

[image: Images]




INDIRA GANDHI: A LIFE IN NATURE




INDIRA GANDHI


A Life in Nature


Jairam Ramesh


[image: Images]




All the birds have flown up and gone;


A lonely cloud floats leisurely by.


We never tire of looking at each other—


Only the mountain and I.


—Li Po, ‘Alone Looking at the Mountain’*


For oft, when on my couch I lie


In vacant or in pensive mood,


They flash upon that inward eye


Which is the bliss of solitude;


And then my heart with pleasure fills,


And dances with the daffodils.


—William Wordsworth, ‘I Wandered Lonely on a Cloud’*


It was the Rainbow gave thee birth,


And left thee all her lovely hues; […]


Thou hast no proud, ambitious mind;


I also love a quiet place


That’s green, away from all mankind;


A lonely pool, and let a tree


Sigh with her bosom over me.


—William Henry Davies, ‘The Kingfisher’*


 


*These were some of Indira Gandhi’s favourite poems.




A Note on Names


I HAVE MAINTAINED THE NAMES AS THEY EXISTED DURING INDIRA GANDHI’S time although they were changed subsequently.






	Old Name
	New Name






	Simla
	Shimla






	Poona
	Pune






	Bombay
	Mumbai






	Calcutta
	Kolkata






	Orissa
	Odisha






	Bangalore
	Bengaluru






	Baroda
	Vadodara






	Trivandrum
	Thiruvananthapuram






	New Delhi Municipal Committee (NDMC)
	New Delhi Municipal Council (NDMC)






	Madras
	Chennai






	Trichur
	Thrissur






	Dum Dum Airport
	Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose International Airport






	Ceylon
	Sri Lanka






	Giridhar Gomango
	Giridhar Gamang






	Rs (Rupees)
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I. A First Word
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IT WAS THE NIGHT OF 26 OCTOBER 1984. FIVE DAYS LATER SHE WAS TO be brutally gunned down by her own security guards.


But that was later. For now, she wanted to fulfill a life’s ambition—and said so.


For almost half a century, she had been going to the land of her ancestors—a land she loved as nature’s paradise. It came with mountains, flowers, gardens, streams and, most of all, trees—particularly chinars that over autumn explode into a spray of colours—from a deep vermilion to tones of burnt sienna to pale amber.


She had never seen this gorgeous sight and, after years of putting it off, she desperately wanted to experience it first-hand. The governor of the state advised her against visiting because of the prevailing political situation. But she ignored what he had to say.


Off she went early the next morning, accompanied by her grandchildren, to see the chinar trees in all their glory. She also visited her favourite Dachigam National Park—literally walking on a carpet of leaves. A strange sense of satisfaction engulfed her.


She came back to Delhi on 28 October and wrote a foreword for a book authored by a ministerial colleague. It happened to be a book on her abiding love—the environment. She then left for Orissa the next morning. On the 30th, she made her very last speech in Bhubaneswar in which, famously, she seemed to have a premonition of a violent ending to her life soon.


Her premonition turned out to be right. The very next morning at around 9 a.m. she was walking briskly from her home to her adjoining office to record an interview for the BBC. Within a few minutes, however, she was assassinated in a most ghastly manner, at point-blank range, by two men assigned to protect her.


Her funeral was on 3 November. It drew mourners from across the globe. High-powered delegations from numerous countries came as a mark of respect to her. The American team had a world-famous ornithologist who had been in touch with her for over three decades.


As the funeral procession moved to its destination, the naval band played ‘Flowers of the Forest’, both of which were very much part of her life. Eight days after her body was consigned to the flames, in keeping with her last wish, Indira Gandhi’s ashes were sprinkled over the Himalayas with which she had had a special bond, first over Gomukh and Gangotri, and later over Nun Kun and the sacred cave of Amarnath.


Thus passed into history Indira Gandhi, daughter of Jawaharlal Nehru, the prime architect of the modern Indian nation-state.


Thus passed into history Indira Gandhi who herself had been prime minister across two terms for sixteen years and who continues to inspire awe and admiration, draw hostility and criticism.
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This is an unconventional biography of Indira Gandhi—for it deals with only one aspect of her personality and her record in office.


Why focus on Indira Gandhi’s life as a naturalist when she was quintessentially a politician?


The answer is simple.


A naturalist is who Indira Gandhi really was, who she thought she was. She got sucked into the whirlpool of politics but the real Indira Gandhi was the person who loved the mountains, cared deeply for wildlife, was passionate about birds, stones, trees and forests, and was worried deeply about the environmental consequences of urbanization and industrialization.


She was the only head of government, other than the host prime minister, to speak at the first-ever United Nations (UN) Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in June 1972. Her speech there has reverberated down the decades.


She was singularly responsible not just for India’s best-known wildlife conservation programme—namely, Project Tiger—but also for less high-profile initiatives for the protection of crocodiles, lions, hanguls, cranes, bustards, flamingos, deer and other endangered species.


She almost single-handedly pushed through two laws—one for the protection of wildlife and another for the conservation of forests, which continue to hold sway. Today’s laws for dealing with water and air pollution were enacted during her tenure.


Indira Gandhi used her political authority to save ecologically sensitive areas from destruction like the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, the entire northeast and the rainforests in the Western Ghats.


She repeatedly drew the attention of chief ministers and other political colleagues to issues concerning wildlife, forests, pollution, resettlement, and for the need to always maintain what she called ‘ecological balance’.


She highlighted, time and again, the inextricable link between India’s natural and built heritage. Indeed, she was one of the very few—perhaps, the only one—to see nature and culture as two sides of the same coin.


It is because of these accomplishments, among several others, that Indira Gandhi deserves to be looked at with a fresh ‘green’ lens. While her politics and economics changed over the years, all through she remained steadfast to conservation. This passion survived the vicissitudes in her life.


Indira Gandhi had a large network of friends in the conservation community across the world. She kept in touch with them. They had easy access to her. They would write to her directly and she would find time to respond.


On matters related to the environment, she was open-minded and deeply engaged all the time. She listened, consulted and reached out. She responded to what she was being told. She was both active and proactive. She gave political space to different points of view; she offered time, often at short notice, to those who would not normally have been able to reach individuals at the helm of decision-making. She took courageous positions that had no immediate electoral payoffs.


The environmentalist in her has never got the acknowledgement it warrants from her biographers1—none of whom has done justice to her avatar as the ecology’s champion, or considered her passion for conservation in a balance sheet of her successes and failures. While some of her aides have written their memoirs, they have mostly dwelt on her political activities.2 Indira Gandhi figures in some books by conservationists but mostly through anecdotes or through her published speeches. A cohesive ecological narrative extending right through her life based on written records has been missing.3


That is the unabashed reason for this book. It is an exploration of a relatively under-appreciated dimension of Indira Gandhi’s personality and of her achievements in public life as an ecologist.


Where did she get her love and concern for nature from? How did it develop? How did it get reflected in what she thought, spoke, wrote and did? Who influenced her when she took far-reaching decisions on the nation’s ecological well-being? What is the relevance of her work today?


These are some of the questions I wish to explore.


I have maintained a chronological sequence particularly in the sections that deal with her prime ministerial years. This is to convey how Indira Gandhi was dealing with nature conservation issues even as she was grappling with serious political, economic, social and foreign policy matters. So, in a way, the book is a diary of her environmental activities—a diary not maintained by her obviously but reconstructed with the help of archival material.


To build the narrative, I have used the letters she wrote, the speeches she delivered, the articles she penned, the forewords she provided, the memos she dispatched, the notes she scribbled and the messages she sent. Most of these are not part of her official compendium of writings and are not easily available. In addition, I have used her observations on files put up to her. The idea is to have a biography which allows Indira Gandhi herself to do much of the talking.
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19 November 2017 marks the centenary of Indira Gandhi’s birth. It is an appropriate occasion to explore her tryst with nature.


I myself was dimly aware of Indira Gandhi as nature’s champion—that is, until I became the environment and forests minister in May 2009. I remained in that post for twenty-six months.


During this period, I got transformed from being a zealot for rapid economic growth at all costs to someone who came to insist that such rapid economic growth must be anchored in ecological sustainability.4 A large part of this shift occurred because of my deeper understanding of India’s third prime minister and how she tried her best to make ecological issues an integral part of the political discourse. It was at this point that I came to appreciate more fully the environmental facet of Indira Gandhi—the causes she promoted, the decisions she took, the directions she gave, the legacy she bequeathed.


This country cannot afford to follow a blind ‘grow now, pay later’ model. We are already a nation of around 1.24 billion and we will add a third of that number by the middle of the century. Climate change is a devastating reality, and is affecting our monsoon patterns, glaciers and mean sea levels. Pollution and chemical contamination are having very substantial public health consequences.


Our forests—the absorbers of greenhouse gases that cause global warming—are under threat as we extract more coal, iron ore and other minerals, and as we build more irrigation projects and power plants to fuel our economic growth.


Livelihoods across the country are under threat as we give over-riding primacy to faster GDP growth. India certainly needs accelerated economic advance. But, at the same time, it cannot afford to pollute its way to prosperity, deforest its way to affluence, endanger its valuable biodiversity to become a global economic dynamo.


Whatever the judgement regarding her politics or economics, Indira Gandhi is still relevant as far as India’s search for ecological security in its pursuit of high economic growth is concerned.


On more than one occasion Indira Gandhi had said that she was no feminist. By the same token, she was no narrow, one-dimensional environmentalist either. She was always acutely aware and deeply conscious that she was the prime minister of a country burdened by deprivation and poverty, a country where malnutrition and disease were widely prevalent, a country where the main challenge was to educate a growing population and provide it with expanding employment opportunities.


Her entire effort, therefore, was to arrive at a balance between ecology5 and economic growth. This meant that, at times, she would align herself with the ecology and on other occasions, with the forces of growth and industrialization, while insisting on ecological safeguards. As a result, environmentalists bemoan the fact that she did not go far enough with her intent to conserve natural ecosystems, while the growth supremacists feel that she paid far too much attention to conservation. This, of course, is the inherent hazard in pursing the middle path.


But Indira Gandhi persisted and persevered. This then is a story of such persistence and perseverance.


Notes


  1. Notable of them are Mohan (1967), Vasudev (1974), Bhatia (1974), Masani (1975), Moraes (1980), Gupte (1992), Jayakar (1992), Frank (2001) and Malhotra (2014)


  2. These include Alexander (1991), Dhar (2000), Alexander (2004) and Bhagat (2005).


  3. Rangarajan (2015) is the only such scholarly narrative in the form of a long essay which looks at her entire life. The best example of a book by a conservationist in which she figures somewhat prominently is Thapar (2010).


  4. I have described this transformation from an ‘eco-hawk’ to an ‘enviro-dove’ as it were in Ramesh (2015a)


  5. ‘Ecology’ carries connotations of living resources, nature, biogeochemical cycles and life support systems. ‘Environment’ is, in some senses, slightly bigger in that it includes ecology but addresses the physical phenomena too—pollution, noise, waste, settlements, and the nuances of the interaction between people and machines. Both terms carry the idea of complex systems, fragility, and indeed resilience—if biology underpins the former, physics, chemistry and engineering underpin the latter. Indira Gandhi liked to use the word ‘ecology’, although over her long prime ministerial innings she used the two terms interchangeably. I owe this distinction to Ashok Khosla.




II. The Wellsprings
(1917–c1943)


Where did Indira Gandhi get her empathy for nature from? Who and what influenced her? How did she become so sensitive to what are today called ‘environmental’ issues? The conviction, courage and consistency she demonstrated on matters concerning the conservation of biodiversity must have had their foundations somewhere. In this chapter I explore that ‘somewhere’.


[image: Images]


 




[image: Images]


Indira Nehru in Santiniketan with her friends; 1934–35.





ON 10 APRIL 1917, MAHATMA GANDHI’S FIRST GRASSROOTS ASSAULT ON British rule in India began at Champaran, Bihar where he helped poor farmers protest against the forced cultivation of indigo. All at once, India’s independence movement began shifting from debates amongst lawyers and a small English-speaking class to mass mobilization and popular agitation.


A little over seven months later—and eleven days after Lenin had triggered the Bolshevik revolution in Russia1—on 19 November 1917, Indira was born in Allahabad, into a family immersed in India’s freedom movement. Both her grandfather and father, although ideologically dissimilar, were leading lights of the Indian National Congress.


Indira was an only child. Her childhood was tough. Her mother suffered from tuberculosis, while her father was in and out of jail. Between December 1921 and June 1945, Nehru was in prison for approximately nine years—or for almost 40 per cent of the time.


Indira herself was quite sickly. Her schooling was thus unsettled. She studied in Switzerland, Poona, Santiniketan and England. Two of these places—Switzerland and Santiniketan—left a deep imprint on her as a person sensitive to the environment.


All through, Indira had an excellent tutor and mentor who educated her and expanded her intellectual horizons. This was her father—Jawaharlal Nehru. She had another teacher and that was history itself unfolding before her eyes. Her home in Allahabad—Anand Bhawan—was frequented by all the leading figures of the independence movement. It was where several milestones of the freedom struggle were etched.


One consequence of Indira’s mother’s illness, as well of her own, was that she spent many days in a year in ‘hill stations’ like Mussoorie, Dehra Dun, Almora, Matheran and Panchgani, not to be speak of her ancestral land, Kashmir. These places further reinforced her affinity for nature.
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There can be no doubt that the most profound intellectual influence on Indira during her teens and youth was that of her father. Such influence was largely exerted through the extraordinarily large number of letters he wrote to her, contained in three books—Letters from a Father to His Daughter; Glimpses of World History; and Two Alone, Two Together. Two of these are key to understanding the evolution of Indira, the naturalist.


Letters from a Father to His Daughter has thirty letters written when Nehru was in Allahabad and Indira, in Mussoorie and about to turn eleven. Five letters were expositions on natural history, with the very first one being ‘The Book of Nature’. Decades later in a foreword to an edition reprinted in 1973, Indira Gandhi had this to say about these letters:




The letters in this book […] deal with the beginnings of the earth and of man’s awareness of himself. They were not merely letters to be read and put away. They brought a fresh outlook and aroused a feeling of concern for people and interest in the world around. They taught one to treat nature as a book. I spent absorbing hours studying stones and plants, the lives of insects and at night, the stars.





It wouldn’t be a stretch to infer that she had these letters at the back of her mind when she started her most famous speech on 14 June 1972 at the UN Conference on the Human Environment at Stockholm:




I have had the good fortune of growing up with a sense of kinship with nature in all its manifestations. Birds, plants, stones were companions and, sleeping under a star-strewn sky, I became familiar with the names and movements of the constellations.





Two Alone, Two Together contains 535 father–daughter letters exchanged between 1922 and 1964,2 and have an ‘informal intimacy’3 about them ‘that suggests they were not intended for publication’. Of these, 263 letters are from daughter to father, which make this exchange an even-handed one, contrary to the popular belief that Nehru out-wrote Indira by a huge margin. I will be making use of this anthology4 to show how deeply interested Indira Gandhi became in bird watching in the 1940s and how evocatively she described the natural world to her father from Srinagar and other hill stations.5
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Nehru influenced Indira’s love for nature not just through the letters he wrote, but also by the books he gifted her when she was very young, among them The Life of the Bee by Maurice Maeterlinck—the well-known Belgian writer on entomological subjects who had received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1911. Nehru’s inscription in Hindi read:




Indira Priyadarshini


Papu ka Bahut, Bahut Pyaar [Lots and lots of love from Daddy]


Naini Jail


10 December 1930





Indira loved The Life of the Bee enough to mention it in one of the earliest letters she wrote to her father (December 1930; date unknown) from Calcutta:




[…] I have enjoyed reading The Life of the Bee. […] I have also begun The Life of the Ant [also by Maurice Maeterlinck]. But as I have read only a few pages I have not formed my opinion about it […]





That these books stayed in Indira’s mind is evident from a comment she was to make very much later to an American lady:




Entirely different types of books, for instance, the Faber Book of Insects and Maeterlinck’s books on bees, ants […] also contributed to the shaping of my personality. They inculcated the habit of close observations of everything around and reinforced what my mother used to tell me of the links between all creatures. My father’s letters had explained how rocks, stones, and trees told not only their own story but those of the people and creatures who lived amongst them. Very early I became a conservationist with a strong feeling of companionship and kinship with all living things.6





Indira Gandhi’s private library sometimes throws light on the books she grew up reading—such as, The Book of Baby Birds by E.J. Detmold—with a handwritten inscription on the opening page:




Indira Nehru, Calcutta, 5/1/29.





Correspondence between daughter and father further suggests what Indira voraciously pored over in 1932. There were some sixty books, both in English and French, that included several classics such as What Dare I Think by Julian Huxley, spanning both biology and religion; The Life of a Butterfly by Friedrich Schnack, examining the life cycle of the peacock butterfly; the Swallows and Amazons series by Arthur Ransome, which engaged with children camping, fishing and exploring; and Far Away and Long Ago by William Henry Hudson—an autobiography of a well-known naturalist of those times who spent the first eighteen years of his life in the Argentinian Pampas.


A letter from Indira to her father on 13 April 1940 from Leysin in Switzerland—where she was undergoing treatment for pleurisy—gives a glimpse not only of her wide reading preferences, but also of the policies she was to later adopt as prime minister:




I have been reading, in the Reader’s Digest, a condensation from the book Flowering Earth by D.C. Peattie. I am sure it would fascinate you, as it did me. It is a story of green life—the plant kingdom—upon the earth. Is it not wonderful, the oneness of life? It is ever a source of marvel to me how intrinsically the fates of all living things are bound together and how dependent on one another they are.





This must be the only book of that time that Indira read without her father suggesting it. In fact, it was one that her father himself hadn’t read. In a letter dated 25 April 1940, written from Bombay, with an addition made the next day, Nehru admitted to his daughter that he found her account of D.C. Peattie’s book ‘fascinating’ and that he would try and get the book—a rare biblio-victory for Indira over her father.
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Kamala Nehru had, by Indira Gandhi’s own admission, a deep impact on her daughter’s personality. But it was Kamala Nehru’s youngest brother who helped deepen her interest in and concern for nature. While describing her holidays at her maternal grandmother’s house in Old Delhi, Indira Gandhi recalled:




My mother’s youngest brother was passionately keen on botany and zoology and finally took his degree in those subjects and he was very keen on snakes. So anything you opened in the house you found a snake in it, much to my grandmother’s horror. But it made me friendly with snakes and animals.7





The uncle, twelve years older than her, was Kailas Nath Kaul, a brilliant student of botany who had studied under one of India’s greatest botanists Birbal Sahni at Lucknow University. He later trained at London’s famed Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, becoming the first Indian to serve there as a scientist in 1939. On his return to India in 1944 he worked to develop and expand the botanical gardens originally established by the Nawabs of Oudh in Lucknow. These gardens became a part of the National Botanical Gardens, and were later incorporated into the newly established National Botanical Research Institute (NBRI).


Unlike Nehru who had only studied botany at Cambridge as part of his natural sciences tripos,8 Kaul was a professional botanist with a fine reputation. He went on to become the first vice chancellor of the Chandra Shekhar Azad University of Agricultural Sciences and Technology in Kanpur. His ideas for solving the water problems of the erstwhile princely state of Jodhpur and for reclaiming alkaline soils using non-chemical methods earned him acclaim.9 Just before his death, he contributed significantly to Indira Gandhi’s policy on forestry management in the hill areas of Uttar Pradesh.


Kailas Nath Kaul and Indira Gandhi did not actually spend much time together but, as in many Indian families, the mother’s brother had a special place in her life. We are offered a glimpse of this in Indira Gandhi’s own words, when she responded on 25 February 1983 to her paternal aunt Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit’s condolence letter soon after her beloved ‘Mamu’ had passed away:




Thank you for your letter of sympathy on Mamu’s death. He had been ill for a long time but somehow one finds it difficult to accept death and Mamu was full of life and following up so many interests up to the very last.





Later that year, Indira Gandhi recalled him fondly in a speech she delivered at the centenary celebrations of the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS) on 15 September 1983:




Sitting here, I was also reminded that one of my earliest associations with animals was with snakes because my mother’s brother was not only a keen botanist but had a passion for snakes. When I was, I suppose, not more than six or so, we used to come to Delhi and stay with my grandmother. Anything you opened out popped a snake. It might be a cigarette box, it might be a drawer or it might be out of the pipe in the bathroom, much, of course, to the distress of my grandmother. And later when he was grown up, he kept two pythons, almost as large as the one we saw here, in his garden as pets. Unfortunately, on his marriage he had to give them away.
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While Nehru had an overarching influence on Indira, her fondness for nature was nurtured through her formal schooling, too. At the age of nine, Indira joined L’Ecole Nouvelle in Bex near Geneva. She was there since her mother was undergoing treatment for tuberculosis. Much later, she was to reminisce about this phase of her life:10




Even as a small child, I was very keen on nature. At the International School they attached great importance to the study of nature: we studied leaves, insects and everything in detail. I think that also had a life-long influence.





On the evening of 6 July 1934, Indira reached Santiniketan, the home of Visva-Bharati, started by Rabindranath Tagore. There, she spent nine months, before cutting short her stay because of her mother’s worsening health. While there is nothing in her correspondence at that time with her father to suggest any special link between Santiniketan and her affinity with nature, it will not be far-fetched to assume that by its very character, Tagore’s university did indeed have some influence. As Indira Gandhi herself much later confirmed:




Santiniketan was most of all permeated with Gurudeva’s personality. I was so interested in all the aspects in general. So many things that are fashionable today but were unheard of in those days were all there in Gurudeva. For example, the environment and concern for the environment are so fashionable today but Gurudeva was working for it in Santiniketan and Sriniketan. I was absorbing all those things when living there. They became a part of me. Now whether they were already in me and the place helped to bring them out or whether I had got them from the place itself I cannot tell.11





Still later, in a radio interview broadcast just about a year before her death, Indira Gandhi, when asked how her life transformed at Santiniketan, had this to say:




Before [Santiniketan] there was absolutely no music in our home […] At Santiniketan, my relationship with all these things grew […] We also went closer to nature.12





It is also almost certain that Santiniketan stirred in her a love for gardening. Only a day after she had arrived, she wrote to her father:




And I had better give you my opinion of the place […] Everything is so artistic & beautiful & wild […]


Gurudev suggested that I do some gardening in my free time. He seems to be very fond of it and was complaining that so few girls take it up.





Gardening was to remain a central element of Indira Gandhi’s life to the end.
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While Indira Gandhi’s childhood and teenage years were unsettled, they were not unprivileged. Holidays in hill stations were a regular feature. Indira was eleven when she first went to Mussoorie with Kamala Nehru. Two years later, at her grandfather’s behest, she spent time with a relative in Nainital. In late 1931, father, mother and daughter spent a month in Ceylon. In March 1932, mother and daughter went to Panchgani and Mahabaleshwar, both hill stations near Poona.


May and June 1934 found Indira in Kashmir with her mother. This was her very first visit to her ancestral land, and on 11 June she wrote to her father from Srinagar:




In this wonderful land, no matter where you are you get a lovely view of the snow-covered peaks which surround it and the beautiful springs. I don’t think the waters of Kashmir can be compared to those of any other country. They have a standard of their own […]


Ever since I first saw the chenar [sic], I have been lost in admiration. It is a magnificent tree.





Indira’s admiration for chinar trees would only grow with time, and as I described earlier she was to soak in their beauty mere days before she was gunned down.


In October 1934, mother and daughter were in Bhowali in the Himalayan foothills—a land of lakes as well—and a young Indira was reminded most compellingly of Switzerland. Till her mother’s death in February 1936, these trips could certainly not be called ‘holidays’ since most of her time was spent looking after an ailing Kamala Nehru. Very soon, Indira herself became a patient of pleurisy.


1939 began with a letter to her friend Kathleen Davis; on 6 January, Indira wrote: ‘I have been packed off to Almora because it is very dry and cold and quiet’. The next day, she wrote to another friend Rajni Patel asking for forgiveness for not replying to his letters for a long time: ‘I suppose it was sheer laziness, lying in the sun or under the pines with the magnificent Nanda Devi and her sister peaks towering above me.’ On 15 July 1939, with war about to break out in Europe, she penned a letter to her father from Bürgenstock near Lucerne:




Feroze’s holidays have begun and just before I left Stansstad he came over to Switzerland. We did two trips together—to Trubsee (just above Stansstad) from whence we climbed to the “Joch Pass” and further to “Jochstockli”, a peak above the pass. It was a climb of 1,403 feet. The Joch Pass is 7,303 feet above sea-level. It was an enjoyable climb for we found many lovely Alpine spring flowers. I thought of you and wanted to send you some but they would only arrive withered.





Clearly, by now, Indira had become bit of an outdoors woman. She kept alive her interest in mountains—viewing them not just as places to relax and unwind but also as places where she could exert herself.


Kashmir continued to hold a special fascination for her—as it did for her father—and, I believe, was crucial to her evolution as a naturalist.13 On 5 July 1942 she wrote to Nehru from Srinagar:




Truly if there is a heaven, it is this. There is nothing in Switzerland to compare with these flower-filled slopes, the sweet-scented breezes. Maybe there are other things besides running water that pour over the soul the anodyne of forgetfulness and peace.





A few years down the road, on 23 May 1945, she wrote to her father again from Srinagar:




Srinagar is really lovely. After a whole night’s rain, the sky was clear and cloudless and studded with stars, and the mountain ranges glistening silver with the freshly fallen snow […]


I should like to do at least one small trek. In one of the guidebooks there is such a lovely description of the road to Tragbal Pass near the Nanga Parbat, that I cannot resist the temptation to go and see for myself […]





Through the 1940s, the locations chosen for Indira’s annual holidays had therapeutic value, and they were all, without exception, delights of nature.






	May–June 1941

	Mussoorie






	July 1942

	Kashmir






	July 1943

	Panchgani






	March–April 1944

	Matheran






	
May 1944

	Mahabaleswar






	May–June 1945

	Murree, Kashmir






	May 1946

	Nainital






	June 1946

	Almora






	May 1948

	Kashmir







Mountains remained a common thread running through her life:




We went to the mountains every summer. We went to different places. My grandmother often said to my grandfather: “Why don’t you get them a house in the hills as they go every year?” He would reply: “But they will then go to the same place. That is why I don’t want to have a house in the hills.” One of the nicest trips I remember was to Chamba. In those days it was very lovely and beautiful.14
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As prime minister, Indira Gandhi was to be known for her fierce determination to protect India’s forests. Her conversation with Pupul Jayakar tells us something about the genesis of this stance:




I have always loved trees, trees more than flowers. And animals, I have always had animals. Even as a child I looked upon a tree as a life-giving thing. I also looked upon it as a refuge […] I liked climbing trees. I liked it as an exercise but also because I could hide there. I had my little places where I could take my books and sit up and nobody would disturb me. I did that till quite late. Even when I was in school in Pune, I used to go up a favourite tree. I would hear people shouting: “Where is she, where is she?” but I would not come down until I chose.15





When, in February 1976, a Bombay-based organization, Friends of Trees,16 asked her for a message to give wider public exposure to its activities, she reiterated her love affair with trees:




I have always regarded myself as a friend of trees and have experienced a sense of companionship with them—the-easy-to-climb ones so dear to all active children seeking occasional haven from the adult world; the spreading ones which give protection from the glare and heat of the Indian sun; the flowering ones, bursting into colourful bloom; the gnarled old ones, mute witnesses of history.
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That Salim Ali, India’s best known ornithologist, had a pronounced influence on Indira Gandhi, the prime minister, is proven by a letter she wrote to him on 3 August 1980—this was in response to his note of condolence on the death of her younger son Sanjay:




I am grateful for your message of sympathy.


Sanjay was so full of fun and so vibrantly alive it is difficult to realize that he isn’t there any more.


You will have noticed that I am referring all issues concerned with ecology to you. I hope it is not too much of a burden and that you will help us to find amicable solutions. As you know, the State Governments are very persistent with their demands.





This was obviously no routine letter of acknowledgement.


Indira Gandhi got to know of Salim Ali before she actually met him, through his book which had been brought to her attention by her father. In his autobiography,17 Salim Ali writes that he met Nehru in Dehra Dun, where he had been jailed, and autographed his recently released book The Book of Indian Birds. This would have been between August 1941 when the book came out and 3 December 1941 when Nehru left that prison.


The beginnings of Indira Gandhi’s direct connection with Salim Ali’s classic is best recounted in her own words, contained in a foreword she wrote in 1959 to a book on Indian birds:18




[…] Like most Indians I took birds for granted until my father sent me Dr. Salim Ali’s delightful book from Dehra Dun jail and opened my eyes to an entirely new world. Only then, did I realize how much I had been missing.


Bird watching is one of the most absorbing and rewarding activities. First, one learns to distinguish the different species, their nesting habits and their calls. Then gradually one realizes that birds are also little individuals each with his own characteristics.


[…] We are fortunate still to be able to live amongst birds even in our cities. In other countries you will have to go deep into the countryside to see any.





Twenty-three years later, in the same speech at the BNHS’s centenary function, in which she had recalled the influence of her maternal uncle, she reminisced about Salim Ali’s classic yet again:




Dr. Salim Ali’s Book of Indian Birds and Prater’s Book of Indian Animals opened out a whole new world to many Indians. I had always loved animals. But I did not know much about birds until the high walls of Naini prison shut us off from them and for the first time I paid attention to bird songs. I noted the sounds and later on after my release my father sent me Dr. Salim Ali’s book and I was able to identify the birds from the book.
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Indira Gandhi was incarcerated from 11 September 1942 to 13 May 1943 in Naini Central Prison, Allahabad, where she developed a life-long interest in birdwatching. Between April 1943 and May 1945, she wrote eleven letters on her arboreal and ornithological interests to Jawaharlal Nehru, and each of them is a delight, revealing a little-known aspect of her personality.


On 23 March 1943, she wrote from her prison to her father who also was in jail—this time in Ahmednagar:




[…] We have only three large shady trees. Or rather had, for one of them, a stately gnarled old neem, fell with such a tremendous thud the other day. It looked so strong and one would have thought it would last forever. Its roots had all been eaten away by the white ants and it was rotten to the core. There was majesty in its every branch even as it lay prostrate, but almost immediately it was chopped up for firewood and removed. Only a stump now remains. Remember—


The potent bear whose hug


Was feared by all, is now a rug.





Vivid descriptions of birds followed from her on 6 April 1943:




Often we have visitors in the night. Bartholomew Bat is the one I dislike most. In the days when Knights were bold, they used to give names to their swords. Following that charming custom, I have given names to all the animals and insects & lots of other things besides, which come here. Among our nightly visitors are Minto & Morley Musk-rat (their predecessor Montague was killed by Mehitabel the cat) and Marmaduke, who is the husband of Mehitabel. Marmaduke is an errant coward and is most unbeautiful, though he has a marked resemblance to Mr. Gladstone. He only comes at night. On the other hand, Mehitabel is very pretty and is our constant companion as also her kittens Kanhaiya, Moti and Parvati.





I wonder how the British censors, who examined each letter of high-profile political prisoners, allowed the allusions to leading UK politicians of the day to go through unscathed! Perhaps they just smiled at Indira Gandhi’s characterizations and let them pass.


Just before her release nineteen days later, she wrote once again showing her fondness for nature in its myriad forms. It is worth quoting at some length for what it reveals of the letter writer:




We have a peepul in our yard, a tree which, had it depended on human praise and approbation, would have withered away long since. However, it ignored our derision and went on its lordly way. And now that phagun is come again, the few remaining shreds of last year’s garment, yellow with age, are being shed off and its bare limbs are being clothed in glorious sunset pink. It looks as if a deep blush were spreading along the branches which gives it a rather coy look. Amazingly beautiful it is. Over the walls we have glimpses of the tops of some mahua trees—a balm for sore eyes.


Beautiful things attract other beautiful things. Our solitary peepul provides our only opportunity of watching birds, other than the ever-present sparrows, babblers, crows, pigeons and parrots which are numerous and extremely rowdy. Unfortunately the peepul is in such a spot that by the time one hears the call of a bird and rushes round one can just see it disappearing into the sky. In this way, I failed to identify a most peculiar specimen. It happened in the evening. It was singing on a warbling, whistling note. It took me quite a while to locate the sound as coming out of the peepul (this is a feat, the sound being thrown back and forth by the high walls). Just as I got under the trees, the bird gave an extra loud whistle and away he flew. All I saw a bit of beige, a bright tail in two dazzling shades of blue, a long dull red curved beak. Can you tell us what it is?


Mehitabel the cat is getting increasingly vicious and quite adept at catching and devouring pigeons and sparrows. She has recently produced more kittens. The latest family to join us is the Cuthbert centipedes […]





On 14 May 1943, Nehru replied to this letter in which he endearingly ticked off his daughter a bit:




You give me a vague description of a new bird you saw and want me to name it from here! This faith in my extensive knowledge is very touching but it has not justification. But surely you have a kind of an expert on birds with you. Nora fancies herself that way and sent me a book on Indian birds when I was in Dehra Dun jail.





Nora, Indira Gandhi’s fellow-inmate at Naini, was Purnima Banerjee from Allahabad. Sister of the heroine of the Quit India movement Aruna Asaf Ali, she was later to become a member of the Constituent Assembly but died very young in 1950.


On 14 July 1943, Indira Gandhi wrote to her father from Panchgani:




I am vastly intrigued by a little bird. It appears to be the only bird in Panchgani apart from the babblers. It goes ‘Ferdi’, ‘Ferdi’—‘tweet-tweet’, rather like an insolent schoolboy. I haven’t managed to get a glimpse of it yet.





Three days later from the same place, she told her father that, while cleaning a room for her husband19 who had joined her there on his release from prison, she had found a book of common Indian birds:




Looking at the pictures, I was just wondering whether ‘Ferdi’, the bird, was a grey tit or nuthatch, for I had a glimpse of its blackhead and greyish body—when he called out again and we rushed out for another glimpse. We saw a bright red patch under the tail. So everybody says it must be the red-vented bulbul. Also in the book, I was able to identify the lovely brown and blue creature Nora and I saw in Naini—it is the white-breasted kingfisher.





Roughly two months later, on 13 September 1943, she gave her father news about Agatha Harrison who had been with her while she was undergoing treatment in Switzerland and concluded the letter thus:




Re. bird watching—I have spotted two very regular visitors and hope to make friends with them soon: a lovely vivid oriole and a perky little robin. There are a lot of blue jays too and in the afternoon just as I am settling down to a nap, I hear the call of a coppersmith—tuk, tuk. But I haven’t seen it yet.





Each time a bird was spotted—and even when none were to be found—Nehru was on Indira’s mind. The frequent separations were beginning to take their emotional toll. Acute nostalgia was very much in the air. A month later, writing from Allahabad itself, she confessed:20




Sometimes when I see a new bird or something I feel like rushing in to call you to have a look and then of course I remember you are somewhere in India, but definitely not in Anand Bhawan.





Then, in another letter dated 21 October 1943, along with describing her daily schedule and giving Nehru information on how Anand Bhawan was being spruced up in his absence, she wrote:




The winter birds are coming in. I saw a redstart yesterday. Rather an amusing little fellow, the way he shivers his tail all the time. His call is exactly like the squeak of an unoiled bicycle wheel. There is even a slight pause between one squeak and the next, just enough for one revolution of the wheel! This morning a blue jay caught a baby mouse and sat and devoured it on our porch […]





By the last week of March 1944, a pregnant Indira Gandhi had come to Bombay to stay with her younger paternal aunt. She spent a couple of days in Matheran and wrote to her father from there on 28 March:




Matheran is very very quiet. I think I am going to like it. It is very woody and full of shady but rather small trees. Just outside our rooms, a white-whiskered bulbul has its nest. I spotted him as soon as I arrived. He had a cheerful song. A grouchy old Englishman told Rajabhai21 that there are all sorts of lovely birds here, including the paradise flycatcher. I am all excited to see him.





Jawaharlal Nehru was transferred from Ahmednagar Fort Prison to Bareilly Central Prison on 30 March 1945. En route, he spent a day at Naini Central Prison where Indira Gandhi had a brief glimpse of her father at the prison gate. This led to an emotional letter from her on 31 March 1945 which had a long and colourful postscript:




It was wonderful to see you even for that brief while […] PS.


Did you notice the moonlit Jumna last evening?


Our peepul tree has been invaded by crowds of interesting mynas. The Bark Myna, the Brahmini Myna and the Pied Myna which is the most elegant of the lot. What a noise these little things can make! There are also the rose-coloured starlings also known as the ‘Rosy Pastor’. This is the first time I have seen them. I wonder if they are migrating to Central Asia for that is where they are said to live most of the year, coming to India only for the winter.





Her concern for the protection of migratory birds, particularly the Siberian cranes, was to reveal itself in a series of actions she was to take as prime minister in the early 1980s.


She went to Kashmir in early May 1945 with her baby boy to escape the ‘rather unpleasant months in Allahabad, full of illness and insect bites’. Writing to her father on 19 May, she said:




Coming from the plains—the dry, dusty roads, the scorching sun—you can imagine what a relief it was to the eyes to see miles and miles of fresh green. […]


Half the joy of being here is that there are no crows and no babblers. There are mynas but they are not as noisy as in the plains. The birds that are constantly in the garden are the white-whiskered bulbuls, shrikes, golden orioles and different kinds of tits. All such lovely creatures. I am longing to see the paradise flycatchers—they say there are lots here. It is truly a heavenly bird.
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By the mid-1940s, it is abundantly clear that Indira Gandhi had become knowledgeable about birds and was extremely fond of the mountains. The books she read, the schools in which she studied, the places she holidayed in, and the people she was close to had all combined to give her a special affinity for nature. This affinity was to blossom when she herself became prime minister in January 1966. But before that, there was to be a fourteen-year period when she was to be her father—the prime minister’s—constant companion. It is this period that I now turn to.


Notes


  1. Reckoned by the Gregorian calendar.


  2. Actually, over 80 per cent of these letters are between 1922 and 1947.


  3. The phrase and the later description is that of S. Gopal in Raghavan (2013).


  4. There are two books with the same name, both edited by Sonia Gandhi. One has letters between 1940 and 1964 and was published in 1989 by Hodder and Stoughton. The other has letters between 1922 and 1964 and was published by Penguin in 2004. I make use of the latter mostly, except for portions of one letter which is drawn from the former.


  5. Her speech writer and confidante all through her prime ministership, H.Y. Sharada Prasad, wrote in 2003: ‘There is a widespread tendency to underrate Indira Gandhi’s mind […] Those who have read Two Alone, Two Together […] will rid themselves of such condescension’ (Sharada Prasad, 2003).


  6. In a letter dated 24 September 1972 to J.R. Davis responding to a query about the books that shaped her thinking. She also mentioned the lasting influence of the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, of books on Joan of Arc, William Tell, Garibaldi, Juarez and others, of the works of Oscar Wilde and Victor Hugo, and Tagore’s poetry.


  7. Indira Gandhi Memorial Trust (1985). Just before her assassination, Indira Gandhi recorded a number of conversations with her close friend Pupul Jayakar. The conversations were wide-ranging and at times philosophical. But there were vignettes that provide some valuable clues to how Indira Gandhi came to be fond of nature.


  8. In a letter to Indira Gandhi from Dehradun Jail dated 3 April 1933, Nehru had written: ‘[…] I am glad you are doing Chemistry. Chemistry was one of my special subjects in which I took my degree at Cambridge. The other subjects were Geology and Botany […]’


  9. Indira Gandhi was to write on 5 March 1981: ‘Prof. Kaul has demonstrated in a very practical manner that his method [for the reclamation of alkaline soils] can succeed and has succeeded. Therefore, his views need urgent and serious consideration.’


10. These long conversations were published in a book ‘by’ Indira Gandhi, My Truth (Vision Books; 1982). In a letter to Dorothy Norman dated 23 August 1983 Indira Gandhi wrote: ‘Another book has appeared in my name with the ridiculous title “My Truth”. This is based on two long interviews with Mr Pouchpadas. He has added extracts from my writings, speeches and other interviews. So far as I know the words are mine but the book is actually brought out by him. Mr Pouchpadas now lives in France’ (Norman, 1985). Jacques Pouchepadass, the author’s son now living in Bordeaux, confirmed to me in an email dated 5 August 2016 that Indira Gandhi and his father knew each other well and had first met each other in 1938 in Paris. He had subsequently worked for the Indian Embassy in Tokyo and at UNESCO in Paris and had many interactions with her in both places, apart from having a close common friend in the French journalist Louise Moran.


11. Interview with Uma Dasgupta, 12 April 1982, as published in Indira Gandhi: Selected Speeches and Writings, Volume V, 1982–84, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1986.


12. Interview in Hindi with Uma Chakbast, All India Radio, 14 November 1983. Transcript in the original, Nehru Memorial Library and Museum Manuscripts Section, Miscellaneous Collection.


13. Short holidays, at least twice or thrice a year, especially in the hills of what is now Uttarakhand, Himachal Pradesh and, most of all, Kashmir were to be a regular feature of Indira Gandhi’s life till her death.


14. Indira Gandhi Memorial Trust (1986).


15. Ibid.


16. The organization had been started in 1957 and her good friend J.J. Bhabha, brother of Homi Bhabha, was then its president.


17. Ali (1985).


18. Sinha (1959). This book had been published first in 1958 in Hindi with a foreword by Jawaharlal Nehru.


19. Indira Gandhi had married Feroze Gandhi on 26 March 1942. There is a delightful account of how they first met when she was thirteen years old in Gundevia (1992). The two had spent time together in Switzerland, France and England in the 1930s. By Indira’s own admission, it was Feroze who brought an appreciation of music and all things mechanical into the Nehru household.


20. Date not given in the original.


21. Raja Hutheesing, husband of Nehru’s youngest sister Krishna.




III. The Companionship Years
(1950–1964)


By Indira’s own admission, her entire life revolved around India’s first prime minister. But this does not mean she did not have a mind of her own and even a life of her own. She took a keen interest in children and social welfare. She travelled extensively both in India and abroad speaking about a country in transformation. She had her own experiences with nature in its different forms. And when she plunged into a political career around the mid-1950s, she showed that she could stay with her father, yet differ with—and not defer to—him.


The era has been described by some as Indira’s ‘apprentice years’. This is not only unfair to father and daughter, but also misleading since it conveys the impression that Indira was being deliberately trained for something bigger. Others have used the word ‘chatelaine’ to describe Indira during this time. This, too, does not do full justice to her role and activities.


Maybe—and especially for the purposes of this book—it’s best to describe the time between 1950 and 1964 as ‘the companionship years’.
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Indira Gandhi with a tiger, Teen Murti House; 1956/57.





FOR FOURTEEN YEARS, INDIRA GANDHI LIVED IN TEEN MURTI HOUSE, THE prime minister’s official residence in a lush green 65-acre complex with peacocks and various other birds. This sprawling colonial-era bungalow was originally built for the British commander-in-chief who started living there in 1930. When Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated on 30 January 1948, there was concern that Nehru might be the next target. A reluctant Nehru was persuaded by his cabinet to move into the bungalow, which he did on 2 August 1948. Indira Gandhi shuttled back and forth between Lucknow and New Delhi, before moving in full-time with her father in early 1950.


The prime minister’s residence was a mini-zoo of sorts—as graphically described by Indira Gandhi herself seven years into her stay there:




We always had dogs, the good kind with long pedigrees and others rescued off the streets that were just as devoted—also parrots, pigeons, squirrels and practically every small creature common to the Indian scene. And we thought life was pretty full, looking after them on top of all the older [sic] chores. Then in Assam, we were presented with a baby cat-bear (or red Himalayan panda), although we did not know what it was until we reached Agartala and were able to study the book of Indian animals in the Commissioner’s library […] Much later we got him a mate […] and now they have the most adorable little cubs—the first, I believe, to be bred in captivity. My father calls on the panda family morning and evening. They miss him when he is out of station […]


Two years ago, we received our first tiger cubs—there were three named Bhim, Bhairav and Hidamba. A man came from Lucknow Zoo to teach us how to look after them […After a while] we sent them off to the Lucknow Zoo where you can still meet Bhim and Hidimba; magnificent beasts, their muscles rippling with power and grace. [Marshal Tito] asked for one of them and Bhairav now resides in Belgrade.1
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The Keoladeo Ghana Bird Sanctuary at Bharatpur, Rajasthan was to play an important role in Indira Gandhi’s life as prime minister. But it had already become a matter of concern to her father in the 1950s. On 8 September 1953 Nehru recorded this note to his principal private secretary:




Mr. Horace Alexander came to see me today. He told me that there is a famous bird preserve (heronry) in Bharatpur State. He himself went to see it but to his surprise found that the place was deserted and the herons were not there. Something had happened to prevent them from following their usual practice. There was some suspicion that some people had deliberately done this to prevent the birds from coming. Possibly the water supply has been diverted.


2. This matter has been referred both to the Rajasthan Government and to the Inspector General of Forests here. I enclose a note by Mr. Horace Alexander.


3. I should like you to write to the Rajasthan Government about this and also to the Food and Agriculture Ministry. There is just a possibility that they might not pay attention to this matter and that would be a tragedy and this famous preserve will be spoiled as the birds will then go elsewhere. In fact, the Rajasthan Government has declared this preserve as a bird sanctuary. But it can only remain a bird sanctuary if it is looked after properly. I want you to write in order to make both the Rajasthan Government and our Food and Agriculture Ministry aware that we attach importance to this.





It is inconceivable that Nehru would not have spoken about Bharatpur to his bird-loving daughter—but admittedly, there is no paper trail I could locate. Twenty-three years later, Indira Gandhi was to visit this waterfowl resort with her family and subsequently have it declared as a national park in 1982—thereby ensuring the highest level of legal and administrative protection.
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On 23 April 1950, Indira Gandhi sent a three-page handwritten letter to Horace Alexander, giving him a swift account of the preceding weeks. She began by saying:




I have been having a dreadfully busy time and on top of that I got flu, then my son was in bed with a serious attack of dysentery and finally I had to go to Dehra Dun from where I returned only late last evening thereby missing all the bird watching too.





A few days later, the Delhi Bird Watching Society was formed.2 This announcement appeared in the journal of the BNHS in December 1950, and included a reference to Dillon Ripley.3




ANNOUNCEMENT
I. THE DELHI BIRD WATCHING SOCIETY


At the beginning of 1950 the Delhi Bird Watching Society was started. Its main purpose is to encourage the study of birds in and around the capital city […]


Expeditions to local bird-haunts are being arranged once or twice a month and a first lecture by Dr. Dillon Ripley on the Birds of Nepal was given to an appreciative audience of nearly fifty in the Prime Minister’s House on August 7th, 1950.


The present officers of the Society are:-


Mr. Horace Alexander (Chairman); Captain H.C. Ranald, R.N. (Hon. Treasurer); Mrs W.F. Rivers (Hon Secretary); Mrs Indira Gandhi [emphasis mine], Mr. F.C. Badhwar, Rev. J. Bishop, Mr. C.J.L. Stokoe and Maj-Gen H. Williams (Committee Members).


As Mrs. Rivers is leaving Delhi her place as Honorary Secretary is to be taken by Mr. L.J. Wallach.





Indira’s fondness for nature was, of course, not missed by her father. When R.S. Dharmakumar Sinhji—a well-respected naturalist and a member of the Indian Board for Wildlife—wrote to Nehru in July 1955, the latter replied soon after:




Thank you for your letter and for the lovely book on the “Birds of Saurashtra” that you have sent me. It is a good production. I am happy to see more and more interest is being taken in wild birds in India, and suitable books are being produced. I am interested in this but even more so my daughter, Indira Gandhi, is interested in birds. We shall both enjoy this book [emphasis mine].





Like Nehru, visitors to Teen Murti House, too, grew acquainted with Indira’s fondness for birds. Malcolm MacDonald, a pillar of the British establishment and son of a former prime minister, who had been sent as a high commissioner to India in 1955, was an avid birdwatcher. Quite often, he would be found sitting with Indira Gandhi ‘quietly observing birds in the back garden of the Prime Minister’s home’.4 On 27 June 1958, she wrote to him:




Thank you so much for sending me a copy of your delightful speech.5 I read it with my boys and we enjoyed the bird stories.


The first part of it reminded me of a conversation I overheard in Mahatma Gandhi’s hut in Wardha. Someone—it could have been Horace Alexander—remarked, “But life is fast disappearing from your jungles.” “But it is increasing in our cities,” replied the Mahatma.6





By 1960, Malcolm MacDonald had published a book, Birds in My Indian Garden, that became a classic. Nehru wrote to him on 15 December 1960:




I have just received your letter and your new book “Birds in my Indian Garden”. Thank you for it. I have been looking at the photographs. They are delightful. Altogether, the book is very welcome and I am grateful to you for sending it to us.


Indira is still in Paris attending the UNESCO meeting. She is expected back here on the 18th of December, and I shall pass on your book to her [emphasis mine].
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As a part of the letter dated 27 June 1958 to Malcolm MacDonald, Indira Gandhi had written:




Yesterday we had a visit from a three-member team of the Women’s Himalayan Expedition.7 Aren’t they charming. My father produced various maps and for a whole hour we all squatted around them on the carpet. How I wish I could have accompanied the expedition! Stephen Spender is so right when he says that “different living is not living in different places”. But occasionally one does long to get away.





Propelled by the desire to travel and ‘get away’, Indira Gandhi visited Kashmir almost every year through the 1950s with her sons Rajiv and Sanjay. On 18 June 1960, she wrote to her father from a houseboat on Nagin Lake in Srinagar:




Today is the first clear day since our arrival & it is truly a magnificent sight. In Kashmir there is always an element of sadness or is it melancholy. Perhaps it is due to willows & their droopy look reminding one of Davies’s poem on the kingfisher:


So runs it in thy blood to choose


For haunts the lovely pools, & keep


In company with trees that weep.


The boys are busy. Sanjay swims, rows & takes photographs. He is very independent & loves this life close to nature, observing dragonflies and kingfishers. Yesterday, a kingfisher came right into our sitting room—a swift perched on Rajiv’s shoulder.





Of course, Kashmir offered more than just birds. Indira Gandhi wrote to her aide Usha Bhagat on 26 June 1963:




We have had a wonderful trek to the Kolahoi glacier. Refreshing. The magnificence and grandeur of the mountains gives quite a different perspective to life.





The mountains called Indira often. In April 1951, she went to Dehra Dun; in October 1950 and June 1954 to Mashobra; and in January 1955 to Simla.


From time to time, Indira Gandhi would express her desire to have a place for herself in the hills. This wish would continue to get expressed even after she became prime minister. One of the earliest occasions she spoke of this was on 20 January 1955; expectedly, the desire was articulated in a letter to her father from Simla while on a short holiday with her two sons:




You always accuse me of the possessive instinct when I talk about acquiring a small place in the hills but I feel that life would be much pleasanter if there was a tiny small house where one could go for a weekend or longer without upsetting governmental machinery and a lot of fuss and bother. As Justice Khosla says, “The Himalayas are essential to my emotional existence”. I read his book almost at a single setting.





The reference in her letter was to the book Himalayan Circuit by G.D. Khosla,8 a chief justice of the Punjab High Court who, upon retirement, settled down in Manali.


Interestingly, just three years later, Indira Gandhi recalled a visit to Manali in an article she published for the Sunday Statesman on 13 July 1958 with the title ‘Manali: A Place for Contemplation’. Alongside another article by one of India’s best-known naturalists, M. Krishnan, she wrote:




[…] A year ago I took a two-day holiday in Manali in the midst of a most tiring, hot and dusty tour of our welfare projects in Himachal and the Kullu and Kangra Valleys […] It is not a place to escape from life but to become more poignantly aware of its many facets.


A deputation came to me requesting a visit from my father. I knew my father would love the place […] And yet at the back of my mind there was a lurking fear too. […] Is there no way of improving the economy and bringing in better education, health and transport services without also introducing the restlessness of the plains which might cause a weakening of their vital touch with nature?


I find in some of our officials a deplorable tendency to try and make every place look like the better-known hill-stations. For those who want urban comforts, tarred roads and organized entertainment there are many hill-stations to go to—Simla, Mussoorie, Darjeeling, Ootacamund and Mahabaleswar to give only a few examples. Let the Kullu Valley attract a different type—those who are young at heart and eager for adventure, those who yearn to conquer the peaks and those who seek quiet contemplation, those who can appreciate the beauty of nature and draw from it spiritual, mental and physical vigour.





In this article, she encapsulated the themes that were to dominate her concerns as prime minister: the balance between economic advancement and environmental protection, the preservation of the finest traditions of living in harmony with nature even while aspiring for a higher standard of living, and the need to pay attention to the special challenges faced by the people living in the hill areas.


On 17 April 1958, when Indira Gandhi wrote to her closest epistolary friend Dorothy Norman, she, once more, spoke of the urge to move away from the noise and chaos of a capital city:




I myself am feeling very unsettled—is it age do you think? […] anyhow I get a tremendous urge to leave everything and retire to a far far place high in the mountains […]





It was in this letter that she also first mentioned Buckminster Fuller.




We have had two interesting Americans—Charles Eames and Buckminster Fuller. The latter was only passing through but managed to give me nearly five hours of higher mathematics. Quite exhausting but so stimulating.





Buckminster ‘Bucky’ Fuller was an American designer, architect and a futurist thinker. Today he may be little remembered but in the 1960s and 1970s he was quite a rage and commanded attention across the globe, especially for propagating the concept of a geodesic dome. In his biography, authored by Alden Hatch,9 his meeting with Indira Gandhi and her father is mentioned in somewhat dramatic terms:




In 1958, on his first trip around the world, Bucky stopped off in India where he had numerous speaking engagements. One day he made three speeches in New Delhi […] At all three meetings he noticed a striking woman dressed in exquisite saris, who usually sat in or near the front row listening intently, her large dark eyes refulgent with intellectual excitement.


At the evening lecture, Bucky used a little tensegrity sphere model, only about six inches in diameter, made of string and small turnbuckles. After the lecture he was presented to the lady, Mrs. Indira Gandhi, Prime Minister Nehru’s daughter. Mrs. Gandhi asked him if he would come on Saturday to meet her father at their house. Bucky says, “I did meet him and we had a very extraordinary time” […] At the end of an hour and a half Bucky stopped talking […] Nehru bowed with folded hands and left the room. He had not spoken a word.





Was it for real—Nehru not speaking a word for ninety minutes in a meeting? Alas, Nehru’s published works have no record of this encounter. So we will have to take Fuller on his word for having accomplished a minor miracle! Buckminster Fuller was to re-enter Indira Gandhi’s life in 1969 and remain a constant presence in her speeches to the very end.
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Nehru was scheduled to visit Tibet in September 1958. But, at the last moment, the trip did not materialize. So, it was decided—at the suggestion of a lowly deputy secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs, Jagat Mehta, who was to rise to greater heights later—that Nehru would visit Bhutan instead. Mehta has described this historic visit in colourful detail in his book Negotiating for India. He considered it a diplomatic watershed, the results of which have stood India in good stead for almost six decades.


Nehru decided to trek to Bhutan. He was soon to be sixty-nine. Indira Gandhi was about to turn forty-one. Both loved the outdoors and were more than comfortable with the mountains; they weren’t strangers to snow. Thus it was that the prime ministerial entourage flew to Bagdogra—the nearest airport to the capital of Sikkim, Gangtok, which was then a protectorate of India. From Gangtok, the party drove to Sherathang which is at an altitude of approximately 12,000 feet, and from there, they climbed to Nathu La Pass at roughly 14,000 feet.


At Nathu La, which is at the border with Tibet, Nehru, Indira and the others were met with a dozen yaks, several ponies and a pack of over a hundred animals. The trek into Paro in Bhutan via Yadong in Tibet lasted five days and there were times when the altitude touched 15,500 feet. This meant that, all told, father and daughter trekked something like 105 kilometres for almost ten days.


On 12 October 1958, Nehru wrote to his sister Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit who was then India’s high commissioner to the UK:




I returned from Bhutan just ten days ago today. This visit to Bhutan and incidentally to a little corner of Tibet, was an exhilarating experience. I confess that I was not quite sure in my mind as to how I would be able to stand it. On the first day I did not feel too well. Possibly this was due to the altitude or, perhaps, to my getting tired after a long trek: partly also, it might have been due to my unsuccessful attempt at sleeping in a sleeping bag, which was a novel experience for me. But from the next day, I improved and acclimatized myself. It was tough work. This was not only because of the heights involved, but also the long and tiring treks […] with six, seven, eight or even nine hours of trekking at high altitudes. But it was thoroughly enjoyable or, at any rate, I enjoyed it and so did Indu.





Sixteen years later, on 5 January 1974, Indira Gandhi was to write a foreword to diplomat Apa Pant’s memoir A Moment in Time. Pant had accompanied Nehru and her on the Bhutan trek and she wrote:10




Our trip to Bhutan is an indelible experience, reasserting that the joy of being in the mountains, the pleasure of companionship and good conversation are heightened rather than diminished by physical effort or the lack of what some might consider essential comforts.





Nari Rustomji, who was then dewan of Sikkim, had also accompanied them on this trek. Thirteen years later, he was to write about his experience and concluded by saying:




I later sent Indira, as a memento, some photographs we had taken during the trip—not the usual, formal VIP photographs of tape-cutting, but the little incidents that are so endearing to recollect in after years—the swallowing of a hot potato, being caught off-guard, [a] quizzical look. I cannot say I was not elated—I was thrilled to high heaven!—to receive her reply, not a bread and butter ‘Thank You’ affair from the Prime Minister’s Office, but a letter in her own hand which expressed so neatly my own imaginings of the trials of her existence.11





Indira Gandhi had indeed written to Rustomji on 3 January 1959:




The journey to Bhutan was a mental adventure, no less than a physical one. As such it has a permanent place in my memory book. […]


I am rather ashamed of myself for not writing earlier and thanking you for the snapshots. They are good. If you had a crystal & could glimpse how we race against time and fit the day’s work into the meagre twenty-four hours allotted for the purpose, you would surely forgive me […]


Papa and I are off to Nagpur—the annual Congress Session is quite the most interesting event of the year […]





Indira Gandhi would go on to demonstrate great commitment to the cause of mountaineering when she became prime minister. The Himalayas were very dear to her and all through her tenure she worried about them. It was perhaps in recognition of this special bond that after her cremation her ashes were sprinkled over the Himalayas.


[image: Images]


Besides spending time in the hills, Indira devoted time to the country’s natural parks—among them Gir in Gujarat which was and still is, the only home of the Asiatic lion. Beginning 1948, Nehru had taken keen personal interest in the protection of the lion. On 13 January 1948, the duke of Devonshire—also the president of the Society for the Preservation of the Wild Fauna of the Empire—had written to the high commissioner of India in London appealing for a sanctuary for lions in the Gir forest; he had wanted this matter to be brought to the prime minister’s notice. Nehru sent a note to his officials on 5 February 1948.




I have long been interested in the preservation of lions in India. They exist only in Kathiawar now in the Gir Forest and it would be a great pity if they were allowed to be shot or otherwise to suffer extinction. I trust that the Regional Commissioner of Kathiawar and the Administrator of Junagadh will be specially asked to issue such directions as may be considered necessary for the protection of lions and that no shooting of them should be permitted.





Along with his daughter, Nehru visited Gir in November 1955. They spent close to eight hours in its thick jungles on the night of 3 November 1955. The morning after, following another visit before dawn, Nehru said in a public meeting at Keshod,




I met some of your lions. The lions kept watching me. I kept watching them. Both of us seemed to have liked it.





On 13 November 1955 Nehru wrote to Edwina Mountbatten:




[…] I have recently been to Saurashtra. This is the one part of India which neither you nor Dickie visited […] I went to Saurashtra for a number of functions but as I wrote to you what interested me most was a visit to the lions of the Gir forest. We had a good deal of luck. We only went to the Gir forest in the afternoon, spent the night in a Rest House there and returned early the next morning. During this period we saw a number of lions and lionesses. Probably because killing them is prohibited, they are not afraid of human beings and we can approach them in our cars to within fifty feet or so sometimes. We also saw wild boar in that forest and were told that that is the one animal the lion does not like at all.





The fact is, much had unfolded behind the scenes to give the prime minister and his daughter a good sighting of lions. This is best described by the noted conservationist-author Divyabhanusinh:




The Prime Minister naturally had limited time, and the lions had to be shown to him. The shikaris […] resorted to the age-old practice of localizing the lions by regular baiting of male buffalo calves which are virtually of no use to humans in that area as they are not used as draught animals. […] It appears that hundreds of baits were fed to the lions for six months prior to the prime ministerial visit in several locations of the Gir. Be that as it may, in the event Jawaharlal Nehru and Indira Gandhi did meet up with the lions. The Forest Department saw it fit to make them wear khaki overcoats before taking them on foot close to the lions, in order not to alarm the animals.12





Sadly, the baiting system continued in Gir till 2001 when it was finally abandoned. But the damage it did was noted by Indira Gandhi herself years later. During her second visit to Gir on 21 January 1981 she was to record her impressions in the visitor’s book:




To be in a game sanctuary is one of the most pleasurable of experiences. The lion is very special. But the lions now are much more tame, having got used to staring visitors! Last time I was here with my father, it was more exciting. However, it is good to see how well looked after the place is and the growth of ecology consciousness. We have much to do to catch up with negligence of centuries.
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Lions alone weren’t ‘special’ to Indira; so were rhinos. In 1956, she visited the famed Kaziranga Sanctuary in Assam twice. The first was on 29 February 1956, and she recounted her experience a few days later to her elder son Rajiv:




The Kaziranga Sanctuary is a bigger one than Manas and it is easier to meet animals. Here we started on time in great style. There was a regular howdah on the elephant. In this jungle, there are hardly any trees—there are mostly tall reeds, over 12 feet high, so that it is difficult to see an animal until you come right upon it or unless it is an open ditch.


We saw 15 rhinos which included some baby ones which are called calves. When almost any animal is running the mother leads the way and the baby follows, but the rhinos do the opposite. Here the baby leads and the mother follows. The rhino lives about 100 years and really looks like an old prehistoric monster. If there is only one elephant they may attack but we were 5 or 6 and so they did not dare do anything except stop and snort and try to frighten us that way!





This was a future prime minister educating her son and a future prime minister himself on the behaviour of rhinos!


On Indira Gandhi’s second visit to Kaziranga on 19 October 1956, her husband was with her, as also her father. Nehru had also asked Lieutenant General K.S. Thimayya, who was in charge of the Indian army’s operations against the Naga rebels, to join them. What followed is described by British naturalist E.P. Gee:




I was glad that I had been invited for the occasion, for I knew that Mr. Nehru was personally interested in animals and birds and here was a chance to bring to his notice the seriousness of the situation in which India’s wildlife now finds itself. […] We talked about the sanctuary and its animals […]


It was characteristic of the “world’s busiest Prime Minister” that, near the end of the visit, he left the throng of Ministers and Officers which surrounded him and came over to where I stood on the fringe of the crowd to thank me for showing him some wild life. “I have always been struck,” he said, “by the unique combination of sub-tropical vegetation of this valley with the alpine or Himalayan snow-capped mountains.”13





Of all the jungle’s magnificent creatures, Indira was unarguably most committed to the tiger. She had read Jim Corbett, of course, but perhaps the first time she actually saw the beast in the wild was on 19 October 1955 on the way to Jog Falls in Karnataka. That day, she wrote to her father:




Here I am after all. And truly it’s a sight worth seeing. The scenery all along the road was very lovely too, although the road itself was deplorable.


Just as I was being told that there is no likelihood of seeing any wild animal at that time of the forenoon and in this season when water is plentiful throughout the forest, a tiger, magnificent creature, sauntered across the road just in front of our car.





The sight was permanently etched in her mind—and twenty-seven years later she recalled it vividly in a foreword to a book of wildlife photographs by one of her senior colleagues from Karnataka.


Consequently, if there’s one environmental cause Indira is forever associated with, it is tiger conservation. Intriguingly, throughout the 1950s, the Indian Board for Wild Life (IBWL), set up in April 1952, never recommended a ban on shooting tigers. In fact, in its very first meeting in Mysore in November–December 1952, it identified fourteen animals that required urgent protection, but failed to mention the grand beast! A ban on hunting tigers came to be initiated only in 1970, four years after Indira became prime minister.


But that Indira thoroughly disapproved of the practice is revealed by a letter dated 7 September 1956 that she wrote to her son Rajiv:




We have received a huge tiger’s skin. The tiger was shot by the Maharaja of Rewa only two months ago. The skin is lying in the ballroom. Every time I pass it I feel very sad that instead of lying here he might have been roaming and roaring in the jungle. Our tigers are such beautiful creatures, so graceful. You can see their muscles rippling under their skins. Such a short time ago he must have been King of the Jungle—striking terror in the hearts of other animals.


I am so glad that nowadays more and more people prefer to go into the jungles with their cameras instead of guns. It seems such a shame to deprive anything of the joy of living just for our pleasure.
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It was perhaps on account of her firm love for conservation that Humayun Abdulali made the first formal effort on the part of the BNHS—an organization that Indira would be closely associated with as prime minister—to establish a connection with her in 1962.


Abdulali has not got the kind of public recognition that his cousin Salim Ali, and another relation, Zafar Futehally, have won. But, by all accounts, he was exceptionally talented, as Salim Ali himself admitted in his autobiography. In fact, he was one the architects of the Bombay Wild Birds and Wild Animals Protection Act, 1951 which was to serve as a model for the landmark wildlife protection law passed during Indira Gandhi’s tenure. But that was years later. On 18 May 1962, Abdulali wrote to Nehru’s private secretary:




On the 3rd of March I wrote to Pundit Jawaharlal Nehru in connection with a matter relating to Wild Life Protection and also sent him a copy of our Journal in which was included a review of a foreigner’s book on shikar in India.


I would be grateful if you dropped me a line confirming receipt of this Journal. If it is possible I would also appreciate your handing over the enclosed prospectus to Smt. Indira Gandhi who may also perhaps be interested in this Society and its work [emphasis mine].





Exactly a month later came the confirmation from M.L. Bazaz, the private secretary to the prime minister, that the prospectus has indeed ‘been passed on to Shrimati Indira Gandhi’.
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