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Preface

This is the second of Khushwant Singh’s books that I have had the pleasure of editing. At both times, though I have thoroughly enjoyed reading his writings, I have faced one major problem—the selection of pieces to be finally included in the book has cost me many sleepless nights. This is not only because Khushwant’s effortless prose spiked by his characteristically acerbic wit and spontaneity makes many of his pieces worth preserving but also because his writings span such a vast range. His columns are a happy blend of some topical event, an introduction to some very well-known or perhaps totally unknown personality a review of a book read, a seminar, dance or music recital attended, a travelogue, or perhaps a description of some facet of nature, one of Khushwant’s loves. I must admit at the outset that this book lays no claim to containing all his best written works—to include all of them would have needed many such volumes. I have taken the easy way out by confining this book to three subjects close to Khushwant’s heart—Pakistan, people and places. The selections have been taken from his columns, “With Malice Towards One and All”, “Gossip: Sweet and Sour” and “This Above All”, and from his writings in The Illustrated Weekly of India and New Delhi.

Khushwant’s writings on Pakistan are impassioned and emotional. As one who was born there and who feels the pull of his roots, he has always fervently sought to remind his readers, particularly in the bad times, of the enormous fund of goodwill that exists between the two peoples. He has just as fervently believed that they can never be “divided” by boundaries, wars, and political machinations. As he says in one of his articles, “I am notorious for my bias in favour of Pakistan and am proud of it. But my pro-Pak leanings come from the conviction that friendship with Pakistan must take top priority in India’s international dealings, because an inimical Pakistan not only retards progress in both our countries but also slows the pace of integration of Indian Muslims into the mainstream of Indianism. I am convinced we can win back the goodwill of Pakistan by showing more understanding of their problems and anxieties ... I have paid the price for airing my views by being dubbed by stupid people as a Pakistani agent.” He portrayed the traumatic times of the Partition days in his successful novel, Train to Pakistan. Since then, he has been back often—in good times, sad times and changing times. He was the only Indian delegate present at the Quaid-e-Azam’s birth centenary celebrations, and was present in Pakistan on the day Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto was hanged. Exhaustive accounts of those tension-filled days were published on his return, in the Illustrated Weekly. With details gathered from people who were eyewitnesses to the final scenes in the life of Bhutto, including versions of two men who actually saw the hanging, the article probes behind the “facts of history” into the cell and the mind of Bhutto the man—desperate, brave, condemned. This article is included in this collection along with accounts of other visits, including one particularly sentimental one, in which Khushwant mourns the passing away of Manzur Qadir, one of his closest college friends, the successor to his home in Lahore and the man who rose to become Pakistan’s Foreign Minister and Chief Justice. His obituary is one of the most emotional Khushwant has ever written.

In the section comprising personalities, there are some more obituaries. On rereading the pieces I had selected, I realized that, quite unwittingly, I had picked on more of the dead than the living. Refreshingly, in Khushwant’s characterizations, death does not imbue the departed with virtuous perfection. Khushwant writes about them as they really were, warts and all. He brings them to life, if one could call it that. Perceptive of human foibles, observant of details, Khushwant’s caricatures of people he has known, befriended, or fallen out with, have the ring of truth. I am sure many have irked and annoyed, but if there is one person who can afford to be “malicious”, it is Khushwant, for he often turns the same telescope on himself. If he knows how to enjoy a laugh at other people’s expense, he also does it with just as much mirth at his own.

Reading travelogues is much like looking at other people’s photographs—you flip through them hastily, feigning a polite interest, unable to identify with the distant people in far-away places. Khushwant’s travelogues are an exception. Though he admits that he is now weary of travelling and feels that there is little worth seeing that he hasn’t seen already, his pieces throb with the curiosity of a tourist eager to see, hear, and discover as much as he can. His pieces bring you the feel, the sights, and the sounds of a place with details of its economy its flora and fauna, and the eating habits, hobbies, and cultural diversions of its people. He quotes their poetry and describes their art. What makes his pieces most readable, however, is that he candidly tells you of his own experiences, be they bizarre, humorous, pleasurable, or lecherous. One section in this book includes Khushwant’s descriptions of his travels in India and abroad.

Unlike many famous men, Khushwant did not excel or show any special inclination towards writing in his early years. Like many famous men, he was an academic failure. He dreaded school, often bunked it and barely managed to scrape through his yearly exams. His record remained much the same at St Stephen’s College and Government College, Lahore, except that at the latter, “at the annual college debate, instead of being hooted, as most speakers were, he was heard with rapt attention, his jokes evoked a lot of laughter and he got away with the first prize, the only one he ever won in any university”. He passed his BA in the third division and decided to qualify for the bar at King’s College, London, which, in those days, “required no more than dining at the Inns of Court for three years and paying a fee which gave you a licence to practise law in any court”. He got it but no clientele to go with it. He returned to India, married, but his practice never picked up. In 1947, when India and Pakistan were partitioned, he left Lahore, never to return to live again in his ancestral house or to ever practise law. Back at Delhi, he joined the Foreign Service but it soon bored him and he left it to turn to serious writing.

Khushwant maintains that his earliest foray into the world of fiction was bragging, when he came home for vacations from England, of his exploits with English girls. His first works appeared in print, however, in the Canadian Forum, Saturday Night and Harper’s. Soon after, his first collection of short stories, The Mark of Vishnu, was published by Saturn Press. Later, he translated the Japji, the Sikh’s Morning Prayer for Probsthain and also wrote a short history of the Sikhs for Allen and Unwin. This was to later earn him an offer from the Rockefeller Foundation to do a more definitive work on the same theme, the publication of which made him recognized as an authority on the subject. His lectures on Comparative Religion delivered at Swarthmore and Princeton universities were published under the title Vision of India. It was at Swarthmore that he was offered the editorship of the Illustrated Weekly—an assignment which made him the most-talked-about editor in the country, which took his writings to thousands of Indian homes and which raised the circulation of the Weekly from 40,000 to 410,000. He was honoured with the Padma Bhushan. Though he was finally asked to quit when the Janata Government came to power, he had by then become something of a cult figure and was flooded with offers. He edited the National Herald, the New Delhi magazine and, finally, the Hindustan Times. In 1980, he became an MP. Today, he writes his immensely popular column, “With Malice Towards One and All” for over 50 newspapers. It is translated in all the regional languages. He is the Consulting Editor of Penguin India.

In his autobiography written for the Contemporary Authors Series, he writes in his characteristically candid style, “I have packed my latter years with a lot of activity. I have been round the world many times, staying in the best of hotels, without having to pay for my travel or hospitality. I have drunk several swimming pools of hard liquor and wine. I have known the affection of dozens of women of different nationalities and still manage to be surrounded by the prettiest girls in town, most of them younger than my children. I am working longer hours than ever before and making more money than I did as the highest paid editor in the country. I have reason to believe that I am more widely read than any other Indian journalist. I am recognized wherever I go in India, sought after by fans and pestered by autograph hunters. All this is vastly flattering to my ego. I am also aware it will not last very long. My inkwell is fast drying up, and many of my readers find that I am getting progressively boring. I also have symptoms of old age creeping up on me: my hair is silver white (I dye my beard), I have four false teeth and may soon need to replace all the others with dentures, I suffer from frontal sinus, high blood pressure and mild diabetes. Every day I swallow dozens of pills of different shapes and colours. I know that one setback—a fall on the tennis court, a bad cold, or a slip on the bathroom floor—and I will be into decrepit old age.”

I am sure all Khushwant’s readers (in whatever language they read him) join me in wishing him continued good health, a steady vision and no slipping up.

Rohini Singh


Introduction

I find it hard to believe that there are people who like reading what I write and would like to have yet another anthology of selected articles in book form. From the voluminous correspondence I receive—an average of 50 letters a day—I am unable to comfort myself that I enjoy an admiring readership. More than half the letters are critical or outright abusive; and many of the others that have kind things to say contain requests for help to find publishers of the correspondent’s articles, short stories or poems. I share my critics’ view of my writing and marvel at the fact that editors of so many journals are happy to publish any rubbish I write and pay me handsomely for it. Who says the age of miracles is over? Without appearing to indulge in self-praise or false modesty—both of which I regard as the ultimate in venial vulgarity—I would like to give a few words of advice to aspiring columnists, because the freelance columnist has never had it as good as he is having it today. A decade ago if a freelancer made a couple of thousand rupees a month, he had reason to feel pleased with himself. Today, at least a dozen freelancers make between 10,000 and 20,000 rupees a month and at least three, whose articles are syndicated, between 30,000 and 40,000 rupees a month. This is many times more than the salary of the highest paid editor in the country. Moreover, a freelancer does not have to stand the kind of nonsense an editor has to from his employer, nor waste precious time sorting out ego problems of the staff working under him. Above all, he reaches out to an infinitely larger audience than the editor of the most widely circulating national newspaper. He can in fact become a more effective opinion-maker than any politician. The late Mr Kingsley Martin, distinguished editor of the New Statesman and Nation, had the right assessment of the role of a journalist. Since his advice was often sought by the then Labour Party Prime Minister, Mr Clement Attlee, and members of his Cabinet, I asked him why he had not become a Member of Parliament. “An M.P.? What on earth for?” he scoffed. “My opinion matters more than that of ten members of the House of Commons.” The New Statesman and Nation never had a very large circulation—about 120,000 at its peak. A freelance columnist whose articles are syndicated is read by several million people. Unfortunately in India, it has been monopolized by old, retired editors or those who failed to make the editorial grade. Their writing lacks the vigour of youth and fresh approach to problems: their pens are as limp as their penises.

Hardly any of the editors and writers of edit-page material have much time to read books. Most of their reading is confined to national newspapers or magazines from which they cull material for their own writing. As a result their choice of topics is usually the same, the facts on which they pronounce are also the same. Since they have never bothered to improve their writing, their vocabulary is very restricted and often the same as that used by their fellow-editors. What they churn up day in and day out is rarely read because it is unreadably boring. Most of it is on politics. And even their politics is not an incisive study of major issues but footling concern with factionalism, on the ups and downs of politicians: Who is closest to the Prime Minister? Whose wife is invited to tea by Sonia Gandhi? Who are the godmen and astrologers patronized by people in power? Who was the retired Foreign Secretary who Pamella Bordes claims to have bedded? Who paid her for the favour she granted? And so on. After a while readers get sick and tired of reading the same stuff over and over again.

There is much in India that remains unwritten because its leading scribes wear blinkers which restrict their vision to political tittle-tattle. There is the world of nature, an inexhaustible reservoir of things beautiful; there is history, religion, customs, traditions, folklore; there are humble people in pursuit of excellence in their crafts; there are laughable people inflated with self-esteem who need to be punctured. I can add to the list. I have exploited some of these topics with considerable benefit to myself. Much remains unexplored and unexploited. I hope the younger up-and-coming generation of writers will do the job better than I have done.

My earlier collection of articles published under the title “Malicious Gossip” were largely taken from the column “With Malice Towards One and All”, published by the Hindustan Times and reproduced in three English and over fifty papers in regional languages. The present collection is made by the same selector-editor, Rohini Chopra (ne’e Singh), who has spread her net wider and taken what she liked from two other syndicated columns I write: one entitled “Gossip: Sweet & Sour” for Sunday of the Ananda Bazar group of papers, and the other entitled “This Above All...” for the Tribune of Chandigarh and its language editions, the Sunday Observer of Bombay and Delhi and the Khaleej Times of Dubai. In addition, she has taken some pieces from the New Delhi magazine of the Ananda Bazar group which I edited for two years, 1980 to 1982, and the Illustrated Weekly which I edited from 1969 to 1979. I left the selection entirely to Rohini as I have complete faith in her judgement. I would like to express my gratitude to her and the publishers of the present anthology for preserving some of my work from oblivion that is the fate of most that appear in the daily press.

New Delhi
1989

Khushwant Singh


TO PAKISTAN WITH LOVE

“I go to Pakistan as a Hindu goes to Varanasi, a Muslim to Mecca. It is my teerthasthan where I perform my haj and my umra. This is where my roots are. I have nourished them with tears of nostalgia and sheltered them from venomous winds of hate with my bare hands.”

 

The essays on Pakistan were written between 1977 and 1987


Pakistani Cocktail

The Pakistan International Airlines flight from Bombay to Karachi flies into the setting sun. An hour later you can see the lights of Karachi scattered below. It seems as if a bare fifteen minutes have passed since the handsomely statuesque Zeenat Peerani had wished us an Assalam Alaikum and promised that “if God willed (Inshallah) we shall be in Karachi by 7.30 p.m.” And now she is telling us to refasten our seat belts for landing.

The hour has contracted into a few minutes because the gentleman beside me is Mr Abbas Mirza, a bon viveur, bursting with goodwill and Sardarji jokes. PIA treats him like royalty. Zeenat is particularly attentive to him. She gives him a double Scotch-on-the-rocks and lots of smiles; all I get is tepid champagne and a flash of the diamond in her nose-ring.

“You must be Punjabi,” I interrupt their dialogue, hoping she will take it as a compliment. “No, I am not,” she snaps and continues talking to Mirza. I persist: “Peerani—then you must be a Kutchi Memon.” The second pass also misfires. “No, I am not,” she replies firmly and withdraws her graceful presence to order us in very pucca British accents to refrain from smoking and remain seated till the aircraft comes to a halt.

“Old boy!” exclaims Abbas Mirza (we were on “old boy” terms by now), “if you must know, she is an Aga Khani Khoja. But what you really want to find out is not her sect but her address and telephone number in Karachi, don’t you?”

I protest: “Tauba! Tauba! What would an ageing Sikh want to do with a pretty Pakistani air hostess?”

Abbas Mirza has a mischievous smile on his face. “I don’t know about an ageing Sikh,” he replies, “but I can tell you what an ageing Mussalman would like to do.” Within an hour the Pakistani Muslim Abbas Mirza and I, an Indian Sikh, have become brothers. Mirza’s favourite takia kalam for anyone he likes is “down to earth”. He finds me very earthy, I find him very likeable. This two-nation theory that the Pakistanis swear by is a lot of hogwash. And they know it.

Karachi airport gets bigger every year. And every year too small to cope with the increasing load of traffic. This time, as the cliche goes, the confusion is worse confounded. 35,000 Pakistani hajis are returning from Mecca and a part of the airport had burnt down a few days ago. Airport officials rescue me from the milling mob of pilgrims and escort me to the air-conditioned luxury of a VIP lounge. A few minutes later I find myself in the embrace of Begum Para and her lovely sixteen-year-old daughter, Lubna. An hour later we are in the Midway Hotel.

A Sikh continues to be a curiosity in Pakistan. A Sikh with a film star like Begum Para is a sight no one can miss. And the two with half a bottle of Scotch inside them are a grand spectacle. We make quite a display in the crowded dining room. Para is nostalgic about Bombay. She breaks down and cries. Then she hears about the eminence achieved by her niece, Meenoo, alias Rukshana Sultana Sahiba, and the success of her brother-in-law Dilip Kumar’s Bairaag and roars happily. To complete the performance, we get up to leave, she misses her step and twists her ankle: she howls like a child. I rub her damaged foot. A crowd gathers round—not solicitous but curious. They recognize Begum Para. But what is this weird-looking foreigner doing with her?

As I am turning in, there is a knock on my door. A young Sub-Inspector of Police strides in uninvited and makes himself comfortable on the sofa. He lights a cigarette and demands: “What is your name?” I tell him. He is not impressed. “What do you do?” I tell him about the Weekly and its circulation. He is not impressed. “Who was the lady with you?” I tell him. He knows but wants to know more. “What is she to you?”

My temper flares up. “That is none of your business. I’ve been invited to Pakistan by your Prime Minister (which is not strictly true). I am seeing him tomorrow in Islamabad. If you do not get out this instant I will report you to the authorities.” It works like a pin stuck into the fellow’s bottom. He leaps up from the chair and salutes. “Ap koi Minister-vinister hain?” I wish him a very curt “adab arz” and slam the door behind him.

At 5 a.m. the bearer brings tea. I greet him: “Assalam Alaikum.” He replies: “Sat Sri Akal.”

At six I am back at the airport. The crowd and the chaos! Lots of policemen armed with rifles and pistols sauntering about and gossiping. I join a mini-queue and find myself wedged in between bearded hajis loaded with bed-rolls and steel trunks. Alongside us is a parallel line of Europeans with another quota of hajis—fore and aft. Neither queue moves forward as people who know people go behind the counter and get checked in.

I try to rouse an old greybeard to protest. “Why are you getting so worked up, Sardarji?” he admonishes me in avuncular tones. “We will all be in the same plane. They won’t get there any quicker.” I hold my peace. But a foreign lady who has been there before me does not. Somebody’s bed-roll tumbles and knocks against her legs. She gives it a vicious kick backwards. This time the Pathan pushes the bed-roll with his hands, walks up to the white lady and with his hands demonstrates what he will do to her posterior if she dares to kick his belongings. She now holds her peace.

At long last I manage to check in. We are an hour and a half behind schedule. I am cheered by the thought that there is at least one country where discipline is worse than in my own.

The plane is full of hajis. God-fearing peasants who have blown a substantial part of their savings on the pilgrimage. They are allowed US $ 500 (Rs 4,500) each and more than 35,000 Pakistanis go to Mecca every year. What does that add up to in foreign exchange? However, it is none of my business. It is their money and they are happy. Besides they are a friendly lot taking turns to shake my hand and welcome me to Pakistan in Pushto, Pothahari, Punjabi and Hindustani.

Breakfast is brought in trolleys. It should be hot. It is not. I swear not to be so critical of Indian Airlines in the future. Coffee and tea follow. They are piping hot. I retract my promise and decide to tell Indian Airlines of the better service on PIA. In India the non-smoking section is in the front; in Pak planes it is in the rear. In Indian Airlines they take the non-smoking rule seriously, in the Pakistani, they don’t give a damn. No sooner is the “No Smoking” sign switched off than half-a-dozen men in the non-smoking section light their cigarettes. The steward admonishes them. The hajis obey. The Sahib log ignore the steward. He pretends he can’t see them.

We arrive in Islamabad on a cold, grey morning. People are in overcoats or have shawls wrapped about their shoulders. The Murree hills are capped with dark clouds. O.P. Khanna, Press Counsellor of our Embassy, greets me. We ride in a large Mercedes Benz to Hotel Intercontinental in Rawalpindi.

The road is full of foreign-made limousines, mainly Japanese and German. Why don’t they buy from us? We could sell them our Fiats, Ambassadors and Heralds at one-fourth the price they pay for these foreign makes. We could also give them steel and the knowhow to make their own cars. I wonder if Buraq (the flying horse which flew the Prophet to Paradise and back in a split second) would make an acceptable name for the first Pakistani car.

A pile of documents awaits me. I am one of 200 delegates from thirty-eight countries of the world invited to participate in the centenary celebrations of the birth of Quaid-e-Azam Mohammed Ali Jinnah. Amongst the gifts is a Jinnah medallion, a marble inkpot and tray (courtesy PIA) and—believe it or not—a Jinnah cap with the request that I should wear it at the inaugural ceremony.

I take a quick look at the room. It is like any other in any five-star hotel in the world. I notice that the toilet paper and matchboxes called “Double Happiness” are of Chinese manufacture. Indian toilet paper is a little rough but our matches could certainly outmatch the Chinese. Why don’t they buy from us?

I decide to have a look at the venue of the Congress. My hotel is in Pindi; the conference is to meet eleven miles away in Islamabad. (Rawalpindi has hotels but no conference facilities. Islamabad has conference facilities but no hotels. With the petrol they have wasted to-ing and fro-ing between the two cities, they could have raised a third one.)

After a brief reconnaissance of the flag-bedecked modern capital, I call on our Ambassador K. Shankar Bajpai. He has found himself a lovely house and moved some of his collection of Gandhara sculptures and miniature paintings. Of the many Indian ambassadors’ homes I have visited round the world, only one lived in a style which combined Indian culture with European sophistication. This was B.F.H. Tyabjee.

And now we have Shankar Bajpai. Paintings, carpets, food, wine, music, down to the pair of selukis brought from Holland, everything has an aura of class. No brass Natarajas or reclining Buddhas, no autographed photographs of Presidents and Prime Ministers in silver frames, no pervading stink of onions and stale curry smothered in agarbatti smoke. Young Shankar has a lot of his father, Sir G.S. Bajpai, in him: the same objective clarity of thought combined with a gently insinuating speech. We could not have chosen a better ambassador to send to Islamabad.

The inaugural session of the Quaid Congress is held in Parliament House. As the clock on the wall registers 4 p.m., the Speaker announces, “Gentlemen, the Prime Minister.” Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, followed by Hafeezuddin Pirzada and Vice-Chancellor Dani, makes his entrance. The three men take the throne-seats on the dais beneath a massive portrait of the Quaid. Bhutto is a strikingly handsome man; so is Pirzada, sporting his Jinnah cap at a slightly rakish angle.

Their speeches are mercifully short, well phrased, well-delivered, but not particularly exciting. Also, Mr Bhutto’s references to the “wrongs” committed by the majority community (Hindus) in pre-Partition India against the Muslims strikes a jarring note in my ears. How long will history continue to cast its baneful shadow on both our countries?

Another thing that makes for discord between us is the appeal to religion which one constantly hears in Pakistan. Pakistanis, particularly the Punjabis, are incredibly warm-hearted and effusive in their expressions of friendships. And though most of the upper class are indifferent to the tenets of Islam (in this Islamic state liquor flows like the waters of the Indus), they never cease harping on the fact that they are Muslims. It makes me feel as if being non-Muslim was a misfortune visited by Allah on kafirs like me. In the next four days I am often exposed to this combination of racial and religious arrogance. I tell my Pakistani friends how I feel.

The Prime Minister has hosted a dinner for the delegates. Will he give me a drink before the meal? I ask everyone I meet. Everyone says: “Not on the Quaid’s centenary.” It’s no use telling them that the Quaid never bothered about such silly things. My drooping spirits are sustained by flattery (I sign several autograph albums) and the warm embrace of old friends.

There is Hamida Khuhro, daughter of M.A. Khuhro, once PM of Sind; Shaukat Hayat Khan, friend of my college days; and S.N. Qutb, who spent many years in Delhi. There is General Tikka Khan and General Akbar Khan who, as General Tariq, led the tribal invasion of Kashmir in 1947-48. And there is the poet Faiz Ahmed Faiz. Sir Penderel Moon, H.V. Hodson, once editor of the Sunday Times, and Ian Stephens, once editor of the Statesman. While I am embracing one, I am talking to the other.

Mr Bhutto arrives with Pirzada and an ADC. He shakes a few selected hands. I am one of them. A few minutes later enter a posse of towering Pathans bearing trayfuls of Scotch and soda. What more does one want of life than sweet words, celebrities, and good Scotch to quench one’s thirst! And no sooner have I had my first gulpful than the ADC informs me that the PM would like to talk to me.

I like Bhutto Sahib and sense that he does not dislike me. I ask for an interview. He replies: “Here I am. Ask me what you want.” I plead that I do not have the questions in my head and there is too much liquor in my belly. He smiles. “Okay, I’ll tell the ADC to give you time. Also come to the National Assembly and hear what I have to say. But aren’t you happy at the turn of Indo-Pak relations?”

I say: “I am delighted. The friendlier the better. I have always believed that friendship between us is more important than friendship with other nations. But why can’t we step up the pace? I know from experience that the people in both countries are willing to fall into each other’s arms. Why keep them back?”

He replies: “In such matters it is wiser to go slow. Ayub tried to force the pace at Tashkent and see what happened! We have plenty of time to build relations slowly but surely. On our side we have no inhibitions about India.”

“India has no inhibitions about Pakistan,” I state with equal confidence.

“If you see your PM, convey my best wishes to her. You can repeat my invitation to her to visit us in Pakistan. I have asked her many times but she has not responded. I have two reasons to invite her; one because of the enormous respect I had for her father. The other is personal. I feel it would help me with my own people. On my side I have done all I could to generate a feeling of goodwill. You will recall that when your emergency was declared, we made absolutely no comment. Even though Piloo Mody, who is one of my closest friends, was arrested, I said nothing which would embarrass your Prime Minister. I did so because I respected her judgement and did not want to jeopardize the relations between our two countries.”

At dinner a gentleman beside me asks me about the late D.F. Karaka’s encounters with Hazarat Ali, about which I had written in the Weekly. He is a Shia and has had similar experiences. He is compiling an anthology of the occult. I tell him of Governor Ali Yavar Jung’s response to Karaka’s writing on Hazarat Ali. But, alas, the Nawab Sahib is no longer there to give him the details.

At the Quaid Congress, there are Bangladeshis, Malays, Sinhalese, Koreans, Arabs, Africans, Americans, Englishmen, Iranians—and of course a large number of Pakistanis. Three Indians were invited: only one made it. I wonder if the papers are going to be objective and academic or an exercise in hagiology. The opening speech by M.A.H. Ispahani, the industrial magnate, a close friend of the Quaid and later Pakistan’s ambassador in England and India, ends with an impassioned declaration: “I have lived for Pakistan. I will die for Pakistan.” I can guess what will follow. And it does.

The only assessments which, despite the eulogy for the Quaid, could be described as objective are read by the White participants: Sir Penderel Moon, H.V. Hodson and, above all, Betty Unterberger, who makes a lively and witty resume of the American press reporting on Mr Jinnah and Pakistan.

The papers of Pakistani scholars are full of the “machinations” of the “majority community” (Hindus) and reassertions of the two-nation theory which compelled the Quaid to demand a separate sovereign state for the Muslims. They overlook or explain away the most significant speech that the Quaid made to the Pakistan Constituent Assembly in 1947.

I quote the relevant passage which refutes the two-nation humbug: “If you work in cooperation, forgetting the past, burying the hatchet, you are bound to succeed; if you change your past and work together in a spirit that every one of you, no matter to what community he belongs, is first, second and last a citizen of this state with equal rights, privileges and obligations, there will be no end to the progress you will make...we are starting with this fundamental principle that we are all citizens and equal citizens of one state. You may belong to any religion or creed or caste—that has nothing to do with the business of the state. I think we should keep that in front as our ideal and you will find that in course of time Hindus would cease to be Hindus and Muslims would cease to be Muslims, not in the religious sense, because that is the personal faith of each individual, but in the political sense as citizens of the state.”

There is enough evidence to prove that Mr Jinnah never wanted nor foresaw the exchange of population that followed Partition. He wanted India and Pakistan to be like Norway and Sweden. He retained his house in Bombay for several months hoping to come back to it every year.

I am in a fix. I am notorious for my bias in favour of Pakistan and am proud of it. But my pro-Pak leanings come from the conviction that friendship with Pakistan must take top priority in India’s international dealings because an inimical Pakistan not only retards progress in both our countries but also slows the pace of integration of Indian Muslims into the mainstream of Indianism. I am convinced we can win the goodwill of Pakistan by showing more understanding of their problems and anxieties, by showing more respect to the memory of people like Quaid-e-Azam who means the same to them as Mahatma Gandhi to us. I never accepted the two-nation theory but strongly supported the rights of Muslims in defined areas to self-determination—i.e., Pakistan. I am convinced I am right and those who disagree with me are utterly wrong.

I have paid the price for airing my views by being dubbed by stupid people as a Pakistani agent.

The paper I read is a kind of resume of my views on the genesis of Pakistan and the aftermath in India. I say that going to Pakistan means to me what going on haj means to a Muslim (applause). I pay tribute to the Quaid whom I had met a few times and whose ability and integrity I had rated as high as Gandhiji’s and Nehru’s (applause). I say that there was no one in India who questioned the soveriegn status of Pakistan and did not wish it peace and prosperity (applause). I end with the affirmation: “We never have, nor do today, nor ever will accept your two-nation theory. But this does not prevent us from wishing Pakistan Zindabad.”

They are kind to me, pay me many compliments—then proceed to lambast me. “If you do not accept the two-nation theory, you do not accept Pakistan,” says one speaker after another.

One point I make in my speech is the progressive improvement in Hindu-Muslim relations and the increasing employment of Muslims in all sectors of our industry. Never since independence has the lot of Indian Muslims been better than it is today. I give the credit to those to whom credit is due; it was the blood of Gandhiji and the sweat of Nehru which fertilized the soil in which Indira Gandhi planted the seeds of perennial communal harmony. I tell them about our Muslim Presidents, Muslim Chief Ministers of states where Muslims formed no more than five per cent of the population, of Muslim Generals and captains of industry; of joint Muslim-Sikh celebration of Eid and the Guru’s birthday, and so on.

Not to be outdone, a Hindu member of the Pakistani Parliament affirms that the lot of non-Muslim minorities (three per cent of the population) is better than that of the Muslims in India. And he too reels off names of Hindus, Christians and Parsis in Pakistan’s diplomatic and civil services. I am delighted.

The next evening I attend the joint session of the two Houses of the Pakistani Parliament. The contrast with our Parliament strikes me very forcefully. The majority of the Pakistani parliamentarians are younger (thirty to fifty years) than ours; most of them immaculately dressed in European clothes and wearing Jinnah caps. And most speak in English with the affected accents heard in Oxbridge debating societies.

Except for Maulana Qausar Niazi and Shaukat Hayat Khan (a new entrant in the ruling PPP), the only people clad in the traditional shalwar-kameez and sporting turbans and beards are the handful of members of the Opposition—mainly from Baluchistan and the North-West Frontier Province. And of course there are the eight women members in saris, distinguishable from Hindu ladies only by the absence of the bindi on their foreheads. Parliamentary tributes are also heavily loaded against the “Hindu-dominated Congress” and “the so-called nationalist Muslims”.

A lighter side is provided by the Speaker’s interruption. After twelve members have quoted Iqbal—

Hazaron saal nargis apni beynoori peh roti hai Badi mushkil sey hota hai chaman mein deedavar paida.
(A thousand years does the narcissus lament her sightlessness
It takes an age before a lover of beauty in the garden is born.)

—the Speaker tells the members to omit the quotation from their speeches as it would be taken as read.

The Prime Minister, as is his wont, makes a dramatic entry as the session is about to conclude. His tributes to the Quaid are well prepared in the style of Nehru’s famous “tryst-with-destiny” speech. But despite his superior oratory he does not have the same felicitous choice of words. Although he had the same kind of education in a prestigious university (Oxford), he did not spend as long a time in gaol as did Nehru (nine years) to turn that education into a creative faculty.

However, when it comes to the dramatic, Bhutto can teach the world’s most seasoned statesmen a few tricks. He knew about the oil strike in Dhodak (District Dehra Ghazi Khan), but kept it a secret till he could explode it in Parliament. The announcement is acclaimed by a long, standing ovation. He then pulls out a bottle from his briefcase, strides across the hall towards the Opposition benches, embraces the bearded beturbaned leader, uncorks the bottle and makes him sniff it to assure him that it is oil.

One afternoon I go to the bazaar and check the prices of food. Flour, rice, sugar, meat, eggs, cooking oil: each one of them costs between twenty-fifty per cent more than in India. Not only is Pakistan’s progress in industry lamentably slow, even in agriculture, India has gone well ahead of Pakistan; an acre in our Punjab or Haryana produces almost twice as much as in Pakistani Punjab.

They have got their priorities very wonky. They have introduced colour television (Rs 10,500 per set) while literacy, health services, family planning cry for attention. And their newspapers are duller than ours.

Another afternoon I spend with students of Islamabad (now renamed Quaid-e-Azam) University and am profoundly impressed by their erudition, objectivity, and knowledge of Indian affairs.

Then there are long sessions of drinking with Faiz Ahmed Faiz. He has put on weight and is much slower in his movements. But his capacity to imbibe Scotch remains as unimpaired as his affection for old friends.

There is also an all-too-brief encounter with the actor Zia Mohyeddin and his lovely teenaged second wife, Naheed Siddiqui—Pakistan’s leading Kathak dancer. She has plans for coming to India this spring.

A telling comment on the two-nation theory is made by the comely Aliya Imam who is quite the lioness of Karachi’s Urdu literary circles. She produces a handful of silver rings she had got from Iran for her friends and relatives. One is to be given to her brother in India. Another to the poet Ali Sardar Jafri and a third to the novelist Krishan Chander. She then slips one on my finger and says, “You too are my brother.”

My only encounter with a member of Pakistan’s minority community is with the Managing Director of Murree Breweries, Mr Bhandara. I am not sure of his identity and ask him, “Are you a bawaji?” He looks somewhat nonplussed and asks me in perfect Punjabi “Bawaji kee honda?” There are upwards of 5000 Parsis in Pakistan—and predictably, all very prosperous.

I leave Islamabad in the mid-morning. Ambassador Bajpai deposits me in the safe custody of an airport official with the request that I be locked up in the VIP lounge till my flight is called. I prefer to mingle with the crowd and am rewarded with free cups of tea and 7-Ups by strangers who want nothing of me except to take their good wishes to their friends in India.

Islamabad to Lahore is a one-hour flight by a twin-engined Fokker Friendship. We fly over towns I had known well in the days of my youth—and over Nankana Sahib and the Ravi to Lahore. And once more into the embraces of my friends Mohammed Anwar, Rahman and Manzur Qadir’s family which is as close to me as my own. The Qadirs live in the house that once was mine.

The chief object of my coming to Lahore is to catch up with the last days of Manzur Qadir’s illness and death. He was my closest and dearest friend and the most dominant influence in my life. I felt my knowledge of him was incomplete unless I had read the last chapter of his biography.

We spend the afternoon buying all kinds of bric-a-brac (incidentally Pakistan produces the most exquisite onyx ware you can see anywhere in the world). Also the latest Mehdi Hassans and Sabris and tapes of a new singer called Habib Wali Mohammed and one of Nayyara singing Faiz. I see more tapes of Lata, Asha and Kishore Kumar in Pakistan record shops than of Pakistani singers. After dinner, Asghari Qadir, her son Basharat and I sit by the fire. I ask them to give me a detailed account of Manzur’s last days.

Manzur, like me, was an agnostic, but when it came to facing death, he turned back to his religion, Islam. Continuous emissions of blood and transfusions had made him very weak and he could not even pick up a book. When his friends came to visit him in hospital, he would ask them to read to him. Sometimes it was Hali’s Mussadas or Iqbal’s Shikwa. Then it was the Ayat-ul-Kursi from the Quran:

No slumber can seize Him

Nor sleep. His are all things

In the heavens and on earth.

Who is there that can intercede

In His presence except

As He permitteth? He knoweth

What (appeareth to His creatures as)

Before or After

or Behind them.

It is not the peal of church bells but the call of the muezzin which rouses me from slumber—for the rest it could be Christmas morning in London. Lahore is a lot like it—cold, frosty and misty. A Sui gas fire which has burnt all night (this natural gas is cheap and plentiful) in the main rooms fills them with a bright orange glow. I join Begum Qadir by the fire for a cup of “bed-tea”. Pakistani tea is an insipid affair tasting like sugared hot water with a dash of milk. (When visiting Pakistan take along tea, cardamoms, betel leaves and jharoos.)

Mohammed Anwar arrives in his cream-coloured Mercedez Benz. We drive out into the grey dawn towards Bahawalpur Road. I recognize a few old landmarks and then am lost in a maze of graveyards and mosques. We finally locate the object of my pilgrimage to Lahore. A small, dusty enclosure contains the graves of people I had known, revered and loved: Sir Abdul and Lady Qadir, Mohammed Sleem (the great tennis player and criminal lawyer) and beside him the latest inmate, my friend Manzur Qadir. I scatter rose-petals on his grave and garland his tombstone. The epitaph is taken from Iqbal’s dialogue between the poet and the taper:

Main to jalti hoon key muzmir meri fitrat mein soz Too ferozaan hai keh parvanon ko ho sauda tera (I burn because it is in my nature to burn and give light; You burn and give light to enter into a contract with the moth)

Basharat Qadir has transposed the lines to form a more fitting tribute to his great sire:

Too ferozaan hai keh muzmir ten fitrat mein soz (You are alight because it is in your nature to be bright)

I read and reread the epitaph till the tears in my eyes blur my vision. I drop a few on my friend’s grave and bid him and Pakistan farewell.


From the Death Sentence to the Gallows

For the last two days that I have been in Islamabad and Rawalpindi, an unseasonal rain has been lashing the cities and a chill wind has been blowing from cloud-covered Marghala hills. Nevertheless, people were out in the cold rain to cluster round news stalls to scan the latest supplements of Urdu papers. When the first intimation that Bhutto would be hanged on the morning of 4 April appeared I was in the Sadar Bazar. Copies of Sadaqat were quickly sold out and read in silence by groups. Some shed tears, some sighed, but no voices were raised. There were armed policemen and units of the army all over the bazar breathing down the necks of citizens everywhere. Although a pall of gloom spread over the city, there was no fear of violence from the soldiers or the policemen. They seemed to share the apprehensions of the people over the uncertain future of their country.

The people had reconciled themselves to the idea of Bhutto being hanged. Whatever support there was for him and resentment against the present regime was muted. Most of Bhutto’s supporters are in detention. No reliable figures are available, but upwards of 25,000 are known to be held all over the country. The figure may well be four times that. Mr Abdul Hafeez Pirzada, who was Law Minister in Bhutto’s Cabinet, put the figure as high as 200,000. It is evident that though the administration is loath to take action immediately, it is determined to crush the slightest manifestation of protest if that protest threatens to assume the proportions of a mass movement. Protests there certainly will be, but they will be delayed and probably surface nearer the time of the general election promised next November.

There is a curious paradox in the Pakistani political scene. Most people concede that if Bhutto had been let out of gaol and there were to be a free and fair election today, his party would sweep the polls. At the same time, political analysts concede that there is little likelihood of a spontaneous rising in favour of Bhutto. The paradox is explained thus: Bhutto was undoubtedly very popular amongst the masses because of the populist slogans he had coined and the promises he had made to them: freedom from hunger (roti), a change of clothes (kapda) and a roof over their heads (makan). They knew that he had neither the intention nor the means to fulfil these promises, but to the hungry, hate-fed, homeless millions, the mirage was better than nothing. “What did Bhutto give you?” asked an irate anti-Bhutto politician of a rabble of landless peasantry (Kammis). Prompt came the reply: “Even if he did not give us what he promised, he gave us zaban (tongue) to ask for our rights.” It was Bhutto who coined the word istisal (from the Arabic for exploitation) and told workers in factories that they were being exploited by landlords and common soldiers, that their officers were misusing them. “Do not suffer istisal any more; I will put an end to it,” he had promised. Most people did not understand what the word istisal meant except that it connoted something that they could do without. Bhutto also enjoyed the reputation of being a clever man, smarter than any other politician in the land and perhaps the only one who could talk on the level with the wiliest of the world’s statesmen. It did not bother the people very much that Bhutto was himself a ‘wadhera’ (landlord) given to rich living. What if he had several wives and a mistress or two! What if he was occasionally drunk, used bawdy language and filthy abuses! Or had a few people bumped off, beaten or put behind bars? Most heads of state are known to do that and get away with it. To them the only mistake Bhutto committed was to leave a trail of clues of a crime and allow himself to get caught.

This view of Bhutto was not shared by the educated, urban elite of Pakistan who recall his years of misrule during which many Opposition politicians were murdered, their families, including their womenfolk, insulted, and thousands of innocent men and women put behind bars. The people of Pakistan came to be sharply divided in their attitude towards Bhutto. Some continued to worship him, others to loathe him. A lady whose husband had been beaten up and imprisoned by Bhutto exploded in anger and said to me, “I could hang him with my own hands; I would hang him ten times over.” What was needed was the healing touch. The only person who could have given this was President Zia-ul-Haq. But ever since the last day for filing petitions for mercy passed without any of Bhutto’s wives or children begging for his life, the feeling grew that President Zia had been deprived of the option of granting clemency and had lost the chance of giving the healing touch.

Mr Abdul Hafeez Pirzada (Bhutto’s Law Minister) and Mr Aziz Ahmed (Bhutto’s Foreign Minister) did plead for Mr Bhutto’s life. Also, the four other men convicted with him begged for mercy on the grounds that they had no personal animus against Ahmed Raza Kasuri or his father and were only carrying out the orders of Bhutto. Rabia Khanam, mother of Arshad Iqbal, one of the condemned men, denounced Bhutto as a “cruel dictator whom no one could dare to disobey”. What probably persuaded President Zia-ul-Haq to go ahead with the execution was the sort of reasoning put forward by Mr Ahmed Raza Kasuri, the “marked man”, whom the assassins failed to kill and slew his father instead. In a press interview, Mr Ahmed Raza Kasuri stated that Bhutto alive will “be a constant danger” to Pakistan and if he is not hanged his (Kasuri’s) mother will demonstrate before the President’s house. Mr Kasuri said that if Bhutto’s sentence was commuted to life imprisonment or remitted, he would pose a constant danger to the country; if released under political pressure, he would play the Mujibur Rehman role in Sindh; if exiled, he would play a devilish role from outside. Bhutto himself knew no mercy, the word was not found in his dictionary, so he deserved none himself. The same sentiment was expressed by some theologians, notably Maulana Mohammed Hussaini Hazari, senior Vice-President of the Ulema Council of the Pakistan National Alliance. The Maulana described Bhutto as “a black spot on the face of humanity” and holds him responsible for the disintegration of the country

“The affair has dragged on too long,” said a senior official of the Ministry of External Affairs to me. “It should have been decided one way or the other as soon as the death sentence was confirmed.” The anti-Bhutto elements fully agreed with this and went further to say that if General Zia had shot Bhutto on the night of 5 July 1977 instead of arresting him, he would have spared himself and his country of these months of agony: garba kushtan roz-e-awal, it is best to kill the cat on the first day. The curtain rose for the final act in the drama of Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s life at 8.30 a.m. on 18 March 1978. The scene was the main courtroom of the High Court of Lahore. It is a large hall divided into three by two sets of wooden railings. On the northern end sitting at a higher level were five judges in their wigs and black gowns. Facing them in the main body of the hall were members of the High Court bar including counsels for the prosecution and the defence, likewise attired in black. Behind them separated by another railing were members of the public. And on the western wing, alongside the judges and the lawyers, stood the five accused with armed police escort behind them. Chief amongst them was Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, impeccably dressed in a light spring suit and sporting a tie.

No prior notice had been given of this day of judgement. The lawyers engaged in the case had been rung up by the Registrar in the early hours and asked to be present in the main room. The accused were brought in from the Kot Lakhpat gaol in the Black Maria under heavy escort. Word had however got round and the courtroom was packed.

All eyes were turned on the acting Chief Justice, Mushtaq Hussain. He read a summary of the unanimous verdict of the five judges in the case of the murder of Nawab Mohammed Raza Kasuri on the night of 10-11 November 1974 at Lahore. All the accused had pleaded not guilty. Four had presented their defence. Only one, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, had refused to take part in the proceedings.

Justice Mushtaq Hussain finished reading the findings of the panel of judges and proceeded to pass the sentence: “To be hanged by the neck till you are dead.”

All eyes turned from the judges to the accused, mainly to Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto. He heard the sentence without flinching and simply turned his face away from the judges. He was lost in his own thoughts. “You could see that he was stunned,” said one of the lawyers. “But he showed no sign of fear or anger, it seemed as if he had not heard the judge. Or believed it was some kind of grim charade he was witnessing.”

There were no slogans of any kind, no expression of approval or disgust. Neither Bhutto’s wife Nusrat nor his daughter Benazir was in court. And armed police were all over the place.

Lawyers representing the four other accused went over to them for consulation; Mr Bhutto having boycotted the Hight Court proceedings had no one to talk to him and remained lost in himself for some time.

Back in the Kot Lakhpat gaol, six rooms had been reserved for Bhutto. He went straight to his bedroom and flopped on it fully dressed. He had his eyes fixed on the ceiling. “He lay there for an hour or more without moving,” says a warder. “Only when I approached him and asked him if he would like to eat something, I noticed he had been crying. He did not answer me.”

At 11 a.m. the lawyer, Mr Yahya Bakhtiar, came to visit him. The two men embraced each other and broke down: “Is this the end?” asked Bhutto. “No,” replied Bakhtiar emphatically, “We shall appeal against the sentence.” They talked for quite some time. Bhutto’s spirits were revived and he was more himself.

According to gaol rules, prisoners condemned to death have to be lodged in specially designed cells, on which constant watch can be maintained to prevent inmates from taking their own lives. Only in the morning and evening are they let out for half an hour to take exercise or tehlaee.

At 5 p.m. Mr Bhutto was removed to a condemned cell—but at his insistence he was allowed to wear his own clothes, keep his own bed, chair and eat his own food. He was given writing material and got all the magazines and newspapers he desired. The mood of depression descended on him again and according to a jail warder, “he lay on his bed like a dead rat”. This lasted for a couple of days.

It seems that the appeals of clemency from different heads of state published in the papers revived his sagging spirits. He began to believe that the chorus of protests from all parts of the world would deter the courts and rulers of Pakistan from doing him harm and all the exercise was to break his morale. He resolved to show no sign of cracking under the strain.

Yahya Bakhtiar filed the appeal in the Supreme Court. Since the court was located in Rawalpindi, in mid-May Mr Bhutto and his co-accused were transferred to the gaol in Rawalpindi—ironically alongside the very mansion from which only a few months earlier he had ruled Pakistan. A set of four rooms, normally reserved for women convicted of murder, were prepared for him. He had a bedroom, a study, a bathroom and a kitchen all to himself. Once again gaol regulations were overlooked in order to make the distinguished prisoner comfortable. He was given a niwar bed instead of a hospital-type steel bed, a rubber-foam mattress, his own blankets, fan and light with the switchboard within his reach. He was also furnished with a table, chair, table lamp, books and magazines. His food and his Havana cigars came from his home. He wore his own clothes (he had two suitcases full of them) and used his own shaving kit. He was allowed an hour everyday with his counsel and could take his half hour of tehlaee at times of his own choosing. Since winters in Rawalpindi are sharp, he was provided with electric heaters. His wife and daughter joined him for tea in the afternoon. Very often, Benazir lay on the same bed with her father and the two talked in whispers to avoid being overheard by the ever-present warders and to ensure their dialogue was not recorded by bugging devices.

On 6 February 1979 the Supreme Court dismissed Mr Bhutto’s appeal. He was not present in court. The news was conveyed by the gaol superintendent. His only comment was: “This is very sad,” followed by a question, “Was it unanimous?” The superintendent, without checking, replied, “Yes.” Bhutto remarked, “That is very surprising.”

When the news reached Nusrat Bhutto at Sihala (fifteen miles from Pindi) where she was under house arrest, she got into a car, broke through the police cordon and stormed up to the gaol gates. She was allowed to meet her husband. She collapsed in his arms. When she came to, the first question he asked her was, “Was it unanimous?” Nusrat told him that of the seven judges of the Supreme Court three had given him the benefit of the doubt. “Don’t worry!” he assured her. “We will go in for a review.”

Once the death sentence had been confirmed, the gaol authorities decided to treat Mr Bhutto as they treated other convicts under sentence of death. They took away his shaving kit, removed the niwar bed (niwar can be used to hang oneself) and stopped home food. Mr Bhutto refused to lie in the hospital bed. Instead, he spread the rubber foam mattress on the floor: it was to be his bed till the last day. By the afternoon, the government relented and let him have home-cooked food.

On 24 March 1979, the Supreme Court rejected the review petition. The last ray of hope was extinguished. Yahya Bakhtiar’s role as Bhutto’s lawyer was over, but he requested the court to let him see Mr Bhutto. The prosecution represented by M.A. Rehman made no objection. Outside the courtroom Yahya Bakhtiar told waiting pressmen that there were grounds for a second review petition. Meanwhile, the superintendent of the gaol wrote a formal memorandum to Mr Bhutto informing him of the confirmation of the death sentence and telling him that he had seven days to make a petition for mercy. When he took it to Mr Bhutto and asked him to sign on the carbon copy, he refused to do so and dismissed him brusquely, “Yes, yes, I know all about it.”

The next day (25 March 1979) the Lahore High Court issued a “Black” warrant to the five convicted men specifying that they were liable to be executed after 4 April 1979. The exact date was kept a secret.

Mr Bhutto was allowed to receive as many relatives and friends as he wished. His first wife, Begum Ameer, uncles, cousins, including Mumtaz Bhutto, an erstwhile Cabinet colleague, Hafeez Pirzada, were amongst the many who came to see him. All visitors were searched and no one was allowed inside the cell; a six-foot-wide table was placed in front of the iron grill to prevent physical contact (or passing of cyanide or other poison).

One night Mr Bhutto sent for the deputy superintendent of the gaol and asked him to send for Hafeez Pirzada. Mr Bhutto made no specific request to Pirzada to appeal for mercy but the words he used were “Marna bahut mushkil hota hai” (dying is not easy), and the fact that Pirzada did in fact file a petition after his last meeting on 1 April 1979 indicates that Mr Bhutto, without relenting from his determination never to beg for his life, still hoped that somehow, someone would make General Zia hold his hand. While leaving the jail, Pirzada was asked by pressmen whether Mr Bhutto had made an appeal for mercy. He replied, “No, he has not. But I will do so.”

Pirzada appealed to President Zia to spare Bhutto’s life. His appeal was widely published but there was no comment from the President’s office.

The decision to execute Mr Bhutto on 4 April was taken two days earlier (2 April). Rules required executions to take place at 5.30 a.m. (or 6 a.m. in winter)—but the hour was fixed at 2 a.m. to avoid demonstrations and give time to have the body flown to Larkana and interred in the family graveyard in village Nao Dero. Meanwhile, the hangman, Tara Masih, was brought from Bahawalpur to Lahore. There was speculation that the condemned man might be taken to the Kot Lakhpat gaol to be executed.

On 3 April 1979, Nusrat and Benazir Bhutto were brought from Sihala to Rawalpindi jail at 11 a.m. They demanded to be told whether or not this was to be their last meeting. They received an evasive reply: “Aap yeh hee samajh lein” (you may take it as so). When the wife and daughter told Bhutto of it, he sent for the gaol superintendent and received confirmation that as far as mulakats (meetings) were concerned this was to be the aakhree (last). The exact hour when the hanging would take place was not divulged.

Nusrat and Benazir spent three hours with Bhutto talking across the table. For once Bhutto was indiscreet and gave instructions about some papers which he had secreted away behind the walls in his Larkana house. Within four hours the house was searched and the papers were recovered.

There are heart-rending accounts of this last meeting between Mr Bhutto and his wife and daughter. Benazir’s request to let her embrace her father or at least touch his feet before going was firmly turned down. A silver salver in which tea was served to Bhutto was handed back to her with the words “Ab Sahib ko iskee zaroorat nahin padegee” (the Sahib will not be needing this any more). It was obvious that the hour of doom was near. Nusrat and Benazir left the jail around 2.30 p.m. and demanded to be taken to see President Zia-ul-Haq. The superintendent rang up the President’s house and was told to tell the ladies to put whatever they wanted to say on paper.

At 4 p.m. a magistrate arrived with writing material and asked Bhutto to write his last will which he would attest for him. Bhutto spent an hour or more writing out his last message. No one will ever know what he wrote because with his own cigar lighter he burnt the paper to ashes.

At 6 p.m. he asked for hot water and his shaving set, saying, “I don’t want to die looking like a mullah.” And after he had erased the growth on his chin, he looked into the mirror and remarked in self-mockery, “Now I look like a third world leader.”

A maulvi arrived with a tasbih (rosary) and a musalla (prayer mat) to assist Mr Bhutto in his last prayers. Mr Bhutto put the rosary round his neck but told the maulvi to remove the prayer mat and himself as he did not need anyone’s assistance to meet his Maker.

Then the bravado went out of him. He lay down on the mattress and went into a kind of coma. As the time of execution drew near, other inmates of the jail were woken up and ordered to chant verses from the Holy Quran. Only Mr Bhutto remained impervious to the goings-on. At 1.30 a.m. jail officials accompanied by a magistrate and doctor arrived to take him out on his last journey to the scaffold. The superintendent shook him and said: “Bhutto Sahib, janey ka waqt agaya hai” (It is time to go). There are different versions of what followed. According to one, Mr Bhutto was roused and as soon as he saw the men with handcuffs, he panicked. He tried various ploys to play for time: he wanted to take a bath, write his will, have a cup of tea. But all were firmly but politely denied to him. According to the second version, he refused to be woken up. The superintendent feared that he had taken his own life and sent for the doctor. The doctor felt his pulse, heard his heartbeat through his stethoscope and opened his eyelids to make sure that he was alive. In either case, he was unable or unwilling to get up and had to be put on a stretcher. Since he was supine his hands were cuffed in front instead of behind him as prescribed for condemned men on their last journey.

Extensive precautions had been taken against possible attempts to storm the gaol: names of the PLO and even some foreign governments were whispered as likely to make a desperate bid to save Mr Bhutto. Precautions taken included look-outs for parachutists and hostile helicopters. Consequently, a very large number of defence personnel were present in the gaol at the time. It is estimated that upwards of 250 men saw the execution with their own eyes.

The scaffold is quite a distance from the condemned cell. The party with Mr Bhutto on the stretcher arrived at the foot of the gallows at about 1.45 a.m. As the stretcher was put down and the superintendent approached Mr Bhutto, he suddenly sat up. He mumbled some words which were interpreted as “Nusrat will be left alone”. When the handcuffs were unlocked and his hands tied behind him, he is reported to have protested that the knot was too tight. Then without assistance he went up the steps to the gallows. Before Tara Masih put the black hood over his face, Bhutto’s lips moved. According to one version, he mumbled “Finish it!” According to another his lips moved but no sound came from them. The trap was sprung exactly at 2 a.m. and the dapper, flamboyant Zulfi, once President and Prime Minister of Pakistan and next to Jinnah its most popular leader (Quaid-i-Awam), plunged to his doom.

At the time of his death, Mr Bhutto was dressed in salwar-kameez which he had elevated to the status of an awami suit. He had a gold Zenith watch on his wrist and a gold ring with three diamonds on his finger. After Hayat Mohammed, a humble servitor in a Pindi mosque, had bathed his corpse and draped it in a shroud, somebody noticed that the diamond-studded ring was missing. The superintendent immediately arrested Tara Masih and Hayat Mohammed and ordered them to be searched. The ring was found in the pocket of the hangman, Tara Masih. Both the watch and the ring were handed over to Benazir Bhutto the next morning.

The body was flown to Larkana and then taken to Nao Dero. Bhutto’s first wife, Ameer Begum, fifteen years older than him, his uncles, aunts and other relatives were allowed to see the dead man’s face. It was serene and calm as if in deep slumber with no visible marks of injury save a gash in the neck. (There is no truth in the story that men who are hanged have their necks elongated and their eyes and tongues hang out.)

Mr Bhutto’s execution will wipe out memories of his evil deeds and highlight some of the good he did for his country. He is already being acclaimed as a martyr. There are reports of people going to his grave to offer fateha for the peace of his soul. Many are reported to kiss the grave, pick the dust about the grave and smear it on their foreheads. In every hamlet, village, town and city stretching from the Khyber to Karachi, groups gather to offer ghaibana Namaz-i-Janaza (funeral prayers in the absence of the body). Bhutto’s ghost has already emerged from its tomb; it will not be long before it turns the illusory dreams of power of the ruling generals into a nightmare.

The beneficiaries of Bhutto’s “martyrdom”, as it will inevitably be described in times to come, will be the top leaders of the PPP including his cousin, Mumtaz Ali Bhutto, Mr Abdul Hafeez Pirzada, General Tikka Khan, who is held in great esteem in Pakistan, and above all his daughter, Benazir Bhutto.

(April 1979)


Pakistan: Sweet and Sour

I return to the country where I was born, brought up, and sustained for the first half of my life as a stranger. If its people had turned hostile towards me I would not bother to go back to it: what is a country if not its people! However, despite the three bloody wars we fought with them and despite the fact that our leaders spit abuse at each other and the air is thick with rumours of a fourth war, I go to Pakistan as a Hindu goes to Varanasi, a Muslim to Mecca. It is my teerthasthan where I perform my haj and my umra. This is where my roots are. I have nourished them with tears of nostalgia and sheltered them from venomous winds of hate with my bare hands.

I am not alone in my resolve never to let hate overcome my love for my neighbour. What if thirty-seven years ago we divided our patrimony and parted company? There are millions of others who, though they do not share my senile sentimentality for the land of their birth, are tortured alternately by love and hatred towards it. There is my ninety-year-old mother who demands: “Has some hakeem ordered you to go to Pakistan? These Pakistanis are a bari zaalim qaum (very cruel people): they’ll kill you. When you get to Lahore, give my love to Asghari, Akhtari, Jameela, Rabbia, Nusrat, Yasmeen. Sister Allaha Rakhi has been dead for some years but if you meet any of her children tell them their maasi (aunt) sends them her love. How I miss my village Mitha Tiwana! I wish I could see it once before I go. But must you go to Pakistan? They are very zaalim...” and so on.

The start is auspicious. The police officer at Palam frisks me with his bare hands and then goes over my body with his metal detector. He pays special attention to my turban—I could be concealing a revolver in its folds—and to my side where I could be carrying a kirpan. The detector passes over my head and sides in silence. But as it is run down my frontage it lets out a loud bleep of complaint. The officer tries again. And again the tell-tale bleep. What could I possibly conceal in my trouser front? Prem Bhatia, Editor of the Tribune, who is in the queue behind, offers an explanation: “Fauladi hai! What he’s got there is made of steel.” Everyone around bursts out in laughter. The culprit is my zip-fastener.

After clearing security at the airport, we line up along the PIA jet on the tarmac. It is a bitterly cold winter evening but we have to await our turn for a second body search. Two fierce-looking, hook-nosed Pakistani commandos in awami suits re-examine our hand bags and give us another frisking before they let us in the aircraft. Pakistanis are more vigorously researched and re-frisked than us Indians. They are not afraid of us but of their own countrymen owing allegiance to Bhutto’s Al Zulfiqar.

I judge airways companies by the looks of their stewardesses and their clientele by its manners. I am glad to note that Indian Airlines girls look better than their Pakistani hawaii sisters but the manners of Pakistani passengers are as deplorable as those of Indians. Where the Indian girls score is with their smiles. In Pakistan, a girl who smiles is still regarded as wanton. (It is the same with their television announcers: waxen, frozen-faced with no animation in their voices.) Where Indian passengers score black marks for ill-behaviour is in the liberties they try to take with air hostesses. Recently a fellow-MP was reportedly unable to resist the temptation of letting his hands stray on the shapely figure of a lass taking something out of an overhead locker. Such behaviour in Pakistani aircraft could entail risk of the errant hand being lopped off and its owner’s backside being subjected to a few well-deserved lashes. Consequently, ill-mannered Pakistani passengers content themselves by being rude to air hostesses.

Lahore is just a half-hour hop away from Delhi. Everything has the same feel as Delhi—climate, birds, trees. Only their humans look much healthier, bigger and better dressed. There are signs of poverty but none of starvation. Pakistanis are more forthcoming in their exhibitions of friendship. A handshake is regarded as too cold; it has to be a bear-hug. It takes all your wiles to avoid strangers pumping teas, coffees, and cokes into your system.

Rawalpindi is another half-hour hop from Lahore. And Islamabad a half-hour drive from the airport. It is a sprawling, half-born city at the foot of the Murree hills and much cooler than Lahore. This time of the year, chill winds blow over a frosty landscape of leafless trees and uncompleted multi-storeyed buildings. Everything except the strapping Pathans is in miniature: tiny shops with little worth buying; dimly lit during the grey mornings and closed by 5.30 p.m. because of shortage of electric power.

Prohibition is as much of a farce in the Islamic Republic of Pakistan as it was in Morarji Desai’s India. A drinking man can find liquor in the mirages of the Sahara desert. In Pakistan, it does not run like the river Ravi in spate, but it does trickle in tumblerfuls in most well-to-do Pakistani homes. You may have whisky served in metal tumblers or in a teapot and have to sip it from a china cup. It costs more than twice as much as in India but it also goes down twice as well because it tastes of sin.

Religion lays its heavy hand on the social life of the country. At Lahore, morning azaans blare forth in succession from dozens of mosques lasting a full twenty-five minutes, followed by recitations from the Quran till the roar of traffic overcomes the incantations from the holy book.

Our seminar on as secular a subject as relations between nations of South-east Asia began with the recitation of a tilawat and every Pakistani speaker, including the ex-Foreign Minister Agha Shahi, started his orations with Bismillah-e-Rehman-e-Rahim. One night I watched a debate on Pak television between the Minister of Information and Broadcasting and three divines on the role of media in spreading the message of Islam. A Maulvi Sahib who looked like a twin brother of the Shahi Imam of the Jama Masjid of Delhi was upset that not enough was being done to emphasize the “two-nation theory”. The other man, the principal of a Peshawar college, was unhappy that not enough emphasis was laid on the beauty of Islam. The third, a grim-looking lady in dark glasses and head covered, was disturbed at the exposure of the limbs of girls at play. The Minister Sahib was on the defensive throughout. The next evening I happened to be sitting on his right at an official dinner hosted by him for the visiting Indian delegation. He read out a very formal speech of welcome. I had to respond. I had a little liquor inside and was emboldened to refer to his interview the evening before and offered him an appropriate sher (verse) for his next confrontation with orthodoxy:

Mulla, gar asar hai dua mein
To masjid hila ke dikha!
Gar nahin to do ghoont pee
Aur masjid ko hilta dekh.

(Mulla, if your prayer has power
Let me see you shake the mosque!
If not, take a couple of pegs of liquor
And see how the mosque shakes on its own.)

There was a roar of applause in which the Minister joined. Then he whispered in my ear: “If these fellows had their way, they would make our girls’ hockey teams play in burqas.”

(February 1984)


Pakistan: Dream and Reality

Indian leaders indulge in loose talk about Pakistan preparing for war against India. In Pakistan they construe their words as preludes to an Indian invasion of Pakistan. In the four days I spent there, whoever I talked to expressed misgivings of Indian designs: “Why do you want to destroy Pakistan?” they asked and added, “It seems India has never accepted our existence as a sovereign, independent nation.” When I assured them that this was not true and that Indians respected Pakistan’s sovereignty, wanted to live at peace with it and wished it stability and prosperity, they asked: “Why then are you amassing arms? You do not need them for use against any other of your neighbours. Since your armies are lined up on our frontiers, we can rightly conclude you mean to use them against us.” When I put the same question to them about the sophisticated weaponry they have been frantically acquiring and said, “You know that however much you get, you will not be able to withstand a Soviet assault on your territory, the fact that three-fourths of your army faces India is clear evidence you mean to use these weapons against us. Who else?” They conceded that their weapons were meant to be used against us—not to attack India but to defend themselves against an Indian attack. “Why don’t you agree to a no-war pact with us?” they asked. “Why don’t you agree to a treaty of friendship with us?” I asked in reply.

It was evident that the Pakistanis are thoroughly frightened of the prospects of an Indo-Pakistan war. The most eloquent amongst them was General A.I. Akram who had fought three wars against India. He painted a picture of what India and Pakistan, who are now distant neighbours, could look like in 1989 if they became really close and friendly. “India and Pakistan stick together to face the world and the world knows when they touch one, they touch the other. The armed forces of the two countries have been reduced to half or a third of near-present strength because there is no danger from one to the other.... Relations between the two neighbours are such that should the frontier of one be threatened by an external power, it can call for support from the other. The expenditure on defence has been reduced by a half and a good deal of money has been made available for development, for feeding the hungry, for healing the sick and clothing the naked. There is complete cooperation between the two countries in the field of nuclear energy. The two countries have been able to combine their skills to become a great joint nuclear centre for the development of nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. The economies of the two countries are getting stronger month by month. There are no more pavement dwellers, there is no hunger, children do not walk about naked and starving. Internationally, India and Pakistan stand together and face the world as partners. At the UN, they usually vote together.”

General Akram’s picture of an Indo-Pak paradise in 1989 was much like the vision the late reverend Martin Luther King spelled out in his famous “I had a dream” speech. The General spoke with passion: “It is a paradise that we could create, that we would have created, if we had wishes, even in the past. From this beautiful picture of paradise, let us go back to the hell of reality in which India and Pakistan live today—a hell of our own making”.

Why don’t Indira Gandhi and Zia-ul-Haq have dreams like that of General Akram?

The favourite topic in Pakistan was the disappearance of the two Bihari servants of Mr Prasad of our embassy in Islamabad and their sudden reappearance in India. Many angry words have been exchanged between official spokesmen of the two countries; airlines personnel in Lahore and New Delhi have been summarily expelled—but as yet the veil of mystery that has surrounded the episode has not been lifted. I questioned as many people concerned on either side (including an altogether too brief an encounter with Shri Prasad and his Shrimati). The facts put the onus heavily on the Indian side. The Prasads had already two servants in their employ and neither needed nor could afford another two on Mr Prasad’s salary. The two had served the household for barely one month when they disappeared. It was our ambassador in Islamabad, Mr Sharma, who reported their disappearance to the Pakistan government and followed it up with insistent demands that they be found. The innuendo clearly was that they had been abducted by Pakistani security personnel and were being held against their will. Foreign Secretary Natwar Singh, not famous for understatements, issued a strongly-worded protest to the Pakistani ambassador in Delhi. Then the missing lads surfaced on their own. Not a word they had to say in explanation of their truant behaviour: Why did they leave Islamabad? How did they get across the Indo-Pak border eluding both the Pakistani and the Indian police and customs? When Pakistan expelled two Indian Airlines officials from Lahore, it was assumed that perhaps they had smuggled the men aboard an Indian aircraft. That apparently was not so because Pakistani security at Lahore airport is extremely tight. The Pakistani version is that they were put across the border somewhere near Wagah with the help of a notorious Pakistani smuggler known to our airlines men in Lahore. If that is true why did the Indian government retaliate by expelling two Pakistani airlines officials from Delhi—presumably totally innocent?

The longer the two main characters in the drama take to tell their story, the lesser will be their credibility. It will be obvious to everyone that it will be a version tailored to fit India’s posture.

There was obviously a communication gap between our External Affairs Ministry and the Ministry under which Mr Prasad is serving.

(26 February 1984)


Plane to Pakistan

On the eve of my visit to Pakistan I thought I should read up something about the latest developments in that country. I was last there the day they hanged Bhutto. Since then a lot of water had flown down Pakistani rivers.

I chanced upon The Rainbow Sign by Hanif Kureishi. His play on the problems of coloured emigrants entitled My Beautiful Laundrette received the top rating on BBC television and has been shown in cinema houses all over England. Kureishi, born of an English mother and a Pakistani father, was at the receiving end of racist prejudice in England as well as of religious fanaticism in Pakistan. The Rainbow Sign is about his to-ing and fro-ing between the two countries. I will only quote his comments on Pakistan. And mine on my country.

Soon after his arrival at Karachi, Kureishi was invited to a party. He writes: “They were drinking heavily. Every liberal in England knows you can be lashed for drinking in Pakistan. But as far as I could tell, none of this international bourgeoisie would be lashed for anything. They all had their favourite, trusted bootleggers who negotiated the potholes of Karachi at high speed on disintegrating motorcycles, with the hooch stashed on the back. Bad bootleggers pass a hot needle through the neck of your bottle and draw your whisky out. Stories were told of guests politely sipping ginger-beer with their ice-cold soda, glancing at other guests to see if they were drunk and wondering if their own alcohol tolerance had miraculously increased.”

Most reassuring! I’ll get my evening quota of hooch in Pakistan as I do in India. And probably as frequently spurious as served by some friends in Delhi. On the score of liquor, one-all between Pakistan and India.

Kureishi, being a playwright, was dismissed as a useless drone. “There were no theatres, the arts were discouraged by the State—music and dancing are un-Islamic—and ignored by practically everyone else.”

Score: two to one in favour of India. I get more music and dancing in Delhi than I can stomach.

All India Radio has news in Sanskrit which perhaps one in a hundred Indians can understand. Pakistan has news in Arabic which is as little understood in that country. “Someone explained to me that this was because the Qoran was in Arabic,” writes Kureishi, and adds, “but everyone else said it was because General Zia wanted to kiss the arses of the Arabs.”

No comment except that we don’t have any Sanskrit-speaking posteriors to kiss. Three-one in favour of India.

Evidently the Pakistani wog is as unhappy with the Islamic structuring of society as the Indian wog is over the imposition of Bharatiya culture. A retired Pakistani Air Force Officer exploded with anger: “I tell you, this country is being sodomised by religion ... Pakistan has become a leading country to go away from...”

A tragic attempt to get away from Pakistan took place a couple of years ago. An eighteen-year-old Shia girl of Chakwal dreamed that her fellow villagers walked across the Arabian Sea to Karbala where they found work and money. Twenty potential émigrés who walked into the ocean met a watery grave.

Lots of Indians are also anxious to get away from their country. But since Yogi Raj’s attempt to walk over water ended in disaster, no Indian has tried to walk over the Indian Ocean.

Four to one in favour of India.

Bhutto succumbed to mulla pressure and agreed to make Pakistan a modern Islamic State. But, writes Kureishi, “Islamisation built no hospitals, no schools, no houses; it cleaned no water and installed no electricity...Under the tyranny of the priesthood with the cooperation of the army, Pakistan would embody Islam itself.”

Five to one in favour of India.

Pakistanis are as touchy as Indians over adverse comments made on their country by foreigners. Only, they have an even lesser sense of humour than us and are more prone to protesting violently than us. When English cricketers Bob Willis and Ian Botham were leaving the pitch at the end of the game, they were set upon by a mob and narrowly escaped being beaten up. The provocation? Ian Botham was quoted for having remarked that Pakistan was a country to which he would like to send his mother-in-law.

If Pakistanis refuse to have Botham mother-in-law, I am sure she will be welcomed in India: we could make her the mascot of our cricket eleven.

Six to one in favour of India!

It will be nice going to Pakistan with five plus points in my pocket.

(December 1986)


War and Cricket

Just as Pakistani cricketers usually manage to get the upper hand against our side, Pakistani politicians seem to know how to score against our politicians at every confrontation. While we were frantically rushing troops to the Indo-Pak border and our Prime Minister was warning us about an impending war, President Zia-ul-Haq calmly went off to Kuwait to attend the Islamic Nations Conference. A week later while we were still fuming and fretting over Pakistan’s evil designs against us, Zia coolly announced that he would like to watch an Indo-Pak Test match. He knew that India did not mean to attack Pakistan. Rajiv should also have known that Pakistan did not mean to attack India. But Zia let it be known to the world that it was a charade. Rajiv did not.

I am told by friends who claim to know something about logistics that the exercise of moving such large number of troops and armour to the border and then moving them back cost Pakistan upwards of Rs 80 crore and India certainly twice as much. For the same sum of money blown by our two countries, both amongst the poorest of the poor, they could have raised a hundred factories, hospitals, colleges and schools.

The Pakistanis manage to keep the initiative in their hands all the time. If Rajiv was reluctant to invite Zia to India, Zia decided to invite himself. He came with his Begum Sahiba and daughter and made sure that it was not only Rajiv who received him but Sonia as well. He then went leisurely to Jaipur to watch cricket. (I hoped at least this time our boys would thrash his.) On the same day the rest of his entourage proceeded to Ajmer on Ziarat at the dargah of Khwaja Mueenuddin Chisti, Ghareeb Nawaz. Zia is a cool customer; he makes our Prime Minister and his bunch of advisors appear as bachchas and amateurs at the game of politics.

(February 1987)


MANY FACES

“I do not have many friends because I do not set much store by friendship. I have found that friends, however nice and friendly they may be, demand more time than I am willing to spare. I get easily bored with people and would rather read a book or listen to music than converse with anyone for too long. I have had a few very close friends in my time. I am ashamed to admit that when some of them dropped me, instead of being upset, I felt relieved. And when some died, I cherished their memory more than I did their company, when they were alive.

“Hate is my stronger passion—fortunately, there are not many people I hate. I could count them on the tips of fingers of one hand—no more than four or five. And if I tell you why I hate them, you may agree that they deserve contempt and hatred. I hate name-droppers. I hate self-praisers. I hate arrogant men. I hate liars. Is there anything wrong in hating them? People ask me, why can’t you leave them alone? Why can’t you ignore their existence? Now, that is something I cannot do. I cannot resist making fun of name droppers, calling liars liars on their faces. And I love abusing the arrogant. I have been in trouble many times because of my inability to resist mocking these types. And since most name-droppers, self-praisers and arrogant men go from success to success, become Ministers, Governors and win awards they don’t deserve, my anger often explodes in print.”


Rajiv Gandhi

In the next few days, Rajiv Gandhi is likely to announce his decision to quit flying and enter politics. He had no interest in politics and a very poor opinion of politicians. He was most reluctant to change his profession, and his wife Sonia was totally opposed to his going into the hurly burly of political life. However, he has at last decided to yield to the pressure put by members of the Congress Party.

Mrs Gandhi’s critics, particularly among the so-called intellectuals, have mounted a propaganda campaign questioning Rajiv Gandhi’s entry into politics. “He is only being brought in because he is the Prime Minister’s son and Sanjay’s brother,” they say. That may be so. But they overlook the fact that it is also his right as a citizen of India to do so. He is not—as the Opposition maintains—“succeeding” either his mother or his brother, but only offering himself (albeit reluctantly) to help as anyone else might in the organization. It would be a gross travesty of democratic principles to deny him rights enjoyed by all others simply because of his ancestry or relationship. He has yet to prove himself. And it will be for the people (not only his critics) to accept or reject him.

It is worth recalling that when Pandit Nehru first became President of the Indian National Congress, there was similar criticism that he had been chosen because he was Motilal’s son. When Indira Gandhi succeeded Lal Bahadur Shastri, fairly and squarely beating Morarji Desai, it was said that she became Prime Minister because she was Jawaharlal’s daughter. And when Sanjay burst on the Indian political scene and established his unquestioned power over the party machine, similar insinuations were made against him. But it was clear as daylight for anyone who wished to see that Nehru, Indira and Sanjay, each in his or her turn, were not imposed on the people but chosen by them. What could have been more democratic?

And now it will be Rajiv. There is little doubt that his way to the political path was paved by Sanjay Gandhi. People who believed in what Sanjay stood for hope that he will carry on the task that this valiant son of India left unfulfilled. Sanjay was much more than a Member of Parliament, the Prime Minister’s right-hand man and leader of the Youth Congress. He had succeeded in firing the imagination of the people that they could within their lifetime, convert the dream of a more prosperous and powerful India into a reality. If the people are now eager to pass on the torch that Sanjay lit into the hands of his elder brother, they do so in the hope that Sanjay’s unfinished mission will now be accomplished.

Still the Best Bet, if he Learns

The most significant thing that happened in the first month of 1987 was that people began to look for blemishes on Rajiv’s face. This very month two years ago the same people were loud in praise of the many qualities he possessed—his good looks, his candour and courtesy—and assuring us that we were fortunate in having so forward-looking a man as him at the helm of our affairs. Why did the magic mirror which once reflected his image as among the fairest of the fair start showing warts and pimples?

Rajiv’s own contribution to this change has been most noteworthy. Perhaps his massive victory at the polls gave him an illusion of invulnerability. He succumbed to the temptation of riding roughshod over dissenters, ignored institutions and traditions of governance, appointed friends unknown to the public to important public positions and unceremoniously fired those whose vibes did not please him. He began to pronounce with authority on subjects with which he had little familiarity. The subjantawala destroyed the image of a modest young man eager to learn. Said a south Indian friend to me: “A man who till the other day only knew how to handle the joystick in a cockpit can hardly be expected to deliver learned sermons from the world’s pulpits.”

Rajiv’s image has by no means suffered irreparable damage. He should know that he still remains our best bet to lead the country. He can afford to dismiss the rantings of politicians but he must take the near-unanimous criticism by the press, the trahison des clercs—the revolt of civil servants—more seriously. The press enjoys more credibility with the people than politicians. Civil servants have taken a lot of mauling from politicians and will not take any more. I raise my glass to toast the Venkateswarans of India:

“God give us men!

Men whom the lust of office does not kill.”


Sanjay Gandhi

It was a hot sweltering afternoon when neither man nor beast stirred out of the shade. And there was I, standing under a scorching sun amidst a sweaty crowd on the roundabout near India Gate. I wanted to say my last farewell to my young friend as he passed by. I recalled that sixteen years ago I had stood at the same spot in the same kind of torrid heat to watch the cortege of my friend’s grandsire. His grandsire had been a national figure for more than half a century and then Prime Minister for seventeen years. There had been elaborate bandobast for his funeral. My young friend was a political parvenu who had been vilified and slandered from the day he became a major, persecuted and gaoled off and on and had only recently managed to get into Parliament. Yet the crowd at his funeral was larger than the one I had seen at his grandfather’s. Someone had quoted an apt couplet in Urdu:

Ai gulcheen-e-ajal tujh sey nadaani hooee

phool voh tora ke gulshan men veeranee hooee

[0 thou picker of life’s flowers; you made a grave mistake;

You plucked the one flower which laid the garden desolate]

The cortege came along led by bands of young men chanting:

Jab tak sooraj chand rahega

Sanjay tera naam rahega

[As long as the sun and moon go round,

Sanjay will thy name resound]

Back home I pondered over this strange phenomenon. The only explanation I could find was that in the last year or two of his life, unnoticed by anyone, a Sanjay cult had grown.

It was very much like the cult of Che Guevara based on the worship of a man who lived dangerously, cocked-the-snook at convention and tradition, was more feared than loved, and above all feared nothing himself. All these applied to Sanjay. I recall his saying that a leader who is feared is more respected than a leader who is loved. “That’s why when I tell them to do something, they damn well do it”.

Who will now become the leader of the Sanjayists? I don’t see the mantle drop on the shoulders of his brother, Rajiv. He is too withdrawn, unambitious, and a man of the family. Nor on Kamal Nath or Jagdish Tytler or the young Scindia. None of them has the derring-do or the panache that was associated with Sanjay. The only possible inheritor of the cult figure is Maneka. She is like her late husband, utterly fearless. And when roused, the very reincarnation of Durga astride a tiger.


Jag Parvesh Chandra

As a people we Indians find success very hard to digest. It gives us flatulence and we let off gas of self-esteem from either end. Of the many friends who made it to the top in their professions, I can count those who retained modesty on my fingertips. Unique among them is one who the higher he rose, the humbler he became and more willing to do things for everyone who knocked at his door. He is Jag Parvesh Chandra, currently Chief Executive Councillor of Delhi.

I have known Jag for over fifty years since he was a boy at college in Lahore. He was a good tennis player but no great scholar. Then I had dealings with him as a publisher. Whatever little business and money he earned was lost in the Partition. For years he shared a tiny flat with his widowed mother and unmarried sister. He spent his time working for the Congress Party and journalists’ organizations. He could be met every morning at the Coffee House expounding his hairbrained projects like “miss a meal a week”, Bazar on Wheels and consumer protection. He fought elections; won some; lost others. Most evenings I ran into him strolling about our local market discussing shopkeepers’ problems with them. And almost every evening he would ask me, “When are you inviting me for dinner?” I did a few times. Reluctantly. Then one fine morning Jag became the elected head of the capital city, its Chief Minister. He moved from his cubbyhole to a ministerial bungalow with a three-acre garden, sentries at the gates, a car with a red light on its bonnet and an armed escort following him. I thought I had seen the last of the Jag Parvesh I knew. Not a bit. He continued knocking at my door and offering me his services. “If there is anything I can do for you, please tell me. Now I am in a position to do so; tomorrow, who knows? When are you inviting me for dinner?” I had nothing to ask for but was charmed by the man’s utter humility.

A few days ago he rang up and insisted that I come to his bungalow to acquaint myself with a new project he was about to launch. On his lawn a police band was playing Punjabi folk songs; the garden brightly festooned with marigolds. For every guest there was a shower of kewra water and a rosebud: Ministers, Speaker of the Lok Sabha, retired Governors and civil servants. All the fuss was over a new coffee house he has planned in the heart of New Delhi. “Since the old one was demolished, there is nowhere for writers, journalists and budding politicians to meet, talk and let off steam,” he explained.

“Why do you call it a Coffee Home and not a Coffee House?” I asked him.

“When I am thrown out of this house, I will have no place except this Coffee House to call my home,” he replied with disarming candour.

There is no one in Delhi more concerned with the city’s grim future than this man from Gujranwala who has made it his home.


V.P. Singh

My first encounter with V.P. Singh was some time in the spring of 1985. He was Minister of Finance; I, a little-noticed backbencher in the Rajya Sabha. It was on a Thursday morning when the Prime Minister is present in the Upper House during question hour and attendance is higher than on other days. Down the list of questions was one regarding the non-clearance by Customs of woollen garments and blankets sent by Sikh communities in England and Iran for the victims of the anti-Sikh violence following Mrs Gandhi’s assassination. Most of those parcels were addressed to me by name but despite frantic efforts to get them released, the People’s Relief Committee had failed to get round the bureaucrats of the Delhi Administration to issue a certificate of clearance. Thousands of men, women and children had spent the winter months shivering in the cold while sweaters and rugs sent for them gathered dust in the Customs sheds. That morning I had received a notice from the Customs demanding Rs 75,000 as demurrage for not having cleared goods sent to me. Understandably, I was in a highly agitated frame of mind.

The question had been put by me. It was answered by V.P. Singh’s deputy, Janardhan Poojary, in the usually devious way Ministers adopt to answer awkward questions. The parcels, he said, were not addressed to any person and no one had taken the responsibility for clearing them. I raised my hand to put in a supplementary. Fortunately for me, the gargantuan-sized Vishwajeet Singh of the Congress (I) roared at the top of his voice to say that the Minister’s statement was incorrect and that he knew that most of the crates were addressed to me. As I stood up and waved the Customs demand on me and letters showing the callousness of Delhi Administration babus, there were loud cries of “shame” from all sides of the House. I saw V.P. Singh turn to Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi and whisper something in his ear. He waved for Poojary to sit down and took the floor himself. He apologized to the House for the delay and promised that the entire consignment would be cleared within twenty-four hours. That evening he rang up and told me that if the consignment had not been cleared by next morning, I should let him know. The next morning the Secretary of the Ministry and V.P. Singh again rang me up to find out whether their orders had been carried out. They were, with despatch I had never known. By the afternoon we had tons of sweaters and blankets in the godowns of the People’s Relief Committee. Although the winter was over, we were able to provide every single afflicted family with clothing for several winters to come.

That one encounter was good enough for me to form a most favourable impression of the man. Till then I had only known him through newspaper reports and had heard him speak in Parliament on matters of commerce and finance. He was amongst the most competent Ministers but by no means the most outstanding in the Treasury Benches. There were many others who came as well prepared as he and quite a few with greater power of oratory.

It was after the Fairfax affair and his sudden transfer from the Finance to the Defence Ministry followed by his ouster from the government, suspension, and dismissal from the Congress Party that, from being one of the many possible candidates for succession to Rajiv Gandhi, he emerged as the most likely successor. This was not entirely through his own efforts. After Fairfax came Bofors, the German submarine deal, the Bachchan brothers’ business morals: Rajiv’s troubles came not in single spies but in the proverbial battalions. He tried to ward them off, waving his arms like one attacked by a swarm of hornets. And was stung all over his face. The once Mr Clean acquired a visage swollen with innuendos of corruption, sheltering corrupt friends and insulting the President. Instead of relying on advice of trustworthy tellers of unpleasant truths he lent ears to self-seekers like Dinesh Singh ever eager to return to the Treasury Benches and the likes of loudmouthed K.K. Tiwari and the greasy Kalpnath Rai to bray to their trumpets. Within two years of his spectacular victory at the polls, Rajiv Gandhi achieved the incredible by turning from a vote-catcher to a vote-loser, from being the Congress Party’s best bet to remain in power to its biggest handicap. Those that began to desert his sinking ship were not rats but men who felt that the only chance of keeping it was to change the pilot.

It would appear that from the day V.P. Singh was inducted into the Central Cabinet, he took his role as that of a broom to clean the Congress stables of corruption. In a short poem in Hindi published early in January 1985 entitled “Jhaaran ka Dhan” (wealth of the duster), he wrote:

DUSTER’S TREASURE

Let me lie where I am

It is only dust that I have gathered

If you manhandle me

Even this may go out of hand and be scattered

I spent some hours talking to one of V.P. Singh’s closest friends since his schooldays and cross-checking facts and opinions with V.P. Singh’s wife, Sita Kumari, and their family friends.

Vishwanath Pratap Singh was born at Allahabad on 25 June 1931. His father was the Raja of Daiya, a large zamindari yielding a revenue of about Rs 2 lakh per year. He had two wives: one bore him two sons, C.S.P. Singh, who later became a judge of the Allahabad High Court (then the youngest judge of any High Court in the country; he met a tragic end); and Vishwanath Pratap Singh. The second wife had three sons, Sant Bux, Harbux and Rajendra Singh. They were Gaharwar Thakurs, a branch of Rathore Rajputs descended from Manik Chand of Kannauj, brother of Raja Jai Chand. The siblings from the two wives of the Raja of Daiya lived under the same roof in absolute harmony. V.P.’s hero and guide-philosopher of his earlier days was his stepbrother, Sant Bux, a Congress Party member of the Lok Sabha.

V.P. was torn away from under his father’s roof when he was only five years old. The neighbouring Raja of Manda (about Rs 3 lakh annual revenue) being issueless, adopted him as his son. He forbade V.P. from having anything to do with his real parents and brothers and being tuberculous himself, kept his adopted son at a distance. For a few months he was looked after by an English couple, Mr and Mrs Cook, and thereafter by Amar Singh Mathur, a civil servant who was appointed his guardian. He lived with the Mathurs and came to look upon them as his real parents. V.P. recounts an incident when he was a student at Allahabad High School. One day a boy in a senior class came to see him and introduced himself, “Don’t tell anyone, but I am your elder brother Chandra Shekhar Prasad.” So strict had been the segregation that V.P. had been unable to recognize his real brother C.S.P. Thereafter, the two met regularly, but in secret. When the Raja Bahadur of Manda died in 1941, the adoption was challenged in court by collaterals. The estate had in any event been so badly mismanaged that it had fallen into debt and was placed under government control through the court of wards.

It was now the turn of the Raja of Daiya to play the heavy-handed father. He manipulated Amar Singh Mathur’s recall to service to claim custody of his son. V.P, then only ten, fought back. He clung to his chair and refused to leave the Mathur household. He had to be forcibly lifted and taken to Daiya. It was ten years later when the Mathurs, then settled in Delhi, invited him to their daughter’s wedding that he was able to resume communication with the family that had been closest to him. The scars these traumatic childhood experiences left on V.P.’s mind remained unhealed for many years.

Even back amongst his family, V.P. had to be constantly guarded by gunmen because of threats to his life by rival claimants to the gaddi of Manda. During these years of his childhood and adolescence he lived apart from other boys under the watchful eye of a guardian-cum-tutor. The little outdoor life he had was with his brothers whom he visited periodically and like others of the landed gentry, when he went for an occasional shoot. Having bagged his quota of a tiger, a few panthers and other game which was noblesse oblige for his class, he sickened of blood sport and gave it up.

After the death of his adoptive father, V.N. (the initials by which he was known before the press changed them to V.P.) was sent to Colonel Brown’s School in Dehra Dun. It was a prestigious preparatory school from which boys went onto the Royal Indian Military Academy, the Doon or other upper-class schools. After some years at Colonel Brown’s he shifted to the Boys’ High School, Allahabad, and then to Uday Pratap College in Varanasi. The institution had been set up by the Raja of Bhinga for the education of Thakur Rajputs with the specific condition that the principal would always be an Englishman. When V.N. moved from Dehra Dun to Varanasi, his Hindi was somewhat halting. That was taken care of by his tutor-guardian, Pandit Vijay Shankar Mishra. He was also somewhat weak in mathematics and took special coaching from Rajwant Singh, whose son being a classmate became a lifelong friend. V.N. was a slogger and always managed to be among the better half of his class. He was a good debater and always walked away with first prizes both in Hindi and English.

V.N. stood out in school as a quiet loner who took life more seriously than schoolboys of his age. He was a shy, fair boy with curly hair, always dressed in a spotless white shirt and shorts. The boys referred to him as Ajoriya ka bachcha—child of moonlight. Though an adolescent, he was serious-minded and did well enough to get merits in most subjects. While still himself a student, he opened a school in his native Daiya and spent his vacations teaching village schoolchildren. He forbade students from addressing him as “Raja Saab” or “Hakim” and preferred being known simply as “Masterjee”. He and his brother Sant Bux also began to address meetings in favour of the abolition of zamindari, which upset many zamindars.

After doing his matriculation in 1946 and securing a first class and distinction in mathematics, he joined college from where two years later he took his intermediate examination in arts subjects securing a position in the merit list of UP and distinction in mathematics. He went on to Allahabad University, from where he graduated in 1950 and got his LL.B. Throughout his academic life he was under the surveillance of his bodyguards and lived in “Aish Mahal”, Allahabad, residence of Manda Raja. He was driven to college in a state Chevrolet or a phaeton; his guards waited for him outside his school classrooms and drove back with him. Loneliness forced him to cultivate hobbies like photography and painting. He also took guitar lessons from Mazumdar, a staff artist of All India Radio.

Though qualified as a lawyer, V.P. never practised law. “He was temperamentally unsuited to making money out of other people’s troubles,” says his friend.

V.P. Singh’s father arranged a marriage for him, with Sita Kumari, daughter of the Raja of Peogarh-Madaria in Rajasthan. Those that jibe at V.P.’s ancestry being a descendant of Raja Jai Chand should know that Sita Kumari is a Sisodia Rajput descended from Rana Pratap of Udaipur. Sita had studied up to higher secondary at Sofia College, Ajmer. Though both were educated, neither groom nor bride was consulted nor had a glimpse of each other till after the nuptials on 25 June 1955. Sita Kumari was then eighteen, V.P. Singh twenty-four.

Sita Kumari is a remarkably vivacious and attractive lady in her early fifties and far too outspoken for a wife of a politician. “Family life?” she exclaimed in answer to my question, “very little of that. When I married him he was already neck deep in social work and politics. From dawn to dusk he was receiving visitors or attending meetings. We hardly ever ate together. His meals were left on the dining table for him to eat whenever he had the time.” V.P. and Sita Kumari have two sons, Ajay Singh (b. 1957), a chartered accountant now living in New York, and Abhai Singh (b. 1958), currently a doctor in the All India Institute of Medical Sciences of New Delhi.

Sita Kumari talks nostalgically of the months the family spent in Poona with a family friend. “The two families lived in two rooms. My husband attended Physics classes at the Fergusson College—he was always keen on Science subjects (he got a first class in B.Sc.)—we women ran the house, looked after the children and went out together to the pictures in the evenings.”

“Surely, with your princely backgrounds, you must have had a horde of servants to do the household chores!” I said.

“Believe me, from the day I married V.P. I have done all the buying of vegetables and stores and cooked every meal myself. He gave away all his land in bhoodan. There has never been anything princely in our style of living.”

There is certainly nothing aristocratic or upper class about the ministerial bungalow No. l Teen Murti Marg which has been V.P. Singh’s home for the last two years. Cane chairs on the veranda with only a stuffed turtle on the ground. A perky little snow-white Pomeranian named Fifi who barks a welcome at every visitor and then insists he pet her all the time. The sitting room is as the CPWD furnished it with the bare minimum of sofas, chairs, and a large table. Dominating the room is a colour-print of Indira Gandhi. On the side-walls a couple of oil paintings made by V.P. Singh (one of a girl’s head only showing her thick black hair). A few gewgaws on the side tables of no artistic or material value. Sita Kumari brings in the tea tray herself and discreetly retires to another room to let visitors talk to her husband. She re-enters as people are about to take their leave.

I remarked on her lack of jewellery: she wears no rings, necklaces, bracelets or earrings—only a mangalsutra. “You must have been given a lot of jewellery on your marriage. What have you done with it?”

Her eyes sparkled and she laughed as if she were telling me of a great windfall in her fortunes. “Yes, I had some jewellery when I came as a bride. I hardly ever wore it. I was taking it in a box to wear at a wedding. The box was stolen at night on the railway station. I lost everything.”

“You seem remarkably cheerful about it.”

“What to do? What’s gone is gone. Why cry over it? I don’t miss it one bit.”

She told me of his daily routine. “He gets up around seven and reads the English and Hindi papers. Prayers? No, no prayers. Some exercise. He used to do weight-lifting; now it is only a few yoga asanas. Then it is just people and more people. Meetings and more meetings. He never sees TV or listens to the radio.”

I asked her if she knew of any books that had influenced her husband’s outlook. She paused for a while before replying. “He reads books on psychology. But the only book he has read over and over again is How to be Happy Though Human.

“He couldn’t have had many friends.”

“He knows a lot of people but has very few close friends,” she replied. “Ranmat Singh has always been very close. Then there was Asif Ansari who became a judge of the Allahabad High Court. He died in 1978.”

“Who were the men who influenced him most?”

“Most of all it was his own elder brother, Sant Bux Singh. Then there were Jayaprakash Narayan and Vinoba Bhave. Lai Bahadur Shastri was his political guide and philosopher when he first entered political life.”

V.P.’s initiation into politics came indirectly through Lai Bahadur Shastri in whose parliamentary constituency Manda and Daiya lay—and directly through his elder brother Sant Bux who resigned his job with Lever Brothers to seek a political future. They did not share a common political commitment. Sant Bux inclined towards socialism; V.P. preferred to toe the Congress Party line. He attracted Shastri’s attention when he gave his estate to the Bhoodan—and when Vinoba Bhave refused to take all of it, gave what had been returned to him to the school he had set up. “Don’t say I and them,” Vinoba told him. “Say we.” He also gave away part of the Manda palace for the Lai Bahadur Shastri Seva Niketan. He got Rs seven and a half lakh in compensation for the zamindari taken over by the government and thought he would try his hand at real estate business. He did a certain amount of buying and selling of land in New Delhi till Sant Bux decided to fight the 1967 parliamentary elections from Fatehpur. This was V.P.’s first experience of elections. Sant Bux won an easy victory. Two years later, V.P. himself stood on a Congress ticket for the UP Vidhan Sabha and found himself an MLA. And two years later (1971) both brothers fought the Lok Sabha elections and won. V.P.’s constituency was Phulpur (Allahabad).

V.P. took his parliamentary responsibilities seriously and tried to specialize in science, technology and energy. In 1974 when Mrs Gandhi was looking for a UP Thakur to counterbalance Dinesh Singh’s hold on the community, she consulted Kamalapati Tripathi and Dev Kanta Barua, then President of the Congress. Kamalapati recommended Sant Bux. Barua, without any prompting, suggested V.P. Singh. She accepted Barua’s recommendation and much to everyone’s, including V.P.’s, surprise appointed him Deputy Minister of Commerce. She knew if she appointed Sant Bux, V.P. would have been very happy. If she appointed V.P, his elder brother was bound to feel peeved. She enjoyed creating discord.

V.P. remained Minister throughout the Emergency: his only unpleasant experience was having his pocket picked in Lucknow and having to borrow money from a friend. He paid the price for his support of the Emergency and like Mrs Gandhi was swept out of Parliament by the Janata wave. He continued to fight the Janata regime and was thrice arrested and interred in Naini Jail. When Mrs Gandhi swept back to power, V.P. regained the Allahabad seat. It was at Mrs Gandhi’s instance that he gave up his seat in Parliament and took over as Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh and was elected Member of the state Vidhan Sabha. He resigned the Chief Ministership in June 1982 as a sequel to two massacres in one night, one of them of a Harijan family. At the time there were few politicians who could do that sort of thing.

Seven months later he was made Minister of Commerce and later was returned to the Rajya Sabha. He was President of the UP Congress Committee when Mrs Gandhi was assassinated. He was the real architect of the Congress Party’s victory in the elections that followed in December 1984. Eighty-three of UP’s eighty-five seats in Parliament, including Rajiv Gandhi’s from Amethi, were won by the Congress. He was Rajiv Gandhi’s choice as Finance Minister in place of Pranab Mukerjee who had forfeited his trust. It was to his credit that the first budget he presented, though totally at variance with Pranab’s way of thinking, was warmly supported and welcomed by the captains of industry. Nani Palkhivala, a director of Tatas and the country’s best-known expert of budgetary finance, who always manages to pick holes in most budgets, was full of praise for V.P.’s first budget.

V.P.’s troubles began with his determination to go for tax evaders and violators of foreign exchange rules. His victims included the aged and highly respected industrialist Kirloskar, and L.M. Thapar, who was uncomfortably close to the Prime Minister. The net began to tighten around more people in the Prime Minister’s inner circle, notably the Bachchan brothers. There can be little doubt that V.P.’s shift to the Defence Ministry and his subsequent sacking was to prevent further exposures of skeletons in Rajiv’s cupboards. Another short verse from his own pen summarizes his plight:

I have been cut into pieces

But my value remains the same;

I was a solid coin

Now I have become small change.

The truth about financial skulduggery remains unknown. It cannot be controverted that V.P. Singh has emerged from the imbroglio as a man with a clean image and Rajiv Gandhi as one not-so-clean as he was believed to be when he first took office. In four lines V.P. sums up corruption among the rich:

Who does not convert

“Black” into “White”?

Some do it by cooking their accounts,

Others by the help of a hair dye.

Has V.P. Singh a political philosophy? Is he left or right of centre? Or a middle-headed opportunist unconcerned with the means he adopts and the allies he chooses to pedestal himself to Prime Ministership? Journalists like M.J. Akbar have accused him of consorting with right-wing, anti-Muslim parties like the BJP and the RSS. Kamalapati Tripathi, himself the most devious of politicians, has charged him with knowing no more than the first three letters of the English alphabet: A for Amitabh, B for Bofors, C for Chaddha. Going by reports of his speeches appearing in the press, one may be forgiven if one agrees with Tripathi’s assessment. “What am I to do?” asks V.P., “if all that pressmen everywhere pick out of my speeches are Amitabh-Ajitabh, Bofors and Chaddhas because they think they are in the news and whatever else I have to say about the state of the nation is not. I have very clear notions of my priorities.”

I asked V.P. to spell out his socio-political plan of action. Uppermost in his mind is changing the system that breeds the anti-people nexus of politicians and big business. The big business and politician combine vitiates not only the polity but also the economy. V.P.’s remedy for this is state funding of politics, and extension of democratic processes to all levels. Political parties like the Congress have had no elections for many years. As a result, power has remained concentrated in a few hands. Instead of recognizing efficiency as the criterion to entrust power to such people, the system extends patronage only to those it can count on for support. A party should sustain itself by what its members contribute. Or the state should fund them during elections in proportion to their prior performances. Their accounts must be fully and regularly audited and it must be ensured that a clique does not consolidate its hold on it. The chief executive of every party should be elected periodically; otherwise the party will become feudal in character and unable to serve the people. The democratic process should be taken down to the grassroots. For seventeen years UP has had no Zilla Parishad election; thousands of municipalities have likewise continued to malfunction because their members have not renewed their mandate. Such lethargy deadens democratic reflexes. We should amend our Constitution to ensure elections at all levels down to the village panchayats. Entrusting full powers to elected bodies will inevitably bring the administration closer to the people. “Issues must go beyond milestones of elections,” says V.P. Singh.

He is equally concerned with the surfacing of religious and caste considerations in the selection of candidates and their pattern of voting. He thinks that we should give serious consideration to proportional representation as a possible solution.

Industry should likewise be democratized with fuller representation to workers on boards of directors who should be ensured a fair share of the fruits of their toil. This will effectively curb irresponsible trade unionism.

The agricultural sector and prices of agricultural produce need a thorough overhaul. When fixing prices of produce, it is not good enough to only add up prices of inputs. The cost of living, comprising items of men’s consumption like the price of cloth, should also be taken into account. Special care has to be taken of unorganized landless labour, and Scheduled Castes and Tribes. They must be given possession of land they till and their eighteen per cent quota of seats should remain available to them at all times and not be filled by others.

Communalism? We have communalized politics and politicians rouse communal passions to retain power. If instead of being organized on religious lines we were to reorganize our society on the basis of common economic interests—farmers, weavers, factory workers, etc.—we would with one stroke kill the canker of communalism and bring the fruits of development to the people.

V.P. scoffs at insinuations against his secularism. “In my home Muslims were as acceptable as Hindus. During Moharram tazias used to pass in front of our home and I with my father would go to pay respects. In Manda the estate had its own tazia also. When violence broke out in Moradabad, I offered to resign my Chief Ministership.” After a pause he added with deliberation, “Anyone who harbours communal prejudices has no right to call himself civilized.”

I asked him about the kind of reception he has had during his tour of different states: Bihar, UP, Bengal, MP, Karnataka, Andhra, Gujarat and Rajasthan. He did not exaggerate. “It is difficult to assess crowds. What is more important than the numbers who turn up to hear me is that all over the country they want a drastic change in their governance.”

I asked him of his reaction to his critics in the press. He brushed the question aside: “They say whatever comes to their mind; I cannot answer all of them. I talk to the people and they give me the answers.”


Balwant Gargi

I don’t recall when I first met Gargi, except that it was in the home of a good-looking lass whom he had succeeded in leading astray from the straight and narrow path of matrimony. What had she found in him? He was a short, squat man who punctuated his talk with feminine gestures. He walked with a mincing gait like one afraid of slipping. He was said to be a good playwright. Since he wrote in Punjabi and only rarely were his plays staged, few people knew his real worth. He was certainly an engaging talker and had the knack of surrounding himself with attractive women and persuading quite a few of them that a Dunlopillo mattress was not necessary to make bed an exciting place. I did not read or see any of his plays but did get to read an anthology of profiles. They were the wittiest pieces of prose I had ever read in Punjabi. They were obviously designed to hurt and succeeded in doing so. Thereafter, every time Gargi produced a book, he lost a dozen of his closest friends. He made up the loss by acquiring new admirers. In his younger days he professed communism (we all did), then jettisoned it (so did we) and landed a job to teach Indian drama at Seattle University. He produced an excellent book on the Indian theatre in English. I complimented him on writing 300 pages on a subject that did not exist. He arrived back from Seattle with a lovely blonde American wife, Jeannie. All of Balwant’s friends fell in love with the Gargis.

It was a misalliance. Balwant’s diet was literary sarson ka saag; Jeannie’s was American apple pie. Gargi wanted appreciation of what he wrote and produced; Jeannie never bothered to learn Punjabi and was therefore unable to become a part of her husband’s alaque. Gargi was gregarious, open-hearted in his hospitality, with not much in his kitty to be open-hearted about. Jeannie cherished the privacy of her home and could not stomach people dropping in at all hours. She also had an enormous appetite for food which embarrassed Balwant for the simple reason that his friends might think he did not give her enough to eat at home.

It was Balwant who took the irrevocable step to break the marriage by committing adultery. He gives an emotionally charged account of his lustful encounter with one of his girl students, in a garage from where he could see his wife and children through the window. The affair was entirely physical. “While making love to Raji, I always came out with the wildest truths—the sins I had committed. How I had slept with a seventeen-year-old girl when I was twenty-three. Once her mother caught us and lost her temper. When I broke down, she soothed me, ‘Son, you must know my daughter is to marry soon. She is innocent. I cannot allow it ... It’s a sin.’ She caressed me and held my head in her lap with a purity and affection that I had not known. At night, she seduced me, kissing me like a mother and then suddenly changing her passion into naked lust, whispering ‘my son, my son!’ all the time. After that she would allow me to take her daughter. I began to sleep with both of them.”

Raji laughed, “If I were your mother, I would also have seduced you!”

The affair with Raji, whose breasts he says had opium on them, came to a sticky end. By then Jeannie had launched on a liaison on her own. Balwant’s machismo was deeply wounded. The injured tone he adopts over Jeannie’s behaviour is hard to swallow.

Balwant Gargi is like a cactus flower. He hurts anyone he touches. In his autobiography, The Naked Triangle (Vikas), he barely conceals the identity of the people he writes about. Some are mentioned by their real names. There is the writer, film producer, Rajinder Singh Bedi, now in his sixties, recounting his affair with a nineteen-year-old girl who bared her bosom to him as a sort of introductory “how do you do?” It makes nice erotica. But one does not need much imagination to know how the lady in the episode, Mrs Bedi, her children and grandchildren, will react to this disclosure.

Balwant Gargi’s book is largely set in Chandigarh. The Punjab University’s academic circles are up in arms against him for having portrayed them with their shirts up, pants and salwars down. Balwant Gargi will have to find new friends in Delhi. I will be one of them—till he writes about me.


Dhiren Bhagat

Two years ago Dhiren Bhagat wrote my obituary for an Indian journal. Some of it was flattering: my being larger than life and a journalists’ father-figure; some not so flattering: my undeserved and self-generated reputation of being a drunkard and a womanizer, whereas I had in fact slept with nothing more animated than a hot water bottle. Most of it was just having fun at my expense. Many people, who didn’t read beyond the first few lines lamenting my demise, fired off long telegrams and letters of condolence to my “widow”.

I live to write Dhiren Bhagat’s obituary. He is in fact dead. It was an untimely death: he was only thirty-one. A cruel death: he was crushed under a bus while overtaking another. And a singularly tragic one as he was the only child of his parents and a young man with enormous promise as a writer and a journalist.

Dhiren came to see me soon after he returned from Oxford. He was a pretty, effeminate, red-lipped boy in gold-rimmed glasses, dressed in khadi kurta-pyjama with a silk shawl draped about his shoulders. He had the cultivated stutter of the English upper class. He had political aspirations and seemed to have acquired the neta’s garb as the first step towards achieving netahood. I gathered he was related to my wife whose mother was a Bhagat. I got the impression that he was a phoney.

Then I began to see his articles in The Spectator. My opinion of him changed. They were extremely well-researched, witty, and beautifully worded. I became a fan. After reading some of his articles on Punjab, I persuaded him to do a book on the subject and took him to meet President Zail Singh. Thereafter, whenever he happened to be in Delhi he dropped in to see me. I took him out to dine with friends. Although a teetotaller and a vegetarian, he was great company.

When it came to meeting deadlines, Dhiren proved to be elusive. He always had a plausible excuse: he was short of money and compelled to write for papers to meet his day-to-day expenses. My colleague in Penguin India, David Davidar, agreed with me that we should tie him down with a contract. He was the only author on our list to whom we paid an advance royalty. Then he had another set of excuses: he had become correspondent of The Observer (London); he was in love, jilted by his girlfriend and accident-prone: while covering the hola mohalla at Anandpur, he was knocked down by a cavalry of nihangs and badly bruised. He had to spend several days in hospital. Every time we met he had some good reason for not submitting his manuscript. “It is not going to be just a journalist’s reportage but a work of art,” he would assure me. “If you want your money back, I’ll give you a cheque.” We decided to give him more time. Destiny did not. Penguin India is left poorer by a few thousand rupees; India has lost a man who might well have become one of its most illustrious sons.


Sahir Ludhianvi

Sentimental, sensitive, sensuous, generous but at the same time edgy, quick-tempered and quarrelsome. Sahir was all these as well as the best and the most successful of our lyricists. He was also the hardest of drinkers. Apart from Scotch, the only other thing he thirsted for was appreciation. I was surprised at the childish joy with which he celebrated the award of Padma Shri. And when his fellow Ludhianvis decided to honour him, he travelled all the way to Punjab and back to Bombay by rail (he had a morbid fear of flying) to be acclaimed by his native city.

I had many encounters with Sahir in the homes of common friends and spent a few evenings in his house in Juhu, close to where Balraj Sahni lived. If an evening passed without an unpleasant incident, I regarded it as a minor miracle.

Sahir was particularly touchy when he found himself in the company of the newly rich who pretended to enjoy sher-o-shairee. There is no dearth of them in Bombay where the film industry has thrown up as many millionaires as it has spawned versifiers. I recall one evening, a well-meaning Gujarati businessman began praising Sahir, but in the process misquoted one of his lines. Sahir turned on the poor (rich) fellow with a volume of abuse in a mixture of English and Punjabi-Urdu (he never got rid of his Ludhiana accent) till the other was compelled to leave—and the party was ruined. It transpired that Sahir was not expecting a drink in the house and had been taking slugs of neat Scotch all the way from Juhu to Malabar Hill.

In his own home he was always very considerate. There was his old-fashioned mother, who spoke nothing but the Malwa dialect of Punjabi, a younger relative and the inevitable bottle of Scotch. I was sure that his mother disapproved of his heavy drinking. To ingratiate myself in her favour, I asked her, “Maji, why don’t you curb his drinking? Don’t you see it’s doing him no good?”

She replied by asking me: “Puttar, what can I do when he has friends like you, who come to see him only to drink his whisky?”


DISCOVERING INDIA

“There are as many reasons for taking your holidays in India as there are for taking them elsewhere. For Bharatvarsha, all said and done, is your Bharatmata and you should get to know her better. She is vast and has everything that any other country or continent can offer. It will take you many Bharatdarshan tours to discover her infinite variety. Mountains, snows and skiing in Kashmir and Himachal; exquisite mountain scenery with snow-capped hilltops, lakes and torrents extending from the Pir Panjal range in the north-west to the rain-soaked forests of Meghalaya, Nagaland, Mizoram and Arunachal Pradesh. Excellent country for mountaineering, trekking, bird and beast watching, butterfly-hunting, or just gaping at the scenery. If you are too old to take heights, there is the vast Indo-Gangetic plain with its historic temples, mosques, forts, palaces, mausoleums, broad rivers and desert wastes. All more colourful than the best colour film can capture. The Deccan and the south have a beauty of their own—ancient caves with frescoes, old temples with styles of sculpture not to be seen in the north, the ghats with thousands of miles of golden sand beaches fringed by coconut palms, areca, and massive banyans. The people are different: darker, brighter-eyed, fuller bosomed and more articulate. Their variety ends at Kanyakumari where the waters of three oceans mingle. As the Bengali song goes, ‘Emon deshti kothao khujey paabey na ko tumi’: search wherever you may, you will not find a country such as ours.”


Snake River

The more I see of my country, the more I realize how much remains unexplored. And how infinitely more beautiful it is than I had imagined. My youth was spent on flat, dusty, desert lands; they had a monotonous charm of their own. But it takes mountains, rivers, and lakes to make a landscape truly beauteous. When in addition to these it has forests abounding with wild animals and exotic birds, you wonder whether there was anything more to paradise from which God expelled Adam and Eve. Last Christmas I discovered one such place. It is tucked away in the south-western corner of our peninsula along the Arabian Sea from where the Western Ghats begin their northward range and the Cauvery has its birth. It stretches across Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. I saw its Karnataka part which is about two hours drive off Mysore and has 600 square kilometres of mountains, dense forests, rain-fed streams, and a vast stretch of water made by damming the Kabini, a tributary of the Cauvery. It is named after a stream, Nagahole (Snake river), which runs into the Kabini as the Nagahole National Park.

We arrived at the Kabini Jungle Lodge in the afternoon. It used to be the Maharaja of Mysore’s private hunting ground. Many Viceroys of India, including Mountbatten, when he was ADC to the Prince of Wales, had been here. It probably had more game at the time but could not have been as beautiful because the Kabini dam and the lake came up only fifteen years ago. Today its waters stretch across the valley into the mountains of Bandipur Tiger Sanctuary.

The boss of Kabini is Bihar-born John Wakefield. He is a pukka Brit; a big, hulking Colonel Blimp with a handlebar moustache. He is as fluent in his Hindustani and Kannada as he is in Her Majesty’s English. The staff recruited from the surrounding villages including their Tamilian supervisor, Annapoorna Mudaliar, address Wakefield as Papa.

Kabini Jungle Lodge has only fourteen rooms. To preserve this mini-paradise from becoming a picnic place, a honeymoon resort, a country club or a tourist spot, Papa Wakefield has persuaded the Karnataka Government not to add to its accommodation. Kabini is strictly meant for lovers of nature and friends of wild animals. They are a small elite fraternity who know what they want. They will get it at Kabini; creature comforts of five-star hotels without their meaningless luxuries, but a lot more that no hotel can offer. At Kabini you dine by an open campfire alongside a lake shimmering in the moonlight. For music you have an orchestra composed of crickets, owls, and nightjars with wild elephants occasionally playing the trumpet.

The forest is largely teak and a variety of sal [Terminalia tormentosa), bamboo, rosewood (no relation of the flower, but a tall, hardwood tree) and sandal. In addition there is a baffling variety of scrubs, the commonest being a light, blue-flowered weed, epitarium, which grows in thick impassable clusters. There are few clearances in this thick jungle but quite a few waterholes used by animals. It is near these waterholes that watchtowers have been erected for the benefit of nature-watchers.

One early evening Papa Wakefield took us in his open jeep on a drive through the forest. A steady drizzle made the going damp and chilly. Two other jeeps carrying other visitors entered the forest from different points. We drove for an hour or more along tracks without sighting a single animal. Was it going to be like my earlier visits to wildlife sanctuaries? Thrice before I had sat up all night hoping to catch a glimpse of a tiger. I was unlucky. Then Papa pointed to a herd of spotted deer on our right. They were obviously used to human beings on jeeps and took no notice of us. But as soon as Sinha (civil servant and wildlife photographer) aimed his telephoto lens on them, they were off in a flash. We saw more herds of the deer family: sambar, cheetal, and swamp deer. We slowed down near an opening round a pond. “Yesterday there were three herds of elephants at this pond,” said Wakefield. Sinha had his camera ready. We were unlucky.

As we drove on and my disappointment deepened, once again Wakefield stopped his jeep and asked his assistant to go and see if there were any elephants at the nearby water-hole. I followed him in the drizzle. We climbed the two-storeyed observation post. I said a short prayer. The sun had set over half an hour ago; the dusk would soon turn to night. It was now or never.

The still waters of the pond looked like a sheet of glass. Out of the thick cluster of trees emerged a massive black elephant followed by his harem of three females and two baby elephants. “Not more than three weeks’ old,” whispered my escort as he tiptoed down the observation machan to get the others of the party.

Everyone has seen elephants. But there is something about seeing them in the wild which makes it an unforgettable experience. They look a different species from the ones you see marching in processions with the mahout jabbing their heads with an iron spike, making them kneel like slaves and raise their trunks in salutation. In its state of freedom a wild elephant, by its awesome presence, makes you realize that he is the monarch of the jungles. This one filled his trunk with water and sprayed it over his body. Majestically he walked out of the water, followed by his family, and came back into the pond. If he suspected our presence, he didn’t give a damn. Only once did he pause in his royal preoccupation with his harem—that is when he heard another elephant trumpet in the distance. He raised his head and bellowed out his response. The still waters of the lake and indeed the entire forest shook as if rocked by an earthquake.

I am not fantasizing. On our way back past a Korba encampment we saw two more elephants. They were in chains. The larger one, when on heat, had been let loose in the jungle. She had been duly serviced and was pregnant. The other awaited her time to come on heat and be likewise impregnated. Domesticated male elephants become impotent; female elephants in need of sex have to seek the service of males who breathe the fresh air of freedom.

For me the experience was worth the 2500-mile journey by air and car. I saw more varieties of deer and herds of bison than ever before. By the camp-fire dinner that evening, an Australian couple who had spent a week there with their children claimed to have seen over 100 elephants, herds of wild pigs, sloth bears, wild cats, leopards and even a tiger. Not to be outdone, I rattled off names of all the varieties of birds I had spotted. I hadn’t seen them at Nagahole but having seen one family of wild elephants, felt that I had seen all that there is to be seen in the world of nature.


Ludhiana: The Filthy Rich

Ludhiana must be the richest town in India. It is also the dirtiest. When the British first garrisoned it in the 1840s in preparation for their war against the Sikh kingdom, it had the largest population of prostitutes of any town in northern India. It has cleansed itself of prostitutes but has acquired a formidable number of public defecators who take good care to see that it remains the dirtiest city in India. Railway tracks have some magic quality of moving human bowels. Hence you see them lined along railway lines on either side as you approach any village, town, or city. The approach to Ludhiana railway station is through miles of sprawling suburbs with stagnant ponds of slimy, fetid water running alongside the rail track. Here the wheat-eating Punjabis come morning and evening to relieve themselves in full view of rail passengers and wash their bottoms with filthy water. Not a very edifying sight. I was told that Ludhiana has a corporation headed by a senior IAS officer. He has probably never travelled by train to the city he rules. Or maybe he is himself one of the thousands of defecators. I was in Ludhiana for only one night. Even in those few hours I could get an idea of its explosive prosperity as well as its unbelievable squalor. Also the distance that has grown between Hindus and Sikhs in the last two years. I was a guest of the Ludhiana Rotary Club. In the audience of about 300, my escort pointed out over 50 millionaires. Rare brands of Scotch (one bottle was auctioned for Rs 3,000 for charity), bejewelled Rotariannes in gorgeous sarees and a gourmet feast to follow. That was the meyyur of their hospitality and the pleyyur they derived from my presence. Most of the talk was about the verdict handed down by the Sessions Judge in Lala Jagat Narain’s murder trial. Did Bhindranwale’s nephew really deserve the benefit of the doubt? When there were no extenuating circumstances, why was the main assassin not sentenced to be hanged? Opinions varied according to whether you were Hindu or Sikh. One of the leading industrialists bemoaned: “I am a Hindu lala but read the Granth Sahib every day. My mother says her prayers at the Sikh gurdwara and not a Hindu temple. Now these fellows make us feel unwanted. We don’t want to set up any more industries in the Punjab. My son is putting up a new plant in Tamil Nadu. Brij Mohan Lai of Atlas Cycles is putting up his motorcycle factory in Faridabad.” And so on.

It rained through the night. In the morning the roads looked like muddy rivers in spate. The seven-mile route to the airport was littered with abandoned cars and buses standing axle-deep in water. Ludhiana has no drainage system. They told me again it had a corporation with a senior IAS man as mayor. He could not be blamed for the chaos on the roads: it was morning time and he was probably performing by the rail track with his chaprasi holding an umbrella over his head.


Why Isn’t Aditi Married

“Plenty of rice, fish and feni. What more can anyone ask for in this world?” he asks. Appa Pant is a man of many enthusiasms. It used to be Pandit Nehru, Panchsheel, Soekarno, Nasser and Black Africa. It turned to Mahayana Buddhism and mysticism. Of late he has shed some of the cares of the world and is researching on cancers that are eating into the vitals of society and has discovered a palliative in Surya Namaskar. His latest enthusiasm is Goa. He repeats: “What more does a man require when his belly is full of fragrant rice, fresh prawn curry and a glass of cashewnut feni?”

“I can think of a few more items in a man’s list of requirements,” I reply. Appa Pant’s eyes sparkle with understanding. “Plenty of that too in Goa,” he assures me. Being somewhat of a prude, he changes the subject. He points to well-appointed villas that line either side of the road from the airport to the hotel and remarks: “One has a cross: Christian. The next has a tulasi: Hindu. No tensions, no problems.” He points to the succession of wharves where flat-bottomed iron barges are being hammered into shape. “All these have come up in the last ten years to carry manganese and iron ore. In Goa, business is booming.” He points to muddy fronds with egrets hunting for frogs: “Time to transplant paddy, they produce good quality rice.” He points to hillsides lush with coconut palms and cashews. “Cashews have been harvested. Coconuts are there round the year.” There is no stopping Appa Pant when he is on to one of his enthusiasms. He notices the boredom on my face and turns to the driver, Joseph Fernandes. They converse in Marathi. I can only catch the drift of their conversation: that Joseph has eight grandchildren; that Appa Pant visits Goa at least twice every year. Why? His eldest child, Aditi, works in the National Institute of Oceanography. She’s been there eleven years. Joseph asks him something which Appa Pant regards silly enough to be translated for my benefit. “He wants to know why Aditi is not married.”

“What did you reply?”

He doesn’t answer. I repeat: “And why isn’t Aditi married?”

He pretends he has not heard me and fixes his gaze on the Goan countryside of green hills, seas, palm-fringed fronds, churches and bungalows. I will have to find out the answer for myself when I meet Aditi.

We arrive at Cidade de Goa, a fake Hollywood version of the sixteenth-century Portuguese mansion: orange-coloured walls with sentries and their shadows painted on them. Loos are marked cavalheiros (gentlemen) and senhoras (ladies); rooms are quartos, restaurants Alfama and Lagoa Azul; the bar, Taverna Latina; the open-air barbecue, Estoril. Fresh sea-breeze blows through spacious patios, the roar of sea waves provides piped music round the clock, the shrimps are saucy and succulent, the vino is truly veritas.

At 7.30 p.m., we assemble at the Taverna—Raja Rameshwar Rao (ten years in the Lok Sabha) and his cousin Pratap Reddy; Babu Ganga Saran Sinha (countless years in the Rajya Sabha) and Princess Bhuvaneshwari Kumari of Patiala; Subba Rao and yours sincerely. Appa Pant and Aditi join us. Appa Sahib is a T.T. and orders fresh coconut juice. Rameshwar asks Aditi what she would like. She smiles, and says with a straight face: “If I have to foot the bill, I will have a feni; if you are paying for it I’d like Scotch and soda!” Rameshwar orders Scotch-n-soda. I ask Aditi to sit beside me and probe her about her research at the Oceanographic Institute. While she is telling me of zoo-planktons and other marine life and the plants from which they draw their sustenance, I am trying to unravel the secret of her spinsterhood. She is young, attractive, accomplished (M.Sc, Hawaii, doctorate from London), blue-blooded (ruling family of Oudh) and with a mind as sharp as that of any Chitpavan Brahmin. She guesses what is on my mind and says: “I meet few people interested in my work. You must visit our institute.”

I am roused by the shrill call of a white-breasted kingfisher perched on the palm outside my window. It is 5 a.m. I go out on the balcony. Across the Zuari river-cum-Indian Ocean glitter the lights of Vasco. A full moon reclines westwards; in the east, a grey dawn silhouettes the palm-cashew-covered hillside; overhead, the morning star shines brilliantly amidst a tumble of black clouds. I tiptoe out of the sleeping hotel to the beach. I go barefooted on the wet sand, forwards and backwards along a 200-yard stretch till the sunlight outdazzles the morning star and the moon. The tide is coming in fast:

The waves with their little white bands

Erase the footprints from the sands.

The tide rises.

The tide falls.

It is time to have breakfast and find out why Aditi is not married.

We are taken into the office of the Director, Dr V.V.R. Varadachari. For an hour he drones on and on—the importance of the oceans and what his institution is doing. Seventy per cent of the earth’s surface is saline water; it has more life per square kilometre than land; carefully husbanded, it can feed us for years to come, provide energy and minerals. He tells of the four expeditions to the Antarctic, the two research ships Gaveshant and Sagar Kanya (the most sophisticated ocean research vessel in the world). He tells us that it would take us more than a day to meet all his staff of 600 (67 per cent of them scientists) to find out what they are doing. He does not tell us why Aditi is not married but asks us who we would like to meet and what we would like to see. We opt for nodules, the Antarctic expeditions and sea-serpents said to be a hundred times more poisonous than cobras.

For those not engaged in research, laboratories are not very exciting places to visit. They are a succession of rooms with shelves full of bottles and test tubes, walls covered with charts, tables littered with microscopes with researchers peering through them. They have no live sea-serpents and their two research vessels are out on the high seas. We end up in the office of Hassan Siddiqi, who was a member of the First Antarctic Expedition and is to be the next Director of the Institute. On one table are laid out nodules picked up from the bottom of the ocean bed. Their sizes range from that of ping-pong balls to unshapely masses of ten kg—all soot black. “Invaluable source of minerals, nickel, cobalt, copper and manganese,” he assures us. “We’ve staked our claim to the ocean bed as we have occupied space in the Antarctica,” he adds proudly. We watch the communication centre through which they keep in touch with the thirteen scientists left in the Antarctic. We can not only hear them but see their encampment with the Indian tricolour flying in the icy breeze.

In the evening, Appa Pant and Aditi join us for dinner at the Coqueiros in Dabolim—a favourite haunt of the gourmet. Once again I ask Aditi to sit next to me. She wants to know about the visit to her Institute. “Infinitely boring. No sea-snakes, no whales, no sharks, no penguins; only miles of test tubes and endless talk. You tell me about your two months in the Antarctica.” (There were only two girls amongst scores of male scientists.) “Look, we scientists like to keep a low profile. We don’t like publicity. It does more harm than good to our working as a team.”

I refuse to be snubbed by her and blatantly ask for her picture to go with this article. “I do not have one,” she replies adamantly. “I am not important. My work is.” So this piece appears without Aditi’s picture and without her permission. But I am sure I have the answer to the question why she is not married. She has found something more fulfilling than looking after a man and bearing his children.


Himachal

“In a hundred ages of the gods I could not tell you of the glories of Himachal,” lamented a Sanskrit poet. In my three score years and six I have seen some of that glory fade under my rheumy eyes. Admittedly, I know only a small portion of Himachal: Simla that I loved but love no more; and Kasauli with which I have made my terms because this is where I intend to spend the remaining years of my life. But I am sure that what I have seen with my eyes is also happening elsewhere in my home state. There was a time when given the choice between Kashmir and Simla, without the slightest hesitation, I would have opted for Simla, because it was to Simla that I belonged. Everything about it was bathed in romance. I rejoiced to see the rays of the rising sun kiss the tops of Jakhoo and Shali peaks; the crying of barbets and the cheeping of cicadas through the warm summer days was heady music to my ears; the plaintive songs of hill women as they cut grass on the hillside touched emotions too deep for tears. I watched many a sun go down behind the deckle-edged snow peaks and sighed for the day that had passed. The nights were equally bewitching—the silence of the moon-bathed valleys broken by the tinkle of mule bells, the haunting notes of the muleteer’s flute, nightjars calling to each other and the distant murmur of innumerable streams. When the rains came, they came in ceaseless torrents which lasted several weeks when heavy mists blotted out everything as if to heighten the desire to see what they had hidden from view. Suddenly, unseen hands would lift the gossamer curtain to unfold magic visions of freshly washed forests of pine, fir and wild rhodondendron, emerald green paddy fields through which ran swollen torrents sparkling in the sun.

The Himachal I loved was the Himachal of Rudyard Kipling:

So long as ’neath the Kalka hills

The tonga-horn shall ring,

So long as down the Solan dip

The hard-held ponies swing,

So long as Tara Devi sees

The lights of Simla town,

So long as pleasure calls us up

Or duty drives us down,

If you love me as I love you

What pair so happy as we two?

By all that lights our daily life

Or works our lifelong woe,

From Boileaugunge to Simla Downs

And those grim, glades below,

Where, heedless of the flying hoof

And clamour overhead,

Sleep, with the grey langur for guard,

Our very scornful Dead,

If you love me as I love you,

All Earth is servant to us two!

Most of my Himachal is gone for ever. Mule caravans have been replaced by diesel-farting trucks; the flute and the pahari song by Hindi filmi music blaring out from loudspeakers. Every year more and more of the mountains and their evergreen forests are being eaten up by human beings. As roads are driven further into the mountains, more woods are chopped down, more habitations spring up with their cinemas, dhabas, loudspeakers and liquor shops. If this is progress, to hell with progress! Give me back the Himachal of my younger days.

However, like most other states, Himachal claims to be on the march. No sooner you pass the barrier at Kalka and read the sign welcoming you to Himachal, you can see fresh imprints of the footsteps of progress at Parvanoo. It used to be a tiny hamlet with a tiny temple, a country liquor shop which also sold meat pickles. Today it has a three-tiered hotel promising airconditioned comfort, two new roadside cafes, ”English wine and beer” shops, a vast industrial complex producing refined petroleum, motor spare parts, watches, plywood, plastic chappals and much else. As you go up the Simla road, you see more factories, canning plants, hotels and restaurants. You also see hillsides once thick with sal, pine and fir now denuded with cadavers of trees strewn about: you hear sounds of the woodcutters’ axe. Nature fights a losing battle against the ravenous hunger of man. Man’s writ runs everywhere; he can breed with reckless abandon; not the paradise fly-catcher.

It is the same with Kasauli. Once it was a quiet little cantonment town visited by people dying of tuberculosis or bitten by mad dogs. It had its Everest in its Monkey Point (or Tapp’s nose) and its hallowed spot in its Lady’s Grave surrounded by a grove of myrtle and poplars. Here I saw mouse deer, monal, pheasants, wild cats, panthers, and python-sized rat snakes. On sheer cliffs nested lammergeyer vultures and kestrels. Today, Gilbert Hill has a huge microwave transmitter. Lady’s Grave has been swallowed up by an ugly air force township and Monkey Point looks like a wart on a Himalayan nose. When I was there last weekend, the redoubtable Kumud Joshi, Deputy Minister for Information and Broadcasting, was leading an army of Himachali ministers, officials and policemen looking for some unconquered Kasauli peak on which she could plant her new television transmitter. So Himachal marches on from beauty to prosperity and ugliness.


In Karnataka

I went to Belgaum to see some action: a Maratha invasion of northern Karnataka. I was disappointed. The mini-incursion of the kind mounted recently by “Chhatrapati” Sharad Pawar, “Peshawas” Datta Samant, Joshi and Suresh Kalmadi, had as usual been beaten back, leaving some debris of destroyed public property and a few corpses. By the time I landed in the disputed town, not a trace of defensive measures taken to check these periodic incursions remained: no police checkposts, no barbed wires, no tension between Marathi- and Kannada-speaking people. Kannadigas no longer get very excited over these forays by their neighbour because they know the guns aimed at Belgaum are in fact meant to hit fellow Marathas occupying the Mumbai gaddi.

From rainless Delhi to sunless Maharashtra and Karnataka. No sooner did we begin our descent than it began to pour and continued to pelt down for the next three days. It was chilly. Satish Tagarpur, PRO of the Karnataka University, and Professor Venugopal, who came to receive me, wore sweaters; ladies had shawls thrown about their shoulders. All I had were garlands of sandalwood shavings put round my neck to keep me warm. Without prior warning, they conveyed the chilling information that besides the one lecture for which I had been invited, I was expected to deliver another four. A couple of hours later, I was facing students and the citizenry of Belgaum on problems of the Punjab.

I did the best I could, explaining the situation and the unhappy decline in the prestige of the Sikh community due to the short-sighted, self-seeking policies of a handful of Akalis. With all the eloquence at my command, I condemned the demand for Khalistan as anti-Sikh, anti-Punjabi and anti-Indian. I assured them that but for a few lunatics, no Sikh wanted Khalistan. Thunderous applause. Any questions? A middle-aged gentleman clad in a dhoti, black coat and black cap walked slowly up to the rostrum. He cleared his throat and asked in grave, forensic tones: “Why do Sheekhas want Khalistan?” It was like someone listening to a recital of the Ramayana asking, “Who was Rama?” Fortunately for me, the audience burst into laughter.

On to Dharwad. A chill water-sodden wind blew across green paddy fields. White mists and black clouds swept over the surrounding hills. Shower followed shower. Poor visibility. All I could see was a rain-soaked land with muddy ponds and swollen rivulets. I had my first good look at my guides: the muscular, jocular, young but balding Satish Tagarpur and the shy, self-negating Venugopal, Reader of English. The former an extrovert, outgoing man of endless questions who knew everyone and was known to everyone; the latter, withdrawn and diffident like a lady in purdah. To break the ice, I asked them about the great sons and daughters of Dharwad. Both found their tongues. “Girish Karnad, Kumar Gandharva, Bhimsen Joshi, Mallikarjun Mansur, Bendre, Gangubai Hangal.” “No film stars? No athletes?” I asked. “Leena Chandavarkar.” Full stop. “Any celebrated criminals of the Raman Raghav calibre? Any notorious smugglers?” Venugopal replied: “We Kannadigas are a peace-loving people. Only a few mini Haji Mastans.” Then wistfully, “They are all in important positions.”

We passed a large herd of buffaloes: scraggy looking beasties producing more piss than milk but with the longest and the most lethal-looking horns I have ever seen on the head of any animal. When I expressed astonishment, Venugopal replied: “Bendre used to say, throw a pebble in Belgaum and it is bound to hit either a buffalo or a poet or a lunatic. We have lots of all three.” The ice was broken.

I ask them whence this enthusiasm for everything being in Kannada? The reply came in an instance of an attempt to translate “Second class ladies waiting room”. The Kannada version reads: “Room to wait for second class ladies”.

Dharwad is a modest-sized university town built over seven hills. On the highest point rests the guest house giving a panoramic view of the campus and the surrounding countryside. They left me little time to do any sight-seeing. Vice-Chancellor Desai took good care to see his money was well spent. They have a saying about the people of Dharwad—they extract the most out of a bargain. They have another saying about two things that are unpredictable—the girls of Belgaum and the rains in Dharwad. I had no experience of Belgaum girls but there was no unpredictability about the rain in Dharwad: it poured without a break. All I saw of the town and Hubli was through a wall of rain. By the time I got there, it was dark. We drove through gaily lit bazars before I was led to a platform to face a 2000-strong audience of Hublians impatiently waiting for me to spout. I said my piece, collected my applause, my sandalwood garlands and hurried to the home of my host, Sunil Kothari, and his handsome lady glittering with gold jewellery and goodwill. A fabulous vegetarian feast washed down with non-vegetarian Scotch of premium brand. What more can one ask for from life?

Next morning I began my homeward journey. Halfway between Dharwad and Belgaum we stopped at Kittur to see the ruins of a fortress from where Rani Chanamma had defeated a British force in 1824. She was later betrayed by her supporters and taken captive. She spent over seven years in prison where she died. Rani Chanamma is to Karnataka what the Rani of Jhansi is to the rest of India. Those who don’t know of Rani Chanamma don’t know the stuff that the people of Karnataka are made of.


Delhi-Bombay-Delhi

One day in Bombay seemed like one day too many. Crowded as ever and smellier than before. Arthur Koestler described his arrival at Santa Cruz airport as having a baby’s diaper flung in the face. He only smelt the faeces, not the stink of dead fish which envelops the metropolis in the months preceding and following the monsoons. But Bombay has many compensations. It has a new airport which has reduced the congestion at Santa Cruz. Ali Yavar Jung Marg, which sweeps in from the airport to Bandra, has new birds and flowers painted on the “lollipops” that flank the dual highway. Corals and bougainvillea have grown in stature; African tulips and pink cassias are in full bloom. And all said and done, Bombay’s quota of pretty girls continues to be higher than that of Delhi.

However, I was happy to be on my way back to Delhi. And to find myself amongst an airbus load of celebrities: Maya and Siddhartha Shankar Ray, Nani Palkhivala, Jamshed Bhabha, Nirmaljeet Singh (retired ambassador from Muscat returning from Zimbabwe) and film star Sanjay Khan. My only fear was that if the airbus met with a mishap, these VIPs would muscle me out of the headlines of the next morning’s papers. Nothing of the sort happened and we touched down at Palam, as they say, on the dot. It was a good ten degrees warmer than Bombay but much nicer. Nothing fishy or shitty about the smell here: it is the fragrance of siris (Albizzia odorata) that pervades New Delhi. And although the capital may not be as rich as Bombay in its quota of fetching lasses, it more than makes up for the shortcoming by having all the people in whose hands lie the destinies of the country. As a member of the Rajya Sabha I can claim to be at least in the suburbia of the centres of power. I hurry to Parliament House, to acquaint myself with what is preoccupying the minds of the chosen representatives of the people. How disenchanting! They spend forty minutes discussing Limca and Campa Cola! What is the country coming to?


AROUND THE WORLD

“I am a muftkhora—a free liver. I have been round the globe dozens of times and visited almost every country in the world but rarely, if ever, paid for my travel or hospitality. But with the years I have also become an araamkhor—luxury loving. And that is not always available to me. Every time I set out of my home for the Indira Gandhi International Airport, I ask myself: ‘Is this journey necessary?’ I resolve never to accept a foreign invitation again. At my age, I share Samuel Johnson’s sentiment: ‘Worth seeing? Yes, but not going to see

“I have seen all that is worth seeing: cathedrals, temples, pagodas, mosques, palaces and picture galleries, deserted cities, pyramids, the Sphinx, sea-sized lakes, lofty mountain ranges, waterfalls, subterranean grottos lit by myriads of glow-worms, ballets, theatres, music halls, strip-tease joints. Nothing worthwhile in the world remains unseen. As Thoreau said, ‘It is not worth the while to go round the world to count the cats in Zanzibar.’

“They say travel broadens the mind. Mine has been broadened enough ever since I took my first boat voyage from Bombay to Genoa and train to London. However broader I make my mind, it has no room to take in anything more exotic. I am now like George Moore who said, ‘a man travels the world over in search of what he needs and returns home to find it’. No sooner I land in a foreign country, instead of looking forward to exploring its charms, I count the days when I will return to my own country. They say I must be getting old. I tell them I am already old and cannot get much older.

“However, sometimes there are surprises in store for the most bored and blase of travellers. There was this much-travelled American who came to the Pyramids for the first time. He went round them on camelback over and over again, marvelling at the enormous edifices standing in the wastes of the desert. He made copious notes about their dimensions and plagued the camel driver about names of Pharaohs. To complete his record he asked the camel driver, ‘Have you given your camel a name?’ ‘Yes,’ replied the camel driver, ‘She is Greta Garbo.’”


With Persis to Bahrain

When it comes to complicating simple things, no nation can do better than us. Foreign travel is already a tiresome exercise, requiring the filling of innumerable forms in innumerable places scattered over long distances from each other to acquire a passport, visa, health certificate, tax-clearance certificate, Reserve Bank permits before you can get your ticket. In addition to this, you are now required to carry the exact sum of Rs 100 to pay the airport tax (any extra rupees are liable to confiscation) as well as undertake a visit to yet another office located in Shastri Bhavan to get yet another stamp from something known as Emigrants’ Protection. This office used to be located at Palam airport, but that was found to be too convenient for passengers. So now after your flight has been called, you may be suddenly told to dash back twenty-five kilometres to Shastri Bhavan and back. If you, as a law-abiding citizen, don’t have any more than Rs 100 to pay your airport tax, it is just too bad. You simply miss your flight and start the entire exercise all over again. The fact that you hold a return ticket with the return journey “okayed”, or that you have a job to come back to, or are a member of a legislature, is not good enough proof that you may not be intending to emigrate. The khaki uniform upholders of the law at Palam have had the bones of their skulls calcified by this bombardment of rules.

After an hour of hassling with the inspector who insisted that he was doing his duty (however senseless), we were airborne. To soothe my nerves, Air-India had laid on Persis Khambatta in Startrek. I was not in the mood for childish science fiction and Persis, who has been my paradigm of a Parsi beauty, looked singularly unappetizing in the Yul Brenner style of shaven head. I still treasure a set of her pictures in the nude published by a foreign magazine: brown curling locks about her shoulders and a figure none of our famous celluloid heroines can match. When she heard I was going to publish them, she threatened to sue me. When her threat didn’t work, she pleaded with me. That did the trick. In Startrek, she exposes nothing else of her nubile loveliness. And the poor creature is as short of histrionic talent as she is of hair. I slept through most of the Startrek to Bahrain.

Emperor Shahjahan developed a belly-ache. I recalled, so had the Mughal Emperor and his sons when they set about fighting each other. Captain Basu was full of apologies and exhorted us to make ourselves comfortable at the Holiday Inn. In this tiny oil-producing island, everything is owned by Arabs but run by Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. Pakistanis, being Muslims, are more trusted and have better jobs. The airport police are Pakistanis. For some obscure reason, Bangladeshis, who are usually more devout than Punjabis, are not accorded the same confidence. They and the Indians serve as waiters or labourers or have small shops (suqs). They live in a world of their own. The waiter who served dinner is De Silva, a young Goan trained at the Centaur Hotel at Bombay airport. He saves upwards of Rs 5,000 per month. The man he envies is a fellow Goan who collects Rs 20,000 in tips. Everyone in the dining room talked about money. Everyone, except a Bangladeshi head waiter who was spending his evening off, dining in his own hotel. He had obviously had more than his quota of whisky and felt reincarnated as a man of culture. Bangladeshi waiters provided him with an appreciative audience as he recited Bengali kobita to them. An Egyptian usherette joined the Kobi Shammelan. “Have you read Omar Khayyam?” demanded the head waiter. She did not catch the name as pronounced in Bengali. “Poet from your kantry,” he said, oblivious of the difference between Farsi and Arabic. “Great Ihover of the whine and the wheemen. Also greet feelosofer.” He proceeded to chant rubaiyat to the notes of Raga Bheem Palasi.

A book of bharse beneath the buff.

Jugs of whine till I say enuff, enuff.

The Goan waiter turned round and made a noise of appreciation. “Hey Sheelva, you know Omar Khayyam?” asked the head waiter.

“Yes, sir,” replied De Silva, “famous restaurant in Bombay.”


Indonesian Fortnight

I spent fifteen days in Indonesia on a study-cum-holiday tour. Before I went there, I knew hardly anything about the country except that it was very large, consisting of over 13,000 islands, had a teeming population of whom ninety per cent were Muslims making it the largest Muslim country of the world, that it won its freedom from the Dutch in 1950 and for fifteen years was ruled by a flamboyant and compulsive womanizer, Soekarno, who had bequeathed it a legacy of corruption unmatched among developing nations. Everyone I met who had been to Indonesia assured me that I would have a wonderful time: “Lucky You! you will see the world’s prettiest girls.”

Soekarno Hatta is Jakarta’s brand new airport and, like our Indira Gandhi International, has still to get over its newness. When we arrived its airconditioning system had collapsed. It had no fans or ventilation. At the immigration counter were eight queues with over a hundred passengers each. The one I joined, hoping it would be the fastest moving, turned out to be the slowest. The official in charge studied every passport with scholastic concentration as if he intended writing our biographies. There was only one rubber stamp between three queue-masters. In between stamping passports, he took off time to smoke and chat with his buddies who seemed to have nothing to do except ogle at new arrivals. At the same time, those who were somebody or had friends at the airport sped past us into the arms of their relations. How very much like India!

Conditions at the Customs counters were worse. Six channels marked red were for those who had dutiable goods. I queued up at the “nothing to declare” green channel. It was the longest and the slowest moving because no declaration was accepted; every suitcase was opened and thoroughly searched. Some were told to go back to join the red channels, others blatantly asked to share what they had in excess. An Indian friend told me, “Last year I brought ten kilos of litchis from Delhi. ‘Fresh fruit not allowed in Indonesia,’ the fellow said, then added, ‘give me half and you can take the other half.’ So I gave him his share and he let me take the rest.” Customs chaps in India are known to do the same kind of thing but not as blatantly as in Jakarta or with official connivance. It took us an hour to get past the Customs barrier with nothing to declare.

Jakarta airport is a good fifty kilometres from the city centre with American-style toll gates. The first half is a broad dual highway on which it would be hazardous to travel under 100 km per hour. It has no cycles, three-wheelers or bullock carts. The second half is through the city and usually crammed with cars and lots of traffic lights. Nevertheless, traffic moves smoothly.

Four hours after landing we arrived at our host’s doorstep. A very genial and larger-than-life Gene Smith, who we had befriended during his seven-year tenure in Delhi, and his India-born Dalmatian bitch, Trixie. She is now a fat, maudlin, toothless, old hag of thirteen (ninety in human age). Trixie dislikes everyone except Gene and his one-time Indian servant and sets up a piteous wail of resentment.

Our discovery of Java began next morning when we took the road to Bandung, the famous city of Panch Shila. I read names of stores and buildings we passed: Ramayana Cinema, Hotel Arjuna, Boutique Bheema, Dharma Yoga Centre, Doctor Sita, many putras and putries. Only the succession of silver-domed mosques reminded me that this was a Muslim, not a Hindu, country.

The first few miles out of Jakarta, either side of the road, has an endless succession of nurseries interspersed with furniture shops. Thereafter, homes line either side for hundreds of miles with paddy fields, coconut palms and bananas behind them. All the way from Jakarta to Bogor, up hills with tea plantations, it is a clean, green countryside with lovely villas standing amongst beautifully kept gardens ablaze with crotons, cannas, hibiscus, bougainvillaea and mussandas.

In my hotel room in Bandung I wrote down my first impression of Indonesia. Inevitably I compared everything I saw with things back home. And in everything Indonesia came off better than us. Food in restaurants is cheaper and tastier; rents of houses lower; not one of our broadest highways bears comparison with their roads; vehicular traffic, many times more than ours, runs smoothly without any blaring of horns. There is no litter anywhere; villages and towns are as clean as any I have seen in Europe. What I could not understand was why a country so rich in trees had no bird life except chickens feeding along the road; no crows, kites or pigeons and hardly any sparrows. Have they eaten up all their birds? Hardly any dogs either. Muslims don’t like dogs. What about the world’s most beautiful women that I had been promised I would see? On the first day they eluded me.

“Togetherness,” replied Gene Smith in reply to my question about the dominant aspect of Indonesian character. After many years in India, Smith is now Director of the American Library of Congress in Jakarta. He continued, “You seldom see an Indonesian alone. They don’t go in for asceticism and meditation in solitude. They strive to get on with each other. Their ideal is Gotong Royang—mutual help, sharing of burdens and solidarity.”

Mochtar Lubis, a well-known Indonesian scholar, has some very unkind things to say about his own countrymen in his booklet, Indonesian Dilemma. He starts by admitting that despite everything being wrong, Indonesians regard their country as the paradise on earth. There was once an argument among scholars over the nationality of Adam and Eve. It was clinched in favour of their being Indonesian. “They had nothing there except an apple tree and a snake; they did not even have clothes to wear and yet believed they were in paradise. Where else could they have been except in Indonesia!” The anecdote does not apply to Indonesia which lacks nothing. Everyone who has been there is of the opinion that with better (and more honest) management, it could become one of the richest countries of the world. Its land is fertile and just about every kind of fruit and vegetable grows in abundance. Unfortunately, its women are equally fertile and produce more mouths than the earth can feed. There is something about the rice-n-fish diet which makes men more randy and women more fecund.

Lubis lists six negatives against his people: obsession with sex, hypocrisy, “buck-passing”, feudal mentality, superstition, indecisiveness, and aping others. The only positive, he acknowledges, is artistic temperament. All of Lubis’s negatives could apply equally to us Indians without the compensatory artistic quality.

Obsession with sex, which Lubis so deprecates, seemed to me to have healthier outlets in Indonesia than we have in India. Molestation of women or “eve teasing”, as we call it, hardly exists because men and women mix as freely as they do in Western countries. Lubis quotes the popularity of the following song to prove his point:

Where lays the forest hen her egg?

In the roots among the rocks.

Where do I wish to sleep?

In the hollow between your breasts.

That wouldn’t raise a censorious eyebrow in India: We are used to stronger meat.

Many orientalists are of the view that Indonesia has become the most corrupt country in the world—far worse than India, Pakistan or Bangladesh. Educated, patriotic Indonesians are the first to admit the rotten state of affairs. Its leading poet, W.S. Rendra, has a poem entitled “Song of High School” about corruption in educational institutions. The poem was banned.

The pupils are playing with their teachers’ clitoris

How dare they;

They dare

Because there are no rules about anything any more.

Everything is permitted. Everything is forbidden.

Rendra (fifty-two) is not the best example of rectitude. Born and reared as a Catholic, he converted to Islam in order to get rid of his Christian wife and take a Muslim. He maintains a veritable harem of women. However, Rendra is as Indonesian as any Indonesian can be and as passionately against corrupt rulers as he is in his love for his country and women. To hear him recite his poems is a not-to-be-forgotten experience. The best example of his poetic delivery is “Swan Song” in which he writes about a syphilitic prostitute, Maria Zaitun, thrown out of a brothel and a hospital, dying in the arms of her true lover, Jesus Christ. In another well-known poem, “Prostitutes of Jakarta, Unite”, he lets go against the all-pervading corruption in Indonesian society:

The politicians and civil servants

Are a tight bunch of pimps.

Their congresses and conferences

Wouldn’t go without you;

You who must never say not

Because of the terror of hunger

And yoke of poverty

And your long, futile search for work.

Rendra is a cynic—cynicism is also a part of Indonesian character. In his “Pick-Pocket’s Advice to His Mistress”, he writes:

Among them honour is like lipstick,

Remember cunning above all,

Secondly, courage

And third, perseverance

Fourth: resoluteness even in telling lies.

This is how thieves live.

Every sunset, the Indonesian TV network relays the call to prayer with words of the azaan in Arabic and the Bahasa translation superimposed on them with a succession of Indonesian scenes at twilight time. Every little village and town has its silver-domed mosques and minarets. There is seldom a day when you are not stopped by groups of boys collecting donations to build a new mosque. At the same time, every street corner has its beer bar. No women veil their faces, and just about every girl learns to sing and takes part in traditional dances. Over ninety per cent of Indonesians are officially registered as Sunni Muslims to form the world’s largest Muslim community. Nevertheless, a visitor gets the impression that Indonesian Islam is different from the Islam one encounters elsewhere. My own impression after a fortnight of travelling across Java was that the people were basically Hindus who worshipped in mosques and some bore Muslim names. Despite the resurgence of the reformist Muhammdiya, founded in 1912, and its feminist counterpart, the Aisijiya, which between them run thousands of schools, orphanages and hospitals, there is something very Hindu about the Muslims of Indonesia. The explanations for this unique brand of eclectic religion lie in its history.

It was in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries that Islam spread from Malaya into Sumatra, Java and other islands. Only Bali resisted Islamization. Even in the rest of the archipelago, Hindu mythology and epics refused to be exorcized from the minds of the people. The Mahabharat and the Ramayana were no longer sacred texts, but they were basic material which moulded Indonesians’ minds. Names like Rama, Sita, Lakshmana, Arjuna, Bhima and innumerable other characters continue to be used; so do Hindu ways of life. Devi appears as the second name of many Muslim women: Fatima Devi, Razia Devi, Aiyesha Devi. A common name for a daughter is Putri. The Hindu-Buddhist substratum is acknowledged as aadat (habit or custom).

A puritanical movement to rid Indonesians of their non-Muslim aadats began with the introduction of steamships and larger and larger number of Muslims going on pilgrimage to Mecca. They returned home to form a body, Kaum Muda (new faction), which soon became a major force in the country. They were not fanatical propagators of blind faith (taklid buta) but of ijtihad (new interpretation) and akal (rationality). Despite opposition from the Sultans and the aristocracy, the movement, later known as the Muhammdiya, became the most powerful Islamic force in South-east Asia.

When Indonesia became independent, it had to decide whether it would be a Muslim state (negara Islam) or a composite state of different religious cultures united into one nation (bhumreka tunggal ika). At the crucial moment, the Javanese spirit (abangah) prevailed. I was told that Sufi orders (kebatinan) flourish, but in all the thousand or so roads that I traversed, I did not come across a single dargah or a mazaar. Worship of tombs, which is an essential feature of Sufism, is totally absent in Indonesia.

What is undoubtedly unique about Indonesian Islam is that unlike other countries which came under the sway of Islam, Indonesia did not reject its pre-Muslim past but made it an integral part of its new faith. Much of the cultural conflict and crisis of identity amongst Muslims of Pakistan, India and Bangladesh comes from their reluctance to assimilate their pre-Muslim past.

Indians’ presence in Indonesia is as old as Indonesia. When passports and visas were first introduced, about 20,000 families resident in Indonesia were identified as Indian—the largest number being in Sumatra and of Tamilian origin, followed by Sindhis and Sikhs. Tamilians, who came as labourers, remain comparatively poor. Sindhis are largely in the textile business, Sikhs in the sports goods industry and in dairy farming. Indians can be seen all over the country with sizeable concentrations in Medan (which till recent times had a Khalsa school), Sourabaya and Jakarta, which still has a well-attended Gandhi Memorial School run by Sindhis. Jakarta has two gurdwaras shared equally by Sindhis and Sikhs.

In the last two decades, several industrial houses, including the Birlas, Tatas, Sarabhais, Godrejs, Raymonds and Bombay Dyeing, have set up ventures producing a wide range of products—textiles, chemicals, cooking oils, rubber and dye-stuffs. The balance of trade, however, remains heavily in favour of Indonesia; we buy more than twice as much from it than it does from us. The most concrete example of Indian presence in Indonesia is the Bali Oberoi Hotel on Kuta Beach, some ten km away from Bali’s capital, Denpasar. It used to be a run-down country club before two Balinese businessmen tried to convert it into a hotel. They approached Rai Bahadur M.S. Oberoi to help them run it. The Oberois have made it into one of the most elegant and exclusive hotels in the Orient. What must once have been a wilderness by a turbulent sea has been turned into a much-sought-after luxury resort in the Orient.

If you like them broad-nosed, high cheek-boned and sensuous-lipped, overlook their being somewhat poorly endowed with bust and bottom, a little stocky and bow-legged, then you may give praise to Allah (or Bhagwan if you are in Bali) for having created them. Not otherwise. I have seen prettier Nagas and Mizos in the same mould.

Since I had been told that I would see the most beautiful women of the world, when I arrived in Jakarta my expectations were high and I looked for breathtaking beauty in every woman.

By the end of my visit I was a little disappointed. Perhaps I didn’t get round enough to the right places where beauties congregate; cocktail parties, night clubs, dance halls. I did manage to have a glimpse of Jakarta’s red light areas, Jalan Krakatan and Jalan Blora. It is in the streets around here that prostitutes take the evening air and look for clients. Jakartans have charming pseudonyms for them; Kupu Kupu Kalan—butterflies of the night, or the more compassionate Wanita Tuna Susil (abbreviated to W.T.S.) for ladies lacking in decorum. The few I saw looked like a mix of Javanese, Balinese, Filipinos and half-European. The more remarkable feature of Jakarta’s night life and one which no visitor can avoid is the prevalence of homosexuality. After sunset young people clad in alluring feminine attire can be seen at many major road intersections and by traffic lights. Visitors are advised not to let down their windowpanes as these youngsters can be extremely demanding. They are transvestites known as Bunds. The few I saw were more attractive than any of the women I met and houris compared to their Indian counterparts, the hijdas, who can be as aggressive as they are unattractive.

It would not be fair to end my Indonesian diary on this prurient note because I did in fact thoroughly enjoy myself and was most impressed with the beauty of its landscape and courtesy of its common people. I could well understand Rendra’s sentiment in comparing his mother to his motherland:

You are Indonesia!

You are the rain I see in the countryside

You are the forest round the lakes

You are the calm lotus of meditation.

The following experience in Indonesia qualifies as the last item of this diary:

One warm afternoon we stopped by a roadside coconut stall to slake our thirst. Indonesian coconuts have much more milk than ours and by the time we had drained them to the dregs, our bladders were full to overflowing. We proceeded on our journey hoping to find a deserted spot by the roadside to empty them. There is no such thing as a deserted roadside in Java. As in Kerala, both sides of every road have a succession of houses, mile after endless mile. We decided to pull up at a restaurant and ask for the loo. Our ignorance of bhasa landed us in more trouble. We thought the word susu had gained international acceptance and impatiently asked for it. We were presented with glasses of iced milk—that is what susu stands for in bhasa. Ultimately, we had no choice but to get close to a wayside tree and pretend that no one was looking at us. When faced with this problem in Indonesia, I would advise you to use the other internationally accepted word pee pee.


Polonaise

The one and only time I went to Poland (1962), Comrade Gomulka was Secretary-General (a Marxist euphemism for ruler) of the Communist Party. He had been in the saddle four years and had another ten to go. Warsaw had been rebuilt but still smelt of sawn timber and fresh paint. The number of women over forty exceeded men by almost 2-1 and the majority of them were widows. I was told that soldiers of the Wehrmacht fancied large-sized, fleshy Polish women to help them get over battle fatigue. In the week I spent in Warsaw, I met only one diminutive, pretty, Polish lass—she was the wife of an Indian, Bakul Khole.

Twenty years ago the Poles were a very overworked people. To rebuild their country from the rubble to which the Nazis, Russians, and the Allied bombers had reduced it, every adult worked two shifts. No one seemed to have much time for leisure or relaxation. It was twelve hours of slogging and lots of vodka tossed down in quick time. I had never seen as many drunks sprawled on the roads as I saw in Poland. Children going to school passed by them as if it was a common sight for them. There were other things that attracted the visitors’ attention. Although Comrade Gomulka and his commissars ruled the country with an iron hand, there was little enthusiasm for Communism among the common people. The most popular jokes were about the Russians and their Polish henchmen. And despite Marxist indoctrination that religion was an opiate, the people seemed to have developed a taste for laudanum by flocking to churches. On roadside shrines there were fresh flowers at the foot of crucifixes and rows of candles lit the faces of Madonnas.

Poland was very different from what I saw and experienced in East Germany. The Germans had switched from Fascism to Communism without much apparent protest. The Poles remained free of taint of either ideology; the tumultuous welcome they gave to the Pope last year left no doubt in anyone’s mind that the Catholic church in Poland is stronger than Communism.

I was not unduly surprised when Gomulka was replaced by Gierek in 1970, nor when Polish trade union solidarity defied and forced Gierek to resign a few months ago. And now it is Kania. Of that no matter. Whether it is Gomulka, Gierek or Kania or anyone else, they will soon find out that there are things you cannot destroy in a people without killing them; one is their religious belief, the other their spirit of freedom.


Ugandan Memories

I have very pleasant memories of the week I spent in Uganda over ten years ago. Milton Obote was President. He was putting gentle pressure on the Indian community to make their choice to either opt for Ugandan nationality or get out. Most of them were for getting out while the going was good. They were selling their shops, spreading their businesses to neighbouring countries or packing up to go to England or Canada. No one could blame Obote for his attitude towards the Asians; they owned just about every industry and every store in Kampala and Jinja (the two cities I visited) and yet disdained mixing with the Blacks. At the time, there were three enormously rich Indian Ugandan families living in palatial mansions and owning their own aircraft: the Mehtas, the Madhvanis and the Gills. All others were extremely well off. There was no such thing as a poor Ugandan Indian.

Idi Amin ousted Obote in 1971. Indian settlers hoped they would be able to stay on in the land of milk and honey. Amin was said to have had a soft corner for Indians—particularly one, a comely Lohana lass. This six-foot-seven-inch monster of a man desired this lady for his already well-stocked harem. Knowing that saying “no” would be of no avail, the lady slipped out of the country. It is said that had she responded to Amin’s overtures, the fate of the Ugandan Indian community would have been quite different.

Uganda was a very green country of rolling hills and dense tropical forests, with more bird and animal life than I have ever seen. In a short stretch of the Nile at Murchison Falls I saw in a couple of hours hundreds of wild elephants, lions, zebras, giraffes, hippopotami, herds of antelope, crocodiles, pythons, lizards and a baffling variety of birds.

The most cherished of my Ugandan memories is of my host Sardar Chanan Singh—a small-time carpenter who had become a prosperous builder. He had been too busy acquiring wealth to be able to spare time to learn English and spoke nothing save rustic Punjabi and a few words of African tribal patois. However, he insisted on escorting me everywhere and sitting through all the lectures I delivered. His comment on my performances was charming: “Sardarji, samajh taan kuchh nahin aya, magar anand bahut aya” (I didn’t understand a word but I enjoyed the experience).


Blossoms

As you read these lines in Delhi or wherever else you get your copy of the Hindustan Times, I am in Tokyo or Kyoto or Okinawa scanning the columns of The Japan Times. While the dhak (flame of the forest) is in flower on the ridge and the rocky ravines around Surajkund (the best place to see it), I will be in Ueno Park or the gardens around Yasukuni shrine inspecting the first wild cherry blossoms shimmering in the sun. It is Sakura or cherry-blossom time in the Land of the Rising Sun. While you contend with rowdy gangs of urchins armed with pichkaaris and buckets of coloured water, I will be making obeisance to Shinto gods amongst overdisciplined, overcourteous, ever-smiling, ever-bowing Japanese gentlefolk, all armed with cameras photographing each other. For you the bawdy songs of Holi; for me the quiet, vision-provoking brevity of a haiku.

The ancient pond

A frog leaps in

The sound of water.

And while you may be dousing each other with coloured water or rubbing gulal powder on the cheeks of your favourite girlfriend or taking other liberties licensed during the Holi festival with her, I may be suffering agonies trying to sit on my heels in Japanese style confronting a comely geisha girl daintily placing slices of raw fish with chopsticks in my hirsute mouth. While you may be guzzling bhang laddoos, I will be washing down Sukiyaki with hot sake.

The first time I visited Japan was more than twenty years ago. I was looking for material on the Indian National Army. I called on Major Fujiwara, Rash Behari Bose’s daughter, and met many old Indian residents. I found nothing new except Japan. And promptly fell in love with everything I saw and everyone I met. Since then I have been to Japan many times and each time felt more involved in it than before. This was surprising because I found the Japanese to be the most impossibly uncommunicative people on the face of the earth and was unable to make a single friend. Being in love with the Japanese has to be strictly a one-way traffic; it gains in intensity because it is unrequited. I was often tempted to give up the quest and dismiss them as others had as a nation of “perturbed Chinamen”. But no, the Japanese compel attention and admiration. Despite the frustrations, there is no country I would choose to go to again and again more than to Japan.

Almost everyone who goes to Japan learns to admire the Japanese: their industriousness, their unfailing though somewhat exaggerated courtesy, their calmness: even when hurrying they never seem to be in a hurry. They never raise their voices nor quarrel; I never saw a brawl and once was nonplussed at the way drivers of two cars which had run into each other kept insisting on taking the blame. There is much else which makes the Japanese a kind of race apart from other races of the world.

The Japanese are the world’s worst linguists. When it comes to English, they mix up their Ls and their Rs—at times with hilarious consequences. They take their democracy very seriously. So you must not smile or snigger when they discuss their elections. A simple word like Hullo becomes a “Harro”. In any case instead of saying Hullo, Hullo on the phone like the rest of the world, the Japanese say “Mushy, mushy”. Let me narrate a true incident during my first visit. It was a winter morning. I was sauntering along the Ginza looking at the shop windows of the department stores when I felt somebody wanting to draw my attention: “Hurro, Hurro;” “Excuse me, excuse me,” said a diminutive gentleman out of breath. “Velly solly to disturb you.” He bowed many times as he made his apologies. I bowed in return and replied as many times, “Not at all, not at all!” We continued bowing to each other, almost blocking the pedestrian traffic. “Excuse me,” he said for the fiftieth time before he came out with his proposition. “You like a nice Japanese gull? Yes?” I bowed and replied politely, “No, thank you.” He bowed another dozen times as he repeated “excuse me” before he disappeared into the throng. A minute later I saw him trotting up to me again. We went through the bowing ceremony all over again before he came out with his second proposition: “Excuse me, sir, if not a nice Japanese gull, may be you like a nice Japanese boy.” I wondered who were my compatriots whom he had entertained earlier.

The seemingly unbridgeable communication gap appeared even more unbridgeable on my second visit to Japan. This time I spent almost four months lecturing (believe it or not) on contemporary Japanese literature at the Keio University to a group of American students. My assignment was not as bizarre as it sounds. There are not very many books in Japanese prose or poetry translated into English. I was given almost a year to prepare myself and was able to read almost all that was available from Lady Murasaki’s The Tale of Genji and Chikamatsu (the Japanese Shakespeare) to Kawabata, Mishima and Tanizaki. I could not get to terms with any of these masters of the pen. Even the modern novelists much influenced by Western writers eluded my grasp. A lot of uninhibited sex and violence had come into their fiction, but of a very unfamiliar brand. For the first time I came across the big toe of a woman as an object of lustful ministration: an ageing man who lusted after his daughter-in-law was content to suckle her toe discreetly put out of the curtain while she took a shower. Japanese poetry proved even more elusive. The best were the Haiku and Tanka, rigidly straitjacketed in the number of syllabi and lines to be used. Most were like colour snapshots of the spring, autumn and the moonlight. To wit, these lines from Basho (1644-94):

The Peaks of Clouds

Have crumbled into fragments—

The moonlit mountain.

Basho used this Japanese brush-painting technique to suggest the outlines of a picture and to leave the rest to be filled in by the reader-viewers’ imagination. These two depict the autumn:

On the withered branch

A crow has alighted—

The end of autumn.

And

Such stillness

The cries of cicadas

Sink into the rocks.

Another master of the Haiku was Yosa Buson (1716-84) who also made pen-pictures, but with greater skill:

As the spring rains fall

Soaking in them, on the roof

Is a child’s rag ball.

And

Night ends so soon:

In the shallows still remains

One sliver of the moon.

Then there was the Japanese theatre—Kabuki, Noh, and the Bunraki—all three left me totally bewildered by their stiff conventionality, their masks and the discordant song, flute and stringed lute, the Koto. Westerners who rave about them fool themselves and the rest of the Western world. The same went for the tea ceremony Ceremonious it certainly was—hours of pretentious flourishing of hands to clean cups, place tea leaves in the pot and pour boiling water into it. And then with much bowing with both hands you were offered a thimble full of bitter, undrinkable fluid.


Homecoming

I am back. Three months ago when I arrived in Washington, snow lay thick on the ground. During most of my stay, the temperature remained well below freezing point. All I saw of the city was in a crowded subway from my temporary abode in Arlington (Virginia) to the Wilson Centre of the Smithsonian where I worked. Rarely was a soul to be seen on the sidewalks. It looked like a dead city petrified by icy winds. A week before I was due to leave, summer took over from the winter without waiting for spring. One day it was snow everywhere; the next day it had vanished. It was green lawns with crocus, daffodil and tulip. Cherry and magnolia were in full bloom. The three-mile-long Mall from Capitol Hill to Washington Monument was full of picknickers in T-shirts and shorts—basking in the sun, kites of bizarre shapes and sizes soaring into the blue skies. If you have not seen Washington in April, you have yet to see the glory of God.

For me, these three months were very fruitful. Although I saw very little of the city, I finished my assignment. I also met a large number of fascinating people. First I name old friends. There was Carol Laise Bunker, widow of the former Ambassador to India and herself ambassadress in Nepal. How beautifully she had aged! A mop of snow-white hair covering a cherubic, pink face. And full of the restless energy of a college girl. She has become a kind of American Mother India for visiting Indians. Then there were the Boorstins, Dan and his wife, Ruth. He had just retired as librarian of the Congress and is perhaps the most erudite of scholars living. If you have not read his Discoverers you can look forward to enjoying a truly gourmet feast of learning. Through the Boorstins I befriended the celebrated pianist Eugene Istomin, and his beautiful wife Marta, who had earlier been married to the renowned cellist Pablo Casals, fifty years older than her. One night at dinner at their house (rooms full of original Picassos, Pissarros, books signed by Rudyard Kipling, etc.), Eugene turned to me and said, “You want proof of God’s existence? Listen to this.” He played something by Mozart. It was beautiful but I did not have darshan of the Divinity. Then there were Senators Fullbright and Sherman Cooper, names that any congenital name-dropper like me will keep bringing up at the slightest excuse.

Inevitably, I saw more of my countrymen and women than I did of Americans. There was Amir Tuteja, who I had not known before. I practically lived off him. Every time he dropped in, he came loaded with liquor, food and flowers. I wore his overcoat, muffler and gloves against the cold. He drove me to homes I was invited to and dropped me back when the party was over. He is one of the rare givers who ask nothing in return. There were doctors Manohar Gulati and Abul Hasan Ansari—well into the millionaires’ club. As is Nanak Kohli, known as Mr Rolls Royce for his custom-built limousine. I met scores of Indian and Pakistani cab drivers. Almost every American and Canadian city has a sizeable complement of Indo-Pak cabmen. Although most of them have acquired foreign citizenship, their hearts remain in their vatans.

Returning to the West after an absence of four years, the thing that struck me most was that smokers are on the way to extinction. I rarely saw anyone light a cigarette. As a Sikh I should have welcomed this development, particularly since elimination of tobacco has not been imposed by the government but achieved by persuasion. Another thing that has gone up in smoke is the propaganda for Khalistan. I met scores of Sikhs. They are still very gussa with the Indian government over Operation Bluestar and the non-punishment of criminals who organized the killings of Sikhs after Mrs Gandhi’s assassination, but hardly anyone talked of a sovereign Sikh state. Ganga Singh Dhillon, who first put across the Sikh two-nation theory in 1974, is thoroughly discredited and the name of Dr Jagjit Singh Chauhan, self-styled president of the republic of Khalistan, is heard no more. I will write in greater detail of my meeting with Ganga Singh, and with Yogi Bhajan.

My one regret on returning home was that while the support for Khalistan is almost dead in foreign countries, it is being revived in India by the government extending patronage to its propagators in the Punjab. What has gone wrong with our brains?

A habit I picked up in the States was to keep the radio on all night. Not music, but dialogues in which listeners rang back to express their views. Believe it or not, it helped me to get better sleep. I heard, I slept, heard more and slept more. I also picked up a headache every afternoon. A thorough check, including a catscan by a panel of four doctors, revealed nothing and I decided that I had to learn to live with it for the rest of my days. On my way home I stopped in Ottawa and told my host, S.J.S. Chhatwal, of my new ailment. “Why is it”, I asked him, “that the medical profession takes no notice of symptoms such as I have. For half a century I’ve suffered from athlete’s foot but only on the right foot, never on the left. When I have arthritis, it is the right knee not the left; the right eye has poorer vision than the left; ear-ache is only in the right ear. And now I have this daily headache but only on the right temple.”

After a pause he replied, “I don’t know about allopathy but homoeopathy, which is symptom based, takes note of this one-side phenomenon. Let me give you something for it. It may not cure your headaches, but it will do you no harm.”

Unknown to me, the study of homoeopathy has been Chhatwal’s abiding passion for many years. He gave me three doses of something called Lyco 1M. After suffering daily headaches for over three months, I had total relief from the affliction for some days. Has one-sided sickness any rational explanation?

The day I returned home, the ammunition dump between Islamabad and Rawalpindi blew up, taking a heavy toll of human lives. I wondered what the first reaction of the Pakistanis was. A letter from a friend in Pindi a couple of days later confirmed that I was not wrong in guessing that they thought that we Indians had launched a pre-emptive strike against their nuclear installations at Kahuta. Such is the state of suspicion in the minds of people on both sides of the border. I have little doubt, if something of the kind were to take place in India, our first reaction would be to point an accusing finger at Pakistan.

Since wars begin in the minds of men, it is in our minds that we have to sow the seeds of peace. Although we have fought four wars since we became an independent nation, all of them were of short durations and as a people we have not yet been exposed to the horrors that wars entail. I have seen the havoc caused in Hiroshima and Nagasaki; Warsaw, Berlin and Dresden flattened to the ground; the miseries of people living in refugee camps in Lebanon and Syria; pictures of corpse-strewn streets in Iran subjected to poisonous gas bombs dropped by Iraqi planes. And never, never want to see such things happen in India or Pakistan. Do you know that currently twenty-two wars are being waged in different parts of the globe; that it is rare for the aggressor to win with a quick strike; and that in every war now, more non-combatants including women and children are killed than soldiers at the front!

How do we sow the seeds of goodwill in our minds? I do not think it was good enough for our President and the Prime Minister to send messages of sympathy to the rulers of Pakistan. The response should have come from the people—offers to fly in medical supplies and all the blood that they needed. There is no better antidote to bad blood than an offering from people in good health.


Return to Delhi

I return to Delhi as a man returns to his mistress when he has had his fill of whoring in other cities. What a welcome my beloved city gives me! It is a hot, sticky night. As soon as I am in my apartment, I peel off my clothes, go into the bathroom and turn on the tap. A muddy ooze oozes down into the bucket followed by a trickle of muddy water. Then a fart. No water. I give up.

I go to my study, pick up the phone and dial the caretaker. Two girls are on the line yapping away about their Daddyji and Uncleji. I put down the receiver to try again. They are still on the line now discussing their Mummyji and Auntieji. I make an obscene reference to their parents. “Some dirty fellow on the line,” says one, “buzz you later.”

I dial my number. Engaged. I dial again. Engaged. I dial “complaints”. She tells me to dial “assistance”. I dial “assistance”. She tells me “number out of order, dial complaints”. I dial “complaints”. The telephone is dead.

I go to my bedroom to let the air-conditioner cool my naked flesh and raw temper. It welcomes me with a distinct lowering of tone. Its drone lulls me to slumber. It resents my indifference and goes off in a sulk. The bedroom becomes like the Black Hole of Calcutta.

Power cut. No light. No fan. I spend most of the night sitting in a chair in the lawn slapping mosquitoes and counting the stars. A pale old moon wanders into the sky. The morning star glitters. I go indoors and throw open the windows. A cool breeze, fragrant with Madhumalati, drives away the dank fuzz of yesterday’s dead air. Through the dark foliage of the mulberry tree appears the grey dawn. A magpie robin begins to warble; its dulcet notes awaken the koel which screams to announce the birth of another day.

Flying-foxes wing their soundless way to their perches on massive Arjun trees. The old lady who lives above comes slish-sloshing along the road, looks round to see if anyone is looking, quickly plucks a few hibiscus flowers from my hedge, tucks them in her dupatta and slish-sloshes towards the temple. Her old man follows. He also stops by my hedge, looks around to see if anyone is listening, presses his paunch and breaks wind. He walks on with lighter step and a “who did that” look of innocence on his wrinkled face. A light goes up in the opposite block. A woman draws her curtains, ties her untidy hair into a bun and stretches her longing arms towards me. Crows begin cawing to each other, sparrows start quarrelling in the hedges. From the neighbouring mosque, the muezzins’ voice rises to the heaven, proclaiming the glory of Allah. Temple bells peal to awaken the gods from their slumbers. A milkman cycles round the block clanging his milk cans. Another man also on a cycle follows him calling in a heavy voice: Paperwallah! Ishtaitman, Taim of India, Aikspraise, Hindustan Taime, Paperwallah! I hear the shush of papers being pushed under my door.


A Bangladesh Diary

No sooner you board the Bangladesh Biman than you know you are heading towards a country poorer even than yours but inhabited by a people richer than any you have met anywhere in the world. The Biman Boeing is okay; it is more than half empty—which is more than okay. It is five hours behind schedule; flight delays are inevitable because all they have is three Boeings for their share of the world’s air traffic and seven Fokker Friendships for domestic use. The food they serve would make Indian Airlines proud of its menu and encourage P.C. Lai to further reduce the ration of dog biscuits he serves with tea or coffee. But the crew! I have yet to travel by an airline which has more courteous stewards and friendlier air-hostesses who go more out of their way to make you feel you are one of them.

Sweeping statements based on a two and a half hour flight from Bombay to Dacca and an all-too-brief dialogue with air-hostess Suheli Hasnat Khan. She joined the airline at sixteen, speaks very little Hindustani and her English is so Bengali accented that I have to make her repeat everything she says. Suheli decides I am very much like her grandfather for whom she had a special attachment. She is one of a family of eight children, says her five daily prayers, observes the Ramadan fasts and will be only too happy to marry anyone at anytime her father decides she should. “I take it you have never been in love?” I asked her. “No, not yet,” she smiles (she is twenty). Her fair, lissom figure and dark sparkling eyes must have given many a Bangladeshi swain sleepless nights.

We land in Dacca at 1 a.m. I had seen this airport in December 1971 after the Indian and Pakistani air forces had done their worst, leaving large craters on the runways and reducing the airport building to a mess of splintered plate-glass and gaping holes in the walls. I saw it again three years later (1974), repaired but like the victim of an accident. Now it was all aglitter with neon lights, glass and concrete. And a welcoming committee of government officials and a somewhat emotionally inebriated Kamal Anwar, the eldest son of my departed friend, the poet Jasimuddin. The three: mile route from the airport to Hotel Intercontinental has had a facelift. It is a dual highway festooned with brightly lit hoardings. “All done in the last year and a half of the present regime,” says Taj-ul-Islam of the government’s External Publicity. “Looks like a showpiece to impress visitors,” I remark. He smiles a smile indicating “no comment”.

Dacca is under curfew from midnight to 1 a.m. The streets are deserted. I feel sorry for the ladies who make their living between these hours—and pimps and thieves. The crime rate in Dacca has fallen to an all-time low.

Next morning I am in the lobby of the hotel, sitting beside the fountain and ogling at the visitors—mainly American and Japanese. G. Ratnam of Siemens joins me. He is having a spot of trouble getting a deal through the Bangladeshi government. “Our (Indian) tradesmen have been supplying shoddy goods to Bangladesh and have forfeited our trust,” he says. The morning papers also carry editorials criticizing Indian business methods. Himayet, my young escort, arrives to take me on a Dacca-darshan tour. I have done this before but the difference is noticeable. The streets and parks are cleaner. No one urinates or defecates in the open—he can get a lash on his buttocks and a fifty-taka fine. I realise that the only way to stop public defecation is the danda. Near the University the car clutch gives way and we have to call off our tour.

We walk over to the Dacca Club to await Inamul Haq, head of the government’s External Publicity Department. The Club’s tennis finals are being played. Members sit under the shade of colourful parasols sipping tea, watching the game and gossiping. The tennis is not very exciting, the atmosphere reminiscent of the gymkhana. An hour later Inamul Haq arrives with the rest of the party of journalists which includes several editors. (Bangladesh has three English and nine Bengali dailies. Ittefaq in Bengali has a circulation upwards of 1,30,000—the three English dailies under 35,000 each).

We set out in two Japanese Toyotas. The roads and the buildings look distinctly in better shape than what I had seen them earlier. The countryside is also more lush green and prosperous. Haq tells me that they have had a succession of good harvests. “We produce 13 million tonnes of foodgrains. We need sixteen.” The new varieties of rice now produced in Bangladesh could, with more inputs of fertilizers and pesticides, double their yield. But Bangladesh’s 80 million population goes on multiplying at the rate of nearly three per cent per annum. Eradication of poverty (in no country in the world are there so many beggars) will remain a distant dream.

We drive along a narrow road embankment through a green sea of paddy dotted with island villages. We reach Madhavi in the Baburhat district which, I am told and retold, is the Manchester of Bangladesh. It is the centre of handloom weaving. Everywhere I see hanks of freshly dyed yarn strung up for drying. Madhavi has been in the news because a new project—a five-mile stretch of kutcha road built entirely by shramdan. It was laid in two months by 25,000 volunteers from the neighbouring villages and students from local colleges. I stop to talk to a fifty-year-old dyer, Mohammad Qadam Ali. He gets a wage of 200 takas (Rs 100) per month, He has to feed and clothe his wife and five children. Prices of rice, lentils, meat, sugar and cooking oils are much the same as in India. Only fish is cheaper. Qadam Ali cannot save anything out of his monthly wage. And he has not finished with producing children.

A few miles further south is Narsinghdi on the banks of the Meghna. It has three jute mills employing 5,000 workers. (The jute and textile industries were nationalized by Sheikh Mujib.) Here the minimum wage is 150 takas per month with subsidized housing and free medical care. We relax in the mills’ guest house. My brother journalists (all Muslims) get down to scotch and chilled beer. A small can of beer costs thirty takas (Rs fifteen). Scotch is cheaper than in India but soda has faded out of Bangladeshi memory. We sit down to a feast of fresh lobsters, prawns and rohu taken that morning from the river. My Bangabandhus, their appetites whipped by Scotch and beer, consume mounds of rice and the fruits of the Meghna.

On our way back we stop at Baburhat and I am told again for the fiftieth time that the district is the Manchester of Bangladesh. Baburhat is the wholesale market of handloom products. The village, as most others in the country, is separated from the road by a canal and linked to it by a rickety wood bridge. At both ends sit bearded maulanas intoning passages from the Holy Quran into loudspeakers with a trayful of coins in front of them. This holy beggary is peculiar to Bangladesh.

We resume our journey homewards. Clouds gather high above the arched bridge over the Sitalakha river and a gentle drizzle cools the air. “It is the nor’-wester,” Inamul Haq tells me. “When the day is hot the nor’-wester is sure to come.” By the time we reach Dacca, it is dark.

I call on our High Commissioner, K.P.S. Menon, at his residence in Gulshan Park. The house is well guarded by armed constabulary, powerful lights and barbed wire (an attempt was made to murder Menon’s predecessor, Samar Sen).

Mrs Menon, an attractive and charming young lady, tells me how much she likes living in Dacca. There’s lots to do but she regrets her Bengali is not up to enjoying plays and poetry recitations which are features of the cultural life of the city. Her husband, who is an exact replica of his distinguished father in appearance, voice and diplomatic courtesy, has the same uncanny insight into the problems that bedevil relations between India and Bangladesh. Farakka has for the time being been settled but the long-term sharing of the waters will need a lot of goodwill and compromise on either side. There is also the thorny question of defining limits to adjoining seas. And Bangladesh is unhappy over the hospitality we extend to elements hostile to the martial law regime.


In Yankee Land

“The United States was a sleeping giant; it sleeps no more. God help anyone who crosses our path,” said the American sitting next to me in the plane. He was an airlines pilot full of information of the latest weaponry in the US arsenal. “We have planes which can simultaneously hit a dozen flying targets as far away as 200 miles from them. We have satellites armed with laser beams which can demolish anything anywhere on the face of the globe within a matter of seconds. What our scientists have done is not fully known to people of the world. We are a high-technology society, the like of which does not exist anywhere else.” He proceeded to elaborate. His home in California is almost entirely run by a computer. Lights go on and off, food gets shoved in the oven, cooked and kept warm—all as programmed on the computer. It sounded as if the Brave New World of science fiction of yester-years had become a reality. I asked him about the F-16s and AWACS planes that the US was going to supply to Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. Awesome!” he replied. “All computerized; knock out anything, anywhere, anytime. If you fellows know what is good for you, you better know which side to back.” I protested mildly, “Since you are giving them to Pakistan, we can only be at the receiving end.” He smiled grimly: “Don’t say I didn’t tell you!”

There is always something new in New York. My hotel room has a new kind of lock which opens when a rectangular piece of cardboard is inserted into a slot. It is “programmed” afresh every night to befool the cleverest thief. The television, besides the usual thirteen channels, now shows a variety of films, including dirty ones at certain hours. A gadget becoming popular with Indians visiting the States is a wireless telephone which can be carried in the pocket.

It receives and dials calls through the regular telephone from anywhere within a fifty-foot radius: you don’t have to run from the garden, kitchen or the loo when the bell rings. They tried to persuade me to buy one: “Only ninety-nine dollars! And see how simple and painless your telephone becomes!” they said. I told them that our CM. Stephen had made the Indian telephone system the simplest in the world. “It doesn’t matter where you dial your number from; the garden, kitchen or the loo, you’ll get it wrong. So why waste ninety-nine dollars!”

The World Trade Center’s two skyscrapers are the world’s highest buildings today dwarfing the Empire State Building by many feet. The bird’s-eye view they present from the top is very different from the downtown Manhattan seen from the Empire State. From atop the Trade Center you get a view of the harbour, the broad East river with its innumerable bridges with ships gliding in and out past the Statue of Liberty. I could see all this from the tenth floor room of my hotel, the Vista International, where a hundred men and women from thirty-six countries were assembled to discuss “Challenges to Freedom” with the liberty lady menacing us with her torch which she wields like a policeman’s truncheon. There was much eloquence on restrictions on the media in Socialist states (“all Soviet newspapers are one paper with different names ... They do not broadcast news but narrowcast them” etc). But strangely enough very little reference was made to restrictions on the press in Kingdoms, Sheikhdoms and military dictatorships. What came as an even greater surprise to me was to hear senior professors of journalism from different American universities denounce The New York Times and The Washington Post for their “left-slanted” reporting and comment on international events notably in Vietnam and EI Salvador. On second thoughts it was not so surprising as most of the delegates were Reaganites and the money for the conference had been provided by the Unification Church of Reverend Sun Myung Moon. At the same time I must concede that at the three conferences funded by the Unification Church that I have attended there was not the slightest attempt made to propagate its creed, laud Reverend Moon or influence anyone to express a point of view in line with theirs. “Why should they waste so much money on people like me?” I asked friends critical of the Moonies. “Air tickets for a hundred delegates, hospitality (Vista charges 250 dollars i.e., Rs 2,000 per day for one room) and all the bandobast must cost almost a million dollars.” They replied that persons like me were invited to give such conferences legitimacy and respectability. That would be the laff of the century in my country. Legitimacy, respectability and Mr K. Singh don’t go together in India.

In half an hour we are out of New York going along a broad highway into New England. It is autumn time—the most beautiful time of the year and nowhere more spectacular than in North America. The flame bush and the sumac spread like glowing embers on green velvety hills; maples in various shades of green, yellow and fiery reds and even redder Virgina creeper clambering over evergreen larches and firs. God in His infinite wisdom has chosen to give this country a major portion of His bounty. And whether you like them or not you have to concede the Yanks have done a great job with all they got from Him and grabbed from the aboriginal Red Indian. They maintain their lead over other nations in whatever they do. I do not envy the prosperity they have won by hard, honest toil. I say Shabash!

America abounds with success stories of the log cabin to the White House variety. Indians have a lion’s share of it: 90 per cent being in the top ten per group in terms of affluence. One of them is Ranbir Vohra. His friends in All India Radio might recall the tall, lanky, handsome man who smoked dehati style holding his cigarettes in a clenched fist and flicking the ash by clicking his thumb and fingers. (He continues to do so to the amusement of his American colleagues). Vohra picked up Chinese during his posting in Peking. India had nothing to offer him. So he went to Harvard. All he had was four dollars in his pocket and his wife Meena by his side. He slogged his way up. He topped the list in every exam he took and was appointed Associate Professor even before he got his doctorate. He is now full professor and serving his ninth year as Chairman of the Social Sciences Department at Trinity College, Hartford. He owns a four-bedroom house, two cars and a formidable reputation as one of the best Sinologists in America.

Vohra has all the recognition he needs in America. But like most expatriates, it is in the country of his birth that he wishes to be recognized and to live in after his retirement. He kept asking about prices of land and rents of apartments in Delhi. It was all very sloppy and sentimental but nevertheless very heartwarming. Better the heat and dust of India than the Sylvan Springs of Connecticut.

In my talk on Indo-US relations I said that perpetuation of stereotypes made understanding of each other very difficult. India continues to be regarded as a hot, dusty, humid and congested country and Indians regard Americans as uncouth, undeservedly rich with IQs of teenage cowboys. And how all the aid and goodwill extended by the US to India on the nation-to-nation level gets washed out by a single unpleasant encounter. At the end of my talk a very shapely black girl (wheatish is how our journalists would describe her) came up to me and asked me if I thought the Gandhian approach espoused by the late Martin Luther King towards colour discrimination was the best. I replied: “No madam! The only answer to a racial insult is an insult of the same kind with a little interest added to it. When a white man calls you a nigger, call him a honkie and kick him in the arse.” I was fully rewarded for my un-Gandhian response. Right in the view of all the faculty, students and visitors, the lissome dark lass planted a full-blooded kiss on my beard.


Korean Diary

I had to keep reminding myself that I was not in the Land of the Rising Sun but in the land of the Morning Calm, not in Japan but in Korea, not in Tokyo but in Seoul. The similarities so swamped my senses that I found it hard to spot the differences. The Koreans are slightly bigger, a shade better looking than the Japanese, their language has more Chinese-sounding words in it, they do not bow so often or so low as the Japanese but are equally courteous. Their food, particularly the barbecued varieties of meat, tastes better than anything I have eaten before and their ginseng wine, soju, smells of overripe radish. Their women wear simplified versions of Japanese dresses and their Kisaeng have less make-up on them than Japanese geisha girls. The Koreans are not as rich as the Japanese: Japan is tops in the material world; Koreans are fast catching up with them and by the end of the 1980s will have qualified for membership of the world’s Rich Nations Club. South Koreans are conscious of the fact that they are held out as a lesson to the developing nations; they are confident of achieving their destined affluence and not much worried about bartering their morning calm for turbulent prosperity. After a week in Seoul I asked myself the Biblical question: “What shall it profit a people if they gain the whole world but lose their souls?” I did not find the answer but wished that I had been given the choice: I would take the world and give away all the souls to anyone who wants them.

I had my first encounter with the soul a few minutes after my arrival in Hotel Lotte. After twenty-four hours of sleepless travel from Delhi, followed by a two-hour wait for my valise which unknown to me had a free look at Bangkok, Taipeh and Hong Kong. I could have done with a slug of elixir and some sleep. To my utter dismay I found a 100-yard-long queue of delegates to the same conference waiting to register their names for accommodation. I was informed that it would take another two hours before my turn came.

A tall shapely girl, black hair curling about her shoulders, broad nose, full lips, ample bosom, narrow waist and a well-stacked behind, fixed me with her large brown eyes and asked me if she was right in guessing who I was. It didn’t take much guesswork because my valise bore the legend of the Hindustan Times fore and aft (it works miracles with the customs people). She introduced herself as a fellow Indian, Roshan D’Souza, member of Reverend Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church. Since I had a long wait ahead of me, I invited Roshan to join me for a drink and dinner. She partly accepted my invitation: no drink but a bite. My fatigue vanished even before the whisky had touched my lips. I complimented her on her looks and quoted Akbar Allahabadi’s doggerel about a Miss D’Souza.

Qaim yahee boot-o-moza rakhiye

Dill ko Mushtaq-i-Miss D’Souza rakhiye

The lines did not need being translated but were nevertheless a misfire. Roshan is a Mangalorean Catholic, brought up in Madras. Her short stint as an air-hostess taught her some Hindustani but it was not up to Akbar Allahabadi’s sarcasms. I had to be more direct. What was a pretty girl like her doing with the Moonies? She ignored the reference to her looks and proceeded to tell me about the Unification Church. She was no longer speaking to me but addressing a congregation from a pulpit. Three principles of life, she explained, were couched in negative terms: no arrogance (meaning no ahamkara), no exploitation of love, no exploitation of money. I asked her to elaborate the second principle. She pronounced firmly: no premarital or extra-marital sex; sex not for pleasure but only for procreation; and only when the mind is attuned with the body should intercourse take place. The parents are best qualified to choose lifemates for their children. (However, sweet Roshan found her own American husband who at once gave her US citizenship and membership of the Unification Church.) Mixed with all this was God, Jesus, the Messianic mission of Reverend Moon to bring the faiths of the world together under his leadership and his dream of making South Korea as the Kingdom of God on earth. Amen!

I tried to needle Roshan; she was as firm as a rock in her new faith. I asked her why Reverend Moon received such a bad press. For the next hour Roshan denounced the wicked calumny of the White press against a yellow Messiah. My eyes were heavy with sleep. The queue had almost evaporated. Roshan helped me carry my baggage to my room. She unlocked my door and switched on the lights without stepping inside the room. The threshold was the Lakshman rekha which a well-brought-up girl like Roshan could never cross without her husband. I did not dare to invite her.

I slept round the clock from 11 p.m. to 11 a.m. the next day. My room gave me a bird’s-eye view of Seoul’s rooftops and the ring of rugged hills in which the city nestles. Snowflakes came down like confetti and spread a white carpet on the roads. Unending lines of olive-green taxis and buses sped along the highways. It is a large city, almost a quarter (9 million) of Korea’s 36 million live in the capital which spills over the ring of hills stretching over 40 miles end to end. And now it is growing vertically; subways, miles of underground arcades linked to each other and high-rise buildings replacing the single-roofed. Everything about Seoul reminds me of a Tokyo suburb. The Koreans are sensitive about these comparisons. Later in the day when I put my confusion to my cab driver, his response was: “We not much like the Japanese people.” I replied: “Japanese don’t much like the Korean people.” He laughed a broad gold-tooth laughter: “That is right. They call us by bad word Chusanji; we call them by bad word Uenom which mean pigmy people.” No wonder the blessed Lord laid so much emphasis on loving one’s neighbours; the world over the one people most difficult to love are one’s neighbours.

“Tell me what you eat and I’ll tell you what you are,” proclaimed Savarin. Nonsense! Mr Savarin, the Koreans like the Chinese eat just about everything. With my own eyes I have seen restaurants displaying live snakes, lizards and dogs for customers to choose for their supper. They believe that snake flesh and dog meat flavoured with lizard chutney and washed down with ginseng wine soju is a powerful aphrodisiac. I didn’t eat them so I cannot vouch for their potency. But it did occur to me that all you have to do is to spread the story that a particular form of diet will put punch into your groins and people will begin to eat it. Our country is infested with rats. If we did enough propaganda about rat’s genitals being good for their human counterparts we might get rid of the rat menace.

The Indian Embassy car is to pick me up at noon. In order to facilitate identification I take my position in the middle of the hotel foyer and engage an Indian lady in conversation. A car with a CD number plate draws up, a young Indian steps out and comes into the hotel. He looks around, comes up to me and fishes out a list of several Indian names amongst which I notice a “Mr Singh”. He asks me: “Are you Mr Takwale?” I reply “No”. I see him approach other Indians in the lounge, tick off their names and herd them together. Apparently he hasn’t completed his list. He goes to the house telephone booth and rings up. No luck. He looks exasperated and comes back to me and asks: “Is your name Mr Singh?” I reply in the affirmative. Before I can explode and ask him why he didn’t ask me that the first time, he announces triumphantly: “Mil gaya! Chaliye! We are already very late.”

What kind of duffers do we employ in our embassies?

I arrived in Seoul, as it were, on the dot. But not my suitcase. I watched others’ bags, holdalls, trunks being picked up by their owners till everyone was gone and the lighted panel KE 614 (my flight number) was switched off. I made for the “Lost and Found Luggage Counter.” There were over a dozen others clamouring for attention. Amongst them was an elderly scholar from Tunis nervously running the beads of his rosary through his fingers. He was in a very bad temper and bemoaned: “What shall I do without my baggage? All my clothes, all my medicines!” I joined the protesting throng. The airlines official examined my baggage ticket and advised me to wait for the next incoming flight from Delhi. “Maybe your baggage has been put on that by mistake.”

The next flight was announced. I went back to the luggage ramp with the Tunisian beside me. The ramp started moving again. “I’ll say a short prayer for my suitcase to be delivered unto me,” I told Mr Tunisian. And lo, before the words were out of my mouth, I saw my blue beauty with The Hindustan Times plastered all over it come rolling along. I yelled “Hallelujah” and took it in my arms. The Tunisian asked me what I said in my prayer. I whispered the secret mantra in his ears and departed.

The next morning I ran into the Tunisian in the hotel bar. He was no longer running the beads of his rosary through his fingers. He beamed as he saw me and came over to thank me for teaching him the secret mantra: “What you said to Pan Am, I said to Air Tunis. If that suitcase is not found I will do to your noble mother what is forbidden by the laws of God and man. Much more effective than praying to Allah.”


Korean Courtesans

A Korean institution which closely resembles the Japanese Geisha is the Kisaeng. Who started it and when is hard to tell. Variations of houses of courtesans where affluent (usually elderly) males could enjoy the company of young females other than their kinswomen while keeping up the pretence of respectability were known in many countries of the Orient. India had its mujra where song, dance and repartee could be followed by sex for the favoured patron. In Japan the accent was (and is) on sake wine, food and giggling. In modern Korea you get all that with retiring rooms provided on the premises; it would need a magnifying glass to detect the border line between the Kisaeng and the common whore.

As in Japan so in Korea, the ultimate in lavish entertainment is an evening in a Kisaeng establishment. Wives and lady friends are not welcome. You have to sit on the floor and if you find that a torture, it is best to say “no”. Also make sure there are no holes in your socks because shoes are not allowed. When you take off your shoes and overcoat, it is advisable to also divest yourself of your inhibitions. All you need to take inside is the capacity to hold liquor and a wallet crammed with currency notes.

You squat on a gently heated floor with the Kisaeng allotted to you to minister to your needs. She will gently massage your tired feet, champ your shoulders and massage your scalp till you are free of tension. The first course is a bowl of rice gruel designed to line your intestines against hard liquor. Then you are seated before a low table with Korean delicacies spread out on it. Your Kisaeng pours a drink for you and holds the glass to your lips. You must likewise pour a drink for her and hold the glass to her lips. The favourite with most Koreans including the Kisaeng is Korean whisky. In the party of ten I was the only one who asked for ginseng brandy; it tasted of gin laced with horse-radish. Ginseng is in any case a kind of over-ripe radish usually taken with honey to smother its bitter taste. How it acquired the reputation of being a powerful aphrodisiac I could not find out. Having drunk ginseng tea every morning for the last two years I am somewhat disappointed with its potency. My Kisaeng lady whose name was Jeewon kept filling my glass and my plate with all manner of delicacies. I asked her if she had ever eaten a snake. “I no like snake meat,” she replied in her best English. “But it make man strong here,” she added pointing to my middle. Next visit I must try snake.

I recall reading somewhere that in the English language there are as many as 500 synonyms for different stages of drunkenness. We do not have nearly as many in any of our languages because there is not nearly as much drunkenness in India as there is in Europe. Khumar and suroor do for the pleasanter earlier stages of imbibing liquor, for the higher we have chari hooee or mast (blotto). Korean has a delightful onomatopoeic word to describe drunkenness which makes a person unsteady on his feet—kondrey mondrey. But as in our languages so in the Korean they do not have an appropriate word for a hangover. I wanted to know as I suspected that was what I was heading for. My host dismissed my query with a broad smile: “We South Koreans do not have hangovers.”

At 10 p.m. I succeeded in breaking up the party. With some temerity I asked my hosts what the evening bill had come to. It was 150 US dollars (Rs 1,350) per head. I paid a heavier price for my indiscretion: I had a hangover the like of which I had not experienced for many a year.

Moral: Learn to be your age.


India and Thailand

If a public opinion poll were organized to find out which country in the world has the best-looking women, I am pretty certain the largest number of votes would be cast in favour of Thailand. And if another poll was organized to name the sexiest city of the world, I am equally sure the easy winner would be Thailand’s capital, Bangkok. It is perhaps the combination of the two that made Siam (as Thailand was earlier known) the favourite subject of dirty limericks. And the unfortunate aural overtones of Thailand and Bangkok which continue to provide material for after-dinner risque jokes. It is not advisable to crack them in the company of Thai nationals: like us Indians, Thais are unable to laugh at themselves. That is not very surprising because they are in historical fact our physical and spiritual progeny.

I was not able to trace the origin of the word Thai but had no trouble finding out the ancestry of Bangkok. Next month the city will celebrate the 200th anniversary of its birth and a lot of literature has been published on it. What was two centuries ago a cluster of nondescript hamlets along a river known conjointly as Bong (riverside) Makok (an olive or plum-like berry) became Bangkok, the city of olives (or plums) alongside the river. Its full honorofic comprising 152 letters has made the Guinness Book of Records as the longest word in any language in the world. To wit: “City of Angels, great city of immortals, magnificent jewelled city of the god Indra, seat of the King of Ayutthaya, city of gleaming temples, city of the King’s most excellent Palace and Dominions, home of Vishnu and all the gods.”

Today Bangkok with its teeming population of five million stretches along both banks of the river Mae Nam Chao Pharya—most noble mother of the waters.

The Thai language and many Thai institutions trace back their ancestry to India. Although Buddhists, Thais regard Brahma as the supreme deity; Siva’s name appears everywhere. So do Naga and Garuda; Ramakien (Ramayan) is the favourite epic. The Thai New Year’s Day is called Songkran like our Sangrand and begins on the first Baisakh—April the 13th—when the sun passes from Aries into Taurus. They celebrate it by sprinkling water on each other as we do on Holi. The gum-shishya relationship which is in sad desuetude in India remains strong in Thailand. Every year on a Thursday (associated with the Jupiter known as the “teacher star”) students make offerings to their teachers. Believe it or not this custom is known as wai km, almost the same as the Sikh word for God, Wah-e-Guru. The names of Thailand’s two ancient capitals are startlingly Indian in origin: Sukhothai (place thai of contentment sukh) and Ayutthaya (Ayodhya). Chinese proximity had diluted Indian influences and produced a kind of Indo-Chinese khichdi. Thus the Thais have taken over the Chinese twelve-year cycle, each year named after an animal. The first is the Year of the Rat—in Thai Chuat—obviously a derivation of the Indian Chooha. Last year was the Year of the Cock-Raga—perhaps after the rooster’s morning call.

Thais do not share our political view of the world but are eager to develop closer relationship with us. While their troops are engaged in fighting off incursions into their territory from the Kampuchean border, we are the only non-aligned Asian nation to recognize the Kampuchean regime. Monarchist Thais are passionately anti-communist and disapprove of our commitment to socialism. Nevertheless they look upon India as the land of their ancestors, the land of the Buddha and their Pali-Sanskrit-Hindu past. This emotional hangover of history helps overcome our present-day political differences.

Indo-Thai trade exceeds 100 million dollars a year with the balance of trade in our favour. India sells Thailand engineering goods like pumps, diesel engines as well as pharmaceuticals. In return it buys fluorides, black beans and moong dal.

Several joint Indo-Thai ventures are coming up. The Birlas have four producing rayon fibres, yarn and carbon black: the Thapars have a pulp and paper mill; the Mafatlals are setting up a dye-stuff plant; and the Jhavars of Calcutta a wire-rope plant.

It is estimated that there are 25,000 Thais of Indian origin living in and around Bangkok of whom half have become Thai nationals. They come from the Punjab and Uttar Pradesh. The Punjabis are the more prosperous, having started in the textile trade and extended their interest to real estate and moneylending. The Gorakhpuri bhayya remains the darwan and the chana seller. Although the Indian community stubbornly maintains its separate identity and is split into factions (as all Indian communities are everywhere) they fulfil the obligations expected of citizens and unlike their compatriots in East Africa do not mean to make quick money to take back to India. They have made Thailand their home, their children speak Thai and may within a generation or two become fully integrated into Thai social life. Our Ambassador Ashok Gokhale, who maintains close contact with Indian organizations, spoke warmly of the Sri Guru Singh Sabha and the Hindu Samaj and the voluntary work they do for the Thai Red Cross, the blood bank and whenever appeals are made for relief.

Patpong is Bangkok’s red-light district. It has all that other red-light areas of big cities have plus more which is uniquely Thai. It has singing and dancing, striptease joints, exhibitions of copulation, massage parlours and no-nonsense brothels. You get a whiff of Hamburg’s Reeperbahn, Paris’s Place Pigalle and Tokyo’s Aka-saka mixed with something of New York’s Greenwich village. It is Bombay’s Kamatipura and Calcutta’s Sonagachi—all rolled in one. What is uniquely Thai is its variety of massage parlours. A large carpeted hall is divided into two by a sheet of glass. On one side stand men wanting to be massaged; on the other are broad steps leading to a dais on which are seated almost fifty to hundred young masseuse in very low-cut dresses which reveal most of their bosoms. All bear different numbers. The glass partition is a oneway see through—clients can choose the girls by their numbers; the girls have no choice. Their only right is to a share of 150 baht (Rs fifty) and whatever tip a satisfied client may choose to give for any extra services rendered to him. There are many varieties of massages; with oil, talcum powder or simply rubbing of the male body with the masseuse’s naked body. What happens does not boggle the imagination.

On my last evening in Bangkok, when other delegates had departed and I had no one to talk to and nothing to do, I went to the foyer of the hotel to find out if there were any city tours I could take. There were many alternatives: floating river market, royal palaces, Buddhist Viharas with Gautama in emerald or in recumbent pose, crocodile farm, zoo, etc. I approached the lady at the counter and asked: “Is there a tour of Bangkok’s night life?”

She gave me a withering look and replied: “Sir, we don’t cater for that sort of thing here.”

I felt duly snubbed. But the snubbing did not deter me from taking a cab to Patpong and resavouring the atmosphere of night clubs, strip-tease joints, massage parlours, hookers and pimps. I felt a very superior person passing through the streets of vice with the lofty disdain of a non-buyer: bazaar sey guzra hoon, khareedar nahin hoon. Next morning I asked Imtiaz Muqbil, a young Indian journalist settled in Bangkok who had come to say goodbye, “with so much prostitution there must be a lot of venereal diseases in this country?”

“What prostitution?” he retorted warmly. “We have no prostitution in Thailand. It is illegal.”

A remark worthy of a Morarji Desai walking down Foras Road.


Turkish Delights

Which is the most beautiful city in the world? Before we answer the question we must agree on the essential constituents which make a city beautiful the same way as we do with hotels before we give them five-star status. A beautiful city must have three essentials: nature’s bounty, antiquity and a citizenry that has an identifiably unique character of its own. We have lots of cities in beautiful settings: to name a few, there are Rio de Janeiro, San Francisco and Hong Kong, where mountains and seas mate in blissful harmony. However, none of them have ancient buildings nor do their people have distinct and likeable identities. We have other cities which have great antiquity: Cairo, Athens, Rome, Paris, London, Delhi; their people also have distinguishing characteristics which make them Cairenes, Athenians, Romans, Parisians and Delhiwalas. But none of these cities are graced with hills and vast stretches of water. The one city which has everything that a city should have is Istanbul: seas, hills, ancient monuments and a highly civilized and sophisticated citizenry. If you have not seen Istanbul, you have seen nothing of the world. Green mountainsides covered with cedars, chestnuts, chinars, cypress, pine and fir dip into aquamarine waters off the Mediterranean, Marmara and the Black Sea. It has mosques, mausolea and palaces the like of which exist nowhere else! Saint Sophia, Dolma Bahce Palace which is bigger than Versailles, Fontainebleau or Buckingham Palace and infinitely more ornate (four tonnes of solid gold were lavished on its floral decor and every room is lit with cut-glass chandeliers, one of which weighs one and a half tonnes). Istanbul has ancient forts and over a thousand mosques whose shapely domes and pencilled minarets rise above huddles of apartment houses and bazaars. It also has some of the loveliest women of the world. Turkish poet, Eyuboglu, lists the things Istanbul reminds him of in a memorable verse:

Say Istanbul and mottled grapes come to mind.

With three candles burning bright on the basket.

Suddenly along comes a girl so ruthlessly female

So lovely to look at that you gasp,

Her lips ripe with grape honey,

A girl luscious and lustful from top to toe—

Southern wind and willow branch and the dance of joy—

As the song goes, “Like a ship at sea”

My heart is tossed and wrecked again.

It is the holy month of Ramadan. In all Muslim countries stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific across the three continents of Africa, Europe and Asia, most adult Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset; in many, religious injunction is reinforced by state ordinances requiring closure of eating houses during these hours and social censure often takes the form of beating up those caught eating, drinking or smoking. The only exception is Turkey. Although ninety-nine per cent of its population is Muslim, the rigours of fasting and abstinence enjoined by Islam are suffered only by the poorer peasantry and the old. And that largely in the eastern regions adjoining Arab Syria and Iraq. In cities like Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, roadside cafes are crammed with people sipping beer, gin-n-tonic or raki. In the parks young couples stroll along arm in arm licking ice-cream cones. When I express surprise and tell my Turkish escort that in most Arab countries (except Eygpt), Iran and Pakistan this would be punished by flogging; and that even in India’s Muslim localities such flagrant violation of the holy law might invite a slap or two across the face, he replies: “This is not Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan or India; this is Turkey. We are a secular State.”

By 6 p.m. when the sun had lost its sting, we set out to inspect Izmir’s oriental bazar, Kemalihan. It is like anything you see in Delhi, Bombay or Calcutta and with just about anything you wish to buy. Milling crowds, hawkers’ cries and hooting cars edging along at a snail pace. After jostling through narrow lanes I found a shaded courtyard used as a chaikhana. It was an all-male establishment where men played cards or mahjong while taking Turkish coffee. By the time we came out, the bazaars were deserted and all shops had their shutters down. Although not many city Turks fast during Ramadan, they keep up the tradition of breaking “fast” (iftari) with their family and friends. I was told that a cannon would be fired at sunset to announce the end of the ordeal. I sat on the balcony of my hotel watching an orange sun go down in the bay of Izmir. My ears awaited the boom of the cannon and the call of the muezzin. Alas! no cannon, no sonorous cry proclaiming the glory of Allah.

Back in my room my Turkish friends joined me for a drink. Over the television we heard iftar service from a mosque. My escort rang up room-service for snacks. His order included smoked ham, sausages and salami. While they were sipping Scotch and guzzling meat which is forbidden (haram) I quietly switch off the telly.

Religious ritual, as Allama Iqbal had versified in his Jawab-i-Shikwa (Allah’s reply to the Muslims’ complaint) is only for the poor (and the less literate):

If any there be to crowd the mosques at prayer, it is the poor.

If any observe Ramadan’s fast and suffer pangs of hunger it is the poor.

If any at all there be who still take Our Name, it is the poor.

If any there are today who cover up your shame, it is the poor.

The rich know Us not; they’re drunk with the wine of wealth;

The enlightened community survives because of the poor man’s breath.”

Aziz and I are taking the Turkish air down the Kamal Ataturk Boulevard. Linden, chinar and blue sky above our heads; in front bevies of pretty girls hurrying homewards from their offices. I avoid ogling at them but Aziz provokes me. “Pretty, aren’t they?” “Very! But I am a Sikh and when I was baptized at the age of sixteen I had to take a solemn vow never to have anything to do with Turkish women.” I quote the original in Punjabi, “Turkani nalyuddh nahin karna.” A very moral injunction, I explain. “My ancestors were fighting the Mughals. The order was to fight their men but never molest their women.”

That was 263 years ago. The Great Guru had never visited Turkey nor promised relief after the Sikh-Muslim wars were over and one of his followers would find himself in Turkey. But behold who comes here? A doe-eyed, cypress-bodied young lass in salwar-kameez almost an inch taller than her male escort. ”Wow!” exclaims Aziz. “What a beauty!” Again forbidden fruit. “Pakistani,” I remark, “as Turkani as the Turk.” The couple pass by giving me a mild look of recognition as if asking: “What would an infidel Sardarji be doing in the land of the Faithful?”

Next evening at the residence of our Ambassador, Parimal Ghosh, I see the same couple in his garden. This time she is in slacks. We are introduced. They are Indians: Mr and Mrs Manmohan Luther. He is with some kind of UN agency—one of the three non-embassy Indians in Turkey. She is not forbidden; only beyond reach.

“Tell me some Turkish jokes,” I asked my friends in Istanbul. They came out with many; all except one were Turkish variations of stories I had heard before. This one was about one of their ex-presidents, Ceveder Sunay, who was apparently a lovable scatterbrain. Once when called upon to make an important speech he was anxious to create the impression that he was not speaking from notes. He had a summary of the speech tucked into the back of his necktie which he kept lifting up casually as if it were a mannerism. He ended his great oration to the nation with the words on the label: “Pure silk. Made in France.”

Apparently there is a community called Laz inhabiting a region along the Black Sea near Trebizond which has become the favourite butt of Turkish humour. Most of the jokes about the Laz centre round their inability to act rationally after 12 noon.

No comment.

Izmir is one of the oldest cities of Asia Minor. Relics of civilizations dating back to 3000 BC are found in abundance. Towering over the city are the ruins of an old castle from which you get a spectacular view of the rolling hills, the sea and the city. At the foot of the hill are the remains of an old market—Agora—with Greek and Roman pillars strewn about. In an archaeological museum housed in the modern trade fair grounds (where India has a permanent pavilion) there is pottery (including oil lamps with erotic scenes) and sculptures of Greek gods, goddesses and warriors. In the foyer of the Buyuk Efes (Ephesus) Oteli (Hotel) stands a twelve-foot-high replica of Aphrodite with as many breasts around her belly as teeth in her mouth.

The road from Izmir to the ruins of Ephesus seventy-five kilometres away runs through picturesque countryside with castles looking down from green hilltops. Both sides of the highway are lined with stately cypress and poplar. The plains are covered with lush orchards of cherry, peach and fig trees, hill slopes covered with olives. The green of young cotton is interspersed with squares of gold of the sunflower. You pass through small towns with storks nesting on chimney roofs.

About forty kilometres from Izmir on the shoulder of a hill sits a fortress known as Goats Castle. It was so named because it was captured by a small band which overawed the defenders at night by driving up herds of goats with torches stuck on their horns to create an illusion of a vast army. A few kilometres beyond is Seljuk Castle guarding a large mosque and a museum which boasts of a rich collection of Greek and Roman sculpture and pottery.

The road winds up the Bulbul hills to a shady grove of chinar and cypress where according to legend Virgin Mary spent many years after the execution of Jesus. An old Capuchin priest with a flaming red beard and couple of nuns keep the candles of Christianity burning in the tiny chapel in this land of Islam.

Father Filiber speaks to me in shudh Hindi. He spent twelve years in Ajmer and Mount Abu. Since then he has lived in this sylvan grotto conducting tourists and pilgrims who come there.

Ephesus defies description. It simply has to be seen to be believed. Over 2,000 years ago it was one of the world’s most important cities inhabited by 2,40,000 people, rich, sophisticated and luxury-loving. All that remains of this once-flourishing seaport are wide cobbled streets lined by slender marble columns which marked the thoroughfares from the mansions of rich merchants. It had public baths, a huge library, theatres and a stadium large enough to hold all its adult population. A footprint on a slab of marble indicated the direction to the house of pleasure which has mosaic flooring depicting erotic scenes to whip up the jaded appetites of its ageing patrons. The presiding deity of this city was Aphrodite (also referred to as Artemis and Diana) with thirty-two breasts and hips broad enough to offer hospitality to a regiment of randy Ephesians. It was in this brothel that figurines of Priapus, the god of lust, were discovered. Two of them are to be seen in the Seljuk Museum. Priapus is a dwarf with a penis longer than his body in a state of perpetual erection (hence the word priapic). Priapus as he is now reproduced for key chains and lockets has him flaunting his organ by sticking out his middle; another exhibits its strength by supporting a basketful of fruit including a watermelon. Strange that a well-endowed giantess like Aphrodite should be mated with this puny dwarf!


Papua New Guinea

Clerks in the Central Telegraph Office in New Delhi never heard of Papua New Guinea. “Kitaab mein nahin hai”—it’s not in the book, they said. Friends had told me that letters addressed to Papua New Guinea often landed up in Guinea Bissau in Africa. However, I was able to establish communication and get a visa allowing me a week’s stay in this paradise on earth. The outward route gave me a seven-hour stayover at Singapore.

I remembered little about Singapore besides it looking like a seedy suburb of Bombay with lots of beggars, street walkers and pimps. I could not recognize it. The new airport is by far the swankiest I have seen with beautifully designed fountains and shopping arcades boasting of the best merchandise at the cheapest prices. A twenty-five-kilometre drive through broad avenues flanked with flowering trees led me into a 21st century city of towering skyscrapers of concrete and tinted glass—no litter, no beggars, no whores. They are banned. So are processions, including religious and political. “These people believe in working hard and enjoying the fruits of their labour in peace,” said Ghumman of the Indian High Commission. “No raula rappa”—noisy rowdyism. He knows what raula rappa has cost his state and his country. He comes from Gurdaspur.

I spent an hour with Shankaran Nair, our High Commissioner. He was entertaining visiting Indian professors from Australian, New Zealand and Malaysian universities. It is evident that Indians do better everywhere than in their own country The classic exception of prospering at home as well as abroad is M.S. Oberoi whose chain of thirty-one hotels now encircles the globe. The Oberoi Imperial at Singapore ranks among the poshest; its young and presentable manager B.B. Sood told me that their occupancy rate is the highest of any of Singapore’s five-starrers. I believe it from the number of take-away items available in every room: silk kimonos, French soaps, shampoos, shower caps, ballpoint pens, orchids. For many years I have never had to buy these things.

Papua New Guinea (hereafter PNG) is a pretty isolated paradise with very few flights from the outer world to its only international airport, Port Moresby. It does not receive many tourists nor do many PNGs go abroad. Australia is its window to the world. Although independent since 1975, Australian presence is still paramount. PNGs are aware that their identity remains a mystery. They are black, negroid and often confused with other black races. Poet Aruthur Jawodambari sums up the dilemma in a short poem entitled: “Where You From”:

Hi! Buddy you from Haiti or Harlem?

Now Sir, from Niugini,

Ah, from Afrika!

No, Niugini, north of Australia,

Oh, Northern Australia

An Australian Aborigine.

Many black folks live there?

Yes, only two and a half million

What’s the history?

History unknown

Niugini is not known round here

Yes, that’s true.

I had visualized myself as the first Indian explorer to discover this dark country of dense forests, birds of paradise, bare-breasted women and head-hunting cannibals. I was disappointed. There were eight Indians on the Air Niugini flight from Singapore to Port Moresby. Six hours later when we arrived at Port Moresby, the first man to greet me as I stepped out of the aircraft was a sardarji: Gurmit Singh Dharoch, head of customs. Like any Indian official he took me past the queue and cleared me through immigration and customs without my having to show any documents. Then he thrust an envelope into my pocket, “You will need this,” he said. It contained fifteen kinas in currency notes and coins of different denominations. A note inside explained that a kina was about the same value as a US dollar, made up of 100 toyes. Another note had a few lines on the PNG constitution. He had underlined its salient features: “This is a truly democratic country with a free press.” There were also some pictures of graves of Indian soldiers killed during World War II. First Indian indeed! They have been coming to PNG over the centuries as many name-places ending in pur and baad indicate. A paid PRO could not have done a better job than Dharoch did for his country of adoption. He delivered me into another group of Indians: O.P. Ahuja, Kaley, Gill and my host Peter Henshall, head of the Department of Journalism. Henshall decided I would be best off with my wantaks (wantak meaning countrymen). Throughout my stay I drank and dined with my wantaks.

The vegetation was familiar: rain trees, banyans, mangoes, papayas, bananas and bougainvillea. The people were not: short, stocky, swarthy with massive mops of hair on their heads; most men sported beards; most women were large bosomed and massive bottomed. Many were barefooted. Ancient and modern mixed without apparent tension. Outside an ultramodern air-conditioned supermarket I saw families of PNGs sprawled on the ground under the shade of a rain tree chewing betel nut (they add betel-leaf fruit dipped in powdered lime) and spitting out bloody phlegm. They told me that another trait Papua men have in common with Indians is wife bashing. What is unique to them is that in a society where polygamy is not frowned upon, husband beating is also not unknown.


German Honeymoon

“I do not know the language of this cool country and its pace is not mine. Nor can I interpret the clouds that pass,” wrote Else Lasker-Schuler, an eccentric German poetess who died in 1945. If a German could not find the Fatherland of her dreams in the country where she was born and reared, how much more difficult it is for a casual visitor to assess a people as complex as the Germans!

I have known Germany and have had German friends for over fifty years. At school we had a tall, golden-haired German girl, Ingeborg Baden-Hausen, teaching the Kindergarten. All of us boys in the senior classes fell madly in love with her. We were heartbroken when she decided to return to Germany to join the youth wing of the Nazi party. “If Ingeborg is Nazi, nothing can be wrong with the Nazis,” we said. I continued writing mushy, sentimental letters to her until she announced her marriage to a captain in the Luftwaffe. My second encounter with the Germans was in England where I befriended a lot of German boys and girls, mostly Jewish, who had fled Nazi persecution. “If the Germans can throw out such nice people, there must be something very wrong with them,” we said. During the war while we professed abhorrence for fascism, we exulted over German victories and said, “There can be nothing wrong with a nation which supports the Indian National Army and Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose.” When we heard of the horrors of Dachau and Buchenwald, the ghastly genocide perpetrated on the Jews and the terrible vengeance that the allies vented on the Nazis, we said, “Serve the Germans right! They had no business to allow such nasty people as the Nazis to do the horrible things they did.” And then with bated breath we saw the same Germany rise phoenix-like from its ashes to become more prosperous than its erstwhile victors; we learnt of the enormous billions they paid to relatives of victims of Nazi persecution and heard of young Germans volunteering for free service in Israel. “A people who can perform such miracles and can be so humane must have more going for them than any other people of the world,” we said. And so I found out on my recent visit to Germany. It was a nostalgic pilgrimage to a country which had aroused the strongest of emotions in my heart.

It was autumn, the season of silence and golden days. Fresh mornings, mellow sunlight, cool evenings and starlit nights; the season of the fulfilment of spring and summer, the evensong preceding the death of the year. The summer past had been more bountiful of sunshine and fruitfulness than any within living memory. Germans gave thanks to the Great Giver in the words of Rainer Maria Rilke: “Lord: it is time. The summer was most great. Lay your shadow on the sun-dials, and on the fields let the winds loose. Command the last fruits to be full; urge them to perfection and send the last sweetness into the heavy wine.” Whenever I went to Germany, I heard them talk of the wonderfully warm summer and the abundance of grapes they had harvested. The scenery was much the same everywhere: the chinar and the Columbia creeper had turned a fiery red; yellow leaves floated down, the breeze ran its fingers through girls’ hair as they hurried homewards; the fragrance of roasting chestnuts and baking bread warmed the chill of the evening air. George Trakl captured the scene in a few memorable lines: “Sun, autumnal, then and vague, and the fruit falls from the trees. Stillness resides in blue rooms one long afternoon...Nightfall full of peace and wine... The grape has been pressed, the soft stillness is filled with gentle answers to dark questions.”

Hamburg: Germany’s largest city and Europe’s biggest whore-town. Also rich and beautifully laid out with parks, lakes and a tidal river reaching out into the North Sea.

We hail a cab at the Harbour Station. I let the ladies take the rear seat and get in the front. The cab driver is a young girl, barely twenty, blonde, well proportioned—the kind we describe as burey kaam vastey buree nahin—not bad for a bad deed. I greet her gutten taag and announce to my companions, “We have a lady taxi driver.” Our escort, Heidi Bernsdoff, informs us that there are quite a few women plying taxis. “All hours, all places?” I ask. The question is translated and answered. “No, she does not drive after sunset and does not ply through the red-light area, Keeper Bahn.” “How can she tell a potential molester from an honest traveller?” I ask. The girl waggles her head in a worldly-wise manner and replies: “One lives and learns.” She tells us of her sister who is still in the process of learning. She fell in love with a young Pakistani and the two were married in a Hamburg mosque. She accompanied the bridal couple to Karachi to spend her vacation there. There they discovered that the Pakistani already had a wife. By then her sister was pregnant. So she settled for being a second wife. “One lives and learns,” she repeats philosophically, “the more one sees of the world, the more one learns.”

“Since you have seen something of the world, can you tell what country I come from?” I ask. She turns her grey eyes on me and gives my turban and beard a careful look. “I don’t know. Maybe from Iran.”

”Close enough! Make a second guess.”

She refuses and despite having a Pakistani brother-in-law cannot name another country east of Iran. She is embarrassed by her ignorance. To help her out I ask her if she would have risked taking as odd-looking a passenger as I, if I had not been accompanied by two women. She gives me a second quizzical look and answers with a reassuring smile: “Surely, I know your type. More bark than teeth. You look pretty harmless.” I am not flattered at the backhanded compliment. However, we have arrived at our destination. All I can say as she extends her hand to say “chuss”—goodbye—is, “You still have a lot to live and learn.”


In Gaddafi Land

Western journals, chiefly American and English, have sold to the world a grotesquely distorted picture of Colonel Muammar Gaddafi. Libyan media’s efforts to rectify the distortion by plastering the entire country with his pictures captioned Al Qaid-o-al Muallam-o-al Fikr (Supreme Leader and Wise Guardian) and exposing him for hours on end on TV has only confirmed the Western media’s depiction of him as a megalomaniac, a bigot, the chief patron of international terrorism and meddler in other nations’ affairs. No doubt in his zeal to propagate the eternal values of Islam, Gaddafi assumed the championship of the oppressed people of the world by generously giving money and arms to terrorist organizations as well as extending hospitality to their leaders. These included American Indians and Blacks, the IRA and Muslim minorities everywhere they feel oppressed. He outbid Israel and bought over Idi Amin for the Muslim world and gave large sums of money to Black dictators in the hope of converting them to Islam. He sent arms and money to Pakistan for use against India in the Bangladesh War of Independence and is known to be the chief financier of the Islamic bomb. All these exercises cost Libya a lot of money and earned him many enemies. For a while his squander-mania in the propagation of Islam was lauded by Muslims but soon even his fellow Arabs—the Saudis, Egyptians and Syrians, came to regard him as a man dangerously disturbed. It is ironic that while most outsiders regard Gaddafi as a Muslim fanatic, the chief opposition within his own country comes from the mullahs who believe that he is too modern. They are backed by Libya’s once-rich landowners and industrialists whose estates and business were taken over by the government.

There is much about Muammar Gaddafi that compels admiration. He is incredibly handsome. There is not a breath of scandal about his private life, his patronizing relatives or feathering his own nest. He is abstemious and puritanical beyond belief. Prohibition against alcohol is total and as effective as it is in Saudi Arabia. But unlike Saudia’s sheikhs who live in a vulgar opulence, Gaddafi and his colleagues live a spartan life. Gaddafi is as devout a Muslim as any Saudi Wahabi but he interprets the Quran in an entirely different manner. Libyan women except old tribals are not veiled; more than half the students in Libyan universities are women; they have equal job opportunities for which they draw equal remuneration. They are required to join military service just as the men.

There are other aspects of Gaddafi’s revolution that do not please the mullahs. Gaddafi is a thinker of dangerous thoughts with a messianic zeal to propagate his gospel. The Green Book first published in 1976 is evidently the product of a deep study of different political systems, their shortcomings and practical proposals to give power to the people. It is the third universal theory. Briefly, it propagates communism without rejecting religion. In fact, Gaddafi regards the true practice of Islam as the best example of theoretical communism. Everything belongs to Allah. Anyone who has land or property beyond what he can till himself or needs to shelter his family transgresses the laws of Islam. Workers are partners not wage earners. It is a daring experiment much of which has yet to prove its viability. Neither Gaddafi nor any of the propagators of the Green Book regard it as an infallible manifesto and are constantly engaged in discussing problems that arise in its implementation. Gaddafi does not dictate; he discourses in the manner an elder brother speaks to his younger brothers and sisters with parables and anecdotes from contemporary history. It is a delight to hear him on TV. There is no demagogy, no raving or ranting—only the gentle persuasive voice of a guru.

Little is known of Gaddafi’s personal life; different people give different versions. He is forty-one; the only child of beduin parents. He took a degree before he joined the army. He has two wives, the second being a nurse who looked after him when he was very ill. She tasted everything before it was given to Gaddafi to make sure it was not poisoned. The gesture touched Gaddafi and he married her. It is not known whether or not he divorced the first. He has children through both.

Many attempts have been made on Gaddafi’s life—some say sixteen. Once two bullets missed his heart by a few inches. None of these have frightened him and he continues to appear in public all the time. Every month he manages to cover most of his vast country to see how things are going. The last attempt on his life was made on the morning of Tuesday, the 8th of May Official sources say fifteen men involved were slain in the shoot-out. Non-official gossip puts the figure at over a hundred. An entire block of apartments in which some assassins took shelter was levelled to the ground by bulldozers. It is believed that three of the gang are still at large. Hence the vigorous check by army and police on all roads. If you do not have your identity papers you may find yourself in a lockup for a week or more.

Gaddafi is building a new nation. Everywhere you go you can see buildings coming up: schools, hospitals, factories, dams. The departing Italians had planted millions of olive trees and vineyards for their own consumption. Gaddafi has planted many millions more citrus, fig, apricot and almond trees. All these orchards have been given away to the peasantry. A hundred and five’ nations are engaged in the hectic task of ensuring a century of prosperity to Libya after its oil revenues dry up in fifty years. Among the nations which have a respectable share in building Libya is India.

It was not to India but to Muslim Pakistan that Gaddafi had initially looked towards for collaboration. It took him some years to realize that he had backed the wrong country. The breakthrough came in 1978 with the visits to India by Major Jalloud, generally recognized as Gaddafi’s right-hand man and the man who gets things done according to Gaddafi’s plans. Today there are 35,000 Indians working in Libya. Thirty Indian companies between them have business worth over 2 billion US dollars and are engaged in building roads, houses, hospitals, power stations, airports, storage tanks. Public sector enterprises like BHEL and IRCC are major partners. Among private sector enterprises with large contracts are Dastur and Co., Kamani’s Continental Construction Co. (Bassi and Verma) and Darshan Singh and Co. In the week I was in Libya I had the occasion to visit the Wadi Ghan Dam (seventy kilometres from Tripoli) completed by the Continental Construction Co. with entirely Indian equipment (BHEL and Maneklal) and awaiting the Libyans to take it over. Gian Singh, a portly sardar, and the tall-powerful looking Haryanvi Jat, Naunihal Singh, are now planning to move their Indian labour force to wherever they secure contracts—if not in Libya then in neighbouring Algeria: D.S. & Co. made a modest entry in Libya only three years ago as subcontractors of a German firm. Today they have over 1,200 Indian workmen—mainly Punjabis and Rajasthanis—and have become Libya’s major hospital builders.

An Indian labourer earns a minimum wage of sixty dinars (Rs 1,360) per month with his food and accommodation taken care of. However, in recent months the Libyan government has imposed a law that no more than half of the earnings can be taken out of the country nor can they be converted to watches, transistors or other electronic equipment effectively reducing their earnings by half. The high-powered delegation led by N.D. Tewari which went to Tripoli in the last week of May signed agreements to expand Indo-Libyan cooperation in the fields of agriculture, industry, culture, health, trade, science and technology. Unless the Libyans relax rules for repatriation of earnings, Indian firms will find it hard to secure workers to undertake Libyan ventures.

Money earned without sweat creates its own problems. Libyans found gold in the way of oil beneath their woollen tents and almost overnight became one of the richest nations of the world. Till Gaddafi came on the scene, they wallowed in this unearned wealth forgetting that oil-wells may one day dry up. It is only in recent years that they began to turn their attention to agriculture, industry, handicrafts and tourism. Old habits persist. Workers don’t put in the hours expected and refuse to be disciplined. Passport and customs officers make visitors feel unwanted. Hotel staff from the receptionist to the room bearer (unless he is Bangladeshi or a Filipino) brusquely dismiss any request made; gun-wielding policemen leisurely examine identity papers before they toss them back. Shopkeepers who have very little merchandise to offer continue to have the take-it-or-hop-it attitude: the customer is always in the wrong. Since Gaddafi launched the movement for Libyans to do their dirty work themselves and packed-off thousands of Bangladeshis, mountain heaps of garbage lie in front of Libyan homes and litter the streets. I hope the Colonel will soon launch a crusade against discourtesy with the slogan “Politeness costs nothing”. Right now the Libyans outdo the Hong Kong Chinese in being among the rudest people in the world.


A Globe-Trotter’s Diary

Every time I leave India I have this odd feeling that no sooner than I am airborne, my country will be shaken by a terrible earthquake which will destroy everything; I’ll be amongst the few who will escape the catastrophe. This time when I left India three weeks ago there was more substance to my chimerical fantasy than ever before. Many parts of my country were in fact feeling the tremors of an oncoming earthquake with its epicentres in Punjab and Maharashtra. And three days before I left two police officers had called on me to arrange security for my person. They were as relieved as I to know that I was leaving. I was not important enough to be pursued abroad.

A crowded plane gives me claustrophobia and constipation. However, this time it gave me a sense of comfort and security. I knew many people on board: retired ambassador Sundar Haksar looking too old for his years and his wife, Chunni, looking too young for hers; minister Narain Dutt Tewari almost unrecognizable without his tilted Gandhi cap, bush shirt, pants and a sizeable paunch. The seat next to mine was occupied by a giant-sized Yorkshireman named Harrison who wore eighteen size shoes (to my eight) and downed six pre-dinner gins to my two Scotches; while I was still struggling with my stringy roast chicken he polished off a five-course supper to the last cheese cracker and was tossing in post-supper cognacs till I lost count of them and the plane was descending on Abu Dhabi. The vacated seat next to Harrison’s was taken by an Indian lady who wafted in a billowing chiffon sari and a cloud of perfume. She busied herself applying fresh lipstick, eyebrow pencil and rouge to make sure she looked as attractive to people she met in her dreams as she did while awake. When I woke at 4 a.m. Harrison was snoring away with his mouth wide open and the Indian lady was examining her face in her compact mirror to repair damages caused by her dream lovers. Ambassador Ajmani who came to receive Tewari at Rome airport revealed her identity as Princess Sita Devi, divorced wife of an Italian. All this company was mine only a few hours from Delhi. How reassuringly distant from the fires raging in Punjab and Maharashtra.

Rome

Time distorts images of the past. I had been to Rome many times and done all its sites. Nevertheless, when I saw the same places they seemed as if I was seeing them for the first time. Perhaps it was the gold of the broom in flower and white clouds tumbling along the blue sky that gave the same pictures different frames. Trevi Fountain was much bigger and grander than the vision imprinted in my memory; and Spanish steps much smaller and nondescript. The crowds were certainly different. More camera-armed Japanese than other nationalities. At the Trevi Fountain a three-year-old Japanese toddler was aiming his toy camera exactly like his father took aim with his Nikkon. On the Spanish steps a party of young, bearded Latinos were singing to the strumming of guitars and the beat of bongo drums while scantily dressed American girls lay sprawled on the flagstones soaking in the sun.

Every year everything becomes more expensive. Only the Italians have perfected the art of passing on the additional price burden to the visitors. Restaurants display menus with prices which look reasonable. When the waiter brings the bill, the price displayed is multiplied three times over. Ambassador Ajmani, who gave me lunch at his favourite restaurant, Capriccio, explained how this is done. First there is the cover charge for use of the napkin, cutlery and crockery. To the main dish are added prices of vegetables served with it. Wine which was at one time compris (included) is charged separately; so is the salad. Then there is the tax, service charge of fifteen per cent (the waiter nevertheless expects a tip). And now an extra charge for music as well. “All that remains to be charged separately are flowers on the table, salt and pepper,” remarked Ajmani ruefully. I toss in yet another taxable commodity in Italy: pretty girls—Italian lasses are the shapeliest of all in Europe. Soon added to your bill may be “ogling tax”.

Libya

Tarabulus is Greek and Arabic for “Three cities”: Tripoli is its Latin version. The name is now monopolized by one city spreading thirty kilometres from east to west and another thirty from the blue Mediterranean to the fringes of the desert.

Libyan Arab Airlines plane touches down at 7 p.m. when an orange sun is going down on a line of date palms. How picture-postcardish can it be! As we enter the spacious lounge we can hear the sonorous call to prayer come over the colour TV showing a muezzin atop a minaret. The Libyan Minister of Industry is there in his loose Arab dress in a rosary of worry beads to greet Tewari and his entourage. We are escorted to the VIP lounge and plied with a variety of over-sweetened non-alcoholic campari and fruit juices. Tewari and party leave for their hotel. I await my baggage. “No problem,” my escort assures me, “it will take ten minutes.” I have learnt from experience that when anyone says “no problem”, real problems begin. It is after 10 p.m. that I emerge from the airport with my valise and we are driven into the unknown dark.

Tripoli has a lovely climate: dry, cool and fragrant with oleanders in bloom everywhere. Anywhere else people would be out in the parks, sitting out on pavements or strolling along the seaside. I saw no signs of life save lines of cars tearing along well-lit highways. Twice we were stopped by the military police and asked to explain who we were. It was a twenty-kilometre drive through deserted streets and homes with their doors and windows fast shut.

The lounge of Hotel El-Waadi was crowded with guests and hotel staff watching TV. I took my key and found my room on the twelfth floor. It was to be my home for the next week. I switched on the TV. Colonel Gaddafi was waving to a crowd of admirers waving clenched fists to the chanting of slogans. He was followed by a group of folk-dancers. They were followed by Colonel Gaddafi making a speech to a crowd of girls again waving their fists and chanting slogans. They were followed by folk-singers, followed by Colonel Gaddafi speaking to a group of children. I felt as if I was watching Doordarshan with a different cast.

I rose at 5.30 a.m. and went out on the balcony. Facing me was an aquamarine sea. Between us a dun-coloured city of yellow skyscrapers, a velodrome with two cyclists whirling along with slopes and a football stadium with a coach instructing players in soccer tactics. There was hardly anyone on the road besides fast-moving cars. No dogs, no birds. The only familiar things were posters with Indira Gandhi’s pictures on the walls. She had been there a month before me.

Razia Sultana

Back in the conference hall I could not keep my mind on the Green Book. My eyes were fixed on the translators’ panel with Razia’s face glowing like an angel holding a candle in front of it. I got a friend to write two sentences in Arabic on separate pieces of paper and asked a messenger to take the first one up to the translators’ panel. It read: Anta Jameelon Jeddan (You are very beautiful). I did not sign it. I saw her read it and look down the seminarists to see if she could spot its author. She tucked it in her blouse. I sent the second note: Ana Ohebboka (I love you). Once again she looked puzzled but failed to locate her admirer. At the end of the session Razia questioned the messenger. She scribbled a note which was delivered to me. It was in Arabic. With bated breath I asked a friend to translate it: “Anta Shaikh Sakheef: You are a silly old man.
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( ; most gratifying for me, at ninety-one, to know

that there are people still wanting to read me. My first
book, The Mark of Vishnu and Other Stories, was published
in London in 1950. T have never stopped writing since
then: novels, short stories, biographies, history,
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pointless tittle-tattle. I've had more than my fair share of
adoration and condemnation; I've taken both in my
stride.

I have now taken sanyas in my home. The days of
vigorous games of tennis, long walks in Lodi Gardens,
hours of doing lengths in the Golf Club open-air
swimming pool are behind me. My vision is impaired and
Thave otherailments which come with old age. Thave less
zeal for reading or writing and more time to ruminate
over times past. The knowledge that HarperCollins is re-
issuing some of my works will sweeten the last years of
mylife.
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