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mixed marriage partners looking
to learn a different cuisine, she
taught hundreds of eager stu-
dents over 20 years. Foramonthly
fee of 330, with another %10 cov-
ering costs of typed copies and a
sample of the delicacy of the day

“Aunty Lila is a star. Her resil-
ience and zest for life are out-
standing,” says her goddaughter
Lucia D’lima-Kandhari. “Though
ano-nonsense person, she’s never
without a kind word and hearty
laughter. You leave her home with
a goody bag and the warm, fuzzy
feeling of mother’s love. At gath-
erings, her rainbow sandwiches as
well as mini cheese and sausage
cocktail hors d’oeuvres were huge
hits. The East Indian communi-
ty’s famous Thali sweet is among
the most relished and not only at
Christmas.”

It must have been no easy task
bringing up four demanding boys,
Darryl remarks, voice thick with
emotion. “Yet, with abundant
generosity, ours was one big open
house. Especially during feasts. In
the Bandra Fair week, on the first
Sunday after September 8, Mum
made lunch for a minimum of 60
people. She called out to passers-
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With cookery class assistant and friend Rama Bahl

bywho dropped in for her perfect
fugias, sausage fry, pig roast, sor-
potel and vindaloo.”

Vinita Bahl Crasto, whose
mother Rama assisted Lila, says,
“Aunty Lila taught with the pa-
tience of a mother and flair of a
master chef. With 75-odd ladies
frequenting the premises four
times a month, a story or two was
a given. Women found alliances
for young men in their families,

mMing of age

N the nineties

Tech-entrepreneur-turned-filmmaker Ankur Singla’s
nostalgia-laced debut recalls a decade characterised
by tougher parenting styles and fraught father-son ties

SUCHETA CHAKRABORTY

IF YOU don'’t tell your own sto-
ry, no one else will,” filmmaker
Mira Nair tells aspiring directors
in her MasterClass — advice that
tech entrepreneur Ankur Singla
found particularly encour-
aging. Singla had run a
film club during his
years at the Nation-
al Law School, and
after selling his tech
start-up to Amazon
in 2018, admits to go-
ing through “abitof an
existential crisis”. There
was the long-nurtured love
for cinema, but there was also the
sense of abarrier in converting it
into a vocation. But it was in the
COVID years, after enrolling in a
series of cinematography, screen-
writing and filmmaking courses,
that he truly took Mira Nair’s ad-
vice to heartand began revisiting
and inscribing his memories of
his school years in Chandigarh.
The result is Ghich Pich, which
releases in theatres on August 8.
“With a career shift, you have to
startasabeginner. You are almost
as good as an intern,” shares the
first-time filmmaker. While his
entrepreneurial background gave

him the communication and team
management skills he needed on
setasadirector, there were plen-
ty of new skills to acquire in this
career pivot which he describes
as involving a shift from
being aleft-brained toa
right-brained person.
“Running a company
requires analytical
skills. You're always
thinking in the fu-
ture. With writing
and directing, you have
to stay in the moment
and observe things. It’s a
very different part of your brain
that gets activated when you want
to make a film.”

Set in the early 2000s, Ghich
Pichis a tale of fathers and sons,
of three high-schoolers on the
cusp of adulthood, keen on shap-

many became best friends. Sun-
shine personified, she took her
girls to movies and picnics, and
made it a point to attend their
weddings and birthdays.

“Years after, familiar faces
would come up to her, asking,
‘Aunty Lila, remember you taught
me to cook? She said, ‘That
sentence gives me the best feeling
in the world, no matter how many
times I hear it’ I used to believe
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Close-up of arecipe for Sweetheart
Pudding, with heart doodle by Lila

she had a secret pair of hands
saved for her dinner parties,
serving great food and wine,
topped with mouth-watering
desserts — all matched with
perfect cutlery and glassware. We
imbibed the fine art of entertain-
ing from her”

Lila had initially worked in a
clerical capacity with the RAF’s
women’s administrative services
office. Once her domestic situa-

Ghich Pich crafts a tale of fathers and sons out of the debutant director's
memories of his school years in Chandigarh

ing their own lives, careers and
identities while navigating tradi-
tional and paternal expectations.
Singla, now himself a father to a
nine-year-old, speaks of the in-
sight into and understanding of
those parental demands that the
process of screenwriting gave
him. “While writing the char-
acters of the fathers, my under-
standing of their psyche changed.
We [as a generation] are a little
more privileged and Ilove my son
to deathasall dads do, butIdon’t
know if I have it in me to be so

clear with him that he has to do
certain things. I would rather still
be friends with him.”

Singla finds screenwriting a
“weird and organic process” that
melds personal stories and psy-
chological traumas “but is also
like engineering” (“For example,
you have to engineer act one in
such a way that you get the ca-
tharsis in act three”). For him, he
believes the catharsis has hap-
pened over multiple re-drafts of
the story. “You don’t know atwhat
point your trauma is getting re-

tion altered, when not stirring up
a storm of weekend delectables,
she gave cookery lectures at the
SNDT Women’s University and
YWCA. As area chairperson of
the Andheri branch of YWCA, she
worked for the hostel committee
and in fund-raising, besides being
called to judge numerous cook-
ing competitions across the city.
She also taught at St Catherine’s
Home, Andheri.

“Reaching 100 is extraordi-
nary. More remarkable is how
she’s lived each of those years:
with purpose, dignity and heart.
Hers is a century defined by qui-
etstrength and tireless sacrifice,”
writes Lila’s son Douglas from
Canada. “As a boy, I watched her
juggle the weight of the world
with grace, raising us, support-
ing my father, not once complain-
ing. Her goals were to put food
on the table and ensure our ed-
ucation. Despite the hardships,
financial strain and physical toll
oflong work hours, she never lost
her sense of self. Her self-esteem
was rock-solid. Holding her head
high, she taught me to do the
same. Her presence made peo-
ple feel safe, seen and supported.
Happy 100th, Mom. Your life is a
lesson in love.”

solved or something is changing
inyour brain, but it does change.
It has to change. There is no way
you can avoid that”

Ghich Pich is also a tribute to
the director’s hometown of Chan-
digarh, bringing some of its famed
sites — the Capitol Complex,
the Rose Garden, Sukhna Lake,
the gehri route — to the screen.
“We were regular middle-class
people with zero understanding
of architecture. We were studying,
had friends... that was it,” is the
director’s self-effacing response
when we ask him of how he chose
toweave the city into his film. Re-
turning to Chandigarh now, the
Delhi-based Singla tells us of his
decision to hire an architect to
help him see the city with new
eyes and learn of Le Corbusier’s
architectural vision for it. Scenes
such as those of a breezy picnic
outside Gandhi Bhawan or a
break-up on the Punjab University
campus grounds were written to
bring visual variety and openness
to the film. But taking outdoor
shots in a film set in 2001 also
posed challenges. “The moment
you take an exterior shot, there is
invariably somebody walking in
the shot with a mobile phone or
there’s a new car which is pass-
ing by or there’s a mobile tower.
There are lots of anachronistic
elements that we had to clever-
ly avoid while taking these wide
shots,” shares Singla. Moreover,
for outdoor night scenes, it was
achallenge to find yellow-tinted
street lights because most cities
have now switched to white LED
lights. “We had to find this really
far off street which had yellow
lights so that we could make it
feel like it was still the nineties.”
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