspoiled by fame, showing
         immense dedication for his work. He broke the monotony of the shooting by mellifluously bursting into song and poems, and
         made the entire episode a memorable experience filled with fun, laughter and learning.
      

      
      I had always swum in still waters earlier. I had never swum in a river or a sea where the current was very strong. Also, in
         a pool the light is totally different—you can see underwater—but in the river it is dark and depthless. Both the strong current and the dark underwater frightened
         me a bit, but I was so keen to do the role that I would have done anything. That was my goal at that time, and my struggle,
         compared to the girl in the story, was small.
      

      
      The film released in 1984 and went on to win me the Bengali Film Journalists’ Association (BFJA) Best Actress Award, with
         the film winning the Golden Lotus. It won the National Award for Best Film as well. Koni was to be my one and only film. I am currently a teacher at South Point School in Kolkata.
      

      
      Though Koni is a story about a poor girl, but it is meaningful for everyone. Any sportsperson, or for that matter a student,
         will understand the importance of a coach, a teacher, who believes in you so completely that you feel you can do it, that
         you can fight—and win.
      

      
      The coach’s exhortation, ‘Fight, Koni, fight’, became a popular phrase, oft-repeated, and has stayed with me. It will inspire
         everyone—young or old—who struggles to achieve a dream.
      

      
      
      	Kolkata, June 2010
      	Sriparna Mukherjee
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