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ON THE MARQUEE

R V Pandit

WHO CARES?

I DO NOT KNOW which is responsible, the rarified atmos-
phere in his aircraft or his naivety, but certain statements
that Mr Rajiv Gandhi, the Prime Minister of India, has re-
cently made to journalists, make alarming reading. On
October 22, while returning from the recent Common-
wealth Summit in Vancouver, he reprimanded the journal-
ists in his entourage for their obsession with Pakistan: “It
is unfortunate the press in India is giving undue importance
to Pakistan. It is a small country and all your concentra-
tion is on them. You should not bother about them. Let
them do what they like. We are not bothered about them
and will handle them when the time comes.”

Soon after this, a week or so later, as the Prime Minister
was returning from the SAARC Summit in Kathmandu,
he informed the accompanying journalists that if Pakistan
attacked defence posts on the frontier, “‘they will get a
bloody nose.”” Who is obsessed with whom? Whatever
next?

*

READERS OF THIS COLUMN will not have been surpris-
ed at the reaction of the residents of the Chittaranjan Park
Colony in New Delhi on the eve of Diwali. In the wake of
the senseless terrorist attack on the South Delhi locality,
on October 20, which left 11 dead and 15 wounded, resi-
dents erected a sign declaring: “No politicians, no police™
and prevented members of both ‘species’ from entering
their colony. To mark the obvious government indifference
to their plight, local people observed a black Diwali — not
a single lamp was lit.
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Ever since Mr Rajiv Gandhi came to power and convert-
ed government offices and official residences in New Delhi
and various state capitals into armed fortresses, Imprint
warned of the inevitable consequences of such excessive
security precautions on the one hand, and the increasing
neglect of affording basic protection to the citizens of this

country, on the other. As all efforts seem to be directed at
mounting massive security operations for VVIPs and VIPs,
the security of the citizens of this country is being thrown
to the winds. But who cares?

* *

AN EXAMPLE in an altogether different area reinforces
this view. Commercial aircraft requisitioned for VVIP fli-
ghts (see Jinxed In October, page 13) are grounded days
in advance for thorough and excessive maintenance checks.
In sheer contrast are the lax maintenance standards of air-
craft used for civilian flights by the domestic carrier, Indian
Airlines. Despite reports in newspapers and magazines arti-
culating the numerou$ violations of safety standards that
Indian Airlines is guilty of (see Mounting Anxiety Conti-
nues, page 37), the company is taking no corrective action.
There are increasing delays and recurring dangerous ‘inci-
dents’. At this rate, there is bound to be a major catastro-
phe ahead. But who cares?

* * *

THE FIVE PER CENT SURCHARGE that the government
has levied on corporate taxes in erder to finance part of its
drought-relief operations, looks like being yet another
swindle when posited against authentic reports regarding
the vast expenditure incurred by Mr Rajiv Gandhi, the
Prime Minister of India, on travelling to summits, visits to
drought-affected areas and elsewhere for official engage-
ments. At the same time, the government is also giving
away sizeable bonanzas to favoured industrialists by way
of duty concessions and risky loans. In the meantime, the
toll that the 5 per cent surcharge will take on the morale
of Indian industry will result in a production loss of no less
than 50 times the surcharge levy imposed! But who thinks?

* * * *

THE INDIAN REACTION to the recent detention of an
Air India Airbus by the Nigerian authorities has been re-
markably strange. On August 25, the civilian aircraft, Beas,
was impounded in Lagos on the grounds that 32.5 kgs of
narcotics had been carried on board. The detention of the
aircraft and three of its crew members has cost the airline
(read the Indian Exchequer) Rs 9.65 crore. Both Air India
and the Government of India have also been blackmailed
into providing a bank guarantee of US$32 million; and the
intentions of the Nigerian authorities vis a vis the disposal
of the guarantee appear suspicious. The guarantee was ac-
tually drawn on The Allied Bank, a joint venture between
the Nigerians and the Bank of India, but the Nigerians have
obtained an endorsement from the Bank of India on the
guarantee. The Indian government’s reaction to all this has
been degrading and ignominous.

What would have been the reaction of our people, our
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Parliament and our government if one of our aircraft had
been detained in any of the capital cities of the Western
powers? We would never have tolerated such grossly unfair
treatment at the hands of the authorities in New York,
London, Frankfurt or Paris. After all, neither Air India nor
its crew could be held directly responsible for the fact that
drugs were smuggled on board one of its aircraft? The gov-
ernment’s cowardly handling of this affair has cost us a
fortune. Underdeveloped minds to deal with the under-
developed nations — that seems to be our lot. But who
cares?

* * * * *

SOME YEARS AGO, a non-resident Indian obtained a
licence to establish a finance company in Hong Kong. The
finance company has an exposure of HK$250 million, 150
million of which is provided by a leading Indian bank that
was appointed to manage its affairs (on the basis of a 20
per cent stake in the profits); the remainder constitutes
the NRI's own capital of US$10 million, and deposits
from the public. This same finance company has an expo-
sure of HK$30 million in Nigeria. Because there is a ques-
tion mark regarding Nigerian debts, the Banking Commis-
sioner of Hong Kong asked the finance company to obtain
a performance guarantee to the extent of HK$30 million
from the Indian bank which expedites its affairs. Sensing
that the refusal to provide the bank guarantee may jeo-
pardise the finance company’s licence to operate in Hong
Kong, the Head Office of the Indian bank in Bombay refus-
ed, and instructed their branch in Hong Kong to freeze
the finance company’s accounts. The likely result of this
directive is that the Indian bank could stand to lose a
substantial portion of their investment of HK$150 million
in the company; so could the NRI his capital of US$10
million and some depositors their deposits. Why did the
Indian bank make this move?

On the advice of the Reserve Bank of India. Presumably
because no one wants to take a constructive decision. No-
body at the bank will be blamed if the finance company
in Hong Kong loses HK$150 million of the bank’s money.
But if the bank does give the performance guarantee and
if that is construed to be a ‘favour’ done to the finance
company, then heads may roll. A sound education in how
not to take bold decisions. But who cares?

* * * * * *

TWO MAHARASHTRA GOVERNMENT finance corpora-
tions loaned Rs 85 lakh to an Indo-American venture pro-
moted by a leading business house. This joint venture was
recently declared a sick company; the promoters conse-
quently felt morally obliged to repay the loans received
from the two financial institutions. So, they arranged for
one of their companies to buy the land on which the com-
pany’s plant is sited, as well as the building in which the
plant is located, for an amount equivalent to the loan re-
payable, but at thrice the market value. The financial
institutions have been requested to waive the interest, but
nobody is willing to decide, as this involves taking a deci-
sion which could be interpreted as a ‘favour’ done to that
promoter company. It has been pointed out that this may
endanger the entire loan since nobody will buy the land
and the building for anything more than the loan amount,
and in this event, the company will have to wind up its
affairs and the institutions will stand to lose the full
amount of the loan. The institutions seem to have a
laissez-faire attitude to this situation in which it would
appear that those responsible for decision-making feel safer
about losing all than taking a decision which could salvage
a great deal. Why? How have we managed to trap ourselves
in this quagmire? Unless we emerge from this in one piece,
we will only become more underdeveloped. Mentally and
materially. But who cares? &
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India’s Vietnam

I fully share the views of R V
Pandit in his Marquee — “Get Out!
Soonest!!” — on the Sri Lanka pro-
blem (Imprint, October). The Indian
army (IPKF), which went to Sri
Lanka under the terms of the Indo-Sri
Lanka Accord signed on August 29,
1987, to maintain peace, is now en-
gaged in fighting the very persons
whom it was to protect. The Accord,
which was hastily signed only to bols-
ter Rajiv Gandhi’s sagging image and
without any understanding of the situ-
ation, has proved to be an intractable
disaster. Sri Lanka may well prove to
be India’s Vietnam.

However, Mr Pandit’s conclusion,
namely that “it isin the best interests
of the Tamils in Sri Lanka to deal di-
rectly with Colombo. It is for them
and them alone, to learn to live with
the reality that Sri Lanka is a Sinhalese
nation, and the Sinhalese are as entitl-
ed to nationhood, as you and I are,
to India,” has many implications. In
fact, Mr Pandit has oversimplified a
complex issue. The Sinhalese are no
doubt in the majority in the Island,
but so also are the Tamils in the North
and Eastern provinces, who, before
the arrival of the Portuguese, had an
independent kingdom. Even other-
wise, the Sinhalese cannot deprive
the Tamils of their rights, which have
been gradually denied to them since

- 1948, when Sri Lanka gainéd inde-

pendence. If the Tamils cannot have
any rights in Sri Lanka, it will set a
very bad precedent, and any talk of
human rights will be hollow and
meaningless.

Notwithstanding the above-men-
tioned facts, there is no denying the

" Chandrashekhar should have been

fact that the Government of India,
either under pressure or due to a lack
of correct perspectives, has jumped
headlong into trouble.

V Sagar
New Delhi

A Question of Nationality

I am not too sure as to whether it
was accurate to include Mother Teresa
in your list of ‘Indian Nobel Laureates’
(Imprint, October). If this was done
on the basis of her having acquired
Indian citizenship, then neither Har-
govind Khorana nor Subramaniam

2

mentioned since they were awarded
the Prize only after they became
US citizens.

Incidentally, The Random House
(US) Dictionary, while listing every
Western Nobel Laureate, makes no
mention of C V Raman!

Norma Louis
Bombay

The Visionary

I read your extract from Pupul
Jayakar’s J Krishnamurti: A Bio-
graphy (Imprint, October) with a cer-
tain measure of cynicism and amuse-
ment, since, despite the profusion of
big names dropped with calculated
abandon, there was not a single sen-
tence of any real substance in the 9-

6 : Imprint, November 1987




L
T

page extract on behalf of the much-
made-of messiah, or the authoress.

Being a congenitally irreverent
person, I follow my own set of stan-
dards for judging individuals. In my
teens, I asked a Catholic priest if
Jesus Christ had died believing that
the earth was flat. He replied that He
probably had. And that was the end
of Jesus Christ as God! (And I was
born to a rigidly devout Catholic
family!)

Likewise, I happened to watch a
television programme, showing Ms
Jayakar, and perhaps Achyut Pat-
wardhan, in conversation with the
great seer. I saw that not only had
the great man tried, with discernibly
meticulous care, to cover hisbald pate
with his few existing strands of hair,
but also that throughout the interview
he kept fidgeting with them to ensure
that they stayed in place. In the same
programme, Krishnamurti — appar-
ently 5 foot nothing — appeared in a
three-piece suit looking like a clown.
And I thought to myself that any
man of vision who is so obsessed
with concealing his baldness, or. is
capable of wearing a three-piece suit
under any circumstances whatsoever,
must have something greatly lacking
in him. I realise this is an extremely
controversial view to take and ex-
press, but then, I am not at all afraid
of being a lone critic.

L A C Mulangunnathukavu
Bombay

With due respect to the late seer
and his acolytes, Mr Krishnamurti
has always struck me as a person who
believed in teaching people how to
swim from the safety of dry land
without wetting his own feet.

Not many people can claim to have
taught swimming this way.

L A Chungath
Bombay

Ramayana — Not So Popular!

You are absolutely mistaken when
you say that Ramayana is popular all
over India (Imprint, October).

Here, in Tamil Nadu and Kerala,
people do not watch Ramayana at all.
In the monthly IMRB poll, Ramayana
has never featured in the top ten TV
programmes in Madras. How such a
serial, produced in such an amateurish

manner and with garishness galore,
could be the favourite of North Indian
cities, is anyone’s guess. But worse
than that, how the Government con-
tinues to telecast such an anti-woman
serial is perplexing!

It is equally difficult to understand
why your magazine wasted so many
pages writing about this trash!

Sunder Srinivusan
Madras

Unwarranted Criticism

Those who criticise Ramayana, by
labelling it asgaudy and slow-moving,
do so because they have been unwit-
tingly brain-washed into believing that
everything Indian should fit into a
Western strait-jacket. Should one
apply a colonial frame of reference
to an Indian art-form?

Had these critics read Ramayana
themselves, they would have realised
the importance and relevance of this
great epic to not just the Hindus, but
the country as a whole. Rama, Sita,
Laxman, Hanuman, and Ravana are
archetypal role-models etcrtd into
the human consciousness. But one
has to approach the epic with an un-
biased mind to realise that it is an in-
tellectual adventure into the collec-
tive unconscious of humankind!

A P Premkumar
Tri\(andru m.

Three Cheers Geet!

1 was happy to read your profile
on the world billiards and snooker
champion — Geet Sethi — in your Oc-
tober issue.

The achievements of this “master
of the green baize™ are indeed pheno-
menal. It is shameful that the press
only mentions them in passing, while

3 _A‘:n

it waxes lyrical over each and every
run hit by a run-out cricketer!

I wish that you would cover other
interesting and important sports. I,
and many other fans, wish Geet Sethi
the best of luck, and hope that he will
beat the Maltese Falcon yet!

V Rodrigues
Goa
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would say hypocrisies. The so-call-
| Bed land of spiritualism is often
| shown up as materialistic and as
| grasping as any Western society. In-
| deed, quite a few of India’s leading
| gurus, swamis or godmen — call them
[ what you will — are more concerned
with making a fast buck than the

| well-being of their adoring devotees.

I NDIA IS FULL of paradoxes; some

——

'5.».

But the most striking contradiction
between the India of repute and the
India of reality is how a nation which
gave the rest of the world the uplift-
ing message of peace and non-violen-
ce, is today one of the planet’s most
violent societies. The land of Mahat-

ma Gandhi has become the land of

the gun.
I was in China, once quite recen-

THE LAND OF THE GUN

“In a society where bravado is glorified, perhaps needlessly and foolishly, the terrorists have
often been seen as heroes, the administration and police as cowards,” writes noted columnist,
RAHUL SINGH. Fear stalks the cities of Punjab and the state has virtually become
an occupied territory. The writer traces the history of the escalating violence and lawlessness,
and argues that unless the rule of law is maintained, democracy.itselWill be in peril.

tdly and also two years ago. Our group
— journalists and population control
experts from all over the world — co-
vered a distance of 6,000 kms in
China, visiting cities, towns, and vill-
ages. Although China is a totalitarian
society where force, or the threat of
force rather than the rule of law,
plays a dominant role in state policy,
one of our abiding impressions was

X lmprint, November 1987




By Rahul Singh

the complete absence of guns. Even
at sensitive places like airports and
the Great Hall of the People in Bei-
jing — where important meetings are
held — the security forces carried no
weapons. Impressions can, of course,
be deceptive, because we all know
the level of violence that was unlea-
shed during the decade of the Cultu-
ral Revolution. Yet, nowadays at
least, China seems remarkably peace-
ful and free of tension, with not even
a hint of that great bane of many so-
cieties —terrorism.

The contrast with India could not
be greater.. Here, the police and the
para-military — and there are now
half a dozen different forces — bristle
with a bewildering array of deadly
weapons and anti-terrorist devices, In

Punjab, where I recently spent almost
three years as Editor of the Indian
Express in Chandigarh, whenever the
Governor, Siddharth Shankar Ray,
or the Director General of Police,
Julio Ribeiro, move around, it is with
an accompanying jeep on which a
machine-gun is mounted. Watching
them, one is reminded of World War
I movies where Nazi generals in occu-

=

pied countries travelled in a similar
fashion.

That same eerie feeling, of Punjab
being like an occupied land, was
brought home forcefully on one oc-
casion while I was covering an elec-
tion rally in Ludhiana addressed by
the Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, just
prior to the September 1985 Punjab
poll. The venue was a vast university
stadium and Mr Gandhi and his en-
tourage descended literally from the
skies in two large helicopters, to the
obvious awe of the thousands assem-
bled. The Prime Minister went bris-
kly to the raised platform and took
his appointed place behind a sheet of
bullet-proof glass. About a dozen
‘black cat® commandos, wearing
black berets and dungarees, as if st-
raight out of a Costas Gavras film
about a South American dictatorship,
ranged themselves on either side of
the platform, sten-guns at the ready.
Meanwhile, two other commandos
had taken positions behind elevated
machine-guns that were pointed me-
nacingly at the massive, yet clearly
intimidated crowd.

“What will they do if somebody
tries to take a pot-shot at Rajiv Gan-

M 5
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The gruesome Lalru massacre of uly 6

dhi?” whispered a journalist mock-
seriously, “Mow us all down?”” Ano-
ther journalist, a foreigner who had
covered prison riots in the USA, said
that the scene reminded him of that
of a prison governor addressing the
inmates. It was a chilling comparison.

IN CHANDIGARH, the houses of
some ministers and senior officials
are like mini-fortresses, surrounded
by watch-towers, sandbags, and gun
emplacements; visitors are frisked or
have to go through metal detectors.
Hand-bags are checked at cinema en-
trances, buses do not ply after dark,
and at sunset, most shops and esta-
blishments close their shutters. As
night falls, a deathly silence descends
over most of the towns and cities of
the state. The streets are largely deser-
ted, except for police patrols, and al-
most everybody remains indoors.
The only entertainment is the TV,
the video — for those rich enough to
afford one, and there are quite a few
around — and drinking. Musical
groups, dancers, and singers give Pun-
jab a wide berth. Anup Jalota, the
famous ghazal singer and a Punjabi
himself, once cried off from an enga-
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gement in Chandigarh, easily the sa-
fest place in Punjab, even though
tickets had already been sold in ad-
vance for the performance. It was
with the utmost difficulty and persu-
asion that he eventually stuck to his
commitment. Whenever an important
sports event takes place — a rare oc-
currence in view of the daunting se-
curity precautions that the authori-
ties have to undertake — like the re-
cent World Cup cricket match, there
is a huge turn-out, so great is the
need of the people to have some kind
of outlet for their natural exuberance.

While I was in Punjab, a high-level
commission was formed by the Cen-
tral Government, comprising senior
politicians like the present Maharash-
tra Chief Minister, S B Chavan, the
Union Minister for Defence, K C Pant,
and the then Governor of Punjab, Ar-
jun Singh. The advice of a number of
prominent Punjab citizens was sought
on a resolution to the Punjab prob-
lem. Realising that most, if not all of
them, must have trotted out the same
tired answers — more industry and
job opportunities, an improved law
and order situation, etc — I decided
to offer them one small, but at least
off-beat suggestion: hold the Davis
Cup tennis match in Chandigarh (we
were playing against Sweden in an im-
portant tie). I went on to explain
that Chandigarh had the only real
lawn tennis stadium in India — un-
believable but true — and that by
staging such an important match in
the capital of Punjab, the Government
would not only be successfully chal-
lenging the terrorists but sending a
message to the people of Punjab —
that normal life continues despite
terrorism and that they would not be
allowed to disrupt it. The commis-
sion members looked somewhat be-
mused and [ exited, rather embarras-
sed at not having produced a more
weighty solution to the Punjab
conundrum,

AS IT SO HAPPENED, a little while
later there was a chance to speak to
the Prime Minister who was, at least
then, very concerned about the events

in Punjab. The same suggestion was
put to him. He pondered for a mo-
ment and then said that the security
constraints would be too many —
understandable enough, but not, in
my view, insurmountable.

It was not flippancy that had
prompted my response; it was the
conviction that what the militants,
the extremists, the fundamentalists,
and the terrorists — all of them birds
of the same feather — fear most, is
normality. They want the disruption
of day-to-day life, for educational in-
stitutions to be closed, and sporting
and cultural functions to be cancel-

taken if the tide of terrorism is to
be turned.

In January 1987, along with an-
other journalist, Manwar Sandhu, I
toured the two most terrorist-affec-
ted districts in Punjab, Amritsar and
Gurdaspur. We found that officials
and politicians — the communists
were an exception — had given a free
hand to the militants and the terro-
rists. There was nobody to counter
their mad, fiery speeches in the guru-
dwaras, no one to oppose them when
they struck. At two places that we
visited where killings had taken place,
the security forces had turned up

e e

A grim foreboding: The exodus from the state continues.

led. It gives them a feeling of power
and control over the average person’s
life. Unfortunately, if such a state of
affairs is allowed to continue for too
long, the people begin to believe that
those who are preventing them from
leading a normal life do, indeed, con-
trol the situation, and that there is
no point in resisting. The authorities
must therefore do their utmost to
maintain normality. There are risks,
no doubt, particularly for prominent
personalities, but such risks must be

hours later, even though they were
posted nearby and could not but
have heard the gunfire.

IN A SOCIETY where bravado is glo-
rified, perhaps needlessly and foolish-
ly, the terrorists have often been seen
as heroes, the administration and the
police as cowards. On the few occa-
sions that important officials and po-
liticians made an appearance in these
two districts, they came in force, sur-
rounded by dozens of gun-toting se-
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curity men. It is in this context that
the present Punjab Governor, dismis-
sed wrongly and unfairly by a leading
fortnightly magazine as a “dilettan-
te”; is on the right track. He has con-
sciously promoted cultural and sport-
ing events and made a point of mak-
ing an appearance at them. Minor
gestures perhaps, but underlying

them is an important point: the ter-
rorists must not be allowed to get the
upper hand by paralysing all activity.

To go one step further, an essen-
tial part of democracy is the close in-
teraction between the people and
their elected representatives. It is a

that essential bond between the ruler
and the ruled in a democratic society,
which is exactly what the terrorists
are striving for. Just after the Irish
Republican Army bombed the hotel
in which the British Prime Minister,
Margaret Thatcher, was staying, she
commented that it was not just her-
self that the Irish terrorists had tried
to kill, but democracy itself. Terro-
rists everywhere have the same aim.
But one has strayed somewhat
from the main theme. Terrorism is a
relatively recent phenomenon in
India. There was, of course, the Te-
lengana revolt and then later, the

highest murder rate of any state in
the country. But these were mainly
murders over water, land, or pro-
perty disputes, or old family feuds.

There was certainly violence earli-
er in Punjab, but it was sporadic and
the law and order authorities usually
came out on top, with the culprits
almost invariably being apprehended.
However, the ground was being pre-
pared for the politics of violence, for
terrorism.

ITISMY CONTENTION that corrup-
tion and violence go hand-in-hand;
they feed on each other. Till the late
1960s there was relatively little large-
scale corruption in India and politics
was fairly ‘clean’. All this began to
change soon afterwards, as the mo-
ney factor in political life began to
get completely out of control. Politi-
cians began to command such huge
funds that they were in a position to
bribe the corruptible part of the ad-
ministration, particularly the police.
The right to transfer officials — and
theserthdvorruptisrnizh ¢ bitie k6
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COVER STORY

Meanwhile, a deadly feud was
going on between Zail Singh, the
then Union Home Minister, and Dar-
bara Singh, the then Punjab Chief
Minister, in which both used the fun-
damentalists to strengthen their own
positions. The losers, of course, were
the people of Punjab, watching help-
lessly as events built up to the tragic
crescendo of ‘Operation Bluestar’.

There is little doubt now that
‘Bluestar” was a badly botched-up job
in which hundreds of innocent pil-
grims were needlessly killed. Even
those who felt that army entry into
the Golden Temple had become ne-
cessary — although why this was not
done much earlier will always remain
a mystery — could not but have been
shocked at the carnage that took
place. It traumatised the Sikh com-
munity as never before. The found-
ations of terrorism had already been
laid by the earlier politics of violence
and corruption. They would now
bear their evil fruit.

THE REST, as they say, is history:
the assassination of Indira Gandhi,
the horrific anti-Sikh riots that fol-
lowed, and the succession of acts of
terrorism in ‘revenge’. But during this
dark period there has been some light.
There was the Punjab Accord, which
has admittedly now virtually collap-
sed, but in July 1985, it was an im-
portant psychological breakthrough.
There was also the brave example of
Harchand Singh Longowal, the gentle
Gandhi-like figure, who, like the Ma-
hatma, fell to the bullets of fanatics,
a martyr to Hindu-Sikh amity. And
we must not forget the September
1985 state poll that followed, in
which there was a record turnout, de-
spite the boycott call by the extre-
mists. The Sikh community had, in
overwhelming numbers, turned its
back on terrorism.

Indeed, perhaps most remarkable
of all, and something which has not
received the attention it deserves, is
the fact that despite the provocation
of the November 1984 anti-Sikh riots
in the capital and elsewhere, there
was no communal retaliation in Pun-

J F Ribeiro: The no-nonsense DGP.

jab. There has, of course, been Hindu-
Sikh tension and some families have
migrated from both sides. But that
this has not taken place on a large
scale speaks well of the abiding ties.
The dastardly ploy of the terrorists
to provoke a backlash by killing
passengers on buses and the random
massacres that have been taking place
in Delhi, in which women and child-
ren are not spared, has not succeeded.

If one was to generalise, quite a
few Sikhs had a sneaking sympathy
for the terrorists immediately after
the November 1984 riots, particul-
arly since the authorities were doing
nothing to apprehend and take action
against at least some of those respon-

sible for the killings, despite the find-
ings of two human rights organis-
ations, which pinpointed the guilty
This does not mean that all these
sympathisers were Khalistanis, al-
though a few might have been.

OVER THE LAST TWO YEARS,
however, despite the feeling of hurt
which still remains, there has been a
sea-change in the sentiments of the
Sikh community. There is widespread
recognition that the militants and the
terrorists — the two are interchange-
able — are playing their own game,
which has nothing to do with the in-
terests of the community. Many of
these so-called terrorists are old-style
criminals and drug-smugglers who
have donned a militant garb to make
themselves more romantic and accep-
table. Those who dare to oppose
them — the moderate Sikhs — have
been ruthlessly eliminated. The latest
figures of terrorist killings in Punjab
show that more Sikhs are now being
killed than Hindus.

The induction of the no-nonsense
Director General of Police, Julio Ri-
beiro, with his ‘bullet for a bullet”
philosophy, has also bolstered the
morale of the security forces. A num-
ber of hard-core terrorists have either
been apprehended or eliminated since
he came on the scene. Unfortunately,
however, the rule of law has taken a
beating. Although it is officially de-
nied, it is well-known that the Punjab
police have been using torture — as do
the police in many other states — and
shooting their victims in fake ‘en-
counters’. Inevitably, some innocent
people have suffered.

The public seems to have accepted
such police brutality and the violation
of law as a lesser evil. Some countries
in Western Europe also faced a seri-
ous terrorist threat some years ago
But they maintained the rule of law
while countering the threat, even
though it took a long time. They did
not meet terrorism with state terro-
rism, as we seem to be doing. Demo-
cracy must remain true to itself,
otherwise democracy itself could be
in peril. ¢
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SPECIAL REPORT

By Shaila Shah

AIR INDIA :

JINXED IN OGTOBER!

It was a difficult month for the national flag-carrier, recently voted one of the world’s ten worst
airlines, as an unfortunate series of coincidences threw Air India’s flight schedules into complete
disarray. At considerable cost, not only to its profit margins, but also to its prestige.

“WHO ELSE WILL WEAR a
feather in his cap?” won-
dered the Air India Maha-
rajah as he, too, succumbed to Re-
liance fever in October. Certainly not
the Maharajah himself, as results of
an international survey conducted by
a Geneva-based organisation — The
Airline Passengers’ Association —
would confirm. The national flag-
carrier was voted one of the world’s
ten worst airlines, sharing this dubi-
ous distinction with Nigeria Airways,
Iberia Airways, Egyptair and Pan
Am, amongst others. The verdict
comes as no surprise to those who
have watched the continuing decline
of this public sector undertaking.
Undue interference from the Ministry
of Civil Aviation, which, in recent
years, has virtually been treating the
company as an appendage of the Min-
istry, has been identified as the chief
culprit. Political appointments, hosti-
lities between those at the top, and
strike action amongst its employees
have all played their part in establish-
ing a downward curve in performance
levels.

To confound matters further, Air
India was recently the unfortunate
victim of a series of coincidences
that crippled its flight schedules. It
was almost as if the carrier was jinx-

SHAILA SHAH reports.

ed through the month of October, as
it suddenly found itself remarkably
short of aircraft, and the consequent
target of irate passengers and travel
agents who were forced to grapple
with resultant cancellations, delays,
and rescheduling of flights.

Four of Air India’s 19 aircraft were

effectively non-operational. Of these,.

one had been grounded due to techni-
cal problems and one Airbus, Beas,
had been detained at Lagos’ Muratala
Muhammed Airport, following a seiz-
ure of drugs on board. Two others —
Boeing 747s — were at the disposal
of the Prime Minister, Rajiv Gandhi,
for his trip to the Commonwealth
Summit in Vancouver. Inevitably,
chaos reigned as Air India found itself
in an embarrassing situation, the un-
witting victim of a series of ill-timed
coincidences.

One aircraft from Air India’s mo-
dest fleet was grounded due to tech-
nical snags. A go-slow in Air India’s
engineering department in Bombay
resulted in aircraft VT EDU, christen-
ed Akbar, being sent to London on
September 30 for major checks and
repairs. It returned on QOctober 13
and was back inservice two days later.
Such problems, however, although a
drain on the coffers, are an inevitable
occupational hazard, and the tempor-

ary loss of oneaircraft could be fairly
easily absorbed.

Air India’s problems really began
with the impounding of its aircraft,
an Airbus 310 on flight AI 203, in
Lagos.

ON AUGUST 25, when the Airous
left Bombay for its weekly, scheduled
flight to Lagos, its crew had no inkling
that their halt in Lagos would be such
a long one. After the 150-odd passen-
gers had disembarked in Lagos, the
flight purser, N Kalidasan, noticed
some bags strewn on the floor at the
rear of the aircraft. He alerted local
security and customs officials and
duly handed over the packages; the
relevant details were recorded and
Mr Kalidasan was allowed to go. The
Air India Airport Manager was then
summoned, informed of the events
that had transpired, and asked to
identify the brown substance contain-
ed in the packages. Any thoughts that
the matter was concluded were rudely
shattered.

As preparations to leave on the re-
turn flight to Bombay were underway,
all 17 crew members were detained,
interrogated, and their passports con-
fiscated. The Nigerian authorities were
clearly pursuing the matter relentless-
ly. Three crew members — Flight Pur-

Who else will wear a feather in his cap ?
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ser N Kalidasan, In-flight Supervisor
A K Chakravorty and In-flight Engin-
eer N K Chakravorty were served with
a summons to appear before the Mis-
cellaneous Offences Tribunal — a sure
misnomer, as the MOT is the most
powerful court in the country. The
three accused were charged with pos-
session of 32.5 kg of narcotics, and
arrested. News of their arrest and
consequent incarceration sparked off
much speculation about their role in
the sordid sequence of events, but to
all appearances, their ‘crime’ was
merely that they happened to be in
the wrong place at the wrong time.

And then, an extraordinary event
occurred. Invoking a Nigerian law
which permits the authorities to de-
tain any vehicle suspected of carrying
contraband or illegal drugs, the Airbus
was impounded, on the basis of its
being “‘a material witness to the case”.
Diplomats made frantic representa-
tions to secure the release of the air-
craft and crew, but to no avail, and
an intervention by the Indian High
Commission yielded no results.

Apparently, an offer to release
both aircraft and crew for a sum of
Rs 50 lakh was then made. An official
from the Indian diplomatic corps re-
fused to pay what he identified as a
bribe, and decided to move the courts
instead, confident of a victory. On
September 14, the Nigerian Federal
High Court ruled that the impounded
aircraft be released. It also ruled that
the fine of US$43 million (approxi-
mately Rs 56 crore) that was being
imposed by the Nigerian authorities
was illegal. On September 16, the
Nigerian Customs appealed against
the ruling. Simultaneously, Air India
attempted to move the High Court to
charge the Customs with contempt
of court for refusing to release the
aircraft.

The Nigerian Customs won the
round — their appeal was successful:
the three detainees, held in a prison
designated for criminals, were not
granted bail, and Air India was not
allowed access to its Airbus which
continued to clock up an enormous
‘parking fine’. On October 19, a Nige-

maintenance hangar.

rian TV news broadcaster finally an-
nounced that the Airbus was to be
released following an amicable out-
of-court settlement. In a statement
to the press, Jagdish Tytler, Minister
for Civil Aviation, disclosed that a
pank guarantee of US$32 million
(Rs 41.6 crore) had been given. Ap-
parently, a payment of US$500,000
(Rs 65 lakh) has also been made. It
remains slightly unclear as to what
the guarantee was given against, as
ostensibly, no case is officially pend-
ing against Air India. Still, negotia-
tions are taking place and the matter
will presumably be heard, and settled,
by a Nigerian court or tribunal. The
outcome is open to conjecture, and
Air India could find itself poorer by
US$32 million as well as the money
lost on account of the long detention
of the aircraft in Lagos.

ON THE EVE OF DIWALLI, the three
detained crew members arrived at
Sahar International Airport to a
hero’s welcome, considerably bewild-
ered and shattered by their experi-
ences. In the meantime, an alarming
and dangerous precedent had been
set in the history of civil aviation
against a sinister mise en scene of
political machinations in which the
Nigerian Judiciary appeared to be at
odds with the ruling military junta.
The trip to Lagos — one of the
more popular runs on an otherwise
notoriously unremunerative Africa

sector, maintained only on account

of political considerations — had turn-
ed out to be a costly affair. Sources
say that trouble could have been avoi-
ded if initially, the bag containing the
narcotics had been handed over to
Air India ground staff rather than to
Nigerian customs officials. Others
claim that the Rs 50 lakh fine that
was originally demanded, should have

i been paid. More recently, accusations

are being hurled at the Commander
of the aircraft for having left his crew
in the lurch and not assumed charge
of the situation. In amongst all the
charges and counter-charges, and the
fallout created by the nightmarish
events in Nigeria, a central question
remains unanswered.

HOW DID NARCOTICS worth US$8
million (Rs 10.4 crore) find itself on
board? Primarily described as heroin
or cocaine, the drug had been con-
cealed in biscuit packets, which in
turn had been placed in 14 shop-
ping bags. During their interrogation
at the airport, Air India officials had
noticed a Nigerian national who had
been on board the Airbus, in police
custody, with a similar bag (the fif-
teenth?) beside him. Identified asone
Munwe, it seemed obvious that the
handcuffed passenger had a major
part to play in the drama. But to
date, his part in the entire debacle re-
mains shrouded in mystery.
Although Air India found itself the
victim of a bizarre series of circum-
stances, can it be totally absolved of
any responsibility for the events that
transpired? Only a very grave lapse in
security arrangements could have per-
mitted such a large consignment of
drugs to be smuggled on board. All
the more alarming when one considers
that in the interests of security, pas-
engers at Sahar International Airport
are being subjected to physical sear-
ches of their hand luggage in addition
to the mandatory X-ray scans. The
traffic in narcotics (out of India) and
gold (into India) appears to have rea-
ched unprecedented proportions as
innumerable press notices confirm.
Drugs are often smuggled with the
active collusion of airlines and cus-
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toms personnel; was this another ‘rou-
tine incident’ that unfortunately
backfired?

Air India claims its crew members
are innocent and that anybody could
have placed the bags on the aircraft.
Various rumours are doing the rounds
about the reasons for the Nigerian ac-
tions, hitherto unprecedented. One
story claims that the Head of State’s
son had recently been held on a drugs
smuggling charge in India, and the
Nigerians retaliated in revenge. An-
other alleges that Nigeria was looking
for a quick way out of repaying a
colossal debt owed to Air India for
a number of years. Yet another cites
the recent incident when a Nigerian
aircraft was impounded — only for
an hour — at JFK Airport in New
York when its Commander was cau-
ght red handed in the possession of
drugs. The detaining of Beas was,
apparently, an exercise to show that
the Nigerians were not the only ones
in the smuggling business! Whatever
the reasons, the grounding of the Air-
bus for a total of 60 days cost Air
India a fortune. At the rate of appro-
ximately Rs 15 lakh per day, a total
of Rs 9 crore was lost, about one-
eighth the price of the aircraft itself.
A figure which will certainly be aug-
mented if the bank guarantee is not
recovered.

THE DETENTION OF THE AIRBUS
at Lagos should serve as an eye-opener
not only to Air India, but to all major
international airlines. The incident has
thrown up ‘several questions; promi-
nent among these is that of insurance
cover. In this instance, Air India insu-
rersincur no liability for the detention
in Lagos, as there was no cover in the
insurance policy for such an eventu-
ality. Now, insurance companies
throughout the world will have no
choice but to introduce a scheme to
cover such possibilities in the future.
The premium promises to be colossal.
And as a precautionary measure, the
International Air Transport Associa-
tion (IATA) will have to formulate a
set of procedures to deal with such
instances in case they recur.

The grounding of three of Air India’s aircraft in October played havoc with
flight schedules. A go-slow in Air India’s engineering department contributed
to the ensuing chaos which resulted in as many as 86 scheduled flights being
cancelled (see below). As many as 37 were rescheduled in a period of just 12
days and several flights were operated by Middle East Airlines (MEA). Worst
affected were flights to the Middle East and Singapore, where delays of upto
31 hours were recorded.

Date Flight No: Destination
3 Oct 408/415 Singapore
4 Oct 875/872 Muscat

845/842 Dubai
895/892 Delhi
5 Oct 812/132 Delhi
6 Oct 803/802 Kuwait
316/307 Tokyo
203/204 Lagos
7 Oct 402/407 Singapore
203/204 Lagos
8 Oct 827/826 Kuwait
817/816 Muscat
9 Oct 829/828 Damascus
879/878 Sharjah
10 Oct 408/415 Singapore
208/811 Srinagar
11 Oct ' 875/872 Muscat
845/842 Dubai
895/892 Delhi
12 Oct 820/853 Hyderabad
452/823 Srinagar
812/132 Delhi
13 Oct 803/802 Kuwait
853/854 Jeddah
203/204 - Lagos
14 Oct 203/204 Lagos
15 Oct 827/826 Kuwait
817/816 Muscat
16 Oct 879/878 Sharjah
17 Oct 208/811 Srinagar
428/455 Singapore
18 Oct 845/842 - Dubai
895/892 Delhi
19 Oct 820/853 Hyderabad
452/823 Srinagar
812/132 Delhi

20 Oct 203/204 Lagos

21 Oct 203/204 Lagos

22 Oct 827/826 Kuwait

817/816 Muscat
23 Oct 869/868 Dubai
24 Oct 208/811 Srinagar
428/455 Singapore
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The payment for the recovery of |

Beas was not the only bill that Air
India had to foot. The Prime Minister’s
trip to Vancouver also proved to be
expensive and contributed significant-
ly to the ensuing chaos. In fact, regu-
lar travellers on Air India and those
who choose to fly the national flag-
carrier for reasons of patriotism, fami-
liarity, and comfort should be grate-
ful that the Prime Minister does not
go abroad very often. While-it is im-
perative that the Prime Minister needs
to have a long-haul aircraft at his dis-
posal, should Air India, and its clien-
tele, be penalised for the Govern-
ment’s failure to acquire one? Because
that is effectively what happened
when two Air India Boeing 747s
were pulled out from commercial use
in October.

A record number of flights were
cancelled and delayed (see box), and
complaints deluged Air India offices
and travel agencies. Telex machines
rattled away and computers worked
overtime as agents desperately struggl-
ed to find other aircraft to take the
load — a near to impossible task in
peak season. Ms A Dewan from the
Travel Corporation of India (TCI)
which books 60-65 per cent of its
passengers on Air India flights, com-
plained that not only did they have
to contend with the total disarray
that the schedules were thrown into
but that they were kept in the dark
about the delays and cancellations,
and were left to discover the facts for
themselves. Passengers holding tickets
that had been confirmed weeks prior
to their departure, suddenly found,
once they had actually reached the
airport, that their flights had been
cancelled!

Ravi Shankar, Marketing Manager
of SOTC, an agency which almost ex-
clusively uses Air India, ruefully re-
calls the sorry predicament that his
company found itself in. ““Air India
cancelled many flights, including some
which had, in fact, been overbooked
to start with. Qur package tours suf-
fered — departures were considerably
delayed and there was much confu-
sion.” SITA Travels, which specialises

Emperor Akbar: sent to London for
major checks.

in handling tours to European trade
fairs, also found their passengers badly
affected. ‘It all boils down to the fact
there were no seats,” complained a
senior sales executive. ““‘And too many
delays. Punctuality is crucial for pass-
engers attending business conferences.
Also, if you don’t check in on time
at European hotels, they often cancel
reservations. You just have to be on
time. If not, there are problems all
along the line. Undoubtedly the Prime
Minister needs, and should have, a
long-haul aircraft. But that is not the
point of contention. The point is that
Air India, which doesn’t have a large
enough fleet to begin with, cannot
afford to take any of its aircraft out
of circulation. When you take away
two Jumbo jets, you take away al-
most 700 seats.”

A well-placed source avers, ‘““When
an airline changes schedules too often,
business is certainly affected. The air-
line is rarely in a position to inform
all its passengers of impending delays,
and passengers are checked in as per
schedule. And then, Air India is ob-
liged to pick up the tab. Apart from
the immediate -expenses, which in-
clude food and hotel bills, 200 irate
passengers are a strain on airport faci-
lities! Unfortunately, Air India’s punc-
tuality record is poor all over the
world. As a result, there have been all
too many instances of businessmen
having missed important meetings
and passengers having missed Qnward
connections.” Regrettably, Air India’s
lamentable record has earned it the
distinction of being one of the world’s
most disappointing airlines.

OTHER AIRLINES, OF COURSE,
benefited from the fall-out in Octo-
ber. An Air Canada sales executive
was cheerful: “We’re not grumbling.
Of course we picked up customers as
a result. Let the Prime Minister go
away three times a month!” Other
airlines operating on parallel sectors
also helped carry the load. Although
it is too early to surmise whether Air
India suffered a severe blow because
of the disruption of its schedule and
whether the impact will be a lasting
one, there is no doubt that some dis-
gruntled passengers and tour opera-
tors will be reluctant to risk a booking
on Air India again. _ :

So much for the passengers. What
of the costs? The average cost of
grounding a Jumbo jet is reportedly
around Rs 12 lakh per day. The cost
of grounding two aircraft for 30 days,
is about Rs 7.2 crore. During the
Prime Minister’s recent visit, aircraft
VT EGA Samudragupta, and aircraft
VT EGC Harshvardhan, were kept at
his disposal, one as a standby.

Not only were both aircraft pulled
out of the fleet for the duration of his
tour, October 11-21, but both were
grounded 15 days in advance for ma-
jor overhauls. Changes in the configu-
ration of the aircraft that flew the
Prime Minister to Canada were also
carried out. On its return, the VVIP
aircraft was grounded for a further
10 days as installations were removed
and seats replaced.

Approximately Rs 20-25 lakh is
spent on altering the configuration
of the aircraft to suit the Prime Minis-
ter'’s requirements. Sources in Air
India claim that around 300 persons
work overtime on preparing the air-
craft and each person’sovertime wage
averages to around Rs 100 per day.
Much planning precedes the interior
design of the aircraft. Once redesign-
ed, the aircraft supposedly resembles
a suite in a five-star hotel, complete
with a dining room, a conference
room, a bedroom, and a shower unit.
The aircraft is equipped not just with
home comforts, but also the latest in
computer technology. A telecommu-
nications system, connected by satel-
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lite to the Prime Minister’s office in
Delhi, is also installed. Both facilities
are rarely used.

THE PRIME MINISTER certainly
flies in style. And with an enormous
entourage. All at government cost.
But not all Prime Ministers have de-
manded, or enjoyed, such luxury.
During his tenure, Morarji Desai pre-
ferred to travel on a scheduled flight
and curtains would enclose his seat;
Lal Bahadur Shastri used an Indian
Air Force aircraft. Further afield, the
British royal family invariably uses a
Royal Air Force aircraft, and Ronald
Reagan has a five-aircraft fleet at his
disposal, operated by the American
Air Force. The President of Ireland
has even travelled on an Air India
scheduled flight to Delhi! So what is
it that has prevented the Indian Go-
vernment from following suit and
acquiring an aircraft that can be per-
manently at the Prime Minister’s
disposal?

There was once a move to acquire
two of the five Boeing 707s phased
out by Air India, last December, for
VVIP flights. While two of the five
aircraft were purchased by the Indian
Air Force, Air India remains in posse-
ssion of the other three. If the Prime
Minister’s office were to purchase
two of these, Air India passengers
would not have to face the hardships
which follow cancellation of flights.
Needless to mention, the lakhs of
rupees spent on changing the configu-
ration of the aircraft to suit the Prime
Minister’s requirements, and the con-
siderable financial losses incurred as a
result of the grounding of aircraft for
VVIP flights, could be avoided.

THE AVIATION INDUSTRY, world-
wide, is in a state of flux. Several car-
riers have been rendered inoperational
and new ones, offering competitive
discounts, have mushroomed every-
where. As tourism booms and the
rivalry between airline companies
reaches unprecedented levels, Air
India has found itself unable to main-
tain a sure footing in this competitive
jungle.

Complaints that the Ministry
of Civil Aviation has assumed
a degree of control over
operations and makes key
decisions vis a vis the
company’s management, are
rife. Will the airline be allowed
to function autonomously of
the Ministry? Or will the
Government continue to wreak
havoc with its schedules?

To compete effectively, Air India
needs to focus attention on its pro-
duct and its profitability. One of its
major problems, as stated by Ratan
Tata, has been the limited expansion
of its fleet over the last two decades,
although remedial measures are now
being instituted. Also, for almost a
decade, Air India relied on its routes
to the Gulf to line its coffers, but the
Gulf boom has come to an end, and
today, most Air India sectors report
marginal profits or heavy losses.
Meanwhile, as other carriers offer
more comfortable schedules and
shorter non-stop flights, Air India
seems to insist on flying against the
winds of change. It is ironic that
during the very period (1981-86) that
Air India’s share price reportedly fell
from 39 to 27 per cent, foreign car-
riers increased their capacity into
India by 100 per cent! When Qantas
and British Airways first introduced
a non-stop Bombay-London flight,
most others quickly followed suit.
But not Air India. Its Bombay-Lon-
don flight inexplicably calls in at
Delhi and Dubai, thereby taking an
additional four hours to arrive at its
destination.

Not only its profits but Air India’s
reputation, too, has plummeted. Its
previous standing as an airline of dis-
tinction, while under the stewardship

of J R D Tata, has been supplanted
by a new-found notoriety. Today,
Air India ranks high on the list of
latecomers; not only that, it is neither
distinguished by the quality of its in-
flight services, its ground service, its
punctuality nor its corporate image.

WHY THIS SHARP DECLINE? Ac-
cording to some officials, the delete-
rious effect that New Delhi has on
the smooth functioning of the air-
line has been paramount. Complaints
that the Ministry of Civil Aviation,
under the leadership of Jagdish Tytler,
has assumed a degree of control over
operations and makes key decisions
vis d vis the company’s management,
are rife. Not surprising, as, unlike
other Ministries, the Ministry of Civil
Aviation has little work to do, having
charge of mainly two airline compani-
es, Indian Airlines and Air India. The
complex task of managing an inter-
national carrier has also apparently
been thrown to the winds as hostili-
ties between the men at the top have
taken precedence and top officials
vie with each other to curry favour
with Rajiv Gandhi.

Several months ago, Ratan Tata
was made Chairman of a revamped
board; a few months later, Rajan
Jetley was appointed Managing Direc-
tor. Proposals for radical changes have
come in thick and fast: a change in
services, new and effective manage-
ment systems, an examination of
potential markets, and a new image-
building exercise are all on the
agenda. The reservations systems will
also soon link up with travel agents,
and the management is making at-
tempts to improve relations with

staff.
Air India has a long-haul ahead.

But will the airline be allowed to
function autonomously of the Minis-
try? Or will the Government continue
to wreak havoc with its schedules?
Today, as Air India’s services limp
back to normal, all does not augur
well. The Prime Minister is due to
visit Stockholm and Madrid in
December. Can Air India stand an-
other upheaval? ¢
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HEN A SECOND daughter

was born to Lakshmi, wife of

Paithal; a cloth merchant who
plied his trade in an obscure little vil-
lage in North Kerala, little did they
realise that their daughter would one
day become the cynosure of world
attention on account of her spectacu-
lar sports achievements. Then, it
seemed inconceivable that in a matter
of only two decades, this little slip of
a girl — Pilavullakandi Thekkeparam-
bil Usha — would not only receive in-
ternational acclaim, but also become
a Lakshathipati (millionairess).

P T Usha’s sports career began
early. Within afortnight of her having
enrolled in the eighth standard of
Payoli Government High School, she
was awarded a scholarship and selec-
ted by the Cannanore Sports Division
to join the sports school in Badagara.
That was in 1977. It was here that
the lanky thirteen-year old was spot-
ted by ex-serviceman O M Nambiar,
who was to play a crucial role in shap-
ing her sports career and himself win
international recognition as the star
athlete’s coach. The P T Usha-Nam-
biar alliance proved to be fruitful
from the very outset. Dedicated to
developing the teenager’s obvious
prowess on the tracks, he instilled in
her 2 single-mindedness which was to
stand her in good stead in the years
to come. Her training on the field
commenced.

P T Usha’s sporting career progres-
sed in leaps and bounds and the acco-
lades started pouring in almost imme-
diately. In 1977 itself, P T Usha won
her first gold medal in a state athle-
tics meet at Kottayam. Although she

[ ®
was participating in the junior girls’ on a WInnln streak'
event, she completed the 100-metre u

sprint in 13 seconds, breaking the se-
nior girls’ record for the same event

At 23, Pilavullakandi Thekkeparambil Usha has already achieved,

irilC:heMr;r;ceis: f}; ;l;e I:ﬁzioﬁnmff;l:; i in the span of a decadg, what others have achieyed ina :
Golds, natudiiig one for thehigh jump lifetime. One of the few Indian athletes to win world-wide acclaim,
event in which she cleared a height of the ‘Golden Girl’ has reaped a rich harvest of gold and
;f»y;:';svzrge‘gﬂﬁ;" f‘ii’:;‘ yosr plr*l;; silver medals; set new records, and received several accolades.
of Rs 2,800 by fhe Kersla Govern. GITA ARAVAMUDAN profiles the extraordinary sportswoman and

ment, in appreciation of her contri- talks to her about her phenomenal success on the tracks.
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bution in helping the state win the
team title, Also in the same year, in a
state school athletics meet, P T Usha
completed the 100-metre hurdles

race in 15.4 seconds, thus setting a
new national record and beating that
of the winner of a similar event in
the boys’ race.

Her achievements did not go un-

stan. But much to her own disap-
pointment and that of her sponsors,
she returned empty-handed — she
had not won a single event.

UNDETERRED BY THIS, her first
defeat on the international circuit,
P T Usha participated in the Moscow
Olympics later in the year. In his

noticed. Soon enough, she was selec-
ted to compete in her first inter-
national event. For the 16-year old
Usha, by then a college student, the
trip to Pakistan. for the 1980 Pakis-
tan Games was an exciting prospect.
And it would be her first trip abroad.
But it was not all smooth sailing. It
was a while before the Kerala Govern-
ment would be convinced of her vir-
tuosity and be persuaded to foot the
bill for her travel expenses.

P T Usha finally made it to Paki-

book, Oraioru Usha (The One and
Only Usha) its author, Matrubhoomi
Sports Correspondent, V Rajgopal,
assesses the very deep impact that
the Olympics made on the teenage
athlete. Accustomed to toppling
national records with consummate
ease and walking away with Golds in
each event, her trip to Moscow was
an eye-opener. For the first time, the
sheer hard work she would have to
put in in order to come up to inter-
national standards, was brought

home to her starkly.

For the village girl from Payoli
whose training ground had been the
sandy beaches near her home, the syn-
thetic track in Moscow proved to be
her first hurdle. In the 100-metre sp-
rint, she got off with a bad start and
finished 31st out of 39 participants.In

. the 200-metre sprint she was defea-

ted by the curve and finished 27th
out of 35 participants. Needless to
say, she did not make it to the finals
in either event. In fact, her poor per-
formance in the first event had psy-
chologically paralysed her to such an
extent that she had to be coaxed by
the Indian coaches before she con-
sented to run in the second race.

P T Usha’s dismal performance in
Pakistan and at Moscow succeeded in
strengthening her resolve. She retur-
ned to India more determined than
ever to attain world class stature and
prove her mettle in the next Asiad,
scheduled to be held in Delhi, in 1982.

But in mid-1981, P T Usha’s health
failed. The doctor’s diagnosis — a mi-
nor heart problem — was almost in-
stantly dismissed by both the athlete
and her coach: P T Usha was quick
to declare that the problem was ‘a
created one’. But wishes could not
belie the facts. Soon after, while run-
ning in a 400-metre event at Banga-
lore, P T Usha collapsed for the very
first time. Nambiar attributed this to
different reasons: “They suddenly
made a child who had been trained
for 100 and 200-metre races run in a
400-metre event.” However, the me-
dical team thought otherwise. Doc-
tors at the All India Institute of Me-
dical Sciences prescribed rest; the
Chitra Medical Centre of Trivandrum,
which specialises in heart diseases,
advised Usha to refrain from partici-
pating in athletics.

But both P T Usha and Nambiar
were not prepared to heed such advice
at this stage in her career, and deci-
ded to go ahead with their training
schedule. By 1982, P T Usha was
back in top form, ready to partici-
pate in the forthcoming Asiad Games.
But sadly, once again the glory was
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At the National Institute of Sports,
Bangalore, far away from the city li-
mits, P T Usha relentlessly trains un-
derthe close supervision of her coach,
O M Nambiar. Clad in a red and white
track suit, her tall, athletic frame is
easily visible from a distance as she
performs her exercises, stretches
gracefully, and sprints at lightning
speed along the asphalt track.

She has little time to pursue other
interests — she likes to watch Malaya-
lam films when she can — but tries to
spend as much time as she can with
her family, despite her hectic sche-
dule. She is single-minded about her
career — athletics is her life and has
been so ever since she spent her first
school holiday training at a camp.
Today, she is in training for several
forthcoming events — on home gro-
und, the European circuit, and then,
the Seoul Olympics.

The country’s hopes for a medal,
or several, will be pinned on P T Usha
— one of the country’s few outstand-
ing athletes — who, at the age of 23,
ranks as a sportswoman of interna-
tional repute. An achievement that
she modestly credits to the efforts of
her coach, O M Nambiar, without
whom she is even reluctant to speak
about herself. ‘Sir’, she says, knows
everything about her and can answer
questions better than she can!

Excerpts from the interview:

Imprint: How has your participation
in major international events helped
you? Have your failures on the in-
ternational circuit eroded your self-
confidence?

P T Usha: Participating in major in-
ternational events has always given
me confidence, because it makes me
feel that even by world standards, I
am not that bad! A touch of nerves
before a major event is natural, but I
have never lost my confidence just
because I did not win in some event.

What kind of training are you under-
going for the Seoul Olymmpics in Sep-
tember 19887

Participating in competitions on the
European circuit prepares me suffi.

“Even by world standards, | am net bad"’

P T Usha talks to Geeta Aravamudan.

ciently. Next year, before the Seoul
Olympics, I will be participating in
some European meets in June, July,
and August. This will mean a good
three months in training and enough
exposure to some tough competition.

Before one such European meet in
Rome, you had trained in London at
Crystal Palace. But the training did
not appear to have helped you to get
into the finals. .

I trained in London for just 20 days.
What can one achieve in 20 days? It
is just too short a period to be able
to train sufficiently well in. But, des-
pite the limited training, my best
timing — 55.73 seconds — was achiev-
ed at Rome, I stood 11th in the race,
but in terms of timing, I was sixth. It
was unfortunate that I couldn’t get
into the finals. The woman who came
eighth had a timing of 56 seconds.

Did that disappoint or discourage
you?

Why should it? Isn’t it good to know
that you stood 11th in the world?

-

What have you gained from this ex-
perience in Rome?

While training in London, I took part
in a number of local-events. But my
experience in Rome made me realise
that participating in those kinds of
events was not enough,

If participation in competitions on
the international circuit helps you,
why don’t you do so this year as well?
The Sports Federation has to pro-
pose me. This year, my name was not
on the list. But in 1985, when I com-
peted in six races with 85 other parti-
cipants, I won four of my races and
was selected to go to Rome to run
with the eight best in my event. Un-
fortunately, I could not go because I
had to be in Djakarta. As you know,
in Djakarta, I won four Golds!

And at the Singapore Meet you won
three Golds and two Silvers . . .

That was easy — there was no real
competition at all.

Would performance levels improve if
India was to invite the world’s best
athletes to participate in internatio-
nal meets here?

Our performance would undoubtedly
be helped if we were able to compete
against strong athletes. But inter-
national meets need to be organised
efficiently and not like the Permit
Meet that we had in Delhi. Who bo-
thered to participate in it? It did not
even measure up to the standards of
our national meets!

Why didn’t the best athletes come?

I had personally invited Judy Browne,
the American hurdler. She was keen
on participating, but could not get
her visa in time. When I go abroad, I
have_ to manage these technicalities
myself, But in other countries, this is
not so.

What events are you best at?

The 100 and 200-metre sprints are
my speciality. But I am often forced
to participate in several events. This
means that I am not able to concen-
trate on my ‘special’ events, which
naturally hampers my performance.
Of course, I can refuse to participate
in more than one event. But what
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happens when there just isn’t anyone
else to take part?

When I was training in London, I
was not available to train for the 4 x
100-metre relay. When Carl Lewis was
in a similar position in the USA, he
was dropped from the team. Everyone
kept quoting this as an example. But
finally, when they did run in'the re-
lay without him, they could not even
achieve a state-level timing, let alone
national or international ones.

Have you let adverse publicity from
the press affect you?

I don’t let the press bother me, des-
pite the fact that it has sometimes
misquoted me. Some papers said that
I had made a fuss about my room in
Singapore. Before I left for Rome,
some papers had stated that I didn’t
even rank 36th in the world. But I
have not let all this affect me. In fact,
I am glad that the spotlight is not
on me.

You were quoted in some papers as
having described Singapore as a po-
lice state. . .

(Surprised) Was 1? I am unaware of
this. In fact, the only thing that I
said about Singapore was a word of
appreciation for its cleanliness.

Is it true that a beautician taught you
the art of make-up and helped to al-
ter your appearance? And that some
other organisation provided you with
special material for your clothes?
(Laughing) They all do it in order to
publicise their own products. Fran-
kly, I never use make-up and never
bother about my clothes.

What are your future plans? Which
games will you be participating in?
At present, I amr training in Banga-
lore and then I shall continue train-
ing in Calcutta. I will be participating
in the SAARC Games to be held
there, and then the National Meet at
Trivandrum. If the synthetic track is
ready by early next year, and if we
are assured of good accommodation
and a nutritious diet, we may move
to Trivandrum for a while.

Standing rall: The best woman athlete

of Asia.

not to be hers. The much coveted
Gold for the 100-metre sprint went
to Lydia de Vega, the glamorous sprin-
ter from the Philippines. P T Usha,
who won the Silver in what was a
photo-finish final, broke down in
front of the TV cameras. Neither
that nor the other Silver that she
won in the Games could compensate
for her loss.

The defeats continued to contri-
bute to her overall experience, giving
her the determination and drive that
she would require in order to attain
victory at international meets. And
the training became more intense,
After all, the gold medals could not
elude her fo<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>