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Foreword

Anoothi was born to create sustenance, to provide sustenance.  Like Lakshmi, the goddess of wealth!

Vatsalya began taking care of orphaned and abandoned children in 2001. By 2008, it was observed that 

most of the children Vatsalya took into its residential care program came essentially from families where 

the father was absent. He was absent because either he was dead, alcoholic, abusive, unemployed, disabled 

or simply not interested in doing anything to support his family.  That responsibility in such cases fell upon 

the mother who, like most girls raised in poor families, was neither educated nor skilled to be self sufficient. 

It was the sons and daughters of these mothers that Vatsalya found begging on the streets, selling incense 

sticks or balloons, shoe shining or paper vending and so on. Some were even rescued from the traps of sex 

rackets and the gangs engaged in many other antisocial activities.  The founders of Vatsalya then asked 

themselves: why not empower these women? And so Anoothi was created in 2008 to train women in life 

and livelihood skills.

The idea of Anoothi was championed by our very dear friend Delta Donohue in the USA.  Delta, a staunch 

fighter for women's rights and a strong advocate of their economic independence, made Anoothi possible 

by her passionate and unwavering support. Her contribution towards the creation of immense possibilities 

for the marginalized women of India has been extraordinary. 

These women have been disadvantaged from the moment they were born female. In India there is a marked 

difference between how many parents treat their daughters and their sons. Many girls are not given the 

same kind of food, they are not educated in the same manner and they are raised only to become someone's 

wife, not encouraged to have aspirations for their own futures. Unemployment among males often leads to 

their brutalizing their wives and children. In many cases, this is fuelled by alcohol misuse. The main object 

of these women's lives is to raise their children and many dwelling in both urban and rural areas live below 

the poverty line, meaning that they turn to sex work just to feed and clothe their children.

Anoothi has given them a route out of the desperation of poverty and sex work. You can see that many of the 

women interviewed (their mean age is 27 years) say that their child comes first. They will do anything so 

that their children do not suffer. They all want a better life for their children, with proper food and a good 

education.  Through the lives depicted, you can see just how strong, intelligent and self-sacrificing these 

women are. By becoming involved with Anoothi, they are improving the future outcomes of the next 

generation. 

Maureen Anderson
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Sultana

Sultana is 22 years old. She lives with her parents as her husband is very violent and abusive. She 

was married to him at an early age and had a daughter when she was only seventeen. Her alcoholic 

husband would often beat her up and demand money from her. He pushed her into the sex-trade 

and would take all her earnings from it. Sultana put up with his abuse for two years and then 

decided to speak with her parents. They were shocked to hear of her story and immediately asked 

her to leave him and come home to them.
th

Sultana is not educated and is trying to study from home so that she can at least pass 10  grade. She 

is a fast learner and is picking up the skills being taught at the I-Partner-supported Vatsalya 

Training Centre in Ajmer. She is learning sewing, Kantha work and is keen to learn Block Printing 

as well. Sultana is a very energetic and positive-thinking young woman. It is very encouraging to 

see that her negative experience and the abuse by her husband have not daunted her spirit and her 

motivation. She has big dreams for her daughter and wants to send her to the best schools. 

There is a problem part of her life, however, which Sultana is struggling to resolve. When she was 

working as a sex-worker, some of her contacts were not good people. They keep calling her even 

now and threaten to expose her if she does not submit to their wishes. Sultana is brave and 

confronts them but often breaks down crying while working at the center. She says she cannot let 

this be known to anyone and especially to her daughter. Vatsalya is helping her in this by providing 

her the much-needed counseling. Vatsalya's support makes a big difference, as her past clients who 

are bothering her do feel afraid of the fact that Sultana is a part of a strong organization, and that 

they could also be harmed in the same way that they threaten to harm Sultana. Vatsalya will stand 

by Sultana and support in every way her wish to find a good life for herself as well as for her 

daughter.

Sultana confides in us and tells us that she does visit some clients still. They are nice people and 

help her substantially with money. One day, when she has a stable income and earns enough to give 

her daughter a good education, she will stop this last remnant of her past life. She also hopes to find 

a decent, kind man who will marry her and thus give her daughter the love and protection of a 

father that she misses.
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Oma

Oma lives in a small village in a one-room apartment with her four little daughters and her 

husband. She never thought that she would go outside her home and work to earn a livelihood. 

That's not what her parents prepared her for. As is true for most rural girls, she was supposed to 

cook and raise a family. She did that for over four years, when she had four girls, one after another, 

to the disappointment of her husband and her parents-in-law. As is traditional, they all want a son, 

and so Oma cannot avail of any birth-control measures. And then she realized that, while the 

family wanted a son, they wished to have nothing to do with giving her daughters a good 

upbringing. That is when she took this bold step. Despite the disapproval and resistance of her in-

laws, Oma got herself trained in the Block-Printing work that was offered to her by Vatsalya. She 

walked two miles daily to learn the skill and she never missed a day. Today, she is one of the BEST 

of the artisans. A very decent young woman by nature, introvert and very hard working, Oma can 

be seen working untiringly the entire day, a block in her hand, head bent on the table, completely 

unaware of things happening around her and totally focused on her work. Sometimes we have to 

pull her away from the job to have her tea or lunch break. Over a cup of tea one day, Oma said: "I 

leave four of my little girls and come to Vatsalya to work. It breaks my heart to leave the smallest 

one, who is just 6 months. I have to miss giving her at least two feeds as I am away for work and 

that's the worst thing I think I am doing to my child. She needs me for the first year of her life at 

least". Oma then adds that it's not only about her feeding that her daughter needs her, she also 

needs to know that her mother is there for her. Those few minutes are so precious for both the small 

child and the mother and Oma regrets not being able to fulfill that need. But then she goes on to add 

with a sad smile that with the money she is earning, she will give her a good childhood.
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 Saroj

Saroj is a true role model for many of our artisans who, owing to cultural and social restrictions, 

fear to take bold decisions and follow their dreams. After being asked to leave her in-laws' house on 

account of being too strong and independent in her attitude, Saroj raised her three daughters and a 

son mostly by herself as her husband, who worked as an interstate bus driver, often remained away 

for days and weeks at a time. Saroj joined Vatsalya's block-printing training, and ever since, has 

never taken a break. She has not only acquired mastery over the skill, she has mobilized dozens of 

other women from her village. They come and ask us to transform them like Saroj! 

Saroj is the only artisan (out of about four hundred and fifty) who has travelled outside of her 

village for work. She went to Mumbai to participate in an exhibition organized for corporate heads 

to showcase the skills of village artisans. She demonstrated how block printing is done and earned 

the admiration of all. In fact, her participation made some new contacts who approached us for 

buying the block-printed products. She is truly a precious resource already for Anoothi! 

Saroj has a dream to build her own house and live in it one day. She says that with her steady 

income now, they can plan to have one.

5



Mamta

Mamta was an ordinary rural girl who was raised by a traditional family. She was sent to school for 

a few days but as she was not too keen to attend, her parents kept her at home to do the household 

chores and to look after her younger siblings. She was married off at the age of fifteen and by the 

time she was nineteen, she had three children. Her husband, who is a carpenter, does not have a 

regular income and thus raising three children became a big challenge for them. Her husband was 

initially reluctant to let Mamta go out and explore livelihood options; however, after Vatsalya 

approached the family, Mamta insisted on getting trained. She learned to stitch and worked as a 

trainee for about six months. Seeing her ability to pick up the skill and her dedication, Vatsalya 

hired her as an apprentice and paid her a small stipend. She improved fast and was soon sewing 

independently and efficiently. Looking at the quality of her work, she was promoted to Artisan and 

was given a raise as well. Today, she not only stitches beautiful garments herself, she also trains the 

young adults living in Vatsalya campus.

After about 2 years of continuous work and exposure, Mamta is an excellent seamstress and is 

earning Rs. 7000 per month. She also receives pensions rights and medical care. Her little 

daughter is studying in Vatsalya Shiksha Niketan and her second child will be admitted this year. 

Mamta is an example for the women of her village. They see her transforming from a timid 

housewife to a bold and confident artisan, they are inspired to join our livelihood program too. 

More and more women are joining in for the tailoring course offered by Vatsalya.
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Durga

Durga, along with her two sons and her husband, used to make a living by playing the “Dhol”, a 

kind of drum, at weddings and other festivities. They were barely able to earn enough to afford two 

square meals a day for the family. The situation got worse and worse and one day Durga decided to 

get into the sex-trade. She had a neighbor who told her how she could afford to live a good life with 

the money she earned through prostitution. Durga was afraid at first, fearing that her husband 

would kill her and she would be ostracized if this was revealed to people in her community. Her 

friend assured her that it could be kept a secret if she chose to keep it that way. Durga, pleading that 

it be kept strictly confidential, told me that she went out to “sell” herself for the first time on a cold 

winter's night in December 2007.It was the “black night” of her life, says Durga, and she hated 

herself for doing it but when she was paid Rs. 500 on the spot, she says, she was somewhat relieved. 

The constant worry and stress of feeding the children, keeping them clothed and safe was too 

stressful to think about the harshness of her decision. She told her husband that she was working 

as a maid to make this extra money. Their life began to get a little easier after that. She carried the 

guilt of committing a “sin” and also the burden of keeping it a secret for about three years. And 

then, one day, she heard about Vatsalya who were training sex-workers into some kind of home-

based craft. Durga visited the center and after learning about the Anchal project*, its vision and 

mission, she immediately decided to join. In her own words, “Bhagwaan (god) had decided to end 

her misery”.

Durga has now been involved with the Anchal project for eighteen months. She says: “This is like a 

dream come true for me”. In those dark days when there was hunger and poverty and later when 

she lived in a state of constant fear, she always prayed for a miracle. That miracle is Anchal for her. 

Durga says, what inspired her was the vision of Anchal, even more than what it offered as a self-

sustaining skill-training. She says the self-esteem, the confidence and the dignity that these 
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hwomen have been able to experience is all due to the vision of Anchal. Anyone can earn two meals 

a day, but how that earning is acquired is more important. Durga says she feels proud to witness 

the change that is happening in the lives of sex-workers due to Anchal's input. The children are 

going to school, there is no borrowing of money at high interest rates, they are buying land to build 

their own houses, young daughters are going to college, etc. All this was unimaginable in the past, 

she says.

Durga is excited about the dyeing being introduced in the project. She says she knows many 

traditional dyers and knows that their work is no longer helping them earn enough. The 

inexpensive, factory-made Chinese stuff that has come on the market is ruining the craft and skills 

of many traditional art-workers and dyeing is one of them. She says it will increase the scope for 

work many-fold and many more women could be involved in the project if dyeing becomes part of 

it. Durga says she now dreams of the Anchal project having its own premises in Ajmer, as with this 

increasing work, they will need their own infrastructure. The rented accommodation often has 

regular day-to-day issues with the landlords and that is a very negative distraction from the work. 

She says, “With all you good people behind us, there is no reason why the destiny of these women 

shouldn't change!”

*The Anchal Project is a social enterprise set up for providing alternative livelihood opportunities 

to commercial sex workers in India by Colleen Clines of  the USA. Colleen approached Vatsalya in 

2010 with a proposal to start economic empowerment activities for women involved or trapped in 

the sex trade.  Anchal partners with Vatsalya to train them and then collaborates with Anoothi to 

market the handmade home products that these women make. This tripartite partnership has 

rescued from poverty over 1200 women including about 700 CSWs and helped them transition to 

a life of dignity and independence. You can read more about the project and the products these 

women make on     www.anchalproject.org
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Sapna 

Sapna is 30 years old and her husband is a photographer who barely makes Rs. 4-5000 per month. 

They have two little boys. Sapna came to learn sewing at the Vatsalya center with the aim of 

bringing in some extra income. She says, “my little boys need to get an adequate supply of milk, but 

we can't give it to them as my husband's salary barely covers the other expenses. When I bring 

some income into the household, I am able to ensure their daily milk requirement”. 

Sapna is sad that her in-laws never supported them in any way and so wants to take charge of her 

family, especially her children. She says that even though she is sad about it, she would always 

choose peace over wealth. When we asked her a hypothetical question as to what she would do if 

she won a lottery of five lakh, she said that she would help her husband open a photographic studio! 

Sapna wants to make sure that her children not only get a good education, but that they grow up to 

become good citizens of this country and help other people as much as they can. She teaches them 

to be like “trees”, who give and give so much to everyone.
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Nilofar Khan

Nilofar Khan lives in Anderkot Area, Ajmer. Rather than get married at a young age, she wanted to 
thcontinue further study after passing 12  grade but could not due to her parents' poor economic 

condition. At this stage, she used to give tuition to younger children in order to bring in extra 

income. She is now married into a family of loving people, she says, who allow her to go out and 

learn tailoring at the Vatsalya center. It is very hard as a lot of people come to her house and try to 

persuade her in-laws not to allow her to leave the home in order to have an income. They tell them 

that Nilofar will bring a bad name to the family. Nilofar patiently and lovingly ignores these 

provocations and continues her journey towards progress. Her ultimate goal is to provide the best 

education possible to her only child. She finishes all the household tasks before she leaves for 

training and then gets back to all the other household chores as soon as she returns. Recognizing 

her personal qualities, Vatsalya staff are watching over Nilofar and exploring the options of hiring 

her for some future positions in the training center. At the moment, she is earning Rs. 3000-4000 

per month working from home and making products.
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Afsana

We met Afsana during one of our community mobilization drives in low-income areas of Ajmer. 

She showed us what she was doing, participating in a tie and dye process: her job was to tie knots 

on pieces of cotton fabric. These are then dyed and sold in the markets as beautiful tie and dye 

duppattas, sarees, and bed sheets. Afsana told us that after a whole day's work, she would get two 

to four rupees. Learning about our Kantha training program and knowing that the trainees could 

earn anything from Rs. 3000 to Rs. 10000 per month, Afsana was speechless. She not only got 

enrolled herself but also brought a large number of women from her community to sign up for 

Vatsalya's livelihood course. 

Afsana has a great artistic sense and has already mastered different types of Kantha designs. After 

barely four to five months of practice, she began making 'A' grade products. It was the first month 

only when she was paid Rs. 669. After that, she has scaled up both her quality and quantity and has 

been paid Rs. 4791 and Rs. 6631 respectively in recent months. This shows a steady increase in her 

earnings. These payments are based on pieces made by the artisans, and the system allows Afsana 

to work from home. She is happy that she can earn and take care of her children as well. She 

emphasizes that, as a mother, this is a huge relief. She could never feel comfortable leaving her 

children alone while she worked away from the home, even though it was for them that she was 

working so hard, she added.

Given her progress, it is obvious that Afsana's earnings will increase in the coming months. She 

dreams of sending her children to a good school and to college as well, when they are big enough. h
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Rahima Bano

Rahima Bano lives in the Anderkot area, at Ajmer. Her father is a daily wage-laborer. Her mother is 

a housewife and she has seven children including Rahima. With the nine mouths to feed and only 

one earning member with an irregular income, conditions are not very comfortable in Rahima's 
th

household. Rahima had to discontinue her schooling after 8  class due to the family's poor 

economic conditions; however, she decided to take up the challenge to educate herself. And she 

chose the path of self-sustenance so as to acquire a good education. She finished her tailoring 

training with Vatsalya in January and is now working with us to refine her skills further. As soon as 

she is able to produce quality products, Vatsalya will provide her with a production target. That she 

can do either from home or from Vatsalya's training center. Rahima is planning to get enrolled in 

school as well in the coming academic session. We are hopeful that she will soon begin to get some 

payments for the products she makes, enough to cover her school fee.
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Gouhar

Gouhar is a very dynamic, enthusiastic young woman who learns fast, and who joined the Vatsalya 

training program a few months ago. In no time she was at the top of the class and became an 

inspiration for others who wanted to follow her good example. Seeing her proactive initiatives and 

her ability to supervise, monitor and report, Vatsalya hired her to work as a full-time staff-member. 

Gouhar is a graduate  and is also computer-literate. These are rare skills in the community we work 

with. She is paid Rs. 7000 per month already. 

Gouhar is 23 and is married. There are seven members in her family including her baby girl. She is 

keen to continue working and support her husband in meeting the needs of their large household; 

however, owing to the orthodox views and strict family traditions, Gouhar is afraid that she might 

not be allowed to continue working for much longer. Vatsalya is trying to work on her husband and 

her in-laws as well, to reason with them on the subject. We hope to be successful in our efforts so 

that Gouhar can have the life she so deserves. 
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Nazreen Khan

Nazreen is only twenty years old but has been through some really traumatic life-experiences. 

Initially, they lived in Bhopal and had an ordinary life. However, her father was into gambling. 

First, he had a lot of debt and later he lost his house too, to gambling. He became very abusive and 

often threatened to beat them all. To try and break out of these negative patterns, they decided to 

come to Dargah Shareef in Ajmer. They all liked it in Ajmer and so decided to settle down there. In 

this new situation, Nazreen's sister started working as a sex-worker in order to support the family. 

She then met a nice boy who married her; however, she continued working as a prostitute. After a 

few years, she started to be ill all the time, and the many treatments she underwent did not cure 

her. In order to support the family and also to pay for her sister's treatment, Nazreen herself began 

to work as a sex worker. Recently, they found out that her sister had AIDS and following the 

discovery of this new tragedy, she died within months. Now, Nazreen also has the responsibility 

for her sister's two children and so continues her involuntary vocation as a sex worker. 

Having enrolled in Vatsalya's skill-building program, she says she is hopeful about changing her 

life. However, she frequently also feels quite depressed due to the overall scenario in her family.
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Reshma

Reshma is 31 years old. She is married and has 4 children. She was raised in a family of five siblings 

where the only source of income was her father's casual and irregular earnings as a blacksmith. 

Married at an early age, her husband also worked as a blacksmith and barely earned enough to 

support his own five children. He then unfortunately met with a serious accident and was admitted 

to hospital in a critical condition. He survived, but there was no one to bring money home when he 

was hospitalized, and they literally starved. Reshma managed somehow, borrowing from relatives 

and working as a housemaid here and there. But she has always wanted to learn a vocational skill 

which would enable her to bring home some additional income. Also, she dreads a repeat of the 

past experience when her husband was unable to support them. When she came to know about 

Vatsalya's livelihood program, she immediately registered herself and has been a regular student. 

She is rather slow in picking up the skill of Kantha work, as well as sewing, but she is hard-working. 

If she continues, she will soon be able to find regular work through other Vatsalya projects. Her 

husband earns about Rs. 8000 per month; however, that is totally insufficient for supporting the 

family's basic needs plus a good education for all of her four children. Reshma hopes that with an 

extra income through her work with Vatsalya, she will be able to ensure a good education for her 

children.
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Rukhsana

Rukhsana came from a family of five brothers and sisters. Her father worked as a mechanic and 

barely earned enough to feed the whole family. She was married off at an early age. Rukhsana's 

husband did not work, remaining at home and frequently abusing Rukhsana. He beat her up daily. 

After some time when it became unbearable, her parents brought her back to their home and she 

has been living with them ever since. She has a son who is two years old but her husband or other 

people from her in-laws' house do not keep any contact with the little boy. Rukhsana feels sad that 

the father does not even care for his little son. 

Rukhsana's parents bear the complete financial responsibility for her and her son, and this is what 

upsets her very much. They are poor and have other commitments. She does not want them to 

carry the extra burden of supporting her. When she came to know of the training program offered 

by Vatsalya, she was happy to join, especially as the training is free of cost. She is a fast learner and 

hopes to reach a sufficient level to be able to make high-quality products. She talks about becoming 

a regular worker with Vatsalya as she has learnt about other women who, after learning sewing and 

Kantha work at Vatsalya training center, have been receiving regular work with which they earn a 

regular income. Rukhsana says this is one of the best things in her life: the possibility of becoming 

independent!
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Sumitra 

Sumitra comes from an ordinary average family. Her parents worked as Bidi makers and worked 

from home. They would earn about Rs. 200 per day on average but despite a difficult economic 

situation, her parents raised the children as best as they could. Because of these limitations, 
th

Sumitra could only go as far as 7  grade in school and then was married to a man who worked as a 

daily wage laborer. She does not have many big dreams and feels contented with her life. Joining 

Vatsalya has given her a new purpose, she says. She never imagined herself earning, but when she 

saw a lot of the women she knew who had been working from home and were bringing in a steady 

income, she felt like doing it too. She enrolled herself in the Vatsalya training program and is 

enjoying being here among the other trainees. She is a rather slow learner but comes regularly to 

the center. Sumitra wants to complete the course and then when she is certified as an “A” grade 

worker; she looks forward to taking work home and joining her husband in running the household.
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Jubeda

Jubeda was married to a man who worked in Mumbai as a construction worker and who came 

home only once or twice a year. She lived with her in-laws who she says abused her badly. She was 

made to work all the time and even her children were not well cared-for by them. She then moved to 

a rented house with her five children. Her husband would send some money from time to time but 

that was never enough. The children's school-fees would be due, one of them would be sick and a 

lot of money would be spent on the treatment. One day the landlord asked her to vacate the house 

and as she was sitting by the road to figure out a solution, an auto-rickshaw driver came to her and 

said to her that he knew some people who could help her. He took her to a hotel and said that for 

every hour spent with a man, she would receive a certain amount of money. Jubeda was desperate 

and even though she knew it wasn't what she should be doing, she accepted the offer. That is how 

her working as a prostitute started. Ever since then, for a number of years, Jubeda has been 

entertaining men in hotels and makes enough for her to support her five children. The children do 

not know about her work as she is also employed as a housemaid. After getting registered with 

Vatsalya, she says that she loves the Kantha work and would like to make it her livelihood. She is 

very good at it and works very hard to improve her skills.
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Shabbo Bano

Shabbo is barely 19 and has already seen the worst possible side of life. She was born in a village in 

Bihar (she struggles to remember the name of the village and then gives up). Her parents were 

poor laborers who could hardly afford to feed the large family they had. Shabbo requests us not to 

ask about her parents and brothers and sisters as she says she feels no connection with them and 

insists that she does not want to blame anyone for her life. Shabbo fell in love with a boy in her 

village when she was barely 14 years old. They stole some money and ran away from home and 

came to Ajmer. They lived well till the money ran out and then one day, her husband told her that 

they would both need to work in order to support themselves. He took her to a hotel and locked her 

into a room with a man in that hotel. Shabbo said she cried and pleaded with that man to let her go 

but he said that he had paid good money to her husband for her and so she was obliged to entertain 

him. After that, her husband would take her to that hotel every night and force her to sleep with 

different men. Shabbo said, “Every time I tried to protest, he would beat me up badly and snatch 

my children from me. I gave up and made my peace with that life in order to protect my children. I 

decided to focus on giving them a good life. Recently, when I came to know about the Vatsalya 

program to help sex-workers find a respectable way of living, I felt so grateful. I am here and I hope 

will be able to earn a decent living.”

Shabbo is a hard-working woman who feels betrayed by her husband whom she trusted blindly. 

With time, however, she has found strength and stands up for her children as well as for herself. 

She says it will not be possible for her to leave prostitution completely as that has been the main 

source of income for so long. She cannot discontinue the school for her children, but she is 

confident that she might be able to earn enough in future through the Kantha and tailoring that she 

has learnt in the Vatsalya training center. If she is able to get enough work, she will also leave her 

husband who continues to force her into sex work. 
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Zeenat

Zeenat is one of the five surviving daughters of their parents who try to make ends meet and feed 

the family by working as daily wage-laborers. With tears in her eyes, Zeenat talks about her sixth 

sister who died after falling off the roof years ago. She says she was extremely fond of her baby 
thsister and her death depressed her a lot. Zeenat passed 8  class and after that, left her studies as her 

parents were not very keen on her continuing her education. So she started learning to sew and 

embroider. Joining Vatsalya's livelihood program is one of the best things that have happened in 

her life, says Zeenat. She is not too happy with the way women are treated in her community and 

wants to make something of her life. She greatly enjoys working at the Vatsalya center as it allows 

her to share her stories and dreams with other women. She also loves to see how women of her 

community are progressing by learning vocational skills and earning a decent income themselves. 

Zeenat wants to learn to sew well and then teach the same to others so that they also can have better 

lives. Despite the struggles and challenges that she faces in her life, Zeenat says she would like to be 

reborn as a woman again in the next life as “it is the women who make this world a better place” she 

says!

20



Mazida

Mazida was adopted by a childless couple when she was very small. She does not remember her 

age at that time and also does not remember her biological parents either, so one imagines that she 

must have been too young for such memories. After a few years, her mother died and her father 

married her off at the age of 15. Her husband was from Bihar and had no employment. After he 

married her, he forced her to sleep with other men and charged money for it from these men. 

Mazida protested but he did not listen. When she got pregnant, Mazida thought he will now stop 

forcing her but he did not. She had to continue prostituting herself. When she got pregnant for the 

second time, Mazida fought with her husband and said she would not do this kind of thing 

anymore. Her husband took her three-year-old first-born and went away somewhere. Mazida filed 

a case against him but nothing happened. Her husband then came back and said,  “I have sold your 

child for one hundred thousand rupees. If you want him back”, you must do as I say and earn 

money so that I can bring him back. Mazida told me that she is learning the sewing and Kantha 

work so that she can earn money and get her child back. It is a really heart-breaking story but 

Mazida's courage is admirable.

21



Sushila Devi 

Sushila's story is full of tragic incidents, one after the other. She was one of six siblings and four 

daughters, born to parents who were uneducated, superstitious and had a great bias against a girl 

child. She was married off early to a sick man who died after about one year of her marriage. As a 

widow she returned back to her parents where she was not really welcome. Soon after that, she was 

married off to another man. Her second husband is unemployed and has no inclination to work 

and support his family. Sushila Devi worked as a maid in homes close to her neighborhood and 

somehow managed to buy food for the family. Sushila is only 30 and has already experienced the 

worst of life. When she learnt about Vatsalya's skill-building program, Sushila enrolled.

Sushila is a very hard-working woman, a bit depressed though, as she finds life too hard, living on 

her own, with almost no support from family. Coming to the center and spending some time there 

relaxes her greatly, she admits, as at home she is faced with either her demanding and hostile 

husband who does nothing, or her children who can barely understand their mother's plight. At 

the center, with many other women like her, Sushila finds the emotional and psychological 

support that she has never had before in her life. Sushila says coming to the center itself seems to 

her like a big reward. She finishes her work as a maid in the various houses that employ her and 

rushes to the Vatsalya center every day! 

Sushila wants to give a very good education to all of her three children so that they have some 

interesting career options. To a hypothetical question as to what she would do if she got five lakh 

rupees, Sushila says she would spend it all on her children's education. And in spite of all the 

struggle and unhappiness that she has endured, Sushila says, she would like to be a woman in her 

next life and work for women's empowerment. Between peace and happiness and success and 

wealth, Sushila chooses peace and happiness.
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Sunita 

Sunita was the eldest of four siblings born to illiterate parents. She was married off early so that the 

poor parents would have one less mouth to feed. Unfortunately, not long after she was married, her 

father and her husband both died. She was only 30 at that time. 

Sunita returned to live with her mother as she did not find much support in her in-laws' family after 

the death of her husband. Sunita feels extremely grateful to her mother who not only took her in 

when she returned as a widow, but also agreed to take care of her and her child. When Sunita learnt 

about Vatsalya's skill-building program, she enrolled herself immediately. She is a very 

enthusiastic and fast learner. Sunita wants to master the skill of sewing and Kantha so that she can 

make a good living out of it and support her child's education. 

Sunita loves to come to the center as it not only enables her to work towards self-sustenance but 

also gives her space and time to share her feelings of insecurity and fear. She is mindful of being a 

young widow and of the challenges her situation poses to her. She shares and discusses various 

possibilities with other trainees and the center staff. She says this makes her feel very safe and 

reassured. She also feels very happy that she can bring her child to the center as the crèche that is 

provided takes care of him when she is busy learning. 

Sunita aims to work sufficiently to be able to earn at least Rs. 7000 per month. She wants to buy a 

sewing machine as soon as she can afford to and then work from home so that she can also help her 

mother and look after her child. Sunita says even with all the challenges and struggle of life, she 

would want to be a woman in her next life and work for women's empowerment. In spite of the 

abject poverty in which she has lived, Sunita chooses peace and happiness over wealth and success.
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Gulshan Bano

Gulshan Bano's life story is similar to that of thousands of women coming from a poor economic 

background. The parents have many children and to get rid of their burden, they marry their 

daughters to anyone who will take them and then leave them to deal with their lives. Gulshan 

considers her marriage to her unemployed husband as the biggest tragedy of her life. Not only does 

he not earn and support the family, he regularly and mercilessly beats her for any reason or no 

reason at all. His sister adds fuel to the fire by encouraging her brother's violence on foot of various 

false accusations, says Gulshan. Once he beat her up so badly that her hand was fractured. She was 

taken to hospital but was forced to say that she slipped in rain and thus caused the fracture! 

Gulshan says she is just trying to live her life, one day at a time. Her children are her motivation to 

keep living in spite of the trauma and torture that she has to bear on a daily basis. 

Joining the Vatsalya training program, she says, is the only good thing that has ever happened to 

her. It is not easy, she says, to come to the center and learn the tailoring and Kantha work but she is 

determined to make it. Her in-laws have given her permission to attend the training and she hopes 

to be able to earn some income with the skill she is learning. She is grateful that she can be given 

work to take home as she is afraid that her in-laws will not permit her to continue going out for 

long.
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Baby

Baby begins her story by saying that she is very unfortunate. When she was small and lived with her 

parents, she was cleaning and washing to bring money home and support the family. Then she was 

married to a man who did not do anything and so she was again forced to do the same: clean and 

wash in other people's homes so that the family could eat. Her husband is a habitual offender who 

is also an alcoholic and beats her with brooms, wooden objects or whatever he can get hold of. He 

will not let her eat her meal, simply snatching it and throwing it away. All this happens right in 

front of their children who live in constant fear and terror of their father. Baby says she cannot even 

talk about all that he does, and she just prays for strength and courage so that she can take care of 

her children. Often times her husband simply asks her to leave the house at midnight, and then she 

just has to wait till dawn and for someone to open the door for her to come in. She says she is 

currently living with her parents but it is very likely that she will have to go back soon as 

unfortunately, “many of the things that men do in our community are not even considered wrong!”

Baby feels blessed with the Vatsalya training opportunity. She says that in the future, when she is 

able to earn, it will be great but for now, she considers it a great blessing to be able just to come to 

the center, away from her wicked and cruel husband. Once she begins to earn, she says she will feel 

stronger and more able and then maybe she will find a solution for her problems.
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A sad anonymous story

At Vatsalya, there is generally an atmosphere and mindset of positive optimism. We work hard to 

bring about a positive change; we like to remain positive and we sincerely believe that people are 

basically GOOD. But, at times, we are presented with situations that leave us contemplating the 

WHYs and HOWs of the precious life. 

While on the one hand the communities we serve inspire us with their total commitment to a better 

life, on the other hand the same people can leave us stunned, shocked and flabbergasted.

Vatsalya had one of its very low moments recently. For understandable reasons, we must keep the 

identities undisclosed but this is a story that must be told. It is a story of desperation, ignorance and 

senseless human apathy.

A few months ago, we were informed of the death of one of our artisans. We were sad, confused and 

concerned, as we knew nothing that could have prepared us for such shocking news. It was 

discovered later that she had committed suicide. The reason was that she came to know of her 

husband's HIV-positive status. Now, one could blame it on her destiny or the irresponsible 

behavior of her husband and try to accept the reality. But what really broke our hearts was the 

information that the poor woman was married to her own late sister's husband and she also had 

committed suicide a few years previously. Thus, the parents had married their second daughter to a 

man in whose care their other daughter had committed suicide. 

It was a terribly depressing realization for us. What makes a mother do that? What makes a father 

do that? Push your own daughter to a doomed life?

We are sad and dejected. Only time will heal the wounds of those affected, but this story must not be 

forgotten. We must experience the pain and suffering that plague our society. Only then will we be 

able to make it all right. 

The only bright side of this story is that one of the other sisters of our ill-fated artisan has taken the 

children under her care. So the children are in good hands, safe and well looked after. 
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 Aaradhana

Aaradhana is a shy but courageous and determined young girl. Her father died of TB when he was 

about 26 years old. He earned his living by making bidis (a local substitute for cigarettes made by 

rolling tobacco in “tendu” leaves). When he died, Aaradhana was barely thirteen years old. It was a 

very tough time for the family especially for the widowed mother who was left alone with her four 

daughters. Aaradhana is proud of how strong and dedicated her mother is; she did not lose heart in 

spite of the difficulties. She worked ever harder, making at times 1000 bidis in a day so as to be able 

to get enough money to send all her four girls to school. 

Aaradhana wants to study and get herself a government job. She says without education no one 

respects you in today's times. When she came to know about the Vatsalya training courses, she 

immediately approached our office along with her elder sister and asked for the complete 

information. When she came to know that Vatsalya trains women to become self-sustained, she was 

very happy. She said this is the first organization that is not making false promises about getting its 

trainees some highly-paid job somewhere. She found the idea of working from home also very 

attractive, as that way, she could continue her studies as well as make products and earn some 

income. 

Aaradhana says the biggest problem plaguing our society today is alcohol. She says that when 

young boys get addicted to liquor, not only are their lives ruined, they also cause great misery to 

their families. Aaradhana proudly says that it's only girls who never resort to such harmful habits 

and are always responsible. Even when the sons give nothing but trouble to their parents, it's so 

unfortunate that all parents want is sons and sons only. Aaradhana says that she has three sisters 

and all of them together will make sure that their mother never has to suffer. 

Aaradhana is learning to sew and to make Kantha products at the Vatsalya training center in Ajmer. 
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 Abeda

Abeda is 38 years old and has five children. Her husband has a tea shop but earns barely enough to 

pay for the rent of the shop. Thus he is unable to help much with family expenses. Abeda's eldest 

son is twenty and one of the daughters who is seventeen works part-time in an electrical shop. The 

son works as a tutor. They use the money they earn this way for paying their school fees. Abeda 

runs a small grocery shop from home, which brings in some income with which they are able to buy 

daily necessities. When she is not at home, some four to six hours daily, her fourteen-year-old 

daughter manages the shop. Overall, it is a very hand-to-mouth situation.

Abeda has joined the Vatsalya tailoring course and tries to come regularly. One problem or another 

on the home front often makes her skip her classes but she is slowly picking up. She needs to 

practice more and focus on her skill. Her mind is often distracted by the issues at home, the poverty 

they live in, her husband's health, her daughters' marriage and education, and so on. She often 

talks for hours about it. 

She earned close to Rs. 2000 last month through her sewing work and that has inspired her to work 

harder. It seems that she will be able to earn more each month and get regular work through 

Vatsalya. Abeda has no big dreams or aspirations, just wants to marry her children and let them 

live their own lives. 
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 Anamika

Anamika is a very dynamic and bold young girl. She talks about living life with courage and has a 

“never say die” attitude. Her father died of TB when he was about 26 years old. He earned his living 

by making bidis (a local substitute for a cigarette made by rolling tobacco in tendu leaves). When 

he died, Anamika was barely seven years old. It was a very tough time for the family in which a 

widowed mother was left with her four daughters. Anamika declares proudly how strong and 

dedicated her mother is, not losing heart in spite of the difficulties. She worked harder and harder, 

making at times a thousand bidis in a day so as to be able to get enough money to send all her four 

girls to school. 

Anamika has a very positive approach to life. She trained herself to make paintings and cook and 

hopes to use her two skills to earn some income. When she came to know about the Vatsalya 

training courses, she immediately approached our office and asked for complete information. 

When she came to know that Vatsalya trains women to become self-sustained, she was very happy. 

She declared that this was the first organization that was not making false promises about getting 

its workers some highly-paid jobs somewhere. She found the idea of working from home also very 

attractive as that way, she can continue her studies as well as make products and earn some 

income. 

Anamika has two elder and one younger sister but she talks about supporting them all with her 

income. She feels extremely grateful to her mother who sacrificed her life to give a good life to her 

daughters. Anamika now wants to do exactly the same and help her three sisters find a good life. To 

a hypothetical question about what she would do if she had 500,000 rupees, Anamika says this: 

she would put away 200,000 rupees as fixed deposit, keep 100,000 for meeting household 

expenses and with the remaining 200,000, she would start a business of her own. Anamika says 

money is not everything but it is important to have peace and happiness, for which, she says, you 

need money. So she prefers money to peace and happiness.
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 Vaijanti Mala

Vaijanti Mala is 26 years old. It is quite unusual for a girl to remain unmarried by this age but it was 

Vaijanti Mala's own decision to remain unmarried. She says she will never marry as she wants to 

take care of her parents. Her father suffered a heart attack some years ago and has been 

unemployed ever since. Her mother works as a bidi maker and that is their only source of income. 

Vaijanti Mala has three other siblings who all got married and are settled with their own families. 

They are focused on fulfilling the needs of their own families and hardly ever extend any financial 

support to their father who is ill and to their mother who raised them as best she could. Vaijanti 

does not condemn their attitude but simply says I will never abandon them: they are my parents.
 
For her the biggest tragedy of her life is the heart attack which changed their lives completely. At 

the same time, she feels blessed to have parents who are so affectionate and have fulfilled her every 

wish as best they could. Now, she says, it's my turn to give it back. She is just twenty-six! 
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 Shamina

When you look at Shamina, she is like any ordinary Muslim girl; head covered, eyes lowered, 
working quietly. It's only when you address a question to her that, after a few seconds, a different 
Shamina appears: confident and clear, cheerful and optimistic, bold and determined. Shamina is a 
very enterprising young woman. A real asset, especially when you consider the background she 
comes from, the conservative and restraining community that she belongs to.

Shamina lives in a joint family (an Indian system where extended members of a family all live 
together under the same roof. This could include uncles and aunts, grandparents, unmarried or 
widowed women related to the family etc.) and tells us happily how she finishes the entire 
household chores before she leaves for work. She proudly adds that she makes it for 9 am sharp. 
Maybe a few minutes before, but never after 9 am! How does she manage that? She wakes up at 
5am, cleans the house, prepares tea for everyone, gets her children and her sister-in-law's ready for 
school, prepares breakfast for everyone, packs lunch boxes for the children going to school, 
prepares lunch for everyone else, drops the children to school, serves breakfast to everyone, gets 
ready herself, etc. etc. And while doing all these, she keeps an eye on the water tap: she must fill 
drinking-water pots and also an extra tank for bathing, washing etc. She does all that and is there at 
the center for 9am sharp, smiling cheerfully. Following the new system that was introduced, she 
then sits down with her colleagues with a cup of tea and everyone opens their tiffin to have their 
breakfast.

Shamina has amazing energy. Since joining Anchal, a remarkable shift can be observed in her 
personality. She is, as it were, “cultivating her nature” to progress and grow. With her inner power 
she seems to be persuading her family, which would otherwise be opposing her actions, to extend 
all possible support to her. She is confident and yet humble, strong and yet gentle, and these 
opposing forces in her personality are changing her surroundings in her favor. Her husband, who 
was initially opposed to her working, now says, “Do whatever you like, just make sure that children 
do not suffer”. And Shamina manages that with an ease that would make a qualified management 
professional envy. Shamina makes it look very easy to grow and progress! And to be happy and 
contented with life.

It was delightful to listen to her talking about how she organized a birthday party for her son this 
month. She made Biryani and sweet rice and hired a DJ as that's what her son wanted. The party 
lasted till 10pm and needed to be stopped when the seven-year-old birthday boy fell asleep on the 
dance floor!
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 Seema

Seema took the very bold step of sending her two children to Vatsalya Udayan (the Vatsalya 

school).She contemplated the action for a long time, discussed it with us, convinced her husband 

and brought them over. She wanted them to have a good environment where they could focus on 

their studies without getting distracted by the unhealthy and harsh surroundings where they lived. 

It was quite unusual that Seema could even think of such a thing and then convince her family to 

agree with her decision. This clearly was a change that occurred in the last two years when she 

began a new journey with Vatsalya. The arrangement however had to change as Seema's little 

children found it very hard to live without her. They would speak with her on the phone every 

Saturday night and would tell her how they missed her. One day, they said “Mummy, we go to sleep 

every night hoping we will see you when we wake up. But you're not there”. This melted Seema's 

tender heart and she requested us to let them come back to her. 

She is planning to bring them back to Vatsalya next academic session as the children now often talk 

about how nice it was to stay in Vatsalya campus. A very normal process of change and growth!

A very timid, submissive and fearful person by nature, the Seema we knew a few years ago has 

changed into someone else. She is bold and strong and very clearly is at the helm of her affairs and 

those of her family. Recently she played a major role in organizing a wedding for her husband's 

niece. It was a love-marriage, vehemently opposed by the girl's father and other family members 

but it was Seema who confronted everyone and made sure that the girl was married to the boy she 

loved.

Seema's income is what keeps the family going: daily food, school fees for her children, medicine 

for her husband who remains unemployed for six or seven months of the year, saving for their 

future– everything is on Seema's shoulders. But this huge responsibility does not seem to scare her 

any more. She seems to be on a path of new growth. It is extremely reassuring to see the changes 

that have occurred in Seema's personality and life overall.
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 Mamta

Mamta always came across as a smart and intelligent young woman. She had this ability to impress 

anyone who observed her for a few minutes, working with concentration and confidence, 

multitasking, observing her surroundings carefully and always alert. Self-motivated and 
th

hardworking, Mamta passed her 10  grade exam while working full time. All these attributes could 

have very soon earned her the much-coveted position of Coordinator. However, Mamta seems to 

have failed to take advantage of her strengths and has missed the opportunity.

In the last few months, Mamta had begun to act very suspiciously. She would be on leave very 

often, would submit her application for absence at the last moment, and even asked permission to 

attend a month's course on making handicrafts. We heard from another organization that she had 

approached them for a job. She would be late in coming to the center every day and declared 

somewhat brazenly that she couldn't come at 9am.

When we spoke with her recently, Mamta said that she attends a church now as she believes that 

Jesus is solving her problems. She added that all the years of praying to Hindu gods did not give 

her anything in return whereas ever since she has started going to the church, her husband has 

been able to start a courier company and it is doing well. While what religion she follows is her own 

personal business, what we find disturbing is that she is mixing things up in hope of a better life. It 

wasn't long ago that she could move from a state of desperation to a dignified and economically 

settled life NOT because of what faith she followed but because of her perseverance and 

determination. 

We were all a bit disappointed that she would consider anything other than trying to come to the 

center on time. We spent a lot of time exploring possibilities of how she could remain with the 

organization, how we could help her more. Giving us a confident smile, she promised to work 

harder.

Next day, she submitted her resignation.
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 Shakuntala

A big transformation in Shakuntala! For nearly six years, until last year, Shakuntala would 

invariably come to the center beaten and bruised as her alcoholic husband would get violent. 

Sometimes it would get so bad that she would need to be hospitalized. And when in hospital, 

Shakuntala would be on her own, as her small children could not do anything and her husband did 

not care. It was the other artisans who would take turns to take care of her.
 
A few months ago, Shakuntala's patience ran out. One day she arrived home after work and found 

her husband tearing pages from their children's books and copies and burning them. He was drunk 

and started yelling when he saw her coming back from the center. The children were sitting in a 

corner, crying and terrified. Shakuntala decided that she had enough. She picked up a stick and 

started beating her husband. She told us that she was so angry that even though she was tired and 

hungry, she felt as if her body was suddenly energized. She said all these years, being abused by 

him did not bother her as much as the fact that now he was shifting his evil ways towards the 

children as well. She said she could no longer stand it and she beat him till he fell down, begging her 

to stop. And that was the last day that her husband even as much as raised his voice at her.

Shakuntala says “I am not proud of what I did but I would not let anyone destroy the lives of my 

children”. She says women must stop abuse at the very first day. If she tolerates it, men take it as 

her weakness. No woman is weak, says Shakuntala. It is only a matter of when she decides to say 

“It's enough!”

Shakuntala feels very relaxed now with her children also growing up big and strong. She is 

determined to send her daughter to college so that she gets a good degree and a decent job as well. 

She will not marry her till she is self-dependent, says Shakuntala. Recognizing her inner worth, 

using her courage to take the right action: Shakuntala is on a cycle of self-transformation!
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 Shama

About three years ago, when she joined Vatsalya, Shama would have tears in her eyes almost every 

time she talked about herself and her life. Her demeanor would be that of a victim and with tearful 

eyes she would request help. She did not need mercy of any kind, she only needed a little support 

and direction. And she found it in the Anchal project. Now, it is rare not to see Shama grinning ear 

to ear! And she looks really beautiful when she smiles shyly, eyes closed as if to drink in all the 

happiness that she feels in that moment. It is a great feeling to see what a little support can do to 

people's lives.

Shama is the sole breadwinner in her family today. And she plays her role very happily and 

elegantly. She says she has now trained her husband to do the household chores. He keeps the 

house in order, cleans it, and attends to the children. When she gets home in the evening, he has 

things ready for her to cook the dinner. That is the one thing he can't do, but he does almost half the 

work needed to cook a meal, says Shama. With a very coy smile, she adds, “He also offers me a glass 

of water and cup of tea when I reach home in the evening. I once told him that when a man returns 

home after his day's work, the wife does that. You should also do that for me when I come back in 

the evening. And that's what he's now doing!” The sweet happiness on Shama's face as she narrates 

these small happy changes in her life are enough to inspire anyone. It's not only the other artisans 

who feel encouraged by her story, we too want to redouble our efforts to reach out to more and 

more women like Shama. 

th
Shama is also signing up for her 10 -grade exam which she had to drop because her parents had 

married her off. She was very sad then and felt as though that was the end of her dreams. But now, 

she says, she is going to finish what she had to leave undone. It is a new life unfolding for Shama: 

she has plans and also has the ability to materialize those plans. She is exploring the depths and is 

almost inexhaustible when she talks of her dreams. 
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 Gulshan

Gulshan was the center of our conversation and also our friendly attacks recently. A few days back, 

she had happily informed everyone that her daughter was engaged. And how old was the 

daughter? Eight years! 

The poor woman had no idea what awaited her. Certainly no congratulations or gifts but lecturing, 

scolding, admonishing and so forth. She was warned by her colleagues that when the news reached 

the Jaipur office, she would have to face some serious questioning. And there is no doubt, she was 

questioned and grilled thoroughly. But all this was done with total understanding of where she 

comes from. 

Gulshan herself was married when she was 13. In the Muslim community, it is very common that 

marriages are fixed between cousins at a very young age. It is a normal thing. So, in a way, she had 

only done what was normal. But we talked to her and explained that our expectations of her, being 

a part of a progressive program that aims at the empowerment of women, is that she also acts in 

accordance with the same vision and principle. By fixing the marriage of an eight-year-old girl, she 

is blocking her every chance of attaining her true potential. Soon, she will be under the control of 

one more family who will have a say in what she can do, where she can go and whether or not she 

can get any education.

Gulshan was apparently very upset and confused with all these explanations. She did try to 

convince us that this engagement is merely a promise between two mothers who think that their 

children are good for one another. She said that nothing will happen till the girl is 22 or 23. We of 

course do not believe that. 

Gulshan was asked to think seriously about her action. She seemed very concerned and promised 

to discuss the matter with her family members. We continue to follow developments.
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 Tulsi

Tulsi has a very painful story about how she ended up in prostitution. She had tears running down 

her cheeks as she narrated her painful past: 

“We lived well with my husband's earnings as a transporter of goods. He would carry the load on 

his tricycle or sometimes on foot. One day when he was doing his routine trip to deliver the load, at 

a train crossing, he slipped. It happened exactly when the track was being changed for an incoming 

train. He fell down with both his feet stuck between two tracks. Within seconds, the train passed 

over his legs. He was in such bad shape that no one dared touch him or take him to hospital. My 

husband was unconscious for a long time and when he regained consciousness, he gave people our 

phone number and we rushed to the spot. With great difficulty, we managed to take him to the 

nearest hospital where the doctor seeing him first said he was dead. But when we pleaded with him 

to take a closer look, he said he must be taken to a big hospital immediately as nothing could be 

done there. We somehow managed to take him to a better hospital. Once there, my husband was 

treated for his injuries but he lost both his legs. To pay the hospital cost, we borrowed money from 

relatives. I and my mother-in-law started to look for a job to support the cost of his treatment and 

also for our own food. When we found nothing, we started begging outside the Dargah in Ajmer. 

We were ashamed to do that but what could we do? This way, we could feed ourselves but we 

needed money for the medicines and other expenses for my husband. Someone then told me about 

making some big money very fast and brought me in contact with a woman who was a sex worker. I 

was broken and helpless and so accepted the offer. Now, if your organization can teach me a skill 

and help me earn a decent living, I am ready for it.”

Tulsi hates the fact that she had to surrender to her fate for some time but is determined to work 

hard and regain her lost peace of mind and dignity.
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 Sayma

Sayma studied up to fifth grade and then had to stop going to school as they were very poor. She 

began to help with the household chores and also observed painfully that there was never enough 

to eat. Her big sisters who were to be married could not provide it as there was no money at all. 

Sayma wanted to do something so that her family's financial situation could improve. She came in 

contact with a woman who told her how she herself was making a lot of money. Sayma was afraid at 

first but the lady assured her that no one would come to know of it. Thus Sayma got into 

prostitution. In her own words “I found myself trapped in this filth and could not get out of it, even 

if I had wanted to. I saw the family getting regular meals and my big sisters getting married with the 

money I was bringing home. So I decided to stay in it as long as I needed to do it”.

Sayma is now twenty and is desperate to change her life. She got herself enrolled with the Vatsalya 

training program and is very happy to find this new opportunity. Sayma is also determined that her 

younger siblings should not have to suffer and make any wrong decision in their lives as she had to. 
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 Mobina Bano

Mobina's case is a reminder that empowerment is a long and slow process. She was associated with 

Vatsalya's training program and learnt Kantha work with which she was earning a regular income. 

Then she was married to a man who lived in another city. Her marriage was not a happy one and 

they had a lot of fights. Her husband also accused her of infidelity and one day simply divorced her 

by uttering 'Talaq” three times. That was the end of her marriage. She did not want to come back to 

her parents as they were so poor and could not bear to have a married daughter back with them. 

She would be a burden on them. Mobina did file a case on her husband for alimony and thus began 

getting Rs. 3000 per month. But this was not enough. Influenced by some of the young girls she 

knew, she rented a room and started entertaining men for money.

Mobina does not regret much being a sex worker as, she says, this has enabled her to have a house 

of her own and live without fear of being thrown out any day. She says there is no way for a woman 

to survive and live a decent life as the men around are all just waiting to exploit them at every 

opportunity. She has enrolled herself in the training program with Vatsalya; however, she says she 

is not sure if she can work hard anymore. The easy money has ruined her habits and also her 

perspective on things. She says she hopes it will change her life. 
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 Lucy

Lucy comes from Assam, the state in the far East of the subcontinent. She was married off by her 

parents when she was barely sixteen. Her husband was unemployed and so they came to Ajmer in 

search of work. Her husband found some laboring work for himself and they lived a very hard life. 

Soon Lucy was mother of two girls which only displeased her husband. He had a friend with whom 

he spent the evening drinking local liquor. One day as they were drinking, they got into a fight and 

her husband killed the other man. He was arrested and sent to jail for 10 years.  Lucy had two small 

girls to take care of and had no place to stay. This, she says, compelled her to resort to prostitution. 

She has been working as a sex worker ever since. Her husband came out of jail after ten years and 

took her daughters away from her which she says was good as otherwise they too would have had a 

bleak future. She worries about her daughters, though, as her husband married another woman 

who she says may or may not treat her daughters well. 

Lucy has enrolled in the training program, but she is not sure if she can take the pressure of 

working hard. She also feels very depressed about her life situation and feels a sense of 

aimlessness. She feels little motivation, as she sees many other women in similar situations trying 

to bring a change and live a better life.
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 Naziya Safrin

Naziya had one brother and could have had a normal life but one day their father decided to just 

leave them and went away. They waited for a few days for him to return but when he did not, 

Naziya's mother had to look for work so that they could buy food. The landlord of the house in 

which they had rented a room offered her to work as cleaner in the house and paid Rs. 1000 per 

month. The rent itself was Rs. 1500 per month. The landlord began to sexually exploit Naziya's 

mother. This continued for years and then one day, Naziya's brother came to know about what was 

going on. He felt extremely disgusted, angry and frustrated with it all and became addicted to 

drugs. As Naziya's mother grew old and Naziya entered adolescence, the landlord began exploiting 

her.  Naziya then decided to work as a full-time sex worker so as to earn enough to take care of her 

mother and to get her brother treated for drug addiction. They left their old rented room and now 

live in a separate house where the landlord can no longer harass them.

Naziya says she is hopeful that she can learn the skills taught in the training center and then earn 

enough to live a decent and dignified life. She is skeptical about it but has enrolled regardless. 
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 Khalida

Khalida came from Assam, the far-off state in the North-East of India. Her parents were very poor 

and migrated from Assam to Ajmer in search of work. They found some irregular work now and 

then but barely managed to feed the family. Looking at her interest in her studies, Khalida's 

mother had her admitted to a government school. She studied up to fifth class there. But soon after 

that she had to leave school and help in bringing extra money home by working as a thread cutter. 

Khalida says: “Poverty is a very bad situation to be in. It compels you to do wrong things. I felt very 

sad and depressed with the poverty we lived in, where it was a struggle every day to have a decent 

meal. I also had a friend who was a sex worker and it was not difficult for me to get carried away by 

her when she asked me to join the trade…” Khalida has been a sex worker ever since. She does not 

like it but feels happy that there is food every day for everyone. No more hunger, no more going to 

bed on an empty stomach, no more worries about paying the rent every month. 

Khalida has enrolled in the training program with the hope that it will change her life. She says no 

one wants to be a sex worker but circumstances sometimes push you into it. She says if she had 

known about any opportunity to train herself and earn a decent living, she would not have opted 

for what she did.

42



 Afsana

Afsana lived in a small village in Kolkota. When she was fifteen, she fell in love with a boy and both 

of them ran away and came to Ajmer. She had two sons in the following years and then one day, her 

husband just left and never came back. Afsana began to beg in order to feed her two children. As 

she would be on the streets late at night, men would pick her up on the pretext of giving her work 

and would then rape her. Afsana says that after that she decided to work as a prostitute so as to 

make some money. In her own words “I wanted to live a life of respect, but the men forced me to 

dishonor myself. And then, when it had happened once, it didn't seem to matter if it happened 

every day”. She said she even found a partner, a man who said he would help her find clients… 

Afsana married Javed who pretended to be her husband but in the true sense was her agent. Soon 

Javed also began to exploit her and so Afsana ran away with her brother and went to Mumbai. The 

brother also forced her to entertain many clients in Mumbai. When it became unbearable, Afsana 

returned back to Ajmer to her husband and continued doing what she had been doing. Her two 

sons who are 9 and 10 are already addicted to drugs and alcohol. 

Afsana says she is tired of running and now wants to settle down with a peaceful life where she does 

not need to force herself against her wishes.
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 Saida

Saida's parents lived in Indore and came to Ajmer in search of work. Saida had seven brothers and 

sisters who were raised by their mother alone as their father had abandoned them when they were 

very small. In Ajmer Saida's mother worked as a house help so as to feed her children. Saida would 

go with her too from the age of seven onwards. It was a very hard life and they never ever had a full 

meal. Her mother married her off when she was barely sixteen. Her husband was unemployed and 

remained so always. Saida somehow managed to cover the household expenses by working here 

and there. She soon had five children and when she realized that she could not even feed them 

properly, she decided to become a sex worker. She says her husband does not care and does not say 

anything to her even though he knows what she is doing. Saida says she wants to end this misery of 

being poor on behalf of her children. She does not regret being a sex-worker and says she will do 

anything to make sure that her children have a good education. 

As she got enrolled with the Vatsalya training program, she said, “Maybe it's too late for me to try 

and learn a new skill but I'll try. The life of a sex-worker is not long, as with age, I won't have many 

people wanting me to entertain them. At that time, I'll need something to sustain myself”.
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 Bina

Bina has had a very tough and extremely challenging life. When she was barely six years old her 

mother died. At that time, her father was in jail for committing some big crime. She was therefore 

taken in by her maternal uncle. However, it was not to provide her and her little brother any real 

support but to use her as a household help. She was beaten up if she ever refused to comply to any 

orders or instructions. After seven years of working in this way, when she was 13, her paternal aunt 

took her to her house and married her off to a man ten years older than she was. Bina says she had 

no clue what marriage even meant at that time. She suspects her aunt had some loans to pay to the 

family and so she was married off into that family to adjust her loans. 

After he was released from jail, her father came to see her but died soon after that. Bina says she felt 

completely heartbroken after that as her only hope that her father could rescue her was shattered. 

She went to stay with her cousin (her aunt’s daughter) for some time, but she also wanted her to 

marry someone she personally recommended. Since she had had such a bad experience already, 

she wasn't willing to marry again but was forced to do so. Her second marriage was a failure too as 

the man she married already had a wife and three children. As a final blow, her only brother also 

died soon after that.  Bina, totally exhausted from the twists and turns of fate one after another, has 

now decided to take charge of her own life rather than finding support from relatives and in 

marriage. She has joined the skill-building program of Vatsalya and is learning to sew. It will take 

some time for her to learn the art, as a lot of time is spent on counseling her as well, which seems 

absolutely crucial after all that she has gone through. Vatsalya will make sure that she attains a 

technical level where she can support herself with a decent income. 

45



 Binu

Binu is a young twenty-five-year-old girl. Coming from a poor rural family, her life has been full of 

struggle. When she was about sixteen, she suffered from tuberculosis, resulting in her having to 

drop out of her school. For two years, she stayed home as she was not only under treatment, but 

also felt weak and a bit depressed. She was very unhappy to lose time because of an illness. But she 

had to be patient and wait till she was declared free from TB. After two years, she resumed her 
thstudies and passed 12  class. 

Binu wants to study more. She is pursuing a B.Com and wants to do Master of Business 

Administration. It is very difficult for her family to support her ambitious academic plans. Her 

father has to make sure that there is food for the family of nine. But that is the limit of his earnings. 

Binu therefore decided to earn for herself while studying so that she could pay her fees. She joined 

the Vatsalya training program in order to learn Kantha and tailoring skills so that she could get 

some steady and substantial income. She had come to know of Vatsalya from other women in her 

neighborhood. Inspired by how they were able to bring that extra income to support their family, 

Binu too joined. 

Binu is very hard working, very punctual and regular. She takes her training very seriously. She 

wants to reach a stage very soon where her work can bring some substantial income to her. With 

that income, she says, she will pay her college fees and earn her MBA degree. She says she wants to 

have a bank balance of at least 500,000 rupees. Binu is confident that it's not impossible. Difficult 

but not impossible and she will do it. She is working part-time in a beauty parlor as well and with 

her enhanced tailoring and Kantha skills, she will soon work from home making garments, quilts, 

etc. Binu is a great example for young girls who want to lead a life of dignity and independence. 

Despite her struggles on every step of the way, she says, she is happy to be a woman as a woman can 

achieve anything she wants. You just need to believe in yourself, says Binu. 
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 Guddi

Guddi's story is quite similar to that of thousands of girls in India coming from economically poor 

and uneducated communities. One of ten siblings, her father died when she was very young and 

she found herself with the burden of providing two square meals a day for the family of eleven to 

twelve people. She joined the carpet-making industry wherein the company installs a carpet-

making loom in one's house and then the family are paid per piece. Often the whole family gets 

involved in the job of making the carpet in this fashion. 

Guddi was then married off quite early, as a family in such circumstances would often do. So, 

Guddi moved from one impoverished family to another and her struggle continued. After she had 

three children and she realized that it would not be possible for her to provide any education or 

even proper food for her children, Guddi looked around for opportunities and joined Vatsalya's 

skill-building program in Ajmer. 

She registered herself with Vatsalya and has been learning to sew and also the art work called 

Kantha. She is very regular and comes to the training center after completing her household work 

daily. Once her training is complete and she has a good command over her skill, she wants to work 

from home to make products and earn on a piece-work basis. This suits her best as that way she can 

take care of her children at the same time. Guddi also wishes to train other women once she is 

qualified. 
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 Kiran

Kiran is 36 years old and has four sons. Her joy is very visible about this fact, that she is a mother of 

four sons. No daughters, she says. When asked why she feels happy about it, she says this:“Times 

are bad. Having a daughter is a constant tension. You worry about her day and night. With boys, at 

least there is not such tension. When they grow up and are married, I am sure at least one of them 

will be kind to us and take care of us”. Kiran says having these four sons is the only good thing that 

has happened to her.

When she got married, after a few days, her mother-in-law asked them to leave her house. They 

were literally thrown out without anything and had to spend four days and nights outside their own 

house. They were taken in after that but were then asked to find a difference place for themselves. 

Kiran's husband is a daily wage-laborer, and works hard to support the family. However, his 

earnings are not sufficient. Thus, Kiran decided to get herself trained and help her husband meet 

the needs of the family.

Kiran is a regular in the classes and focuses well on what she learns. Her wish is to be able to earn 

soon and earn enough to support first of all the education of her sons and then save regularly with a 

view to building her own house. She dreams of a house that would be her own and then she would 

not have the fear of being on the streets ever again. 
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 Lali Nayak

Lali is twenty-three years old and already has seen all the ups and downs of life. When she had 
rdpassed 3  Class, Lali was married off at the age of sixteen. Soon she had two children and not long 

after that, her husband abandoned her and the children. Lali had to come back to her parents' 

house. Fortunately, as she was the only sister of the three brothers, they cherished her as their baby 

sister. 

Lali was heartbroken with the way her life had turned out, but with the support of her parents, she 

felt strong and was determined to face the difficulties. She took some time to settle down with her 

children and then decided to get herself trained in something that would help her earn some 

money with which she would then send her children to a good school.

Lali has joined the Vatsalya training program and is learning to sew ladies' garments. She is also 

learning the Kantha work with which she can find some home-based work. Vatsalya does its best to 

create a market for its trained artisans so that they can get work and do it from home as it is not 

possible for most of the women to join a factory and be away from home for nine or ten hours. Lali 

is even ready to join the industry if a factory would hire her as she does not have to worry too much 

about her children since she lives with her parents. 

Lali's biggest wish is to provide the best possible schooling for both her children. She wants them 

to do something great and meaningful with their lives. She also hopes that they will take care of her 

when she is old. After her experience as a married woman, she is totally disenchanted with any 

possibility that her husband will ever be there to support her. 
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 Parveen Sheikh

Parveen Shekh, like most of our trainees, lives in the Anderkot area of Ajmer which is 

predominantly Muslim. The condition of women in the community overall is highly undesirable 

due to illiteracy and poverty. Parveen Sheikh was married at eighteen as there was no money to 

feed over eight or nine people with almost no steady and regular income. She says she has been 

trying to bring in an extra income ever since she was eight years old by making paper bags. As a 

child once when she was playing by the road side, she was run over by a truck and one of her legs 

was badly injured.

She has a nine-year-old girl and a three-year-old boy. Parveen has completed the training course at 

Vatsalya and now she has begun to earn a small income which she hopes to increase slowly with the 

output. She feels they could live better with her income and that of her husband who is a daily 

wage-laborer, but there is a problem, as she suspects her husband of having married another 

woman. He does not bring any significant money home to her and so it is up to Parveen to raise her 

two children. The struggle for Parveen Sheikh continues. However, she feels optimistic with her 

new-found economic independence.
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 Bhagwati

“I have been working with Anchal for the last eleven years! 

My life has seen a huge change during these years. From living a hopeless life full of drudgery and 

scarcity, abuse and exploitation, I have slowly and gradually moved forward to a much more 

secure life when I am not constantly afraid or worried about the next meal. In the last ten to eleven 

years, I have worked very hard and very long hours, never stopping for anything as the deal was: 

work more and get paid more! It was perfect for me to work from home as I had to also take care of 

my little children. From a life of indignity and disdain, I live happily and peacefully now.
 
I also feel very proud of being able to support my family, as my husband never had a stable income. 

Both my sons are studying and are aiming for a good career, something I could not have imagined 

before being associated with Anchal. I wish and pray to be able to continue working with Anchal. 

However, I cannot work as hard as I used to since I do not keep too well. Doctors say I am very 

anemic and want me to eat fruit etc. I would rather spend money on helping my sons make a good 

career, but I am doing what I can to remain healthy.”
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 Kanta

“I started my training from the I-Partner center and then was offered work under the same project. 

Seeing my impressive skills, I was given an opportunity to work in the Anchal project. I felt really 

delighted when I joined Anchal because I can see how the economic status of the other artisans has 

changed in the past few years. It is a stable project and that is very reassuring. Even if there is more 

salary in the I-Partner project, I prefer Anchal as it is a long-term project whereas I-Partner is 

uncertain. 

I am otherwise settled but even after five years of marriage, I am unable to have a child. This makes 

me very sad and upset. With the money that I earn, I am treating myself for infertility. I don't have 

to beg for money from anyone, rather I am in a position to help my in-laws if needs be as my 

husband also has no job. I feel very happy when I am at the center, as working with other artisans is 

very encouraging. I wish to continue being part of this healthy community.”
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 Kaushalya 

“I have been associated with Anchal for a few years now and it has been a very positive and 

rewarding experience. The best part of this association is that we get to work from home. It is so 

good for women who have families. The steady income has empowered me like anything. I feel so 

proud to hold in my hand the check or cash which I have earned myself using my own skill. I do 

Kantha work and I do it very well and I enjoy doing it. The best thing about having a skill and 

having an income-generating activity is that one does not waste time in thinking about useless 

things. It is such a good way to pass the time to be continually working. Also, all the people here in 

the Anchal center are very nice and friendly. Being in good company is also very beneficial for life. 

My son suffers from epileptic fits from time to time and I used to feel very disturbed by it earlier. 

But now I earn well and I am getting good treatment for him. It seems he is improving, and the 

frequency of fits is reducing.”
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 Santosh

“I have seen some really good days since joining Anoothi. The money I earn with my Kantha work I 

spent in so many important ways: 

· I cover the cost of all the kitchen expenses
· I am paying loan instalments for the house I purchased also with my earnings from Anoothi
· I bought a two-wheeler for my son who goes to college
· I pay his college fee
· When anyone is sick, we visit the doctor immediately as I can pay the fee

All these wonderful things are possible ONLY because of Vatsalya and Anoothi. I am so grateful!!”
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 Santu

“I have spent ten or eleven years working as an Anoothi artisan! These have been some of the best 

years of my life. During these years, I worked, earned and spent my hard-earned money in building 

a house and supporting the education of my two sons as my husband never had a stable income. He 

works as a laborer in a grocery store but hardly more than three or four days a month. We married 

our elder son two years ago and we all live together which is nice. For the last year or so, I realized I 

had a bad pain in my right arm and so I had to stop working in the Anchal center. With treatment I 

could start the work again, but then I found my eyes to be getting really weak. I was not able to 

differentiate between shades of threads and also could not keep a straight line while doing Kantha. 

So I had to stop. I have joined a factory where I go barely ten to fifteen days a month. 

I was very happy to be contacted by Vatsalya again for this interview. They are all very good people 

and have been my great friends. Many artisans have visited me during the past year when they 

found out that I was not well. I thank Vatsalya and Anoothi very much for everything they have 

done for me and my family.”
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 Momina Begum

“…I was divorced after three months of marriage. My husband simply refused to keep me with him 

and sent me off back to my mother. I think it had something to do with the fact that my mother was 

in the sex-trade. Even though she did it discreetly, I knew about it. When I was sent back to her by 

my in-laws, she pushed me too, to get involved in the sex-trade. She clearly told me that she would 

not be able to support me otherwise. Also, she said she would not keep me with her in her house if I 

refused…”

This is how Momina begins to tell her story. After being pushed around for a while by her in-laws 

and her own mother, she finally decided that if she had to get in to the sex-trade, she would do it on 

her own terms. She said goodbye to both her in-laws and her mother, rented a room and began 

working openly as a CSW. She has her own clients and makes good money with them. She built her 

own house with her earnings. She says 'I am not thinking of any alternative livelihood as of now. I 

am too much involved with it all to move out, I think…”

(Momina was sent to the Vatsalya center by her mother Noor Jahan, whose story follows on the 

next page).
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 Noor Jahan 

“I was married to a man who was unemployed. We lived in Bihar. Somehow we managed to eat and 

fulfill the basic needs. After my children were born, our condition worsened, and we came to 

Ajmer in search of a livelihood. My husband left us all there and disappeared one day. I was left 

alone with little children and was desperate. I looked around and searched for any kind of job and 

saw some women discretely working as prostitutes. Initially, I did not like the idea but soon, I too 

joined them. I quickly began working like a professional and made good money which I used to 

take good care of my children and even built a house.

Now I am old and do not get as many clients so I look for young girls who are very poor, helpless 

and have come from other places in hope of a livelihood, or have been abandoned by their family 

members. I take them under my care and train them to work as CSW. I then send these girls to 

various places to work. While they can support themselves with their earnings, I also get paid a 

certain percentage.”
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 Sadiya Parveen

“I feel I have been suffering all my life and never had the childhood many children have, even if they 

belong to a poor family. I have been a bedside attendant to my mother since I was twelve. She had a 

bad kidney problem and was often hospitalized. I was not sent to school because I was needed 

either to accompany her to the hospital or to look after my three little brothers. At the age of twenty, 

I was married off to a person of whom even my parents did not approve. It was my father's elder 

brother who chose a boy and since I agreed to marry him, my parents got annoyed with me. It was a 

very hostile and unpleasant situation.

My in-laws did not like me and began harassing me as soon as I arrived there. My husband was a 

nice man and so he decided to live away from them and we rented a house for ourselves. We have 

two sons and live a happy and peaceful life in our small family. Both my husband and I work as 

tailor and seamstress and make enough to support our needs. 

One day, in our neighborhood, someone abandoned a nine-day-old little girl. She was also burnt 

on her knees and cheeks and was smelling bad. She was crying and I could not leave her there. I 

picked her up and took her to hospital and got her treated. Slowly she recovered and I decided to 

raise her. Even my family was against it, but I convinced them to keep her. Now she is ten months 

old and considers me to be her mother. After all these months, suddenly, her mother appeared and 

demanded the little girl back. I am so upset about it. The girl was abandoned when she was nine 

days old and now when I have raised her and invested in her in every way, her mother wants her 

back. I even had a miscarriage while I was running around to take her to the doctor’s’ during all 

these months. How can I give her away now? She is one of the best and happiest events of my life.  

My wish is to now educate all the three children well so that they have a good life.”
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 Jyoti Jatav

“My life has been a mountain of miseries and sorrows. When we were very small, my mother 

eloped with someone as my father was very abusive. When she left, our father became even more 

violent and would constantly terrorize us. As we were very small, we were sent to live with our aunt 

who was not very kind. She would abuse us and not take care of us at all. When I grew up, she 

blamed me for having an affair with her son and threw us all out of her house. The stigma of that 

accusation went with me wherever I went. I had a dream to study well and become something, but 

that seemed like a next-to-impossible thing now. My father would not support us at all, and we had 

hardly anything to eat. I could not bear to see my siblings go hungry day after day. I tried to talk to 

my father and begged him to support us, but he would only abuse us more. One day I just got tired 

of it all and decided to get into the sex-trade. I knew some women who did it and they had good, 

independent lives. I told myself that there was no other way for me to survive and support my 

younger siblings.

But I feel so much more at peace after joining the Vatsalya training course. This is not as good as 

going to school or college, but I have passed that age and I am happy to find this alternative. One 

day I will open my own tailoring center, where I will not only earn for myself but also give an 

earning platform to other women in need.”
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 Rekha Samaria

“I am originally a Muslim girl and was married off to a Muslim boy when I was only twelve. My 

husband's in-laws did not like me and abused me a great deal. They also often got in league with my 

husband who would then beat me too. Once we came to Ajmer and I met a Hindu boy here and we 

fell in love with each other. So we got married but it was even worse. This one beats me even more. 

He drinks all day and abuses me. I work in people's homes and in wedding parties where I also look 

for clients. This I do as my husband asks me to do it. He wants me to bring him money. I have tried 

to get away from him but he keeps chasing me and does not allow me to go anywhere. I am stuck 

and am very sad. I now have only one wish: to give a good life to my daughter. My husband does not 

love her at all and says she is not his daughter and also beats her. I just want to send her to a good 

school so that she has a good life.

Coming to the Vatsalya training center is a great relief for me. But I come here saying to my 

husband that I am going to work. He would not want me to learn anything. The biggest dream of 

my life is that my husband love and value me.”
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 Vinita, 30

By this age, Vinita had seen a lot of unhappiness in her life. She had an ordinary life while living 

with her parents but when she got married, her challenges began. Her sister-in-law who had a 

great say in family matters and exerted great control in the family, would often deny Vinita her 

daily regular meals. She would ask her to first finish her work in the field, bring firewood home and 

only then would she give her something to eat. After one year, Vinita gave birth to a daughter but 

her in-laws had some wicked plans. They snatched her baby daughter from her and got Vinita 

admitted to a mental hospital in Jaipur. Vinita somehow managed to escape from there and went 

back to live with her parents. Learning of this, her husband sent her the divorce decree. With police 

intervention, they were made to compromise, and her husband brought her home promising not 

to abuse her any more. She had another daughter after some time but she was not really well-

received by the family. When Vinita got pregnant for the third time, she was forced to have an 

abortion as somehow, through illegal means, they were able to determine the sex of the fetus. Her 

in-laws were angry with her for bearing female children again and again. Vinita's ordeal began all 

over again, the beating and abusing by her husband started too. One day, her mother-in-law and 

sister-in-law pushed her off the roof top. She was badly injured and came to her mother's house 

with her younger daughter. The divorce was filed again by the husband and since then the case is 

ongoing. She says it is very troublesome for her to go to court again and again. The court neither 

gives any verdict nor is she given any support for her younger daughter. She joined a school to work 

as an attendant and is trying to take care of herself and her daughter that way.

Vinita hopes to start her own small business if she is able to learn some skill and earn some money 

with it. She says she would like to be a bird in her next life and be free! She does not care for money 

so much but would do anything for some peace. 

She wants both her daughters to be police officers when they grow up. Vinita feels that gender 

discrimination is the biggest evil of our society.
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 During the course of training at Vatsalya, tea breaks provide us with an opportunity to know 

these women a little more intimately. Where they come from, what their history is and their 

family's history. How they cope with financial challenges, social obstacles and so on. There is 

always a common factor affecting all of them and that is: they are all very poor! An opportunity to 

learn something and sit in a decent environment along with other women gives them great moral 

support and they begin to see their lives in a different way. They start talking about all they can and 

will do with the money they will earn once they have acquired the skill. These are some of their 

thoughts, in their own words:

“I will take my daughter to a good doctor. I don't know what she is suffering from, but she is very ill. 

A good doctor should be able to diagnose her ailment.”

“We need to get our house fixed. The roof leaks. Last rains ruined all our blankets and our clothes. 

Even some grain! I will save all the money to fix the roof.”

“I will get my children admitted to a nice English school. The school they go to right now is very bad. 

If they get a good education, they will get good jobs when they grow up.”

“My husband is an alcoholic and does not give us any money at all. He works as a painter and 

wastes all his earnings on liquor. Once I start earning, we will be able to have two proper meals.”

“It's been a long time since I bought any new clothes for myself. I will buy some nice dresses when I 

get paid.”

“I will get admission to a school and finish my studies.”

“My parents are old and poor. I will support them as my brother refuses to take care of them. How 

strange it is that people desire sons!”

“I will buy a sewing machine and will work from home.”

“I will buy a mobile phone for myself!”
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“My husband is suffering from some serious illness. He tries to work but falls sick again. God has 
given me the responsibility to support him. With this training, I am sure I will get enough to 
support my family.”

“Vatsalya has given us unity, dignity and companionship. The loneliness of struggling by ourselves 
has transformed into a collective challenge to bring positive change in our lives. We support each 
other in it.”

“It is changing our lives and the way we look at ourselves.”

“Rs. 2500 ($34) is a HUGE sum! We do a lot with it.”

“We no longer are helpless dependents. We feel we can manage and solve any problem and look 
straight into the eyes of a problem. The problem has to bow down, not us.”

“We need not borrow money on high interest rates any more from Baniya (local money lenders). It 
is such a relief that every month there is a sure income.”

“Whenever we are in a desperate situation, we take money from our friends in Vatsalya. They are 
our family now. They are nice people and protect us from exploitation.”

“Paying the children's school fee is no longer a problem now.”

“It is such a relief to be associated with an organization. We feel strong: emotionally, 
psychologically and morally. It is not so easy now for someone to exploit us and force us against our 
will.”

“Many women have stopped drinking, smoking and the use of other intoxicants after joining this 
project. They don't feel the depression any more that used to drive them to alcohol etc. Now they 
feel enthusiastic and get up every morning with a new hope.”

“We now dress well and decently.”

“I use my strength now to change the lives of other oppressed women. Once I was like that myself 
but not any more…”
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Life Stories from Vatsalya
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 Foreword

Vatsalya was co-founded by Jaimala and Hitesh in 2001 to provide a healthy, loving and dignified life for 

orphaned, abandoned and destitute children. The Children's Village built by them to provide full-time 

residential care has been an outstandingly successful abode for these 'children of a lesser god’. The 

wonderful lush, green campus has residential quarters for the children, a school, a meditation hall, dining 

space for seventy people to eat together, a number of vocational training facilities, ample spaces for sports 

and extracurricular activities, an organic vegetable farm, cattle farms, etc. It is a perfect place for children to 

grow in the midst of everything natural. The campus is run on solar power and has its own water-harvesting 

system. 

I came to know Jaimala when she attended a conference on residential care facilities in Scotland. That was 

the beginning of a wonderful relationship. I was able to visit Vatsalya's residential care facility several times 

in the last twelve years, during which I had the privilege of working with and getting to know some of the 

children very closely, especially the orphaned, abandoned and destitute children that were being raised on 

the campus. 

This section of the Vatsalya stories is composed of the firsthand accounts narrated to Jaimala by the 

children themselves, which they did with amazing trust and openness.  The tremendous energy, selfless 

service, deep affection and wisdom these children reflect, despite being who they and their absolutely 

deprived status is remarkable. Their life stories, filled with vibrant spirit, deep love for life, courage, guts, 

mettle, determination and 'chutzpah' have amazed me, inspired me and have made me a better person. 

These stories must be read, taken note of and regarded with respect and sensitivity. 

Vatsalya plays a crucial role in bringing an amazingly positive and permanent change in the lives of these 

children.  India needs more Vatsalyas throughout the country!

Maureen Anderson
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 Sundar
Last evening, I had this little one sitting by me on my Gujarati swing outside my room in Vatsalya 

Udayan. He was talking to me in his child-like speech using “t” for “d; “r” for “k” and all possible 

misplaced combinations. He always speaks very sweetly and repeats as many times as you wish, or 

until he is sure that you have understood what he wants to say.His innocence and sweetness win 

every heart in Vatsalya and this last evening's conversation with him generated in me a great 

respect and admiration for this brave little soul. 

It is relevant to mention here that he is just seven at present and has been with us for three years. 

This means that he is narrating many things that happened when he was about four years old! Let 

us call him “Sundar”. Here is how our conversation developed:

Me: When did you last have your head massage? 

Sundar: Many days ago, when it was winter.

Me: Do you want me to give you a head massage now? 
Sundar: Yes! Where's the oil? (I tell him.) I'll go and get it. (He jumps off the swing, goes into the 

room, finds it and brings it to me.) Which oil is this? 
Me: Amla. 
Sundar: Humm.., smells nice. In my house we had that kind of oil. 
Me: Your house? Tell me about it. 
Sundar: What should I tell you about it? 
Me: Everything, whatever you wish: how big it was, how many rooms there were, who were all the 

people who lived in it, what you ate, how you slept… whatever you can tell me. Let's just talk about 

our house, OK? 
Sundar: It was made of stones (indicates with his hand to show it was a 2-foot high wall) and 

wooden poles holding a piece of plastic as a roof… there was a cot, one of its legs was broken so we 

had fixed bricks under it… it shook a lot when we slept on it (laughs). 
Me: Who slept on it? 
Sundar: Me, Bhaiya and “T”(the other brother who also lives in Udayan).
Me: And your Mummy and Papa? 
Sundar: Mummy went up there (pointing a finger to the sky). 
Me: Do you remember her? What was her name? 
Sundar: She was very sick. I don't know her name. Then one day she slept in the night and in the 

morning when we woke her up, she didn't get up. Then some people came and put her on a piece of 
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wood, then put a white sheet on her, then put lots of flowers on her, then four people lifted her on 

their shoulders, and they took her away.They were saying “Ram nam satt hai, satt bolo gatt hai”      

( “ the only truth is God, be truthful and get Nirwana” – a spiritual chanting when Hindus take 

their dead for burning). 
Me: Did you cry? 
Sundar: No. 
Me: What were you doing when they were taking her away? 
Sundar: Papa gave me biscuits and chewing gum. 
Me: Do you like chewing gum? 
Sundar: Yes. You bring me some when it's my birthday, ok?
Me: I'll bring you something else, not chewing gum. 
Sundar: Why? 
Me: It's not nutritious or healthy. I'll bring something nice. 
Sundar: You promised that you would bring sweets for me, but you haven't. 
Me: When did I say that? 
Sundar: That day when you were sitting in the garden, when you were wearing a yellow Saree and 

you were talking to the children and you said you would bring what we wanted. But you haven't. 

You said you would bring things, but you haven't! Why haven't you? 
Me: (knowing I am cornered and trying to make a genuine-sounding excuse): Well, I want to but 

sometimes I just don't have enough money…
Sundar: Why? You can just sell iron and plastic and bottles, and you can get money. Then you can 

buy all sorts of things for us. 
Me: Iron, plastic, bottles??? Who told you that you can sell these things to get money? And where 

do you think I'll get iron, plastic and bottles? 
Sundar: Well, we did that. We picked up those things from here and there and Papa sold them 

and then bought stuff for us. 
Me: Stuff means food? 
Sundar: No, not food. He brought stuff like biscuits and chewing gum. 
Me: Why did he not bring flour and rice and potatoes etc. so that you could eat chapattis and sabji? 
Sundar: There was no stove or plates or pans. We only had a bottle for water that we filled from a 

tap across the street.
Me: But here you get chapattis and sabji and daal. Do you like that? Or do you want biscuits and 

chewing gum? 
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Sundar: I love chapattis and daal and rice and sabji and pav-bhaji and halwa and milk and… 

and… What do you like? 
Me: I like laddoo… rasmalai… mishrimava…raj bhog… 
Sundar: What is raj bhog? Bring it for us next time. 
Me: Ok, I will. 
Sundar: If you don't have money, you can sell iron lying around in Udayan. 
Me: No, we don't need to do that. We can get money in other ways. 
Sundar: Ok, yes, I know. You can teach, you can drive, you can work in the office. Right? 
Me: Yes, that's right. (I was reminded of an earlier conversation with little Ziya who told me I 

could buy money from a shop if I ran out of cash. When I asked where I should get money to BUY 

money, her answer still was “from a shop”!) 
Sundar: When I am big, I want to work and earn and get married. 
Me: Who told you that you have to get married? 
Sundar: Papa. He said: grow big, work hard, build a house for yourself and get married. 
Me: Who do you want to get married with? 
Sundar: Anmol Didi. 
Me: Why Anmol Didi? 
Sundar: She is nice, and she takes care of me. When someone harasses me, she scolds them.
Me: Who harasses you? 
Sundar: Sanjay Bhaiya, Rohit Bhaiya, Swapnil Bhaiya, Sohail Bhaiya, Robin Bhaiya. That's all. 
Me: What do they do? 
Sundar: When I am walking, they suddenly slap me on the back and disappear. When I catch 

them, I tell Anmol Didi. She scolds them and they say 'sorry'. 
Me: Do they really harass you or try to have fun with you? Are they bad Bhaiyas? 
Sundar: (with a coy smile): they laugh and tickle me! They also give me their share of milk when I 

ask. 
Me: What do you want to be when you are a big man? 
Sundar: I don't know. When you were my age, did you know what you wanted to become? 
Me: (feeling completely foolish): No, I didn't.
Sundar: Where is your mother?
Me: Up there. 
Sundar: Do you miss her? 
Me: Sometimes. Do you like it here? 
Sundar: Yes, very much. When we came here, Babu Lal Sir brought us in the jeep and I saw it was 
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very beautiful here and there were trees and pigeons and geese and nice rooms and a bed. And 

Manju Didi gave us new clothes and Shanti Aunty bathed me and Prasanna Didi took me to the 

kitchen and fed me. It's very nice; I want to live here always. 

By this time, I was finished with his head massage and hand massage and was going to ask him to 

go to sleep. But before I could say it, he had rolled his pants up and put his feet in my lap, ordering: 

“Now my legs!”

It has been a blessing to be able to have all these children here with us. They bring such joy and 

happiness and peace in the lives of those who are fortunate enough to be with them, around them. 

And I am so grateful to YOU, dear friend, who are reading this note, for helping us in our 

endeavors! 
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 Shahadat

We found Shahadat in one of the JJ Homes of Rajasthan. Shahadat ran away from his home in 

Hyderabad, when he was eight. He ran away because his mother would not let him attend school 

and instead would ask him to beg or sell incense sticks to make money. Shahadat would longingly 

watch small children going to different schools in colorful uniforms and every time he would 

request his mother to allow him also to go with them, but the only response was to be beaten up by 

both the father and the mother. So he ran away: a child of eight had the courage and vision to do 

something about his life! But he was destined to go through a lot before finding a peaceful, 

nurturing place to grow at Vatsalya. Shahadat boarded a train from Hyderabad and when he woke 

up after what seemed like a long time, he was being pushed out of the train which had reached 

Mumbai. There, he was greeted by “senior Street Children” living on the railway tracks and in 

abandoned carriages of the train. They took good care of him. They also took him to a school being 

run by an NGO somewhere near the railway station and had him enrolled there. Shahadat couldn't 

believe his luck. He studied there for about a year and then, one day, that school was demolished by 

the authorities. After a few days, Shahadat was caught by the police who sent him to a 'jail', as 

Shahadat calls it. There, Shahadat had a terrible experience, the most scary of his life. One night 

two drunken policemen hung him upside down and kept him that way the entire night. Shahadat 

shivers as he recalls and narrates that night's experience. The policemen would come in the room 

where he was hanging upside down and would beat him with belts. All for fun, for they never said 

anything to him or accused him of anything. The next day, they untied him and left him outside the 

building threatening to kill him if he was seen again. Shahadat somehow managed to walk away 

and hid himself in a gutter. After two days, he boarded a train, not even knowing where it was 

going. He got down finally in Ajmer where he was spotted by an NGO volunteer who brought him to 

the JJ Home. Shahadat recalls that he was very scared for the first two days fearing similar 
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treatment but was treated well there. It is from there that he was picked up by Vatsalya. The CJM of 

the division concerned, demonstrating a splendid sensitivity, very promptly issued orders for 

Shahadat to be entrusted to Vatsalya. Shahadat is blossoming in Vatsalya's Children's Village now 

and is doing exceedingly well in studies, sports and other activities. He is an extremely well-

behaved and sensitive child. 

One very disturbing truth about Shahadat is that he confesses to having killed a man on the streets 

who tried to sexually abuse him. It seems unbelievable, as Shahadat seems so totally incapable of 

having the force and brutality needed to kill an adult, but we are working with him to understand 

the truth as well as its possible impact on the innocent conscience of a child who is just ten and 

believes he is a murderer….
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 Sangita

We received a call from a priest of one of the very famous temples in Jaipur who wanted us to know 

that there was a little girl, barely five years old, who had been sleeping underneath the stairway of a 

temple for the past month. She would beg for sweets from vendors and devotees visiting the 

temples in the area to feed herself. As we arrived at the spot where she was, she very confidently 

asked us for money, with a very broad and happy smile. We asked her if she would like to live with 

us and go to school. She readily agreed. 

Behind that bold smile and the confident personality of this little girl were some very ugly facts 

reflecting the moral degradation of our society. Sangita was being regularly sexually abused by the 

“babas”, rickshaw pullers and other beggars living in the vicinity. They would ask her to come and 

sleep under their blankets and in the guise of protecting and loving her, they taught little Sangita to 

play sex with them. Sangita, being who she was, soon learnt that it was a good way to sustain herself 

while on the streets where she chose to be to escape her drunkard and abusive parents. 

Sangita is now ten. She has been under the care and protection of Vatsalya for the last five years 

and has been a tough challenge for us. She is very strong-willed person, very focused and a fighter. 

These qualities were the only thing that enabled her to survive on the streets at the age of five. 

However, these very qualities proved to be very difficult obstacles in our efforts to make her 

understand that she had now to let go of the survival tactics acquired from her life on the streets. 

Sangita attempted to play sex with children in Vatsalya's rehabilitation centre. For her, it was a 

game and there was nothing wrong with it, since she learnt it from the 'nice uncles' who so kindly 

supported her when she was struggling to live on the streets. We tried every possible technique and 

trick to make her amend her behavior but how does one talk about sex and its inappropriateness 

with a child of seven, eight or nine? To make her understand the undesirability of her choice of 
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recreation was a task that took us almost three and a half years to accomplish successfully. She has 

shown sustained indications of moving on from being a sexualized child to a healthy normal child 

and we only hope that it lasts. 

Sangita has the spirit and potential to become whatever she wants, but this tragic phase in her 

formative years seems to have shaken her faith in herself as well as others. She often chooses to be 

alone and has not many friends. The rehabilitation process, even though a noble effort, has its own 

counter-productive effects on Sangita as she feels confused as to whether what she was doing 

BEFORE was 'bad' or what she is doing NOW is 'bad'. If it is not bad now, why she does not have 

friends and if it was bad before, how come she was so happy getting so much 'affection' from so 

many? Is it wiser to be 'bad in THAT way' or wiser to be 'bad in THIS way'? These are some of the 

questions that Sangita has often asked innocently. And she is just ten!
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 Rehana

Rehana at eight years old lived by the side of a road in Ajmer with her mother, stepfather and two 

younger siblings. They had migrated from a village in Bihar in search of work. The stepfather did 

nothing but drink away all the money their mother managed to earn. One day the mother died, 

leaving the three small children on the footpath with an alcoholic in charge of their care and 

protection. Within barely one month of losing her mother, Rehana was raped by her stepfather. 

The grandmother of the children came to their rescue but that was another tragedy awaiting them: 

she took them under her protection only to get them to beg for her and bring her money so that she 

could feed them. By this time the stepfather was put behind bars and Rehana was being counseled 

by an NGO. They contacted Vatsalya after a week and Rehana was brought to us along with her 

three-year-old sister. 

Facing a child of eight who had been raped was an excruciating experience for us. Rehana looked 

pale and lifeless as she stood in our office. To our question as to whether she would like to live with 

us, she answered yes, without any emotion. Fortunately, she was able to overcome the horrifying 

memories of her recent past, once she found herself in the midst of more than fifty children who 

were laughing, playing, dancing and studying together. She soon began to show signs of settling 

down; however, she would shrink and tremble when any of the male staff even called her name. 

She would also often get irritable without any apparent reason and hit any child who happened to 

be there. With constant efforts and special exercises that Vatsalya's trained staff did with Rehana, 

she is improving each day in the sense of realizing her self-worth. She likes to dance and is already 

an excellent dancer. 
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 Joseph

Joseph was brought to our office by his mother when he was aged seven. When we asked where his 

father was, she very imprudently replied that she did not know: not WHERE he was, but WHO he 

was, she did not know. She said she lived with any man on the streets who asked her to be with him 

and thus had lived with several men. She said this right in front of her son, who was like a stone 

statue carved as a symbol of hatred. Joseph's face was indescribably bitter and angry, and he 

refused to look at any of us or at his mother even as she proceeded to leave him with us. 

It took a full six months for us to hear Joseph say anything even as he lived at Vatsalya along with so 

many children. He would just stare quietly at everyone and he would rebuff anyone who tried to 

befriend him, spitting out anger and hatred. Since Vatsalya's Children's Village is a place where 

everyone is oriented to deal with any kind of behavioral issue, it was not very difficult for all the 

children and staff to accommodate Joseph with all his seemingly hateful habits and attitudes. He 

was abusive and hostile, his favorite threat to any girl being “Behave or else I will show you what a 

man can do to a woman”. This was when he was barely eight. 

The patience and unconditional acceptance shown to Joseph finally paid off. He gradually turned 

into one of the best behaved, punctual, clean and tidy children at Vatsalya. For some time longer, 

he was still stubborn and would not yield to any request by other children for playing or singing or 

dancing. That took another couple of months and the first day he danced and laughed, the event 

was celebrated as a great occasion at Vatsalya's Children's Village. Joseph's anger and hatred 

seems to have worn itself out; however, no one can know what effects remain at a subconscious 

level of his mother's reckless disowning him at that tender age….. 

75



 Naseer, 15

Naseer was fifteen when we met him on the railway station. Red eyes, unsteady gait and slurred 

voice made it quite evident that he was into drugs. He was such a good looking young boy that 

we immediately felt attracted to him and also curious to know the reason why he was living on 

a railway platform. When he found us looking at him, he smiled very courteously, came to us 

and asked if we were an NGO. It was obvious from the way he looked that Naseer was educated 

and the way he spoke confirmed this. He was still wearing his blue blazer which in fact also 

caught our attention. Anyone wearing that coat certainly would not normally be sleeping rough. 

For the next few months, Naseer spent a good amount of time with us telling us about his life. 

Naseer belonged to a wealthy business family from Delhi. His misfortune was that he was born to 

rich parents who had not much time for him. He was sent to a boarding school in Dehradun but 

yearning for the care and affection of his parents, he kept running away from there and came home 

only to be scolded by them. Tired of the constant rejection of his parents and humiliation at the 

school where he was sent back again and again, Naseer ran away from home. Not knowing what to 

do and where to go, he accepted the invitation of a group of Street Children at Mumbai railway 

station. That was a major turning point of his life, since the group that befriended him was into 

drugs, prostitution, petty thefts etc. Tired, dejected and depressed, Naseer surrendered to their 

affectionate invitation, oblivious of and indifferent to what awaited him. 

Naseer was a sensitive and absolutely innocent boy who, within six months of being on Mumbai 

railway station and on the streets of that city, learnt everything that wasn't good for him. He 

prostituted himself to make money and spent all that money on drugs and alcohol. His health 

deteriorated rapidly, as his body was not able to stand the harsh and unhygienic atmosphere of the 

railway platform and at the same time to tolerate the drug and alcohol use that he got addicted to. 

We remained in touch with him for a few days while he was still in Mumbai. 

One day after about eight months, we received a call from him and he said he was in Jaipur. He was 

76



hospitalized by a social worker who had found him vomiting blood on Jaipur railway station. We 

met him in hospital, where we found a very different Naseer: emaciated, sunken eyes and 

absolutely lifeless. He just wanted to meet us and tell us that he remembered us still. He stayed in 

hospital for a week and then left without leaving any information. Three years have passed since 

then, and no one knows his whereabouts. The most likely possibility is that Naseer has said 

goodbye to this world that could give him neither a good life nor a peaceful and respectful end in 

death. 
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 Sohan, 9

We found Sohan, aged four, wandering alone in the woods around our Children's Village. It was 

like those tales from the jungle book where a small child is on his own in the forest, being taken care 

of by wolves. Only in this case, there were no friendly wolves and Sohan had to protect himself from 

the herds of jackals whose loud and ugly howling broke into his nights. Sohan's mother had died 

and the father was a full-time drunkard, drinking from morning till night. Sohan had no one to 

feed him and whenever he asked for food, his father would beat him up. So he decided to run away 

from home at the age of four. 

Sohan says his mother was killed by his uncle and some others say she committed suicide. 

Whatever the facts may be, little Sohan thinks and believes that she was killed by his uncle; until 

about two years ago, when we asked him what he wanted to become when he grew up, his answer 

would be “a Goonda”. And why? “So that I can kill the uncle who killed my mother”. With a positive 

upbringing at Vatsalya's Children's Village, Sohan has definitely changed. He now wants to 

become a Policeman. Why? So that he can hang his uncle who killed his mother! This is the life-

mission of a child, now age nine, who saw his mother being killed and thrown down a well…..
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Bhawna, Rachna, Geeta and Sarita
 

Four girls age six, ten, fourteen and sixteen were begging outside the famous Ganesh temple of 

Jaipur. With them was a beautiful woman who was their mother, with a small boy in her lap. It was 

a very strange scene and most people stared back at them as they asked for money in an awkward 

manner. When the priest of the temple saw them, he called us. Talking to them, we came to know of 

a bizarre chain of events that brought them on the streets. 

Their father was a government servant earning Rs. 10,000 per month. They lived in their ancestral 

house in the heart of the city and went to a private school. Everything was going well till their father 

took to drinking and gambling. Relatives tried hard to talk sense with him but he refused to yield. 

The family unit disintegrated and they were asked to leave after the property was divided among 

the brothers. They moved to one kind of rented accommodation after another and then finally 

were thrown out as there was no money to pay the rent. The children were sent away from school as 

their fees had not been deposited for several months. And the father simply disappeared! It was 

then that their  poor mother decided to collect some money by begging so as to feed her children. 

We took the four girls under our protection and found a Maid's job for the mother who wanted to 

keep the little boy with her. The four girls were talented, very bright in their studies and adjusted 

very quickly to life in our Children's Village. Meanwhile, we also traced the father and worked with 

him. He promised to leave gambling and drinking and after three months, we helped him get re-

instated in his job with the government department from which he had been dismissed on account 

of irregularity and for having been found drunk while on duty. They were also given government 

accommodation. After about 10 months, all four girls went back their parents and are studying 

again in their previous school. 

79



Shweta, 15 

Shweta ran away from home as her parents refused to marry her with the boy of her choice. She ran 

away with her boy friend, who brought her to Jaipur. They lived in a cheap hotel for about a week. 

Then the boy friend brought other men to Shweta. 

When we met Shweta, she was sitting at the bus station on a bench. Her eyes were wandering, as if 

searching for someone. When we went to her and asked her permission to sit beside her, she 

welcomed us gladly. The first thing she asked was whether we would give her money if she talked to 

us. As we spent about two hours with her there, we listened to Shweta telling her story as if it were a 

fairy tale. She told us that she had no regrets about leaving her home and about running away with 

her boy friend. She also did not regret the fact that her boy friend deceived her and pushed her into 

prostitution. Shweta very boldly and unabashedly told us that she was having fun and did not 

actually think there was anything wrong with the way she was living. She said that being at the bus 

station was a very nice way to get a man interested in sex and in turn earn some money every day. 

She also very proudly told us how once she had beaten up a man who refused to pay after having sex 

with her. 

Shweta's parents found out about her being at the bus station and took her home twice but she ran 

away both times. 
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Fatima, 15

Fatima was howling and shaking the chain gate of the JJ Home where we saw her first. She hated 

the place and was shouting that she was brought there for no reason: she was simply walking on the 

railway station and the railway police put her here! Fatima was probably like many other children 

who choose to run away from home to escape something and was spotted by the police before she 

got into any trouble. 

We waited for her to calm down, but it was a couple of hours before she agreed to be quiet and listen 

to us. We told her we wanted to hear her story; she in turn bargained with us, asking us if we would 

call her mother so that she could leave this 'horrible' place, in return for telling us her story. We 

promised her we would do this. She began by cursing her stepfather who, she said, was like an 

animal. He beat up their mother every day and raped every girl living on the railway station. 

Fatima said that he also tried to molest her a couple of times but she hit him on the head and got 

away. Ever since then, her father was mad with her and Fatima feared that he would not only rape 

her but would also kill her. They lived on Delhi railway station from where she decided to run away. 

She came to Jaipur looking for a safer place to live and find a job with which to support herself and 

maybe her six younger sisters about whom she was extremely worried. She had been in the JJ 

Home for about a week but she complained that no one was ready to listen to her or even to call her 

mother to confirm her version of events. Fatima was also beaten up by one of the care takers of the 

JJ Home as she stubbornly continued to shout and pull at the chain gate. She was also very angry 

about the cooking arrangements of that facility, where the big girls took turns to cook their two 

meals every day. Fatima shouted loudly, telling everyone that the 'fat women' of the facility made 

the poor girls work while they kept chatting in the sun all day long. One day, she said, she would 

come back there as a member of staff and teach them all a good lesson. Her courage and confidence 

were simply amazing.

We contacted her mother, who said: 'Ask her to run away from there as there is nothing for her here 
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with this man just waiting to kill her'. She meant her husband. When we conveyed the message to 

Fatima, she was silent for a few minutes and then asked us if we could find her a job. When we said 

yes, she asked us to remember our promise. After a couple of weeks, there were headlines in local 

newspapers about four girls running away from the JJ Home. Fatima, to be sure, was one of them. 

We waited for her to contact us which she hasn't up till now. We can only wish and pray for her to be 

successful at whatever she wants to do, as her intentions were noble and her courage to confront 

evil is just the thing our system needs….
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Subhash, 14

We found twelve-year-old Subhash at a railway station. He was with two of his close friends: 

Rafeeq, an orphan boy from Kota, and Rajesh, son of a small shop-keeper in Jaipur. Subhash met 

them on Jaipur railway station and they became close friends. When we asked them if they wanted 

to study and live in a nice place, they agreed. So we brought them to our Children's Village. While 

Rajesh was reunited with his parents who were worried about their son, Rafeeq and Subhash 

settled down happily in the disciplined life of the campus. We often talked to them about their life 

before coming to us and they told us all about themselves. 

After about eight months, one day we received a phone call from a woman saying that she was 

Subhash's mother. It was a big surprise to us as Subhash was not the kind of boy who would 

manipulate or lie to anyone. We asked the woman who claimed to be his mother to come to Jaipur. 

She came, with a large group of relatives, friends and neighbors. There we asked Subhash if he 

recognized the woman. He looked at her for a few seconds and then nodded and said “Mummy”.
 
It was a very touching but also a disturbing story. Subhash, at nine, was abducted by a “Baba” (men 

who live like monks around temples or mosques) three years ago. The Baba apparently had some 

dispute with Subhash's mother who was a wealthy and politically strong woman in Delhi. He 

persuaded little Subhash to go with him and brought him to Jaipur from Delhi. He kept him with 

him for about two years and probably also introduced Subhash to certain drugs which seem to 

have affected his memory. All the time when he was with us, he looked “lost”, but was also very 

perceptive regarding his surroundings. He was a very well-behaved child too, and had a very 

positive influence on the other children who listened to him and obeyed him. We never suspected 

him to be hiding anything from us.

Ever since he disappeared, his mother, who held an influential position in a Municipal Block in 

Delhi, had been searching for him, finally tracing him to us. Subhash had a faint memory of his past 

and did recognize his mother. We checked all the facts and handed over Subhash to his mother! 

Experiences like the one with Subhash are very precious for us, as our ultimate aim is not to keep 

increasing the number of children at Vatsalya but to help them find their true homes. 
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Ravindra, 17

We met Ravindra in a JJ Home. A young boy of seventeen, strongly built and healthy, Ravindra 

lived with a big joint family-unit where his parents, uncles and aunts and their children all lived 

together. Ravindra told us that the environment at home was very hostile, as the women in the 

family fought over work and the men constantly argued over money. Feeling neglected, he 
thgradually lost interest in his studies and dropped out of school in 8  standard.

He picked up some friends from the neighborhood who introduced him to chewing tobacco, 

drinking and gambling. Later he began to steal money from home to meet his needs for these 

things. Finally at the age of fourteen, he ran away from home with his 'gang' as he described his 

circle of friends, lived with them and worked as a catering boy. With his gang, he said, he worked 

hard till late at night to plan thefts so that they could have money to have fun. They carried out over 

thirty thefts but he was caught only twice. Every time he was kept in the JJ Home and was then 

released on bail. This encouraged and emboldened him to indulge in big robberies. 

At present he is charged with murdering a girl in his neighborhood. Ravindra says he was in love 

with her and the girl also loved him. A few months after their friendship began, Ravindra found her 

interested in one of his friends and was jealous. One day after an argument about it, he hit her with 

a kitchen implement. He says he only meant to scare her but the object pierced her head and she 

died instantly. 

Ravindra will be kept in the JJ Home till he reaches eighteen. After that he will probably be 

discharged. He has no family waiting to welcome him back. There needs to be a solid program to 

counsel children like Ravindra and also to provide them with opportunities for learning skills with 

which they can support themselves. Unfortunately, since there are not many such systems in place, 

a large number of children like Ravindra find themselves lost and aimless. The vicious cycle of 

unhappiness never ends for them. 
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Devraj, 16

We met Devraj, aged sixteen, who had been apprehended by police on a charge of kidnapping, in 

one of the JJ Homes of Rajasthan. 

Devraj's parents died in a road accident when he was six and ever since then he had been living with 

his uncle and aunt. He said they treated him like a servant, made him do household chores and did 

not send him to school. They also beat him up for every small mistake. They put him to work as a 

laborer in a glass factory in Jaipur so that he could bring money in. 

Devraj told us that in the glass factory where he had been working for 6 years, he knew a girl and 

liked her as well. His other friends encouraged him to marry her. One day they made a plan for both 

of them: the girl was asked to collect money and jewellery from her parents and quietly leave in the 

night. Devraj was asked to meet her at a designated place. They both then ran away and got 

married. The girl's parents filed a complaint and the police interrogation led to Devraj's friend who 

admitted everything. Devraj and his friend were brought back to Jaipur. The girls' parents charged 

him with kidnapping their daughter and the girl also gave a statement confirming it. 

Devraj remains depressed. He says his parents deceived him by dying, his uncle and aunt cheated 

on him by stealing his childhood and now this girl who he thought truly loved him, abandoned him. 

He seems to have lost faith and interest in life. When we asked him what he would do when he got 

out of the JJ Home, he said he would throw himself on a railway track…….
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Mahesh, 15

Mahesh lived with his parents in a village near Ajmer. When he was in Grade VI, his father died. He 

had to leave his studies to help in farming and take care of the cattle. He was happy doing that too 

as he felt good helping his mother in all these activities and taking care of the entire family, as he 

was the eldest child. 

One day, when he was working late on the farms, he heard a cry for help. On approaching the site, 

he found a man from his village trying to molest a girl who was a minor. When that man saw 

Mahesh, he caught him, beat him and threatened to kill him if he dared disclose anything to 

anyone. Mahesh, to protect himself, hit him with a stone that was lying there and that man died on 

the spot. 

The relatives of that man burnt Mahesh's house and forced his mother to leave the village. The 

police charged Mahesh with the rape of an underage girl and he was sent to the JJ Home. 

All the time when we were talking to him, Mahesh kept trembling with fear. He looked shattered 

and unsafe even in the JJ Home. He also finds it hard to deal with the shame and guilt of bringing 

'disgrace' to his family. He can't stop feeling worried about his mother. He says he has no faith in 

the justice system…. 
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Rameshwar, 14

Rameshwar's father died when he was five. His mother then married his father's brother who 

never treated him well. He was taken out of school and was put to work as an assistant in the sweet 

shop which his father had owned. Often his step-father would accuse him of stealing and lock him 

up in a small dark room after beating him badly. 

Rameshwar began smoking at the age of seven. As he got more and more addicted to it, he actually 

began stealing money and was punished even more. One day he ran away and found himself in the 

company of a group of Street Children in Jaipur. He learnt drinking, sniffing spirit, taking drugs, 

pick-pocketing, etc. Once on this path, he got trapped more and more each day. From small theft to 

big robberies, now Rameshwar is in a government run home for children for stealing Rs. 250,000 
Rameshwar feels ashamed and concerned about his future. He says he did not want to do any of the 

things he did in life but now he also does not know how to get out of the trap he has got himself into. 

He can't leave smoking and drinking and he has nothing to look forward to. No one wants him or 

cares about him, he says, and so he would wish to stay in the JJ home forever. His worry is that 

when he is 18, they will throw him out. Where will he go then? At present he is just fourteen. 
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Rituraj, 15

Rituraj was ten when his mother died. He found his father constantly drinking after that and 

taking advantage of the situation. His uncle took control of things, removed them from their 

ancestral house and they had to seek refuge on the streets. As they would feel ashamed to be in that 

condition in their home town, they left for Delhi. His father continued with his drinking as slowly 

all his children disappeared into the big city. Rituraj had four brothers and one sister. 

Rituraj found himself in the company of some Street Children who were into stealing. He began to 

enjoy it as it allowed him access to luxuries like expensive clothes, good food, movies and also 

drugs. One day he was caught and was sent to the JJ Home in his hometown. He feels terribly 

ashamed of being in the JJ Home in his hometown and constantly plans to run away from there. 

He also told us that he would soon be gone as there are some care takers of that home to whom he 

had promised a good 'bribe' if they facilitated his escape and they had agreed. He said that he would 

actually pay them what he promised as for him it is the most important thing to run away from this 

place. He did not want his “wicked” uncle to have the pleasure of seeing him in jail. 

Rituraj proudly told us that he, being the eldest, took charge of the care and protection of his 

siblings and he did take good care of them for about a year, but gradually they all found their own 

“gangs” and now are doing well by themselves. Rituraj also told us that he had fixed his sister's 

marriage with one of his closest friends who worked in a tea shop. He was happy that he was not 

into any bad habits and thus his sister will have a nice clean life. Rituraj was not too worried about 

his younger brothers and said, 'Boys can always find a way to protect themselves but the girls are 

innocent and helpless. They should be protected…. I am happy that my sister is safe'. 

While in the JJ Home, he was worried about them more than anything…..
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Shahrukh, 10

Shahrukh is ten years old. He collects plastic bags and other items of plastic from the road-side 

trash cans in Jaipur. We met him outside the main city hospital and that's where he spent about 

half a day with us telling us his story. 

He was five when his mother died. His father then married his aunt who herself had six children. 

Together they were eight children in the family and he being the eldest chose to help his aunt in 

supporting the big family. His father works as a butcher and also travels a lot for “business”. 

Shahrukh often comes to the city hospital where he finds his way to the place where the hospital 

throws out its labor-room waste: needles, plastic gloves, bottles, etc., along with lots of other 

things. Shahrukh told us with a broad grin that he sneaks in every day, evading the hospital guards, 

as this place has good items that sell very well. He said he can make more than a hundred rupees 

per day as compared to fifty rupees per day when he does rag-picking in the other places. For this, 

however, he has to pay a big price sometimes: when the guards find out about his being in the 

hospital, they lock him up inside and will not allow him to come out. Once he was kept inside the 

whole night and in the morning, the guard released him only after beating him up badly and 

threatening him with even worse treatment if he was found near the hospital again. He laughed 

and said he continues to come here still. 

Shahrukh also makes extra money some days: he would fill up buckets with water from the tap by 

the road side and deliver it to several houses in the slum where he lives. They would pay him 10 Rs 

per bucket! That he said was an extra bonus, as would also use the opportunity to take a good bath, 

using their buckets before doing his errand. 

We asked Shahrukh if he would like to go to a school and do something else with his life. “No”, he 

said. He was happy with his life and could not think of leaving his aunt, who was like a mother to 

him. He asked us almost angrily if we would ever do such a thing. He also said that studies, 

education, school… all were useless: what mattered in the end was money and he was earning 

money anyway. He also said that he had come too far now to start school, but he added with a big 

smile that he would think about sending his own children to school! 
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Ashok , 9

Ashok is nine. His father died when he was very small, he says, and his mother “ran away” with 

another man soon after. Little Ashok recalls being left with his uncle and aunt who would often 

beat him and his little sister, cursing their mother for leaving them behind. They go to a 

government school in the slum but find it very boring and also it is closed several days a month. So 

almost every day, Ashok goes for rag-picking and sells things to a man in the slum itself. He makes 

about 25 rupees every day. He would buy a candy for himself and his sister with part of the money 

and would give the rest of it to his aunt, who he says loves them. Her harsh attitude, he says, is 

because of their poverty and not because she does not love them. We bought him a big chocolate-

bar; he ate half of it and saved the remaining half for his sister. 

Ashok shuddered with fear as he told us about the horrible experience he had one day, when a man 

in his own slum abducted him. He took him to a lonely place and threatening him with a knife, 

asked him to undress. Then he did some 'horrible things' with him. He pressed his mouth hard to 

prevent him from crying aloud, Ashok says. After about half an hour of torturing him, he then let 

him go but warned him to never utter a word about it to anyone or else he would kill him. Ashok 

says he could not sleep for several nights as he was in pain. In addition, he also he felt constantly 

scared and even dreamt of that man for several days. He took us to a tea shop in the slum and 

indicated a very dirty man who was at that time talking to a small boy. Ashok asked us if we could do 

something about it as he feared that the little boy was going to be his next victim. 

We spoke to the head of the slum about it, without disclosing who our source of information was. 

He knew about us as our workers often carried out activities in the locality and so listened to us very 

seriously. Upon hearing about the deeds of that dirty-looking man, he became very angry. We were 

surprised (pleasantly, of course) as he instantly grabbed that man and punching him hard several 

times, asked him to leave the area immediately. The crowd gathered around as the man howled 
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and shouted with pain upon being beaten up. The head of the slum was a highly respected man and 

no one ever questioned the appropriateness of his actions. People expressed shock upon hearing 

about the acts of the dirty man and approved the action taken by the head of the slum. 

All this while, Ashok was in hiding behind a shop and watched the entire drama with delight. Later, 

however, he confessed that he was still afraid that the dirty man would come back and punish him 

for telling us about him. Little Ashok is much traumatized and our counselors are working with 

him. This fourteenth of November, which is celebrated as Children's Day in India, we have 

'adopted'' Ashok. He is enrolled in a school and goes there regularly along with his little sister. We 

are also working with his uncle and aunt who have stopped expecting an income from Ashok but 

also feed them well. They do not have any children of their own and the aunt told us that she hates 

being cruel to them sometimes but feels too tired to fight against so many odds. Besides education, 

we have also arranged for Ashok and his sister to be counseled regularly. Ashok says he wants to see 

his sister become a Doctor! But he does not have many big ideas or ambitions for himself. He says 

he would be happy to take care of his frail aunt and ailing uncle as they are getting older day by day. 

91



Babli, 14

Babli is fourteen years old and has been living in a Bus Station for the last three years. She ran away 
thfrom home because her parents wanted her to go to school which she hated. She was in 7  class 

when she decided to run away. She boarded a train from Udaipur and got down at Jaipur railway 

station. A policeman found her sleeping in a deserted railway-carriage and took her to Balika Grih, 

a home meant to house orphaned and abandoned girls. She stayed there for a while but got fed up 

with the routine of Balika Grih soon. She said that the girls were supposed to cook their own meals 

and she did not like that. Those who went to school were excused cooking responsibility, so she 

opted to go to school and one day escaped. She went and hid in the same railway carriage for a few 

days and only came out for food for which she begged. Then she made that deserted railway-

carriage her permanent home and soon made many boy-friends. She told us that they taught her 

“how to please” a policeman in case she was asked to leave her home. 

Babli feels no remorse or sadness for the way she has chosen to live her life. She says she is happy 

and people take good care of her. We asked her if she would like to have a nice clean life where no 

one bothered her and she could still get food regularly. Babli vehemently refused. She said she 

would not like to be behind any walls. She wanted to be free and to do as she pleased. We asked her 

if she would permit us to carry out some medical tests on her, fearing she might have already been 

infected with HIV, but she again said no. Babli is strong-willed and says she does not fear anything, 

even death, when we tried to explain to her the serious implications of her way of living. She said 

she will die when she has to die but till then she will do what she likes….
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Raju, 10 and Bunty, 12

They are hardly ten and twelve. Two brothers working together as mecanics to earn money so that 

they could eat and also so that their father could get his daily dose of country liquor. Raju is paid 

fifty rupees and Bunty merely thirty rupees for working more than 10 hours every day. Every 

evening, after work, as they return home, they buy a pouch of country-made liquor for their father 

and one kg of wheat flour and some red chili powder with the earnings of the day. While the father 

drinks away their hard-earned money, they help their little sister cook chapattis and a paste of 

ground red chillies for dinner. 

Their mother lives in their village home near Mumbai with their two little brothers. She visits them 

every month. 

Raju and Bunty's story is a typical case of rural people wanting to settle down in a city. They leave 

their secure and comfortable rural homes in search of better comforts. Once in the city, their 

never-ending struggle starts. The children get affected the most. While in their rural home 

settings, they played in farms, ran around trees, as they took their cattle for grazing. Most 

important of all, they breathed fresh and clean air and were lovingly supervised by the adults of the 

community. The villages still nurture old values and children never feel neglected in a village 

setting. But once in the city, life changes for the worse. They find themselves inhaling smoke and 

dust, being left to fend for themselves and often being abused and exploited. 

We had an opportunity to talk to their mother who was visiting one of the days when we were 

around and asked her to enroll her children in a school. She declined our proposal, saying she 

would soon take them back to the village where they would work in their uncle's farms. She was 

concerned about them picking up undesirable habits like tobacco chewing etc. The father seemed 

to have lost all his rational thinking and hardly responded to any of our questions or comments. 
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Ajit, 11

He is eleven and works as a shoe-shine boy to pay off the debt his father took on to construct a small 

slum dwelling for the family. He leaves home with his father at 8.30 every morning and gets back at 

about 9-9.30 in the evening. Ajit said that he makes about Rs. 100-150 per day. He buys himself 

some food in the afternoon and gives the remaining money to his father who is usually working at 

some distance from him. He studied up to Grade II but did not like the school. Ajit says he is more 

interested in making money and that he enjoys his work as a shoe-shine boy. 

We sat at a distance from him one day as he worked and watched the behaviour of people who came 

to him for a shoe-shine. Many did not pay him the money he asked for. They often pretended that 

they did not have change and gave him 2-3 rupees less. Most of them looked at him with total 

indifference and some even scolded him for touching their pants while shining their shoes. Very 

rarely, people would give him more than what he asked and also give him a piece of advice about 

not indulging in bad habits. 

Regarding the debt he was helping his father pay, he told us that one day, as he was working beside 

his father, a scooter hit him. His right leg was fractured and his father had to take him to hospital. 

He could not work for about a month then and so they did not repay a few installments. That was a 

very difficult time for Ajit and he decided to return to work even though he still had plaster on his 

leg.  Ajit feels very proud about his gallant act and says he would do anything to help his parents…
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Abbas, 18

Abbas was fourteen when he decided to run away from home because his father would beat him up 

cruelly when he committed any mistake. He admits that maybe some of what he did was 

punishable but his father's reaction was atrocious: he would crush his fingers with a Silbatta, a 

stone implement used for grinding spices in the kitchen, when Abbas played cards with village 

children. He would also burn him with fire-wood, not allow him to stay with the family and 

constantly degraded and humiliated him for being “useless”. A man with two wives and 11 

children, Abbas's father would ask Abbas to go and earn money and support the big family of 11 

children. When it became too much for him to put up with the injustice of this vicious behavior, he 

decided to run away. He also took his ten-year-old sister along as he feared that his father would 

marry her off soon. We found both of them living on the streets of Jaipur near the railway station 

where Abbas was constantly worried about his sister being at risk. The older Street Children in 

Jaipur, the railway police and vendors often asked him questions about his sister and tried to 

pursue him to send her to them. As it started to get ugly, Abbas decided to give in to the continuous 

persuasion of one of Vatsalya's volunteers. As he sat in our Jaipur office listening to our plans 

about both of them, hatred, anger and distrust were clearly written on Abbas's face. It took us some 

time to come to terms with his persistent anger and hostility as he started living in Vatsalya's 

Children's Village. The staff were tolerant and understanding of his behavior, but the other 

children hated Abbas, as he was often very aggressive and violent with them. At least seven times, 

during the course of the four years that he stayed at Vatsalya, he attacked children and staff with 

stones and bricks. Abbas also failed to sustain his interest in any activity for more than three 

months. He started at Vatsalya's school in Grade V but soon he wanted to stop studying and learn 

some of the vocational skills. He chose baking, learnt it for about 4 months and then went to learn 

tailoring. Then, after four months, he wanted to learn cooking and then moved on to learn farming 
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and gardening. He also briefly pursued house-painting, wood-work and plumbing. As he reached 

the age of 18, which is when Vatsalya's children have to move on to have a life of their own, Abbas 

was still confused, unsure and frustrated about not being able to sustain his interest long enough 

to master a skill so as to make it his career. 

Abbas is a glaring example of how children subconsciously work towards proving their parents 

right: his father's constant cursing of Abbas for being useless seems to have been strongly 

imprinted on his mind. He often broke down while talking to Counselors at Vatsalya and admitted 

that he could never become anything as that's what his father thought and said. He nurtures a deep 

and powerful anger towards him and often confessed to feeling an urge to kill him for robbing him 

of his self-confidence and self-esteem. At the age of nineteen, he was asked to find a job for himself 

elsewhere, as he was beginning to show signs of sexual tendencies appropriate to his age, making it 

imperative for us to move him out of the residential facility. However, he was offered a job as Office 

Boy. He worked well for about 3 months before asking us to let him go finally so that he could find 

his destiny elsewhere. Abbas regrets not being able to come up to the expectations of his friends 

and well-wishers at Vatsalya, but does keep in touch and visits often. He also continues to believe 

that his sister should finish her education at Vatsalya and ensures that their father does not 

interfere and ruin her chances of making a good life for herself. 
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Kishan, 15

Kishan was referred to us by an NGO working with Street Children. He had lived in several homes 

before coming to us. A runaway child from some village near Ajmer, Kishan was exceptionally 

quick-thinking and was constantly working on a plan. His plans usually revolved around how to 

get even with other boys in the home, how to let everyone know that he was not someone who could 

be “controlled” by anyone, how to create an issue and pick a fight. He was a clever boy with his 

energy focused towards destructiveness. Kishan would not play with children but watched them 

intently (planning things for them as he did so). He enjoyed shocking both staff and children with 

his ideas. For example, he would talk about how it would be fun to see the Cook fall into the frying 

pan while frying things in it; how a child could easily hit and kill another child during a game of 

cricket; how he could beat up any one and simply disappear from the scene; how he had stolen 

money from the beggars sleeping by the roadside; how he had taken away and burnt their 

belongings when they looked at him with disapproval, and so on. His stories were unending and 

often inexplicable. The cruelty in his imagination, thoughts and actions upset many and we tried to 

understand where it all came from. 

Kishan looked at everyone with the same disdain and challenge as if contemplating what to do 

about that person. He never talked seriously about anything except for his family which he did only 

once. He was a son of a lower middle-class businessman who had a grocery shop in their village. 

Kishan had two more brothers, older than him and they all went to the same school. The parents 

were kind and loving, as Kishan told us how they would wait till late for him to come home and eat 

his dinner, when he was out late every evening, playing with other children. Being the youngest, he 

said, he was always given the best care and protection. 

Why then he chose to run away from home was a question we wanted to get the answer to and so we 

visited his family. Both his parents as well as his brothers were very sad about him being the way he 
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was. They told us that he would often talk of not liking it at home, wanting to go away and explore. 

The brothers told us that Kishan would often catch small animals and insects on his way home and 

torture them in the most unimaginable ways. He would not listen to anything anyone said and 

would do whatever he wanted. The visit to the family did not give us any answer to our questions. 

We were assuming reasons like neglect, discrimination and exploitation at home, poverty, etc. for 

his bizarre attitude. We even contemplated him being part of a community where the way of life 

and culture exposed a child to an unkind, harsh life-style. But none of these things was true in 

Kishan's case. An economically sound family, an affectionate home atmosphere, proper, normal, 

growing opportunities were there, but still Kishan was the way he was. He ran away and was 

brought back home by police and then ran away again after some days. The parents gave up on him 

after he repeated his conduct several times. Kishan was with us for about a week but then asked us 

to let him go, because otherwise he would run away anyway. We did let him go after telling him that 

if he ever felt a need to settle down with a peaceful and purposeful life, he could come to us. That 

was four years ago. 

We live with the realization that we failed miserably in understanding Kishan. We do not know 

why he chose to run away from a family that loved him or why he had those wicked propensities. 

He never allowed us to touch his conscience or his heart, as if he had built a thick, strong wall 

around his conscience and did not allow anything to touch it. Kishan is a mystery for us and he 

reminds us that no matter what we intend and wish, destiny does have its role somewhere in our 

lives. 
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Kailasha, 16 

We found Kailasha aimlessly loitering on a railway station. He has parents who are both 

government employees. They are what we call 'Sweepers', working to keep the public facilities 

clean and in order. They earned a good living and thought that they took good care of their five 

children. But Kailasha did not agree. He wanted to study, but his parents thought it was a 

ridiculous idea. He told us that he kept begging them to send him to school so that he could become 

an engineer, but they only laughed at his 'fancy ideas' and kept telling him to focus on their 

traditional occupation of cleaning and getting a government job. His father said that he had good 

connections and so could easily find a government job for him. But Kailasha felt very frustrated 

with this. He finally ran away from their home in Bangalore and came to Delhi. There he made 

some friends and together they all lived near the railway line. Kailasha feels depressed and says he 

often thinks about jumping in front of a train, but his friends help him fight his self-destructive 

plans. He feels very grateful to them and says he would never hurt them. A group of six boys, they 

all earn their living by selling water bottles. They collect empty water bottles from trains and fill 

them with tap water, selling them to passengers at the same price as a bottle of mineral water. 

Kailasha says some very philosophical, wise and deep things. He says that parents try their best to 

show their love towards their children, but they are also ignorant. They do not understand that 

loving children does not mean telling them what to do but standing alongside their children when 

they choose their career. He also said that parents have very small ambitions and that makes their 

children feel alone because they dream big. He gave us some examples of his friends who were 

frustrated because they did not get the support of their parents. He says he does not regret running 

away from home and loves his friends. We asked if they had any “bad habits”. They all smiled at our 

question and just looked at each other. One of Kailasha's friends said “Yes”. He said he goes to the 

girls living on the other side of the railway track and has sex with them. He also said that it was only 
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Kailasha who scolded him for his conduct and so he keeps some control over himself. The others in 

the group also admitted to being sexually active and did not really worry about AIDS. They said 

they knew about it, but then, as one of them said, 'all have to die one day'. But they all agreed that 

Kailasha was one great saint, never looking at girls, not sniffing, not drinking. All he ever did was 

teach them to be good people.
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Nirmala, 12

Nirmala's family had migrated from Maharashtra to Delhi seven years previously in search of a 

living. Her father eloped one evening with a woman from the neighbourhood and has never 

contacted them ever since. That was about six years ago. As it became more and more difficult for 

her mother to support a family of five children, she proposed moving to Delhi after her husband 

left them. Nirmala was seven at that time. She told us that her mother asked her if they should 

move and only when she supported her mother's idea did her mother finalize it. Ever since then, 

she has been her mother's best friend, partner, and guide. She says this with a great sense of pride 

and a beautiful, confident shine in her eyes. 

Her mother found employment as a house-maid in some houses in Delhi. For the first two years, 

Nirmala stayed home to take care of her younger brothers and sisters, as their mother worked from 

8am to 6pm every day. Then her role was taken over by her younger brother who by that time was 

eight. She then took jobs as house-helper in several houses in the same locality where her mother 

also worked. Nirmala would bathe her brothers and sisters every day as the mother cooked their 

meals for the day. Then they left for work together and came back at about 6pm. Every day, they 

brought 'things' for the little ones at home: left-over food items or chocolates, old toys, a pair of 

used socks or shoes their employers gave them. Nirmala said she was always treated kindly by her 

employers. She earned about Rs. 1500 a month by the time she was eleven. She then enrolled her 

little brothers and sisters in a school. They now go to a good private school. Her sister's fee is paid 

by two of her employers and her brother's fee was waived by the school management at Nirmala's. 

She says she will enable her two sisters to become doctors and her two brothers, engineers. Her 

mother had tears of joy as she listened to Nirmala's plans but also cried at the same time, saying she 

would never forgive herself for sacrificing Nirmala's childhood. She also then adds “May God give” 

every parent a daughter like my Nirazmala!' All this time, during our long interactions with them 

for over a week, never a word was uttered to condemn the man who left them alone or anyone else. 

Nirmala, the Little Mother, only smiles as she says: 'Destiny is powerful and we are all playthings in 

its hands'.
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Rita, 12

Rita traveled with her maternal aunt to Jaipur from Bangalore. Her mother sent her with them to 

try and find out if a better livelihood was possible in Jaipur. Her uncle sells vegetables from a cart. 

Rita had training from her mother in making shoes; the deal was that she would teach the skill to 

her aunt and both of them together would earn enough to support a family of six. They lived by the 

roadside for about a year and then her uncle bought a small dwelling in a slum. Slums and 

unauthorized settlements are illegal but the business of buying and selling goes on there just as if 

one were selling vegetables. Rita's uncle paid Rs. 30,000 for a 8x8 piece of land on which there was 

a shade created with bamboo sticks and old plastic banners. The rest of it they had to build 

themselves: brick walls about four feet high and some racks and shelves to store their belongings. 

Rita often feels lonely for her mother and cries. Sometimes her aunt is kind to her and comforts her 

just like her mother, but at other times when things are not going well for them, her aunt beats her 

up and punishes her in other ways. She said that one day, when she kept crying for her mother all 

day long, her aunt did not give her food the whole day. She hates being hungry and so now she does 

not cry and tries to work with her. Her aunt lets her talk to her mother once in a while and she feels 

happy now. As it happens, we were able to meet her aunt one day and had a casual conversation 

with her. The woman seemed genuinely to love Rita and was concerned about her state of 

unhappiness. When we talked about the possibilities of all her children and Rita going to a 

government school for a few years, she said she often considers it but then knowing that education 

will not provide them with a livelihood in the long run, she does not feel sufficiently motivated to 

waste time on it. However, she did agree that it would not cause any harm if the children just went 

and played in the school for a few years. 

The last news we had of them was that all the children were going to a school in the locality run by 

an NGO and were enjoying it. Rita goes to school as well as working with her aunt in making and 

repairing shoes and they make about Rs. 100-125 per day! Along with about 100 rupees made by 

her uncle, they have a good life, Rita says. They are also paying off some of the loan taken to buy the 

place. They are also saving enough to send money to Rita's mother so that she can buy a ticket to 

make the long journey and join them in Jaipur. 
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Kalicharan, 19

Kalicharan is a case of disillusioned adolescence. He ran away from home, taking all his mother's 

cash and jewellery, to become an actor. His dream was to join a Bollywood stuntmen gang. He said 

he could jump from heights, and get hit by fast moving cars without getting hurt. He wanted to earn 

big money, have a huge house and many cars for himself. 

Kalicharan ran away from home in Hyderabad four years ago and landed up in Mumbai. He found 

himself trapped in a network of pimps and male prostitutes. They took him under their protection 

and connected him to some people who they said had a strong hold in the Bollywood world. They 

would take his money in the name of arranging meetings etc. The meetings would be held in five-

star hotels and some one would pose as a 'connection' to a big producer or director in those 

meetings. Soon all the money that Kalicharan had was finished in paying bills incurred for those 

meetings. Once out of money, all of them disappeared. Kalicharan was asked to vacate the 

apartment he had been living in for the previous four months. He had nowhere to go, nothing to 

eat. One day, he was approached by a man who said that he could find him a job. He took him to a 

group of men who were homosexuals. Kalicharan was already familiar with the trade and did not 

mind. Ever since then, he prostitutes himself to make a living. Kalicharan also takes drugs, which 

he says are given to him by his customers. 

Kalicharan's appearance makes him quite conspicuous: six foot tall, dark complexion, long black 

jute-like hair and hungry, wandering eyes; Kalicharan was nineteen when we met him about three 

years ago near Navi Mumbai railway station. He had begun to show the symptoms of sexually 

transmitted disease already. He said he would like to see a doctor but did not have enough money 

to pay the fee or buy the medicine. As he said goodbye to us, he said he did not care, as he was not 

going to live long anyway. 
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Ishwar, 17

Ishwar says he has killed two men. Why? Because he saw them abusing children sexually in the 

dark corners of a railway station. He says it was easy: “I just hit them with a big stone and left them 

there to bleed to deat”. He says he has no regrets: he would kill every man who was evil. Ishwar's 

friends know all about it and swear that they will never, ever tell anyone about it. No one can do 

anything to Ishwar! 

Ishwar himself was a victim of sexual abuse. He lived with his uncle's family, as his parents had 

died in an accident. His uncle's eldest son, his own cousin who was fifteen, one day forced himself 

on Ishwar and warned him not to tell anyone about it. He was very scared and kept quiet for some 

days. Then the cousin did it again. The third time, he brought a friend along. Next day, Ishwar told 

his uncle about it; he was at first furious with him for making up a horrible story like that, but then 

he showed his uncle signs of their brutal acts on his body. The uncle then beat up his son badly and 

there was a big drama in the family. However, his aunt, upset at discovering such ugly facts about 

her son, reacted in a different manner. She asked Ishwar to leave their house. He was fourteen at 

that time. His uncle meekly supported his wife's decision on the pretext that he was big enough to 

support himself. He gave him 1000 rupees as they made him leave their home. 

Ishwar bought a supply of Gutkha, cigarettes, water bottles etc., and started selling them at the 

railway station to earn a living for himself. He has been doing it now for the last three years. He said 

that sometimes the policemen on duty are nice and all they do is take a cigarette from him, and chat 

with him as they smoke. He likes them. The others are bad as they ask for his money. He hates 

them. He says he has some good friends also in the police who protect him when the vendors on the 

station try to prevent him from selling stuff to passengers on the trains, as it affects their business. 

Neither Ishwar's face nor his manner show any signs of the trauma he had to bear at his uncle's 

home, nor do they show any signs of disturbance or fear at having killed (or at least believing he has 
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killed) two men. It seems he processes his deeds and experiences in his mind and makes his peace 

with everything. He conducts himself in a very dignified manner, confident and watchful. He also 

often visits his uncle who still welcomes him as a guest. Ishwar told us that he also had a 'good talk' 

with his cousin and told him very clearly what he would do if he ever touched him again. The cousin 

has never bothered him since then. 

Ishwar lives in a discarded train carriage at the railway station and says he has no regrets, no 

complaints, and no grievances. He makes a good living, has some good friends and enjoys living 

alone the rest of the time. When we asked him if we could do anything for him, he smiled and said: 

“Buy me a radio”. Next day we went back to him with an old radio from our home and asked if he 

would mind taking that. He looked at it for a while and then said that this would be his most 

treasured gift, as he has nothing, nothing at all which had any connection with a “family, a home”. 

He said that he would always remember us and remember the story of this old radio and thus 

would cherish the connection with our family. It almost felt like an honour that he received our 

gift…
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Mowgli, 13

He wanted us to call him by that name, as he said he liked the character of Mowgli from the Jungle 

Book and also thought he was like him. Mowgli loves dogs and calls them his best friends. He does 

not know who his parents were and has always been on his own. He hops from one train to another 

between Jaipur, Mumbai, Delhi, Chennai and Kolkata and makes his living by singing on the 

moving trains. He has a “Dafli” (Tambourine) and uses it skillfully as he sings Hindi movie songs. 

Mowgli has a loud voice and once in the compartment of a train, he can be heard right to the end of 

the bogie. People “reward” him willingly for his songs, witty nature and broad smile. They often 

make him sing on demand. It becomes a great pastime for the passengers on a long train journey. 

Mowgli does not accept any leftover food items from them: he says he is not a beggar and can take 

care of himself and also many more like him! 

We spent a good time talking to Mowgli about various things. He could talk incessantly about any 

topic: movies, politics, the Indian freedom struggle, the children of good families versus those on 

the streets. He very ably mimicked fashionable women he often saw in trains. He showed us how 

they behaved and conducted themselves by comparison with the simple rural women. Mowgli 

feels that city-women do not love their children as much as village-women. When we asked why he 

thought so, he said: “They always say “No” to them for everything”. He says he hears only this word 

when they talk to their children. He finds it very amusing to watch those women feed their children 

even when they are not hungry! Mowgli has amassed a great wealth of knowledge and wisdom even 

though he has never entered a school premises. He amazed us with his observations and analysis of 

people and events and his outlook on the world. 

A happy, carefree and hardworking little boy, Mowgli loves dogs. He has a group of them at each 

station that he feeds whenever he is in that city. As soon as he gets down at that station, his pets run 

to him and then he spends hours talking to them. He buys dozens of packets of biscuits and feeds 

the dogs with his own hands. Then he buys himself a meal and finds a quiet corner somewhere 

inside or near the railway station and sleeps. He says he usually has about 6-8 dogs sleeping with 

him. They are his friends, his family, everything. 
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Rahmat, 12

Rahmat lives with his widowed mother in a small room of a nursing home. He goes to school and 

after school works for two hours at a paint shop. In the evening he then sells the evening edition of a 

local newspaper to the drivers of cars that stop at a red light. He makes about 50 rupees every day. 

The money that he earns is all saved for his higher studies.

His father died when he was six. His mother was asked to leave soon after Rahmat's father died as 

he had married a Hindu woman against the wishes of the family. Rahmat's mother was not 

accepted by her parents either, as she had married a Muslim. She decided to raise her son alone. 

Taking her five-year-old son, she went to Delhi. There she found a job as an Attendant in a private 

nursing home. The employer also provided her with accommodation, as she was often required to 

do the night shift in the nursing home. She put Rahmat in a good school, and this he loves as well as 

doing the paint job. He has good handwriting and his work is highly appreciated. 

Rahmat and his mother work together so that Rahmat can become a doctor one day. Rahmat 

focuses on his mission and does not get tempted to go to movies, chew tobacco or sniff spirit like 

many other children on the streets. He spends a considerable time with them, talking and playing 

and so he knows very well what sort of things they're involved in. Most children, he says, spend the 

money they earn by selling newspapers in buying unhealthy eatables or going to movies and 

smoking. But he adds that there are also those who do it to buy wheat flour for the evening meal for 

the family or for their school uniform, books, tuition fees etc. Rahmat feels he is fortunate as his 

mother never wants him to work to support her, or to fulfill the basic requirements. He works so 

that enough money can be accumulated for his medical education. 
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Narottam, 16

Narottam has been working for the last five years, since he was eleven. He has six brothers and 

sisters. One of the brothers is mentally challenged and his father is a chronically ill man who 

cannot work. His mother works as a daily wager in farms but the income from that is very irregular. 

The family of nine depends on the Rs. 1000 that Narottam earns.

Narottam works as a Helper in one of the Dhabas (a cheap roadside restaurant) in Jaipur. He 

wakes up at about 4 am, starts with cleaning the place up and washing the utensils from the 

previous night. Then he starts cutting vegetables for the day’s’ cooking. As people start coming, he 

has to continuously switch back and forth between serving customers, washing plates, collecting 

the payment and so on. Any time between two and four in the afternoon, he gets to eat his lunch. 

His work ends at about 12.30 in the middle of the night. His meals are included in his wage packet. 

For sleeping, he has to use a bench in the Dhaba. Narottam gets to go home only during festivals. 

Other than that, he makes a short trip every month to give money to his mother. 

Narottam resents his father not shouldering the family responsibilities. He says his illness is not 

real, it is just in his mind and he has become lazy now, having done nothing for such a long time. He 

also told us how he threatened his father one day when he asked him for money for liquor. He did 

not ask for it again. 

Narottam chews tobacco. He says he knows that it is a bad thing and is harming his body every day 

but he cannot live without it now. He says tobacco gives him a kind of energy that keeps him going 

during the long working hours. He looks forlorn but at the same time talks about his family with 

affection. Some day he wants have his own little Dhaba and make a good living. What will he do 

with the money when he has his own business? “Marry my sisters in nice families”, is what 

Narottam says. His brothers will work with him, he says. 
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Mehrunnisa, 16

We met Mehrunnisa when she was picking things from a heap of trash and we decided to get into 

conversation with her. Mehrunnisa is a healthy and beautiful girl, who does not come across as a 

rag-picker. Wearing dark pink lipstick and shiny long earrings, she seemed very happy. When we 

approached her, her eyes lit up with excitement and she immediately dropped her bag, held our 

hand and asked us to come visit her house. We followed her and after a few yards, entered a small 

hut. It was just like any other slum dwelling but a little too full, with trunks, a color TV and DVD 

and a room cooler. In that small place lived seven of Mehrunnisa's brothers and sisters. 

Mehrunnisa was married but her mother did not send her to her husband's home. Why? Because 

she was a prostitute and wanted her daughter also to join her. And Mehrunnisa did not mind. She 

said she hated the nonsense her in-laws talked and hated the life-style her husband could afford 

with his income of a vehicle repair assistant. Living with too few resources and in constant need of 

things she wanted was not acceptable to her. Mehrunnisa and her mother both work as prostitutes 

but they try to keep it a secret. Most people think that they are rag-pickers. 

Mehrunnisa says she makes about eight thousand rupees a month and sometimes more if she gets 

a wealthy customer. Her mother makes about five thousand. Mehrunnisa does not worry about 

AIDS etc. She says these are all stupid government propaganda stories. 
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Shabana, 11

Shabana is eleven years old. She has twelve brothers and sisters. The whole family of fourteen is 

involved in the rag-picking business. They leave early in the morning at four o'clock to avoid the 

crowd of other rag-pickers. The whole family earns between five and six hundred rupees every day. 

Half of it goes in buying meat and rice for the family. From what remains they save for Id, 

Ramadan, visits to Dargah in Ajmer and also for a trip to Mecca. 

Shabana say she likes to do the rag-picking alone by herself. That allows her to spend a lot of time in 

other activities such as just roaming around, watching TV in a shop, watching traffic, talking to 

people if she wants to. When someone tries to bother her, she takes off her shoes and chases him 

away, threatening to “break his bones”. Shabana also gambles. She says she likes it very much and 

very often wins a lot of money. That is such fun, she says. Sometimes she also loses and when her 

mother comes to know about it, Shabana gets a good beating. She buys chocolates for her younger 

siblings when she wins big money in gambling. 

She has never gone to school and she does not care, she says. Shabana says education is boring. She 

sees children going to school and thinks they all look sad. She, on the contrary, is happy and most 

children who do the rag-picking are happy. They do whatever they want, eat what they like and also 

smoke if they wish. Shabana chews tobacco and her teeth are already brown with it. The collection 

from her day's rag- picking Shabana herself sells to the Kabadi. She says sometimes he tries to 

cheat on her but she can see it and then she tells him that if he ever tries to cheat a poor girl, he will 

burn in hell. That, she says, works.
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Keshav, 16 

Keshav lived in a small village near Udaipur. After school he took the cattle for grazing in the hills 

surrounding his village. There he met a young girl every day who also came to graze the cattle from 

the same village. They became close friends and planned to get married. Fearing disapproval of the 

family members, they decided to run away. For a month, both stayed in a cheap hotel and then one 

day, the boy returned home without her. He refused any involvement in the disappearance of the 

girl. The police were called and he was taken to the police station. There he was beaten up by the 

police and after that he divulged the whereabouts of the girl. The police found the girl still in the 

same hotel, waiting for the boy to return. 

The girl's family forced her to give a false statement to the police and thus Keshav was charged with 

the kidnapping of a minor girl. Keshav was produced in juvenile court after three days and until 

then he was kept in an ordinary prison where adult prisoners are kept. He wasn't beaten up but he 

did tell us that the police wanted to talk about “everything that happened in the hotel” and whether 

he enjoyed himself with the girl. Keshav admitted to feeling very scared with them. They often 

looked at him and talked in low voices among themselves. Later when he was sent to a JJ Home, he 

felt much better, he said. Once in the JJ Home, Keshav began to analyze what he had done and why 

he had done it and regretted his impulsiveness. He also told us that he did not mean to ditch the 

girl, but as they were running out of cash, he had to come home and get some money. He also 

wanted to tell his family about everything but was scared. 

It also turned out that the girl was pregnant. Knowing about this reality, the girl's family then 

decided to arrange for them to be married. They dropped the charges and were in the process of 

bailing Keshav out. Keshav told us that he was looking forward to it, promising us that he would be 

good now. 
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Shabnam, 12 

Shabnam belongs to a specific community called the Singhi. These people are known for their 

special technique of de-poisoning a human body. If some one is bitten by a poisonous insect, the 

Singhi's suck the poisonous blood out of their body part. They do it with a cone-shaped implement. 

The Singhis also “cure” people who have wounds that do not heal. Again they do it by sucking the 

bad blood out of the particular body part. With increasing health awareness and accessible medical 

care, Singhis have not much to do and these families are now resorting to begging and rag-picking. 

Shabnam has never gone to school nor does she desire to do so. She leaves in the morning for rag-

picking and by afternoon, she has collected forty to fifty rupees-worth of items. She then sells them 

and buys herself whatever food she likes. Then she rests somewhere, carefully choosing a place 

where no one can steal her money and no policeman can harass her. At about 4 pm, she again starts 

rag-picking, sells her stuff and comes back home. She gives the money from the day to her mother. 

They all take dinner together after her father returns from his footpath shop selling old clothes. 

Shabnam has four brothers who would choose on a daily basis what to do that day. Sometimes they 

accompany Shabnam to her rag-picking, sometimes they go and sit by their father's side at his 

footpath shop and sometimes they go with their elder brother who still practices the Singhi work . 
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Raghav

Raghav is 11 years old. He belongs to a nomadic Rajasthani tribe and their family roam from one 

place to another. The story goes that these tribes are descendents of Maharana Pratap, a Rajput 
th

king who reigned in the 15  century. After Maharana Pratap lost to Great Akbar, he vowed not to 

settle down until he won back his territory. Unfortunately, he died before he could fulfill his vow. 

Upon his sad demise, a certain faction of his people who formed his army decided never to settle 

down. The tradition continues and the tribe thus lives on the roadsides in different cities of 

northern India. They travel from one place to another with their camel-driven cart in which they 

carry all their belongings. Originally they used to earn a living by making iron equipment, but now, 

with technological advances, their products are not in demand. They thus have to resort to other 

means of earning a living. 

Raghav's family makes between three and four hundred rupees by selling statues in a material 

called plaster of Paris. They also work as “shoe keepers” outside the famous Ganesh temple of 

Jaipur. They guard the shoes of devotees who go to the temple and give them a rupee or so for their 

service. 

Raghav also told us that some young university students take him to their hostel for modeling. 

There he is asked to pose naked while they draw and take pictures of him. He admitted to feeling 

uncomfortable and uneasy doing that, but did not mind because they did not harm him. 

Raghav's younger brothers and sisters are also always wandering round the temple, as they get 

a good amount of “Prasad” from the devotees visiting the temples. They never think of school 

and do not miss it. 
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Sukhram alias Shahrukh, 14

We asked him what was his name and he said, with a broad smile and a stylish jerk of his head 

“Shahrukh Khan”. He was friendly and witty and we sat down beside him to talk. He began 

introducing us to his “gang” made up of his sisters and brothers who could be seen in the distance 

playing or running about. Their names were Sita, Sarita, Ramnath and Farrukh. Hearing these 

names, which were clearly a mix of Hindu and Muslim, we asked him how they were related. 

He told us that his real name was Sukhram but he was a great fan of Shahrukh Khan, the famous 

Indian film actor, and so he tried to copy him. He styled his hair like his and also tried to speak like 

him. He showed us some of his acting skills and tried to convince us that he indeed looked like 

Shahrukh Khan. 

About his gang of brothers and sisters, Sukhram told us that while Sita, Sarita and Ramnath were 

his real brothers and sisters, he “adopted” Farrukh who was an orphan. He told us that one day, as 

he was collecting plastic bottles from a train, he found a boy of about ten or eleven sitting in one of 

the bogies. He was crying and was barely wearing anything on that cold winter night. It was 

Farrukh. Sukhram gave him his sweater and asked him why he was crying. Farrukh told him that 

he was on the train with his uncle, but he apparently got down somewhere in the night leaving him 

alone in the train. They had come from Kashmir and his uncle was bringing him to Jaipur to hire 

him as domestic labor somewhere. He said that after his parents died in an accident, his uncle and 

aunt always planned to get rid of him and perhaps now they had abandoned him. Sukhram 

brought him “home”, a broken cement pipe near the railway track. They fed him and gave him 

clothes and his little brothers and sisters lit a fire of dried leaves and papers to keep him warm. 

They became close and now wanted to remain together for always. Sukhram's youngest sister Sita 

makes sure that Farrukh Bhaiya always gets the best share of their meals. 

This unique family also has a father, a man who is dependent on these children for his daily dose of 
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liquor. Sukhram told us with a kind of detached anger that he does not care about him as long as he 

leaves all of them alone. Some times he becomes very abusive and tries to beat one of the children 

and it is then only that both Sukhram and Farrukh threaten to beat him back. 

Sukhram was once picked up by the police and sent to a JJ Home. His crime was that he refused to 

share his earnings with the policeman and so he took him to the JJ Home to teach him a lesson. 

Sukhram remained there for two days and hated every minute of it. He said that the place was 

worse than hell: the food was horrible; the caretakers were ugly and abusive. Even one of the 

female caretakers was 'bad', Sukhram said. He said that he could never have imagined a woman 

being so bad with children. From men he did not have much expectation. He also said that 

mentally challenged children were kept in the same premises which made it very traumatic. The 

children from the JJ Home were often asked to look after the mentally challenged children. This 

was also a home for destitute women, Sukhram said. These women often shouted and cried loudly. 

All this really ruined the peace of the place and no one was happy there. Sukhram stayed in that 

home for two days and then on the third day, he was just asked to leave. He said he was only too 

happy to leave and would have run away anyway if they had not released him.

115



Bahadur

We met Bahadur in one of the State's JJ Homes. As we entered the room of the big boys who were 

living in the JJ Home at that time, we noticed a tiny figure standing timidly in the midst of big boys 

aged sixteen or seventeen. Among those lads five feet ten inches tall, Bahadur's four foot figure was 

almost invisible. We asked him how he came to be there, and he said it was because he stole 70,000 

rupees. It seemed unbelievable that Bahadur at the age of eight or nine could do something like 

that, but it was proved that he did take the money, without even realizing, however, how much it 

was. All he wanted was to get a five rupee note for pan masala, an addiction in many villages. When 

he went to look for some money in a shop in his neighbourhood, he found the cash earnings for the 

day kept in one of the boxes and so simply took the entire bundle and hid it under the bricks outside 

his house. Later when the theft was discovered and a search was launched, Bahadur confessed to 

having stolen some money from the shop. He then led the police team to the place where he had 

hidden the money but it had gone missing. Some one had taken it from there. 

Bahadur is an orphan and his uncle with whom he lived quickly disowned him after he committed 

this act. Thus there was no one to bail him out and so the juvenile court sent him to the JJ Home to 

be kept there until he was 18! We had a talk with the Chief Judicial Magistrate who sympathized 

with Bahadur but expressed his inability to intervene as Bahadur's case had been transferred to 

him from another district. It was the prerogative of the CJM of that district to take any decision 

about him. He was sent to another district, since his native area did not have a JJ Home. 

We were told that if we, as an NGO, appealed to the CJM to release him, he would do his best to 

expedite the process. It looked simple, but it took us three months just to get the letters to the CJM 

of his native place. Government offices do not entertain mails delivered by private couriers and the 

postal department often takes an infinite time to deliver the registered letters. Our registered letter 

did not reach its destination for three weeks and then their reply to it took another fortnight. The 
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process could have taken yet another month, but the clerks in both the districts perhaps got tired of 

our telephone calls and advised us to come and take Bahadur. Bahadur was handed over to 

Vatsalya after exactly three months.
 
After Bahadur had spent a few days with us, we noticed some signs of mental retardation in him. 

That concerned everyone. Bahadur was then examined by psychiatrists and psychologists who 

confirmed that he was mentally challenged. Bahadur would also often start shivering with fear at 

the mention of a word like 'police'. He then told us that once he was beaten up by someone with an 

electric wire. He was not able to tell us by whom and where but he was certainly scared of an 

electric wire. 

When we got back to the particular CJM of his native place regarding the mental state of Bahadur, 

we were very simply told that they did not know anything about this. According to them, he was a 

thief and they were only supposed to ensure that he was kept under observation till he was 

eighteen. No one ever spent any time with Bahadur to understand him or counsel him. 

Bahadur continues to live under Vatsalya's care, even though the facility is not meant for children 

with special needs. During the short time Bahadur was at the facility, there developed a sense of 

belongingness between him and other children of Vatsalya and the staff undertook to try their best 

to protect him. They would consider sending him to a home meant for children with special needs 

only if Bahadur showed signs of jeopardizing his own safety or that of other children.
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Sunderlal

Sunderlal lived in a small village of a desert district in the West of Rajasthan. People here are 

peace-loving and well-to-do. Sunderlal was in Grade X and went to school accompanied by 

another boy, Shyam, aged thirteen, from his neighbourhood. They became close friends and 

Sunderlal would share his feelings with him about how he wanted to get rich. Sunderlal's mother is 

the Sarpanch (village Head), a politically powerful position. His father is the Head Master of the 

village school. 

One day on his way to school, Sunderlal told Shyam about a cycle that he had stolen and was 

planning to sell. He wanted his friend's help in organizing the transfer of the cycle from the village 

to the near-by town as it was not possible to sell it in the village. Shyam was scared and advised 

Sunderlal not to go ahead with his plans, as it was wrong. Sunderlal did not like this but agreed with 

Shyam. Later that week, they went together to the village fair where they put up an Ice-cream stall 

of and earned some money. On their way back, Sunderlal and Shyam got into an argument over 

sharing the profit from the fair and Shyam threatened Sunderlal to tell his father everything about 

how he was always planning to make money. Sunderlal lost his temper and strangled him. As 

Shyam struggled to get free, Sunderlal threw him on the ground where his head hit a rock. When 

Shyam did not get up, Sunderlal realized that he had killed him. He then tried to make it look like 

suicide. He took a knife out of Shyam's pocket of which he was aware as Shyam had bought it from 

the fair. He stabbed him with it and left the knife on his chest and came back home. 

When Shyam did not return from school, Sunderlal was asked about him and he just said he did not 

know. He even participated in the search that was launched to look for him. Finally his body was 

recovered from the woods. The enquiry by the village people led to Sunderlal's confession. The 

police were informed.
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By the time police arrived, Sunderlal was beaten up by members of Shyam's family as well as his 

own father. The father was shocked at what his son had done. They had a good, cordial relation 

with the neighbours and Shyam was treated just like their own by Sunderlal's family. The entire 

village was there, shocked, worried and sad. All this while Sunderlal was sitting there, head bowed 

and scared. The realization of what he had done and what were going to be the implications of his 

act were slowly dawning on him. 

The policemen who came to take Sunderlal were in uniform. One of them slapped Sunderlal after 

hearing what had happened. It was decided that Sunderlal's father would go to the police station 

along with Sunderlal. They were taken in a police jeep to the district headquarters. There it was 

decided that Sunderlal's father could not stay with him for more than a few hours and so he was 

asked to return. The juvenile court in the district operated only once a week. The incident occurred 

on Monday evening and the next juvenile court was on Friday. Thus Sunderlal was kept in jail for 

the next four days. He was in an adult jail, just like an adult prisoner, and was given the same 

treatment, the same food and so on. While in jail, he was visited by his father once again.

The juvenile court ordered that he be placed in a JJ Home until the family of Shyam bailed him out. 

The said district did not have any JJ Home up until then. A decision was then taken to rent a house 

and start the JJ Home. Sunderlal was its first occupant. Sunderlal is living there at this moment in 

time with two guards. A woman comes twice a day and cooks for him. Sunderlal is expected to 

study on his own in the JJ Home and is not going to any school as of now. 

We met Sunderlal to understand how he was feeling and how he was being treated. It was quite 

apparent that Sunderlal was very confident of getting away easily with his act because his mother 

was a Sarpanch. The proceedings had also made him aware that the law was on his side and that a 

child would not be kept in jail, no matter what he had done, if he was under eighteen. He often 

looked confused about his future; however, there was no sense of remorse or regret at what he had 
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done. He kept insisting that it was an accident and that Shyam was a wicked boy who was trying to 

blackmail him. He said that he was alright there except that it was too lonely at times. He missed 

the village life and going to school. The guards, he said, were 'stupid fools' and he could run away 

from there any time he wanted because they were sleeping all the time or wandered off talking to 

each other. No one had visited him in the last four months except his father and his uncle who came 

twice. The families are working with each other now in an attempt to solve this problem. While the 

life of one child is lost, that of the other one is awaiting a decision. Shyam's family does not want 

him out on bail as they talk about how painful it would be for all of them to see Sunderlal as the 

murderer of their beloved son. They even went to the extent of thinking about the future, when he 

would get married and have children and they would have to bear with them. Sunderlal’s family is 

at the moment content with the present arrangements. Sunderlal is safe and comfortable and they 

do not worry too much about his education and so are in no hurry to get him out. They are waiting 

for Shyam's parents to bail Sunderlal out. The village community is divided in its opinion about 

what action should be taken on Sunderlal. Some want him to be forgiven and some want him to be 

sent to jail. 
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Websites:
www.vatsalya.org

www.anoothiindia.com
Email: jaimala@vatsalya.org  
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