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‘In [this book], Kidwai acts both as a political historian and a storyteller. Those interested in Indian politics will find Leaders, Politicians, Citizens an intriguing and indeed enjoyable introductory guide to the titans who have shaped India’s raucous, frustrating and fascinating political history.’
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Author’s Note


Before I humbly invite readers to pick up this book, I feel I owe them an explanation. I was never on a dead beat, if you can pardon the expression. As a political reporter, I have loved going beyond the quotes politicians dished out and the tea and biscuits that were served as they did so. For me, it was always the conversations that were had away from politics that revealed fascinating aspects of characters which would otherwise have remained buried. What drew me to explore the personalities behind the politicians were the stories of human ambition, emotions, insecurities and, invariably, the motivations behind individual quests for longevity in public life. Every life is unique and this volume attempts to showcase that uniqueness.


But how did I first hit upon the idea of writing obituaries of politicians and other key figures who had passed on? I am grateful to my friends Richa Sharma and Sobhana Nair for coming up with the suggestion. Both Richa and Sobhana insisted that I had a knack for storytelling and profiling the lives of some of the most influential and, often, whimsical individuals who brought colour to Indian politics.


Still, writing the obituaries was not easy. Penning down an idealized account was out of the question. Every time I sat down to write about someone whom I had met on numerous occasions, followed closely, or read and researched about extensively, a range of moral and ethical questions clogged my mind. What if the dead could speak or read? Would they be vexed, pleased or bemused by my accounts?


This, of course, gives rise to a counterargument. Surely, those who had been part of our national life and contributed to the making of the nation deserve a documentation of their journey, even if the exercise is conducted in a subjective manner. My attempt has been to describe what I knew the person to be, to be as candid as possible, to avoid euphemisms and remain sensitive. While these goals sound good, they are impossible to achieve fully.


Most personalities covered in the book deserve a full-length biographical account, but the idea was for this volume to simply give the reader a glimpse of their lesser-known sides. Discerning readers will notice that the work is not only packed with ‘national figures’ but also peppered with regional satraps. Leaders like N.D. Tiwari, Arjun Singh, Motilal Vora and A.R. Antulay dabbled in state politics as chief ministers. I must also concede that as a political journalist I have been more well-versed with Congress politicians as I mostly covered the activities of that party. Besides, the Congress played a pivotal role in India in the years after Independence, particularly up to the 1980s. To add to the flavour, a few lesser-known state-level politicians such as Babulal Gaur and Hazarilal Raghuvanshi have been included because their stories have a wide appeal.


My God-fearing wife, Dr Farah Kidwai, insisted that I be gentle with the deceased as they deserve the kind of remembrance that captures their essence rather than their follies or acts of indiscretion in a particular phase of their lives. She reminded me constantly that the dead were no more and could not speak for themselves. Thank you, Farah, for such sensitive and valuable advice.


Readers will notice the wide range of people represented in this compilation. Not all of them are politicians or elected representatives. Some are merely prominent personalities. While not all of them are well known, they all have, in their own way, left their mark in their chosen spheres. The idea was to tell their story in the most interesting way possible. It is up to my readers to decide if I have succeeded. All I can say is that I tried my best.


Since obituaries are not biographies, details such as important dates, affiliations, and the names of spouses and children have largely been excluded. Putting these profiles into some kind of order posed a challenge. My publisher suggested ordering them alphabetically by their surnames, keeping in mind the readers who may wish to easily locate profiles of interest to them. This is what has been followed.


I am grateful to the Telegraph (Calcutta), Mumbai Mirror, The Print, the News 18 blog, Observer Research Foundation (ORF), Rediff, the India Today web edition, the ABP News blog, The Quint, The Wire and other publications for having previously published parts of some of the profiles compiled here.


I cannot thank three people from Hachette India enough, for playing a key role in this endeavour – Poulomi Chatterjee, editor-in-chief and publisher, and editors Ansila Thomas and Anju Christine. They made significant and pertinent observations while discussing the final shape of the book. My thanks also to Sini Nair and others in the Hachette India team who make working with them truly memorable. This is my fourth book with Hachette India, after 24 Akbar Road: A Short History of the People Behind the Fall and Rise of the Congress, Ballot: Ten Episodes that have Shaped India’s Democracy and Neta Abhineta: Bollywood Star Power in Indian Politics. I am grateful to them for their faith in me.


I also take this opportunity to express my gratitude to Nirmal Pathak, Farhan Ansari, Priya Sahgal, Sunetra Choudhury, Nistula Hebbar, Naghma Sahar, Rama Lakshmi, Sheela Bhatt, Sudeep Mukhia, Faisal Mohammad Ali, Avinash Dutt, Marya Shakil, Krishna Kant Sharma, Deepal Trivedie, Atul K. Thakur, Ravi Dubey, Sumit Pande, Radhika Ramaseshan, Sandip Ghose, Shubhabrata Bhattacharya and advocate Leo for being part of the journey. Your suggestions, comments and critical inputs were of great help.


Friend, editor and blogger Ananda Sen deserves a special mention. Sen, a first-class editor from the Telegraph, took great pains to go through each profile and help identify weak spots. His sharp eye for detail, fact-checking and understanding of contemporary politics provided a lot of depth. We often talked and debated about the lives and times of the book’s subjects and the concerns Farah had raised. These freewheeling conversations helped in capturing the nuances and also brought a degree of comfort as thoughts took shape in words.


I wish to express my gratitude to Dr Sunjoy Joshi and Samir Saran of the Observer Research Foundation (ORF) for their support and guidance.


Lastly, thank you, Falah, Abaan, Inaya, Farhan Saima, Saad Ghazia, Shahab Sadia, Saif Farah, Shams Shaista, Umar Maryam, Samad, Sabur, Umair and Ayesha Siddique for being an integral part of my life.


Rasheed Kidwai


New Delhi


December 2021




Foreword


India’s finest asset is her democracy. The free and fair elections we hold, protecting that vital ability of each and every Indian to vote, are the very lifeblood of how India operates. Our political sphere can induce euphoria and rage, and if we were to be brutally honest, the practice of our politics disappoints as often as it inspires. Yet it is at the heart of what makes India great: the ability to express our opinions without fear or favour, and to continuously work to improve our country according to our own different lights.


Studying Indian politics is a captivating exercise, charting the rise and fall of parties and ideologies. But behind these abstractions are the individuals who shaped India’s political history, and their engrossing lives. Rasheed Kidwai’s Leaders, Politicians, Citizens compiles the stories of 50 figures who influenced India’s political landscape over the past several decades, each in their own unique way. From a wide geographic and temporal scope, Kidwai, a highly respected political journalist and commentator, has selected a deeply interesting range of political figures. Regional mass politicians rub shoulders with prime ministers and religious leaders, with several parts of India being represented. Together, they represent a cohesive picture of the evolution of Indian politics and power. Serving the public through politics is a privilege and an honour; the complex figures in this book have sometimes used the power that their roles bestow to divide rather than unite, or for their own personal gain. Understanding the human behind the headlines helps us unravel the motivations behind the way each of these famous figures behaves.


Each profile combines well-researched analysis of the individual’s contribution to Indian politics with revealing personal histories, from Phoolan Devi’s hilarious Paris trip to Chandraswami’s puzzling and surprising relationship with Margaret Thatcher. In this way, the author creates a portrait not just of each person as a politician, but, as the title suggests, an ordinary citizen too, with values and prejudices of their own. Kidwai acts both as political historian and storyteller; the reader gains a fuller understanding of our leading political figures when they are also described as human beings.


Of course, as an active politician, I cannot endorse each and every view expressed in this book. Nevertheless, I am confident that those interested in Indian politics will find Leaders, Politicians, Citizens an intriguing and indeed enjoyable introductory guide to the titans who have shaped India’s raucous, frustrating and fascinating political history. My congratulations to Rasheed Kidwai on an unusual, and unusually readable, book.


Dr Shashi Tharoor, M.P.


Member of Parliament for 
Thiruvananthapuram Lok Sabha constituency,


Chairman of the Parliamentary Standing 
Committee on Information Technology, and 
Chairman, All India Professionals’ Congress




SHEIKH ABDULLAH


(1905–1982)


The national interest cannot be defined as a common interest of the industrial, commercial, and financial companies of a country, because there is no such common interest; nor can it be defined as the life, liberty, and well-being of the citizens, because they are continually being adjured to sacrifice their well-being, their liberty, and their lives to the national interest.


– Simone Weil


THOUSANDS OF MILES AWAY FROM EUROPE – THE SOCIAL AND INTELLECTUAL laboratory of French philosopher Weil – national interest was at the centre of a conflict that would draw a charismatic Kashmiri deep into its turbulent heart. Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah didn’t merely live through the tumultuous years that began in 1948; for most part of his political life, he experienced it first-hand, as India’s national interest clashed with what he felt was in Kashmir’s interest.


Abdullah would pay for his views with his liberty. From being New Delhi’s darling, who had thwarted Pakistan’s designs, he would fall out of favour and be subjected to long years of confinement, only to be briefly rehabilitated towards the end of his life. By then, however, secessionist sentiments had taken over and a mellowed Abdullah was no more the leonine figure who had once gripped the imagination of ordinary Kashmiris. From the zenith of adoration at which he once found himself, he had become a subject of scorn of Kashmiris, perceived as a ‘collaborator’ with the Indian government.


Forgotten in the turmoil were some of the people-oriented measures Abdullah had introduced during his reign as the Wazir-e-Azam (prime minister) of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) from 1948 to 1953. Among the progressive steps he had taken were: the termination of the jagirdari/zamindari system; abolition of big, landed estates; fixing of the land ceiling; liquidation of debts; transfer of land to the landless; reorganization of educational institutions; and the establishment of Jammu and Kashmir University.


Abdullah died in September 1982, aged 76, during his second term as chief minister, leaving behind the indelible imprint of his personality on the history of the Indian subcontinent and a fascinating, if conflicted, legacy.


Early Life


Abdullah was born into a merchant family in Soura, a few miles outside the capital city of Srinagar, on 5 December 1905. Abdullah’s father, Sheikh Mohammad Ibrahim, died two months before his son’s birth, leaving behind his widow, five sons and a daughter. Abdullah was brought up by his mother and elder brothers, and went on to marry Akbar Jehan, whose father Michael Henry (Harry) Nedou (a.k.a. Sheikh Ahmed Hussain) was of Slovak and British descent.1


Abdullah came from a family of modest means whose main source of income was a business in shawls. After his schooling and early college education in Srinagar, Abdullah was sent to Lahore and later to Aligarh for higher studies. It was from Aligarh Muslim University (AMU) that he secured an MSc in 1930.


Destiny had many plans for the fatherless boy. From being a schoolteacher and peasant-rights activist, the physics postgraduate went on to become a freedom fighter against the British Raj and a voice of protest against Kashmir’s whimsical and autocratic Dogra ruler, Maharaja Hari Singh. Abdullah’s powerful oratory in his native tongue would also play a role; the 6-foot-4-inch-tall Abdullah’s spell-binding recitations from the Quran fired the imagination of Kashmir’s Muslim majority. Not for nothing would they call him the Sher-e-Kashmir (Lion of Kashmir).


In 1931, Abdullah joined high priest Mirwaiz Maulvi Yusuf Shah in the struggle against the maharaja, but abandoned the maulvi in 1932 to form his own outfit, the All Jammu and Kashmir Muslim Conference.


Seven years later, under the influence of Mahatma Gandhi and fellow Kashmiri Jawaharlal Nehru, Abdullah would reject the communal politics of the Muslim Conference. Abdullah acknowledged that his action had been influenced by Nehru. ‘Jawaharlal, a very sensitive man with a wide vision, advised me to broad-base the National Conference and to keep the doors of the organisation open to non-Muslims in spite of sharp opposition from landlords,’ he would recall later.2 Abdullah rechristened his outfit as the All India National Conference, a participatory coalition of Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs that sought home rule and democracy in Kashmir.


Those were heady years for Abdullah, but more success was to follow for this tall, imposing leader whom ordinary Kashmiris loved. The mass support that he enjoyed helped Abdullah thwart the Pakistan military’s attempt to take control of Kashmir in August–October 1947, when India was in the throes of a testing period of a national partition on religious lines.


Pakistan had launched an attack on Kashmir on 22 October 1947, with its army regulars masquerading as tribals. New Delhi had initially refused to bail out Hari Singh, the maharaja of Jammu and Kashmir, because he was recultant to integrate with the newly formed Indian Union. Nehru eventually agreed to send troops on the advice of his home minister Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, but before the Indian Army landed at Srinagar airport on 27 October, it was Abdullah and his local Kashmiri volunteers who defended the city for crucial hours and days. The volunteers, who called themselves the Dagan Brigade, patrolled Srinagar, while Hari Singh and his key lieutenants fled to Jammu. This group of volunteers later served as the nucleus for the formation of the Jammu Kashmir Light Infantry, a regular unit of the Indian Army.


The maharaja signed the Instrument of Accession, acceding the state to the Indian Union. However, the outgoing British governor-general Lord Mountbatten intervened, linking the accession of Kashmir to an offer of plebiscite. On 28 October, Nehru went public, promising a plebiscite on All India Radio. A formal complaint against Pakistan was made at the United Nations (UN), thereby globalizing the conflict. The prime minister (PM) was so confident of the valley’s popular mood that he told the Constituent Assembly on 2 November 1947, ‘We are, of course, vitally interested in the decision the state (of J&K) would take.’3 In his telegram to the prime minister of Pakistan, Nehru had reiterated,


I should like to make it clear that the question of aiding Kashmir in this emergency is not designed in any way to influence the state to accede to India. Our view which we have repeatedly made public is that the question of accession in any disputed territory or state must be decided in accordance with wishes of people and we adhere to this view.4


The idea of a plebiscite had first entered the conversation during efforts to resolve the Junagadh dispute with Pakistan. In 1947, the Muslim ruler of Junagadh in Gujarat had acceded to Pakistan. This had enraged Indian leaders and Sardar Patel had proposed a plebiscite. In the plebiscite held in 1948, the people of Junagadh chose to join India.


In November 1947, Mountbatten went to Lahore to propose a plebiscite to decide the fate of Kashmir. Mountbatten had even assured Pakistan’s leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah that the UN would oversee the process. On 1 January 1948, the Government of India formally introduced the Kashmir issue at the UN under Article 35 of the UN Charter, which permits any member state to bring to the world body’s attention any situation likely to endanger international peace and security. The UN subsequently passed a resolution and formed the United Nations Commission for India and Pakistan (UNCIP) to mediate between the two countries. A three-step process to end the dispute was recommended:


• Withdrawal of tribesmen, army and Pakistani nationals from the State of Jammu and Kashmir


• The Government of India was asked to reduce its force in Jammu and Kashmir


• The Government of India was also asked to appoint a plebiscite administration to hold a plebiscite


The idea of demilitarization of the India- and Pakistan-held regions of Kashmir was never implemented. Ahead of the first military conflict between India and Pakistan, Jinnah sent a three-member delegation to Kashmir to persuade Abdullah to cast his lot with Pakistan. When an aggressive member of the Pakistan delegation, Dr Mohammad Deen Taseer, kept insisting that Kashmir opt for Pakistan, an indignant Abdullah reportedly told him, ‘It is none of your business to tell us what to do.’ When Taseer warned that Pakistan would have to use ‘other means’, Abdullah retorted, ‘Do whatever you like, but to enter Kashmir you will have to walk over our dead bodies.’5


Nehru acknowledged and valued Abdullah’s ability to influence ordinary Kashmiris, who were opposed to siding with Pakistan in exchange for a secular autonomous state. Abdullah was appointed head of the ‘Emergency administration’ in Indian Administered Jammu and Kashmir. As a token of appreciation, the Nehru government was generous with economic safeguards, and promised to recognize Kashmir’s unique status and protect its culture. Abdullah was, later crowned Wazir-e-Azam of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir.


On 2 November 1949, Nehru and Abdullah attended a massive rally at Lal Chowk in Srinagar, where they took a pledge of identity and the state’s everlasting bond with the rest of the country. ‘I want you to believe that Kashmir is yours,’ Abdullah told Nehru at the meeting, adding, ‘No power in the world can separate us. Every Kashmiri feels that he is an Indian and that India is his homeland.’ Sheikh Abdullah, a bit overwhelmed with emotions, is said to have quoted a Persion couplet, ‘Man tu shudi, Tu man shudi; Ta kas na goyed, Man degram tu degri (I became you and you became I; so none can say we are separate)’.6


In 1948, Abdullah travelled to Paris as a member of the Indian delegation to attend a meeting of the UN Security Council, where the future of Kashmir was to be discussed. He defended the legality of his government. Addressing the Paris meeting, he said: ‘We should prove before the Security Council that Kashmir and the people of Kashmir have lawfully and constitutionally acceded to the dominion of India, and that Pakistan has no right to question that accession.’7 It must have been sweet music for India to hear Kashmir’s prime minister and delegate to the UN stir citizens and outsiders alike with his patriotic oratory, especially his choice of words: the ‘fountain-head of basic laws laying the foundation of a just social order and safeguarding the democratic rights of all the citizens of the state.’8


Abdullah championed free speech, a free press and a higher standard of living for the poor. At the core of his speech lay his belief in the ‘equality of rights of all citizens irrespective of their religion, colour, caste, and class’.9


On his return from Paris, in March 1948, Abdullah was formally sworn in as the prime minister of Kashmir and soon launched a large-scale reform programme for the state. The zamindari system was abolished, and the estates of big landowners were taken over by the state to be distributed among the landless. People were also given debt relief.


Abdullah has summarized much of the passion and intrigue of this period in his autobiography, Aatish-e-Chinar (The Fire of Chinar Trees), where he recounted the failed attempts of Pakistan to wrest Kashmir from India’s grasp. He was, at that point of time, a darling of India, passionate about his Kashmiri identity and unabashed about Kashmir’s integration with India. He relied heavily on his friend Nehru, and the two stood together like a rock against several overt and covert machinations by colonial powers and other vested interests.


Till early 1953, Abdullah’s sincerity towards the Indian Union seemed unconditional. His pronouncements, too, vouched as much. At a press conference in Bombay (now Mumbai) on 25 January 1951, Abdullah explained why his state had opted to accede to India. ‘The people of Kashmir know that they cannot develop unless they are under a secular democracy. They have, moreover, always received nothing but affection, sympathy and active help from the people of India,’ he said. Days later, speaking in Madras (now Chennai) on 11 February, he remarked, ‘There has been community of suffering and ideals between the people of India and the people of Kashmir in the past and today we tie our destiny with the rest of India because of her belief in secularism, democracy and progress.’10


Later that year, Assembly elections were held in Jammu and Kashmir, with 75 seats allocated to the India-administered part of Kashmir and 25 seats reserved for the part administered by Pakistan. Abdullah’s National Conference won all the 75 seats.


Change in Attitude


The Nehru–Abdullah bonhomie, however, would be short-lived, as the central government began asserting Kashmir’s ‘intimate connection’ with the rest of India. India’s national interest clashed with Abdullah’s ideas and by early 1953, political commentators in New Delhi could discern visible changes in his perception of Kashmir’s accession to India and its position within the Indian Union. Among other things, Abdullah’s critics argued that his speeches and pronouncements were increasingly laced with calls for an independent or autonomous Kashmir, on the lines of Switzerland, referring frequently to a guarantee to that effect by the UN. It upset the Indian political leadership, including Nehru.11


For Abdullah, the preservation of Kashmir valley’s linguistic, cultural and religious identity was paramount. In more substantive terms, the Indian state was asked to give autonomy in all matters except for defence, communication and currency. He also accused New Delhi of reneging on its promise to hold a plebiscite on the state’s future. Nehru would often invite Abdullah to sort out their differences but the issues remained unresolved.


On 8 August 1953, days after slogans like ‘Indian Army must get out of Kashmir’ were heard in the Valley, guided by national interest Nehru dismissed the Abdullah government. Subsequently, Abdullah was arrested. The trigger for the arrest was an intelligence report sent by Nehru’s hand-picked head of the Intelligence Bureau (IB), Bhola Nath Mallick, which stated that Abdullah had left on 8 August for Gulmarg to meet a representative of Pakistan. In the fifth volume of The Papers of Adlai Stevenson, it is mentioned that some Indian leaders believed that some CIA agents and Mrs Loy Henderson, the wife of the US ambassador stationed in New Delhi, had encouraged Abdullah to toy with the idea of an independent state.12 Abdullah’s arrest drew sharp reactions not only from Pakistan but also from the United Kingdom and the United States. The then prime minister of Pakistan, Mohammad Ali Bogra, pressed for a meeting with Nehru to finalize the appointment of a plebiscite administrator for Kashmir.


In the subsequent Kashmir conspiracy case, the Union home ministry, police and intelligence agencies worked assiduously to establish that Abdullah was collaborating with external forces – namely Pakistan, UK and the US – to get Kashmir to secede from India. Abdullah was jailed, accused of conspiring against the state. Despite being Nehru’s close friend for eleven years, Abdullah languished in jail because the prime minister, Nehru, felt that India’s national interest subsumed that of Kashmir or his friendship.


Bakshi Ghulam Mohammad, who succeeded Abdullah as prime minister of Jammu and Kashmir, ruled till early 1964. While some consider Ghulam Mohammad the architect of modern Kashmir, he faced a stiff challenge on the political front from those seeking the right to self-determination.


Discontent had also set in among the people in the post-Sheikh Abdullah era, as they felt that successive state governments ruled only at the mercy of the Government of India. That perception was strengthened when the Kamraj Plan, mooted in the Indian National Congress in May 1963, led to the resignation of senior Union ministers and chief ministers of party-ruled states. Ghulam Mohammed was not part of the Congress – he belonged to the National Conference – but was still persuaded to offer ‘a token resignation’ to strengthen Nehru’s hand. In a move that typified the strange relationship between Kashmir and New Delhi, Ghulam Mohammad’s resignation was accepted along with those of five state chief ministers and six Union ministers.


Plebiscite Puzzle


Ironic as it might sound, Nehru was reiterating India’s and Pakistan’s desire for a plebiscite when Abdullah was jailed in the Kashmir Conspiracy case. In the later part of 1953, when Pakistan’s prime minister, Mohammad Ali Bogra, arrived in New Delhi, Nehru, moved by idealism, agreed to issue a joint communique reaffirming the two countries’ commitment to a plebiscite. The communique read, ‘Both the prime ministers were actuated by a firm resolve to settle these problems as early as possible peacefully and cooperatively to the mutual advantage of both countries.’13


However, in 1957, Nehru’s friend and India’s defence minister, V.K. Krishna Menon, told the UN Security Council that ‘self-determination was a principle which could be applied to dependent territories governed by a colonial power; it could not be used in regard to a constituent unit like Minnesota which forms part of the federal union’. What he implied was that after 1947, the entire territory of Jammu and Kashmir had become a part of India.14


Govind Ballabh Pant, who was the Union home minister in Nehru’s cabinet, had articulated similar sentiments in 1955. ‘The Constituent Assembly of Kashmir, which was elected on the basis of adult franchise, has taken a definite decision. While I am not oblivious of the initial declaration made by the Government of India (about plebiscite), I cannot ignore the important series of facts.’ Pant had said.15


In 1962, Krishna Menon again reminded the Security Council that Pakistan had failed to honour its commitment and the conditions for a plebiscite, and also that the UN resolution had become obsolete after Kashmiris had participated and expressed their democratic will in Assembly and Lok Sabha elections. ‘On no condition shall we sell our heritage. On no condition shall we open the door for the disruption and disintegration of India.’ the defence minister said.16


It had taken India nearly fifteen years since Independence to arrive at a firm position on Kashmir. While the Nehru government handled Kashmir with sophistication, the prime minister and Sardar Patel seemed unable to decide whether to hold on to Kashmir or not.


In his book, Pakistan: The India Factor, author Rajendra Sareen has documented a conversation between Sardar Patel and Sardar Abdul Rab Nishtar, a minister in the Pakistan cabinet. Sareen has quoted Patel as saying, ‘Bhai, give up this talk of Hyderabad and Junagarh, and talk of Kashmir: Take Kashmir and settle the issue.’17


Sareen offers another gem later in his book, where he quotes Sirdar Shaukat Hayat, a member of Pakistan’s Constituent Assembly, who was present at a meeting between Lord Mountbatten and Prime Minister Liyaqat Ali. Mountbatten had conveyed Patel’s message to Liyaqat Ali that if Pakistan kept out of Hyderabad, India would exit Kashmir. Hayat had commended the proposal, prompting a sharp retort from Liyaqat Ali: ‘Sirdar Saheb, have you gone out of your mind? Why should we leave a province [Hyderabad] larger than Punjab and settle for some mountain rocks?’18


Patel’s trusted aide V.P. Menon, who was Secretary of the Ministry of States, corroborates Sareen’s account. Menon, who reported directly to Patel, chronicles a meeting between Hari Singh and Mountbatten in June 1947. The governor-general had told the maharaja that ‘if he [Hari Singh] acceded to Pakistan, India would not take it amiss and he had firm assurance on this from Sardar Patel himself.’19 V. Shankar, political secretary to Patel, has also observed in his memoirs that Patel was willing to back the maharaja. ‘If the ruler (of J&K) felt that his and his state’s interest lay in accession to Pakistan, he would not stand in his way,’ Shankar has quoted Patel as saying.20


Nehru was instinctively opposed to the idea of giving away Kashmir. For him, such a move would have amounted to an endorsement of the two-nation theory. Nehru also remained extremely conscious of international opinion. Nehru’s biographer, S. Gopal, mentions a letter the prime minister had written to Patel from Paris, wherein he mentioned that France and Britain were not finding India’s Kashmir policy as impeccable as he would have liked them to.21


The UN resolution, adopted by the Security Council at its 286th meeting held on 21 April 1948, had laid down several conditions for India and Pakistan to facilitate a plebiscite. While the US, UK, France, Canada and China were among those who had voted in favour of the resolution, Belgium, the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic and erstwhile USSR had voted against it, considering the language and some of the contents a bit hostile to India.


In and Out of Jail


Towards the end of his life, Nehru ordered Abdullah’s release. In early 1964, Abdullah met Nehru and other leaders in Delhi. The Government of India authorized him to hold a dialogue with Pakistani leaders to resolve the Kashmir problem and arranged his visit to Pakistan. Abdullah was able to convince Pakistan President Ayub Khan to meet Nehru on 16 June 1964. But before the meeting could take place, Nehru died on 27 May. Abdullah was still in Pakistan when he heard the news and is said to have wept bitterly over the loss of his friend, sobbing like a child for hours.22


In 1965, Abdullah went on a pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina. On his way back, he stopped over at Jeddah, Baghdad, Cairo, London and Algiers; his utterances at all these places were marked by a perceptible anti-India tinge. At Algiers he had a long meeting with the Chinese leader Chou En-lai. Back home, Indian leaders were outraged that Abdullah had met the leader of a country that had attacked India a few years earlier. When Abdullah returned to Delhi, the government impounded his passport. Abdullah was arrested again and detained at Kohinoor Palace in Kodaikanal, Tamil Nadu. He was released in January 1968.


That, however, wouldn’t be his last stay in jail as Abdullah would be arrested again on the suspicion of hobnobbing with foreign powers. His prison stints at various Indian jails, with brief intermissions, would finally end only in 1973, two decades after the Nehru government had first put him behind bars on the charge of treason.


Abdullah, however, remained popular in his state. Upon one release from jail in 1968, Abdullah was received by a surging, ecstatic crowd of thousands. Local media compared the welcome Prime Minister Indira Gandhi got when she flew to Srinagar with the reception Abdullah received. While Gandhi had travelled the six miles from the airport to Srinagar town in 15 minutes, it took Abdullah’s car five hours to inch through the crowd to cover nearly the same distance that year.


In 1973, after his final release from detention, Abdullah told an interviewer his views had moderated over the years. ‘Age has mellowed us,’ he said. ‘The situation is difficult and I don’t see any signs of change. But you don’t lose hope. You can’t.’23


At this time, Indira Gandhi also signed an accord and made a Congress ministry in Jammu and Kashmir, headed by Syed Mir Qasim, who step down in favour of Abdullah. It was an act of statecraft and wisdom. By sacrificing a Congress government in Kashmir for the return of a more popular and representative ministry, Indira Gandhi set a precedent that her son Rajiv Gandhi would follow while pursuing the Mizo peace accord in 1986. In 1975, Abdullah returned to political office as chief minister of Kashmir, a post he held until his death.


According to noted editor M.L. Kotru, who hailed from Kashmir, no other Kashmiri leader had so completely dominated the political scene in the state, and for so long, as Sheikh Abdullah did. Kotru felt it was one of the most remarkable ironies of history that the man who was instrumental in mobilizing Muslim opinion in the Valley in favour of India after Partition was later accused of being anti-national and jailed, first by Nehru and then by Indira.24


In Aatish-e-Chinar, his autobiography in Urdu published posthumously in 1982, Abdullah seems to write more in anguish than anger. He said that he had strongly advocated that the people of Kashmir should cast their lot with India in 1951, yet he was subsequently accused of anti-national activities. ‘Thirty years have passed since then and we have gone through hell. We have been subjected to all kinds of sufferings and humiliation, and yet I stand by what I said then: The solution that I offered then (union with India) is still valid.’25 Abdullah gave his side of the story on the charges that the Nehru and Indira regimes levelled against him—being in collusion with Pakistan and the US. Abdullah has also noted that he was often detained without a formal charge-sheet.


According to Abdullah, there were three options for Kashmiris: Go over to Pakistan, remain an independent state or become part of the Indian Union. ‘I told them that they can choose any of the three options, but they must remember that the need of the moment was to get liberation from the oppressive Dogra rule and that could be more effectively achieved while maintaining the status quo… [T]hat is, remain with India.’26


Image Tarnished


By the time Abdullah returned to power, much had changed in Kashmir’s politics. Successive state governments were seen as Delhi’s puppets while maladministration – including lack of electricity in winter, inadequate supply of rations, and congestion and lack of even basic civic services in Srinagar – had led to mass discontent. Sectarian violence too had marred the landscape. This was also a time when the subcontinent was fraught with tensions, after yet another war between India and Pakistan that had led to the creation of Bangladesh.


Abdullah was left with no choice but to compromise with Indira Gandhi. Many Kashmiris who harboured secessionist sentiments viewed it as a sign of weakness and betrayal. Some even felt that a politically ambitious Abdullah had sold out to the Centre as part of quid pro quo.


The Sher-e-Kashmir’s popularity plummeted so much that his mortal remains at Naseem Bagh on the banks of the river Jhelum in Srinagar now have to be guarded round the clock by police and paramilitary personnel. There have been several attempts to desecrate his grave. Many local Kashmiris today blame Abdullah for the present-day fate that has befallen them. When Article 370, which gave Kashmir its special status, was abrogated in 2019, the mausoleum of the National Conference founder bore a deserted look. In a report published in the Telegraph, its Srinagar correspondent Muzaffar Raina quoted a policeman as saying, ‘Sheikh Mohammad Abdullah, who got Article 370 incorporated in the Indian Constitution, usually attracts a few visitors and more abuses. These days, there are no visitors and only abuses.’ The policeman had added:


There has been no visitor in the past 10 days (after the scrapping of Jammu and Kahmir’s special status). […] More than visitors, you get to see people on motorcycles or in cars hurling abuses. They say things like ‘Baba aaya jahannum (father be in hell)’. This happened always, but is happening more often now.27


Despite the infamy he acquired in subsequent years, three great Urdu poets of the Indian subcontinent have written poems in Abdullah’s praise. Hafeez Jalandhari, Josh Malihabadi and Faiz Ahmad Faiz – all Pakistani nationals – have written about Abdullah’s lifelong struggle against injustice and for the democratic rights of the common man. Faiz, in his tribute to Abdullah, writes:


Bol ke lab azaad hain teray,


Bol ke jaan ab tak teri hai,


Tera sutwan jism hai tera,


Bol, ke jaan ab tak teri hai.


(‘Speak, for your lips are free; Speak, your tongue is still yours; Your upright body is yours; Speak, your life is still yours.’)
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DEV ANAND


(1923–2011)


DASHING. ROMANTIC. EVERGREEN. DEV ANAND, ONE OF BOLLYWOOD’S most enduring legends, had a more than healthy interest in politics. He could be cheeky as well. In 1962, the actor, then 39, had asked Jawaharlal Nehru: ‘Is it true, Sir, that your devastating smile stole the heart of Lady Mountbatten?’28


Dev Anand himself had a smile that left millions of hearts aflutter, but the actor could present a grim visage too when provoked – as he did one day during the Emergency. Asked to say a few words in appreciation of Sanjay Gandhi and the Youth Congress, Anand had refused, responding to what he described as a ‘call of conscience’. The actor’s films were subsequently banned from being screened on television, while All India Radio too forbade any reference to his name.


When the 1977 parliamentary elections were announced, lawyer Ram Jethmalani urged Dev Anand to join the Janata Party, and its campaign against Indira Gandhi and her son, Sanjay. Caught in a dilemma, Anand had apparently paced up and down the garden behind his residence, all night, lost in thought, before he finally went to bed. By the time he woke up, he had made up his mind. He agreed to share the dais with Morarji Desai and Jayaprakash Narayan, whom he admired deeply, and make a short speech condemning Indira Gandhi. The Janata Party experiment would, however, disillusion him soon.


Desai resigned from the prime ministerial post in July 1979 following internal differences. Indira Gandhi withdrew her support for the subsequent Charan Singh government, paving the way for the 1980 general election. It was at this point that Dev Anand decided to ‘teach the politicians a lesson’ and formed his own party – the National Party of India (NPI). He envisaged a party that would include the country’s luminaries. ‘If MGR could spell magic in Tamil Nadu, why not me in the whole country?’ he had told his supporters, one of whom was Jawaharlal Nehru’s sister, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit.29 ‘We felt it was time for intelligent, well-informed, well-meaning figures to represent India’s electorate in Parliament,’ the actor would say later.30


A rally was held at Shivaji Park, the historic ground in Mumbai (then Bombay). It is Dev Anand’s belief that a packed house prompted Indira Gandhi to send him feelers, asking if he would join hands with her. The actor snubbed her again. ‘Joining hands with an autocrat was absolutely out of question.’31


On the eve of the 1980 general election, Dev Anand was dreaming big. Ideas kept surging in his mind. He would later describe the time in his autobiography, which would be released by Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh on 26 September 2007 – on the occasion of the actor’s 84th birthday and, coincidentally, Singh’s 75th. In his words:


A giant forward leap was required to link the ancient civilization with modern India. What if all villages are transformed into neat small towns flashing with electricity and gushing merrily with water facilities… What if English is taught to all and farmers, labourers, coolies and aristocrats mov[ing] around in cars, waving at each other in a spirit of bonhomie. It was the utopic vision of [a] visionary, and I wanted to make it happen if I joined politics.32


Congress president and United Progressive Alliance (UPA) chairperson, Sonia Gandhi, was also present at the event where the actor hailed her, along with Singh, for ‘their capacity to take the country skywards so that it becomes an envy of the world’.33


The National Party of India, with Dev Anand as its president, would, however, close shop within months when Nani Palkhivala and then Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit declined to contest the Lok Sabha elections. Palkhivala, a noted jurist and economist who had attended the actor’s Shivaji Park meet, reportedly sent a message saying that while he was open to the idea of joining the Rajya Sabha, he was reluctant to contest for a seat in the Lower House.


Dev Anand had prepared his party manifesto but learnt subsequently that his party colleagues had modified some of his radical suggestions. Moreover, there was no sign of the funds that certain affluent individuals had promised him. Even finding candidates for over 500 Lok Sabha seats proved a Herculean task. In Dev Anand’s own words, ‘The inertia already visible amongst the early enthusiasts dampened my spirits… And that was the end of (the) National Party. It was a great idea that was nipped in the bud.’34


According to Rajkumar Keswani, a Bhopal-based journalist and film historian, the Dev Anand-led party was a well-intentioned flop. Keswani has written about it quite candidly in his article ‘One Reel for Politics’, published in the Outlook magazine in April 2014. Keswani’s account reads as follows:


It was a strange but real event in the political history of India. Dev and his colleagues in the enterprise called their party a ‘crusade’ against the corrupt politicians of the country. And the crusaders were none other than our own film folks who wanted to ‘teach a lesson’ to politicians, who they thought were a pack of greedy fools, a motley crowd of self-seeking opportunists.35


Keswani was present at a press conference held on 14 September 1979 at the Taj in Mumbai – the same venue where the actor had previously launched the National Party of India and released its manifesto. Keswani reports having seen a huge assembly of film personalities – such as V. Shantaram, Ramanand Sagar, G.P. Sippy, Shriram Bohra, Atma Ram and I.S. Johar – and stars like Hema Malini, Shatrughan Sinha, Sanjeev Kumar and others, all backing Dev Anand’s party to the hilt. ‘Several teams were formed by Dev and his colleagues, including his brother Vijay Anand, to draft the constitution of the party, launch a membership drive and create a manifesto for elections,’ Keswani’s article says.36


Dev Anand himself brimmed with hope and confidence. ‘Why not, for a change, and for the sake of the country we love, form a political party that would transform the ugly[,] slushy shape of things[,] and give it a new shape as magnificent and glittering as a grand film?’ were the words the actor would use in his autobiography to describe his feelings then.37


Membership was not a problem. Keswani says the membership drive evoked a positive response across the country:


Everyone thought they will be in the company of stars by paying a rupee as membership fees. While releasing the party manifesto, Dev, who looked every inch an angry young man, told the media that they were launching a crusade…a crusade against poverty, unemployment, illiteracy and corruption. A party to promote a prosperous and growth-oriented society.38


The speech, in retrospect, sounded part Narendra Modi, part Arvind Kejriwal. But it did not get much media attention at that time; it was dismissed as just another film promotion.


Dev Anand died in London on 3 December 2011, following a heart attack. He was 88.
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A.R. ANTULAY


(1929–2014)


ABDUL RAHMAN ANTULAY WAS THE FIRST SERVING CHIEF MINISTER who had to step down from office after allegations of a scam. The Congress leader was accused of favouring donors to a trust – the Indira Gandhi Pratibha Prathisthan – in the grant of cement quotas.


Antulay fought a protracted legal battle from 1982 – when he was convicted, finally clearing his name only in 2013. But the final judgment, while giving him a clean chit, also noted that the former Maharashtra chief minister’s use of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi’s name amounted to misuse of office.


The allegation of a cement scam had come from a lobby of Congress leaders who were reportedly uncomfortable with the balance of power shifting from Marathas to a Muslim. Shalini Patil, who was the revenue minister in Antulay’s cabinet, was the most vocal and also a prosecution witness. Her husband, Vasantdada Patil, had accused Antulay of helping Muslims build mosques in Mumbai. The charge had evoked a trenchant response from Antulay: ‘If Dada thinks I am as communal as he is himself, it is unfortunate for the Congress.’ He had further told the interviewer,


Let him mention even two mosques for which I arranged monetary help, either directly or indirectly. On the other hand, I can give at least two illustrations among many in which I raised monetary assistance for a Hindu and a neo-Buddhist temple. I am proud to be a Muslim but I have never claimed to be a Muslim leader.39


Antulay, who ruled Maharashtra for a year and a half till January 1982, was famous for stepping out after midnight to keep an eye on the law and order situation.


A barrister from Lincoln’s Inn, Antulay was a staunch supporter of Indira Gandhi and Sanjay Gandhi, and remained so through the Emergency, surpassing even D.K. Barooah’s ‘India is Indira, Indira is India’ brand of loyalty. At one point during the Emergency, Antulay had created a flutter by asking for a ‘fresh look’ at existing constitutional provisions, suggesting that the parliamentary elections held every five years be done away with. One of his famous comments in this context was: ‘It has been left to Nehru’s proud daughter, the daughter of the Indian nation, the daughter of India, ancient, present and future, to bring into effect what Nehru had visualized.’40


But neither allegations of corruption nor his well-known loyalty to Indira Gandhi had stopped the then prime minister, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, and Shiv Sena chief, Balasaheb Thackeray, from trying to get Antulay on their side. When Vajpayee returned as prime minister in 1998, he had reportedly sent feelers to Antulay inviting him to be the ‘Muslim face’ of the National Democratic Alliance (NDA). Antulay did not reject the offer outright. He had turned to former prime minister P.V. Narasimha Rao for advice. Rao reportedly told him to switch sides but Antulay decided to consult Sonia Gandhi, who had by then taken over as Congress chief. Sonia Gandhi is said to have pleaded with him not to compromise on ‘secularism’. Towards the end of his life, Antulay regretted having missed the chance of joining hands with Vajpayee.41


As a minister in Rao’s cabinet, he had stunned Congressmen by declaring himself a ‘Shiv Sainik’ and had urged an interviewer not to address him as ‘Abdul Rahman’, saying he preferred to be called A.R. Antulay.42


In 1982, as the chief minister of Maharashtra, he had sought an appointment with the Queen of England, requesting her to return the sword ‘Bhawani’ which had belonged to Chhatrapati Shivaji. The request, moved through the Indian mission in London, had resulted in Antulay getting an appointment, but he was unseated before his London visit.


After the November 2008 terror attack in Mumbai, Antulay had kicked up a storm by alluding to the alleged role of Hindu fundamentalists in the death of Anti-Terrorist Squad chief Hemant Karkare in the 26/11 siege. Both Sonia Gandhi and Dr Manmohan Singh had distanced themselves from the remark. Antulay later sought to clarify his comment, saying he was not talking about who had killed Karkare but that the officer might have been sent in the wrong direction.


Antulay died on 2 December 2014 after a long illness. He was 85.
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TEJI BACHCHAN


(1914–2007)


TEJI BACHCHAN, OFTEN BETTER KNOWN AS AMITABH BACHCHAN’S mother, died in Mumbai’s Lilavati Hospital at the age of 93, leaving her family and the Nehru–Gandhis bereft of their strongest link over three generations. Amitabh and Jaya Bachchan were at the hospital when the end came at 1.15 p.m. on 21 December 2007. Their daughter-in-law Aishwarya Rai Bachchan too cancelled a trip to reach Lilavati and her husband, Abhishek, flew in from Rajasthan. Ajitabh Bachchan and his family arrived a few minutes after Teji Bachchan’s death.


When Teji Bachchan died the next day, the Congress paid its respects, with spokesperson Shakeel Ahmed saying that the ‘mother of the famous actor, Amitabh…[had] contributed a lot to society when she was active’.43 Nearly five years earlier, Sonia Gandhi had made it a point to send Rahul Gandhi to the funeral of Amitabh Bachchan’s father, poet Harivansh Rai Bachchan, in January 2003. Remembering the actor’s mother now, Sonia Gandhi said she had been her ‘third mother’.44 In many ways, Teji had indeed acted as Sonia Gandhi’s ‘third mother’.


The Bachchans’ tale of friendship with the Nehru–Gandhis dates back to Anand Bhavan, Allahabad (now renamed Prayagraj). Indira Gandhi was still unmarried at the time. Sarojini Naidu had introduced poet Harivansh Rai Bachchan and his Sikh wife, Teji, to Jawaharlal Nehru and his daughter as ‘the poet and the poem’.45


Amitabh Bachchan was barely four when he was introduced to Rajiv Gandhi, who was two then. There was a fancy dress party at the Bachchans’ Bank Road residence in Allahabad, at which Rajiv Gandhi had shown up dressed as a freedom fighter. In an interview, Amitabh Bachchan had recalled: ‘Ma (Teji) says he messed up his pants. We were all such tiny kids then, absorbed in our little games that it did not seem a big deal that Pandit Nehru’s grandson was in our midst.’46


When Nehru moved to New Delhi’s Teen Murti Bhavan as India’s first prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi and his brother Sanjay were often spotted playing with the Bachchan siblings – Amitabh and Ajitabh, Adil Shaharyar (the son of Indira Gandhi’s aide Mohammed Yunus) and Kabir Bedi. While Rajiv and Sanjay Gandhi were studying at Doon School, Amitabh and Ajitabh Bachchan were at Nainital’s Sherwood. But during the holidays in New Delhi, which fell around the same time, the boys met and swam together every day at the pool of Rashtrapati Bhavan.


Rajiv and Sanjay Gandhi exposed Amitabh Bachchan to avant-garde cinema. European films were specially screened at Rashtrapati Bhavan for the Nehru–Gandhi family then. Amitabh Bachchan recalls attending with Rajiv and Sanjay Gandhi the screening of films like Cranes are Flying, and other Czech, Polish and Russian movies rich in anti-war messages.


Indira Gandhi’s close aide Yashpal Kapoor, more famous now for toppling Opposition governments in states, was extremely fond of Amitabh Bachchan. Kapoor is said to have tried getting Amitabh Bachchan into Delhi’s prestigious St Stephen’s College. For some reason (perhaps due to a better course option), Amitabh Bachchan did not join, preferring to move to Kirorimal College instead. But his younger brother Ajitabh studied economics at Stephen’s.


Amitabh Bachchan’s first break in Bollywood was in K.A. Abbas’s Saat Hindustani, based on the liberation of Goa. Abbas was considered close to Indira Gandhi, the then prime minister, and there were whispers that she had put in a word for the struggling actor. But Abbas stoutly denied having acted at her behest.


Harivansh Rai Bachchan – later to become a Rajya Sabha member – was requisitioned in the foreign office by Nehru’s government while Teji was made director of the Film Finance Corporation in 1973. This was the time when Amitabh Bachchan married Jaya. The guest list was extremely short but Sanjay Gandhi was present, representing the Gandhis.


When Amitabh Bachchan emerged as a successful actor, Rajiv Gandhi would often visit him on the sets, extremely unobtrusive, waiting patiently till he completed a shot. Amitabh Bachchan recalled: ‘His nature was that he would never misuse his family name. More often than not, Rajiv would not disclose his surname, fearing the distance it would create between him and the common man.’47


Then came the Emergency. Amitabh Bachchan, who was frequently seen in Sanjay Gandhi’s company, faced the media’s wrath for supporting it. On 11 April 1976, Delhi hosted a music function called ‘Geeton Bhari Sham’, ostensibly to raise money for Sanjay Gandhi and Rukhsana Sultana’s (actress Amrita Singh’s mother) controversial family planning programme. Both Amitabh and Jaya Bachchan were present in the company of Sanjay Gandhi. Around this time, when Indira Gandhi’s Emergency information and broadcasting minister Vidya Charan Shukla was busy clamping down on violence in Hindi films, came Ramesh Sippy’s Sholay.48 Writers Salim–Javed and the rest of the crew were concerned about whether the film would pass the censor board. Amitabh Bachchan’s association came in handy as the otherwise intimidating Shukla cleared it with minor cuts, including a change in the climax.


Throughout the 19-month Emergency, Amitabh Bachchan remained silent on the ban imposed on Kishore Kumar by All India Radio and Doordarshan, and the ostracism of the likes of Pran and Dev Anand – both outspoken critics of the government. Film journalism faced stiff censorship where even a gossip item about a young Amitabh Bachchan and the sensational Zeenat Aman was not tolerated.


There were minor differences between Gandhis and Bachchans though. For instance, when Indira Gandhi, whose proximity to Teji Bachchan was well established, chose Nargis as a Rajya Sabha member in 1980, the move had reportedly upset Teji Bachchan because she fancied herself as a contender. But Indira Gandhi had stoutly defended her decision, insisting that Nargis had deserved the recognition much more than anyone else. The incident was reported in a snippet column of a magazine that was edited by Indira Gandhi’s younger daughter-in-law, Maneka.


The post-Emergency era had seen the Bachchans distancing themselves from the Gandhis when the Janata Party, under Morarji Desai, went out of its way to target Indira Gandhi and her son Sanjay. Sanjay’s side of the family claims that when Indira Gandhi was out of power, there was a proposal to invite the Bachchan clan to a public rally, but Teji Bachchan reportedly declined, citing potential implications for her son’s career as the reason. Sanjay Gandhi was reportedly livid and relations between the two families snapped for the time being. Sanjay was also upset when, out of power, he arrived in Mumbai, his friend Amitabh Bachchan did not come to receive him – a task that the actor had greatly relished in happier times, it seems. Sanjay Gandhi’s son, Feroze Varun, had once told this writer that the Bachchans made their return to the Gandhi household only after Rajiv Gandhi entered politics – months after Sanjay’s death.


When Amitabh Bachchan met with a near-fatal accident in 1982 though, one of the first people to support him and the Bachchans was family mentor Indira Gandhi who travelled to Mumbai, Rajiv in tow. She had just returned from her official visit to the US. Sanjay Gandhi had died some months previously and the tragic parallels in the lives of the two families further strengthened the friendship.


When Indira Gandhi headed to see the actor, she wrote a letter to her friend Dorothy Norman:


In Los Angeles, a message came that his [Amitabh Bachchan’s] condition was critical. Had I been in India[,] our entire family would have gone to Bombay to be with them all. As it was, we decided that Rajiv should fly back and on my return to Delhi, Sonia and I also went down to Bombay for a few hours. When one is battling for one’s life or indeed for anything else, it makes an enormous difference if close friends are there to help build morale.49


As Rajiv Gandhi emerged as Indira’s heir apparent after Sanjay’s death, a newly rehabilitated Amitabh Bachchan was now once again very much a part of the Gandhi inner circle. Amitabh Bachchan was chosen to offer his signature baritone voice to the 1982 Asian Games’ opening ceremony in Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium. Rajiv Gandhi, the chief organizer, sat in the front row as Amitabh Bachchan anchored the show reading hymns.


However, following the Bofors uproar, Amitabh Bachchan, a Member of Parliament (MP) from Allahabad then, left politics, disillusioned. The cinematic superman was accused of being a middleman. Amitabh Bachchan fought for his honour and won a protracted legal battle, but he could not sever his links with politics. Bachchan’s parting with Gandhis singularly contributed for Rajiv Gandhi’s downfall as the Allahabad Lok Sabha by-elections in 1987 gave the fragmented opposition the sense that together they could humble the Congress, which was holding 413 MPs in the 542-member Lok Sabha.


Several years later, Amitabh Bachchan spoke about the Emergency to Arnab Goswami on Times Now, saying that he didn’t feel angry with its imposition but quickly added, that it was ‘perhaps the wrong decision’. ‘Democracy was being curtailed’, including in the film industry, he conceded. He agreed with Arnab Goswami that Bollywood in general (and Bachchan himself) does not want to upset the ‘powers that be’.50


Despite all that had transpired, Sonia Gandhi always retained her affection for Teji, who acted as her godmother and schooled her in Indian customs when she first arrived in Delhi as Rajiv Gandhi’s fiancée in 1968 and was put up at the Bachchans’. ‘I came to learn a lot from them. Teji aunty is my second... no, my third mother (after her own mother and mother-in-law, Indira Gandhi),’ she had said in a 1985 interview in the Hindi magazine Dharmayug. ‘Amit and Bunty (Ajitabh) are my brothers.’51 Several wedding rituals, like Sonia Gandhi’s mehendi ceremony, too were held in the Bachchan home.


In October 1984, when Indira Gandhi was assassinated by her security guards, there was absolute panic at the residence of the then prime minister. At one point, Sonia Gandhi, who was attending to her mother-in-law (yet to be officially declared dead), became hysterical fearing for the lives of Rahul and Priyanka who were in school just then. She told Arun Nehru that Indira had feared a repetition of Mujib-ur-Rahman – the towering Bangaldeshi leader whose entire family, except for daughter Hasina, up to three generations was wiped out. Arun Nehru took charge and transported the children from school to Teji Bachchan’s Gulmohar Park residence in Delhi for safety.


Years later, in October 2004, sources close to the Bachchan family said that Teji Bachchan had got her son Amitabh to quickly smother the fire when Rahul Gandhi and Amitabh’s wife Jaya Bachchan, who had joined the Samajwadi Party by then, traded charges over which family had let down whom. A Samajwadi Party source said that had Teji Bachchan not been so ill (she had been bedridden for months), she would have worked towards a rapprochement and perhaps dissuaded Jaya Bachchan from joining the Uttar Pradesh-based party.


The tirade that Jaya Bachchan let loose against Sonia Gandhi and her family must have been abhorrent to the dignified Teji Bachchan. The special relationship she shared with the Nehru–Gandhi dynasty was one that she valued greatly. Teji Bachchan prided herself on being a good friend, as did Indira Gandhi, and both the families had proved that their relationship could weather the highs and lows of life.


Born in a family of army officers, Teji ‘Suri’ had shared Harivansh Rai Bachchan’s keen interest in poetry, literature and theatre. In his autobiography, Harivansh Rai Bachchan had admitted that he was ‘enamoured by Teji’s charms and spirited commitment to society’.52


The couple married in 1941. Teji Bachchan was his second wife.


In a blog written to mark his mother’s birthday in 2014, Amitabh Bachchan gave a graphic account of his parents’ love:


My Mother, unknown to my Father till they accidentally met, My Mother, who had never heard of who my Father was. My Mother who left her all – her luxuries of her opulent home in Lahore and Rawalpindi and Lyalpur and Karachi, her English Governesses and a fleet of my Grandfather’s Lancers and Rolls Royces, to marry my Father, an unknown of meagre means.53


Amitabh chronicled that Teji Bachchan was just three months old when her mother passed away. He described the experience as follows:


She never did ever experience the joy and care and the most important company of a Mother. She never knew what a Mother was! Is that in some way indicative of how dear a Mother she herself became, when we were born? I often wonder, as does my Father in his autobiography. I touch their faces through the enlarged miracles of photography, stand silently before them [at the] beginning of the day, and wish and pray that they extend their love and care to me and the family.54


Author and journalist Promilla Kalhan was well known to the Bachchans. In her book, she describes Teji Bachchan as an accomplished singer and a theatre artist. Teji Bachchan performed with several troupes in Delhi and Allahabad. After her marriage, she acted in Shakespeare’s plays translated by her husband. It may sound incredible, but Prime Minister Nehru once snuck in to attend when a Hindi version of Shakespeare’s Othello was being performed by her:


When the play was halfway through at a New Delhi theatre hall, Jawaharlal Nehru, accompanied by his secretary, walked into the hall and quietly took a back seat. But his entry did not go unnoticed. From the stage, Teji Bachchan called out to the prime minister and requested him to take a front seat.55
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JYOTI BASU


(1914–2010)


THE THRONE WAS ON OFFER. HE HIMSELF WAS WILLING. BUT HIS party colleagues wouldn’t let him occupy it. The year was 1996. Jyoti Basu had come within a whisker of becoming India’s first communist prime minister, only to be denied the opportunity by the party he had founded. The Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI[M]) politburo nixed the proposal, believing that his continuation as the chief minister of Bengal was more important than leading a rainbow coalition of centrist and Left-leaning parties at the Centre. A dejected Basu had gone public, terming the politburo’s decision a ‘historic’ blunder. That was, perhaps, the only time Basu broke his party’s code of discipline. A lesser man might have invited censure but Basu was too tall a leader to be hauled up by the party. In any case, subsequent events would prove him right.


Over the next 18 months, the country saw two prime ministers flunking the coalition test and paving the way for the Right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) to come to power. Virtually everyone, except for the no-changers in the CPI(M), would later concur with Basu’s assessment.
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