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W

e are back with yet another engaging edition of
the newsletter. The Foundation has curated and
supported a kaleidoscope of events ranging from
literary sessions and book launches to talks on life philosophies
like “ikigai”, performances by folk artistes and captivating
children’s activities.
Our cover story explores what freedom means for our
Ehsaas Women. From Nagpur to Norway, women poured
their hearts out to express their thoughts on freedom and what
the word stands for. Meanwhile, our patrons from all over the
country had the rare opportunity to join an exclusive session
with Union Minister Hardeep Singh Puri, while another
highlight this month was a discussion with Héctor García, the
man behind the hugely bestselling book, Ikigai:The Japanese
Secret to a Long and Happy Life.
The Foundation has been actively promoting Indian classical
music, and from this edition we are introducing a Raag and
Gharana section every month. We will soon be introducing a
column dedicated to wildlife, too.
Remember, you can always view entire sessions with just a
click of a button on the pages of the newsletter. This feature is
available on the digital version that is on our website and on
the PDFs sent across to you.
Your feedback is as prized as your praise, as they help us
improve the chronicle, keep us focused on our work and enable
us to deliver a content-rich newsletter every month. Please
write to us at newsletter@pkfoundation.org. Hope you have an
enjoyable read.
Stay healthy, stay safe!
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SNAPSHOT
OF THE MONTH
Remembering Amrita Pritam On Her 101st Birthday
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— Written by Dimple Trivedi,
Ehsaas Woman of Lucknow

WISHES EHSAAS WOMEN BORN IN SEPTEMBER
2nd September

2nd September

4th September

7th September

Shweta Bansal

Priyanka Kothari

Poonam Anand

Amita Munot

8th September

9th September

11th September

17th September

Kanika Agarwal

Neelam Seolekar

Jasmit Nayyar

Kirti Kirdatt

23rd September

Shalu Goel

COVER STORY
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Born to be FREE

Freedom is a state of mind and, this year, while we may not be free to leave our homes, we
are free to express ourselves in ways we never have before. Prabha Khaitan Foundation
came up with a unique way to celebrate that freedom on Independence Day.
On August 15, 2020, India's 74th Independence Day, the celebrations moved online with
webcasts and livestreams of events happening throughout the country. The pandemic
couldn't curb the patriotism as citizens brought the joy of freedom right into their homes.
On this occasion, Ehsaas Women across the world were asked, "What does freedom mean to
you?" The coronavirus crisis provided the perfect opportunity for the women to get creative
and answers came in the form of poetry, quotes, art and music.
For some women freedom was like a breath of fresh air, essential to life, and for others it
meant being like the wind, free to live their lives the way they pleased. Some even echoed
today's universally felt desire to be free from the lockdown and be with people again.
From Nagpur to Norway, the women poured their hearts out as they conveyed what freedom
meant to each of them. Here is a compilation of the Ehsaas Women's feelings on 'freedom'.
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For Ehsaas Woman Anantmala
Potdar independence is about
making her own decisions.

A moving poem written by Ehsaas
Woman of Raipur, Kalpana Chaudhary,
captures what freedom means to her.
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Kalpana Chaudhary
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A refreshing perspective
by Ehsaas Woman of Nagpur Jyoti Kapoor
of what freedom means to her.
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Vinnie Kakkar

Ehsaas Woman, Apra Kuchhal
expresses what freedom means to her.

Motivating all around her
with her words of wisdom,
Ehsaas Woman Vinnie
Kakkar feels pride in the
idea of freedom.
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Ehsaas Woman of Nagpur Monica
Bhagwagar pens her thoughts
about freedom.

Ehsaas Woman of Kolkata
Nilisha Agarwal shares her
liberating thoughts on freedom.

Ehsaas Woman Preeti Mehta wells on the
many facets of freedom in our society.

COVER STORY
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People say a picture is worth a
thousand words. Ehsaas Woman of
Nagpur Priyanka Kothari paints her
thoughts on freedom.

Inspirational words from
Ehsaas Woman of Udaipur,
Riddhima Doshi, on what
freedom means to her.

When asked what freedom means to
her Ehsaas Woman of Ranchi Seema
Singh sees hope and possibilities in the
idea of freedom.
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Ehsaas Woman of Amritsar Sheetal
Khanna bats for freedom as a basic
right.

.@ehsaaswomen of #Kolkata,
Ehsaas
Woman of Jodhpur
Shelja
@nilishaagarwal
shares her
Singh
channels
the words
of an
liberating
thoughts
on what
anonymous
writer
to
express
#freedom means to her. what
freedom means to her.
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Ehsaas Woman Shrishti Trivedi writes
about what freedom truly means.

COVER STORY

Ehsaas Woman of Amritsar
Jasmit Nayyar speaks from her
heart when explaining what
freedom means to her.
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When you come to a point where there is no need to
impress anyone, that is when your freedom begins. When
you are your own boss, when you're sitting in society
and you're free to make your own decisions for the right
reasons, and the right reason has to be you, that is your
freedom.
Jasmit Nayyar

Freedom is like oxygen to me, I simply can't do without it.
It's all about our shortcomings and how we choose to deal
with them in our own way without the approval of others.

   
   
     
   

All the way from Oslo, Arundeep
Plaha shares her thoughts on what
freedom means to her.

Arundeep Plaha

For Ehsaas Woman Dona Ganguly
freedom means a fearless mind.

Freedom, to me, is the freedom of one's soul when the mind is fearless
as poet Rabindranath Tagore put it. It's basically when you are fearless
in expressing your thoughts, in leading your life on your own terms,
and in being who you are. Of course, freedom differs from person
to person. For a student, it could mean the subjects they would like
to study, the university they would like to attend, and the profession
they would like to have. So the definition of freedom differs and I hope
everybody has a wonderful and free life.
Dona Ganguly
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Freedom for me is just about happiness. It's
the ability to do things that complete me.
Doing what I love makes me feel in control

Following her heart and pursuing
happiness is what freedom means
to Ehsaas Woman Archana
Dalmia.

Archana Dalmia

.@ehsaaswomen of #Kolkata,
For Ehsaas
Woman
@nilishaagarwal
shares
her of
Bhubaneswar
Nidhi Garg
liberating thoughts
on freedom
what
means living
lifeto
toher.
the fullest.
#freedom
means

Freedom of thought, freedom from mistakes,
apprehensions and expectations, the freedom to live
every moment as if it were the final moment of life.
Living life to the fullest is my idea of freedom.
Nidhi Garg

Freedom is to be able to breathe without a mask. Freedom
is oxygen for my soul. Freedom means being yourself
without having to take anyone's permission. Freedom, to
me, is when you don't care what anybody thinks of you. And
you have truly attained freedom when you have the courage
to be disliked.
Neelima Dalmia Adhar

For Ehsaas Woman Neelima
Dalmia Adhar freedom means
being yourself.
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In Pursuit
of Happiness
with
Héctor García

Héctor Garicía

I

kigai is a mysterious Japanese word which roughly
translates to 'the happiness of always being busy' or simply
put, the principle of finding and living one's passion," said
author Héctor García at a multi-city Tête-à-tea session
curated by Prabha Khaitan Foundation. The event
witnessed a lively conversation between García and authorhistorian Vikram Sampath on the concept of ikigai and
how it contributes to a long and healthy life. García's book,
Ikigai: The Japanese Secret to a Long and Happy Life, has been
translated into 57 languages, becoming the most translated
Spanish work till date.
García, a former software engineer, worked at CERN in
Switzerland before moving to Japan, where he developed
voice recognition software and technology needed by Silicon
Valley start-ups to enter the Japanese market. "I enjoy
creating things more than consuming them, I'm a dreamer,"
he said. Speaking about his initial days in Japan, García
described how he adapted to and then became fascinated
with simple Japanese ideologies and lifestyle.
Answering a question on whether one could have many
ikigai, the author explained that each phase in one's life
might call for a different ikigai or reason to live and have
happiness. He pointed out that it was very important for a
person to persevere in the pursuit of what they wanted to

Vikram Sampath
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achieve. He also mentioned that people tend to forget
that the struggles and lows at the beginning of a
journey set the path for success.
García spoke candidly about his years of suffering
with a rare ailment. Prior to his illness, García had
believed he was invincible because of his youth and
success. Upon recovering, he realised how precious
this life was and he decided to make the most of it.
"Hardships and sufferings in life, though not desired,
make the human spirit more resilient," he said. This
realisation led him to seek his ikigai, which resulted
in the book, Ikigai. "I have always been very curious.
Writing the book proved therapeutic for me and I
found my own ikigai over the years," he said, adding
that connecting with one's ikigai emits positivity and
stimulates the mind.
Ikigai, co-written with Francesc
Miralles, is an attempt to seek and
reveal the secrets of the exceptionally
long lives led by the people of the
Okinawa island in the Kyushu region
of Japan. Often described as one of
the world's foremost Blue Zones (a
term coined by author Dan Buettner
about places where people live the
longest) it has the world's highest
concentration of centenarians. Not
just longevity, the residents enjoy
high levels of vitality and suffer from
fewer chronic illnesses.
García alluded to several Japanese
practices and inter-disciplinary
concepts like moai (informal social
groups looking out for each other),
yuimaaru (teamwork) and ichariba
chode (treating everyone as brothers).
Longevity depends on various
elements in life, explained the author.
Mental wellbeing reduces stress and
adds years. García shared that he has
taken up yoga during the pandemic,
which has helped him maintain the
physical movement needed by the body
to remain healthy.

Apra Kuchhal

García hopes to develop his own stream of
philosophy one day and believes social networking
allows one to be amongst like-minded individuals
and enhance the literary space. He also
touched upon how some Japanese ways
of thinking had their roots in Indian
At times you need
philosophy.

reminders in life. The
little things of life are
like reminders of what
we should do. Not
being stressed is the
underlying common
factor. There are so
many ways of fighting
stress, like mindfulness,
meditation and others,
but you just have to
smile. Don't think about
retiring, don't think
about work all the time,
but be active

The writer touched upon the idea of Wabi Sabi or
the 'Beauty of Imperfection'. He stressed that it was
very important to be content with oneself, even one's
shortcomings. He confessed that he found it difficult
to speak in front of an audience, but had managed to
create his unique style to overcome his discomfort.

Responding to a question from
Sampath on whether the simple things
of life are often the most difficult to
implement, García said, "I like simplicity
and clarity. I have read my book again
during COVID. At times you need
reminders in life. The little things of life
are like reminders of what we should
do. Not being stressed is the underlying
common factor. There are so many
ways of fighting stress, like mindfulness,
meditation and others, but you just have
to smile. Don't think about retiring,
don't think about work all the time, but
be active." García's simple manner and
humble attitude charmed the audience.
Inspired by his positivity, the attendees
were motivated to try and find their own
ikigai.

Apra Kuchhal, honorary convener
(Rajasthan and Central India), Prabha
Khaitan Foundation, said, "Tête-à-tea is
an initiative to bring to the audience a sneak peek into
the lives of some prominent personalities. This session
with Héctor García touched upon many aspects of
his life, inspiration, passion and writings. It was a
self-transforming event, where he spoke about many
Japanese techniques. He motivated the audience by
sharing algorithms of a successful life."

NEW YORK

14

  
 ,   
   

Dipti Misra



   
    
      
      
      ,
,     
      
Anoop Bhargava
       
        
,                
               
  -        
        -    ,  
   , “           
            ,    
             
                
          ”       
               
              
                
              
,              
           
          ,   
     ,     ,
      ,      
    ,     ,
     ,     ...
              
               , 
-    ,          
                
                
@Kalam_Overseas

@overseaskalam

      ,   ,        
               
    ,      
   !
   ‘’   
   !
   ,
,  
    !
     
   !
     
   ...
,            
    ,          
            
                 
                
                 
                
             , 
           ,
  ,      ,
    ,      ,
         ...
-              ,
“                
              
  ,         ”     
                 
                
               
          , “    
                   
        ”       
  ,     ,        
     ,      ...
            
             
        ,       
  
          

15

BENGALURU

   
   
   
Anu Singh Choudhary

Shruti Mittal
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JAIPUR

Answering
Earth's
SOS Call
Mridula Ramesh

W

environment will not help in fighting
hile the world is hoping fervently
climate change.
that 2020 is an anomaly and
everything will return to "normal" next
Her columns and book put into practice
year, environmental researchers and activists
Swati Vashishtha
her beliefs that simple language is key in helping
have been sounding the global warming alarm for
common people understand the crisis. Ramesh also
decades now. Prabha Khaitan Foundation's latest session touched upon the impact of the climate crisis on mental
of The Write Circle, Jaipur, dwelt on the issue of climate
health, taking into account farmer suicides, as well as
change with activist Mridula Ramesh. Author of the book, the consequences for women who are the appointed
The Climate Solution, and the founder of The Sundaram
caregivers of society.
Climate Institute, Ramesh is also a columnist with several
Moving from problems to solutions, Ramesh
web portals, newspapers, and magazines. She was in
highlighted
the necessity of understanding the crisis at
conversation with journalist Swati Vashishtha.
the local level, for which the government must adopt
The gravity of the climate crisis often presents itself
a decentralised approach and collaborate with private
through mundane tasks, and so it was with Ramesh.
organisations. It is also essential to legislate policies, for
After the birth of her second child, a water crisis at her
their implementation has already provided success stories
own home shocked her into action. She began writing
of reduced carbon emissions in cities such as Bengaluru,
columns while continuing her teaching job. She spoke
Indore and Bhopal. Even as people have begun paying
about how it was difficult for her in the beginning to
attention to the climate crisis, India and the world have a
make people aware of the reality of climate change, and
long way to go in terms of taking concrete action.
how people termed her activism as "midlife crisis". Even
When Vashishtha opened the session for questions
though people are becoming more aware about the issue
from
the audience, one asked if a zero-waste lifestyle was
and want to be considered "green", many do not wish to
viable only for the rich. Ramesh responded that she did
pay a little extra for environmentally friendly practices.
not think so, but also pointed out that the wealthier one
She pointed out that "liking and sharing" posts on the
is, the higher their carbon footprint. She said she was
working on her second book. Compared to the first, it will
provide more historical context as she compares water
management techniques of the present with the past. Mita
Kapur of Siyahi rounded off the session with a vote of
thanks as well as a call to action.
Anuradha Puri

Rainu Singh

The Write Circle Jaipur is presented by Shree
Cement, in association with Siyahi, Spagia
Foundation and Ehsaas Women of Jaipur
Nivedita Salam

Kamakshi Chauhan

@write_circle

@WriteCircle

KOLKATA
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Of
Literature
and
Liberty
Nilanjana S. Roy

A

Kolkata girl who believes she is "built of " books
shared a few pages from her life, covering her
thoughts on writing, democracy, the lockdown and
her love affair with cities. Nilanjana S. Roy, columnist,
travel writer, blogger, reporter and journalist, was in
conversation with Ehsaas Woman and entrepreneur
Malika Varma at the 83rd session of An Author's
Afternoon. Roy is the author of two award-winning
fantasy novels — The Wildings and The Hundred Names
of Darkness. Black River, her third, will be her first for an
adult audience, to be released soon.

"I will have to confess that my CV says that one who
can't stick to a single thing is doomed to be a novelist,"
Roy said on her career in journalism, blogging and
novel-writing. She said being 'Huree Babu' in Kitabkhana,
India's first literary blog, was the best period in her
writing journey yet. The moniker was a take on Rudyard
Kipling, she revealed, and it also made her rediscover
Hindi and Bengali. "Hindi and Bengali seep into my
English," she said.
Roy said every generation assumes that books are
dying. She pointed out how in the 18th century, people
believed novels had killed literature and now we are
worried that the novel is dead. She elucidated that the
incessant complaints about the younger generation
not reading enough were incorrect, adding that
it's just that their mode of reading is different.
She lamented that not enough was done
to satiate the youth's appetite for reading.
She commended digital media and OTT
platforms for converting books into
films and web series, giving storytelling
a makeover, which is the need of the
hour.

The conversation opened with a beautiful chronicle of
Roy's life in Kolkata, a place she credits with giving her
an experience of cosmopolitanism. She began writing at
the age of 15 as an Arts and Books reporter for The
Business Standard, and went on to cover gender
and politics for The New York Times before
taking a break to write her books. What drew
her to journalism was the temptation of being
able to meet a wide spectrum of celebrated
experts from different fields, to hear and
share their stories. Roy, who continues to
write for the Financial Times as a books
columnist, added that Kolkata was
responsible for infecting her with
the book-loving virus.
Malika Varma

On democracy, Roy said,
"I don't think one can be a
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Nilisha Agarwal

KOLKATA

Nilanjana S Roy

Thank you so much for the opportunity. I
always look forward to the author meets
that Prabha Khaitan Foundation organises.
Roy was so humble, yet she is no less than a
stalwart. Her words were infused with a sweet
nostalgia of her yesteryears in Kolkata and I
loved knowing how that moulded her into what
she is today. It was really inspiring for a Kolkata
girl like myself!
— Debapriya Sarkar
K. Mohanchandran

citizen of a democracy without having a relationship
with it and that relationship is as close and personal as
a family relationship." She reminded the audience that
India was a very young democracy and while people
always speak of liberty and equality, they tend to forget
that the Constitution was also built on the promise of
fraternity. Hailing from a family that revered the freedom
struggle, Roy was taught about the years that went
into the fight and thus, cannot help being a liberal. She
spoke on the role of the media in spreading hate and
negative propaganda and said that when the institution
of democracy cracks and people are afraid to speak their
minds, it is definitely time to do a rain-check on what we
need as a nation and reclaim it.
Roy said that her book, The Wildings, reflected on her
love-hate relationship with Delhi. She described the city
as a melting pot, with aggressive weather, soaked in rich
historical and cultural heritage and subtle kindness. She
has mirrored the essence of the city through the eyes of
strays and how they see the city draining away its cultural
and environmental authenticity to transform into a
concrete jungle. Roy revealed that writing The Wildings
cured her of her apprehensions and lifted her out of the
comfort zone of journalism, leading her into writing
fiction fearlessly. The award she received for the book has
been special to her since children's books do not usually

Thank you so much
for that beautifully
choreographed event.
Malika Varma did such a
fantastic job as moderator,
deftly steering the
discussion in just the right
directions, and the entire
team was thoroughly
professional and helpful.
This series of talks hosted
by Prabha Khaitan
Foundation has become
a treasure trove for me,
a rich archive of writers'
voices and experiences.
My gratitude to your
team for creating and
hosting these talks, and for
everything else you do
— Nilanjana S. Roy

get much recognition.
Coming to the lockdown, she highlighted how women
are expected to excel in managing work from home as
well as the homefront single-handedly and how the men
expect to be idolised if they contribute to household
chores. The author also shared her alarm over the number
of women that have dropped out of the workforce during
the pandemic and the patriarchal control that persists
even today.
"I have a polycityamorous heart,'' Roy quipped,
confessing that she loves Delhi for its history and because
that is where she became a journalist, whilst she loves
Kolkata for its feisty and extraordinary women from
diverse backgrounds, who have inspired her to find her
own ground.
She advised aspiring journalists to read a lot from all
kinds of genres. She called herself "old school" because
she loves the feel of turning pages over while reading. She
ended the engaging session by talking about the need for
more English works to be translated into regional Indian
languages in order to reach out to a bigger readership.
An Author's Afternoon is presented by Shree Cement
in association with Taj Bengal
@authorafternoon
anauthorsafternoon.in

OXFORD
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When a
Loss Becomes
a Gain
D

iplomat, bureaucrat, author and politician, Pavan
K.Varma dons many hats. As the guest at The Write
Circle Birmingham and Oxford virtual session, he spoke
about the gift of life, his love of poetry, the challenges of
translation, and what being Indian means.
The conversation, which was steered by Titikssha Shah,
started with Varma's only work of fiction, When Loss is
Gain. When asked why he had only written one novel, he
said that though he believes a day has 28 hours instead
of 24, there are limitations to what all one can do. He
quipped that balancing politics and writing was difficult,
for politics was a "zealous mistress".
Pavan K. Varma

When Loss is Gain is about "the gift of life" and what
happens when it is snatched from you. Varma gave the
audience a glimpse into the thoughts of the protagonist
after he is suddenly diagnosed with terminal cancer. "He
realises then that life had been served to him on a platter
and he had never had the time because all of us tend to
take life for granted. He had never had the time to pause,
to watch a sunrise, to watch a sunset, to just sit with a cup
of tea at a roadside store, which we call a dhaba, to put
his feet up, to listen to music, to just savour the moment."
When he learns that his diagnosis was wrong, that he
had been gifted his life again, he resolves to live it fully,
because "when you lose you gain."

Titikssha Shah

Varma's first published book was on Mirza Ghalib, who
lived during an exceptional moment in history — 1797 to
1869. According to Varma, "This era was a period of both
light and darkness — of twilight — where history was not
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BIRMINGHAM

Gerry Takamura

sharply clear, and Ghalib
was in the midst of it." The
writer feels Ghalib was as
much a participant in the
times as an observer of it.

Padmesh Gupta
Virendra Sharma
Divya Mathur

The conversation shifted to the works translated
by Varma. He spoke of his translation of Atal Bihari
Vajpayee's works and how Varma had given the former
Prime Minister some conditions: that he would not
translate any of Vajpayee's political poems and that
he would choose the poems to translate. The original
collection had 51 poems and after translation it became
21 poems.
Varma first met Gulzar in Neemrana
Fort and he recited some stanzas
from his epic poem Yudhishtar and
Draupadi. Varma has translated four
collections of Gulzar's poetry, Selected
Poems, Neglected Poems, Green
Poems and Suspected Poems. Gulzar
translated Varma's Yudhishtar and
Draupadi into Hindi without telling
him and surprised him with it. Gulzar
even turned the poem into a play,
which has been performed all over
the world.

Piali Ray

but a young nation in the process of
evolving towards its own destiny."

He realises then that
life had been served to
him on a platter and he
had never had the time
because all of us tend
to take life for granted.
He had never had the
time to pause, to watch
a sunrise, to watch a
sunset, to just sit with a
cup of tea at a roadside
store, which we call a
dhaba, to put his feet up,
to listen to music, to just
savour the moment

When asked about how he
managed to translate without losing
the essence of the poems, Varma
said that it was difficult to capture
the essence of one language in
another. He had to make sure that
they were not literal word-to-word
translations, but something that
captured the essence, with the same
cadence, brevity and metre that the
original poem was written in. It is
a struggle between translation and
transliteration. He said that translation
was like transferring perfume from one bottle to another;
however much you try, some of the fragrance will be lost.
Varma explained that he wrote the book, The Great
Indian Middle Class, because he was intrigued by the
civilisational legacies to which he was heir and had the
curiosity to know more. He wanted to highlight the
contemporary aspect of India as "an ancient civilisation,

The author clarified that Being Indian:
Inside the Real India was about who
the people of India really are, not who
they think they are or who other people
think they are. Some people found the
book irreverent, but his final inference
was that "it is because of who we are that
we will ultimately become a nation that
will play a key role in the unfolding 21st
Century."
Varma said a lot of Indians were adrift
from their cultural roots. When he wrote
Adi Shankaracharya, he discovered
many people did not know much. He
said that Indians living outside India face
a curious existential dilemma as there
are some intangible things one can't
leave behind at immigration.

The author then answered some
audience questions and shared that he
was currently writing a book on ancient
India. The conversation circled back to
how people should live their lives to the fullest, especially
given the trying times we are living in..
The Write Circle Oxford & Birmingham is presented in
association with British Council, Kriti UK, Sampad Arts
and Oxford Business College
@write_circle

@WriteCircle
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Pages Become
Portals to a
New World
A

uthor Author Lakshmi Iyer's favourite
memories of her childhood consist of reading
under a lamp in a tiny kitchen when the rest of her
family was asleep. She devoured books because
young Lakshmi believed every book was a portal
to a world she had not
explored yet.
A virtual Education
for All reading session
of the US-based author's
book, Why Is My Hair
Curly, led to an enriching
exchange of ideas for
the author's young
and inquisitive online
audience. The session
Vinnie Kakkar
was moderated by
Vinnie Kakkar of Spagia
Foundation, who is also the National Advisor of
Prabha Khaitan Foundation.
The author, who is an adoptive parent, began
by reading out a few passages from her book,
which explores genetics, family dynamics and
adoption identity through a heartwarming tale. She
discussed how these passages were instrumental
in dealing with important issues like adoption,
self-awareness and the sense of belonging, as seen
through the eyes of a child. She interacted with
a group of curious eight to 13-year-olds after the

Lakshmi Iyer

reading, speaking about the hurdles one can face
during the adoption process. She advises an open
conversation with an adopted child early on in
order to prevent future issues about their identity.
She also touched upon topics like friendship,
trust, bullying, challenging stereotypes, dealing
with body-image issues and having honest
communication with parents and teachers. The
author encouraged her young audience to diligently
practise journaling their daily lives, seek to broaden
their horizon of knowledge through online portals
and pursue an endless curiosity about the world.
A banker in her day job, Iyer becomes a
wordsmith by night when her children have fallen
asleep. The author, who holds an MBA from the
LeBow College of Business in Philadelphia and has
pursued creative writing at Simon Fraser University
and the Yale Writer's Workshop, hopes to pen a
memoir on her journey of adoption someday. She
lives in Philadelphia, with her husband and three
daughters. Why Is My Hair Curly is her first book.

The reading was held in
association with
Red Panda,
Spagia Foundation and
Oxford Bookstore

@efa_india
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Green
Champion
Inspires
'River' of
Hope

Arushi Nishank

A

t a time when we have had to sit back and introspect
on how we have abused our environment and
taken it for granted, this Ek Mulakat session with
environmentalist, international Kathak exponent, actor,
producer and author Arushi Nishank was indeed an
enriching one.
A disciple of Pandit Birju Maharaj and a recipient of
the Pride of Uttarakhand Award, Nishank has published
two books, Dharti Swarg Banaungi and Kalam Mashal
Ban Jaye. She is also the co-founder and chairperson of
the Sparsh Ganga Campaign. The wonder woman was
Nilisha Agarwal
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featured in Forbes Middle East for her contribution
to social work and women's empowerment. Ehsaas
Woman of Kolkata Nilisha Agarwal steered the
conversation.

to Prasun Joshi for his support. I hope to make an
announcement soon." She is working on Bollywood
projects too, Nishank said, as well as a book on the
circular economy and a movie named Tarini.

In 2009, Nishank started an environmental
awareness project called "Beautiful Valley" that drew
support from the Dalai Lama, other spiritual leaders as
well as MP Hema Malini. The Sparsh Ganga Campaign
that started off as a very small initiative now boasts of
five lakh members across five countries. The initiative
undertakes a 'Sunday Cleaning' programme every
week, where 'Sparsh Ganga Praharies' embark on a
river cleaning mission at various significant points
such as Varanasi and Lucknow.
During the pandemic, the
campaign went a step further,
distributing lakhs of khadi masks
to our jawans at the border, the
police, as well as civilians. "Khadi is
a symbol of Gandhiji's self-reliance.
It is environmentally friendly and
in tune with the spirit of the Prime
Minister's Atmanirbhar Bharat
initiative. Thousands of rural women
who made these masks developed
skills and are gainfully employed,"
said Nishank. She has trained and
engaged over 800 rural women in
making masks, incense sticks from
discarded flowers and biodegradable
jute bags.

On the inspiration behind her internationallyacclaimed Kathak ballet, Ganga Avtaran, she said, "The
ballet gave me an opportunity to fuse my two passions
— environmental awareness and dance." Through
the ballet she has tried to portray the tumultuous
journey of the Ganges in the form of a woman.
Nishank revealed how she would be kept out of school
performances because of her weight. This had a deep
impact on her young, impressionable mind. She had
wept a lot, but determined to prove
herself. Nishank has since performed
in over 15 countries
First, we should keep

our families and
the country safe by
staying indoors and
by maintaining social
distance protocols.
Second, we should
conserve water.
There is a water crisis
looming over 22 cities
in the country

Nishank's love for the performing arts is a legacy
from her parents, she said. Conversations at home
always revolved around art and literature. Both her
parents were writers and her father, Human Resource
Development (HRD) Minister Ramesh Pokhriyal, has
authored several dozen books under his pen name,
"Nishank".
Arushi Nishank chose to venture into cinema as she
felt that it was a strong medium to get a message across
to the masses. She produced Major Nirala, a Garwahli
film based on a book written by her father, that focuses
on the life of a soldier after his return from the line of
duty.
When Agarwal asked if she was interested in bigbanner Bollywood projects, Nishank said, "Yes! I am in
talks with some big directors and producers for OTT
platform for two or three web series. I am thankful

Nishank hopes to inspire the next
generation through her words and
guide their enthusiasm in the right
direction. She feels every youngster
is an icon in themselves as long as
they have identified their own course.
Nishank advised the youth not to get
distracted and to channel themselves
with positivity. She reminded them
that though technology was a big boon
they should not forget to relate to their
roots.

Speaking about supporting the
environment during the COVID
times, Nishank said, "First, we should
keep our families and the country safe by staying
indoors and by maintaining social distance protocols.
Second, we should conserve water. There is a water
crisis looming over 22 cities in the country. About 70
percent of the water used is wasted, which we should
find ways of conserving and utilising in a proper way,
like watering plants and so on." Nishank believes the
pandemic has brought people closer and has rekindled
a genuine community feeling.
"It was great to have a young achiever share her
ideas, life experiences and dreams with us. Arushi,
who is proud of her Indian heritage, is a source of
inspiration for a lot of people. She connects with
thousands of people through the Sparsh Ganga
campaign to promote awareness about the Ganga and
its biodiversity," said a Prabha Khaitan Foundation
representative.
@Ek_Mulakat

@ekmulakatevent
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Weaving the
Bahubali
Backstory, with a
Feisty Woman at
the Centre
Anand Neelakantan

W

hile the written word is often adapted for the
silver screen, he written word is often adapted for
the silver screen, it is rare for a movie to inspire a book
trilogy! Bestselling writer Anand Neelakantan has done
just that, creating a book series on the backstory of the
blockbuster Bahubali films.

Chaturanga, the second book in the Bahubali: Before
the Beginning trilogy, was unveiled by Neelakantan's
friend and fellow writer Amish Tripathi, who is currently
Director, Nehru Centre, London, at a virtual Kitaab Book
Launch session. The first book — The Rise of Sivagami —
continues to be a bestseller.
Ehsaas Woman of London, Sangeeta Datta, steered
the conversation between the two popular writers.
Neelakantan, who is a screenwriter, columnist,
motivational speaker and the author of five fiction titles in
English and one in Malayalam, believes that the Puranas
have a distinct youth appeal. Neelakantan, who is a
screenwriter, television personality, motivational speaker
and the author of five fiction books in English and one
in Malayalam, believes that the Puranas have a distinct
youth appeal.
"India is a living culture," he explained, adding that
literature continues to evolve with each successive

Sangeeta Datta

generation. Each generation reinvents the classics. He said
that the youth of today were drawn to mythology because
it was being written in English and Indian English had
finally come of age, overshadowing British and American
English.
He spoke passionately about the Sivagami saga. His
love for characters with shades of grey prompted him
to cast Sivagami as a protagonist in the Bahubali trilogy.
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He was fascinated by her sheer power and courage in a
fictional medieval patriarchal society.
Neelakantan, best known for his Asura and Ajaya
titles, said creating one grey character had provided him
with the impetus to create numerous sub-characters.
The blending of history and mythology that this series
required allowed for the evolution of a 'pseudo-history'
that is perfectly suited for a web series, he feels.
Neelakantan shared that he had been introduced
to mythology and the classics by his parents and
grandparents very early in life. Being brought up in
the cultural capital of Kerala, a region adorned with
numerous temples, he had been exposed to various
performing arts that portrayed and illustrated elaborate
tales from mythology.

onset of television and the film industry. "I have acquired
English very late in life," he said, adding that his work
relied strongly on detailed visual conceptualisation,
which is what makes him a favourite with filmmakers.
Screenplay is just like an "architect's sketch" that comes
easily to him because of his ability to visualise. He
described his creative process, which begins with him
thinking in Malayalam, visualising the story, and then
writing it in simple English, which he feels adds to the
fundamental appeal of his books.
Neelakantan's work is driven by research and the
knowledge he acquires. He said his work was based

He said that he owed his craft to the "cultural
moorings" of his childhood. He added that most of his
work was inspired by the many versions and forms of
folktales he encountered, rather than the formal written
narratives. Oral narratives are the ones which have been
passed on as a legacy through several generations, he said.
Neelakantan, who is a recipient of the Kalinga
International Literary Award, prefers to tell the tales of
the vanquished because he feels that the stories of the
Ramayana and Mahabharata have never been a tale of
the good versus the evil. It is all about karma and karma
phala. He elucidated that it was only during the Bhakti
era and around the Gangetic belt that the classics evolved
to contain characterisations of Ravan and Duryodhan
Amish Tripathi

His love for characters with
shades of grey prompted him to
cast Sivagami as a protagonist
in the Bahubali trilogy. He
was fascinated by her sheer
powerfulness and courage
amidst medieval oppression

as absolute negatives. The author said that he portrayed
mythological heroes along with their flaws as it made
them more relatable. He added that he enjoyed giving
voice to the lesser-known characters and liked to interpret
events from diverse perspectives.
On his journey as a screenwriter, Neelakantan
explained that poetry was the most ancient form of
storytelling, a craft which has evolved greatly over the
years. Visual storytelling came into prominence with the

on 43 years of hearing and accumulating stories and
varied interpretations of mythology. He spends a lot of
time reading and following folk-based performances or
documentations. His knowledge of Sanskrit and Tamil
enables him to follow tales in different languages and he
has recently started dabbling in Urdu as well, he revealed.
Speaking about one of the settings in the Bahubali
prequel trilogy, Kadarimandalam, he said it was based
on medieval coastal Kerala. He pointed out that coastal
kingdoms were always more liberal as they were the
gateways to foreign schools of thought through trade and
foreign invasions.
The conversation left the audience longing to get their
hands on the second book in the trilogy.

The event was held in association with Nehru Centre,
London, and the High Commission of India in the UK

CHANDIGARH

Neeraj Kumar

Vivek Atray
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I am glad to have listened to the intricate
details of such high-profile cases. My
curiosity towards the various incidents of
the past has been quenched. The session
gave me a different perspective on the state
of our forces. Thanks to the Foundation for
organising such a knowledgeable session.
— Manisha Jain

A very engaging session full of
enlightening facts about the way cases
are handled in our country. It was a
pleasure to have been a part of this
thrilling conversation!
— Shalu Goel

Anju Helen Jain

K. C. Katoach

Sunita Katoach
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Challenging
Tradition
and the
Great Indian
Tragedy

Lord Bhikhu Parekh

L

ove gave me the courage to stand up," said
leading political theorist, academician and life
peer, Lord Bhikhu Parekh, as he shared his life
experiences and views with a global audience, at
a virtual session of Ek Mulakat. Parekh discussed
topics like women's empowerment, the English
education system in India and parental love, in
conversation with Lady Mohini Kent Noon.
Parekh pioneered the concepts of multiculturalism
and racial harmony in Britain, taught in the
University of Hull and the London School of
Economics, and was the vice-chancellor of Baroda
University (now known as The Maharaja Sayajirao
University of Baroda). He is a recipient of the Global
Thinker Award, Sir Isaiah Berlin Prize and the
Padma Bhushan, besides writing several books on

Lady Mohini Kent Noon
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politics and philosophy.
"There are four important turning points in my
life and at each of these, some individuals came
along and helped me," said the scholar. Born in
Amalsad, Gujarat, in 1935, Parekh was expected
to carry on his family profession as a goldsmith.
The headmaster of his school suggested that he
complete his schooling and then go to college.
When he was at St. Xavier's College, Mumbai,
everyone, including Parekh himself, thought
that he would become a bank clerk. One of
his professors encouraged him to pursue an
MA instead. While doing so, he met Professor
Usha Mehta, who believed that he should go to
England and even wrote his application for the
London School of Economics (LSE).
He got through the elite
institution and decided to go. He
couldn't speak much English and
the people there had a few years
of education over him. "Again,
an invisible hand in the shape of
Professor Michael Oakeshott, one
of the greatest philosophers of
the 20th Century, who, for some
reason, took an interest in me,
helped me. The rest is history,"
said Parekh. He came to see his
life as a gift of others and believes
that since people helped him
become what he is, he should help
others achieve their true potential.
"True to my past, I have dedicated
my life to helping young people
navigate their lives in a way I have
navigated mine," he said.

all spheres of life, is slowly happening in India."
Taking his own mother as an example, he pointed
out that the Indian woman was far more complex
than what a simple patriarchal analysis could
encompass — she was far from a doormat and
possessed her own dignity and rights.
As a young man, Parekh had the urge to make
sense of the world around him and pushed back
against conformism. At the time, he belonged to
a village where the practice of untouchability was
rampant. Parekh recounted a childhood memory,
"A so-called 'untouchable' woman touched me
and my mother screamed at me to go and have a
shower. I could not understand — why should my
mother's touch be okay and this woman's touch
require a shower? I could gather the courage to
stand up against such questions because
I could count on my parents' love."

The relation between
India and Bharat is
a very complex one.
Even today, when you
talk about Bharat, you
are talking about a
3000-year-old land.
Our consciousness is
out of pace with the
language

Explaining why he chose a life dedicated to
the pursuit of knowledge, he said that at every
stage of his life, it was not enough for somebody
to push him to the next level, he was inspired
himself. He also said that he was also grateful that
his father had not been an authoritarian figure.
Challenging various customs and traditions in
the family was the vitalising impulse in his life.
On the issue of gender equality in India,
Parekh said, "We must remember that the
woman as a mother has rights that the woman
as a daughter and wife don't have. Mahatma
Gandhi was the first to bring the largest number
of women into public life by appealing to their
motherly nursing instinct. Equality of women, in

equality."

Parekh shared another childhood
anecdote that left an imprint on
his young mind. "Once, a woman
came to my father, handed over
her bangle and asked for Rs 400.
My father said it was worth Rs 200.
The woman insisted she be given
at least Rs 300. My father threw the
bangle at her and went inside for his
afternoon siesta. The woman said
to me, 'I have a son like you who is
ill and I cannot pay the doctor's fee
without the money.' I went and woke
up my father. As she got the money
she held my hand and said 'May
God bless you with a good future.'
Since then, my life's work has been on

On the overwhelming influence of English
among Indian elites, Parekh said that in India,
what seems to have happened is a kind of halfmodernity, which has been brought about by the
prevalence of the English language. He believes
that it is one of India's biggest tragedies that our
political system did not spring from our own
history, we imported our history and all the
terms that go with it. In such a situation, it is very
natural for people to use the language that they
adopted. "The relation between India and Bharat
is a very complex one. Even today, when you talk
about Bharat, you are talking about a 3000-yearold land. Our consciousness is out of pace with
the language," said Parekh.

AMRITSAR
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Chitra Mudgal
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Aradhana Pradhan

Ruhi Walia Syal

JALANDHAR
Sheetal Khanna

Preeti Gill
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The Quest for
Peace and
Tranquility

Kelly Dorji

I

t was a journey I wanted to go on for my own
understanding of my religion," said model-turnedactor and now writer Kelly Dorji at The Universe
Writes, a virtual session organised by Prabha
Khaitan Foundation, during an enlightening
conversation about his life, career, art and the
research for his book, The Hidden Rainbow, with
moderator Achla Sachdev.
Dorji took his online audience
on a riveting journey across
time, detailing his first sojourn
into the city of dreams, Mumbai,
to becoming a model and then
an actor, and returning to his
homeland, Bhutan.
Dorji spoke about his youthful
days when he went to Mumbai
with one of his friends, and ended
up enrolling at St. Xavier's College.

Achla Sachdev

He spoke of the homesickness that he felt towards
his beloved Bhutan — a feeling that he had shared
with his friend — in the midst of the cacophony of
Mumbai.
After his graduation, Dorji went on to study law,
but destiny had other plans. Soon, he stepped into
the glamour industry.
"I look back to my years of living in Mumbai,
the big city, and I just think, 'Oh
god, how do they tolerate not just
the heat but also being in such
close proximity to people!' he said
with a laugh. "And the noise is
something that I never got used
to," Dorji added, revealing how
he had to take to meditation to
de-stress and channel his sense of
tranquillity.
Mita Kapur
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Dorji then spoke about his career in modelling.
legendary Sikkimese actor who is incidentally
Although his mother had expressed her stern
married to Dorji's aunt, and was well aware of the
wishes for him to finish his education first and
discriminatory struggles that the veteran actor had
then pursue modelling, life had other plans. While
to face in his long career in the movies.
he was completing his third year at college, he got
Moreover, there was a
an opportunity to work in an
language barrier. It was due
advertisement for Eveready
to actor Bobby Deol that his
India, which he accepted. "It
career trajectory changed,
"I look back to my years
was my first thousand rupees
despite his resistance, and
of living in Mumbai, the
from doing that work," Dorji
he ended up acting in 32
smiled. He got himself a
big city, and I just think,
films. Dorji also shared
portfolio of his photographs
how he felt great awe while
'Oh god, how do they
and embarked upon a career as
sharing screen space with
tolerate not just the
a model.
celebrated South Indian
He shared how some two
decades ago, the rapport
between fashion photographers
and debutant models was
vastly different from what is
prevalent at present. With fond
admiration and gratitude, he
revealed that he probably did
not even pay his photographer
for their work.

heat but also being in
such close proximity to
people!' And the noise is
something that I never
got used to," Dorji added,
revealing how he had
to take to meditation to
de-stress and channel his
sense of tranquillity.

Soon, Dorji had become a
household name, working with
eminent designers like Rohit Bal
and Tarun Tahiliani, and even won the first Gladrags
Manhunt Contest in 1994, conducted by founder
Maureen Wadia, an event that had occurred in his
absence while he was on a holiday! Dorji is also
an avid photographer, for which he trained under
eminent fashion photographer Chien-Wien Lee.

Discussing his book,
Dorji spoke about his
hectic life of working
two-three jobs and
writing the manuscript
till the early hours of
dawn. The book itself is
a quintessential account
of Buddhist concepts and
iconography, alongside
his own spirituality, and
expression of his understanding of the same. The
actor-turned-author said that he felt it necessary
to describe his thoughts that were laden with such
profound theological concepts in lucid terminology
to connect with his readers and find his inner peace
in the process.

On Bollywood, Dorji revealed that he was
never truly interested in getting into films, being
apprehensive about a possible racial discrimination
that he might have to face in the process.
Furthermore, he revealed how he was constantly
heralded as the "next Danny Denzongpa", the

Meenakshi Parnami

actor Nagarjuna in 2007 for
the film Don.

Minul Roy

The Universe Writes is presented by Shree
Cement Ltd, in association with Siyahi
@theuniversewrites
@universe_writes
@theuniversewrites

Nisha Singh
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Dance
is in her

Heart
Shovana Narayan

Shinjini Kulkarni

D

ance is my pran, atma and soul. I loved both
parts of my life — being a dancer and a
bureaucrat. I entered the world of dancing when
I was barely three years old, before my formal
education started," said Kathak guru Shovana
Narayan at a virtual session of Ek Mulakat. The
protege of Pandit Birju Maharaj and recipient of the
Padma Shri is a retired Indian Audit and Accounts
Service officer and a passionate researcher-cum-

Kaveri Lalchand

writer. The online session opened with Kaveri
Lalchand, Ehsaas Woman of Chennai, welcoming
Narayan and Shinjini Kulkarni, Ehsaas Woman of
Noida, to the conversation.
The session began with Narayan talking about her
dual careers in Kathak and the Indian bureaucracy.
Taking the audience through her life's journey, she
described Kathak as her heart and her academic and
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professional career as her mind, emphasising that
she was equally passionate about both. Trained first
under Sadhana Bose in Kolkata, then Guru Kundan
Lal Sisodia in Mumbai and Pandit Birju Maharaj in
Delhi, the dancer said Kathak had instilled in her the
understanding that power and fame were temporary,
filling her with a sense of humility and a desire to help
others.

17-18 years ago at Bodh
Gaya during a performance.
Sharing her research,
the dance scholar revealed,
"An epigraph from the
Kameshwar Archive in
Mithila has been confirmed
by epigraphists to date back
to the Mauryan period,
which is in the BC. The
inscription in prakrit and
brahmi lipi clearly mentions
Vidya Singh
Kathak as devotional
dancing and
mentions the region around Varanasi."

As a choreographer, Narayan has worked on
collaborative projects between Kathak and Classical
Ballet, Flamenco, Tap Dance, and the performances
for the opening and closing ceremonies of the
Abilympics in 2003 and the Commonwealth Games
in 2010. Narayan revealed that her
mother played a pivotal role in
her career, providing her constant
We just found
companionship through her classes,
commonality in terms
shows and programmes. Later in life,
of poems, moods
when she needed to strike a worklife balance, especially after the birth
and even movements
of her son — juggling motherhood
but the emphasis,
with her bureaucratic career and, of
the field and flow,
course, her dance — her mother was
always there for her.
as in the approach,
Other than the Padma Shri, she
has received the Sangeet Natak
Akademi Award, and written books
like Indian Classical Dances and Folk
Dance Traditions of India.
Despite not being a formal student
at Kathak Kendra, she considers
herself a spiritual disciple of Pandit
Birju Maharaj, and reminisced on the
camaraderie among his students, who
behave like a big, happy family.
"I will never forget my
indebtedness to Guruji Birju Maharaj,
who announced my performance
prior to his own at Sapru House
in Delhi. That was the kind of
launching pad I got for my first stage
performance!" she said.

tenor and flavour, is
different. I am careful
about using the term
'fusion', which means
I lose my identity to
merge myself into
something. No, I
keep my identity, so
do they, and it is a
beautiful collage of
patterns and rhythmic
dimensions

Narayan's passion for research shone through
as she discussed her explorations of certain Kathak
villages in India. Trying to understand the origins
of Kathak and how it transformed and adapted itself
over the years, Kathak became much more than a
dance form for Narayan, it became an embodiment
of her life's philosophy. This was a journey that began

Narayan collaborated with Sanskrit
and epigraphy scholar K.K. Mishra
to document the Kathak villages in
Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. Moreover,
the sculptures she discovered in
small museums also helped her
to understand the evolution and
continuity of Kathak across the passage
of time.
Regarding her international
collaborations, the danseuse said, "We
just found commonality in terms of
poems, moods and even movements
but the emphasis, the field and flow,
as in the approach, tenor and flavour,
is different. I am careful about using
the term 'fusion', which means I lose
my identity to merge myself into
something. No, I keep my identity, so
do they, and it is a beautiful collage of
patterns and rhythmic dimensions."

Elaborating further on her
philosophy, she pointed out on how
the Hindi film industry showcases an
admixture of several dance forms that,
in turn, have amalgamated into a unique
dance genre that is the signature of Bollywood.
Lastly, the dancer also dwelt on how Kathak itself
was undergoing innovations but also staying true
to its identity and traditions. The enriching session
ended with Kulkarni thanking Narayan for sharing
her knowledge with the audience and her sustained
efforts towards celebrating Kathak and the dance
community as a whole.

RAIPUR
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Garima Tiwari
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India's Role
in the New
Normal and its
'Aatmanirbhar'
Spirit
Hardeep Singh Puri

I

t isn't often that one can meet and chat with a Union
minister from the comfort of one's home. But a special
virtual session of The Write Circle organised by Prabha
Khaitan Foundation allowed audiences to do exactly
that.

The session saw Union Civil Aviation and Housing
and Urban Affairs minister Hardeep Singh Puri in
conversation with Dr. T.C.A. Raghavan, a former
diplomat, writer and foreign policy analyst. After a
welcome note by Praneet Bubber, Ehsaas Woman of
Amritsar, Puri expressed his condolences for the deaths
of Pranab Mukherjee, the former President of India,

T.C.A. Raghavan
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Praneet Bubber

and Ambassador K.S. Bajpai, after which he began
answering Raghavan's array of queries.
Considering the country, and the world, is still
in the midst of the global coronavirus pandemic,
Raghavan felt it was apt to dive straight into India's
current status report. He asked the minister what he
thought of India's approach to the pandemic, and the
government's response in particular. Puri, who in his
political career of 39 years has held several important
positions, including India's former representative to
the United Nations (UN), president of the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC), and chairman
of the Counter Terrorism Committee, answered

I can say with a sense of
confidence that this is
the largest evacuation
and repatriation mission
undertaken at any point of
time in human history, and
the rate at which things are
moving we shall set a
new record

in the context of the two portfolios under him —
Civil Aviation and Housing and Urban Affairs. He
explained that both ministries have a role to play,
not just in the context of COVID and the challenges
posed by the pandemic, but also with regards to the
formation of a new India.
Puri pointed out that India was one of the first
countries to stop air travel from China and other hot
spots in the world. It shut down all flights on March
23, and implemented the lockdown from the next
day to help flatten the curve. The lockdown itself
was essential in building proper infrastructure to

respond to the pandemic, he said, and to plan for
the period when the country would begin opening
up the economy again. In the meanwhile, the Indian
government made use of aviation to transport
material from one state to another in order to support
the economy.
When the decision to bring back Indians stranded
abroad was taken, many of them who had lost their
jobs, the number of international migrants expected
to return to the country was 1.9 lakh. But that figure
has now crossed 1.4 million.
"I can say with a sense of confidence that this
is the largest evacuation and repatriation mission

The Aatmanirbhar Bharat spirit
will result in India coming out
much stronger after COVID-19
because we are unleashing our
animus spirits in terms of self
reliance and work. Some of
this is in reaction to the
global trends
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undertaken at any point of time in human
history, and the rate at which things are moving
we shall set a new record. We were able to
do it with reasonable arrangements of social
distancing and other safety quotients," Puri
pointed out about India's Vande Bharat Mission
and air bubble arrangements with several
countries during the pandemic.
In the domestic sector, the country dealt with
roughly 2.5 to 3 lakh passengers every day before
the pandemic. When domestic flights were
restarted, each flight was allowed to function
at 33 percent capacity for safety reasons, which
meant around 30,000 people were travelling
every day. The government took all precautions
necessary for safe travel, keeping in mind not
just passengers but also the
people working with the
airlines and at airports.
"The decision to prioritise
life and livelihood is a difficult
one. Domestic civil aviation
was opened on May 22. In
pre-COVID days, India
was handling 2.5 to 3 lakh
passengers per day. By Diwali
we hope to handle 1.5 to 2
lakh passengers per day and
hopefully by the end of the
year, we would go back to the
pre-COVID days," said Puri.

so successfully in the production of PPE kits
and other safety gear. Yet, the demands of the
pandemic turned that mirage into a reality.
Puri also felt that India's approach of selfreliance had been misunderstood and portrayed
in a negative light by phrasing it as if India was
looking inwards and closing down its borders,
when it was quite the opposite. "Aatmanirbhar
Bharat is not intended to be an inward-looking
excuse to close our borders to the world. It is a
spirit and a resolve to make us more productive
and better members of the international
community and global system," said Puri.

The scheme is for the country to become
more productive, in every sense of the word,
so that it does not depend on a certain supply
chain from a certain country.
The goal is the growth of India
through self-dependence,
Aatmanirbhar Bharat
as opposed to the popular
is not intended to be
narrative of shunning trading
opportunities and initiatives
an inward-looking
with other countries. In fact,
excuse to close our
the resolve to go through with
borders to the world.
this entire process will allow
It is a spirit and a
India to find its rightful place
in the global economic system
resolve to make us
and community as the nation
more productive and
with complete confidence, he
better members of
said.

the international
community and global
system

Raghavan asked Puri about
India's mission to become
'Aatmanirbhar' or self-reliant.
The minister shared with
the audience his belief in
the power of this vision. "The
Aatmanirbhar Bharat spirit will result in India
coming out much stronger after COVID-19
because we are unleashing our animus spirits in
terms of self-reliance and work. Some of this is
in reaction to global trends."

He pointed out that the world could not have
even imagined that India would involve itself

The minister further
explained that the government
had adopted this approach
keeping in mind global trends.
The pandemic has shown how
reliance on other countries for
certain products would allow
them to impose their will on us. Especially if
we are dependent solely on one country for
something, as is often the case, it is likely to leave
India in a vulnerable position.
Thus, he asked people to evaluate India's
drive for self-reliance based on the results, and
not begin their criticism at the implementation
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stage itself. He reiterated that all good things
take time, and the government has come a long
way since 2014. And not just the government,
but the people of India, in the wake of the
pandemic, have showcased their talent in spite
of the unprecedented conditions, and tried their
hardest to continue our progress despite the
battle against the virus.

reduction and improved waste management in a
systematic manner.

Towards the end of the session Raghavan
shifted his focus to Puri the writer. The
minister has published two books — Perilous
Interventions: The Security Council and the
Politics of Chaos, and Delusional Politics: Back
To The Future — along with numerous other
Puri said that coinciding with the pandemic,
articles that have been printed in academic
the world is seeing the beginning of the fourth
journals from across the world. Focusing on
industrial revolution. "We are on the cusp of the
the second book, Raghavan asked Puri how he
fourth industrial revolution with the Internet
had so skilfully predicted two historic events on
of Things (IoT), machine learning and artificial
the global political stage — Brexit and the US
intelligence. The spirit is to
presidential victory of Donald
make sure that we don't
Trump in 2016. Puri replied
become a lego or just nuts
that he had predicted the events
We are on the cusp of
and bolts. Aatmanirbhar will
based on statistical and other
the
fourth
industrial
resonate strongly because we
facts that he had come across.
want to take advantage of the
He ishared that Donald Trump
revolution with the
other supply chains in the
was able to come to power
Internet of Things
world."
because he had successfully
(IoT), machine
tapped into the angst of the
On the subject of housing,
learning
and
artificial
people, be it about jobs,
Puri underscored the
education or safety.
intelligence. The
importance of ridding the
country of the practice of
open defecation. He pointed
out that the construction of
toilets at home helps in gender
empowerment by providing
safety and security to girls and
women, who no longer have
to step out of the house for the
same.

spirit is to make sure
that we don't become
a lego or just nuts and
bolts. Aatmanirbhar
will resonate strongly
because we want to
take advantage of the
other supply chains in
the world

He explained that the
government has tried to
formulate schemes in which
the house is in the name
of the woman of the house,
thus providing women financial security. Puri
emphasised that it was vital to track numbers
to determine how many people were actually
benefitting from such schemes, because they
can be used to understand the efficiency and
impact of the implementation. He also said
the government was striving towards waste

When Raghavan brought up
China, Puri clarified that he had
focused on three democracies
in his book, namely India, the
UK, and the US. Although
he does not have extensive of
knowledge about China, he
is very keen on writing about
its trade policies, especially
how China entered the global
economic system as an outsider,
yet, succeeded in capturing a
significant number of supply
chains, effectively endowing itself
with the power that it holds on the world stage
today.
The session was brought to a close by Anvi
Thaker, Ehsaas Woman of Mumbai, who
expressed her gratitude towards Puri and
Raghavan for the informative session.

@write_circle
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Bashettihalli

Bashettihalli Wetland:
A Revival Story

Grey Wagtail

I

ndia has been blessed with fertile landscapes and
— followed a multi-pronged approach, including social
bountiful water systems. Over the last decade, however,
mobilisation, awareness creation and technical knowhow.
the country has lost around 50 percent of its wetlands.
The intervention has led to the Bashettihalli wetlands
The recent water crisis across India has issued an alarming becoming an exception to tragic reports of The Global
wake-up call for its citizens. The Bashettihalli wetland,
Wetland Outlook 2018 that says that the loss of wetlands
situated in rural Bengaluru, Karnataka, contained little
is three times faster than that of natural forests.
to nothing by way of water or irrigation
The conservation initiative's
possibilities due to degradation of the
"All the villagers are finally
approach included multicatchment area and change of landreceiving water for drinking
stakeholder involvement,
use in the vicinity. But the wetland has
purposes and irrigation!"
on-ground practical
been rejuvenated through three years of
implementation, policy and
— a resident
concerted effort by World Wildlife Fund
advocacy, education and
(WWF) India, in partnership with Nokia
awareness, and community
India. The drive to revive the cascade
ownership. The project began by
wetland water systems of Bashettihalli was a massive
bringing into the fold a varied group of stakeholders onto
project involving multiple stakeholders — communities,
a common platform, which led to the development of a
industries, gram panchayat members — under the
successful wetland rejuvenation blueprint that could be
leadership of the Bangalore Rural District Administration, implemented. Participating committee representatives
working together to successfully implement better
included members from the Doddaballapur Industries
wetland management.
Association, Indena India Pvt Ltd, Jyothy Fabricare
Even as late as 2016, Anand, a resident of Bashettihalli
village, was forced to drill a borewell in the heart of his
farmland xxxx, owing to the crippling water scarcity.
The wetlands from which he drew water had gone dry
for well over a decade. To his dismay, he found that
digging a borewell did not solve the problem because the
groundwater level was far too low.

Things have only changed very slowly since then —
the Bashettihalli wetland received water in 2019 for the
first time after 15 years. According to Anand, "All the
villagers are finally receiving water for drinking purposes
and irrigation! We are hopeful that there won't be water
scarcity in the summer."
The three years of conservation efforts by WWFIndia — with the support of Nokia and the committee

Services Limited and Musashi Auto Parts India Pvt.
Ltd., the Bashettihalli Gram Panchayat, community
members, the Karnataka Industrial Area Development
Board and the Deputy Commissioner of Bangalore Rural
Administration, all determined to do their bit to revive
Nature.

Through their combined efforts, the restoration of
1.7 km of channels connecting upstream wetlands of
Arrenehalli-Guddhalli with Bashettihalli was successfully
implemented. Again, in terms of on-ground practical
implementation of the plan, a 5 sq km catchment area was
restored through plantation of over a thousand endemic
plant saplings. Then 1.9 lakh cubic meters of silt was
removed, the wetland deweeded and bunds (manmade
banks on either side of flooding rivers) strengthened,
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District Commissioner's visit to Bashettihalli

Painted Stork

which commenced on World Water Day on March 22,
2019. The rejuvenated Bashettihalli wetland covers an area
of 48.18 acres.
However, the holistic approach to the restoration of
this lifeline of the Bashettihalli inhabitants did not end
with just collaboration and implementation. In order to
ensure the sustainability of the initiative, WWF India
ensured policies of advocacy, education, awareness and
building a sense of community ownership, where the
citizens themselves would come to nurture and treasure
the environment around them.
Several workshops were arranged to engage district
wetland managers as well as the district administration,
along with other relevant stakeholders, all of whom
convened to further strengthen the wetland conservation
efforts in Karnataka. In the sphere of education, a Water
School Programme was added to the curriculum of
school-going children in order to foster a relationship
between their young minds and Nature, so that the future
generation learns environmental conservation and has
an understanding of the significance of the Bashettihalli
wetland conservation initiative.

Bashettihalli after rejuvenation

WWF INDIA BASHETTIHALLI WETLAND
CONSERVATION INITIATIVE STRATEGY
Multi-stakeholder involvement: Bringing together
a varied group of stakeholders to work on a common
cause led to the development of an effective blueprint
for the rejuvenation of the wetland cascade system.
On-ground practical implementation: The
rejuvenation process included restoring the
connectivity with nearby wetlands and their
respective catchment areas, desilting around 1.9 lakh
cubic metres, de-weeding the wetlands and largescale plantation of native saplings.
Policy and advocacy: To ensure lasting awareness
regarding the necessity of conserving wetlands for
the betterment of the environment and human life
itself, state-level training workshops engaging district
wetland managers, district administration and other
stakeholders were conducted.
Education and awareness: The Water School
Programme was developed and added to the
curriculum of school children to foster a nurturing
relationship between young minds and Nature.
Community ownership: Capacity building and
awareness programmes led the local communities
to actively participate and monitor on-ground
conservation initiatives.
Prabha Khaitan Foundation is featuring this article about their
associate, WWF India's effort and achievement
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The
'Signs'
of
Inclusion
ARTWORK BY SUDIPTA KUNDU

Author Angel Moreira had perhaps said it best: "At times in life we take our blessings for
granted." One such blessing is the gift of hearing. Estimates from India's National Association
of the Deaf say that 18 million people — almost 1 percent of the Indian population — are
deaf. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), by 2050, more than 900 million
people in the world are expected to have disabling hearing loss. These figures underscore
the importance of sign language as an indispensable tool to bridge communication gaps
xxxxwith the deaf community. Those living with hearing impairment are frequently
subjected to unemployment or underemployment. Without early exposure to sign language,
hearing impaired children are deprived of cognitive and linguistic development. To "raise
awareness on the importance of sign language in the full realisation of the human rights of
people who are deaf", the UN General Assembly declared September 23 as the International
Day of Sign Languages on December 19, 2017. The day was first observed in 2018 as part of
an International Week of the Deaf.
According to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, "Sign language is
inseparable from deaf people's human rights. Without sign language, deaf people are not
equal." Vaibhav Kothari throws light on the issue.
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Vaibhav Kothari

N

ot sure if you remember a National Anthem
music video where Amitabh Bachchan used
his hands along with school children to celebrate
Indian Independence Day. The video earned more
than 1million views — the way Jana Gana Mana, our
National Anthem, has been translated in Indian Sign
Language (ISL) is remarkable!
It's September, folks — the month of International
Deaf Awareness. With it comes a chance, an
opportunity to be heard! September 23 is the day we
mark the International Day of Sign Languages all
over the world annually, along with the International
Week of the Deaf. The reason for this celebration is to
commemorate the date when the World Federation of
the Deaf (WFD) was founded in 1951. This day was
declared and recognised by the United Nations (UN)
xxx, in order to spread awareness about the use of sign
language and the human rights of deaf people in every
corner of the world.

The WFD's main objective is to spread awareness
about recognising sign language and deaf culture in
every country, as a "perquisition to the realisation of
human rights of deaf people all over the world". The
WFD, today, is very active in promoting the rights
and use of sign language for deaf people all over the
world. This is resulting in a growing sense of unity
between the international deaf community and the
deaf ecosystem.
The WFD aims to support all deaf organisations on
equality, access services, human rights, deaf education
and legal services. The WFD's theme for this year's
International Week of the Deaf is Sign Language
Rights for All. This means every deaf individual
and parent of deaf children has the right to use sign
language for language access and development, both
professionally and personally.
Presently, there are more than 70 million deaf and
hard-of-hearing people living in the world. Almost 90

CAUSE OF
THE MONTH
per cent of this population doesn't have any access to
understanding their own rights, due to the lack of sign
language.
According to the National Association of the
Deaf (NAD) in the United States, "Unfortunately,
throughout the world, the rights of deaf and hardof-hearing people are being overlooked, especially
in [India and other] developing countries. Societal
prejudices and barriers prevent deaf people from
enjoying full human rights. The major barrier for deaf
and hard-of-hearing people is lack of recognition,
acceptance and use of sign language in all areas of life
as well as a lack of respect for deaf people's cultural
and linguistic identity".
This logical reasoning supports the WFD's main
theme, Sign Language Rights for All. Hence, the
WFD is working to improve the lives of millions of
deaf people who face inequality or barriers every day.
This, no doubt, holds true for hundreds of deaf and
hard-of-hearing citizens in India, who face barriers
every day, due to the lack of sign language recognition
and acceptance. We believe that India has around
18 million deaf and hard-of-hearing citizens. It is
home to probably the largest number of deaf people
in the world. Not surprisingly, the International Day
of the Deaf and the International Week of the Deaf
are celebrated every year by different kinds of Indian
stakeholders, that is, non-profit organisations, deaf
organisations, deaf and hard-of- hearing individuals,
hearing signers and several others, at different levels.
For the last one year, the deaf community has been
pushing the Narendra Modi Government to make
ISL India's 23rd official language. Had it been done, it
would have had a significant impact on promoting the
rights of ISL at all levels. This beautiful language would
empower not only millions of deaf people but also
parents of deaf children to build their culture, identity
and pride.
For the first time, with the recent introduction of
the National Education Policy (NEP), the Government
"declared its intent to formalise and promote the
use of ISL. [The ISL] will be standardized across
the country and National and State curriculum
materials developed, for use by students with hearing
impairment". This is historically a proud moment for
India and its deaf community because these people
believe this historical step will not only strengthen
their access but also open up a world of opportunities
and possibilities.

48

The NEP move offers hope for the overall growth
of deaf and hard-of-hearing children. According to
Anuj Jain, "In the absence of the use of sign language
by teachers, nearly 98 per cent of deaf children remain
illiterate or drop out of school." This shows that the
NEP is being appreciated among deaf organisations for
inclusive and accessible institutions — be it schools,
colleges, government offices, private companies or
hospitals. However, there is so much more to be done!
For the last few years, many organisations have
been formed for giving access to millions of deaf and
hard-of-hearing adults and children all over India. ISH
News (http://indiasigninghands.com/), India's first
news and entertainment platform for deaf citizens,
established in 2018, has paved the way for deaf citizens
of all ages to enjoy different kinds of entertainment
and news services and have full access to all kinds
of important news being shared on all the main
news shows.
Access Mantra was established in 2019xxx, as an
accessible resource, and an innovation and advocacy
centre for the deaf. This centre focuses on advocating
for equality, opportunities and access services for the
deaf community. The Indian Sign Language Research
and Training Centre (ISLRTC) was set up in New
Delhi by the Union Ministry of Social Justice as a
place of research and training for anyone interested in
learning ISL or preparing to become ISL signers.
ISLIA, an organisation for interpreters, was formed
recently to provide training and other resources to
ISL interpreters. These and many other organisations
focusing on promoting the rights of ISL are still new
and being referred to as the evolution of ISL, a sign
language for deaf citizens in India. The NAD, Deaf
Women of India, Access Mantra, ISH News, the
ISLIA and many other organisations are still fighting
for and demanding the recognition of ISL as an
official language with the Government of India. This
will avoid prohibiting millions of deaf citizens from
understanding what is being said or conveyed.
The development of ISL as an official 23rd language
by many organisations backs the WFD's main theme
— Sign Language Rights for All. Let's make ISL an
official language, a long-standing demand of the deaf
community!
— Vaibhav Kothari
The author is a hearing impaired engineer, traveller,
entrepreneur and motivational speaker

49

Minu Manjari
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My Amrita — she smoked, had a drink now and then,
was a divorcee and lived with a man nine years her junior
without marrying him. We had a long discussion and I
dropped the idea of writing the blog. The incident actually
left me seething with frustration and I could not vent it or
share it with my life partner.

A

Amrita Pritam

mrita and

I

Amrita had always been in my subconscious, much
before I even met my husband, and she stays there to this
day! I distinctly remember reading the first lines of hers
when I was in my early teens and impressionable. I fathom
I could appreciate good poetry even then!
The lines go —
Ek dard tha
Jo cigarette ki tarah
Maine chupchap piya hai
Sirf kuchh nazme hain
Jo cigarette se maine
Raakh ki tarah jhaadi hain
These lines prompted me to go through her Ajj Aakhan
Waris Shah Nu, an epic poem that portrays the pain of
Partition and is also an ode to Waris Shah, the writer of
Heer-Ranjha. It remains the poem for which she is most
remembered.
Coming back to my story, every now and then I buy her
books and unlike all books that I show to and share with
hubby, her books remain on my shelf beyond his vision.
And I make a conscious effort never to mention her in his
presence.

Kanak Rekha Chauhan

L

ong ago, I wanted to write about Indian women
who had influenced society in more than one way. I
shortlisted a few names, including that of writer Amrita
Pritam. She was the first woman to win the Sahitya
Akademi Award, in 1956, for her magnum opus, a long
poem, Sunehade (Messages). Later she received the
Bhartiya Jnanpith, one of India's highest literary awards,
in1982 for Kagaz te Canvas (The Paper and the Canvas).
The Padma Shri came her way in 1969 and the Padma
Vibhushan, India's second-highest civilian award, in
2004. In the same year she was honoured with the
Sahitya Akademi Fellowship, given to the "immortals of
literature" for lifetime achievement.
However, all of the above did not impress hubby
dearest and he reacted with a non-approving grumble.
My husband, an old-fashioned man, does not approve of
bohemian lifestyles — and is uncomfortable even talking
to people in 'live-in' relationships — I, however, do make
concessions for some people and when I do it, it's a saat
khoon maaf situation for me.

Last week, almost two years after the incident, hubby
was on his way back from Singapore. I went to pick him
up at the airport and as soon as he got into the car, he said,
check out the books I bought this time. Lo and behold!
There were two Amrita Pritam books he had chosen for
me. Cherry on the icing, I hadn't read them as yet! I leaned
towards him as he drove and planted a thankful kiss on his
cheek, he blushed.
Moral of the story? You spend a lifetime with your
spouse and yet he is capable of springing surprises! Two
this time, the books and the blush.
And then, I told him all that I had kept from him (the
Amrita fraction of my life), which was primarily about the
visit to meet Imroz. She passed away in 2005, and I had
wanted to meet Imroz Sahab and generally be inside her
home and sense her presence there and in the man she
loved.
In January 2010, along with my younger son, Yashwant,
I went to Delhi to meet the elder one, Vikram, who was
pursuing a graduate degree. It was a cold, foggy morning
and while Chhotu still slept, Vikram and I left in his colder
Alto to meet Imroz Sahab. Both the kids were sworn into
secrecy not to divulge anything about it to Dad.
Imroz Sahab had been Amrita's friend/companion/

51
soulmate for more than 40 years. Since Amrita had passed
away, I did not want to miss out on an opportunity to meet
HER Imroz!
Several calls to the Delhi telephone exchange provided
the telephone number that the operator informed me was
STILL IN THE NAME OF MS AMRITA PRITAM!
Having spoken to him on the phone prior to my visit,
he had requested me to come at 10am. Because after 11,
he goes to buy the groceries for the family. 'The family'
comprises Amrita's daughter-in-law Alka and her kids.
Imroz Sahab drops them off and picks them up from the
school, happily, as though they are his own grandchildren.
Amrita's son frequently remains out of town for work.

moods, profiles, ages, what have you! He took me to
her room, her bed neatly made up, as though she would
appear at this very moment, come to the room to sit on the
bed and write — she always wrote in her bed, never at a
table.
Then he took me to his own room, a room full of
memories! Glass cubicles with Amrita's paintings, her
writings on walls, on canvas with his brush strokes. A low
diwan was where he slept and a low table where he wrote
and painted. He offered me a chair and asked his bahu
Alka to bring some tea, which she happily brought, along
with biscuits.
I was in a trance-like state. He kept talking softly,
smiling, which I mostly did not recall. I was so absorbed
in the surroundings that I wondered if
this household could be converted into
a museum!

On our way to the house in Hauz Khas, I picked some
yellow roses for the painter-writer
and hoped he'd like them. As the car
stopped in front of the house, I was
a tad unsure. However, as soon as I
stepped out and looked at the address
K-25, the 'K' artistically engraved on a
rock, it laid all my speculations to rest.
The K is the first letter of my name
and 25 is my birth date! A good omen,
which reinforced the belief that there
This is a picture from Amrita Pritam's home, with
was some connection between me and
her name carved in stone. It was not merely a
my Amrita.
house, it was a shrine she built with her hard-

I even forgot all that I had planned to
ask him. To my horror I heard my own
voice asking him candidly, "How did it
feel to be the third man in her life". He
smiled a slow smile and said, "Doosra,
teesra kya hota hai? Jahan mann mile
wahi pehla (What's this about second or
the third man, it is the confluence of the
hearts that make the person first and
the foremost)!"

earned money, love and courage. Ten years after her
The black gate, which was left open,
death, Imroz Sahab and Amrita's daughter-in-law
So simply expressed! I could only
led to the driveway and there I saw
were compelled to sell it to pay debts and minimise
smile
and absorb the intensity of the
scrawled in an artistic hand, over a
expenses. It was an abode of love, a tribute to her
small
phrase. So absolute, a complete
rocky wall — AMRITA PRITAM. I
indomitable free spirit that she wasxxx and the
answer to their love and life in its
took out my camera to click both —
extraordinary relationship they shared!
entirety.
the name and the address — a futile
exercise, for they were both indelibly
I realised it was already time to leave,
etched in my memory the moment my eyes saw them.
I told him that it must be lonely in this house, so full of

The house with its facade made up of rocks and the
bougainvillea creeping to the roof, seemed desolate, as
though missing its very soul. It was a three-storeyed house,
with as many potted plants as one could imagine. A Gold
Mohur tree, morose and barren, loomed over the entire
house. It must cheer up the house in summers, when the
blossoms brought a splash of red, and when she was still
alive!

memories. Again he left me amazed with a response that I
shall never forget. He said, "Amrita ne shareer chhoda hai,
mujhe nahin chhoda (Amrita has left her body, not me)."

Together, in this house, the artist and the writer lived
in a world of colours, thoughts, words and poems. And I
missed out on seeing them both together, living in perfect
harmony.

Another look at the derelict tree made me wonder if
the crimson of this Gold Mohur was the crimson that
surrounded her persona — a reflection of his love for her.

I was overwhelmed with a sense of loss for not having
come to this beautiful house when she was still alive.
With my heart pacing fast, I rang the bell and
immediately heard brisk but light footsteps on the stairs. It
was Imroz Sahab himself! Dressed in white kurta pyjamas
and a shawl, he welcomed me with a gentle smile and
folded hands.
Right from the stairs to the interiors, Amrita was
everywhere! Imroz Sahab had painted her in numerous

I thanked him and requested him to stay upstairs,
partly because he had bad knees, and more importantly,
because I wanted to have another look at this house where
my Amrita spent many cold winters and harsh summers
before Imroz came into her life.

I came back a tad happy and a little sad, marvelling at
this extraordinary relationship — between colours and
words — a relationship that flourished for more than 40
years and continues to blossom in the hearts of people like
me in its own unique manner.
Kanak Rekha Chauhan
(The author is the founder-director of the Lucknow Literature
Festival and an Ehsaas Woman of Lucknow. She wrote this piece on the
occasion of Amrita Pritam's 101st birth anniversary on August 31)
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