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To the resilient Adivasis of Dandakaranya and those commandos of C-60 who made the ultimate sacrifice in the line of duty
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FOREWORD

[image: ]
I have known Jitendra Dixit since 2000, when I was heading a Special Task Force (STF) to implement the recommendations of the Srikrishna Commission, which had investigated the Bombay riots of 1992–3. At the time, Jitendra was an emerging journalist in TV news and often visited me for exclusive stories. These informal sessions continued over the years, particularly during my time at the helm of the Anti-Terrorism Squad (ATS) and state railway police. Over tea, I would share learnings and experiences – both positive and challenging – from my various postings. Even after I retired, Jitendra maintained contact and frequently met with me to hear anecdotes from my policing career. He was especially intrigued by my tenure in Gadchiroli and as head of the STF. He urged me to write about my journey as a police officer, but I always laughed off the idea, believing my life wasn’t extraordinary enough to be chronicled.

Then, one afternoon in June 2022, Jitendra surprised me at my office in the Hindustan Petroleum building in Churchgate. Now six years post-retirement, I had been working there as a consultant. To my astonishment, Jitendra presented a thick stack of notebooks in which he had been meticulously documenting our conversations over the years. He informed me of his plan to write a book about my life and sought my cooperation to verify certain facts and gather additional information about my family. Jitendra insisted that the book would be invaluable not only for aspiring police officers but also for those in uniform combating the Maoist insurgency. My story would demonstrate the efforts and sacrifices of the Maharashtra Police in countering crime and corruption in the state. Despite my Reluctance, I eventually yielded to Jitendra’s persistence.

Reading this book has been a nostalgic journey, allowing me to relive the thirty-five years I served with the Maharashtra Police. Reflecting on my past, I feel content knowing I served with integrity, dedication and enthusiasm. Despite obstacles and setbacks, my passion for policing and the support of my colleagues and family helped me navigate difficult times. This book also reveals that a police officer’s most formidable adversary may not be a Naxal, terrorist or gangster, but someone within his own ranks. Although initially wary of including my unpleasant encounters with politicians, I recognized that ultimately, this is Jitendra’s book. As a journalist, he had the freedom to bring such stories to light.

I am grateful to Jitendra Dixit for writing Troubleshooter and congratulate him on this commendable endeavour. His illustrious reportage and storytelling skills are evident throughout. It was a pleasant surprise to note the extensive legwork and independent research Jitendra has done for the book. Rather than rely solely on my narration, he travelled to Gadchiroli several times, met people who worked during my tenure and visited the locations mentioned by me to ensure accuracy and credibility. I believe this book will prove valuable for readers.

K. P. Raghuvanshi

Indian Police Service (Retired)

15 July 2025, Mumbai




PREFACE
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‘In Mumbai, gangsters hide from the police. In Gadchiroli, the police hide from Naxals.’

Hearing these shocking words from the mouth of an ‘encounter specialist’ germinated the idea of this book in my mind. It was an afternoon in 2012 and I was at an Udipi restaurant outside Dadar Railway Station in Mumbai. Seated before me was my friend, Ravindranath Angre, who had gained notoriety for ‘encountering’ over fifty gangsters in Mumbai and Thane in the nineties. He was arrested on charges of extortion but later acquitted and posted in the Naxal-infested district of Gadchiroli, considered a punishment posting in the force.1 Moreover, he was posted in the control room, away from the field and all the action.

During our hour-long meeting over tea, Angre explained how dangerous it was to be a policeman in Gadchiroli. Cops were often abducted and butchered by Naxalites, he said, ‘But the only devil these beasts fear is C-60! If they kill a policeman, C-60 will make sure to avenge the murder. They are not your regular policemen.’ He clarified that C-60 was an elite force of the Gadchiroli Police, established to tackle Naxalism in the area. The force had effectively checked many dreaded Naxals and most of its commandos were local tribal youths.

Before meeting Angre, I knew little about C-60. I was born and brought up in the South Mumbai locality of Masjid Bunder, once infamous for communal clashes and gang-related violence. I grew up listening to underworld stories narrated by my elders at home. This birthed my interest in crime reporting, a calling that led me to start my career as a TV journalist in 1999. At the time, gang wars and other underworld activities were at their peak in Mumbai. As a crime beat reporter, my brief was to focus on organized crime syndicates in the city and later, on terrorist organizations like Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Indian Mujahideen, which had executed some of the deadliest attacks in India.

My conversation with Angre triggered a desire in me to dig up more information on C-60. I soon realized that the force was founded by Indian Police Service (IPS) officer, Krishipal Raghuvanshi, whom I met in 2000 when he was heading an STF to prosecute those who had been indicted for the Bombay riots of 1992–3.

Raghuvanshi deliberately maintained a low profile, but he was compelled to interact with journalists to some extent because of the significant positions he held. After delving deeper into the history of C-60, I started meeting him frequently and urged him to share interesting anecdotes about the formation of the unit and his policing career. I diligently noted everything he had told me after our meetings, never revealing that I was thinking of collecting them in a book. I kept in touch with Raghuvanshi across his roles as inspector general (Konkan Range), additional director general (Railway Police) and chief of the ATS. He retired in 2015 as one of Maharashtra’s most senior policemen.

In 2018, a major encounter between C-60 commandos and Naxalites occurred in Gadchiroli. Faced with no alternative, the police had killed several insurgents in what was claimed to be the biggest crackdown against Maoist violence in India. Coincidentally, my employer that time (ABP News) asked me to produce a short documentary on C-60. This offered me an opportunity to visit Gadchiroli and interact with the commandos. They gave a demo of their training, and I also went with a team to trek in the jungle. My interactions with the commandos and the then superintendent of police (SP) of Gadchiroli, Dr Abhinav Deshmukh, provided valuable insight into Maoist violence in the area and their efforts to contain it.

In June 2022, I met Raghuvanshi in Mumbai and revealed to him that I was writing a book about him and the C-60. He responded, ‘Why do you want to glorify me? What I did in Gadchiroli was part of my job.’ To convince him, I said that the book would help not only those researching left-wing extremism in India but also cops who might serve in the region. Still, Raghuvanshi was not very keen and met with me regarding the book at long intervals.

I then discussed the project with my friend and literary agent Anish Chandy. While Anish was pondering over whether to represent my book, Raghuvanshi informed me that he was visiting Delhi in December 2022. I arranged a meeting for him with Anish at a coffee shop in Greater Kailash. This proved to be a turning point. Anish realized that there is much more to Raghuvanshi’s story – action-packed as it is – than his raising the C-60 commando force. ‘The book should be about you, sir, not C-60,’ Anish advised. His words convinced me, too, to rethink the heart of the book. It metamorphosed into a biography of Raghuvanshi – the man who had been a troubleshooter for the Maharashtra government on multiple occasions.

Apart from chronicling the highlights of K. P. Raghuvanshi’s career – the C-60 squad, countering Naxalism in Gadchiroli and terrorist attacks in Mumbai – this book also delves into the real life of a policeman; the human behind the khaki uniform. Raghuvanshi didn’t just speak to me of his laurels but also the mistakes he committed, the actions which made him feel guilty. He has endured his share of controversies, after all.

In a world where cop stories are told through action-packed masala movies and gory television shows, this book hopes to provide a well-rounded view of police work through the lens of Raghuvanshi’s high-intensity stints in urban, rural and forest zones. Over the years, he’s been pitted against Naxals, terrorists, gangsters and politicians alike.

I have also delved briefly into the impact of the Naxal movement on the tribal villages of Gadchiroli. The Naxals who were initially seen as emancipators of the Adivasis ultimately transformed into extortionists and murderers. Numerous youths have been killed by Naxals for not toeing the line or on suspicion of being police informers. The already impoverished tribal communities have been exploited financially.

It is important to mention here that I have reimagined certain incidents and conversations based on the inputs of relevant people. However, even while taking some liberty for the sake of readability and flow, I have adhered to the facts. Since a large portion of the book details incidents that happened thirty to forty years ago, I have tried to visualize that era in my own words. I have changed the names of accused individuals who were still under trial while the book was being written, or convicts whose appeals are pending in the higher courts. I have interchangeably referred to insurgents in Gadchiroli as Maoists, Naxals and Naxalites, and the forest dwellers of Gadchiroli as Adivasis and tribals. I have used the name Bombay while narrating events that happened in the city before 1996 and Mumbai post that.

I have written this book in my individual capacity, and the news organisation I am employed with is not associated with it.

Jitendra Dixit

15 July 2025, Mumbai




1

A GUNFIGHT IN THE FOREST
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No birds chirped in Dandakaranya forest on the morning of 22 April 2018. Instead, the rising sun was accompanied by the sounds of relentless gunfire, cries, curses and explosions. The lifting fog carried the scent of gunpowder. Wild birds scattered in search of safety. Splashes were heard as men in military attire jumped into the nearby Indravati river to escape the conflict.

‘Jai Hind, sir. The information we received is correct. The enemy is located at the given coordinates. When we attempted to enter their camp, the sentries opened fire on us. We have begun retaliating and have already eliminated six Naxalites.’

SP Abhinav Deshmukh dreaded early morning phone calls. They usually carried unwelcome news of failed operations or the deaths of police personnel. When his phone rang in the early hours of 22 April, he couldn’t help but feel a surge of tension. However, hearing these encouraging words from his junior colleague brought a smile to his face. Finally, his efforts to curb insurgency in the region were paying off. Abhinav informed the commander that he would send reinforcements and make his way to the scene as soon as possible.

Originally from Osmanabad, a young Abhinav had pursued a career in medicine until he realized that the world of stethoscopes and thermometres was not for him. He became an IPS officer in 2009 and was designated SP of Gadchiroli district in 2017. The post is viewed as both a punishment and the most important post in the Maharashtra Police. The SP is responsible for the government’s battle against Naxalism and must ensure safe elections, implement the administration’s schemes and protect its reputation.

Prior to commencing his posting, Abhinav familiarized himself with the lifestyle of the tribal community – their livelihood, customs and traditions – and the history of the Maoist movement in the district. He also gathered information about dangerous Naxals who had terrorized Gadchiroli and killed many policemen.

One of the most important and turbulent times in Gadchiroli is the plucking season for tendu leaves, which starts in May and lasts for over twenty-five days. This activity is crucial for the region’s economy, as tendu leaves are used to make beedis. A beedi is made by rolling tobacco in a tendu leaf. In India, a total of 371,000 tons of tendu leaves are produced each year, valued at ₹950 crore. Gadchiroli is the largest producer in the country, accounting for 46,000 tons worth ₹115 crore.1

The Naxals entered the tendu leaf trade because they believed that contractors and the government were exploiting the tribals and paying them unfair wages. As a result, they began abducting and killing tendu contractors, as well as burning their vehicles and storehouses. The Naxals issued ultimatums to contractors who won the auction to buy the tendu leaves, demanding a significant amount of money during the plucking season in order to avoid their wrath. Every year, before the season began, the Naxals would secretly meet with the contractors to determine the sum of money to be extorted. The amount was based on the contract they had received – the bigger the contract, the more money was to be paid. The contractors didn’t have much say in deciding the amount; the Naxals had the final word. This system had been in place for decades.

Abhinav knew that this gathering was the perfect opportunity to apprehend the Naxals. They would set up a camp for the meeting, where they would eat and sleep. However, such an operation would not be easy. The Naxals carefully chose meeting locations that were difficult for the police to reach and that they could easily escape in case the police did find them, as the Naxals were familiar with the area. The nearby villagers were threatened and forced to provide food for the camp, and sentries were deployed around the area to alert their comrades of any danger.

On 20 April 2018, the Gadchiroli Police received information from their Intelligence Cell that Naxal commanders were planning to hold a meeting with tendu contractors near Tadgaon in Laheri. This was confirmed by the Technical Cell of the police, through human intelligence gathered from retired police officers, officers who had infiltrated Naxal groups at great risk to their own lives as well as surrendered Naxals.

That night, two teams of C-60 commandos and Battalion-9 of the Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) departed from their respective headquarters for the designated location. They travelled around 150 kilometres under the cover of night, leaving their vehicles a few kilometres away from the spot. They then proceeded on foot through the jungle until they reached their destination, taking care to hide among the bushes. The camp was allegedly located at the border of the Bijapur district of Chhattisgarh, on the opposite bank of the Indravati river, surrounded by hills on three sides. Since both states considered the Maoists to be a common enemy, jurisdictional boundaries were often crossed during operations.

The riverbanks were under constant surveillance, sharp eyes watching for any sign of disturbance. The commandos had to move silently and cautiously to avoid detection by the residents of Kasansur, a small village nearby. They feared that there might be Maoist sympathizers among the villagers who could expose the mission and lead to its failure. By 21 April, there had been no activity observed at the suspected Maoist gathering spot. This left the commando team perplexed and filled with uncertainty.

Despite their growing frustration, the commandos remained vigilant. They continued strategizing on how to storm the camp, searching for the best route to cross the river and pathways that would lead them to the hilltops. Amidst their planning, an informant alerted the team that the Maoists might be holding the meeting in Bhamragarh instead, 90 kilometres away from their current location. After careful consideration, Abhinav decided to send the two C-60 teams to Bhamragarh and instructed a small group of CRPF commandos to maintain their position.

With dusk setting in, the C-60 teams – led by commanders Madhukar Naitam and Vasudev Madavi – departed for Bhamragarh. They had covered half of the distance when they received yet another intelligence report: the Maoists had reached the previous location and set up camp in the darkness. This confirmed the accuracy of the original information. The police often contend with false flags and conflicting information when working with multiple informants. Surprised that the Maoists had chosen such a tactically absurd place for their camp, Abhinav instructed both teams that had left for Bhamragarh to return via a wireless message.

To attack the camp, the commandos had to cross the Indravati river. They parked their multi-purpose vehicles (MPV) 12 kilometres away from the camp and proceeded on foot. The jungle walk was riddled with danger. Dandakaranya was home to a variety of venomous snakes and animals. Bears in the area were known to attack humans, and patrolling cops often had close encounters with them. However, the greatest threat was posed by the abundance of mosquitoes that had multiplied after the recent unseasonable rainfall.

After hacking through dry grass for approximately two hours, both teams reached the bank of the Indravati. As locals, the C-60 commandos were familiar with suitable spots for crossing the river, taking into account its current, the depth of the water and numerous rocks for tying ropes. At around 2:30 a.m., the commandos began stealthily crossing the river. Commander Madavi’s team led the way, followed by Commander Netam’s. Crossing the river under the cover of darkness presented a challenge – to ensure their weapons and ammunition did not get wet. The river’s width was a little over 100 metres. The commandos moved forward, balancing their belongings on their heads and holding onto ropes secured to rocks. River crossing was part of their training and within an hour and a half, all the commandos successfully reached the other side. The Naxals had stationed sentries to guard the riverbanks. During the day, a sentry’s watch would extend up to approximately 500 metres, but in the darkness of night, this range was limited unless they possessed night-vision binoculars. The commandos swiftly took their positions on the hillocks that surrounded the camp from three sides and by 5 a.m., were ready to launch their attack.

According to intelligence reports, one of the dreaded Naxals attending the meeting was Dolesh Atram, also known as Sainath. He had joined the Naxal movement as a teenager in 2004 and quickly proved to be a demon for the police force.2 He was known for abducting and killing policemen, particularly those who were on leave. He and his accomplices would seize their victims from marketplaces, buses or bus depots and brutally murder them. Some were stoned to death, while others had their throats slit. Among his victims were officers going home to care for their elderly and ill parents or meet their newborn children for the first time; those attending family functions or newly married officers taking their first leave. Sainath showed no mercy towards anyone. With seventy-five serious offenses registered against him, a reward of ₹16 lakh had been placed on Sainath’s head.3 Top Maoist leaders in the area, impressed with his performance, appointed Sainath the commander of the Permili dalam. Not long before he had been inducted into the Divisional Committee of the CPI (Maoist).4

Their weapons loaded, the commandos waited for dawn with their index fingers on the triggers. The plan was to surround the Naxals from all sides and make an announcement once the first ray of sunlight appeared, giving them no avenue of escape. The aim was to capture the Naxalites alive – they held valuable information that could aid in further operations and the arrest of senior leaders. However, if the Naxals attacked, the commandos would exercise their right to defend themselves.

As the red dot of sunrise pierced the dark sky, the teams were prepared for action. The anger in their eyes was palpable – none showed signs of fatigue despite the hours of travel. Suddenly, gunshots rang out, accompanied by a cloud of smoke. A bullet narrowly missed a commando’s ear, fired by a Naxal sentry who had spotted him hiding in the bushes. This was exactly the ‘warm welcome’ the commandos had been expecting. They retaliated from all directions – a single shot to the sentry’s head proved fatal. Another commando discharged a grenade from an Under Barrel Grenade Launcher, enveloping the area in smoke.

The surprise attack threw the encampment into chaos. Some Naxals were woken from their slumber, while others who were bathing near the river or preparing breakfast were called to attention. All at once, the Naxals grabbed their guns and scattered in every direction. Those who had just woken up perished in the crossfire; those seeking refuge behind trees were soon taken down by bullets too.

Inside the camp, there were numerous women Naxals. Among them was Madhuri, who joined the movement in 2002 after she was kidnapped from her village, Gattepalli, in the fifth grade. She was indoctrinated into the dalam and received weapons training. In 2010, she married a fellow Naxal, Kartik Vike. However, after she developed epilepsy, Madhuri was assigned non-combatant responsibilities within the dalam. Madhuri was all set to participate in a motivational session held every morning in a corner of the camp when the encounter began. The sudden eruption of gunfire triggered an epileptic seizure, causing her to collapse on the ground.

The commandos relentlessly fired as they encircled the camp, causing several Naxals to plunge into the river in an attempt to escape the barrage of bullets. The air was filled with screams, cries and a volley of expletives exchanged between the warring parties. The deafening sounds of gunfire and explosions reverberated through villages located 3–4 kilometres away.

About an hour after his commander first informed him that the encounter had begun, Abhinav received a second call. He was told that twelve Naxals had been eliminated thus far. News of the encounter had already spread to senior officers and even local journalists. Abhinav, being fully engaged in supervising the operation, was unable to attend to calls from media personnel seeking more information. Without official confirmation, the news began to circulate in a distorted manner. A rumour soon spread that six C-60 commandos had perished in the operation. This eventually reached Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis in Mumbai, causing him great concern. An anxious Fadnavis personally called Abhinav, seeking an update on the ground situation.

‘Deshmukh Saheb, what is the current status? How many of our men have been killed?’

‘There have been no casualties on our side, sir. In fact, our C-60 commandos have eliminated at least twelve Naxals. Our operation is progressing successfully,’ Abhinav responded confidently.

Upon hearing Abhinav’s report, Fadnavis let out a sigh of relief. He assured Abhinav that he would provide any necessary support and ended the call.5

The firing that began at daybreak lasted for five hours. As the encounter raged on, the commandos received accurate information that helped them identify Sainath among the Naxals. Just one day earlier, he had sought refuge in a nearby hamlet called Boriya, along with two other accomplices. Throughout the day, the trio had stayed in a villager’s home and only arrived at the camp after nightfall.

Sainath was washing his face when the combat started. He immediately rallied his comrades to take up arms and fight back. Allegedly, the man himself fired his AK-47 indiscriminately at anything that moved. The Naxals around him fell one by one, and he soon ran out of bullets. Undeterred, Sainath picked up a fallen comrade’s weapon and continued firing. He ran out of ammunition again. The commandos stopped firing and urged Sainath to surrender, but he ignored them and rushed to grab a rifle from another fallen Naxalite a few metres away. Just then, a grenade detonated near him, enveloping him in a cloud of red smoke as he let out a piercing scream.

Amidst the chaos, the commandos heard someone shouting instructions in Telugu.

‘Cover the right side, all of you!’

‘Yes, Shinu Anna,’ one of the Naxals responded.6

Some of the C-60 commandos understood Telugu and the name Shinu Anna sent a shiver down their spines. The dreaded Naxalite Srinivas, also known as Vijender, was called Shinu Anna by his comrades. The fifty-one-year-old hailed from the Warangal district of Telangana and was wanted for eighty-two cases of murder, robbery and extortion.7 While Srinivas was giving instructions to his comrades, a bullet struck him, and he collapsed.

By 11 a.m., the intensity of the Naxals’ firing had decreased and the commandos had made significant progress towards the camp. Before entering the grounds, they used a landmine detector to search the bloodstained soil. The lifeless bodies of the Naxalites were scattered throughout the area, along with their weapons, spent bullet casings, jerry cans, toothbrushes, soaps, medications, footwear, clothes and Maoist literature. The essentials that each Naxalite carried – a plastic mat, uniform, steel plate, medications and toiletries – were strewn about. Once the operation was over, the commandos gathered the dead bodies and placed them in a corner. The same thought was on everyone’s mind: if they hadn’t killed the Naxalites, they would be the ones lying dead.

In a preliminary search, the C-60 commandos and CRPF personnel recovered a cache of firearms, including AK-47s, INSAS rifles, self-loading rifles and twelve bore guns. The Naxalites had taken these weapons from the police officers who were killed during ambushes. Now, these same weapons were being used against the commandos. A gun has no loyalty; it belongs to whoever wields it. Meanwhile, Abhinav received information that some Naxalites had escaped to the Rajaram Khandla forest. He immediately dispatched a team to locate them. A few hours later, news came that six Naxalites had been killed in a confrontation at the second location.8

The bodies of the Naxalites who had plunged into the Indravati in a bid to escape soon began floating to the surface. The river, which runs through Odisha, Chhattisgarh and Maharashtra, is infested with crocodiles. When the Naxalites panicked and jumped into the river, they were attacked by the reptiles. With the help of locals, the police began retrieving the half-eaten and mutilated corpses. In total, forty alleged Naxalites had been killed across both locations – seven women among them. It was remarkable that there were no police casualties during such large-scale encounters. It soon became clear that this was a historic anti-Maoist operation in India. The Naxals who had been killed had a combined bounty of ₹82 lakh on their heads.9 Leaders such as Sainath and Shinu Anna had perished. Naxals from the Permili, Sironcha and Aheri dalams had convened in the camp, and all three dalams were completely wiped out in the aftermath. A dalam typically consists of fifteen to twenty members.

At the entrance of the Gadchiroli police headquarters, a display board showcases the names and photos of top Naxalites. It serves not only as a record of the C-60’s accomplishments but also as a source of inspiration for its personnel. Once the operation concluded, the jubilant commandos used a sketch pen to mark an X on the faces of Sainath and Srinivas.

Abhinav was pleased with their success, but he knew that a significant challenge was close at hand. After the encounters became public knowledge, several human rights groups and individuals sympathetic to the Naxal cause began to question the actions of the police. They alleged that the Naxals had been brutally killed by the police while they were attending a wedding in the nearby Kasansur village. Some even claimed that the food given to the Naxals at the wedding had been poisoned. There were also doubts raised about whether the individuals who were killed were actually Naxals.10 As usual, Abhinav diligently prepared the required reports for the state and national human rights commissions after the encounters. He knew that the Maoists would eventually attempt retribution, and he had to be on alert.

900 kilometres away, Fadnavis expressed his admiration for the C-60 commandos and the CRPF during a press conference in Mumbai. Retired IPS officer Krishipal Raghuvanshi keenly watched the news unfold from his home in Thane, coffee cup in hand. The anchor’s shrill words – ‘The biggest campaign against Maoists in Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli! Forty Naxals killed!’ – resonated with Krishipal. As the founder of the C-60 force, he still closely followed its activities. He called Abhinav Deshmukh to hear the story straight from the source. ‘Congratulations, Abhinav. Has the team returned safely?’

Abhinav thanked him and gave a brief account of how the operation was carried out. As Krishipal listened, he swelled with pride. The C-60 force was the crowning achievement of his thirty-five years of police service; it had turned the tide in the bloody war against the Naxals. Nostalgia washed over him, reminding him of his long journey from a timid boy to a fearless cop.
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TIMID BOY BECOMES A COP
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Despite being a brilliant student with a knack for mathematics, Krishipal failed his fifth-grade district board exam in the subject. During the paper, a classmate sitting behind him kept pestering him for help by pulling on his shirt. Peeved, Krishipal turned to rebuke his classmate, only to be caught by the stern gaze of the examiner. Suspecting the boy was copying his work, the teacher demanded, ‘What’s going on? Do you need a thrashing?’

Panicked and embarrassed, Krishipal’s hand accidentally knocked over his inkwell, spilling the dark liquid all over his carefully written answers. His mind went blank, unable to salvage the situation as time ticked away. When the bell rang, signalling the end of the exam, the unforgiving teacher swiftly snatched away Krishipal’s answer sheet. He was awarded a disastrous zero marks.

Krishipal hailed from Kutbi-Kutba village, nestled about 115 kilometres from Delhi in the heart of western Uttar Pradesh’s Jatland, where life revolved around agriculture. As he trudged homeward from the village’s zilla parishad-run school, tears welled in his eyes, dreading the disappointment of his parents. Krishipal’s grandfather had opted against educating his father, training him to labour in the fields. However, Krishipal’s father, embracing a more progressive mindset, offered his seven sons a choice: to toil on the family farm or pursue education. Initially inclined towards the former, Krishipal soon realized his passion for learning and was enrolled in school.

Though a dedicated and successful student, the humiliating events of the exam day left Krishipal questioning himself. What would his father think? Was he no longer committed to his studies? Had he become careless? These thoughts weighed heavily on Krishipal’s mind as he walked towards his home on the thin pathway that bisected the farm.

Suddenly, he spotted a police jeep zipping into the village, leaving a little sandstorm behind. The arrival of cops in Kutbi-Kutba was a big deal. Krishipal noticed the absence of the usual hubbub in the streets, the desolate emptiness of the village. There were no elders gossiping in the verandas. Doors of houses had been shut from inside, which was unusual in the afternoon. Some people watched the police jeep’s movements from half-opened windows, their eyes scared. Krishipal sped up his steps, an ominous feeling coming over him.

Upon reaching home, Krishipal was informed that there had been a murder in the village, and a team from the police station in Titavi had been sent to investigate. He still couldn’t understand why the villagers were so terrified at seeing a police jeep. Only the actual culprit needed to be afraid – why was the entire village acting guilty? It was only after overhearing discussions among the elders that Krishipal realized everyone was afraid of the police. The khaki uniform had such a forceful grip on their psyche that no one dared to step out of their homes when faced with it. In school, he had been taught that cops were public servants and protectors of the people, but in reality he saw that the villagers considered themselves subservient to the cops. Krishipal was astounded by the power that the police wielded. He wanted to understand the magic of that khaki-coloured garb and resolved to wear it himself. To become someone who commands both fear and respect seemed a worthwhile goal.

Krishipal failed grade five and had to repeat a year. His academic performance was scrutinized by his father and his elder brother Omprakash, who was posted in Muradabad as an additional development officer. In time, Krishipal realized that if he wanted to become a senior officer, he had to fully devote himself to his studies. Krishipal enjoyed watching ‘Saang’, musical theatre. In Saang, heroic stories of the historical figures like Prithviraj Chauhan and Rani of Jhansi were told through songs. Krishipal used to get overwhelmed with enthusiasm and patriotism after watching them. But gradually he stopped visiting Saang performances and focused on his studies. The village had no electricity supply and during nights he studied by making a lamp of a used glass bottle filled with kerosene. Krishipal topped in his school when the results of the board examinations of grade ten were out. The school added his name in the ‘Roll of Honour’, which was displayed outside the principal’s office. That evening, the villagers gathered for a hookah session at Krishipal’s home and showered him with praise.

In every Jat family, the hookah is a ubiquitous presence that has come to represent the community itself. Watching the elders gurgling hookah, Krishipal was often curious about the sensation but could never gather courage to even touch it. One of the servants of the house, Deenu, was a chain-smoker. Krishipal had often seen him puffing a beedi and thought it would offer the same sensation as a hookah, since both involved inhaling smoke. One day, when Deenu lit up a beedi while taking their buffalo to the village pond for bathing, Krishipal asked for a drag. He took the first puff and started coughing. Coincidentally, one of Krishipal’s elder brothers was passing by and noticed him holding a beedi. When Krishipal reached home that day, his father thrashed him black and blue. Though he confessed to trying the beedi, Krishipal said in a rebellious tone, ‘One day, I will smoke a beedi with my money.’ Little did he know that he would one day become a police legend in a place known for producing beedis.

Krishipal moved to Sirsaganj to pursue his higher education. He lived with his elder brother, Rampal, who was a marketing inspector in the Food and Civil Supplies Department. Rampal was a simple yet stern man, which made Krishipal fearful and cautious around him. As soon as Rampal entered the house, he would pick up his books and start studying, for fear of being reprimanded if he was caught doing anything else.

One Saturday, a regional food controller who was an Indian Administrative Service (IAS) officer unexpectedly visited Rampal’s office. Rampal immediately stood at attention and offered the officer his chair, nodding respectfully as he issued instructions. Rampal then asked Krishipal to fetch a glass of water for the officer, since the office peon was off duty. After the officer left, an impressed Krishipal asked his brother, ‘Why did that man seem so arrogant and full of himself, as if he is the wisest person on this Earth?’

‘He is an IAS officer. IAS officers rule the country. They are considered the most powerful people in India. Some of them become collectors, treated like kings of their districts.’

‘Are they more powerful than the police?’

‘Yes. The police are under them.’

 In that moment, Krishipal resolved to become an IAS officer. ‘I may fear my brother,’ he told himself, ‘but my brother fears that IAS officer. Why not strive to become someone like him?’

Krishipal enrolled in Meerut University for a post-graduate degree in science. The campus was only a few kilometres from Meerut city and on the weekends, Krishipal and his friends went there for outings. Before returning to their hostels, they often drank milk from a local shop, served in earthen cups called kulhads. They enjoyed flinging empty kulhads beside the road, delighting as they cracked with a loud sound. At the time, Emergency had been imposed in India and the police were constantly on alert to detain protestors. Police atrocities were rampant. Cops carried blank warrants with them, so they could write the names of the people they arrested.

One Sunday night, when Krishipal and his friends were smashing kulhads as usual, a police team mistook them for anti-Emergency protestors. They were detained, showered with expletives and taken to the police station. After being held for a couple of hours, their names were taken down in a diary and they were let off with a warning. Everybody was worried that their police records would be spoiled, harming their chances of getting a government job. Krishipal was deeply hurt by the behaviour of the police. He had always believed police officers must be kind and just people who use their powers for public interest. This interaction with the cops was a wake-up call that the men in uniform could make or break people’s lives. After being impressed by Rampal’s boss, Krishipal had aspired to become an IAS officer. This incident once again drew him to choose the IPS.

Krishipal’s father advised him to keep appearing for competitive examinations but take up a job until he was recruited. Krishipal began working as a temporary lecturer of Botany at I. P. College, Bulandshahr. In 1977, he was selected as a permanent lecturer in Janta Vedic College, Baraut. However, the college principal refused to approve his appointment. Krishipal heard from some people that the principal wanted him to marry his daughter. The principal had subtly hinted his wishes during their interactions, but Krishipal had not been able to comprehend these indications. Ultimately, after the vice chancellor intervened, he was able take the charge after waiting for over four months.

Krishipal began preparing for the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) examination while working as a lecturer. In 1979, he appeared for Indian Forest Service and the civil service examinations, both conducted in Delhi. Hari Singh Nalwa, one of Krishipal’s college friends, invited him to stay in his hostel room along with another common friend and UPSC aspirant, Yogesh Malik.

There were several major changes to the examination system in their batch: common selection examinations were being conducted for various services like IAS and IPS, and preliminary exams had been introduced. Due to the unprecedented selection process, the examinees weren’t sure what was going to be asked of them. Krishipal’s job proved to be advantageous – whatever he studied, he revised while teaching the students. Though he was unsure whether he would be able to crack the exam on his first attempt, the results proved him wrong. He achieved a decent rank in the merit list and was selected as an IPS officer.

Krishipal enrolled in Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel National Police Academy (SVPNPA) in Hyderabad, which was spread across 277 acres of land. He was impressed by the academy’s mission statement: ‘The purpose of this academy is to prepare leadership for the Indian Police, who will lead the force with courage, uprightness, dedication and strong sense of service to the people.’1

During British rule, there were provincial police training schools and every province trained their cops differently. Policemen across the country were disparate and knew little about each other’s ways of functioning. When India attained independence, the country’s first home minister, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, found such an arrangement absurd. He believed that to keep the country united, there must be a single administrative and policing system. Since the concept of an all-India police service was Patel’s brainchild, the academy was given his name.2

The curriculum at SVPNPA included maintenance of law and order, crowd control, forensic science, crime investigation, interrogation techniques, scene of crime survey, legal documentation and provisions of various laws. The trainees were taught rock climbing, swimming, martial arts and how to handle different types of weapons. They were also instructed in horse riding, to prepare those who might join the mounted police units introduced by the British and maintained by state police after Independence.3 Krishipal enjoyed handling horses but lost interest after he narrowly avoided a grievous accident.

It was paradoxical that on one hand the IPS trainees were being taught a wide range of subjects and on the other hand, no training was being given to counter Maoism, though many areas like Srikakulam, Adilabad and Karimnagar in Andhra Pradesh – where the academy was located – had become hotbeds of Maoist violence. No training was given to counter the guerrilla warfare techniques adopted by the Maoists, nor were the trainees sensitized to the Maoist ideology.

An IPS officer’s fate in terms of state cadre is uncertain – they could be posted anywhere in the country. Thus, trainees are taken on a countrywide tour, known as ‘Bharat Darshan’, to expose them to a plethora of cultures, lifestyles, cuisines and social structures. This tour is a chance for the young officers in their mid-twenties to forge lasting friendships, bond with their peers and let their hair down. Trainees are divided into different batches, each visiting a different set of states and Union Territories. Krishipal’s batch went to Maharashtra, Rajasthan and Delhi.

While he enjoyed the entire tour, Krishipal found Maharashtra particularly fascinating. He was amazed to see the ancient architectural work in Ajanta and Ellora; to learn about the Mughal–Maratha conflict while visiting Aurangzeb’s tomb near Aurangabad (now Chhatrapati Sambhaji Nagar). When he reached Bombay, he saw the sea for the first time in his life – the mighty waves of Arabian Sea clashing with the tetrapods of Marine Drive. In Film City, Krishipal got a chance to witness a movie shoot; in Igatpuri in the Nashik district he was mesmerized with the abundance of nature’s beauty. At every turn, Krishipal was in awe of Maharashtra’s rich cultural heritage and the warmth of its people.

While in Bombay, Krishipal’s friend who worked in the custom’s department invited him for a night out. He took Krishipal to a cabaret bar in Colaba which, in reality, was a striptease joint. Young girls came onto the stage one by one in a hall with a mini theatre-like seating arrangement and stripped before the audience, who cheered with every garment the dancers removed. For a man like Krishipal, born and brought up in a conservative village family, witnessing such an event was a cultural shock. He found it difficult to sleep that night.

Shortly after the Bharat Darshan tour was completed, the cadre allocations were announced. In those days, cadres were allocated only near the end of their training. On the day of the announcement, Krishipal’s heart was pounding like all his other batchmates, in anxious anticipation. His future was going to be shaped by the state he was assigned; the state where he would spend the rest of his policing career. That afternoon, Krishipal was allotted the Maharashtra cadre. He had hoped to be posted in his home cadre of Uttar Pradesh, but Maharashtra was not bad. Krishipal was ready to devote the rest of his life to Maharashtra.

After completing his training, Krishipal was sent to the Akola district of Maharashtra as a probationary officer in 1982. During the probation period, an officer is expected to familiarize himself with the functioning of the police on ground and gain practical experience. Krishipal’s began his service at a time when low-ranking policemen across the state were rebelling for better working conditions and housing. During those days, each district had a union for the police which was supported by politicians. The incumbent politicians appeased police union leaders to use them in their power games.

In Bombay, the rebellion had turned violent. Members of the Bombay Police Union wreaked havoc on the city after their organization was banned. A bloody conflict ensued between the rebels and those loyal to the government. At the request of the state government, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi asked the army and paramilitary forces to quell the uprising. The government imposed a curfew in Bombay, but this did little to contain the violence. Shops were looted, trains pelted with stone, airport operations suspended and hundreds of buses, trucks and cars torched. Ultimately, the army had no choice but to open fire on rebels. Four people died and over thirty were injured.

Undercurrents of a similar conflict were being felt in Akola. The fire of police rebellion had spread to its neighbouring districts, like Nagpur and Amravati. One afternoon, the SP of Akola, Surendra Mohan Shanghari, received the dreadful news that a group of rebel constables had planned to loot the armoury that night. Shanghari asked Krishipal to lock the armoury and leave the district police headquarters with the key in his care on the pretext of going for an anti-dacoity operation. Krishipal followed his orders and the loot of the armoury was prevented.

Although the armoury was secured, weapons were also available at other locations like police stations and chowkies. The fear was that the rebels could snatch weapons from these less-protected sites. Even the loyal cops who were part of Krishipal’s team were viewed with suspicion as there was a risk that they would switch sides in the prevailing atmosphere. Under these circumstances of fear and distrust, Krishipal continued his training, which included working as a police station in-charge and as a sub divisional police officer.

Even after Krishipal’s training ended in April 1983 he remained in Akola, as his next posting had not been announced. Meanwhile, an officer one year junior to him came to Akola for his own training. This tall and fair-skinned young man from Bombay was Rakesh Maria, who became one of the most celebrated cops in the country at the peak of his career. Krishipal accommodated Maria at his residence and helped him get acquainted with the area. One month later, Krishipal got his orders to be posted in Pune. His life as a police officer was set to begin.
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