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Slumdog millionaire: the true story

Like the hero of Danny Boyle’s hit film, Manju made a miraculous escape from
hfemmhld:anmetmphan He revisits the scene of a childhood as dramatic

as any movie
Sarah Hams

Last night, a smart young TV channel technician from Bangalore
watched Danny Boyle's Slumdog Millionaire. "You don't need to
ask me anything about my life. It is all there on the movie screen,”
22-year-old Manju beams proudly from the front seat of his
friend’s Jeep, the latest Bollywood blockbuster biaring tinnily from
a brand new Motoroia mobile. “I am also Slumdog — but much
worse. To me slum means you are lucky; it means shelter and no
rain coming inside. | was sleeping on the streel or in a drainpipe,
depending on the weather,” he recalls, as the neon-lit cases of
McDonald's Drive Thru, Baskin-Robbins and Coffee Day flash
past on the route to Mysore Highway.

Boyle's Slumdog Millionafre is the rags-to-riches tale of orphan
Jamal Malik, and his perilous ascent from a Mumbai slum to
winner of Wha Wants fo be a Millionaire?. His rise from the
gutter, and his brother Salim's journey into gangsterism, is told
alongside india's transformation into the hyper-capitalism of its
new mega cities. The film has garmered four Golden Globes, six
Baftas and is favourite to win Best Film at tomorrow's Oscars.
But in India, it has touched a nerve Some praise its vensimilitude,
last month slum dwellers of Patna threatened to burn effigies of
Boyle, in protest at what they saw as the film's derogatory use of
the term "Slumdog”™

For Manju however — and the 450 million or so others who have
experienced the sharp end of hunger beneath India’s $2 per day
poverty line — this film is like peering at his fife through a
beautifully distorted kaleidoscope. *“My brother and | were exactly
like Jamal and Salim — except we didn't win any game show. Our
story was real life.” boasts Manju. Now clean and immaculately
dressed, the 22-year-old former street urchin, chai wallah,
vegetable seller, petty thief, balloon seller, busboy and sometime
gangster has come a long way since he clawed his way out of the
sewers of Mysore.

He may not have a 20-million-rupee cheque in his pocket, but
Manju's escape from the drainpipe has all the drama of a
screenplay — and is just as unlikely. Today the seif-proclaimed
“middie-class type” rents a room in one of the most affluent areas
of Bangalore and is climbing the ranks of the Zee TV Kannada
news network, while devoting his evenings to completing a
university degree. The orphaned street boy, who once waited
cutside for scraps, can now hold his head up at any restaurant. In
India, this is not just a rarity, but a8 miracle. “Most of the children
we grew up with are drunks, gangsters or pimps — and the rest
are in jail." Most still live on the streets, and only ten per cent will
ever leave.

‘I had to climb out of the shit too, just like Jamal!" Manju chuckies,
relishing the opportunity to relive his past through the safety of the
cinema screen. He is comparing the film's slum toilet scene to an
episode in his childhood, where he fell into an open sewer “right
up to my neck”, and nearly died. "I was fighting and shouting, but
no one came o help,” he says. *| thought at that moment | would
die. But | struggled until | managed to drag myseilf out.”

Today, Manju is retracing his steps for the first time in ten years,
from the bright lights of Bangalore, India's first *Silicon City™, to
the teeming Mysore marketplace of his childhood. “I will show you
things about my life you won't believe,” he warns, "worse than any
fitm.”

As the Jeep hurtles down the dusty 160km highway from
Bangalore to Mysore, Manju recalls — as much as he can — how
he came to be on the streets in the first place. *My earliest
memary is lying on the paverment next to my mother outside the
market. A cyclist rode up to us and drove the bike pedal into the
top of my head. It went haif an inch inside — you can still see the
scar,” he says, parting the hair to reveal a raised s:h.rery patch on
__his skull. e
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The fragmented prelude to his family’s arrival on the pavement is
all too familiar. It begins with two childhood sweethearts from
poor families (“just two meals per day poor”) who run away to
marry in secret. They have three children: Manju, Srinivasa and
Shruti. Six months after the birth of their third child, the husband
turns o drink and leaves her for another woman. His young wife
is left to fend for herself and look after the children on her own
“That is why she started drinking," says Manju. "to stop her
feeling any pain. She wouid tell me, ‘After drinking, mind is free.”

He doesn't like to say what she did for money. *Selling something,
vegetables maybe. . | don't know,” he mutters. | didn't see.”
Manju does, however, drop hints that the most common currency

for the women abandoned on the sireet was their bodies. Even
children as young as eight would regularly disappear, kidnapped
by sex traffickers and brothel owners. "On the street 90 per cent
of the women and girls are working in prostitution, in brothels and
outside places, but what else can they do? They are helpiess,” he
says

Fighting dirty

As his mother drowned her sorrows in Rs.6 (9p) botties of booze,
Manju and his younger brother Srinivasa were set loose to fund
her alcohol habit. "She gave us a target of Rs.50 (around 72p)
each per day, and if we didn't give her the money she would beat
us. Her cruelty was the only reason we used to beg — otherwise
meoney had no meaning for us.”

It was mostly within the walis of the vegetable market that Manju
and his brother earned their lving. As we pull up at the gates,
19-year-old Srinivasa is anxiously waiting for us. He hasn't been
back here in three years and has taken time off from his job, as
team captain at an international hotel chain in Chennal, He admits,
*It feels strange coming back here. Our lives are so different
now." Strange indeed, to imagine these city professionals dodging
barefoot through the cabbage leaves and cow dung, scavenging
for damaged fruit to resell at the market for a couple of rupees
At night, the boys tell me, they would make their bed in hessian
sacks — or in one of the large disused drainage pines

Trucks rumble through the courtyard, while gangs of raggedy
children dodge between legs, picking expertly through the waste.
Manju points to an eight-year-old girl chewing on a rotting
aubergine, flies buzzing around her hair: “That girl, she is just like
me and my brother used to be. Can you believe?” For these
children, survival is a full-time job: *Our only thought was: how to
fill our stomachs.”

Outside in the street, Srinivasa points to American tourists, and
tells me that 15 years ago he would have been falling at their Nike
trainers. "Please give me one rupee, one pen, one chocolate!”
Other tricks included stealing coconuts from Hindu shrines or
scavenging through the rubbish outside marriage halls.

Later, the brothers guide me through the dark alleyways of the
meat market. Walking through puddies of bicod, the two young
men show me the place where they would collect discarded
chicken heads and feet, make a fire and roast them. "We used to
search for dead sparrows and eat them too,” says Manju. "And
cigarettes,” reminds Srinivasa. “Every street child is smoking —
drinking alcohol and sometimes sniffing glue too,” Manju informs
me gravely. He was drunk most days. "My mother used to give it
to me, saying it would make me stronger. When somebody would
beat me in the street, she would make me drink alcohol so |
wouldn't feel the pain.”
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When | came to the hostet and saw the other chiidren learning
their ABCs, | wanted that too. If it hadn't been for Odanadi's
intervention, we would probably be dead or in jail now, There is
still little chance for street children in India to come out of the
clutches of poverty and become a different person altogether.”
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months. “To win is my ambition ”

Today, Manju is confident of his place in the world: "I speak weil,
look goed, nice clothes, new mobile phone, bedroom and TV —
just like a middle-class type. | may have come from nothing, but
my talent shines through. No one can look down on me now.”
Shruti, now 18, Is still at the orphanage, but Srinivasa; at just 18,
has bought two plots of land outside Chennai where he plans to
build his own home, and proudly displays a wallet full of cash
cards:
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But it seems the New Indian dream comes with a provisc: | don't
tell anycne my background,” says Manju. “At work they think | am
& good boy from a higher family. If they ask, | tell them my
mother and father live in Mysore.” And he has good reason.
Beneath India’s shiny new shopping malls, the old systems of
caste and superstition still run deep. At school, the teachers
called him "orphan boy" and make him sit on the floor, away from
the other pupils. In a previous job, his employer cut his wages by
a third when he discovered his past. *In this country, if you are an
orphan boy going up, someone will try to keep you down,” he
explains. *This is why | am not telling my poverty — | am telling
only my talent. My only property is my talert,” says Manju

But there are many talented boys fike him, who will never get a
chance 1o use it — and nowhere is this more aptly depicted than in
the fictional Mumbai of Slumdog Miilionaire.

As the film's hero makes the lucky guess that leads to the
20-million rupee jackpot, the city’s 7 million slum-dwellers gather

around TV screens to cheer the success they will never get to
experience for themselves. The message? Transcending the
gutter is a matter of chance: one in a million, as rare as a lottery
win
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a different story though,” he says. “In my film the street people
are good, like Srinivasa and me. They work hard and get a good
job — because that is real life. My people will come to see this fim
and see that as long as they have ambition, they can make it
Mine will be a story to inspire them.” :




