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ports lovers across the globe are agog as the 
Olympics return to France’s beautiful capital after 
precisely one century. This promises to be a unique 
Olympics, with the opening ceremony at the Gar-
dens of Trocadero, the Eiffel Tower forming part of 

the backdrop, and the participants sailing down the river Seine. 
The lucky ones will witness charming events like dressage—
think of it as the equestrian equivalent of ballet—against the 
backdrop of the Palace of Versailles. It will feature India’s first-
ever participant, Anush Agarwalla. His horse, Sir Caramello 
Old, will be prancing to “Jai Ho”! Will that exuberant victory 
chant rub off on the whole contingent? We will know soon. This 
week, we celebrate India’s Quest for Gold with a curtain-raiser. 
After the Tokyo Olympics, India’s Olympic ambitions have 
begun to soar. Tokyo 2020 was a watershed moment. We got 
our highest-ever tally of seven medals and also marked a distinct 
change in trajectory—Neeraj Chopra’s javelin gold was the first 
by an Indian in a track and field event. 

India’s Tokyo contingent was the largest ever: over 120 
athletes across disciplines. At 117, the Paris-bound ensemble is 
actually a tad smaller—it also looks puny compared to the US 
(592) and China (388). Yet, India boasts a good 
crop of athletes who are really in the medal hunt; 
the optimists are counting the final tally in the 
double digits. You will find all the candidates, 
veterans as well as fresh arrivals in our gallery 
of profiles curated and written by Deputy Editor 
Suhani Singh. It has lavish, exclusive photo-
graphs by our Photo Editor, Bandeep Singh, 
that capture all their outward flair and inner 
drama. Along with an event calendar, this is your 
guidebook to help you zero in on everyone with a 
realisable chance of getting up onto an Olympic 
podium with the Indian anthem playing.

Neeraj Chopra leads the order of precedence. 
When it comes to all-conquering performance, 
he has been there, done that—and stayed there. 
He’s both the Olympic champion and the World champion. 
But some of his competitors have breached the 90-metre bar-
rier—his best was only whisperingly close, at 89.94 m. He also 
came second in the Doha Diamond League in May. But the 
country lad from Haryana knows how to keep it cool and let it 
rip on the big day. Next is ‘SatChi’—the flamboyant badminton 
doubles pair of Satwiksairaj Rankireddy and Chirag Shetty, 
who were World No. 1 in October 2023. In the past two years, 
the Danish coach Mathias Boe, Olympic silver medallist and 
husband of actress Taapsee Pannu, has honed their single-
gear all-out attack game into a complete demolition system 
with more range and durability, without slowing them down. 
Satwik still owns the Guinness record for the fastest hit in 
badminton, a 565 kmph smash.

Next is our galaxy of female stars from the ‘power’ games: 
plenty of grit and guts hold up their potential for glory. Nikhat 
Zareen, the tough girl from Nizamabad who graces our cover, 
is not getting kid-glove treatment in Paris despite being a two-
time world champion in flyweight/light flyweight (2022, 2023) 
categories—the boxer is going unseeded and so faces a tough 
draw. But missing out on Tokyo has only whetted her appetite. 

Nor has a bronze at Tokyo sated the appetite of fellow pugilist 
Lovlina Borgohain—a World Championship gold in 2023 proves 
the Assamese has it in her to go for more. Mirabai Chanu, the 
silver medalist at Tokyo, has long made pain her best friend. The 
Meitei weightlifter came out of a career-threatening hip injury 
to lift well over three times her body weight of 49 kg to qualify 
again. Among wrestlers, no one would blame Vinesh Phogat for 
being unable to fully focus on training. The former World No. 1 
was kept busy wrestling entities outside the mat, way beyond her 
weight category. Now, she has changed hers to have a shot at her 
first Olympic medal, even if the 50 kg draw will be more chal-
lenging for her. Last but not least, there’s Antim Panghal, 19, the 
next Haryana wrestling sensation that Vinesh had to make way 
for in 53 kg.

Among team events, the men’s hockey team, which brought in 
a medal at Tokyo after a gap of 41 years, is in the hunt again—

with 11 of that same squad. But our overall medal tally could hinge 
on another posse. India has 21 shooters lining up for 27 events 
at Châteauroux in central France, three hours away from all the 
noise in Paris. In a game of probabilities, the more chances you 

get, the higher the chances of a medal. The one to 
watch out for is Sift Kaur Samra, the 22-year-old 
world record holder from Faridkot whose ‘chill’ 
attitude leans towards the Punjabi pop of Diljit 
Dosanjh and camping in her Scorpio.

It was Antwerp 1920 that hosted the first 
proper Indian Olympic team. Dorabji Tata was 
its moving spirit and chief sponsor; he repeated 
the role in Paris in 1924. Looking back a century 
later, we count only 35 medals in 24 editions 
of the Olympics. Official institutional support 
has been feeble historically. The Modi govern-
ment’s Target Olympic Podium Scheme (TOPS) 
does support around 300 athletes now, but the 
total outlay for the Paris cycle was Rs 400 crore. 
That’s over three years and across numerous 

sports. At Paris, India is competing in 16 disciplines out of 45. 
Compare that to cricket. By some reported estimates, the taxes 
the BCCI paid in 2022-23 were 10 times that! Training facili-
ties still need to be world-class. Neeraj Chopra trains mainly 
abroad. So does Nethra Kumanan, the sailor whose dinghy will 
be on view off the Marseille coast. Bhajan Kaur, an 18-year-old 
wunderkind, grew up training in a makeshift archery range 
set up by her farmer-father near their wheat fields in Haryana, 
reminiscent of shooter Abhinav Bindra, who had to pave his own 
path to an Olympic gold. Political grandees with little knowledge 
or interest in sports still monopolise sporting federations. We 
need the Dorabji Tatas of today if India has to do justice to its 
human potential. India now boasts 200 billionaires. It’s time 
more stepped up to add to our sporting glory.

When our athletes win, it is against heavy odds. Kudos to 
them. Meanwhile, we wish them the best of luck.

(Aroon Purie)

FROM THE

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

S

July 19, 2021



Cover Photograph by BANDEEP SINGH

E-MAIL  to: 
letters.editor@intoday.com or  
log on  to www.indiatoday.in

Readers are recommended to make appropriate enquiries before sending money, 
incurring expenses or entering into commitments in  relation to any advertisement 
appearing in this publication. The India Today Group does not vouch for any claims 
made by the advertisers of products and services. The printer, publisher, editor-in-
chief and the editor of the India Today Group publications shall not be held liable for  
any consequences in the event of such claims not being honoured by the advertisers.

SCAN HERE TO 
S U B S C R I B EFOR SUBSCRIPTION ASSISTANCE, CONTACT: Customer Care, 

India Today Group, C-9, Sector-10, Noida (UP) – 201301.
email: wecare@intoday.com | Phone / Whatsapp: +91 8597 778 778 
(Monday to Friday, 10 am – 6pm)

INDIA’S BRIGHTEST PROSPECTS

25
C OV E R S T O RY

THE GOLD QUEST
PARIS OLYMPICS 2024

UPFRONT
B I H A R :  U N A B R I D G E D 
D I S A ST E R S  PG 10

UPFRONT
J&K: A PRE-POLL 
UNDERCUT PG 14

THE OTHER CHARGERS 44

M
U

JE
EB

 F
A

R
U

Q
U

I

Sift Kaur 
Samra, 

Shooting

www.indiatoday.in

All disputes are subject to the exclusive jurisdiction of  
competent courts and forums in Delhi/New Delhi only

CHAIRMAN AND EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Aroon Purie 
VICE CHAIRPERSON AND EXECUTIVE EDITOR-IN-CHIEF: Kalli Purie
GROUP CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER: Dinesh Bhatia

GROUP EDITORIAL DIRECTOR: Raj Chengappa

CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER: Manoj Sharma 

GROUP CREATIVE EDITOR: Nilanjan Das; GROUP PHOTO EDITOR: Bandeep Singh

EDITOR (FEATURES): Kai Jabir Friese

MANAGING EDITORS: Sunil Menon, S. Sahaya Ranjit; MUMBAI: M.G. Arun 

EXECUTIVE EDITORS: Manisha Saroop, Kaushik Deka 

SENIOR DEPUTY EDITORS: Sangram K. Parhi; HYDERABAD: Amarnath K. Menon 

DEPUTY  EDITORS: Sasi Nair, Anilesh S. Mahajan;  
JAIPUR: Rohit Parihar; MUMBAI: Suhani Singh 

SENIOR EDITORS: Pradip R. Sagar, Ashish Mukherjee; PATNA: Amitabh Srivastava

SENIOR ASSOCIATE EDITORS: Sonali Acharjee, Sonal Khetarpal, Saikat Niyogi,  
Poulomi Banerjee; MUMBAI: Dhaval. S . Kulkarni; AHMEDABAD: Jumana Shah;  
BHOPAL: Rahul Noronha

ASSOCIATE EDITOR: Avishek G. Dastidar; BENGALURU: Ajay Sukumaran

SENIOR ASSISTANT EDITOR: Vipul Grover   

SPECIAL CORRESPONDENTS: LUCKNOW: Prashant Srivastava;  
KOLKATA: Arkamoy Datta Majumdar

PHOTO DEPARTMENT: Chandra Deep Kumar (Deputy Chief Photographer), 
Rajwant Singh Rawat (Principal Photographer); 
MUMBAI: Mandar Suresh Deodhar (Chief Photographer)    
PHOTO RESEARCHERS: Prabhakar Tiwari (Deputy Visual Research Editor),  
Saloni Vaid, Jodha Singh Adhikari (Principal Photo Researchers) 

CHIEF OF GRAPHICS: Tanmoy Chakraborty

ART DEPARTMENT: Sanjay Piplani (Creative Editor); 
Angshuman De (Senior Art Director); Rajesh Kumar Angira (Associate Art Director) 
Bhoomesh Dutt Sharma, Santosh Kumar Sharma (Assistant Art Directors),  
Praveen Kumar Gummadi (Chief Designer); Siddhant Jumde (Chief Illustrator) 

PRODUCTION DEPARTMENT: Harish Agarwal (Chief of Production), 
Naveen Gupta (Chief Coordinator)

SENIOR ASSOCIATE PUBLISHER (IMPACT) 
Suparna Kumar

IMPACT TEAM 
Senior General Managers: Mayur Rastogi (North), Jitendra Lad (West) 
General Manager: Syed Naveed (Chennai)

GROUP CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER: Vivek Malhotra

SALES AND OPERATIONS 
Deepak Bhatt, Senior General Manager (National Sales) 
Vipin Bagga, General Manager (Operations) 
Rajeev Gandhi, General Manager (North) 
Yogesh Godhanlal Gautam, Regional Sales Manager (West) 

Volume 49-Number 31; For the week
July 23-29, 2024, published on every Friday
● Editorial/Corporate Office Living Media India Ltd., India Today Group 
Mediaplex, FC-8, Sector-16A, Film City, Noida - 201301; Phone: 0120-4807100 
● Sub scriptions: For assistance contact, Customer Care, India Today Group,  
C-9, Sector-10, Noida (UP) – 201301. email: wecare@intoday.com; 
Phone / Whatsapp: +91 8597 778 778 (Monday to Friday, 10 am – 6pm).  
● Sales: Direct all trade enquiries to General Manager (Sales), Living Media India 
Limited, C-9, Sector-10, Noida-201301 (UP). 
● Regd. Office: F-26, First Floor, Connaught Place, New Delhi-110001.  
● Impact Offices: 1201, 12th Floor, Tower 2 A, One Indiabulls Centre,  
(Jupiter Mills), S.B. Marg, Lower Parel (West), Mumbai-400013;  
Phone: 022 69193355; Fax: 66063226  
● E-1, Ground Floor, Videocon Towers, Jhandewalan Extn, New Delhi.  
● Door No: 610, 610A, 612, 5th Floor, Block A, Imperial Chaitanya Building,  
Anna Salai, Teynampet, Chennai, Tamilnadu-600018.  
● 201-204 Richmond  Towers, 2nd Floor, 12, Richmond Road, 
Bangalore-560025; Phones: 22212448, 22213037, 22218343; Fax: 22218335;
● 52, Jawaharlal Nehru Road, 4th Floor,  Kolkata-700071; Phones: 22825398; 
 Fax: 22827254; ● 6-3-885/7/B, Somajiguda, Hyderabad-500082;  
Phone: 23401657, 23400479, 23410100, 23402481, 23410982, 23411498;  
Fax: 23403484 ● 39/1045, Karakkatt Road, Kochi 682016; Phones: 2377057, 
2377058 ; Fax: 2377059 ● 2/C, “Suryarath Bldg”, 2nd Floor,  Behind White 
House, Panchwati, Office C.G. Road, Ahmedabad-380006; Phone: 26560393, 
26560929; Fax: 26565293 ● Copyright Living Media India Ltd. All rights  
reserved through out the world.  Reproduction in any  manner is  prohibited.
Printed and published by Manoj Sharma on behalf of Living Media  
India Limited. Printed at Thomson Press India Limited,  
18-35 Milestone, Delhi Mathura Road, Faridabad-121007, (Haryana) 
and at Rajhans Enterprises, 134, Industrial Town, 4th Main Road, Rajajinagar, 
Bengaluru-560044, (Karnataka). 

Published at F-26, First Floor, Connaught Place, New Delhi-110001.

Editor: Raj Chengappa.

● IN DIA TODAY does not take the re sponsibility for returning unsolicited publication material.

MEN’S HOCKEY TEAM 26

NIKHAT ZAREEN 30

NEERAJ CHOPRA 32

CHIRAG & SATWIK 34

SIFT KAUR SAMRA 37

SRIHARI NATARAJ 38

MIRABAI CHANU 40

BHAJAN KAUR 41

SREEJA AKULA 42

NETHRA 
KUMANAN 43

Lovlina Borgohain Vinesh Phogat Sarabjot Singh Avinash Sable  
Aditi Ashok Rohan Bopanna and Sriram Balaji Antim Panghal

WHO TO WATCH WHEN 48

mailto:letters.editor@intoday.com
http://www.indiatoday.in
mailto:wecare@intoday.com
http://www.indiatoday.in
mailto:wecare@intoday.com




 S H O R T C U T S

C OV E R S T O RY

Bhutan celebrates 50 years of
tourism with a range of special events

From Munnar to Kochi to Wayanad,  
making the most of Kerala’s wet season

64

76

GOLDEN MILESTONE

CHASING THE MONSOON

F E AT U R E

If you can’t bear the thought of getting wet,
Nubra’s precipitation-free, high-altitude
desert setting may be just the thing for you

99 THE ROAD LESS 
TRAVELLED

B I G PI C T U R E

The Uttarakhand Tourism Development 
Board, in association with Starscapes, 

has launched ‘Nakshatra Sabha’, a year-long 
campaign devoted exclusively to promoting 
astrotourism in the state

70 STARRY NIGHTS

Q & A

Everyone’s favourite Heeramandi heartthrob, 
Taha Shah Badussha shares his enchanting travel 
experiences—from Cannes to monsoon getaways

102 HIT BY WANDERLUST

D E S T I N AT I O N W E D D I N G

We sure love our 
big fat weddings. 
Here are India’s 
best wedding 
destinations, with 
suggestions for 
where to stay 
and get the most 
stunning shots

86 PICTURE-PERFECT 
WEDDINGS

T H E B I G S T O RY

Who was to blame for the BJP’s loss of ground in UP? 
After a bruising round of self-interrogation, the party is 
roiled by a rift that puts even Yogi’s future at stake

22 UP BJP: A HOUSE DIVIDED

I L L E G A L I M M I G R AT I O N

Despite the horror 
stories around the 
‘dunki’ route to the 
West, the prospect 
of a better life 
continues to be 
an overwhelming 
lure for young men 
in Gujarat, Punjab 
and other parts of 
the country

50 THE NEW DUNKI ROUTES

H R I N S I G H T S  

The second 
chapter of the INDIA 
TODAY HR Insights 
aimed at charting 
the course 
towards a modern 
workplace

58 A NEW WORLD OF WORK

INSIDE
63

QUARTERLY

UP deputy CM Keshav Prasad 
Maurya greets J.P. Nadda as CM 
Yogi Adityanath looks on, Jul. 14

A
N

I



https://indiatoday.link/ib87


INDIA TODAY ON THE WEB

INDIA TODAY MAGAZINE 
ON THE WEB

TO READ THE FULL ISSUE 
LOG ON TO:

Seventeen of the 
brightest prospects in the 
Indian contingent

THE GOLD
QUEST

BEST

OF INDIA
COLLEGES

2024

INDIA TODAY SPICE
@indiatoday_spice

INDIA TODAY HOME
@indiatoday_home

INDIA TODAY ADVANTAGE
@indiatodayadvantage

www.indiatoday.in/magazine

INDIA TODAY MAGAZINE 
ON INSTAGRAM

INDIA TODAY DAILY 
NEWSLETTER

INDIA TODAY  
BEST COLLEGES

KNOW IT AS IT HAPPENS

INDIA TODAY INSIGHT

YOUR CAREER GOLDMINE

A go-to destination for news breaks and 
views on politics, sports, films and more 
@indiatodaymagazine

Sharp analysis  on topical issues by 
the editors of India Today magazine
www.indiatoday.in/magazine

India Today 2024 Best Colleges Survey — 
your guide to higher education in the country-
www.bestcolleges.indiatoday.in/

INDIA TODAY  
SUPPLEMENTS ON  

THE INSTAGRAM

THE GOOD LIFE

TIME OUTTIME OUT
WATCH SPECIAL

The most exciting 
watch novelties  

of the year

JULY 2024

KITCHENS THAT BRING 
OUT YOUR INNER CHEF

Hearth 
& Soul

+
TRENDS

MODERN
BIOPHILIA

TUNE INTO
BETTER

ACOUSTICS

INSIDE
SONAKSHI

SINHA’S
APARTMENT

Volume 3 Issue 4/2024

Rs 50

BEST OF THE BESTBEST OF THE BEST
INDIA’S TOP COLLEGES IN 14 MAJOR STREAMS

PLUS: Check out our interactive rankings at bestcolleges.indiatoday.in

NOTHING BUT THE TRUTH
Raj Chengappa

HEALTH IS WEALTH
Sonali Acharjee

A weekly podcast that 
dissects and simplifies a news 
story of significance
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/
news/nothing-but-the-truth

A weekly podcast that promises 
to get you motivated about your 
health and well-being
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/
news/nothing-but-the-truth

I N D I A  T O D AY  P O D C A S T S

PARIS OLYMPICS 2024

http://www.indiatoday.in/magazine
http://www.indiatoday.in/magazine
http://www.bestcolleges.indiatoday.in
http://bestcolleges.indiatoday.in
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/news/nothing-but-the-truth
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/news/nothing-but-the-truth
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/news/nothing-but-the-truth
https://podcasts.indiatoday.in/news/nothing-but-the-truth


https://aajtak.link/zLL2


10   INDIA TODAY    J U LY 2 9, 2024

GOING UNDER 
Video grab of a bridge collapsing 
into the Bakra River in the Sikti
block of Araria district, June 18
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By Amitabh Srivastava

B I H A R

UNABRIDGED DISASTERS

P
oliticians are always care-
ful not to burn bridges
with their electorate, but 
Bihar’s collapsing bridges
are making that unavoid-

able—one by one. Like a video playing 
in reverse, these structural failures 
capture setbacks to the state’s infra-
structure, undoing years of progress in 
just a matter of moments. 

Since Nitish Kumar assumed office
as chief minister in November 2005,
Bihar has built over 6,200 bridges,
small and big, symbolising a significant 

leap forward in infrastructure. But the 
past month has unveiled a disconcert-
ing reality—between June 18 and July 
4, at least 12 bridges crumbled across
the districts of Kishanganj, Araria,
Madhubani, East Champaran, Siwan 
and Saran. Many of these bridges are 
fairly new or were under construction. 
Initial investigations in Siwan and
Saran suggest deeper systemic flaws,
with some cases possibly exacerbated
by the actions of inept departments.

Sources in the state water resources 
department (WRD) acknowledge that

the unprofessional execution of the
river-linking project under the Jal-
Jeevan-Hariyali initiative may have 
contributed to some bridge collapses. 
Desilting operations as part of the ini-
tiative inadvertently damaged struc-
tures due to technical oversights and 
inadequate coordination. For example,
before the monsoon, the WRD initi-
ated embankment-strengthening 
efforts to mitigate the impact of the
Chhoti Gandak river’s overflow in the
Gopalganj, Siwan and Saran districts.
This involved desilting approximately 
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In under a month, 12 bridges have collapsed in Bihar. It’s all 
down to technical ineptness, bad material and collusion

PILLAR TO PERIL

 JULY 3-4, SARAN 

A portion of a 15-year-old bridge built 
over the Gandak river in Baniyapur 
block falls
Cost: Rs 7.5 lakh
Portions of a bridge made in 2004 near 
Janta Bazar in Lahladpur block collapse
Cost: Rs 20 lakh
A colonial-era bridge crumbles in 
Dandaspur Jangalvilas Tola
Current cost: Rs 10 lakh

 JULY 3, SIWAN 

Three small  bridges/culverts collapse 
in the district within 24 hours, the first 
over a Gandak river stream in Deoria 
panchayat, the second over the Dhamahi 
river at Nautan and the third in Tewatha
Total cost: Rs 26 lakh
Reasons: Technical oversight during 
desilting near the foundations of old 
bridges and culverts under the  
Jal-Jeevan-Hariyali campaign’s river  
linkage project

 JUNE 30,  
 KISHANGANJ 

A pillar of a bridge over 
the Boond river, built 
with MPLAD funds in 
2009-10, crumbles, 
causing two spans to 
sub side by a foot
Cost: Rs 35 lakh
Reason: Non-
maintenance, 
overloading, and  
illegal sand mining

 JUNE 28,  
 MADHUBANI 

A 75-metre-long bridge 
over the Bhuthi Balan 
river in Madhepur, being 
built by the rural works 
department under 
PMGSY, comes apart
Cost: Rs 3.21 crore
Reason: A girder 
disintegrates

UPFRONT

Text by AMITABH SRIVASTAVA
Graphic by TANMOY CHAKRABORTY

170 km. However, sources say the exe-
cution of the dredging compromised 
bridge stability near the foundations 
and pillars. Poor inter-agency coor-
dination, along with increased water 
flow resulting from the dredging, com-
pounded the issue.

Incidentally, the collapse of the 
Aguwani-Sultanganj bridge in June 
last year, where a 575-metre portion of 
the structure crumbled into the Ganga 
flowing under, should have served as a 
wake-up call. Yet, it failed to trigger any 
stringent monitoring practices among 
engineers to prevent further incidents. 
Monitoring and maintenance lapses 
may not be the only culprit. A section 
of engineers tells INDIA TODAY that 
structural failures often stem from 
alterations to bridge designs and the 

use of substandard materials, includ-
ing low-strength cement, sand and 
concrete, and steel rods thinner than 
the approved specifications. Instances 
of construction violations and collusive 
monitoring negligence have also been 
reported (see Why They Crumble So 
Often in accompanying graphic).

Now in damage-control mode, the 
government has suspended 15 engi-
neers, including 11 from the WRD and 
four from the rural works department, 
for dereliction of duty. Show-cause 
notices have been issued to the construc-
tion companies concerned. The chief 
minister has ordered the immediate 
implementation of a monitoring mecha-
nism with clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities for all involved, aiming 
for both remedial action and proactive 
measures through a new bridge main-
tenance policy (see What the State Has 
Done). But mitigating the damage to the 
government’s image? That seems to be a 
bridge too far right now. 

The collapse of the 
Aguwani-Sultanganj 
bridge in June last year 
has failed to serve as a 
wake-up call
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 JUNE 26, KISHANGANJ 

A portion of the 70-metre-long, 
12-metre-wide bridge, built in 2011 
under the Mukhyamantri Gram Sadak 
Yojana, gives way. The bridge over the 
Mariya river connects the Bahadurganj 
and Dighalbank blocks
Cost: Rs 25 lakh
Reason: Heavy rains in Nepal’s 
catchment areas cause a sudden rise in 
water levels, a pillar fails to withstand 
the strong currents

 JUNE 23, EAST CHAMPARAN 

A span of a 16-metre-long under-
construction bridge, built over a canal 
by the rural works department in the 
Ghorasahan block in Motihari, crumbles
Cost: Rs 1.6 crore

Reason: Unknown miscreants  
are alleged to have damaged the 
structure

 JUNE 22, SIWAN 

Part of a 100-metre-long, 40-year-
old bridge over a canal in Ramgarha 
panchayat of Daraundha block falls 
down at one end
Cost: Rs 10 lakh
Reason: The brick wall and pillars 
connecting the bridge to the approach 
road weakened after the canal was 
dredged for desilting

 JUNE 18, ARARIA 

A major portion of a reinforced cement 
concrete bridge over the Bakra river 
in Sikti block collapses. The bridge 
was being rebuilt under the PM Gramin 
Sadak Yojana after a change in the 
river’s course
Cost: Rs 12 crore
Reason: Excavation to allow the 
smooth flow of water is said to have 
weakened the pillars

WHAT THE STATE 
HAS DONE

 On July 5, the 
Bihar govern-
ment suspend-
ed 15 engineers 

from the water resources 
and rural works depart-
ments for alleged negli-
gence. It introduced a bridge 
maintenance policy de-
signed to guide engineers in 
the maintenance, construc-
tion and repair of bridges

 The new 
policy mandates 
that depart-
ments such as 

road construction, water 
resources and building 
construction issue “health 
cards” with detailed records 
of inspection and mainte-
nance. This requirement 
also applies to bridges 
constructed with MPLAD 
and MLALAD funds

 The policy 
stipulates two 
routine inspec-
tions per year, 

one of which must occur 
before the monsoon. If any 
desilting exercises are 
planned, the bridge must be 
inspected under the 
supervision of experts and a 
senior engineer from the 
relevant department

 Additionally, 
each depart-
ment will be 
allocated a dedi-

cated fund for the mainte-
nance of its bridges

 Structural failures,  
often due to alterations 
in the design and use of 
sub-standard materials—
low-strength cement, sand, 
concrete and steel rods etc. 

 In many cases, those 
in charge of construction 
violate norms and 
those tasked with 
monitoring collude to 
ignore the lapses

 Desilting and 
dredging operations 
carried out to prepare 
for the monsoon at times 
compromise the stability 
of the foundations

Bahadurganj
Boond River   
(Kishanganj)

Ghorasahan  
(East Champaran)

Sikti 
(Araria)

Tewatha  
Nautan 

Maharajganj 
Ramgarha  

(Siwan)

Madhepur
(Madhubani)

B I H A R

Dandaspur
Lahladpur
Baniyapur
(Saran)

*Reasons have been provided by government officials and engineers; all 
costs are estimated and are in reference to the time of construction

WHY THEY CRUMBLE SO OFTEN
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J& K

A PRE-POLL 
UNDERCUT

T
he Centre has widened the 
powers of the Lieutenant-
Governor (L-G) in Jammu 
and Kashmir, empowering the 
incumbent in matt ers that ear-

lier needed concurrence from the state 
finance department. This came through 
changes in the ‘transaction of business’ 
rules that increases the L-G’s powers 
over key administrative and legal mat-
ters and will come into effect once an 
elected government is in place. These 
include decisions on public order as well 
as on transfers and postings of all-India 
service officers (IAS/IPS), the J&K 
Police and the appointment of judicial 
officers, including the advocate-general. 
A gubernatorial sanction—and veto—
will also loom large over the anti-graft 
body, prisons and even the prosecution/
filing of appeals. Central government 
sources too claimed that these were 
not ‘amendments’ to the controversial 
J&K Reorganisation Act, 2019, and 
was issued to avoid all ambiguities. The 
chief concern, experts say, was to ensure 
that posting of officers of the all-India 
cadre—including the police—was 
controlled by the Centre in the event of 
an elected government, and later state-
hood, being restored to J&K.

On July 12, a notification issued 
by the Union home ministry said 
President Droupadi Murmu had made 
changes under Section 55 of the Act, 
introducing three new ‘amendments’ 
to widen the ambit of the L-G’s powers. 
This is the second instance of such 
changes since the Act came into being 
after the erstwhile state was divested 
of its special status under Article 370 
and bifurcated into Union territories. 
Earlier, the power to appoint the J&K 
home secretary, a key person in the ad-
ministration, was vested with the state 
government. That had changed on Feb-
ruary 28, when Clause B of Sub-Rule 
3 of Rule 50 of the Act, which called 
on the L-G to make a ‘prior reference’ 
to the Union home ministry on the ap-
pointment of the chief secretary and the 
J&K director-general of police (DGP), 
was amended through a notification to 
allow the Centre’s nod in the appoint-
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ment of the home secretary as well.   
As expected, the changes have not 

gone down well with any of the political 
parties—except for the BJP. Even  
parties alleged to be allies/proxies of 
the saffron party are up in arms, call-
ing for a “united strategy” to oppose 
the diminished state being envisaged. 
Syed Altaf Bukhari, chief of the Apni 
Party, for instance, is said to have New 
Delhi’s blessings, having been the first 
to launch a political outfit post-370, 
in 2021. But the businessman-turned-
neta is livid. “They want the chief 
minister to be a toothless tiger and fool 
the people,” he says, urging his rivals to 
shun political differences and prepare 
for a joint struggle. “If we can’t stand 
united today, then we will never be able 
to. We should ensure that the statehood 
we get is not hollow.”

 National Conference leader Hasnain 
Masoodi, a former MP and J&K High 
Court judge, also questions the Modi-led 
government’s intentions. “The change 
in business rules is less legal and more 

T H E  N E W  R U L E S

MHA amends 
‘transaction of business’ 

rules pertaining to the J&K 
Reorganisation Act, 2019

Transfer/posting of 
IAS/IPS officers, rules 

regarding police, public 
order, land no longer need 

concurrence from state 
finance department,  
L-G’s discretion final 

Elected J&K govt also 
loses powers to appoint 

advocate-general

All matters related to 
prisons, directorate of 
prosecution, forensic 
science lab with L-G

L-G to have say on grant 
of prosecution sanction

political,” says Masoodi. “It tells us that 
the Centre intends to prolong its rule 
by proxy. With no public mandate, the 
L-G will have the power to make all the 
decisions. This is against the spirit of de-
mocracy.” Party leader and former chief 
minister Omar Abdullah tweeted that 
“the people deserve better than a power-
less, rubber stamp CM who will have to 
beg the L-G to get his/her peon appoint-
ed”. Back in Delhi, Congress president 
Mallikarjun Kharge called it “another 
example of the ‘samvidhan hatya (mur-
der of the Constitution)’ happening daily 
under the Modi government”.

T
he amendments have indeed cast 
a long shadow, especially since 
they come less than a month after 

the announcements Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi made during his visit to 
Srinagar. The PM had raised hopes by 
promising the restoration of statehood 
and holding of  the long-overdue assem-
bly election. Former J&K law secretary 
Ashraf Mir, though, is not surprised. 
“The amendments align with the J&K 
Reorganisation Act,” he says. “They (the 
Centre) have clearly delineated powers 
before installation of an elected govern-
ment. The new business rules are meant 
to bring clarity to some grey areas.” The 
expansion of the L-G’s powers in the ap-
pointment of the advocate-general and 
law officers leaves little leeway for the 
elected government, he points out. “The 
legislative assembly anyway was vested 
with little powers over the police and law 
and order as per the Reorganisation Act. 
By further empowering the L-G, it has 
ensured that the chief minister and the 
cabinet will be without any powers.”

Section 55 of the 2019 Act, which 
governed the conduct of business, 
allowed the L-G to make rules on the 
‘advice of the council of ministers’, and 
‘more convenient transaction of busi-
ness with the ministers’, while laying 
out the procedure to be adopted in case 
of a difference of opinion. But with 
J&K without a legislative asse mbly 
or an elected government, the Union 
government brought a proclamation 
on October 31, 2019, under which the 

NOWHERE TO GO 
Security cordon  

in Srinagar

AP
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President assumed all the powers and 
suspended the provisions of Section 55, 
allowing him/her to frame and amend 
the business rules. 

In other Union territories, such as 
in Delhi, the conflict over authority 
between the elected government and 
the L-G has been a major wrangling 
point, especially after 2014. The National 
Capital Territory (NCT) of Delhi has in 
the past decade seen endless clashes over 
legal authority in administration and 

appointments, spurring acrimony and 
affecting governance. The controversy 
has yet to find closure even after the 
intervention of the Supreme Court. “In 
J&K, the Reorganisation Act gives wide 
discretionary powers to the L-G and they 
will be subject to misinter pretation,” says 
the former law secr etary. “It will trigger 
conflict with an elected government. We 
are not like the Delhi UT but more like 
Pudu cherry. Unless we have full-fledged 
statehood, this conflict will continue.” 
Unlike in Delhi, the Constitution does 
not mention specific restrictions for the 
Puducherry UT on passing laws on land, 
public order and policing.

 Those opposing the new rules say 
it will undermine the authority of any 
elected government in J&K, as and 
when the long overdue polls are held, 
raising questions over the democratic 
process. Preparations for the assembly 
election will have to start soon as the 
Supreme Court’s deadline for it is just a 
handful of weeks away (September 30). 
The last assembly poll was held in 2014; 
Jammu and Kashmir has been without 
an elected government since 2018. The 
direct central rule that followed seems 
to be finding ways to entrench itself. 

THE AMENDMENT HAS 
CAST A SHADOW OVER 
THE CENTRE’S POST-POLL 
MOVES, AS IT COMES 
AFTER PM MODI’S 
POSITIVE COMMENTS ON 
HIS SRINAGAR VISIT

A
fter a swashbuckling 
performance in the Lok 
Sabha election, the re-
sults in the Maharash-

tra legislative council polls have 
come as a setback to the Opposi-
tion Maha Vikas Aghadi (MVA) 
comprising the Congress, Shiv 
Sena (Uddhav Balasaheb Thacker-
ay) and the Nationalist Congress 
Party (Sharadchandra Pawar). The 
ruling Mahayuti composed of the 
other trio—BJP, Eknath Shinde’s 
Shiv Sena and the Ajit Pawar-led 
NCP—won nine out of the 11 seats 
that went to the polls. What’s 

more, Jayant Patil of the Peasants 
and Workers Party (PWP), who 
was backed by the MVA, bit the 
dust amidst massive cross-voting, 
especially by Congress MLAs. 
While these legislators are ex-
pected to defect to the Mahayuti in 
the assembly polls due in October-
November, their rebellion was only 
a part of the fault lines the defeat 
exposed within the MVA.

 The electoral college for the 
polls consists of MLAs. Though 
the election take place by secret 
ballot, groups of MLAs are asked 
to mark their preference in a 

A Reality Check 
for the MVA

M A H A R A S H T R A

By Dhaval S. Kulkarni 
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THE SETBACK 
TO THE 

MVA IN THE 
LEGISLATIVE 

COUNCIL 
POLLS SHOWS 
THE DISCORD 

WITHIN. 
CROSS-VOTING 

CONGRESS 
MLAS MAY 

DEFECT TOO

certain manner on the ballot paper, 
which helps reveal cross-voters. The 
effective strength of the 288-member 
Maharashtra assembly is down to 274 
and, to win, each candidate needed 
around 23 first preference votes. The 
78-member state council has 27 va-
cancies, including 12 seats nominated 
from the governor’s quota.

The MLCs the BJP got elected in-
clude former minister and OBC leader 
Pankaja Munde, daughter of late par-
ty veteran Gopinath Munde; former 
Pune MLA Yogesh Tilekar; former 
minister Parinay Fuke, a close aide of 
deputy chief minister Devendra Fad-
navis; Dalit leader Amit Gorkhe; and 
former minister Sadabhau Khot, who 
heads the Rayat Kranti organisation. 
Shinde’s Shiv Sena saw former Lok 
Sabha MPs Bhavana Gawali Patil and 
Krupal Tumane going past the post. 
Ajit Pawar’s NCP faction also got its 
two candidates, Rajesh Vitekar and 
Shivajirao Garje, elected. Speaking to 
the media after the results, Ajit said 

his party had 42 votes, but secured 
47, meaning five more MLAs had 
voted for them. A senior BJP leader 
said what swung things for the party 
was the way in which the Mahayuti 
allocated their preference votes.

From the MVA, Pradnya Satav of 
the Congress secured a second term 
and Milind Narvekar of the Sena 
(UBT), a personal assistant of Uddhav, 
won his maiden election to the upper 
house. Uddhav was reportedly upset at 
MVA partner Patil of the PWP —who 
was being backed by Sharad Pawar’s 
NCP—for not working for Sena can-
didates Sanjog Waghere and Anant 
Geete. So, Thackeray fielded Narvekar, 
who has friends across party lines, as 
a candidate. His presence put paid to 
Patil’s hopes of becoming an MLC.

A day before the election, senior 
Congress MLA Kailash Gorantyal 
had indicated that three to four party 
votes could go the other way. Though 

he didn’t take names, Gorantyal hinted 
that the recalcitrant MLAs could 
be Zeeshan Siddiqui (Vandre East), 
whose father and former minister Baba 
Siddiqui quit the Congress and joined 
Ajit’s NCP; Sulabha Khodke (Amra-
vati), whose husband Sanjay Khodke is 
an NCP strategist; Hiraman Khoskar 
(Igatpuri) and Jitesh Antapurkar (Deg-
loor), who is close to former CM Ashok 
Chavan, now with the BJP. A Congress 
MLA said that three other MLAs 
who cross-voted included “surprising” 
names. He claimed the legislators had 
been coerced to switch sides.

There were reported differences of 
opinion between the SS(UBT) and the 
Congress over the allocation of votes 
to Narvekar. Later, sharp words were 
reportedly exchanged between Patil’s 
nephew and a senior Sena leader. A 
displeased Thackeray apparently told 
a Congress leader that if his candidate 
met with resistance from within the 
alliance, there was no point in his 
staying on. Much of the friction was 
over Patil’s defeat. Patil alleged that 
one vote of the NCP (SP) had also gone 
elsewhere and that the sole Commu-
nist Party of India (Marxist) MLA 
had voted elsewhere—a charge denied 
by both. Patil also cited rumours that 
the errant MLAs were bribed. Ashish 
Shelar of the BJP claimed that two 
SS(UBT) MLAs had cross-voted.

State Congress chief Nana Patole 
has vowed to take action against those 
breaching party discipline, and Jiten-
dra Awhad of the NCP(SP) called on 
voters to teach a lesson to turncoats. 
The choice of Satav upset some Con-
gress leaders, who wanted a Muslim 
leader to be nominated, considering 
that the community voted en masse 
for the party in the LS polls.

The events evoke a sense of deja vu. 
In June 2022, a similarly rancorous ele-
ction to the legislative council—where 
massive horse-trading led to the defeat 
of Dalit leader Chandrakant Handore 
of the Congress—had set off a chain of 
events that led to the fall of the Uddhav 
Thackeray-led MVA government. 

BACK TO WINNING WAYS
Newly elected MLC Pankaja Munde, 
Maharashtra CM Eknath Shinde 
and deputy CM Devendra Fadnavis 
after the legislative council 
polls, July 12; inset, Maharashtra 
Congress chief Nana Patole
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H I M AC H A L PR A D E S H

By Anilesh S. Mahajan

SUKHU COMES 
OUT STRONGER

 I
n mountainous Himachal 
Pradesh, dark monsoon clouds 
may have resulted in torrential 
rains, but the political clouds sur-

rounding the chair of Chief Minister 
Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu appear to 
have been dispelled for now. In the 
recent bypolls held in three seats 
on July 10—Dehra, Nalagarh and 
Hamirpur—the Congress won two, 
and increased its tally once again to 
40 seats in the 68-member assem-

bly. Kamlesh Thakur, Sukhu’s wife, 
won from Dehra and Hardeep Singh 
Bawa won from Nalagarh for the 
Grand Old Party. The BJP managed 
to retain Hamirpur, with Ashish 
Sharma, the former independent 
MLA who joined the saffron party, 
holding on by 1,571 votes. The BJP’s 
assembly numbers have risen to 28. 

The bypolls had become neces-
sary because three independent 
MLAs, Hoshiyar Singh (Dehra), 

Ashish Sharma and K.L. Thakur 
(Nalagarh)—all supporters of 
the Congress government—had 
shifted loyalties, voted for the BJP 
in the Rajya Sabha polls in late 
February and resigned thereafter. 
They all joined the BJP later. But 
they were only the outer eddies 
of the whirpool that had threat-
ened to suck in the Sukhu regime. 
At its centre were six Con gr ess 
MLAs who cross-voted for the 
BJP’s Harsh Mahajan to defeat 
party candidate Abhishek Manu 
Singhvi. They were disqualified 
speedily and the Congress avenged 
itself by retaining four of those six 
seats, bypolls for which were held 
along with the Lok Sabha polls. Of 
the six rebel Congressmen, only 
Sudhir Sharma (Dharamshala) 
and Inder Dutt Lakhanpal (Bar-
sar) could win back their seats on 
BJP tickets. What has come now is 
near-total recovery of honour.

The victory at Dehra is special 
for Sukhu as it marks the entry 
of his wife in politics. While the 
BJP argues that the CM deployed 
the entire government machinery 
to achieve victory, the Congress 
did benefit from internal feuds 
in the BJP. Notably, former CM 
Prem Kumar Dhamal has struck 
a critical note—saying he was not 
consulted in the entire February 
episode and that the BJP meddled 
in the Congress’s affairs too soon.

The declaration of results for 
all nine bypolls brings a tame end 
to the Himachal edition of the 
BJP’s ‘Operation Lotus’, which had 
aimed at toppling the fledgling 
Sukhu regime. The stock of his 
principal rival in the Himachal 

SHOW OF UNITY  
Himachal Pradesh CM Sukhvinder 
Singh Sukhu (centre) with Congress 
leaders Vikramaditya and Pratibha 
Singh in Shimla, July 13
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Congress, Vikramaditya 
Singh, had already plum-
meted after his defeat in the 
Lok Sabha polls from Mandi 
when out of the 17 assembly 
segments, he could muster 
leads in only Lahaul & Spiti, 
Karsog, Rampur and Kin-
naur. During the February 
crisis, Vikramaditya had 
resigned from the cabinet, but 
was persuaded to stay on by 
the Congress high command. 

This in no way offers a 
carte blanche to Sukhu—it 
was his working style that first 
engendered widespread disaf-
fection within the Congress, 
offering scope to engineer mu-
tiny.  Yet the bypolls hold out 
one lesson—a culture of defec-
tions won’t work in Himachal. 
It also exposed a tactical flaw 
in the BJP—they ought to 
have waited for the fate of the 
six rebels before inducting the 
independents. Now, with a 
strengthened Sukhu, disgrun-
tled Congress legislators are 
being extra cautious.

But Sukhu can’t rest easy. 
If the Shimla High Court 
disqualifies the six Congress 
MLAs who were appointed 
chief parliamentary secretar-
ies in 2023—in an ‘office of 
profit’ case pending before 
it—the Congress is in for 
another convulsion. The BJP 
would certainly pray for that 
to happen. 

THE BYPOLL 
RESULTS SHOW 
THAT A 
CULTURE OF 
DEFECTION 
WILL NOT WORK 
IN HIMACHAL 
PRADESH

K E R A L A

By Jeemon Jacob

MALADIES GALORE

A
‘brain-eating’ amoeba, which 
thrives in warm freshwater 
bodies, has claimed the 
lives of three children while 

infecting at least one more over 
the past two months in Kerala. All 
of them, aged between five and 
14 years, were diagnosed with 
primary amoebic meningoencepha-
litis (PAM), a rare disease spread 
through the pathogenic Naegleria 
fowleri. The infection destroys brain 
tissue, causing death in most cases.

Be it the outbreaks of Nipah 
and Zika viruses in recent years or 
the high incidence of 
other vector-borne 
and zoonotic diseases 
like dengue and rat 
fever, Kerala’s 
public 
healthcare 
system—despite its 
wide network of 
1,278 govern-
ment and 2,062 
private hospitals—seems to get 
overstretched every monsoon. 
According to data released by the 
health department, communicable 
diseases have claimed 144 lives 
till mid-July this year; 121 of those 
have been recorded since June 1. 
Leptospirosis, or rat fever, a 
bacterial infection transmit-
ted by contact with the urine 
of rodents and farm animals, leads 
with a death toll of 67. On July 13 
alone, 12,204 people with fever 
were admitted to various govern-
ment hospitals. Of them, 438 were 
diagnosed with dengue. 

Health minister Veena George 
acknowledges the gravity of the 
situation, while claiming the health 
department is “fully geared” for it. 
“Normally, the state witnesses a 
higher incidence of communicable 
diseases during monsoon. But, 
this time, more infections are being 
reported. We have alerted the local 
bodies to conduct health audits and 
alert the public,” she told INDIA TODAY.

Dengue, spread via the bite of 

Aedes mosquitoes, surfaced in 
Kerala in 1998. Once confined to 
a few districts, it has now spread 
across the state. Similarly, lepto-
spirosis—listed as a rare disease 
in the 1980s—has become a major 
public health hazard in the past 
decade. “Since 2020, leptospirosis 
has killed over 1,000 people,” says 
Opposition leader V.D. Satheeshan. 
“It’s a shame for a government that 
claims to have India’s best health 
management system.” 

Changes in patterns of land 
use, polluted rivers, poor drain-
age and inundated paddy fields—

factors that have 
contributed to the 
spread of commu-
nicable diseases 
over the past two 
decades—get ac-
centuated during 

monsoon. Dr B. Ekbal, 
advisor to the chief 
minister on health 
management, calls for 

a coordinated action plan to tide 
over the crisis. “It is essential to 
ensure effective mosquito and 
pest control, proper sanitation, 
and access to clean water for 
preventing communicable 

diseases,” he says. “Tailored 
public health measures are 
necessary to control the 

recurring diseases.” Dr V. Ra-
mankutty, a public health activist, 
concurs. “Prevention is the best 
way to check infectious diseases. 
That’s lacking at present,” he says.  
That deficit has disproportionately 
affected the poor, with their immu-
nity levels seen to be considerably 
weaker, notes Dr Vinodkumar T.G. 
Nair, a scientist at the Jawaharlal 
Nehru Tropical Botanic Garden and 
Research Institute, Thiruvanan-
thapuram. The state’s response to 
this ever-evolving challenge will 
be crucial in saving its populace 
from a disease burden that can 
overwhelm even Kerala’s much-
vaunted public health system. 
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T
he new carved rosewood 
door at the west entrance to 
the Vidhana Soudha, which 
greeted members when the 

House convened for the first day of the 
monsoon session on July 15, could offer 
no protection against the storm that was 
brewing within. The Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP), and its ally Janata Dal 
(Secular), Karnataka's two Opposition 
parties, had already been targeting the 
Siddaramaiah-led Congress govern-
ment for weeks over issues of alleged 
corruption. The newly renovated 
assembly building was sure to get some 
ceremonial fire to heat up its inaugura-
tion. Among the scandals facing the 
Siddaramaiah government is the alleged 
embezzlement of funds to the tune of Rs 
89.63 crore in the Karnataka Maharshi 
Valmiki Scheduled Tribes Development 
Corporation Ltd (KMVSTDC). 

The KMVSTDC is the state gov-
ernment’s implementing agency for 
schemes meant for the upliftment of 
communities listed as Scheduled Tribes 
(ST), and the BJP has alleged that the 
funds were siphoned off by the state's 
ruling Congress to use in the recent Lok 
Sabha election. The Congress has voiced 
protest against this. Allegations of fund 

moral responsibility in the case, since 
he is also the state’s finance minister. 
Speaking in the assembly, R. Ashoka, the 
leader of the Opposition in the House, 
alleged, “The government is party to this 
scam… Didn’t the transactions come to 
the notice of the Finance Department?” 
Congress ministers, meanwhile, have 
accused the BJP of involving the 
Enforcement Directorate in the case to 
“destabilise” the Siddaramaiah govern-
ment, though two separate probes—by 
the CBI and state police—are underway.

The KMVSTDC scandal is not the 
only front on which the Siddaramaiah 
government has been fighting fire. 
Earlier this month, Opposition parties 
started putting pressure on the CM over 
alleged irregularities in the Mysore Urban 
Development Authority’s (MUDA) 50:50 
scheme, which had been scrapped by the 
Congress government after coming to 
power in Karnataka last year. The scheme 
had been introduced in 2020 to com-
pensate those who lost their land for the 
development of housing layouts, by giving 
them 50 per cent of the developed land. 
It has been alleged, however, that the 
compensations were often disproportion-
ate to the loss, and that the allocation of 
compensatory plots continued even after 
the scheme was scrapped by the govern-
ment. What’s landed Siddaramaiah on 
a particularly sticky wicket is the claim 
that his wife Parvathi has been a “benefi-
ciary” under the scheme. The Congress 
has refuted the allegation, saying she had 
only been compensated for land seized by 
the MUDA. While the CM has said the 
allocation to his wife was made in 2021, 
when the BJP was in power in Karnataka, 
the state government on July 14 also 
appointed a commission of inquiry to 
look into allegations against MUDA.

Over the past year, the Congress has 
prided itself on its work in Karnataka, 
especially owing to the successful roll-out 
of big-ticket welfare schemes. These scan-
dals have, however, given the Opposition 
an opportunity to corner it. 

embezzlement in the KMVSTDC were 
first raised in May, following the alleged 
death by suicide of P. Chandrasekharan, 
who had worked as an accountant at 
the corporation. A purported suicide 
note alleged the KMVSTDC’s sav-
ings bank account with the Union 
Bank of India had been transferred 
to another branch of the bank on 
February 21 and cash siphoned off. 
The note added that Chandrasekharan 
had been “forced” by senior officials to 
open the new account and that he him-
self had no role in the misappropria-
tion of funds. Since then, KMVSTDC 
managing director J.G. Padmanabh 
and accounts officer Parashuram G. 
Durgannanavar, both suspended after 
being named in the note, and former 
minister of ST welfare B. Nagendra, 
have been arrested by different probe 
agencies. Nagendra resigned from his 
post following the scandal. The BJP 
demands that Siddaramaiah accept 

SIDDARAMAIAH 
ON THE BACK FOOT
By Ajay Sukumaran

K A R N ATA K A S C A N DA L S

IN THE HOT SEAT
CM Siddaramaiah faces a noisy  
barrage of corruption charges as  
his regime completes one year

BJP has alleged ST 
corporation money 
was siphoned off 
by the state’s ruling 
Congress as funds for 
the Lok Sabha polls
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W hen Parliament 
passed 

the Citizenship 
(Amendment) 
Act (CAA) in 
December 
2019, Assam had 
erupted in violent 
protests, resulting in five deaths. 
Fear surged that the CAA would 
flood the state with illegal Hindu 
immigrants from Bangladesh, 
changing Assam’s demographics. 
Assam CM Himanta Biswa 
Sarma, a staunch CAA advocate, 
had dismissed these concerns. 
Now, the BJP stalwart may have 
the last laugh. Since the CAA rules 
were framed in February, only 
eight individuals in Assam have 
applied for citizenship under the 
Act—a number hardly capable of 
causing a demographic upheaval.

You may not even notice them 
now, the hanging wires that 

have become a part of the Chandni 
Chowk land scape. Monkeys 
even use them for their daily 
commute. But loose live wires 
have also caused innumerable 
deaths by electrocution over the 
years, and are “a ticking time 
bomb, a constant threat to life and 
property”, as the area’s new MP 
Praveen Khandelwal pointed out. 
And so, right after taking oath, 
Khandelwal set about meeting 
Delhi government offi cials, 
outlining his plans to untangle the 
unsightly and dangerous mess of 
electric wires. The solution is to 
send them underground. But in 
the narrow bylanes of Purani Dilli, 
that is a task easier said than done.

UNJUSTIFIED FEAR

War Against Wires

Kaushik Deka with Amitabh Srivastava, Amarnath K. Menon, 
Arkamoy Datta Majumdar and Avishek G. Dastidar

B harat Rashtra Samithi (BRS) supremo 
K. Chandrashekar Rao had laid great 

store by the number six. Now, it seems to 
be turning against him. Six MLCs deserted 
the party on July 4 amid apprehensions 
of a meltdown, triggered by the string of 
switches by BRS MLAs to the Grand Old 
Party. Things haven’t been quite the same 
for KCR ever since the Congress’s 
six guarantees helped it wrest 
power from the regional party 
in the assembly polls last 
November, a humiliation 
compounded by its 0/17 
score in the Lok Sabha 
election. Already, 10 
of the BRS’s 38 MLAs 
have switched sides. 
Now, the Congress 
is predicting July 24, 
which adds up to six, as 
the date for the BRS’s 
complete downfall.

I t was only a matter of time 
before the new BJP gov-

er nment in Odisha amped up 
its Odia pride campaign, one 
that had delivered successful 
returns in the state election. 
Ergo, the Mohan Charan 

Majhi gov ernment has 
now mandated Odia 
be used as language of 
official communication. 

Also on the cards are a 
restructuring of the Odisha 

Sahitya Akademi, the Odisha 
Sangeet Natak Akademi 
and the Odisha Lalit Kala 
Akademi, and the setting up of 
a Language Commission. The 
Odia Bhasa Pratisthan too is up 
for rec onstitution to promote 
the language in the state.

The Hex of Six

NATIVE ASSERTIONS
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E rrant officials in Bihar are having to watch their feet. Displeased with the slow 
pace of work in sundry projects, Bihar chief minister Nitish Kumar is now going 

for their feet to shame them into action. So, on July 10, it was a manager of a 
project in the road construction department who was pulled up for the snail’s pace of 

progress and asked, “Kahiye to aapke pair chhu lun (Allow me to touch your feet),” even 
as the Bihar chief minister mock dived for the hapless official’s feet. A week earlier, on 

July 3, Nitish, frustrated by the slow pace of land survey in the state, had quipped, “Main 
haath jodta hun, kahiye to pair bhi chhu lun (I fold my hands, should I touch your feet 

too)?” But it is not always sarcasm that has Nitish seeking people’s feet. On June 7, it was 
to pay his respects that Nitish tried to touch PM Narendra Modi’s feet after pro mising 

support to his government. It’s a handy skill, touching feet, for humiliation, and humility.

G L A S S H O U S E

LESSONS IN PODIATRY

ANI 



A HOUSE 
DIVIDED O

On July 14, in a packed hall in Lucknow, 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) held 
its first state executive meeting since the 
2024 Lok Sabha election results yanked 
away half the ground under its feet in 
Uttar Pradesh. Soil subsidence on that 
scale was bound to set off an inquisition. 
Who was to blame? The answer depends 
entirely on who’s doing the asking, with 
self-exoneration built into that act itself. 

By Prashant Srivastava

Who was to blame for the BJP’s loss of 
ground in UP? After a bruising round of 
self-interrogation, the party is roiled by a 
rift that puts even Yogi’s future at stake

MAINTAINING A DISTANCE 
Yogi Adityanath and Keshav 
Prasad Maurya (second from 
left) at the BJP state executive 
meeting in Lucknow, Jul. 14

T H E  B I G  S T O R Y    U T T A R  P R A D E S H
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chief minister. And Lucknow’s appar-
ent acts of omission can at best only be 
a partial explanation, since it entirely 
papers over New Delhi’s strategic mis-
steps. But that also seems to have 
created a synergy of purpose. For, the 
impact of Maurya’s speech was swift. 
Within 48 hours, he was summoned 
to New Delhi to meet BJP national 
president J.P. Nadda, who in fact was 
present at the state executive meeting. 
As Maurya and state unit chief Bhu-
pendra Chaudhary left for the national 
capital on July 16, there were murmurs 
about an impending “big decision” 
regarding a change in UP’s leader-
ship. Nothing came of it presently, but 
Maurya’s supporters claim he would 
soon receive a “return gift” for voicing 
the party workers’ concerns.

Such is the gravity of the situation—
a measure of how deep the divisions 
have become after the party saw its Lok 
Sabha seat tally nearly halving from 62 
to 33. Several unsuccessful BJP candi-
dates have dropped angry hints of local 
betrayal; others point fingers at officials 
for allegedly aiding the Opposition. The 
schism between sangathan and sarkar 
is only becoming more conspicuous 
with each passing day. Sources say 
Maurya and other senior leaders had 
previously expressed their dissatisfac-
tion with Yogi Adityanath’s leadership 
style to the central party command. It 
was too big a mountain to move then, 
but that power struggle has bled right 

into the present mess—with ambitions 
finding the accusatory air a conducive 
climate to grow in.

Pretty much in sync, an orchestra of 
voices from the party picked up the cue, 
striking dire notes. Ramesh Chandra 
Mishra, who represents Badlapur in the 
assembly, claimed in a video message 
that the BJP was in a “very bad state” in 
UP, and if remedial measures weren’t 
taken, it was not likely to come back to 
power in 2027. Around the same time, 
former state minister Moti Singh alleged 
that corruption had increased manifold 
under the present UP government. Both 
later claimed to have been misquoted, 
but the signals had gone out to the high 
command: the state BJP didn’t lack in 
potentially mutinous segments willing to 
challenge Yogi’s leadership.

Yogi Adityanath, for his part, has a 
different perspective on the party’s re-
cent setback. His aides point out that the 
CM had little say in candidate selection, 
with tickets being decided by the central 
leadership and state organisation. Yogi 
himself talked of “overconfidence”. In his 
address to the state executive, he said, 
“The party has been successful in getting 
the same vote share in 2024 as it had got 
in 2014. But our overconfidence ended 
up hurting us....” It’s true that the BJP’s 
vote share, at 41.4 per cent, has shown 
just a slight dip from the 2014 numbers 
(42.6 per cent) and is in fact marginally 
higher than the 41.3 per cent recorded in 
the 2022 assembly hustings, but that’s 

As suggestion and innuendo filled 
the air, deputy chief minister Keshav 
Prasad Maurya made the opening 
verbal salvo: “Sangathan sarkar se 
bada tha, bada hai aur bada rahega 
(the party organisation was larger 
than the government, is larger and 
will continue to remain larger).” 

Maurya’s words, met with cheers 
from the assembled BJP members, 
came as the first clear location signal 
of where the crack would appear—
and how it would grow. He went on to 
say, “Your pain and my pain is simi-
lar,” suggesting that there existed a 
brotherhood of the aggrieved within 
Yogi Adityanath’s regime. It may be 
partisans on one side who are eager 
to pin responsibility for the BJP’s 
poor performance on its most iconic 

What the CM and his deputy said in their address to the party cadre

“While good 
morning messag-

es can be sent 
on smartphones, 
why wasn’t the 

Opposition’s 
spread of lies 
countered?”
-YOGI ADITYANATH  

Chief Minister, UP

“Sangathan sarkar 
se bada tha, bada 

hai aur bada rahega 
(The party organ-
isation was larger 
than the govern-

ment, is larger and 
will remain so)”

-KESHAV PRASAD MAURYA 
Deputy Chief Minister, UP

MANEESH AGNIHOTRI

VOICES AT ODDS
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a steep drop from the peak of 50 per 
cent it had achieved in the 2019 Lok 
Sabha election. There of course exists 
a perfectly plausible explanation for 
that deficit, since it’s precisely the extra 
buoyancy brought by the Modi factor 
that went AWOL in this election. How-
ever, party audits tend to be sterner in 
their pursuit of alternative explana-
tions and it was a mark of the times 
that Yogi’s speech did not seem to 
resonate with party workers as strongly 
as Maurya’s did. The narrative of cadre 
dissatisfaction with the state govern-
ment, thus, came to be the focus. 

IT’S ORGANISATION  
VERSUS GOVERNMENT
The disconnect between the party 
organisation and the government was 
palpable through the various speeches. 
Maurya and Chaudhary spoke as if ex-
clusively on behalf of the organisation, 
and the CM countered by question-
ing why workers couldn’t respond to 
the Opposition’s “negativity”. “While 
good morning messages can be sent on 
smartphones, why wasn’t the Opposi-
tion’s spread of lies countered?” Yogi 
asked at the meet.

This divergence in messaging only 
amplified the rumblings of discon-
tent on the ground. As a senior UP 
BJP leader told INDIA TODAY, “The 
statements of the CM and deputy CM 
were going in different directions. It 
set tongues wagging within the party. 
Many MLAs and party functionaries 
have claimed that officials of their own 
government did not listen to them but 
the chief minister did not take their 
concerns seriously. If things remain 
the same, we will have to pay for it. 
The Opposition is happy seeing our 
divided house.”

The voting patterns seen in the Lok 
Sabha poll are also shaping the debate, 
says the veteran. The rationale for the 
Maurya camp’s push for a leadership 
change in UP comes from how a major 
chunk of the OBC and Dalit electorate 
moved away from the BJP. To reach out 
to them again, this section within the 
party feels that the BJP should appoint 

an OBC or a Dalit CM. Does the con-
tention carry weight? Well, the BJP’s 
rise in UP was made possible by an 
umbrella coalition of forward castes, 
non-Jatav Dalits and non-Yadav OBCs. 
And according to a Lokniti-CSDS 
(Centre for the Study of Developing 
Societies) post-poll survey, even as for-
ward castes continue to back the BJP 
overwhelmingly, the saffron party and 
its allies managed to retain only 29 per 
cent of the non-Jatav Dalit vote and 61 
per cent and 59 per cent of the Kurmi-
Koeri and other non-Yadav OBC vote, 
respectively. This is in stark contrast 
to the 2019 figures: 48 per cent, 80 per 
cent and 72 per cent, respectively.

But Yogi’s supporters insist that his 
popularity remains high. They argue 
that his image as a tough CM and 
‘bulldozer baba’ has helped the BJP 
create a narrative of improved law and 
order in the state. A senior functionary 
claims, “To challenge the Samajwadi 
Party (SP), the BJP needs a law and 
order narrative and only Yogi can 
deliver that. He still has a great con-
nection with the masses. After taking 
feedback from various party MLAs, 
he has also transferred more than a 
dozen district magistrates and police 
superintendents, and a further rejig 
is likely, to assuage the anger of party 
cadre and workers.” He also added that 
the central leadership should review 

the working of the state unit, right up 
from the booth level, and take action 
against those who “worked against the 
interests of the party”.

RUMBLINGS AMONG  
THE ALLIES TOO
The internal strife within the BJP has 
not gone unnoticed by its allies. Union 
minister of state Anupriya Patel, who 
leads the Apna Dal (Soneylal), recently 
stated in an interview that she knew 
from the third phase of elections that 
the going was not smooth. She even 
claimed to have tried to communicate 
it to the BJP leadership, more or less 
implying that it failed to understand 
her concerns. Sources close to her 
claim a deeper concern about the shift 
in Dalit and OBC votes to the SP-Con-
gress combine.

Similarly, NISHAD party chief and 
cabinet minister Sanjay Nishad criti-
cised the government’s use of bulldoz-
ers against the poor instead of the ma-
fia and warned that “garib ko ujadenge 
to wo hamein rajneeti mein ujadega 
(Uproot the poor, and they will uproot 
us in politics)”. While BJP functionar-
ies claim these statements are merely 
“pressure tactics”, they underscore the 
growing unease among the allies.

J.P.S. Rathore, a minister in the UP 
government, attempted to downplay 
the divisions: “A wrong narrative has 
been propagated by the Opposition 
that we are divided. It happens in every 
party when results are not in one’s 
favour, but we are hopeful of bounc-
ing back.” With assembly bypolls to 10 
seats on the horizon, the ruling party’s 
internal rifts have given new hope to 
an already upbeat Opposition. As for 
Yogi, he has largely kept a monk-like 
silence through this crisis, a silence 
that speaks volumes in the current po-
litical climate. As a leader once marked 
out for the future, it may not be too 
easy to relegate him to the past—as the 
BJP often does with more lightweight 
CMs. Moreover, there’s the question of 
his proximity to the RSS. It may be in 
the best interests of all sides to find a 
middle ground before it’s too late. 

FROM ZENITH  
TO SETBACK
How the BJP’s fortunes in 

Uttar Pradesh soared and then 
faltered over the past decade

42.6% 
[71/78] 

50% 
[62/78] 

39.7% 
[312/384] 

41.3% 
[255/376] 

41.4% 
[33/75] 

AssemblyLok Sabha

Vote share   
[Seats Won/
Contested]

2014 ’17 ’19 ’22 2024

THE BIG STORY   UT TAR PR ADESH
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THE GOLD  THE GOLD  
QUESTQUEST

COVER STORY : PARIS OLYMPICS 2024

‘Citius, Altius, Fortius—Communiter’ says the updated Olympic motto which 
translates to faster, higher, stronger—together. Another Latin word can be 
considered here—‘fortuna’. Luck, or as Satwiksairaj Rankireddy, one half of 
the Asian Games gold medal-winning badminton duo, says, “destiny”, plays 
a pertinent role. For a fortnight, a nation will be hoping some of it showers 
on our athletes, some of whom are celebrities, like Neeraj Chopra and P.V. 

Sindhu, while others quietly go about representing the nation in little-known 
disciplines. Take Kolkata-born, Germany-trained Anush Agarwalla, the first 

Indian to compete in dressage, an equestrian event akin to a choreographed 
fancy footwork routine. The Olympics is also that time of the year when all 
nations indulge in their fav ourite pastime: the how-many-medals guessing 
game. India’s medal tally “will all depend on shooting”, says Manisha Mal-

hotra, head of sports, excellence and scouting at JSW Sports, which backs 
Paris-bound athletes like Neeraj Chopra, wrestler Antim Panghal and runner 
Avinash Sable. “I do believe that if shooting clicks in the first two days, it’s a 

whole different Olympics.” With 21 of our 117-member contingent made up of 
shooters, India will be praying that assessment comes true. This issue, we are 
profiling 17 champions across 13 disciplines. Some are debutants while there 

are some making a commendable fourth appearance, like hockey players 
P.R. Sreejesh and Manpreet Singh. Ultimately, the Olympics is two weeks of 
guaranteed exhilarating action featuring the best athletes across the world. 

In a media interaction in April, Chopra said he hoped people would watch the 
Olympics with the same enthusiasm as they do the IPL. “That’s how our sport-
ing culture will change,” he said. And maybe that’s how a child will be inspired 
to pick up the javelin or the hockey stick and go on to win an Olympic medal. 

By SUHANI SINGH
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On August 5, 2021, a nation rejoiced 
and heaved a sigh of relief. The 41-
year wait for an Olympic medal in 
hockey was finally over. Generations 
had grown up hearing of the heroics 
and dominance of India—the historic 
eight Olympic gold medals won, a 
record still unbroken. “Until Tokyo, 
we heard about the victories but, 

in the present, we were nowhere on 
top… we never saw a medal in hand,” 
says goalkeeper P.R. Sreejesh, 36. 
That morning in Tokyo changed it all. 
“We saw the love and respect hockey 
got,” notes Harmanpreet Singh, 28, 
the current captain and part of the 
bronze-winning team. Eleven mem-
bers of that squad are headed to Paris 
and they don’t intend to return emp-
ty-handed. Says Sreejesh, “Once you 
taste success, you know what to do to 
make it happen again and achieve the 
target.” Adds Harmanpreet, “There 
is pressure to do well and come back 
with a medal. You want to do better. 
You have to keep achieving.”

What the Tokyo Games did was 

CHASING 
A HIGHER 

GOAL
     M E N ’ S  T E A M
Sport: HOCKEY

Achievement: Bronze at Tokyo 2020 Games

How they qualified: Won the gold  
medal at the 2022 Asian Games

INDIA@PARIS 2024

PUSH FOR PARIS 
Members of the Indian 
Hockey Team at the 
Sports Authority of India’s 
facility in Bengaluru
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revive the average sports fan’s rela-
tionship with the national sport. For 
those who have followed the story, the 
result wasn’t a flash in the pan but a 
milestone years in the making. A new 
patron helped—the Odisha government 
began taking an active role in sup-
porting the sport. More investment in 
grassroots development, stadiums with 
the latest facilities, more international 
competitions hosted and the inclusion 
of scientific and technical support like 
video analysis—all of it helped the sport 
grow. A member of Team India for 22 
years now, Sreejesh has seen that evolu-
tion up close. “The equipment changed, 
rules changed, venues and audiences 
changed, how fast the game is played 
changed,” he says. 

At the Sports Authority of India’s 
facility in Bengaluru, the team’s base 
camp before they left for Europe in 
early July for a team-bonding activity 
in Switzerland and then for a training 
camp in the Netherlands, the mood was 
upbeat, the competition healthy and the 
training intense. “Khana kha ke bed hi 
dikhta hai (We only see the bed after a 
meal),” says Harmanpreet. “Harek play-
er ek doosre ko push kar raha hai (We 
all are pushing each other), be it condi-
tioning, recovery, in gym… Everyone is 
taking an initiative. Even if we are tired, 
we know that once we have a medal, all 
this pain will be accounted for.” Sreejesh 
revealed that he was saving Harman-
preet’s much-feared drag flicks, which 
was boosting his confidence, while the 
captain spoke about how he was getting 
a few past the two-time FIH Goalkeep-
er of the Year. The decorated duo often 
carries the weight of expectations. Says 
Harmanpreet, “There’s so much trust 
and belief invested in you, you have to 
set an example both on and off the field 
and improve on a day-to-day basis.”

For Paris, coach Craig Fulton has 
assembled a squad where players are 
expected to be flexible enough to cover 

INDIA@PARIS 2024

“THERE IS PRESSURE 
TO DO WELL AND COME 

BACK WITH A MEDAL. 
YOU WANT TO DO 

BETTER. YOU HAVE TO 
KEEP ACHIEVING”   

— HARMANPREET SINGH
Captain, Men’s Hockey Team

two positions when needed. It means 
the experienced Manpreet Singh, 
a centre-half in midfield tradition-
ally, serves in defence; Harmanpreet 
defends and is the central drag-flicker, 
and vice-captain Hardik Singh, also 
FIH Men’s Player of the Year in 2023, 
can be seen in all positions barring 
goalkeeper. Competing in his fourth 
Olympics, Sreejesh is the lynchpin, 
the opposing team’s worst nightmare 
come true. His ability to hold his 

position for two decades is noteworthy. 
“If a goalkeeper makes one mistake, 
it is visible. Win or lose is in his hands 
and feet,” notes Sreejesh. “I always try 
to become better than yesterday. I take 
responsibility for my team. I always 
feel that because of my mistake, my 
team and the country shouldn’t suffer.” 
He hasn’t given much to complain 
about in the past few years.

After the Men in Blue ended a 
13-year drought for an ICC World Cup 
trophy, a viral message touched on the 
coincidence of how each World Cup 
win featured a “Mallu” in the squad; 
Sanju Samson, in this case. Sreejesh, 
the lone “Mallu” for four editions now, 
saw the message, and the nail-biting 
final too. “We always try to learn from 
other sports. It taught us that one over, 
one moment [is enough], we snatched 
the victory from them,” he says. The 
Men in Blue at the Olympics will be 
hoping for a like moment. 

 —Suhani Singh

P.R. Sreejesh Harmanpreet Singh
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Soon after the Tokyo Games, 
Mohammad Jameel Ahmed 
presented his daughter Nikhat 
Zareen a silver ring with  
five Olympic rings, a reminder 
of her next goal—a medal in 
Paris. Ahmed’s WhatsApp 
profile photo features a smil-
ing Nikhat pumping her fist 
wearing that special gift. It 
was Ahmed, a national-level 
football player himself, who 
had decided to direct the en-
ergy of his ‘shararti (naughty)’ 
third child into sport and took 
her to the Collector Ground in 
Nizamabad, Telangana. Left 
to herself, the young Nikhat 
skirted the basketball court 
and track and was soon ab-
sorbed with the  happenings 
in the boxing gym. The rest, of 
course, is legend.  

Paris had been on Nikhat’s 
mind ever since she missed 
out on a ticket to Tokyo, losing 
to Mary C. Kom in a heated 
2019 trial that was held at her 
behest, which she insists was 
about “fair play”. “Every day 
I’d cry. But the people in my 

A RING OF  
DETERMINATION

N I K H AT  Z A R E E N ,  2 8
Sport: BOXING 50 kg

Achievements: Two-time World champion, 
Istanbul 2022 and New Delhi 2023; Gold at 
Birmingham Commonwealth Games, 2022

How she qualified: Won an Olympic quota 
after reaching the semis and clinching a bronze 

at Asian Games, Hangzhou

INDIA@PARIS 2024

“I WASN’T HAPPY 
WITH THE ASIAN 

GAMES BRONZE. I 
RESOLVED TO TAKE IT 
AS A LESSON, WORK 

ON MY MISTAKES  
AND COME  

BACK STRONGER”   
— NIKHAT ZAREEN P
ho

to
gr

ap
h 

by
 B

A
N

D
E

E
P

 S
IN

G
H

; H
ai

r 
an

d 
m

ak
e-

up
: S

U
N

IL
 M

A
D

H
U

K
A

R
 S

A
W

A
N

T

life—seniors, sponsors, friends 
and family—never let me down 
and kept me motivated,” Nikhat 
told INDIA TODAY late last year. 
“Hunger badhta gaya (my hunger 
grew) thinking about the goal.” 
Expectations are high for India’s 
female-heavy boxing contingent, 
with many experts considering 
Nikhat as a solid bet to add to our 
medal tally. “Kabhi socha nahi tha 
ek ladki who was once a challenger 
would become the face of Indian 
boxing… I feel blessed and grate-
ful,” she said during a media inter-
action weeks before the Games.

Such are the expectations from 
Nikhat that the bronze she won at 
the Asian Games last year was seen 
as an “underperformance”. “Even 
I wasn’t satisfied with the bronze,” 
she says. “I took it as a lesson—
worked on my mistakes to come 
back stronger.” After a break, she 
resumed training at the national 
camp in Patiala. At the Strandja 
Memorial tournament, she bagged 
a silver, following it up with a gold 

in the Elorda Cup in Astana in May, 
showcasing the steel that has made 
her a fiery contender.

She will need all of it in Paris. 
There are nerves, she admits, for 
it is her first Games, but it’s also 
a source to get her to focus and 
perform. In a surprising move 
by the Paris Games boxing unit, 
Zareen isn’t seeded, making her 
quest for gold one filled with tough 
fights. But it didn’t stop her from 
winning a world championship 
last year, and it won’t faze her in 
Paris. “Whenever I get a tough 
draw, I perform better,” she says. 
“There’s no scope for an easy draw 
at the Olympics. I have to give 100 
per cent in every bout.” It’s what 
Ahmed wants too. Father to four 
daughters, he’s heard his share 
of taunts. Today, the Zareen girls 
are flying high—one’s a neurolo-
gist, another an orthopaedic, and 
the youngest a badminton player. 
“Now we are known as the Zareen 
family,” says Ahmed proudly. ■ 

—Suhani Singh
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inning has become such second nature 
to Neeraj Chopra since Tokyo 2020 that 
when one talks of a sure-shot medal in 

Paris, the question asked is, “Neeraj nahin, 
toh kaun (If not Neeraj, then who)?” Indeed, 
it’s a testament to his dominance in the sport 

that the medal’s hue under discussion is al-
ways yellow. “The target is to defend my title,” 

Chopra had said during a media interaction in April.  “Whatever I can do to 
make that happen, I am concentrating on it.”

If you’ve followed Chopra’s exploits with the javelin, you know he 
doesn’t follow its trajectory to know he’s put in a winning throw. Like 
many supreme athletes, Neeraj just knows it it. A brisk run with the 
spear, his powerful right arm stretched to its fullest, the emphatic throw, 
the swift recovery from a choreographed fall, the turn to the audience, a 
scream with both his hands in the air. The seconds-long routine, much 
like Sachin’s immaculate cover drive, never gets old.

India has seen its share of great sports stars, and the attributes that 
unite them are consistency and hunger. Luckily for us, Chopra isn’t the 

DOUBLE 
DESIRE

N E E R A J  C H O P R A ,  2 6
Sport: JAVELIN THROW

Achievements: Olympic champion, World 
Champion, Asian Games gold medalist

How he qualified: With an 88.77 metre effort 
in the 2023 World Athletics men′s javelin throw 

final qualification round (85.5 metres is the 
qualification mark) 
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sort to rest on his laurels. “Jab tak 
mujhe nahin lagega ki haan 100 per 
cent ho gaya hai, I cannot improve 
more than this. Until then, I will keep 
working hard and be passionate about 
the sport,” says the 26-year-old in The 
Road Less Taken, a three-part INDIA 
TODAY documentary on the javelin-
thrower’s journey.

That meticulousness has paid rich 
dividends on field. Since he became 
Olympic champion, Chopra has 
added more firsts to his name—first 
Indian to be a world champion in 
athletics (2023) and first to win the 
prestigious Diamond League final 
(2022). Each conversation around his 
stupendous form, though, ultimately 
ends with “When will he enter the 
elite 90-metre club?” For Chopra, it’s 
a desirable target but not something 

he loses sleep over. “Many of my 
challengers have crossed 90 

metres, but it all depends 
on the distance you 

are covering on the given 
day,” he told the media. “Who 
handles the pressure of the competi-
tion on that day? That’s the biggest 
challenge.” This year, 13 athletes have 
already crossed the 85-metre mark, 
so Chopra’s defence of his title will be 
anything but easy.

Achievements are one thing but 
what makes a great athlete into a leg-
end is their impact. In the three years 
since Chopra became India’s second 
Olympic individual gold medalist and, 
indeed, its first medalist in athletics, 
the nation has become a powerhouse in 
javelin throw. It showed on the Asian 
Games podium in Hangzhou where 
Kishore Jena joined Chopra, and at the 
World Championships where the top 
six had three Indians, including D.P. 
Manu. In Paris, Chopra won’t be alone, 
he will have Jena for company.

Neeraj heads to Paris with the 

“JAB TAK MUJHE NAHIN 
LAGEGA KI 100% HO 

GAYA HAI (TILL I FEEL 
I’VE ACHIEVED 100%) 
AND CAN’T IMPROVE 

MORE THAN THIS, 
TILL THEN, I’LL KEEP 

WORKING HARD AND 
BE PASSIONATE ABOUT 

THE SPORT”   
— NEERAJ CHOPRA

same team he had in Tokyo–coach 
Dr Klaus Bartoneitz and physiother-
apist Ishan Marwaha. Since Tokyo, 
he has spent a big chunk of his time 
training abroad. It’s not a cushy life, 
he will have you know. “Kaafi logon 
ko lagta hai ki inke toh maze hain, 
baahar hi rehte hain. Badi boring life 
hoti hai (Many think he’s living the 
high life abroad. In fact, it’s very bor-
ing),” he says. It’s evident in the daily 
routine: eat, train, rest, train, eat, 
sleep. “The hostel and dining hall are 
our boundary, the track is our world.”

Expecting a redux of a 
hercu lean feat is akin to 

asking for the 
moon. The likes 
of Usain Bolt, Elaine 
Thompson Herah and Mo Far-
ah have proven that it’s possible—by 
doing double on track in back-to-
back Olympics. Like the top athletes, 
Chopra, too, exhibits fearlessness, 
self-belief and motivation. It’s why 
Adille Sumariwalla, president of the 
Athletics Federation of India, her-
alds him as “the man who changed 
Indian sport for ever”. It’s why 1.4 
billion people believe that if anybody 
can do it twice, it’s Neeraj. ■  

 —Suhani Singh
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INDIA’S 
SHUTTLE 

DUOPOLY
C H I R A G  S H E T T Y,  2 7 

 &  S AT W I KS A I R A J  R A N K I R E D DY,  2 3
Sport: BADMINTON MEN’S DOUBLES

Achievements: Gold at Asian Games, bronze at 
2022 World Championships, part of the Thomas 

Cup-winning squad of 2022

How they qualified:  On Badminton  
World Federation (BWF) rankings

INDIA@PARIS 2024

atwik bares it all,” teases Chirag Shetty as his younger 
partner Satwiksairaj Rankireddy reluctantly removes his 
T-shirt at the request of the photographer. For Chirag, the 
act is a trademark move now, it’s how he celebrates most 
tournament wins. Satwik prefers a spontaneous jig, often 
with racket in tow. In a discipline not known for its exu-
berance—2016 Olympic champion Carolina Marin being 
a noisy exception—SatChi, as they have been christened by 
fans, are proudly so. Chirag’s the chatty city slicker, Mum-
bai cha mulga; Satwik’s the shy guy from Amalapuram 
in Andhra Pradesh who moved to Hyderabad in his early 
teens. Put them on the court and they are, as the ’90s pop 
hit goes, ‘MFEO’ (Made for each other).

Photographs by BANDEEP SINGH
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We are at the second level at the 
Pullela Gopichand Academy, and the 
former world No. 1 pair is in the middle 
of a gruelling two-hour training session, 
first sparring with duo Dhruv Kapila 
and M.R. Arjun and then retrieving hard 
smashes from players acting as ‘feed-
ers’. SatChi play an aggressive, fast and 
attractive brand of badminton. It’s been 
working wonders, especially in the past 
two years since Mathias Boe, a former 
Olympic silver medalist in doubles, took 
charge. (The Dane is married to actress 
Taapsee Pannu. SatChi were guests at 
their very private wedding.)  

It’s Boe’s week off, but the shuttlers 

aren’t taking their foot off the gas. 
What would be different if Boe was 
on court, we ask. “You’d have heard a 
lot of abuse,” says Chirag, as Satwik 
nods and grins, “in English, Danish, 
and Hindi too, but in a very funny 
way. If someone is not ready for a 
stroke, he goes mad.” Boe’s planning 
and strategies have turned the spir-
ited boys into sturdy men. Always 
seen as shuttlers with abundant 
talent, they have grown to become a 
formidable pair under his mentor-
ship. “With him, it doesn’t matter 
how long you are playing [on court], 
what really matters is the quality 
and effort you are putting in. You 
have to be 100 per cent on court,” 
notes Chirag. For Satwik, it’s Boe’s 
emphasis on the “small things”. “We 
have become more consistent. Now, 
even on a bad day, we can win a few 
matches,” he adds.

They are now known for their 
variety and smart play. Equally adept 
at quick, flat exchanges at the net as 
at their powerful smashes, there’s 
an all-roundedness to their game. 
The flick serve’s one weapon in their 
arsenal, the returns often point 
winners. “Earlier, our only game was 
attack, there was no plan B as such,” 
says Shetty. “Now, we make oppo-
nents play at our pace. That’s how you 
dictate terms on court.”

It shows in the results too. In 
2024, they include the Thailand 
Open and French Open titles, the 
latter held at the same venue where 
the Olympic matches will be held. 
For SatChi, it’s truly Paris je t’aime, 
having won the title twice and 
finished runners-up once. This time, 
when they head to the city of love, all 
eyes will be on them. “Obviously, we 
like the limelight, but we don’t dwell 
too much on it,” says Shetty. “We 
want to go there and enjoy. When-
ever we have been positive, however 
bad or good the circumstances are, 
it has turned out really well for us.” 
Badminton has given India three 
Olympic medals, but all in women’s 
singles. If the shirts come off and 
there are dance moves on the court, 
know the number will be four. ■  

 —Suhani Singh

“EARLIER OUR 
ONLY GAME 

WAS ATTACK, 
THERE WAS NO 

PLAN B AS SUCH. 
NOW WE MAKE 

OPPONENTS 
PLAY AT OUR 
PACE. THAT’S 

HOW YOU 
DICTATE TERMS 

ON COURT”   
—CHIRAG SHETTY
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n his quest for Olympic gold, 
Abhinav Bindra drank im-
ported yak milk to improve 
focus and went to South Africa 
to get his brain mapped to find 
ways to reduce stress. Ask Sift 

Kaur Samra what she does to “keep 
calm and carry on”, as Gen Z-ers would 
say, and she replies, “Kuchh bhi nahin 
karti ma’am (I don’t do anything).” 

This is no exercise in modesty, just a 
young woman, who cleared NEET and 
set her MBBS dream aside to pursue 
shooting, speaking her mind. “Main 
baatein bahut karti hoon (I talk a lot),” 
says Samra. “I’m a really chill person. 
That only helps me. I don’t go that deep. 
Khush raho, game achchhi rahegi (Stay 
happy and the game will be good).” 
Khush in Sift’s world means spending 

AIMING TO BE 
THE FIRST

S I F T  K A U R  S A M R A ,  2 2
Sport: SHOOTING 50M RIFLE 3 POSITIONS

Achievement: World-record holder—won a  
gold medal at the Asian Games last year

How she qualified: Won  the Olympic quota at the 
ISSF World Shooting Championships in 2023, topped 

the NRAI trials in April-May 2024

I

INDIA@PARIS 2024

time with friends, dancing, listening to 
Punjabi artists like Diljit Dosanjh, Am-
rinder Gill, Arjan Dhillon and Karan 
Aujla, sleeping and driving around in 
her Scorpio as she did from Punjab to 
Bhopal for the national trials in April. 
This easygoing approach is also why 
most believe she could well breeze her 
way to Olympic glory to become India’s 
first female shooter to win a medal.

In many ways, Sift is living up to her 
name, which in Punjabi means “praise”, 
of which she has been earning a lot. She 
took to the rifle at 16 in Faridkot, Pun-
jab, starting with 10m before switching 
to 50m a few years later. It wasn’t long 
before she was hitting targets and ris-
ing up the ranks. “The podium, the feel-
ing of a medal is what made me stick 
to shooting,” says Samra. That, and the 
desire “to roam the world”.

The triathlon of shooting competi-
tions, the 50m event sees shooters aim 
for targets in three positions—prone, 
kneeling and standing. Longer than 
other events, it is taxing with a change 
in uniform after rounds, and demands 
consistency and mental fortitude of a 
higher level. Under such challenging 
circumstances, Samra differs from 
many by keeping tabs on the scores 
after each shot. “I need to know where 
I am standing,” she says. “If you don’t 
know where you have to reach, then 
there’s no point in working so hard. 
For me, it works.”

Come Paris and she doesn’t intend 
to change her tactics. Her way of 
approaching a grand stage like the 
Olympics is to treat it like any other 
competition and do what she does in 
training, which is to shoot well. “My 
mother said ‘now you don’t have to play 
for us because people have expectations 
of me but for the country’,” she says. “I 
don’t keep expectations as a person.”

Shooting has been India’s Achilles 
heel in the past few Olympics. With 
the country sending its biggest con-
tingent with 21 shooters, there are 27 
medals up for grabs. At least a handful 
of them are expected to deliver. Talk-
ing on Olympic-bound pistol shooter 
Vijayveer Sidhu’s phone at a camp in 
Europe, Sift hopes that not only she 
but also her teammates break the 
medal drought in shooting since the 
2012 London Olympics. ■ 

   —Suhani Singh
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Through most of June 23, Srihari Nataraj 
had one eye glued to a computer screen. 
Over in Canada, another Indian swim-
mer, Aryan Nehra, was participating at 
the Mel Zajac Jr International. By the end 
of it, Aryan had clinched two silver med-
als, but failed to collect adequate points 
to get past Srihari’s tally of the Olympic 

qualification cycle from March 2023 to 
June 2024. Two days later, Srihari had 
the confirmation that he was going to his 
second consecutive Olympic Games. 

The Bengaluru athlete’s best swim 
came at the Asian Games in Hangzhou, 
China, last September, where he lost out 
on a medal in the 100-metre backstroke 
final by a few milliseconds. More signifi-
cantly, he got within touching distance of 
the Olympic qualification timing, missing 
it by an even smaller margin. Yet, there 
were a lot of positives he returned home 
with. “It’s not the first time I got so close 
to a medal—it happened at the World 
Junior Championships in 2019 and then 
the Commonwealth Games in 2022. 
The Asian Games taught me to manage 
myself better amid a busy schedule,” he 

HOPING 
TO MAKE A 

SPLASH
     S R I H A R I  N ATA R A J ,  2 3

Sport: SWIMMING Men’s 100m Backstroke

Achievement: Broke three national records, 
including the 200m freestyle mark, at the Asian 

Games in Hangzhou last year

How he qualified: Through the Universality  
quota that is handed out to National Olympic  

Committees when they don’t have any qualified 
athletes or relay teams 

INDIA@PARIS 2024
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says. “I was part of four individual events, where I 
made two finals, and four relays, so I had 10 races 
where I put in my best effort. Of course, it would 
have been great to be a lot quicker.” 

That mark of 54.48 seconds at the Asian 
Games would be his fastest time on the 100-me-
tre backstroke during the Olympic qualification 
period. Consistent performances ensured that he 
eventually made it to the Games, this time around 
through the Universality quota. Tokyo, though, 
was a lot different, where he made the ‘A’ standard 
qualification timing during an out-of-competi-
tion trial to ensure a direct entry. “It doesn’t really 
matter how I got there. I’m in the best shape that 
I’ve ever been and it’s all a matter of clicking on 
that day and executing things well,” he adds. “The 
Olympics is just another meet where the goal is to 
swim the best race I can.”

Srihari comes from a family of cricketers and 
started playing multiple sports while growing up 

in Bengaluru. Swimming 
became a priority once he 
turned 16 and he has rep-
resented India at the World 
Championships besides 
other multi-sport events. 
He capped off the National 
Games last year with 10 med-
als (eight gold, a silver and 
a bronze) across backstroke 
and freestyle events, earning 
the ‘Best Male Athlete’ title. 

However, he will not be 
the lone Indian representa-
tive in the pool in Paris. 

Dhinidhi Desinghu, all of 14, also made the cut 
through the Universality quota in the 200-metre 
freestyle event. A two-member contingent in an 
Olympic discipline that doles out as many as 35 
medals demonstrates how far behind India is in 
this sport dominated by the US, Australia, China, 
Canada, Great Britain and France. “Swimming 
is growing on the whole. But we cannot expect 
things to change overnight,” says Srihari. Over the 
past few weeks, he has been fine-tuning his skills 
under coach Nihar Ameen in Bengaluru to save 
those precious milliseconds that he’s now all too 
familiar with. The target is to get a personal best, 
which he believes will be good enough to get him 
a spot in the semis. That alone will be a massive 
first for Indian swimming. ■  

—Shail Desai

“IT DOESN’T REALLY 
MATTER HOW I G0T 
THERE. I’M IN THE 
BEST SHAPE.... THE 
OLYMPICS IS JUST 
ANOTHER MEET WHERE 
THE GOAL IS TO SWIM 
THE BEST RACE I CAN”   
— SRIHARI NATARAJ
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2021, battling menstrual cramps, 
she had lifted the burden of an entire 
nation’s expectations at the Tokyo 
Olympics and given the medal-parched 
country a silver. A year later, though, 
she had trouble lifting her own body 
weight of 49 kg. As Mirabai stared at a 
wheelchair-bound future, the country 
moved on to pin its hopes on other med-
al prospects for the 2024 Paris Games. 
But Mirabai is having none of it, as she 
prepares to change the script by the dint 
of sheer will and determination. 

Pain has been a constant compan-
ion in Mirabai’s decade-long career, 
be it injury in the lower back, shoulder 
or wrist. Days before the 2022 World 
Championships in Bogota, Mirabai 

injured her wrist, but went on to win a 
silver (her second World medal) despite 
the pain, looking well on course for 
Paris. However, at the 2023 Hangzhou 
Asian Games, she hurt her hip during 
the competition. “The pain was excru-
ciating. I couldn’t even do free squats. 
I wasn’t sure if the pain would subside 
with rest. My mind was clouded with so 
many questions,” Mirabai Chanu told 
INDIA TODAY from Paris where she has 
moved to acclimatise to the conditions. 
Out of action for five months, she made 
yet another comeback at the World Cup 
in Phuket in April, lifting a total of 184 
kg for a third place and a berth in Paris. 

Just weeks ahead of the Olym-
pics, Mirabai is yet to go full throttle 
with her training but says coach Vijay 
Sharma has it all planned. “I am at 
my 100 per cent. In Patiala (Olympics 
camp), I pushed myself to 80-85 per 
cent of my usual load…here in Paris, 
we will go all-out,” says the diminutive 

weightlifter. That means lifting more 
than 200 kg for a medal in the midst of 
a tough field where at least four lifters 
will be vying to do the same. 

In Tokyo, Mirabai had flaunted her 
customised Olympic earrings. After 
the silver, she rewarded herself with a 
tattoo. “In Manipuri, we refer to our 
mother as ‘Eema’. I got it tattooed on my 
forearm,” she says. As she prepares for 
her third Olympic and second medal, 
the nation can’t wait to see what the girl 
with the Eema tattoo will do. ■

 —Rahul Rawat

LIFTING A 
NATION’S 

HOPES
M I R A B A I  C H A N U ,  2 9

Sport: WEIGHTLIFTING 49 KG

Achievement: Silver at the 2020 Olympics 

How she qualified: Lifted 184 kg at the IWF 
World Cup in Phuket in April 
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“I am at my 100 per cent. In 
Patiala (Olympics camp), 
I pushed myself to 80-85 

per cent of my usual load…
in Paris, we will go all out”   

— MIRABAI CHANU

GETTY IMAGES
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Bhajan Kaur first picked up a bow 
at the age of 12—simply because 
there was no other girl to represent 
the school in the under-14 category 
at a district level championship 
in Haryana. Though she tried her 

hand at shot put as well, she found an instant 
connect with the focus that archery demanded. 
Six years later, Bhajan was taking aim at the final 
qualifier in Antalya, looking to make the cut for 
the Paris Olympics. The form was evident after she 
finished third in qualification. “Though this was a 
big competition, I just wanted to approach it the 
way I do things at training. And I was fortunate 
to have our coach, Purnima Mahato, and sports 
psychologist, Gayatri Vartak Madkekar, by my 
side during the crucial moments,” says Bhajan. 
She continued her fine run to set up a final against 
Mobina Fallah, the top seed. Bhajan eventually 
out-shot the Iranian 6-2 to take her first senior 
gold in an international competition. “I took it one 
round at a time, to forget the last arrow and focus 
on the next. There was nothing else running in my 
head,” she says. 

When she first began, Bhajan’s father Bhagwan 
Singh, a farmer, would drive her from their home 
in Ellenabad to Sirsa to train under coach R.S. Ne-
hra. But the 80 km round-trip was punishing, and 
lasted just six months. Instead, Bhagwan Singh set 
up a makeshift archery range in the wheat fields 
behind their home where Bhajan honed her skills. 
“He keenly observed my training under Nehra sir…
he would watch videos to improve his understand-
ing of archery. Twice a month, we would drive 200 
km to train with Manjeet Malik sir. Otherwise, 
my fat her was my only coach till I joined the Tata 
Archery Academy in Jamshedpur,” recalls Bhajan. 
The duo would put in two practice sessions each 
day around her school schedule. 

Bhajan’s idol through all those years was 
Deepika Kumari, the former World No. 1 recurve 
archer. Last year in March, she met her at last at 
the National Championship. In Paris, in addi-
tion to the individual competition, the teen will 
also get to shoot alongside Deepika as part of the 
women’s team squad. “Back in the day, I would 
watch Deepika Di’s videos for hours to work on 
my skills. It feels really nice to train and compete 
alongside her today,” says Bhajan. “The seniors on 
the team are really patient when I make mistakes 
and guide me all the time. And they also have a 
good laugh at my expense, since there are mo-
ments when I don’t really think before I speak.” It 
should hardly matter in Paris, where Bhajan will 
let her shooting skills do all the talking. ■

—Shail Desai

SET TO  
TAKE A BOW

B H A J A N  K A U R ,  1 8
Sport: ARCHERY Individual,  

Women’s Team

Achievements: Bronze at World Archery 
Youth Championships, 2023; team bronze 
at 2023 Asian Games; mixed team bronze 

at Archery World Cup in Antalya, 2024

How she qualified: Clinched her first 
senior international gold at the final 
Olympic qualifier in Antalya, Turkey 

INDIA@PARIS 2024
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mong the many won-
ders of Hyderabad is the 
Charminar, a monument 
that gets its name from its 
four minarets. It is, thus, 

befitting that four wonder sportswomen 
in India’s Paris contingent are from this 
historical city: two-time Olympic medal-
list P.V. Sindhu, world champion boxer 
Nikhat Zareen, shooting prodigy Esha 
Singh and the nation’s highest ranked 
paddler (World No. 25) Sreeja Akula. 
What is it in the city’s air that’s made it a 
nursery for sporting talent? Sreeja gives 
the credit to its many academies includ-
ing the Global Table Tennis Academy of 
Somnath Ghosh, her coach of 14 years. On 
her last day in the city before she jets off to 
Germany for a national camp and eventu-
ally Paris, Sreeja talks of the relief know-
ing that Ghosh will join her in what’s to 
be a significant journey. “The confidence 
I carry when he is there is another level,” 
she says. “We share a good bond. He’s like 
an elder brother. I wouldn’t have reached 
this level without him.”

The level in question here has seen 
Sreeja peak at the opportune time. She 
began 2024 on a winning note claiming 
the WTT Feeder Corpus Christi singles 
title in Texas, before adding another title 
in Beirut. Then came one of the career-de-
fining moments in June when she became 

A

“Everyone is telling me there will 
be a different kind of pressure 
that I have never experienced 

before. I feel I am well prepared 
for it. I want to give my best to 

make some big upsets”   
— SREEJA AKULA

the first Indian paddler to win a WTT 
Contender singles title in Lagos. Along 
with that, she also clinched the doubles 
title with Paris-bound teammate 
Archana Kamath. “It’s a confidence-
booster just before the Olympics. I 
should maintain this [form] in Paris,” 
she says. In her Olympics debut, she is 
aware the stakes are higher. “Everyone 
is telling me there’ll be a different kind 
of pressure that I have never experi-
enced before,” she says. “I feel I am well 
prepared for it. I want to give my best 
to make some big upsets there.” She 
already has one major upset to show 
off this year, defeating then World No. 
2 Chinese paddler Wang Yidi at the 
World Team Championships.

“Earlier there was this belief that a 
win against China is impossible,” she 
says. “But other nations are developing 
fast. They believe anything can happen 
on a given day....” India is one of them. 
For the first time, it has five women 
in the top 100, with Sreeja and Paris 
teammate Manika Batra ranked under 
30. On her part, Sreeja has been fine-
tuning her attacking game, working 
on her forehand and using the topspin 
to land winners and take the opponent 
by surprise. Now, to see what aces she 
has up her sleeve for Paris. ■

 —Suhani Singh

TOPSPIN 
WHIZ
S R E E J A  A K U L A ,  2 5

Sport: TABLE TENNIS  
Individual and  
Women’s Team

Achievement: Became 
the first Indian paddler to 
win a World Table Tennis 
Contender singles title  

in Lagos in June

How she qualified: On 
the basis of individual and 

team world rankings 

INDIA@PARIS 2024
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an you stop, please?” Nethra 
pleads with her father as he 
tea ses her about how she 
spends as much time on her 
phone as on sailing. It’s May 

2024 and Kuma nan is home in Chennai—a 
rare occasion, since she has spent most of 
the past five years training in Spain. As we 
conduct the interview over Zoom, her father 
listens in on his daughter reflecting on her 
journey. Nethra talks of how a sports psychol-
ogist, provided by Dream Sports Foundation, 
has helped her navigate pressure. “Sailing is a 
mental sport,” she says. “A lot of components 
are not under our control. It’s still something 
I struggle with.” Nethra’s event in the Olym-
pics is the women’s Laser Radial, named after 
the single-sail, single-handed dinghy.

If Nethra’s qualification for the Tokyo 
Olympics was a landmark event—she was the 
first Indian woman sailor to qualify—making 
the cut in Paris is morale-boosting too. “We 
were expecting to do it last year at the Asian 
Games,” says Nethra. “I came really close, but 
underperformed when it counted.”  

The first thing to understand about sail-
ing, Nethra tells us, is the scoring system: 
the one who scores the least, wins. “It’s not 
about doing the best, but making the least 
mistakes as you go around the course,” she 
says. “We don’t race against forces of nature 
[wind, current] but against others. It’s a lot 
of decision-making.”

Sailing isn’t that inaccessible a pursuit in 
India as many tend to think, reveals Nethra. 
She dabbled with tennis, badminton and 
basketball before discovering a love of sailing 
after a summer sailing camp. “It’s unlike 
anything else,” she says. “It is exhilarating 
being on the ocean, sometimes you get to see 
marine life. You learn the simple physics of it 
to get the extra metre of advantage.” Though 
sailing has gained some traction in India with 
more sailing clubs and government support, 
an ocean worth of effort is still required. “To 
bridge the gap with European sailors, we have 
to train there,” she says. In comparison to 
Tokyo, Nethra feels better prepared in Paris 
as she will have coach Tamas Eszes by her 
side as she negotiates the winds and tides of 
the Mediterranean at the Marseille Marina. 
Nethra and Vishnu Saravanan, India’s two 
sailing athletes, are already prepping in Mar-
seille. Says Nethra, “I know what to expect, 
what can throw me off. Now I can focus on 
what I have to do.” 

 —Suhani Singh

C“
WIND IN  

HER SAILS
N E T H R A  K U M A N A N ,  2 6

Sport: SAILING

Achievement: Gold at the Asian  
Championships in 2022

How she qualified: Got a quota  
under the Emerging Nations Programme at Last 

Chance Regatta, an Olympic qualifier event

INDIA@PARIS 2024

“Sailing is a mental sport. A lot 
of components are not under our 
control. It is not about doing the 

best but making the least mistakes 
as you go around the course ”   

— NETHRA KUMANAN



THE OTHER 
CHARGERS 
ON THEIR DAY, ALL OF THESE INDIAN ATHLETES CAN 

ADD TO THE LUSTRE OF PARIS WITH THEIR SHOTS, 
STROKES, TAKEDOWNS AND PUNCHES

INDIA@PARIS 2024

LOV L I N A  B O R G O H A I N ,  2 6
Boxing 75kg

A gar sahenge to hi to champion ban payenge (Only 
if you suffer will you become a champion),” says 

Lovlina Borgohain in The Dreamers, a short documentary 
series on JioCinema, which will be streaming the Games. 
It’s a work ethic Lovlina perhaps inherited from her father, 
a tea estate worker. Initially trained in martial arts, Lov-
lina for long was the perennial bronze medallist—includ-
ing the one won at the Tokyo Olympics—that is until she 
decided to switch her weight category to 75kg from 69kg 
post Tokyo. Better results soon foll owed, beginning with 
winning gold in the Asian Boxing Championship in 2022 
and a world championship title and an Asian Games silver 
medal last year. Being the only Indian pugilist to be seeded 
at the Olympics means Lovlina needs just two wins to 
confirm another bronze. Though, going by the three-time 
world championship medalist’s pre-Paris talk, she wants 
a change of colour. A shinier hue of yellow.  ■

By Suhani Singh
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AV I N A S H  S A B L E ,  2 9   
Steeplechase 3,000m

W hat do you call an athlete who 
beats his personal best—and the 

national record—in every second race? 
Sable, Avinash Sable. Son of a farmer 
from Beed in Maharashtra, Sable made 
headlines when he broke the 37-year-old 
national record in steeplechase back 
in 2018. Since then, he has slashed 20 
seconds off it, with the recent one coming 
on July 7 at the Paris Diamond League 
where he finished sixth in a top-notch 
field with a time of eight minutes and 9.91 
seconds. His declaration in Jio Cinema’s The 
Dreamers is simple: “Mera competition sirf 
meri timing se hai (My competition is with my 
own timing)”. In a discipline dominated by Afri-
can nations like Kenya, Ethiopia and Morocco, 
Sable has shaken up the field as an Asian who can 
match them lap for lap and obstacle for obstacle. 
He lived up to the hype when he won silver at the 
Commonwealth Games in 2022, ending Kenyan 
domination, followed by gold at the Asian Games 
last year. In a race of endurance, time weighs 
heavily on the subedar in the Indian Army. His 
ultimate aim: clock a sub-8-minute run. If he 
does manage that in Paris, a podium finish is a 
definite possibility.  ■

S A R A B J O T  S I N G H ,  2 2   
Shooting 10m Air Pistol

S arabjot’s breakthrough came at 
the 2023 Hangzou Asian Games 

when he clinched the team gold in the 
10-metre air pistol event, defeating 
the rampant Chinese. At the same 
Games, he won silver in the mixed 
team event with Divya T.S. Sarabjot’s 
star has risen ever since and his gun 
sights are fixed on the Paris Olympics. 
Earlier, in 2023, Singh had blasted 
his way to the 10m air pistol gold at 
the Bhopal ISSF World Cup and later 
at Baku, where he won the air pistol 
mixed team gold at yet another ISSF 
World Cup. But the greatest fillip to 
his Olympic dreams came last month, 
when he won gold at his favourite 
event at the ISSF World Cup in Mu-
nich. Born in a family of farmers in 

Haryana, Sarabjot took up shooting in 
school. “In 2012-13, we moved Sarab-
jot to Bhagirath Public School in Am-
bala where the management stressed 
on sports. I wanted him to take up 
volleyball, but the chairman insisted 
he take up shooting,” says Sarabjot’s 
father, Jitender Singh. “There has 
been no looking back after it.”  ■

—Rahul Noronha
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V I N E S H  P H O G AT,  2 9   
Wrestling 50kg: 50kg

Phogat has been through hell and 
back in the past year and a half. 

As one of the faces of the wrestlers’ 
protest against politician and erst-
while Wrestling Federation of India 
president Brij Bhushan Sharan Singh, 
she lost valuable time on the mat due to 
her fight for justice. She then had a knee 
injury which led to missing the 2023 Asian 
Games, and on her return was compelled to 
change her weight category from the pre-
ferred 53kg to 50kg to make the cut to Paris. 
That she is still in contention—Sakshi Malik is 
retired and Tokyo bronze medallist Bajrang 
Punia failed to qualify—shows her immense 
resilience as a grappler who has won every 
honour in wrestling, barring the coveted 
Olympic medal. In Rio, her Olympic dream 
was cut short in heartbreaking fashion, after 
she sustained a knee injury in a bout, and in 
Tokyo she was the reigning world No. 1 and 
top seed in her weight class, only to lose in the 
quarters. In Paris, Phogat intends to write the 
final chapter of a decorated career.  ■

A N T I M  
PA N G H A L ,  1 9  
Wrestling 53kg

A ll of 11, Antim had 
just begun going 

to the akhada when 
her mother showed her 
“Sakshi Di” [Sakshi 
Malik] receiving a 
bronze medal at the Rio 
Olympics on TV. Eight 
years later, the two-
time under-20 world 
champion, winner of the 
Rising Star of the Year by 
United World Wrestling 
in 2023, is a favourite to 
emulate Malik. “It feels 
great that people expect 

me to win a medal,” she 
says. At the SAI centre in 
Hisar, she’s working to 
achieve the goal. “Every-
one trains, but one who 
does it properly stands 
out. You have to respect 
everyone and conduct 
yourself well,” she says, 
sounding wise beyond 
her years. Seeded fourth 
in the 53 kg  
category, Antim app-
eared thrilled with her 
draw, one that ensures 
she avoids a duel with the 
favoured Japanese wres-
tler Akari Fujinami, 20, 
until the finals. Much like 
her name, Antim intends  
to be the last woman  
standing.  ■

INDIA@PARIS 2024
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I f results in the past few 
months are anything to go 

by, clay is not Rohan Bopa-
nna’s surface of choice. The 
rallies are long and Bopanna, 
with worn-out cartilages in 
both knees, cannot chase 
down balls like before. But 
that proved no deterrent 
when early this year, at the 
ripe old sporting age of 43, 
he won his first men’s doubles 
Grand Slam title, winning the 
Australian Open with partner 
Matthew Ebden. For what’s 
likely to be his swan song at 
the Olympics, the World No. 4 

in doubles has chosen 
Sriram Balaji (ranked 
64) as his partner. The 
big servers will be hop-
ing to put on a stellar show 
in the iconic stade Roland 
Garros, home to the French 
Open. Bopanna is the epitome 
of the never-say-die mentality. 
Could he join Leander Paes 
(bronze medallist at the 1996 
Atlanta Games) and crown 
his career with an Olympic 
medal? Bopanna is surely in 
with a chance, for fortune 
favours the brave in tennis 
results at the Olympics.  ■

R O H A N  B O PA N N A ,  4 4   
S R I R A M  B A L A J I ,  3 4  
Tennis Men’s Doubles

 A D I T I  A S H O K ,  2 6
Golf

The grand stage of the Olympics 
brings the best out of Aditi 

Ashok. In Rio 2016, as the youngest 
in the field, the then 18-year-old 
was 41st among the world’s best 
golfers. Five years later in Tokyo, 
ranked 200 in the world, Aditi had 
the cricket-crazy nation glued to 
their screens in the early hours to 
follow the strokes, swings and putts 
on the greens as she dominated the 
first three rounds, only to relinquish 
her lead on the final day. She’d miss 
the podium by one birdie. Could this 
third time be lucky? Yet, Paris will 
be different. Unlike other editions 
where she was the underdog, Aditi 
comes in ranked higher (#60) and 
with valuable LPGA experience. 
“I’m looking forward to that week, 
hopefully I can do better than I did 
in Tokyo,” Aditi told india today 
magazine last year. A position bet-
ter and she’ll make history—the first 
Indian golfer to win a medal.  ■

GETTY IMAGES
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JUL. 25
Archery: Bha-
jan Kaur, Dhiraj 
Bommadevara, 
Deepika Kumari 
and others com-
pete in qualifying 
round

JUL. 27
Hockey: India  
 vs New Zealand

Shooting: Sand-
eep Singh-Elavenil 
Valarivan and  
Arjun Babuta-
Ramita Jindal in 
contention for 
10-metre air rifle 
mixed team 
medals; Manu 
Bhaker, Sarabjot 
Singh, Rhythm 
Sangwan and 
Arjun Cheema look 
to finish in top 8 of 
10-metre air pistol 
team qualification 

Badminton: P.V. 
Sindhu, Lakshya 
Sen, H.S. Prannoy, 
Chirag Shetty-
Satwiksairaj 
Rankireddy (Sat-
Chi) and Ashwini 
Ponnappa-Tanisha 
Crasto begin their 
campaign

JUL. 28
Archery: Bhajan 
Kaur, Deepika 
Kumari and Ankita 
Bhakat compete 
in women’s team 
event

Shooting: 10-me-
tre air pistol men’s 
and women’s finals

 
Boxing: Nikhat 
Zareen begins her 
Olympic campaign. 
50 kg semis: Aug. 6, 
finals: Aug. 9

Table tennis: 
Sharath Kamal, 
Sreeja Akula, 
Manika Batra, 
Harmeet Desai  
hit the table  

JUL. 29
Archery: Dhiraj 
Bommadevara, 
Tarundeep Rai and 
Pravin Jadhav  
line up for men’s 
team event

Hockey: India 
takes on the  
tricky Argentina

Shooting: 
Babuta, Singh, 
Elavenil Valarivan 

and Ramita Jindal 
look to make the cut 
for 10-metre air rifle 
men’s and women’s 
final; Bhaker-Singh 
and Sangwan-
Cheema team up 
for 10-metre air 
pistol mixed team 
qualification.  
Finals: July 30

JUL. 30
Archery: Men’s 
and women’s  
individual 
elimination rounds

Illustrations by SIDDHANT JUMDE

WHO TO 
WATCH WHEN

THE BIG DAYS FOR THE INDIAN CONTINGENT 
AND OTHER TOP EVENTS

INDIA@PARIS 2024



Hockey: India vs 
Ireland

Equestrian: 
Anshu Agarwalla 
makes history as 
the first Indian to 
compete in 
dressage

JUL. 31
Boxing: Tokyo 
bronze medalist 
Lovlina Borgohain 
enters the ring. 
Finals on Aug. 10

Shooting: 
Aishwary Pratap 
Tomar, Swapnil 
Kusale in 50-metre 
rifle three posi-
tions qualification. 
Finals: Aug. 1

AUG. 1
Hockey: Team 
India takes on 2020 
Olympic champions 
Belgium
 

Sailing: Nethra 
Kumanan and 
her dinghy set off 
in first two of 10 
races

Shooting: Sift 
Kaur Samra and 
Anjum Moudgil 

in 50-metre 
rifle three posi-
tion qualification. 
Finals: Aug. 2

AUG. 2
Archery: It’s 
mixed team  
medals day

Hockey: India 
vs 2023-24 Pro 
League winners 
Australia

Shooting: Manu 
Bhaker, Esha 
Singh in 25-metre 
pistol women’s 
qualification. 
Finals: Aug. 3

AUG. 3
Archery: Crown-
ing of women’s 
Olympic champion

Athletics: 
Women’s 100 metre 
finals

AUG. 4
Archery: Medal 
day in men’s indi-
vidual event

Athletics: Men’s 
100 metre finals

Badminton: 
Men’s doubles 
medal matches

Hockey: Elimina-
tion time as men’s 
quarter-finals 
begin

 
Shooting: Skeet 
women’s final; An-
ish Bhanwal and 
Vijayveer Sidhu 
in men’s 25 metre 
rapidfire men’s 
pistol qualification. 
Finals: Aug. 5

AUG. 5
Badminton: 
Women’s and men’s 
singles bronze 
and gold medal 
matches

Table tennis: 
Men’s and women’s 
team matches  
kick off

Athletics:  
Avinash Sable 
looks to make it 
to 3,000 metre 
steeplechase finals

AUG. 6
Athletics: Neeraj 
Chopra, Kishore 
Jena in javelin 
throw qualification

Wrestling: 
Vinesh Phogat’s 
quest for the 
elusive Olympic 
medal begins. 
Repechage,  
finals: Aug. 7

AUG. 7
Golf: Aditi Ashok 
and Diksha Dagar 
hit the course as 
round 1 begins
 
Weightlifting: 
Mirabai Chanu’s 
day to do all the 
heavy lifting

Wrestling: Un-
der-20 world cham-
pion Antim Panghal 
makes her Olympic 
debut. Repechage, 
finals: Aug. 8 

AUG. 8
Athletics: Neeraj 
Chopra’s time to 
defend his title

Breaking: aka 
break dancing 
makes Olympics 
debut

Wrestling: Aman 
Sehrawat, India’s 
sole male repre-
sentative, in action 
in 57 kg freestyle

AUG. 10 
Golf: Final day of 
women’s rounds

TELECAST TIMINGS
The Olympics can be seen live on  

Sports 18 channels and Jio Cinema, 
the official broadcasters, as well as 
on DD1 Sports. Events start daily at 
11.30 am IST and end at 2.30 am IST



Despite the horror stories surrounding the ‘dunki’ or illegal migrant route to 
the West, the lure of a better life for young men in Gujarat, Punjab and other 
states has seen them pursue newer ways and routes to cross international 
borders. INDIA TODAY speaks to families in Gujarat to find out what fuels the 

growing human trafficking economy and who is behind it

ABORTED DREAMS
Passengers of a 
Nicaragua-bound flight 
arrive in Mumbai after 
being deported from 
France over human 
trafficking concerns, 
Dec. 26, 2023

By JUMANA SHAH in Mehsana

THE NEW 
DUNKI ROUTES

S P E C I A L  R E P O R T

I L L E G A L  I M M I G R A T I O N
P
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is an old story, with a fresh chapter being 
written into it every so often. This May, it was 
a German charter flight of 253 Indians that 
was sent back from Jamaican capital Kingston 
to Dubai on suspicion of human trafficking. A 
few of the passengers were scheduled to travel 
to Nicaragua and others to Canada after a 
supposed week-long stay in Jamaica, although 

only one day was accounted for. Officers of the Criminal Inves-
tigation Department (Crime) of Gujarat suspect that around 75 
passengers from the state and a few from Punjab were attempt-
ing to migrate to the US illegally.

How does it feel to be sent back? It has been over seven months 
since Raman Thakor, 32, was deported from Vatry in France last year. 
Back now in Mehsana, a city in agrarian north Gujarat, there is not a 
single day when he does not think of going back. “This was his third 

failed attempt [at illegal immigration],” his wife 
Alpita, 30, tells us between sobs, even as her 
three-year-old daughter tries to wipe her tears 
while playing with a balloon. “Earlier, he had to 
return from Vietnam and Indonesia after agents 
duped him.” He is raring to go again, a thought 
that distresses Alpita no end, although Thakor’s 
parents are unperturbed. “They are confident 
that he will reach the US somehow and, once 
there, all our financial troubles will be over,” says 
Alpita. “But what about me and our children?”      

Thakor was one of the 303 Indian passengers 
aboard a Nicaragua-bound Romanian charter 
plane that was grounded for four days at Vatry 
on suspicion of human trafficking. Although all 
passengers possessed valid travel documents, 
some of them confessed to wanting to unlaw-
fully cross into the US via Mexico. Twenty-seven 
applied for asylum in France, while the remain-
ing 276, including 96 from Gujarat and others 
from Punjab and Haryana, were repatriated. 
Later, upon their return to their native places in 
Mehsana, Gandhinagar and Patan in the north 
and Anand in central Gujarat, the CID (Crime) 
arrested 15 agents. 

With incidents like these getting reported 
frequently statewide, investigators have been 
chasing visa agents, middlemen and facilitators 
(‘donkers’ in human trafficking circles) who op-
erate within sophisticated cartels across multiple 
nations. Data from the United States Customs 
and Border Protection (USCBP) for September 
2023 shows a fivefold surge in Indian illegal 
immigrants since 2019-20—96,917 people were 
apprehended between October 2022 and Sep-
tember 2023, compared to 19,883 in 2019-20.

But hard statistics cannot reflect the actual 
hardships these desperate men and women 
endure. Cinema, like the Shah Rukh Khan-
starrer Dunki (the Punjabi word for the act of 
moving from one location to another), a tale of 
friends from a Punjab village aiming to reach 
England released last November, offers only a 
slice of life. But it takes a tragedy like the one 
that befell Praveen Chaudhary and his family of 
four in March 2023 to stir humanity’s collec-
tive soul. The boat that the Chaudharys were in 
capsized on the St Lawrence River during their 
illegal attempt to enter the US from the Quebec-
New York border in Canada. In January 2022, 
another family of four—including Jagdish Patel’s 
three-year-old child—from Dingucha village in 
Mehsana died in a blizzard while trying to cross 
into the US from Canada. Two persons, includ-
ing Gujarati-origin Harshkumar Patel a.k.a. 
‘Dirty Harry’, were indicted for their deaths by a 

*Names of immigrants and their family members have been changed

Source: US Customs and Border Protection, Sept. 2023

FATAL 
ATTRACTION

INDIANS DETAINED FOR ILLEGAL 
BORDER CROSSING IN THE US

19,883 
(2019-20)

96,917*

(Oct.’22-Sept.’23)

Source: Pew Research Center report, Nov. 2023

725,000
Illegal Indian 

immigrants in the 
US, third largest 

after Mexico  
and El Salvador

4.4-5.4%

of all US 
workers are 

unauthorised 
immigrants 
since 2003

“EARLIER, WE FLEW DIRECTLY TO 
MEXICO, BUT THE OFFICIALS THERE 
HAVE BECOME GREEDY... NOW, WE 
FLY INTO MEXICO FROM DIFFERENT 
COUNTRIES TO AVOID THEIR ATTENTION. 
WE KNOW IT IS A MATTER OF TIME 
BEFORE THIS GETS BUSTED. WE WILL 
CROSS THAT BRIDGE SOON”

— A N  A G E N T,  35,  Mehsana

*30,010
*41,770

Caught on the 
Canada border

on Mexico border
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IN PURSUIT OF A DEADLY GOAL
The potential rewards such as better pay and improved living conditions in the
US outweigh life-threatening risks of illegal immigration

Based on the 
interrogation 
of around 70 
individuals who 
returned from 
Vatry, Sanjay

Kharat, SP, CID, says:

As families expand, farm land
gets split into smaller parcels,
making livelihoods unsustainable

Families can’t afford to employ
farm labourers, so they have to do 
the laborious work themselves

Depending on education and
skills, they get jobs here, but a job 
in the US is more remunerative

In 200-300 villages/towns in 
north and central Gujarat, almost
every house has at least one 
member settled there. It keeps the 
door always half open

Patel girls prefer boys settled in 
the US for a comfortable life, also 
independent of in-laws

WHY DO THEY GO?

WHO
FUNDS IT?

 Aspirants—
mostly from middle 
class or lower 

middle class backgrounds—do not
bear the cost of travel at all

Expenses are borne by US-
based potential high-net worth 
employers from the community 
who promise to pay the agent only
after the aspirant reaches

The lenders start getting 
a reasonable return on their 
‘investment’ within three years

These well-oiled syndicates 
work on trust within the Gujarati
communities, dominated by 
Patidars but not limited to them

The homes and farmlands of the 
aspirants are treated as collateral

Agents are paid through an
opaque Hawala system

FAVOURED ‘DUNKI’ ROUTES

VIA LATIN AMERICAN AND
AFRICAN COUNTRIES

 Agents fly the immigrant to
Dubai, Indonesia or Malaysia as a
springboard on a valid tourist visa

 Some even fly them to African 
countries where they cool off for 
a few months. From there, they 
charter flights to Latin American 

countries such as Bolivia, Guyana, 
Ecuador, Nicaragua. These 
countries allow on-arrival visas 

 The person traverses harsh 
terrains to reach Mexico on foot
through forests or water routes

Duration: Average six months 
before they reach the US

Cost: `70-75 lakh 

EDUCATIONAL

 Visa agents connive 
with foreign educational
institutions for fake 
admission offers

 In India, they
fake marksheets,
financial status, work 
experience documents
etc. to get a genuine 
visa to send the

aspirants off
to the intended 
destination

MARRIAGE

 The agents facilitate a
marriage with an individual 
in India who is a US citizen

 It’s done with an
understanding that both
the parties will be on their
own after reaching the US

Cost  
`1.5 cr.-1.9 cr.

THE PLAN

CANADA

AFRICA

LATIN 
AMERICA

MEXICO

TURKEY
Dubai

INDIA

US



THE GREAT 
EXPLOITATION

 Survivors and entrepreneurs 
in the US reveal that these 
immigrants are paid $10-12  
(Rs 830-Rs 1,000) per hour or 
less. They work odd hours, 
straight through weekends and 
keep to their place of work for 
the fear of being apprehended 

 Employers keep their 
passports, making them  
open-air prisoners

WHAT HAPPENS TO 
THE DEPORTEES

 Those deported en route to the US 
return to Gujarat

 The deportation cost, including air 
fare, is borne by their families

 They remain under close 
observation of the police, who seek to 
crack the local agents’ illegal network

 They lie low for a while and, in most 
cases, attempt the ‘dunki’ route again 
or finally give up

THE EVER-AFTER PHASE

 The end of the  
long-drawn travel 
begins with the 
immigrant’s detention 
by the Customs and 
Border Protection  
in the US

 In court, they  
present their story,  
at times claiming threat 
to life in their country, 
and seek asylum

 Families with 
children are viewed 
more favourably and 
given access to basic 
healthcare facilities 
and school education

 In the odd instance, 
they go unnoticed. 
Then, they seek out an 
official and surrender. 
They are kept at a 
detention centre for 
about two months

 The immigrant is 
released as a case 
under consideration 
with a GPS tracker

 The asylum case 
can go on for a few 
months or a few 
years, while their  
life in America  
falls into gear

 An immigration 
lawyer, supplied by 
the agent whose 
services could 
be included in the 
package, reaches out 
to the immigrant

 Meanwhile, a job 
and a place to stay 
at an Indian family’s 
home, restaurant or 
shop wait for them

 Meanwhile, several 
gimmicks are adopted 
to make their case 
stronger, the most 
prominent being 
marriage to a citizen

CULTURAL/TOURISM

 Agents take the travellers to 
Dubai with a valid visa 

 From there, a charter plane 
flies them to Central American 
or European Union countries 
having on-arrival visa facility 

 They are shown as part of 
a cultural troupe or tourists to 
reach a suitable destination 
from where they go to Mexico 
and enter the US by jumping 
over the wall
Cost: `50-80 lakh

VIA CANADA 

 Agents acquire a valid visa 
for Canada on forged university 
admission or work permit

 The donkey stays in cold border 
areas of Canada for a few months

 At an opportune time, the agent 
sends them across the border—
barely a kilometre walk

Cost: `80 lakh

VIA TURKEY

 Agents obtain a UK visa on a 
work permit, basis which the 
traveller enters Turkey with an 
e-visa and lives there for 90 days

 In this period, they fly into a safe 
Central American country, where 
they stay for a week to a year

 At an opportune time, the  
agents move them into the US 
Cost: `80-90 lakh

MALAYSIA
INDONESIA
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US district court in March this year.
However, such accidents, arrests 

or indictments are no deterrent to the 
perilous aspirations of individuals from 
states such as Gujarat, Punjab and 
Haryana. Indeed, days after the Vatry 
incident, charter flights had been taking 
off almost every week from Dubai to 
destinations that allow visa-on-arrival 
for Indians, says Sanjay Kharat, super-
intendent of police, CID, who is heading 
the Vatry probe. “We understand the 
risks involved,” says Rannaben, whose 
two sons and husband have embarked 
on the donkey or ‘dunki’ route—a 
roundabout journey crafted to dodge 
border controls—multiple times in their 
lives. “Jagdishbhai’s family’s case was 
unfortunate, but for every such incident, 
thousands have successfully crossed 
over and become wealthy,” she adds. 

A 
pivotal motivation driving this 
mad rush is the transforma-
tion of family fortunes. No one 
exemplifies this better than 

Rannaben and her family. Her husband 
P.V. Patel reached the US in the mid-
’90s with an alleged fake passport for 
Rs 35 lakh. He toiled for a decade at a 
7-Eleven shop in New Jersey, followed 
by another seven years in the kitchens of 
various takeaway food joints. Rannaben 
and her sons moved out of their flat into 
a two-storey tenement within a gated 
community in Mehsana’s city centre 
within five years of Patel’s move to the 
US. Five years ago, as his return ap-
proached after he turned 60, the couple 
sent their elder son Rashesh to the US 
via the Canada border, at a cost of Rs 60 
lakh. However, Rashesh did not have 
the same luck as his father; he spent 17 
months in jail before being deported in 
2022, with the family spending Rs 25 
lakh on legal fees. In 2021, they man-
aged to successfully send their younger 
son Ronak to Chicago via Africa and 
Mexico after three attempts spanning 
over four months. He is now “settled” 
in Chicago. Meanwhile, the family is 
preparing to send Rashesh back into 
the US again. “He will depart for Turkey 
next week,” Rannaben says breezily, 
as she shifts the conversation to the 

heart of the matter—how she is busy 
shortlisting brides for her sons “settled” 
abroad. As is Radhaben, in her sixties, 
mother of 21-year-old Punit Patel who 
returned from Vatry. “We will find 
another agent soon. We are in a hurry 
as he is nearing marriageable age.” Her 
elder son had ventured down the path 
of ‘bey number’ (illegal route) five years 
ago and has since attained legal status 
abroad. Radhaben hasn’t given up hope 
for her second-born. 

For a young immigrant, the hall-
mark of an elevated lifestyle is secur-
ing a Patidar bride followed by lavish 
weddings and a well-appointed home. 
Dozens of villages in north Gujarat are 
dotted with modern two- or three-sto-

rey bungalows, run by distant relatives 
or hired assistance. The landscape 
includes concrete streets and ameni-
ties such as schools and hospitals, 
though these resources remain largely 
underutilised due to the mass exodus. 
These settlements only burst with 
activity during the four winter months 
when the NRIs visit. The Rs 1-1.5 lakh 
per month that each member remits 
through covert Angadia and Hawala 
networks fuels purchases of expensive 
bikes, cars and gold ornaments, along 
with indulgences like cricket betting.

THE PRICE OF THE ‘PRIZE’
During the interrogation of around 
a dozen Vatry-returned passengers, 
the CID officers were astounded by a 
baffling revelation—the cost per person 
for a months-long one-way trip to enter 
the US via Canada or Mexico was Rs 
70 lakh. Who funds these risky trips? 
“Local wealthy individuals invest in an 
aspirant with an expectation of getting 

a return on their investment in three 
years at a reasonable rate of interest,” 
says Babubhai Patel, a veteran US 
citizen with business interests in India 
and the US. “They work for 10-12 hours 
a day for less than the minimum hourly 
labour rates. They share accommoda-
tion or sleep on the shop floor, incurring 
minimum costs, paying off loans and 
sending money home.” 

These well-oiled syndicates work 
on trust within the Gujarati communi-
ties, dominated by Patidars but not 
restricted to them. All payments are 
made to the agents through an opaque 
Hawala system. Many call it modern-
day bonded labour, when, ironically, the 
labourers willingly offer to get traf-
ficked and exploited by their employ-
ers. “Gujarati entrepreneurs facilitate 
cheap labour. A group of employers pay 
in advance to human traffickers for a 
flightload of labour,” says Rajkumar 
Pandian, additional director general, 
CID-Crime and Railways. Survivors 
and entrepreneurs in the US reveal that 

“GUJARATI ENTREPRENEURS FACILITATE CHEAP LABOUR. A GROUP OF 
THEM PAY IN ADVANCE TO HUMAN TRAFFICKERS FOR A FLIGHTLOAD 
OF LABOUR. THEY WORK IN MOTELS, EXPRESS STORES, CAFES ETC. 
UP TO 18 HOURS DAILY AND GET PAID 50 PER CENT OF THEIR DUE” 
—RAJKUMAR PANDIAN ADGP, CID-Crime and Railways
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these immigrants are paid $10-12 (Rs 
830 to Rs 1,000) per hour or less, and 
no overtime charges. They work odd 
hours, through weekends and keep 
to their place of work for fear of being 
apprehended. Employers keep their 
passports, making them open-air pris-
oners. Despite these ordeals, “there is an 
inexplicable craze in these villages for 
a life in the US, which is unfortunately 
only spreading,” says Kharat.

The life-threatening risks of be-
ing trafficked through countries and 
encounters through forests, drug 
cartels and wildlife, with the dangers 
of dodging law enforcers, have turned 
into a medal of sorts that these families 
back home recount to their children 
as modern-day parables of valour. No 
surprise then that they grow up roman-
ticising these adventures and dream of 
becoming heroes by entering the US as 
illegal immigrants. 

At the heart of this blind craze 
are several deep-rooted social evils 
that have plagued the villages of 
Gandhinagar, Mehsana and Anand 
districts for generations now. The most 
striking being the case of the missing 
daughters. The desire for a son has 
meant female foeticide. Gujarat has 
the third-lowest sex ratio at birth in 
the country with 909 girls per 1,000 
boys, lower than the national average 
of 940. “Patel boys do not find brides in 

ficking.” After a headline-hitting event, 
the agents slow down for a while, but 
restart soon enough. “We are focusing 
on cracking the local agent network, the 
first point of contact for the victims,” says 
Pandian. “We also need more data from 
other stakeholders like embassies, travel 
agents, the Intelligence Bureau, Interna-
tional Air Transport Association.”  

O
perations in plain sight are par 
for the course on the streets of 
Mehsana city and its surround-
ing villages. A 35-year-old agent 

spills the beans on several modes of 
transit. “Earlier, we used to fly directly to 
Mexico, but the administration there has 
become greedy. They track our travellers 
and smoke them out. Oiling their greedy 
machinery was financially untenable,” 
he says. “Now, we fly into Mexico from 
different countries to avoid the attention 
of their immigration officers. However, 
we know it is a matter of time before this 
track gets busted, but we will cross that 
bridge when we come to it.” 

Of late, the long-winding legal 
ways to become a US green-card holder 
through investment or skilled work 
permits are losing popularity in India. 
Ahmedabad-based veteran visa consul-
tant Lalit Advani, who specialises in EB5 
(employment-based, fifth preference) 
visas that grant permanent resident sta-
tus, attributes the massive rise in illegal 
immigration to one extremely significant 
change that is no longer illegal. “You get 
an EB5 green card after spending nearly 
a million dollars and a few years in the 
queue,” he says. “That you can actually 
walk across the border in the US and get 
a social security number and facilities 
that permanent residents get plus a work 
permit for a fraction of that amount 
negates the basis of visa processes for a 
legal work permit.” 

Wisened by years of travel between 
India and the US, Babubhai claims that 
the governments of both countries are 
aware of the goings-on and exactly how 
to curb it, but want it to continue. “Why 
are you wasting your time on the issue? 
There are no victims here,” he says. Only 
an intricate combination of ambition 
and adversity. 

their community. Many marry tribal 
girls, which means a difficult cultural 
adjustment for the family as well as the 
girl, and such unions struggle. Patel 
girls are at a premium, who prefer boys 
settled in the US so that they can have 
a comfortable life, independent of in-
laws,” says Rannaben.

BY HOOK OR BY CROOK
Pandian says there are mainly two 
ways illegal immigration takes place. 
First, visa agents connive with foreign 
educational institutions for fake admis-
sion offers and get a genuine visa for 
the intended destination. Second, they 
take the travellers to Dubai with a valid 
visa. For the onward journey, they are 
shown as part of a cultural troupe or 
tourists. Agents from Delhi, Haryana 
and Gujarat control this nexus through 
local contacts at every stopover. 

“Earlier, they used to fly directly to 
Mexico and escape before immigra-
tion or during transit from the airport, 
but that was a serious security hazard 
that seems to have been fixed by the 
country,” says Pandian. “Now, they use 
multiple country stopovers, with the 
average cost ranging between Rs 50 
lakh and Rs 80 lakh. The higher end of 
the package includes food packets and 
lawyer fees for asylum. The USCBP 
treats them as victims of human traf-

NO ENTRY A US Border 
Patrol agent leads a group 
of Indian immigrants from 

the US-Mexico border in 
Arizona, Dec. 8, 2023







A NEW WORLD  
OF WORK

Digital innovations have prompted employers to seek a balance between the human and 
technological workforces to maximise potential. The second chapter of the INDIA TODAY HR 

Insights in Chennai was aimed at charting the course towards this modern workplace

M odern workplaces have tra ns-
formed substantially, led by 
digital technologies that are 
changing the way employees 

work, create and collaborate. The advent of 
Artificial Intelligence, on the other hand, has 
prompted employers to realign their talent 
strategies with technology at the centre of 
their organisations. This shift is causing sub-
stantial changes in job roles and the skills 
required to fulfil them.

According to the ManpowerGroup’s 
Employment Outlook Survey 2024, India 

ranks seventh among nations facing a talent 
shortage, with 81 per cent of businesses sur-
veyed reporting difficulty in finding skilled 
employees. It is critical for businesses to 
maximise their workforce’s potential, while 
maintaining employee well-being.

The second chapter of the ‘INDIA TODAY 
HR Insights: The Future of Work’ summit in 
Chennai on July 5 brought together a diverse 
array of HR leaders from the automobile, 
manufacturing and IT sectors, HR service 
providers, digital companies and more, to 
deliberate on the workplaces of the future.

TAKEAWAYS

TAKEAWAYS

Clarity on top work 
priorities is  

important to ensure 
where to put your 
time and energy

Ensure all  
meetings have a  
clear agenda, as  
time is of utmost  

importance

There needs to  
be a balance 

between productivity  
and employee  

well-being, with  
a sharp focus  

on privacy

Ensure  
employees have  

adequate subject 
matter knowledge 
and are continu-

ously engaging with 
academia, even for 

entry-level workforce

There is no  
one-size-fits-all 

 approach to measure 
productivity

By Sonal Khetarpal

“Businesses will have to become much more 
responsible. It is not going to be about profit 
and growth but about sustainability, where 

we can create a better and safer future for all 
of us…Profit and growth will be replaced by 

people, planet, purpose and prosperity”

Businesses are 
currently in the most 
difficult phase, as it 
is a transition phase, 
wherein they are 
looking to make hu-
mans and technol-
ogy work together

Artificial Intelli-
gence will eliminate 
jobs that are routine, 
and humans will do 
jobs that require 
more thinking, 
feelings and that 
cannot be codified

  MAKING ORGANISATIONS FUTURE-READY:  
THE PEOPLE FACTOR

Raja Radhakrishnan 
President & CHRO, 
Ashok Leyland



TAKEAWAYS

Reskilling the current 
workforce is the topmost 

priority for companies

Companies are ready to 
offer a differential pay 

package based on skills

 EMPOWERING FUTURE-READY  
WORKFORCES   

“In the past three or 
four years, corpora-

tions have moved from 
generic hiring towards 

skill-based hiring…
not limited to technol-

ogy roles but also for 
larger, volume hiring 

by recruiters”

  THE PRODUCTIVITY DEBATE: GETTING THE BEST FROM YOUR WORKFORCE

 Everyone wants 
employees to be at 
the highest levels 
of productivity, but 
it comes at a cost, 
with increased lev-
els of stress. There 
is a fine line, and 
once it is crossed, it 
turns into distress”

 People who 
enjoy their jobs 
score higher on 
work-life balance, 
though they spend 
the same amount 
of time as others... 
Think of business as 
a game; and strive to 
make it enjoyable”

 You need to 
understand where the 
human stops and the 
resources begin, and 
where the resources 
stop and the human 
begins…I don’t believe 
in skill development; 
I believe in capability 
development”

 On certain 
productivity parameters 
with regard to people, 
we may not be as 
competitive as an 
European country, but in 
efficiencies in many other 
areas, we may be on par 
with or even better than 
other countries”

Dr John Bruce  
Dean, Placements & Corporate 
Affairs, Sathyabama Institute of 
Science and Technology

BALAJI ETHIRAJAN 
Global CHRO, TVS Supply 
Chain Solutions Ltd

ARUN LESLIE GEORGE 
President & CHRO, 
Coromandel International Ltd

BHARATHAN PRAHALAD 
Vice-President, Human 
Resources, MSys Technologies

P. PADMAKUMAR 
Executive Director, Human 
Resources, Saint-Gobain India



 I think corpo-
rates should engage 
more with colleges 
and ensure they offer 
courses that align 
specifically with what 
corporates need”

 In our industry, 
skill or skill gap is 
not the issue….
accurate planning 
and agile planning 
is the most critical 
thing ”

 To develop 
talent, we have a 
one-year 
programme for 
freshers that 
includes a four-
month on-campus, 
two-month intern-
ship and six-month 
on-the-job training ”

Finding people 
with the right combi-
nation of functional 
and leadership skills 
is a struggle in many 
organisations. The 
intent and aspiration 
are to hire individuals 
with the right combi-
nation of skills”

  CLOSING THE SKILL GAP

To manage skill 
gaps, companies 
can look internally 
and build their em-
ployees’ skills

Industry-
academia partner-
ships are important 
to ensure employ-
ees are well-versed 
with the skills of the 
future

It is important to 
develop plans for 

the company’s skill 
requirements, as 
businesses, espe-
cially startups, can 
grow very fast and 
regulations can 
change

Skills involving 
analytical thinking, 
creative thinking, 
resilience, flexibility 
and digital literacy 
are going to be the 
top priority for or-
ganisations

TAKEAWAYS

  ALIGNING PEOPLE STRATEGIES 
AMIDST RAPID GROWTH

“As a leader, you 
do not always have 
to be an expert... It 
is about recognis-

ing the experts and 
ensuring that as 

a leader, you help 
them thrive and 

bring out their full 
potential”

TAKEAWAYS

As an HR leader, much of the role involves 
influencing stakeholders and integrating 

diverse viewpoints to drive business 
results. However, as a Country President, 
the focus shifts to addressing each of the 

business priorities directly

LULU KHANDESHI  
CHRO, ManpowerGroup India

SRIRAM V.  
CHRO, BankBazaar.com

SHAILEN MERCHANT 
Head HR, Chola MS  
General Insurance Co. Ltd

ANJU G. PARVATHY 
Vice President, Research 
& Solutions, Avtar Group

Usha Subramaniam 
Country President, 

Grundfos Pumps India

http://BankBazaar.com
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Geetika Sachdev

Satarupa Paul

YOU CAN NOW REACH Lakshadweep 
by sea from the mainland in just seven 
hours! A new high-speed ferry service 
named ‘Parali’ was launched in May to 
connect mainland India to the island, 
significantly reducing travel time from 
the customary 13 hours. This modern 
vessel promises a smoother journey 
compared to the older, modified cargo 
ferries in use. The Lakshadweep Islands 
Tourism Development Authority is also 
enhancing services and facilities at 
Kadmat, the primary port for travellers 
arriving from the mainland, to ensure 
a more comfortable travel experience. 
The new service plies between Man-
galuru and Lakshadweep, with tickets 
priced at around Rs 5,000 per person. 
This initiative is expected to boost 
tourism to Lakshadweep, an archipel-
ago of 36 islands famed for its pristine 
beaches, coral reefs, and peaceful 
environment. 

Island Express

ince Bhutan’s tourism journey began in 
1974, the scenic Himalayan kingdom has 
presented strong examples of keeping 

overtourism at bay. Its policy of ‘high value, 
low volume’ established the foundation of mindful 
tourism, much before it became a buzzword. Bhutan is 
the world’s only country to implement a $100 Sustain-
able Development Fee (SDF) per adult, per night, for all 
its visitors. For Indians, it’s Rs 1,200. These funds are 
utilised for the upkeep of cultural heritage and for pro-
viding free healthcare and education to the Bhutanese. 

The idea has always been to generate revenue through 
tourism by showcasing Bhutan’s strengths, without 
causing harm to the environment. This year marks five 
decades of that commitment. Bhutan’s Department of 
Tourism launched a campaign on June 2, to celebrate 
this landmark occasion. The festivities will extend until 
December 17, Bhutan’s National Day. 

In August, the country will host its first tourism 
awards to recognise excellence and innovation. Besides, 
there will be TedX talks by public figures from Bhutan, 
who will discuss pertinent tourism-related subjects. A 
jewellery showcase and fashion show to highlight the 
craftsmanship are also on the cards. There will also be 
events at Bhutanese embassies worldwide, besides in-
dustry initiatives, including the launch of new itinerar-
ies, introduction of a loyalty programme, etc. 

Golden Milestone
Bhutan celebrates 50 years of  
tourism with a range of special events

S

Satarupa Paul
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THE HOTTEST NEW HOTEL 
OPENINGS IN INDIA

QUARTERLY
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Raffles Jaipur

Elevating the luxury quotient of 
Jaipur is Raffles’ new outpost 
near the magnificent Amer Fort. 
The brand’s second property in 
India, after Udaipur, is a modern 
recreation of a palace. Hand-
carved from white marble, it 
is a testament to Rajasthan’s 
fine craftsmanship. The hotel 
features 50 opulent rooms and 
themed luxurious suites.  
 Doubles from Rs 40,000++; 
 raffles.com/jaipur

Ronil Goa

The first ‘JdV by 
Hyatt’ hotel in India 
and southwest Asia 
embodies the joie de vivre 
philosophy of the brand. 
The 135-room boutique 
resort is located on the 
Calangute-Baga Road, 
making it accessible from 
both the Dabolim and Mopa airports. With tastefully furnished 
rooms, the hotel invites visitors to experience the susegad way of 
life with two pools, an on-site DJ host, wellness services, and a 
variety of dining options. Doubles from Rs 6,086 ++; hyatt.com 

Kinwani House,  
Narendra Nagar 

Experience a blend of 
old-world charm and 
modern luxury in Kinwani 
House in Uttarakhand’s 
Narendra Nagar, above 
Rishikesh and Haridwar. 
Once the home of a 

member of the erstwhile Tehri-Garhwal royal family, it has been 
painstakingly restored to its original grandeur and opened by 
the Aalia Collection by JPL Group. This estate has six luxurious 
suites affording scenic mountain views, besides lush gardens, 
a conservatory, and a temperature-controlled swimming pool. 
 Doubles from Rs 37,999++; aaliacollection.com

CHIC STAYS

Geetika Sachdev

JOURNEYS  
INTO THE PAST
Two books that offer travel inspiration 
and unique cultural insights

Published as a collector’s 
edition catalogue for a 
new exhibition at DAG in 
Delhi, Destination India 
showcases the works of 
foreign artists who visited 
India from the Uprising of 
1857 to Independence in 
1947, highlighting a late 
phase of Orientalist art. 
Unlike earlier artists like 
William Hodges and the 
Daniells, who focused on 
picturesque landscapes 

and architecture, these later artists—Charles 
W. Bartlett, Edwin Lord Weeks, John Griffiths 
and Mary Anne Blyth among others—were more 
diverse and interested in depicting everyday life 
and society. They came from various countries, 
including Germany, France, Japan and Britain. With 
a Foreword by Shashi Tharoor and an Introduction 
by Pheroza Godrej, the book offers a personal and 
intimate view of India through the eyes of these 
foreign artists. 

Over 15 years, Stephen 
McClarence, an award-
winning travel writer, and 
Clare Jenkins, a BBC Radio 
journalist, embarked on 
multiple journeys to the 
railway town of Jhansi in 
India to document the lives 
and traditions of its Anglo-
Indian community. Their 
experiences culminated in 
this book that spotlights 
two memorable figures: 
‘Aunty’ Peggy, a dedicated 
community leader and 
custodian of the European 
cemetery, and Captain 
Roy Abbott, the last British 
landowner in India, known 

as ‘The Rajah of Jhansi’. Through their stories, the 
authors provide a warm and humorous portrayal 
of the Anglo-Indian way of life, which is rapidly 
disappearing. The book captures the essence of a 
fading culture framed within the vibrant chaos of 
21st-century India.  

Destination India: 
Foreign Artists in 

India 1857-1947
DAG 

`4,500; 175 pages

Teatime at Peggy’s: 
A Glimpse of Anglo-

India
By Stephen  

McClarence & 
Clare Jenkins

Journey Books
£9.99; 296 pages 

Foreign Artists  
in India

1857- 1947

Satarupa Paul
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Travel Plus

High in the Himalayas, when the night skies are clear, the heavens can feel close 
enough to touch. The Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board, in association with 
Starscapes, has launched ‘Nakshatra Sabha’, a year-long campaign devoted exclu-
sively to promoting astrotourism in the state. The first event, held on the grounds of 
George Everest House in Mussoorie in early June, saw expert talks, 3D shows and, 
of course, lots of stargazing. Promoting niche tourism activities like astrotourism 
is Uttarakhand’s way to combat overtourism and reduce pressure on popular hill 
stations, since the best stargazing is done in remote ‘dark sky’ locations, and which 
the Nakshatra Sabha campaign is also identifying and mapping. The next Nakshatra 
Sabha is slated to be held from October 4-6 in Jageshwar. Happy stargazing! 
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Green is the colour of life, renewal, 
energy and nature. Of all the myriad hues, it 
is the most soothing colour to the human eye. And no 
place offers a meditative calm with a magical healing 
touch as Kerala in the rains. As the southwest monsoon 
sweeps up the Western Ghats and across the country, 
it drenches the vegetation, cloaking it in unimaginable 
shades of green. According to Ayurveda, it is the best 
season for replenishment and rejuvenation for nature 
and man. Flying into Kochi, the rivers ran full, the 
waters turbid and olive, snaking through dense jade 
tapestry. Everywhere, a magical world of upside-down 

landscapes was reflected in streams, backwaters and 
puddles. In the open grounds, enthusiastic youngsters 
played football, unmindful of the slush and tumbles. 
Dove-grey clouds loomed over the hills and rumbled 
their delicate sound of thunder. What better place 
to start our monsoon sojourn than the highlands 
of Munnar? Fed by recent rains, the waterfalls en 
route—Cheeyaparra, Vallara and Kallar—roared as 
gushing torrents. Munnar, named after the ‘moonu 
aaru’ or three rivers that meet here, is a busy town and 
we slipped past Signal Point and disappearing phone 
networks to the vast open tea estates of Devikulam.

THE

FROM MUNNAR TO KOCHI AND ONWARDS TO WAYANAD, 
MAKING THE MOST OF KERALA’S WET SEASON

Anurag Mallick & Priya Ganapathy



Photograph by SHUTTERSTOCK



78       INDIA TODAY    J U LY 2 9, 2024

(From right clockwise) Lockhart Bungalow, 
Munnar; Beach Gate Bungalows in Fort Kochi;  
a sumptuous lunch spread at Lockhart 

At Lockhart Bungalow, a three-room British tea 
plantation bungalow wrapped by a pristine lawn, 1,500 
acres seemed a large enough tract to lose oneself in. 
Colonial-era drawings of local flora and avifauna lined 
the walls. It felt a lot like home, for the only mealtime 
discussion was about what the next meal would be. 
Chef Arockyadoss would appear like a genie out of a tea 
kettle and gently announce that the consommé of the 
day would be Roast Cauliflower and Corn Bisque, or 
that luncheon featured Black Pepper Chicken Railway 
Curry. Jaisingh, our liveried butler, would arrange 
meals in the quaint dining room prettied by painted 
crockery, or a lovely English breakfast on the lawns, 
weather permitting. We were living the enchanted life 
of a planter on furlough…even the weather was quite 
sombre and English. It all made sense except for one 
bewildering thing—what sort of a Malayali name was 
Jaisingh? “Sir, I’m a local from Munnar. I was delivered 
by a Marwari doctor, who gave the name Jaisingh!” 
And then everything clicked back into place.

Manager Nizam suggested a 
4-km plantation hike to acquaint 
us with the planters’ life. Leech 
guards were strapped on as a 
precautionary measure, and it 
merited an introduction to local 
leech varieties—kolay atta (pond 
leech), nool atta (thread leech) 
and the gargantuan aney atta (el-
ephant leech). The tea plantation 
stretched for miles and, ironically, 
one needed to watch out for the 
tinier creatures. The scourge of 
these hills, Arikomban, a rogue 
tusker who loved rice (ari in 
Malayalam), raided rice shops and 
killed 17 people, was relocated to 
Periyar last year. His replacement, 
Chakka Komban, loved jackfruit 
(chakka) while Padayappa, the 
long-tusked star named after the 
Rajinikanth movie, was not really 
harmful, but just ate his fill as he 
ambled from village to village. 
Elephants were a recurrent theme 
in these hills. Craig Lockhart, 
the estate we were exploring, was 
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named Anaikadavu Estate because it 
was a haunt for pachyderms. Anaimu-
di, the highest peak in South India, 
was tagged after its resemblance to an 
elephant’s head.

Chokramudi towered high at 7,200 
ft, apparently resembling Lord Shiva’s 
head. While hikes to Chokramudi and 
Letchmi Hills in Tata Tea’s plantation 
through grassland and shola forests 
were not suited for the rains because of 
the slippery trails, there was plenty else 
to do. Lockhart was the first tea factory 
built by the British in 1936 and one of 

the oldest orthodox tea manufacturing 
facilities in India. Our romantic not-
ions of an English planter called ‘Craig 
Lockhart’ were dashed as we learnt 
that the name was linked to Munnar’s 
cool climes. Craig is Scottish for stone 
and the place was so cold, it ‘locks your 
heart’. Temperatures in winter can 
plummet to a frosty –5°C, with only a 
hot cuppa to revive you. A guided tour 
of Lockhart Tea Factory revealed how 
orthodox tea is made, ending in a tea-
tasting session.

The tea bushes and adjoining forests 

are perfect for the nocturnal pastime 
of ‘herping’. No, nothing venereal…it’s 
derived from herpetology and entails 
searching for amphibians and reptiles. 
Nearly 40 frog and 30 reptile species 
have been recorded in Munnar. Guided 
by Senthil Kumar of Kestrel Adven-
tures, we used torches to scout for frogs 
on trees and branches! A Beddomes 
Bush Frog lay perfectly camouflaged 
on an embankment. The call of the 
Mewing Night Frog was feline, hence its 
scientific name Nyctibatrachus poocha 
(poocha is Malayalam for cat). The next 
morning, a slight drizzle stirred the 
birds into frenzied activity as we spotted 
the endemic Palani Hills Laughingth-
rush, Grey-headed Canary Flycatcher, 
Scimitar Babbler and the rare endemic 
Dusky Palm Squirrel in the garden.
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Chittoor Kottaram was the erstwhile residence 
of the Maharaja of Cochin whenever he visited 
the Chittoor Krishna Temple. It’s been renovated 
by the Helen Hamlyn Trust with museum-grade 
antiques and ceiling-to-floor artworks
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This was a historic nook where the first tea 
plantations came up in Munnar. John Daniel 
Munro, British Resident of Travancore, leased 
vast tracts of land in the Kannan Devan Hills 
from the Raja of Poonjar and formed the North 
Travancore Land Planting & Agricultural Society 
in 1879. The High Ranges of Travancore attracted 
pioneering planters like A.H. Sharp, Henry 
Gribble Turner and A.W. Turner. Baron George 
Otto Von Rosenburg of Dresden started Manale 
division while his son Baron John Michael added 
a tennis court! Harrisons Malayalam has leased 
Lockhart Bungalow to CGH Earth and plans are 
afoot to hand over the historic Manale Bungalow 
as well. As forests were cleared for tea, the British 
set up a hydroelectric project, monorail, ropeway 
and railways. The changing topography suffered 
immensely during the great flood of 1924; the 
centenary celebrations in 2024 hope to raise 
awareness about the region’s fragile ecology.

At Lockhart Bungalow, a three-room 
British tea plantation bungalow wrapped 
by a pristine lawn, 1,500 acres seemed a 
large enough tract to lose oneself in

Chittoor Kottaram 
looks onto the 
backwaters
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FACT FILE

GETTING THERE 
Fly to Cochin International Airport 
at Nedumbassery and drive 3.5–4 
hrs to Munnar, 115 km away
From Kochi, drive 238 km to 
Wayanad or fly to Kozhikode for 
the 62 km/2-hr drive to Lakkidi on 
the eastern flank of Wayanad  

DO
Lockhart Tea Factory 
8 am–5 pm, Entry: `250/head
Srishti Centre for the Differently 
Abled, Munnar  
Handmade eco-paper,  
hand dyed fabric 
9 am–5 pm, Entry: `60 
Ph 04868-255398, 9497473397  
www.srishti-trust.org 
Herping/Birding Trails
Munnar/Wayanad  

STAY
Lockhart Bungalow
Harrisons Malayalam Estate, 
Devikulam
Rs 21,192 + taxes 

Chittoor Kottaram
Near Chittoor Krishna Temple
`28,813 + taxes
Beach Gate Bungalows
Fort Kochi
`18,008 + taxes
Wayanad Wild
Lakkidi, Wayanad  
Tariff `9,336 upwards + taxes
Contact: 0484-4261711/2,  
080-69807579,  
www.cghearth.com

F rom the high ranges, we descended to the backwaters for a royal 
retreat by the waterfront. Chittoor Kottaram was the erstwhile 

residence of the Maharaja of Cochin whenever he visited the Chittoor 
Krishna Temple with his entourage. Befittingly, caretaker Milton 
welcomes guests warmly with garlands and caparisoned parasols.  
The single-key hotel has three rooms overlooking a lush garden patch 
with an idyllic pool and private jetty. After a sadya (a lush spread on a 
banana leaf), we set out with Antony on a leisurely boat ride through 
the canals of the Periyar river. With fresh rainwater inundating the 
backwaters, the Chinese fishing nets were idle due to the lull in fishing. 
But the aquatic birds patrolled the waters for a good catch. Darters, 
cormorants, kingfishers and herons perched patiently by the edge and 
on wooden stumps, swooping down in a flash to break the still reflec-
tions into a thousand ripples. Dinner that night was a sensational 
Kerala meal of veg pulao, chicken curry and karimeen pollichathu 
stirred up by chef Sajida.

The recently launched heritage Beach Gate Bungalows in Fort 
Kochi is a great base in town for a self-reliant holiday. The independent 
European-style twin bungalows were built in the 1950s for the Sterling 
Companies in Cochin. Each bungalow has three rooms, a sunken din-
ing room by the pool, a fully equipped kitchen, and balconies over-
looking a tropical garden shaded by massive jackfruit and rain trees. 
A dedicated butler is on call to bring food from CGH Earth’s colonial 
hotel Eighth Bastion, a five-minute stroll away. We uncovered Fort 
Kochi’s secrets on a heritage walk—Petercelli Street was named after 
the Dutch word for ‘parsley’! Then we checked out the local sights on a 
tuk-tuk tour—St Francis Church, the oldest European church in India 
where Vasco Da Gama was laid to rest in 1524, Santa Cruz Cathedral 
Basilica, Indian Naval Maritime Museum, Bastion Bungalow Museum 
and Mattancherry Palace. 

 

Wayanad Wild, deep  
in the rainforest

http://www.srishti-trust.org
http://www.cghearth.com
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T he monsoon drama is at its peak in the cloud 
forests of Wayanad. The scenic inner route 

via Chalakudy, Thrissur and Perinthalmanna 
climbs the Thamarassery Churam (ghat) up 
nine hairpin bends to the misty pass Lakkidi 
(2,300 ft), the gateway to Wayanad. In the past, 
local tribes were the custodians of the ghats and 
forests. The British were looking for a route to 
connect the lucrative coastal trade to Mysore. 
Around 1750, Karinthandan, a local Paniya chief 
living at the foothills of Lakkidi, disclosed a safe 
path to a British engineer, who killed him. The 
story goes that Karinthandan’s spirit lurked along 
the stretch, haunting travellers and causing a slew 
of accidents until a puja was performed to pacify 
him, and his restless soul was chained to a tree. 

Leaving our vehicle at the CGH parking lot 
near Chain Tree, we hopped into a jeep for a 
4-km offroad ascent to Wayanad Wild. Deep 
in the rainforest, the wilderness camp is the 
perfect perch to experience the rains from the 
comfort of your balcony or trails in the vicin-
ity. Music filled the air in the soft pitter-patter 
of raindrops, silvery leaves shimmering in the 
breeze and the constant sonata of frogs, cicadas, 
crickets and birdsong. The misty, dark woods are 

livened up by a flash of orange—is it a Black and 
Orange Flycatcher? Scarlet Minivet? No, it’s the 
Malabar Trogon! The daily schedule of activities 
overseen by naturalist, photographer and author 
David Raju and his young team, keeps guests 
enthralled—a morning bird-watching trail, creek 
explorations, a 5-km hike to the nearby hillock 
in the afternoon, eco-talks in the evening and a 
night walk around the property to look for elusive 
frogs and reptiles.

Our nocturnal guide Daimler, a naturalist 
from Mumbai, was named by his uncle after the 
car—he has a cousin called Chrysler! In a short 
span of a few hundred metres lay a hidden world 
lurking in the shadows—Malabar Flying Frogs 
and Nilgiri Forest Lizard perched on branches, a 
Golden Backed Frog blending into the leaf litter, 
the riveting Green Vine Snake, a Malabar Pit 
Viper lying in wait motionless for unsuspecting 
prey, and an Ochlandra Reed Frog that lays eggs 
in the hollows of the Ochlandra reed bamboo. 
A battery of macro photographers in ponchos 
headed into the dark. Life for them was an end-
less cycle of Eat Sleep Herp Retreat. It started to 
drizzle…the croaks grew louder…another busy 
monsoon night unfolded in Kerala. 

Poolside at 
Wayanad Wild
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PICTURE-PERFECT

WEDDINGS
We sure love our big fat weddings. Here are India’s best 
wedding destinations, with suggestions for where to 
stay and get the most stunning shots

The Leela Palace, 
Udaipur, decked up 
for a wedding; (below 
right) the colourful old 
French quarter  
of Puducherry
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By Priya Pathiyan

D
estination wedding, did you say? One where you 
have all your family and friends with you, where 
you can host a clutch of happy events that live 
up to that clever couple hashtag, and also offer 

some spectacular sights to add excitement to those reels. 
Whether you’re looking to make some wow vows, cue-
ing the cutest qubul, or taking the seven pheras together, 
here’s our pick of seven perfect locations that are guaran-
teed to take you to seventh heaven.

BEST PALACE DESTINATION  
Udaipur, Rajasthan
Lake Pichola and the royal architecture of Udaipur have 
been the backdrop for many a fabulously romantic wedding. 
Think palace venues where you arrive by boat, stunning 
floating lamps, lavish hospitality, and some of the most 
delectable Rajasthani cuisine. 

Stay: The Leela Palace Udaipur

Click: Champagne-laced sunset boat rides on the lake, folk 
dancers and Rajasthani puppet shows, beautifully decorated 
camels on the streets... they’re all perfect to add colour and 
culture to your wedding album.

BEST CULTURAL DESTINATION

Puducherry, Tamil Nadu
For those seeking a more intimate and mean-
ingful wedding, the French quarter of Puduch-
erry offers plenty of sophistication and colonial 
splendour. Think classy rooftop nuptials and 
fun events at beaches in Auroville.

Stay: Grand Hotel D’Europe

Click: The gorgeous villas and brightly painted 
walls of the erstwhile White Town are the best 
eye candy for you and your invitees, as is the 
mesmerising Bay of Bengal from the prom-
enade by the sea. 
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Courtesy THE LEELA PALACE UDAIPUR



Tulips in bloom in a Kashmir 
garden; (below) W Goa, 

Vagator
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SHUTTERSTOCK



BEST BEACH DESTINATION  
Vagator, Goa
Beautiful beaches, superb restaurants, bars and av-
enues for fun, an international vibe... Goa is a gift that 
keeps on giving. And a wedding in one of India’s most 
lively and lovely destinations will certainly win you 
more blessings than you had thought possible! 
Stay: W Goa 

Click: Apart from that dream wedding on the beach 
that you’ve seen in so many rom-coms, you can plan 
excursions to Chapora Fort or go kayaking in the 
backwaters to make some photo-worthy memories. 

BEST SCENIC DESTINATION 
Srinagar, Kashmir
This glittering jewel makes for a truly dreamy wedding destina-
tion. Think a floating engagement on shikaras gliding on the Dal 
Lake, the sangeet in a flower-bedecked garden and the main wed-
ding ceremony on the lawns of a royal palace. Warm Kashmiri-
yat and delicious wazwan [Kashmiri feast], a bonus. 

Stay: The LaLit Grand Palace Srinagar

Click: Depending on when you’re getting married, you can pick 
between photo shoots in tulip gardens (spring), in the Mughal 
Gardens filled with fountains and flowers (summer), with Chinar 
trees in their fall foliage (autumn), or when the winter snows give 
Srinagar that silver-white sheen. 

Courtesy W GOA
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Central India’s exotic heritage is yet to be 
fully discovered and properly appreciated 
by travellers. Give your guests a chance to 
enjoy your ceremony with Bundelkhandi 
grandeur even as they explore the palaces, 
temples, and riverside monuments of this 
ancient town. 

Stay: Amar Mahal Orchha

Click: The Betwa River runs through 
Orchha, making for a lovely way to 
plan an evening of fun and photos. The 
palaces of Orchha and Datia nearby are 
fantastic locales for the most magnifi-
cent wedding photos. 

BEST HERITAGE DESTINATION 
Orchha, Madhya Pradesh

BEST MOUNTAIN  
DESTINATION 

Mussoorie,  
Uttarakhand 
Panoramic mountain vistas, 
fabulous weather, beauti-
ful British-era buildings. The 
charming hill station has a lot 
to offer. You could have all your 
events in the hotel or plan cele-
brations in adjacent Landour, or 
nearby Dhanaulti, and Kanatal. 

Stay: Welcomhotel The Savoy

Click: There are photo-ops 
galore along the mountain 
roads, with stunning scen-
ery, lovely look-out points to 
pose in, furry dogs to cuddle 
with, goodies at the Landour 
Bakehouse or Hotel Rokeby to 
use as props, or local celebs like 
writer Ruskin Bond and actor 
Victor Banerjee to bump into 
and request selfies with. 

Welcomhotel The Savoy, 
Mussoorie; (below right) 
A view of the royal 
cenotaphs across the 
Betwa River in Orchha

SHUTTERSTOCK

Courtesy WELCOMEHOTEL THE SAVOY
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BEST LAKESIDE DESTINATION 

Kumarakom, Kerala
Lake Vembanad in the backwaters of 
Kerala has long been known for its 
lush environs, genuine hospitality, co-
lourful culture, and holistic wellness. 
If you’re looking for a wedding desti-
nation that is as spiritual and serene 
as it is sumptuous and celebratory, 
this is the perfect place. 

Stay: Taj Kumarakom Resort & Spa

Click: From the gorgeous masks and 
costumes of Kathakali dancers to 
the grace of the traditional wooden 
kettuvallam boats and the serenity 
of nature in this idyllic spot, you’ll 
have so many great ways to memori-
alise this momentous occasion.

The Taj Kumarakom 
Resort & Spa; (below) 
a view of the Kerala 
backwaters 

SHUTTERSTOCK

Courtesy THE TAJ KUMARAKOM RESORT & SPA
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AT ONE WITH NATURE 
Sundowners at the Sumur 
Sand Dunes in Nubra

It 
took me a long time to 
get to Nubra. By the time 
I made my way here, it 
was reeling under the 
weight of over-tourism, 

the once-storied road across the Khar-
dung La to the ‘Valley of Flowers’, a 
non-stop traffic jam of wannabe Hell’s 
Angels and tourists in balaclavas who 
dropped like flies in the rarefied air of 
one of the highest motorable passes in 
the world.

Luckily, I had been tipped off; 
so, instead of turning left at the fork 
where the Nubra and Shyok rivers 
meet and heading into the tourist 

traps of Diskit and Hunder, I took 
a right. The road less travelled took 
me to the village of Teggar, lying on 
the banks of the Nubra River, where 
Rigzin Wangtak Kalon—whose 
prominent land-owning family has 
historical ties to Nubra stretching 
back several generations—has created 
the Lchang Nang Retreat, an eco-con-
scious boutique property that walks 
the talk when it comes to sustainable 
tourism practices. The solar-powered 
retreat with spacious and tastefully 
appointed cottages—and running hot 
water—has been created with low-im-
pact, local construction materials like 

mud and rock for the walls and willow 
and poplar for the roofs.

Nubra’s bleak and surreal landscape 
of scattered rock and towering crag 
can be unsettling at first. The light at 
10,000 feet hits different too. Staying 
at Lchang Nang softened the blow and 
the valley grew on me. Next morning, 
I had a sumptuous breakfast by the 
river, its summer flow heavy with silt. 
A tributary of the Shyok, it’s also called 
the Siachen River and originates from 
that glacier. The road that runs along 
it goes all the way to the Siachen Base 
Camp, now open to tourists. On the 
way lies the leafy village of Panamik, 

The Road Less 
TRAVELLED

If you can’t bear the thought of getting wet, 
Nubra’s precipitation-free, high-altitude 

desert setting may be just the thing for you 
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famed for its hot sulphur springs and sup-
posed curative properties. Past Panamik, 
I crossed a bridge on the river and made 
my way to the remote Ensa Gompa—with 
fading frescoes and jolly novices—the 
kind that’s not really on any tourist map. 

On the way back, I made a detour to 
the Sumur sand dunes. This pristine 
spot with not a soul in sight is in stark 
contrast to the dunes at Hunder where 
Bactrian camels—a remnant of Nubra’s 
past as a prominent pit stop on the Silk 
Route—give joyrides to tourists in the 
droves. Let’s not forget that just past 

Siachen, across the Karakoram Pass lies 
Yarkand in the Xinjiang autonomous 
region of China. 

While Lchang Nang offers many 
curated experiences, ranging from 
stargazing expeditions to private yoga 
sessions focused on breathing, the one 
that stood out for me was a simple meal 
quickly rustled up one evening by wom-
enfolk back from working their fields at 
a centuries-old farmhouse with a stone 
hearth. Nubra is something of a Shangri-
La, but you must know where to look. 

 Amit Dixit
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MAKING MEMORIES (Clockwise from top) Meditating in the serene 
surroundings of Ensa Gompa; one of the rooms at Lchang Nang 
Retreat; enjoying a Central Asian meal at an old farmhouse

You’ll need to get a permit 
and pay an environmental fee 

of Rs 400 per person at www.
lahdclehpermit.in to enter 

Nubra. At the checkpoint, you 
will also have to show you’ve 

acclimatised in Leh for at least 
two nights before travelling 

further, for which the board-
ing pass of your flight into 

Leh should work. Cottages at 
Lchang Nang Retreat start at 

Rs 25,500 plus taxes per night 
(www.lchangnang.com).

http://www.lahdclehpermit.in
http://www.lahdclehpermit.in
http://www.lchangnang.com
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HIT BY  
WANDERLUST 
Everyone’s favourite Heeramandi  

heartthrob, Taha Shah Badussha shares 

his enchanting travel experiences—from 

Cannes to monsoon getaways

You made your debut at Cannes this year? 

Goosebumps?
My experience at Cannes was truly remarkable; 

a dream come true. Even with all the incred-

ible connections I made, it still feels like I only 

touched one per cent of it. I envision opening my 

own film at Cannes at some point. 

Favourite monsoon destination  

in India and why? 
Kerala springs to mind. The serene beauty of its 

countryside and its cascading waterfalls make 

Kerala a perfect destination for a tranquil and 

rejuvenating monsoon getaway amidst nature’s 

splendour.

Favourite country to travel to?

Japan has captured my imagination, and it’s a 

place I long to visit. But for now, I am drawn to the 

vibrant city vibes of London and the energetic 

pulse of New York. London has regal allure while 

New York’s appeal is in its dynamic cultural mix.

What are your travel must-haves? 

Some of my workout gear, a hair dryer and my 

backpack containing all accessories that are an 

essential part of my routine. They help me stay fit, 

groomed and ready for any adventure, reflecting 

my active lifestyle and love for both self-care and 

exploration.

Which was your favourite location while 

shooting for Heeramandi?

Lucknow. We had gone to the outskirts of the city 

to shoot, and I really enjoyed the old-world feel, 

the architecture and the palaces that we shot in.
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If the fastest way to the heart is through the 
stomach, where you cook is the most important 
room at home. Here's your guide to cool kitchens

COVER PHOTOGRAPH BY VISHESH KANANI
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or 'Focus' in INDIA TODAY HOME. This is no different from an advertisment. 
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DINE A DOZEN
The Bauhaus movement is the central 
theme of SPIN’s new tableware 
collection by the same name. Eat off 
dinner plates with their geometric 
motifs or sip on a slow roasted brew 
in a coffee mug with bold pops of 
colour, each ceramic piece adds 
dollops of fun indoors. The range also 
has glassware with sleek lines and 
delicate curves, as well as serveware 
that blends wood and metal. 
PRICE `400 to `1,500 
 AT www.madewithspin.com

HAUTE SEAT
Bangalore-based furniture design and craft studio Tusker Katha 
has launched a new collection of handcrafted wooden chairs. 
Featured here is a reading chair, called Temple Tree from the 

collection. Its USP is the perfect seating angle and optimal cushion 
firmness.

PRICE `27,000 to `40,000  AT www.tuskerkatha.inLaunches
ewsn

Your guide to the hottest  
new stores and products

iSpy
By RIDHI KALE

SCIENCE OF SLEEP
Sweet dreams are made of these. Magnigeo from Magniflex is a 

mattress made using regenerated foams, which are free from harmful 
expanding agents. The mattress also offers firm support for spine 

alignment, while the memoform padding adjusts to body shape. The 
breathable fibres enhance comfort, while the ‘no waste’ fabric ensures 

a soft touch.
PRICE `2.20 lakh (72x78) AT www.magniflexindia.com

http://www.madewithspin.com
http://www.tuskerkatha.in
http://www.magniflexindia.com




FANCY FABRICS
Life n Colors’ new collection called 
Prasanaakshi blends Indian-inspired 
prints with Western influences. The 
range features fabrics for sofas and 
chairs, cushions, curtains, and table 
linen. The prints take their design 
cues from traditional styles such as 
kantha, ikat, madhubani, pichwai, 
and Mughal traditions; and classic 
English-style such as stripes. 
PRICE on request
AT www.lifencolors.in

CALL OF THE CARPET
Creating products that score high on innovation and craft 

seems to be Design ni Dukaan’s calling card. The latest 
collection Modernist Rhapsody, a range of handcrafted carpets 
does not disappoint. It marks a collaboration between architect 

Veeram Shah with Fatima Warsi and Zoheb Khan of FAZO 
Project (a carpet brand). Featured here is Femme, inspired by 
the bold and voluptuous forms of the feminine figure. Wool and 

cotton come together using luxury tuft weaving techniques.
PRICE `1.20 lakh to `3.60 lakh

AT @design.ni.dukaan (Instagram)

ON THE BENCH
Nature-inspired printed upholstered fabric, acacia hardwood 

frame and hidden storage beneath the seat are just some of the 
reasons why the Vivada Bench from Studio by Agni stands out. 

It also marks an anticipated furniture line from the brand and 
effortlessly fuses art with functionality.

PRICE `15,000 onwards
AT www.studiobyagni.com

Launches
ewsn

http://www.lifencolors.in
http://www.studiobyagni.com
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Here’s why this new home decor studio in  
Guwahati is your gateway to affordable opulence 

By TANU KAPOOR

NEW BEGINNINGS
Asian Paints’ Beautiful Homes Studio in 
Guwahati; Amit Syngle with Jaichand Bothra, 
owner, Vinayak Furnishings (below right )

Retail
ewsn

A VISUAL  
DELIGHT 

Spanning 16,000 sq ft, over 
two floors, Asian Paints’ 
new Beautiful Homes 
Studio in Guwahati is 

a welcome sight. The expansive 
showroom features over 2,700 cu-
rated products, including furniture, 
fabrics, rugs, bedding, wallpapers, 
blinds, wardrobes, artefacts, and 
lighting, in short, everything you will 
ever need to transform your home.

“The Beautiful Homes Studio in 
Guwahati exemplifies Asian Paints’ 

dedication to innovation and quality 
in luxury home décor. We aim to 
cater to the evolving tastes of North-
east India’s residents and provide 
exceptional shopping experiences,” 
says Amit Syngle, CEO and MD, 
Asian Paints.

This studio not only promises 
to elevate home decor standards 
but also underscores Asian Paints 
commitment to transforming houses 
into personalised, luxurious homes 
across the region.

OUR QUICK TAKE

Comprehensive Offering The studio 
presents a diverse range of luxury  
home decor items, blending 
contemporary and classic designs  
to create elegant living spaces.

Technological Integration Customers 
can enjoy personalised digital 
journeys using tablets, control 
lighting via a centralised system,  
and preview bedding through QR 
codes, enhancing convenience and 
shopping efficiency.

Designer Collaborations Exclusive 
partnerships with renowned 
designers such as Sabyasachi, 
Sarita Handa and Jaipur Rugs bring 
prestigious and unique décor pieces 
to discerning customers.

Strategic Location Situated on 
NH37, Lokhra, Guwahati, the studio 
strategically targets Northeast India’s 
growing demand for sophisticated  
home décor solutions. 



Book Review
ewsn

20x20: Twenty Architects X 
Twenty Iconic Homes of India
By Gauri Kelkar
Lustre Press/Roli Books
`3,995; 362pages

PICTURE PERFECT
(clockwise from above) Homes 

by Stapati Architects; Sanjay Puri 
Architects; Sketch Design Studio; 

Studio Lotus; and Stapati Architects

Photograph by DINESH MEHTA
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The avant-garde homes featured in this slickly produced volume 
showthat architectural practice is alive and well in India

By AMIT DIXIT

The Homing Instinct

I
f, like me, you take a vicarious 
interest in other people’s houses, 
then this book will provide 
the perfect eye candy for you, 
and satisfy your peeping tom 

instincts in the politest possible way. 
A gamut of fine homes is showcased 
here, from hillside holiday residenc-
es to contemporary city apartments 
and sprawling villas with a view, all 
splendidly photographed. As for the 
text, this is not a collection of your 
average breezy magazine pieces, but 
rather a deep dive into each archi-
tect’s practice, with accompanying 
sketches, work-in-progress photo-
graphs and blueprints. Usefully, de-
tailed introductions to the architects 
and their studios precede each of the 
showcased homes.

Goethe famously said that “ar-
chitecture is frozen music”. Loom-
ing somewhere in the backdrop of 
these exclusive private residences 
are sensitive clients who allowed the 
featured architects to express them-
selves. So, above all, this is a book 
of hope and it’s a privilege to bear 
witness to this wellspring of Indian 
architectural talent.

As Gauri Kelkar writes in the 
‘Introduction’, this book is also 
about “how architects working 
in India have perceived, crafted, 
created and shaped, in a variety of 
diverse geographies, [homes] into 
spaces of stunning recall value.”The 
hallmarks of these homes are the 
novel use of building materials, a 
nuanced understanding of space, 
and sensitivity to the setting. Think 
a home at the edge of a cliff or a 
quasi-treehouse that melds into its 
surroundings. 

Some homes stood out for me: 
Abin Chaudhuri’s Macha, a bamboo 
Noah’s Ark which floats above a 
guava orchard in West Bengal; Ri-
parian House by Brio in the Western 

Ghats of Maharasthra, reminiscent 
of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Fallingwa-
ter in the way it blends in with the 
landscape; the Thinlars Residence 
by Field Architects in Ladakh with 
its strong sense of place; and The 
Ledge by Wallmakers which seems 
to break all the rules. I also adored 
the nod to vernacular building tradi-
tions in the Mud Kothi by Sketch 
in Alwar, Rajasthan and, thanks to 
the detailed introduction to their 
practice, I’m now also familiar 
with their charming Gol Ghar in 
Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh. Perhaps, 
more challenging are the city homes, 
and Romi Khosla’s Tower House is a 
beacon of hope in the architectural 
morass of Delhi. 

All in all, it’s a thoughtful 
selection which showcases the rich 
variety of architectural styles be-
ing practiced in India today, and, 
honestly, each and every one of the 
20 homes featured here is striking in 
its own way. And my ever-optimistic 
radar tells me they are just the tip of 
the iceberg. 
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Photograph by NIVEDITAA GUPTA
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Gadgets
ewsn

By SALONI VAID

Is it time to level up your 
security game with 360° indoor 
cameras? Our expert finds out.

IT CLICKS
If you’re a busy 

parent, this  
indoor camera  
is a must-have

T
he trend of investing in 
home security cameras is 
swiftly gaining momentum. 
A mother of a toddler, I can 
confidently say security 

cameras are worth their weight in 
gold—not just for catching burglars 
but for monitoring my little mischief-
maker. From hide-and-seek to 
impromptu dance recitals, I get to 
witness every adorable moment.

When the new Philips 5000 series 
Indoor 360° camera landed on my 
test bench I knew right away that this 
would be interesting. This sleek, mod-
ern marvel doesn’t just look good—it’s 
built tough enough to handle a few 
inevitable toddler tantrums. 

Setting it up? Easy as pie. You 
don’t need to channel your inner tech 
wizard. With simple instructions 
and a user-friendly app, you’ll have it 
up and running in a breeze. With its 
crystal-clear high definition footage, 
this camera captures every detail with 
precision. Plus, its night vision capa-
bilities ensure you’ll see every corner 
of the room, even in the dark. Thanks 

to its infrared sensors and 360-de-
gree vision, there are no blind spots.

The two-way audio elevates this 
system beyond mere monitoring. It 
allows you to communicate directly 
with your family, offering the abil-
ity to reassure them or even calm 
a restless toddler from a distance. 
Equipped with advanced motion and 
sound detection capabilities, this  
device doesn’t just observe—it analy-
ses. And that’s truly impressive. With 

customisable sensitivity settings,  
you can fine-tune the system to  
ensure precise real-time alerts 
tailored to your specific needs. It’s a 
high-tech babysitter that never sleeps.

Sure, the live feed can sometimes 
lag, especially on a slower internet 
connection. It offers limited local 
storage, but you have an option to 
purchase cloud storage. Compared to 
its counterparts, it comes with a pre-
mium price tag. It’s an investment in 
peace of mind but might be a stretch 
for budget-conscious buyers.

However, these minor hiccups pale 
in comparison to its reliable, top-
notch features. Bottom line: this cam-
era brings unbeatable convenience 
and security to your home. 
PRICE `8,995

FANTASTIC  FEATURES 
• Panoramic vision 
• Smart integration 
• Motion detection and alerts 
• Overall rating 4 /5

HOME 
SAFE 
HOME 



It’s a both a gourmet’s delight and a home chef’s dream, 
this new houseware brand will change the way you cook 

By RIDHI KALE

KITCHEN 
CONFIDENTIAL

Knives that are smooth and 
stylish, cookware that looks 
good, meets your needs and 
has a lot of thought and care 

put behind it—ask any home chef and 
they will tell you, dream kitchens are 
made of these. Turning this dream into 
a reality is a globally-trusted houseware 
brand Tramontina that has recently cel-
ebrated its grand launch in India. Backed 
with a 113-year legacy of quality and 
innovation, Eduardo Scomazzon, global 
chairman and Marcelo Borges, CEO, 
Tramontina US, and Aruni Mishra, CEO 
of Tramontina India shared their vision 
for the brand

The brand prides itself for having been 
built on the pillars of quality, innovation, 
and a deep respect for tradition, over the 
past century. They are also confident that 
their products have found their perfect 
new home and are eager to become a 
trusted household name in India. “Obvi-
ously, Tramontina starts from quality, 
craftsmanship, technology and innova-
tion—all that is going to be there. But, 
in India, we wanted the first thing that 
would differentiate us too be the fact that 

we are healthy and safe. All our products 
are 100 per cent guaranteed non-toxic 
and safe,” explains Scomazzon.

A worry and toxin free environment is 
just what homeowners need. “After two 
years of extensive research, we are now 
for the first time launching our product 
for the Indian market,” adds Mishra. 
Their retail strategy in India will be  
omni-channel, encompassing general 
trade, modern trade, e-commerce plat-
forms, and the Tramontina India website. 

 Envisioned as a brand that brings in 
cooking solutions, their aim is to ensure it 
is great value for money. They are launch-
ing three cookware ranges including 
two triply ranges—Aeion, a professional-
grade triply range, and Fusåo, India’s first 
triply ceramic-coated range. The third 
range features super-smooth cast iron 
products redesigned for easier cooking. 
That’s not all, Tramontina is also releas-
ing its world-renowned knives, in five 
standout ranges. These include Century, 
the professional NSF-certified range, 
and Polywood, a Tramontina-patented 
treated wood handle knife that is heat-
resistant and durable.

over storyc
Focus

One look at their products 
and you know instantly that 
while being an international 
brand, the products have 
been designed keeping Indian 
eating habits in mind. One 
such interesting innovation is 
the lack of rivets for Jain food 
eaters, who wished to avoid 
having food stuck around the 
rivets for hygiene and safety. 

So what’s next? Tramontina 
has announced its plans to 
bring its cutting-edge manu-
facturing excellence to India. 
It’s clear that the brand is 
ready to redefine the country’s 
culinary experience.
AT www.tramontina.in

http://www.tramontina.in
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OPEN AND SHUT CASE
You can hide away appliances and 
utensils in this kitchen to give it a 
clean and minimal look (above)



Rudraksh Charan and 
Priyanka Khanna
FOUNDERS AND ARCHITECTS 
42MM ARCHITECTURE 
www.42mm.co.in

Minimal, Magical
Sometimes, less is more makes cooking a 
dream. This 270 sq ft kitchen in Magnolia, 
Gurgaon, where functionality merges 
seamlessly with aesthetics, is a case in point. 
“Concealed storage blends discreetly into the 
sleek wall finishes, the central counter doubles 
as a dining space and it features Logica Celata 
bars, which conceals as a wall art. It functions 
both as kitchen innovation and wall art,” 

says Rudraksh Charan. However, one of the 
biggest challenges they faced was 

transporting an 8 ft long bar. “The 
bar was cleverly designed in 

two parts, each 4 ft long. This 
division made handling 
and transportation much 
more manageable and 
manoeuvrable,” says 
Priyanka Khanna. The 
best part? The kitchen has 

such precision that the lines 
of the overall unit appear 

seamlessly integrated. 

Cook up a Storm 
By RIDHI KALE

The culinary journey starts in the kitchen. Seven firms share  
their favourite designs and great ideas from across the country.
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TOP TIP  
“Integrate smart storage  

solutions in your minimalist kitchen  
to maintain functionality and enhance 

family bonding during meals.  
Concealed compartments and versa-
tile counters not only streamline daily 

tasks but also elevate the kitchen  
into a space of indulgence and shared 

experiences, making every  
meal a cherished  
family moment.”

http://www.42mm.co.in


Sarah Sham
PRINCIPAL DESIGNER 
ESSAJEES ATELIER 
       @essajeesatelier

Spectacular Space
When interior designer Sarah 

Sham was designing a home in 
Bangalore, her clients told her 
that they wanted a stunning 
kitchen which would seamlessly 
merge into the interiors of the 

rest of the home. And stunning 
it is. “We created an open kitchen 

with a stain-free full bodies tile top 
and black and white chequered flooring. 

The island centres the space and allows for all 
requirements to get accommodated within it,” 
says Sham. The 350 sq ft space has a smart sink, 
stain proof countertops, built-in appliances and 
storage in every spot.

over storyc
Expert Kitchens
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TOP TIP  
“Here we actually  

had another back kitchen  
for all the heavy cooking  

happening, this was  
simply used for primary  

home users.” 
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Reny Lijo and Lijo Jos
ARCHITECTS 
LIJO.RENY.architects 
www.lijorenyarchitects.com

Courting Good Design
What sets this 240 sq ft kitchen in Kadirur, 
Kerala, apart is that it has courtyards on both 
sides allowing wonderful cross ventilation. “It 
also becomes part of an interesting circulation 
pattern, providing direct access to the exteriors 
while maintaining an efficient connection 
with the rest of the house,” adds Lijo Jos. 
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Courtyards on either side of 
the kitchen was essential 
to their core concept of 
a well-ventilated home. 
“This created a complex 
circulation pattern, and 
resolving it to benefit the 
entire design was a challenge,” 
shares Reny Lijo. 

TOP TIP  
“To maximise the benefits of  

cross ventilation in a kitchen with 
courtyards on either side, keep the 
courtyard doors and windows open 

as much as possible.  
This will enhance airflow, reduce 

cooking odours, and maintain a fresh 
and pleasant environment in the 
kitchen. Additionally, consider  
adding plants in the courtyards  

to further improve  
air quality.”
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Kumpal Vaid
FOUNDER 
PURPLE BACKYARD 
      @purplebackyard

Divide and Conquer
Designed for a family of three, the 
Kanso House in Mumbai celebrates 
family and togetherness. Something 
that is also evident in their 315 sq ft 
kitchen. “The standout feature of this 
space is its spacious layout, which is 
divided into distinct areas—a front 
section, a rear area, and a utility 

over storyc
Expert Kitchens
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TOP TIP  
“Adopt a mindful  

approach to surface  
selection, prioritising utility  

over mere aesthetics.  
At the Kanso House, our  
choice of original black  

granite exemplifies  
this philosophy.”
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space,” says Kumpal Vaid. There’s 
even a cosy kitchen library nook 
besides the refrigerator. “One of 
our challenges has been ensuring 
ample space for movement 
in every area. We focused on 
providing sufficient room in the 
staff and utility areas, ensuring 
that closing the central shutter 
of the kitchen would not restrict 
services or movement inside, 
outside, or around the staff area. 
This was achieved by maintaining 
fluidity and functionality 
throughout the kitchen,”  
says Vaid. 



Disha Bhavsar and  
Shivani Ajmera
CO-FOUNDER AND  
PRINCIPAL DESIGNER 
QUIRK STUDIO 
www.quirkstudio.in

Marvel in Marble
If you like neoclassical design then 
this 250 sq ft kitchen in Ballygunge, 
Kolkata, by interior designers 
Disha Bhavsar and Shivani Ajmera 
is worth looking at. “The kitchen 
is bathed in a dynamic marble 
cladding with a discreet colour 
for the flooring and shutters,” says 
Bhavsar. The strategically placed 
kitchen island also stands out  
here. “It significantly enhances  
the workspace, making the  
kitchen much more functional,” 
adds Ajmera. 
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TOP TIP  
“Prioritise functionality  

and practicality alongside  
aesthetics. This kitchen exemplifies 

this balance beautifully. We’ve creat-
ed a classic design that complements 
the rest of the home, with striking and 
dramatic elements in the splashback 

and countertop. Additionally, our 
planning and storage solutions  

have successfully met all  
of the client’s needs.”
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Shabnam Gupta
FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL DESIGNER 
THE ORANGE LANE AND PEACOCK LIFE 
www.shabnamgupta.com

 
Natural Instinct
Warm, earthy yet sophisticated, the 165 sq ft 
kitchen at Beach House, Mumbai, is a great 
example of modern modular aesthetics. 
“Balancing the kitchen with the earthy tones of the 
veneer along with classic black and white flooring, 
we introduced modern design elements in the 
minimalist cabinetry detail. This unique fusion 
creates a welcoming space that is both timeless 
and contemporary,” says Shabnam Gupta. One 

of the most interesting features is a unique 
passage where the kitchen seamlessly 

merges with the kitchen garden. “This 
open-concept area features no walls, 
allowing for a continuous flow 
between the cooking space and the 
garden. As a result, the kitchen is 
surrounded by greenery, providing 
easy access to fresh produce while 

preparing meals,” says Gupta.Ph
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TOP TIP  
“Kitchens should be  

vibrant and enjoyable spaces.  
By incorporating thoughtful  

design elements, playful accents,  
and user-friendly features,  

we can transform kitchens into 
dynamic hubs of culinary  

inspiration and  
social interaction.”

http://www.shabnamgupta.com


Sona Reddy
PRINCIPAL ARCHITECT 
SONA REDDY STUDIO  
www.sonareddystudio.com

In the Stars
Titled Clay, this home in 
Jubilee Hills, Hyderabad, 
is designed to a straddle 
old-world charm 
and modern design 
elements. The 200 sq ft 
kitchen is an extension 
of that thought. “This 
pantry kitchen’s design 
is minimalistic, aimed at 
meeting basic needs in a guest 
gathering space. It allows the host 
to enjoy cooking and entertain guests 
simultaneously. It includes an oven, 
microwave, refrigerator, hob, and sink,” says 
Sona Reddy, adding, “The client requested 
a pedestal shaped like a star and moon. A 
brass cover for the exhaust enhances the 
space. The floor, counter, backsplash, and 
exhaust are designed to complement each 
other. Despite the minimalistic appearance, 
the garlic decor piece and wall light add a 
point of interest to the kitchen.”

over storyc
Expert Kitchens
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TOP TIP  
“While an open kitchen  
is not ideal for Indian  

cooking, take a tip or two from 
this pantry kitchen  

that celebrates cooking and 
allows for entertaining guests 

while you cook.”
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When the square footage is not an 
issue, one space to cook is not enough. 
Our expert decodes this growing need.

By DIPEN GADA

I
n modern residential design, the concept of sepa-
rate show kitchens and staff kitchens has become 
increasingly popular, catering to both function-
ality and aesthetics while meeting diverse user 
requirements.

The show kitchen, often positioned as the focal point of 
the living space, emphasises aesthetics and entertainment. 
Its design is meticulously crafted to showcase stylish ap-
pliances, luxurious countertops, and seamless integration 
with the dining and living areas. Functionally, it serves 
as a space for hosting guests, preparing light meals, and 
socialising during gatherings. Aesthetically, show kitchens 
prioritise sleek finishes, state-of-the-art equipment, and 
often feature open layouts that enhance the sense of space 

Dipen Gada is the founder 
and principal designer at 

Vadodra-based Dipen Gada 
& Associates (DGA), an 

interior design, civil and 
architectural planning firm. 

www.dipengada.com

SHOW VS  
STAFF KITCHENS

http://www.dipengada.com
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and interaction.
Contrastingly, the staff kitchen op-

erates as the functional powerhouse of 
culinary activities. Tucked away from 
public view, its design revolves around 
practicality, efficiency, and ease of 
maintenance. Equipped with heavy-
duty appliances, ample storage for 
ingredients and utensils, and durable 
countertops, the staff kitchen supports 
intensive cooking, meal preparation, 
and cleanup processes. Its layout is 
optimised for work flow, ensuring 
cooks can move seamlessly between 
tasks without interruption. User 
requirements in this space typically 
include ventilation systems, water-
resistant surfaces, and sufficient space 
for multiple cooks or helpers during 
busy times.

The segregation of these spaces ad-
dresses varying user needs: the show 
kitchen enhances the social dimension 
of cooking and entertaining, while the 
staff kitchen prioritises functional-
ity and practicality. This division not 
only streamlines operations but also 
enhances the overall aesthetic appeal 
of the residence by maintaining a 
clutter-free, organised appearance in 
the main living areas.

Furthermore, customisation plays a 
crucial role in aligning these kitchens 
with specific user preferences and life-
style choices. Some homeowners may 
opt for integrated smart technologies 
in their show kitchen for enhanced 
convenience, while others might focus 
on energy-efficient appliances or sus-
tainable materials in both spaces.

Ultimately, the integration of show 
kitchens and staff kitchens in modern 
residences underscores a harmonious 
blend of functionality, usage flex-
ibility, aesthetic appeal, and person-
alised user requirements, catering to 
the diverse needs and aspirations of 
homeowners in today’s dynamic living 
environments.

A GOURMET’S  
DELIGHT
Several show kitchens 
designed by Gada and  
his team for projects 
across the country
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From camaraderie and clever designs 
to smart aesthetics and stylish spaces, 
Delhi-based architects Rahul Bansal and 
Amit Aurora walk us through their journey

By RIDHI KALE

“ We don’t  
take up work 
that doesn’t 
excite us” 

his & thatt
Architects of the Month
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DOUBLE THE FUN 
Amit Aurora and Rahul Bansal at their 
new office in Gurgaon (left); in this home 
in Moti Nagar, Delhi, the dining table 
contrasts well with McClaren beige and 
brown Mandana flooring (far left)

We could go on about 
the many awards, the 
multi-disciplinary 
nature of the firm; or 
that they have widely 

acclaimed projects across residences, 
retail, hospitality and offices. How-
ever, that would all fall short when you 
actually meet the brains and perhaps 
even brawn behind groupDCA—archi-
tects Rahul Bansal and Amit Aurora. 
The two make for an interesting pair, 
having shaped the Indian landscape 
one building at a time. If Bansal is seri-
ous, Aurora is playful; if the former is 
all about going by the book, the latter 
believes in rule breaking; if one is prim 
and proper, the other is playful and 
carefree. While it does make them as 
different as chalk and cheese, but it also 
leads to amazing designs, a thoughtful 
approach and spaces built to last. 

But how did it all start? When 
they walked into School of Planning 
and Architecture (SPA), New Delhi. 
“Destiny intervened and we walked in 
a few minutes of each other. A senior 
called us and made us the net and the 
ball (part of ragging). The bonding 
just happened,” recalls Aurora, who 
still has a picture of that from a college 
magazine. They also worked together 
during this time and supported one an-
other. Once they graduated, they went 
their own way doing internships and 
then jobs, yet remained connected. It 
was in 1993 when they decided to start 
a practice together and formally set up 
groupDCA, three years later. 

“The first job comes from within 
the family and friends, and that helps 
you build your portfolio,” shares 
Bansal. One of their first projects was 
for Ritu Wears, and that led them to 
take on several retail projects from 
Haldiram outlets to Rolex stores. 
“Retail has been our focus but we don’t Ph
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specialise in retail, we can call it extended 
retail with restaurants and salons,”  
explains Bansal. But beyond that, they 
are doing some very interesting projects. 
“Some lovely corporate spaces, a few 
luxury skyscrapers including in Kolkata, 
villas and farmhouses in the wilderness,” 
adds Bansal. 

“Typically, we don’t work on large 
projects. Our projects are always very 
boutique-ish. Very fast,” says Aurora, 
adding, “We came across this very inter-
esting article which said, 50 is a family 
and beyond 50 is chaos. And we always 

wanted a family even at work.” This is 
also, why both of them are very hands-on 
and involved in every detail. 

But that makes you wonder how does 
this partnership works. “Initially, there 
were lesser projects, so, we did it together. 
Nevertheless, over the last 25 plus years, 
a captive clientele was established, and a 
lot more work came our way. Therefore, 
we had to divide the projects. That said, 
however, we are always aware of each 
other’s projects. There’s a whole lot of 
interaction and exchange of ideas which 
happen, even if our thoughts don’t always 

his & thatt
Architects of the Month
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match,” says Bansal.
So, what does a typical day look like 

for them? “We eat, drink, sleep and in 
between, you work a bit,” shares Aurora, 
adding, “We like to work in a very relaxed 
manner. There are no elongated hours. 
What we pack in during these hours is  
actually three days work for normal stu-
dios.” From day one, they were very sure 
that they wanted quality and not quantity 
and that’s what their firm aspires for. 

This way of working has also allowed 
them to ensure that their projects are both 
contextual and sensible. In fact, their new 
office space in Gurgaon is clearly an ex-
ample of this unique approach. “We could 

have built bigger structures, used fancier 
finishes, imported marble for the floors, 
with glossy panelling and marble-clad 
walls. But it would not have looked nice in 
the context of its surroundings,” explains 
Aurora. This is also the reason why no 
two projects look alike. Another example 
is 1,000 sq ft bookstore they recently did 
in Kolkata with a lot of room to move and 
experience the space. Equally engaging 
are the large offices they are doing and the 
dream homes they are building. 

One thing is clear if Bansal and Aurora 
are involved no matter what the project, 
innovation will meet functionality.
AT www.groupdca.in

SPACE CRAFTED 
(clockwise from above) 
Citadines Paras Square 
hotel apartment in 
Gurgaon; Ahujasons store, 
Delhi; Primarc Office in 
Kolkata; Khi Khi Bar + 
Kitchen in Delhi
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Modern 
Milieu

By  EKTA PAREKH AND RAJIV PAREKH

his & thatt
Celeb space

Sonakshi Sinha’s apartment in 
Mumbai courts contemporary 
aesthetics, smart design and 
beautiful use of colour, with flair

When we were  
approached to 
design Sonakshi 
Sinha’s home, 
we initially had 

the pre-conceived notion of creat-
ing a lavish celebrity abode with all 
its extravagant features. However, 
shortly after our initial interaction, 
we realised the need to recalibrate 
our approach, as her requirements 
and personality were refreshingly 
straightforward and minimalistic.

Our focus shifted towards design-
ing a layout that could adapt to her 
needs throughout the day. At reD, 
we believe that planning a space 
creatively and innovatively is the most 
crucial first step in the design process. 
We strongly believe that a space de-
signed to evolve with the time of day 
and the inhabitant’s lifestyle offers an 
exceptional user experience.

The living area is the core space 
of transformation that also serves as 
an artist’s studio, a refined bar, a cosy 
breakfast nook, a functional home 
office, and an inviting coffee bar, all 

Ekta Parekh and Rajiv Parekh are the 
founding partners at Mumbai-based reD 
Architects, a practice that has a process-

oriented approach to design.  
www.redarchitects.in

LIVED IN 
The comfort of a 
modest, inviting 
home precedes 

the need for
conspicuous 
luxury (left); 

Sonakshi Sinha  
in her living  
room (right)
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http://www.redarchitects.in


BIG REVEAL
A massive moving 
wall spanning 
15 ft divides the 
bedroom and 
the dressing 
room (above); 
Murphy bed in 
multipurpose 
room (left)

FACT FILE

Project Name  
Sonakshi Sinha’s Home 

Location  
Mumbai

Design Firm  
reD Architects

Principal Designers  
Ekta Parekh and Rajiv Parekh

Design Team  
Shweta Hegde and Minnati Jiwani

Sanitary fittings  
Kohler

Marble  
CMC 

Furniture  
Aesthetics

Carpet ceiling  
India carpets, Jaipur Rugs 

Upholstery  
Warwick fabrics 

Drapes  
Kanchi Designs 

Wood Floor  
FCML

Wardrobes  
ColoreD
Kitchen  
Wurfel
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while doubling as an entertainment hub for 
friends. Additionally, we designed a dedicated 
space for outfit trials, make-up sessions, and 
styling, which cleverly converts into a workout 
area or a guest room as required.

In our studio, we are currently trying to be a 
little more adventurous in our choice of colours; 
hence, the bold use of deep blue, warm terra-
cotta, and peachy beige hues becomes the choice 
that connects various spaces that influence  
the mood.

Her home is a testament to minimalistic 
versatility and artistic expression. It’s a canvas 
for creating memories, where versatility meets 
design and every corner adapts to life’s rhythm, 
truly reflecting the actor’s essence.

DESIGNER 
DEN

(clockwise from 
left) The dining has 

a raw elegance; live 
edge wooden dining 
table; dressing room

his & thatt
Celeb space
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We’re spilling the tea on three fabulous and influential Insta-icons 
who share their secret of success, decor ideas and more

By TANU KAPOOR

his & thatt
Social Media

I
n the wild, visually stunning world of 
Instagram, home decor isn’t just about 
pretty rooms—it’s an art form. Telling 
us what’s haute on and off the gram 
are architect Navneet Sandhu Singh, 

interior designer Rohina Anand Khira, 
and blogger-turned-designer Rukmini Ray 
Kadam. These trendsetters have turned 
their feeds into jaw-dropping showcases 
of style, innovation, and pure decor magic. 
Buckle up for some serious Insta-drama as 
we dive into the secrets and stories behind 
those double-tap-worthy posts.

Decor Drama 
for your Feed

Rohina Anand Khira
@rohina

“What works for me is maintaining a 
macro umbrella of immediate content, core 
content, home improvement content, and 
DIY content, while touching upon smaller 
subjects within that umbrella,” explains 
Khira. As for her strategy for keeping her 
Instagram feed fresh and engaging? It’s 
emphasising the role of authentic, relatable 
content in building a strong community.

“With almost 7 lakh followers, it’s 
challenging to answer every DM. I hold ‘Ask 
Me Anything’ sessions on stories to address 
common questions,” shares Khira. What 
sets her apart is that she delves into her 
interaction techniques, using automation 
to manage inquiries while maintaining 
personal connections with her audience.  
“Natural light is key. Whether it’s the golden 
hour or broad daylight, lighting can make 
or break a post,” advices Khira.
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Rukmini Ray Kadam
@trumatter

“I’ll be honest with you, I do not have a content calendar. 
The whole task of trying to keep people engaged is not the 
idea. The idea is to share good work with people who are like-
minded,” says Kadam. So, she emphasises on authenticity and 
genuine connections over follower numbers, highlighting her 
personal engagement with her community. “However, I always 
communicate. I see my DMs at the end of the day and reply to 
almost every query,” explains Kadam. 

So, her strategy for connecting with her Insta-fam involves 
underscoring the importance of personal interaction in 
building trust and loyalty. “I generally take photos with my 
digital SLR and most of them are with the 35 prime. That 
alone is 75 per cent responsible for the eye candy-ness,” says 
Kadam. Rukmini also reveals that focusing on lighting and 
composition for photographs captivates her audience.

Navneet Sandhu Singh
@designdecortravel

“There is no secret sauce; simply 
being myself has worked for me. This 
has allowed me to create a lovely 
Instagram community and some 
beautiful virtual relationships. Over 
the years, I have focused on quality 
over quantity and shared content 
that adds value to my audience, 
keeping abreast with seasonal trends 
and themes,” says Singh. She also 
shares insights into her approach to 
content creation, emphasising her 
passion for DIY and the integration of 
historic elements into modern decor. 
Her engagement strategies include 
personal interactions and behind-the-
scenes glimpses, ensuring a loyal and 
engaged following.

“Transforming home decor posts 
into Instagram eye candy involves 
a good mix of styling, lighting, and 
composition. The audience should  
be able to relate to the content,” 
she adds. Singh also discusses her 
approach to brand partnerships, 
highlighting the importance of 
maintaining her aesthetic integrity 
while collaborating creatively.
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Here are things you need to 
know to get acoustics right 
for your space 

By KUNTAL VYAS AGGARWAL

his & thatt
Plot and Plan

A
coustics play a crucial role in shaping the 
ambience and functionality of any space, 
whether it’s a recording studio, a home 
theatre, or an office. Achieving optimal 
acoustics requires a thoughtful approach 

that considers both the technical aspects of 
sound isolation and the aesthetic elements of 
design. Ten key factors to consider.

1. Sound Isolation Incorporate sound-
isolated flooring and ceilings insulated with 
sound insulation foam sheets to prevent 
sound bleeding and maintain privacy.

2. External Sound Insulation Use double-
layered windows and cavity walls to create  
a thick shield against external vibrations  
and noise.

3. Internal Sound Insulation Implement 
cavity walls, glass wool framing, perforated 
ply sheet, and fabric quilting to create 
multiple layers of sound insulation within  
the space.

4. Flooring Consider using raised 
floorboards with sandbags and specially 
insulated materials to enhance the  
sound insulation.

HEAR THIS
TwinStrings 

studio in 
Ghaziabad 

blends cutting 
edge audio tech, 

vibrant design, 
charcoal hues, 

and wooden 
accents

Sounds  
Good

5. Ceiling Insulation Use 
materials like PU sound insulation 
foam to guard against external 
disturbances from the ceiling.

6. Zoning and Layout Create 
informal zoning within the space, 
marked by specific flooring and 
ceiling designs, to organise the 
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Kuntal Vyas Aggarwal is  
the founder and design head 

at Noida-based Resaiki  
Interiors and Architecture 

Design Studio. 
www.resaiki.com

space effectively and eliminate 
the chaos of wires during use.

7. Lighting Use diffused profile 
lighting to illuminate the space 
and add an ethereal quality, 
serving as a dynamic backdrop 
for various activities.
 
8. Privacy Features Install 
features like bifold sliding doors 
and sheer curtains to separate 
zones within the space and offer 
privacy when needed.

9. Aesthetics Incorporate 
decor and artwork that align 
with the space’s purpose and 

style, adding a personalised 
touch while maintaining 
acoustic integrity.

10. Furniture and Equipment 
Integration Choose furniture 
and equipment that not only 
enhance functionality but also 
integrate seamlessly into the 
overall design, enhancing both 
aesthetics and acoustics. 

These design considerations 
can be incorporated into any space 
to achieve acoustics that not only 
meet technical requirements but 
also enhance the overall ambiance 
and functionality, creating a space 
that sounds as good as it looks.

Photographs by PRAAKET CHOPDE

http://www.resaiki.com
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NATURAL 
SELECTION
By NATASHA KUMAR AND ABHIJIT SAWANT

Modern biophilia blurs the boundaries between the inside and 
outside, bringing in wellness, beauty and clever spatial planning

NATURE MEETS NURTURE
(clockwise from above) The live edge 

dining table against the backdrop  
of tropical foliage; light flooded  
living room; plants take centre  

stage in this living space    
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Natasha Kumar and Abhijit 
Sawant are the co-founders 
and principal architects at 

Goa-based, Studio Tilt, an ar-
chitectural and interior design 

studio focussing on mindful 
design. www.studiotilt.in
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his & thatt
Design

Biophilia was first intro-
duced by psychoana-
lyst Eric Fromm who 
defined it as the pas-
sionate love of life and 

of all that is alive. In today’s context, 
it transcends aesthetics, integrating 
natural elements into built environ-
ments to enhance overall well-being. 
This approach incorporates large 
open spaces, natural light, ventila-
tion, greenery and organic materials 
to create harmonious spaces that 
blend with nature, enhance the qual-
ity of living and boost productivity. 
Our Goan home combines contempo-
rary biophilic design with traditional 
elements, giving us the perfect happy, 
tranquil retreat. 

Let there be Light 
Flooded with natural light, we fell 
in love with the space at first sight. 
Large windows in the living room 
opening into a balcony and the mate-
rial palette largely comprises natural 
materials such as wood, cane, wicker, 
bamboo and jute.  

Art of Living
The large living and dining areas are 
dressed with tropical foliage. Both 
spaces exude a warm, earthy feel 
and have a minimal layout, with jute 
rugs tying the space together, against 
flooring that mimics the grains of 
natural stone. The balcony even 
has plants growing in a hydroponic 
environment. A live-edge wooden 
dining table dominates the dining 
area, against a backdrop of tall, dense 
plants. The pièce de résistance in the 
space though, is the central, custom-
made wicker chandelier. 

Private Paradise
The bedrooms are an extension of the 
tropical mood, designed as idyllic, 
earthy oasis that are aesthetically 
pleasing as well as in sync with the 
surroundings.

GREY AREA
(clockwise from 
left) Shades of 
grey dominate this 
bedroom; the balcony 
has plants grown 
using hydroponics; in 
the corridor, organic 
materials steal  
the spotlight

http://www.studiotilt.in
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The first meeting we held with the client on site was two 
years prior to the commencement of the project. The 
client being old acquaintances wanted our opinion 
whether they should invest in the property or not. The 
space was one empty shell with nothing but bare con-

crete walls and exposed plumbing lines. The light was very poor being 
on the ground floor. Yet something told us that this can work.

Simple but Sophisticated
The design process was very interactive with lot of feedback and back 
and forth of design ideas. The idea was simple. To keep a neutral and 
white palette for the walls and ceilings to enhance the light quality 
which was lacking in the apartment. The main door was shifted from 
its original position and a foyer was created. To add drama to this 
zone, a red travertine stone was used to clad the wall and the rest was 
kept understated with a gold bench from white domus being the only 
piece of furniture in the space. The main striking difference in this 
space is the dark black marble flooring. The decision was a big risk 
as it could make the space look dark. However, the contrast with the 
lighter walls lifted the space to an entirely different level.

Formal Fare
The main living space on the ground level is one uninterrupted space 

This duplex in Mumbai is a lesson in 
how dimly lit and banal spaces can 
be transformed into a bright, light 

and bespoke home 

By  CHERAG AND ROOZMEHR BARDOLIVALA

GRAND  
DESIGNS
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THROW A CURVE BALL 
From the curved staircase to the 
wallpaper the double height living 
room is stunning (left); gold adds 
drama in the bedroom (above)

FACT FILE

Project Name  
THE TOWNHOUSE

Project Type  
RESIDENTIAL DUPLEX

Location  
WADALA, MUMBAI

Project Size 
 4,500 Sq ft

Design  
RC DESIGN STUDIO

Principal Architects  
Cherag and Roozmehr Bardolivala

Styling  
Jasmine Jhaveri



Interiors
pacess

Cherag and Roozmehr 
Bardolivala are architects 
and designers at Mumbai-

based RC Design Studio that 
specialises in architecture 

and interior solutions.  
www.rcdesignstudio.in

MAKING 
ROOM
The den in deep 
and dark shades 
adds an air of 
mystery (above); 
the bright and 
beautiful dining 
room (left)

http://www.rcdesignstudio.in


with flow of movement leading one to the din-
ing and formal living. A drop projector was 
opted instead of normal TV and the projection 
was the white wall of the living space. The open 
kitchen in black was also a conscious decision 
on our part to keep the kitchen as a part of the 
main living and yet to blend in and not stand 
out as striking. On the contrary though, the 
kitchen is a stunning creation which draws all 
the visitors to it. A small cooking pantry is at-
tached to the main kitchen for heavy duty cook-
ing and storage. A compact home office for the 
work for home husband was created on the lines 
of an English study with deep wood undertones.

Step by Step
The staircase connecting the lower and  
upper levels was fabricated from scratch and 
designed with solid wood steps and a simple yet 
striking black MS railing. The wall of the stair-
case was treated as a canvas with a stunning 
wall mural designed and customised specifically 
for the project.

The crowning glory of this double height 
space is the bespoke chandelier. While the care-
fully curated furniture adds to the overall look 
of the room. The upper level has three-bedroom 
suites with their en suite bathrooms and walk-
in wardrobe spaces. 

Get Floored
The flooring is a deep oak wood flooring and 
a lot a dark tone was created with the use of 
wood panelling and customised wall paper 
design. A bold and quirky addition was a gold 
leafed column, which was created in the master 
bedroom suite to add drama to the space.

MIXED BAG
(clockwise from 
above) Informal 
living space; one 
of the bedrooms; 
a cosy nook above 
the living room; 
the kitchen

J U LY, 2 0 2 4   INDIA TODAY HOME   43



Architecture
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Situated in the arid desert region of Nokhain Rajas-
than, the Narsighar house imbibes the traditional 
planning principles of the regional architecture 
prevalent since centuries in Rajasthan. The home 

based on the clients’ needs to accommodate four generations 
has nine bedrooms with multifunctional living spaces, sheltered 
courtyards and patios all around.

Most of the houses and palaces built in this region since 
centuries had courtyards for passive cooling, thick stone walls 
to combat the excessive heat and stone jali screens to mitigate 
heat gain. The Narsighar house is punctuated with a series of 
courtyards and built in the local sandstone available in the im-
mediate vicinity. Each of the living spaces open into sheltered 

Taking traditional techniques and turning  
them on their head is this nine-bedroom home 
in Rajasthan that houses four generations

By SANJAY PURI 

REVIVING  
HERITAGE



STANDING 
TALL 
The green of 
the rear lawn 
contrasts 
well with the 
structure of the 
home; water 
body along the 
corridor that 
connects the 
front with the 
rest of the home 
(left); an arched 
doorway (below)
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FACT FILE

Project Name  
NARSIGHAR

Location  
NOKHA, RAJASTHAN 

Gross Floor  
Area 3,344.67 SQ M

Site Area  
77,071 SQ M

Firm  
SANJAY PURI ARCHITECTS

Lead Architects  
SANJAY PURI AND NINA PURI 

Design Team  
POOJA SAMPAT, AYESHA 

PURI, TANYA PURI, ASHWINI 
MOGAVEERA, NILESH PATEL, 

SARIKA KADAM

outdoor spaces screened with 
perforated stone panels. These 
screens in addition to reducing 
heat gain, also protect the inner 
spaces from the sandstorms that 
are prevalent in the region. 

In addition to the traditional 
planning principles, elements of 
traditional Rajasthan architec-
ture including multifoil arched 
windows, patterned stone 
screens, stone pergolas, inlay 
work and carving work accen-
tuate the spaces. Rajasthan in 
India is home to many crafts-
men with crafts including stone 
carving, marble inlay, carpentry 
work, mirror work inlay, lime 
plaster and more. The entire 
house was executed and worked 
upon by these local craftsmen 
reviving many of the wonderful 
traditional techniques. 

Although the house appears 

large, over 40 per cent of the area is in 
the form of open courtyards, circulation 
spaces and sheltered outdoor patios. 
Each volume is articulated individually 
with the home being perceived as a com-
position of varying volumes.

An entry car porch opens into a sunlit 
courtyard that leads to a sheltered stone 
arcade flanked by water troughs and 
gardens for passive cooling before one en-

ters the house. The sky lit entrance lobby 
within the house is flanked by a living 
room and an open seating area that leads 
one into a large central courtyard. 

The main courtyard punctuating the 
house is naturally ventilated through 
clear storey windows with the circulation 
skirting its perimeter. Sectionally, there 
is a flow of different volumes within. 
Most of the rooms are 4m high with the 
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Sanjay Puri is the principal 
architect at Mumbai-based 
Sanjay Puri Architects, an 

award-winning interior and 
architecture studio. 

@sanjay_puri_architects 
(Instagram)

main living room 6.5m high, the central 
courtyard 12m high, the north and south 
courtyards are 8m high and the outdoor 
patios 3.6m high. Every living space and 
bedroom in the house open into sheltered 
outdoor spaces creating transitional vol-
umes between the inside and the outside 
to mitigate heat gain. 

Indirect sunlight permeates all the 
spaces filtered through arches or stone 
screens creating different shadow pat-
terns throughout the day.

This house was designed with tradi-
tional principles and materials for passive 
cooling with contract labor from the 
nearby villages, stone from the vicinity, 
craftsmen from the region and all mate-
rial sourced locally. The marble, stone, 
wood, lime plaster and furniture are all 
procured from Rajasthan.

Designed contextual to the climate, 
location and heritage of the region  
Narsighar revives the Indian traditional 
planning principles and revives  
traditional crafts, creating an energy  
efficient home built to last for centuries, 
for future generations.
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GRAND 
SCHEME
The central 
courtyard 
(above and 
left); the porch 
(top left); one 
of the many 
water bodies 
(extreme 
left); arched 
doorways add 
drama (left, 
middle)
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Kitchen
ast lookl

By RIDHI KALE

This groundbreaking, future-forward concept for the heart of  
your home scores high on functionality and style

Whet your Appetite

F
orget straight lines; this 
curved kitchen concept 
from Kuche7 takes 
luxury living to the next 

level. The kitchen features an 
invisible cooktop that is cool 
to the touch but heats up the 
utensil effectively. This sleek 
and modern kitchen is truly a 
stunner. Made of stainless steel, 
it’s modern for today but timeless 
enough to last for generations. 
Clearly, this is the future of 
cooking.

PRICE `20 to `25 lakh (approx)
AT www.kuche7.com

http://www.kuche7.com
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