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VEENAPANI (Stutrarfur) : MY WIFE

‘None in the world can ever be more intimate than one’s wife;
noneelse can provide shelter better than one’swife, and noneelse
can render help more than one’swife.’

— The Mahabharata, ‘Shantipurva’ Ch. 144 shloka 16
(i) My musings on the photograph

Never did | find a proper name so connotative as my wife’s. My wife’s name,
‘Veenapani’, means goddess Saraswati, known from the Vedic times as the
goddess of knowledge, music and arts. When | saw her for the first time she was
sitting on a straw mat inpadmashana (lotus posture) under the mango tree in her
maternal grandfather’s house at Baidyanath Dham, famous for one of Lord
Shiva’s twelvejyotirlingas. Thisholy placeisinthe districtof Dumkain the State
of Jharkhand. She was dressed in the ivory-white silk with rich golden zari
borders with emerald edge. She was lost playing on her veena whereon her
dexterous nimble fingers moved in superb rhythm. She was singing in raag
vasant: She seemed to me ‘Veenavadini’ (Saraswati) Herself:

I FaQIURERYTAT IT YU
1 FAUERGUSHUSARY AT AT

I was appointed a lecturer at Samastipur College in July 1960, and was
married that year in December with Veenapani. Over these five decades whilst
I have spun the warp and woof of my life on the loom of time, she has carved
thereon myriad patterns, and given them variegated colours. When | look back,
lamdriventothink thatwe two have lived on the branch of thisSamsarvrikschha
like those two birds on the branch of the tree about which theMundakaUpanishad
makes areference!. But whilst of the two birds in theMundaka, one acted and the
other was an onlooker, we both have acted, and have kept each other under
critical gaze. She made my moments ofjoy intense and passionate; she made even
my tragic moments superbly cathartic and elevating.

I begin this Chapter with my musings on her photograph. It depicts her
performing the Chhat poojainwhichthe Sunisworshipped bothwhen Hesetsin
the west and when He rises in the east. It brings to mind what we read about the
worship of Ra in ancient Egypt. It shows that while we worship the rising Sun,
we worshipitalsowhen Hesets. We see our God onall sides, inall directions. She
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[Veenapani offering aargh at the Chhath festival at Juhu Beach, Mumbai ]
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1 Worshipping the Sun God by offering sacred water mixed with milk, rice, and some flower petals.

2 Had come with sublime glow on the beam's chariot, but Destiny cast its cloudy canopy; Had sung the vernal
melody with happiest theme, even on the sandy dunes in life's far-flung desert; (Sorry, dear reader, I cannot
translate the rest of the lines I had composed, as I cannot bear to relieve the feelings they express.)




Veenapani meditating on the radiant glow of
an earthen pradeep : sweetness and light

TARA
Tara, my love, my deity, my soul's song.
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stands in the waves of the Arabian Sea adjacent to the seashore in Mumbai, the
famousJuhubeach. Shejoins her both handswith her palmsformingasaucer. My
daughter Kishori painted certain symbols on them with rice-paste whereon she
sprinkled vermillion and placed flowers. When right time for pooja came, the
traditional prasadam, in the straw or bamboo-made basket, washeld in her hands,
and raised as an act of offering to the Sun who, we believe, accepts that, and also
grantsblessings, through His soft rays. As the photograph shows, her face glows
withtheradiance of the Sun,and her calm posture has the sublimity and serenity
which come naturally when the occasion is so august, and mind is so serenely
concentrated. The photograph shows her eyes half open observing the Sun, and
her mind wholly focused. | saw how hundreds of others stood in the waters and
on the shore. Ourpoojamaterials were arranged on the sand of the seashore only
afew dots above the points where the waves broke. My duty was to see that they
were notwashed away by the frequently advancing waves becoming gradually
more and more aggressive.

Again to the photograph. Her hands demand some pointed reflections. We
were advised by our eldersthat our firstactevery morning on waking up should
be to look at our palms. We caught its import when we learnt what stood
choreographed on them, thus described in a well-known verse:

Karagrevaste Lakshmi
Kar madhye cha Saraswati
Kar mule vaste Govindam
Pratah subhkar darshnam

Nogreater tributetohuman handsisconceivable thanthatexpressed inthese
four lines. This is a rich paean to the very instrument of action with which we
work inthekriya (action; cosmic creativity) we call thissamsar (the universe).The
palm suggests through itsimages, as described in thatshloka, aphilosophy of life
never to be forgotten in ourkarmayoga. Itis high poetry to view our hands as the
support from Govind Himself. How else are we enabled to row our life’s canoe
across the shark-infested and turbulent ocean of life ( FRISRER YasTafea®)? The
Goddess of wisdom and learning (Saraswati) is conceived to be at the centre of
the hand. Whatever one does, one must do thatafter examining thingstobe done
on the touchstone of wisdom (FasamaT Afdg™:). And the fingers (Karmandriya)
represent the Goddess of wealth (Lakshmi) who helps us to acquire wealth that
comes without blemishes. In her Kar-kalash (X s, 37sifel) we had poured
drops of milk and holy water which trickled down into the ocean after shining a
littleinthe slanted raysofthe Sun. Everyone, irrespective of caste or creed, could
participate inthe worship of the Sun. Once this ritual was over, she took turns at
the same spot with some fruits and home-made sweets as oblations to the God.
Thiswas an essential part of our customary rituals. The Sun God never ate what
was offered, but we believed that His divine kiss got planted through the rays. At
the end of the pooja, we distributed, amongst all those present, the fruits and the
sweets as theprasadam which everyone received as God’s grace, and ate with all
solemnity. I have reflected on her hands so much as nothing demands reflections
more than the hands with which we all become active participants in the vast
kriya of the cosmos.
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(ii) My heart-attack: when She played the role of Savitri

lam convincedthat her hands saved me from death in 1989 at Nagpur. While
onthetread-millforaroutine cardiac medical check-up at Dr. Mahorkar’s heart
clinic, I suffered amassive heart-attack, so seriousthateventhe doctorslosthope.
| felt Iwas sinking in darkness, and for sometime | lost my consciousness. When
after 72 hours of the crisis | recovered my senses, | felt the soft touch of my wife’s
hands on my forehead. When | opened my eyes | saw her in meditative mood. It
seemed she was praying in her silence to God to save my life. She believed that
He, who had come to save the King elephant from the death clutches of Makara
(crocodile), when the elephant had been deserted by all the relations, would
surely cometosave her husband. She silently recitedGajendramoksha, which had
made God Vishnu cometo the helplesselephant’ssuccour. Her expressionsbore
the serenity which could come only after a total surrender to God with soul
singing in silence: “You are my only resort, my only hope, my only strength
(Tl TS coHehT W)

I could regain consciousness within 72 hours, buthad to remainonbed inthe
Intensive Care Unit with a trembling hope for survival. Certain lines from
Browning welled up in my mind to mitigate, to some extent, my wrenching
apprehensions of an imminent end:

‘Love, we are in God’s hand.
How strange now, looks the life he makes us lead;
So free we seem, so fettered fast we are!’

For me the past had ceased, and the future seemed non-existent; and the
presentwas slowly getting sucked into dense fog in which my mind often painted
some rainbow with the fleeting rays of faltering hope. Whenever | saw around,
I could always see my wifessittinginthe room’scornerin meditative mood. Often
itbecame obvioustomethatshe wassomehow restraining her tearsby arresting
them under her eye-lids and in her eye-corners. She was my best nurse whose
dedication amazed even my cardiologist.

Whilst the conventional cardiologists prescribed the traditional and conser-
vative regimen for my treatment, Dr. Khalilullah, a noted cardiologist, and my
old acquaintance, examined me and suggested that | needed an interventional
treatment at the Apollo Hospitals at Madras, or some similar centres in New
Delhi. He said that not to undergo it would be running a grave risk. | felt I stood
in the desert where visibility had gone on account of a blinding dust storm. We
had none to help in the crisis we faced. My children then were very young, not
capableoftakingadecisioninacrisis. My friends maintained silence on theissue
as none thought | would survive even the journey to Madras. Besides, we had
meager financial resources, and were not sure how much assistance | would get
from the governmentthat | had served for decades. My wife took abold decision
totake me to Madraswith notmore than Rs. 5000 with herself. Virtually she took
mein her hands. She boldly respondedtothe challenge she faced. | never saw her
morose asshe never had lostherway, or light. She had infinite faith in Mahadeva:
and believed that He would surely come to her help when she found herself
helplessand hopeless. When I felttotally brokenwhilst travellinginthe firstclass
compartmentofthe Madras Mail, she pepped up my sagging spirit by telling me
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that she would surely bring me back from Death, as Savitri had done to her
husband Satyavan. She told me the story which she had read in theMahabharata.
I knewthestoryas | had read Aurobindo’sSavitriinwhichhe had turned thestory
intoanallegorytoexpress his philosophy. She narrated the storyasisgiveninthe
epic. When Savitri found her husband dead, she made Lord of Death revise His
decision through her indefatigable persuasion so deeply touching and moving
that the Lord was pleased to grant her prayer. She brought her husband back to
life. Whenever | look back, | feel she had been my Savitri.

For about a month we stayed in Madras. The first 20 days | was confined on
the third floor of the Cardiology Ward of the Apollo Hospitals. The cardiologist,
Dr.Samuel Mathews, after subjecting me to the exploratory procedures, told me
thattherewasacritical block inthe cardiacartery which called foranimmediate
removal throughaninterventional procedure knownas ‘coronary angioplasty’.
Though the Apollo Hospitals had been recognized under the Central Govern-
ment Health Scheme, this specific procedure had not been recognized by our
Governmentasanapproved mode of treatmentfor cardiacailment. The medical
chargescould cometo Rs. 60000, butwe had only about Rs 5000. But my wife was
notbroken. She prayedtoKrishnaforsuccour. Then I foundamiracle happened.
One fine morning the Hospital received a fax message from the Government
recognizing angioplasty as a mode of treatment. | became, perhaps, the first
CGHS beneficiary in our country to obtain this costly treatment. My worry was
over. Cardiacangioplasty was performed on me. Underthis procedure the blocks
inthe cardiac vesselswere removed by inserting through the blocked areasin the
arteriesaspecially devised wire carryingamedicated balloon atitstip topressthe
accumulated plaques sideways to clear the flow of blood. This procedure was
done under a local anesthesia, so | could see how the catheter, inserted through
my groin, sent its wire up inside into my heart to discover the stenosis in the
circumflex branch. I foundthe procedure ofangioplasty very interesting. | could
see onthe computer screen my ownthrobbing heart. | could see how the wire was
travelling inside in its quest of the obstructions to be removed. On seeing my
heart, | found itwholly bereft of the romantic glamourwe associate with itinour
literature. Forashortwhile, | felt Iwas performing whatis called‘Shavashana’ in
our Yoga. InShavashana, one can see from outside how one’sbody looksand how
it reacts to external stimuli, and emotions. Itis a great experience.

As | had spent so many days in the Cardiology Ward, | had developed
friendship with many persons undergoing similar travails. When | was taken
down fortheinterventional procedure inthe Cath-Lab, many of them saw me off
getting into the lift. My friends from the Income-tax Department at Madras saw
me offatthe entrance ofthe Cath-Labenclosure. My wife was permitted up tothe
doorofthe Labwhere she sat meditating and praying for my welfare. And lalone
was rushed into the semi-dark room for interventional treatment. Only my God
was with me. On his lotus feet | concentrated my mind allowing my body to be
carried to the operation table. After amonth, she brought me back to Nagpur as
Savitri had brought back her Satyavana by supplicating the Lord of Death. My
children were overjoyed, my friends were amazed. So, with God’s grace, hone
could derive the macabre delight of seeing abeautiful young lady, who had gone
with abrilliant vermillion mark, return as awidow with the dim mark of ash on
her forehead. But her gruelling experience did not leave her unscathed. She
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developed high blood-pressure, and her sugar level went up causing concern
over all the years thereafter. Thus she paid a heavy price for interiorizing her
sufferings for my sake.

But this was not the only patch of bad time which had withered me, and
wrenched my better half. The chemistry of my blood went wrong several times
thereafter leading to the formation of new blocks in the cardiac blood vessels
putting my survival to risk several times. | had to go through repeated hospital-
izations. She bore the slings of my misfortune with a cheerful zest; and she
cultivated her artof life with fortitude and Stoic patience. She had patience, and
maintained her poise when it is not unnatural for many humans to bend, break,
and melt away. | felt her strength emanated from her wisdom that she herself
expressed in the lines she often sang, or intoned while alone:

9 31fad fag yamg # foraehl e oe1 91
Y@ §:9@ AR g1 T fohdeh! T& W& uel

(Who escapes from the cosmic flux?
Who hasn’t, like me, felt distress and delight?)

(iii) She worshipped Lord Shiva, and performed Rudravisheka

Whenever she felt torn into pieces, she turned to Lord Shiva whom she had
worshipped daily for twelve years before her marriage when she lived in the
family of her maternal grandfather, at Baidyanatha Dham, Deoghar. Shewentto
thetemple every morningto offer flowersandvilvapatraonbehalf of her maternal
grand-mother. Her maternal grandfather, Pandit Chhedi Jha ‘Shastri’, spent
most of his evenings in the temple complex reciting the Vedas which the crowd
present there heard with rapt attention. We all believed that Lord Shiva was
Mritunjaya, and Hisworship could save one evenfrom death. Even now many of
us perform, or get performed, the worship of Shivawithnumerousrecitations of
Mritunjaya Mahamantra. Believing that Lord Shiva’s grace alone had saved her
husband from death, she decided to perform the great Shiva worship called
Rudravisheka. Itinvolved elaborate ritualsand the continuousrecitationsfromthe
Vedas over ninedays. | couldn’tdothatas | was not medically advised todothat.
I was notin a position to subject myself to the discipline for nine days: to fast for
thewhole day, and to have frugal meal of fruits only once at night. Inour society,
the ladies were not supposed to perform this pooja. We were advised to engage
some professional pandit to perform this. But my wife decided to perform this
worship herself, and all my effort to dissuade her failed. Once she decides, she
does. Over all those days she made everyday a thousand tiny Shivalingas out of
well-kneaded clay, besides a main Shivalinga. It is amazing how the images of
clay, thus made, turned divine. She followed the prescribed schedule in all its
meticulous details. | remained just a silent watcher of the things going on. She
treaded the path of devotion, and was a Karmayogi. Once she told me that

whatever she did was itself Shiva’s worship (TEIehH M qwerEe el

qaIETH). Inthe evening of the ninth day, when the entire process of the poojawas
over, she touched my feet with a glow on her face the like of which was unlikely
tobe seenin God’screation. | could describe her only the way the great Tulsidas
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described the beauty of Sitawhen Sri Rama had seen Her for the first time in the
garden of MaharajaJanaka: ‘She made Beauty herself more beatiful. She seemed

aflame of lightin the dome of Beauty’: (gl g <L 03 ; Bfee <y faran sy

T%3). She told me in soft voice: “I heard the Lord say that | would be on the funeral
pyrewith myvermillion mark. Soyou need notworry foryour lifetill lamalive”.
Tears trickled down her cheeks. Her statement mitigated my pangs, but bur-
dened me with the apprehensions of the days | would have to undergo the
sentence of life when she would have gone.

Once we went to Baidyanathdhama on the occasion ofMaha Shivaratrisaid to
be the Night of Shiva. Some say that the Lord was married to Parvati that night,
otherssay He performed that nightthe supreme cosmic dance ( Tandava))capable
of creating, and also destroying, the cosmic order. It so happened that the head
priest of the great Shivatemple called on usto invite her to singRudrastakam, the
poem composed by the great Tulsidas, at 3.30 a.m. from the wide portico at the
crowning dome above of the mainentrance providingingressintothe sprawling
guadrangle in which so many majestic temples had been built, of which the
Baidyanath Temple was mostfamous. Thisentrace was called theSingh Darwaza
(the Lion Gate) as massive lion images had been put on both the sides of the
entrance. She accepted the request. When we ascended the portico we saw an
ocean of humans in the campus abuzz with all sorts of devotional sounds in
different tones, pitches and tenors. Most of them had come trekking over all the
way from the bank of the holy Ganges at Sultanganj singing devotional songs.
Onceshebegansinging, silence prevailed inthe campus. Itwasstill dark,and the
electrical light created beautiful chiaroscuro effects. The sweet plenitude of her
voice wove an environment which could be imagined, but not described in
words. She sang the Rudrastakam which recites the glory of God who is eternal,
and is all bliss. It begin with the melliflous shloka:?

TAE ST et §9 fay S s- ageed

We felt we were in paradise.

(iv) Our marriage: She was a Padmini

Wewere married in 1960 when she was barely fifteen, and I was twenty-two.
Shewasaschool studentat Baidyanatha Dham; and I had justbecome a lecturer
in the Department of English at Samastipur Degree College. The families to
whichwe belonged shared the same value system. My father and her father were
distinguished teachers, and had participated in our country’s Struggle for
Freedom. They liked each other, and disliked go-getting of any sort. | had never
seen Veenapanibefore ourwedlock though I had an opportunity to steal aglance
at her even before our marriage when | had accompanied my mother to the
temple for worship. She too had come to the temple with her grandmother who
wasdistantly related to my mother. My mother saw Veenapaniinthetemple,and
selected her to be her daughter-in-law. She said she picked up a flower that she
found onthe sanctum sanctorum ofthe Lord. My Mother lived with this belieftill
her end.
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We were married in customary way. The ideal that is set for a daughter in
Mithilais Sita’s. All the rituals, going with songs, followed the pattern set when
Sitawas married to Sri Ram in ancient times. | have seen how the same protocol
was repeated thrice in my family when my three daughters were married in the
eighties and the nineties of the century just gone.

Icouldsee heratclose quartersonly after performingrituals onthe fourth day
of marriage. Under our custom, the sacrament of marriage is considered com-
pleted only after this ritual. When | saw her for the first time, she was clad in
traditional style; was fully draped in yellow sari. But | could see the glow of her
body getting subdued transmission. | could see her hands exposed not more than
what Leonardo Da Vinci allowed his Mona Lisa to reveal hers in his painting. |
fancied that God made them at His leisure with Yellow Sapphire and gold. Till
the fourth night after our marriage we slept in the same room but did not share
thesamebed. Twoelderly ladiesalsosleptin the same roomsothatthe customary
practice of total abstinence, till the ritual of the fourth day, was not breached.
Deprivationand Plenitude coexisted! And | could weave and unweave rainbow
only in my mind till the fourth night.

I grew infinitely curious when someone from my maternal uncle’s village,
who had some occasion to see her, told me that she had all the features of a
Padmini. What he said was above me. He explained to me the features of a
Padmini, one of the four classes into which women were classified in the ancient
text of Ratimanjari. A Padmini is one who possesses features thus summarized:

A SHHAT RIS ST = JTHT AR FH T GG Lie e h
Hehel TIYSN TfIHT =R Then came the cherished night; and in the dim light

ofanearthenlamp I saw her,and found her well qualified to be called aPadmini.
Shewasarose in her full bloom. A line from the Ramcharitmanas, where the poet

describes Sita,came to mind: 5 forfa @& = g ; forfa fag =g wife <@ (as

if with all His skill and deftness God created her to demonstrate His skill to the
universe). ThegreatBhratrihariaptly said (which I render from Sanskrit): “What
istheloveliestofall thethingstolookat? Itisthe happy face of the beloved. Which
smellcancharm one most? Itisthearomaof her mouth.” Butno conversation was
possible because of her sweet bashfulness. The situation broughttomindtheline
in which Tulsidas portrays the restraints in the impatience of Sita on seeing Sri
Ram amidst the crowd of kings assembled in the court of Maharaja Janaka to
break the Shiva’sbow (asJanakahad taken the vow to marry Sitawith himalone
who could break the mighty bow which once upon a time Lord Shiva had
wielded). The poet describes her facial expression of her agony:

iy sifat 7@ dohst Teht, We 9 @11 7190 staaent
(She kept her words confined, out of coyness, in her lotus-like mouth, as does
a lotus by confining a bee inside itself by closing its petals when it gets dark.),
(v) Her First Coming to the house of her in-laws: the lotus
unfoldsitsmulti-layered petals

She received a traditional welcome when we took her to our house at
Laheriasarai. My mother and others had boundless joy. But soon she discovered
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Veenapani Jha meets Mrs. Indira Gandhi,
the then Prime Minister of India




Veenapani Jha & Shiva Kant Jha at the Taj Mahal, Agra, in 1978.
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that her daughter-in-law knew no Maithili, our mother tongue; and was not
proficient in the cultural rituals of our family. As she found her greatly respon-
sive,shedecided totrainthisgreenhorn. | was delighted to see therichchemistry
developing into close bond of love between the two till my mother died in
December of 1973.

My mother engaged Pandit Chandra Nath Mishra ‘Amar’, agreat scholar of
Sanskritand Maithili, and one of the greatest Maithili poets of modern times, to
teach her Maithili. I had the good fortunate of being his student while I studied
atthe M.L. Academy at Laheriasarai. He came to my house every evening for two
yearstoteach her. Soonmy wife learntthe natural Mathiliaccent. When she sang
in Maithili, she sang with the characteristic Maithil melody. She sang the great
poet Vidyapati’s love songs with such sublimity that we could experience
ecstasy, asortofspiritual frenzy. | have noted with asense ofjoyouswonder that
the love songs of Vidyapati are capable of being enjoyed at different levels,
mundaneandspiritual alike. We know how Vidyapti’s love songs made thegreat
Chaitanya dance in the glory of God. Dr. Harivansh Rai Bachchan aptly said:

el ford =a=1 TETIY, el Tsl HHar-Td HE
R faamdfa o =Rl & S & aad ST

(How different are the pleasure seeking humans from the detached
anddivine Chaitanya! Yettheyall enjoy Vidyapati’s songs capable of
yielding meaning at diverse planes.)

The Nobel Laureate Pablo Neruda’s love poems are erotic but not spiritual,
Vidyapati’sare eroticand spiritual both, depending onthe mind that reflects on
them.

Irecall, late Pandit Triloknatha Mishra, one of the greatest pandits of modern
Mithila. He had told us while addressing us at our School : “the ladies are the
custodians of the culture of Mithila”. Credit goes to my mother for her decision
to give my wife sound cultural orientation. Credit goes also to my wife who
listened to what her mother-in-law told her, and acted thereon. My mother
wanted her to become proficient in family customs and rituals which were
performed in all the samskars (ceremonies) beginning from one’s birth to death.
The importance of customs prevailing in a family (kulachar) in Mithila was so
great that if they differed fromshastras, the customs generally prevailed.

In her expectations from her daughter-in-law, my motherwasnotdismayed.
Shelearntfastandlearntwell. She presented acontrastto those daughters-in-law
who comewith closed mind and gross intellectual sclerosis. My mother gotin her
a good student. She was very much conscious that someday that young lady
wouldsucceed her onthe throne of our family even though the throne was of cane
of no value in our market economy. It is said that students fall into three
categories: (i) those for whom suggestions are more than enough (as Janaka was
in the famous Ashtavakra Geeta) ; (ii) those who are convinced only after ratioci-
nationand arguments (as ArjunawasintheBhagavad-Gita); (iii) those who refuse
to grow into wisdom even if all efforts are made by the ablest teachers. My wife
belonged to the second category.
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(vi) The Festivals and the family rituals

Our festivals are the products of our culture, and are also its most potential
shapers of our values. They are sources of our supreme delight, and continuous
inspiration. The important festivals in which we, and all others of our Mithila
region, putour heart, are Basant Panchami, Maha Shivratri, Holi, Ram Navami,
Rakshabandhan,Janmashtmi, Dussehra, Deepawaliand Bratridutiya(Bhai Duj).
My wife showed the same zestin performing them asis usualamongstthe ladies
of Mithila. What amazed me was their shared views on what the festivals
suggested. Thesefestivals constituted for usthe sourcesboth of lightand delight.
All the festivals have a central thread to emphasize the necessity of doing
kartavya-karma (duties) for doing which all of us must strive and struggle. Our
festivals reveal our ontological and metaphysical ideas about the cosmic order.
Whilst the forces of good and evil coexist in Brahma, theShatras provide us ways
to ensure that the forces of good prevail. Our festivals turn our life itself into
festivity. Our festivalsare easy even for the poortoenjoy and celebrate. They bear
all the marks of the agricultural society, and are informal; but demand great
devotion. As | have already written, our Chhat festival recognizes no caste
barriers: even the Muslims can participate (as | had myself participated in the
“Tazia” procession organized by the Muslims).

(vii) When She met Mrs. Indira Gandhi, the then Prime Minister

Itwasthe early 1977 when we came from Calcuttato see Delhi. Our stay was
for seven days only. We could see all that one should see in Delhi. We visited the
Red Fort. Our children spurted with joy when they reclined onthe marble throne
of the great Mughal emperor Shah Jahan in the Red Fort. At the Red Fort | read,
and explained to my wife, whatthe Emperor had gotwritteningold attheceiling
of the Diwan-i-Khas:

Agar firdaus bar ru-yi zamin ast
Hamin ast, u hamin ast, a hamin ast.
[If on Earth be an Eden of bliss,

It was this, it was this, it was this.]®

My wife mused on the gilded words, and let loose her imaginings to share
what the Emperor might have felt in those great days of his imperial power. We
were happy to see the “light and sound” show inside the Red Fort. It was a great
experience to hear and imagine the gaits of horses in good humber coming on
theirtrotand canter. We were bemused by the cadenced sound of theghunghroos
of the girls advancing to present their amorous dance to the Emperor. It was all
‘sound and shadow’ butsignified alotto us. We made some stray shoppinginthe
Meenabazaarwhich glittered with selectwares displayed on both the sides ofthe
long passage inside the fort. The Mughal princesses and the favoured damsels of
theimperial household shopped for things they needed to enhance their glamour
already great.

Thenextday weroamedinwhatiscalled Lutyens’ Delhi,and sawall thatany
visitor could hopetosee. We had highestadmiration for Mrs. Indira Gandhiwho
wasatthattimethe Prime Minister of our country, and wasat the pinnacle of her
glory. My wife shared my father’s high admiration for Mrs. Gandhi. She
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expressed her desire to meet her to see her at close quarters. As my experience
went, my wife neverwentwrong in her decisions (except perhapsonce, whenshe
married me). She wished to meet Mrs. Gandhi. | was amazed at her wish. | told
her the story which tells us how Lord Krishna’s two wives, Satybhama and
Rukmini, asked Him to get the Parijaat tree from the Heaven. No ordinary
mortals could go to the paradise to bring the rare tree to the earth. But Lord
Krishna could do that, because He was Krishna. | felt her wish could not be
fulfilled. I thought my indifference would make her forget her desire. But she got
whatshe wanted. Itso happened that she was asked by Mukul Jhatoaccompany
her to Mrs. Gandhi. Mukul was the wife of late M.K. Jha, who was a senior
member of the Indian Police Service, and had wide contacts in Delhi. He was
related to us, and was very kind to us. So my wife went to call on Mrs Gandhi.
Mukul had in her company a third lady, perhaps a social worker of some
distinction. | accompanied them to the Prime Minister’s residence. They went
insidewhilst I waited inthe Reception. | feltitwasnot proper forapublicservant
of my standing to meet the Prime Minister without complying with formalities,
and without valid reasons. Mrs. Gandhi met them in the lawn of her house. She
firsttalked tothetwoelderly ladies. She was notcomfortable with them, perhaps,
because they had gone with some veiled requests. She was visibly annoyed. The
two ladies wanted her to pose for a photograph. She curtly refused their request.
Thensheturned to mywifeandasked herwhathad broughtherthere. Their short
conversation lasted for a few seconds. It went thus:

Mrs. Gandhi: “And what makes you come to me?”
My wife: “No work. Just to see you.”
Mrs Gandhi: “Just to see me !”

My wife:

“Yes. I had read aboutyou. I heard aboutyou from my father-in-
law, himself a freedom-fighter. And | was eager to see your
beauty that goes with brain so well. | am overjoyed.”

Mrs. Gandhi blushed. She knew that all those who met her always had some
interest to promote, proximate or distant. Here she found someone, herself
pretty, meeting her to appreciate her beauty, both as it was then, and as it might
have been in those sweet years long gone. She asked her to take to social work.
My wife told her that she was busy looking after her four children. For a few
seconds Mrs. Gandhi looked at her, then She herself expressed her desire to be
photographed with my wife. My wife wondered at her silence: it seemed that
throughaconcentrated glance she read things notapparent. The othertwo ladies
also joined. I collected that photograph from the Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting. While returning from her house, we loitered near the India Gate.
I asked her what she liked most in Mrs. Gandhi. She did not say anything but
sweetly intoned Sir Muhammad Igbal’s lines:

Tl § o1 STl 3iR ot €,
31eft 3y F IRl AR o T L
T SAEHT SR W
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(The universe remains even beyond the stars,
Many more tests still await in life,
And a wide sky is there within your ken.)

I got her answer.
(viii) Her judicial verdict in A Rickshaw Puller vs. A Rickshaw Puller

For some personal reasons I visited Mumbai sometime in 2000. I, along with
my wife, went to a Shiva temple on the Marine Drive. It was just a chance that
there I met some senior officers of the Income-tax Department whom I had
known for years. They were apparently distraught as something was wrenching
their mind. I had no wish to play God’s spy, yet I asked them the reasons which
had led them to that pass. They told me the whole story pertaining to the abuse
of the Indo-Mauritius Double Taxation Avoidance Convention. They discharged
their duty under the Income-tax Act 1961.They were quasi-judicial officers. Their
orders displeased the corporate imperium which procured support of some
powerful politicians. Instead of getting reward for good work done, they were
threatened with punitive actions. I assuaged them that in our country they were
not the first to receive displeasure for having done good work. But, I felt, I
sounded hollow in advising them to take things just in their stride. But what they
said lingered in my mind. I got light when a rickshaw puller told me his story of
his sufferings wrought by the fraud and collusion of his friend. I have called that
stuff A Rickshaw Puller vs. A Rickshaw Puller.

Whilst arguing before the Hon’ble Delhi High Court, the case which ques-
tioned the misuse of the Indo-Mauritius Double Taxation Avoidance Conven-
tion*, I told the Court the story of A Rickshaw Puller vs. A Rickshaw Puller Do not
try to find out this case in the books as it is not there. Everyone knows the cases
of Shylock vs. Antonioand]arndice vs. Jarndice These cases are stated for illumina-
tion, but never cited as authorities. The Antonio’s Case is narrated in Shakeshpeare’s
A Midsummer Night’s Dreamto highlight the greed of the hard-hearted Shylock,
and Jarndice’s Caseis from Dicknen'’s Bleak House wherein law’s delays ruined the
litigants but delighted the greedy lawyers. A Rickshaw Puller vs. A Rickshaw Puller
is the figment of my imagination, but is a delightfully suggestive metaphor. I got
the nuggets of its plot in course of my conversation with someone I met in the J.J.
Colony at the periphery of Delhi which I had visited, along with Mrs. Gita Mittal,
(now one of the Hon'ble Judges of the Delhi High Court), at the request of the
Chief Justice S.B. Sinha of the Hon’ble High Court (as he then was). The story goes
thus:

Two rickshaw pullers came from Bihar and settled down in the J.J. Colony (the
Jhuggi Jhopri Colony). They had with them their families. To economize, and to
reduce the drudgery of the domestic chores they entered into a gentleman’s
agreement that whilst they would have their lunch in the house of one, they
would dine in the house of the other. They were good friends and assumed good
faith in the discharge of these contractual obligations. But one of them turned
greedy. He felt that reaping benefits at the cost of others was the way of the world.
Lucifer’s logic sprouts naturally when Mammon casts it spell. The first party to
the said contract found that not only his friends” wives multiplied, even his
children grew by leaps and bounds. When questioned, he said that law permitted
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himto have more than one wife, and the kidswere no differentfrom hischildren.
Heevenprocuredfromcertain Governmentofficescertainpapersbearing round
seal in supportofwhat he asserted. When the other contracting party grumbled
and protested, he was told to carry out his obligations as he was bound by his
words. Change of circumstances did not matter. Having losteverything thisway,
the swindled Rickshaw-puller wentback to his village to become ahaplessgrain-
picker in other’s fields.

I narrated what happenedto this hapless Rickshaw-puller to my wife though
I knew she never had the misfortune of wasting time over law and litigations.
“Well dear, was it fair and just for the first rickshaw puller to do what he did?”
Sheinstantly replied; “Itwasunfair.” The derelict Rickshaw-puller had commit-
ted a breach of faith: his act was fraudulent. | felt that Mauritius tax treaty was
bilateral: it was only for the benefit of the residents or Mauritius and of India. To
allow the residents of the third States to masquerade as the Mauritian residents
was obviously fraudulent. Her verdict led me to initiate a Public Interest Litiga-
tion before the Delhi High Court which upheld, to my mind, her verdict®. | have
discussed that litigation in Chapter 23 of this Memoir. This story brought to my
mind what CG Jung had said; “Great innovations never come from above, they
invariably come from below.”

(ix) The Srimad Bhagavad Mahapurana

A story goes that once Narada visited the cottage of the great Vyasa in
Naimisharanya on the bank of the holy river Saraswati flowing there. He found
greatVyasasad ashewasyettoacquiretheblissof peace. Narada, omniscientas
hewas, could understand his plight, and he asked the great poet what ailed him.
Vyasa asked Narada how could he get peace, and enlightenment. Narada told
himthathe did greatwork, butsomethingstill greater was yet to be done. Whilst
writing the Mahabharata, Vyasa missed to realize the supreme value of Bhakti
(devotion). Besides, whilst composing that great epic, he, as its creative artist,
experienced, no doubt creatively, the ideas and feelings of all sorts, noble or not
sonobleinthediversecharactersintheir diversesituations. Hismind that created
such situations and characters couldn’t have escaped experiencing such emo-
tions. Vyasa suggested that the only way to overcome his distress was total
devotiontothe Lord. Vyasasaw the seer’s point,and he, in holy Naimisharanya,
composed theSrimad Bhagavad Mahapurana. Someone said about thisPurana with
deep perspicacity:

Hfd-TA-gaf fram-feafif, S9-gq vya-wa-gif
Hard gad kel G HIk, grsify si-afa-m =t

(Insubstance itsays: theSrimadBhagavad Mahapurana savesone from
all the evil traps of life and death to which we are all exposed in this
Kaliyuga. This Puranaprovides never-failing remedy through God’s
kirtan.)

Itwassometime inthe December of 2005. My wife wished to hear theBhagavad
Mahapurana at the ‘Veenapani Bhawan’ at Laheriasarai where she had spent
some of her bestyearswith my motherand father. Atherinitiativewe setup there
‘Bhagavad-Gita Swadhyaya Kendra’. She herself sang the kirtan she had learnt
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from Swami Satyanand Saraswati, the great Sannyasi who had founded the
Munghyr School of Yoga. Itexpresses the very gist of theBhagavad-Gita.[Youcan
hear her singing this at my website www.shivakantjha.org in the folder relating
to the said Kendra.] | wish everyone hears it, and recites it inside himself.

| felt her request to hear the Bhagavad Mahapurana was her great spiritual
guest. Itisoftensaid thatone canthroughone’sendeavour attain heightsthrough
the Karma Yoga, orthe Gyan Yoga.But theBhakti Yogaisuniqueasitcomesthrough
God’s grace alone. We had the happiest experience when over seven days we
heard theMahapurana atthe ‘Veenapani Bhawan’. Itwas expounded everyday in
the afternoon by Dr. Bighnesh Chandra Jha of Darbhanga. His mellifluous and
interesting exposition was often punctuated by kirtans. The schedule of this
pravachan (exposition) ran over sevendays. Every day waswell-structured from
morning to evening. In the forenoons we sat for the worship when four expert
Brahmins slowly recited theVedas in the four corners of the sprawling room; and
adistinguished punditrecited the Sanskrittext of theMahapurana as fastand loud
as hecould do as he had to recite all theshlokas, with refrains, within those seven
days. We fasted for the whole day and had simple food only in the evening. My
wife prepared that, and sprinkled thereon the tulsi leaves. Lots of persons
assembled over these days to hear the divine exposition, and most of them
expressed gratitude that they could get that great opportunity to hear the
religious discourse. It was great to see how so many persons had such deep
spiritual yearningsdespite their absorptioninthe world’s materialistic ways. We
sat together all through such rituals listening to the shlokas so mellifluously
recited. The exposition of theMahapurana commenced each day at3o’clockinthe
afternoon to continue till 7 p.m. Every day this began with the worship of the
book, theBhagavad Mahapurana, whichisitself considered SriKrishna. Each day’s
exposition was concluded with aarti followed by kirtans. On some of these days
my wife sang certain kirtans: some of which can be heard® at
www.shivakantjha.org.

On the seventh day, the main Pandit wanted us to pray for the fulfilment of
whatever desires we had. But neither my wife nor | had anything in our mind to
wish for. We stood, with folded hands, before the Lord but had nothing to wish
for, nothing to ask for. She told me later that she could only get at that time the
words in which Sri Billvamangalachraya prayed to his own tongue:

e I T4 <fE S AT SRR i
THAHG T FHFAT TN e Higafd
Shetold me later; “What could | ask for? He Himself has given somuch. | felt

I had nothing towish for”. She sang Billvamangalachraya’s ‘Madhurashtkam’. It
can be heard on my website®. In this Sanskritkirtan, the poet prays to his tongue

only for one act of kindness: it should just recite ‘ Tifa=< THEET A& when he is
at the point of his death.

(x) Her song that moved Dr. Sri Krishna Sinha

Veenapani had known, with empathy, the sufferings of many who were the
victimsofthe exploitative and extractive social systeminthe rural areasofBihar.
Shewasborninanimportant Zamindar family,and had seen how mercilessly the
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poor and the indebted were treated. Her heart bled for those who suffered. She
had an occasion to sing at a function organized at her school. It was 1957. The
functionwas presided over by Dr. SriKrishnaSinha, whowas the Chief Minister
of Bihar for the longest period, till 1961. She sang a song in Bhagalpuri language
called Angika. Thissong portrayed the sufferings ofapoor farmer’sfamily. Itwas
caught in a debt-trap, and the mighty zamindar had deprived the distressed
family not only of whatever tiny piece of land it had, but also of its farming
equipments and the bullock it had purchased. Veenapani sang a song in which
the poet had portrayed the pathetic plight of the poor farmer’s wife who saw all
her dreams shattered, and means of livelihood gone. The song was touching: it
ranthus:

foft TieTe! e ai1e AR SIfan &1
afg ¥ i W AR Sfem 8

Her songtouched the heart of the listenersamongstwhom none could remain
without film of tears in their eyes. Dr. Sri Krishna Sinha was moved by the
sentiments expressed in the song. Veenapani received the first prize for singing
asong that cast its spell so much, so effectively.

Dr. Sinha was himself devoted to reforms for social justice. He was deeply
anguished. Itwas good that our politicians those days had notlost milk of human
kindness. He heard the song with rapt attention, and his heart went for the
suffering souls. History tells us how passionately he strove todo thingsto heal the
wounds of those who suffered because of deprivation. He was himself well-
versed in Angika, he could catch the suggestions that those well-chosen words
made. His heart bled for the downtrodden and suffering souls. He became the
firstto see thatthe Zamindari systemwasabolished in Bihar. He led the Dalits to
the Deoghar temple to break the conventions which had prevented them from
entering the temple. He pursued with zest the ideas and ideals which were dear
to us during our Struggle for Freedom. Dr. Sinha was himself a distinguished
freedom-fighter.

Whenwe think ofthe present, asbeing shaped by our politicians pursuing the
neoliberal agenda of the present-day Economic Globalisation, we have good
reasonstofeel greatly anguished. Persons, like Dr. Sinha, have gone. Now things
in our country are becoming different. Thousands of the farmers have killed
themselves, and lakhs are being driven to starvation death. They are thrown to
be treated as the market forces decide. The Government is busy drumbeating its
9% GDP, and also selling dreams that our country is going to become a super
power soon. Her song takes my mind to our suffering countrymen who feel the
same way as the farmer felt in that song. They too have the pangs on account of
the deprivation of their land and cultural environment for the benefit of the
present day big corporations, the neo-liberal economists and their lobbyists.
Crudities of greed and deception have polluted our perception, and destroyed
our sympathetic responsiveness. We see again the emergence in our country of
asystem of ‘corporate zamindari’, more noxious than what we had abolished in
theearlyyearsofourindependentIndia. Greed-driven depravity hasnobottom,
itisabysmal. Are we going to build a socio-economic system in which the hard-
hearted creaturesruletheroost? Are we going toenactthe sceneswhich shock us
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whilst reading Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov to which | have made
referencein Chapters6,12,and 22. The days have gone when the mighty political
power-wielders could be moved by the soft plaintive melody of ‘ f& @@l to
become creative and responsive.

(xi) Her life: amany coloured dome. She could smile
even on the Wheel of Fire

Her life has been “adome of many-coloured glass”. The chiaroscuro effect of
lightand shade made her life rich and meaningful. | recall Byron in his Don Juan
who put his heart in a rhetorical question:

“Why don’t they knead virtuous souls for life
Into thatmoral centaur, man and wife?”

Centaur is a creature in the Greek mythology: it is half a horse and half a
human being. Butunder our Hindu culture when God kneads husband and wife
together, what comes out is the ‘Ardhanarishwar’, composed of Shiva and his
Shakti, the masculine and the feminine forces of nature fused dexterously
togetherwithoutwhichcreationitselfisinconceivable. We have experienced this
over all these years we have travelled together through shade and shine of life,
withthatsynergy which exists between aword and itsmeaning, twono doubtyet
not different (T 31¢f STaifafe @9 wfgaa =1 7 ).

She, on her marriage, came to a family which had a glorious past but, from
economic pointof view, a bleak present. We had small land holding just enough
to provide resources for food that we consumed. My father had retired before |
joinedthe Indian Revenue Service. My salary was poor, enough only to exist. My
wife had come fromanimportantfeudal family. Butshe, like her mother-in-law,
learntthe artof managing thingswith scarce resources. She never grumbled, she
never grudged.

Wetoo have suffered the slings of misfortune, and the ungratefulness even of
the dearest ones. We have seen trust betrayed, we have tasted bitter chalice, and
we have cracked, and gotcrushed underavalanches of inclemency of all sorts. But
she has taken her life with zest: with tongue-tied patience even while seeing it
ebbing away so fast. In this evening of our life, we experience that the clouds
which our pursuits produced were not rain bearing. But | get solace from her
words which linger in my memory to assuage me when mind is wrenched: §8R
! T2 W I ™ g5 TRt (Who has ever got water to quench thirst from the
cloudswhich overcastthe World?) It was beyond me to understand this. But | got
some light from her song she had learnt from her father:

¥ il frg se g AT AT A
SR STF ol TR TR B i T

(This captivity of the world is the wondrous spell of some magician’s wand,
The prisoners undergoing this sentence suffer, yet they are in love with it!)

I do not think any better portrait of life can ever be drawn up.

This capacity to look at life this way comes only when one knows how to
accept, whatevercomes, as God’swish ( Ishwareksha:'s’%ﬁ&ﬂ). Shetoldmeoncethat
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she would wish to leave the world listening inside herself the sound of Goddess
Kali’s ghunghroos so beautifully described by the great poet Vidyapati in words

which defy translation into English: ** 5/ 57 - ¥[5I% e aTeM, 89 89 Sk g1

1l Every morning | hear her recite a prayer to Goddess Durga: 3T9cg H:
T SIS HATH G HEUMUG T (Whenever my distresses grind me, show me,

Mother, Thy most merciful face). It reminds me of Lord Hailsham’s memoir,
A Sparrow’s Flight, whichendswithaprayertothe Lord thatwhenhisstory of life
ends he be not judged, but be simply granted divine mercy.

She drew strength to suffer with smile from Krishna Himself who never lost
serene sublimity and subdued smile even when He had worst tryst with most
painful situations. In her sufferings, she took Him as her role model. | must not
say moreabouther onthis point. Even ‘candour’ inan autobiographical memoir
must be subject to ‘prudence’. But what has struck me most is her sense of
resignationtothe Lord. She acted as she thoughtappropriate. She hasdrawn her
support, and wants me to do likewise, from the sense of total surrender to the
Lord:

"IeR 1 FHA IS T TRR TR Bl o
ISR Ta 278 Y 7 TR IR gl §'

[The oars of my life’s boat are now in Thy hands,
Itis for Thee, My Lord, to save me, or to let me sink.]

Leo Tolstoy said in his great novel AnnaKarenina (Ch. 1): “All happy families
resemble one another, each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” Our
experiences have led usto believe that we differ from others no less in happiness
thanwe doinunhappiness. Thereare waysand waystobecome happy;thereare
situationsand situations when we become unhappy. Butitis ‘unhappiness’ that
makes ‘happiness’ so dear. George Bernard Shaw made a valid point when he
said in his Manand Superman: “A lifetime of happiness! No man alive could bear
it: It would be hell on earth”. Life is a mix of happiness and unhappiness. How
we live through the years is the art of life.

(xii) Conclusion

The reader may tend to think why so much has been said aboutsomeone who
might yet have many more years to be at work on the loom of time. But we feel
we have reached a point of time when a look-back may not be unjustified. Our
visibility of the future is now poor. Final words, of course, must be deferred to
life’s final moments.

It is difficult to draw up this Chapter’s Conclusion for two reasons. First, |
cannot do this here as this would be integral to the very ‘Conclusion’ of my
Memoir. Secondly, ‘Conclusion’ of a life is always a wholly private affair,
between oneself and one’s Creator, at a point from which none returns to tell
anythingto anyone. So this ‘Conclusion’ must remain an inconclusive ‘Conclu-
sion’ Whilst the past cannot be erased, things of the past might take new turns,
oracquire anew gloss, anew meaning. Butone thing is obvious: she has enjoyed
living a rich life, through all its colours: to say in the words of Mirza Ghalib,
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‘Shama Har Rang mein Jalti hai Sahar hone Tak’(alamp burnsinallits huestill itis
needed no more).

I have often felt that though we have lived together over all these decades, we
have belonged not to the same universe of thought. Our duetis good but her solo
isexcellent.
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