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In the Bylanes, for the Bylines

In the end, I suppose, it was probably just a blinding desire to be on air.

Nothing else can really explain why, that Friday evening towards the end of February, when I was called into the bosses’ room, I instantly agreed to their suggestion that I hit the road for two months. In a split second, my fairly adequate ego had registered and processed an opportunity for potential airtime during Elections 2009 – at a time when newsroom budgets were facing a crunch and reporters like myself weren’t even doing day trips.

My editors were surprised.

I mean, of course they knew I was a bit of what some people call an ‘enthu cutlet’ – one of those irritating workmates who despite having been in the business for ten years, still treats the office like an extension of the classroom; the sort who, when the teacher asks a question, almost falls off her chair as she eagerly thrusts up her hand. If there was an assignment going – whether in Jehangirpuri or Japan – I always wanted to go first. Or, at least, be asked first.

But then that’s me – sort of over-competitive and maybe even eager-to-please.

Anyway, I was hanging around as usual that fateful Friday, looking, I imagined, gainfully occupied and absorbed in my work. I was sitting with my studio make-up on and staring at my computer screen, playing around with the articles for the set of headlines text:

‘The Election Commission Now Plays Big Brother – Will Videotape All His Speeches.’

Will videotape. Hmm. Did that sound urgent enough?

How about: ‘The Election Commission Comes Down Hard on Varun Gandhi; Orders Videotaping of His Every Move.’

Yes, much better.

Next story: ‘Will Chiru Play a Spoiler in Andhra?’

Okay, so do we all know that Chiru is southern megastar Chiranjeevi? My south Indian colleagues would say yes but I wasn’t too sure. And ‘spoiler’? What other synonym could I use for that?

This was prep for the first prime-time show of the evening – the 8 o’ clock show – and since I’d only been doing this slot for a few months I was very careful about every word that went in. I had less than five minutes per story. And even though an entire team worked on a prime-time bulletin, every presenter had to be very careful of what came out of their mouths. Sometimes, I’d seen desk hands laughing their heads off at what a presenter had written (and which they hadn’t bothered to change). Often, this was due to a lack of time. But other times it was purely for their entertainment. And even though it was obvious that I wasn’t aiming to floor anyone with my creative intros, I didn’t like the idea of walking towards the studio only to have the deskies cracking up behind my back.

‘Sunetra, come in for a sec,’ Sonia said just then, calling me to her room. Damn. Now what was wrong? I entered my boss’s room nervously and found that Barkha was in there too. Neither looked at me; their eyes were fixed on the palm-sized TV screens in the room.

A few days ago, a journalism student had sent me a questionnaire for her thesis. The questions included:

Do you feel that there is a bias against women in media organizations? That women are associated with soft news and not crucial sectors like defence, diplomacy, finance? Have you noticed that women presenters are often pulled off air when there is breaking news?

I wanted to send the student a picture of Barkha and Sonia in office.

Barkha and Sonia are great looking presenters, true, but they are also totally and completely in charge of running the channel. They are both in their thirties, and they are so steely and tough that some male reporters refer to them as ‘ball crushers’.

‘Sunetra, Barkha and I have been talking about you,’ Sonia said finally, without taking her eyes off the screen. I braced myself for a tongue-lashing. Just a couple of weeks ago, I’d had another meeting with Barkha and Sonia where they’d basically told me that I needed to pull up my socks. I’d been following the CBI for the last four years and according to them, I’d got caught in the minutiae of it all. ‘The TV viewing nation doesn’t really care about the number of times an official has been given an extension just because he’s close to the minister,’ Sonia had patiently explained to me. I hadn’t disagreed and had promised to work on more saleable stories.

My channel was very clear. Our top stories had to be political. Many new-age editors in India had announced the death of the political reporter and the political beat, but at NDTV we still believed politics was our strength. Politics was always going to be the top headline of the day and so the political reporters’ desk was paid maximum attention. I liked reporting on the psyche of politicians – and some of those minds are obviously fascinating! – but I was still struggling to find my special niche in the everyday routine of political reporting.

For instance, suppose you get to cover the big beat of politics – the Indian National Congress – well then, a Working Committee meeting of the party is considered a big deal. But for a TV reporter this basically means sitting like a watch-dog outside Sonia Gandhi’s house and keeping careful track of which leader attends the meeting and which one chooses to give it a miss. My newspaper colleagues wouldn’t even bother to turn up for things like that. They’d simply wait for the meeting to end and then work their phones. But us poor TV sods wait patiently around in the lawns – or on the street, or outside the gate – for the meeting to finish so we can file the spokesperson’s uninspired briefing.

So, I really thought that Sonia and Barkha were going to do a bit of stock-taking as follow-up to our last chat. How many political stories have you done, exactly, since our little chat last time, Sunetra? Would the story about why Rahul Gandhi doesn’t wear spectacles in election posters count, I wondered desperately, and then decided against mentioning that. There was no point in corroborating the other impression: that I only liked doing off-beat stories.

‘Look, there’s something we want you to do,’ said Barkha finally. ‘It is so exciting that I actually want to do it myself. But, of course, I can’t –’

Uh-oh. I was immediately suspicious. This was classic sales sop to a gullible reporter.

‘– We want you to take the NDTV studio bus across the country and do shows from various locations around the country.’

‘It’s an amazing opportunity, Sunetra. It’s all on the road, and you get to decide where you want to go. Of course, it will have to be spots where the elections are due. At a rally, or the key constituencies…’ Sonia listed the possibilities.

But I didn’t need to hear any more, I was already nodding and beaming like crazy. The only thing I really registered were the words ‘across the country’ and that they wanted me to go. And I knew that this was about elections, I knew that this was about work, but all I could think about was Kerala, and how I would finally get to go there.

‘Yes, yes, yes, yes, oh wow!’

Barkha thought I didn’t understand the implications – ‘It means that you don’t get to come back home for the next two months.’

I beamed on, unfazed.

‘You’ll travel only in the bus, we’ll make sure it is comfortable and you don’t have to sleep in it. And there will be you and someone from Hindi as well,’ said Sonia.

When I think about it now, I’m a little embarrassed by the superficial reasons for my instant compliance. I was just so happy that I was going to be gainfully employed in the elections. I would not be an MC-BC (that’s ‘mike carrier/bite collector’ in TV parlance and not just the Hindi gaali you’re thinking of!). I was free to gallivant about the country doing stories that I liked. If they gave me a show, it also meant that, among the barrage of political reportage coming in from across the country, my stories had less chances of getting lost.

My mind was racing. My visibility would be ensured, I thought, although I was hardly going to get top billing as far as prime-time slots were concerned. And yes, I had wanted to go to Kerala for the longest time. I remembered making a pitch to Barkha and Sonia during the Kerala assembly elections. ‘Let me do the angle about whether having the highest literacy rates in the country changes the way that democracy works,’ I had pleaded. They hadn’t fallen for it then, but now I could go where I pleased and chase all the oblique stories I wanted.

‘I didn’t expect this reaction,’ Sonia smiled as she took in how gleeful I was. ‘We’ll get the final clearance from Prannoy, and of course the bus still has to be modified and fitted, but you can start preparing for the trip right away.’

To be honest, on another level completely, I was wondering if I actually had the leeway to decline. I’d only tried to do that once at NDTV and I’m still smarting from the experience. It was in the summer of ’07 when Sikh leaders started brandishing their swords because they were offended by the leader of a sect called Dera Sacha Sauda. Baba Gurmeet Ram Rahim had dressed up as Guru Gobind Singh and this was such a big sacrilege that Sikh leaders didn’t just boycott the sect members, they wanted the leader arrested. Watching tensions rise on screen, my husband Sudeep called me and said that if I was asked to go, I should decline. ‘It’s not the time to act all emancipated, Sunetra, you will not be able to do it. It’s going to be crazy and your channel should understand that.’ His words, coupled with the images on screen, made me refuse the assignment when it was handed to me because I was genuinely spooked by the sword-wielding men and feared being caught in the middle of their battle with the security forces.

‘What did you say?’ Barkha had been vitriolic. ‘Of all people, Sunetra, for you to bring up the gender factor in this coverage!’ And I knew then that I shouldn’t have listened to family on this. Because even though I ended up covering the Dera clash after that, I was mercilessly ribbed for the longest time for feeling scared for those few seconds.

Somewhere, that too was a factor in my emphatic agreement to the road trip.

[image: image]

I walked out of their room too stunned to focus on anything else. There was barely an hour left for me to hit the television studio. Usually, by this time, I’m at my stressful worst – a bit cranky, a bit touchy, and quite competitive. That day, however I completely let my co-anchor have his way with the show. He could have the glory of the starting headline, the clever line and all the so-called punch-lines involving Varun Gandhi, the Election Commission and Chiranjeevi. I looked at the screen as the words glazed and turned blurry.

‘Are your headlines final?’ the news-editor barked.

‘Guess so,’ I murmured distractedly, thinking only that I had to call Sudeep.

As soon as we had decided our lines with the editor I pulled out my mobile phone. ‘They want me to travel the country in a bus for the next two months and I said yes,’ I whispered to Sudeep.

‘What? When?’

I felt a little guilty. Granted, I was no model wife, but maybe even I should have consulted him before gleefully accepting the assignment. ‘In ten days’ time. What do you think?’

What would he think? For as long as I’ve known Sudeep, there has only ever been one potential deal-breaker in our relationship. He wants us to drive to Leh from Delhi. He’s been there before, lots of times, in fact. But he just wants to do the journey with me. Not by plane either, but a full-on road trip through the heart of Kashmir.

Sudeep has shown me innumerable photographs of the road we will take. The pictures look brilliant and I am charmed by his enthusiasm. But it is like looking at a beautiful, glossy brochure of a product I don’t want to buy. There is this motorcycle ad which shows the very same road and every time it airs, he goes: ‘Don’t you see what you’re missing? You are a reporter, you should always want to try out new experiences!’

I think the mistake people make is confusing a reporter with an intrepid traveller. The two don’t necessarily go together. I’ve never been an adventurer, never been on a trek, and never climbed a mountain. In fact, I’m such a safety and comfort seeker that as a child I never learnt to ride a bicycle because I was too scared of falling off and looking silly. It’s not something I declaim about in public but I honestly don’t see this as a weakness. I believe a reporter’s job is to observe what you see and tell it to the world and I do that just fine, thank you very much. So what if I tell my story standing at a safe remove, a short distance from the danger spot? I still tell the story.

As a professional journalist, I have carefully compartmentalized my life. All the adventure that is necessary – be it rushing into a disaster zone or driving around it – is strictly on a have-to-do basis. I will only do it if my boss asks me to do it. When I’m on a holiday, I like beaches and hill resorts – predictable, dull and comforting. I don’t care to waste time driving endlessly, preferring a quick flight or a train ride that will quickly get me to my destination; my holiday only beginning once I am there.

I blame my middle-class government family upbringing for my undeveloped travelling tastes. Unlike friends and colleagues who have been travelling since their early teens, I am one of those Indians whose school holidays were limited to being packed off to their grandmother’s for the summer. My journeys, for most of my growing up years, were by the Tinsukia Mail (and later the North-Eastern Express) from Delhi to Guwahati, and from there a 3-hour road journey to Shillong. The train ride was a long one through the Hindi heartland and the Indian summer. Ma, Bhai and I would be seen off by Papa at the Delhi Railway Station and Ma wouldn’t exhale till we arrived. Why was she anxious? Partly because she didn’t like travelling without my father; and partly because Bhai and I were quite a pain.

Her travel anxiety has, unfortunately, been handed down to me.

Just as Ma marked each passing station: Aligarh, Allahabad, Kishanganj to Katihar and then Bongaigaon before reaching Guwahati, with progressively easier breathing, I punctuate every one of our journeys with the plaintive refrain – Are we there yet?

So naturally when I broke the news of my two-months-on-the-road trip to Sudeep he was a bit freaked. ‘Are you kidding me?’ he asked.

I wasn’t.

‘I cannot believe it. What did you tell them?’

Yes! Yes! Yes! I said fine, I’ll go.’

‘That’s amazing, I can’t believe it. You are damn lucky, damn lucky!’

[image: image]

After talking to Sudeep I went down to the green room on the first floor. It’s always buzzing at this time of the evening – hair dryers blazing at burning heat trying to straighten rebel strands of hair, thick coats of pancake being slathered on faces, and, in every mirror, male and female faces preening intently. Anchors of the English, Hindi and Business channels are all packed in, vying with each other to get the attention of one of the make-up persons. (Many of them were also vying for the top spot on the prime-time shows that election.)

In our small green room – before we put on our nice faces – it’s always difficult to hide any undercurrents of tension, not just among small-fries like myself but also among the big stars, those looking for their next big story. The make-up artists always know what is going on, and they love to gossip. I strained to listen in to the conversation in the next chair:

‘Did you hear about that new slot?’

‘Yeah, apparently, her show wasn’t working but they couldn’t piss her off so…’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, I saw her closeted with…’

I wondered if they knew about my new show. I wondered what they would say. Would they think of it as an enviable assignment, or would they feel sorry for me, lurching about in a bus, up and down the country in the midst of a cruel summer?

I figured I wouldn’t have to wait too long to find out.

Even if I was scared about leaving home for such a long time, scared about the sheer physical exhaustion that I was sure to feel in just a week’s time, I couldn’t afford to admit it. For now, I thought, I would just focus on Kerala and the other beautiful sights I was bound to see. I would focus on the fact that at the end of it all, I could claim: ‘I have covered the entire country and I have seen how it works on the ground.’ I was going to focus on the fact that I would be the journalist (vanity has everything to do with it!) who’d notched up the maximum number of kilometres on the campaign trail.

Yeah, baby, me and Rahul Gandhi! We would discover India together!
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