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“Frankly, I’m starting to question the wisdom of a Trojan Piñata.”

Marching in basic 

training, an Air Force 

cadet was constantly 

getting reamed out for 

watching the planes 

flying overhead in-

stead of keeping his 

eyes forwards. Finally, 

the instructor had  

had enough and de-

vised an appropriate 

punishment. For the 

rest of that day, the  

cadet had to stand on 

the edge of the train-

ing area and wave to 

every plane that flew 

past, shouting, “Bye-

bye! Have a safe flight!”

—TASKANDPURPOSE.COM

My six-year-old son 

and I were watching 

soldiers parading 

through our small town. 

Among the marchers 

were military police  

officers wearing 

armbands with the 

 letters M.P. emblazoned 

on them. I asked Mi-

chael, “Do you know 

what those letters  

stand for?”

“Yes,” he said.  

“M Portant.”

—Tony Taylor  

Humour in 

UNIFORM



Triumph of an Olympian

This story is a perfect example of true sportsmanship 
and proof that while sportspersons are rivals on the 
field, the camaraderie they share cements friend-
ships for life. Sadly, reporters at the time misrepre-
sented the incident in a way that sold more papers, 
but ignored the integrity of the athletes. This norm 
persists even today, in traditional as well as social  
media. Olympian Neeraj Chopra’s quote about an  
incident with Pakistani player Arshad Nadeem led to 
widespread criticism, based on Pakistan’s sour rela-
tions with India, with claims that Nadeem ‘tampered’ 
with Chopra’s javelin. Chopra had to step in and clar-
ify that what he said was misconstrued to set the re-
cord straight. May this story remind us all that truth 
and solidarity must forever lie above rivalry.

DEEPALI JANI, New Delhi

Raj’ worked till 1991; 

how that throttled 

competition, created 

monopolies and al-

lowed babus to decide 

what product industri-

alists could make, how 

much of it they were 

allowed to make, from 

where the technology 

was to be sourced and 

what royalty could be 

paid, depriving the 

country of a thriving 

market economy.

Krishan Kalra, 

Gurugram

The First Lady  
of Mental Health
With the pandemic 

taking a heavy toll on 

our mental and emo-

tional health, Menon’s 

life story made for a 

soothing read. Reading 

about her work also 

brought into sharp re-

lief the stigma that still 

continues to surround 

mental health. Her 

story was inspirational 

on another count: Age 

is no bar. All of us, no 

matter what our age, 

can be enthusiastic, 

cheerful and keep go-

ing till our last breath.

S. N. Saroja, Pune

The Things that Make Us Indian
On the 75th anniversary of our independence, this 

cover story was an apt look back at a few truly memo-

rable products that celebrate the vision and foresight 

of some of the great Indian entrepreneurs. Many of 

these items not only reduced our dependence on im-

ports but also gave us a head start in exports. Having 

said that, one of the products—namely the Ambassa-

dor car—is a sad reminder of how the ‘license permit 

OVER TO
YOU

Notes on the  

August issue

Deepali Jani gets this month’s ‘Write & Win’ prize of ₹1,000. —EDs
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Home Remedies from 
Around the World
The story brought back 

memories of my father 

who had vast knowledge 

of herbs and natural 

remedies and used it to 

treat our illnesses and 

ailments. He used to say 

that home cures are as 

old as man and serve as 

effective alternatives to 

pharmaceutical medi-

cines. Simple, inexpen-

sive items such as 

spices, roots, fruits and 

vegetables have power-

ful healing properties, 

suit people of all ages 

and have minimal side 

effects too. I still use his 

tips and advice to date.

Pradeep Kumar, Surat

The Power of No
With all humility, I con-

fess that I am also one 

who cannot say no to 

anyone who approaches 

me for a favour. For  

decades, this trait has 

turned me into a poten-

tial target for those in 

need. Fed up with some 

ungrateful beneficiaries, 

I was sorely tempted to 

veto requests forever  

but the COVID-19 pan-

demic, which brought 

immeasurable difficul-

ties to people from all 

walks of life, changed 

my outlook and brought 

back my faith in a lofty 

principle: Never say no 

to anyone in need of 

help. Am I wrong?

Tharcius S. Fernando, 

Chennai

War and Peace  
on Melrose Hill
It was so reassuring to 

read how basic decency 

between ‘victor’ and 

‘vanquished’ at the end 

of a battle can lead to 

mutual respect—espe-

cially in light of the re-

cent deluge of news 

from Afghanistan where 

hate and destruction is 

inevitable in the ‘never-

ending war’. The con-

quest by Indian troops 

against the Japanese is 

befittingly honoured by 

the handing over of the 

samurai sword in a sol-

emn and emotionally 

charged moment. How 

serendipitous for the 

sons of these command-

ers to meet in a foreign 

land, and recount the 

story of their fathers.

Dr Dipak Ranjan Das, 

Cuttack

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.
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Yes, Reader’s Digest Changed My Life
The very first story in our first issue back in February 1922  
was ‘How to Keep Young Mentally’, Helping improve readers’  
lives has been our mission over the past 100 years, whether it’s 
with advice on health, relationships or finances or just a chuckle 
to get through the day. If RD ever saved your health, wallet  
or sanity, send us your story at editor.india@rd.com and we 
might publish it as we celebrate our centennial next year.
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He’s an anesthesiologist 

named Bause. “But,” he 

said, “spellcheck insists 

on calling me Dr Abuse.” 

—Milton Loyer

Though my last name 

is not long, it can be 

confusing. So when a 

receptionist asked for it, 

I tried simplifying mat-

ters by saying “It’s the 

first four letters of ‘sug-

gest.’ ” She smiled. “And 

how do you spell that?”

—Deb Sugg  

Upon retiring as  

a church secretary,  

I gave my replacement  

a Rolodex brimming 

with all the contact info 

she would likely need. 

One day, she texted  

me asking for a name  

to be included in the 

news letter. I responded 

simply: ‘Rolodex’. A 

week later, the newsletter 

announced the wedding 

anniversary of Rolodex 

and Kathy Thomas.

—Christine Morse

Name Dropping? More 
like Name Breaking

I was bemoaning to  

a friend how my last 

name, Loyer, is fre-

quently changed to 

Lawyer by spellcheck.  

“I can top that,” he said. 

All 

in a Day’s

WORK

“Oh, but it’s fine for you to grade papers?”
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Client: I put these  

documents in the  

fax machine, but they 

didn’t come back out.

Me: That’s the  

paper shredder.

Client: Oh! Can you  

set it to reverse? Those 

papers are important.

—FROM CLIENTS FROM HELL

This Twitter alert  

from a sheriff ’s office 

in Colorado, leaves  

no stone unturned:  

“A large boulder the 

size of a large boulder 

is blocking the south-

bound lane of Highway 

145. Expect delays.” 

During our geography 

class, I asked my sixth 

graders if anyone could 

spell Mississippi. 

One student asked, 

“Do you want the river 

or the state?”

—Wilson Frampton

Yes, autocorrect. I definitely meant to offer 
a monkey-back guarantee.
— @rachelle_mandik

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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BALANCING WORK, LIFE AND HIGH JINKS
A guard at a Wisconsin 
Bath and Body Works  
was so bored one morn-
ing around two  that he  
began fiddling with his 
handcuffs, eventually 
slipping them on 
his wrists. He 
soon discov-
ered he’d left 
the keys to the 
cuffs at home. 

Suddenly, his 
dull night became 
very interesting.  
After calling the 
police, who freed 
him, he hid the 
cuffs from himself 
so he wouldn’t be 
tempted to pull the 
same trick again.
source: WREG.COM

In February, an Arizona 
man was found on the 
side of the road with his 
hands bound. The victim, 
who worked for a tyre  
retailer, told a harrowing 
tale of masked kidnap-

pers who were after  
his father’s money. 

The story unravelled, 
though, when surveil-
lance footage showed 
that the man had ‘kid-
napped’ himself because 

he didn’t want to go  
to work that day. 
source: ABC15

A Taiwanese  
couple got married  

and divorced four times 
over a span of a month  

in 2020. But they 
weren’t as fickle 

as it seems.  
The groom, a 
bank employee, 

took advantage  
of a Taiwan law 
that mandates 

businesses give  
employees eight days  
off for their wedding. 

The bank balked,  
but the groom got  
his 32 days of extra  
vacation time. 
source: NEW YORK TIMES







Gandhi and 
the World

T
he aspect of Gandhian values 

t hat  t e n d  t o  re c e i v e  m o s t 

attention, not surprisingly, is the 

practice of non-violence. The violence 

that is endemic in the contemporary 

world makes the commitment to non-

violence particularly challenging and 

difficult, but it also makes that priority 

especially important and urgent. It is 

extremely important to appreciate 

that non-violence is promoted not 

only by rejecting and spurning violent 

courses of action, but also by trying 

to build societies in which violence 

would not be cultivated and nurtured.

We would undervalue the wide 

reach of his political thinking, if we 

try to see non-violence simply as 

a code of behaviour. Consider the 

general problem of terrorism in the 

world today. In fighting terrorism, 

the Gandhian response cannot be 

seen as taking primarily the form of 

pleading with the would-be terrorists 

to desist from doing dastardly things, 

nor even just the form of dialogue 

and public interaction in peaceful 

ways with potential adversaries. 

Gandhiji’s ideas about preventing 

violence went far beyond that, and 

involved social institutions and public 

priorities, as well as individual beliefs  

and commitments.

Fo r  e x a m p l e,  e v e r y  a t ro c i t y 

committed in the cause of seeking 

Reader’s Digest

WORDS OF
Lasting Interest

by Amartya Sen 

16    october 2021

Nobel laureate Amartya Sen, delivered 

this speech as the chief guest of the 

Jamnalal Bajaj Awards 2005, Mumbai. 

In this edited version, Sen discusses 

how Gandhian values continue to 

resonate in a world vexed by difference.



useful information to defeat terrorism, 

w h e t h e r  i n  t h e  G u a n t a n a m o 

detention centre or in the Abu Ghraib 

prison in Iraq, helps to generate 

more terrorism. The issue is not only 

that torture is always wrong, nor 

only that torture can hardly produce 

reliable information since the victims 

of torture say whatever would get 

them out of the ongoing misery. But 

going beyond these obvious though 

important points, Gandhiji also 

told us that the loss of one’s own  

m o r a l  s t a t u r e  g i v e s 

tremendous strength to 

one’s violent opponents.

The global embarrass-

ment that the Anglo-Amer-

ican initiative has suffered 

from these systematic trans-

gressions, and the way that 

bad behaviour of those 

claiming to fight for democ-

racy and human rights has 

been used by terrorists to 

get more recruits and some 

general public sympathy, 

might have surprised the 

military strategists sitting in 

Washington or London, but 

they are entirely in line with 

what Mahatma Gandhi was 

trying to teach the world.

Gandhiji  would have 

been appalled also by the 

fact that even though the 

United States itself, at least 

in principle, stands firmly 

against torture done on American 

soil  or by American personnel, 

there are many holders of high 

American positions who approve of, 

and actively support, the procedure 

of what is called “extraordinary 

rendition”. In that terrible procedure 

suspected terrorists are dispatched to 

countries that systematically perform 

torture, in order that questioning 

can be conducted there without the 

constraints that apply in America. The 

point that emerges from Gandhiji’s 

readersdigest.in    17
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Gandhi with Kshitimohan Sen, scholar and  
grandfather of Amartya Sen, at Santiniketan,1940 



arguments is not only that this is a 

thoroughly unethical practice, but 

also that this is no way of winning a 

war against terrorism and nastiness. 

Gandhiji not only presented to us a 

vision of morality, but also a political 

understanding of how one’s own 

behaviour can be, depending on its 

nature, a source of great strength, or 

of tremendous weakness. The value 

of that lesson has never been greater 

than it is today. I come back now to 

the question of cultivating social 

values, and social identities, that 

generate peace rather than violence. It 

is easy to see how much divisiveness 

has been bred by the federational view 

of citizenry in attempts to establish 

new democracies in countries such 

as Iraq or Afghanistan.

Gandhiji was critical of the official 

view that India was a collection of 

religious communities. When he 

came to London for the Indian Round 

Table Conference in 1931, Gandhiji 

resented the fact that he was being 

depicted primarily as a spokesman of 

Hindus, in particular “caste Hindus,” 

with the remaining 46 per cent of 

the population being represented 

by chosen delegates (chosen by the 

British Prime minister) of each of the 

other communities. Gandhiji insisted 

that while he himself was a Hindu, 

Congress and the political movement 

that he led were staunchly secular 

and were not community-based. 

While he saw that a distinction can 

be made on religious lines between 

one Indian and another, he pointed 

to the fact that other ways of dividing 

the population of India were no  

less relevant.  Gandhiji  made a 

powerful plea for the British rulers 

to see the plurality of the diverse 

identities of Indians.

Gender was another basis for 

an important distinction, which, 

Gandhiji pointed out, the British 

categories ignored, thereby giving 

no special place to considering the 

problems of Indian women. He told 

the British Prime Minister, “You 

have had, on behalf of the women, 

a complete repudiation of special 

representation,” and pointed to the 

fact that “they happen to be one half 

of the population of India.” Sarojini 

Naidu, who came with Gandhiji to 

the Round Table Conference, was 

the only woman delegate in the 

Reader’s Digest

GANDHI  NOT ONLY 
PRESENTED TO US A 

VISION OF MORALITY, 
BUT ALSO A POLITICAL  

UNDERSTANDING OF 
HOW ONE’S OWN 

BEHAVIOUR CAN BE A 
SOURCE OF GREAT 

STRENGTH, OR  
OF WEAKNESS.
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THERE ARE MANY 
IDENTITIES OTHER 

THAN RELIGIOUS 
ETHNICITY THAT ARE 

RELEVANT FOR A 
PERSON’S SELF-

UNDERSTANDING AND 
FOR THE RELATIONS 
BETWEEN CITIZENS  

OF A COUNTRY.

conference. Sarojini Naidu could, on 

the Raj’s “representational” line of 

reasoning, speak for half the Indian 

people, namely Indian women; Abdul 

Qaiyum, another delegate, pointed 

also to the fact that Sarojini Naidu, 

was also the one distinguished poet 

in the assembled gathering, a different 

kind of identity from being seen as a 

Hindu politician. 

In a meeting arranged at the Royal 

Institute of International Affairs during 

that visit, Gandhiji also insisted that 

he was trying to resist what he called 

“the vivisection of a whole nation.” 

Much has been written on the fact 

that India, with more Muslim people 

than almost every Muslim-majority 

country in the world, has produced 

extremely few home-grown terrorists 

acting in the name of Islam, and 

almost none linked with the Al Qaeda. 

There are many casual influences 

here. But some credit must also go 

to the nature of Indian democratic 

politics, and to the wide acceptance 

in India of the idea, championed 

by Mahatma Gandhi, that there  

are many identities other than 

religious ethnicity that are also 

r e l e v a n t  f o r  a  p e r s o n ’s  s e l f -

understanding and for the relations 

b e t w e e n  c i t i z e n s  o f  d i v e r s e 

background within the country.

The disastrous consequences of 

defining people by their religious 

ethnicity, and giving priority to the 

community-based perspective over 

all their identities, which Gandhiji 

thought was receiving support 

from India’s British rulers, may well  

have come,  alas,  to  haunt  the 

country of the rulers themselves. 

In the Round-table conference in  

1931, Gandhiji did not get his way, 

and even his dissenting opinions 

were only briefly recorded without 

mentioning where the dissent came 

from. In a gentle complaint addressed 

to  the  Br i t ish  Pr ime Minister,  

Gandhiji said at the meeting, “in 

most of these reports you will find 

that there is a dissenting opinion, 

and in most of the cases that dissent 

unfortunately happens to belong 

to me.” Those statements certainly  

did belong only to him, but the 

wisdom behind Gandhij i’s  far-

sighted refusal to see a nation as a  

f e d e r a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  a n d 

communities belongs, I must assert, 

to the entire world. 

readersdigest.in    19







It’s a Medical Miracle! 
Men Don’t Need Doctors!

W
hy, oh why, is it so dif-

ficult to get rope bucking, 

struggling men to see their 

doctors? Wives, daughters and sisters 

wish to know! It is an age-old quan-

dary, confirmed all over again by 

recent research from the Cleveland 

Clinic in the United States, which 

reports that 65 per cent of men “tend 

By Patricia Pearson

to wait as long as possible to see their 

doctor if they have any health symp-

toms or an injury.”

In my house, the scenario generally 

plays out like this:

“Ambrose, your head is falling off.”

“Oh, is it?” Cursory glance in the 

mirror. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“Well, don’t you think you should go 

SMILE
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to the doctor?”

“I should, for sure.”

Two days later: “Ambrose, your 

head remains connected to your  

neck by one sinew. Did you phone  

the doctor yet?”

“Oh, uh, no. I was going to, but I  

had to go to the hardware store to  

get some widgets to fix that old paint-

shaking machine I found in the base-

ment. It could be useful.”

“Well, why don’t I make an appoint-

ment for you?”

“Yeah, okay, that would be great. 

Thanks.”

One week later, addressing  

husband’s fallen-off head on  

basement floor:

“Ambrose, did you go to the doctor 

this morning?”

“No, I rescheduled. I had to 

download a live recording of Mike 

Oldfield’s Tubular Bells from 1973 and 

it took longer than I expected. There’s 

something wrong with our server.  

We should switch providers.”

“So, when are you going to go  

see the doctor?”

“Well, either next Tuesday, if I can, 

or I was thinking, maybe, never.”

My husband successfully avoided 

the dentist for 14 years until his jaw 

started exploding with pain, forcing 

him to go for one visit. I had to drop 

everything to drive him, after which he 

never went back, preferring to grit his 

teeth to having one pulled. I have no 

idea how, but he willed the shrieking 

nerve into submission. The day looms 

when he’ll wind up in the dental ER. 

Why does he do this? Because this 

is the manly thing. Even for men who 

don’t put much stock in old-fashioned 

masculinity, who happily babysit and 

bake, as soon as their wives say “Go to 

the doctor,” they inexplicably morph 

into tough, leather-faced soldiers who 

would rather die on the battlefield than 

open their mouths and say ‘ahhh’.

My father and husband used to get 

along very well because, well, they 

were just two fallen-off heads sitting 

together watching golf on TV. This 

was before my father got dementia, 

which I only know by deduction and 

Googling, since he never went for 

a test before dying peacefully in his 

sleep, for unknown reasons.

My mother and I relate in a dif-

ferent way: we incessantly follow 

developments in health news, con-

tacting each other by email and text 

with snappy updates, like a pair of 

FBI agents working a case. She sends 

me the Harvard University health 

newsletter every month along with 

links to articles about new drugs for 

yeast infections and anxiety disorders 

and hang nails, while I report to her 

MY HUSBAND 
CLAIMED HIS 

SEVERE KNEE PAIN 
WAS JUST “A TOUCH 

OF ARTHRITIS”.



Reader’s Digest

24      october 2021

on what I’ve heard about colon cancer 

and heart disease and moles. Need-

less to say, this collaboration went into 

warp speed during the pandemic. Not 

that we could use our findings to help 

the males in our family.

According to the Cleveland Clinic, 

over three-fifths of men prefer to self-

diagnose, but not by asking anyone 

else for advice or doing online re-

search—that would be like asking for 

driving directions. Instead, they just 

pull muttered suppositions out of the 

air. “I probably have a 900-degree fever 

because of that fish I ate at Villa Conti.” 

When men do show up at a medi-

cal facility, according to the research, 

a fair number of them don’t tend to 

even mention ailments to the doctor 

unless the doctor specifically asks. 

Which means that they must presum-

ably visit clairvoyants to receive effec-

tive diagnoses. Unless, of course, the 

problem is obvious, like decapitation. 

Then the doctor might wish to gently 

point it out. Treatment, though—

that’s another quandary entirely.

This has been going on for ages. 

Way back in 1985 there was a study 

that found that male testosterone 

dropped by 50 per cent when they 

entered hospitals, even for elective 

surgery. The mere prospect essentially 

made their privates shrink, as if fac-

ing a team of doctors was like wading 

into an ice-cold river. I was talking to 

a friend about this when her 21-year-

old son wandered into the room. She 

asked him, “Do you think it’s true that 

men don’t go to doctors?”

“Yes,” he said, perplexed. “Every-

body knows that.”

“Why don’t they?” she asked.

He shrugged. “It’s common sense.”

We laughed. Then cried. It is no 

word of a lie that my husband has 

hobbled around our house for the 

past four months theorizing about 

having “a touch of arthritis” in his 

knee until, finally, an MRI revealed 

that all his cartilage was gone. He is 

meant to see a specialist next week. 

“You’ll likely need a knee replace-

ment,” I pointed out. “But these days 

they discharge you sooner. I read that 

they implant some kind of pain relief 

pump into your thigh for a few days.”

“An implant in my leg?” he thun-

dered. “No. No way.”

I swear to God he’s going to wind 

up putting off the procedure, even if 

he’s reduced to crawling around the 

house, claiming he prefers to move 

around that way.  

The Power of (Star)Bucks
Elon Musk is now worth $208 billion.  

You want to know how he did it? He skipped  

34.67 billion lattes. It’s that easy.

@ S T E P H E N P U N WA S





No Child Left Behind

education  With long-term closure of 

schools disrupting the learning jour-

neys of thousands of young children, 

one resourceful educator found a bril-

liant solution—painting blackboards 

on to building walls and turning roads 

into classrooms where kids can attend 

classes while social distancing too. 

Concerned that his students—many 

of them first-generation school-goers—

would give up on education com-

pletely, 34-year-old teacher Deep 

Narayan Nayak created the ‘street 

schools’ in the village of Joba Attpara in 

West Bengal’s Paschim Bardhaman 

district to help around 60 children over-

come the disruption in their learning 

journeys. “I would see children loiter-

ing about the village, taking cattle for 

grazing, and I wanted to make sure 

their learning doesn’t stop,” Nayak tells 

Reuters. Following strict COVID proto-

cols, he provides the children a reward-

ing school environment including 

various study supplies such as books, 

chalk and even microscopes as well.

Hydrogen-Powered Hope 
science  According to the Department 

of Science and Technology, a team of 

Indian scientists from the Institute of 

Nano Science and Technology, Mohali, 

has, for the first time, developed a reac-

tor capable of producing hydrogen us-

ing sustainable sources, such as 

sunlight and water, on a large scale 

(around 6.1 litre in eight hours). 

This achievement marks a meaning-

ful step towards combating the 

GOOD NEWS
for a

Better Planet
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(Left) 34-year-old ‘Raastar Master’ (Street Teacher) Deep Narayan Nayak.  
(Right) Nayak’s young students use wall-blackboards and microscopes during class.



devastating effects of climate change by 

generating carbon-free fuel from re-

newables and controlling our carbon 

footprint. Hydrogen produced this way 

can provide electricity to remote areas 

through fuel cells, and has the potential 

to eventually power transformers and 

e-vehicles as well. 

Taking the High Road
public works  Lost on their way to per-

form a sanitation survey of primary 

schools in Odisha’s Kandhamal district, 

Lusmin and Rupakanta Pradhan stum-

bled upon a local family hard at work 

constructing a road amidst the dense 

forest. They soon learnt that Dhaneswar 

Pradhan, 42, and his family, residents 

of Bandopanka village, had taken upon 

themselves the task of building a  

motorable road connecting his village 

to another six kilometres away, after his 

petitions for one to local authorities 

were frustrated. Their efforts, quietly 

and independently ongoing, found au-

dience when the two Pradhans  

recounted the tale to the media.  

Authorities at the block development 

level, soon became aware of the story, 

and has now promised swift resolution 

of the villagers’ long sought-after needs.

A Bank with a Difference
environment  Altruistic individuals and 

organizations serve the community by 

distributing ready-made meals to the 

poor, needy and homeless, but Guru-

gram-based Sameera Satija realized a 

serious problem with the way these S
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efforts are executed. Most drives of this 

kind employ single-use dining ware. 

While cost-efficient and convenient, 

these also add to non-biodegradable 

items in our landfills. Also, some dis-

posable wares are made of styrene—a 

potential carcinogen. “People are not 

aware of the fact that while they are try-

ing to do good by donating food, they 

could also be harming the receiver’s 

health,” the 48-year-old says. 

Aware of the dire need for a solution, 

in 2018, Satija bought 100 stainless steel 

and 200 glass tumblers and shared it 

among three groups offering free pota-

ble water to the public. The initiative 

was a success and sparked the ‘Crock-

ery Bank For Everyone’—a free-for-use 

cutlery bank that provides steel utensils 

for events through social media. “Amid 

the pandemic, we’ve lent over 1,500 

utensils per month. The most satisfying 

aspect is counting the number of single-

use plastics we’ve saved, which would 

otherwise end up in landfills,” she says.

 —COMPILED BY ISHANI NANDI

A Gurugram event serviced by  
Crockery Bank for Everyone



POINTS TO PONDER

Religion is the general theory of this world, … the sigh of the oppressed 
creature … The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of men,  

is a demand for their real happiness. The call to abandon their  
illusions is a call to abandon a condition which requires illusions.

Karl Marx, philosopher

Censorship no longer works by hiding information from you; 
censorship works by flooding you with immense amounts  

of misinformation, of irrelevant information, of funny  
cat videos, until you’re just unable to focus.

Yuval Noah Harari, historian

The problem we have online is ... a simplistic, binary view of society.  
It becomes a case of either you’re with us or against us. And if  
you’re against us, you deserve to be ‘cancelled’ … what we have  

now is the digital equivalent of the medieval mob roaming  
the streets looking for someone to burn.

Rowan Atkinson, actor fr
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Karl Marx Yuval Noah Harari
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Most people trusted in the future, assuming that their preferred version 
of it would unfold. Blindly planning for it, envisioning things that 

weren’t the case. This was the working of the will. This was what gave 
the world purpose and direction. Not what was there, but what was not.

Jhumpa Lahiri, novelist

I cannot understand anti-abortion arguments that centre on 
the sanctity of life. As a species we’ve fairly comprehensively 
demonstrated that we don’t believe in the sanctity of life. The 

shrugging acceptance of war, famine, epidemic, pain and  
lifelong poverty shows us that, … we’ve made only the most 

feeble of efforts to really treat human life as sacred. 
Caitlin Moran, journalist

Inspiration is for amateurs; the rest of us just show up and get to work. 
If you wait around for the clouds to part and a bolt of lightning to strike 
you in the brain, you are not going to make an awful lot of work. All the 

best ideas come out of the process; they come out of the work itself.
Chuck Close, painter and photographer

Reader’s Digest
fr

o
m

 l
ef

t:
 a

la
m

y

Jhumpa Lahiri

readersdigest.in       29

Caitlin Moran Chuck Close



Common Good
In a rather aggressive 

‘self-help’ manoeuvre 

Sheetal Kumar from 

Kishtwar, Jammu and 

Kashmir, pulled off quite 

the trespass. Frustrated 

at the town’s acute water 

crisis, Kumar laid claim 

to a government-in-

stalled community hand 

pump by constructing a 

house around it. This 

pump now lies inside  

the Kumar household, 

occupying prime real  

estate in the kitchen.

Gumption aside, Kumar 

deed is illegal and the 

Jal Shakti department 

has asked the local po-

lice to lodge an FIR and 

initiate action against 

this brazen encroach-

ment of public property.
Source: indiatimes.com

Rocky Road to Love
Among the several vari-

ables that could possibly 

derail your path to wed-

ded bliss, who knew that 

rocky roads leading to 

your home could serve 

as the prime deterrent! 

But, we live and learn:  

A 26-year-old school-

teacher Bindu from  

H. Rampura, Karnataka, 

wrote to chief minister 

Basavaraj Bommai be-

moaning bad roads as 

the reason for the pau-

city of marriage offers  

to residents. Bindu 

illustration by Raju Epuri 

It Happens

ONLY IN INDIA

“Will you please lend me ̀ 10,000? I will pay it back after I win KBC.”
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wrote, “Many of us don’t 

get offers of marriage 

because outsiders think 

that children won’t be 

able to get an education 

here due to lack of 

proper roads.” Bindu’s 

predicament has drawn 

a swift assurance from 

the chief minister’s  

office. Hopefully, H. 

Rampura will soon have 

wedding bells toll for 

those willing and ready.
Source: indiatoday.in

A Cheating disorder 
Recently, Rajasthan  

police discovered a  

‘hi-tech’ cheating racket 

spanning the state. To 

matters more morally 

dubious the exam peo-

ple were caught cheat-

ing on is the Rajasthan 

Eligibility Examination 

for Teachers (REET). 

Sandals were fitted with 

bluetooth and mobile 

devices, and sold for a 

tidy sum of over `2 lakh. 

These ‘upgraded’ slip-

pers allowed the teacher 

hopefuls to receive an-

swers from outside the 

exam hall. This, despite 

the 12-hour internet 

shutdown expressly  

imposed across the  

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
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first among equals in  

the Hindu pantheon, 

but we report that Lord 

Sanwaliya Seth is the 

one with the moolah. 

Situated near Chittor-

garh district, Rajasthan, 

his temple draws not 

just blossoms and fruits 

as offerings, but also 

dollars, rupees, gold  

or silver jewellery and 

even gold biscuits at his 

shrine. Worshipped as 

the lord extraordinaire 

of all things business, 

devotees rush in with 

riches to ensure that  

his blessings continue  

to help their trade 

flower and flourish. 

When the donation box 

was opened on Krishna 

Chaturdashi, its con-

tents included one kilo 

gold biscuits, jewellery 

and over `5.48 crore in 

cash. Guess it really 

does help to keep 

the faith.
Source: indiatimes.com  

state for conducting free 

and fair exams. Human 

ingenuity and fraud 

truly know no bounds! 
Source: ndtv.com

Eye of the needle
With vaccination still  

offering the best pro- 

tection against the CO-

VID-19 bug, we wholly 

encourage everyone to 

go get their approved 

two shots. 73-year-old 

Uttar Pradesh resident 

did the same, only his 

vaccination certificate 

reflected otherwise. His  

certificate reported that 

he had received five jabs 

already, and the sixth 

was scheduled between 

December 2021 and Jan-

uary 2022. Authorities 

have cited this anomaly 

as a “case of mischief 

and conspiracy” done by 

“mischievous elements” 

who may have hacked 

into the portal. With the 

UK government’s doubt 

over India’s vaccine cer-

tification process ruffling 

feathers, mum’s the 

word from our end.
Source: indiatimes.com

Faith in Fortune 
We don’t know if there a 

—COMPILED BY NAOREM ANUJA
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When my daughter  
was three years old, she 

loved to listen to me 

read the same book to 

her over and over again, 

so I decided to record 

myself reading it on 

tape. One afternoon, 

when her dad came 

home, she greeted him 

with excitement and 

said, “Now Mom can 

read to me without even 

opening the book.”

 — NATIVIDAD DE LEON

After being told that  

it’s rude to call dinner 

gross, our four-year-old 

is finding creative ways 

to express himself:

“This tastes ... 

unlucky to me.”

“This sends my mouth 

into outer space.”

“Cauliflower is,”  

as he pinches his  

fingers together,  

“this much delicious.”

 — ALIX E. HARROW, author

My six-year-old grand-

son, Lucas, and I play  

a game called mystery 

cookies, where I bake 

cookies and he’ll guess 

AS KIDS SEE IT
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“Broccoli is biodegradable ... in case you want to throw it out”
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some of the ingredients. 

He was getting quite 

good at recognizing 

ingredients until 

recently, when I made 

some extra-chewy cook-

ies and asked him to 

name what was in them. 

He replied: “Sponges?” 

 — DONNA FULCHER

After my daughter 
refused to get dressed,  

I lost my temper and 

told her she couldn’t 

come downstairs until 

she’d changed out of  

her pyjamas. She then 

changed into another 

pair of pyjamas.

 — @DARA_BHUR_GCARA

I was developing a 

school play with my 

class of grade-six stu-

dents—it involved a 

scene where a charac- 

ter pleaded for mercy 

from a judge for a minor 

offence. In a bid to gar-

ner sympathy, one of  

my students improvised: 

“Please give me a 

chance, your honour.  

I have four wives and  

10 children.” 

 — KENNARD RAMPHAL

My daughter asked  
why she can’t just quit 

school, and I told her 

that it’s against the law 

and I could go to jail. 

She then looked me  

in the eyes and said:  

“I’ll visit you.” 

 — @CECIATL

While at a department 

store, I noticed a girl 

stare longingly at the 

stuffed animals and  

say, “I wish I was  

still a kid.” 

Her dad, standing  

next to her, replied: 

“You’re 10.” 

 — @HANDLEBRANDLE

While working from 

home, I had around  

15 minutes between 

calls and went to  

play with my kid. 

She handed me  

a stuffed animal to 

watch, said she had  

a meeting and left.

— @NOTMYTHIRDRODE

One morning our  

three-year-old son 

climbed into bed with 

us. He wanted his dad 

to read Little Red Riding 

Hood to him, but his 

dad wasn’t awake  

yet and had already 

read him the story  

the night before. 

Our son pouted and 

said, “Dad, it’s your 

responsibility.” 

—DARLENE WILLIAMS

Today I asked a  

kindergartner if 

Friday was his  

favourite day of the 

week. His response: 

“I don’t know. I don’t 

know a lot of things. I’m 

confused all the time.”

 — @DONOMO

My daughter is mad at me because  
I didn’t offer her a banana first thing  
this morning. She hates bananas.

 — @PRO_WORRIER_

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



Meditation is simpler than it sounds. 

Follow these directions from a  

skeptic who tried and liked it

By Dan Harris and Jeffrey Warren with Carlye Adler
from the book meditation for fidgety skeptics
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In 2004, I had a panic attack at work. 

Unfortunately for me, that meant  

I was in front of millions of people, 

delivering the news, live, on the 

US television show Good Morn-

ing America. In the wake of my  

nationally televised freak-out, I 

learnt that I had undiagnosed 

depression. For months, I’d 

been having trouble getting 

out of bed in the morning 

and felt as if I had a perma-

nent low-grade fever. 

The panic attack ultimately 

led me to embrace a prac-

tice I had always dismissed 

as ridiculous. For most of my 

life, to the extent that I’d ever 

even considered meditation,  

I ranked it right alongside aura read-

ings and Enya. 

If you had told me as recently as a  
few years ago that I would someday 
become a travelling evangelist for 
meditation, I would have coughed  
my beer up through my nose.

Sit and 
chill  
for a 
while.
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to popular belief, meditation does not 

have to involve folding yourself into 

a pretzel, joining a group or wearing 

special outfits. The word ‘meditation’ 

is a little bit like the word ‘sports’; 

there are hundreds of varieties. The 

type of meditation discussed here is 

called mindfulness meditation, which 

is derived from Buddhism but does 

not require adopting a belief system 

or declaring oneself to be a Buddhist.

I began my practice slowly, with just 

five to 10 minutes a day, which is what 

I recommend that everyone aim for at 

the start. (Frankly, if you find time for 

even one minute a day, you can count 

that as a win.)

The practice does get easier the lon-

ger you keep at it, but even after do-

ing it for years, I get lost all the time. 

Here’s a random sample of my mental 

chatter during a typical session:

In.

Out.

Man, I am feeling antsy. What’s the 

Yiddish term my grandmother used to 

use for that? Shpilkes. Right. 

Words that always make me giggle: 

ointment, pianist.

Wait, what? Come on, man. Back to 

the breath. 

In.

Out.

Likes: baked goods.

Dislikes: fedoras, dream sequences, 

that part in techno songs where the 

French accordion kicks in. 

Dude. Come. On.

In.

Further, I figured my racing type-A 

mind was way too busy to ever be able 

to commune with the cosmos. And 

anyway, if I got too happy, it would 

probably render me completely inef-

fective at my hypercompetitive job.

Two things changed my mind. 

The first was the science. In recent 

years, there has been an explosion of 

research into meditation, which has 

been shown to reduce blood pressure, 

boost recover y after your body 

releases the stress hormone cortisol, 

strengthen the immune system, slow 

age-related atrophy of the brain and 

mitigate the symptoms of depression 

and anxiety. Studies also show that 

meditation can reduce violence in 

prisons, increase productivity in  

the workplace and improve both  

the behaviour and the grades of 

school children.

Things really get interesting when 

you look at the neuroscience. In recent 

years, researchers have been peering 

into the heads of meditators, and 

they have found that the practice can 

rewire key parts of the brain involved 

with self-awareness, compassion and 

resilience. For example, one study 

from the Harvard Gazette found that 

just eight weeks of meditation resulted 

in measurable decreases in grey 

matter density in the area of the brain 

associated with stress.

The second thing that changed 

my mind about meditation is that it 

does not necessarily entail a lot of the 

‘weird’ stuff I feared it might. Contrary p
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Out.

In.

Alternative jobs: papal nuncio,  

interpretive dancer, working double 

time on the seduction line ...

You get the idea.

To give you a sense of exactly how 

simple it is, here are the three-step 

instructions for beginning meditation.

1Sit comfortably 
It’s best to have your spine reason-

ably straight, which may help pre-

vent an involuntary nap. If you want 

to sit cross-legged on the floor, go for 

it. If not, just sit in a chair, as I do. You 

can close your eyes or, if you prefer, 

leave them open and adjust your gaze 

to a neutral point on the ground.

WHEN YOU’RE READY TO TAKE IT FURTHER
count your breaths  from one to 10, and then start over. Breathe in,  

one, then out. Breathe in, two, then out, and so on.

recite a short phrase  Some people like to do this to help them stay  
focussed. ‘Just this breath’ is a good one to try. It reminds us not to start antici-
pating the next breath, or to think about the last one or to imagine in any of the 
innumerable ways the mind can cook up that anything else is supposed to be 
happening—’just this breath’. 

recruit an image  Sometimes I imagine the in breath as a gentle wave 
moving up the beach, pshhhh, and on the out breath, the wave recedes, 
sssssshh. Back and forth. Find a mental image that works for you.

give guided audio meditations a shot  Some people wrongly assume 
that guided meditations are a form of training wheels—or cheating. I disagree. 
Instructions are quickly forgotten, so having someone in your ear can be really 
helpful. My advice is to experiment with both audio and solo meditations and 
see what works best for you.

2Bring your full attention to the 
feeling of your breath coming 
in and out

Pick a spot where it’s most prominent: 

your chest, your belly or your nostrils. 

You’re not thinking about your breath; 

you’re just feeling the physical sensa-

tions. To help maintain focus, make a 

quiet mental note on each in breath 

and out breath, like ‘in’ and ‘out’.

3 
Every time you catch  
yourself wandering,  
escort your attention  

back to the breath. 
This third step is the key. As soon 

as you try to focus on your breath, 

you’ll start having all sorts of random 

thoughts, such as:
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    What’s for lunch? 

    Do I need a haircut? 

    What was Casper the Friendly Ghost 

before he died? 

This is totally normal. The whole 

game is to notice when you’re dis-

tracted and begin again. And again. 

And again. It is like a biceps curl for 

the brain. It is also a radical act: You’re 

breaking a lifetime’s habit of walking 

around in a fog of rumination and pro-

jection, and instead focusing on what’s 

happening right now. 

People assume they can never med-

itate because they can’t stop thinking. 

I cannot say this enough: The goal is 

not to clear your mind but to focus 

your mind—for a few nanoseconds at 

a time—and whenever you become 

distracted, just start again. Getting 

lost and starting over is not failing at 

meditation. It is succeeding.

I have been meditating for eight 

years, and I am still plenty ambitious. 

However, these days I’m not as sweaty, 

agitated and unpleasant about it as I 

used to be. Meditation has helped me 

sort out my useless rumination from 

what I call constructive anguish. 

I have learnt that the less en-

chanted you are by the voice in your 

head, the more you can make room 

for entirely new thoughts and feel-

ings to emerge. It has enabled me to 

take even more delight in my work, 

my wife and our son, Alexander, who 

suffuses me with warmth whether 

he’s offering me a chicken nug-

get or wiping macerated muffin on 

my sleeve. I am less in thrall to my 

desires and aversions, which has 

given me a wider perspective and, 

at times, a taste of a deep, 

ineffable unclenching. In 

sum, meditation empow-

ers you to tap into what 

lies beneath or beyond 

the ego. Call it creativity. 

Call it your innate wis-

dom. Some people call 

it your heart. Ew. 

from the book MEDITATION FOR FIDGETY SKEPTICS by dan harris 
and jeff warren with carlye adler, copyright © 2017 by 
dan harris. reprinted with permission of janklow & 
nesbit associates. all rights reserved.

You’re 
done!
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A New Ocean Just Dropped 
The National Geographic Society has been mapping the world’s  

oceans since 1915, but this year the cartographers produced a surprise:  

a fifth ocean! It’s the body of water surrounding Antarctica that’s been  

carved from the nearby Pacific, Atlantic and Indian Oceans by the  

fast-moving Antarctic Circumpolar Current. The society is calling  

this new fifth sea-ster the Southern Ocean, which is certainly  

accurate, if a little boring. 

Q U O R A .C O M  A N D  S H E E P. H O R S E

Better Living



N
ot long ago, Linda Khan was 

sitting by a hospital bed in 

Houston, feeling ill at ease. Be-

side her lay her 88-year-old father. His 

heart was faltering. He needed surgery.

What troubled her almost as much as 

his health was the fact that all day the 

two of them had engaged in nothing 

but depressing small talk. She and her 

father had always had good conversa-

tions, but now he seemed to be sunk 

in querulous contemplation of his pre-

dicament. He talked about the lousy 

hospital food, the tests, the doctors, the 

diagnosis, the potential outcomes. The 

scope of his interests seemed to have 

shrunk to the size of the room. 

That day in the hospital, Khan’s eye 

fell on a stack of books that people 

had brought as gifts. Her father had 

Words of
Wellness
The surprising 
reasons why  
reading is good  
for your health

by Meghan Cox Gurdon 

from The Enchanted Hour

Illustration by Genevieve Ashley
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always been a reader, but lately he 

didn’t have the energy or focus. She 

picked up Young Titan, Michael Shel-

den’s biography of Winston Churchill, 

and started to read it out loud.

Right away, it changed the mood 

and atmosphere,” she says. That af-

ternoon, Khan read to her father for 

an hour. It was a relief and a pleasure 

for both of them. Reading gave Khan 

a way to connect with her father and 

help him in a situation that was oth-

erwise out of her hands. Listening al-

lowed her father to travel on the sound 

of his daughter’s voice, back into the 

realm of intellectual engagement, 

where he felt like himself again. 

“He’s in and out of the hospital a  

lot now,” Khan says, “and I always  

read to him.”

That may be just what the doctor 

ordered. In a 2010 study in the United 

Kingdom, adults who joined weekly 

read-aloud groups reported better 

concentration, less agitation and an 

improved ability to socialize. The 

survey’s authors attributed these im-

provements in part to the “rich, varied, 

non-prescriptive diet of serious litera-

ture” that group members consumed, 

with fiction encouraging feelings of 

relaxation and calm, poetry fostering 

focussed concentration and narratives 

of all sorts giving rise to thoughts, feel-

ings and memories. 

The second-century Greek doctor 

Antyllus even prescribed daily recita-

tion to his patients, recommending it 

as a kind of health-giving tonic and 

insisting that epic verse is good for 

one’s health.

An epic poem might be a tall order, 

but in truth, almost any kind of reading 

to another person can be beneficial. 

A 2007 study of community reading 

groups in the UK found that groups had 

both social and therapeutic bene fits for 

participants. The study’s authors wrote: 

“Reading a literary text together not 

only harnesses the power of reading as 

a cognitive process; it acts as a powerful 

socially coalescing presence, allowing 

readers a sense of subjective and shared 

experience at the same time.”

WE ARE NOT THE ONLY species that 

benefits from this kind of oral medi-

cine. Dogs do, too, which is why, since 

2014, volunteers at the American Soci-

ety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-

mals have read to the animals under 

the group’s care. 

“Ten or 15 years ago, I was essen-

tially the only person who worked 

with the neglect and abuse cases,” says  

Victoria Wells, the organization’s 

senior manager for behaviour and 

BRAVE THE 
WEIRDNESS OF 

READING TO ANOTHER 
ADULT AND YOU’LL BE 

SURPRISED BY THE 
JOY OF IT.

48     october 2021

Reader’s Digest



training. “I used to sit with them, in 

front of their kennels, and play guitar 

and sing. I noticed that the dogs who 

were very fearful, shivering and cower-

ing in the back of their kennels, would 

slowly creep forwards.”

The dogs’ response to music led 

to the idea of reading aloud. It was a 

practical means of allowing a larger 

number of volunteers to minister to 

recovering animals. Some volunteers 

keep the animals apprised of current 

events by reading the newspaper, 

some choose children’s books and 

others prefer adult fiction. On the day 

I stopped by, a retired opera singer was 

reading the sci-fi thriller Logan’s Run 

to half a dozen dogs. 

“The fact that it’s not threatening 

but is attention all the same is what’s 

most beneficial,” says Wells. “I think 

it’s that soothing, even tone of voice 

and the presence of somebody to keep 

them company that benefits them.”

READERS GET REWARDS, too. For Neil 

Bush, the late-life hospitalizations of 

his famous parents, George H. W. and 

Barbara Bush, became opportunities 

to repay a debt of gratitude. “When 

I was a kid, [my mother] would read 

to me and my siblings,” he told a re-

porter in the spring of 2018, shortly 

before his parents’ deaths. With his 

mother and father in and out of care, 

he said, “We’ve been reading books 

about Dad’s foreign policy and, most 

recently, Mom’s memoir.” 

Reading to a spouse, sibling or 

parent might seem a little peculiar. 

Right before Linda Kahn started to 

read to her father, she was tempted 

to put the book down. It felt odd to 

presume to read to a man who, for 

her entire life, had always been strong 

and independent. She didn’t want 

him to feel patronized. Her fear was 

misplaced; they both ended up loving 

the experience. Like so many others 

who brave the momentary weirdness 

of reading to another adult, they were, 

to borrow a phrase from Wordsworth, 

surprised by the joy of it.

Who wouldn’t want that? One 

night years ago, a friend of mine 

wandered into his family’s living room 

after supper and picked up a copy of 

Michael Shaara’s Civil War novel The 

Killer Angels. Without thinking much 

about it, he started to read the preface 

out loud. Immediately, he was joined 

by his eldest son, who was about  

12 at the time. A moment later, his wife 

came in, followed by the couple’s two 

young daughters, who at six and eight 

were not perhaps the target audience 

for an introduction to Robert E. Lee 

and Joshua Chamberlain but wanted 

to be part of a family moment. 

Within a few minutes, everyone 

seemed so comfy and engaged that my 

friend kept reading. It went on for an 

hour. He picked up the book again 

after dinner the next night, and the 

next, until he had finished it.

EXCERPTED FROM THE BOOK THE ENCHANTED HOUR 
BY MEGHAN COX GURDON, COPYRIGHT © 2019 BY 
MEGHAN COX GURDON. REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION 
OF HARPERCOLLINS PUBLISHERS.
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HEALTH

A
s a result of COVID-19 precau-

tions, many of us are part of this 

secondary epidemic: people 

who really need a hug. Fifty-four per 

cent of the 40,000 people who partici-

pated in the BBC’s Touch Test, a survey 

conducted in 112 countries, said they 

didn’t get enough physical interaction: 

an arm around the shoulder, a sym-

pathetic touch or a long snuggle. And 

that was before the pandemic set in. 

By April 2020, as COVID-related 

lockdowns were taking effect, that 

number increased to 60 per cent, 

according to a study published in 

the Medical Research Archives of the 

European Society of Medicine. It was 

true regardless of whether a person 

lived alone or with others. Health-

care professionals have given a name 

to this condition that is affecting so 

much of society: touch starvation.

“We are born as cuddlers, and we 

never really outgrow it,” says James 

Cordova, a psychology professor and 

clinical psychologist at Clark Uni-

versity near Boston. Cuddling can be 

foot rubs, back rubs, hand-holding, 

laying your head on someone’s chest, 

sitting on a lap or side by side on the 

Touch is actually  
good for us

The Benefits 
of Cuddling

by Charlotte Hilton Andersen
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couch with legs touching, spooning 

or other types of loving touches—in-

cluding hugs. It’s not for everyone, 

of course. Some people feel uncom-

fortable when others touch them, 

though nearly 90 per cent of par-

ticipants in the Touch Test reported 

liking physical affection from their 

partners, and 79 per cent said they 

liked it when a friend touched them. 

That instinct to seek out human 

touch is more powerful than most  

of us realize.

And as it turns out, it’s good for our 

physical health. “Cuddling increases 

levels of oxytocin, the bonding hor-

mone, and decreases levels of cortisol, 

the stress hormone,” says Dr Lina Ve-

likova, an immunologist and assistant 

professor at Sofia University in Bul-

garia. Those same hormones can af-

fect your cardiovascular system, your 

sleep, and even your mental health.

Adds Cordova: “Cuddling activates 

our para-sympathetic nervous sys-

tem, bringing feelings of calm and 

ease while settling feelings of anxiety 

and sadness.” Blood pressure is often 

linked to stress, so anything that re-

duces stress can help bring it down. 

In addition, oxytocin has a protective 

effect on the heart.

The human touch can help keep 

you from getting a cold: People who 

got regular hugs were less likely to 

get sick when exposed to a cold virus 

than people who didn’t get physi-

cal affection, according to research 

published in Psychological Science. 

And touch can even reduce physical 

pain. A study published in 2018 in 

Proceedings of the National Academy 

of Sciences found that the act of reach-

ing for a loved one’s hand for comfort 

can diminish pain, especially if the 

person you are touching is someone 

you feel close to. “Even minor physical 

contact can be beneficial to you both,” 

Romanoff says.

Hugging can help you sleep better. 

More than 60 per cent of those who 

responded to the Touch Test survey 

said a hug from a partner before 

sleep had a positive effect on their 

night, thanks to the oxytocin it trig-

gers, Velikova says. It also aids diges-

tion, making for a more restful sleep.

Beyond focusing solely on your 

partner, close friends, children, or 

grandchildren—children are, of 

course, natural cuddlers—you can 

look beyond humans. Pets are good 

snugglers. There’s a reason why 

therapy animals exist: petting and lov-

ing animals help you feel better. Says 

Cordova: “I honestly think cuddling 

should be among the most basic pre-

scriptions for human flourishing.”  

TOUCH INCREASES 
LEVELS OF OXYTOCIN, 

THE BONDING 
HORMONE, AND  

LOWERS CORTISOL,  
THE STRESS HORMONE.



news from the

WORLD OF 
MEDICINE
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FREQUENT INTERNET USE: 
NOT ALWAYS BAD
Spending chunks of your day on the Inter-
net can be helpful or detrimental for your 
mental health, depending upon what you  
do there. A 2020 Canadian review linked 
social media use to mental distress among 
teens, in part because it can bring on a feel-
ing that others look or live better than you 
do. On the other hand, in a 2021 British 
study, seniors who went online at least  
once a day during the pandemic lockdown 
tended to feel less depressed compared to 
those who accessed the Internet only once  
a week or less. The benefits include commu-
nicating with family and friends, finding 
 inspiration for fun offline activities and 
 enjoying a quick, feel-good distraction  
on a rough day. (Cat video, anyone?) 

Waist Size Is a 
Useful Heart-
Health Metric

Since the 1970s, body 

mass index (BMI) has 

been widely used to 

 estimate health risks re-

lated to excess body fat. 

However, many com-

mentators argue that 

we’ve been overlooking 

its limitations. A group  

of worldwide experts 

released a statement  

in early 2020 suggesting 

that doctors should 

also measure patients’ 

waists, since BMI alone 

isn’t always a good in-

dicator of cardiovascu-

lar risk. An athletic, 

muscular person could 

have a high BMI and  

a healthy heart. Con-

versely, many people 

lose muscle with age, 

which could lower their 

BMI despite high body-

fat levels. So while BMI 

can be useful, adding 

waist circumference  

to the picture clarifies 

your risk profile. For-

tunately, waist size 

tends to go down  

with exercise and a 

healthy diet—even if 

your weight doesn’t. c
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A New Treatment  
for Arthritic  
Knee Pain

A knee replacement can 

help greatly with severe 

osteoarthritis, but not 

everyone is willing or 

able to undergo major 

surgery. There’s now 

another option known 

as genicular artery 

 embolization. For this 

procedure, a specialist 

cuts a pinhole in the 

patient’s thigh and uses 

a thin tube to insert 

particles that diminish 

abnormal blood flow to 

the knee, thus reducing 

inflammation. The pro-

cedure takes one to  

two hours and requires 

neither general anaes-

thesia nor an overnight 

hospital stay. Most 

 patients see at least a 

50 per cent drop in 

pain for 12 months  

or more.

Pandemic 
Handwashing  
Still Matters

COVID-19 inspired peo-

ple to wash their hands 

frequently with soap to 

reduce the risk of trans-

mitting the virus—at 

least at first. Staff at  

a Chicago hospital  

reported washing their 

hands on 75.5 per cent 

of the required occa-

sions (for example, be-

fore entering a patient’s 

room) at the height  

of the pandemic’s first 

wave in April 2020.  

By August of the same 

year, they were back  

to their pre-pandemic 

compliance levels of 

around 55 per cent.  

Outside of hospitals,  

it’s likely that the rest  

of us are sliding back 

into subpar habits as 

well. Even as COVID 

cases subside, there are 

still reasons to main-

tain high handwashing 

standards. These in-

clude preventing the 

spread of the common 

cold, diarrhoea, and  

especially the flu, which 

remains a major cause 

of death.  fr
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WHY YOU  
SHOULDN’T 
CRY OVER 
SPILLED MILK

Scientists have proved 

that you’re better off not 

sweating the small stuff. 

To simulate the emo-

tional effects of daily 

setbacks—missing a 

bus, say, or knocking 

over your coffee— 

researchers showed 

people unpleasant 

 images. Brain scans 
 revealed that some 

 participants’ negative 

reactions lasted longer 

in a region called the 

amygdala than those  

of others. The subjects 

whose brain activity 

went back to normal 

more quickly were more 

likely to report that they 

were frequently in a 

good mood. These same 

people also rated their 

psychological well- 

being more highly  

seven years later.
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Happy birthday, Twitter!  

The social networking  

app turned 15 this year,  

and thank goodness it isn’t older. 

Imagine if Ben Franklin had had  

a Twitter account. America’s fun-

niest founding father would have 

spent his waking hours tweeting 

witty gibes against the king of 

England instead of helping 

Thomas Jef ferson with his  

grammar. The United States  

might still belong to England. 

Of course, Rodney Dangerfield 

would have had his unique brand 

of humour amplified in 280 char-

acters, too, as would Dorothy 

Parker, Moms Mabley and George 

Carlin. Prior to 2006, the preferred 

humour networking platform was 

a vaudeville stage, a Catskill 

nightclub, or the Late Show with 
David Letterman. Today, the only 

stage required is a cell phone. 

Anyone can do it, but only the best 

appear here. See if you agree. 

The Desi Way

Does every Indian 

fridge have a half-

cut lemon in the 

door compartment?   

@rubberneckin

If you are good at  

something, the 

Indian parent will 

ask you to prepare 

for an engineering 

entrance exam. 

@oinkoo

19-year-old neigh-

bour keeps bragging 

about how much she 

loves  ‘really old’ 

Bollywood films of 

the 80s. Wants it as 

her birthday theme. I 

just convinced her 

father to surprise 

announce her en-

gagement with his 

business partner’s 

son right after she  

cuts the cake. 

@sonalkalra

Third wheeling a  

really toxic couple  

is so hard. So any-

way, I’m out  with 

my parents. 
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Anger Mismanagement

To the guy who stole my  

antidepressants, I hope  

you’re happy now.

@EddyElfenbein

Sick of having to go  

to two different huts to  

buy pizza and sunglasses.

@Leemanish

Honestly, Officer, I  

wouldn’t have pulled  

over had I known you were  

just going to criticize me.

@bridger_w

Awk-ward!

I was once thanked  

by a grieving family 

member for coming  

to a funeral. I 

 responded, “No,  

thank you.” 

@JAMIECLAIRITY 

Just tried a coat on in  

T. J. Maxx. It was the  

coat of a customer try-

ing on another coat.

@LITTLECHIEF1982 

Crabs always look  

like they’re walking 

themselves out of an 

awkward situation.

@GreenishDuck

Animal King-dumb

I’m not sure what’s 

more confusing, that 

we would celebrate 

killing two birds or 

that we would need  

to conserve stones. 

@RCKruseKontrol

“Eat her already!”  

—Animal watching  

people kissing

@yoyoha

“Um.” —First horse 

that got ridden

@rorynotroy

I Drink,  
Therefore I Am

This may be the wine 

talking, but I really really 

really really love wine.

@RobinMcCauley 

It’s a 10-minute walk 

from my house to the 

pub. Weirdly, it’s a 

two-hour walk from 

the pub to my house.

@funnyhumour

Growing up, my mom 

would often say, “If you 

kids didn’t cost so much, 

I could drink wine that 

comes out of a bottle.” 

@Earth’sOpinions

Life’s a 
Competition

If I was stuck on  

a desert island with  

only one record, I  

would want it to be the 

record for being able  

to swim the farthest.

@GuyEndoreKaiser

What do you mean I 

didn’t win? I ate more k
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wet T-shirts than  

anyone else.

@PeachCoffin

If I ever say the  

words “my fantasy 

football team,” just 

know it is code for 

“I’ve been kidnapped 

please help me.”

@LauraBenanti

Crisis Centres

Drama: a word boring 

people use to describe 

fun people.

@jennyandteets 

Every class is drama 

class when you’re  

in high school.

@timothybird186

It’s a Date 

What my girlfriend 

thought, first four dates:

1. Nice shirt.

2. Wow. A second  

nice shirt.

3. OK, first shirt again.

4. He has two shirts.

@ristolable

Told my boyfriend I was 

going to start my period, 

and he said, “Again??” 

It’s like, you know what, 

you’re right. I’m cancel-

ing my subscription. 

@cULTMOTHER

Done with dating sites. 

I’m now focusing on 

pizza delivery guys  

because at least I  

know they have a  

job, a car and pizza.

@LindaInDisguise

Till Death  
Do Us Part

I don’t want to die  

doing something I 

love. I want to die  

doing something I 

hate. That way I don’t 

have to finish it.

@badbanana

Decided that the one 

phrase I do not want in 

my obituary is “died  

before his  Botox doctor 

could revive him.”

@ConanOBrien

My parrot died today. 

Its last words were 

“Darn, I think my 

 parrot is about to die.”

@SamGrittner 

Weight Watchers

Do people who run 

know that we’re not 

food anymore?

@IamEnidColeslaw

Honestly, my biggest 

fear about becoming a 

zombie is all the walking.

@gashleymadison 

I interrupted their moment :(

10:38 AM 13 Jan 2021

@maevexob
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The serving size for  

pizza is ‘until you  

hate yourself’.

@samir

Fashion Police

Eleanor Roosevelt once 

said to “do one thing 

every day that scares 

you.” Today, I’m going 

jean shopping.

@jake_40k

Every neck tattoo 

should read “I’m not 

getting the job, am I?”

@bazecraze 

I bet when the  

first guy wore  

glasses everybody  

was like “Oh la-di-da, 

excuse me Mr I Need 

TWO Monocles.”

@robfree

Haircuts are great  

because I did none  

of the work but get  

all of the credit.

@ludwig

We’re Just Friends

“I don’t want a whole 

dessert; let’s just get 

two spoons.” —Former 

friends of mine

@AnnaKendrick47

Liking the same  

stuff is one thing.  

But hating the same 

things? True friendship.

@thisisjendoll

I’ve invented  

Twofacebook, the 

 antisocial network.  

You start being friends 

with the entire world 

and defriend people 

one by one. 

@AndyBorowitz 

Insults

The most cutting thing 

you can say is “Who’s 

this clown?” because  

it implies they’re  

a) a clown and  

b) not even one of the  

better-known clowns.

@skullmandible

Probably the worst 

thing you can hear 

when you’re wearing a 

bikini is “Good for you!”

@ElizaBayne

My dating profile:

1:14 PM 10 Apr 2021

@TheAmazingBeck
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So Childish

Sometimes I want  

kids just so I can  

eat fish sticks  

for dinner.

@ThatSusanBurke

My five-year-old 

hasn’t said a word  

in the car after I 

 convinced him that 

the volume control  

on our stereo ejects 

his car seat. 

@Brianhopecomedy 

I like having conver-

sations with kids.  

Grown-ups never ask 

me what my third- 

favourite reptile is. 

@SIMONCHOLLAND

My five-year-old  

after I explained  

the concept of breast-

feeding: “Can you 

squeeze Capri Suns 

outta those things  

or just milk?”

@tragicAllyHere

Sometimes at night, 

after my son has gone 

to bed, I go into my 

room and finish all  

my sentences. 

@PAULAPOUNDSTONE

Idiot or Savant?

What should we call this 

giant advertising board?  

Phil: A philboard. 

Bill: I have a better idea.

@InternetHippo 

One of life’s great  

pleasures is to watch 

two idiots agree on 

something and then 

hear one of them  

say “Great minds  

think alike.”

@RealSudoNim 

When someone  

tells me “Great  

question,” I never  

hear their  answer  

because I’m busy  

congratulating my- 

self for asking such  

a great question.

@DamienFahey

Parents—We  
All Have ’Em

Great news: I got  

a 100 on my son’s  

geometry test.

@RodLacroix

My mom said, “You 

know what I need?  

A selfie stick. So when-

ever I see someone  

taking a selfie, I can  

hit them with the stick.”

@ManikivanaS

My grandpa covertly 

followed my mother  

to the grocery store, 

walked behind her until 

she put pickles in the 

cart, and screamed, 

“We’ve got pickles  

at home!”

@bananapeele

Pretty much the most 

frightening part of my 

day is when I get a noti-

fication that my mother 

has tagged me in a post 

on Facebook. 

@CulturedRuffian

Me: Mom, if you  

could have any  

power, what would 

you want? 

Mom: Sleep through za
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the night without  

getting up to pee. 

@PizzaAndMuffins

Going Mental

One of my favourite 

games to play is “Is my 

headache from dehydra-

tion, caffeine withdrawal, 

lack of proper nutrition, 

my ponytail, stress, lack 

of sleep, not wearing my 

glasses or brain tumour?” 

@pmilbs_

If you’re thinking what 

I’m thinking, here’s my 

therapist’s number. 

@topaz_kell

SHIPWRECK DIARY

Day 1: Alone, doing 

well. Mentally sound. 

Met a crab.

Day 2: I have married 

the crab.

Day 3: I have eaten  

my wife.

@murrman5

Updated Classics 
for Millennials 

Jane EyreBNB 

@DanielPaisner

Tess of the d’Uberdrivers 

@MilesToGo13

Alexa, Tell Me About 

Two Cities 

@StopEatingBees

Charlotte’s Webcam 

@DaSkrambledEgg

Tinder Is the Night 

@paul_lander

LOLita 

@im_srishabh21

—HuffPost.com

It’s Reigning  
Cats and Dogs

Just heard a guy at  

the dog park tell his 

dog “NO!” and then 

more quietly, “We 

talked about this!”

@NicCageMatch

WHEN CATS ARE SAD

Bartender: What’ll  

ya have? 

Cat: Shot of rum. 

[Bartender pours it] 

[Cat slowly pushes it  

off the bar] 

Cat: Another.

@PhilJamesson

“?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!?!!” 

—Dogs on the  

Fourth of July

@kyle_Lippert

Oh, the Shame

“Don’t worry, I’ll hold 

your stuff. You just 

worry about making 

friends.” —Cargo shorts

@DearAnyone

All I see is hummus.

9:42 AM 19 Oct 2019

@SophiaArmen
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You’ll never be  

as lazy as whoever 

named the fireplace.

@longwall26

Hi, Grandma?  

Can you come  

pick me up from  

my rap battle? It’s 

over. No, I lost. He  

saw you drop me  

off and did a pretty 

devastating rhyme 

about it.

@ch000ch

Quip or Tweet?
Think you know the golden age of comedy? 

Prove it! Guess which of the following one-

liners come from comic legends and which 

are from the Twitterverse. 

1. The worst part 

about being a giraffe 

is having a lot of  

time to think about 

your mistakes when 

you’re sinking  

into quicksand.

2. I drink too much. 

The last time I gave a 

urine sample, it had 

an olive in it.

3. Why didn’t  

Han Solo enjoy  

his steak dinner?  

It was Chewie.

4. Health nuts are  

going to feel stupid 

someday, lying in  

hospitals dying  

of nothing.

5. My granddaughter 

wanted a Cinderella-

themed party, so I  

invited all her friends 

over and made them 

clean my house.

6. Our scariest presi-

dent was probably 

Rushmore, because 

he had four heads.

7. I was going to have 

cosmetic surgery until 

I noticed that the doc-

tor’s office was full of 

portraits by Picasso.

8. Russian dolls are so 

full of themselves.

9. Normal person:  

9 + 7 = 16. 

Me: If 10 + 7 is 17 and 

9 is one less than 10 

then 9 + 7 must be 16.

10. Think of how  

stupid the average 

person is and realize 

half of them are  

stupider than that.

Answers
1. @rolldiggity  

2. Rodney Dangerfield  

3. @movingsideways 

4. Redd Foxx  

5. @greenmonk  

6. @meganamram  

7. Rita Rudner  

8. @MooseAllain 

9. @louvregguk  

 10. George Carlin
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Uncivil Marriage

When my wife gets a 

little upset, sometimes 

a simple “Calm down” 

in a soothing voice is 

all it takes to get her  

a lot upset. 

@TheNardvark

Before marrying some- 

one, listen long and 

hard to the sounds of 

their chewing, because 

that’s the soundtrack 

to the rest of your life. 

@LizerRea

You know that guy who 

looks like that other  

guy in that show we 

used to like? He died.  

—How my wife and  

I communicate 

@WilliamAder

Spies like Us

We can neither confirm 

nor deny that this is 

our first tweet.

@CIA

Wordsmiths

Just found the worst 

page in the entire  

dictionary. What I  

saw was disgraceful, 

disgusting, dishonest 

and disingenuous.

@sixthformpoet

Autocorrect walks  

into a bar. Bartender 

says, “What can I get 

you?” Autocorrect 

says, “I’ll have a bear. 

A bare. Bier. Briar. 

Never mind.”

@sween 

“WHOM WHOM WHOM.” 

—Owl that never gets 

invited to parties

@aparnapkin

In the Name of ...

My daughter doesn’t 

know the word 

‘braces’ so she  

calls them “tiny jails 

for your teeth.”

Lhlodder

What do you think  

Kid Rock and Chris 

Rock talk about at  

family reunions?

@JimGaffigan

‘Pickup artists’  

and ‘garbagemen’ 

should switch names.

@CEEJOYNER

What idiot called it  

a ‘flyswatter’ and not  

a ‘splatula’?

@mikecanrant

Who called it your  

foot ‘falling asleep’  

and not ‘coma toes’?

@chuuew

It Happens  
Every Time 

Every time a sexy 

woman jumps out  

of a giant cake, there  

is at least one guy who 

is bummed about the 

cake being ruined. 

@jonahhill

Every time I almost 

think humanity will  

be OK, I see someone 

struggle with the  

self-checkout for  

20 minutes.

@capricecrane
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Food for Thought

I wanted to go out tonight, but the avocado  

I bought this week will finally be ripe enough  

to eat between 8 p.m. and 8:15 p.m., so I can’t. 

@TanishaLove

Fortune Cookie: YOU JUST BROKE MY HOUSE IN 

HALF AND NOW YOU’RE READING MY JOURNAL.

@BeardSpice

The best way to prepare cauliflower  

is by throwing it in the trash while  

ordering a delicious pizza.

@NickYoussef 

Hold ... Hold ... Hold ... CHARGE!!!!!  

—Ice at the bottom of a glass

@zamyers

Self-Awareness

“It was a good thing  

I was born a girl, 

 other wise I’d be  

a drag queen.” 

@DollyParton

Just bought a book  

on narcissism.  

It’s great. It’s all  

about me. 

@marcmaron

Mom, Dad,  

I’m a gatherer.  

—Caveman coming  

out to his parents

@AristotlesNZ

Weird Science

How do they get the  

hurricanes to arrive in  

alphabetical order?

@KenJennings

T NOW! What do we want? 

MORE TIME-TRAVEL 

JOKES! When do we  

want them? RIGH

@johnfreiler

In a thousand years,  

archeologists will dig  

up tanning beds and  

think we fried people  

as punishment. 

@oliviawilde 
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I discovered that  
this gentle activity 
supports healing for 
both body and soul 
By Gloria Liu
from outside
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When COVID-19 came to Colorado, 

the ski resorts, breweries and many 

other vestiges of normalcy began 

shutting down. Suddenly the streets 

were filled with people who were also 

just … walking around. Couples saun-

tered. Families with young children 

trooped the sidewalks. I started walk-

ing on my own, too. 

Each evening, I’d get on a local trail. 

I drew deep breaths of the damp, piney 

air, and gaped at the panoramic views 

of the Flatirons [rock formations] jut-

ting up over the horizon. The walks 

seemed to loosen my thoughts, be-

stowing clarity and inspiring ideas that 

I jotted down trailside in my phone. 

But as much as I enjoyed my new 

walking habit, I was conflicted about 

it. Walking with Andrew was a won-

derful way to spend time together. But 

when I wasn’t with him, well—I was 

an athletic, fit 36-year-old. Shouldn’t 

I be doing something more vigorous? 

Billed for so long as a gentle, slow-

speed form of exercise for older 

people, or for those looking to lose 

Until recently, the idea of going for a walk  
for fun never crossed my mind. I preferred 
mountain biking or skiing. But in July 2019, 
my fiancé, Andrew, 34, was hit by a van 
while riding his bike. He survived—just 
barely—but his left leg was paralyzed. 

He came home from the hospital 

in October. Wearing a rigid, full-leg 

orthotic brace and wielding forearm 

crutches, Andrew ventured out in our 

neighbourhood in Boulder, Colorado. 

Initially, going up and down the block 

exhausted him. But by February, he 

was able to unlock the knee joint of 

his brace and stabilize his leg on his 

own. By mid-March, we were walking 

up to 90 minutes at a time.
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Gloria Liu with her fiancé Andrew in 
hospital after his accident.
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a little weight, walking had 

lost its appeal to much of the 

younger, outdoorsier set. But 

maybe all this stemmed from 

a fundamental misunder-

standing of why we walk at all. 

The history of walking as a 

means of liberating the mind 

spans cultures and centu-

ries. Great thinkers from  

Nietzsche to Kant to Thoreau 

to early-feminist philosopher 

Simone de Beauvoir had 

walking practices. The hajj, 

the Muslim pilgrimage to 

Mecca, often involves walk-

ing several kilometres per 

day. Thru-hikers traverse 

entire continents in search 

of challenge, adventure and 

self-knowledge. 

“There is a lot of research on cre-

ativity while walking,” says Jennifer 

Udler, a therapist in Potomac, Mary-

land, who practises ‘walk and talk’ 

therapy with her clients. “Our dopa-

mine, our serotonin, all the feel-good 

chemicals, are being released when 

we walk. And that’s not just mood. It’s 

creativity, it’s de-stressing, it’s lower-

ing cortisol—there’s a lot of chemistry 

involved in this.” 

A 2014 study at Stanford Univer-

sity, for example, asked participants 

to come up with novel uses for com-

mon items like a tyre or a button. Re-

searchers found that the number of 

creative ideas generated increased by 

roughly 60 per cent while participants 

were walking, compared to when they 

were sitting.

Udler points to a growing body of 

research examining the therapeutic 

benefits of simply being in nature. 

One 2018 study found that walking 

outdoors reduces cortisol and im-

proves your mood more than, say, 

exercising on a treadmill. “I have to 

say, it takes away half my job,” Udler 

says, laughing. “Because people are 

just naturally feeling better.” 

The best reason to walk, though, 

is because we can. I began to be im-

pressed with the biomechanics of 

walking well before Andrew’s crash, 

when I was reporting a story about 

professional mountain biker Paul 

Andrew on a  walking trail in Sedona, Arizona, nearly  
six months after the near-fatal traffic accident.



forward, just before your foot makes 

contact with the ground, the glutes, 

hamstrings, and quads activate to sta-

bilize the hip and knee. As your foot 

touches down, your weight shifts to that 

limb, the ‘stance limb’. The stance-limb 

calf muscle activates to stabilize the 

ankle and knee, controlling the forward 

progression of your center of gravity 

over your foot. As weight shifts to your 

forefoot, it allows your heel to rise, initi-

ating the ‘swing phase’ of walking. 

At this point, you need to bend your 

hip and knee quickly to lift your foot off 

the ground. Your other leg is your new 

stance limb. Now the hip flexors and 

ankle dorsiflexors get involved to swing 

your leg through swiftly. At the end of 

the swing, your hamstring controls the 

speed of your knee extension. Your foot 

then makes contact with the ground, 

beginning the cycle again. 

None of this, by the way, even gets 

into the upper-body biomechanics of a 

normal gait: opposing arm swing, bal-

ance and proprioception, which allows 

you to place your foot on the ground 

without looking at it. 

We take this mind-boggling se-

quence for granted. But anyone who’s 

nursed even a minor injury like an 

ankle sprain becomes acutely aware of 

what you lose when just one link in the 

chain is broken.

That Christmas, Andrew and I went 

to Sedona, Arizona. Even the easiest 

trails had obstacles. As I watched An-

drew use his crutches to hoist him-

self up stairstep boulders and totter 

Basagoitia, who had sustained a spi-

nal-cord injury that left him paralyzed 

below the waist. A year after his injury, 

Paul regained the use of his quads and 

hamstrings, and he could ride a bike. 

But because his glutes and calves still 

don’t work properly, he uses a cane 

to get around day to day. “Believe it 

or not, it’s a lot easier to pedal a bike 

than it is to walk,” he told me. 

As a mountain biker myself, I mar-

velled at the idea that this placid activ-

ity was in some way more demanding 

than the sport I spent 10 to 12 hours a 

week training for.

Then Andrew’s crash happened. 

When he began taking his first steps 

in the rehab hospital with his leg brace 

and a walker, the effort of hoisting his 

left leg forward made him grimace. I 

suddenly understood that I performed 

miraculous feats countless times a day: 

shuffling sleepily out of my bedroom 

each morning, navigating a parking lot, 

striding down the street.

Here’s what it takes for you to take 

a single step, according to Dr Jessica 

Rose, director of the Motion and Gait 

Analysis Laboratory at Stanford Uni-

versity’s children’s hospital: as you step 

 I WANT TO NOTICE 
THE THINGS I  

NEVER SAW WHEN  
I WAS RUSHING.
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precariously over mellow creek cross-

ings, I became acutely aware of the 

flexing, tensing and balancing hap-

pening in my own body to move over 

this uneven terrain.

We pushed Andrew’s limits so much 

that the rivets popped out of his leg 

brace, requiring two visits to the lo-

cal orthotist to get it repaired. But we 

felt grateful. None of the trails we did, 

none of the spectacular scenery or the 

soul-soothing solitude, would have 

been accessible in a wheelchair. 

A month after Colorado went into 

lockdown, I started feeling motivated 

for bike rides again, rebuilding my 

muscles and lungs after a long winter. 

My solo walks got more sporadic. 

But I still walked with Andrew on 

weekends up forested dirt roads. We 

talked—my worries about work, his 

dreams about the future, our conflicts 

with loved ones. We ran into friends, 

and even made new ones.

One evening, after a late-spring 

snowstorm, I went for a trail run. A 

couple miles in, my run slowed to a 

walk. Birds trilled. Water trickled—

the snow melting. My gaze, no longer 

fixed to the ground, took in the tower-

ing ponderosas along the trail. After a 

day spent at my computer, they looked 

achingly real. I felt myself becoming 

real again, too, reinhabiting my body.

I knew then that walking isn’t just 

exercise to me. As a society, we treat 

exercise as an antidote to our sed-

entary lives. We dose it like medi-

cine: apply exercise once daily. But 

what if walking was simply a way to 

spend more of our lives in motion? 

This year, I’ve taken phone calls 

with faraway friends on walks, used 

walks to break through writing blocks  

and rehearse for difficult conversa-

tions. I wasn’t just exercising. My life 

was happening. 

If walking is something most of us 

only learn to do as we get older, then 

I welcome this early wisdom. I want 

to notice the things I never saw when 

I was rushing. I want to take time to 

consider which way I’m going.

That day, I left the trail to crunch 

through the snow’s brittle upper crust, 

feeling the muscles in my body tense 

and snap and release, nerves firing 

in a thousand unconscious places. I 

passed between the trees, nimble and 

free. It felt good to move as I was de-

signed to do. The body got a little light 

exercise. The soul got much more.    

outside ( june 2020), copyright © 2020 by outside 
integrated media, llc

Car Talk

Told my dad about a rough patch I went through mentally and he asked in a con-

cerned voice whether I’d still managed to take my car in for routine maintenance.
@MUSCLESKOALS
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“Oh, I’m so glad 

you’re here,” she said. 

“I was afraid to enter.  

I didn’t know if I was  

a steer or a heifer.”

—Christine Looney 

During the month of 

October, our local  

barbershop offers a 

discount for children 

if they come in wear-

ing  a Halloween cos-

tume. I suggested to 

my five-year-old that  

he go dressed in his 

Spider-Man outfit. 

“Oh, I could never  

do that,” he said. “Then 

everyone would know 

that I’m Spider-Man.”

—Marilyn Bradfield

My husband surprised 

me with a night out  

to celebrate the anni-

versary of our first  

date. I was reminded  

of the man I fell in  

love with. 

Outside the ladies’ 

and men’s rooms of  

a Texas steak house,  

I found a confused 

and anxious young 

woman who sighed 

with relief when  

she saw me. 

“I’ve got about 20 pages of questionable Internet comments here.”

LIFE’S
Like That
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I really put my best  

culinary foot forward. 

One evening, he 

made me feel so  

good about the meal 

I’d prepared when he 

asked his father to  

pass the gravy. 

Lifting the ladle,  

my husband asked, 

“One lump or two?” 

—Barbara Marshall 

My mom used to  

think LGBT was  

Internet slang for  

‘Let’s get breakfast 

together’.

— @thot_piece

We arrived at the 

theatre and learnt the 

movie was playing  

at a different location  

a full hour earlier. I  

was reminded of the 

man I married.

— @GoodSheWrites

Me, in my teens:  
This radio station  

is playing my jams. 

Me, in my 20s:  
This bar is playing  

my jams. 

Me, in my 30s:  
This grocery store  

is playing my jams.

— @mommajessiec

I’m not a good cook. 

There, I admit it.  

But when my stepson 

came to live with us,  

I say “I have money tied up in investments” 
to describe returns I haven’t sent back yet.
— @Lucyj_ford

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

I collect malapropisms. 
Some good ones: ‘Sitting 
back on one’s hinges’, 
‘Bull in a china closet’, ‘Nip 
it in the butt’. My favourite 
came in response to a 
first-aid question-
naire handed out 
by my wom-
en’s group. To 
the question 
“If someone 
was choking, 
what would you 
do?” one person 
wrote, “I would perform 
the Hamlet  Manoeuver.”

—Virginia Cook  

Harry Potter is on  
and my dad thinks 

Voldemort’s name  
is Baltimore. 

— @dubstep4dads

Yes, I may have mis-
heard you, but this  

does not mean  
I don’t want  

a night cat  
any less.

— @Royal_
Stein

My boyfriend 
worked in a 

posh hotel, and  
at breakfast someone 
asked, “Is this crème 
fraîche?” He replied, 
“Yeah, we don’t serve 
eout-of-date food.” 

— @lilyannatrnr
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WHAT WE HAVE HERE IS  
A FAILURE TO COMMUNICATE



F
irst, let the numbers sink 

in: India picked up five gold 

medals at the Paralympic 

Games in Tokyo this year. 

That’s more gold than ever 

won in the last 11 editions of the qua-

drennial event in which India partici-

pated. This year’s contingent featured 

54 athletes. At Rio de Janeiro in 2016, 

there were only 19. And the previous 

best of four medals was bettered to 19 

this time around—that number is also 

seven more than what India picked 

up since its first participation at the 

Paralympics in 1968.

It has, predictably, taken a medal 

haul to brings India’s para-athletes 

into the spotlight, but until even a few 

months ago, they were an invisible 

force, training in various arenas 

INSPIRATION

India’s para-athletes made history in Tokyo, but the 
story of how they got there is a true lesson in grit

By Shail Desai

illustration by Siddhant Jumde

EACH  
ONE A

CHAMPION
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marathon route, but the high jump was 

out of bounds. The other boys worried. 

I couldn’t afford to injure the one good 

leg that I have,” Kumar recalls.

One afternoon when his friends 

were away at lunch, Kumar pulled off 

a graceful Fosbury Flop all by himself. 

He ran to his brother, announcing his 

exploits. The following day, Kumar 

started training under Shallaz’s 

watchful eye, oblivious to others’ 

concerns. “You know how it is at 

boarding school—if you’re good at 

something, everyone respects you. I 

was never made to feel I was different.”

Like Kumar, archer Harvinder 

Singh’s left leg was impaired when 

he was only one. An injection that 

a doctor gave him for dengue had 

across the country, just as hard as 

their able-bodied counterparts.

For most of them, it’s been a story 

of perseverance—embarking on a 

journey of discovery that would test 

the limits of their abilities. But what 

they didn’t realize was an obvious 

truth—they became champions on 

the day they first stepped out on a 

sporting field. 

SYSTEMS OF SUPPORT
There’s a common notion that runs in 

the world of sports—‘start ’em young’. 

Most world champions, we hear, 

picked up a racket or kicked a ball at 

about the same time they took their 

first wobbly steps. For para-athletes, 

though, this story is often different. 

Sharad Kumar, for instance, might well 

have won bronze in the high jump T42 

category event, but the sport wasn’t 

the first, natural choice for him.

With crime syndicates making life 

perilous in Bihar’s Motipur, Kumar’s 

father, Surender, bundled him and 

his brother, Shallaz, off to St. Paul’s, 

a boarding school in Darjeeling, at a 

young age. After being administered a 

spurious polio drug at the age of two, 

Kumar’s left leg was left paralyzed and 

Shallaz had looked out for him since.

In Darjeeling, Kumar was exposed 

to nearly all sports and he played them 

all, but when it came to high jump, 

his only job was to set the bar for the 

other boys. “I would play everything, 

go on long hikes, even walk the entire 

Para-high-jumper Sharad Kumar, 29,  
won the bronze in the 2021 Paralympics.
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strength in his right leg as a result of 

improper medication, shuttler Manoj 

Sarkar hadn’t lost his will to play or his 

ambition to succeed. He remembers 

hounding his mother, Jamuna, for a 

badminton racket: “It was smaller than 

the normal size and cost just `10. But 

for my mother, who earned a living 

rolling bidis, it was no small amount. 

She borrowed money when I had to go 

to my first international tournament.” 

Sarkar says that none of what 

he has achieved—most recently a 

bronze medal in the badminton SL3 

category at the Tokyo Paralympics—

would have been possible without his 

mother’s love and support. 

STRENGTH OF SPORT
For some para-athletes, sport isn’t 

just a distraction from despair, it is 

also a solution, the proverbial light 

at the end of the tunnel. When rifle 

shooter Avani Lekhara—India’s first 

female Paralympic gold medallist—

was only 11, a car accident resulted 

in spinal injuries, paralyzing her from 

the waist down. “I used to love danc-

ing. And just like that, I couldn’t walk 

anymore. It was a nightmare to wake 

up in a wheelchair. Today, of course, 

I have made peace with the fact that 

everything happens for a reason.”

Three years after the accident, 

Lekhara visited a sports facility in 

Jaipur where she first tried her hand 

at archery. But it was, finally, at the 

shooting range that she made an 

an irreversible, adverse effect. The 

bronze he won in Tokyo was the  

first archery event India had won at 

the Paralympics. 

Singh remembers being an ace 

swing bowler, a handy wicketkeeper 

and a regular at the volleyball ground 

in Haryana’s Ajitnagar: “The atmo-

sphere was such that I was always 

treated as an equal in my village. There 

was no sport I couldn’t be part of.” 

Not everyone, though, was lucky 

enough to have such acceptance or 

access to sports. Though he’d lost 

readersdigest.in       75

Inspiration

Harvinder Singh’s 2021 bronze was India’s 
first ever archery medal in the Paralympics.



While most classmates would return 

to the hostel or head out to the movies, 

Singh would get dressed and set off for 

training. Rather than head home on 

the weekends, Singh now dedicated 

himself solely to his passion. At the 

start, Singh struggled to get used to the 

demands of archery, but under coach 

Jiwanjot Singh Teja, he adapted to a 

regimented training routine and grew 

the patience that the sport requires. 

“I would never get exhausted 

mentally, since I was always eager 

to learn. Physically, though, it has 

been quite taxing. I had to work on 

building muscle to sustain long hours 

at training,” Singh says.

Yogesh Kathuniya’s life, too, has 

followed a similar trajectory. The 

discus throw silver medallist (F56 

category) was seven when, suddenly, 

he had trouble walking or playing in 

instant connection with sport. “After 

I started shooting, I got better at 

studies as well. It taught me how to 

control my emotions and focus on the 

job at hand. Sport took priority after 

my first medal in 2015,” she recalls.

Since professional sport usually 

presents itself as an option only late, 

education often takes precedence for 

a lot of para-athletes. Always a bright 

student, Harvinder Singh grew up 

hoping to be an economics professor 

someday. It was during his time at 

Punjab University that he started 

to observe archers practising from 

a distance. Watching the sport on 

television during the 2012 London 

Olympics only intrigued him further. 

In no time, he started trying to 

balance both book and bow. 

Reader’s Digest

a park next door. He thought it was 

a minor niggle, but in a few weeks, 

he was bound to a wheelchair after 

being diagnosed with Guillain-

Barre syndrome, a rare neurological 

disorder. Stuck indoors, Kathuniya 

found solace in books. Wanting to 

become a chartered accountant, he 

began pursuing a BA in Commerce.

When a senior at Kirori Mal College 

told him about para-sports, Kathuniya 

19-year-old shooter 
Avani Lekhara bagged 

two medals—a gold 
and a bronze.
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the early years, he says, 

he struggled to find a 

coach with the knowhow 

required to  help him 

transition from a standing 

to a sitting position. He’d 

also borrowed money from 

friends to train. “But it was 

though sports that I again 

found myself.”

AGAINST  
ALL ODDS
P r a m o d  B h a g a t ,  w h o 

picked up badminton gold 

in the SL3 category, grew 

up routinely dispatching 

older boys on the bad-

minton court in Odisha’s 

Attabira, despite his polio-

afflicted left leg. It was only 

later that learnt about para-competi-

tions from his coach, S. P. Das. “I had 

no idea there was a separate category 

for those with disabilities, that people 

around the world were making a living 

off para-sports.” 

This lack of awareness isn’t the 

only hurdle that many of today’s 

para-athletes have needed to cross. 

Up until the Rio Paralympics in 2016, 

they didn’t have the funding required 

to realize their dreams or their talent. 

“A lot of the funding used to go to 

able-bodied athletes, but few realized 

that our expenses were as much as 

their’s,” says Kathuniya. “It was really 

knew his burly physique would help 

in throwing events. But the early days 

were anything but easy. A few mocked 

him for the way he moved, while 

others bluntly told him he was never 

going to ace the sport. It only pushed 

him to train harder. He would sneak 

into Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium 

at night for a few extra throws.

“During my younger days, I realized 

human behaviour is uncontrollable 

and I started ignoring everything that 

bothered me. But it was still hard to 

accept my disability and it wasn’t 

until I took to sports that my thought 

process changed,” Kathuniya says. In 
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Pramod Bhagat currently ranks world’s 
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ground near his home. It was great 

motivation to have him around while 

training,” Kathuniya says. The duo 

shares a common coach in Naval 

Singh, who was away in New Delhi. 

They would record videos during 

training and send it back to Singh 

for analysis. “It was difficult but we 

knew the important thing was to 

keep our training going.”

For  Sharad Kumar,  the 

challenges were different. 

He had a lot to prove after a 

doping scandal landed him 

a two-year ban in 2012. He 

hard to manage things. After Rio, there 

was a big craze for para-sport. Things 

got better once we were included as 

part of TOPS (Target Olympic Podium 

Scheme). Support also came from 

organizations like the Olympic Gold 

Quest and Go Sports Foundation. 

Once financial conditions began 

improving, more athletes started  

to get serious.” 

Added to monetary support, a 

partnership with dedicated coaches 

has helped para-athletes focus 

on their craft. In 2015, Harvinder 

Singh quit professional sport after 

he struggled with the compound 

archery discipline, but on the advice 

of coach Teja, he switched to the 

recurve event and picked the bow 

again. He then started training 

with Gaurav Sharma in 2017 and 

the results began to follow. The 

following year, he brought home his 

first international medal, an Asian 

Para-Games gold from Jakarta. 

When COVID-19 struck last year, 

Singh took to the fields to train. 

Avani Lekhara created a makeshift 

10-metre shooting range in her house. 

Kathuniya, meanwhile, connected 

with Sumit Antil—who won javelin 

gold (F64 category) in Tokyo—and 

shifted base to the latter’s home in 

Sonepat in Haryana. 

“We share a great rapport and have 

been training together since 2018. 

With all Sports Authority of India 

(SAI) centres shut down during the 

pandemic, we made the most of a 
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professional. Besides, I credit him for 

saving my body,” says Kumar.

THE CHAMPION’S 
LEAGUE
In Tokyo this year, each of these para-

athletes stepped up to give their best—

a record in multiple ways for India. 

Their feats of strength sparked rau-

cous celebrations on their arrival back 

home. “I’ve since been gorging on ras-

malai made by my mother,” Kathuniya 

says, laughing. There are goals that 

have been marked out for the months 

ahead, but for now, a few of them have 

decided to embrace routine. 

Lekhara is back to her law books, 

hoping she can be a judge someday. 

Singh, on the other hand, is realizing 

his dream of teaching by addressing 

kids at the many felicitations he’s be-

ing asked to grace. The greatest satis-

faction for Manoj Sarkar is to see the 

local stadium and his primary school 

in his native Uttarakhand town of Ru-

drapur named after him. 

“A boy once asked 

me what it takes to 

win a medal at the 

Paralympics. I told 

him you need to love 

the sport so passion-

ately, that it becomes 

your number one prior-

ity. I hope my wife does 

not get angry when she 

reads this,” he says, 

tongue firmly in cheek. 

says he was wrongly penalized. With 

a point to prove to his detractors, he 

approached Ukrainian coach, Evgeny 

Nikitin, and shifted base to Kharkiv 

five years ago. However, the time 

spent away from home was not at all 

easy. “I had to deal with the language 

barrier,  sub-zero temperatures 

and absolutely no entertainment— 

just train, eat, sleep and repeat. It was 

a tough time.”

Nikitin expected Kumar to stick 

around for just a few months, but 

once he realized his charge was 

committed to the work, he backed 

him wholeheartedly. “His greatest 

contribution is that he has made 

me very disciplined and a thorough 
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Shuttler Manoj 
Sarkar first 
picked up a 
badminton 
racket at the 
age of five.
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illustrations by Steven P. Hughes

Within seconds, the car carrying  
four Dutch tourists was swept down  
the hillside by the raging waters
By Simon Hemelryk

FLASH
FLOOD
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of the airport at around 6 p.m. and 

into a rental car. Iris and her fiancé, 

Coen, were waiting at the beautiful 

property up in the hills, thrilled at the 

prospect of sharing such a magical 

event with the ones they loved. 

On the road to Sant Llorenç, the 

family gazed at Mallorca’s rugged 

countryside, with its rolling, rocky 

slopes peppered by wispy grasses and 

low green trees. As they crossed the 

hilly landscape, the evening was dra-

wing in and rain was falling heavily. 

But that didn’t detract from the beauty 

of the island, off Spain’s eastern coast. 

They chatted happily. Pieterjan, a 

quiet but funny, intelligent historian, 

kept them amused with witty observa-

tions from the driver’s seat. 

They had no inkling that the rain-

fall—more than 230 mm (nine inches) 

would fall that day—had already 

reached dangerous levels. 

The intimate ceremony with just 21 

guests was happening the next day,  

10 October 2018, at a stunning villa up 

in the hills near the picturesque town 

of Sant Llorenç des Cardassar, just un-

der an hour’s drive from the airport. 

“I can’t wait for the barbecue tonight, 

never mind the wedding,” Marjon told 

her mother, Bets. 

Bets was a sharp, warm-hearted 

84-year-old, but she wasn’t in the best 

of health. A year earlier, she’d had to 

have emergency surgery on a perfo-

rated intestine and now wore a colos-

tomy bag. Hip problems meant she 

had to walk with crutches. But she was 

thrilled to be attending her 24-year-

old granddaughter Iris's wedding in 

such an amazing setting. The family 

had brought along a nurse, Marjon 

Theunissen, to help her. 

The three women and Marjon van 

Eijk’s husband, Pieterjan, walked out 

Marjon van Eijk was incredibly excited. The 
57-year-old from Oss in the Netherlands had just 
landed on the Spanish island of Mallorca with  
her family for the dream wedding of her daugh-
ter Iris. She knew it was going to be very special.
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As they drove beyond the town 

of Sant Llorenç and up the wind-

ing road around 804 metres into the 

hills, the rain got harder and the sky 

grew darker. They were approaching  

a bridge over what was normally a 

small stream when, without warn-

ing, a wave of dirty, fast moving water 

washed over the top of it. 

Wi t h i n  s e c o n d s,  t h e  t o r re n t  

had lifted the little white car into the 

now raging river and sent it surging 

down the hillside.

It all happened so quickly that  

Marjon and her family were too 

shocked even to scream. As the car 

lurched and spun through the water, 

its roof scraping the underside of a 

couple of bridges, they clutched the 

seats and doors in numb disbelief. 

The flood carried the car back 

through Sant Llorenç, which was now 

engulfed by several metres of water. 

On and on the vehicle went, into scru-

bland a few hundred metres south  

of the town where, finally, it caught 

on a submerged object in the middle  

of the torrent. 

Marjon, the mother of the bride, 

felt water swilling round her feet and 

looked down. Muddy brown flood wa-

ter was pouring into the car and ris-

ing quickly. Although fairly small and 

bespectacled, she was a strong person 

with a big heart, always determined 

to protect her family. Sitting in the 

backseat with her mother's nurse, she 

knew they all had to get out quickly 

before the waters rose too high in the 

car and they all drowned. 

Forcing the back door open, she 

jumped into the flood. Bets’ 52-year-

old nurse followed. Marjon grabbed 

the front door handle and tried to 

open the door to reach Pieterjan 

and Bets sitting in the front seat,  

but the water pressure on the door 

was too much. 

Suddenly the rising water, flowing 

in the churning torrent, flipped the 

car on its roof, leaving Pieterjan and 

his mother-in-law hanging in their 

seat belts as water rose towards them.  

This is the end, he thought, terrified. 

But then just as suddenly another 

rush of water flipped the car—still 

caught up—back the right way up. 

Braced against the current, Marjon 

got a grip on a back door handle and, 

using all her strength, was able to pull 

the door open. She hauled Pieterjan 

and Bets between the two front seats 

and out of the vehicle, coughing and 

spluttering. But the danger was far 

from over. 

The four of them clung to the back 

of the car as the waters, now at chest 

height, rushed over them. They were 

MARJON KNEW THEY HAD TO GET OUT  
OF THE CAR BEFORE THEY ALL DROWNED.
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housekeeper in the town. But the 

flood waters stopped him.  

His neighbour Miquel Montoro 

came out of his summer house. It was 

now well past 7 p.m. and dark but,  

illuminated by the lightning, Miquel 

could make out 10 or more cars in the 

flood waters. Suddenly, just carrying 

over the roar of the water, he heard 

screams coming from a white car,  

30 metres or more out into the tor-

rent. Gento heard the screams, too, 

and rushed out to join his neighbour. 

“We’ve got to do something,” he  

told Miquel. 

“If we don’t try, we might hear 

those screams for the rest of our lives,” 

Miquel said. 

Miquel shone his van headlights 

across the water towards the car so 

they could get a better idea of what 

had to be done. But even with the 

headlights, they still couldn’t really 

see any details—not even how many 

people they might need to rescue. 

They could, however, see how far 

they would have to go into the fast 

flowing waters. They roped them-

selves together like climbers: Miquel, 

being battered by debris, including 

branches and pieces of metal. The 

sky was completely dark, illuminated 

only by occasional flashes of lighting, 

as the rain continued to pelt down. 

The flood waters were more than  

73 metres across, with the Dutch tour-

ists trapped almost in the middle.

Pieterjan screamed for help. I don’t 

think anyone can even see us, let alone 

hear us, thought his wife. We don’t 

have a chance.

 

Gento Galmés stared out of the 

window of his small summer home 

in disbelief. The tanned, dark-haired 

57-year-old council administrator 

had just made a harrowing 1.5 km car 

journey from Sant Llorenç through 

rain so torrential that it was almost 

impossible to see. The narrow, usually 

empty stream a hundred metres or so 

away had overtopped and water was 

now flooding over the rocky ground 

towards his property. 

He’d come to pick up his daugh-

ter, Margalida, 24, intending then to 

get back to his home in Sant Lorenç 

and find his wife, who worked as a 
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desperate people almost within reach. 

Fridges, pallets and even whole 

trees were flooding by on either side 

of them. A gas cylinder smashed into 

Miquel’s ribs. Both men knew that 

something bigger could send them fly-

ing to their deaths at any moment. But 

they were driven by pure adrenalin. 

It  took Gento ten minutes to 

get within 10 metres of the car. He 

could see four figures clinging on to  

the back, terror etched on their  

faces. They pleaded with him for 

help in what little Spanish they knew: 

“Ayuda! Ayuda!” 

Bracing himself, Gento threw them 

the end of the rope. After several at-

tempts Pieterjan, who was closest, 

caught it. Gento gestured to him to tie 

it around his waist, then he steadied 

himself, ready to pull the Dutchman 

towards him. 

Pieterjan stumbled through the wa-

ter. Weighed down by a heavy jacket, 

he lost his balance and plunged 

a strong, burly 47-year-old blacksmith, 

would be the anchor, feeding Gento 

the line as the latter pushed through 

the flood. Gento, like his neighbour, 

had wound the rope around his mid-

dle but with a length remaining free, 

so he could throw the loose end to 

those needing rescue. 

They started into the water and to-

wards the car. The Dutch family spot-

ted the headlights and screamed even 

louder for help. Along with the occa-

sional flash of lightning, their cries 

were Miquel and Gento’s only real 

guide as to exactly where they were. 

The two men could feel themselves 

sinking into churning mud but, accord-

ing to plan, Miquel stood firm while 

Gento fought the current to struggle  

ahead. Gento was tough, but at barely 

more than five feet two inches tall, the 

torrent was soon up to his chest.

“Don’t go any further,” Miquel 

shouted. “The current will take you.” 

But Gento wouldn’t stop, not with 

WEIGHED DOWN BY HIS HEAVY JACKET,  
PIETERJAN STUMBLED TOWARDS GENTO.
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Then the two women made their 

way through the f lood, Marjon  

straining to hold her mother up 

through water that was almost up 

to the old lady’s neck.  They made it 

safely to Gento and then continued 

on towards Miquel. But just as they 

reached shallower water, Bets lost her 

balance and fell to her knees in the 

mud. Gento and Miquel tried to lift 

her but she was too heavy and was 

unable to help herself. 

Miquel knew they had to move 

her out of the water fast, before the  

flooding became any worse. He 

rushed off to get a wheelbarrow and 

he and Gento were finally able to 

move Bets to dry land.

The rescued Dutch family, the 

nurse and Gento gathered in Miquel’s 

beneath the surface. But he struggled 

back to his feet and Gento hauled on 

the rope until he was close enough for 

Pieterjan to fling his arms around him 

like an octopus. Worried Pieterjan 

would drag them both under, Gento, 

with Miquel pulling on the rope, got 

him to safety as quickly as possible. 

They hoped that the tall 60-year-

old might be able to help rescue the  

others, but Pieterjan was dazed and 

shaking with shock. 

Gento turned his efforts back to  

the three people still clinging to 

the car. After bringing Bet’s nurse 

to safety, he went back for Marjon  

and her mother. Then suddenly, be-

fore anyone could stop her, Marjon 

dived back into the car to grab her 

mother’s medication. 

86      october 2021



Drama in Real Life

The Lazy Life
Quiz: is everything terrible or am I just tired?   

— @karenchee

Face timing my brother to see what's in the fridge has to  

be the laziest thing I've ever done. 

— @BeeverM 

I buy my kitchen appliances based on their bluetooth capabilities so  

I don't have to get off the couch to turn them on. 

— @lisahi 

The town looked like an earthquake 

had hit it, with debris everywhere and 

cars piled on top of each other. 

Back at his main house, Miquel 

found his partner and friends glued to 

news reports and frantically contact-

ing loved ones. 

“I’m going to have a shower,” 

Miquel said, matter-of-factly. “I’ve just 

rescued four people.” 

Thirteen people lost their lives that 

day, during what was one of Mallorca’s 

worst flash floods in living memory.

In June 2019 King Felipe VI pre-

sented Gento and Miquel with the 

Spanish Order of Civil Merit. In  

October of that year, in Sant Llorenç’s 

town hall with the Dutch family  

looking on, the two men were awarded 

the ‘medalla de honor por ayuda 

desinteresada’ (the Medal of Honour 

for Selfless Help). 

Iris and Coen were married in a 

simple ceremony in the Netherlands. 

house. The water supply wasn’t work-

ing properly, and Miquel couldn’t 

offer the group a warming shower. In-

stead the Spaniards gave them blan-

kets and any clothes they could find. 

Marjon Theunissen and Margal-

ida, Gento’s daughter, who was also 

a  nurse, tended to Bets. She needed 

to get to a hospital fast. But with no 

mobile signal, there was no way of  

calling an ambulance. Besides, the 

track leading up to the main road to 

Sant Llorenç had been washed away. 

Miquel had no option but to try to 

restore it, using his tractor. After an 

hour or so it was passable, and the 

Spaniards took the family up to a 

roundabout where local police were 

directing traffic around blocked roads.  

The Dutch group were taken to a shel-

ter and then Bets was rushed to hos-

pital where she was checked over and 

released the following day.   

Later that evening Gento drove to 

Sant Llorenç to reunite with his wife. 
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With large, dark shadows and unidentifiable animal sounds,      

The World’s Most      

WHO KNEW?
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           forests can be some of the spookiest places in the world
by Lauren Cahn

Wistman’s 
Wood, 

England

  Haunted Forests
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The Hoia-Baciu Forest
ROM A NIA
Located in northwestern Romania, the 

Hoia-Baciu is known as the ‘Bermuda 

Triangle’ of Romania. Strange disap-

pearances are said to have occurred 

here, like a shepherd who reportedly 

vanished with a flock of 200 sheep, 

and a five-year-old girl who went 

missing in the forest for five years—

only to emerge without having aged. 

Visitors often “report intense feelings 

of anxiety and the feeling of being 

constantly watched”, the forest’s very 

own website warns, and the locals 

tend to stay away because they fear 

that if they enter, they will never find 

their way out again.

Long Trail
UNITED S TATE S
This 437-kilometre-long hiking trail 

near Bennington in the state of Ver-

mont, in the northeastern United 

States, is believed to be where a 

college student named Paula Jean 

Welden disappeared on 1 December 

1946. But she wasn’t the only one to 

Wistman’s Wood  ENGL AND

In Wistman’s Wood in Dartmoor National Park, in the southwest  
of England, moss and lichen drip so thickly from the tangled oak 
treetops that you can barely see the sky. And the place really is 
haunted, if you believe those familiar with it. Ancient tales of  
druids, ghosts and a host of other supernatural creatures have 
earned it a reputation as the most haunted part of Dartmoor. 

The Schwarzwald 
GERM A NY
Named for its almost impenetrable 
darkness, the Schwarzwald (Black 
Forest) is the site of some of the scariest 
tales the Brothers Grimm ever wrote. 
Legend has it it’s haunted by werewolves, 
witches and the devil himself. The tale of 
Der Grossmann (sometimes translated 
as ‘The Slender Man’) is that of a tall, 
horribly disfigured man with bulging 
eyes and many arms who compelled 
children to enter the forest and confess 
their sins. They never emerged again.
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Forest, north of Edinburgh. Back 

in Victorian times it had been the 

home of a coal mine and a mining 

town. Visitors to these woods report 

strange phenomena such as feeling 

inexplicably agitated, and that their 

pets were spooked. Such accounts 

d id n’t stop a loca l fa m i ly f rom 

enjoying a hike and a picnic there 

in 2008. But afterwards, they were 

Island of the Dolls  ME XICO
One of the world’s creepiest places is La Isla de las Muñecas, or Island of the Dolls, 
south of Mexico City. The small tree-covered island was named for its collection of 
dolls, doll heads and disembodied doll parts that have been strung from the jungle 
trees. The man who did this, more than half a century ago, hoped it would chase away 
the spirit of a drowned girl whose body washed up on shore here. The sight of the dolls 
is terrifying enough, but some people have said they’ve heard the dolls whispering to 
one another from high above in the treetops.

vanish. Four other people disappeared 

in the forest here between 1945 and 

1950, and only one body was ever 

found. Rumours of the trail giving off 

what has been described as a “weird 

haunting energy” continue to this day. 

Blairadam Forest
SCOTL A ND
Another creepy copse is Blairadam 
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to the tallest tree in the world, a  

yellow meranti, and is frequented by 

tourists—but usually only during the 

day. Some local residents believe  

the forest is haunted, and the spirits 

that lurk there come out only at night. 

Go if you dare, but it’s been said  

t hat  p e o p l e  hav e  d i s a p p e a re d  

there, particularly near its famous 

waterfall.

stopped cold when they examined 

photos they’d taken of their children 

in the forest: a sinister-looking figure 

wearing Victorian-era clothing was 

clearly visible, lurking in the trees. 

Tawau Hills Park
M A L AYSIA
This beautiful forest park in Tawau, 

on the island of Borneo, is home 

The Forest of Broceliande FR ANCE
The Fôret de Brocéliande, a place of medieval legend, was ravaged by fire in 1990. 
Located in Brittany and, these days, more commonly known as Paimpont Forest, it is 
said to have been the setting of the King Arthur legend, and is home to the megalithic 
Tomb of Merlin. Those things alone wouldn’t make it spooky, but its Valley of No Return 
is said to be where the sorceress Morgan le Fay—King Arthur’s half sister—imprisoned 
unfaithful young men. After the fire, half a million new trees were planted.  
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Aokigahara  JAPAN
In Japanese mythology, Aokigahara, which is also known as the ‘Sea of Trees’ at the 
base of Mount Fuji, is said to be haunted by demons. It is also thought that yuˉrei—
trapped, lost, angry or vengeful souls—flit among these twisted trees. According  
to local spiritualists, the trees have a malevolent energy accumulated over centuries. 
It’s also easy to get lost in this eerily quiet forest: compasses and mobile phones 

sometimes don’t work. One theory why? The high iron deposits in the soil. 
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A farmer has a prob-

lem with foxes eating 

his hens. He asks the 

smartest person he 

knows, a physicist,  

to help him. The 

physicist spends all 

day thinking and 

calculating. Then,  

finally, he says, “I’ve 

found a solution! But  

it will work only for 

spherical chickens  

inside a vacuum.”
—Factinator.com

Sister Mary donned 

her habit and got into 

her vintage auto. 

About a kilometre 

down the road, she 

ran out of gas. Fortu-

nately, there was a gas 

station on the next 

block, so she walked 

over. But when she got 

there, it was out of  

gas cans.

Sister Mary walked 

back to her car and 

opened the trunk to 

look for a container.  

All she could find was a 

bedpan. She walked 

back to the station and 

filled the bedpan as best 

she could. Then she 

walked back to her auto 

and began pouring the 

gas from the bedpan into 

the tank.

From across the 

street, two Baptist min-

isters were watching  

all of this. One minister 

turned to the other  

LAUGHTER
The best Medicine
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“If there’s a way in, they’ll find it.”



Reader’s Digest

and said, “If that car 

starts, I’m converting 

to Catholicism.”

—Submitted by

John Mendonca

Only Child Syndrome
I’m the youngest of 

three. Both my parents 

are older.

—Big_Bri_Guzzi  

via Reddit.com

My parents raised  

me as an only child, 

which really annoyed 

my younger brother.

—Bestlifeonline.com

I’m an only child,  

so I’ve been taking 

selfies since the ’70s.

— @TamerKattan

A teacher is droning  

on and on when he  

notices that a student 

sitting all the way at 

the back of the class-

room has fallen asleep 

OK, I’LL BITE …
These restaurants use street signs not to show their 
specials but to show they’re special:
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during his lecture.

“Hey,” the teacher yells 

to the girl sitting next 

to the sleeping student, 

“wake that kid up!”

“You’re the one  

who put him to sleep,” 

she calls back to the 

teacher with a shrug. 

“You wake him up!”

—Learnenglish.de

I think that being an astronaut on the  
way to the moon would be the worst time 
to find out you’re a werewolf.
—Leonard Chan, comedian
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MY
PENNILESS 
JOURNEY
In 1998 I decided to walk 805 km across England 
and into Scotland with no money. Would I be 
shown enough hospitality to keep going?

By Peter Mortimer

from the book broke through britain

illustrations by Olivier Kugler96      october 2021
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A Without thinking, I led Sam in. 

“Can I help you, sir?” asked the  

receptionist. I looked around. Sunday 

diners reclined in comfort, the smell 

of roast beef was in the air. I wanted 

to order a pint, but realized that from  

now on this was one of many places 

I could look at but not touch. I was a 

person apart, trapped in an invisible 

bubble of poverty. 

“I’d, um, like some water for my 

dog,” I said. The receptionist put a 

bowl on the thick pile carpet and Sam 

drank eagerly. For our Sunday lunch, 

Sam and I shared two small triangles 

of toast, plus some butter, saved from 

my hotel breakfast in Plymouth. The 

shadow of total destitution deepened 

as I tried to hitch a lift from a middle-

aged couple driving away from the 

hotel. They looked at me with disdain 

and accelerated away. Their rejec-

tion knocked me back. Then came 

my first—albeit mixed—experience of 

Christian charity.

“Is that all you want, water for your 

dog?” asked the rector of the nearby 

village of Yelverton when I interrupted 

him mowing his lawn. 

“Anything else, naturally, would not 

go amiss,” I mumbled.

FIRST STEPS
A powerful voice inside me whis-

pered that I was being idiotic, that a 

man of 54 should have more sense. If 

I wanted to try walking 805 km from 

Plymouth to Edinburgh without the 

security of a wallet, I should have 

done it years ago. 

I told the voice to shut up. The idea 

took root. As far as I knew, no one had 

done this before. A friend offered me 

Sam, her seven-year-old King Charles 

spaniel. “He’ll walk forever,” she said, 

“and people will like you.” Sam looked 

cuddly. Also, he would give me sol-

ace in hours of loneliness and I could 

snuggle up to him in the cold. I wel-

comed Sam as my companion. 

For practical tips on wandering des-

titute I visited a Buddhist monastery  

32 km from Cullercoats, my home 

town at the mouth of the River Tyne in 

northeast England. The monks advised 

me to carry an umbrella and wrap 

moleskin round my feet. “You will find 

the walk very hard,” one monk warned, 

“but eventually you will gain strength. 

It will be part of your journey through 

life, so you must do it.”

Day one. A 9:35 a.m. on Sunday,  

26 July 1998, I set off from Plymouth 

on my odyssey. A small knot of fear 

gripped my stomach. I was entering 

an unknown world. For 14 km Sam 

and I were buffeted by thundering 

traffic on the A386 out of Plymouth, 

then we sought refuge in the spacious 

grounds of the Moorland Links Hotel. 

I WAS A BEGGAR,  
A PERSON YOU 
CROSSED THE  

ROAD TO AVOID.
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The rector walked towards his 

front door. I followed. Suddenly he 

swivelled and said loudly, “Do not 

enter the rectory!” He motioned me 

to a garden seat. Some minutes later 

he emerged with water for Sam, and 

tea and chocolate biscuits for me. 

I thanked him and apologized.  

“I wouldn’t have come inside.” 

“If you knew what had happened 

here,” he said, and returned indoors. 

We ar r ived in  Tavistock at  

7:30 p.m. to find the town empty. 

Steady rain thrummed on to my 

small umbrella. All doors seemed 

excessively closed. Sam looked up 

at me with his big brown eyes as if 

to say, “What do we do now?” 

From the large parish church of 

St. Eustachius I heard singing. We 

stood at the back of the nave, wet 

and bedraggled, while the packed 

congregation sang of Christian charity, 

mercy and compassion. The service 

over, they filed past me. I approached  

several and explained I needed food 

and shelter. They were embarrassed 

but had perfectly reasonable excuses 

for rejecting me.

I felt I was an irritation. I was no lon-

ger Peter Mortimer, writer. I was a beg-

gar, a person you crossed the road to 

avoid. Then Geoffrey Boucher, a young 

curate, said I could sleep in his garage. 

As he drove me to his home I told him 

about my journey. 

“Actually,” he said, “you can have 

the spare room.” I mentioned the 

Yelverton rector. “Ah, yes. Last year 

someone came, just like you. The 

rector invited him in and was badly 

beaten. He’s nervous.”

While Geoffrey cooked me pork 

chops and vegetables, I consoled weary 

Sam and unpacked the few contents 

of my backpack: a spare set of clothes, 

wash bag, sleeping bag and camera. 

My body felt drained. I went to bed, lay 

in the dark and huge doubts assailed 

me. I resolved that in the morning I’d 

abandon the whole absurd venture. 

Day two. At 7:30 a.m. I awoke in bet-

ter spirits. A new day, a new perspec-

tive. Sam, too, was livelier. “Maybe we’ll 

not give up,” I told him. “Not just yet.” 

My knot of fear was still there, though. 
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H
Devon accent. His wife Evelyn ap-

peared in the doorway behind him. 

“I’ll make you a meal,” she said. A few 

moments later I was up the muddy 

lane, into the caravan and tucking into 

hot meat pie and potatoes while Sam 

crunched on dog food. 

Day four. I took care to shave every 

morning. Stubble may be attractive on 

a 21-year-old, but at my age it gave the 

appearance of an old wino. Even so, 

I got wary looks if I tried to strike up 

conversations. That day my plan was 

to head for the village of Clyst Hydon, 

where my partner Kitty had lived as a 

student. Thirty years on, I found Tom 

Coleman and his wife Jean still living at 

Town Tenement Farm and they offered 

Geoffrey gave me valuable help for 

the night to come. “I’ve phoned Alex 

Warne, owner of the East Dart Hotel at 

Postbridge on Dartmoor,” he said. “It’s 

on your route and you can sleep in his 

stable.” Geoffrey drove me to the edge 

of Dartmoor. As we parted he held out 

a £10 note. “I know you intend to carry 

no money. I respect that. This is for ex-

treme emergencies.”

I took the note, realizing the impor-

tance of the gesture. We shook hands 

and embraced.

KINDNESS AND CHAOS
“How are you with a paintbrush?” 

asked Alex Warne when I offered to 

sing for my supper. For three hours I 

creosoted the outside of his stables. 

Alex, grey-bearded and slightly griz-

zled, then offered me a bath and my 

first hot food of the day, chicken cas-

serole. Sleeping in stables sounds  

romantic, conjuring up images of soft 

hay, but Alex’s stables had bare con-

crete floors. I moved this way and that 

in my sleeping bag in a futile attempt 

to find lasting comfort.

Day three. Terrible weather on 

Dartmoor: a soaking-wet curtain of 

mist and rain. Every car hurtling past 

me threw up curved sprays of water. 

I had no idea where we might spend 

the night, where we might get a meal. 

I found it in a bungalow at Dunsford, 

outside Exeter.

“You’d best take the caravan. Just up 

the lane,” said Cliff Brimblecombe, a 

67-year-old cider-maker with a strong 
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me a cup of tea and a bed for the night. 

I was keeping a watch on a runny eye 

Sam had and cleaning it regularly. It 

seemed to give him no bother.

Next day it was back to the game 

of chance, standing beside the  

A303, checking my map and deciding 

where to try next. I decided to avoid 

main roads and large towns where 

possible. Meandering lanes would 

lengthen my journey, but I hated 

the blur of traffic, and if you have no 

money, towns are depressing. 

Staple Fitzpaine? A village with 

a name like that had to have some-

thing going for it. I entered the Grey-

hound pub with all the confidence a  

penniless man could muster, explained 

my journey to the young male bar  

staff but they knew of no farm which 

might offer shelter. 

I turned to trudge away with Sam. 

“You can stay with us for the night.” A 

young couple, Teresa Hurley and David 

Takle, had been eavesdropping. Pee-

ping round the table was their twinkly 

three-year-old Levanna. I laughed out 

loud in sheer relief.

We drove the few kilometres to Ilm-

inster in Dave’s battered car. Dave, 39, 

worked when and where he could in 

the building trade. “Often we can’t pay 

the rent,” said Teresa, “but we’re madly 

in love.” The flat was untidy, chaotic. I 

felt at home. We ate pizzas, drank beer 

and played Scrabble. Levanna refused 

to go to bed unless Sam went with her. 

I slept on the settee. 

Next morning, as I gloomily packed 

to go out on the road again, Teresa 

said: “We both think you should take 

a break. Rest up here for today.” I 

thought about it. Why not? I had trav-

elled 129 km. I needed a day off. Teresa 

and Dave were true friends. 

I had no money to offer these gen-

erous people who had so little them-

selves, nor could I help pay for the 

petrol next day when they gave me 

a lift to make up for the distance I’d 

lost. I sat in the back next to Sam and 

Levanna, whose blue eyes stared at me. 

After about 64 km the car stopped. I 

stood at the roadside and watched the 

car go, Levanna’s little face pressed 

against the back window, a small, 

white hand waving. I felt sorry for my-

self but knew the antidote. Get going.

The problem was my feet, which 

were blistered and painful. In Shaw 

village, Wiltshire, I came to a large 

stone building, the Shaw Clinic 

of complementary medicine. My 

knock was answered by the clinic’s 

owner Sheila Carter, a striking dark-

haired woman wearing a white coat.  

She looked at me cautiously. I was 

walking to Edinburgh? 

Soon the delicate hands of Sheila, 

a fully trained chiropodist, were 

I HAD NO MONEY  
TO OFFER THESE 

GENEROUS PEOPLE 
WHO HAD SO LITTLE.

Bonus Read
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“O

tenderly. “Your voice is very tight,” she 

said. “What’s that fear inside you?” 

I told her. The fear of my journey, of 

not being up to it, physically or men-

tally. She continued the massage and 

I coughed. “That’s the fear being re-

leased,” said Carmel. 

Next, food appeared: a sizzling bar-

becue of chicken legs, sausages, burg-

ers, chops. I tore at them like a wolf.

Theophilus, 78, was a Bavarian 

who came to Britain in 1949. Years 

of imprisonment during the Second 

World War, some of it in dark, solitary  

confinement, inspired him to teach  

colour’s potential. 

“A colour  bath would help,”  

Carmel said. “Given your mental state, 

turquoise would be best.” Into my 

bath water went two drops of natural 

blue dye, then two drops of green. It 

instantly transformed into a shim-

mering turquoise. I lowered myself 

in, propping my bandaged feet above 

the taps and the turquoise embraced 

me. I closed my eyes. I had found a 

wondrous house where food, wine, 

bath and bed were all given freely, 

as if charity were the most natural  

thing in the world. 

examining my feet. “I have no money,” 

I warned, but she took no notice. 

“The feet are severely bruised,” she 

said. “I’ll try to take the pressure off the 

worst areas.” Skillfully she bandaged 

two cushions like ring doughnuts to 

the balls of my feet. It was a work of art. 

At 7 p.m., Sam and I were heading 

along the B4014, looking for a night’s 

shelter, when Avening appeared in 

front of us, clinging to a hillside. “No 

dogs!” yelled a middle-aged woman 

as we entered the village post office. 

I tethered Sam outside. Inside, the 

woman stood in my way. “How can 

you stay anywhere with no money?” I 

began to explain but she moved to the 

back of the shop. It was spitting with 

rain. I walked to a local pub, where the 

barmaid was friendly and her sugges-

tion unexpected: “Try the College of 

Colour Therapy.”

THE TURQUOISE BATH
“Of course you can stay,” said  

Carmel Gimbel, a slim, tall, elegant 

Irishwoman who ran the Hygeia Col-

lege of Colour Therapy with her hus-

band Theophilus. The large rambling 

building dated from the fourteenth 

century. Carmel, resplendent in rain-

bow colours, led Sam and me down 

a corridor to The Blue Room, lit by a 

single blue light. “When you’re ready, 

come and have a drink with us in the 

music room,” Carmel said.

I reclined on a big settee with a glass 

of chilled white wine and Carmel asked 

to look at my feet. She massaged them 

I HAD FOUND A  
HOUSE WHERE FOOD, 
BATH AND BED WERE 

GIVEN FREELY.
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Day eight.  “Try the Cotswold 

Hunt Kennels,” said a woman in  

Andoversford, outside Cheltenham. 

Thus I entered the world of foxhunt-

ing. The kennels had 100 hounds. “You 

can have a mattress in the back room,” 

said Julie Barnfield. “The spare room’s  

being decorated.”

I mentioned to her husband Julian 

that I was anti-foxhunting and he 

shrugged, as if on such a brief contact 

he wasn’t interested in a fierce debate. 

But isn’t foxhunting cruel and unnec-

essary? “There’s a lot of ignorance,”  

he replied. “The fox is dead within 

seconds of being caught. In theory the 

best method of killing a fox is at night, 

with rifle and spotlight, but you’re 

never sure the fox is dead. The fox  

is a pest, and sheep farmers around 

here would agree.” 

He l p f u l l y ,  h e  re c o m m e n d e d  

Clifton upon Teme Hunt Kennels at 

Tedstone Delamere near Worces-

ter for my next night’s shelter. No-

body seemed surprised to see me at  

Clifton, which consisted of a bungalow, 

some white-painted farm buildings 

and a lawn sloping up to the kennels. 

The owner was on holiday, and Peter 

Harper, James Cook and Johnnie James 

were holding the fort. They told me I 

was welcome to sleep on the settee in 

the bungalow’s living room. 

That night my feet were burning 

like furnaces. In the morning I found a 

nearby chiropodist willing to see me—

“I have no money,” I told her—but 

her earliest appointment was the next 

afternoon. “Stay here as long as you 

like,” said Peter in his Welsh lilt.

For two days I experienced the 

hospitality of a world that fascinated 

and horrified me. The kennels, kept 

spotless by Peter and shy 17-year-old 

James, held 120 hounds. When I stood 

by their enclosures they pushed noses 

and paws through the steel, big soft-

ies desperate for affection. Then I saw 

them at feeding time. They feasted on 

dead cows and sheep. Ferociously, 

they tore off long strips of flesh, push-

ing and snarling at one another, rai-

sing bloodied snouts from the carnage. 

I imagined them at a fox. 

I set off next morning feeling 

bouncy. The chiropodist had carefully 

shaved layers of dead skin from my 

feet. “One reason they hurt so much,” 

she explained, “is the liquid trapped 

under the skin.”
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gnaw. I drifted among the various 

Scout groups encamped through the 

forest. The leader of a Devon group 

was ladling out hot portions. Could 

I have some? She looked me up and 

down like a suspect in a police identity 

parade. “Food supplies are on a strict 

budget,” she said. “So much a head and 

none to spare.” 

Another group leader said: “We have 

come here for a special holiday. The 

last thing we want is strange men ap-

proaching us begging.” 

I saw myself in a new light—a sus-

picious character wandering among 

young boys. I’d be lucky not to get  

arrested. Then I saw a tent pitched on 

its own, with a man, a woman and two 

boys. I sensed they didn’t belong to a 

group. I walked up and came straight 

out with it. “I’m pretty hungry. I  

wonder if you could share a bit of your 

food with me?” 

“Sure!” Dean Coffield, a former 

Scoutmaster from Dudley, was with his 

wife Sharon, their 12-year-old son Jon 

and Jon’s mate James Sutton. “There’s 

not that much, but you’re welcome to 

it.” They had beans, sausages and garlic 

bread. We sat around their fire.

Day 13. Kilometres travelled so far: 

370. I had evolved a new method of 

walking. Sam and I would walk for  

90 minutes, then rest for about 30, 

when I would remove my boots and 

socks, and have a nap. We had moved 

into Staffordshire and we were on a 

bendy dangerous road. I needed a lift. 

At a lay-by, I approached a middle-

aged couple munching sandwiches in 

a four-wheel-drive. “We’re full up,” said 

the man. “Got the dog in the back.” On 

the vast rear seat was a tiny terrier. 

A truck driver was no more chari-

table. “I’ve only just stopped,” he said. 

“Be here a long time yet.” Two minutes 

later, he hurtled past me without a  

second look. Was it my appearance? 

Was it Sam? From now on I decided 

I’d either arrange a lift at my night stop 

or do without.

I was north of Stafford by late af-

ternoon, when I tried a large de-

tached house. A man stripped to the 

waist smiled as he opened the door, 

smiled as I stated my case, and smiled  

when he said no can do. “Why not try 

the Scout camp?” 

The Kibblestone camp site, 80 acres 

of secluded woodland, was half a km 

up the road. I threw myself on the 

mercy of the warden Paul Westwood, 

a youngish man with a ponytail. “Of-

ficially we’re not allowed guests,” he 

said, “but you’ve got an honest face 

and you’ve come a long way.” Sam and 

I were given a fairly spartan but com-

fortable eight-bunk room.

Now hunger pangs had begun to 

GUILT CONSUMED  
ME. I’D TURNED  

SAM INTO AN 
EXHAUSTED WRECK.
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As I rose to leave, Sharon put a  

plastic bag in my hand. “For break-

fast,” she said. An hour previously I 

had faced a hungry night followed by a 

hungry morning. Now look at the kind-

ness I’d received. 

This night virtually marked our half-

way stage. Ahead lay Derbyshire and 

the Peak District.

“HE NEEDS REST”
I liked to think my doorstep man-

ner was improving. Freda Chadwick, 

a lively woman in Cauldon, near the 

Peak District border, was amazed when 

I leant on the lower half of her stable-

type kitchen door, told her about my 

journey and asked for water. “Are you 

totally mad?” she asked, and shouted 

for her husband John, who appeared 

looking slightly uncomfortable. He had 

a prominent pot-belly. “He’s travelling 

from Plymouth to Edinburgh with  

no money!” exclaimed Freda. John 

shot me a look. 

Freda gave me a cup of tea, fruit, bis-

cuits and dog biscuits for Sam. 

Day 18. In high spirits I strode out 

across the open, flat landscape of the 

Vale of York, at one point plunging 

waist deep through a field of corn. 

Sam became a rustle of white and 

orange somewhere near my feet. The  

Buddhist monk at the monastery I  

visited before setting out was right 

about me eventually gaining strength. 

I was fit, lean, fast. We achieved an  

11-hour, 39-km day.

At Whixley one woman, in answer 

to my request for food and shelter, 

told me slightly sniffily, “I don’t think 

people do that kind of thing around 

here.” Someone else suggested the pub, 

which was shut, and a third house-

holder didn’t answer my knock, so I 

had to fend for myself. 

The door to the pavilion of Whix-

ley’s cricket club was slightly ajar. By  

8 p.m., Sam and I were on the floor in 

my sleeping bag. I was worried about 

Sam. The temperature on the road to 

Pontefract had been in the 80s. He 

panted like a steam engine, lagged 

behind and I’d had to carry him for a 

while. I pulled him closer to me, whis-

pering affections in his little pink ear. 

The next day I dropped in to see 

two old friends, Tim and Jude Tribe, at 

Boroughbridge, North Yorkshire. Jude 

looked closely at Sam’s runny eye. “It 

needs seeing to,” she said. “There’s 

a vet next door.” Enter Christine  

McCormack. Her verdict was damn-

ing. Sam had developed a deep ulcer 

in his eye. “I can give him ointment 

for now,” said Christine, “but he needs 

more treatment and a lot of rest.” Sam’s 

odyssey was finished.

Guilt consumed me. King Charles 

s p a n i e l s  w e re  n o t  t h e  w o r l d’s 

greatest canine explorers yet Sam’s 

wee legs had carried him 595 km. 

I’d turned him into an exhausted 

wreck. I arranged for his owner Sarah 

Davidson to pick him up, then stood 

staring at Sam on the settee. It was the 

end of an important relationship. I’d 

known this journey only with Sam. 
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sight. The floor was covered with 9,000 

two-week-old chicks. The dull light and 

humid atmosphere contrasted with 

the constant chirruping of the chicks. 

Hughie took great pride in keeping the 

shed clean and habitable.

This room was the chicks’ entire 

life. They would live here from day 

one to six weeks, then be taken away 

for slaughter. They would never even 

know of the sun’s existence. I won-

dered how I would feel, buying my 

next supermarket chicken, yet this  

was a normal part of Hughie’s world 

and if I worked in it, it would probably 

become normal for me. 

Hughie’s lavish hospitality at meal-

time was a revelation. We sat around 

the big kitchen table and his wife Joyce 

cooked a monstrous pile of bacon. 

Every time we attacked the pile more 

rashers appeared. There was fresh 

bread, scones, butter. We ate, chat-

tered, laughed. Then, as promised, he 

gave me a lift. My buoyant spirits sank 

at Frosterley, in the Wear valley. At farm 

number one I had to walk through a 

yard with chained dogs only to be told 

it was no go.

Farm number two: dogs, no go. I 

knocked at a third door, a cottage. A 

shrill female voice shouted: “Who is 

it? What do you want?” I shouted my 

apologies and left. 

A key to gaining invitations into Brit-

ish homes, I was coming to realize, 

was the presence of a caravan, as with 

Hughie Bird and with Cliff Brimble-

combe, the Devon cidermaker. It gave 

“Just go,” said Jude. “That’s the best 

way.” I went.

Day 20. Approaching the village 

of Gilling West, north of Catterick, I 

came to a large stone house, heard 

voices and peeped over the garden 

wall to find a group of people looking 

uncommonly festive for 4.30 in the 

afternoon. I’d happened on a dou-

ble celebration. Brian Sperring was  

56 that day; his partner Dorothy  

Halford would be 50 the next.

Would they kindly fill my water 

bottle? “Of course. And have a cup  

of tea!” Did they know anyone near  

by who could put me up? “Ask the 

farmer Hughie Bird.”

Energetic Hughie, 60 years of age, 

welcomed me into the kitchen of Mill 

Farm like some long-lost relative, sho-

ving a mug of tea and a piece of pork 

pie at me. Could he give me shelter? 

“Take the caravan in the field.” 

After daybreak I thought of making 

my usual early start but Hughie was 

keen to show me his farm, his life. “Stay 

this morning,” he said. “I’ll make up 

your lost kilometres.” First I admired 

his 90 milking cows. Next, he led me 

into a windowless shed, 125 feet long 

and 40 feet wide, for an extraordinary 

 COULD I SLEEP IN  
THE CARAVAN?  

“SURE,” ERNIE SAID.  
AS SIMPLE AS THAT.
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a wanderer shelter but reduced the 

donor’s sense of territorial invasion. 

Now where could I find a caravan in 

Frosterley? I was virtually through the 

village when I spotted Bridge End Cot-

tage. Next to it was a caravan. I rang the 

front doorbell.

“You’d better come in.” Joyce Crosier 

seemed amused by my plight. She and 

her sister-in-law Joanne were waiting 

for their husbands to return with an 

Indian takeaway. Meanwhile, would I 

like a glass of wine? 

When Ron and Barrie arrived  

back to find a destitute itinerant on the 

settee they opted for charity rather than 

indignation. I had chicken korma that 

night—and the caravan.

A WARM WELCOME
Next day I spotted another 

caravan, this time behind 

a cottage near Slaley in  

Northumberland. My knock 

w a s  a n s w e re d  b y  E r n i e  

Auriemma, a big man with a 

thick dark moustache and a 

Mediterranean appearance. 

Could I sleep in the caravan? 

“Sure.” As simple as that. “Go 

and sort your stuff out, then 

come back to the house.” 

At the kitchen table, Ernie’s 

wife Vivien gave me food, 

while Ernie, an estate worker 

looking after 450 sheep, told 

me his story. He was here 

because his Neapolitan fa-

ther, a POW at neighbouring  

Haydon Bridge, had fallen in love with 

the enemy after the Second World  

War, brought over his Italian sweet-

heart and they married.

Day 24. Gorse moorland high in the 

Pennines, forest tracks and shale paths 

made for hard, unstable walking. After 

32 km the cold began to seep through 

my clothes. My tired limbs cried “Stop!” 

but my soul wanted to sleep that night 

in Scotland. 

At 6 p.m. I reached the border at 

Carter Bar, little more than two lay-

bys and a mobile snack bar. I marched 

up to the young man at the snack-bar 

counter. “If I were to tell you I had 

travelled penniless all the way from  

Plymouth to get here, would that be 
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Only two more nights now, the first 

on Walter Inglis’s farm at Lilliesleaf, 

near Selkirk, some 50 miles from Edin-

burgh. My final night was in the ham-

let of Heriot. “There’s a room in the 

annexe waiting to be decorated,” said 

Gillian Torrie, landlady of the Dug Inn. 

“Nothing in it, but you’re welcome.”

Friday, 12 August. Twenty-seven 

days and 853 km after leaving Plym-

outh I came to the vast plain out of 

which Edinburgh rises. By now I was 

a walking machine. My speed had in-

creased to 6 km an hour. I felt uplifted. 

The knot of fear in my stomach had 

completely gone. 

The lonely country roads were be-

hind me. Then I landed on another 

planet: traffic jams, men in suits with 

mobile phones, restaurants, depart-

ment stores, office blocks.

HOME AGAIN
Back in Cullercoats with my partner 

Kitty and 14-year-old son Dylan, I 

returned the £10 note given me by 

Geoffrey Boucher. I also wrote and 

thanked everyone else who took a 

chance on me.

I was asked by people: “Did you find 

any regional differences in degrees of 

friendliness?” Not at all. I was shunned 

and made welcome in all parts. Many 

people distrusted me, but only once 

(at Whixley) was no help forthcoming. 

I found that those who offered shelter 

and food had more open faces.

As a townie, I discovered the star-

tlingly simple truth that everything we 

worth a cup of tea?” I asked. 

“Aye, it would.” His sing-song Scot-

tish accent, plus the hot tea he put into 

my shivering hands, lifted my mood. 

Fellside Boarding Kennels, the very 

first buildings I came to, gave me shel-

ter. “You can have the caravan,” said 

Bernard Whiteley. That night, I was 

asleep within minutes.

Early next morning I stood in the 

kitchen of the house, eating a slice of 

bread and feeling alone. Was I taking 

my welcome for granted? Was I be-

coming a parasite, crawling my way 

through the nation’s generosity? 

When Bernard walked by exercising 

a brace of dogs, I ran out and offered to 

help. Bernard’s face lit up—and he had 

a surprise for me. Although the kennels 

specialized in looking after holiday 

dogs, the Whiteleys kept a special pack 

of their own.

“Ever walked huskies?” Bernard 

asked. No. He gave me the leads of 

Sholk and Patchy and I whizzed down 

the lane behind turbo-charged, twin-

booster rockets. All I could do was 

hang on and hope. 

TWENTY-SEVEN DAYS 
AND 853 KM AFTER 

LEAVING PLYMOUTH I 
CAME TO THE VAST 

PLAIN OUT OF WHICH 
EDINBURGH RISES.
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Food, Glorious Food 
A new study finds that sausages are often linked to other sausages  

— @donni 

A frittata is just an omelette that studied abroad for a year in university.  

— @jenstatsky  

I wish I were better at making salad. I want to be master of my own romaine. 

— @curlycomedy

day on earth. Comparatively few 

people really travel. They make sur-

rogate expeditions on TV documen-

taries and are shuttled off on package 

tours. Where is the sense of wonder, 

the excitement?

Real travel is less high-tech, more 

unpredictable, and better. 

Twenty-three years after his walk 

through Britain, Peter Mortimer still 

marvels at the challenges he faced. 

“The mental and the physical battles 

were close competitors,” he says. “I 

could never bear to think how far lay 

ahead or I would have succumbed.”

These days, he wouldn't consider 

such an ambitious walk. “I was in 

my mid-50s then. The knees would  

forbid it now.”

Peter continues to write. His latest 

book, Planet Corona, is a collection of 

his recent newspaper columns. 

This excerpt was first published in the 
October 1999 issue of Reader's Digest. 
 

excerpted from the book broke through britain: 
one man's penniless odyssey by peter mortimer, 
copyright © 1999 by peter mortimer. reprinted  
with the permission of peter mortimer.

humans manufacture, we eventually 

tire of. What’s created by nature, on 

the other hand, never wearies us.

A friend of mine joked: “I’m broke  

all the time!” 

“No, you’re not,” I replied. 

Total penury, like I experienced, 

brought a dreadful sense of alienation 

and exclusion. It made me understand 

how lucky most of us are. We take for 

granted a standard of living much of 

the world has never known. Despite 

poverty, most of us need not wonder 

where we will sleep tonight; hunger 

is a temporary state, relieved by a 

chocolate bar until the next meal.

A n d  y e t ,  d e s p i t e  o u r  g o o d 

fortune, many of us are restless and  

unfulfilled, and feel there should  

be more to life. One answer I believe 

is travel. 

There’s a Hindu tradition of going 

on pilgrimage after the age of 50. Most  

of us are still physically active and have 

enough experience to fortify us against 

new challenges. Yet many are rushing 

into early retirement. What’s ahead  

is more important than what’s be-

hind, on a 805-km trek or on your last  
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CULTURESCAPE
Books, Arts and Entertainment

hy did you decide to write the book? Also, why  

the title The Elephant in the Womb?

I was stuck in a lockdown and suddenly thrown into motherhood 

without much experience. I found myself journaling and doodling 

through it because I thought I needed to remember these things and 

then it just kind of grew into this project. I spoke to my illustrator 

friend, Val (Valeriya Polyanychko), and we decided to make it into 

something. The title came after a lot of brainstorming. I came up 

with The Elephant in the Womb, which I thought was appropriate 

because we never really talk about the real difficulties of mother-

hood—only about how beautiful it is. And no doubt, it is beautiful, 

but I wish people would also talk about the toughness, because get-

ting over that is what makes it even more precious.

Writer–actor Kalki Koechlin chats with us about 
her new illustrated book The Elephant in the 

Womb and why it’s important to be candid about 
the challenges of pregnancy and motherhood

by Anu Prabhakar

W

MUM
Not Keeping
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Pregnancy books by celebrities,  

I feel, are often written from a  

place of privilege. Your book,  

however, avoids that.

I wrote in the introduction that I know 

I come from this place of privilege. But 

I also wrote from a very personal space 

and there are some universal things 

that all of us go through. I think when 

we bare our secrets, people relate to 

that more because we’re all thinking it 

in our heads but not talking about it.

Why was it important to begin the 

book by talking about your abortions?

When I initially wrote the first chapter, 

it was just a couple of lines saying that 

I’ve had abortions. But then I realized 

that this is talked about so little. When 

I dug deeper, I saw there was a stark 

difference between the two abortions. 

In the first one, I was younger, didn’t 

have support, and it was so taboo. I 

didn’t want to tell my family or any-

body. Only I and the man I was with 

knew about it. I was probably sad-

der during the second one because I 

did want children, but I wasn’t ready 

to have a child alone. But I had my  

gynaecologist calling me, my brother 

and his fiancé staying with me and all 

my friends checking on me. It made 

me realize that for a support system to 

exist for all of us, we need to stop mak-

ing abortion such a taboo subject.

I have to confess, at the end of one 

bad day—with work, my three-year-

old and much else—I logged on to  

Instagram and saw you singing a  

lullaby to your daughter, Sappho,  

and I felt like the worst parent ever. 

Do you ever feel mommy guilt,  

especially with social media?

Of course. In fact, in my book, I think I 

wrote my lullaby at the end of the sixth 

chapter titled Postpartum Blues. I ac-

tually wrote that lullaby on one of my 

worst days—I had a huge fight with my 

partner, I hadn’t slept and I was feel-

ing really down. I was rocking Sappho 

and I just started singing this tune in 

this exhausted state. And then later, of 

course, I developed it into a song. But 

that tune came out of some of the worst 

times. So, sometimes, doing something 

creative like singing or humming is 

just a coping mechanism—something 

which doesn’t use the brain and comes 

from some other part of you. I do fol-

low some wonderful people like Paula 

Kuka, Katie Kirby and Mothercould 

(Myriam Sandler) ... but I also have 

times where I switch off from social 

media because I feel like this com-

parison is so difficult. We’re supposed 

to be supermoms because we are in a 

generation where we have to take care 

of the house, continue our careers and, 

you know, keep it all up.

You had postpartum depression.  

Did you have any misconceptions 

about it before?

The best thing I read about it was a 

chapter in the book The Mental Load 

by Emma. Basically, she says, if you 

take any human being and lock them 
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in a room, don’t give them sleep and 

wake them up every two hours with an 

alarm, they will go crazy. That’s why 

sleep deprivation is one of the main 

forms of torture. It really affects your 

mental health and who you are. So, I 

feel labelling women as ‘depressed’ is 

very harsh. I think it should be seen 

as a natural process and should be 

given more support in terms of care-

giving. Family or close people around 

should recognize it for what it is, which 

is a serious depletion of  

hormones and vitamins 

along with deep exhaus-

tion. If someone is injured 

or sick, you would come 

and take over, right? It’s a 

little complicated, but I feel 

like it can, again, be some-

thing that’s less taboo.

Kids vow to be different 

from their parents once 

they grow up. Has your childhood  

influenced your parenting style?

I feel I’ve gotten lots of positive and 

negative things. On the one hand, this 

whole idea of a water birth and natural 

birth came from the fact that my mom 

gave birth at home in Pondicherry at 

five in the morning. There was no elec-

tricity. So, I was like Wow, maybe I can 

do this. But then on the other hand, I 

feel like my parents were angry peo-

ple—they were shouting, they would 

fight in front of me all the time. There 

was, you know, slapping around. And 

I don’t want to repeat those things. So, 

I’m very conscious about how Guy 

(Hershberg, her partner) and I fight—

like finding a way to discuss it later. All 

of those are big challenges, but you 

find yourself in the same trap of getting 

angry, frustrated or snapping and you 

got to really work on it.

You are shooting for season 2 of Made 

in Heaven and the film Goldfish with 

Deepti Naval, who plays your mother 

battling dementia. What made you  

accept the movie? Also, 

what is Faiza now up to  

in the web series?

Pushan (Kripalani, the  

director) came to me four 

years ago with the idea but 

there was no funding to 

make the film. It was dur-

ing the lockdown last year 

that he said he has found a 

producer and that the 

project is happening. I 

thought the idea was very relevant as 

there are so many grandparents that I 

know or even parents of people I 

know, who are suffering from some 

kind of dementia ... It’s also sort of set 

in this mixed, British–Indian world 

and my character is particularly very 

British as she is born and brought up 

there (the movie was shot in the UK). 

Her mother is Indian and her father, 

English. It also deals with identity and 

all that. It’s a very beautiful script. I 

can’t really tell you much about Made 

in Heaven but definitely Faiza has a 

few more complications here. 
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ENGLISH: A remake of 

the acclaimed Danish 

film Den Skyldige, THE 

GUILTY (streaming on 

Netflix from 1 October) 

takes place over the 

course of a single 

morning, never leaving 

its only location—a 911 

dispatch call centre.  

We see Joe Baylor (Jake 

Gyllenhaal), an LAPD 

officer, start to field 

calls from a tearful kid-

nap victim, who is pre-

tending to speak to her  

infant daughter while 

asking for help in code.

There may not be too 

be many zombies in 

Zack Snyder’s Army of 

the Dead prequel, but 

there surely is a whole 

lot of action. With Netf-

lix having given ARMY 

OF THIEVES a 29 Octo-

ber release date, our 

wait might be long but 

given the plot, it should 

be worth it. A mysteri-

ous woman asks bank-

teller Ludwig Dieter 

(Matthias Schweighöfer) 

to join her army of 

wanted criminals. He, 

thankfully, says yes.

HINDI: We know only 

the brief outline of his 

story. To avenge the 

1919 Jallianwala Bagh 

Massacre, Udham 

Singh, a fearless revo-

lutionary, went to  

London in 1940 and  

assassinated Michael 

O’Dwyer, the former 

Lieutenant Governor of 

Punjab in British India. 

In SARDAR UDHAM, a 

biopic premiering on 

Amazon Prime Video 

on 16 October, director 

Shoojit Sircar details 

the courage of this  

freedom fighter.

Films
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Jake Gyllenhaal as LAPD officer Joe Baylor in The Guilty

Vicky Kaushal as Udham Singh in a still from Sardar Udham
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Streaming on Zee5 from  

15 October, RASHMI ROCKET 

tells the story of a national-

level sprinter whose life 

crumbles after she fails a 

gender test. Taapsee Pannu 

is said to have played per-

fectly the role of Rashmi, a 

girl from a small Indian town 

who dares to dream big. She 

crosses many hurdles—both 

on and off the field—with a 

grit that toughens her even 

more when she truly has  

her back to the wall.

Maid mini-series:  

Inspired by Stepha-

nie Land’s memoir 

Maid: Hard Work, 

Low Pay, and a 

Mother’s Will to  

Survive, this 10- 

episode limited  

#WATCHLIST:  
0N OUR RADAR

A still from Rashmi Rocket

A still from Maid

Paes (left) and Bhupathi  
in Break Point

Reader’s Digest

and Mahesh Bhupati 

together beat cham-

pions and brought 

home trophies from 

Grand Slams. The 

dream, though, was 

too good to last. 

Coming to Zee5  

on 1 October, this  

series documents 

their differences  

and also their pluck.

series releases on Netf-

lix on 1 October. Marga-

ret Qualley plays Alex,  

a young, single mother 

who tries to earn a liv-

ing by cleaning houses. 

As we watch her mop 

the houses of the uber-

rich, hanging on to  

every dreg of hope she  

can find, we rethink our 

ideas about poverty.

Break Point documentary 

series: Indian tennis  

has always been a bit  

of a tease—it raises our 

hopes as easily as it 

crushes them—but  

for a brief spell in the 

1990s, Leander Paes 



Amitav Ghosh’s writing 

was always revelatory, 

but ever since he pub-

lished The Great De-

rangement in 2016, it 

has also grown urgent. 

In Gun Island 

(2019), Ghosh 

used the themes 

of displacement 

and transition to 

show how our 

world is on the 

brink. Jungle 

Nama, released 

earlier this year, em-

ployed verse to make a 

crucial point—human 

greed has led us to a 

planetary catastrophe. It 

isn’t just climate change 

that animates Ghosh’s 

imagination. He is just 

as concerned about the 

pandemic and the Black 

Lives Matter protests. 

In this new 

book, he explains 

present inequi-

ties by telling us 

how the nutmeg 

has travelled the 

world, bringing 

the Bandanese 

people prosperity 

and peril. By tracking 

the nutmeg’s violent 

trajectory, Ghosh  

explains how we have 

ransacked this world.

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE ...  

The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science 

Fiction: Volume 2, Edited by Tarun K. 

Saint (Hachette): The beauty of science 

fiction, perhaps, lies in all that it makes 

possible. So, while there are genetically 

modified Glow Girls in this volume, there are also 

simulations that bring alive the stories in books that 

fascists burnt. The book’s graphic preface and after-

word are written by Manjula Padmanabhan. The 

other 31 contributors include the likes of Arunava 

Sinha, Gautam Bhatia and Vajra Chandrasekera.

The Nutmeg’s Curse: Parables for a Planet in Crisis 

by Amitav Ghosh, Penguin Allen Lane

Scope Out
False Allies: India’s  

Maharajahs in the Age of 

Ravi Varma (Jugger-

naut): We are inclined 

to think of India’s  

maharajahs as despotic 

imperial stooges. Manu 

Pillai works hard to go 

beyond these clichés.

Invisible Empire:  

The Natural History  

of Viruses (Penguin  

Viking): Bringing  

together science,  

history and storytell-

ing, biochemist Pranay 

Lal deconstructs the 

complex and diverse 

world of viruses.

My Life in Full: Work, 

Family and Our Future 

(Hachette): Not only 

does Indra Nooyi write 

about her time as  

PepsiCo CEO here, she 

also creates a blueprint 

for a better, more com-

passionate economy.

Books
Reader’s Digest
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TUNE IN 
Song: ‘Kasoor’ (Acoustic)

Artists: Prateek Kuhad

Album: Shehron ke Raaz

What do we talk about when we talk 

about love? Prateek Kuhad, it would 

seem, has been trying to answer this 

question ever since he started making 

music. Released in 2016, ‘Tune Kaha’ 

soon became a romantic anthem, 

while ‘cold/mess’ even made it to 

Barack Obama’s list of favourite songs 

of 2019. More than singer–songwriter, 

Kuhad is our bard. He speaks of love 

and longing with a disarming charm.

Having performed ‘Kasoor’ for a 

few years on stage, Kuhad dropped a 

recorded version of the song last year, 

but it was only in July 2020 that he  

released its acoustic version. With  

no other instrument interrupting the 

singer or his guitar, this pared down 

reproduction helps one enjoy the 

tune as a ditty, something you can 

hum along to even if you are listening 

to it for the first time. Cynics might 

want to dismiss Kuhad’s song-writing 

as simple mush, but the fault—or  

kasoor—is ours, not his.

Music
RD Recommends
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AUDIOBOOK: 

Stephen Fry brings  

his vast audiobook ex-

perience (Harry Potter, 

Hitch-

hiker’s 

Guide) 

to the 

novels 

and 

short stories that  

Arthur Conan Doyle 

wrote with SHERLOCK 

HOLMES as protagonist.

PODCAST: 

Few British comedians 

in the business are as 

funny as James Acaster 

and Ed Gamble. On 

each 

epi-

sode 

of OFF 

MENU, 

the 

duo asks a special 

guest to order a meal 

in their mystical  

dream restaurant.

 —COMPILED BY SHREEVATSA NEVATIA

Prateek Kuhad



Medical drama Mumbai 
Diaries 26/11 has 

enough tension to set 
the pulse racing

REVIEW

If you know Mohit Raina 

only as the rugged Lord 

Shiva in the mythologi-

cal show Devon ke Dev 

… Mahadev, you might 

be startled by his latest 

avatar as the diligent  

but often stressed-out 

Dr Kaushik in Mumbai 

Diaries 26/11 (stream-

ing on Amazon Prime 

Video). As the bandana-

wearing chief of trauma 

surgery in a south Bom-

bay government hospi-

tal, Raina is among the 

pleasant surprises in 

this series.

His entry scene has 

him treating an emer-

gency case as three 

young surgical resi-

dents—it’s their first 

day—watch open-

mouthed. The chaos  

of the moment is artfully 

captured through the 

performances as well  

as the many long takes 

and the constantly mov-

ing camera (among the 

show’s trademarks). But 

what no one knows is 

that this will be a far 

from routine day. Ten-

sion levels skyrocket as 

the first few victims from 

what is initially thought 

to be a gangland war 

come in, and minutes 

later news channels 

confirm that a massive 

terrorist attack is under-

way; it is the night of  

26 November 2008.

Internationally, the 

medical drama has  

been a popular TV sub-

genre for decades, and 

the eight episodes of 

Mumbai Diaries follow 

some familiar tropes, 

cutting between the per-

sonal and professional 

lives of doctors and 

nurses, while offering a 

ground-level view of a 

terrifying real-life situa-

tion. While hospital staff 

like Chitra (Konkona 

Sen Sharma) deal with 

their own personal de-

mons, Kaushik’s wife 

Ananya (Tina Desai) 

tries to keep guests in 

the Palace Hotel safe 

from the terrorists, and 

an ambitious journalist 

(Shreya Dhanwanthary) 

causes trouble for every-

one. Not every character 

or backstory is compel-

ling, but on the whole 

this is a suspenseful, 

well-structured show.

Successful 
Operation

By Jai Arjun Singh

Reader’s Digest
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FOR BENGALIS, in par-

ticular, October is a cli-

mactic month. As the 

monsoons begin to re-

cede, those in Kolkata 

often begin to smell the 

Pujas in both the air and 

the ground. Historically, 

Durga has been more 

daughter than goddess 

in these parts. The story 

goes that for four days 

every year, she leaves 

her husband’s celestial 

abode to visit her earth-

bound parents. Durga is 

family for the faithful. 

They worship her with  

a fondness they reserve 

for ones deeply familiar, 

someone who is alto-

gether theirs.

The idols you see in 

the state during this 

time are, of course, art, 

but Gaganendranath 

Tagore (1867–1938), one 

could argue, has cap-

tured the festival’s rev-

elry and luminescence 

in his Pratima Visarjan 

like no other artist has.

The last day of the 

Pujas are mournful— 

the goddess will be gone 

for a year now—but  

as Tagore shows, those 

who accompany her 

farewell process make 

up for their sorrow 

with abandon. 

While he does  

play with light and 

shade here, Tagore,  

like the Pujas, illumi-

nates everything. 

— BY SHREEVATSA NEVATIA

STUDIO

Pratima Visarjan

By Gaganendranath 

Tagore

Watercolour, 

circa 1915

11 3/8 X 13 1/2 cm
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ME & MY SHELF

The Mahabharata: A Modern 
Rendering (Volume I & II)
BY RAMESH MENON, 

Rupa, ̀ 1,995

This is one of the books 

I would have with me 

on a shelf made of 

rocks and driftwood 

when cast away, like 

Robinson Crusoe, on a 

desert island. I suppose 

it is, like some of those that follow, a pre-

dictable and perennial choice, but the 

stories and their dramatic and meta-

phoric impact have defined the way that 

narrative speaks to the imagination.

Middlemarch
BY GEORGE ELIOT, Penguin Classics, ̀ 399

This has been for me the novel that intro-

duced the world to modern sensibilities. 

Together with the Brontës and Flaubert’s 

Madame Bovary, it took the first steps 

into releasing fiction from staid morality.

Kim
BY RUDYARD KIPLING, Vintage, ̀ 399

The writer who captured India’s colonial 

reality as no other. His transliteration of 

the nuance of Indian languages and  

idiom into English is, to this day, unri-

valled. His entire oeuvre, though framed 

in the imperial enterprise, is penetrat-

ingly observant and devoid of self-obses-

sion. Reading his great grand heirs, the 

Indian novelists who write in English  

today, is like dodging through precarious 

Mumbai traffic and having to listen to 

your passenger’s recollection of his  

or her last dream.

Land’s End: Poems
BY ADIL JUSSAWALLA, Copper Coin, ̀ 350

An early but lasting collection of poems 

from a lifelong friend. I can still repeat 

lines and phrases from several of the  

poems. They were written in England 

when Adil was 22 through observation 

and memory which stimulated my own. p
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After moving to England in  

the 1960s, Farrukh Dhondy 

seemingly did everything. He 

worked as a writer, teacher, a 

journalist and a commissioning 

editor for Channel 4. His recently 

released memoir, Fragments 
Against My Ruin, records the 

highlights of a very full life.
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In Memoriam
BY ALFRED TENNYSON, 

W. W. Norton & 

Company, ̀ 1,533

One of the greatest long 

poems in the English  

language, it is a haunting 

text—a memorial to a 

friend drowned at sea and, hence,  

a meditation on grief, hope and a  

vibrant ambivalence towards belief  

and faith. It’s music in verse is to my  

ear, unrivalled, though very many of  

T. S. Eliot’s verses could pose a contem-

poraneous challenge.

Capital (Volumes I, II & III)
BY KARL MARX, BeThink Books, ̀ 799

Please don’t regard this is as a conceited 

choice. It was for me the first and still the 

best explanation of the relation between 

economics, history and the progress of 

civilization. Of course, it’s of its time but 

remains, with others works of Marx and 

Engels, the most accurate and convinc-

ing aerial view of historical develop-

ments, within nations and globally.

King Lear
BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, 

Penguin Classics, ̀ 250

An excuse to smuggle the complete 

works on to the list. No collection of  

literature can do without the nuance  

of feeling and the dexterity of language 

contained in this play and the others 

(and for those who object to my  

choice of non-Indians, I ask “Who  

was Sheikh Sapir?”).

The King James Bible
Fingerprint Publishing, ̀ 399

No, I am not Christian. Apart from the 

beauty of some of the verse—Corin-

thians 13.11, for instance—I do believe 

that Jesus’s preachings are the best ethi-

cal guide ever presented to humanity. As 

for virgin births, heaven, hell, eternal life 

and other eschatology, I don’t go for it 

and would rather the very convincing 

Advaita Vedanta of Shankaracharya 

which, to me, seems close to the myster-

ies of modern physics and to the philoso-

phies of perception and consciousness.

The Book of Sand
BY JORGE LUIS BORGES, 

Penguin UK, ̀ 550

Borges, even in transla-

tion from the Spanish, 

can construct intriguing 

narratives that rely on paradox, on  

infinite regress, on the bending of the 

imagination so that the reader can’t  

distinguish truth from invention. Only 

those who can subject themselves to 

hypnotic literature need apply.

A Way in the World
BY V. S. NAIPAUL, Picador, ̀ 550

This list could have consisted of nine of 

Vidia’s works. As one of the most signifi-

cant writers of the overlapping centuries, 

his work is a window into our world as no 

other writer’s output is. This book is more 

meaningfully innovative in its combina-

tion of history, observed and invented 

narrative and memoir than any other  

‘experiment’ in literary departures.  

Reader’s Digest 

Book prices are subject to change. 
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BRAIN GAMES 
7 Pages to sharpen Your Mind

Example

Example:

Tents & Trees
How to play: 
At this camping site each tent  
is adjacent to its own tree, either 
horizontally or vertically. Tents 
are not adjacent to each other, 
not even diagonally. The num-
bers outside the grid indicate 
how many tents are in that row  
or column. Locate all tents.

Numbers

How to play: 
Enter the numbers  
1-9 into the grid,  
so that any two  
numbers connec- 
ted with a line will  
have a difference  
of at least 3. Two 
numbers are given.
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reader’s digest

Visit sixysudoku.com for books and a free app Puzzles © PZZL.com

Example

SIXY SUDOKU

1

3

5

2

4

6

How to play:
Insert the 
numbers 1 to
6 just once in
each a) row, 
b) column, 
c) bold out-
 lined area 
and d) white
or grey
rectangle.

Beware!
The bold 
outlined  
areas are no 
longer 2x3!

For answers, turn to page 128.
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3

6

1

4

2

5

FROM PAGES 126 & 127BRAIN GAMES SOLUTIONS

SIXY SUDOKU SOLUTIONS

Tents & Trees

Numbers



Brain Games

1. credible adj.  
(‘kreh-dih-bull)
a upfront 
b biased 
c believable

2. ruse n.  
(rooz)
a pledge 
b trick 
c secret

3. obscure v.  
(ob-’skyur)
a cheat 
b make public 
c hide

4. axiom n.  
(‘ak-see-um)
a myth 
b source 
c truism

WORD POWER
9. verify v.  
(‘vair-uh-fy)
a discredit 
b confirm 
c exaggerate

10. ersatz adj.  
(‘air-sahts)
a genuine 
b neutral 
c bogus

11. slander n.  
(‘slan-der)
a false statements 
b flawed argument 
c con artist

12. cozen v.  
(‘kuh-zin)
a guarantee 
b fact-check 
c deceive

13. fallacy n.  
(‘fal-uh-see)
a gold standard 
b mistaken belief 
c bluff

14. polygraph n.  
(‘pah-lee-graf)
a sworn statement 
b lie detector 
c god of truth

15. debunk v.  
(dee-’bunk)
a disprove
b bring to light 
c challenge in court

5. duplicitous adj.  
(doo-’plih-suh-tus)
a dishonest 
b wishy-washy 
c principled

6. candid adj.  
(‘kan-did)
a frank 
b phony 
c undercover

7. apocryphal adj.  
(uh-’pah-kruh-full)
a trustworthy 
b skeptical 
c made-up

8. feign v.  
(fayn)
a leave out details 
b give the appearance of 
c offer as evidence

Mark Twain once wrote, “When in 
doubt, tell the truth.” That’s good advice, 

but who among us hasn’t told a little 
white lie—or  a whopper? This month’s 

words relate to facts, fiction and the 
grey areas between. Once you get to the 

bottom of this quiz, turn to the next 
page for the moment of truth.
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By Sarah Chassé
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1. credible (c) 
believable. I know  
“the dog ate my home-
work” isn’t a credible 
excuse, but that’s what  
really happened!

2. ruse (b) trick.  
Tonight’s dinner  
reservations are a 
ruse—we’re actually  
throwing Javed  a  
surprise party.

3. obscure (c) hide.  
The burglars’ black 
masks obscured  
their faces.

4. axiom (c) truism.  
Grandpa repeats his  
favorite axiom often: 
“Measure twice,  
cut once.”

5. duplicitous  
(a) dishonest.  
“You duplicitous double-
crosser—you’ll pay for 
this!” Ella shouted.

6. candid (a) frank.  
In a candid new  
memoir, the actor  
reveals his struggle 
with addiction.

7. apocryphal  
(c) made-up. 
Most historians  
agree that the  
story of George  
Washington chop- 
ping down the cherry 
tree is apocryphal.

8. feign (b) give the  
 appearance of. Back  
in high school, I’d  
often feign illness to 
get out of gym class.

9. verify (b) confirm.  
Please bring a passport 
or driver’s licence to 
verify your identity.

10. ersatz (c) bogus.  
The street vendor  
sells fake Rolexes and 
other  ersatz items.

11. slander  
(a) false statements.  
Varsha has been 
spreading slander 

about her ex-husband to 
anyone who will listen.

12. cozen (c) deceive.  
Scammers make count-
less robocalls every day, 
trying to cozen a few un-
suspecting consumers.

13. fallacy  
(b) mistaken belief.  
Does the camera  
really add 5 kilos, or  
is that just a fallacy?

14. polygraph  
(b) lie  detector.  
The murder suspect in-
sisted he was innocent, 
though he refused to  
take a polygraph.

15. debunk (a) disprove.  
The existence of  
Bigfoot has been 
thoroughly debunked.

Word Power

ANSWERS
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Vocabulary Ratings
9 & below: pat on  
the back 
10–12: above the norm
13–15: high mark m
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Lies Laid Bare
If someone tells a shameless falsehood, you might shout, “That’s a bald-faced 
lie!” Or is it barefaced lie? Both describe a deception that’s brazenly uncon-
cealed, like a beardless face. That sense of boldness may have led to the rise  
of the bold-faced lie. While popular (and found in the diction-
ary), grammarians prefer boldface to describe a heavy font.



1. What television 
role did Katie Couric, 
Ken Jennings and Bill 
Whitaker have in com-
mon this year?

2. What Oktoberfest 
commodity sold out 
despite the cancellation 
of the 2020 Munich  
celebrations?

3. Canada’s University 
of Victoria offers a 
course on which super-
hero created by Bob 
Kane and Bill Finger?

4. Which Australian 
prime minister was  
also a Rhodes Scholar 
and one-time holder  
of a world record for 
drinking beer? 

5. Saffron can be more 
expensive than gold by 
weight. True or false?

6. What type of Hallow-
een costume did Dis-
ney launch in 2020 for 
disabled children?

7. Nova Scotia is the 
first legislative body in 
Canada to implement 
what legal approach  
to organ donation  
upon death?

8. The 2020 Nobel 
Peace Prize was 
awarded to which orga-
nization whose mascot 
is a dog named Foxtrot?

9. Who is the only US 
president to have been 
awarded a Pulitzer Prize?

10. In 2020, sailor  
Bert terHart became 
the first person from 
North America to sail 
around the world alone 
using what method  
of navigation?

11. When Israel’s  
spacecraft Beresheet  
crash-landed on the  
moon in 2019, what was  
it carrying that may have 
since become the first 
lunar life form?

12. Why is Russia’s  
October Revolution of 
1917 commemorated 
in November?

13. What passengers  
took the very first hot air 
balloon ride in 1783?

14. Vampire squids, gob-
lin sharks and fangtooth 
fish are all members of 
what specific ecosystem?

QUIZ

Brain Games

Answers: 1. Jeopardy guest host. 2. Official beer stein. 3. Batman. 4. Bob Hawke. 5. True. 
6. Wheelchair adaptive costumes. 7. Presumed consent. 8. World Food Programme. 9. John F. 
Kennedy in 1957, for Profiles in Courage. 10. Celestial navigation (charts and sextant). 11. Tardi-
grades (water bears). 12. Russia used the Julian calendar in 1917 but now uses the Gregorian cal-
endar. 13. A sheep, a duck and a rooster. 14. Deep sea environments. 15. Create electricity.

BY Beth Shillibeer
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15. Facing an excess of 
oranges, what did the city 
of Seville recently do with 
its fruit waste?



QUOTABLE QUOTES

Reader’s Digest

Wisdom that isn’t distilled in our own crucible can’t help us. 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, novelist

You can safely assume you’ve created God in your own image 
when it turns out that God hates all the same people you do. 

Anne Lamott, author

I think that little by little I’ll be able to solve my  
problems and survive.

Frida Kahlo, artist

You’ve a good heart. Sometimes that’s enough to 
see you safe wherever you go. But mostly, it’s not.

Neil Gaiman, novelist
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Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni
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