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Shaking hands with a certain Salil 
Chowdhury and donating a small 
sum for his charity event became 
one of the most cherished moments 

of my life…later. I was a kid then and did 
not realise whom I was sharing the stage 
with. To me he was just "Antara didi's" 
father whose songs for kids mesmerized 
me at that time. 

My father was an in-charge of a local 
club, Friends' Association, in Northern 
Avenue which organaised cultural events 
every December. He used his contacts to 
invite a galaxy of superstars of Bengal's 
golden age. And it was probably one of 
the last times we got to see them live 
together. Starting from Manna Dey, 
Soumitro Chatterjee, Mamata Shankar, 
Ananda Shankar, Tanushree Shankar, 
Bhanu Bandopadhyay, Robi Ghosh, Lily 
Chakraborty, Sabitabroto Dutta, Shyamal 
Mitra, Utpalendra Chowdhury - the list 
seemed endless. 

My father bought many autograph 
books and distributed them to my cousins 

and me with a game - who could top the 
list of autographs collected. With privileged 
access to the makeshift green room, I 
barged in every evening with my autograph 
book in hand. I ran to all and sundry to 
scribble on its pages. I vaguely remember 
a gentleman saying "but son, I am not a 
sportsman". I still insisted that he gave 
his autograph. I thank myself for insisting. 
He did it smilingly. That was in 1982. 

The mastero must have been amused 
to see a kid asking for autographs and 
that too from the cultural fraternity. He 
sensibly did not reveal his identity 
probably because he knew that it would 
not interest me. I found the treasure a 
few years back, while cleaning a shelf, 
with the genius' and his daughter's 
autographs. Now, a big fan of Salil 
Chowdhury and having almost all his 
records in my gramophone library, the 
autographs brought instant tears to my 
eyes as I went back to 1983. 

Yes, a year later, in 1983, he was back 
again with his family at our Durga Puja. 

He was performing a free open-air function, 
probably for a charity event. At the end 
of the function, we lined up the stairs to 
the podium to donate. When it was my 
turn, my father prompted from behind, 
"Salil Da, my son". 

He caressed my head and like all others, 
announced my name. I suddenly felt 
important in my kiddish mind! 

Later I also came to know that I share 
my birthday, 19 November, with him. I 
would like to say, “Happy 100th Birthday 
Salil Chowdhury, wherever you are. You 
made Lata Mangeshkar sing ‘Aaj tobe 
eituku thaak’. However your promise to 
say the ‘baki katha pore hobe’, including 
the ones you did not say, haunts us. You 
wrote an obituary on Hemanta Mukhopadhay 
and ended it saying, 'If God were to sing, 
he would do so in Hemanta Da's voice.' I 
would say ‘if God were to hum, he would 
hum in Salil Chowdhury's tunes." 

 
  

The writer is a freelance contributor. 

On the dais with the great guru of tunes
19 November was the 100th birth anniversary of Salil Chowdhury;  
Sanjay Podder, who happens to share his birthday, pays tribute to the 
genius music composer with a personal touch

She is called the “iron lady of India.” 
But when did Indira Gandhi show 
the real steel in her?? Was it the 
day she won the war and split 

Pakistan into two or the day the Janata 
Party Government came to arrest her or 
the day she decided to impose emergency? 
One who has done an extensive study of 
the chronology of Indira’s life knows that 
Indira un-caverned her real spirit of 
fortitude not during any political crisis 
but at the moment of her most brutal 
personal tragedy. 

After a nightmarish three years out 
of power since 1977 Indira bounced 
back to in January 1980. This time she 
had a new political ambition with a 
clear plan to project her younger son 
as her successor. The evil of dynastic 
politics was by then a common practice 
in Indian politics. Sanjay Gandhi the 
34 years old dashing younger son of 
Indira was destined to take over the 
leadership of Congress from his mother. 
Sanjay who was enjoying several extra 
constitutional powers since 1973 was 
her shadow turned out to be her nemesis. 
Arrogant, impolite, notoriously media 
unfriendly, over confident and always 
beaming with pride for being the son 
of the Prime Minister, his politics was 
harsh. He by that time was beyond 
Indira’s control and was acting like an 
extended PMO in almost every context. 
The Congress party and India as a 

nation was waiting to taste a new era 
of ruthless politics under Sanjay. 

23 June 1980 was an uncomfortable 
hot summer day in Delhi. Indira was 
having her breakfast when Sanjay left 
home for the Delhi Flying Club around 
8: 50 am. He arrived at the club with 
plans to do some air loops in the sky 
with his friend Madhav Rao Scindia in a 
newly bought red-coloured American 
single- engine two-seater plane named 
Pitts S 2A. As Madhav Rao did not arrive 
by that time a restless Sanjay invited 
experienced pilot Subhash Saxena to 
join him. They were soon air borne. 

In the next twelve minutes they did 
some deadly air loops, wobbled and 
suddenly lost control. The plane crashed 
head down near the Wellingdon Crecent 
area killing both Sanjay and Subhash on 
the spot. The locality was shaken with 
huge crashing sound followed by fire. 

By 8:20 am Rajesh Dhawan rushed to 
Indira to tell her the news and within 
seconds she left for spot. VP Singh then 
CM of UP, who was waiting to meet 
Indira saw her running helplessly with a 
wild vacant look and got inside a car 
waited outside.   

By the time Indira reached the accident 
site it was cordoned by police and several 
fire engines. The mutilated body of 
Sanjay was lifted on to an army truck. 
Indira too got on it. She herself removed 
the red blanket from the body and seeing 

the distorted face of her dead son she 
let out a cry, that can only be described 
as that of a mother’s. She fainted but 
soon regained consciousness. From that 
very moment she virtually took over 
charge, forgetting the monumental grief 
that she suffered a few minutes back. 
The mortal remains of both Sanjay and 
Saxena were taken to Ram Monohar 
Lohia Hospital a place where 34 years 
ago Indira while giving birth to Sanjay 
was almost at the verge of death due to 
some serious pregnancy related 
complications. The cruel game of destiny 
again took both Indira and Sanjay to 
the same place but this time mother 
was alive and son was dead.  

An army of top doctors tried to stich 
Sanjay’s body parts together. It took three 
hours and Indira stayed in the room 
throughout the operation. Maneka wife 
of Sanjay left her three-month-old son at 
home and frantically rushed to the hospital. 
She was comforted by Indira telling who 
told her that Sanjay met with an accident 
and the doctors are trying to save his life. 
Maneka and her mother were shifted to a 
room next to the operation theatre. 

Meanwhile to hide her red eyes and 
tears Indira covered her face with big 
dark glasses. She without showing any 
kind of emotional tumult in her conduct 
started instructing Government officials. 
She first asked the police not to stop 
journalists who gathered in large numbers 

at the hospital. As more and more people 
started arriving causing a din, Indira 
came out to the balcony and requested 
all not to create any kind of inconvenience 
to other patients of the hospital. 

Soon leaders of all parties started 
arriving at the hospital. Two of them, 
Atal Behari Vajpayee and Chandra 
Shekhar were first to talk to Indira when 
she was outside of the operation theatre. 
Vajpayee in his signature style told Indira 
that in this most difficult moment she 
needs to gather more courage to stay 
strong. Hearing that Indira looked at 
him and offered a strange look pretending 
that such an advise is not needed by 
her. Vajpayee was apparently embarrassed. 
Indira then turned to Chandra Shekhar 
and said that she wants to discuss the 
Assam issue with him as soon as possible. 
Chandrashekhar was equally surprised 
and told her that the meeting on Assam 
can wait. Indira insisted that they start 
the discussion as soon as possible 
because the situation is turning bad 
there. Vajpayee later said that she found 
Indira to be a lady of stone. Vajpayee 
was wondering how a mother can think 
of her official work when her son’s 
distorted dead body lay in the next 
room. VP Singh who came to the hospital 
almost at the same time with Indira 
was told to go back to Lucknow immediately. 
It is only an interesting coincidence that 
all three leaders with whom Indira met 
on that nightmarish hour went on to 
become Indian Prime Ministers. After 
the doctors somehow managed to stitch 
Sanjay’s lifeless body parts together 
Indira took Maneka in a room and broke 
the news of Sanjay’s death. Indira always 
had a very insecure relation with her 
younger daughter-in-law but in that 
hour of grave emotional devastation 
she played a perfect mother to Maneka. 
Soon afterwards Indira met the mother 
and wife of Subhahs Saxena and offered 
her condolences. 

Rajiv was travelling in Italy and Indira 
asked her to return to India as early as 
possible. By 1 pm Sanjay was taken to 
1Akbar Road and his body was kept on 
a huge block of ice. An arrangement to 
manage the visiting mourners was done 
under the supervision of Indira herself. 
She soon changed her clothes and sat 
next to Sanjay’s body holding Menaka’s 
hands. Meanwhile not once but twice 
Indira visited the accident site and this 
created a a rumour that she was looking 
for some special objects in the debris of 
the twisted metal of the air craft. Katherine 
Frank in her book “ Indira – The Life of 
Indira Nehru Gandhi” clearly mentioned 
that these mysterious visits of Indira 
created a buzz in the Capital that she 
was looking for a key and Sanjay’s watch 
which contained some secret code of 
Swiss bank and safe locker in which 
Sanjay’s fortunes are kept. However as 
these all were surmises without any 
basis, Frank opined that Indira’s visits of 
the accident site is a normal human 
gesture where a mother helplessly tried 
to rebuild the shattered scenes to imagine 
the moment when her son was alive for 
the last time. 

Among many who arrived at the house 
was Frontier Gandhi Khan Abdul Gaffar 
Khan her father’s contemporary. He 
took Indira in his arms and tried to 
console her and share some of the pain 
with his fatherly affections. Pupul Jayakar 
one of the closest friends of Indira who 
later authored one of the most reliable 
biographies of her arrived in the late 
afternoon. Her presence was a great 
healing touch for Indira who was trying 
her best to put up a brave face before 
the nation. Pupul Jayakar writes that 
Indira cried before her. As Pupul and a 
few others decided to stay back that 
night Indira herself arranged matresses 
and pillows for them. She herself did 
not sleep the entire night and walked 
aimlessly on the lawn and other rooms. 
Yet she checked on all to see whether 
toast and tea are served to all. 

Rajiv arrived at 3 am in morning from 
Europe and by that time Sanjay’s funeral 
plan was under execution. Next day 
braving the scorching summer sun of 
June Indira sat next to Sanjay’s dead 
body in an open truck. Her eyes were 
again covered with dark glasses and she 
remained calm. She was occasionally 
looking at the corpse of Sanjay which as 
per Frank was looking like  “an Indian 
Frankenstein’s monster”. 

At Shantivaan when the body was 
loaded with woods and the funeral pyre 
was about to be lit up it was Indira who 
noticed that the body of Sanjay was still 
wrapped in the national flag. So all the 
woods were taken down so that the flag 
could be removed from the dead body. 

On 27 June Sanjay’s ashes were taken 
to Allahabad’s Sangam by Rajiv and 
Sonia. Indira remained in Delhi. 

On 28 June Indira Gandhi the Prime 
Minister of India joined her office on 
time just five days after the death of her 
son and potential successor. She had an 
appointment to give an interview to an 
American professor named Francine 
Frankel who was sure that the interview 
would be cancelled. It was not. Indira 
gave the interview with the same zeal 
and enthusiasm as she always shows. 

Indira’s extraordinary handling of the 
day of Sanjay’s death and her ability to 
regain strength will always be a testimony 
to her steeliness. 

No wonder then that the following 
day both The Statesman and The Times 
of India on their respective front pages 
used the word “ Fortitude”  to salute her 
indomitable character. 

 
 

The writer is a freelance contributor.  

When a leader in Indira won 
over mother’s grief
On Indira Gandhi�s birth anniversary, November 19, Somen Sengupta, 
penned a tribute to the �iron lady� and her indomitable spirt. 


