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POLITICS AND POWER

Cover Story

By Malathy Sitaram

It all began with the Referendum that was
held on 23rd. June, 2016. The nation was asked
to vote either for Europe or against. Should we
remain in the EU or leave? The Prime Minister,
David Cameron had been pressurized by the
right wing flank in his party to do so. Why did
he give in to them? Had there been a promise?
The Leavers won by over a million votes at the
end of a period of intense campaigning by
both sides which included untruths which may
have affected the final result.
Cameron did the decent thing.
He resigned as Prime Minister
and that was the beginning of
frantic manoeuvres within his
party. Who would his successor
be? After much infighting, Mrs.
May emerged as the winner. The
Press have been unkind despite
her frequent public appearances
in her favourite designer clothing the price of which would
keep a poor family fed for some
months! She has been described
as robotic, cold, unfeeling. Wasting no time, she triggered Article
50 (the decision of a state to withdraw from the EU) on 29th March,,
2017. Enormous numbers of civil
servants and legal advisers will be
needed to see this through. Britain will have to pay a considerable
sum in order to quit. This is called
the ‘Divorce Bill’and a figure of
a total cost £60 billion has been
rumoured.
Mrs. May then made the fatal error of calling a snap election to be held on the 8th June,
2017. This, she said was to win the people’s
moral support for the forthcoming challenging
negotiations with Europe. The Labour Party
which had been out of the picture because of
the serious infighting under the leadership of
Jeremy Corbyn had the brilliant idea of offering free tuition at University. First time voters
were much impressed and responded to
Corbyn’s overtures. The youth vote won 40%
of the vote for Labour and Mrs. May’s gamble
had failed. This election has been the undoing
of Mrs. May as she is now considerably weakened. Suddenly Jeremy Corbyn is the ‘man of
the moment’! I had written about him in the
September, 2015 issue of Confluence. If Mrs.
May’s party unseat her and there is another
election it is quite likely that Corbyn will win.
One of the worst disasters in recent years
happened in London on 14th June, 2017,

when a 24 storey tower block in West London
caught fire round midnight, causing at least 79
deaths. It took hundreds of fire fighters and
45 fire engines to bring the fire under control.
The speed with which the fire spread upwards
is now recognized as being caused by the
cheaper variety of cladding round the exterior
of the building which the owners had chosen.
The tower enclosed 129 flats in a mainly working class area surrounded by some of the most

election in favour of Mr. Trump who won the
election. Apparently the two got on very well
and the meeting lasted for more than two
hours though scheduled for one. It looked like
a love-in. The FBI has been tasked with finding out the truth re the alleged interference
by Russians in the American election in favour
of Mr. Trump. Sanctions have been imposed
against Russia which retaliates by expelling
several hundred American diplomats. China
displeases Trump because he
accuses it of not doing enough
to contain N. Korea’s threats to
launch ballistic missiles which can
now reach America. Meanwhile,
the newspapers daily provide
much amusement in the revelation of the latest antics attributed
to President Trump. Many heads
have rolled as Trump fires people
because of dissatisfaction with
their work. The head of the FBI
and the Chief of Staff are the
most recent casualties. The newly
appointed
Communications
Director, one Mr. Scaramucci who
was due to take up his new role
on August 15th was sacked as a
direct consequence of his use of
foul language in a public tirade
against two senior colleagues.
We learn that the new Chief of
Staff, the retired, four star General
Kelly demanded his instant sacking. Chaos rules it seems.

affluent neighbourhoods in the country. The
response from people in the area has been quite
extraordinary. Very quickly people rushed there
during the day with supplies of food, water,
clothing and whatever was thought necessary
for the victims. The fire had catastrophic effects
due to poor safety measures. No sprinklers and
only one staircase. Now tower blocks all over
the country are being examined and fire safety
will be the main objective.

Finally and with a heavy heart I must address
the spate of violence by Hindu vigilantes
against Muslims, Dalits and other unfortunate members of lower castes for the crime
of eating beef and/or transporting cattle that
has hit the headlines in India. The first lynching of a Muslim, Mohammad Akhlaq by a mob
took place on 28th September, 2015 in Uttar
Pradesh. Since then there have been several
similar incidents in North India as well as some
others farther south. It seems to Indians living
far away that there is a strange silence on the
part of the government leading to the impression that these abhorrent crimes are approved!
In 2016, Mr. Modi expressed outrage over the
commission of such crimes. A more stringent
condemnation followed in June this year after
thousands of decent citizens carrying placards
reading “Not in my Name” marched in Delhi
and in Mumbai. The silence on the part of
other Hindu members of the right wing BJP
party is ominous. Surely each and every Indian
has the constitutional right to eat the meat of
his choice.

Life goes on and the Wimbledon Tennis
tournament came and went with Roger
Federer once again astonishing everyone with
his nimble dexterity gaining him his eighth win
as Wimbledon Champion. The two day G20
summit took place in Hamburg on the 7th
and 8th of July. The first day was marred by
violent demonstrations by several thousand
Anarchists and anti-capitalist activists from all
over Europe. The summit aroused particular
interest in the first meeting of President Trump
and President Putin as there had been rumours
of Russian meddling in last year’s American
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CONFLUENCE
Editorially Speaking
Confluence is now 15 years old!
I am truly delighted to share our latest and the fifteenth-year publication of Confluence magazine with all our readers and writers. Signifying this important milestone, we decided to go for a bumper issue
and accommodate all the submissions from our contributors who have
been the pillars of this independent magazine so far. This is a modest
way of celebrating our successful journey.
I can’t believe that we have published so many pieces of writing
including general interest articles, stories, poems and paintings from at
least 150 different writers mainly from the diaspora community spread
all over the world. We have also had non-diaspora writers writing for
us. I thank you all wholeheartedly. On a special note, I must say that
we now have over 25 regular writers who always maintain their high
standard of writing and among them are a few who have been writing
regularly for Confluence for many years without missing a single issue.
In this respect I would like to thank Reginald Massey, Devi Rajab
and Anju Makhija for never failing to submit their regular columns over
several years. I would also like to say a big thank you to Malathy
Sitaram who has been doing a wonderful job over the past few years
as a Sub Editor and contributor.
We are very proud to see our readership increasing further, thanks
to all our writers and our online presence means you don’t have to wait
for a quarterly issue any more. On the flip side, as I have mentioned
in an earlier issue, our financial position is not healthy as we don’t
have any sponsors to support us at present, but I will do all I can to
keep this journal going. Lastly, I would like to ask all our contributors
to submit their work suitably titled and with accompanying pictures
where necessary and most importantly to submit your contributions
by the deadline set for each issue.
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CONFLUENCE
Celebration

COMMEMORATING CANADA:A PERSONAL JOURNEY
By Cyril Dabydeen

My sense of being Canadian is marked
every year on July 1 when Ottawa –the
nation’s capital-- where I’ve lived for four
decades becomes a transformed city. This
year marks the special 150th commemoration from the time of Confederation in 1867
when the country declared “Dominion Day”
codified in the British North America Act.
Then Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick became politically unified;
later, the prairie and western coast became
part of the Dominion via the Canadian Pacific
Railway. “Canada Day” this year goes beyond
the usual celebration when hundreds
of thousands will assemble on Parliament Hill. Prince Charles and wife
Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, will
participate. Musical performances by
the country’s finest, and speeches by
the Prime Minster and the Governor
General, as well as parades and a
panoply of other activities will feature
prominently. Snowbird jets—Canada’s planes—will do acrobatic dives
demonstrating national hubris . Flagwaving will be ubiquitous. Spectacular fireworks will crown it all on July 1!
I’ve attended these celebratory
events over the years, in some sense
to mark my own Canadian spirit of the
place with my immigrant self intact. People
become animated never so much as at this
special time, and governments (provinces,
municipalities, territories) and educational,
cultural and arts organizations are all undertaking special activities. And maybe Canadians want to be distinctive from the chauvinistic neighbour to the South, the USA.
Indeed Canada is not a republic, but a
monarchy. The Queen of Britain is the titular
head of state through our Governor General.
English and French traditions are strong
(perhaps muted in Quebec on Canada Day,
for historical reasons). Canada is also a
palpably diverse nation seen demographically in major cities like Toronto, Vancouver,
Montreal. The Ottawa-Gatineau area itself
has a 20% population of racial minority
peoples. I’ve travelled across Canada to
over 30 towns and cities, from Whitehorse to
Newfoundland (as a former municipal and
government official), and have absorbed the
immediacy of a changing Canada.
Are Native peoples part of the sesquicentennial celebrations? Post-colonial angst and
that the country is fundamentally theirs is part
of the activism, especially seen on the West
Coast. The government apology to Native
Peoples for “cultural genocide” stemming
from decades of forced assimilation by the
Residential Schools is timely!
i
Who are Canadians and what is Canadian
are questions tied to nationhood, especially
during this time, as it should be—a phenom-

enon occurring in Europe and elsewhere,
also, due not least to migration patterns,
decolonization, and globalization. Political
philosopher John Ralston Saul speaks of
the triangular foundation of Canada—the
Anglo-Saxon (read Anglo-Celtic) and French
peoples reflected on two sides of the triangle, and Aboriginal peoples on the base
line. Ottawa—named derived from a Native
tribe--used to have over 300,000 Algonquin
Indians. The name “Canada” itself is of
Native origin, as are numerous other places
across the country with symbolic evoca-

tions, like Sioux Lookout and Moose Jaw.
But place-names in Ottawa are infused with
British heritage such as King Edward Avenue,
Lord Elgin Street and Prince of Wales Drive.
Scottish-born Sir John A. Macdonald was the
first Prime Minister, and others like McKenzie
King, Wilfred Laurier and John Diefenbaker
are hallmark figures. French-Canadian Pierre
Trudeau is an icon; the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms was enshrined under his stewardship. But the English-French “solitude” is
existential, though Quebec is no longer a
viable threat of separation (as it was a few
decades ago).
It’s a strong, unified country with Liberalism and Conservativism tied to democraticsocialist ideals (universal health care, etc.)—a
Canada of “an endless land of clean water,
maple trees, Mounties and French secessionists" (said late controversial Toronto Mayor
Rob Ford). It sounds passe. Internationally,
Canada is still positioned as a country noted
for peace-keeping advanced by Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson.
The shift in immigration patterns since
the 70’s has led to awareness and sensitivity in governmental policies and programs,
if only as concerns about human rights and
diversity as we continue to wrestle with foundational values. The shibboleth of respect for
all peoples (old and new Canadians) is key as
we debate concerns relating to Islamophobia
and condemn anti-Semitism, for instance.
Significantly, Conservative Prime Minister Joe
Clark described Canada as the “first international country,” and Liberal Prime Minister

Paul Martin officially called Canada “a postmodernist nation”.
ii
My own Canadian space with my immigrant status is inevitably marked by the identity question, always in flux. Is ethnicity or
geography destiny as I come to grips with my
own angst about who’s a real Canadian with
my “visible minority” profile? That everyone
is an immigrant or from an immigrant background (said Margaret Atwood) is still viewed
with ambivalence. But new immigrants from
Asia, Africa, Caribbean and the Middle East
now, directly or indirectly, challenge
the view of Canada as only “the idea
of the north”--if perhaps as a rarefied
or metaphysical concept. “Multicultural abrasion” occurs as we wrestle
with ethnicity tied to our beingness
amidst other pressing existential realities (clean environment, health-care).
Pierre Trudeau—father of the
current Prime Minster, Justin--said
it best: “There is no such thing as a
model or ideal Canadian. What could
be more absurd than an ‘all-Canadian’
boy or girl? A society which emphasizes uniformity is one which creates
intolerance and hate…and what we
must continue to cherish are…compassion,
love, and understanding. ”
When I become fraught about identity
bordering on the “the narcissism of small
differences” (Michael Ignatieff), I recall a
moment of epiphany when I’d visited the
prairie and tundra heartland of Lethbridge
(Alberta) and became overawed by the sheer
size of the country. In a poem “As the World
Disappears,” I ask:
Where do I come from
and where will I go next…
looking up at the tall sky?
In poetry and fiction the images I create
will reflect my deeper spirit in my sometimes
hyphenated-Canadian self. Multiculturalism
gives me room to experience the possibilities of my “many selves” beyond the binary,
even as I will dwell on Trudeau’s words about
essential human values, and join with thousands of others in “celebrating” Canada!

A former Poet Laureate of Ottawa, Cyril Dabydeen was born in Guyana, South America. He
teaches Writing at the University of Ottawa. He
has written a number of books including novels and
poetry. He is included in the Heinemann, Oxford
and Penguin Books of Caribbean
Verse. His novel, Drums of My
Flesh won the top Guyana Prize
and was nominated for the 2007
IMPAC/Dublin Literary Prize.
Contact– cdabydeen@ncf.c
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GOVERNANCE YOGA!

Indian Politics

By Innamburan

The Sovereign Democratic Republic of
India : 2017 boasts of three monks and a
volatile female renunciant (Sādhvī ) among
her ruling elite. Some more lone females
get mentioned in passing for their bravado
- Jayalalitha (Tamil Nadu) was a Diva,
Mayavathi (Uttar Pradesh) was a Messiah in
reverse gear and Mamata Banerjee (West
Bengal) is a stormy petrel.
Debonair and globe-trotting, Narendra
Modi, our Prime Minister, is a married
bachelor leading an austere life. His
superb wardrobe does not make him
less of a monk. He runs a well-oiled and
no-nonsense good governance apparatus,
as to manner born and is the Befriender-atlarge. Tripura is a tiny state (4,051 square
miles) in the Indian Federation. Manik
Sarkar, its Chief Minister since 1998 is a
Marxist ascetic, eking out a living on his
wife’s pension and Rs.5000/- monthly from
his party, donating his salary to the party.
A packet of snuff and one Charminar cigarette a day are his only indulgences. His
model is his Marxist predecessor in office
during 1978 -88, Nripen Chakraborty
whose monastic life style is legendary. An
arrest warrant regarding a decade-old riot
case stopped Sādhvī Uma Bharti in her
tracks as Madya Pradesh Chief Minister in
2004. Quite a medley we are! Aren’t We?
Imagine the Archbishop of Canterbury singing ‘Rule, Brittania!, lustily
waving the Union Jack, surrendered
by Her Brittanic Majesty! Something
like this happened here. In an outcome
unmatched over the last 40 years,
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) won
312 out of 403 seats in Uttar Pradesh,
India’s largest state, which is also the
most populous (200 millions) country
subdivision in the world and chose a
monk to unwrap that feudal State from
its time warp! Let us have a glimpse at
its standing still in the colonial era. I was
posted to Allahabad and lived ten minutes
walking distance to the office from my
home. Though my office had nothing to
do with the average passerby, they would
bow deep and salute me in an ingratiating
manner, at every step! Embarrassed, I took
to getting driven to office, to escape this
routine!

4

It comes as no surprise that the celibate
high priest Yogi Adityanath took over
as the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh in
2017, to those who track UP politics; only
the innocents (‘astonishing’ said, New York
Times !) thought he was the dark horse!
He was the star campaigner everywhere,
and had demonstrated “great discipline”
in combating dissent in his stronghold of
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2017

eastern UP. His disciplined lifestyle, his
attention to those in his care, his plainspeaking, and his knowledge of history
were and are his inestimable assets. He
is known for openly criticising BJP. A
firebrand Hindu zealot, he is the Mahant
(High Priest) of Gorakpur Math, a famous

Hindu temple with hoary traditions. He
represented Gorakpur in the Parliament
for five consecutive terms since 1998. No
stranger to Hindu militancy, he is a Yogi,
Commissar, politician and angry young
man, all rolled into one.
45 year old Ajay Mohan Bisht was given
guru diksha (initiation) in the Kanphata

Barely two days earlier, he had effortlessly donned the mantle of a guru at
Gorakhnath Temple on the occasion of
Guru Purnima and blessed his disciples.
This is the ritual he has been following ever
since becoming the mahant of the temple.
Even after becoming the CM, he made it a
point to visit the temple to continue with
the annual ritual.
His Janata Darbar (Open Court) draws
people from very distant places also, like a
magnet. Almost every day, a few hundred
people from the far-flung corners of UP
come to his residence in Lucknow, leaving behind their daily routine, in search of
justice or redressal of grievances. Though
a hardliner Hindu zealot, a recent tweet of
his had won him friends and has also shot
into a controversy. He wished Muslims
on the birth anniversary of Hazrat Ali, an
Islamic figure of utmost importance, especially for Indian Muslims. It is a clear signal
that he is leaning towards religious pluralism, showing equal respect to different
religions in India, ‘something which is the
hallmark of India's unity in multiplicity and
cultural composites’.
I conclude by citing two important
messages from him.
"Law and order is our priority. Minor
incidents are occurring at some places
but I am sure that by the time I present
the report card of my government's
100 days, such incidents will stop
completely," Yogi said.
"Every sister, daughter and trader
of Uttar Pradesh will feel safe in the
state...VIP culture will be put to an end
in the state.“

tradition, at a simple function and was
rechristened as Yogi Adityanath on February 15, 1994. He succeeded his Guru
Mahant Avaidyanath, (It so happens that
the Guru was his granduncle, as well.)
ten years later. He was anointed as the
Chief Minister in 2017 and had called the
officialdom to order within a few days and
motivated the field workers to attend to
the work with diligence. Never one to
mince matters, he set right many errors in
governance, not forgetting to foment fresh
controversies. He presented his welcome
budget on July 11, 2017, waiving £ 4500
million of farm loans and extending many
deserving concessions for the poor, as a
seasoned politician.

Footnote: Amity and animosity
between Hindus and Muslims coexist in Uttar Pradesh. Aftab Ahmed
is the Principal of Mahayogi Guru
Goraknath Mahavidyala, a college set up
by his 11th century monastery. Mohammed Maan oversees the monastery’s dairy
farm. Mohammed Yaseen Ansari was the
treasurer of the monastery since 1997.

Srinivasan Soundararajan (Innamburan) is a
Tamil scholar with degrees in Economics, Applied
Sociology and Tamil Literature. He has long retired from the Indian Audit and Accounts Service
in which he served as Additional
Deputy Comptroller &Auditor
General of India. He has also
spent some years working in the
UK as an Adviser for the Citizens’
Advice Bureau.
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Social Trends

GROWING OLD GRACEFULLY..?
By Chaand Chazelle

A few days ago, whilst listening to BBC
Radio-4’S consumer programme-‘You and
yours,’ I caught some of the conversation:
a man was complaining about a certain
care home, where his mother had
died. The care home demanded
£5000 from him, even when the
person supposedly- ‘in care’ was
dead... ‘But there is a contract...’
The director of the home insisted
‘it must be paid by a certain date
every month!
But the man argued‘My mother is dead and the
charges are paid up to date, till
she lived.’ Still the management
of that home continued with his
demand. Listening to that man,
I was repelled. How callous and
greedy can you get, that you lose
your humanity?

So Now We Must Also Plan Our
Death And Full fill Our Contractual
Obligations, Even Though We Are
Dead!!
We oldies are being constantly
reminded- ‘Grow old gracefully’. Sure we
are sensible enough to do exactly that and
more but are WE treated with the same
grace? Once we get to pensionable age,
the world seems to lose interest in us and
respect for us. We become invisible. Not
only our looks fade, our energy dissipates
but our importance fades too. The comedians find it appropriate to make ‘Jokes’
about Zimmer frames and a lot more...in
bad taste, I would say. That’s the mentality and the culture, which does not value
the wisdom that the old can impart to the
young. I always say to young people-“I
was your age once upon a time and you
will get to my age- just don’t you forget it”.
Have we not watched those painful
documentaries about older people on
television, filmed ‘under cover’ which
show all kinds of abuse that old people
suffer towards the end of their lives. We
have seen carers slapping old patients,
not giving them their medicine on time or
drugging them to keep them quiet. Some
of them lie the whole night in their ‘mess’
and end up with sores.
Last year, I was in the hospital for a knee
operation, I could hear through the thin
curtains, the doctors’ team advising an
87-year old lady on the next bed to take

a lot of fluids. She constantly rang for the
nurse to give her water as her jug was
empty but even after ringing the bell ten
times, no one gave her water! I could not

move otherwise I might have helped. Even
when I called nurse on her behalf, I was
ignored.
Providing sheltered accommodation
may be a noble idea to the ones who have
no other option, but the system, under
which council officials treat pensioners as
if they are 5 year olds is far from noble.
Everybody who lives in these places is not
necessarily short of funds. There are such
units where the majority of the residents
are from the Indian sub-continent. Those
who can’t speak English, are treated with
a lack of respect. Europeans who live in
these places are less tolerant of Indians
and other foreigners. I have heard some
English women residents shouting at
Indian residents: “Speak English, you live
in England”! Well! a 93 year old Punjabi
woman certainly can’t oblige this prejudiced English woman by learning English
at her age.
I find these places even anti-family!
Friends and family who visit their parents
or grandparents are not really welcomed
to spend time with them. Well...first of all,
there is no space, since there is only one
bedroom. Often the Indians who have
large families some of whom arrive from
out of town or abroad find it really difficult
to stay with their dear ones. These are not
family oriented places.
Alain de Botton, a philosopher has
often said, “Our psyche is affected by our
surroundings where we live”. I certainly
believe that living in sheltered housing is
not the best way to spend our last days on

this earth but it’s a shame that some of us
have no other option.
On the top of my -‘hate list’ is the design
of these wretched flats for older people.
Most of them are tiny and claustrophobic. The bedrooms are
so miniscule that after putting
a bed, there is hardly space to
move about. Many of them have
no windows in the kitchen, where
one has to cook, especially Indian
food. Some have no windows in
the bathrooms and the guest
flats have no windows even in
the bedroom! I find it the height
of disdain, insensitivity and real
insult the way we are treated
here. Those wealthy architects
who live in leafy surrey have the
temerity to design these places
for us pensioners to live in, which
really is almost treating us a ‘sub-humans’.
I say-‘The architects who design these
place will never have to live here!’
The council’s - ‘Anti social behaviour’
policy does not seem to be working. Some
Indians have been constantly harassed
either by white and black tenants. A 75 year
old single Indian woman was constantly
verbally abused by an African resident.
One day he stood 10 inches away from her
face and threatened her saying-‘I’ll rape
you, you Indians are all rapists.’ Reports to
the Police and the Chief executive of the
Borough fell on deaf ears. During her five
year stay in that unit was hell, but no one
took any steps to remedy the situation.
Police wanted witnesses. Although he was
abusive in front of six people aged: 75-93,
they refused to come forward and I don’t
blame them, why should they be bothered
with Police and courts at their age? Some
suffered with cancer or other ailments, why
should they take on extra stress?
Older people are targeted by criminals,
posing as Policemen and empty their
accounts. Even so called charities target
us oldies: give address to one charity, they
pass on your bank details to 160 others,
who emptied this man’s account, his son
discovered only after his father’s death. So
be careful my friends.
Chaand Chazelle, who lives in London is a successful Writer/Producer/Director/Actor and
Broadcaster. Her poems have been
published and she is now working on a
novel. The title of her new screenplay is
Stolen Goods.
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Flash Fiction

THE INCONVENIENCE OF POVERTY
By Anita Nahal

It was three times in a row, in consecutive weeks, when Priya
visited New York City that she had run into him. Standing at the
corner of two intersecting streets, at the edge almost of one
of them, as traffic hustled by, he hustled, on one leg, holding
a crutch. It was mid-November, and the holiday season was
in full swing. Christmas lights had begun to awaken here and
there, and many store fronts were
already burnished with demagoguery
inviting you to indulge their coffers.
As Priya turned the corner from the
parking garage her hand went to
her coat pocket for the loose dollars
she generally kept for sharing. Her
hand recognized him but her eyes
did not want to, so she flicked them
downwards.
Drawing in the crisp morning air,
she pretended to walk purposefully
toward the intersection from where
she took a left turn to go to Starbucks,
and where he stood. She clutched
loosely but assuredly to the one bill
in her pocket, waiting for the exact
moment, to hand it over. She did not
want any acknowledgment as she
was not doing him any favor. Had it
not been for her son, she could have
been standing on that street corner.
She lost her job two years ago, and
she had moved to live with her son in
a suburb, a little way out of the city.
The wind was colder than usual today, a bit on the nasty side,
and the city’s tall scrapers shrieked with singular, secluded,
yet public sounds colliding against their concretes. Swishes,
splashes, jingles, talking, walking, driving, tires screeching, folks
dancing and dashing across roads, clothes ruffling, and the
controlled, shielded breathing of thousands that did not wish
to mingle, except for the fleeting small talk, with those unknown
who crossed their paths daily.
He smiled out to Priya as she neared. He knew she would
give him something, she always did. “Oh, thank you, thank you
so much!” he cooed, his cheeks reddening with a deep smile,
maybe thinking of having a decent, warm breakfast that morning. Or maybe, of striking friendship with her. She was very pretty,
with a few baby white hairs flying near her ear lobes, beginning
to age, and for sure Hispanic, he thought. She had handed him a
twenty dollar bill. That is all she had today and she did not want
to seem petty, and it was the holiday season. As he saw the bill,
he grabbed on to her hand, quite strongly. “Gracias, gracias,”
he kept reciting, and she wanted to pull her hand free, afraid
to be sucked into small talk which would leave her saddened.
She often felt the floating groans and moans of those in pain,
and she wanted no more. She only wanted to escape into her
writing. And security with her son. “Sure, sure, no problem,” she
gushed back, enough she thought not to make him feel disrespected but short enough not to make herself feel vulnerable.
She had been to the edges of precarity when she left her country
fifteen years ago, in her forties, due to a marriage that would
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not bring her love, resigned from a permanent job, and taking
her young son she had made America their home, their haven,
and now she had lost her job, again close to precarity, a statistic.
“It’s okay, mom, I am here for you,” her son told her all the time.
There can be some living angels who help us from slipping into
chasms.
He was speaking to her in Spanish
now and holding onto her hand as
she kept pulling. “I don’t speak Spanish, sorry,” and their hands broke off.
“Oh, have a good day, mi ángel!”
“Thank you, thank you, you too,” she
bent down from the waist, one hand
on her heart. You too? What did that
even mean? Western courtesies she
had adopted. End points of convenient separations. How did she know
what of kind day he would have?
Or what brought them together at
that point in time? She thought she
had heard him call her, angel. The
tall glass buildings peered at them
as she walked away. She could feel
their eyes on her. “You did good,
Priya. You did good. Then why the
embarrassment?”
She hastened her pace, to slide
into her favorite seat at Starbucks, to
hide behind the keys, to complete
the poem she started last week,
The Inconvenience Of Poverty…
I may give you a handout on a cold
street, in passing, not letting eyes
meet, appearing to be in a great
rush, to be somewhere, and for that
fleeting moment I may connect with you
on a cold street, even respond to your
thank you, since you don’t come home with me.
Because you may push, pull, ingrate
yourself and try to come home with me,
I don’t wish to have you seated near me,
“pretending” to be crazy, sick or lost
with your stale body odor permeating
the stylish environment we seek
to relax in with our hard earned plastic money.
Poverty is something we see outside, away
from us, from our snooty paraphernalia,
but sadly, we are all poor as we don’t know
where was, or will be, our final home
that is why I may give you
a handout on a cold street, in passing,
since you don’t come home with me.

Anita Nahal, poet, children’s books writer, dancer
and diversity & inclusion consultant, has also served as
Assistant Provost for International Programs at Howard
University, and Associate Professor of History, Sri
Venkateswara College, New Delhi, India
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Book Review

INDIAN FANTASY WRITING: AN ANTHOLOGY
EDITED BY MALASHRI LAL AND DEEPA AGARWAL

Reviewed by Lakshmi Kannan
The Indian Fantasy Writing: An Anthology
is easily the first book of its kind. The editors
Lal and Agarwal, who undertook some
earnest research around the area of Fantasy
writing, have
included Critical Articles
alongside the Creative Pieces in what was
meant to be, ‘complementary expressions’,
their main thesis being any system of knowledge needs to be absorbed within a critical
framework for further exploration. They do
declare though that ‘Fantasy as a genre is
impossible to define.’ Yes indeed. We need
Fantasy writing simply because there are
readers out there, children, young adults,
and the not-so-young, all of whom ‘are in
search of wonder,’ observe the editors.

and the Mute Queen”, retold by Deepa
Agarwal unfolds with a riveting narrative,
turning the reader into a credulous child
listening to the illustrious King Vikramaditya of Ujjain, famous for his sense of duty
to his subjects and his wish that everybody
should be happy in his kingdom. It helps
to have the wily, faithful Vetal as an ally to
execute his plans. The narrator in Namita
Gokhale’s The Book of Shadows (Extract) is
“the resident ghost” who haunts a house in
the hilly regions of Kumaon, now occupied

Once I started reading the book, I
sensed that I had allowed an array of ghosts,
visiting apparitions, spirits, animals that talk
and a tree that walks, peacocks that take
to the skies, and sprites in myriad shapes
and thematic sweep, to inhabit my world. I
just luxuriated in this extraordinary reading
experience led along by the immense creative range of the writers who are featured in
this anthology. I trained my ears to listen to
these otherworldly characters who were in
deep commune with the humans. Like it was
the most normal thing to do!
Fantasy and the marvellous have always
been a part of our sensibility, say the editors
in their Introduction. For the trickier question
of ‘How?’ a reader continues to sustain his/
her interest in fantasy, the editors remark
that a fantasy writer has the ability ‘to make
everything appear probable...and make it
credible.’
It also presupposes a reader who is
“ready” for fantasy, and who can absorb it
with pleasure and joy. If one may mention
Hogwarts and the world of Harry Potter for
a moment, we don’t bat an eyelid whenever the tall, regal-looking lady, Professor
Minerva McGonagall abruptly turns into a
cat. And next time we catch this cat stretching, we kind of expect it to turn into Professor Minerva again. We’ve stopped questioning the author J.K.Rowling long since
we’ve learnt how to live within this world,
because the charmed world of fantasy ‘offers
an alternate logic of a differently ordered
world’ say Lal and Agarwal. They add, that
it ‘addresses reality on a tangent, and share
a quote from J. R. R. Tolkien’s classic essay
“On Fairy Stories”, that fantasy is a method
of ‘recovering reality, not retreating from it’.
We recall the clever mix of fantasy and the
‘normal’ in Tolkien’s Hobbit, not to forget his
quirky humour.
Interestingly, each Creative Piece begins
with a short note by the author that tells us
just how it got to be written. “King Vikram

New Delhi, Sahitya Akademi, 2017

by Father Benedictus with this pernicious
habit of collecting butterflies. It agonizes the
sensitive ghost who knows that butterflies
hold their soul between their lives, complete
with their unfinished karmas. ‘He could not
hear them scream,’ says the ghost. The
Father and ghost are in a comfortable space,
communicating without language, ‘exchanging thoughts and ideas through darts and
quivers of intuition.’ I recalled the narrator
Death in Marcus Zusak’s The Book Thief,
and his dry, wry humour that is nevertheless
deeply compassionate.
When war breaks out, the author has a
disturbing vision of peacocks devastated by
the violence in Intizar Hussein’s “Chronicle
of the Peacocks” (“Morenama”) translated
lucidly by Alok Bhalla. In contrast, he recalls
their ‘royal grace, and calm elegance’ in
Jaipur. The narrative suddenly swings to
Brahmastra, the weapon of destruction that
is so wantonly released by Ashwathama, the
rebellious son of Guru Dronacharya.
Khodu Baba’s Maqbara by Joginder
Paul, translated by Sukrita Paul Kumar shows
a place that is ‘populated with the dead as
much as the living.’ A dog talks, corpses

come alive when they are loved. Speculating on one dead lady who hasn’t turned up,
someone remarks that ‘she may be ill...If one
can live after death, why can’t one be ill after
dying,’ we’re told, stoutly.
When the tree in K. Satchidanandan’s
poem “Gandhi and the Tree”, complains that
it has grown very old, Gandhi replies, ‘Don’t
worry,./ ‘You’re waiting for the axe/ and I, for
the bullet.’ The Tree suddenly retorts, ‘If you
don’t stop, I/ will have to walk with you.’ To
which Gandhi replies: ‘You’re started walking? Then/ I can cease,’ Gandhi’s blood/
whispered as it gushed out, / like a prayer
for every being.’ The economy of expression
adds to the telling impact.
In Sangeeta Bahadur’s “Jaal- Book I”
[part of the Kaal Trilogy], the main protagonist Arihant is both Taarak- the saviour,
and Vinaashak the Destroyer. He needs to
first battle against demons inside him, and
defeat them, just as we need to transcend
the darker sides of our psyche.
The book has an eclectic range of Critical Articles by Sanjukta Dasgupta, Madhu
Tandan, Sumanyu Satpathy and Arshia
Sattar. Malashri Lal’s “The Wondrous Tales
of Pabuji: Folk Hero of Rajashtan” adds
the dimension of collective memory in a
people’s belief. A turbaned chowkidar warns
two playful girls that they would invite bad
luck if proper respect is not shown even to
an old scroll depicting “Pabuji ka Phar”. One
of the girls is Lal.
She takes us through some contemporary
situations that show this prophecy chillingly
come true. Uncanny? Yes, but the entire
ethos of a people happens to be embedded
in that scroll. There are interesting articles by
Ahana Lakshmi, Reba Som, Neerja Mattoo,
Deepa Agarwal, Kavita Sharma, Dhananjay
Singh and Mahesh Sharma that deepen our
understanding of fantasy writing.
While a friendly humour governs most
of the stories and earns a proximity to the
reader, it’s the gift for story-telling that casts
a spell, as it were, and keeps us turning the
pages. This book is a must-read for adults
who have kept the children in them alive,
and definitely for the children rapidly growing into young adults.

Lakshmi Kannan is a prolific writer whose novels
and poems have been published in English and
Tamil in India. She has received resident Fellowships
in American and British universities
and has presented papers at International Feminist Book Fairs at
Montreal and Toronto Canada), and
at Amsterdam, Netherlands. She lives
and works in Delhi.
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A BOOKISH FAMILY

Malathy’s Musings

By Malathy Sitaram

I often find myself steeped in nostalgia,
reminiscing childhood days in Bombay, the
city that my two sisters and I swore never
to leave. Bombay in the 50s was a perfect
city. Gulf Arabs loved to visit and bought
themselves some of the best properties.
They never failed to attend the racecourse
having probably their own horses running.
The youngest sister (I was the middle one)
was able to realize to some degree our
wish to remain in Bombay and spent most
of her married life there. Not so my elder
sister and I. Marriage took us to places that
bore no resemblance to our beloved city,
my sister to Kolkata and me to England
after a few years in Assam.
We loved our convent school
and found the summer holidays too
long. I was the family bookworm
with my nose buried in a book most
of the time and apparently deaf to
calls from my mother. Post dinner
most evenings would find the family
engrossed in books and newspapers. I remember that the radio
was tuned from 8 pm onwards to a
station in Madras which broadcast
classical Carnatic music which my
mother would not miss. She herself
was a proficient vocalist. At 9 pm All
India Radio broadcast the news from
Delhi. I still remember the excellent
tone and diction of Roshan Menon
reading the news. Melville De Mello
was just as good. A South Indian music
teacher was hired to introduce my older
sister and Ito Carnatic music but I failed
miserably to make much progress and
after a couple of years the lessons ceased
much to my relief. I was hooked on the
American pop music that was streamed
to us from Radio Ceylon in the morning.
Whilst getting ready for school the mellifluous voices of Bing Crosby, Sinatra or
Perry Como and many others would fill our
ears. Even my mother succumbed to the
irresistible notes of Volare as sung by Dean
Martin. The three sisters became pretty
good at singing the latest hits.
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On return from school, homework was
dealt with and I could then resume reading
thecurrent book. I was a bookworm. All of
us including my parents were keen readers. How lucky we were that my father was
a member of the wonderful Asiatic Library
which he would visit on his way back from
office once a week and bring back books
by our favourite authors. What wonderful
books I was introduced to. We read most of
the novels by the French author, Alexandre
Dumas which covered the lives of the last
CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2017

few French kings and court life pre Revolution. Of course we were reading the stories
in translation. The Three Musketeers was
one of them. I remember these novels had
a particular type face, rather small but so
engrossing that I found myself enrapt in
the intrigues of court life, duels and affairs
of the heart involving a bevy of the king’s
mistresses and corrupt courtiers. The other
author we loved was Baroness Orczy who
wrote a series of books about the legendary Scarlet Pimpernel, a dashing British
spy whose mission was to rescue French
aristocrats from a gory death by guillotine
by spiriting them away to England. Most
evenings all of us were absorbed in our
respective books and if one of us was read-

ing about Bertie Wooster in a P.G. Wodehouse novel, the silence would be broken
by snorts of laughter and the reader would
read aloud the comic bits to the others.
Most of my parents’ friends too were
keen readers. Television was of course
unknown. If we were visiting one of them
I would scan the bookshelves and most
of the time found the same range of
books that we enjoyed. Most people we
knew had shelves lined with books which
reflected the tastes of the middleclass
reading public. The novels were mostly by
English authors such as Agatha Christie,
P.G. Wodehouse, Somerset Maugham,
Charles Dickens, Jane Austen and other
lesser names. Detective stories were
hugely popular. Both children and adults
loved to read the William series because
they were so droll, so funny. The British
author, a lady by the name of Richmal
Crompton wrote dozens of books about
an eleven year old boy, William Brown who
lived with his parents and older sister in a
typical English village and whose activities
and predicaments were so hilarious that
readers found themselves convulsed with

laughter. Looking back I marvel at a certain
quality of innocence that suffused the
stories and how healthy and spontaneous
the laughter was as William and his friends
got involved in endless escapades
We take books for granted and it is hard
to imagine life without books. The ever
inventive Chinese were the first to develop
the printing press between the 11th and
12th century. In Europe, printing arrived
in the 14th century. Of course in those
early days it was only the elite who could
read and write. But with the slow arrival
of literacy all manner of books other than
religious texts became available. As early
as 3500 BC the Sumerians were writing on
clay tablets in what is called cuneiform script. They used a stylus to
make impressions on these tablets
and also on stone, metal and wax.
The spread of Buddhism from India
to the Far East triggered the arrival
of scrolls on which sutras were written around 750 AD. From scrolls
to books that could be bound was
the next step. The first book to be
printed was in Europe in 1450 and it
was the Gutenberg Bible. We have
come a long way since then. Now
we send texts to one another by
telephone.
Between the ages of nine and
eleven, I read a lot of Enid Blyton
as did my school friends. The boarding
school stories made us wish we were not
in a day school. From Blyton to Romance
and we consumed Barbara Cartland and
Georgette Heyer which in retrospect seem
so formulaic. As an adult I have read some
of the world’s best fiction in which category
work by some Indian authors is recognized. In the last century Rabindranath
Tagore achieved much fame for his poetry,
stories and plays. Translation is very much
in vogue now and at last we can read
some great work by authors from all over
the world in translation. This is a huge step
forward because translation opens up to
the reading public little known cultures
whilst always reminding us that good writing is an universal art form.

Malathy Sitaram was the first Asian to teach
English in Wiltshire Schools and simultaneously, the first Asian to be
appointed to the Swindon
Bench of Justices of the
Peace. Now retired, she is
just as busy.

CONFLUENCE
Through The Poetic Lens

RISHI DASTIDAR'S POEMS AND NEW RULES
by Yogesh Patel

Once in a while comes a poet that startles us with his fresh
approach to poems. Some do this by rewriting rules of the
language which reflect the daily vivid spoken aspect making
it relevant by capturing the effervescent current culture. Daljit
Nagra is the only poet I used to think of in these terms when it
came to South-Asian Diaspora poets. Now, he is being told to
move over by his student Rishi Dastidar! Well, though not quite,
as they are both on a different track of inventive streak. With Rishi
there is nothing in common with the Daljit’s everyday secondgeneration-Indian language celebrated for its snapshot of assertion and celebration of its unique
identity without any rants.
Rishi scoops up everything with
only a little to say about his Asian
identity. Both are commandingly
fresh. Dastidar even plays with
whole phrases as in his poem, The
summer of Camus’ youth, in which
he uses Camus’ whole quote to
rearrange it as a poem and then
gives us the link to a long essay
discussing it, enlightening us of
the space he wants his collection of
poems to thrive in. He uses quotes
and references liberally in various
poems, making it imperative for
readers to do their work too. This is
more apparent in the absent quote
from Woody Allen’s film Annie Hall, in a poem, A shark comes to
dinner: ‘‘A relationship, I think, is like a shark. You know? It has to
constantly move forward or it dies.’ If you are not aware of such
contexts, then you will be lost in these poems. Once you know
the contexts, the poems start breathing meaning. A good thing
is that Rishi gives us most links and references. In the end, it is as
said that the poem means what the reader makes of it. Believe
me when I reiterate that taste buds are a wildflower blossom, full
of likes and dislikes! It means what the poem may mean to me,
may mean something different to you. That‘s acceptable.
There are many subjects we can talk about from Rishi’s debut
collection (Ticker-Tape, ISBN 9781911027171, http://tinyurl.com/
llsaayk). But I will pick one from the section Pretanic (A journal
of some proceedings on the North Atlantic archipelago). In the
post-Brexit era, the poem, Strategies to save the Union, immediately draws our attention.
In front of invited starched bankers do an English emote,
warn of the wallet-threatening perils of any currency float.
Grumble and peeve about the future's lack of workable
plan B's,draw charts of the forthcoming Cairngorms
of redundancies.
Offer to watch The White Heather Club on an endless
repeating jag, make the Saltire bigger in a
newly redesigned flag.
Ritualistically sacrifice one of the forgettable minor royals,
attack any traditional appeals to Pictish blood and soil.
Wheel out whoever's left of the low road's émigré elite,
to deploy celebrity love bombs and despairing #dontgo tweets.
Hit the hysteria max button on the crisis-making machine,
whisper about the welfare from which you'll have to be weaned.
Promise a real, no really real, devolution of power this time,
say with fingers crossed, we two peoples – honest,
we still rhyme.
Though written in the wake of Scottish referendum 2014,
Rishi’s poem in the post-Brexit atmosphere looks more prophetic.
Throughout the world, democracy is being made the butt of a

joke by those who do not win their argument. Also, it is being
manipulated as seen in the American election (‘Hit the hysteria
max button on the headline-making machine’ and ‘Promise a real,
no really real,’). It is as if the points are scored by very cheap shots
(‘Ritualistically sacrifice one of the forgettable minor royals,’). The
madness is so rife that while Scotland talks about independence
it wants to surrender it to the EU! The poem lists scaremongering
tactics (‘attack any traditional appeals to Pictish blood and soil.’) as
if he had a premonition about what will ensue following the Brexit
circus. But the last line here highlights the idea of respecting the
outcome of democratic processes
and rhyming with each other as
people. Will Scotland rhyme? Will
ever the Remainers in the postBrexit rhyme? In the voting system
and a decision-making process,
there are always going to be those
who don’t win. The peace and the
defining moments are in rhyming, so is the strength. The rhyme
makes the poetic idea memorable,
so it can in the reality. That is the
powerful message one takes from
this poem.
As Rishi Dastidar will agree, his
poems are not set out as experiments in style or trying to make
some grand parade. Nevertheless, without any intention, he is still able to create for us fresh
approaches because of the way he decides to express himself. His
poems ‘Trunk shavasana’, ‘Ticker-tape’, ‘#MyEngland’ and ‘A man
is on the TV, telling me about’ give us ribbons of lines anchored
on words or phrases. The last one prosing the expression punctuated with blocked words (as your guess). In one poem he gives
us a numbered list of quotes and goings-on; in ‘Bantz’ he creates
humour with the laddish behaviour as a random outburst of banter.
If there is any presence of drink, women, sex or a business and a
tech world, there are also images of football and its symbolisms.
This is a young poet very much in England and Germany than in
India.
I leave you with these thoughts from his poem ‘Risk pattern’
which wonders about the plight of Calais refugees:
1.
I’m hearing that foxes
are feeling put out
the chickens are gathering
in chicken-only meetings,
discussing how fox violence
makes them feel.
9.
I have recurring dream,
in which I stand on the table
at the dinner party I’m attending,
say "I’m an immigration jihadist.
Let them all in. Let’s start the
Throw Open All The Doors Party."
I wake up, and silently chide myself
for being braver asleep than awake.
---A recipient of many awards and widely published internationally,
Yogesh Patel is a poet from the UK. A former editor of Skylark, he currently
runs Word Masala Foundation and Skylark Publications UK to promote the
diaspora poets. By profession, he is an optometrist and an accountant.
Yogesh Patel edits Skylark and runs Word Masala Foundation
to promote South-Asian diaspora poets.
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Reporting Literature Festival

JLF 2017 - A FEAST OF LITERATURE AND IDEAS
By Rita Payne

Like migratory birds more than
70 eminent authors and thinkers
from across the globe gathered in
London for what has become an
annual fixture, the Jaipur Literary
Festival. The venue was different
this year because its traditional
base at the Southbank centre had
been taken over by the Karachi
Literary Festival in what looked
like a case of one-upmanship. This
year's gathering tagged Zee JLF in recognition of the key sponsor
- took place at the British Library
which was an appropriate alternative venue.
ZEE JLF@The British Library
was one of the first major events
in the UK as part of the UK-India
Year of Culture in 2017 designed
to showcase the cultural diversity
of India in the UK. The diverse
programme took its inspiration
from the 70th anniversary of
Indian Independence highlighting
the cultural exchange between
the two nations.
The British Library was transformed inside and out with festive
bunting and displays of colourful
fabrics of India as it played host
at a weekend of discussions on
topics from migration to Bollywood, Queen Victoria and Abdul,
to the Kohinoor and the East India
Company.
Director of Teamwork Arts,
Sanjoy K Roy noted the important
role writers have always played in
society, citing 2001: Space Odyssey, and George Orwell’s dystopian vision of Big Brother, 1984:
“Authors help us to divine the
future, they are very much part
of our world.” Festival co-director Namita Gokhale welcomed
‘friends
of
literature’
and
described the festival as a place
of ‘genuine, spontaneous, democratic human interaction’. She also
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thanked the rich British Library
for giving access to its valuable
treasure trove from the Beatles’
Rishikesh archives to rare Indian
artefacts. Her co-director, author
William Dalrymple quipped that
literature festivals had ‘replaced
fashion shows and polo matches
as a default weekend filler.’ He
said he was “very excited to bring
the festival to the British Library,”
since it was “the nearest thing I’ve
ever had for an office”.
Mr Y.K. Sinha, the High Commissioner of India in London, said he
was ‘very happy’ to be on his first
visit to the British Library, since
his army officer father had done
research on a scholarship here,
about an Indian freedom fighter in
1857, who was still winning battles
aged 80: ‘a fitting story for 70
years of Indian independence.’ He
observed that Indian culture has
always transcended borders, and
the festival keeps that tradition
alive, both in and outside India.
Karan Johar, one of Bollywood’s
most famous directors, was
refreshingly frank, self-deprecating and entertaining when he

spoke to Rachel Dwyer about his
memoir, ‘An Unsuitable Boy’. He
recalled how in his early career
people assumed his film was made
by his father, the acclaimed director, Yash Johar. Johar said one bit
of advice he remembers from his
father on how to make successful films " makes ladies cry." He
also described facing criticism for
dealing with themes like adultery
but said that Indian film audiences
had matured. He emphasised the
need for Indian cinema to remain
creative and take risks despite the
economic pressures of the modern
film industry: "We celebrate every
emotion with a song, we heighten
emotion, we are melodramatic,
but the soul that we represent is
rare, and it’s rare worldwide. The
moment that we are apologetic
about it, it’s going to bite us. We
need to go back to larger than life
cinema."
In a fitting celebration of 70
years of India-UK relations, Philip
Norman, biographer of The
Beatles, and Indian journalist Ajoy
Bose, researcher of The Beatles’
years in India, got together for a
riveting session, to discuss the
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magic and mystery of the band’s
experience in India. Bose pointed
out the irony that the younger
generation of Indians embrace
The Beatles as symbols of modern
western culture, while rejecting their own traditional values,
whereas The Beatles repudiated
their own culture to embrace the
ancient values of India.
Shrabani Basu’s Victoria and
Abdul: The True Story Of The
Queen’s Closest Confidant is
based on the previously unknown
correspondence between Queen
Victoria and her manservant
Abdul. In conversation with Oscarwinning director Stephen Frears
she explored the relationship that
changed British foreign policy in
India and scandalised contemporary society, captured in the
astonishing archive of letters and
papers that writer and journalist
Basu found in the British Library

collection, and Abdul’s personal
archive and diary discovered with
one part of his family in Karachi.
Victoria was a passionate letterwriter and Abdul’s input, advice
and sometime bias can be seen
in her correspondence from this
time.
One of the attractions of JLF is
that while discussions on Indian
politics, Moghul history and the
legacy of the British emigre have
become standard fare - off-beat
books and topics also come
under scrutiny. One example was

an intriguing discussion on The
Genetics of Skin. At this session
evolutionary biologist and skin
cancer expert Sharad Paul told the
audience that taking up dancing
the tango could help in the battle
against dementia. The doctor and
author of The Genetics of Health
and Skin: A Biography, said that
dance may be a useful way of
keeping the illness at bay.
Prominent writers and thinkers
Arundhathi Subramaniam, Mihir S.
Sharma, Namita Gokhale, Prajwal
Parajuly and Meghnad Desai
discussed their individual perceptions of what Ideas of India means
to them.
Festival
co-director,
writer
and publisher Namita Gokhale
in conversation with panellists;
Tahmima Anam, Sarvat Hasin,
Amit Chaudhuri and Kunal Basu
shared their insights on the art of

the novel in The Reading Room:
Shaping the Novel. Panellists
including Indian MPs Swapan
Dasgupta and Shashi Tharoor
discussed the enduring mystery
of India’s fascination with P.G.
Wodehouse, one of the most
popular English language writers in India alongside many more
events which made up a packed
programme of literary debate and
social dialogue.
2017 marked the fourth London
edition of the Festival, which is
rooted in the Pink City of Jaipur,

India. For Indophiles unable to
attend the annual event in Jaipur,
the London event is an eagerly
awaited literary feast which draws
bigger crowds each year. Some of
the sessions were so packed that
many were turned away because

there wasn't enough space. As the
popularity of JLF grows the challenge will be to accommodate the
huge crowds that turn up each
summer eager to interact with
leading writers and thinkers.

Rita Payne is senior
journalist and president
emeritus of commonwealth
journalists association.
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PARTITION STORY

Family History

By Rehana Hyder

My mother was a young woman from
Lahore, a scholar of Persian; married
to an officer from the British Indian
Army commissioned from the Indian
Military Academy (the IMA), Dehra
Dun in 1942. Having learnt Japanese
at the Language School in Simla and
seeing active service
abroad, he had been
selected for serving in Japan in the
Foreign Service after
being interviewed
by Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru. He
was being trained
with his prospective Administrative
Services colleagues
at Metcalfe House,
New Delhi.

stan, ensured that my mother Ruhafza
and their little son Tariq Osman were
also on board. His dear friend Dilip
had like others urged my father to
send the family to safety urgently. My
mother's wedding jewelry was given
into Uncle Dilip's faithful safekeeping

you would all be reunited. Shortly
we should be in Lahore. There I, for
example, would rejoin my family in
Mayo Gardens" (the Railways residential estate). "Really?" my neighbour
exclaimed, at once transformed "Why,
that's where my brother Rasheed
lives!" Now it was
my turn to be
surprised. "Rasheed
Zaman? Oh my, he
and his family are
close friends of ours.
So you are his sister
Ruhafza?!"

Thus went my
mother and elder
brothers'
maiden
voyage to their new
country. All around
Ruhafza and Tariq Osman Hyder in them was the maelGroup photo of Indian Administrative Services officers in training,
Metcalfe House, New Delhi- the author's father Sajjad Hyder is second the IAS in-training officers' residential strom and mayhem
He
belonged
complex,New Delhi.
from the right, seated.
to one of Jullunof Partition, the
der's Rajput famistuff of suffering
lies, settled there in East Punjab for and returned intact after Partition.
for millions and - perhaps deservedly,
five generations after migrating - on
Begum Tayabji, later to settle with perhaps not - of nightmares for our
converting to Islam - from their original her own family in Karachi, would recall founding fathers.
home Jaipur in Rajasthan.
her travelling companions thus: 'I was
My mother had as a girl seen suspense
seated on that frenetic flight next to a
The family's decision to migrate lovely young woman - a slip of a girl and panic - and witnessed touching
again - this time to Pakistan from India - and her toddler son. She was clearly neighbourhood loyalty - when the
- was taken after a bomb exploded in distraught. To calm and distract her I elders of Model Town in Lahore where
their courtyard. So they set off
her parents' home was: Muslim,
for Lahore in different groups,
Hindu, Sikh, and Christian, all
in varying ways. The sons all
formed a barricade at the gateway
attained positions of seniority
of this truly 'model' settlement to
in whichever profession they
defend their families, friends, and
joined in the nation newly carved
homes from a marauding band of
by Mohammad Ali Jinnah: the
Sikhs from Bhabra in rural Punjab.
judiciary and the military, police,
postal, and diplomatic services.
On 14 August 1947 my father
and two colleagues from the first
Indian Muslims fleeing from
PFS (Pakistan Foreign Service)
the violence that ensued from
Gul e Ra'ana , New Delhi Residence of Pakistan's High Commis- batch raised Pakistan's flag as
partition were sheltered in the
Third Secretaries of our newlysioner to India.
Red Fort in Delhi. A number of
established High Commission in
Dakota planes from Pakistan
New Delhi which later became the
landed daily at Delhi Airport with food said, "I see Alhamdulillah you and your ambassadorial residence: Gul e Ra'ana
for the refugees and flew back as many little boy are fine. What about your (originally the home of Begum Liaquat
as possible.
other family?" She nodded emphati- Ali, wife of our first PM) near India Gate.
cally, "Yes!" "And your husband?"
One of these Dakotas was taking off Again "Yes!"
The Mission worked day and night
for Lahore on a certain day. My father
"So you see", encouraged thus I as needs must to secure sanctuary for
Sajjad Hyder, who had opted for Paki- proceeded more confidently, "Soon prospective Pakistanis and as noted
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above their soonest and safest passage
to Pakistan. I recall my father telling me
that on average 20 babies were born
each day on those premises.

Sabri Brothers. Where she, my father,
Tariq, our adopted sister Zarina, and
I reconnected with a host of fond

father was able to leave the premises in
the days after, under escort of course,
to meet with his staff/compatriots.

When
the
Mission,
He returned to Delhi as
surrounded
by
mounted
police, was under siege most
Deputy High Commissioner
of that year, swarming with
in the late 1950s. We lived
hostile crowds, he had driven
in Friends' Colony, modelled
there daily in the well-known
quite literally on Model Town
ambassadorial vehicle. But
Lahore. This was a period of
that's another story. About
peace and quiet, my parents
another partition and the birth
retouching base with their many
of another nation in our stormy
old friends from Jullunder, New
South Asian subcontinent,
& Old Delhi, the IMA, IAS, IFS,
Bangladesh.
and Lahore & Islamia Colleges,
including
educationist
Ms
Back to the Partition of 1947.
Thakur Das, the Bachchans,
The devastation of migration
Raja Sahib Mahmudabad, the
Pakistan's High Commission in New Delhi
and resettlement after aeons
Swaran Singhs and Gujrals, the
for entire families, communiChohans, Chandioks, Mehtas,
Sathes, Butts, and the Vergheses and friends and - with my younger brother ties, and populations was poignantly
Uncle Dilip; with Tariq attending pres- Saad Salman - made new ones. But summed up at age three by Tariq who
tigious St Columba's School.
also where, come 1971, Saad and I confided to his beloved grandmother,
had to leave The British School as our 'Beji, Jullunder tou gaya!' ('Jullunder is
My father was posted there once principal could 'no longer guarantee gone!')
again in the late 1960s as Pakistan's our safety', and where we alongwith
High Commissioner to India, when we several other families in the Mission,
Rehana Hyder who was born
lived in that regal residence described were placed under house arrest on 3
above. Where my mother arranged December; as was the thousand-strong in London and educated at
many memorable functions around the High Commission personnel plus fami- Oxford hails from a diplomatic
likes of literary and cultural luminar- lies in the imposing Chancery premises family and has lived in many
ies both Pakistani and Indian viz Faiz built in the 1950s in Chanakyapuri (New countries. She now resides in
Ahmad Faiz, Begum Akhtar, and the Delhi's diplomatic enclave). Only my Islamabad, Pakistan.
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OPPRESSIVE OBSESSIONS

The Debate

By Vasantha Surya

“There’s a logic behind the peacock having
been declared as the national bird. I’ll tell
you what that is. Peacocks are brahmachari.
They never have sex with the peahen. The
peahen swallows the tears of the peacock
and becomes pregnant. ” (“Brahmachari”=
celibate)
Says who? Justice Mahesh Chandra
Sharma of the Rajasthan High Court, that’s
who. Resplendent in a garland on May 31st,
his last day in office, the worthy judge’s
ornithological observations have been
greeted with disrespectful hoots on
the net, and some photographs of
peacocks and peahens in compromising positions.
….I wake to raucous shrieks. The
peacocks strutting around in the nearby
grounds of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
Ashram in Noida, U.P. (where Yogi
Adityanath is Chief Minister) don’t
sound weepy, just angry that the
pesky females aren’t within immediate reach. Would the late Maharishi
have concurred with Justice Sharma
on the breeding habits of peafowl? A yogi
who hobnobbed with would-be Indophiles
many of whom could not have wholly shed
their Enlightenment heritage of questioning
and doubt, the Maharishi might well have
retreated into a convenient ‘maun-vrath’ on
this subject. (“Maun-vrath”=vow of silence.)
In a 139-page recommendation to the
Government to make the cow India’s national
animal, Justice Sharma doesn’t apply the
same logic of lachrymose insemination to
bulls as he does to the peacock. He does
mention several foreign and Indian studies
(untraceable) on what makes cows so special.
They use their horns, don’t you know, to
acquire cosmic energy? And they’re the
only animals on the planet to actually exhale
oxygen! Seems their very bellow banishes
germs, their dung repels dangerous radio
waves, destroys cholera germs and deodorizes urban waste, their milk boosts memory
and prevents cancer. As for that spiritual
disinfectant, “gau mutra”, which was sprinkled on the cars of those who attended the
“All India Hindu Convention” in Goa last
week, cow urine’s medicinal properties come
highly recommended -- one Prime Minister,
Morarji Desai, made news in the seventies by
ingesting it in prophylactic doses. Why then
are not cows systematically “milked” for this
panacea? Slaughtering cattle, the earthly
progeny of the divine, wish-fulfilling cow
Kamadhenu, is clearly to deprive humans of
several healthful goodies.
Such a waste!
Wincing at today’s news about the
U.P. Government’s decision to invoke the
National Security Act to curb cow slaughter,
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which is intended “to instil fear”, as BJP
spokesman K.P.Maurya says -- I look down at
the highway towards the village of Dadri. A
farm worker Akhlaq was killed there last year
by uninvited ‘guests’ who poked around in
his fridge and took out what they said was
beef, Half-a-dozen cattle are strolling along
the meridian. Says Chetan Sharma, animal
rights activist: “Cow is also the reason for
global warming. When she is slaughtered,
‘EPW’ (Emotional Pain Waves) are released.”
At the Goa Conference organized by the

Sanathan Sanstha, some of whose members
stand accused in the murder of the rationalist Narayan Dabholkar two years ago, the
cherub-faced 24 year-old Sadhvi Saraswati,
priestess/preacher from M.P., called for the
public hanging of those who eat beef.
Ex-judge Sharma
“massacred”.

wants

them

all

More morsels of anti-beef news drop down,
as I open the newspaper. It’s been happening ever since I’d all but gagged last month
on the report of a beef-fest at IIT-Madras,
when one of those protesting against all the
beefing about beef was attacked by one of
the beefers (sorry, anti beefers). The May
26th nationwide ban on cow slaughter by the
“Gaurment” of India (as one wag puts it) has
come up against stiff protests from Kerala,
West Bengal, and five north-eastern states
where beef is widely consumed, with some
BJP state units facing an exodus on this issue.
Unsurprisingly, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has expressed exasperation with “anti-social
groups in the garb of gau rakshaks”. {“Gau
rakshaks” = cow protectors,)
Armed now with the Centre’s ban, vigilantes are on the lookout for cattle trucks
they believe are heading to abattoirs in
states where no comprehensive ban exists.
On June 11th a mob in Barmer, Rajasthan,
zealous to “protect” bovine “mothers”,
almost burnt down one of five trucks with a
shipment of 80 prized Tharparkar cows and
calves, purchased by the Tamil Nadu Government for breeding purposes. Imagine the
karmic consequences of such gau hathya
-- “cow murder”! Seven tardy policemen
have been pulled up, and fifty persons have

been booked, but not before five people got
beaten up. One of them was N.Aravindaraj,
a veterinarian. A gau rakshak, if ever there
was one.
Beef (mostly from buffaloes) is cheaper
than other meat, and is consumed by poor
Dalits and Muslims. Ramzan is four days
away. Union Home Minister Rajnath Singh
has declared that the Government has no
intention of changing people’s food habits.
Maybe it just wants to drop a hint that beefeating isn’t patriotic – or matriotic? The
same Minister observed last November
at a meeting of gau rakshaks: “According to scientists in USA, cows and
humans share 80% of the same genes.”
I remember looking into the eyes of a
calf in our cowshed in my childhood, as
I stroked its velvety neck. Yes, maybe I
did feel a kind of kinship. I don’t know
if the sentiment was reciprocated …
Thinking how little I know about
anything, I come upon Swami Vivekananda’s speech at Madurai given
more than a century ago, and quoted
in Volume 3 of his Collected Works:
“There was a time in this very India when,
without eating beef, no Brahmin could
remain a Brahmin; you read in the Vedas
how, when a Sannyasin, a king, or a great
man came into a house, the best bullock was
killed; how in time it was found that as we
were an agricultural race, killing the best bulls
meant annihilation of the race. Therefore the
practice was stopped, and a voice was raised
against the killing of cows.”
A bull ambles along below, its dewlap
swinging gently. The labour-intensive leather
industry faces a shortage of hides. The messy
job of skinning carcasses and curing hides,
using cancer-causing chemicals, is still done
by people locked behind caste labels.
“There’s not much difference between us,”
the Minister said. But he was talking about
cows. Not about the people the guilt-laden
leaders of the national movement called
“harijans” – “people of God”. It’s a name
they hate, while “SC-ST” is the bureaucratese of schedules, reservations and votebanks. Shaking off the old caste names that
condemned them to doing everybody’s dirty
work, they now hold on to each other for dear
life by a name that should shame others, not
them: “Dalit”.
Oppressed.
Vasantha Surya is a well known poet, translator,
journalist and children’s writer. She has been observing
the dynamics of social, cultural and
linguistic changes in today’s India, and
specifically in Tamil Nadu over the
past four decades.
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South Africa Calling

CULTURAL SOCIALIZATION
By Devi Rajab

Getting to know oneself is an inward
journey. As a student in America I was
always conscious of my wavering identity. When I wore a sari I was regarded
with awe and admiration. Before 9/11
changed the world, America was still
open and receptive to the attraction of foreigners who enriched their
campuses with global diversity. So I
wore the sari every day and enjoyed
the attention Sometimes cars would
even stop and little children at the
nursery school where I taught over
the summer holidays, called me a
“Queen or something”.
Once whilst walking along a wide
boulevard in a purple and pink silk
sari with a Xhosa necklace of similar
colours some black brothers as they
were called in those days stopped
their car and came out to ask me
where I was from and where did I get
that beautiful necklace from. When
they heard that I came from South
Africa they treated me as though they
had found a prized possession. That
soon kicked in an entrepreneurial
streak and I had my mother send me a
pile of beautifully crafted African necklaces from the African Art Centre run
in those days by Race Relations under
Jo Thorpe. Pretty soon my apartment
was decorated with carpets and trinkets from Panama and Rio in a happy
exchange for my beads. Deluding
myself that every aspect of my cultural

identity could be put to good use, I
attempted to get by with the housemother for coming late to dinner at
the Alpha Phi sorority. A sorority is a
high end women’s residence to which
only rich, high achieving students can
aspire to belong to. It had its equivalent in men’s fraternities. “You are late
again Moodley” she chastised. Instead
of offering a rational excuse like evening lectures went on a little too long
on Wednesdays, I tried to elevate
my behaviour to a cultural principle.
“What can I do Mother Marshall I said,
I am a Hindu and we have a cyclical
view of life that it is never ending so
we tend not to hurry too much. You
are westerners and you believe in
a linear view of life that begins and
ends in one life time. It’s all a matter of
perspective. To which she retorted…
.”well that may be so but if you are
not on time for dinner you may have
to wait for the next life time to eat. So
on time or no time!” Needless to say
we laughed and hugged each other.
I think she rather enjoyed the joke.
But the issue of cultural perspective
cannot be taken lightly. It is real and
invariably rears its head in all interracial encounters.
Currently Helen Zille's (Leader of
S. African Opposition Party) tweet on
colonialism is a classic case in point.
Depending on which cultural perspective we view life from, we can experience very different realities. While Zille
and her supporters, invariably western
in their thinking defend her comments
from the point of view of what is
factual and rational, the colonized feel
otherwise. Theirs is an emotional viewpoint of captured lands, lost opportunities, stalled progress and forced
poverty. The debate was marred by
a bifocal perspective towards rational
expediency versus emotive feelings
and historical realities. At the end of
the day it all amounted to how we
are programmed to think and act. In
this respect the cultural divide is huge
between western and non-western
thinking. Many blacks speak many African languages while most whites are

monolingual and hence monocultural.
They don’t have to learn anything
more, other than their culture which is
invariably the standard and the norm
to which everyone else aspires. They
seem to know only one reality - theirs.
The non-westerners have to straddle a
foreign culture to survive.
As I work on this column, I have as
my background music some Carnatic
music a feature of my background as a
child. Even though I don’t understand
all the words the music evokes feelings, emotions and cultural warmth of
my early family life. I tap my feet and
move my head in sync with an atavistic
pull. A western education exposed
me to Mozart and Tchaikovsky and
the delights of western music. Somewhere in between, the throb of the
African beat induces yet another
layer of cultural assimilation. I know
my place and location in Africa. My
marriage exposed me to yet another
strain of Sufi and Qawali music. We
are in odd ways a product of our
culture. Early socialization moulds
us into seeing the world through the
eyes of our unique background. Our
parents sent us to vernacular schools
after English school to learn to know
who we were and to learn the ways
of the west. Our strength lay in not
becoming victims but masters. So a
parallel education was taking place:
1. the functional education to survive
in the world and 2.The cultural ways
of our ancestors adding meaning to
our lives. My life is an example of this
diversity and because of this I am able
to understand the Zille and Maimane
(ex-Opposition leader) world view
with ease. But throughout the painful
debate Zille struggled to grasp the
perspective of the colonised. Neither
were her opponents able to grasp
that Zille was more than her tweets.
And all this amounts to mono-cultural
socialization.
Dr. Devi Rajab is a respected South African journalist and former Dean of Student
Development at UKZN and the author of
several books.
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RAJA HARISHCHANDRA

Cinema

By Sunayana Panda

“Raja Harishchandra”, the first feature
film made in India, is a film you have read
about in magazines and newspapers but
never actually seen. On 21st May this film
was screened in London at the British Film
Institute in the context of the ongoing
Indian cultural festival this year in the UK.
However, this was not an ordinary screening because the silent film was accompanied with live music and spoken dialogues.
When the lights came on after the
show there were viewers in the audience who were so moved that they
were ready to put the finance together
to hold repeat performances in other
cities of the UK.
The film screening was organised by
the South Asian Cinema Foundation,
headed by Lalit Mohan Joshi. The idea
was not entirely new. Such a screening
of a silent film with a live Indian orchestra was already staged by them in 2011
and the film was “Light of Asia” which
showed the life of the Buddha. Six
years is a long time when it comes to
the stage but the experience gained
from that project served everyone well
to put up this kind of a performance
once again. Although the film was
different the man who had composed
the music was the same. The difference
was that the composer Pandit Vishwa
Prakash had a much smaller film to give
music to and the venue was a smaller
screening theatre at the BFI.
“Raja Harishchandra”, made by none
other than the father of Indian cinema,
Dadasaheb Phalke, was originally 40
minutes long but this version which
was received from the National Film
Archives of India is only 20 minutes in
duration. Even though it is half its size it
is a miracle that it is still available. Many
of the early silent films as well as the early
talkies are now lost. The early filmmakers
were businessmen and their priority was
to earn money. They had no idea how far
this new medium was going to develop so
they did not think of preserving the films
and they probably did not have the means
to store all the films which they had made.
Sadly, celluloid being highly inflammable
much has also been lost in a big fire at the
National Film Archives several years ago.
The story of the film, drawn from the
Mahabharata, was at that time known to
everyone. Every child grew up listening to
myths and legends. Most of the early films
made by Phalke were based on mythologi-
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cal stories so even though the films had no
sound the viewers could easily understand
what was happening on the screen. To
help the audience further there are short
sentences in Hindi and in English which
come up on the screen in between scenes.
The details of the story as known to most
people are slightly different here as myths
were passed on orally and often there were
slight changes in the retelling.

The Creative Team

Artists Taking A Bow

The interesting fact about “Raja Harishchandra” the film is that there are no
actresses - all the characters were played
by men. As cinema was a new medium
at that time women were wary of appearing on the screen, even the poor women
from the red-light area refused to come.
So Dadasaheb Phalke gathered a handful of men to act the parts of women.
Strange but true, even Queen Taramati,
sadly wiping her tears with the end of her
sari, was a man! The role of the king was
played by Dattatreya Damodar Dabke , a
leading stage actor of those days and the
role of the queen was played by Annasaheb Salunke who was a cook in a small
restaurant and who later became famous
for playing women’s roles on screen.

For this screening at the BFI Pandit
Vishwa Prakash not only composed the
background music which set the mood of
the scene but also the dialogues, some
of which were sung while others were
spoken. He had three instrumentalists:
Surmeet Singh on the sitar, Avatar Singh
Namdhari on the dilruba and Mitel Purohit
on the tabla. All three of them are known
musicians and had only one full ensemble
rehearsal before performing at the
screening. Pandit Vishwa Prakash sang
the dialogues of all the male characters
while the mother-daughter duo Kusum
Pant Joshi and Uttara Sukanya Joshi
sang the lines uttered by the female
characters. All three singers also sang
the narration of the story.
This work of live singing and background music is the opposite of
playback singing where actors lipsynch with music which has been prerecorded. Here the singers had to sing
as the film continued to move at its
normal speed. There was no time for
error and the words had to be synchronised with the lip movements and
body movements of the actors. It was
so well performed that members of the
audience admitted they felt as if the
sound was coming out of the screen.
There were many layers to this
performance. Firstly, the story of a ruler
who was not only generous and honest
but also so intent on honouring his
promise is a tale that has a relevance
today more than ever. Secondly, we are
reminded how much our filmmakers
could do with so little resources and
such basic technology when today we
spend stupendous amounts of money
to make films that have no recall value and
depend so heavily on the stars who figure
in them. Fortunately, the idea of “concept
is king” is making a comeback. Thirdly,
and this was the extraordinary point of
the show, these singers were singing the
words and adding the emotions for those
men and women who had enacted the
scenes more than a century ago. We can
still do so much with a film that was made
in1913. It proves once again that “Art is
long and life is short”.

Sunayana Panda is a writer
and an actress. She divides her
time between London and Pondicherry in India.
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REGINALD MASSEY’S BOOK PAGE

The partition of the Punjab in 1947
caused untold havoc on both sides of
the newly drawn border line that cut
across the British administered province. The border was a botched job, a
hurried and bloody surgery conducted
by Cyril Radcliffe who did not know
India until he was summoned upon to
do the deed.
To the west of the Line of Blood were
the Muslim majority districts and to the
east were the Hindu and Sikh majority
districts.
However, there were large pockets
of non-Muslims in the west as there
were large pockets of Muslims in the
east. This situation presented a serious problem when communal riots
erupted. There were mutual massacres.
Thousands of non-Muslims were killed
in the west and the same happened to
Muslims in the east. The carnage was
catastrophic and to this day historians
are dishing out figures and playing
the blame game. It is estimated that
between half a million to a million
people lost their lives and many millions
of refugees were forced to leave the
towns and villages where they were
born and bred.
Much has been written about the
pain of Partition, its hell and horrors.
Amrita Pritam's celebrated Punjabi
dirge called upon the great Sufi poet
Waris Shah to rise from his grave to
witness what was happening in his
beloved Punjab. Khushwant Singh's
graphic novel Train to Pakistan was also
set in those turbulent times. Toba Tek
Singh, a short story by Saadat Hasan
Manto, touched millions. And now
Balraj Khanna's Line of Blood (Palimpsest, New Delhi. ISBN 978-93-8262221-5) sets a new benchmark in Indian
fiction for he probes and presents
the essential goodness in all human
beings. Without being preachy or
sweet he relates how the flickering light
of humanity was not extinguished by
the hurricanes of hate nor the darkness
of death.
The small fictional town of Puranapur had a mixed population that
lived in harmony and brotherhood.
The morning call to prayer from the
mosque woke the townsfolk and all
thanked the Creator accordingto their

own rituals. The temple bells chimed
and the Hindus had their prescribed
baths to chants of 'Hari Om! Hari Om!
Hari Om!'. The owner of the small flour
mill Jyoti Prasad was a man of high principles though not a particularly devout
Hindu. His closest friends were Muslims,
among them Shaukat Ali who headed
the local Muslim League. Jyoti's brother
Bhagwan led the town's Congress
Party. Everyone bowed before Dadima,
the widowed mother of the Prasad
brothers. During religious festivals they
greeted each other affectionately with
the men warmly embracing each other.

Radcliffe's infamous Award was
announced after the creation of Pakistan
on August 14 and the independence
of India the next day. I then a schoolboy in Lahore felt the tension. Would
Lahore go to India or to Pakistan? But
the killings had already started and the
so-called Boundary Force headed by a
British general was less than effective.
Three private armies were operating in
the Punjab: the Muslim League's cadres,
the Hindu nationalist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, and the Sikh jathas.
Khanna's novel brilliantly describes the
manipulations and the treble talk.
The town was unbearably hot and
the worrying thought: Will the town go
to India or Pakistan? Plagued everyone.
When it was announced that the border
was to be about two and a half miles
away but that Puranapur was to be on
the Indian side there was widespread
relief among the Hindus and Sikhs.
The Muslims were stunned and bewildered. But the Prasad brothers and
their friends assured the Muslims that
they were safe. However, matters fast
deteriorated. Packed trains from Pakistan started coming in with the mutilated bodies of Hindus and Sikhs and
the young women and girls had been
brutally raped with their noses cut off.
Their faces were caked with blood as
were their vaginas.

However, when the second World
War ended in 1945, Britain's Labour
government decided to quit India at
any cost. If that meant the division of
India so be it. There were only three
men of India wide standing who were
vehemently against partition: Gandhi,
Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, and Maulana
Azad. They knew that the British had
ruled India through the device of Divide
and Rule and that if India were divided
the successor states of India and Pakistan would always be at each other's
throats and consequently buy arms from
Britain. The implacable enemies Jinnah
and Nehru were both ambitious men.
The former became Governor General
of Pakistan, the latter Prime Minister of
India. While politics were being played
in Delhi, Jyoti and his friends played
chess in Puranapur; a small reminder of
Munshi Prem Chand's Chess Players.

Khanna's novel makes a powerful
statement that in all conflicts it is the
women who are the most humiliated
and degraded. Their fathers, husbands
and sons are killed. And it is they, the
women, who are raped. The ferocious
leader of the Sikh jatha made it clear
that as Sikh women were being raped
in Pakistan he and his turbaned braves
had the right to rape Muslim women.
Jyoti's reasoning fell on deaf ears. The
climax of the novel held me mesmerised till the last syllable. You will have to
read it for yourself.
Line of Blood is, I sincerely believe,
ideal material for an hour long TV film.
Khanna is a noted painter, His narrative is often coloured by a word or a
phrase that illuminates a scene with a
masterly stroke of a paint brush. A rare
gift indeed.
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LAKHANPAL

Humour

By Subhash Chandra

First session:
“Horn and brake …. Your life depends
on them.”
“You’re right,” I said in a familiar tone. I
wanted to strike a rapport.
He gave me a withering look. “How I
am right?” For Lakhanpal, interrogatives,
prepositions and articles did not exist,
almost.
“Well… if you don’t brake at the right
time, you’ll bang into somebody.” I felt
stupid mouthing the obvious.
“And what you say about horn?” he
asked sarcastically.
My answer was equally childish.
“It warns the oncoming drivers to be
careful.”
“They don’t have eyes? Why you
should add to noise-madness?”
His penetrating eyes unsettled me.
“Some driver might be dozing off.” I
regretted the words as they slipped out.
“Very clever indeed! Blare on roads is
lullaby?”
I looked at him dumbly.
“Tell me manner of braking,” Lakhanpal grunted.
I was sure there was much more to it
than just pressing the brake pedal.
“I don’t know.”
“In what situations you honk and in what
manner?”
By now I was in proper awe of him.
“I’m waiting,” he snorted.
I confessed my ignorance again.
“Anticipate. If you see somebody on
pavement, gently brake and slow down. If
he does not cross, you pass unhasseled; if
he dashes across, you’ll be able save him
and … yourself.”
Valuable lesson, I grudgingly admitted
to myself.
“Clear?”
I nodded.
“Why you can’t use your voice?”
“Yes.”
I almost said ‘Yes Sir,’ but it is difficult for
a Professor.
“And keep your eyes peeled for lights.
If it has been green for some time, slow
down to avoid screeching halt. You’ll
prolong life of engine. Never try to speed
to beat green light. This is sure recipe for
accidents.”
“Thanks.”
His granite face softened a wee bit.
“Never brake suddenly, unless you see
ghost. It often causes pile up.”
“Thanks a lot.”
He softened further.
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“Clutch and accelerator have to be
coordinated and released slowly to start
gaadi.”
“Okay.”
He looked at the watch. “One hour five
minutes. I’ll come day after tomorrow.”
#
Second session:
“Okay. Hold steering.”
I did.
“Not like this. Left hand at nine, right at

three.”
I got confused.
“You have nothing here?” He touched
his temple.
I had been turning dull rapidly.
“What this is?” he asked, pointing to my
wrist watch.
I got it. Why couldn’t the man speak one
straight sentence I moaned inwardly?
“Turn on ignition.”
“Yes.”
“Now start gaadi.”
But it jerked and stayed put.
“Again.”
Same result.
“Again.”
No movement.
“What I told you about clutch and
accelerator?”
“Well, I think ….”
“Why you don’t pay attention?” he
scowled.
This was too much. After all I had paid
good money to the driving school. But
immediately I thought of my irritation if a
student in my class asked the same question twice.
“Release clutch slowly and press accelerator in sync with it. I won’t repeat.”
I tried.
“Slow, slow. What’s rush?” and with his

right hand he slightly turned the steering
to the left. “You own this lane? Keep left,
always.”
#
Fifth session:
Now we were using my car and I was
driving more confidently. But often I would
get too close to the vehicle in front.
“Why you want to kiss ass of that fellow?”
His language was getting foul. I decided
to ring up the Driving School for
replacement.
“If he has to brake suddenly, you will
shatter your bonnet and his butt. Always
keep two metres distance.”
#
Eighth session:
Cruising in Chittaranajan Park. The
quality of vibes in the car had improved.
I sharply turned into a lane. While the
steering was rotating back, I took off my
hands.
He hollered, “You are filmy hero?
Gaadi could have crashed into wall. You
don’t know their duplicates risk their
lives?”
His ferocity had unnerved me.
“Always keep gaadi under control.
Or else God will love you and will call you
sooner. Worse, you might lose limb and
become burden on your wife for life.”
I remained nervous.
“Go to Nehru place.”
“What? The traffic is crazy there.”
“You will always drive on empty roads?”
We were waiting at the red light.
“Start,” he yelled. “You are sleeping?
Light turned green hours back.”
Midway the crossing, the car stalled.
A cacophony of honking, shouting and
abusing ripped the air. The policeman
frenziedly whistled and wildly gesticulated
at me to move on. But I was immobilized
with panic.
The policeman strode towards us. “Park
on the side.”
Lakhanpal asked me to move out of the
car and did as ordered.
Then he took the policeman aside, and
came back after a couple of minutes.
“Give fifty rupees.”
I did.
Getting back into the car he said, “You
got off cheaply.”
#
Last but one session:
“Go to Bahai temple.”
There the road has a steep slope. As we
were going up the incline, he asked me to
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stop.
I did.
“Continue.”
But the car slid back every time I tried
to move. One, two … six attempts failed.
“Release brake and press accelerator
almost simultaneously.”
“How is that possible?”
He looked at me reprovingly and
exchanged seats. “Now look at my feet.”
Amazing! The speed with which his feet
moved.
When I could not do it even then, he
said, “Another method. Pull up hand
brake. Press accelerator and release hand
brake quickly.”
I could manage hand and foot coordination better.
“But eventually you have to learn right
way. This will quickly wear off brake lining.
Your new car will become junk.”
#
Last session:
He made me practise the brake and
accelerator method on the incline for a
long time. Finally, the car stopped sliding
back.
He took me to Ring Road. The traffic was
fast and furious. I was driving smoothly.
Suddenly I saw a truck hurtling towards
us from the wrong side. We were bang in
front. Death, I thought, and passed out.
When I came to, we were safe. He had
manoeuvred the car in time. But he didn’t
speak a word about it. All he said was,
“Come here for one week and practise.”
“Okay.”
“Now go wherever you like.”
#
I went to Chittaranjan Park and stopped
in front of Mishti Mukh. I bought twenty
roshogullas.
“This is for you. And thank you for teaching me so well.”
Lakhanpal looked at the sweets and then
at me confusedly. I saw his eyes were floating. He said in a tremulous voice, “Nobody
has ever done this for me... nobody.”
Then he polished off all the roshogullas.
“Shall I drop you off at the driving
school?”
“No. I can walk.”
I saw his receding back. In thirty years, I
have not met with an accident.
Subhash Chandra retired as Professor of Englishfrom Delhi University. He has published four books
of criticism, several research articles as well as short
stories in Indian and foreign journals. His latest collection of stories
Not just another story' has been
published in January 2017 by LiFi
Publications New Delhi.

WENDY DONIGER’S

THE RING OF TRUTH AND MYTHS OF SEX & JEWELLERY

Reviewd By Anjana Basu

My end is my beginning wrote Mary
Queen of Scots. The same could be said
of this book – like a ring it comes full
circle. Wendy Doniger has applied the
weight of her scholarship to the folklore
of jewellery, mainly the ring because
that is the most symbolic of gewgaws.
Rings keep appearing in stories about
marriage and adultery, love and betrayal,
loss and recovery, identity
and masquerade.
The
ring encircles marriage
vows and in ancient times
embossed with a seal, it
stood for identity. A man
could be identified by his
ring and, when handed to a
woman, the jewel seemed
to prove that the two of
them were acquainted.

necklaces. Jewellery according to Doniger
stands for sexuality and any jewel which
encircles brings with it the subtext of
bondage – the Story of O in fact features
in her ring bearer’s tales.

Doniger’s prime principle is that the
ring stands for the female sexual organ
and hence is written about with a lot of
double speak. It also influences male
potency because the size of the ring
supposedly reflects a man’s power. From
ancient myths of rings which also encompass bracelets, the research moves on to

Anjana Basu has to date published 7 novels and
2 books of poetry. The has BBC
broadcast one of her short stories.
Her byline has appeared in Vogue
India,
Conde Nast Traveller,
Outlook and Hindu Blink.

From medieval myth to advertising spin
doctoring – namely the De Beers slogan
‘A diamond is forever’ – Doniger covers
the entire sparkling circle.
Diamonds, for example
also represent sexuality –
a single ring for the wife
and a host of jewels for
the courtesan. Jewels in
fact have tales to tell about
the chastity of their owners
which is why the later
part of the book contains
outlines of so many films
from Max Ophuls to Hitchcock and goes into great
Doniger has delved
depth over the affair of the
extensively through a host
remarkably ugly diamond
of cross cultural references
necklace that was responcovering Greek, Arabic,
sible for Marie Antoinette’s
Sanskrit and medieval
final downfall. Elizabeth
tales. In her introduction
she makes it clear that she (Publisher: Speaking Tiger) Taylor and her jewels also
come into it and Doniger
is not talking about rings
of power like the one Tolkien describes wonders what makes women preserve
but about rings which have another kind certain stones and part with others.
of power. She also throws in anecdotes of In Taylor’s case she sold the diamond
her mother and grandmother. There is a that Burton gave her after their second
host of stories about fish swallowing rings attempt at marriage fell apart but hung
which are then miraculously brought to onto the much larger Krupp diamond that
light in various kitchens, which includes belonged to the infamous German arms
dealers. In a sense, diamonds serve as
Kalidas’s version of the Shakuntala story.
consolation when men are gone because
There are detailed footnotes which ‘they luster on’ – in other words their
direct you not just to chapters but to the lust is unending because diamonds are
relevant pages which is useful since by indestructible.
the time the reader has flipped through
Whether one would call this conventhe numerous stories, some of the previous ones may have been forgotten. tional scholarship is doubtful but Doniger
Comparisons of the different versions manages to put together an interesting
of the Siegfried-Brunhilde story which collection of theories and anecdotes on
varies from Scandinavia to Germany are a subject dear to most women’s hearts.
so minute that it does require patience to Jewels, after all, are a woman’s best
take in the differences and to wonder at friend – or at any rate, good collateral for
a divorce.
the perversities of rulers and wives.
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ANECDOTES FROM THE LIFE OF TAGORE (1861-1941)
By Amal Chaudhuri

Rabindra Nath Tagore was aptly named
as Rabi, meaning the sun, as his memorable
legacy shines brilliantly even today over his
innumerable admirers. Tagore had a long
life littered with numerous events which
included tours of 34 countries and scores
of awards and laurels. Unfortunately occasionally his on-going success was spoiled
by several bereavements within a few years
and disturbed by the tendentious aspersions made by a few jealous and orthodox
persons in India and a few prejudiced
people abroad. It is worthwhile reminiscing
over some events and anecdotes during his
lifetime which allow some glimpses of the
person he was, his sense of humour and the
deep emotional impact of his writings on
many readers even in the West.
Before his first journey to England for
studying for Bar-at-Law in 1878 at the age
of seventeen his elder brother Satyendra
Nath, ICS and District judge in Ahmedabad,
Gujrat, brought Rabi along to his place of
work. After a few weeks his brother sent
him to his friend Dr. Atmaram Padurang`s
house in the city of Bombay (now Mumbai)
to learn conversational English and British customs and manners. He was placed
under the tuition of Padurang`s daughter
Anna(purna) a couple of years older than
Rabi, who had just returned from England
after finishing her studies .They soon were
drawn to each other and Rabi shunning his
usual shyness let her know that he wrote
poetry and loved to sing. He started reciting poems from his creation `Kavi-kahini`,
some rendered in English, to her. On her
request he would sometime sing songs in
various tunes including `Bhairabi raag`in the
morning. One day looking at his face, in
a dreamy voice she advised him “please
do not ever grow a beard which will spoil
the lovely contour of your face” ! After few
days they parted with each other when he
left on his first journey abroad which took
him far away to England. In later life Tagore
reminisced about her recalling, “Alas! She
is not alive today to see how naughty of
me it was to disfigure my face by allowing
the luxurious growth all over it, disobeying
her advice”! She died prematurely a few
years later after her marriage to a Scottish
gentleman.
Tagore visited England for a fourth time
in 1920 and stayed in a house in South
Kensington. He received a letter, the envelope bearing Tagore`s name only without
any address on it, out of the blue, from an
English lady, named Susan Owen. The letter
contained the following: ‘Dear Sir Rabindra
Nath Tagore, this letter may never reach
you though I feel sure that your name is
sufficient! Nearly two years ago when my
dear eldest poet son, aged 25, went to join

20

CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2017

the war he bade good bye to me looking
towards the English Channel and recited
the wonderful words beginning with `when
I go from hence, let this be my parting
word`.......... I didn`t know what he was quoting from! One day before the war came to
an end, he was killed in the battlefield. I was

With German intellectuals in 1926
sent his notebook found in his front pocket.
I found in it those very words beginning the
poem and underneath was your full name.
Would it be too much for you to tell me
which book of yours I can find it in’? She
was referring to the 96th poem from the
English version of the `Gitanjali`. Susan
Owen was the mother of Wilfred Owen, the
young, English poet at the time.

use of foreign cloth with the indigenous
`khaddar`cloth thus ending imports from
Great Britain imposed by the British. Unhesitatingly, Tagore said `please excuse me, I
can spin a poem, a story and I can also spin
songs and plays, but Mahatma, I am sorry I
cannot spin a charka`! Gandhiji was terribly
disappointed.
Another rather poignant anecdote
features Tagore’s play, `Dakghar` (Post
Office) the storyline of which resonated
with the people, adult and children, all over
the world. During the second world war it
played in the Warsaw Ghetto in an orphanage run by the Jewish author and educationalist named Janus Korczak, when the
invading German Nazis occupied Poland
ruling the population with an iron hand.
Being ordered to vacate the Ghetto he
refused to leave Warsaw and the destitute
Jewish children in his care. Despite being
forbidden by the ruling SS Army not to
stage any play authored by an Aryan playwright, Korczak disobeyed and produced
Tagore’s play on 15th July 1942 for the
Jewish children. When asked later why he
did that, he replied, “Eventually one has
to learn to accept serenely the Angel of
Death”. In August that year Korczak and all
the children were despatched huddled in a
goods train like cattle off to the notorious
Treblinka prison camp and all of them were
consigned to the gas chamber. In the catastrophe engulfing Europe in June 1940, on
the evening before the fall of Paris a radio
play of `Dakghar`, translated by Andre Gide,
also a Nobel Laureate, in French language
was broadcast by the French Radio.
There are many more such anecdotes
which can be told over and over again. To
sum up, Tagore`s life represents remarkable
artistic creativity. Tagore`s life is the epitome
of multiple creativity. He pioneered the idea
of the inherent harmony of cultures and
Universal Humanity which will remain a
beacon in the annals of Human Civilisation .

Visinting a youthgroup in Germany, 1930
In 1921 following the launch of the Nonco-operation movement, Gandhiji came to
Kolkata to meet Tagore. The two great men
held opinions regarding many topics of the
day, which were far apart but they were
always were highly respectful of each other.
Gandhiji addressed Tagore as Gurudev and
invoked the epithet `Sentinel` to him and
Tagore appreciated Gandhiji`s dedication
to the Freedom struggle and addressed
him as Mahatma. Gandhiji sought support
for his `charka-spinning` campaign asking
Tagore to participate in spinning a charka
in public in order that onlookers too would
join in. Gandhiji wanted to substitute the

(Reference: : Biographies by Prabhat
Kumar Mukherji, Krishna Kripalani, Krishna
Dutta & Andrew Robinson and Prasanta
Kumar Pal ).

Dr. Amal Chaudhuri served as a senior hospital consultantDr Amal Chaudhuri cropped in the
NHS UK for many years. After saying goodbye to
the sacred thread of stethoscope he shifted his focus to
the study of Culture and Civilisation. He has published articles on
this theme in several journals and
delivered talks on it in several fora
in London and elsewhere.

CONFLUENCE
Travelogue

A TRYST WITH TRIESTE
By Khadija Minwala

We had been on the road for over 5
hours between Florence and Trieste when
the landscape changed and the road ran
annex to the sea. Moods changed and
became upbeat. Chinar my 5 year old
granddaughter who had been bitterly
protesting the restriction imposed by the
car seat and safety belt suddenly burst into
song.
"'Only after we pass ICTP do we enter
Trieste,” said my son Shiraz. He had visited
ICTP (International Centre for Theoretical Physics) several times in the past and
so knew the lay of the land. Soon he
pointed to a building halfway up the hill
on our left. "What a spectacular view you
must have of the Adriatic from there,” we
exclaimed. I was reminded of the beautiful
campus of TIFR (Tata Institute of Fundamental Research), on the shores of the
Arabian Sea in south Mumbai where we
live. Clearly the wise powers who plan and
decide these things feel that physicists
derive inspiration from Nature.

years it was under Allied Military Administration. In 1954 under the London Memorandum it was handed back to Italy.
The piazza turned out to be one of our
favourite destinations. It gave us a wonderful sense of freedom and space, which we
sorely miss in our beloved Mumbai. Spandan, Chinar and their father had a wonderful time kicking the ball and running wild.

as the castle is at the foot of the same
hill on a promontory in the sea. Built by
Archduke Maxmilian of Austria, the castle
is surrounded by a large park with English
and Italian style gardens with plants, sculpture and ponds going down to the sea.
However, the local lore has it that the castle
bears a curse, for whoever spends a night
in it dies prematurely. It is now a museum
housing many of the original tapestries,
artefacts and paintings.
When we tired of eating pizzas, we
sampled Turkish, Chinese, Greek and
Japanese food at the many cafes and
ristorantes in the area. What we never tired
of, were the delicious gelatos, which seem
to be a staple for all Italians!

Piazza Unita d'Italia at night

An endearing quality we discovered
amongst the Italians in general and the
Triesteans in particular was that they could
not bear to let a football pass without kicking it, heading it, or passing it back to the
kids. Man, woman, old or young, reacted
in the same way..

James Joyce, the celebrated novelist,
spent over 15 creative years in Trieste. He
loved the city and is said to have written
most of Ulysses and Portrait of an Artist
as a Young Man here .He even persuaded
his young mistress Nora to join him there.
The citizens of Trieste are very proud that
Joyce lived there and the tourist office
offers a walking tour of the 8 houses he
inhabited over the years in the
city. On the bridge over the canal
is a bronze statue of Joyce and
this spot attracts many fans for a
photoshoot.

Shiraz was on a visit to ICTP where he
was to work for a month and on this occasion, his family were accompanying
him. Our landlord, Mr.Alessandro
Turello from whom we had rented
an apartment lived in one of the
bungalows on the sea front. We
collected him so he could lead us
Since Venice is only 160 kms,
to our apartment in the city centre,
from Trieste, a weekend or day
a good 3 kms away. Spandan, my
trip seems almost obligatory. We
11 year old techno crazy grandson
drove there in 2 hours, which is
was delighted with the security
the same time a train would take.
system in the flat, while Ananya
After spending the day there
and I quickly inspected the kitchen
we were back in good time for
and bathrooms to make sure that Left - Miramare Castle
Right - A lovely fountain sculpted into the corner of a building
dinner. Venice is a charming city
basics were in place.
On weekends the piazzas in Trieste for a couple of days, but I would not like
When we set out to explore the neigh- were transformed. They hosted small fun to live there.
bourhood we were delighted to find a fairs for children, or food stalls from various
People in Trieste are generally very
Turkish kebab joint just next door. Just a European provinces or even commercial
street away, we walked into a breathtak- merchandise. A marathon took off and friendly, unlike those in the more touristing piazza. It was the size of 4 football ended on Piazza Unita D’Italia on one centric cities where crowds of tourists are
fields, open to the sea on one side and Sunday. On another there was a fancy likely to elicit a rude and jaded reaction
ringed by five majestic, historic 200 year dress show of participants in 19th century from some locals.
old buildings adorned with statues and suits and gowns. They pirouetted in their
I was quite sorry to say goodbye to
carved embellishments .This was the vintage finery on the piazza in front of the
Trieste at the end of 2 weeks .No longer
Piazza Unita d’Italia, thus named after admiring public.
do I think of Italy only in terms of Rome,
Trieste was annexed by Italy, the largest
piazza in Europe! Most buildings in the
On the afternoon of our first weekend Florence and Venice, for I am quite a Triescity centre were extravagantly decorated. we were surprised and delighted to find tine fan now.
Wherever I looked, I could not find any a huge luxury liner, “Costa Luminosa”
plain structures.
berthed in the pier .Later we found out that
Khadija Minwalla lives in Mumbai. She
it was on its regular weekly cruise of Italy, works in the field of health and nutrition for
Trieste was a prosperous seaport in the Greece and Croatia. Trieste is an important slum children through the Lions
Mediterranean region and an important free port of the region.
Club of Bombay. She loves travcity of the Austro Hungarian Empire. It
elling and is a full time grandwas annexed by Italy after World War I in
Of course we had to visit ICTP where mother of five.
1918, and became the capital of the Free my son Shiraz was working, and it was
Territory of Trieste after World War II. For 9 natural to visit the Miramare Castle first,
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Column

By Anju Makhija

Surve are widely read both in the original and translation. This year, some Dalit
poets have also been included in the BA
English Literature programme at Mumbai
University.

The Indian social fabric is changing
rapidly. The depressed communities like
schedule castes and tribals, are being
given unprecedented help in every
sphere. Farm loans are being waived
across the country. Most of us are aware
of PM Narendra Modi’s humble rural
beginnings so it comes as little surprise
that the ruling Bhartiya Janata Party
(BJP) has nominated Ram Nath Kovind,
the present governor of Bihar and a
Dalit, for the post of President of India.
This is part of the transformation the BJP
is undergoing moving from its ‘BaniaBrahmin’ base towards supporting backward classes. Social analysts have many
theories as to how the upper castes are
likely to react to this trend; others feel
the government is doing this with an eye
on votes.
Ram Nath Kovind is a seasoned politician with experience of parliamentary
functioning and legal affairs having
practiced in the Supreme Court. The
Congress party has also announced
a Dalit candidate. They have picked
former Lok Sabha speaker, Meira Kumar,
making the contest for India’s highest
constitutional post a ‘Dalit versus Dalit’
battle. Of course, Meira Kumar is wellqualified too; she has been a Union
minister and is a law graduate and with
degree in English literature.
Our mainstream arts have always
encouraged the marginalized communities. Dalit writing is extremely popular:
poets like Namdeo Dhasal and Narayan
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Artist Teejan Bai, belonging to the
marginalized Pardhi tribe performed
recently on stage in her trademark red
saree. For several decades, she has been
telling tales from the Mahabharata in a
rare form called Pandavani which includes
story-telling and singing. In theatre too,
foreign collaboration are helping revive
local traditions. Une Chambre en Inde
by Theatre du Soleil was produced after
the 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris. The
play draws upon both contemporary
and traditional styles. A Tamil art form,
Therukkoethu, allows the troupe to deal
with the tragedy of terrorism in a novel
way without denying its gravity.
In this atmosphere of ‘live and let live’,
the poor cow has also received a new
lease on life! The sale and purchase of
cattle for slaughter has been banned by
the central government. But many are
demanding its withdrawal as it impacts
the economy of the state and the food
habits of its people. To demonstrate
their opposition ’Beef parties’ have been
organized. On the other hand, cow vigilantes; have attacked trucks transporting these creatures. The violence here
is on the rise in every sphere. Recently
the PM Modi chose Sabarmati Ashram,
Mahatma Gandhi’s home, to send a
tough message against lynching. Invoking Gandhi and Vinoba Bhave at a public
meeting to mark the centenary of the
ashram, the PM said. ‘No one has the
right to take the law into his hands or kill
anyone in the name of cow protection’.
The environment seems to be low
priority these days--much to the ire of
environmentalists. In a unique form of
protest against felling of trees for the
Mumbai Metro project, activists and
residents held a ‘funeral’ march for
the branch of a dead tree! It was over
100-year old and cut because it was seen
as an obstacle to the railway line. There’s
always something happening in this
country of ‘a million mutinies’. Booker
prize-winner, Arundhati Roy’s recentlylaunched volume, The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness, tackles many of these issues.
I have not read it yet—the book has

received mixed reviews here. Some
consider it activism in the guise of fiction;
others, have praised its writing style.
Meena Menon’s Reporting Pakistan, deals with the unending violence
between India and Pakistan. The book
is based on her stay in Islamabad. These
days, only two Indian journalists are
allowed to report from Pakistan--that to
under huge restrictions. India has cut
down the number of Pakistani journalist
as well. On the positive sides, Menon
mentioned that at the personal level, the
warmth extended to her by the people
of Pakistan was incredible.
Women’s issues continue to be very
much part of our scene. The international hit, The Vagina Monologues, is in
13th year and still going strong all over
the country The Sahitya Akademi, awardwinning writer, Krishna Soboti, is still
creates waves at 91 years! She is best
known for her novel, Mito Marjani set
in rural Punjab, about a young married
woman’s exploration and assertion of her
sexuality. In a recent talk Sobti stated: ‘I
don’t like being called a woman writer.
I would rather be called a writer who
is also a woman--sexes do not have a
different soul’.
This summer’s highlight was the Renault
Mumbai Poetry Festival organized by
Smruti and Hemant Divate of Paperwall.
This small, Mumbai-based publisher
has given us almost a hundred poetry
books! Adil Jussawalla’s Gulestan, a long
poem, hailed as his most passionate yet,
was released at the festival. These lines
were written after the Mumbai ‘08 bomb
blast: I smelt the attack,/I saw rose-trees
burning./But the garden never had rosetrees./ There are embers, there’s ash,/this
smoke that never lifts./Say Shiraz, Tabriz,
cry Eranshar loudly./If that doesn’t work,
say Kdudrut./If that doesn’t, say Babylon.
The Colours of My Heart: Selected
Poems by Faiz Ahmed Faiz was also
recently released. It includes some of
his memorable poems and ghazals,
such as, Subh-e-Azadi, about the pain of
partition.
Anju Makhija is a Sahitya Akademi award-winning
poet, translator and playwright based in Mumbai
who has written/edited books related to partition,
Sufism, women’s poetry and theatre. Her articles
and columns have appeared in several newspapers.
anjumakhija17@gmail.com
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THE HEALER’S HAND
By Mona Mohanty

Nina never did have a knack for numbers
and once again, her dad’s eyebrows had
gathered together in a frown; whether it was
in anger or due to the effort of squinting at
her report card without his reading glasses
was something she did not know. Maybe, it
was a combination of both, she thought. His
stern voice cutting through the still evening
atmosphere was like a whiplash.
What he pronounced next was inevitable.
A tutor was going to be engaged to
come and teach her mathematics. The
school leaving Board examinations
were just two years away. Her parents
were IT professionals who led extremely
busy lives. Hence they could not supervise her academic progress. She did
ask her parents if she could join group
coaching classes near their house but
was refused. She was not allowed to go
out on her own. She understood their
concern as she was an only child and
they were naturally protective about
her. Perhaps once she entered college
they would loosen the reins a bit.
After a lot of searching through the
medium of the Internet, followed by a
couple of classes taken by tutors selected
from the search, her parents narrowed
down their choice to a teacher who had
thirty years of experience in teaching kids
at home. His track record appeared to be
the best and tipping the scales in his favour
was the clarity with which he communicated
during the test tutorial.
So the classes started after she got back
from school. The teacher was dedicated
and did not rush out the moment the
stipulated hour was up but waited till she
completed the tasks assigned to her by
him. A month after the classes had started,
her father chatted with the tutor regarding her progress. Ajay said, ‘She is a quick
learner. Basically, it’s the concepts which
need brushing up. Within two months, she
will definitely display a turnaround.’
The first trimester examination was over.
There was a week’s break and she asked
her mother if she could take a holiday from
coaching. Her father overheard the conversation and erupted, ‘How can you be so
casual about your studies? Don’t you know
how crucial this period is for your academic
career?’
Her mother intervened hastily, ‘It’s just for
a few days. She will be slogging after that
in any case. ’‘No,” said her father in a voice
that brooked no argument. Her mother
looked at Nina and shrugged helplessly.

Nina woke up with high fever the next
day. It lingered on for the next ten days
without any respite. A series of blood
tests and other related tests did not shed
any light on the affliction. The lady doctor
attending to her case chatted with her
regarding the symptoms. After one session
with her, she summoned her parents and
said that the illness was to a large extent
psychosomatic due to the stress of examinations. She asked them to give their

daughter a lot of emotional support and
at the same time smiled at Nina and said
that, “Kid, exams are a necessary evil. But,
you’re a bright child and will sail through it
effortlessly. ” Looking back at her parents,
she asked them to let the child take a break
from studies for two days and start on the
third. She also asked them to see her after
a week.
Nina recovered and after a week, her
doctor’s office called her parents to remind
them of their appointment. Her father said
that she was alright and asked if it was still
necessary to meet her. The person at the
other end said that it was because the
doctor needed to see the child for a review.
They walked into the doctor’s chambers
the next day. The doctor looked at Nina
and stretched out an arm beckoning her.
She asked her sit on the chair adjacent to
her but before she could utter a word, her
father intervened. “Doctor, please prescribe
such medicines which will keep her healthy
throughout this academic year. As it is, a lot
of time has been wasted due to her illness.”
Dr. Shobha, for that was her name, turned
towards Nina’s father and said in a very
pleasant but firm manner, ‘Mr.Gupta, I will
speak to you after I check her up.’ Just then
Nina reacted in a totally unforeseen manner.
Clinging to the doctor, she screamed with
tears running down her cheeks, “Doctor,
don’t let them take me home. They will
kill me”. Saying that, she started kicking
at the chair next to her. The chair toppled

over with a resounding crash. The doctor
rang the bell and the nurse came running
in. Sharp instructions were given. A syringe
appeared out of nowhere and was injected
into the arm of the child. Slowly her sobs
subsided and she sank into deep slumber.
The doctor turned towards the parents
and with a stern look on her face said,”
I'm sorry but I cannot allow her to be taken
home. She needs to be under observation. I
need to run a series of tests and maybe
get some specialists to see her. I would
also suggest that she remain here for a
week”. Her father tried to protest but
one look at the doctor and his wife’s
tightening grip on his arm made him
hold his counsel.
After a week, the parents received
a call from the doctor asking them to
meet her the next day. At the appointed
time they went to meet her. The news
wasn’t good. Their only child had to
be placed under psychiatric care. The
doctor was at pains to tell them that if
she went home it was at their own risk. The
parents were shattered. Dr. Shobha went
up to them and said gently,’ “Don’t give up
hope. With proper treatment, I'm sure she
will lead a normal life in the near future. I
shall keep you updated about the child’s
progress but I cannot allow you to meet her
till she is completely recovered.”
A year had elapsed. Nina's parents had
been summoned by Dr. Shobha to her
clinic. Once there, they approached the
doctor. Asking them to sit down, she raised
her voice and called out, “Nina, look who’s
here!”
Their child, now a beautiful girl, walked in
and ran into their arms. Dr. Shobha smiled
at the trio and said, ‘Nina has topped the
medical entrance examination. She didn’t
lose a year but she would have, if she had
stayed at home amidst all the stress.’ Her
parents wept with tears of gratitude.
The healer had truly healed.

Mona Mohanty is a serving bureaucrat in the
Indian Revenue Service. In her spare time, she revels
in observing the activities and antics of all living
beings especially humans and those from the animal
kingdom. Such behaviour results in a mind collating
sights observed and translated into
the written word. 'Betwixt Twists
And Turns' is an output of such a
hobby.
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TWENTY EIGHTY-FOUR (2084)
By Migel Jayasinghe

In AD 2084 the whole world is run by
three conglomerates, dispensing with
around 200 large and small national
governments. Changes began around
AD 2030 when almost all nation-states
of Europe, the USA, Latin America
and many smaller nations were unable
to pay off their debts. Reins of world
government were opportunistically
seized by a junta of capitalists who
called themselves ‘The Elite’. Multinational corporations owned
and run by members of the
junta had been minimising and
avoiding paying corporate
taxes for more than half-acentury (vide Panama Papers).
All power was centralized and
rested with the Elite. Russian
oligarchs who then took over
the whole of the Middle East,
while the Chinese Communist
Party leaders became the
overlords of all Asia and black
Africa.

gal are turned into vast colonies to
house the aged, the retired, and with
much less frequency, the terminally
sick. The former Scandinavian countries in northern Europe are reserved
for maternity and neonatal services
for the whole of the conglomerate
region. The three regions are selfsufficient as to raw material for food,
manufactured goods, transport and
infrastructure. There is only a limited

The Middle Eastern conglomerate was able to crush and eradicate
completely the fundamentalist Muslim
Caliphate known as ISIL or Daesh by
force of arms within a decade of
its own existence. These regions or
conglomerates are interdependent
and involved with each other but are
also self-sufficient. All three regions
have highly developed nuclear capabilities and have the capacity to reduce
the planet to radioactive rubble within
minutes. It is not the Mutually Assured
Destruction (MAD) fear alone which
remains the sole deterrent to such a
scenario. The three conglomerates
are signatories to a treaty under which
regular inspections of each others’
nuclear arsenals. There are no longer
any permanently manned armed
services in the form of an Army, Navy
or Air Force. Drones appear to have
replaced armed services and are on
standby at each conglomerate level.

need for fossil fuel in the Western
conglomerate as electricity is supplied
by environmentally friendly solar, wind
and nuclear power. The Middle Eastern conglomerate is still the foremost
producer and consumer of fossil fuel.
The Chinese conglomerate is known
to pursue a policy of using all available
resources including nuclear power.
In mid-twenty-first century, after
Human Rights legislation was annulled,
a large proportion of the population
not believed to have adjusted to the
linguistic and cultural requirements
of the host countries of the Western
conglomerate were repatriated to
one or the other of the two conglomerates, namely, Middle Eastern and
Chinese.

Geo-political entities that used to be
called Italy, Greece, Spain and Portu-
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The Western conglomerate uses
English and Spanish as official
languages while the Middle Eastern conglomerate uses Russian and
Arabic. Needless to say the Chinese
conglomerate uses Chinese as the
only official language extending to

Negroid Africa, now much depleted of
its former native population. Citizens
of these conglomerates no longer
live in separate households as before.
There is no longer the institution of
marriage. Religions are outlawed
as divisive, and providing no useful
purpose. Sexual partnerships are
freely encouraged but procreation is
limited in proportion to the measured
intelligence of partners. Individuals
retain their identities accorded
them by the conglomerate but
are compelled to live in group
homes. Separate houses are
fast disappearing from the
landscape while large threestorey group homes take their
place. Every citizen from age
thirteen onwards is personally connected to the state
apparatus via individual smart
phones and closely monitored.
On retirement, same-age
cohorts of both sexes are
shipped or flown to retirement
campsites in the south of Europe
or Latin America. While they are
provided with food, clothing, recreation and leisure group activities, they
have no access to cash or personal
possessions, all of which revert to
state ownership on retirement. Trips
to the moon and holidays in Mars are
offered to those distinguishing themselves in any field of endeavour in the
Arts, Sciences and Sports. 		
			
The print media is hardly ever
utilised. News and information are
provided round the clock through
interactive video presentations mainly
at the workplace but also in community halls. Everything is under the
control of the governing elite estimated as falling within the top one
percent of the global population.
Migel Jayasinghe is the author of ‘Solace in
Verse’ (2013) SBPRA. He is also a
retired Occupational Psychologist
in the UK.		
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THE GLASS BEAD CURTAIN BY LAKSHMI KANNAN
Reviewed By Anita Balakrishnan

One of the paradoxes of women’s writing –one that challenges many of its major
themes – is how patriarchy manages to
sustain itself over time despite the best
efforts of writers and critics. Bilingual
writer Lakshmi Kannan’s recent novel
in English, The Glass Bead Curtain,
adroitly evades such polarizations, by
depicting an orthodox Tamil Brahmin
society in pre-independence Madras
that nevertheless manages to provide an
empowering space for women to study,
to play sports and to assert their independence. This is perhaps the author’s
most significant accomplishment in the
book: her evocation of the Tam- Bram
milieu that is orthodox on the one hand,
espousing child marriages and mistreatment of widows, but on the other, allowing women to educate themselves and
move towards self-assertion. And all this
is achieved with the active encouragement of the menfolk!
The novel begins with a framing
device: the narrative of the ‘blocked’
writer Shailaja, who begins the tale
of Kalyani, child bride, avid reader
of English literature, ace badminton
player and coach. The engaging Kalyani
captures the hearts of readers as she
romps her way through childhood, reading and playing to her heart’s content.
Though the specter of married life
looms large in the frequent visits of her
in-laws, she continues pursuing
her interests. When she grows
into adolescence, she emerges
through the glass bead curtain
that separates the men’s and
women’s sections of her parent’s
home, and goes to her marital
home. Once there she has to
endure the castigation of her
orthodox mother-in law who is
contemptuous of her love of
English and believes she has
brought shame upon the family
by growing taller than her husband. It
is a difficult task but one that Kalyani
sails through with charm and panache.
Her resourcefulness and unfailing good
humour win over her husband and
father-in-law and surprisingly she finds a
staunch ally in her grandmother-in- law,
Angachi patti.
Lakshmi Kannan creates a
galaxy of characters that are set in juxta-

position to Kalyani: her paternal aunt
Vishalakshi Athai, her Irish tutor Susan
O’Leary, her forward-looking father,
Swaminatha Aiyer, her many female
in-laws and her dignified and progressive father-in-law. What I found most

refreshing in this woman-centered narrative were the sensitively-etched and
supportive male characters, particularly
Kalyani’s endearing husband, Natarajan,
who encourages her in all her pursuits.

As we get drawn into Kalyani’s struggle to become her own woman, we
become aware of the major influences
that shape her. Vishalakshi, a child
widow who refuses to let her misfortune
dampen her spirit, becomes a guiding
light for Kalyani. Vishalakshi or ‘Athai’,
uses her intellect, covertly yet powerfully,
to debate the burning issues of the day
such as women’s education, the need for
women in sports, domestic violence and
marital rape. Another mentor of Kalyani’s is the delightful Susan O’Leary who
opens up the world of English literature
to her while simultaneously insisting that
she never be ashamed of her height.
As Kalyani is initiated into the world of
books by her tutor her outlook broadens
and she learns to look beyond petty
domestic concerns. However, the author
at no point ever disparages domesticity.
The glass bead curtain is perhaps the
most beautiful symbol of tradition and
aesthetic values, located as it is between
the outside world and the inner realm of
women, with both its beauty and its tortuous ways. This is perhaps the author’s
greatest achievement in the book; her
ability to foreground these weighty
themes without compromising the readability of the novel. The prose is freeflowing, interspersed with cunning turns
of phrase and Tamil words and kinship
terms such as yendi and Athimbere,
which further enhance its authenticity.
Perhaps there can be no
greater sign of Lakshmi Kannan’s
remarkable ability to focus on the
most relevant issues of the time,
in that many of the concerns she
explores in relation to an earlier
era are still pertinent today.

There is piquant irony when Kalyani who
was mocked for her English education
is able to teach her sister-in-law the
language and this helps to save her
marriage. The interactions of all these
characters as they negotiate a changing world while trying to maintain their
cultural ethos makes for a gripping
narrative.

Anita Balakrishnan is Associate
Professor in English at Queen Mary's
College, Chennai, India. Her doctoral
work was on the revitalization of the
Bildungsroman form by American Ethnic
Women Writers. She has been published widely
both nationally and internationally in journals
such as South Asian Review and Language in
India. She has contributed an
entry on ‘Rabindranath Tagore’
to the Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Postcolonial Studies.
(2016)
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THE STORIES OF SPIRITUAL JOY, AGONY AND ECSTASY

IN GITA BHATIA’S ART

I found I could say things with colors and
shapes that I couldn’t say any other way – things
I had no words for!
Georgia O’Keeffe
Gita Bhatia is a storyteller –
she tells her stories through her
chisels, the strokes of brushes,
splashes of evocative colors,
and uses of mixed media. Her
canvases speak, of spiritual joy,
agony and ecstasy with such
intensities that the observer
stands spellbound, wrapped
in peaceful, sad and happy
emotions with the stories her
abstract media reveal. I met Gita
for the first time at one of the art
exhibits, and later I visited her
home-studio. The walls of her
home-studio look vibrant with
colorful, yet esoteric -abstract
canvases, usually large, filled with
lines, shapes, colors and uses of
mixed media. At a first glance,
they are hard to comprehend,
yet when Gita explains they
make profound sense, and leave
one with mixed feelings of peace
or awe. Gita says, “Most of my
paintings are expressions of my
emotion in response to an event
of momentous proportions such as the
Indian Ocean Tsunami, The Sichuan
Earthquake in China, The Fukushima
Nuclear Disaster, Iraqi Woman with
Child, Exxon Spills (Caribbean), . . ..”
Clive Barker (Days of Magic, Nights
of War) says, “It takes a real heart to
make beauty of the stuff that makes us
weep.”
In Freedom from Rebirth, Gita
experiences a deep sense of spiritualism. She says, “I realize that we bring
karmas from previous lives. This life
is important because we have the
opportunity to cleans ourselves of our
bad karma and proceed to our next
life or moksha with our souls in a purer
state than we started.”
Gita’s art is a reflection of her
surroundings. As Frida Kahlo says,
“ . . . I paint my own reality,” is true
in Gita’s arts. In the midst of sad and
treacherous stories that some of her
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by Meenakshi Mohan

canvases reveal, there are happy ones
too, e.g. Togetherness is the story of a
newly married couple setting up their
first home; Sunrise is about a brilliant

and Ecstasy Behind Gita’s Canvases:
Iraqi Woman With Child (36X48 oil
on canvas):
The canvas reveals the story
of women and children caught
in the ugly conflict in Iraq. Gita
says, “I worked on this painting
during the painful period when
Baghdad was being bombed.
There was very little news about
women. I could not help thinking
of the silent sufferings of women
and children who got caught in
these conflicts and suffered for
many years to come, yet their
stories are rarely told.”
Tsunami (36X48 oil on canvas):

Iraqi Woman With Child

sunrise on a happy festive occasion;
and Tranquility is about a tranquil freedom when you find calm and solace
with the surroundings around you.

In December 2004, one of
the largest earthquakes ever
recorded struck off the coast of
Indonesia, triggering Tsunami
that swept away entire communities around the Indian Ocean.
The use of fabric, red, white dark
colors show the upward thrust
of the ocean, racing towards
shorelines at terrifying speeds,
destroying villages, and many
lives. The ravaging effects of Tsunami

Gita was born and brought up in
India. She has been painting since
she was six-year-old. She won her first
award for a painting of a milkmaid in
a long skirt carrying a clay pot on her
head. As a child, she won many more
awards as a painter, and some of her
art-works were displayed in the art
galleries of the Sapru House, Delhi (a
meeting place for world dignitaries).
She was a student of an acclaimed
Indian artist, Mr. Broota at the Triveni
Kala Sangam in Delhi. She moved to
America in 1980. Here, she participated in several art exhibits including
Empowered Women International,
and Upakar Foundation.
The Stories of Spiritual Joy, Agony

Indian Tsunami
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Sichuan earthquake

become alive through this painting.
Earthquake (36X48 oil on canvas,
straw-like materials and hand-made
paper):
This painting is inspired by the enormous devastation caused by the earthquake in Sichuan Province in China
in 2008. Through colors, and mixed
media this painting brings forth the
intensity of this deadliest earthquake
in which over sixty thousand people
lost lives.
Life (36X48 oil on canvas):
This painting shows a semi-trans-

The Seasons

parent shell of an egg with a baby
bird inside. This is symbolic of the
intense magic of life with a fiery red
background. Gita expresses her deep
spiritual sense in the simplicity of this
painting.
The Season (30X40 oil on canvas):
The playful splashes of different colors are symbolic of different
seasons – summer, spring, autumn and
winter. This painting conveys the joys
and uniqueness of different seasons,
and that we are surrounded by natural
beauty around us.

Concluding Remarks, “ism” and
“ist”:
If I have to add “ism” and “ist”
to Gita’s art works, I see her as a
“Reflectionist,” artist. All the “isms”
of her art is inspired by her surroundings -- Pablo Picasso says, “Artist is
a receptacle for emotions that come
from all over the place . . ..” Gita’s art
elicit many different emotions – fear,
dread, sorrow, sadness, melancholy,
joy, happiness, serenity, and calmness.
Albert Giacomatti says, “The object
of art is not to reproduce reality, but
to create a reality of the same intensity,” and I see that intensity in Gita’s
art. Besides arts, she is an avid reader,
an excellent writer, and has written for
the Press Institute of India as well as
several other magazines.
I see her as an avant-garde pioneer
in the field of arts who gives a new
language and expression to the art
form by showing that behind the harsh
realities of the world, there are positive curves of beauty, and harmony
around us – we just need to reach out
and embrace”.
Dr. Meenakshi Mohan is an educator, author
and artist. She had a solo exhibit of her works
for the whole month of May in the
Potomac, Maryland area in USA.

Life

See page 32 for Meenakshi's
painting 'Ganesh'
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DISCOVERING SOUTH INDIA (PART 2)
By Uma Phalke

(At the end of Part 1 published in
the May issue, Uma and her husband
have just arrived in Bangalore and are
comfortably settled in their niece’s
apartment)
We were going to be in Bangalore for
a week with Umi, my niece, an Income
Tax Commissioner. Her department
is terribly overworked owing to the
PM’s recent initiative of Demonetisation to stabilise the black economy of
the country. There are endless debates
over its functionality and effect. We
only saw her late most evenings.
We were comfortably settled and
had a car at our disposal. I promptly
contacted Leela, my sister-in-law who
invited us for lunch which we could
not resist. Umi’s driver, Satish drove us
through town to the Koramandala area
where Leela and her husband, Ramesh
have converted an old property into a
beautiful home. A lot of care, thought
and planning has gone into it. Their tiny
garden is a haven for birds – we heard
them throughout the day.

View of The Temple

The home cooked meal was superb.
It is impossible to catch up with an
almost five-year gap and, we took
leave around 4 p.m. with an invitation
for another day. Feeling relaxed and at
home, we now wanted to explore the
city in a leisurely manner.
Bangalore, founded in the 16th
Century, once a garden city, now Asia’s
Silicon Valley has so much to offer.
Time was short. We opted for Tipu
Sultan’s palace on Albert Victor Road,
a two-storeyed wooden construction,
with decorated doorways, balconies,
pillars and arches, dating from 1790. It
stands in a lush green garden and must
have been an enchanting retreat as,
Tipu affectionately called it, “Rakshee-Jannat” (Envy of Heaven). It has a
number of artefacts in the lower halls
dating from the reign of Haider Ali upto
his son Tipu’s rule.
It now needs restoration and a little
TLC. The almost adjoining Venkataramanaswamy Temple dating from the
early 18th century built by the Wodeyar kings makes it all the more atmospheric. A rare Hindu/Muslim union of
different architectural styles that look
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Sultan's Summer Palace

so good together – you can’t see one
without the other.
The Summer Palace is within the old
Fort area. We entered the large iron
gate of the Fort which began in 1537
as a mud fort and was replaced in stone
by Haider Ali. It was a very quiet place
seeming almost surreal in the contrast
between the silence within and the
noise from the surrounding bustle of
stalls, shops and the nearby bus stand
outside its walls.
Our next attraction was The National
Gallery of Modern Art, an elegant
mansion in white, set in 3.5 acres. This
private residence was turned into an
art gallery in 2009. We had time to
appreciate an exhibition, “Inspiration
and Impact” of the artist, A.A. Almelkar1920 -1982. The serene ambience of
the building with magnificent trees,

Old Fort

shrubs, a fountain and a mirror pool
heightened the tranquillity of the
outdoors and the art galleries inside.
We were discovering Bangalore, a
city that now invites much negative
comment evoked by the pollution and
traffic congestion in what is called the
‘silicon capital’ of India. Undeterred,
we were going to make the most of
our short stay here and we headed
for Lalbagh –a rich, diverse botanical
garden spread over 240 acres and laid
out by Haider Ali in 1740. His son,
Tipu Sultan made further additions and
much later John Cameron, the Garden’s
Superintendent, got new species from
Kew gardens. It was impossible to see all
of it in just two hours. We took a buggy
ride and made the most of it. The glasshouse, modelled on London’s Crystal
Palace, surrounded with Champak trees
and pencil cedars was beautiful.
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The next day we decided to see
Bangalore Palace. It was built in 1887
by the Wodeyar King on 400 acres in a
Tudor style inspired by Windsor castle.
The audio tour was excellent. However,
the garden looked parched and in
need of care. The royal family spent
their summer holidays here. Their lives
are depicted throughout the palace.
The courtyard was a pleasant surprise.
A fountain in the centre and a striking
multi-coloured tiled Moorish bench
were a present from the exiled king of
Spain, Don Alphonso in 1932 when he
visited Bangalore. The Moorish Architecture of the courtyard reminded him
of home. The Wodeyar hospitality and
the surroundings brought him comfort
and solace.
It was time to say goodbye to Bangalore and to Umi who could not do
enough for us. But we were also looking
forward to the onward road journey with
my nephew who was going to drive us
to Satara, approximately 700 kilometres
away. Once a seat of Shivaji, it is now a
bustling town. We left on the morning
of 4th March and covered the distance
in 11 hours with a break. Surprisingly it
was a very comfortable journey. I was
pleased to be able to sleep unlike when
on long haul in aeroplanes. We had a
restful day in between enjoying our stay
in the Raj Wada and learning about its
history.
The next day was a dawdle – just a
two-hour drive to Pune. We relaxed in
our very own flat.

Lalbagh, Bangalore

We have enjoyed Indian Classical
music events every year in Pune but
this time I discovered The Poona Music
Society which has been promoting
music since 1946 attracting artists from
all over the world.
The Arties Festival India was started
by the cellist, Gauthier Hermann, in
2008 and brings to Pune world class
western musicians every year much to
the delight of Puneites. We were lucky
to hear fine Chamber music composed
by Mozart, Liszt and Brahms shortly
before our departure for England on
March 19th.

Family and friends in India would love
us to make Pune our permanent home.
Without their generosity, love and help
our yearly trips would not be so enriching. England has been my home for the
last 50 years. I have grown to love it.
My friends here question our visits to
India wanting to know how we cope
with the abject poverty, the injustices
in the society, the corruption……, the
list goes on. Yes, these are all part of
life in the sub- continent and I grieve at
the very visibility of it. Yet I feel, all of
this in some form or the other is present
on our doorstep even here in the U.K.
Perhaps, living in the leafy suburbs we
do not see it but cannot pretend it’s not
there.
I count my blessings. I feel blessed to
be part of two worlds – each very dear
to me. I have Indian roots and I can
never be far from them.

Uma works part time for Cambridge International Examinations as an Examiner and
Vetter for Hindi Language and Literature.
She retired from a career in education,
initially working in Swindon for multiple
disciplines and later from
Gloucester College of Art &
Technology as a teacher of
English to Speakers of Other
Languages in an Open Learning Centre.
Glass House, Lalbagh
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DANCE: TWO APPROACHES

Essay

By Ojasi Sukhatankar

UNDERSTANDING DANCE
Training for numerous dance styles is
available in most towns in India and probably all over the world and students nowadays enjoy easy access to such
schools. It is important that dance
institutes and students understand two significant approaches
to learning dance especially
when there is much emphasis
on perfection in performance.
What are the two approaches
especially in the present context
when dance-values are being
seriously discussed? They can
be described as General and
Special approaches to dance.
Numerous questions arise here.
Can a dance teacher or a student
avoid understanding these two
approaches and still carry on with
their interest in dance? Can one
understand and accept only one
approach and omit the other?
Whose responsibility is it to see
that these two approaches are
understood and implemented?
All these thoughts are explored
in this article based on my experience as a dance student as well
as a dance teacher.

general approach to dance is common
and does not take seriously the true
nature, function and role of dance to art
and society. This general approach offers
a preliminary foundation of dance as an

30

CONFLUENCE - AUGUST 2017

There are special dimensions to dance
that are of interest to some dancers which
are deeper and wider or to use danceterminology, add a spiritual
dimension to dance. I believe
this is a true artist’s approach to
dance. How does it look like and
work? Those who have sincerely
taken to dance at various levels
can understand this approach.
There are four dimensions to
this special approach. They
are a combination of mental,
emotional, physical and spiritual
aspects. It is the spiritual aspect
added to the normal mindemotion-body complex that
dancers generally associate with.
And hence, this creates a special
approach to dance. This special
approach happens in two stages.
One: self-development and the
other: self-giving.
The Self-development stage is
a multi-dimensional growth that
affects the body, emotion and
mind. In body, it is understanding
rhythm, feeling beauty, regulating energy-flow, increasing flexibility, stamina etc. In emotion,
it is experiencing varieties of
emotions and expressing them at
will. In mind, it is mental control
and its extension over body and
emotion. In addition to all these,
memory, concentration and willpower play a great role at all the
three levels of body-emotionmind complex. Viewed in this
multi-dimensional context, the
dance teacher and student come
to see that this self-development
stage is applicable to all forms
of dance: Eastern or Western,
Classical or Contemporary. This
approach makes dance truly
universal as it deals with the
human personality.

GENERAL APPROACH
TO DANCE
Whenever I ask the following question to aspiring dance
students – “Why do you learn
dance”? I hear various answers.
Among them, two answers stand
out prominently. First, I want to
learn dance or I like to dance or
my parents or friends inspired
me to learn dance. This common
answer is known to all of us. Or
the answer may be,” I want to
learn dance and perform before
an audience” or, “I want to make
a career of it as a popular artist”.
This answer comes from those
who connect dance to themselves and society. However, both answers
are simple and frequent. The former is a
common answer, while the latter is somewhat wider with a personal or social angle
to it. However, if we analyze both answers,
they are more or less personal, individual
and independent, varying according to
personal interests, socio-cultural economic
background, and family support. This

SPECIAL APPROACH TO DANCE

art-form that the art-world and society are
interested in. If the student develops a
serious interest in dance after commencing to learn with the general approach,
it becomes a stepping stone to the next
approach to dance. At this point, teacher
and student enter another level of Dance
as an art-form.

The Self-giving stage usually happens
when the dancer goes deep into what is
known as the dance-trance. This dancetrance is a spiritual element in dance. This
spiritual element happens in two stages.
Firstly, the dancer uses all the fruits of multidimensional growth of body, emotion and
mind and uses them to not only to express
what dancer wants to express, but also to
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manifest those powers which the dancer
imbibes to achieve maximum expression.
This spiritual element makes it special as
it leads the audience to share that peak of
experience which the dancer has achieved.
Here dance performance becomes dance
sharing. The audience too feels like dancing as they share the vibrations emanating
from the dancer For example, Radha’s or
Mira’s love for Krishna or a simple joy of
communication between lovers or even
a gentle shower of rain or play of parrots
and animals can be brought to life to the
audience who may feel carried away by
the power of the performance. A kind of
union and feeling of oneness takes place
between the dancer and audience.
CONCERNS
It is easier said than done when it comes
to dance that it involves intricate psychological dimensions. How do we address
it and what are the concerns in these two
approaches? First, it must be understood
that the role of any dance teacher is to
teach every dance student to pass from
general approach to special approach.
This aim lends more weight to the function of dance in society. At a practical
level, dance teachers must teach both
self-development and self-giving stages to
all dance students. Dance teachers understand normal dance theories and practices
in their teaching course and training.
However, in the present context, I would
emphasis a new method to integrate both.
It is to teach in addition to dance-history or
dance-theory, this essential, fundamental
spiritual core that must form part of discussion and understanding in daily separately
allotted class hours. Also, an ideal dance
performance should combine display of
both stages – self-development as well
as self-giving stages. It is the responsibility of the dance teacher and dance training institute to inculcate this. It is also the
responsibility of dance students to request
such training. The combined approach is
imperative if teachers, students and audience are to take dance to a new stage of
realization of the beauty of dance as an Art
form

Ojasi Sukhatankar (M.A. in Dance Cultures,
Histories and Practices from University of Surrey,
U.K. & B.E.) is a classical Kathak exponent and
software engineer. She has performed, choreographed and taught classical Kathak in India,
U.K. and U.S.A. She writes
performance-reviews, researcharticles, and also lectures on
Dance, Art and Women’s issues.

WHITE MEN’S LEGS
By Dawood Ali McCallum

As the UK experiences yet another
record breaking summer, hardly a day
passes without further evidence of the
negative impacts of global warming. Take
the grim prospect, like some revolting
out-take of a Zombie movie, of armies of
skinny, pale, male legs.
I shop at Waitrose. A Waitrose loyalty
card, apart from being your visa to an
oasis of calm, decency and gentility amid
a fractured and disturbing world, is the
nearest thing to a class based identity card
the UK has. Waitrose stores are politely
but unapologetically middle class. Whilst
other stores offer a fast lane for those with
10 items or less, the Waitrose equivalent is
10 items or fewer. There are standards, you
know. Their stores are also the only place
where the sight of an old man rummaging
in a dustbin prompts envy rather than pity,
for it means that some other blighter has
got to the coffee grounds generously left
out to add that certain something to one’s
compost heap. Why would you want a pile
of rotting vegetation to smell like, well,
rotting vegetation when it could be infused
with the aroma of Arabica or Jamaican Blue
Mountain? Plus, it dramatically impacts the
efficiency of the composting process as it
turns worms hyperactive, a real win-win,
but that’s by the by. Suffice it to say I love
going to Waitrose. Or I did. For as hot day
follows hot day the ghastly sight of old
men in shorts blights the whole thing.
What is going on? These are otherwise
intelligent, mature and competent men.
Do they really think they look good with
their withered shanks and gnarled knees
exposed to the world? Dear God, it is
not beyond the realms of possibility that
some of them could even be magistrates:
Should anyone be allowed to decide the
fate of others when they so clearly lack
basic judgement? It puts me off my free
cappuccino (another advantage of that
loyalty card) I can tell you.
And at the risk of adding racism to the
obvious sexist bias I’ve already displayed,
I have to confess my revulsion is pretty
much reserved to white legs. When I reflect
on a full and otherwise happy life, I can
count on the fingers of one hand the pairs
of white male legs I’ve thought less than
loathsome. A personal trainer at my gym.
Legs that would have Michelangelo reaching for a new block of marble. Mind you,
they did not turn out like that by accident.
Not only does he devote an inordinate
amount of time exercising them, he also
spends ages admiring his pins in the fulllength mirror from all angles. Bu as I have
said, they are worth looking at. Oh, and
there was an Italian chap in Kenya in the

early 1980s. Others? Hmmm. And whilst
on the subject of the gym, I reluctantly
accept old men wearing shorts might just
be permissible there. But I don’t speak to
them. Or respond to their matey nods. As I
have said before, there are standards.
So I think it is time to take a stand. As it is
likely we will face a further election soon, I
propose to vote for anyone who will adopt
my policy proposals, which are these:
1.
Unlimited and unlicensed wearing of shorts should be restricted to men
under the age of 25. (I am prepared to
negotiate slightly on the exact cut off (no
pun intended) point. I am not, after all, an
unreasonable person).
2.
Wearing of shorts by men above
the age stated in 1. but below 50 will be
subject to licensing.
3.
Licenses will be available to those
who can meet aesthetic and athletic standards to be agreed by a panel comprising
the director of the National Gallery and the
head of UK Sports UK.
4.
Wearing of shorts in public by
men above 50, and those below that age
who do not meet the above standards, will
be punishable by fine on the first offence
and prison sentences thereafter.
5.
Wearing shorts above the age of
50 in or near Waitrose will be punishable
by death.
Fair, clear, proportionate I am sure you
will agree. No replies from any prospective
candidates so far, but it is the recess so I
have great expectations for a rush to my
standard in the autumn.
I want to assure you there’s no hypocrisy in my attitude. I refuse to wear shorts.
Couldn’t wait to get out of them and into
grown up long pants at primary school
and can’t imagine why anyone would want
to revert to them. In India, and across
Commonwealth Africa there have been
many times I’ve been invited to do so. No,
I say firmly. We British have caused enough
suffering.
There is also a political aspect to this:
Sensibly trousered, the British gained
and governed an empire. As soon as
they thought shorts were an appropriate
fashion choice way for a bunch of people
who claim the right to boss everyone else
about, it all fell apart. Look up the surrender of Singapore on Google Images. I rest
my case.

Dawood Ali McCallum is the
author of a series of novels published
in India and the UK. Learn more at
www. dawoodalimccallum.com
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Ganesh

by Meenakshi Mohan

Oil on canvas inlaid with
gold, silver and bronze
petals 24X24

"Vakratunda mahakaya,
suryakoti samprabha,
nirvighnam kurumey
deva sarvakaryeshu
sarvada"
(O,elephant headed and large bodied
Lord, radiant as a thousand Suns, I ask for
your grace, so I may accomplish my goals
without any hindrances!)
Dr. Meenakshi Mohan is an educator,
author and artist. She had a solo exhibit
of her works for the whole month of May
in the Potomac, Maryland area in USA.
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