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  PREFACE




  WAR IS TREACHEROUS; EVERYONE knows that it causes untold misery and loss. The indirect benefits a war usually brings about are not so widely appreciated. But for the war, Niels Bohr’s short paper on the structure of Hydrogen Atom would have remained no more than an epoch making discovery. We would not have had an Atom Bomb nor would we have been able to harvest electrical energy through splitting the heavy atoms. Wars intensify and accelerate scientific research resulting in beneficial tools for human progress and wellbeing.




  It is hardly recognized that wars also help in accelerating societal liberalization. This novel tries to demonstrate such a change in a conservative Indian town of Devipur near the Indo-Pak border. Common people are essentially similar in all countries and human values continue to operate in them, even in times of war.




  A situation, however bleak and hopeless, can be retrieved and put back on the path of progress by a devoted and determined individual. This was proved by persons like Gandhiji and Martin Luther King in different countries in different contexts. Similar actions in smaller contexts often go unnoticed, like the contribution of Goraknadh to NEC, in our story. In all cases the individuals are guided by the same psychological compulsions of individual responsibility to society.




  




  
Chapter 1. Problems galore.





  In the thick of emotional excitement and high expectations for a bright future of their motherland India, several commercial, industrial, cultural, educational and other institutions came into existence throughout the country, soon after India attained Independence.




  National Engineering College (NEC) was one of those that came into existence in 1948 in Devipur. It was the first Engineering College in the neighborhood, which was considered to be educationally backward. The faculty was selected on the basis of merit and competence without parochial or caste considerations. The faculty was devoted and the students, selected on the basis of merit, were conscientious; the institution gained a reputation soon. Although NEC wished to continue with the principles and practices with which it began, because money had to come from the government, it also brought politics with it. NEC was not unique in this respect - every institution suffered to different degrees.




  NEC also suffered from two other afflictions. The first was because of its location. Devipur was in a region, backward in many respects. The politicians of the region felt that their region was being exploited by those of the rest of the state. Clever people are certainly capable of grabbing a larger share than their due and perhaps it had been happening for centuries everywhere. There was a strong demand for the creation of a separate state for that region, even before the country gained Independence. However, a separate state was not recommended by the States Reorganization Commission and the government did not create a separate state.




  It was felt that a state devoid of wealth, or resources for wealth, may not be able to progress on its own steam. They provided a series of agreements binding the state government to help that region to develop fast.




  That was in the mid-fifties. The politicians of the region were never satisfied with the operation of the agreements. Except for a few years when some activity was visible, the agreements remained dead-letters thereafter. The politicians continued to agitate but the politicians of the rest of the region quickly learnt the methods to keep the central government in good humor and under their control. This was possible because, in a democracy, the government depended on adult franchise and the votes had come to depend on money, in spite of the best efforts of the Election Commission. Although it was an independent body, it could act only on the basis of the Representation of People Act approved by the parliament.




  The discontent brewing in the region intensified and took the shape of a public agitation in 1968-1969. Chaos prevailed for a number of days, disrupting normal life and causing a lot of damage to public property. Enmity between the people of the two regions was provoked and intensified. The national struggle for independence, especially the non-cooperation movement, attracted the students in large numbers, directly into the turmoil. Perhaps Gandhiji could not foresee its consequences for Independent India of the future; in every subsequent agitation, even for trivial causes, students started deserting their studies and jumping headlong into the struggle. Students are always idealistic and emotional and are inexperienced to foresee the serious consequences of their impulsive actions; politicians are ever-ready to exploit the gullible youth. That agitation was no different. It took away the precious lives of some youth. As the agitation was turning chaotic, the prime minister made an unscheduled visit to the principal leader’s residence, requested him to call off the agitation and made a tentative offer. It was then that the quality of his leadership became obvious. It was easy for an influential politician to start an agitation on some emotional issue but it required sagacity, statesmanship and people’s implicit faith in his leadership for people to follow his advice when he called off the agitation. Gandhiji was able to demonstrate his leadership and people’s implicit faith in him by successfully calling off a national agitation the very next day, after a small incident occurred at a remote place. If only the leader was able to demonstrate his strength and his following, whatever might have been the tentative offer the prime minister might have made to the leader, the moral pressure that would have built up, would have secured a separate state for the region! Now his weakness was demonstrated publicly. The state government was quick to spring into action and use strong-arm methods ruthlessly. The agitation gradually died out. Thus the social atmosphere was vitiated.




  The second affliction was because of the affiliation of the college. The Vice-Chancellor (VC) of the university was a senior retired government official and a candidate of the then chief minister. By the time the chief minister changed, the VC was past seventy, almost fifteen years beyond the age of retirement for the faculty. He was maintaining his authority by employing the tricks he learnt during his long government service. He had no academic distinction to merit that office or to evoke reverence of the university community. He was also vindictive and he did not care very much about the rules governing his office. He favored some stooges who acted as his informers. He could not tolerate anyone expressing a frank opinion in his presence and took revenge indirectly.




  The new chief minister and each of his senior colleagues had a candidate ready for the VC’s job. None of them wanted the present VC to continue. So the chief minister called the VC for ‘Tea’ and requested him to tender his resignation because of his age. The VC considered it an insult and a personal humiliation and became defiant. He gathered his stooges and planned to make it physically impossible for any person appointed to his job to take charge. Because they didn’t know who the new VC was, they required manpower to guard all entry points. The natural pool to fish, within their easy reach, was that of the student community. The VC’s stooges gathered their tough looking crude stooges for the job to man and guard all entrance points, especially entrance to the administrative offices. For the first time, students were drawn into the politics of university administration. This virus quickly spread to the constituent colleges. At the entrance to the meeting of the Academic Council two days later, there was a large contingent of trusted faculty and their trusted followers, checking the identity of each entrant! Some council members were subjected to the humiliating experience of having to wait at the entrance till someone of the unauthorized security group confirmed their identity!




  The new chief minister was certainly more clever and resourceful. Early the same morning, the Education Secretary, summoned the Registrar to come to the secretariat along with required official books, to enable the new VC to take charge. One of the secretaries in the department was asked to assume charge as the VC, provisionally. The Registrar was asked to keep the event confidential till the meeting of the Academic Council ended and till the (Old) VC returned to his office to find the new VC occupying his chair. When the ‘VC’ returned from the meeting of the council, he was extremely annoyed to find his room occupied by someone who was attending to the work he should have been doing. The Registrar explained to the ex-VC all that had happened in the morning. The ‘VC’ jumped about with anger as a cat would when it stepped on ash not suspecting the fire it was covering. He saw a police contingent outside the administrative office. He realized that he was outwitted and humiliated. He also realized that his game plan was defeated and that he would invite trouble and further humiliation for himself if he meddled at that stage.




  Although the VC episode occurred at the university, its effect spread to the affiliated colleges also. The students became more defiant and interfering and some faculty members began associating with some students to create mischief. The political agitation could not achieve a separate state for the region but some benefits resulted. One was the creation of a separate university for the colleges in the region. Now NEC was the only engineering college under the new university. However, the damaging influence of the VC episode took deep roots and flourished. At the height of the political agitation, political parties felt that they were on the verge of achieving a separate state. A bitter rivalry developed between two major political parties. Both of them were keen to appear solely responsible for achieving the new state. Both parties spent a lot of money to recruit volunteers and to spread their ideology. The student’s union elections provided an opportunity to test the relative strength, popularity and influence of the two groups. Not only money but also weapons found their entry. The differences were so accentuated that there was a student’s murder on the NEC campus, fortunately on a holiday. The culprit was the son of an influential local politician of the ruling party. The principal and the Governing Council (G.C.) were silenced, the victim’s relatives and the police were managed and finally, the matter was hushed up without a trace.




  As if these problems were not sufficient, the principal Civa Swarup, contributed his share. He was peculiar in many respects. He had a greater regard for the Bachelor Degree he earned from London University, than for the Master Degree he obtained from Roorkee University. He spelt his name starting with a ‘C’ instead of with ‘S’ or a ‘Sh’ that was commonly used. He was CS among students who privately interpreted the first letter to invariably stand for ‘Crank’; the second letter variously stood for ‘Stupid’, ‘Silly’ or ‘Sanigraha’. He had been the principal since some twenty years. In the beginning, he was a disciplined and able administrator; gradually, he became hardened and autocratic. He imagined that he and the job were made for each other for life, irrespective of his intransigence! He degenerated into considering the college as his fief and behaved like a dictator. Past were the days when his conduct was tolerated. The struggle for Independence emboldened people in all walks of life and especially the students. They began to challenge his unjust and quixotic actions. Soon it degenerated into a rivalry. He resigned three times in the past and withdrew it every time after the G.C. appealed to him to reconsider his resignation. In fact, last time, the G.C. sounded the next two senior faculty but they refused to take charge of NEC.




  During the last final year examinations a shameful incident occurred. Civa was invigilating. Half a dozen students kept the open books on their tables and started copying. When the principal tried to interfere, they told him that as the answer papers go for external valuation, generally by the faculty belonging to the state outside their region and because that faculty bears a grudge against students of their region, the students of that region ended up getting low marks. They insisted that they should be allowed to use text books when necessary. The students had their way. The next day everybody brought text books or notes to the examination. Fortunately it was the last examination for the batch; no one knew for sure, what happened in the previous examinations taken by that batch during that session. The principal and the G.C. tried their best to protect the institutional disgrace by pushing the matter under the carpet. However, such news has a tendency to spread and spread fast! A few months later, an industry, inviting applications from fresh engineering graduates, specifically mentioned that graduates from NEC need not apply!




  The next series of university examinations occurred mid-year for the benefit of the students who failed in some subjects and those that could not take the annual examination in some subjects. This facility was available only to fourth and fifth year examinations. Iqbalali was invigilating at an examination. One student placed a dagger on his table and started copying from the notes he brought with him. Iqbalali was amazed at the student’s audacity. He looked around and ascertained that he was the only one indulging in that unacceptable activity. Being duty conscious, unmindful of the consequences to himself, he took the dagger from the table, pulled off the notes from the student’s hand and asked him to leave the room. Iqbalali had a reputation of being a good teacher. He was devoted and sincere, soft spoken and kind towards students and popular with them. The student did not expect that any teacher would dare interfere and was surprised to see a tall lean teacher take away the dagger and his notes and sternly demand his exit. Ignoring the invigilator’s demand, the student continued to sit. Iqbalali stood for a while; then he pulled away the answer sheet from the table, walked back to his chair and said “Pardon me students for the interruption. Please get along with your work.” The students felt relieved that the teacher’s action did not lead to any untoward action in the hall and they returned to their work. The culprit realized that he was singled out and quietly left. After the examination ended, Iqbalali collected the answer scripts, submitted them to the chief examiner, reported the incident to him, went to the principal and gave him a complaint in writing along with the material collected from the student. The last examination was due the next day. The student was not debarred from it.




  As a rule, the principal used to obtain the approval of the G.C. for every major decision of the college. Iqbalali had a brilliant academic record. The letter of recommendation sent by his professor was impressive. The selection committee was impressed with his performance at the interview and it recommended two advance increments. At that time, NEC enjoyed a good reputation and appeared to have a bright future. Iqbalali was happy to join the college and to participate in the institutional development. Deterioration commenced a few years ago and rapidly progressed to the present level. What else would happen when authorities at different levels evaded taking tough and correct decisions at the appropriate time? As time passed, it would become increasingly difficult to take correct decisions and to execute them. Iqbalali worked with devotion and dedication all those years. His courageous action itself demonstrated it. What did he gain beyond compliments from some colleagues? Why didn’t the college utilize the opportunity to introspect and begin to reform itself? Iqbalali lost faith in the future of the institution and in the utility of his continuing his association with it. He started looking for a suitable position. His professor offered him a job from the next academic year. Those were the days when a professor and department head had the authority to make such an offer. This authority was later withdrawn when the quality of such recommendations started getting vitiated by considerations other than merit and suitability. Because Iqbalali was employed, he had to follow a necessary formality; he had to apply through his present institution. Therefore his application came up for consideration by the G.C. The chairman was surprised to see the application. He could guess the reasons which might have prompted such action. He was also feeling uncomfortable at the state to which the college degenerated and had been wondering what action should be taken to improve their reputation. He felt that it was better to take this opportunity to discuss matters with all members of the G.C.




  At the meeting of the G.C., the chairman explained that Iqbalali was a valuable member of the faculty, that he was selected on a higher salary because of his merit, that he had been devoted to his work and lived up to the trust the college reposed in him. Such a valuable member of the faculty was seeking a job elsewhere! The chairman also told them that he had a talk with Iqbalali and tried to persuade him to stay. He said that in the recent past, he had the feeling that he was not being able to contribute to the development of the college. He accepted the job his professor offered him, hoping that it was going to be challenging, rewarding and satisfying. On further enquiry, he said that the college was rapidly degenerating because the people with authority remained inactive and were not taking appropriate action when such action was essential.




  A long frank discussion followed. They took a hard deep look at the situation in NEC. They felt that Iqbalali’s analysis was valid but they tried to blame the situation in the region to be responsible for it and felt that they could do nothing about it. One of the members said “Why not ask Iqbalali what he thinks would be the proper method to improve the college?” Someone else said “He has already decided to leave the college, why would he care to respond?” A brief silence followed. Finally, after some discussion, it was decided to call a joint meeting of the G.C. and the faculty on the next Sunday to discuss the issue threadbare.




  At the meeting the chairman said that the meeting was called to discuss and determine the ways and means to improve the college which enjoyed a good reputation till some years ago. He also said that everyone was free to speak and air his views.




  Dinakar: I am a junior lecturer in mathematics. Constitution no doubt gives us the freedom of speech but the institution may impose punitive action directly or secretly.




  C: I assure everyone that no punitive action will ever be taken for your suggestions or complaints expressed at this meeting.




  D: Alright sir. Mathematics, physics, chemistry and English are supposed to be the foundation courses and are taught in the earlier years but they are discriminated against. Why?




  C: What do you mean?




  D: We have been clamoring for an additional hand for three years and our faculty, including the head, have been taking three additional classes per week. Yet, when one post was sanctioned each of the last two years, they were given to the engineering departments. Does the G.C. consider superstructure more important than the foundation in an engineering college?




  C: Because money was inadequate we had to make a choice.




  D: Exactly! But don’t you think that there should have been a rational way of determining the order of priority?




  C: You have a point there; I have noted it and would look into it.




  D: We all regret Mr. Iqbalali’s decision to leave us. Aloknadh of physics was also appointed at the same time. He had four research publications, three of which were in international journals, whereas Mr. Iqbalali had just one, and yet you gave him two increments but none to Aloknadh; again, it is discrimination against foundation courses.




  C: We honored the recommendations of the selection committees.




  D: They were only recommendations, sir; you were the decision making authority. In fact, the selection committee had no right to make such a recommendation. Why didn’t it occur to you that you should have shown parity between the two? Suppose the physics selection committee had also been venturesome and recommended two increments, please tell us honestly, if you would have honored it. The discrimination is glaring! (There was silence for a moment) I am sorry if I hurt anyone’s feelings.




  C: It’s alright!




  Iqbalali: I was unaware till I joined NEC that such discrimination prevailed here.




  D: Please don’t mistake ne; I have no grudge agaist your advance increments. My complaint was agaist the discrimination against Aloknadh, because he belonged to non-engineering faculty.




  I: In all forward looking progressive engineering colleges this unhealthy practice disappeared long ago.




  C: We will take care of it… But these correctives by themselves can hardly pull up NEC from its present state.




  People became relaxed and bold.




  D: Of course not! But they add up.




  Little drops of water make a mighty ocean.




  Bhajrangi: I want to ask an inconvenient question. Why was no action taken against the student who was believed to have killed another student on our campus? (Dead silence for a while) He was allowed free access to the college and was even allowed to continue his final year course. If someone killed an unknown person in the compound of our house, will we just ignore it and get along with life as if nothing had happened?




  C: What is the use of lamenting over past events?




  B: Events pass away but such events leave a permanent damaging influence! If the college authorities had handed over the matter to the police immediately, it would have given a clear message that such things were not tolerated by NEC.




  Aloknadh: And what about the principal permitting students to copy from text books at the university examinations?




  B: The principal, who is also a member of the G.C., must answer that question.




  There was silence all round for a full minute.




  A: Even if the principal was afraid to take action in the hall, if he had written to the university and had those examinations cancelled, no industrial house, however famous could have dared to fling such a public insult and humiliation on NEC.




  Shantiswarup: What about the more recent episode of Mr. Iqbalali’s encounter? What he did involved a great personal risk, unmindful of which he took a courageous step. What did the G.C. do? At the minimum, couldn’t the chairman have met him and express his appreciation and support? We all left Mr. Iqbalali to the wolves!




  A: If the student was debarred from the course and from entry into the campus, the entire NEC community would have stood behind the decision. We left Mr. Iqbalali to fend for himself!




  C: I agree. It was a serious lapse on our part.




  A: Deterioration begins in a small way and in the absence of timely corrective action, spreads rapidly.




  Shasibhushan: Please don’t be too harsh on individuals… People might have reasons which they might not be able to express openly.




  A: God save NEC!




  Principal: People don’t realize how difficult it is to run an institution like NEC and to conduct examinations in it. It is easy to remain on the edge and sermonize.




  D: Aha! The device of pushing things under the carpet has started!




  C: Don’t worry; we are determined to clean up NEC.




  Biswajeet: Wherever there is a dual authority, each side tries to remain detached and to keep away from noxious problems. One side shifts the responsibility to the other party. Who wants to court trouble?




  Bhairav: Because NEC is a private enterprise there is need for a body to obtain donations, to manage grants and in general to look after the financial needs of the college. The G.C. must merely confine itself to those roles and leave the entire college administration to the principal.




  Damodar: Pardon my saying this. Perhaps you are unaware of the strong psychological bonds that develop between a teacher and his students and between a teacher and the institution. Do you know why teachers at any level, stick on to their jobs in spite of poor salaries and unattractive working conditions? It is because they love that association with youth and with helping youth aspire for higher and valuable things in life. Disappointments don’t damp their spirits; they don’t lose faith in the youth, that is, they don’t lose faith in the future. Just as a teacher becomes a part of the college, the college also becomes a part of the teacher’s personality… The teacher should be trusted implicitly and should be allowed the necessary space and freedom.




  C: What do you mean?




  D: The principal knows exactly, what I meant.




  No one else offered any comment.




  C: I think we spoke enough about what is ailing NEC. May I invite suggestions for its improvement?




  Devender: I think the meeting has thrown up several issues and ideas for the G.C. to ponder and formulate plans for implementation.




  C: Sure, we would do that but perhaps you can also make some concrete suggestions, to start the process of change.




  Iqbalali: Any reform must begin with purifying the conduct of examinations. There should be zero tolerance for malpractice and cheating at the examinations. Action against culprits must be swift, strict and ruthless.




  C: I agree with you entirely and would try our best to implement it.




  Goraknadh: I am the professor of Physics at NEC. I have been with the college almost since its inception and have seen its good days and the present ones. I feel that each of us had some role both in its fame and its infamy. Each of us has his own opinion about the means and methods to rebuild NEC to surpass its former glory. I am not critical about other views formed on the basis of their perception and experience nor do I claim that mine is superior. I would like to remain with the college and contribute my bit to the reconstruction endeavor. The foundation courses of our four subjects are taught in the first two years, although some continue to be taught in the subsequent years also. University examinations are held at the end of the second year, only in these four subjects. This year, they are due to begin in ten days. The principal has already cautioned how difficult the conduct of the examinations would be. As Mr. Iqbalali pointed out, our task begins at that point. We have to face and succeed in it. I submit that, if you all agree, I would like to take the responsibility to conduct those ensuing examinations, coming up in ten days.




  C: That’s great! (Turning to the principal) What do you say?




  P: I would certainly welcome any offer to share the responsibility of the office of the principal. (With a suppressed wicked smile). Why not Mr.Goraknadh conduct all the examinations hereafter?




  G: Mr.Chairman, I do not want to react to the taunt in the principal’s remark but I will explain. I do not want to bite more than what I can chew… This is not challenging someone… I am trying to prove something to myself. In the process, I might also be able o prove something else… like the first step towards reform.




  A brief silence followed.




  C: That settles it!




  G: -The principal appears to have some other suggestion.




  P: No, no. I have none.




  C: Fine! I think we have started to act… We have been sitting for a long time. Let us adjourn on this encouraging note and meet again when necessary. We also need time to digest what we heard and to formulate policies. Thank you all for spending so much time here.




  Chapter 2. Family responsibilities




  Goraknadh was orthodox religiously but was quite liberal in social matters. He came from a modest rural background. He used to walk to his school from his village, from the high school stage onwards. He depended on the scholarships he earned on the basis of merit and was able to complete his M.Sc. in first division. He helped poor students in educating themselves. In those days there used to be a practice by kind householders, of feeding students who could not afford it, for one day in a week. Poor students used to secure such help from different families and complete their education. Such persons often did well in life and used to extend similar help to the less fortunate students. There used to be three or four students in Goraknadh’s house every week. Unfortunately, that socially desirable practice died away gradually.




  He was also interested in literature and used to attend literary gatherings and poets’ meets, especially on such occasions as the New Year day, Republic day etc. He was a member of the library committee. Late in life he also tried to learn the Vedas but because the task proved to be beyond his capacity, he had to give up the effort. Actually he was keen to know their meaning but was unable to get any able teacher. As a rule, poets and people well versed in reciting Vedas appropriately were very poor and used to seek assistance from prosperous householders when confronted with a major expense like daughter’s marriage. Goraknadh respected such persons immensely and used to help them to the extent of his capacity.




  He also donated some money, incognito, to the Anadhasram orphanage admission into which was unrestricted and open to all communities. He was one of the organizers of annual Vana Samaradhan (Feast in the garden) on the full moon day of Karteeka month. Everyone, irrespective of caste and creed, was welcome to the Samaradhan. People considered it their good fortune to participate in that feast.




  Goraknadh had a daughter, Jahnavi, now studying in the National College (N.C.). He had been trying for some months, to perform her marriage. Whatever disadvantages arranged marriages might have, there was one benefit: alliances might be settled between families previously unknown to each other and had been living far from each other. People engaged in helping the parties in providing information and in coming to a settlement, don’t often do it for money. They believe it to be a pious and a socially responsible act which would be rewarded by God appropriately in their subsequent rebirths.




  Mita, an intimate friend of Jahnavi, came to meet her. Mita was happy that the boy who came to their house a few days ago, on the customary premarital visit to the bride’s residence in the context of her marriage proposal, sent word that they were satisfied with her and would like to proceed further. It is a trying time for both boys and girls of marriageable ages. Because the society continued to be male-oriented and because, by nature, the girls were more alert and responsive to parents’ aspirations and anxieties, they suffered more. In matrimonial matters the opinion of the boy and of his parents still assumed primary importance. Compared to the earlier days, the progress achieved was that now, a premarital meeting was arranged at the girl’s residence to enable them see and assess each other in that brief period. Generally the decision rested with the groom and his parents but instances, where the brides were assertive and imposing their opinions, were on the rise. In most cases girls had to endure the agony and disappointment repeatedly. Mita was happy because she also liked the boy and was hoping that the proposed alliance would materialize into matrimony. Jahnavi was glad to share her friend’s happiness. In that sharing there was also an almost indistinct hope of a similar good fortune for her also. They continued to talk for some more time.




  On seeing Vedavyas enter, Goraknadh rose from his seat and received him respectfully. He looked around and said “Didn’t they arrive yet? I thought that I was late.”




  G: No. I too have been waiting, expecting them. I hope that they remember the appointment.
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