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W
hat is life but a story in the making? We go on living our lives and 
never pause for a moment to look or to reflect upon our actions and 
reactions. Sometimes when we do, it is only because we are forced 
to. For the most part, there is no written record of the remarkable 
people we meet and the things that we see. Marginalia is published 
every year with the intention of changing this pattern. We bring to 
you stories from the marginalized sections of our society. And yet 
we believe that these people, places and events are important to the 
fabric of our society. 

Maya Angelou said, “There is no greater agony than bearing an 
untold story inside you.” Here then are some stories that have been taken from the shadows. One 
talks about one of the oldest missionary schools to be set up in India by the British, another about 
the dholwalis, a group of women that play the dhol, a heavy Indian drum, on several occasions in 
Maharashtra. How Bhutan measures its economy—Gross National Happiness—adds another 
dimension to the story of the nations.

Theatres in Mumbai underwent a drastic change in the 1960s when certain notable people broke 
away from the existing mainstream theatre and introduced experimental theatre, influenced by 
Western ideas. Sighting lions in the Gir forest is a thrilling experience as told by Rajan Parmar, but is 
also very risky. And we also blow up some myths about the Hijra community in Mumbai.

These are stories deserved to be told, stories that help us understand the world and people differently, 
stories that are usually left out from the mainstream media and hence forgotten. Marginalia thus, 
aims to restore all these memories and helps ordinary people have immortal lives.

Layal Ayoub
Rujuta Sabnis

EDITORIAL

A dholiwali amongst the dholwala’s
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F
ew know the true value of 
studying oral narratives in 
academic research. At one 
point, they were considered 
inferior and not as valid as 

written sources. However, scholars 
now devote considerable time to oral 
narratives as a significant field of 
study. This is because of the growing 
realization that subjectivity is always 
privileged whether in written sourc-
es or oral narratives; it is just con-
cealed better in the written word as 
it is camouflaged as objective truth. 
Oral narratives may also reveal in-
formation that may not be available 
through traditional sources or ‘offi-
cial’ domains of information. 

With the increasing availability 
of films, newspapers and advertise-
ments in India, the media industry 
too has evolved. However, there has 
been a paucity of sources and doc-
umentation with regard to India’s 
media history. In our attempt to 
document the past and engage with 
oral narratives, nine students from 
SCMSophia have worked on a paper 

on oral narratives that has been se-
lected for the Speaking, Listening, 
Interpreting: The Critical Engage-
ments of Oral History conference 
organized by the International Oral 
History Association (IOHA) in Ban-
galore from June 27th-July 1st 2016. 
For our paper, we interviewed 18 me-
dia professionals in Mumbai, over 
the age of 50 years and asked them 
about their first media jobs. Among 
our interviewees are film and televi-
sion professionals and alumni from 
the Film and Television Institute of 
India (FTII) Piyush Shah, Sameer 
Sabnis, Ashmaki Acharya and Deep-
ak Segal. We also spoke to other 
media professionals from the film 
and televsion industry such as Vijoo 
Khote, Suneel Sinha and Amit Singh 
Thakur. From the field of journalism, 
we have Piroj Wadia, Rajesh Menon, 
Prakash Bal and Nalin Solanki. 

Our questions towards the inter-
viewees ranged from the circum-
stances behind the first media job, 
the amount received as payment 
and to the time taken in commuting 

during the job. Ashmaki Aacharyaa 
said, “When I finished my course 
from my film school I did 2 things. I 
wanted to be independent and work 
as a free lancer so I wrote dialogues 
for peoples screenplays and I wanted 
to travel and practice my craft so I 
started trying to get documentaries 
films. So the first independent film 
that I made on my own was a short 
half an hour documentary which 
was for UNICEF and it was a won-
derful experience. The subject was 
the girl child.”

Vijoo Khote, a noted actor in the 
film and television industry talks 
about how his first media job was 
not in films. “I started working in 
a newspaper, small little newspa-
per somewhere and 2-3 guys were 
there,” he says. “We used to go 
around picking up you might say 
(sic) from shops and people and all 
that and then we were told to put 
them into papers but it didn’t travel 
much, didn’t do much. About a few 
days and the whole thing collapsed.”

 “I started my first media job ... as a 
reporter in a shipping company col-
lecting data of various companies on 
their arrival and departure of ships. 
But not the passenger ships, those 
were the goods ships, “shares Nalin 
Solanki, who is currently a retired 
photojournalist.  “I worked for three 
years and then I switched on to main 
newspapers as a proof reader cor-
recting factual errors, spelling errors 
and all kind of errors to correct the 
page in my job.”

Our literature review on media 
work has shown us the presence of 
informal networks, the role of gen-
der, the role played by institutions 
and the work culture in the media 
industry. Our observations include 
how gendered a place the media in-
dustry is. It is primarily a male dom-
inated industry. A large chunk of the 
work in the media industry func-
tions on project based work, which 
wouldn’t always guarantee stability. 
According to previous research, in-
formal networks and social gather-
ings can be considered a part of the 
media professional’s working life. 
Opportunities for work resulted di-
rectly through friends and acquain-
tances. Social institutions too played 
roles employment in the media in

AADYA SHAH
ARTICLE FOR SCM HAPPENINGS - MEDIA 
PROFESSIONALS PAPER

Media Professional - Mr Deepak Segal
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PLOT-A-POT
BY MANSI SHANBAG

T
he city of Mumbai has more than 22 million souls but how 
many toilets does it have? When it comes to sanitation and 
the right to relieve yourself when out of home, Mumbai 
falls quite short. The situation of public toilets in the city 
is dismal, to say the least. The cleanliness of those toilets is 

indirectly proportional to the population that uses them. The more 
the number of people in the city, the more unclean the toilets seem 
to get. Or so we thought. We had a unique opportunity to test a 
number of our fondly-held opinions about public toilets in Mumbai 
through an assignment that we were given an opportunity to name, 
and we chose to call Plot-A-Pot.   We fanned out across the city to 
locate, photograph and plot the  public toilets on Google Maps. We 
noted whether they had facilities for men or for women, and what 
it cost to use them or if there are any other restrictions on entry. We 
took photographs of the exterior that showed the location. We plot-

ted this on Google Maps along with the address, landmarks and photo and area tags. The idea was that a person 
who is looking for a public toilet in any area should be able to search and get a list of nearby toilets. We were able 
to study in detail the question regarding gender that arose in this situation. Did women have the same facilities 
as men in the washrooms? Were they more or less accessible? Were they clean? With each bathroom we marked 
off in our assignment, one thing became clearer to us. Public washrooms were a sensitive topic in Mumbai still. 
Another thing that we were enlightened with was the difference in the washrooms allotted for men and women. 
We never thought of the ways in which gender would prove to be a vital argument for public bathrooms. There 
is obviously a difference, considering women’s cubicles and men’s urinals have different requirements. And we 
were pleasantly surprised that some toilets were clean and usable.

In order to understand the 
functioning and the practicality 
of the RTI Act and as a part of the 
academic coursework we worked 
on the information gathering 
process with regards to the topic 
we had chosen to work on and 
had awaited approval from our 
Coordinator and Professor in 
charge Dr. Sunitha Chitrapu. What 
makes SCM different is that the 
practicality of the assignment is 
given more importance rather 
than mere theoretical knowledge. 
The RTI complaint could be filed 
online or by physically submit-
ting the complaint letters which 
were addressed to the different 
ministries and departments of 
the government. Most of the 

complaints were filed online, 
since it was made mandatory for 
all government institutions to 
leave aside an option for filing 
the complaints online. Most of the 
complaints were queries related 
to social issues such as asking 
for the list of platforms that 
have been elevated in the year 
2015. There was a funny instance 
regarding the same. When one of 
our students waited at the railway 
ticket counter to submit an RTI 
complaint one of the people 
waiting too asked whether she 
was a lawyer and said, “There 
is no need to file an RTI for a 
simple reason that the railways 
work at their own pace.” Other 
complaints included a list of street 

lamps in south Bombay, new 
routes and which of these of have 
been making profit, the steps 
taken to reduce water clogging 
at Nana Chowk, provisions made 
for handicapped on Western line 
local stations, list of gardens and 
playgrounds. This was not just an 
assignment for us but we strongly 
felt the need to seek answers to 
our queries, with curiosity built 
within us we waited for our re-
plies as we hadn’t done anything 
like this before. It was a different 
experience all together. 

What most students found 
challenging was the process 
of filing an RTI, be it online or 
physically. Most of them found 
filing an RTI a cumbersome task 
because the online sites were 
limited to information from 
the Central government and its 
departments only. However a few 
said that physically going to the 
institution and submitting the RTI 
was easier comparatively. Within 
few days of the submission most 
of us received letters saying that 
the application is being worked 

on while many government 
departments reverted back on the 
issues by sending letters that stat-
ed that the application has been 
forwarded to other departments 
because the query did not fall 
under theirs. 

We learnt that filing an RTI 
does not require us to do much 
and that it is the best way 
possible to voice out opinions and 
fight authorities that do not find 
it necessary to answer the general 
public. We witnessed this through 
Simpreet Singh who fought for 
justice and questioned authority. 
In a session with the students of 
SCM he told us that the next time 
we file an RTI we mustn’t just stop 
at the reply but continue to work 
for its betterment. For example 
one of our students who received 
a reply regarding the list of the 
routes that have been constructed 
remained as mere document that 
would be discarded eventual-
ly.  Filing an RTI, receiving the 
response and not doing anything 
about it is as better as not filing 
an RTI at all. 

INFORM AND STAY INFORMED 
The Right to Information Act 2005 promotes transparency in the working 
of every public authority and helps citizens waiting for a response to seek 
information regarding any government institution within a given period of 
time. The RTI cell of the respective institution has to respond within twenty one 
days after the submission of the application. Charlene Fernandes explains.
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I
t is only in recent years that oral 
history has started finding its 
place in research studies. It has 
proven to be an effective way to 
conduct qualitative research, re-

cording people’s experiences and 
feelings. At SCM Sophia, we stud-
ied and compiled the oral histories 
of adolescents’ media consumption 
in India beteen the 1940s and the 
1980s. After having conducted 18 
interviews with people over the age 
of 50, we got a glimpse into the way 
adolescents consumed media in the 
1940s to the 80s. 

Shirin Lakdawala (83) recalls, “At 
that time, people used to enjoy mov-
ies in theatre only. In the Metro and 
Eros theatres, the ticket was 1 rupee, 
50 paise. With respect to movies, 
there was Purab Paschim, … that 
Awaara, Nargis’ movie, Raj Kapoor. 
And then Suraiya’s movie, that with 
Dev Anand was there.” 

Since television wasn’t an integral 
part of their lives, films and going to 
theatres to watch films was an im-
portant way in which adolescents 
indulged in leisure.  Other respons-
es were also similar. Malini Gupte 
(84) talks about how she would steal 
money to watch movies with her 
friends. Sunday was listed as the 

most favourable day to go watch a 
movie and the ticket prices were as 
cheap as two annas. The respon-
dents also made it clear that the the-
atres would never be empty like they 
are in today’s day and age. Of course, 
one of the reasons for this was lack 
of other technology to view these 
films. For many, going to the theatre 
was the only form of entertainment. 
Tickets would be sold out in no time 
and were very difficult to get. 

Our research paper also looks at 
how these interviewees used oth-
er forms of media, like newspapers 
and magazines. What we found is 
quite interesting. “At that time... Not 
‘Kesari’, ‘Navshakti’, ‘Navshakti! It 
was a paper only, like ‘Maharash-
tra Times’, ‘Loksatta.’ Like that it 
was ‘Navshakti.’ (sic) And when the 
paper came, first my grandfather 
used to read it and then we used to 
get it…but I wasn’t very interested.  
Newspapers, I definitely learned a 
lot from.”

Newspapers and newsletters were 
also used for political purposes. Be-
fore Independence, Mrs. Gupte re-
members distributing newsletters 
for the Rashtriya Seva Sangh (RSS). 
These newsletters were in English 
and therefore, couldn’t be under-

stood by her. There were also other 
regional and English newspapers, 
for example, The Times of India, 
which were read by our respondents. 
The Illustrated Weekly, edited by 
Khushwant Singh was an extreme-
ly popular magazine which was en-
joyed by some of the interviewees. 

Not all respondents were exposed 
to comics, but some were certainly 
quite fond of them. “We were in ma-
dras then, and there used be Curly 
Wee and we used to cut out those lit-
tle comic cuts and put them into a 
book, because it used to come out ev-
ery day, and the story was complete 
after a couple of months,” says Mau-
reen Rosalind Glenda Myall. Oth-
ers liked Phantom and Richie Rich. 
Some also listed reading books as a 
way in which they chose to connect 
with the world outside. It was an ex-
perience different from the one they 
got through newspapers and radio. 
They enjoyed books by Enid Blyton 
and the mysteries of Nancy Drew. 

On the radio, Ameen Sayani’s 
‘Binaca Geetmala’ on Radio Ceylon 
was a well-loved show and the songs 
played on it were enjoyed. Anita 
Lutharia (78) says, “Those days we 
used to enjoy the radio thoroughly 
although it didn’t work properly. We 
had to put our ears to it closely and 
then listen to it, there was one called 
Geetmala. It’s really old and it was 
hosted by Ameen Sayani and even 
if little bit was missed, I would feel 
like crying. But we were so poor, we 
couldn’t afford to buy another radio. 
She adds, “Those days, it was a weird 
boxlike figure for a radio.”

They also preferred the radio to 
newspapers and magazines. Akash-
vani was a show that gave hourly 
news updates. It was also a form of 
family entertainment as everybody 
sat around the radio and listened 
together. Cricket commentary was 
also quite popular. 

Doordarshan was the only channel 
on television unlike today and televi-
sion sets were costly so not everybody 
could afford them. Suresh Iyer (50) 
says, “It was an occasion. Friends, 
family, strangers used to come from 
neighboring areas to watch movies, 
plays. We used have a half an hour 
famous show, Chitrahaar.”

— Rujuta Sabnis

A CHILDHOOD 
IN THE MEDIA 

Media Consumer - Anita Lutharia
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Shivanand Nautiyal is the last 
man standing. Every other, twenty 
something man in the village of 
Senagadsari, population 2000-
odd, is in the city looking for work. 
“Being a radio jockey is a very 
exciting job. I only have to talk 
and I get paid for it. Who has a job 
like that?” he asks with an excited 
smile. He works at Mandakini ki 
Awaz, a community radio station, 
which was set up in 2014 with the 
aim to educate people about how 
to deal with disasters. This came 
after the flash floods that took an 
estimated 5,500 lives and left a 
trail of devastation in their path.  
Manvendra Negi, the founder says, 
“In a place like Rudraprayag, being 
a radio journalist is unheard of. Lis-
tening to him on the radio, many 
youngsters will get inspired and 
might want to pursue the same.” 

The community radio was set 
up at Senagadsari, about 55 km 
from Rudraprayag, covers about 
300 villages. In association with 
Mandakini ki Awaz, the students of 
SCM shot their broadcast features 
related to the issues that the locals 
faced.

A journey via the hand held 
trolleys, constructed over the river, 
Mandakini, connected Chandrapuri 
to the rest of Rudraprayag. “The 
rope often left cuts on our palms, 
but we had no other choice. We 
had to go to work or for our ex-
ams. It definitely was very difficult 
to travel via these trolleys,” says 
Neeta, one of the locals. Sonali 
Telang, an SCM student says, “Ev-
eryone gave us so many stories of 
casualties and death. I can’t imag-
ine how scary it would be to look 
down at the flowing river, sitting in 
the rickety trolley. The school kids 
must’ve been so scared.” As the 
small villages didn’t have facilities, 
the locals used this to get across 
the river. 

“We aren’t scared of anything. 
We live here alone, and manage 
all the work ourselves without 
any qualms,” says Shivbhakti 
Devi. Like the other 20 families 
in the village of Gherpunga, even 
Shivbhakti Devi’s husband has 
migrated to the city in search 

of work. “We all walked on a 
really scary mountain edge. We 
were afraid that the loose rocks 
underneath us would pave way, 
and we would fall,” says Charlene 
Fernandes, another SCM student. 
When asked about the confidence 
with which these women walk 
on these unpredictable terrain, 
Kunwari Devi replies, “After the 
floods, the roads got washed off. 
And we have use them to get to 
the market. It’s just a matter of 
habit. We have been walking on 
these mountains, ever since we 
were young.” 

With men migrating to the 
cities, the listeners of the radio 
programs are the elderly. “We 
wanted to look at how important 
the radio was to these people. 
When we spoke to them, we 
got to know that it was a source 
of information and entertain-
ment,” says Varsha Jaiswal, a 
student of SCM. The programs are 
broadcasted three times a day, 
in Garhwali. This local language 
has been declared an endangered 

dialect by UNESCO. “The shrinking 
importance of the language is 
evident. Many parents prefer their 
children to learn Hindi or English, 
as they can be useful later in life,” 
states Saroj Devi. The language 
is evident in many occasions, like 
festivals and marriages. 

Talking about marriages, a 
few SCM students were invited 
to attend a marriage where they 
got to experience various local 
flavours. “It was all so colourful. 
We danced to Garhwali songs, 
it was so much fun. Not like we 
understood what it meant, but 
it definitely was better than 
Hindi dance songs,” states Melinda 
Viegas with a giggle. Mandakini 
ki Awaz is making an attempt to 
save the language by running their 
programs in Garhwali, and save 
the dialect from vanishing. 

The building of the community 
radio station was built in the 
remotest areas of the Rudraprayag 
district keeping its safety in mind. 
An SCM student, Darshana Jain 
says, “When we spoke to the 

locals, they believed that pakka 
houses were better than kachcha 
houses, and that they can sustain 
any kind of disaster.” But the 
situation was the exact opposite, 
the community radio station 
was constructed to be a disaster 
resilient structure. “I was one of 
the locals who had to undergo 
training to build the radio station. 
We constructed the station with 
materials which were available 
locally,” says Babita Devi. Saritha 
Thomas, the Managing Trustee, 
says “We are also trying to spread 
awareness about the sturdiness of 
these earthy structures.” 
One never realizes how the pres-
ence or absence of the minutest 
of things affects one’s daily life. 
Interacting with these people, 
learning about their lifestyles 
and the difficulties they have to 
overcome, makes one realize that 
happiness depends on even the 
fulfilment of bare necessities, not 
the worldly pleasures that we 
living in the city think necessary. 

— SRINIDHI IYER

TALES FROM RUDRAPRAYAG
Behind the scenes of a 
shoot at Rudraprayag
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THE CHANGE MAKERS: 
CITIZENS TRANSFORMING 
MUMBAI

I
n a small one-bedroom house in Kurla, Mumbai 
18-year-old Reshma Qureishi lives with her moth-
er and two siblings. She welcomes the group of 
students in her house with a warm smile and gets 
ready to make tea for everyone. Her sister opens 

the only window of the house to get some air in while 
her mother and younger brother sit in a corner try-
ing to make space for the five-member crew and their 
equipment. She rubs the sweat of her face which is 
marked by the acid which was thrown at her face by 
her brother-in-law when she protested about the do-
mestic abuse her sister was facing. 

One day while returning from college, her brother-
in-law threw acid on her face. This was a major turn-
ing point in Reshma and her family’s life. Our broad-
cast feature ‘Unmasked’ looks at the strong spirit of 
this girl who managed to pull herself out of her misery 
and is now the face of an NGO called ‘Make Love Not 
Scars’ based in Delhi. The NGO raised the money for 
Reshma’s surgeries with the help of crowd funding. 
The campaign with the help of Reshma provides tu-
torial classes for makeup promoting the cancelation of 
reliance on societal beauty standards and the ban of 
over the counter acid sale. “Doing this feature made 
me realize how fortunate we are to have this kind of 
lifestyle. Reshma’s house was just one room and her 
whole family was staying there” says Ankita Sorot a 
team member of this story. 

These media professionals in training were given a 
project to shoot a broadcast feature on the theme ‘Cit-
izens Transforming Mumbai’. Each team chose a pro-
tagonist who is contributing to a change in Mumbai. 
What followed was a series of three minute broadcast 
features, each creating a lasting impact on the viewer. 

Pramode Mane has started a sparrow shelter in 
Dharavi to save the declining sparrow population in 
Mumbai. The sparrow shelter is built in such a man-

ner to safeguard the species from pred-
ators like snakes and rats. “Making this 
feature made me realize the seriousness of 
the impact on the environment caused by 
decrease in the population of sparrows”, 
says Varsha Jaiswal, who is a part of the 
team who worked on this feature. Mane 
maintains the shelter with the money he 
earns by selling bird houses at low rates.

It is not just the sparrows who are un-
der the threat of becoming endangered. 
The Koli community, which once was the 
representative of Mumbai is now facing 
a similar fate because of the government 
proposed Coastal Road Project. As, this 
project would reclaim a large part of the 
sea along with destroying many Koli vil-

lages like the one in Moragaon, Juhu their access to 
the sea would be restricted thus, disturbing the fish-
ing activity. There would be some parks and parts of 
beaches which would be destroyed as well. Amongst 
the numerous protests, the voices of the Koli commu-
nity or the fisherman’s community in Mumbai seem 
to have disappeared in the crowd. Layal Ayoub a team 
member shares her experience on making the feature, 
“The more I heard the grievances of the fishermen, 
more I became determined to make this feature.” The 
aim of ‘The Co(a)stly Road to Development’ was to 
bring out their side of the story as theirs would be the 
worst affected if the coastal road project gets a green 
light from the government. Dinesh Mangela one of the 
leaders of the Koli community in Moragaon, Juhu ex-
plained the threat this project poses to the community. 

Syed Feroz Ashraf fondly known as ‘uncle’ by his stu-
dents gave up his successful career as a writer, jour-
nalist and an NGO volunteer to educate underprivi-
leged children of his community free of cost. The 1992 
riots in Mumbai, forced Uncle to shift to Jogeshwari 
where he saw that his community needed to be em-
powered and that’s how ‘Uncle’s classes’ started. Many 
young boys and girls are his students. For them he 
has become a part of their families. Another feature 
brought to the people’s notice that going for a haircut 
could actually benefit a cancer patient. Chemotherapy 
results in excessive hair loss which decreases the confi-
dence of many cancer patients. The feature looks into 
a movement where the hair collected after a haircut 
is processed and used to make wigs which are used 
by the cancer patients. These wigs give their moral a 
boost and encourage them to lead a normal life. 

Having been brought up in the streets since child-
hood, Amin Sheikh is trying his level best to make sure 
that the new generation of street children would have 
a normal life, something which he was deprived of. He 
plans to do this by starting a library cafeteria where 
street children could come and read books for free. He 
is trying to get funds for this cause by selling his auto-
biographical novel. — Zara Mann

SCM students shooting 
a broadcast feature on 
the coastal road
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M
umbai is a city that cannot afford to stop breathing, where streets 
are never empty and work never stops. After a long week of toiling, 
Sunday is much looked forward to. The city is an entirely different 
picture on this day. The trains that are spilling on other days are 
miraculously empty on Sundays. The unpredictable traffic isn’t 

found and people enjoy this break from the otherwise fast-paced city. Sunday 
is also considered to be a family day where everybody enjoys meals together, 
goes to the mall together, and beaches and film theatres are packed. It is one 
day when everybody is at home and free. Sunday in Mumbai is also unique for 
certain activities that happen only on this day. The annual Mumbai marathon 
is held only on Sundays, the many barbers and hand pullers at Kalbadevi in 
South Mumbai make for an interesting sight and if a cricket match is under-
way, trust everybody to be glued to their television screens. This story explores 
what it means to be in Mumbai on a Sunday through photographs. It is an 
experience different from the one had in the city during the week. It is the day 
when everything seems to slow down, a day when the city stops to catch her 
breath. 

SUNDAY IN MUMBAI 

 Constables taking a selfie during 
Mumbai marathon at CST.  
Photo by Prathmesh Kharatma

Huge crowd of people enjoying the 
beach at Juhu Chowpatty.  
Photo by Shweta Rajguru

Children building a sand castle along 
with their father at Juhu beach.  
Photo by Shweta Rajguru
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A man walks alone on an empty 
road at Kalba Devi on a Sunday. 
Photo by Darshana Jain

Men buying seafood 
at a fish market in 

Bhandup. Photo by 
Ankita Agarwal
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A family merrily having lunch together at 
Mira Road. Photo by Ankita Agarwal

Demolition of  the 138-
year old Hancock bridge 
causing a jumbo block 
on the Central Railway. 
Photo by Prathmesh 
Kharatmal

People gathered 
to play at Shivaji 

Park on a holiday. 
Photo by Clarence 

Mendoza

A woman actively 
participating in the Mumbai 
marathon. Photo by 
Prathmesh Kharatmal
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“Y
ou could spend your 
life with all comforts 
and pleasures like 
many millions on 
earth or you could 

be pioneer in human deep space ex-
ploration,” says Taranjeet Singh Bha-
tia who is one of the three shortlisted 
Indian candidates for the Mars One 
Project. Many of us want to change 
the land we live in. Some would like 
to live in the country because they’re 
tired of the city. Some would love to 
shake country dust off their feet and 

live in the city. But what about living 
on another planet? 

The Mars One Project aims to 
colonise Mars. The people who will 
be part of this project will get to see 
the inception of life on a planet full 
of mysteries and unsolved riddles, if 
that is even possible. Mr. Bhatia says, 
“It’s a one way trip to Mars and they 
have no plans to bring us back as of 
now. I think it is a wonderful oppor-
tunity to leave your footprints on hu-
man history. Getting people to Mars 
will be bigger than any single leap 

MEET THE MAN WHO

WANTS TO LIVE ON MARS

ARPITA AGA TALKS TO 
TARANJEET SINGH BHATIA, 

FOR WHOM THE EARTH IS NOT 
THE ONLY HORIZON. HE HAS 

BEEN SHORTLISTED FOR A LIFE 
ON MARS, ONE OF THE THREE 

INDIANS CHOSEN FOR THE 
MARS ONE PROJECT. 
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of exploration people of this planet 
have ever taken.”

He does not seem to have any 
qualms about this being the journey 
of no return. “I think that might ac-
tually help. This clause actually pro-
vides extra motivation to astronauts 
and prevents them from [feeling] 
home sickness or mental trauma…as 
nobody will come to take them home 
and they have to accept Mars as their 
new home. Regarding the separation 
from loved ones, that will occur cer-
tainly at some point in life, so why 

fear it?”
How did he hear of Mars One?  “I 

am a computers guy. I spend most of 
my time reading articles online for 
knowledge and research. I came to 
know about Mars One through one 
of the science blogs online. It men-
tioned that a company was recruit-
ing future Martians. This catchy 
headline made me look up more 
about this mission and the related 
prospect of technological advance-
ment in many fields of science.” 

The actual journey to Space would 
be sometime in 2022 which is almost 
six years from now, but for our space-
man this journey started in 2011, 
when he entered the doctoral pro-
gramme at The University of Central 
Florida. In 2013, when the applica-
tion of this project was opened to all, 
Mr. Bhatia who would be a future 

Martian didn’t think twice and wrote 
in his application. “I just wanted to 
give appreciation to this mission by 
adding an application and a fee as a 
small contribution” said Mr. Bhatia. 
For almost three years, the selection 
process went on and finally he got 
to know that he was in the top 100 
earthlings who had been shortlisted. 

Just stop for a minute, shut your 
eyes and pretend you are one of 
those 100 people who will never see 
the world again. Scary, right? Bha-
tia hasn’t had time to let it all sink 

in: “Well, I’m still in a bit of shock. I 
expected Mars One to select young-
er individuals with more applicable 
training and education. By the time I 
leave for Mars, I would be in my for-
ties. It seems this mission can also be 
an inspiration to adults. It shows us 
that it’s never too late to follow your 
dreams or to create new ones.”

We all grew up watching films in 
which a bunch of people live in a 
spaceship and wander through galax-
ies.  Let’s not forget the role-playing 
games where you would become your 
favorite character from the cartoons 
and pretend to fly a spaceship and 
walk like an astronaut. For Mr. Bha-
tia, this could be his actual future. “I 
have been always interested in space 
since childhood. I loved gazing stars, 
constellations and following cosmic 
events from my apartment balcony. 
I always wanted to be an astronaut 
in my life. There are many unsolved 
mysteries of the Universe such as 
Are we alone in the Universe? Can 
ET hear the sounds of the Earth? Is 
there life beyond Earth?” Mr. Bhatia 
might actually have a chance in the 
coming years to get answers to these 
questions which have been a matter 
of curiosity for many of us as well.  
What does he think his first step on 
Mars will feel like? “Obviously, it is 
very difficult to imagine the emo-
tions and feeling I would have on 
landing. It will depend on the men-
tal condition, the circumstances as 
well as the hardships involved. One 
thing is certain: I will express my 
gratitude to Wahe Guru for the safe 
journey and ask His blessing for life 
on Mars. And for sure, I will stretch 
my body and take a long run on 
the red planet after spending seven 
months in a small transit habitat.”  
If I had to make a list of things I 
would take to Mars, my list would 
be endless and for obvious reasons 
I wouldn’t be able to carry them 
all. Is there one thing he would not 
leave behind? “There will be so many 
things I want to take such as books, 
pictures, and food items,” says Mr. 
Bhatia. “But talking of one thing, it 
would be pictures of my close family 
and friends who have played import-
ant roles in my life and perhaps a 
picture of this wonderful blue mar-
ble known as Earth.”

WANTS TO LIVE ON MARS

I came to know about 
Mars One through one 

of the science blogs 
online. It mentioned 
that a company was 

recruiting future 
Martians. This catchy 

headline made me 
look up more about 

this mission and 
the related prospect 

of technological 
advancement in many 

fields of science.” 
Taranjeet Singh Bhatia outside 
the Visitors Complex, Kennedy 

Space Center, Florida
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E
veryone talks about sex. But 
the assumption made in that 
remark is that everyone is 
talking about a boy and a 
girl and an exciting event.  

Of course, in India, even today, it’s 
not likely that you’re going to talk to 
your parents about whom and how 
often and how much and certainly 
not, how much fun. If any conver-

sation happens between parents 
and children, there is an unspoken 
assumption that the child is a het-
erosexual. But what happens if the 
child is a homosexual or a bisexual? 
Now that ‘birds and the bees’ con-
versation is going to change from 
being an ‘awkward event’ to being a 
‘real problem’. I had always assumed 
that the young person would bear 

the brunt of the moment. But there 
are two sides to such a conversation. 
What about the other side?

Naturally the kid who’s trying 
to explain his/her different sexual 
orientation is not in a good place. 
Imagine that you are a young wom-
an who has had unprotected sex and 
you have to tell your mother about 
this. Imagine the fear and the ner-

MOM, I’M BISEXUAL!
ARPITA AGA TALKS TO THREE BRAVE YOUNG PEOPLE WHO HAVE TOLD THEIR  
PARENTS THEY’RE NOT HETEROSEXUAL. 

PHOTOGRAPH BY PRATHAMESH KHARATMAL.

Acceptance is the greatest gift
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vousness you would feel about tell-
ing her about a simple, normal oc-
currence in your sexual life. Now 
imagine telling her that your sexual 
life is non-standard, that you, as a 
woman, are attracted to other wom-
en. This happened to Hema Kalgut-
kar (name changed) who is a twen-
ty-year-old media professional and 
bisexual. Telling her mother about 
her sexual orientation was definitely 
a big task for her. Hema waited for 
the ‘right time’ and finally told her 
mother one day, when she (Hema) 
was drunk. Hema used alcohol as a 
way of getting the words out of her 
mouth and out into the open.

Her experience, as she recalls, was 
a bit unpleasant. She was straight-
forward, “Mom I’m bisexual,” she 
said. 

This was followed by an awkward 
silence. 

Then her mother replied “Get me 
a gun.” 

Over the phone, Mrs. Kalgutkar, a 
single mother and a working wom-
an, was taken aback by my question. 
“I didn’t expect that Hema would 
say something like this. How can 
she know this? How would she know 
herself that she’s a bisexual?  I know 
she’s not a bisexual, she just feels 
that she is. She is confused and lost 
all the time. With time she will real-
ize that she’s not a bisexual and will 
have a settled life.”

Aamir, an 18-year-old student, 
chose to be stoned to come out to his 
parents. He said “After I was stoned, 
I regret telling my mother that I was 
gay because everything seemed so 
exaggerated and there was much 
more time for me to regret it. I 
didn’t know where to look. I do not 
even know my mother’s reaction be-
cause all I heard was the ticking of 
the clock.”

His mother Uma is the friendliest 
persons I encountered while writing 
this article. She’s a Hindu who has 
married into a Muslim family. She’s 
an open-hearted woman and loves 
her son to bits.  “I never thought that 
my son would be gay, but I can’t just 
disown him. I go out with my son 
and I see people turning back, pass-
ing comments, smiling and some ac-
cepting him. But what I want people 

to know and to say to themselves is 
that it’s okay. It’s okay to have a son 
who’s gay, a daughter who’s a lesbi-
an or anything. We can’t take deci-
sions for someone else and decide 
their sexual orientation because it is 
something very personal. If my child 
is attracted to the same gender it’s 
his choice and I can’t love him less 
for that. 

Mr. Shrivastav (name changed), 
bank manager, is the proud parent 
of a 28-year-old hair stylist. It’s been 
years since Aryan came out to him 
but he refuses to accept that his son 
Aryan is gay. “I have lots of hopes 
from him. I do not accept him as the 
way he is, because if I do then every-
thing will be over,” he says. His per-
ception revolves around the fact that 
if he accepts his son as homosexual, 
his son will never achieve anything 
in terms of society’s acceptance. He 
will never be able to carry his name 
forward. Aryan says that his father 
won’t talk to him about it. 

“My dad often talks to me about 
marriage. He’s made a matrimo-
nial account as well for me, so that 
I can get married to a girl. I do not 
question him and I don’t argue.” For 
him it’s like he’s a different person 
in front of his parents, and a differ-
ent man outside. “I never pester my 
parents to accept me as gay because 
I know they are old school. As time 
passes I hope they will understand 
and maybe accept me, but I want 
this change to come with an approv-
al from their side.”  

No matter how open we tend to 
think we are, we take time to get 
used to it. Some parents like Hema’s 
live in denial, and for them to accept 
their kid as not conforming to the 
norms of the society becomes really 
difficult. These parents too experi-
ence turmoil in their heads which 
leads them nowhere, and that makes 
them develop a defense mechanism 
where they completely deny their 
child’s sexual orientation. The news 
of their child being someone who is 
not accepted in the society freaks 
them out. More than this they fear 
the survival of their kid and the way 
society would look at them. Worse is 
the fear that they have which comes 
from the reaction of their relatives. 

“People are hypocrites,” says Hema, 
“they accept others for being differ-
ent but when it comes to their own 
family, they are not supportive.” 

Pragnya Tripathi, a clinical psy-
chologist and a hypnotherapist, 
says that there are various aspects 
to this situation. Often the parents 
of homosexuals and bisexuals need 
coping strategies to deal with the 
fact that their child has a different 
sexual orientation. “When a child 
comes out, it is as if she or he is mak-
ing her or his parents aware that she 
or he is a sexual being. Most parents, 
and Indian parents perhaps in par-
ticular, find this difficult to take. A 
change of this kind is a change for 
everyone, for parents as well as chil-
dren.”

Tiwari adds: “The problem of ac-
ceptance is just not the major prob-
lem. The problem starts when the 
child is approaching the parents to 
reveal them his/her sexual orien-
tation. This often happens because 
of the fear of getting rejected. In 
an ideal world, no child should feel 
ashamed to tell her or his parents 
anything but this is not an ideal 
world. Also, one might add, that 
parents should not reject their chil-
dren but there is no way for a child 
to know how a parent is going to re-
act.” 

“I haven’t told my parents,” says 
a bisexual young interior design-
er who chose not to be identified. 
“To me, it’s a matter of my privacy. 
I would not want to know what my 
parents get up to in their sexual lives 
and I hope that they will stay out of 
mine.”

But for many young people, letting 
your parents know about your sex-
ual identity means you can breathe 
a sigh of relief. There is at least one 
place where you may not have to 
conceal who you are. But in all this, 
how your parents respond is always 
going to be the great unknown. 

The designer says: “It might help 
if Section 377 is repealed. We were 
all watching a news item  of the Gay 
Pride parade that takes place in 
Mumbai and my mother said, quite 
innocently, ‘But these people are all 
criminals, right? By the law? So how 
can they be proud?’”
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W
hat is happiness? 
When someone 
asks you how hap-
py you are, can it 
be answered in ex-

act numbers? Can you say I am 10 
metres happy or one dozen happier 
than yesterday? The obvious answer 
would be a no. If happiness is an 
abstract emotion which cannot be 
measured in numbers, then how can 
a nation’s economy be measured in 
terms of happiness of the people?  

While nations all over the world 
use Gross Domestic Product to cal-
culate the “health of the economy” as 
termed by the economists, Bhutan is 

a nation which uses Gross National 
Happiness as an index of economic 
growth. That’s right. Happiness.

The website grossnationalhap-
piness.com talks about it’s origin, 
‘Gross National Happiness is a term 
coined by His Majesty the Fourth 
King of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wang-
chuck in the 1970s. The concept im-
plies that sustainable development 
should take a holistic approach to-
wards notions of progress and give 
equal importance to non-economic 
aspects of wellbeing.’ The concept 
of GNH has often been explained 
by its four pillars: good governance, 
sustainable socio-economic devel-
opment, cultural preservation, and 
environmental conservation. Lately 

the four pillars have been further 
classified into nine domains in order 
to create widespread understanding 
of GNH and to reflect the holistic 
range of GNH values. The nine do-
mains are: psychological wellbeing, 
health, education, time use, cultural 
diversity and resilience, good gov-
ernance, community vitality, eco-
logical diversity and resilience, and 
living standards. The domains rep-
resents each of the components of 
wellbeing of the Bhutanese people, 
and the term ‘wellbeing’ here refers 
to fulfilling conditions of a ‘good life’ 
as per the values and principles laid 
down by the concept of Gross Na-
tional Happiness.

The same website has The Hon-

THE
COUNTRY 

WHICH LIVES 

ON

HAPPINESS

DID YOU KNOW THAT BHUTAN MEASURES ITS ECONOMIC PROSPERITY IN TERMS OF  

THE GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS? ANKITA AGARWAL ELUCIDATES. 

Illustration by Arpita Aga and Srinidhi Iyer
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ourable Prime Minister of Bhutan, 
Lyonchoen Tshering Tobgay say-
ing at the International Conference 
on Gross National Happiness, “His 
Majesty believed that the ultimate 
goal was the contentment of the peo-
ple, and that development should 
enable human beings to unfold their 
potential of becoming better human 
beings socially, economically and 
morally. His Majesty the 5th King 
said “I have been inspired in the way 
I look at things by Bhutan’s develop-
ment philosophy of GNH and its pi-
oneer, my father His Majesty Jigme 
Singye Wangchuk. GNH has come 
to mean so many things to so many 
people. But to me, it signifies simply, 
‘Development with values’”. 

That sounds nice but does it work? 
“It is more of a psychological term 
which cannot be measured in eco-
nomic variables. It is not of much 
significance in economics as it is very 
subjective,” comments Ms. Sangeeta 
Dubey, the Head of Department of 
Economics at Sophia College.

Further, during a discussion, an 
economics major student of Delhi 
University says, “It is a superficial 
concept. It just gives a virtual idea 
about the concept and I don’t think 
it plays an important role in improv-
ing the employment opportunities of 
the country,” 

While a lot of people, mainly the 
on-lookers have a similar viewpoint 
on the subject, the people residing 
in Bhutan have a different take on 

it. They seem to be easily accepting 
of it.

“It is interlinked. If a person has 
a satisfying job, only then is he/she 
happy. So how is it wrong to calcu-
late the health on the basis of hap-
piness?” says Ajay Kumar, an Indian 
businessman in Phuentsholing town 
of Bhutan.

 “Subjective happiness should not 
be confused with the GNH concept. 
GNH index takes into account var-
ious other factors and conditions 
that are considered necessary for 
happiness, not just the subjective 
wellbeing”, says Dasho Karma Ura, 
President of the Centre for Bhutan 
Studies and GNH Research, Bhu-
tan.

In a short interaction with him, 
he very clearly put forward that 
most people might think GNH as 
the measure of the usual state of be-
ing blissful which is not the case. It 
involves a set of far more elaborate 
factors.

 Sangay Dorji, an economics teach-
er of Phuentsholing High School, ex-
plained it a bit further. He said that 
GDP can only be used to measure 
the areas giving a short term result 
but it is GNH which also consid-
ers the other aspects of the society. 
“While GDP brings down everything 
in terms of money, GNH is more 
than that. There is a GNH body here 
which helps the nation during any 
kind of crisis which includes, help-
ing the young students of Bhutan 

study abroad by letting them know 
of the opportunities and proving 
them with scholarships”, he said.

“There are four categories of hap-
piness in the GNH Index- unhappy, 
narrowly happy, extensively happy 
and deeply happy,” he added. Fur-
ther explaining it, he says that a 
series of questions are asked which 
determines in what category a per-
son fits. It is a rigorous process and 
takes a long time to reach all the 
people and calculate it. Thus, it is 
not as simple as it seems.

Anjali Masarguppi, a senior eco-
nomics professor of Wilson College, 
Mumbai shared her insights on the 
matter. She said, “GNH index is a 
very good idea. It gives a compre-
hensive picture of qualitative and 
quantitative development of the na-
tion vis-à-vis GDP which is only a 
quantitative indicator. So any day it 
will be a superior indicator”.

When asked about her take on the 
measure of employment opportuni-
ties of the Bhutanese youth and how 
GNH could help them in getting bet-
ter jobs, she said that she doesn’t see 
a “direct association between GNH 
and employment opportunities. As 
far as employment opportunities are 
concerned it mainly depends upon 
economic growth of the country 
but a healthy population is always a 
good employable force. I don’t know 
how feasible it is to introduce it in 
other countries because Bhutan is in 
a very different space”.

THE
COUNTRY 

WHICH LIVES 

ON

HAPPINESS

DID YOU KNOW THAT BHUTAN MEASURES ITS ECONOMIC PROSPERITY IN TERMS OF  

THE GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS? ANKITA AGARWAL ELUCIDATES. 

Illustration by Arpita Aga and Srinidhi Iyer
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T
here are 411 registered 
adoption agencies in India. 
Estimates on the number 
of orphans vary but figures 
like 30 million orphans 

(The Guardian) or 12 million (Time 
magazine) are often quoted. And yet 
according to an article in the Hin-
dustan Times only 10,000 children 
(TK girls and TK boys) were adopt-
ed last year. “People have to wait for 
three to four years to adopt and that 
is inexcusable. I want to overhaul 
the system so it takes not more than 
four months to adopt.” said Maneka 
Gandhi, Minister for Women and 
Child Welfare in an interview with 
‘The Guardian’. 

Adoption seems to be the natural 
solution to the number of infants 
rendered parentless by abandon-
ment, death or disaster. But the 
dismal figures reflect a complicated 

ground reality. Scandal after scandal 
was uncovered for decades when it 
was found children were being ‘sold’ 
to Western couples, or trafficked. 
This has raised the bar for adoption 
and now it is difficult for children 
to be adopted. It was unclear who 
could be adopted too. 

Another problem is that adoption 
law is rather complicated because it 
falls under the purview of personal 
law. Thus until the passing of the 
The Hindu Adoption and Mainte-
nance Act 1956, Hindus could only 
adopt male children. Satish Padhi 
says, “After 1956, Hindus could also 
adopt female children. The law most 
importantly states that a child can-
not be adopted unless s/he is a Hin-
du.”

Section 8 of the The Hindu Adop-
tion and Maintenance Act, 1956’ as 
amended brings about an import-

ant innovation by providing that a 
female Hindu can now adopt with 
the consent of her husband consid-
ering a few conditions. This right is 
also conferred on a widow. Under 
the amended section both the father 
and mother have equal rights to give 
a child in adoption. The guardian 
also has the right to give the child 
for adoption under a few conditions, 
one being if both the parents are 
dead or have abandoned the child.”

Thus each of the major faiths in 
India has specific adoption laws. “In 
Islam adoption has a sturdy historic 
connection,” says Aamir Siddique, 
Senior Research Executive for a re-
nowned market research company 
in New York who studies cultures 
around the world. The commonly 
held belief that Muslims are not al-
lowed to adopt, he says, is a myth. 
He further recites two instances of 

THE ADOPTION CONUNDRUM
CHILDREN GROWING UP IN ORPHANAGES OR IN CARE FARE MUCH WORSE THAN ADOPTED CHILDREN. 
WHY ARE SO FEW INDIAN CHILDREN ADOPTED EVERY YEAR? CHARLENE FERNANDES ASKS.

PHOTOGRAPH BY PRATHMESH KHARATMAL
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adoption from Islam. “The Prophet 
Muhammad (PBUH) had a com-
panion named Zayd Harithah who 
eventually was regarded as his ad-
opted child and was given his name. 
However the Angel Gabriel appeared 
to the Prophet Muhammad and told 
him that he was not to give Zayd his 
name and from then on, an adopt-
ed child has to retain the last name 
of its biological parents and not the 
foster parents under Muslim law.” 
Another instance was somewhere 
around the seventh century when 
people who had migrated from Mec-
ca to Medina had no property. “It 
was then that the people of Medina 
adopted the refugees by giving them 
a little of their wealth in the form of 
charity,” he says, claiming that this 
was a form of adoption. 

Dr. Saif Mahmood, a Delhi-based 
lawyer explains the traditional Mus-

lim law which is known as the Sha-
riat Muslim law. “The term ‘Walad’ 
means child. A person is recognised 
as a child of another only if the lat-
ter has begotten or borne the former. 
The Quran says that ‘God has not 
made your adopted sons your natu-
ral sons.’ It is on the strength of this 
verse that Islamic jurists and clergy 
claim that adoption is banned in 
Islam even though the verse doesn’t 
say it categorically; this is how it has 
been interpreted.” 

He argues that the Juvenile Jus-
tice Act 2000 is no different from 
existing Muslim traditional law. “Of 
late the Juvenile Justice Act, 2000 
has been in force. It provides for a 
general law in adoption of orphaned 
and deserted children and applies to 
all communities including Muslims. 
In a recent case (Shabnam Hasmi 
Vs the Union of India) the Supreme 
Court has held that this Act applies 
to Muslims as well and that they too 
can adopt. However the court has 
not proven whether a Muslim will 
inherit from his/ her adoptive par-
ents. If such a child cannot inherit 
from his/her parents how different 
is it from the existing traditional 
Muslim law as it stood before its en-
actment?”

Jasmine Lakdawala, now an en-
gineering student, was adopted by a 
Muslim family. She said, “Our fami-

ly has never been a religious family. 
We are not even aware of such laws. 
My parents have never spoken to me 
about it and I have never bothered 
to ask them too. I know they love me 
and that is more than enough. I can’t 
ask for more. I do not agree with the 
fact that Muslims cannot adopt. A 
cousin of mine has too been adopted 
and such issues have never come up 
in the family and never will. I think 
that even if there are laws like these 
they wouldn’t make a difference to 
us.” 

Adoption in Christianity has its 
own set of problems says Father 
Nigel Barrett, spokesperson for the 
Bombay Archdiocese. Christians 
have finally been allowed to adopt 
children. Until recently, Christians 
were only allowed to be legal guard-
ians of children and not their adop-
tive parents. But the changed law 
has set up the backs of the Catholic 
Church.

“Single parents are now allowed 
to adopt,” says Father Barrett. “But 
when some single parents came to 
adopt children, we found out that 
they were in same sex relationships. 
They would give us invalid reasons 
for wanting to adopt,” says Fr Bar-
rett. “Same-sex relationships are ille-
gal in India and the Church does not 
accept them either. We are a peace-
ful people; we do not wish to break 
the law or cause distress to those 
around us. Thus we have taken a 
policy decision to accept abandoned 
children but we will no longer func-
tion as adoption agencies but only as 
orphanages.”

But if the single parent were het-
erosexual, what would he say? 

“I am not against single people 
adopting children. I do not feel that 
they are less capable than two-par-
ent families. But when there is a 
same-sex relationship, I worry about 
the effect on the child given in adop-
tion to them.”

A Catholic institution known as 
Seva Sadan Ashram does not give 
any children for adoption in spite of 
constant requests from parents who 
wish to adopt from this orphanage. 
Sister Rita Gill who runs the ash-
ram says, “Social workers, cops and 
a few NGOs have always brought 
abandoned children to our ashram 

I do not agree 
with the fact that 
Muslims cannot 

adopt. A cousin of 
mine has too been 
adopted and such 
issues have never 

come up in the 
family and never 
will. I think that 
even if there are 

laws like these they 
wouldn’t make a 
difference to us.” A day out at Girgaon Chowpatty
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because they feel that the children 
feel protected here. There has been 
this misconception that every child 
brought into our sacred home is con-
verted from their original faith into 
Christianity. In fact we have never 
converted the children. However 
this being a Catholic institution, we 
try and teach them a few prayers and 
hymns. And a few prayers never hurt 
anyone.” The children live there un-
til they attain majority. The ashram 
does not offer children for adoption. 

Parents who wish to adopt could 
directly approach adoption agen-
cies. The Central Adoption Resource 
Agency (CARA) is an autonomous 
body under the Woman and Child 
Development, Government of In-
dia. It monitors in-country and in-
ter-country adoptions in India. Cara 
suggests that parents should not 
approach nursing homes, hospitals, 
maternity home, unauthorised insti-
tutions or an individual. Najma Go-
riawala the past vice president of the 
Indian Association for Promotion 
of Adoption and Child Welfare has 
rightly explained the legal process 
of adoption. “The word ‘protection’ 
plays an important role in adopting 
a child. The protection of the child, 
mother, father and the foster parents 
who wished to adopt plays an im-
portant role to us. They can simply 
log into CARA’s site, register them-
selves and upload their relevant doc-
uments. There is a step by step pro-
cedure to avoid any problems in the 
lives of the adopter, the biological 
parents and especially the child in 
the future.”

“We wait for two months after the 
mother gives in the child for adop-
tion. We try convincing the mother 
in every manner to keep the child, 
only if she is adamant and doesn’t 
have any option we take the child un-
der our custody. We then inform her 
that once she has given the child for 
adoption we will not be permitted to 
give her the child back. We then pre-
pare a medical report of the child. A 
home study of the parents adopting 
also is prepared by the specialised 
adoption agency. The social worker 
from the adoption agency then goes 
for a home visit to the adoptive par-
ent’s house. The specialised adop-
tion agency has to then brief adop-

tive parents. These parents need to 
be eligible for adoption in terms of 
age. The adoption agency will ask 
the parents what motivated them to 
adopt the child; if at all the parents 
are not able to give them a valid rea-
son, the agency has all the rights to 
take away the request for adoption. 
For example we do not allow a fifty 
year old to adopt a five year old child. 
According to the Juvenile Justice Act 
any person irrespective of their faith 
can adopt any child s/he wishes to. 

These make adoption a tedious pro-
cess for the parents.”

There are many problems that par-
ents face before adoption, however 
the problems do not stop there. Na-
taline Fernandes had been through 
four miscarriages and therefore felt 
the need to adopt a baby. “I was 
scared and did not know how to 
approach my daughter and tell her 
that she is adopted. I never consid-
ered her as an adopted child. I didn’t 
want other people filling her mind 
with unnecessary thoughts.” The fa-
ther on the other hand said, “I did 
not know how my daughter would 
react when she was kid and that’s 
why I feared telling her anything 
about her adoption. I waited for her 
to turn twenty one years of age which 
I felt would be the right age to let her 
know, but to my surprise she knew 
about it way before. In most of the 
cases the parents fear the child’s re-

action.”
Parents fear their children’s reac-

tion and prolong telling them about 
their adoption. Sarah Dias was ad-
opted by a Christian family from an 
adoption agency in Goa. Her foster 
mother passed away three years ago 
and she is now under the care of her 
guardian. “I became aware of my 
adoption when I was in the third 
grade. My parents did not wish to let 
me know about this however I got 
to know about it from a classmate; 
not knowing how to react I asked 
my mother about it. One day she sat 
beside me and spoke to me about it 
for an hour. At the orphanage when 
she came to choose a child from the 
lot, there was a woman who stood at 
the corner of the door and watched 
my mom interacting with me. I was 
seven months old then. She told me 
that the woman who stood against 
the door was my biological mother. 
She waited there till I left from the 
building.”

Earlier parents chose any child 
they wished to adopt from the giv-
en set of children. “I wondered what 
made her do this; I am quite sure she 
had no other alternatives instead of 
leaving me there. It was clear to me 
that if she was not bothered then she 
wouldn’t have waited to see me in-
teract with the woman she thought 
would take her place as my mother. 
I tried getting in touch with the au-
thorities of the orphanage. I asked 
them about the whereabouts of my 
mother and they denied telling me 
about it. They said that the nun and 
any one of the biological parents had 
to sign a legal contract which stated 
that the authorities of the orphanage 
would never disclose any details with 
regards to the child in case the child 
ever came back to inquire anything 
about the same. Therefore they did 
not tell me anything about my moth-
er.” 

Just like Sarah Dias, who says that 
her adoption has never affected her 
normal life, Gail D’souza too says, “I 
have never bothered to find out who 
my parents are simply because of the 
fact that I have them supporting me 
as always. I have never bothered to 
even imagine whether they look like 
me or not, whether they think about 
me or remember me.” 

“I am not 
against single 

people adopting 
children. I do 

not feel that they 
are less capable 
than two-parent 

families. But when 
there is a same-
sex relationship, 
I worry about the 
effect on the child 
given in adoption 

to them.”
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DHIN
TAA!

WOMEN IN BRIGHT NAVVARI SAREES 
HOLDING A HEAVY DHOL, WHICH 
WEIGHS NOT LESS THAN 5KGS, 
ON THE STREETS OF MUMBAI. SO 
WHAT IS THE NEW TREND AMONGST 
THIS GENERATION? SRINIDHI IYER 
WONDERS.

PHOTOGRAPHS BY PRATHMESH KHARATMAL

A dholwali playing the dhol
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E
verybody in Maharashtra 
knows that Lord Ganesha, 
much loved and venerated, is 
coming to their homes on an 
annual visit, when they hear 

the dhol tasha pathak practicing 
all through the day and night. And 
while there are drums and drum-
mers of every stripe and descrip-
tion, the older and more traditional 
mandals will only hire a dhol tasha 
pathak.

Since the time of Chattrapati Shi-
vaji Maharaj, the tradition has been 
a beloved one for the Maharashtrian 
folks. The traditional costume for 
the pathak members is Navvari sa-
rees, for the women and Dhoti-Kur-
ta for the men. The grand attire is 
during festivals, otherwise they find 
it comfortable to play their dhols in 
Kurta- Pajama. 

 “Wearing the Navvari for any 
performance is so much fun,” says 
Dipika Shirsat, a 23 year old who 
plays the dhol. “The first time I 
started playing, it was pretty diffi-
cult for me to pick the dhol up. The 
other members in the team help 
us tie the dhol across the shoulder. 
These dhols weigh around 5kgs and 
the cost of repairing them, if any 
damage to the membrane, goes from 
Rs.500 to Rs.1500.” The membrane 
is made of synthetic skin or animal 
skin which is stretched over the steel 
drum barrel. When asked if they get 
any fee for performing 
on various occasions, she 
exclaims, “No! We don’t 
get paid anything. The 
pathak owners gets paid 
and he puts all the mon-
ey into our costumes and 
instruments. All of us do 
it out of our own interest.” 
The pathak members 
meet every Sunday and 
practice for any upcom-
ing events.

Just like her, Anuja Pat-
wardhan, who used to 
play the dhol a few years 
earlier, says she got into 
playing the dhol for fun. 
“Ever since I was a kid, I 
had seen so many people 
playing it. The reason I 
got into this was because 
of its traditional essence.” 
It hardly took her a 
month to learn. “After the 
first month, we practiced 

every week end. Every Saturday and 
Sunday, we met at 5 in the evening 
and the session went on till 9. By 
the end of the session we would all 
be exhausted.” Anuja recounts nu-
merous incidents when someone 
dropped their tipur, the stick with 
which they beat the drum, “With 
the excitement in the air, sometimes 
the tipur just flies out of our sweaty 
palms. It gets difficult to pick it up 
as the dhol is tied to our waists and 
comes in our way,” she adds with a 
little laugh. 

Sarika Shinde who has been play-
ing the dhol for four years says that 
it’s important to use belts to tie the 
dhol around the waist to support 
their backs. Also carrying a medical 
kit with them as a safety measure is 
a regular practice of their pathak 
members. “I was the first girl in my 
pathak. I had to go persuade the 
members to take me in and teach me 
to play the dhol.” She didn’t want to 
learn dance, music or anything else 
that the other girls of her generation 
and class did, so instead she chose to 
play the dhol. “I had seen them play-
ing at some event. I just made up my 

mind that this is what 
I wanted to do, some-
thing new and differ-
ent.” She says that it’s 
just in the mind of the 
people that women 
can’t pick up the dhol 
or play it. All that is 
needed is the passion 
to do it, and then it’s 

all about going with the flow.
“The dhol has been part of the In-

dian culture for many centuries. Ra-
jasthan, Punjab, Assam, Karnata-
ka, Gujarat, all of these places have 
their own version of the dhol. Earli-
er when people had to pray to their 
God’s or celebrate a good harvest, 
they danced and played these musi-
cal instruments,” says Sushil Gang-
wane, a tabla player. His father, La-
laji Gangwane, was a well-known 
dhol player, and when asked about 
the tradition of the dhol, he says, 
“It’s easier [than other percussion 
instruments] to learn and can be 
taught by anyone. There is a Guru- 
Shishya tradition which is followed 
in learning of the other percussion 
instruments.” 

He further added, “There is a rise 
in the number of women dhol play-
ers in the past few years. It surpris-
es everyone to see women playing 
an instrument which is understood 
to be manly.” Pune and Kolhapur 
were amongst the first places where 
women started to play the dhol for 
Ganesh Chaturthi. The atmosphere 

around any dhol Tasha 
pathak is filled with elec-
tric energy; something 
you will certainly give in 
to and dance. 

BOX: What is a dhol?
A dhol is a percussion 

instrument. “It is made 
up of two stretched mem-
branes tied by strong 
string,” says Sarika Shin-
de. “One side of dhol is 
played by wooden stick 
called as tiparu, which 
has a black coloured cir-
cle in the center. This 
membrane is called the 
dhum. In technical lan-
guage it is called base. 
Another side of dhol is 
called thapi. In techni-
cal language it is called 
as tremor. This side of 
membrane is only played 
with the palm. The bol of 
the dhol is dhin and taa.”

A dholwali amongst the dholwalas

Dhol players at 
a competition in 

Bandra
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A
s soon as William Gorton 
came to Kotgarh as a mis-
sionary, he knew that he 
had made the right decision. 
Kotgarh, a small village, 78 

km uphill from Shimla, Himachal 
Pradesh was known for two things 
in the 1800s; apples and human sac-
rifice. The superstition and ignorance 
appalled Gorton and moved him to 
try and bring some change. Apple or-
chards were always a part of Kotgarh 
dating back to the early 19th centu-
ry. The ritual of human sacrifice was 
to please the ancestral gods. To do 
away with these kinds of irrational 
beliefs, Mr. Gorton founded a school. 
At 6,500 ft. above sea level, Gorton 
Mission School was founded with the 

purpose of spreading the light of edu-
cation and literacy, which would hope-
fully do away with all these social evils.  
“I would say that this school start-
ed over a cup of tea, says Thomas 
Walter, current principal of Gor-
ton Mission School, “so they had the 
army barracks here, way back in 
1842 setup by some army people and 
some missionaries.” Before the in-
dependence of India, the school was 
under the Church Missionary Soci-
ety, but after the British left, it was 
handed over to the Church of North 
India, which is still in charge of it. 
When asked about why the school had 
still retained the name, he answered, 
“When William Gorton went back to 
England, after our independence, he 
had left some money for this school, 
that’s why we held on to this name. It 
stood and it spread knowledge in the 
entire area.” The school has also been 
mentioned in Rudyard Kipling’s great 
classic of Indian life under the Em-
pire, Kim. Kipling praises the mag-

THE SCHOOL IN  
THE ORCHARDS
WILLIAM GORTON CAME TO 
HIMACHAL PRADESH IN THE 
1800S AND SET UP A SCHOOL 
THAT STILL BEARS HIS NAME.  
LAYAL AYOUB VISITS

“It is always the same with mountains. 
Once you have lived with them for any 
length of time, you belong to them. There is 
no escape.” 

—RUSKIN BOND

 Students being rushed back 
to class by a teacher 
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nificence of this place. Being the only 
school in the vicinity, children from 
far off districts come here regularly. 
It got its board recognition not before 
1984 and is now a Smart Class with a 
fully equipped library and a comput-
er laboratory. Many extracurricular 
activities have also been introduced 
in the school, and the students are 
sent on a regular basis to different 
schools in the state and outside for 
debates and declamations as well as 
sports meets. The new building with 
all major amenities needed, was built 
in the year 2000. This was achieved 
with the help of Bishop Chandu 
Lal and the financial assistance of 
The St. Thomas’ Church, New York. 
“I would like to mention here that for 
some period German Missionaries 
also served the School, namely Rev-
erend J.D. Prochnow, who was one of 
the prominent ones.” Mr. Walter said. 
Before it was entrusted to the Church 
Missionary Society, Reverend Philip 
David served here till 1937. The last 

Reverend that was in charge of this 
institution under the Church of North 
India was Reverend Caleb who con-
tinued till 1968, “Rev Caleb is still in 
charge of one of the sister institutions 
of Gorton in Dalhousie.” He says, with 
a grin on his face. Around the late sev-
enties, the Diocese came under the 
Church of North India, under the lead-
ership of Bishop Chandu Lal, whose 
wife Amrit, studied at Gorton itself. 
Amrit was the first lady in that area to 
pass Matriculation from this school.  
He insists that the atmosphere 
of the school was totally differ-
ent when the school was under 
the guidance of a reverend. “Ev-
eryone in the school was much 
more disciplined during that time.” 
Next to the beautiful pines and cedars 
and the lush greenery which com-
pletely hides the lovely school building 
attached to the playground and the 
oldest church in North India. Mustard 
yellow, red and white in colour, St. 
Mary’s church is still functional with 

a priest who holds mass every Sun-
day. Set in the most stunning setting 
amongst one of the oldest apple or-
chards in the north of India, this school 
and this church take your breath away 
at first instance. Outlooktraveller.com 
writes in an article that this church 
was built in 1872 and lies next to the 
graves of priests, soldiers and settlers.  
 According to the Census of 2011, the 
Christian population in Himachal 
Pradesh is around 0.18% of the total 
population. 

“In spite the school being an insti-
tute run by Protestants, their popu-
lation in the area is decreasing year 
after year due to the younger adults 
moving to different cities in search 
of higher and more advanced educa-
tion. Eighteen of the 265 students are 
Christians. They are part of the local 
congregation mostly.” said Mr. Walter.          
The school has its place in history as 
every school has. Whether it has ful-
filled the mission and vision of its 
founder, can still be argued.

The school compound surrounded 
by apple orchards

Mr. Thomas Walter, Principal, 
Gorton Mission School  
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A lioness with her cubs in Gir 
Forest National Park
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H
is friends sat around him 
in a circle, listening to him, 
their eyes wide… “I was on 
my bike when the majestic 
creature came before me.”  

They wanted to know if he was scared. 
“Of  course I was! But my excitement 

knew no bounds.” They envied him. 
They’d never seen a lion before. 

However, like many others, they 
don’t realize that along with the 
excitement and the curiosity of 
wanting to see a lion comes a greater 
risk. 

Junagadh is a small town in 
Gujarat; most famously known 
for the Gir Mountains and the Gir 
forest. It is recorded that the forest 
is home to about 525 lions. In reality, 
however, rumor has it that around 
850 lions and leopards reside here. 
The Gir National Park, a sanctuary 
near Sasan is a favourite tourist 
destination where people pay a 
certain price to go in to sight lions. 
Forests that are popular tourist spots 
usually entail illegal activities, and it 
is no different with Gir. By paying a 
higher price from anywhere between 
5,000 to 10,000 rupees, tourists are 
allowed to enter the forest without a 
forest officer. People also own plots of 
land in the forest, and are therefore, 
allowed to go in on their own. These 
people cannot go on a lion-sighting 
safari without paying a price, and if 
they do, they are fined. 

A business is made out of letting 
people go into the forest on their 
own, in their own vehicles. The forest 
guards and their  families usually 
carry this out as they have first-hand 
knowledge about the whereabouts of 
the lions and the times when they are 
likely to be spotted. 

Sanjay, a frequent visitor of 
the sanctuary, recalls one of his 

experiences when he had gone to sight 
lions with a friend on his bike. They 
were on a path inside the forest, when 
a lion crossed their path. They stopped 
the bike and got off. The lion walked 
in front of them and turned around to 
look at them, but they did not move. 
“My friend was scared because it was 
his first time and so he hid behind 
me but we did not move one bit,” he 
said. The lion walked off then. What 
should be done in an encounter like 
this? Sanjay says, “Never get scared 
and just stand still if he is looking at 
you or comes towards you.” 

Another recalls his experience. 
He had gone to a friend’s farmhouse 
inside the forest where lions frequently 
walk by. “The moment was so packed 
with adventure! It was one of the best 
moments in my life. It was a full moon 
night and so we had two torches and 
were prepared. The area where we 
would see lions was a 20-minute walk 
from his farm. Since the car could not 
go, we had to walk.” After following 
the imprints in the ground, they sat 
in one place and waited for nearly 
two hours. Finally, a pride of lions 
emerged from among the trees and 
sat down just 20 feet away from them. 

There is certainly a great amount 
of excitement and fun involved in 
seeing lions at such a short distance. 
But, they all agree that the amount of 
risk and fear involved supersedes the 
fun. People often assume that there is 
little or no risk and the lions will not 
harm them. What they are unaware 
of is that these animals can sense fear 
in humans and if they feel threatened, 
they can attack. 

Rajdeep and his family had gone 
inside the sanctuary in their own 
vehicle, unaccompanied by a forest 
guard. As they were driving into the 
forest, a man signaled them to stop. 

As what they were doing is illegal, 
they continued driving. After driving 
a few meters ahead, the vehicle 
suddenly halted. The family froze as 
they realized what had happened. 
A lion had come out from among 
the trees and banged into the car. 
Without attacking them, the lion ran 
back into the forest. Such incidents 
aren’t uncommon and they endanger 
the lives of not only the tourists, but 
also the people that depend on the 
forest for their daily bread. 

The government had cut down 
the number of lion safaris in order 
to safeguard the Asiatic lion from 
any disturbance due to human 
interference. However, after spending 
a lot of money on Gujarat tourism, 
they again had to increase the number 
of these safaris, as the lion is a major 
tourist attraction. An article in The 
Times of India mentions that some 
use old buffaloes as bait for the lions. 
The old buffalos are of no use to the 
farmers and by using them as bait, the 
lion gets his food and they earn their 
money as tourists pay big bucks to 
watch the animal enjoy his kill. There 
are many such tactics used to lure the 
King of the Jungle and make money 
off tourists. 

In a sting operation carried out by 
a wildlife activist, tourists try to scare 
off the lion by driving their SUVs 
towards the confused animal. There 
are illegal hotels around the forested 
area that cater to tourists as well. 

Even though the government is 
trying its level best to finish many 
illegal businesses by sealing all the 
illegal establishments along the 
sanctuary, they continue to expand. 
These activities put the animals in 
danger, and in turn endanger the 
lives of those who wish to see these 
animals. 

THE LORD OF THE JUNGLE 
IN THE STREETS

RAJAN PARMAR TALKS TO PEOPLE ABOUT THEIR EXPERIENCE OF MEETING WITH THE  
KING OF THE JUNGLE IN GIR FOREST NATIONAL PARK.
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T
o the Gujarati, locho 
means Surat. And to the 
Surati, locho means The 
Gopal Locho Khaman 
House. It is known to afi-

cionados as a place where the locho 
morphs and changes as experiments 
are conducted in the backroom. The 
owner claims, with perhaps justifi-
able hyperbole: “We are world fa-
mous for our locho.” (Well, if there’s 
a Surati in every corner of the globe 
and many claim that there are, sure-
ly the name of The Gopal Locho 
Khaman House haunts their gusta-
tory dreams there?) 

The locho is a steamed Gujarati 
snack. It is made of gram flour and 
channa daal. One way to look at it 
would be, and I risk the ire of those 
who love their locho, a mashed up 
khaman dhokla. No, I can’t do this. 
Locho is locho. It is not a smashed 
up khaman dhokla any more than an 
uttappam is a savoury pancake. 

A customer Hemal Jariwala who 
regularly visits the place to have this 
delicacy describes it as a ‘Killer taste’. 
It is often seasoned with oil, butter, 
sev, spices, coriander, onion, etc., to 
enhance the flavour of the already 
scrumptious dish. Rice and dal may 
be its quotidian components but it 
is the precise combination between 
these ingredients that gives it its spe-
cial flavour. 

Locho was the brainchild of 
Rajesh Patel who was a businessman 
in the diamond market during the 
year 1985 and named the start up as 
‘Gopal Locho Khaman House’. Go-
pal Patel commenced the locho busi-
ness in a small snack shop which was 
situated right below his house. How-
ever it has now become a “brand 
name” for lochos in Gujarat. When 
Patel started off, there were already 
two institutions who sold locho too, 
but the locho market is a tough place 
and corpses litter the place. They no 

LOCHO THAIY GAYO
THE CITY OF SURAT CLAIMS ITS SPACE ON INDIA’S CULINARY MAP 
WITH THE LOCHO. SHWETA RAJGURU TUCKS IN. 
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longer exist. But there are many oth-
ers who keep trying. The locho game, 
as we will see, has its own dirty tricks 
department.

The second generation has taken 
on the responsibility now and for the 
past twenty years Gopal Patel has 
been taking care of the eatery. They 
have five branches in Surat, namely 
in Jalkhand, Citylight, Parvatpatya, 
Varacha, Chalkhand and Hirabajar. 
They also have a branch in Navsari 
and Badaoli and are soon planning 
to start a master franchise in Mum-
bai as well. 

Rajesh Patel started with a single 
variety of locho called oil locho. Lat-
er his son introduced other varieties 
of it like the cheese locho, garlic lo-
cho, Chinese locho, Italian locho and 
many more. 

“We decide on these flavours by 
conducting a trial round with the 
people. Depending on its popularity, 
we retain it,” said Gopalbhai of Go-

pal Locho Khaman House. To stay 
ahead of any putative competitors, 
they launch a new variety of locho 
every month, which is a welcome ad-
dition to the already existing menu.  
Other than this popular dish, they 
also have other Gujarati snacks such 
as Khaman, Khamani, Patudi and 
Idara. In order to keep up with the 
present trend of health foods, they 
have added another variety of it to 
the menu. “Our latest venture is to 
launch a diet herbal locho for diet 
conscious people. Our basic aim is 
to provide every customer with the 
kind of locho they wish for,” added 
Gopalbhai.

There are other competitors who 
sell locho too but they could never 
gain as much popularity and loyalty 
of the customers as the Gopal Lo-
cho House. Their rivals even tried 
to hire the staff from the restaurant 
by offering them a better salary and 
other incentives but the staff refused 
to break the trust and loyalty for the 
renowned joint. “We are very happy 
here and they take care of us like a 
family”, says Ajay Mehta a staff of the 
joint when asked why he wouldn’t 
leave Gopal Locho House even after 
being offered a better salary.

Thus, it is understandable that 
Gopal Locho has a monopoly on the 
locho market. 

Suratis hve a fixed idea of break-
fast. Not for them cornflakes or ba-
con and eggs; and nor do they do 
batata poha or idli. It has to be locho 

and that too from Gopal Locho for 
their breakfast. This savoury dish is 
not just for their mornings, they can 
consume locho at any time of the 
day.

While at Gopal Locho, I stumbled 
upon Raju Badhani who is a regular 
customer and an avid lover of locho. 
“It fills me with energy and vigour. If 
I don’t start my day with it, I feel very 
dull the whole day. That is the main 
reason why I do not like to travel out 
of the city because it is only available 
here and we cannot get the taste of 
it if we prepare it at home,” he said 
with a kind of anguish on his face. 
“Among all other varieties butter lo-
cho is what wins the heart of people 
all over and is considered as their 
best seller,” said Gopalbhai. The best 
part is, is that it is really cheap. A 
single butter locho serving doesn’t 
cost more than Rs.30.

“Lochos is the true taste of Surat. 
I always end up eating at least 3 to 4 
plates,” says another loyal customer 
Hitesh Sakanya.

It started out as an idea or a good 
business opportunity, but ended up 
being an important part of people’s 
life. There is no one who can make 
lochos as delightful as this eatery, 
even if they have the recipe in hand.

When you look at it, you wouldn’t 
want to have it but once you taste it 
you cannot resist another plate. So, 
whenever you are in the city don’t 
forget to get the taste of Gopalbhai’s 
locho.

Gopal Locho Khaman 
House in Surat, Gujrat 

The famous locho dish

Marginalia-Final with Captions.indd   33 04/03/16   9:12 am



3 4     M A RG I N A L I A  201 6

I
n the midst of all the excited 
clamour and clangor in the 
market and commuters rush-
ing to Dadar station to catch a 
train stands Chhabildas Lalub-

hai Boys High School. There are not 
many that know that this building 
was responsible for giving an entirely 
unique face to Marathi theatre in the 
city. 

With the staging of Vijay Tendulkar, 
a renowned Marathi playwright’s 
play, “Shantata! Court Chalu Ahe” 
(Silence! The Court is in Session) in 
1967, a new movement began brew-
ing in the old building of Chhabildas. 
Arun Kakade, Vijay Tendulkar, Su-
labha Deshpande, and Arvind Desh-
pande saw this as the right time to 
break away from the existing Marathi 
theatre, and to introduce experimen-
tal theatre. Arun Kakade, founder of 
Awishkar, one of the oldest theatre 
groups in Mumbai, says, “We wanted 
to start research oriented experimen-
tation, aani hyacha sathi aamhala 

choti jaaga havi hoti.” (And for this 
we needed a small space).  

“It was a very basic space, just a big 
hall, a verandah running on one side, 
windows opening on the busy street 
below, a stage at one end which was 
curtained to cut the space, an acting 
area at floor level and benches and 
dhurries for seating,” recalls Shanta 
Gokhale, a playwright, novelist and 
theatre critic. Arundati Patil, an ac-
tor who has been a part of several 
plays at Chhabildas remembers those 
days fondly. “Jya hall madhe aamhi 
perform karaycho, toh don bhaget di-
vide karaycho. Ek bajula natak aani 
doosrya bajula audience.” (The hall 
in which we used to perform was di-
vided into parts, on one side the play 
was staged, and on the other side was 
the audience.) 

   Although Patil seems to be de-
scribing the classic proscenium expe-
rience, Chhablidas was also home to 
experiments in form that had actors 
mingling with audience. 

The space, however, wasn’t all that 
comfortable. Even the high ceiling, 
fans and windows could not dispel 
the heat of a semi-tropical Mumbai 
summer. Several actors still remem-
ber those days and how uncomfort-
able it was acting at that time, as they 
would constantly sweat. 

Despite all this, the space could ac-
commodate around 200 people, the 
acoustics were good, and it did the 
job of bringing to life a different kind 
of theatre. 

Arun Kakade believes that only 
when there is a drive to carry out 
this research-oriented experimen-
tation, progress is visible. As part of 
Vijaya Mehta’s (film and theatre di-
rector and actor) ‘Rangayan’, a the-
atre group she founded with Vijay 
Tendulkar, Arvind Deshpande and 
Shreeram Lagoo, Kakade was in-
strumental in laying the foundation 
for experimental theatre in Mumbai. 
This institute introduced German 
playwright Bertold Brecht and Ro-

EXPERIMENTING IN CHHABILDAS
THEATRE IN MUMBAI BEGAN ANEW WITH THE STAGING OF EXPERIMENTAL PLAYS IN 
CHHABILDAS LALUBHAI BOYS HIGH SCHOOL, DADAR.  RUJUTA SABNIS EXPLORES 
PHOTOGRAPHS BY PRATHMESH KHARATMAL
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manian-French playwright Ionesco 
into Marathi theatre. With ‘Awish-
kar’, one of the oldest theatre groups 
in Mumbai, experimental theatre in 
Chhabildas, and was born. “Post-In-
dependence, when we began looking 
at theatre, we were influenced by 
Western ideas,” says Kakade in “The 
Scenes We Made”, a book contain-
ing an oral history on experimental 
theatre in Mumbai (published by 
Speaking Tiger Books, 17th November 
2015), edited by Shanta Gokhale. “If 
we wanted to expand the possibilities 
of our medium, we would have to ex-
periment.” “It is important that each 
country experiences this cultural shift 
to progress”, he adds.

In the late 60s and early 70s, one 
act plays were not heard of in the city. 
However, Amol Palekar, a theatre ac-
tor associated with Chhabildas, and 
others took to stage one such play 
that had been translated into Marathi 
from Kannada. This play was called 
“Your Cooperation Is Required to 
Make Today’s Event Successful,” and 

had only two characters. Such plays 
began to find a place in Chhabildas. 
It provided them the space they need-
ed to carry this out. They could also 
experiment and stage the plays they 
wished to on a very small budget. 
Commerce wasn’t a paramount con-
sideration in this kind of theatre.

“The groups that performed at Ch-
habildas had little or no money. They 
could not afford the flashy costumes 
that plays on the mainstream stage 
used. The actors made up costumes 
from the stuff they had at home. Once 
in a while, for an abstract play, they 
wore black tights and tees,” Shanta 
Gokhale puts the movement into per-
spective.

“The success of the plays was mea-
sured by critical response. Some of 
the best plays done on that stage 
could not do more than 20 or 25 
shows. Tickets were very low priced 
so the takings at the box office were 
poor. Most producers and directors 
there were happy if they broke even. 
The actors and director made good 
the losses when they happened, 
which was often.” 

This economy extended to set de-
signing as well. 

 Sitaram Kumbhar was a set-build-
er for Awishkar and has been asso-
ciated with Chhabildas from 1974. 
He came in, illiterate and without 
any previous experience in any kind 
of theatre. In “The Scenes We Made,” 
he talks about how with the help of 
several people in the theatre group, 
he went on from looking after a man’s 
buffaloes in his village to building sets 
for plays at Chhabildas. He built them 
with the help of materials like gunny 
sacks and cow dung.  He preferred 
working at Chhabildas to doing com-
mercial theatre. “I was extremely well 
treated. I was respected by everybody. 
I was an illiterate when I came here, 
but they made me one of them. I 
may not have made money, but it is 
my good fortune that I have worked 
with people who respect me and have 
acknowledged my good work.” (from 
The Scenes We Made).

Audiences slowly began taking to 
this new form of theatre. However, 
the success of these plays was never as 
much as mainstream theatre. The au-
dience was small. “It was thrilling to 
watch different plays. As a young boy, 

I definitely enjoyed them and where 
they were staged didn’t matter,” says 
Srikant Patil, who frequently visited 
Chhabildas.

Shubhada Shelke who holds a doc-
torate in Marathi theatre says that 
Chhabildas was not only used to stage 
different plays, but also as training 
ground for actors and amateurs who 
wanted a taste of this new movement. 
Shreeram Lagoo, theatre director 
and actor, started theatre workshops, 
and the movement thrived. The Ch-
habildas movement gave the theatre 
industry some of its renowned actors 
and directors, namely, Nana Patekar, 
Amol Palekar, Purushottam Berde, 
Rohini Hattangadi, and many more. 

Money started interfering with 
creativity once the Indian economy 
was liberalized. The younger genera-
tion refused to put in their time and 
energy in an unprofitable theatre in-
dustry. This resulted in a shutdown of 
experimental theatre in Chhabildas. 
The movement which had thrived 
since its inception, slowly came to a 
halt. Initially, it was easier to travel 
to Dadar where Chhabildas is situ-
ated. The actors even lived close to 
the hall, and this made it easier for 
rehearsals to be conducted. “Life in 
the city was still inexpensive,” says 
Shanta Gokhale. “Later, the middle 
and lower middle-class people who 
were the main actors and patrons 
of this theatre began to move to far-
flung suburbs like Dombivali and 
Dahisar. Rehearsals were difficult 
to conduct. Those who had been at 
the forefront of the movement had 
grown older and busier with their 
families and professions.” Now, even 
though Chhabildas lies devoid of the 
rich, vibrant theatre culture that once 
thrived within its walls, the essence 
continues to linger. 

Satish M. Inamdar, former Prin-
cipal of the school says, “Aamhi ikde 
nataka parat chalu karayche prayat-
na karat ahot.” (We are trying to 
start staging plays here once again). 
He had planned to convert half of 
the canteen area into a theatre and 
bring to life once again, the charm of 
Chhabildas. However, just like all ex-
perimental plays leave behind several 
questions, the question of whether 
this will happen also remains unan-
swered. 

Chhabildas Lalubhai Boys 
High School at Dadar
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HEMANT MORPARIA,
CARTOONIST, SCULPTOR, RADIOLOGIST

AADYA SHAH PROFILES THE MAN WHO WEARS MANY HATS

Hemant Morparia with an antique camera, 
photography being one of his talents
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V
ery few know of the var-
ious talents and skills 
that Dr. Hemant Mor-
paria possesses.   Along 
with being a doctor, he 

is also a stand-up comedian, a vora-
cious practitioner of archery, an avid 
quizzer and knower of all things. Pri-
marily because Dr. Morparia is ubiq-
uitous in the world of cartoonists. He 
has been featured in several publica-
tions around the world and has had 
exhibitions in Mumbai and abroad. 
He did a cartoon residency in France 
in 2010. His cartoons appear daily in 
the Mumbai Mirror and he most re-
cently had a session at the Times of 
India Lit Fest in December 2016. 

His preoccupation with the visual 
medium had its beginnings when he 
was a child, with photography being 
one of his first loves (And it still is. He 
exhibited his works at the Kala Gho-
da Arts Festival in 2015 at the David 
Sassoon Library and has slowly start-
ed getting requests for purchasing his 
prints.) He stated that the environ-
ment he was brought up in was rich 
in books, comics and photography 
and acted as the ‘soil in which the 
seed is planted’, with the seed being 
the ‘genes’ present in the individu-
al. Which prompted me to ask him 
about his start in cartooning.

It’s clear that both parents have 
influenced Morparia, his mother 
Kalpana sharing his sense of humour 
and his father Krishnadas being the 
slightly more serious and philosoph-
ical of the two. “My mom always sees 
three things in the paper,” says Mor-
paria. “I first look at Hemant’s car-
toon, then I look at Bombay Times,” 
continues his mother, “The third 
thing is, in Mumbai Samachar, there’s 
always a one-minute joke featured. 
That I read out to Hemant because 
he doesn’t read Gujarati. The morn-
ing start is like that.”

His father was responsible for his 
education in comics as he confessed 
to having hoarded an assortment of 
“over 1500 comics”. “When Hemant 
was 3 years old, I used to go out on a 
Sunday morning to the pastiwala and 
I used to bring books with pictures,” 
he recalls. “Then I started collecting 
comics. They used to be very cheap. 
25 paise to 2 rupees each. He was so 
fond of reading them, that he would 

sit at that age, and though he couldn’t 
read, he would go through it for half 
an hour. What I feel is during that 
time, some pathway must have de-
veloped in his brain. That has turned 
him into a good cartoonist.” 

“I could tell from the typography 
that, that particular language was dif-
ferent,” adds his son. He elaborates on 
what prompted his craze for comics. 
“I’m an only child so I used to come 
home from school, pull them out and 
start reading about 20 comics ev-
eryday. My mother would leave for 
the clinic, so for about 2 to 3 hours, 
I would be alone with my comics, 
which were always there. Those were 
very happy moments. Those were the 
seeds to the future.”

As Dr. Morparia spoke about his 
favourite comics, which he read as 
a child, he bore a wide and gleeful 
smile. “You wouldn’t have heard of 
them. I mean I can tell you,” he says 
before he begins rattling off his favou-
rites. “Jeckle and Heckle, Rocky and 
Bullwinkle, Harvey Comics. The hot 
stuff was the Devil, Casper the Ghost, 
Baby Huey, Lotto, Dot. Have you 
heard of Dot? It’s a girl obsessed with 

dots. And Baby Huey is a girl who’s 
extremely strong. Tumbo the Giant.
Goldkey Comics. Donald Duck, done 
by Carl Barks.” 

He adds, “My father would use 
comics to wake me up on a holiday. 
He would say N-E-W, which was 
a code for “I’ve got new comics for 
you”. So I would open my eyes and 
he would put it in front of me. Then I 
would say, “Wait a minute. This is not 
new. We already have this.” And then 
I would go back to sleep. My father 
would not know so much about what 
we have and don’t have. But it was a 
bribe to wake up.”

The gradual departure of com-
ics gave way to the consumption of 
MAD magazine, a space for which 
Morparia claims, “Nothing is sacred.” 
It proved to be a huge influence for 
Morparia’s career in cartooning, as it 
covered a wide palate of topics and 
contained all the things necessary for 
a good cartoonist: humour, opinion, 
suspicion of authority and satire.

With a childhood that could have 
paved the way for further education 
in the arts, medicine seems as an un-
likely choice for further studies. His 

Caricature sculptures by Morparia
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parents seemed to be the reason for 
his choice. “I was from a middle-class 
family,” he elaborates. “My parents 
were doctors too. In my time, there 
were few career options and in my 
parents’ time, even fewer. The mid-
dle class mentality means they push 
you, nudge you, cajole you, coax you, 
prepare you, which is stupid, because 
most decisions in your life are made 
prematurely.” It was the gentle pres-
sures from his parents coupled with 
his good grades in school that landed 
him a seat at the Gordhandas Sunder-
das Medical College, one of the best 
in Mumbai. Morparia remembers 
that it was a “highly competitive and 
aggressive” atmosphere. 
Yet, winning college fes-
tival competitions in car-
tooning, publishing car-
toons and photographs 
in his college magazine 
ensured he remained ac-
tive on the creative front. 
One of Morparia’s early 
cartoons, published in 
his college magazine, 
portrays life at G.S. Med-
ical College as a giant 
labyrinth.

Is it difficult juggling 
two careers? “Well, it’s 
not difficult, but both 
rely on deadlines. But 
one also acts as a break 
from the other. Which 
is why, if you do many 
things, you can do every-
thing better,” he says. 

Loretta Fernandes is a nurse work-
ing at St. Elizabeth Hospital for the 
past 20 years. However, she’s been 
working with Morparia for the last 
four years. “For mistakes and all, 
he doesn’t shout. Just corrects. He’s 
fun-loving and usually he makes a lot 
of jokes while working,” she says. Car-
ol Fernandes, a nurse, who has been 
working with Morparia for the past 
year, likes the work environment cre-
ated when working with Morparia. 
“It’s both fun and work,” she observes. 

It is clear Morparia eschews the 
definition of ‘work’ as just ‘work’, pre-
ferring to expand the definition to 
include ‘play’ as well. He places im-
portance on art and the act of creat-
ing art, instead of living to solely earn 
money. “If you were only going to talk 

about money all your life, I won’t be 
around you for very long,” he reasons. 
“So this is heightened living. Actually 
forget I said heightened, this is hun-
dred percent living. Living fully. All 
what I do is somewhat an extension 
of this.”  

The sheer size of the bookshelf 
in Morparia’s house says volumes 
about Morparia’s love for learning. 
But one of Morparia’s oldest friends, 
Balkrishna Nayak, too shares how 
their love for learning took them to 
new heights. Nayak has known Mor-
paria for the last 30 years. He and 
Morparia graduated out of The G.S. 
Medical College, where they shared 

their love for comics and an ardent 
appetite for quizzing. Nayak spoke 
about their period of ‘hardcore quiz-
zing’, which happened around the late 
80’s. “We became quite well rounded 
in the quizzes in the early years of our 
quizzing,” he explains, “He would cov-
er all the art and I would cover all the 
music and films. And our third quiz-
zing partner, Rushi Anand, was good 
at current affairs, sports and things 
like that.” Both Nayak and Morparia 
entered BBC Mastermind separately 
in the late 90’s and have made quizzes 
for the Mid-Day for over 16 years. He 
elaborates on his first encounter with 
Morparia, “I’d gone to a college festi-
val to participate in a quiz. I remem-
ber this lone guy doing all sorts of art. 
He would do cartoons, he would do 
sculpture, and I didn’t know him at 

all. Gradually in college, I came to 
know him and even then he wasn’t so 
much of a quizzer...”

“Quizzing is a function of interest 
in the world. And the word ‘interest-
ing’ means a lot to people like me,” 
explains Morparia. It is largely his in-
terest in the world and its inhabitants 
that makes it possible for him to de-
pict a variety of situations, characters 
and subjects on his canvas. And when 
asked what he finds fascinating about 
humans: “We are pathetic,” says Mor-
paria solemnly, before breaking into 
a laugh. “Humour manifests in many 
ways. I’m already doing the visual hu-
mour. I can do some writing humour.” 

And now stand-up comedy. 
After winning his first open 
mic at the Canvas Laugh 
Factory, Morparia has been 
doing stand-up comedy on 
and off over the past year. 
And soon after that, Mor-
paria has been featured in 
Jaideep Varma’s documen-
tary ‘I am Offended’, an ex-
ploration of stand-up come-
dy in India. 

For Morparia, comedy is 
the thread that connects the 
dots and the fuel that adds to 
his fire: “Comedy may have 
many roots, but fear and 
sadness are its most deep 
ones. So it was from this 
well of despair that I start-
ed to draw cartoons. Quite 
furiously, with a speed that 

could only just exceed the chasing de-
mons,” writes Morparia in an article 
that appeared recently in a Gujara-
ti magazine. “We are all at mercy of 
random forces at every moment. Just 
as they happened, things could have 
easily not happened. These very ran-
dom forces make some of us musi-
cians and many of us listeners. There 
is no hierarchy, as we are all being 
‘played’ by some invisible conductor. 
Rather than creating a sense of help-
lessness, such thoughts are quite lib-
erating. I am not responsible nor am 
I really credit-worthy. What could 
be more liberating and humbling at 
the same time? A meaningless uni-
verse without any free-will? Perhaps. 
But an intense and deep engagement 
with the world, is what makes the 
whole thingamajig interesting.”

A cartoonist’s 
perspective 

on politics
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W
hen one thinks of 
Goa, it conjures 
scenes of pictur-
esque, pristine 
beaches, abundant 

natural beauty of the sun, sea and 
sand and the most idyllic, relaxed 
life that is perfect for either beach 
parties or peaceful retirement. But 
every idyll has its dark side. Anju-
na, a little village by the sea in North 

Goa, is no different. 
 The Portuguese ruled Goa for ap-

proximately 450 years between 1498 
and 1961. During the Golden Age 
which is said to have been around 
the late sixteenth century when 
the Portuguese had a redoubtable 
maritime empire, Goa was adorned 
with magnificent architectural mas-
terpieces in the form of churches, 
chapels, forts, parks and the like. 

But once again, behind these lurks 
another story. The Europeans came 
looking for spices but they were also 
harvesting souls. They forced con-
versions into Christianity and then 
they grew suspicious that the new 
converts might be recidivists, quietly 
practising their old faith. 

Thus the Inquisition, which be-
gan in Europe in the twelfth century 
as a way to check that the ‘one true 
faith’ was being practised without 
unsanctioned variations, and which 
reached its peak when Protestant-
ism began to pose a real threat to the 
hegemony of the Church, arrived in 
Goa as a way to check whether the 
new converts were not slipping back 
into their old ways. Thus the Inqui-
sition in India was by the Christians 
and against the Christians to make 
sure they remained Christians. 

The Inquisition started in 1560 
and lasted for a shocking 252 years. 
It is against this emotionally charged 
backdrop of four and a half centuries 
of colonialism that Goans navigate 
their daily lives today.

Anjuna, known as the hippie des-
tination of Goa, is usually recognised 
for the wrong reasons—drug abuse, 
trance parties—an updated version 
of what Geeta Mehta first docu-
mented in her book, ‘Karma Cola’. 
Located in North Goa, the village of 
Anjuna has a number of interesting 
stories to be told. One such story 
occurred during the colonial period 
of forced conversions and the Por-
tuguese Inquisition. A stone pillar, 
lying on the ancestral property of 
my great grandfather, Antonio Luis 
Francisco Mascarenhas, in Grande 
Chinvar, Anjuna, has an extremely 
intriguing story waiting to be told. It 
unfolds to serve as a reminder of the 
horrific past and has been etched in 
the memory of ‘Anjunkars’.

THE UNTOLD STORY OF 
THE ACCURSED STONE

IN WHICH MELINDA VIEGAS TAKES A VILLAGE WALK IN ANJUNA AND FINDS 
A STONE WITH A STORY OF HORROR. 

Inscriptions on the cursed stone 
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In 1628, the Franciscan Rector 
of the St. Michael’s Church of An-
juna, Joao de Oliveiro, ordered a 
Hindu widow to bring her baby to 
the Church for baptism. Canon law 
holds that a child left unbaptized 
might end up in limbo, a space that 
is neither heaven nor hell but some 
endless in-between. By his lights 
perhaps, Joao de Oliveiro thought 
he was doing the right thing. He 
was saving a child from this liminal 
space where he, too young to have 
committed any sins of his own but 
not cleansed of original sin, would be 
consigned. It is also possible that he 
had masters to answer to and quotas 
to fulfil and he thought this would 
be one way to get another tick mark 
in his missionary book. This order 
enraged her relatives, that when the 
parish priest, Francisco de Lisboa, 
visited the area, they mercilessly as-
saulted him and he had to be taken 
for treatment to the infirmary in Old 
Goa. Infuriated by this incident, the 
Governor of Goa, D Luis de Brito, 
ordered the guilty to be punished. 
The land was salted, rendering it 
infertile and their houses on the site 
were destroyed. Some of the Hindus 
were sent to the gallows for laying 
hands on a priest. 

As a reminder of this brutal event, 
a six-foot high monolith stone pillar 
was erected by the Portuguese with 
a forewarning to anyone who dared 
to touch a religious authority again. 
It came to be known as the Accursed 
Stone, in Konkani as ‘Morkachi Fa-
tor’ and ‘Pedre de Maldicao’ in Por-
tuguese and has been a source of 
inspiration to many. The monument 
has turned into a shrine with the 
locals, both Hindus and Christians, 
visiting it to offer prayers and light 
candles and incense sticks, probably 
to revere the martyrs or to ward off 
evil spirits. As centuries passed, the 
massive stone pillar fell and broke 
into two pieces, either due to light-
ning or simply collapsed over time. 

Historian Dr Teresa Albuquerque, 
who has written about the Accursed 
Stone in her book ‘Anjuna - A Profile 
of a Village in Goa’ states, “There is a 
similar stone in Vasai that was erect-
ed during the Portuguese Inquisi-
tion. Today, unfortunately, not much 
publicity has been given to the Ac-

cursed Stone in Anjuna by the Goa 
Government. The Archaeological 
Department of Goa should protect 
this ancient monument by enclosing 
it within a railing and there should 
be a plaque or a board displayed to 
inform the public about the signifi-
cance and history of this monument. 
The locals, both Hindus and Chris-
tians, are unaware of the actual sig-
nificance of the Accursed Stone and 
revere it, fearing that if they don’t, 
then ill-luck will befall them. Thus, 
a plaque explaining the meaning & 
history of the inscription will clear 
these doubts and myths.” 

Victor de Souza, a retired Head-

master of the St. Michael’s High 
School in Anjuna, says, “The Goa 
Government should take necessary 
steps to protect the Accursed Stone 
by encasing it in a glass protective 
shield with a fence around it. The 
state of the stone pillar is in a piti-
ful condition with the locals lighting 
candles and breaking coconuts on 
it. The candle wax on it prevents the 
wordings from being legible.”

The owner of the site of the Ac-
cursed Stone, Bernadette Maria Ce-
cilia Mascarenhas, is of similar view 
and says, “Protection and upkeep of 
the Accursed Stone should be the 
priority of the Archaeological Society 
of Goa. This is a very significant part 
of our history but the monument 
has not been given the prominence 

that it deserves. On the contrary, the 
Accursed Stone has not only been 
defaced by candle wax, incense ash 
and coconut shells that makes the 
inscription illegible but it has also 
been damaged and is now broken 
in two pieces. There should also be 
a sign board giving directions to vis-
itors on the location of the Accursed 
Stone and a plaque displaying its 
history in order to create awareness.” 

Camilo Sequeira, who is the owner 
of a travel agency in Anjuna, informs 
that “Since the Accursed Stone is a 
precious memory of our past, I was 
very eager to promote it by ensur-
ing that it is part of the scheduled 

sightseeing tours that we organise 
for domestic tourists and foreigners. 
However, there is no proper park-
ing space available at the site and 
also entry to it is narrow for our tour 
buses to pass through. The Accursed 
Stone should be maintained by the 
Archaeological Society of Goa. They 
should try to promote it by providing 
a wider road, ample parking space, 
prominent signboards, proper light-
ing, fencing etc.”

It seems as if my family owns a 
small part of history in Goa. Howev-
er controversial it may be, it tells a 
story of a bygone era that probably 
would never have been disclosed but 
would have been buried along with 
the other deep, dark secrets of Goa’s 
colonial past.

The undisclosed location of the 
cursed stone in Anjuna, Goa
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W
ho is a Hijra? Hijra  is 
a term used in South 
Asia – in particular, in 
India – to refer most-
ly to  Trans women 

(male-to- female transgender individ
uals). In other areas of India, trans-
gender people are also known as Ar-
avani, Aruvani or Jagappa. Komal, 
a Hijra and member of India’s first 
transgender band, 6 Pack Band puts 
it simply as, “Ek mard aur ek aurat 
hota hai, unke beech main ek Hijra 
(Trans gender) hota hai.” 

Urmi Jadhav, a transgender ac-
tivist belonging to the Humsafar 
Trust, says that the only difference 
between a Hijra and a transgender 
is that while a transgender is an in-
dividual, a Hijra has her own com-
munity where she has a ‘Guru’(men-
tor) and she belongs to a ‘gharana’ 
which becomes her new family. Pro-
fessor R. Raj Rao (author of The 
Boyfriend) adds that, “since ‘he’ be-
longs to the lower strata of society, 
‘he’ cannot afford a higher lifestyle 
and lives in ghettos with like-mind-
ed people to start a new life with a 
different identity. Those belonging 
to the higher strata of society liked 
to be called ‘transgender’ which is a 
more recognised term for a Hijra.” 

But Olga, a transgender activist in 
Chennai, Tamil Nadu, has a differ-
ent opinion. While she agrees with 
Urmi that there is no difference be-
tween a transgender and a Hijra, she 
adds that there is a ‘culture’ which 
has been associated with the Hi-
jras. This is because the transgender 

Hijras 
OF MUMBAI

ZARA DAVINA MANN AND CLARENCE MENDOZA DISPEL THE MYTHS AROUND HIJRAS.

Photographs by Clarence Mendoza and Prathmesh Kharatmal

Beauty lies in the 
eye of the beholder
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community does not want to be as-
sociated with begging and sex work 
which forms the main source of in-
come for many Hijras. Therefore, by 
calling it a ‘culture’ there is a kind 
of legitimization of the begging and 
sex work, which is considered to be a 
crime by law.

The word Hijra is derived from the 
Urdu word ‘Hijar’ meaning a person 
who has walked out of his tribe or 
community. Komal recounts how at 
age 8 she ran away from home and 
came to Mumbai in search of ‘her 
people’. She felt suffocated at home. 
Her search led her to her Guru, Mu-
jhra Naani, who didn’t outright take 
her into the community but asked 
her to return to her family and work 
things out. “Jab mere family mu-
jhe apnayegi nahi hai, ghar mein 
bandh rakhte the, toh mera jana za-
roori hi nahi hai” (When my family 
does not want to accept me, has put 
me under house arrest, I don’t feel 
the need to go back) cried Komal. 
Komal’s story is one that is echoed 
by hundreds of other, similar trou-
bled souls. Here in the Hijra com-
munity, they find peace, a sense of 
belonging, here they finally have a 
family.

The age old relationship of ‘gu-
ru-chela’ or teacher-student is still 
alive in the Hijra community. The 
guru is the one who performs the 
castration ceremony after which the 
chela is supposed to have achieved 
nirvana. Earlier, it wasn’t an accept-
ed phenomena to get castrated sur-
gically, but now it is widely accepted 
within the community. Calling them 
a eunuch though is one of the big-
gest mistakes we  make. According 
to Urmi, eunuch isn’t the supposed 
English word for Hijras’. In fact, to 
be called a eunuch is considered to 
be  bad within the community. A eu-
nuch is one who has mutilated one-
self, such as the cutting off of a  sex-
ual organ by oneself. Not all Hijras 
have been castrated. It is a choice. A 
Hijra’s castration is a cause for cel-
ebration within the community. A 
Hijra who has undergone castration 
is considered to be at a slightly high-
er social standing within the com-
munity. Another option available 
now to a Hijra is that of sex reas-
signment surgery which was illegal 

at first within the community.
A dupatta (scarf) of their respec-

tive gharana’s colour is put on her 
head. She is given bangles and saris 
after which her training period of-
ficially starts. They live by a strict 
code. One in which she is taught the 
manner in which to clap. As Komal 
says, “Agar main taali nahi bajau, 
toh mujhe kaun bolega ki main Hi-
jra hoon? Yeh humara signal hai, 
hum log ka ID card hain, humari 
pehchaan hain.” (If I do not clap 
then who can say that I am a Hi-
jra? This is our signal, our ID card, 
our identity). Another aspect of this 
code dictates that the pallu of her 
sari should not touch anyone when 
she moves around.

Urmi explains that Hijras are 
a community of individuals that 
come under the larger umbrella of 
the third gender known as trans-
gender. Transgender individuals 
are people, whose gender identity is 
not the same as the gender assigned 
to them at birth as the latter is as-
signed on the basis of their sexual 
reproductive organ. Evidence sug-
gests that people who identify with 
a gender different from the one they 
were assigned at birth, may do so, 
‘not just due to psychological or be-
havioural causes, but also biological 
ones related to their genetics, the 
makeup of their brains, or prena-
tal exposure to hormones’. This is 
known as Gender dysphoria or gen-

der identity disorder  (GID) and is 
recognised as the formal  diagno-
sis  used by  psychologists  and  physi-
cians to describe people who experi-
ence significant dysphoria  (distress) 
with the sex and gender they were as-
signed at birth. Symptoms of GID in 
children include disgust at their own 
genitalia, social isolation from their 
peers, anxiety, loneliness and  de-
pression. This is cited as a leading 
cause for transgender individuals 
to run away from home, as they feel 
misunderstood and often abused by 
their own parents who fail to under-
stand why their son wants to dress 
up like a girl or vice versa.

There are a few myths associat-
ed with this community that have 
led to us being fearful of them. And 
man has always fears what he does 
not understand. The fear is mostly 
caused by pre-determined notions 
of what constitutes a ‘masculine’ 
behaviour and what a ‘feminine’ be-
haviour is.  

One such myth is that of Hijras 
going around kidnapping children. 

In many instances, Hijras have 
been shown in poor light in main-
stream Bollywood films, with char-
acters such as Maharani (Sadak, 
1991) where she played the charac-
ter of an evil eunuch/‘madam’ and 
Dheeraj Pandey (Murder 2, 2011), 
who is again portrayed as an evil 
eunuch. Komal’s part. “Aise bahut 
saare mere saath ghatna ghat chuki 
hain ki main kaha badhai lene jau 
toh baju wale aa kar woh bachcho 
ko bolte hain ki jao, jao. Hijre aaye 
hain, utha kar leke jayenge. Yeh 
galat baat hain.” (There have been 
many such incidents where I have 
gone to bless a new born and some 
people tell the children to go away 
from here, Hijras have come to take 
you). Laxmi Narayan Tripathi in her 
book, ‘Me Hijra Me Laxmi’ breaks 
this myth by clarifying that many 
Hijras after joining the community 
still do not have the courage to face 
the world and admit that it was a 
voluntary decision. Sometimes, they 
perpetuate rumours that they were 
kidnapped by the Hijras as a cover 
story. 

Another myth about Hijras is that 
of their sexual preferences. Hijras 
are mostly M-F (male who iden-

As Komal says, 
“Agar main taali 
nahi bajau, toh 

mujhe kaun bolega 
ki main Hijra 

hoon? Yeh humara 
signal hai, hum 
log ka ID card 
hain, humari 

pehchaan hain.”
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tifies as a female) but they also in-
clude F-M (females who identify as 
males). A Hijra’s sexual preference 
is independent of their gender. A 
Hijra could be sexually attracted 
to either a male or female. Every-
one has the fundamental right to be 
recognised in their ‘chosen’ gender. 
Gender identity and sexual orienta-
tion are two terms people struggle 
to comprehend when they think of 
the word ‘transgender’. Therefore, a 
Hijra is different from a Lesbian or 
someone who is Gay.

The third myth is that the funeral 
of a Hijra is performed at midnight 
and the body is beaten by slippers. 
In reality, it is quite something else. 
Laxmi clarifies that the last rites are  
performed according to the religion 
followed by that Hijra. The other Hi-
jras dress up like men because they 
don’t want  people to know that it 
is a Hijra whose last rites are being 
performed.

A 
lot of hard work has gone 
into changing people’s 
perception of Hijras. To-
day there are many shin-
ing examples of brave 

individuals who have broken free 
from these shackles to serve as an 
inspiration to others in their com-
munity and elsewhere. We have Ab-
heena Aher, Urmi Jadhav, Madhuri, 
and others who are part of a dance 
troupe called the Dancing Queens. 
This is a troupe comprising Hijras 
that have performed to huge crowds 
at locations such as the Godrej India 
Culture Lab amongst others. Komal 
is part of the 6 Pack Band, India’s 
first transgender band. Manabi 
Bandopadhyay is India’s first trans-
gender college Principal. K Prithi-
ka Yashini, Tamil Nadu and India’s 
first-transgender  sub-inspector of 
police. The new India is waking 
up to them with several landmark 
judgements coming out in recent 
times to recognize the third gen-
der thus opening their community 
to a whole realm of possibilities. 
“Ab apna waqt aaya hi ki Hijra 
sirf taali hi nahi, bahut kuch kar 
sakta hain” (The time has come to 
show the Hijras can do more than 
just clap), says Komal with a hint of 

pride in her voice. 
These are but a few outstanding 

individuals. According to the Cen-
sus of India 2011, there are around 
4.9 lakh transgender in the country 
and the number would only have 
grown since then. Sensitization is 
the need of the hour. Even today 
there are many who ridicule Hijras, 
taunt them with stuff like, “arre tu 

jaake shaadi mein taaliyan baja, 
yaha aake kya kar raha hai? Tu toh 
ek Hijra hai, tu taali baja sakta hai. 
Yaha mard, aurat kaam kar sakte 
hain, yeh mat karo” (Why don’t you 
go and clap at weddings, what are 
you doing here? You are a Hijra only 
fit to clap. Here only men and wom-
en work) or “Original nahi hain, 
duplicate hain” (You are not an orig-

LGBTQ Pride Walk near 
August Kranti Maidan

Marginalia-Final with Captions.indd   44 04/03/16   9:12 am



M A RG I N A L I A  201 6     45  

inal but only a duplicate). Such hurt-
ful statements must be condemned 
and people sensitized to Hijras and 
their way of life.

Legend has it that when Lord 
Rama left for his 14 years of exile, 
many had come to bid him farewell. 
Among these men and women were 
Hijras as well. Lord Rama looked 
at them and told these people who 

loved him to go back to their homes 
and to come only when he returns. 
But the Hijras among them stayed 
back. So when he returned, he saw  
their penance, and was so touched 
that he gave them a bonus that the 
blessings and curses they bestow 
on people would come true. Based 
on this belief the main occupation 
of many Hijras was going to cere-

monies and getting paid in return 
for their blessings. Since many even 
to this day are uneducated, ‘bad-
hai’ as it’s called is one of the easi-
est ways to earn a living besides the 
usual sex work, dancing at bars and 
begging. “Abhi bhi aise log hai jo 
hum log ko bulate hai, bithate hai. 
Jaise hua Sindhi, Punjabi, Gujara-
ti, Marwari. Yeh humlog ki bahut 
izzat karte hai. Aise aur bhi bahut 
saare log hai. Mumbai mein aur 
bahar bole toh Rajasthan, Kota, Dil-
li, Punjab ke alag, alag area. South 
mein bhi hain” (Even now there 
are people who invite us. Like the 
Sindhi, Punjabi, Gujarati, Marwari. 
They give us a lot of respect. There 
are many such people. In Mumbai as 
well as in parts of Rajasthan, Kota, 
Delhi, Punjab. In the South as well), 
Komal elaborates.

I
t is always an uphill task to break 
a habit. Especially one that has 
lasted hundreds of years. But it is 
never too late. The UN Child pro-
tection policy is one that has been 

agreed upon by India along with 
several of its indigenous laws meant 
to protect children from all kinds of 
abuse. Much needs to be done to set 
up an appropriate system of support 
for such children. Every Hijras story 
begins the same way, ‘family didn’t 
understand us, abused us, cast us 
out’. It is but natural to want to be-
long and this leads a transgender to 
the Hijra community. A lack of so-
cial and job skills forces many Hijras 
to end up begging and/or take up 
prostitution as way of surviving this 
world. Gharanas can help change 
this. Children as well as adults can be 
given an education, one that imparts 
both social skills and helps integrate 
them into society as contributing and 
functioning member. Tamil Nadu 
was the first state to provide voting 
rights for Hijras. The Hijras there use 
the ladies bathrooms as well. 

Laxmi Narayan Tripathi, Mano-
bi Bandopadhyay and others are 
breaking the norms and are helping 
change the way we look at Hijras. 
As a wise man once said, to bring 
about change in the world, we first 
must bring about change within 
ourselves.
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Y
ou might think being a 
sex educator would be an 
interesting job. But what 
about the challenges of 
it? What would be your 

reply if a fifth grader in a suburban 
school suddenly asks you, “Where is 
this G-spot?” 

“Most adults haven’t even heard of 
the G-spot,” says Anju Kishinchan-
dani, a certified sex educator from 

the Institute of Human Technology 
in Byculla. Kishinchandani was as-
tounded by the question. She realis-
es that even she doesn’t know where 
the G-spot is. She explains that it 
was named after the German gy-
necologist Ernst Gräfenberg (1881-
1957) who posited the possibility 
of an erogenous zone in the vagina 
which was responsible for orgasms.

But what is the appropriate answer 

to give to a ten-year-old boy? It took 
her a moment to compose herself 
and then she decided that she could 
buy some time by telling the truth. “I  
said that it is still under research 
whether the G-spot exists or not,” 
she says. 

Kishinchandani regularly con-
ducts puberty, safety and sex edu-
cation workshops for children and 
teenagers in Mumbai. A double 
graduate in law and Mass Commu-
nication, she has also worked as a 
journalist and copywriter for twenty 
years. She has authored two books, 
one for children, The Story of My 
Belly Button and the other one is 
tentatively titled Should I or should 
I not? for parents. These two books 
will hit the shelves sometime this 
year. 

Om Books International, a Delhi 
based publication is publishing the 
two books. 

Dipa Chaudhuri, Chief Editor of 
Om Books International, feels that 
the social perception about the hu-
man body and its sexuality is inap-
propriate in our society. The Story 
of My Belly Button, Chaudhuri says 
is written in large font and is pic-
torial which makes it very easy for 
young children to read or even for 
the parents to read them out to their 
children and show them the illustra-
tions. Chaudhari says, “There is no 
traditional area or catchment that 
we are looking at for the readership 
of these books. But schools could be 
among the places since this is an ed-
ucative book and does not have any 
content that the schools would deem 
as ‘vulgar’. Chaudhari firmly believes 
that we need books like these on the 
shelves to safeguard children emo-
tionally as well as physically.

Kishinchandani has a personal 

“MA’AM, WHAT’S A G-SPOT?”
THESE ARE AMONG THE QUESTIONS A SEX EDUCATOR MIGHT BE ASKED.  

ANKITA SOROT TALKS TO ONE OF THE TRIBE. 

PHOTOGRAPHS BY DARSHANA JAIN

Anju Kishinchandani, a 
certified sex educator
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reason for her career choice. “When 
I was a girl and I began to menstru-
ate, my mother simply bought me 
sanitary napkins and told me how to 
use them. She did not explain what 
was happening to my body. I man-
aged to piece it together myself over 
the years. So when my twelve-year-
old son asked me a question about 
where he came from and what was 
daddy’s role in it, I had no idea what 
to say to him,” says Anju Kishin-
chandani, “That was all it took. I de-
cided to write an educative book so 
that children get genuine answers.” 
After starting her own company, 
Out of the Box five years ago, Kishin-
chandani completely dedicated it 
to sex education. She gives talks to 
children in the age group of 13-15 
and 16-18. Once she has talked to 
the children she also makes sure she 
spends fifteen minutes talking to the 
parents. She says, “Generally parents 
are the one with the blinders and 
children are most of the time very 
comfortable discussing this.” After 
seeing the success of Out of the Box 
six months ago, she started her own 
production house called The Anju 
Kish Productions which produces 
plays about sex education. Their play 

Growing Up has been screened eight 
times in the last six months in Mum-
bai. It was produced by her brother 
Raju Hirani and was directed by 
Trishla Patel. Patel told Mid-Day: 
“Our characters wrestle with the 
question, ‘Am I normal?’ and then 
they learn to cope with the chang-
es affecting their bodies and minds. 
The play shows children how to cope 
with many of the issues of puber-
ty — embarrassing physical chang-
es, raging hormones, the emotional 
trampoline, behavioural angst and 
changed relationship with parents.” 
 
Initially, she found that people were 
not comfortable with the word “sex 
education.” When she had started 
out five years ago none of the schools 
she called were receptive. Then she 
did a sex education workshop at her 
son’s school and when the teachers 
saw that this is an important part of 
growing up they realised the impor-
tance of sex education. She has also 
conducted sex education workshops 
at The Singapore International 
School and The Oberoi School. From 
there the word of mouth spread.  To-
day she does private workshops. 
She also conducts Adolescent Ini-

tiation Programs for the Rotary 
Club and Corporate meets. There 
are fixed venues also where she 
conducts these workshops so that 
school students can attend them. 
 
Adult awareness talks called ‘Break 
the wall of silence’ are organised by 
her, free of cost, just so the parents 
would be willing to provide their 
children with sex education. She has 
no definite work hours. Sometimes 
she has workshops from 9am in the 
morning till midnight. Probably the 
only thing that she does not like 
about her job is that she has to work 
when everyone else has their holi-
day since most of the workshops are 
conducted over the weekend when 
students don’t have to attend school. 
Freelancers and teachers work with 
her when they have to design mod-
ules and work on big projects. Other 
than that her team consists of two 
loyal assistants. 

Kishinchandani hopes to go na-
tional with her play. She plans to 
tour the metro cities of India as of 
now to bring about change in the 
smallest way she can. Ignorance may 
be bliss but in matters of sexuality it 
is downright dangerous.

Anju makes everyone think out of the 
box at her workshop in Juhu 
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A
t the Barli Development 
Institute for Women, a 
graduation ceremony is 
in progress.  Around two 
hundred young tribal 

women are ready to graduate. The 
hall is full of colours as the girls were 
dressed in bright yellow, orange and 
red, sitting quietly on the ground. 
Their eyes were fixed on a grey-
haired figure on the stage. They are 
now ready to step into the world, as 
they are trained to be agents of social 

change; they have now acquired the 
skills to improve their own lives, the 
lives of their family and the welfare 
of their village community. Welcome 
to the world of the Barli Develop-
ment Institute for Women, founded 
by Dr Janak Palta McGilligan and 
her late husband, Jimmy McGilli-
gan, in 1985. The word ‘Barli’ means 
a central pillar in the tribal huts of 
that area and for the last thirty years; 
it has lived up to its name.

Dr. Janak Palta McGilligan, 67, 

was born in Chandigarh. She com-
pleted her Bachelor of Arts degree 
from Panjab University, Chandigarh 
in 1968. This was followed by a Di-
ploma in Translation in 1968 as well. 
She pursued a Sangeet Vishrad in 
sitar from Pracheen Kala Kendra in 
Chandigarh in 1976. After that, she 
also completed a Masters in Political 
Science and English Literature and 
an M. Phil in Political science with 
distinction from Panjab University 
itself. Later in 2004, she got her doc-
torate degree in Sustainable Com-
munity Development through Train-
ing of Tribal and Rural Women and 
Human Resources from Devi Ahilya 
University, Indore.

She is the founding trustee and a 
member of the Board of Directors 
of the Barli Institute. She current-
ly serves as the director of Jimmy 
McGilligan Centre for Sustainable 
Development and is the President 
of the Association of Women Entre-
preneurs, Indore as well as the Sec-
retary of Sangini, a Breast Cancer 
Care Society in Indore. She is also 
the recipient of Manav Seva Puras-
kar, Sadbhavana Samman and the 
Paryawaran Mitra Puraskar. She has 
also received the Rajmata Vijayara-
je Scindia Social Service award in 
2008 which is conferred by the Mad-
hya Pradesh Government. She was 
also honored with a Padma Shri in 
2015. She was responsible for erad-
icating a disease caused by Guinea 
worms in 302 villages of Jhabua dis-
trict. When she decided to dedicate 
her life to social service and move 
to Madhya Pradesh, she had to con-
vince her family as they were wor-
ried about their daughter going to a 
strange and far off place. “After a lot 
of discussion, they understood that I 
wanted to go there for social service 
and not for a job which was what ul-
timately gave me happiness and sat-
isfaction. They were fully aware that 

A LIFE DEDICATED TO SERVICE
DARSHANA JAIN TRAVELS TO BHOPAL TO MEET PADMASHRI DR. JANAK PALTA, A WOMAN WHO 
HAS TRANSFORMED THE LIVES OF MANY WOMEN THROUGH HER INSTITUTE, THE BARLI  
DEVELOPMENT INSTITUTE FOR WOMEN.

Dr. Janak Palta McGilligan
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deep in my heart, I was always ago-
nizing over India’s lopsided develop-
ment, especially the ever widening 
disparities between urban and rural 
development as well as the differenc-
es in status between men and wom-
en,” she said. In her early days, she 
switched between many professions, 
from a provident funds professional 
to a translator in the High Court. She 
later worked for the Centre for Rural 
Development where she worked on a 
variety of projects.  

She met her husband, James 
(Jimmy) McGilligan, an Irishman, 
during her stay in Indore. They 
both shared common interests and 
hence came closer.  The couple af-
ter marrying settled in Sanawadiya 
and started bringing change from 
the grassroots level. They started 
educating the villagers, especially 
women about renewable energy and 
self-dependence. “Jimmy practically 
built the house alone, almost all of 
it,” she said. They named it Giridar-
shan. Their house is self-sufficient 
in almost every aspect. It has solar 
panels and every bit of energy con-
sumed comes from that, whether it 
is a transistor which runs on solar 
energy or a solar cooker. On rainy 
days she uses briquettes made by 
waste newspapers as fuel. The So-
lar power plant in their house also 
supplies power to street lights in the 

nearby area. All garbage in the vicin-
ity is dumped in an organic farm and 
no plastic material is ever used. She 
condemns the use of chemical pesti-
cides as well. 

 Of the Barli Institute, She said, 
“Jimmy and I dedicated our lives 
for that Institute. I gave it 26 years 
of my life and left it after the hun-
dredth graduation ceremony. Today 
I am going to attend the hundred 
and ninth ceremony. I was waiting 
for efficient successors and fortu-
nately found a couple, who is now 
taking care of it. I believe it’s my 
greatest achievement so far that 
I have trained good successors to 
hand over my responsibilities to.” 
During her tenure of more than two 
decades at this Institute, she suc-
cessfully developed and conducted 
a hundred residential training pro-
grams for more than 6000 young 
rural and tribal girls from more than 
500 villages of Madhya Pradesh, Ch-
hattisgarh and other parts of India. 
Apart from its residential programs 
of six months and a year, she also 
setup extension centers in Chhat-
tisgarh specifically for those women 
who are unable to come to the In-
stitute. On an average, 400 women 
go through its main program every 
year. A majority of Barli trainees 
that arrive at the institute are illiter-
ate, with a large percentage having 
never received any form of school-
ing. Almost 100% of these trainees 
leave with functional literacy. Her 
husband was one of her greatest 
strengths and supporter. “He devel-
oped this Institute into a living mod-
el for solar energy and the environ-
ment. He built a community Solar 

kitchen, solar bakery, solar dryers 
and many more such gadgets on the 
campus. Solar cookers are a means 
of livelihood for many Barli gradu-
ates. He recycled the rubble, which 
was left after renovations to build 
concrete roads and parking areas 
on the campus. Before buying any 
new thing, he would first think of 
how to make use of what he already 
had. There was a double benefit to 
this. The first was to save money and 
the second was conserving the envi-
ronment. The trainees were able to 
learn from such examples,” she said.  
When asked about the various rec-
ognitions she got from the state as 
well as the national and internation-
al forums, she said, “Recognition is 
a very humbling experience for me 
and every recognition I get, is the 
recognition of the work, and not me. 
I think it is my reward that people 
come and see the website, the work 
we’ve done and offer help. Donors 
came forward to help as well. For 
me, it means more responsibility as 
people have more expectations from 
me, because they start looking up to 
you and start expecting more from 
you. I am glad for it and I feel it is 
a blessing of god. I also believe that 
it is a confirmation of the work and 
the philosophy which is based on the 
Baha’i faith.” 

This interview was meant to take 
place at Sanwadiya but due to a 
last-minute change in plan, Dr. Palta 
found herself hurrying to the Barli 
Institute. We talked in the car with 
the Madhya Pradesh countryside. 
At the Institute, she was immediate-
ly surrounded by a bunch of young 
women. She was home

 Solar energy 
model as the 

Barli Development 
Institute for Rural 

Women campus

Girls performing 
on their 
graduation day at 
the institute

Girls attending 
their graduation 
ceremony at the 

institute
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W
hen life takes you 
for a ride, what do 
you do? You share 
it with the world. 
That is what Amin 

Sheikh has done. Life is Life, I am 
Because of You, is his self-published 
autobiography in which he talks 
about how he became an entrepre-
neur from a street child. When little 
Amin ran away from home at the age 
of five, there was no one to help or 

protect him. His stepfather used to 
beat him savagely and his mother 
followed suit. He remembers what 
his life was like— he used to work 
eight to ten hours in a tea shop and 
be paid two rupees for it—and he 
wants to help children who face sim-
ilar problems, and for this reason he 
wants to open a café-cum-library for 
such children.

His cafe will employ street chil-
dren above the age of 18, who after 

leaving the shelter homes would 
be in search for employment. This 
helps them recover to a normal life 
and minimize their miseries.  “Peo-
ple have no idea what it means to be 
a street child,” says Amin. According 
to him everyone wants the world to 
change, but “that’s all hollow talk”. 
He says that change doesn’t come 
until you get your hands dirty and 
no one wants to do that.

 “I still remember the day I decid-

AMIN SHEIKH:
BOMBAY TO BARCELONA 

RUCHIKA GUPTA NARRATES THE STORY OF AMIN SHEIKH, ONCE A STREET CHILD  
WHO NOW WANTS TO OPEN A LIBRARY CAFÉ.

PHOTOGRAPH BY PRATHMESH KHARATMAL 

Dream out loud
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ed to run,” he says lost in his past. “I 
was playing and whistling down the 
road while carrying two trays full of 
tea glasses. Suddenly I tripped and 
fell and the glasses smashed to the 
floor. Only I could imagine what 
kind of beating lay in store for me 
back at the shop and at home. So I 
left the smashed glasses there on the 
road and made my way out of that 
life,” he says. 

It broke his heart to leave his sis-
ter at home and escape. But he had 
no other choice. He arrived at Malad 
railway station and crouched in a 
corner of the station for hours, feel-
ing scared. People passed by him, 
asking whether he was lost. “Around 
me were a number of small children 
who were either begging, cleaning, 
selling items, scavenging or fighting 
among themselves. I observed them 
for a long time, and after a while 
joined in their games. The station 
became my home from there on,” 
says Amin Sheikh.

It was a very hard life to get used 
to, but he managed. “Initially I ate 
out of the garbage and robbed peo-
ple to survive,” he adds. Then he be-
gan going to the markets, begging, 
selling things and even singing on 
trains to earn money. “I was a ter-
rible singer and sometimes I think 
people paid me money just to shut 
up,” he laughs.

He says that the older children 
and adults at the station were ter-
rible. They would force the smaller 
kids like him to do drugs and smoke. 
They would push it down their 
throats and if they protested then the 
lives would be thrashed out of their 
bodies. “To this day I hate smoking 
and I cannot stand liquor. But the 
sexual abuse was the worst. The big 
children would come and rape us 
mercilessly. By the age of eight, there 
was no tragedy on earth that I had 
not lived through,” he adds.

His sister lived with him at the 
station for only three or four days. 
A kind nun by the name of Sister 

Seraphine came upon them and 
tried to take them to Snehasadan, 
an orphanage for street children. 
He had no idea what she was trying 
to do but assumed the worst. So, he 
took a large stone and started hitting 
her, trying to kill her. “She was in-
jured but thank God she did not give 
up on me,” he says. After hours of 
explanation he finally gave in and he 
and Sabira (his sister) went to Sne-
hasadan with the nun. 

Snehasadan is an orphanage for 
homeless children but to him it was 
the best home he will ever have in 
his life. “Even today I ache to go back 
there and relive those days, “says 
Amin. Now when he looks back, he 
realizes how beautiful life was at that 
place. He describes it saying that it 
was run by Jesuits but never once 
did they try to influence them into 
following their religion. Children of 
all caste, creed and religion played 
together inside while all kinds of 
hate and terror wars raged on out-
side the walls of his home. 

He had been a newspaper delivery 
boy since he was nine years old. So 
when he turned sixteen he utilized 
that experience and started out on 
his own. He made a stall near a bus 
stand; put his table on the street. 
And lo! He launched his business. 
Every day he would energetical-
ly yell, “Sir, sir, I give you the best 
newspaper sir.” 

One day Father Plassey, Director 
of Snehasadan, came to his newspa-
per stall and told him that he want-
ed him to come to his office. He told 
him that he has to go work with Eu-
stace Fernandes. 

Eustace was a renowned artist, 
most famous for creating the ‘Amul 
Girl’. Every year Eustace would take 
one child from Snehasadan to his 
home. That child would become his 
Man Friday, doing odd chores and 
errands, and in return would get to 
live and learn from him. 

When he, a child of the streets, ar-
rived at Eustace’s grand home he was 

awestruck. “Eustace set me up with a 
second hand car and he started run-
ning his own cab company with it 
which he named as ‘SNEHA TRAV-
ELS’,” he says. 

Eustace had a lot of friends and 
relatives and they were his initial 
customers. Sometimes tourists 
would hire him but because his En-
glish was so bad he felt very self-con-
scious about it with them. Eventually 
he started to enjoy showing foreign-
ers around the city of Mumbai. His 
English also improved dramatically. 
“Earlier I spoke like, “Coming com-
ing. Going going. Sitting sitting.” But 
now I can speak fairly well, “he says. 
He met the most beautiful people 
who respected him and treated him 
like an equal. 

“One day on Christmas, Eustace 
asked me what I wanted. I said I 
wanted to go to Barcelona. And he 
took me,” he said reminiscing about 
those times. He realized that his 
education is travelling. “Different 
worlds and with it different people,” 
he adds. 

That is the time when he began 
writing his book. It took him elev-
en months to write it, during which 
he managed to lose the manuscripts 
quite a few times. He wrote it with 
no thought of correct grammar and 
spelling. “Once again my friends 
proved to be my closest treasure.  
They rallied together to design the 
book cover, edit, promote and do 
anything that makes a book a book,” 
he says proudly. When people heard 
about his dream of wanting to open 
a library café, friends and strangers 
from Europe and America offered to 
help make his dream come true.

 He self-published his book which 
he now sells on the streets. So far 
thousands of copies have been sold. 
He is still trying to sell his books to 
raise funds to open a library café. 
“My cafe will be called, ‘Bombay to 
Barcelona Library Café,” says Amin 
Sheikh,  hoping of making a differ-
ence.

Marginalia-Final with Captions.indd   51 04/03/16   9:12 am



5 2      M A RG I N A L I A  201 6

T
he Victoria Terminus 
more fondly known as 
the Chhatrapati Shivaji 
Terminus in present day, 
is an architectural mar-

vel that has stood the test of time for 
almost 130 years. Showing minimal 
signs of wear and tear, this beauty 
of a building will probably outlive 
the youngest of us. According to the 
Guardian, it is the second most pho-
tographed structure in India, behind 

only the magnificent Taj Mahal (the 
erstwhile Mughal palace, not the ho-
tel). You’ve probably clicked a photo 
yourself or seen one of the millions 
trying to take that perfect selfie. 
Smile please!

Every stone laid tells us a story. 
One which began all the way back 
in 1878. According to official records 
of the Central Railways (India), con-
struction began in 1878 and it was 
christened Victoria Terminus on 20 

June, 1887 in honour of Queen Vic-
toria’s Golden Jubilee, marking 50 
years of reign. Designed by Freder-
ick William Stevens, a consulting 
architect, it was being built as the 
headquarters for the Great Indian 
Peninsular Railways Company (the 
British-Raj predecessor of Indian 
railways). It took almost a decade 
to build at a princely sum of Rs. 16, 
13,863/- only. The building is lav-
ishly designed and for good reason. 

CARVED IN STONE: 
THE ORNAMENTS OF CST

CLARENCE MENDOZA AND PRATHMESH KHARATMAL EXPLORE THE ORNAMENTATION  
IN CHATTRAPATI SHIVAJI TERMINUS.

Crocodile carvings
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As Mustansir Dalvi, Professor of 
Architecture, Sir J.J. College of Ar-
chitecture, Mumbai explains, “The 
railways itself was a novel concept 
in the mid-19th Century. Before that 
there were no railways. So whenev-
er railways had railway stations they 
were always designed in a fairly lav-
ish manner. One of the reasons was 
because many of the early railways 
were owned privately.  The Victoria 
Terminus was owned by the Great 
Indian Peninsular (GIP). These 
buildings were their show places. But 
in the process they made a fantastic 
public building which the common 
person could use with equal delight.”

 One of the many reasons the CST 
building stands out amongst the 
bustling skyline of our great city is 
its Gothic architecture. “It is because 
it was the popular style in England 
at that time. In the late 19th century 
there was a great fashion in England 
to build new buildings in the style 

of the old gothic cathedrals. And of 
course what happened in England 
started to happen here as well” says 
Dalvi. But what exactly is Gothic 
architecture? We ask. “Well the one 
very clear marker of the Gothic style 
is the pointed arch. If you look at all 
the arches they are typically pointed. 
Other than that you have the teat 
roofs, spires and towers, you have 
stubby columns, you have what is 
called an arcade which is a running 
set of arches,” says Dalvi.

But this Gothic building is like 
no other and the reason I say this is 
in its details. According to Douglas 
John, lecturer at Sir J J School of 
Arts Mumbai, Lockwood  Kipling 
spent many a year as faculty at Sir 
J J School of Arts before moving on 
to greener pastures. He along with 
John Griffith were sculptors and had 
a team of students and craftsmen, 
mostly from Hyderabad in Andhra 
Pradesh, already working on the flo-

ral and faunal ornamentation few 
years prior to the construction of 
the former Victoria Terminus even 
began. Why no local artisans from 
Bombay you ask? One of the reasons, 
John says could be that Bombay at 
that time was mainly inhabited by 
the Kolis who were a fishing commu-
nity, not artisans. The artisans from 
Hyderabad were renowned sculptors 
and had been so for generations. 

It is said that F W Stevens too was 
a visiting faculty member at the art 
school thus one can be led to believe 
that his meetings with Kipling and 
Griffith led to a collaborative effort 
which culminated in the inclusion 
of the characteristic ornamenta-
tion to his designs of the Terminus. 
Mustansir Dalvi says, “Buildings 
at that time were ornamental. So 
there would have been ornaments 
of different types in anyway. The big 
building gave a lot of scope for inno-
vations in small ways which is where 

Multiple animal carvings

Parrot and Indian skink carvings 
Statue of a lion with a shield 
on the ground floor of CST
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all these animals and birds come in. 
Because in a sense that was one of 
the ideas which was being developed 
in the school to have more and more 
local symbols and figures in the or-
namentation.”

These ornaments can be found 
very prominently on the facade of 
the CST. You’ve definitely seen the 
crocodiles lining the turrets, numer-
ous ominous gargoyles looking down 
on the people walking below, etc. 
The entrance gates to Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Terminus carry two columns, 
which are crowned, one with a lion 
(representing the United Kingdom) 
and the other with a tiger (repre-
senting India) and there are tympa-
na portraying peacocks.

The beauty lies in the details 
though and that is a secret kept hid-
den inside the heritage wing. Here 
we find Corinthian pillars embel-
lished with a fusion of floral and fau-
nal creations. Upon close inspection 
you can see scenes such as a stare off  

between a parrot and an angry lizard, 
a mongoose battling a snake, a mon-
key with fruit in its mouth, squirrel 
clutching its nuts, birds such as owls, 
pigeons, crows, etc. encapsulated by 
examples of local flora. A huge stone 
lion sits proudly in the lobby with its 
stone paws clutching a shield etched 
with Anglo-Indian symbols. 

The common theme of these or-
namentations being these were the 
flora and fauna seen locally. Stevens 
could very well have kept this build-
ing completely English but chose to 
incorporate the local flavour thus 
giving rise to the unique design not 
seen elsewhere. “You might also say 
that the ornaments which were add-
ed to it made it more accessible to 
the local people using the station. 
They would see animals and birds 
that they were familiar with. They 
could’ve used badgers and otters 
which they wouldn’t have related 
to. Instead they used mongoose and 
mice. The animals are the smaller 

animals, they are not lions and tigers 
or elephants. So these are the more 
local, everyday animals/ birds like 
rabbits, owls and pigeons.  Even the 
plants are Indian if you look. There 
is a lot of floral ornamentation. You 
can recognize hibiscus flowers and 
local Indian fruits and things like 
that” explains Mustansir Dalvi. 

He also says that, “I am not sure, 
there is any great symbolism. It is 
simply the depiction of local flora 
and fauna. If there is a mongoose, 
inevitably there will be a snake, if 
there is a bird, there will be a worm. 
What is nice to see is the variety and 
great love with which it has been 
made.” He says that VT came up as 
a development of Church buildings. 
There were existing examples of 
grand Gothic cathedrals in Europe 
whether it be in France, Italy, En-
gland, etc. The fact that on a Gothic 
cathedral type building which would 
earlier have had Christian imagery 
was used for a non-Christian secular 

Spiral stairs and the dome at CST
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purpose and what replaces Christian 
imagery are ornaments like these is 
to be enjoyed.

It is this eye catching fusion that 
can leave one mesmerized for hours. 
Unfortunately these ornaments are 
mostly part of the administrative 
part of the building and hence away 
from the general public’s eyes. Entry 
is restricted here like at any other 
office. You wouldn’t be able to just 
waltz into your college office so then 
why would the same not apply to the 
headquarters for the Indian Cen-
tral Railways? There is a provision 
though. The building’s doors are 
thrown open for tours of CST’s heri-
tage wing (Monday-Friday, 3-5p.m.; 
₹100 for students, ₹200 for others) 
where one is encouraged to see but 
not touch. This is one of the small-
er measures taken to maintain these 
ornaments. As you can imagine it 
isn’t easy maintaining such a grand 
old building. There are two types of 
stones used for this building. One is 
called Malad stone which is a rela-
tively yellowish kind of stone and the 
other is called basalt which is darker. 
There are things that the conserva-
tionists would need to consider, in 
terms of how buildings age and how 
stones age because of impurities in 
both air and water as well keeping  in 
mind the heavy monsoons Mumbai.

The CST building was declared as 
a “Heritage Grade – I” structure un-
der the resolution of Maharashtra 
State Government Act on 21st April 
1997. Eleven years ago, it became a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. A.K. 
Singh, Public relations officer at CST 
tells us that, “The long term manage-
ment plan for the Chhatrapati Shiva-
ji Terminus (formerly VT) was initi-
ated in 1997 by Indian Railways by 
appointing the Architectural Con-
servation Cell (ACC) as consultants. 
The second phase works have just 
been wrapped up and the third phase 
shall begin soon.” The administra-
tive control and the management of 
this property lie with the Divisional 
Railway Manager, Mumbai Division 
of Central Railway. The day-to-day 
maintenance and protection of the 
building is also the responsibility 
of the Divisional Railway Manag-
er. The funds for the management 
of the station are provided by the 

Indian Government. Conservation 
work includes works on the prop-
erty, management of traffic around 
the site, tourism management, and 
training of personnel. 

The entire building has been un-
der heritage conservation. So as part 
of that, all parts of the building are 

looked at which includes the orna-
ments. Underneath its dreaming 
spires, every day, hundreds of people 
stream into the city, bringing with 
them their dreams and their ener-
gies. 

No wonder CST is so often used as 
verbal shorthand to say: Mumbai. 

King cobra carved into stone

Carving of a monkey eating fruits 

Animal carvings on a column
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SCMSOPHIA ALUMNAE ACHIEVEMENTS IN  
THE LAST TWO YEARS (2014-2015)

At SCM, we are very proud of our 
deep bonds with our alumnae and 
we keenly follow their achievements 
long after they have left the SCM 
department. We are constantly en-
riched by our interactions with them. 
Our alumna Leena Yadav (SCM 
1991-92) has been honoured with 
the Impact Award (with a trophy 
designed by the Chinese artist Ai 
Weiwei) at the Stockholm Film Fes-
tival in November 2015 for her film, 
Parched. Surabhi Sharma’s (SCM 
1991-92) film Bidesia in Bambai was 
nominated as one amongst the five 
best documentaries in the Asia-Pa-
cific Region at the 2014 Asia Pacific 
Screen Awards, Australia.

Anahita Mukherji (SCM 2004-
05) won the Wind Under The Wings 
Award presented by Sanctuary 
Magazine for her reportage on the 
environment. Priyanka Kakodkar 
(SCM 1993-94) has been honoured 
with the Prem Bhatia Award 2015 
for “excellence in environmental and 
development reporting for her series 
of reports on Maharashtra’s agrarian 
crisis and distressed farmers” (past 
recipients include SCM faculty mem-
ber P Sainath in 2004 and alumna 
Shalini Singh (SCM 2003-04) in 
2012). 

Neha Khetan (SCM 2009-10) was 
named one of the Top 30 Under 30 
PR professionals in India in 2015. 
Ishita Asher (2009-10) won the 
John H. Fryer Best Market Research 
Project for 2015 in Canada by IP-
SOS Canada. Tehmina Sabuwala 
(SCM 2011-12) completed a video 

Kaali Peeli Khwahishein: Conversa-
tion with Mumbai Taxi Drivers as a 
documentarist with Flamingo Group, 
India. 

Nancy Adajania’s (SCM 1993-94) 
book The Thirteenth Place: Position-
ality as Critique in the Art of Navjot 
Altaf was launched in January 2016.   
Shabnam Minwalla (SCM 1989-
90)    has published two books, The 
Strange Haunting of Model High 
School and The Shy Supergirl. Nalini 
Ramachandran’s (SCM 2003-04) 
graphic novel APJ Abdul Kalam: One 
Man, Many Missions was released 
at the Delhi Comic Con in Decem-
ber 2015. She has also worked on the 
third instalment of Detective Saha-
sasimha, a comic book series on the 
Kannada superstar Vishnuvardhan.

Nidhi Goyal (SCM 2009-10) was 

selected to be a founding trustee and 
invited to be on the board of directors 
for the Indian presence of Handicap 
International, a renowned interna-
tional NGO and was also selected as a 
member of the international planning 
committee  of AWID—Association of 
Women’s rights in Development—an 
international organisation, to ensure 
inclusion and representation of wom-
en with disabilities in their Interna-
tional Forum.

Sudeepta Vyas (SCM 1990-91), 
co-founder, Prayas Theatre, Auck-
land, New Zealand produced the 
stage adaptation of A Fine Balance 
by Rohinton Mistry. Rashmi Yadav 
(SCM 2007-08) has just complet-
ed the Screenwriting Program from 
the New York Film Academy. Kinjal 
Cheda  (SCM12-13) has taken diksha 
(celibacy). 

There’s a smell of boiled eggs and odd sounds in the 
classrooms. Wicked teachers and mean monitors are 
busy plotting to take over the school. And attempts 

are underway to sabotage the school play.

Can the three BFFs—Lara, Mallika and Sunu—save 
the day? Can they defeat the plotters and make  

sure that Model High School becomes a  
happier, brighter place?

ALL Is not well AT MODEL high SCHOOL

The STrange haunTing of M
odel high School

ShaBnaM
  M

inWalla

Cover design by Svabhu Kohli7787
www.scholastic.co.in

Fiction `199

Shabnam Minwalla’s book ‘The Strange Haunting of Model High School’
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