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Nandini Satpathy was nominated to the Rajya Sabha by the Congress party at the age of 31. During her teenage in the ’40s, she was jailed for pulling down the Union Jack from atop the edifice of the Ravenshaw College.


As I&B minister in Indira Gandhi’s first government, she facilitated the working of the Free Bangla Radio that played a key role in the information war that was ’71. She crossed India’s border with erstwhile East Pakistan to help the Mukti Bahini liberation force with arms and money. Parallelly, the same ministry brought her close to Bollywood stars like Nargis and Meena Kumari.


Nandini Satpathy became the Chief Minister of Orissa in 1972, making her the second woman Chief Minister of an Indian state. A proponent of Sri Aurobindo and Sri Maa, she shared a deep spiritual bond with the Ashram in Pondicherry. During her chief-ministerial tenure, she implemented radical land reforms and tore down the tobacco trade mafia, after which she was subjected to brutal vendetta.


In Delhi circles, she is best remembered as ‘Indira Gandhi’s friend’. Upon reading her story, one might feel that the 1975 Bollywood film Aandhi seems to be vaguely inspired by certain events in her life. This book is an attempt to introduce Nandini Satpathy to a generation who may have never heard her name.
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The Iron Lady of Orissa
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This book is dedicated to Lord Jagannath and the people of Odisha




PROLOGUE


Piecing Together a Life Long Gone, Page by Page




Their name, their years, spelt by th’ unletter’d muse,


The place of fame and elegy supply:


And many a holy text around she strews,


That teach the rustic moralist to die.





In this quatrain from Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard1, Thomas Grey has mused over the irony about people who are unaware of the life and times of a dead person but go on to inscribe fancy elegies on her tombstone and attempt to make her journey quixotic and littered with hyperbole, painting the interlude of rain and shine with pretty rainbows that did not exist. Born a decade and a half after her Chief Ministerial tenure ended in Orissa, I wrote the biography of Nandini Satpathy. As I wrote, I remained vividly conscious of proving Grey wrong. Objectivity is not an ideal, it is a moral imperative.


I wasn’t entirely unaware of Nandini Satpathy’s existence. The first time I came across her name was in 2006, in an obituary written by Khushwant Singh. After subtly shaming her over a ‘drinking problem’, he had gone on to describe her as a friend. Growing up, I used to love reading Khushwant Singh’s partition tales. I remember being hunched over for hours on a tiny grey table that housed a pillar of books, a Black Sony Walkman, Bon Jovi cassettes, diaries and pens, and still had space for my arms. This was a small room at the end of long passage inside a sarkaari home that had crawled straight out of the drawing board of a bored CPWD architect. Mere miles away, stood the British aura of the lovely, red-bricked neighbourhood of Sujan Singh Park where Khushwant Singh lived and wrote. We know through pictures in magazines that he sat cosy in front of a fireplace, killing Delhi’s short winters with pegs of scotch.


Are women not entitled to drink, in happiness or in sorrow? Do all the dimly lit pubs and noisy-smoky clubs around the world not offer free cocktails to women on certain days of the week so men can come watch, judge, and make passes at them?


Older men, especially men who write and drink, offer trenchant take downs of just about anybody and anything. If he was alive to read that someone like me was calling out this hypocrisy, he would have thrown sharp wit at my face and there would be newspaper columns offered in his praise and not in my defence. Ink-wielding men who write off women, live longer in national memory.


Then came a day in 2019 when I was punching keys to hammer out a report on the attempts the Trinamool Congress and the Biju Janata Dal were making at increasing women’s representation in politics by reserving seats for women.


So obviously, I first wrote about Mamata Banerjee, who isn’t from a politically valuable bloodline and took the student politics route to voice her opinion in newspapers. She erased her anonymity when she successfully busted the myth of invincibility that the Communist Party of India (Marxist) wore on its sleeve. Who can forget that election of 1984 when a girl, all of 29, ousted a stalwart like Somnath Chatterjee from the Jadavpur seat? A great story to tell. Google results whisked me in the direction of Nandini Satpathy’s Wikipedia page and the soft clatter of my keyboard ceased. Soon, I was staring at a screen load of pictures of a petite lady with shoulder-length hair, papped as she stood by Indira Gandhi’s side. Here was a woman leader I knew nothing about. The politics of history writing is such that for every story that it makes, there are so many that it breaks.


As an eternal student of Indian political history, I felt it was my duty to learn more about Orissa’s former Chief Minister. While researching for the book, I learned that some of Indira Gandhi’s starchy Sambalpuri sarees were in fact gifted by Nandini Satpathy.


I was told more than once that she’d take offence when people introduced her as Orissa’s ‘first woman Chief Minister’ or ‘Orissa’s only woman Chief Minister’. She’d then ask if anyone refers to Harekrushna Mahatab ‘a male Chief Minister’. Sucheta Kriplani, who led the Uttar Pradesh government, from 1963 to 1967, was India’s first woman Chief Minister. Nandini Satpathy was the second woman Chief Minister. History is read and registered in firsts and it is this methodical flaw that cuts short the reach of splendid stories.


Nearly everyone I interviewed in Orissa referred to her as the ‘Iron Lady’, which is why I inserted that phrase into the book’s title. In contrast, her image at the centre was that of a soft socialist leader, a former communist, and a good friend of Indira Gandhi’s. Senior Congress leader, Jairam Ramesh, also holds the same view. In a piece authored by Dom Moraes in The New York Times on February 14, 1971, which I have quoted twice in the book, she is written about right after Indira Gandhi’s fierce opponent, Tarkeshwari Sinha, and is described as, ‘A precise little person, with none of Mrs. Sinha’s siren quality, but with a neat feminine look and a beautiful heart-shaped face that dimples whenever she smiles, which is frequently.’ There was a certain duality that was emerging from the reportage at the centre and the personal accounts of those in Orissa who knew her well. In my reading, Orissa knows her better than India ever did.


The point of the book is not about making women look like unrewarded underdogs, neither is it about eulogising Nandini Satpathy as a goddess or vilifying her opponents. This is an as-it-happened story about a girl from Orissa who journeyed from a small thatched-roof home in Cuttack’s Pithapur Road to 5 Janpath.


While Tagore’s Shantiniketan led an intellectual movement that India considered its own, a school named Satyabadi in the forests of Puri couldn’t find space in those history textbooks that fresh batches of high-schoolers memorise every year. Utkalmani Gopabandhu Das took great risks to re-imagine life at the grassroots through a new egalitarian system of education that engendered critical thinking.


The former is an international icon and the latter is barely talked about beyond the borders of Orissa. But that doesn’t rile up Indians as much as the debate on the origin of the rasagolas that lie drenched in their own waters in sweet shops across the length and breadth of this country. The dessert, and a vowelly pronunciation of it, has acquired a distinctly Bengali identity. On 29 July 2019, the GI Registry of India granted Odisha the GI tag for the ‘Odisha Rasagola’, after years of Odisha Milk Federation’s attempts at popularising the chhena poda as the state’s signature dessert.


This book is dedicated to the people of Orissa, to the gems hiding in its literature, in its architecture, in its history, and its ecology. As one tourism tag line surmised, it is ‘India’s Best Kept Secret’. The beach life in Gopalpur is simply Goa without a burst of hip youngsters out to distract themselves from the pressures of existence. In Konark, a chariot is standing in one place since the 13th century but the wax and wane of the sun animates it with life, a spectre that shall last as long as the sun does. A sunny haze breaks through pine trees to hit glamping tents at Daringbadi, a little hill station where it snows. The Mahanadi’s deep blue waters have recalibrated their rhythms to form the Satkosia Gorge where crocodiles and tigers now meet. This part-water-part-land sanctuary is home to endangered aquatic species and birds.


On 9 November 2010, Lok Sabha passed the Orissa (Alteration of Name) Bill and approved the change of name from Orissa to Odisha and the state language became known as Odia instead of Oriya. Since this book is largely set in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, older terms are used. Present-day references scattered across the pages of this book make use of the new terms.


The speeches quoted in some of the chapters were wound up inside a slim book that Orissa’s Home (Public Relations) department published during Nandini Satpathy’s Chief Ministership. It is titled Bunch of Thoughts. I found one yellowing copy of this booklet in the library of the family-run press Dharitri, in Bhubaneswar. Holding it felt like a sudden heartbeat inside a graveyard.


In the last three years, I have walked into people’s homes near Sambalpur’s rail tracks and have lost myself in Cuttack’s crowded lanes, only to meet a dying generation that had known, loved, and even despised Nandini. I observed that government and media archives hadn’t effectively documented her contributions. For instance, while searching for the Orissa Estate Abolition Act, I found documents that had mentioned a key 1974 notification that gave the state vesting rights over the trust estate of the Jagannath Temple, but not a single document mentioned her name. She was Chief Minister of Orissa in 1974. After the notification, the subject moved to successive ministers and the repair and restoration work they undertook. Aside from my lawyer friends who had heard her name in the context of ‘custodial torture’ and ‘the right to silence’, few from my generation had heard of her. I realised this when I’d tell them what I’m working on, after which I’d have to give out all the how’s, where’s, and why’s.


One wonders if the attempts to erase her legacy were the politics of patriarchy. As a duty to womanhood, I hope to undo some of that damage with this book.


Nandini’s character wasn’t spared public scrutiny, slander, and gossip. In 1972, there were posters stuck on the walls of her hometown Cuttack, which featured a picture of her with a government official as the latter was bending towards her from the side to show her an official file. The point of the exercise was evident from the way the subjects of photograph was cropped. This reminded me of scenes from the movie Aandhi (1975) where a politician named Arti Devi (a role essayed by the late Suchitra Sen) was character-assassinated in the name of political vendetta by her opponents.


In the film, the character manages to earn the support of the public through a moving speech. Nandini too won the 1972 by-election from Cuttack and conveyed to the sceptics that she could win an election on her own steam and didn’t need Indira Gandhi to fire up the coal.


Cinema borrows from life, like life borrows from cinema.


Nandini Satpathy went to pieces after her husband Devendra’s death. His happy face, the fragrance of the aloo bharta he fried, and the infinite cups of chai he poured out for her with a smile on his face, made it easier for her to step out and fight. He too was a freedom fighter and an MP from Dhenkanal. His role in her life is immense. So many years after their death, people still remember their friendship that lasted a lifetime.




INTRODUCTION


The Iron Lady of Orissa


The year was 1977. Lutyens’ Delhi had turned into a swivel door to the passage of power regimes. It stood there watching leaders rise and fall, unmoved and unchanged. The 1970s had ushered in big drama, big money, and colossal possibilities into the Indian political stage. Outside milk-white bungalows complete with circular pillars and French windows, tall Gulmohar trees shaded the scorching white heads of Ambassadors that came and stood. The walls of stately homes here, separated the important from the unimportant nearly irreversibly. The homogeneity of the homes here wasn’t unimaginative. Those who lived inside these wide homes had names known to many. Those who worked inside these bungalows retired anonymously, possibly with sensational stories out of reach of those biographers who would come searching for them years later.


New Delhi-110001 was a relentless reminder that power was more powerful than money. It took entire lifetimes, and sometimes even the lifetimes of generations before them, to become relevant to Lutyens’ Delhi.


Some bends away, a road tangentially tore away towards the neighbourhood of RK Puram where Delhi’s government machinery broke itself up into families and occupied floors along ordinary buildings. On the terrace of one such building, an IAS officer named Ramakanta Rath was contemplating suicide on a September morning. After having charges of corruption levied against him, the vigilance department of the Orissa government had raided his home. Perhaps his neighbours were leaning against peepholes to gauge what was going on. The same year, Manmohan Desai’s multi-starrer Amar Akbar Anthony had released in which police jeeps chased VAT-69 drinking smugglers of gold biscuits in between music-dance medleys.


Beads of sweat trickled down his neck as he inched towards the edge of the terrace. At that point, Ramakanta felt that a man like him, who had never claimed as little as 10 rupees of what was not his, was now being stripped off of the one thing he had hoped to take to his grave intact: his honour. ‘I am an honest man. They can’t prove me guilty, I have done nothing wrong,’ he reminded himself of who he was before all of this started.


After several minutes of contemplation, his faith in his own honesty overpowered his fears. The Justice Kishore Das Commission had been set up by Orissa’s Congress Chief Minister Binayak Acharya to investigate the assets of Nandini Satpathy, former Chief Minister of Orissa. The homes of her former colleagues, close aides, and family were raided on the morning of 7 September 1977.


Later that year, Ramakanta’s poetry earned him the Sahitya Akademi Award. Lyric and meter draws on melancholy, a sentiment far more benign than a real-world assault on one’s dignity. What Ramakanta had gone through that evening, by his own admission, isn’t something he’s ever written about.


In 2019, the 84-year-old Rath still had that piece of paper from the police stating: ‘nothing objectionable was found from the home of Ramakanta Rath’. After they were done rummaging through the last drawer in the last cabinet, the police joked that a sub-inspector would have more money that this penniless sarkaari babu. When Rath talks about the incident, he exposes a scar that sits across the skin of his memory.


During the Emergency, Rath served as Secretary to Chief Minister in the Nandini Satpathy-led Congress government. ‘My home was raided because I had worked in her office and even after she was dismissed for not implementing the Emergency in its excesses, the central administration displayed vengeance towards this leader,’ he relived the story of Nandini Satpathy, 44 years after he had worked with her.


‘A day before the Emergency was proclaimed, Chief Minister of Orissa, Nandini Satpathy, had met Indira Gandhi at the Prime Minister’s office in New Delhi. One day before the proclamation of the Emergency on radio airwaves, the Prime Minister informed the CM of Orissa of what was about to happen. I was sitting on a couch outside the office, where the two women were talking. Nandini Satpathy came out and shared the news with me. Before exiting that room, she had warned Indira against the idea of the Emergency. She looked worried,’ recounted Ramakanta Rath, her secretary at the time.


‘Nandini’s advice to Indira was that the Emergency might succeed in achieving its goal for some time but in the long run, it will cause irreversible damage to democracy and power politics in India,’ he talked about the decision that set dangerous precedents and in the years that followed, justified differently designed assaults on democracy that may have seemed healthier in comparison.


Rath recollected an incident during the Emergency when police officers came clutching an arrest warrant for a protestor and Nandini Satpathy denied approval for the said arrest, citing lack of evidence. ‘There were no mass arrests in Orissa. Those who watched her politics from close quarters would know that she believed that people’s civil liberties cannot be compromised with.’


Her conduct during the Emergency Years triggered a fall similar in finality to that of a coin tossed into a village well and lost from sight in one single, soundless splash. From the bright halls of the Parliament to Lutyens’ dining rooms where the history of India was talked about over white-bread sandwiches and black tea poured from rich kettles, the Prime Minister’s former close friend descended to electoral battles in dusty MLA wards in the coastal towns of Orissa. She never lost an election, but anonymity found its way to her.


Nandini Satpathy battled several cases for nearly two decades and those she counted as friends were no longer by her side.


Before that sharp and sudden fall, came a slow and steady rise full of colour, vigour, and depth. There is a debt that the chroniclers of history owe Nandini, Odisha, and India.




1


THEN CAME THE RAINBOW CHILD


In the monsoon of 1942, cardamom-scented steam wafted off brass kettles at Cuttack’s chai khanas. People would gather below these bamboo sheds to chat politics and life, as they watched the rain drop on their lives. The British government was directing resources to the war that wasn’t theirs to win or lose, cholera was breaking their love stories, and dysentery was taking lives. Over single servings of golden fried baras and hot cups of chai, every single human reality that was being felt, was being discussed. Newspapers carrying headlines of Japan’s air raids would lay folded in neat squares on the edges of streets as big, black umbrellas shaded them from the rain. Amid the bustle of horse carriages and troupes of freedom fighters chanting ‘British Quit India’, there was a little girl searching for herself in a crowd.


At Ravenshaw College, then the only seat of higher learning in Orissa, this girl stacked several copies of the Communist Party of India’s newspaper Nua Dunia (Nayi Dunia or New World) into her school bag. She distributed them along the way and even as the rain drenched her, she ensured that the newspapers were crisp and clean. While children her age tossed batis on mud courtyards through slow tropical afternoons and chased each other during games of luchakali, she was assisting student leaders in pasting anti-British posters on walls.


This was no ordinary girl. That was no ordinary time.


Her father used to say to her, ‘First think about the nation, then about society, and in the end about yourself.’ In her last years, orphaned by the fortunes of time, she shared some tales from her childhood with her then secretary, Ashish Ranjan Mahapatra. These tales shaped up a book titled Matira Nandini2 or the ‘The Story of Nandini’.


Once upon a time, a woman named Ratnamani spent winter mornings standing hip-deep in the sacred waters of the Alarnath Chapa Pokhari pond, offering obeisance to Lord Bhimeswar. Devotees of the Lord believe that a dip in this pond, situated in Brahmagiri in Puri district, made one’s every wish come true. Ratnamani had lost a son and a daughter to miscarriages, but not her faith in God. Every morning, for seven days, she opened the temple premises and stood in chilly waters, praying for a healthy child to be born to her. A year and a half later, on 9 June 1931, in a small Christian Colony near Cuttack’s Baxibazar, Ratnamani gave birth to a healthy girl.


She named her Nandini. In Indian mythology, ‘Aigiri Nandini’ refers to Durga whose face expresses rage as she slays the demon Mahishasura. A child is a reflection of all those desires that a parent has long harboured. Ratnamani believed that Nandini had defeated the curse of death to survive and that she was born to fight and restore light in the lives of those around her.


Her father, Padma Bhushan Kalindi Charan Panigrahi, was a poet, novelist, and dramatist. Poets around the world have been attracted to communism as a political solution to begin the end of human suffering, be it Pablo Neruda in Chile, Nazim Hikmet in Turkey, Yannis Ritsos in Greece, Mahmoud Darwish in Palestine, or Edoardo Sanguinity in Italy.


Nandini Panigrahi’s paternal uncle, Bhagabati Charan Panigrahi, was one such communist writer. He established the Communist Party in Orissa and played an instrumental role in driving the youth away from a feudal mindset. Through his writings and activism, he hoped to educate young students about the possibility of ridding their lives of colonial bondage and exploitation. Bhagabati Charan died at the age of 34 when he was under detention by the British government. The family members share multiple versions of the story of his death, including forced starvation by British jail authorities and the denial of an IV drip during an episode of acute dehydration. One gruesome tale that has lived on in the family’s memory is that of the body having been returned with the nails pulled out, reflective of the degree of torture he must have been put through by the British authorities.


The family of revolutionaries that she was born into had a bearing on her eventful formative years.


When she was a one-year-old, a boy named Banchha who worked in their home, would carry Nandini on his shoulders. Once, while on Banchha’s shoulders, she caught hold of a bottle of spirit. In toddlerhood’s happy oblivion, she opened the cap of the bottle and gulped down the spirit. This happened without Banchha’s knowledge. When he felt that baby Kuni was inactive on his shoulders, he put her down and panicked. He ran up to Kalindi babu immediately, who then called a doctor. When she grew older, she would hear stories of ‘Banchha the killer’. Her grandmother and other family elders often recited the incident, referring to that boy as a killer. Nandini would ask them how he was to blame when it was her who consumed the spirit.


Her heart’s softest corner was reserved for the poorest, most helpless of all. Nandini’s exposure to her father’s socialist writings and her uncle’s communist politics began early on and her views on poverty, disparity, and hunger firmed up quickly. She was the first child. When she was growing up, her little siblings made big demands on her mother’s time and attention. She sat around the adults, listening and learning. As a seven-year-old, she had already discovered novels and newspapers.


Back in the 1930s, Cuttack’s narrow streets were filled with the scent of mustard oil on fire pots and the crackle of sabu papads scorching in it. In the Panigrahi household, next to rotating Burma teak book racks were engraved study tables, upon which the two brothers dipped pens in ink and made poetry on injustice.


The older brother, Nandini’s father Kalindi Charan Panigrahi, was more of a conformist and had worked as a court scribe in a princely kingdom. The younger brother, Bhagabati Charan, was so averse to the concentration of wealth and to feudalism’s disparities that he is known to have run out into the neighbourhood barefoot, giving away pieces of family gold to the needy. In that sense, he displayed traits of a revolutionary who wanted to take it upon himself to mend an unfair system.


The Panigrahi family was Brahmin by caste. They enjoyed the benefit of privilege that a higher caste brought with it in India. They could have sat back in their large white home and relished silky soft janta rotis with spreads of tangy tamatara-khajuri khatta whose flavour turns to a lasting memory right away. Yet, they remained interestingly obsessed with society’s greatest vices.


From a very young age, Nandini was exposed to vibrant living room debates on the emerging social and political dynamics within modern Oriya literature. One of the neighbours of the Panigrahis was Lal Mohan Patnaik, who later became the speaker of the Orissa Legislative Assembly. His wife had helped Ratnamani take care of baby Nandini.


In the ancestral home of the Panigrahis, Oriya writers and poets like Mayadhar Mansingh, Sachhi Routray, Gopinath Mohanty, and Kanhu Charan Mohanty, as well as other non-Oryia writers like Annada Shankar Ray, Mulk Raj Anand, Tara Shankar Bandopadhyay, Shambhu Mitra, and Trupti Mitra would mark their presence. This home is still situated in Cuttack’s Pithapur neighbourhood.


The concept of communism was a radical import but as far as Bhagabati Charan Panigrahi was concerned, the anti-imperialist, anti-feudal aggression in the methods adopted by the communists strongly appealed to him. The solution to end poverty offered by the communists was an absolute one. Common ownership of the means of production and the absence of social classes had little to do with Chinese regimes and Soviet revolutions. Nandini observed his life closely and perhaps borrowed ideals of bravery, rebellion, and ambition from him.


Yet another influence on her early life was that of her older cousin, Brindaban Acharya, who had come to Cuttack to pursue higher studies and lived in the Panigrahi household. When she was 8 years of age, Brindaban was teaching her and talking to her about books and thoughts beyond the reach of children her age. He was also a strict disciplinarian. One day, when her classmate gave her paan to chew and Nandini came home red-mouthed, he scolded her. She was finding a balance between rebellion and discipline quite early in life.


Nandini was fond of reading. Once, Brindaban caught her curled up in a dark corner of the family kitchen, reading Chandramani Das’ romantic Oriya novel Amruta Phala (The Fruit of Nectar) in the wax and wane of lantern flames. She was reprimanded for reading adult literature. Back in the 1930s, a young girl with a reading habit was against patriarchy’s plans, for greater knowledge and exposure to ideas could make them question their role in domestic life, but in the Panigrahi household, reading was encouraged. One book she discovered in her teenage years was Fakir Mohan Senapati’s Bhay Kahar (The Terror of Hunger). The author’s poignant portrayal of the economic and social pains his people faced did wonders for modern Oriya literature. But Nandini was a little too young to be allowed discretion. Brindaban would hide books in Kalindi Charan’s library. Nandini’s parents were a bit worried that her inquisitive and restless self would land her in conflict with the British law. As much as they wanted to slow her down, the maturity and tenacity she displayed often overpowered their will.


‘When her mother’s health took a beating, a 10-year-old Nandini began teaching her siblings and ensuring the kitchen of the house was stocked with inventory. Household responsibilities at a young age and the pressures to rise up to the occasion left her with little time to remain a child,’ said Sudha Panigrahi, who married Nandini’s younger brother, Tushar, in 1970. She was the only living member from that generation in the family until 2021.


In the late 1940s, when girls her age were being taught how to whip up plates of pakhala bhata and sew kantha embroidery onto bed sheets to prep themselves up for decades of domesticity, Nandini was picking up new concepts of contemporary political economic theory through newspapers and novels.


As an eight-year-old, Nandini caught wind that Subash Chandra Bose was about to attend a meeting in Cuttack. She skipped school, clambered over a stone wall of the municipality ground, and waited alone just to catch a glimpse of the freedom fighter she admired. Meanwhile, at home, a frantic search for little Nandini had begun.


Oblivious of the domestic stir she had caused, Nandini’s eyes were fixated on Netaji, who arrived on the scene atop a stately white horse with a white shawl draped over his shoulders. Upon her return home, Nandini’s mother scolded her. The little girl was too excited to care. Breathless, she narrated what she had witnessed. When she was 13, a similar incident took place, and she reached Cuttack’s OMP Town Square to listen to a speech by Sarojini Naidu.


Nandini was in eighth grade at Ravenshaw Girls’ School, when her uncle died in jail. At the time, communist leaders, Sarat Patnaik and Baidyanath Rath, were impressed by young Nandini’s passion for social work. They motivated her to partake in party activities. As days passed, she began to juggle homework and social work which featured going home to home to meet the poorest of landless tillers and recording their concerns with a pen and paper, and even mobilise them against the nexus of the British government and zamindars. Orissa was drought-and-flood-prone and its people battled starvation, cloth, and shelter.


As a child, she didn’t know Mahatma Gandhi but knew that she wanted to embrace khadi. Her friends used to criticise her for wearing khadi instead of pretty dresses the little girls were gifted on the occasion of Kumar Purnima. During 1942’s Quit India Movement, Nandini was in the sixth grade. Once, during mathematics class, she heard chants of ‘Inqelaab Zindabad’ at a distance. Immediately, she dropped the pen on her notebook and ran out of the classroom towards the boundary wall of the school. Three boys from her class also chased the sound of the rally and ran behind her. One of them was Hrudanand Ray, who later became an eminent Oriya poet and professor of Philosophy.


Nandini wanted to jump over the gritted boundary wall and join the rally that sang: ‘E aajadi jhuta hai, Bhulo mat, Bhulo mat…Aajadi ladhkar lenaa hai, Ladhkar lenaa hai.’ (Don’t forget that this freedom is an illusion. We must fight and fight to seek real freedom). The boys were frightened at the thought of punishment so they returned to the classroom, but Nandini feared no one. She jumped over, her soft palms falling flat on a muddy road. The British police thrashed this little muddy protestor and dumped her in the wilderness of the Chandaka Jungle, which was turned into an elephant sanctuary in August 1982.


Back home, everyone was worried. Bhagabati Charan pedalled along Cuttack’s roads in search of his niece. Submitted to revolution and literature himself, he had little reason to stop her from doing what she was doing. But Nandini was a minor. That day, he found her at Chandni Chowk, Cuttack, limping back home. Despite receiving a scolding from him, she proudly stated that the police had held her hostage. He smiled and said, ‘It seems as though Gandhi and Nehru will find it hard to get us independence but little Kuni will surely fulfil this duty.’ Her uncle died the following year. Nandini went on to complete tenth grade and made it to Ravenshaw College.


On 18 December 1946, the annual sports event of Ravenshaw College was taking place. His Excellency Shri Chandulal Trivedy, Hon’ble Governor of Orissa, and Shri Nabakrushna Choudhuri, Hon’ble Revenue Minister, were the chief guests. During the event, students from the college wished to hoist the national flag. Nandini Panigrahi, along with Manmohan Mishra, Jagat Krushna Das, Purnanand Das, Girija Patnaik, Nirupama Rath, and Shyamali Lahiri, decided to raise the tricolour.


In one heartbeat, she uprooted the Union Jack from a stately red edifice and made the tricolour flutter across its own blue skies, high above the horizons of Cuttack. In one instance, Nandini went from being the niece of a slain revolutionary to a huge leader in the making. Given the furore such an incident could invoke, the students were immediately arrested by the British police and detained at the Ranihat Square police station. Here, Nandini made a strong statement asking whether Harekrushna Mehtab, the then Chief Minister of Orissa, had doubts about India’s ability to attain freedom, when he didn’t question the Union Jack’s presence.


As a 15-year-old, she perhaps did not understand the magnitude of her act but in the academic ecosystem, among student federations, in political circles, and in the press, Nandini became famous as the girl who took down the Union Jack.


Back in the ’40s, for a girl to display such daredevilry was quite rare. Today, nine decades after, women in many parts of the country are still struggling to clamber out of domestic chambers and find a life and a voice in public life. In the book Matira Nandini, she talked about the faith that her father had in her capabilities.


The family erased the scribblings of patriarchy. When her younger brother, Shishir, graduated from school, their father, Kalindi Charan, wanted to throw a party. This upset her mother so she asked why there wasn’t any celebration to mark Nandini’s first division when she graduated from the Ravenshaw Girls’ High School in 1946. Her father replied that he knew Nandini would pass with flying colours and that there was no need to celebrate what was bound to happen. The unshaking faith in her credibility gave her the strength to keep going.


Nandini’s younger sister, Yashodhara Mishra, wasn’t quite like her. ‘Trying to imitate her older sister to earn appreciation from their father, her younger sister (whose nick name was Lucy) had locked herself up in our father’s study once. She sat inside and smoked a Marco Polo cigar and scribbled some incomprehensible lines, in the hope of being like her sister,’ Sudha Panigrahi narrated this story that was recited quite often at family gatherings.


Often dressed in starchy, cotton white sarees, Kuni nani (sister) to her younger siblings and their spouses, went about meeting the poorest of the poor in Orissa’s villages as a student leader at the Communist Party of India. Before she turned 20, she had been in and out of jail many times for communist party activities. She would give fiery speeches on college campuses, inciting anti-British sentiments. She would also organise large groups to paint and stick anti-British posters on walls.


In India, our understanding of the past is limited by textbooks. Little is celebrated and a lot is not known. Women from conservative middle-class families as well as zamindar families, came forward and participated in the freedom movement.


Sarojini Naidu organised Orissa’s women freedom fighters like Rama Devi, Sarala Devi, Kuntala Kumari Sabat, Parbati Giri, and Annapurna Maharana. These women came from all walks of life and did wonders for the freedom movement. Rama Devi was the first woman from Orissa to be elected to the Constituent Assembly of India in 1947. She was also the first woman to become the Deputy Speaker of the Odisha Legislative Assembly. Sarala Devi penned the book Sabyata O Sadhana (Culture and Discipline) in Oriya. Kuntala Kumari Sabat was imprisoned by the British and in independent India, she served as a Member of Parliament. Parbati Giri was a pioneer in the field of education for girls and established the first girls’ high school in Cuttack in 1912. She also founded the first women’s college in Orissa in 1921. Annapurna Maharana was a noted social activist and philanthropist who founded several schools and orphanages. In 1930, Maharana assisted Rama Devi, Malati Choudhary, and Kiran Bala Sen in organising the Salt Satyagrah at a village named Inchudi, situated 19 kms from Balasore. After Dandi in Gujarat, the Salt Satyagrah is said to have created maximum impact in Inchudi.


Girls like Nandini grew into the milieu and reinforced it with their presence.


In the early ’50s, the Indian economy was still controlled by British business, India’s defence establishment was steered by British military advisors, and the CPI’s manifesto (finalised on 6 August 1951) stated that this Congress government is merely a replacement of a British viceroy and his councillors by an Indian President and his ministers, accusing them of amassing public money to keep the boozy club culture going. How could one willingly put an end to those summer evenings where scotch escaped from the crystal heads of decanters, cutlets looking like tear drops were created only to be torn up by silver knives, and priceless stallions galloped around freely within the boundary of large lawns. Till 2023, a culture of ancestry-fed clubs continues to occupy prime space in the grand Lutyens’ zones of New Delhi.


Outside of Orissa, militancy had soared in the Telangana armed struggle of the 1950s. The Communists of the CPI believed that this was the golden moment to free agrarian society from its feudal stranglehold and to redistribute land to the tillers. To the establishment, communists were a bunch of radical anarchists. The broad perception about them, owing to the absolute nature of their demands and their not-so-massy working style, was no different. In a nation of complex fluidities, their techniques remained an acquired taste. Arrests of young communist leaders at protest sites were common. A young Nandini was hence arrested even after the gates of India’s freedom opened.


Nandini met her future husband, Devendra Satpathy, while they were both locked up in jail. A fellow freedom fighter, Devendra was dreaming the same dream of ridding India off British rule. It was 1950, the same year the Constitution came into effect, when a young Devendra was in Cuttack jail and he ended up meeting his to-be-wife Nandini. One may wonder why Indian communists, who were freedom fighters, were being jailed even after independence.


Devendra was the son of Bishwanath Satpathy and Harabati Devi, and he spent his childhood in Baudh, Kandhamal district, then known as Phulbani District.


In 1948, he passed his matriculation and began attending Christ College, Cuttack where he joined Student Federation—a platform for active participation in the communist revolution.


In 2019, his younger brother, Dr Rajendra Satpathy, shared the story of the way a young Devendra landed in jail again and again during the last years of the raj. ‘My father would receive postcard summons from the police station, scribbled with the news of his arrest. The postcard in the hands of the dak babu, would be read by everybody in our locality before it reached us. My father was the only earning member in our family but never did he consider my brother’s political ambitions as a threat to his own job in the Army,’ narrated Dr Satpathy, saying that neither Nandini nor Devendra ever held back from fighting for what they believed in.


What made this couple unique at the time was that Nandini was not only two classes senior to Devendra but that he was one of the students she had taught communist principles to, since she was actively involved in reading and teaching communist ideologies to her peers. From her life choices and her family’s insights, one can glean that Nandini sought partnership from a large-hearted person who carried in his heart a vision for social change and in his gut, a love for food.


‘They were two young communists who were in love but never tried to outdo or challenge each other’s merits. They complemented each other throughout their lives and remained the best of friends,’ shared Dr Satpathy, who admits to having learnt great lessons about companionship from this couple.


Later in life, Nandini would tell her children that her own father’s faith in her judgement, in her sense of right and wrong, in the values she stood for, is what made her fearless. Her husband wasn’t the kind who felt unnerved by Nandini’s meteoric rise in the political spectrum. Decades into her career, when she brought political instability to their doorstep, he smiled and offered her warm plates of dalma and pakhala bhata.


It was these two men who stood behind this successful woman.
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EARLY DAYS AS A COMMUNIST


Leaving behind a big home where her younger siblings ran around relishing tangy green mangoes as their parents spun Rabindra sangeet in Cuttack’s humidity on black records, Nandini marched along with policemen in crisp white Imperial-era uniforms and black sun helmets, who came carrying arrest warrants in her name. She would be far away from family and friends, on woven cots in jail cells, staring at cemented ceilings and imagining the entire freedom struggle playing out on brick masonry.


A frail Nandini once continued her hunger strike for 15 days in jail. When her father came to know his daughter’s situation, he went and requested the then Chief Minister Harekrushna Mahatab to release her. Subsequently, she was released on parole on the condition that she should not be seen canvassing for the CPI. After three days of recuperating at home, Nandini snuck out of bed and was found making a political speech. She was taken into custody once again, this time for disobeying parole conditions. Her father, more than her mother, was prepared for police warrants and the pressures they brought along.


Here she was, fiercely active in political life, but ultimately just a young college-going girl locked up in jail cell for carrying out communist activities. Since she feared neither the authorities nor the fact that she could be jailed, they ended up fearing her instead. So, police officials came up with the story of an imaginary demon named Bhramadaitya who comes and perches atop the jail’s boundary wall at night. To her children and grandchildren, she’d narrate with great amusement this story about how she’d surrender before the unknown and sleep peacefully in her jail cell.


A complaint against her, for which she was once jailed, was that she had climbed up a tree to cut the high wire of a mic in use during a meeting by the ruling Congress party. The matter was brought to court. A man named Gopinath Mohanty was on the judge’s chair. For some reason, Nandini insisted on defending herself without any pleader. She argued before the judge that a tiny girl like her couldn’t possibly climb a high stool, let alone a tree. However, it seemed as though Judge Mohanty had come prepared to declare her guilty. ‘You have cut a fishplate of train line,’ he said. Taken aback, Nandini replied, ‘Sir, I don’t know what a fishplate is. And if you say I have done this, then has anyone seen me do this?’ The proceedings concluded with Nandini being awarded 6-months of imprisonment. Her loyalty to anti-government Marxists was the actual crime she was being penalised for.


India had its own version of the ‘red scare’. The Telangana armed struggle was a colossal communist-led uprising that took place from 1946 to 1951 in the Telugu-speaking region which was then part of Nizam-ruled Hyderabad. The Congress government launched police action on 13 September 1948 to suppress the communist-led struggle and to force the Nizam to join the Indian Union. The communists operated as a radical force against the Congress government, which they viewed as a puppet of colonial power or India’s ruling classes, with the singular belief that independence had not released the Indian classes from the shackles of social and economic exploitation.


In such times, she was lodged in Cuttack jail. Marxists like Banamali Das, Manmohan Mishra, and Shavitri Acharya were in the same jail at the time. When Shavitri Acharya was released, Nandini was the only lady convict. During her time in jail, Marxists went on a hunger strike within the jail premises to demand food, a pair of slippers, and clean clothes.


Nandini and Devendra lived as prisoners within the short, blood-red walls of the British-era jail at Dargah Bazar, Cuttack. For these two and their ilk, jail was not a consequence but a mere representation of a great cause.


Nandini and Devendra have lived and gone but stories like theirs live on in the fissures and splits of India’s history. The Dargah Bazar jail was built in 1881 with a civil-ward constituting one large (70 ft x 34 ft) room designed to accommodate 100 civil prisoners. It served as a district jail after the creation of a separate Bihar and Orissa province in 1912 and became a central jail in 1936 when Orissa got province status. In August 2018, The New Indian Express3 published an article titled ‘British-era jail in Cuttack wallows in neglect’ with a picture of empty barracks whose red paint was coming apart tragically and the tiles and plasters seemed to be begging for state funds. Ward no. 15 of the jail previously housed freedom fighters like Nabakrushna Choudhuri, Harekrushna Mahtab, Gopabandhu Choudhury, Pranakrushna Choudhury, Malati Choudhury, Ramadevi, and Annapurna Maharana.


Devendra was a young man in solid white dhotis, who roamed around with the sleeves of his collared khadi shirts rolled up to his elbows. Even though the angst of the revolution was written all over his face, he smiled often and from within. Nandini’s bone-tired eyes had an undying fire in them. She was a young woman with oratory so perfectly edged that those who met her could barely forget her. Her straight hair ended at her shoulders and a black watch rested on her slim arms. She read dense books and forever kept a pen and paper within arm’s reach. While Devendra loved to cook, Nandini was a frugal eater.


Men in uniform patrolled the mud around the two young lovers, like beams of a lighthouse in dire need of a spectacle; the two remained blind to their environment but not to its purpose.


Nandini and Devendra noticed each other in jail, as raindrops trickled through the clay roof tiles. Beyond the walls of the jail, lay sounds from the street like chimes of cycle bells, the tick-tock of horse carriages, and the hard honks of Fords and Chevys whenever someone important passed by. The imposed stillness inside the jail premises may have made moments seem longer than the days of the weeks. Amid the rain, the thunder, the hunger and freedom, the two young prisoners spoke about Sri Aurobindo’s philosophies. They were both attracted to the writings and the thoughts of the man and had harboured independent plans of visiting his ashram in Pondicherry.


While Nandini came from a family of writers and freedom fighters, Devendra’s clan was one of modest means. She spoke English, read books, and chose a path of revolution and jail—dramatically different life choices from all the other women in his family. Such differences meant nothing to these two comrades in love who decided to get married. One ideology, one cause, and strikingly similar books in their shelves was all that was needed to sustain a lifetime of togetherness.


Sri Aurobindo, an Inspiration for the Tribe of Ascetic Nationalists


Bollywood’s imagination of love sagas from the 1940s has begun and ended at those borders drawn on the Punjab. In a typical storyline, an inter-faith and therefore wrath-inviting love affair would rue the morality of military diplomacy, up until the moment the two lovers died, tragically young.


But in those jail barracks in Cuttack at the time, women were reading the same books as the men.


The young political prisoners talked nationalism, European philosophy, the Upanishads, and harboured independent dreams of visiting Aurobindo’s ashram in Pondicherry. Prosperity was palpable everywhere.


To this generation of youngsters from the 1940s, the ashram seemed to represent the calm after the storm, the silence sought here appeared conscious of the truths of war and sorrow that preceded it. The dialectics of silence and speech were real for he had spoken and written plenty to validate why he fell quiet after all. Aurobindo Ghose was a revolutionary nationalist before he turned to spiritualism and the fact that four fiery years of his political life preluded four decades of sadhana, drew many thinkers to his principles.


Educated in England on purely Occidental lines, Aurobindo Ghose landed in colonial India and had a thousand and one realisations at first sight. A civilisation was dying a slow death. In Baroda, he lived and wrote in the court of the Gaekwad but before he knew it, he was in Calcutta in the burning chambers of the resistance movement. It was an English daily called Bandemataram, started by Bipin Chandra Pal, in which Aurobindo expressed his disdain for the coloniser with a turn of phrase that dodged sedition and unleashed a brand-new script to dissent, shaking a nation of readers out of sweet slumber.


Bipan Chandra Pal, in his book Indian Nationalism; Its Principles and Personalities4, published in 1918, wrote on the centrality of Aurobindo’s role in awakening civil society through his writing:




This paper Bandemataram at once secured for itself a recognized position in Indian journalism. The hand of the master was in it from the very beginning. Its bold attitude, its vigorous thinking, its clear ideas, its chaste and powerful diction, its scorching sarcasm and refined witticism were unsurpassed by any journal in the country, either Indian or Anglo-Indian. It at once raised the tone of every Bengali paper and compelled the admiration of even hostile Ango-Indian editors. Morning after morning not only Calcutta, but the educated community in every part of the country eagerly awaited its vigourous pronouncements on the stirring questions of the day… It was a force in the country no one dared to ignore, however much they might fear or hate it, and Aravinda was the leading spirit, the central force in the new journal.





Nandini and Devendra, like a lot of youngsters from that intellectual era, were attracted to the thoughts of this philosopher and writer who taught them to question the anglicised structures of British Indian society within which a generation of English-speaking children in India were raised. Sri Aurobindo, as he came to be known later, perpetuated a sense of self-determination to a colonised culture. In an exchange between Dilip Kumar Roy and Subash Bose documented in the book An Indian Pilgrim: An Unfinished Autobiography5, Bose wrote about the benefits of seclusion and quiet contemplation but did not recommend the practise to the majority and deemed it best for unusually brilliant saintly scholars.


In one such letter, Subash Bose wrote, ‘I think that even those who rule out the existence of a supramental order have to admit the existence and efficacy of what is popularly styled as “will-power”. And this force, call it by what name you will, is bound to act, even if the receiver is not “open” or adequately and consciously receptive. I am grateful to Sri Aurobindo. Yes, Madras is so near to Pondicherry, but the walls intervene, and that makes all the difference in the world.’


Nandini was an ardent reader of Navjyoti, the monthly spiritual magazine published by Aurobindo’s ashram. That is what kept her updated on the views and teachings of Shree Maa. In 1960, Devendra Satpathy finally travelled to the ashram in Pondicherry for the first time. He returned a changed man and shared his experience with his wife.


A little later, the couple and their two boys, Nachiketa and Tathagata, embarked upon their journey to Pondicherry. Banned from government jobs owing to their involvement in communist activities in the past, with two rupees in a tiny purse, the family reached the ashram and cooked meals on the premises. This was the beginning of a lifelong association for the Satpathy family.


When indigenous economies of faith were stifled and human dignities diminished in the face of hunger and plunder, voices like Sri Aurobindo’s rose out of deafening silences and made sounds which continue to reverberate in the air of Pondicherry even today. It is here that pretty French windows open out into fresh, lush gardens and the soft throw of white bougainvillea on cobbled streets brings together the alacrity of the West and the illumination of the East.


One can safely assert that the city’s French gestalt or the peacocks nestled in its silent woods were not what beckoned Nandini and Devendra. There was something more in here that not everybody could see.


In a feudal society that had just about begun discovering itself, women clawing out of patriarchal aviaries to fly out was a rare sight. Later in the book Matira Nandini, she shared with the author that her student life was filled with despair and uncertainty around the question, ‘How long will it take for India to achieve her independence?’ In post-independent India, she confessed to have often wondered what kind of independence India had achieved, since its people had not been liberated economically. It was this despair that she fought with communism.


While the Communist Party benefited from her bravado, it wasn’t ready to accept Nandini’s straightforward ways and her relationship with fellow comrade Devendra Satpathy. ‘They were also threatened by the brilliance of a girl much younger to them,’ says her first born, Nachiketa. To her husband, she often expressed that after independence, the communists had lost a sense of what they were fighting for and against whom.


Those who knew her, especially back home in Orissa, found Nandini to be a fierce orator, explicit in her likes and dislikes. Owing to this, Shripad Amrit Dange, the Chief of Polit Bureau, had once threatened to expel her from the party. Nandini had sent a letter stating that she had no objections to her proposed dismissal and that she could do better things with her time. She left the party and pursued a master’s degree at Ravenshaw College, Cuttack. During the time, she became a little more practical about her finances to run her new nuclear household and even began appearing for job interviews.


Drifting away from Indian communism which struggled to find its roots in India, Nandini even joined the Bhoodan movement as a volunteer. The voluntary gifting of land movement was initiated by Acharya Vinoba Bhave in 1951. During the time, she visited several villages, speaking to landowners about the importance of donating a portion of their land to poor labourers. Using the tactic of persuasion to invoke generosity, she steered entire sections of society towards economic sustainability. The experience helped her envision her own ideas on land reform and exposed her to the veracities of agrarian poverty when she walked into people’s homes as a volunteer.


Nandini’s Tryst with the Communist Party


Nirupama Rath was the President of Students’ Union of which Nandini Panigrahi served as the Secretary. They worked for the Communist Party from a small office in Chandni Chowk, Cuttack. From a story that she has shared with Ashish Ranjan Mohapatra, it seemed clear what the mood of student politics was and where she featured in it. In Matira Nandini, she is quoted as saying:




Students’ Unions were the only organisations at the time that propagated the cause of the freedom fighters. To stop these kinds of revolutionary activities of students’ unions, the Chhatra Congress was formed. So, even though there were students in both these organisations, there were fundamental differences between students’ unions and Chhatra Congress. The latter was not interested in revolutionary activities. Back then, few girls were joining the movement, like Annapurna Maharana, Nirupama Rath and Sabitri Mishra. I was influenced by the activities of Annapurna Maharana, the daughter of Ramadevi. At that time I was staying in Bari. A newspaper was published in the name of ‘Bhudan Yajna’ from Bari. I was the editor. Through this newspaper, I had been enlightening freedom fighters.





At a conference of Presidents and Secretaries of College Unions in July 1974, as Chief Minister of Orissa, Nandini Satpathy had said, ‘When the social obligation of students is ignored so that a few persons can utilise their time and energy, it needs all your intellectual resources and moral courage to expose that bluff that today passes for revolutionary doctrine.’


In her time as a student, homegrown student leaders of the day resisted the white man’s regime and the misery it brought along. They carried in their hearts the ignominy of humiliation that followed from the historic events of 1857. They took the loot and the plunder personally. Students consumed literature and poetry on social reform, which reimagined a society free from the grasp of pain. India was a victim of its past and its present was stifled too but what it did have was a future full of hope and life that mirrored the future of its youth. Perhaps, it was a perfectly potent time to be young and in politics.
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