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For my nani, Pushpinder Kaur,

the first fire I ever knew.

You proved that silk is as strong as iron.
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INTRODUCTION

I must start this book with my own nani’s story. Her name was Pushpinder Kaur and she was born in 1937 in Punjab, Pakistan. Her family moved to Bombay (now Mumbai) right before the Partition and my brother and I grew up listening to her narrate stories of that time, which would leave us frightened. Pinda, as everyone lovingly called her, grew up in a traditional Sikh household and was a bright student. She wanted to become a doctor, but due to the culture of the time, she was married off at eighteen into a Sikh family based in New Delhi.

As soon as she had finished high school, her parents had started looking for a match for her. They had four daughters and one son, so there were many girls in the house who needed to be wedded off. A neighbour suggested a young man in Delhi for Pinda and since he had a pensionable job, her parents agreed without getting to know either him or his family too well. When young Pinda tried to object, she was told not to talk out of turn. However, what she wasn’t told before marriage was that both her husband and mother-in-law suffered from severe mental health problems and discovered only later that her mother-in-law had spent several summers at Agra’s famous Institute of Mental Health and Hospital. Visiting a doctor was completely out of the question for her husband because of his pride and the stigma attached to mental health conditions. So Pinda bore the brunt of his frustration – she was abused repeatedly and forced to suffer silently. This continued until she got pregnant.

The thought of her unborn child growing up in that environment became the catalyst for change. One day, it got too much for her to bear and she asked her parents to come rescue her. When her husband found out, he threw his heavily pregnant wife out of the house in a fit of rage. So while her father and uncle were still on their way to New Delhi, she had to board a train back to Bombay all alone, with nothing but the clothes on her back and the slippers on her feet. Eight months pregnant, she made it home safely and once there, she never looked back.

My nani completed her graduation from Guru Nanak Khalsa College in Bombay and went on to get a BEd degree. She worked as a high school English teacher while being a single parent to my mother. She was known for being principled, broad-minded and eloquent and a big part of who I am is tied to her life story. She helped raise me and was the kindest person I have ever known. She made me believe that I had reserves of immense strength inside me. When I had nightmares as a child, she would give me a simple solution: ‘Hold your kada and go to sleep, nothing can harm you when God resides within you.’ That message of strength and the belief that it is possible to overcome any situation are part of her legacy. I’m fortunate to have had her in my life till I was thirty-seven; that she met my husband, Aditya, and held my son, Azad, and even witnessed the launch of my first book, Seva.

After she passed away in 2021, I wondered if there were other granddaughters similarly inspired by their grandmothers, who made feminist life choices despite living amidst widespread patriarchy. Although many women of that era would not consider themselves feminists even today, we know that labels mean less than actions.

On the night of 25 April 2022, I put out a call on Instagram: ‘Does anyone have a feminist grandmother with an inspiring life story?’ I was unsure if I’d get enough responses to start my research for a potential book.

Imagine my surprise, then, when I woke up the next morning to find that my post had gone viral! I was up from 9 a.m. until midnight going through my inbox, which was flooded with messages, trying not to miss a single lead. I was even featured in the Hindustan Times’ weekend magazine, Brunch, as a ‘Social Media Star of the Week’. I heard from hundreds of people via direct messages, emails and WhatsApp, saying ‘I have an inspiring granny!’ while others reached out just to say, ‘I don’t have a grandma story, but I can’t wait to read your book’. The response was so heartwarming and encouraging.

Thus Bullet Nani and Other Badass Indian Grandmas was birthed. I created a database of the Instagram leads and spoke to every single person who had reached out. I travelled to ten states across India to meet about forty grandmothers in person. With the help of my research assistant, Priyam Moonka, I also scoured the internet and social media for news articles and Instagram reels to supplement my research. My incredible community (Instagram and real-life) went out of their way to help me hunt down the most badass grandmothers. I was sadly unable to include all the wondrous stories because of limited paper real estate, but speaking to them has been my life’s greatest privilege and I am beyond grateful that they agreed to share their journeys with the complete stranger who showed up at their doorstep.

We may think of grandmothers as frail and traditional, whose stories are repetitive and boring, but these grandmas defy those perceptions. They were war medics and nuclear scientists and fashion models; they ran empires and successfully upended gender norms within their own families and outside. They are as diverse as India itself, hailing from Mumbai, Shimla, Goa, Lakshadweep, Imphal, Kannur and more. May we love them and may we be them.

My book celebrates these early Indian feminists, who fought the most significant battles in their kitchens and colleges. These women are not merely the exceptional few who broke the rules – they were radicals who proved that gendered rules were wrong in the first place. They lived lives that have quietly redefined womanhood and their impact will far outlast them, just like my nani’s has. It is an honour for me to be able to depict their life’s journeys in this book. Each chapter is dedicated to a specific nani or dadi, but my book is dedicated to all grandmothers who have made inspiring choices in their lives.

A little bit about my selection process: I decided to write only about Indian grandmothers who are still alive because I wanted to include firsthand accounts and planned to travel to meet each one of them. I conducted preliminary phone interviews and shortlisted the stories that left a lasting impression on my mind. Once I started conducting the interviews, I realized the women who could speak with candour about their lives presented the most colourful and complex canvases. Often, the most significant revelations came in the fourth, fifth or tenth conversation with these grandmothers. Most importantly, however, I have strived to depict diversity – not only in culture, but in professions, privilege, family structures and narratives – because I know strength looks very different in different places.

For four years, I travelled all over India, from Kohima to Kozhikode, to meet these beejis, aajis, ammammas, didas, aboks and baas. I faced many rejections, including a cancelled book contract. I missed my son’s bedtime on several nights, in addition to family get-togethers and dinner parties. For some time, I lived in this book instead of living my own life. Finally, after talking to a hundred kids and grandkids and using my extensive journalist network to hunt down the wildest and most whimsical stories, I selected twelve women to write about: Ramindar, Augusta, Pavane, Rahmath, Sridevi, Meenakshi, Suman, Naobi, Gita, Meher, Thankam and Gopa.

My editors, Pujitha Krishnan and Shreya Ahlawat from Pan Macmillan India, were ever so insightful in helping me locate the heart of each story. I’m most grateful for the fact that their vision for this book aligned so beautifully with mine. I’d also like to thank Arun Kishore for being the translator during my in-person and telephone interviews with Meenakshi Amma and Amruta Prabhu for helping me edit the book’s early drafts and beat them into shape. For writing these chapters, I did personal interviews with all the candidates – except Naobi Devi, who was ninety-four and recovering from heart surgery, so her granddaughter, Julia, talked to her on my behalf – and I’ve presented their versions of their life stories. What can I say except that I believe women?

An important caveat here is that while all these women bore the brunt of patriarchy, many of them relied on the support of their male mentors and champions – incredible fathers, brothers, husbands and sons – to achieve tremendous feats. I have never thought of feminism in terms of ‘men versus women’ – real progress happens when we all walk together.

I would also like to clarify that like all heroes, these women too have their demons and their choices often came at steep costs. We live in ‘cancel culture’ and the internet is rather unforgiving when it comes to people’s mistakes, but the reality is that people are complex, their actions come in all shades of black, white and grey and most of them are just trying their best. The grandmothers I’ve spoken to may be imperfect feminists and imperfect humans, but I don’t love them any less for it. I, too, am both of those things. I’m of the opinion that they tried when no one else dared to and that is all that matters. Almost every single one of them mentioned their deep desire to help others without expecting any reward or credit for it.

Too often, Indian women have been held back by their own families’ traditions and expectations. However, look a little closer and you’ll find that some have been fighting the good fight in a myriad of ways, big and small, long before there was anyone to champion them or even pat their backs and say ‘well done’.

We all long for a bit of magic in our lives – that’s why we love a good story. May you find in these pages the inspiration and courage to write your own destiny.

P. S. At the end of every chapter, look for a little dollop of advice from the grandmother for younger people navigating life.




BULLET NANI

Ramindar Dhillon

A bomb exploded roughly hundred metres away from Ramindar’s jeep. The vehicle rattled from the impact and the sixty-two-year-old doctor was thrown from her seat onto the floor. Her head banged against the door, her spectacles slid under the seat, her heart hammered in her chest and her ears began to ring. The Afghan driver swore loudly and swerved the jeep, speeding away from the blast. Shocked and disoriented, Ramindar held onto the seat in front of her, shut her eyes and took a few deep breaths to stop her head from spinning. She waited until the car had stopped shaking, extracted her spectacles and pulled herself back onto the seat. Outside the window, she could see nothing but a thick brown dust where the landscape of rural Afghanistan had been seconds ago. The driver shouted to ask if she was okay and drove blindly out of the bomb cloud.
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Dr Ramindar Dhillon lived the first half of her life as a dutiful wife and mother and then, at the age of fifty-six, decided to volunteer with the United Nations as a doctor specializing in trauma care and medical evacuations in warzones. She has worked in life-threatening situations all over the world, from Afghanistan to South Sudan. From the outside, this Sikh grandma looks like a quintessential nani – petite, delicate features, grey hair – but she has been to the most perilous places in the world and lived to tell the tale. What made this woman, who had led a fairly conventional life till late in her middle age, shift her path in such a dramatic way? Moreover, how did she manage her dangerous and exhilarating new career?

I first saw her deliver her TED Talk in a segment hosted by Shah Rukh Khan and I was charmed by her story as well as her style of expression. Dr Dhillon was the first grandmother I met for this book and it is but serendipitous that the book honours her legacy with her nickname being the title. Since she lives in my city, Mumbai, we’ve met many times for long chats over lunches, teas and the occasional glass of wine. I remember our first meeting at her daughter’s home, where she told me about her life and we clicked a picture together. We’ve come a long way since then. Today, she’s not merely a subject of my book but a personal inspiration – someone I turn to for advice when I find myself struggling to balance work and motherhood.

In her early fifties, Ramindar was the Resident Medical Officer at The Lawrence School, Sanawar, in Himachal Pradesh, just a few years shy of her retirement. Her husband, Group Captain Karanjit Singh Dhillon, had already retired from the Indian Air Force, and they had been living comfortably in the hills at the same school where he had once been a student and where both their daughters had studied.

One of her daughters had bought herself a boxy computer for her work on one of her visits to them. After she left, Ramindar had decided to put the expensive machine to work herself, rather than let it go to waste. In 2002, at the age of fifty-six, she taught herself how to navigate the internet for the first time. One day, while browsing, she came across an online advertisement inviting people to volunteer with the United Nations (UN). Keen to continue working and drawn to the prospect of travelling across the world while helping people, she applied.

In early 2003, the UN offered her a family posting, practically next door in Myanmar. However, her husband wasn’t too keen on being uprooted and so, reluctantly, Ramindar declined the offer, certain that she’d ruined her chances of working with the UN forever. Disappointed, she carried on with her routine – waking up early to tend to the household, then spending the day at work and enjoying the evening in their garden – until, a few weeks later, the UN contacted her again, offering her a posting as a medical officer in the distant Trinidad and Tobago.

Ramindar was determined not to let the opportunity pass her by a second time. After a lifetime of being the wife of an Air Force officer and adjusting her career to move wherever Karanjit was posted, she wanted, for once, for it to be the other way around. It helped that she had been raised to make her own choices. Her parents were unusually progressive – they would weigh the pros and cons of every situation together and then leave the final decision to her. Even when they disagreed with her choice, they would, more often than not, support it.

Karanjit didn’t wish to move to another country during his retirement, so Ramindar decided on another, more radical approach to get him to accompany her. For the next few weeks, she moved around in stealth. She stayed late at the office, filling out copious amounts of paperwork. She even travelled to Delhi for an interview, telling Karanjit it was for work. Once she landed the job, she had to give her husband the news.

‘Kay, we are going to Trinidad and Tobago,’ she said to her husband as he sat sipping his whiskey one evening.

Karanjit looked up, gobsmacked. However, once he got over the shock, he didn’t try to dissuade her and agreed to go along. When we met at her home a year after our first meeting, she reflected on how she had made her decision.

‘I applied for the Trinidad and Tobago posting in a fit of rebellion after he said no to Myanmar,’ she revealed. ‘I had moved from place to place for so long for his career, so why couldn’t my husband now move with me? This was the first time I’d gone and done something like this – taken a major life decision to move countries – without consulting him.’ She paused. ‘Later, I actually thought: why have I never tried this before?’

With Karanjit on board and her daughters, too, being supportive of her decision, Ramindar prepared to leave. The couple travelled for forty-eight hours – from India to Trinidad and Tobago via New York City – before she could report for her posting in the town of Rio Claro in Southeast Trinidad.

The islands have a large Indian-origin population and the local community was delighted to have an Indian doctor. The hospital staff took some time to warm up to them, but once they realized that both Kay and Rummy – as she was fondly called – were down-to-earth, fun people, they ended up becoming good friends.

‘The best part of my job in Rio Claro was that people worked only from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m.,’ said Rummy. ‘After that, everyone would go to the bar and get drinks. They even had a term for this – liming. The head nurse at the Rio Claro hospital was a tall, well-built African woman who was superb at her job and we became really good friends. My husband and I also grew close to our landlady and her family. So, every evening, we would all “lime” together.’

Ramindar had never been much of a drinker, but in Trinidad, she began having a glass of wine every evening to keep her husband company. After a year and a half, she was transferred from Rio Claro to a town called Laventille. She had prior experience in HIV/AIDS counselling and treatment from her time at a charitable clinic in Chandigarh. The UN wanted to set up an HIV/AIDS counselling and treatment unit in Laventille.

However, the crime rate in Laventille was high. On her first day of work, she was introduced to a tall, hefty man, whose neck, ears and arms were covered in gold jewellery. He seemed to her like a villain from a Bollywood movie. As it happened, he turned out to be a local strongman who helped protect the clinic from other ruffians. A few months later, when a knife-fight broke out between three guys just outside the clinic, the nurse in charge gave him a call. When news got to the troublemakers that he was on his way, they instantly fled the scene. Ramindar and her team carried on working. She was beginning to understand that help could come from the most unexpected quarters.

After three years in Trinidad and Tobago, the UN offered to renew Ramindar’s contract for another two years. Completing five years would make her eligible for permanent residency in the country – a tempting prospect. But Karanjit didn’t wish to stay there any longer: it was too far from home and he missed their daughters and his life back in India. Not wanting to stay on alone, Ramindar agreed to return to India.

Dangerous Shores

Ramindar and Karanjit returned to Chandigarh in October 2006. However, after getting a taste of that life of working for the UN, Ramindar didn’t want to stop. She asked her husband to accompany her on yet another posting. This time, he refused. He was reluctant to travel, wanting to set down his roots in Chandigarh, where he had his friends, family – and golf.

Ramindar thought it over and decided to apply for a non-family posting. To her surprise, Karanjit told her to go ahead. In a sense, they were both relieved at being able to follow their own hearts without causing discomfort to the other person. Ramindar informed the UN that she was willing to work at non-family stations, which typically comprised warzones. The first posting they offered her was in Afghanistan.

In 2007, Afghanistan was one of the most dangerous places in the world. The country had been experiencing armed conflict since 2001, and by the time Ramindar arrived, the Taliban had launched widespread attacks against the new government and coalition forces. There were frequent bomb blasts, schools were often closed and substance abuse and law-and-order problems were on the rise. Vast stretches of countryside had fallen under Taliban control and were thus too risky to travel to.

Before Ramindar left, her husband and daughters tried to convince her not to go. She was, after all, a lone, sixty-something woman. However, the doctor’s mind was made up.

‘There were many reasons I wanted to go to the war front in Afghanistan,’ she said as we sat in her living room. ‘I was a doctor and I was following my calling by going as an aero medical evacuation specialist for the UN staff there. Evacuations were done by helicopter from a province to Kabul, and then by aircraft from Kabul to another country.’

‘Also, as a Sikh, I’ve always felt a calling for seva, or service. And that part of the world has many historical Sikh sites too; I would be able to do darshan. The UN is a wonderful employer. Among other things, it lets you try your assignment out for three months and if you’re not able to adjust to that environment, they send you home. There was comfort in that. And to be honest, I was quite sure I could handle whatever came my way. So, despite my family’s apprehensions, I took up the assignment.’

There was another reason – one she didn’t disclose in so many words but was evident – she was thoroughly enjoying her second wind. She loved and missed her family, but she also longed to soar higher and farther.

And so she did. She arrived in Kabul in early 2007. The UN had a big campus in Kabul for volunteers and soldiers from many countries, as well as local Afghans to help them navigate the complex, war-ravaged land and its culture. Ramindar immediately sensed the tension between certain foreigners and the locals. They had a different attitude towards the ‘natives’ and the proud Afghans didn’t appreciate that. It struck Ramindar as particularly disrespectful to come into someone else’s country and not bother to make the effort to speak with them on their own terms, or to move through their world with no regard for their customs.

For instance, some of the foreign women wore clothing that left their arms and legs bare – something that was taboo in Afghan culture. Meanwhile, Ramindar had had long-sleeved shirts tailored for her posting, which she paired with long trousers. She made sure to cover her head when she left the UN campus to go to a conflict site to treat a patient. Consequently, the locals warmed up to her far more quickly than they did to the others.

‘They also loved Bollywood movies like Kabhi Khushi Kabhie Gham and knew a smattering of Hindi, so we could communicate more easily,’ she told me. ‘Also, historically, Afghans have a great deal of respect for Sikhs. They had also had positive interactions with the sardar pilgrims who visited the Sikh sites there. When they found out that I was a sardarni, they were quite welcoming and went out of their way to protect me.’

Ramindar was sometimes invited to the homes of the Afghan UN employees, where they laid out lavish spreads for her, despite their modest means. Their homes were small, but their hearts were enormous. The hospitality she experienced in war-torn Afghanistan was richer than anything she’d experienced before – and in a country experiencing such grave strife, that generosity moved her deeply.

As an emergency doctor, she often had to travel to dangerous sites to treat or evacuate patients who had been shot or wounded in bomb blasts. Most of the drivers hired by the UN were Afghans, chosen for their knowledge of the roads and the terrain. When the situation on ground was too volatile, patients were brought into the UN clinic by paramedics. Only when conditions were relatively safe did the UN send out doctors in ambulances.

Ramindar quickly noticed that the local drivers, though technically UN employees, sometimes got wind of terrorist activities privately, around the same time the UN did. They would immediately act on this and change routes.

Once, she was travelling in an ambulance through an area with live warfare. Just before the ambulance reached its destination, a bomb ripped through the area. The Afghan driver’s reflexes and intuition saved them both. But then he called someone on his mobile phone and started screaming at them in Dari.

‘It’s okay,’ Ramindar called out from the floor of the ambulance. ‘I’m not hurt.’

‘We could have been killed,’ the driver responded. ‘They are supposed to inform me if something is being planned. Somebody has not done his job, madam.’

‘Yes, but we were saved by the grace of Allah,’ she replied, trying to calm him down. The driver nodded but continued admonishing the person on the phone.

They drove back to the UN compound and she took the rest of the day off to recover from the incident. The following day, she was back at work as usual. Over the course of her time in Afghanistan, there would be a few more occasions where she had narrow escapes. In a place where avoiding death by a hair’s breadth was part of the job description, she had no choice but to take it in her stride and carry on. She also developed a deep respect for the other UN staff who risked death every day.

It wasn’t just trauma from physical wounds that Ramindar treated in Afghanistan. Many of her patients were soldiers working through severe mental trauma due to the sustained conflict, and she worked relentlessly to get them the counselling they needed. She herself flew back to India every two months, as mandated by the UN, for a break from the stress of working in a warzone.

After spending most of the year in Kabul, she opted for a posting in Bamyan, a mountainous city in central Afghanistan, once famous for its towering Buddha statues that were destroyed by the Taliban. Here, her work shifted to women’s reproductive health. Many of her patients were Afghan women who had endured a dozen consecutive pregnancies since the age of fifteen. Most didn’t live beyond thirty-five because of the toll it took on their bodies.

Bamyan is also where she came face to face with the Taliban for the first time.

‘My team was supposed to deliver a talk at a local organization, so we arrived at this large bungalow with a spacious courtyard and four tall guard posts at the corners. We walked in through the main gate and suddenly, a group of bearded, turbaned men walked out with AK-47s and M16s slung across their chests. We instantly knew who they were. I froze. There were three other men in my team and I was the only woman. The Taliban guys scrutinized me from head to toe – the dupatta on my head, my long-sleeved shirt, the trousers – I was completely covered. After what felt like a lifetime, they gave a little nod of approval and went their way. I remember breathing a huge sigh of relief when they finally left the premises without questioning us.’

A Daredevil Child

To understand how this grandmother found the courage to slip past bombs and live to recount her encounters with the Taliban, we have to see her as a child and as a young woman. Ramindar had an idyllic, outdoorsy childhood. Her father, Colonel Mohindar Singh, served in the Indian Army and the family moved frequently. Along with her mother, Charanjit Kaur, and her younger sister and brother, she learnt how to swim, ride, and shoot at the various army cantonments where they were posted.	

She remembers living in tents without electricity in Jammu, climbing loquat trees to feast on the fruit and running away when the watchman gave chase. Her father once dressed her mother up as a jawan so he could take her hunting in areas where women weren’t permitted. Their nomadic army lifestyle was full of adventures that thrilled her endlessly. After almost two decades of moving around the country, her parents chose to settle in Jodhpur, Rajasthan.

She started driving her father’s Studebaker when she was just fourteen, ferrying her mother to the market. In 1959, the purdah system was prevalent in Rajasthan and it was rare to see women outdoors without a ghunghat, let alone driving a fancy car. Locals on the streets of Jodhpur would recognize her as the Colonel’s daughter and clear the road ahead. ‘Hato saamne oo saba log, bai sa gaadi chalave. (Move out of the way everyone, the young daughter is driving the car).’

‘That fancy car was my downfall,’ she said ruefully. ‘I was all set to attend the Armed Forces Medical College (AFMC) in Pune to pursue a medical degree but my father wanted me to stay back home in Jodhpur. He dangled the Studebaker as a bribe, saying he’d let me have it if I enrolled in the new medical college near our home. He gave me a day to think about it, but I gave him a resounding yes within the hour! And because the streets were always cleared for me when I was learning how to drive, I developed a habit of speeding. Even today, both my daughters reprimand me for it.’

She enrolled in Jodhpur Medical College’s first-ever batch – a batch with seventy boys and seven girls. Being the Colonel’s daughter meant that Ramindar had always been treated with respect, so she was shocked by the behaviour she encountered when she started college. Almost all her male classmates had been raised to believe that boys were superior to girls. Many had already been betrothed or wed – as children. She soon realized she’d made a mistake accepting her father’s deal and tried to transfer to AFMC during her first year. Her dean, however, refused to clear her application or issue a leaving certificate.

‘If you go away, the other six girls will also leave. This is our first year of operations – we simply can’t have that,’ he stated, with brutal honesty.

He had correctly surmised that Ramindar was the ringleader of the girl’s group. And truth be told, she was a protective shield – almost a mother hen – to those girls. All seven of them would squeeze into her Studebaker and go everywhere together. Their male classmates knew they were up against a united sisterhood. On occasion, the girls even thrashed a few of the boys. And that’s how the girls who graduated from the first batch of Jodhpur Medical College earned a reputation for toughness!

When the 1965 war broke out between India and Pakistan, the Singhs found themselves literally in the line of fire. Their family home in Jodhpur was next to the airport runway and was thus directly in the line of enemy fire. The army had erected bunkers behind and in front of their house, and when the warning sirens sounded, Ramindar’s parents and sister would take shelter in the front bunker while she and her brother ran to the one behind.

Fortunately, the Pakistani pilots were poor shots – they would miss the runway and the bombs would fall on either side of the house. Ramindar was nineteen and had been issued a rifle and ammunition because she was a good shot and there were rumours of paratroopers crossing the border to seize Jodhpur airport. Knowing the precarious positioning of her house, her college classmates would wait to see whether she showed up to college after every bombardment – never quite sure if she’d made it out alive.

‘Once we saw fighter planes begin bombing well before the sirens went off, so we ran for our bunkers,’ she recalled. ‘For some reason, I threw on a fancy nightgown over my pyjamas and threw my bullets into its pocket. While running, I tripped over the hem and fell, dropping the rifle and the bullets scattered everywhere. I really should have been wearing practical clothes, but as teenagers, we’re more concerned with fashion than functionality. I got up and somehow made it to the bunker. We covered our bunker with armoured plates and sat tight until the all-clear signal went out. Afterwards, when we tried climbing out of our hiding spot, I simply couldn’t get up – I had skinned both my knees and they were bleeding profusely. Throughout the entire bombing, I hadn’t felt a thing, but once it was over, my brother had to help me get out of the bunker. Clearly, the adrenaline had subsided.’

Her childhood spent on army bases – through both wartime and peace – puts her later courage in Afghanistan into perspective. Growing up, she was taught not to fear death and she credits her parents for raising her to be fearless. Her mother and father held that there was no point living in fear because when it was one’s time to go, nothing and no one could change that. This became Ramindar’s mantra, allowing her to keep her cool and continue working fearlessly throughout her time as an emergency medical evacuation officer with the UN.

In 1969, Ramindar met Karanjit. Her habit of racing her car was actually the first thing Karanjit noticed about her – before they’d even been introduced. All spiffy and shining, young Air Force officers Karanjit and his friend were driving to ‘Colonel saab’s’ house, to call on him, as was the norm. Kay’s friend was talking animatedly about the Colonel’s elder daughter on whom he had a crush. Then, from a distance on the opposite side of the road, a car came hurtling towards them – and whizzed past them in an instant. The friend stopped mid-sentence and, pointing at the speeding car, cried, ‘There she goes . . . going, going . . . gone!’

When Karanjit did eventually meet Ramindar, sparks flew immediately and it was evident his friend never stood a chance! While they were courting, Ramindar made clear to Karanjit that even if they got married straight away, she intended to complete her postgraduation after the marriage. The wedding took place in 1970; however, she soon realized her husband was reluctant about her leaving for further studies or work. Karanjit had a promising career ahead of him and a key element in an upcoming officer’s career in the armed forces was a wife always by his side. Ramindar had grown up watching the same dynamic between her own parents. And so the new bride, very much in love, swallowed her disappointment and put her own ambitions on the back burner to be with her husband.

When one of her professors heard of this, he admonished her for having wasted a seat at the medical college. As an afterthought, he added, ‘If it was a Dhillon you wanted to marry, you should have married the Dhillon in your class!’ He was, however, underestimating the person Ramindar was, and her drive to serve and heal.

After marriage, Ramindar had two daughters – Maheep in 1971 and Amrita in 1976. Without the bandwidth for full-time work, she took up part-time positions as a doctor at the Medical Inspection (MI) rooms of every Air Force station they were posted to, determined not to lose touch with her practice. Her husband supported this, and both her mother and mother-in-law helped with the childcare. Though the hours were modest and the work honorary, managing it alongside her domestic and social commitments was no small feat – and she did it all with aplomb. Their peers, senior and junior officers still speak of the ‘good ole days’ – the Dhillons’ sparkling hospitality and all their adventures and experiences together.

There were missed opportunities, of course. When Karanjit got a non-family posting to Jorhat, in Assam, Ramindar and their two young daughters stayed back in Chandigarh with her in-laws. There, she started working as a medical officer with the Punjab government. Her work was exemplary and caught the attention of seniors and management. Had she continued there, she could possibly have secured a permanent position which typically comes with an attractive salary and perks. However, around the same time, Karanjit got a family posting to Shillong, in Meghalaya. Ramindar didn’t want to give up a government job and explored the possibility of commuting between Shillong and Chandigarh. Karanjit, however, wanted the family together under one roof. After much discussion, she gave up her job and joined him in Shillong with their daughters, her mother and her mother-in-law.

‘I still sometimes wonder if I made the right decision,’ she says, smiling wistfully. ‘If I’d tried harder to somehow have my own career, I would today have my own pension and perks from a government job – just as he does.’

Saving Lives in Sudan

After the UN Afghanistan posting, Ramindar went to East Timor. However, in 2012, she had to cut short this tenure when her younger brother passed away. She spent the next few years looking after her ailing mother and working at charitable clinics in Chandigarh. She didn’t think she’d go on an international assignment again. After losing her mother, though, she decided to contact the UN again. This time, she was asked if she was willing to go to South Sudan which, in 2014, was the world’s newest country and also one of its most violent. That year, Al Jazeera had reported 10,000 deaths and 70,000 displaced in its civil war. In 2016, the New York Times would call Juba ‘The City of Fear’.

Despite strong opposition from both her daughters, Ramindar accepted the assignment at the age of sixty-eight. The UN house was still being set up in South Sudan when she arrived, so she had to temporarily stay in their city campus in Juba. The accommodation was dingy and the bathroom was communal. Ramindar, who had never shared a bathroom with strangers before, was so taken aback that she contemplated returning home. However, she decided to try it for a week.

‘I saw that everybody was so relaxed about sharing bathrooms,’ she says. ‘They would wrap their towels around themselves and go about their business. You woke up, waited in the queue to get ready and went off to work. Those bathrooms were so tiny that if you moved while bathing you were likely to bump into the wall. But I said to myself: if they can do it, why can’t I?’

Ramindar introduced herself to the other Indians posted in South Sudan. They had been living there for some time so they had
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