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Spicy snacks for foodies

- So my treat is on?

- Yes, it’s on.

- You remember what my treat is don’t you?

- Yes, tikkis.

- Yes.

- You’ll get fat.

- So what? Should I give up living? What is life without chaat and I want to live every moment to the fullest.

- So many calories and oil… so many illnesses…

Today we step out of the house and mouth-watering foods call us towards them. To what extent can we exercise restraint? Yes, I am one of those tens of millions of people for whom Sarojini Nagar market is not less than heaven. And whatever the whole world’s scientists and experts may say - no one can stop me from eating golgappe, tikkis and  chaat etcetera. Those who haven’t tasted all of this are living their lives in vain.

And a plate of tikkis is in itself a complete meal. Potatoes, moong lentils, white chick-peas, yogurt, seasonal vegetables (such as cabbage, raddish, carrot etcetera) in the form of salad, and onions. It has everything in it. And dry-ginger and mint chutney raises the standard of the taste of all of these.

Bhalla-paapri … paapri chaat … and …

As soon as they come into your mouth they burst with a pop. They rule everyone’s hearts in many parts of India under different names. Call them paani-puri or phuchka, but that same spicy taste. A little bit of flour or semolina, potato, chick-peas, spices and kaanji with sweet and sour chutney.

You’re mouth is watering, isn’t it?

No dish of any five-star hotel can stand up to all this and just from their fragrance you get to know that your destination is just nearby.

Nowadays children search for burgers and pizzas, but if ever should they get a taste of tikki, golgappe and chaat they’ll forget everything and form a crowd at the [food-seller’s] cart.

A few weeks ago I was as usual casually eating my favorite ‘cheap’ food, [when] a middle-aged couple passed by. Their mouths must have watered but then seeing the quite poor vendor they started moving away. But their tongues flickering back and forth won. And they came and stood … and they went on eating, and at the same time [gave] a shower of comments … look, how much filth there is (the vendor had placed a separate basket for throwing away the leaf-plates), it’s nothing special, I prefer the food in such and such restaurant … etcetera, etcetera …

No one had brought them there by force.

But the taste … aah, he who is imprisoned by the taste of chaat-pakori what shame has he, what is a wealth of millions for him? There may be tens of millions in his pocket but a chaat of 15-20 [Rupees] wins. There must be some reason why people at weddings attack chaat more than the dinner. 

Instead of waiting in a restaurant go to the chaat wallah standing at the roadside and your stomach will be filled immediately. What is the need of staying hungry whilst in a hurry to work. I have on several busy days along with saving time satisfied my ‘foodie’ tongue just like this at a chaat shop. In between two interviews and a meeting in just ten minutes. 

Those of you who make speeches against foreign things in [this] country if you actually want to connect people to their roots then set up a chaat-pakori party. See how the king and pauper, lion and lamb [all sorts of people of different backgrounds] will be pulled [towards this]. Besides this is such a precious tradition that great big nations will be seen forming queues to get its secret. If you want to see how much people are connected to their roots then look at any street corner everyone will be seen at the street cart eating together. 

If you want to bring about true unity, equality and socialism then just feed everyone chaat for once. 

Even today chaat stories of UPSC [New Delhi] are recited about how the workers of the income tax department had counted leaf plates and the chaat vendor of my college, I’ve heard that he had two or three mansions in Delhi.

So this is the identity of Delhi. They are the life of Delhi or you could say that they are the beating of the heart of Delhi. 

Don’t be ashamed and don’t waste your life in a lot of thinking and pondering. As soon as you hear the chaat vendor’s voice in your ears, run and catch him lest he goes away….why are you going on reading in vain…..what if the chaat runs out…?
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Naseerudin Shah and Shabana Azmi

I didn’t manage to have my finger on the pulse of the viewers: Naseerudin

Senior actor Naseerudin Shah has proved himself well in all types of film, but in making films he hasn’t managed to understand the viewers’ choice. Now very soon he will be seen in ‘Chalis Chaurasi’. Let’s have an interview with him.

On the big screen you always appear in a different style. What is the reason for this?

From the start of my career till now I have always tried to do something different. Although at first I used to be seen in the style of an art cinema actor, but some commercial films like ‘Trimurti’ made the path of doing all sorts of films easy for me.  

Without doubt this is like some kind of achievement. Otherwise, I sign films after looking at the role and script instead of the director or banner. In spite of spending a long time in the industry I still like working with new directors today and I have also learnt a lot from them. 

In the industry you have your own identity. Even so what is the reason for signing ‘The Dirty Picture’ a film revolving around a heroine.

As soon I heard my role I signed the film. At that time I didn’t think at all that I should know about the other actors and the full story. Even so, from the beginning I am one to mind my own business. However a big reason for signing this film by Milan Luthria was that my role was extremely different and you get little opportunity to see so many aspects in one character.  

As a producer and director you have only done one film. The reason for this?

To tell the truth as a producer perhaps I never managed to have my finger on the pulse of the viewers. As a producer when I made ‘Raghu Romeo’ I hoped that one class of viewers would definitely like the film. At that time my friends also praised the film a lot, but the film didn’t run at all. Once again mustering courage and with the cooperation of old friends I made ‘Yeh hota to kya hota’. But this also got a response like that. However many times I think why did I make these films, but when someone praises them, I am pleased. 

Your forthcoming film is ‘Chalis Chaurasi’. Tell us something about it.

When the director Hriday Shetty told me about the film’s script and the role, it seemed that he has brought a different role for me. He really has the spirit to experiment. After all who will take the risk of a film without a hero or heroine? Anyway, this film revolves around a van during one night and it’s seasoned with comedy, romance and suspense. Along with me in it are KK Menon, Ravi Kishen and Atul Kulkarni. We shot the film in close to 40 night on the streets of Mumbai. The rest you will get to know after watching the film.

Shabana Azmi is a social activist

Shabana Azmi is known as a social activist as well as an actress in Bollywood. This is the reason why she is an important member of society as well as of Bollywood. 

She is regarded as an actress who performs the role of sensitive characters on the big screen. By virtue of being a famous person and an aware citizen she has raised her voice on several social issues. Apart from this, she is known for expressing her heart’s voice without hesitation. 

When Shabana was growing up, she would watch her mother getting ready for various roles. Her initial training started right from there. But the idea of becoming a professional actress came to Shabana’s mind the first time when she saw the acting of Jaya Bhaduri in a student film of the Film and Television Institute of India (FTII). As a result she also took admission on an acting course of the FTII and became a gold medallist there. Shabana’s first film to be released was Shyam Benegal’s ‘Ankur’ in 1973. In ‘Ankur’ after seeing Shabana’s excellent acting Satyajit Ray signed her for his film ‘Shatranj ke Khiladi’. It is said that during the shooting Satyajit became a fan of Shabana’s. 

In the Hindi cinema of the seventies and eighties film producers were making films connected to the realities of society and Shabana was searching for new challenges for herself in them. Working in these films Shabana kept on strengthening her acting, and made her own special place in both commercial and art cinema. 

The relationship between two women who felt pleasure in each other’s company was shown in Deepa Mehta’s film ‘Fire’ released in 1996. The subject of this film based on famous writer Ismat Chugtai’s Urdu short story ‘Lihaaf’ proved to be controversial. In this controversial film Shabana played the character of one of the two women. Shabana always works hard to put herself completely into character. It is for this reason that for Deepa Mehta’s ‘Water’ she shaved her head and for Shyam Benegal’s ‘Mandi’ she reduced her weight by 20 kilos. 

Shabana has always spoken in favour of society and women through the means of her characters, and today she is connected to several social organisations. She believes that film artists should join these organisations because through the popularity of artists these organisations get quite a lot of help in attaining their goals.     
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Life’s steering wheel in your own hands

Correspondent: Vandana

Uma Yadav a young girl from Delhi could not complete her grade 10 education because of socio-economic reasons. But she didn’t have a lack of dreams in her eyes nor courage in her mind. From childhood she had the dream of driving a car. But she didn’t have her own car. One day she got to know that a non-governmental organisation is selecting girls from deprived areas of Delhi and giving them training in driving.

Uma just called up the organisation without telling anyone at home and she started to learn to drive. Today she is a trained driver, and drives a car for a woman. When we went to meet her Uma’s face was glowing with happiness because she had received her pay cheque. Uma says that it’s as if her life has got a new direction. 

Uma even took us on a test drive in our own car, and she even taught me a few new driving techniques. 

In fact New Delhi non-governmental organisation Azad Foundation is choosing girls from several deprived areas of Delhi and inspiring them and teaching them to drive a car. For close to a whole year they are given solid training. After learning this new skill many girls are now working as a driver and standing on their own two feet. 

We met several girls such as Lakshmi, Sangeeta and Uma in the Kalkaji area of Delhi who are either learning to drive or have already learnt. The social, economic and family conditions of several of the girls amongst them are not good. But these girls haven’t lost courage. 

Not just the oven and stove but also the clutch and gear

In spite of many difficulties they have grasped the steering wheel of life in their own hands. Everyone has their own story of struggle in which a ray of hope is hidden. Rita got married at the age of 14, and her studies got left behind. But then she got to now about the opportunity to learn to drive. Now she drives and runs the family’s finances too. 

On the other hand, Namita’s husband is a taxi driver Namita who at one time only managed the household now works as a driver. Now she too runs a car at speed on the streets like some professional. Her handle of the clutch, gear and steering wheel is just like [her handle] of the stove and oven in the kitchen. 

Many girls have to endure opposition from society, the village and family but girls like Chandni challenge them vigorously. Chandni says, ‘When I came to Delhi from a UP village I was sent to learn to sew. I didn’t like it at all that girls should just do these types of jobs. I took the decision to learn to drive. I have also had to listen to taunts about what kind of work is this. People also say indecent things. Where necessary I answer back.’

Live with your head held high

So that these girls can go out and face the world apart from driving they are taught to speak English and self-defence. They are made aware of their legal rights in which help from various other organisations is taken. 

Uma Yadav tells us that she has some problems at her in-laws but today she has the courage to face them. Uma told us, ‘From this whole training I haven’t got to know only about driving but other matters too. In the Jago-ri organisation we are told about our rights and right and wrong. There are some problems in my family. I cannot say yet what steps I am about to take but now I have the courage to raise my voice. I’ll take advice from Jago-ri.’      
In order to learn driving for the whole year in the organisation girls have to deposit two thousand Rupees. Many girls don’t have this much money all at once. But after getting a job these girls pay off the amount gradually. 

Way of life

The programme director of Azad Foundation Shrinivas Rao says, ‘Our purpose is to give girls respect along with employment. We want to take them into such fields which have traditionally been male-dominated. We want to change the situation and want to make them women entrepreneurs.’

Afterwards the non-governmental organisation hands over the trained girls to a professional organisation so that they can get suitable work opportunities.

From the perspective of public transport, Delhi is not considered safe for women. As a result many women like to keep these girls as personal drivers. 

When we met so many girls who have taken driving training they told us how there has been an increase in their self-confidence. Amongst these many girls’ lives were like some bumpy road, completely directionless. But by driving their lives have also got a new direction.

Today these girl-drivers are speedily running cars on the roads with great self-confidence. They believe in their minds that life’s car will also run at a gallop like this.

Text box: ‘My husband drives a radio taxi. He asked me once whether I would drive a car. I just used to stay at home, looking after the kids. But I was really interested in driving a car. Then what happened was that I joined a training class with the held of Azad Foundation. After learning to drive I got a job. Now I have even passed the commercial licence test.’
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This Diwali is special

This Diwali is special

Diwali is such a festival in which stars really come down to earth. We are talking about Bollywood stars, who are made aware of their roots by this festival. They celebrate Diwali with their families just like the ordinary man. Even cinema is a part of our culture. That is why on a festival like Diwali even film stars turn from special into ordinary and even in their houses you get to see a union of culture, festivity and religion. They even do Laxmi puja at home and light lamps and ask for happiness for themselves and their families. In the festival these stars, like an ordinary man, celebrate the festival with religious traditions in the same way as is celebrated in ordinary homes.    

The Bachchan family home

Abishek Bachchan excitedly tells about the preparations for his Diwali this time, ‘For the last few years after the departure of grandad and grandma and sometimes for some other reasons no festival has been celebrated in our family, but this time we will celebrate Diwali grandly. Two or three days before Diwali dad will also come back from Australia and I too will take a break one day earlier and return home from Rajasthan. From the beginning this tradition has been going on that we celebrate any festival together, because the enjoyment you get from celebrating a festival with the family, you don’t get any greater happiness than that anywhere else. Even so during the festival of Diwali, in which there is the twinkling of light upon light everywhere and there’s no trace of darkness for a distance, the whole family gets together and spreads a new light. Yes, I haven’t forgotten the Diwali celebrated on the lawn of Pratiksha in my childhood. I haven’t forgotten the happiness that I used to get seeing the earthenware oil lamps burning on the boundary wall of the whole house. I even remember today dad letting off fireworks and rockets.’ 

Teach what you learnt

On Diwali Amitabh Bachchan says in his message, ‘any festival whatsoever reminds us of the fact that we should be proud of the cultural tradition of the land in which we have been brought up. The society in which we are living is a festive society. On the day of a festival youngsters take blessings from elders. You don’t have to explain these matters to anyone, neither are these taught, neither are they written in books. These are felt from within. These matters come themselves from within. The things that I learnt from my father or mother I have taught to my son and daughter and I want them to teach these very things to their own children.’

I become a child with children

Akshay Kumar puts an emphasis on celebrating every festival with his family. Akshay says, ‘I let off a lot of crackers with my children and their friends and even give gifts to my sons’ friends. Today even though I have become a star, but on the day of Diwali I too become a child with the children. In any case it is my view that whether it be Diwali or Holi it’s not something to be celebrated alone. In a festival the whole family, friends and relatives are together, only then do you enjoy. Only do you get the true enjoyment of a festival when youngsters take blessings from elders and elders take part in their happiness and the whole family prays and worships together.’

Waiting for fireworks

Famous amongst the young generation of stars Shahid Kapoor tells, ‘in childhood I used to let off a lot of crackers with friends and I used to wait for Diwali the whole year. This is my favourite festival. I believe that every child waits for Diwali thinking when will he grow up and the restriction of letting off crackers be lifted.’

Eat less sweets

Everyone has their own way of celebrating Diwali here. Take Raju Srivastava. At any opportunity comedian Raju doesn’t give up his job of tickling the heart with his words. This time he is making up his mind to do something new and unique on Diwali. He tells, ‘This time I’m thinking that I should do puja  of Laxmi-ji on the computer and even enjoy animated fireworks on it. Pollution will be less and by this I will become an environmentalist. But I’d also like to say one thing to my viewers that eat a bit fewer sweets on Diwali, because people eat a lot of sweets and then in order to digest them they have to take a morning walk the whole year.’ 

On the day I am a common man

Heart throb Ranbir Kapoor says, ‘My whole family is attached to the film world. Grandfather used to celebrate Holi a lot. But even in the lives of us artists there are such moments which I live like a common man and I forget that now I’m a star too. Yes, now a little difference is that I don’t let off crackers in the street and alleys like before. I regret this fact because isn’t something to be celebrated sitting inside the house. But the way there is colour and elation in the Kapoor family at Holi or Ganpati that doesn’t happen at Diwali. We all do Laxmi puja according to Indian culture and tradition peacefully in our own houses, we decorate the house and enjoy fireworks.’ 
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Autobiography of a Dalit

This is a matter from around 1980. Me and my wife Chanda were returning to Chandrapur (Maharashtra) via Delhi after a tour of Rajasthan. We had got a seat in the Pink City Express from Jaipur. In a nearby seat a well-to-do family – the husband, wife and two small children - was sitting. They were going from Jaipur to Delhi. In the conversation we got to know that the husband was an official in some ministry. 

We were having an ordinary conversation. It was a natural and pleasant atmosphere. A conversation about the beauty of Rajasthan was taking place. My wife and the official’s wife were talking to each other intimately. The barriers of unfamiliarity come down sooner between women. 

Suddenly in the middle of the conversation the subject changed! The official’s wife asked my wife, ‘Sister, are you people Bengali?’

My wife replied calmly, ‘No, we are from Uttar Pradesh. My husband is posted in the Ordinance Factory, Chandrapur (Maharashtra).’

‘What caste are you?’ The official’s wife asked the second question pointedly. 

Hearing the question, my wife’s face turned pale and she started looking towards me. The whole atmosphere had deteriorated, as if a fly had suddenly fallen into a tasty dish. Before my wife could give an answer I answered, ‘Bhangi.’ Hearing the word Bhangi silence spread. 

For the whole journey there was no dialogue between the two families. Such a wall had come up in between as if we had entered through a back door and interrupted their laughter and happiness. The atmosphere had become heavy. The journey had become very troublesome. 

There is no just one but many such incidents. From childhood until now I don’t know how many stings have pierced not only my body but my mind. What are the historical reasons behind this hatred? Whenever I ask those who believe the ideals of the caste system and those who are proud of Hindutva rather than giving a straight answer they often avoid the matter or become angry. They will state great matters of wisdom but they will not accept the truth that it is in no way lawful that man should be deprived of human respect on the basis of birth. In the minds of upper caste members there are several types of prejudice which don’t allow mutual relations to be easy. 

I was born in Barla village in Janpad Muzaffarnagar (Uttar Pradesh). There is an abundance of Tyagis in Barla village. They have rights over the power and wealth. The Tyagis have possession of 35 percent of the land of the village. Where we live is an enclosure of about thirty families. In the west of the village a large-ish pool had formed the border on three sides of this enclosure. After that there were some families of Muslim weavers. 

Our family lived in that enclosure. Five brothers, one sister, two uncles and the family of an elder uncle. The uncles and elder uncle lived separately. Everyone in the house did some or other job. Even so we didn’t manage to get two meals a day in a proper manner. In the homes of the Tyagis all jobs were done from cleaning to farming to manual labour. On top of that we would have to do unpaid labour night and day. In return for the unpaid labour we would get no money nor grains. No one had the courage to say no to the unpaid labour. Apart from that there was abuse, name-calling and scolding. No one was in the habit of calling you by your name. If you were older in age then the form of address was ‘oh chuhda’, equal in age or less then ‘you wretch of a chuhda’.        
A Christian used to come to our neighbourhood. His name was Sevak Ram Masihi. He used to sit with the children of the chuhdas gathered around. He used to teach reading and writing. No one would let you enter into a government school. Only I was sent Sevak Ram Masihi. My brother worked. There was no question of sending my sister to school. 

I started learning the alphabet in Master Sevak Masihi’s school which was open, without rooms and without sack cloth floormats. One day there was a clash between Sevak Ram Masihi and my father. Father took me to the basic primary school which was until class five. There the teacher was Harful Singh. Before him my father pleaded and said, ‘Master-ji, it would be your kindness if you would teach two letters to this child of mine.’

Master Harful Singh said to come the next day. Father went again the next day. For a few days he kept on making rounds of the school. Finally one day I got admission to the school. In those days it had been eight years since the country had got  independence. The echoes of Gandhi’s [campaign for the] improvement of the condition of untouchables could be heard. The doors of the government schools had started to open for untouchables, but no particular change had come in the mentality of the general population. In school I had to sit far from the others, that too on the floor. By the time I got to my place of seating the floor mat would get smaller [the space on the floor mat would run out]. Sometimes I had to sit right at the back by the door from where the letters written on the board appeared blurred. 
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