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PART ONE
Indira Gandhi

Home is where one starts from.
As we grow older the world becomes stranger,
The pattern more complicated. ..
In my end is my beginning.
T.S. Eliot, ‘East Coker’ from
Four Quartets



ONE
Descent from Kashmir

DAILY NINETY-MINUTE FLIGHTS connect Srinagar, the capital of the Indian state
of Jammu and Kashmir, with Delhi. But my letter to the Kashmiri Chief
Minister, Farooq Abdullah, took six weeks to reach him, and according to the
date of the reply written by his ‘acting assistant principal secretary’, the Chief
Minister’s response took another five weeks to get back to me in Delhi. Had our
letters languished on some functionary’s desk, in a forgotten mail bag, got lost in
the crush of a bustling post office? It was not going to be easy to get to Kashmir.
Nevertheless, the Chief Minister’s reply brought good news: Farooq Abdullah
would be pleased to talk to me about the late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. We
could meet either in Delhi or Srinagar, according to my convenience.

Srinagar today — like most of the rest of Kashmir — is no longer an easy place
to visit. Once the idyllic pleasure ground of the British Raj and later a tourist
resort for Indian, European, American and Australian tourists and backpackers,
Kashmir is now a war zone — the disputed territory fought over by two hostile
nations that were once one: India and Pakistan. Those writers who go to Kashmir
these days are not biographers but journalists covering an internecine conflict
that rumbles, flares up, dies down and rumbles on year in and year out.

After decades of obscurity, Kashmir now makes global headlines. Several
years ago, Kashmiri separatists kidnapped and murdered a group of Western
climbers trekking in the Himalayas. In the spring of 1998 India and Pakistan set
off nuclear devices, making Kashmir the likeliest flash point of the next nuclear
holocaust. A year later, their armies were at war on the border near Kargil. In the
spring of 2000, when President Clinton visited the subcontinent, a village of
Sikhs was massacred allegedly by militants — to underscore the fact that the war

still raged on.1

Most of the Srinagar hotels are now boarded up and derelict. Those still
operating house security forces. Rows of khaki laundry flap on clothes lines in
the hotel gardens. Black-booted soldiers in helmets and flak jackets patrol the
streets. The traffic is mainly army jeeps and trucks. Gone are the hawkers,
pavement ear-cleaners and street barbers. Ordinary life of a sort goes on here.



But the atmosphere in the shops and bazaars is often tense and faces are sullen or
downcast.

At the heart of Srinagar lies Dal Lake — sluggish, furry green, congealed with
pollutants. From time to time, the lake belches methane gas, releasing a putrid
stench into the air. No kingfishers fly overhead because no fish could live in this
lake. When Indira Gandhi appointed her cousin B.K. Nehru as Governor of
Kashmir in 1982 — at a time when the present conflict might still have been
averted — she personally briefed him. She said not one word about the volatile
political situation in the state. Instead she spoke with urgency and passion of the

need to clean up Dal Lake before it was too late.? Nearly twenty years later, here
and there, a rotting houseboat shudders on its stagnant surface.

Kashmir today is not the Kashmir Indira Gandhi knew. Kashmir today is India
fouled and polluted — India lacerated — the unhealed and unhealing wound of
Partition. In 1947, at independence, when British India was carved into the two
sovereign nations of India and Pakistan, Kashmir, the only Muslim majority
state in India, acceded to a secular India rather than an Islamic Pakistan. The
Hindu Maharaja of Kashmir made this choice for his Muslim majority
population. But he made it under duress — and to no one’s satisfaction.

Since 1947 India and Pakistan have fought three full-scale wars over Kashmir,

a place of minor material or economic importance to either country.2 But
Kashmir possesses enormous significance to Indians’ and Pakistanis’
conflicting, irreconcilable conceptions of the subcontinent. Kashmir has been
bitterly and bloodily disputed because it has come to symbolize on the one hand,
the ideal of secular democracy to Indians, and on the other, the validity of a
Muslim homeland to Pakistanis. Nuclear devices, bloody skirmishes in the
mountains of Kargil, village massacres, more bombs and assassinations in
Srinagar — these are just the most recent chapters in a story that goes back more
than half a century.

But my story — the life of Indira Gandhi — goes back even further. It begins in
a remote Himalayan fastness of snow-capped mountains, meadows carpeted with
alpine wildflowers, rushing rivers that flow into tear-shaped lakes, and valleys
dark with fir and pine forests where the gigantic chinar tree bursts into fiery-red
blossoms every autumn until the snows come and extinguish all colour from the
land.

This Kashmir — a place of beauty and transcendence — was the bedrock of
Indira Gandhi’s life, the thing to which she held fast, which she sought to
recover again and again in the course of her long life. Kashmir was a land that
nourished and solaced her. ‘We were Kashmiris’, Indira’s father, Jawaharlal



Nehru, writes on the first page of his Autobiography. Indira Gandhi embraced
this statement and put it into the present tense - ‘I am Kashmiri’. Throughout a
rootless, chaotic existence, in which she never had a stable family life or owned
a house of her own, Kashmir remained Indira Gandhi’s anchor, her heart’s
home.

Her story begins — as it ends — in Kashmir.

It opens in Kashmir — but then almost immediately leaves it. Indira Gandhi’s
biography, like all biographies, does not begin abruptly, at the moment of birth,
but rather at what seems — to the biographer — a decisive moment long before.
And this moment — some two hundred years before Indira was born in
November 1917 — was one of banishment — a fall or expulsion from paradise. In
the opening chapter of his Autobiography, ‘Descent from Kashmir’, Nehru
writes, ‘over two hundred years ago, our ancestors came down from that

mountain valley to seek fame and fortune in the ... plains below’.# From their
lofty, Edenic home in the Himalayas, Indira Gandhi’s forebears were exiled to
the hot, arid plains of north-central India.

The particular ancestor Nehru refers to was a Hindu Pandit — one of the
Brahmin elite of Kashmir — named Raj Kaul, a Sanskrit and Persian scholar, who
left Kashmir around 1716 for Delhi. Here he became a member of the court of
the Mughal Emperor Farukhsiyar who granted Raj Kaul a house situated on a
canal in the city. Raj Kaul’s descendants came to be known as Kaul-Nehrus after
nahar, which means canal, and in time this was shortened to Nehru.

From the beginning, the Nehru family was allied to power. First this was the
power of the Mughal Emperor and when his empire declined, the might of the
British. Raj Kaul’s great-grandson, Lakshmi Narayan, became one of the first
Indian vakils, or lawyers, of the East India Company in Delhi, and his son,
Ganga Dar, was a police officer in the city when the Mutiny broke out in 1857.
In the upheaval of the 1857 uprising, Ganga Dar fled with his family to Agra. He
died four years later and three months after his death his wife gave birth to a
posthumous son who was named Motilal.

Motilal Nehru — Indira Gandhi’s grandfather — was raised by his elder brother,
Nand Lal, and Motilal, like his brother, trained as a lawyer. Like his brother, too,
Motilal married while still in his teens and had a son. But both wife and son died
in childbirth before Motilal was twenty. By 1887, the year that Nand Lal died
and Motilal assumed responsibility for the family as the eldest surviving son,
Motilal had remarried a beautiful young woman, also of Kashmiri extraction,
named Swarup Rani. The young couple moved to Allahabad, in the United



Provinces (as they were then called) some 500 miles from Delhi, where Motilal
pursued what quickly became a brilliant legal career.

Centuries ago Allahabad was known as the ancient city of Prayag. It features
in the epic Ramayana and it remains a goal of pilgrimage for Hindus because it
is here that the three sacred Indian rivers — the Ganges, the Jumna and the lost,
subterranean, Saraswati, converge. Allahabad today is a sleepy, dusty provincial
town, but at the end of the nineteenth century it was the capital of the United
Provinces, seat of the High Court and home to the most distinguished university
in India.

Motilal Nehru prospered both professionally and personally in Allahabad. An
astute and successful lawyer, he soon became one of the wealthiest and most
socially prominent citizens in the town. Fortune also smiled on him when his
first child, a son named Jawaharlal — Indira Gandhi’s father — was born on 14
November 1889. In the first sentence of his autobiography, Nehru states (or
rather understates) in his David Copperfield fashion: ‘An only son of prosperous

parents is apt to be spoilt, especially in India.’2 It is one of life’s ironies — or
perhaps one of fate’s congruities — that this most pampered scion of an
immensely rich man would grow up to be largely indifferent to and careless of
material wealth.

Nehru’s asceticism, however, was slow to develop which is hardly surprising
given the environment in which he was raised. In 1900 Motilal Nehru moved his
family to a huge, forty-two-room house on 1 Church Road in the Civil Lines (the
civilian English sector) of Allahabad. He named his mansion Anand Bhawan —
the ‘Abode of Happiness’. It was a manorial estate on English lines and of
English proportions, with spacious gardens, an orchard, a tennis court, riding
ring and an indoor swimming pool. Shortly after moving in, Motilal installed
electricity and running water — the first in Allahabad. After a trip to Europe in
1904, he imported a car — another Allahabad first. It may very well have been
the first automobile in all of the United Provinces. Certainly it was the only one
driven by an English chauffeur.

By the time Jawaharlal was sent away to public school in Harrow, England, in
1905, he had a little sister named Sarup Kumari, born in 1900. Another sister,
Krishna, arrived in 1907. (A second son, born in 1905, survived only a month.)
All the Nehru children had a privileged, British-style upbringing. Until he was
sent to public school in England, Jawaharlal was educated by a young Irish tutor
named Ferdinand T.Brooks. The girls had an English governess named Miss
Lillian Hooper who gave English nicknames to all three Nehru children. In the
girls’ case, these lasted all their lives. Jawaharlal was ‘Joe’, Sarup Kumari was
‘Nan’, and Krishna ‘Betty’.



But despite its liveried servants, dining table set with Sevres porcelain, crystal
glasses and silver cutlery, its grand piano in the sitting room and its huge library
of leather-bound books, Anand Bhawan was not merely an elaborate replica of
an English country estate. The Nehru household was actually bifurcated between
East and West, India and Britain. Motilal Nehru wore expensive suits ordered
from Savile Row tailors (though contrary to rumour his linen was not shipped
back to Europe to be laundered). He eschewed religion, drank Scotch whisky,
ate Western food (including meat) prepared by a Christian cook, and insisted
that only English be spoken at his table. He employed British tutors and
governesses to educate his children and, after Harrow, sent his son to
Cambridge.

But Motilal’s wife, Swarup Rani, was a traditional Kashmiri woman and a
devout Hindu. She allowed her daughters to be dressed in French frocks, but she
herself never wore anything other than a sari in the Kashmiri fashion. She bathed
in the Ganges, performed the Hindu prayer ceremony of puja, was a strict
vegetarian, kept her own Kashmiri cook and ate with her fingers, seated on the
floor. She understood but did not speak English. The women of Anand Bhawan
conversed in Hindi.

Two parallel worlds, then, co-existed but did not really overlap, at Anand
Bhawan. This was strikingly revealed in the otherwise mundane arrangements
for disposing of human waste. The adults in the family used commodes or
‘thunderboxes’ — European-style toilets on which one sat. The children and
servants relieved themselves in the traditional Indian way at ground level. Both
methods were perfectly sanitary and Anand Bhawan, like other Indian

households, had ‘untouchable’ — or Harijan® -sweepers responsible for cleaning
out both types of toilets, though when running water was introduced, the
thunderboxes became flushable.

Most of the time, the two worlds of Anand Bhawan — Western and Indian —
were respectively male and female realms. But not always. Despite the Hindu
injunction against foreign travel (which brought with it a loss of caste), Swarup
Rani accompanied her husband and children to Britain and Europe when
Jawaharlal first went away to school in 1905. And Motilal Nehru, for all his
British thinking, values, habits and attitudes, remained deeply traditional when it
came to the choice of his son’s career and wife.

Jawaharlal Nehru had little say in either matter. Apparently without protest, he
obeyed his father’s wishes and endured a seven-year exile from his family and
India while he was educated in England. Then when Motilal decided that his son
should follow in his steps and take up law, Jawaharlal read for the bar in
London. These years abroad were not ones of great accomplishment.



Jawaharlal’s career at public school and university was undistinguished, and as
he says in his autobiography, ‘I got through the bar examinations ... with neither
glory nor ignominy.” In London, he ‘was vaguely attracted to the Fabians and
socialistic ideas and interested in political movements of the day’. But for the
most part he ‘drifted’ and led ‘a soft and pointless existence’. This careless,
hedonistic period was the one time in Nehru’s life when he displayed ‘expensive
habits’. Often, in fact, he exceeded ‘the handsome allowance’ that Motilal gave
him, and had to wire home for more funds.Z

Jawaharlal entered the legal profession without demur. But he put up
something of a struggle before he agreed to marry the woman his father chose
for him. By the time he returned to India in 1912, England had transformed
Jawaharlal. At Cambridge he mixed with a set who read Havelock Ellis and
Krafft-Ebing and considered themselves ‘very sophisticated and talked of sex
and morality’, though Nehru adds that ‘in spite of our brave talk, most of us
were rather timid where sex was concerned’. His own sexual knowledge, he

says, was ‘for many years, till after I left Cambridge ... confined to theory’ 2

But even this theoretical knowledge — and the Western attitudes towards
romantic love and marriage associated with it — affected Nehru, and initially he
rebelled not so much against his father’s choice of a bride as the notion that
Motilal should do the choosing for him. The selection was made before
Jawaharlal even returned to India in 1912. Shortly before he was called to the
bar in London, Jawaharlal received a letter from his father with the news that
Motilal had decided that his son’s future wife should be a twelve-year-old girl
named Kamala Kaul. ‘A little beauty [and] ... very healthy’, as Motilal
described her, Kamala was the daughter of a conservative Kashmiri family who
lived in Delhi. The contract between the two families had been drawn up and the
dowry agreed on, Motilal informed his son. All Jawaharlal had to do was give
his assent.

This was not immediately forthcoming. Jawaharlal responded to his father’s
letter with ambivalence. ‘I do not, and cannot possibly, look forward with relish
to the idea of marrying a girl whom I do not know,’ he wrote to Motilal. ‘At the
same time ... [if] you are intent on my getting engaged to the girl you mention I
will have no objection ... I shall bide by your decision.” With his mother,
Swarup Rani, Jawaharlal was more outspoken. He confessed that he was
frightened at the prospect of marrying ‘a total stranger’. He accepted ‘that any
girl selected by you and father would be good in many respects’, but he feared
that he might ‘not be able to get along with her’. And to his mother, Jawaharlal
voiced his disapproval of arranged Hindu marriages: ‘In my opinion, unless



there is a degree of mutual understanding, marriage should not take place. I think

it unjust and cruel that a life should be wasted merely in producing children.’?
Once back in India, Jawaharlal had several years to adjust to the prospect of
marrying Kamala Kaul, for at twelve, she was far too young to wed right away.
And it was not only the prospect of marriage that unsettled Jawaharlal when he
was transplanted — after seven formative years abroad — back to Allahabad. As
he says in his autobiography, ‘the habits and ideas that had grown in me during
my seven years in England did not fit in with things as I found them’ back home.
He was overcome with a feeling of ennui: ‘a sense of the utter insipidity of life

grew upon me’. 12 Nevertheless, Jawaharlal took up law, and gradually an
interest in the nationalist movement for Indian home rule replaced his ennui.
Whether he continued to argue with his parents over his marriage partner is
unknown. Time passed and Jawaharlal’s eventual marriage to Kamala became
an inevitability.

In 1915, when Kamala was sixteen, she came to live in Allahabad in order to
be groomed as Jawaharlal’s wife. Coming from a traditional Kashmiri family
Kamala was ignorant of European manners and habits. The Nehru daughters’
governess, Miss Hooper, undertook Kamala’s training in the use of cutlery and
speaking English. It was not an easy education. Kamala was a serious, intense,
highly-strung girl of great beauty, with fair skin, dark hair, and large, luminous
brown eyes. But there was no warmth or gaiety in her beauty — she was shy and
withdrawn, with a face that often wore the look of a stricken deer.

Nor was she as malleable and unformed as she appeared. Kamala submitted to
her transformation into an acceptable bride for Jawaharlal Nehru because she
had no choice. But her underlying character remained untouched, though it
would take many years for others -including her own husband — to discern how
strong and stubborn she could be and how committed Kamala was to her
principles. Motilal Nehru doubtless believed he was acquiring a complete cipher
for a daughter-in-law, and for years Motilal’s wife and daughters and many other
members of the household treated Kamala as such.

In fact, as time would tell, Motilal had inadvertently chosen a woman who far
from being a nonentity, eventually developed with her husband what is still rare
in any culture — a marriage of equals, of shared sexual intensity, of mutual

respect and shared values and dreams.1! It would take many years for Jawaharlal
and Kamala Nehru to achieve this; to some extent Nehru recognized it only after
Kamala had died, and after, as well, Kamala had rejected marriage at the end of
her life for a religious goal she felt was higher and more precious still.

The marriage date was selected by family astrologers: 8 February 1916, which



was Basant Panchami, the festival which heralds the coming of spring. For
weeks beforehand, tailors, seamstresses and jewellers toiled at Allahabad
preparing the bride’s trousseau, often under Motilal’s personal supervision. Gifts
from all over India flooded Anand Bhawan. The wedding was to be held in
Delhi and Motilal arranged for a special train to carry 300 guests — family,
relations and friends of the groom -to Delhi, where a huge tented city was set up
outside the walled city with a sign made of flowers announcing the ‘Nehru
Wedding Camp’.

One surviving wedding photograph of Kamala and Jawaharlal Nehru
poignantly reveals their plight on the day they wed. They are standing carefully
posed and elaborately dressed — Jawaharlal in a brocade sherwani (a long formal
coat) and turban, and Kamala in a pearl-studded sari that had taken a team of
craftsmen months of labour to produce. But the bride and groom’s posture and
their expressions belie their finery and the occasion. Their arms are loosely
linked — they are, after all, now man and wife — but they do not stand close
together and they look almost melancholy. Jawaharlal stares tentatively into the
camera, dark circles under his eyes. Kamala looks off to the left, away from her
husband. There is a shadow of a smile on her lips, but her dark eyes are wide
with what seems to be fear.

The newlyweds honeymooned in Kashmir — just as twenty-six years later
their daughter would go to Kashmir with her bridegroom. It was the first time
either Jawaharlal or Kamala had been to Kashmir; the first sight they had of their
homeland. What Kamala made of Kashmir we do not know. For Nehru,
however, it was a haunting and nearly fatal visit.

Arriving in Srinagar, Jawaharlal left his bride to go climbing for several
weeks with a cousin in the mountains of Ladakh, the remote, eastern region of
Kashmir. No one seems to have thought this an odd way for a young man to
spend his honeymoon. This journey into the Himalayas was, as Nehru records in
his autobiography, his ‘first experience of the narrow and lonely valleys, high up
in the world, which lead to the Tibetan plateau’. The bleak beauty and the
solitude of the mountains thrilled him: ‘the loneliness grew; there were not even
trees or vegetation to keep us company — only the bare rock and the snow and ice
and, sometimes, very welcome flowers. Yet I found a strange satisfaction in

these wild and desolate haunts of nature: I was full of energy and a feeling of

exaltation.’12

At a place called Matayan, they were told that a famous cave, the cave of
Amaranath, was only eight miles distant and they resolved to trek there, despite



the fact that ‘an enormous mountain’ lay in their way. With a local shepherd for
a guide and porters to carry their gear, they set off at four in the morning and
soon crossed several glaciers. As they climbed higher, their breathing became
laboured and they stopped to attach connecting ropes to their waists. Several of
the heavily-laden porters started to spit blood. It began to snow and the glaciers
were ‘terribly slippery’. The entire party was ‘fagged out, and every step’ was an
effort, but still they trekked on.

After twelve hours of increasingly laborious climbing, late in the afternoon
they came out onto a huge ice field, surrounded by snow-covered peaks. Bathed
in the dying rays of the sun, it looked ‘like a diadem or an amphitheatre of the
gods’. Then fresh snow and mists descended on them and obscured this celestial
vision. In order to reach their goal, the Amaranath cave, they had to cross the ice
field, now almost wholly obscured by the bad weather. ‘It was a tricky business,’
as Nehru describes it, ‘as there were many crevasses and the fresh snow often

covered a dangerous spot.’12

Suddenly Jawaharlal plummeted down one of these — a great gaping chasm,
lightly overlaid by a blanket of snow that hid the ‘tremendous fissure’. But the
rope tied round his waist, which connected him to his companion, held fast. He
was not consigned to ‘the safe keeping and preservation’ of future ‘geological
ages’. Nehru clutched the side of the crevasse and was hauled out.14

This narrow escape changed the course of Indian history and many individual
lives, including my own some eighty-odd years later.

It also awakened in Nehru an enduring fascination with and longing for the
mountains of Kashmir. The Himalayas became for him a symbol of
inexpressible desire and release. Writing his autobiography in prison, nearly
twenty years after his fall down the crevasse, Nehru speaks with undiminished
passion of this landscape which he had not yet been able to revisit. ‘I dream of
the day when I shall wander about the Himalayas and cross them to reach that

lake and mountain of my desire.’12

Historical and political imperatives determined and shaped the lives of
Jawaharlal Nehru and his daughter, Indira Gandhi. Both Nehru and Indira were
‘handcuffed to history’. Only death offered release. Neither feared death, but it
was never far from their minds — the death of those they loved, of their dreams,
of themselves. The mountains of Kashmir were sublimely indifferent to human
life and death. Untouched by human sorrows, immune to human joy, their
beauty and stillness existed far above the plains of human toil and struggle.

No wonder that Indira Gandhi, for all the years of her life, longed for Kashmir

and thirsted for its mountains and ‘their untroubled snows’.18



TWO
‘Hua’

ON5 OcToBER 1917, Annie Besant — a stout, white-haired, seventy-year-old
Englishwoman who had been released from political imprisonment two weeks
earlier — made a triumphant visit to Allahabad. Dressed in a gold-embroidered
white sari, she was met at the railway station by a huge crowd, including the
nationalist leaders Motilal and Jawaharlal Nehru, Sarojini Naidu and Bal
Gangadhar Tilak. Her carriage was unhorsed and dragged by a team of young
men through streets lined with cheering people and decorated with flags, bunting
and floral arches. When the procession reached Motilal Nehru’s palatial house,
Anand Bhawan, Mrs Besant — founder of the Indian Home Rule League, shortly
to be elected President of the Indian National Congress, world-famous
Theosophist and brilliant orator — delivered an impassioned speech calling for
Indian independence. Kamala Nehru, barely eighteen years old and eight months
pregnant, stood on the veranda of Anand Bhawan next to her husband
Jawaharlal, listening to this rousing speech. Their child-to-be was attending its
first political event. She would grow up to become President of Congress,
following in Annie Besant’s as well as her grandfather’s and father’s footsteps.
Forty-eight years later, also clad in a white sari and with a streak of white like a
bird’s wing in her dark hair, Indira Gandhi would be elected the third prime
minister of an independent India.

Indira was born six weeks after Mrs Besant’s visit, on the stormy night of 19
November in the northwest corner room of Anand Bhawan where all new
additions to the family traditionally came into the world. Weighing scarcely four
pounds, the baby’s tiny body was topped by what looked, incongruously, like a
finely-formed adult’s head with masses of black hair, huge dark eyes, a delicate
mouth and (to her lasting grief) an overgenerous nose. On the veranda outside
the birth room a crowd of expectant aunts, second cousins, friends, neighbours
and servants, including a new Tamil ayah (nanny), had been waiting impatiently
all day.

Around 11 p.m. Swarup Rani Nehru, the baby’s grandmother, emerged from
the room onto the veranda calling for her husband who was drinking Haig’s



Dimple Scotch with the men in the library.

‘Hua [it has happened],” Swarup Rani announced when he arrived.

‘Baccha hua [it has happened]?’ repeated Motilal, knowing full well that his
wife used the neutral pronoun because she could not bring herself to say that a

female child had been born..

An unmistakable wave of deflation and disappointment swept through the
crowd on the veranda. As Indira Gandhi diplomatically put it years later, ‘while
my family was not orthodox enough to consider the birth of a girl child a

misfortune, it did regard the male child a privilege and a necessity’.2

No one seems to remember just where Jawaharlal Nehru was and what he said
when his daughter was born. But he was probably the only person in Anand
Bhawan that evening not unduly concerned about the child’s sex. In his
autobiography, written in prison seventeen years later, he failed to record the
events of that stormy November night and his own feelings about them. What
was significant to him, as he later told his daughter in a letter written on her
thirteenth birthday, was that ‘the very month in which you were born’, saw the

birth of the Russian Revolution thousands of miles away from India.2 Nehru, the
most unsentimental and unsuperstitious of men, savoured this coincidence of
history and held it out to Indira as a portent throughout her childhood. She was,
he said in another letter, conceived in and born to a world of ‘storm and trouble’

— a child who would grow up in the midst of another revolution.# Like many of
those who have written about his daughter, Nehru often viewed her through a
cloud of myth.

Indira’s own earliest memories — as recalled in adulthood — were also mythic,
highly political ones. In 1920, when she was just three, as part of the drive for
Indian self-rule, nationalists launched a non-cooperation movement which
involved boycotting British institutions, including schools and courts, and
refusing to abide by the laws and regulations of the imperial government. In
addition, all British and foreign goods were shunned in favour of Indian
products, especially homespun khadi cloth. Almost overnight, the opulent Nehru
home was transformed: crystal chandeliers, Spode china, sterling silver,
Venetian glass, expensive carpets, carriages, Arabian horses, all vanished, and
the family members (Swarup Rani, among others, protesting) donned coarse
khadi clothes.

Indira’s first memory is of a bonfire of English apparel and imported cloth on
the veranda of Anand Bhawan. She saw the wood being thrown on the piles of
richly-coloured satins, silks, chiffons, hand-tailored Savile Row suits and
starched shirts. She watched as the fire put ‘forth its first flickering tongue of



flame’.2 Even more vividly, she remembered how she spurned a French frock
brought back from Paris by a relative who then pointed out that her doll, too,
was a foreign product. Indu (as she was always called in the family) thought of
the doll as her flesh and blood, not a treasonous object. ‘For days on end — or
was it weeks?’ she was torn between ‘love of the doll and ... duty towards my
country’. Finally, on her own one day, she took the doll up to the roof terrace of
Anand Bhawan and set light to it. Afterwards she was ill with a temperature. As

an adult she confessed, ‘to this day I hate striking a match’.%

The bonfire of clothes and the doll cremation were the first two fires in a life
measured out, as Hindu lives are, by ritual conflagrations: of weddings, naming
ceremonies, worship and cremations, all underlaid by the idea of rebirth or
reincarnation. By the time Indira Gandhi recalled these childhood memories in
1980, she knew that her life had had more than its share of these burning
milestones — and comebacks. She chose its controlling metaphor of fiery
destruction and resurrection.

In November 1917, however, instead of myth, there was only regret over the
birth of a girl. But not devastation. Kamala Nehru, after all, was only eighteen
and her husband twenty-eight; they had been married less than two years and no
one suspected that this would be an only child. Motilal Nehru chose his mother’s
name Indrani, modified to the more modern and fashionable Indira, for the baby
and Jawaharlal added the Buddhist Priyadarshini which means ‘dear to the sight’
and also ‘one who reveals the good’. A learned Pandit drew up the baby’s
horoscope and no tragic — or revolutionary — configurations were forecast. A
lavish naming ceremony was held. After these ripples of excitement, ordinary
life at Anand Bhawan resumed.

Rather than a catastrophe, the arrival of a female child even in such a
prosperous and aristocratic family as the Nehrus, was an event of little
consequence except, of course, to her parents. The poet and nationalist leader,
Sarojini Naidu, wrote from Madras and sent ‘a kiss to the new Soul of India’, but

this was an allusion to one of Mrs Naidu’s recent poems, not a prophecy.” The
baby’s mother, Kamala, and grandfather, Motilal (who ordered a British
perambulator from Calcutta), doted on her, but for much of this huge household
of nearly a hundred (counting all the servants) the infant was not an important
family member. In her very earliest years, Indira was small, unobtrusive, causing
little trouble, provoking little notice. Her cousin, B.K. Nehru, who grew up in
Allahabad and lived in Anand Bhawan during the twenties, once asked Indira
when she became Prime Minister where she had been during those years; he had
no recollection of her. ‘I was right there,” she answered, ‘but no one ever noticed



me.’8 Yet, once she emerged from infancy, she was never excluded from the
political activity that soon gripped the household. She was in the midst of things
— at first underfoot and then in general view.

The year before Indira’s birth Jawaharlal Nehru had met Mohandas Gandhi
at the 1916 Lucknow meeting of the Indian National Congress — the party that
spearheaded independence from the British. This was a decisive encounter
because Gandhi had an immediate and profound impact on Jawaharlal. He
focussed Jawaharlal’s inchoate nationalism, radicalizing him in the process in a
way that distressed the more conservative Motilal. In a sense, Gandhi soon
became a rival father figure for Jawaharlal and therefore in Motilal’s eyes,
personally threatening as well as politically suspect. Preferring to beard this lion
in his own den, Motilal invited Gandhi to Allahabad for discussions. In early
March 1919 Gandhi, dressed in a flapping loincloth, arrived at Anand Bhawan
and was installed in Swarup Rani’s Hindu side of the house where he could eat
his vegetarian meals on the floor and use the servants’ Indian-style latrines. He
and Motilal had private talks in the library, and after several days Gandhi
counselled Jawaharlal to moderate his political activity in deference to his father
and not at this stage to defy or otherwise upset him. Obviously an impasse had
been reached in Motilal’s book-lined library, but Gandhi was willing to bide his
time. He preached patience to his young disciple.

Neither of them had to wait long. On 18 March 1919, just a few days after
Gandhi left Anand Bhawan, the British imposed the Rowlatt Act which extended
the wartime powers of arrest and detention of suspected subversives without
trial. That night Gandhi literally dreamt up (the idea came to him in a dream) the
plan of protesting this unjust and repressive act with a countrywide hartal — a
general strike — and a day of fasting and prayer. Satyagraha — non-violent
resistance — was publicly launched on 6 April. A week later, on the 13th, in
Amritsar in the Punjab, a peaceful demonstration inside a walled garden called
Jallianwala Bagh was met by hundreds of rounds of ammunition fired by
soldiers under the command of Brigadier General Reginald Dyer. By the time
‘order was restored’, 379 unarmed and trapped men, women and children had
been killed.

When the news of the Amritsar massacre — the most infamous episode in the
history of British rule in India — reached Anand Bhawan, it accomplished in a
moment what the eloquent and persuasive Gandhi had failed to achieve in hours
of discussion: Motilal Nehru was converted to satyagraha. As Indira herself later
put it, ‘Jallianwala Bagh was a turning point ... Hesitation and doubt were swept



aside ... This is when the family came much closer to Mahatma Gandhi and our

whole way of life changed.’2

Not quite the whole family however. With the exception of Kamala, the
women of Anand Bhawan were initially hostile to Gandhi and resisted his
influence. Swarup Rani, in particular, could not comprehend how and why this
little man in a dhoti with his dietary and health fads should intrude on her family
and advise them on both personal and political matters. She felt, in fact,

‘instinctively that [he] ... was the enemy of her home’.1? Certainly the position
Gandhi now assumed in the household was highly intimate and influential.
Indira could scarcely recall a time when he was not ‘an elder of the family to

whom I went with difficulties and problems’..l No issue or difficulty was too
great or too small for ‘Bapu’, as the Nehrus all called him, from moral dilemmas
and political goals to digestive ailments and whether or not young women should
wear lipstick. Gandhi dispensed advice on the whole gamut and though he was
not dictatorial, for many years his word determined events in the Nehru family
as well as the nationalist movement.

Motilal and Jawaharlal’s closeness to Gandhi and their increasing political
involvement in satyagraha did not go unnoticed by the British government and
their intelligence apparatus in India. In May 1920 Jawaharlal took his mother,
his sisters Nan and Betty, his wife, Kamala, and two-and-a-half-year-old Indira
to the northern hill station of Mussoorie where it was cooler. The hot season in
Allahabad is ferocious, with average temperatures of 40 degrees and higher and
the Nehru women always spent their summers in the hills. An additional reason
this year was that both Swarup Rani and Kamala were unwell. Swarup Rani,
admittedly, had been ‘delicate’ for most of her adult life, and Kamala had never
thrived since her arranged marriage to Jawaharlal in 1916. Letters between
Jawaharlal and Motilal and also between them and Gandhi are peppered with
references to Kamala’s symptoms, many of which in these early years seemed to
be psychosomatic. She suffered from headaches, lassitude, lack of appetite,
weight loss, breathing difficulties and ‘heart attacks’ which were actually
palpitations.

Because Kamala was relatively unsophisticated, reserved and could not speak
fluent English, she was looked down upon by her motherin-law and two sisters-
in-law, especially Sarup or Nan who did nothing to hide her possessive love for
her brother and her scorn for his unWesternized wife. The female household at
Anand Bhawan was, in fact, rife with jealousy, hostility and resentment, and for
many years Kamala suffered intensely in this atmosphere. Illness would confine
her to her room and take her out of the fray. But not surprisingly, when she



migrated to the hills, in the company of her motherin-law and sisters-in-law, her
health failed to improve.

When the Nehrus arrived in Mussoorie in May 1920 they took a suite of
rooms at the Savoy Hotel. An Afghan delegation was also in residence at the
Savoy, having come to Mussoorie to negotiate with the British following the
brief Afghan war of the previous year. The eye of the British government read a
dark motive in this coincidence and concluded that Jawaharlal Nehru had come
to the hill station to liaise with the Afghans. The day after the Nehrus arrived,
the local Superintendent of Police called on Jawaharlal and demanded that he
have no contact with the Afghans. Nehru, in fact, had no intention of associating
with the Afghan delegation, but on principle, he refused to comply with this
command.

The following day Jawaharlal was served with an externment order stating
that he must leave the district within twenty-four hours. He had no choice but to
return to Allahabad, leaving his ailing mother, wife, daughter and two sisters on
their own in Mussoorie. It was the first of many sudden disappearances of her
father that punctuated Indira’s childhood.

Motilal Nehru was enraged at his son’s expulsion and prevailed on his old
friend, Sir Harcourt Butler, Governor of the United Provinces, to lift ‘the stupid
order’. When Jawaharlal returned to Mussoorie one fine June morning, the first
thing he saw in the Savoy courtyard was an Afghan minister holding Indira in
his arms. The Afghans had read of the externment order in the newspaper and in
Jawaharlal’s absence, sent flowers and fruit to Swarup Rani and Kamala every

day and taken Indira out to play each morning.12

In September 1920, shortly after they returned from Mussoorie, Indira, who
was not yet three, travelled with her parents and grandfather to her first Congress
meeting — a special session held in Calcutta. In later years, she had no memory
of this historic event, but felt it was deeply significant that she had been present
when Gandhi publicly launched the non-cooperation movement and called for
swaraj — self-rule for India — within a year.

On their return to Allahabad, the bonfire at Anand Bhawan was ignited and
things would never be the same again. Motilal resigned his seat on the Provincial
Council, gave up his lucrative law practice (though he continued to practise
intermittently when he needed the money), withdrew his youngest daughter
Betty from school, disposed of horses and carriages, sold all but one of his
automobiles, changed the Anand Bhawan cuisine from continental to Indian,
closed the wine cellar, reduced the number of servants and had those who
remained exchange their gold and wine-coloured livery for khadi (which
Jawaharlal was later to call ‘the livery of freedom’). For Indira this new austerity



was the only form of existence she could remember at Anand Bhawan and it
would become a lifelong habit.

It was not only the appearance and texture of life at Anand Bhawan that
changed radically after the beginning of the non-cooperation movement. Both
Motilal and Jawaharlal now devoted all their time and energies to political
activity. In his Autobiography Jawaharlal recorded how ‘I became wholly
absorbed and wrapt [sic] in the movement ... I gave up all my other associations
and contacts, old friends, books, even newspapers ... In spite of the strength of
family bonds, I almost forgot my family, my wife, my daughter ... I lived in

offices and committee meetings and crowds.”!2 Years later, when he was in
prison, he was haunted by this neglect of his family, but at the time, he was so
engrossed by politics that a reproachful letter from his father (who was away
from home) had no effect:

Have you had any time to attend to the poor cows in Anand Bhawan?
Not that they are really cows but have been reduced to the position of cows
by nothing short of culpable negligence on your part and mine — I mean
your mother, your wife, your child and your sisters? I do not know with
what grace and reason we can claim to be working for the good of the
masses — the country at large — when we fail egregiously to minister to the

most urgent requirements of our own flesh and blood and those whose flesh

and blood we are 14

Far from attending to the ‘poor cows’ at Anand Bhawan, Jawaharlal removed
himself from them altogether when he was sent to jail — along with Motilal
himself — in December 1921. The previous month, the Prince of Wales (later
King Edward VIII,) and his entourage (which included the twenty-one-year-old
Louis Mountbatten) had visited Allahabad in the course of the future King-
Emperor’s progress through India. Instead of welcoming the Prince, Allahabad
observed the countrywide hartal against him with empty streets and shuttered
shops. In sharp contrast to the welcome given to Annie Besant four years earlier,
the town was transformed into a ‘city of the dead’. The Prince’s procession made

its regal way along the eerily silent streets ‘with nobody to see it’.12 Motilal
Nehru had organized the Allahabad hartal against the royal visit and on
December 6 he was arrested at Anand Bhawan. So, too, was his son who
recorded in his prison diary that after the arrests, while the police waited for
Motilal and Jawaharlal’s belongings to be packed, Swarup Rani, Kamala and
Nan were all composed but Indira, aged four, ‘made a nuisance of herself



objecting to her food and generally getting on people’s nerves’ 1

Motilal was tried the next day at Naini Jail in Allahabad and charged with
being a Congress volunteer — a criminal offence because the British had
outlawed the Indian National Congress. The courtroom was packed: Motilal
Nehru, the leading barrister of Allahabad, now publicly rejected the British legal
system he had practised and upheld for so long by refusing to accept any defence
or to defend himself to the Government Advocate — an old friend and former
colleague.

As all the newspapers reported, Motilal sat in the dock with Indira on his lap
throughout the trial. It was her first political appearance; not only was she an
observer but also a participant in this legal spectacle. Why did Motilal —
apparently with Jawaharlal’s and Kamala’s approval — involve his young
granddaughter in this way? The idea may have been to initiate her into political
activity; but whether intended or not, she was also an instrument and a symbol in
the courtroom: a personification of innocence which exposed what Motilal called
the ‘farce’ of the proceedings. She may have enjoyed the attention or been
transfixed by the unfamiliar surroundings; the newspapers all reported that she
behaved impeccably.

Motilal was sentenced to six months imprisonment and fined 500 rupees and
Jawaharlal was given a similar sentence for distributing handbills for the hartal.
They were in good company: across India some 30,000 people were jailed by the
British between December 1922 and January 1923 in what Jawaharlal called ‘an

orgy of arrests and convictions’.1Z Both Motilal and Jawaharlal were imprisoned
at Lucknow District Prison, 140 miles northwest of Allahabad.

In court the Nehrus had refused to defend themselves; in jail they refused to
pay the imposed fines with the result that the police descended on Anand
Bhawan to collect what valuables remained — mostly pieces of furniture. Swarup
Rani and Kamala watched this despoliation without complaint, but Indira
protested with vehemence, ‘expressed her strong displeasure’, and nearly

severed an officer’s finger while brandishing a bread slicer at him.18

In late December 1921, just a few weeks after her father and grandfather were
jailed in Lucknow, Indira made her first visit to Gandhi’s ashram, Sabarmati,
and her first third-class train journey. This trip was a baptism of fire for all the
Nehru women: Swarup Rani, Kamala, Betty and Indira. During the long rail
journey to Ahmedabad in Gujarat, the women sat on hard wooden benches in a
dirty, crowded third-class carriage. As the train snaked across the flat,
monotonous plains of northern India, at every station where it stopped, women
and children congregated at their carriage windows and showered them with



food and flowers. By now the Nehrus were almost as famous as Gandhi himself
and people felt great solidarity with these women whose son, husband and father
had been incarcerated by the British.

At Ahmedabad they attended the annual Congress meeting with Gandhi.
Unlike the previous year, when Gandhi had launched satyagraha, Indira
remembered this session. It was at this point that Congress took on the trappings
of a mass movement. At Ahmedabad the green, white and saffron Congress flag
was unfurled, everyone sat on the floor rather than chairs; Hindi was proclaimed
the national language and khadi the national dress. The Nehru women were
cheered as the representatives of the imprisoned Motilal and Jawaharlal.

Afterwards they went with Gandhi to his ashram on the banks of the
Sabarmati river: a collection of low, whitewashed huts, situated in a grove of
trees, surrounded by twenty acres of farmland. Below the ashram compound ran
the river where the women washed laundry and the boys took the cows and
buffaloes to drink. A pastoral setting, despite snakes which it was forbidden to
kill, but scarcely an idyllic life. The seventy or so ashramites were all sanyasis —
renunciates — who had vowed to be celibate (even if married), non-violent,
abstemious in their eating, and not to observe untouchability. This austere
existence, however, required more income than the ashram farm generated, with
the result that life at Sabarmati was largely financed by Ahmedabad textile
magnates and Bombay shipping barons. As Sarojini Naidu later quipped of
Gandhi, it took a lot of money to keep him in poverty.

Days at the ashram began at 4 a.m. with prayers on the river bank and were
regulated by a spartan routine of spinning, planting grain, fruit picking, drawing
water, cooking, sweeping, washing, and latrine cleaning. Despite the supporting
capital of big business, at Sabarmati, Gandhi attempted to create a self-sufficient
utopia based on a lofty value system described by one of his biographers as

‘truth, non-violence, moral economics, true education and an equitable social

order’ .12

Nothing, however, could have seemed less utopian to the Nehru women, with
the exception of the resilient Indira and the traditional and naturally austere
Kamala. They were housed in a bare hostel room, slept on the floor, rose at four
in the morning with the others, ate meagre portions of unspiced food and used
communal latrines in contrast to the FEuropean-style thunderboxes with
enamelled pots they had at Anand Bhawan. Even Indira, a fussy eater, was
hungry most of the time. Gradually, however, they adapted, especially during
daily discussions with ‘Bapu’ in his cell-like hut. For Gandhi could charm and
cajole as well as exhort. By the time they returned to Allahabad, all the Nehrus,
including the reluctant Swarup Rani, had embraced satyagraha.



Jawaharlal was released early from Lucknow Jail on 3 March 1922, only to be
rearrested and imprisoned again on 11 May and charged with ‘criminal
intimidation and extortion’ involving the boycott of Allahabad merchants selling
foreign cloth. Indira attended her father’s trial just as she had her grandfather’s
the year before, but this time she sat with her mother, among the spectators,
rather than in the dock. She was again, however, a distinct presence in the
courtroom, especially, as the newspapers reported, when she piped up before the
trial began and asked, ‘Mummie, are they going to have a bioscope [film]
show?’22

Jawaharlal’s second prison term lasted eight months, until the end of January
1923. He was imprisoned first in Allahabad District Jail and then again at
Lucknow, and in his solitude he finally had the leisure to worry about his family,
especially about Indira who was far from well during most of 1922. In late May,
Motilal, who had been transferred to Naini Jail from which he would soon be
released, wrote to Jawaharlal that he was very concerned about Indu ‘who is
paying for the sins of her father and grandfather’.2L At his last jail interview with
Kamala and Indira, Motilal reported, Indu was pale, thin and listless.

She was also wilting in the extreme heat of the Allahabad summer, but both
Kamala and Swarup Rani refused to go to the hills of Mussoorie while their
husbands sweltered in jail. Instead, the women remained at Anand Bhawan and
made the hot, dusty journey to Lucknow every month for a short interview with
Jawaharlal in the prison warder’s office. These awkward, far from private
meetings were always observed by at least one prison official. Both Jawaharlal
and his visitors — Swarup Rani, Kamala, Indira and Betty — would look forward
to them eagerly and then feel frustrated and depressed afterwards because they
had not been able to express themselves adequately. The time was too brief and
they felt embarrassed and constrained under the guard’s eye. Only five-year-old
Indira was not inhibited by the unnatural situation. Jawaharlal recorded each
interview in his prison diary and noted on October 23 that ‘Indu [was] very thin
and weak-looking after her severe illness but cheerful.’22

It was during this 1922 incarceration that Jawaharlal began his lifelong
correspondence with Indira — a voluminous, highly revealing exchange of letters
that was of great significance to both of them because for many years it was their
principal means of communication. In many ways, in fact, theirs was essentially
an epistolary relationship during all the years of Indira’s growing up. Their
letters created an extraordinary closeness between them because they were both
unreserved, fluent writers. But this very spontaneity and openness could create
difficulties when they were actually together. The letters created an intimacy that



was often difficult, even impossible, to sustain in person.
In October 1922 Jawaharlal sent his first note to Indira from jail -in Hindi, but
he switched to English as soon as she was able to read and write:

Lots of love to dear daughter Indu from her Papu.

Get well soon and write to Papu. Also come and see me in jail. I long
very much to see you. Did you ply the new charkha [Gandhi-style spinning
wheel] that Dadu [grandfather] has given you? Send me some of the yarn
you have woven.

Do you say your prayers every day with Mummie?

Your Papu.23

A month later Jawaharlal wrote again to Indira now in Calcutta where Motilal
had taken her and Kamala for homeopathic treatment:

My dear Indu,

How do you like Calcutta? Which do you like the better -Bombay or
Calcutta? Have you seen the zoo there? What kind of animals are there?
There is a very big old tree. See that also. Be sure you are quite fit when
you return.

Your loving father, Papu.24

Whether or not the Calcutta treatment was successful is unclear — as indeed is
the nature of Indira’s illness. Her symptoms as described in Motilal’s and
Jawaharlal’s letters and in Jawaharlal’s prison diary are, however, similar to
many of those Kamala still suffered — weight loss, pallor, weakness — and like
her mother’s, they may have been partly psychosomatic. Jawaharlal certainly
feared so; even more, he worried that Indira would develop what he called ‘an
invalid mentality’ or hypochondria. Hence his injunction to be ‘quite fit’.
Throughout her childhood he worried about Indira’s fitness and insisted she
perform regular exercise — particularly daily running — to make her strong and
healthy. He also fought Kamala’s, Swarup Rani’s and the ayahs tendency to
coddle her. Indira thus learned at an early age that her father disapproved of
illness and in the future she sometimes used her health, or lack of it, as a lever in
her relations with him.

In early 1923, however, when Jawaharlal was released from his second prison
term, Indira was for the time being as healthy as he could wish her to be. The
previous year Gandhi had called off the non-cooperation movement when
twenty-two policemen were burned to death by a mob in the village of Chauri



Chaura. But this did not halt political activity at Anand Bhawan. In December
1922, just before Jawaharlal was released, Motilal and a Bengali lawyer of
Allahabad, C.R. Das, formed the Swaraj Party, within the Indian National
Congress. The Swaraj Party diverged from Gandhi and his followers — also
members of Congress — on the issue of the suspension of non-cooperation. Even
more crucially, the Swarajists sought to end Congress’ boycott of the
legislatures. They supported council entry — political participation in the

provincial legislatures as provided for by the 1919 Government of India Act — in

order ‘to carry the good fight into the enemy’s camp’.22

Jawaharlal now found himself in the difficult position of disagreeing with
both of his ‘fathers’: he strongly opposed Gandhi’s suspension of non-
cooperation but he no less strongly objected to the Swarajist Party plan to
subvert the British system from within. The tension between Motilal and
Jawaharlal was thus revived and pervaded the house. Mealtimes in particular
could be silent and strained. Increasingly, Indira and Kamala ate alone together
in the first-floor apartment Motilal had built for his son’s family. Anand Bhawan
was also the scene of incessant meetings. Indira one day rushed into a Congress
Working Committee meeting in the sitting room shouting ‘no admission without
permission’ at the top of her lungs, preaching but not practising what she had

obviously been instructed.28

As an adult Indira sometimes breezily described her childhood as a time
when she ‘was surrounded by love and energy’. She denied that it was ever

traumatic.2Z But in less guarded moments, she told a different story. In one
candid interview she complained that she ‘did not see enough’ of Kamala. ‘I did
not see enough of anybody,” she went on, ‘we hardly saw each other because
people in the house left early in the morning on some sort of work or other in
different directions. Sometimes we met for meals. Mostly we did not ... The

whole house was in [such] a state of tension that nobody had a normal life. 28
But it was not only this continuous ‘abnormal activity, ‘police raids, arrests
and so on’, as Indira described them, that made Anand Bhawan life fraught. In
addition to the stressful atmosphere created by the ongoing political
disagreement of Motilal and Jawaharlal over council entry, as she grew older,
Indira became aware of her grandmother, Swarup Rani’s and Swarup Rani’s
widowed sister’s disapproval of her parents. Bibi Amma, as Indira always called
her great-aunt, was the ‘wicked witch’ of Anand Bhawan and of Indira’s
childhood. Widowed at eighteen, for the rest of her long life she lived with and



dominated her younger sister, Swarup Rani, and effectively ran the household.
Bibi Amma was, in the words of B.K. Nehru, ‘a joyless troublemaker ... so

warped that she could not bear to see anybody happy’.22 To a child like Indira
she was also frightening. She was far from attractive and like most Indian
widows she wore a plain white sari, no jewellery and no bindi — the decorative
mark worn by married Hindu women on their forehead. She adhered to the rule
that widows should live in separate quarters, apart from the rest of the family,
and cook and eat their own plain food privately.

For Indian women at that time, widowhood was a living death -scarcely a
better alternative than throwing themselves on their husband’s funeral pyres —
and Bibi Amma embraced her grim fate with a vengeance. It had soured her and
made her resent and disapprove of Jawaharlal and Kamala in particular. As a
child Indira thought her great-aunt ‘was all evil because she overheard Bibi
Amma criticizing her parents: ‘I was very protective of them ... I knew she
disapproved ... of their way of life and the whole idea of giving up of things.
She thought that was very foolish. Here was a family with all the comforts and

they just pushed them aside for ... no good reason.’2?

Unlike her sister, Bibi Amma never became a convert to satyagraha. As a
Hindu widow she was obliged to become a sanyasi and renounce all material
pleasures, but she could not forgive the rest of the household for voluntarily
rejecting ‘all the comforts’. And yet she was one of the few members of the
family who wanted and had time to care for Indira. Reluctantly, Indira allowed
Bibi Amma to put her to bed: ‘I would say “’You can come tell me stories, but I

won’t look at you.”’3! She also refused to eat the delicacies and treats her great-
aunt prepared for her in her separate kitchen.

There was another person in the family who also distressed Indira -her aunt,
Nan, who was a source of tension and heartache because of her hostility to
Kamala Nehru. Nan, who was only a year younger than Kamala, adored
Jawaharlal and resented her sister-in-law from the moment Kamala married him
in 1916. Indira, of course, gradually became aware of this as she grew older. The
jealous atmosphere at Anand Bhawan was only slightly alleviated when Nan

married Ranjit Pandit in 1921.32 The slights and insults continued — Kamala, for
example, would not be invited to see an English film with the others because
they said her English was too poor. Things became even worse in later years
when Jawaharlal was away from home in prison much of the time, when
Kamala’s health deteriorated and when Indira herself became a target of her
aunt’s hostility. Essentially the adult women -Swarup Rani, Nan and Kamala —
were competing for the restricted time, attention and affection of Jawaharlal.



Kamala was the most reserved and also the proudest of the three and not
surprisingly, she suffered the most — as Indira witnessed. Jawaharlal himself, for
a long time at least, seems to have been too preoccupied to be aware of the
volatile and unhappy relations among his mother, sister and wife.

As a small child Indira was able to escape from the charged atmosphere of
Anand Bhawan when she visited her maternal grandparents at their huge
traditional home, Atal House, in Sita Ram bazaar in Old Delhi. She had a close
and uncomplicated relationship with her grandmother Rajpati Kaul and the
whole large, extended family indulged and petted her. She was sent to
kindergarten at the newly opened nationalist Modern School and taken visiting
among the neighbours. One in particular, a ten-year-old boy named Parmeshwar
Narain Haksar, remembered a silent, large-eyed Indu perched on a servant’s
shoulder being fussed over by the neighbour women who clucked ‘poor thing’,

as they stroked her.23 Far from being ignored and unnoticed, in Delhi, Indira was
indulged by everyone including the servant who brought her fresh puris (deep
fried bread) and hot milk each morning.

But she never stayed with her maternal grandparents for more than a month
every year. Back at Anand Bhawan basic family routines continued to give some
semblance of stability in the midst of change and conflict. Swarup Rani would
often wake Indira at sunrise and take her to the Ganges and then to temple. If
Jawaharlal was at home, there were morning readings of the Gita with both of
her parents, followed by supervised runs in the large Anand Bhawan gardens.
Bazaar merchants and hawkers came each day to the house to sell vegetables,
fruit, soap and other necessities, as did kulfi (ice cream) and chhat (savoury
snack) vendors. Tailors sat cross-legged on the veranda and stitched saris, kurtas
(tunics), and churidars (pyjama trousers). From time to time various entertainers
also turned up: the bhaluwala (bear-man) and his performing bear, the
bandarwala (or monkey-man), acrobats, conjurors and minstrels. And every
year, on her birthday, Indira was weighed against a thali (brass tray) of rice until
the scales were balanced and then the grain was distributed to the poor. This was

followed by a lavish Western-style birthday party even after the ban on foreign

goods and ways had been imposed at Anand Bhawan.24

And then, like all children, Indira spent a great deal of her time in a fantasy
world of play. Much has been made of her childhood games -the rousing
political speeches to assembled Anand Bhawan servants, the freedom fighter
dolls, the mock lathi(baton)-charges and pretend police raids — as if they
foreshadowed her later political career. But far from being prophetic, Indira was
simply playing at being an adult and this is what she saw those around her doing.



She was, as well, undoubtedly encouraged by her family in this kind of play.
Motilal gave her a charkha — a spinning wheel — when she was five. (Spinning
yarn for homespun khadi cloth was enjoined on Congress members who
boycotted imported British cloth.) Kamala habitually dressed Indira in a boy’s
khadi Congress volunteer uniform, including a Gandhi cap. She was, in fact,
frequently taken for a boy and from very early on in her letters to her father
signed herself ‘Indu-boy’.

The unusual thing about Indira’s games was not what she played at but the
fact that they were almost always solitary. She grew up in a household with no
other children and apart from the spell in kindergarten in Delhi, she was not sent
to school in Allahabad until 1924 when Motilal decided to enrol her at St Cecilia
s, a school run by three British spinsters named Cameron. It was an unhappy
beginning to what turned out to be an erratic academic career. Indira was
miserable at St Cecilia’s. She was shy and tongue-tied in the midst of the other
girls and acutely aware of her skinniness. She also felt freakish as the only
student at the school who wore khadi clothes. She recalled how ‘sometimes, in
order not to appear in the kurta and be made fun of, my younger aunt [Betty] ...
would conspire with me and help me to take off my kurta so that I could stay in

my petticoat, which passed off as a sleeveless A-shaped dress’.22 She was also
frightened of the British sergeant major who taught the girls drill and cracked a
whip to keep them in line.

She was soon delivered from the purgatory of St Cecilia’s by a furious row
between Motilal and Jawaharlal. Jawaharlal apparently had not been consulted
by his father in the choice of a school for Indira and was away from home when
she was first sent there. St Cecilia’s was a private, not a government institution,
but Jawaharlal felt that since it was run by an entirely British staff and had
mostly British pupils, Indira’s attendance violated the principles of the Congress
boycott of all things foreign. Thus began another episode in the by now well-
established conflict between Jawaharlal and Motilal. Both of them appealed to
Gandhi to mediate and a flurry of letters and telegrams flew back and forth
among the three men. Jawaharlal won this round. Indira was withdrawn from St
Cecilia’s after several months and taught by Indian tutors at home.

This may have been politically correct, but it was far from ideal educationally.
Indira’s two aunts had been taught by an English governess who made sure they
learned to read, write and do arithmetic competently as well as submit
themselves to cold baths and inflexible bedtimes. Indira’s lessons and general
upbringing were more haphazard. The Pandit who taught her Hindi sometimes
failed to turn up; she studied English with her mother, but here again instruction
was erratic. Jawaharlal was her most gifted and enthusiastic tutor, but he was



often too busy or away from home.

The household was bilingual in several senses. Indira’s grandmother and
great-aunt, Swarup Rani and Bibi Amma, spoke only Hindi as Kamala had done
originally. (During the twenties Kamala took lessons in both English and Urdu.)
Motilal and Jawaharlal were more comfortable conversing in English, but
switched to a combination of Hindi and Urdu with the beginning of non-
cooperation. English remained, however, the medium for virtually all their
reading and writing. Indira grew up, then, in the midst of a family where Hindi
was the principal language of the women and English of the men. As a result she
was probably the most truly bilingual member of the household. For the most
part she spoke Hindi, but she learned to write and to read English at an early age
and became a lifelong compulsive and very fast reader. A great deal of her time
as a child, in fact, was spent sitting in the trees in the Anand Bhawan garden,
reading books. At first these were fairy tales given to her by her aunt Betty (a
legacy of the English governess), but as Indira grew older she raided Motilal’s
library, which contained the largest private collection of books in northern India.

The mid-twenties, when Indira was seven, eight and nine, marked a lull in
the nationalist movement and a time of disquiet and uncertainty for the Nehru
family. Gandhi had revoked non-cooperation in 1922; later the same year he was
arrested and charged with writing seditious articles for his magazine Young
India. He was sentenced to six years imprisonment in Yeravda Central Prison,
near Bombay, and, despite becoming President of Congress at the December
1924 annual Congress session, he remained largely detached from politics until
1928. During these years of relative political quiescence, Gandhi continued to
play a central role in the Nehru family. In January 1924 he was released early
from prison because of an acute appendicitis. In February the entire Nehru
family, including Indira, travelled to Juhu, by the seaside near Bombay, where
Gandhi had chosen to recuperate at the very unprison-like home of the wealthy
industrialist Shantikumar Morarjee.

Inadvertently this pilgrimage to see Gandhi became a holiday — the first the
Nehrus had taken apart from summer sojourns in the hills. They rented a cottage
on the beach front and spent the days swimming, running and horseback riding
by the sea. This, in fact, was when Jawaharlal taught Indira how to swim. But
the more serious purpose of their visit was to consult Gandhi. Motilal wanted to
explain the Swarajist position to him and Jawaharlal to discuss his future. Both
Nehrus, however, went home disappointed. Gandhi continued to reject the

Swarajist approach and ‘did not resolve a single one of [Jawaharlal’s] doubts’.35



The trinity of Motilal, Jawaharlal and Gandhi — which the British called ‘the
Father, Son and Holy Ghost’ — was, in fact, hopelessly at odds with one another.
Jawaharlal’s problems at this juncture were both political and personal. In the
autumn of 1923 he had been gravely ill with typhoid fever and the experience
had left him with ‘a strange detachment’ which had ‘a lasting effect’ on his way

of thinking.3” By 1924, when he saw Gandhi at Juhu, he felt restless and
dissatisfied. He was thirty-five — an age when he had expected his aspirations to
bear some fruit. But the political cause that had obsessed him two or three years
earlier now seemed spent, or rather it lay in the hands of the Swarajists with
whom he could not ally himself. He could neither follow Motilal’s political
platform nor retreat with Gandhi into spirituality and a ‘constructive programme’
of social uplift.

He had also become increasingly unhappy about his financial dependence on
Motilal which was harder to bear as he grew older and he and Motilal diverged
politically. Motilal’s accumulated capital had long run out and Motilal himself
was forced to take on legal cases in order to finance the running of Anand
Bhawan even on its reduced scale. But despite the suspension of the non-
cooperation movement, Jawaharlal was determined not to practise law again
because Indian law remained the law of the British. In his Autobiography he
summed up his dilemma: ‘The idea of my associating myself with the
Government as a Minister was unthinkable ... indeed, it was hateful ... But I ...
yearned for a chance to do some solid, positive, constructive work. Destruction
and agitation and non-cooperation are hardly normal activities for a human

being.’38 In Juhu and in letters afterwards Gandhi suggested that Jawaharlal
work as a press correspondent or a college professor. The Bombay business firm
of Tata’s — probably at Gandhi’s instigation — also offered to employ Jawaharlal.
But none of these alternatives — which can hardly have been attractive to him —
came to anything.

Meanwhile, Kamala had become pregnant during their time in Juhu. She, if
not Jawaharlal, must have felt that much now hung in the balance for them. It
had been eight years since they married and seven since Indira was born.
Kamala’s position in the family, particularly in relation to her motherin-law
Swarup Rani and her sister-in-law Nan (now herself the mother of a baby girl),
would be greatly enhanced if she had a male child. Not that Kamala cared overly
about position, but it would be difficult for the other women to disparage and
neglect her if she produced a male heir to carry on the Nehru name. Even more,
of course, she desperately wanted a son for her own and Jawaharlal’s sake.

A boy was, in fact, born to them in the middle of November 1924. But he was



premature and died two days later. When Gandhi heard the news he sent a

telegram on 28 November: ‘Sorry about baby’s death. God’s will be done. 22

Kamala, Jawaharlal and Indira were all devastated, but Kamala most of all.

Almost immediately she fell ill with a cough and high fever and was taken
from Anand Bhawan to the European ward of Lucknow Hospital (boycotts,
obviously, were suspended in such circumstances). She travelled there by
ambulance, along the same road she had covered so often on her visits to
Jawaharlal in prison. At Lucknow the British doctors diagnosed pulmonary
tuberculosis for the first time: a judgement that sounded like a death sentence.
After years of malingering, Kamala’s symptoms were suddenly transformed into
an illness which at that time was often fatal.

She remained at Lucknow Hospital, on a ward of mostly British women, well
into the new year. Jawaharlal shuttled back and forth between Allahabad and
Lucknow, but Indira was not allowed to visit her mother. In February 1925 she
wrote a postcard to her in careful English handwriting: ‘Love to darling

Mummie from Indu.’#? She probably wondered if her mother would die as her
baby brother had. Perhaps in an attempt to distract her, Gandhi wrote to suggest
that Indira form a children’s spinning group in Allahabad — the Bal-Charkha
Sangh, an offshoot of his own Gandhi Charkha Sangh. This she dutifully
organized, but it did not allay her deep anxieties about her mother.

Despite the best possible medical care, Kamala failed to improve in Lucknow.
Motilal and Jawaharlal summoned the prominent physician and nationalist
leader, Dr M. A. Ansari, who found Kamala’s condition so serious that he did not
broach the expected alternative of a rest cure in the hills. Instead, he urged
Jawaharlal to go to Switzerland to consult tuberculosis specialists in Geneva
with whom Ansari was in contact.

As Jawaharlal confessed later, the proposal to leave India at this time of
political stagnation and when he, Motilal and Gandhi were out of harmony,
appealed to him quite apart from the imperative of seeking a cure for Kamala.
But an indefinite stay in Europe would be extremely expensive; he was entirely
without capital and he was reluctant to ask Motilal — who was hard-pressed in
any event — to subsidize the journey. Jawaharlal now had no alternative but the
distasteful one of raising the necessary money through the only skill he
possessed: the law. Motilal secured a brief for him from a wealthy client and

Jawaharlal was paid the hefty fee of 10,000 rupees.2! It is unlikely that Kamala
ever knew where the money for their trip came from.

Nan and her husband Ranjit Pandit had already planned a six-week European
holiday in early 1926 and had booked their passage on the Lloyd liner the



Triestino which would sail from Bombay. Motilal decided that he, Betty,
Jawaharlal, Kamala and Indira should all go with the Pandits. As usual, the
Nehrus preferred to travel en masse, but from Kamala’s point of view this was
far from ideal. Proximity to Nan always upset her, and she may have feared that
Nan would blame her for the expense and trouble of her illness. To make matters
worse, at the last minute Motilal and Betty had to postpone their departure, so
that only the Pandits and Nehrus would sail together on 1 March 1926.

On 26 February Motilal (who was only accompanying the others to Bombay),
Jawaharlal, Kamala, Indira, Nan and Ranjit Pandit boarded a first-class train
carriage (for Kamala’s comfort) at Allahabad’s main Prayag station. For much of
the journey to Bombay, Indira sat in the lap of her mother whom she had not
seen for so many months. This later provoked a letter from Motilal to
Jawaharlal: ‘On the journey ... to Bombay I noticed that Indu frequently kissed
Kamala. This should be stopped. If possible they should avoid hugging each
other in the way they do, as ... even perspiration carries germs.

Three days later, Motilal stood on the Bombay dock and watched the Triestino
weigh anchor and head off into the brilliant blue waters of the Arabian Sea. On
deck, a skinny child — it would have been difficult for anyone else to make out if
it was a boy or a girl — waved and waved until she was merely a speck on the
horizon.



THREE
Breathing with Her Heels

IN 1926 — BEFORE AEROPLANES divorced distance from time — it was a long
journey from Bombay to Venice: across the Arabian Sea, round the Gulf of
Aden, through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean, past Crete and the Ionian
Islands and up to the very top of the Adriatic. ‘A rough voyage’, is how Nehru
described it in a letter to his father, both in terms of the weather at sea and the

emotional climate on board ship.! Only Indira relished the electrical storms and
towering waves that left everyone else giddy and nauseated. But the tense
relations between Kamala and Nan Pandit were eased when Kamala came down
with an attack of bronchitis and was confined to her cabin. Kamala still had a
high fever when they reached Italy.

As soon as they landed, the Pandits rushed off on their six-week European
holiday, but Kamala was too ill to travel further so the Nehrus stopped for three
days in Venice — a magical place for Indira — a city of islands, like a mirage
suspended on water, where people moved about in gondolas rather than
automobiles, carriages or bullock carts. When Kamala’s temperature fell, they
boarded a train that sped across northern Italy to Geneva — a bustling city with
trams, honking cars, paved and cobblestone streets, with people in dark clothes
wielding umbrellas. Though spring, Geneva was damp and cold; mist and fog
hovered over the lake and for days there was no sign of the encircling mountains
-or the sun.

For several months they lodged in cheap pensions until they found a two-
bedroom flat at 46 Boulevard des Tranches. After the army of servants at Anand
Bhawan, a single Swiss maid was hired named Marguerite who spoke only
French. Jawaharlal was determined to live as frugally as possible. This suited
Kamala’s ascetic temperament, but back in Allahabad Motilal was incensed at
what he called his son’s ‘false economy’. ‘It seems,’ he wrote, that ‘you have
undertaken the trip merely to demonstrate how cheaply it is possible for a man,
wife and child to live in a European town. It was hardly necessary to go so far
afield for such a practical demonstration of domestic economy.’ He criticized
Jawabharlal for not purchasing an overcoat and for ‘giving to Kamala some very



inferior stuff’ to wear outdoors.2

Part of the reason for Nehru’s over-zealous economizing was the great
expense of Kamala’s treatment. He had brought enough money to last them the
six or so months he expected they would stay in Europe, but he either did not
calculate medical expenses or underestimated them from his vague memory of

the cost of living in England fifteen years earlier.> Kamala consulted medical
specialists at the famous Geneva Research Institute of the Swiss bacteriologist
Henri Spahlinger as soon as they arrived in the city. Laboratory tests revealed
TB bacilli in her sputum — confirming the Lucknow doctors’ diagnosis. She then
underwent a course of Spahlinger’s vaccines which cost more than £200 — a
large sum in 1926. This controversial vaccine was an anti-tuberculosis serum

derived from the blood of horses, though its source and nature were kept secret.?
To Jawaharlal’s chagrin, he had to wire Motilal for the money for this treatment.
His drive to cut corners in every other direction was obviously a way of
compensating for its hefty cost. But, as Motilal argued, if at the same time
Kamala was being injected with the Spahlinger serum she was also inadequately
clothed, meagrely fed, and shivering in chilly, draughty lodgings, it would defeat
‘the very object of your visit’.

Nehru did not, however, compromise on Indira’s education in Geneva. The
city was the headquarters of the League of Nations, formed in 1919 and in 1926,
still ‘the hope of international order [and] ... at the height of its prestige’.>
L’Ecole Internationale, a multilingual (French, German and English) school, had
been established for the children of those who were involved in the League.
Jawaharlal and Kamala decided it would be perfect for Indira and well worth the
fees. Good schools in India were invariably British-run, with a British outlook
and curriculum hostile to the Nehrus’ nationalism. The League of Nations school
was truly international with seventy-five pupils from most of the League
countries. The syllabus was neither Eurocentric nor underpinned by any political
or religious dogma.

But what did Indira make of L’Ecole Internationale? In later years, she merely
said that she was happy there and that she liked her teacher Miss Hartoch. What
she remembered was the distance of the school -housed in a Swiss chalet with
magnificent mountain views — from their pension. To get to school Indira had to
take a long walk, followed by a tram ride and then a bus ride — all negotiated
four times a day. She left each morning at eight o’clock, came home for lunch at
noon, went back to school at two when the children were taken by bus to the
country for games, farming and nature study, and then finally returned home
again at six in the evening. At first Nehru accompanied her to and fro, but this



took a large chunk out of his day. So eight-and-a-half-year-old Indira began
making the daily trek on her own, her satchel of exercise notebooks and primers
strapped on her back. ‘Indu is a wonderful little girl,” Motilal wrote from
Allahabad, ‘to be able to make her way in the streets of a Swiss town in the way

you describe ... it [is] a brave thing to do.’®

Indira, in fact, came into her own in Geneva where there were no servants, no
ayah, grandmother or great-aunt to look after her. She helped the maid
Marguerite with the housework and went shopping with her. She read to
Kamala, who was largely confined to bed, and made sure she took her
medicines. Jawaharlal wrote to his father of Indira’s increasing autonomy and
initiative to which Motilal replied, ‘Dear little Indu is a marvel ... her mental
growth has been remarkable ... Who could have imagined she would within a

few months cultivate all the self-reliance she is showing?’Z

Indira’s rapid adjustment to life in Geneva was helped by the speed and ease
with which she became fluent in French. Instruction at L’Ecole Internationale
was in both French and English and of course out on the streets of Geneva she
spoke French. Nehru wrote to his sister how ‘her English is becoming infected
with her French and she talks of going jusqu’a the post office and it being

presque ten o’clock. As for Hindustani, she tries to avoid talking in it.”® Kamala
and Jawaharlal, however, feared she would forget Hindi altogether and insisted
that she speak it with them.

Indira was metamorphosing in other ways too. Though Kamala wore saris the
whole time she was abroad, Nehru reverted to the European dress he had worn
during his years at Harrow and Cambridge and in India before the non-
cooperation movement. And despite his economy drive, a new wardrobe was
purchased for Indira. Instead of the scrawny little Allahabad Indu dressed in
coarse khadi, Indira now wore starched Swiss dresses, knee socks and strapped
patent leather shoes. A large hair bow was added on special occasions — when
she and Nehru went, for example, to tea with the French novelist, biographer and
critic Romain Rolland who lived at the eastern end of Lac Leman at Villeneuve.
They also called on the German-Jewish poet and political activist Ernst Toller,
and they received invitations from the large number of radical Indians living in
exile in Switzerland.

Among these was an old, ailing couple named Krishnavarma. Jawaharlal took
Indira to call on Shyamaji Krishnavarma and his wife who lived on the top floor
of a crumbling house in Geneva — quite alone and friendless. Books and papers
littered the floor; everything was covered in a thick layer of dust. Shyamaji
Krishnavarma’s ‘pockets bulged with ancient copies of his old paper, the Indian



Sociologist, and he would pull them out and point with some excitement to some
article he had written a dozen years previously. His talk was of the old days, of
India House in Hampstead, of the various persons that the British government
had sent to spy on him, and how he had spotted them and outwitted them.’
Shyamaji Krishnavarma had plenty of money, but would not waste it on servants
and told his guests how he would walk long distances rather than spend a few
centimes on the tram. ‘Over the whole place,” as Nehru described it, ‘there hung

an atmosphere of gloom, an air of decay.’2

Meanwhile, far away in Delhi, thirteen-year-old Parmeshwar Narain Haksar
listened one day in 1926 to a heated conversation between his mother, some
other female relations and Kamala Nehru’s mother Rajpati Kaul. Their
discussion ‘centred on her daughter’s delicate state of health and how she had
suffered thanks to Jawaharlal’s involvement in the national struggle and his
pilgrimages ... to jails’. But Rajpati now was full of hope for Kamala because
Jawaharlal had taken her to Europe. “Why Jawaharlal should have gone to
Europe was not clear’ to young P. N. Haksar who sat silently in the midst of the
women. Then Rajpati explained that ‘the climate in Europe ... was better than
India’s. But more than the climate was the importance, in her eyes, of Kamala

and Jawaharlal being alone together with their child Indu.’12

Kamala’s mother and the Haksar women understood perfectly. During those
early months in Geneva — before Jawaharlal’s younger sister Betty arrived to
join them in June 1926 — Indira and her parents were alone together for the first
time in their lives, entirely free of the web of family, servants and political
workers that bound them in Allahabad. Kamala was released from the
oppressive, hostile atmosphere of her motherin-law and sister-in-law and
Jawaharlal of their smothering attention. Kamala and Indira had carved out a
shared intimacy at Anand Bhawan in the midst of others, but Indira only began
to experience this with her father in Geneva. She now often had his undivided
attention.

Even more regularly than in Allahabad, he made her run every morning before
she went to school, insisting that she not only cultivate speed but also ‘elegance
and ‘style. ‘It didn’t matter, Indira later recalled, ‘whether I ran a long distance
... but I must be graceful while running. 1 Many Indian women run with their
weight thrown backwards, but Indira was taught by her father to run like an
athlete ‘on her toes, with the weight of her body thrown forwards, running with
long strides, her muscles perfectly coordinated, her breath in harmony with her
body’. Or as Indira herself put it, ‘I learnt to breathe with my heels. 12

Indira and Jawaharlal also went on excursions together in Geneva. One



Sunday in early May he took her up a small mountain nearby called the Saleve —
a two-hour journey by train and funicular. The view on the top was magnificent:
they could see the whole of the Mont Blanc chain, the Jura, Lake Geneva and the
valleys far below dotted with villages. To Indira’s delight, there was still snow —
the first she had ever seen. Jawaharlal showed her how to make snowballs and

he and Indira had a snowball fight.12

It was at Geneva, in fact, that Indira fell in love with mountains -their beauty
and precipices, and the panoramic vistas they disclosed. Later she was called and
called herself, ‘a daughter of the mountains, because of her love — amounting to
obsession — with Kashmir. But her first exposure to mountains was in
Switzerland, not India, and it was only much later that she imbibed the Kashmiri
belief that no mountains - including the Alps — can hold a candle to the
Himalayas.

On 6 June 1926 Indira committed some sort of misdemeanour and at the age
of eight-and-a-half wrote her first extant letter to her parents - while still at home
with them in Geneva:

My dear Mummie and Papu,
I am sorry that I wasn’t good. But from today I am going to be good. And
if I am not good do not speak to me. And I will try my best to be good. And
I will do whatever you tell me to do.

Love from your, Indu.14

Whatever her crime, it was an aberration. Indira kept her promise. Though she
was an intelligent, precocious child, she was rarely assertive or ‘difficult’. Indira,
in fact, was a remarkably ‘good girl’ — docile, quiet, undemanding and obedient
— not only in Switzerland but for most of her childhood. Kamala was often ill
which meant that as Indira grew older she took on a nurturing role, inverting the
usual parent-child relationship. Both of her parents encouraged her to be
independent and then as she always said later, she felt somehow that they were
vulnerable and in need of her protection. The only time Indira felt she could be
needy herself as a child was if she fell ill, and in fact she succumbed to a bad
bout of bronchitis — sharing many of Kamala’s symptoms — in the late spring of
1926 shortly after her Aunt Betty arrived from India.

Because of the ever-present fear that Indira would develop tuberculosis,
Nehru was alarmed when she came down with bronchitis. Additional funds were
wired from Allahabad and he had Indira ‘thoroughly overhauled by children’s
specialists and other doctors’ in Switzerland. To his and Kamala’s relief,
examinations and tests revealed nothing ‘organically wrong’, yet, as Nehru said,



‘obviously she was below par’. He began to suspect that his daughter’s illnesses
were psychosomatic. As a man who enjoyed robust health himself, ate sparingly,
practised yoga and took regular exercise, Nehru placed great importance on
physical fitness and could be intolerant of others’ ill health. He complained of

Indira’s ‘infantile weakness’ and argued that she always fared much better when

she was away from home 12

Thus Nehru decided in the summer of 1926 to send her away to school in the

mountains where there would be ‘suitable companions’ and no ‘coddling and

arguing and [and no] attempt to feed up and consequent disinclination to eat’.1%

Although ‘she was not very keen on going’ to the new school, Indira was
withdrawn from L’Ecole Internationale. Nehru wrote to Nan Pandit that Indira
‘was still remarkably weak and delicate’, and that he had her vaccinated before
taking her on the four-hour journey from Geneva to Chesieres where the new

school was located.1Z From here Indira wrote to Kamala and Jawaharlal on 27
July:

My dear Papu and Mummie,

Did you give me a new toothbrush? Ask Mummie if my skipping rope is
there, I cannot find it. Thank you for your letter ... Yesterday all the
children had a swimming bath and gymnastics. Tell me all about Geneva. I
will write a bigger letter next time. Give Puphi [Betty] her letter.

Love from your loving little daughter, Indu.18

Before this letter reached her parents, Nehru wrote anxiously from Geneva,
‘Have you forgotten Mummie and Papu? You had promised that you would
write to us daily, to which Indira replied on the 2nd of August: ‘My dear
Mummie and Papu, Thank you for your letter. Ask Mummie what number is my
new toothbrush. Where is Rochers de Naye? We had a lot of fun yesterday ...

How are you? Love from your loving, Indu. 12

For several months Indira’s letters remained as laconic as these first two; her
only anxiety apparently her toothbrush. She did not tell her parents that she was
unhappy at Chesieres — a family-run school headed by a huge man named Herr
Muller with ‘a heavy bull-like neck full of protrusions’. He and his equally
repellent wife treated their handful of students like servants. They worked long
hours in the garden, chopped wood and carried about heavy pots of geraniums
‘to catch the sun’. Students who misbehaved were confined indoors and fed
rations of dry bread. At Chesieres, however, Indira did make a close friend, a girl
from San Salvador named Margot, and she attracted her first admirer: a nine-



year-old French boy named Claud whose adoration she did not reciprocate.2?
Back in Geneva, by the summer Kamala had finished her expensive course of

Spahlinger vaccines. On 11 August Nehru wrote to his old friend Syed Mahmud,

‘Kamala is doing well. So is Indu who is in the mountains. As for me, I am

flourishing like the proverbial green bay tree.’’l But a month later, on 12
September, he reported to Mahmud that ‘Kamala I am sorry to say has not been
keeping very well.” She was running a temperature again and the doctors verdict

was that ‘the disease is present still.22 The specialists now advised that Kamala
be moved to Montana, a resort high in the Alps in Valais canton southeast of
Lake Geneva. In mid-October she, Nehru and Betty journeyed up into the
mountains to Montana and Dr Theodore Stephani’s famous tuberculosis
sanatorium ‘Le Stephani which had been a magnet for wealthy consumptives
since it was established in the 1890s.

In November, to celebrate her ninth birthday, Indira travelled on her own from
Chesieres to Montana to see her parents after an absence of nearly five months.
She stayed with Nehru in a small pension close to the sanatorium and visited her
mother twice a day. Since the first snowfall in the mountains, she had been
skiing and sledging at Chesieres and now she and her father skied together. It
was exhilarating, and the beauty of their surroundings — the tallest peaks in
Switzerland, bathed in sunlight -sublime. Nehru wrote to Nan Pandit that he had
decided that ‘skiing is the finest sport going — excepting only the ever exciting
game of life and revolution’. ‘Indu,” he added, ‘is making steady progress in

skiing.’23 For Nehru, physical exercise in the clear, cold mountain air banished
doubts and anxieties, both personal and political. He felt liberatingly cut off from
India. They saw very few Indians and indeed very few people at all apart from
the ‘little colony’ in the mountain resort.

For Montana was a resort — a playground for the leisured rich as well as a
refuge for the ill and dying: a strange atmosphere for Indira. On the one hand
there was the sanatorium for tuberculosis patients — many of them ‘advanced
cases’ — where her mother lay in a white-sheeted bed in a room with windows
and doors opened wide to the cold mountain air. But on the other hand, there
were more than a dozen fashionable hotels, full of cosmopolitan guests from all
over Europe and America, who skied and skated by day and went to galas,
concerts and ice ballet performances at night. Indira picked up on the tension
that existed between Montana’s two classes of visitors. Invalids and holiday-
makers resented each other’s presence, and relations between doctors and
hoteliers were even less cordial. Hotels like the Palace Bellevue, 1’Eden, le
Royal and le Continental posted large signs announcing ‘On n’accepte pas les



malades.’2

Indira came to Montana again at Christmas and it was during this longer stay
that she finally confessed how unhappy she was at Chesieres. Nehru made
inquiries about other schools in the region and arranged for her to move to
L’Ecole Nouvelle at Bex, only a two-hour journey away which meant she could
visit her parents and ski with her father nearly every weekend. Like the League
of Nations school, this was an international institution and the students — all girls
between the ages of nine and eighteen — came from South America, the United
States, and India as well as Europe. L’Ecole Nouvelle was situated in a beautiful,
extensive estate outside Bex called La Pelouse which had originally been built
by a wealthy Russian emigre. Indira boarded in a brightly painted Swiss chalet
surrounded by apple, pear and chestnut trees and vineyards. From her window
she could see the snow-covered Dents du Midi across the valley. The
headmistress, Mlle Lydie Hemmerlin, was an intelligent, kind fifty-year-old

Swiss woman, though, in Indira’s words, ‘a fiend for exercise and a strict

disciplinarian’.22

Indira’s later memories of Bex scarcely mention the syllabus or her studies.
Rather than the books she read and what she learned, what Indira recalled about
L’Ecole Nouvelle were things like getting up ‘first thing in the morning for ‘a
cold, or rather icy, shower — no matter what the weather ... Then we ran around
the garden in shorts. On Thursdays and Sundays we had a two-hour fast walk
and on other days a similar gymnastics or athletics period. Windows were ...

kept open round the clock.2® Precisely the sort of bracing atmosphere her father
wanted for her. And in fact Indira thrived at L’Ecole Nouvelle. She even loved
the farm work required of all the students in the autumn: picking apples and
chestnuts and harvesting grapes in the vineyards.

Slowly Kamala improved at Dr Stephani’s sanatorium and increasingly Nehru
and his sister Betty were able to leave her and make brief trips to Paris, Berlin,
London, and in February 1927, to Brussels for the Congress of Oppressed
Nationalities which led to the formation of the League Against Imperialism.
Motilal Nehru was expected in the late spring by which time Kamala felt so
much better — and was so weary of the sanatorium regime — that she announced
she wanted to accompany the others on the ‘grand European tour Motilal had
already planned for all of them, including Indira.

Indira’s summer holidays began in mid-April, but shortly after she reached
Montana, a telegram arrived from India: Motilal was deferring his European trip
for at least another three months. Back in Allahabad, he was embroiled in a
longstanding legal case that had been subject to incessant stays and



adjournments and which now further delayed him. In addition, he was in the
process of building a new family home and this too was not going forward
speedily. For years Jawaharlal had argued that Anand Bhawan, even on its
present reduced scale, was far too large an establishment and that they should
live in a smaller, simpler house. Shortly after he, Kamala and Indira left for
Europe, Motilal began constructing a new home in the grounds of Anand
Bhawan. And for a time at least it remained a fairly modest venture. But it was
difficult for Motilal — even in straitened financial circumstances — to do anything
by half-measures. Inevitably, the new Anand Bhawan — though smaller than the
original — grew into an ornate, wedding-cake-like structure of two floors and
numerous apartments with an encircling veranda and extensive gardens. As a
result, in May 1927, when Motilal originally planned to sail for Europe, it was
not even near completion.

If they waited for Motilal to arrive, it would be September or later, by which
time Indira had to be back in school. Jawaharlal felt strongly that she should at
least see Paris and London before they returned to India. Kamala was restless,
unhappy and eager to leave Montana. Obviously they could make an
abbreviated, not-so-grand tour now, but they were hampered by scant funds.
Then another wire arrived from Allahabad: Motilal urged them to begin
travelling without him and sent a draft for £500. Jawaharlal, Kamala, Betty and
Indira set off from Montana on 1 May.

They arrived in Paris the next day and found a cheap hotel in Mozart Gardens.
It was spring with the trees in full flower on the boulevards. They went to Arc de
Triomphe, Notre Dame, the Eiffel Tower and the Louvre, but what Indira later
remembered most vividly were the number of amputees who had been wounded
in the Great War whom she saw on the streets and also on the metro where
special benches were reserved for the ‘mutiles de la guerre’. In addition to the
usual tourist sights, Jawaharlal took her to the Concierge prison, a forbidding

place after Naini Jail in Allahabad.2Z One night they went to a sensational and
much publicized performance of Dracula. To create the appropriate atmosphere
for the play, ambulances had been stationed outside the theatre and uniformed
nurses positioned inside the hall to treat members of the audience who fainted

with terror. During the performance doors and windows burst open and Dracula

flew in on invisible wires.28

The next evening they went to see George Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan which
had a less dramatic but possibly more profound impact on Indira. Joan of Arc
looms large among Indira’s childhood influences — but significantly only in
recollections dating from the period of Indira’s prime ministership. When she



was still a child Nehru wrote about Joan of Arc in several letters to his daughter
and also in Glimpses of World History, but Indira herself never mentions her in
her own letters and there is little contemporary evidence that the story and
example of Joan of Arc were important to her. Krishna Nehru Hutheesing in her
1968 family memoir, We Nehrus, and in her biography of Indira published a year
later, claims that when her niece was a child she used to stand on the verandah of
Anand Bhawan, clutching a pillar with one arm while raising the other high and
saying, ‘I’'m practising being Joan of Arc ... some day I am going to lead my

people to freedom just as [she] ... did.’22 But this romantic description of Indira-
cum-the Maid of Orleans does not appear in Hutheesing’s earlier family
autobiography, With No Regrets, published in 1946, long before Indira became
politically significant.

When she became Prime Minister Indira herself could be inconsistent about
the role of Joan of Arc in her life. On the one hand she would say, ‘I was
fascinated by Joan of Arc because she fought the British and because being a

girl, she seemed closer to me than other freedom fighters.’32 She even told a
biographer in 1967 that it was Joan’s martyrdom that particularly attracted her:
‘She died at the stake. This was the significant thing that I envisaged — an end

like that for myself.”2l But Joan of Arc never appears in Indira’s
correspondence, interviews, reminiscences and speeches during the years before
she came to power. And even then, she told one woman biographer — and Indira
was always more candid with women interviewers than men — that she had no
memory of Joan of Arc being significant to her as a child, and she confessed that

Nehru had reminded her that this was the case after she was grown up.22 Joan of
Arc seems to have been a retrospective ideal for Indira, a key ingredient in her
much later mythologizing of her childhood and political development.

Far more thrilling to her in Paris in 1927, was Charles Lindbergh’s epoch-
making arrival at Le Bourget field on 21 May after a solo, thirty-three-and-a-
half-hour transatlantic flight in the monoplane, Spirit of St Louis. Perched on
Nehru’s shoulder, Indira was part of the vast crowd that watched Lindbergh land
and then cheered him wildly when he climbed out of the plane. Nehru had been
fascinated by aviation ever since the Wright Brothers’ 1903 Kitty Hawk flight.
When he briefly became a Theosophist in his teens he began to dream of ‘astral
bodies and imagined [himself] flying vast distances’, and ‘the dream of flying
high up in the air (without any appliance)’ remained a recurrent one throughout
his life.22 Then, eighteen years before Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight,
Jawaharlal and Motilal had stood in a crowd of more than a million in Berlin to
witness Count Zeppelin land in his airship. Two months later they saw Comte de



Lambert fly over Paris and circle the Eiffel Tower. All of this paled, however,
beside Lindbergh’s epic flight ‘like a shining arrow from across the Atlantic’.24
Indira was as excited by it as her father, and though she herself did not inherit
his obsession with flying, much later both of her sons did.

As the days wore on and Nehru and Indira continued their sightseeing in Paris,
Kamala increasingly stayed behind in the hotel, plagued by many of her old
symptoms — headaches, ‘heart attacks’ as she called her palpitations, lack of
appetite, faintness and fatigue. She also became deeply depressed. We know of
her state of mind during the spring and summer of 1927 because she wrote a
series of remarkably candid letters to Syed Mahmud during this period. Mahmud
was not only an old friend of and fellow Congress worker with Jawaharlal. He
had also been teaching Kamala Urdu since the early twenties, and during their
lessons an emotional intimacy developed between them. Neglected by most of
the adults at Anand Bhawan and with her husband often absent, Kamala had
turned to Mahmud and confided in him as she might have to a brother.

In one of her early Paris letters to Mahmud, Kamala makes no pretence of
being well or happy: ‘A constant illness renders life unbearable ... I am of no
use to the world and am making it heavier every day by doing nothing: only
eating and sleeping ... I am a burden to everybody. I wish that my end will come
soon. Your brother [Jawaharlal] cannot do his work owing to me.’32

And in another letter, dated 4 May, her mood is even darker: ‘Death is better
than such a life, but even death is frightened of me ... I was happy when I
thought that tuberculosis would relieve me of this world but I never knew that
death itself would fight shy of me ... Only the rich and healthy ought to come
here [Paris]. I regard myself as a prisoner here ... Everyone has gone out for a
walk but I am alone at home.’3°

Kamala became more and more withdrawn and silent. She and Indira were
finely attuned to each other’s moods so Indira was aware of Kamala’s despair.
Eventually Nehru was too and he urged that they go on to London.

But in England things were even worse. They had great difficulty getting hotel
rooms in London, as Kamala explained in a letter to Syed Mahmud: “We arrived
in London on 1st June. I did not like London from the moment we arrived at the
station. The longer I stay, the more I dislike the place ... The question of colour
is rife everywhere. Wherever you go, you got the answer that they would not
accommodate a black man ... I have grown to dislike the English intensely ...

here at almost every step we are made to realize that we are slaves. In

Switzerland, Kamala said, ‘we ... never felt we were strangers’.3Z

They went on to the fashionable seaside resort of Brighton for ten days, which



they found every bit as hostile, and then returned to London for several weeks.
Nehru took Indira to the Natural History Museum in South Kensington where
she saw fossils, stone-age tools and huge skeletons of dinosaurs, and to the
British Museum where they saw the Egyptian mummies and then on to visit the
Houses of Parliament. They also called on a strange, emaciated young man with

a beak-like nose and sunken eyes named V. K. Krishna Menon who talked

hectically of setting up an organization to agitate for Indian independence.38

Back at the seedy Berkeley’s Hotel, Kamala kept up her correspondence with
Mahmud, a persistent theme of which was the necessity for him to educate his
daughters and to liberate them and his wife from purdah. Kamala had obviously
discussed this issue with Mahmud before she left Allahabad and in nearly every
letter that she wrote from Europe she asked him what action he had taken. When
he remained silent, Kamala threatened, ‘Until you give me the good news that
the arrangement for the education of your daughters has been made, I will not
write to you about my health.’3

Kamala’s passionate feelings about women’s education were both personal
and political. She told Mahmud that it was utterly inconsistent -even hypocritical
— to devote himself to the independence of India while depriving his daughters
of an education: ‘Can you ever imagine our country free without women being

educated? ... you make them rot in purdah and ... their minds are closed.’4? She
also morally condemned Mahmud’s attitude: “Was it your duty only to bring
girls into this world and then leave them alone like animals? In my view all of
you [men] are great sinners. The time is coming, Kamala threatened, ‘when

women are emancipated [and] they will keep you people in purdah’ 4L

The irony of Kamala and Mahmud’s ongoing debate is that he was her mentor
and thus to some degree her liberator — an irony she herself grasped and pointed
out to him. In pleading for him to educate his daughters, Kamala also revealed
how she felt her own lack of education had blighted her life. “When I look at my
plight,” she told Mahmud, ‘I think that small girls ought to be saved from
wasting their lives — like me ... My life has been wrecked altogether ... The
greatest pity is that I myself am not intelligent enough to instruct others. I have

to suppress my passion for doing things.’42

Kamala’s argument with Mahmud was fuelled by her own feelings of regret
and worthlessness. And this is the context for her chronic worries about Indira’s
education. She says in one letter to Mahmud, that ‘on our return [to India] Indu
will face many difficulties because there is no school in Allahabad which I

like’.#2 The greatest consolation of being in Europe for Kamala was that she felt
Indira was at last receiving a proper education.



Although later Indira herself always denied being a feminist, her mother’s
feminism impressed her deeply. She understood how it was an integral part of
Kamala’s political commitment to swaraj and how it shaped the way she raised
her daughter: insisting that Indira be independent from an early age and have
every opportunity, expectation and demand that a male child would have had.
But Kamala’s was a lonely voice both in India and within her own family. Her
motherin-law Swarup Rani and Swarup Rani’s widowed sister Bibi Amma were
archetypal traditional Indian women, though as Kashmiris they never observed
purdah. Nan Pandit and Betty were Westernized but scarcely feminists. Nor
were they particularly well-educated. For Motilal Nehru was a classic Edwardian
patriarch when his daughters were growing up in the first decade of the century.
Though he spent a great deal of money on Jawaharlal at Harrow and Cambridge,
he saw no point in sending Nan and Betty to school. Even after the beginning of
the non-cooperation movement and Gandhi’s call for the women of India to
become active, Motilal resisted Betty’s desire to train as a Montessori teacher
until Jawaharlal intervened on her behalf.

From England the Nehrus went to Berlin and Heidelberg in early July — a
relief to Kamala because as she wrote to Mahmud, ‘I like every place better than

London.’** Then Indira was sent on her own to a children’s summer camp in
Annecy, France, near the Swiss border, while Kamala and Jawaharlal went back
to Paris. In August, to Kamala’s dismay, they returned to London from which
she wrote to Mahmud on the 20th, ‘Jawahar ... is going to Annecy to see Indu
... Our friend wrote to us that Indu was looking much better. I hope she will get
a little fat on her. She is frightfully thin. She seems quite happy there. Papaji

[Motilal] is coming here in September. 42

Before Motilal finally arrived in early September 1927, Indira was back at
school at Bex, and she remained there while Kamala, Jawaharlal, Betty and
Motilal now did Motilal’s ‘grand tour of European capitals, staying this time in
first-class hotels (which were less reluctant to accommodate Indians — as long as
they were affluent — than the cheap ones Jawaharlal had chosen) and consulting
more medical specialists. In early November 1927 the Nehrus went to Moscow
to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Russian Revolution. From here Nehru
wrote a postcard, dated 10 November, to Indira back at Bex: ‘We are in Moscow
in Russia. I shall come for you soon. Hope you are quite well. Love from Papu.
46

Nehru’s promise to retrieve Indira was the result of his decision, after a year
and nine months abroad, finally to return to India. Motilal wanted to stay longer
and said he would remain on in Europe for several more months after



Jawaharlal, Kamala, Indira and Betty departed in early December. Kamala was
by no means fully recovered but her tuberculosis, which had brought them to
Europe, seemed to be in abeyance. Jawaharlal himself was in his own words ‘in

good physical and mental condition’.#” The time abroad had turned out to be
more decisive for him, in fact, than his wife. It had indelibly shaped his
intellectual and political thinking; he had forged important links with European
intellectuals and political leaders, participated in the birth of the League Against
Imperialism, and witnessed communism at first hand in Russia. All of this
contributed to his sense of being recharged, even renewed. He was eager to
rejoin the political fray in India.

And Indira — who had turned ten while her parents, aunt and grandfather were
in Russia — how had she changed? She had grown a certain number of inches —
indeed she was rapidly catching up with Kamala. She had filled out a little too
and was physically stronger from all the running and skiing. She was now fluent
in French and had made strides in German. She had been exposed to a foreign
culture and landscape which appealed to her. She had also become remarkably
independent and resilient as a result of living away from her parents and
travelling about alone.

Indira, in fact, was no longer a young child when they sailed from Marseilles
on 2 December 1927. Throughout her life she always felt that she was the right
age at the right time — that somehow the curve of her years was linked to the
trajectory of history. Now in 1927, at the age of ten, she was leaving childhood
just as the political struggle back in India was also reaching a kind of fruition.



FOUR
Indu-Boy

THE NEHRUS REACHED SOUTH INDIA on Christmas Day 1927, just in time for
the annual Congress meeting held that year in Madras. On 27 December Indira
was in the crowded audience with Kamala when Nehru went to the platform and
for the first time since the Indian National Congress was formed in 1885 moved
the resolution that ‘Congress declares the goal of the Indian people to be

complete national independence.’l Delivered in his clipped, correct English
accent -Madras was in the Tamil-speaking south so he did not speak in Hindi -
this was nevertheless a battle cry.

And not only to the British. Both Motilal Nehru and Gandhi were reluctant to
sever unconditionally India’s ties with Britain. They wanted to achieve swaraj

through dominion status within the Empire.2 Nehru - whose political vision had
been further radicalized in Europe — wanted to jettison all imperial links. His
resolution, calling for complete independence, was passed, though soon it was
modified and diluted to a kind of ‘unreality’, as he put it. Nevertheless, the die
was cast: not merely for a struggle between Britain and India, but within the
ranks of Congress, and most significantly for Indira, within her own family.

She was back in India, South India: the tropics. Even in December, Madras is
hot. The sun burned overhead, palms and lush vegetation enveloped the city;
cows and emaciated dogs wandered the streets. After the Congress meeting
ended, Indira, Kamala and Jawaharlal boarded a train that snaked its way north
up the spine of the subcontinent to Delhi and then west along the familiar track
to Allahabad which they had not seen in nearly two years.

Back at Anand Bhawan, Indira needed and wanted to go to school. Despite
Nehru’s repudiation of Britain at the Congress session, he agreed to send her to
St Mary’s Convent, a school of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary,
established in Allahabad by the British in 1866. It consisted of several imposing
red brick buildings set amidst the white colonial bungalows and broad, tree-lined
streets of the Civil Lines, and was staffed by British and German nuns. The
students were mostly British and Anglo-Indian, with a handful of well-to-do

Indian girls.2



Kamala may have overcome her husband’s objections to St Mary’s with the
same argument that she used with Syed Mahmud: it was pointless to struggle for
independence while Indian women remained ignorant or ill-educated. And at this
time neither she nor Nehru questioned that the best education was a Western,
British one. Nehru himself, of course, knew that virtually all of the leaders of the
nationalist movement - Gandhi, Vallabhbhai Patel, Rajendra Prasad, Mohammed
Ali Jinnah, Subhas Chandra Bose, as well as himself — were the products of
Oxbridge or the London Inns of Court.

But it is one thing to go to a Western school in the West and quite another to
attend one in India. Back home, Indira shed her Swiss frocks for coarse khadi,
and the first day at school she discovered she was the only pupil dressed in it.
Kamala had also bobbed her hair and got rid of the hair bows. The few other
Indian girls came from wealthy, Westernized families who supported British rule
in India. Indira’s clothes immediately announced her family’s radical politics.
She never complained to her parents, but years later admitted that she felt

‘terribly alienated’ at St Mary’s.?

The British and German sisters at St Mary’s knew little about India or how
Indians lived and their customs. At the time of the Holi festival - when every
Indian is doused with dyed waters and powders — the nuns made Indira stand on
a bench all day because she could not wash off the indelible Holi colours from
her face and hands.

It was such episodes that she remembered about St Mary’s. She had little to
say about her studies, except that they ‘seemed so remote from the life we had at
home that I just wasn’t in the mood to take in anything ... It ... seemed that what

they were trying to teach me had nothing to do with life.”2 Her indifference was
compounded by long periods when she was absent because she went to
Mussoorie in the hills in the summer or travelled with her family: a pattern of
disrupted schooling that encouraged what Indira later called a ‘healthy or
unhealthy disdain of exams ... I never really was bothered whether I was passing
or not passing. ©

Her grandfather supported this nonchalance. Motilal Nehru returned to
Allahabad in February 1928, laden with European furniture and fittings for the
new Anand Bhawan which was still under construction. It was Motilal who
insisted that Indira go to Mussoorie as soon as the hot weather set in or travel
with her parents despite lessons and upcoming examinations. Though he
cheerfully paid the expensive St Mary’s fees for the two years Indira was
enrolled there, he was as indifferent to her studies as Jawaharlal and Kamala
were passionately concerned about them.



Life at Anand Bhawan in 1928 may have been remote from St Mary’s, but it
had become a good deal less austere than during the early days of the non-
cooperation movement. Motilal’s epicurean tastes had revived in Europe and
despite Jawaharlal’s objections, Western ways started to creep backin at Anand
Bhawan. When he returned from Europe, Motilal began drinking Haig’s Dimple
Scotch again despite the Congress ban on alcohol. He also smoked large
quantities of Egyptian and Turkish cigarettes. Swarup Rani’s vegetarian meals
were relegated to her own kitchen and dining room. In Motilal s, European

cuisine, prepared by a Christian Goan cook, was prepared, though at

Jawaharlal’s insistence, the menu was reduced from five to three courses.”

Motilal worked all day in his study or at a desk on the veranda, with short
breaks for lunch or tea. In the late afternoon he would take Indira across the
lawns to inspect the new Anand Bhawan and the elaborate garden he was
planning all around it. Then it was back to his desk until 8.30 or 9 p.m. — just
when Indira was going to bed in the room next to her mother’s. She would hear
Motilal bellow out ‘koi hai’ to his servant Bhola, a shout also heard by Indira’s
desperately hungry cousin, B.K. Nehru, in his room. Nineteen-year-old Briju (as
the family called him) was now a student at Allahabad University and living at
Anand Bhawan. ‘Koi hai heralded the appearance of the whisky bottle.
Barristers, judges, Congress workers and the occasional British colonial officer
would turn up to partake of the Scotch. Indira, who had eaten with her mother in
her mother’s room, was usually asleep by the time Motilal, her father if he was

at home, Briju and whatever guests were on hand retired to the dining room for

dinner.8

In February 1928, the same month Motilal returned from Europe, the Simon
Commission, headed by Sir John Simon and including among its members the
Labour MP Clement Attlee, arrived in Bombay. Their ostensible mission was to
devise constitutional reforms in order to augment the 1919 Government of India
Act, but as one historian has put it, the Simon Commission actually came to

India ‘with the remit of encouraging stagnation’.2 Once again, the British
government failed to comprehend Indian public opinion which was outraged that
there was not a single Indian member on the commission. When the seven-
strong party toured the country, they were met everywhere with black flags,
hartals and angry demonstrators shouting ‘Simon Go Back’. Nehru led a
demonstration in Allahabad and another in Lucknow where he was battered by
lathi-wielding police who left him — and many others -covered ‘with contused



wounds and marks of blows’. This beating was a rite of passage, just as going to
prison had been in the early twenties. But what disturbed Nehru more than his
aches and bruises, were the English sergeants’ faces ‘full of hate and blood-lust,

almost mad’ 12

The Simon Commission’s high-handed approach to India’s constitutional
future provoked Congress to form a committee to produce an Indian rather than
British-ordained constitution. Motilal Nehru was put in charge of this
heterogeneous group composed of Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, liberal and socialist
members, and Jawaharlal was made its secretary. After several months of heated
debate and disagreement they would produce a document known as the Nehru
Report. This document was Motilal’s, rather than Jawaharlal’s, brainchild; it
flatly contradicted the younger Nehru’s independence resolution at Madras and
endorsed the political goal of dominion status within the Empire.

What all this meant for Indira was that her father and grandfather were
preoccupied and inaccessible during the spring of 1928 and that there was more
tension than ever before at home. As B.K. Nehru recalls, ‘differences between

father and son were now acute’.ll Mealtimes had become particularly stressful.
Jawabharlal tried to shun political discussions at the table. But the atmosphere
was still explosive. One evening at dinner Motilal recited some Persian couplets
to his guests and asked his son to translate them. Jawaharlal refused; Motilal
persisted. Finally Jawaharlal mumbled an inaccurate translation and Motilal
chided him for not knowing the difference between two similar-sounding Persian
words. Jawaharlal retorted, ‘At least I know the difference between dominion
status and independence!’ Enraged, Motilal jumped to his feet and tipped the

dining-room table and its contents onto the floor.12

Indira and Kamala were not present at this performance, but they witnessed
others. For Kamala this was an anxious time for another reason too. She was
pregnant again and she desperately wanted the child. To her grief, however, in
the late spring of 1928 she lost the baby in the third month of pregnancy.
Immediately after her miscarriage she developed violent stomach pains and had

to be operated upon for appendicitis.13 When she came home from the hospital
after the operation, she became depressed and ill. Gandhi sent his own medical
advice to Nehru from Sabarmati Ashram. I utterly distrust [the] doctors’ reports
about Kamala ... I wish you and father and Kamala will make up your minds for
her to take to the natural treatment, that means Kuhne’s baths and sun baths. Sun
baths are now in vogue even amongst the medical profession and very

extraordinary results are claimed for them.’14
But Kamala kept to her room where Indira spent most of her time before and



after school. B.K. Nehru was the only other regular visitor. He was shocked at
the way the rest of the household neglected Kamala and seemed utterly

indifferent to her poor physical and mental statel2> When the weather got
warmer, Kamala’s bed was carried onto the veranda outside her room where she
lay listlessly all day. B.K. would come home from his lectures in the late
afternoon and go up and read Turgenev to her and Indira. Kamala’s niece, Nan
Pandit’s daughter, also remembers Kamala lying out on the veranda — always in

white, a silent, shadowy figure around whom Indira hovered protectively.15

In May, when temperatures soared, Kamala, Indira and the other women in
the family — Swarup Rani, Bibi Amma, Betty, Nan Pandit and her little daughter,
Chandralekha — accompanied by Nan’s husband, Ranjit Pandit, went to
Mussoorie. Here they took a suite at their usual summer headquarters, the Savoy
Hotel, from which Indira wrote to her father on 16 May:

Papu darling,

We arrived here at twelve o’clock. We travelled in the train till Dehra
Dun, we got down at Dehra Dun and went in a car ... Then Pupha [Ranjit
Pandit] and Puphi [Nan Pandit] rode on horseback while Mummie, Chand
and I came on dandis [chair conveyances]. I wanted to ride very much but
Puphi said it would be better if I didn’t because I did not have my riding
clothes.

I have just had my lunch. How are you? ... Write soon, and tell me when
you are coming.

With love from your loving daughter,

IndulZ

But Jawaharlal had been heavily involved in the work of the Nehru
Committee. Unable to visit Indira in Mussoorie, he tried to sustain the intimacy
they had established in Europe through letters. During the summer of 1928,
while he was arguing with Motilal and the rest of the Nehru Committee, he
stayed up late in the evenings and wrote a series of long letters to Indira that
were published two years later in a little volume called Letters from a Father to

His Daughter.l8 Written in the form of chapters, these letters were meant to be a
corrective to the British education Indira was receiving at St Mary’s. Thus Nehru
opens his first letter-chapter, entitled The Book of Nature:

When you and I are together you often ask me questions about many
things and I try to answer them. Now that you are at Mussoorie and I am in
Allahabad we cannot have these talks. I am therefore going to write to you



... short accounts of the story of our earth and the many countries, great and
small, in which it is divided. You have read a little about English history
and Indian history. But England is only a small island and India, though a
big country, is only a small part of the earth’s surface. If we want to know
something about the story of this world of ours we must think of all the
countries and all the peoples that have inhabited it, and not merely of one
little country ... I ... can ... tell you [only a] little in these letters ... But

that little, I hope, will interest you and make you think of the world as a

whole, and of other peoples in it as your brothers and sisters.2

In his Letters Nehru begins at the very beginning of time, with the origin of
the earth from a burning fragment of the sun. Then he goes on to the evolution of
living things, the emergence of homo sapiens, the ice, stone and iron ages,
different races, languages and civilizations. But as well as information, Nehru
wants to convey a certain vision. Discussing religion, he tells her that it ‘first
came as fear and anything that is done because of fear is bad ... we see even
today that people fight and break each other’s heads in the name of religion. And
... many people ... spend their time in trying to please some imaginary beings

by making presents in temples and ... sacrifices of animals.’22 While explaining
different forms of government, kings and revolutions, he says, in India we still
have many Rajas and Maharajas and Nawabs. You see them going about with
fine clothes in expensive motor-cars and spending a lot of money on themselves
... While they live in luxury, their people, who work hard and give them money,

starve and their children have no schools to go to.”2l He goes on to discuss the
class system and condemns the exploitation of peasants and labourers by the
upper classes and nobility.

Quite apart from the moral and political ideals that lie at the heart of Letters, is
the recurrent theme of fossils. Nehru reminds Indira of the fossils they saw in the
museum in Geneva, in the Natural History Museum in London and also of the
beautiful fossils of fern markings and other plants that they found on their walks
in India. He is urging on her a fascination with underlying structures — that
which is fundamental — and also with relics that survive the ravages of time and
human history. The subtext of Letters encouraged Indira to look beyond the
political turmoil they were living in — to take the longest possible view of time
and life on earth.

Nehru himself, however, remained embroiled in politics in Allahabad. Three
months after Indira, Kamala and the others returned from Mussoorie, the crisis
between him and Motilal and between the heterogeneous elements within the



Congress — radical, conservative and communal — came to a head at the annual
All-India Congress Committee session held in Calcutta in December 1928.

The whole family travelled to Calcutta by train — a large party that included
Nan Pandit’s new baby Nayantara. Motilal had been elected President of

Congress, and he and his entourage were treated like royalty.22 In Calcutta they
stayed at a mansion decorated with bunting, flowers and national flags, guarded
by mounted Congress volunteers. They rode to the opening Congress meeting in
a procession with Motilal, Jawaharlal, Kamala and Indira in a carriage drawn by
thirty-four white horses, followed by mounted Congress volunteers, marching
women in green and red-bordered khadi saris, a medical unit, and finally a fleet

of motorcyclists led by the radical Bengali Congress leader Subhas Chandra

Bose.23

One of those watching this imposing procession was an eight-year-old boy
named Siddhartha Shankar Ray, a grandson of Motilal’s old friend and Swaraj
Party colleague the now late C.R. Das. At the 1928 Calcutta Congress
Siddhartha and the other children and grandchildren of Congress delegates
wanted to participate, so a hundred or so of them were organized to make large
red banners with white slogans that read ‘Mahatma Gandhi Ki Jai (Long live
Mahatma Gandhi) and ‘Congress Ki Jai (Victory to Congress). At the second or
third meeting of the children’s group, it was announced that Indira Nehru would
arrive shortly. The children were eager to see what the granddaughter and
daughter of their heroes Motilal and Jawaharlal Nehru would look like. Indira
arrived in her loose white khadi clothes and they were bitterly disappointed: she
looked so weak and insignificant. But several days later a rumour went around
that Indira had eaten half a dozen bananas that morning at breakfast and this

went a long way toward redeeming her image.24

On 27 December 1928, a year to the day after Nehru made his independence
resolution in Madras, Gandhi moved before a closed session at Calcutta that the
Nehru Report — including its endorsement of dominion status — be adopted if the
British accepted the report and granted its demands within two years. Jawaharlal
passionately denounced the dominion status formula which he called ‘an
extremely wrong and foolish act’ that acquiesced to the ‘psychology of
imperialism’. An all-night emergency session ensued and the next day Gandhi
reduced the time limit given to London to one year. Nehru was still bitterly
unhappy and so was his ally Subhas Chandra Bose. But he yielded by default.
Instead of voting for or against Gandhi’s revised resolution, he absented himself
from the proceedings. Gandhi’s motion was carried by 118 votes to 45.

This culmination of the struggle between those who supported complete



independence and those who favoured dominion status — a struggle that had
threatened to split Congress and the Nehru family — revealed important qualities
in Nehru, as one of his biographers has noted: ‘his vacillation when confronted
with the problem of unpleasant choice; his devotion to Gandhi and his father
even at the expense of yielding on principle; and his profound conviction that

party unity had the highest political priority’.22 Still, Nehru had not really
compromised. There was never a possibility, in anyone’s minds — Jawaharlal’s,
Motilal’s or Gandhi’s — that the British would accept the Nehru Report and grant
dominion status in one, two or even five years. Gandhi’s resolution stated that
civil disobedience would be reactivated if they did not. Hence Jawaharlal knew
that the coming year would be one of preparation for a massive renewal of the
nationalist movement.

1929, then, became a kind of time bomb, steadily ticking off, day by day, the
one-year limit given to the British. For Nehru these were hectic months of
readying Congress for direct action. He toured the country most of the time, and
was not at home when the family moved into the finally completed new Anand
Bhawan in the spring. Despite Swarup Rani’s and Bibi Amma’s objections,
Motilal vetoed having the traditional house-moving puja performed. The new
Anand Bhawan was smaller than the original; but it was still large, and in some
ways more lavish since it was adorned with items collected by Motilal in Europe
— porcelain door handles, brass light fixtures, European baths, toilets and bidets
(reportedly the first bidets in India). An ornate spiral staircase connected the two
storeys; wide verandas with red and white speckled stone floors encircled the
house; white Mughal domes perched like stone mushrooms on the roof. Indira
had a large room of her own at the back of the first floor, next to her father’s
dressing room and parents’ bedroom. Out in the garden English roses bloomed.
The day after the family moved in, the local newspaper, the Pioneer (edited by
an Englishman named Wilson), ran a front-page photograph of the imposing new
Anand Bhawan under the caption ‘How our poor politicians live.’20

As usual, the Nehru women, including Indira, decamped to Mussoorie for the
summer. When they returned in the autumn, the great political question was who
would succeed Motilal as Congress President at the December 1929 Lahore
annual meeting. The year of grace ‘granted’ to the British would then be up;
whoever took over as Congress President would launch the new civil
disobedience campaign. Gandhi was the obvious choice, but at the Lucknow All-
India Congress Committee held in September, he emphatically refused. Instead,
Gandhi warmly supported Jawaharlal as President with the result that Jawaharlal
was elected, as he put it, not ... by the main entrance or even a side entrance; I



appeared suddenly by a trap-door and bewildered the audience into acceptance’.
He felt humiliated — like ‘a necessary pill’, bravely swallowed. But Motilal,

despite all their differences, was elated that his son would succeed him.”

Indira had never been to the Punjab before and it was bitterly cold when she
arrived in Lahore with her family in late December 1929. Instead of staying in a
decorated mansion as they had the year before in Calcutta, the Nehrus went
directly from the train station to a vast camp of white tents — the site of the
Congress meeting — erected on the banks of the Ravi river. Here, along with
some 300,000 other delegates, they ate, slept and met for the next six days.

Nehru refused to ride to the opening session in a chariot pulled by bullocks, as
was urged on him. He wanted to walk unescorted, without procession, but in the
end he agreed to ride a white charger through the streets of Lahore, teeming with
flag-waving, cheering crowds. The number of people who waited for hours to
catch a glimpse of Nehru filled the streets, roofs and trees that lined the route.
Gandhi, the kingmaker, captured the spirit of this ride when he described Nehru
as ‘a knight sans peur et sans reproche”’.22 A process of glorification, even
deification, had begun.

At the opening session, which Indira attended, Motilal passed on the mantle of
the Congress presidency to Jawaharlal, quoting a Persian couplet: ‘Herche
kepidar natawanad, pesar tamam kundad (what the father is unable to

accomplish, the son achieves).2? These words sowed the seed of another myth —
that of the Nehru (and later the Nehru-Gandhi) dynasty. This was the first time a
son had succeeded his father as Congress President. Motilal’s pride was
boundless; Swarup Rani was ‘in a sort of ecstasy. Indira, of course, was thrilled
too. Twenty-eight years later, she, in her turn, would ‘inherit the Congress
Presidency, but with great ambivalence on both her own and her father’s parts.
In his 1929 presidential address, Nehru boldly stated the new Congress ethos:
‘independence for us means complete freedom from British dominion and

British imperialism’.22 The climax of the Congress meeting was to be the
adoption of the Purna Swaraj (complete independence) resolution and Nehru
spent hours drafting it in Lahore. Indira happened to be with him when a
secretary handed Nehru the typed copy of the final draft and he immediately
gave it to her and told her to read it aloud. She began haltingly; he interrupted
her and told her to ‘read it properly. She started again, reading slowly and
deliberately:

We believe it is the inalienable right of the Indian people, as of any
people, to have freedom and to enjoy the fruits of their toil and have the



necessities of life, so that they may have full opportunities of growth. We
believe also that if any government deprives a people of these rights and
oppresses them, the people have a further right to alter it or to abolish it.
The British Government in India has not only deprived the Indian people of
their freedom but has based itself on the exploitation of the masses, and has
ruined India economically, culturally and spiritually. We believe, therefore,

that India must sever the British connection and attain Purna Swaraj or

complete independence...3!

When Indira finished the whole text, Nehru said to her, ‘Well, now that you

have read it, you are committed to it.’32

But it was not until Gandhi moved the resolution before the assembled
Congress delegates at Lahore the next day, that Indira realized she had been the
first person in India to take the pledge. Gandhi also called for the boycott of
legislatures and government committees and relaunched civil disobedience. The
resolution was passed at midnight on 31 December, just as the year and the
decade turned, and at the hour when the one-year Congress ultimatum to the
British expired. The flag of independence was unfurled on the banks of the Ravi
to cries of Long live revolution’. All this foreshadowed another midnight hour —
no one then knew how many years hence.

When the Nehrus returned to Allahabad, they were celebrities and Anand
Bhawan ceased to be a private home. Jawaharlal was not merely Congress
President, he was a national hero and all those close to him partook of his
reflected glory. From far and near, adoring followers travelled to Anand
Bhawan. Crowds of pilgrims’, as Nehru described them, swarmed about the
grounds, the verandas filled up, ‘each door and window had a collection of
prying eyes’. It became difficult to talk or work or eat under this intrusive
scrutiny which was not only embarrassing,” as Nehru described the influx of
admirers, but also annoying and irritating’. Yet there they were, these people
looking up with shining eyes full of affection ... pouring out their gratitude and

love and asking for little in return, except fellow-feeling and sympathy.’33
Periodically during the day Nehru would go out to meet the multitude, listen to
their problems, and receive their homage — and be ashamed of his earlier
impatience and exasperation.

Songs and legends about Nehru and his family circulated and were hastily
printed in broadsheets and pamphlets; garish picture posters of them were sold in
the bazaars. At first Nehru found this hero worship intoxicating; it gave him



‘confidence and strength’. But then he realized that his ‘reputation as a hero
[was] entirely bogus’ and based on a spurious perception of the Nehrus as
aristocrats, nobility, even demigods. Rumours abounded that he had gone to
school with the Prince of Wales in England, that he and Motilal used to send
their linen weekly from India to London to be laundered. And then, so the legend
went, they completely renounced luxury, position and wealth for the Indian
people.3

In time this iconic status, like the notion of the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty, would
become inveterate and damaging. But in the early days it was a source of jokes
for Kamala and Nehru’s sisters. Mimicking the encomiums showered on
Jawaharlal, they would address him as ‘Bharat Bhushan’ (Jewel of India) and

“Tyagamurti’ (Embodiment of Sacrifice).22 For Indira, however, the fame of her
father and the lack of privacy that now prevailed at Anand Bhawan were
disorientating. Nor was she herself exempt from hero worship. As her banana-
eating feat in Calcutta had shown, she was already aware that she represented the
family and that she had a public image to maintain.

At the Lahore Congress session, 26 January was targeted as Independence
Day, to be celebrated across the country. In Allahabad, on that day in 1930,
Indira — as the youngest child (except for Nan Pandit’s babies) — was chosen to
hoist the national flag at Anand Bhawan before the assembled family members
and servants. They stood on the veranda as the tricolour was raised, then recited
the independence pledge and sang the national anthem — a scene re-enacted
throughout the land.

In the weeks and months that followed protest and civil disobedience engulfed
India, spearheaded by Gandhi’s famous salt satyagraha to protest against the
government salt tax, an especially unjust tax since salt was a basic necessity of
life. In March 1930 Gandhi and seventy-eight fellow marchers walked 240 miles
from Sabarmati ashram to Dandi on the coast where they made salt from the
muddy sea water. This ‘silly salt stunt, as the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, described it,
was in fact a masterpiece of strategy that galvanized the whole country.

One of the most remarkable consequences of the salt march and the general
resumption of civil disobedience in 1930 was the massive involvement of Indian
women who had not played a significant political role in the twenties. In the
early years of the nationalist struggle women like Annie Besant and Sarojini
Naidu were anomalies — honorary men in the Congress. But now, as Nehru
wrote, ‘an avalanche’ of women ‘took not only the British government but their
own menfolk by surprise ... women of the upper or middle classes, leading
sheltered lives in their homes, peasant women, working-class women, rich



women — pouring out in their tens of thousands in defiance of government order
and police lathi.

Among these, indeed leading them in Allahabad, were the Nehru women,
especially Kamala who rose from her sick bed, put on a white khadi Congress
volunteer uniform, and went out to picket foreign cloth and liquor stores,
government schools and courts. Kamala’s physical ailments and lassitude
disappeared or were ignored by her. Much later Nehru realized that she had been
longing ‘to play her own part in the national struggle and not be merely a
hanger-on and a shadow of her husband’, but it was only in the early months of
1930, he said, that ‘I sensed her desire and we worked together and I found in

this experience a new delight.’35

Children, as well as women, clamoured for a role, and who better to lead them
than Indira Nehru? Hence the Vanar Sena or monkey brigade created in March
1930. Years later Indira took all the credit, explaining that she single-handedly
formed a children’s contingent of Congress workers because she was told she

could not join the regular volunteers until she was eighteen.2Z But the Vanar
Sena was actually the joint idea of Kamala and Bishambar Nath Pande, one of
the secretaries of the Allahabad Congress Committee who worked closely with
Kamala. One day Kamala was canvassing in a poor part of the city with Pande
where the street children, as usual, followed them shouting ‘Kamala Nehru ki jai
(Victory to Kamala Nehru). An old woman standing nearby said to Kamala that
the children were like the Vanar Sena in the Ramayana -where the monkey god
Hanuman’s army of monkeys builds a bridge between India and Lanka (Sri
Lanka) in order to rescue Sita, the wife of Lord Rama. Kamala suggested to
Pande that they form a Vanar Sena of Congress children and he proposed
making twelve-year-old Indira its leader. Indira, however — according to Pande —
was hesitant, and before agreeing to the plan, made sure Pande would help her.
Together they drew up a programme, visited Allahabad schools and in a
remarkably short time, managed to recruit nearly a thousand children.

In the spring of 1930 Congress called for a demonstration week across the
country, and in Allahabad Indira led a huge procession of 15,000 children
viewed by a crowd of more than 50,000 gathered on the streets of Allahabad.
The procession ended with a mass meeting at Anand Bhawan where Indira
addressed the sea of ‘Vanar Sainiks’. But because her voice was so weak, Pande
had to function as a human loudspeaker, bellowing out her words, sentence by
sentence, to the huge audience. Through Pande, Indira exhorted the crowd to
collect rations for satyagraha camps, to distribute satyagraha bulletins and to

collect one paisa each per day from every household for the Vanar Sena fund.28



Despite her initial hesitation, Indira quickly became absorbed in Vanar Sena
activities. Originally the idea was for the children to help the adult Congress
workers by doing menial jobs such as carrying messages, preparing food, sewing
flags and distributing leaflets. But the children soon realized they could be useful
in an intelligence capacity. They would hang around police stations playing
street games and overhear arrest orders or the whereabouts of the next police
raid; then they would run and warn the Congress members concerned. As Indira
later put it, nobody bothered about an urchin hopping in and out of the police
lines. Nobody thought that they could be doing anything. The boy would
memorize the message and go then to the people concerned and say: You know
this is what has to be done or not done. All the police are there. So and so is

going to be arrested.’<*32

As the leader of the Vanar Sena, Indira now became famous in her own right.
She wore the male Congress volunteer uniform of khadi and a Congress cap. A
photograph of Indira and her parents at this time appeared in newspapers across
India. The three of them are in the garden of Anand Bhawan. Jawaharlal, in a
white khadi Congress uniform, and Kamala, in a plain khadi sari, flank Indira
clad in kurta, khadi waistcoat and cap, her hair bobbed. The photo has both a
political and a quasi-religious aura: the charismatic, handsome young family,
pure and austere in white khadi, look poised for non-violent battle. Indira no
longer hovers on the periphery; she is centre stage, standing tall in her Congress
uniform — Indu-boy.

It was in March 1930, the month the Vanar Sena was formed, that Kamala
and Indira met Feroze Gandhi when they went with a band of Congresswomen
to picket the British-staffed Ewing Christian College in Allahabad. Feroze, an
eighteen-year-old student at the college, was lounging with his friends on a wall
watching the women demonstrators with wry amusement when Kamala fainted
in the midday sun. He ran for water and a fan to revive her, and in the process of
helping Kamala and taking her home, Feroze was converted to her cause — or
perhaps more accurately, to Kamala herself. The next day he dropped out of
Ewing Christian College, reappeared at Anand Bhawan and signed up as a
Congress volunteer. Henceforward Feroze Gandhi was Kamala’s shadow and
disciple. Inevitably this meant that he saw a great deal of Indira too, though for a
number of months Indira did not differentiate between this plump, loquacious
Parsi boy and the other adoring assistants Kamala attracted.

In April 1930, the month after Feroze entered their lives, the government tried
to stem the tide of civil disobedience with a countrywide crackdown. The



Congress Working Committee was declared illegal and its officials rounded up.
Nehru was arrested on 14 April and sentenced to six months imprisonment at
Naini Jail for manufacturing salt. Gandhi was jailed on 5 May and Motilal Nehru
on 30 June. With Jawaharlal and Motilal in prison across the river in Naini, the
Nehru women sweated through the long hot summer in Allahabad — although
Kamala could not have gone to Mussoorie because of her political work. She
was now working an eighteen-hour day and had recently set up a hospital for
wounded Congress demonstrators in a wing of the old Anand Bhawan, which
Motilal had donated to Congress and renamed Swaraj Bhawan (Abode of
Freedom).

In early September Kamala wrote to Jawaharlal that she wished she herself
would be arrested and jailed, in part to escape a bad flare-up of old animosities at
home. Ranjit Pandit had decided to become involved in the Swaraj Bhawan
hospital yet both he and Nan Pandit, Kamala claimed, had spent the summer
sitting comfortably indoors, behind khas chiks (sun blinds), under the cool

breeze of a fan. They have not stirred out in the heat to work.’42

On 8 September Motilal was released from jail because he was seriously ill.
Jawaharlal was set free on the 11th and he immediately travelled to Mussoorie
with Kamala and Indira to visit Motilal, only to be rearrested on the 19th. This
time he was charged with sedition, incitement to manufacture salt and non-
payment of taxes, and sentenced to two-and-half years and five more months in
default of fines. This severe sentence led to nationwide demonstrations on his
birthday, 14 November, which was proclaimed Jawahar Day’. In Allahabad,
Swarup Rani, Nan, Betty and Indira led a procession to the City Park where
Kamala addressed the crowd and read out in its entirety the seditious’ speech
which had led to Nehru’s conviction.

It had been nearly seven years since Nehru had been locked up in his other
home’, as he referred to prison in his letters. He missed Kamala and Indira
acutely and meticulously recorded their fortnightly visits in his prison diary.
When he was returned to Naini Jail in October 1930, with a nearly three-year
sentence stretching before him, he was dismayed at the prospect of the long
separation and decided to write another series of letters to Indira — a continuation
of the Letters from a Father to His Daughter, which had been published earlier
that year.

Thus on 26 October 1930 — Indira’s birthday according to the Hindu calendar
— Nehru began what was to become one of his most revealing and engaging
works, Glimpses of World History, with a letter from ¢ Central Prison, Naini’
headed For Indira Priyadarshini on her Thirteenth Birthday.” From the very
beginning Nehru conceived of Glimpses as a gift or offering to Indira — a



present’, as he says, of the mind and the spirit’. At 196 letter-chapters and 970
densely printed pages, written over the course of the next three years, it must be
one of the most protracted and voluminous birthday gifts ever created.

In his opening letter Nehru invokes Joan of Arc, reminds Indira that she was
born the same month that Lenin started the Russian Revolution, and speaks of
the revolution Gandhi is inspiring and leading in India. On the one hand, he thus
endorses Thomas Carlyle’s heroic’ view of history — the idea that history
consists of the deeds of great men. Glimpses, in fact, contains a pantheon of
heroes: Socrates, Ashoka, Akbar, Alexander the Great, Garibaldi, Bismarck,
Hitler and Franklin Roosevelt, among others. But at the same time, Nehru insists
that ‘ real history’ is not just a record of the doings of big men, of kings and

emperors’. It concerns all ‘ the people who make up a nation’.#l The other
crucial theme in this opening letter and the book as a whole is that history is not
something that is dead and over — in the past. History is happening, Nehru
insists, now, all around them: ‘in India today we are making history, and you and
I are fortunate to see this happening before our eyes and to take ... part ourselves

in this great drama’.#2 Both the great men view of history and Nehru’s
conviction that Indira had a historical destiny to pursue were assimilated by her
much later, though not in the manner he intended.

Glimpses was also inspired by H.G. Wells’s Outline of History which Nehru
had with him in prison, along with a pile of his reading notebooks. Apart from
these two sources, this vast and erratically erudite book was conjured out of his
extensive reading (much of it done in prison and in Europe). Unlike Wells,
Nehru offers a decidedly non-Eurocentric view of the world, placing South Asia
back on the historical map. Glimpses was meant to be an antidote to the
European history Indira was being taught at St Mary’s. As well as being a
compelling history of the world from ancient Greece to the rise of Nazi
Germany, Glimpses distils Nehru’s political vision. Nationalist heroes like
Akbar and Garibaldi are celebrated. So, too, are women leaders like Joan of Arc
and the Rani of Jhansi. Nehru traces the collapse of capitalism, the negative
impact of religion (except for Buddhism which fascinated and attracted him), the
development of intellectual movements and ideologies such as democracy,
socialism, Marxism and fascism. Nor does he neglect cultural, artistic and
scientific movements though these tend to be the thinnest passages in the book.

Quite apart from providing an historical and political education for Indira,
Glimpses sprang from deeply personal, emotional sources. When Nehru started
to write these letters he effectively began to carry on two separate but parallel
correspondences with his daughter: the letters which were actually posted to her



from Naini Prison and the phantom correspondence of the Glimpses letters
which were neither sent nor received. Indira, in fact, did not even know about
the Glimpses letters until 1932, two years after Nehru began them, and she did
not have access to them until the book was published in 1934.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, the long, unsent letters that formed Glimpses —
those which Nehru says at one point ‘no one sees but myself and which he
realizes Indira will only read ‘months or years hence -are the most unguarded

and revealing of the two correspondences.®3 Here Nehru speaks from the heart,
as if in a diary, both to Indira (who cannot hear) and to himself. He gets
depressed and is upset by political and family news that filters through to him in
prison — that Indira is ill, that his mother and Kamala have not been allowed to
visit him. He wonders if the vast manuscript he is producing will bore Indira. On
some days the letters seem simplistic; on others he does not have the heart to
write. And yet he cannot let go of the book. It serves a crucial purpose to him in
jail. It creates a sense of powerful and sustaining intimacy with his absent
daughter and assuages his guilt at being separated from her. During the long
hours he spends writing, he almost feels as if they were together. At the same
time, the Glimpses letters are a distraction and preoccupation from personal and
political doubts and anxieties. The solid work’ of composition and the mental

transport to distant times allows Nehru to control’ his mind and live for a while

far away from ... present troubles’ 44

While Nehru was locked up in Naini, writing unsent letters to his daughter,
she was working hard with the Vanar Sena, helping to nurse patients at the
Swaraj Bhawan hospital and also still attending St Mary’s Convent. On 17
November, two days before Indira’s thirteenth birthday, she, Kamala, Swarup
Rani and Betty took Motilal to Calcutta to consult an Ayurvedic doctor, Kaviraj
Shyamdas Vachaspati. Motilal, who was now sixty-nine, was suffering from a
variety of ailments, including asthma, fibrosis of the lungs, high blood pressure
and kidney failure, none of which was responding to conventional treatment. In
prison he had lost a great deal of weight and once out, he remained weak and
frail, a shadow of his former massive self.

Indira took a hefty pile of books to read in Calcutta and reported to Nehru that
she had finished Maurice Maeterlinck’s The Life of the Bee and begun his Life of
the Ant, after which she promised to read ‘the book about Garibaldi you gave
me. At the present Dadu [Motilal] and Chhoti [Betty] have both begun it and
none of them has read the whole of it.” She signed the letter ‘From your loving
Indu-boy’ and added a postscript: My shorts have been made’ — presumably for



gymnastics and running.*2

By Christmas Indira and Kamala were back in Allahabad and on the 27th they
had a prison interview with Nehru at Naini Jail. On New Year’s Eve they were
alone in Anand Bhawan, reading Tennyson’s In Memoriam aloud together, when
the telephone rang. Indira answered and an unfamiliar voice hurriedly told her
that Kamala would be arrested the next day and then hung up. Tennyson was
forgotten; Indira went to pack her mother’s suitcase while Kamala rang up local
Congress workers and gave them instructions. Then because Kamala feared the
house might be searched, she and Indira burnt piles of papers and pamphlets far
into the night. Neither slept.

At 5 a.m. on New Year’s Day, with Indira standing beside her, Kamala was
arrested by the British police, on the steps of Anand Bhawan. The press had been
alerted and reported the event. Kamala made a brief statement: I am happy

beyond measure and proud to follow in the footsteps of my husband.’4¢ Then she
was driven off to Malacca Jail in Allahabad and Indira was left alone, but for the
servants, in the large house.

Scarcely a mile-and-a-half away from Kamala’s prison, in Naini Jail Nehru
heard of her arrest within hours and wrote in his diary, ‘Kamala arrested! — a
good beginning to the New Year. She will be happy now and it is quite possible
that she may profit by the rest in prison. Poor Indu alone — What impressions

must be produced on a growing child’s mind by all these events?’4Z The same
day he wrote an unposted Glimpses letter to poor Indu’ telling her that Kamala’s
arrest was a pleasant New Year’s gift to me ... and I have no doubt that

Mummie is thoroughly happy and contented. But you must be rather lonely.’48

She was. Motilal, Swarup Rani and the others returned from Calcutta as soon
as they heard of Kamala’s arrest, but Indira still felt bereft with both of her
parents in jail. After Kamala was given a six-month sentence and transferred
from Allahabad to Lucknow Central Jail, she was even less accessible to Indira.
From Lucknow Kamala wrote to Jawaharlal that when I was arrested I was
worried about Induji. I wondered what she would do by herself. But I now feel
somewhat reassured about her being able to look after herself. She gave me her
word that she would remain cheerful and take care of herself.” As for Kamala
herself, she was determined to benefit from the prison routine:

After a cup of tea when I wake up in the morning I walk nearly a mile
and a half to two miles. After prayers I read. Dinner is at 6pm and then we
are locked up for the night. We sleep around 9 or 10 pm. Up again at 5 am
... I wanted to weave a dari (a coarse carpet) but it takes time learning to do



it. So I am concentrating on niwar (a thick cotton tape) making. I shall
compare it with the niwar turned out by you. Let us see whose is better
done. Jail life is strange. One runs into different types of people here and
gets an opportunity as nowhere else to study their temperaments ... I am
determined to gain strength while in jail and fight with greater vigour when

I am out.*2

On 12 January Indira went with her grandparents to visit Nehru at Naini Jail.
The next day he wrote another unsent Glimpses letter that shows how disturbing
the interview had been: ‘It was good to see you all yesterday. But I had a shock
when I saw Dadu. He was looking so weak and ill ... I could hardly speak to you
yesterday. What can one do in a short interview? I try to make up for all the
interviews and talks we have not had by writing these letters. But they are poor

substitutes, and the make-believe does not last long. 2

A week later Nehru received a letter from Indira reporting she had read a great
many books from the Anand Bhawan library and asking him to suggest more. In
another ‘make-believe (because unposted) Glimpses letter he chided her for not
telling him what specific books she had read and then went on to lecture her: ‘It
is a good habit to read books, but I rather suspect those who read too many
books quickly. I suspect them of not reading them properly at all, of just

skimming through them, and forgetting them the day after.’>! Even though this
letter remained unsent, Indira’s reading — her education in fact — had clearly
become a contentious subject. Nehru wanted to control her intellectual
development. Indira wanted freedom to read what she liked, including fairy tales
when she was little and romantic novels as she got older. Nehru pressed H.G.
Wells on her and books about Garibaldi. Sometimes Indira obediently read them
— with little understanding as she confessed later — sometimes she resisted. She
clearly resented the pressure on her to read a certain kind of worthy book, and
when she complied and did read what was urged on her but could not understand
it, she felt slow and inadequate.

The third week of January Indira at last received a letter from Kamala in
Lucknow Jail:

Love to Induji.

Ever since I came to prison I have no news of anyone. Your father’s
letter reached me on the 15th and I had hoped the packet would contain one
from you too. The jail authorities allow letters only once a fortnight. So you
can write to me, but how many letters I may send out I do not know ... Let
me know your daily routine. Please send the fortnightly reports about your



studies obtained from your teachers to your father. I hope you remember
what I told you when I was leaving home. Whenever 1 go outside the
barrack for a stroll I think of you. You too must stroll everyday. When I am
released we shall go out for walks, though that will be six months away, but

six months will pass without either you or I feeling it.22

More pressure about her studies. Her own letters were not getting through to
Kamala. And Indira knew that six months would not pass quickly at all.
Fortunately she only had to wait a few days. On 26 January 1931 the British
government announced that Jawaharlal, Kamala, Gandhi and the other members
of the Congress Working Committee would all be immediately released from
prison. Kamala and Jawaharlal returned to Anand Bhawan to find what was
essentially a house of death. It was clear Motilal was extremely ill and would not
last long. Jawaharlal cabled Gandhi who set off immediately from Bombay,
arriving late at night in Allahabad. Motilal had lain awake waiting for him all
day. He told Gandhi that he knew he would not ‘be here to see Swaraj. But I

know that you have won it and will soon have it. 22

In the following days, Motilal’s face and throat swelled up and he was no
longer able to speak. On 4 February he was taken to Lucknow for deep x-ray
treatment, Jawaharlal, Gandhi, Swarup Rani, Betty and the Pandits — but not
Indira or Kamala — accompanying him. He died in hospital there in the very
early hours of 6 February 1931 with Jawaharlal and Swarup Rani at his side.
Later that same day, they brought his body back by car to Allahabad.

Indira was stunned by her grandfather’s death and left very much to herself in
the paroxysm of grief that gripped the family — and the country. Her younger
cousin, Nayantara Pandit, was one of the few to notice Indira the day of her
grandfather’s funeral, standing alone by the sideboard in the Anand Bhawan

dining room, silently weeping.>* P. N. Haksar, now a seventeen-year-old student
at Allahabad University, was among the crowds outside the house when
Motilal’s body was brought out, and he noticed Indira too. He had not seen her
in ten years. She was tall, painfully thin, pale as death. Her eyes were deeply

shadowed and even larger than he remembered.2>

Though it was not customary for Hindu women to participate in or even attend
funeral rites, all the Nehru women — Swarup Rani, Nan Pandit, Betty, Kamala
and Indira — accompanied the Congress flag-draped body as the cortege wound
its way through the streets of Allahabad — lined with crowds of mourners — to the
Ganges for cremation. As Jawaharlal described it, ‘as evening fell on the river
bank on that winter day, the great flames leapt up and consumed that body which



had meant so much to us who were close to him as well as to millions in

India’.2® Five days later Motilal’s ashes were submerged at the Sangam — the
holy confluence of the Ganges, the Jumna and the mythological Saraswati rivers.
This was the first death in Indira’s life — the first link in a lengthening chain of
grief over the years.



FIVE
Enter Feroze

ON AN APRIL DAY IN 1931, Indira, her parents, a driver, maid and Jawaharlal’s
servant Hari Lal were travelling the road from Colombo to Kandy in Ceylon
when they rounded a bend at high speed and drove into a much steeper, sharper
curve. The back wheels of the car skidded to the edge of the precipice. As the
driver braked and jerked the steering wheel in the opposite direction, Indira,
seated beside him, opened the passenger door and leapt to safety, leaving the rest
of those in the car — as her father pointed out five minutes later — to be hurled
down the cliff to their deaths. The driver’s quick reflexes, however, saved them.

Deeply ashamed, Indira never again panicked in the face of danger..

They were in Ceylon on holiday. Nehru’s health had completely broken down
after his father’s death and what he called the ‘total and unwarranted surrender’
of the March 1931 Gandhi-Irwin Pact. By the terms of this truce Gandhi called
off civil disobedience and agreed to work towards self-government by stages
while the British released political prisoners and allowed villagers to make salt
for domestic consumption. Ceylon was supposed to be an escape from grief and
political compromise. Indira thought it ‘very lush, green and beautiful. Nehru
likened it to lotus-eater land: ‘an enchanted place ... It is ever afternoon here ...

One forgets almost the struggle and misery of the world of action.’2

Yet it was far from an idyllic or private time. Even on holiday the Nehrus
remained celebrities. They were public property, their every move reported by
the press, their faces familiar to a huge public who had seen them on Congress
placards or in newspaper photographs. At the ancient sacred city of
Anuradhapura Jawaharlal, Kamala and Indira were visited daily by ‘groups of
labourers, tea-garden workers and others ... walking many miles, bringing ...

gifts [of] ... wild flowers, vegetables, home-made butter’ 2 As they toured the
rest of Ceylon, visiting Buddhist monuments, old fortresses, palaces and
temples, they were pursued by ‘one great crowd [after] another and embroiled in
‘a whirl of engagements, addresses, meetings, receptions. They travelled to the

southernmost tip of the island and then to the far north by train to Jaffna where

there was also ‘a heavy programme.4



Yet despite this hectic schedule and the crowds, the marriage of Jawaharlal
and Kamala — now in its sixteenth year — underwent a transformation in Ceylon
that profoundly moved and surprised them both. As Nehru described it, they
‘seemed to have discovered each other anew. All the years we had passed
together had been but a preparation for this new and more intimate relationship.
Contemplating the wreck of so many marriages, they marvelled at how they had

managed to keep ‘the vital spark alight.2 And it was not only a platonic spark. As
Nehru confessed later to Gandhi (of all people), Kamala’s touch ‘would always
thrill him. Their relationship was ‘often painful, but also ‘electric.

Nehru’s love for his wife, he now realized, was a rare amalgam. There had
always been the fortunate accident of sexual attraction. But ever since Kamala
became politically active two years earlier this had been heightened and
intensified by Nehru’s growing respect and admiration. He was a man who could
only become passionate about a woman whom he felt was his equal. And
Kamala assumed this status belatedly — when she went out on the streets of
Allahabad to demonstrate in 1930. Now in Ceylon they shared a paradoxical sort
of emotional intimacy. On the one hand, Kamala was ‘the only person who
could ... peep into her husband’s ‘lonely personal life — the only person able to
penetrate his reserve. And yet they remained somehow fundamentally elusive
and unknowable to each other. ‘She was a mystery to me and I was a mystery to

her and ... the novelty and surprise never wore off.%

How did Indira figure in her parents’ new intimacy? Three, of course, is a
crowd. The Nehrus now were an asymmetrical trio in which Indira was an
onlooker, hovering on the fringes of her parents relationship, perhaps moved by,
but also to some extent excluded from, it.

Others were puzzled by the family. At the age of forty-two, Nehru was bald
and had dark shadows under his eyes. Ten years younger, Kamala was slender,
her skin perfectly clear and smooth. She still looked like a young girl. Indira, at
nearly fourteen, had reached her full height of five foot two and was a good inch
or two taller than her mother. Everyone who saw them recognized Nehru
immediately, but there was confusion over Kamala and Indira. As Nehru wrote
to his sister, Kamala has often been taken for my daughter. But what do you say

to Indu being taken for the mother! This has happened repeatedly!’Z

They returned to Allahabad via southern India and the Princely States of
Travancore, Cochin, Malabar, Mysore and Hyderabad where the crowds were
again overwhelming’ and they were rushed from place to place and function to

function with little rest and less peace’.2 But what struck Indira most forcefully
in the south was the omnipresent caste bar. She had been raised to disregard



caste — an unusual upbringing in the twenties and thirties. The Nehrus had many
Harijan servants at Anand Bhawan who lived and ate with them, including Hari
Lal who had been Motilal’s and was now Jawaharlal’s personal servant. In South
India, for the first time, Indira was confronted with caste prejudice everywhere
they went. “Whole streets’, as she said, were barred to Harijans or untouchables’
with large signs reading Brahmins only’. Hari, however, walked down them with

the others.2

Indira’s other vivid memory of their return journey was of Kamala making a
speech in Hyderabad in which she urged women to come out of purdah. Indira
was deeply impressed by her mother’s performance. But she did not as yet
understand Kamala’s feminism, having never herself experienced any
disadvantage being a girl. Nor did Indira see any oppression of women around
her. Certainly not in Hyderabad where they stayed with the Congress leader
Sarojini Naidu who, along with her daughters Leilamani and Padmaja, was an
intelligent, forceful and charismatic woman.

Something happened shortly after the Nehrus arrived back at Allahabad in
early May — one of those submerged, invisible events that nonetheless shape a
life and leave scars. Indira’s aunt, Nan Pandit, reportedly said that Indira was
ugly and stupid’ and the remark was repeated and overheard by her niece. Tall
for her age and thin, with a large nose and skin she felt was too dark, Indira was
devastated by her aunt’s ‘annihilating words’. She was already shy and insecure.
After Nan Pandit delivered this brutal assessment, Indira became a silent, moody
adolescent. For a long time she did not feel at home in or at ease with her body.
More than fifty years later, her aunt’s thoughtless remark ‘remained fresh in

[her] memory’. It had, she said, ‘blighted her youth’.1%

Many — perhaps most — women suffer similar ‘blighting experiences in
adolescence. But there were few, if any, props for Indira to fall back on. And no
one really to turn to. Her parents were absorbed by politics and each other. Her
grandfather was dead. She had scarcely any friends and her cousins were still
young children. Furthermore, she was about to be sent off to school. This had
been decided before Ceylon. Jawaharlal and Kamala thought it best, given the
insecurity of their position and the possibility that they would be imprisoned
simultaneously again.

Thus in May 1931 Indira was exiled to the Pupils’ Own School in Poona,
Gujarat, run by a Parsi couple named Vakil who were close to Gandhi and had
previously taught at Rabindranath Tagore’s famous school at Santiniketan.
Jehangir Vakil, an Oxford-educated socialist, was, like Nehru, an agnostic. His



wife Coonverbai was a gifted singer and batik artist.l Together they ran a

kindergarten and junior school for the children of Congress members which was
a nationalist venture and inspired by the aesthetic ethos of Santiniketan in
Bengal. The students and staff all wore khadi; holidays were taken when
Congress leaders were arrested. Classes were held out of doors under the trees in
the gardens which surrounded the Vakils colonial-style bungalow at 3 Stavely
Road in the cantonment area of Poona. The curriculum prepared the students for
the matriculation examination but as was the case at Santiniketan, the arts,
especially dance and music, were emphasized.

The Vakils had two daughters, the younger of whom, Ira, was at home when
Indira first arrived: what she saw was a tall, skinny, nervous girl with dark
circles under her eyes and lots of unruly hair. The older Vakil girl, Jai, who
became Indira’s close friend, glimpsed her later in the day weeping behind a
tree. For a long time Indira remained miserable -desperately homesick, acutely
missing her parents. There were seventy students — both boys and girls — in the
school. (This number swelled to 120 over the next two years, with the influx of
children of jailed political prisoners, including the Pandit daughters.) But Indira
was for some time the only boarder. She was also the oldest and tallest student in

the school and had by far the most famous parents. She stuck out in every way.12

Experimental, socialist ideas underpinned the teaching at the Pupils Own
School, but the subjects, aside from the arts, were the conventional ones taught
at British-run schools in India. Indira took history, geography, civics, physics
and chemistry. Nehru also paid extra for French and Sanskrit lessons and she
learned folk dancing and picked up some Gujarati. Though the school was run
on a shoestring and the day students only paid 7 rupees per month, Indira’s
monthly fees, including extra tuition, came to 100 rupees, not a small demand on
the precarious Nehru finances.

Did she profit by this expensive education? Though she was good at French,
Indira was an indifferent student, perhaps because until 1932, when a Parsi girl
named Shanta Gandhi (no relation of either the Mahatma or Feroze) joined the
school, Indira had no peers, no one to compete or even learn with. She was the
oldest student by several years and inevitably the classes were taught at the level
of the younger majority. She remained unchallenged and unstretched.

But gradually she developed and progressed, especially after Nan Pandit’s
three small daughters (the youngest barely two) came to the school in 1932.
Indira mothered her little cousins who were even more miserable and homesick
than she had been. As a teenager, Indira was often ‘difficult’, as an adult she
could be cold and remote, but from an early age she thawed before vulnerability



and despite her reserve, reached out to those who needed her. When she was
young it was children and animals who touched this chord in her. Later it
became a great strength and asset and lay at the heart of her enormous populist
appeal. The poor, the sick, the downtrodden and oppressed — the majority of the
population of India — looked to her and believed she could and would help them.
The most important lesson Indira learned at the Pupils’ Own School was that she
was good at taking care of people. As Shanta Gandhi put it, ‘her maternal

instinct was very powerful’.12 Not only her cousins, but also the much younger
students and the Harijan children who were admitted at the time of Gandhi’s fast
unto death’ in September 1932 all thrived under her care.

The students and staff at the Vakils’ school all felt great solidarity with
Gandhi during his fast and not only admitted several Harijan students, but also
went out to teach them in the Poona slums. According to Shanta Gandhi, who
had joined the school and become a close friend of Indira’s by this time, Indira
became particularly attached to a little Harijan girl who refused to learn how to
count. Indira bathed her, picked the lice out of her hair and showed her how to
plait her hair. Then together they counted the lice they had found in her scalp
and in this way Indira taught the girl her numbers.

As was so often the case in Indira’s life, at the time of Gandhi’s famous 1932
fast she was in the right place at the right time. In fact, she had a ringside seat.
At the beginning of 1932, after the failure of the second Round Table
Conference in London which Gandhi attended, and in the wake of peasant unrest
in the United Provinces, Gandhi, Vallabhbhai Patel and thousands of others were
arrested under the Emergency Powers Ordinances implemented by the new
Viceroy, Lord Willingdon. Nehru would spend all but six months of the next
four years in jail, beginning with a long term at what he came to refer to as his
‘other home of Naini Prison in Allahabad. Gandhi was incarcerated at Yeravda
Prison near Poona where Indira and sometimes the little Pandit girls visited him
on the weekends.

On 13 September Gandhi had announced that he was embarking on ‘a fast
unto death’, beginning 20 September, in protest against the communal award
announced by the British Prime Minister Ramsay Macdonald which provided
separate electorates for Harijans. The communal award dismayed nationalists
who saw it as a British tactic of divide and rule, but Gandhi’s objection to
separate electorates was fundamentally religious and rooted in his commitment
to the abolition of untouchability. The Harijans for their part, led by a
remarkable figure named Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, initially supported the
award because it would give them a political voice and identity.

Hence there was a deadlock and in Yeravda Prison Gandhi chose to respond



in one of the few ways the powerless can hit back: he went on a hunger strike.
Though this was not his first public fast and though fasting was an integral part
of Hindu life, Gandhi’s 1932 ‘fast unto death had an enormous impact. Locked
up in Naini Jail, Nehru wrote to Indira (in an unsent Glimpses letter), ‘I am
shaken up completely and I know not what to do. News has come, terrible news,
that Bapu has determined to starve himself to death. My ... world ... shakes and

totters and there seems to be darkness and emptiness everywhere. 14 The British
authorities, for quite different reasons, were also appalled. They did not want
Gandhi to die in their hands. They tried to persuade him to go to his ashram for
the duration of his fast, but Gandhi refused to be released from jail.

Day after day, with the whole of India (and Whitehall) watching, Gandhi
rejected food. Despite increasing physical weakness, his spirits remained
buoyant. Indira and her cousins visited him as usual on the weekend of 23/24
September and Gandhi sent a reassuring and cheerful telegram to the distraught
Nehru: ‘Saw Indu and Sarup’s [Nan Pandit s] girls. Indu looked very happy and

in possession of more flesh.’1>

On the fifth day of the fast, by which time Gandhi was much weakened, Dr
Ambedkar forestalled tragedy by agreeing with Gandhi to the Poona Pact
whereby Harijans would give up their claim for separate electorates but were
guaranteed a number of reserved seats from the Hindu allocation.

On 26 September Gandhi theatrically broke his fast before an audience of 200
at Yeravda Jail, amongst whom were Rabindranath Tagore, Kamala Nehru,
Swarup Rani Nehru and Indira. It was Indira, in fact, who squeezed and gave to
Gandhi the orange juice that was his first nourishment. The event, as she wrote
to her father, made

a great impression on me and has taught me a lesson ... These last ...
days have been terrible ... when I saw his condition I thought he would not
survive. And from eight o clock to twelve were some of the worst hours I
have spent in my life. But now I am perfectly assured that Bapu can do the

most imaginary [unimaginable or extraordinary] things.1%

The crucial lesson Indira learned from Gandhi’s fast was the power of passive
resistance. Locked up in a British jail, Gandhi nevertheless wielded enormous
political and moral authority. The last thing the British imperial authorities
wanted or needed was a martyr. Indians, on the other hand, could not conceive
of swaraj without Gandhi to lead them — he was indispensable. Gandhi, for all
his humility, knew all of this. What Indira witnessed was the dramatic
appropriation of power and control by one who is legally and physically



powerless and under the control of others. By refusing to eat, by threatening to
die, Gandhi coerced Dr Ambedkar into compromising his aims and triumphed.

What was fascinating about Gandhi’s victory — and a valuable lesson to a
teenage girl — was his ingenious means: inaction. Fasting is a common practice
of Hindus and so it is perhaps not surprising that it became an oft-used tool of
political protest in India. Hunger striking also has a history of proven political
effectiveness. Gandhi took his cue in part from the nineteenth-century Irish
Fenians, the Irish nationalists of the early twentieth century and from British
suffragettes.

After Gandhi’s dramatic hunger strike, Indira began to pursue another but
closely related method of getting her way. The strategy of empowerment she
chose was a refusal to speak rather than to eat. As a small child she chattered
incessantly, often inconveniently — piping up duringtrials, protesting during
arrests and demonstrations, monopolizing jail interviews. But when she became
an adolescent she learned how to gain control of a situation by refusing to
respond — verbally or in letters -to others. In time this evolved into a legendary
genius for silence.

After Indira went away to the Pupils’ Own School, she never again had a
settled life with her parents at Anand Bhawan — or anywhere else. And for a time
it seemed they might even lose the family home. In January 1932 the
government took possession of Swaraj Bhawan and closed down the hospital
Kamala had started there. Rumours spread that the new Anand Bhawan would
also be seized because Nehru refused to pay income tax to the British. He
worried about his elderly mother and certainly did not want her to be homeless,
but in his autobiography he confessed that he would not have regretted losing
Anand Bhawan at a time when so many of the peasantry were being
dispossessed.

Kamala’s health broke down again in 1932 and for most of that year she was
receiving medical treatment away from home, first in Bombay and then in

Calcutta where she was also initiated into the Ramakrishna religious order.l” As
her body weakened, her religious ardour grew -to the irritation of her husband
who was only told of her initiation afterwards.

Meanwhile Nehru was moved from Naini to Bareilly jail and then even further
away to the prison at Dehra Dun. Stranded in Poona, hundreds of miles distant
from her parents, Indira missed them acutely. She read of them, of course, in the
newspapers and one evening she went with the Vakils to a Congress film show
in which Jawaharlal and Kamala figured prominently. Indira reported in a letter,



‘both of you looked adorable’ 12

In May of 1932, with her grandmother and mother, Indira visited Ranjit Pandit
at Naini Jail, taking with her a letter from Jehangir Vakil concerning the Pandit
daughters’ progress at the Pupils’ Own School. The prison warden objected to
Indira giving her uncle the letter whereupon Swarup Rani (who had been
severely beaten during a demonstration the previous month) protested and all
three Nehru women were thrown out. The upshot of this unpleasant episode was
that Nehru was told by the authorities that he would not be allowed to have
prison interviews for a month. In response, he indignantly wrote to the
Superintendent of Prisons that rather than subject his mother, wife and daughter
to future insults, he would give up prison interviews entirely. This meant that
Indira did not see her father for another seven months.

In the interim, Kamala communicated by letter to Jawaharlal that Indira was
depressed over her separation from them. He promptly wrote to his daughter
‘none of us, least of all you, has any business to be depressed and to look it.
Sometimes you feel a little lonely — we all do that — but we have to keep smiling
through. And he warned her that when they did meet again she ‘must not forget
that Papu can stand much but he cannot stand one thing — depression and a long

face in Indu’.l2 This very British, stiff-upper-lip advice apparently worked.
Either Indira cheered up or she became a convincing actress. When she saw her
father at Dehra Dun Prison on 12 January 1933, he wrote afterwards in his
prison diary, ‘I was so exuberant and full of light-hearted laughter... Indu is
becoming a little woman and remarkably attractive and smart looking ... I felt so

happy and proud to see her healthy and straight and growing up apparently

without any marked inhibitions. 22

But such meetings were oases in the desert, and their exhilaration soon faded.
Four months later, during the school holidays, Indira went to stay with her
mother at Dehra Dun where Kamala had rented a house to be close to Nehru. He
was now permitted fortnightly interviews, but these were unsatisfactory
according to his prison diary. Under the pressure of time (the interviews lasted
only half an hour), Nehru ‘held forth, as he confessed, ‘like a tap left open.
Indira reacted to her father’s outpourings, by clamming up and barely
responding. Their inability to connect was reinforced for Nehru when he finished
Glimpses of World History in early August in Dehra Dun Jail: “What a mountain
of letters I have written! And what a lot of good swadeshi ink I have spread out
on swadeshi paper.’ Like all the others, this final letter was not posted, but even
so with the end of his massive, imaginary correspondence with his daughter —
which had sustained him for nearly three years — Nehru felt a vital bond had not



so much snapped as dissolved.2L

At the end of August, after Indira returned to school, Nehru was released from
prison because his mother was critically ill, and he remained a free man for the
next five months. In September he visited Indira in Poona (and also Gandhi in
Bombay). He arrived at the Pupils’ Own School loaded down with books and
amusement kits’ (mechanical models) for Indira and the other children which he
spent hours constructing and demonstrating. But everyone was overawed by
Nehru -second in stature only to Gandhi in the freedom struggle — and also
unnerved by the horde of uniformed and plain-clothes policemen who shadowed
him even on the school grounds.

In October, a month before Indira’s sixteenth birthday, Feroze Gandhi
proposed to her — perhaps by letter since she was at Poona, or possibly in person
if Feroze had come to Bombay to visit relatives and gone on to Poona to see
Indira. This proposal came like a bolt out of the blue. For Indira, Feroze was just
one of any number of young men who were Congress Party fixtures back at
Anand Bhawan in Allahabad. She had seen him infrequently since she had gone
away to school. It is unlikely, however, that Feroze, who had become very
attached to Kamala and the Nehru family, proposed impulsively. He had
probably made up his mind to marry Indira quite early on in his association with
the Nehru family, but bided his time until she was older.

Whatever had been his reasoning, Feroze was immediately rebuffed. Both
Indira and Kamala diplomatically told him that she was still too young (it is not
clear if Nehru was aware of Feroze’s proposal). Not that this was a convincing
reason for rejecting Feroze. Most Indian women were married by the time they
were sixteen. Kamala was a bride at sixteen; Gandhi and his wife, Kasturba,
were married when they were both thirteen. Teenage marriages were the norm.
In fact, just a few days after Feroze proposed, Gandhi wrote to Nehru that he had

found a good match for Indira.22 ‘Bapu’ was more difficult to put off than
Feroze, but Jawaharlal, Kamala and Indira reiterated that Indira was not old
enough. Only Swarup Rani urged an early marriage for her granddaughter and
she spent a good deal of time fruitlessly trying to set up suitable matches.

The only marriage that did come off — on 20 October 1933 — was Krishna or
Betty Nehru’s wedding to Raja Hutheesing at Anand Bhawan. It was, unusually,
a civil marriage because Hutheesing was a Jain and under British law and Hindu
tradition, a religious ceremony could not be performed for a couple from
different castes or faiths. Betty — the most conventional member of the Nehru
family — was nevertheless the first to take the radical step of marrying outside
the Brahmin fold — a step that prefigured a number of contentious marriages in



the family later.

By Indian standards, Betty’s wedding was a muted affair, but even so a
catered wedding party and trousseau had to be paid for. During his short stint of
freedom in 1933 Nehru tried to sort out the family finances which had been in
disarray since Motilal’s death two years earlier. He himself considered money
and possessions ‘a burden’, and ‘looked forward to the time when [he] would
have no money left. But he needed money for two reasons: he did not want his
mother to be destitute in her old age and he was determined to educate Indira
and this involved, in his eyes, a British or European university degree. He and
Kamala took stock and decided to sell all the family heirlooms and silverware —
‘cartloads of odds and ends’ — that had not been confiscated by the British in lieu
of fines over the years.

Their most valuable asset, however, was Kamala’s jewellery which was
locked away in a safe deposit bank vault. Almost all of this dated from her
marriage and was given to her by Motilal Nehru who had spared no expense and
personally designed many of the precious pieces. In the autumn of 1933 Kamala
parted with her jewels only with great reluctance, but not because she was fond
of them. She had not worn jewellery in years and had never liked it — Indira later
said that her mother ‘hated jewellery and thought of it as a symbol of women’s
enslavement. Kamala, however, wanted to keep her gold and gem-studded
necklaces, bracelets, earrings and ornaments in order to bequeath them to her

daughter as a secure financial legacy.23 But nothing was destined to be secure in
Indira’s life. All but a few pieces of the jewellery were sold.

Early in 1934 Indira wrote to her mother from the Pupils’ Own School now
situated in Ville Parle in suburban Bombay where it moved when an epidemic of
bubonic plague broke out in Poona in late 1933:

Mummie darling,

You must be back from Calcutta by now. What did the doctors say? Do
let me know. Did you go to Santiniketan? ... Did you feel the earthquake at
Allahabad? ... You people might write oftener ... Give my love to Papu,
Dolamma [Swarup Rani] and keep lots of it for yourself.

Your ever loving,

Indu.24

On 15 January Nehru and Kamala had gone to Calcutta, again for specialist
medical treatment and also to visit Rabindranath Tagore’s school at



Santiniketan, some hundred miles northwest of Calcutta. But on the very day
that they set off from Allahabad, Nehru felt the ground pitch and shudder
beneath him as he stood on the veranda of Anand Bhawan while delivering a
speech to a crowd of peasants. That night their Calcutta-bound train travelled
through the earthquake-devastated state of Bihar where the death toll was
mounting to 20,000 and more than a million homes were destroyed. It was a
horrific natural calamity, though Gandhi insisted the earthquake was divine
chastisement sent by God for the sin of untouchability’. Far away in Bombay,
Indira felt anxious about her parents — her mother’s health, whether they had
been affected by the earthquake — and also about her own future, for the purpose
of the Santiniketan visit was to decide whether she would go there after taking
the matriculation exam in the spring.

Her next news was a telegram from her father: Am going back to my other

home for a while [stop] all my love and good wishes [stop] cheerio Papu.’22
Nehru was arrested on 12 February in Allahabad, charged with making seditious
speeches in Calcutta and sent back to jail where he was tried and given a two-
year sentence. Kamala and her motherin-law migrated to Calcutta to be near
him. Kamala also spent a great deal of time in religious devotion at the
Ramakrishna mission which she visited daily. Despite soaring temperatures, she
and Swarup Rani refused to use a fan in their lodgings because Nehru did not
have one in prison. Meanwhile, on the other side of the subcontinent, Indira was
studying for her matriculation exam, which she took in April. Then she joined
Kamala in Calcutta where she spent whole days with her mother at the
Ramakrishna mission and went to the fortnightly twenty-minute interviews with
her father at Alipore Jail.

It was a bleak time. Kamala was unwell; Nehru was in prison; Indira was
anxious about her exam results, her parents and her future. The prison visits with
her father were strained and she was withdrawn and silent. To others she
appeared apathetic and low, and she showed no enthusiasm at the prospect of
attending Santiniketan where it had been decided she would go if she passed her
exams. Describing this period years later Indira said, ‘I was an intense person,
wilful and self-centred ... This gave rise to moments of self-pity and frustration

and, in adolescence, to depression.’2®

But Nehru saw selfishness and irresponsibility in his daughter rather than
loneliness and sadness. He complained in a letter to Nan Pandit that Indira
scarcely wrote to her parents anymore — she ignores us ... completely’. He felt
that she had become ‘extraordinarily self-centred ... remarkably selfish. She
lives in a world of dreams and vagaries and floats about on imaginary clouds.’ It



was no surprise, then, he said, that Indira gets on my nerves’. She seemed to him

to be growing up into a languid, languishing type of girl!’2Z In a second letter he
expanded on this theme: If there is one type I dislike it is the languishing type
which lounges through life undecided as to what to do, but expecting everybody
to minister to his or her comforts. Indu has already developed many
characteristics of this type ... she is remarkably casual and indifferent to others.
This is a serious blemish ... Indu ... revolves around herself ... self-centred, she

hardly thinks of others.’28

Indira did not help matters when she wrote to her father about her boarding
arrangements at Santiniketan. She claimed that Jehangir Vakil, who had taught
at Santiniketan, had told her the student hostels would not be convenient’ for
her, specially the food’. She feared she would become ill and wondered if she
could stay in a cottage near the school owned by a friend and take an Anand
Bhawan servant to Santiniketan to cook and clean for her. Nehru vetoed this plan
by return post: I dislike very much the idea of your keeping apart from the
common herd’ and requiring all manner of special attention, just as the Prince of
Wales does when he goes to school ... I am sure you will have no physical
discomfort there. I think you should stay wherever the college authorities put
you ... Take the food also as it comes ... My fear is that you will be too much
looked after there, not too little. That can’t be helped because you happen to

belong to a notorious family.’22

This rebuke had almost as great an impact as Nehru’s reproof when Indira
hopped out of the car on the cliff edge in Ceylon. Never again would she (openly
at least) request special treatment.

Before enrolling at Santiniketan, Indira went to Kashmir for four weeks with
the Pandits — her aunt, uncle and three young cousins, Chandralekha, Nayantara
and Rita, and also the children’s English governess, Mrs Belcher. Ranjit Pandit
had just finished translating a twelfth-century Sanskrit history of Kashmir (most
of which he had done in prison) and he wanted to take some photographs for the
book. They stayed in Srinagar at the home of a distant relative whose forebears
had chosen not to migrate south with the rest of the clan two centuries earlier. He

lived in a huge, rambling house surrounded by cherry trees with magnificent

views of the Himalayas in every direction.2?

Kashmir was a revelation. For years Indira’s parents and grandparents had
talked of the place and now she fell in love with it for herself. She wrote to her



father that it was a ‘wonderful land where ‘no matter where you are you get a
lovely view of the snow-covered peaks ... and the beautiful springs ... Ever
since I first saw the chenar [sic: chinar, an indigenous tree of Kashmir], I have
been lost in admiration. It is a magnificent tree.’2L The enchantment Indira found
in Kashmir was real and profound. And on this very first visit she picked out the
chinar tree as a kind of totem — a symbol of a place that came to represent peace
and beauty and illumination for her.

There was clarity in Kashmir; the air was sharp and pure and you could see
for miles. The streams and rivers flowed icy and swift in contrast to the turgid,
polluted Ganges. The distant mountains were white, stark and massive —
sublime. Indira felt wide awake and alive here. And there were so few people
after the congested streets and towns and cities of the plains. Indira and the
Pandit girls took long treks in the woods during which they did not see another
soul for hours at a time. In the silence they could hear birdsong, the rustle of
small animals, the wind in the trees, the distant chanting of Buddhist monks.

Again and again in the coming years, Indira would return to Kashmir at times
of great joy, stress, danger, defeat and grief. She felt it never failed her and she
became obsessive, even superstitious, in her devotion to it. Whatever religious
faith she possessed was permeated by the landscape of Kashmir — her idea of
paradise — one of the rare constants in her life. Kashmir was also a place that for
many years politics did not seem to touch — and so it afforded solace — it was
clean and clear in that sense too. Indira was never greatly attached to the United
Provinces (later Uttar Pradesh), Allahabad or even Anand Bhawan. She
deliberately became Pan-Indian, adopting, chameleon-like, the saris, food and
languages of the diverse regions of India. This, of course, was a deliberate
political stratagem, but there was a genuine impulse behind it too: Indira Gandhi
did connect with all of India. But in her heart she was a Kashmiri. This was her
great discovery in May and early June 1934.

While Indira was in Kashmir, Nehru, locked up in Dehra Dun Jail, wrote a
long ‘Note’ to accompany her application to Santiniketan which was submitted
when her matriculation marks (good in English and French but barely passing in
the other subjects) arrived in June:

From her earliest childhood Indira has had to put up with national
political troubles and domestic upheavals caused by them. Her education
has suffered because of these and there has been no continuity in it. For
long periods there has been no peace or quiet in her home atmosphere



owing to her parents and other relatives preoccupation with public affairs,
and often because of their absence in prison. These events naturally left a
strong impression on her growing mind...

Her parents would like her later to specialize in some subject or subjects
which would enable her to do some socially useful work in after life
efficiently, and at the same time enable her to be economically independent,
so long as the present structure of society lasts. She is not likely to have an
unearned income and it is not considered desirable by her parents that she
should depend for her sustenance on a husband or others...

We have tried to find out what her own inclinations were but so far we
have not succeeded in bringing out any marked bent. Unfortunately during
the last four years I have been mostly in prison and thus cut off from her
and unable to watch her development. She has a vague desire of doing
social or public work, probably because she has a certain admiration for her
parents activities. This is no doubt good but it does not take one far, and
special knowledge is necessary in a special subject. She will have to choose
this later.

Meanwhile, if she is admitted to Santiniketan, she would presumably join
the Sikshabhavana or the College Department and take the Intermediate
Course of the Visva Bharati. Apart from the other compulsory subjects
(such as English, History and Civics, Social Service etc) I would suggest
that she might take Hindi as one of the Indian languages and French as a
modern language.

Indira is fairly healthy and has grown well. Occasionally she has little
troubles which are not important. Her throat is especially troublesome at
times. When she was a child, about ten years ago, tonsils were removed but
latterly there has again been throat trouble. Her eyes give her a little pain
occasionally and she was advised last year to wear glasses when reading,
but she has seldom followed this advice. These troubles usually depend on
her general health. When she is otherwise fit, the troubles disappear; when
she is below par they appear. At present, and for some time past, she has
been fit. Absence of physical exercise usually makes her languid and

seedy.32

Nehru also wrote less formally to Rabindranath Tagore’s secretary, Anil
Chanda, that my own ideas of education are rather peculiar ... I dislike the
education which prepares a girl to play a part in the drawing room and nowhere
else. Personally ... I would like to have my daughter work in a factory for a year,
just as any other worker, as part of her education. But this I think is quite



impossible at present in India.” What Nehru wanted for Indira was a rigorous
education and in his mind this remained a British one. He and Kamala, he told

Chanda, had no desire to send [Indira] ... to official [Indian] universities. I

dislike them greatly.’32

Much as he revered Tagore, Nehru had doubts about Santiniketan’s academic
standards and thought of it as a kind of educational staging post for Indira — it
would have to do until they were able to send her to a European university. The
irony of his attitude is that of all the schools — Indian and European — that Indira
attended in her chequered career as a student, Santiniketan was the only one
which had a lasting effect on her and which taught her anything that she found
meaningful and rewarding.

At the beginning of July she and Kamala took the train from Calcutta
northwest to the small town of Bolpur, about two miles from Santiniketan. The
school was situated in the middle of a wild and beautiful region with groves of
palm, sal and mango trees and red dirt roads. The land was gently rolling rather
than flat, and a vast, blue sky stretched overhead. There were black-faced
monkeys everywhere, hooting owls at dusk, and when night fell, hundreds of
fireflies in the darkness. It would be Indira’s first real experience of rural life.

Rabindranath Tagore, a Bengali poet and philosopher, had established a
school at Santiniketan — which means ‘the Abode of Peace’ — in 1901 in a
deliberate attempt to marry the best of Indian and European culture. He
described it to Gandhi as the vessel which is carrying the cargo of my life’s best
treasure’. What was a ‘a bare tract of land in a poverty-stricken district of Bengal

became in his mind a utopia’.2* In 1921 a university was also established at
Santiniketan: Visva-Bharati, with three main departments — Fine Arts, Music and
Indology. Tagore’s vision involved the harmonious collaboration of students and
teachers in pursuing an education that synthesized the values of East and West.
Pupils — both male and female — were encouraged to work with their hands and
to give full rein to their artistic impulses. Classes were held out of doors and
everyone — students and staff alike — went barefoot. A romantic atmosphere of
communing with nature was fundamental to Santiniketan.

Such were the ideals of Tagore’s Abode of Peace’. The reality appeared to
some quite different. In 1934, when Indira enrolled, Tagore — or Gurudev, as he
was called — was seventy-three and had a huge, reverential following among
both Indians and Europeans (he had been awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature
in 1913 and was knighted by King George V two years later). He was viewed by
many as an almost semi-divine figure. Indira remembered him as ‘frail and bent
... with his wavy hair falling softly to his shoulders and his flowing beard, his



deep-set and penetrating eyes and wide forehead, he was beautiful to look at — a

perfect picture of the romantic poet’.22 This magnetism and iconic status
encouraged a sycophantic ambience around the Great Man. Tagore’s most recent
biographers have described Santiniketan in the thirties as producing an insidious

and repellent atmosphere of adulation, cynicism and hypocrisy’.2® But Indira
was not there long enough nor sufficiently critical to perceive this.

From the moment of her arrival on 7 July, in fact, she was entranced. She
wrote enthusiastically to her father, ‘Santiniketan at last! ... Everything is so

artistic and beautiful and wild.’3Z For her, the place, the school, the landscape,
Tagore himself, all lived up to the name the Abode of Peace. Santiniketan
became a haven and a refuge. For the first time in her life she was, as she later

said, removed from ‘an atmosphere of intense political living’.28 ‘I had never
been in a quiet place before ... I had always been in crowds ... And this was ...
partly the reason for the considerable bitterness in me ... I built up a lot of hatred
and bitterness inside me, and I think it was really at Santiniketan that I washed it

out. It was the place where her ‘mind and soul unfolded.22 The landscape, people
and atmosphere — all external forces — revealed to Indira a still centre within
herself where — as in Kashmir — she felt safe: “What I learnt most at Santiniketan
was the ability to live quietly within myself no matter what was happening
outside. This has always helped me to survive.” The film maker Satyajit Ray,
who was at the school in the early forties, responded similarly and explained, ‘If

Santiniketan did nothing else, it induced contemplation, a sense of wonder, in

the most prosaic and earthbound of minds’.42

Despite her fears, Indira adapted quickly to the food and living conditions in
the girls hostel, Sri Bhawan Ashram, where she shared a whitewashed, stone-

floored room with three other girls.#L They slept on mats on the floor, took cold
bucket baths, and used an outdoor latrine. There was no electricity. The school
bell woke the students at 4.30 in the morning. They made their beds, bathed,
cooked and ate their breakfast, and swept and scrubbed the floors before a
congregation of meditation and hymn-singing at 6.30 a.m. Classes began half an
hour later. Indira studied history, English, Hindi, civics, chemistry, and French
which was taught by a German Buddhist monk, Lama Govinda (originally Ernst
Hoffman). Another German teacher on the staff was a man named Frank
Oberdorf. He and Govinda were permanent staff, but there was also a stream of
visiting European professors at Santiniketan, including a Hungarian art historian
named Fabri against whom Indira helped to organize a boycott when he refused
to remove his shoes and go barefoot like everyone else.

In Dehra Dun Jail Nehru was anxious to hear news of Indira at Santiniketan.



He wrote to her on 12 July about what he considered the school’s academic
deficiencies: ‘It does not give quite an up to date education for the modern ...

life. It concentrates too much on the artistic side. 42 He urged her to take at least
two science subjects, but she studied only chemistry and soon dropped it to
avoid failing the exam. She was also poor at Hindi, taught by the distinguished
scholar Hazari Prasad Dwivedy — who spent most of his lectures declaiming
poetry. As Indira wrote to her father, ‘I have not had any grounding in Hindi and

know nothing whatsoever about grammar and the like. 4 But Hindi, unlike
chemistry, was essential so she persevered and just barely managed to pass.

Indira’s favourite classes — and they became a passion — were in classical
Indian dance of the ancient Manipuri school, the most lyrical and graceful of the
four main schools of classical Indian dance. She progressed swiftly and was
soon participating in school performances. The artistic bias at Santiniketan was
the other important reason that she thrived there. With the exception of literature,
the arts were not important to the Nehru family. At Santiniketan Indira was
exposed not only to dance, but also to music (classical Indian and European),
theatre, painting, sculpture and crafts of all sorts. She discovered her own
aesthetic sensibility and responsiveness and also her own creativity. Dance was
the most important of the arts for her, but they all gave her pleasure, and it was
at Santiniketan, too, that Indira began to be obsessed with colour, not only in the
visual arts but also the natural world and even in such a mundane context as
clothing. The colours of her own clothes — usually saris — were from this time
deliberately chosen by her — according to her state of mind, where she was, the
season, and what was going on in the world — as if she were part of a larger work
of art — an oil canvas say — with which she, as one constituent, must be in
harmony. For the rest of her life, the colours Indira wore remained highly
significant, changeable and revealing.

Nehru continued to look upon Indira’s education at Santiniketan in narrow
academic terms, and he wanted to be kept informed of her progress. He asked
her to send him her examination papers ‘by post direct [to Dehra Dun]. I should

like to see them.’*? And he continued to badger her about physical fitness: ‘What
about exercise? You do not mention any. Don’t become like the much-too-
ladylike Bengali girls who are so delicate and willowy and incapable of hard

exercise. If you can’t get anything else, have a run in the morning. 42

In early August, barely a month after Indira arrived at Santiniketan, a
telegram came for her: Kamala had had a severe attack of pleurisy and was



gravely ill with a high temperature and breathing difficulties. Indira took the
next train to Calcutta and then on to Allahabad. She arrived on 9 August to find
a house full of relatives, doctors and nurses in white starched uniforms. Because
Kamala’s condition was so critical Nehru was released from jail and arrived
home two days later. Both he and Indira now realized that Kamala might not
recover. Nehru later wrote of this period, the thought that she might leave me

became an intolerable obsession’, but despite their great anxiety, neither he nor

Indira spoke to each other of their fears.4%

By the following week Kamala had improved slightly; on the 23rd the British
authorities informed Nehru that his compassionate leave had expired and he was
sent back to Dehra Dun Prison. Several days later Indira left for Santiniketan —
almost eagerly, despite her anxieties for her mother. As she later confessed, the
reality of my life [then] was so harsh that I needed to be free for my own
survival’. Anand Bhawan that August of 1934 had the same smell about it, the
same oppressive atmosphere, as three years earlier when Motilal Nehru lay
dying. But Indira found she could not easily leave it all behind her. Soon after
she got back to Santiniketan she dreamt one night that she was floating in a vast
dark sea and discovered she could not swim. The waves closed over her and she

awoke.
Indira was also haunted by the thought of her mother left alone and neglected
in her upstairs bedroom at Anand Bhawan. She wrote to Nehru in Dehra Dun:

Do you know anything about what happens at home when you are
absent? Do you know 