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I AM NO MESSIAH
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To my parents, Saroj and Shakti



It's impossible,' said Pride

'It's risky,' said Experience

'It's pointless,' said Reason



'Give it a try,' whispered the Heart
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Introduction

'Messiah of the Migrants'

It brings a faint blush to my face when such titles are bestowed on me.
But when I pause on the highway of life, quite literally as you will agree, I
realize that nobody transmutes overnight to become deserving of such an
honour.

I, for sure, know that I didn't.

On Wednesday, 15 April 2020, it was that nudge from my heart which
sent me to that traffic junction in 400605, the zip code of Kalwa in Thane
district, with a mask on my face. That spot was the Bodhi tree of my life.
It was where I received my enlightenment.

I shudder to imagine how empty my life would have been if I, too, had
chosen to continue basking in that overwhelming attention and affection
that we film stars receive. But it was as if destiny had willed that I had to
go beyond stardom to find my raison d'etre. In fact, I had to use my
stardom to discover why karma had placed me in a position of power so
that I could use it altruistically.

I found my karma on the streets of Mumbai during the lockdown imposed
after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, when I personally went to
distribute truckloads of food packets and other basic essentials to migrant
workers.

Nothing indeed comes from a place of contentment. Every human being is
always going through some upheaval within.

But while inner turmoil can be bothersome, it can also help a person go
down an untried, fulfilling path-the road less travelled.

For me, the outcome of that emotional turbulence was an awakening of
the conscience. When the pandemic struck, the first few davs
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in a state of slumber. I was lulled into a kind of obedience to just follow
the rules. COVID-19 was a mystery disease; it was a hidden enemy. No
one knew where the monster lurked, how or whom it would strike.
Perhaps we'll never fully comprehend the truth behind the virus that
brought the world to its knees.

But after the first couple of weeks of sanitizers, handwashes, face masks,
hand gloves and staying home safe, I began to feel a distinct sense of
unease. I have always been a man of action and commitment; I was not
cut out for indolence and apathy.

I am a man on the move, not an inert, lethargic being. My



conscience sent heartfelt messages to my mind, which in turn churned
with thoughts. What I was sure of and knew straight off was that I wasn't
meant to sit complacently at home.

I subjected myself to my own version of a SWOT self-assessment-
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. The weakness: I was



not a man of medicine, a qualified doctor, a health-care worker or even a
compounder. The opportunity was right before me. The world outside my
door was caught in a grip of bewilderment. I had to do something about it,
and I had to go out there and be a front-line worker. The threats or
obstacles: I had no clue what they would be. But they could never be a
deterrent in my life. Not after the trial by fire that a struggler goes
through before finding stardom.

One of my strengths was that I was unafraid of facing the unknown,
confident about overcoming hurdles and taking them head-on. The
clincher was a dialogue I had with myself; I had a conversation with my
conscience. I asked what my biggest unique strength was and received
the answer: I was a celebrity. People knew me, they recognized my face,
and my name could open doors. I had the distinct advantage of being able
to stand beside a stranger in need and give him the reassuring comfort
that I was watching out for him.

My Kalinga Moment

What prompted me to drive down to Kalwa Chowk in Thane and oversee
the distribution in person when I could have easily dispatched our
truckloads of food, drinking water, sanitizers and sanitary napkins
without leaving home? What drove me out when I could have sat home
feeling virtuous? The answer to that was an inexplicable restlessness
inside me. I couldn't be content using my reach as a celebrity only to post
'stay safe'

and 'wash your hands' messages on social media. I couldn't just upload
morale-boosting videos on how to stay mentally and physically fit during
the lockdown. I had to be personally out there, on the battlefront. It was
like a call from the divine
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to that conscience call earlier too, in a smaller measure, when I handed
over Shakti Sagar, my sixstorey hotel in Juhu, to the state authorities in



April, two weeks after a nationwide lockdown had been announced.
Healthcare workers were the wall between us and the virus. Giving them
food and a place to rest in the rooms of Shakti Sagar, a building with a
name of special significance to me, pleased me, and I was glad when other
colleagues from cinema followed suit by similarly throwing open their
properties to the corona warriors. Buying this building on 24 May 2018
had been, for



me, a confirmation that I'd reached a place of worth in lifean
achievement that I had earned and not inherited from a big-name
production house. It's a story I shall soon share, but naming the building
after my late father, Shakti Sagar, was particularly gratifying. It was as if



my parents were looking down from heaven and guiding me to do what
they'd always taught me to do-help people.

The very first time that I stepped out to distribute food packets to
migrant workers during the lockdown, my wife, Sonali, asked me, 'Sonu,
where are you off to?' She reminded me that a lockdown meant staying
at home. That was on 15 April. I placated her by saying that it was
personally very important for me to do this, and she relented.

And thank God I took that step. That day, 15 April, was my Kalinga
moment, when life, as with Emperor Ashoka, put me on a course I had
never thought was on my itinerary.

In the past, I had heard people talk about 'finding their calling' and
saying, 'Hey, this is what I was destined to do.' I knew of friends who said
they had found their calling in politics or teaching or something else. I
know of people who had switched careers midstream. When any of them
told me, 'Sonu, I have found my path', I would be happy for them but
couldn't help feeling a little suspicious. Does something really come
calling you? Is it an inward or outward sign? Do you get hit in the middle
of your life with a purpose?

But now that it has happened to me, I know that all of us have been
placed in this world to do what destiny has planned for us. You never
know when that plan will be rolled out, when that plan will call out to you.

I've been in the Indian film industry for close to two decades.

I've worked in countless films in different languages around the globe.
Responsibility and commitment have been the bywords of my life. And I
know the worth of a promise, the value of my word.

I have worked in films, I have produced films, I have dabbled in real
estate, I have done myriad things in my life. But the c;n11l-11nliftinn
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initiative, which consumed my life for almost three months, defies
description. It felt as if my whole life had been leading to this. As if I had
travelled from Moga to Mumbai, going through hoops of fire to become
an actor, a superstar and a man of steel, only to one day transform into a
figure of hope who came in from nowhere to lift truckloads of strangers
and carry them home.

When I could take a moment to reflect on this course-altering phase, I
realized that the solicitude, the sense of purpose and compassion of such
magnitude had to have been stirred in



me at a young age. This was where my parents played the most important
part in my upbringing. There is a saying that children close their ears to
advice but open their eyes to example.

When I stood on that highway to flag off busloads of worried and harried
workers, who just wanted to go home, the scene resonated with what I



had witnessed, catalogued and filed away in my childhood memories.

I was weaned on the gregarious and generous spirit of the Punjabi
household. Our doors were always open and the dining table always had
more than just our nuclear family around it. Hospitality, sharing your roti
with others, is an organic Punjabi trait. There is a tradition in most of our
homes to welcome people to our table, with ghar ka khana and khaoji
being our favourite phrases. Our kitchens are our pride. The more people
we feed, the better we sleep. Usually with a beatific smile on the face and
warmth nestled deep inside the heart.

My mother and father instilled a basic life lesson in me.

They told me that no matter where I was, or at what stage in life, I should
consider myself worthy only if I were able to help someone less privileged
than me. But I must confess that at no stage had I ever envisioned that I
would one day play a role in a campaign with such social ramifications as
the Ghar Bhejo movement. I had never dreamt that I would be a part of
something so substantial. But then, even science fiction of the

Contagion variety couldn't have imagined a worldwide lockdown of this
proportion, or what it would do to a workforce that found itself stranded
on the roads.

If I had given in to the celebrity syndrome of sitting in my ivory tower and
having my largesse delivered to the needy by remote control, I would
never have come face to face with the trauma of the migrant workers or
understood that a food packet was a woefully inadequate substitute for a
ride back home.

When my neighbour Ajay Dhama drove me down to Thane that day, I
comforted myself with the thought that I'd be doing the soul-cleansing
service of distributing food packets and nthPr pc:;c:;pnti�lc:; �mnnn
thP minr�ntc:;_ whn wPrP mP�nt tn w�lk
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all the way back to their villages. But I was unprepared for what lay
before me. It was despair·-up, close, personal and disturbing.

There was confusion and chaos, emotional and practical.

Thousands had begun their padyatras, their long journeys on foot, some
cradling children in their arms, others carrying their elders on their
shoulders. Husbands walked ahead, holding tiffin carriers and water
bottles. Wives followed, their heads covered with the sari or dupatta,
holding their children,



bracing themselves for the harshness of the sun and the darkness of the
night.

We encountered a medley of deeply perturbed faces drawn, none of them
wearing a smile, not even one of hope. People from various castes,
regions and professions were present.



Some willingly put out their hands for the food we were distributing.
Others hesitated. Their gaze held several unasked questions. Perhaps it
was my imagination at work, but I was hit by this disconcerting feeling
that someone in that crowd was asking me, 'Do you really think that by
handing out these packets, you've done enough? You've assuaged your
soul?' It was my mind playing tricks, my conscience rubbing its eyes and
waking up. No one asked me any questions. It tickled them to find a face
they recognized, a celebrity in their midst. But honestly, beyond that my
presence gave them nothing.

Something that struck me, and is stuck in my mind even now, was the vast
sea of humanity before me. I was, at first, taken aback by the sheer
number of people on the roads.

Innumerable people on the highway, below bridges, on the sidewalks,
social distancing a distant dream. Some were squatting, others standing,
restless and yet resigned to their fate.

For distribution at Kalwa Chowk, we had carried a couple of truckloads
of food, water and basic essentials for 48,000-50,000 people. On average,
we were handing out two packets to each person when some of the
migrant workers requested me for enough food to tide them over for ten
days. It seemed odd to me that they were asking me for food that would
last so long. So I asked them, 'Why would you want food for ten days?'

They explained that they were going on foot to their homes in Karnataka,
a journey of at least ten days. And it was then that the reality of their
ordeal hit me. It stumped me. There were 350 people there, all set to
walk home.

'I met a family with an elderly lady and a little girl. When I asked them
where they were going, they said, Karnataka. I told them to hold on for
two days; I would see what I could do. And thus began the chain to set the
whole process in motion,' I said tn c:Pninr in11rn::1lic:t ::1nrl ::111thnr
Rh::1r::1thi �- Pr;arlh;an_ fnr hPr
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Sunday column in the Telegraph.

The number 350 was just the beginning. There were thousands more
waiting in hope, because as the days passed, more and more people came
to Kalwa Chowk, which was a kind of stopover on their journey by foot.
There were batches heading in different directions to Bihar, Uttar
Pradesh, Jharkhand and other states.

'Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your
country.' Inspired by John F. Kennedy's epochal words, a transformative
thought began to take shape inside



my head. For one thing, it became amply clear to me, and I admitted it to
myself, that what I was doing was definitely neither adequate nor a
solution to the real problem that loomed large on the highway. I couldn't
possibly sit back smugly about distributing 'brown paper packages tied up
with strings'.



The corollary to the first thought was that newfound wisdom had to
translate into action. My strength, my star power, the privileged position
of being a public face had to be put to worthwhile use.

Once I'd cleared my head, I dialled Neeti Goel, a restaurateur-friend who
became a front-foot player alongside me in the movement. Putting two
heads together instead of relying on one was the wiser way of coming up
with a practical, doable plan to provide the right salve for stranded
migrant workers.

In the course of my conversations with her and a couple of other friends, I
decided I was going to stick my neck out and go the whole hog.

I was going to put wheels under the feet of the people who wanted to go
home. When I asked the workers who were going to Karnataka to give
me two days to find them a better way of reaching their destinations than
journeying on foot, they were at first mistrustful. They had been left to
their own devices and were so helpless that they didn't dare to even hope
someone cared enough to actually shepherd them home.

They were impatient, they were disbelieving. Many said they would walk
home. Others told me they would cycle all the way.

Realizing how onerous the task before me was, I requested them to be
patient with me. I put my persuasive powers to good use, assuring them
that though it would take a couple of days for me to organize a ride for
them, it would come through. I would make sure I got them to their
destinations more comfortably than they could imagine.

It was an impromptu but impassioned plea. And, like Shah Rukh Khan's
dressing-room speech in Chak De! India, it had an impact. They agreed to
wait and gave me a chance to prove that I meant what I said.

With m;:1nv nf thpm_ I h;:1,i ;1 nnP-nn-nnP rnnvprc;:;1tinn_ I
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conveyed to them that they were the heartbeat of our nation.

I said, 'You helped build our bridges, roads, homes, hospitals, religious
places, schools and even our courts. It is your sweat and blood that has
gone into our infrastructure. Today, when you are literally standing
stranded on the crossroads, fearing there is no one here for you, I'm with
you. The least I can do is to flag off your journey.'

The visuals of crowds stretching for miles.-of lockdownbeaten migrants
walking homewards, families moving en masse with the elderly who could
barely walk-made it diffi-



cult for me to shut my eyes. Sleep played hide-and-seek with me as I
became more aware of what was happening out there on the roads of my
country, my state, my city.

Questions that whirred in my head: How could we allow those who helped
build our homes to not reach their own homes? How could we turn away



unaffected from their trauma, as if it had little to do with us?

American entertainer Lily Tomlin was spot on when she said: 'I always
wondered why somebody doesn't do something about that. Then I
realized I was somebody.' I realized that I was not merely somebody but
a fortunate somebody who had a voice and the means to 'do something
about that'.

But, as I told Lachmi Deb Roy of Outlook magazine, 'Initially, I didn't
have any idea how to make arrangements to send migrant labourers
home.' I had sheltered the first 350 in a school, having promised them that
I would personally organize buses to ferry them home. I also assured
them that they would get food and other amenities while they waited for
the transport to arrive.

This was where the Ghar Bhejo movement, the 'Send Them Home'
mission, really began. At that juncture, I didn't know how far or how wide
the movement would carry. But carry it did.

As the movement gained momentum, and word spread like wildfire that I
was not making empty promises but was actually making transport
available for migrants, they came in droves, looking for me and my
representatives. Hundreds of requests came each day, thousands each
week. My inbox and WhatsApp messages overflowed. At one stage, my
inbox had over 3500 mails from various people. I don't know where they
got my email ID from, but I was inundated with mails and started to lose
track. Neeti, Sonali, my kids, everybody joined in. My chartered
accountant, Pankaj Jalisatgi, stepped in with his team of four. The four
multiplied into twelve Ghar Bhejo volunteers.

The first obstacle was obtaining permission from the different states. For
the first busload, we had to get permissions from the relevant authorities
in Maharashtra, where the migrants would begin their journey on sturdy
wheels, and from Karnataka, which would receive them. The catch was
that most states did not want to accept people from Maharashtra,
because this was a red zone, with the highest number of cases and high
infection rates. We surmounted that difficulty by getting every passenger



on the bus tested for the virus and getting doctors' certificates for them
all. This may sound easy on paper, but it was a project in itself.

Even within Mumbai, while the buses waited, fully tanked and ready to
roll, workers from containment areas, like Worli, couldn't step out and
reach the bus stop; they were pushed back to where they'd been stranded



since the lockdown began on 24 March 2020. We desperately needed
state cooperation to send our migrants safely home.

There's much wisdom wrapped around many a saying about taking that
small first step which could end up as the biggest leap of your life. But
Martin Luther King Jr's 'Faith is taking that first step even when you
can't see the whole staircase'

comes closest to describing how a leap of faith works best when you're in
that confounding state of figuring out what the first step should be.

I went about it with an engineer's precision. As they say, education is
never a waste, and my four years at the Yeshwantrao Chavan College of
Engineering (VCCE) in Nagpur came in handy. I made a road map. Since I
had no experience in executing something on this scale, I brought in more
of my friends.

We needed more heads, more hands.

Apart from certificates from doctors for those leaving the state, we
needed to establish a line of communication with assistant magistrates,
district magistrates, deputy commissioners of police and a roster of other
officials. It was imperative to make contact with a wide range of
authorities to ensure smooth transition from one state to another.

We needed to familiarize ourselves with guidelines; each state had its
own. A glitch-free journey for migrant workers had to be firmed up,
because they were in no position to explain anything to anybody
confronting them. Most of them were so shaken up that they just wanted
a smooth passage home, with no questions asked. This put additional
responsibility on my team and me, because I needed to be one hundred
per cent sure that our arrangements were legitimate and efficient.

Our responsibility went beyond bidding each migrant worker goodbye in
Mumbai. After they left Maharashtra, we h�rf
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sound. I actually spoke to cops patrolling borders and on expressway
check nakas (points) to make sure that the transport carrying the
migrants went through without a snag. Initially, there were a few hiccups,
but we learnt about and rectified them as we went along, until we got the
hang of it. It also took a while for security personnel in all states to
understand the integrity and intention behind the whole movement. It was
heartening as their understanding grew into admiration and cooperation,
indeed into enthusiastic participation.



We started at point zero and got ourselves a toll-free number. Next, apart
from arranging for ten buses to make interstate road trips from
Maharashtra to Karnataka, we had to connect with government officials
at both ends of the journey.

Karmic Connections



If you take a breather and care to notice, at many points in your life,
you'll understand why life dealt you certain cards which seemed baffling
to you at one time. It was only after the beginning of the Ghar Bhejo
movement that I realized why karma had given me stardom in the three
southern states of Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. Today,
because of the volume of work I had done in Karnataka, I have a lot of
friends there, men of influence who could open bureaucratic doors and
get us the required permissions from government offices.

Once the permissions came through, our energy levels shot up, and we
became determined to bring this daunting task to fruition.

The journey began with the first step of 350 migrant labourers who
reached home safely. But there were thousands more yearning to go back
to their small towns and villages. Connections had to be established with
many more state governments

-UP, Bihar, Jharkhand, Odisha, Rajasthan. Multitudes had their homes in
other states,-Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana. But we could ply
buses only to those states that allowed them entry.

The 350 burgeoned into over 1 lakh who had to be transported to their
homes. The government gave us Shramik Specials to move many more by
train. But the clamour for buses continued. We had to open up airports
and, within a given window of time, book flights to carry the distressed
from one end of the country to the other. And there were lakhs still
seeking help. Ghar Bhejo was an uninterrupted exercise until the last
person who wanted to go home was reunited with their
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siah of the migrants. But it's teamwork that lifts the trophy. I just chipped
in.



The paperwork piled up. Ghar Bhejo required tons of paperwork-a friend
in the restaurant business took over and helped me deal with it. It was
like a war room. As the juggernaut moved to many more states and more
modes of transport, my wife, Sonali, segregated people state-wise and
lists were drawn up. Buses had their own limitations,-because of social
distancing, you couldn't pack them to capacity. So alternatives also had to
be explored.



I couldn't possibly keep track of every person who was reaching out to
me and coordinate their travel plans. Neeti Goel walked every step of the
way with me. Pankaj Jalisatgi fine-tuned which batch would travel by bus,
who'd get on to the Shramik Specials arranged by the Centre and who
needed to be airlifted. Friend and film-maker Farah Khan called



frequently to inquire how she could pitch in and organized water for the
travellers. Other friends volunteered to pick up migrants from different
parts of Mumbai and bring them to the bus stop.

Once the crucial first move was made, the whole chain began to fall into
place.

As someone said, 'The two most important days of your life are the day
you are born and the day you find out why.'

I was born on 30 July 1973, a Monday, the first important day of my life.
On 15 April 2020, a Wednesday, I found out why. It was the second most
important day of my life. A day to be marked on my personal calendar for
posterity.

The first time the rest of the world learnt of Ghar Bhejo was when I
flagged off the first ten busloads with 350 anxious passengers going home
to Karnataka. Every day that I stepped out to facilitate this journey, my
family worried about me. At the outset, Sonali attempted to dissuade me
from going out to a public space, and tried to convince me to do what I
wanted behind closed doors. It was natural for her to worry about my
safety and well-being, with a pandemic raging outside. But I had a hunch
that my presence would make a difference to the embattled people who
were on the cusp of a long journey.

I knew that the solace my flesh-and-blood presence would give them, as I
walked shoulder to shoulder with them, was irreplaceable.

Instinct told me once again that my personal, physical presence would
make a difference to the people who had lived through a harrowing
period and needed to see some light at the end of the tunnel. So seeing a
reassuring figure standing by those buses, seeing someone they
recognized and trusted hirtrtinn thPm nnnrthvP w�c; c;nmPthinn thPv
rn11lrt hnlrt nn tn
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and draw comfort from. It was an image they would carry with them back
home,-a sort of insurance that gave them the confidence to believe better
days awaited them. To see me pad up and go to the public crease gave my
wife the expected jitters.

But I was the captain of my team: my presence in person was imperative
and irreplaceable.

It went a long way in building the confidence of the stranded, who knew
that here was a man they could reach out to. And their numbers swelled.
When people realized they could get to me even through Twitter, I
started getting



messages in the thousands on my timeline. Since the migrants themselves
were not on social media, they would get strangers to pass on the
messages to me. There were appeals from random people informing me
that a group of ten migrants was stuck in some odd place and requesting
me to arrange transport for them.



Logic, Logistics and Statistics

At one point, there were 1.5 lakh requests, either through mail or social
media or our toll-free number. It was hard for all of us to cope with the
growing numbers, but ultimately, we devised a way to categorize the
requests as 'Crucial', 'Urgent' and

'Moderately Urgent'. Once the listings were made, we swung into action.

Emergencies came under 'Crucial'. People stuck on highways, without
shelter and money, were labelled 'Urgent'. Through this classification
system, we were able to bring order to our

•

operation.

It was a humungous, non-stop process as we got calls to rescue people
from dhabas outside Haryana, on the highways of Uttar Pradesh and
Rajasthan. Sometimes, people just stood at petrol pumps and sent us the
zip codes, asking for vehicles.

As the movement grew and went beyond Mumbai, friends from Lucknow,
Kanpur and other cities came forward to help.

They drove to the main nakas or city centres to meet groups of people
who had been travelling on foot and took them to shelters, like schools,
wedding halls or some such place that was opened up to take them in.
They were given food and taken care of while we organized their
transport after getting all the required details of each group.

The logistics were like we were going into a battle, and we needed an
army of supporters. We got buses and, in some cases, truck drivers to
help transport people, and petrol pumps on highways became pick-up
points.

There was a time when people even found out my residential
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outside. Groups of forty-five to fifty people would gather outside
Casablanca, the building where I reside in Mumbai, asking for transport. I
was worried for their safety and was also beset with doubt over my ability
to send home so many at one go.

But my team and I never gave up. We found a way to break up the groups
into smaller ones, and we kept finding modes of transport to get them out
of Mumbai.

If Ghar Bhejo by bus was a logistical challenge, the railways came with
their own set of impediments. Buses had their limitations because of
social distancing, which meant that



they couldn't ply to their full capacity. So we had to turn to trains. One
trainload could carry over 1200 passengers. But experience taught us that
road transport was relatively easier to organize, because a private citizen
can't just book an entire train, especially during a pandemic. Being a
government-run mode of transport, trains meant mounds of paperwork to



tackle, with permissions required from the state administration, central
government and railway authorities. Coordinating between all of them
felt like scaling Mount Everest. But again, it got easier as we came to
grips with what it entailed.

Each train could ideally pack in 1200 people, but sometimes, I would send
as many as 1600 on a train, because there was a human tidal wave waiting
to be sent home.

How's the Josh?

At one point I thought aloud, 'I wish I had a jaadu ki chhadi, a magic
wand, to send them all home.'

Our responsibility stretched beyond seeing off a train from Mumbai
Central or VT. Shramik Specials made very few stops.

Keeping the food supply going to every passenger we sent home was
another challenge. There had to be detailed coordination with volunteers
and contacts, at junctions like Ratlam and Vadodara, who would meet the
trains and give food and water to the migrants.

To add to the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown woes, a cyclone was
headed towards the coast of Mumbai on 1 June 2020. Moving people as
Cyclone Nisarga threatened to hit Maharashtra was even more exacting,
as they had to be provided with food, shelter and comforting words. They
were worried because the few trains that had been green-signalled were
cancelled and so were other means of transport.

The cry for help came from different places. A group of people, originally
from Assam, sent me a photograph of them standing at Lokmanya Tilak
Bridge near the Kurla terminus in Mumbai. With the weatherman
forecasting the fury of a.1:,.. ............ ........................................ 1 ..... 1. ....
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was an SOS we had to respond to. Food was an immediate requirement,
which was met without delay. We fed those people under the bridge and
asked them to bear with us till we found suitable shelter for them. The
circumstances were beyond us as the weather added to our difficulties.
We couldn't arrange any kind of transport in those conditions and had to
keep the group safe for four days before I could put them all on a flight to
Guwahati and heave a sigh of relief. Similarly, another lot of migrants
was flown to Uttarakhand.



But each time I waved a batch of people goodbye, I got a reward. The
smile that had eluded them for weeks lit up their faces and tears of hope
replaced despair in their eyes.

My josh, my energy was almost unflagging. People had to be picked up in
tempo travellers, from Palghar, Nalasopara and far-flung areas, in the



dead of night and transported to a bus terminus or railway station. All this
while taking precautionary measures, like getting every vehicle sanitized
after each group had exited it. I did a lot of this myself because
volunteers were not always available at those unearthly hours.

'Service to others is the rent you pay for your room here on earth,' said
Muhammad Ali. The champ of the boxing ring certainly knew what he
was talking about, because paying my

'rent' showed me what reservoirs of energy I had stored within me. I was
never exhausted; I was supercharged, like a man possessed. I became
busier than I ever had been before the lockdown. Many a time, I put in
twenty hours of uninterrupted work, barely sleeping. In fact, ever since
Ghar Bhejo began, I've been checking my messages till 2.30-3 a.m. daily,
catching literally just forty winks and waking up by 5.30 a.m., because the
first batch of migrants would usually be sent off between 6-6.30 a.m. It
has been a round-the-clock obsession but never a cause for complaint for
the exhilarating contentment it has given me.

Waving off a batch of my migrant 'family' was only the beginning of an
association with each one, as there were unending follow-ups from them.
It was their sheer gratitude and love that made them send me the pictures
from their journey, looking forward to at least an emoji from me in
acknowledgement. When they reached their homes, the flurry of phone
calls continued. I would receive pictures and videos of them at home.
They didn't want to cut their links with me even after they were home.
They wanted me to see their families. It was as if they had adopted me to
be a part of their lives.

It was impossible to snap ties with them after a happy sendoff, and their
messages gave me joy. I also felt that I should stay in touch until the
newly forged ties reached their natural conclusion. I knew that once they
settled down to a routine, got wrapped up in their jobs, they would be
slowly and organically weaned away from their dependence on me. I thus
stayed connected to thousands of them, because to many of them and to
me, this connection could not be severed the moment they reached their
doorstep.



A Platter of Roles

The fact that those who had been strangers until yesterday

included me in their lives made me feel that I had done something right.
But these after-journey connections were maintained alongside our work



of coordinating, planning and taking care of the next batch of people who
were looking for my help. I was on my toes all through the lockdown
months.

Some of the migrant workers who reached home weeks ago continue to
send me text messages. It has taken enormous amounts of my time and
attention to maintain communication with them, but I have tried to keep
their spirits up by replying to each of them, at least for the initial period
until they settled down.

Many of my colleagues from the entertainment industry have also opened
their hearts and their wallets in different ways during this unprecedented
crisis. Mine hasn't been the only spectacular effort, but it has given me a
purpose in life.

Amid the mayhem of an intense pandemic, I was able to hew myself a
clear path that actually mapped a way for 1 lakh of the stranded migrants
to go home.

At times, taking care of them even meant, for me, switching roles from a
trip adviser or travel agent to a shrink and counsellor. I got some really
way-out travel requests, and I tried to humour these, if only to help
people keep their chins up during such a difficult period. An unusual one
came from a man who said, 'Sonu bhai, I'm stuck, I need to go to a wine
shop.' To him, I jocularly replied, 'Sorry bhai, I can't get you to a wine
shop now. However, after you reach home, you can find your own way to
a bar. And God forbid, if you end up having one too many, perhaps I can
find a way to send you home from the bar.'

There was one couple that seemed to have unresolved differences. Both
husband and wife reached out to me and said,

'Bhai, send us home.' And then the wife added, 'But I want to go to my
mother's house. I can't stay with him.' To them, I wisecracked, 'Perhaps I
can send both of you to Goa to sort out your differences.'



I had to thus play innumerable roles in dealing with the migrants whose
requests ranged from simple ones, like 'Please send us home', to complex
ones, like 'I need to get away from my in-laws'. I had to be on the ball to
volley the right reply to each of them.

Months have gone by, and I have sent thousands home, but there are
times when I still wake up with a start because the early images of that
tsunami of the young and the ageing, all weather-beaten and walking on
the highway, are impossible to delete from my memory. You keep asking
yourself, 'ls there really so much suffering in the world?' You look around,
sense the comfort of family and feel gratitude spring within you.

We are privileged and we need to say grace many times a day.



We have no idea what a harsh world exists out there and how protected
we have been. Every time you sit at the dining table, think of the
countless millions for whom two square meals and a roof over their heads
is an unimaginable luxury and be grateful for what you have.

I thought I'd come to Mumbai to chase an impossible dream.



But I now believe that I was propelled to this city to fulfil a purpose. I am
thankful for becoming the catalyst in the lives of so many migrants. My
heart beats in Mumbai, but after Ghar Bhejo, I have begun to feel that a
part of me lives in the villages of UP, Bihar, Jharkhand, Assam,
Uttarakhand and various other states where I now have new friends.

Poster Boy

When I took my baby steps in the film industry, I must confess that it
bothered my parents to see me get barely any mention on a poster or
hoarding. As parents are wont to be, they wanted to see me get equal
prominence alongside the big marquee names. They were somewhat
mollified when I later graduated to getting equal billing in promotional
material.

But my father would sometimes say wistfully, 'One day, I know you'll get
top billing.' It didn't happen in his lifetime, but I can modestly accept that
the kind of write-ups and prominence I have got for pioneering Ghar
Bhejo would have made my parents burst with pride. That's why I so
often say that I think it's two people up in heaven who have made my
mission happen here on earth.

On 17 May 2020, the intrepid journalist Barkha Dutt tweeted: 'The
Power of One. @actorSonuSood (also aided by his friend Neeti) sends
hundreds of migrant workers home, first to Karnataka and now to UP.
One bus costs anywhere between 65,000 to 2 lakh rupees . . . Sonu Sood
uses personal funds to send migrant workers home.'

At that point, Barkha herself had been on the road for over fifty days and
more-in fact, all through the lockdownrecording the plight of those who
sought to go home on foot.

About alleviating their pain, she said to me, 'You feel helpless because
you cannot give a lift to one worker out of a whole group.' The sheer
logistics was intimidating to all. That was where I was blessed to step in.
It was both a huge challenge and a massive responsibility. But it was an



unseen power that was making it all happen, with me as the medium. We
are but His mere tools.

There were articles written about the 'Reel-Life Villain'

proving to be a 'Real-Life Hero'. And then came the memes and
cartoons. From calling me the 'Asli Bahubali' and 'vaccine for



migrants' to sketches of me as a caped superhero. There were cartoons
that had world-renowned superheroes of all shapes, heights and colours
lined up on both sides, bowing to Sonu Sood. A superman pushing a train
full of migrants to Varanasi;
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naughty one, of a wife caught in action with another man asking her
husband, 'But you said you were stuck in Mumbai.' And the husband
replying, 'Sonu Sood sent me home.'

'Paidal kyun jaoge mere dost?' became the new tag line as a cartoonist
drew a superhero looming above tiny migrants on the road with the
words, 'Paidal kyun jaoge mere dost? Why would you walk home, my
friend?' The avalanche of encouragement was overwhelming, far more
humbling than an Oscar win. But I had miles to go before I could sleep. Or
take a bow.

After 45,000 on a single day, I lost count of the thousands of parcels of
food and essentials that our team had been distributing right from
Ramzan. The pandemic months were also tough on my family. While I got
my share of hugs and kisses on a regular basis from Sonali and my sons,
Eshaan (eighteen) and Ayaan (eleven), they also felt that I was
disconnected from them because of my preoccupation with the migrants'
cause.

They understood that it was for the greater good, but on some occasions
they would say, 'Dad, you have no time for us.' Sonali constantly worried
about my well-being, and my odd sleeping pattern disturbed her.

I realized one morning that they were not wrong in complaining. I was so
involved in my mission that there were long stretches of time, sometimes
two to three days, when I didn't even speak to any of them. But, as
always, my family continued to be my support system. They were more
anxious about my welfare than demanding, and it became a family affair
when Eshaan and Ayaan were given the task of reading the huge pile of
letters we received and making short reports on them. They also helped
with the timetables for buses, adding remarks on which bus would stop at



which dhaba. My family thus joined the task force and also became
champions of the cause.

Yet there were many hurdles. Due to the lockdown, it was difficult to get
eateries to open and supply breakfast, lunch and dinner to the travellers.
I had to sometimes use my 'star power' to request dhaba owners to open
their kitchens at 6

a.m. just to serve a busload of passengers.

But, as it happens with any mass movement, along with the applause and
the accolades, there had to be some derision too.

It started with the utterly incredible rumour that I had orchestrated Ghar
Bhejo to fuel my entry into politics. I don't know why it's so difficult for
people to accept an altruistic act for what it truly is and not hunt around
for imagined motives.



Mission Apolitical

Let me be unequivocal about it. I am not predisposed towards politics of
any hue. A lot of people have suggested that I should get into the political
fray; they say this presumably because they want to have someone out
there who's genuinely wired to do good work for the country. However, at



the moment, I'm not inclined to go down that path. I have no clue what
the future has in store for me, but I do know that Ghar Bhejo was not my
entry ticket into politics. The cause of the migrants has been a conscience
call. I helped and I will continue to help them. I'm committed to it for life.

Besides this mission, my heart ticks only for the movies. I love cinema, I
enjoy acting. I would rather concentrate on my acting career than get
drawn into politics at this stage of my life.

Perhaps the rumour was set off because during Ghar Bhejo I had
interacted in different ways with a slew of politicians. On 7 June 2020, I
had a non-political meeting with the chief minister of Maharashtra,
Uddhav Thackeray. That very morning, his newspaper, Saamana, had
published a scathing editorial by member of Parliament Sanjay Raut. I
didn't read it, but I had a lot of people calling me that day, seeking my
reaction to the piece. I didn't wish to comment on it or get drawn into a
futile controversy when I had my hands full organizing travel for nearly
6000-odd migrants. However, later in the day, MLA Aslam Shaikh from
the Indian National Congress, who's a friend of mine, told me that we
should definitely meet Uddhavji and his son, Aaditya Thackeray. So that
night, I went to Matoshree, the Thackeray residence, to meet our CM.

Over a cup of steaming-hot coffee, I discussed the migrant movement
with father and son. They were curious to know how the whole movement
had started and how I as an individual had managed to make this kind of
brisk progress with sending people home. They asked me what kind of
machinery
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a while. Both Uddhavji and Aaditya told me that if I required any
assistance, the Maharashtra government would be happy to help.



I also met Bhagat Singh Koshyari, the governor of Maharashtra, over a
cup of tea. He invited me to Raj Bhavan and congratulated me for my
efforts in helping migrant workers return home. He also wanted to give
me a note of appreciation for the work I had done.

My interactions were brief and cut across party lines. One of the first
political leaders to call me was Priyanka Gandhi



Vadra. She spoke to me for around ten minutes. Over the call, she
conveyed to me that she was impressed by the kind of work I had done
and the results achieved. Priyanka said, 'Sonu, you deserve huge
congratulations. You will become a household name for the work you have



done. If you need any kind of assistance in any part of India, I am just a
phone call away.'

I also got a nickname from the chief minister of Punjab, Captain
Amarinder Singh. Singh Sa'ab is someone I have known for a long time. I
usually try and see him (if his schedule permits) on my trips to Punjab.
Over the years, he has kept himself updated on my efforts to do social
work in and around Moga.

He nicknamed me 'Moga Boy' on his social media handle. On 28 May,
Captain Sa'ab tweeted, 'It fills me with immense pride whenever I read
about my fellow Punja bis going beyond their call of duty to help those in
need and this time it is our Moga boy @SonuSood who has been actively
helping migrant workers by arranging for their food and transportation.
Good work Sonu!'

Mission beyond Migrants

It began with migrants from Mumbai, but as the 'get in touch with Sonu
Sood' message gave momentum to the movement, I found myself
forsaking sleep and family time to arrange the airlifting of the helpless
from all corners of the world, even from as far as Australia and
Kyrgyzstan. It was no longer only about migrant workers.

In June, I received a complicated request from two boys in Australia.
They said that they were stuck there and wanted to find a way back to
India. They had to perform the last rites of their father, so they couldn't
afford to observe the fourteenday quarantine before the funeral. I got
them the required permissions from Delhi, and they could fly back to
India. One of the boys was from Odisha and the other from Madhya
Pradesh.

It was so heart-warming to be able to help someone through an emotional
crisis. I knew how important it was for a family to be together when they
had lost an elder.



In July, 4000 students were stranded in Kyrgyzstan and were unable to
find a safe passage to India. When I got a distress message from them and
we swung into action, it was another complex situation. The process
involved speaking to authorities in the PMO, the Kyrgyzstan embassy
and, of course, the Indian embassy in Kyrgyzstan. We also needed a
whole range of other permissions, because of the sensitive times we are
in.

At first glance, bringing back such a large contingent of students looked
like an impossibly heavy load to carry. But you



will it and the way opens up. What started near a traffic signal in Kalwa
had spread, as if on wings, to Kyrgyzstan.



In one of the following chapters, I've shared with you how we
accomplished the daunting task of coordinating with and carrying home a
spectrum of international evacuees, including students, labourers and
medical-emergency patients from different parts of the world.

One of our worries was that with the success and the impact of the
movement, we couldn't always focus solely on the mission or give
undivided attention to rescuing people. My attention, and that of the
team, was diverted to the nuisance of touts who had sprung up to feed off
the miseries of migrant workers. We began to hear about touts even in
Mumbai who had jumped in to collect money from unsuspecting poor
people. The bloodsuckers went around telling the stranded, 'Pay us X
amount and we'll put you on the transport provided by Sonu Sood.'

As it often happens in a project so vast, a few people did get conned, but
when I learnt about this, we found a way to block such frauds. But it
added to our work, as authentication of each and every passenger
became a mandatory part of the process. The team would send messages
that gave each individual the details and timings of the train or bus that
he or she would be travelling in. There was an 'SS' (Sonu Sood) barcode
devised! We had to be on high alert to ensure that no one was

•

•

m1sus1ng my name.

We had to beef up our security too, because messages sometimes turned
into rumours. For instance, when I was organizing a trainload of about
1200 people for Jaunpur, word spread that Sonu Sood's special train was
ready to leave from Palghar. When I reached Vasai, I found
approximately 4000

people thronging the place. I could foresee a law-and-order problem in
the midst of the pandemic. The situation got out of hand, as there were
wailing children, heartbroken elders and unreasonable people too in that



crowd. It was almost impossible for me to let only 1200 people board the
train. After the train departed, I sent the others to various shelters,
including my own hotel in Juhu. Two days later, I was able to organize a
large fleet of buses to take the rest of them to their homes.

Fortunately, this chapter, too, ended happily, without any casualties or
untoward incidents.

When the Indian Institute of Human Brands (IIHB) interviewed 110
corporate customers and reached out to 550

consumers to rate the performance of celebrities during the lockdown, I
was astonished to find my name at the top of the heap, with respected
seniors Akshay Kumar and Amitabh



known as the 6-foot-3-inch superstar with six-pack abs and two sharp
dimples, reach there?

Where it started and what proportions it reached is something I'm still
trying to fathom. I'm humbled. But of one thing I'm certain. Who I am
today had its beginnings in the family into which I was born. That's where



the Moga Boy was weaned on values that sustained him and brought him
this far.

'A father's goodness is higher than the mountain. A mother's goodness
deeper than the sea,' goes a Japanese proverb.

I was born in Patiala, but Moga, today a three-hour drive from my
birthplace, was where I grew up. Moga was always special; Moga was
home.

It unfailingly delights me to be identified as the 'Moga Boy'.

I went to Sacred Heart School and Dayanand Mathra Dass College,
better known as D.M. College, in Moga, and I was incredibly proud that
my great-granddad and my granddad were patrons of many educational
institutions there. They were known for their widespread charity work,
and it swelled my chest with pride to know that many of the schools and
colleges in Moga were built on land that belonged to our family.

I am told that when I was born, a telegram was sent to my father in
Moga, saying that a son had arrived in their lives.

When he drove down to Patiala to see me, my mother's family greeted
him with, 'Badhai ho, aapke ghar mein kulcha paida

hua hai (Congratulations, a kulcha has been born in your family).' Family
lore has it that I was so round and chubby that I resembled a kulcha, the
fat stuffed roti so relished in our region.

To link everything with wholesome food is typically Punjabi.

To this day, my cousins in Punjab and Delhi call me Kulcha.

Mixed into this quintessential Punjabi ambience was a very fine non-
traditional reality. 'Black Lives Matter' and 'All Lives Matter' are
millennial slogans, but similar values were inculcated in me in childhood,
particularly the idea of gender equality. The puttar, the male offspring,



may be a big deal in all Punjabi households, and I was too. But sandwiched
as I was between two sisters and that rare phenomenon, a working
mother, absolute equality was the unstated thumb rule in my family.

I've heard the saying, 'Children are great imitators, so give them
something great to imitate.' My parents sure did that.

When they got married, my mom, Saroj Sood, landed a job as a professor
at D.M. College, one of the oldest and most respected institutions in
Moga since the 1920s. She taught English and history, and I still
remember the time her salary was only Rs 440. However, the prestige
attached to her work as an educationist made people respect our family
even more than before.
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pillion riding with me on my Bajaj Chetak scooter. After my classes got
over, I would wait for her to finish hers and ride home with her. I can't
describe how grand it felt, having your parent as a teacher.

We revelled in the reputation of being an educated family and it brought
us a lot of attention and, if I may say so, even reflected glory. Education



has its own merits. So, values like gender equality, respect for working
women and a premium on education were all around me and became a
part of me. At the beginning of my parents' marriage, my mother was a
great financial support to the family. Though Dad had a shop, it was, quite
clearly, her steady income that helped us afford a decent lifestyle. For
sure, this was unusual for that time and brought with it its share of social
barbs. Some were slightly sceptical, even critical, of this unconventional
'educated-bahu-bringing-home-money' arrangement. However, my
parents were comfortable with each other, and there was healthy mutual
respect, love and understanding between them.

Looking back, I realize how much both of them invested in this
relationship. On her part, Mom never brought her financial independence
into their equation. And on his part, Dad never let the 'what will people
think' syndrome worry either of them. All of this subconsciously seeped
into me, as it would have into any child I guess.

Mom worked equally hard at being a homemaker. For my sisters and me,
having both parents working meant that we realized the value of
discipline, dogged hard work and money early in life; it all got naturally
ingrained in us. We saw and understood from a young age that in some
homes both parents held on to jobs to keep the kitchen fires burning. And
it wasn't as if Mom worked only for the salary. She gave it her all. In fact,
as events proved later, she gave it her life.

But it wasn't a case of all work and no play. Ours was a joyful family,
where happily, all our childish demands were met. Be it a bicycle, a
skipping rope or a cricket kit-there were no PlayStations in those days,-
we got it all. But we also learnt to value it all. As I grew out of my teens, I
would sometimes feel that maybe I had been too demanding and that my
parents might have had to dig deep into their pockets, even deny
themselves something, to buy me all that I asked for. But I consider this
sort of guilt-tripping positive, as it helps you appreciate all that life has
offered you and keeps you balanced.

My father had a shop called Bombay Cloth House in Moga. He passed
away on 7 February 2016, but the shop still stands. I've been running it
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me to always keep an open house. The Punjabi custom of langar {feeding
large groups) was practised at home. Even after I achieved stardom, Dad
often expected me to open my house to strangers for a meal. For him, the
true measure of a successful man lay in how many mouths he fed.
Fortunately for me, my wife, Sonali, also resonates with this thought. It is



because of such similar traits between us that I often think that Sonali is a
life partner and soulmate.

I often wonder how my parents did it. They not only worked hard and
were attentive as parents, but they also had space in their hearts and in
their busy schedules for people unrelated to us. I therefore believe that if
they could, anybody can.

'For it is in giving that we receive.' It could well have been Saroj Sood,
the professor of English and history, mouthing this wisdom to me, her son,
and not St Francis of Assisi.

My parents led by example. My father was more reserved and less vocal.
My mother, by virtue of being a teacher, was always articulate. I grew up
watching her give free tuitions to a lot of her underprivileged students. In
fact, if a less fortunate student missed their studies because housework
kept them away from classes, my mother would make me drive her to
their homes where she would personally cajole the elders and make them
understand the importance of education. She would make them aware
that they as parents had to give their children the time and indulgence
needed for education.

My mother and father treated Monika Sood {Sharma), aka Mona, older
than me by a year and a half, and me on par. In turn, Mona and I tended
to pamper and practically parent my younger sister, Malvika Sood
{Sachar), Gunu to us, who was ten years younger than me. Mona and I
were so close that we even went to school together. With no gender
discrimination at home between girls and boys, I got no extra privileges as
the

'only son' of the house.

On the contrary, more than the puttar, it was Mona who was the family
favourite, because she was both exceptionally bright and an obedient
daughter. A scientist in Washington today, Mona was a consistent school
and college topper. Woman power was thus an intrinsic part of my life.



Ten thousand hours. That was the golden cut-off that Malcolm Gladwell
wrote about in his outstanding bestseller

Outliers. Those who touched the pinnacle in the arts, sports or indeed any
field were separated by 10,000 hours from those who were gifted but did
not ace it. Gladwell's research concluded that it was 10,000 hours of
dedicated practice that turned talent into gold.
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studies or in chasing my impossible dream of becoming an actor in
Mumbai or in pulling off the gargantuan Ghar Bhejo movement, I seem to
have been guided by an instinct to put in that kind of slog at every turn.

My life is a textbook example of hard work and never giving up.



Mona was the benchmark before me. She scored a consistent 90 per cent
in every class she went to. I was nowhere near her brilliance, but not
wanting to ever let my parents down, I made up for not being as good as
Mona by putting far more effort into my studies. That helped me take my
score to 75-80 per cent, but my mother would push me to do better. She
would tell me, 'Beta, I'm a professor. I have tutored many bright students.
You need to up the ante and pass with flying colours.' I had to live up to
the standards set by Mona.

However, my parents didn't pressure us to perform. We were encouraged
to study well but never pulled up, spanked or harshly scolded. The life
lesson I got was the importance of perseverance and the steely quality of
not calling it quits.

These are qualities that have been my companions all through life as an
adult and as a professional. They helped me as an actor, and they rushed
to my aid during the Ghar Bhejo movement.

Having someone like Mona to look up to didn't demoralize me. Instead, it
goaded me into pushing my limits further and further. That spirit of
perseverance, of never giving up, came with me to Mumbai when I
arrived with no connections, no recommendations. All I had was my
height, my physique, Rs 5500

in my pocket and my grit.

That spirit is also what drove me to meet what seemed like the
insurmountable challenge posed by the Ghar Bhejo movement.

My siblings and I have always shared a strong bond, and all through her
life, my mother believed that long after she and my father were gone,
'Sonu will look after his two sisters'. This belief did not have its roots in
gender superiority or in the male child being stronger or better equipped
than his sisters. It had to do with the native, natural instinct of
protectiveness that I had in me, and one doesn't have to quell that just to
prove a point about the equality of genders.



Twice a year, on Raksha Bandhan and on Bhai Dooj, my mother would tell
me, 'As their brother, you should always care for your sisters, protect
them and make them feel special.' I can't deny that even today I feel a
surge of protectiveness that comes from somewhere deep within for my
sisters. It's not about being the alpha male; it's like instinctively caring
for



your wife and your children. It's an innate trait that's honed by parents in
all Indian homes.

To me, it's the emotional quotient of a man that makes him caring and
protective. You don't have to fight it because it does not negate gender
equality. In fact, nurturing this instinct helped me channel the right



sentiments during the coronavirus pandemic. It was this need, this urge,
this feeling to want to protect that drove me. The beneficiaries of my
protectiveness were in no way related to me. They were simply people
who brought out compassion in me.

Early lessons imparted by my parents thus made me the man I am today.
Mom's quest in life was simple. She wanted to tutor as many children as
she could. Today, when I learn about an Anand Kumar who coached
underprivileged children in Patna, Bihar, or about the numerous coaching
tutors in Kota, Rajasthan, who provide extra lessons to countless students
each year, I think of my mother. She, too, was a committed education ist.

Mom felt so strongly about education that she wanted to teach as many
children as she could, especially those from economically challenged
families who could not afford tuitions or extra coaching. Even today, I am
filled with a sense of pride that this was who my mother was. A wave of
sadness also engulfs me, because she put education, her purpose in life,
before herself. I wish she had taken care of herself and paid more
attention to her health. But she did what she did because education was
her calling. Her life has been an example of selflessness for me. As they
say, it's your parents who are often your gurus, philosophers and guides.

When you are the son of a professor and the brother of a school topper,
you raise the bar for yourself. The importance of good grades was never
lost on me, and my constant endeavour was to put in peak performance at
whatever I chose to do. My mother didn't want me to sit at Dad's shop.
She wanted me to stand tall, literally and metaphorically. She always
dreamt of making me an engineer, which was why I headed to VCCE,
Nagpur.

Terrorism was at it.s peak in Punjab back then. Therefore, many of us,
especially the boys, moved out and either went overseas or to universities
in other Indian states. I think Nagpur beckoned me, as that was where I
met my wife, P. Sonali, and it was there, in my second year of
engineering, that the acting bug first bit me.

Sonali and I both took part in a fashion show in the city.



Right there on the ramp, I was hit by the desire to be a model, and I also
met Sonali for the first time. The daughter of a well-

respected banker, she belonged to a Telugu family settled in Nagpur. She
was doing a degree in mass communication.



At one of our early meetings, I proposed marriage to Sonali.

It was my way of assuring her that I was serious about her, that my
intentions were honourable. I told her how much I wanted a girl like her in
my life. To be by my side, Sonali enrolled in an MBA course, which gave
her two additional years of student life in Nagpur.

With educated parents on both sides, the north-south issue never cropped
up in her family or mine. There was harmonious cultural inclusiveness
with Sonali in my life. While my mother's sole grouse was that I didn't tell
her about my relationship with Sonali early enough, everybody in my
family took to Sonali easily because she was, and is, such a warm girl.
Sonali even attended my elder sister's wedding in Delhi. So she was a part
of my life long before she actually became my woti (wife) on 28

December 2000.

Sonali knew about my secret dream, which lay far away from the world of
engineering. But it was only after I got my degree that I gingerly
broached the subject of a career in showbiz with my parents. I braced
myself to hear them say, 'Why would you want to start a struggle all over
again when you are a qualified engineer?' However, both of them had
only one piece of advice for me: 'Go chase your dream, make sure you
succeed, don't give up midway. Give it your best shot.'

'Life begins at the end of your comfort zone,' according to Neale Donald
Walsch, author of Conversations with God. For a student in the midst of a
tough engineering degree course, to wake up one day and say 'I want to
become a Hindi film actor'

bordered on lunacy. Let me repeat this:

'It's impossible,' said Pride

'It's risky,' said Experience

'It's pointless,' said Reason



'Give it a try,' whispered the Heart

When I stepped out of the comfort zone of a steady future as a qualified
engineer, the only wind under my wings was the unwavering support of
my parents, who told me, 'Go for it, son.' My battles with rejection,
humiliation and the ensuing dejection were motivational milestones in my
journey and played a big part in the making of the celebrity face Sonu
Sood. But becoming famous was not, as I had imagined, the end goal of
my life. This celebrity face was imperative for the Ghar Bhejo movement
to succeed, for doors to open and make things happen. That was the
grand plan of the powers up there which unfolded before me in 2020.



There were many inspirational notes engraved on every milestone from
Moga to Mumbai. Thomas Jefferson's words still resonate with me: 'If
you want something you've never had, you must be willing to do
something you've never done.'



Before embarking on my Mumbai sojourn, I made Delhi my starting point.
It was closer home, and with cousins there, it was a more familiar terrain.
My parents offered me money, but I felt I had to go through the grind
myself. Only then would I have a winning story to tell.

At the end of six months, I had barely earned Rs 5500; eleven bills of Rs
500 each. I still remember the denomination because that money was so
precious. When I had only Rs 5500

left in my pocket, I headed for my dream destination-Mumbai. I had a
bike, which I shipped earlier by a freight train, and the next day I took
the Golden Temple Mail without even a reserved seat.

I was twenty-five years old and brimming with the excitement of a
journey into the unknown. It didn't scare me; instead, it spurred me on,
irrespective of the hurdles and stumbles, the disillusionment and
discouragement. When I spread a newspaper in the passage close to a
smelly toilet on the train, I experienced the adrenaline rush of an
adventure more than the spectre of despondent failure.

I bribed the ticket collector with Rs 150 so he'd let me curl up in the
corridor, where passengers heading to and returning from the toilet would
wake me up intermittently and a cold, sharp breeze blowing in from under
the compartment door would go right into my head. I had no blanket to
cover myself, but the eagerness of following my dream had numbed all my
senses.

The motivating factor in such an impossible chase has to be your own
optimistic anticipation of achievement and disregard for the demoralizing
advice of anybody else. For me, that first hint of a dampener came right
there on the train to Mumbai, from a man seated near me in the corridor
who noted my clothes and rightly sized me up as a wannabe actor. He told
me, 'Don't get your hopes up. In Mumbai, outsiders barely get a chance.
Unless you have a godfather, the chances of making it in films are slim.'
He told me that he had himself tried and failed, and was now going to
Mumbai only to pack up and return to Punjab. But he didn't succeed in
disheartening me, for I wanted to work out my own destiny.



I had been to Mumbai before I landed here on my star trek, but my
knowledge of the city was close to a cipher. I knew it was home to
renowned actors like Dharmendra, Amitabh Bachchan and Vinod Khanna.
I knew it had a Film City. And I

would trudge for miles only to find that the address I had was fake.



It was only too human to feel defeated, deflated and dejected at times,
but after a good night's sleep, I'd be back on the beat, rebooted and
raring to go.

On the days that I took the bike out, I felt heroic. I had my own wheels
and didn't have to use public transport. But a bike ride had its own
challenges. When I'd reach south Mumbai all the way from Andheri,
where I had my PG (paying guest) digs, I'd be dishevelled and tanned.
There had to be a quick detour to the studio washroom to freshen up, but
I guess I wasn't at my presentable best because work eluded me.

At one of the offices I visited at Famous Studios in Mahalaxmi, the
receptionist refused to even look in my direction. She was so indifferent
that she gestured at me to place the envelope on the counter and leave. I
remember it because it was a real low finding that someone didn't have
the courtesy to even look up at me and speak. At this rate, how would I
ever catch anybody's attention? I counselled myself and repeated,

'One day, you'll not just be noticed but will reach a position where this
same receptionist at Famous Studios will stop what she's doing to give
you her full attention.'

A desperate situation calls for desperate measures, and one was always
thinking of how to draw attention. Standing in that office and feeling
helpless, I came up with the idea that if I asked her for a glass of water,
the receptionist would have to look up. I did just that, and I was asked to
take a seat and offered a glass of water. Of course, I also hoped that as
she looked up, she would check me out and note my height and physique.
Then maybe, just maybe, I could land at least an audition. It didn't pan
out that way, but that became my act of the day-giving my pictures and
asking for a glass of water.

I went to about thirty offices and repeated the trick. Before I knew it, I
had drunk thirty glasses of water and my bladder was ready to burst.

Incidentally, I had the misconception that I was a fashionable, natty
dresser. For a boy from Moga via Nagpur, I had a decent dress sense and



in college, I used to be much complimented for my sartorial choices.
However, in Mumbai, I realized that I was a part of the crowd. Out here,
everyone had a style, and most people had access to smart and trendy
wardrobes. Also, my struggle had taken a certain percentage of my flair
out of me.

Albert Camus: 'In the depth of winter, I finally learned that within me
there lay an invincible summer.' Every time disillusionment loomed before
me, I told myself that God up there
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if you roamed the streets of Mumbai, some film-maker would notice you
and may actually cast you in one of his movies.

I stood outside Film City and gazed longingly at it. But I couldn't put a
foot inside until I had handed bribe money of Rs 400 to the security guard.
I remember taunting him, 'One day I will be an actor, and you will be



saluting me. And today you are asking for my hard-earned 400 bucks?'
He cheekily replied,

'Sir, when you become an actor, I will salute you. But today, you have to
give me 400, or I'm not going to let you inside.'

I thus gained entry to roam around the studio. I stood outside the sets,
optimistic that my 6' 3'' height and my chiselled physique would draw the
attention of some director, who would give me a role in his film.

When you're clueless, there are advisers aplenty hovering around you.
It's up to you to sift the well-meaning from the wastrels and accept that
mistakes will be made. But that shouldn't deter you. One guy said I
needed to register with the Cine and TV Artistes' Association and get
myself a card. There were so many suggestions coming from everywhere
that I didn't know what to believe. I was practical, so I bought a film
directory that had the names and numbers of production companies and
advertising agencies.

My instinctive skill was in making a to-do plan for each day.

I would make a shortlist, put it in my pocket and tell myself that these
were the offices I would visit today to hand over my portfolio
photographs in person and request an audition. It was tough going with no
godfather, no filmland connections. I would walk miles, visiting various
production offices. I had my bike, but not enough money to buy fuel.

I had a monthly pass from Borivali to Churchgate, and the Mumbai local
became my best friend. I would get off at stations like Khar, Mahalaxmi
and Elphinstone Road and make my way to film offices to drop off a set
of fresh pictures or check if they'd found something suitable for me.
Advertising agencies in Churchgate, Everest Building in Tardeo, Maker
Chambers in Nariman Point and some offices in and around Bandra
became regular haunts. I was on this beat, unflagging, for months on end.

Franklin D. Roosevelt: 'A smooth sea never made a skilled sailor.' It was
a turbulent ride to fame and fortune for me, often disappointing and



demeaning. I could never come face to face with any producer or director
of consequence. I could go only as far as their first or second assistants.

I was so guileless and ignorant that I didn't know B- and Cgrade movies
also existed. I would spot a film poster in some random window, walk in
and ask for a role. Sometimes, I



had an incalculable amount of faith in myself, the belief that I would pull it
off no matter how rough the ride was going to be.

I also believed in the power of the Supreme.

An additional quality that never deserted me was my sincerity. The
journeys on the local train, the treks on foot from the Mahalaxmi station
to Famous Studios, the receptionists not even looking up to see who was
handing over his picturesnothing dashed my hopes.

If anybody out there harbours the kind of dream I had, my one-line advice
would be, 'The struggle in Mumbai is like holding your breath underwater.
It's an endurance test. The longer you hold your breath, the longer you'll
last.' To go through a struggle in the film industry, you must be prepared
to endure unimaginable rejection. If you are fortunate like I was, you may
get a chance to put your head out of the water within a year or two.
Sometimes, it may take a decade to be seen or noticed. Please be patient.
Patience is the mother of all virtues.

Your patience will be tested at every juncture. You have to grin and bear
it. If you don't have it in you to hold your breath for an indeterminate
period, find an alternative career; don't waste your life.

My father and mother wrote letters to me to keep my spirits up, asking
me to not give up. Mom wrote more frequently, sending me tips and
poems to keep me charged. My parents'

letters are still a prized possession. Unfortunately, both have passed on,
but their neatly filed letters are still my go-to boosters.

I faced the usual pile of rejections and humiliations that aspiring actors
face when they dare to land in Mumbai without a single letter of
recommendation. But the more intense the insults, the deeper my
determination to succeed. It's a simple choice before you-you can cringe
at the humiliation, back off and go home empty-handed. Or you can just
ignore it and go for the kill. There's a higher chance that if you do the
latter, you may have something to show for your struggles.



The Rat Race

It sure was full of rats.

I relocated many times in Mumbai and the list of addresses is long. But
one of the first was a place at RTO Lane in Andheri where artiste
coordinator Sushma Kaul rented out a one-bedroom apartment to four
paying guests, all strugglers looking for their pot of gold in Hindi cinema.
Sushmaji was an important part of that phase. She emitted a rare
kindness. On some occasions, when I couldn't pay my rent on time, she
would II
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attow me to aerer it w1tnout a tantrum. :,ne atso 1nqu1rea aoout

the well-being of her paying guests. At a time when life wasn't exactly a
path strewn with roses, even this wee bit of compassion went a long way
in making me feel that I mattered.



Ah, but she also had the rent-free mischief of rats in her apartment. The
rodents scuttled across wires at night like trapeze artists. A couple of
times, when I was just about to fall asleep, a fat one fell on me and made
me shudder. Once, I walked out of the apartment, sat beside a bridge
close by and called my parents. I told them I wasn't getting enough sleep.

I didn't tell them about my rodent company, but parents are intuitive.

During one such call, my mother read out these lines from a Robert Frost
poem to me:

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.

My Mr India Moment

My bike had been spluttering every couple of days. It was my only prized
possession when I first arrived in Mumbai from Delhi, and it developed a
snag when it was offloaded at the Mumbai Central station. Out of the Rs
5500 that I had in my pocket, I had to shell out Rs 3000 to make it
roadworthy again, which left me with virtually nothing for my stay and
struggle.

An icy feeling of defeat was creeping in, and I wrestled with the
temptation of asking my parents for money when I got a call from Far
Video, an advertising firm that belonged to Jeet and Kailash
Surendranath. They wanted me for a commercial for Action Shoes, and I
was going to be paid Rs 3000 a day for three days. This was the sign from
the universe that men like Paulo Coelho had written about-signals that
told me that whatever I endured would one day be rewarded. But at that
moment, all I felt was a load being taken off me. I exhaled with relief that
I would soon have Rs 9000 to see me through the next few weeks.



Though I was riding my bike, it felt as if I was walking on air as I rushed
to Film City for the shoot, where this time, I didn't have to bribe anybody
to gain entry. Yes, I'd become a model for Action Shoes. But I came down
to earth soon enough when I found twenty other equally tall guys hanging
around. My sense of self-importance got further deflated on realizing
that I was going to be in the background, in the role of a drum player.
Also, they packed me off in two days instead of three, __ _. I ---:.-1--...I
L------- I .&.L-----L.L I •··-•-1...J L- 1--!-- .&.L- n- �l\1\1\ dllU I
IJdlllLKt:U Ut:LdU:)t: I LIIUUYIIL I WUUlU UC lU:,111y LIit: n:,
.:>UUU



for the third day. But I got the full payment of Rs 9000, which was a huge
relief. Still, more dejection was in store. When the ad finally came out, I
hadn't even made it to the final cut. I had vanished; I was invisible, like
Mr India.



'Hope lies in dreams, in imagination, and in the courage of those who dare
to turn dreams into reality.' Virologist Jonas Salk uttered that in his quest
for a vaccine, but it is applicable in any trying situation. One such spark
of hope sprang up when I was at Sana's Gym in Four Bungalows, Andheri,
for my evening workout routine. I got a message on my pager, inviting me
for an audition for a part in a Shah Rukh Khan film. I rode to Film City on
my bike and was exhilarated to find myself on the sets of Mansoor Khan's
Josh. They had recreated Goa there, and its magnificent scale took my
breath away. After making us hang around for forty-odd minutes, the
artiste coordinator deigned to call us. We were about twenty-five eager
young men waiting for the magic to happen, but the assistant director
didn't find any of us worthy of even an audition and we were packed off
without much ado.

I had rushed out of the gym and ridden like I was in a bike rally to reach
Film City at night, only to be waved away like a housefly. But I bashed on
regardless.

In any sort of struggle, physical fitness provides the fuel to keep one
moving forward on the toughest terrain. Like everything else in life, I
pushed and strove, and became a fitness freak. Even as a student of
engineering, I would hit the gym with a vengeance in Nagpur. I have
always loved that part of the day when I work out.

I met Satyajeet Chaurasia, or Satya-now a celebrity fitness instructor·-
for the first time in Nagpur. When I was staying at Adarsh Nagar as a
paying guest, Satya and Devashish (also a friend} had come to Mumbai
from Nagpur, and they stayed with me at my PG digs. I'm the one who
actually went around with Satya and helped him find a place to open his
gym. I went with him to actors like Saif Ali Khan, asking them to come
over to Barbarian Gym to work out. I was naturally a regular at
Barbarian, where Satya encouraged me to work harder on my physique,
and before I knew it, the story of my six-pack abs began to circulate.

Chennai Express



Fortunately for me, I didn't have too much time to sulk or feel sorry for
myself. Around December 1996, about six months after coming to
Mumbai, I got a message on my pager, asking me to come to Chennai. I
had no clue that this was going
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corner was my big break in superstar Vijayakanth's Tamil film

Kallazhagar (1999).

I took the train to Chennai, unsure of entering a territory I knew nothing
about. My coordinator and friend M.J. Ramanan, who is also a film



director today, met me at the Chennai Central station to take me on his
Bullet to Vijaya Vauhini Studios. Ramanan was one of the first casting
guys to spot me in Mumbai. He had met my Mumbai agent, Sushma Kaul
{also my landlady), and she had passed him a photograph of mine.

Ramanan was impressed with my physical attributes and told Sushmaji
that she should send me to Chennai for a role opposite Vijayakanth Sir.
He enlightened me on how fortuitous this was for me. He was of the
belief that whoever got cast as the antagonist opposite Vijayakanth
usually became a household name. Vijayakanth Sir was considered a
lucky mascot for actors being launched in a negative role. And that
certainly came true for me.

When we reached the studio, I was dressed in a white T-shirt and
military-green cargos. Henry, the producer, guided me to the make-up
room and took me to a high chair, the typical ones where artistes sit and
do their make-up. But before anybody could touch my face, I had to pass
a test. The producer and director asked me to remove my T-shirt and
show them my physique. I passed with flying colours, and my make-up
session began.

I was paid Rs 50,000 for eight months of my time. I had to shave my head
and then grow my hair back. It upset my coordinator, Rama nan, who told
me that I had sold myself at a discount. He told me that I could have
easily demanded and got Rs 3 lakh. However, I was so insecure about
losing whatever little I was getting that I didn't even think of negotiating
the fee.

I went back and forth between the studio and the guest house on the local
casting guy Natraj's Luna, which was an uncomfortable ride for a six-
footer, but it was the only transport available to me. At the guest house,
the producer stressed on the fact that I was being given an air-
conditioned room. 'A/C

room, sir,' he said, to emphasize what a privilege it was.



I had come from Moga to Mumbai, earmarking Hindi films as my goal.
But while eyeing the main door, one shouldn't miss the other windows of
opportunity that may open out of the blue. If I hadn't gone through those
unexpected windows, I would not have lived to tell the unbelievable tale
of the Punjabi boy who got his introduction to fame and fortune through a
culture and language quite unknown to him. Tamil, Telugu, Kannada-I
didn't know a word of any of these languages, or
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My belief has always been, 'The difference between who you are and who
you want to be is what you do.'

I tried to learn those languages and, characteristically, gave them my all.
If Punjabi and Hindi had to be topped with seemingly tongue-twisting
dialogues in Tamil and Telugu to help move towards my dream, I was



ready for that and enthusiastic about learning new survival skills. If
parathas and pure ghee had to be temporarily replaced with a diet of idli-
sambar and dosa for the dream to fructify into an achievement, I was
game. I did what tennis ace Arthur Ashe advised: 'Start where you are.
Use what you have. Do what you can.'

Eventually, I got stardom via Chennai, Bengaluru and Hyderabad. ldli-
sambar and dosa became my staple food because, as predicted by Rama
nan, my career took off like a rocket after my super-hit debut with
Vijayakanth. I was flooded with offers in Telugu, Tamil and Kannada
movies. And fortune smiled at me abundantly.

Mouthing dialogues in Tamil and Telugu was a huge assignment, even if
they had to be later dubbed by someone else. I had to memorize my lines
and deliver them with the right facial expressions and body language
during the shot. My ability to swot up for my exams and sweat it out to
get those six-pack abs, in short, to slog it out whatever the odds, stayed
with me like a loyal companion. I was so determined to succeed that I
would have taken a shot at learning even the most difficult language
under the sun, because that was what had I set myself up for.

One of the factors that worked for me was that a north Indian in south
India is generally treated with patience and kindness. Cue cards in Roman
English were provided and assistant directors were helpful. Language
barriers were thus crossed through the generosity of my colleagues and
my own disposition of never giving up.

People may think it dramatic and label it an exaggeration if I were to
draw a parallel between me and those migrants who had set off on foot.
But there were days when my meagre allowances and the desire to save
what I could urged me to walk miles to reach the studios down south.
Eternally looking for a silver lining, I would take it as a fitness challenge
and hit the roads. I did this especially during the evenings when I didn't
have to worry about arriving drenched in sweat at my destination. I'd just
set off on foot from the studio to my guest house or hotel.

Tere Mere Beach Mein
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