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T he closest sister-bond I witnessed was between 
my cousins, Bobby and Neetu. The younger 
of the two, Neetu, was bound to a wheelchair 

by her teens, and doctors said she wouldn’t live 
long. Yet Bobby, herself a widow at just 22, adopt-
ed Neetu as her bestie-daughter-darling-pet and 
cared for her with utter devotion, leaving no dream 
unlived, pushing Neetu in her wheelchair to the 
most exotic destinations around the world.

“You are my Prince Charles,” “You are my Lady 
Diana,” they would lovingly joke in the 1980s, 
when the British royal couple appeared to be a di-
vine match. But like Lady Di, Neetu too passed on 
young, at 49, leaving Bobby alone once again.

Siblings may not always be good friends but in 
Bobby-Neetu, I saw sisters who were soulmates in 
the true sense of the term. In this issue, we present 
to you three such sets of sisters – mountaineering 
twins Tashi and Nungshi Malik (p.28), musician 
twins Ranjani and Bhairavi (p.20), and education-
ists and bibliophiles Rachana, Prarthana and Sha-
guna Gahilote (p.54) – all of whom are lighting up 
our world with their talent and special sister bond.

We are also drawing inspiration from champions 
at the top of their game (p.10), and learning how 
to make the end of 2019 a meaningful time (p.50). 
Here’s wishing you the same. 
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IN UNCHARTED 
TERRITORY

Maanvi Gagroo never set out to be an actor, but when opportunities began 
coming her way, she learnt how to ride the waves with wisdom and elan

By Neha Kirpal

Y ou may remember Maan-
vi Gagroo as the extroverted 
‘Bikki’ from Disney Channel’s 

India show Dhoom Machaao Dhoom 
that was so popular with teenagers 
over a decade ago. Over the years, 
the actor has essayed a variety of 
roles, attracting international media 
attraction with the 2008 film The 
Cheetah Girls: One World. After star-
ring in various films and commer-
cials, she also featured in web series 
such as Pitchers, Tripling and Four 
More Shots Please!. Most recently, 
she stars in the films Ujda Chaman 
and Shubh Mangal Zyada Saavdhan. 

We spoke to the 34-year-old 
about the experience of working 
on an all-women show and her fa-
vourite role models.
How did you decide to become an actor? 
I never planned on becoming an ac-
tor. That decision happened after I 
had already done two projects. I was 
still in college when someone saw 
Dhoom Machaao Dhoom and wanted 
to cast me for a film. I wasn’t too 
keen (I was studying in Delhi, and 

didn’t want to come to Bombay 
to shoot the film). Then my sister 
sat me down and said, “Don’t be 
stupid. People don’t get films like 
this. Just do it.” That’s when I real-
ised that this is maybe something I 
need to take more seriously. I went 
and shot my first film Aamras, came 
back to Delhi, finished college and 
then moved back to Bombay.  
What kind of challenges did you face?
Neither my parents nor I knew any-
body in the field. There was nobody 
I could turn to for advice in this re-
spect. I was also getting typecast in 
a certain kind of role. I wasn’t sure if 
I should just take it up and do it, or 
should I wait. That’s usually the di-
lemma one faces. Thankfully, I had 
a lot of support from my family, so 
I knew I would never be rendered 
homeless or go without food! I just 
stuck it out. I worked hard and let 
the universe take its course.
Four More Shots Please! had an 
all-women cast and crew. What was it 
like working on the show?
Very fun! We were so comfortable 
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with each other. There were times 
when we would forget that there 
were still some men on the set. We 
would talk about anything! That 
helped all of the actors. All the inti-
mate scenes were shot so comfort-
ably, because we had so much faith 
in the director – the showrunner 
Rangita Pritish Nandy, the DOP 
Neha Parti Matiyani – you knew 
you were in good hands. Even our 
menstrual cycles were in sync by 
the end of it! It’s great that for a 
show that speaks of female bonding 
and friendship, we actually had that 
in real life as well. I guess that’s what 
translates onto the screen.
Has the onset of streaming TV helped 
in evolving female characters and offer-
ing more nuanced roles for women?
Yes. Because it’s a new medium, it 

is a contemporary voice of society. 
We are, as a society, evolving. The 
conversations we are having now 
are far more progressive in terms of 
women characters and roles. Also, 
women in real life are far stronger. 
They exhibit personality traits that 
were probably missing or not ex-
plored earlier. So, I feel it’s a great 
time to be a female actor. 
What has the move been like from TV 
shows/web series to films?
For me, it’s about the project. The 
people that I am working with on 
the project and the character I am 
playing are more important. I con-
sider myself extremely lucky to have 
got such great teams to work with 
and such beautiful characters to 
play. I want to keep continue doing 
both web series and films as long as 
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they serve my creative appetite. 
What are your passions outside of work?
I love reading but I’m not real-
ly getting the time to read. I love 
travelling. My ideal life would be 
to do one project and then travel 
for about 10 or 15 days, then come 
back and do the next project. I love 
dancing. Even though I’m a trained 
dancer, I’ve been out of touch. I 
love yoga – again something I ha-

ven’t been able to practise regularly. 
If not an actor, what would you have 
been right now?
I would have probably been a psy-
chologist or an advertising profes-
sional. In college, I had specialised 
in clinical psychology and consum-
er psychology.
How do you invest in your physical and 
mental wellbeing?
One realisation I’ve had in the 
last few years is the fact that one’s 

mind and body are completely in-
terlinked. When you eat better and 
work out, you automatically feel 
better, your mood is better, you are 
more active and productive. I watch 
what I eat. I also meditate a lot. 
Who or what motivates you?
I don’t have just one role model. I 
love how Sushmita Sen unabashed-
ly leads her life on her own terms, I 
know that can’t be easy. I really like 

Konkana Sen Sharma’s acting and 
directing skills. I love how natural 
Radhika Apte is on camera – it feels 
like she is talking to you and not 
delivering lines. I love how charm-
ing and witty Shah Rukh Khan is. 

Something that I do believe very 
strongly in is a quote by Eleanor 
Roosevelt, “Nobody can make you 
feel inferior without your consent.” 
That’s also incidentally the message 
in Ujda Chaman. 

L-R: Maanvi Gagroo with her co-stars in Tripling Season 2; with her co-stars in Four More Shots Please!
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With dozens of  international and national gold medals to her credit, 
shooter Gauri Sheoran is earning laurels for India all guns blazing

By Neha Kirpal

S hooter Gauri Sheoran is the 
first Indian woman to strike 
gold in the 25-metre sports 

pistol event at the World University 
Games, which she won in Malaysia 
last year. Born in Rohtak, Haryana, 
Gauri has lived in Chandigarh since 
the age of two, and was inspired to 
take up the sport after seeing her 
brother learning shooting. 

“The first time I picked up the 
pistol, I really loved it,” says the 
22-year-old. “In the state competi-
tion, I was awarded the best shooter, 
and in that moment, I decided that 
I would take it up professionally, 
and so I did.” Since then, she has 
won several gold, silver and bronze 
medals at the ISSF World Cups in 
Germany, Azerbaijan, Spain, Slove-
nia and Korea, and is a 39-time Na-
tional Gold medalist.

With a brother and father who 
always wanted her to take up some 
sport, and with a role model like 
Greek shooter Anna Korakaki – 
who won two medals at the Olym-
pics when she was just 22 – Gauri 
has had no dearth of inspiration.

Besides shooting, Gauri also en-
joys adventure sports like trekking. 

“Travelling is something I can’t 
go on without! Other than that, I 
love driving and listening to music,” 
says the 2017 winner of the Bhim 
Award, the highest sports honour 
by the Government of Haryana. 

After doing her Master’s mass 
communication and a diploma in 

GAURI SHEORAN, SHOOTING



marketing and PR, Gauri further 
plans to study fashion next year 
and interning with a fashion house. 
“Fashion is something I’ve been in-
terested in for a long time, which 
I now wish to pursue,” she shares 
enthusiastically. At the moment 
though, she spends most of her time 
training.

“I’m usually training in two 
halves: 10 am to 12 noon, and then 
2 pm to 4 pm, five days a week. I do 
some mental training to keep myself 
calm and to control my nervousness 
in matches. As for the body, I do 
yoga in the mornings and gym in 
the evenings to stay away from in-
juries and to strengthen up,” shares 

Gauri, who won gold in the 
Women’s Sports Pistol in the 
19th Kumar Surendra Singh 
shooting championship in 
Tughlakabad earlier this year.

Given her family back-
ground, she hasn’t had to 
face any challenges in shoot-
ing because of her gender, 
she says. “My parents were 
always supportive no matter 
what. They stood by me in 
the best and the worst times. 
But my clothing is where 
I might have faced a chal-
lenge. People expect you to 
wear your track-suits even 
off-range considering you’re 
a ‘sportsperson’ and that’s 
what you’re supposed to 
wear. ‘How can a sportsper-
son dress up and be fashion-
able?’ This orthodox think-
ing is the only challenge I’d 
say I’ve faced,” she admits.

Now preparing for the 
Olympics in 2020, Gauri 
– who is an ambassador for 
India’s National Health Mis-
sion and the international 
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nonprofit Women Sports Founda-
tion – is focused on every aspect of 
the sport: mental, technical, physi-
cal, nutritional. 

“And I will conquer each indi-
vidually. I would always go for qual-
ity in each aspect over quantity. Just 
doing smart work really cuts down 
on pointless efforts. I definitely plan 
to train in a certain way for the up-
coming months to achieve maxi-
mum success,” she avers.

Having seen both victories and 
losses, she has a few wise words to 
share with fellow women shooters: 
“I think shooting is as dominated 

by women as it is by men, so I think 
I’d like to advise them to always 
keep going forward. Smart work 
over hard work has always worked 
for me!”

She goes on: “Also, winning and 
losing are a part of every sport. I 
think one should gracefully accept 
defeat as no one can always win. 
Staying humble even when you’ve 
won is one of the most import-
ant things. Everything teaches you 
something! When you lose, you 
know what you don’t have to do 
the next time; instead take it as a 
learning and move on.” 

13CHAMPION |
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O ne of the most recognised 
names in Indian swimming 
with a career spanning 15 

years and more than 600 gold med-
als to her credit, Nisha Millet was 
the first Indian swimmer to quali-
fy for the Olympics in 200-metres 
freestyle and represented India at 

the 2000 Sydney Olympics. Winner 
of several prestigious awards such as 
the Arjuna Award (2000), Rajyot-
sava Award (2001), Ekalavya Award 
(2002), and Indo American Young 
Achiever Award (2002), Nisha also 
holds the distinction of being the 
first Indian swimmer to break the 
one-minute barrier in the 100-me-
tres freestyle. 

Olympian swimmer and record-breaker Nisha Millet has taken on a new 
challenge: training a new generation of  Indians to take the plunge 

NISHA MILLET, SWIMMING
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In addition to her personal lau-
rels, Nisha is on a mission to add 
value to her country with another 
massive undertaking. In her current 
role as the founder and director of 
Nisha Millet’s Swimming Academy 
in Bengaluru since 2006, she has 
overseen the swimming coaching of 
over 12,000 swimmers and cham-
pions from all walks of life. And 
according to her, the sport badly 
needs more ex-champs like her to 
get back on the 
field to train 
newcomers.

“Some of the 
newer schools 
do offer swim-
ming facilities 
and not just 
sports audito-
riums, but we 
have a long 
way to go be-
fore it can be as 
widespread as, 
say, badminton 
or cricket, among schoolchildren,” 
she says. She rues the fact that ed-
ucational institutions still don’t take 
physical education and sports seri-
ously, and the teachers in these cat-
egories are paid very low salaries, 
which discourages most of them 
from making it a full-time career.

“We need 30 per cent of 
ex-sportspersons to come back to 
the sport and teach, and not take 
up government or private jobs af-

ter retiring from their sport,” opines 
Nisha, who is now mother to six-
year-old twins Adele and Ariana.

Passionate about teaching Indian 
kids the value of sports, she encour-
aged her little girls to take up gym-
nastics and swimming as early as 
they could. “Sports not only help in 
physical development but in mental 
and emotional growth too. It is valu-
able for people in all kinds of careers, 
not just professional sportspersons,” 

she adds. 
Besides, she 

says, with the 
growth of the 
sports indus-
try world-
wide, training 
in sport can 
lead to many 
affiliated ca-
reers such as 
sports psy-
chology and 
sports medi-
cine.

Nisha credits her own career as 
a stellar swimmer to her working 
parents who sold off their house 
to raise `90 lakhs to train her and 
send her to the Olympics. “There is 
very little support and funding for 
budding swimmers in the country,” 
she regrets, though she is optimis-
tic about corporate houses such as 
Speedo stepping in to help those 
with potential. Herself a brand am-
bassador for the swimwear brand, 

Nisha with her six-year-old twins, Adele and Ariana
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she commends Speedo for fund-
ing children from underprivileged 
backgrounds and giving them free 
gear in the past few years.

Her Academy is affiliated with 
AUST Swim, one of the most re-
spected accreditation organisations 
for swimming and water safety in 
the world. “We do not use fear as 
a teaching tool. Instead, we teach 
the child the value of what they are 
learning, while making it a fun pro-
cess with toys, and so on,” she says.

Besides children, Nisha’s Acad-
emy has also seen enrolment by 
adults training for the first-ever 
Ironman in India, scheduled to take 
place in Goa in October 2020. The 
world’s most prestigious triathlon, 
it involves open-water swimming, 

cycling and running. “People are 
coming to us for improving their 
endurance and swimming skills 
ahead of the race,” Nisha informs.

Referencing the fact that drown-
ing is the third biggest cause of ac-
cidental deaths in India, she adds, 
“Swimming is a life-saving skill. 
Besides, it is one of the best forms 
of exercise and helps heal peo-
ple from a variety of disorders and 
health problems.”

She dismisses the various excus-
es Indians usually come up with to 
avoid swimming: “Look, if you’re 
conscious about your body or 
about getting a tan, get a full-cover-
age swimsuits or hit the pool before 
8 am or after 5 pm.”  Indeed, there’s 
no reason not to learn. 

Nisha was 
chief guest at 
eShe’s Shine 

Your Light 
Bengaluru
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Professional poker is trending in India, and Delhi girl Nikita Luther 
has already earned a place for herself  in the global circuit

By Manvi Pant

P oker has always been called 
a man’s game. Meet 28-year-
old Nikita Luther from Delhi, 

who refused to follow stereotypes 
and is now one of India’s finest pro-
fessional poker players. She created 
history by winning a gold brace-
let at The World Series of Poker 
(WSOP), also called the ‘Olympic 
gold medal’ of poker, in Las Vegas in 
June last year.

Born into a military family, Ni-
kita moved cities until sixth grade 

when her family shifted base to 
Delhi permanently. As a student, 
she held a strong academic record 
and graduated from Delhi Univer-
sity. Then, an introduction to pok-
er by US-based games company 
Zynga triggered Nikita’s curiosity. 
A “self-motivated and hyper-active 
individual”, she got a chance at a 
friend’s birthday party to play pok-
er for real money. “It was an ‘aha’ 
moment for me. I started playing 
the game and quickly realised that 
it was not a game of chance, but a 
game of skill. I enjoyed playing it,” 

NIKITA LUTHER, POKER
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she shares, adding, “What attract-
ed me to poker was also that it is 
a mathematical game that requires 
knowledge of complex strategy. In 
fact, the luck element 
is tiny and irrelevant 
in the long run.”

Soon her passion 
for poker opened 
new horizons, and she 
started playing full-
time. “I worked hard 
to stay competitively 
ahead. I practice dai-
ly to stay sharp and 
focused. I also work out to stay fit 
as, surprisingly, poker needs a lot of 
stamina and physical fitness,” said 
Nikita who reserves 20 hours in a 
week to study the game when she 

is not travelling for a tournament.
Nikita represents a Delhi-based 

startup Adda52.com as their ambas-
sador nationally and internationally. 

It is a leading poker 
site known for provid-
ing a great platform to 
learn and experience 
the game for all lev-
els of players. On her 
association with the 
brand, she candidly 
shares with us how it 
nurtured her since day 
one and supported her 

in the journey. “They have given 
me the opportunity to participate 
in multiple events because of which 
I have achieved great laurels in the 
game surpassing all expectations. 

“SINCE POKER IS 
A MENTAL SPORT 

AND NOT AN 
ATHLETIC ONE, 

WOMEN HAVE NO 
DISADVANTAGE” 
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Under the umbrella of their brand, 
I have grown vastly, professionally 
as well as personally, and I am ex-
tremely grateful for that.”

Women in sports have always been 
under-represented. Institutionalised 
gender discrimination has affected 
their paychecks, cut down their re-
sources, coverage, medical care and, 
despite their successes, their victory 
has not been seen in the same light 
as their male counterparts’.

The good news is that recent 
reports suggest, today, women are 
changing sports in incredible ways. 
They are rubbing shoulders and 
braving hearts in male-dominated 
arenas. Nikita agrees, “Poker is a 
male-dominated sport, but like all 
fields, the gender ratios are improv-

ing. Women are getting better at it 
every day and claiming top posi-
tions. Since poker is a mental sport 
and not an athletic one, they have 
no disadvantage in the field. This 
gives them more control, and great-
er patience and discipline. Another 
advantage is that women are more 
logical, rational and centred, and 
have lesser ego issues!”

Known for owning the game that 
takes a minute to learn and a life-
time to master, Nikita has a great 
piece of advice for new entrants: 
“Study, study, study! Poker requires 
immense commitment.” Besides 
that, she emphasises a lot on train-
ing. “You need to train and practise 
like an athlete even though it is not 
a physical sport.” 
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SISTER BOND, 
VIRAL BAND
Digital sensations ‘Smule Twins’ Ranjani and Bhairavi along with their 

sister Charumathy have made classical Indian music a viral art form 
By Maya Lalchandani

T hese twins have more than just 
their genetic makeup in com-
mon – Ranjani Mahesh and 

Bhairavi Gopi also have a unique 

musical sensibility that has made 
them something of a phenomenon 
on music platform Smule, where 
the simple small-town girls from 
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Tamil Nadu have a loyal fan fol-
lowing of over 40,000, and lakhs of 
YouTube listeners.

The performing arts run in their 
family: Their father KV Jayaraman 
was hailed as one of India’s most fa-
mous magicians and mother Jayam 
is the only female shadowgraphy 
artist in India. The twins have an-
other sister, Charumathy, who was 
almost like a godmother to them 
as she made sure that they followed 
their passions, and who is now the 
third member of their music band 
Voice Virus. Their family – the Pal-
ghat Brahmins – also has a musical 
lineage, and they naturally grew up 
surrounded by music with their 
grandmother being a classical singer 
and their father a violinist.

Though they would sing togeth-
er for recitals at the Bharatiya Vidya 
Bhavan as children, Ranjani was in 
college when she discovered she 
had a ‘vocal cord twist’ and was dev-
astated with the doctor’s dismissal 
of her career as a singer. But music 
was her life so she just moved her 
classical interests to an instrument. 
She opted for the veena with her 
guru Rajalakshmi Padmanaban. It 
was a fortuitous choice as the veena 
is almost like the mascot for classical 
music in southern India and so, it 
worked well for her in the long run. 

Ranjani completed her Master’s 
in nutrition and dietetics, while 
Bhairavi completed her M.Phil in 
Tamil literature. Having been born 
just two minutes apart, both of them 

L-R: The twins with their sister Charumathy, father KV Jayaraman, and mother Jayam; Ranjani and Bhairavi 
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got married just two days apart as 
well, at age 22. Ranjani had an ar-
ranged marriage that took her away 
across the seven seas to London, 
a big jump even for her. Bhairavi, 
who is a classical singer, fell in love 
and married a rhythm artist from 
the orchestra that she was a part of 
and stayed on in Coimbatore. 

Both sisters won their own share 
of accolades for their respective 
fields along the years: if Bhairavi 
won state awards for her singing in 
college, Ranjani in turn won acco-
lades for her expertise in playing 
the veena for 15 years and also in 
London where she lived for almost 
10 years, being part of many fusion 
bands such as the London Ragajyo-
ti. She was even part of an all-wom-
en band, Pendent World, along with 

other Irish and English musicians, 
and travelled for performances to 
the US and Europe as well. 

While Ranjani went from Man-
chester (five hours away) to London 
to keep her passion alive, Bhairavi 
continued her M.Phil and worked 
as a lecturer in India. She moved 
on to become an RJ. In 2014, they 
were all united by destiny.

H aving done a course in special 
education side-by-side in the 

UK, Ranjani on her move back to 
India decided to help autistic chil-
dren combining her music as a me-
dium of therapy as classical Indian 
ragas have been proven to have a 
positive effect on the mind. Ranjani 
worked as a therapist in the Shankar 
Mahadevan Academy in Bengaluru. 
Her other sister Charumathy joined 

Ranjani Mahesh
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her at that point. 
Today, the 39-year-old twins, 

their sister, and their families are fi-
nally enjoined in their lives and ca-
reers in Coimbatore. Ranjani con-
tinues to sharpen her veena skills 
with her current teacher Shri Phani 
Narayana Veena Vadali of Hyder-
abad. Besides being a professional 
singer, Bhairavi also works as an RJ, 
dubbing and voiceover artiste, stage 
anchor and game-show organiser. 

The three sisters – fondly known 
as Charu, Ranju and Bairu – also 
formed their own band, Voice Virus, 
which offers stage performances 
and has been featured on regional 
and national TV stations. Special-
ising in fusion music – combining 
Indian classical and filmi music in 
their own unique style – they also 

produce and direct their own music 
videos just in time for various spe-
cial days of the year, such as Valen-
tine’s Day, Mothers’ Day and Indian 
festivals like Onam, many of which 
often go viral on social media. 

They admit they were lucky to 
be in the right place at the right 
time, as the digital world has lapped 
up their gifts. YouTube made them 
overnight sensations with their un-
plugged music and they soon came 
to be known as the ‘Smule Twins’. 
Bhairavi’s Nitham Nitham Chicken 
Burger song and Ranjani’s Despaciato 
have gone viral on social media giv-
ing them over a million hits in less 
than a month. 

Surely the story of the Smule 
Twins is the stuff of a blockbuster 
movie itself! 

Bhairavi Gopi
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Rani’s Word

Rani Khanam dances Kathak to Islamic verses, 
and has broken several taboos in doing so

By Neha Kirpal
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R ani Khanam is the only Indi-
an Muslim classical dancer of 
note who has dared to dance 

to Islamic verses. In the past, she 
performed a number of issue-based 
dance productions about women’s 
rights, HIV/AIDS, gender equality 
and disability. A Kath-
ak exponent, she has 
also worked with living 
legends of Sufi mystic 
musicians from Turkey, 
Cairo, Bosnia and Mo-
rocco. Along with her 
ensemble, Rani Kha-
nam has performed at 
reputed national and 
international festivals as 
well. We spoke to her 
about her unconven-
tional, spiritually driven 
career path.
Coming from a 
conservative Muslim 
society, what challenges 
did you have to face to 
become a Kathak dancer?
Since the time I was 
born, I have been 
hearing the Azaan and studying 
verses of the Quran. This has 
created divine vibrations in my 
body and made me more spiritual. 
There is movement in the readings 
of the Quran’s verses. I have been 
dancing since childhood. With this 
strong background, the movements 
have evolved automatically. I was 
told that dancing is banned in 

Islam. I was the first Muslim girl 
from my orthodox community to 
take out my veil (burkha) against 
the will of the community. It was 
my innermost desire to dance, to 
free myself from the suppression. I 
started dancing within and chose to 

learn Kathak. 
My family is a follower of the 

Chishtiya Silsila, which was founded 
by Kwaja Moin-ud-Din Chishti 
in India. Since childhood, I would 
participate annually in the Ajmer 
Sharif ’s Urs. I found that Sufis who 
followed the Chistiya order were 
not against adapting the ideas and 
language of Hindu saints of the 
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Bhakti cult. They even went so far 
as to use the Hindi language for 
Islamic devotional songs. I watched 
the nightlong Sama-e-Mehfil, the 
800-year-old traditional festival of 
Sufi worship, involving music and 
dance. I also watched qawwalis, 
and often saw ordinary listeners, 
Khadims and the Sufis, who would 
transform into Wajad, a trance-like 
state where they feel at one with 
God (it is generally considered to 
be the height of spiritual ecstasy 
within Islam).
You are the only Indian Muslim Kathak 
classical dancer of distinction who braved 
to dance on Islamic verses and Sufiana 
verses of mystic Sufi poets. Tell us more 
about this form of ‘Sufi Kathak’ and the 
Islamic verses, Sufiana poets, Qawwalis, 
Indo-Persian ghazals and Sufi folk 
compositions that influence your dance.

I believe the essence of Islam in its 
purest aspect has been embedded in 
Sufism. Actually, Sufi is a way of life, 
like Sanatan Dharma. There are no 
rules and regulations – there is only 
a spiritual thought, a philosophy that 
lights up the path we are to follow for 
eternal happiness. The prerequisite 
to this is a mind and body free of 
murky material issues. The journey 
on the Sufi path is an inward one. 
Every day, I embark on this inward 
travel. It’s like a churning one has 
to do within oneself to spill out the 
accumulated negativity contributed 
by external stimuli. I don’t believe 
in Sufi Kathak. There is no such 
dance form that has evolved. Sufi 
is an expression of inner soul, and 
Kathak is a classical dance form 
with 2,000 years of India’s culture 
and its philosophy. Artists innovate 
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new thoughts or create vocabularies 
in the arts. To create new forms and 
culture, it takes hundreds of years.     
Please tell us about the unique repertoire 
of sacred dances based on Sufi and 

Islamic verses that you perform from 
time to time.
During my training years, I learnt 
many facts about Kathak. It was also 
based on Hindu devotional tradition 
with the courtly influence of 

Islam. History reveals that a certain 
Persian elegance had reformed 
the Kathak technique during the 
medieval period. I have created new 
movements and techniques, which 

fulfil all aspects of Islamic 
concepts and thought. In the 
real sense, this represents the 
great Sufi traditions of the 
Chishtiya Silsila of India and 
other parts of the world.

Regarding the Sufiana 
essence in Kathak, I felt 
that it is not decorative and 
entertaining in its repertoire. 
The soul of dance is 
completely divine in nature 
and witnessed through divine 
forces in the universe. It 
elevates the soul to a different 
mystical plane. Sufiana has 
evolved over the ages after a 
lot of exploration and study, 
which includes research 
and collaboration with the 
legends and experts of Sufi 
across the Islamic world.

After mastering the best of 
the traditional Kathak dance 
in the Lucknow style, my 
research penetrated deep into 
the subject matter of varied 
and impressive influences of 

Islamic culture on the dance form. 
Through my dance, I explore the 
inner joy and the mystic quest of 
Sufism, and have created a new 
vocabulary in Kathak (the Lucknow 
dance style repertoires). 
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Tashi and Nungshi 
Malik during the 
Global Sports 
mentoring program 
in Washington, DC
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TWIN 
PEAKS

T hey are the first siblings and 
twins to climb the Seven 
Summits and reach the North 
and South Poles as well as 

complete the Adventurers Grand 
Slam and Three Poles Challenge. In 
2016, Dehradun-based duo Tashi 
and Nungshi Malik were conferred 
India’s highest adventure honour, 
the Tenzing Norgay National 
Adventure Award by the President 
of India. In September 2019, they 
competed in the Eco Challenge 
Fiji, which pitched 66 teams of 
top adventure athletes from 30 
nations against forces of nature 
and against each other, traversing 
671 kilometres of rugged Fijian 
landscape, ocean, rivers, lakes and 
jungles using a dozen adventure 
activities. They became the first and 
only South Asians to participate in 
this global adventure race.

We caught up with the twins 
about their climbing journey.
How did you both get interested in 
mountaineering, and why did you de-
cide to make a career out of it?
We were initiated into this sport 
soon after leaving school in 2009. 
An ardent believer in all-round de-
velopment, our father persuaded us 
that exposing ourselves to physical-
ly dangerous and challenging situ-
ations was a key step to self-aware-
ness and developing leadership 
attributes. What started out as a 
one-off exposure for personality 
development was to emerge as our 
deepest passion! Following the ba-
sic course in 2010, we completed 
all the progressively higher courses: 
advance, search and rescue, and in-
structor courses. During the same 
period, we also completed a ski 
course in Kashmir.

The intrepid Tashi and Nungshi Malik set out to conquer the Seven 
Summits to show patriarchal Indian families what daughters can do

By Neha Kirpal
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When we were preparing for our 
Everest climb, the 2012 Delhi gang-
rape outraged and shook the con-
science of the whole nation. We too 
were extremely angry and wanted 
to do something to break social ste-
reotypes of girls being weaker than 
boys. Having met many accom-
plished mountaineers, we learnt 
about the Seven Summits – the 
highest mountains of each of the 
seven continents – being considered 
a landmark achievement among the 
mountaineering community. 

After successfully summiting the 
Everest, the idea gradually crystal-
lised that we could attempt all Seven 
Summits. If successful, we would be 
the world’s first siblings and twins 

to have done it! We sensed the op-
portunity to use this as a medium to 
campaign for gender equality and 
fight against female foeticide in In-
dia. We are glad to say we have been 
able to do so, and further went on 
to complete the ‘Explorers Grand 
Slam’, which is the Seven Summits 
plus the two Poles.
Has mountaineering been a source of 
courage, self-growth and confidence? 
Mountaineering has taught us that 
life shrinks or expands in propor-
tion to one’s courage – the courage 
to cross the barriers in our minds, to 
cross the mountains in our hearts! 
Nature is all-powerful and this you 
realise when you attempt a summit, 
and become aware of your vulner-

Approaching the summit of 
Mount Cook (3724m), New 
Zealand’s highest peak
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ability and insignificance. A small 
avalanche can easily send you into 
oblivion. The silence and remote-
ness add to the sense of loneliness 
and fear. Sometimes, evacuation 
is not possible and the chances of 
things going wrong are very high. 
We value the spiritual awakening 
and heightened self-awareness that 
these experiences have given us. 

Facing these challenges and 

overcoming our fears and physi-
cal dangers instills a high degree of 
self-confidence to face the ups and 
downs of day-to-day life. It is a total 
revelation, a deep inner change. It 
has helped us see the bigger picture 
of life because we realise how frag-
ile and precious life can be.
Please share your most memorable 
climbing moments.
The experience of living for eight 
weeks in the company of the shift-

ing Khumbu glacier (the fastest 
moving glacier in the world) on 
the trek to Mt Everest, daily thun-
der of snow avalanches, of crossing 
hundreds of feet wide crevasses on 
shaking ladders and finally negotiat-
ing the dreaded ‘death zone’ cannot 
be adequately described in words!
How do you train for expeditions?
We have trained the mind to rule 
the body. The basic motto we fol-

low before attempting any of the 
high peaks is to ‘preserve energy’. 
Our training and nutrition program 
includes strength training, aerobic 
and endurance. All these exercises 
become progressively strenuous and 
challenging as the climb gets clos-
er. In addition to solid alpine snow 
and ice-climbing skills, we need 
strength endurance, high-altitude 
tolerance and strong cardiovascular 
conditioning. 

L-R: The twins summited Mt Kilimanjaro twice; in Washington DC for the Global Sports mentoring program
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You are one of the few young Indian 
women in this field. What are the chal-
lenges and scope involved?
Parents in our native state Hary-
ana love their daughters, but due to 
social norms of dowry and being 
a patriarchal society, many parents 
see their daughters as a burden and 
‘someone else’s property’ or ‘paraya 
dhan’. We hope that by our achieve-
ments, these parents will change 
their views and will give equal op-
portunities to daughters.

Each successful climb makes us 
feel like true champions with a mis-
sion accomplished for the Indian 
girl child. The first thing we did on 
reaching a summit was to strike a 
steel plate with a spoon as a celebra-

tion of being girls, much like fami-
lies in many parts of rural India do 
to celebrate and announce the birth 
of male child to their neighbours!
Is this a viable, long-term, sustainable 
field? What are the finances involved? 
Climbing big peaks is very expen-
sive. We were among the very few 
Indians who scaled Mt Everest with 
our parents’ own savings of about 
`45 lakh. There are only a few pro-
fessional climbers, and none are 
famous or well-to-do! Corporate 
players or the public at large do not 
see it as something rewarding un-
like sports such as cricket. This is 
compounded by the government’s 
lack of a policy for the development 
of mountaineering as a sport. Some 
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states have it under the Tourism 
ministry. We hope that by our glob-
al achievements and world records, 
the sport will get due attention and 
respect. We are trying to also glam-
ourise it with photo shoots to draw 
corporate sponsorships. We have 
also launched the Nungshi Tashi 
Foundation to foster outdoor spirit 
among Indians, especially girls and 
women, to promote empowerment 

through self-awareness, leadership 
and outdoor livelihoods. 
What is your advice to young women 
climbers like yourselves?
We are all human beings first, each 
uniquely gifted with unlimited po-
tential. Gender is a human recon-
struct that prevents us women from 
realising our full potential. Let’s be 
watchful against gender discrimina-
tion: know it and fight it! 

Ascending Mount Dixon 
(3019m), New Zealand 

after successfully climbing 
Mount Cook (3725m)
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Here’s all the latest from the world of  fashion this month

STYLE 
UPDATE

This wedding season, Rangriti 
has come up with a bridesmaid 
collection. Along with contem-
porary styles that complement 
different personalities and age 
groups, they also have a special 
Parineeti for Rangriti collec-
tion, which includes light, eth-
nic jewellery that you can wear 
any time, wedding or not!
Visit: rangriti.com

Fizzy Goblet is launching 
its first-ever collection of 
juttis with heels. “Five years 
ago, we started making 
juttis and haven’t stopped 
experimenting since. Now 
after a lot of requests, we 
have launched the most 
comfortable Fizzy Heels,” 
says Laksheeta Govil, 
founder of Fizzy Goblet. 
Price: `4290 to 4590

JEWELLERY BY RANGRITI

FIZZY GOBLET
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Exploring an 
Indo-bohemian 
world of 
interesting 
features and 
shapes, Sukriti 
& Aakriti’s 
latest collection 
dwells on out-
there ruffled 
blouses, flowy 
bell-sleeves, and 
interconnected 
straps.

SUKRITI 
& AAKRITI
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PAYAL KHANDWALA
Payal Khandwala’s 
Mumbai flagship 
store is now in 
iconic Kala Ghoda 
district. Housed 
in Bhartania, a 
100-year-old historic 
building, the new 
space is dotted with 
elongated windows, 
high ceilings and a 
Burma teak roof.
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Creating a legacy of love with their collection 
of finest polki heirlooms, Vilandi by Shikherjee 

Jewellers is known for its classic heritage collection of fine jewellery 
evocative of the Rajputana and Mughal era. Check out this regal pendant 
made using syndicate polkis, rose-cut diamonds, English polkis in jadau, 
and South Sea pearls. The pendant necklace is set in an open and fusion 
setting with an antique finish. Visit: shikherjee.com/vilandi.php

Shilpsutra’s peep-toe 
sliders from the winter 
2019 collection ‘Fables 
and Folklore’ give tra-
ditional juttis a modern 
twist. Designer Shil-
pa Agarwalla’s embel-
lished footwear range 
has arrived just in time 
for the festive season.

VILANDI JEWELS

SHILPSUTRA
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What Happens 
in Miami

Take a delectable fine-dining tour around Miami, a dynamic city that has 
quickly caught up with its global peers in luxury and lifestyle

By Jaswant Lalwani

W 
hen close to 1,000 pri-
vate jets descend on Mi-
ami for Art Basel Miami 
Beach this December, 

well-heeled art aficionados will dis-
embark and depart for accommo-
dations in the Four Seasons, the Se-

tai Hotel, Lux SLS or one of three 
nearby Ritz Carlton Hotels. 

They may hit the tony Delano 
South Beach Hotel, or the venerable 
Fontainebleau, where Frank, Dean, 
Sammy, Joey and the rest of the 
1960s rat pack held court. PH

OT
O:

 C
OU

LE
UR

 / 
PI

XA
BA

Y



39FINE DINING

DECEMBER 2019

|

Yet, a growing number of exclusive 
buyers will be heading home to their 
luxury condominiums and their 
gourmet tastes. After all, Miami and 
its sister cities  of Fort Lauderdale 
and Palm Beach have become a 
shining, tropical beacon epitomising 
luxury condo living and a gourmet 
capital as well. Forbes called Miami 
“a spicy-hot cosmopolitan city 
where each neighbourhood fuels 
creativity.” For good reason. Today a 
hotspot for art, nightlife and global 

business – not to mention a tourism 
destination – from downtown to 
trendy and hip Brickell Avenue 
where the “Brickellistas” dwell to 
the beach, Miami’s charisma and 
character rise high into the blue sky. 

I have become familiar with 
Miami only recently. Though I still 
consider Manhattan my home, I am 
finding Miami to be an increasingly 
exciting option. Have you ever 

been to a place that feels so special 
that you just leave in a better mood? 
With a world-class symphony and 
ballet and new exciting first-time 
shows, Miami is on track to equal 
her northern rivals like New York 
and Chicago. 

Sure, Miami is a latecomer to 
the world’s luxury living and 
cultural scene. Locals speak boldly 
when mentioning their city in 
the same breath as London, New 
York or Hong Kong. To many, the 

city has made up for lost time at a 
frenetic pace. Places like the Perez 
Art Museum Miami, The Bass 
Museum, the New World Center, 
World Symphony Orchestra and 
the Adrienne Arsht Center for the 
Performing Arts add to the cultural 
life of this increasingly vibrant city. 
And Art Basel Miami Beach is 
mentioned with global reverence. 

To be sure, dining is part of 

Snapshots of the Chotto Matte restaurant in Miami, which serves Japanese and Peruvian cuisine
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any city’s culture. Being located 
at the hemisphere’s north-south 
crossroads has brought Miami a 
cultural cornucopia not found in 
other geographies.  

Exceptional dining abounds across 
Miami. James Beard Award-winning 
chef José Andrés lights up The 
Bazaar, which features what’s been 
called a “playful indoor-outdoor 
space” conceived by Philippe Starck. 
Located in the heart of the South 

Beach Art Deco District, the 2016 
AAA Four Diamond Award Winner 
puts a clever spin on avant-garde 
tapas, served with theatrics in this 
“Spanish-Eclectic retro-lounge”. 

Nearby on Miami Beach’s fabled 
Lincoln Road pedestrian shopping 
mall and beneath its Japanese-
style irimoya retractable roof, the 
London-headquartered Chotto 
Matte restaurant serves up Nikkei 

Japanese and Peruvian repasts. 
Chef James Gallagher prepares sake 
dragon rolls, ceviche, yuca frita, 
and various robata dishes within a 
sophisticated, open-air enclave. 

Head west across the McArthur 
Causeway to Miami downtown to 
another host of culinary creations. 
Yet, it’s the Latino fare – with a 
distinct, multi-ethnic flair – that 
sets the city’s culinary offerings 
apart from those anywhere else on 

the planet. Estefan Kitchen, named 
for Cuban émigrés and music 
icons Emilio and Gloria Estefan, 
explores reimagined Cuban fare in 
the city’s Design District. There’s 
lechón flatbread, vaca frita, and 
braised short ribs, served with a side 
of live music reminiscent of pre-
Revolution Havana. 

Over on Brickell Key, just a bridge 
from the financial district, N by 

The Estefan Kitchen was named after its famous founders – music icons Emilio and Gloria Estefan 
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NAOE offers Shabu-shabu, lightly 
cooked thin slices of Wagyu beef 
imported from Japan and quickly 
swished in a steaming kelp stock – 
all served in a communal setting. 

Overlooking Biscayne Bay, La Mar  
restaurant at The Mandarin features 
upscale Asian-Peruvian fusion and 
traditional, signature ceviches and 
freshly grilled anticuchos from 
acclaimed chef Gastón Acurio. If 
the evening view isn’t enough to 

heighten the senses, there’s the 
sumptuous Sunday brunch. 

Like so much in Miami, fine 
dining here often has a back story. 
Like before Game 6 of the 2013 
NBA Finals. The San Antonio 
Spurs had just suffered a heart-
breaking defeat to the Miami 
Heat. Instead of the title-clinching 
celebration Coach Gregg Popovich 
was preparing at Il Gabbiano, “Pop” 

turned the gathering into a post-
game therapy session over wine 
and a menu that includes costoletta 
alla Milanese, bistecca alla griglia, 
and scampi alla Francese at the 
Michelin-rated restaurant. 

Tucked in the Design District, 
Mandolin Aegean serves up Greek 
and Turkish dishes prepared simply 
and beautifully. The mezes, salads, 
sandwiches, mains, and sides, made 
of seasonal ingredients, freshly 

caught fish, and vegetarian options, 
make it easy to indulge. As is the case 
with much in Miami, the garden 
terrace built from a 1940s-era home 
is ideal for an intimate dalliance or 
the place to see-and-be-seen – or 
both. To add to the excitement 
of this 24-hour buzzing city, the 
famous phrase, “What happens in 
Miami, stays in Miami,” can easily 
be applied. 

La Mar restaurant at The Mandarin hotel features upscale Asian-Peruvian fusion and traditional dishes
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Why would two 20-year-olds leave their homes in Australia 
and US to be community workers in a small Canadian church?

A TALE OF TWO 
MISSIONARIES

Sister Talahe Funaki Sister Emma Fox
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O n a quiet street in the small 
town of Abbotsford in Brit-
ish Columbia, Canada, stands 

the Church of Jesus Christ of Lat-
ter-day Saints. Every Sunday, the 
church comes abuzz with activity as 
the congregation comes together to 
hear words from the Bible, discuss 
community issues, study and teach 

youngsters, play a game of basket-
ball, and talk on all matters of faith.

The community is often referred 
to as Mormons, a nickname that 
comes from a scripture unique 
to their Church called the Book 
of Mormon. “Lots of people use 
it to describe the Church and its 
members,” explains the official 
website comeuntochrist.org, adding, 
“In the past, we’ve embraced the 
term and even used it ourselves, 
but recently we have asked people 

to call the Church by its full name: 
The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints. Jesus is the core 
of our religion and beliefs.”

One of the practices they follow 
is that of training young people 
to be ‘missionaries’ or community 
workers in distant cities. Boys put 
in two years, while girls put in 18 

months. They cannot choose where 
they will be sent – one simply signs 
up to a missionary, and then one 
goes wherever God wills it. 

Since the Church is spread across 
the world, this period of being 
a missionary is one of intense 
personal and spiritual development 
for the youngsters, who are often 
travelling away from home for the 
first time in their lives. We spoke 
to two missionaries in Abbotsford 
about their journeys.

The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints on Blueridge 
Drive, Abbotsford
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SISTER TALAHE FUNAKI 
Sister Talahe Funaki’s parents hail 
from Tonga, a group of 169 islands 
that make up the Polynesian 
country in the Pacific Ocean. Talahe 
was born in New Zealand, and in 
2004, when she was in grade four, 
her family migrated to Australia for 
a better life. 

Talahe is the second of seven 
children. Her father, a painter, and 
her mother, who works in a nursing 
home, are both devout Christians, 

and so Talahe was part of the Church 
community since a very young age. 

“Initially, when we moved to 
Brisbane, we found it very hard to 
adjust after our quiet life in New 
Zealand,” the 20-year-old Talahe 
shares, “but our lifestyle improved, 
and we had better career prospects 
so we made peace with it.”

It helped that the family 
continued to be part of the church 

in Brisbane. When she was in her 
late teens, she signed up to be a 
missionary. Her call came after she 
had already put in a year studying 
business at university. “I cried tears 
of joy when they told me I was 
going to Canada,” smiles the calm, 
sweet-faced Talahe. “It was the first 
time I was going to travel away 
from home.”

It took her a while to adjust to a 
small town of just 140,000 people 
after coming from a big city of 2.5 

million on the other side of the 
globe, not to mention the extreme 
difference in weather with Australia 
being sunny and bright most of the 
year, while Canada can be chilly 
cold. But she is happy here, and 
especially cherishes the company 
and friendship of the other young 
missionaries in her church. “It is 
wonderful, and I feel very blessed 
to be here,” she smiles.

L-R: Sister Talahe Funaki from Brisbane, Australia; the pulpit at the chapel of the Abbotsford church
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SISTER EMMA FOX 
Born in Utah, USA, Sister Emma 
Fox isn’t too frazzled about having 
moved to her country’s northern 
neighbour. “Canada is not too 
different from America except for 
the weather,” says the 20-year-old 
friendly girl nonchalantly. One of 
seven siblings born to a lawyer dad 
and homemaker mom, Emma was 
“raised in the Gospel”, and was 
greatly influenced by the Church 
during her formative years. 

By the time she was 18, she was 
already teaching kids in the primary 
section of the local community 
church in her neighbourhood. For 
her own higher education, she 
studied English and religious studies 
at Brigham Young University, a 
private research university in Provo, 
Utah, owned by the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints. With 
over 33,000 students, the University 

further fuelled Emma’s desire to be 
a missionary. 

“Not everyone signs up for it,” 
says Emma, whose mother played 
an influential role in her life. A 
worker in a relief society, she had 
inculcated the value of service in all 
her kids, and when the eldest one, 
Emma, was selected to a missionary 
to Abbotsford, it set the bar for the 
other siblings to follow.

Sharing Talahe’s views that the 
presence of other missionaries in 

their church has been a great source 
of support and camaraderie, Emma 
says, “My religion has blessed my 
life. I am grateful to be part of a 
faith-based community.”

Does she have non-religious 
friends outside of the church? 
“Oh yes,” she nods, sagely. “Lots 
of them. They actually respect my 
commitment to my faith. They 
think it’s pretty cool.” 

L-R: The basketball and games auditorium at the church; Sister Emma Fox from Utah, USA
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A GREEK 
ESCAPADE

A family’s visit to an olive farm in 
Greece has an unexpected ending 

By Kaveri Jain

C ooking for family and 
friends is something I en-
joy more than anything else. 
The warmth and love with 

which food is prepared and shared 
in our Indian culture is unparalleled. 

Finding this common thread all the 
way in the Mediterranean is what 
made me fall in love with Greece. 
Added to that was the lively culture, 
awe-inspiring castles, temple ruins, 
history, a long unending coastline 
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and beautiful enchanting islands – 
this country was proof of heaven!

While the bustling metropolis of 
Athens was surely a delight, it was 
an extraordinary experience in the 
Peloponnese that remains the high-
light of my trip. We were visiting 
Gargalianoi, a quaint town located 
in the Messinia region, a three-hour 
drive from Athens. While the views 
were striking – the Aegean sea on 
the left, breathtaking hillscapes on 
the right, and the bright sun pierc-
ing through the olive trees that 
lined the roads – little did I fathom 
what was in store for us next. 

We stepped foot into the central 
square of Gargalianoi where an ar-
ray of sea-facing restaurants beck-
oned. There stood a wizened old 
figure, dressed in baggy black pants 

and a bright blue top, waving at us 
with a wide smile on her face. This 
was our guide for the day, Christina, 
who was to take us to an olive farm 
and show us the process of olive 
cultivation and extraction. 

The 73-year-old headed towards 
her car, a vintage Mercedes con-
vertible, instructing us to follow 
her, and immediately zoomed off at 
great speed. We took a while lon-
ger, manoeuvring our car through 
massive olive groves. We finally 
parked in the middle of a massive 
olive plantation, where hundreds of 
thousands of olive trees surround-
ed us; the only sound that could 
be heard was the crashing of ocean 
waves from two kilometres away. 

The septuagenarian began talking, 
telling us about the trees, their va-PH
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riety, their age, the amount of fruit 
they bear, the irrigation, harvesting, 
and finally the olive oil extraction. 
Though it wasn’t her own planta-
tion, her knowledge was in-depth. 
She told us about her own little 
farm where she produced her own 
organic olive oil. We warmed up to 
her as we began walking towards 
the lower end of the farm. She in-
vited us to her home there. We de-
clined at first, as we had a long jour-
ney ahead but her charm was too 
much to resist, and we finally caved 
in, agreeing to come by “for a quick 
glass of water and nothing else”. 

“Don’t worry, water is free!” she 
laughed. Walking into her tiny cot-
tage made me feel like I was in a 
scene out of a children’s story book. 
And before we could say a word, she 
was already in the kitchen, peeling a 

giant, foot-long cucumber! 
“It will take me just two minutes, 

you all sit down,” she commanded, 
pulling out a large glass bowl and 
throwing in thickly cut slices. From 
a basket, she picked a robust red to-
mato, grown in her own backyard. 
Then she added red onions. 

“I feel terrible that I don’t have 
good bread at home. The thing is, 
I am on a diet so I only eat multi-
grain sliced bread these days,” she 
lamented while sliding the sliced 
bread into the oven to heat.

I couldn’t take my eyes off: there 
was something uncannily familiar 
about her tiny hands multi-tasking, 
peeling, chopping, washing, search-
ing her fridge to find something 
more to serve, tirelessly running in 
and out of the kitchen to the veg-
etable garden. She topped the sal- PH
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ad with fresh olives, but was visibly 
upset about having to replace the 
classic Feta cheese with Ricotta, the 
only one she had at home. The final 
touch was the most special, as she 
drizzled extra-virgin olive oil from 
her own farm all over the dish – not 
a drizzle as much as a flood, really.

“Finally some oregano, salt, and 
it’s ready, come on now,” Christi-
na smiled. Yet, her eyes still looked 
unsure. She wasn’t finished yet, de-
liberating how to ‘make up’ for the 
missing items. She offered home-
made peppers dipped in olive oil, 
and apologised about this not being 
the ‘perfect’ Greek salad. Yet, for us, 
it was the most exquisite gesture 
and fresh spread, and we couldn’t 
have asked for more.  

All of us ate to our hearts’ con-
tent; the bread, salad, cheese and bell 

peppers vanished from the table in 
a matter of minutes. We listened to 
Christina talk about her daughter 
and grandkids. None of us in our 
wildest dreams had ever imagined 
we’d be breaking bread in a tiny 
corner of the world far away from 
home with a stranger whose unex-
pected warmth touched our hearts.

Just when we thought we couldn’t 
be surprised any more, she disap-
peared into her backyard, returning 
with multiple bottles of olive oil for 
us to take home. We bowed to her 
hospitality, and invited her to visit 
us in India. I gave her a long, warm 
hug and waved goodbye, smiling 
to myself as we drove off, thinking 
of the warmth in her eyes, the love 
in her food and the strength in her 
voice – I felt like I had glimpsed a 
73-year-old me. PH
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December is a fabulous time to reflect and make plans for the year and 
decade ahead. Two life coaches share ways to make it meaningful 

By Kay Newton

D ecember is here. The native 
American Indians have a say-
ing, “Today is a good day to 

die”. As 2020 will be the start of 
a new decade, it is a good time to 
look at what has happened over the 
past 10 years and what you want to 

achieve in the next. This allows you 
to think about the goals you have in 
mind and how you will create them 
before it is too late. Here are two 
ways you can make the most out of 
life: keeping a gratitude journal, and 
making an end-of-life plan. PH
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LYNDELLE PALMER-CLARKE 
Lyndelle Palmer-Clarke is the cre-
ator and author of the Daily Great-
ness series. She is a recovering self-
help junkie who’s read all the books, 
been to all the seminars, listened to 
all the DVD’s and followed all the 
gurus. Then Lyndelle realised, after 
hitting a major life crisis, that some-

thing was seriously missing from 
the picture: applied knowledge. 

Lyndelle began her career as a 
singer, songwriter, actress and TV 
presenter in Australia. At age 18, she 
was the lead singer and manager of 
a band. At 21, she signed to a major 
record label, and in 2006 she was a 
finalist on Australian Idol. Lyndelle 
has also featured in numerous TV 
commercials, TV series and films. 
After moving to London to pursue 
her career in music, Lyndelle 

experienced what some would call 
a breakdown but she chooses to 
call it her “breakthrough”, which 
became her catalyst for leaving the 
entertainment industry to follow 
her newfound purpose. She made 
it her mission to bridge the gap 
between knowledge and action for 
others seeking to live consciously.

“There are more than a few self-
help junkies out there who seem 
to think the answers they seek are 
always in the next book, only to 
realise after reading hundreds of 
them that nothing has changed. The 
billion-dollar self-help industry, 
while it has good intentions, is 
creating nothing more than addicts; 
slaves to a new religion called self-
help,” she says.

Lyndelle believes that if a 
person applies only one new idea, 

L-R: Lyndelle Palmer-Clarke, a former singer, is the author of the Daily Greatness series; one of her journals
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consistently, to their life from all 
the books they’ve read, their results 
would be astounding.

“I’m not opposed to learning, but 
at some point, we need to recognise 
that we have all the answers we need 
to change our lives for the better. 
People don’t need another self-help 
book. They just need to apply what 
they already know,” she points out.

Lyndelle has made it her life 
mission to empower people to 
apply all those self-help ideas into 
their lives in a fun, 
practical way so they 
can start seeing results. 

“No more wishful 
thinking, no more 
reaching for the 
next self-help book, 
just a commitment 
to being your own 
guru, following your 
inspiration and living 
the life of your dreams,” she says.

Lyndelle is now the author of 
three practical journals assisting 
people to create their life vision, 
take action, and apply to their lives 
what they already know. 

Her Rocking Fit Program is a 
holistic online training program 
designed to transform your being 
in 12 weeks.

Lyndelle, who currently lives 
with her fiancé in Sweden,  says, 
“My message is simple: be your 
own guru.”
Visit: dailygreatness.com

JANE DUNCAN ROGERS
If we follow the Native Ameri-
can saying, “Today is a good day to 
die”, it is important to talk about 
the subject. Yet, many people fail to 
do so. Essentially we will all die, and 
the body will need to be disposed 
of. The things you have surround-
ed yourselves with during your life 
will need to be dealt with too, in-
cluding your online presence. Be-
ing prepared for death is not just a 
Western issue, or meant for a cer-

tain age. Everyone can 
benefit from planning, 
making living easier.

In 2011, Jane 
Duncan Rogers’ 
husband died of 
stomach cancer and 
then in 2018 within 
the space of just one 
week, both her mum 
and dad had died. 

“When my husband died, I wrote 
about it as a way of processing what 
had happened to me. It took me 
over two years to write my first 
book Gifted By Grief and it was full 
of spiritual awakening. Yet, most 
people contacted me about the 
chapter where I had spoken to my 
husband and asked him questions 
that needed answering before he 
died. Those questions became the 
basis of my nonprofit organisation 
Before I Go Solutions, another 
book Before I Go, an online course, 
and certified training in end-of-life 

“PEOPLE DON’T 
NEED ANOTHER 

SELF-HELP BOOK. 
THEY JUST NEED TO 
APPLY WHAT THEY 
ALREADY KNOW”
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facilitation,” she shares.
Many people are challenged to 

think about death during life. People 
don’t want to think about the 
possibility of being in a vegetative 
state, for example, yet, if you do not 
have the legal documents in place, 
the regulations of the country you 
live in will come into play, whether 
you like them or not. 

Says Jane, “We assume that it is 

normal for those left behind to deal 
with everything and make all the 
decisions. It does not have to be that 
way. If it is important for you to be 
part of the decision process and to 
support your family as they grieve, 
then an end-of-life plan is for you.” 

“When my parents died,” she goes 
on, “it was not so much of a shock 
about my dad who had been ill, but 
it was a shock about my mum. If 
there was any good in this, it was 

that both my parents had been 
good students of mine and done 
their end-of-life plan. I had really 
underestimated how important 
this was when grieving, not just 
practically; I felt so much comfort 
knowing that we were following 
their wishes.” 

There is often a sense of relief 
when the discussion is out in the 
open. And a great time to have this 

type of conversation is when all the 
family are congregated together. 

“It may sound weird but 
Christmas or New Year may be the 
perfect time to begin the ‘Before 
I Go’ conversation when families 
naturally gather together. Build 
up your courage and be prepared 
in advance. You will probably 
be surprised to see that they are 
actually ready to chat too.” 
Visit: beforeigosolutions.com

L-R: Jane with her husband, who passed away in 2011; Jane Duncan Rogers
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Rachna Gahilote Bisht, Prarthana Gahilote and Shaguna Gahilote have 
dedicated their lives to lighting up minds with education and literature

By Neha Kirpal

SISTERS 
AND

STORY
TELLERS
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I f ever the editors at a publishing 
house or media outlet in India 
need a reference for littérateurs 
or bibliophiles, the names of the 

three Gahilote sisters surely follow. 
Rachna Gahilote Bisht, Prartha-
na Gahilote and Shaguna Gahilote 
were born and brought up among 
the “old trees, green hedges and 
grey heads” of 1980s Dehradun, a 
small town with numerous govern-
ment institutions, a place of well-
read and well-cultured people. 

Through their childhood, they 
grew up with a generous supply of 
books, attended numerous poetry 
sessions with their parents and had a 
number of well-known writers vis-
iting their home. Their father was 
a well-known writer who brought 
light into the lives of 10 million 

visually impaired persons in the 
country by providing them books 
which till then were not available 
in Braille. So it is not surprising that 
the siblings spent the rest of their 
lives bringing the same light of 
books to countless more souls.

“As children we read storybooks, 
comics, books on mythology, his-
torical figures, reformers and En-
glish and Hindi literature,” says the 
eldest sister, Rachna, who over the 
past two decades, has won a string 
of awards for her work with wom-
en and children through the Na-
tional Commission for Women, 
The World Bank, and UN Women. 
The Rashtra Gaurav Samman was 
also conferred on Rachna for up-
holding the rights of women and 
service to humanity.

Rachna Gahilote with her mother; their parents’ love for all things literary passed on to the three siblings
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Every year since 2010, Rachna 
organises the Ghummakkad Nara-
in - Travelling Literature Festival, 
under the aegis of UNESCO, the 
aim of which is to promote reading 
among schoolchildren. The festival 
has taken over 100 writers, story-
tellers and illustrators to schools 
across the country and reached out 
to more than one lakh people. It has 
also donated over one lakh books to 
set up libraries in schools. 

“It’s really fulfilling when teach-
ers tell us that the children finished 
reading the books we donated with-
in a month, and used alternative 
means to get more books and also 
asked the administration to provide 
them a budget for more books. The 

small spark that we ignited seems to 
grow into a fire,” says Rachna.

Another festival that the sisters 
have organised annually since 2010 
is Kathakar, the India’s only oral sto-
rytelling festival. Each year, the fes-
tival attracts over 3,000 schoolchil-
dren and a similar number of adults. 
Kathakar is a platform for dying art 
forms such as Ladakh’s Kesar saga, 
Uttar Pradesh’s Swang, and Madhya 
Pradesh’s Allah-Uddal among oth-
ers. Interactions are also organised 
between Indian and international 
artists. “Seeing a smile on the faces 
of both the young and the old gives 
us joy and belief that it is worth all 
the effort,” adds Rachna.

The second sister, Prarthana has 

Prarthana and Shaguna Gahilote with filmmaker Imtiaz Ali at Kathakar
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conceptualised, directed and filmed 
the CoHear digital concerts of her 
husband, celebrated singer and mu-
sician Mohit Chauhan. Prarthana 
has also written, directed and shot 
documentaries and short films on 
subjects like animal welfare, en-
vironment conservation, heritage 
conservation, culture and travel. 

Excelling in Hindustani poetry, 
she was awarded the Rajiv Gandhi 
Yuva Kavi award in 1991 while still 
in school. Since then she has writ-
ten anthologies of poems in both 
English and Hindi. “Hindustani 
couplets have been a way to breathe 
life into thoughts,” says Prarthana 
who has also written several lyrics 
for some of Mohit Chauhan’s songs. 

Prarthana and her younger sis-
ter Shaguna collaborated to write 
a collection of 11 folktales from 
the mountain region called Curious 
Tales from the Himalayas. “Folktales 
as were preserved and popular-
ised in the days of yore have now 
been relegated to the backburner.
This book stemmed from the need 
to preserve and keep in circulation 
these stories,” says Prarthana. “It is 
more than just a tribute to the Hi-
malayas that have filled my life with 
perpetual happiness and joy. The 
mountains have been the single 
most inspiring presence in my life 
and this book is a slice of just that.” 

According to Prarthana, writing 
is a lonely job. “When one is writ-

Actor Manoj Bajpayee with Prarthana Gahilote at Kathakar
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ing, one doesn’t quite know if peo-
ple will like or enjoy what you may 
have written. You write for your-
self,” she says. 

Her sisters are Prarthana’s sound-
ing board, her inspiration, her guides 
and her belief. “To say that they are 
my support system would possi-
bly be reducing their place in my 
life – my sisters complete me. They 
are the reason why my life is full 
and enriched. I live in the comfort 
that even if the whole world turns 
against me, my sisters will have my 
back and stand by me,” she says. 

The best thing about having sis-
ters, she says, is that “you can share 
clothes, shoes, jewellery, bags and 
stand in for the other whenever 

needed. We never buy one piece 
of anything. It always has to be 
three,” she smiles. Her sisters also 
help Prarthana find the support 
to travel for her journalism, filling 
in for her at home. “My sisters are 
the first people I go to for advice,” 
she adds. And what’s the other best 
thing about sisters? “You can fight, 
but every fight gets resolved and the 
sun never sets on anger! That kind 
of relationship is rare and worth 
cherishing.”

Youngest of the three, Shaguna is 
a performance oral storyteller who 
took to storytelling about 15 years 
ago. After finishing her studies in 
UK, Prarthana joined INTACH 
and has ever since been involved 

L-R: Shaguna and Prarthana’s book Curious Tales from the Himalayas; Shaguna Gahilote
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with preserving folk art forms 
while at UNESCO and the British 
Council. Her technique stems from 
the style of grandma’s folktales. “I 
only add a bit of voice modulation 
and some movement, and my per-
formance solely rests on the story,” 
she explains. 

In 2011 and 2012, Shaguna or-
ganised a peace workshop called 
Peace Across Borders for school 
children from Pakistan, India and 
Bangladesh. “The new generation 
has no knowledge of the roots 
that the three countries share with 
each other and have only grown 
up hearing stories in the news,” she 
explains. By bringing together the 
children, the special initiative got 

them to learn about their common 
histories and cultures in order to 
understand each other. 

“When you see one child in the 
audience completely involved with 
your story, laughing and clapping 
at the crucial points, you know the 
story has been conveyed and that it 
shall live with this person for the 
rest of his life.” 

Needless to say, her sisters are her 
world. “The bond cannot be ex-
plained. It is a mix of being a sibling 
and a friend, one you can confide 
in, one with whom you can be bru-
tally frank and still have her cover-
ing your back and be there with 
you through thick and thin. I really 
feel for those who lack a sister.” 

Danish Husain, Deepti Naval and Mohit Chauhan with Shaguna and Prarthna Gahilote at Kathakar 2017
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P adma Priya had been a jour-
nalist and avid podcast listen-
er for several years before she 

launched a podcasting platform 
herself. “The seed was germinated 
at a time when my husband Rakesh 
[Kamal], our dear friend Tarun Nir-
wan and I were all in our respective 
full-time jobs,” she narrates. 

The force behind the platform 
was a pressing need to have a more 
authentic and human approach 
to disseminate information. “We 
wanted to eliminate all the noise 
and deep dive into issues that de-
mand attention,” she shares. That’s 
how Suno India was born in 2018, 
based in Hyderabad and Delhi.

The trio launched the platform 
alongside their first and India’s only 
podcast on adoption, Dear Pari, 
which transpired from Padma’s and 
Rakesh’s own journey of having 
adopted their daughter, Prakruti. 

Born and raised in Hyderabad, 
Padma spent a significant part of her 
childhood in Delhi as well. She was 
13 when her family moved to Trin-

idad and Tobago. “My stay at this 
beautiful Caribbean island country 
opened me to different cultures. 
And Trinidad and Tobago share a 
historical connection with India. 
That got me hooked to its history.” 

She shares her own snippets of 
history about the word podcast. Fif-
teen years ago, The Guardian writ-
er Ben Hammersley while writ-

Padma Priya, co-founder of  the Indian podcasting platform Suno India, 
shares insights about the new but quickly growing media platform

By Manvi Pant
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ing about the audible revolution, 
coined the word ‘podcast’, and since 
then, this digital audio platform has 
grown by leaps and bounds. In In-
dia, given the digital penetration, 
the growth is slated to be exponen-
tial. In June this year, PWC project-
ed an upward curve for podcasts in 
India with listener numbers set to 
increase 34.5 per cent by 2023. 

“We did not want to get lost in 
the wave of YouTube channels,” 
says Padma. “Today, vid-
eos of all lengths feed us 
information in snippets 
but don’t capture nuanc-
es. And, given the atten-
tion-deficit world we 
live in, it’s less likely for 
anyone to watch a long 
video unless it is a matter 
of their interest. Hence, 
we decided to offer a 
platform that encourag-
es active listening,” she 
says, highlighting a big 
advantage with audio – anonymity. 
“Many of the topics we choose are 
very sensitive. Not everyone wants 
to put their face to their story and 
this is where audio helps.” 

After having dabbled into au-
dio stories for Nobel Prize-win-
ning humanitarian organisation 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), 
Padma acknowledged the scope 
podcasts offer in terms of comfort, 
weaving a narrative or building a 
story. Talking of her five-year jour-

ney with MSF, Padma says, “I met 
such incredible and high-spirited 
people that it kept my hope alive. 
As journalists, we are always at risk 
of vicarious trauma, and that can 
sometimes take a toll on our mental 
health, but what kept me going was 
a belief that – as long as there are 
kind people and people who put 
humanity first than cast, creed, reli-
gion – the world will not fall apart.”

Entrepreneurship is demanding. 

There are caveats to it that no one 
talks about, such as dealing with fail-
ure or balancing career and family. 
Padma agrees, “It’s very challenging 
but a huge learning experience! It 
is very recent that we have got great 
advisers to help us navigate through 
the start-up space in India.” 

A multigenerational platform, 
Suno India aims to scale up the 
business in coming years, including 
creating more content for children 
and in various languages. 
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YOU SEE WHAT 
YOU BELIEVE

Can we create the life we desire? In an informative and insightful new 
book Everything is Figureoutable, Marie Forleo talks about the 

placebo effect and how our beliefs shape our lives. An excerpt...

W ho hasn’t made a whop-
ping headache instantly 
disappear when some-
one important calls 

and pulls our focus in a completely 
different direction? Or miraculous-
ly recovered from feeling sick or 
exhausted when an exciting “un-

missable” invitation appears at the 
last minute? 

I’m sure you’ve heard of the pla-
cebo effect. If not, it’s the idea that 
if you believe something will help 
you feel better, it will – even if 
you’re just taking a sugar pill. But 
what about a placebo surgery? Just PH
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wait until you hear this: Bruce Mo-
seley, an orthopedic surgeon, was 
skeptical about the benefits of “ar-
throscopic surgery.” So he tested it. 
He conducted a randomised, dou-
ble-blind, placebo-controlled clini-
cal trial, the gold standard in scien-
tific research.

In the study, some of his patients 
would receive the full and com-
plete knee surgery. Others would 
get a sham surgery, meaning they’d 
go through all the motions of real 
surgery (getting wheeled into the 
operating room, seeing the doctors 
in white coats, being put under an-
esthesia, et cetera) but only receive a 
few shallow cuts to their knees and 
be sent home with a healing pro-
tocol and painkillers. One-third of 
the patients who received the real 
surgery experienced pain relief. 
But what stunned researchers was 
that one-third of patients who un-
derwent the sham surgery had the 
same results. At one point during 
the study, those having the sham 
surgery enjoyed better results than 
those who got the real deal!

Here’s another example. In 1962, 
the Kyushu Journal of Medical Sci-
ence included a stunning report 
about an experiment focused on 
13 boys who were hypersensitive 
to the leaves of Japanese lacquer 
trees, which has poison-ivy-like ef-
fects. With their eyes closed, the 13 
boys were told that they were being 
touched on one arm with the poi-

sonous Japanese lacquer leaves. Un-
surprisingly, all 13 boys had a dra-
matic skin reaction on their arms, 
including redness, itching, swelling, 
and blisters. The catch? Their arms 
were actually touched by the leaves 
of a harmless, nonpoisonous plant.

Then the researchers reversed 
the procedure. With their eyes still 

closed, the 13 boys were told that 
they were being touched on their 
other arm by the leaves of a harm-
less plant. But in reality, those arms 
were now being touched by the 
poison-ivy-like leaves of the lac-
quer tree. This time, 11 of the 13 
boys showed no allergic skin reac-



tion on their arms. None at all – de-
spite the fact that they were highly 
sensitive to those rash-producing 
lacquer leaves.

Ultimately, the harmless leaves 
not only triggered a dramatic skin 
reaction but that reaction was 
greater than the one produced by 
the actual poisonous leaves. These 
intense physical responses simply 
come down to the monumental 

power of belief.
Beliefs can also enhance our cog-

nitive performance. In a small but 
insightful experiment, 40 under-
graduate students prepared to take 
a general knowledge test. Before 
doing so, half the students were told 
that just before each question, the 
correct answer would be momen-

tarily and subliminally flashed on a 
screen in front of them. The authors 
of the study, Ulrich Weger and Ste-
phen Loughnan, write, “We advised 
them that although they could no 
longer consciously recognise what 
was written, their unconscious 
would still be able to pick up the 
correct answer.”

In truth, no correct answers were 
subliminally shown to that group 
of students. What they saw flash on 
the screen was a random string of 
letters. The result? Out of the two 
groups of students who took the 
general knowledge test, the group 
of students who were primed to be-
lieve they were subliminally shown 
the correct answers scored measur-
ably higher on the test than the stu-
dents who were not.

Your beliefs are the master com-
manders of your behavior and your 
results. Beliefs control our bodies 
and how we respond to crises, crit-
icisms, and opportunities. They tell 
us what to notice, what to focus on, 
what it means, and what to do about 
it. The fact that your beliefs shape 
your reality is undeniable. They 
affect you physically, emotionally, 
spiritually, financially, intellectually, 
and culturally. Long term, your be-
liefs determine your destiny. Beliefs 
create behaviours. The cumulation 
of those behaviors adds up to your 
entire life. 
Excerpted with permission from Pen-
guin Random House India
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Author of Everything is Figureoutable, Marie Forleo
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What is faith? My atheist husband tells me, “I envy you your 
faith.” I once told my friend who was going through a divorce 
but whose Buddhist practice was at its strongest at the time, “I 

have faith in your faith.” In Season 3 of The Crown, Prince Philip says, 
“I have lost it, the faith. And without it, what is there? The loneliness, 
the emptiness, the anticlimax… that is what faithlessness is.”

So what is faith? Regardless of one’s religion or affiliations, faith is 
the basis of all life – faith that there is a tomorrow, faith that the sun 
will rise and the stars will shine, faith that one is part of a whole and 
that the whole is a benign, safe space to exist and grow in. Babies have 
unquestioning faith in the mother’s milk, animals have faith in their 
own instinct – they do not judge or over-analyse. They just follow the 
command encoded in their bodies.

How do we become faithless, and when do we fall into loneliness 
and hopelessness? When we stop following the command encoded in 
our bodies. When we judge and over-analyse and predict. When, for 
instance, a young Indian girl follows social norms instead of following 
her dream to study and write, and marries a man she doesn’t like 

A Question 
of Faith

It’s simple, and yet 
difficult at the same time  

 
By Aekta Kapoor
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because she is told this is best for her, and then later the marriage 
becomes a vicious cycle of self-hate, desperation, abuse and apathy. Or 
a man moves continents driven to earn power and wealth instead of 
tinkering around with electronics and spending time with children 
that he once loved, only to find that he has lost decades of his life in 
the chase and lost his sense of purpose, family and human connections 
that would have made it all worthwhile. 

It’s no one’s fault. Humans cannot help ourselves falling out of 
rhythm from our true purpose because that’s nature’s doing, too. That’s 
what makes us different from animals. On one hand, we have been 
encoded with our swadharma, our 
life’s calling, deep inside our cells, 
but on the other hand, we also 
have layers and layers of vasanas – 
tendencies or patterns – that we 
need to peel away and conquer 
before we can find our truth. 

So the girl whose life calling was 
to inspire other women through 
her writing must first go through 
the fires of torture and pain until 
she realises it is a self-inflicted prison and she is the only one with the 
key and the power to change it all, if only she has the courage to do 
so. And the Prince whose purpose was to set up an institution that 
helps people debate and question matters of faith must go through the 
process of finding himself directionless at midlife and faithless to the 
point of despair.

It is in our darkest moments that the light of our purpose resides. 
Our karma is our mission.

How do we find our purpose, our mission? With faith. Faith that 
there is a tomorrow, faith that the sun will rise and the stars will shine, 
faith that we are part of a whole and that the whole is a benign, safe 
space to exist and grow in. Faith that the universe is conspiring in our 
favour.

Faith is the most natural instinct of all, and faithlessness the temporary 
deviation. We only need to silence our minds, follow the calling, and 
then face whatever shows up. Even a baby can have true faith. It’s in 
the follow-up that you grow up. 
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