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  INTRODUCTION
 Looking for India

 Where I grew up, my family home in a west London suburb was hardly salubrious. My parents, sister and I lived in a small terraced maisonette above a launderette. No, it wasnt my beautiful launderette. It was my fathers, and it wasnt especially beautiful either.
 We had no central heating, making do with a couple of gas fires and a paraffin heater to stave off those arctic winters of the 1960s. A water tank with the capacity of about a pint served our washing and bathing needs and our windows were the wrong size for that new fad, double-glazing. My Dad improvised by nailing thick polythene sheets to the inside of the windows to thwart the convectional currents of cold air that would pass through the windows like evil spectres.
  Our flat had no garden and my summers were spent staring out of the window at the main road and devouring as many books as my dog-eared library card would allow. To top it all, we were directly under one of the main flight paths in to Heathrow Airport, which meant that even casual conversation contained a cliffhanger every few minutes: You know, Auntie Manju deserves a slap  [Plane]  up meal for giving Mr Ram a servicing  [Plane]  contract for all his shag  [Plane]  pile carpets, cos its a right bugger  [Plane]  to clean.
 Was there a silver lining to living in this dark, dank cloud? Well, perhaps a couple. Next door was a fish n chip shop run by Auntie Phyllis and Uncle Gordon, who were warm, funny and regularly provided me with my hourly fix of chips. When the weather turned nasty, our whole family would decamp to the living room for a couple of weeks, which was as close as we ever came to a camping holiday. And we were perfectly placed for getting to and from the airport, of course.
 My mother filled much of my childhood with stories about her childhood. Tales of my relatives which all took place in exotic locations in India. I heard about floods and earthquakes, cobras and leopards. Trapping fire flies in jars and munching on raw sugar cane. Travelling by steam trains and riding in rickshaws. Maharajas and mahouts. A series of saturated, Kodachrome snapshots of my mothers past.
 For all her lurid memories, in the background were the shadows of Partition. This was the violent and bloody separation of Old India which took place in 1947  cleaving the British Empires most precious jewel and marking the birth of the conjoined twins of Pakistan and modern India. The stories always became sparse at this point, fading to a whisper and then finally to silent introspection.
 My father worked shifts at a local factory. This meant he was on a constant cycle of changing work times: 6 a.m. till 2 p.m., 2 p.m. till 10 p.m. and 10 p.m. till 6 a.m. This was six days a week and, in between, he was running the launderette too. The fact that my father survived this occupational assault, and indeed prospered, is an achievement that I now hold in the highest regard, but as a child I viewed with nave derision.
 This was primarily because my sister and I had to learn to remain mute during different parts of the day when he was resting. This enforced semi-monastic existence ill-prepared me for the sensual onslaught that visiting India would bring. It also meant that I heard little from my father about his childhood, save for the hardship that came early to him after his father died just before Partition  from what I understand were health problems brought about by an excessive work ethic.
 Though my fathers childhood stories were rare to my ears, even they subsided when the subject of Partition came up, at which point he would either go to work, bed or silently disappear behind a newspaper. All I knew about Partition from both my parents was that it was horrendous, that the family somehow survived, and that my fathers family lost everything and came to Delhi as refugees.
 Saturday night in west London was the Indian social night. A merry band of my parents and their friends would congregate in someones house on a rota basis. This was the surrogate extended family that all of these NRIs (Non Resident Indians) seemed to have hankered for.
 Inevitably all of them had little family in the UK and so the weekend was the smash-and-grab opportunity for them to get their desi familial fix before returning to the not-altogether-warm welcome of daily English life.
 Spices, herbs and fruit from Mother India were not readily available (a curry being something that came out of a packet to which you added boiling water  and, by enforcement of some diabolical by-law, had to contain sultanas) and so food from home was understandably precious.
 A guest always revealed a mango or some okra in a very dramatic fashion, like a Victorian illusionist, punctuated by the audiences Oohs and Ahs, culminating in the gentle thud of someone fainting. To this day I still sense an endorphin rush around exotic fruit.
 The chatter during these evenings would build to a crescendo timed perfectly to peak with the arrival of the last guest. Then chat gave way to the harmonium and the raucous singing of traditional and filmi songs. As social exhaustion set in, the songs would turn melancholic and all the adults would in turn lose themselves in some unified memory of personal loss, though Partition was never ever spoken of.
 My parents and their friends imparted to me two visions of India. One was a rosy pre-Partition vista of innocent wide-eyed endearment. Images of play, wonder and hope. These were still the days of the British Raj, when Gandhi urged a radical new approach that was inspiring the masses. Leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru were urging the people to push this foetal nation down the birthing canal towards the light of independence. After several hundred years, India was finally to be free and all that that small four-letter word implies. There was so much hope.
  The other vision of India was of a country rent in two by upheaval and hardship, confusion and hurt. India post-Independence. This was the India of the melancholic song, of friends, family and land that my parents and many of their peers would never see again. The realization that freedom does indeed come at a price. A free India that they were forced to desert in order to survive.
 So even though I was an easy-going kid, albeit with a fear of large loud groups of Indian people, the announcement of an impending trip to the old country always filled me with excited apprehension. Perhaps this time I was going to encounter some small pocket of old India, the India of hope and ideals?
 However, hope was all I ever took with me in my small grey suitcase and when I returned to England, it would still be lying there underneath my maroon Y-fronts and crisp white vests. I only ever seemed to meet the new India of discord and confusion.
 These long holidays were spent with my family in the capital city of New Delhi. My widowed paternal grandmother lived on the third floor in a tenement flat, which consisted of two rooms and a small polished granite area that doubled as a makeshift kitchen and bathroom. The communal toilets were outside the flat along the communal hall. She shared these living quarters with my widowed aunt and her three children. When we pitched up, the already scarce floor space totally disappeared. In those days the mains water supply only ran until 9 a.m., so my grandmother would wake at 6 a.m. and fill plastic buckets with enough cold water for the day.
 Even to an easy-going kid from west London, those long, hot vacations seemed like an almost sadistic catalogue of discomforts and inconveniences. Water was precious, electricity was scarce and power cuts were frequent and spontaneous. Mosquitoes dive-bombed with gay abandon, strafing exposed skin at every opportunity, and even the flies added a swagger to their flight. Everything smelled of gasoline, melting tarmac, cow dung and heat. Air conditioning and telephones were reserved for the very rich. Needless to say, computers did not exist. 
 So, from an easy-going kid I grew to become a hormonally confused adolescent and then a curious young adult. But even today, those regular visits we made to India as I grew up resolutely refuse to be consigned to poetic memory. The country remains consistently baffling.
 This is the same country that, only twenty years later, is reported to lead the world in biotechnology and pharmaceutical research, has the worlds largest radio telescope array and is undergoing a renaissance that will confirm its place at the centre of global politics. Something doesnt ring true. How can this be?
 Incredibly, it would seem that India is being reborn before our very eyes. But how on earth has it managed to transform itself from an impoverished colony into a global leader so quickly? How can a country with more than a billion citizens lead itself, let alone the world? Why did I need to speak to somebody in Bangalore when I wanted to get from London to Paddington  and can his name really be Bunny?
 These and countless other questions require further investigation.
 
 June 2006
 Amongst strange shadowy shapes I sit up sleepily, slightly confused. Am I awake? My surroundings come into focus and the sight of a large man, snoring away, dribble happily glistening down the side of his mouth like tinsel, reminds me exactly where I am.
 Boeing 747, seat 35C. Thirty-five thousand feet below us, the oceans deep blue surface is gently rippled and pockmarked like the skin of a tangerine. As we push onwards into a cloudless and brightening sky, I begin to consider the enormity of the journey ahead. I am now visiting India again, but this time the insatiable curiosity of my youth has a new lens to view it through  I have a BBC film crew with me. This time, Im documenting my quest to find where old India meets new India, meets the real India.
  As India approaches her 60th birthday, our mission is both exhilarating and daunting: to somehow get under the skin of this enormous, lumbering nation, a country that against all the odds is rapidly emerging as a global superpower.
 The first warning signs started to appear in British newspapers about ten years ago. Did we know, asked the alarming headlines, that India was becoming a silent partner to our high-street institutions? Banks, airlines, insurance companies, even the international stock markets were beginning to depend on computer programmers based somewhere in India.
 But those intriguing headlines were only a tiny part of the story, and the Indian revolution was only just beginning. A decade later and its in full steam (although for a nuclear power that may be an outmoded reference). So, will I even be able to recognize the place?
 As the 747s wheels platonically kiss Indian soil, a clipped English voice welcomes us to Hindustan. Even before the cabin doors have gone to manual, the smells of kerosene, damp earth and disinfectant filter through the ventilators and the atmosphere of India begins to enter our systems.
 








    
  PART ONE
 INDIA CALLING

   
 








      CHAPTER ONE
 Bombay Dreams

 As I enter the cool, modern, marble immigration hall, I have a familiar sinking feeling, knowing that I cannot compete with my pre-ordained destiny of joining the slowest-moving line. An expressionless khaki-uniformed guard ushers me to a booth, where I wait patiently behind the yellow line as the vociferous family in front of me remonstrate with an unperturbed official. As I glance around me I see several hundred passengers resignedly shuffling forward like some huge chain gang.
 However, as I emerge having had my papers stamped I am swept into a torrent of people, holdalls and pushchairs competing in the luggage sprint. As we enter the baggage hall, the frenzied pace quickens as trolleys now also join the fray. A wobbling Punjabi lady rockets past me. Her three young boys sit in single file on the trolley, their bowl haircuts looking like crash helmets and the whole tableau reminiscent of a bobsleigh team in full pelt. The mass urgency is about finding the prime position in the next contest: Whose Bag Is It Anyway?
 Its nearly 6 a.m., and were waiting for our luggage outside Mumbais International Airport. An endless procession of filming equipment continues to emerge from the baggage hall. A group of porters in light blue shirts and bare feet are fighting over our custom. They rush back and forth frenetically, squawking like crows.
   Eventually all of the equipment is checked, tagged, stacked and loaded into a blue Maruti van. The porters salaam as they each receive ten rupees, and we finally begin the long drive into Mumbai.
 Beside the new expressway runs an untarmacked track. A bustling shanty town has sprung up alongside the old airport road, and although the sun has only recently risen, for the inhabitants of the suburbs the new day is clearly under way. Oblivious to the traffic whizzing past only inches away, bright orange saris are topped with ebony faces, carved figureheads with silver nose-rings and inscrutable expressions.
 Bombays traffic, like that of all the major Indian cities experiencing the twin gifts of galloping prosperity and ambling infrastructure, is a white-knuckle experience. Every manner of conveyance jostles for minuscule advantage on the crowded roadways. Jeremy Clarkson once referred to it as The Hindu Code. Basically it works like this: if your vehicle is smaller than mine, then you better watch it, mate. Its always the responsibility of the person behind. So if someone cuts in front of you, you better make damn sure you dont hit him. Experienced drivers suddenly discover invisible chicanes, swinging their cars around like theyre between Paris and Dakar, rather than on the main highway from the international airport, heading downtown. In the heady melange of trucks, buses, cars, scooters, three-wheeler tuk tuks and some vehicles that defy any description whatsoever, Im amazed that there are no collisions.
   On the rare occasions that we come to a stop, we are serenaded by the street people. An impossibly young child carrying an impossibly younger child, taps on the window and wearily trots out her begging routine. What shes saying is unintelligible but the message is pretty clear. Within a few moments she spies a sleek foreign car with tinted windows and is off for richer pickings. Then the hawkers arrive. A flotilla of unnecessary gaudily coloured knick-knacks are promenaded before our closed windows. Plastic wind fans, lighters, small inflatable elephants, postcards and, even more improbably, Jeffery Archers back catalogue are all proffered with varying degrees of disinterest. My mind drifts towards the rare person who exclaims Oh, thank God! First Among Equals and an inflatable elephant, exactly what I needed!
Finally I spy one of the quintessential Indian sights. I see my first cow, nonchalantly picking her way across a line of impatient traffic, like a general at a passing-out parade.
This is the India of my memory, and on first impressions, out here in the suburbs little seems to have changed since my visits as a youngster. Im told that today India has the worlds 11th largest economy, and yet its still home to a quarter of the worlds poorest people. Will India ever be able to bring the benefits of the bright and shining new millennium to her entire population, or have Indias rich and poor simply learned to ignore each other more efficiently?
 From my privileged vantage point here in the van, just twelve hours after leaving Heathrow its already clear to me that over the coming weeks mind-scrambling contrasts and inconsistencies will present themselves at every turn. Skyscrapers and slums, nuclear-power stations and emaciated farmers in dusty fields. The bulging train into the city hobbles past, bursting at the seams with early-morning commuters holding on for dear life.
 Bombay (or Mumbai as its been somewhat pointlessly renamed) is at the very heart of Indias reawakening. This is, after all, the financial capital of the country, and if theres one place that embodies the spirit of the new India its got to be Bombay.
 This is Indias city of superlatives, where glamour and grinding poverty are equally ubiquitous. Maximum City. City of Dreams. Metropolis. An appropriate point to start my epic and slightly daunting voyage across the modern subcontinent.
 While Delhi might manage the politics and Calcutta is reputed to be the intellectual, spiritual heart of the country, its Bombay that you come to if you want to make your fortune. Here every waiter in the surprisingly sleek upmarket coffee bars and eateries is an aspiring movie star and the city is well known for being home to the worlds largest film industry. Its no coincidence that Bombay more than any other Indian city is the city of dreams. People come here with a Dick Whittington vision of streets paved with gold, and for a happy few this turns out to be true.
 I spend my first morning with Gautam Singhania, one of Indias wealthiest men and heir to the Raymond Empire. When I was a child, driving through the streets of India one of the most common sights would be rather lurid red neon lettering that said Raymond. It didnt say anything else, I just thought it was advertising a guy called Raymond  but it transpires that Raymond is one of the countrys largest textile manufacturing companies and Gautam Singhania is heir to this fortune.
 Today they have more than four hundred stores in cities all over the country but their centre of operations is very much Bombay, and this is Gautams city. My visit started with a chopper ride  it was the first time I had ever been up in a helicopter and Im already looking forward to the return leg. From this vantage point one begins to get a sense of the citys development. The skyscrapers which are already beginning to dominate the city skyline mingle with older colonial apartments and throw long shadows over the telltale corrugated-ironroofed shacks of the needy.
 Our destination was Thane, an industrial district a couple of hours drive north of the city. Only a twenty-minute chopper ride away, the factory there is at the heart of the Raymond manufacturing empire.
 Much has been made of Indias recent economic boom but its when youre actually on the ground that you realize why Indias future looks so promising, and its to do with the sheer number of people available to work.
 The factory looks like it hasnt much changed since the 1950s. An endless line of workers queue up patiently to punch in before going to their stations. Inside its dimly lit. In a cavernous space roughly the size of a football pitch, thousands of women are painstakingly examining every inch of fabric thats produced here.
 No machine can beat eyes and fingers, says Gautam. We dont need a separate quality control department  its done at every stage. The workers first look for blemishes and then also run their hands over the material and this happens at every stage, so we can guarantee that we use only the best material.
 The quality of the material made here is quite astonishing; the most expensive fabric in the world is made in this very building. A suit made from it, Gautam tells me with pride, will cost me 10,000 dollars. I silently visualize the contents of my wallet. Maybe next time, I tell him. All the while, I can hear the distant thrum of heavy machinery.
 Over lunch, Gautam explains that its the enormous available Indian workforce thats given the company such an advantage over its competitors in the West, and introduces me to some of the oldest serving members of staff, octogenarians who proudly announce that theyve never worked anywhere else.
 Mr Gautams father employed me, one of them tells me. I remember Mr Gautam, when he was a little boy, accompanying his father to the factory.
 You mustve noticed some changes in Gautam over the years, I say.
 Yes, said the old chap. He got older. 
   Since Indias economy opened up to foreign investment in the early 1990s, Raymond has entered into international agreements with companies across the globe, a dramatic change of direction for a company first established in 1925 and which signals Indias modern outward-looking philosophy. Gautam proudly informs me that his company is a world leader in worsted suits. I nod, sagely disguising the fact that I dont know what worsted means.
 For your information, from the Oxford English Dictionary:
  worsted /woostid/ noun 1 a fine smooth yarn spun from long strands of combed wool. 2 fabric made from such yarn

 Our time at the factory is brief as we have a very tight schedule  and the next stage of our journey is made in a chauffeur-driven Mercedes. Within arms reach are miniature bottles of Evian and Gautams driver looks a lot smarter than I do this morning.
  Were heading to the Atria Mall, one of Bombays newest and spangliest shopping emporiums, where Gautam has promised to get me kitted out for the evenings festivities. Tonight, aboard his private yacht, Gautam is throwing a party for me, the crew and a few local billionaires.
 I feel like a character in one of those cheesy American movies as I step out of the dressing room in a variety of different guises. None of them quite feel right. How are you supposed to dress for a party of billionaires? I settle on a rather subtle stripy shirt and a pair of anonymous-looking chinos. This is a look that has become surprisingly popular in the new India  out with the stay-pressed flares and the Brylcreem, and in with the Gap and Armani and all the other labels that are familiar from home.
  As we leave the air-conditioned comfort of the Atria Mall, we make an impromptu stop at the Rolls-Royce showroom next door. I suspect that the lone vehicle standing gleaming like some celestial chariot is the only one they have in stock. Gautam tells me that over the past year over 700 Porsches and many Ferraris have been purchased in India. Having experienced Indian roads I wonder where they could possibly be driven?
 Many arent driven at all, Gautam tells me. Theyre status symbols, some guys just like the thought that they own one  its an indication of the kind of money thats being made in India at the moment.
 I ask him whats brought about this change of attitude in a country where, whenever I had visited as a child, an imported car was only really seen in the movies.
 Labels have become important. People in the business sector are very aware that commerce has become globally interdependent. They do business with foreign companies, go abroad a lot more than the previous generation did, watch television, access the world wide web and they want to show the world that Indians are the equal of anybody, including buying the brands that are globally acknowledged as status symbols.
 This makes sense to me as the number of smart shops in these rapidly multiplying malls are selling the kind of designer wares that were seen as exclusive European chic only a couple of decades back, and practically unobtainable in India. Today, from watches to running shoes to laptops to mobile phones (and of course luxury cars), they are available at your local mall. Even Marks and Spencer is available for those needing an exotic injection of western commercialism.
 Gautam then made me an offer I simply couldnt refuse. Would I like another chopper ride, this time to his chill out pad to freshen up before the evenings soire? I blurted out an emotional yes before hed finished the sentence. Fifteen minutes later, after a spectacular trip across the bay, we land at a helipad secreted amongst palm trees. Another ten minutes on, after driving through dense verdant terrain, we arrive at two large wooden gates, eerily reminiscent of Jurassic Park. Blanched-uniformed attendants snap to a salute and, on opening the gates, reveal a large whitewashed Spanish-villa-styled building. We walk through to a huge thatched open-sided barn which houses a snooker table, wicker chairs and a fully stocked bar, all impressively reflected in the marble floor.
 Im offered refreshments while Gautam taps at a computer terminal at the bar. At first I assume hes closing yet another international deal, until I realize hes changing the music, gently wafting down from the bars loudspeakers.
 After showering and changing in the plush guest quarters, I decide to have a wander around the grounds. Between the buildings and the calm Arabian Sea is the irregularly shaped swimming pool, replete with sunken bar, but with that extra touch of extravagance: Jacuzzi jets. This small detail encapsulates the fact that for a certain, rarefied strata of Indian society money can buy anything the heart desires.
 Refreshed and slightly awestruck, after another short drive I find myself at an anonymous-looking jetty. At the end of it idles a speedboat, which we leap into and Gautam whizzes us across the pretty, natural bay which gave Bombay both its name and its fortune. Bon Bay  Bombay.
 Zipping across the waves at frightening speed, we rapidly approach our destination  an immaculately restored dhow boat, towering majestically above us with its sails in silhouette against the setting sun. This day seems to be turning into one long James Bond fantasy, and I have to confess that Im loving every minute of it.
  As I sip Mot while the sun sets over the Arabian Sea, I cant help but wonder just how removed I am from the real Bombay. Still, its only day one, and the next few days will give me a chance to get beneath the citys glamorous veneer. Gautams yacht deposits me at my hotel and I sleep soundly, dreaming of gadgets, girls and gabardine.
 Two worlds collide
 The Mumbai municipal corporations have to deal with all the issues of maintaining one of the most populated cities in the world. Hence, the infrastructure is always struggling to keep pace with Bombays estimated 18 million people. I had heard that small private ventures were plugging the gaps where the state mechanism could sometimes not cope. One of these areas was just rubbish. No seriously, I mean garbage collection. Most of central Bombay, just like central London or central New York or central anywhere, is made up of high-rise blocks in which the middle classes live. As the day breaks theres a fairly pleasant and languid atmosphere. Its a very relaxed winters morning just like any other except for a rather shrill call that pierces the air.
  Pipar! A long pause.
 Pipar!
 The sound appears to be coming from over the garden wall, and when I investigate the source I find that its emanating from a very, very small hunchback. Its surprising he has the lungs for it. Hes carrying a cloth sack on one shoulder and a tiny rucksack on the other. He looks for all the world like one of Santas little helpers or a character in a surrealist French movie.
 A few moments later hes joined by a maid from the tower block. Shes carrying a neat bundle of newspapers and seven or eight empty plastic canisters. What looks like a heated argument ensues, both haggling wildly over the price of, well, rubbish. One of the residents of the tower block kindly agreed to explain what the hell is going on 
 It turns out that all over the city at dawn, thousands of people leave their homes and make their way to the more affluent suburbs in order to clear their rubbish. But they arent paid by the municipal authorities; these people are free agents. Bombay is basically kept clean by a vast army of rag-and-bone men who buy and sell the citys rubbish. The rubbish is carefully sorted, then packaged into large bundles for sale.
 Recycling, Indian style.
 This particular rag picker, who specializes in newspapers, is known only as hunchback, which is either terribly politically incorrect, or a phenomenal coincidence. Once his morning rounds were done he allowed me to follow him to a street called Arab Gully where he sells his reclaimed garbage.
 Here, everything from tin cans, bottles, newspapers and plastic up to car batteries and even entire taxi cabs is broken down, stripped to its constituent parts and then sold to the highest bidder. Amazing when you consider that in the West we spend billions of pounds trying to encourage people to recycle. In India they look after the paisa, and the rupees take care of themselves.
 As I walk to the end of Arab Gully, in the distance I can see a pair of half-constructed skyscrapers. Theyre called Imperial Towers, and the flats that they contain are so luxurious that they wont even tell me how much they cost. Its often cited that Bombay has higher real-estate prices than London, New York or Paris. Its a sign of our modern paranoid times that I cant help being slightly unnerved by the sight of the twin towers, which are aimed to be the tallest in India. Will they become the lofty goals of Indias super rich or simply the target of evildoers?
 There is an attempt here to give commercial enterprise a conscience. Part of the deal that the Imperial Towers owners have agreed to is to provide accommodation for the inhabitants of the small slum dwellings on its doorstep. To this end, a smaller tower has been built, without the high specifications and presidential security of its imposing twin brothers, naturally, but a respectable abode nevertheless. As I drive past these half-finished symbols of modern India I cant help thinking about how these poor folk, still shielded by so much corrugated iron and so used to living at, and often on, street level, will deal with being perched on the twenty-fifth floor of a high-rise block? Something tells me they werent consulted; yet here they still are, awaiting their notice of eviction from their carefully maintained hovels, but without any sense of bitterness.
  No matter how many times you visit this country its always baffling to see both of these worlds living beside one another  the rag pickers obliviously plying their trade at the end of a street which contains the most valuable real estate on the planet.
 It occurs to me that this is the most difficult question Im going to have to answer on this epic Indian journey of mine  why is it that India, with all of its extremes and contradictions, doesnt simply implode? As we crawl our way through traffic on our way back to the hotel I realize that this mission is going to be more difficult than I first thought.
 Myths, melodrama and marriage.
 Storytelling has always been an important part of Indias heritage. At first, purely an oral tradition, as the great Hindu epics, the Mahabharata and Ramayana, were passed down from generation to generation over a thousand-year period. In fact when the Mahabharata, thought to be the longest epic poem in the world, became a 94-episode television series in the late 1980s, it quickly became the first must-seeTV event in Indian history. The country came to a standstill every Sunday morning as did the populace, as hundreds crowded the living rooms and even the outside windows of those who had television sets. Thus began a love affair with television serials that involve moral dilemmas, subterfuge, families and melodrama. Theyre now known as soap operas and theyre big. Really big.
 I arrive in an anonymous Mumbai suburb called Andheri West and approach a rather glitzy-looking glass building that looks strangely out of place when you consider that its surrounded by the usual Indian chaos. Theres very little visible on the outside that would lead you to suspect that inside Indias most popular soap opera is being filmed.
  The star of the show is a rather gutsy woman called Smriti Iraani. Smritis not your average thirty year old. Not content with being one of the most famous people in the world, with well over two hundred million avid fans watching her show every week, shes also got a political profile and in her dressing room theres a copy of Sonia Gandhis autobiography just waiting to be leafed through.
 She sits patiently while a team of hair and make-up artists transform her from her thirty-year-old self into the sixty-year-old that she plays on screen. Just one floor above us a team of maybe forty technicians are building the set and by the time Smritis make-ups done, theyre ready to shoot her close-ups. This is a purpose-built television studio, with dressing rooms, props store and administration offices. So Im a little surprised to find that the set, one floor up, is actually on the roof. This is the closest we come to soundproofing. If you cant shut the sound out, move as far away from it as possible. In this case it means move as far above it as possible. The hum of vehicles, street hawkers, dogs barking and someone hitting a sheet of metal with a cat dim slightly but still reverberate around the eardrums.
 Smriti plays the matriarch of a family going through crisis. The soap is called Kyunki Saas Bhi Kabhi Bahu Thi  or Because every mother-in-law was once a daughter-in-law. Smriti plays Tulsi, the lead, a mother-in-law desperately fighting injustices within her in-laws family. What makes this especially surreal is that Smriti joined the show some seven years ago, playing Tulsi, the eighteen-year-old new daughter-in-law  desperately fighting the injustices within her in-laws family. So her character has aged over forty years in less than ten. In the wide berth of logic that are Indian soaps, the rest of the world  fashion, popular reference points, etc.  have remained resolutely contemporary, but almost a quarter of a billion viewers worldwide dont seem to be bothered by this mere footnote.
 Smriti herself is a million miles from the dour and put-upon character she plays. Shes smart, funny and very media savvy. A hushed reverence greets her as she gets into position to shoot her close-ups. Every now and again, as if to add to the surreal nature of the experience, I hear someone whisper the word shoom in the background. Shoom, says the voice, shoom. Each time I hear the whisper, the camera whips around madly only to re-find Smriti in the frame a few moments later.
  It transpires that shoom is the word that the young director has coined for this rather crazy form of camera movement, a kind of crash zoom that ends on Smritis distraught features. The close-ups dispensed with, Smriti wanders over and asks me if I want to play a walk-on.
 I jump at the chance of joining this surreal circus, if only for a day. The part she has given me is of a sleazy producer who walks up to her character and says, Are you a dancer? Her character then calls me an idiot and walks away.
 As I start to get into character I ask Smriti about the popularity of the programmes she appears in.
 Family is fundamental to Indian
                           City of nightmares
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