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INTRODUCTION

Vinod Mehta

Ajith Pillai has been a permanent fixture in my life. I first met him through my younger brother, Harish, in December 1984, a few years after I launched India’s first Sunday paper, the Sunday Observer. Because I was a mobile editor, or shall I say ‘fugitive’ editor, every time I lost a job, so did Ajith. When I found a job, so did Ajith. As his Reporter’s Diary shows, my career as editor has been closely linked to his as a reporter and later as bureau chief and political editor.

Some excellent and insightful books have been written by reporters, editors and pundits. Ajith’s Diary is something else. It is the first full account I have seen between hard covers which is exclusively about a journalist’s adventures and journeys in the field. He is no armchair reporter. There is virtually no judgment, no pontification, no self-congratulation and few opinions in his text. Yet it provides an extraordinary first ‘rough draft of history,’ a portrait of India between the 80s to the present times. The unique strength of this book is its self-imposed mandate: tell it like you saw it.

In the definitive Faber Book of Reportage edited by John Carey, which includes great reports from the time of Plato’s account of the death of Socrates, Carey defines great reporting as: reportage ‘written by an eyewitness’. He continues, ‘One advantage of writing on eyewitness evidence is that it makes for authenticity. All knowledge of the past which is not just supposition derives ultimately from people who can say, “I was there.” Eyewitness accounts have the feel of the truth, because, they are quick, subjective and incomplete unlike objective or reconstituted history which is laborious but dead.’

Ajith was there. In all the snapshots printed in this book, he is a living presence – talking face-to-face with his subjects or describing a situation or an event directly from ground zero. Authenticity, thus, flows out of every page of his reportage. There is nothing fake here.

For me, reading his Reporter’s Diary was a walk through memory lane. Besides, it was a reminder of what great pressure I must have put on Ajith while asking him to cover both the consequential and the trivial – from Pooja Bedi’s bikini sale, to the Vajpayee government’s lies on Kargil, to asking him to give his verdict on a five-star French meal at the Oberoi on a budget of Rs 150, to reviewing a rock band, to escorting the prickly V.S. Naipaul, to buying a kidney in Chennai, to taking on Vajpayee’s son-in-law, to talking to prostitutes in Mumbai’s red light district… He accepted these assignments without blinking an eyelid. As always, he returned with brilliant copy: simple, lucid and well-researched.

At Outlook my day would be incomplete without a tete-a-tete with Ajith. After I reached office at around 11 a.m., my first meeting would be with him. First, we would discuss work. Then we would get to the real business, the gup-shup. ‘What else is happening?’ was my loaded question. Ajith would give me a running commentary of the low life and high life in the capital. And it was not all Press Club gossip! Who is seeing whom? Where do they meet? Which editor is about to be sacked? Seldom was Ajith not able to supply the goods. He was, and remains, the best-informed reporter in town. You can rely on him for the serious and the salacious.

He is a quiet reporter. Self-effacing, perhaps too self-effacing, and reticent. What I liked about him was how quickly he grasped the essentials of a story idea, immediately understood its ramifications and frequently added new dimensions to the idea to make it stronger. Graham Greene wrote the prescient masterpiece The Quiet American. Ajith was the ‘quiet reporter’. And all the better for it, so unlike the garrulous ones too flamboyant and too eager to take credit for what they had not done.

His silence hid his multiple talents, besides adding an aura of mystery to his personality. I can say without fear of contradiction, he was/is the most versatile writer/reporter I have encountered in my 40-year career as editor. For instance, I and his colleagues at Outlook discovered late in the day that he was a superb satirist. ‘The Secret Diary of…’ which he wrote about people in the news every week for a couple of years turned out to be one of the best features in the magazine and frequently competed with my ‘Delhi Diary’.

One more secret talent needs to be mentioned. He is the male version of Nigella Lawson. He makes a mean chicken dry dish: It has no oil, virtually no chillies and is light on the masala. To his publishers I recommend the next book they get out of Ajith is on his unique cooking. Ajith’s Cook Book, if I may be so bold to suggest a title.

The reader might think my extravagant praise is motivated. Because any praise for Ajith is indirect praise for me. Perish the thought. Ajith’s journalism would have blossomed and prospered even if he had never worked for me. Perhaps the opposite is true – my editorship benefited from his contribution. Read this book to find out.


TAKE ONE

In a perfect universe there must be perfect newspapers, perfect editors and perfect reporters. Alas! This utopian world doesn’t exist except in the minds of aspiring journalists who believe in the fairness, objectivity and immense powers of the press. These notions slowly evaporate as the greenhorn realizes that human frailties afflict even the gods in the media. Commercial considerations can often weigh on editorial decisions and a good story can be rejected or cut to size. More importantly, there are editors and managements who are partial to reports that reflect or substantiate their point of view or tow a particular political or economic line.

These harsh realities are even more evident today, when editorial content considered to be sensitive is often put through a scanner to see if it is management-friendly or if it does not hurt friends of the owner. Editorial freedom has thus shrunk over the years, and there is no one to blame but those who run newspapers and compliant editors who do not stand up for their reporters.

Very often it may not be enough to get a good story if it happens to be controversial and unpalatable to the management. It then requires an editor who can see its worth and manage to convince the bosses that they should allow him or her to exercise independence in choosing to run it. Otherwise it may be trashed for varied reasons. ‘Who cares? What’s so hot about it? It lacks in facts. Haven’t I read this somewhere? It’s been done to death.’ These are some of the expressions often used at edit meetings to kill an idea. If these don’t work, the reader’s name is invoked to suggest that he or she may not be interested. The person who picks up a newspaper, magazine or views a TV programme is regarded conveniently as a mythical creature, made of some malleable material which can be moulded to reflect the likes or dislikes of the editor, the management or the folks in the advertising department.

The reporter can respond to repeated rejections in two ways. He or she can forget it, swallow the hurt, try a new beat and hope things will work out for the better. There is the other option of quitting as soon as a new job is found and rubbishing your old boss subsequently. But if you happen to be the editor, it may not be easy to put in your papers in a huff. I have worked the major part of my journalistic career with an editor – Vinod Mehta – who quit his job thrice on principle, and I know at that level it’s difficult to up and leave. Several considerations come into play – there is an entire team that joined the publication because it reposed faith in you and letting all those people down isn’t easy. Then there is the question of finding suitable employment. Between jobs Vinod, I know, had to write columns to remain in circulation.

As for me, I got into journalism by sheer chance. In the mid 80s a visualizer friend and I had given up our advertising jobs in the South and caught the train to Bombay. Our mission: get a toehold in the Mecca where ad greats like Alyque Padamsee and Mohammed Khan ruled. We did call on a few agencies in the big city with our portfolios and I was immediately hired by one that specialized in primary market advertising. My first brief was to think up a corporate campaign (timed before the big public issue) for a tractor manufacturer. For inspiration, I was given Japanese brochures of the original product that was to be Indianized and launched. After a week of tractors and company history, I began to get frustrated. Even watching the waves of the Arabian Sea from the Nariman Point shoreline did not help.

The monotony got to me. So when Harish, a senior from my school in Lucknow (La Martiniere), suggested I give the media a shot, I was excited. He too had switched from advertising to journalism and felt that the profession may suit me a lot better. I didn’t need much convincing. Writing was what I was interested in and though I did spin out decent ad copy, I felt I could get into more serious stuff by becoming a journalist. Also, I had a problem with the long boring reports on target groups and marketing strategy that copywriters were expected to read and seek inspiration from to finally write a headline like – ‘Hey, that’s the new you!’

Taking a serious cut in my salary I landed a job on the desk of the Bombay eveninger Mid Day. I had switched professions with great expectations of writing occasional columns on politics and national issues. It did not take me long to learn that at the lower rung of the assembly line, all I was expected to do was to stitch together agency copy, give headlines and ensure that the comic strip on the leisure page was not pasted upside down or in the wrong sequence. When I brought up writing with a senior colleague once, he told me that was not part of my job. Out of sympathy, however, he gave me an invite to a press conference of the Bootleg Doors, a minor American band touring India. Thanks to that, I got my first byline. When I sent the clipping to my father in Kerala, he wrote back wondering what I meant by Doors and the Bootleg Doors!

A month in Mid Day and I was ready for change. When I contacted Harish, he suggested I give the Sunday Observer a try. His brother was the editor, but he warned me that a recommendation letter from him may not do the trick. I got the job as a trainee, but only after passing a test: I was asked to research and write a thousand-word piece on Indian Airlines computerizing its reservation network. The report was carried in full on the back page of the paper and I was taken on board. Once I joined, I began to enjoy myself. The Observer allowed me the freedom and the space to work on a wide canvas of stories – drugs, underworld, crime, politics, cinema, music. It also began to send me on out-of-town assignments.

Although I have been critical of advertising, it helped me through the first years in journalism. On a salary of Rs 1,200 a month (a 50 per cent jump from the Rs 800 I earned in Mid Day) and having to pay rent, it was tough going in Bombay. Money was an issue and I really had to scrimp to get by. And then, one evening, while walking to VT station I turned into Goga Street to buy a packet of beedis (my after-office economy smoke). Sunil Gautam, who I had befriended at the agency, was buying cigarettes at the same paan shop. He said he and two other friends had recently started their own venture called Clea Advertising and invited me for a coffee at his office in the building across the road.

Sunil told me Clea was currently going through a crisis. That afternoon its first campaign had been rejected by its client – Essar. It had to be re-worked and submitted the following morning. Sunil wondered whether I could help. Since I was at a loose end I agreed. Over the next three hours I worked on the four ads which made up the campaign. To everyone’s surprise it worked with the client and no changes were demanded. Sunil was overjoyed. I went on to freelance occasionally for the agency till my finances improved. I was even offered a job, but I refused since, money or no money, work at the Sunday Observer was far too exciting.

Journalism was relatively uncomplicated in those days. There were good stories and those that were average. The former needed to be played up and the latter rejected or at best reworked. The American concept of conducting market surveys to divine what the reader wants had not come into vogue. At the Observer, the weekly menu was thrashed out at edit meetings without being fettered by marketing or management views on whether health and fashion should be given prominence over news. Editorial was in complete control of content and at times Vinod refused to accommodate last-minute ads since it would ‘screw up’ the paper and disturb the layout.

Since the Internet was yet to become a reality, journalists had to work that much harder. Newspapers were read with care and clippings maintained for future reference. Similarly, data collected in the course of reporting were stored safely. Journalists had more facts on their fingertips than they do today because there were no search engines. Field reporting was given far more emphasis since information could not be sourced from local papers, where news was actually unfolding. Today, all of this can be done rather easily thanks to the Internet. When I began working as a journalist, it was believed that a reporter can look at things differently, find new angles and dig up hitherto unknown facts that may have been missed by the local coverage if he or she was reporting from the spot. These days, when a travel plan is submitted, the first question asked is, ‘What can you get that TV or Twitter hasn’t already got’? Photographers too find the going tough in the digital age, with media houses relying on agency pictures rather than spending money on sending their own man for exclusive images.

Further, in the last ten years or so, most of the big stories in the media have come from a single source – mainly whistleblowers or those who share information because they have vested interests. Such exposes come on a platter – the file handed over to a journalist has the research and the documentary evidence put together. All that needs to be done is to cross-check a few facts and get some quotes. If the story is routed through the editor, very minimal work is required then. Leaks from government organizations like the Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) have also emerged as a major source for news stories in the last few years.

When liberalization was ushered in during the early 90s, it left its impact on journalism as well. Reporting from rural India was suddenly discouraged, unless there was a communal incident or a crime that drew national attention. Issues like the concerns of farmers and health came to be labelled as subjects with limited readership. The booming and emerging economy became the focus, the ready availability of imported goods on supermarket shelves was news that the reader could use. Fuelled by the new wealth, it was felt that the changing lifestyle had to be reflected upon and analysed. Development journalism and rural reporting took a back seat and became an aberration in most publications.

This process of change was visible in the industry even in the late 80s. Media managements had slowly begun adopting a new approach of treating publications as products and grading them according to their ability to generate revenue. Under the emerging order it was felt that if reshaping editorial content could help business, it was better done with immediacy and ruthlessness. If puff jobs helped earn money, why not puff somebody’s ego? Expressions like dumbing down had begun to rear their heads. At the Observer, we felt we were insulated from what was happening in the outside world. It had been a lively and independent publication, but things changed.

If I cut my teeth at the Observer, it was also where I saw for the first time how managements love to wrest editorial control from journalists and the inner machinations that come into play when there is change at the top. In mid-1987, Vinod Mehta decided to call it a day at the Observer and joined the recently launched Indian Post, which had been left editor-less after Nihal Singh quit. Vinod broke the news to us gently and said that it would be his only shot at editing a daily since he did not expect the Times of India to give him the top job. But before he left the Observer, he appointed a successor – Amrita Abraham, who was the senior-most among the staff.

Amrita’s appointment was unanimously welcomed. She was not only a thorough professional and talented journalist but she also got along well with the staff. So when the management – Jaico Books – announced her name as the next editor and the first woman to head a Sunday paper, we quietly rejoiced the decision. But trouble came soon after. The new editor had barely settled into her job when she came back after a meeting with the owners and told us that she was left with no option but to quit since she could not agree with some of the conditions they had laid down. These were: no free hand in appointments – clearance from the owners was a must; stories carried on page one had to be given their okay; and a representative from the management would attend weekly edit meetings and offer suggestions from then on. It was evident that the owners were moving in to capture the space that was kept out of bounds for them by Vinod ever since the Sunday Observer was launched in 1981.

To discuss the crisis, the staff met at a restaurant in Fort. Since Amrita had quit, we decided that we must register a strong protest and send a message to the management. One of the plans being pushed was to go slow on a Friday-Saturday, when pages of the paper would be sent to the press, and thus delay the edition. The idea of a go-slow did not impress me. I knew that at the end of it the junior staff would invariably face the axe. In the Observer’s case, it would be the peons who would be targeted. I expressed my reservations but they were brushed aside.

When Friday came we had a new editor – Rahul Singh – and the go-slow had supposedly begun. But as far as I could see, everything was normal. I thought for a moment about how I could slacken my pace while pretending to work. I realized I could not play out the farce, so I left my resignation letter on the editor’s desk and walked out. On Sunday, I learnt that the paper had come out on time despite the go-slow. Perhaps it was not slow enough. At the Bombay Press Club, I was told that the Sunday Observer was ‘sacred media space that belonged to no one and had to be protected, and therefore had to be brought out on time’. A new order had taken over.

For the record, the paper was sold to the Ambanis in 1990 and shut down in 2000.

I was jobless for a few months, but got by doing odds and sods. Then I called Vinod at the Indian Post. He took me on board at the end of 1987 as a sub-editor-cum-reporter. The re­launched Post had been well-received and I began to understand the mechanics of working in a modern daily, the first in the country to be equipped with a centralized computer system. All seemed well, but trouble was slowly brewing in the background.

On 20 October 1988, I was asked to write a hard-hitting editorial against Harsh Vardhan, the managing director of Vayudoot. The airline, a subsidiary of Indian Airlines, was in the news for all the wrong reasons. Two serious accidents had prompted the manufacturer of the aircraft Vayudoot flew to request the airline to immediately ground its planes since their airworthiness was in question. But despite repeated pleas, Vardhan kept the planes flying, risking the lives of passengers. Given this, the Post took the editorial position that Vayudoot’s flamboyant managing director must be asked to go.

I wrote a rather caustic edit which was further sharpened by my immediate senior Roger Alexander and cleared by Vinod. I didn’t think much of it then, since Harsh Vardhan had come in for flak from several newspapers. But Vijaypat Singhania, chairman of the Raymond group, which owned the Post, felt we had been unfair. Unknown to either me or Roger, he had sent a note to the editor expressing his displeasure at the position the paper had taken. Things began to sour after that. The buzz in the market was that Vijaypat was fed up with the Post as well as with Vinod Mehta, and was thinking of selling the paper. I quickly began looking for a job and joined India Week which had recently been launched by the Business India group.

A few months after I quit, Vijaypat sent a note to Vinod which listed eight people he should not write against unless there was irrefutable evidence. The list included then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi, Satish Sharma, Murli Deora, Amitabh Bachchan and Sharad Pawar. Confronted by this ‘prohibitory order’, Vinod decided to quit. The Singhanias soon sold the Post to Gujarat Samachar after Nikhil Laxman took over as editor. Meanwhile, a sizeable chunk of the staff migrated with Vinod to the Independent – a new paper that was to be launched by the Times of India group.

What followed at the Indian Post was a struggle by journalists to keep the paper afloat. When it was announced that its offices would be shifted minus the main Atex computer system to Lower Parel from J.K. House in Ballard Estate, the staff smelt a rat. So 120 journalists and staff laid siege to the Post’s office and refused to leave till such time that Gujarat Samachar came out with a clear plan for the paper. The agitation met with wide support from the media and after 21 days a truce was called. But nothing happened after that. The staff of the Indian Post found new jobs and the paper went extinct.

I went on to work for the Week, the Pioneer (which I quit after Vinod left following an editorial-versus-marketing-management squabble), India Today and finally, Outlook. It was at Outlook that I lasted the longest. It was here that I learnt at close quarters Delhi’s politics and the twisted games that are played. But it was fun, nevertheless, to be involved with some great stories. It was also in Delhi that I saw the emergence of the new breed of journalists, who drove around in fancy cars, ate at expensive restaurants and boasted of high salaries. Some came and disappeared like bubbles because the projects they were involved with suddenly shut shop.

In the new millennium, several newspapers, magazines and TV channels were floated and then wound up without too much protest from staffers. The contract mode of employment had come to stay, which ensured that when people lost their jobs they quit silently, provided the promised compensation was paid. A few managements even tried in vain to renegade on this commitment. Journalists have been axed in the name of downsizing; jobs have been rendered redundant because of redrawn priorities and creation of new synergies. Consultants have suddenly come in the picture with new jargon to justify such ‘restructuring’ by managements.

Editors too have faced the axe or were forced to run to the exit door. In 2013, Siddharth Varadarajan was for all practical purposes left with no option but to quit The Hindu. Manu Joseph put in his papers at Open magazine because of differences with the owner Sanjiv Goenka. A few weeks before that, his political editor Hartosh Bal resigned because of similar reasons. The same year, senior editorial staff at Forbes India, including the editor Indrajit Gupta, was asked to leave as part of overall ‘restructuring’. Why, even veteran journalist M.J. Akbar made a surprise exit from the India Today group in October 2012, although he did not officially cite any reasons other than personal for quitting.

One of the first casualties of the war between owners and editors was Girilal Jain. As editor of the Times of India, he had carved a reputation that was enviable and had a virtually troublefree run for eight years since he got the top job in 1978. Things changed when Samir Jain, currently vice-chairman of the Bennett, Coleman and Co Ltd (BCCL), became closely involved with the running of the paper. In 1986, he came up with the Samir Jain Plan to restructure the Times Group publications. It envisaged a future in which newspapers and magazines would be seen as products, marketing and management given complete control and the role of the editor-in-chief as the supreme commander considerably diluted. In Sangita P. Menon Malhan’s book, The TOI Story (HarperCollins, 2013), several former editors she spoke to confirmed that the bitter tussle between editorial and Samir Jain over the supremacy issue finally led to Girilal being asked to leave in 1988.

The media, which questions others for lack of transparency, has over the years become increasingly opaque in its functioning. There is no oversight, no unions and no one to audit management actions vis-à-vis employees. The situation is such that journalists may find themselves marginalized or out of a job because political affiliations have changed overnight with sudden sale of equity. If one were to tabulate the number of mediapersons laid off between 2005 and 2013, it would make for shocking reading.

Apart from this, there are some new factors, unheard of in the 80s, that have now become a reality and begun to influence content. One has to learn to live with media houses striking mutually benficial deals, referred to as ‘private treaties’, with listed companies. In return for a stake in the organization, the publications or TV channels of the media group provide coverage through advertisements, news stories and editorials. In 2009, the watchdog Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) had alerted the Press Council of India about how this practice compromises objectivity in business reporting. But despite the warning, private treaties continue to be inked even today.

Till the mid-90s, supplements looked distinctly different from the rest of a publication. Today, every attempt is made to blur the lines to make them look like editorial content. In fact, advertising departments often employ reporters today who can deliver stories that will give a ring of authenticity to advertorials. If that is not bad enough, we now have the concept of paid news, which has become institutionalized. In the old days, corrupt journalists sometimes managed to sneak in a planted report or review for a consideration. Today, managements have got into the act and are cashing in on those who are willing to pay for coverage.

Paid news is now an organized corporate activity and has led to absurd situations where a paper takes money from two rival politicians and prints both their stories on the same day. For instance, in the 2009 assembly elections in Maharashtra, Gujarat Samachar carried two stories – one indicating that the Congress candidate from Malad, a city suburb, was on a winning wicket, and the other predicting that he would be routed! The paper also reported the Shiv Sena, Raj Thackeray’s Maharashtra Nirman Sena (MNS) and the Congress all winning from a single constituency! When such instances are shown to a publication it prefers to be in denial and claim it is sheer coincidence.

These days, an accepted criterion for deciding content is determined through surveys that tabulate ‘what readers want’. I remember a conference at Outlook, where the in-house editorial pundits ran down political and news coverage as not being sufficiently engaging for the reader. Features, feel-good stories and news-you-can-use were things that were ‘in’. Hip and happening trends had to be given more prominence since that is ‘what the reader wants’. After being told ad nauseam that wellness, business, Bollywood and lifestyle sells more than Mayawati and Laloo, the circulation department finally projected circulation figures of the last 12 issues on the screen. To the embarrassment of the experts the figures showed political and news stories on the cover sold more. The wisdom of the day was modified to include good political stories, as if bad features could guarantee sales.

Finally, those who plant stories have always been around. But in this day and age, they have become better organized and subtle. A PR agency or consultancy, for example, will not always give out controversial information on their own, but will have it routed through government officials – thus making it seem like a leak from the establishment. Senior bureaucrats are often roped in. There have been two occasions when secretary-level bureaucrats have planted inaccurate stories on me. Luckily, I cross-checked and ignored what they had told me.

Despite all its flaws, the Indian media is praised for being vibrant and free. But a journalist in today’s world has to be far more vigilant and yet try to be adventurous and different. That is the challenge. I don’t lay stake to any claims of having done remarkable work, but what you will read in the pages that follow allows you a peep into the stories behind the stories that attracted notice. Some of the insider tales you will discover are funny, others serious, strange and even crazy. Happy reading!
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