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We hatched the plan for this book on a cold January night in 2005, when we were freshmen in college. In the six years that have elapsed since, hundreds of people have lent us their energy, insights, and advice. The pages you now hold in your hands were shaped by their support and assistance.

For early encouragement and guidance, we are greatly indebted to Steve Bloomfield, Jennifer Leaning, Bill Clark, Sheila Jasanoff, Jill Lepore, Steve Biehl, Bill Fisher, and Gary Krist. For academic backing and administrative support, we thank the Harvard Committee on Degrees in Social Studies, the Harvard Committee on Degrees in History and Literature, the University of Pennsylvania Medical Scientist Training Program, and the University of Pennsylvania Department of Anthropology; in particular, we wish to acknowledge Anya Bernstein, Ted MacDonald, Maggie Krall, Skip Brass, and Philippe Bourgois. This book's development paralleled our own academic and intellectual growth during our time in college, which was greatly influenced by Marshall Ganz, Arachu Castro, Paul Farmer, Sadhana Bery, and Pauline Peters. Finally, our fieldwork in India would have Acknowledgments been impossible without the generous financial support of the Harvard South Asia Initiative, the Harvard Asia Center, and the Radcliffe Fellowships program.

After a summer of research in India, we arrived back at Harvard without an academic adviser. Despite his full roster of students, Max Likin agreed to take us under his wing. With humor and patience, he instructed us in the art of storytelling and shepherded our first draft to completion.

This journey has not been easy, and a number of people have supported (and tolerated) us along the way. We send our thanks and love to Jonathan Chow, Yinliang He, Zach Widbin, Laura Togut, Monica Thanawala, Winnie Nip, Jingshing Wu, Mary Brazelton, Virginia Anderson, Jane Cheng, Joy Xi, Kathleen Coverick, Michelle Wile, Tracy Carroll, Aaron Zagory, Joshua Stanton, Kevin Uy, Nate Walker, Chris Hsiung, Ben Wang, Nabil Thalji, James Hui, Tina Ho, Jon Brestoff, Trudy Kao, Dan Leyzberg, Caroline Wooten, Lee Wooten, Jamie Devol, Ishani Sandesara, Nautama Sandesara, and Niranjan Sandesara.

The hospitality of a number of people in India allowed us to carry out an unbelievable amount of research over the span of eleven short weeks in 2006. We are tremendously indebted to Kapilbhai Patel and Meeraben Patel for their hospitality in Ahmedabad and Gandhinagar, and to Bhavanaben Patel, Ramaben Vaishnav, Bharatbhai Vaishnav, Lalabhai Humbal, Rajuben Humbal, and the late Jashwantbhai Humbal in Morbi for their hospitality and cobra-fighting prowess.

Our interviews and archival research would not have been possible without help from Dilipbhai Barasara, Prabhakarbhai Khamar, Mohansinh Jadeja, Manoharsinh Jadeja, Dineshbhai Kundalia, V. Thiruppugazh, Narendrabhai Modi, Hanifbhai Chauhan, Prafulbhai Doshi, Y. K. Murthy, Dhirubhai Mehta, Ratilal Desai, Gokaldas Parmar, Haribhai Panchal, Babubhai Patel, R. A. Mehta, B. R. Shah, Rahul Bhimjiani, Bhaskarbhai Tanna, Pradeep Sharma, A. R. Banerjee, Gokaldas Parmar, Arvindbhai Patel, D. A. Satya, C. K. Nimavat, Harshadbhai Gohil, Ramilaben Solanki, Prafulbhai Doshi, and the staff of the Harvard Library System. In particular, Dilipbhai's tireless efforts greatly enhanced our fieldwork, and we owe him our deepest gratitude.

A number of organizations also lent us their support. We are indebted to the staff of the Indian Census Bureau office in Ahmedabad; R. T. Kotak, B. B. Patadiya, Atul Mehta, and the staff of the subdistrict and prant offices in Morbi; N. A. Khadia and the staff of the Morbi Irrigation Section Office; the staff of the Rajkot Irrigation Circle; K. B. Shah, D. H. Patel, and the staff of the Gujarat Central Designs Organization; the staff of the Gujarat Legislative Assembly; Manubhai Shah and the staff of the Consumer Education and Research Centre; J. B. Patel and the staff of the Gujarat Irrigation Department; Deepak Bhatt, Jagdish Trivedi, and the staff of the Rajkot Directorate of Information; Mr. Padiyar and the staff of the Gandhinagar Directorate of Information; and the editors and staff of Phulchhab, Akila, and Sandesh.

Mahendrabhai Dave and the Trust of the Morbi Flood Museum hold a special place in our hearts.

For three memorable weeks in Morbi, Ishani and Nautama Sandesara were our adventurous translators and guides. Many stories and characters would have escaped these pages without their indefatigable help.

Watching this manuscript move from a draft to a published book has been tremendously gratifying, and we owe our gratitude to the skilled hands that have helped to shape the final product. Nishubhai Sedani and the royal family of Morbi graciously volunteered their photographs. Jamie Devol prepared the maps and diagrams, and computer edits were provided by Jon McMurry and Matt Conboy. Zach Widbin, Monica Thanawala, and Alice Lee provided extensive and insightful comments on our writing. Rick Balkin worked tirelessly until he found our story a home; as first-time authors, we could not have asked for a more knowledgeable, nurturing, or humorous agent. We give our Acknowledgments heartfelt thanks to Mark Hall, Chris Kramer, Jennifer Tordy, and Jade Zora Ballard, who have guided us through the publication process at Prometheus Books with patience, understanding, and enthusiasm.

Finally, and most important, we thank the one hundred forty-eight individuals who shared their stories with us. Their generous, courageous, and forthright narration captivated us for days. Because of them, we left India awestruck, inspired, and determined to complete our work. We hope that we have done them justice in these pages.







[image: images]

The sun rose above a hazy horizon to reveal that the river remained completely dry.1 It was late July. The monsoon still had not reached Gujarat, but life in Morbi went on.2

A steady stream of traffic swerved, honked, and shouted its way into downtown on the Buffalo Bridge—a grand masonry structure whose arches spanned a quarter of a mile across the empty Machhu riverbed. Two bronze bulls, imported from Italy at great expense by Morbi's king nearly a century before, surveyed the traffic from their pedestals near the center of the bridge.3 Those who could afford to take their eyes off the road—passengers in auto-rickshaws, schoolboys balancing on the racks of bicycles, wives clutching children while riding behind their husbands on overloaded mopeds—beheld a panorama of grand architecture, the legacy of centuries of prosperous royal rule.

On the Machhu's eastern shore, south of the Buffalo Bridge, a tower rose up from a gleaming, white marble palace, the former residence of Morbi's royal family. Across the dry riverbed, the Machhu's steep western bank tapered into a vertical masonry wall. Dotted with an intricate pattern of balconies and large windows, the wall rose up five stories into the old royal court.


Downstream, the ornate towers and turrets of the Mani Mandir complex loomed over traffic entering downtown via the bridge. Built at the turn of the century by King Vaghji Jadeja after the death of his beloved concubine Manibai, the Mani Mandir consisted of a central temple surrounded on all four sides by a majestic, two-story castle. Dazzling carvings adorned every arch, pillar, and banister in the immense, red sandstone structure. Surrounded by lush green trees, the building stood, regal and serene, at the entrance to an otherwise frenetic downtown.4

Morbi had expanded greatly in recent decades. Its inhabitants now numbered more than sixty thousand, and its choked avenues could barely accommodate the traffic flowing off the Buffalo Bridge.5 Long-horned buffalo with humped backs sat in the middle of the road, paying little heed to the pandemonium around them. Schoolgirls in colorful uniforms darted across lanes, giggling and clutching their books. Auto-rickshaw drivers, craving a morning dose of sugar and tobacco, swerved over to stop in front of their favorite paan shops. Their idling vehicles puttered as they approached the small storefront windows, exchanged pleasantries with the shopkeepers, and placed their orders.

Paan shops were ubiquitous in Morbi. Though little more than a brightly painted cabin located just north of the main market, Pratapbhai Adroja's paan shop was one of the most popular. The counter at Bhoot Tambool (Ghost Paan) directly faced the street, and on this particular morning, the line outside the window snaked well down the block. The space behind the counter was cramped, leaving just enough room for Adroja's stool. Bags of chips, peanuts, and various Indian snacks lined the walls. A small stack of newspapers sat for sale. Candy and fruit also competed for customers’ attention in the limited counter space.

In spite of the variegated offerings, most visitors came to the shop for the paan. Sitting on the counter in front of Adroja, a small set of wooden drawers held a rich assortment of ingredients: betel nut, fennel seeds, fruit preserves, shaved coconut,tobacco, and spices. As each new customer approached the window, Adroja spread a betel leaf on his cutting board and set to work, meticulously laying down pinches of every ingredient requested. When finished, he would fold the leaf just so, securing it with a toothpick and passing it into an eagerly outstretched hand. The customer would tuck the leaf between his gum and his cheek, sucking on the sweet blend of juices that turned saliva bright red. Prosperity as a paan merchant rested on the ability to achieve a perfect balance among diverse ingredients, and Adroja's workmanship always seemed just right.6

At the same time, the small man's constant smile, high-spirited banter, and quirky sense of humor did much to endear him to his customers. In Ghost Paan's scant free space, Adroja kept a sizable personal collection of ghost and goblin likenesses. The shop’s hand-painted sign sported two ghoulish skeletons, and stylized skulls and bones studded the awning's metal frame. Sometimes, a customer would ask Adroja about his shop's unusual theme. The response, delivered in a nasal squeak, never varied: “I love ghosts!” When his interlocutors seemed dissatisfied with the explanation, Adroja simply laughed.

Ghost Paan demanded long hours, but the lively rhythm of business made the time pass quickly. Selling paan entailed a constant stream of social chatter coupled with careful attention to craft and ingredients. Many might find the work exasperating, but Adroja always seemed at peace amid the hubbub.

Adroja was in good spirits when he closed the shop that evening, pulling the metal grate down over the narrow entrance and securing the lock. It was only a short walk to his house in Mahendrapara (the Mahendra Quarter), where his son, his wife, and a hearty meal of lentils, rice, vegetables, and buttered flatbread awaited. Adroja strode jauntily down Morbi's wide commercial avenues. The shops on either side offered a dazzling array of goods. Every night, Adroja passed storefronts displaying pots and pans, electric water pumps, school supplies, jewelry, colorfully patterned cloth, sacks of grain, radios, and spreads of berries and guava. Other shopkeepers would wave at Adroja as they, too, closed up for the night.

Walking through the immaculately swept streets, which stood in sharp contrast to refuse-strewn public roads all over India, Adroja could clearly see why administrators and citizens alike had long regarded Morbi as a “model city.” There were, of course, the grand monuments of the Jadeja dynasty, to which the city owed its moniker—”The Paris of Saurashtra.” More important, Morbi possessed a physical and social infrastructure that placed it first among its peers. Power lines supplied houses in even the poorest neighborhoods with reliable electricity. An excellent system of sewers kept waste out of the streets, preventing the water-borne epidemics that plagued many other cities. Since the turn of the century, telephone lines had extended from downtown to even the farthest-flung villages in the area. With time, Morbi had developed an extensive network of free grade schools, an acclaimed high school, and several well-regarded colleges.7

Even more important than infrastructure or institutions, however, were the people who populated Morbi. Adroja perceived a distinctive vigor and confident spirit in his customers. Especially of late, he had noticed a discernable optimism in the air. New factories were opening on the city's outskirts at a breathtaking clip, and money was flowing freely.

As Adroja rounded the last bend toward home, he reached up to pat the wad of rupees in his breast pocket, the product of a long day's work. It was a good time to be a shopkeeper in Morbi.8
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A sprawling mansion, marked by the subtle signs of slow decline, overlooked a wide avenue in southern Morbi.9 On the bungalow's first story, a pretty woman swept dust across the kitchen floor. She was dressed in a tunic and baggy trousers. A scarf covered her hair, as per the custom of Muslim women of her high social standing.

Khatijaben Valera belonged to one of Morbi's most illustrious families. Over decades of royal rule, the men of the Valera clan had served the Jadeja kings as official court singers. Their musical wizardry had earned them considerable riches and public esteem. Even three decades after Indian independence, the Valeras remained an intensely proud holdover of the feudal era. After marrying into the family, Khatijaben had come to embrace its heritage as her own.10

Khatijaben was a woman of great presence, strong in body and personality. Though not yet thirty, she had already given birth to five children, whom she guarded fiercely. She carried herself with a confidence and boldness that set her apart from other married women of her age. At the same time, as a good wife, she readily obeyed her mother-in-law's directives in domestic matters.

While Khatijaben and her younger sister-in-law scurried about the kitchen, a heartrending melody floated down from the floor above. Everyone said that Shaukatbhai, the youngest of the four Valera brothers, possessed a prodigious talent. From his youngest years, his smooth, strong voice had held audiences’ rapt attention. In a family that had built its reputation on singing ability, he had always appeared poised to become his generation's standard-bearer.

As Shaukatbhai's song soared, a raspy quality overcame its gentle tones. Of late, Khatijaben had heard the unwelcome twinge often. Though Shaukatbhai's voice remained perfectly pitched, it had lost its purity to an abrasive edge.

Khatijaben knew the rumors. People around Morbi whispered that someone had poured vermilion in her brother-in-law's drink, permanently searing his vocal chords. No one knew for certain who had done it. Some ventured that a jealous family member might have ruined Shaukatbhai's voice. Valera family pride had proven too strong to permit discussion of the matter, and it remained a subject of speculation for outsiders.


Those who knew Khatijaben's clan realized that the poisoning of its youngest voice might have been more than a vindictive act of envy. It might also have been a shrewd business decision in a rapidly growing household still adjusting to a life unsupported by the beneficence of Morbi's royalty.

A look around the Valera compound told much of the story. The multistory concrete bungalow, whose windows and terraces surrounded a central courtyard, had begun to show the first signs of disrepair. The royal family had built the mansion to house Khatijaben's father-in-law, his older brother, and their children; now, though, the children had begotten children of their own, and nearly seventy people inhabited the increasingly cramped compound. The royal family had left Morbi, erasing the steady stream of money, gifts, and prestige that had sustained the Valeras for generations. Since Indian independence, the family's men had survived by offering music lessons to the children of Morbi's emerging modern gentry. But all the Valera men were singers, and each faced stiff competition from within the walls of the family compound. It seemed eminently possible that someone, troubled by the exigencies of the postroyal years, might poison a rival family member in order to secure better economic prospects.

Khatijaben enjoyed greater economic security than most of the Valeras. Some years earlier, the clan patriarchs, sensing that drastic changes loomed, had established a trucking company as an alternate source of income; now, Khatijaben's husband Bashirbhai, the oldest of four brothers, played a leading role in Valera Transport. Managing an impressive fleet of vehicles, he ensured that his wife and children would not go hungry. While the Valeras’ ways remained rooted in tradition, Khatijaben was reaping the rewards of modernizing change.

In truth, much had changed in and around the clan's bungalow. Gaudy signs advertising vocal lessons by different Valera men hung all around the formerly stately compound, competing for the attention of passers-by, who paid little heed. An exodus of laborers filed past the mansion in the early morning as the poor residents of the surrounding neighborhoods, formerly subsistence farmers and service workers in a traditional economy, commuted to the new factories on the city's outskirts. Although the royal family and its wealth had departed, many in Morbi were becoming quite well-off; more than a few cars now competed for space with the goatherds, bicycles, mopeds, and auto-rickshaws on the street in front of the bungalow. The area's shops, previously limited to groceries, had begun to carry small modern luxuries. Morbi seemed to be growing more vigorous with each passing day. From Khatijaben's vantage point, the bungalow seemed like a decaying nineteenth-century vestige amid a twentieth-century city.

Though she had joined the Valera clan only recently, Khatijaben had heard countless tales of its former glories—private audiences with the Jadeja kings, compliments from high-ranking British administrators, jaunts around western India aboard the royal plane, and the adulation of Morbi's public during crown-sponsored concerts. Her husband's relatives had recounted the stories so many times that she could vividly picture the night of a major function at the royal palace….

Guards in trim uniforms greeted guests as they passed through the gates and began a thousand-foot walk past towering fountains to the palace entrance. The melodic voices of Valera men drifted through the vast interior courtyards, where assorted dignitaries chattered ceaselessly. King Lakhdhirji Jadeja, Morbi's ruler from 1922 until Indian independence, wandered about, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries with the guests.11

Lakhdhirji was the eleventh of the illustrious Jadeja kings.12 He traced his lineage back to Jiyaji—the man who had wronged the Vaniyan of Morbi—and even further back to Kayaji—the dynasty's founder.

Kayaji did not found Morbi; a chieftain named Mayurdhvaj (“The Peacock Flag”) had established it almost two millennia before him. The founder had dubbed his city Mayurdhvajpuri, or “City of the Peacock Flag.” Over the centuries, the name had become shortened to “Morbi.”13


The city had existed for over seventeen centuries before Kayaji Jadeja took the throne, but he and his descendants would determine Morbi's lasting shape. In 1698, Kayaji lost a struggle for the throne of Kutch, a northern Gujarati kingdom. Seizing Morbi, which belonged to the Kutchi crown, he declared independence. Within a few years, his kingdom stretched from Morbi to the Gulf of Kutch, encompassing the city and more than one hundred surrounding villages on the peninsula known as Saurashtra—”The Good Country.” Kayaji and his descendants would rule over Morbi for exactly two hundred fifty years, eventually building it into the envy of other princely states.14

Although the city became part of a unified India in 1947, the Jadejas had woven themselves into the physical fabric of the city to such an extent that Khatijaben Valera still could not move through the Paris of Saurashtra without thinking of the royals. The royal court, the Mani Mandir complex, the Buffalo Bridge, the Lakhdhirji Engineering College, and the grand clock tower gate at the entrance to the main market—renamed “Nehru Gate” in a postindependence paroxysm of republican spirit—all bore the Jadeja imprimatur. The artifacts of royal beneficence reminded Khatijaben that the kings had acted as loving fathers to Morbi and its people.15

By 1979, however, the Jadejas themselves were gone. In 1957, Lakhdhirji, Morbi's last sovereign king, had passed away. That same year, Lakhdhirji's son Mahendrasinh had moved to England with his family. And just eleven months earlier, in August 1978, Mahendrasinh's son Mayurdhvaj—the thirteenth Jadeja of Morbi—had been killed in a bar fight in Europe, leaving no male heirs to the throne. The death of the prince, who shared a name with Morbi's founder, had marked the end of the dynasty that had ruled the City of the Peacock Flag for centuries.16 His memorial ceremony, one of the finest displays Morbi had ever seen, had drawn thousands of mourners to the royal palace.17 It was a fitting end to a glorious era.

Khatijaben had paid her respects at the royal palace. A year after the end of the Jadeja lineage, Morbi rushed onward outside the Valera family's bungalow. Inside, time remained slow, the clan of court musicians preserved as a relic of the past. As Shaukatbhai's mournful song drifted down from the upper floor, Khatijaben finished sweeping the kitchen floor.
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Bhagvanji Patel walked with a slightly impatient gait down the dusty road, occasionally glancing at the browning fields that stretched for miles on either side.18 The crops—peanut, millet, wheat, castor, assorted vegetables—were not faring well. The drought had laid siege to farming in the village of Lilapar, leaving the monsoon harvest in jeopardy.

Despite this situation, Bhagvanji did not worry much. Having recently established a small tile factory, he possessed an alternate source of income. More important, he was a Patel. Struggle with the earth, and the fortitude built therein, were specialties of his people.

Bhagvanji had built up considerable strength during a youth spent tending fields in the manner of his forefathers. His slight frame belied hard muscles, toughened by years of working the land with the aid of only rudimentary tools. He was not young anymore, but he was not quite middle-aged, either. His gaunt face and sharp grin complemented a firm, forthright manner that impressed friends and intimidated employees.

“Patel” was not merely Bhagvanji's surname. It summarized his occupational position, his social station, and his way of life: his jati identity. The notion of jati represented the practical articulation of what might be referred to as “caste.” Belonging to a Hindu jati—or its Muslim equivalent, a quom—meant much more than belonging to a particular occupational tradition and an inescapable social status, as the term caste might imply. It suggested participation in a broader community. Jatis and quoms formed occupationally based strata, but they were also social circles.Members of a community tended to live on the same streets, frequent the same places of worship, and socialize nearly exclusively with one another. The community formed an intermediate structure of social kinship between the extended family and the broader village society. Moreover, it usually transcended the village level; members of a jati or quom tended to identify strongly with their brethren in other villages. Even among groups with lower social status, the shared identities of jati or quom membership were sources of great pride.19

Bhagvanji was immensely proud of his jati. As he saw it, Patels served as Gujarat's social backbone. Farmers by tradition, they were known for their intrepid and persevering character. Generations of working the land had made many Patel families quite prosperous. For about a century, Patels had also been launching industrial and commercial enterprises, entering professional life, and building up a proud tradition of leadership in politics, as exemplified by Mahatma Gandhi's most trusted deputy, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel. Nonetheless, most Patels remained farmers. They stood at the forefront of agriculture in the Machhu River Valley, where they constituted a substantial fraction of the population.20

Various other jatis filled out the social tapestry of mainstream village life. Satwaras and Kolis, of lower social standing and more meager means than Patels, were also traditional farmers; of late, they increasingly offered their labor to rich landowners and industrialists. Several pastoralist jatis typically dedicated themselves to herding cows, buffalo, goats, and sheep, though villagers of many different backgrounds kept at least some animals. Vaniyas, belonging to the same community as the woman who had cursed Morbi, traditionally engaged in trade, while Brahmins served as priests and teachers. A variety of other jatis, from Kandois (sweet makers) to Sonis (jewelers) to Luhars (ironsmiths), played integral roles in village life. In most villages, members of these “respectable” groups farmed the land to a certain extent.21

Jatis at the bottom of the village social structure fulfilled service roles within the agricultural economy, toiling at occupations traditionally deemed unclean on account of their necessary proximity to filth or dead animals. A village's diverse “Untouchables”—Hajaams (barbers), Chamars (leatherworkers), Bhangis (sweepers), Mochis (cobblers), and various others—were often described with the collective label “Harijans,” which had been popularized by Mahatma Gandhi as a politically correct substitution for various derogatory terms.22

While Harijans also maintained fierce pride in their community identities, jati divisions constituted a clear hierarchy. Members of high-status jatis viewed their low-status counterparts as not only dim-witted and dirty but also morally tainted. A clear distinction existed between “good folk” and “backward people”—perpetuated, as one might expect, by the self-identified members of the former category.23 Bhagvanji, for one, often complained about the vulgar ways of the Harijans who worked in his factory and swept his streets.

Bhagvanji's village, like most in the region, reflected jati divisions in its basic layout. Lilapar's nucleus consisted of a few streets lined by the village council office, temples, shops, schools, and other public places. High-jati citizens who played lesser roles in agriculture, such as Brahmins and Vaniyas, resided there. Some Patels and other farmers chose to live in the central area as well, trekking out each morning to the fields surrounding the village; others stayed in huts scattered throughout the farmland.

The Harijans lived in the Harijan Quarter, a cluster of houses at just the right distance from the center of Lilapar to maintain separation while ensuring ready provision of labor. They worshiped at their own temple and congregated in their own plaza. They virtually possessed a village of their own, albeit one bereft of many amenities. As in the city of Morbi and most other Machhu River Valley communities, the Harijan Quarter in Lilapar lay on the most undesirable land in the village.24

Bhagvanji did not see the cramped, uneven streets of the Harijan Quarter. He lived in the village center, surrounded by other comfortable and upstanding citizens. His daily circuits—to his factory and to his fields—carried him past the houses of other “good folk.”

Bhagvanji took great pride in his village. Although it was afflicted by the drought, it remained unbowed. Like many residents of Lilapar, Bhagvanji considered his village first among the more than one hundred in the old kingdom of Morbi—not in the date of its founding, but certainly in the integrity, courage, and goodwill of its people. Lilapar was a model village at the leading edge of prosperity in the Machhu River Valley.

In recent years, it had become one of the first villages in the area to embrace the next step in development: mechanization. Most wealthy Patels in the Morbi region had begun to employ machinery in their farming. But some Patels in Lilapar, including Bhagvanji, were progressing even further—they were starting factories.

For centuries, farming had formed the backbone of society along the Machhu River. The kings of Morbi had relied heavily upon revenues from agriculture to fill their royal coffers. In turn, they had worked to ensure continued prosperity for farmers through infrastructural developments, institutional reforms, and favorable policies.25

Nonetheless, even while working to strengthen agriculture in villages from Lilapar to the Gulf of Kutch, the last few kings of Morbi had devoted some attention to industrial development. Near the turn of the century, decades before Bhagvanji’s birth, King Vaghji Jadeja—the erector of the great sandstone Mani Mandir—had commissioned studies of his kingdom’s mineral resources, hoping to uncover possible launching points for industrialization. The surveys revealed that the region’s red clay would prove ideal for manufacturing ceramic products.

In 1928, the first ceramics enterprise—Parshuram Potteries—began using donkeys to transport red clay from nearby villages to an abandoned building in Morbi. Laborers mixed the clay with water and black soil and then molded the resulting slurry into tiles, pottery, and other ceramic products. The pieces baked in long out-door trenches sandwiched between the blazing India sun and a slow charcoal roast. Both crucial factors of production—labor and clay—proved cheap, and Parshuram Potteries grew rapidly.

By 1933, Morbi's first industrial plant employed four hundred workers and produced more than 20 million pounds of pottery annually. Soon, it supplied pottery and tiles throughout India, its wares going to market in far-off Delhi and Bombay. Ceramics became a major component of the local economy and a substantial source of local income.26

Over the subsequent decades, an inexorable expansion transformed Morbi into an industrial city. New factories dedicated to the production of flooring tiles, roofing tiles, and pottery sprang up around the city's outskirts. Morbi's tile-manufacturing sector grew into the largest in western India.

During this period of development, clocks joined and then surpassed ceramics as the city's most famous export. By the late 1970s, less than thirty years after the establishment of the first clock factory in Morbi, the city produced sixty percent of India's timepieces. Fourteen major companies put out the finished products, relying on small partners for specialized parts and processes; as a result, accessory industries dedicated to boxes, cabinets, leather straps, watch hands, electroplating, and engraving thrived. Many members of the middle class became capitalists by starting small-scale ventures.27

Morbi's industrial prowess in the late 1970s rested squarely on the efforts of individual entrepreneurs who had broken out of the traditional agrarian mold; the Patels were the most notable among these. One expert on industry in Morbi—himself a Brahmin—would explain the Patel jati's role in development by saying:

Brahmins, Vaniyas, backwards jatis—we are not suited to industry. We run our businesses according to fixed plans, within fixed boundaries. But industry requires something else. Industry is a risk. Industry requires courage. And it requires effort.…We are not accustomed to having to put in long days of hard effort. We are not accustomed to tilling soils all day under the hot sun. We are not accustomed to working hard for little return. We do not strike out on our own to create new things for ourselves. We remain where we feel comfortable. Industrial progress cannot possibly be carried forward by such people. A very different type of person is required for industrial progress.

That type consists of the Patels. They are uneducated and rustic, but they are also prosperous. And their prosperity is a result of courage and effort. A tradition of farming has built up their constitutions. They are hardy people, not afraid of uncertainties or hard work. These people have the courage and the determination to take their hard-earned money and use it to set out on an unmarked trail.

To start out in industry is to till soil for the first time. Would Brahmins, Vaniyas, backwards people do this? Certainly not. Where we would falter, they push right ahead.28

The Patel ethos, with its emphasis on persistence and industriousness, equipped the jati to drive forward Morbi's economic development. Patel entrepreneurs also benefitted from their traditional engagement with farming, which enabled them to lay down large tracts of land as collateral for capital, and from their jati community, which provided connections to individuals in various positions of authority.29

Bhagvanji had founded Sri Lilapar Potteries two years ago. The factory, which crafted roofing tiles out of the Machhu River Valley's red soil, lay roughly halfway between Morbi and Lilapar.

Production had halted for the monsoon season, but Bhagvanji occasionally tended to administrative matters in the factory complex. He turned in through the gate on Lilapar Road, kicking up dust as he entered. Massive mounds of red soil dotted the complex. To one side, a furnace, which had come to replace the baking trenches of the early days, sat idle. After the monsoon had passed, the furnace would once again burn coal from Kutch, releasing fumes through the chimney and filling the complex with an acrid, unsettling smell.30

Bhagvanji entered the one-room office. He switched on the fan, which provided much-needed relief after the scorching walk from Lilapar. Sitting down behind a simple desk, he set to work. Given the drought, he could have continued to produce bricks for almost two months after the initial rains prompted him to halt. Normally, regular downpours made it impossible to dry ceramics during the monsoon, but this year, his decision to send the laborers home had cost him many weeks of productive time.

The low-jati men and women who worked at Sri Lilapar Potteries would flock in from nearby villages after the monsoon. Bhagvanji provided them with lodging in his “laborer colonies”—long, narrow, wooden buildings divided into small rooms, each of which held a family. Most of the rooms sat vacant at the moment, their tenants passing the unexpected drought in their home villages.

With little work to do, Bhagvanji soon emerged from the office. Walking past the makeshift sign posted near the entrance, he turned right onto Lilapar Road and began his trek home. Though the sun had descended a bit, the heat remained oppressive.

After Bhagvanji had walked some distance, he could see the long earthen walls of a colossal structure that rose above the horizon. Bhagvanji knew that the imposing facade deceived; a void lay behind the mighty dam. The rains had not arrived, and the reservoir remained empty.

[image: images]

Kanubhai Kubavat's sandals kicked up cloudlets of dust as he walked to the temple.31 Between his ankles, the trailing edge of his dhoti—a rectangular piece of cloth elaborately folded so as to produce two legs—hung just above the cracked dirt of the Tiger Quarter's main road. Even as the sun moved rapidly to the west, a searing heat seemed to envelop him. It did not feel like the holy month of Shravan, usually full of rain, had arrived.

Kubavat was tall, with a sinewy build and imposing features. A thick wad of paan rested in his cheek. His sleek hair, parted from one side, glistened in the dying light. The Brahmin ambled more than he walked, his swaggering gait appearing to widen his body with every step.

During the day, Kubavat taught Principles and Elements of Education at a teachers’ college just north of Morbi's main market. But when he returned to southern Morbi's Vaghpara (the Tiger Quarter), he traded his pants for a dhoti and took up his second job.

For thirty-one years, Kubavat's family had officiated at the small temple near his house. Alongside his father, and like his grandfather before him, he faithfully discharged his priestly duties, leading daily evening prayers and marking the myriad holidays of the Hindu calendar.

Unlike the solar calendar that structured Kubavat's day job, the Hindu calendar tracked the progression of a month by the phase of the moon. Each month began on the day after a new moon and comprised two fortnights, waxing and waning.32

Of all twelve months, Shravan held a special importance for Gujarat's people. It was the holiest of months, when Kubavat and other Brahmins were at their busiest. Moreover, in direct contradiction to the drought besetting the Machhu River Valley, Shravan exemplified the monsoon in the Gujarati imagination; its mere name conjured images of heavy clouds and constant rain.33

The month's holiness dated back to a Shravan day near the beginning of time, when Shiva the Destroyer had swallowed a vat of poison that threatened to annihilate the world. Suspending the poison in his throat for eternity, the god had fulfilled his role as a member—along with Brahma the Creator and Vishnu the Preserver—of the holy trinity that balanced the Hindu cosmos.34 In commemoration of Shiva's monumental act of destruction, Hindus honored Shravan as the most spiritual of months, marking it with special austerities aimed at destroying the poisonous feelings of desire, anger, greed, attachment, pride, and envy.35

The fourth day of Shravan's waning fortnight—August 11 in 1979—began a week of continuous holidays. Kubavat's wife, and other women blessed with a male child, would spend Bol Chauth (Dipping Fourth) fasting to celebrate their good fortune. Then, on Naag Panchami (Cobra Fifth), Morbi's Hindus would honor a plethora of divine serpents, from Shesh—the thousand-headed ruler of the underworld who served as Vishnu's throne—to the cobra that always hung around Shiva's neck. Kubavat's wife and the other women of the Tiger Quarter would spend the next day, Randhan Chhat (Cooking Sixth), toiling in the kitchen to prepare fried delicacies, heavy milk-fat sweets, and an array of snacks. The women would store the foods away, for cooking was forbidden on Shitala Saatam (Smallpox Seventh); the lighting of fires would anger Shitalaa Maa (Mother Smallpox), a mysterious deity who visited sickness upon impious families.36

The midnight after Smallpox Seventh ushered in Janmaashtami (Birth Eighth). This Hindu Noel marked the birth of Lord Krishna, an avatar (incarnation) of Vishnu who enjoyed wild popularity in Gujarat, having spent his later years ruling over the western tip of the Saurashtra Peninsula. Birth Eighth was the month's most joyous occasion, a climactic paroxysm of religious fervor.37 Moreover, the legend of Krishna's first moments on earth, commemorated on that eighth day of the waning fortnight, epitomized the sublimity of Shravan's rains.

Many millennia ago, a princess named Devki married a prince named Vasudev. Shortly after the wedding, Devki's brother, the demon king Kams, received a prophecy that he would die at the hands of his sister's child. Enraged, Kams imprisoned the couple. Over the subsequent years, he watched his sister and brother-in-law carefully, visiting their cell to kill the newborn baby whenever Devki gave birth. When she became pregnant for the eighth time—with Lord Krishna—she began dreading the day when her brother would once again do his deadly work.

On the waning seventh of Shravan, while Devki endured the pains of labor, Vasudev peered out at a violently stormy night. Wind shook the trees. Rain battered the dungeon walls. Wet, chilly air filtered in through the cell's barred windows.


At midnight, the child was born. The cell filled with the overpowering brilliance of the Lord. The voice of Vishnu explained to Vasudev that he would be able to carry the baby to safety across the Yamuna River.

As Vasudev picked up the child, a deep sleep overcame the prison guards. One by one, the locked doors opened of their own volition. Vasudev soon found himself out in the storm, the new-born boy in his arms.

He walked toward the Yamuna River but despaired upon reaching its shore. Dark, thrashing waters lay as far ahead as the eye could see through the driving rain. To Vasudev's surprise, the waters suddenly parted to give him passage.

As he began crossing, the Yamuna, eager to obtain the Lord's blessing, reached up to touch the infant's feet. The roiling river crept upward, rising to Vasudev's chest. When he hoisted Krishna onto his head, the waters rose even further, submerging his neck and face. Just as the river seemed poised to drown Vasudev, the baby kicked his heel into the water, and the flooding subsided.

On the opposite shore, Vasudev hauled himself and the infant onto the slippery bank. There, he left Krishna with the local king and queen, who would nurture the child as he grew into the most beloved figure in Hindu mythology.38

Birth Eighth—the anniversary of Krishna's entry to the world—was the most important and evocative day of Shravan. In 1979, the holiday happened to fall on August 15—Independence Day; on that date, all of India would enjoy a double celebration. Kubavat would remain home from the teachers’ college, stuffing his cheek with an extra paan or two. In the evening, he would officiate as the Tiger Quarter temple filled with revelers who would sing hymns and push an ornate swing bearing an image of Lord Krishna.

Kubavat served a congregation that flocked from the various side streets of the Tiger Quarter. The neighborhood housed a diverse array of Hindu jatis and Muslim quoms. Satwaras formed the biggest group. An agricultural jati, the Satwaras were generally not as affluent as the Patels, but they enjoyed more social mobility than Harijans and members of other low-status communities. (Morbi's representative in Gujarat's legislature, for example, was a Satwara.) Many of the jati's men worked the fields surrounding the city. A number were beginning to transition to manufacturing labor. In many ways, the Tiger Quarter, full of moderate incomes, typified Morbi's growing middle-class character, which had risen out of hard work in farms, small shops, and factories.39

As Kubavat reached the temple's threshold, he removed his sandals. A layer of dust from the main road coated them. Kubavat hoped that the monsoon rains would arrive soon and provide the appropriate Shravan atmosphere. Six thousand years after Krishna began life amid torrential rains and a flooding river, it would be the greatest of ironies to celebrate Birth Eighth in the scorching heat of a monsoon drought.

[image: images]

Mayor Ratilal Desai furrowed his brow as he looked at the documents on the desk.40 He tended to narrow his eyes most of the time, even when engaged in mundane tasks. This habit gave people the impression—not unjustified—that he was constantly thinking, constantly evaluating, constantly searching for flaws to fix.

As on most days, Desai had walked to his city hall office from his house near Morbi's main market. He wore a white, short-sleeved collared shirt; wide, gray bellbottoms; and leather thong sandals. His mustache, little more than a strip of fuzz above a thin mouth, might have looked comical on a boy twenty years his junior, but Desai carried it with panache. He slicked back his wavy hair and wore large, boxy glasses. Overall, his facial appearance made him seem cold and calculating; although he was not quite either, he could be remarkably determined and efficient in matters of municipal business.

At the moment, Desai was handling paperwork related to the upcoming Smallpox Seventh carnival. On August 14—the seventh day of the waning fortnight of Shravan 2035—Morbi's populace would observe a holiday in deference to Mother Smallpox. Children would gorge on milk-fat sweets prepared the previous day by their mothers and sisters. Women would take a rest from cooking, decking themselves out in their finest saris and heaviest jewelry in anticipation of the midnight celebration of Krishna's birth. Worshippers would fill the city's temples, slowly building the excitement toward Birth Eighth. And a carnival would draw nearly forty-five thousand people to the crematorium.41

Morbi's crematorium, which lay just north of the Mani Mandir on the Machhu River's western bank, contained an open field that often housed large events. The space sat far enough from the crematory furnaces that most visitors could ignore its morbid associations. Fancy, slightly decrepit mausoleums—survivors from the days of royal rule—surrounded the field on all sides.

The crematorium's field would serve as the site for Morbi's Smallpox Seventh carnival
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“It is one thing for 25,000 people to perish all at once; it is another to completely forget
about them. Utpal Sandesara and Tom Wooten's fascinating story about an Indian dam
disaster should be required reading for anyone interested in modern India, the environment,
or narrative nonfiction. ‘No one had a tongue to speak’—until these two young writers

came along to listen. One of the most important books about India in recent years.”

Suketu Mehta
Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of Maximum City: Bombay Lost and Found

“What is it about dams that inspires fatal dreams of grandeur? Utpal Sandesara and Tom
Wooten have done a great service by vividly reconstructing one of the greatest and least
known dam disasters in history—although it is anything but unknown, of course, to the
largely voiceless people who were its major victims. This is an absorbing story not just
about bureaucratic ambition and folly, but also about power and powerlessness.”

Adam Hochschild
Author of Bury the Chains and King Leopold’s Ghost

“Written with a sympathy as deep as its research, this is the story of a deadly environmental
disaster that sprang from hubris and miscalculation. Like any sudden disaster, the floods
that destroyed Morbi burst upon the everyday lives of people unaware of what was about
to befall them. Sandesara and Wooten skillfully capture both the commonplace and the
extraordinary, and in doing so reveal what sometimes seems to be the near-universal failures
that lie behind so many environmental disasters and the quite specific particulars of Indian
history and development.” Richard White

Former president of the Organization of American Historians (OAH)
and Margarct Byrnc Profcssor of American History at Stanford University

“Though the Machhu dam disaster occurred nearly thirty years ago, the themes explored in
No Onc Had a Tonguc to Spcak are as relevant today as they have ever been. With devel-
oping nations racing to catch up, the world simply must get better at contending with the
humanitarian and environmental consequences of rapid growth. As such, this is a book
for our time.”

William Clark

Harvey Brooks Professor of Intcrnational Science, Public Policy,
and Human Development at Harvard University, and a 1983 MacArthur Fellow
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