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Praise for 24 Akbar Road

‘The tag of Rasheed Kidwai’s book…hides what is in fact an absorbing tale rather than a scholarly history, written as it is in a racy style… [A]n enjoyable read.’ – Outlook

‘The book gives you a broad understanding of how the Congress functions.’ – Businessworld

‘Here is the stuff of fiction, found in real men and women who matter – from manipulation and intrigue to assertions of power, from the hum drum details of life to the pinnacles of tragedy.’ – Telegraph

‘24 Akbar Road is a breezy account of the Congress in the years of Indira Gandhi and her successors.’ – Tehelka

‘It is a book that will be a talking point in Congress circles – and beyond – for a long time to come.’ – Hindustan Times

‘Using the Congress seat of power at 24 Akbar Road as his vantage, author Rasheed Kidwai draws a compelling account of the rule – both backseat and forefront – from Indira, Sanjay and Rajiv Gandhi to Narasimha Rao and Sitaram Kesri, to the present-day trinity of Sonia Gandhi, Manmohan Singh and Rahul Gandhi.’ – Financial Express

‘Rasheed Kidwai, over many years of journalistic reportage and a close study of its affairs, has put together an incisive and engaging account of the Congress’s shape-shifting nature and its tenuous hold at the Centre, providing a dispassionate observer’s glance at affairs within the Congress.’ – The Hindu

‘If political gossip turns you on, go for this book.’ – Times of India Crest Edition
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Foreword

Two years ago, when I wrote a foreword to the first edition of Rasheed Kidwai’s fine book, 24 Akbar Road, I had ended it by saying: ‘Maybe, 24 Akbar Road is an appropriate address for the Congress. The greatest Mughal emperor was the flag-bearer of a dynasty that endured over time. The Congress is like the Mughal empire – its line of succession pre-ordained.’ Two years later, I hate to triumphally suggest ‘I told you so’, but the ascent of Rahul Gandhi to the vice-presidency of the Congress is confirmation of the dynastical principle in the party of the freedom movement.

Rahul has yet to prove his political mettle. His one attempt at becoming the face of the Congress campaign in Uttar Pradesh in 2012 was a mini-disaster: the Congress finished a distant fourth. Stunned by the defeat, Rahul appeared to have withdrawn from the heat of battle. He has rejected repeated calls for him to take a ministerial berth or pitch himself as the party’s candidate for the prime-ministership. But call it desperation, or good old-fashioned sycophancy, Congressmen appear determined to push Rahul’s credentials for the top job. Even a reluctant prince it appears is a better option than anyone else who may have served the party for decades. Why has the party of the Mahatma become almost a family property? Is the Nehru–Gandhi family badge its sole calling card today? Is the Congress no longer a party of mass leaders but simply a cabal of manipulators?

Kidwai’s book doesn’t seek to provide all the answers. But the writer attempts to fill a gap in contemporary politics by documenting the behind-the-scenes machinations of a post-Jawaharlal Congress. This book is not an academic treatise, but is a racy, well-reported thriller, written by a journalist who has closely tracked the Congress for several years now.

Reporting on the Congress is not easy. The BJP has always been a media-friendly party: you could even argue that the BJP has consciously cultivated the media to make itself more politically acceptable. The Congress, as a natural party of power, by contrast, has been more elitist, maintaining a certain distance from the media. This might be partly explained by its ubiquitous high command culture, which somehow conveys an impression of imperious grandeur and isolationist splendour. This may not have been true of the Nehru–Rajiv era, but is certainly the case with the Age of Sonia where the party leader prefers giving the occasional, well-choreographed sound bite even while the heir apparent Rahul has not given a single detailed one-on-one interview yet. It is almost as if there is this wall of silence which has been crafted around the Congress leadership with little space for anyone to raise uncomfortable questions.

As a result, reporting on the Congress is a bit like attempting to enter a closed, privileged circle. The few who manage to sneak in are expected to be suitably reverential to the leadership while those who are more critical are often denied access. Kidwai attempts to strike a fine balance – never easy to do for a journalist on the beat. At one level, his book is undoubtedly sympathetic to the Congress; at another level, he does make an attempt to provide a dispassionate observer’s glance at affairs within the Congress palace with 24 Akbar Road as the central courtyard.

The journalistic curiosity leads to several interesting anecdotes being brought out of the inner recesses of the power elite. For example, there is this wonderful story of Rajiv Gandhi and Amitabh Bachchan meeting legendary comedian Mehmood in the late 1960s. Amitabh is looking to make a mark in films: Mehmood is impressed, but not with Amitabh as much as the young Rajiv whom he finds ‘fair and good looking’ and wants to sign up for a film role!

Indeed, the relationship between the Gandhis and the Bachchans has always been a source of endless political gossip. Kidwai provides the intricate details to the reader in a manner that makes that particular episode a real page-turner. Kidwai’s earlier biography on Sonia Gandhi has given him a rare insight into the mind and working of one of India’s most fascinating politicians. The rise of Sonia is well-captured, although just why she finally gave up her reluctance to enter formal politics is never fully explained or analyzed. Perhaps that’s because the author, perhaps consciously, stays away from editorial comment and analysis. This is both a weakness of the book, and maybe even a strength, because one is spared the usual political ‘gyaan’.

And yet, the question that Kidwai and other observers of the Congress need to ask is why, sixty-six years after Independence, the party that Mahatma Gandhi felt should be disbanded in 1947 and become a movement for rural re-generation, has become a party where power is confined to the privileged. The dynasty syndrome which is a constant strand through the book may have sustained the Congress leadership, but needs to be understood for what it has done to the rank and file of the Congress organization. Barring the five years of Narasimha Rao, the Congress worker has struggled to come to terms with the idea of an ‘outsider’ ruling it. The chapter on Sitaram Kesri, the ‘old man in a hurry’ who finally found solace in his pet Pomeranian is perhaps indicative of a party structure that is umbilically tied to a single family. That family has without doubt provided the Congress with a sense of belonging and a strong leadership. But has it also ensured in the process that politics in India is a closed shop? For the dynastical principle now exists across all political parties in the countries, barring the Left, BSP, and to an extent the BJP.

In a sense, the next general election could well tell us which way Indian politics intends to move in the future. Rahul, the fifth generation of India’s first family, could well find himself pitted against the BJP’s Narendra Modi, a charismatic pracharak-politician who began his career in a sleepy village of Gujarat, helping his father serve tea at the railway station. If not quite the story of a prince and a pauper, it certainly will be a battle between a child of India’s old genteel elite and a representative of an ambitious new order which is impatient for a power shift. It will also be a battle between two ideas of India: one which believes the Nehruvian ideal of a diverse society that sees the state as a benevolent enabler of rights; the other which combines assertive Hindutva ‘nationalism’ with the promise of a strong administration. Can Rahul provide a renewed energy to a political party in decline, or will he be, as some critics suggest, Bahadur Shah Zafar, the last ruler of the Congress empire? The answers are blowing in the wind. But a good place to start is 24 Akbar Road, for no understanding of the present and future of the Congress can be without reference to its past.

Rajdeep Sardesai

June 2013


Introduction

As the nation enters another cycle of election, the Congress under Sonia and Rahul face multiple challenges. Is it time for the new vice-president to rise to the challenges and fill the leadership vacuum in the country, or let the people of India first respond to an assertive nationalism that promises ‘strong’ governance? Winston Churchill had once quipped: ‘Politics is the ability to foretell what is going to happen tomorrow, next week, next month and next year – and the ability afterwards to explain why it didn’t happen.’

This is not a history of the Congress. It is a story of the contemporary Congress – its key characters, its ideology, its failure and its success. This analytical account is aimed at familiarizing the readers with what distinguishes the Congress from other political parties. Normally, a political party is known for its commitment to specific economic, social and political issues, but in the case of the Congress, ‘ideology’ does not seem to matter in equal measure. In most cases, the Congress’s concept of ‘continuity with change’ has helped the party tide over many crises. Even so, the Congress can by no stretch of the imagination be viewed as an ideologically-neutral organization. Over the years, the grand old party has developed an ideology of its own, albeit in a rather flexible and amorphous manner. In the constantly changing political, social and economic scenario, the Congress seems to have transformed itself to stay in touch with peoples’ aspirations and the political realities of the day. The failures have been many and glaring. But in spite of its many failings, the Congress’s fate and fortunes have been closely linked with that of the country.

As a reporter who has covered the Congress for many years and is constantly on the alert to exposing the party’s many shortcomings, intrigues, and games of one-upmanship, I cannot help but feel a sneaking admiration for the Congress leaders’ tenacious zeal, their survival instincts, and their quick wit.

This book is thus a tribute to the millions of Congress workers and activists whose ideas of freedom, nationalism, secularism, democracy and faith in humanity have given a ‘life-giving ideology’ to the nation. Though we live in an era in which blaming politicians for all of the nation’s ills has become fashionable, I, for one, don’t believe that turning to a politician is the worst way to solve a problem.

This book would not have been possible without the active support and guidance of Aveek Sarkar, my editor-in-chief at The Telegraph. I am extremely grateful to Rajdeep Sardesai for graciously consenting to write the introduction to this book, and to Surinder Nagar for gently reminding him to do so swiftly.

I am hugely indebted to Manini Chatterjee, R. Rajagopal, Deepayan Chatterjee, Sankarshan Thakur, Devdan Mitra and all my colleagues at The Telegraph Delhi Bureau for their constant encouragement.

I owe more than I can express to my wife, Dr Farah Kidwai, for her support and patience. A special mention of my brother Dr A.R. Kidwai, Sarah bhabhi, Khusro bhai, Kauser apa, Saima, Saad-Ghazia, Shahab-Sadia, Saif-Farha, Shamsi, Umair, Ayesha, Umar, Samad, Suboor, Falah, Abaan, Shad, Safia, Inaya and Ibrahim. My heartfelt gratitude to many valuable ‘sources’ whom I unfortunately cannot name and to those who have chosen to remain anonymous. This book would simply not have been complete without their inputs. I also wish to express my enormous debt to many leading newspapers, journals and websites, namely: the Telegraph, The Hindu, Hindustan Times, Indian Express, India Today, Outlook, Open, Rediff, etc. These publications have been part of my regular reading and have immensely helped me research and gather information.

Friends, namely Nirmal Pathak, Swaraj Thapa, Priya Sahgal, Rama Lakshmi, Sheela Bhatt, Radhika Ramaseshan, Anita Katyal, Sunetra Choudhury, Naghma, Bhavdeep Kang, Hartosh Singh Bal, Faisal Mohammad Ali, S.A.H. Rizvi, Avinash Dutt, Richa Sharma, Farhan Ansari, Nitin Chansoria, Naveen Shukla, Shikha Parihar and Achal Singh were a constant source of help and encouragement. Very special thanks to Shubhabrata Bhattacharya, Bharat Bhushan, Rakesh Joshi, Prakash Patra, Dr Quloob Husnain, Dr Aziz and Anjum Ansari.

Finally, Nandita Aggarwal and Amish Raj Mulmi of Hachette and my editors, Vrinda and Mimmy Jain – without them this book might have not made it into the world. I am fortunate to have editors who helped me with their suggestions and remained ever patient.

Rasheed Kidwai,

New Delhi


chapter one

Witness to a Venerable Heritage

It was on a chilly January morning in 1978 that Shoban Singh and twenty other karamcharis of the breakaway Congress, headed by former Indian prime minister Indira Gandhi first entered the portals of 24 Akbar Road.

A Type VII bungalow in Lutyens’ Delhi, 24 Akbar Road belonged to G. Venkatswamy, a Rajya Sabha member of parliament (MP) from Andhra Pradesh. Venkatswamy was one of the very few who had chosen to side with Indira Gandhi at a time when most Congress leaders had distanced themselves from her, fearing that proximity to her would invite retaliation from the ruling Janata Party.

The period after the Emergency was proving a testing time for Indira Gandhi. Not only had she lost all her powers, she had also lost the official residence that went with her post. Her Mehrauli farmhouse was only half-built, and she was losing friends fast – even trusted friends. When her troubles began to escalate, family loyalist Mohammad Yunus offered his residence, 12 Willingdon Crescent, to Indira and her family as their private residence, while he moved to a property in South Delhi. Thus, 12 Willingdon Crescent became home to the Gandhis. Indira, Rajiv, his wife Sonia, their children, Rahul and Priyanka, Sanjay, Maneka, and five dogs – all moved in, leaving virtually no scope or space for any political activity from there.

Since 12 Willingdon Crescent was filled to capacity, 24 Akbar Road was chosen as the new official Congress headquarters. For the next four decades, 24 Akbar Road was to prove quite lucky for the Congress, though it might not have seemed so then, considering the state of shambles the building was in, at the time.

Facing the residence of the Chief of the Indian Air Force and the Intelligence Bureau’s political surveillance unit (which still exists), it comprised five barely-furnished bedrooms, a living and dining hall, and a guest room. The outhouses were in a state of complete neglect and the garden was a mess of unruly hedges and a riot of weeds.

The advantage of the house was that it had a wicket gate link linking it to 10 Janpath, which was then the office of the Indian Youth Congress and is now the home of Congress chief Sonia Gandhi. Over the years, 10 Janpath and 24 Akbar Road forged a formidable link, bringing fame, fortune, success and eventual leadership to the Congress.

Being taken over by the Congress was not 24 Akbar Road’s first brush with history. For two years, beginning 1961, the house had played host to Aung San Suu Kyi, later Nobel laureate for Peace and leader of the non-violent movement for human rights and democracy in Myanmar.

Suu Kyi was barely fifteen, her hair in thick long plaits, when she first arrived at 24 Akbar Road with her mother, Daw Khin Kyi, Aung San’s widow, who was appointed Myanmar’s ambassador to India. Back then, 24 Akbar Road was called Burma House – so named by Jawaharlal Nehru in recognition of Daw Khin Kyi’s special status. The house, built by Sir Edwin Lutyens between 1911 and 1925, was regarded as a singularly fine example of a blend of British colonial architecture and the new modernist style.

Suu chose for herself the room that is currently occupied by Rahul Gandhi in his capacity as vice-president of the All India Congress Committee (AICC). Suu picked this room because it had a huge piano. Every evening, a teacher would come to give her piano lessons. She quickly developed a penchant for the nuanced subtleties of Western classical music. Years later, while under house arrest in a dilapidated, lakeside habitation on University Avenue in Rangoon, Suu’s fondness for the piano would provide her much-needed relief and she often played for long hours to relieve the depression of her confinement.

Suu loved 24 Akbar Road, which was imposing on the outside and wondrously cool inside with its large, elegant rooms. In his book, The Perfect Hostage, biographer Justin Wintle observes that it was at 24 Akbar Road that Suu experienced luxury for the first time in her life, ‘even if her mother did her best to replicate the frugality that had characterized their life in Rangoon’.

It was here that Suu learnt ikebana and here that she played with Sanjay and Rajiv Gandhi in the sprawling and magnificent gardens. Both Rajiv and Sanjay were her contemporaries, one born a year before her and the other a year after. She was often seen in their company at Rashtrapati Bhavan, where they took riding lessons from the presidential bodyguards together; it is not clear, however, if Suu extended her fondness for them to their mother, Indira Gandhi.

The young girl began schooling at the Convent of Jesus and Mary, a distinguished Catholic establishment close to the Cathedral of St Joseph at Gol Dak Khana. Suu completed school and then enrolled at Lady Shri Ram College (LSR) to study political science. In 1962, the now-famous Delhi college was still in its infancy – just six years old. It was located in Daryaganj at the time and boasted just three hundred students. Its founder, Lala Shri Ram, was a leading industrialist, philanthropist and a friend of Nehru. Suu was grounded in the basics of political thought via the classroom teaching that she received here. She learned to recognize the vital living qualities of a modern democracy – a system characterized by its ‘multi-voicedness’. Her time in India contributed greatly to crafting Suu Kyi into the politicized entity she is today.

At LSR, Suu was introduced to a formal and pedagogic way of politics and the philosophy of Mahatma Gandhi, whose advocacy of non-violence and passive resistance based on civil disobedience and satyagraha provided a model for opposing authoritarian regimes and became embedded in Suu’s mindset.

Years later, she was heard quoting what she had imbibed and learned while living at 24 Akbar Road and studying at LSR in her famous Freedom from Fear speech, made in 1990 (Parade Magazine, 19 January 1997): ‘It is not power that corrupts, but fear. Fear of losing power corrupts those who wield it and fear of the scourge of power corrupts those who are subject to it.’

At another level, 24 Akbar Road ‘reunited’ the Nehru–Gandhi family’s links to the Mughals, even if only through a road named after the greatest Mughal emperor, Akbar. The Nehrus were initially Kauls of Kashmir, who were invited to Delhi in 1716 by the Mughal king, Farrukh Siyar, who had a sense of scholarship and was known to lend his patronage to poets and men of letters in his grand durbar.

In a note on his family history, Jawaharlal Nehru’s father Pandit Motilal Nehru quoted his elder brother as saying that the Nehrus traced their descent from a famous eighteenth-century scholar and historian called Pandit Raj Narayan Kaul. In 1710, Kaul published a history of Kashmir, Tariqui-Kashmir, which was considered a pioneering work of that era. King Farrukh Siyar is said to have been deeply impressed by Kaul and invited him to live in Delhi. During that time, an ‘invitation’ from a Mughal king was in effect an order – the Kauls had to leave Kashmir, however unwilling they might have been to do so. Subsequently, Kaul was called to the Lal Qila for an audience, where Farrukh Siyar granted him a jagir or fiefdom of some villages and a haveli in Chandni Chowk. The Mughal king was weak and short of actual cash, but rewarded Kaul generously from what he had at his disposal.

The handsome Mughal king Farrukh Siyar fancied himself ‘Akbar Sani’ (Akbar the Second), but he lacked his ancestor’s character and ability to rule with élan. For the most part of his brief tenure (1713–19), he struggled to survive the palace intrigues of the Syed brothers, who held effective power in his kingdom, albeit behind the façade of Mughal rule. As the Kauls got used to the comforts of Delhi, Farrukh Siyar was beset with problems more pressing than the fate of Persian literature. His reign ended on a humiliating and painful note – on 28 February 1719, a few days after being deposed and subsequently imprisoned and starved, the king was blinded with needles on the order of the Syed brothers. Farrukh Siyar died an inglorious and excruciatingly painful death; he was strangled to death on the night of 27 April 1719.

Kaul lost his imperial patronage, but his house was not taken away from him. Motilal Nehru knew very little about the exact location of Pandit Raj Narayan Kaul’s haveli in Chandni Chowk, except that it stood by a canal. This canal was to play an important role in the future history of their family. The word for canal in Persian is ‘nahar’, which in Urdu became ‘nehar’. The local people addressed Pandit Kaul ‘as the one who lived by the canal’ hence ‘Nehru’.

Family sources and historians are silent on what happened to the Nehrus for the next century and a bit. Even Motilal Nehru did not know the names of his forefathers from Pandit Kaul to the Nehrus of 1816, forty-five years before he himself was born in 1861.

The Nehrus rose from obscurity when Laxmi Narayan Nehru became the first vakil of the East India Company. Laxmi Narayan’s son, Gangadhar Nehru, was a police official when the first War of Independence took place in 1857. Thousands of Delhiites had to flee the city at the time. Among them were Gangadhar, his wife Jeorani, two sons Bansidhar and Nandlal, and two daughters. The family was almost killed when British soldiers mistook one of the daughters for an English girl, so light was her skin. Bansi’s knowledge of English saved them.

Gangadhar died in Agra in 1861. Jeorani was six months pregnant with Motilal Nehru at the time. Bansidhar, who worked as a scribe at the Agra judicial court, looked after his mother and infant brother. He rose to become a subordinate magistrate.

Nandlal started off as a schoolteacher and later became chief minister to the ruler of Khetri, a small principality in Rajputana close to Agra. In 1870, Nandlal continued the family tradition and was among the first Indians to qualify as a lawyer. He began practising in the Agra Court when Motilal was nine. Motilal finished his matriculation and moved to Allahabad to enrol at Muir Central College, run by the British. After obtaining a law degree from Cambridge in 1883 and receiving the prestigious Lumbsdon Medal, Motilal became Nandlal’s partner.

Motilal was twenty-five when he married Swaroop Rani. The fourteen-year-old girl was his second wife. Motilal’s first wife had died during childbirth, and their only child, Ratanlal, had died at the age of three. Swaroop Rani was petite with a ‘Dresden China perfection and features, hazel eyes, chestnut brown hair and exquisitely shaped hands and feet’. (Nanda, B.R., Motilal and Jawaharlal, George Allen, London, 1962.)

Swaroop Rani reportedly took time to adjust to Motilal’s household because of the age difference between her husband and herself and because of her mother-in-law’s dominating and formidable attitude.

Jawaharlal was born on 14 November 1889. There is a story about his miraculous conception, though there is no mention of any such story in Motilal’s writings. The story goes that Motilal and his friends had gone to Rishikesh, where they met a yogi who lived on a tree. One of his friends told the yogi about Motilal’s desire for a son. The yogi told them that Motilal was not destined to have a son. At that point, another friend told the yogi that he, as a ‘blessed’ man, could change Motilal’s destiny if he so desired. So the yogi sprinkled water from his pot before Motilal three times and then he paled visibly. He told Motilal that he had used the fruits of his penance of many lifetimes to pay for this boon. The following day, the yogi passed away.

When he was in his early thirties, Motilal was earning more than two thousand rupees a month – this at a time when a schoolteacher of that period was paid a mere ten rupees. He moved to a posh locality in Allahabad, 9 Elgin Road, where, impressed by the Western lifestyle, he reportedly ordered that only English should be spoken. But most of the women of the household were not conversant with English, so the decree was reluctantly withdrawn.

In 1900, when Jawaharlal was eleven years old, Motilal bought a palatial residence at 1 Church Road, Allahabad, for a sum of 19,000 rupees. The house was in complete disrepair, but the estate was huge – with lawns, fruit gardens and even a swimming pool. The renovation work saw each room fitted with electricity and water. The bathrooms boasted flush toilets, a first in Allahabad. Motilal used his frequent visits to Europe to buy the choicest furniture and china. He called the house ‘Anand Bhavan’ (Abode of Joy). For the next several decades, the mansion, which housed three generations of the Nehru–Gandhis, was witness to the changing course of Indian history and politics.

Later, in 1930, Motilal built another house next to his old one and named that Anand Bhavan; the old house was renamed Swaraj Bhavan and donated to the nation. In 1969, Indira followed in her grandfather’s footsteps and gave away Anand Bhavan to the nation. Anand Bhavan had served as the Congress party headquarters during the days of the freedom struggle. In January 1931, the Congress Working Committee (CWC), the party’s apex decision-making body, had as its members Motilal (on his deathbed then), Jawaharlal, his wife, Kamla, and Ranjit Sitaram Pandit (the husband of Jawaharlal’s sister, Vijaya Lakshmi). The headquarters were moved to 7 Jantar Mantar Road in New Delhi after 1947 – a move that cost the Congress party a little over seven lakh rupees.

Jawaharlal and Kamla had a suite on the top floor of the new Anand Bhavan. Their daughter, Indira, had a separate room with a bath. Out in the garden, she loved strolling amidst the English roses and termed this time as among the best of her life. Of course, this opulence stung a lot of people. A day after the Nehrus moved to their new house – without the customary grihapravesh puja – Allahabad’s English daily, ran a photograph with the caption, ‘How our poor politicians live’. (Moraes, Dom, Mrs Gandhi, Jonathan Cape, London, 1980.)

Today, the rooms that Jawaharlal and his family occupied have been converted into a museum and and have been sealed off. Visitors can peer through the windows and see the rooms where the CWC meetings were held. The room in which Indira was born on 19 November 1917 is open to visitors.

Both Motilal and Jawaharlal were avid readers. While Motilal’s collection of books consisted of legal tomes, Jawaharlal possessed copies of the works of Honoré de Balzac, Charles Dickens, Arthur Koestler, Ernst Toller, Somerset Maugham and Evelyn Waugh. He also read books about different countries, and on gardening, photography, and palmistry.

Speaking to biographer Dom Moraes Indira recalled:

‘The house was always full of activity. It was full of people. But I preferred Swaraj Bhavan to Anand Bhavan. It was more like a home. We used to hide Congress party-workers on the run from the British. One night, we had someone wounded. All the women of the house acted as nurses, including me.’

Indira’s sense of belonging with Anand Bhavan and Swaraj Bhavan was intense. In 1969 when a group of senior partymen called the ‘Syndicate Clique’ evicted her from the Congress, leading to a split in the party, an emotional Indira insisted that Congress membership was her ‘birthright’ and that she had been irrevocably born a Congress person many years ago in Anand Bhavan.

‘Nobody can throw me out of the Congress. It is not a legal question, nor one of passing a resolution to pronounce an expulsion order. It is a question of the very fibre of one’s heart and being.’

After the 1969 split, her sect of Congress emerged as the ‘real Congress’ and Indira did not regret splitting the party over her choice of presidential nominee – V.V. Giri against the old guards’ choice of Neelam Sanjiva Reddy. Indira’s party was called Requisitionist or Congress (Ruling) because they subsequently requisitioned a meeting of the CWC, the party MPs and the AICC to challenge Congress chief S. Nijalingappa’s decision to ‘expel’ Indira from the party.

Indira managed to win the support of 310 of the total 429 members of parliament belonging to the party. At the AICC meet on 22 November 1969, 446 out of 705 delegates accepted her leadership.

‘I am not afraid to say that the Congress has become moribund. It has scarcely a single leader with a modern mind… Congress has never succeeded in evolving into a modern political party,’ she said. (Frank, Katherine, Indira: The Life of Indira Nehru Gandhi, HarperCollins, London, 2001).

The Congress split of 1969 was significant on many counts. As a result of the split, Indira’s Congress lost control over 7 Jantar Mantar, where the party office had been housed since Independence. Indira set up a temporary party office at Windsor Place at the residence of Congress party loyalist M.V. Krishnappa, who had served as a junior minister in Nehru’s cabinet. In 1971, the Congress office moved to 5 Rajendra Prasad Road and from there to 24 Akbar Road in 1978. The Congress made several bids to wrest control of 7 Jantar Mantar Road, but without success.

7 Jantar Mantar Road had seen its fair share of history. Jawaharlal Nehru had spent a lot of time here, attending to Congress work, screening membership forms and writing letters to the party’s state and district chiefs. The house had witnessed Indira’s appointment as Congress president when in 1959 Nehru declared that he would like his daughter to take over the party. Party members were surprised, but Nehru’s word was holy writ in those days and his daughter was duly elected.

According to the official records of the Union Urban Development ministry, 7 Jantar Mantar Road was allotted to the Congress in the year that Indira took on the party presidency. After the 1969 split, the Congress (Organization) took possession of 7 Jantar Mantar Road. When the Morarji Desai-led Congress (O) merged with the Janata Party in 1977, Desai, who was then prime minister, cleverly took control of 7 Jantar Mantar by forming a separate trust in the name of Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, called the Sardar Patel Smarak Sansthan, which owned the building. Only the second floor was rented out to the Janata Party, which was then in power. S. Nijalingappa’s death in 2000 heralded the death of all the original trustees of the trust.

Many years later, under Sonia Gandhi, the Congress tried to regain control of the building, pointing out that the trust had become defunct. The AICC’s general secretary, Oscar Fernandes, wrote to the Congress chief minister of Delhi, Sheila Dixit, claiming ownership. Oscar wanted the Registrar of Trusts, which comes under the state government, to revive the Sardar Patel Smarak Sansthan by appointing AICC office-bearers as its trustees.

But a political faux pas messed things up again. The Dixit government tried to get 7 Jantar Mantar Road registered directly in the name of the Congress party and sought a no-objection certificate from the urban development ministry, which was then headed by Jagmohan Malhotra – who had been Sanjay Gandhi’s confidant during the Emergency. Jagmohan, who had indulged in a wide spectrum of ideologies before joining the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), firmly denied the Congress its former place of work. Oscar repeatedly visited Jagmohan in his Nirman Bhavan office, but Jagmohan kept referring him to L.K. Advani in North Block or Ram Jethmalani and Arun Jaitley, who manned the Union law ministry. The impasse continued till Oscar conceded defeat. Apparently, there were numerous authorized and unauthorized tenants and sub-tenants in the three-storey building on Jantar Mantar Road, including the Janata Dal (United), which was part of the then ruling National Democratic Alliance coalition and had no intention of moving out.

The Congress might have lost 7 Jantar Mantar Road, but Indira grew in stature after the 1969 split. She had gained popularity not only from her victory in the dispute over the candidature of the presidential polls, but also from her decisions to nationalize private banks and to stop the Privy Purse. The issue of taking away the perks and privileges of former rulers was first raised at 7 Jantar Mantar Road by Indira at a CWC meeting in May 1967. Her finance minister, Morarji Desai, opposed it on the grounds that it would be unethical for a Congress government to break the agreement.

The Privy Purse was a payment made to the royal families of erstwhile princely states as part of their agreements to first integrate with India in 1947, and later to merge their states in 1949 whereby they lost all ruling rights. In addition to privileges such as gun-salutes and titles, about a hundred crore of tax-free money was paid to 565 ‘parasitical puppets’. For example, in the late Sixties, the Nizam of Hyderabad, the highest recipient, was being paid about 8 crore rupees a year. Socialist writers like K.A. Abbas felt that more than the money, the very idea that some people enjoyed a life of such luxury out of their ‘fabulous, unearned and untaxed purses’ was abhorrent. (Abbas, K.A., That Woman: Indira Gandhi’s Seven Years in Power, Indian Books Company, New Delhi, 1973).

When the bill abolishing the Privy Purse was moved in Parliament, Indira Gandhi urged members to vote ‘in accordance with the spirit of times’. She admitted that while the abolition of the Privy Purse might not solve perennial problems of poverty, unemployment, etc., yet it was still a ‘step in the particular direction in which the country wants to go and will go in spite of anybody. If we do not take it, we will be swept aside’.

By the time the bill was passed in the Lok Sabha in 1971, many erstwhile royals had decided to contest the Lok Sabha elections of 1971 to seek the voters’ mandate. Except for Rajasthan, where the Congress received a sound drubbing, most former nawabs, maharajas and ranis were defeated by huge margins. Mansoor Ali Khan Pataudi, who represented both the nawabs of Bhopal and Pataudi, chose to contest from Gurgaon as a nominee of the Vishal Haryana Party, but the charming cricketer got less than 5 per cent of the votes.

Desai had always been an egocentric man and had refused to accept Indira as his leader in spite of being a minister under her. For years, he had nursed a grudge for not being considered for the prime minister’s post after Nehru’s death in May 1964. The CWC had authorized the then party chief, K. Kamaraj, to make a recommendation for Nehru’s successor. Kamaraj had picked Lal Bahadur Shastri over Desai, and then he had practically bullied Desai into accepting Shastri. According to V.K. Krishna Menon, a close associate of Nehru’s and a former defence minister of the country, there were heated discussions about the succession in the room where Nehru’s body lay.

‘None of them had the decency to keep their mouths shut till he was cremated,’ observed Menon who was personally present at the occasion. (Adams, Jad and Whitehead, Philip, The Dynasty: The Nehru–Gandhi Story, Penguin Books/ BBC Books, London, 1997.) Menon himself proved to be something of a baffling personality whose role as the defence minister of the country during 1962 Sino-Indian conflict reduced the statesman and freedom fighter to someone who ‘inspired a few, infuriated many and embarrassed all’.

Morarji Desai was better known for his peculiar food and drink habits than his prime-ministership. In 1978, after he became prime minister, he disclosed to Dan Rather on the 60 Minutes show that he was a long-time practitioner of urine therapy. He insisted that urine therapy was the perfect medical solution for the millions of Indians who could not afford medical treatment. Desai lived till he was ninety-nine, raising speculation about the efficacy of his preferred therapy.

Desai was also known for his phlegmatic and unemotional nature. K. Sankaran Nair, who served as head of the Intelligence Bureau and RAW, recalls an incident about Desai in his memoirs, Inside IB and RAW: The Rolling Stones that Gathered Moss. Apparently, when Desai was chief minister of the Bombay Presidency, an aide came up to him and hesitantly informed him that Desai’s daughter-in-law had committed suicide. Apparently Desai muttered, ‘Silly girl!’, and carried on working on the files on his table.

Desai fancied himself a Gandhian, but as finance minister under Indira, he acted as an apologist and defender of the privileged and the rich. Perhaps he underestimated Indira’s abilities to make do with less like most of the country’s populace, which had prepared her well to run a kitchen as large as India.

Writer and filmmaker Khwaja Ahmad Abbas, a close friend of Nehru’s, witnessed Indira’s economic acumen first-hand in August 1954. Abbas had just screened his film, Munna, the first songless Hindi movie, for a select audience including Nehru. Nehru, a film buff, was so moved by child star Master Romi’s performance that he invited him for breakfast the next morning. Abbas asked Nehru if the entire unit, including the other actors and technicians, could accompany Romi. Before answering him Nehru called up Indira and asked her in a lowered voice, ‘Indu, have we got enough cereal and eggs to invite this whole gang for breakfast?’

Later, Abbas met up with Indira and asked her why she had not said an outright yes to her father’s query. To the filmmaker’s surprise, the prime minister’s daughter, who ran the household at Teen Murti House said: ‘It’s no joke running the house of a hospitable and large-hearted man like my father on the fixed salary that he gets!’

Indira told Abbas that quite often the prime minister’s salary was not enough to pay the grocer’s bills and that, at the end of the year, Nehru owed a substantial amount to various creditors. The debts were paid when the prime minister received his yearly royalties from the foreign publishers of his books.

Sensing Desai’s resentment, Indira had him removed and took over as the country’s finance minister in July 1969.

Soon after taking over the additional charge of finance minister, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi visited the Congress headquarters at 7 Jantar Mantar and sounded out the party general secretaries on whether public ownership of banks would help mobilize national resources for the ‘greater good’.

To her delight she got overwhelming support and unanimous approval for the Banking Companies (Acquisition and Transfer of Undertakings) Ordinance, 1969. That very night, she made an announcement to the effect on All India Radio – taking Desai and the rest by surprise. Indira’s move to nationalize banks won the people’s hearts. (A demonstration of the common man’s faith in her ‘new Congress’ was evident from the fact that the Shoeshine Boys’ Union offered free shoeshines to all AICC delegates to show their gratitude to the party!)

With one stroke of her pen, Indira nationalized fourteen leading banks. The biggest of these was Central Bank, controlled by the Tatas with deposits of more than four billion rupees. The smallest was the Bank of Maharashtra, set up by Prof. V.G. Kale and D.K. Sathe in Pune in 1935, with seven hundred million rupees. The blow Indira had struck fell on other big business houses, too – the Birlas who ran United Commercial Bank, the Dalmia-Jains who owned Punjab National Bank, and some Gujarati entrepreneurs who held large stakes in Dena Bank. An economic survey of twenty leading banks of that era showed that 188 persons who served as directors were also directors of 1452 companies! The large funds that they had used to acquire private profit and privileges were now open to public good – to finance the rural sector of the economy and to lend money to farmers to buy tractors, and to taxi drivers to buy cabs.

On the eve of Independence Day 1970, Indira visited the AICC office and began consulting colleagues about the objective of achieving a socialistic society.

‘There must be a steady narrowing of inequalities and the enlargement of income earning opportunities for the weaker sections of society,’ she said, adding: ‘We need to enlarge the area of socialism.’ (AICC session, 13 June 1970, New Delhi.)

Indira questioned why an independent country like India should flaunt a culture of gun salutes and titles. These ornamental and illusionary titles were taken very seriously by the hundreds of feudal princes spread all over the country. The Scindias of Gwalior were among the five most illustrious Indian royal families, the others being those of Jammu & Kashmir, Baroda, Hyderabad and Mysore, and all five had merited a twenty-one-gun salute during British Raj. Indira felt that it was scandalous that about a billion rupees of taxpayers’ money should be paid (tax free) to feed a hundred ‘parasitical puppets’ even twenty years after Independence. The Nizam of Hyderabad was the biggest recipient of the Privy Purse. His tax-free pension was more than eighty million rupees a year!

When Indira moved the 24th Constitutional Amendment Bill in the Lok Sabha, there was a huge hue and cry led by the Jan Sangh’s Atal Bihari Vajpayee, who alleged that Indira was acting under pressure from the communists. In reply, Indira spoke not like a political strategist, but as a compassionate social philosopher. She admitted that while the abolition of the Privy Purse and princely privileges was not going to solve poverty, unemployment or any other problem, it was a step in the right direction whose time had come:

‘If we do not take (such a step), we will be swept aside,’ she said. The Congress old guard, which had formed the Congress (O), voted against the bill along with the Swatantra Party and the Jan Sangh.

Many years later, on 16 June 2009, Sonia coaxed the former rajas, maharajas and maharanis in the Congress to shed their royal honorifics, directing all mention of royal titles to be purged from the Congress’s official records. Some Congressmen, such as Jyotiraditya Scindia, Jitin Prasada, R.P.N. Singh and Ratna Singh, were using their ‘titles’ in their profiles on the Lok Sabha website. Prasada and Singh had attached ‘kunwar’ (denoting a minor prince) to their names and Ratna had tagged herself ‘rajkumari’ (princess) on the website.

A story that did the rounds of Congress circles for a long time was that the surest way of bagging a quick appointment with Jyotiraditya Scindia or his father, the late Madhavrao Scindia, was to refer to them as ‘maharaja’. At Madhavrao’s election meetings, people were often addressed as ‘Gwalior ki praja (subjects)’. When Jyotiraditya’s aunt, Yashodhara Raje, was a minister in Madhya Pradesh’s BJP government, a notification asked the staff to address her as ‘shrimant’.

The list of Congress leaders using royal tags was long. Arjun Singh fancied himself a ‘kunwar’, while former Punjab chief minister Amarinder Singh insisted upon being called the maharaja of Patiala. His politician wife, Praneet Kaur, was addressed as maharani. Digvijaya Singh is, rather irreverently, called ‘Diggy Raja’. Indira’s move to abolish the Privy Purse ran into trouble, however, when the Supreme Court pronounced that the presidential decree was legally invalid.

Still, the enthusiasm generated by the bank nationalization and the abolition of the Privy Purse convinced her that the masses were itching to remove these social inequalities. Explaining her unusual step to call for early polls, Indira addressed the nation on All India Radio and said:

‘It is because we are not merely concerned with remaining in power, but (because we want) to ensure a better life to the vast majority of our people, and to satisfy their aspirations for a just social order.’ She concluded by saying, ‘Power in a democracy resides with the people. That is why we have decided to go to our people and to seek a fresh mandate from them.’

Like Roosevelt, Indira could have tried to ‘pack’ the apex court with ‘favourable judges’ but she was confident that the outgoing Lok Sabha did not reflect the ground-level political situation prevailing in the country. The subsequent poll results showed that the masses had begun to feel that Indira meant business when it came to removing social inequalities. Instead of using a Constitutional stratagem, she had chosen to go to the people.

At another level, Indira’s zeal to move with the times was also evident in the manner in which she gave up the party office, 7 Jantar Mantar, when the party’s central office changed location, first to 5 Rajendra Prasad Road in 1971, and then finally to 24 Akbar Road, in January 1978.

Indira was greatly pained to lose her party’s invaluable archives, but when she returned to power with a thumping majority in 1980, she refused to stake claim on 7 Jantar Mantar. ‘I have built the party from scratch, not once, but twice. The new office premises will rejuvenate the party rank and file for decades,’ she told Sanjay, when her politician son broached the subject of returning to 7 Jantar Mantar.

Post Emergency, the bitter split of 1978 had left the Indira Congress with absolutely nothing. The then office secretary, Saddiq Ali, had declined to hand over any official records, papers, or books to Indira. So, the party no longer had any files, old records, correspondence, office stationery, flags, or typewriters. When Buta Singh, A.R. Antulay and others moved inside 24 Akbar Road in January 1978, they arrived empty-handed.

However Indira’s words proved prophetic. 24 Akbar Road provided a new lease of life to the Congress. Like the Mughal emperor after whom the road on which it stands is named, 24 Akbar Road struggled and faltered in its nascent stages, but managed to stand on its feet in such a manner that it provided strength and stability to the Congress for decades to come.

Once inside 24 Akbar Road, Shoban Singh and other Congress workers tried to organize rooms for the party’s office-bearers: AICC chief Indira Gandhi, general secretaries A.R. Antulay, Buta Singh, A.P. Singh and B.P. Maurya, and treasurer Pranab Mukherjee. The largest room, which used to serve as a living and dining hall, was converted into the president’s office. A cane chair and a small table were organized, but the walls remained bare. There was no carpet, not even a doormat. Buta Singh took over one of the bedrooms and began conducting interviews for office staff.

Shoban Singh, who by 2009 had 52 years of uninterrupted service with the Congress, recalled:

‘Buta Singhji said the party was not in a position to pay me the salary of eight hundred rupees a month that I had been getting. I said I would not take any salary till the situation improved. Buta Singhji stood up and hugged me.’

Today, 24 Akbar Road has changed dramatically in appearance. Its eight rooms have expanded to thirty-four. While the main bungalow has remained more or less intact, it has had five ancillary portions added to it. The main bungalow is occupied by the Congress president, the party treasurer and senior AICC general secretaries. At the entrance, you usually find sundry office-bearers lounging about by a nearly-depleted library. At the back of the house now stands a row of more than a dozen rooms constructed during the P.V. Narasimha Rao regime. Then there are two blocks of outhouses, a square of ten rooms that accommodates most of the secretarial staff, and the residential block, which has dozens of low-roof structures that house the party karamcharis and their families. Each of these houses is now fitted with an electric meter, a satellite dish, a refrigerator, an air-conditioner and an air cooler.

Most of these constructions are illegal, but successive political regimes have looked the other way. In fact, each time the Congress has ruled Delhi, the urban development or housing minister has made it a point to prove his loyalty by bending and flouting rules even further, to let 24 Akbar Road expand from within.

Buta Singh, who served as works and housing minister under Indira (1983–84), and Sheila Kaul, Rajiv Gandhi’s maternal aunt, who was the works and housing minister under Narasimha Rao, used to visit 24 Akbar Road with dozens of officials in tow. These ministers were often seen supervising and consulting Central Public Works Department (CPWD) engineers on how to construct more rooms. The CPWD officials readily suggested the construction of false ceilings, tin sheds and other means, against the rules in most cases, flagrantly violating the spirit of urban development by laws.

Interestingly though, from Indira to Sonia, while successive Congress presidents have kept increasing the number of rooms at 24 Akbar Road, none of them has bothered to increase the number of toilets so that there are adequate facilities for the occupants and the numerous daily visitors. The AICC chief and eleven general secretaries have the privilege of washrooms attached to their rooms, but the rest of the hundred-odd office-bearers and their visitors have to make do with two stinking public urinals in the most disgusting surroundings. Women are worse off for they do not have a single dedicated washroom even at a time when Sonia and her party seem determined to push through the Women’s Reservation Bill that will empower women with 33 per cent reservation in all legislative bodies in the country, including the Lok Sabha!

In 1999, a somewhat-functional, but rather dilapidated, toilet near the AICC’s media department was demolished to accommodate AICC secretaries Satyajit Gaikwad and Kumari Selja. Gaikwad, who belongs to the royal Gaikwad family of Baroda (now called Vadodara), decided he needed a different entrance to his room when he had one man too many visit his office in search of relieving an overfull bladder.

Maybe Sulabh International should make a bid for 24 Akbar Road! The proposition might even interest the AICC treasurer, Motilal Vora. After all, this would be one sure way to generate funds, considering the success of Sulabh International’s paid toilet scheme in parts of New Delhi! Perhaps this oversight is reflective of the fact that more than sixty years after the country’s independence, six hundred million people, or 55 per cent of Indians are still left without access to proper toilet facilities.

The constant and significant changes in its physical appearance have kept pace with the drastic and sometimes unconventional events that have taken place at 24 Akbar Road. In many ways, the national headquarter of the Congress mirrors what ails the party and the way in which a blend of innovative ideas, charismatic leadership and a pragmatic approach has sustained the Congress legacy.

In technological terms, the office of the country’s most important political party is also the most primitive. Far from being Wi-Fi-enabled, most AICC office-bearers – including the general secretaries – do not even have personal computers. Every communication or office order moves in physical form from table to table, back and forth from 24 Akbar Road to 10 Janpath. Each day, this mammoth exercise is conducted with the help of several peons and messengers. The concept of a paperless office is so alien to the AICC general secretaries that they are ready to break into heated argument, questioning the confidentiality and effectiveness of e-communication.

As Congress chief, Sonia Gandhi did try to usher in change. In 1999, she constituted a research and reference wing for the party, the Department of Information, Publicity and Communication (DIPCO). A separate house, 99 South Avenue, which belonged to industrialist R.P. Goenka (he served as a Rajya Sabha member), was given to a team consisting of Salman Khurshid, Jairam Ramesh and Prithviraj Chavan. But the party’s best and brightest faces prefer to fight among themselves rather than bring out a credible paper or policy document. By 2004, things came to such a pass that Sonia had to ask party treasurer Vora to lock up the premises and stop the funding for the department.

There is complete lack of transparency in terms of salary structure and funds within the AICC. Most AICC employees are paid as per the whims of the party treasurer. Simple work norms such as provident fund, gratuity and health insurance are denied to them. Even political functionaries are given a monthly stipend that is inconsistent with their lifestyle. For instance, each AICC general secretary (among them, Rahul Gandhi, Digvijaya Singh, Ahmed Patel, B.K. Hariprasad, etc.) is paid nine thousand rupees in cash (through a voucher system). However, this income is in addition to their income as MPs or their perks as an ex-chief minister or central minister.

The funding of state and parliamentary polls has always been shrouded in mystery. During the 2007 assembly polls, the Congress blew up huge sums of money in Uttar Pradesh, but netted a mere twenty-two seats and came second in another twenty-three out of a total of 403 seats. In the 2012 assembly polls, the Congress’s tally went up from twenty-two to an equally pathetic twenty-eight seats, yet, no CWC meeting was convened at 24 Akbar Road to discuss this colossal failure. The fifty Congress candidates who were placed in Category A by the party high command and given the best ‘resources’ secured less than 5,000 votes. In other words, they forfeited even their deposits. If party-men are to be believed, each vote in these constituencies cost the Congress more than a thousand rupees.

On 28 December 2009, the Congress celebrated its hundred and twenty-fifth foundation day. Sonia described the Congress as a ‘national revolution’ that led the country to Independence from imperialist rule. Addressing the party-men, she said:

‘The party has always promoted secularism through a consensual approach and has stood for the protection of the rights of the poor.’

The anniversary function was held at Indira Gandhi Bhavan on Kotla Road in New Delhi, which is to be the new headquarters of the AICC.

Actually the plot for the new premises is on the corner of Kotla Road and Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Marg. But the Congress, reluctant to have the name of its headquarters associated with that of Bharatiya Janata Party ideologue Deen Dayal Upadhyaya, has decided to have the entrance on Kotla Road.

As per the rules formulated by the Union urban development ministry, the Congress was entitled to a four-acre plot as per its existing strength in two houses of Parliament in 2009. But the party accepted a smaller plot on Kotla Road as it already has another one on Rajendra Prasad Road – which currently houses the Rajiv Gandhi Foundation headed by Sonia in memory of the former prime minister. The Congress party’s general secretary Janardan Dwivedi said:

‘We were entitled to a four-acre plot as the party has more than 200 members of parliament. However, since an allotment had been made earlier for Jawahar Bhavan (office of Rajiv Gandhi Foundation), we were given two acres. We plan to construct a six-storey building on this plot as it is the maximum permissible limit in the area.’

In 1985–86, Rajiv wanted to shift to a ‘modern office’. He sought donations and all the Congress MPs gave up a month’s salary for the new building at Rajendra Prasad Road, which was to serve as the party’s central office. But Rajiv’s sudden death in May 1991 changed everything.

As a goodwill gesture, in an emotionally-charged atmosphere, the party ‘loaned’ the premises to the Rajiv Gandhi Foundation. The RGF was a brainchild of Sonia’s, it was set up to work in areas that were of the deepest concern to Rajiv, and to act as a catalyst in promoting effective and sustainable ideas towards realizing his dreams.

However, political commentators were dismayed to note that the foundation-day speeches of the Congress party’s president and its prime minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, attempted to do little more than squeeze the history of the party into a Nehru–Gandhi straitjacket. Sonia and Manmohan spoke at length, but they failed to address the serious challenges before the party or chart a blueprint for the renewal of India as a vibrant democratic republic.

A few days after the Indira Bhavan foundation stone was laid, noted editor Bharat Bhushan wrote in the Mail Today newspaper:

‘But can the party sustain the middle class island, admittedly growing all the time, as the end of politics, while a desolate periphery remains poor, deprived and angry? The residents of the periphery have to be taken along, not only as a huge market, but also as fellow citizens. All major changes and societal transformation originate amongst those on the margins of society and not from those who are its main beneficiaries and by definition status quoists. History is replete with examples of how unaware the status-quoists remain till the very end when they are suddenly overwhelmed by transformational politics.’

Though the Congress won two successive general elections under Sonia in 2004 and 2009, proving most political pundits wrong, her best men and women in the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government were those who seemed to have a patron-client relationship with either her or her acolytes. In 2009, none of the AICC general secretaries occupying the big rooms at 24 Akbar Road, except Rahul Gandhi, had won a parliamentary election. As a result, they had little to contribute in terms of generating new ideas and issues into the party’s programmatic agenda. Some of them were more corporate-style managers than politicians who were in touch with the people. These ‘non-accountable’ leaders often lacked the ideological clarity of which the Congress was so proud and they were unable to come up with any out-of-the-box ideas. A senior party leader who had seen a vibrant party office during the Rajiv era wondered if the ‘in power’ Congress had assumed a negative role with its functionaries acting more to kill or blunt any fresh initiative, rather than putting in processes whereby the party could make collective use of the talent it had at its command.

Critics said 2004–09 saw the UPA under Manmohan Singh coming up with many pathbreaking measures, such as the Right to Information Act (RTI), the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme, the right to education, and the Indo–US civil and nuclear deal, but none of these ideas were initially conceptualized at 24 Akbar Road. There are dozens of other similar significant issues in which the Congress has shied away from taking a firm position. For instance, prior to the 2004 general elections, Sonia talked a great deal about the need for job reservations in the private sector, but the issue was not raised at all, once the party won the elections.

In May 1999, a storm brought down a large tree on the premises of 24 Akbar Road. Not only did the tree kill an eight-year-old boy, it also demolished a makeshift temple inside the party office. The tree and the temple held a special significance for the thousands who thronged 24 Akbar Road periodically, seeking election tickets. It was a place where the faithful brought offerings and where sceptics dozed in the shade.

Old-timers recalled the history of the temple and the tree. The tree had been there when the Congress office moved to 24 Akbar Road in 1978 after the split in the party. The temple had been constructed by a holy man from Karnataka after he had been given a party ticket. Many ticket aspirants believed that the temple deity and the tree had the power to grant the fulfilment of one’s political aspirations!

The fall of the more than a century-old tree rattled many. Most AICC general secretaries rushed out of their offices wondering how the tree had fallen so easily in a storm that had lasted a mere ten minutes. When the news reached Sonia late that night, a visibly upset AICC chief demanded to know how such a strong tree had collapsed so suddenly. She was told the tree had had a ‘weak foundation’ – that its roots had been decaying for a very long time.

Some disgruntled party-men went a step further, drawing a parallel between the fallen tree and the Congress and claiming that the tree and the party were probably of the same age. The tree had appeared invincible till it had suddenly collapsed without warning. The Congress under Sonia in 1999 looked good, but its roots were decaying as the party was then hopelessly placed in big states such as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal and Tamil Nadu.
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