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Farishtey se behtar hai insaan ban na,


Magar is mein lagti hai mehnat zyaada.


It’s better to be a human being than an angel,


Though it requires one to work harder.


– ILANA IQBAL




Author’s Note


Jubilee Kumar is based on the real-life events of the legendary actor Rajendra Kumar as related to me by the actor’s family. It brings together their memories of his life’s events, their collection of news and interviews, their photographs, and the information they shared with me in the form of video recordings and interviews with other film personalities. I have depicted all of the above to the best of my ability, and attempted to retain the inspirational flavour and moving aspects of a great life. A few details have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some scenes and dialogues have been created for dramatic and narrative purposes. The memory has its own story to tell, but I have done my best to make it tell a truthful one.


For the opportunity to write the jubilee star’s biography, I stay eternally grateful to the following people for sharing their time, memories and experiences, all of which have deeply enriched the book – Shukla Kumar Tuli, Kumar Gaurav Tuli, Dimple Kumar Patel, Kaajal (Tulsi) Chellaram, Kamla Bhandari, Virendra Tuli, Vikram Tuli, Manoj Kumar, Asha Parekh, Salim Khan, Prem Sagar, Randhir Kapoor and David Dhawan.




Foreword


The desire to put together and publish a book about my father grew out of a need to fill the void of the twenty years I had to live through after losing him to cancer.


I have missed his presence every day since, because he touched my life and that of many others in significant ways.


His handsome features, gentlemanly manner and engaging personality (he wasn’t my superhero for nothing!), along with his sincerity, his passion for hard work and his ability to emote on screen, made him a legend of Indian cinema in the 1960s and 1970s.


Born into an affluent family in what is now Pakistan, my father enjoyed an idyllic and luxurious childhood, which came to a brutal end with the partition of India. Forced to flee across the newly drawn border into a life of deprivation in Delhi, he endured several hardships before an opportunity took him to Bombay (now Mumbai) and the film world, for which he had nurtured a passion all along. Unfazed by repeated rejection, my father overcame the many obstacles that were thrown his way, determined to let nothing come between him and his goal. With time, he went from being an assistant director to a star performer in films and earned the fond nickname that his audience and the industry would bestow on him – Jubilee Kumar.


In his personal life, as in his professional one, he was known for his integrity and for being a devoted husband, a loving father, and a caring son and sibling. In fact, many felt that it was his sincerity as a human being that came through on screen as well, helping him to portray the roles of lover, husband, son and brother with utmost conviction.


Despite his fame and significant contribution to India’s film industry, many young people today have never heard of the jubilee star called Rajendra Kumar. Sadly enough, my own children, who are now in their twenties, have little idea of the larger-than-life personality their grandfather was and the important place he made for himself in the hearts of his many fans and admirers.


It is, therefore, from a deep sense of duty and love that I authorized the writing of this book. If the reader is able to come away from it with their spirits elevated and inspired even a little by how my father transformed his ordinary life to one of stupendous success through sheer grit and ambition, then I will know I haven’t failed him as a chronicler of his life and, most importantly, as a loving daughter keen on keeping her father’s memory alive.


Dimple Rajendra Patel
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A Narrow Escape


On an overcast August morning in 1940, the Tulis of Sialkot’s Sankhatra (San-Khatra) village had left for Amarnath, travelling to Kashmir and onwards to the base camp in Pahalgam that was swarming, as pilgrimage spots invariably do, with thousands of seers, holy men, pilgrims and touts. Having reached the camp, Lakshmichand Tuli made the necessary arrangements for ponies and coolies to escort him, his wife Vidyawati and their thirteen-year-old son Rajendra up the treacherous mountain path to the shrine, before retiring for the night.


The following day, the family was awake long before sunrise. By 3 a.m., amid the chanting of Vedic hymns and the blowing of conch shells, they too had joined the congregation of devotees embarking on the tough 47 kilometre long trek into the mountains.


The actual climb began, however, once they’d crossed Chandanwari. It was freezing cold. Gloves were brought out and slipped on and winter jackets zipped up as the Tulis began the ascent. They were led by a musical band which set a rhythmic pace by beating drums as an accompaniment to the odes being sung to Lord Shiva.


The pilgrims undertaking this arduous journey – an experience of a lifetime for many of them – were further energized by their unified voices as they chanted mantras and clapped their hands to mark the beat. Occasionally, the cry of ‘Bumm, bumm, bhole!’ would rend the air as the group made its way up the frozen route. At regular intervals, they would halt and cups of hot tea made the rounds, as did the food the devotees shared with each other. United in their spiritual fervour, a sense of oneness engulfed them as they snaked their way up the precariously steep trail.


Perched atop his hired pony like a prince, Rajendra Kumar Tuli gazed in fascination at the spectacular beauty of the landscape that unfolded before his eyes as his mount moved ahead at a steady trot, flanked on one side by the mountains and on the other by craggy valleys. The boy’s parents walked alongside.


With darkness descending swiftly, the group of exhausted but exhilarated pilgrims broke journey for a night’s halt at the Sheshnag camp, delighted with the piping hot meal of rajma chawal, aloo gobi and parathas that was served to them. They’d been trekking for more than fifteen hours. No wonder, then, that soon after dinner they were only too glad to huddle up inside the colourful tents that served as their accommodation for the night and go to sleep.


But barely had Rajendra shut his eyes than his mother shook him awake.


‘I just went to sleep, Ma!’ he mumbled in protest, rubbing his eyes, but then realized that all around him their fellow devotees were shaking out their mattresses and folding them up neatly.


Stretching, he stepped out into the pre-dawn darkness. Is it morning or night, he wondered, looking up at the sky from where a radiant silver full moon beamed down at him.


An hour later, the devotees were setting out again for the next leg of their journey.


They reached their destination at 3 p.m., following a mid-noon halt at the Panjtarni camp.


Surrounded by ice-capped mountains, the glacial Amarnath Cave where the shrine was located was engulfed in snow. Although the sun had risen by then and was shining brightly down on them, it was bitterly cold. But not enough, it seemed, to deter the devotees from taking the mandatory bath before queueing up for the darshan to pay obeisance to the stalagmite that symbolized the Shivalinga.


Not long afterwards, it was night-time again. Lying asleep beside his mother, Rajendra was awakened for a moment by what he thought was the sound of thunder. Too exhausted to investigate this further, he snuggled deeper into his comforter and fell asleep.


A surreal surprise awaited him when he woke up the next morning. Stray snowflakes drifted down from a dark sky, lasting for mere seconds before they melted. Almost as soon as they had petered out, a coppery sliver of sunlight arched its way across the mountains. But by the time the pilgrims were ready for the descent, clouds had begun to gather in the sky, with sparse rays of hazy sunlight peeping through them.


Braving the risk of an unseasonal blizzard sweeping across the terrain, the pilgrims set out on their return journey. Fortunately, the rains held off for most of the trek back to Pahalgam, but as they neared base camp, the temperature suddenly plunged to below zero and an ominous darkness descended on the trekkers. In the very next instant, a moisture-saturated cloud burst open, pelting them with icy rain. This gradually gave way to heavy snowfall. Huge hailstones seemed to shoot out from the skies, striking and instantly killing many, resulting in a panic-driven stampede. To add to the pandemonium, boulders broke off the mountains and came rolling down onto the devotees, turning the pilgrimage into a terrifying encounter with death. Many pilgrims slipped, fell and collapsed. Many others were trampled upon. More than 250 people died on the road from Amarnath that day.


As rains continued to lash the mountains, despair overwhelmed the survivors. Several families were forced to leave behind the bodies of accompanying relatives who had slipped on the rock-strewn path and fallen to their deaths below.


Shielded by his resilient father, who hurried him to the base camp along with the other traumatized survivors, Rajendra had managed to escape the wrath of nature. His mother, however, couldn’t be found anywhere. A distraught Lakshmichand decided to first settle his son in a safe place before going out to look for his missing wife. As one of the few pilgrims who had money on him, Lakshmichand forked out what was then a princely sum of ₹50 for a small tent with barely enough space to accommodate two people. But at least it was equipped with a coal stove. Lakshmichand sighed wearily, settling the sobbing boy close to the warmth of the stove.


‘Stop crying!’ he scolded. ‘I am going to look for your Ma. You stay right here, do you hear me? Don’t venture out. I’ll be back soon.’


Outside, chaos reigned. Many of the canvas tents had collapsed under the weight of the snow and rain, leaving the devotees shivering under their wet blankets. The cruel cold had taken a severe toll on the hapless pilgrims; burst blood vessels had sent many into shock and several of the men and women had died of exhaustion and exposure. All through the night, Lakshmichand searched frantically for his wife, but to no avail.


Dawn was breaking when he returned to the tent, defeated and dejected, to find his son still lying on the damp floor, sobbing disconsolately. Squatting on the ground beside him, he drew the boy into his arms and said, ‘I’m sorry, son, I could not find your mother.’


Rajendra’s heart sank and he stared up at his father, his large brown eyes brimming with tears.


‘No!’ he cried out. ‘Not my Ma!’


A deep yearning to climb into his mother’s lap overwhelmed him, but she was gone forever, with the many others who had perished on that ill-fated night.


By mid morning, when the blizzard had finally died down, Lakshmichand set out for the railway station, his son’s hand held firmly in his. Lost in thought, the two trudged on and had just about covered a mile when one of the Kashmiri horsemen who had escorted them uphill came running after them.


‘Master, please come quickly!’ he said urgently. ‘Your wife is in bad shape.’


On hearing his words, father and son turned around at once and made a hurried, desperate trek back to Sheshnag, where Lakshmichand found his wife shivering in the cold and delirious with grief, because she believed she had lost both her husband and her child.


‘Ma!’ Rajendra shrieked, racing the last few steps to leap into her open arms, clinging to her and refusing to let go.


Many years later, reminiscing about that horrifying event in their lives, film star Rajendra Kumar would say that it was ‘one incident…that I can never forget; one that left a mark on my childish heart and mind. The year was 1940; I had accompanied my parents on the yatra of Amarnathji, a cave in Kashmir situated at a height of 14,000 feet.’ Speaking further on the experience that had traumatized the entire family and left an indelible impression on his mind, the actor said, ‘That meeting with my mother who I thought was no more is indescribable. I can’t explain the joy of the moment. And she too had been weeping the entire night, as she had assumed that her husband and son were gone forever. Our meeting was like a rebirth. I learned from my experiences. These helped me in my film career too.’
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Boys Will Be Boys




I was born on 20 July 1927 into an affluent family of Sankhatra, Sialkot. I never knew what the term ‘difficult times’ meant. I had a luxurious lifestyle, but my childhood was a very normal one. I was the oldest of five children. My grandfather Chajhuram Tuli loved me a lot. He loved me so much that… I can’t really define it. He would make me sleep beside him till I was twelve or thirteen years old. Grandfather led a disciplined life. He always had an early dinner and it was early to bed, early to rise. Being the son of the number-one man in town, I was very playful and naughty and even arrogant, at times. My pride often led me into fights with my friends, who would get hurt and bruised in the scuffle. It was then up to my poor mother to appease the angry parents with apologies and sweets for the children.


Rajendra Kumar Tuli





Rajendra raced home from school. He tossed his satchel onto the couch and bounded up the stairs, bursting into one of the first-floor rooms of their six-storey house. Chajhuram Tuli walked in from the veranda adjoining his spacious suite.


‘Dadaji! You are back!’


With that exclamation, the strapping twelve-year-old leaped into his grandfather’s strong arms.


Chajhuram Tuli was one of the wealthiest men in town. Among the first to procure a military contract in the Middle East during World War I, he had amassed a sizeable fortune. Most of the army canteens in Bahrain and a few other Gulf countries belonged to him. But he’d had to start young and virtually from scratch. His father had passed away when he was a mere child and he’d had to fend for himself by selling boiled chana to the labourers working on the railway-track construction site. Gradually, he had been contracted to supply clothes, jaggery, tobacco, salt and tea to the workers, and beer and hookahs to the soldiers being sent off to the battlefront during World War I. Along with Chajhuram was another young boy like him named Ghasita, who supplied mithai and other sweetmeats to the workers in the labour camps. While Ghasita would grow up to become Ghasitaram Halwai, Chajhuram became a top commissioning agent and was known as Chajhu Shah, the title of ‘Shah’ being awarded in those days to highly successful and influential village folk. Soon, riches began pouring in and by the time World War I ended, he had made a fortune.


With the war over, Chajhuram built a six-storey home for his family in Sankhatra, a small kasbah near Sialkot. Constructed at a cost of ₹1 lakh – an enormous sum in those days – the house had forty-two rooms and was one of its kind. Every floor in Chajhu Shah’s grand mansion stood 20 feet high, the total height of the entire structure being equivalent to that of a twelve-storey building today. One of the rooms was stacked with wheat, another with rice, a third with bajra and so on, much like in a granary.


Sankhatra village had a mixed population, with around 55 per cent constituting Hindus. It was practically ruled by the Khatri clan, the Tuli Khatris being among Sialkot’s richest and most influential people. Sankhatra was also known for its traders and many a trade fair was held there.


Once the Tuli family had settled in, Chajhuram set up a textile business, specializing in the Bosky fabric that became so popular with clients that he was able to expand his business by opening a second branch in Karachi. Subsequently, his son Lakshmichand, whose life of ease had hardly ever demanded even a day’s work from him, was put in charge of the Sialkot trade – the textile business being right up his epicurean sleeve – while his father settled down in Karachi and managed the sale of the merchandise there. For two months every year, however, the father-and-son duo would exchange places, with Chajhuram taking over the business in Sialkot and his son handling the one in Karachi. This worked well for both men and for the two branches.


In March 1939, the tall and stately Chajhuram travelled from Karachi to his home in Sankhatra, as he had been doing for the past few years. But, as on every other visit, he could not help being dismayed by his son’s extravagant lifestyle.


With a taste for the good things in life, Lakshmichand Tuli, popularly known as Lakha Shah, would entertain friends and business associates every evening in the outhouse of their vast home. Engulfed in the heady scent of jasmine flowers and perfumes imported from Arabia, his guests would enjoy his lavish hospitality, which included sumptuous meals, an endless flow of intoxicating drinks, shishas and the spectacle of courtesans singing and dancing for their pleasure.


Chajhuram Tuli, however, was a disciplinarian who even forbade the use of abusive language in his haveli. He neither smoked nor drank alcohol. He was also a strict vegetarian. Given his austere habits, his disapproval of the excesses in which his son and his friends were indulging was obvious. Whenever Chajhuram came home to Sankhatra from Karachi, he would attempt to deal with the situation firmly and bring about a change, but his efforts met with little success.


If not my son, I can at least instil sound values in my grandchildren, he told himself with resignation. So every evening after work, he’d freshen up, have his dinner and then retire to bed early, enthralling Rajendra with his wartime stories.


‘You know, son, I admire the British for their discipline. Imagine, even their wars were fought in a systematic manner!’


‘How so, Dadaji?’ his grandson would ask.


‘World War I was a disciplined war. It would commence at 9 a.m. daily, with the sounding of a bugle, and end at 5.30 p.m. sharp, with the blowing of a second bugle.’


‘And then?’


‘Then hordes of exhausted, perspiring and wounded soldiers would rush to the one place they’d waited for the whole day – my military canteen. Tossing guineas on the counter, they’d proceed to dunk their beer mugs into the drums of beer that I’d keep ready for them and drink to their heart’s content.’


‘I can picture the whole scene…but people fighting with people…’ Rajendra mused aloud.


‘Oh, yes! War happens, but with ethics in place. Those were tough times for many,’ Chajhuram sighed.


‘Tell me more, Dadaji,’ the boy implored his grandfather.


‘That’s enough for today. Now go to sleep.’


‘Okay! But promise me – another story tomorrow?’


‘Promise,’ Chajhuram mumbled, falling asleep instantly.


The weeks passed swiftly and his two months’ stay in Sankhatra soon came to an end. On the eve of his departure for Karachi, Chajhuram had his dinner early and retired to his room by 8.30 p.m., with a fidgety Rajendra lying on the bed beside him, waiting for his grandfather to fall asleep.


‘You are restless tonight,’ Chajhuram observed. ‘Don’t you want to hear any stories?’


‘No, Dadaji, you have to leave tomorrow. You sleep,’ Rajendra insisted.


His grandfather shut his eyes and, within moments, was fast asleep.


Rajendra’s concern over his grandfather getting adequate rest was, however, a ploy to conceal his real intention. He had, in fact, planned to catch the 10 o’clock show of a film with his friend Hardayal.


Earlier that afternoon, on their way back from school, Hardayal had pointed out the poster of the Punjabi film Heer Syal that had just released. The two friends had made up their minds right away to watch it that very night.


Now lying motionless beside his grandfather on the four-poster bed and feigning slumber, Rajendra was watchful and alert. As soon as he heard the old man’s soft snores settle into a rhythmic pattern, the boy slithered out from his relaxed embrace and tiptoed to the wooden coat rack where his grandfather had hung up his white pyjamas. Rummaging through its pockets, Rajendra drew out a few coins, picked up his slippers and sneaked out of the house. The iron gate squeaked as he pulled it shut behind him and hurried off to the theatre.


Hardayal was waiting for him. Agog with excitement, the two then hastily purchased the tickets, their anticipation at its peak as they marched into the theatre.


Mission Movie had begun!


Heer Syal, the romantic fable starring Baby Noor Jehan, ended half an hour past midnight. The lights were out at home when Rajendra crept in. As surreptitiously as he had slipped out, he stole under the covers of his grandfather’s bed, but sat up with a start when a voice muttered in the darkness, ‘I’ve been waiting for you… Where did you run off to?’


‘Dadaji!’ the boy exclaimed in alarm. ‘You’re awake?’


‘Answer my question first!’ Chajhuram said sternly. ‘Does your mother know of these nocturnal escapades of yours?’


‘No, she doesn’t,’ his grandson stammered. ‘But…’


‘I know you went to watch a film.’


‘Yes, cinema…’


‘You moron!‘ Chajhuram thundered at his grandson. ‘Instead of concentrating on your studies, you chant “cinema, cinema!” day in and day out! I’m warning you right now: mend your ways or some day you will turn into cinema!’


The old man had intended his words to be a reprimand, a message of caution. But, unbeknownst to him, they would become a prophecy for the future. Instead of curbing Rajendra’s obsession with movies, his grandfather’s warning merely served to fuel his yearning for this form of entertainment.


Rajendra Kumar’s love for movies had been born when he was all of five in a cinema hall in Karachi where his father had taken him to watch a silent film. There in the theatre, the boy had sat in silence, enthralled by the wondrous phenomenon unfolding before him. In one corner, on a kind of lowered platform, sat a man with a tabla; in another was a musician with a harmonium. Both played their instruments in tandem, with the shadowy images enacting the drama on a fabric screen. It was a mesmerizing experience – the background score and songs, along with live sound effects produced by voice artistes that included ringing phones, train whistles, gunshots, thunder and lightning, hoofbeats, chirping birds and animal calls. Adding to the excitement were the cheers, whistles and hoots from the audience. Rajendra enjoyed the music and drama immensely. Watching three to four films a week then became a fixation of sorts, and his dreams began to contain just that one thing – cinema.


Though movies continued to serve as a catalyst and an outlet for his latent creative instincts, and his poet friend Hardayal shared his passion, Rajendra applied himself diligently to his studies.


One morning, as the two twelve-year-olds set off for their school, the madrasa, their schoolbags containing the mandatory wooden slate and Urdu textbook slung across their shoulders, Hardayal said to his friend, ‘Maulvi Master is very strict. What if he finds out we bunked school yesterday?’


‘Let him find out!’ Rajendra challenged. ‘With due respect to our teacher, no one can touch me.’


‘Oh really!’ his friend retorted. ‘Have you forgotten the long cane he carries around school? And he definitely isn’t afraid of putting it to use, regardless of a student’s family status.’


‘Hmm…’ Rajendra mused. ‘I wonder why our parents hand us over to our teachers with the permission to cane us so hard that the flesh comes off our bones. And so what if we bunk school occasionally? Both of us are the best students in class. We study hard, don’t we?’


‘Yes. And fight hard too,’ Hardayal declared with a smirk, holding up his hands so that his friend could see the condition of his palms. ‘My palms are still tingling from the punishment meted out to me last week for hitting that senior boy.’


‘Oh, he deserved it,’ Rajendra said, stoutly defending his friend. ‘He started the fight.’ He paused and said, ‘Look, Hardayal, I have an idea. Whenever we get to know that Maulvi Master is angry with us, we don’t attend class at all, okay? We just go watch a movie. It’s that simple!’


Having come to a decision, Rajendra entered the classroom with Hardayal.


The school day progressed. After yet another brawl with his schoolmates, a muddied and bruised Rajendra, along with Hardayal, stood with his head bowed before Maulvi Ghulam Gauns Master. As the teacher’s cane whipped back and forth, tanning their palms, they bore the pain silently.


From the very next day, both boys decided never to attend school again. It was their act of rebellion against the school’s attempt to tame them into obedience. They’d leave their respective homes on time, as they did every morning, so that their families wouldn’t notice any change in their routine. But, instead of going to school, the boys would spend the entire day in a park en route.


This continued for a week until the maulvi realized that both Rajendra and Hardayal had been absent from school for far too long. Something was certainly amiss. With growing suspicion, the teacher grilled the other students about the boys’ whereabouts and many of them were only too happy to squeal.


Having heard their accounts, a furious maulvi stomped out of the classroom and rushed to the park. Eager to catch the boys red-handed, he found a spot where he would be concealed from view and began scanning the gardens. When he finally did catch sight of the two boys, however, his curiosity got the better of him and his anger dissipated. He inched forward stealthily, until he was close enough to overhear them. Hardayal was seated cross-legged on the grass, reciting Urdu verses that he had composed himself, laced though they were with the choicest of abuses. Rajendra strutted around, enacting the drama that the verses described, rendering the dialogues like a seasoned film actor.


‘Rajendra! Hardayal!’ the maulvi yelled, stepping out from behind the mango tree where he had been hiding.


Startled, the two boys jumped to their feet, ready to flee, but halted in their tracks when Maulvi Master warned, ‘Stop! Don’t you run away now!’


We’ve been caught, Rajendra thought with a sinking heart, eyeing the stick in the teacher’s hand.


Strangely enough, the maulvi merely pointed to the ground with the cane, motioning the culprits to sit back down on the grass. The boys stared up at Maulvi Master towering over them.


‘I had no idea that both of you were so gifted,’ the maulvi began, his tone revealing no trace of sarcasm or anger, much to the surprise of his two errant students. ‘Hardayal, excellent rhyming and wonderful use of the Urdu language, I must admit – but for those bad words! I believe you have it in you to evolve, some day, into an outstanding Urdu poet.’ Turning to look at Rajendra, he predicted, ‘And as for you, barkhurdar… I see an actor in you and I believe you will, some day, make a mark in cinema. But remember this: without excellence in education, success will not come to either of you easily. Devote yourself to your studies and watch your talents bloom.’


The maulvi’s wise words made a profound impression on their young minds. Although films and mischief remained an integral part of their schooldays, the two friends applied themselves to their studies with greater perseverance. When the time came, both of them enrolled in Lahore’s Hailey College of Commerce to complete their education.
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A World Turned Topsy-Turvy




Until then, I had been completely focussed on my education, although my love for movies hadn’t diminished. With the advent of the talkies era, replete with dialogues, songs and dance, my thirst for movies increased. At the same time, I knew in my heart that films were a distant dream. The reality was the enterprising business run by my family. That is where my future lay. But then, in 1947, when I was studying in my second year at Hailey College in Lahore, the news of India’s partition was broadcast. I still remember I was in a T-shirt and shorts – half-pants – Father in a pyjama–kurta and Mother in a Punjabi suit as we left our palatial home. I thought, It is only a time bomb and nothing will happen; we will return home. If we could live under the Brits, why not under Muslim rule? They were our brothers, after all. But a shock wave ran through the entire country.


Rajendra Kumar Tuli





At 4 p.m. on 3 June 1947, the then governor general and viceroy of India, Lord Louis Mountbatten, addressed the nation over the radio, announcing the historic plan for


India’s independence from British rule and its partition into two nations. Following this declaration, the new State of Pakistan was born on 14 August 1947, and on 15 August India was declared an independent country, with Jawaharlal Nehru assuming the office of prime minister.


In the chaos that ensued thereafter, with the exodus of thousands of Muslims to Pakistan and the migration of countless Hindus to India, the distrust and hatred that had been simmering between the two communities for some time surfaced and violence broke out, escalating alarmingly, with little in the way of an organized police force to rein it in and maintain law and order. As the days passed, the number of migrants moving across the border from either side increased. Large numbers of Hindus, Sikhs and others left for east Punjab on the Indian side of the border – empty-handed, divested of their rights, their lands and their homes. Similarly, agitated Muslim refugees fled across the border to Pakistan. They arrived in the new land, the one they had chosen as their refuge, with tales of unspeakable atrocities and terror fanning the already raging fires of communal hatred. Migrants on both sides were angry and frustrated and thirsted for revenge.


Despite the turmoil in the rest of the country, in Rajendra Tuli’s hometown, Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims had continued to live in harmony. But one morning a gathering of Sankhatra’s Muslims warned the Tuli family to leave what was now Pakistani territory.


‘We love and respect you like we do our own people,’ they said, ‘but the Muslim refugees pouring in from India are thirsting for blood. They cannot be trusted. Therefore, we’re urging you to leave your home and move to India, before any harm comes to you. Our men will escort you out of town to safety. We would also advise you to not carry any valuables with you. It might endanger your lives.’


On 26 August 1947, exactly eleven days after India’s independence, the dazed Tulis left their palatial home for the last time, destitute but for the clothes on their back. As Rajendra, his parents, his three younger brothers and two sisters began their journey towards the unknown, Lakshmichand Tuli couldn’t help but turn around for one last look at his home. What is happening is unreal, unbelievable, he thought, before walking away into an uncertain future. At the back of his mind was the hope that they’d return home as soon as the furore had died down.


Dera Baba Nanak, the border town on the Indian side, was nearly 76 kilometres from Sialkot. There were thousands in the convoy that took to the mountains, moving from Pakistan on to the Dera Baba Nanak route.


As he walked along with his family, Rajendra could not erase the memory of his hometown receding from view. And what about Dadaji, he wondered, sorely missing his grandfather.


Reluctant to leave his homeland, Chajhuram Tuli had stayed back in Karachi. When urged to change his mind and join the exodus, he’d retorted, ‘I am confident that this irrational violence, this fanaticism will cease and people will come to their senses soon!’


Now, here they were, without his grandfather. Rajendra drew a deep, shuddering breath as his eyes fell on his father, whose furrowed brow and bewildered gaze betrayed the stress of leading his family to safety and his foreboding of the horrors that might lie ahead of them. Lakshmichand had lost everything – his home, his livelihood. His years of hard work had come to naught. But the determination to survive the odds and not acknowledge defeat showed in his set jaw, although his steps seemed to falter occasionally as anxiety over the difficult and unpredictable future looming ahead seized him.


Facing an uncertain future, soaked to the skin, cold and hungry and terrified, their tears merging with the pouring rain, the Tulis, along with their fellow migrants, endured nature’s fury for four days and nights as they trudged through fields and marshy terrain, through freezing, windswept mountain passes and flooded plains, across raging rivers and humid forests.


Many died of hunger, disease and exposure on the way, some felled by murderous attacks by their fellow humans from another community. But we will make it, Rajendra Kumar resolved, shifting the weight of his youngest brother, the two-year-old Ranjit, from one tired arm to the other.


The sleep of the innocent, he thought with a sigh, gazing down at the child in his arms and trudging on, but as they waded through another gushing stream, a tingling heaviness bore down on his young arms. Thankfully, the rain had stopped by then and the sun had reappeared, setting the sky ablaze. Hot and exhausted, the dispirited refugees decided to take a breather and settled down to rest on the banks of a river – the Ravi.


Rajendra Kumar perched on the edge of a rock, leaning into the waters to wet the hem of his shirt. He wiped his brother’s face with the damp cloth, but the boy did not stir. He stared back at his older brother with a vacant, glassy expression.


‘Ma!’ Rajendra called out, his voice bordering on panic.


Hurrying over, his father shook the baby gently to rouse him and trickled drops of water into his open mouth to resuscitate him. But the child lay utterly still, unresponsive. And, moments later, his eyes closed.


‘He has gone,’ Rajendra’s mother said in a tremulous whisper, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘Lay him down in the river. It will take him to God’s home.’


But Rajendra refused to obey his mother. ‘No, Ma,’ he said, ‘I can feel his heartbeat. He is alive. As long as I can feel him breathing, I will not put him down in the river.’


‘No, there is no breath, no heartbeat,’ Lakshmichand declared, echoing his wife’s words.


With a heavy heart, Rajendra placed his little brother under a large peepal tree on the insistence of his parents and covered him with a piece of cloth. Then the family resumed their trek, stepping down into the river and wading through its waters.


But halfway across the river, as they made their way to a newly liberated India, Rajendra was overcome by the urge to turn back; he had to rescue Ranjit. Driven by the thought of his baby brother lying abandoned in the wilderness, he made his way back to the spot where they’d left him. Then, cradling the seemingly dead child in his arms and holding him close to his chest, Rajendra ran back to the banks of the River Ravi and waded across it, stepping onto the soil of free India.


Thanks to his older brother’s courage and initiative, Ranjit Tuli miraculously survived the ordeal of migration.


But even before the family could rejoice over the baby’s revival and new lease of life, and the convoy could celebrate their escape to safety, a conflict of a different kind had broken out. Across the border, on the Indian side, food packets dropped by Indian Army planes were driving the starved and exhausted refugees into a frenzy. They pounced upon the relief provisions and fought each other off like street dogs to fill their aching bellies. Since the Tulis couldn’t manage to get their hands on more than two such packets, each of them received hardly a few mouthfuls of food. Before they knew it, the choppers had exhausted the stock of provisions they were carrying and roared off.


Hunger still gnawing at their insides, the refugees resumed their journey. It was late in the evening when they finally arrived at the Dera Baba Nanak refugee camp. Here, they were provided by the State with temporary shelter in tents and food, clothing and medical aid.


As Rajendra Kumar sat fanning his little brother at the refugee camp to give him some relief from the unbearable heat and the buzzing flies, he couldn’t help a hysterical chuckle escaping his parched lips. The wheel of fortune has turned, he mused to himself. Rich and well-fed families like ours, driven out of their spacious homes, are now cooped up in miserable conditions, fighting with each other for food and water… Wah, India! Wah, Pakistan! Happy independence to us all!


Two days later, the refugees boarded a bus to Amritsar.


The monsoon burst in all its fury as the dust-laden bus rattled on to Amritsar. Rivers roared, threatening to breach their banks. Fields were inundated and bridges collapsed.


Even in the interiors, the devastation, destruction and bloodshed had left a gaping wound in the heart of the holy city. A physically and emotionally depleted Rajendra Kumar gazed at it all with a heavy heart. Corpses of animals and human beings lay strewn across roads bathed in blood. Countless bloated bodies floated in pools of floodwater. The sight was gruesome and heart-rending.


‘I had assumed the turmoil would be over soon, but look at the extent of the massacre that has taken place!’ a well-to-do Punjabi man sighed. ‘The divide is permanent, irrevocable. There’s no going back.’


On hearing his words, a sense of doom gripped the already disheartened refugees who had just made the crossing.


Young Rajendra, however, was in no mood to accept the man’s gloomy prognosis. Utter rubbish, he told himself. Of course we will go back! Our beautiful home, our precious possessions, our lives cannot be snatched away by anyone so easily. He rested his head against the bus window and smiled through half-closed eyes, recalling the privileged life he’d once led. I travelled on my personal tonga to college… I remember how stylish and well dressed we were, and so were the girls… The evenings we spent with friends on Lahore’s main street, at the club, the restaurants and the wonderful pubs we visited. Barely awake now, he recalled his holiday with his cousin Shyam Behl in January that same year in the popular hill station of Shimla. We had planned to spend the summer months in the cool climes of Shimla where I’d received the thrashing of my life. The memory made him chuckle.


All of eighteen, Rajendra Kumar had fallen in love with a girl at the hill station, but soon learnt that there was no future to their relationship. His broken heart had prompted him to jump off a cliff and end his life, much like the hero in Jugnu, the last movie he’d watched. So there he’d stood, on the edge of the precipice, ready to emulate his onscreen idol and take the leap, when a hand had grasped him and pulled him back. Shyam had, fortunately, been following him and had saved his life.


His cousin had first counselled him and then, to drive home the point, given Rajendra a sound thrashing. ‘Never again will you think of suicide, you get that?’ he had yelled.


Rajendra laughed aloud at the memory now – and, forget dying for love, all notion of romance had evaporated from his system. What a wonderful three months of fun and frolic it had been! They’d hoped that the tumult of this ominous event called ‘partition’ would die down by the time they returned home. How tragically wrong they had been!
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Their holiday had come to a sudden end on the first of August 1947, when their parents asked them to return home immediately. Life for the Tulis was never the same again.


And here I am today, Rajendra thought, stripped of everything; just a poor refugee, moving further away from home…simply hoping that we will return soon.


A child’s wail broke through the sultry air. Rajendra Kumar opened his weary eyes, abruptly coming back to the present. The jam-packed bus with its narrow aisle reeked of sweat, body odour, grease and diesel. Disgusting! He sighed and dozed off again, his head colliding with the rusted metal bars as the bus bounced painfully over rough roads, until it finally shuddered to a halt in the middle of the ravaged city. The groggy young man awoke with a start, feeling disoriented. They had arrived at yet another refugee camp, this one bordering the Golden Temple in Amritsar. Here, families that had once been wealthy were reduced to eating simple meals of daal and roti for their survival. Frequent outbreaks of cholera were common and medical assistance was scarce.


Sitting amidst the squalor of the refugee camp, Lakshmichand Tuli muttered to no one in particular, ‘If only I had enough money to set up a small shop or some kind of work, then maybe…’ He fell silent, sighing in despair.


Rajendra sat up suddenly. ‘Pa,’ he said, a smile lighting up his face, ‘we actually might have some money. Why the hell didn’t I remember this earlier? You know I had a bank account, right?’


‘Yes, I do,’ his father replied.


‘Do you remember Dadaji scolding me for opening it? Both of you had said, “Silly angrezi trends! Why should we keep our money in others’ homes?”’


‘I know, son,’ Lakshmichand admitted. ‘And today we have lost it all. But I never believed in this banking system.’


‘But Pa,’ Rajendra persisted, ‘listen to this: I had eighteen thousand rupees in my account and, by some twist of fate, I had shifted my account to Shimla in May this year, just before going on holiday.’


‘What? Eighteen thousand rupees!’ His father jumped up and embraced his oldest son. ‘We can start our life again!’ he said, enthused. ‘We can do so much with the money! Oh, thank God! Thank you, God!’


The whole family rejoiced over this sudden windfall, dreaming of a fresh start, but the next morning’s newspapers put an end to their hopes. The New India Bank where Rajendra had his account had been closed down. Once again, the Tulis’ world came crashing down. Instead of the new beginning they had been dreaming of, the struggle to survive took precedence with renewed force. Thereafter, Rajendra would make daily attempts to reclaim his money, but in vain.


Six months passed in Amritsar and the Tulis’ hand-to-mouth existence continued, until one day, in a fortuitous moment, the New Bank of India declared that it would repay 75 per cent of all deposits to its account holders, albeit in yearly instalments.


The very next day, riding on the bank’s promise, Rajendra and his family boarded the train to Delhi, a natural choice for better job prospects.


The capital of independent India was a city overflowing with outsiders and half a million refugees at its doorstep. But it was not exactly a haven in waiting. Here too Rajendra’s family was given shelter in a refugee camp within the grounds of a mosque near Delhi railway station. For the umpteenth time since he had been forced out of his home and the world he had known, Rajendra told himself, a wry smile on his face: This is how nature plays with life. It’s the irony of fate.


Meanwhile, shorn of his dignity and pride, Lakshmichand Tuli set out on his daily rounds of the claims office, hoping for compensation for the vast property he had been forced to abandon in Sialkot. The mornings dragged on and ultimately ended in futility, merely heightening his feelings of desolation and hopelessness. The latter part of his day would be spent taking up whatever menial jobs came his way.


Thankfully, after a few months, his persistence bore fruit and the government agreed to compensate refugees with evacuee homes. Lakshmichand and his family were finally allotted their own two rooms in a shared accommodation in Delhi’s Subzi Mandi area.




Our new home in Subzi Mandi seemed quite big after the months we’d spent in tents. To imagine that from a six-storey building with seven rooms on each floor, with fifteen to twenty servants attending to each of those floors, and a separate room for each of us, we were now reduced to living in a two-room shared accommodation. Father, Mother, my brothers and sisters lived in the house under miserable conditions. Grandmother and Grandfather too came later. I didn’t know where to go, what to do. Father, in the meanwhile, had become a cloth seller and my sister started stitching clothes. That used to hurt me very much, because I loved my sister and couldn’t take it that she was doing such menial jobs for others. And to top it all, these people, who paid so little money, sometimes screamed at her in anger… But I was helpless. Also, I had never imagined myself serving somebody, till a day in early 1948–49, when my father’s old friend came to meet him.


Rajendra Kumar Tuli





A hand-to-mouth existence in miserable conditions was taking a toll on the young Rajendra. In addition to the scars he bore from the partition – the impact of bloodshed, near-death experiences and loss – he agonized over his father’s plight. As he stood waiting in a queue at the employment exchange with thousands of youngsters like him, he sighed. Every day I stand in queues and every day I return empty-handed, he thought to himself. I am the oldest in my family, but am unable to lighten my father’s burden. He reproached himself constantly as he shuffled along in the moving queue. At the end of the day, disheartened, yet again, he returned home, his eyes welling up as he heard the whirring of his sister’s sewing machine.
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