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			Before 
we begin


		
			WHO WAS SARDAR PATEL AND 
WHY DOES HE MATTER?

		

			Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel was the key architect of modern India. Without him, the map of India would not have looked like what it does today. Instead, it may have looked something like this. 
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			india could have had a fractured, fragmented map had it not been for sardar patel

		


			
			But for Sardar Patel, India may have been a country with disconnected portions of territory, including gaping holes comprising other nations and even bits of Pakistan within her borders! (Chapter 38 will give you a glimpse into how Sardar Patel pulled off this monumental feat of stitching the nation together against all odds.)
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			the statue of unity depicting sardar patel is the tallest statue in the world

		

			It is because of this that 31 October (Sardar Patel’s birth anniversary) is celebrated in India as National Unity Day.

			Befittingly, a statue of the architect of modern India is the world’s tallest statue. Named the Statue of Unity for Patel’s contribution to uniting India, the colossal monument, measuring 182 feet, towers over the River Narmada, near Kevadia in Gujarat. 
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			The story of his great life…is a great story…history will record it in many pages and call him the builder and consolidator of the new India.
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			jawaharlal nehru, first prime minister of independent india 

		

		
			
			

		


		
			WHY WAS HE CALLED SARDAR? 
WAS HE A CHIEF OF SOME KIND? 

			Yes and no. 

			Vallabhbhai Patel was born in 1875 to a family of farmers. His mother’s name was Ladba, and his father was Jhaverbhai. He was born in Nadiad and grew up in Karamsad, located in Gujarat. 

			

			He studied to become a lawyer (depending on books borrowed from friends) and qualified as a barrister from England after saving up twice over for the trip and crossing  many hurdles. (You can read about that dramatic saga in Chapter 3.)

			It was his dream to become a wealthy lawyer. He worked hard towards fulfilling that ambition and managed to reach his goal. 

			However, after years of struggle and success, there came a twist in the tale. Patel threw away all that he had earned and walked away. Why? What for? (Chapter 5 will tell you more about that.)

			Soon, the path he desired became the one he abandoned. The new road he took led him to many new adventures and challenges. He became one of the most important leaders of India’s freedom struggle and left a mark in many ways on the nation’s future. It was during this journey that the prefix Sardar got added to his name.

			Sardar was not a title he was born with. Nor was it an honour bestowed upon him by the government. It was given to him by the people of Bardoli in Gujarat in 1928 because they saw in him their leader, their chief. It was a title that he earned with love and respect from people at the grassroots because of his stellar work (Chapter 21 has more on that). And the title stuck. Ever since, he was known as Sardar Patel. 

			This book is not a typical biography. 

			It does not tell you everything about Sardar Patel from the day he was born to the day he died. 

			

			Instead, it shines the spotlight on fifty stories from his life – dramatic episodes that offer a glimpse into his extraordinary life, along with takeaways from his journey,  that you can use to shape your own. 
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			That there is today an India to think and talk about is very largely due to Sardar Patel’s statesmanship and firm administration.
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			rajendra prasad, first president 
of independent india 

		




			BORN READY 

			Patel plucked 31/10/1875 out of thin air when asked to write down his date of birth for his matriculation exams in 1897. As for many born in that era, there is no clear documentation showing the date of his birth. It is likely that 31 October is not really his birth anniversary. ‘I have to bluff when asked how old I am,’ Patel would often say, in keeping with his jovial nature. ‘When I have to say it on oath, I add the word “approximately”.’ Despite his serious appearance, Patel was quite a prankster. (Chapters 12, 15, 22, 29 and 43 will give you a glimpse into this witty and humorous side.) 

		









		

	
		

		
			1

			LIGHTING THE FIRST TORCH 

			Make your 
own way

			Vallabhbhai Patel was born in 1875 in the town of Nadiad in Gujarat to Jhaverbhai and Ladba. Jhaverbhai was a small landowner and cultivator who often took young Vallabhbhai with him to the fields. Right from childhood, Patel had grand ambitions. With his family being neither wealthy nor influential, Vallabhbhai would have to chart his own way to pursue his dreams.

			‘No, Vallabh,’ Jhaverbhai turned down his son’s request. ‘We have already sent your older brother to the English school at Nadiad. Your going will be a burden on your uncle there.’

			Disappointed to hear his father’s words, young Vallabhbhai buried his head behind his book, sitting by the single kerosene lamp in their simple home. His older brother Vithalbhai had been sent to study at the English school in Nadiad, about 20 kilometres from his hometown of Karamsad. He too wanted to go.

			

			‘At the bazaar I heard someone say that a new school is going to be opened here,’ said Ladba, Vallabhbhai’s mother, as she rolled out the bedding for the night. ‘They mentioned that a private English school up to the third grade is starting—’

			‘Only up to class three?’ cut in Jhaverbhai. ‘But Vallabh is too old for that.’

			‘That’s alright…’ Vallabhbhai tugged at his father’s arm, his ambition to be a great man someday glinting in his eyes. Growing up in Karamsad, Vallabhbhai had not had much exposure to the world outside. But this much he knew – becoming a lawyer was a pathway to success, and in order to become a good lawyer, he would need to know English. His Gujarati-medium village school would not get him there; he’d have to go beyond. ‘I’m ready to start again.’ 
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			young vallabhbhai displays extraordinary foresight 
and courage from his boyhood days

		

			Ladba and Jhaverbhai stared at each other for a moment. A simple homemaker and sturdy farmer, neither had any formal education. But Jhaverbhai recognized the daring spirit in his boy, for he himself had dared to be different. Back in 1857, he had travelled all the way from Gujarat to fight alongside the Rani of Jhansi in India’s First War of Independence. Seeing that their son was determined to get an English education, the parents got Vallabhbhai enrolled in the new school, where he went to complete his third grade when he was seventeen years of age! 

			His determination unyielding, Vallabhbhai then moved to the town of Petlad, about 15 kilometres from Karamsad, which also had an English school – but only until grade 5. 

			Walking to his school in Petlad each morning, Patel found a particularly large boulder that obstructed people’s way. Stopping to do something other passers-by had not done, young Vallabhbhai went down on his knees and tried loosening it by shaking it out of the mud into which it was jammed.

			‘What are you doing that for?’ asked his classmates who were walking with him to school. 

			‘This rock can injure people – it’s an obstacle in our way,’ replied Patel.

			‘So what?’ shrugged a friend. ‘Just leave it be.’

			‘What? No!’ Patel shot back, putting all his strength into pulling out the stone, as the others looked on. ‘If something is creating a problem, it has to be set right.’

			Focused on getting an English education, after completing two years of school in Petlad, Patel then shifted to Nadiad to continue with grade 6. 
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			At his new school, Vallabhbhai encountered a particularly harsh teacher, who often hit students with a cane. One day, the teacher fined a student to punish him. When the boy was unable to pay up the amount, the teacher shouted at him and ordered him to leave the class. 

			Seething that his classmate had been treated so rudely, Vallabhbhai decided to take on the teacher for hurting the pride of a small boy. First, he staged a walkout from class, taking all his classmates out with him. Then, he decided to go further. 

			After classes were over for the day, Patel organized a meeting of all the students in the school. ‘To show our protest, we shall launch a strike – a mass walkout,’ he addressed the students. ‘No student shall enter school.’

			For the next three days, the students camped in a local resthouse, refusing to leave till action was taken against the excessive measures of the errant teacher. A fine organizer, Patel had taken care to arrange for food and water for all the children to enable them to hold out as long as needed. 

			Giving in to pressure from parents and townspeople, the headmaster finally called Vallabhbhai to meet him. 

			‘No student will be unjustly punished in future,’ the headmaster assured Patel. ‘You have my word.’

			The settlement in place, Patel then called off the strike, and the students returned to class. 

			As intolerant of fraud as he was of injustice, Patel once organized a boycott against another teacher who ran a stationery business, and compelled students to buy books and pencils only from him. The boycott was so successful that ultimately the teacher had to give up his side business. 

			

			Yet, Patel’s love was as fierce as his opposition. When another teacher, an earnest man of little means, decided to run for the municipal elections and found himself repeatedly snubbed by his wealthy and arrogant opponent, Patel decided to back him to win the race. 

			‘Whoever loses the election,’ the opponent had declared confidently, ‘will have to shave off his moustache.’ (The moustache was seen as a symbol of masculine pride.) Campaigning extensively for his teacher, Patel ensured his teacher won a resounding victory in the elections. Then, along with about fifty of his classmates, Vallabhbhai went to the home of the opponent, taking a barber along. ‘Step out of your house now and get your moustache shaved,’ they demanded. 

			As it happened, these early lessons in battling destiny and power with daring and determination would hold Vallabhbhai in good stead in the years to come. Life was to throw many challenges his way, and Patel would not shy away from taking them head-on.
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			What inspiration, courage, confidence and force incarnate Vallabhbhai was! We will not see the likes of him again.

		
			
				[image: Image]
			
		

		
			
			

		


			c. rajagopalachari, congress leader 
and freedom activist

		



	
		

		
			2

			GRIT AND GUTS

			What hurts us 
may heal us 

			It’s the year 1900. Vallabhbhai is twenty-five years old. He is studying for the District Pleader’s exam so that he can practice law without taking the longer route of completing an LLB degree, as he has family responsibilities and must begin earning. Deciding to study along with his friends for the exam, he stays at the haveli of his friend Kashibhai Desai in a village called Bakrol. During his time there, he develops a painful boil in his armpit, because of which he can’t concentrate on his studies. 

			‘Tch!’ Patel winced, flapping shut the heavy book he had borrowed from a senior lawyer to prepare for the Pleader’s examination, which was to take place in a week’s time. ‘I’m fed up of this boil.’

			‘Have patience, Vallabh,’ said his friend Chhotabhai as he turned up the kerosene lamp. ‘It will heal soon.’

			‘No…’ Vallabhbhai bit his lip. ‘It is constantly distracting me. I must do something to get rid of it. There must be a remedy…’

			

			‘I have an idea,’ said Kashibhai Desai, whose home in Bakrol they were camping in. ‘But it can be very painful.’

			‘Please tell me,’ Patel pleaded with his friend. ‘I just want to end this misery.’

			‘There is a barber…’ began Kashibhai hesitantly. ‘People in the village call for his help in such situations. From removing teeth to puncturing boils, he has a solution for all these problems.’

			‘Well then, let’s try that,’ said Patel.

			‘But think it over,’ Kashibhai said, grimacing. ‘His method is not going to be easy or pleasant.’

			‘Nor is this!’ Patel stood up. ‘Let’s go right away,’ he said, leading the way down the narrow steps of the haveli from the room on the second floor. 

			‘Lakshmi Ram…’ Kashibhai called out to the cook downstairs, ‘Vallabh has a painful boil and needs help. Could you ask the barber to help him?’

			‘Madha Rat?’ asked Diwaliba, Kashibhai’s sister-in-law, who was pickling chillies in the foyer.

			‘He is an expert at curing such things,’ said Lakshmi Ram. 

			‘But it will be terribly painful,’ interjected Amu Mian, the house help who was hanging up clothes to dry in the courtyard. ‘He will burst the boil with an iron spike.’ 

			‘I am not afraid of that,’ replied Patel without flinching. ‘Please bring Madha Rat here… I want to get on with my studies. There’s very little time left for the exam.’

			‘Very well,’ shrugged Diwaliba, sensing Patel’s anguish. ‘Amu, go and fetch Madha Rat. Tell him to get all the tools he needs.’

			

			In a few minutes, Amu Mian returned with Madha Rat, the barber of Bakrol village. Setting down the metal box in his hand, Madha Rat called Patel to the courtyard. ‘Let me see the boil.’ 

			Patel went out to the sunlit patio, his friends following closely behind him. 

			‘Ohhhh!’ Madha Rat exclaimed as he examined the boil from different angles. ‘Hmmm… Ooooooh… Shhhhh…’ 

			‘What is it?’ asked Diwaliba as Lakshmi Ram and Amu Mian stood by anxiously. ‘Can you pierce it?’

			‘It is rather large and badly infected.’ Madha Rat screwed up his nose as he opened the box and brought out a large iron poker. ‘Come this way…’ He led Patel towards a wood fire at one end of the courtyard, where a pot of water was boiling. ‘Let me warn you,’ he said. ‘This is going to hurt.’ 

			So saying, Madha Rat pushed one end of the iron poker into the flames, and in a few minutes, it became red-hot.

			‘Now, I’m warning you again,’ Madha Rat began, ‘this is going to be—’ 

			‘Oh, just get on with it, will you?’ Patel gritted his teeth.

			Madha Rat stepped closer and held up Patel’s arm. As he brought the poker near Patel, he stopped and winced, his eyes partly shut as he held back from delivering the painful blow. 

			‘What are you waiting for?’ Patel rebuked the barber. Then he grabbed the lance from his hand and plunged it into the boil to puncture it. 

			

			Madha Rat gasped, as did the rest, surprised at Patel’s daring act.  

			[image: Image]

			This, though, was not a one-off incident. Patel’s fearlessness and resilience were on display yet again a few years later, during his stay in England, where he went to become a barrister. 

			Patel developed blisters on his leg after he fell in the bathroom. But the doctors there could not diagnose the problem, as they had no experience of it. Looking up a book on tropical diseases, Patel identified it as guinea-worm disease, a condition caused by drinking contaminated water. Despite several days of treatment involving two operations and the removal of some veins, the doctors failed to take out  the worm completely. The infection spread, and his condition worsened, until one day, the surgeon suggested that if Patel wanted to save his life, he would have to get his leg amputated.

			Refusing to accept such a fate, Patel then decided to consult another doctor, at which time a twist in the tale presented itself. 

			‘You may get alright,’ the second doctor said, ‘if you are operated upon without chloroform.’

			‘Not a problem.’ Patel’s decision was swift as always. Of course, he knew that without chloroform, he would be conscious through the agonizing procedure. ‘I can endure any amount of pain,’ he said confidently. ‘Please go ahead with the surgery.’ True to his words, not once did he moan during the operation, which was ultimately successful in ridding him of the problem. 

			Marvelling at Patel’s endurance, the surgeon who had operated upon Patel said that he had never seen a patient with such Herculean strength.
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			I saw Vallabhbhai Patel for the first time this morning…uncompromising, but more of a man than most of the Indian politicians I have met. 
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			viceroy lord wavell, after his meeting with patel in january 1946

		



	
		

		
			3

			THIS TOO SHALL PASS

			Put others
first

			After completing his matriculation in 1897, Patel decides to become a lawyer. But he can neither afford university nor wait six years to finish his LLB. After taking the District Pleader’s exam, he opens a small office in Godhra to begin his practice. He soon becomes known as a fine criminal lawyer but quickly realizes that if he is to be more successful, it would help if he qualified as a barrister from England. So, in 1910, he decides to go to London. But his fate meets with a cruel twist – not once but several times over. 

			Resting his elbows on his desk, young Vallabhbhai went through his accounts once again. Despite having set up his practice only five years ago, and in spite of the plague having wrecked the region, he had saved a sufficient amount. It finally seemed like there was enough to give flight to his dreams. 

			

			Reaching out for paper and pen, he began writing a letter to the travel agency, Thomas Cook and Son, requesting a passage to London on the next available ship. Over the next few days, he would have to make several other arrangements, apart from breaking the news to his young wife, Jhaverben. His daughter Mani was two and his son Daya just one; they were too young to understand that their father would be away for three long years. 

			A few weeks after his preliminary preparations got underway, his brother Vithalbhai came to visit him at the office, flapping a large envelope in hand. ‘I…received this…’ He set down the packet. 

			Eyes locking momentarily with his brother, Vallabhbhai picked up the open envelope. It was from Thomas Cook and Son, and had been addressed to V.J. Patel. He knew what it contained. 

			Because his brother had the very same initials as him, the travel documents had gone to him instead. ‘I am your elder,’ Vithalbhai cleared his throat, ‘I should go to England first.’

			Dumbstruck, Vallabhbhai stared at his brother. 

			‘I have not mentioned this to anyone…but I have also been keen to go to London to study further and become a barrister.’ Vithalbhai pursed his lips. ‘And as the elder one, I should go first.’

			Vallabhbhai sat back on his chair, turning the packet over in his hands.

			‘You can postpone your going,’ Vithalbhai said, shrugging. ‘Go after I return…’

			

			Vallabhbhai looked up at his brother. The postponement he was asking for was at least three long years. But without batting an eyelid, he nodded. ‘Alright,’ he said. ‘You can go in my place. I have saved some money for the trip – you can have that as well.’

			Over the next few days, Vallabhbhai helped his brother prepare for the journey, even accompanying him to Bombay* to bid him farewell. Among other things, he arranged for Vithalbhai’s wife Diwaliben, to stay at his home, taking on the financial expenses of his brother’s family during his absence. And then without a complaint, he got back to his work as a district pleader in Borsad – cross-examining witnesses, preparing pleadings and arguing cases. Starting from scratch, he once again began saving up to study in England. 

			As the months rolled on, disputes arose between his wife Jhaverben and Vithalbhai’s wife Diwaliben, causing much tension at home. To avoid friction, Vallabhbhai asked his wife to move to her parents’ house for a while, as he considered it inappropriate to reproach his sister-in-law while his brother was away. 

			In 1908, Vithalbhai returned from England after two and a half years. But Vallabhbhai’s time to realize his dreams had not yet come. 

			Patel’s wife Jhaverben had fallen very sick and was suffering from acute intestinal problems. To get her treated by a competent doctor, Vallabhbhai took his wife to Cama Hospital in Bombay. 

			

			‘She requires a surgery,’ the doctor informed them, ‘but we cannot operate now. She is too frail, and we must wait for her health to improve.’ 

			‘I understand,’ said Vallabhbhai. ‘I need to return to Anand for my client’s case. I am in the middle of conducting a murder trial. But as soon as you decide to go ahead with the operation, please let me know so I can come to Bombay immediately.’

			After making certain his wife was comfortable, Vallabhbhai left for Anand. But soon thereafter, the doctor decided to operate upon Jhaverben as her condition had suddenly worsened. The operation was a success, and a telegram was sent to Patel conveying the good news. 

			Yet, the very next day, Jhaverben passed away. 

			Another telegram was sent to Vallabhbhai conveying the tragic news. Patel was in court then, in the middle of his case. The murder trial was at a critical stage, and his client, the accused, was a well-known man. As a messenger came into the courtroom bearing an urgent telegram for Patel, he was in the middle of cross-examining one of the most important witnesses in the case. Patel read the telegram. His heart nearly stopped. He read the words again. His mouth fell open. How could this be? But the very next moment, he composed himself, without showing any trace of his shock to the world outside. If he paused at this juncture and sought an adjournment, the case could go against his client. 

			With a heavy heart, Patel folded the telegram and put it into his coat pocket. Then, controlling his own grief, he continued cross-examining the witness, putting his client’s interests ahead of his own emotions. It was only after finishing his arguments that he shared the sad news. As it happened, his client was acquitted of the charge.
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			Distraught, Vallabhbhai found himself a single parent at just thirty-three years of age. His children, Mani and Daya, were just five and four. His dream appeared to be slipping away. 

			Before the family could recover from that blow, they were struck by yet another – Diwaliben fell seriously ill. Putting off all thoughts of
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