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For my mother, who empowers me to do things out of the ordinary, every single day. She shines light in the darkest of places, so that I can clearly see the path ahead and what I am meant to do.

For the power players in this story who agreed to divulge intricate details of the episode, regardless of how they would be perceived. They recognize that the youth of today are aware, and seek transparency and information to be able to make their own judgements.


जिकडे सत्ता तिकडे पोळी

जिकडे सत्य तिकडे गोळी;

(जिकडे टक्के तिकडे टोळी)

ज्याचा पैसा त्याची सत्ता

पुन्हापुन्हा हाच कित्ता;

पुन्हापुन्हा जुनाच स्वार

मंद घोड़ा जुना स्वार

Where there is power, there is gain

Where there is truth, there is a bullet

Where there are measurable profits, there is a crowd;

Power will come to those with the money

The same story will repeat again;

Once again, the old rider will ride

The horse will be slow and the rider will be blind

– Excerpted from the poem ‘Sab Ghode Bara Takke’

(‘Twelve Per Cent of All Horses’) by Govind Vinayak ‘Vinda’

Karandikar (1919–2010), Jnanpith Award-winning Marathi poet


CONTENTS

Author’s Note

Prologue

1. Chanakya Meets the Vizier

2. Sleeping with the Enemy

3. Ramping up for Battle

4. D-Day

5. Permutations and Combinations

6. The Sena Switches Sides

7. Catch-22

8. New Beginnings

9. Games Governors Play

10. President’s Rule

11. Pawar Power

12. A Midnight Coup

13. Show of Strength

14. The Court Intervenes

15. A Government in (In)Action

Notes

Acknowledgements


AUTHOR’S NOTE

The idea for this book did not arise from a sudden Eureka moment. As a new government, the Maha Vikas Aghadi, a tri-party alliance led by the Shiv Sena, was formed in Maharashtra in November 2019, as a dutiful voter I watched expectantly for them to bring about progress to the state. I waited for several months, attributing their inaction on various fronts to the ‘settling in’ period. But after several months of observing complacency, bickering and ideological confusion, I began to ask questions, like many other voters in the state – the chief among them being: Is this government competent enough to lead our state? This led me to reflect on how it was formed in the first place.

Being a political observer, I already had a bird’s-eye view of the action on the ground. Although the Maharashtra assembly election of 2019 and its aftermath have received extensive national and regional media coverage, the inside story of the actual back room deals has not been revealed by any of the involved parties. Speculation was rife, especially since the involved personalities were narrating their own version of the events that played out, often peppered with heavy mud-slinging at their opposite camps, in order to please their cadre. This is when I realized that if I wanted to bring the truth to the fore, it would have to be the portions of the story that the general public, reporters, journalists, possibly even the Members of the Legislative Assembly (the MLAs) involved did not know of. It would have to be the story of the behind-the-scenes deals and secret conversations carried out through interlocutors.

Although the saga of the formation of the Maha Vikas Aghadi government features several politicians from all parties, the actual decision-making was concentrated in the hands of six powerful politicians. Thus, the information I collected by conducting several meetings with some of these protagonists forms the crux of my book. I have woven this information together with what I already knew from media stories and other sources. The events and conversations in this book have been dramatized to make the read interesting for readers. However, it is based entirely on facts. Some parts of the story might seem improbable because people are very rarely informed of the deal-making culture of politics. That doesn’t make it untrue; it just means that these aspects are almost always concealed behind the garb of ‘righteousness’. Optics are very important in politics, and often what is revealed to the media or happens in full view differs vastly from what goes on behind closed doors.

This account is, therefore, my attempt at narrating the untold story of what really happened in the days that followed the 2019 Maharashtra election, and, in the process, revealing how a people’s mandate was blatantly betrayed by vested political interests.


PROLOGUE

ABOUT A WEEK AFTER THE MAHARASHTRA ASSEMBLY ELECTION results were announced on 24 October 2019, a letter arrived addressed to the district collector of Beed, in the central region of the state. The collector was an Indian Administrative Services (IAS) officer named Astik Kumar Pandey. The collector’s personal assistant opened the letter. It was from Shrikant Vishnu Gadale, a farmer from Vadmauli village in Kej taluka, Beed. 1 A loosely translated version of the letter found its way immediately into media reports.

30 October 2019

For,

The Honourable Governor,

Maharashtra Rajya, Mumbai

To,

The District Collector,

District Collector’s Office, Beed

Subject: Regarding my appointment to the chief minister’s post until the Bharatiya Janata Party and Shiv Sena resolve their issues

Dear Sir,

The Shiv Sena and the Bharatiya Janata Party are yet to resolve the issue regarding the post of chief minister, which was raised after the 2019 assembly elections. Natural calamities by way of unseasonal rains have hampered ready-to-harvest crops in the state. The farmers are tense over these calamities. At a time when farmers are suffering, the Shiv Sena and the BJP are unable to resolve the issue of who will get the chief minister’s post.

Hence, till the issue is resolved, the Governor should hand over the responsibility of the chief minister’s post to me.

Yours truly,

Shrikant Vishnu Gadale
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The last week of October 2019 had indeed seen unseasonal rains in several regions of Maharashtra, which caused widespread damage to crops like soya bean, cotton, paddy, maize, jowar, bajra, ragi and high-value horticultural varieties of plants. The regions of Konkan, Vidarbha, Marathwada and central Maharashtra suffered the most damage. This untimely calamity happened to coincide with another momentous event in the state, the Maharashtra assembly elections.2

While farmers across the affected regions were worrying about their very survival and toiled hard to rescue whatever they could of their produce, in Mumbai, Maharashtra’s capital city and its political centre, the BJP and the Shiv Sena were struggling to come to an agreement on retaining their alliance and defining the terms of functioning as a government. Along with the other political parties in Maharashtra, they too whipped out their top guns to have furtive discussions with each other. Leaders who had been languishing and had been away from political limelight for a long time returned from the proverbial graveyard to work out permutations and combinations that would enable them to come to power once more. As politicos walked in and out of offices and homes of leaders of opposing parties where they would otherwise not have been seen, the media, ever hungry for a scoop, kept their eyes trained on the goings-on. These engagements primarily had to do with political alignments but were often conducted under the garb of resolving ‘farmers’ issues’ – an excuse that was propped up frequently for the benefit of the media.

The endless bickering for power annoyed the ordinary citizens of the state, but their sense of humour remained intact. Memes and jokes were exchanged on social media even as they tried to wrap their heads around the rapidly changing political equations in the state. The voters had done their democratic duty by way of diligently making their way to polling booths and casting their vote as per their choice, and in doing so had clearly communicated which leaders and parties they were choosing to be their representatives. Their votes had gone to the Mahayuti – the Shiv Sena–BJP alliance – which was formed in 1989 and first came to power in the late 1990s and then again from 2014 to 2019. Little did they know that in the days following the election their democratic opinion would stand grossly disrespected.
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It was 31 October 2019, roughly a week after the assembly election results had been announced, when a newly minted MLA, the 29-year-old Aaditya Thackeray, grandson of the late Balasaheb Thackeray and son of the Shiv Sena’s current chief Uddhav Thackeray, performed an act of superheroism. He led a group of the senior-most Sena leaders to the Governor of Maharashtra with a specific demand in the midst of the political upheaval in the state.

Until then, during the five years that the Mahayuti government had held office, Aaditya had played a low-key role as chief of the Yuva Sena, the youth wing of the Shiv Sena. He had never come to the forefront, talked to the media proactively or embarked on extensive dauras (tours) to increase party membership. Among the few issues he had aggressively taken up during the previous regime was the digitization of the Municipal Corporation of Greater Mumbai (MCGM) schools, keeping Mumbai’s nightlife alive by permitting bars, restaurants and malls to stay open for 24 hours and opposing his own government’s decision to construct a metro shed in the forested Aarey Colony in Mumbai on the grounds of conserving the ecology of the area. Aaditya had never, until this election, shouldered the responsibility of speaking on behalf of the Sena, especially on sensitive issues. He had always been perceived as a political heir, still very much in his father’s shadow and being trained by senior Sena leaders. With his short build, rectangular spectacles and wide grin, he came across as a laid-back personality shoved prematurely to the forefront, with the big guns standing almost too close for comfort to catch him if he faltered. To close observers it would seem that the other Sena leaders were competing with him for screen space. Most of the Shiv Sena cadre, comprised of Maharashtrian men loyal to Hindutva ideologies, viewed him as a modern, left-leaning, elite prince. To a vote bank that had found resonance in the Shiv Sena’s agenda of endorsing and aggressively propagating the idea of ‘Marathi pride’, Aaditya’s millennial temperament appeared to be a complete disconnect.

Yet, on that last day of October 2019, here was Aaditya being probed by the media outside the Raj Bhavan in Mumbai about the outcome of his visit to the state’s Governor. In response, the young man said, ‘The meeting with the Honourable Governor was to discuss ways to provide prompt financial aid for the farmers hit by untimely rains. The current government is a caretaker government and we want to ensure that the farmers’ plight is addressed.’3

A few days later, on 6 November 2019, with the possibility of a BJP–Sena government being formed still looking remote, Member of Parliament (MP) Ahmedbhai Mohammedbhai Patel of the Indian National Congress (INC) met with senior BJP leader Nitin Gadkari, Union Minister for Road Transport and Highways and of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises. While Ahmed Patel is said to be the eyes and ears of INC’s president, Sonia Gandhi, Gadkari, who originally hails from Nagpur and had not been particularly involved in Maharashtra’s politics for the past five years, was the former national president of the BJP. Naturally, the meeting attracted media attention. On being asked, Patel was quick to clarify, ‘I met Gadkariji over farmers’ issues. It was not a political meeting or on Maharashtra politics.’4 If Aaditya’s meeting with the Governor was not consolation enough for the suffering farmers, the meeting between the two heavyweights should have brought them much solace and relief. Unfortunately, it was a closed-door discussion between the two and the farmers saw no immediate relief coming their way.

About 12 days after this meeting, on 20 November 2019, Sharad Pawar, veteran politician and president of the Nationalist Congress Party (NCP), had a 50-minute meeting with Prime Minister Narendra Modi. This meeting too apparently dealt with ‘farmers’ issues’ in Maharashtra. Sharad Pawar shared with the media that he had met with the prime minister to submit a letter that contained suggestions regarding the relief efforts required for the distressed farmers. By this time, the tussle for government formation had become intense. The Shiv Sena, the NCP and the INC were carrying out lengthy rounds of discussions on multiple fronts to arrive at a Common Minimum Programme (CMP) that would be a guiding manual of sorts if the tri-party government eventually came to power.5

Things took a dramatic turn on 22 November 2019, the night before the BJP’s Devendra Fadnavis took oath as chief minister along with Sharad Pawar’s nephew Ajit Pawar, who broke away from the NCP; these two men also had a tête-à-tête supposedly on ‘farmers’ issues’.6 This was the only such meeting that seemed to have an actual impact on the farmers. Within three days of the meeting, in the last week of November 2019, when the two men were at the helm of the Maharashtra government, albeit for a short time, Chief Minister Fadnavis sanctioned ₹5,380 crore as relief for the affected farmers.7

Much was to happen in the days that followed that would change the course of politics in the state. Yet, even as the political circus played out, the price of onions shot through the roof and the situation became grimmer as the supply of the essential commodity halved to 2.5 million quintals from the usual 5.1 million quintals in the month of November.8 Soaring prices of onions notwithstanding, politicking for the chief minister’s chair among four major parties in the state showed no sign of abatement.
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