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leelabai salunke. 70 years olD. mahar caste. wiDow. former worKer in 

teXtile mill. Primary language: marathi. current resiDence: century mills 

chawls, lower Parel

A few months back we were taken to Bharatmata for a free screening of lalbaug 

Parel [bilingual film – city of gold in english and lalbaug Parel in marathi, dir. mahesh 

manjrekar, 2010 – about the closure of textile mills after the general strike in 1982.] 

Did you like that film?

How can you like that? poor women and children made to look so miserable ... 

people committing suicide and what not … it was awful! okay, it is not a lie in a way, 

the mills closing has ruined many lives. But it doesn’t make anyone feel good watching 

it on the big screen. First you destroy everything and then make a picture about it – is 

it good? in the film they keep showing all kinds of terrible things … women mill workers 

going for prostitution, which is a complete lie. Women had to do hundreds of odd jobs 

like cooking, sewing, working as domestic maids ... but they never stooped to such a 

low level. there were 64 mills in Bombay, the wretched government should have taken 

care of the workers. now they say that to get work you have to be educated. the mill 

workers were illiterate but they knew their job… they should have made sure that 

some other employment was available. it’s okay for me, i am old – but there were many 

young people ... you should see how they are living now. 

once we had gone for Amar sheikh’s programme in the ground nearby. He was 

very good. He used to sing a song about a mother. i have heard shahir sable and 

shahir Amar sheikh [marathi poet-singers who were part of the textile workers’ 

trade union movement and the communist-led indian people’s theatre Association – 

iptA; they played an important role in the popular samyukta maharashtra movement 

for state formation based on the marathi language in 1956–60]. there also used to 

be Bharud (folk performances) etc. in the neighbourhood, but i don’t remember the 

names. sable’s songs were comic, like vinch chavala. But Amar sheikh ... his songs 

used to make marathi people cry. they used to sing exclusively for mill workers. 

now there is talk of demolishing Bharatmata theatre?

it should not be demolished, it shows marathi pictures. they want to demolish 

everything in mumbai … where will the marathi people go? Bharatmata is very old – 

also Hindmata, deepak talkies, jaihind. even people older than me had been to these. 

in those days mill workers had sunday off and so they would take their families to 

watch marathi pictures at Bharatmata. now they want to break everything – the mills, 

the chawls, the theatres; they don’t want any old building. they want everything new. 

lorraine wooDman. 62 years olD. anglo inDian. former teacher. DislocateD 

from DaDar in 1988. Primary language: english. current resiDence: taKhsila, 

anDheri east

dadar was full of cinema houses. sometimes we used to go for Hindi movies, not 

always. most of our friends acted as extras in the movies. girls from our community – 

Anglo indians, Christians, goans ... and they were staying in our building, so we used 

to go to see them more than the movie. it was fun ... they used to be in the background 

doing the dancing scenes. i had a friend who told me she earned 300 a day to do these 

things, and i was a teacher who earned 300 a month! she thought i was really silly to 

work a whole month and earn 300 when she was getting it in one session.
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were you tempted? 

not a bit. i come from a very conservative background so we didn’t see it as 

something nice. they used to actually laugh at me and say – you just have to come, 

we have fun times, we get lovely snacks and it’s a good life, etc. But in the final count 

nobody has made it big in the entertainment industry. of course you will get singers 

and all that from our community, but nothing big. only in bands and groups like that, 

but those have gone another way.

any memory of those bands? till the 1970s bands were very important in Bombay.

yes, the Chic Chocolate band, mickey Correa and goody servai. they used to play 

at all those five star hotels – greens at the taj, Catholic gymkhana. All the five stars 

used to only have Christian groups playing in those days. they had some very good 

music you know, piano, the ukulele – those were the instruments used in those days. 

And the rock and roll, cha cha cha, twist and all those kinds of dances. there were 

also smaller bands called combos who played for weddings and private parties. they 

used to have what we called a crooner, and then the boys used to play the drums and 

the double bass. then there was this group from Ceylon called jetliners who came to 

india – they used to play at the Blow up, a little disco in the taj, and we would save up 

all our money and rush to see them. We wanted to look like them, dress like them – they 

were our fashion icons. so the Anglo indians really enjoyed themselves.

every saturday we used to get a saturday date on radio – it had a lot of dancing 

music, and my father, mother and three of us sisters would put it on sharp at 8 in 

the night and dance with each other. it was at Winston square, dadar east. that big 

swami narayan temple that has come up next to the station on the east side, it was 

our building. it was an Anglo indian colony with nice little houses. they broke down 

our building and sent us all here. they took our spot, that was a beautiful spot. 

some builder took it over and gave it to the temple?

the swamis took it over themselves. We tried very hard. But the police commissioner 

himself said, please give up, if it’s not the swamis’ trust then it will be some other 

builder. We lived there for 45 years, ever since i was born. so it was really hard to 

make that move, but circumstances drove us here. We were offered this alternative 

accommodation. When we came here everything was really alien. the suburbs and all 

was something we didn’t identify with, it seemed so far away. in fact there was a lot of 

jungle outside, no bus routes and autos were very few to get. But after coming here i 

learned to speak in Hindi, broken Hindi. marathi is not spoken here much.

could you relate to hindi cinema?

only some singing and dancing ones because our Hindi is really limited. then 

movies like sholay and all of course we could understand and enjoy. But otherwise it 

was elvis movies, Cliff Richard movies ... the Beatles. sometimes in Hindi movies when 

the girl is dancing in short skirts and is like a vamp, often then she has a cross on her 

neck to show that she is Christian. that riles me. or someone who is drunk is a tony 

or a johnny or whatever. that too riles me because all of us are not like that. We did 

have arguments with a lot of our friends in those days because they used to say you 

wear shorts, you wear skirts, it’s not done. i would say, but we are open. We don’t hide 

behind trees and gates or whatever and meet up with someone. so little differences 

were there but it was not something severe. i guess everybody is singled out at some 

time or the other.
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kausar. 30 years olD. sunni ansari. grew uP in maDanPura in central BomBay 

anD then got relocateD to the Distant suBurB of mumBra. worKs in an ngo 

for muslim women. Primary language: hinDi. current resiDence: mumBra

in madanpura we used to go out a lot – a couple of times in a week. We would go out 

for a stroll in town, chatting and wandering about, we would end up at a theatre or 

reach Chowpati or Haji Ali. my mother was fond of old films. We were five siblings, then 

my grandmother and my Abba, we used to go together. sometimes mummy used to get 

mad at us – it’s like a bloody battalion, how the hell will i manage all of you. But we 

continued going with her for movies. We used to make a train, one by one by order of 

height – my eldest sister then my brother then me then my sister and the youngest one 

would be in my mother’s arms – cling on to each other and follow mummy in a straight 

file! even if it was a rotten picture or the tickets cost a bomb, mummy would take us. 

so how did you happen to come here?

mummy sold that house. After granny’s death, many relatives turned up to claim 

it. there were threats and my mother felt insecure. Around the same time the 92–93 

riots took place [communal riots against the muslim community led by the shiv sena 

and other Hindu extremist outfits, after the Babri masjid demolition on 6 december 

1992], and there was a lot of violence and hostility. so mummy sold off that house and 

shifted to malad. From there we shifted to mumbra and have stayed here since then. 

Last year i saw a film here in mumbra, in that theatre Alishan, 3 idiots, on new 

year’s day. i had never gone there before and never again. it is very bad, full of all 

kinds of bugs and insects … and also ruffians. in mumbra the only place one can visit 

is the hill, there is no other place. now only when i go to town with friends we make 

plans to watch a film, like somewhere in Vt or at the derby theatre on sandhurst Road. 

if you have to buy only one ticket then it’s okay. i don’t tell anyone at home that i went 

for a movie, otherwise they will give me a hard time for enjoying all by myself. 

like your family, there must be more people who migrated from town to mumbra; what 

has changed for them, especially for the women?

in town one could do any odd job and earn a living. everyone could live their own 

life. even at home no one would breathe down your neck. they knew you would hang 

around in the neighbourhood  for a bit and come back. my father had a shop and so 

with him i used stay out till midnight, play with friends. But now it is not the same. 

Here it is very difficult to find work. When there is no employment there is no money, 

there is no money so people can’t afford to go out. Besides, it is very difficult to travel. 

the places to visit are far away and one has to use the local transport. to reach 

anywhere from this point one will have to wade through swarms of people. the trains 

are never on time, so it is difficult to travel with the family.  

raDhika bhansuDe. 50 years olD. chamBhar caste from the ghats. former 

inDustrial worKer. rehaBilitateD from Jari mari slum near the airPort to 

goregaon east near film city anD sanJay ganDhi national ParK. currently 

a Domestic worKer. Primary language: marathi. current resiDence: nnP 

colony, goregaon east. 

six years ... we were brought to this place six years back. We were living in Kurla, 

jari mari. they demolished our homes, to expand the airport, they said [rehabilitation 

scheme of the slum Re-development Authority whereby slum dwellers are relocated 
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to high-rise buildings in deserted suburbs]. so, we were sent here. We had to face a 

lot of trouble because there is no job, nothing here. there i worked in a company, a 

paper company. now i can’t go there. to travel to that place you need lot of money... 

now we live in a building, the government has given us good houses. But ... it’s not 

child’s play living in tall buildings. to buy vegetables we climb down to the slums down 

there ... santosh nagar. We don’t pay the water bill, so they cut the connection every 

couple of months. old people can’t climb 7 or 8 stories ... the lift is shut, we haven’t 

ever paid the charges. it’s our fault only, not government’s. government gave space 

in exchange for our space and a nicer one.

the pride of Bombay, Film City [the largest open air studio in the city, it is owned 

and managed by maharashtra Film, stage and Cultural development Corporation Ltd., 

a government undertaking], is just next door. my son wants to work in the Film City. He 

keeps going there, but he will get his due only when god is with him. god is sleeping 

now ... a bird flies with its wings but only when it spots a tree can the bird rest. it 

has to find a branch to sit on. if the bird doesn’t find a branch, then where will it sit? 

so, do young people from here go to film city looking for work?

yes, i went a few times. But they don’t give us work. they don’t even let us go near the 

shooting. they shoo us away. We don’t know anyone who got to work there. After we 

came here, people said ‘Film City is here ... it’s like this … like that.’ We kept going to 

that place the first two–three years … just to see what shooting is … who is the hero… 

But we don’t recognize any hero, neither do we know one heroine from another ... just 

to see. What can we understand when we don’t know anything in the first place, tell 

me? that is how it is. We have seen the Qualis [generic name for expensive cars] and 

all pass by, we can see that much only from where we are. no shooting or function!

Do you watch tv?

yes, i watch tV. i got this tV around two years back. it’s only been a couple of 

months that we got a cable connection. i don’t watch Hindi programme ... only marathi 

pictures, stories of grief only. my man is very old now. my father married me off to 

a 50-year-old man, my husband. there is a difference of 40 years between us ... it’s 

been only misery since then. if i’ve been suffering all along how would i ever get to 

be happy, tell me? so, i watch only sad things … i neVeR watch frivolous rubbish 

on the tV. i ask them to switch it off. only a person who has suffered all along knows 

what sorrow is. only a person who has drawn water from a well knows what pain is… 

i have dug wells, i have broken rocks, i have worked on farms, planted sugarcane, 

vegetables … all types of work. there is nothing that i can’t do…

samla Pathak. 35 years olD. lower miDDle-class Brahman. home maKer 

anD worKer in home-BaseD sweatshoP of garment-maKing. migrateD from 

uttar PraDesh to BomBay following her husBanD. Primary language: hinDi. 

current resiDence: KanyaPaDa, film city roaD

(intervieweD along with her husBanD viDyashankar who has worKeD as a 

Junior artiste in a few films)

samla Before bringing me here all he said was that i’m taking you with me to mumbai. 

And if you don’t like living there i’ll send you back to the village. But after coming here 

… with time i settled in. you anyway feel good only, living with your husband. 

then that thing happened – he came home wearing a false beard, his hair coloured 
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and i couldn’t even recognize him. you know the Film City that is behind our locality? 

He was coming down gokuldham Road and stopped to have paan. A director who was 

passing by spotted him and whisked him away. Later he called me and told me that 

he is at Film City. He said that i have come for shooting. i was taken aback and didn’t 

believe him initially. it lasted for fifteen days ... if it had lasted for one day i wouldn’t 

have believed him. they used to pick him up every day and drop him back in the car.

viDyashanKar mangal Pandey [dir. Ketan mehta, 2005; bio-pic of a leader of the 1857 

sepoy mutiny; the film needed a large number of junior artistes to fill up the screen as 

indian and British crowds] was the first ... with Aamir Khan, Rani mukherjee…

samla yes. Rani mukherjee was dancing and he was an angrez [englishman] 

brandishing currency notes, with an alcohol bottle in hand. in another one he was 

dancing with a foreign woman, his hand on her waist ... then in another one he is 

serving water, a waiter in a hotel. so that went on for two years and then it ended. 

even in those two years sometimes it was on, sometimes not. He was always an angrez 

only ... i mean his looks. it’s not like foreigners are any different from the inside...

have you ever gone for any of his shootings?

samla no. Because i look like i’m from the village, no … how can i be associated with 

an angrez! [Laughs.] others would have made fun of him … for me it’s a big deal that 

i married an angrez, but for him people would have said how did your feet slip for a 

village woman! He said what will you do going there, what shooting will you see? Watch 

the film when it comes out. i finally saw it … it was a good role... When i hadn’t come 

to mumbai he would watch three-three films in a day! He didn’t visit us in the village 

for two whole years. He was hanging around here watching films.

viDyashanKar First i used to watch in sangam, darpan; then in Ram shyam in 

jogeshwari, in Hanjar; in goregaon there were samrat Cinema, topiwala, Anupam ... 

malad had sangeeta, new era, Kasturba ... in Kandivali milap and savera, in Borivali 

also there was jaya, then there was another one next to the vegetable market … i 

have seen in all. in grant Road also … grant Road West, next to the station. 

samla see how the truth is surfacing today. He never told me about all this. But after 

i landed here i only became the ‘picture’ for him! now he doesn’t open his mouth about 

going to the theatre. 

viDyashanKar there are two talkies in Kanjurmarg also … Huma and Heena, there is 

a cinema hall in Bhandup; i have been to dombivili, Kalyan… When she came here with 

me and i had to work for our daily meals, home expenses … no time only for films…

samla my dear, i have danced for him. it’s not like he got over this obsession suddenly… 

i would sing and dance for hours. He would say, see what dancing so and so does on 

tV! so i would say, turn that off and i’ll show you! you are a man and you go out to see 

a woman’s histrionics and that only i am going to show you… Because now we need 

money, not histrionics. if i also behaved the way he did then today we would not even 

have the rented room. earlier when men came from their villages they didn’t bring 

their wives along. so they used to think let’s go watch a film and eat in a hotel. now 

every house has wives and kids, all of them asking for money, harassing the man, so 

how will anyone go to watch a film? now he watches my picture with a lot of interest!  

Radhika Bhansude and samla pathak’s interviews are sourced from the films certified universal 
by Avijit mukul Kishore and have you Dreamt cinema? by Hansa thapliyal, respectively.




