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This is in memory of Lovraj Kumar and Abid Hussain, two distinguished civil servants who had been influenced by P.N. Haksar and who, in turn, encouraged me hugely




… incorrupta Fides, nudaque Veritas,

quando ullum invenient parem?.


When shall Loyalty unshaken & candid Truth, ever find a peer to him?


—Horace 24th Odes, Book 1, Poem 24




A Note on Names


I have stuck to the names of places as they existed during the 1960s and 1970s. Their new names are shown below.
















	Name in Book

	Name Now






	Bangalore

	Bengaluru






	Bombay

	Mumbai






	Burma

	Myanmar






	Calcutta

	Kolkata






	Ceylon

	Sri Lanka






	Dacca

	Dhaka






	Gauhati

	Guwahati






	Gurgaon

	Gurugram






	Madras

	Chennai






	Orissa

	Odisha






	Peking

	Beijing






	Pondicherry

	Puducherry






	Poona

	Pune






	Simla

	Shimla






	Trivandrum

	Thiruvananthapuram









Chou En-lai used in the book later came to be written as Zhou Enlai.


Haksar used Bangala Desh and Bangla Desh in some of his notes. I have used Bangladesh consistently.


Indira Gandhi is referred to as Indira Nehru during the pre-1942 years.




Haksar: Who & Why?


IT WAS 8 JANUARY 1985.


After having been sworn in as India’s prime minister eight days earlier, Rajiv Gandhi was in his office in South Block, the stately British-era edifice in New Delhi. His appointment just ahead of noon was with someone who had once been India’s most powerful civil servant.


This man had been close to the prime minister’s family for decades, both personally and professionally. He was not given to displaying much emotion in public. But uncharacteristically that day, he broke down on entering the prime minister’s chamber. He had much to say. But he couldn’t say much. This was because past memories had overwhelmed him.


This was the very room which he had first entered on 15 October 1947 to join the newly created Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, just eight weeks after India became independent. This was the very room where he frequently met India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. This was the very room where he met India’s third prime minister, Indira Gandhi, almost daily between May 1967 and January 1973 and often between January 1975 and March 1977. This was the very room he had walked out of after taking leave of India’s fourth prime minister, Morarji Desai, on 31 May 1977, to start a new life outside government service.


This is the life story of that distinguished man who had crafted many turning points in the life of the nation in the late 1960s and early-1970s.


This is the chronicle of a man who was born in what was to later become part of Pakistan. He grew up in central India and studied in Allahabad and later London, where he befriended Feroze Gandhi and Indira Nehru in the late 1930s. He went through an active communist phase first in London and then on his return to India in Nagpur. Thereafter, he became a lawyer and a diplomat. He emerged as Indira Gandhi’s ideological compass and moral beacon from May 1967 to January 1973, guiding her through her magnificent achievements: the nationalization of banks, coal and oil refineries, the abolition of privy purses, the victory over Pakistan in the war of December 1971, the creation of an independent Bangladesh and subsequent agreements to bring durable peace to the subcontinent, India’s emergence as a major agricultural, space and nuclear power, the integration of Sikkim into the Indian Union and strengthening planning and the public sector to rebuild the economy.


This is also the saga of a man who drifted apart from Indira Gandhi, choosing to leave her side on his terms even though she would continue to consult, and sometimes entrust, him on special and sensitive assignments. He bravely opposed the Emergency from the inside and offered protection and solace to its bitterest critics; and while he paid the price for it, he did not ever speak or write against her. In fact, he may well have been kept on by her successor but he declined. With his days of power and influence behind him, he became an elder statesman, responsible, among other things, for the beginning of the process of reconciliation between India and China in May 1987. He later played a key role in the selection of a prime minister in May 1991, headed a large number of academic institutions and became the champion of many worthwhile public causes.


All biographies of Indira Gandhi do speak of this man. One such well-known author has written: 1


Of him it was rightly said that, at a critical juncture in modern Indian history he was “not only the most powerful civil servant but also the second most powerful person in the country” … He did “not derive all his authority from Indira Gandhi. He contributed in no small measure to her own dominance.”


This man was a mentor to many from different walks of life. His circle of close friends was unusually large and included scientists, economists, civil servants, diplomats, artists, authors, journalists, musicians, social activists and politicians. People—both the high and mighty as well as ordinary men and women who did not even know him—would write in and he would make it a point to reply. At the height of the India–Pakistan war on 9 December 1971, he found time to write to a middle-level manager of a government soap factory in Bangalore thus:


I have your letter of November 24. I have received a sample of your Mysore Sandal Soap and I shall be glad, in due course, to place an order.


This man’s unusual gift for friendship was pithily captured in one of J.R.D. Tata’s letters to him in which the famed Indian industrialist wrote:


… As I am sure you are aware, I have retained a deep feeling of respect and regard for you even though, as you also may know or have guessed, I was unresponsive to many of Mrs. Gandhi’s policies, in the formulation of which you must have played an important role!


One part of him was true scholar, steeped in Sanskrit, Urdu, Hindu and Persian, with some knowledge of Bengali, French and German. He had a deep knowledge of the myriad traditions that have gone into the making of India. He made notable contributions to the cultural life of the country as well. He saw the celebration of India’s many diversities as being essential to its advancement. He was unflinching in his commitment to secularism which, he believed, meant that the Indian state should have nothing to do with religion.


Described as ‘the very embodiment of the hope that does not flag, the faith that does not waver and the self-confidence that strengthens the weak and cautions the strong’, 2 this man was Parmeshwar Narain Haksar or Haksar Saheb as Indira Gandhi and his colleagues would very often call him or PNH as he would also be known. He was a legend once upon a time. He is all but forgotten today, recalled only by a dwindling generation of Indians. But, for the person he was and what he stood for, for what he did and accomplished, for the unflinching courage of his convictions and for the manner in which he advised a prime minister during a most turbulent period, he deserves to be rescued from growing obscurity and oblivion.


Haksar first had power. He wielded it with a high-minded sense of social purpose.


He then had influence. He exercised it to advance the national interest.


In the final decade of his life, Haksar had voice. He raised it to remind the citizens of this country of their heritage, of the threats that the Indian Republic faced from within and from outside.


This is not a book on India’s recent political and economic history. It is, instead, the story of an extraordinary man who did much to shape that history. It is really his own story that emerges from the remarkable archive he left behind.


Notes


1. Malhotra (2004).


2. This is from Gopal Gandhi’s notes for a draft speech for President K.R. Narayanan on the occasion of Haksar’s first death anniversary in November 1999. Gandhi very graciously made available this draft to me.




I. The Katni Kashmiri


(1913–1929)
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This section covers the first sixteen years of Haksar’s life, from birth till the time he entered college. He was born in what was to later become part of Pakistan and grew up mostly in small towns in central India. It was when he was seven that he first set his eyes on a three-year-old Indira Nehru. His formal schooling was to begin when he was 13 and three years later he moved to Allahabad for higher education.
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Haksar’s immediate family with him (standing left), probably 1930.


HAKSAR WAS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF KASHMIR IN SRINAGAR IN THE SUMMER of 1981. The eminent economist and former finance minister of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) Haseeb Drabu was a student there and was present when he spoke. He recalls that the vice chancellor, Waheeduddin Malik, insisted on introducing and referring to him as Mr Haskar. When PNH’s turn came to speak, he gently chided the vice chancellor saying that his name was Haksar, not Haskar and went on to elaborate: Hak from one of the most common Kashmiri cuisine items (green leaf) and Tchar from a worm that feeds on the green leaf. It may well have been tongue-in-cheek since the consensus view is that the Haksars hail from Hakchar, which was the name of a village in the Baramulla district in Kashmir Valley.


Haksar was, in his own words, a ‘non-Kashmiri speaking Kashmiri’, the only member of the so-called ‘Kashmiri cabal’ around Indira Gandhi1 to be so. He was certainly conscious of his heritage although the first time he visited Kashmir was only in June 1968 when he was 55 years old and was at the peak of his power as Indira Gandhi’s secretary. Unlike the two other Kashmiri bosses of his—Jawaharlal Nehru and his daughter—PNH had no special emotional fascination for his ancestral land.


An autobiography, the noted historian Ramachandra Guha once said, is a pre-emptive attack on a future biographer.2 From that perspective, I have an advantage since Haksar wrote no autobiography that covered his entire life. Just as he was about to leave the Government of India on 23 April 1977 after three decades of distinguished service, he replied to a Calcutta-based publisher, O.K. Ghosh, who had approached him saying that ‘a bird had whispered in my ears that you are thinking of writing your memoirs’:


I have your letter of April 4. The bird which whispered in your ears that I was thinking of writing my memoirs actually whispered that advice in my ears also. Writing memoirs is a hard thing. And for one who has been so close to men and events, it is difficult to acquire the calm philosophical detachment without which memoirs tend to become egotistical.


Over the next 20 years, many people would urge him to write his life story. But that was not to be. During the penultimate year of his life, on 5 January 1997, Haksar was to confess to one of these persistent persuaders, Sudesh Pai:


I lack a strong ego to follow in the footsteps of my very dear friend B.K. Nehru. Autobiographies should, in my view, be a reflection of the evolution of one’s consciousness rather than deeds of valour.


But thankfully, he has left behind a part autobiography which does precisely what he said should be done in such writings.3 In a delightful account of his childhood and boyhood, Haksar describes the evolution he went through in the first 16 years of his life, appropriately titling the chapters ‘Larvae’, ‘Pupa’ and ‘Breaking Out of Cocoon’. To place this evolution in its long historical context, he begins with a description of his family lineage in some detail.


He tells us that he was part of the Kashmiri Brahmin community that had migrated from the Kashmir Valley to the plains of North India in the late-18th and early-19th centuries in the aftermath of the Afghan rule in that region (1753–1819). Some scholars,4 however, believe that the trigger for such a migration was not just religious persecution but also the desire of an enterprising lot to exploit expanding service opportunities outside the Valley.


Haksar recounts his lineage, tracing his ancestry from his mother’s side to Raja Dina Nath, Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s finance minister who had signed the Treaty of Amritsar in 1846. This accord had ceded the best part of Punjab to the British and led to the creation of the kingdom of Jammu and Kashmir under Gulab Singh, one of Ranjit Singh’s generals. He traces his ancestory on his father’s side to Swaroop Narain Haksar who was Dewan of Bundelkhand of the Central India Agency in the middle of the 19th century. His mother’s side was largely in undivided Punjab and his father’s side mostly in central India, but members of both lines had a presence in Delhi as well.5


PNH was born on 4 September 1913 in Gujranwala, now part of Pakistan’s Punjab. Gujranwala has produced many notable personalities, the most distinguished of whom must surely be Maharaja Ranjit Singh himself. Unlike two Indian prime ministers—I.K. Gujral and Dr Manmohan Singh, who were also born in what became Pakistan in August 1947—Haksar was never remotely sentimental about the place of his birth. This is perhaps because he never stayed in Gujranwala, having very soon rejoined his father in central India.


PNH’s father Jagdish Narain Haksar was in the judicial service and served in a variety of places including Nagpur, Sakoli (which is situated some 100 km northwest of Nagpur) and Katni (an important railway junction about 80 km away from Jabalpur). It was in Nagpur in December 1921 that PNH got his first glimpse of the person with whom his name would come to be inextricably linked decades later. This is what he writes:


In the evenings when everyone gathered, I heard new words like azadi and swaraj. I heard accounts of how Jawaharlal Nehru, who could have lived like a prince, had sacrificed everything for this azadi; and of his father Motilal, descriptions of whom made him appear to me like some sort of fairyland king, abandoning a life of luxury and his anglicized ways for his beliefs. Their names assumed a measure of reality for me when a little child, perched on the shoulder of a servant, came to our house. My mother lavished attention on this girl and told me that she was the daughter of Kamala, Jawaharlal’s wife, and that she held Kamala’s mother in great esteem and affection. I have few other recollections of that child except that her eyes seemed to get bigger and bigger the more my mother fussed over her. [italics mine]


Haksar has another colourful description of a young Indira Nehru in his autobiography and this relates to 1927 when he was in Delhi visiting relatives along with his mother. He was at the family residence of Indira’s maternal grandparents and recalls listening to her grandmother express concern on Kamala Nehru’s health. Indira’s name would be mentioned often and referring to his mother Haksar writes:


… and when the name Indu was mentioned she turned to me and asked whether I remembered seeing that little child who visited us at our home in Nagpur. I did remember, and the name Indu was connected with a memory of a face with large, round eyes.
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Two other persons mentioned in Haksar’s autobiography are of special interest since they went on to play a crucial role in his later life. One is Rajendra Narain Haksar, his father’s younger brother, also known as Inderbhai. He was particularly close to PNH and became famous in July 1975 when he was arrested during the Emergency at the ripe old age of 84 in an action widely regarded as Sanjay Gandhi’s revenge on PNH for thwarting his ambitions to emerge as the ‘Henry Ford of India’—but more on that later.


The second person was someone who Haksar met in 1929 at his elder sister’s wedding in Delhi. He writes about an aunt of his thus:


She was extraordinarily warm and affectionate towards me and I felt a kind of attachment with her which I easily transferred to her two little daughters, Kamla and Urmila, aged nine and seven respectively. Kamla and Urmila had contrasting characters. Kamla was calm, placid and self-willed. Urmila, on the other hand, was effervescent, with a quality of impishness about her.


In August 1952, a 39-year-old Haksar was to marry that ‘impish girl’ now a 30-year-old Urmila Sapru. The wedding, held in Bombay in his elder sister’s house and fixed at short notice, was very low-key and was to cause quite a furore in the Kashmiri Pandit community since the two were second cousins—Urmila Sapru’s maternal grandfather and PNH’s paternal grandfather were brothers.
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There is really nothing in his autobiography that would presage Haksar’s ideological positions of the 1930s and early-1940s. That was to come from his Allahabad and London experiences. But his appreciation of the composite culture of India came early at the age of 14. He writes of his visit to Delhi in 1927:


I recall my first visit to Urdu Bazar and the Jama-i-Masjid … I liked the assemblage of people, but could not respond to the idea of a single God for I like the Hindu pantheon with its millions of gods. As for my reaction to the Jama-i-Masjid, I stood before it spellbound. The sharpness of my identity as a Hindu, Kashmiri Brahmin, blurred and Imtiaz’s message that we are, after all, humans, enabled me to absorb the Jama-i-Masjid and its congregation …


Haksar’s boyhood was comfortable and, by the standards of the day, certainly privileged. He came from a family that had produced men who were pillars of the establishment. But he started formal schooling only when he was 13 years old in Katni, now in the state of Madhya Pradesh. Until then, his father educated him in Urdu, his mother in Hindi and a special tutor in Sanskrit. By the time he was ready to go to college, he was proficient in all three languages with more than passing knowledge of Persian as well. He graduated from a municipal high school in Katni in 1929 with distinction in Sanskrit. That was the year he left for Allahabad for further studies. He writes that originally he wanted to study medicine because he had been impressed by a Dr N.B. Khare who was known to his father in Nagpur and served the community caringly to which PNH was a witness.6


Haksar’s proficiency in Sanskrit and deep knowledge of its rich literature, which he retained through his long life, had its uses at crucial moments of his professional life. Decades later, C.V. Ranganathan, India’s Ambassador to China during 1987–1989 recalled:7


Two days before I arrived in May 1987, Mr. P.N. Haksar came as special envoy of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi accompanied by Mr. V.V. Paranjpe. The evening of my arrival we were invited to a fabulous dinner by the late Prof. Wu Xiaoling, a close friend of Mr. V.V. Paranjpe and a great Sanskrit scholar. During the dinner Mr. Haksar and Prof. Wu Xiaofing recited verses from Kalidasa’s Meghdoot in Sanskrit. Mr. Haksar had by then finished rounds of discussions with then Premier Zhao Ziyang and senior Chinese officials. The message conveyed by Mr. Haksar was that India was prepared to be forward-looking, that India did not consider China to be an adversary and that both countries must make efforts to put the past behind … [italics mine]


Finally, two of Haksar’s abiding passions appear to have been developed in his childhood itself. In his later life, he would become famous not just as a civil servant but also for his culinary skills as well as his expertise as a photographer. Apart from other things, his cooking would create close bonds between him and Feroze Gandhi and Indira Nehru in London in the late 1930s. It would also lead him to extol the virtues of cooking to his successor P.N. Dhar, in the prime minister’s Secretariat who had later joined the United Nations in New York. PNH was to write to PND, as Dhar was popularly called, on 28 December 1978:


… I am so glad that you have taken to cooking. I hope you find it wholly absorbing. I discovered its magical qualities long time ago. Without such an integrative process which brings together mind, heart, and body, one tends to fall apart. And, this we should endeavor to avoid if only to survive to have the last laugh.


A year before he passed away, Haksar was to reminisce in his foreword to a coffee table book brought out in 1997 by Indian Airlines to mark the 50th anniversary of India’s independence:


… I am rather pleased that this book includes a chapter on “Indian Cuisine”. I personally attach as much importance to Indian cuisine as to dance, music, science, technology, etc. Each preparation is a complex interaction between a large number of variables … There is also the human hand that cooks, the nose which smells, eyes which sees and the palate which tastes. Ultimately a dish emerges with a distinct name and flavour …


As for his other childhood hobby, on the morning of 18 March 1972, while on a river cruise near Dacca with the prime ministers of India and Bangladesh, he would take stunning photographs of Indira Gandhi. A December 1987 report in a magazine called Society reads thus:


Haksar’s Steam Boot Scoop


“My main interest has always been human faces, whether masked or unmasked”, declared P.N. Haksar (the career diplomat and once a Principal Secretary to Mrs. Gandhi) as he exhibited a collection of 150 pictures from his personal album clicked by him over four decades … What stood out was the collage of Mrs. Gandhi’s various moods he captured as he had caught her unaware. “This was in ’72 when I accompanied Mrs. Gandhi to Bangladesh. We were all on a steamboat and it was a chance of a lifetime. In fifty minutes, I took fifteen shots of Mrs. Gandhi with a telephoto lens.”


[image: Image]


Haksar was to remain in touch with some of his classmates from Katni. One of them, Lakhan Singh Solanki, who had settled down in that town after having been a Congress legislator in Madhya Pradesh, was to write to him on 22 June 1995:


This is probably the last letter of mine as I have passed 86 years and have entered 87th year of my life and now I am physically unsound and unhealthy. Accordingly I have prepared myself to pass away from this world to save my self from troubles … I take pride that I have such high-grade personality like you who has been my class fellow in Katni and now holds India-level status.


Eight days later, Haksar was to admonish Solanki:


Recalling the old times when you were saturated with vibrant energy and sometimes full of innocent mischief, I cannot imagine that you should have allowed yourself to fall into despair. You and I must live out of sheer bloody-mindedness … So I won’t let you fall into a state of despondency. You must rise and shine.


I was very grief-stricken when I received a letter from the son of our friend N. Vaman Rao. I did not know that he had passed away. Perhaps you do not know that I have become blind and have lost my eyesight way back in 1987. My wife passed away in 1989 but I am not torturing myself by self-pity. You and I cannot do that out of sheer sense of pride.


Notes


1. At one time between 1970 and 1972 she had P.N. Haksar, P.N. Dhar, T.N. Kaul, D.P. Dhar and R.N. Kao in her inner-most orbit.


2. This was during the Fifth Sharada Prasad Memorial Lecture delivered in New Delhi on 16 April 2016.


3. Haksar (1989).


4. Pant (1987).


5. There is still a Haksar Haveli in Old Delhi which once belonged to Shiv Narain Haksar whose brother was PNH’s paternal grandfather. The Kauls lived next door and asked Shiv Narain for the use of his courtyard for the marriage of their daughter with Jawaharlal Nehru in February 1916.


6. Dr Khare was to go on to become the first prime minister of Central Provinces and Berar in August 1937 as a Congressman but lasted only 11 months. In the early 1950s he became the president of the Hindu Mahasabha.


7. Ranganathan (2002).




II. Radicalization in Allahabad


(1929–1935)
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This section covers the next six years of Haksar’s life which were spent in Allahabad, two years in an intermediate college and the next four at the famous university in that city. His academic performance was very ordinary. But this was the time when he became politically conscious and was drawn to Communist ideology. He wrote about a part of this period but that manuscript has remained unpublished.
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The killing of Chandrashekhar Azad in the-then Alfred Park in Allahabad on 27 February 1931 which Haksar witnessed and that radicalized him.


1918 HAS GONE DOWN IN HISTORY AS THE YEAR IN WHICH WORLD WAR I came to an end. But this was also the year of the Spanish Flu that has been described as being the ‘worst epidemiologic disaster’ and the most ‘devastating pandemic’ of modern times.1 The pandemic swept across the world in two spells and within 12 months had extracted a death toll estimated at between 20 million and 50 million globally. The maximum mortality, recently re-estimated at a little below 14 million, occurred in pre-partition India.2


In an unpublished manuscript of these student years in Allahabad Haksar writes that he, along with his mother and siblings, was making one of his periodic visits to his uncles in undivided Punjab in 1918. This time they were in Lyallpur which was soon swept away by the virulent influenza epidemic. He and his sister were badly affected and from the window of the room in which he was kept, he could see hundreds of dead bodies being carried on shoulders. He was being treated, as were many others, by a Dr Kishen Singh who appeared to him to have ‘an air of immortality about him’, and who went about his job with great poise. This evidently had left a deep impression on a very young Haksar. Much later as recounted in Haksar’s autobiography, Dr N.B. Khare was to have a similar impact. Thus, Haksar appears to have dreamt of becoming a physician from an early age primarily because of these two doctors.


He arrived in Allahabad on 8 July 1929 to join the Government Intermediate College. His subjects of study were physics, chemistry and biology. But his dreams of becoming a doctor were dashed on the very first day in college which Haksar recalls as having been on 10 July 1929. He passed by an empty room which was the biology laboratory. What happened next is best described in his own hilarious words:


A surge of curiosity possessed me. Entering that room, I found a large basin of frogs. I looked at these ugly slimy creatures. Some day, I thought, I would have to cope with them … With great exertion of willpower [I] stretched the palms of my hands to catch a frog. My stomach turned. But I persisted. Ultimately I got one frog in my hand. I hastened to lay it upside down on the dissecting table. Somehow, I managed to pin down the creature. Then I applied the scalpel. The frog, collecting all the will to live, let itself loose and fell flat on the floor. Its bulging eyes looked accusingly at me. I could not stand the sight of blood. My stomach turned and I vomited. The thought that one could not become a physician without dissecting frogs, guinea-pigs and other creatures added to my agony. My dream of becoming a physician was thus shattered. [italics mine]


Haksar thus decided to give up biology and substitute it by mathematics. He completed the course two years later and graduated with a creditable second division.
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As Haksar was about to graduate from intermediate college, three specific events in quick succession were to have a profound impact on his life.


The first was on 1 February 1931 when Mahatma Gandhi addressed a public meeting in Allahabad. Haksar admits he was a bit disappointed by his speech and writes:


[I] was thunderstruck by the response it evoked among thousands upon thousands of people who had assembled to hear him … The people’s response to Mahatma Gandhi was in the nature of some supernatural phenomenon and I have still not resolved the question that arose in my mind at that time, namely, whether it signified greatness of the Mahatma or large-heartedness and compassion of our people. Obviously they had faith in Gandhi.


The second event was the funeral of Motilal Nehru in the city five days later. Haksar was outside the patriarch’s house when his body was brought out. Katherine Frank, one of Indira Gandhi’s well-known biographers who had spoken at length with PNH in the mid-1990s, writes:3


He [Haksar] had not seen her [Indira Gandhi] for ten years. She was tall, painfully thin, pale as death. Her eyes were deeply shadowed and even larger than he remembered.


Haksar himself recalls that day as being important as that was the first time he set sight on Jawaharlal Nehru—‘a mixture of myth and legend’. He was transfixed and the fixation was to last a lifetime. He also remembers Indira Nehru ‘standing in one corner looking utterly forlorn and disheveled’.


The third event—and the most transformative of all—took place on 27 February 1931. This was when Chandrashekhar Azad, the iconic revolutionary, not even 25 years old, was ambushed in Allahabad’s Alfred Park by the British authorities. Rather than give himself up, Azad killed himself. Haksar was, by his much later recollection to his daughter, a witness to this colossal tragedy from the window of a nearby house. A few weeks after Azad’s martyrdom, three of his fellow revolutionaries, including the iconic 23-year-old Bhagat Singh, were executed by the British in Lahore.


What lay behind this martyrdom? In 1928, the British government set up a commission under the chairmanship of Sir John Simon to report on the political situation in India. The Congress had wanted Indians to be included as members but the Simon Commission was all-British. There were widespread agitations against the Commission when it came to India and, on 30 October 1928, the famed Congress leader Lala Lajpat Rai had led a protest march in Lahore. The police resorted to a lathi charge in which Lajpat Rai was injured. He died of a heart attack 20 days later.


A revolutionary anti-British organization of which Singh and Azad were the leading lights—Hindustan Socialist Republican Association (HSRA)— vowed to avenge Lajpat Rai’s death and killed a senior British police official in Lahore on 17 December 1928. Singh and Azad were involved in this killing. Four months later Singh along with his compatriots threw two bombs from the public gallery into the chamber of the Central Legislative Assembly in New Delhi. They were arrested and sentenced to death for the earlier shooting of the police officer.
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In his unpublished manuscript, Haksar is reverential towards Gandhi and speaks of the tremendous impact the Mahatma had on him. But in his published autobiography Haksar recalled that his family had not been carried away by Gandhi, and that as an 11- or 12-year-old boy he had listened to one of his grand-uncles lamenting thus:


Gandhi, a Bania and a vegetarian, could not lead the country. India, he said, had always been conquered by non-vegetarians … Father seemed to agree. My grand-uncle said that Gandhi’s leadership would turn us into goats. This filled me with alarm and I feared that Gandhi practised some sort of magic.


That magic was evidently seen first-hand by Haksar in Allahabad. While he had grown up in an environment where Gandhi’s name did not evoke awe, it is clear that by the time he was to turn 18, he had decided to explore Gandhi through his writings. But this exploration also coincided with a growing fascination with Bhagat Singh and Chandra Shekhar Azad as well, because of their heroism and courage. It is conceivable that PNH’s attraction for communism began with the death of these two revolutionaries who were only a few years older than him.


Bhagat Singh and Chandra Shekhar Azad were not formally members of the Communist Party of India (CPI) which had been founded in December 1925. But there is little doubt that they were deeply influenced by Marxist ideology. One of Haksar’s seniors in Allahabad University was Rajeshwar Dayal, who later became foreign secretary in 1967. In his memoirs,4 Dayal writes:


Gandhi’s civil disobedience movement largely fell on deaf ears in the University. But what really thrilled the students was the cold courage and self-sacrifice of the revolutionaries, the votaries of violence. The Communists attracted a certain following.
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Allahabad University had been started in 1887 and it emerged as one of India’s elite institutions. Known at one time as the ‘Oxford of the East’, it was to be the alma mater of generations of lawyers, scientists, jurists, historians and civil servants. Haksar enrolled for his Bachelor of Science degree there in mid-1931. Muir Hostel used to be the prized abode in the University of Allahabad which admitted only first divisioners. But he applied to it even though he had obtained a second division in intermediate college. He was interviewed by A.N. Jha, the warden of the hostel who was to later become a legend of sorts. Muir Hostel was to be re-named after him. The interview lasted for more than an hour and Haksar recalls Jha asking him whether he was in some way related to Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru and the Nehrus. The recollection continues:


I said that one of my cousins was the daughter of Kailash Narain Haksar who was married to Sir Tej’s son and that another cousin of mine named Rajan was married to one R.K. Nehru. I did not quite understand the purpose of the question. I suppose it was part and parcel of our cultural expression in which community and kinship are considered relevant.


It is hard to avoid the conclusion that Haksar got admitted into Muir Hostel on the strength of his family connections. His academic record thereafter was lacklustre for he ended up getting his undergraduate degree in a third division. In comparison, some of his contemporaries in the university who were to later on become his close colleagues performed much better. It is, however, possible that Haksar’s poor result was the outcome of his spending more time learning to be a revolutionary and following in the footsteps of Bhagat Singh and Chandra Shekhar Azad.


Haksar was not deterred by his poor undergraduate performance and continued in Allahabad University. The records of the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations for the year 1947 available in the National Archives reveal that he had a Master of Science (MSc) degree in mathematics. But there is no authoritative evidence supporting the award of that degree in the archives of Allahabad University itself. I cannot resist drawing the conclusion that he may well have enrolled for an MSc in mathematics but no degree was conferred on him.


PNH completed his stay at Allahabad University by mid-1935. His passport, issued at Pachmarhi with number 3896 is dated 7 October 1935 and a duplicate copy is available in the India Office Records in the British Library, London. It is valid till 7 October 1940 and has this description of him:


Height: 5 ft 8 and a half inches


Colour of Eyes: Dark Brown


Colour of Hair: Black when oiled, Brownish when dry


He set sail for the UK in late-1935. Haksar’s wife was to say this about his departure in her own memoirs published in 1972:5


That autumn, my favourite cousin, to whom I had got very attached, left for the U.K. I did not shed tears but I was extremely sad. All that I had of his comforting presence now were few words, hurriedly scribbled, in Hindi, in my favourite album—-“Love truth” or “love truly”. It could be interpreted either way, Love the Truth! Be truthful!
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III. Student Molotov in London


(1935–1942)
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This section covers the next seven years of Haksar’s life as a student of anthropology and law, communist worker, and agitator for India’s independence under the tutelage of the redoubtable V.K. Krishna Menon. This is the time when his close friendship with Feroze Gandhi and Indira Nehru got established and when he came into contact with many other Indian students who were also deeply influenced by Marxist ideology.
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Haksar (hand on chin) at the Third International Conference of World Student Assembly, Paris, August 1939.


IT WAS END-1935 WHEN HAKSAR MOVED TO LONDON WITH THE FINANCIAL support of his uncle. His immediate objective was to sit for the coveted Indian Civil Service (ICS) examination. He registered himself at the University College London (UCL). His UCL dossier reveals the following:


Haksar first entered UCL in October 1936, studying for the Indian Civil Service (ICS) examination. However, he transferred to a Diploma Course in Anthropology in the 1937-38 academic session and from 1938-39, transferred to the MSc course in Anthropology. He also studied at the London School of Economics, and it does not appear on his student record that he was awarded any degree at UCL and therefore did not graduate.


Haksar appeared for the ICS exam in 1936 but did not qualify. The records available in the British Library in London show that his marks in the written qualifiers were much below the minimum amongst the persons selected.


A couple of weeks after he had enrolled himself at UCL, Haksar had an encounter which was to completely overturn his life. Like many Indian students in London, he used to frequent a bookshop called ‘Bibliofile’, which was located close to the British Museum. Speaking at a function in New Delhi four decades later in November 1976 in honour of Feroze Gandhi, PNH recalled Bibliofile and its owner Dr Sashadar Sinha, saying:1


We were attracted as much by the love of books which he could get us at a discount but even more by his massive intelligence and his remarkable insight into the whole ethos of our country’s civilization and contemporary strivings of those days. It was in this Bibliofile and through the courtesy of Dr. Sashadar Sinha that I met Feroze [Gandhi] … From that moment of our acquaintanceship we were drawn unto each other. After that friendship he led me to introduce me to another man, namely Krishna Menon of India League …


Haksar was not the only person introduced to Bibliofile by Feroze Gandhi. On 11 April 1981, Indira Gandhi was to write to Sinha’s widow:


I do remember my visits to The Bibliophile quite well, the interesting people one met there and the exciting arguments. I was introduced it to it by Feroze Gandhi whom I later married.


Sashadar Sinha had come to London in the 1920s and had started the bookshop after studying at the London School of Economics (LSE). That Bibliofile was an important meeting point for Indian students in the late1930s is evident from the fact that Jyoti Basu, the eminent communist leader who was chief minister of West Bengal during 1977–1996 also mentions it in his memoirs. Sinha was to return to India in 1947 and join the Publications Division of the Government of India.2
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In his recollection of Feroze Gandhi, Haksar does not mention that his friendship with him, perhaps in the final weeks of 1936, led him not just to Krishna Menon but brought the ‘big-eyed’ Indira Nehru back into his life. The three—Haksar, Feroze Gandhi and Indira Nehru—became close friends drawn together not just by Haksar’s cooking and their Allahabad links but, more importantly, by Krishna Menon and the India League and by their common passion—India’s freedom from British rule.


Feroze Gandhi and Haksar were to spend time together once again during 1955–1960 when PNH was posted in the Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi and Feroze Gandhi was a fiery member of Parliament (MP). No records of their interactions in New Delhi have survived, but in 1977 Harish Chandra Heda, one of Feroze Gandhi’s close friends and fellow MP in the 1950s recalled3 that ‘Feroze always looked forward to leisurely chats with P.N. Haksar’.
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In London, Haksar was becoming not just an ardent associate of Krishna Menon but was also getting very interested in anthropology. He had started taking courses at the London School of Economics (LSE) with Bronislaw Malinowski, a distinguished anthropologist. In December 1937, he was elected, undoubtedly with the support of Malinowski, as a Fellow of the Royal Anthropological Institute. A testimonial given to him by Malinowski, dated 11 June 1938, has survived in the latter’s archives at the LSE and reads thus:


I have great pleasure in stating my very high opinion of the personal character, the intelligence and general ability of Mr. P.N. Haksar, a student of the University of London (University College). Mr. Haksar has been working with me for a full academic session, and I regard him as one of the ablest students in my seminar, which contains young research scholars from many parts of the world. Mr. Haksar has shown great application as well as clarity of mind and ability of expression. He deserves every support in his scientific work. Given the possibilities for further training, Mr. Haksar will develop into a prominent scientific research worker in Indian Anthropology. [italics mine]


Raymond Firth, the very first doctorate in social anthropology from the LSE in the early-1940s, was to write almost half a century later to PNH, sending him greetings for 1996 and recalling:


I still remember a seminar paper of yours in which you explained very clearly how sub-castes improve their position by economic means. It was quite illuminating.


Haksar had done field-work in a small cluster of villages of Khandwa in the-then Central Provinces and Berar (in today’s Madhya Pradesh). He had concluded that ‘despite its apparent rigidities, castes do change and have changed’. But Malinowski’s prognostication of his student’s future proved wrong. A few months before getting this ‘certificate’ from his professor, PNH had been admitted as a student to Lincoln’s Inn on 28 January 1938. He was later called to the bar on 25 June 1941. However, Malinowski’s class had other impacts on his later life.


One of Haksar’s classmates was Jomo Kenyatta, who later went on to become the president of Kenya. PNH was to meet him in Nairobi in September 1970 when he found him living like ‘King Kenyatta’, as he informed Firth in his letter of 4 January 1996. In 1972, New Delhi and Nairobi were both competing to be the location for the proposed United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). Ultimately, Kenyatta’s friendship with Haksar, Haksar’s disdain for UN organizations and India’s foreign policy objective of not wanting to needlessly antagonize its African allies ensured India withdrew its candidature gracefully.


A second classmate was Fei Hsiao-tung, who went on to become one of China’s leading social scientists at the University of Peking. Haksar sent word to him through an Indian social science delegation that went to China in 1982 and Fei landed up in New Delhi the next year for a conference. Haksar and he picked up the threads from where they had left off 45 years earlier in London. This resulted in Haksar making his first visit to China at Fei’s invitation in November 1984.


Haksar would talk of Malinowski with respect all through his life. In a farewell function for him in the UK in early-1967 he was to be referred to as someone who had studied with Harold Laski at the LSE. Haksar was to correct it to say that he had not been Laski’s student but Malinowski’s. Laski, however, had been a mentor of Krishna Menon and so Haksar would definitely have met and interacted with the well-known Labour Party intellectual.


Did Haksar get a formal degree from the LSE? I asked the LSE archivist and her reply was:


Unfortunately we do not have a surviving student file and his period at the School was too later for him to appear in the published register of early students.


However, Haksar’s archives have papers from the LSE showing that he was on the mailing list of alumni. A ‘Dear LSE Graduate’ letter dated 17 February 1992 from J.M. Ashworth, the then LSE Director, invited Haksar for a ‘presentation ceremony for war-time graduates at the Royal Festival Hall on June 23, 1992’ and went on to ‘invite all alumni who graduated from LSE during war years to a reception at the School after the ceremony’.
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Haksar’s London sojourn is important not just because of his establishing a warm personal rapport with Feroze Gandhi and Indira Nehru but also because of his growing involvement with the communist movement. He attended and spoke at the Third International Conference of the World Student Association held in Paris during 15–19 August 1939, less than a fortnight before World War II commenced in Europe. At the conclave funded by the USSR through the Communist International (Comintern) and which had some 300 student delegates from 35 countries participating, he presented a detailed report, the cover page of which reads thus:
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The report resonates well with today’s concerns as well. He wrote how the Indian educational system had evolved to suit British colonial interests and lamented the abysmally low levels of literacy in India. He spoke of a charter of students’ rights—the right to free education, the right to be provided with qualified teachers, the right to freedom of thought and association, the right to be associated with the internal administration of educational institutions and the right to employment. He ended by declaring that:


The enemies of students all over the world today are essentially the same … To defeat these forces maximum unity possible must be achieved. The Indian student movement has realized this necessity; both at home and through its members abroad, it strives to establish closer and closer contacts with the student movements in other countries … It is for these movements to demonstrate increasingly their support for the Indian students’ demands, for by doing so they will in turn be weakening their own enemies and ensuring their own victory. Assured of such solidarity, the Indian student movement will throw its entire weight into the struggle against not only the forces of Imperialism in India, but also against the forces of Fascist reaction in the world today. [italics mine]


Today, the All-India Student Federation (AISF) is affiliated to the CPI but in the late-1930s, its beginnings were different.4 The AISF was launched at a students’ convention held at Lucknow on 12 August 1936. Jawaharlal Nehru inaugurated it and Muhammad Ali Jinnah presided over the function—in itself an unusual combination since by then the Congress and the Muslim League had already become bitter rivals. Initially it was an independent, student-initiated non-political body. But it formally split in December 1940 and it is only after that the AISF came under CPI control which, at that time, definitely meant the influence of the Soviet Union.


Krishna Menon had close links with leading figures of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), most notably its main theoretician Rajani Palme Dutt. Krishna Menon used the CPGB heavily because it supported the single-point objective of the India League—which was India’s complete freedom from British rule. Haksar too moved with CPGB leaders amongst whom James Klugmann was prominent. There is a group photograph of the 1939 World Student Assembly in Paris which shows Klugmann standing next to Pieter Keuneman who later became head of the Sri Lankan Communist Party and Haksar himself.


It was to later come out that Klugmann, who had toured India in 1938, was enmeshed with the Cambridge spy network that had, unknown to others, carried out espionage on behalf of the Soviet Union. His biographer5 has this to say about Klugmann’s activities in the late-1930s:


… Klugmann continued agitating on behalf of Indian students’ struggle for independence, keeping in contact with Cambridge comrades who organized the Colonial Group there, notably Victor Kiernan and S.M. (Mohan) Kumaramangalam, general secretary of the Federation of Indian Student Societies in Great Britain and Ireland, as well as P.N. Haksar, then at the LSE, who would later go on to be principal secretary to Indira Gandhi.


Klugmann was an indefatigable champion of Indian independence and that is all that mattered to PNH and other Indian students in the UK.


[image: Image]


Haksar’s intimate circle of Indian friends in the UK consisted of young men and women from privileged backgrounds. Eric Hobsbawm, the distinguished historian, was close to this Indian student network. He was to write in his memoirs almost six decades later:6


Until much later I did not realize how untypical they were of their societies. Those who got to Cambridge, Oxford, and the London School of Economics were the elite of elites of the ‘native’ colonial population, as soon became evident after decolonization. They were family friends of the Nehrus, like P.N. Haksar of the LSE, who provided cover in Primrose Hill for the courtship of Indira Nehru with Feroze Gandhi and, as civil servant, was the most powerful man in Independent India when I visited him in New Delhi in 1968 …


As if to confirm Hobsbawm’s recollection, on 2 April 1998 some seven months before he passed away, Haksar was to write to Katherine Frank:


I have read with admiration the way you are tracing the footsteps of Indira. Yes, I was in London from 1935 to 1942. Feroze was there too. When she arrived in London sometime in January 1941, she and Feroze stayed together in Feroze’s flat at 20, Abby Road. I was living very near there in 29, Abercorn Place. We met almost every evening and I cooked for both of them …


The later half of the 1930s continued to be crisis years for capitalism. The USA was struggling to get out of the Great Depression. The UK economy was in the doldrums. Fascist forces had taken over in Italy and the Nazis were supreme in Germany. In this background, the Soviet Union provided an attractive alternative. It had industrialized impressively in a short span of time. The terrible human cost of Soviet farm collectivization of the early-1930s was not yet in full evidence. Stalin’s infamous gulags and mock trials putting to death millions of people in the mid-1930s were yet to be fully known.7 This was also the period when the Spanish Civil War rallied idealistic youth and, at least, two of Haksar’s young English friends—John Cornford and Christopher Caudwell—went to fight for the Republican cause and perished.


The 1930s was also a time when unabashed ‘right wingers’ of Indian politics of the 1960s, and thereafter, were championing the cause of socialism. The outstanding example of this group of Indians is Minoo Masani, who enjoyed a very warm relationship with both Jawaharlal Nehru and Krishna Menon up to the end of the 1940s but became their bitter critic some years later. Jayaprakash Narayan was another well-known political figure who was Marxist in the 1930s, socialist in the 1940s but later became the leader of a movement in the 1970s that embraced political ideologies he had fought against decades earlier.


The left-wing Indian students who were part of Haksar’s world were close to Indira Gandhi as well, the thread binding all of them together being Krishna Menon directly and Jawaharlal Nehru and Subhas Bose indirectly. Two very personal letters from Indira Gandhi to Rajni Patel written in 1939 show the extent of this closeness. For example, on 7 January 1939, she wrote from Almora to Patel in Cambridge:


… As for my health, its is about the same: certainly no worse but not very much better either … Living up to the expectations which somebody else builds up for one is not at all easy. And what do you mean by ‘not get spoilt’? If you mean swollen-headed I can assure you it cannot happen. I know myself too well and my standards are too high for it to happen. I cannot live up to the reputation that Feroze may choose for me, it’s probably not the kind of reputation I want and anyway I hate living up to reputations!


Haksar’s active communist phase in London coincided with the new policy of Comintern to establish what were called ‘popular front’ governments all over Europe to fight Hitler, Mussolini and their allies. The heyday of the idea of a popular front was between 1934 and 1939. The historian Kermit McKenzie has described the popular front as:8


An imaginative, flexible programme of strategy and tactics, in which communists were permitted to exploit the symbols of patriotism, to assure their role of defenders of national independence, to check fascism without demanding an end to capitalism as the only remedy, and most important, to enter upon alliances with other parties, on the basis of fronts or on the basis of a government in which communists might participate.


Haksar came of age in London when the popular front idea was at its peak. He remained a ‘popular frontist’ all his life. He was wedded—as indeed was Indira Gandhi—to this mode of thinking about progressive political alliances. It was this political outlook imbibed in England in the late-1930s that led Haksar to welcome communists into the Congress fold and that encouraged Indira Gandhi to keep them on her side between 1967 and 1977.9
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What exactly was Haksar doing when he was not studying law after being admitted to the prestigious Lincoln’s Inn? A report prepared by the intelligence agencies for the Commonwealth Relations Office in April 1951 that identified ‘communists and fellow-travellers and sympathisers’ in the Indian High Commission in London may provide a clue. One person identified in the ‘fellow travellers category’ was Haksar who had joined the High Commission in June 1948. The intelligence report available in the British Library has this to say about him during these years:


Studied in UK 1935-1942. Joined Indian Foreign Service 1948. Held important position in FEDIND [Federation of Indian Societies in UK and Ireland] in 1939 and later became leader of secret group of Indian communist students. One time editor of Fedind magazine “The Indian Student”—Communist in tone. Still well disposed towards Communists and critical of his Govt’s attitude towards Communism.


That report also identified Patsy Pillay, Haksar’s assistant in the High Commission as a communist sympathizer. This must have been because her husband Vella Pillay was a leading anti-apartheid activist and a member of the South African Communist Party. The Pillays were to remain in close touch with Haksar till his death in 1998.


Haksar was clearly under close surveillance for his activities when he was a student in London. Scotland Yard was to report his presence at a function organized by the India League on 5 September 1941 in memory of Rabindranath Tagore, who had passed away a few months earlier. The report of 17 September 1941 available in the National Archives of India reads thus:


A public meeting in commemoration of the late Rabindranath TAGORE was held under the auspices of the India League at the Conway Hall, Red Lion Square, W.C. on 5th September.


A great deal of publicity had been given to this function and to the fact that M. MAISKY, the Russian Ambassador , was to be on the platform, with the result that the Conway Hall could not accommodate all the people who desired to attend …


The following Indians were identified among the audience: M.R. ANAND, D.V. TAHMANKAR, S. KABADI, K.S.SHELVANKAR, P.N. HAKSAR …


The usual Indian League literature was on sale …
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By August 1982, Haksar had lost his left eye and his vision in the right eye was beginning to get impaired. He spent 10 days in the USSR during December 1983–January 1984 at the Moscow Research Institute of Eye Surgery. There was some relief and on his return, he was to write on 4 February 1984 to one of his close English friends, John Grigg:


… I still have something to argue with you about the true nature and character of the Soviet Union—its achievements and its failures. The dominant theme of the propaganda against the Soviet Union since the 30s of this century right up to the present has been wrong just as the more ardent admirers have been wrong in looking upon the Soviet Union as some sort of God. There has to be a saner and a more reasoned understanding of the Soviet Union. Can we agree on this? There has to be a similar approach to China … [italics mine]


Whatever he may have felt in the 1980s and thereafter, the fact remains that in the late-1930s and very early-1940s Haksar was very much a communist. This was not unusual for a young man then for, as rhyme went:10


Breathes there a man with a soul so dead,
Who was not, in the Thirties, Red?


When Haksar became powerful in the late-1960s, he went out of his way to find jobs for his ‘Red’ friends of the London days. Older by eight years, K.S. Shelvankar had worked with Haksar for the India League. He was to become India’s consul general in Hanoi in 1969 and ambassador in Moscow in 1971. S.S. Dhavan was also older to Haksar by eight years, had studied law at Cambridge and had come under the influence of Krishna Menon. He was to be appointed India’s high commissioner in the UK in 1968 and thereafter the governor of West Bengal the very next year.


Mohan Kumaramangalam first became chairman of Indian Airlines in August 1969 and then minister of steel and mines in March 1971.11 After a long career with Lever Brothers and Hindustan Lever, K.T. Chandy became chairman of the Food Corporation of India in 1967 and of Hindustan Steel a year later. Himmat Sinh of the princely family of Mansa in Gujarat was an MP during 1972–1978. Barring Dhavan who was a distinguished jurist but quite a disaster as a high commissioner to London and governor of West Bengal—Haksar had to literally demand and secure his resignation from both positions12—the others were all able men in their own right and made many contributions. But the fact remains that what got them their governmental positions was Haksar’s influence in Indira Gandhi’s innermost circle and also the fact that she herself was very well acquainted with them from her own UK stay.


There were, of course, other members of the London cabal who did not join Indira Gandhi’s government. A number of them came back and became full-timers in the CPI and were to remain bitter critics of Indira Gandhi, albeit close personal friends of both hers and of Haksar. These included Jyoti Basu, Bhupesh Gupta and Indrajit Gupta who became elected political figures and Parvathi Kumaramangalam and N.K. Krishnan who married each other and became trade unionists. Nikhil Chakravarty returned to India married Renu Roy who became an MP from West Bengal representing the CPI. Snehangshu Acharya became a leading advocate of Calcutta but was intimately connected with the CPI first and the Communist Party of India (Marxist) later. Arun Bose became a well-known Marxist economist and teacher in Delhi University.


There were some who were with Haksar in London in the 1930s and went on to do completely different things far removed from politics. Prominent among them was Mulk Raj Anand, one of India’s best known authors. On the occasion of Haksar’s 75th birthday in September 1988, he was to write:13


I think P.N. Haksar is ‘Student Molotov’, the kind of studious man who loves books above other things, as Molotov is said to do.14 I dare not say this to him. I told Krishna Menon one day, when he asked me, “Why has Haksar not shown up in the India League office for months?” “Oh!” I said, “he is Student Molotov. He reads too much and has little time to come and do much of the donkey work of putting addresses on envelopes for your circulars”. Krishna Menon, who seldom liked other people’s sense of humour said: “Have you told him this?” “No!” I said: “there are some things which can only be said behind people’s backs”. [italics mine]


Actually, Mulk Raj Anand was being less than fair to Krishna Menon. Over a period of four years, Menon sent Haksar off to different parts of the UK to speak about India to trade unions, students and youth, factory workers and social groups like women’s associations, religious organizations like the Quakers and Christian Free Church and political bodies like the Fabians, the Independent Labour Party and the League of Nations Union. The India League, of which Krishna Menon was the pivot for well over two decades, has not got the full due as it deserves. Haksar himself was to point out in a radio broadcast on the night of Krishna Menon’s death on 6 October 1974:15


There is a tendency in our country to be inward-looking and to forget altogether the contribution which India League and Krishna [Menon] made towards the cause of our country’s freedom. We say that this struggle for Indian Independence was fought and won by India. Undoubtedly it was fought and won in India; but Indian Independence was the product of negotiations and not of a revolutionary upheaval. It was a product of negotiations between the British on the one side and Indian nationalism on the other. More specifically, it was a result of negotiations between the British Labour Government and the Indian National Congress. Krishna’s dedicated work through India League prepared the British Labour movement to accept Indian Independence… [italics mine]


On Haksar’s death in November 1998, Mulk Raj Anand was to write a moving obituary to his friend of six decades and recall their association in London of the late 1930s:16


… In those days, British socialist intellectuals like John Strachey, Harold Laski, Dorothy Woodman and George Orwell were helping publisher Victor Gollancz. In view of the rising menace of Hitler’s Fascism, the readers of Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club had formed small clubs in their own areas. We, the Indian students, had formed one too which met in small halls in Bloomsbury. P.N. Haksar, an intense scholar of political and social literature, often led the discussion in the Indian students’ book club … Sometimes Feroze Gandhi invited our informal club members to a Sunday lunch, to which Indira Gandhi came when ever she was in London … Chaudhury Rehmat Ali, who sold pamphlets on Pakistan to students, seemed to us a joke. But I remember P.N. Haksar saying, “This pamphleteer may be a joke but in Uttar Pradesh the big landlords wanted the rich lands of Punjab and they were backing Jinnah”. [italics mine]


That was an early ‘class’ analysis of the demand for Pakistan by a young Indian Marxist student who would have much to do with that country three decades later.
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IV. Communist in Nagpur


(1942–1943)
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This section covers the only year of Haksar’s life when he was a full-time office-bearer of the Communist Party of India (CPI) on his return to India from London in 1942. He became active in Nagpur, mobilizing textile, electricity and other workers. But by mid-1943 he left for Allahabad and his formal association with the CPI came to an abrupt end.
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Haksar with two of his earliest Nagpur-based Communist Party of India comrades of the early-1940s: Dhanraj Acharya (right) and S.K. Sanyal (left), Nagpur, May 1974.


HAKSAR RETURNED FROM LONDON SOMETIME IN EARLY-1942 TO THE area he knew well from his childhood. He had been out of India for almost seven years. He had a valued law degree but he had no regular job to which he had come back. However, he had a mission—to propagate the communist ideology amongst the industrial workers in central India. The Nagpur unit of the CPI had been formed in 1937 with B.N. Mukherjee as its first secretary. Mukherjee, a textile worker, was arrested for taking part in the Quit India movement launched on 9 August 1942 by Mahatma Gandhi—his last frontal challenge to the British. By the time the Quit India movement was launched, the CPI was officially supportive of the war effort, the switch having taken place after Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941. This did not, however, prevent many communists like Mukherjee from following Gandhi’s call.


Haksar was appointed secretary in Mukherjee’s place. Decades later on the occasion of his birth centenary in 2013, PNH’s daughter Nandita was to recall:1


When he returned to India in 1942 he was carrying secret messages for the Communist Party of India (probably from Rajani Palme Dutt to P.C. Joshi) sewn into the lining of his rather smart coat tailored by a Savile Row tailor, Mark Risner, a comrade.


After he had been recommended for selection to the Indian Foreign Service in June 1948, a police report on Haksar’s character was asked for by the authorities concerned. That report is now available in the National Archives and has this to say about his Nagpur stint:


According to the records of the Criminal Investigation Department, Special Branch United Provinces, Shri Parameshwar Narain Haksar son of Shri J.N. Haksar Retired Sessions Judge Nagpur, was the leader of a Communist group of Indian Students in 1935 and was in touch with prominent members of the Communist Party in Great Britain. On his return to India in July 1942, a few communist books were found in his possession. In the same year he associated with a communist of Nagpur named P.T. Dalal and became the Secretary of the Nagpur District Communist Party. He continued his association and correspondence with P.T. Dalal upto 1944 but did not take party in any communist or other political activities … [italics mine]


The police report was simply filed and Haksar was to be inducted into the Indian Foreign Service (IFS).
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One of Haksar’s young aides in Nagpur was an 18-year-old A.B. Bardhan who later on became the general secretary of the CPI in 1996 and remained in that position till 2012. Bardhan and PNH went their separate ways after 1943. It was only on 21 February 1974 that the two re-established contact with each other with Bardhan writing to Haksar thus:


After many, many years—in fact decades, I am writing this short personal note to you … The present letter is to introduce a close friend of mine who happens however to be in the Congress and is a very prominent Sindhi social worker of this region …


Speaking in November 2006 at a Haksar Memorial Seminar in Chandigarh, Bardhan was to recall:


… I deliberately call him Comrade … because the period during which I knew him and worked under him, he was a member of the Communist Party of India and I worked only as his assistant. So, that has been my relation with Comrade Haksar … To think that he was only a communist in those days of 1942-43, will be doing him a great injustice …


Another early recruit of Haksar into the CPI cadre was Dhanraj Acharya, who took over as district secretary of the CPI in Nagpur from him in 1943. Acharya came from a poor family, got imprisoned, educated himself and later on became a prominent entrepreneur in Nagpur. One of his later letters to Haksar was dated 17 November 1973 and reads thus:


Presently all TV manufacturing is located at Bombay and Delhi where many of the facilities and necessary infrastructure is available. It was really a big challenge to our young engineer to produce a set at a place where the struggle is very hard.


It is because of your good offices that I could get a licence to manufacture TV set at Nagpur and as a token of my gratitude for your support, I would like to install my first set at your residence and it would be my great pleasure to receive your comments with a word of encouragement and blessings.


By the late-1960s and early-1970s, Acharya had gravitated towards the Congress party. Ironically, that very first television set installed in Haksar’s residence was named after the young man who would cause PNH’s estrangement with Indira Gandhi—her younger son Sanjay Gandhi.


Haksar’s direct and formal association with the CPI would end by mid-1943. Seven years before he passed away, he was to look back on this brief phase of his life in a long letter he wrote to one of his intimate friends Pauline Baines in London. On 24 September 1991 he was to recall candidly:


… You have asked me to share with you how I feel about the great upheavals taking place not only in the Soviet Union but elsewhere too. So far as the Soviet Union is concerned, all of us had invested our own distinctive feelings for love, compassion, justice, liberty, equality, humanism and a vision of a society which we call socialist or communist. Neither you nor I had ever visited the Soviet Union. My first visit took place as recently as in 1971. So, we read through several lines written by persons whom we believed had first hand knowledge … I must, however, confess that I felt certain amount of unease at that time which became very pronounced when I returned home and found Indian communists mechanically obeying Comintern dictat without any possibility of civilized debate and discussion. I had to part company. [italics mine]


Was this the only reason why Haksar left Nagpur suddenly? There may well have been personal reasons for his decision. His father was not keeping well and he may have felt the need to take up a ‘respectable’ job, not knowing when he would be called upon to support his family. As it turned out, Jagdish Narain Haksar passed away just a year later. PNH would cease to be a member of the CPI from July 1943 onward. But he would remain an unrepentant Marxist throughout his life.


Notes


1. Haksar, Nandita (2013).




V. The Allahabad Advocate


(1943–1947)
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This section covers the four years that Haksar practised as a lawyer at the Allahabad High Court. Having abandoned a career in the CPI, he took to law practice seriously and earned a name for himself quickly coming to the notice of Tej Bahadur Sapru first, and through him Jawaharlal Nehru. During this period, Feroze and Indira Gandhi were also in Allahabad. Haksar was to see their first-born Rajiv, only a few weeks after his birth in August 1944.
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Eminent lawyer and Haksar’s mentor Tej Bahadur Sapru (centre) with Jawaharlal Nehru and Kailash Nath Katju. Beginning of the trial of Indian National Army prisoners, New Delhi, November 1945.


THERE IS A SECOND UNPUBLISHED MANUSCRIPT OF HAKSAR AND IT DEALS with his Allahabad years in the 1940s. It is a delightful account of the people who formed part of his life and of how he established himself in the legal profession.


On 13 July 1943, Haksar arrived in Allahabad from Lucknow. With him was his cousin Urmila Sapru. She had got a master’s degree in political science from Lucknow University and was going to teach in a college in Allahabad. In her memoirs, she writes of 1943 when she was preparing for her final examinations:1


… And then like a miracle the cousin turned up from nowhere. This was the cousin I had been very fond of when we were in Allahabad [between 1929 and 1935]. He had left for England in 1935. We had exchanged letters at first, gradually they had become fewer and far between and had ultimately stopped. Eight years was a long gap. The memory of him was dimmed by the passage of time but somewhere the embers of that childish fond affection were still lying dormant and had not grown cold. Ten days he stayed. What wonderful ten days they were! He brought a whiff of fresh air with him and tales and adventures of far off lands … We talked and talked. On many a subject did we talk and each time there was something fresh he had to add …


Haksar had come to Allahabad to be a junior to one of the city’s leading barristers Bidhu Bhushan Malik, popularly known as Malik Saheb. On his arrival in the city, PNH got a telegram from Bombay with a job offer from the British company Lever Brothers at what was then a grand salary of 300 rupees a month. The man responsible for this offer was his old London chum K.T. Chandy. Haksar seriously considered the Chandy offer. He writes:


I had a notion that, once established in the legal profession, I would be my own master. In Lever Brothers, I would be part of a hierarchy of businessmen, with the top echelons reserved for the Britishers. In my encounters with businessmen I had not felt comfortable in their company. Their conversation, interests, passions seemed to have little in common with my own. Temperamentally I could not imagine myself in a hierarchical system. And yet, a bird in hand certainly was worth two in the bush. But what kind of bird was it? Lever Brothers, selling soaps and vegetable oil products in India, did not attract me.


What appears to have clinched the issue was that Urmila Sapru approved of his declining Chandy’s offer. That, as Haksar writes, ‘was the end of the matter. I felt anchored’. Within less than a year of becoming Malik’s junior, however, Haksar was left to fend for himself since his senior had become a judge of the Allahabad High Court in 1944. But he helped PNH enormously in the transition with the result that Haksar enrolled as an advocate of the High Court of Allahabad on 24 March 1944. He was 31 and finally appeared to be settling down.


The two biggest names of the Allahabad Bar then were Tej Bahadur Sapru and Kailash Nath Katju—both known well to Haksar’s family. Sapru, of course, was the unsurpassed titan. Yet, Haksar started his legal career with Bidhu Bhushan Malik. It would appear that this would have created some disadvantage but he was consoled, he writes, by some remarks made in May–June 1944 by one of Tej Bahadur Sapru’s assistants—Inderpal Singh. In Haksar’s words:


One day, I was walking down the corridor of the High Court, on my way to the Bar Library when Inderpal Singh stopped me and said: “If you will permit me, sir, I want to say something to you. I want to say that in my view, you will be a success at the Bar. Your name will shine”. I was rather taken aback by this remark. I asked Inderpal Singh, “Inderpal Singhji, what made you reach this conclusion…?” He said: “I shall explain to you very simply. You are the first Kashmiri gentleman who came to Allahabad to practice law and did not fall for an easy way by becoming a junior to either Sir Tej or Dr. Kailash Nath Katju. Many fall for this easier way and certainly made some money, but remained juniors all their lives … you did very well in joining Malik Saheb … Already the clerks in Allahabad High Court, whose judgments about lawyers have unerring precision, are talking about you”. [italics mine]


Haksar valued this testimonial all his life. Malik went on to become chief justice of the Allahabad High Court in 1948 and vice chancellor of Calcutta University in the 1960s. Haksar, it seemed, had impressed not just him but Sapru and Katju as well. In one matter in the district court in Nagpur, in 1945, he appeared as a junior to Tej Bahadur Sapru. And soon thereafter, he appeared as a junior to Kailash Nath Katju in a different matter in the Lahore High Court where the opposing counsel was none other than Tej Bahadur Sapru himself.
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Ages later, on 22 September 1979, when he was in complete retirement, Haksar was to write to Malik:


… you were my greatest benefactor apart from my own uncle who lent me financial support in the critical years when I began life in Allahabad. But without your generous, warm-hearted and gracious interest in me, I would not have been anywhere. I never really asked the reason why you judged me to be an appropriate person to be the beneficiary of your generosity … However, the question that persists in my mind is as to why you thought of bestowing on me all the kindness and gifts. Can you throw some light?


Unfortunately, Malik’s reply to his protégé’s plea is not available.


A few weeks after India had become free from British rule on 15 August 1947, Haksar received a telegram from S. Ratnam, joint secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations. It is best to describe this in Haksar’s own words contained in a letter he was to write to Ratnam on 25 May 1982:


You would, no doubt, be surprised to receive this letter. However, I have been wanting to write to you or even speak to you about it. Somehow I could not. I do apologise for making a trespass on your time, but if you could help me in some way I shall be extremely grateful.


I have in my possession a telegram. I reproduce an exact copy of it.


INDIAN POSTS AND TELEGRAPH DEPTS.























	 

	 

	 

	Office Stamp






	Handed in a (office of origin)

	Date

	Hour

	ALLAHABAD 26 SEPT. ’47






	New Delhi

	26

	18

	 








PANDIT PARMESHWAR N. HAKSAR CARE R.N.GURTU, BAR AT LAW HAMILTON ROAD, GEORGETOWN ALLAHABAD.


“PANDIT JAWAHARLAL PROPOSES YOU SHOULD UNDERTAKE WRITING HISTORY OF RECENT COMMUNAL DISTURBANCES. SPECIAL TEMPORARY POST UNDER EXTERNAL AFFAIRS MINISTRY WILL BE CREATED FOR THE PURPOSE. PLEASE TELEGRAPH RATNAM JOINT SECRETARY CARE FOREIGN DELHI NEW DELHI. HOW SOON YOU COULD COME HERE TO DISCUSS TERMS ALTERNATIVELY RING HIM UP AT 2639 OFFICE OR 8845 RESIDENCE= FOREIGN”


As you will see, the telegram was issued by you. Two things have intrigued me about this telegram. Firstly who could have possibly suggested to Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru my name for writing the history of communal disturbances? And secondly, who actually asked you to send the telegram? Was it Sir Girija Shankar Bajpai?


Ratnam was to reply to this voice from his past as it were five days later:


Kindly refer to your letter of the 21st instant. I am at the moment an in-patient at the Ganga Ram Hospital after having undergone surgery for a gland ailment. You can well appreciate why I am unable to think back what happened 35 years ago. I shall telephone you as soon as I get home.


We do not know whether Ratnam actually did get to speak to Haksar subsequently. Who suggested to India’s prime minister that Haksar should be asked to join the Ministry of External Affairs and who asked Ratnam to send the telegram to Haksar? Sadly, the mystery will remain. Although there is no clinching evidence, the probability points to Tej Bahadur Sapru since he was to write a testimonial a few months later in support of PNH’s induction into the Foreign Service.


Haksar did not exactly jump at the opportunity to join the Government of India because his law practice was taking off. In his letter to Malik of 22 September 1979 from which I have just quoted, Haksar had also written:


I vividly recall the telegram I received from Delhi from Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru asking me to come over to Delhi to write [a] history of communal disturbances. I took it to you. I myself was not inclined to give up law practice at its formative stage and go over to Delhi. You however persuaded me to go and even assured me that for a short while, at any rate, my cases would remain adjourned. I still want to know why you encouraged me to go to Delhi which resulted, ultimately, in changing the entire course of my life.


Alas, Malik’s reply to this letter too is not available.


On 13 October 1947, Haksar left Allahabad for good and for a life in public service. He was 34 when he joined the Government of India, albeit on a temporary basis initially for a period of six months. Those six months became 30 years. But Allahabad remained in his blood. On 6 August 1982 with his left eye gone completely and living in complete retirement, Haksar was to write to the registrar of the Allahabad High Court:


… I request you to restore my enrolment as an Advocate. I want to do this for a variety of reasons, including a sentimental one that I should come back at my age of nearly 69 to where I belonged, namely the legal profession …


Notes


1. Haksar, Urmila (1972).




VI. Life in the Foreign Service


(1947–1965)
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This section covers the first 18 years of Haksar’s diplomatic career that began in October 1947. He had assignments in New Delhi, London, Geneva, Korea, Nigeria and Austria. Of these 18 years, almost half were spent in London alone, in two stints. While in New Delhi, between 1955 and 1960, he worked closely with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru who was also the country’s External Affairs minister. However, there was nothing extraordinary in this period that pointed towards Haksar’s future greatness.
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UN Security Council meeting on Kashmir, February 1948.
Seated (front row extreme left) is N. Gopalaswami Ayyangar. Sheikh Abdullah is seated extreme left on the second row (with cap). Seated third from left in the third row is Haksar.


New Delhi (1947–1948)


Haksar joined the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations on 15 October 1947 as an officer on special duty for an initial period of six months. The prime minister had recruited him to produce a report on communal disturbances in India. Very soon, a turf battle ensued with the Ministry of Home Affairs questioning the appropriateness of the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, studying what it considered to be purely a domestic issue that fell fairly and squarely within its domain. Within a few weeks of his joining, therefore, Haksar was asked to shift gears and start preparing briefs on the Jammu and Kashmir issue which had been referred by India to the UN Security Council on 1 January 1948 for mediation after the Pakistani invasion of the Kashmir Valley.


On 7 January 1948, Jawaharlal Nehru wrote to Home Minister Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel:1


During your absence the Kashmir situation, more specifically in regard to the reference to the U.N.O. had developed and we had to take a number of decisions. We have missed you here because your advice would have been valuable but we could not afford to postpone our decisions owing to the urgency of the matter. A part of our delegation, including Gopalaswami Ayyangar is leaving Delhi this afternoon …


Our delegation has progressively grown. Apart from Gopalaswami, Setalvad and Abdullah, there will be Colonel Kaul and Haksar of the External Affairs Ministry … Haksar has been dealing with these matters in our Ministry for the last 2-3 months and knows all about them. He is a very capable young man and a competent lawyer who had a rising practice in Allahabad. [italics mine]


A couple of weeks later, on 28 February 1948, Nehru also informed Lord Mountbatten, India’s governor-general, of the delegation to the United Nations, writing:2


… The delegation will thus consist of: Gopalaswami Ayyangar, M.C. Setalvad, G.S. Bajpai, M.K. Vellodi, a military officer and a public relations officer (B.L. Sharma). There is another very intelligent and bright young man named Haksar whom we sent with the delegation and is still there.


The session took place at Lake Success, New York and Haksar played an important backroom role drafting the statements of Gopalaswami Ayyangar and M.C. Setalvad defending India’s position on the accession of Jammu and Kashmir to India in October 1947. More importantly, he was to get to know one member of the Indian delegation well with whom he would have much to do in the 1970s and early-1980s—Sheikh Mohammed Abdullah.


On his return from New York,3 Haksar faced a high-powered interview board on 2 June 1948 to consider his induction into the newly established IFS. He had recommendations from Tej Bahadur Sapru and Bidhu Bhushan Malik. The interview board comprised, among others, Girija Shankar Bajpai, the secretary-general of the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations, and W.S. Puranik, chairman of the Federal Public Service Commission,4 with K.P.S. Menon, the foreign secretary also in attendance. Seven candidates were interviewed and four were rejected. Haksar was the only one recommended for regular diplomatic duties as a member of the IFS. According to the files available in the National Archives, the interview board observed the following on him:


Board were of the opinion that he was of average ability but had capacity for hard work.


It was certainly not a ringing endorsement of his candidature but nevertheless, Haksar was recommended for induction which was to formally take place on 15 January 1949. Incidentally, Khushwant Singh, the noted Indian author and journalist, writes in his autobiography that Haksar was interviewed in London for induction into the IFS by a committee headed by Harold Laski.5 Singh was clearly mistaken.


PNH would be the second Haksar to join the IFS. His father’s cousin S.N. Haksar, senior to him in the hierarchy, had come into the IFS via the ICS. They were poles apart in temperament and ideology but were extremely close otherwise.6 A decade later, a third Haksar—A.N.D.—would join the IFS. When PNH was at the peak of his power during 1967–1973 he would get many letters from all and sundry claiming to be his classmates in school or college and he would reply patiently to each of them saying that he was ‘P.N.’ Haksar and not ‘S.N.’ or ‘A.N.D.’ Haksar and that he was not their classmate. To make matters more complex, he had another second cousin, also called P.N. Haksar [Prakash Narain]. PNH would get similar letters from people claiming to be classmates of his and he would, without being irritated, write back that perhaps they had mistaken him for the other P.N. who lived in Calcutta. As an example, PNH was to write to one Asaf Ali Baig of Hyderabad on 6 January 1970:


Your letter addressed to Prakash Narain Haksar has been received by me. I have been trying to remember if we have ever met. Unless my memory fails me completely, I do not recall the pleasure of making your acquaintance. This led me to conclude that you are probably thinking that I am, in fact, Prakash Narain Haksar, which I am not. Prakash Bhai was my cousin—indeed a favourite and most lovable cousin. However, he suddenly died a few months ago in Allahabad. He had settled down in Calcutta and was married to the daughter of the late Dr. K.N. Katju. However, since you are a friend of Prakash Bhai, I would be delighted to meet you when you come to New Delhi.


Ten months later, when he would be mistaken for another Haksar, PNH was to write to one J.N. Chatterjee of Hooghly on 10 November 1970:


I have received your letter. Quite clearly this is case of mistaken identity as I was never in Djakarta and have, in fact, never visited Indonesia. You may have probably met a very young officer of the Foreign Service, Shri A.N.D. Haksar who was, if I recall correctly, a First Secretary in Djakarta. Be that as it may, I shall be glad to be of any assistance if I can. However, it is by no means clear from your letter what precisely you wish me to do and what actually is your background and experience and your present employment.


Meanwhile, with his assignment on Kashmir having wound down for the present, Girija Shankar Bajpai decided, sometime in May 1948, to post Haksar to South Africa. However, as he was coming out of Bajpai’s room after getting that news, he ran into Krishna Menon who had just been appointed as India’s high commissioner in the UK. In Haksar’s later recollection:7


… [Menon] informed me that I was to go to London. “I have spoken to Panditji. We shall work there together”. Thus it was that I found myself in our High Commission in London.


The memory of having had Haksar work with him at the India League in the late-1930s must have still been fresh in Krishna Menon’s mind. Bajpai had told Haksar8 that after having joined the IFS ‘one luxury you can no longer enjoy is to choose your boss; you serve whoever he is’. Haksar was to be that rare individual who the bosses would seek out—first Krishna Menon and years later, Indira Gandhi.


London, Geneva, New York, New Delhi (1948–1952)


So off to London Haksar went. His job was to send periodic reports on the political situation in the UK to the Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations and speak to British audiences on what was happening in a newly independent India. But his services were sought elsewhere as well. The most notable example of this was the Diplomatic Conference convened by the Swiss Federal Council at Geneva in August 1949 for the establishment of international conventions for the protection of war victims. Four such conventions were negotiated and finalized. These are known as the (i) Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Wounded and Sick in Armed Forces in the Field, 1949; (ii) Geneva Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of Wounded, Sick and Shipwrecked Members of Armed Forces at Sea, 1949; (iii) Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War, 1949; and (iv) Geneva Convention for the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time of War, 1949.


Haksar was part of a four-member Indian delegation to the Diplomatic Conference. He was virtually the voice of the delegation and played a key role in drafting the report that led to the fourth of the conventions. His services were lauded explicitly and became part of the official record. But I wonder what he would have made of the fact that his contributions were to be used 56 years later by the US Deputy Assistant Attorney General Howard C. Nielson Jr, in a memorandum prepared on the subject of ‘Whether Persons Captured and Detained in Afghanistan are “Protected Persons” under the Fourth Geneva Convention’. In an elaborate 29-page memorandum, Nielsen drew from the records of the Diplomatic Convention and on Haksar’s interventions at the 1949 Conference to conclude that:9


… the provisions of the Fourth Geneva Convention relating to “protected persons” do not apply to persons captured and detained [by the U.S.] in Afghanistan.


In early-1952, Haksar was once again asked by Nehru to join the Indian delegation to the United Nations. The Sixth Session of the General Assembly was meeting in Paris and his performance was notable enough for two commendatory references he received in letters sent to the prime minister. The first was from India’s ambassador to France, H.S. Malik, who wrote to Nehru on 9 February 1952:


His services as Adviser were of very great value to the Delegation. A keen student of European affairs; he has at the same time a flair for keeping himself well informed by personal contacts and was most useful for lobbying. Towards the end of the session he also participated in the work of the Ad Hoc Committee over the Arab Refugee question when R.K. Nehru was away.


The second was from B.N. Rau, who was then India’s permanent representative to the United Nations. Earlier, he had been the principal author of the first draft of the Indian Constitution in 1946. Rau wrote to Nehru on 26 February 1952 that Haksar was:


Another of our promising young men. Chiefly assisted or representative in the “Ad Hoc” Committee but capable of any work assigned to him. Hard working and extremely competent.


But these accolades were small compensation for the frustration that had begun to overtake Haksar. Of the 132 officers in the IFS in mid-1951, he was 55th in seniority. He was 38 years old then with another 20 years of service left. He found promotional avenues being blocked for middle-aged ‘lateral entrants’ like him. People of his vintage belonging to the ICS had moved ahead faster than him in the administrative hierarchy. So by mid-1952 he had decided to resign from the IFS and return to law practice. This was to lead to an unusual exchange between the prime minister and two of his colleagues concerning Haksar.


It all started with Girija Shankar Bajpai, who had by then moved as governor of Bombay, writing to Nehru on 8 June 1952:


… Haksar who returned from England yesterday, came for a chat … [He] is thinking of returning to private life … My own view is that there are not very many such men in the Service, and that if they are given responsibility and reasonable emoluments, they will be satisfied … I do not wish to be regarded as meddling in affairs which no longer concern me but thought it my duty to let you have my personal impression regarding Haksar, who I think is one of our most promising men …


Two days later, Nehru sent Bajpai’s letter to K.P.S. Menon, the foreign secretary saying:


I enclose a letter from Shri Girija Shankar Bajpai. I entirely agree with him about Haksar …


Girija Shankar Bajpai had chaired the interview board in June 1948 recommending Haksar to the IFS with the somewhat scathing observation that he was of ‘average ability’. Evidently, that opinion had changed dramatically for Bajpai was to write a second time to the prime minister on 25 June 1952, asking him to persuade Haksar to withdraw his resignation and resume his political and diplomatic work in London with the newly appointed high commissioner, B.G. Kher:


… As Haksar has only recently returned, I recognize that he may find it inconvenient, if not impossible, to go back at once. I have little doubt, however, that if he were told that his status and emoluments will both be enhanced and that he was urgently needed in London to assist Kher, his response would be both prompt and favourable …


Nehru followed Bajpai’s advice. He succeeded in his mission and wrote to B.G. Kher on 3 July 1952:10


… I had a talk with P.N. Haksar. I have induced him to remain in service and to go back to London at least for some time now. I believe he is going to get married soon. He said he would be able to return about the end of this month. I think that he was very unfairly treated in his grading. We propose to rectify this and to give him the status of a Counsellor …


Having promised Haksar that the injustice done to him would be rectified, Nehru then took up the matter with the finance minister, C.D. Deshmukh on 5 July 1952:11


In a few days time B.G. Kher will take charge in London. He is doing so at a somewhat critical time from the point of view of political talks that have been going on over the very delicate issue of the Korean cease-fire … Unfortunately the one really competent political adviser we had in London has also come away. This is P.N. Haksar. He is at present on leave in India. He really came away with the intention to retire from the Foreign Service because he had long been feeling that he has had a raw deal. He was one of the rising young barristers in Allahabad when I inducted him, just four years ago, to join the newly started Foreign Service …


I sent for him a few days ago and have succeeded in inducing him to remain in this Service and to go back to London as soon as he can. We have to give him a more responsible position, that of a Political Counsellor. I hope you agree …


The finance minister did not take long to reply, writing to the prime minister six days later and agreeing to the suggestion that Haksar’s post in London needed to be upgraded. Thanks to Bajpai’s plea, Nehru’s intervention and Deshmukh’s approval, PNH relented. He got married in August 1952 and returned to London. That he was virtually running the show in the High Commission on his return is revealed by a letter Indira Gandhi wrote to Nehru on 17 May 1953 while she was staying with the high commissioner:12


… I’m terribly disappointed with Kher Sahib. He is so easily taken in, so hedged in with prejudices … He isn’t really interested in politics or foreign affairs. He seems quite unaware of currents and cross-currents. Somebody—not Haksar—told me that Haksar has to write out the simplest things for him.


Not surprisingly when Nehru called all heads of Indian missions in Western Europe and USA for a four-day conclave in Burgenstock in Switzerland in September 1953, Haksar was the only non-head of mission present. The conference had a packed agenda that covered a survey of the world situation, NATO, European Defence Community, India’s relations with individual countries and specific issues like German Unity, Franco-German relations, Austrian Treaty, Trieste and American influence in Europe. Haksar was also asked to prepare the report of the conference and suggestions for follow-up which he did with his customary meticulousness.


It was at Burgenstock that Charlie Chaplin came to meet Nehru, and Haksar was to recall this visit seven months before his death, in a letter to Katherine Frank on 2 April 1998:


On the last day of the Conference, Charlie Chaplin came to see Nehru. It was late in the evening. As he was coming up the steps, I even took a photograph of him … As far as I recall, Charlie Chaplin met Nehru and Indira. No one else was present. From casual remarks made by Indira, I learnt that Charlie Chaplin was full of admiration for Nehru’s foreign policy. He also apparently told him the compulsions which led him to migrate from the USA. I have vivid images of various films of Chaplin, e.g. Gold Rush, Modern Times, The Great Dictator, The Circus, etc. etc.


Korea (1953–1954)


1953 was the high point for Indian diplomacy on the world stage. Krishna Menon’s indefatigable efforts had resulted in an armistice being declared in the three-year war that had been raging between North Korea supported by the USSR and China on the one side and South Korea supported by the USA, UK and other Western powers on the other. India’s role in ending the hostilities has never got the recognition that it deserves and it is only in recent years that some scholars have begun to acknowledge it sufficiently.13


One of the follow-up actions to the armistice by the United Nations was the establishment of a Neutral Nations Repatriation Commission (NNRC) which was to decide on the fate of over 20,000 prisoners of war from both sides. India was chosen as the chairman of the NNRC, with Poland and Czechoslovakia representing the communist bloc and Sweden and Switzerland representing the Western world. There was to be a United Nations Command led by an Englishman and a Custodian Force sent by India. Nehru selected Lt General K.S. Thimayya as the chairman of the NNRC and Major General S.S.P. Thorat as the commander of the Custodian Force India (CFI) as it was to be called. Haksar was selected by Nehru as one of the two political advisers in Thimayya’s team. Very soon he became the only one since the other person, I.J. Bahadur Singh, had to be repatriated from Korea quickly on health grounds.


Thimayyya became a hero at the end of the NNRC’s tenure in February 1954. He was feted—and rightly so—both at home and abroad for having executed a most thankless task courageously. But while in Panmunjom in the Korean Demilitarised Zone for almost six months, Thimayya and Haksar had developed serious differences. It was both a clash of style and substance. Thimayya was a military man through and through while Haksar had more sensitive political antennae. He felt that Thimayya was being excessively solicitous of the Americans and, by extension, of the UN Command. Eric Gonsalves, who was in Thimayya’s team as a young Foreign Service officer of three years standing, recalled to me that the differences between Thimayya and PNH stemmed from their backgrounds with ‘Haksar being a left-leaning intellectual with the usual LSE background and Thimayya … a Sandhurst professional … The main point was India’s relationship with China.’14


Sometime in February, 1954, Haksar submitted his report on the functioning of the NNRC to Nehru. The report showed that Thimayya was inclined, more often than not, to support the Swedes and the Swiss on the NNRC even when Haksar felt that the Czechs and the Poles had a reasonable request or point to make. He recorded that ‘Major General Thorat, and to a certain extent, Lt General Thimayya, always tried to create the impression that they were reasonable people and saw the U.N. point of view but that their political advisers [mainly Haksar] and the Government of India had left them with no alternative except to take up anti-UN attitude’. He added that:


The Chairman [Thimayya] was particularly inclined to take the U.N. press into his confidence and was in the habit of issuing statements somewhat recklessly which had later to be denied. In point of fact, the number of denials we had to issue constituted a record … On one occasion the Chairman had arranged to a network of coast to coast broadcast in the United States on the subject of American POWs. By accident, I came to know about it and I had to persuade him not to lend himself to U.N. propaganda. While he agreed to cancel the broadcast he told the press in my presence that he could not broadcast on account of the advice given to him by his Political Advisers.


That the differences between Thimayya and Haksar were not insignificant is shown by this observation made by R.K. Nehru, then foreign secretary (FS), in Haksar’s personal file on 28 October 1954:


I do not think it is necessary to communicate Thimayya’s remarks to Haksar. A note, however, might be made to the effect that conditions of work in Korea produced some friction between the officers and I as FS do not accept the adverse remarks of Thimayya—although I realise that they were made in good faith. I was directly responsible for the Korea operations and I know all about the relations between the officers.


The Commission’s reports were all drafted entirely by Haksar and submitted to the UN General Assembly, one in December 1953 and another in February 1954. The Swedes and the Swiss wrote their dissent to certain paragraphs in both reports showing how intensely polarized the NNRC was. At the end of its work, the NNRC was left with 88 prisoners of war who resisted being handed over and expressed a desire to go to neutral countries. On humanitarian considerations, Nehru decided to bring them to India pending a final decision by the United Nations on where they would go. Most left immediately for other countries in Central and South America. Four or five settled down in India and Nehru’s government gave them loans to start poultry businesses.15
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