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Electing next Vice-President
A political office with constitutional obligations

V
OTES will be cast today for electing a new Vice-President of

India. The contest is between M Venkaiah Naidu of the BJP

and other NDA allies, and Gopalkrishna Gandhi, sponsored by

the Congress and its allies. Members of the Lok Sabha and the Rajya

Sabha constitute the elite electoral college. The contest is unequal in

terms of merit but the outcome is known in terms of numbers. Mr.

Naidu should romp home comfortably, but, as Mr Gandhi argues, a

contest is necessary and a very essential part of democracy.

The Vice-Presidential job is a constitutional office; but the most

substantive part of the Vice-President's job is his role as the Chair-

man of the Rajya Sabha. It is in this role that a Vice-President gets

tested and, judged.  The Rajya Sabha is a rule-based institution and

it is the responsibility of the Chairman to summon the requisite neu-

trality and fair-mindedness; it is for the Chairman to protect the Rajya

Sabha’s autonomy and voice. In this context, Gopal Gandhi offers

sobriety, reflection and even-handedness; Venkaiah Naidu has been

around for a while and is not unfamiliar with the parliamentary land-

scape. But he is an intensely BJP man. The last time a BJP man

adorned that office was during the Bhairon Singh Shekhawat tenure.

Shekhawat was a tall leader in his own right and thought of himself

as an equal peer to the then Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee and

Deputy Prime Minister LK Advani.  Naidu lacks that stature; perhaps

he lacks the desire to be equal to or taller than the Prime Minister. 

The election for the new Vice-President is taking place in the larg-

er context of deepening polarisation. And, this polarisation is much

more than political; it is being seen by the two contestants and their

quarterbacks as a larger battle of ideas and visions. Gopal Gandhi

speaks of growing intolerance and bigotry and warns against “a new

Partition” being sown in our minds. Naidu is, unsurprisingly, at ease

with the ruling establishment and its political prejudices and prefer-

ences. The predicted outcome, though, will not settle decisively the

outcome of this battle of ideas. 

Sushma Swaraj in Parliament
The occasional Foreign Minister?

I
N her four decades of politics, few have stolen the thunder from

Sushma Swaraj. A master of inflection and prosody, the External

Affairs Minister was again acclaimed for her speech in Parliament

on the tenets of India's foreign policy under the Modi government.

But the fact that the Opposition moved two privilege motions against

her strengthens the impression that she is not top of her game.

Appearing frail after a life-threatening illness that she courageously

overcame, Swaraj's rarely went into the heart of the topic: how is

India faring in its ties with strategic partners.  She denied Russia was

aligning with Pakistan because a line in its joint statement with India

had condemned Pak-based terror; India's riposte to Trump on climate

change proved it was not a junior ally of the US; and, the most facile

of them all, talks and terror cannot go together.  

It is ironical that one of the privilege motions was on the political part

of her speech. The Opposition may be making much of a factual error

in this respect. But she was being disingenuous by alleging that Nehru

sought personal glory at the Bandung Conference, the foundation stone

for NAM. For, just two years earlier, Swaraj had omitted Nehru while

praising India's role in Bandung as part of the Modi government's pol-

icy to erase Nehru's footprints on Indian foreign policy milestones. Was

this turnaround coupled with an attack on the Opposition for getting

briefed by Chinese diplomats and the unadulterated praise of the PM,

her attempt to build bridges with the all-powerful PMO?

The Opposition was being unfair when it cited her absence on the

PM's overseas tours as evidence she was out of the government's for-

eign policy implementation loop. These former UPA ministers, better

than most, should know Foreign Ministers usually do not accompany

PMs on overseas tours. But the Opposition missed pointing out an

obvious sign that the Modi government is an extremely closed run

affair: she is absent on ground-preparing visits for the PM's visit.

Swaraj was at her assuaging best on the sensitive Sino-Indian border

dispute. Hers is a voice that should be heard more often.

S Nihal Singh

I
T is sad to see the fall of a promis-

ing leader. While the country has

been astounded by the perform-

ance of Mr Nitish Kumar befitting

a trapeze artiste resigning from the

chief ministership of a grand coalition to

become a chief minister again on the

coat-tails of the Bharatiya Janata Party

within the space of 24 hours, he crossed

the thin dividing line between political

opportunism and betrayal.

Indeed, the sense of betrayal is so deep

in Bihar and in the country outside of

the partisan warfare being carried out

by his erstwhile ally Lalu Prasad that Mr

Kumar has had to offer an unconvinc-

ing explanation four days later, saying

that he had no option but to do what he

did. He had the obvious option of dis-

missing his deputy, Lalu's son Tejashwi

Yadav, and sort out the problems arising

from it in the coalition.

Now that the dust has settled on the

climactic events, its consequences

and Mr Kumar's calculations that led

to them have become clear. Mr Kumar

has handed the BJP a double triumph

by returning the party to power

reversing the electoral verdict of two

years ago and fatally diminishing his

own stature to place himself at the

mercy of the BJP leadership.

Looking back, Mr Kumar had been

preparing his ground for the switch

some time ago. First, he sided with the

demonetisation decision, which was

opposed by his fellow Opposition lead-

ers; then he supported the BJP candi-

date for the presidency instead of the

joint Opposition candidate and made a

habit of absenting himself from Opposi-

tion meetings while lunching and din-

ing with the Prime Minister.

Mr Kumar's moves seemed to be pred-

icated on the belief that he could end up

as the joint Opposition candidate in the

2019 general election to fight a losing

battle and court political wilderness. He

said as much in predicting that the

Opposition could not match Mr Modi's

popularity in 2019. Thus he chose self-

advancement over anything resembling

a will to fight a good fight. In the

process, he shocked some of his own fol-

lowers in the party, in particular the vet-

eran leader Sharad Yadav. Only his chief

spokesman on television remained

superbly unperturbed.

Mr Kumar has been with the BJP

earlier in the tolerant era of Vajpayee

both at the Centre and in Bihar.

Before his ambition destroyed him,

he did some good work in administer-

ing Bihar. He made a string of com-

promises along the way. After the

assembly elections, his JD (U) was the

smaller party, compared  to Lalu

Prasad’s RJD. To become Chief Min-

ister, he had to take two of Lalu's neo-

phyte sons in his Cabinet, one of them

as his deputy, and send a daughter to

the Rajya Sabha from the coalition’s

quota. As is universally known, Lalu

treats politics as a family business.

With time running out, Mr Kumar

took the extraordinary step he did to

sign up with the BJP.

Mr Kumar's volte-face raises the

important question of what happens to

the Opposition's plans for using the

Bihar model for building a grand coali-

tion to contest the 2019 election. That

model is now destroyed and there are

quarrels enough for the Opposition par-

ties to deal with. In immediate terms, it

is a blow, but it is time for the Opposition

to start framing a blueprint on the

Sangh Parivar's weak spots.

The BJP's singular weaknesses in the

three years it has been in power at the

Centre and longer in the states are: neg-

lect of the farm sector leading to rising

suicides and much suffering, poor fund-

ing of education and health, except for

indoctrination of the young, creating an

atmosphere in which cow vigilantes,

genuine or fake, lynch cattle traders, on

occasion to death and the absurd levels

to which the propagation of a Hindu

India is being taken, with cow ambu-

lances in one BJP-ruled state while the

poor carry their dead on bicycles.

While the Congress and other Oppo-

sition spokesmen have raised some of

these issues in Parliament, the need of

the hour is to do ground work to

exploit these deficiencies to build sol-

id voting blocks. While the BJP has

made the token gesture of making a

Dalit the country's President, the

Dalit community is still suffering

every day from the depredations of

Hindu vigilantes and resent the BJP's

mindset in relation to their lot.

Before gaining power at the Centre,

the BJP with its pronounced caste prej-

udices was essentially an urban party.

Its legacy of a Brahmin-Bania configu-

ration came at the expense of other low-

er castes, as recent occurrences in Uttar

Pradesh and Haryana have demonstrat-

ed. Its desire to cast its net wide in view

of its national ambitions is obvious. But

such gestures as the presidency and

other token moves such as party presi-

dent Amit Shah dining in Harijan

homes will not fool many Dalits.

The Opposition has its own dilemmas.

The hoary old Congress Party is essen-

tially leaderless, with Mr Rahul Gandhi

more a liability than an asset. Ms Mama-

ta Banerjee is devoting all her energy to

safeguarding her dominance in West

Bengal from a prowling BJP. Tamil

Naidu is poised at a delicate stage with

the BJP fishing in troubled waters

depending on the chances of a merger

of the two AIADMK factions with the

self-proclaimed successor to Jay-

alalithaa, Sasikaka, making waves

while still in jail after causing the trans-

fer of two senor IPS prison officials on

the perquisites she reportedly enjoyed

after paying handsome bribes.

The one message the BJP and the

Sangh Parivar are sending out is that

they are no respecter of norms or

morality to win electoral power. If

they are short of votes, they manoeu-

vre to form governments through

inducements, as in Goa and Manipur.

In the case of Bihar, as we have seen,

they lure the Opposition leader to

their side and offer him support.

In short, in common with the Trump

presidency in the United States, Mr

Modi believes in his form of transaction-

al relationships to climb to power across

the country. Morality can look after

itself, he seems to suggest, while his par-

ty reigns supreme with the aim of con-

verting India into a Hindu country.

Ratna Raman

I
T is increasingly true that urban

Indians  with  long work hours and

less time to fix themselves whole-

some meals are “piling on the pounds”

(putting on weight) by consuming

foods  full of  unhealthy oils, sugars and

processed flour.  

Sedentary (involving little physical

activity) lifestyles and the increased

consumption of   empty calories in

“convenience foods” (packaged foods,

readily available at shops) are also play-

ing havoc with people’s health. “Couch

potatoes” (slang, person seated on a

sofa, couch, play-station, or watching

TV) lead lives of “repose” (rest).  When

human bodies, dynamos of energy are

subjected to minimal limb movement,

adipose (fat) tends to accumulate.  Un-

stretched limbs “pose” (present) their

own set of hazards. It is better to walk,

jog, run, do Pilates, visit the gym or

adopt yoga poses, because physical

activity always “counter-poses” (is in

opposition to) the piling up of fat.

The anxiety to lose weight on the part

of the obese is matched by the eager-

ness of the weight-loss industry to help

people lose extra pounds.  This energy

is manifested in personal weight loss

manifestoes and advertisements offer-

ing weight loss programmes.

Popular weight loss programmes

advertising miracle cures or diets, offer

advice on how to “loose weight.” While

supporting the cause of weight-loss for

reasons of health, fitness and well-

being, I stridently oppose the assault

on language perpetrated by people

mindful of the extra weight they are

struggling with. Yes, sometimes there

could be a need to lose a lot of weight.

Adding an extra ‘o’ to the verb ‘lose’ is

incorrect use of language and does not

really help matters.

The verb “lose” is present tense.

Weight can be “lost” (past tense) and

“losing” (present continuous) weight is

a possibility for most people most of

the time. To lose weight may be diffi-

cult, but “loss” (noun) is always trau-

matic. The “oss” (noun) of a dear one, a

pet, a favourite object generates grief in

varying measure.  Material objects can

be replaced or sometimes even found

at “lost and found” counters at schools

and public offices . 

This does not hold true for living

beings or for abstract  human  values

such as love, faith, trust, innocence,

The expression “throwing your weight

around” (abusing a position of power)

has very little to do with either “weight

loss” or “loose weights”.

The adjective “loose” is the opposite

of tight. So you can wear a shirt that is

“loose-fitting” or a pair of trousers that

are “loose” at the waist. You may want

to “loosen” a tie that your corporate job

forces you to don on a hot summer’s

day or “let loose” a volley of invectives

(swear  continuously) because you

jammed your thumb in the door.

“Loose” is a word with an entirely dif-

ferent playing field.    It can be quite lib-

erating to let chained or caged creatures

or even words loose.  Such action usual-

ly generates freedom and well-being.  

“Free weights” are dumbells, bar-

bells and kettebells found at gyms and

training centres. Singular weights of

specific value are used on a range of

weighing scales by countless sellers of

wares. Seldom attached, the value of

every gram or milligram is inscribed

on the surface of the weight itself. Per-

haps, the incorrect usage “loose

weight” originated because quantities

of free weights exist visually, every-

where around us.   Health “Heavy-

weights” (experts) recommend  that

we  “loosen up” (relax), laugh, eat sen-

sibly, exercise  and get a good night’s

rest to knock off the pounds. 

Thought for the Day

There are many men of principle in both parties in America, but there
is no party of principle. —Alexis de Tocqueville

Fall of a rising star

Loosen up to lose weight 
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letters to the editor

Nice guys & the finish line  
This refers to a "Pubic Interest Litiga-

tion” filed in the Punjab and Haryana

High Court against the appointment of

the Chief Principal Secretary to the

Chief Minister (CPSCM) of Punjab,

Suresh Kumar. Mr Kumar has been

dignified enough to have stopped

attending office till the pendency of the

petition. There was no need to do so

since there is no allegation or accusa-

tion against him. His appointment has

been approved by the Cabinet and

endorsed by the state legislature. There

may not have been any provision and

precedent about the appointment of a

CPSCM but that does not mean a new

precedent cannot be set. “Precedence”

is an important part of framing and exe-

cution of the laws.  With all respect for

the intent of the petitioner in this case,

most of the other PILs are prompted

more by personal and vested interests

than by any public interest.  Ideally,

Kumar should not have stopped going

to the office. That someone has merely

challenged his appointment, which

may or may not hold in the court of law,

is no indictment. He has not even been

accused of any wrong and rightly so. He

must not consider himself to be

“guilty” till proven innocent. Nice guys

must not finish second.  

VIMAL SUMBLY, CHANDIGARH 

Article of bad faith

This refers to “An Article of bad faith?”

by Arun Joshi (August 3). The ground

realities and the underlying psyche

must be thoroughly analysed for a  last-

ing solution. No quick-fix solutions can

work in the existing situation in Jammu

and Kashmir. It is bound to have

unprecedented ramifications due to

political mishandling. Article 35-A  and

Article 370,  of 1952, now  a part of our

Constitution,  confer special status to the

state. Maharaja Hari Singh acceded to

India on these conditions. Otherwise,

due to the demographic factor in favour

of Kashmiris, Kashmir would have gone

to Pakistan. This status continued to

stay sans any controversies or question-

ing, and was/is a settled issue. No gov-

ernment at the Centre ever thought of

tinkering with it. Raising this issue now

is a  political hara-kiri that has desta-

bilised the  functioning of the govern-

ment. There is unprecedented unrest

and chaos in the Valley. We could't  reha-

bilitate Kashmiri Pandits despite all

efforts, then how can the obliteration of

these Articles be possible? The PDP-

BJP coalition has triggered the problem.

Muslims rightly feel that the BJP is a

political  wing of  the RSS that wants  a

Hindu Rashtra. There could be no better

time than today. Muslims have reason to

be unhappy with the BJP after its role in

the Babri-Masjid demolition and the

2002 Gujarat pogrom.

BM SINGH, AMRITSAR 

Question of unity

Article 35A is discriminatory, inhuman

and undermines the dignity of Indian

citizens. The Article 35A or Article 370

must be abrogated. It is a question of the

unity and integrity of India and the call

of the time. There is one nation, one flag

and one Constitution. Kashmir is an

integral part of India. 

ASHOK KUMAR BHANOT, JALANDHAR

Prevent varsities’ decline 

In the article “Of private varsities and

public good” (August 4), the author has

rightly analysed that quantitative

increase in private universities has

failed to maintain the requisite educa-

tional standards. Poor infrastructure

coupled with an underpaid and unpro-

fessional faculty, have been attributed as

factors responsible for the plight of pri-

vate universities. Even at this juncture,

government intervention can put a

brake on further deterioration of these

educational institutions. A two-pronged

strategy involving public-private part-

nership and clubbing of ailing private

universities can show positive results

and lead to qualitative improvement of

private universities in India.

VK ANAND, PATIALA

Fictionalising history

"Inventing history through fiction" (July

27) is a cowardly act of the frustrated.

Facts never die. Try howsoever hard you

may to deface letters, the spirit they car-

ry in their folds remains intact and rais-

es its voice from the white spaces

between the lines. Those who try to

paint the faces of their pathfinders black

will never be painted in silver by their

successors. You may find a thousand

faults with the doings of Jawaharlal

Nehru. But what about the writings he

has left behind? They will always make

his voice resonate loud and clear. The

Glimpses of World History and The Dis-

covery of India will always tell the world

that Nehru was Nehru.

RK MALHOTRA, PANIPAT

Touching new low
The editorial “One more Modi Bhakt”

exposes the lowly level  that our

politicians have reached. A new low

has been touched not only by Nitish

Kumar but also by the BJP. A congrat-

ulatory message from the Prime Min-

ister hours after the switchover only

shows the degeneration of our polity.

The gentleman-Chief Minister was

not aware of the world-known fact

that Lalu and company were corrupt

so he opted for Lalu /Congress. Sud-

denly, the CBI makes him aware of

this and he decides to  switch over.

Nitish has not only lowered his digni-

ty and lost his image but has con-

tributed to the degenerate political

morality which seems to be heading

towards the ICU! 

SL KATARIA, VIA EMAIL

Boycotting Chinese goods 

It is unfortunate  that some misguided

people, in a bid to teach China a les-

son, are telling the people of India to

boycott Chinese goods. They are not

aware of the fact that the goods

imported are paid goods. Boycotting

these will cause a huge loss to big and

small  businessmen, instead of caus-

ing loss to China. However, we may be

able to teach China a lesson if

importers of Chinese goods stop

imports from China. It is interesting

to note that during last Diwali, the

boycott move was reportedly

launched by some misguided political

outfits. This resulted in loss of earn-

ings to street hawkers and small

retailers. Such a move is avoidable. 

ROOP SINGH NEGI, SOLAN 

Can’t bank on savings

Recently, the State Bank of India cut

the interest rates on savings. This will

not have an impact on the rich but on

the poor who keep their hard-earned

money in savings accounts. These peo-

ple will find it hard to survive if they

are not given reasonably higher inter-

est rates in their productive years. Sur-

prisingly, when this decision was tak-

en by SBI, not even a statement or

even a whisper came from those who

always cry of the welfare of poor from

the rooftops  The government must

not reduce interest rates on savings

and fixed deposits. Instead, it must

increase them so that the poor can live

comfortably in these hard times. 

KUMAR JASWAL, GAGRET, UNA

The one message the BJP and the Sangh Parivar are sending out is
that they are no respecter of norms or morality to win electoral power.
.

BJP's double triumph in Bihar

CALCULATIONS: Nitish Kumar has chosen self-advancement over anything
resembling a will to fight a good fight
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ACROSS

1 In addition (7)

5 Tendency (5)

8 Enjoying good health (2,3,4)

9 Badly (3)

10 Fervour (4)

12 Appropriate (8)

14 Narrow band of fabric (6)

15 Renounce an opinion (6)

17 Cynical (8)

18 Quick, furtive glance (4)

21 Obstruct (3)

22Come into being (9)

24Attempt (5)

25As an alternative (7)

DOWN

1 Intensive aerial 

attack (5)

2 Established (3)

3 Consider (4)

4 Turn on a pivot (6)

5 Assume control of (4,4)

6 Get rid of (9)

7 Great pleasure (7)

11 Fixative in perfume (9)

13 Tedious routine (8)

14 Ridiculous (7)

16Woman’s two-piece

swimsuit (6)

19Put forward as defence (5)

20Inclination (4)

23Grow old (3)

YESTERDAY’S
SOLUTION

Across

1 Disquiet, 5
Form, 9 Orbit, 10
Plunder, 11 Out of
control, 13
Redeem, 14
Adrift, 17 Master
of Arts, 20
Violent, 21 Elude,
22 Link, 23
Fearless.

Down

1 Dhow, 2
Subdued, 3 Up to
one’s eyes, 4
Expect, 6 Order, 7
Morality, 8 Turn a
deaf ear, 12
Primeval, 15
Intrude, 16
Goethe, 18
Sworn, 19 Mess.

Yesterday’s solution

quick crossword su  do  ku forecast

■ Vikrami Samvat 2074
■ Shaka Samvat 1939
■ Shravan Shaka 14
■ Shravan Parvishte 21
■ Hijari 1438
■ Shukla Paksha Tithi 13, 

up to 8.52 pm
■ Vishak Yog up to 6.34 pm
■ Purvashadha Nakshatra 

up to 11.35 pm
■ Moon in Sagittarius sign 
■ Shani Pardosh Vart.

August 5, 2017, Saturday

Lahore, Sunday, August 5, 1917

Home Rule for Portuguese India.
A BOMBAY paper announces that the Lisbon Government have

published a decree granting Home Rule or administrative autono-

my to the Portuguese India. The Indian Deputy in the Portuguese

Parliament has wired to the effect that the new concession affords

fullest liberty to the people in controlling local administration. This

decree has been overdue these two years, as autonomy was prom-

ised on the 15th August 1914. But the present reform sets free the

people of Portuguese India, both Hindus, and Christians, to govern

their province as they wish, subject to control from Lisbon in cer-

tain matters. The publication of the full details of the Home Rule

scheme would interest other parts of India, where the people are

better prepared for autonomous powers.

Punjab Crimes Bill.
THE Punjab Government communiqué on the above Bill, to which

reference has been made in these columns, explains several things.

It gives the history of the draft Bill from the earliest times to date,

it gives a list of the classes of officials and non-officials whose opin-

ions have been asked for, and it informs the public that "it is incor-

rect to suppose that Government has made up its mind in regard

to the necessity for legislation," and that "should it be decided to

proceed with the project, further opportunities will be given for

criticism at a later stage." This information is useful so far as it goes.

But one thing material the communiqué does not appear to give, or

at all events it does not do so in a convincing manner, and that is

the need for action at the present juncture. We are not concerned

at the present day what the conditions were in 1910 that led to the

drafting of a Bill that was the parent of the present one.

on this day... 100 years ago
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S
UUREALIST master Sal-

vador Dali, Spain's most

prominent artist who died 28

years ago, hit the world Press

recently when his moustache on

exhumation of his body on courts'

orders was found in perfect “ten-past

-ten” shape as it used to be in his life-

time. Some 50 years ago, during my

visit to Europe, I had discovered a

union of world's two trademark

moustaches  Dali's and the Air India

Maharaja's, which had resulted in

creating a rare art piece for Air India. 

In 1967, as a successful Everest

leader, I was invited by the French

government to the International

Meet of Mountaineers at Chamonix

(France). I had taken an Air India

flight to Geneva, from where Cha-

monix is about 90 minutes' drive. My

excitement knew no bounds when

our plane flew over Mont Blanc. A

few days later while climbing Mount

Blanc, I discovered the remains of a

plane which had crashed on Mount

Blanc in 1966, killing Homi Jehangir

Bhabha — the first Chairman of the

Atomic Energy Commission of India.  

On my return to Geneva, Nari Das-

tur, Air India's Regional Director

Europe, invited over 1000 Swiss

climbers and dignitaries to meet me

at a fabulous reception. The follow-

ing day, I met Nari Dastur in his

office. He told me an interesting sto-

ry about art collection by Air India

which was making rounds in many

social circles of Europe. It was based

on an initiative taken by him. 

Nari, a legendary figure fully com-

mitted to Air India, was extremely

popular throughout Europe. Nari visit-

ed Spain and approached the world-

famous Surrealist artist, Salvador Dali,

to design a special piece of art for Air

India. Dali immediately agreed. Nari

wanted to know the cost involved. Dali

surprised him with his demand to get

him "A live baby elephant from India."

Nari thought he was joking, but Dali

was quite serious! Big-hearted Nari

struck the deal. However, Dali did not

divulge what he had in mind. Air India

flew a two-year-old elephant from Ban-

galore, accompanied by a mahout

(keeper) to Geneva. The elephant,

nick-named “Big Baby”, was trucked

to Cadaquez (Catalunya) in Spain,

where it was received by Manager Air

India Spain and cleared through the

customs. The mahout then presented

the elephant to Dali, who took it home.

There were wild celebrations in

Cadaquez. The Mayor declared a

three-day holiday to welcome the new

arrival. The elephant was paraded for

public viewing in the Plaza. Thou-

sands of people arrived from the

neighbouring towns. In honour of the

elephant, there were three nights of

fun, festivity, music, dance, wine and

pink champagne (Dali's favorite). A

new drink 'Sherpa Tea,' introduced by

the Indian Tea Board, which I too was

promoting at the request of the Indian

Tea Board, was served to guests. It was

a mixture of wine and tea chilled at the

same temperature and mixed. An Indi-

an astrologer was flown in from Mum-

bai to read palms and predict the

future. The elephant was finally pre-

sented by Dali to the Barcelona Zoo in

a ceremonial manner.

Dali kept his promise to Air India.

He decided to create a unique piece

of art, a “double image”. The magic

of Air India inspired Salvador Dali to

create what is probably the most-

unusual ashtray in the world. The

ashtray was composed of a shell-

shaped centre, with a serpent twined

around its perimeter. It was support-

ed by two surrealist headstands of an

elephant on one side and a swan on

the other. These supports were based

on Dali's double-image effect. The

master explained to Nari in his own

words. “The reflection of the ele-

phant appears to be a swan and the

reflection of the swan appears to be

an elephant.This is what I have done

for Air India. Thus the swan upside

down becomes an elephant's head

inverted and elephant inverted

becomes a swan.”

It was the first time that an artist of

Dali's stature had designed an object

d'art for an airline. JRD, Bobby Kooka

and Nari Dastur were delighted. This

unusual piece of art was presented to

art lovers and friends of Air India glob-

ally. Nari was privileged to present one

piece to Prince Juan Carlos of Spain.

This ashtray became one of the most-

important Air India pieces of modern

Indian art. After Independence, the

rajahs had ceased to have the means to

fund artists and the art "market" had

not yet take off. Air India filled the gap.

The national carrier not only bought

paintings but also commissioned

works to adorn its offices in India and

abroad, to print on its calendars,

posters, covers of in-flight menu cards,

timetables, exclusive giveaways and

other publicity material.

Air India soon received interna-

tional acclaim for its most fabulous

art collection. Collected over six

decades, from the 1950s onward, the

works came from great masters of

the world. Under the patronage of

JRD Tata and Bobby Kooka, Jal

Cawasji supervised this remarkable

operation. Rajeev Lochan, Director

of the National Gallery of Modern

Art and an artist himself, remem-

bers that it used to be a matter of

pride to be in the Air India collec-

tion. Senior artist Paramjeet Singh

remembers that Air India had

picked up one of his paintings from

his first group exhibition at the

Jehangir Art Gallery. His wife, Arpi-

ta Singh's large canvas called

“Flight”, however, finds pride of

place among the 66 paintings and

five sculptures chosen to be exhibit-

ed at the NGMA.

Many a time, Air India did not even

have to pay for the paintings. As V

Thulasidas, former Chairman and

Managing Director of Air India, wrote

in his preface to a book published in

2008 on the collection: “Often, a work

of art was added to the collection in

lieu of an air ticket to the artists

because, during this period, art did

not really have any commercial val-

ue.” MF Husain too has spoken about

this to art-historian Yashodhara

Dalmia: "They would take the paint-

ings and give free air tickets in return.

As a result, the artists could travel to

Czechoslovakia, Hong Kong, Paris. I

did about four or five trips.”

In 2012, when the fear of Air India

going bankrupt brought the art col-

lection valued at hundreds of crores

into the limelight, the national carri-

er began to give thought to what to

do with it. In March 2013, around 15

paintings of B Prabha, the leading

woman artist of the 1950s and 1960s,

travelled to Paris as part of an exhibi-

tion to commemorate the Interna-

tional Women's Day. 

The same year, for the first time, Air

India's iconic collection of artworks

by Indian masters MF Husain, SH

Raza, B Prabha and Anjolie Ela

Menon, among others, housed in its

various offices across the country

were brought together at an exhibi-

tion, “Air India salutes Indian Mas-

ters” in the National Art Gallery, New

Delhi. Asthe talk of the Maharaja being

sold is becoming louder and louder, the

government and those who are aware

about India's art treasures, should

make an all-out effort to retrieve these

gems and build a museum.

The writer was the leader of the

record-breaking Indian Everest

Expedition in 1965. 

With the effort of
the top
management of
Air India, the
surrealist
painter
Salvador Dali
agreed to make
a special objet
d'art for the
national carrier.
Air India had
stepped in after
Independence
to patronise
artists and
showcased
their works in an
enviable
collection. 

Tejwant Singh Gill
"

T
HESE days, the film, The Black Prince,

is being hailed a lot.  The offspring of

Muslim migrants to Pakistan, Hindus

and Sikh refugees from there and Sikh fami-

lies settled abroad, speak highly of the film

that tells the pathetic the tale of Duleep

Singh. He was the youngest son of Maharaja

Ranjit Singh. Ill-luck, beset with false reward,

chased him till his death. Marred by ill-

health, he felt like the sailor of a sinking ship.

On the throne under the supervision of his

all-caring mother, Rani Jindan, he felt some-

what confident.  After she was put behind

bars, he  felt a royal beggar and became a

plaything in the hands of the colonialists

managing the affairs of his kingdom. He was

dethroned, made to forsake his native faith

and embrace an alien religion. To add to it, he

was taken to faraway England.  

The comforts, benevolently promised but

malevolently provided, enabled him to spend

life in extravagant ways. Afterward, this life

too ceased to interest

him and a disconsolate

state got the better of his

being.  He disclaimed all

comforts, went into exile

and like a wounded bird

flapped his wings to win

back his kingdom.

Rebuffed both by the

Russian Dragon and the

landed gentry of his erst-

while kingdom, he died

in Paris with a concierge

by his side. His death

was of a martyr glorified

in Sikhism and peni-

tence hailed in   Chris-

tianity.     

The film has generat-

ed wide interest. Was it

because the he was

impelled to luxuriate in

a delusion of grandeur?

Even those who believe

that the past never

repeats itself, cannot

avoid it.  Helpful in pon-

dering over the thematic content, this atti-

tude is marked by several consonances and

dissonances. The reason for this could be

traced to the nature of the sources at hand

for preparing the script. Mainly, they were

of the polemical sort. In the first instance,

Duleep Singh's letters to the Viceroy, edited

by Ganda Singh, the eminent historian, car-

ried the impress of Duleep Singh's wayward

attitude towards life.  In the second

instance, two or three historicist studies,

with focus on his milieu, paid only lip-serv-

ice to his impulses and feelings. 

To fill this lag, literary works, jangnamas,

composed then and plays written after a cen-

tury should have been used as source mate-

rial. Sadly enough, they have played no role.

The former depicted momentous events

that happened in the wider world, with brief

glances into the minds of the rivals. After the

demise of Maharaja Ranjit Singh, things

had begun to fall apart. In his memorable

work, Jangnama Singhan te Frangian, later

named Jangnama Hind te Punjab, Shah

Mohammad had believed that during the

reign of Maharaja Ranjit Singh, Punjabis

had a shared culture. After his death, it

began to vanish fast without hope of return.

Strangely enough, Shah Mohammad, a

devout Muslim, was 80 years old when he

composed this jangnama. This commonly

shared culture rose above the constraints of

religious segregations. With the crumbling

of this dream, half-realised during the reign

of Ranjit Singh, Punjab ended up as a kite

without strings, sure to be torn into shreds.

After his death, the polity lost no time in

realising its nefarious design. Again a

devout Muslim, Matak, composed his own

jangnama, of less literary merit but more

bitter in tone and tenor. He dared to blame

Lal Singh, the prime minister and Teja

Singh, the commander, for the debacle.

Laloo di lali gai/ teju da gia tej. It was not

the polity only that split into fragments,

society too was bereft of coherence. Failing

Shah Mohammad’s noble intention, it had

only a semblance of cohesion that too was

fast eroding. Some sort of a converging

parallelism had come to prevail between

Ranjit Singh's bodily senility and his

weakening authority. In his heart of

hearts, its foreboding inclined him to feel

that English suzerainty was sure to over-

whelm Punjab. All this was poignantly

portrayed by Sant Singh Sekhon in the

two plays he wrote in the 1950s of the pre-

vious century. These plays drew their

titles from the Gurbani, Bera bandh na

Sakio (The fleet could

not be anchored) from

Sheikh Farid and

Moian Saar na Kai

(the dead weren't

aware) from Guru

Nanak. They were

both apostles of unity,

equality and fraternity.

The first play por-

trayed how blind ani-

mosity pervaded every

nook and corner of the

court, with one succes-

sor after another get-

ting killed without any

care and concern.

Though nij bal, as

Guru Gobind Singh

had stressed, brought

freedom but at this

stage, there was no nij

bal favouring this

truth. The second play

portrayed Duleep

Singh from the time

he arrived in England

to his pathetic death in Paris. His enchant-

ment with life in England, discontent with

inauthentic living, adoption of Sikhism

turning it into the authentic mode, the

futile effort to get back the kingdom, were

all portrayed with rare insight. While he

lay on death-bed, his second wife revealed

that she married not to own his wealth but

to launch him on the path of winning his

right. It was left to his son Victor to explain

how this could be possible by launching a

struggle consonant with the spirit of the

age. Consonant with the spirit of the age

were democratic and republican forms of

political struggle. 

The correct path for Duleep Singh was

what Ghadarites strove to achieve quarter

of a century later. No wonder, Duleep

Singh could strive to win in the battle-field

what his mother exhorted him to achieve

posthumously from the death-bed.  Satin-

der Sartaj and Shabana Azmi, enact their

roles creditably enough. Their union of

wills enacted through roles is so conso-

nant. Dissonance sets in as Punjab's liber-

ation is replaced by India's war of free-

dom. Thereby, a shadow falls between

illusion and reality. The film was to trudge

in polyphonic domain but it proceeds only

in a monophonic way.    

The writer, the former Chairperson,

Department of English, GNDU, Amritsar,

is at present the Editor of “museindia” —

an Internet journal.

Missing grey shades
The Black Prince has generated huge interest
but the polemical sources create a dissonance. 

Dali’s surreal gift for
the Maharaja

MAHARAJA’S GIFT: Salvador Dali (top left) being presented a baby elephant.

UNIQUE ART: The ashtray (top)

Salvador Dali designed for Air India.

The most-unusual ashtray was
composed of a shell-shaped
centre, with a serpent twined
around its perimeter. It was
supported by two surrealist
headstands of an elephant on
one side and a swan on the
other — a double-image effect. 

A JINXED LIFE: Duleep Singh, Maharaja

Ranjit Singh’s youngest son yearned for

an “authentic existence”.
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