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Introduction


When Krishna Chaudhuri married Sisir Kumar Bose in December 1955, just before her twenty-fifth birthday, she had little detailed knowledge of Subhas Chandra Bose, his life and his struggle for India’s freedom. Like countless Indians, she was simply in awe of his legendary heroism.


Growing up in Calcutta in the 1940s, Krishna was deeply imprinted by the tumultuous events which she – a sensitive, bookish and somewhat lonely only child – witnessed year after year. It started with the Quit India movement of August 1942 and its brutal suppression. A year later, she watched columns of emaciated, starving people from Bengal’s villages staggering on Calcutta’s roads from the windows of her parents’ third-floor apartment on south Calcutta’s relatively affluent Rashbehari Avenue, begging for morsels of food, as the Bengal Famine of 1943–44 unfolded. On 26 December 1943, Krishna turned thirteen around the peak of this holocaust by hunger, which killed four million of Bengal’s sixty million people.


World War II played out in the background. From April to July of 1943, Krishna and her mother were among tens of thousands of upper-middle-class Calcuttans who self-evacuated the city – in Krishna’s case to her family’s holiday home in Mihijam, a place in the Santhal Parganas (present-day Jharkhand) just beyond the Bengal border – as rumours spread that the Japanese, poised on the Burma–India frontier since mid-1942, were going to heavily bomb Calcutta from the air. The panic proved misplaced. And unknown to Krishna and most other Indians, it was during that time, in mid-1943, that Subhas Chandra Bose arrived in Southeast Asia after a perilous voyage by submarine from northern Europe and launched the final war of Indian independence.


In August 1946, Krishna witnessed the savagery of the ‘Great Calcutta Killings’ when an inferno of communal violence engulfed the city and thousands of its people, Muslim and Hindu, met brutal deaths. A year later, in August 1947, she happened to be visiting Delhi at the moment of independence, and partition. She listened to Nehru’s midnight ‘tryst with destiny’ speech on the radio. She and her two male cousins were on the streets of Delhi all day on 15 August, soaking up the ceremonies and the euphoric celebrations until the evening.


Then within days, communal carnage erupted and Delhi was put under curfew – Krishna remembers that one spell of curfew lasted eighty-four hours. A Sikh neighbour who had taken a tonga (horse-cart, the taxis of Delhi then) was stabbed in the stomach by the Muslim tonga driver, who then fled. The Sikh took off his turban, used it to bandage the wound, and drove the tonga home himself. He died after a few days. One day, Krishna and her two male cousins, aged fourteen and twelve, ventured out on their bicycles and entered a riot-hit area – they fled home on a tonga after patrolling soldiers intercepted them.


Then in mid-September, Krishna and her mother returned to Calcutta by train. It was a hair-raising journey. The Old Delhi railway station was littered with corpses and the stench was dreadful. As the train crossed the bridge over the Jamuna river, Krishna observed that the shallow waters were strewn with bodies. Soon, a gang which included several Sikhs started moving through the train, murdering any Muslims they found and throwing their bodies out. When the gang entered Krishna’s compartment and learned that she and her mother were Bengali, they took the mother and daughter to be Muslim – since they believed most of Bengal had gone to Pakistan – and wanted to kill them too. Krishna, then sixteen, and her mother were saved by the intervention of a Sikh refugee girl about Krishna’s age who happened to be travelling in their compartment. The girl was the only survivor of a large Sikh family slaughtered in the Lahore district. The orphaned girl spoke sternly to the gang’s Sikh members in Punjabi and saw them off. When the train reached Kanpur, British ‘Tommies’ (soldiers) boarded it and apprehended the gang.


Krishna Bose has written vividly about all these events, and much else besides, in her memoir and autobiography of her early life, Lost Addresses: A Memoir of India, 1934-1955. In Lost Addresses, she writes that ‘... leafing through its pages, I am a bit surprised by one thing. The diary of an ordinary Indian girl in her early to middle teens contains hardly anything of a personal nature. Instead, it’s filled with references to the tumultuous events sweeping India on the eve of independence.’


Not all of those events are about violence, horror and misery. There is one entirely different, uplifting episode which unfolded in late 1945 and early 1946. That was the time when tens of thousands of the Indian National Army’s soldiers were repatriated as prisoners of war by the British from Southeast Asia to India and word of the INA – suppressed by the British propaganda machine during the war – spread like wildfire across the subcontinent. The British decision to put three INA officers – Shah Nawaz Khan, Prem Kumar Sahgal and Gurbaksh Singh Dhillon – on trial in Delhi’s Red Fort on charges of treason (‘waging war on the King Emperor’) triggered a mass uprising across India in solidarity with the INA, in which hundreds were shot dead in Bombay and Calcutta alone. The demonstrations throughout India in solidarity with the INA cut across deep – and deepening – religious and political divides. This was followed in February 1946 by the revolt of Indian sailors of the Royal Indian Navy, which began in Bombay and spread to Karachi and Calcutta. There were rumblings of revolt in the British-Indian army, and in the air force. It rang the death knell of the Raj. The British read the writing on the wall and the final countdown to their shambolic exit from the subcontinent began.


Krishna Bose writes in Lost Addresses: ‘The INA fever gripping the nation touched our lives as well. In Hindustan Park in our south Calcutta neighbourhood, girls marched in military formation, me among them. We paraded to Kadam Kadam Badhaye Ja, the INA’s catchy marching song. Our role models were the teenaged girls and young women who had joined the INA’s women’s force, the Rani of Jhansi Regiment, and especially its striking-looking and charismatic commander, Captain Lakshmi Swaminathan – Lakshmi Sahgal after her marriage in 1947 to Colonel Prem Sahgal.’ This was around the time Krishna turned fifteen on 26 December 1945.


Subhas Chandra Bose’s forty-ninth birthday on 23 January 1946 was the occasion of massive celebration and commemoration throughout the still-undivided subcontinent. ‘In Calcutta,’ Krishna Bose writes in Lost Addresses, ‘... we woke up in the morning to the sound of music. Prabhat Pheris, processions taken out shortly after daybreak, meandered through the streets of our neighbourhood and every other neighbourhood of the city, singing patriotic songs in chorus. We were still a colony, craving freedom. As the marchers walked and sang, they were showered with flowers from houses on both sides of the street. I looked out of our windows at the sight – a thick spray of flowers enveloping the marching men, women and children. The roof of every house proudly flew the national tricolour [the Congress flag with the charkha in the centre, adopted by the INA and the Provisional Government of Free India declared by Netaji in Singapore in October 1943].’ Then ‘just after noon, the approximate time of Netaji’s birth on 23 January 1897, the neighbourhood reverberated with the sound of conch shells. I hadn’t collected flowers in advance so missed out in the morning but now I made up for it, blowing as hard as I could on a conch shell.’ ‘In the late afternoon,’ Krishna writes, ‘we went to rallies at Deshapriya Park and Triangular Park’ in south Calcutta and ‘I listened to speeches by the INA veterans Colonel Cyril John Stracey and Colonel P. Thimayya.’ Then ‘a mammoth procession wound its way from Deshapriya Park to Deshbandhu Park in north Calcutta.’


Krishna’s future husband, Sisir Bose, had been released from prison in the Punjab just four months earlier, in September 1945. Sisir Bose has written in the memoir and autobiography of his early life, Subhas and Sarat: An Intimate Memoir of the Bose Brothers (New Delhi: Aleph Book Company, 2016): ‘On Uncle Subhas’s forty-ninth birthday, 23 January 1946, there was a mammoth demonstration in Calcutta. The procession, led by the INA hero Shah Nawaz Khan, traversed the city from Deshapriya Park in the south to Deshbandhu Park in the north. It seemed as if the whole of Calcutta was on the streets. I joined the throngs and walked the entire distance.’


‘On 23 January 1947,’ Krishna Bose writes in Lost Addresses, ‘Netaji’s fiftieth birthday was celebrated on a huge scale all over the country. In the evening it was as if Diwali, the festival of lights, had moved to January. Houses across Calcutta were decorated with candle-lamps in commemoration of the absent leader. Many INA officers – all household names – came to the city to participate in the celebrations. They were mobbed wherever they went, especially by young people.’


Yet by January 1947, the leader’s absence was being keenly felt as India moved in the direction of partition. In Bengal, the atmosphere had turned toxic after the Calcutta riots of August 1946, aggravated by the brutal attacks on Hindus in the Noakhali and Tipperah districts of eastern Bengal in October, which in turn sparked gory violence against Muslims in parts of Bihar.


Sisir Bose and Krishna Chaudhuri met for the first time in August 1955 at Trinca’s, a tearoom on Calcutta’s Park Street which exists to this day as a bar and restaurant. The previous month, Krishna had begun her forty-year career as a teacher of English literature at Calcutta’s City College (South) for women, a job from which she retired at the end of 1995 and then joined active politics, to be elected as a Member of Parliament (Lok Sabha) for three consecutive terms from Greater Kolkata’s Jadavpur constituency. The meeting at Trinca’s was artfully arranged (and chaperoned). Krishna was unaware of its purpose and was annoyed when she realized that she had been set up. Nonetheless, she agreed to the marriage proposal, and Sisir and Krishna were married on 9 December 1955, forty-five years to the day after Sisir’s parents – Bivabati Dey and Sarat Chandra Bose, the famous barrister and nationalist leader who was his younger brother Subhas’s lifelong confidant and supporter – were married on 9 December 1910.


In the four months between the introduction and the wedding, Sisir and Krishna met many times, always in chaperoned environments. The meeting she remembers most of all took place in the autumn of 1955 at the house on Calcutta’s Creek Row of her paternal uncle, Dr Khirode Chandra (K. C.) Chaudhuri, India’s pioneering paediatrician. Sisir, a graduate of Calcutta’s Medical College who had then taken advanced training in paediatrics in London (the Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children), Sheffield, Bern (Switzerland) and Vienna, was at the time working with Dr K. C. Chaudhuri to set up the Institute of Child Health, India’s first teaching hospital dedicated to the welfare of infants and children, which thrives to this day in the city’s Park Circus area.


Krishna writes in Lost Addresses: ‘I had noticed that Sisir had a reserved personality, and spoke little. As we sat on the south-facing verandah of the Creek Row house after dinner one night, he surprised me by opening up. That night I learned about a side of his life that had been completely unknown to me. I had thought I was marrying a smart young doctor who was embarking, like me, on a professional career after completing his advanced training in Britain and continental Europe. That night I learned of his central role in Netaji’s historic escape from India in 1941, when Sisir had helped plan the escape and driven his uncle at the dead of night from the Bose family house on Calcutta’s Elgin Road to the Gomoh railway junction in Bihar (now in Jharkhand). I learned of his daring underground activities on behalf of Netaji from 1941 to 1944, which led to his arrest and imprisonment first in the Red Fort in Delhi and then for a much longer period in solitary confinement at the Lahore Fort. I had had no idea that my husband-to-be had such an interesting past.’


Krishna continues: ‘That past shaped our life together for decades, for 45 years until Sisir’s death on 30 September 2000. Sisir had been very deeply influenced by his association with Netaji’s struggle for India’s freedom. It rapidly became clear to me that my husband’s life was charged by a commitment to preserve Netaji’s memory, and the legacy of his life and struggle, for the people and the future generations of India. I decided early on to help and support him in this endeavour ... in the process, I discovered that Subhas Chandra Bose is much more than a romantic hero, or a swashbuckling action-figure.’


This volume is the result of that journey of discovery Krishna Bose undertook in partnership with her husband. As the journey progressed, Krishna Bose emerged as one of the world’s foremost authorities on Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose’s multi-faceted life and his epic struggles in the cause of India’s freedom. She became a pioneer of serious research on Netaji’s life and struggles, and published seminal books and articles on the topic.


Krishna wrote mostly in Bengali, however, and until now her work on Netaji has not been available in English. Her first book, Itihaser Sandhane (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 1972) is the seminal work on Netaji’s activities in Europe from 1933 to 1936, and again from 1941 to 1943. Itihaser Sandhane (In Search of History) is built around her narrative of a trip she and Sisir made to Europe in 1971, during which they visited West and East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Austria, England and Switzerland, met with Netaji’s old associates and the new generation of historians, researched in libraries and archives and spoke at conferences in Prague and Bonn.


Krishna’s second book, Charanarekha Taba (Kolkata: Ananda Publishers, 1982) is the seminal work on the climactic phase of Netaji’s life as the leader of the Azad Hind movement in Southeast Asia from 1943 to 1945. Charanarekha Taba (In Your Footsteps) is built around her narrative of a trip she and Sisir made to Japan, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand in 1979, during which they met with Netaji’s old associates, scholars, and leading members of the Indian-origin communities of these countries including many participants in the struggle that was waged under Netaji’s leadership from 1943 to 1945.


It is a pity that Itihaser Sandhane and Charanarekha Taba – both trail-blazing works – were not translated into English. However, Krishna Bose also published numerous original and important articles on Netaji’s life and his struggle for India’s freedom – mostly in Bengali, but several in English as well – between the early 1960s and the early 1990s. The Bengali articles were brought together as a book titled Prasanga Subhaschandra (About Subhaschandra), published by Ananda Publishers, Kolkata in 1993. Most of the eighteen articles that make up the present volume are English translations (by Sumantra Bose) of the Bengali articles she wrote and published between the 1960s and the 1990s. In addition, the few articles she wrote in English have been included, and the final article (‘Netaji’s Last Journey: The Taipei Tragedy’) is the English version, translated by Sumantra Bose, of an article she wrote in Bengali in 2017.


*


In 1957, Sisir Bose established the Netaji Research Bureau (NRB) at Netaji Bhawan, the Bose ancestral house on Calcutta’s Elgin Road. The imposing three-storeyed mansion at 38/2 Elgin Road (now Lala Lajpat Rai Sarani) had been built in 1909 by Janakinath Bose, Sarat and Subhas’s father and Sisir’s grandfather. It was from this house that Netaji escaped in January 1941, aided by his twenty-year-old nephew Sisir. In 1946, Sarat Bose declared that the house would no longer be used for residential or any other private purposes and dedicated it to the nation as ‘Netaji Bhawan’, where Subhas’s memory would be preserved and from where his political and ideological legacy would be propagated. But Sarat passed away prematurely in 1950, aged just sixty, and nothing much happened to take the mission forward – until Sisir established the NRB there in 1957.


Sisir Bose founded NRB almost silently, with no fanfare and little publicity. The mission Sisir set for NRB was nothing if not ambitious – to systematically research and comprehensively document Netaji’s life in all its vastness and complexity. A challenging agenda indeed, in part because Netaji’s life story is spread across the world: the Indian subcontinent, Europe, and East and Southeast Asia. Undaunted, Sisir embarked purposefully on the task of making contact with all those who had worked with or come in touch with Netaji across the world, and of securing material on Netaji’s activities – photographs, documents and objects. In 1958, he donated his Wanderer car – made in Germany in 1937 by the Auto Union, Audi’s predecessor, and the vehicle of Netaji’s great escape in January 1941 – as the first exhibit of the Netaji Museum he planned to build at Netaji Bhawan. It has been displayed in Netaji Bhawan’s driveway ever since and is a magnet for visitors today, having been beautifully restored to its original condition to commemorate the escape’s seventy-fifth anniversary in 2016.


In 1961, Sisir Bose was able to open a museum showcasing Netaji’s entire life at Netaji Bhawan. Spread over the first and second floors of Netaji Bhawan, it exists today as a state-of-the-art museum fit for the twenty-first century and attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors every year from across India and abroad (https://netaji.org). It has been visited by numerous heads of government, from Jawaharlal Nehru in 1961 and Indira Gandhi in 1969 to Japan’s Shinzo Abe in 2007 and Sheikh Hasina of Bangladesh in 2018. Sisir was inspired by European museums, particularly the display of Napoleon’s life, rule and era in the Palace of Versailles near Paris, which he visited in 1948 with his parents, Sarat and Bivabati, during an extensive tour of European countries.


In the 1960s, the Netaji Research Bureau at Netaji Bhawan emerged as the hub of serious, substantive programmes and activities on Netaji’s life and struggles, and as the gathering point for Netaji’s comrades in struggle from across India – including leading members of the Azad Hind Government and famous INA officers such as S. A. Ayer, Prem and Lakshmi Sahgal, G. S. Dhillon and Abid Hasan, among numerous others – and throughout the world. General Fujiwara Iwaichi, the Japanese military officer who was instrumental in the formation of the INA in Singapore in 1942 and remained a friend of India all his life, was a frequent visitor from 1967 until his death in 1986. NRB and its steadily expanding archive also became the focal point for the growing number of historians across the world researching Netaji’s life and the INA, including the American scholars Leonard Gordon and Joyce Lebra, who both went on to produce major works on Netaji and the Azad Hind movement.


In 1973, after fifteen years of arduous groundwork, NRB was able to convene a major international conference covering the entire range of Netaji’s life, politics and struggles at Netaji Bhawan. The conference, inaugurated on 23 January, Netaji’s birth anniversary, was attended and addressed by a galaxy of Netaji’s colleagues and fellow fighters from across India and many countries in Asia and Europe, and by scholars who came from the United States and a number of countries in Europe and Asia.


A top NRB priority was to make Netaji’s complete works – all his writings, speeches, proclamations and a lifetime of correspondence – available in published form for a global audience. This gigantic endeavour began from the early 1960s and gradually acquired momentum. Its most outstanding product is the Netaji Collected Works, published in twelve volumes by Netaji Research Bureau under the editorship of Sisir K. Bose – joined later as co-editor by his elder son Sugata Bose, an eminent historian. There were other landmark publications, such as the enduringly popular Netaji: A Pictorial Biography (1979), edited by Sisir K. Bose from the vast amount of photographs and documents collected by then in NRB archives, and in 1997, on Netaji’s birth centenary, The Essential Writings of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose (Sisir K. Bose and Sugata Bose, eds.), a distillation of the twelve-volume Collected Works.


It took decades of hard toil, with sparse finances and other odds, but by the time Sisir Kumar Bose passed away at eighty on 30 September 2000, he had realized his life’s mission and, through Netaji Research Bureau, fulfilled his father Sarat Chandra Bose’s vision of what Netaji Bhawan should be. Remarkably, he was able to concurrently pursue his own career and establish himself as one of India’s most renowned paediatricians.


Netaji Research Bureau’s success and stature is due above all to the commitment and perseverance of Dr Sisir Bose, its founder and builder. Yet, Sisir Bose did not do it all on his own. He had the quiet but deeply involved support of his spouse.


That explains why this volume is so powerfully authoritative. Krishna Bose learned about Netaji’s life, politics and his struggle for India’s freedom over decades, as a dedicated worker helping Sisir build up Netaji Research Bureau.


In the process, she met and came to know most of the protagonists featured in this volume’s pages: Abid Hasan, Lakshmi Sahgal, Janaki Thevar (later Janaki Athi Nahappan, she was deputy commander of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment and lived in Malaysia), S. A. Ayer, Mian Akbar Shah, Cyril John Stracey, Prem Sahgal, G. S. Dhillon, N. G. Swami, Mahboob Ahmed and so many others who were Netaji’s companions in struggle. She (and Sisir) even met Edward Farley Oaten – the professor at Calcutta’s Presidency College whom the young Subhas allegedly assaulted in a famous incident in 1916 – at the aged professor’s home outside London in 1971.


Krishna did not have the opportunity to personally meet the INA heroes General Mohammad Zaman Kiani and Colonels Habib-ur Rahman and Shaukat Malik – who all feature prominently in this book – because their ancestral homes were in Pakistan and they lived there after 1947 (though, at fifteen, she did see Rahman and Malik at a public felicitation in Calcutta in January 1946). But later, from the 1980s onwards, she met Kiani and Rahman’s families many times – in both Pakistan and India. They came to Netaji Bhawan and she was close to them until her death.


The women in Netaji’s life feature very centrally in this book. Krishna first met Emilie Schenkl, Netaji’s wife, in Vienna in December 1959 and was extremely close to her until Emilie’s death in 1996. Krishna did not personally meet Prabhabati Bose, Netaji’s mother, who died in December 1943, or indeed Bivabati Bose, Sisir’s mother, who passed away in June 1954. But Krishna came to know Basanti Debi, the formidable widow of Netaji’s political guru Deshbandhu Chittaranjan (C. R.) Das, very well indeed. Basanti Debi lived until 1974, in Calcutta, and was very close to both Sisir and Krishna Bose. Krishna’s first-ever published article about Netaji (in Bengali, in 1962) was an account of Basanti Debi’s poignant reminiscences of her dear Subhas. Of the four European women friends of Netaji’s who form the subject of one of the chapters in this book, Krishna personally met and knew three – Kitty Kurti, Naomi Vetter and Hedy Fulop-Miller.


Krishna Bose was deeply acquainted with not just the people but also the places important in Netaji’s life. Thus Singapore, Taipei, Tokyo, Kuala Lumpur, Vienna, Prague, Berlin and other cities come to life in her writings. So do the battlefields of Manipur where the INA waged its valiant struggle in 1944 and the Andamans, where Netaji hoisted the charkha-emblazoned tricolour in Port Blair on 30 December 1943 and inspected the notorious Cellular Jail. She has been to all these places – in many cases multiple times – and writes with the insight of a first-hand observer.


There is one other characteristic of Krishna Bose’s work that bears mention. She was a very gifted writer. Her literary flair in Bengali is widely known. And she always wrote in a straightforward, eminently readable style. The articles in this volume are lessons in history, but they are also often evocative travelogues and penetrating sketches of personalities. The history lessons are couched in her signature storytelling style.


I have long felt that a prime selection of my mother’s best writing on Netaji, the INA and the struggle for India’s freedom should be available in English. The posthumous publication of this volume is slightly regrettable. My mother was so full of vitality till the end of her life, despite some physical infirmities due to advanced age, that I had expected her to live a few years longer, into her nineties. But there can be no better time for the publication of this volume – which presents a unique, composite portrait of Subhas Chandra Bose – than the seventy-fifth anniversary of India’s independence, and just a few months after Netaji’s 125th birth anniversary.


*


A summary of the organization and contents of the volume is in order.


As a woman, Krishna Bose was especially interested in Netaji’s relationships with women, and in the evolution of his views on women’s rights and emancipation. In 1971, she wrote an essay (in English) on the four most important women in Subhas Chandra Bose’s life: Prabhabati Bose, his mother; Basanti Debi, his political guru C. R. Das’s wife, whom he addressed and referred to as ‘Ma’; Bivabati Bose, his older brother Sarat’s wife, with whom he had a relationship of deep trust and affection; and Emilie Schenkl, the middle-class Austrian woman whom he met in Vienna in mid-1934 and married in December 1937, during a two-month trip to Europe. In September 1971, Krishna presented the paper at a conference at Prague’s Oriental Institute (incidentally, Netaji had had close links with the Oriental Institute in the 1930s). It was subsequently published in The Illustrated Weekly of India, then edited by Khushwant Singh. A slightly edited version of the paper comprises the first section of this book: ‘The Women Who Influenced Netaji’.


Another section, which appears later in the volume, is titled ‘Netaji and Women: In War and Friendship’. It has two articles (both translated from Bengali).


The ‘Rani of Jhansi Regiment’ article, written in 1976, is the pioneering piece on the INA’s women’s regiment, formed as a combatant force in Singapore in 1943 at Netaji’s personal initiative (and against much Japanese opposition). The Rani of Jhansi Regiment expanded further to about 1,500 members with new recruits in Burma once the INA forward headquarters moved to Rangoon in January 1944. There have been a few studies of the Rani of Jhansi Regiment in recent years, notably one by Joyce Lebra in 2008, but Krishna Bose’s 1976 article remains the definitive contribution on the topic. Krishna was close to both Lakshmi Swaminathan-Sahgal (1914–2012), the Regiment’s commander and minister of women’s organization in the Azad Hind Government proclaimed in Singapore on 21 October 1943, and Janaki Thevar-Athi Nahappan (1925–2014), the deputy commander.


The other article is about Subhas Chandra Bose’s close but little-known friendships with four European women: Jane Dharamvir, Kitty Kurti, Naomi Vetter and Hedy Fulop-Miller. As Krishna writes, in his adolescence and early youth Subhas was shy and diffident vis-à-vis women. This stiff rectitude began changing once he met Mrs Dharamvir – whom he called ‘Didi’ – in England in 1921. By 1925 he was urging his ‘Ma’ (Basanti Debi) to assume the political mantle of her prematurely deceased husband C. R. Das (1870–1925), and in the late 1920s he kept encouraging his sister-in-law Bivabati Bose to take a public role in the freedom movement. On arrival in Europe in 1933, he met Kitty Kurti (who was Czech) in Berlin, and Naomi Vetter and Hedy Fulop-Miller in Vienna. All three women became his close friends and vigorously supported his political activities in Europe during the 1930s. He deeply valued these friendships and their support. In the article titled ‘Friendship’, Krishna Bose casts light on this little-known aspect of Subhas Chandra Bose’s life. These close friendships and collaborations with women help explain Netaji’s evolution into ‘a great feminist’ – as Lakshmi Sahgal described him to Krishna.


Subhas Chandra Bose’s equations with other major figures of his era form the subject of the section titled ‘Netaji’s Relationships with Indian and World Leaders’. It consists of four articles which illuminate his relationships with Jawaharlal Nehru, Rabindranath Tagore, Adolf Hitler and Eamon de Valera. Krishna Bose wrote the Nehru article shortly after Nehru’s death in 1964 (in English, slightly edited for this publication). The other three articles she wrote in Bengali later, the most recent being the one on Bose and Tagore, written in the early 1990s.


All four articles are deeply informed and acutely analytical. She wonderfully brings out the mutual ambivalence in the Nehru–Bose relationship, and the similarities and divergences between the two leaders. Rabindranath Tagore and Subhas Chandra Bose were personally acquainted from 1921 onwards, when they happened to travel together on a ship returning from England to India (Bose after his famous resignation from the Indian Civil Service). Krishna Bose tells the remarkable story of how Tagore’s attitude to Bose evolved over time from scepticism and coolness to resolute support. In 1939, when Bose was forced to resign from his elected second term as Congress president and effectively purged from the party, Tagore stood by him like a rock and hailed him as Deshnayak (Hero of the Nation).


The piece on Hitler is a penetrating analysis of the most controversial aspect of Netaji’s political life – his willingness to seek assistance from the Third Reich and his time in Nazi Germany from April 1941 to January 1943. During this time, he met the Fuehrer once in Berlin’s Reich Chancellery on 29 May 1942. The last article in this section is about Bose and Eamon de Valera, Ireland’s most important political figure of the twentieth century. Many Indian freedom fighters, particularly in Bengal, were greatly inspired by the Irish struggle against Great Britain’s colonial stranglehold. This article recounts Netaji’s visit in 1936 to Ireland, during which he had several meetings in Dublin with de Valera, then the prime minister of the Irish Free State (now the Republic of Ireland).


The three sections which follow contain riveting narratives of the climactic period of Netaji’s life (1941–1945) and the final war of India’s independence waged under his leadership.


The first of these three sections – ‘Azad Hind: Netaji’s Epic Struggle in Europe and Asia, 1941-1945’ – consists of a single, long article titled ‘Abid Hasan’s Eyewitness Account’. It is difficult to state in words how valuable this article is. Krishna Bose wrote it (in Bengali) on the basis of a marathon interview lasting several days, which she conducted with Abid Hasan at Sisir and Krishna’s home in Calcutta in 1976.


Abid Hasan (1911–1984) was one of Netaji’s closest companions in struggle all the way from 1941 to 1945. A native of Hyderabad, he was stranded as a student in Germany by the outbreak of World War II in September 1939. He joined the Azad Hind movement in Europe in May 1941, a month or so after Netaji’s arrival in Berlin in early April, and became both a worker of the Free India Centre and a volunteer soldier in the Indian Legion, a 3,000-strong force recruited mainly from British-Indian army POWs taken by the Germans – Erwin Rommel’s famous Afrika Corps – in North Africa. In Germany, it was Abid Hasan who coined the greeting ‘Jai Hind!’, later India’s national slogan.


Then, in February 1943, Netaji picked Abid Hasan to be his sole Indian companion on the epic journey by submarine – mostly on a German U-boat and later a Japanese submarine – which began in the north German port of Kiel and ended in Sumatra (Indonesia) in May 1943. That almost incredible three-month voyage is recounted in Abid Hasan’s own telling in this article.


Abid Hasan continued to accompany his leader like a shadow thereafter – first in Tokyo, then in Singapore and finally in 1944 in Rangoon. In both Singapore and Rangoon, Abid Hasan lived in the same residences as Netaji and ran the household, besides performing other responsibilities. In Singapore, Abid Hasan wrote the lyrics of ‘Subh Sukh Chain Ki’, the Azad Hind Government’s Hindustani anthem, modelled on and set to the same tune as Tagore’s ‘Jana Gana Mana’.


In May 1944, Abid Hasan – who held the rank of Major in the INA – went to the Manipur front and led INA battlefield troops with great skill in difficult circumstances, in fighting in the Manipur hills southeast of Imphal. In July–August 1944, he was among the officers who led INA forces in their heroic retreat back into Burma, during which very many died of malaria, typhus and dysentery, from aerial bombing and strafing by the enemy, and of exhaustion and hunger.


Finally, at the end of World War II in mid-August 1945, Abid Hasan flew with Netaji from Bangkok to Saigon. He was one of a handful of senior INA officers and Azad Hind Government ministers who saw Netaji off at Saigon airport in the early evening of 17 August 1945 on his onward flight, which ended in tragedy in Taipei on the afternoon of 18 August.


Abid Hasan’s account of his time with Netaji from May 1941 to August 1945 is a treasure of India’s history. It would likely never have been recorded and been lost to history had Krishna Bose not sat him down and extracted his memories from him in Calcutta in 1976, after his retirement from a distinguished post-independence career in the Indian Foreign Service, during which he had served in China, Syria, Iraq, Egypt and Denmark, among other countries. The interview is published in full in English for the first time in this volume.


The next two sections – ‘Netaji’s Soldiers: Remembering the Brave’ and ‘The Liberated Lands: Visiting Manipur and the Andamans’ – bring to life the INA’s campaign to liberate India in the final war of independence.


‘Netaji’s Soldiers’ features articles on three extraordinary men: Mohammad Zaman Kiani, Cyril John Stracey and Mian Akbar Shah.


Major-General Mohammad Zaman Kiani was the INA’s seniormost field officer, the commander of the INA First Division whose brigades fought in northeast India in 1944. His name is not very well known in India because he was from the Rawalpindi district of Punjab and lived in Pakistan after the partition, where he died in 1981. When Netaji left Singapore for the last time in mid-August 1945, he designated Kiani to act in his absence on behalf of the Azad Hind Government and the INA – such was his confidence in his young general of thirty-five.


Prior to that, Kiani had commanded the column to which Netaji retreated under constant aerial attack from Rangoon to Bangkok in April–May 1945. Shortly before his death in Pakistan in 1981, M. Z. Kiani completed a wonderful book recounting his INA experiences, which he sent as a manuscript to Dr Sisir Bose in Calcutta with a letter requesting that it be published in India. Netaji Research Bureau facilitated the publication of the book, which Kiani had titled India’s Freedom Struggle and the Great INA: Memoirs of Mohammad Zaman Kiani.


Colonel Cyril John Stracey’s story is utterly fascinating. An Anglo-Indian officer in the British-Indian army, he joined the INA in 1942 after being taken prisoner by the Japanese in Malaya and wholeheartedly embraced the cause of India’s freedom. After Netaji arrived in Southeast Asia and became the INA’s Supreme Commander in mid-1943, Colonel Stracey became the INA’s quartermaster-general (QMG) in Singapore. In July 1945, Netaji entrusted him with the task of erecting a memorial to the martyred soldiers of the INA on Singapore’s seafront. Stracey designed and built an impressive memorial in record time, overcoming various difficulties. It was inaugurated by General Kiani about a week after Netaji’s mid-August departure from Singapore, and blown up two weeks later on Lord Louis Mountbatten’s orders.


In 1988, Sisir and Krishna Bose met and spent a day with C. J. Stracey in Coonoor, a small town in the Nilgiris, where he had retired after a distinguished post-independence career in the Indian Foreign Service. Stracey, who was ailing, died of a heart attack a few days later.


Mian Akbar Shah was not an INA officer. He was Subhas Chandra Bose’s top political lieutenant in the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP). While Netaji relied primarily on his young nephew Sisir to handle the Calcutta end of the January 1941 escape from India, he entrusted Akbar Shah with the Peshawar end. In December 1940, Akbar Shah was summoned by telegram to Calcutta by Netaji and met both Netaji and Sisir at the 38/2 Elgin Road house (Netaji Bhawan), where they developed a coordinated plan for the escape from India.


After the partition, Akbar Shah was cut off from India. In June 1983, forty-two years after their clandestine meeting in Calcutta, Sisir Bose and Akbar Shah (then aged eighty-five) had a memorable reunion in England. At this meeting, Akbar Shah told Sisir and Krishna every detail of Netaji’s week-long stay in Peshawar, from his arrival by train disguised as a north Indian Muslim on 19 January 1941 till his departure for Afghanistan (Kabul) on the morning of 26 January, disguised this time as a deaf-and-mute Pashtun tribesman. That previously unknown story is recounted in Krishna’s article on Akbar Shah. Krishna herself visited Peshawar and the Frontier Province (now known as Khyber Pakhtunkhwa) twice – in the mid-1990s and in 2005.


‘The Liberated Lands’ consists of two articles (both translated from Bengali): ‘The Battlefields of Manipur’ and ‘Shaheed and Swaraj: Visiting the Andamans’. They are based on trips made by Krishna and Sisir Bose to the Andaman Islands in 1969 and Manipur in 1972.


Both articles are delightful travelogues, which bring to life Manipur and the Andamans as they were five decades ago. Simultaneously, they are moving accounts of the INA’s valiant war in Manipur in 1944, which inspired many young Manipuris to join the movement, and of Netaji’s historic visit to the Andamans in end-December 1943 – after the Japanese turned over the Andaman and Nicobar Islands to the Azad Hind Government, proclaimed two months earlier in Singapore. The Manipur article reveals that Netaji himself entered Manipur’s southern Churachandpur district at the beginning of July 1944, a hitherto unknown event. This and the visit to the Andamans were the only occasions on which he returned to Indian soil after the 1941 escape from India. In the Andamans, Netaji visited the Cellular Jail (which he compared to the Bastille of French Revolution fame), addressed a rally in Port Blair, and visited Ross Island. Before leaving, he named the Andaman Islands ‘Shaheed’ and the Nicobar Islands ‘Swaraj’.


The book’s final section – ‘Requiem’ – has two articles: ‘Meeting Professor Edward Farley Oaten’ and ‘Netaji’s Last Journey: The Taipei Tragedy’.


E. F. Oaten (1884–1973) has a special place in Indian history. In 1916, he was beaten up by a group of students at Calcutta’s Presidency College, where he taught, after an incident in which he is said to have misbehaved with students. Subhas Chandra Bose, just turned nineteen, was suspected to be the ringleader of the assault and was rusticated from the college and banned from Calcutta University for a period (he eventually completed his graduation from Calcutta’s Scottish Church College before going to England to do a Tripos at Cambridge and successfully sit the Indian Civil Service examination). Subhas never explicitly acknowledged he was involved in assaulting Oaten, but did not deny it either. The Oaten incident, in a sense, was the beginning of the future Netaji’s political career and Oaten has often been demonized in its Indian telling.


On 30 September 1971, Sisir and Krishna Bose took a train from London’s Waterloo station to Walton-on-Thames, just south of London. They were warmly received by Professor and Mrs Oaten and spent the day at their home. Professor Oaten, eighty-seven and nearly blind, was very excited to meet them. He spoke at length about Subhas, and very highly. Oaten was deeply grieved when he heard about Subhas’s death in the air crash at Taipei in August 1945. An accomplished poet, he poured his feelings into poetry and wrote a sonnet which is, effectively, a eulogy to Subhas Chandra Bose the freedom fighter. Krishna had brought a tape recorder along and requested Oaten to recite the sonnet. The sonnet had been published in a book of Oaten’s poems, but he could no longer read from books because of his failing eyesight. Instead, he recited it flawlessly from memory.


Krishna Bose visited Taipei three times: in 1979 with Sisir (who had already been there once, in 1965), and in 2002 and 2005. ‘Netaji’s Last Journey: The Taipei Tragedy’ is the English translation of a Bengali article titled ‘Mrityunjayi’ (The Deathless Hero) she wrote in August 2017, on the occasion of the seventieth anniversary of India’s independence. The article weaves her narrative of her three visits to Taipei with an account of the full facts of Netaji’s death on the evening of 18 August 1945 at the Japanese military hospital in Taipei. Netaji had been taken there with third-degree burn injuries sustained in the crash along with Colonel Habib-ur Rahman of the INA, his sole Indian companion on that last journey, who too was injured but survived.


It is a very moving piece on the mortal end of India’s immortal leader.


I trust that this compilation of Krishna Bose’s lifetime of work on Netaji and his struggle for India’s freedom will enlighten Indians, and especially the young people of India, about Netaji’s ideals and his vision of what free India should be.


I am immensely grateful to Pan Macmillan India, and especially to Teesta Guha Sarkar, for publishing this book under the Picador India imprint on the seventy-fifth anniversary of our independence.


I dedicate this book to Krishna Bose’s life partner and soulmate, my father Dr Sisir Kumar Bose (1920-2000).


Jai Hind!


Sumantra Bose


Netaji Bhawan


38/2 Lala Lajpat Rai Sarani


Kolkata, India


7 June 2022
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Prabhabati Bose: Ma-Janani


The Corsican patriot Pasquale Paoli admiringly called Letizia Bonaparte, Napoleon’s mother, ‘Cornelia’, meaning mother of heroes, after the name of the mother of the Gracchi brothers, Gaius and Tiberius, who tried to reform ancient Rome. Prabhabati Bose, the mother of the Bose brothers, Sarat Chandra and Subhas Chandra, was similarly a remarkable woman. This is what Subhas had to say about her –


‘And my mother? ... No doubt she ruled the roost and, where family affairs were concerned, hers was usually the last word. She had a strong will and when one added to that a keen sense of reality and sound common sense, it is easy to understand how she could dominate the domestic scene.’


By all accounts, Prabhabati was a strong personality. The future Netaji may have partly inherited his determination and will power from his mother. Some of his other qualities of leadership such as organizational ability can also be plausibly traced back to her.


[image: Prabhabati Bose poses in a saree covering the top of her head.]

Prabhabati Bose, Netaji’s mother





In appearance, Prabhabati was short and somewhat plump. She had fourteen children with her husband Janakinath Bose: eight sons and six daughters. Prabhabati’s facial features were rather Mongoloid, which can be seen in both Sarat and Subhas. She was extremely fair-complexioned, which apparently made up for everything else. And Ma-Janani, as she was universally known in the Bose family, herself had a fetish for fair skin (‘Janani’ being a synonym in formal Bengali for mother or ‘Ma’; the title might be translated as ‘Grand Mother’). Of her eight sons, she arranged the marriage of six – the youngest one died early and Subhas eventually found his own partner in Emilie Schenkl, an Austrian from Vienna. She followed the same procedure in picking all six daughters-in-law. Basanti Debi, the wife of Subhas and Sarat’s political guru Chittaranjan (C. R.) Das, says that Ma-Janani would compare the complexion of the girl with the inside of her own arm and insist that she must be at least a degree fairer. It was a difficult test for most Bengali girls to pass. Nonetheless, Ma-Janani succeeded in getting five ‘memsahib’ or pale-skinned daughters-in-law. For her eldest son Satish, in order to acquire a girl from a ‘Kulin’ family – the same sub-caste of the Kayasthas as the Boses, which was required in the case of the eldest son by family and social custom – she waived the rule and acquiesced to a not-so-fair bride.


Ma-Janani came from a well-known Calcutta family – the Dutts of Hatkhola. They were educated and established; her grandfather Kashinath had built a house of his own in Baranagar, just north of Calcutta, and was a prosperous man. The Dutt family’s status was due among other reasons to what Subhas diplomatically described as ‘their ability to adapt themselves to the new political order’. Several men of the family were employed in a British firm. Although from a neo-aristocratic family, Ma-Janani had no formal education.


She perhaps compensated for this with strict monitoring of her own sons’ education. She was the proverbial disciplinarian. There is a story in the family of her supervision of the study time of the boys. A few of her sons and a couple of her younger brothers, whom she brought up along with her own sons, were busy studying. Ma-Janani patrolled to make sure they were not idling. Every time she approached there were hushed whispers – ‘Mother is coming’ – and one of her brothers started to recite an English passage in a loud voice, counting on her ignorance of English. After this happened several times, Ma-Janani confronted the culprit and said – ‘Well, my dear, how come I hear the same passage every time I come?’ She was not to be duped. Somewhat later in life, she learned some English from a tutor.


The relationship between the adolescent Subhas and his mother is revealed in a series of letters written by the son to the mother when he was fourteen or fifteen years old. From Netaji’s autobiography, we know that with so many children in the household, Subhas, deeply sensitive, felt lost in the crowd. He bitterly regretted the lack of intimacy with his parents – especially since he held both Prabhabati and his father Janakinath Bose, who was mild by nature, in awe. There was a deep hankering in his heart for a closer relationship, for communication. This he tried to achieve by writing letters to his mother.


He poured out his soul in the letters: ‘When I write letters I write like a madman. I do not know what I write – I do not care. Whatever comes to my mind, I write.’ The teenaged Subhas shared his inner tumult with his emotionally distant mother through letters.


These early letters are a bit odd considering the age of the person who wrote them. The dominant theme is religion and the attitude philosophic. He writes about the Bhagavad Gita, the Hindu text, and its injunction that one must do one’s duty in this world without any thought of reward, that man has no right over the fruits of his work. Realization of God is the ultimate goal of human existence and without that life is not worth living, etc. He goes on in this vein in letter after letter. Unfortunately, his mother’s letters are not available and so we do not know how she reacted to these outpourings. But he constantly sought her opinion on philosophic questions that both animated and troubled him. ‘What do you say?’ he writes. ‘As all rivers ultimately find their way to the sea, so do all human lives reach their finality in God.’


Sometimes he asked her opinion on less high-brow matters. He wished to become a vegetarian and had given up eating meat. ‘But today fourth brother (nadada) forced some meat on my plate and I had to take it.’ He adds that he would not take to vegetarianism if she didn’t approve: ‘I will not do anything against your wishes.’


In the final phase of his school career, Subhas devoted a lot of thought to the meaning of education. What is the purpose of education? – it’s acquiring the ability to judge right from wrong, he discerned. He very much wished to ascertain what his mother would like him to become – a judge, a magistrate, a barrister-at-Law, or a ‘real man’. The pursuit of study by itself was not and cannot be the goal of one’s life, he felt. University degrees mean nothing; character is what mattered. In young Subhas’s emerging conception of moral values as revealed in the letters to his mother, devotion to God and love for one’s country begin to intermingle.


The most interesting part is that his reverence for his mother starts to be equated with his sense of devotion to the motherland in its sorry plight:


‘You are a mother but do you belong only to us? No, you are the mother of all Indians – If every Indian is a son to you, do not the sorrows of your sons make your heart cry out in agony?’


‘Only Bengal’s mothers can save Bengal,’ Subhas asserted. To those familiar with the mother cult of Bengal, this is quite understandable. And ever since Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay composed ‘Bande Mataram’, many Bengali youth had identified their own mother with the motherland and also with the Divine Mother, particularly the goddesses Durga and Kali.


What did Ma-Janani make of all this?


‘You have come into this world only to bring about my death,’ she said in despair to Subhas. At the age of sixteen, Subhas left home in search of a guru. When he returned home after a futile, frustrating search, Subhas found her very upset. She had been driven to distraction by the thought that Subhas had left home for good. She had wanted to drown herself in the Ganges – only the thought of her daughters had prevented her from doing so. Subhas reported to a friend and accomplice in the bizarre escapade: ‘Mother is a fanatic and says the next time I go she will also leave with me and not return home again.’ The episode brought into sharp relief the mother’s lack of emotional connection with her unusual son. Subhas felt it was not possible to reason with her; she was very displeased with him and thought that her son did not care for her in the least. There is a significant line in a letter at the time to his close friend Hemanta Sarkar –


‘I think I’ll not be able to understand her. I find Father [Janakinath] very reasonable.’


For Ma-Janani, the guru escapade was only the first of many crises she had to endure on account of her son. A few years later, Subhas was expelled from the prestigious Presidency College and temporarily rusticated from Calcutta University for allegedly being the ringleader of an assault on Edward F. Oaten, a young Presidency professor whose arrogant behaviour had offended some of the college’s Indian students. Ma-Janani was in denial; she said, ‘My Subhas can never do such a thing; he is incapable of doing such a thing.’


[image: Janakinath Bose poses in a formal jacket with a vintage pocket watch fastened to it.]

Janakinath Bose, Netaji’s father





When Subhas quit his appointment to the Indian Civil Service and decided to serve his country by joining the freedom movement instead, it was another grave shock to the family, particularly his mother. Ma-Janani could hardly believe that her talented son was rejecting such a golden career. But when Subhas was arrested and jailed for the first time later that year (1921), Janakinath wrote to Sarat that he was ‘proud of Subhas’. And Ma-Janani too became supportive of the choice her son had made.


What followed in Subhas’s life was two decades of unrelenting struggle for India’s freedom, including frequent arrests, protracted imprisonments and forced exile. His older brother (mejdada) Sarat and Sarat’s wife Bivabati (mejoboudidi) were Subhas’s main sources of support throughout. Then, in 1938, Subhas Chandra Bose was finally elected President of the Indian National Congress. Prabhabati, by then widowed – Janakinath had passed away in late 1934 – was immensely proud. She accompanied her son – the Rashtrapati, as the Congress president was referred to by the nationalist masses – to Haripura in Gujarat, where the Congress’s annual session was held that year.


But Prabhabati’s travails on account of her son were not yet over. Subhas’s secret escape from India in January 1941 was another trauma for the old lady. He began the journey which made him Netaji from his room in the family’s Elgin Road house (now Netaji Bhawan), where he had lived on her insistence since 1937. She lived in the adjacent room and had no idea of her son’s plans. She was disconsolate on hearing of his disappearance and thought that Subhas had gone to the Himalayas to live as a hermit. She implored Sarat and Bivabati to tell her the truth. Basanti Debi recalls helpless tears in Sarat’s eyes. Sarat Bose knew everything – his son Sisir had been his younger brother’s chief accomplice in organizing and carrying out the escape. But Sarat was unable to tell his worried mother the truth.


[image: Subhas partially lying on his bed. His mother is seated next to him, caressing him. Two other gentlemen are also seated beside him.]

Prabhabati Bose with Subhas in his bedroom at the Elgin Road residence, Calcutta, after the hungerstrike which forced the British to temporarily release him from prison, December 1940. Six weeks later, Netaji escaped from this room and house.





Ma-Janani Prabhabati Bose died in December 1943. At that time Subhas was not too far away, in Southeast Asia, as Supreme Commander of the Indian National Army/Azad Hind Fauj and Head of the Provisional Government of Free India (Arzi Hukumat-e Azad Hind), proclaimed in Singapore on 21 October 1943. One night in December 1943, Debnath Das, one of Bose’s close associates in the Azad Hind movement in Southeast Asia, found Netaji sitting alone, pensive, in his Singapore residence. This was just before Netaji moved to Rangoon to direct the INA’s advance into India’s northeast. Mr Das told Netaji he looked very tired and suggested that he go to bed. Netaji replied: ‘No, I am not tired. I received news today that my mother has passed away.’


Notes




This article by Krishna Bose, written in 1971, has been slightly edited for this publication by Sumantra Bose. Ed.
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Basanti Debi: Ma


‘You are the real mother of Subhas; I am only the nurse [dhatri],’ Prabhabati Bose used to say to Basanti Debi.


Basanti Debi, the widow of the legendary nationalist leader Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das (1870–1925) is still alive. [Born in 1880, she died in 1974. Ed.] She is now very elderly. But until a few years ago, she had a sharp memory and would recall her relationship with Subhas Chandra Bose with a strange mix of joy and sadness. She did so many a time to this writer.


When did she first see him? It was after the Oaten incident in Presidency College in 1916. One night a group of students came to see C. R. Das – then mainly known as a celebrated lawyer who defended Bengal’s nationalist revolutionaries from draconian British laws – at his home. The couple were having dinner when the bearer brought in a visitors’ slip. Deshbandhu said, ‘Bring them in.’ Basanti Debi was taken aback. ‘You are not going to ask them into the dining room,’ she said. ‘Why not?’ said Deshbandhu. In came the group and Subhas was one of them. He had been expelled from Presidency College and barred from Calcutta University for allegedly being the ringleader of a student assault on Edward F. Oaten, a young British professor whose arrogant conduct had offended the students. That was the first time she saw Subhas Chandra Bose. He was nineteen.


[image: Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das seated on a chair and dressed in a dhoti and shawl. Basanti Debi stands beside him, dressed in a saree covering the top of her head.]

Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das, Netaji’s political mentor, with his wife Basanti Debi, whom Netaji addressed as ‘Ma’





A few years passed. In 1921, Subhas’s resignation from his appointment to the Indian Civil Service caused a sensation in India. He had already informed Deshbandhu about this from England and offered his services to the freedom movement. Subhas wrote: ‘You are the apostle of our national service programme in Bengal. I have therefore come to you today with whatever little education, intelligence, strength and enthusiasm that I may possess.’


On arrival in Calcutta, he came to meet Deshbandhu. But Deshbandhu was away from Calcutta and Basanti Debi was informed about the visitor. ‘Subhas Bose has come,’ she was told. ‘You mean the Subhas Bose who has resigned from the ICS!’ she exclaimed. They had a long chat that day. It was the beginning of a very special relationship. Netaji addressed and referred to Basanti Debi as ‘Ma’ for the rest of his life.


Whenever the guru and the disciple differed on any matter, Basanti Debi had to step in and mediate. In a letter to the eminent Bengali novelist Sarat Chandra Chattopadhyay, Subhas wrote – ‘Many people think we followed him [C. R. Das] blindly. As for myself, I can say that I fought with him on innumerable questions. Our quarrels were settled by Ma’s mediation.’ In 1924, Deshbandhu became the first elected Mayor of Calcutta and wanted Subhas to become the Chief Executive Officer of the Calcutta Municipal Corporation (CMC). Subhas flatly refused. He told his mentor that he had not quit the ICS to become the CMC’s chief executive. Deshbandhu, exasperated, turned to his wife: ‘See if you can manage him.’ After heated arguments, Basanti Debi finally persuaded him to accept the post. She told him that he need not accept the salary that came with the job and could simply hand it over to her, as money was always needed for good causes.


When Deshbandhu decided that the women of his family would take part in the non-cooperation movement and court arrest, Subhas objected. He thought that the women should come forward only once all the menfolk were behind bars, and it was unchivalrous to send the women out first. But Deshbandhu was adamant. Basanti Debi once again persuaded Subhas to come around. She even insisted that he accompany her to her satyagraha site. She was promptly arrested, and her arrest immediately aroused a wave of anger in Calcutta and across Bengal. The government realized that a blunder had been committed and at midnight she was suddenly released. Deshbandhu had been hoping to make use of the popular anger over Basanti Debi’s arrest and was very disappointed when she unexpectedly arrived home. She told her husband: ‘The police won’t keep me in prison and you don’t want me home. Where am I to go?’


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg31.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg38.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg35.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/pg37.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
KRISHNA BO

SUMANTRA |






OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
NETAJI

SUBHAS CHANDRA BOSE’S
Life, Politics & Struggle

KRISHNA BOSE

Edited and Translated by
SUMANTRA BOSE

PICADOR INDIA





