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Praise for 24 Akbar Road

‘The tag of Rasheed Kidwai’s book…hides what is in fact an absorbing tale rather than a scholarly history, written as it is in a racy style… [A]n enjoyable read.’ – Outlook

‘The book gives you a broad understanding of how the Congress functions.’ – Businessworld

‘Here is the stuff of fiction, found in real men and women who matter – from manipulation and intrigue to assertions of power, from the hum drum details of life to the pinnacles of tragedy.’ – Telegraph

‘24 Akbar Road is a breezy account of the Congress in the years of Indira Gandhi and her successors.’ – Tehelka

‘It is a book that will be a talking point in Congress circles – and beyond – for a long time to come.’ – Hindustan Times

‘Using the Congress seat of power at 24 Akbar Road as his vantage, author Rasheed Kidwai draws a compelling account of the rule – both backseat and forefront – from Indira, Sanjay and Rajiv Gandhi to Narasimha Rao and Sitaram Kesri, to the present-day trinity of Sonia Gandhi, Manmohan Singh and Rahul Gandhi.’ – Financial Express

‘Rasheed Kidwai, over many years of journalistic reportage and a close study of its affairs, has put together an incisive and engaging account of the Congress’s shape-shifting nature and its tenuous hold at the Centre, providing a dispassionate observer’s glance at affairs within the Congress.’ – The Hindu

‘If political gossip turns you on, go for this book.’ – Times of India Crest Edition
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Foreword

Two years ago, when I wrote a foreword to the first edition of Rasheed Kidwai’s fine book, 24 Akbar Road, I had ended it by saying: ‘Maybe, 24 Akbar Road is an appropriate address for the Congress. The greatest Mughal emperor was the flag-bearer of a dynasty that endured over time. The Congress is like the Mughal empire – its line of succession pre-ordained.’ Two years later, I hate to triumphally suggest ‘I told you so’, but the ascent of Rahul Gandhi to the vice-presidency of the Congress is confirmation of the dynastical principle in the party of the freedom movement.

Rahul has yet to prove his political mettle. His one attempt at becoming the face of the Congress campaign in Uttar Pradesh in 2012 was a mini-disaster: the Congress finished a distant fourth. Stunned by the defeat, Rahul appeared to have withdrawn from the heat of battle. He has rejected repeated calls for him to take a ministerial berth or pitch himself as the party’s candidate for the prime-ministership. But call it desperation, or good old-fashioned sycophancy, Congressmen appear determined to push Rahul’s credentials for the top job. Even a reluctant prince it appears is a better option than anyone else who may have served the party for decades. Why has the party of the Mahatma become almost a family property? Is the Nehru–Gandhi family badge its sole calling card today? Is the Congress no longer a party of mass leaders but simply a cabal of manipulators?

Kidwai’s book doesn’t seek to provide all the answers. But the writer attempts to fill a gap in contemporary politics by documenting the behind-the-scenes machinations of a post-Jawaharlal Congress. This book is not an academic treatise, but is a racy, well-reported thriller, written by a journalist who has closely tracked the Congress for several years now.

Reporting on the Congress is not easy. The BJP has always been a media-friendly party: you could even argue that the BJP has consciously cultivated the media to make itself more politically acceptable. The Congress, as a natural party of power, by contrast, has been more elitist, maintaining a certain distance from the media. This might be partly explained by its ubiquitous high command culture, which somehow conveys an impression of imperious grandeur and isolationist splendour. This may not have been true of the Nehru–Rajiv era, but is certainly the case with the Age of Sonia where the party leader prefers giving the occasional, well-choreographed sound bite even while the heir apparent Rahul has not given a single detailed one-on-one interview yet. It is almost as if there is this wall of silence which has been crafted around the Congress leadership with little space for anyone to raise uncomfortable questions.

As a result, reporting on the Congress is a bit like attempting to enter a closed, privileged circle. The few who manage to sneak in are expected to be suitably reverential to the leadership while those who are more critical are often denied access. Kidwai attempts to strike a fine balance – never easy to do for a journalist on the beat. At one level, his book is undoubtedly sympathetic to the Congress; at another level, he does make an attempt to provide a dispassionate observer’s glance at affairs within the Congress palace with 24 Akbar Road as the central courtyard.

The journalistic curiosity leads to several interesting anecdotes being brought out of the inner recesses of the power elite. For example, there is this wonderful story of Rajiv Gandhi and Amitabh Bachchan meeting legendary comedian Mehmood in the late 1960s. Amitabh is looking to make a mark in films: Mehmood is impressed, but not with Amitabh as much as the young Rajiv whom he finds ‘fair and good looking’ and wants to sign up for a film role!

Indeed, the relationship between the Gandhis and the Bachchans has always been a source of endless political gossip. Kidwai provides the intricate details to the reader in a manner that makes that particular episode a real page-turner. Kidwai’s earlier biography on Sonia Gandhi has given him a rare insight into the mind and working of one of India’s most fascinating politicians. The rise of Sonia is well-captured, although just why she finally gave up her reluctance to enter formal politics is never fully explained or analyzed. Perhaps that’s because the author, perhaps consciously, stays away from editorial comment and analysis. This is both a weakness of the book, and maybe even a strength, because one is spared the usual political ‘gyaan’.

And yet, the question that Kidwai and other observers of the Congress need to ask is why, sixty-six years after Independence, the party that Mahatma Gandhi felt should be disbanded in 1947 and become a movement for rural re-generation, has become a party where power is confined to the privileged. The dynasty syndrome which is a constant strand through the book may have sustained the Congress leadership, but needs to be understood for what it has done to the rank and file of the Congress organization. Barring the five years of Narasimha Rao, the Congress worker has struggled to come to terms with the idea of an ‘outsider’ ruling it. The chapter on Sitaram Kesri, the ‘old man in a hurry’ who finally found solace in his pet Pomeranian is perhaps indicative of a party structure that is umbilically tied to a single family. That family has without doubt provided the Congress with a sense of belonging and a strong leadership. But has it also ensured in the process that politics in India is a closed shop? For the dynastical principle now exists across all political parties in the countries, barring the Left, BSP, and to an extent the BJP.

In a sense, the next general election could well tell us which way Indian politics intends to move in the future. Rahul, the fifth generation of India’s first family, could well find himself pitted against the BJP’s Narendra Modi, a charismatic pracharak-politician who began his career in a sleepy village of Gujarat, helping his father serve tea at the railway station. If not quite the story of a prince and a pauper, it certainly will be a battle between a child of India’s old genteel elite and a representative of an ambitious new order which is impatient for a power shift. It will also be a battle between two ideas of India: one which believes the Nehruvian ideal of a diverse society that sees the state as a benevolent enabler of rights; the other which combines assertive Hindutva ‘nationalism’ with the promise of a strong administration. Can Rahul provide a renewed energy to a political party in decline, or will he be, as some critics suggest, Bahadur Shah Zafar, the last ruler of the Congress empire? The answers are blowing in the wind. But a good place to start is 24 Akbar Road, for no understanding of the present and future of the Congress can be without reference to its past.

Rajdeep Sardesai

June 2013


Introduction

As the nation enters another cycle of election, the Congress under Sonia and Rahul face multiple challenges. Is it time for the new vice-president to rise to the challenges and fill the leadership vacuum in the country, or let the people of India first respond to an assertive nationalism that promises ‘strong’ governance? Winston Churchill had once quipped: ‘Politics is the ability to foretell what is going to happen tomorrow, next week, next month and next year – and the ability afterwards to explain why it didn’t happen.’

This is not a history of the Congress. It is a story of the contemporary Congress – its key characters, its ideology, its failure and its success. This analytical account is aimed at familiarizing the readers with what distinguishes the Congress from other political parties. Normally, a political party is known for its commitment to specific economic, social and political issues, but in the case of the Congress, ‘ideology’ does not seem to matter in equal measure. In most cases, the Congress’s concept of ‘continuity with change’ has helped the party tide over many crises. Even so, the Congress can by no stretch of the imagination be viewed as an ideologically-neutral organization. Over the years, the grand old party has developed an ideology of its own, albeit in a rather flexible and amorphous manner. In the constantly changing political, social and economic scenario, the Congress seems to have transformed itself to stay in touch with peoples’ aspirations and the political realities of the day. The failures have been many and glaring. But in spite of its many failings, the Congress’s fate and fortunes have been closely linked with that of the country.

As a reporter who has covered the Congress for many years and is constantly on the alert to exposing the party’s many shortcomings, intrigues, and games of one-upmanship, I cannot help but feel a sneaking admiration for the Congress leaders’ tenacious zeal, their survival instincts, and their quick wit.

This book is thus a tribute to the millions of Congress workers and activists whose ideas of freedom, nationalism, secularism, democracy and faith in humanity have given a ‘life-giving ideology’ to the nation. Though we live in an era in which blaming politicians for all of the nation’s ills has become fashionable, I, for one, don’t believe that turning to a politician is the worst way to solve a problem.

This book would not have been possible without the active support and guidance of Aveek Sarkar, my editor-in-chief at The Telegraph. I am extremely grateful to Rajdeep Sardesai for graciously consenting to write the introduction to this book, and to Surinder Nagar for gently reminding him to do so swiftly.

I am hugely indebted to Manini Chatterjee, R. Rajagopal, Deepayan Chatterjee, Sankarshan Thakur, Devdan Mitra and all my colleagues at The Telegraph Delhi Bureau for their constant encouragement.

I owe more than I can express to my wife, Dr Farah Kidwai, for her support and patience. A special mention of my brother Dr A.R. Kidwai, Sarah bhabhi, Khusro bhai, Kauser apa, Saima, Saad-Ghazia, Shahab-Sadia, Saif-Farha, Shamsi, Umair, Ayesha, Umar, Samad, Suboor, Falah, Abaan, Shad, Safia, Inaya and Ibrahim. My heartfelt gratitude to many valuable ‘sources’ whom I unfortunately cannot name and to those who have chosen to remain anonymous. This book would simply not have been complete without their inputs. I also wish to express my enormous debt to many leading newspapers, journals and websites, namely: the Telegraph, The Hindu, Hindustan Times, Indian Express, India Today, Outlook, Open, Rediff, etc. These publications have been part of my regular reading and have immensely helped me research and gather information.

Friends, namely Nirmal Pathak, Swaraj Thapa, Priya Sahgal, Rama Lakshmi, Sheela Bhatt, Radhika Ramaseshan, Anita Katyal, Sunetra Choudhury, Naghma, Bhavdeep Kang, Hartosh Singh Bal, Faisal Mohammad Ali, S.A.H. Rizvi, Avinash Dutt, Richa Sharma, Farhan Ansari, Nitin Chansoria, Naveen Shukla, Shikha Parihar and Achal Singh were a constant source of help and encouragement. Very special thanks to Shubhabrata Bhattacharya, Bharat Bhushan, Rakesh Joshi, Prakash Patra, Dr Quloob Husnain, Dr Aziz and Anjum Ansari.

Finally, Nandita Aggarwal and Amish Raj Mulmi of Hachette and my editors, Vrinda and Mimmy Jain – without them this book might have not made it into the world. I am fortunate to have editors who helped me with their suggestions and remained ever patient.

Rasheed Kidwai,

New Delhi
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