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To my mother Shunny Chadha, a complete realist and lifelong teacher
And my father O. P. Chadha, an honest cop and ambitious parent









PREFACE


While writing Madam Commissioner, I often wondered about the genre of my book. What could we call it? Why am I writing it and for whom? Let me be upfront about it.


This book is a record of the professional journey of a woman officer in a male-dominated police domain; it is a collage of diverse, interesting, exciting experiences. A legal treatise it is not. Through my story, I want to reach out to those who care about policing and recognize that women can and do play a significant role in law enforcement. It is also for those interested in a fair, transparent and just society.


I joined the Indian Police Service in 1981 when there were hardly any women in uniform and our very relevance was questioned. Nevertheless, I was determined to don the ‘khaki’. I had opted for the Indian Audits and Accounts Service (IA&AS) in 1980 and soon realized that I had neither any aptitude nor liking for accounting. My heart was set on my father’s police uniform, on a life outdoors in police jeeps, with the wind blowing through my hair. Not in an office full of files. As a young girl, it did not occur to me that even a police station came with an abundance of investigation files!


Soon after, I switched to the police services, a career that I would enjoy to the hilt. I must admit that I had a few doubts initially about my capacity to handle public order issues, but I learnt along the way. As for crime investigation, I had no qualms. To my mind it is problem-solving, and I relished the challenges that crime-fighting posed. Whether it is handling public order or detecting crime, both involve teamwork. I was fortunate to have police and prison officers, forensic experts and prosecutors coming together to form positive, healthy teams.


This is what my book reflects – not the journey of a lone ranger, but a group of which I was an integral part for thirty-six years. The many events in the book I have described as faithfully as my memory has permitted. However, some inaccuracies are bound to creep in when tracing a long professional journey.


My two earlier books are also related to my career, but they were written specifically for the youth. In Leaves of Life, I note some interesting episodes from my career, sharing the lessons learnt and distilling action points for my readers. Inspector Chougule, on the other hand, is an assortment of simple police stories. Both my books were very well received, and it encouraged me to take up a writing project of greater scope – the memoir of an Indian police chief. I hope my readers find it as interesting as I found my journey as a policewoman. I also hope that it encourages a few to don the uniform or to take interest in the working of police and in the criminal justice system that we so often criticize but do not build strong pressure on state and central governments to invest in; and that we accept the responsibility of being active partners in maintaining the ‘Rule of Law’ in our country instead of being mere spectators.


If I can make my readers seriously consider and act on their role in creating a robust criminal justice system in India, sharing of my journey would have served its purpose. Nelson Mandela famously said: ‘There is no passion to be found playing small – in settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.’ I exhort all my readers to live up to their full potential. In my own career, I have always tried to do so.


Meeran Chadha Borwankar


September 2023
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I AM BALD




‘Life isn’t about finding yourself. Life is about creating yourself.’


– GEORGE BERNARD SHAW





It was quite dark by the time we left Mussoorie. The bus was full of young officers, both men and women, who had just finished training at the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration (LBSNAA). Having spent three months studying the Foundation Course, which all Civil Services trainees are required to complete, we were parting ways to undergo further training at the academies associated with our respective services. My destination was Hyderabad’s National Police Academy as I was going to train for the Indian Police Service.


We rode our bus from Mussoorie to Dehradun in complete silence, feeling the wind in our faces. All of us were tired, physically and emotionally, as we bid our goodbyes, knowing that some of us may never meet again. A sombre air hung like another traveller in the bus. The pale yellow lights inside added to the gloom of our partings. We felt the cold in our bones.


The bus halted for some time at Dehradun and there was a change of driver. The new one was young and flamboyant. He jumped into the driver’s seat in Amitabh Bachchan ‘eshtyle’. It was late 1981 and the film star had conquered the world with his exuberance and charisma. Some of it had rubbed off on youngsters waiting to conquer the world, just like their hero. The new driver certainly gave me that impression.


Wrapping a shawl around his shoulders with panache, he took off at a speed that made me extremely uncomfortable. But it got a roar of approval from some others in the bus: ‘Yeh hui na baat – that’s the way to go!’ And the foot on the escalator pressed down further.


The road being empty at that late hour, the driver kept speeding with abandon. But he had underestimated the weight of the luggage that seventy of us had put on the roof. The moment the road curved, the driver lost control of the bus. Sitting immediately behind him, I could see the bus swerving left, then right at a dangerously high speed, until it collided against the boundary wall of a house with a loud thud. In a flash I saw the driver jump out. Then an iron rod fell on my head and I lost consciousness.


When I came to, I slowly tried to regain focus and found myself bleeding profusely. It was dark and there were shrieks and clamour all around. Someone was saying loudly that no one should panic. I realized I could not stand up as the rod I thought had dropped on me was in fact a portion of the iron shelf for storing baggage above the seats. A few of the male officers were breaking the bus windows open, while others rushed out through the badly mangled doors, assisting each other along the way. With great difficulty and some help, I managed to get out through the window next to my seat. Barely able to stand, I could tell that the head injury had soaked me in blood. I felt numb.


Our attempts to flag down vehicles to take me to a hospital failed. After a few minutes which felt like hours, a truck responded to our frantic waves and stopped. The truck driver’s companion not only helped me climb up to the driver’s cabin but also offered his towel to put on my bleeding head injury. How thankful I was!


Dropping me off at a roadside dispensary, the truck and its crew continued on their way. And I found myself gazing at a sleepy doctor in a white coat. Or was it a compounder, or a male nurse? I had no idea. I felt dizzy and weak but noticed that he looked grave. Without uttering a single word, he cut off a huge chunk of my hair and began stitching the head wound. Too dazed to protest, I was focused on feeling grateful for having got some medical help at last. Its quality did not matter to me at that time of complete distress and exhaustion. Later, a head scan in Delhi revealed that there was no internal injury. It was a huge relief, except that I had a big bald patch on my beautiful head.


And that is how I landed up for the first phase of police training at the National Civil Defence College (NCDC) in Nagpur – wearing a massive head scarf to cover the hairless patch, thereby piquing the curiosity of many who were to train with me as part of the 1981 batch of the Indian Police Service. Many of them were not aware of my narrow escape in Dehradun. Lady luck was by my side that fateful night, or this story would have been very different. I would not be around to relate it to you.
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GANESHI




‘A hundred times every day I remind myself that my inner and outer life depend on the labours of other men, living and dead, and that I must exert myself in order to give in the same measure as I have received and am still receiving.’


– ALBERT EINSTEIN, The World as I See It





‘The Director at the National Police Academy in Hyderabad is very tough and the Assistant Director Outdoors is a demon. They removed two trainees of the 1980 batch from the service.’ Such were the warnings we received during the first two weeks of training at the National Civil Defence College in Nagpur. Anticipating a tough regime ahead and averse to taking any risks, we started running and exercising vigorously. As I had recently suffered a head injury, I was a little weak but determined not to get ‘dismissed’.


A fortnight later, upon reaching Hyderabad, I noted with extreme distress that I was the only female officer in my batch. It was December 1981. I had expected very few women officers, as the IPS had yet to become popular with those of my gender, but to find that I was the sole woman among seventy-odd male officer trainees was most disheartening. I had a sinking feeling and it took me a few days to adjust to this unpleasant reality. In fact many well-wishers, including my own family, had advised me not to resign from the 1980 batch of the Indian Audit and Accounts Service. We were six female officers under training at Yarrows in Shimla, and life had been fun. But I had absolutely no proclivity for accounts. Switching to the Indian Police Service was therefore a conscious and intuitive decision.


My first impression of the police academy was its vast, barren and rocky expanse of over around 275 acres. Earlier situated in Mount Abu and known as the Central Police Training College, it was renamed National Police Academy in 1967. Subsequently, in 1974, it became the Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel National Police Academy (SVPNPA) – in honour of the Iron Man of India –and was moved to Hyderabad in 1975. It took many batches of officers to adorn the institute with greenery through regular ‘shramdaan’ that involved digging ditches and planting trees which today attract more than a hundred species of birds. But the academy of 1981 looked sombre and austere, yet towering and magnificent.


The room I was allotted on the first floor of the Police Officers’ Mess was very stark and bare, and it intensified my loneliness. As I unpacked, I remember feeling very homesick. The first time I went down to the ground floor for dinner, I found some of my fellow trainees hanging around rather nervously. The massive dining hall looked grand and imposing. Bright, sparkling chandeliers hung from the ceiling; mementoes and trophies were displayed all around. Paintings on the walls showed gigantic forts, surrounded by cannons and uniformed officers of the gravest demeanour either on horseback or standing firm. I was truly overawed and felt very small and insignificant.


Suddenly, a smart police officer in an all-white PT1 uniform sauntered into the hall. In an impressively loud voice, he announced that the officer trainees, generally addressed as probationers, needed to present themselves outside the officers’ mess at 5:30 the next morning. We gasped, surprised by his unexpected appearance and the order delivered in a measured tone and with great authority. But before we could react or utter a word, he clicked his heels and left as smartly as he had arrived. His white uniform was at odds with the time of the day, but it had made him conspicuous, allowing him to hold everyone’s attention.


This was to be the gruelling routine of my training year: 5:30 a.m. to about 7:00 in the evening, police bugles demarcating the day at stipulated hours. The early mornings were devoted to outdoor activities of various kinds, followed by indoor classes in which we were mainly taught law, forensics and management. Post lunch it was time to return to the open parade ground.


In the evenings, we had to play all sorts of games. Being a probationer at the academy meant that we would be inducted into the police force only after successful completion of our training. It felt as if the sword of Damocles was constantly hanging over our heads. The instructors did not miss any opportunity to remind us of the two probationers of the 1980 batch who had been sent home by the director. We speculated about the reasons and came up with a multitude of them that left us feeling suitably scared.


 Back in my room, I was, however, lucky to have a lady attendant, Ganeshi, to help me with my daily chores. In her mid-forties, she was the wife of a male attendant at the academy, and her son was part of the staff too. They would wake us up with hot tea at dawn, tidy up our rooms after we left for the grounds, prepare our police uniforms and generally help us in sundry ways. They were permanent features in the corridors of the police officers’ mess.


Ganeshi had a broad, brown face with ‘no nonsense’ writ large on it. She parted her henna-dyed hair in the middle. Being from Rajasthan, she would wear her sari with an ‘ulta pallu’ (to me it looked like the pallu had been placed on the wrong side). She had a slightly nasal voice and was always chewing tobacco or supari. Her shiny nose ring was a prominent part of her persona. Ganeshi gave the distinct impression of having ‘seen the world’ and was always straightforward, to the point and matter of fact. Her walk was as measured as her talk.


She was very good at her job, which she would do slowly, at her own pace. I never saw her getting ruffled. Her unfailing punctuality amazed me. She would fetch my uniform from the male washers of the academy, prepare it with the blue line yard and the single star that my rank warranted. She would place uniform belts of different kinds on my desk, and my parade shoes, uniform shoes and sneakers in a straight line on the floor beside my bed. Every day she would discreetly wait outside my room as I got ready – long before sunrise. Thanks to Ganeshi’s conscientiousness about her job, the state of my uniform never ticked off my instructors – not once during that long, arduous year in Hyderabad. The uniform is a matter of pride for us, a sacrosanct item within the police, paramilitary and military forces.


While I was grappling with the tough outdoor routine of the academy and learning to survive, I received a strange message. It said that I should cut my hair short. Baffled, I tried to find out why I had received this instruction and was told that it had been recommended by a senior lady police officer. I do not have very long hair but I like my mane. I also liked to wear it open during festivals and functions. In any case, I do not enjoy accepting illogical instructions, and this definitely seemed like one to me. So I argued against it but was informed that short hair would help me change into different uniforms faster during a day’s training. Mind you, so far I had never been late in getting ready.


After about forty minutes of morning yoga and obstacle crossing (PT) in an all-white uniform, we would change into khaki for parade practice or weapons drills. While I used to wear a ponytail for yoga and PT exercises, I was expected to tie my hair in a bun for the parade. Someone in the top echelons had felt that changing uniforms and tying one’s hair were difficult tasks to be accomplished during our ten-minute break, so I was expected to follow the instruction. My sprightly reply was that I would do so if I ever got late. The rapid switch from white to khaki and a quick hairdo within ten minutes soon became effortless, and I was happy to retain my long hair. The issue was never discussed again.


For this I must give credit to Ganeshi, who prepared my uniform with great care. I never had to look for anything. She would bring everything I needed to the changing room, from hair pins to my fully starched khaki attire, and wait outside to collect the used clothes, rush them to the washer men, pick them up on time and get them ready again. This routine continued for a year at the Hyderabad police academy – while for me it was a blessing, I wonder if Ganeshi ever felt bored.


Every morning I would ask her, ‘How many days of training left, Ganeshi?’ I had hung a calendar in my otherwise bare room, and would strike off every passing day. Though only a third-standard graduate, Ganeshi would either count the days for me or just smile at my daily morning query. She was a big silent support during that crucial year in which I underwent the toughest of trainings while experiencing serious bouts of homesickness.


Since she said very little, Ganeshi’s only piece of advice during the first month after my arrival surprised me. ‘Madam, please maintain distance from the men; do not get close to any of the male officers,’ she said in her quiet, composed tone. I was taken aback. She continued in all seriousness and told me of two instances where women trainees had become intimate with their fellow probationers and subsequently ‘suffered’. She mentioned that a particular lady officer’s closeness to a married male officer from the previous batch had caused quite a furore. Other trainees who frowned upon this relationship had informed the officer’s wife. She arrived at the academy and swiftly ‘put an end to the affair’. In her own simple way, Ganeshi was warning me against personal upheavals that one could bring upon themselves in the secluded, emotionally starved environment of the academy.


I think my husband’s visits to Hyderabad put Ganeshi at ease and she never brought up this topic again. She went about her job quietly, taking on the care of some of the male trainees too. The salary from the only lady officer was understandably not enough. Her workload increased significantly, yet she was always there for me.


The barely educated Ganeshi, who possessed great common sense and was meticulous to a tee, was the highlight of my first hard and lonely year as a police trainee. May she rest in peace.
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AN INTERLOPER




‘Conscience is the light of the Soul that burns within the chambers of our psychological heart. It is as real as life is. It raises the voice in protest whenever anything is thought of or done contrary to the righteousness.’


– DR A. P. J. ABDUL KALAM





I do not eat meat. So I represented the vegetarians in the food committee of the officers’ mess, with RJ as the overall in-charge. He had undergone the Foundation Course in Mussoorie and played chess with my husband on occasion. A bespectacled guy with a receding hairline, he already looked like a middle-aged man instead of a young IPS officer.


We were hardly a month old in the academy when one day he approached me with a strange offer. ‘Let’s live together,’ he said. I was shocked, but thinking that he probably didn’t communicate well in English, ignored the proposition and got busy with my training.


On a Sunday afternoon, he knocked on the door of my room in the officers’ mess. Half asleep, I asked what he needed – Sunday afternoon siestas have always been very precious to me. He replied that he wanted to discuss the menu for the mess dining hall. Grudgingly I opened the door. This time he spoke in very clear terms. ‘Your husband is away and my wife is in Rajasthan. Let’s live together.’ Even more taken aback than before, my yearning for an afternoon nap vanished in an instant, as did the misgiving about RJ’s English proficiency. I banged the door in his face and immediately reported the incident to the joint director of the academy. He took serious note of it and RJ was given a strict warning. I have a feeling that it was mentioned in his annual appraisal too, but I can’t be sure as these reports are confidential.


The episode soon became common knowledge within my batch, and some probationers voiced their opinion against my having approached the joint director. They thought it could have been handled internally ‘at our level’. I am told that there were heated discussions among some batchmates. But I paid no heed as it was a very serious matter so far as I was concerned. I was the only lady officer in the batch and my security was of paramount importance to me. Once again, I got busy with my gruelling routine.


Every day during the outdoor training, I felt like I would faint. But I did not once miss it out of fear that I would never be able to return to the training if I suddenly skipped a day. With aching bodies and tired minds, most of us would sleep through the indoor classes, relying upon the front benchers to hold the fort and keep the lecturers engaged. Sometimes we were caught napping and pulled up for it, but the tradition of snoozing during classes continued. I am told that the teaching faculty at the Hyderabad academy are yet to succeed in breaking the probationers’ classroom-napping habit.


Training at the National Police Academy ends with a grand show in the form of a ‘passing out parade’. A chief guest of national renown is invited for the occasion. In our case it was the vice president of India. During the strenuous parade practice for the final day, I received a message that the academy doctor wanted to see me. I was surprised, as I was not suffering from any ailment, nor had I sought this appointment. Nevertheless, I went to see him in his office, which was across the road from the main academy building. After ushering me in, the worthy doctor looked up very seriously and asked if he could discuss a sensitive issue. I was intrigued. He said that RJ – of the ‘let’s live together’ – had pleaded with him to request me not to mention ‘the incident’ to his wife, who was going to attend the passing out parade. I had almost forgotten the unpleasant episode and had no intention of talking about it with anyone. I told the doctor as much and left his office.


The closing parade was a grand success, after which we all left for a year of ‘on-the-job training’ in different states. About five years down the line, I came to know that RJ had been dismissed from the Indian Police Service as he was involved in a serious case of corruption in Rajasthan. He had supposedly re-joined the state service he had a lien on, having served there earlier. I don’t think he deserved to be in the civil services at all. Good that he was thrown out early from the IPS, and unfortunate that the state service had to suffer such a goon. I still wonder why some of my batchmates were unhappy that I reported RJ’s conduct to the authorities. Any guesses? As for me, I find reassurance in William Penn’s words: ‘Right is right even if everyone is against it and wrong is wrong even if everyone is for it.’
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MY USTAD




‘Treat a person as he is, and he will remain as he is. Treat him as he could be, and he will become what he should be.’


– JIMMY JOHNSON, former Dallas Cowboys head coach and two-time Super Bowl champion





‘Women have steadier hands!’ The ustad’s words still ring in my ears.


In all police training institutions across the country, the most popular yet the most dreaded beings are our physical training instructors, who are known in the academies as ‘ustads’. We love them, hate them, talk of them even post-retirement, and bond with each other reminiscing about the squads we formed under various ustads. We still recall how they harassed us, cajoled us, tested our limits, encouraged us to perform – the list is endless. To this day most of us will instinctively salute our ustads if we chance upon them anywhere.


My ustad in the National Police Academy was a sober specimen, quiet but very firm. I did not see him smile or laugh even once during the whole year. Though not very tall, Yadav Ustad was a stout, hardy man. He used to call me ‘Meera saab’. While an officer of the Indian Police Service starts from middle-leadership position, ustads are generally field-level officers of sub inspector or inspector rank. They have the difficult task of training officers who are senior to them in rank but novices in terms of service. Since most trainees are not physically fit when they join, ustads have the onerous task of shaping us to the highest level of fitness. They do so through persuasion but shout at us when it doesn’t work. One of their tasks is to successfully teach us how to bellow or deliver orders in a high, authoritative voice, so that we can in turn command our men and women in uniform on the parade grounds and in situations involving public disorder. And this was not an annual event. We had regular sessions with our ustads wherein we were trained to convey orders. Yadav Ustad would shout at me from one corner of the academy parade ground, ‘Meera saab, pet se avaaj nikalkiye, yahan tak pahuche avaaj.’ (Meera saab, bring your voice out from your belly so that it reaches this end of the ground.) In this way, my sweet ‘feminine’ voice was slowly transformed into a hoarse but powerful variety that I used with considerable success while commanding parades and managing law-and-order disturbances later in my career.


Yadav Ustad would teach us yoga in a low, quiet tone during the first morning session and raise the decibels while instructing us for parade afterwards. He would be as sleepy and sluggish as us through the afternoon classes as he taught us how to assemble and dismantle weapons like revolvers, rifles, and various automatic and semi-automatic weapons. I do not know how we managed to remain awake during those ‘dry weapon drills’. We were encouraged to handle different kinds of weapons and to understand the way in which each part functioned. The academy took great care to ensure that we knew the weapons thoroughly before using them in real firing sessions, for which all of us would have to be fully alert. Ustad would then switch to his strict, non-smiling avatar, not allowing even the smallest deviation from the standing operation protocol. As a result, we never floundered and the rules of the firing range were respected to the hilt.


Some events remain etched in one’s mind. Two such incidents took place during our outdoor training. I had been firing from a very basic air gun since childhood, as we had one at home. My father, who was a member of the Punjab police and later served in the Border Security Force, had brought one home for his children. I was quite good at firing, though did so intermittently.


After a number of dry firing sessions in the academy, we were finally taken to the firing range on the outskirts. It was a wide, rocky and barren patch with red flags all over to warn passersby of possible dangers. Gravely, the Assistant Director Outdoors explained to us the perils of laxity. In any case, we were so overawed by the atmosphere of the firing range that none dared to smile. The sights and sounds of the instructors’ test firing and consequent booing put the fear of God in us. It took me some time to feel at ease. The air gun we had at home suddenly felt like a toy.


One day when I scored particularly well during a firing session at the academy, one of my jealous batchmates taunted me, ‘Oh Meera, it was a fluke. Why don’t you go back and repeat this grand performance of yours?’ The others laughed, even though laughter was forbidden on the firing range. I squirmed. Yadav Ustad heard it and roared: ‘Sir, I have been observing women officers at the firing range for many years. They have consistently performed better than men. Women have steadier hands.’ There was a stunned silence and the officer had nowhere to hide. Firing practice resumed in all seriousness. The words ‘women having steadier hands’ have stayed with me ever since.


I must admit that Yadav Ustad had to work really hard to bring me to the level of fitness that the Indian Police Service demands. I did my bit by being consistent with my outdoor training, daily fear of fainting notwithstanding. Gradually I improved and my stamina increased.


Rope climbing, however, proved to be a tough challenge. During this exercise, one’s body weight is felt more on the arms than on the legs and, initially, I found this very difficult to tackle, as my legs were much stronger than my arms. My hands would bleed from friction with the rough rope. But with my ustad’s encouragement, I progressed slowly and steadily using both arms and legs until I could climb up the entire length of the rope.


There was a tennis ground next to the area where the ropes had been hung from thirty-foot-tall iron poles. During our outdoor schedule, faculty or other senior officers would be playing tennis while also keeping a discreet watch on us. But whenever the bugle was blown for the morning’s flag hoisting or the evening’s retreat, all of us – including those playing tennis – would stop and stand still until the flag was hoisted or folded up. It is a solemn tradition in all uniformed services.


This is when the second episode took place. One evening I had climbed to the top of the rope when the bugle started blowing. Yadav Ustad, who was standing nearby, shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Meera saab, stay where you are at the top!’ This meant I would have to keep hanging from the rope for nearly three minutes. It was a very long time to be in that awkward and precarious position. But it also meant that senior officers playing tennis looked up due to the ustad’s sudden roar and saw that I had successfully scaled the top of the rope. In a flash I understood that he had facilitated a proud display of his pupil’s achievement. I hung on for dear life and for the ustad who had helped me arrive at this position with his hard work and perseverance.


It is unfortunate that ustads in many police training institutes are corrupt today and indulge in favouritism. The issue plagues most state police academies, whereas training institutes need to select the best trainers, for they are the ones who shape police officers of the future. As former president A. P. J. Abdul Kalam once said, ‘I believe there is no other profession in the world that is more important to society than that of a teacher.’
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THE TOUGH POLICE TRAINING




‘I hated every minute of training, but I said, ‘Don’t quit. Suffer now and live the rest of your life as a champion.’


– MUHAMMAD ALI





You will know well by now that I found the training regimen at the National Police Academy very tough. Especially the outdoor part. For years, the extent and proportion of physical training for police officers have been a topic of debate. But the jury is still out. During the 1980s, around 60 per cent of the total training period was devoted to outdoor training. The rest of the time, barring a few field visits, was spent in the classroom learning police-related subjects. Even though the year felt exceptionally long to me, the diverseness of the training was interesting and challenging.


Inspection of a crime scene, picking up forensic cues like fingerprints and footprints and appreciation of medical evidence were all part of our training. We visited police stations in Hyderabad to understand how they functioned. Once we were taken to a hospital, where a postmortem was to be conducted as it was crucial for ascertaining the cause of a death. Most of us had not seen a dead body before, and we tensed up when told that the lady had died of 100 per cent burns.


To the disappointment of my colleagues, I did not faint on seeing a dead body that was burnt to a crisp. I had steeled myself beforehand, knowing I would have to deal with innumerable murders and fatal accidents as a police officer. I had also told myself that policing means getting justice for the victims, and therefore, visiting such gory crime scenes is an integral part of police duties. This self-talk allowed me to witness the scene with aplomb as I took my first baby steps towards crime investigation.


While practical sessions and field visits were fascinating, indoor classes failed to engage us. I can confirm that all the exams I passed at the academy were through rote learning. This is unfortunate because soon after our basic training, we hold responsible posts and are supposed to lead crime investigations with sound knowledge of the law and police procedures. Citizens look up to us and have high expectations from direct officers of the Indian Police Service.


One of my failures during the outdoor training haunted me for a long time. I could not pass the swimming exam. As a youngster I had wanted to learn swimming. My brothers would not hear of it, though, and convinced my father against it. My mother supported them. The Jalandhar army club had a good pool, but my family’s objection was to the swimsuit! However, no one took issue with my horse riding on the grounds of the Punjab Armed Police, as I was well covered in my khaki ‘breeches’. So, while I passed the riding test with flying colours at the academy, I flunked swimming.


There was another reason for this glorious performance of mine. At the time, the national academy in Hyderabad did not have its own swimming pool and, once a week, we were taken to the Ritz in town so that we could swim in the hotel pool. Being the only woman in the batch, I felt conscious in my swimsuit, and the swimming coach only made things worse. He would not come anywhere near me, shouting all his instructions from a distance. Passing the exam thus remained a distant dream. I learnt to enjoy swimming much later during my posting in Aurangabad, where the coach at the Rama International hotel had no such inhibitions and helped me conquer my fear.


As for horse riding, I was confident – maybe a little more than I should have been. I did not have to learn the beginner’s regimen of walking the horse or familiarizing myself with the trot, canter and gallop. I loved to canter my horse. Once while riding, I was singing a song from the recently released movie Umrao Jaan, when the horse showed its displeasure and started to gallop at breakneck speed down the riding ground, then across the football ground, and stopped only as it got caught in the goalpost net. The horse’s sudden speed and anger had taken me by surprise but I sat tight in the saddle until the animal had exhausted itself. I’d had a similar experience earlier at the BSF ground in Fazilka and become used to the unpredictable temper of our horses. I had long concluded that police horses respect only the hostler constables who look after them daily and find our guest appearances annoying.


Another incident that amuses me to date is our ‘jungle survival night’. All of us probationers were taken deep into a thick, dark forest in the interiors of Andhra Pradesh and left with basic survival items such as dal, rice, matchboxes and a few utensils. We were expected to fend for ourselves until the faculty decided to come pick us up.


 It took us some time to adjust to the jungle. We went around in small groups, marvelling at the vegetation, identifying trees and collecting firewood for cooking at night. But as dusk fell and visibility became poor, we started going back to our campsite in groups. Soon it became pitch dark, and the same trees we were just appreciating started spooking us. One could hear the sounds of strange insects. The probationers who were joking about the jungle during the day had gone quiet now. The fact that we were together kept us sane.


Some of my batchmates thought I could cook, so they brought their dal and rice to me, seeking instructions on what to do with the ingredients. I had never cooked using firewood. And my ‘khichdi’ turned out to be as bad as theirs, if not worse. But somehow we made it through that eerie night and, subsequently, many equally gruelling rock climbing sessions in the harsh Hyderabad summer. These outdoor regimes would entail running with rucksacks on our backs, long walks with rifles, obstacle jumping, rope climbing, scaling rocks, unarmed combat and much else, so that by the time we left the academy, we were fully confident of our muscle powers. There was, however, a big question mark when it came to our proficiency in law and legal procedures.


In retrospect, I feel that there should have been more ‘service’ content in our training. And that there is a need for closer collaboration among police training institutes, the academia and our citizens. While more academic and field research on the criminal justice system is warranted, interaction with citizens during basic police training will make us sensitive to their concerns – especially those of the deprived and underprivileged sections.


The first report of the National Police Commission (1977) mentions, ‘The basic and fundamental problem regarding the police today is how to make them function as an efficient and impartial law enforcement agency . . . guided by the objectives of service to the public at large . . .’1


We are still groping in the dark!
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NEW LEARNINGS IN NASHIK




‘The problem with gender is that it prescribes how we should be rather than recognizing how we are.’


– CHIMAMANDA NGOZI ADICHIE, We Should All Be Feminists, 2014.





After completing my training in Hyderabad and the army attachment in the Poonch, Jammu, I proceeded to Tikkanpur, Gwalior, for two weeks of training with the Border Security Forces. For me the most interesting bit was learning to drive two- and three-ton trucks. I would practise making the figure of eight while driving these heavy vehicles, despite the double clutch of those days. I was so fascinated by the BSF trucks that I would wear a khaki ‘dangari’ so as to be considered a part of the motor transport section. As a teenager I had been driving both two- and four-wheelers. My family would often receive complaints about my fast driving. I think it was so mainly because very few girls drove any vehicle at all in the 1970s. Driving BSF trucks was a novel and exhilarating experience for me. My eyes sparkle at the thought even today. I was also indulged by the staff as they knew that my father had been a BSF commandant; they felt proud that I had made it to the Indian Police Service. Nearly everyone knew my father by name and that made me extremely happy.


State-specific police training followed at the Police Training College (PTC) in Nashik. The district has an interesting mythological background. Nashik got its name because it is here that Laxman cut off Ravana’s sister Surpanaka’s nose. Lord Rama is said to have lived in the Panchavati area during his vanvas, while legend has it that the sage Agastya did his tapasya here.1 Anjaneri near Nashik is known as the birthplace of Hanuman.


The river Godavari originates in Trimbakeshwar in Nashik, which is also home to one of the twelve jyotirlingas. Formerly known as Gulshanabad, it is historically, mythologically, socially and culturally a very important area. The third-largest district in Maharashtra in terms of population, it hosts the massive Sinhastha Kumbh Mela once every twelve years. Nashik’s terrain is lush and mountainous; important rivers like the Vaitarana, Bhima, Girana, Kashyapi and Darana flow through it, contributing to the region’s diverse vegetation.


At the verdant police training college in Nashik, the emphasis was once again on the outdoors. The prosecutors teaching us law had not bothered to update their knowledge. The faculty at Hyderabad were way ahead of them in that respect, and I realized their value after coming to PTC Nashik. The famous class of 1983 (Maharashtra Sub-Inspectors) was trained with me. Being very fit themselves, they would often urge me to run fast. The hierarchy of uniform applies even on the police training college ground. Since I was from the IPS, I was supposed to lead our daily morning runs. But I could run only as fast as my body allowed. Being junior in rank, they could not overtake me, so, in a low tone, they would say, ‘Madam, phast,’ bringing a smile to my face and a scowl on the instructors’.


This was also my first brush with the notoriously heavy monsoons of Maharashtra. The rule at PTC was that you must be on the ground even if it was raining, which gave me a serious bout of sinusitis. But I kept it to myself as I did not want to hear any gendered remarks. When Arvind Inamdar, our highly strict principal, ordered us one morning to run for nine kilometres up to the Pandav lanies (caves) with rifles and report for indoor classes immediately thereafter, I again kept quiet, despite boils forming on my feet. I am sure other officers went through a tough time too. The intention of the faculty was to prepare us for the hard life of a police officer, a career we had all chosen for ourselves.


After three months, I reported for on-the-job training at the Nashik police headquarters. An IPS officer trains for two long years and this was the last leg. A detailed programme had been drawn up. I was attached to a police outpost, police station, subdivision, the police headquarters, prison, the district magistrate, public prosecutor, sessions judge and others. These associations provide a trainee with a comprehensive understanding of the way in which different departments and functionaries operate in the field.


During the training days and later as Assistant Superintendent of Police (ASP) at Nashik in 1983–84, I felt that the senior superintendent of police, Ashok Ankola, was quite uncomfortable with me. A tall man with a very impressive personality, he had his own views about the relevance of women in police but did not voice them out loud. He preferred me sitting with his wife during social gatherings, which I did not mind. I found the wives of police officers welcoming and ready to share their household tips with me. I enjoyed these occasional sessions about housekeeping and cooking. Conversations about clothes were rare as the sari was the norm for married women in those days and designers were yet to appear on the scene. Life was simple.


The Ankola family was entirely non-vegetarian, while I do not eat meat. Mrs Ankola would send vegetarian food for me along with a dibba for her husband during our district tours. The wives of policemen, from constables to the director general of police, have strongly supported me throughout my career.


There were very few women in the police during the early eighties, and officers in Nashik were both uneasy with and unsure of my ‘standing’. I also happened to be from Punjab with hardly any knowledge of either the language or culture of Maharashtra. But I would try to speak the local language and read newspapers to improve my Marathi. Police officers would explain the documentation work to me diligently either in Hindi or Marathi. It involved registration of the First Information Report, recording of the spot panchnama (scene of crime) documents related to search and arrest, miscellaneous investigation papers, drafting of the charge sheet, etc. I am told that there was a debate on how I would accompany my colleagues for police raids. Owing to my rank, I was supposed to occupy the front passenger seat in the jeep, while the ‘all-powerful’ inspector-in-charge was expected to sit in the back. This was not acceptable to a few at the Bhadrakali police station in Nashik. But Inspector Asaram Shinde accepted the protocol graciously and advised the staff to not make an issue of it. After some time, they overcame their hesitations in taking me along for nighttime raids on illicit liquor dens, gambling and prostitution raids.


In retrospect, I feel sad that in those days we used to arrest sex workers as offenders, not understanding that most of them were selling their bodies either due to utter poverty or because they had been forced into the profession by deceit. The reality and magnitude of human trafficking and that sex workers were usually victims of exploitation dawned on us much later. For this I would credit all the NGOs working for the cause of women.


Over the course of my internship with the senior SP, I had a very interesting early encounter. One day the District Special Branch (DSB) officer came to carry out his usual morning briefing for Mr Ankola and informed us of a serious law-and-order problem expected to unfold the next day. A particular political party had supposedly paid ₹100 to each member of a group of local slum dwellers for throwing stones during an ongoing agitation. Without even looking up from the file, the senior SP thundered, ‘Distribute rice bags to the same group!’ The agitation did take place but there was no stone-throwing.


Another time, I was sent to the small town of Kalwan, where a local group had called for a bandh. The senior SP instructed me to draft a ‘bandobast’ order and ensure it was ready by the time he reached the place. I held discussions with police officers, studied the ground situation and available manpower, evaluated the likelihood of violence, before ultimately deploying police personnel.


The arrival of the senior SP was announced on the wireless set and we rushed to receive him. The six-foot-tall officer got down from his car, looked around and, in a mighty voice, ordered the policemen to ‘fall in’, which in police parlance means ‘gather’. He shouted a few more orders that the men obeyed without question. There was a sudden surge of positive energy among them. This is when I realized that even though I had worked hard to draft and organize the bandobast, I did not possess the personality of a police officer. Disheartened, I worried if I would ever be able to do justice to my job.


There were two additional superintendents of police in Nashik district. One exclusively looked after the Malegaon sub-division while the rest of the district was the other one’s responsibility. Malegaon is a communal hotspot – one of the most sensitive areas in Maharashtra. I would visit it occasionally to understand the dynamics between Hindus and Muslims. Communal tension during festival season was common and there were frequent altercations that threatened the town’s peace. These would have immediate repercussions all over the state. The Additional SP in charge, S. M. Mushrif, was a young, energetic officer who responded very quickly to even the smallest incident of communal friction.


However, I interacted more regularly with the additional SP posted in Nashik, as I was based there. He was always slow and measured in his responses. The junior officers humoured him and took their own decisions or consulted the senior SP, Mr Ankola, when it came to important decision-making. Watching the two additional SPs at work, I concluded that the government is quite a mixed bag. It is tolerant of snails who sit on powerful chairs, making no contribution to governance. Weeding them out is very difficult unless they commit a grave blunder. But being snails, they are averse to taking any risks and thus the chances of them committing bloopers remain minimal. Since these officers hate change and are loath to take bold initiatives, they debilitate the system slowly and silently. Resolute, motivated officers carry the load of these snails throughout their careers.


Governments in India are clever in the way they use good officers strategically, as was the case with the additional SP in Malegaon, but they are unable to shake off the snails. Both officers in this instance would get the same pay packet and their promotions were simultaneous. And yet they were so different in the speed and quality of their performance.


Corruption was also spreading through the police force like a virus. The idealism of a young, independent India was giving way to a cynical, materialistic one. The determination to provide honest, selfless service was waning. And our democracy was not even forty years old yet.


In the words of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, ‘Men, money and material cannot by themselves bring victory or freedom. We must have the motive-power that will inspire us to brave deeds and heroic exploits.’
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