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Wangala  festival 

This festival, also known as the 100-drum 
festival, is celebrated by the Garo tribes 
of the hills of Meghalaya. Villagers from 
the area come together to celebrate this 
festival, which marks a bountiful harvest. 
Musical performances and dances mark 
the festival, where the focus is on the 
traditional drums of the region.  

Where: Garo Hills, Meghalaya

Events of the 
season

Potpourri

Pushkar Camel fair

A highly recommended travel experience, the Pushkar 

camel fair is a vibrant livestock and cultural festival held 

on the banks of the sacred Pushkar lake in Rajasthan. With 

numerous friendly competitions and cultural evenings, the 

festival is quite a lively affair.  

Where:  Pushkar, Rajasthan 

8-12
november, 2019

8
november, 2019

rann utsav 

This annual festival offers visitors a true blue experience 
of the unique culture and traditional lifestyle of the Great 
Rann of Kutch. The event also showcases the handicrafts 
and artistic heritage of the region through carefully-
curated events and fairs.

Where: Great Rann of Kutch, Gujarat

october, 2019 to 23 february, 2020

28
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december, 
2019

25
Christmas

Celebrated across the country 
with different regional alterations, 
Christmas is one of the biggest 
festivals during the month of 
December. With churches being 
decorated and gifts exchanged, 
Christmas brings with it, a time of 
celebration that lasts till the New Year.

Where: Across India

hornbill festival  

One of the biggest annual events in the Northeast, the 
Hornbill Festival celebrates the vibrant cultural mosaic of 
Nagaland. Named after the hornbill, a bird regarded with 
high stature across the state, the festival promotes inter-
tribal relations through arts and crafts and mock war dances.

Where: Kisama, Nagaland 

 

december, 20191-10
international film festival

Started in 1952, the International Film 
Festival of India (IFFI) has grown to become 
one of the biggest celebrations of cinematic 
brilliance in Asia. The 2019 IFFI was the 
festival’s 50th edition with over 200 films 
from more than 65 countries showcased 
across multiple venues in Goa. 

Where:  Across Goa

 20 to 28 november, 2019
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India has always been considered a treasure trove of experiences, vibrant cultures, artistic 
heritage, beautiful vistas and scientific skill. With this edition of India Perspectives, we 
endevour to expand the preexisting horizons as we look at the massive strides taken by India 
towards development; even in space with the innovative IRNSS (Indian Regional Navigation 
Satellite System) or as it is was titled by the Prime Minister, NavIC (Navigation with the Indian 
constellation). 

With the rapidly changing global scenario, the diplomatic relationships among Asian 
countries, particularly, the partnerships with China, have never been more important. We 
travel to China with our External Affairs Minister Dr S Jaishankar and our experts analysing 
the relevance of the visit, which is toted to be the precursor to the second India-China 
informal summit. We also travel with the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi to Houston, 
USA for a grand reception at the ‘Howdy Modi’ event and then head to New York for the 74th 
UN General Assembly summit. 

We then head to the country’s western region to witness firsthand, the beautiful tradition 
of Pichwai paintings that depict tales from Lord Krishna’s life. Following it up, we travel to 
the largest riverine island in the world, Majuli in Assam and experience living amongst a 
community of master mask-makers. With American super model Rachel Hunter, we journey 
to Rishikesh and Varanasi as she takes a soothing retreat around the country’s spiritual 
hotbeds. We look at the very informative community cookbooks, that not just list different 
recipes but also preserve the culinary traditions of these communities lest they be lost with 
changing times.

Over the years, Hindi cinema or Bollywood as it is popularly called, has managed to make 
its mark across the world with film screenings across all major cinematic events. We analyse 
its impact on the global film industry. For our photo-feature, we take you across the country 
with autumn officially marking the advent of India’s festive season and numerous religious 
and cultural events being celebrated in different parts of the country. With trekking becoming 
one of the most sought-after modes of adventure-travel, we speak with the organisations 
that are leading the fight to keep our beautiful and majestic Himalayas clean, green and 
litter-free for the generations to come. 

Finally, we speak to India’s brave hearts, people who despite their physical injuries and 
traumas, rose to become motivational icons and achieve success in all walks of 
life. We also examine the growth that was initiated by India’s vast network of 
roads including its new age network of National Highways that is boosting 
trade and commerce throughout the country. 

Raveesh Kumar

foreword
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Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi with other heads of state at the 16th India-ASEAN Summit in Bangkok

india’s act east policy focusses on the extended neighbourhood in the asia-pacific 
region. the policy, which was originally conceived as an economic initiative, has 

gained new political, strategic and cultural dimensions. former ambassador 
anil wadhwa explains the recent changes 

the east 
FriEnds in
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left: External Affairs 
Minister S Jaishankar 
and HRD Minister 
Ramesh Pokhriyal 
during the launch of 
1,000 PhD Fellowships 
for ASEAN students

in the early 1990s, India introduced 
the Look East Policy, which was 
transformed in 2015 to an Act 
East Policy that is meant to serve 
the twin purposes of stronger 

commercial links with the region and 
other Indo-Pacific countries and to 
create development opportunities for 
the Indian Northeast. The three Cs of 
Commerce, Culture and Connectivity 
– have been the pillars of India’s 
Act East Policy. 

Over the years, India has made 
giant strides with regard to the ASEAN 
(Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations) and its related frameworks 
like the ARF (Asean Regional Forum) 
, EAS (East Asia Summit) and 
ADMM+ (ASEAN Defence 
Ministers’ Meeting Plus) and 
also with countries further 
East, including Japan, South 
Korea, Australia and the Pacific 

islands. This advance is commonly 
called as the Act Far East and has 
been extended to Russia and the far 
east. From a dialogue partner in 1996, 
India has graduated to a summit level 
partner in 2002, and to a Strategic 
Partner of ASEAN in 2012. Today, India 
is engaged in at least 30 high level 
dialogues in varied fields with ASEAN. 

India needs deeper economic 
integration with ASEAN and needs 
to engage it actively, since it is a 
grouping of USD 1.85 billion and 
possesses a GDP of USD 3.8 trillion. 
ASEAN has invested USD 68.91 billion 
between April 2000 to March 2018 
into India, and India has invested 

india is pushing for quick completion of the 
trilateral highway connecting the country 
with myanmar and thailand
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above: Vijay Thakur 
Singh (third from 

right), secretary (East) 
for the MEA, attends 

the 11th Mekong 
Ganga Cooperation 

Senior Officials’ 
Meeting in New Delhi 

recently

USD 36.67 billion in ASEAN between 2007 
and 2015. India and the rest of ASEAN  as 
well as the other five ASEAN  partners 
– China, Australia, New Zealand, South 
Korea and Japan - are involved in a modern, 
comprehensive, high quality, and mutually 
beneficial Regional Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership (RCEP). 

A key aspect of improving the economic 
relationship is improving connectivity 
– through land, sea, and air – between 
India and ASEAN . India would do well to 
speed up the construction of the trilateral 
highway that will connect India, Myanmar 
and Thailand, and will later expand into 
Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. A USD 1 
billion credit line has been announced by 

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi in 
2015 to enhance digital and infrastructure 
connectivity with ASEAN. The trilateral 
highway is expected to open in 2020 
and  efforts are on to put in place the soft 
infrastructure required for the successful 
opening.  Sea links are also vital between 
the eastern sea board of India, including 
ports of Ennore and Chennai to CMLV  
countries - Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar 
and Vietnam - and there is also a need to 
improve trans-shipment links with partner 
nations like Malaysia, Singapore, Indonesia 
and Thailand.  While flight connections 
from tier 1 and tier 2 cities in India are 
well established with Singapore, Thailand, 
Malaysia and now Indonesia, many 

india is also looking to partner asean in enhancing blue economy 
cooperation, including investing in the development of desalination 

technologies and harvesting bio diversity
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countries in Asia still lack direct links or 
have inadequate linkages with India. This 
is an impediment to tourism, as well as 
trade. India and ASEAN therefore, need to 
work towards an ASEAN-India air services 
agreement to benefit trade, investments 
and tourism.

India is also looking to partner ASEAN 
in enhancing blue economy cooperation, 
- investing in the development of 
desalination technologies, harvesting 
bio diversity and the search/excavation 
of marine minerals in the seas.  India is 
setting up coastal surveillance networks 
and constantly enhancing the capacity for 
shared Maritime Domain Awareness with 
its partners. India carries out maritime 
exercises with Singapore, Australia and 
the Indian navy also conducts the Milan 
(friendship) exercises with the navies 
of the Indian ocean region in Andaman 

•	 Prime Minister Narendra Modi arrived in 
Bangkok, the Thai capital, for a three-day 
visit on November 2.

•	 The Prime Minister highlighted the 
importance of ASEAN in India’s Act East 
Policy and underlined the need to intensify 
partnerships in areas like agriculture, 
science, IT, engineering and the network 
of universities with member nations. 

•	 ASEAN leaders referred to India as a 
long term friend, a dynamic partner and 
acknowledged India’s contribution in the 
region for peace and stability.

Eastern Partnerships  
india at the: 

16th India-ASEAN summit
14th East Asia Summit
3rd RCEP Summit

left: The Indian 
President Ram 
Nath Kovind and 
PM Narendra Modi 
with the leaders 
of  ASEAN member 
nations as chief 
guests during the 
celebrations for 
the Republic Day in 
New Delhi
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Bengal; and engages with the Mekong 
Ganga Cooperation group, to promote 
greater linkages between itself and 
the Indo-China sub-region. The Forum 
for India and the Pacific Island States 
(FIPIC) has been set up in 2014. India 
provides USD 200,000 each year on a 
roll over basis to each of the 14 island 
states who are members of FIPIC for 
developmental projects. 

A notable development in the 
region is the revival of the informal 
grouping of the Quad – comprising 
India, Japan, Australia, and the United 
States- to coordinate positions in 

the Indo Pacific region. 
PM Modi, at the Shangri-
La Dialogue ( an inter-
governmental security 
forum) in May 2018, called 
for a free, open and an 

and Nicobar islands. India has also set 
up a Green Fund with ASEAN, which 
can help in undertaking cooperative 
projects in climate impact mitigation. 
In 2016, the corpus of the fund meant 
for enhancing Science and Technology 
collaboration with ASEAN was 
enhanced by India to USD 5 million. 

Currently, India promotes the 
centrality and capability of ASEAN 
in the region; aims to strengthen 
BIMSTEC (Bay of Bengal Initiative 
for Multi-Sectoral Technical and 
Economic Cooperation) in order to 
promote cooperation in the Bay of 

the indian navy conducts friendly exercises 
with navies of the countries of the indian 

ocean region in andaman and nicobar islands

left: EAM S 
Jaishankar with the 
foreign ministers of 
member nations at 
the 10th Mekong-
Ganga Cooperation 
Ministerial Meeting 
in Bangkok (August 
2019) 
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inclusive Indo-Pacific, based on 
the rule of law. India can work with 
Quad countries on infrastructure 
projects by pooling resources. 
India could use its niche area of 
information technology to power 
customs and risk management. India 
and Japan could partner with other 
governments or the private sector 
to mitigate risk and shorten lead 
times in the region. In November 
2018, an infrastructure initiative in 
Australia worth AUD 2 billion aimed 
at the Pacific was also unveiled by 
the Australian government. It will use 
grant funding, combined with loans 
to support the development of high 
priority infrastructure projects.

In future, India will have to be 

a key aspect of improving the economic relationship is 
improving connectivity – through land, sea, and air –between 

india and asean

above: The  heads 
of state at the 35th 
ASEAN Summit in 

Bangkok, Thailand 
on  November 3

nimble and quick in completing its 
connectivity projects with ASEAN. 
The country will also have to 
develop strong defence, political, 
cultural, and socio-economic ties, 
and create interdependencies with 
countries of the region and keep 
its neighbourhood secure, its sea 
lanes of communication open, and 
ensure a stable and peaceful external 
environment for its own economic 
development. 

Ambassador Anil Wadhwa has served as 
Secretary (East) in the Ministry of External 
Affairs, and as the Indian ambassador to 
Poland, Oman, Thailand and Italy. He has also 
been posted to Indian missions in Hong Kong, 

China and Switzerland and worked for the Organisation for 
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) in The Hague.
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above: Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
meets Donald Trump, 
President of USA on the 
sidelines of 74th session 
of UNGA in New York on 
September 24

personal affinity; synergy on terror, economy and defence; and indian-americans serve as the 
common thread. former ambassador navtej sarna explains why the Houston leg was pivotal in 

making prime minister narendra modi’s visit to the usa (september 21-27) a resounding success   

have a problem
Houston, wE don’t

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
second visit to the United 
States during the Donald Trump 
administration got off to a dream 
start in Houston. The Howdy Modi 

extravaganza, attended by 50,000 Indian-
Americans, outshone the 2014 Madison 
Square Garden event both in scale and by 
virtue of Trump sharing the stage with Modi. 
The presence of Senators and Congressmen, 
including the House Majority Democrat leader 
Steny Hoyer, speaks to bipartisan support in 
the Congress for the India-US partnership. 
While the formal bilateral meeting on Tuesday 
will be the appropriate occasion for a serious 
discussion, Houston provides some important 
insights.

The most obvious takeaway from the 
event was the personal chemistry between 
the two leaders. This easy affinity had been 
evident during their first-ever meeting at 
the White House in June 2017, but appeared 
to wobble a bit after some disruptive Trump 
tweets on tariffs and remarks on the marginal 
Harley Davidson issue. Recent meetings in 
Osaka and Biarritz indicated a correction: 
The Houston event has converted that into a 
publicly demonstrated bond. Lavish personal 
praise, mutually expressed admiration for 
each other’s achievements, the body language 
throughout the event, and the political 

equivalent of a victory lap around the ecstatic 
stadium at the end said it all. Given Trump’s 
personality, this personal chemistry can prove 
to be a winning card.

The second alignment of views was on 
the issue of terrorism. A standing ovation 
greeted Trump’s statement against radical 
Islamic terror. The PM in turn made a thinly-
veiled strike at Pakistan as a sponsor of terror 
without naming the country; he underlined 
the common vulnerability with the US by 
referencing both 9/11 and 26/11. The Trump 
administration has, by and large, taken a 
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top: PM Modi interacts 
with members of 
the Indian diaspora 
in Houston on 
September 21

harder line on Pakistan’s sponsorship 
of terror despite some tactical rope 
given in exchange for cooperation on 
Afghanistan. Cooperation with India on 
counterterrorism has grown, as clear from 
fresh designations of terrorist organisations 
and favourable developments at the United 
Nations and Financial Action Task Force.

Both leaders spoke extensively about 
the two economies and the way ahead. 
The prime minister laid out his vision of 
India’s development including enhanced 
coverage in rural sanitation, rural 
connectivity and banking. Affordability of 
data and the removal of excess regulations 
had contributed to greater ease of doing 
business which made India an attractive 
FDI destination. He also spoke about the 
steps necessary to achieve a $5 trillion 
economy — more investment, enhanced 
infrastructure and increased exports. 
All this is important for America to 
hear. India as an economy with a 
bright future is a very positive part of 
the India story.

Trump talked up the six million 

jobs created during his tenure, the low 
unemployment and inflation rates, and 
his tax cuts. He praised investment by 
Indian companies in the US and the tens 
of thousands of American jobs created. 
India has repeatedly made this point since 
the Trump administration, extremely 
transactional on trade and investment, 
took office. To hear it from the US 
president would be sweet music to Indian 
officials and corporates.

Though trade issues would probably 
be reserved for the bilateral meeting, both 
leaders talked about a subset: Energy 
cooperation. The significance of the PM’s 
first engagement — with CEOs of 17 
energy majors — was not lost on Trump. 
He welcomed India’s purchase of oil and 
natural gas from the US and pushed for 
further increase, projecting the US as the 

us president donald trump recognised that 
india’s defence purchases now amount to usd 
18 billion with more deals in the pipeline 
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PM Modi receives 
the Goalkeepers 
Award from Bill 
Gates by the 
Bill-Melinda Gates 
foundation in New 
York during his 
visit to the USA on 
September 24

world’s number one producer of oil 
and gas. India has consistently argued 
that the annual purchase of $4.5 billion 
since 2017 will make a serious dent 
in the $ 24 billion trade deficit that 
worries Trump’s trade team. From our 
viewpoint, this straight purchase must 
deepen to mutual investment in the 
energy sector.

Trump’s references to defence 
and security cooperation are worth 
noting. He recognised that India’s 
defence purchases now amount to 
$18 billion and more deals are in the 
pipeline. Again, this recognition is 
welcome. Our increasing diversification 
is exactly India’s argument when 
faced with potential sanctions for 
purchase of the S-400 system from 
Russia. Growing interoperability 
between the two defence forces, 
so essential for cooperation in the 
Indo-Pacific, was also underlined by 
Trump with his reference to Tiger 
Triumph, the forthcoming first ever tri-
services exercise.

Last, and certainly most important 
for the Houston audience, Trump’s 
unstinting praise and support for the 

Indian-American community, even after 
discounting his electoral calculations, 
would have been heartwarming. Indian-
Americans were appreciated as hard-
working pioneers in medicine, business 
and technology, and a community 
that America was proud to call its 
own. A subterranean concern in the 
community regarding Trump’s tough 
line on immigration has periodically 
surfaced in the context of tightening 
of H1-B regulations or random hate 
crimes by white supremacists. The 
president’s remarks, in sharp contrast 
to his castigation of illegal immigrants, 
should set at rest these concerns.

The Indian delegation would have 
had good reason to be satisfied with 
the Houston leg as they move to New 
York for a packed five days.

PM Modi attended a combination of 
multilateral and bilateral meetings after 
his arrival in NY for the UNGA. Prime 
Minister attended three UN meetings: 
UN Summit on Climate Change, Universal 
Health Coverage and Leader’s Dialogue 
on Strategic Response to Terrorists and 
Violent Extremists.  PM Modi’s speeches 
at all three UN multilaterals were received 
with great interest and India’s rising 
stature both as a democracy and a major 
influencer in the world were evident at 
all three events. During the day, Prime 
Minister Modi also held six bilateral 
meetings with the Emir of Qatar, President 
of Niger, Prime Minister of Italy, Executive 
Director of UNICEF, President of Namibia 
and President of Maldives.

On the second day of his visit to NY the 
PM started off with a bilateral meeting 
with the US President, followed by an 
India-Pacific Leader’s Meeting. PM Modi 
also attended the ‘Gandhi at 150’ event at 
the UN Complex. The India funded USD 
1 million solar roof-top panels at the UN 
Complex were launched to commemorate 
Mahatma Gandhi’s 150th birth anniversary 
in addition to two other launches,  a 
remote inauguration of the Gandhi Peace 
Garden at the State University of New York 
Campus at Old Westbury where 150 trees 
have been planted in honor of Gandhiji’s 
150th birth anniversary and the release of 
a UN postage stamp on Gandhi ji. Later in 
the evening, the Indian PM was awarded 
the ‘Global Goalkeeper’s’ award by the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation at the 
Lincoln Center of the Performing Arts 
for his leadership in the Swachh Bharat 
Abhiyan. 

The Prime Minister also delivered 
the keynote address at the opening 
plenary session of the Bloomberg Global 
Business Forum. This was followed by 
an investment round table meeting with 
CEOs of organised by the Government of 
India and Invest India which was attended 
by 40 major American companies.

On 27th September, the Prime Minister 
addressed the UN General Assembly 
where he highlighted his government’s 
various developmental policies and India’s 
firm commitment to climate change 
initiatives and world peace.

Takeaways 
from New York 

Inputs/information sourced from the September 23, 2019, 
edition of Hindustan Times

Navtej Singh Sarna has led the Indian 
diplomatic missions as the Indian High 
Commisoner/ambassador to the UK, Israel 
and the USA. He has written several books 

and has contributed extensively to numerous to journals and 
newspapers in India and abroad.
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After a decisive victory in the general elections and assuming 
office on 16th May, the Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi 
made a State visit to Bhutan on August 17-18, at the invitation of 
his Bhutanese counterpart, Dr Lotay Tshering. The Indian PM was 
greeted by the Bhutanese PM along with Cabinet members with 
a ceremonial Guard of Honour at Paro. The King and Queen of 
Bhutan also held a luncheon in honour of the Indian PM. 

indo-bhutan ties: furthering a  
Privileged friendshiP

above: The Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi with the Bhutanese Prime Minister Dr Lotay Tshering during the 
former’s state visit to Bhutan in August

prime minister narendra modi’s international visits have reaffirmed the 
government’s position on mutually beneficial international cooperation. we look at 

the highlights of his recent visits

friendships
transcEnding

•	 Innauguration of the 720 MW 
Mangdechhu Hydroelectric 
plant, the addition of which 
has taken the jointly created 
generation capacity of Bhutan 
over the 2000 MW mark 

•	 Launch of the Indian RuPay 
cards in Bhutan to ease 
the need to carry cash by 
travellers, in addition to 
strengthening the Bhutanese 
economy. In the next 
phase, Bhutanese banks 
will issue RuPay Cards to 
further integrate the Indian 
and Bhutanese economies 
and undertake a special 
feasibility study for BHIM 
(Bharat Interface for Money) 
app in Bhutan for cashless 
transactions. 

•	 MoUs were signed during 
the visit in various sectors 
including knowledge 
networks, educational and 
judicial institutions, among 
others. 

•	 On the occasion of 
inauguration of the Ground 
Earth Station for the SAS 
(South Asia Satellite) in 
Bhutan built with assistance 
from ISRO, PM Modi offered 
Bhutan additional bandwidth 
for its requirements, 
thereby reaffirming Indian 
commitment to Bhutan’s 
holistic growth. 

Highlights
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The Indian Prime Minister with Emmanuel Macron President of France during his visit to France on August 22

franCe 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited France for an 
official visit for a bilateral summit on August 22-23 
in Paris and to participate in the G7 Summit held at 
Biarritz on August 25-26. 

During the G7 Summit, Prime Minister spoke at 
length in Sessions on environment, climate, and 
digital transformation and held various bilateral 
meetings with other participating nations. 

During his bilateral visit, PM Modi held talks 
with the French President Emmanuel Macron and 
French Prime Minister Edouard 
Philippe. In a discussion 
with President Macron that 
lasted around an hour and a 
half, numerous bilateral and 
international issues were 
discussed including Indo-

three-nation tour

during the G7 summit, pm modi spoke at length 
during several sessions and also held various 
bilateral meetings with the leaders of other 
participating nations



 |  17  | 

above: PM Modi at the dedicated 
session of the G-7 Summit on 

‘Biodiversity, Oceans and Climate’ 
in France on August 26;

right: PM Modi meets King 
Hamad Bin Isa Al Khalifa, King of 

Bahrain at the Al Gudaibiya Palace 
in Manama, Bahrain on August 24

French cooperation in the Indo-Pacific 
region, cyber-security, artificial intelligence, 
defence, and civil nuclear cooperation.

PM Modi also inaugurated the Memorial 
for the Indian victims of the Air India crashes 
at Nid D’Aigle before leaving for the second 
leg of his tour.

united arab emirates
PM Modi arrived in the UAE on August 23 for 
the second leg of his three nation tour. 

He held bilateral talks with the Crown 
Prince, Sheikh Mohammad bin Zayed al-
Nahyan of Abu Dhabi at the Royal Palace 
where he was earlier given a ceremonial 
welcome. The Indian PM ceremoniously 
launched the RuPay Card, for the first 
time in the Middle East. During his visit 
to the Emirates, Prime Minister Modi was 

awarded the Order of Zayed, the highest 
civil decoration of the UAE ‘in recognition 
of the distinguished leadership-for giving a 
big boost to bilateral relations between the 
two countries.’ 

bahrain
PM Modi arrived in Bahrain on August 25 as 
part of the third leg of his three-nation tour, 
thereby becoming the first Indian Prime 
Minister to visit the Kingdom of Bahrain. 
The Indian PM was accorded a ceremonial 
welcome and delegate level talks were 
held with his counterpart Prince Khalifa bin 
Salman Al Khalifa. 

During this visit an MoU was signed 
between ISRO and its Bahraini counterpart, 
‘to assist in building the CubeSat, establishing 
ground station, data sharing and training.’ 
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above: PM Modi 
and Vladimir Putin, 
the President of 
Russia enjoying a 
light moment at the 
Zvezda Shipbuilding 
plant during his visit 
to Vladivostok in 
September

A graduate of Columbia University 
and London School of Economics, 
Patanjali Pundit is a historian, writer and 
entrepreneur.

a boat ride in VladiVoStok
As the Chief Guest of the Eastern 
Economic Forum, PM Modi arrived in 
Russia on the morning September 4 for 
a 36 hour visit and took part in the 20th 
annual India-Russia Summit. Landing in 
Vladivostok, he became the first Indian 
Prime Minister to visit the administrative 
centre of the Far Eastern Federal District 
in Russia. In a special gesture, the 
Russian President Vladimir Putin took 
the PM on a boat to the new shipyard at 
Zvezda. The two leaders spent more than 
two hours discussing the bilateral issues 
and India’s increasing commitment in 
the Russian Far-East as a springboard to 
the North-East Asian region.

The Indian Prime Minister also 
held bilaterals with the three visiting 
dignitaries, the Prime Minister of Japan, 
the President of Mongolia and the Prime 

Minister of Malaysia before addressing 
the plenary session of the 5th Eastern 
Economic Forum. The Vladivostok visit 
holds significance as it is a testimony to 
Indo-Russian relationship reaching new 
heights of cooperation through trust and 
partnership. 

Several MoUs were signed during 
the Prime Minister’s visit which included 
five MoUs to boost the economic sector,  
four in the energy sector and two in the 
infrastructure sector. Additionally, one 
MoU was also signed between the two 
governments to boost defence as well as 
cultural ties. 
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the Indian Vice President 
M Venkaiah Naidu arrived 
in Lithuania on August 17 
and was extended a very 
warm welcome. He called 

upon the Lithuanian President Gitanas 
Nausėda and congratulated him for his 
election. He held extensive discussions 
with President Nausėda where the 
two agreed to enhance cooperation in 
areas of agriculture, food processing, 
information and financial technology. 
He later met with the Lithuanian 
PM Saulius Skvernelis and Viktoras 
Pranckietis, the speaker of the Seimas 
(unicameral parliament of Lithuania) 

to discuss parliamentary proceedings 
and processes in his capacity as the ex-
officio chairman of the Rajya Sabha. He 
also addressed members of the Indian 
community in Lithuania and urged 
them to strengthen economic and 
cultural ties between the two nations. 

latvia 
The Indian VP arrived in Latvia for the 
second leg of his visit to the Baltic 
region on August 19. This was the 
first high-level meeting since the 
establishment of diplomatic relations 
between the two countries in the early 
1990s. He was extended a ceremonial 

welcome and had meetings with the 
President of Latvia, Eglis Levits, the 
Prime Minister Krisjanis Karins and 
Inese Libina-Egnere, the Acting Speaker 
of the Saeima(Latvian parliament). 

estonia 
For the third and final leg of his visit, 
the Indian VP arrived in Estonia on 
August 20 where he met the Estonian 
President Kersti Kaljulaid and held 
discussions on regional, multilateral 
and bilateral issues. Discussions on 
cooperation on trade, commerce, IT, 
e-governance, cyber security and 
education were also amongst the 
highlights of the VP’s visit. Before 
the conclusion of his five-day visit to 
the Baltic nations, he also extended 
an invitation to Estonia to attend the 
forthcoming India-Europe 29 Business 
forum in New Delhi. 

left: The Vice 
President departs 
from Vilnius, the 
Lithuanian capital 
after the successful 
completion of the 
first leg of his visit

the baltic connection 
the indian vice president m venkaiah naidu embarked on a three-day visit to the baltic nations 

of Lithuania, Latvia and estonia from august 17-21 Lithuania 

vp naidu interacted with the members of the indian 
community in Latvia and unveiled a bust of Gandhiji 

at the national Library of Latvia
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above: A group photo of foreign ministers of ASEAN member Nations at 
ASEAN-India Ministerial meeting in Thailand on August 1

bottom: Dr S Jaishankar, the Indian external affairs minister, at BRICS foreign 
ministers meeting on the sidelines of the UNGA summit on September 26

forming new accords
highlights of the asean-india 
ministerial meeting 
The External Affairs Minister for India 
Dr S Jaishankar co-chaired the ASEAN-
India Ministerial Meeting with Don 
Pramudwinai, the minister of foreign 
affairs of Thailand

During the meeting, it was noted that 
following the implementation of the PoA 
(Plan of Action) for 2016-2020, a new PoA 
should be finalised by the next year.

Regional and global issues were also 
discussed including the convergence 
between ASEAN and India’s view on the 
Indo-Pacific region. Moreover, the meeting 
welcomed the expansion of connectivity 
between ASEAN member states and India 
through the India-Myanmar-Thailand 
trilateral highway and the Kaladan Multi-
Modal Transit Transport Project    

briCs ministerial meeting 
Dr S Jaishankar, the external affairs 
minister for India participated in the BRICS 
Ministerial meeting on the sidelines of the 
74th session of UNGA (UNGA74) in New 
York on September 26. 

The meeting was chaired by the 
Russian Federation in its capacity as the 
incoming chair for the BRICS meeting 
in 2020. The ministers welcomed the 
opportunity and reaffirmed their belief in 
the UN while agreeing to make sustained 
efforts towards making it more effective 
and efficient in implementing the mandate 
of the BRICS association. 

The ministers also agreed to work 
towards political, economic, financial and 
sustainable development spheres, as well 
as on intra-BRICS activities within the 
mandates issued at the UNGA74.
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Clockwise from top right: The Indian External Affairs Minister Dr S 
Jaishankar calls on Mateusz Morawiecki, Prime Minister of Poland in Warsaw 
on August 29; The EAM meets Luigi Di Maio, foreign minister of Italy on the 
sidelines of the UNGA in New York on September 25; The EAM with Mukhtar 
Tileuberdi, foreign minister of Kazakhstan at the UNGA; The Indian EAM S 
Jaishankar delivers his Speech at HT Leadership Summit in Singapore on 
September 6; The EAM meets Marcel Amon-Tanoh, foreign minister of Cote 
d’Ivoire on the sidelines of 74th session of UNGA in New York on September 
23; Indian External Affairs Minister Dr Jaishankar meets Abdulla Shahid, the 
foreign minister of Maldives in Male on September 03; The EAM meets Don 
Pramudwinai, minister of foreign affairs of Thailand in Bangkok on August 1 
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with a busy schedule of international visits aimed at improving diplomatic relations, 
indian external affairs minister s Jaishankar arrived in beijing for the 2nd india – china 
High Level mechanism on cultural and people-to-people exchanges in august. former 
ambassador Gautam bambawale explains why this visit is of utmost importance to india

relationship
an imPortant
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India’s External 
Affairs Minister Dr S 

Jaishankar and Wang 
Yi, Foreign Minister of 
China, hold a bilateral 

meeting in Beijing

the external affairs minister for 
India Dr S Jaishankar, arrived 
in Beijing, China on August 11 
for a three-day visit (August 
11-13). The second day of 

the visit (August 12) was its focal point, 
when the EAM first called on Chinese 
Vice President Wang Qishan, then had 
discussions with the State Councillor and 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi, co-chaired 
the second India – China High Level 
Mechanism on Cultural and People-to-
People Exchanges and delivered a keynote 
address at the fourth India – China 
Media Forum. 

the global outlook
The Chinese Vice President Wang 
Qishan and the Indian EAM discussed 
global developments including the rise 
in multi-polarity throughout the world, 
particularly with the increasing number 
of developing countries. They also spoke 
to each other about the stability that is 
induced in the South-Asiatic region with 
regard to the India-China relations in a 
fast changing international environment. 
In this regard, the Wuhan Informal 
Summit between Prime Minister Modi 
and President Xi Jinping in April 2018 had 
made a major contribution to imparting 
stability and balance to this important 
bilateral relationship. 
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above: The 
Indian EAM 

meets Chinese 
VP Wang Qishan 
at Zhongnanhai 

in Beijing

strengthening ties
In their meeting, the two foreign ministers 
began their conversation from the consensus 
in bilateral relations that differences should 
not be allowed to become disputes and that 
both sides should be sensitive to the concerns 
of the other. In this light they discussed the 
historic Wuhan Informal Summit having 
imparted a positive direction to the bilateral 
relations between India and China. They made 
preparations for the second Informal Summit 
held in Mamallapuram, Chennai (October 
11-12, 2019). They also discussed how the two 
nations would celebrate the 70th Anniversary 
of the establishment of diplomatic relations 
in 2020 with 70 events spread over the year in 
both countries. 

Both these events are likely to be 
monumental towards enhancing India – 
China ties and would provide further depth, 
ballast and energy to them. The Informal 
Summit format is an innovation to diplomatic 
practices contributed by the two countries. 
At the first Summit in Wuhan, the two 
leaders had ensured that the Indo-Chinese 
border regions remained peaceful which is an 
essential prerequisite for enhanced bilateral 
engagement. The leaders from both countries 
had also engaged in strategic communication 
at Wuhan and continued the same at the 
second Informal Summit this year. 
The Chinese Foreign Minister Wang also 
brought up developments pertaining to the 
Jammu and Kashmir region and the legislation 



 |  25  | 

left:  Chinese Foreign 
Minister Wang Yi (right) 
shakes hands with the 
Indian foreign minister 
on the sidelines of the 
74th Session of the 
United Nations General 
Assembly in September

bottom: The EAM 
during the bilateral 
meeting in Beijing 

passed recently by India’s 
Parliament in this matter. Dr 
Jaishankar conveyed to his 
Chinese counterpart that 
Article 370 of the Indian 
Constitution had been a 

temporary provision and had now 
been revoked. A move that was aimed 
at spreading growth, development and 
progress achieved across the country 
to these parts of India as well. He also 
highlighted that this was purely an 
internal or domestic matter for India 
which has no implications for the 
external boundaries of our country or 
for the Line of Actual Control (LAC).

the road forWard
The decision to establish a High 
Level Mechanism on Cultural and 

the indian eam and foreign minister for china 
agreed on 100 additional activities to further 

strengthen people-to-people ties
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People-to-People Exchanges between 
India and China was agreed upon at the 
first Informal summit in Wuhan as it was 
felt by both leaders that this is a relatively 
weak link in the bilateral relationship which 
needed boosting. The first meeting of this 
mechanism had taken place in December 
2018 at New Delhi when former EAM 
Sushma Swaraj had co-chaired it with 
Minister Wang. This was an excellent start 
that was built upon at the second meeting 
in Beijing. It is possible and highly likely for 
India to increase significantly, the number of 

Chinese tourists visiting our country 
if India can embark on a sustained, 
regular and well-focused campaign 
to market “Incredible India” in China. 
Each year, 150 million Chinese tourists 
visit foreign countries and it is a very 

real possibility to attract 1 per cent of this 
number or 1.5 million Chinese tourists to 
India if we were to advertise our country 
systematically and effectively. 
The Government of India has recently 
launched a ‘Study in India’ programme 
aimed mainly at Asian and African students. 
If India can market its university education 
particularly in Computers and Information 
Technology, a significant number of Chinese 
students can be enlisted to study in India. 
Just as Bollywood has recently made an 
impact in the Chinese market with the 

External Affairs 
Minister Dr S 

Jaishankar meets 
Wang Qishan, 

the vice president 
of China at 

Zhongnanha

the informal summit format is a creative  
and innovative addition to diplomatic 

practice contributed by india and china
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above (Top to Bottom):  
EAM Dr S Jaishankar 

speaking to the Xinhua 
News Agency on the India-
China bilateral relationship 

during his visit to China; 
Dr. Huiyao Wang, Founder 

and President, Centre For 
China and Globalization 

(CCG), Professor Jean-
Pierre Cabestan, Professor, 

Department of Government 
and International Studies, 

Hong Kong Baptist University 
and S Jaishankar, the External 

affairs minister of India 
during a leadership summit 

in New Delhi

success of Indian films such as Dangal, 
Baahubali and Hindi Medium, an 
increase in the number of Chinese 
tourists and students in India can help 
build more trust and understanding 
between residents of the two nations. 
The ministers also agreed on an 
additional 100 activities to further 
strengthen people-to-people ties. 
The media plays an extremely 
important role in fashioning narratives 
and impressions in people’s minds 
and is, therefore, an important tool 
for creating the right climate for 

•	 Promoting exchanges for 
preservation of intangible cultural 
heritage and management of 
archaeological sites

•	 Cooperation in the field of 
traditional medicine

•	 Promoting exchanges in sports 
between the two countries

•	 Cooperation in Museum 
Management between Hubei 
Provincial Museum, Wuhan and 
National Museum, New Delhi

Four for friendship 
(MoUs signed)

diplomatic relations. Hence, the 4th 
High Level Media Forum which took 
place during the Indian EAM’s visit 
was of great significance. The media 
teams from each country were able 
to interact in a candid, forthright and 
open manner with each other.  
Overall, the EAM’s visit to China was 
not only comprehensive and timely 
but also built on the consensus to 
move the relationship between these 
two Asian giants to one of stability, 
predictability and sustainability. The 
objectives for the visit were met 
completely. 

Gautam Bambawale was India’s ambassador 
to Bhutan, Pakistan and China. He was 
present at Wuhan in the capacity of Indian 

ambassador to China. He is currently  a distinguished professor at 
the Symbiosis International University, Pune. The views expressed  
in this article are his own
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A panoramic view of 
the fully integrated 
PSLV-C32 with  
IRNSS-1F being moved 
to its launch pad

india asserts  self-reliance!
armEd witH navic,
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india asserts  self-reliance!
developments in india’s airspace has not only proved 

the country’s mettle in scientific research but has 
also ensured the nation a place at par with some of 

the most powerful in the world

BY Gajanan KherGamKer soon you will not be checking 
GPS (Global Positioning 
System) in your smart phone 
or car! Instead, you will be 
using an indigenous version of 

the same developed by the Indian Space 
Research Organisation (ISRO). 

Global standards body 3GPP, which 
develops protocols for mobiles, has 
recently approved India’s regional 
navigational system NavIC (navigation 
with indian constellation) for commercial 
use by international and domestic mobile 
device makers. 

While today ISRO rejoices this 
achievement, the story of NavIC started 
in 1999, when Pakistani troops positioned 
themselves in Kargil. The Indian military 
sought satellite data of the region from 
the US-owned Global Positioning System 
(GPS). The navigation system would have 
provided vital information about the 
situation on the Indo-Pak border but India 
was denied the data. This made the nation 
realise the need to have its own home-
grown indigenous satellite navigation 
system.

Then, on July 1, 2013, India launched 
IRNSS-1A, the first satellite in the Indian 
Regional Navigation Satellite System 
(IRNSS) followed by a series of satellites 
over the next six years till finally IRNSS-1L 
launched on April 12, 2018, completing 
the constellation of nine functional 
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satellites to provide foolproof satellite-based 
navigation signals. 

It was following the successful launch 
of navigation satellite IRNSS-1G on April 28, 
2016, that Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
named the new system ‘NavIC’ (boatman 
in Hindi) dedicating it to the people of the 
country and said SAARC countries can also 
take advantage of its services. PM Modi 
expanded ‘NavIC’ as ‘Navigation with Indian 
Constellation’. With the launch India joined 
the elite league of nations like the US, China 
and Russia, and the European Union to own a 
satellite-based navigation system.   

But the journey wasn’t smooth. Three 
atomic clocks on-board INRSS-1A to be used 
for precise coordination and to account for 
the effects of general relativity, failed. To 
replace it and complete the constellation of 
seven satellites, the IRNSS-1H was launched 
on August 31, 2017. This was the Indian 
Space Research Organisation’s (ISRO) eighth 
navigation satellite and the first of its kind 
in the country to be built by the private 
sector and supervised by the space research 
organisation. However, the satellite was 
not able to complete the fourth stage of its 
orbital placement. 

But that did not, in any way, mar ISRO’s 
spirit. Living up to its reputation, it pooled 
in all its resources and within eight months, 
launched IRNSS-1L on April 12, 2018, 
completing the NavIC constellation of eight 
satellites. The 1,425-kg satellite was made by 
Bengaluru-based Alpha Design Technologies 
in collaboration with ISRO and is the second 
satellite to be actively built by the private 
industry.

top: Hoisting of the PSLV-C32 (II-stage) 
during vehicle integration;

left: The PSLV-C19 during the launch
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NavIC, built indigenously, is aimed 
at aiding terrestrial, aerial and marine 
navigation, vehicle tracking and fleet 
management, disaster management, 
mapping and geodetic data capture, and 
visual and voice navigation for drivers. Also 
capable of being integrated with mobile 
phones, NavIC is all set to be the perfect 
navigation tool for hikers and travellers 
across India. A restricted service providing 
enhanced access will be used by the 
military for missile delivery and navigation 
and tracking of aircraft. 

Interestingly, compared to the American 
system, NavIC covers only India, the Indian 
Ocean and its surroundings, and is, thus, 
considered to be more accurate. It will 
provide standard positioning service to 
all users with a position accuracy of five 
metre. The GPS, on the other hand, has a 
position accuracy of 20 -30 m.

India’s NavIC uses dual frequency (S and 
L bands). When low frequency signal travels 
through atmosphere, its velocity fluctuates 
due to atmospheric disturbances. India 

measures the difference in delay 
of dual frequency and can assess 
the actual delay. NavIC, therefore, 
is not dependent on any model 
to find the frequency error and 
hence more efficient than GPS.

Along with NavIC,  the country’s space 
agency is also working on the GPS Aided 
Geo Augmented Navigation (GAGAN) 
project as a Satellite Based Augmentation 
System (SBAS) for the Indian airspace. If 
that isn’t ambitious enough, India has also 
initiated the process to develop the Global 
Indian Navigation System (GINS), which, 
according to ISRO, is an independent 
regional navigation satellite system being 
developed by India to provide accurate 
position information service to users in 
India as well as the region extending up 
to 1,500 km from its boundary. This, when 
implemented, will catapult the nation 
onto an all-powerful platform at par with 
some of the most powerful countries in the 
world. India has surely arrived and is all set 
to rule, even in space - the final frontier!

above (left): India’s 
integral navigational 

satellite being fitted and 
checked with its solar 

panels extended

facing page : The 
Indian Space Research 

Organisation (ISRO) 
inaugurated the Satellite 

Navigation Centre 
for Indian Regional 

Navigational Satellite 
System at the IDSN 
(Indian Deep Space 

Network) facility

the prime minister named the new system 
‘navic’ (boatman) and said saarc countries 

can also take advantage of its services

Gajanan Khergamker is an Editor, Solicitor 
and Documentary Film-maker heading 
think-tank DraftCraft International. He is the 

Founder Editor of The Draft. He writes across borders on law, 
diplomacy, Public policy and international affairs. 
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in the 21st century, despite advances in sea, air and rail transport, roads 
remain can be called the nerve centre of the indian economy. the national 
Highways development projects(nHdp) are being implemented by the 
national Highways authority of india (nHai) over seven phases. as the 
largest development project in the country since 2000, more than 49,260 km 
of the roads are being upgraded to match international standards

Highways
to succEss

BY Patanjali Pundit
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The six-laned 
Mumbai-Pune 

Expressway near 
Pune during 

monsoon

Human history abounds with examples 
of human migration involving transport 
of men and materials from time 
immemorial pointing to the importance 
of means of transport. In India, the 

same importance falls upon the 115,400-km-long 
(approximately) network of National Highways.

fuelling develoPment
Planning new and upgrading existing roadways is 
crucial to a growing economy like India, especially 
in relation to policies like ‘Make in India’ as road 
transportation accounts for 65 per cent of freight 
movement and 80 per cent of passenger traffic in 
India. India’s National Highways actually constitute 
only 1.7 per cent of the country’s vast road network, 
yet, are responsible for carrying more than 40 per 
cent of the total traffic volume. By comparison, 
highways constitute 5 per cent of the road network in 
Brazil, Japan, and the United States and 13 per cent in 
Korea and the United Kingdom. 
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The Golden Quadrilateral (GQ), the largest 
highway project in India and fifth in the world, 
connects India’s four major metropolises in 
the four cardinal directions: Delhi (North), 
Chennai (South), Kolkata (East) and Mumbai 
(West).  Planned under the NHDP, it was 
inaugurated in 2001 and finished in 2012, 
it passes through the 13 states of Andhra 
Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Haryana, Jharkhand, 
Karnataka, Maharashtra, New Delhi, Odisha, 
Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh and 
West Bengal. The GQ plays an important 
linkage in the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial 
Corridor (DMIC). The states under DMIC 
constitutes 41 per cent of National Highway 
network in the country including the 213 
km expressway between Delhi-Haryana 
and Ahmedabad-Vadodara on NH-8 and 
Mumbai-Pune Expressway in Maharashtra. 
A study conducted in 2014 by scholars at 
Harvard on the Golden Quadrilateral’s impact 
estimates around 43 per cent increase in 
total manufacturing (formal/organised 
sector) along the Golden Quadrilateral can be 
attributed to the project since 2001. 

The Indian road network  has become 
one of the largest in the world with the total 
length of the roads increasing from around 
four lakh (0.399 million) km in the middle of 
the 20th century touching about 50 lakh (4.70 
million in total) km by 2015. There has been an 
exponential growth in the rate at which the 
length of India’s National Highways network 
is increasing - from 24,000 km (1947-69) to 
96,214 km (2015). 

nhdP- the Prologue to 
develoPment
In India, a direct contributor to the staggering 
growth in road infrastructure has been the 
National Highway Development Project 
(NHDP). Started in 1998, the project aims 
to upgrade, rehabilitate and widen major 
highways in India in order to meet it’s 
transportation needs and boost economic 
development in the country. The project was 
managed by the National Highways Authority 
of India (NHAI) under the suzerainty of the 
Ministry of Road, Transport and Highways 
(MoRTH). 

Motorcycle travellers ride on NH5, the National Highway from Punjab to the Sino-Indian border in Himachal Pradesh
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economic Corridors

44 corridors: 
~26,200 km 
connecting  
economically 
important nodes

inter-Corridor routes

66 inter corridor 
routes: ~8,400 km of 
inter corridor routes 
connecting economic 
corridors

feeder Corridors

116 Feeder routes: 
~7,600 km of 
Shorter feeder 
routes for first / last 
mile connectivity

Economic Corridors
Inter Corridor
Feeder routes

The network of ~42,000 km of Corridors

players willing to invest in automobiles, textile 
and agro-tech sectors under the Yamuna 
Expressway Industrial Development Authority.

the indian garland
In October 2017, the government cleared 
the Bharatmala Pariyojna (Indian Garland 
Project), a centrally-sponsored umbrella 
road infrastructure project that subsumes all 
highway projects including the NHDP. With 
an estimated 83,677 km of road construction 
and an investment of INR 6,92,324 crores 
(USD 96 billion) from 2017-2022, it is one of 
the largest outlays for a road infrastructure 
project. Bharatmala Pariyojna aims to connect 
550 District Headquarters through four-lane 
highways by raising the number of corridors 
and move 80 per cent freight traffic to 
National Highways by interconnecting 24 
logistics parks, 66 inter-corridors (IC), 116 
feeder routes (FR) and 7 Northeast multi-
modal waterway ports. The project seeks 
to improve connectivity, particularly on 
economic corridors, border areas and far 
flung areas with the aim of quicker movement 
of cargo and boosting exports. The project, 
as per the estimates, is expected to create 
nearly 100 million man days of jobs during 
construction activities and subsequently 
22 million jobs as a result of the increased 
economic activity across the country. 

beYond borders
The once ‘Look East’ policy has now become 
Act East policy with a sizeable transport 
connectivity aspect as its component. South 

india’s vision for roads is not 
limited to domestic territory, india 
now seeks to improve connectivity, 
especially east asia

eXPressWaYs to groWth
More recent additions to the Indian Highway 
network are the Yamuna and Taj Expressways. 
The 165-km-long six-lane Yamuna expressway 
opened up in 2012 and has considerably 
reduced the travel time between the National 
Capital Region (NCR) and Agra. It further 
connects to the 302-km-long Agra-Lucknow 
or the Taj Expressway, the longest in India. 
Not unlike the Mumbai-Pune Expressway, ever 
since their commencement, the Yamuna-Taj 
region has seen an uptick in investment with 
the whole stretch along the Yamuna Expressway 
bustling with real estate activity. Another 
example which resonates the success of this 
upgradation is the huge interest from major 
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NHDP-I: GOLDEN QUADRILATERAL
NHDP-II:  NS-EW CORRIDORS
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tHE goldEn quadril atEr al
Started in 1999, the project was aimed at connecting the 
major industrial hubs in Kolkata, Mumbai, Chennai and 
Delhi. The project was completed in 2012 and connected 
13 Indian states with an approximate length of  5800 km

ns-Ew corridor
The North-South-East-West corridor runs the length 
and breadth of the country connecting Srinagar, 
Kanyakumari, Porbandar and Silchar, is one of the 
largest ongoing National Highway project

kanyakumari

mumbai

Chennai

porbandar

nagpur

Salem
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and Southeast Asian nations account for 
more than 40  per cent of India’s trade. 
India, a signatory to the Asian Highway 
Network Agreement signed in 2003, is 
home to more than 27,000 kms of the 
planned road network. Over the past few 
years, India has actively taken up numerous 
connectivity improvement projects with 
its immediate neighbours as well. The IMT 
(India–Myanmar–Thailand) Trilateral Highway 
or the East-West Economic Corridor is 3,200 
km long, connecting Moreh, India (Manipur) 
with Mae Sot, Thailand, via Myanmar. 
With less than 400 km in its final stages of 
completion, the route is expected to boost 
trade and commerce in the ASEAN–India 
Free Trade Area, as well as with the rest of 
Southeast Asia. India and ASEAN plan to 

extend this route to Laos, Cambodia 
and Vietnam. Estimates suggest 
that by 2025, this connectivity 
will generate USD 70 billion in 
incremental GDP annually and 20 
million in incremental aggregate 
employment.

If India wants to be a USD 20 trillion 
economy, then the focus on infrastructural 
development must not be lost. The 
Indian government’s dedication towards 
infrastructure development, specifically 
road related infrastructure, has been a 
resounding success over the last decade. 
This change has fuelled massive strides 
towards the development of India’s economy, 
by providing robust solutions to logistical 
bottlenecks and making travelling easier and 
more comfortable for the average Indian. 

there is huge interest amongst major players 
willing to invest in industrial growth for 
sections under the yamuna expressway 

industrial development authority

A graduate of Columbia University and London 
School of Economics, Patanjali Pundit is a 
historian, writer and entrepreneur.

A truck on the 
highway in  the 
Himalayas near 

Tanglang la Pass 
- a Himalayan 

mountain pass 
on the Leh-

Manali highway
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the stars
from a paraplegic swimmer to a hearing-impaired golfer, and from 
a blade runner to a bilateral amputee, who is also a disability rights 
activist, we bring you four stories of courage and grit

sHooting For

BY ishita Goel

it is not our abilities that define who 
we are but the choices we make. 
When adversity strikes ordinary lives – 
some choose to give up their dreams, 
while others look at the challenges 

as stepping stones to reach for the stars 
and fly higher. We delve into the stories of 
four such achievers who have overcome 
the difficulties life has thrown at them, set 
inspiring examples in their respective fields 
and proved that every disability brings a 
different kind  
of ability.

give uP, “giving uP”
A Kargil war veteran, India’s first blade 
runner, a motivational speaker and 
National Award winner – Major DP Singh 
has scripted an incredible story of grit and 
courage. On a fateful day during the Kargil 
war (1999), he fell into the radius of an 
exploding bomb. When he was told that his 
leg was affected by gangrene and 
needed to be amputated, he saw it 
as a challenge. “I wanted to see how 
people with one leg live. I believe 
that God only tests those who he 
feels are strong and determined 

enough to not only overcome the obstacle 
but emerge victorious,” says Major Singh. 

It took Singh about 10 years to start 
running and he never looked back. He has 
completed completed 26 half marathons 
(including 3 on high altitude) successfully 
and  holds several motivational seminars 
to guide young adults. Infact, in 2015 when 
there was a surge in suicide cases amongst 
students in Kota, Rajasthan, Singh was 
actively involved in holding sessions to 
guide them. “When I run, I feel the jarring 
impact of my blade on the ground from hip 
to head. I run for the sheer exhilaration of 
it, but when I finally stop, I’m bruised all 
over…”. Today Singh talks proudly about 
his four records listed in the Limca Book 
of Records, including one for being the 
first blade runner to run in high altitudes. 
In March 2019, he became the first Indian 
battle casualty veteran to skydive, under 
the training of the Indian Army

after encouraging wins in state and 
national championships, shams alam 
shaikh finally made it to the asian Games
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Major DP Singh during 
one of his rigorous train-
ing sessions to be  in the 

best possible shape for 
competitive marathons 
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a sPortsman bY sPirit
As hundreds of cameras rolled and thousands 
of people from over 43 countries watched, 
Shams Alam Shaikh, a paraplegic swimmer, 
waded his way to success by qualifying for the 
Asian Games 2018, in Jakarta.

The scenario is hard to imagine when 
you rewind to eight years ago, when he was 
recuperating at the Paraplegic Rehabilitation 
Centre, in Mumbai. “In 2010, I was detected 
with spinal tumour, which left me wheelchair-
bound and put an end to my dreams of 
becoming an international karate champion, 
for which I had trained for most of my life.”

“However, as my mother used to say, 
when one door closes, another opens. At the 
rehabilitation centre, I met Rajaram Ghag, a 

differently-abled Indian who had crossed the 
English Channel by swimming solo in 1988. 
“I was amazed that a person in a wheelchair 
could do so. This brought a ray of hope in my 
heart,” he says. 

From that day onwards started Shaikh’s 
journey of training in swimming. After 
encouraging wins in state and national 
championships, he finally made it to the 
Asian Games. He holds the record of the 
longest open sea swim by a paraplegic person. 

Shams Alam Shaikh 
showcasing his 
medals; The swimmer 
during one his 
attempt at the longest 
open sea swim by a 
paraplegic individuals 
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Today, Shaikh is an inspiration for many 
as he travels the world motivating and 
empowering the differently-abled 
through sports.

the sWing of faith
Diksha Dagar was around six years old 
when she realised she suffered from a 
hearing impairment. But the gutsy girl 
didn’t let the silence around become 
a hinderance. Instead, she used it as 
a tool to “focus better and stay more 
visually aware” - both a must for a golfer. 
Becoming the youngest Indian to win 
the Ladies European Tour 2019, Dagar 
has carved out a niche for herself in the 
golfing circuit. 

However, it hasn’t always been a 
smooth sail. “I have always loved to play 
golf but no one was ready to coach me. 
So my father decided to step in when I 
began learning by watching other golfers 
play,” says the 19-year-old from Rohtak, 
Haryana. In 2017, Dagar clinched a silver 
for India at the Deaflympics in Turkey. 
As an amateur, she also won a Women’s 
Golf Association of India pro event. 
After about 60 tournaments in more 
than 20 countries, she is now preparing 
to tee off a new journey at the Tokyo 
2020 Olympic Games
and is on her way to scripting history as 
he first differently abled athlete  from 
India to compete at the games.

in 2017, dikhsa dagar clinched a silver for india at the 
deaflympics in turkey. as an amateur, she also won a 

women’s Golf association of india pro event.

Diksha Dagar 
during one of her 
practice sessions 
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pressure, leaving her a bilateral 
amputee – without hands.

That was in 2002. Today, Iyer 
is not only a PhD and a National 
Awardee but is also an internationally-
recognised motivational speaker 
and a disability rights activist. Her 
efforts have been recognised with 
the Nari Shakti Puraskar, the highest 
civilian honour for women for 
outstanding contribution to women’s 
empowerment. “Everyday I wake up, 
there’s a new challenge waiting for me. 
I have accepted that I’m never going to 
have a dull day,” says Iyer. “There was 
a time when rods were drilled inside 
my legs and hands were covered in 
bandages, and if I can overcome that I 
can come out of anything,” she adds. 
A great advocate of accessible fashion, 
Iyer has also been a ramp showstopper, 
proving that dreams don’t become 
reality through magic. It takes sweat, 
determination and hard work to 
achieve the impossible!

today, iyer is not only a phd and a national awardee but also an 
international motivational speaker and a disability rights activist

facing page: 
Malvika Iyer 

receiving Nari 
Shakti award from 

the President, 
Ram Nath Kovind

left: Malvika 
Iyer during a 
photoshoot 

Ishita Goel is a New Delhi-based 
journalist. After a brief stint with the 
Indian Express, she has been actively 
writing on disciplines across Indian 
heritage and current affairs

fight- and You Will survive
On a sweltering afternoon in Bikaner, 
Rajasthan, 13-year-old Malvika Iyer 
wandered into the garage looking for 
something that would help her fix her 
torn jeans. Little did she know that an 
ammunition depot had exploded a few 
months ago and bomb pieces were 
lying around the neighbourhood. The 
object that she chose was a grenade 
that exploded as soon as she exerted 
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culinary diversity is one of india’s treasures and 
community cookbooks, both old and new, list not 
just recipes, but also traditions and rituals. these 
books present a symbiotic scenario of preserving the 
uniqueness of india’s culture

BY Chitra BalasuBramaniam

lEttErs From 
KitcHEns

of the yore

in India, a famous Indian saying goes, 
“Kos-kos par badle paani, chaar kos par 
baani (the taste of water changes every 
kos or the ancient unit of measuring 
distance and so does dialect). What should 

be added to this adage is that the taste of food 
also varies every few kilometres. Food reflects 
the traditions of communities; from farming and 
festivals to rituals and beliefs. Food historians 
fear that altering lifestyles, travel, introduction 
to newer cuisines and the ease of availability of 
newer types of food, will push these cooking 
traditions of India into oblivion. 

However, there is a ray of hope, as community 
associations around the country document 
the traditional knowledge of recipes, cooking 
techniques and vessels in limited edition books. 

revival through Words 
These associations, often dating back to India’s 
pre-Independence era, are groups formed by 
members of different communities to preserve 
their traditions and cultures. They organise 
cultural events, religious festivals, food festivals 
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and hold regular meetings, during 
which traditional dishes are always 
in focus. The food heritage, thus, 
gets preserved and passed on from 
one generation to another. It is this 
heritage that gets turned into books, 
which are printed in limited numbers 
and circulated among the community 
only. While some books are really old, 
having become pieces of heritage 
themselves, others are being written in 
the present. 

the PreCious books
One of the oldest of such books is 
Rasachandrika, published by Mumbai-
based Saraswat Mahila Samaj in 1917. 
The original edition was in Marathi, 
which has been extremely popular. 
Thereafter, came the Hindi edition 
and finally an English one. Today, this 
book, with the charming painting 

of a Saraswat Brahman 
kitchen, is also available on 
e-commerce portals. The 
book documents classic 
recipes from the kitchens 
of the Konkani-speaking 
community, which is known 
for music, theatre, literature 

and its intriguing food. It is said that 
this community traces its history to 
the banks of the Saraswati, a mythical 
river from northern India and through 
the centuries the members of the 
community kept moving southwards. 
A reason why the cuisine, primarily 

today, the east indian cookbook is considered 
incredibly valuable as there is very little literature 

available about this community in mumbai

A delicious and zesty preparation of 
Ivy gourd, traditionally prepared as 
explained in Raschandrika, a cookbook 
of traditional recipes by the Saraswat 
Mahila Samaj, Mumbai  
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vegetarian with a few fish dishes, 
includes flavours from across India.

The book lists recipes according to 
vegetables, making it very handy to be 
followed. For example, a vegetable like 
tendli (ivy gourd) or banana flower is 
mentioned first and then four to five 
ways of cooking is listed. The book 
also has a section on major festivals 
and home remedies. 

Another such gem is Samaithu 
Par by S Meenakshi Ammal, a guide 
to South Indian vegetarian cooking. 
First published in 1951, today it is 
available in three volumes. Originally 

in Tamil, the book is still being 
published by the author’s family in 
different languages. The book lists 
in fine details the recipes cooked in 
Tamil Brahmin households, even those 
served during shradh (funeral rituals), 
snacks made for weddings, offering 
to gods for various festivals etc. Priya 
Ramkumar, grand daughter-in-law of 
S Meenakshi Ammal says, “Meenakshi 
Ammal’s knack for cooking made her 
an informal guide for everyone in her 
family. People would write letters 
asking her about not just food but 
also rituals to be followed during 
traditional ceremonies. It was her 
uncle who suggested that she compile 
all these and publish it in the form 
of a book. Her writing is more like a 
grandmother’s advice. We are taking 
it online and also turning it into a 
video to make it more attractive to 
youngsters.”

A more contemporary community 
cookbook is one that documents 
the traditions of another Mumbai 
community, the East Indians. Written 

A contemporary take 
on the traditional 

ginger and tamarind 
pickle as described in 
the pages of the East 

Indian Cookbook (top 
right) 
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right: A cookbook 
containing  authentic 

and traditional 
Gujarati recipes titled 

Dadimano Varso 
or Grandmother’s 

Legacy

Also to be mentioned here 
are the smaller but equally 
important cookbooks written 
by the women’s clubs of 
various communities. Here are 
a few: 

Flavours of Sind, a 
presentation by Bangalore 
Ladies Chapter under the 
Sindhi Council of India. Apart 
from interesting recipes, 
it also offers classic menu 
combinations from Sindhi 
cuisine. Read about rabaile jo 
sherbet, chandan jo sherbet, 
karele jo murbo and more.

The Mangalore Ladies Club 
Cookbook is a delightful 
collection of 1,000 recipes, 
offering a variety of 
spices, baked delights and 
Mangalorean favourites along 
with a number of helpful hints 
on table setting, etiquettes 
and vegetable carving.

The Zoroastrian Stree Mandal 
of Hyderabad’s compilation, 
the ZSM Cookbook,  brings 
out traditional Parsi flavours.

Voice of 
women by Dorothy Rodriques, the book 

details the food and culture of the 
East Indian Christians. Today, the book 
is considered incredibly valuable as 
there is very little literature available 
about this community. Cassia Pereira, 
the author’s daughter, says, “In 2005, 
my father Teddie Rodrigues wrote 
a book Trace, which tells the story 
of the native Christians of Mumbai, 
known as East Indians. In 2008, my 
mother Dorothy Rodrigues released 
her first cook book The Salsette- Vasai 
East Indian Cookbook Part-1, which 
was followed in 2012 with the second 
volume. These books are a treasure 
trove of authentic East Indian recipes.”

A tome that was compiled 
specifically for a community whose 
children have been increasingly 

settling abroad is Dadima na Varso 
– a storehouse of recipes from the 
Palanpuri Jain community. The book 
had been put together with a lot of 
attention to detail and research by 
Nita Shailesh Mehta, Rajul Ajay Gandhi 
and Dr Satyavati Surajmal Jhaveri 
of the Rachana Group of Women. 
The book offers an exhaustive list 
of dishes, ingredients, diets, herbs 
etc from this community, that is 
famous for its business acumen. 
The book also includes a recipe to 
make chyawanprash (an Ayurvedic 
medicine). I was told by a member 
of the community, “blindly follow 
what is written and you will get your 
chyawanprash.” From recipes of rotis 
(Indian flatbread), vegetables to crisps, 
rejuvenating food through the ages 
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to an exhaustive glossary, the book, 
written in Gujarati and English, is worth 
its weight.

Another Jain community, the 
Sheherwalis of Bengal, lists its 
traditional recipes in a book titled Royal 
Vegetarian Cuisine of Murshidabad. 
Authored by Pradip Chopra, the 
book documents the flavours of this 
community’s cuisine, which is a mix of 
their Rajasthani roots with influences 
from Bengal and the British era. The 
recipes include boondi (tiny fried 
dumplings) made from black eye bean 
powder, raw mango pudding and a 
delightful curry made using cucumber 
and capsicum! Pradip Chopra, president 
the Murshidabad Heritage Development 
Society, says, “The recipes of the 
Sheherwali community are among 
the finest Jain vegetarian food. We 

wanted to preserve these for posterity. 
The recipes are from the elderly in the 
community and family cooks.”

Listing not just recipes, but also 
traditions and nuances of rituals, these 
books go a long way in preserving the 
uniqueness of India’s communities 
and are valuable to food historians, 
chefs and authors. Written in simple 
language, mostly in colloquial terms, 
these tried and tested recipes are no 
less than heirlooms. In a country where 
tradition and heritage is spread orally, 
such written recordings will catalogue 
customs and traditions for the future. 

top: Royal Vega at ITC 
Royal Bengal serves the 

cuisine of Sheherwali 
from Murshibabad, 
almost exactly as it 
is described in the 

cookbook by Pradeep 
Chopra

Chitra Balasubramaniam has a passion for 
searching and writing about lesser known, 
unheard and unusual food and her quest to 
make them main stream. An equity analyst 
by profession she pursues writing on textiles, 
architecture and heritage. 

samaithu par by s meenakshi 
ammal, a guide to south indian 
vegetarian cooking is still being 
published by the author’s family 
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pichvai art of nathdwara, rajasthan, 
depicts glorious tales from Lord Krishna’s 
life and has survived over centuries due 
to the vibrancy of its compositions and 
adaptability of themes

BY Punam Goel

wHErE tHE 
BluE lord

resides

where else can you 
find the perfect 
harmony of beauty 
and devotion 
except a pichvai 

(pichwai) painting? Pichvai painting, 
commonly known as pichvai, is an 
ancient Indian art form originating 
from Nathdwara, a small town near 
Udaipur in Rajasthan. Extremely 
intricate and sophisticated, these 
life-size paintings were done on cloth 
and depicted stories from the life of 
Lord Krishna, who is also referred to as 
the blue god. They were traditionally 
hung behind the idol of Srinathji 
(a manifestation of the lord as a 

A beautiful example of the Pichvai style of 
painting depicting an almost three dimensional 
view of the palace along with representations of 
Lord Krishna as Shrinathji 
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seven-year-old) in the eponymous temple 
in Nathdwara to enhance the beauty of the 
shrine. Here, the deity is treated like a living 
image and is attended to with such daily 
normal rituals as bathing, dressing, resting at 
regular intervals and is even offered meals, 
which is later distributed amongst devotees 
as prasad (devotional offering). Since the 
deity is worshipped as the child form of Lord 
Krishna, he is tended to with utmost care, 
and these are what pichvais reflect. 

Says Pooja Singhal, founder of Pichvai 
Tradition & Beyond, an organisation working 
towards the revival of this classical art form, 
“The miniature tradition of pichvais has 
a long history, with roots in the medieval 
religious Vaishnavite cult of the 16th century. 

A combination of pich (back) and wai 
(hanging), pichvais developed as part of a 
larger ensemble of the Vallabhacharya (of 
the Vaishnavite Pushti Marg sect) elaborate 
temple rituals, combining aesthetic practices 
with the spiritual through temple decoration, 
idol ornamentation and grand festivities.”

When the tradition of pichvai painting 
began, about five artists were allowed to visit 
the holy darshan (viewing) of Srinathji for a 
few minutes during the time of his dincharya 
or daily ritual. Every darshan was an elaborate 
ritual for which his clothes were changed by 
his sevaks (attending devotee). These rituals 
were captured beautifully in paintings with 
focus on the intricate attires donned by Him, 
rich with bright colours, enclosed by dark 

left: Beautiful, intricate 
and large Pichwai 
artworks portraying 
Lord Krishna and his 
herd of cows 
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Explains Singhal, “Initially, pichvais were 
designed with exquisite geometrical and 
floral patterns around empty spaces at the 
centre, against which the temple idol was 
placed. However, over the last century, the 
painted textiles that left the shrine took 
on a new role as wall art and was much 
sought after by the cognoscenti for their 
effervescent aesthetics and gradually 
spawned a new pursuit among collectors. 
Later in the 20th century, with the coming 
of photography and a rising interest in 

portraiture, pichvais transformed 
into figurative and narrative forms. 
An elaborate yet rigid iconography 
developed, depicting a wide range of 
themes, typically episodes from the 
ancient text of Bhagwata Purana and 

exhibited at prestigious forums like the Kochi 
biennale, india art fair – pichvais continue to 

survive and wow the art connoisseur. 

left: Shop owner with his display of Pichwai 
artwork near the Shrinathji temple in 
Nathdwara;  
Above: A colourful depiction of Lord Krishna 
as Shrinath ji at the Vaishnav temple of Shri 
Nathadwara in Rajasthan

borders and full of pure gold decoration. The 
delicate form with multiple compositions 
and meticulous detailing demonstrated 
a proficiency that was passed through 
generations from father to son. Soon it 
became an art form, which not only depicted 
what was going on in the temple and served 
as a decorative wall hanging for the idol, 
but also began to depict the life of the lord. 
Pilgrims took these paintings back home to 
worship and non pilgrims bought them as a 
decorative art pieces for their homes.
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scenes from Lord Krishna’s childhood.”
Apart from the Nathdwara 

pichvais, there are also the Deccani 
pichvais which are much rarer, 
particularly the kalamkari ones. 
Deccani pichvais were made for 
wealthy Gujarati merchants, settled 
in Hyderabad for reasons of trade and 
commerce, who commissioned them 
for their personal shrines or to offer at 
the Shrinathji temple. While kalamkari 
pichvais are no longer made, the 
pigment-painted pichvais tradition is 
alive in Rajasthan. 

Although this traditional art form 
has moved from its association with 
the divinity, it has taken a turn to 
inspire and influence contemporary 
lifestyle. Works of pichvai continue to 
grace the walls –  of art connoisseurs, 
those with an affinity towards classical 

Over the years, there 
has been a decline in the 

art form, driven by the 
dual impact of reduced 

patronage and the demand 
of the pilgrims for cheaper 

thus poor quality paintings. 
It is almost impossible 

to recreate the intricate 
design and creative 

balance that is a trademark 
of an authentic Pichvai 

painting.  Another reason 
is the unwillingness of 

the younger generation 
of artists to subject 

themselves to the 
discipline and rigour 

of training required to 
become a master Pichvai 

painter. Considered to 
evoke a deep sense of calm 

and devotion, in terms of 
aesthetics a Pichvai is no 

different from any other art 
form that one invests in.

Did you 
know?

top: A beautiful 
painting depicting Lord 
Krishna playing holi by 
the Nalkdwral pichwai 

School 
left: The ‘Playful Gifts 

and other Gopi Scenes’, 
a pichwai painting from 

Golconda, India from 
late 17th century.
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Indian art and even the younger 
generation – albeit with contemporary 
touches and renditions in terms of 
the colours used, composition and 
sometimes the features of Srinathji. 
The size too has undergone a change – 
from the original 10-12 ft to 2-4 ft –  to 
suit a modern home. One can also find 
more versatile formats to suit smaller 
apartment walls, niches and corners, 
making this art form more approachable 
and relevant to the new buyer.

And it doesn’t end there. Indian 
fashion designers too are incorporating 
elements and motifs of pichvais 
into their creations. Take Rohit Bal 
for instance. A few years ago, the 

celebrated designer collaborated with 
design house Good Earth to create a 
limited edition collection of ensembles 
and home décor titled Husn-e-Taairaat 
that featured lotuses, long-tailed 
peacocks, fruits, flora and fauna – all 
rendered in vintage pichvai painting 
style. Chennai-based fashion house 
WeaveinIndia also boasts creations 
inspired by the pearl-studded borders 
and garden motifs of pichvais.

Thankfully, fuelled by the efforts of 
newer patrons – like Singhal who has 
exhibited pichvais at various prestigious 
forums like the Kochi Biennale, India Art 
Fair and at various exhibitions in New 
Delhi – pichvais continue to survive and 
wow the art connoisseur. 

top (right to left): 
A  colourful painting 

of Lord Krishna as 
Shrinath ji with his 

herd depicting the time 
around dusk known as 

‘gaudhuli’;

Another vibrant artwork 
from the Nathdwara 

depicting a herd of 
happy cows  

A former senior journalist, Punam Goel 
is an art enthusiast with over 15 years of 
experience in documenting, researching and 
writing about independent art consultancy, 
exhibition design and various artforms.
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the boat we were on seemed 
intent on breaking a record 
for carrying passengers. 
With easily over a hundred 
people on board along 

with three dozen bikes and a few cars, 
the boat slowly chugged across the 
Brahmaputra river to one of the largest 
riverine islands in the world.  

Majuli is a national treasure as 
it is the nucleus of Assam’s cultural 
heritage – the 15th century neo-
Vaishnava tradition. Led by Assamese 
saint and socio-religious reformer 
Srimanta Shankardev and his disciple 
Madhavdeva, this religious movement 
triggered a cultural and artistic 
renaissance with the establishment 
of xatras or satras (monastic centres). 
Receiving land and royal patronage from 
the Ahom Kings, each satra specialised 
in distinct artistic and spiritual forms 
of expression to worship Lord Vishnu 

through music, song, dance and tales 
from the Ramayana and Mahabharata. 
They also act as repositories of Assam’s 
history with rare collections of antiques, 
utensils, weapons and jewellery besides 
royal and sacred relics.

In a room full of masks of gods and 
demons, the multi-limbed Narasimha, 
the three-headed Tripurasura and an 
irate looking Ravana glowered at us from 
the walls. We were at Majuli’s Natun 
Chamaguri Satra, a monastic centre in 
Majuli, established in 1663 by Chakrapani 
Ata. The traditional art of mask-making 
has been practiced here since mid-17th 
century and continues to be used in raas 
leela and bhaona, an ancient form of 
Assamese theatre.

Krishnakant Bora, a young apprentice 
who was learning the craft according to 
the age-old ‘guru shishya parampara’, 
enthusiastically snatched different 
heads off the ledge and put them on to 

with an area of 350 sq-km, india’s largest river island proudly sits amidst 
the mighty brahmaputra river. the island is also home to 22 satras 
(Hindu monasteries and centres for art), making it a hotbed of cultural 
and artistic activity

of majuli
BY anuraG malliCK & Priya GanaPathy

tHE masKEtEErs

facing page: A 
craftsman making 
masks for bhaona 
(bhaona is a traditional 
form of entertainment  
with religious 
messages, prevalent in 
Assam) in Majuli
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top: Uttar Kamalabari 
Sattra, a dance depicting 
Lord Krishna being 
performed at Majuli 
Island, Assam

left: A devotee praying 
in front of a mask from 
Samaguri Sattra on 
Majuli Island

demonstrate each character – from the 
silver-haired ogress Putna to Bakasura, 
the giant stork, and Aghasura the 
demon snake. As the seniors of the satra 
Hareshwar Bora, Brozen Goswami and 
satradhikari (head) Koshakanta Goswami 
filed in, Bora put away the masks and 
took our leave. Senior artiste and Sangeet 
Natak Academy awardee Hem Chandra 
Goswami (guruji) joined us. Seated on 
the floor with a with a cotton Assamese 
chaddor (shawl) draped over his shoulders, 
he outlined the mask-making tradition.

There are broadly three types of masks 
– the mukha bhaona, which cover the 

face; the lotokoi, which are a little larger, 
and the gigantic cho consisting of a head 
and a body. First, a skeletal framework 
is created with bamboo strips. Strips of 
cloth dipped in kumhar mitti or smooth 
soil from the banks of the Brahmaputra are 
layered over it and dried. A mixture of cow 
dung and clay is used to add depth and 
contour to the face. A kordhoni or bamboo 
file is used to smoothen the surface. Fibre 
or jute are added for facial hair, texture and 
accessories. 

The mask is sun-dried and painted 
with natural dyes like hingul (red) and hital 
(yellow), sourced from nature – wood, 
leaves, bark and seeds. Beguni (purple) 
colour is extracted from brinjal, the bright 
kamala (orange) from oranges and dhekia 
(green) from ferns. Being the torch-
bearer of a heritage that has survived for 
centuries, Goswami stressed the need 
to preserve this dying art. He conducts 
workshops and courses across Assam, 
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The heavily-laden 
daily ferry with 
residents and 
tourists arriving 
Nimati Ghat from 
Majuli Island 
having crossed the 
Brahmaputra river 
near Jorhat

getting there
Fly to Jorhat and drive 14 km 
to the nearest jetty Nemati 
Ghat, from where boats 
ply to Kamalabari (20 km), 
a one and a half hour ride. 
Local minivans ferry visitors 
to Garamur, 7 km away. 
Motorbikes/bicycles can be 
hired to move around. 

When to go 
The winter months from 
October to March is the best 
time to visit. Raas Leela, 
a festival of music, dance 
and theatre is held in the 
third week of November 
at various satras. Mishing 
agrarian festivals like Ali-ayé 
Lígang in mid-February and 
Porag post-harvest.

Where to Stay
La Maison, run by Manjit 
and his wife Nayanamani. 
Masks of bamboo and clay 
made at Samaguri satra 
adorn the walls while all 
the linen and curtains 
boast ethnic tribal weaves. 
Mishing cuisine, like 
kukura-kumharai (chicken-
ash gourd), hahe-bahe 
(duck-tender bamboo) and 
mule-hule (radish-fish) was 
served in the cozy kitchen.

Fact File

Led by assamese socio-religious reformer srimanta shankardev and 
his disciple madhavdeva, the religious movement in majuli triggered 

a cultural and artistic renaissance 
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bottom (Clockwise 
from left): Famous 

mask maker and artist 
Hem Chandra Goswami 

preparing masks for 
bhaona; Assamese 
traditional mask of 

bhaona during Rongali 
Festival; Artists making 
traditional mask sculls 

from bamboo during 
Rongali Festival

West Bengal and Odisha. Today, smaller 
portable masks are being created as 
collectibles to add commercial value to 
the craft. But it is during the annual Raas 
festival that these masks come alive in 
night-long performances. 

We were in luck as Raas Leela was 
on. Criss-crossing the island on a hired 
motorbike, we witnessed the festivities 
at various satras. At Bhogpur, the 
island’s oldest surviving satra set up by 
Shankardev in 1528, we heard borgeet 
(devotional songs) in the naamghar 

(prayer hall) and caught a 
rousing drama at Garamur 
Satra. Centuries ago, this 
area was prone to attacks 
from Burmese troops 
from across the border. 

To protect the locals and to transport 
soldiers, the Ahom kings built a long 
road on a high embankment (called gar) 
that ended at this corner (mur), hence 
the name Garamur.  

Auniati, derived from auni (creeper) 
and ati (highland place), was established 
in 1653 by Ahom king Jayadhwaja Singh. 
Being an udasin (celibate) satra, young 
boys were painted and dressed up like 
girls to perform Apsara Nritya (dance 
of the heavenly nymphs). There was 
paalnaam (devotional prayer), gayan-

there are three types of masks – mukha bhaona, 
which cover the face, the slightly larger Lotokoi, and 

the gigantic cho consisting of a head and a body 
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bayan (song and dance) using khol and 
taal and a stirring rendition of Dashavatar 
Nritya by the septuagenarian doyen of 
Satriya dance Khagendranath Lekharu. 

Shankardev established Majuli’s first 
satra in early 16th century in the western 
part; it was named Belguri after the bilva 
or bael tree planted by him. Belguri had 
long been lost to erosion. Bengenati satra 
was so named because its founder Guru 
Muraridev came by river and found the 
area overgrown with begun (brinjal) plants. 
After exploring Natun Kamalabari and 
Dakhinpat we returned to Samaguri at 
twilight in time for a visual spectacle. 

The air was thick with the pungent 
smell of betel nut chewed by the locals. 
The hall was chock-full with people 
craning their necks as a clang of cymbals 
and drumbeats announced the arrival of 
Goswami and his troupe. In an instant 
the magic began and the masks of Majuli 
sprang to life like they did for centuries 

before us. The drama and action on stage 
was reflected in the audience. The charged 
crowds gasped as demons exhibited their 
wrath and frightened children snuggled 
deep into their mother’s bosoms. Every 
act of a demon slain was celebrated with 
deafening applause and gleeful cheers.  

Adrift on our boat, we watched the 
muddy waters of the Brahmapurta lapping 
on its banks. The rippling water gleamed 
and shimmered - a reminder of the need to 
preserve its endangered heritage.

After media careers in advertising, radio, film 
and Internet, Anurag Mallick & Priya Ganapathy 
quit corporate life to specialise in travel writing. 

‘Loosely based’ in Bengaluru, the itinerant duo runs Red Scarab 
Travel & Media, customising solutions for tourism.

top: Traditional riverine 
stilt huts built on the 

embankments on 
Majuli island

right:  A Mishing tribal 
woman from Majuli 

Island carries her baby 
in a sling on her back
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as trekking becomes the go-to activity to escape the cacophony of 
the city, we look at some of the reasons that are helping preserve the 
pristine vistas capturing our attention since time immemorial

responsibility
BY VinayaK surya swami

tHE grEEn



 |  63  | 

as I trudge through the 
winding yet concrete layered 
track leading up to  Kanamo 
peak in the Spiti Valley, 
Himachal Pradesh, I can’t 

help but recall my journey across the same 
area five years ago when it was a barren 
landscape. Today, however, the scene is 
different. I spot solar street lights, concrete 
schools with happy students and a robust 
social structure, something that was 
almost non-existent just a decade ago. 

Trekkable is one word that can be 
associated with Kanamo Peak, with which 
comes easy accessibility. The numerous 
trails that lead through the villages 
of Kibber and Chicham en route are 
frequented by both the seasoned and the 
greenhorns, the latter usually looking to 
earn a feather or two, as they trek along 
such high altitudes. More often than not, 
large footprints lead to adverse effects 
on the area concerned, but the scenario 
I behold in front of me is quite positive. I 
notice clearly demarcated trails, warming 
posts and a stable social infrastructure for 
tourists and locals to name a few.

With cities teeming with activity, and 
accessibility becoming a defining factor 
for seasonal retreats, the thin line between 
avid travellers and adventure enthusiasts 
has become blurry. Over the years, 
the preferences of travellers have also 
changed. Now, more than ever, they prefer 

to transcend the confines of convenience 
and experience nature at its unadulterated 
best, resulting in the widespread interest 
of trekking to the hinterlands. 

But this gradual change came with 
a price. As people opted away from the 
frequently-travelled paths and gravitated 
towards lands hitherto unexplored, 
ecosystems across the country came 
under the strain of coping with waste that 
was left behind as large groups started 
following trekking trails. 

identifYing the solution
Over the last decade, traffic on several 
trails – be it the remote passes of the 
greater Himalayas, the preserved forts 
along the western Ghats or the lush 
green hillocks of the north-eastern 
frontiers – has grown exponentially. With 
the increased footfall and multiple trek-
operators, the damages inflicted on some 
of the most sensitive ecosystems began to 
create a gaping hole. In the current era, it 
is imperative that we take over the charge 
of preserving the beauty and sanctity 
of the ecologically-endowed zones at 
the heart of the Himalayan outback, 
and very few responsible agencies have 
emerged and accepted the responsibility 
of finding a solution to the problem of 
waste management in these areas. Over 
the years, these organisations have worked 
tirelessly to become catalysts for practical 

over the last three years, almost 50 percent of the 
waste collected has been diverted away from landfills 

through recycling and upcycling

Volunteers from 
WasteWarriors on a 
cleanliness drive at 

Bhagsu nag waterfall 
on the Triund trek
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Trekking with a 
purpose:

Four innovative 
practices to 
make every 
hike cleaner, 
responsible and 
more sustainable
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top: An example of a hut 
constructed with bottle bricks

bottom: Waste management 
classes being conducted in a  
school in Jaubhari, one of the 
villages on the trail to Sandakhpu 

•	 Working with villagers, 
especially with the local 
women on upcycling 
projects, is important. 
This has helped in 
understanding the 
economic potential of 
waste.

•	 Projects have pushed 
villagers to become 
increasingly aware and 
equipped to handle 
the problem of waste 
independently.

•	 Indiahikes has worked 
with village schools 
to build awareness on 
waste management to 
make children conscious 
about it right from their 
early years. Workshops 
on the subject have 
been conducted in over 
30 schools in different 
locations.

Not just 
Trekkers 

and community led Solid Waste 
Management (SWM) initiatives in rural, 
urban, and protected areas. 

There was a general sense of apathy 
and lack of awareness which made a 
lot of behavioral changes the need of 
the hour. And any plan in that direction, 
needed to work with and have the 
support of all the stakeholders in order 
to be successful – trekkers, trekking 
or tourism organisations, the villages, 
NGOs and the government. The vision 
to leave our pristine mountains in a 
better shape was formalised in the 
shape of an initiative called Green 
Trails by Indiahikes. The idea was to 
integrate responsibility in every aspect 
of travelling to the eco-zones that had 
beauty aplenty but lacked a proper 
method or infrastructure to tackle the 
ever increasing waste generation.

the road less travelled 
Since its inception, several initiatives 
from an NGO called Waste Warriors 
have also evolved manifold. Beginning 
with innovative solutions for organic 
and solid waste, these programmes 
have grown to include the concept of 

clearing entire areas by setting in place, 
weekly cleanliness drives, dust bins and 
several waste collection points that 
simplify the problem of waste segregation. 
Take for example the massive strides they 
have taken towards achieving a zero-waste 
policy at the famous Bhagsu waterfalls in 
Dharamsala. Another ground-breaking step 
incorporated by Indiahikes was diverting 
waste away from landfills that lead to 
chronic poisoning of resources both over 
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on several trails across 
major trekking routes 
simple methods of 
segregation and upcycling 
have led massive eco-
restoration

the ground and under. Over the last three 
years, almost 50 per cent of the waste 
collected has been diverted away from 
landfills through recycling and upcycling 
(Upcycling or creative reuse is a process of 
utilising unwanted by products and waste 
to create articles or new products of better 
quality. For example, plastic bottles are 
tightly stuffed with waste wrappers and by 
products to create solid and sturdy ‘bottle 
bricks’ that can be used for construction). 
 “We started identifying the waste 
we generated as an organisation and 
worked on ways to reduce it. We moved 
to redesigning our menu and also did 
away with packaged goods . On treks, 
we collaborated with dhabas and 
educated them on segregating waste 
and composting their organic waste at 
the source. We helped them bring down 
their waste on a regular basis. Many of 
them changed their menu to introduce 
local produce over processed foods,” 
says Lakshmi, who heads the Green Trails 
initiative at Indiahikes.

effeCtive mobilisation 
Members of the initiative are innovating 
in all spheres. From designing eco-toilets 
that operate in sub-zero temperatures to 
energy management and conservation. 
They are also working towards bringing 
down the carbon footprint of recyclable 
and non-recyclable waste from the 
mountains through eco-bags that have 

The complete Green Trails plan formulated by Indiahikes in order to reverse adverse ecological effects of 
trekking on pupular trails across the Himalayas in India. A universal initiative aimed towards reducing, 
recycling and correctly disposing waste with the assistance of local communities
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become a must on every group led by 
Indiahikes. And the results are visible. 
On the trails leading to Sandakhpu (one 
of the oldest and most popular trek 
route in West Bengal) and Lohajung 
(the base camp for the trek leading to 
Roopkund lake), these simple methods 
of segregation and upcycling have led 
to what can only be termed as ‘massive 
eco-restoration’. 

Since its inception, the tally stands 
well over 54,000 kgs of waste that 
has been collected. The use of plastic 
bags has reduced significantly. The dry 
composting toilets ensure that human 
waste does not pollute the water 
sources and also become rich manure 
for the soil by the end of six months. 
The policies to not wash anywhere near 
water streams have helped reduce the 
influx of washing effluents reaching the 
main water streams.

realising the vision
As Green Trails received attention, 
the founding members at Indiahikes 
realised the need for creating a shift in 
perspective and thinking. Identifying 
the immense benefits of being outdoors 
and managing it in a way that caused 

Sandakphu needed a full fledged 
year-round waste management 
system as it is a much sought 
after tourist destination.  

Koushik Banerjee, Block 
Development Officer of Bijanbari 
(West Bengal), adopted the 
bottle bricks idea, and used 
bottle bricks to construct walls, 
toilets and benches for his 
village.

A monthly waste collection 
system for all the villages on the 
trail has been in place for over 
a year. 

The 
Sandakhpu 
precedent

upCyCling 
magiC 

of waste collected every year

14,000 kg

villages now 
have the ‘Zero 

Waste’ tag 

six

saplings planted in year
253

structures built 
from upcycled 

waste

17

Over

of waste composted 
every year

20,055 kg

least impact to nature was of utmost 
importance.  Green Trails has managed 
to normalise basic sustainable practices 
in most trekking routes in the Himalayas. 
The traditional means that employ rules 
and stringent regulations has given way 
to collaboration and self regulation. 
Dialogues that discuss greater 
protection to sensitive eco-zones have 
been initiated and many areas across 
the country are moving towards special 
norms ensuring sustained and positive 
growth for designated areas. 

Going forward, organisations are 
moving towards devising ways through 
which waste can be efficiently handled 
at the source. Upcycling seems a logical 
choice – simple, effective and easily 
scalable. Indiahikes has roped in women 
from the local villages to craft upcycled 
products – ensuring them financial 
stability in the process – and now 
portrays the problem of waste as one 
that can be easily solved.

right: Volunteers pick 
up plastic bottles and 

polythene bags left by 
trekkers on the Jaubhari 
trail to Sandakphu peak

Vinayak Surya Swami is a Delhi-
based journalist. He holds a degree in 
mechanical engineering and has worked 
with the Indian Navy.
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as the heady winds of monsoon transition 
into a pleasant autumn breeze, we travel 
to different parts of india and bring to 
you,  some of the most colourful and iconic 
festivals from across the country

a colourFul

mosaic

INDEPENDENCE  DAy
Commemorating India’s independence 
from the British on August 15, 1947, the 
country observed its 73rd Independence 
Day this year. 

above: The Assam police during a full-
dress rehearsal for Independence Day 
celebrations in Guwahati, Assam 
right: Students from a school in 
Ahmedabad during the celebrations for  
Independence Day
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N E H R U 
T R o P H y 
b o AT  R A C E 
The serene backwaters of 
Alappuzha in Kerala are 
transformed into a sea of 
humanity as thousands flock 
to witness the vallam kali or 
traditional snake boat races 
held on the second Saturday 
of August every year.

above: Snake boat teams 
compete in the Nehru 
Trophy Boat race

right: A preliminary time-
trial of a snake boat team, 
participating in the race
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the dahi handi, observed in maharashtra 
around Janmashtmi is a traditional 

Hindu festival that celebrates the birth of 
Lord Krishna

J A N M A S H T M I / 
D A H I  H A N D I 
Based on the legend of the Lord 
Krishna stealing butter as a child, dahi 
handi  involves making a human 
pyramid and breaking an earthen pot 
filled with curd tied at a 
convenient height.  

left: Youth tumble in an attempt to 
form a human pyramid to break the 
dahi handi, in Mumbai

bottom: Children dressed as  Govinda 
(another name of Lord Krishna) during 
Janmashtmi festivities in Ajmer 
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l a d a K H  H a r v E s t  F E s t i v a l 
A near-perfect blend of Asian, Tibetan and north Indian 
traditions, the harvest festivals celebrates a bountiful harvest 
and begins with a colourful procession that involves 
traditional dances, prayers and contests

Bottom: Trumpeters during the Ladakh harvest festival at the 
Tikse Monastery in Ladakh
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R A k S H A 
b A N D H A N
clockwise from right: Indian 
students sit in formation of a 
rakhi or sacred thread (centre) 
and Indian national flag (top) 
in Surat, Gujarat; Women tie 
rakhi on the wrists of Border 
Security Force (BSF) personnel 
during a ceremony observing 
the festival of raksha bandhan 
at the India-Pakistan Border 
Post at Wagah, Punjab
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T E E J 
The Teej festival, celebrated by 
women across the northern 
region of India, is dedicated to 
Goddess Parvati and her union 
with Lord Shiva. In some parts of 
the country, the festival also 
celebrates an ample monsoon 
season

above:  Rajasthani folk artistes 
take part in a traditional Teej 
procession in Jaipur, Rajasthan  
left: Indian women take part in 
Teej festival celebrations in 
Amritsar, Punjab
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TARNETAR FAIR
Based on the legend of Draupadi’s 
swayamvara, this fair is a 
celebration of ethnic Gujarat’s 
folk-dance, music, costumes and 
the arts, centred around colours, 
romance and music

top: A young man from the 
Bharward community dressed in 
traditional clothes

left: A distinctive feature of the 
fair is the Tarnetar chhatri 
(umbrella) meticulously 
embellished with mirror work, 
intricate embroidery and lacework
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supermodel rachel Hunter is in love with india, a country 
that has helped her connect with the inner being. she takes 
us on a guided trip of her two most favourite spiritual 
destinations, varanasi and rishikesh 

progress
a Pilgrim’s 
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Sunrise over the 
Holy River Ganges 
in Varanasi
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left: Rituals for Ganga 
aarti performed 
by priests at the 
Dashashwamedha Ghat 

it was back in 2015 when I was filming the 
television series Rachel Hunter’s Tour of 
Beauty, that I landed in New Delhi late one 
night. As I walked outside the airport, my 
mind was filled with excitement; I couldn’t 

wait to explore the unknown but yet, it seemed 
so known. I went to stay in one of the nearby 
hotels and the next morning I flew to Varanasi. 
Varanasi, in Uttar Pradesh, was the first city in 
India I experienced. While my choice surprised 
many, in hindsight I realised, it was the best 
decision I could have ever made. It is an incredibly 
intense, magical and transformational city. One of 
the oldest and holiest cities in the world, it is said 
Lord Shiva resides here. Some may find Varanasi’s 
vibrant culture a little overwhelming at first but 
one needs to be patient to understand this old 
city. One has to wait for the living 
heritage of Varanasi to unravel itself, 
one intoxicating layer at a time. 

Varanasi, with a divine and 
devoted warmth, is of great spiritual 
importance, drawing the faithful 

from across the world. I too had come in search 
of faith; to replenish my soul and to discover a 
way of life that was opposite to what the western 
world follows.

My first morning in Varanasi started with 
the sound of chants from a nearby temple. 
The sky was still dark outside my hotel room, 
but it seemed the city was already waking up, 
getting ready for the daily chores of the Lord. 
As I walked along the bank of the River Ganges, 
one of the holiest rivers in India, I realised it was 
not just the spectacular sunrise that made the 
morning special. It were the people and the pious 
atmosphere of the city that made the experience 
so special.  

As the sun rose over the Ganges, blazing red, 
silhouetting the bobbing boats, the city invoked 

in varanasi, there is a temple at every 
turn and one in every alleyway- one has to 
discover the city to feel its devotion



lord Vishwanath 
temple
The main Shiva temple of 
Varanasi, Lord Vishwanath 
Mandir, is near the 
Dwashasamedh Ghat and that 
is where one can head to, for an 
experience of the city’s soul.

morning walks  
The alleyways of the temple 
town are a labyrinth of life; with 
shopkeepers sweeping empty 
streets outside their shops, and 
an abundance of garlands for 
deities being sold in makeshift 
stalls.

Shop for Sarees
A Banarasi (now Varanasi) saree 
is amongst the finest fabrics 
produced in India due to the 
intricate design patterns of gold 
and/or silver that are woven into 
the silk. 

Must-Dos
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top: A traditional shop 
showcasing musical 
instruments in Varanasi

bottom: An aerial 
view of the holy town 
Varanasi and the river 
Ganges
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the early rituals of bathing and honouring 
the gods and goddess with prayers. The 
air was filled with people praying, temple 
chants and the ringing of bells in temples, 
which a priest explained, was done to wake 
up the gods. As the city came to life, the 
river too did. Devotees offered prayers to 
the river and the Sun god, children dived 
into the water making loud and gleeful 
splashes, yoga enthusiasts practiced 
asanas on the steps along the bank, while 
boatsmen readied their boats for mesmeric 
early morning rides. As I sat in a boat, its 
hypnotic sway played on my senses, and 
the city of Varanasi seemed to be rising 
from the river, like a vision and a dream. 

The river here is lined by several ghats, 
each earmarked differently.  

Later in the day, I chanced upon 
another ghat, Manikarnika, where 
cremations of the dead take place 
according to Hindu rituals. I observed 
loved ones honouring those who had 
passed away and seek salvation. It was as if 
life completes its cycle in this city. 

left: The holy 
Buddhist site of 
Sarnath, Near 
Varanasi

below: An Indian 
sadhu meditates in 
a temple near the 
Ganges river 
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Eventually, exploration of Varanasi 
took me to the Sankat Mochan temple, 
dedicated to Lord Hanumana. This quaint 
temple, tucked into a quiet bylane, is 
unique in its simplicity. With the glorious 
Hamumana Chalisa (prayers) being chanted 
and monkeys, favourites of the God, 
roaming freely throughout the compound, 
it’s fascinating to just sit on the floor and 
watch people passing through. 

In varanasi, there is a temple at every 
turn. There is so much to discover – so 
many paths and so many temples to 
explore but if I told you where they were 
then the pilgrimage would be mine and 
not yours. One has to discover the city to 
feel its devotion. I remember one night, on 

my return to Varanasi last year, I sat at the 
foot of the steps of the Vishwanath Temple 
listening to the chanting. As I sat there, the 
rhythm chant resonated deep within, I felt 
I had been reborn! Varanasi gives birth to a 
new way of thinking, allowing you to open 
your inner wonder, makes you see life as if 
through the eyes of a curious child. Breathe 
in and breathe out to let the magic begin. 

rishikesh 
After Varanasi, it’s Rishikesh, the town 
of spirituality and yoga in Uttarakhand, 
tucked into the Himalayas and that’s my 
favourite in India. 

The town has the swiftly flowing 
Ganges and crowds veering towards a 

magnificent aarti (a ritual of 
lamps held by the river banks) 
every evening. While in Varanasi, 
the Ganges is a magnificent sight: 
powerful yet calm, in Rishikesh, it 
hurtles down the mountain.   

it is transformational to watch the 
twinkling lamps people float on the river, 

after the aarti, disappear into the night

top: A view of the 
iconic Ram Jhoola, 
a wire suspension 

bridge in Rishikesh
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yoga in rishikesh 
There are several places where one 

can learn and practice yoga and 
experience some of the most serene 

meditation spots, such as the 
Vashishtha cave, where legends say 

sage Vashishtha meditated. 

old rishikesh
The old town of Rishikesh is a 

busy hub of markets, with stalls 
selling puja supplies. Walking 

around Rishikesh is magical 
and it’s every sight will remain 

etched in your mind. 

ganga aarti
The evening aarti here is my 

favourite. I have spent sunsets 
watching the ritual of fire 

and people make offerings 
of flowers to the river. It’s 

transformational to watch the 
floating lamps people float 

disappear into the night.

Travel
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top: The author after the 
evening aarti on the ghats 

near Rishikesh

right: Enthusiasts enjoying 
white-water rafting on the 

Ganges in Rishikesh
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above: Beautiful 
view of the Sri 

Triyambakeshwara 
temple in Rishikesh

below: Prayers (aarti) 
offered with clay 

lamps to the beloved 
Ganges river

As night falls, it’s transformational to 
watch the twinkling lamps people float on the 
river, disappear into the night. 

When I first came to India, I had come 
to learn yoga at the Sattva Yoga Academy in 
Rishikesh. Learning this ancient way of life was 
to be more than a wellness practice for me; 
more than just asanas. It became a way of life. 

The Kunjapuri Devi Temple is also 
a magical sight. Hire a tourist guide to 
experience the magic of the temple 
overlooking the mountains at sunrise. Chant 

or just sit silently as you watch the sun 
rise over the Himalayas. The priest blesses 
devotees when the temple opens its doors. 

The town is an amalgamation of 
experiences: the rose-flavoured lassi, spicy 
street food, the sweet smell of incense, the 
buzzing conversations and even the cows 
standing outside shops waiting for a treat. It’s 
not any one temple where I find solace in this 
town; this is all a part of a spiritual journey. 

Not just mine, the great pilgrimage of India 
has been a fundamental part of many lives, 
for the ways of simply looking inward, for the 
human ego to fall away and let one explore life 
fully. There is a saying: “While the rest of the 
world travelled externally, India went in”. This 
is India’s promise to the soul; a promise that 
is being fulfilled for centuries. Embrace the 
country and India will always love you.

Rachel Hunter is an international supermodel from 
Auckland, New Zealand, who began her successful 
career at the age of seventeen. She has just released 
a best-selling book chronicling her incredible 
experience while filming her show ‘Rachel Hunters 

Tour of Beauty’. Rachel has formally studied the ancient practices of 
yoga in the foothills of the Himalayas.  
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Hindi cinema has travelled a great distance since 
1913, when dadasaheb phalke made the first 
silent feature film raja Harischandra. with global 
demand and appreciation, bollywood movies are 
now trending across the world

BY aarti KaPur sinGh

it was 2006. I was wondering through 
the grand Spice Bazaar in Istanbul. It 
felt like home - the familiar fragrances 
of cinnamon, cumin, bay leaf and a host 
of other spices. But what made it even 

better was a local merchant singing “Awaara 
hoon” as he beckoned me to his stall! I had 
heard of the Raj Kapoor-starrer film’s song 
being a hit in erstwhile USSR. 

At a nightclub in Warsaw, I tried to match 
steps with my Polish friends as they grooved 
to Tere bina kick mujhe milti nahi and failed 
miserably! It is no exaggeration. Bollywood 
songs are hummed from Malaysia to 
Morocco, its films are rented in Kuala Lumpur 
and Kenya and its stars are feted from China 
to Columbia and cast in wax at Madame 
Tussauds’. Our brand of cinema is dubbed, 
subtitled and thriving in the unlikeliest of 
places now. 

action movie star 
Jackie chan (r) and 
indian Bollywood 
actor sonu sood 
attend a promotional 
event in mumbai

Bollywood

beyond 
 borders
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 emotional ConneCt
A Cologne-based publisher of Indo-
German parentage, Nasim Khan 
recognised the rapidly growing demand 
for information related to Hindi cinema 
and all things Bollywood. In 2006 he 
launched a glossy German-language 
Bollywood magazine called Ishq. 
Germany was first properly introduced 
to Bollywood that same year when a 

private TV channel aired a hit Bollywood 
film, Kabhi Khushi Kabhi Gham.

Nasim Khan, who also partners with 
a Bollywood distribution company, said 
it was a surprise hit. “More than two 
million people watched it.” The movie 
had a huge impact on German women. 

He summed it up rather nicely: 
“Bollywood is actually filling a gap that 
has existed in the Western society for 
30-40 years. Passionate love, romance, 
were missing in Hollywood. It is strong 
on technology but a lot of feelings are 
gone. People want to cry, they want to 
laugh in this world. They are searching 
for these moments. Bollywood is filling 
these gaps.”

making business sense
Over the years, Bollywood has emerged 
with its own distinct identity in the 
global film industry. Bollywood is the 
global leader in production of movies 
with a staggering 27,000 featured 

top: Bollywood actress 
Priyanka Chopra and US 
actress Abigail Spencer 
arrive for the wedding 

ceremony of Britain’s 
Prince Harry, Duke of 

Sussex, in Windsor; 
bottom: Bollywood 
actor, producer and 

director Randhir Kapoor 
poses on the red carpet 

with the Jury of the 38th 
Moscow International 

Film Festival at Moscow
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india has oPened uP to the World. We are 
shooting in foreign loCations more noW. We 
are also using foreign talent. that’s WhY our 
aPPeal is more global noW.

imtiaz ali
Film director

films and thousands of short films.  
Globalisation is often misrepresented 
as the growing influence of the western 
culture in the world and so we tend 
to state that Hollywood is influencing 
Bollywood to a great extent. 
Globalisation is not only related to the 
spreading influence of the western 
culture but also of eastern culture. 

Historically, the film industry in 
India has grown at a growth rate of over 
10%. Going forward, the industry is 
expected to grow at 11.5% year-on year 
reaching total gross realization of INR 
238 billion ($3.7 billion) by 2020.

“The overseas market is still not a 
full-fledged revenue course for Indian 
cinema but it’s surely on its way. The 
audience, distributors and exhibitors 
are more receptive to Indian content 
now then they have been in the past. 
Indian content is transcending beyond 
the diaspora audience in the overseas 
markets,” opines Aamir Khan, who 
starred in Dangal, that made Bollywood 
realize its potential in China.  In 
2017, Secret Superstar reaped nearly 
$120 million in China, according 
to a report from Deloitte India and 
the Motion Picture Distributors 
Association (India).

The Indian film industry grew 
27% in 2017 on the back of box 
office growth in both domestic and 
international markets, according to 
a report by EY and the Federation of 
Indian Chambers of Commerce & 
Industry (FICCI).

Foreign talent also seems to be 
making a beeline to crossover.

top: Actor Wang Baoqiang attends a media 
event for his film Buddies in India,

bottom: Bollywood actor Aamir Khan 
(R) meets with students at Sulukule Art 

Academy in Fatih district of Istanbul, Turkey
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Inspiration 
from 
Bollywood

top:  Indian artists perform a Bollywood Musical, Taj Express 
at the Zorlu Performing Art Center in Istanbul, Turkey; 

bottom (left): Bollywood actor Shahid Kapoor (C) performs 
on stage during a Festival at the MetLife Stadium in New 
Jersey; (right) Playback singer Shreya Ghoshal performs on 
stage at Royal Albert Hall in London, England

•	 Hitch (2005) 
chhoti si Baat (1975)

•	 Pearl Harbour (2001)  
sangam (1964)

•	 leap year (2010) 
Jab we met (2007)

•	 Fear (1996) 
darr (1993)

•	 a common man 
(2013) 
a wednesday (2008)

•	 delivery man (2013) 
vicky donor (2012)

•	 the dirty dozen 
(1967) was hugely 
inspired by do 
ankhen Barah 
Haath (1957)

•	 Kill Bill volume. 1 
(2003) 
abhay (2001)

passionate love, romance, were missing in Hollywood. it is strong 
on technology but a lot of feelings are gone. people want to cry, 
they want to laugh in this world. bollywood is filling these gaps
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global reCognition
The party for Bollywood has only just 
begun. It is not just about our divas 
sashaying down the red carpet at Cannes, 
but also our films being feted at several 
other global film fests. 

From among those who discovered 
India’s potential quite a few years ago, 
we have to say Jai Ho to Hollywood 
director Danny Boyle. With an ensemble 
cast comprising big Bollywood and 
Hollywood names, the Oscar winning 
director didn’t just shoot in India, but 
also held a premiere in Mumbai, where 
his story was based. From production 
houses collaborating with international 
players to several directors looking at 
Bollywood for inspiration - Bollywood 
has become magnetic!  Anurag Kashyap 
admitted that, “Yes, Sight and Sound 
critic Naman Ramchandran first told me 
this. So, when I met Quentin in Venice I 
asked him whether the Manga sequence 
in Kill Bill was inspired from an Indian film 
and he excitedly remarked, ‘Yes, I saw this 

Indian serial-killer film which showed 
violence as animated.’. Christien Tinsley 
(who worked on movies like Catwoman), 
and Dominique Till of The Lord Of The 
Rings fame, came with their bags and 
their makeup kits a couple of years 
ago, when they transformed Amitabh 
Bachchan into Auro everyday for Paa.

It is perhaps the verve, the energy 
and the completely different identity of 
Bollywood films that it seems Hollywood 
films are now following suit. Once 
blamed for lifting ideas from Western 
films, it is a sweet turnaround that 
several Bollywood films have inspired 
their Hollywood remakes. The Indian 
cinema industry has made its mark at an 
international level and is only reaching 
new heights with time. 

Aarti is an independent writer with close to 
two decades’ experience in various media. 
After securing a doctorate in film studies, 

she is now indulging in her passion to discover the world. She 
writes on food, luxury, films, travel, wellness and celebrities.

top left: Vaani Kapoor 
and Ranveer Singh 

attend a photocall for 
their film in London, 

UK; 

top right: 
Videographer Mike 

Scott shoots a scene for 
the fourth installment 

of the Bollywood  Hate 
Story film series on 

Millennium Bridge in 
London England

sYnergies are matChing, the Possibilities are immense. india 
has the seCond largest PoPulation in the World. indian 
Cinema and bollYWood have a global imPaCt.

anil kapoor
bollywood  actor
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M I N D ,  B O D Y  A N D 
M U S I C

•	 In 2004, a Grammy Award for best 
traditional world music  was presented to 
the Indian monks of the  Palpung Sherab 
Ling Monastery (Himachal Pradesh) for 
their album, Sacred Tibetan Chant  

•	 MS Subbulakshmi was the first Indian to 
perform at the United Nations on 
October 23, 1974. She was the first Indian 
musician to be presented with the Ramon 
Magsaysay Award, the Padma Bhushan 
and the Padma Vibhushan award (1954 
and 1975).  

•	 AR Rahman became the first Indian to win 
an Individual Grammy Award and is 
credited with a victory at  both the Oscar 
and the Grammy Awards.

q U E S T  F o R  k N o W l E D g E  
the first indian space venture actually fuelled the country’s now 

successful space programme. On November 21, 1962, India 
launched a Nike-Apache  rocket for probing upper atmospheric 
regions and space research from the Thumba Equatorial Rocket 

Launching Station in Kerala. This venture was the beginning of long 
journey which also marked the start of the Indian Space Research 
Organisation (ISRO) in 1969. Fittingly so, The St Mary Magdalene 

Church in Thumba also houses a space museum.

IN D I A N
IMPRES

SIONS
know your country a little more 
with these interesting facts

india is also credited with the highest mango production 
in the world. The love for the ‘king of fruits’ is also 

celebrated at the annual International Mango festival. 
India’s mango production amounts to staggering 40% of 
the total mangoes produced worldwide. Mangoes in the 

country are also put to a variety of uses like pickles,   a fruity 
spice powder called aamchur and a variety of dips and 

tangy beverages !

with over 53 million tonnes, 
india is the largest producer 
of milk in the world. The 
Indian states of Rajasthan, 
Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat and 
Maharashtra are amongst the 
leaders in milk production. 

H A R D  W o R k Tea is one of the most commonly enjoyed 
beverages in the country. However, the 
steaming cup of  masala chai  does not 
come without a good bit of research,  
india is also home to the oldest 
and largest tea research 
station. Set up in 1911, the 
Tocklai Experimental Station in 
Jorhat, Assam contributes to 
the development of India’s tea 
industry. 





01 step  
Click on “Register 
(New User)” and fill 
required details

05 step  
Click on “Track 
Grievances Status” link 
to View latest status  
and processing done  
on your grievance.

02 step  
Click on “Activation” 
link sent in email (or 
OTP sent in SMS to 
Indian Mobile Holders) 
to activate the account.

03 step  
Log in to the 
Consular Grievances 
Monitoring System 
(MADAD). 04 step  

Click on “Register 
Grievances” link to fill 
details of your grievances.

ConSular grieVanCeS  
monitoring SyStem

mymea.in/madad

MADAD
Because You Are Us


