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Preface
The Birth of a Book

I was not born free. But my birth on 11 June 1947 meant that I lived as a subject of the British Empire for barely two months. Perhaps I managed in two months what Mahatma Gandhi and his colleagues struggled for half a century to accomplish: freedom.

Being among India’s ‘midnight’s children’ has always felt special. My life has unfolded alongside the life of the Republic. Eighty years may be an entire lifetime for an individual, but it is only the opening chapter for a nation. That accident of timing gave me a personal stake in India’s journey. When the Republic shines, I feel proud. When it stumbles, I feel the bruise.

I grew up in the walled city of Delhi, where my family had been rooted for five hundred years. In the years after Partition, despite the violence that had torn through the city, Hindus and Muslims still lived intermingled in its narrow lanes. In our neighbourhood, faith was not a border. A Hindu neighbour sent prasad on one day; my mother returned the gesture with sewaiyaan on another. Festival greetings crossed thresholds without hesitation. Languages mingled, commerce flowed, and daily life required no religious calculation. That quiet coexistence carried its own unspoken patriotism.

Over the decades, I watched something precious slip away. Gradually, polarization took root. Neighbourhoods that had once lived together naturally began to segregate. Instinctive coexistence came to demand conscious effort. This slow fracture has remained one of my deepest anxieties, because communal harmony, once damaged, is painfully difficult to repair.



Ours was a family steeped in learning. Islamic scholars populated our family tree, yet the atmosphere at home was strikingly liberal. Tradition and modernity were not adversaries; they coexisted without tension. We navigated between conservative religious inheritance and contemporary values, discovering a synthesis that enlarged rather than constrained us.

Money was scarce, but education was non-negotiable. I became the first Muslim from Old Delhi to enter the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) after Independence, an event significant enough to merit editorial notice in The Hindustan Times. My younger sister followed me into the civil services, creating a similar milestone for women.

Our household produced an eclectic range of pursuits that defied any single definition of success. Two brothers distinguished themselves in theatre; one of them also represented India in football, besides captaining both St. Stephen’s College and Delhi University athletics teams. In our family, excellence was plural; there was no hierarchy between the stage and the stadium, between scholarship and song. While I was a lecturer, I was an active member in a beat group, till I entered the bureaucracy. During IAS training, I founded a rock band; remarkably, it survived for years.

Three decades in the IAS offered uncommon vantage points. Power-sector reforms in Haryana taught me political courage and the price of speaking truth to power. Doordarshan (DD) revealed the power of narrative to shape national consciousness; the National AIDS Control Organisation, the corrosive weight of stigma and the courage required to challenge it. At the Election Commission, I had the privilege of helping steward the world’s largest democratic exercise and witness firsthand what happens when citizens reclaim their voice.

There were many opportunities for innovation. I founded the India International Institute of Democracy and Election Management (IIIDEM), which has trained election officials from 143 countries. We established National Voters’ Day, reaching hundreds of millions of citizens. I served on the Board of Advisors of International IDEA for nine years and was nominated as a Global Ambassador of Democracy. Even after retirement, I observed elections across continents, from Russia to South Africa, Kenya to Myanmar, Pakistan to Mozambique, and delivered keynote addresses at global forums on electoral integrity. These years proved that influence need not depend on office and that the work of strengthening democracy continues long after one leaves its formal institutions.

One conviction has endured since my days preparing for the civil services: India must not merely be the world’s largest democracy but also the greatest. We have never lacked intelligence or industry. What we have always needed, and still need, is integrity in public life and harmony in our streets. Without them, the Republic may survive, but it will not flourish.

These concerns shaped my working life. But this book is not about policy or institutions. It began with a simple suggestion from a friend, Dr Nawaz Deobandi, an eminent Urdu poet: why not write a hundred random episodes from your life, childhood, bureaucracy, and everything after? Not a linear life story. Not a carefully curated narrative. Just a hundred snippets.

It was unusual advice, and perhaps that is why it stayed with me.

I have never been attracted to the idea of writing an autobiography. Over the years, many friends urged me to do so, but my response was always the same: I am not important enough to justify the full-dress treatment of a life story. I say this without false modesty. I have held high public office, and I understand what that may mean to others, but office is not the same as personal importance, and public visibility is not the same as a life that demands a long, self-contained narrative.

More importantly, autobiographies are rarely as honest as they claim to be. The genre almost always invites selective memory, softening weaknesses, editing out failures, and polishing uncomfortable edges into a story of uninterrupted ascent. And then there is the predictable template. Too many begin with the familiar scene, hardship, the street lamp, the heroic struggle, the inevitable triumph. These narratives may be true, but repetition has blunted their power. I did not want to walk into that rut or ask readers to walk into it with me.

The idea of episodes offered an escape: tell life the way it often arrives, in flashes. In scenes. In stray memories that return suddenly and insist on being written down. A hundred moments, not necessarily connected by chronology, but connected by something more human: experience, absurdity, embarrassment, kindness, luck, failure, friendship, fear, and the occasional sentence that changed the direction of a day.

Once I accepted the concept, the writing found its own method. I did not sit down with a grand plan. Instead, I began noting episodes as they came, sometimes while travelling, sometimes after a conversation, sometimes triggered by a smell, a song, a name, or a newspaper headline. Over time, the pile grew. A childhood incident would surface one day; a bureaucratic encounter the next; a strange moment from retirement much later. Each snippet arrived on its own schedule, as memory insists on working. What surprised me was discovering that these scattered moments, when gathered, revealed patterns I had never consciously recognized, recurring themes of displacement and belonging, of authority and humility, and sometimes the aching gap between intention and outcome.

This is not an autobiography, and it does not pretend to be one. It is closer to what life actually feels like when you look back: a collection of moments, some funny, some uncomfortable, some instructive, each carrying its moment of truth. If a full autobiography is a long march, these snippets are quick turns of the road, glimpses from the window, and sudden stops that stay with you long after the journey has moved on.

I have now gathered a hundred such episodes. They are random only in appearance. Together, they sketch a life more honestly than a polished narrative ever could, because they retain the rawness of real memory and the candor of unplanned recollection.
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Section I

The Making of Me




1.

Erratic Memory: Embarrassments Galore 

Anyone who has known me for more than a week will tell you that I have a terrible memory for faces and names. I meet people, share long conversations, even meals, and then fail to recognize them the next time we meet. This has led to more than a few awkward moments in my life.

When I protest that my memory has always been poor, people assume it’s an excuse. But it’s a lifelong condition, and I have evidence going back to the age of ten.

One day, my elder brother asked me to post a letter on my way to school. Those were the days when bright red letterboxes still dotted every neighbourhood. I protested, ‘You know I forget things!’ He smiled and said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll teach you a technique. The letterbox is 186 steps from here. Just count your steps and you won’t forget.’

It sounded scientific enough. So off I went, counting carefully: ten, twenty, fifty, hundred… Soon the number became more interesting than the task. I crossed 500, then 1,000, then 2,000. By the time I reached 7,000 and the school, I suddenly realized my folly. The letter was still in my hand. The letterbox, wherever it was, had been left far behind.

Some people accuse me of having ‘selective memory’, i.e., conveniently forgetting what doesn’t suit me. I insist mine is different: it’s ‘erratic memory’. It remembers some things in vivid detail, like the memories in this book, while it only half-remembers others, and some others still are completely blacked out from memory until reminded by someone else.

The pattern also continued into my professional life. Years later, as an Assistant Commissioner under training (UT) in Karnal, for two months I stayed in the house of Deputy Commissioner Mr H.V. Goswami, as was the British-era practice. One evening, he hosted a small dinner: the superintendent of police (SP), the district judge, the superintending engineer of the Electricity Board, and a poultry farm owner (whose name, of course, I’ve forgotten).

They enjoyed their drinks; I, a teetotaller, played the guitar, one reason Mr Goswami had got me posted under him. It was a long, intimate, and memorable evening.

About ten days later, I was at the milk booth of the National Dairy Research Institute when a big Impala, the ultimate luxury car then, pulled up. A Sikh gentleman stepped out, smiled, and asked, ‘How is your music going?’

I stared blankly. ‘How do you know I play music?’ I asked.

He was offended. ‘Never mind,’ he said curtly, and walked away.

Only later did I realize he was the same poultry farm owner from the dinner. Sheepishly, I went to his house to apologize. He laughed it off, but the embarrassment stayed with me.

I often wonder how I went through all those exams and reached where I did! Over the years, I have learnt to pretend. When asked, ‘Do you remember me?’, I confidently say, ‘Of course. How can I forget you?’ Some over-smart guys see through the lie and ask, ‘All right, then tell me my name.’ I feel stumped.

But that’s not a question; that’s an ambush.





2.

Dummy Glasses and a Broken Promise 

In 1969, I passed my MA in History from St. Stephen’s College, Delhi University, and became a lecturer within four days of my results. My period of unemployment was exactly three days, a statistic I fondly cherish.

The interview for Delhi College (Evening) was conducted by the Vice-Chancellor, the Principal, and an external history expert. They were friendly but cautious. Before you, they said, two or three young lecturers had joined, taught briefly, and then left for the IAS or the Indian Police Service (IPS). ‘You won’t do that, will you?’ they asked.

I answered as honestly as I felt then. In my family, education was the highest calling. I told them I intended to stay in academics. They seemed reassured and selected me. At that moment, I had fully meant it. I did not know then that I would one day break that promise and remember it with discomfort.

My first worry, however, was more immediate: authority. This was an evening college; most students were working men, many in their thirties. I was a skinny twenty-two. How would they take me seriously?

A friend offered a solution: ‘Wear glasses. You’ll look older and more serious.’ My eyesight was perfect, but the idea appealed to me. I bought a pair of frames with plain glass. The transformation was immediate. With my new ‘intellectual’ look, I stood a little taller. The students listened attentively. Whether it was my lectures or my spectacles that impressed them, I never asked.

In my first months, I taught from my own MA notes, too earnestly, as it turned out. I once took three full days to teach just the First Battle of Panipat. In the staff room, my colleagues told me, chuckling. ‘You’ve taken three days for one battle,’ they said. ‘At that rate, you’ll need a year for the entire medieval period!’

They were right. I would never finish the syllabus at that pace.

To catch up, I turned to a popular middle-school history book by L. Mukherjee – simple, clear, and beautifully written. I admired it but soon realized the danger: if I kept teaching from a school textbook, I would get dwarfed to school level too. Was this how my intellectual life would remain?

A second disappointment followed. Many of my colleagues were moonlighting, holding day jobs elsewhere and treating evening teaching as a bonus. Some were more absorbed in politics than in pedagogy. The combination of low standards and politicking left me uneasy.

That was when the thought of taking the Civil Services Examination took root. I remembered my promise to the selection committee that I would not leave teaching for the IAS. Breaking that word was not easy, but staying on under those conditions felt like a different kind of dishonesty, to my students and to myself.

I left Delhi College in 1971 and joined the IAS. The dummy glasses, which had become a part of my personality, stayed on my nose until 1984, by which time I finally needed real ones.







3.

The Night I Hid from the UPSC Chairman 

In 1970–71, my life was divided between two great ambitions: the Indian Administrative Service and rock music. The timetable was simple: a few hours for studies and many more for my guitar.

A year before my first attempt, I was set to appear for the IAS preliminary exam along with my best friend, Sudhir Mankad. On the very first day, there was a music show at Carmel Convent School. My priorities were clear, unfortunately, not in the right order. I chose the music show over the exam.

Sudhir, on seeing my seat empty, panicked. Convinced I must have met with some accident, he lost all concentration and ruined his paper. When he discovered I was alive, merrily performing on stage, he was not amused. By 1971, I had decided to be slightly more serious. I appeared for the exam properly and was selected for the interview. But my music did not retire. I was playing in a beat group – what we now call a rock band – and we practised for hours every day.

Around this time, our group landed a gig to play at the Delhi Golf Club. It was a big break. On the evening of the show, as we arrived with our guitars and amplifiers, someone casually mentioned, ‘By the way, the chairman of the Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) is in the audience tonight.’ I froze.

The man who would preside over my interview was about to see me in my natural habitat, not with a file in hand, but a guitar! I was convinced that if he recognized me, he would reject me as frivolous, non-serious, and fundamentally unfit for the civil services.

There was no way to back out. The show had to go on. So I devised a strategy: I would play the entire concert with my face turned away from the audience.

For the next two hours, I played like a criminal avoiding a CCTV camera. While my bandmates cheerfully faced the crowd, I angled myself towards the side, pretending to be absorbed in my chords. If there was ever a textbook on performing in existential terror, that evening could have been the opening chapter.

Thankfully, the audience seemed more interested in the music than my profile. I spent the entire show imagining my career being silently killed.Weeks later, the UPSC interview arrived. I walked in half expecting the chairman to say, ‘Aren’t you the guitar player from the Delhi Golf Club?’He didn’t. He looked at my file, asked the usual questions, and showed no sign of recognizing me. The music show had not registered. To my relief, I got through.

That evening taught me something I would forget and relearn many times: that the parts of ourselves we think disqualify us are rarely the ones that others notice. The chairman had better things to do than track guitarists. And I eventually learnt that one does not have to choose between one’s passions and one’s profession, only between honesty and the lack of it.







4.

The Electric Organ That Never Was 

Music has always been my weakness and my excuse. In college, while other students invested in books or bikes, I dreamt of guitars and amplifiers. Unfortunately, both cost more than my wallet could bear.

Living in Old Delhi had its advantages. Within a few lanes were carpenters, lathe workshops, and tiny shops selling wires, magnets, and varnish. If I couldn’t buy a guitar, I could at least build one. My first attempt was a Hawaiian guitar, melancholy in both design and sound, but it gave me confidence. The next two were Spanish guitars, less tragic but still far from professional.

By the time I prepared to leave for the academy, I had produced my fourth. It looked pretty, sounded decent, and was entirely homemade. I used to joke that while Fender and Gibson were famous brands, my guitars were strictly ‘Quraishi Originals’, made in the by-lanes of Daryaganj.

The next object of desire was an electric organ. I had fallen in love with its deep, resonant notes, the kind that filled a room and seemed to come from somewhere beyond the instrument itself. But an imported organ cost a small fortune. I was teaching at Delhi College (Evening) on a salary of ₹500. An electric organ belonged to a different financial universe.

Yet the dream refused to die. Browsing an electronics magazine at a second-hand bookstall, I found a circuit diagram for an organ. The page was dense with symbols, but to my eyes it looked like a treasure map. If I can build guitars, why not an organ?

My closest friend, Atiq, shared my enthusiasm. Together we made a pilgrimage to Bhagirath Palace in Chandni Chowk, that labyrinth of electrical spare parts where anything seemed possible. We bought valves, transistors, resistors, condensers – everything the circuit demanded. We came home clutching our treasures like alchemists with ingredients for gold.

My family was waiting for us outside. There was unusual excitement in the air. ‘A telegram has come,’ they announced, holding out the yellow envelope.

It was from the UPSC: I had been called for the IAS interview. 

In an instant, the soldering fumes cleared. The aspiring musician turned into an aspiring civil servant overnight. I gave a longing look at my shopping bag and realized the electronic organ would remain forever unfinished.

I handed all the parts to Atiq. He was far more interested in building radios than bureaucracies. He went on happily assembling circuits, while I enrolled at Rau’s IAS Study Circle and began a different kind of preparation, focusing on constitutional law rather than electrical diagrams.

Sometimes I wonder what that organ might have sounded like. Probably not very good; the valves would have hummed, the keys stuck, and the resonance more mechanical than musical. But it did play one perfect note: the sound of a life taking a sudden, fateful turn.

The organ never produced music, but it set the rhythm for everything that followed.








5.

Sail Along Silvery Moon 

This episode is in memory of my elder brother, Professor Mahmood Quraishi, who shaped my life in two lasting ways: he gave me confidence in my future and a lifelong love for Western music.

He brought an entire world into our home through All India Radio’s Delhi ‘B’ service. We would gather around our father’s tall Philips radio, a beautiful piece with lovely sound, and twice a week, unfailingly, Mahmood bhai tuned in to Western music programmes. On Fridays at 8 p.m., it was ‘A Date With You’, anchored by Preminda Premchand. On Mondays at 8 p.m., it was ‘Forces Requests’. Week after week, those melodies entered my ears and then, without my noticing, into my imagination.

Mahmood bhai went abroad, first Germany, then London, working at the Indian High Commission. When he returned, he brought what looked like a miracle: an accordion. Not the piano accordion, but the button accordion made by Hohner of Germany. He played a few tunes, and I watched closely, like a shy apprentice.

One day, when he was away, I gave in to temptation. I picked up the accordion and tried ‘Never on Sunday’, a tune easy enough for my fingers. When he returned, I played it for him, half expecting him to be livid.

Instead, his face lit up with delight, and in that instant, he gifted the accordion to me.



But my real obsession had already shifted to the electric guitar. I had fallen in love with The Shadows, Cliff Richard’s backing band, and especially Hank Marvin’s clean, singing guitar sound. We were not a family that could buy guitars, so I decided to make one. 

At St. Stephen’s College, I was playing in what we called ‘beat groups’. Our first band was The Chocolate Experience. Since the band already had lead and rhythm guitarists, I was pushed, initially reluctantly, into playing bass. To my surprise, I fell in love with it. One of the five guitars I made was a bass guitar, and it stayed with me for life.

Mahmood bhai’s favourite tune was ‘Sail Along Silvery Moon’, the Billy Vaughn instrumental. Whenever I played it on my keyboard, I could see love in his eyes, and he would recall dancing the whole night to it. Even today, whenever I play that piece, and I play it often, I think of him with love and gratitude.

Professor Mahmood Quraishi later became a pillar at Mass Communication Research Centre, Jamia Millia Islamia. But for me, he will always remain the brother who brought Western music into our home through that tall Philips radio and gave me a love I could hold in my hands.

‘Sail Along Silvery Moon’ is not just a tune anymore; it is my way of remembering him.








6.

My Father, Maulana Zubair Quraishi 

In our family, learning had long worn a particular robe. My ancestors were Islamic scholars, philosophers, poets, and writers for whom knowledge was not just a career but a calling. Their world was anchored in tradition, steeped in Arabic and Persian, proud of its intellectual inheritance.

Then came my father, Maulana Zubair Quraishi, and with him a quiet rupture that looked, to many in our society, like an uproar.

He went to ‘Mission’ College, as St. Stephen’s was then popularly known.

For a traditional religious family, it was not a routine choice. To some it sounded like defiance; to others, contamination. But to my father it was something else entirely: the old world speaking in a new idiom. He studied philosophy there, becoming a living bridge between our religious inheritance and the modern education reshaping India. He never renounced tradition; he simply refused to fear the future.

He spent the rest of his life running a grammar school, not an institution with a building and signboard, but classes, notes, discipline, and a reputation that travelled faster than any advertisement. English grammar was his main arena, but he taught Persian and Arabic too. In the lanes of Delhi’s Walled City, word spread: if you wanted your language to stand upright, you went to Zubair Quraishi.

He had a pricing system that would sound like a boast, ‘one hundred rupees an hour’, but it was in fact arithmetic with a conscience. What he meant was: one hour daily for thirty days, then one hundred rupees total. Two students split it; ten paid ten each. Soon fifty would crowd in, paying only two rupees apiece. Money was tight, but he refused to pass the burden on. A natural storyteller, he made grammar feel alive.

His passion began at home. He taught all his children with the same seriousness he brought to his students. In our house, education was not negotiable. Each of us pursued at least an MA, if not higher, and teaching became the family calling because my father believed that sharing knowledge was service.

And then, at sixty, when most people slow down, he enrolled in Max Mueller Bhavan to learn German. He would walk there daily with his walking stick, a scholar among students half his age, absorbed in fresh grammar rules with boyish enthusiasm. He produced beautifully handwritten formulas, making complex rules accessible through elegant notation.

Years later, when I studied there myself, those notes became my prized possession until someone borrowed them and never gave them back. I still regret that loss, for they carried his mind on paper.

He was also a freelance translator and newsreader in Afghan Persian for All India Radio, another bridge between worlds; another language made his own.

That was my father: a scholar who never stopped being a student, a traditionalist who never feared the new, a teacher who believed grammar was the architecture of clear thought.







7.

The Goalkeeper at St. Stephen’s 

My father was goalkeeper of the St. Stephen’s College football team in the 1920s – alert, agile, and confident. He loved narrating one particular match, and it revealed as much about college rivalry as it did about human psychology.

St. Stephen’s was playing its arch-rival, Hindu College. The game was tense, hard-fought, and locked in a goalless draw. But that day my father had brought a new bicycle to college. It was not a casual purchase. His father, by no means affluent, had barely managed to buy it for him. For a young man from a modest home, that bicycle was everything. His eyes drifted to it involuntarily, like a child guarding a new toy. During the match, he would keep glancing behind the goalpost, just to make sure it was still there.

The Hindu College boys noticed. The moment they realized what was happening, the trick was set. The bicycle disappeared, silently, efficiently, without drama.

My father’s mind went off the game.

A goalkeeper’s greatest asset is not his hands but his concentration. Once it breaks, you are already beaten. Within minutes, three goals went in, one after another, while he stood disoriented, unable to recover his rhythm.

And then, as suddenly as it vanished, the bicycle reappeared.



The message was clear: they had not stolen it; they had merely used it. A small cruelty, a clever prank that became an unforgettable lesson in how quickly the mind can be unseated. 

He would tell the story with a laugh, but also with rueful honesty. Sport teaches you strength, but it also teaches you how fragile focus can be.

That lesson stayed with him. Years later, when my brother Aziz began playing football seriously, my father would watch from the sidelines with particular attention. He knew what the game demanded.

Aziz was a right-winger with the famed City Club of Delhi, fast as lightning and a consistent scorer. He possessed what our father had lost that day: ruthless focus once he was on the field. Nothing behind the goalpost could shake him.

Our sports director at St. Stephen’s, Professor Mohammed Amin, watched Aziz’s sprinting run to the goal and urged him to try track athletics as well. Aziz adapted. Football sprinting and track sprinting are not the same. In football you explode, stop, pivot, kick; in athletics you run through the line. He learned to do both. In doing so, he became something rare: an athlete who could switch between instinct and discipline, between a burst of movement and a more sustained run. 

My father had left his own mark differently. He was among the founders of the Delhi Football Association in 1926 and served as its first secretary, an organizer rather than a star, building the infrastructure that would carry others forward.

In our house, the story of sport belonged to two men and two temperaments: a father who learnt how quickly concentration can betray you and a son who never allowed himself to be betrayed. My father gave institutions; Aziz gave performances. One looked back at the bicycle and paid the price; the other kept his eyes only on the ball. Both, in their different ways, understood what the game demanded.







8.

The Evening I Was an Hour Late 

Punctuality, for me, was not a professional habit acquired in service. It was a childhood obsession. Among all my siblings, I was known as the most docile and disciplined. Whenever I left home, even for the most ordinary errand, I would inform my mother: where I was going, how long I would take, and exactly what time I would be back.

She would listen patiently and then send me off with her familiar blessing: ‘Jao beta, Allah ke supurd.’ (‘Go, son, I hand you over to God.’)

That small ritual became part of my character. I was not just punctual; I was predictable. My parents knew that if I said I would return at six, I would appear at the door at six, never five past, never ten minutes early.

But one evening, that reputation boomeranged on me.

In those days, I used to go to Bal Bhavan every evening to learn the guitar and attend classes on assembling radios. It was nearly a four-kilometre walk from our home, but the excitement of learning made the distance disappear.

One day, while returning from Bal Bhavan, I passed by a large open ground known locally as the Press ground. A Field Publicity Unit of the Ministry of Information was screening a feature film there. A small crowd had gathered, sitting on the grass, watching with rapt attention.

The film was Anari.



Curiosity got the better of me. I stopped, telling myself I would watch
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