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NEP 2020: The Good, the  
Worrisome and the Ambiguous   
That we have been following the same old education 
policy for 34 years speaks tragic volumes for our 
pace in reform. But the recent NEP 2020 can offer  
a ray of hope by delivering on its promise of provi-
ding greater flexibility and skills to students and 
greater autonomy to educational institutions. It  
has done well by bringing three- to six-year-olds  
under the school curriculum, allowing for lower-
stake board exams and SAT-like university entrance 
tests. However assigning regional languages as a me-
dium of instruction and making students in classes 
three, five and eight take exams is worrying. There 
couldn’t be a worthier goal than 50 per cent GER  
in higher education by 2035—up from the current  
26 per cent—but the NEP disappoints by denying  
for-profit education, setting fee caps and telling  
private HEIs to offer more scholarships, which  
government institutions should provide. Without  
this reform, giving students greater flexibility of 
coursework alongside multiple entry and exit points 
for higher studies, will remain unresponsive and 
could hurt more than help the education ecosystem  
and students alike.  

—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali, Punjab

My Father, Do not Rest
Sarojini Naidu’s speech 
is indeed a fitting trib-
ute to the greatest In-
dian ever. Gandhi’s 
principals of non-vio-
lence, truth and satya-
graha constitutes a 
religion in itself. It is  
regrettable that today’s 
generation fails to un-
derstand him. In to-
day’s polarised society, 
Gandhi is more rele-
vant than ever before! 
May we be guardians  
of his dreams, fulfillers 
of India’s destiny! 
Jayshree Thatte, Thane 

The time is here and 
now when we must 
stand up and say, ‘We 
take up the challenge’ 
to those who defied 
Mahatma Gandhi. To-
day in India, his influ-
ence is widespread  
and multi-layered  
and remains a factor 
not only in mainstream 
politics but also in the 
politics of dissent, 
where the idea of 
peaceful, non-violent 
protest remains a  
powerful tool for  
the marginalized. 
RAJA, Coimbatore

OVER TO
YOU

Notes on the  
October issue

Sanjay Chopra gets this month’s ‘Write & Win’ prize of ₹1,000. —EDs

10      december 2020
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Write in at editor.india@
rd.com. The best letters  
discuss RD articles, offer 
criticism, share ideas.  
Do include your phone 
number and postal address.

Love Ageing,  
Live Better
This article by Bruce 
Grieson is indeed in-
spiring. It brought to 
mind the words of the 
renowned essayist  
Samuel Ullman, from 
his essay Think young  
at 80: “Youth is not a 
time of life; it is a state  
of mind; it is not a mat-
ter of rosy cheeks, red 
slips, supple knees; it  
is a matter of will, qua-
lity of imagination and  
vigor of emotion …  
Nobody grows old by  
a number of years; we 
grow old by deserting 
ideals. Years may wrin-
kle the skin but to give 
up interest wrinkles 
your soul.”
Janardan Sharma, 
Pushkar

In Praise of  
Hitting Repeat 
The idea that repeat  
experiences can, in fact, 
be stimulating, is a com-
pletely new perspective 
to consider. I’ve always 
secretly envied the os-
tentatiously thrilling 
lives of novelty seekers 
who seemed to be mo-
cking the mundanity of 

mine. On reading Pro-
fessor Ed O’Brien’s in-
clination on ‘digging 
deeper’, I found myself 
nodding in agreement 
to his idea that repeat 
experiences can bring  
a more in-depth under-
standing the greater you 
delve into them. Staring 
out the window while 
sipping tea has been my 
morning ritual for years 
now and discovering, 
one day, a little bird  
single-handedly build-
ing a nest stirs within 
me a feeling of hope. 
One must find extrava-
ganza in the monotony 
of repetition.
Karishma Joshi, Pune

This insightful article  
by Leah Fessler takes  
us to our inner thinking 
paths, which are often 
confusing. They are in-
congruous and so we 
rarely express it to oth-
ers. The study reveals 
the common strands in 
our thinking and puts  
at rest individual doubts 
in taking a decision or 
expressing our choice. 
The ‘new’ vs ‘old’ choice  
often confronts us, and 
we tend to interpret it as 

‘positive’ vs ‘negative’—
an equation that falls 
apart in this article. 
There is nothing nega-
tive in going for the  
old, as long as we enjoy 
the experience.
Dr Stephen Mathews, 
Changanasserry, Kerala

An Elephant in  
My Kitchen
This wonderful read was 
like reading my dream 
in someone else’s life 
story. Francoise Malby-
Anthony is truly an in-
spiration in the way she 
built the wildlife reha-
bilitation centre, and 
herself grew in the pro-
cess. It is sad that our 
wonderful wildlife is ex-
ploited by humans, be-
cause of need or greed, 
but stories like that of 
Thula Thula and its flag-
bearers Tom, Ithuba and 
other such wonderful 
people, restore hope. 
Priyanka Jacob, 
Bangalore
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by Dr Chandrakant Lahariya

Definitive lessons gleaned from India’s fight against the pandemic 

Reader’s Digest

Reject, Revive and Innovate: 
What the Pandemic Teaches Us

CONVERSATIONS

T
h e  C O V I D - 1 9 
pandemic has 
been fought by 

every citizen of India. 
While health and es-
sential services work-
ers are at the frontline, 
it is the adoption of 

non-pharmacological interventions of 
face masks, hand washing and physi-
cal distancing by people, which has 
equally contributed to halt the spread. 
In Dharavi, Mumbai, the approach of 
‘Test, Trace and Isolate and Treat’ was 
only partially successful till the strat-
egy was modified to ensure commu-
nity participation. The pandemic has 
underscored that good health is only 
possible with active community par-
ticipation. That is the first learning.

In the early phase of the pandemic, 
health facilities were overwhelmed in 
nearly all countries. However, Thailand 

and Vietnam are being touted as suc-
cess stories. They used lessons from the 
2002–04 SARS outbreak for an effective 
COVID-19 response. These countries 
increased and sustained their funding 
for health services and primary health 
care, as well as strengthened their pub-
lic health services. The health-care staff 
was trained in public health activities 
of community surveillance. On the 
contrary, countries which solely fo-
cused their attention on hospitals have 
struggled and are facing a second or 
third wave of the pandemic now. This 
is the second lesson: Countries with 
stronger primary health care and ro-
bust public health systems are more 
effective in tackling a pandemic.

A high level of political leadership 
at both union and state level, partner-
ship between public and private sec-
tor for COVID-19 testing and treatment 
services, government and industry 



partnership for development of test-
ing kits, manufacturing of PPEs and  
vaccine research have contributed to 
the fight against the pandemic. The 
initial shortage, and subsequent res-
toration, of sufficient PPE supply indi-
cates that with coordinated efforts, it is 
possible to create a safer work environ-
ment for health-care workers and en-
sure sufficient medical supplies. The 
pandemic has also demonstrated the 
need for positivity and correct informa-
tion dissemination to fight stigma and  
discrimination. The seven P’s: Primary 
healthcare, Public health, People,  
Political leadership, Partnership, 
PPE and Positivity are all needed for  
effective health services—that is the 
third learning. 

But, the real hope of fighting off 
the pandemic hinges upon scientific 
research. It is expected that with avail-
ability of vaccines (a by-product of sci-
entific research), the pandemic would 
be over by late 2021. Science plays a 

pivotal role in keeping a population 
healthy. That is the fourth lesson. 

The pandemic slowed down eco-
nomic growth and several economies 
shrank. India’s growth witnessed the 
highest quarterly contractions  in the 
last 24 years. The pandemic has once 
again proven that there is a strong in-
terlink between health and the econ-
omy. Government investment in health 
services helps the economy as well. 
That is the fifth lesson. 

At the start of the pandemic, the dis-
cussion on the need for strengthening 
health systems focused only on increas-
ing hospitals, ICU beds and ventilators. 
Strengthening health systems is a much 
broader enterprise. Policy makers need 
a deeper understanding of what consti-
tutes an effective health system, which 
is vital to make the Indian health-care 
system ready for a strong pandemic re-
sponse. That is the sixth lesson. 

Health is a state subject and urban 
local bodies (ULBs) are responsible 

readersdigest.in       15

ph
o

to
 b

y 
c

h
an

d
ra

d
ee

p 
ku

m
ar



16      december 2020

Reader’s Digest

for public health in urban settings. 
Therefore, to improve health in India, 
increased funding, coordinated action 
and leadership is needed from all three 
agencies of union, state and ULBs. That 
is the seventh lesson. 

COVID-19 has ensured that hand 
washing and respiratory hygiene have 
been adopted widely. A few studies 
have attributed the reduced incidence 
of flu cases this year to 
some of these behaviours. 
Hand washing practice 
has the potential to re-
duce many infections 
and reduce deaths. Good 
respiratory hygiene can 
reduce the transmission 
of infectious diseases, 
such as tuberculosis in 
the general population. 

Pre-existing health 
conditions have been 
identified as a major 
risk for contracting severe COVID-19. 
It reminds us to get regular treatment 
and take measures to reduce co-mor-
bidities. Arguably, there was never a 
better incentive to stay healthy than 
now. Several countries, including In-
dia, have a high burden of non-com-
municable diseases such as diabetes 
and hypertension. These diseases can 
be prevented  through proven pre-
ventive health interventions such as a 
healthy diet, exercise, no smoking and 
moderate or no alcohol consumption. 
If a healthy lifestyle is adopted in the 
same way in which people adopted 

COVID-appropriate behaviour, India 
can reduce the burden of non-commu-
nicable diseases as well. 

Soon, there will be a few vaccines 
against COVID-19. It is time the value of 
vaccines for adults and high-risk groups 
is recognized. Vaccines are amongst the 
most powerful public health tools. They 
reduce hospitalization and save lives. 
We need to increase their use. 

The SARS CoV-2 vi-
rus is still around. We 
need to continue to fol-
low COVID-appropriate 
behaviours. At personal 
and societal level, we 
should use the chal-
lenge posed by COVID-19 
to start afresh. The new  
normal should not be the 
old normal. 

An approach of reject, 
revive and innovate can 
make the difference—re-

ject harmful habits and practices, such 
as the destruction of the environment 
or an unhealthy lifestyle. Revive every-
thing which is good for the individual 
and society. Innovate and find new so-
lutions for old challenges. That is the 
potential this ‘pause’ created by the 
pandemic has for the planet, to trans-
form for the better.  

Dr Lahariya, MD, is a leading public 
policy and health systems experts. He  
is the lead co-author of Till We Win:  
India’s Fight Against the COVID-19 Pan-
demic, Penguin Random House India.

THE NEW NORMAL 
SHOULD NOT BE 

THE OLD NORMAL. 
AN APPROACH OF 
REJECT, REVIVE 
AND INNOVATE 
CAN MAKE THE 

DIFFERENCE. 





A Bright Idea for 
Cleaner Air
innovation Ironing carts are a fairly 
common sight in most neighbour-
hoods and the street in Tiruvannama-
lai, Tamil Nadu, where 14-year-old 
Vinisha Umashankar lives is no excep-
tion. As she watched the cart owner 
use charcoal to heat his heavy cast-
iron box, the class-nine student real-
ized that the process was one that 
contributed heavily to both land and 
air pollution. She began researching a 
better way and came up with a solu-
tion in two months—an ironing cart 
with a solar-panelled roof that charges 
a 100 Ah battery to produce 250 watts 
of power in an hour. Five hours of  
sunshine can fully charge the battery, 

which powers the iron for six hours.  
It can also run a coin-operated PCO, 
and USB mobile charging points for 
added income. 

With an estimated 10 million  
ironing carts in India burning a total 
of 50 million kgs of charcoal daily, 
Umashankar’s clean-energy innova-
tion has the potential to transform  
a carbon-footprint-heavy industry, 
reduce the burden of pollution and 
save millions of trees. She received 
the Swedish Children’s Climate Prize 
in the clean air category this year for 
her brilliant idea.
 
Feed Thy Neighbour

society When 22-year-old Dubai-
based Sijo Zachariah landed in Kerala 

GOOD NEWS
for a

Better Planet

18      december 2020

(t
o

p)
 c

h
il

d
re

n
’s

 c
li

m
at

e 
pr

iz
e;

 (
ri

g
h

t)
 p

an
ka

j j
ai

n

(Left) Commercial iron-boxes use charcoal; (Right) 14-year-old Vinisha Umashankar 
demonstrates her solar ironing cart, which won the 2020 Children’s Climate Prize. 
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to attend a family wedding earlier this 
year, the last thing he expected was a 
nationwide lockdown and travel ban. 
Even more worrisome was the thought 
of dwindling food supplies as stores 
remained shuttered and shop shelves 
went empty. “That’s when the whole 
thing struck me,” he tells Associated 
Press. “What’s going to happen? How 
are we going to feed ourselves?”

Interestingly enough, the solution 
was right there at home. Along with 
his father, a long-time gardening en-
thusiast, Zachariah collected seeds 
from whatever fruits and vegetables 
were available at the grocer’s and 
planted them on their family’s plot  
of land, which already had coconuts, 
jackfruit and rambutan growing there. 
Guided by YouTube videos and tech-
niques his farmer grandfather passed 
down, the duo created a flourishing 
garden that provided food supplies  
to 20 neighbouring households during 
lockdown. They also taught interested 
community members to create their 
own home harvests. 

The experience induced the aircraft 
maintenance engineer to switch ca-
reers to one more in line with what  
his grandfather once did—working  
the soil. “It’s a big change for me. But 
this is what makes me happy—helping 
others and being in nature,” he says.

Fighting Fire with Fungi

environment Stubble burning— 
a common farming practice where  
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the remains of a summer harvest are 
burnt to prepare the fields for winter 
crops—has long led to plummeting air 
quality in the nation’s capital and sur-
rounding states. However, a develop-
ment five years in the making by the 
Indian Agricultural Research Institute 
(IARI) in Pusa, Delhi could allow resi-
dents to breathe easy. Instead of burn-
ing stubble, farmers are being offered 
the Pusa Decomposer capsule. Each 
capsule, containing seven species of 

fungi, is converted into a biochemical 
liquid and sprayed on stubble to de-
compose it in around 20 to 25 days. 

According to Dr Y. V. Singh, princi-
pal scientist, IARI division of microbi-
ology, “The four capsules in a pouch 
can be used to make 25 litres of solu-
tion that can then be used on 2.5 acres 
of field. This will help in curbing the 
practice of crop burning and can be 
used in all forms on any farm.” Such  
a low-cost, sustainable solution that 
promises to improve air quality and 
enrich the soil in the long term may  
be just what the doctor ordered.   
 —COMPILED BY ISHANI NANDI

The Pusa Decomposer capsules



Kamala Harris

POINTS TO PONDER

And to the children of our country, regardless of your gender, our  
country has sent you a clear message: Dream with ambition, lead  

with conviction and see yourself in a way that others might not  
see you, simply because they’ve never seen it before.

Kamala Harris, first  female vice-president-elect of USA

Strength and courage. Peace and truth. Fertility and growth. 
My country stands for these values … We don’t need any  

more guidelines for being a true Indian, than these  
laid down by the colours of our Indian flag.

Shah Rukh Khan, actor

The best way to dominate and gain control over people is to spread 
despair and discouragement, even under the guise of defending 

certain values. Today … hyperbole, extremism and polarization have 
become political tools. Employing a strategy of ridicule, suspicion 
and relentless criticism ... one denies the right of others to exist. 

Pope Francis, head of the Catholic Church fr
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Indira Jaising LeBron JamesSusan Wojcicki
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Rarely are opportunities presented to you in a perfect  
way—in a nice little box with a yellow bow on top. ‘Here, 

open it, it’s perfect. You’ll love it.’ Opportunities—the good 
ones—are messy, confusing and hard to recognize. 

They’re risky. They challenge you.
Susan Wojcicki, CEO of  YouTube

The profession of advocacy relies heavily on the power 
of language, its interpretation and its sociopolitical 
baggage. Language is our weapon and shield ... [It] is 

more than a mere communication tool ... Just as 
language echoes the times and culture of the period,  

it also has the power to influence the thoughts of  
a nation and mould the culture of a society.

Indira Jaising, lawyer

I know the last thing you want to hear right now is stay 
home. That’s not my message to you. My message is to 
stay close to home. Maybe not physically, but in every 

other way possible. Make community your priority. 
LeBron James, basketball player



Two men and a pizza box 
We’ll start from the 
top(ping). A pair of trav-
ellers driving through 
picturesque Coorg did 
what most of our coun-
trymen do every day: lit-
ter without conscience, 
or consequence. Except, 
these men and the pizza 
boxes they had care-
lessly tossed on the side 
of the road happened to 
come to the attention  

of trash-intolerant  
Madetira Thimmaiah, 
General Secretary of  
Kodagu Tourism Associ-
ation. Thimmaiah trac-
ked down their number 
from the bill he found in 
the pizza boxes, called 
them and asked that 
they return to clean up. 
Upon their refusal to do 
so, Thimmaiah shared 
their number with the 
police, and circulated it 

on social media. Inun-
dated with calls, the 
men turned around and 
drove 80 kms to pick up 
and dispose of the boxes 
properly. We love the 
commitment to cleaner 
streets, but the resulting 
carbon emission from 
their drive of shame 
leads one to wonder  
if it was all a bit penny-
wise, pound foolish. 
Source: Bangaloremirror.com

illustration by Raju Epuri

It Happens

ONLY IN INDIA

All roads lead here.
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The Watch  
It was 4 a.m. and 
18-year-old Kunal Mo-
hite was wide awake on 
a binge-watching mara-
thon, when he saw his 
kitchen cave in. Tearing 
himself away from the 
screen, he raised an 
alarm to vacate the 
building and saved the 
lives of all 75 occupants 
of the two-storey build-
ing in Kopar, Dombivli. 
Mohite may not be the 
hero the occupants of 
his building expected—
he doesn’t wear a cape 
and it is likely he has a 
streaming addiction—
but he was the hero  
they needed. 
Source: ANI 

Not a bird, nor a plane
Folks in Dankaur, Uttar 
Pradesh, were sure they 
were under an alien in-
vasion. Mid-October,  
an unidentified flying 
object had been spotted 
in the Dankaur skies, 
which sparked fears 
among the residents. 
The object eventually 
landed in a canal near 
Bhatta Parsaul village. 
The anxiety that had 
gripped the hundreds 
who had gathered to  

examine this object 
subsided only once the 
Noida police stepped  
in and investigated the 
matter. Their findings: 
The ‘alien’ object was a 
large Ironman-shaped 
balloon, whose unusual 
shape and size had 
whipped this small  
town into a frenzy. 
Source: NDTV.com 

Tall tales of Agrabah
In a storytelling con that 
could put Scheherazade 
to shame, a trio from UP 
swindled a city doctor of 
`31 lakhs by selling him 
‘Aladdin’s lamp’—the 
mythical artefact which 
upon rubbing produces 
a wish-granting genie. 
This cliffhanger featur-
ing an ailing mother, a 
godman and even an  
appearance by Aladdin, 

convinced Dr L. A. Khan 
that the magical totem 
that could bring him 
“wealth, health and 
good fortune” was his 
for the taking for only 
`1.5 crores. It was only 
later, after he had paid  
a hefty down payment, 
that the good doctor re-
alized it was all smoke 
and mirrors. The two 
swindlers have since 
been nabbed by the 
Meerut police, but  
the woman who played 
the role of ailing mother 
is still on the run. 
Source: NDTV.com  

 —COMPILED BY NAOREM ANUJA

Reader’s Digest will pay  
for contributions to this  
column. Post your sugges-
tions with the source to the 
editorial address, or email: 
editor.india@rd.com

Reader’s Digest

Noida police with the captured errant balloon.
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BETTER LIVING

YEAR

MY

How writing 365 notes  
of appreciation reconnected me 

to what’s important in my life

By Gina Hamadey
Photographs by Andrew Hetherington



Reader’s Digest
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started writing thank-you notes to  
people who had contributed to a fund-
raiser I had organized. 

When I got off the train that day, I 
was in a noticeably better mood. The 
next day, I wrote more thank yous—
and felt the same afterglow. When I 
finished writing the notes, I counted 
them up. There were 31—one for 
every day of the year so far. Something 
clicked. What if I kept it up? 

I decided to write one thank-you 
note for every day of that year. I had no 
shortage of people I was grateful for. So 
I picked out a different theme for each 
month to keep on task. January was 
charity—and, thankfully, I had already 
completed that goal.

February would be dedicated to 
neighbours, I decided, and I thought 
of a dozen names right away. I re-
membered when the owners of our 
local bookstore let me and my five-
year-old son, Henry, in before the 
store opened and offered to play his 
favourite soundtrack (Mary Pop-
pins). I recalled when our 14-year-
old babysitter dropped off a bag of 
old board games for our kids to play. 

Writing the notes wasn’t all that 

time-consuming: Each was two or three 
sentences long, taking just a few min-
utes to compose. I focused on the per-
son I was writing to and what I wanted 
to say, and the words came fairly eas-
ily. I quickly learnt I couldn’t do it while 
listening to a podcast or toggling be-
tween articles. That focus felt refresh-
ing. It was good for my brain, which 
had been trained to wander, alighting 
on this feed or that email, darting from 
app to app. It felt meditative to look at 
a blank white space with a pen in my 
hand, thinking about a person and the 
way he or she had helped me.

While writing the notes, I eventually 
realized why this task was the perfect 
antidote to my social feeds. What was I 
actually doing when I scrolled through 
Facebook? Too often, I was spiralling 
into rage. Writing thank-you notes was 
time spent on something purely posi-
tive. What was I doing when I scrolled 
through Insta gram? More often than 
not, I was admiring other people’s 
lives—their beach vacations, their 
chubby babies, their organized kitch-
ens. Writing thank-you notes was an act 
of noticing and honouring my own life. 

After handing the first batch of notes 

January 2018, I was commuting from Brooklyn to  
New Jersey. I have two little kids and a busy consulting 
business, so a quiet train ride felt like a mini-vacation. 

Yet I found myself spending that precious time slack-jawed, scrolling 
through my social media feeds. One day, I put down my phone and
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to my neighbours, I spent a few days 
trying to remember times when other 
neighbours did something nice for me. 
And funnily enough, I started noticing 
kindnesses that were happening in real 
time. There was the driver who waited 
for me as I bolted down the street to 
catch his shuttle bus. There was the 
cashier at Trader Joe’s who chased me 
with a bag of groceries I’d left behind.

On the day I delivered that card to 
Trader Joe’s, my mother-in-law, Louise, 
dropped off a week’s worth of dinners. 
OK, I thought, Louise is not technically 
a neighbour. But if I was going to thank 
grocer Pete for three minutes of his 
time, I needed to acknowledge Louise 
for hours of hers.

It was important for these months to 

be flexible, I decided. I would use each 
month’s theme as a starting point, but 
I’d also watch for anyone going above 
and beyond, regardless of whether he 
or she fit into the monthly theme. 

So in the ensuing months, as I wrote 
to friends, doctors, career mentors, 
and parenting role models, I also 
dashed off missives to my husband, 
Jake, as well as my siblings, in-laws 
and parents. And I found that doing so 
changed the fundamental dynamics 
of these relationships in small but 
impactful ways. I was smoothing  
out any prickly bumps and buffing 
them to a new shine. It is a powerful 
thing, I learnt, to fully appreciate and 
feel fully appreciated by the people 
closest to you. 

Better Living

  Don’t bother buying  

expensive cards.

  Don’t make a preliminary  

outline—it’s fussy and  

takes too long.

  Do spend a minute or two  

focussing on the recipient  

before you start writing. 

  Don’t worry about crafting  

poetic or perfect sentences.

  Do speak from the heart. 

  Do clear away distractions.  

Turn off the TV and your phone 

while you’re writing.

  Don’t fret about your messy 

handwriting, and if you make  

an error, just cross it out.

  Don’t expect a response—but 

enjoy a grateful surprise when you 

receive one.



By the time I got to July, my ‘food’ 
month, I had become fairly adept at 
retrieving memories and identifying 
people to thank. Among that month’s 
recipients was a chef, Julie, who had 
cooked at my favourite but now defunct 
restaurant. Here’s what I wrote to her:
Dear Julie,

I’ve been finding myself missing 
Little Giant lately, as if it were a person. 
Thank you for creating such a warm 
and special place, and for hosting  
me and cooking beauti ful  and 
thoughtful food. 

The Little Giant menu has informed 
my cooking—I am always trying to  
recreate some of that magic. Jake 
and I will never forget when you sent  
out biscuits shaped into the Roman  
numeral VI for our sixth anniversary. 
We talk about it every year.

Thank you. We miss Little Giant  
and you.

Love, 
Gina
I was delighted to receive a note back 

from her. Julie replied, “I don’t think 
I’ve ever received such a touching letter 
before. Out of the blue and incredibly 
thoughtful. And so needed at a time 
when I’m struggling professionally. 
Your letter was a fabulous reminder 
that looking back is a good motivator 
for moving forward.”

It was one of many responses 
throughout the year that said some-
thing along the lines of, “I’m going 
through a tough time right now, and 
this helped.” It turns out a lot of people 

are going through something a lot of 
the time. And I wouldn’t have known 
if I hadn’t reached out.

Part of the magic of what I am calling 
my ‘Thank-You Year’ was reconnecting 
with people like Julie—people on the 
periphery of my life who nevertheless 
made a lasting impact. And here’s an-
other huge bonus: I was reminded to 

acknowledge people in the moment, 
too—to smile or say hello, or thanks, or 
“Here, let me help you with that.”

I admit, I fell behind more than 
once during the year. But I completed 
my goal with hours to spare—writing 
my last card (to Jake) on 31 Decem-
ber. That night, we hosted a big New 
Year’s Eve dinner, and I looked around 
at my guests. There was Alonso from  
Berlin, whom I’d written to in my 
‘travel’ month. There were Nick and Ro, 
in from Minneapolis, who’d received 
cards in my ‘friends’ and ‘career men-
tors’ months. There was Mollie, who 
racked up notes as a mentor, friend and 
neighbour. There was Jake, of course. 
Henry had fallen asleep on the couch; 
his brother, Charlie, was upstairs in 
bed. I snapped a picture of the scene 
so I could remember the feeling welling 
up inside me. Gratitude.  

Reader’s Digest

PART OF THE MAGIC OF 
MY ‘THANK-YOU YEAR’ 

WAS RECONNECTING 
WITH PEOPLE.
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Reader’s Digest will pay  
for your funny anecdote  
or photo in any of our hu-
mour sections. Post it to the 
editorial address, or email 
us at editor.india@rd.com

with an important  
requisition order  
that came straight 
from his chief. “I 
need,” he said, “a  
fallopian tube.”

The storekeeper,  
remarkably keeping  
a straight face, asked, 
“What size?” 

“I don’t know.”
“Go find out.”

—Richard E. Asche

Hot and sweaty after 
landing the Air Force 
C-97 on Wake Island,  
I took one look at that 

inviting water and  
said to my aircraft  
commander, “That  
lagoon looks like a great 
place to go for a swim.”

Unimpressed, he  
answered, “I don’t 
bother the sharks in the 
lagoon, and they don’t 
bother me in the bar.”
—Carl Stevenson 
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Humour in 

UNIFORM

Military newbies  
often find their  
gullibility preyed  
upon by pranksters 
who outrank them. 
Case in point:  
While serving on  
the USS Turner Joy,  
a naive young sailor 
came rushing into  
our supply office  

“This is just a prototype, of course, but I can say that our 
previous tests on mice were extremely encouraging.”

Reader’s Digest
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C
affeine is the world’s most 
p o p u l a r  d r u g ,  r e g u l a r l y 
consumed by hundreds of 

mil l ions of  adults  each day in 
coffee, tea, soft drinks and energy 
drinks. Most of us need it to get 
the day started. Without it we feel 
foggy and sluggish, yet too much 
can make us jittery and nauseous. 
But if  we get the amount that’s 
r ight for us,  caffeine makes us 
pleasantly alert and product ive, 
even slightly euphoric. We may be  
addicted, but is that a bad thing? 

For most of us, it’s not. Caffeine  
is a central nervous system stimulant 
that relieves fatigue and improves 
mood, concentration and focus. For 
sporty types, it can boost endurance. 

Wakey, Wakey
Caffeine is mostly safe, and 
might even prevent dementia, 

but it comes with risks

FOOD

By Rebecca Philps

30      december 2020

Health organizations worldwide 
suggest most people can safely 
consume up to 400 milligrams a  
day—roughly the amount that’s in a 
litre of brewed coffee or two litres  
of black tea. 

Consuming 600 milligrams or  
more a day is when things can, quite 
literally, get shaky: at that volume, 
some people experience tremors, 
increased blood pressure, an upset 
stomach, headaches, dizziness, heart 
palpitations and insomnia. 

Then again, some people don’t. 
Response to caffeine varies from 
person to person and is  l ikely 
determined by two main genetic 
factors: how quickly your liver can 
metabolize caffeine, and whether 
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your central nervous system is more 
sensitive to stimulatory effects. 

While daily consumption doesn’t 
usually disrupt the heart’s rhythm 
enough to create dangerous irregular 
patterns, high doses can temporarily 
raise your heart rate and blood 
pressure—a danger for people with 
heart disease. In rare cases, too much 
caffeine has caused seizures and 
even death, though mostly among 
people consuming energy drinks. 

Some research suggests that caf-
feine may protect against dementia, 
including Alzheimer’s disease. One 
observational study in The Journals of 
Gerontology: Series A found that 
women aged 65 and older who con-
sumed an average of 261 milligrams 
of caffeine (two to three cups of cof-
fee) a day for 10 years reported fewer 
dementia symptoms than women 
who had consumed an average of  
64 milligrams daily. This effect isn’t 
yet fully understood, and it’s not 
known whether it’s the caffeine—or 
other substances in coffee, such as 
antioxidants—that is the cause.

Caffeine is often an ingredient in 
slim-down supplements because it 
may reduce feelings of hunger, but 
there’s  no sol id  evidence that 
consuming it leads to weight loss. 

“What’s more important is what 
you put in your coffee,” says Duane 
Mellor, a registered dietitian and a 
senior teaching fellow at the Aston 
Medical School in Birmingham, 
England. “If it’s black or with a little 

bit of milk, that’s not a problem. But 
if you take it with a lot of milk or 
cream, sugar or syrups, it’s now a 
high-energy, high-fat drink.” And 
t h a t ,  h e  s a y s ,  c a n  b e  m o r e 
problematic for your health than the 
shot or two of espresso. 

For most people, caffeine’s biggest 
drawback is that it can interfere with 

sleep, especially the deep ‘slow-wave’ 
rest that’s vital for the brain and body 
to recuperate. At its worst, sleep  
deprivation is associated with obesity 
and other chronic diseases like  
type 2 diabetes and depression.  
“If caffeine is disrupting your sleep, 
limit it or cut it out. It’s a no-brainer,” 
says Mellor.

If you do choose to quit caffeine, 
a n  a b r u p t  d e c r e a s e  i n  y o u r 
consumption may cause headaches, 
irritability, difficulty focusing on 
t a s k s  a n d  o t h e r  w i t h d r a w a l 
symptoms. Take a breath and cut 
back slowly. 

IF WE GET THE 
AMOUNT THAT’S 

RIGHT FOR US, 
CAFFEINE MAKES US 
PLEASANTLY ALERT 
AND PRODUCT IVE, 

EVEN SLIGHTLY 
EUPHORIC. 

Reader’s Digest
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L
ike clockwork, every year as 
the winter chill sets in, air pol-
lution levels in India begin to 

climb—and with good reason. People 
burn wood, rubber tyres, dried leaves 
and other forms of biomass outdoors 
to keep warm; motor vehicles emit 
more smoke because engines are cold; 
electric heaters come into use causing 
power loads to go up; generators spew 
out diesel fumes—all such activities  
increase air-pollution levels. 

Moreover, light, warm air that circu-
lates easily in other seasons remains 
low or absent in winter. Cold air is 
heavy, causing pollutants to remain 
suspended and trapped for a long time. 
Indoor pollutants, such as mosquito 
coils, agarbattis, dhoop sticks or diyas 
add to the burden. One mosquito coil 

Winter Air, 
Beware

Combat poor cold-weather 
air quality with these 

expert tips

HEALTH

By Dr Sundeep Salvi

32      december 2020
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burnt in a closed room produces as 
much smoke as would 100 cigarettes; 
one wet dhoop stick would do the same 
to the equivalent of 500. When com-
bined, air-quality levels plummet in 
winters, which seriously impacts our 
health. Ninety-eight per cent of Indians 
live in areas where pollution levels are 
above the safety limits prescribed by 
the World Health Organization.

Ambient air pollutants comprise 
gaseous as well as particulate matter 
(PM), both of which are harmful. 
Breathing impure air allows tiny 
pollutant particles, often the size of 
less than a micron, to pass through 
branching airways and tiny air 
sacs in our lungs, and then into the 
bloodstream, reaching the heart, 
brain and kidneys. Along the way, the 
pollutants inflame the nose, throat 
and blood vessels, causing allergic 
reactions, throat infections, bronchitis, 
asthma, pneumonia and, with chronic 
exposure, even lung cancer. Studies 
also show that air pollution causes 
hypertension, heart disease and stroke 
more commonly than lung ailments. 

So what can we do to protect our-
selves from the harmful effects of air 
pollution, especially during the winter? 

An air purifier is a worthy invest-
ment for those living in cities that see 
frequent red or hazardous air-quality 
indices. However, many models reduce 
pollutants to only relatively safe levels, 
but not optimal ones. Above all else, 
the one you pick should reduce PM2.5. 

You may be keeping doors and 
windows closed while using an air 
purifier, or to stave off the cold, smog 
and bugs, but this also leads to a 
build-up of carbon dioxide. Stale air 
can lead to headaches, tiredness and 
weakness. Around six to 10 fresh air  
exchanges per hour is recommended. 

A green environment benefits 
greatly. Big trees, such as gulmohar, 
neem, raintree, champa and deodhar 
mop up carbon dioxide and harmful 
gases. Add indoor plants, such as areca 
palm, boston fern, spider plant, rubber 
plant and money plant, to your home. 

Stay hydrated. Your lungs need mois-
ture to expel pollutants and function ef-
ficiently. Consume plenty of green leafy 
vegetables and fresh fruits, which con-
tain important nutrients, to strengthen 
immunity, your body’s defence bar-
riers. Recent research suggests that 
omega-3 fatty acids effectively combat 
the harmful effects of air pollutants. 

Exercising in the early mornings 
and late evenings—when air pollution 
levels are comparatively low—is 
more important than not exercising 
at all. Wearing a mask is not only a 
recommended form of protection 
against COVID-19 but can also act as 
a barrier against dust and pollutants 
during outdoor workouts. 

Dr Sundeep Salvi, MD, is the Director 
of Pulmocare Research and Education 
(PURE) Foundation in Pune. He has 
spent over 30 years researching the ef-
fects of air pollution on human health. 
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News From the

WORLD OF 
MEDICINE
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WATCH FOR DANGEROUS 
HAND SANITIZERS
Liquid hand sanitizer quickly became one  
of the year’s must-have health products, but 
beware: Some of them are actually danger-
ous. The US Food and Drug Administration 
has warned against those that contain 
methanol, or wood alcohol, which can  
be toxic or even deadly if ingested. Other  
sanitizers contain less than 60 per cent  
ethanol or isopropanol (the correct type  
of rubbing  alcohols), which means they  
are not potent enough to kill many germs. 
Doctors’ advice: Use soap and water when-
ever you can. It is still the best protection.

Exercise, Excuses 
and Heart Meds

Just because you are 
taking heart medica-
tion doesn’t mean  
you can go easier on 
other cardio vascular 
care. A Finnish study 
that followed more  
than 40,000 people  
for 13 years showed  
that people who started 
preventive prescriptions 
for heart issues were 
more likely to cut back 
on exercise and gain 
extra kilos—which 
might raise the  
need for higher  
doses of drugs. 



SWEETS CAN HURT 
MENTAL HEALTH

I
f you’re prone to depression, you might want to 
say ‘bah humbug’ to sugary holiday desserts. A new 
study from a team of clinical psychologists at the 

University of Kansas suggests that added sugars can 
trigger metabolic, inflammatory and neurobiologi-
cal processes tied to depressive illness. Coupled with 
dwindling light in wintertime and corresponding 
changes in sleep patterns, high sugar consumption 
could result in a perfect storm that adversely affects 
mental health, according to the researchers.

The researchers found that inflammation is the 
key physiological effect of dietary sugar related to 
mental health. “A large subset of people with depres-
sion have high levels of systemic inflammation,” said  
Stephen Ilardi, a co-author of the study. “When we 
think about inflammatory disease, we think about di-
abetes and rheumatoid arthritis, diseases with a high 
level of systemic inflammation. We don’t normally 
think about depression in that category, but it is—not 
for everyone who’s depressed, but for about half. We 
also know that inflammatory hormones can directly 
push the brain into a severe depression. An inflamed 
brain is typically a depressed brain. And added sugars  

have a pro-inflammatory effect on  
the body and brain.”

The problem is worse this 
time of year. “For many people,  

reduced sunlight exposure 
during the winter will throw 
off circadian rhythms, dis-

rupting healthy sleep and 
pushing five to 10 per cent 

of the population into 
a full-blown clinical  

depression,” Ilardi says.

Better Help for 
Uterine Fibroids

Uterine fibroids are  
a source of recurring  
pain for roughly one  
in six women. These 
non-cancerous tu-
mours of the womb  
can also cause bloa-
ting, painful sex, a  
constant feeling of 
needing to urinate,  
and difficult, heavy  
periods. For years,  
hysterectomy (surgi-
cally removing the 
uterus) has been the 
standard treatment.

However, British  
scientists have been 
comparing two newer 
womb-sparing alterna-
tives that allow women 
to give birth: myomec-
tomy (cutting out the  
fibroids) and uterine  
artery embolization 
(blocking the blood 
flow to the fibroids). 

The studies revealed 
that both provided  
relief, but compared 
with the embolization 
patients, the myomec-
tomy patients had 
slightly better health-
related quality of life at 
the two-year mark.

Reader’s Digest
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Just after my son 
turned three, his little 
sister was born. He was 
delighted to see her but 
didn’t really know what 
a newborn baby was 
like. He observed her 
for a while, then said, 
“She doesn’t move…
She needs a battery!”

 —YU HINTON

Teachers share the  
funniest things their 
students have said: 

I wrote this on the 
whiteboard during  
discussion, “William 
Shakespeare (1564–
1616),” and a sixth 
grader asked me,  
“Is that Shakespeare’s 
real phone number?”

I overheard a student 
say, “I used to write my 
name in cursive. Now,  
I just write it in English.”
weareteachers.com

AS KIDS SEE IT

Reader’s Digest will pay  
for your funny anecdote  
or photo in any of our  
humour sections. Post it  
to the editorial address, or 
email: editor.india@rd.com

Cartoon by Mike Shiell
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Trusted Hospital Special Supplement

CONGRATULATIONS 
TO OUR WINNERS



Introduction  
The Right Health Choice

The Reader’s Digest Trusted Hospitals 
survey, instituted in 2015, has one 

goal in mind—to help you, the con-
sumer, choose the best hospitals in the 
business. The award also encourages 
and motivates healthcare providers to 
focus on improving their 
patient care facilities, in-
frastructure, access and 
cutting-edge technology 
in order to provide the 
best service possible. 

Despite the profusion 
of hospitals in the public 
sector in the last decade, 
the number still falls 
woefully short of meet-
ing demand. This short-
fall does not come as a 
surprise as India’s public expenditure 
on health according to the govern-
ment’s own figures, is a little over one 
per cent of its GDP, which is one of the 
lowest in the world.

To fill the gap, the private sector has 

stepped up in a major way. But while  
the hospitals in the public sector may 
suffer from government oversight,  
the same is not true for the private hos-
pitals when it comes to quality or  
regulatory standards. 

The Trusted Hospital 
Survey looks at the 
multi-speciality hospi-
tals in the private sector 
across 13 cities to help 
the consumer separate 
the wheat from the 
chaff. Besides, identify-
i n g  t h e  h o s p i t a l s  
leading in overall per-
formance,  the survey 
has also singled out the 
hospitals that lead the 

charge for speciality conditions such  
as cardiology, IVF and gynaecology, 
ophthalmology, oncology, etc. 

We hope that this exercise would of-
fer critical clues to consumers in choos-
ing their best healthcare destination. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE

TRUSTED HOSPITAL SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT
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Methodology  
How The Survey Was Done

The Reader’s Digest Trusted Hospital 
survey was conducted by Ipsos, one 

of the world’s largest research agencies, 
between 15 to 22 October 2020. Ipsos 
surveyed 1,249 respondents across  
13 cities. Among others, 
t h e  c i t i e s  i n c l u d e d  
Bhubaneswar, Kolkata, 
Delhi–NCR, Lucknow, 
Fatehgarh Sahib, Chen-
nai and Mumbai.

The respondents were 
key decision-makers on  
h e a l t h c a r e  m a t t e r s  
for themselves or their 
family members. Males 
and females in the age 
group of 18 and 60 years were inter-
viewed for the survey. 

The respondents were asked to rank 
the top five private hospitals and select 
the most trusted speciality hospital in 
their city. The parameters used for rat-
ing the most trusted speciality hospitals 
were: capability and credibility of the 
doctors, hospital infrastructure, follow-
ing ethical practices, affordability and 

a c c e s s i b i l i t y ,  t r a n s p a r e n c y  i n  
billing and procedure recommenda-
tions, cleanliness and hygiene and the 
hospital’s overall reputation. 

Respondents scored the hospitals on 
the aforementioned pa-
rameters on a scale of  
one to five for each of 
the most trusted hospi-
tals, against each spe-
ciality. To arrive at the 
final ranking, hospitals 
receiving less than 10 
responses  were  ex-
cluded from the ranking 
and the weighted mean  
was calculated to arrive 

at the ranking of each hospital. Param-
eters were also rated according to  
significance before arriving at the  
final ranking. 

Readers Digest presents the Trusted 
Hospital 2020 list to arm consumers 
with the right knowledge to enable 
them to choose the right healthcare  
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  t h a t  c a n  f u l f i l l  
their healthcare needs. 
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TOP HOSPITALS: CITIES

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

DELHI NCR

Apollo Spectra Hospitals , Kailash Colony

Artemis Hospital

Blk Super Speciality Hospital

Fortis Escorts Heart Institute & Research Centre

Fortis Flt Lt Rajan Dhall Hospital, Vasant Kunj

Fortis Hospital, Gurugram

Indraprastha Apollo Hospitals

Jaypee Hospital, Noida

Manipal Hospital, Dwarka

Max Hospital, Gurugram

Max Hospital, Saket

Medanta–The Medicity, Gurugram

Metro Hospital and Heart Institute

Moolchand Medcity

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals

Billroth Hospitals  

C.S.I. Kalyani Multispeciality Hospital

Dr Mehta's Hospitals

Fortis Malar Hospital

Gleneagles Global Hospital

Kauvery Hospital

MIOT International

Prashanth Hospitals

SIMS Hospital

Sooriya Hospital

Sri Balaji Hospital

Sri Ramachandra Medical College & 

Research Institute

St. Isabel's Hospital

Vijaya Hospital
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TOP HOSPITALS: CITIES

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

MUMBAI

Apollo Hospitals

Bombay Hospital

Breach Candy Hospital

Dr L H Hiranandani Hospital

Fortis Hospital

Hinduja National Hospital & Medical  

Research  Centre 

Holy Family Hospital

Jaslok Hospital

Kokilaben Dhirubhai Ambani Hospital & Medical 

Research Institute

Lilavati Hospital & Research Centre

Nanavati Hospital, Vile Parle

S L Raheja Hospital

SevenHills Hospitals

Tata Memorial Hospital

Wockhardt Hospital, Mumbai Central

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals, Dhakuria 

AMRI, Mukundapur

AMRI, Salt Lake

Apollo Gleneagles Hospital

Belle Vue Clinic

B. P. Poddar Hospital and Medica 

Research Ltd.

Columbia Asia Hospital

Desun Hospital & Heart Institute

Fortis Hospital, Anandapur

Kothari Medical Centre

Peerless Hospital

RN Tagore Hospital

Ruby General Hospital

The Calcutta Medical Research Institute

Woodlands Hospital
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TOP HOSPITALS: CITIES

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals, Bannerghatta Road

Apollo Hospitals, Jayanagar

Aster CMI Hospital, Hebbal

BGS Gleneagles Global Hospital

Columbia Asia, Yeshwanthpur

Fortis Hospital, Bannerghatta Road

Mallya Hospital

Manipal Hospital,  Malleswaram

Manipal Hospital, HAL Road

MS Ramaiah Memorial Hospital

Narayana Health, HSR Layout

People Tree Hospitals

Sagar Hospital

Sakra World Hospital

St. John’s Hospital

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital

Apollo Hospitals

Blue Wheel Hospital

Care Hospital

Neelachal Hospital

Shree Hospitals 

Sparsh Hospital

Sunshine Hospital 

Vivekanand Hospital

FATEHGARH SAHIB

Bither Multispeciality Hospital 

Indus Fatehgarh Sahib Hospital

Life Care Hospital 

Preet Hospital 

Rana Hospital
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TOP HOSPITALS: CITIES

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals

Aster Prime Hospitals

Aware Global Hospital

Care Hospital

Citizens Hospital, Nallagandla

Continental Hospitals

Global Hospital

Kamineni Hospital, LB Nagar

KIMS (Multi specialty), Kondapur

KIMS Hospitals, Secunderabad

MaxCure Hospitals/ Medicover Hospitals

OMNI Hospitals

Pace Hospitals

Sunshine Hospitals

Yashoda Hospitals

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals

Bhandari Hospital and Research Centre

CK Birla Hospital

Escorts Fortis Hospital

Mahatma Gandhi Hospital 

Manipal Hospital Private Limited

Narayana Multispeciality Hospital

Saket Hospital

SDMH Hospital

Shalby Multi-specialty Hospitals

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER



LUCKNOW

Ajanta Hospital 

Apollo Hospitals  

Awadh Hospital

Era’s Medical College and Hospital

Sahara Hospital 

Shekhar Hospital 

LUDHIANA

Aastha Kidney And Super Speciality Hospital

Aykai Hospital  

Christian Medical College & Hospital 

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital

Fortis Hospital      

Gobal Heart And Super Specialty Hospital 

Kalra Multi Speciality Hospital 

Orison Super Specialty Hospital  

Pancham Hospital 

SPS  Hospitals      

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER
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TOP HOSPITALS: CITIES
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES 
CARDIOLOGY

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals

Aster CMI Hospital

Bangalore Hospital                                                        

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Airport Road

Narayana Health, 

Hosur Road                                  

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospitals                                              

Apollo Hospitals                                            

Blue Wheel Hospital

Care Hospitals                                              

Sunshine Hospital                                           

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Christian Medical College & Hospital                                      

Fortis Hospital                                                           

Global Heart and Super Specialty Hospital

Indus Fatehgarh Sahib Hospital                                            

Pancham Hospital                                                          

MUMBAI

Apollo Hospitals                                                              

Asian Heart                                                          

Bombay Hospital                                              

Fortis, Vashi                                                              

Lilavati Hospital & Research Centre                                       

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

DELHI NCR

Fortis Escorts Heart 

Institute & Research 

Centre, Okhla Road

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospital 

Max Smart Super 

Speciality Hospital, 

Saket                   

Medanta–The 

Medicity, Gurugram           

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital                                      

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals                                  

Billroth Hospitals                                          

C.S.I. Kalyani 

Multispeciality 

Hospital                     

Fortis Malar Hospital                                                     

MIOT International                                          

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals 

Gleneagles Global 

Hospitals

Kamineni Hospital, 

LB Nagar

KIMS (Multi 

Specialty), Kondapur

Yashoda Hospitals,              

Kanchanbagh         

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital

Eternal Hospital                                                          

Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited

Narayan 

Multispeciality 

Hospital

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals, 

Dhakuria                              

Apollo Gleneagles

CK Birla Heart 

Hospital

Medica 

Superspeciality 

Hospital                             

RN Tagore Hospital                                         

LUCKNOW

Apollomedics  

Super Speciality  

Hospitals                     

Awadh Hospital                                              

Era’s Medical Hospital                                        

Medanta Hospital                                                          

Sahara Hospital                                             
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES 
DIABETES CARE

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Christian Medical College & Hospital                           

Fortis Hospital                                              

Sehat Hospital                                          

Sobti Neuro & Super Specialty Hospital                         

SPS  Hospitals                                    

MUMBAI

Jaslok Hospital

Lilavati Hospital and Research Centre

S.L. Raheja Hospital, Mahim West

Holy Spirit Hospital

Dr Balabhai Nanavati Hospital

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

DELHI NCR

Apollo Hospitals

Dr Mohan’s Diabetes 

Specialities Centre

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospital                  

Max Hospital, 

Gurugram           

Moolchand  Medicity                                      

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals                                  

Billroth Hospitals                                          

C.S.I. Kalyani 

Multispeciality 

Hospital                     

Fortis Malar Hospital                                                     

MIOT International                                          

HYDERABAD

Apollo Sugar                                         

Clinics          

Aware Gleneagles 

Global Hospital,  

LB Nagar

Continental Hospitals                                          

Lifespan Diabetes 

Clinic, Himayat Nagar                         

Medicover Hospital, 

Madhapur

JAIPUR

Chirayu Hospital                               

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital                                        

Mahatma Gandhi 

Medical College & 

Hospital                                    

 Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited                 

Shalby Multispecialty 

Hospitals                                  

KOLKATA

Apollo Gleneagles 

Hospitals Kolkata                                                         

Belle Vue Clinics                                             

GD Hospital & 

Diabetes Institute                             

Kothari Medical                                                

Ruby General 

Hospital      

LUCKNOW

Era’s Medical hospital                                           

Medanta Hospital                                                     

Midland Healthcare                             

Sahara Hospital                                        

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals                                              

Bangalore Diabetes 

Centre                                      

Bangalore Hospital                                             

Columbia Asia, 

Hebbal                                           

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Airport Road                              

BHUBANESWAR

Apollo Sugar Clinics

AMRI Hospitals

Dr. Mohan's Diabetes 

Specialities Centre

Neelachal Hospital

Vivekanand Hospital



IMPACT FEATURE

“GO KNIFELESS, SCARLESS  
AND SUTURELESS”

DR DEEPA SHREE, who heads the  
department of interventional radiology at  
Dr Rela Institute and Medical Centre,  
Chennai, is of the opinion that while 
many people in India may be unaware of  
interventional radiology, the speciality,  
however, remains one of the strongest  
pillars of a hospital.

UK-trained Dr Deepa Shree, who also 
has a European Board Certification in 
interventional radiology says that 
hysterectomy (removal of uterus) for  
fibroids, or kidney removal for kidney  
tumours may not be the only solutions.  
These could be treated through  
interventional radiology. This involves  
non-surgical procedures such as using 
catheters to get inside a patient’s body, 
using X-ray guidance to treat the 
problem without leaving a scar or suture. 
According to her, cancer, uterine fibroids, 
varicose veins, pain management, fistula 
management in dialysis, diabetic foot 
ulcers can be treated and managed  
through interventional radiology.

“Most of these procedures are safe 
and effective, and every patient should 
be given a choice to decide their treat-
ment options,” says Dr Deepa Shree.  

A winner of several awards including 
the South India Women Achiever Award 
2020 and Icons of Greater Chennai 2020  
for her contribution to healthcare, 
Dr Deepa Shree is also the director of a 

university-accredited fellowship pro-
gramme to tra in radiologists  in  
interventional radiology.

A certified psychologist, she believes 
communication is key when it comes to 
making a patient understand and choose 
what’s best for them. 
A multi-faceted personality, Dr Deepa 
Shree is also an author (Art of Balance) 
and a Zumba instructor. “Every person 
should strive towards integrating  
profession, passion and mission  
which in essence is the purpose of  
life,” she says. 

Dr Deepa Shree



READER’S DIGEST | DECEMBER 202050
100% VOTED BY CONSUMERS View all results at http://readersdigest.co.in/th-winner/

ADVERTISING FEATURE

TRUSTED HOSPITAL SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT

TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES  
ENT (EAR, NOSE & THROAT)

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital

Apollo Hospitals

Care Hospital

Sunshine hospital

Vivekanand Hospital

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Christian Medical College & Hospital                                      

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital                                       

Deepak Hospital                                                           

Fortis Hospital                                                           

Kalra Multi Speciality Hospital                                           

MUMBAI

Bombay Hospital

Global Hospitals                                                   

Jaslok Hospital

Parakh Hospital

Wockhardt Hospitals, South Mumbai

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

DELHI NCR

BLK Super Speciality 

Hospital                                             

Fortis Hospital, 

Gurugram

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospitals

Max Hospital, Saket

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital

CHENNAI

Dr Kamakshi 

Memorial Hospital

Dr. Mehta's Hospitals

KKR ENT Hospital & 

Research Institute

Sooriya Hospital

Vijaya Hospital                                                   

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals

Care Hospitals

KIMS Hospitals

MaxCure Hospitals

Yashoda Hospitals                                                         

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals, 

Malviya nagar

Bhandari Hospital & 

Research Centre

CK Birla Hospital                                                 

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital

SDMH

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals, Salt 

Lake

Desun Hospital & 

Heart Institute

Medica 

Superspeciality 

Hospital                                           

Ruby General 

Hospital

The Calcutta Medical 

Research Institute

LUCKNOW

Awadh Hospital

Era’s Medical hospital

Medanta Hospital                                                          

Sahara Hospital

Shekhar Hospital

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals                                          

Bangalore Hospital                                                        

Mallya Hospital

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Airport Road

Manipal Hospital, 

Malleswaram



TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES 
EYE CARE

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Chugh Eye Surgery Centre                                         

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital                              

Deepak Hospital                                                  

Dhami Eye Care Hospital                                          

SPS Hospital                                                     

MUMBAI

Aditya Jyot Eye Hospital                                         

Asian Eye Institute & Laser Centre, Dadar                         

Bombay City Eye Institute & Research Centre (BCEIRC)             

Kenia Eye Hospital                                               

Orbit Eye Hospital                                               

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals                             

Arvind Eye Hospital                                              

Dr. Agarwal's Eye 

Hospital Chennai                               

Sankara Nethralaya 

Chennai                                       

Vijaya Hospital                                                  

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals                              

Dr. Agarwal's Eye 

Hospital                                       

KIMS (Multi 

specialty) Hospital

LV Prasad Eye 

Hospital                                           

Vasan Eye Care 

Hospital                                          

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals 

Malviya nagar                                     

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital                                          

Mahatma Gandhi 

Medical College and 

Hospital                      

Saket Hospital                                                   

SDMH                                                             

KOLKATA

ASG Eye Hospitals                                                

Desun Hospital & 

Heart Institute                                 

Disha Eye Hospitals                                              

Peerless Hospital

Susrut Eye Foundation 

& Research Centre, 

Salt Lake

LUCKNOW

Chandra Eye Care                                                 

Era’s Medical hospital                                             

Prakash Netra Kendra                                             

Sahara Hospital                                                  

Shekhar Hospital                                                 

BENGALURU

Devi Eye Care 

Hospital, HSR Layout                                

Narayana 

Multispeciality 

Hospital, HSR Layout                     

Narayana Netralaya, 

Rajajinagar                                   

Sankara Eye Hospital                                             

Vasan Eye Care 

Hospital HSR Layout                               

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital

Apollo Hospitals                                                          

Blue Wheel Hospital

L V Prasad Eye 

Institute

Sparsh Hospital & 

Critical Care

DELHI NCR

Center for Sight

Eye7 Hospital                          

Max Hospital, Saket                                               

Shroff's Eye Hospital                                

Vasan Eye Care  

Hospital, Janakpuri                                
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES  
GASTROENTEROLOGY & 
PROCTOLOGY

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital                                                    

Apollo Hospitals                                                 

Blue Wheel Hospital                                              

Care Hospitals                                                   

Sunshine Hospital                                                

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Fortis Hospital     

Mohan Dai Oswal Hospital  

Preet Hospital                                             

Rana Hospital                                

SPS  Hospitals                                                  

MUMBAI

Apollo Hospitals                                            

Breach Candy Hospital                                               

Fortis Hospital       

Hinduja National Hospital & Medical  

Research Centre                                    

Tata Memorial Hospital                                   

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

DELHI NCR

BLK Super Speciality 

Hospital                                    

Fortis Hospital 

Gurgaon

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospitals

Max Super Speciality 

Hospital

Moolchand Medcity

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals                                                 

Citizens Hospital, 

Nallagandla                                    

Continental Hospitals                                            

KIMS (Multi 

specialty) Kondapur                                  

Sunshine Hospital                                                

JAIPUR

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital                                          

Mahatma Gandhi 

Hospital                                          

Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited                                 

Narayan 

Multispeciality 

Hospital                                 

SDMH                                                             

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals, 

Dhakuria                                          

Apollo Gleneagles 

Hospitals, Kolkata                                        

Fortis Hospitals,  

Anandapur                                

Peerless Hospital                                                

Ruby General 

Hospital                                            

LUCKNOW

Ajanta Hospital                                                  

Apollomedics Super 

Specialty Hospitals                         

Awadh Hospital                                                   

Medanta Hospital                                                 

Regency Super 

Speciality Hospital                                

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals      

Aster CMI Hospital

Fortis Hospital, 

Bannerghata                                      

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Road                                        

Manipal Hospital, 

Jayanagar                                       

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals

Billroth Hospitals                                               

Fortis Malar Hospital                                            

Kauvery Hospital                                                 

Vijaya Hospital                                                  
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ADVERTISING FEATURE

Citizens Specialty 
Hospital: A Trusted  
Name In Patient Care

Citizens Specialty Hospital provides 
specialty healthcare based on world-

class standards of medical care.
 Spread across a 10.5-acre campus in 

Nalagandla, near the University of Hy-
derabad, Citizens Specialty Hospital of-
fers round-the-clock healthcare, based 
on the latest, clinically proven medical 
research. The well-balanced combina-
tion of multidisciplinary and evidence-
based medicine enables the Hospital to 
deliver superior outcomes for patients.

With a team of experts from more 
than 30 specialties and super-specialties, 
Citizens Specialty Hospital has developed 
robust programs to deliver world class 
treatments and the best possible 

experience for patients who walk into 
Citizens. “Our doctors at Citizens 
Specialty Hospital invest time to 
understand your condition fully and 
then collaborate to create a treatment 
plan that combines the entirety of our 
medical knowledge and skills,” says  
Dr Prabhakar Palacharla, Facility  
Director at Citizens Specialty Hospital

Since its inception, Citizens Hospital 
has been offering competitive, innova-
tive and accessible medical care to its 
patients across all specialties, including 
emergency and trauma, gynaecology, 
urology, gastroenterology, nephrology, 
endocrinology and oncology, etc.  

Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the hospital follows necessary guidelines, 
takes extra precautions and provides 
extra care to ensure the safety of all its 
patients. Citizens Hospital has a capacity 
of more than 300 beds, specialized 
intensive care units in each department 
equipped with ultra-sophisticated health 
care equipment and dedicated intensive 
care units teams. 

Going the extra mile to find a cure for 
patients, in the direction no one else has, 
is fundamental to the functioning of 
Citizens Specialty Hospital. 

TRUSTED HOSPITAL SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES 
IVF/GYNAECOLOGY

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Christian Medical College & Hospital                                      

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital                                       

Dr J.L Bassi Hospital & Research Institute  

(Unit of Bassi Nursing Home) 

Eva Hospital                                                              

Indus Fatehgarh Sahib Hospital

MUMBAI

Bombay Hospital                                                           

Dr L H Hiranandani Hospital                                               

Jaslok Hospital & Research Centre                                       

Kokilaben Dhirubhai Ambani Hospital & Medical 

Research Institute          

Lilavati Hospital & Research Centre                                       

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals                                                          

Care Hospitals                                                            

Kamineni Hospitals                                                        

Rainbow Children's 

Hospital                                               

Sunshine Hospital, 

Secunderabad                                            

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals

Bhandari Hospital & 

Research Centre                 

Eva Fertility                                                             

Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited

SDMH                                                           

KOLKATA

Apollo Gleneagles 

Hospital Kolkata                                        

Bhagirathi Neotia 

Woman & Child Care 

Centre

Kothari Medical                                                

Peerless Hospital

Woodlands Hospital

LUCKNOW

Ajanta Hospital                                                           

Javitri Hospital                                                          

Medanta Hospital                                                          

Sahara Hospital                                                           

Shekhar Hospital                                                          

BENGALURU

Apollo Cradle                                                             

Cloudnine Hospitals 

Jayanagar                                             

Columbia Asia 

Whitefield                                                  

Mallya Hospital                                                           

Motherhood Hospital

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospitals                                                            

Apollo Hospitals                                                          

Care Hospitals                                                            

Kar Clinic & Hospitals                                                  

Neelachal Hospital                                                        

DELHI NCR

Aastha Hospital & IVF 

Centre

Apollo Cradle                                                             

BLK Super Speciality 

Hospital                                             

Fortis Noida                                                              

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital                                                    

CHENNAI

Apollo Cradle                                              

Billroth Hospitals                                                        

Chennai Fertility 

Center                                                  

Sri Ramachandra 

Medical College & 

Research Institute                    

Vijaya Hospital                                                           
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES  
ONCOLOGY

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital

Apollo Hospitals

Care Hospitals

Sparsh Hospital 

Sunshine hospital

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Christian Medical College & Hospital                             

Fortis Hospital                                                  

Hunjan Hospital                                                  

Mohandai Oswal Hospital                                          

Sandhu Cancer Institute                                          

MUMBAI

Apollo Hospitals                                            

Bombay Hospital                                                  

Kokilaben Dhirubhai Ambani Hospital & Medical 

Research Institute 

Lilavati Hospital & Research Centre                              

Tata Memorial Hospital                                           

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

HYDERABAD

American Oncology 

Institute

Apollo Hospitals

Kamineni Hospital, 

LB Nagar

KIMS (Multi 

specialty) Kondapur 

Serilingampally 

Mandal            

Yashoda Cancer 

Institute

JAIPUR

Apex Hospital

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital

HCG Hospital                                                     

Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited

SDMH

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals, 

Dhakuria                                          

Apollo Gleneagles 

Cancer Hospital 

Medica 

Superspeciality 

Hospital                                  

Ruby General Hospital

Woodlands Hospital

LUCKNOW

Apollomedics 

Superspeciality 

Hospitals

Awadh Hospital

Javitri Hospital

Medanta Hospital

Sahara Hospital

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals

BGS Gleneagles 

Global Hospitals                                  

Fortis Hospital 

Bannerghatta Road                                

HCG Group , KR Road

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Airport Road

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals

Billroth Hospitals

Fortis Malar Hospital

HCG Cancer Center                                                

Vijaya Hospital

DELHI NCR

Action Cancer Hospital                                           

Fortis Hospital

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospital

Max Super Speciality 

Hospital Saket                               

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital

ADVERTISING FEATURE
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES 
ORTHOPAEDIC CARE

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital                                       

Eva Hospital

Fortis Hospital                                                           

Kalyan Hospital                                                           

SPS Hospital

MUMBAI

Apollo Hospitals                                                

Bombay Hospital                            

Kokilaben Dhirubai Ambani Hospital & Medical  

Research Institute                            

Lilavati Hospital & Research Centre                 

P.D. Hinduja Hospital & Medical Research Centre                                 

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals

Kamineni Hospital, 

LB Nagar

KIMS (Multi 

specialty), Kondapur, 

Serilingampally 

Mandal            

Sunshine Hospital                                                 

Yashoda Hospitals, 

Somajiguda                                      

JAIPUR

CK Birla Hospital

Escorts Fortis Hospital

Manipal Hospital 

Private Limited

Narayan 

Multispeciality 

Hospital                                          

SDMH

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals,  

Dhakuria                                                   

Apollo Gleneagles 

Hospitals                                

B. P. Poddar Hospital                

CK Birla Hospitals 

(The Calcutta Medical 

Research Institute)               

Escorts Fortis Hospital

LUCKNOW

Ajanta Hospital                                                   

Apollo Medics 

Superspeciality 

Hospitals                           

Medanta Hospital                                                          

Sahara Hospital                                                   

Shekhar Hospital                                                  

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals                                          

Aster CMI Hospital

Fortis Hospital, 

Bannerghatta Road

Hosmat Hospital                                                   

Manipal Hospital, 

Jayanagar                                        

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital                                                     

Apollo Hospitals                                                  

Care Hospital

Shree Hospitals                                                   

Sunshine hospital                                                 

DELHI NCR

Apollo Hospitals

Artemis Hospital, 

Gurugram

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospital

Max Super Speciality 

Hospital, Saket                                       

Sir Ganga Ram Hospital                                                    

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals                                     

Billroth Hospitals                                                        

Kauvery Hospital                                                          

Sri Ramachandra 

Medical College and 

Research Institute                    

Vijaya Hospital                                                           
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TOP HOSPITALS: SPECIALITIES  
RESPIRATORY DISORDERS

BHUBANESWAR

AMRI Hospital                                              

 Apollo Hospitals                                      

Blue Wheel Hospital                                      

Care Hospitals                                             

Sunshine Hospital                                          

LUDHIANA & FATEHGARH SAHIB

Dayanand Medical College & Hospital                        

Fortis Hospital                                            

Mohan Dai Oswal Hospital                                   

Sobti Hospital

SPS Hospital

MUMBAI

Holy Family Hospital Mumbai                                

Jaslok Hospital                                            

Kohinoor Hospital                                          

P.D. Hinduja National Hospital & Medical  

Research Centre 

S L Raheja Hospital                                        

ALL HOSPITALS LISTED HERE ARE IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

HYDERABAD

Apollo Hospitals                                           

Aware Gleneagles 

Global Hospital, LB 

Nagar

KIMS Hospitals                                             

Medicover Hospital

Yashoda Hospitals                                          

JAIPUR

Apex Hospitals                                             

Escorts Fortis 

Hospital                                    

Eternal Hospital                                           

Rungta Hospitals                                           

SDMH                                                       

KOLKATA

AMRI Hospitals,  

Dhakuria                                    

Apollo Gleneagles 

Hospital                      

Belle Vue Clinic                                           

Ruby General Hospital                                      

Woodlands Hospital                                         

LUCKNOW

Ajanta Hospital                                            

Era’s Medical Hospital                                       

Mayo Hospital

Medanta Mediclinic                                         

Sahara Hospital                                            

BENGALURU

Apollo Hospitals      

BGS Gleneagles 

Global Hospital,  

Kengeri                                

Columbia Asia 

Hospital        

Fortis Hospital,  

Bannerghatta Road   

Manipal Hospital, 

HAL Airport Road            

CHENNAI

Apollo Hospitals                                          

Billroth Hospitals              

CSI Rainy Multi 

Speciality Hospital                    

Dr Mehta's Hospitals                                      

Vijaya Hospital                                            

DELHI NCR

BLK Super Speciality 

Hospital                              

Fortis, Vasant Kunj

Indraprastha Apollo 

Hospital

Max Hospital, Saket

Metro Hospital & Heart 

Institute                           
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Conclusion  
Transparency and Trust

Reader’s Digest has always been 
committed to bringing our readers 

the latest developments in the field of 
healthcare. The Trusted Hospitals survey 
is an effort in that direction.

When you are faced with a life-threat-
e n i n g  e m e r g e n c y ,  m o r e  o f t e n  
than not, you are forced to rush to the 
nearest hospital, but if you have been 
advised surgery or special care, you tend 
to choose the hospital 
that is best known for 
treating that condition. 
We kept  both these  
aspects in mind while  
designing our survey to 
help us draw up an ex-
haustive list of hospitals 
and medical  centres 
known for their specialties.

If you look at the list of hospitals in 
each of the 13 cities, you will notice that 
they are indeed the best when it comes 
to infrastructure, patient-care, doctors, 
technology, etc. They range from Sir 
Ganga Ram Hospital in Delhi known for 
its cardiology, diabetes care and  

oncology departments and Peerless Hos-
pital in Kolkata known for its gastroen-
terology, gynaecology and other 
specialities to Sobti Neuro Hospital in 
Ludhiana and Vijaya Hospital in Chennai 
which is known for its top-notch treat-
ment in gynaecology, ophthalmology 
and respiratory disorder care depart-
ments among others.

In a year when access to healthcare 
has been at the centre of 
g l o b a l  c o n v e r s a t i o n , 
several concerns have 
b e e n  r a i s e d  o v e r 
h e a l t h c a r e  s e r v i c e s 
p r o v i d e d  b y  p r i v a t e 
hospitals on issues of 
o v e r b i l l i n g ,  l a c k  o f 
adequate patient-care  

and failure to address customer 
concerns, finding the right hospital 
becomes critical. 

Over the past five years, the Reader’s 
Digest Trusted Hospital survey has 
carved a niche for itself and is viewed as 
a ready reckoner for individuals looking 
for the best hospitals. 

TRUSTED HOSPITAL SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT

READER’S DIGEST | DECEMBER 2020

View all results at http://readersdigest.co.in/th-winner/
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From making face masks for 
hospitals to making music to 

entertain neighbours, the COVID-19 
crisis is sparking countless acts of 

generosity. Here are stories  
from around the world

By Tim Hulse

Kindness

Covıd
in the

Time of
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A son hugs his 
father through 

protective  
plastic at the  

Três Figueiras  
care home in  

the city of  
Gravatai, Brazil.
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At the time in Spain, every evening 
at 8 p.m., people would go to their win-
dows and balconies to clap and cheer 
the health workers putting their lives at 
risk on the frontline of the pandemic. 

“I decided that this would be a good 
time to take out my garbage while still 
dressed as Olaf,” says Jaime. When 
he did, he received a rousing ovation 
from his neighbours. And so a tradi-
tion was born. Every day, just before  
8 p.m. Jaime would take out the gar-
bage wearing a different costume. One 
day he would be an Egyptian mummy, 
the next a dinosaur, or Freddy Krueger 
from A Nightmare on Elm Street, or a 
robot or an Arab sheikh. He already 
had costumes from carnival and Hal-
loween parties, and when they were 
exhausted, he ordered more online. 

Some were also donated to him by a 
company in Aragon and he even made 
some himself, with Mara and her 
grandmother, a former seamstress. 

Jaime did this for 29 days, and when 
lockdown rules were relaxed, allowing 
children to go outside, Mara joined 
him. The two dressed up together and 
made nine more trips. On the last day, 
local ambulance crews surprised Jaime 
by arriving to thank him for cheering 
people up, and they gave Mara some 
sweets. By this time, thanks to his 

J
aime Coronel is not a doctor 
or a nurse. He hasn’t saved 
any lives or invented a vaccine. 
He’s an ordinary member of 
the public. But in his own way, 

like many others around the world, he 
helped to improve the lives of others 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Altruism takes many forms, as this 
year has shown, but it largely stems 
from a simple desire to help make 
things better. Indirectly, good deeds 
can also bring meaning to our lives in 
times of crisis and can make us feel a 
greater sense of connection with oth-
ers, especially when we are starved 
of company. Jaime’s story is one of 
many examples. A technical architect, 
who runs his family removal com-
pany in Puertollano, Spain, Jaime was  

cleaning out the storage room at home 
in the early days of lockdown when he 
came across a fancy-dress costume of 
Olaf, the goofy snowman from the Walt 
Disney fantasy film Frozen. 

“I thought to myself, ‘Let’s do some-
thing silly,’” he says, laughing as he re-
calls the day. “So I put it on. And when 
my four-year-old daughter Mara saw 
me, she asked to put on her costume of 
Elsa, the princess in the film. We spent 
all day hanging out dressed as charac-
ters from Frozen.” o
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Thanks to his Instagram posts, Jaime helped  
to bring a smile to a global audience.
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Instagram posts, Jaime was known 
around the world and had helped to 
bring a smile to a global audience. 

“People on social media thanked 
me for doing it and making people feel 
good, at least for a while,” says Jaime 
proudly. “Part of my motivation was my 
daughter and children in general,” he 
says. “They are fragile and don’t under-
stand what is happening. My daughter 
didn’t want to go for walks, but she was 
happy to go out with her dad in cos-
tume.” Jaime hopes his actions helped 
other children to feel a little less scared 
about venturing into the outside world.

In France, two comedians took 
inspiration from the town criers of 
olden times to bring some warmth 

to the locked-down inhabitants of 

their apartment block in Lyon. Every 
evening the residents would gather on 
their balconies to hear Valéria Cardullo 
and Alex Repain announce requests for 
help, or birthday wishes or offer some 
puzzles to do. “When we started, we 
didn’t think it would have such a big 
impact, but after a while there was a 
real spirit of solidarity,” recalls Alex. 

Elsewhere, music proved a popular 
means of raising the spirits. In Buda-
pest, members of the MAV Symphony 
Orchestra drove two cars mounted 
with loudspeakers around the city and 
surrounding areas blasting out past 
performances for the benefit of those 
confined to home. 

In Vienna, American musician Olivia 
Haynes decided to strum her ukulele in 
her apartment window to bring some ví
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Jaime Coronel and his daughter Mara donned fancy-dress costumes when they  
put out their garbage during lockdown—much to their neighbours’ amusement.
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light and fun into her neighbours’ lives. 
To her surprise, not only did she enter-
tain them, but she also helped build a 
sense of community. “I love helping 
people come together, especially peo-
ple who wouldn’t normally meet,” she 
says. As the days went on, some of her 
neighbours would come down to the 
courtyard just to listen to her play and 
afterwards they would chat together.

The pandemic also showed how 
ingenious we can all be given the 
chance. In particular, many peo-

ple used their skills and imagination to 
create personal protective equipment 
for health-care workers. 

In the small city of Elda, north-
west of Alicante, Spain, a group of 
women who stitch shoes at home for 

a living, switched to making thousands 
of masks for the nearby hospital. They 
used fabric provided by the hospital 
and rubber bands donated by a local 
business. Their efforts brought a flood 
of requests from groups wanting to do 
the same thing.

Even children joined in with cre-
ating vital protective equipment. In 
Ireland, 14-year-old Conor Jean and 
his 11-year-old brother Daire set up 
a small face-mask production line in 
their home in County Kildare using a 
3D printer. They even incorporated 
special design features so that the 
masks could be worn more easily by a 
doctor or nurse in glasses or goggles. 

Perhaps the most bonkers example 
of ingenuity came from Romanian 
shoemaker Grigore Lup, who unveiled 

Reader’s Digest
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Olivia Haynes  took to playing her ukelele in her apartment window—and in doing so 
helped to foster a sense of community among her neighbours in Vienna.
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a pair of size 75 shoes. The idea was 
that wearers would be forced to keep 
five feet apart from others and thus 
ensure social distancing. A pair takes 
the 55-year-old Transylvanian cobbler  
two days to make, using one square 
metre of leather. 

A desire to care for the elderly, 
who are particularly at risk from 
the coronavirus, also got people 

thinking outside the box. Take Tristan 
Van den Bosch, for example, an op-
erations manager at a cleaning and 
maintenance company in a suburb of 
Brussels. Driving to work one morn-
ing, he saw a man on the pavement 
shouting out to an elderly woman—
his mother—three storeys up, in a care 
home. Like many senior citizens, she 

was unable to receive visitors because 
of the virus. Tristan thought to himself, 
We can help this man!

Work had all but dried up at Tristan’s 
company, which meant it had cranes 
standing idle at the depot. Why not 
use those cranes to lift people up, so 
they can get closer to their loved ones? 
And so Tristan began driving around 
Belgium in his crane, bringing families 
to the windows of relatives on the up-
per floors of care homes. “OK, it cost 
us money,” Tristan says. “But in the 

end we’re happy that we were able  
to help people.”

In Brazil, staff at the Três Figueiras 
care home in Gravatai displayed simi-
lar ingenuity in creating an entirely 
new way to safeguard elderly residents 
when they received visitors. “We no-
ticed that our senior residents were 
feeling sad,” says owner Luciana Brito. 
“And we thought they would be much 
happier if we found a way for them to 
hug their relatives.”

Inspired by a viral video showing 
a woman in America using a plastic 
curtain to hug her mother, Luciana 
and her colleagues created a Túnel 
do Abraço (Hug Tunnel; see page 63) 
consisting of a large plastic sheet with 
arm holes, which was attached to one 
of the care home’s entrances. The arm 

holes also had plastic sleeves, allowing 
visitors to hold their loved ones with-
out actually coming into direct contact 
with them. “It was so gratifying to see 
them hugging each other—and so im-
portant,” says the home’s administra-
tor, Rubia Santos. 

Another group particularly vulner-
able to the pandemic were the home-
less. In many places, public toilets were 
closed and homeless shelters tempo-
rarily shut down. Fewer people out 
and about meant fewer opportunities 
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people who wouldn’t normally meet.”



to make a little money selling newspa-
pers or making music. And as Wilhelm 
Nadolny, head of the soup kitchen for 
homeless people behind the Berlin Zoo 
railway station puts it, “How do you 
‘stay at home’ when you’re homeless?”’ 
In Berlin, around 2,000 people officially 
live on the streets, although the figure 
is thought to be much higher. Nadol-
ny’s kitchen had to close its doors, but 
continued to serve sandwiches and hot 
drinks through a window to the street. 

Apart from dealing with the 
spiritual effects of isolation, 
lockdown brought with it other 

challenges. For some, making sure they 
had enough food was a serious issue—
and no more so than for those living in 
Australia’s remote outback. 

Gary Frost, who owns a roadhouse 

in the country’s Northern Territory, hit 
on perhaps the most extreme solution 
to the challenge of delivering food to 
those who needed it: Using his pilot’s 
licence, he decided to fly meals out to 
people locked down in cattle stations 
at no extra charge. “Nobody could go 
anywhere, so they were limited to how 
they got their food and refreshments. 
We make pizzas anyway, so we thought 
we would fly them out, so people didn’t 
have to leave their properties,” recalls 
Gary, a typical can-do Aussie, stress-
ing that he didn’t do it as a commercial 
venture, but as “a friendly gesture to try 
and help people out”. 

Young Parisian entrepreneur Maud 
Arditti was inspired by the experiences 
of her nearest and dearest to pro-
vide food for health workers. “A good 
number of my family and friends are 

68      december 2020

The Vos Gâteaux initiative made cakes and pastries for health workers;  word spread 
fast on social media and before long the idea was widely copied across France.
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doctors and work in hospitals,” she 
says. “I was talking to my aunt and dis-
covered that hospital restaurants were 
often closed and five people could end 
up sharing a single plate of pasta.”

Maud began by making cakes, pizzas 
and small quiches for her local hospi-
tal, but soon realized she wouldn’t 
get far on her own. A call for help on 
social media garnered a remarkable 
response—in the end, around 1,600 
helpers were making cakes all over 
Paris to be sent to hospitals. Soon 
Maud’s Vos Gâteaux (Your Cakes)  
initiative spread to other French cities. 

“We were in a moment of standstill 
and I think there are three types of per-
sonalities in these moments,” reflects 
Maud. “Those who are a little para-
lyzed, those who criticize everything 
that’s done … and those who are not 
afraid and tell themselves they’ll give 
all their energy and available means, 
to be able to help. With our cakes, we 
could feed and bring some sweetness 
to all our hospitals.”

In Lisbon, a young Syrian couple, 
Ramia Abdalghani and Alan Ghumim, 
offered free food from their restaurant 
to local hospital workers. Having 
arrived in Portugal as refugees four 
years before, they were more than 
happy to help their new community. 

“When you flee a war you feel the di-
saster, but you also realize who is there 
for you,” says Alan. “So in all things we 
do here in Portugal, we try to give back 
to the people who welcomed us with 

open arms.” One of those grateful hos-
pital staff was nurse Nuno Delicado. “It 
was a big life lesson for all of us,” he 
says. “It showed us that as a society we 
must be there for each other.”

When Valerie Martin, head of 
the Vilanova care home near 
Lyon in France, heard how 

those in homes all over Europe were 
suffering from the virus, she decided 
on drastic action. “I said to myself, 
‘No. Not mine. My residents still have 
so much to live for,’” she says. Valerie’s 
answer was to completely close the 
building and invite staff and nurses to 
join her in what she expected to be a 
three-week quarantine period. 

Some 29 employees volunteered for 
what turned into a marathon of 47 days 
and nights, with 12 employees remain-
ing for the entire time. And it paid off. 
At the end of the stint, when the na-
tional average of new cases had fallen 
dramatically and the gates of Vilanova 
were unlocked, coronavirus tests came 
back negative for all 106 residents. The 
caregivers, who had named themselves 
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In the end, around 1,600 helpers all over 
Paris were making cakes for hospitals.
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‘the happily confined’, left in a parade 
of cars, honking their horns on their 
way back to reunions with partners 
and children. 

Perhaps the stories that will 
linger longest in the memory are 
those that involved great per-

sonal sacrifice for the benefit of oth-
ers. Take 15-year-old Jyoti Kumari, for 
instance, who cycled 1,200 kilometres 
across India, carrying her disabled  
father on the back of her bike.

Their ordeal began in New Delhi, 
where her father, Mohan Paswan, 
earned a living driving an auto rick-
shaw before being injured and losing 
his job. All non-essential travel had 
been banned, but their landlord was 
demanding rent, which they couldn’t 
afford to pay, and he was threatening 

to evict them, recalls Jyoti tearfully. So 
she decided the only course of action 
was for her and her father to spend 
their remaining money on a cheap 
bike and return to their home village 
in Darbhanga, Bihar. 

Jyoti pedalled for 10 days in searing 
temperatures, living on food and water 
given by strangers. For two days, there 
was only enough for her father and she 
had to remain hungry. “It was a diffi-
cult journey,” she says now with great 
understatement. “The weather was hot, 
but we had no choice. I had only one 
aim in mind—to reach home.” 

By the time the pair finally reached 
their destination, news had spread and 
Jyoti had become famous. But fame 
was the last thing on her mind when 
she began the journey. “It was a deci-
sion taken in desperation,” she says.

Reader’s Digest
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Driven by necessity, Jyoti Kumari cycled from Delhi back to her family’s village, 
a distance of 1,200 kilometres, carrying her disabled father as a passenger.
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The potential of a simple ges-
ture to capture the public’s 
imagination in a time of crisis 

was illustrated when 99-year-old Brit-
ish army veteran Captain Tom Moore 
decided to raise some money for 
health workers and patients. 

Inspired by the excellent treatment 
he had received in hospital for skin 
cancer and a broken hip in 2018, in 
early April he pledged to complete 
100 laps of his garden, using his walk-
ing frame for support, before his 100th 

birthday later that month. His aim was 
to raise a modest £1,000. But news of 
Captain Tom’s efforts soon reached 
the ears of a nation through newspa-
pers and TV features. He even teamed 
up with the singer Michael Ball and a 
health-workers’ choir to record a char-
ity version of ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ 
(the famous anthem of Liverpool foot-
ball club), becoming the oldest person 
ever to top the charts in the UK. 

On 16 April, Captain Tom completed 
his 100 laps ahead of schedule, having 
raised more than £17 million. “I never 
dreamt I would be involved in an occa-
sion such as this,” he announced. But 
the Captain-Tom mania showed no 
sign of abating. By the time he reached 
his 100th birthday on 30 April, he had 
raised nearly £33 million. He was hon-
oured with a fly-past by Britain’s air 
force, and the public sent more than 
1,50,000 birthday cards. 

His response? “To all those people 
who are finding it difficult at the mo-
ment … the sun will shine on you again, 

and the clouds will go away.”
In honour of his achievement,  

Captain Tom was promoted to the rank 
of Honorary Colonel, granted the Free-
dom of the City of London and awarded 
a knighthood on the recommendation 
of the Prime Minister. The money he 
raised was used to provide comfort 
and care for National Health Service 
workers. “I’ve never been someone 
that’s sat around,” he laughs, adding 
that he enjoyed the challenge. He be-
lieves the secret for his success—and 
his long life—is simple: “It’s all about 
having the right mindset. You’ve got to 
be optimistic and to think that things 
will get better.”   
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Captain Tom Moore set out to raise £1,000  
for health charities by walking 100 laps of his 
garden. In the end, he raised £33 million.
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VIRUSES
OFF
FIGHT

How to 
strengthen 

your immune 
system  

By Mike Zimmerman
from aarp
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O
ne thing that the  
COVID-19 pandemic has 
made clear is that some 
people who get the virus 
don’t suffer much, while 
others become very sick 

indeed. And while the elderly have 
been particularly hard hit, some do 
survive—even centenarians. As for 
younger people, whose immune 
systems are supposed to be more 
robust, many have nevertheless 
died of it. So, what factors give some 
people a stronger immune system 
than others, regardless of age? What 
does it mean if, for example, your 
partner or child gets sick, and you 
don’t—or vice versa?

We know that our immune-system 
function slowly declines with age. Just 
like when you see a photo of yourself 
from 10 years ago versus one taken 
this afternoon, you see changes in 
your face, skin and hair colour. It 
takes time. “Same process with your 
immune system,” says Dr Insoo Kang, 
associate professor of medicine and 
director of allergy and immunology 
at the Yale School of Medicine. 

Kang has been studying human 
ageing for 20 years. “Immune cells, 
especially CD8+ T-cells [a type 
of white blood cell], change with 
ageing. We see fewer of those CD8+  
T-cells, which are needed to recognize 
newly emerging microorganisms like 
the COVID-19 virus. It happens to 
everyone on some level, just not at 
the same rate.”

The difference in rate of decline 
between individuals is one of science’s 
big mysteries. The immune system is 
complex, but most of us understand 
the basics: Our body detects an 
intruder—a virus, bacterium, parasite 
or foreign object—and produces white 
blood cells to combat the problem. 
How many of these cells you produce 
when you’re, say, 73 versus when you 
were 45 is the million-dollar question. 
And it’s at the heart of the COVID-19 
pandemic as well:  How does a 
104-year-old man survive when people 
half his age, or younger, do not?

Fortunately, we won’t always be in 
a pandemic. But we can use this one 
to gain an understanding of how our 
immune system changes with age—
and how it might be possible to slow 
the decline and raise our immune re-
serves for the next time we get sick.

Immunity and Ageing

Our body simply doesn’t produce as 
many immune cells as we get older, 
says Dr Atul Butte, distinguished pro-
fessor of epidemiology, biostatistics, 
and paediatrics at the University of 
California, San Francisco. “And no 
one really knows why.”

Butte worked with a research team 
on an extensive review of 242 immu-
nity studies that revealed patterns 
in how our immune systems change 
as we get older. Certain key immune 
cells—B-cells (white blood cells that 
make antibodies to fight infection) 
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and T-cells (white blood cells that 
attack viruses)—become fewer in 
number with age. For example, we 
possess two broad categories of  
T-cells: ‘memory’ cells that have en-
countered a certain pathogen and  
‘remember’ how to fight it ; and  
‘naive’ cells, like the CD8+ type men-
tioned earlier, that have yet to fight 
anything. “We’ve seen especially that 
the number of naive T-cells seems to 
be lower as we age,” Butte says.

So let’s say COVID-19 shows up. 
Nothing we’ve seen before as hu-
mans matches this one, so we have 
no memory T-cells to mobilize (al-
though new research suggests some 
of us may have formed some defences 
if we’ve had brushes with previous 

coronaviruses). The naive cells have 
to take on the fight, and older folks 
have fewer of those to fight with. That 
makes most of these people more 
vulnerable, but not all, because not 
everyone’s immune system declines 
in the same way. 

For example, another factor Butte 
observed in his study review: Some 
healthy older people had little or 
no decline in T-cells. Some had as 
many as younger people, and women 
seemed to have higher amounts in 
general as they aged.

No one really knows just what a 
healthy amount of B- and T-cells is. 
Says Butte: “If you want to have a test 
for your haemoglobin, they know 
what a normal range is. If you want 
your iron levels tested, they know 
what the normal range is. We have 
no idea what the normal level is for 
these cells. We don’t even measure 
them in a regular blood test.”

The reasons these key cells decline 
over time could be manifold. Is it ge-
netic? Lifestyle? “We know genetics 
plays a part,” Butte says. “But it’s de-
batable how big of a part compared 
with environment and lifestyle.” 

Lifestyle factors like poor sleep, 
chronic stress and weight gain 
often cause chronic low-grade 
inflammation, as can systemic 
issues like autoimmune diseases and 
decreased liver and kidney function. 
This inflammation degrades the 
immune system because it causes it 
to operate abnormally by constantly 
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YOU CONTROL MANY  
OF THE FACTORS THAT 
CAN KEEP YOUR IMMUNE 
SYSTEM STRONG. 
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firing. That accelerates the ageing 
process on a cellular level. It can 
lead to heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 
Alzheimer ’s  disease and more, 
compromising your immune system 
without you even knowing it.

“Most systems in our body are 
tightly regulated,” says Dr Sean Xiao 
Leng, a geriatrician and professor 
at the Geriatric School of Medicine 
a t  Jo h n s  H o p k i n s  U n i v e r s i t y .  
“The immune system is no exception, 
which is why this dysregulation  
is so dangerous.”

      Saving your Immune System

You can’t do anything about your 
genetic makeup, but luckily, many 

factors that positively affect your 
immune system are within your 
control. Take them seriously, Leng 
urges. While you may not be able 
to stop decreased immunity as you 
age, any slowdown you can produce 
means a higher immune reserve at 
any given time. That’s critical when it 
comes to infections.

When we talk about vulnerability in 
older adults, says Leng, there are two 
important parts: “One is incidence—
whether you get the infection or not. 
But the other part is severity. Even if 
you don’t have the incidence outcome 
you want, having a stronger immune 
function may determine how badly 
you’ll be infected.” In other words, 
every ounce of prevention helps,  
including the following:

M OV E M E N T  R e g u l a r  w o r k o u t s 
boost immune function and lower 
inflammation. A 2019 study in Nature 
Reviews Immunology  noted that 
skeletal muscle is a “major immune 
regulatory organ” that generates anti-
inflammatory and immunoprotective 
proteins called myokines. A 2018 
study found that higher-intensity 
workouts may blunt immune-system 
decline in older adults. “Exercise 
strengthens the body and may be the 
most important lifestyle intervention 
you can add,” Kang says.

S E L F - K N O W L E D G E  B u t t e 
suggests that people gain a better 
understanding of where their health 

76      december 2020

IF YOU EAT RIGHT  
& AVOID OBESITY,  
YOU POSITIVELY AFFECT 
IMMUNE FUNCTION.



Health

is right now. For example, those with 
asthma may want to start measuring 
their peak airflow to know what their 
normal lung function is. “The more 
we can use digital devices and tools, 
the more we’ll understand,” he says. 
“If something changes, you’re not just 
going to the doctor and saying, ‘I’m 
having trouble breathing.’ You can say,  
‘My airflow has dropped eight per 
cent’.” Staying on top of whatever 
chronic conditions you have will 
allow you to spot declines quickly, so 
you and your doctor can decide on a 
better course of therapy.

N U T R I T I O N  E a t i n g  r i g h t  a n d 
avoiding obesity, which is deadly 
when it comes to inflammation, are 
common sense. But research also 

reveals specific nutritional effects 
on immune function in older adults. 
A study reviewed in the journal 
Nutrients in 2018 showed that basic 
nutrients like vitamins A, C, D, E 
and the B vitamins, along with folic 
acid, iron, selenium and zinc, are 
essential for ‘immunocompetence’, 
with deficiencies causing lower  
T-cell production and an inability to 
resolve inflammation. 

Strive for balance, Kang says: “Eat 
not just vegetables but also good 
proteins and fibre.” The latter is 
important because it feeds the good 
bacteria in your gut and can help 
lower inflammation. “We have a lot 
of immune cells in the gut that help 
regulate health. Dietary fibre may 
have more than the single effect of 
making the bowel move.”

CALM Research has shown that 
unregulated stress can accelerate 
immune-system decline. It comes 
down to a chronic immune response 
to whatever’s stressing you, with the 
resulting rise in inflammation. Self-
care in this area becomes critical—
from anti-stress activities (meditation, 
mindfulness, exercise) to asking 
for help in unresolved stressful 
situations (work, money, caregiving).  
People don’t talk enough about 
the effect of stress on immunity 
because it’s not as tangible as factors  
such as hours of exercise or how 
many packs of cigarettes per day you 
smoke, Leng notes.
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IS YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM 
VULNERABLE? 

Certain health conditions can mean your  
immune system is less able to fight off a viral 
infection. If you have been diagnosed with  
any of the following conditions, take every 
precaution to protect yourself, and talk with 
your doctor about whether it’s necessary to 
adjust your treatments.

obesity  Adipose tissue 
(fat) is now recognized as 
an active endocrine and 
immune organ that can 
directly inhibit metabolic 
immune function, ac-
cording to emerging re-
search. A 2018 study of 
influenza patients over 
three flu seasons found 
that obese adults took  
42 per cent longer to 
fight off the virus than  
did non-obese people.

cancer  Cancer and  
its various treatments 
can reduce white blood 
cell counts and make  
patients more open  
to infection, while at  
the same time making  
it harder to fight any  
infection that they do 
get. If you are a cancer 
patient or a cancer  

survivor, you should  
discuss your situation 
with a doctor who is  
familiar with your  
medical history.

diabetes  High blood 
sugar (hyperglycaemia)  
is an inflammatory  
condition that tends  
to inhibit the immune  
response and raise your 
risk of infection. People 
who have uncontrolled 
high blood sugar are  
particularly vulnerable. 

asthma, copd and 
other respiratory 
diseases  Viruses love  
to attack the lungs, so 
people who have exist-
ing lung conditions are  
at risk of more severe 
symptoms when they  
do get sick. Patients with 

COPD are particu-
larly vulnerable  

to lung infections, 
which can further 
damage the already 

compromised air sacs. 

heart disease  
Hypertension and under-
lying cardiac issues raise 
infection risk for older 
adults, according to the 
American Heart Asso-
ciation (AHA). Based on 
early data, as many as  
40 per cent of COVID-19 
patients who required 
hospitalization had 
existing cardiovascular 
disease, the AHA reports. 
     
autoimmune dis-
eases Not only can an  
infection trigger a flare-
up of autoimmune dis-
eases such as rheumatoid 
arthritis, multiple sclero-
sis or psoriasis, the treat-
ment of those conditions 
often involves immuno-
suppressive drugs that 
can raise your infection 
risk. Also, autoimmune 
conditions can cause in-
terstitial lung disease, 
which is a dangerous  
condition that can cause 
scarring of the lungs.
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VACCINES Age takes its toll on vac-
cine effectiveness as well as immunity. 
Vaccines are designed to provoke the 
production of antigens—the influenza 
vaccine is made of influenza cells—but 
our ageing immune reserve doesn’t re-
spond as robustly as it did in our earlier 
years. None of that should make you 
lazy about vaccines. “It’s true they be-
come less effective as people get older,” 
Kang says. “But even if you do get in-
fected, the disease will be less severe. 
People should get whatever vaccines 
their doctors recommend based on age 
and underlying medical conditions.” 

MEDICATIONS Certain prescription 
medications may inhibit your immune 
system. For example, oral and inhaled 
corticosteroids (common for arthritis, 
allergies, asthma and inflammatory 
bowel disease) may raise your risk of 
fungal infections. The same is true 
for TNF (tumour necrosis factor) 
inhibitors that treat autoimmune 
conditions like rheumatoid arthritis 
and psoriasis. “Even antibiotics could  
kill gut bacteria and trigger some 
kinds of infection,” Kang says. If 
you’re on any ongoing medications,  
talk to your doctor about possible 
immune-system side effects and how 
to address them.

COVID-19 lessons

Aside from a deeply ingrained knowl-
edge of handwashing and how far 
away two metres is, the COVID-19 
pandemic will, in the end, teach 
us more about our health vulner-
abilities—individually, and as an  
ageing population.

Butte believes it will usher in a  
new era in immunity research. “We’re 
going to learn a lot in a hurry.” Leng 
foresees a large push into learning 
more about ageing and immunity by 
studying the older adult population 
a n d  u n l o c k i n g  t h e  u n k n o w n 
mechanisms in the immune response.  
He’s already part  of  a massive 
National Institutes of Health initiative 
into geriatric science involving  
hundreds of researchers.

“The traditional medical model  
focuses on individual disease,” he 
says. “But we’ll try to see if we can 
find an underlying mechanism in 
immunity, something upstream in 
the process. Then we can do a wider 
search rather than chase after indi-
vidual diseases. If we can do that, 
the older population will handle all  
immune challenges better.”   
from aarp (4 april 2020), copyright ©2020 by AARP,  
aarp.com
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What Are the Odds?
J’Aime Brown is one lucky baby. She was born at 7:11 p.m. on 11 July.  

Her birth weight: 7 pounds 11 ounces.
cnn
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A couple’s doorbell 
rings while they’re 
sleeping. The husband 
opens the second-floor 
window but can’t see 
much because of a  
raging blizzard.

“Who’s there?”  
he yells.

“Could you give me 
a push?” a voice cries.

“C’mon, man, it’s 
two a.m.!” the husband 

replies. But his wife 
says, “Remember last 
winter when you got 
stuck in a snowdrift 
and a stranger pushed 
your car out? You 
should help this man!” 

The husband agrees 
and goes back to the 
window. “Are you still 
there?” he calls down.

“Yes,” comes the  
response. “I’d really  

appreciate a push.”
“All right,” says  

the husband. “I can’t 
see much out there. 
Where are you?”

“On the sled.”
—Gary Katz 

Young Billy and Willy 
were walking home 
from Sunday school, 
where they had just 
learned about Noah’s 

LAUGHTER
The best Medicine

Cartoon by Joe di Chiarro
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Reader’s Digest will  
pay for your funny  
anecdote or photo in 
any of our humour sec-
tions. Post it to the edi-
torial address, or email: 
editor.india@rd.com

ark. Willy asked,  
“Do you think Noah 
did much fishing?”

“How could he?” 
said Billy. “He had  
only two worms.”
—Theadvocate.com

A lawyer had an 
operation. He woke up 
in his hospital room 
afterwards and saw 
that all the blinds were 
shut. When he asked 
the nurse why, she 
said, “There was a  
fire across the street,  
and we didn’t want 

you to think that the 
operation had failed!”
—C.H. via rd.com

A state trooper pulled 
alongside a speeding 
car on the freeway. 
Glancing  at the car,  
he was astounded  
to see that the elderly 
woman behind the 
wheel was knitting.

The trooper cran-
ked down his window 
and yelled to the  
driver, “Pull over!”

“No!” the woman 
yelled back.  
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THE GIFT OF LAUGHTER
What do you get someone who has everything? How about a good laugh?  
These are prank gift boxes—and recipients will surely appreciate that whatever  
you put inside doesn’t match the description on the outside. 

My New Year’s resolution is to get in shape. 
I choose round.
—Sarah Millican, comedian 

“It’s a cardigan!”
—Knittinghelp.com

If the person who  
named walkie-talkies 
named everything, 
would ...

stamps be 
lickie-stickies?

hippos be 
floatie-bloaties?

pregnancy tests  
be maybe-babies?
—GCFL.net
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DRAMA IN REAL LIFE

Illustration by Ryan Garcia

Alone and pinned under a grizzly,  
Colin Dowler reached for a pocketknife  

and struggled for his life
by Omar Mouallem

A SCREAM
IN THE WILD



Ever since he was a kid growing up 
on Quadra Island (approximately 
two kms east of Vancouver Island 
off  Canada’s west coast),  Colin 
Dowler pushed himself to do more, 
go faster and scale bigger heights, 
despite having a small physique and 
a nagging congenital knee disease. 
Jenifer, his wife of 16 years, often 
found herself telling him to slow 
down. When he skied, he raced the 
double-black-diamond runs. When 
he rode his mountain bike, it was on 
the bumpiest terrain. If he wasn’t 
a little scared doing something, he 
didn’t think he was doing it right.

In July 2019, to celebrate his 45th 
birthday, he booked off a week from his 
job as a maintenance manager for the  
Vancouver Island Health Authority in 
Campbell River on eastern Vancouver, 
Island, where he lived with Jenifer and 

one of their daughters. He planned to 
spend two days on his own, scouting a 
route he’d eventually use to climb 
Mount Doogie Dowler with his older 
brother, Paul. The peak, standing 
around 2,000 metres in the Coast 
Mountains in southwestern British 
Columbia, was named after Colin’s late 
grand father. It had always been a point 
of pride for their family that Grandpa 
Doogie was immortalized in nature. But 
none of the Dowlers had ever climbed 
to its summit. 

Jenifer didn’t like the sound of her 
husband’s latest plan. She was used to 
Dowler going on solo adventures, but 
this time he’d boat to an obscure bay, 
bike an unpopulated road, hike 
through grizzly-bear country and 
camp overnight, alone. There was too 
much room for disaster. 

“If I’m not home by eight o’clock 
Monday evening, you should start to 
worry,” he said.

Jenifer laughed. It was practically 
her husband’s motto. 

The night before his journey Colin 
packed sparingly. He ditched his usual 
tent to experiment with a bivvy sack—a 
person-sized portable shelter. He filled 
the remaining pockets of his bag with a 
handheld GPS, hiking poles, his 
homemade venison pepperoni and a 
few other essentials. Instead of his 
usual Swiss Army knife, he took a 
three-inch stainless steel pocketknife 
given to him by his dad. 

Jenifer —who was planning her own 
overnight trip with some of her  
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“Bear spray,” said Dowler.
After finding a can, Vito offered him 

a ride, part way in. They trucked along an 
overgrown logging road until the forest 
got too thick. As Colin leaned his moun-
tain bike against a bush to retrieve on the 
way back, Vito took a picture of him with 
his phone. “So we have something to put 
on the milk cartons if you don’t come 
home,” he joked.

With the bear mace in one pocket and 
the knife from his dad in the other, Colin 
started hiking. After traversing steep ter-
rain and thick forest for about an hour, 
he started marking his trail with blue rib-
bons. He made lots of noise to ward off 

any curious creatures. Near the end of 
the day, he realized the canister of  mace 
was gone. It must have slipped out of his 
pocket when he had stopped to  rest and 
check his position.

But he didn’t want to risk getting 
caught in the dark looking for the spray. 
Instead, he spent an hour searching 
for a place to camp, eventually settling 
on a flat, dry surface with branches 
low enough to set up his bivvy sack. 
Colin strung his food and clothes high 
up in a nearby tree, and crawled into 
the bivvy by 9:30 p.m., satisfied with 
what he’d accomplished that day. 

family—and their daughter were still in 
bed when Dowler left his home at 
7 a.m., his bike and boat in tow.

The weather that Sunday, 28 July 
was nice, which meant the parking 
spots at  Campbell  River ’s  boat 
launches would fill up fast. Colin 
intended to stop at a tackle shop for 
bear spray, but as he thought about 
the time it would take, he drove past 
it, deciding the likelihood of a bear 
attack was small. 

He knew he couldn’t completely 
rule out the possibility, though. He’d 
had two grizzly sightings and countless 

black bear encounters in the past. But 
he’d always escaped unscathed.

Colin pulled into the Campbell 
River port and quickly launched and 
set off in his motorboat. More than  
an hour later, he arrived at Ramsay 
Arm, an inlet on the mainland, and 
found a spot to tie the vessel near a 
logging camp. 

As a former worker in the logging 
industry, Colin knew it was  
good practice to check in at the mess 
hall. “Is there anything you need?”  
Vito Giannandrea, the camp cook 
asked him. 
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PAST. BUT HE’D ALWAYS ESCAPED UNSCATHED.
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The next morning,  Colin tried 
without luck to locate the spray on 
his way down the mountain. He 
gave up by the time he recovered his 
bike, then carried on, pedalling and 
daydreaming about getting home 
early to enjoy some family time and 
a beer or two.

As he passed a seven-kilometre 
marker for camp-bound logging trucks, 
he came around a bend and suddenly 
clenched his brakes—a mangy grizzly 
stood in the middle of the narrow road, 
30 metres away. Colin immediately 
announced his presence, “Hey bear,” he 
bellowed. He then calculated his 
chances of turning around for a quick 
escape, but the bear could easily tackle 
him by the time he picked up speed.

The animal looked from him to the 
bush, back and forth, and then began 
heading in his direction. Colin flung his 
backpack off his shoulders, snatched a 
hiking pole and extended it in front of 
him. As the bear approached, he 
started to make out its features. The 
bear was about five years old, nine feet 
from toes to snout and 160 kgs, nearly 
three times Colin’s weight. Although it 
showed no signs of aggression, its 
curiosity was piqued.

The bear walked along the opposite 
side of the road, coming closer and 
closer, until the gap between them 
closed to 10 metres. Colin carefully 
stepped off his bike, which seemed to 
startle the animal. It shuddered from the 
paws up to its rump, then continued to 
stalk closer.  Colin shielded himself with 

his bike as the bear went past him.  
Then, suddenly, it stopped, turned and 
looked right at him.

Colin calmly raised a hiking pole and 
pushed it against the bear’s big 
forehead, right between the eyes. This 
held the bear in place, until  the rubber 
tip rolled down and off its muzzle. 
Before Colin could try again, the bear 
chomped on the pole. “Oh, come on 
now, we don’t need to do this,” he said, 
careful not to react aggressively. “I’m 
your friend.”

Colin let the pole drop. He tossed 
his backpack beside the bear, hoping 
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to chew into Colin’s left leg. Over and 
over, the bear lifted his head and then 
took hold of Colin’s leg again.

Thoughts of leaving behind his family, 
of missing every part of his daughters’ 
lives, raced through Colin’s mind. He 
regretted that he’d put himself in such 
a dangerous position.  

As he tried to pry the animal’s jaws 
open, saliva trailed off its yellow teeth. 
It chomped through his hand. “Stop!” 
Colin screamed. “Why? Stop!” It didn’t 
make sense. He knew that grizzlies 
typically only attack briefly, then leave 
humans alone. When would this end?

The bear moved on to taste his other 

leg. As he heard the sound of his femur 
grating in its teeth, Colin remembered 
the knife in his pocket. But as he 
reached for it, the grizzly hit a nerve. 
Colin arched in pain and yelped.

Okay, he thought, I’ll play dead.
But the bear hit another leg nerve 

and Colin screamed even louder. 
I can’t play dead while I’m screaming. I 
have to get the knife.

As the bear leaned across Colin’s 
body to continue chewing his leg, the 
weight of its chest was on Colin’s stom-
ach, pinning both his arms to his left 
side, opposite the side his knife was on.  

the pepperoni scent would entice him 
away. One sniff, and the bear turned 
back with his paw in the air, then 
delivered a light swat that Colin 
blocked with his bike. Then he dodged a 
second, heavier swat, and another and 
another, each stronger than the last.

After the bear again raised a threat-
ening paw high in the air, Colin threw 
his bike at it, but the creature barely 
stumbled. Instead, it lunged forwards 
and with one swift chomp snatched 
Colin’s flank in its mouth, its teeth in his 
abdomen and back. The bear then lifted 
Colin and carried him to the edge of the 
road. Colin felt no pain, just warmth. 

He didn’t resist, thinking only that if it 
carried him into the bush, he’d be too 
incapacitated to get back to the road and 
would die before anyone found him.

The grizzly placed him by the ditch 
and lifted its head for another bite, 
sinking its teeth once again into 
Colin’s abdomen and back. There was 
no roar, no growl, just huffing while it 
chewed . Colin tried to gouge its eyes—
grabbing at the fur on its face and pok-
ing as hard as he could into the bear’s 
left eye. Agitated, the bear swung him 
180 degrees, put Colin down again, 
and hoisted itself high and then down 

COLIN MANAGED TO WIGGLE HIS LEFT HAND  
BETWEEN HIS BODY AND THE BEAR’S,  

INTO HIS POCKET AND PULL OUT THE KNIFE.
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With all his strength Colin managed to 
wiggle his left hand between their 
bodies and into his pocket. He pulled 
the knife out and opened the blade, 
inadvertently slicing the bear’s chest as 
he pulled his left arm free.

Colin stabbed the bear’s neck as fast 
and strongly as he could. Blood gushed 
from the wound. Even the grizzly 
seemed surprised. “Now you’re bleed-
ing too, bear,” he said.

The bear stepped off him and walked 
slowly away, trailing blood on the 

gravel. As it disappeared into the forest, 
Colin assessed the damage to his body. 
His sides and legs were riddled with 
punctures. A femoral artery wound in 
his left leg drenched the lower half of 
his body in blood. He had to stop the 
bleeding. Colin cut his left shirt sleeve 
with his knife and tied it around his left 
leg. Once it was tightly knotted, he 
flopped on to his backside and pain-
fully made his way to his bike. He 
pulled himself on to it and concen-
trated on resting his feet on the pedals. P
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A July hike this year on Vancovuer Island—with bear spray on his belt.
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He collapsed off the bike after  
one push.

He got back on, and pedalling with 
his right leg, he started down the log-
ging road, keeping a tight grip on his 
knife. He felt his seat warming as blood 
from his wounds flowed down his back. 
As he focused on his breathing, he felt 
his odds improve.

He pushed ahead for 30 minutes 
until the road sloped toward the log-
ging camp. He bounced over the 
bumps, all the way to the mess hall 
where he fell off the bike onto his side. 

Colin flung himself onto the landing, 
legs flopping on the stairs. “Help! Call 
a helicopter. I’ve been mauled by a griz-
zly,” he yelled through a screen door. 
Five men, including Vito, found Colin 
streaked with blood and dirt, smelling 
like an animal.

The logging crew performed  
lifesaving first aid. And, they kept  
Colin talking for 40 minutes until  
a medevac helicopter arrived. He 
received two units of blood at the camp, 
and was then airlifted to Vancouver 
General Hospital.

Colin was in surgery for six-and-a-half 
hours. Doctors made an eight-inch inci-
sion to repair the artery wound in his left 
leg, and treated more than 50 gashes 
and bite wounds. In all, he needed close 
to 200 staples and stitches.   

In late August 2019, Colin was 
transferred to his local hospital, and 
soon after started working on his 
rehabilitation, including physiotherapy, 

to rebuild the strength in his badly 
injured left leg. 

The damage to his femoral artery and 
other injuries were serious, but the more 
enduring injury was to the nerves in the 
left leg. Colin saw a specialist and was 
told that a large nerve for an important 
quadriceps muscle had been completely 
severed by the bear. It was questionable 
whether he would be able to walk 
naturally again.  

“Is there anything I can do?” Colin 
asked the specialist with stubborn 
optimism. He was told that the nerve 
could possibly regenerate as long as he 
listened to his physiotherapist.

So, Colin worked hard. When he vis-
ited his specialist again in January 2020, 
the nerve was beginning to work again. 
So much so that in early February, Colin 
ran 200 metres on a treadmill.  

Then there was no stopping him. 
The treadmill, stairclimber—anything 
that would help him regain strength. 
It worked: Colin is again jogging and 
mountain biking the trails near his 
house, and in late July this year, he was 
able go on a backpack-laden alpine 
camping trip with his wife.

The attack had exacted an emotional 
toll. “In the beginning I was crying 
almost daily,” Colin says. “It wasn’t in 
self-pity; thoughts of the attack and my 
recovery were completely consuming. 
But, I also had tears of joy. The way 
people came together to help me. How 
lucky I have been.”  

“And I now always carry pepper spray 
when I’m out in the bush,” he says.     
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An Ode to
Resilience

Glimpses from an extraordinary 
year filled with struggles and 

collective strength

Glimpses from an extraordinary 
year filled with struggles and 

collective strength
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By Ishani Nandi
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STANDING THEIR GROUND
Widely considered the epicentre of  
the Anti-CAA (Citizenship Amendment 
Act) movement, Shaheen Bagh in New 
Delhi saw thousands of demonstrators—
many of them elderly women—come to-
gether in a peaceful, sit-in protest for over 
100 days, ending only when the country- 
wide lockdown was declared on 23 March 
in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Among these dadis (grandmothers)—as 
the matrons were fondly dubbed—stood 
82-year-old Bilkis Bano, whose tenacious 
spirit inspired millions and held the pro-
test strong. Hailed as “the voice of the 
marginalized”, Bilkis was named one  
of TIME Magazine’s 100 Most Influential 
People, 2020. 19 February
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WHERE THERE IS A WILL
Migrant workers journey back to their villages 
along the Yamuna Expressway in Uttar Pradesh. 
Caught in a lockdown that paralyzed the nation, 
thousands of daily-wage labourers crossed 
unfathomable distances by any means possible—
even on foot—to escape starvation. 16 May
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FORWARD, TOGETHER
Men use ropes and palm trees to cross a 
flooded road through waist-deep water  

and powerful currents left behind by super 
cyclone Amphan in Satkhira, Bangladesh,  

a month after it made landfall on 20 May. The 
scale of Amphan’s devastating onslaught in 

that country and neighbouring West Bengal 
could perhaps be matched only by the 

endurance of the people who survived it,  
and their collective will to rebuild.  5 June
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HEROES IN WHITE
Health workers from Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation (BMC) conduct door-to-door 
checks in the Ambojwadi slum in Malwani Malad of Mumbai, which saw nearly 10 million 
COVID-19 cases till date. Armed with PPE gear and police escorts, essential frontline teams 
like these braved both the daily risk of coronavirus infection as well as the occasional  
wrath of residents, who viewed their efforts with suspicion and fear. 8 July 

THOUGHTS  
AND PRAYERS
A family in Noida,  
performs Chhath Puja— 
a North-Indian Hindu  
festival in which offe- 
rings are dedicated to  
the Sun in gratitude for  
bestowing life and fulfil- 
ling wishes. Limited by  
lockdown restrictions,  
believers devised new 
ways to perform the cere-
mony: in this case, using  
an inflatable plastic pool to 
represent the river in which 
one must stand while reci-
ting prayers. 20 November (t
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A SHOW OF FORCE
A Rafale jet gears up for a fly-past exhibi- 

tion performance at the 2020 Air Force  
Day parade. The induction of the omni-role  
Dassault Rafale fighter jets in the Indian Air 

Force arsenal points to a significant leap 
forward in reinforcing India’s military prow-

ess, cementing key alliances and securing 
its position on the global stage. 3 October



On the tyranny of exclusion that marks Dalithood

by Nikhil Sehra 

LIVING WITH 
CASTE

MY STORY

illustration by Siddhant Jumde

T he idea is to live castelessly—
these words from writer Vijeta 
Kumar’s piece on her Dalit iden-

tity, really hit home. My parents have 
been trying to do the same for years—
acquiring possessions, working to as-
similate themselves—all with the aim 
of living castelessly. 

We are a Jatav/Chamar family.
Chamars were among those who 
were formerly called ‘untouchables’ 
and are now called Dalits. My parents 
grew up in stereotypical settings of 
ghettoization. As adults, who were 
products of a caste-ridden childhood, 
they have spent their lives trying to 
absorb the shock of their caste identity 
and keep their children safe from 
it. In their early years of marriage, 

they moved away from their Dalit 
neighbourhoods to a new upper-
middle-class locality, on the outskirts 
of Agra. My father ran a small business, 
but their life really turned around 
when he became a Member of the 
Legislative Assembly. My parents now 
enjoyed a new-found confidence—
they had raised their social capital and 
maybe, even succeeded in leaving their 
past behind. They viewed their new 
social status as liberation from their 
stigmatized social group. But, reality 
didn’t quite match their aspirations.

As is the norm in any political 
household, we witnessed a frequent 
rush of people visiting and mingling 
with us. These gatherings gave my 
parents a sense of assimilation they 
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had never experienced. However, as 
the years went on, patterns revealed 
themselves—neighbours would visit, 
but mainly for work. And they would 
be careful not to touch or drink water. 
Food was out of the question. Their 
children could play with us, but never 
share our food. Our Savarna neigh-
bours were happy to appropriate my 
father’s political capital 
but loathed extending so-
cial parity. Power is a gim-
mick for us, lower castes,  
providing temporary re-
spite from our caste posi-
tion, never transcending 
it. Thirty-five years in 
the same colony, but the 
frown on our neighbours’ 
heads are constant, their 
social relationship with us 
continually dissociative.

S
chool was hard. 
I remember class-
m a t e s  b e i n g  i n -

trigued about why I have 
an unusual surname, my 
family  background. I received a stag-
gering amount of attention on a daily 
basis—unwarranted checks on my 
progress, comments on my clothes, 
my light complexion. I wondered if 
it was my hair, or how I smelled that 
brought so much attention my way. 

Set against the largely vegetarian 
palate of my classmates, my tiffin was 
a Pandora’s box. The eggs I regularly 
carried raised a number of eyebrows. I 

recall a teacher remarking on my meat-
eating diet, asking my peers to refrain 
from sharing my lunch, her caste 
coddled in her choice of food. She 
insisted my family fed me eggs in order 
to protect my ‘unusual’ fair skin. After a 
few years, I decided to not carry lunch. 
My mother would question me, try to 
push in a box every now and then, but I  

was resolute. 
As I got older, I began 

sharing these experi-
ences with my mother. 
She recounted her own 
memories, perhaps as a 
way to help me navigate 
the loneliness she knew  
I was facing. My mother 
is fair-skinned—some-
thing, I realized later, a 
Dalit is not supposed to 
be. In a society obsessed 
with light skin tones, 
her colour often invited 
praise. But once a class-
mate of hers found out 
where she lived—a Dalit 
colony, supposedly for-

bidden for upper castes—her friends 
wouldn’t let it pass. That is when she 
realized that the colour of her skin had 
served as a flimsy shield from the vio-
lence her caste identity invited.  

Through the years, I have realized 
that colourism in India isn’t restricted 
to unrealistic beauty standards, but 
its long, slender roots stem from 
deep caste prejudice. I saw it in the 
language  upper-caste peers used to 

RESERVATIONS 
TRANSFORMED INTO 
A DISCRIMINATORY 

FORCE, LONG 
BEFORE I COULD 

REAP ITS BENEFITS. 
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ridicule dark-skinned classmates and 
teachers. They would call them Mehtar  
(the cleaning caste) or Chamar. See-
ing my identity serve as a slur made 
me conscious of my fair skin and how 
it served as a tool, to both save and  
attack me.

The registration paperwork for 
board exams requires caste informa-
tion, which my teacher took the liberty 
of announcing in class, in a tone of sur-
prise, mixed with disappointment. And 
just like that, I came to snatch away a  
Savarna’s future, a mole in their meri-
torious  world. My minuscule academic 
achievements became suspect, my 
abilities scrutinized. The comments 
on my caste increased, as did the as-
sumptions regarding my relaxed future 
due to reservations. Reservations—my 
constitutional right—transformed into 
another discriminatory force, before I 
could even start to reap its benefits.

AS I TURNED 18 and got ready to 
leave for college, my mother’s 
homemade snacks and woollens 

were carefully wrapped along with my 
parents’ fears. My father repeatedly  
reminded me to be careful while 
befriending people, a warning perhaps 
stemming from his own experiences 
of isolation. At university in Delhi, 
all reserved category students were 
relegated to one corner of  the 
classroom. Savarna peers, teachers 
would pick on us, serve us with daily 
reminders that we were interlopers, 
in their otherwise meritorious world. 

My upper-caste roommate assigned to 
my hostel room wanted to demarcate 
parts of the room in which I could 
function. The easy ownership he felt 
over me and our shared physical space 
is still fascinating to me. I would be 
bullied for trying to use English among 
a few upper-caste friends, who would 
make fun of my mistakes, but had a 
markedly different approach towards 
upper-caste slips. I was supposed to 
be perfect because I had been allowed 
to sit among them.

Today, the surprise that follows 
whenever I disclose my Dalit identity to 
friends and acquaintances is testimony 
that an educated, English-speaking, 
economically well-off Dalit is both un-
expected and, in some cases, indigest-
ible to the Indian palate. I carry a spare 
change of clothes and toiletries just in 
case I’m unable to make it back home 
from a friend’s place and need to spend 
the night, because of the possibility 
that he may refuse or hesitate to offer 
me what I need. This alertness about 
being singled out is perhaps most 
telling in the way my father always in-
sisted we wear shoes, not slippers or 
sandals, while stepping out.  

Perhaps the casteless world of my 
parents’ dreams is hypothetical, but I 
do not yearn for it. The experiences I 
have penned here—and several that 
I didn’t know how to put in words—
blend in with the many other truths 
that define who I am, providing me 
with an undying longing to live, learn 
and take pride in it all.    

My Story
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All 
in a Day’s

WORK

“Being a jovial spirit, 
I asked, ‘Bituminous or 
anthracite?’ Absolutely 
threw him for a loop.”
—rd.com 

We have a team mem-
ber called Jimmy who 
has a habit of writing 
rude, dismissive mes-
sages to difficult cus-
tomers. If they com- 
plain about Jimmy,  
we apologize and say 

he’s been fired. Of 
course, Jimmy is  
totally made up.
— @worki_leaks

These may be some of 
the more creative justi-
fications for speeding 
that police officers  
have encountered. 

“I wasn’t speeding;  
I just got a haircut and 
it makes me look fast.” 

“I have a cold, and 

During recess, I sat  
on the bench with  
my first-grade girls as 
they whiled away the 
time playing with my 
long ponytail. 

“Mrs. Rudiak, you  
are so beautiful!” one  
of them said. She then 
followed with the ulti-
mate compliment: “You 
look just like a horse.”
—Linda Rhode-Rudiak 

A reddit.com contri- 
butor named Simon  
explained that his  
extensive educational 
background came in 
handy when he wor-
ked as a store Santa, 
especially when  
faced with a smart- 
alecky preteen. 

“When I asked  
him what he wanted 
for Christmas, he  
flatly said, ‘Coal’,”  
recounts Simon. 

Cartoon by Bob Vojtko

“Give me a scotch and CBD oil.”
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phone was very oblig-
ing. “Well,” she said, 
“today I work nine to 
one, but tomorrow I 

Nothing says ‘I love 
you’ like diamonds. 
Nothing says ‘I drew  
you in a workplace  
Secret Santa’ like  
Starbucks gift cards.
— @samlymatters

A colleague has  
just been fired from 
work and someone  
else put her hand up 
and asked how it would 
affect the Secret Santa.
— @g0_f1sh

I’m sorry, I thought 
that a Secret Santa’s  
job is to share all the  
secrets he knows  
about the person with 
everyone in the office. 
— @Cheeseboy22

work three to six.”
—Vonda Jeffries

I hated going on job in-
terviews until I realized 
the perfect answer to 
the question “What is 
your biggest weakness?” 
is “My interview skills.”
—Inés Anaya, comedian

when I cough, my foot 
mashes the pedal.” 

“I thought the  
sign I-95 meant  
the speed limit.”
—policeone.com

The little girl I babysit 
asked if I have a boy-
friend. I said, “Not 
anymore,” and she 
said, “Boyfriends are  
a waste of time.” 
Then she turned to  
her brother and told 
him, “You’re gonna  
be a waste of time.” 
— @ITSMADIMAY

Before driving to the 
pharmacy, I called to 
ask, “Could you tell me 
what your hours are?” 

The young woman 
who answered the 

I think we need to stop calling it  
‘working from home’ and start  
calling it ‘living at work’.
— @H_DeQuincey

WHEN SECRET SANTAS GO ROGUE

To whatever co-worker 
pulls my name in the  
Secret Santa drawing  
today, I’m a size 24 pack 
of frosted Pop-Tarts.
— @dreamthievin

Secret Santa is  
very disappointing if 
you’re self-employed.
— @davidschneider

Reader’s Digest will pay  
for your funny anecdote  
or photo in any of our  
humour sections. Post it  
to the editorial address, or 
email: editor.india@rd.com
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CHRISTMAS
in an

UNLIKELY
SEASON

How could my children and I  
share in the joy of the season  

during a time of terrible sadness?

by William H. Armstrong
from the book through troubled waters 
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I felt a warm sense of security now 
that our home was completed. My  
wife, Martha, and I had first looked at 
this rocky Connecticut hillside when 
the old apple trees were in bloom. Could 
we buy it? We wondered. Standing  
400 feet up on the bony ridge, we 
looked down the Housatonic Valley. 
The sound of rapids from the river  
in the valley came up to us. How many 
nights their gentle roar would lull  
us to sleep.

I decided to build the house 
myself from trees on the property. 
Could trees be cut and sawed, and 
lumber piled to dry? Could stone  
be hauled in for chimneys and 
terraces? Sometimes people planted 
seeds of discouragement.

I smiled, remembering those early 
days that had seen me rush from 
school, dash to our apartment, grab a 
crosscut saw and hurry to the woods. 
I found that getting logs off rocky 
mountainsides is the hardest job one 
can tackle. But we persevered, and the 
doubters had long since been silenced.

It  had been three years and 
already the house looked lived in. 
Someday I would put the baseboard 
in the downstairs closets and line the 

T
hat 21st of November was 
grey and overcast. One best 
remembers such a day if 
he watches it, as I did, after 
a sleepless night. There  

is time to watch the day build up if  
you have to stay in bed. That was 
where the doctor was keeping me. 
Mumps is no lark at 43.

Outside my bedroom window, I 
could hear the sheep going down the 
hillside to the lower pasture. Five of the 
sheep were belled, each with an indi-
vidual tone. On this particular morn-
ing, they seemed to make music.

Just a week before, the last of my 
many big jobs around our farmhouse 
had been finished. A strong wire fence 
now surrounded all the land. The 
sheep were secure from dogs.

I didn’t mind much having to 
take some time off from the all-boys 
boarding school where I taught. 
September and October are hellish 
months, getting schoolboys adjusted 
and organized, so I needed this rest.

I really would miss only five days. 
This was Saturday. Thanksgiving 
would be next week, and the students 
would go home for the holidays. I 
could lie here and dream.
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Soon, everything would be finished.  
Then we would do all the things I’d promised 

my wife all these busy years.
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window seat in our room with cedar.  
Then everything would be finished. 
Then we would do all the things I’d 
promised my wife all these busy years.

It was time Martha and the children 
were up. My door opened gently.  
Martha looked in.

“I have been awake most of the 
night,” I said. “My temperature is 
high, I think, but the doctor said  
to expect that.”

“I’ll keep the children quiet so you 
can rest,” she whispered. The children 
looked in, but were hurried away.  
Martha went about her morning’s 
work. Then she brought in her coffee 
and sat with me. She talked of our 
going to Maryland for Thanksgiving 

with her father. I told her I was sorry to 
have ruined the plan. She said it was 
all right. Routine filled up that day. The 
shopping was done. The invitations 
for Mary’s birthday party were  
brought home and put in the top 
drawer of the sewing table. The boys 
went to play with their friends. My 
temperature rose slightly. The sheep 
went past to graze.

The evening was a quiet one. Martha 
arranged the things I would need for 
the night. Afterward she went upstairs. 
I could hear her going from room to 
room, tucking the covers snugly about 
three innocent worlds of dreams. 
Another November day had drawn  
to a close.ph
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The Armstrong family in 1950, after moving into their new house:  
(left to right) Martha, Kip, Mary, David and William.



Into the Lap of God
Before turning in that evening,  
Martha sat  on the edge of  her 
bed, took out her diary and made  
her usual entry.

“Kip and D. B. [David] went to the 
Greiners’ for the day. Mary went to 
Molly’s this afternoon and to dinner. 
Evening of relaxing. Funny attack  
in the throat.”

Near midnight Martha came quietly 
down the stairs. She mentioned the 
strange choking sensation in her 
throat. I told her to call our doctor,  
but she hesitated. She hated to bother 
him at such an hour. I insisted, though, 
and she did call.

After he arrived and examined Mar-
tha, the doctor was concerned enough 
about her condition to phone my 
school infirmary, telling the nurse there 
to fix a bed. Martha didn’t want to go, 
but the doctor explained that it would 
be wise. He didn’t want me to get out 
of bed in case she needed something 
during the night.

An assistant came and helped the 
doctor bundle her up to go. When 
Martha insisted she must get in touch 
with someone to teach her Sunday-
school class, the doctor jokingly  
assigned his assistant the job.

On her way out Martha told me 
whom to call to get things started in the 
morning, and where to find the boys’ 
Sunday shirts.

“Good night,” I whispered.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she 

said. And they were gone.

The right side of the heart pumps 
blood into the lungs; the left side of the 
heart receives the blood from the lungs. 
If something happens to the left side  
of the heart, there is “a funny attack  
in the throat”.

Martha had gone to sleep at the  
infirmary. And the blood rose higher 
and higher. It rose slowly; there was a 
whirling, gentle and silent. She did not 
move or waken. Her heart was failing. 
There was a faint gurgling swallow; 
then she breathed no more. The flood 
slowly whirled her downwards—into 
the lap of God.

Barely an hour after Martha left, 
a car came up the hill. They have 
forgotten something, I thought. The 
front door opened. Silhouetted by 
the dim light that came from the end  
of the hall stood the rector. The doctor 
was with him.

“Bill, I have some bad news for you,” 
the rector said.

I started to turn on the light, but he 
stopped me.

“Martha is gone. I know it sounds so 
terribly trite, but she went as peacefully 
as one can go, while she slept.”

As my world slipped away, the rec-
tor’s voice rose, calm and strong, while 
he prayed, “Let thy light eternal shine 
forever upon her. And through the riv-
ers they shall not overflow thee.” In the 
semi-darkness of the room, a flood tide 
whirled in silence.

The doctor sat on the edge of my 
bed. He didn’t say anything.

Reader’s Digest

110      december 2020



RD Classic Bonus Read

After a few moments both left. They 
would have stayed through the night, 
but they knew it was right for them 
to go. When a man prays, he prays 
alone; and when he curses God, he 
curses God alone. All I could think 
was: Martha made the world better. 
Doesn’t God want the world better?

What were the last words of one 
who had spoken only of kindness 
and love? What were the last words 
of one who had loved God and all his  

children? “I’ll see you in the morning.”
I felt the tomorrows for which  

Martha and I had prepared were gone. 
Suddenly, I was an old man. I would 
make no plans. Through soundless 
hours I grieved, until darkness gave 
way to a dawn shadowed by sorrow.

Finally, I heard footsteps upstairs. 
A door opened. I knew it was Kip—
Christopher actually, but he preferred 
to be called Kip—going to his mother’s 
room. The long night was ending. Now 
Kip, David and Mary would be pulled 
into the turbulent waters.

Little Hearts Break
Were this an ordinary morning, Kip 
would go from room to room to see 

that everything was where it should 
be. If he found a book open, turned 
face down on the night table, he 
would mark the page with the flap 
of the dust jacket and put the book 
exactly at the corner of the table. 
In Mary’s room, he would pick up 
her blue blanket from the floor and 
put it back on her pillow. In David’s 
room, he would rearrange his plastic  
Indians—white horses and black  
Indians on one side, blue horses and 

brown Indians on the other. Next 
he would come downstairs and an-
nounce proudly at breakfast, “I have 
straightened up the house.”

David was a year-and-a-half younger 
than Kip; he would be seven soon. He 
usually slept longer. And Mary, whom 
the boys fondly call Sis, would be the 
last to awaken. She would soon be five.

Kip was coming down the stairs.  
I  called to him. A woman who 
worked at my school had come 
in to prepare breakfast. The chil-
dren must  not  see her  before  
I talked to them. 

“What’s Mommy doing up so early?” 
Kip asked.

“Kip, go up and get David and Sis,” 
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They knew it was right for them to go. When  
a man prays, he prays alone; and when he 

curses God, he curses God alone.



I said. “There is something I want  
to tell you.”

Seconds later they were coming 
down the stairs, innocently laugh-
ing and racing. We had always saved 
pleasant surprises for the morning. If 
there was a trip or an invitation, we 
waited to tell them the same day be-
cause little minds magnify excitement 
until sleep is pushed far away. So I  
understood the laughter. 

They pushed through the door. 
There was a long silence that reached 

to the ends of the earth and back again.
I didn’t want to tell them. How 

could I take out of their lives some-
thing for which there is no substitute 
on earth? Mary spoke. “We’re going 
to Pittsfield to see Uncle Andy and  
Aunt Margaret?”

“No,” I replied. “Last night Mommy 
got sick, and the doctor took her to 
the infirmary. She went to sleep, and 
she died in her sleep. She has gone to 
heaven, and we won’t see her again 
for a long time. But we will see her 
again in heaven.”

Kip cried, then spoke for all. “We 
want Mommy.” David’s heart seemed 
to break so quickly there was not 

a single tear. Only the draining of  
colour from his face showed me the 
thousand shattered pieces.

Mary, still so young, couldn’t un-
derstand the enormity of what I was 
saying. But when she asked, “When 
is Mommy coming back?” I saw the 
earth slip, too, from beneath her.

They did not believe. I heard 
the doors open and close as they 
searched the house for some familiar 
sign on the landscape of their lives 
that had suddenly become strange 

and unknown to them.
They came back. “Mommy is not 

here,” David said, but I could still hear 
doubt in his voice.

“Mommy’s spirit is here,” I ex-
plained, “and it will be here as long as 
we are. It will never leave us.” I knew 
he did not really understand. “Now, 
you must go to breakfast and then get 
ready for Sunday school.”

They needed to go to church, where 
they would again hear that God loves 
us. Would they believe it? Could I 
believe that God loves us? He had  
destroyed what he had given me.

“But Mommy isn’t here to take us.”
“The Smiths will take you.” By now 
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The children needed to go to church,  
where they would hear that  

God loves us. Would they believe it?
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people had come to the house, won-
derful people, trying to give back the 
love and kindness Martha had given 
them. They came quietly to the door 
and knocked. “Please let us know if 
we can help.”

How happy my wife had seemed 
when she left that night. How casu-
ally I had said good night. Why had 
God kept me at the last from taking 
her in my arms to tell her how much 
I loved her?

Great waves of silence and time 
made up the next night. Waves of doubt 
now beat upon me. What would I do?

“I Fear No Ill”
Monday morning Kip and David went 
to school, and Mary went to nursery 
school. I sensed delay and confu-
sion in their starting out. Before they 
went down the hill, Martha had al-
ways heard their morning prayers. 
I had heard their prayers only when  
Martha was off on a trip. Then they 
asked God to “help Mommy have 
a good time, come safely home and 
bring us something nice.”

Grief is a dark, heavy thing and 
hard to penetrate. David tried. When 
he returned home from school on  
Monday, he came in and stood by the 
bed. “Mommy will ask God to make 
you well,” he said, “and that’s what we 
want. When are you going to shave?”

As for Kip, he was busy getting ready 
for a Thanksgiving play at school. He 
said that he had asked his friends not to 
talk about Mommy being dead.

Mary brought a scarf into my room 
and held it up. “This is Mommy’s 
scarf. She is still in this house.” Many 
times in the days to come, she would 
tell me that Mommy was still present 
because her scarf was on the dresser, 
or her pen was on the desk.

As the grey November day folded, 
condensed and distilled into the 
night, a procession of the devout 
and the curious passed through our 
house. They were paying their re-
spects to Martha for the last time, but 
I would go on seeing her forever.

After the children went to bed, the 
people in the house moved quietly. I 
had asked one of them to bring me 
the prayer book from the bedside 
table upstairs. Later I would tell my 
students that a time comes when we 
find comfort in something that we 
had once considered a little thing.

Tuesday, after the children re-
turned home from school, they 
dressed for the funeral. I could not 
go with them; the doctor still would 
not let me out of bed. The boys put 
on their Sunday shirts. Strange hands 
braided Mary’s hair. Two kind people 
stayed behind to keep me company.

At the church, I was told, Martha’s 
friends and my friends gathered si-
lently. The rector spoke in a clear and 
deep voice: “I am the resurrection 
and the life, saith the Lord: he that be-
lieveth in me, though he were dead, 
yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth 
and believeth in me, shall never die.”

Christopher faced the front. He 
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wanted no one to see him wipe away 
his tears. David faced the aisle but 
looked at the floor. He was fixed and 
motionless. Mary saw her nursery-
school teacher across the aisle and 
managed a faint smile.

“So teach us to number our days, 
that we may apply our hearts unto 
wisdom,” the rector continued.

I believed Martha had used only 
a portion of her days; we had just 
celebrated her 43rd birthday the pre-
vious Thursday. I’d given her some  

teacups. Now they would gather dust in  
the cupboard. One day I would give 
them to Mary.

The voice of the rector drowned 
out David’s faint choking sob: “God is 
our hope and strength, a very present 
help in trouble. Therefore we will not 
fear, though the earth be moved, and 
though the hills be carried into the 
midst of the sea; though the waters 
thereof rage and swell, and though 
the mountains shake at the tempest 
of the same.”

Martha’s friends sang one of her 
favourite hymns: “In death’s dark 
vale I fear no ill/With thee, dear 
Lord, beside me;/Thy rod and staff 

my comfort still,/Thy cross before to 
guide me.”

And on the day after Thanksgiving, 
Martha was folded into the hill 
that looks down on Rock Creek in 
Rockville, Maryland, “in sure and 
certain hope of the resurrection unto 
eternal life.”

The Empty Chair
On the 14th day after I had been con-
fined to bed, the doctor finally let me 
get up. I wanted to be alone with the 

children, to walk through the house by 
myself, so the last kind neighbour left 
us. A strange fascination sent me from 
room to room, looking for something 
to fill up the emptiness.

The children were silent. Why 
didn’t Mary talk to her dolls as she 
played? Why didn’t the boys start 
a fight in the basement? Now there  
was only the dull hum and rattle  
of the toy train as it went round and 
round monotonously.

Finally, I could stand the dark  
silence no longer. I walked to the edge 
of the sheep pasture and looked down 
into the lower meadow. It was a wet 
December day, and a white mist hung 
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over the mountains. The sounds of the 
bells on the sheep came faintly up the 
hill. The heavy dampness of the earth 
and air seemed to soak up the very 
sound of them. 

Standing on the hill, below the 
mist, I wanted to call forth a complete 
picture of all the happiness of the  
12 years Martha and I had together. 
There was no total picture—only little 
fragments from time and space.

The memory of a brown thrasher, 
singing in the early dawn outside a 
hospital window, came back to me. 
Why did I remember this so clearly 
when I couldn’t even remember the 
words of the doctor who had told me 
that we had a son?

I recalled one moment when I sat 
in the back of the chapel and silently 
wept when Martha had played the 
part of Mary in a Nativity play. Peo-
ple had written her letters about how 
beautifully she had played the part.

I remembered how once, after  
Martha came to the door of my class-
room for something, she had told me 
that the smile I wore in the classroom 
was the brightest she had ever seen 
me wear. She knew I loved my work.

A bright October day also came 
back to me. I called Martha from 
school and asked her if she would like 
to take a ride with me. I was going to 
look for some ewes that were for sale. 
It was only a 20-minute ride. I don’t 
know why I even thought she might 
like to go, but she was thrilled.

We enjoyed autumn at its best that 

day, going by the valley and return-
ing by the mountain. I cannot even 
remember what we talked about. Was 
that morning something out of the 
ordinary? It didn’t seem so then, but 
it came back now and stood alone, 
apart from all the many rides and 
trips we had together. As I was leaning 
against a gate, those few minutes of 
seeming insignificance rose up from 
a dark void into brightness.

When I returned to the house, I 
moved on leaden feet. I knew that I 
must start my first meal for the chil-
dren. What would it be like? What 
would I do wrong? I fixed baked po-
tatoes and lamb chops, with green 
beans from our freezer that Martha 
and I had prepared.

While I moved between oven and 
sink, Mary walked into the kitchen. 
She looked around and said, “What 
can I do to help you?”

When I could finally speak without 
a quiver, I told her that from now on 
she would have the regular job of set-
ting the table. She went about it with 
grace and efficiency, and in no time 
at all she announced that everything 
was ready. I looked at the table. She 
had set it for five people.

Martha’s chair was still at its usual 
place. At that second, the chair was an 
awful thing to see, and yet it was hard 
for me to pull it away from the table.

The meal was almost unbearably 
quiet. It is a terrible thing when chil-
dren are quiet, for they are either very 
sick or very hurt.
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During the weeks to come, I would 
painfully watch every mouthful of 
food and check carefully to see that 
the milk was drunk. I was continually 
s p e a k i n g  t o  M a r y  a b o u t  h e r  
food. “Two pieces of this. You must 
eat that.”

Finally, I decided that I would try 
silence for one meal. She sat without 
touching her food. After a while she 
could stand the lack of attention no 
longer. “Daddy,” she asked, “aren’t 
you going to speak to me about  
eating?” After that we had no prob-
lems with her eating habits.

Conversation gradually came back, 
and even an occasional dart of sun-
light pierced the grey mist of grief. 
Something I cooked would be as good 
as Mommy could do it. Some things 
would even look tasty. Slowly the chil-
dren learnt again to romp their way to 
the table rather than walk aimlessly 
and silently as they had done those 
first dark days.

Signs of happiness from the chil-
dren were long in coming. I appreci-
ated the truth of Abraham Lincoln’s 
remark: “In this sad world of ours, 
sorrow comes to all, and to the young, 
it comes with bitterest agony, because 
it takes them unawares.”

For a long time Kip, David and Mary 
still expected Mommy to come back. 
Kip would search in silence. Many a 
morning I would hear his footsteps.

David would come up the hill from 
school, open the door and reflexively 
call, “Mommy!” Then he would go 

through the downstairs rooms, go 
upstairs and slowly, without a word, 
come down to the kitchen for his milk 
and cookies. Mary was also confident. 
“When is Mommy coming back?” she 
asked for many days.

Their sense of expectancy was 
contagious. In the long nights I would 
find myself thinking, It is Thursday, 
and she will be coming home from 
her bridge group. It is Tuesday night, 
and she will be coming home from her 
reading club. It is Sunday afternoon, 
and she will soon be down from her 
nap and take the children for a walk.

But all that remained was silence 
and a deep quiet.

Mary and the Elves
I know now why mothers are tired. 
The energy expended in watching 
over children is greater than in cut-
ting down lumber, hauling stones and 
building a house combined. I learnt 
that if a day was to run smoothly, it 
had to start early. Besides seeing to 
the brushing of teeth, there was the 
before-school problem of inspecting 
faces, fingernails, hands and ears.

Everything needed organization 
now that Mommy’s touch was gone. 
Responsibility became part of their 
young lives. We organized the jobs that 
could be done after school. We wrote 
down the doctor’s number so he could 
be called if someone was sick.

Even routine matters were problems 
at first. A lengthy conference was 
necessary to sort through our first 
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load of laundry. Whose socks are 
these? Are the red pyjamas yours? 
Whose is the blue shirt? Whose  
is the white?

We came up with a solution. David 
got green and blue socks when we 
bought some more. Kip got red and 
yellow socks. David got blue shirts; 
Kip had white. Kip learned to sort 
the laundry, and all three learnt to  
put it neatly away.

Everything required planning. 
While she was brushing her teeth at 

night, Mary learnt to think about what 
dress she would wear the next day. 
Precious time in the morning did not 
allow for these kinds of decisions.

The boys learnt to make their beds 
and competed for the weekly reward 
for the neatest bed and room. Mary 
could not manage her bed, yet she 
did learn very quickly to put her dirty 
clothes in the hamper and to hang up 
her dress after she came home from 
school. On Saturday morning, Mary 
emptied all wastebaskets, and Kip 
and David dusted the entire house. 
We learnt the value of time.

Sometimes great problems were 
solved so simply, I marvelled that 

there was ever a problem at all. 
The first night we were alone after  
Martha’s death, I studied Mary’s 
braids carefully while she was asleep. 
They were neat and tight. I wondered 
why Martha had bothered to braid 
them anew each morning. Surely they 
would hold for a few days until I could 
learn how to do them.

I went up to help Mary dress the 
next morning—and couldn’t be-
lieve my eyes. Her braids looked  
like a frayed rope. Strings of hair 

hung down in her eyes. I had learnt 
to splice a rope when I was a Boy 
Scout. Perhaps something of the same  
principle will work, I thought.

After breakfast I got started. It 
looked as if something or somebody 
had woven little webs into Mary’s soft 
and silky hair. We took the tangles out, 
and we began to braid, first with two 
strands. When we finished and se-
cured the ends with rubber bands, the 
braids unwound like springs. My next 
try was with three strands. They held. 
Mary stood in silence for a while, and 
then she began to cry.

I hit on a solution to this trauma 
with a daily ritual. Together we made 
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up a story to be retold each morning 
as I braided her hair. Through the 
bathroom window we could see an 
old butternut tree. Dead branches 
were caught amid living ones. It had 
grown over a limestone ledge, and 
there was an opening in the ledge 
under the tree. We decided no tree 
is more suitable for the home of  
elves than an old, worm-eaten, 
deformed butternut.

So, our story went: Two elves lived 
under the old butternut tree. They were 

good elves because they were weaver 
elves. They spent their time helping 
spiders weave webs to catch bad in-
sects. Sometimes, because they loved 
their work, they would gather tiny dew-
drops in their webs. In the morning, we 
could see the silvery webs along the 
fence that ran up the hill.

In winter the elves had no webs to 
make because all the bad insects, and 
the spiders, had curled up under the 
bark of the trees and gone to sleep. 
To keep their fingers nimble, the little 
elves came each night while Mary 
slept and wove little webs into her 
hair that we call tangles. They were 
not being naughty. They knew that 

if they did not weave, we would not 
brush and comb her hair properly, 
and it would not be soft and beautiful.

The days became weeks and 
months. Mary no longer minded 
when I fixed her braids. There were 
no more tears at braiding time. And 
best of all, her braids made her look 
like her mommy.

Beneath Still Waters
A peach tree, Martha and I had 
planted in the garden grew so large 

that one of the branches hung over 
the pond. On a rainy December 
evening a few weeks after her death, 
long after the rain had stopped, I was 
outside watching droplets fall from 
the limb into the water. Moonlight, 
breaking through the clouds, spread 
upon the rippling circles.

That moment I remembered the 
line from Scripture: “The light shines 
in the darkness, and the darkness has 
not overcome it.” Martha’s world had 
truly been a world of light.

I recalled how one day a man, al-
most a stranger, waited outside of the 
grocery store for me. He began talk-
ing about Martha. “She was always so 
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Outside of the grocery store, a  
man began talking to me about  

Martha. “She was always so happy.”



happy. Whenever I saw her, the car 
seemed to be full of smiling children. 
I miss her in the village.”

Shortly after Martha’s death a letter 
appeared in our village newspaper. 
“Dear Martha Armstrong,” it began. 
“What a heart-rending tragedy to have 
lost your life out of our lives while you 
were still so young and had so much 
to give, especially the dear, loving 
kindness you would have given your 
little children and all those who were 
near to you.”

I waited until the last droplet had 
fallen into the pond. Then I went 
back into the house to wrap packages, 
address cards and remember the  
101 other things I would have to do 
during the last four days before our 
first Christmas without Martha.

So many things had happened 
already. A kind neighbour had 
Mary’s fifth birthday party for her. 
Kip and David were practising for the 
Christmas pageant at the church.

More than half of the 300 boys 
at  my  s c h o o l  ha d  at t e n d e d  a 
special requiem celebration of the  
Holy Eucharist for Martha on the 
morning of her funeral. Out of their 
weekly allowance, the boys saved 
$500 to buy a chapel window in 
memory of Martha.

In their school paper they wrote 
about Martha : “She was a soul 
possessed of a boundless love of God 
and all the people he made.”

When the day came for me to 
return to my classes, I found myself 

staring out of the window as I greeted 
the boys, choking upon every word. 
Their sorrow were in their eyes. Now 
and then, one of them, unable to 
stand it, would quietly leave the room.

But Christmas approached, and I 
realized that I must try to make the 
season a joyous time for Kip, David 
and Mary.

The things that people usually do 
at Christmas, we did. We mailed out 
the cards, which Martha had already 
started to address. We signed them 
Daddy, Kip, David and Mary. 

In the midst of our deciding what 
to get for this or that friend, David 
paused and asked, “What can we give 
Mommy for Christmas?”

For Mommy’s Christmas, we built 
a prayer rail against one wall of the 
study. We used some pine boards left 
over from when the house was being 
built. We put her picture above the 
kneeling rail, and over the picture we 
put a light.

We said our prayers there in the 
morning, and at night when we asked 
God “my soul to keep”.

Putting up the tree on Christmas 
Eve after the children were asleep—
once such a joy for Martha and 
me—now became a race against 
morning. It was hard to believe she 
wasn’t there. I kept thinking that 
surely she would come home from 
the midnight service to help arrange 
the gifts. And in the morning she  
would come downstairs  to see 
the dancing eyes and to hear the 
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exclamations of appreciation.
That Christmas Eve, as I walked 

from room to room looking at my 
children, I asked myself half-audibly, 
“Why can they not have their mother 
in the morning—of all mornings when 
their hearts should overflow with joy 
and happiness?”

Watching them sleep, I wondered 
if they felt a dark silence, or whether 
t h e y  d r e a m e d  t h e  d r e a m s  o f 
children. I prayed that somehow the 
gladness of the day could lighten the  
sorrow that had weighed down their 
young hearts.

It had turned very cold in the 

night, and when the sun rose over 
our mountain, we saw that all the 
raindrops were turned to silver and all 
the trees had become Christmas trees.

I listened as Kip awakened David 
and Mary. They all  came down 
together. I saw the joy that danced 
in their eyes. For a while it trembled 
like a flickering candle, but it did 
not go out. And in that moment of 
thankfulness, I knew their joy was 
reflected in my own eyes.

Finally there came an end to winter. 
The crows gathered stubble in the 
fields and carried it to the mountains 

David, Mary and Kip in the spring of 1956  next to the pool just 
down the hill from the house that their father built.
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for nests. The chickadee began its 
two-note whistle. The sheep began 
to search the spots that thawed early 
for sprigs of new grass. The children 
brought their friends home to see 
the new lambs. The crust of the earth 
broke and the flowers bloomed. 

Martha had loved the spring 
so much. The flowers bloomed 
untouched and died upon the  
stem. There was no one to bring them 
into the house. But Kip and David  
and Mary knew that she saw and 
enjoyed them, and she is in a garden 
where f lowers neither wilt  nor  
d i e  u p o n  t h e  s t e m,  a n d  t h e i r 
brightness does not fade.

In 1996, William Armstrong wrote: 
“Many years have passed since 
Martha ceased walking the earth, but  
her legacy of love and faith has 
sustained us. As our children and 
I make our journeys through life,  
she  is  w ith us  s t i l l .”  Kip went 

on to teach, like his father, and 
Mary and David became artists.  
In d e e d ,  a  l ov e  o f  a r t  r u n s  i n  
the family—both Kip’s daughter 
Rebecca and David’s  son Chris  
also became artists. 

William continued to teach and 
wrote many books, including the 
award-winning young adult novel 
Sounder. He passed away in 1999.

The house in Connecticut remains 
in the Armstrong family. Katy, David’s 
daughter, lives there with her partner 
Tim and their sons Atticus and Willy.  

Paintings, prints and drawings  
b y  numerous  f amily  memb ers, 
including William and Martha,  
a d o r n  t h e  w a l l s  o f  t h e  h o u s e  
that William built.   

This article originally appeared  
in the December 1997 edition of  
Reader’s Digest.
from the book through troubled waters by william 
h. armstrong, reprinted with permission  
of martha k. armstrong. all rights reserved
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When you lead with your nice foot forward, you will win, every time.  
It might not be today, it might not be tomorrow, but it comes back  
to you when you need it. We live in an age of instant gratification,  

of immediate likes, and it is uncomfortable to have to wait to  
see the dividends of your kindness. But I promise you  

it will appear exactly when you need it.
kristen bell, actor

“Life is short” really means “Do something”.
chimamanda ngozi adichie, author



its doors for a while in 
response to COVID-19.  
A billboard outside  
announced: “Sorry, 
we’re clothed!”
—Kathleen O’Hagan

After my wife and I  
took our seats at a res-
taurant, the waiter ar-
rived to take our order. 
First, he let us know 
that the special of the 

day was twin lobsters.
My wife was not im-

pressed. “That’s silly,” 
she said. “How can  
you tell they’re twins?”
—Kevin McCormick

Husband: Don’t be  
angry at me, but I  
accidentally spilled 
grease all over the oven.
Me: How about I won’t 
be angry at you, but  

Life is a near-death  
experience that gets 
nearer every day. 
— @TheTweetOfGod

My last New Year’s  
resolution was to lose 
10 pounds. I missed  
it by 15 pounds!
—William Cavico 

A strip club near where 
my daughter lived shut 

Cartoon by Scott Masear

“Will you stop referring to my failed diet as ‘Doughnutgate’!”

LIFE’S
Like That
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wood or what?” “Guts,  
I think,” she replied.
—Lynette Combs 

Fruit cocktail is the 
most disappointing  
of all the cocktails.
— @unfitz

What doesn’t kill  
you makes you pro-
foundly resent your  
inability to say no. 
— @AcademicsSays

I spend three minutes 
every day choosing a 
TV channel to leave  
on for my dog, then I 
go to work and people 
take me seriously  
as an adult.
— @damienfahey

OH,  
CHRISTMAS TREE!

Putting up the Christ-
mas tree this weekend 
because life with a  
toddler isn’t dangerous, 
messy and terrifying 
enough already.
— @DadandBuried

How to Decorate a 
Christmas Tree When  
You Have Kids:  
1. Unpack ornament.  
2. Drop so that it shatters 
into a million pieces.  
3. Repeat.
— @Lhlodder

Wow, my kids are deco-
rating the heck out of this 
small lower left section of 
our Christmas tree.
— @simoncholland

Me: I hate putting  
up the Christmas  
tree every year.
Seven-year-old: So why 
do you take it down?
— @XplodingUnicorn 

you have to clean it.
Husband: I’d rather  
you be angry at me.
—Linda Goldfinger 

A serious lung prob- 
lem landed me in a  
rehabilitation centre, 
connected to oxygen  
24 hours a day. One  
day the oxygen ran low, 
so I asked an attendant 
for a fresh tank. 

“You’ll have to wait,” 
she told me. “We’re out 
of tanks and waiting 
for a delivery.” 

As she walked away, 
she muttered, “This 
wouldn’t happen if pa-
tients would just stop 
using ’em all up.”
—Phillip Radcliffe

I called to congratulate 
my parents on their 24th 

wedding anniversary.
“So, next year’s your 

25th,” I said to my step-
mom. “Is that silver, or 

Three-year-old and dad start  
assembling a new toy in living room. 
Three-year-old emerges and says to  
me, “Mommy, what’s a nightmare?”
— @TheRealDratch (Rachel Dratch)
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Controversies pushed his back to the  
wall, but having won the 2020 JCB Prize  
for Literature, author S. Hareesh has 
vindicated himself and his writing 

Write to Be Free

by Bhavya Dore

In 2018, when a section from Moustache—the debut novel by 
Malayalam writer S. Hareesh—was first serialized as Meesha for 
a magazine, right-wing groups threatened him and called for 
boycotts. They found a small passage on temple-going women 
objectionable. Hareesh, who works in the revenue department, 
withdrew publication, but later that year the Supreme Court  
dismissed a plea to ban the work. Moustache has since won the 
prestigious `25-lakh JCB Prize for Literature last month. 

How did the novel Moustache take shape? 
The main character, Vavachan, is based on a man who lived 
in my village. It is after hearing that this man had grown his 
moustache for the role of a policeman in a play and had refused 
to shave it off afterwards that I decided to write the novel. The 
other inspiration for the novel is the collection of folk songs 
known as ‘Chengannooradi’.  

How do the land and landscape emerge as characters? 
I was born and grew up in northern Kuttanad, Kerala—a place 
with several peculiarities. It is a place where the land was built up 
from lakes and swamps, where farming is done below sea level, a 
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land that floods three times a year. Life 
here is amphibious, inextricably linked 
to its birds, fish and the agricultural 
calendar. From the time I began writ-
ing, I have wanted to write about this 
place. Vavachan’s story could not be 
told without also telling the story of the 
land. Pursued by his tormentors, it is 
to the labyrinthine land created by his 
ancestors that he escapes. I also have a 
special affinity to stories in which land 
itself is a character. We are embodied 
only through space and time.

Names, customs, allusions are very 
location-specific but the book does 
not overexplain. How should a novel  
like this translate its context and  
specifics to unfamiliar readers? 
Meesha is not a book 
that allows for an easy 
read. Moreover, it is 
steeped in local life ex-
periences, language, 
historical events and 
people. I must admit 
I was sceptical when 
the translation was  
proposed. But when 
Jayasree Kalathil sent 
me the draft of a chap-
ter, all my scepticism 
vanished—she had done 
an excellent job. I think 
the decision not to in-
clude footnotes was an 
important one. It would 
have increased the 
book length by at least a  

100 pages, and it would have also af-
fected the flow of reading. So instead 
of that, [we] wrote introductory notes.

How did the muzzling attempt  
affect you? Do you wish you had  
done anything differently?
The attack on the novel was person-
ally very hurtful. My hope as a writer 
is to have one’s work read without 
too much noise or drama. But in the 
case of Meesha, the opposite hap-
pened. As a result, I had to with-
draw the novel, the owner of the  
magazine in which it was published 
had to apologize to the caste leader 
behind the controversy, the editor had 
to resign. Controversies are not good 
for books because they affect how they 

are read. But, despite all 
this, I have no intention 
of changing how I write, 
and I have no regrets. I 
think those who could 
not accept a story as a 
story are the ones who 
should feel regret.

Does the rise of into- 
lerance concern you  
as a writer?
Absolutely. The increas-
ing intolerance causes 
anxiety not just for me, 
but for everyone who 
wants to maintain a 
sense of honesty in their 
art and writing. Free-
dom is important for 

“CONTROVERSIES 
ARE NOT GOOD 

FOR BOOKS 
BECAUSE THEY 

AFFECT HOW 
THEY ARE READ.”

Reader’s Digest
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all human beings, not just writers and 
artists. It is only when life is bound by 
a sense of freedom that our thoughts 
and acts will lead to progress and de-
velopment. As human beings, our effort 
should be to fight for more freedom, 
but it seems to me that the concern is 
to bring in more restrictions.

When you set a story so far back in 
the past, how do you ensure authen-
ticity and accuracy? 
It is not the job of the novel writer to re-
cord precise historical facts. If that was 
the intent, it is better to write a histori-
cal work. The attempt is to use histori-
cal material to write a work of fiction. 
C. V. Raman Pillai, Umberto Eco and 
others have done that. 

Kerala—a state we associate with 
progressive values—is shown as 
imperfect, with violence, flooding, 
hunger. What are your thoughts on 
this contrast? How much of the past 
still lingers in Kerala today? 
It is the influence of Christian mission-
aries that sets Kerala apart from the 
rest of India. They came here, learnt 
Malayalam, even wrote dictionaries 
and works of grammar. Their efforts 
in education changed the fabric of  
Kerala. Renaissance in other parts such 
as Bengal was helmed by the bhadralok 
(well-educated, prosperous class), but 
in Kerala it was Dalits and people of 
the lower castes who led such efforts. 
I feel that it was the fear of losing their  
position in the caste hierarchy that 

often instigated reformative efforts 
among the upper caste. From the out-
side, it might look as though Kerala has 
risen above caste-based thinking but 
surreptitiously caste works everywhere. 
It is part of Kerala’s reality. The ‘real’ 
Kerala is not the images in the tourist 
department’s adverts and calendars. 

One jury member praised the novel 
as “unruly” with stories and charac-
ters moving in and out. How would 
you describe your storytelling style?
I am not sure if a particular style of sto-
rytelling is to be maintained through-
out one’s writing life. For this particular 
novel, a style in which stories unfolded 
within and around stories seemed 
right. And that’s because Vavachan is a 
character that grows through the stories 
and songs other people make up about 
him. I felt a folkloric style was best 
suited to tell that story. Vavachan, or 
Meesha, is the unavoidable ingredient 
in the stories that people tell and retell.

What does winning the JCB Prize 
mean for your career? 
Winning allows a writer freedom, but it 
also comes with responsibility. It is a 
unique pleasure to know that a jury of 
experts has validated one’s work, but it 
also challenges one to keep on renew-
ing. Writers in regional languages rarely 
make a living out of their writing. Even 
in Kerala, there are only a few who can 
do that. I’d like to dedicate all my time 
to writing, but whether that would be 
possible is another question.   

Interview
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RD RECOMMENDS

ENGLISH: Directed  
by David Fincher, 
MANK looks at the 
life of writer Herman J. 
Mankiewicz during the 
time he wrote Citizen 
Kane for Orson Welles. 
Coming to Netflix on  
4 December, this film 
about 1930s Hollywood 
features Gary Oldman, 
Amanda Seyfried and 
Lily Collins. Early re-
views have already  
begun to call this  
immersive drama  
a ‘classic’. 

Releasing on 23 De-
cember, THE MIDNIGHT 

SKY tells the story of a 
cancer-stricken scientist 
who has his task cut  
out: He must prevent  
a group of astronauts 
from returning to Earth 
after a global catastro-
phe has wiped out all 

life on the planet.  
Directed by George 
Clooney, this Netflix  
sci-fi drama will also  
see him play the lead.   

HINDI: Slated to release 
on Disney+Hotstar this 
December, THE BIG 

BULL fictionalises the 
story of Harshad Mehta, 
the infamous stockbro-

ker whose white-collar 
crimes rocked India’s  
financial world in the 
1980s. With Abhishek 
Bachchan, Ram Kapoor 
and Ileana D’Cruz mak-
ing up its cast, this film 
will hope to gain from 
the popularity of Scam 
1992, a recent SonyLIV 
Originals web series that 
had a similar premise.
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TAMIL: Fans of R. Madha-
van have reason to re-
joice—on 17 December, 
the actor’s latest film 
MAARA will stream on 
Amazon Prime Video. An 
official remake of the Ma-
layalam film Charlie, the 
movie explores the rela-
tionship of a carefree trav-
eller with a more rooted 
amateur graphic artist. 
The story confirms an age-
old romantic theme—that 
opposites attract.

The Expanse Season 5: 

This show about a de-
tective’s search for an 
heiress in space has 
become a favourite of 

both critics and audi-
ences. Releasing on  
16 December on Ama-
zon Prime Video, the 
fifth season of this sci-
fi adventure series will 
see humans leave the 
solar system in search 
of new homes. 

#WATCHLIST:  
0N OUR RADAR

Film advert for the R. Madhavan starrer Maara, 
releasing on 17 December 2020 

Black Widows Sea-
son 1: An adaptation 
of a popular Finnish 
show, this black 
comedy follows the 
lives of three friends 
who together decide 
to kill their abusive 
husbands. Things  
begin to unravel after 
they fail to execute 
their plan to perfec-
tion. Streaming on 
ZEE5 from 18 De-
cember, Black Wid-
ows brings together 
actors like Mona 
Singh, Swastika 
Mukherjee and 
Shamita Shetty.

A still from Black Widows

Reader’s Digest



Barack Obama’s biog-
raphy is nothing if  
not unique, and in  
A Promised Land, his 
768-page memoir, the 
former US president 
tells us his story with 
trademark eloquence 
and restraint. 

Taking us from his 
childhood to May 
2011—the month he 
ensured Osama bin 
Laden was killed in  
his Abbottabad hide-
out—Obama thought-
fully reflects on his life 
and political career. 
Given the antagonism 
of Donald Trump, his 
White-House succes-
sor, it is hard not to  

feel nostalgic about 
USA’s Obama years, 
but the book itself 
never panders to wist-
fulness; it trades indul-
gence for a refreshing 
objectivity. Though the 
first of his two-volume 
memoir is ostensibly 
about the past, Obama 
does afford us hope  
for the future. 

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE ... Principles  

of Prediction by Anushka Jasraj  
(Context): Anushka Jasraj imagines 
the lives of weather forecasters, lion 
tamers and elephant kidnappers for 
her debut collection of stories. As 
these characters lay bare their fears 
and fantasies, their relationships 
grow all the more subtle. Jasraj’s 
prose is spare, her plots intense  
and her storytelling compelling. 

A Promised Land by Barack Obama, Viking

Scope Out
His Holiness the  

Fourteenth Dalai Lama: 

An Illustrated Biography 

(Roli Books): Having 
been the Dalai Lama’s 

aide for 40 years,  
Tenzin Geyche 

Tethong recounts the 
Tibetan leader’s life.

The Law of Innocence 

(Orion): This new  
Michael Connelly 

thriller sees lawyer 
Mickey Haller defend 

himself against  
murder charges.

The Impeccable  

Integrity of Ruby R.  
(Viking): British  
Pakistani writer  
Moni Mohsin is  

at her satirical best  
in this novel that tack-

les politics, social  
media and the 

#MeToo debate.

Books
Reader’s Digest
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Milestones in science, 

films and history

Galileo perfects 
the telescope:  
Italian scientist  
Galileo Galilei  
declares that he  
has perfected  
his telescope on  
3 December 1621.

Lord of the Rings 
comes to cinemas: 
Sir Peter Jackson  
released The Fel-
lowship of the Ring,  
the first installment 
of his blockbuster 
Lord of the Rings 
trilogy, on 19 De-
cember 2001.

US civil rights 
movement is born: 
By refusing to give 
up her bus seat to  
a white man on  
1 December 1955, 
Rosa Parks helped 
spark the historic 
American civil 
rights movement.  

RD Recommends
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Bollywood knows him as the  
co-founder of Casting Bay, a  

top casting agency, but Abhishek  
Banerjee is now familiar to audiences 
as the actor who played Hathoda  
Tyagi, the menacing serial killer  
who brought alive the Amazon  
Prime Video show, Paatal Lok. 

As its casting director, Banerjee 
wanted to play the supporting 
role of a sub-inspector who, un-
like Tyagi, at least had lines. Its 
makers, however, insisted he play 
the criminal. He says, “I 
kept looking for a replace-
ment, but I also knew if I 
pulled it off, it will give me 
higher credentials.” Given 
the glowing reviews he 
received, he’s perhaps 
earned more than just 

credentials. In the past  
11 years, Banerjee has helped cast 
successful projects such as Secret  
Superstar and Inside Edge, but his  
acting credits—blink-and-miss parts 
in Go Goa Gone and No One Killed 
Jessica among them—are proof of his 

long journey to recognition. 
Looking back, Banerjee feels 

that years of guiding actors at 
auditions are now paying a divi-

dend. While he will keep casting, 
Banerjee already has four acting 

jobs, including  
upcoming comedies Hel-
met and Aankh Micholi. 
“Casting has become an 
instinct,” he says, “but I 
feel I am not just doing a 
job when acting. It’s be-
come a way of life.”

Abhishek Banerjee

Ace Actor

—SUHANI SINGH



Work(out) From Home
Restaurant server Elisha 
Nochomovitz of Balma, 
France, intended to 
compete in the Barce-
lona marathon on  
15 March, but COVID-19 
disrupted his plans. He 
decided he would run 
anyway—42 kilometres 
back and forth on his 
23-feet balcony. The 
journey took six hours 
and 48 minutes—signif-
icantly slower than his 
three-and-a-half-hour 
marathon best. Never-
theless, he shared the 
feat on social media 
and inspired house-
bound runners around 
the world to take to their 
stairs, gardens or balco-
nies to stay in top form. 

Safe Breaker
Stephen Mills, a 
machinist and welder 
from Fort McMurray, 
Alberta, unwittingly 
solved a decades-old 
mystery when he visited pi
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Alberta’s Vermilion Her-
itage Museum last May. 
In the basement sat a 
907-kg sealed safe, 
which had been dona-
ted in the 1990s. Every-
one from professional 
locksmiths to the safe 
manufacturer had 
unsuccessfully tried to 
crack the combo. After a 
tour guide told him the 
tale, Mills jokingly spun 
the dial in a random 
combination: 20-40-60, 
three times right, two 
times left, one time 
right. To everyone’s sur-
prise, the door creaked 
open. Sadly, there were 
no gold bars or precious 
jewels inside—just a few 
papers from a waitress’s 
order book dated 1977, 
and a paysheet for 
around $9.95 (`743)
from 1978. Solving the 
40-year mystery, 
though, was priceless. 

Dear Diary 
In late January, 50-year-
old Robert Shull God-
dard smashed the glass 
on the back door of a 
Nashville home and 
stole a television and a 
firearm but accidentally 
left behind incriminat-
ing evidence. City police 
arrested the orderly bur-
glar after he dropped a 
notebook full of identify-
ing clues. The journal 
contained a list of other 
targets—including the 
address of a house a few 
kilometres away that was 
robbed that same day. It 
also featured a note from 
his daughter—as well  
as her home address. 
Goddard was convicted 
of aggravated burglary  
in late March and sen-
tenced to 12 years in 
prison, proving crime 
can sometimes be a  
little too organized. 

WORLD WIDE WEIRD

by Rebecca Philps
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Chhalaang hopes to be 
an uplifting sports film, 

but misses the mark

REVIEW

DIRECTOR Hansal 
Mehta is as prolific  
as he is unpredictable. 
In 2020, a year that saw 
him win acclaim for 
Scam 1982, a cracker  
of a web series about 
the Harshad Mehta 
racket, he has also  
released Chhalaang— 
a disappointing sports 
drama, which stars  
Rajkummar Rao and 
Nushrratt Bharuccha.  
Set in Haryana, the  
Amazon Prime Video 
film shifts registers so 
quickly, it fails to ever 
feel wholly authentic. 

Rao plays Montu, a 
lazy wastrel who takes 
moral vigilantism more 
seriously than his job as 

a PE teacher in a local 
school. Things start to 
change after Neelu 
(played by Bharuccha) 
comes to teach com-
puter science at the 
same school. Neelu  
has the spunk of a pro-
gressive young feminist, 
and it’s baffling to see 
her warm to Montu’s 
clumsy, regressive buf-
foonery. Neelu’s feisty 
dialogues, in particular, 
explain more than they 
suggest, and her accent, 
much like Rao’s, is Hary-
anvi only occasionally. 
The film, too, only some-
times warms the heart. 
Though well-meaning,  
it suffers the weight of  
its own righteousness.

Chhalaang has all  
the ingredients a suc-
cessful sport-oriented 
film needs—a bumbling 
underdog, a close com-
petition for a climax, 
sweat and eventual  
success—but unlike,  
say, a Jo Jeeta Wohi  
Sikandar or a Dangal,  
it never involves its au-
dience enough for us to 
care about its protago-
nist or its lofty messag-
ing. Only Satish Kaushik 
makes you smile. Taking 
out a bottle of scotch  
to commiserate with  
his son, Montu, he  
tells a kind of story  
you wish the film could. 
Sport should be fun. 
Chhalaang is not. 

Quit 
Playing 
Games

By Shreevatsa Nevatia
Rajkummar Rao and Nushrratt Bharuccha in a still from Chhalaang 

Reader’s Digest
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AUDIENCES, one 
thinks, know Amrita 
Sher-Gil’s self-por- 
traits more than her bi-
ography. Born to a Sikh 
aristocrat and a Hun-
garian mother in 1913 

Budapest, Sher-Gil 
grew up listening to 
Hungarian folk tales. 
Her mother tongue  
was Magyar, and be-
tween 1929 and 1934, 
she spent several sum-
mers in Zebegény. 

In Winter, Sher-Gil 
covers this Hungarian 
village in snow. The 
panorama she paints  
is white and stark, her 
palette dull. Barring a 
crow in the foreground, 
everything else is life-
less, bleak. Though 
Sher-Gil is said to have 

been inspired by the 
work of Simon Hollósy, 
an artist who sought  
to capture the simpli-
city of rural life, she 
clearly interprets more 
than imitates. Staring  
at Winter, you feel she 
has pinned on her can-
vas a light that changes. 
There are no human  
figures in this work, but 
as often happens with 
all that Sher-Gil paints, 
this stunning work  
renders even desola-
tion beautiful. 

— BY SHREEVATSA NEVATIA

STUDIO

Winter 

by Amrita Sher-Gil
 

Oil on canvas, 1939 
101.2 cm x 115 cm

Culturescape
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ME & MY SHELF

Gujaratno Naath (The Lord 
and Master of Gujarat)  
BY K. M. MUNSHI, Pravin Prakashan, ̀ 450
When I was about nine, I read this Guja-
rati novel 28 times. My father said he 
wouldn’t allow me to ever read the book 
again. This glorified medieval history of 
Gujarat was altogether thrilling for me.

Rebecca  
BY DAPHNE DE MAURIER, Virago, ̀ 499
De Maurier’s lovely, mystifying prose 
forced me to read this book again and 
again. I have always found it enjoyable  
to read a book that has a big secret or 
mystery at its heart. 

Point Counter Point
BY ALDOUS HUXLEY, RHUK, ̀ 499
Compared to Huxley’s more cynical 
Brave New World, this is a more social 
novel which talks about English society 

of the late ’20s and early ’30s. The book is 
sexually bold and looks at people’s affairs 
in a very adult way. I had grown up a little 
by the time I read it, and for some time,  
it was my favourite.

Ulysses
BY JAMES JOYCE, 
Penguin UK, ̀ 550
It’s hard for me  
to think of a novel 
greater than Ulysses, 
and of a novelist 
greater than James 
Joyce. The book,  

I would argue, is as readable as it is  
accessible. When in Dublin, I walked 
the same route Stephen Dedalus did. 
There were only 500 copies printed  
of the book’s first edition and I now 
have one. It’s one novel I can’t  
get enough of. ph
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From Vadodara to the British 
Parliament, Meghnad Desai has 

lived a remarkable and illustrious 
life. Author of books such as The 
Raisina Model, The Rediscovery of 
India and Hubris, the economist 

and politician has recently 
released his autobiography, 

Rebellious Lord.  
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Witness the Night
BY KISHWAR DESAI, HarperCollins, ̀ 349
I got to read the first draft of this novel  
because it was my wife who wrote it,  
but I remember not being able to sleep at 
night after I read it. The book went on to 
win the Costa Book Award in 2010. I write 
novels too, but I don’t think I would ever 
be able to write one as well as she does.  

The Waste Land and  
Other Poems
BY T. S. ELIOT, Faber, ̀ 650 
We were all obsessed by T. S. Eliot  
in college and we all thought that  
we could write like him, but that  
proved to be bloody difficult. To 
understand Waste Land, for instance,  
I did have to read books about Waste 
Land, but finally, Eliot’s influence  
on me was immense.   

A Doll’s House  
BY HENRIK IBSEN, Maple Press, ̀ 95
I remember translating this play into 
Gujarati and staging it in Mumbai.  
Not only did I think this was a great play,  
I also felt Ibsen was radical in the way 

he looked at human relations.  
The play’s climax and last act  
were both earth-shattering.

The Glass Menagerie
BY TENNESSEE WILLIAMS,  
Bloomsbury, ̀ 225
Tennessee Williams was 
a very strong, powerful 
playwright and this play 
of his was just so delicate. 
Rather than sex, we see 
how friendship makes 
his central character  
escape the ordinary.  
I found that very moving.

Henry IV 
BY LUIGI PIRANDELLO, Italica Press, ̀ 1,599
When people think of Henry IV, they 
think of Shakespeare, but in Pirandello’s 
play, an aristocrat falls off his horse while 
playing Henry IV and comes to believe 
that he is the emperor himself. In my 
mind, this is one of the greatest plays  
ever written. I remember seeing six  
consecutive performances of it.
 —COMPILED BY SHREEVATSA NEVATIA

The Communist Manifesto
BY KARL MARX AND FRIEDRICH ENGELS, Penguin, ̀ 250
This, I believe, is a literary classic. People think it’s a  
book about communism, but it’s a lot more than that.  
It brilliantly describes revolution in the 19th Century,  
and after you have read it several times like I have, you  
start to see that it is almost poetic. You also realise that this  
one pamphlet has all the drama you could ever ask for.   

Reader’s Digest 

Book prices are subject to change. 
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The Book 
I Loved 
Most...



What 
information 
registers in 
our brains 
depends on 

what our 
attention 
allows in. 
And who 
regulates 

this filter? 
You do! 

THE  
GENIUS 
SECTION

10 Pages to sharpen  
Your Mind

By Aditi Singhal and Sudhir Singhal 
illustration by Siddhant Jumde
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W
hat you register  or  
experience is determined 
by what you pay attention 
to. Only the things we pay 

attention to seem real to us, whereas 
whatever we ignore—no matter how 
important it may be—seems to fade 
into insignificance. If you go to a shop 
looking for red shoes to match your red 
dress, your gaze will stop only at that 
colour and you will not notice other 
shoes, no matter how stylish they are.

WHAT IS ATTENTION?
Look around the room you are in. Ob-
serve all the white things in the room: 
It may be the paint on the wall, clothes, 
curtains, the fan, switchboards, furni-
ture. How many white things did you 
notice? Now, without checking, can 
you recall the blue things in the same 
room? Look again. You will notice that 
you missed many obvious blue things. 
Because your first task was to look for 
the white objects, you ignored the rest 
of the colours present around you. In 
spite of the visual stimulus, you did not 
allow it to register mentally. 

That’s what attention does. It is like 
the beam of light from a torch in a dark 
room. You will be able to see only cer-
tain things in that light. The others re-
main invisible. Therefore, attention is 
the capacity to focus on one element 
or thing while ignoring all others. 

WHAT DISTRACTS US?
Consider this  scenario:  A CEO 
receives an unexpected email from 

his marketing manager, asking for 
an appointment to speak about 
something important. His mind 
starts racing about what his manager 
is going to say. Is he going to ask for 
a raise? Is he going to resign? Does 
he have any complaints? All these 
worries lead to a number of mistakes 
in the report he is preparing. 

There are many factors that take 
our attention away from a task at hand, 
resulting in mistakes. These factors 
can be external or internal stimuli. The 
factors mentioned in the above ex-
ample are internal stimuli—mental or 
emotional distractions that divert our 
attention towards irrelevant matters, 
creating stress. Now, imagine you’re 
preparing for a presentation and are 
totally engrossed in it, but there is a 
loud and constant noise coming from 
a celebration next door. You imme-
diately get distracted and upset, and 
lose focus. If your phone rings while 
you are driving, you take your eyes off 
the road to see who is calling. These 
are external factors that demand our 
immediate attention. 

When you rapidly switch your focus 
from one thing to the next, you are slic-
ing your attention. Imagine typing an 
email when a Facebook notification 
pops up. Even if you look at it only for 
a second before going back to the mail, 
that little bit of diversion is enough to 
cut your attention by half. When 
you try to do too many things at the 
same time, you are effectively 
slicing your attention into myriad 
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pieces. If these instances of slicing pile 
up, or become a habit, it eventually 
starts affecting the way you perform in 
life. So choose who and what you pay 
attention to very carefully. 

Here are a few exercises that will 
help you keep your attention on the 
task at hand for longer durations. 

“I Am Here”  While reading a book or 
listening to someone speak, we get dis-
tracted by the slightest sound or move-
ment, or our own thoughts. To bring 
our attention back, it helps to associate 
a phrase to it. For example, say “I am 
here” to yourself when your attention 
moves away. This will bring your fo-
cus- back to the present moment and 
to your work. If your attention drifts off 
again, repeat the phrase. 

No-Check Time Keep track of 
the number of times you check 
your phone in one hour. Fix a period 
of time—two or three hours—during 
which you will not check your phone or 
other gadgets. Don’t worry about miss-
ing out on important communication: 
People can always call you or someone 
in your family in case of an emergency. 

Mindful Me  Mindfulness means pay-
ing full attention to what is happening 
around you and what you are doing. 
When you get up in the morning, sit in 
a comfortable place and use your five 
senses to focus fully on your surround-
ings. Look around you and identify five 
things that were always there but you 
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haven’t noticed in a long time. Next, 
concentrate on the sounds around you. 
What kinds of smells can you identify? 
Pay attention to the taste of tea, cof-
fee or milk you may be drinking. Is it 
sweet, bland, bitter? If mindfulness 
becomes a part of your daily routine, 
it can bring sanity to even the most  
chaotic situations.

The Spotlight  We often get distracted 
while speaking to other people. To 
keep your attention from wandering, 
imagine a lit bulb over the head of 
the person you are speaking to. Even 
if you are talking to someone on the 
phone, visualize their face with a 
bulb over their head. This practice  

can improve your attention, as well 
as interactions and relationships 
with others.

Attentive Listening  Listening 
is  the most  important  part  of 
communication, but also the most 
neglected one. As a rule, do not 
interrupt others while they are 
speaking. Acknowledge what they are 
saying and allow them to finish. This 
not only helps us focus better on the 
content of the conversation but also 
improves interpersonal connections. 

Founders of the Dynamic Minds Group, 
Aditi Singhal and Sudhir Singhal are 
memory trainers, math educators,  
authors and motivational speakers. 

Edited and excerpted with permission from How to Improve 
Your Concentration, published by Penguin Random House.



My little sister 
discovered we 
have different 

dads; now she’s 
trying to say we’re 

just friends ...

— @ntnastyy

My wife got mad at 
me for buying the 

family-size pack of 
Oreos for just the 

two of us and I was 
like, “Are we or are 
we not a family?”
— @Average_Dad1
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It’s All 
Relatives

LAUGH LINES

Instead of 
“XOXOXOXOX”  

my mom ends every  
email with  

“MOMOMOMOM.” 

— @ErinBode

My uncle only  
polished the front 

half of his car  
because it was the 

only part he saw 
when he drove it.

— @GalgosRGreat

My grandmother 
sewed and  

crocheted until 
she was into her 
nineties, and her 

hands just couldn’t 
do it any longer. So 

don’t expect me  
to be putting this 

phone down  
anytime soon.

— @Darlainky

Opening gifts that 
say “From Mom  

and Dad” and 
knowing that Dad  
is going to be just  

as surprised  
as you are.

— @kelllicopter
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BRAINTEASERS

2 4
3

1

5 6 7
8

1

DOOR

Elevator Shuffle
Moderately difficult   
Efficiency is our watchword 
at Best Fit Movers! Your job is 
to slide all eight items coming  
off the truck (in the order indi-
cated) into this elevator through 
the open door so that it all fits. 
The elevator and the items are 
shown from above. You may 
rotate the items, but they must 
remain right-side-up: you can’t 
flip them so that a different  
side is touching the ground.  
For efficiency’s sake, once an 
item is placed, you may not 
move it again. Everything must 
slide into place without the need 
for lifting, so a move like the one 
shown isn’t possible. There will 
be one unfilled square left in the 
elevator when you’re finished. 
The first item has been placed 
for you. Can you finish the job?

Beeting Time
Difficult  You have two beetles and a log. One beetle can walk the 
length of the log in two minutes and the other in six minutes. With 
this, you need to make a five-minute timer. The beetles will always 
walk at full speed in the direction in which you set them. Assume  
you cannot measure the log or use anything else except the beetles 
to accomplish this task. How can you do it? (E
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F J E B H L

B C F L K D

J G A I D K

E A I G H C

+ − =6

+ − +

+ − =5

÷ − ÷

× + =5

=4 =4 =7

x10

x3

x4

x3x3

x4

Block Interlock
Difficult  Divide this rectangle along 
the lines into two identically shaped 
12-block pieces that each contain  
the letters from A through L. The  
identical shapes don’t need to  
share the same orientation.

The Wheel of Profit
Easy  The Wheel of Profit offers far more 
favourable odds than anything you’ll find  
in a casino. Each player must wager `100 per 
spin. If the wheel spins to the colour you bet 
upon, you receive an amount of money equal 
to your `100 multiplied by the number 
shown. Otherwise, you lose your `100.  
For each spin, Kai bets on blue while Kiran 
bets on red. Which person is likely to have 
made a bigger profit after six spins?

Criss-Cross Math 
Moderately difficult   
Place the digits from 
1 through 9 into the nine 
empty cells so that each  
of the three rows and three 
columns form correct 
equations. Use all nine  
digits without repeating  
any of them. All calculations 
involve only positive whole 
numbers and should be 
performed from left to right 
or top to bottom, ignoring 
the mathematical order of 
operations (PEMDAS).

For answers, turn to PAGE 144(B
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5 7 8

1 8 9 4

5 4 1 2 6

6 2

2 5 9 3 7

4 7 2 1

2 3 5

928765413

465231798

137894265

354127689

679348152

812659374

596472831

283916547

741583926
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JIGSAW SUDOKU

To Solve This Puzzle

Put a number from 1 to 9 in 
each empty square so that:

every horizontal row and 
vertical column contains all 
nine numbers (1-9) without 
repeating any of them;

each of the outlined 3 x 3 
boxes has all nine numbers, 
none repeated.

4

5

1

3
2

6

8

7

F J E B H L
B C F L K D
J G A I D K
E A I G H C

5 + 9 − 8 =6
+ − +
7 + 4 − 6 =5
÷ − ÷
3 × 1 + 2 =5

=4 =4 =7

SOLUTION

Elevator Shuffle
 
 
 
 

Beeting Time
There are several solu-
tions. Here’s one: Place 
one beetle at each end of 
the log and let them go. 
When they meet, turn 
either beetle around. 
When it reaches its start-
ing point again, start the 
faster beetle at one end 
of the log. Five minutes 
will have elapsed when it 
reaches the other end.

Block Interlock
 
 

Criss-Cross Math
 
 
 

The Wheel of Profit
Kiran.



The Genius Section

1. canticle n.  
(‘kan-tih-kuhl)
a sacred flame. 
b small chapel. 
c Biblical song.

2. asana n.  
(‘ah-suh-nuh)
a sweat lodge. 
b yoga pose. 
c spiritual guide.

3. halal adj.  
(huh-’lahl)
a in a trance. 
b on a pilgrimage. 
c fit or lawful.

4. mezuzah n.  
(muh-’zoo-zah)
a scroll hung by a door. 
b golden halo. 
c organ composition.

WORD POWER
9. atone v.  
(uh-’tohn)
a begin fasting. 
b bow down to. 
c make up for.

10. ashram n.  
(‘ah-shrum)
a burial mound. 
b Nativity scene. 
c religious retreat.

11. homily n.  
(‘hah-muh-lee)
a sermon. 
b hymn. 
c parish.

12. thaumaturgist n.  
(‘thaw-muh-ter-jist)
a miracle worker. 
b congregation head. 
c nonbeliever.

13. supplicate v.  
(‘suh-plih-kayt)
a pray. 
b obey. 
c consume.

14. kinara n.  
(kih-’nah-ruh)
a enlightenment. 
b set of seven candles. 
c scripture.

15. psyche n.  
(‘sy-kee)
a soul. 
b guide. 
c rite.

5. vespers n.  
(‘veh-sperz)
a evening service. 
b silent worship. 
c winged cherubs.

6. genuflect v.  
(‘jen-yoo-flekt)
a donate.
b ponder. 
c kneel. 

7. lama n.  
(‘lah-muh)
a prayer shawl. 
b humble offering. 
c Buddhist monk.

8. halcyon adj.  
(‘hal-see-on)
a awesome. 
b peaceful. 
c mythical.

This holiday season many of us turn  
to spiritual matters and end-of-year  

reflection. This contemplative quiz is  
full of words that refer to holy, soulful  
or meditative practices. After you’ve  

pondered, ascend to the next  
page for answers. 
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1. canticle (c) Biblical 
song. The choir sang  
a canticle to begin  
Sunday’s service.

2. asana (b) yoga pose.  
Binita’s favorite asana is 
downward-facing dog.

3. halal (c) fit or lawful.  
My family is Muslim, so 
we’ve always followed  
a halal diet.

4. mezuzah (a) scroll  
hung by a door. The 
Rosens bought that  
pretty mezuzah on a  
family trip to Israel. 

5. vespers (a) evening  
service. If we don’t eat din-
ner soon, we’ll be late to 
Christmas Eve vespers. 

6. genuflect (c) kneel. 
After my knee surgery,  
I couldn’t genuflect for  
a month.

7. lama (c) Buddhist 
monk. In Tibetan, the  
title Dalai Lama means 
‘ocean monk’ because 
the spiritual head of  
the religion is said to  
possess an ocean  
of compassion. 

8. halcyon (b) peaceful.  
I’m an early riser because 
I adore those halcyon 
moments that happen 
just as the sun comes up. 

9. atone (c) make up for.  
Arifa broke her mother’s 
camera, and she will be 
atoning for that for years. 

10. ashram (c) religious 
retreat. Though ashrams 
are usually associated 
with Hinduism, they’ve 
become popular in the 
United States as sites  
for other forms of spiri-
tual contemplation. 

11. homily (a) sermon.  
Can I just borrow the  
car without all the  
usual homilies?

12. thaumaturgist (a) 
miracle worker. That man 
who ‘cures’ blindness 
with a touch of his hand 
says he’s a thaumatur-
gist, but he’s really just  
a huckster.

13. supplicate (a) pray. 
Before his big presenta-
tions, Boris would sup-
plicate to the gods of 
public speaking.

14. kinara (b) set of  
seven candles. The first 
kinara, used to celebrate 
 Kwanzaa, was created 
55 years ago. 

15. psyche (a) soul.  
Why do so many  
politicians seem to  
have the psyche of  
a potted plant? 

Word Power
ANSWERS
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Vocabulary Ratings
9 & below: good
10–12: gold
13–15: god d
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That’s the Spirit(s)
Most examples of spirit are ethereal, such as a person’s soul  
or mood or even a ghost. But what about that most earthly  
of spirits—alcohol? That meaning may have originated as  
a term for the vapours produced by distillation; spiritus is 
Latin for ‘breath’. Or it could be linked to the final product  
of distillation: pure alcohol, the ‘spirit’ of the original liquid.



1. Moraines, eskers and 
drumlins are all landforms 
that were created by 
what phenomenon?

2. What vegetarian product  
is known for ‘bleeding’  
meat-like juices?

3. David Tennant and Michael 
Sheen starred in what recent 
TV release about the antics  
of demons and angels?

4. Henry Dunant shared the 
first Nobel Peace Prize, in 
1901, for founding what  
life-saving organization?

5. What flightless bird, now 
extinct, was last seen on an 
island off the coast of Iceland?

6. What prize is so  
revered by hockey fans  
that it has its own ‘keeper’, 
responsible for safeguarding  
it wherever it goes?

7. Han van Meegeren was 
a Dutch art forger. One of 
his successes, The Supper 
at Emmaus, was pro-
claimed by scholars to be 
a masterpiece by whom?

8. As late as the 1930s, 
what unwelcome objects 
were sometimes found in 
toilet paper?

9. Michael Myers’s  
mask from Halloween  
is based on the face of 
what Canadian actor  
of Star Trek fame?

10. Misère versions  
of games such as nim, 
sprouts and poker have 
what in common?

11. What did the  
graffiti artist Banksy  
paint on his own bath-
room walls during the 
COVID-19 lockdown?

12. The glow called  
St Elmo’s Fire appears 
when electrical voltage 
affects gases in the sky. 
What do we call it when 
we purposely make the 
same thing happen 
inside glass tubes?

13. A childhood  
candy-tasting job 
inspired what book  
by Roald Dahl?

14. Hawaii has a stat-
ute called the Aloha 
Spirit law, which encou-
rages public officials  
to contemplate which 
character traits?

15. The first time 
someone bought real 
goods with bitcoins, 
10,000 of them (worth 
`1,289 crores) were 
exchanged for what? 

QUIZ

The Genius Section

Answers: 1. Retreating glaciers. 2. The Impossible Burger. 3. Good Omens. 4. The International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross. 5. The great auk (Pinguinus impennis). 6. The Stanley Cup. 7. Johannes Ver-
meer. 8. Splinters. 9. William Shatner. 10. The players try to lose. 11. Rats. 12. Neon lights. 13. Charlie 
and the Chocolate Factory. 14. Kindness, unity, agreeableness, humility and patience 15. Two pizzas.

by Beth Shillibeer
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Product ka price kya  
rakhoon? Don’t come on 
the rasta by selling sasta.

JAGDEEP KAPOOR, brand guru

Feminism, like water, is fluid. Feminists have been  
around forever. The first feminist was probably  

born the day patriarchy was born. 
Kamla Bhasin, developmental activist 

The most important office, and the one which all of us  
can and should fill, is that of private citizen. 

Louis Brandeis, lawyer

Most people are such fools that it really is no great  
compliment to say that a man is above the average.  

William Somerset Maugham, writer 

Kamla Bhasin William Somerset MaughamLouis Brandeis
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