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Hey everyone! It’s OWC Membership Renewal time. This year you can renew your 

membership online. Please go to the OWC website, owcbangalore.org. Once in 

the website, click on membership and then renewals. Complete the form and then 

upload a photo of your current card. Once we receive that form, we will send you 

the payment link for credit card payment. The fee is Rs. 2600 + GST.

Any questions can be sent to renewals@owcbangalore.org. You can also renew at 

any OWC Coffee morning via Cash or Card. It’s that easy! 

Membership runs 1st April 2019 to 31st March 2020.

• 1 December 2018 - 1 January 2019 
New - Rs. 6800; Family - Rs. 8800

• 2 January 2019 - 1 February 2019 
New - Rs. 6400; Family - Rs. 8400

• 2 February 2019 - 1 March 2019 
New - Rs. 6000; Family - Rs. 8000

• 2 March - 31 March 2019 
New - Rs. 5600; Family - Rs. 7600

OWC Membership 
Pro rata Rates for New Members in 2019
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Hello Everyone,

Our March issue features inspiring stories of women in honor of International Women’s 
Day. Our Charity Feature, “A Superwoman of Social Action,” written by Janice Bluett-
Duncan is an interview with Lissy Gregory who runs Navachetna - a home for abandoned 
women with mental and physical disabilities. This home is one of a kind in Bangalore - 
where women can find safety and solace in the company of other women while learning 
important life skills.

We’ve also got bios of some of the diverse Charity Committee volunteers too. We want 
you to see and hear about their personal stories and how they got here. As you will see, 
you don’t have to have a degree in social work to volunteer. Participating with Charities 
is one way to focus your energy and connect with others. 

Continuing along the lines of women’s empowerment, Archana Bharatee’s article about 
her Grandmother, Tai-aaji - tells how her grandmother over-come discrimination against 
women. She had to fight the court system for five years to win back her own land 
because of old British landholding laws. Tai-aaji also fought for India’s independence 
with many other women of her generation and was a true force.

Looking to the present and future, Smita Agrawal writes about her experience as a 
woman entrepreneur and talks with successful Bangalore women in business. Armed 
with statistics as well as personal stories, she shows us why women entrepreneurs rock! 

I write about the “OWC Book Club From Global to Local,” that meets every month. 
Find out about Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the Nigerian author they read in February 
and get a jump on the next month by contacting their organiser Mini. Another way 
to get involved with OWC is with the English Conversation Club. Read about their 8 
year anniversary. Sveta who heads it understands the power of language to transform 
women’s lives. And then there’s always travel in India both near and far. J.D. Mc Sparron 
writes about a hike to the “best” view in his article about Hong Kong in “Dragon’s Back.” 

Finally, in “She’s Got Drive," I document the current state of women drivers in India, 
from my own perspective in the driver’s seat on Bangalore’s roads. Women are 
challenging gender norms as driving courses help them achieve their dreams. 

To a stronger future together, 

Cheryl

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s the power of using 
your voice.” — Michelle Obama from Becoming

Editor’s Note

Cheryl Greene
Editor

OWC website:
www.owcbangalore.org

OWC Facebook page: 
OWC of Bangalore 
Member's Forum editor@owcbangalore.org

EDITOR’S NOTE



The Rangoli − March 2019 | 5

Leela Palace
Every Thursday, 10:00 am - 12:00 noon
Coffee Liaison: Sherry Walter, president@owcbangalore.org

Central: The Ritz-Carlton, 
Bangalore 
Wednesday, 20 March 2019
10:30 am - 12:00 noon
Coffee Liaison: Susan David,
rmcentral@owcbangalore.org

North: Courtyard by Marriott
Tuesday, 19 March 2019
10:30 am – 12:00 noon | Child Friendly
Coffee Liaisons: Melissa Parkerton 7259252389 
and Farrah Gillani 9108496344 
rmnorth@owcbangalore.org

South: Courtyard by Marriott
Wednesday, 13 March 2019

10:30 am - 12:00 noon | Child Friendly
Outer Ring Road, Marathahalli, Sarjapur Road,

Bellandur, Bengaluru 
Coffee Liaison: Elizabeth Simon, 

rmsouth@owcbangalore.org

East: Marriott, Whitefield 
Tuesday, 5 March 2019
10:00 am – 12:00 noon

Coffee Liaison: Anju Bansal 
rmeast@owcbangalore.org

OWC Coffee Morning

Newcomer’s Coffee Morning
Welcome to all New Members within their first year of joining.

Date :  Wednesday, 6 March 2019
Time : 10:30 am to 12:00 noon
Location :  JW Marriott – Bengaluru Baking Company,
  24/1 Vittal Mallya Road, Ashok Nagar 560001

Coffee Liaisons: Usha Imison - imisons@hotmail.com - 9972373789

For further information please contact:-
Sherry Walter - president@owcbangalore.org 
Jayshree Patel-Singh - membership@owcbangalore.org



President’s 
Note

Sherry Walter
President 
Overseas Women’s Club of Bangalore 

president@owcbangalore.org

PRESIDENT’S NOTE

It’s March already! Where did this year go? And by year, I mean our OWC’s Membership 
Year. Remember to “March” on in to any of our monthly Coffee Mornings (or weekly at 
Leela Palace) to renew membership. New membership cards are effective 1 April 2019 – 
don’t miss out on the many membership discount when visiting local vendors.

It is with mixed emotion that I want to say goodbye and thank you to two Executive 
Committee member and welcome two new ones. Vinny Hernier, VP Events and Suma 
Shridhar, VP Membership will be spending more time with family and traveling. Their 
hard work and commitment will be missed and we wish them good luck, health and 
happiness in their future endeavors. This then gives me the opportunity to welcome our 
newest EC members Jayshree Patel-Singh, VP Events and Farrah Gillani, VP, Membership. 
Jay is returning to the role she vacated two years ago to have her baby girl, Simran. 
Welcome back Jay; we are so happy you are rejoining us. Farrah, currently our Co-
Regional Manager-North, is stepping up to this even bigger role. I am looking forward to 
working with both of these incredible women.

I would also to thank the special group of members that helped with the OWC’s two 
biggest events of the year. This past Christmas Bazaar was a big success and well 
attended by members and locals alike. Thank you to all for taking the time to help - 
many from the beginning of planning to those that helped the day of the event. OWC 
India Night Fundraising Gala is always so much work, but this year, with an experienced 
committee, it was planned and executed beautifully. I am so thankful to each of you for 
the work you have done to make this event a huge success.

Make sure to look for all of our wonderful upcoming events in this month’s Rangoli. We 
have some fun Road Trips and a great Women’s Day event planned. Join us, bring your 
friends and make new friends.

All my best,

Sherry



OWC MEMBER DISCOUNTS

Caperberry & FAVA, UB City - 10% discount on food and drinks. A la carte menu 
only and cannot be combined with any other discounts or specials.

Capri GastroBar - 2nd Floor, 17/22, Vasavi Complex, St. Marks Road, Bangalore 
Discount of 20% on Food & Alcohol.

Chinita Real Mexican Food, Koramangala and Indiranagar - 10% discount on 
Food and Beverages. Not with other discounts.

Ciclo Cafe, Indiranagar - 20% on Food, 10% on Liquor. No other discount 
allowed.

Courtyard Marriott at Hebbal - 10% Discount Food and Soft Beverages at our 
food and beverage outlets.

Forage Restaurant – 10% discount on food and soft beverages

Holiday Inn & Suites Bangalore - 20% discount on Food & Beverages and Spa 
services. Not available on discounted offers. 

ITC Gardenia - 20% discount on food and beverages. Not to be combined with 
any specials or major holidays.

ITC Windsor – 15% discount on food and beverages. Not to be combined with 
any promotions or major holidays at the hotel. 15% discount on Sunday Brunch

Lavonne Café, Domlur - 10% discount in the Cafe, except specialist cakes. 

Leela Palace – 15% discount across all outlets and 20% discount on Thursdays at 
Citrus excluding alcoholic beverages.

LEELA RESORTS - Leela Palace, Udaipur. - 15% discount for The Leela Getaway 
Offers for The Leela Palace Udaipur. Reservation only through our hotel website 
www.theleela.com by using the promo code LGOWC

Marriot, Whitefield – 15% discount on food and beverages but not applicable to 
WBC Retail outlet.

Marzipan Cafe and Bakery - Ulsoor Road & Raintree offer 10% discount, The 
Sanctuary (Hospital Road) 20% discount.

NANDO'S – 15% discount

Novotel, Bengaluru Techpark – 10% discount at The Square - brunch buffet, a la 
carte and soft drinks. Not valid on specials and holiday deals. 

Park Plaza Bengaluru Hotel Marathahalli - 15% Food. Ask about additional 
discounts at restaurants

Portland Steakhouse & Café – 10% discount on food

SBARRO – 10% discount for a group of 5 to 9 people, 15% for 10 or more people 
on regular menu items

Shangri-La Hotel, Bangalore – 15% discount on food and beverages.

Sheraton Grand at Brigade Gateway, 15% discount on food and drinks at their 
restaurants. Discount cannot be used with other promotions, or on these 
Blackout dates (Christmas, New Year’s and Festive Days). 

Smoor - 15% discount at these locations. Indiranagar, 1MG Mall, Orion Mall, 
Forum Mall Koramongala, Phoenix Mall, RMZ EcoWorld, Park Square Whitefield, 
and Bangalore Int. Airport - Domestic & International.

Taj Bangalore - Int'l Airport- 15% discount on food and soft beverages at most 
restaurants. Lunch for minimum 10 Pax @ Rs 1000+Taxes pp, 3 courses plus 
mocktail at Café 77 East (Weekdays Only). Not to be combined with other 
specials or on major holidays.

TAJ WEST END HOTEL - 15% discount on food & soft beverages, max group of 10. 
Not valid on major holidays. Cannot be combined with other offers.

The Conrad Hotel, 15% discount on food and soft beverages only at all their 
restaurants for all meal periods including Sunday brunch.

The Druid Garden Restaurant – 15% discount on food and soft beverages. Cannot 
be combined with other specials or major holidays.

The Grand Mercure - 10% discount on food & soft beverage at our All day dining 
restaurant 12th Main valid till 31st Dec, 2018 to all OWC members.

The Oberoi Bengaluru - 15% discount on food and soft beverages. Discount not 
available for Sunday brunch or lunch, speicals or major holidays. 

The Ritz-Carlton, Bangalore – 15% discount on food and beverages in all 
restaurants for party size of 8 or less. Discount not valid on major holidays.

Toscano, VR Mall and Whitefield Restaurants Only – 10% discount

Vivanta By Taj, M G Road – 10% discount on food and soft beverages, includes a 
la carte and regular buffet including sunday brunch

The OWC is not responsible for cancellations or changes made by the vendors

Hotels, Restaurants and Bars

A number of our local business friends offer generous discounts with a valid OWC Membership Card, always show before billing and when making a 
reservation. Some other establishments may also provide discount but don't advertise so show your card and ask! Conditions apply

Services & Shopping

Vivanta By Taj, Whitefield - 15% discount

Vivanta By Taj, Yeshwantpur - 15% discount on Sunday brunch and 20% rack 
room rate discount. La Patisserie - 15 % Discount
Yauatcha Bangalore at 1MG Road - 10% Discount on food and soft beverages 
Mondays through Thursdays. 15% Discount on Patisserie, available all the days. 
Valid November 30, 2018

Archanna - The Cheese Shop and BOTANICALS - 15% discount on any cheese 
order or his and hers cosmetics. To order call 7406198106 / 7621939375 for 
home deliveries
Caravan at Hatworks Boulevard- Exclusive Offer: On any purchase of 
Rs. 5000/- a gift voucher for Rs. 1000/- will be given. (Offer is valid until 30 
November 2018). Call +918048535915
Clarins Skin Spa - Complimentary treatment valued at Rs.1,800 on booking of any 
Clarins Tri Active Face or Body Treatment on first visit.
EKA - Near Ulsoor Lake - 10% discount
Five Oceans Club – 50% discount for OWC members for the annual membership. 
Annual discounted family membership is INR 8496. Must be Five Oceans 
member to receive membership pricing on Five Oceans/ OWC events.
Hedron Jewellers. 5% discount on diamond jewellery. +91 80-65322322.
Heler Skin, Hair & Lifestyle - Complimentary Medical Hydration Facial valued Rs. 
3,999 on undertaking any Aesthetic Treatments.
INTEREM International Removal Division of Freight Systems India Pvt Ltd. - 10% 
discount
IndiaTrotter - 7.5% discount on Luxury and Customized Holidays across India. 
PromoCode: OWCSPECIAL
Jiva Spa, Vivanta by Taj, MG Road - 25% discount on all spa and salon services 
Monday to Thursday 11am to 3pm
Jiva Spa, Vivanta By Taj, Whitefield, Yeshwantpur and International Airport - 15% 
discount
Jiva Grande Spa and Salon, Taj West End Hotel - 20% discount. Cannot be 
combined with other offers or on major holidays.
Jean-Claude Biguine Salon – 20% discount at JCB Salons in India
Montage, Vittal Mallya Road – 15% discount on framing and all artwork 
Mimosa Artist Studio, Koramangala – 15% Discount off all paintings by 
MiniArora. By appointment 9845003583
Mirrors and Within - 10% discount
Navrathan Jewellers & Antiqueart – 25% discount on making charges for 
jewellery purchased in-house. Ask about free coins with purchases of gold, silver 
and diamonds.
OneRoze (Bespoke florals & luxury hampers): Ub City , level 2 - 10% discount on 
florals and 15% on bulk festive hamper orders, call 7022262000 for deliveries.
Polished Nail Studio. The Boutique Nail Studio. Indiranagar. - 10% Discount on all 
services billed above Rs 899/-.
Purple Turtles — 10% off to OWC members for purchases over 5000 rupees. 
Must show OWC membership card at time of purchase. thepurpleturtles.com
Ritz-Carlton Spa, Bangalore – 15% discount
Roche Bobois and Maison by International Furniture Brands, Ulsoor Road - 30% 
Discount
S2 Spa by Emma – 20% discount on massages and spa treatments
Sancha Tea Boutique, Lavelle Road - 10% discount
Smaash - Phoenix Marketcity Mall, Whitefield Main Rd. and Lido mall 1 MG 
Road – 15% bonus on games and 15% discount on food and soft beverages. 10% 
discount on party packages (min 10 pax)
Studio 20 Nail Lounge and Unisex Salon - 10% Discount, at 1/20, Assaye Road, 
Bangalore 560042. Call: 080- 41540102
Thar Handicrafts Gallery - 10% discount, cannot be combined with any other offer
The Palms Spa, Nandi Durga Road - 15% discount on massages, facials, scrubs, 
manicure, pedicure, The Matrix Therapy etc. Valid 7 days a week from 10am to 8pm
Unventured Travel Company. 10% discount for Bangalore city tours, includes 
walking tours, cycling tours, and tuk tuk tour. +91 99008 99660. 
www.unventured.com
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OVERSEAS
WOMEN’S

CLUB
OF BANGALORE

 
A Division of the Overseas 

Women‘s Foundation
Bangalore

The purpose of the Overseas Women’s Club as outlined 
in the Constitution:

1. To promote social welfare by aiding needy public charitable projects without 
restriction to caste or creed, with both funds and personal involvement. 

2. To welcome foreign newcomers in Bangalore and help them establish 
themselves in the community.

3. To promote sociability among the members and their families.
4. To help members and their families gain a better understanding of India 

through cultural and social activities and programs. 

1. Accept Society
2. ASHA Foundation 
3. Asha Niketan
4. Ashraya 
5. Bangalore Education Trust
6. Bangalore Hospice Trust/

Karunashraya 
7. Child Care India 
8. Deena Seva Charitable Trust
9. Divine Light Trust for the Blind
10. The Dominican Sisters of the 

Presentation

The OWC of Bangalore supports the following charities: 
11. Freedom Foundation Trust
12. Helpline Charitable Trust
13. Jagruthi 
14. Navachetana 
15. New Ark Mission
16. proVISION ASIA 
17. Sai Shankar Loving Lights Trust
18. SKID (Sheila Kothavala Institute 

for the Deaf)
19. Shristi Special Academy 
20. Vision India

Membership 
Notices

The Overseas Women's Club of Bangalore would like to welcome 
its newest members and say goodbye to those who have left in the 

past two months. We are excited for all of your new adventures.

If you know of any members who may have left and are not 
listed here, please contact membership@owcbangalore.org

Jayshree Patel-Singh, Vice-President - Membership 
www.owcbangalore.org

What's

On This Month
 
Starry Night: OWC India Night Gala 
March 2, 2019 Saturday from 7pm
The Den Bangalore 

Women’s Day Event and Lunch bunch
March 12, 2019 Tuesday

Lippan Road Trip
March 29, 2019 Friday 
10:00 - 01:00 pm 
The Arts Village St. Marks Rd.

• Katja Lebe 
• Vanessa Pardo
• Daniel De la Garza
• Cristina Novotny 
• Deborah Farrar 
• Cassandra Deutschmann
• Madhulika Verma 
• Anna Thoms

New 
Members
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FOCUS ON CHARITY

To celebrate Women’s Day, we on the 
Charity Committee felt that there could 
be no better OWC-supported charity to 
highlight than Navachetana. Why? Well, 
this small, women-focused charity is run 
by one “super” woman, Lissy Gregory, who 
has devoted nearly 30 years to making 
sure that mentally ill, abandoned and 
destitute women in Bangalore have a 
space to call home. 

A Superwoman of 
Social Action

M
any of the women at Navachetana 
have been abandoned and thrown 
out by their families after developing 
psychiatric problems or showing 
symptoms of depression. It is a cruel 
reminder of the precarious and 

vulnerable position that many women, and many mentally ill 
people, are trapped in around the world. 

Navachetana has less than 20 residents, but as Lissy runs the 
charity with almost no help at all, her job is a 24/7 one: providing 
food, medicine, hospital visits and psychiatric assessments, 
rehabilitative support, and all on top of this, undertaking the 
relentless search for funding to keep the work alive. 

I interviewed Lissy on her work at Navachetana to get a better 
picture of what this involves.

What work does Navachetana do?
Navachetana works for abandoned, poor, mentally ill and mildly 
retarded women who do not have anybody to look after them. 
We provide them with a home: shelter, food and safety. If we 
didn’t take care of them they would be on the streets.

What makes it different from other charities?
There is no other home like this. Our residents are discarded, 

By Janice Bluett-Duncan
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FOCUS ON CHARITY

abandoned, and have deteriorated with depression and illness. 
We train them to live like a family. We have heard testimonies 
even from deteriorated cases that our help has enabled them to 
have a long and meaningful life .

How did you start Navachetana? 
We have been running this centre for the past 29 years. I have 
a Bachelor of Social Work and a diploma in Counseling, but I 
started this centre in my young age with only my own savings. 
Once that money ran out, I approached the public. Now, it is 
running with public help only.

What inspired you to start your work?
I am a Christian and I believe it was a great intuition from GOD 
that encouraged me to start a centre like this. Seeing human 
beings roaming on the roads having nobody to take care of 
them, and being unwanted, I thought of helping them by making 
a centre to accommodate them and provide basic needs.

Who are the women who you support?
They come from different castes because we take residents 
without incarnation of caste or creed. They are poor or helpless 
and ill, and they have been abandoned by their families.

What sort of help does Navachetana provide these 
women?
Apart from basic needs and a family setting, we have provided 
group therapies like community groups, social skills, goal setting, 
psychotherapy, art therapy, music therapy, dance therapy, 
occupational therapy and income-generating craft work. 
Sometimes psychology students come from local universities to 
do these things with us.

We also help to get long-term help from psychiatric institutions if 
they need it. 

What changes have you seen in women since they 
arrived?
There are lots of changes that have occurred. There are many 
psychiatric patients who have improved and gone back to their 
earlier work. Women who were once stiff and were not able to 
do physical, household work have started doing a little work and 
improved. It is slow but manageable. 

What challenges do you face in your work? 
We face many challenges like financial problems, violent patients 
who attack me and other residents, and ill health. Sometimes 
a patient has collapsed, and since we don't have a vehicle, with 
much difficulty, we have carried them to nearby hospitals. There 
were times when we made covers out of magazine papers then 
sold it to purchase rice to cook.

One of my old previous owners wanted more rent, he enquired 
with me whether I can shift if I'm not paying more rent. He 
then made a police complaint and bribed them, and the police 
came to forcefully throw my things out from that building. 
Luckily, I informed one of my friends who informed the police 
commissioner and they came to support me. The owner's wife 
hit me in front of a circle inspector. This was a bitter experience, 
but my residents were very cooperative with me. There is a 
newspaper write up about that incident.

What can we do to support you and the women 
better?
Volunteers can spend time with the women, listen to them, 
console them, show patience with them, or train them to do 
household work like how to use water or other basic things, 
because they don't easily open up with outsiders. 

You can also support us financially. We do not have a house of 
our own. We get lots of enquiries about available spaces for new 
residents because there is a lot of need, hence we are trying to 
have a more spacious own house.

To make a donation or enquire about voluntary 
opportunities to Navachetana, contact their 
OWC Charity Liaison, Janice, on 99 459 689 80 or 
at jbluettduncan@outlook.com

If you’d like to join the OWC Charity Committee 
and get more involved with NGOs like Lissy’s, 
contact us at charities@owcbangalore.com
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FOCUS ON CHARITY

OWC Charity Committee 
Meet the Women Making a Difference

I originally started out in advertising and marketing. After I 
had my children, I retrained and worked in the field of early 
childhood education and children’s writing, and I recently 
completed an MSc from Boston University. Being in Bangalore 
and on the Charity Committee lets me explore something 
different. I’m grateful for the exposure to a range and variety 
of work done by our wonderful OWC charities, and I continue 
to grow and learn from the work involved in running the 
committee. Plus there’s the added benefit of befriending some 
talented and inspiring women from past and present Charity 
Committees. 

SUMI CHANDRASEKHARAN
(VP of Charities, OWC)

RINA BAE 

I am from South Korea, and I have been in India since Jan 3rd, 
2018. My previous job was a philosophy teacher, at a high school 
in Korea. I have a Bachelor’s of Arts degree from Seoul National 
University. When I got here, I felt like I was drifting along without 
any anchor, job, friends, or aims. I was so depressed because 
I had no idea what I could do to spend a ton of time. So that’s 
the reason why I got on board the Charities Committee — in 
order to find meaningful things for me to do. I wouldn’t say I’m 
a charitable or benevolent kind of person in particular. However, 
I feel that I’m capable of doing something regardless how big 
or small the task may be. If I don’t have anything to do by the 
end of the day, I end up watching Netflix or wasting my time. 
Although the Charity Committee can feel a bit overwhelming 
sometimes, I’m able to be live my life with more energy due to 
being a part of it. 
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FOCUS ON CHARITY

I’m originally from Bangalore, and was born and brought up 
here. I have a BA and MBA. I worked with HSBC Bank and IBM 
previously.

After marriage, I moved to Scandinavia ( Sweden and Denmark), 
and I have two boys who are aged 13 and 12. I have always 
wanted to work with the underprivileged and be involved 
with helping those in need in some way or other. The Charity 
Committee gives me an opportunity to get to know them on 
a personal level, and helps me give back to my city in my own 
little ways.

ANITA KASHI 
I am Indian though originally from the USA. I have been in 
Bangalore for seven years. I have an MBA from St. Joseph’s 
College of Business Admin, India and an MSc in Supply Chain 
Management from Heriot Watt University, Scotland, UK. I have 
a background in marketing and supply chain management and 
have been a strategic consultant with various corporations in 
technology, events and more. Previously, I worked as Head of 
Marketing for a hospitality technology company. I am a founding 
Board Member of Tsunami Relief Inc., and participate in various 
other community activities. I have always believed in giving back 
to society. Being a part of the OWC Charities Committee makes 
it possible in an organised manner. The best part of the OWC 
committee is the systematic way in which charitable efforts are 
carried out, and it also gives me the opportunity to meet other 
like-minded and fun people!

TANYA GIRDHAR JOHN 
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FEATURE

T
he number of women-owned businesses grew 
45% in the last decade, five times faster than 
ever before. 

So why are women so successful as 
entrepreneurs? 

It has been globally recognized and accepted that women excel 
more than men in almost all traits that make for a successful 
entrepreneur be it innovation, compassion, leading by example, 
reinvesting, risk assessment, hark work, negotiation skills, 
prioritization & planning and so on. Recent studies have proven 
the obvious fact that the frugal and pragmatic attitude that 
women bring to their business helps them succeed where many 
of their male counterparts may fail especially in downturns, 
crisis or recession. 

Women being superior in more than one way to their male 
counterparts is something I have experienced in my own journey 
in the last six years. I run a Bed & Breakfast company called 
StayWithUs in Bangalore and there have been multiple instances 
where I have had my guests or prospects choose us over a set 
up run by a man with the confidence of it being better just for 
the fact that it is run by a woman. I have also noticed this with 
my staff who chooses to work with me ( a woman Boss) as they 
find me more compassionate, caring & just towards them, and 
sincere and fair in my work. 

Women Entrepreneurs
- A Fad, Blip or Reality?
By Smita Agrawal

According to a study published in a 2013 
Forbes article, over half of all new small 
business jobs created in the following 
five years was estimated to come from 
businesses started by women.

The study was spot on. 
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Talking about her role as the Chairperson of FLO, she says, “For 
leading Bangalore Chapter of FLO, I use the same focus and skills, 
and I assembled a capable team around me, all of whom are 
successful in their own fields. I would say that good leadership 
comes by having a good team, being a good and precise leader & 
mentor, not penalizing mistakes (but ensuring that mistakes are 

not repeated), and letting the Team work independently”.

Kiran Kalra of ‘The Coveted’ ( a clothing store for exclusive brand 
across the world), a dedicated mother of two teenage boys, 
was a homemaker for eighteen years before she embarked on 
this journey with a dream and a big leap of faith. The journey 
made her discover herself & her abilities to excel at being an 
entrepreneur. She believes that a passionate woman with a dream 
is unmatched in her dedication, hardworking, extreme fierceness 
and eagerness to win. “A woman inherently has great business 
acumen with clarity, decisiveness, honesty, ethics and sincerity. 
As a woman entrepreneur do I face any challenges? The only one 
that gets to me is being hit on by men constantly. However, I’ve 
learnt to go around it and politely walk away.” says Kiran.

I am not alone in my experience. Speaking to a few very 
accomplished entrepreneurs across various business categories 
and scales, the sentiment is echoed by all. 

Yashodhara Shroff, Chairperson of FICCI (Federation of Indian 
Chambers of Commerce and industry ) Ladies Organization (FLO) 
Bangalore & Founder-Owner of ffolio studied at North Western 
University & the Art Institute of Chicago before she came back to 
India & launched her high-end luxury designer store in Bangalore 
twenty-eight years ago in 1991. “My initial challenge was that 
I was wandering into uncharted territory (in 1991) of luxury 
fashion retail. Besides, I was a first-time woman entrepreneur. 
Not many people thought I would succeed. But, I did! I was 
blessed because I had a strong support system - my husband, 
his family & my own family. It is critical to have a good support 
system in place as an entrepreneur”. 

She thinks that one needs to work with laser focus and be 
organized, meticulous and amenable to change and criticism. 
She adds, “I have my share of bumps, some I stumble upon 
and learn, others I negotiate skillfully. Eventually, it’s all very 
rewarding in the end.”

FEATURE

Kiran Kalra 

Yashodhara Shroff,



The Rangoli − March 2019 | 15

Aiyshaany Shaan, the youngest Supermodel based in Bangalore, 
wanted to be an IPS officer or join the Indian Army to serve her 
country. “Modeling isn't as easy as it looks, it's more demanding 

than your 9-5 job and is more exhausting and challenging, 
but like any other job, if you like doing what you do, you will 
overcome and enjoy those hardships. Thankfully, my journey as 
a young girl who is still in high school has been rewarding and 
out of troubles. The beauty of being in the 21st century is that 
we have power packed women heads in fashion and showbiz. 
My show directors and choreographers have had immense faith 
in my talent and this helps me better my craft. As against the 
general perception, this is a fairly safe profession to be in, and I 
say that as someone who has no background in showbiz. I will 
tell you a secret - I don't compete with anyone, don't talk behind 
anyone's back, I try to be a better person each day and my fairy 
Godmother blesses me in every way” she says. 

Even with so much positive news about women-led businesses 
and their potential as successful entrepreneurs, why is it still 
a minority of them out there. In 2016, women received just 
over 2% of investor and venture capital funding. Also, globally, 
women generate 37 percent of global GDP despite accounting 
for 50 percent of the global working-age population.
So what’s keeping them at bay when it comes to statistically 
outshining & demanding equal recognition & rewards? Why is 
it that while there is momentum in major parts of the world, 
women are still underrepresented in the economy and global 
growth story as a whole?

Aiyshaany Shaan

FEATURE

The key lies in fixing gender imbalances for our societies and 
economies, as well as the awareness of benefits the world has 
to gain from gender parity. For example, in India, the economic 
potential of our Indian women’s force is not achievable without 
gender gaps in society being addressed, especially in four major 
areas : gender equality at work, access to essential services 
and enablers of economic opportunity, legal protection and 
political voice, and physical security and autonomy. However, 
besides what the data says, there are underlying issues in social 
upbringing and societal perceptions of others about women 
and of their own. Women force in countries like India lack a 
sense of confidence and decision-making and more often than 
not, the ingrained conditioning of their defined role in the 
society hampers their growth and boldness to take an initiative 
like this. Women have to work twice as hard (or sometimes 
more) and wear multiple hats (that of a home-maker, a good 
wife and mother, a socially pleasing person, etc.) to achieve 
the same level of success as a man, and it definitely is not 
easy. Stakeholders sometimes shy away in placing trust and 
confidence in them as they always fear that they will prioritize 
family and personal life over work commitments and delivering. 
Sometimes little things like not being in the smoking zone with 
other men takes significant opportunities away from a woman. 

To help navigate the entrepreneurial landscape, many female 
business owners turn to networking groups and there are many 
women focused or women only organizations springing up. In 
India, there are groups like ALL, FICCI FLO, Rotary women’s club 
and many others. Nearly 90 percent of those surveyed said their 
networks play an important & critical role in supporting their 
success. The sisterhood provides them support in all possible 
areas like funding, mentorship, supply chain, moral support and 
a support system overall. 

The good news is that however turbulent the journey may be, 
it’s not dampening their spirits and statistics are only growing 
positively in women’s favor. This is being fueled by more 
business women speaking out about their own challenges and 
successes and inspiring others who may have been on the edge. 
So do not let your spirits fade away, talk to anyone you find 
around you if you need a nudge. Always give that little push to 
someone if you see they need help. Keep in mind that when you 
encourage a woman, you encourage and benefit the whole tribe 
and a society benefits overall too. 

As they say, there is a reflection of Durga (The warrior Goddess ) 
in every woman. Let yours shine & be seen!
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OWC Book 
Club From 
Global to Local 

I
t seems like everyone I know, and not just in India, has 
been reading Michelle Obama’s biography “Becoming” 
for their monthly book group. At least three people have 
asked if I have a copy since January. Women’s Book Clubs 
have been big since before Oprah started hers in the later 
half of the 1990s. If you were a writer, being selected by 

Oprah’s Book Club meant you had made it to the big time. Local 
libraries and book shops have huge book club sections with the 
popular titles of the last several years. “While men certainly 
participate in book clubs, women dominate the demographics… 
data on book club attendance [shows] 93 percent of book club 
participants are women” (1). 

Historical research shows women have met to discuss the ideas 
of the day since at least the 1630s. Women’s book clubs provide 
a safe intellectual space for women to meet to discuss books’ 

themes that cover wars, perfect crimes, social injustice, 
love, food, history, art and so much more. They 

connect women and create powerful 
social networks as well. While 

I have a father who is an 
avid life-long reader, I am not 

surprised that most book clubs 
are comprised of women. The 

popularity of Michelle Obama’s 
“Becoming” signals the amazing 

way women’s stories cross cultural 
boundaries to give meaning to groups 

of women half way around the world. 

Today, Mini Arora, a local artist in her own right, organizes 
the OWC’s Monthly Book Club meetings. For February they 
are reading “Americanah” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. 
“Americanah” is a remarkable novel that stands out as one of 
the most important new books in the 21st century. I have had 
the pleasure of hearing the award winning Nigerian author Ms. 
Adichie speak in New York at the Women in the World Summit. 
She discussed her “feminist manifesto” that she wrote for a 
friend who asked how to raise her baby girl to be a feminist. The 
result is called “Dear Ijeawele or a Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen 
Suggestions.” 

Additionally, here in Bangalore we have many local women 
writers. In honor of March’s International Women’s Day, I want 
to highlight one of them, Shoba Narayan, an author of four 
books. Last month, when my mother in law was visiting us from 
Chennai she needed a book to read, and I lent her my copy of 
Shoba’s “Monsoon Diary: A Memoir With Recipes.” My mother-
in-law raced through the book reminiscing with me about her 
own life growing up in South India. My mother-in-law loved the 
book but what made it even more special was that we could 
share it together and talk about the stories and recipes. Shoba’s 
most recent book is a wonderful tale called “The Milk Lady of 
Bangalore,” that recounts her encounters and friendship with a 
local milk woman who delivers milk in her apartment complex in 
Bangalore. It explores everything from the culture and economics 
of milk to the significance of “cow blessings” here in India. “Return 
to India: An Immigrant Memoir,” tells of her life abroad in 
America and the decision to return after 20 years. 

Shoba is also a columnist who writes a bi-weekly column for 
Hindustan Times Brunch magazine. She graduated from the 
Columbia Journalism School which awarded her a Pulitzer 
Fellowship; and is an alumnus of Mount Holyoke College and 
Women’s Christian College. She writes about food, travel, fashion, 
art and culture for many publications. They include the New 
York Times, Condé Nast Traveler, The National, Financial Times, 
Destinasian, The Atlantic, Gourmet, Time, Quartz, and a number 
of airline publications among others. She has been a columnist for 
Mint, an Indian business daily, and for The National, based in Abu 
Dhabi. She has also done radio work for NPR as commentator and 
Radio New Zealand as its overseas correspondent. 

So what are you waiting for - grab a book and get connected. 
If you can’t make the monthly meeting don’t worry. My friend 
Malathi and I discuss books whenever we get together for 
coffee or lunch. For newcomers interested in the OWC Book 
Club please contact Mini Arora for information about the March 
bookclub which will be meeting the last Monday of the month.

Contact information: 
arora.mini@gmail.com
http://MiniArora.com
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F
ebruary 2019 marks the 8th anniversary of the 
OWC English Conversation Club. Helmed by Sveta 
Guralnik, the ECC meets every week for most of 
the year. When it started, Sveta coordinated and 
organized ECC meetings together with her friend 
Elena Banerjee. Graciously, Elena hosted those 

very first ECC meeting in her own restaurant Rolls United. What 
was started between two friends has blossomed into a group 
of almost 50 women who help each other with everything from 
learning verb tenses, understanding Indian cultural norms, to 
creating a life with unforgettable friends in Bangalore. 

You might be wondering why we need English Conversation Club 
in India when so many people here already speak English. First of 
all, the OWC is comprised of women (and some men) who come 
from several countries that don’t speak English as a first language 
(Brazil, France, Russia, Korea, Japan, Italy, Germany, Nigeria, 
China, and Argentina - just to name a few). Additionally, even if 
you’ve studied English previously, you might not have had to use 
it on a daily basis to communicate with everyone all the time. 
And maybe, you never learned English before. What do you do 
then? I am lucky to be American, although I speak what may be 
considered an inferior form of English (American English). 

Despite these differences in American, British, and Indian 
English, knowing English as a first language has made the 
transition to living in India much easier for me. Even then, I 
have had my communication challenges (who hasn’t). As they 
say, “language happens,” and it happens to get away from our 

By Cheryl Greene

Eight Years 
Strong: 
English 
Conversation 
Club

"When I moved to Bangalore nearly two 
years ago a friend of mine told me: “You must 
get to know Sveta. She is such a wonderful 
woman who guides a very interesting group 
– the English Conversation Club. There are 
many nice women and all of them speak only 
English.” At that time my English was really not 
good, and I was unconfident if someone could 
understand me and I would understand them, 
but I was curious to meet the group. What 
shall I say? It was one of the best decisions 
I ever made: the ECC is great! All the lovely 
people from all over the world meet one or 
twice a week talking about their lives in India 
and elsewhere, their home countries and 
about a special topic which is given by Sveta. 
For most of us English is a foreign language, 
but we have our conversation only in English. 
That helps to get better and more confident. 
The women from all over the world are now 
no longer foreigners but friends. I don’t want 
to miss the ECC in my Expat life!”
- Susanne Abel

EVENTS
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intentions all the time. Indians use an adapted form of British 
English (this means - some of their English phrases are unique 
to India although the grammar and spellings generally follow 
standard rules). For me it is like a guessing game — trying to 
figure out the common word that is different from the one 
I generally use. Like the first week I was here and asked for 
“grocery stores.” No answer. I finally realized that the “shop” that 
was purportedly behind our complex — was the place to buy all 
my groceries. Need a new lightbulb, you’re going to be headed 
for the “Electrical shop.” Need some veggies, try the “market”. 

But what if you don’t know all these different words for the 
same thing? How do you explain to the helper who comes to 
your house how to do the most basic things if you don’t share a 
common language? 

Sveta bravely began these classes because she wanted to attend 
an English Conversation Class herself, and no-one else was 
organizing ECC at the time. Despite not being a native English 

speaker, it did not hinder her from her mission — to help other 
women overcome their fears to speak English as a second 
(or third or fourth) language in public and have a better life. 
Her initiative has blossomed into an amazingly fun, as well as 
structured, English Conversation Class — that feels more like 
meeting up with your new best friends than a class. 

ECC meetings are organised, intellectual, stimulating and 
creative. Having had to learn many languages herself throughout 
her life, Sveta has the ECC meetings down to a science. Everyone 
gets equal turns to speak and share. Every class has a theme 
that sparks the most interesting responses from all of us. For 
instance, Sveta did a series on the origins of kitchens and 
how they have evolved in modern times. Members were able 
to share their personal memories of what their traditional 
family kitchens were like and the traditional foods they ate. 
In one day we learned about Korean kitchens, Argentinian, 
Japanese, Russian, American, and Tunisian too. Other topics 
have included: storytelling in Indian folktales, three new ways to 
look at Cinderella, a history lesson in husband-hunting, finding 
your Ikigai, and immortality as a biological reality of the human 
species (whew!). 

Last fall, Sveta designed a special multi-week creative writing 
unit where she challenged ECC members to write a complete 
story in English. The writing workshops took place over a few 
weeks, as they read each other’s stories, gave detailed feedback 
and rewrote them. The writing workshop culminated in a 
luncheon celebrating their accomplishment. Since then many 
of these stories have appeared in the Rangoli over the last 
few months — including one by Archana in this issue —who 
remembers her Grandmother who once participated in India’s 
freedom movement. 
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1. Your brain changes electrical activity and size when 
learning a new language.

2. A Group Setting Greatly reduces intimidation of 
speaking a new language alouad - bolsters confidence.

3. It helps your career —learning English boosts your 
international career opportunities and may get you a raise.

4. ECC helps you become a better writer, helps your book 
comprehension when reading, and boosts your overall 
creativity.

5. ECC Empowers women — by increasing their overall 
communication skills, and helping them in every facet of 
their personal and professional lives. 

5 Amazing Things You Might Not Know 
About English Conversation Classes

ECC classes give women an opportunity to practice speaking 
and work on their pronunciation, figure out how to structure 
sentences and communicate better with their drivers, neighbors, 
helpers and all those shop owners too. But even more 
importantly, English Conversation Club builds confidence for all 
and has established many life-long friends. Sveta didn’t know 
what worlds would open up when she and her friend started 
ECC. She has made a safe space where language helps members 
in ways they never imagined. 

EVENTS
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By Archana Bharatee

My 
Grandmother
- Tai-aaji 
Grandma’s name was Chandrabhaga. 
She was named after a holy river in 
Maharashtra, but we called her Tai-aaji. 
Tai means elder sister and aaji means 
grandma in Marathi. In my mind, the 
picture of my grandma as a young person 
is similar to that of the Rani of Jhansi. At 
the age of twenty-five, just like the Rani 
of Jhansi, she fought the British in India. 
She also rode horses, and often carried my 
father on her back while riding. She would 
always travel around the village and her 
farms by horseback.

EVENTS
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S
he was married, but lost her husband in an epidemic 
of small-pox at a tender age. That is when she 
decided it was time to gain control over her own 
life. It was still the British rule in India and according 
to the pre-existing laws she had to hand-over all 
property to the government due to absence of a 

male heir. She and her parents decided together that she would 
adopt her youngest brother, my father, as a son and fight a legal 
battle to regain all her property back from the government.

Even though the legal battle went on for almost five years, she 
finally succeeded in keeping her property. Those five years were 
quite difficult for her and my father, although her parents and 
maternal uncle who lived close to her village helped a lot. 

One thing I remember about her is that she had a terrific 
presence of mind. On one occasion, when only grandma and 
her son were home at night. Late at night, she heard some 
noise outside and woke up. Dacoits and thieves were common 
in those days, so she started loudly calling out the names of her 
staff asking them to check the door as if they were around in the 
house. Hearing that, the men outside decided not to enter the 
house thinking that there were too many people at home.

Recognizing the importance of education, she worked hard to 
raise and educate my father. She even sold some of her jewelry 
to fund my father’s studies. She also always encouraged villagers 
to educate their children. She managed her farms, home and 
her small dairy in the village with some help from her uncle. 
Throughout the village where she lived she was well-respected, 
and villagers sought her advice in times of difficulty. She took 
part in India’s freedom struggle during the non-cooperation 
movement led by Mahatma Gandhi and was imprisoned by the 
British government in the Wardha jail for a few days too. 

My memory of her begins from the time I was about five. 
Grandma was fair, tall and hefty, and she had a long hooked 
nose. She always wore light colored nine-yard-cotton sarees 
in a traditional style. When I was young, I loved mimicking her 
peculiar walk due to her weak knees. 

Grandma was independent for a woman, but she was still 
somewhat upset when I was born; she wanted a grandson, not 
a granddaughter. Three years later, she was happy when my 
younger brother was born. She even did a small puja of my back 
to express her gratitude, because my younger brother arrived 
after me (it symbolized a queue behind me). 

As children we spent our summer holidays with her in the 
village. Our father would drive us to the village in a jeep. I 
adored those jeep rides; we would go through thick forests and 
many villages. The last four kilometers were a very bumpy ride 
through some farms, and we had to cross two little rivulets with 
no bridges. Despite the bumps, it was fun.

Grandma lived in our family’s old ancestral house. It was a two 
story mud house that had a tiled sloping roof. The main entrance 
was quite big, and was roughly four times the size of current 
day doors. It was made of a thick, heavy wood. The door had a 
small opening in the middle of the left half. This little opening 
was sufficient for us to move in or out of rather than using the 
whole door which was too difficult for us children to open. The 
first floor of the house was our favorite spot to play hide and 
seek. Our next loved place was a ground floor store-room where 
mangoes were usually kept for ripening in neat heaps and were 
covered by leaves. My siblings and I would go in there to get 
some ripe mangoes to eat. There was a nice yard with many 
trees including a fig tree. One job which grandma assigned to 
me was to pick flowers every morning for puja. There were 
butterflies to chase and birds and squirrels to watch. Some leafy 
vegetables and gourd creepers also grew there. Another task 
given to me and my sisters was to draw rangoli in the yard on 
festive occasions. 

Grandma’s house would be painted before Diwali every year 
with a coat of cow dung mixed in water. The corners and door 
edges would be decorated with white paint made from lime-
stone. The door hinges would be oiled and the main wooden 
entrance got a coat of oil for protection. Grandma would 
supervise all of this work.

There were no televisions, refrigerators or even telephones 
for a long time. Power was intermittently available and we 
used hand-fans to keep ourselves cool. A big mud pot kept the 
drinking water cool and a brass ladle with a long handle was 
hung on a wall hook next to it, to be used for taking water from 
the pot. I once put a steel glass into the pot to get water because 
I was in a hurry to go back to play, Grandma was very strict and 
scolded me for this, saying something to the effect that she will 
put chillies in the fire and put my face over the chilli smoke if I 
ever try to get water using anything other than the designated 
ladle. Needless to say, I always used the brass ladle to get water 
henceforth. At times I was a terrified of my grandma’s when she 
was a strict disciplinarian with us. 
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She managed 
the dairy and 
would make 
curds; butter-
milk and ghee 
for house-hold 
use and sell the 
excess milk. 
There was a 
tall butter-milk 
churner which 
she used for 
making butter. 
It worked like a 
torso rotation 
machine in a 
gym and gave 
a nice churn to 

the body apart from making butter. As she got older, Grandma 
had to gradually stop using the churner due to her weak knees. 

Our meals usually consisted of jowar-rotis (millet bread), dal 
(cooked lentils) or vegetable gravies with ghee, butter-milk or 
curds and pickles. Fruits from our farm, typically guavas, sweet-
limes and mangoes were usually eaten at snack-time. Sweet and 
savoury snacks such as laddoos, chiwada (a savoury mixture) 
were prepared for festivals. Grandma took help from her village 
women friends for cooking during festivals. Once a year, on the 
occasion of Mahalaxmi puja, she would host a feast and invite all 
known people from the village (numbering about 200). It would 
be a three day affair wherein symbolically the goddesses arrive 
on the first day, and we host a special lunch offering for them on 
the second day, and then bid farewell to the goddesses on the 
third day.

A manual grindstone was used to grind grains; it was a set of 
two big flattened circular stones, placed one on top of the 
other. There was a pedal attached to the top stone to rotate 
it. The grain would be dropped in between the stones through 
an opening on the top-stone and slowly turned into a powder 
with the friction between the stones as the top stone rotated. 
Sometimes, the grinding would be done by two women who 
alternately rotated the grindstone while they sang folk songs. 
Grandma usually asked some of her women friends from the 
village to do the grinding; they would go home in a couple of 
hours happy to have a portion of the flour they had ground.

The huge open yard was used for drying or airing grains or other 
produce such as chillies. The whole yard looked dark-red when 
chillies were put out for drying. Also, there were huge circular 
storage bins to store the grain after drying. 

One thing Grandma taught all of us were some prayers and 
mantras. In the evening, we joined in the evening prayers with 
her, happy to ring the bell as she sang the aarati (a light flame 
was offered along with a prayer song). Opposite her house, 
Grandma built a small temple of Shitala Mata, a goddess who 
is known to fight demonic forces and cure poxes and other 
infectious diseases. All the village folks came there for worship, 
irrespective of caste and religion. During summer, one of the 
jobs grandma asked us to do was to nicely scrub and clean the 
whole temple.

Afternoons would be spent playing board-games, cards or playing 
on an indoor-swing. We also played Chausar, the infamous game 
from Mahabharata, without betting of course. Grandma enjoyed 
playing Chauser with us. We used small shells as dice and the 
game board was made of colourful cloth. Some days we would go 
to the village school library and borrow books to read. I finished 
reading most of the story books of that library over the several 
years I visited our village. In the evenings we walked to our farm 
which was about two kilometres from home. There we could run 
around, play and climb trees as much as we liked.

Unlike other grandmothers, she did not tell us stories but she 
had a huge collection of Marathi proverbs she had memorized, 
and just listening to her, we would learn a few each day. Many 
times I did not understand the proverb and would ask her to 
explain its meaning to me which she happily did.

After I had grown up, one day as I was working in an Electrical 
Engineering lab, I was called to the administrative office urgently. 
There was a message for me to return home immediately 
because Tai-aaji, my grand-mother was seriously unwell. I took 
permission from college and went home; and we immediately 
drove down to the village. My very special grand-mother had 
passed away due to a cardiac arrest at the age of seventy-seven. 
My parents were with her that time. Feeling unwell after bath, 
she had called out to my mother. As my mother went to see 
her, she collapsed in my mother’s arms. It was a tragedy to us 
all that day when we permanently lost her, and her towering 
personality, because she was the guiding light in all our lives.
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She’s 
Got 
Drive

Joy Ride
“Promise me, you won’t drive in India!” my mother 
commanded. That was in the beginning of August 2017. 
My mom has never been to India, but she is very aware of 
the reputation of its roads. Anyplace that has camels, cows, 
taxis, auto rickshaws, trucks, buses, pedestrians, bicycles and 
two-wheelers — all inhabiting the same space at any given 
moment seemed dangerous and better left to the experienced 
Indian drivers. At that moment, I completely agreed with her in 
principle. It was too dangerous to drive in India.

Fast forward one year later, and there I was zipping along 
Bangalore’s Outer Ring Road in the dark at 5 am to go meet my 
friends for a bike ride. With my bike safely stowed in the back, I 
veered, braked, bumped and zig-zagged while carefully following 
the British accented woman’s voice on Google Maps to my 
destination. From that moment on, I was hooked. Not only was I 
hooked — I was confident. And I was ecstatic. My early morning 
drive across Bangalore, avoiding, buses, trucks, pedestrians 
and giant pot-holes had been one of the most exciting driving 
experiences in my life. 

“All the women, who are independent
Throw your hands up at me…

- Destiny’s Child

By Cheryl Greene

Why Are All the Taxi Driver’s Men?
Women comprise only 11% of the driver’s on India’a roads(1). 
That means almost 90% of all driver’s in India are men. If you 
look around when you drive through Bengaluru, it may actually 
seem like that number is even less. How many women you see 
commuting by car depends on where you live. With more women 
graduating with college degrees than ever before, why are so 
few women driving? Households that can only afford one vehicle 
often give preference to the men. Even in families with enough 
money for extra vehicles, women may be discouraged from driving 
themselves. Furthermore, women face many financial obstacles to 
just obtaining a driver’s license, especially commercial ones. 

Also, women drivers complain that they are harassed by men. 
They have to deal with intimidation and name-calling and men 
who give them strange looks. I admit that I get plenty of strange 
looks by male drivers, but I was brought up in another culture, 
and I am good at ignoring it. Sunglasses on, music thumping, I’m 
ready to take them all on. Besides, my marriage partner supports 
my driving whole heartedly. But what about the women who have 
less experience and no family or friends that are helping them 
succeed as a driver? 

Luckily, NGO’s like Vidya’s Vaahan Driving Program, and Azaad’s 
Women on Wheels programs in Bangalore are giving the neediest 
women vocational training as driver’s and taking it one step 
further by providing professional driving jobs for them as well. 



24 | The Rangoli − March 2019

LIFESTYLE

Vidya’s program connects with another initiative of theirs named 
‘TAXSHE’ that provides taxi service for women, children and the 
elderly (2). Azaad’s Women on Wheels program also directly feeds 
women into “livelihoods with dignity’. Started in 2008 in Delhi, 
Women on Wheels has grown to Jaipur, Kolkata, Ahmadabad, 
Bangalore and Indore. Every year they enroll hundreds of 
women in their courses and see the majority go on to obtain 
their driving license.(3) 

Follow the Money
Women drivers can make a better living than working as a 
domestic worker in someone’s home. According to the most 
recent statistics in 2018, men make 20% more than women in 
India. While women are beginning to catch up to men and that 
number has decreased by about 5% since 2016, that pay gap 
means underprivileged women are less likely to make enough 
to support themselves or their family(4). Go Pink Cabs was one 
of India’s first cab companies for women by women. They aim 
to provide safe and affordable transportation to women and the 
elderly. By employing women drivers, they are helping create 
better jobs for women while also creating a safer transportation 
environment(5). This means both women drivers and women 
customers benefit. Driving jobs give women an opportunity to get 
out, help other women commute to their jobs or appointments, 

and lets them support themselves and their family. And with more 
economic opportunity— it gives women more freedom. 

It’s All About Power 
Interestingly, women helped tremendously during the Indian 
independence movement, and worked for their country’s freedom 
from Britain. Constitutionally independence has brought women 
equality but historically women in India (like many democracies) 
have not achieved true equality in areas like representation in 
politics, work, pay and violence against women and girls. However, 
women voter turnout has been increasing, so much so that 
“women are casting their ballots more frequently and the turnout 
has actually been higher than that of men in two-thirds of India’s 
state elections”(6). A rise in women voter turnout helps to change 
stereotypes about women and it has helped elect more women 
too. Female politicians can be more beneficial when it comes to 
creating educational equality and economic opportunities for girls 
living in their precincts. 

As more women receive education and training to obtain a 
driver’s license, they will have opportunities to change India’s 
landscape and empower even more women and girls. As a woman 
driver in Bengaluru, I can attest to the thrill of owning my own car 
and being able to go where I want when I want. I don’t depend 
on a male driver’s availability, his schedule, or my husband’s work 
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hours. I don’t have to worry if my Ola driver will show up on time 
or cancel on me. While the other obstacles in the road remain, I 
am happy to be behind the wheel — only dependent on me. 

 I will leave you with the words of one of Women on Wheels students. 
“When I was training, I would feel like I could stand on my own feet, 
I could do anything. Because of that I feel like i’m living my life freely 
today – Reshma, Delhi”

LIFESTYLE



26 | The Rangoli − March 2019

T
his project became energised with the slim 
possibility that Number One Daughter might 
have joined us there, but a broken leg wiped 
out that aspect of the travel plan and so Hong 
Kong hove into view with a five and a half hour 
direct flight.

By John Daniel McSparron 

I have an admission to make, and I fully 
realise that if one is to write a travel piece 
then one really should not admit to being 
easily seduced. It happens all the time. On 
each occasion that I travel to a ‘new’ city, I am 
seduced by it. I am not entirely sure why my 
wife and I opted to go to Hong Kong. We had 
been to Bangkok earlier in the year and would 
happily have gone back.

The Dragon’s Back

Recently, I was asked which was my favourite Asian city and this 
led me to reflect on the first time that I visited Kuala Lumpur. I 
thought it was a great place, and I was happy to dodge around 
there. I loved the confidence of the Petronas and K.L. Towers and 
the ease of getting around.

TRAVEL
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Then I visited Singapore. I thought it was a fine place, very 
different to K.L., but still very large, very busy and very 
cosmopolitan even if some people see it as being a little too 
ordered and buttoned down. Later came Bangkok , which I loved 
for its relentless energy. The vibrancy of this Thai city is known 
across the world and the busy river is an attraction in itself. The 
Thai people are known to be both friendly and welcoming but 
my admiration only lasted until I met Hong Kong. 

My wife and I have this belief that if you can figure out the public 
transport of a new city and manage to feed yourself successfully, 
then you have cracked that city. Both of these goals were fairly 

TRAVEL

easily achieved and the city came to us. We used buses, trains, 
trams, metro and even a cable car to get around and all were 
accessed by an Octopus card. This reminds me that one of the 
highlights was a visit to Langtau Island where a metro ride, a bus 
and a cable car will eventually take you to the Big Buddha which 
is a huge statue on top of a hill which sits imperiously looking 
down on the world’s longest bridge. We were here on Monday 
and the next day the bridge was officially opened , making it 
possible to travel by road for thirty five miles from Hong Kong to 
Zhuhai in China and on to Macau. 

Many years ago, as a school boy studying South East Asia , I had 
become aware of the pressure on space in Hong Kong, but it 
really requires a visit to see this first hand as the buildings fill the 
skyline, and then higher ones stand on the rising ground behind. 
Being there quickly shows just how steep some of the streets are 
but this was to prove to be good practise for The Dragon’s Back.

There are many hills which stand sentry around Hong Kong and 
one of them, not even the tallest of them , is called the Dragon’s 
Back, an easy trek of 284 metres above sea level. Let no one tell 
you that this is ‘a walk in the park’ for it will test every sinew 
and muscle in the legs of the unprepared. There are occasionally 
steps but of varying heights and in need of attention while other 
places were rutted and awkward to find a good footing, but the 
reward for this two hours of suffering was the opportunity to 
view the city state and the surrounding busy shipping lanes from 
our vantage point. 

I had no idea what to expect of Hong Kong but the location 
was generous in what it offered to us. There certainly are 
the expensive shopping malls and the attractive restaurants 
competing with the colourful markets and the available street 
food. All of this is set against the unmistakable backdrop of 
clanging trams and double decker buses. It will not be hard to 
tease me back to Hong Kong.




