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About the Book

In this sharp, witty essay, written from inside the Indian banking system, we witness the absurdities and mundanities of corruption and bureaucracy, set against a backdrop of modern urban India. In a personal battle with his moustachioed boss, Mukherjee illuminates a Kafkaesque system of compliance inherited from the British Raj and shows us how to walk away from it laughing.
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Stranger in a Strange Land

100 Days in the Credit Analysis Department of an Indian Bank

It is in Delhi that one realises why most strife-torn regions in the world are also among the hottest.

At 45 degrees Celsius, conscience evaporates faster than morals, and despotism is just a drenched handkerchief away.

At the centre of this necropolis are two concentric circles of colonial British bravado which form the central business district of the city, an oasis of commerce and consumption amid the cheerless desert that is the modern urban Indian landscape.

Guarding them like dour sentinels are dozens of brutalist buildings which are rich in both plant and animal life. The flora comprises the wild flower of crony capitalism called the Private Limited Company, along with some weeds known as Public Sector Undertakings, while the fauna is mainly the supreme specimen of Darwinian evolution – the South Asian bureaucrat.

One of these buildings houses the corporate loans division of one of the country’s largest (and certainly most generous) government-owned banks. Since most of its generosity is reserved for Private Limited Companies, there are dedicated branches where teary-eyed corporate czars can wipe off their worries with crisp banknotes handed to them on silver platters by fawning bankers.

The corporate loans branch in Delhi is divided into three realities – Operations, Human Resources and the mighty Credit Analysis Department.

Just like the Holy Roman Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire, the Credit Analysis Department has little to do with Credit (since a company’s connections are more important than its creditworthiness), even less to do with Analysis (‘Feed the numbers in the online portal and get the credit score automatically!’) and only the faintest resemblance to a Department (is it not the parking spot of soon-to-be-superannuated babus and punishment posting for uppity youngsters?).

The Seventh Hell of Faustian Finance.

I enter, I enter in total surrender.

*

The first thing the batch of new hires are told on our first day is that we have to keep the interests of the bank and the country in mind while ‘discharging our duties’. (Pretty big talk from a man who took two-hour lunch breaks and holidayed abroad thrice a year on taxpayer-funded ‘business’ trips.)

The second thing we are told is that we should feel privileged to be working for the best corporate credit department in the country. Not one of the best … the best.

A polite Keralite among us hastened to put away the newspaper on his lap which had a front-page story about state-run banks having the lion’s share of the $130 billion of bad loans in the country.

We wondered why.

*

It is in Bombay, the last sob of Indian cosmopolitanism, that one realises the potent power of a moist armpit.

Pressed against the heaving crush of humanity inside the fit-to-burst local trains, an individual is instantly made to atone for the reproductive choices of his countrymen through the olfactory retribution of the regiment of sweaty underarms. Outside, it is only slightly better, as a heady smell of urine, diesel fumes and soured dreams awaits those emerging from the trains.

Mumbai, home to India’s biggest slum cluster, Asia’s oldest stock exchange and the world’s most expensive private residence, is also the de facto headquarter of India Inc. Away from the prying eyes and grasping paws of the Delhi durbar, Mumbai strives hard to maintain a tenuous link to its colonial-era pre-eminence in trade and commerce.

Mumbai is also home to two of the world’s biggest storytelling machines – Bollywood, and the southern business district where all the chartered accountants huddle to pen the quarterly and annual instalments of fiction known as the balance sheet.

Oh, the balance sheet. The typical balance sheet of a typical Private Limited Company.

More cryptic than an Eliot poem, more verbose than a Thackeray novel and with as much self-assurance as a Rushdie girlfriend, the Indian balance sheet is the pinnacle of numerical jugglery from the race that invented zero.

A study in Heisenbergian uncertainty and quantum probability, the balance sheet oscillates between Accounts Receivable and Accounts Payable in a tingling state of both Being and Nothingness.

Because who can be sure of the final worth of a company if shares held as assets are priced at market value but shares pledged as liabilities are assessed at face value?

And who dare peek behind the velvety drapes of the corporate veil to catch a glimpse of the obscene managerial compensations of a company drowning in debt?

Who indeed?

*

At 11.00am sharp, the courier boy deposits a big, official-yellow envelope on your desk. In a gut-churning instant, you realise it is the balance sheet your boss had mentioned.

A bulge-bracket steel producer in central India was haemorrhaging cash and had applied for a loan of a few billion rupees. But not in as many words.

Through a spider’s web of connections, which ran from the mineral-rich forests of Chhattisgarh to the Punjabi-Baroque bungalows of south Delhi, the hereditary robber baron had reminded a cabal of bureaucrats and politicians of his past generosity towards them, as well as his present precarious situation. Would they not, at this delicate moment, lend a helping hand? And would they not see to it that it is done before the summer holidays? Cancelling a suite at Grand Hyatt Cannes is a serious loss of face in some cultures.

(Oh, by the way, will Mr Minister please ensure the heir-apparent’s name is not dragged into the insider trading probe being conducted by the attack-dog regulator? Thank you very much, gentlemen. Now let’s uncork the champagne!)

It was this blood-soaked document that lay on your desk, complete with photocopied testimonials of independent auditors vouching for its accuracy.

Based on this document, and on your own research, you had to determine whether the company was eligible for a loan, and if so, how much. Your recommendations will then be forwarded to the ornamental oracles inhabiting the upper echelons of the Credit Analysis Department.

You warily turn over the passive aggressive pages of the balance sheet. The numbers are bad enough. But it is the ‘Message to Shareholders’ section that makes a Latin American revolutionary seem timid by comparison.

Despite four quarters without a hint of profitability, the company is confident of a good show this fiscal as ‘the worst is over as far as the demand situation is concerned’. The current overcapacity in neighbouring China and the resultant slump in global commodities prices was too rude a fact to be included in the comely document.

In the same breath, it asks the government to impose anti-dumping duties on cheap Chinese imports, which are bleeding the domestic players dry.

So there we have it. A doe-eyed vision of the future followed by a brattish demand for more government dole. Let that be slide 1 of our presentation entitled ‘Crony Capitalism 101’.

After a preliminary calculation of the financial ratios of the company, you sit down and contemplate your career choices. A debt-to-equity ratio in high single digits can send even the most hardened credit analyst scurrying to the Ganges to seek divine intervention from commerce-minded gods.

And if the three pending court cases are any indication, the poor capitalist clearly has recurrent bouts of amnesia which make him lose track of the amount due to lenders.

Over the next few days, you realise that steel-making is at best a side show. The real business of the company is to secure sweetheart deals from compliant government departments, outsource the day-to day operations to a dirt-cheap, barely-legal sweatshop operator



























































This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Epub ISBN: 9781473549814
Version 1.0

VINTAGE

20 Vauxhall Bridge Road,

London SW1V 2SA

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: image]

Copyright © Abhishek Mukherjee 2017

Abhishek Mukherjee has asserted his right to be identified as the author of this Work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

First published by The Bodley Head in 2017

www.penguin.co.uk/vintage

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

OPS/images/logo.jpg
THE BODLEY HEAD
LONDON





OPS/images/logo_prh.png
Penguin
Random House

UK





OPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Contents



		About the Book



		About the Author



		Title Page



		Stranger in a Strange Land



		Copyright









    

        

            		Cover



            		Contents



            		Contents



	    		Start of Frontmatter



	    		Title Page

        



    



OPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
STRANGER IN A
STRANGE LAND

100 Days in the Credit Analysis
Department of an Indian Bank

Abhishek Mukherjee

RUNNER-UP OF THE 2017

THE BODLEY HEAD | FINANCIAL TIMES
ESSAY PRIZE





