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I ndia needs to create 10 million jobs every year 
till 2030 to reduce the growing unemployment 
in the country, according to a 2018 report by 
Motilal Oswal. The report also found that India 

has 36 million underemployed people, which is 
about 4 per cent of the working-age population. 
These findings, coupled with an India Skills 
Report 2019 report, which found that less than 
half of India’s students were employable in the 
organised sector, portend a grim picture that could 
turn India’s population dividend into a liability.

The good news is that both the public and private 
sectors are doing something about it. In this issue, 
we meet Archana Singh (p.24),  who is heading the 
government’s new Skill Saathi programme that has 
an ambitious target of reaching out to 1 crore youth 
with free career counselling and psychometric 
tests. Considering there are over 2000 kinds of 
jobs available in a developing economy like India, 
an endeavour like Skill Saathi can help guide the 
youth in finding the direction best suited for them, 
give them hope, and ignite their dreams.

Also meet Meghna Joshi, the young founder of 
SWAN,  a social enterprise that grooms and skills 
young people to make them employable (p.30). As 
in every issue, we have many amazing women, and 
lots of inspiration and indulgence this month too. 
Read on! 

SKILLING INDIA
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CALL OF 
THE WILD

H aving spent her childhood in 
the Nilgiris, Jyothy Karat was 
dismayed to return as an adult 

to see what had become of the 
southern Indian mountain range. 
Thus began her journey making 
documentaries on sustainable 
development in the region, human-
animal conflict and displacement of 
indigenous communities. 

Outside of the Nilgiris, the 
documentary filmmaker has 
worked on lake desiccation, air 
pollution and is now working on 
a project about climate change. 
Her documentaries are regularly 
broadcast in China, and her work 

with UNESCO has been exhibited 
at the UN headquarters besides in 
Belgium, Morocco and Portugal. 

Born and raised in Kozhikode, 
Kerala, Jyothy studied visual 
communication in Coimbatore, 
photography from the Light & Life 
Academy, Ooty, and multimedia 
journalism from the Ateneo de 
Manila University, Philippines. 

Recently married, she is head of 
media and communications for the 
world’s largest study on babies with 
brain injuries, led by researchers 
from Imperial College London. 
We speak to her about her latest 
projects and passions.

Documentary filmmaker Jyothy Karat has been at the junction of  man-
animal conflict and ecological justice for several years through her work
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How long did it take to make your doc-
umentary on Kerala’s domesticated el-
ephants, and what kind of support did 
you get from the people involved?
It took about a year and a half for 
research, production, and post-pro-
duction. Some people were re-
served or suspicious. I was told that 
many had been lied to and tricked 
by filmmakers and animal-rights 
activists in the past. So they were 
reluctant to speak to me. But I was 
honest and persistent with them, 
clearly stating my true intentions. 
This strategy has always worked for 
me, although it may take longer to 
gain access. I think they sensed that 
I just wanted to hear their stories 

and they told me. On the other 
hand, people intuit dishonesty and 
react to that almost impulsively.
What did you discover about Indian el-
ephants in captivity and the wild?  
There is a lot of propaganda sur-
rounding the subject, which ulti-
mately does not help the elephants. 
Half-informed skewed information 
and activism, even with good in-
tentions, leads to disruptive policy 
changes that are actually harmful 
to existing elephants. To craft effec-
tive policy to protect and nurture 
elephant populations we need con-
servationists, biologists, anthropolo-
gists, people’s representatives, poli-
cymakers and social psychologists 

44-year-old Nandan the elephant is washed on the banks of the river Nila (Bharatapuzha) in Kerala
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to be sitting at the same table.
In an ideal world, these majestic 

creatures should have the right 
habitat and optimal climate they 
need to roam free. Unfortunately, 
we don’t live in an ideal world. India 
is home to the largest population of 
Asiatic elephants, and their habitats 
are shrinking at an alarming rate. 
Elephant corridors that are critical 
to their survival are being destroyed, 

human-elephant conflicts are on 
the rise, and climate change is 
threatening their already fragmented 
and shrinking ecosystems. 

I feel bad to be the doomsday 
sayer, but it’s the truth. Life is 
becoming harder for everybody, 
especially for those who live on the 
frontlines of climate change who 
are usually poor or marginalised. 

There’s a missed opportunity in 

this culture of elephants in Kerala. 
Here are two very social species, 
interacting with each other in 
both positive and negative ways. I 
saw male adult elephants trusting 
and responding to mahouts and 
other caregivers with whom they 
have had positive interactions. In 
my film Elephant Country, you will 
see how the elephant responds to 
his caregivers with sounds. Kerala 

is also full of stories about captive 
elephants exacting revenge on 
people who have hurt them. 

Now the interesting thing is that 
you find similar stories in the tales 
being told about wild elephants 
in the fringes of conflict with 
humans. I’m interested in that 
commonality in both situations 
and how we can extrapolate lessons 
from one situation (captive) to learn 

L-R: The Moundadan Chetty community in the forests of Mudumalai return home; a Panniya woman 
whispers secrets of womanhood into the ears of 14-year-old Asha during her coming-of-age ceremony
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and improve the situation in the 
other (wild). Elephants are social, 
intelligent beings wired to interact. 
If only we listened!
What have you noticed in the relation 
between poverty and the environment? 
What direction is India headed?
I take an anthropological approach 
in my work. So I interview a lot of 
people, even spend my time living 
with them. My observation is that 
modern constructs of poverty don’t 
apply to the communities who live 
inside the forests. Their social struc-
tures are so tightly knit and strong 
that all their basic needs are met.  
They have co-existed peacefully 
with animals in the forest for more 
than a thousand years.

The poor and marginalised 
communities outside of the forest 
environments are in a very different 
space. They do little to degrade 
the environment or destroy wild 
habitats but suffer the most due to 
climate change and human-animal 
conflicts. India has good policies in 
place; lack of enforcements are the 
problem. But there’s a growing sense 
of awareness amongst the educated 
young. I’m hopeful!
Which of your projects left the deepest 
impact on you?
Projects closer to home keep me 
awake at nights. In propaganda-rich 
environments, it’s hard to see clearly 
and derive at truths. It takes time, 
research, funds and an immense 

India’s most decorated climber Praveen CM bouldering in Badami, Karnataka, shot by Jyothy
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amount of will. My hardest battle is 
with myself – questioning my role 
as a filmmaker in telling these sto-
ries that matter while making them 
socially relevant and engaging.
You’re an avid climber and adventure 
junkie. How did you bring together your 
photo-journalism with your passion?
Extreme sports including scuba 
diving and surfing were a result of a 
decade of working as a travel pho-
tographer. I’d be flown to different 
parts of the world and there was 
only one way of documenting the 
sport that was on offer – by learning 
it! So I learned as I went. Learned 
to swim at 25, learned to dive at 

26, learned to climb at 30! All this 
gave me a competitive edge. Most 
often, I was hired to do specific sto-
ries about specific adventure sports 
abroad simply because there was 
no one around who had that skill 
in India. Ironically, I used to be the 
only woman in the room too!

The most daredevil activity was 
scuba diving 100ft in a shark marine 
park in Fiji. Being surrounded by 30 
or 40 bull sharks in open waters can 
put your life in sharp perspective!
What are you working on next?
I’m leaving to Leh with my team 
to film a story on artificial glaciers. 
Wish me luck! 

L-R: AA Subramani, a local leader from the Moundadan Chetty community, at home in Mudumalai, Tamil 
Nadu, with his daughter and niece; Jyothy giving a talk at an event organised by Mathrubhumi newspaper
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Famed American artist Diana 
Leviton Gondek has put every 
area of  her life into her artworks
By Manvi Pant

E very artist has a story to tell – of 
cynicism, resolve, idiosyncrasies, 
discord, love, revolution, accep-

tance, of human evolution, and all 
that surrounds it. Sometimes, they 
offer a story of their own life – feel-
ings, remembrances, recognitions, 
thoughts that may have lain quietly 
for a while and suddenly come to 

the fore. Meet Chicago-based art-
ist Diana Leviton Gondek, whose 
stories are beautifully crafted in the 
form of an artwork, and when we 
look at it from the other side of the 
canvas, it becomes a voice to reso-
nate with.

“I had a happy childhood 
growing up in the city of Evanston, 

BRUSH OF 
REALITY
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a suburb of Chicago, surrounded 
by art and diversity. My mother 
raised my two older brothers and 
me after the loss of our father 
when I was in the fourth grade. She 
was an educator for children with 
learning disabilities and was a strong 
influence in my life. Whenever 
I wanted to do something, my 
mother always backed me up. And 
so, I never felt insecure or scared in 
following my heart, or passion. I was 
able to pick my own road, make my 
decisions and go forward,” recalls 
Diana, who feels that the world is 
different now – a wearier and more 
insecure place. 

Diana’s early days of schooling 
had a vital role to play in developing 
her creative side. “Theatre was a 
part of my education from grade 
school. Music and fine art were part 
of the curriculum. Being close to 
Chicago also added to it. It allowed 
us to visit the best museums and 
see wonderful theatre, dance, and 
concerts.” It was also the time 
when Pop Art had emerged as an 
art movement. “It overwhelmed 
me, and I adored it. I feel in youth, 
one doesn’t over judge pop art, just 
enjoys the visual aspect of it. I was 
also influenced by The Renaissance, 
Impressionism, Expressionism and 
Surrealism,” she shares.

With a Bachelor’s in fine arts, 
Diana went on to become the 
art director at the Northwestern 
University. At present, she is an 

artist-in-residence at Chicago’s 
Zhou B Art Center. Well established 
in the Chicago art scene, she has 
numerous group-shows, solo shows, 
gallery representations and multiple 
publications including two book 
covers behind her. 

Her work displays a certain kind 
of kinetics and see-through imagery 
expressing feelings and thoughts 
through figurative forms. There 

are also colourful images with 
uncomplicated straightforwardness. 
Some moments are, in fact, 
autobiographical. “I think every 
stage of my life is put into my 
artwork. In the beginning, I did a lot 
of transparency paintings with oil 
on canvas with limited colour. They 
are one-act plays where a figure 
is used, but it does not represent 
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nudity. It is a story that I have put 
together. From there, I voyaged into 
introspection – what’s happening 
in the world, in the political arena. 
For instance, I created a piece 
called ‘Family Wall’ that 
depicts a large family 
sitting together with 
grandparents in front 
and grandchildren 
behind. In this, only 
colours of the Mexican 
and US flag are used. 
It’s what a wall should 
be. Another one, done in a 
multimedia mix, is ‘False Profit’ that 
depicts people following someone 
who is not who they claim to be. 
Putting them in harm’s way.” 

Diana’s political series is subtle 
and non-aggressive. One of her 
pieces commissioned for the Special 
Olympics is currently in Washington 
DC with Tim Shriver, the nephew 

of President John 
F. Kennedy and the 
chairman of the Special 
Olympics. 

Outside of Illinois, 
Indiana, New York 
and Art Basel Miami 
(thrice), Diana has been 
a part of exhibitions in 

Busan, Kora and London. 
As a creative artist striving to 
better herself in her craft and life, 
she embraces her imperfections 
gracefully. She acknowledges 

“FEELING 
CONFIDENT ALL 
THE TIME DOES 
NOT MAKE FOR 

GOOD ARTWORK”
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the presence of insecurity in art 
and sees it a pathway to growth. 
“Feeling confident all the time 
does not make for good artwork,” 
asserts Diana who admires the work 
of her artist friends too, especially 
Carl Virgo. “He is an unpretentious, 
generous and very gifted abstract 
artist,” she shares. “I was very lucky 
to be his neighbour at the Zhou B 
Art Center for several years.”

Some places are more conducive 
to art and creativity than others. 

As an artist, Diana feels Chicago is a 
consistent market. It is a community 
with art venues outside of its 
galleries. For instance, the Zhou B 
Art Center holds a community of 
about 70 artists. But how viable is it 

to survive as an artist? “It’s not easy,” 
she says. “I do commission work. 
That helps me pay my bills. I am 
also grateful that I had the steady 
job at the NW University early on 
to help me feel more financially 
comfortable, otherwise it would 
have been even more stressful.” 

Diana also highlights some 
personal struggles that come along 
with this territory. “Artists pour 
their heart in their art pieces. It 
can make one emotionally and 
mentally vulnerable,” she shares, 
adding, “And so, it’s important for 
one to be strong. I also find that 
giving myself timely breaks to live 
life outside of my artwork helps me 
stay balanced.” 
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B orn, raised and – in her words 
– entirely ‘Made in Kerala’, 
Cuckoo Parameswaran credits 

her long list of successes, achieve-
ments and accolades to grace and 
luck. The former film actor is now 
putting her creative skills to good 
use with her brand of ethical fash-
ion, Cuckoo Designs, an endeavour 
to promote locally grown cloth and 
handmade textiles.

Originally trained as a Kathakali 
and Mohiniyattam classical dancer, 
she chanced upon the Malayalam 
film industry when a famous direc-
tor contacted her guru, offering her 
a role in a film. “My parents were 
always my biggest asset and strength. 
They motivated me and pushed me 
to do better. After the success of the 
first film, when offers began to pour 
in, however, my father advised me 
to go and learn the art before ac-
cepting them,” she says. 

Rather than being “run of the 
mill”, he told her to learn acting. 
Hence, Cuckoo enrolled at the 
School of Drama in Calicut. While 

she majored in directing, she got 
multiple opportunities to act, being 
one of the few women at the in-
stitution at the time. She maintains 
that this experience honed her skills 
and led to her later success. 

Former actor Cuckoo Parameswaran has reinvented herself  into a 
fashion designer promoting local handlooms and weaves from Kerala 

By Ananya Jain

CUCKOO’S 
CALLING

Cuckoo Parameswaran
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After many years in the film in-
dustry, she married her senior 
Murali Menon and subsequently 
moved to the UK. She worked there 
with the Tara Arts Group, a leading 
theatre group, performing all over 
UK, and internationally across Italy 
and Japan. After 14 years, she finally 
came back to Kerala, which she de-
scribes as “the most beautiful place 
in the world”. 

Her venture into fashion was also 
as accidental as her acting. It began 
when a close friend asked her to 
design costumes for a film, and then 
from there her love for it only grew. 

She laughs as she recounts a Malay-
alam saying about lucky breaks, “A 
jackfruit won’t fall off every tree.” 
Everything cannot be achieved by 
luck, she says, hence this time she 
chose to educate herself with the 
proper knowledge of textiles. 

And so she headed to National 
Institution of Fashion Technolo-
gy (NIFT), to study textile design. 
That’s where she understood that 
“textiles are the nerve of India”. 
She travelled all around the coun-
try to explore diverse styles, but 
eventually returned to Kerala as she 
felt that south Indian textiles are 
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often forgotten or overlooked on 
the national stage, and she wanted 
to change that. With this ideology, 
she began her fashion label, creat-
ing handloom designs and clothing 
produced exclusively in Kerala. 

 “Every time you wear a Cuckoo 
design, remind yourself that you’re 
wearing a revolution, an allegiance 
to fashion with a conscience, a veri-
table piece of (he)art,” says Cuckoo, 
who lays emphasis on the “attitude 
or confidence” that one must wear. 
“I don’t see myself as a fashion de-
signer, but a storyteller. I am creat-
ing a lifestyle awareness on the es-

sential need of co-existence in this 
world.” 

The ideology behind her e-com-
merce venture is a game-changer in 
this world of fast fashion and cap-
italist mechanical manufacturing 
processes. She believes that it is a 
revolution, for her as a person and 
for her artisans and weavers, who 
share her dream of bringing the 
dying industry back to life. “Do we 
really need handlooms? Do we need 
culture? Or our roots? Or our par-
ents? Handlooms are India, and we 
can’t just forget them and let them 
go,” she avers.
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Recounting an advertisement she 
once saw about packaged rice pro-
duced without the touch of even a 
single human hand, she shakes her 
head at the artificiality of it all. A 
big believer in human connections, 
Cuckoo says handlooms are a way 
of communicating: “It is the touch, 
the hand-to-hand work that makes 
it human and creates a bond, a con-
nection between us.” 

Reflecting back onto her diverse 
and ever-changing path in life she 
says, “Money and success come and 
go. But contentment is the most im-
portant trait for a human being, be-

cause that can’t ever be taken away 
by anyone.” She recounts the joy of 
motherhood and being extreme-
ly proud of how she has brought 
up her son. “Now, as a 20-year-old 
young man, the joy I feel when he 
comes and rests his head in my lap 
is unparalleled. One call from him 
makes my day.” She revels in their 
changing relationship and banter, 
but also emphasises a sense of nec-
essary detachment. 

“The only thing I teach him is to 
stay happy and live extremely well,” 
says Cuckoo, who certainly practis-
es what she preaches. 



FEBRUARY 2020

ROYALTY|20

Umadevi Raje Jadhav has 
several achievements to her 
credit as economist and 

journalist, all of which become even 
more remarkable considering she 
is the descendant of an erstwhile 
royal family of Gujarat, and has a 
large royal estate to manage when 

she’s not on assignment. The former 
professor of economics grew up in 
palaces, but always had a practical 
head on her shoulders and a desire 
to prove her own worth. No 
wonder, today, even as she spends 
her time straddling three countries, 
she continues to consider herself 

Umadevi Raje Jadhav is quintessential modern-day royalty, straddling an 
international lifestyle and corporate commitments with old-world heritage

By Maya Lalchandani

A STORIED 
LEGACY 
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an “IAS officer’s daughter”, valuing 
education and cultural responsibility 
over entitlement. 

One could say a maverick gene 
runs through Umadevi’s family. Her 
maternal grandfather, a progressive 
Cambridge graduate from a Kathi-
awar dynasty, realised princely states 
would soon be a thing of the past 
in India, and encouraged his only 
child Sushila Kumari of Jasdan to 

marry a Maratha IAS officer Hiro-
jirao Ramarao Patankar.

The couple created a “normal 
childhood” for their four children. 
“Boarding schools were out of the 
question. We stayed home and learnt 
to cope with day-to-day lives,” says 
Umadevi. She cycled to school like 
other girls, played hockey, and repre-
sented India in the junior women’s 
tournaments. She graduated from 

St. Xavier’s Ahmedabad, later going 
back there to teach after complet-
ing her Master’s in economics.

Being the first generation to 
actually see their parents going 
through the anxiety of even privy 
purses being taken away from them, 
Umadevi and her peers were acute-
ly aware of their responsibilities 
and opted for arranged marriages 
in their own communities, but to 

educated partners. Umadevi mar-
ried Sardar Dhananjay Rao Jadhav 
of Gwalior in 1984. They lived like 
any corporate executive couple on 
postings all over India before mov-
ing to the Middle East. Her husband 
is now based in Jordan, where he 
works as advisor to a British-Iraqi 
conglomerate.

Umadevi was quite close to her 
mother-in-law, a well-known social 

L-R: Receiving the Government of India’s award for best heritage classic hotel along with the CEO of 
Neemrana, their operating partner; with Oscar-nominated director-producer Roland Joffé at Deobagh
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worker felicitated by the President 
of India. “A very strong personality 
and a fine woman” says Umadevi 
of Lady Jadhav, who was probably a 
greater role model for her than her 
own royal mother, who was a high-
ly spiritual and private person. 

Initially, Umadevi worked off and 
on as a lecturer, as time allowed, 
and no doubt the frequent moving 
came with its own set of compli-
cations. There were times when she 
could not believe that a person with 
her kind of drive and qualifications 
could not even hold on to a job for 
long because of their lifestyle. Now 
she laughs at the past. 

Heritage properties come with 
their own share of burdens. Deo-
bagh Palace faced encroachments 

and the final tipping point for the 
young couple was a dacoity on the 
premises. Struggling with its main-
tenance, the family decided to join 
hands with a hospitality group and 
convert it into a hotel. “We had 
to turn white elephants into race-
horses, since we were definitely not 
happy to sell; one does not do that 
to tradition and heritage,” she ex-
plains, sharing that her strong views 
on conservation matched perfectly 
with the Neemrana Group’s ethos. 
“They are like-minded and respect-
ed our values,” she says, adding that 
they follow her rules such as pro-
hibiting firecrackers on the proper-
ty; managing foliage in a way that 
the birds are not disturbed; and not 
building any modern structures 

Umadevi Raje Jadhav at Deobagh Palace, Gwalior, which is managed as a hotel by the Neemrana Group
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around it. 
“We are different from business 

houses where demarcation is clear,” 
explains Umadevi. “When it comes 
to royalty, the lines are blurred.” The 
properties are vast, often includ-
ing heavy maintenance of temples, 
heritage structures, huge spaces 
and – with changed circumstances 
of ownership rights in modern In-
dia – there have been problems in 
these families. However, Umadevi is 
clear on one thing: “The one who 
pays the taxes is the rightful owner.” 
Indeed, with great wealth comes a 
great tax bill. 

Umadevi protects her legacy like 
a tigress; after all she entered this 
home as a young bride and her 
children Dhruv and Rohini grew 
up here. Today, Dhruv, who is CFO 
of a private firm, lives in Oman and 
her daughter, an architect, lives in 
Los Angeles. Spiritual at 60, Uma-
devi glances at the languidly luxu-
rious Deobagh around her and says, 
“It wasn’t mine, it isn’t mine, and 
will not be mine so I am just the 
caretaker. I have a legacy, but I don’t 
wear it on my shoulders, I use it in 
a way that it moves into the future 
generations respectfully.” 

L-R: Umadevi with son Dhruv, daughter Rohini and husband Dhananjay; with sister Ambikaraje Ghorpade
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Archana Singh is spearheading 
NSDC’s ambitious Skill Saathi 

programme for Indian youth
By Aekta Kapoor

IGNITING 
NEW INDIA

L ast October, Archana Singh 
found herself and her team of 
five committed analysts head-

ed to LOC in Kashmir, flanked by 
21 Indian Army personnel. The area 
they were going to was Tangdhar in 

Kupwara, which has a population of 
85,000, and her team – who stayed 
in Army accommodation for five 
days – was targeting the youth there 
for career counselling. 

“We didn’t know what to ex-
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pect,” says the 44-year-old head of 
India’s Skill Saathi programme, ex-
ecuted by the National Skill Devel-
opment Corporation (NSDC). 

It was not her first visit. After the 
abrogation of Article 370 in Jammu 
& Kashmir in August 2019, NSDC 
assigned Archana’s team the respon-
sibility of working towards youth 

development in the state. She first 
went there as part of a 16-member 
delegation in September. 

“It didn’t work then, but this time 
we found a reliable training partner 
who was willing to mobilise people 
for us. I was very confident our 
second mission would be successful,” 
says the educationist, who holds 

a PhD in disability studies, and is 
working on her second doctorate.

Archana’s optimism paid off. 
Despite threats from militants, 
200 young people turned up for 
psychometric tests and career 
counselling. “We even converted a 
young stone-pelter, who came in, 
met us and then decided he wanted 

to be a scientist,” says Archana, 
adding, “Most people in Kashmir 
just want to study, work and get on 
with their lives, but militants are 
trying to block development.” 

The young people shared their 
fears with Archana, saying, ‘You will 
go back to Delhi but we have to 
live here. We will be marked out by 

NSDC’s Skill Saathi team (L-R): Chetan Agarwal, Tanya Kapoor, Archana Singh, Shalini Kapur and Utpal Kumar
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militants.” Archana shakes her head, 
“Their very lives are at risk if they 
try to move ahead.” 

Overcoming obstacles and 
converting the sceptics has all 

been part of Archana’s personal 
and professional journey. Born in 
Kolkata to a traditional, wealthy 
Bihari family, she had a protective 
childhood where girls weren’t 
allowed to play outdoors “for fear 
of their skin becoming dark”, and 
all extra-curricular activity teachers 
came home. “Have you seen the 
movie Ram Ratan Dhan Payo? My 
life was like that,” she jokes.

An eternal rebel, the firstborn 
Archana defied her family in more 
ways than one. She fell in love at the 
age of 16 with a Sikh boy playing 

cricket in the park; insisted on going 
to college; and worked for `800 a 
month as a boutique salesgirl while 
her uniformed chauffer sat in the 
car outside. To appease the family, 
she changed her job and became a 
teacher (“a slightly more acceptable 
profession”) but still went ahead 
and married her “sardarji” at age 23. 
Her in-laws skipped the wedding.

“In our family, girls were not 
encouraged to have a career,” says 
Archana, “but I was lucky to have 
a progressive husband.” Schooled in 
Sanawar, Jasjit Singh, who is now a 
professional golfer, encouraged his 
wife to follow her passions and have 
confidence in herself. The couple 
had a baby boy five years later, after 
which their families came around.

Archana Singh at NSDC’s swanky headquarters in Worldmark, Aerocity, near Delhi’s international airport
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Crediting Jasjit for making her 
fearless, Archana wonders how 
evolved our society would be if all 
girls were supported the same way 
in their education and careers. “On 
the contrary, there is a 
negative income effect 
in India. The more 
the economy grows, 
the more women are 
dropping out of the 
workforce. There is 
a belief that it’s not 
important for them 
to work if men are 
earning well,” says the 
social scientist.

Archana worked as a teacher in 
a reputed Delhi school and later as 
a disability therapist in a hospital 

before completing her PhD from 
the Faculty of Social Sciences, 
University of Delhi. In 2016, she 
joined NSDC for the Pradhan 
Mantri Kaushal Vikas Scheme, later 

moving to the Skill 
Saathi programme 
in August 2018 as 
part of the Modi 
government’s Skill 
India campaign. 

Granted a modest 
Rs 46 crore initially 
by the Government of 
India, the Skills Career 
Counselling Scheme 

aims to counsel 1 crore candidates 
from the age group of 15–35 years 
focusing on school and college 
drop-outs, young adults, students, 

“THE MORE THE 
ECONOMY GROWS, 
THE MORE WOMEN 

ARE DROPPING 
OUT OF THE 

WORKFORCE”

L-R: Archana with her son Reyhanjit; with golfer husband Jasjit Singh, who instilled “fearlessness” in her
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graduates, post-graduates, and the 
unemployed. Free counselling is 
conducted on a standardised mod-
ule to facilitate awareness about 
2000-plus career options in India, 
and give guidance about the avail-
able courses as per each person’s ap-
titude and psychometric test results.

Archana’s team has so far impacted 
nearly 38 lakh youths in 35 states 
and Union Territories, liaising with 
600 training partners nationwide, 
says Utpal Kumar, analyst with 
NSDC’s Skill Fund. Success stories 
abound, and this year the team plans 
to focus on employability and girls’ 
participation.

Dynamic and energetic, Archana 
says her practice of Nichiren Bud-
dhism has helped her understand 

her life’s purpose and has given the 
impetus and strength to change her 
ingrained social conditioning and to 
instead pursue her mission relent-
lessly. “Look at me in my twenties,” 
she says, pointing to a framed pic-
ture of her wedding on a side-table 
in her Delhi apartment. “The girl 
in the picture was trained to believe 
marriage was the ultimate goal for a 
woman. And look at me now.”

Dressed fashionably, heading a 
national campaign to arm Indi-
an youth for the future, asserting 
herself, and inspiring thousands of 
young women she meets and works 
with, Archana appears like a post-
er girl for women’s emancipaton. 
“This is what happens when you 
empower and educate girls.” 

Archana at her  
home in Delhi
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Making Youth 
Employable

Social entrepreneur Meghna Joshi’s skilling venture SWAN is out to 
groom India’s youthful workforce and enhance their career prospects

I ndia is sitting on a precarious 
perch when it comes to its pop-
ulation dividend. The informal 

sector that takes care of about 93 per 
cent of the workforce does not have 
any skilling mechanism, and largely 
depends on skill development tak-
ing place on the job. “The situation 
calls for a quick reorganisation of 
the skill-development ecosystem. 
It is an essential ingredient for fu-

ture economic growth if India is 
to transform into a diversified and 
internationally competitive econo-
my,” says Delhi-based social entre-
preneur Meghna Joshi, who has set 
out to do something about it.

Having worked several years in 
the corporate and social sectors 
handling operations and imparting 
training, Meghna gained a deep 
understanding of the “pain points” 
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of students coming from econom-
ically weaker backgrounds as well 
as their employers. To resolve these 
issues through a systematic process, 
the 29-year-old recently launched 
her social venture SWAN (Skilled 
Workforce Advancing Nation).

“We’re trying to kindle hope 
among the youth (18–30 years) 
from the resource-poor sections 
of society by providing them with 
quality training to improve their 
skills and personality,” says Meghna, 
who holds a Bachelor’s degree in 
business economics and a Master’s 
in environment and development. 

“Skill development is a buzzword 
for the 21st century. It has the po-
tential to enhance the quality of life 
of a major sector of the population, 
and act as a catalyst for ushering so-
cial equality, opportunities for all, 
and a move towards eradication of 
poverty,” avers Meghna, who was 
born to a geologist father and an 
accountant mother both of whom 
worked in senior positions in the 
Government of India until recently. 

Meghna was always a talented 
child. A gifted artist, she won sever-
al awards in school, including at the 
state level. She continued to paint 
landscapes while in college, until 
one day, her curiosity to learn more 
about nature began manifesting in a 
newfound interest in bird-watching 
and avian photography. “The bright 
colours and smooth flights of birds 
fascinated me and inspired me as an 

artist. Their calls sounded musical to 
me,” she shares.

Confronted with shocking facts 
of household sparrows vanishing, 
vultures facing extinction and sev-
eral species of birds missing their 
roosting sites due to changing habi-
tats, she  became committed to avian 
wellbeing. This led her to become 

state coordinator for an annual 
campus event by Bird Count India, 
a coordinated effort to document 
bird life in various campuses across 
India through the app ‘e-bird’.

In the meantime, she worked in 
the corporate and social sector, un-
til she set up SWAN last year, nam-
ing her venture after the bird linked 
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to the Hindu goddess of education, 
Saraswati. “Our classroom learning 
module is driven through student 
inquiry, interactive dialogues, in-
dustry exposure and cognitive em-
pathy,” she says. Her organisation 
provides continuous mentorship, 
helping students find jobs, and even 
with post-placement assistance. 

“India has a distinct advantage 
over advanced economies in hav-
ing a larger percentage of a young 
workforce. However, it has a simi-
larity with developed economies in 
the declining percentage of youth 
joining the workforce. This could be 
due to a larger proportion of young 
people joining schools in compari-

son to previous years. This is a wel-
come trend for countries like India 
where sustained efforts in the field 
of basic education and curtailing of 
child labour have brought positive 
results,” she says.

“However, for a large chunk of 
the youth, the lack of basic skills 
needed for employment after com-
pleting school or graduation does 
not present a rosy scenario. Studies 
have found that only about 46 per 
cent of Indian graduates are ‘em-
ployable’ in the organised sector. 
Some of the reasons could be a very 
dismal connection between formal 
and vocational education, meagre 
training facilities, under-qualified 
trainers and lack of infrastructur-
al facilities,” she says, quoting a 
CII-UNDP study.

For a large population like In-
dia, upskilling its youth across the 
country cannot be accomplished 
through the conventional education 
framework, she goes on. “The gov-
ernment alone cannot accomplish 
such a gigantic task. While corpo-
rate institutions have done their bit 
to complement the Skill India mis-
sion and have increased the number 
of youth trained in different voca-
tional skills, there is still a significant 
number of skilled and unskilled 
youth who are unemployed. Ad-
dressing this issue in a comprehen-
sive manner would call for a con-
certed effort by the government, 
private players and NGOs.” 

Meghna Joshi
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7 Ways to 
Prepare for 
an Empty 
Nest

Are you dreading having an empty nest soon as your kids grow up and 
move away? Don’t let it take you by surprise!  

By Kay Newton

I recently met a mum whose 
firstborn is leaving the family 
home in 2020. There were eight 

months to go, yet she was already 
dreading the prospect. But she is 
not alone. Helicopter parenting (a 
parent who takes an overprotective 
or excessive interest in the life of 
their child or children) has become 
the norm around the world, and 
it brings consequences. More and 
more parents are struggling with 
the empty-nest stage in life, despite 
it being a natural life progression. 

Here are seven ways to prepare 
for it well before it actually happens. 

Plan Ahead
If your child is about to head off to 
University during 2020, no doubt 
it is a stressful period filled with 
university applications and exams. 
Naturally, the focus is on your child 
gaining the right results and admis-
sion. Yet, despite the stress, it is also a 
great time to make your own future 
plans. The more time spent in order 
to visualise goals and imagine life 
without children means that when 
the day comes, your mind has al-
ready created the reality you want 
to have. Instead of reaching the 
‘dreaded day’ you will be looking PH
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forward to a smooth transition. 
Stop Doing Everything  
I remember being horrified at my 
own first week at University (38 
years ago) watching a housemate 
pile all his week’s washing into 
the machine and run a hot cycle. 
The pile included a purple mohair 
sweater! He was most disgruntled 
when all his clothes came out pink 
and his sweater a suitable size for a 
cat to wear – unlike when his mum 
did it for him. 

Today, such stories still abound. It 
does not have to be this way. The lack 
of basic life skills just adds stress. As 

a parent, the time before University 
is the perfect opportunity to pass on 
simple life skills: how to balance an 
account book, keep within budget, 
create a weekly menu and shopping 
list, prepare a healthy meal, use an 
iron or washing machine, change a 
bike tyre... This list is endless. 

Passing on life skills not only 
gives your child confidence to live 
independently, it will also give you 
peace of mind.
The Use of Social Media
This is one that hits a nerve with 
many parents and every family is 
different, yet now is the time to 
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answer such questions: How much 
‘spying’ should you do on your 
children via social media when 
they leave home? What will be the 
right balance for contact? How will 
you deal with issues, emotions or 
emergencies? 

Let your children find their own 
way through the ups and downs of 
life. But do talk about emergency 
plans before they leave so that 
everyone knows the procedure.
Start Sensibly Selfish Time Now
Practise self care. Take time out 
to acknowledge 
that you have done 
fabulous work as a 
parent. Celebrate your 
achievements and take 
time for you and your 
spouse or partner. 

Plan time to explore 
all the possibilities for 
the future, whether it 
is a new hobby, down-
sizing of your property, taking in a 
new lodger or a change of career. 

A fabulous way to do this is to 
take a mini-midlife retreat. A few 
days away from your normal routine 
will help you see everything with 
new eyes. 
Talk About Your Feelings 
It is very easy to bottle up your 
thoughts and feelings at this time, 
yet we know that a problem shared 
is a problem halved. There is a catch: 
DO NOT share your feelings with 
your child; you do not want them 

to feel guilty about leaving home 
before they even fly the nest! 

Talk to your spouse, a good friend 
or find a professional listener who 
can help you guide your thoughts 
and feelings. 
Be Realistic
Taking time to assess your own fu-
ture will allow you space to decide 
how best to support your child as 
they leave the nest. For example, do 
you have enough finances for your 
own retirement and to pay for Uni-
versity fees or will you expect your 

child to take on debt? 
Brainstorming and 

answering difficult 
questions such as fi-
nance before your child 
leaves home allows ev-
eryone to know where 
they stand, before any 
issues arise.
Seek Help 
The realisation that 

your home is about to have an 
empty nest can lead to feelings of 
grief and loss. If you find yourself 
constantly feeling the emotions of 
shock, denial, pain, guilt, anger and 
even depression, obtain profession-
al help. The transition from ‘empty 
nest’ grief to acceptance and hope 
can be a windy path, it can hit from 
nowhere and at any time. The key 
is to be aware before the point is 
reached and have a plan in place. 
For more help or guidance, you can find 
Kay at www.KayNewton.com.

“THE TIME BEFORE 
UNIVERSITY IS 
THE PERFECT 

OPPORTUNITY TO 
PASS ON SIMPLE 

LIFE SKILLS”
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T he travel bug really caught 
Jaipur-based Neeru Saluja 
after retirement from her job 

as professor at Rajasthan University, 
which is when she began travelling 
solo. But even as a child, she was 
always fond of travelling. “At the 
drop of a hat, if my father or anybody 
said, ‘Let’s go,’ I would be ready to 
travel,” says the 65-year-old, who 
has travelled to 76 countries so far. 

In fact, during her college days, 
whenever there was any opportunity 
for a group of friends to go out, 
she was always ready to join them. 
Neeru remembers an incident 
when suddenly, a strike was declared 
in her hostel. With no reservation 
or seat to sit, she sat on top of the 
train compartment the whole night. 
“That was my determination and 
the fun of travelling,” she recalls. 

Retired University professor Neeru Saluja can’t get enough of  travelling 
around the globe, and the wanderlust is just growing with age 

By Neha Kirpal

SOLO AROUND 
THE WORLD
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Luckily for Neeru, her husband 
shared her passion. After getting 
married, they first had a Vespa 
scooter and then a Chetak scooter 
on which they would go long 
distances from Jaipur to places like 
Shimla, Chail, Chandigarh, Agra 
and Nangal Dam. “Wherever the 
scooter would take us, we would 
just venture out,” she smiles in 
recall. 

Of all her journeys, her most 
favourite offbeat destination as of 
now has been Antarctica. 
She says it was one of 
her dreams come true – 
not just because it is an 
unapproachable place, the 
seventh and most fascinating 
continent, but also because of 
its pristine beauty and awe-
inspiring nature. “It’s just you 
and the sounds of the wind, 
icebergs moving, the sky above, 
the water below and snow-clad 
glaciers all around,” she explains.

She shares a particularly 
interesting travel adventure of 
her polar plunge into the sub-zero 
Antarctic water. “In the middle of 
nowhere, with all our jackets, layers 
of socks, boots, caps and gloves, you 
take a plunge in the water! That was 
some adventure,” she says. 

Another adventure for Neeru was 
sleeping on the slope of a snow-
clad mountain in just a sleeping 
bag on the Antarctic continent, 
where there are no tourist hotels or 

washrooms. “There is no night, it’s 
all day. There is no sunset or sunrise. 
In the stillness of the night, you hear 
something rowing past you. What 
you see is a huge chunk of iceberg 
literally moving from one end to 
the other. After some time, you hear 
penguins jumping and swimming 
in the water. 
Far off in the 
distance, you 
hear the chirp 

of a flying albatross,” she relives the 
experience. 

Number two on her list are the 
Galápagos Islands, where she saw 
a huge hundred-year-old tortoise, 
Diego, which has fathered more 
than 900 siblings. She says it was 
amazing to see the landscape of 
the tortoise kingdom. “The entire 
vastness of the area, its different flora 
and fauna, the volcanic rocks, their 
eruption, and to see the penguins 
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jump, dance and leap all around 
your motorboat when it is swishing 
by into the wilderness, it’s magical,” 
she describes. 

Vietnam was another memorable 
destination, where she walked over 
fields of thousands of bones and 
skulls. “It shows you how humans 
can behave with their own kind,” 
she says. Then there was the old 
Soviet Union, where during the 
Second World War, the Russians had 
built bunkers underground with 
the complete military paraphernalia 
and strong metal walls.   

Not all her travel adventures have 
been desirable though. A memory 
that still brings a shiver down her 
spine is when she was travelling 
from Mexico back to India via 
Cuba. The driver first dropped her 
to the wrong airport, and struggling 
with language barriers, she managed 

to get a taxi to the international 
airport – only to find out that she 
could not board the flight as she 
needed a multiple entry visa.

While cautioning that travelling 
solo requires guts, she also adds 
that there are several learnings 
one gains through all the varied 
experiences. For Neeru, it was the 
survival instinct – the fact that she 
can adjust in any circumstances. “I 
can sleep anywhere – whether on 
snow, in a sleeping bag, in a seven-
star hotel or the ground,” she says. 

Further, she enjoys trying out 
and experimenting with different 
kinds of cuisines and drinks of the 
regions where she visits. “There 
are times when you think another 
person is not comfortable with you, 
so you mind your business, let them 
be, and yet be friends,” she explains. 
The biggest learning, she adds, is 
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to learn to accept the world as it 
is without being judgmental and to 
enjoy every minute in life.  

Based on her encounters, she 
gives five of her top tips for solo 
women travellers:
• Make sure you plan your itinerary 
well before you venture out – 
everything from your flight tickets, 
pickup and drop at the airport, 
hotel bookings and tours. If you 
plan everything, you’ll have all your 
vouchers in your hand, and you’ll 
always feel safe and secure. 
• Carry all your documents in your 
carry bag and also on your phone, 

which can be accessed offline easily. 
• Travel light. Try to mix and match 
all your clothing. The rule is to try 
to wear everything that you carry 
at least two or three times during 
your trip. Try not to carry a one-
time item wear. The idea is to enjoy 
the adventure of the place you are 
visiting; it’s not about your clothes.
• Carry your comfort food or energy 
boosters in small pouches instead of 
in one large packet. Whenever you 
are going out, you can quickly grab 
a pouch in your pocket or handbag 
to munch along the way whenever 
you feel hungry.
•  Always go with an open, flexible 
mind. Enjoy what there is to enjoy, 
and don’t worry too much. 

As for her travel goals in 2020, 
Neeru says she has already signed 
up for South Korea, Poland, Belarus 
and Ukraine this year. “In the future, 
I also want to go to the North Pole,” 
she beams. 
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Kodai Moment
The bounty of  nature and tales from history await you 

at The Tamara Kodai in the hills of  Tamil Nadu
By Maya Lalchandani
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T he Kurinji flower that blooms 
once in 12 years flowered 
at the time that I was in the 

Kodai hills. It was sheer magic to 
see the mass flowering providing a 
feast for the butterflies, honeybees 
and other insects. Kodaikanal, re-
ferred to as the ‘Gift of the Forests’ 
in Tamil Nadu, is situated at 6,998ft 
above sea level. The hill station’s 
sheer beauty makes it amply clear 
why the British set up base here and 

invited the others like the Swedes 
and Germans to do the same. 

My choice of abode for a reju-
venating mountain getaway was 
clearly the Tamara Kodai, a hotel 
that has made its ecological imprint 
minimal, but still provides luxu-
ry in a heritage experience. They 
even have a rain-harvesting facil-
ity. In the 1840s, it was called the 
Baynes Bungalow belonging to a 
British district judge, who sold it to 

a Father Loius Cyr in 1860, which 
explains the three-monk sculpture 
at the entrance to welcome you 
to what is now the Tamara Kodai, 
coupled with cardamom garlands 
and chukku coffee.

Kodai is famous for its cool 
weather all year around, and be-
ing surrounded by green forests, 
its winters are portrayed as fireside 
picture postcards. Unwinding in a 
450-square-feet suite comprising a 

colonial-style sitting area and a cozy 
bedroom opening out into a balco-
ny with a distant view of the Sho-
la mountains proves to be a sheer 
visual delight. The hotel’s offerings 
at the Bistro 1845 consist of an un-
expectedly exotic meal with aspar-
agus, roasted garlic, almond flakes 
and broccoli broth, followed up 
with smoked salmon with sautéed 
vegetables. 

The next morning I headed to 

L-R: Monk sculptures at the entrance of the Tamara Kodai; La Providence restaurant at the hotel
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the small Sri Kurinji Andavar Tem-
ple, built in 1936. Legend has it that 
a European woman (Lady Leelava-
ti) married Sir Ponambala Ramana-
than, and converted to Hinduism 
before she built this temple. Tourists 
flock here in the summer to take 
blessings from Lord Murugan. 

Kodaikanal has quite a few 
churches as well. The Christ the 
King Church near Coaker’s Walk 
has a rather Goth appearance, built 
as it is completely in granite. The 
100-year-old La Saleth Catholic 
Church is situated on a cliff with 
fantastic views gracing the ascent.

Kodaikanal evenings are best for 
heritage guided walks, reliving the 

hill station’s rich history, Cycling on 
mountain bikes discovering scenic 
paths grants one a dose of the most 
refreshing air. One can also simply 
amble along the one-kilometre 
Coaker’s Walk (which dates back 
to 1872), and move right on to the 
star-shaped manmade Kodaikanal 
Lake, around which are built a 
boathouse, boat club and a public 
ferry. The spectacular sunsets here 
are not to be missed.

Back at the Tamara, head to the 
Elevation Spa to soothe tired minds 
and bodies, or take a dip in the 
temperature-controlled pool.  A 
cozy afternoon can also be spent 
sinking into the comfortable leather 

Clockwise from left: Inside the La Saleth church; the spa at Tamara Kodai; an old boathouse on the lake
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chairs in the library above the La 
Providence restaurant, and if you 
have company, try out snooker or 
some board games.

A morning drive into the 
rambling hillocks takes one into 
the wonderful sheep farms of the 
Sheep and Wool Research Centre. 
The Gundaar forests house the 
Gundar Falls merely 15 kilometres 
away from Kodaikanal. Visiting 
the Berijam Lake, a freshwater 
reservoir, is a lesson in history: Sir 
Vere Levigne, the then collector 
of Madurai, artificially created the 
dam in 1864 with sluice outlets; 
it was one of several transit camps 
built for soldiers. A military outpost, 
Fort Hamilton, came along later. 

As you drive on into the Palani 
Hills Wildlife Sanctuary through 
winding roads on your adventure, 
you will stumble upon the Kodai 
Solar Observatory built in 1901. 
Next come pine forests planted in 
the early 20th century. 

One cannot leave Kodaikanal 
without visiting a little village 
seven kilometres away from Kodai 
called Vattanakal that Israelis throng 
to (this explains the term ‘Little 
Israel’). Devoid of pollution, it 
offers nature’s bounty that is not 
to be found elsewhere, including 
magic mushrooms. 

Visit Altaf ’s Café and the water-
falls before you head back to the 
warmth of the Tamara Kodai. 

A view of the Berijam 
Lake in the upper Palani 
hills near Kodaikanal
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Exploring the alleys and flavours of  Old Delhi
By Kaveri Jain and Ananya Jain. Photos by Ananya Jain
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 “Dilli ke na the kooche auraaq-e-musavvar the, jo 
shakl nazar aayi tasvir nazar aayi (These were not the 
streets of Delhi, they were sketches of an artist, every 
sight I saw looked like a painting)” – Mir Taqi Mir

 Chhola Kulcha is a spicy-tangy chickpea curry, 
garnished with lemon, onions and green chillies, 
served along with a particular type of Indian bread 
made warm on an open pan. 

E very few months, I get 
this deep urge in the pit of 
my stomach to spend time 
walking in the alleys and 

lanes of my beloved old Delhi. The 
chaos, the colour, the life in these 
maze-like dusty broken lanes gives 
me a strange sense of peace and 
connection with fellow humans 
and our shared history. It’s a feeling 
of going back to my roots, learning 
and unlearning at the same time.

This time it was even more special 
as I had my daughter and mother 
with me. The three generations of 

women walking, chatting, eating, 
observing and laughing together 
made this afternoon outing feel like 
a family holiday.

Beginning from Meena Bazaar in 
Chandni Chowk – one of India’s 
oldest and busiest marketplaces 
built by emperor Shah Jahan in the 
17th century – we spent the whole 
afternoon hopping from lane to 
lane on foot and sometimes even 
a rickshaw (they are motorised 
now) covering the large expanse 
from Dariba Kalan, Chippiwada, 
Nai Sarak, Kinaari Bazaar and 
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 Chhole Chawal in a kulhad at Gol di Hatti: If 
you couldn’t already tell, north Indians love our 
chickpeas! This chickpea curry, while also being 
quite spicy, has a very different flavour and is served 

with green chutney and rice in a terracotta dish. The 
tradition of terracotta cups and bowls dates back 
years in India, and remains one of the most eco-
friendly options in this world of plastic-waste.

FOOD DIARY|46

Ballimaran all the way to Fatehpuri.
Every nook and cranny of each 

winding lane had a story to tell. For 
me the magnitude of this old city 
lies not just in its large historical 
monuments but more so in its small 
broken havelis. 

Then there’s the nonstop chatter 
and noise. People everywhere, 
telling their stories, selling things, 

eating, even fighting sometimes.
The old city is disappearing 

and you can see glimpses of 
modernisation, but to my eyes 
the beautiful walled city of 
Shahjahanabad (its original name) is 
like an ivory elephant – it’s not easy 
to change its basic character! Rather, 
the splendour and simplicity of this 
place changes you.   
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 “Buri nazar wale, tera moonh kaala.” The 
traditional saying goes, “The one with the evil eye will 
be shamed.” A typical arrangement of green chillies 
and lemons, hung outside a shop to ward off evil. 

 A paan-wala prepares his paan, a post-meal 
dessert or palate cleanser, made with betel leaves. 
There is no particular time to eat paan in old Delhi, 
though – it can be enjoyed any time of day or night! 
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  A chai-wala represents the spirit of ‘dilwale purani 
dilli wale (open-hearted Delhi folks)’, always open to 
talking, laughing and interacting. Even as he is busy 
preparing tea and breakfast for the large morning 

crowds, he has time to strike a pose and share his 
insights: “We only use Amul butter and white bread. 
No matter where you’re from, this combination with 
a cup of tea is like magic in the morning.”
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 An unending expanse of freshly fried snacks near 
the old Delhi cloth market. ‘Dilli 6’ is a shopping 
paradise. You can find everything here from auto 
parts and weddingwear to spices and utensils. 

 Moong Dal ka Chila at Ganesh Bazaar is a lentil-
based crepe fried in ghee and stuffed with a spicy 
mix of cottage cheese and peas. This underrated 
street food is full of nutrition for those on the go.
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 Daulat ki Chaat is a sweet winter delicacy made 
of cream and sugar. This blend of fluffy and crunchy 
textures is unique to old Delhi, Kanpur and Lucknow. 

 Delhi Yarn Merchants Charitable Trust provides 
clean drinking water to passers by, reflecting the 
hospitable culture that still runs through the old city.
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 Moth ki Chaat: Digressing from the typical 
tradition of bhel and sweet potato, this chaat is 
made with sprouts, spiced up with spices, a few 
basic vegetables, chillies and a hint of lemon juice. 

 A colourful array of vegetables – bright red 
chillies, yellow lemons, golden-brown cloves of 
ginger and green winter peas – are like a microcosm 
of the diverse and bustling Chandni Chowk! 
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CASTE ANALYSIS
Having hidden her identity for years, Yashica Dutt revealed her caste 

publicly in solidarity with fellow Dalits at the receiving end of  casteism
By Neha Kirpal

I n 2016, New York-based writer-
journalist Yashica Dutt ‘came 
out’ on Facebook as a Dalit in 

response to Hyderabad PhD scholar 
Rohith Vemula’s suicide, which 
many have labelled an “institutional 
murder” after he protested against 
the casteist policies of Hyderabad 

University. In 2019, she wrote her 
memoir Coming Out as Dalit (Aleph 
Book Company) about growing up 
with the inhumane label of being 
low caste looming over her family. 

She talks to us about how the 
book came about, her thoughts on 
coming to terms with her Dalit 
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identity, and the existence of caste 
discrimination in modern society.
What triggered you to write your book?
Rohith Vemula left a very moving 
suicide note which I read while 
living in New York. It made me 
question my own privilege as a 
Dalit person who was able to hide 
her identity. I questioned myself 
about what I was doing with all 
my education and experience as 
a journalist. I decided to change 
the narrative of how Dalits were 
discussed. Until even five years 
ago, the only way Dalits were 
talked about was via reservation [in 
education and government jobs] 
– whether it should or should not 
be there, or in terms of atrocities 
against them. If you looked at any 
mainstream newspaper or website 
until then, all the comments under 
Dalit conversations were just trolls. 

As a journalist, I wanted to create 
a story that was different, a story 
that was owned by us, where Dalits 
could dictate how we wanted to be 
written about – in a human way, not 
a unidimensional one. That’s why I 
launched the blog The Documents 
of Dalit Discrimination. It was meant 
to be a safe space where Dalits like 
myself could talk about our stories, 
our traumas, our histories and take 
pride in it and talk about what it 
feels like to be a Dalit person living 
in India, hiding our identity all our 
lives and feeling ashamed for it. I got 
a lot of responses from Dalits who 

said their story was similar to mine 
and how being Dalit had forced 
them to change their professions, 
cities, sometimes hiding, and even 
giving up their relationships.

Until then, I too was hiding my 
past. So, I decided to come out 
on a Facebook note, which went 
viral. After that, I wrote a bunch of 

articles about what it means to be 
a Dalit person, a journalist who is 
Dalit. Finally, the book happened.
How hard was it for you to announce 
your Dalit identity to your friends? 
I announced my identity when I 
was in New York where my caste 
didn’t matter much. But when I 
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was back home in Delhi, very few 
of my friends knew I was lower 
caste. I was very insecure that they 
wouldn’t want to be my friend if 
they found out. I remember sitting 
with a friend of mine and telling 
her about my identity. She started 
laughing when I told her, and asked 
if that was my big secret. “You sound 
like you committed murder and 
need help with burying a body!” 
she exclaimed. That gave me a lot of 
courage and I felt supported in who 
I was. It was one of the first times I 
felt like I didn’t have to be ashamed. 

There were negative experiences 
as well. When I was 15, a friend of 
mine stopped speaking to me when 
I told her and her parents that I was 

from a Scheduled Caste.
What was the reaction your book got?
Of course, people trolled me online 
and said that I am doing this for 
attention. But I’m just doing my job 
as a journalist, writing the story that 
I feel matters to me the most, a story 
that needs to be told. The positive 
reactions to the book have been 
overwhelming from both Dalits 
and non-Dalits. I wanted to write 
a book that a 15-year-old Dalit can 
use as a resource to stand up for 
themselves when they are being 
bullied for availing reservation. 

Fortunately, that’s what happened. 
A lot of children in high schools 
and colleges wrote to me and said 
that this is the first time they are 

Yashica in conversation with author Keshava Guha at Tata Steel Kolkata Literary Meet in January 2020
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able to understand and articulate 
why what others are saying is a 
wrong, invalid argument. It was the 
first time they read something that 
made them proud and gave them 
courage, and they saw themselves 
being represented positively in 
media or culture.
What are some of the instances of 
discrimination you have faced in 
workplaces in urban India?

Casteism is present everywhere, 
whether in rural or urban India, es-
pecially now.  You have to just open 
a newspaper to see how casteist 
things are, especially matrimonial 
ads. There are also Brahmin-only 
restaurants that claim to serve ‘pure 
food’, which means vegetarian. Very 
often, people don’t allow a person 
who collects garbage inside their 
homes or kitchens. In some work-
places, people don’t want to share 

food with a Dalit colleague. Lots of 
Dalit people have issues in finding 
houses for rent. Such discrimina-
tion has become so normalised that 
it doesn’t even strike us as caste-
based discrimination.
Is our education system to be blamed?
I think it’s a societal problem and 
how modern Indian society has 
been constructed to systemical-
ly benefit and favour upper castes 

– whether it’s the laws, university 
structures, who we are giving busi-
ness loans to, and who are the bu-
reaucrats. The evils of casteism were 
always there, they never went away. 
The education system doesn’t teach 
much about what systemic caste 
system or racism looks like, but I 
wouldn’t entirely blame education. 
The media too is to be blamed in 
how they cover these issues. 
Read the complete interview on eShe.in

L-R: Yashica Dutt with academician and social scientist Kancha Ilaiah; signing copies of her book in Delhi
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I n October 2017, two New York 
Times reporters published an 
article that accused Hollywood 

producer Harvey Weinstein of de-
cades of sexual harassment. The 
women involved were Hollywood 
actresses as well as several of his em-
ployees. The story led to a floodgate 
of women accusing him of the same 
as well as a global #MeToo move-
ment with countless women com-
ing forth with their own stories. 

While Weinstein’s trial in court is 
currently underway, the two report-
ers who exposed him, Jodi Kantor 
and Megan Twohey, have written 
a book of their years of investiga-
tion into his indiscretions, She Said: 
Breaking the Sexual Harassment Story 
that Helped Ignite a Movement (Pen-
guin Press). Their past reporting on 
women, children and the workplace 
has led to changes in laws, and this 
particular report became a global 
landmark in workplace equality and 
a cautionary tale in brushing sexual 
harassment under the carpet.

The investigations all began with 
a phone call with actress Rose Mc-
Gowan who described to the jour-
nalists a vivid encounter with the 

celebrated producer in 1997. Jodi 
then got in touch with Megan who 
was working on a story for the Times 
about whether Donald Trump’s be-
haviour toward women crossed le-
gal or ethical lines. The book goes 
on to detail their three years of re-
porting on the story, covering nu-
merous firsthand documentary ev-
idences in the form of transcripted 

Award-winning journalists Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey reveal how 
they broke the Harvey Weinstein story in a hard-hitting new book

By Neha Kirpal

Sparking #MeToo
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interviews, emails, letters and texts 
with various people, including Hol-
lywood actresses Ashely Judd and 
Gwyneth Paltrow as well as Wein-
stein’s former assistants, Laura Mad-
den and Zelda Perkins.

The book shows how both the 
legal system and corporate cul-

ture keep victims silent and inhibit 
change. Moreover, what the book 
highlights is that even while wom-
en today hold more power than be-
fore, leading companies and nations, 
they still have to face sexual harass-
ment routinely. In 2013, Kantor also 
began investigating women’s expe-
riences at corporations and other 
institutions. While a lot of talk and 
debate on the issue already existed, 
what was needed were hidden facts 
about the workplace to be brought 
before the public. 

On October 5, 2017, when the 
journalists broke the story of Wein-
stein’s alleged sexual harassment 
and abuse, it triggered millions of 
women around the world to speak 
up and share their own stories. 
The story sparked off the #MeToo 
movement as it did debates about 
related subjects such as date rape, 
child sexual abuse and gender dis-
crimination. The several accolades 
they won for the story include 
journalism’s highest award, the Pu-
litzer Prize for Public Service. 

“If the story was not shared, noth-
ing would change. Problems that are not 
seen cannot be addressed. In our world 
of journalism, the story was the end, 
the result, the final product. But in the 
world at large, the emergence of new in-
formation was just the beginning – of 
conversation, action, change.” 

L-R: Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey
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Dream Worlds

Award-winning novelist Mary A Osborne had a tumultuous personal 
journey before she began creating magical worlds with her words

By Manvi Pant
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E ach book of Mary A Osborne 
is like a journey – of knowl-
edge, survival, hope, transition, 

of a mystical world. “My books car-
ry a sense of transformational pow-
er, an element of magic,” says the 
award-winning American novelist, 
and indeed as you flip each book’s 
last page and savour its last word, 
you return spent and transformed.

Yet, Mary found her calling as 
a writer only later in 
life. Raised in a small 
town of 10,000 people 
near Chicago, USA, her 
childhood was spent in 
a “little insular world”, 
mostly white. Her 
parents were artists and 
where, on one side, she 
was encouraged to be 
creative, on the other 
hand, she was exposed 
to regular conflict, 
which had an impact 
on her upbringing. “I 
would wake up to loud 
arguments, and would never really 
know what would happen next. 
The discord at home led me to 
books and made me an avid reader. 
I would venture into a different 
world every day and spend time 
with all these characters,” she shares.

The “funny thing”, as Mary says, 
is that her mother never encouraged 
her to pursue writing as an art form: 
“She wanted me to make a living, 
and she knew it’s hard. My father 

was supportive, though.” 
Mary went on to earn degrees in 

chemistry and nursing from Rush 
University and Knox College, and 
became a registered nurse. “It was 
important to have a steady job. Now, 
sometimes, I wonder if I would 
have pursued journalism, maybe I 
would have been further along in 
my writing career,” she muses. 

But life often does not move as 

we plan. Mary got married relatively 
young to her college sweetheart. 
After spending 10 beautiful years 
together, life took a drastic turn 
with his sudden demise at the age 
of 34. “I was widowed with a small 
baby. It was a major tragedy in my 
life that taught me to introspect, 
self-analyze, and learn about how 
to be my person,” recollects Mary. 

Motherhood led her to writers’ 
workshops and the world of Carl 

Mary A Osborne’s two bestselling works of fiction for young adults
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Jung. “That’s how I learned about 
alchemy,” she recalls. “My writing 
took a big turn and also during 
that period I went to Italy and 
got consumed by art, especially 
at Florence. I remember walking 
along at a gallery, when I suddenly 
paused to look up – a robed figure 
wearing a laurel crown caught my 
attention. The name beneath the 
statue read Giovanni Boccaccio. I 
had the strangest sense that I had 
just met my muse.”

Mary’s first novel, Nonna’s Book of 
Mysteries, was a Foreword Reviews 
2010 Book of the Year winner and 
an American Library Association 
2011 Amelia Bloomer nominee. 
Alchemy’s Daughter, her second 

novel, too garnered very positive 
reviews and was the recipient of the 
gold award for both young adult 
fiction and young adult historical 
fiction in the 2014 Literary Classics 
Youth Media Competition. 

“With about two million books 
being published worldwide every 
year, a review from an established 
critic can set a book apart and 
enhance its chances for commercial 
success. And winning an award can 
be a rich experience for an author,” 
says Mary, reflecting on her decade-
long writing journey. She believes 
that writing is a long, slow process 
of learning the craft. It cannot be 
rushed and tamed into one style. 
“You learn as you practise. You 
discover your style. I try to create 
something beautiful that shows 
hope. I do a lot of research and read 
many books trying to understand 
the time. I think you should write 
what appeals to your heart and find 
a niche in it, and that requires you 
to marinate, distill your world-view. 
Are you writing a book to be a 
best-selling novelist or to make a 
living? These two are very different 
scenarios. I write because I want 
to make art. And visions take time, 
sometimes years.” 

A late riser, Mary starts her day 
with meditation, coffee, and a short 
workout that sometimes includes 
Tai Chi. She loves working late at 
night when the world quietens, and 
her characters start talking. 
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Novelist and journalist Jojo Moyes is so prolific 
churning out gripping, soul-satisfying books year 
on year, one suspects she has a personal genie in 
a bottle by her writing table. Her latest, The Giver 
of Stars, will appeal to lovers of historical fiction. 
Set in Depression-era America, the novel follows 
the lives of five courageous women in Kentucky 
who sign up to deliver books to countryfolk as part 
of Eleanor Roosevelt’s new travelling library. But 
things don’t go smoothly, for a woman with a book 
on a horse is as potent a symbol of defiance as can 
get in a conservative, racist, patriarchal land. The 
book makes you laugh and cry and everything in 
between, and lingers in your head weeks on. 

First novels are like Forrest Gump’s famous box of 
chocolates: You never know what you’re going to get. 
Journalist Deepa Anappara’s debut, however, hits all 
the sweet spots and then some. Set in a shantytown 
in or around Delhi, the protagonist, 10-year-old 
Jai, sets out to solve the mystery of children going 
missing from his neighbourhood. Optimistic and 
innocent, his truthful observations of life in a slum 
are touching and haunting. His well-meaning quest, 
however, is soon overtaken by darker undercurrents of 
politics, religous polarisation and crime. Coming from 
the pen of a journalist who has reported on poverty 
and communal violence, the book tears open all 
stereotypes, splattering all your privileges in your face.  

The Giver of  Stars
Jojo Moyes (Penguin Random House, `699)

Djinn Patrol on the Purple Line
Deepa Anappara (Penguin Random House, `499)

LATEST IN FICTION 
Two books that should definitely be on your reading list this month
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A MARRIAGE 
OF UNEQUALS

Samra Zafar escaped a teen marriage and fought a suppressive culture to 
earn her dignity and education; now she inspires others to do the same 

By Manvi Pant

T urkish-British author and 
women’s rights activist Elif 
Shafak writes: Stealing people’s 

wishes was far more despicable than 
stealing their wallet. Every year, over 
12 million girls are forced into 
child marriage globally, sexually 
molested, abused, raped, stripped 
of their dreams, and left to suffer 
in silence. Amongst these women, 

there are a few who are stubborn, 
who refuse to give up on life. They 
fall, yet stand up again to fight back. 
These women become a voice of 
change for several others. This story 
is about one such woman. 

Born in Pakistan and raised in 
Abu Dhabi, Samra Zafar was 16 
when her parents arranged her 
marriage to a man 11 years older 
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than her. Subsequently, she moved 
to Canada with him on the premise 
that she could fulfill her aspiration 
to attend University. It did not 
happen. Instead followed years of 
emotional and physical abuse by 
her increasingly possessive husband. 
She gave birth to two daughters and 
tried to fulfill all the expectations 
laid on her as a wife, as a daughter-
in-law, but somewhere always fell 
short. Every single day, she was 
humiliated, assaulted, isolated, 
disrespected, and repeatedly told 
that she was not good enough. 

“I was told to give up on my 
dream of attaining an education 
because I was married, had two 
kids. I was told to accept that as 
my destiny. I was not allowed to 
go out of my house. I did not have 
permission to go to school, have 
any friends, or any independence,” 
recollects Samra. But she mustered 
the courage to fight for her dreams. 
She would often stand in front of a 
mirror with a piece of paper rolled 
up and practise her graduation 
speech. “What’s happening to you 
is not your choice, but what you do 
with it is yours,” she says. 

Desperate to get out of her 
marriage, she hatched an escape plan 
for herself and her two daughters. A 
compelling account of Samra’s life, 
her escape, and transition into the 
world of her choice is beautifully 
shared in her book A Good Wife: 
Escaping the Life, I Never Chose 

(Penguin Random House) co-
authored with Meg Masters.

Writing a memoir makes you 
vulnerable, and presents you as 
human not a hero. “I had written 
blogs and articles before, done TED 
talks and speaking engagements, 
but those were high-level accounts 
of what happened. Writing a 

book requires one to go much 
deeper with an intense amount 
of vulnerability. I wanted to talk 
about my fears, uncertainties, and 
other things that held me back. I 
wanted to be very raw in the book. 
That also meant talking about my 
mistakes and where I went wrong, 
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how I kept going back to him. It 
was a difficult process. I was nervous 
about what people were going to 
think. Would I be seen as someone 
trying to get famous by defaming 
her community?” 

The first time Samra toyed 

with the idea of sharing her story 
in a blog seven years ago, she was 
afraid it would be seen as a sob 
story. “Then my daughter said to 
me, if every woman thinks it’s too 
shameful and no one talks about it, 
then how will this ever change?” 
The blog got published on the same 

day as her convocation. “It was 
such an emotional moment for me 
because I had waited for my degree 
for 15 years and fought so hard for 
it. I came home and logged into 
my social media and was shocked 
to discover the number of messages 
and emails I had received from all 
over the world.”

Samra, now recognised as one 
of the Top 100 Most Powerful 
Women in Canada, disagrees with 
the idea that everything happens for 
a reason. “What is the reason for a 
girl’s dreams to be snatched away? 
What is the reason for a young girl 
to be sexually molested by a family 
member or by her religious teacher 
or by anyone? What is the reason 
for acid attacks and women being 
treated as second-class citizens? If 
there is one, does it make it okay?” 
she asks. As much as she feels 
grateful to have touched so many 
lives, she feels no girl should have 
to go through these atrocities, get 
subjected to child sexual abuse, 
forced marriage or violence.

What happened to Samra changed 
her entire outlook on life and filled 
her with courage and resilience. 
“Today, when I look back, I feel 
happy to feel this breeze in my hair, 
to meet all these wonderful people, 
to be a catalyst in their life, and 
instill hope and positivity in them. 
I am breaking the silence for the 
millions of silences still waiting to 
be broken.” 

AUTHOR INTERVIEW
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A young mother of an infant 
and another baby on the 
way came by the other day. 

“Now that your kids are grown 
up, what advice do you have 
for someone just starting out?” 
she asked me. “What kind of a 
mother should I be?”

“Be a happy mother,” I said.
It’s not as simple as it sounds. 

When women become mothers, 
we give up so much, it is easy 
to only see the losses: your 
sleep, your beauty, your peace, 
your privacy, your freedom. As 
the kids grow older, the list of 
sacrifices grows longer: you’re 
not respected enough, your love 

isn’t reciprocated enough, your 
dreams aren’t coming true the 
way you expected, no one listens 
to you.

If you’re in a bad marriage or 
if your husband believes raising 
children is none of his business 
or is abusive, you have more 
things to crib or cry about, your 
emotional or physical wounds 
clawing at your insides all day. If 
you don’t get along with your 
in-laws, or your own parents or 
siblings, either you are in real 
danger of harm or your mood is 
just rotten all the time. And if you 
have a sucky job, then life is one 
long torture chamber.

Legacy of Happiness
The greatest gift we can give our kids is to be happy ourselves 

By Aekta Kapoor
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It’s not so easy being a happy 
mother. It means you learn to 
treasure those few moments when 
the baby is asleep, smiling like an 
angel, or making eye contact with 
you while breastfeeding with all 
the infinite wisdom and knowing 
only a newborn can have when it 
looks at its mother. And you pack 
those precious little moments of 
magic deep inside your heart 
to give you warmth when life 
throws tomatoes at you.

It means you learn to stand 
up for yourself when someone 
disrespects you, or hurts you, so 
that when you look in the mirror 
you see a goddess not scum, and 
you hold your head up and smile 
when your child comes home 
from school, and you shower her 
with all the divine strength that 
glows in you.

It means you walk away from 
toxic people and situations, and 
even if you have to walk on hot 
coal after that, you do it with a 
big mad joyful grin on your face 
because by god you are feeling 
alive for the first time in your 
life and you’ve never been more 
present and attentive to your 
child when she looks to you.

It means you learn to truly love, 
besotted with ishq for yourself, so 
that you can only see god in all 
creation. It means you are stoic 
when everything is falling apart 

and you can jest even when your 
daughter’s face is half-paralyzed, 
because laughter is the best 
medicine. It means you learn 
to be furious when your child’s 
wellbeing is threatened, and not 
shake in fear. It means you never 
give in to fatigue or pessimism, 
and are undefeated to the end. 
It means you seek meaning, joy 

and love in all that you do, follow 
your heart, and allow others to 
do the same. 

The path to bliss is not through 
codes of conduct or morality, it’s 
through truth and consciousness. 
No one else’s rules can work for 
you (not even mine); you have 
to find the way yourself. A ‘good 
mom’ is usually described as a 
paragon of virtue. Make your 
own definition, and be a paragon 
of happiness instead. 
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