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Itis hightimewe
paid true tribute to
Sardar Vallabhbhai
Patel, the hero of
the Khedaand

- Bardoli
satyagrahas, who
was honoured with
our highest honour,
the Bharat Ratna,
onlyin1991...

The two men were born fourteen
years and fourteen days apart.
They died fourteen years apart,
one just three years after independ-
ence. Vallabhbhai Patel and
Jawaharlal Nehru were both
London-educated lawyers. They
both worked very closely with
Mahatma Gandhi inthe longfight
for independence. Both went to
prison several times. Both werein-
volved in the thankless partition of
thesubeontinent in 1947. They
were forced to work closely togeth-
erafter independence and had to
sometimes publicly proclaim their
regard and respect for each other.
Patel was the popular choice of the
Congress party tolead it into inde-
pendence, but Gandhi anointed
Nehru, whom heregardedasason,
and wanted Patel, whom he regard-
ed asabrother younger by only six
years, todo the heavy lifting in
mouldingflesh and bones into
Nehru'sideaof India. 3
Patel was always willingto give up
hisplaceif asked, and thiswasone
of hisgreat virtues. Buthecould
stand very firm when it came to the
interestsof the nation he wanted to
seeemerge from British-ruled India
anda patchwork quiltof princely
states. Injust three incredible
weeks Patel, at the head of the vital
States Departmentand very ably as-
sisted by the master-bureaucrat VP

Menon, engineered theaccessionof
554 states to the Indian Union just
ahead of the August 15th deadline.
AsIndiaand Pakistan took birth in
anorgy of communal savagery,
Patel worked day and night to per-
suademillions of refugees that they
had, even if ravaged and penniless,
afuture intheirnew homes.

This Friday we will all celebrate
Rashtriya Ekta Diwas, national uni-
ty day, tomark Sardar Patel’s 139th
birthday. The Central Board of
Secondary Education, which hasju-
risdiction over 15,799 schools in
Indiaand 23 other countries, hasde-
clared thateach student willhave to
takea 7T1-word pledge that includes
the solemn resolve “tomake my
own contribution toensure internal
security of mycountry”. Sowill
hundreds of thousands of govern-
mentemployees nationwide. The
University Grants Commission has
asked colleges acrossthenation to
administer the pledge. Young wom-
enand men will beasked toruna
‘unity lap’ around the nearest play-
ground; unity quizzes will be held;
and questions will be asked about
Patel’slife and work.

It is somewhat ironical that
National Unity Day also happensto
be the 30th anniversary of Indira
Gandhi's assassination; will the
new government mark it? Idon’tre-
member Patel’s 100th birth anniver-

Q Madefor laach Other
Nehru was a visionary, a
thinker and planner; Patel
was a doer, a negotiator, a
chief operating officer

sary in 1975 being celebrated with
any joy: on that day India was frozen
inthegripof Indira's Emergency.
Soyes, itishigh time we paid true
tribute to Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel,
the heroof the Khedaand Bardoli
satyagrahas, who was honoured
with our highest honour, the Bharat
Ratna, only in 1991, the same year
RajivGandhigothisafter hisassas-
sination. Both Nehru (in 1955)and
Indira (1971)awarded themselves

tl'lehtlewhlletheywereahveandm

office. A setof Sardar Patel com-
memorative coins was issued only
in1996. The BJP’'s Atal Behari
Vajpayee, in hissix yearsasPM, did
notattemptevenaminor deifica-
tionof Patel

It is probably not coincidental that
Narendra Modi, who is called Loh
Purush, wants to beremembered as
theman who builtthe tallest statue
in the world. The 182-metre Statue
of Unity will be built over the next
four yearsonasmallisland near the
Sardar Sarovardam in Gujarat.
Patel the original Iron Man will be
twice the height of the Statue of
Liberty in New York and five times
theheight of Christthe Redeemer
inRiodiJaneiro. It will cost the tax-
payer Rs2,979crore.

But what intrigued me was why

Modi has been resolute for somany
yearsaboutelevating Patel tothe
pantheon of the BJP’sheroes.
Readingseveral accounts (interest-
ingly Patel never wrote his autobi-
ography)Irealised thatalthougha
lifelong Congressman, he wasa
Hindunationalist to the core, and
here he was in the company of other
§ Congress grandeeslike Rajendra
@ Prasad, Sampurnanand, Madan

Z Mohan Malaviya, Lala Lajpat Rai
e and Purushottam Das Tandon.

Z Soonafterindependence Patel

< vowed torebuild the Somnath
Temple in the then just-acceded
Junagadh state; after Patel'sdeath,
President Rajendra Prasad went to
the site to consecrate the founda-
tion, badly irking Nehru.

In early January 1948, just weeks
before Gandhi was assassinated by
Nathuram Godse, Patel madea
speech in Lucknow that bared his
sympathies, and his antipathy for
Nehru'sidealised notions of secu-
larism. “Inthe Congress, those who
are in power feel that by the virtue
of authority they will beable to
crushthe RSS... Theyare patriots
wholove their country Only their
trend of thoughtisdiverted.” Patel
sawthe RSS asan ally in thetask of
rehabilitating the huge flood of
Hindu and Sikh refugees. He was
alsounambiguous about the large
Muslim population that had chosen
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tostay back in India after Partition.

..meredeclaration of loyaltyto
[the] Indian Union willnot help
them at this eritical juncture. They
must give proof of their declara-
tion,” he said.

Many have said India would have
been very different if Patel had been
itsfirst prime minister: no Kashmir
problem, no war with China, every-
thing ship-shape. Does the rediscov-
ery of Patel mean Nehru is dispen-
sable? For me, both were crucial in
thefirstfew yearsafter independ-
ence when we did not have a consti-
tution, when an unelected govern-
menthad to bring 345million people
together Nehruwasa visionary,a
thinker and planner; Patel wasa
doer, anegotiator, a chief operating
officer: When LIFE photographer
Margaret Bourke-White asked
Nehruabout his differences with
Patel, heanswered: “The important
point is—do the differences out-
weigh theagreements?”

History issomeone’s story,and the
story changes witheach sutradhar
ornarrator. Weareseeinganew hag-
iography beingconstructed. The
Sardar deservesevery bitof ourre-
spectand admiration. Butweneed
notredact the ‘old” history for that.
Enoughhistories have been written
thatshow Patel asan extraordinary
politician, strategistand nationalist.
Wejusthave toread them.
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