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[image: image1.wmf]It’s Sunday afternoon. Kiran and Archana Sonawane are watching television. On the screen, comedian Johnny Lever is singing and the brother and sister are rolling around laughing. Their mother is preparing lunch in the kitchen. Exactly like in any other family. 

The only difference is that Kiran and Archana are not sitting in a sofa and they are not sitting in a living room. We are sitting on the floor in the only room of their house, which is approximately 10 x 20 feet and their mother in the kitchen is actually just standing in the end of the room, using the corner as kitchen space. 

The house is placed in Dharavi, Asia’s largest slum. Kiran is the oldest of the three children, Archana is the youngest. Kiran’s wife usually lives with them, but since she gave birth two months ago she is living with her family in her village till the baby is three months old. When she comes back there will be seven people sharing the same space for all their daily routines. 
Luckily a spoon
Lunch is ready. Everybody sits on the floor — there is no dining table or chair. The family mashes the rice, chicken and sauce together and eat with their fingers. Luckily I get a spoon — and the mother has politely arranged all my food in one plate. As a dessert she gives me — and only me — a plate of fruits. The hospitality is overwhelming. 

After lunch the floor is carefully wiped with a wet piece of cloth — like you would wipe a table. Then they roll out mats on the floor and we take a nap. 

It is very hot in the little house — since the roof is made of corrugated iron and the sun is shining directly on it. Luckily they have a couple of fans. 

One is hanging in the ceiling, which is only five feet nine inches off the ground. “Watch your head,” someone says every time I stand up. With my five-feet-five-inch height the fan easily could gouge out my eyes. 
Dharavi safari
After the nap — when the temperature is down a bit, Kiran takes me for a walk through the narrow and dark lanes of the slum. Electric wires are hanging in loose, dusty bundles on the walls of the houses. The paths are filled with garbage and puddles of water. An open sewer is running between the houses — the water is grey and lumpy. 

Pieces of old paper and plastic are lying in it. This is a walk that is interspersed with a lot more of “watch your head” and “watch where you’re going”.

We visit one of Kiran’s friends, Arun Ingly. He is a watchman but doesn’t have a steady job.

“It’s up to my boss when I work,” he says. He and his wife have a five-month-old baby. The three of them live with Arun’s mother. On the wall hang two photos decorated with flowers. They are pictures of Arun’s father and brother who died a couple of years ago. 

“If anybody would help us find another place, we would move,” Arun’s wife Sarika says. And they would need a little more than help to find something else in Mumbai. Arun makes around Rs 4,000 per month.

We continue our trip around the slum and Kiran shows me some of the industries in Dharavi. He takes me to a bakery that makes bread. Inside it a long row of white dressed bakers are standing kneading white dough. It is like being back in the 17th century. 

The bread is baked in huge ovens burning wood. All the products made in Dharavi — like belts, pottery and papads are handmade. As Kiran says, “Imagine how many would be out of work, if you had machines for this.”

 
What others say
“You live in Dharavi?” Archana spits out the question imitating the reaction of a friend from her college. It is obviously not a positive thing.

“I no longer tell people from college that I live here, because they think that we’re all bad people,” she says. 

She has just come back from evening classes at her college in New Bombay, where she is studying to become an electronic engineer. She is wearing a spotlessly clean, light yellow punjabi dress. She looks like any other girl you meet. Archana doesn’t look like a bad character or particularly slummy. 

“I like living here. I have lived here all my life. The good part about Dharavi is that everybody helps each other. People living in apartments tend to be selfish, I think. Here people share their problems,” she says. 

It’s time to go to bed. The floor is cleared and mats and blankets are spread out. Being the foreign guest I get to sleep on the only bed, which is normally Kiran’s. The others sleep on the floor with all their clothes on. I do the same and I’m given a woollen shawl to wrap around me. And we all fall asleep listening to the slum mumbling around us. 
Showering in a box
Next morning I talk to Kiran about the same things.

“We have a very strong community here. I don’t mind living here. But of course I would like a separate kitchen and bedroom — everybody does!” he says. Kiran is a junior engineer in a company that manufactures water purifiers, but still he’s not making much more money than his friend, the watchman.

“I have just started out — but in 10 years I will be some place else,” he says with ambition lighting up his eyes. He’s about to leave for work — as spotless as his sister, he is checking his hair in the mirror and shakes his shirt. 

No signs of the slum here. Outside women are washing clothes. This part of the slum only has water between 6 am and 9 am —they have a lot to do during this time. Washing clothes and filling up the tanks in the houses.

After Kiran has left it’s my turn to take a shower. I get into the small, small cabinet. After the claustrophobic shower I brush my teeth — just before I’m about to spit out the toothpaste foam I realise that there’s no sink. 

Apparently they spit on the floor of the shower…
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