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Part One



BIJNOR SUMMERS



1

The Clock Had No Hands

For the first fifteen years of my life, my father’s job as a naval officer took our family from one big city to another, from Delhi to Mumbai to Singapore. Then every summer, we returned for a month to the same small town lost in western Uttar Pradesh—India’s most populous and one of its poorest states. My mother was born in Bijnor, where her family had lived for generations, so off we went to stay with my grandparents.

Today my ‘big city’ friends are surprised to hear that I spent so much time in a town that defines the word ‘mofussil’, originally a British term for territories outside the colonial capitals of the East India Company, today an Indian term for territories outside the experience of most urbanites. My former classmates see me as cosmopolitan since I wandered farther than most, leaving India for New York and working in global finance; but those of my generation, even those who stayed closest to home, experience small-town India mainly through books. They have not lived there. Those summers in Bijnor, starting in the mid-1970s, are what prepared and inspired me to hit the road, later in life, trying to understand the intensely local, often mofussil passions that shape democracy in India.

Everyone in our house called grandfather ‘Babuji’, as a mark of respect. He was a criminal defence lawyer and wealthy landlord, but money and community influence were not enough to bring modern amenities to a place like Bijnor in the 1970s and ’80s. Home was a typical landlord’s bungalow, with a big veranda around an open courtyard and a tractor parked out back among the cows and buffaloes, which supplied the milk and the prevailing scent. Also out back were the semi-permanent sheds where the staff lived.

It was a sprawling home, with two floors and five bedrooms but my entire family slept on the roof, under mosquito netting, to escape the heat. When the sun rose we would move inside to avoid its burning rays, going back to sleep till well past 9 a.m. Breakfast would start around 10 a.m. Time did not follow a regular schedule in Bijnor, not even mealtime. As in many Indian towns, the most visible landmark was the Ghanta Ghar, a clock tower left over from British colonial days, but like most of these relics it didn’t work. In fact the clock had no hands.

The walls of Babuji’s house were populated with geckos, which never failed to trigger a hullabaloo of shouting and screaming when one fell off the ceiling. Running from the lizards was a bad option, since the summer temperatures often reached 43 degrees, and air conditioning was out of the question. In that era AC was a rare luxury available only in the big cities.

Instead, Babuji deployed traditional desert coolers, which pump cold water through a box lined with khus-khus, an organic fibre with natural cooling properties, and use a fan to blow out the fresh air. It would shut down when the electricity failed—which was more often than not. Hand fans were always at the ready, strategically placed on the window sills.

My most searing recollections have less to do with the slow rhythm of live in the glaring sun than the social life, though it was all accepted as normal in Bijnor at the time. Small-town India in the 1980s was not so much politically incorrect as pre-politically correct—a place I imagine was not unlike the United States of the late nineteenth century, where otherwise decent people didn’t hesitate to discriminate based on class, race or religion.

Our summer family often grew to as many as a dozen people, including a couple of unmarried aunts, who in my recollection were particularly vigilant about defending caste order. Nowhere was this order enforced more strictly than in regard to the castes formerly known as ‘untouchables’, who had been renamed more respectfully by the post-Independence government as the Scheduled Castes, and by their own leaders more proudly as Dalits. In Bijnor, a woman of the lowest Dalit caste was known as a mehatrani or ‘sweepress’, and they had been assigned by the lottery of India’s ancient caste hierarchy the task of cleaning toilets.

The squat-style latrines had to be emptied and cleaned every morning, by hand, because the taps often spat out nothing but air, and most of our water came from a hand pump in the yard. Once a mehatrani had cleaned the bathroom, workers of a higher caste—Jats or the Brahmins who minded the kitchen—would enter to douse the floor with water, washing away the fingerprints of the mehatrani. If my sister or I or one of the cousins should accidentally touch or be touched by a mehatrani, the adults would step in and march us straight away to the bath. Even if our hands should graze a towel that had been handled by a mehatrani, an adult relative would cry foul and send us off to have our bodies bathed and clothes washed.

Otherwise, the adults left us kids mostly to our own devices. At that time in India no parent felt the compulsion to keep children instructed or entertained twenty-four hours a day, as they seem to today. Once we finished our small load of summer homework, we were on our own, and profoundly bored. We left our urban existence in Mumbai or Singapore with their swimming pools and restaurants for Bijnor, where there was absolutely nothing for a child to do.

Television was no relief, since the one state channel broadcast only a few hours in the evening, presenting educational programmes on agriculture and husbandry, dry government news, and a sprinkle of entertainment—if the power was on. For a kid like me the main entertainment was watching the adults, which in Bijnor proved to be fascinating. Babuji’s home, a hub of the Bijnor community where people from all walks of life came and went all the time, was an open stage for these raw dramas.

The scene after breakfast seems more unreal to me now than when I was a child. Before heading off to work at the courthouse, Babuji would hold an informal court on the veranda, stretching out on a chaise lounge as clients lined up at his feet. They ran the gamut of backcountry criminality including murderers, rapists and dacoits—bandits who made the dirt roads around Bijnor too dangerous to drive at night. Typically from the lower castes, Babuji’s clients would not have been allowed in the front door even if they had been squeaky clean.

The most hardened criminals never dared asked Babuji for privacy from each other or a schoolboy sitting there wide-eyed as they told their lurid tales, and as he counselled them on how to comport themselves in court. It was clear they saw Babuji as both a saviour and a local legend, beyond questioning.

One story had it that dacoits had once ambushed his car, but he scared them off simply by jumping out and yelling. His name and face were enough to protect him from criminals who knew they might one day need his help in court. More than that, many of his house staff and even some townspeople called grandfather ‘Babuji’ out of love and respect for his role as a community leader who paid well, cared for the families of his workers and provided for their children’s education.

When I was too young to go into town myself, the days would drag by slowly, with lunch rolling out somewhere around three in the afternoon. Then, at long last, when Babuji got home in the early evening, he would take my little sister Shumita and me out for the highlight of our day, a ride in his aging white Hindustan Ambassador, a model that had the shape and aerodynamics of a bowler hat and is now extinct.

Occasionally, Babuji would take us to see a numaish, a travelling carnival with rides and lowbrow entertainment spectacles such as fire eaters and clowns pirouetting on a long pole, street theatre, and booths selling paintbrushes, bangles and other handmade trinkets. At other times, just to beat the afternoon heat, Babuji would accompany us to the local movie theatre, which was one of the first buildings in town to acquire a generator, so the khus-khus coolers could be relied on to function.

I assume in retrospect that Babuji never thought much about whether the films, including tales of rape and revenge like Insaaf ka Tarazu (Scales of Justice) and Zakhmi Aurat (Wounded Woman), were appropriate for kids. His aim was to escape the heat, and let us enjoy the breeze from the fans, not to expose us to films for mature audiences.

It was childhood without safety bumpers. Once when I was six years old, Babuji took me on what he figured would be a fun trip: visiting clients in the local jail, but it left memories that chill me to this day. Though some of the prisoners seemed amused to see a young boy and welcomed me warmly, I have never forgotten the squalor of their dark and dank cells, the inmates packed in shoulder to shoulder, dressed in dirty white uniforms, their hardship-hollowed eyes.

My grandfather loved to give us little quizzes on maths and civics, and when I got a couple of questions right he would tell my mother: ‘Oh you must make him join the IAS!’ That is the Indian Administrative Service, the pinnacle of the Central bureaucracy, which also appoints the leading official in towns like Bijnor, the district magistrate or DM. The DM wields immense power in a country where people look to local government to solve all of life’s problems. Brahmins like my grandfather admired knowledge and power, and saw the pursuit of money as the déclassé preserve of the Banias, the caste most closely associated with commerce. Babuji’s fondest hope for me was that I should join the IAS.

Most evenings, Babuji would drive us through Bijnor’s bustling market to his farmlands on the far side of town, about 20 kilometres from home. The Ambassador would bounce into the tiny settlements where his workers lived, and Babuji would check in on how the rice and sugar cane harvests were coming along. If my sister and I got lucky we would be offered a glass of sugar cane juice, or have a chance to bathe in the water from a tube well, which taps into groundwater using steel tubes and is common all over the country.

Babuji owned tens of acres of land, employing about a hundred labourers, and these evening visits were conducted in the manner of a feudal lord inspecting his charges, guided by unspoken rules dictating who could sit in whose presence and on what piece of furniture, and in whose homes we could drink the water.

There was one set of rules based on the Hindu caste system with Brahmins like Babuji at the top, another overlapping set based on religion that discriminated against many groups, particularly Muslims. At Babuji’s house, staff would welcome wealthy Muslims inside, but would bring out special Muslim-only crockery for their tea. The cook at home was always a Brahmin, perhaps owing to the intimate connection between the chef’s hands and the family meals.

Muslim staff—even the labourers who worked my grandfather’s fields—were not allowed inside, which created some comically awkward scenes. In the morning, Babuji would sit at one end of the courtyard, shaving or reading the paper in the shade of the veranda, and occasionally he would carry on a conversation with a worker standing out in the road. Instead of moving closer to one another, they would bridge the gap in class and space by raising their voices, bellowing back and forth down the long veranda.

After sunset, Babuji would hold a very different kind of gathering in the living room with friends and dignitaries of stature similar to his own. In this circle the accepted form for raising issues with lower-caste passers-by was a string of abuse, punctuated with an epithet. I remember the day a lower-caste woman got off a bus in front of our house and began defecating in the street, triggering a torrent of insults from Babuji’s agitated friends capped by ‘Gawar!’ Literally, Uneducated!

Adults felt no need to soften their language around children, who quickly internalized the manners of the time and place. Before one of my last summers in Bijnor, Babuji had installed a diesel generator, and when the staff failed to turn it on one day when the power failed, he unleashed the usual abuse, but left out the epithet. Without missing a beat, my little cousin, newly arrived from London, chimed in, ‘Behen chod!’ Sister fucker! She was four.

Everyone laughed at how brassy this little girl was, finishing her grandfather’s sentences like that. Nothing in these exchanges ever damaged Babuji’s reputation as a benevolent community leader, because this was the deeply held norm in the community. No one in our household, family or servant, ever questioned the way things were, at least not openly enough for a teenager to hear.

Many Indians even today place great value on the light skin colour that society associates with upper class and caste, and at Babuji’s house the staff would make a white skin cream from the milk of the cows and buffaloes. My unmarried aunts would apply the cream in the morning and roam the house looking like so many ghosts. One summer we came straight from Singapore, where Shumita had spent long hours by the pool, and when she arrived dark and tan in Bijnor, my grandparents were aghast. They upbraided my parents for failing to take care of their fair granddaughter, who for the rest of that stay was required to apply the milk cream every morning. Shumita was no fan of this pungent cosmetic and called it the ‘Stinky’.

We also paid summer visits to my father’s ancestral home in Jaipur, the state capital of Rajasthan, which was often cast as another poor northern state like Uttar Pradesh. But Jaipur was nothing like Bijnor. With a population of less than 100,000 people, Bijnor proper was less than a tenth as populous as Jaipur, which was culturally much less remote. Time was more structured, electricity supply was predictable, and water flowed from pipes in the house—not from a hand pump in the yard. My paternal great-grandfather was a judge at the high court, my grandmother a retired official of the state education department. Lunch and dinner were followed by ‘postprandial’ walks with my great-grandfather to discuss P.G. Wodehouse and other English authors. The meals were healthier, less thick with oil and ghee. Discrimination was an undercurrent, not an open sore. One never heard house staff addressed with abuses punctuated by an epithet.

I didn’t know it of course, but by the late 1980s Hindu nationalists were starting to rise as a political force, tapping the anti-Muslim sentiments simmering in places like Bijnor to challenge the ruling Congress party, and its stated vision of a secular and tolerant India. What I saw was on TV, which started to reflect a Hindu nationalist sensibility.

The single channel started broadcasting a Sunday morning series dramatizing mythological Hindu epics, starting with the Ramayana and later the Mahabharata. Every Sunday at 10 a.m. life in Bijnor would come to a halt as people flocked to TV sets to take in these epics. Many Indians came to treat the commercial melodramas as a religious ritual, lighting incense sticks in front of the TV as a mark of respect to the onscreen deities. Actors who played the gods came to be treated like gods in real life, and the most popular ones later stood for elections. In all my Bijnor summers these weekly TV-viewing rituals were among the few events for which the adults assembled on time.
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My First Rally at Age Five, 1979

It was not long before the combustible mix of religion, caste and poverty was exploding in national politics, threatening the stasis that had bound India since Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru led it to Independence in 1947. Their Congress party would trade on that liberation dividend to win every national election for the next three decades, but by the 1970s deep discontent was stirring. The Congress’s infatuation with socialism had confined India to a growth rate of 3 per cent, far too slow to keep up with the needs of a mushrooming population. India was mired in poverty and stagnation. When Indira Gandhi tried to silence the growing tide of criticism by imposing the Emergency, the fractured opposition came together to topple her in 1977.

From that year on India became a real democracy, offering voters a genuine choice of parties at the national level. The cult of the Gandhis would remain, but it was increasingly less a nationwide cult than one inside the Congress, and the opposition would repeatedly prove strong enough—if it could unite—to take down any leader.

Babuji took me to see my first election rally in 1979, when I was five, and Indira Gandhi was making her case for a comeback. We rode by rickshaw to the rally grounds on the outskirts of Bijnor and sat shaded by a black umbrella as Indira took the stage, resplendent in white sari and dark glasses. She blasted the ruling coalition, a hotchpotch including everyone from communists to various Hindu nationalists, for destroying the country. Indira came back to power, but the nationalists were just getting started.

During the 1980s and ’90s there were outbreaks of Hindu–Muslim violence across the northern ‘Hindi belt’, which extends across nearly a dozen states from Rajasthan in the west to Bihar in the east. Uttar Pradesh, with a population of 200 million, is its heart. I don’t remember any violence in Bijnor during my summers there but curfews were imposed in surrounding areas, and the tension was palpable, in the way the adults yelled at the censored TV news. Politics is the leading spectator sport in India, and the adults would sit through the same broadcast twice: half an hour in English, and another half-hour in Hindi.

To me the news was dull as dust, dry government bulletins celebrating the accomplishments of the Gandhi governments, run by Indira until her assassination in 1984, then her son Rajiv until 1989. The fun part was not hearing what the prime minister or finance minister did that day, it was watching pillars of our community hurl their choicest insults at the TV, denouncing the lies and propaganda, dismissing the politicians involved with tart Hindi epithets. What I took away from this was that if adults held anyone in contempt for reasons that transcend religion and caste, it was politicians. And the ultimate Brahmin elite—the Gandhis—were not exempt.

Around the age of fifteen, bored during the day and intrigued by all the yelling at the TV in the evening, I was growing curious to see this drama in real life. Since the Ambassador was with Babuji, his caretaker at the farm, a lanky character named Bhagauna, started to drive me over to the town square on the tractor.

Like many of my grandfather’s workers, Bhagauna had inherited his post, taking over as caretaker from his father. Though this feudal system of hereditary jobs had begun to fade by the 1980s, Bhagauna was a special case. His father had been electrocuted while fixing a light around one of the water wells on the farm, and it was always understood that Babuji would take special care of his children, including Bhagauna.

He was from a sub-caste of cobblers, relatively high up among the Dalits, and so I never felt the same adult pressure to avoid his touch that I felt around a mehatrani. I had absorbed many other carefully graded stereotypes of course—the brawny but slow Jats, the warrior Rajputs, the mercenary Banias and so on. I knew too that it was taboo to marry across caste lines, even for a Brahmin to marry into another upper caste, like the Thakurs.

After our brief tractor ride to the town square, I would buy every political magazine or newspaper I could find, and talk to people. Even by Indian standards Uttar Pradesh is obsessed with politics, so it was exceptionally easy for a teenager to strike up these adult conversations.

Denizens of the town square would often complain that Muslims had been emboldened by the coddling of the Congress government to act like minority owners of a Hindu country. They railed at the Congress for lavishing jobs and welfare benefits on Muslims, who then had the temerity to protest Hindu abuses. ‘How can they think of rioting when they are a small minority?’ the Hindus would ask. ‘We are 80 per cent of the country.’

Many upper-caste Hindus in particular felt wronged by the Congress, accusing the party of appeasing all the religious minorities including the Christians, but especially the Muslims. The animus may have been especially bitter in Bijnor because Muslims were a 40 per cent minority here, more than triple their 12 per cent share of the national population at that time. Given the tenor of the times, familiarity did not make hearts grow fonder.

Hindus in the town square saw Muslims as a fifth column, working secretly in the service of arch-enemy Pakistan, fomenting terror and crime. They would get particularly upset if Muslims cheered for the Pakistan cricket team in one of its many tense matches against India. After Indira Gandhi’s comeback win in 1979, many Hindu nationalists united under the banner of the Bharatiya Janata Party, the BJP. I would hear its more extreme supporters in Bijnor repeat an offensive limerick so often, it stuck in my head with other childhood jingles: ‘Musalman beiman, kutte ki khopdi bilai jaise kaan.’ Muslims are crooks, they have heads like dogs, and ears like cats.

Among upper-caste Hindus, Muslims weren’t the only source of resentment. They also felt that the Gandhis with their socialist ideas were favouring the poor and the Scheduled Castes, and the feeling grew more acute as Dalit leaders began to rise, demanding ‘empowerment’ for their people. Empowerment meant social justice and equality, an end to their daily indignities. Even into the late 1980s, it was commonplace for lower castes to be refused entry to the same buses, temples, or even police stations occupied by members of the upper castes.

No name was more discomfiting to the upper castes than Mayawati, who grew up in a nearby town but first ran for office in Bijnor which, like nearly a quarter of India’s parliamentary constituencies, was reserved for candidates from Scheduled Castes or the smaller group of Scheduled Tribes. Mayawati was a Jatav, a Scheduled Caste known as leatherworkers, several rungs above the mehatrani. The daughter of a postal worker, she would later insist that she had not suffered discrimination because she would not stand for it. This fiery personality made her a rising star in the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), which championed Dalit empowerment.

In 1985, Mayawati faced the Dalit political bosses Meira Kumar and Ram Vilas Paswan in a by-election for the Lok Sabha seat in Bijnor, and finished a surprisingly strong third. After that she adopted Bijnor as her own, and would score her first parliamentary victory there four years later. Her party whipped up support with a rebellious call to all Dalits, from the leatherworkers to the mehatrani and the night soil workers: ‘Tilak, tarazu aur talwar, inko maro joote chaar.’ The upper-caste Brahmins, Bania and Thakurs, thrash them with shoes.1
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The Broken State and Babuji’s Last Days, 1993

Until 1989, with the exception of Indira’s brief fall from power, at the national level India had effectively been ruled as a one-party dynasty since decades before I was born. Nonetheless, I was star-struck by the latest scion of the ruling family, Rajiv Gandhi, the suave prime minister who had been in power for five years. I simply could not understand why so many voters in Bijnor didn’t care for a leader I saw as the only candidate with a real shot at raising our nation’s global stature. One of the sceptics was Bhagauna, and when I asked him why they did not back Rajiv, he replied: ‘We have made up our minds that we want to give everybody a chance.’ I realized only later the depth of what he was saying: it was time to end a quasi-feudal political order, in which only upper-caste leaders from one party, often one family, got an opportunity to rule.

Frustration with the 3 per cent ‘Hindu rate of growth’, grinding poverty, rat-infested schools and health clinics and a bureaucracy incapable of fixing any of the above were giving Indian voters a reflexive tendency to vote against seated leaders, no matter what party. Though the economy had picked up a bit of speed in the 1980s, thanks in part to reforms introduced by Rajiv, it was too little too late.

Rajiv had been caught up in the worst corruption scandal the country had ever seen, accused of receiving kickbacks from the Swedish arms manufacturer Bofors in return for a $1.4 billion contract to supply the Indian army with field howitzers. His star was tainted. In the 1989 general elections the voters threw out my hero, sophistication be damned.

Gradually, the cult of the Gandhis had been giving way to a new political religion: anti-incumbency. The trend started around 1977, when Indira’s landmark defeat broke the virtual stranglehold the Congress had held on the Lok Sabha and state assemblies, and accelerated from 1989 onwards.

Before 1977, going all the way back to 1952, Indian voters had voted out the incumbent—usually a Congress government, in those days—in only around 10 per cent of all elections. In the years since, they have voted out the incumbent national or state government two-thirds of the time, in a kind of permanent revolt against the broken state.

Over that same period in the United States, where Americans like to complain about broken government but have no idea how bad it can get, voters chose to throw out incumbent governors and presidents in only one of every three elections. The word ‘anti-incumbency’ was popularized if not coined in India and if you google it, the first few dozen hits come mainly from India, including definitions of the word in a dozen different Indian languages. Some academics argue that while other emerging democracies are also prone to anti-incumbency, it is particularly acute in India because it granted universal suffrage unusually early in its development when the average voter was painfully poor, and the Indian state woefully unprepared to meet their needs.

Even Indian leaders with the best intentions struggle to deliver, because the Indian state is simply not up to the task of delivering competent services to more than a billion people speaking in more than thirty official languages (and hundreds more unofficial tongues) across twenty-nine states, which are in effect much like separate countries. Beyond the mind-bending logistics that the Indian state has to deal with, it also suffers from a unique combination of dense regulation and thin staffing: of 140 countries tracked by the World Bank India ranks 123rd for police officers per capita, with 150 per every 100,000 citizens. It ranks 111th for teachers per pupil.

Frustrated citizens go to the bureaucracy for help. Often they can’t even find a staffer to talk to, and if they do reach one they are greeted with a thick haze of indifference and regulatory mumbo-jumbo—particularly if they lack the connections or money to command attention. So voters take their pleas for everything—permits for gas cylinder connections, broken water pipes—to their local legislator, who is obliged to listen to constituents, but has to try to coax action out of the same broken state. Many politicians give up, and soon after getting elected, avoid their home district and frustrated constituents entirely. Over the years one of the most common complaints I have heard from voters is that their Lok Sabha representative has not been seen since election day.

By 1991 I was finishing high school, already a political junky and rooting for Rajiv, who was trying to lead the Congress back to power but was struggling to counter the rise of Hindu nationalists and the defection of lower-caste voters to regional parties. Then tragedy intervened.

Indian elections can take place in up to seven phases over as many as six weeks. The slow pace allows security forces time to saturate every voting district, in order to stem both communal violence and malevolent tricks like ‘booth capturing’—in which party goons seize control of a voting booth and block voters from casting ballots for rival parties.

The unintended consequence of drawn-out election periods is much more time for mid-election surprises, like the one that unfolded in May 1991. Separatist rebels from the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam sent a woman strapped with explosives to attack Rajiv at a campaign stop in Tamil Nadu, and he died in the blast. Devastated, I felt Indian democracy faced one of its darkest hours, a view echoed by many leading political writers at the time.

The country had lost its third prominent leader to sectarian violence: Mahatma Gandhi, the great leader of India’s freedom struggle shot by a Hindu extremist; Rajiv’s mother Indira, shot by her Sikh bodyguards in 1984. A surge of popular sympathy swept her son Rajiv to power, but he was assassinated too, just forty-six years old, same age as John F. Kennedy when he was shot. Rajiv’s death unleashed another surge of support for the Gandhis, but this time they had no successor waiting in the wings. Scrambling to find a leader, the Congress settled on a nondescript politician from the south, the scholarly former foreign minister P.V. Narasimha Rao.

These epic dramas combined with my tractor forays into the town square had inspired in me a deep desire to follow politics as a career. I yearned to write for the newspapers, but no editor would give the coveted political beat to a seventeen-year-old, so I found an unoccupied niche covering global economics, first for The Business and Political Observer for a year, then The Economic Times. In the Delhi offices of the Times I gravitated to the political writers, and was struck by how their Machiavellian intrigues, with constant personality clashes and shifting loyalties, mirrored the internecine warfare of Indian politics.

Maybe it’s an Indian thing. A similarly conspiratorial mindset divided my mother’s family, which battled over money, land and how the house would be split after Babuji died in 1993. He had been the glue who held things together, and when he was gone my visits to Bijnor became infrequent, partly because of the family battles over his legacy.

The manner of his passing left my family enraged at the negligence typical of many Indian government bureaucracies. Stricken by a heart attack, Babuji was rushed to the nearest public hospital, which was nearly two hours away in Meerut. The facility was short of qualified surgeons on the night shift and assigned the job of implanting a pacemaker to a doctor in training, who had no business attempting heart surgery. When his fumbling effort failed, one of my uncles drove Babuji another two hours to Delhi, but it was too late. He arrived at the hospital in a coma and passed away a couple of days later.

Around the same time, India implemented the Mandal Commission recommendations, which vastly expanded the list of communities who qualify for reserved government jobs by including the Other Backward Castes (OBCs) alongside the Scheduled Castes (SC) and Tribes (ST) for the first time. That landmark move expanded the share of government jobs that are reserved for underprivileged communities from 23 per cent to 50 per cent. Inadvertently, it deepened the role of caste in Indian politics, since caste-based parties now had more patronage to offer their supporters.

Neither Babuji nor I was around in Bijnor when Mayawati went on to win her first term as chief minister of Uttar Pradesh in 1995. As India’s first female chief minister from the caste once known as untouchables, she was celebrated as a ‘miracle of democracy’. Babuji, like most Brahmins in Bijnor, would have been appalled to see Dalits taking over the halls of power. The old feudal order was showing some signs of fraying when he was alive but by the mid-1990s, at least in political terms, it had been smashed.
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The View from New York Indians

General Elections, May 1996

In 1996, as the next big national election approached, I was about to take a job with a New York–based investment firm and was visiting its Mumbai office. Some of the firm’s top executives, all Indian expats, had flown in from Manhattan and were giddy with excitement about what the accidental prime minister, Narasimha Rao, had done for India. He had taken office as India fell into a balance of payments crisis, and he responded by opening the country to world trade and easing the grip of the crippling bureaucracy known as the ‘licence raj’.

The economy had accelerated in the 1980s from 3 per cent annually to around 5 per cent, but it was boosted by public spending and artificial stimulus, which set it up for the crash in 1991. Rao’s reforms made 5 to 6 per cent growth more sustainable by shifting growth to the private sector, and the visiting Indians were certain that voters would reward Rao with a second term and a mandate to push deeper free-market reforms. India’s rapidly growing middle-class and consumer society would grow even faster, they figured, and the stock market would boom.

To be fair the India bulls were completely in tune with the global conventional wisdom of the time, which had begun hyping India as the next China or even better: a booming democracy where reform was more likely to stick than in China because it had been blessed by voters. In theory at least, capitalism should work best in a democracy where voters hold their leaders responsible for economic results.

It wasn’t only New York Indians catching the free-market bug. By the 1990s many members of the Delhi and Mumbai elite had dumped Gandhian socialism for the Washington Consensus—the growing global movement in support of free-market reform. Even the communist writer R.K. Mishra was a convert. A former editor of The Patriot, the leading pro-communist publication in India, he was by 1990 the editor of The Business and Political Observer, the business paper where he gave me my first writing assignment in 1991.

Mishra had been a leading adviser to prime ministers from Indira Gandhi to Rajiv Gandhi and Narasimha Rao. He was now pushing Rao to open India further to market forces and the outside world. Mishra also introduced me to Finance Minister Manmohan Singh, who had built a reputation as a free-market sage.

The elections were held in May 1996, and the Congress went down to a stunning defeat, losing to a classically Indian coalition of strange bedfellows, from communists to regional satraps. It is hard to overstate the shock among New York Indians. They had assumed that every Indian thought liberal reform was great, rapid growth was great, so Prime Minister Rao was great and deserved a second term. They had formed this opinion before reaching Mumbai, much less the backwaters where caste politics ran deep. Lost in their own Wall Street thought bubble, they didn’t recognize that Rao had no mass base and was never able to sell the benefits of economic reforms to the public at large.

Rao’s defeat also brought the Hindu nationalists to power for the first time, with BJP leader Atal Bihari Vajpayee serving as prime minister. One of the BJP’s campaign slogans echoed Babuji’s caretaker Bhagauna, saying ‘Sabko dekha baari baari, Abki baari Atal Bihari’. You have seen the rest turn by turn, now give Atal Bihari a chance. But Vajpayee didn’t last long.

Though the Congress was clearly in decline, no opposition party had anywhere near the support or reach required to form a strong national government, and Vajpayee’s lasted only thirteen days. He was followed by two more accidental prime ministers—compromise choices who emerged from the scrum of multiple opposition parties—and neither of them lasted more than a year either.

When the latest leader fell in early 1998, I was settling in at my new job in Mumbai and suggested to my boss Vinod Sethi that if we wanted to call the next election accurately we couldn’t just call it from our offices—the way the New York Indians had. We needed to get out on the streets and talk to actual voters. Vinod instantly saw the merit of improving our forecasts, given the impact India’s choice of prime minister could have on the economy and markets.

As soon as I got the nod I had to think twice about what I had wished for. How was a twenty-two-year-old going to arrange a caravan to follow chaotically organized campaigns across a nation of dirt roads? And how was I going to land interviews with important politicians who wouldn’t know me from a hole in the wall?

I needed senior help. India’s national press is divided into an English-language elite and the Hindi-language mass, and I sought out experienced veterans on both sides to join Vinod and me on the road. From the English-language press, two prominent figures bit instantly: columnist Swaminathan ‘Swami’ Aiyar of the Times group and Ajay Kumar, managing editor of the Business Standard.

The key player, however, was the redoubtable Rajiv Shukla. He had started out as a Hindi journalist from the provincial city of Kanpur in Uttar Pradesh and now wrote for national publications in both Hindi and English. Some English writers considered Shukla less a journalist than an archetypical Delhi operator, who conjures a living by making introductions and opening doors. I saw Shukla differently, as a kindred political junky.

He had a great wit, a genius for reading people and boundless energy, always smiling and eager to answer the phone even at 2 a.m. if politics was the subject. Even Rajiv Gandhi, a paragon of the English-speaking Delhi elite, had taken a liking to this enterprising Hindi journalist from the provinces. Despite his clear Congress leanings, Shukla’s down-to-earth charm reached easily across party lines, and he had been the first journalist to interview Vajpayee during his thirteen-day stint as prime minister in 1996. If anyone could open doors on the campaign trail, it was Shukla. He too agreed immediately.

The American tradition of the cross-country ‘road trip’ assumes a network of passable highways, and maybe for that reason has never really taken off as a rite of passage and form of entertainment in India. It was hard even to find a suitable vehicle for the five of us to sit together, so we settled on a six-door Volvo, a model often used as the grand car in Indian weddings. One February morning in 1998, the five of us set out from Delhi in our rented wedding Volvo on what would be the first of many election road trips.

A key lesson, which would be driven home on every trip for the next twenty years, was that Bijnor is only one slice of the mofussil, and the mofussil is only one slice of India, which is so thinly diced between thousands of castes and hundreds of languages, many isolated in a pocket inside a single state, that it is better understood as many countries than one. The reality of the ‘Many’ Indias is nonetheless a source of great controversy, particularly among the nationalists who would like to live in a country united under one culture. But there is no other way to think about India that can explain the way its democracy works, or why its elections are so full of surprises.

Consider, for example, that in a country as large as the United States, which sees itself as a melting pot of immigrants from many nations, a poll of just 1000 to 2000 randomly chosen people can produce an election forecast with a relatively small margin of error. In India, a much larger melting pot of communities with much deeper roots, pollsters have to survey tens of thousands of people just to get a partial sample of its diverse voters, and yet their record for accuracy is dismal.

There are too many Indias to capture in one poll, or one trip, which has made life on the road endlessly fascinating and in the end inspiring. Early on what I feared was that the sprawling populations and scattered loyalties of the twenty-nine states embodied more chaos than any one leader could ever govern effectively, but over time I came to realize that there is a way to govern India effectively: by letting its diverse states govern themselves, each under its own leader.
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Indian Politics Is a Deadly Serious Business

General Elections, Uttar Pradesh, February 1998

For our first trip we chose to go to India’s most politically significant state, Uttar Pradesh, which is both the home base of the Gandhis and the epicentre of their party’s decline. Since the 1970s the rise of regional parties catering to local caste groups in each state had dug into the Congress’s formerly broad base of support across the nation, and by the late 1980s had knocked it out of contention in UP. From a level of above 40 per cent, the Congress had seen its vote share fall to 15 per cent by 1989 and it had yet to recover.2

As the 1998 general elections began, the Congress had fallen to fourth most popular among the leading parties in UP, and few observers gave it much chance of stemming its long decline. Not with its leadership in crisis.

After the party’s humiliation in 1996, it had replaced Narasimha Rao as its president with a bland insider, seventy-seven-year-old Sitaram Kesri, who was widely seen as a seat warmer until another Gandhi could be persuaded to take charge. Faction leaders inside the Congress had started breaking away to form their own splinter parties including the Tamil Maanila Congress in Tamil Nadu and the Trinamool Congress (TMC) in West Bengal. Responding to this disintegration, Sonia Gandhi shed her reluctance to enter politics—inspired in part by the tragic Gandhi family history—and took over leadership of the national election campaign in early 1998.

The first stop on our first election trip was Sonia’s historic first rally in Uttar Pradesh, held on a school ground in the city of Muzaffarnagar. This election would test not only whether she could carry the mantle of a dynasty that helped lead India to independence, but also whether she could bear this heavy burden as an outsider. Sonia aroused great sympathy as Rajiv’s grieving widow, but also grave doubts about her Italian origins—a point the BJP was driving home at every opportunity.

The carnival atmosphere in Muzaffarnagar was—we would learn on later trips—typical of Indian election rallies. To fill out the crowd, the party running the rally pays thousands of villagers a day’s wages and a free meal to show up, and ferries them in buses from nearby villages for the event. Most of the crowd either squat or stand in the sun, with no overhead cover. Women, many in their finest attire, are herded into a separate enclosure. Loudspeakers blast warm-up speeches and campaign anthems at decibel levels so high, it’s often impossible to hear a companion talking in your ear.

The din seems endless because in a country where no one arrives on time, politicians show up late to give supporters time to assemble, so crowds have learned to show up later and later, assuming the speaker too will. The old line is that IST stands for Indian Stretchable Time, not Indian Standard Time. Sonia, following Indian protocol, arrived hours late. Mobile phones had begun to arrive in India in the mid-1990s and of course Shukla already had one, which he used to get alerts from the local police on when the rally would finally begin.

Our wait was less painful than most, because the press get to sit on plastic chairs in a special pen near the stage. If you look and speak like members of Delhi’s media elite (as we no doubt did), the local organizers will be particularly hospitable, offering you bottled water, tea, packets of fruit juice and the widely popular Parle-G biscuits. Should the need arise, they will open toilets in nearby schools or even people’s homes so you don’t have to go behind the nearest bush. Party workers often show special respect to the ‘angrezi patrakar’, English-language journalists, so Shukla would, with a wink, sometimes introduce Vinod, the non-journalist among us, as a representative of some made-up English publication. His favourite was The Morgan Times.

To avoid the jammed roads, most candidates drop in by helicopter, and many supporters start running out to the rally ground only when they hear the choppers circling overhead. In fact, some come just to see the chopper land in a swirl of dust and noise, then go home. For most VIPs there are typically two helicopters, one of these a decoy carrying security personnel.

By the time Sonia’s chopper touched down, the crowd had swelled to around 30,000, which is typical for popular leaders in India, where rallies often draw crowds of a scale seen only at major sporting events in other countries. First out were half a dozen agents of the Special Protection Group, or SPG, which protects present and former prime ministers and their families, and the National Security Guard (NSG), popularly known as the Black Cats, for the insignia they wear on their uniform and the drama they bring to their job.

Mainly an anti-terror force, the Black Cats are often deployed as India’s secret service, though they are much less secretive than the US version. Instead of dark suits, concealed pistols, and discreet earpieces, they provide security as intimidating spectacle, wearing black fatigues and black Robocop body armour, with matching black boots and black automatic rifles. Uniformly tall and Bollywood handsome, they sprint gimlet-eyed to solo posts on an invisible perimeter around the stage, stoically ignoring the oohs and aahs from the crowd. If the Black Cats are an opening act in themselves, they are also a reminder that politics is deadly serious in India.

Local Congress leaders all stood in a line with folded hands to greet Sonia Gandhi as she hopped out of the chopper followed by her daughter Priyanka and Priyanka’s husband, Robert Vadra. The Gandhis are well aware that local politicos can play on proximity to their inner circle to their own advantage. Talking for too long to any one local politician could create a monster, a distorted reflection of their own mystique, so they are careful about whom they acknowledge and for how long. Sonia picked her regal path through a roped-off corridor leading from her chopper, briefly acknowledging the few Congress members allowed inside the ropes. No one, including senior police officials, enters this tightly guarded inner corridor without prior clearance from the SPG.

Sonia walked briskly up the stairs to the podium, which was draped in white and decorated with large pictures of Sonia and Priyanka, and small photos of local Congress candidates. Sonia waved to the crowd, which let up a massive cheer. Priyanka stepped forward and waved, getting another enthusiastic roar. Vadra stepped forward, and drew a mix of tepid applause and heckling. In a country as conscious of looks and station as India, Vadra lacked the sharp features of the Gandhis and was seen by many voters as an interloper who got lucky marrying the royal family’s lovely princess.

On the other hand, Congress supporters didn’t hold Sonia’s foreign roots against her, perhaps in part because her Italian features are evocative of upper-crust Indian good looks. My father once pointed out that had Sonia hailed from China or Africa, she would never have had the same popular appeal in India. Sonia also knew how to play the part of a Gandhi—her fantastic sari collection includes hand-me-downs from her mother-in-law Indira, from whom she seemed also to have learned her purposeful public walk. Beneath the sari, Sonia wore a long blouse, long enough for many commentators to assume that it was designed to conceal body armour. But recently, I was told by a close confidant of the Gandhis that, as far as he knew, Sonia had never worn a bulletproof vest.

The Congress was building up Sonia’s popular image as a brave widow, and many Congress voters were ready to love her. In her speech, Sonia called herself the ‘bahu’ or daughter-in-law who had broken her solitude to help the country—an emotional theme that seemed to resonate with women in particular. She spoke of a sense of hurt that the lives of Gandhis lost in service to India were being wasted by selfish politicians, who were exploiting the rise of communal and regional tensions and further dividing the nation. Her closing emphasized that only the Congress party could hold the country together. But one critical link was missing. Sonia delivered the speech in Hindi as a second language, reading from a Roman script, and it came out stuttering, heavily accented, conspicuously out of sync with the patriotic message.

Leaving the rally was complete chaos, though more typical than we knew yet on this first trip. The crowd of 30,000 that had gradually trickled in through narrow tracks leading to the rally ground tried to squeeze out, all at once. Flag-waving passengers clinging one-handed to the back of motorcycles brushed through pedestrian masses. Villagers brought in by the Congress crowded back on to the buses for the ride home.

It took a couple of hours but we eventually broke free. Authorities at times seem helpless to manage the crowd at these rallies, and it often feels like a stampede could break out at any second, yet they rarely do. This in many ways symbolizes how India works: disorganized, chaotic, constantly on the brink, yet miraculously it functions.

We headed north from Muzaffarnagar to the hill station of Mussoorie, a ride of 150 kilometres that took more than four hours on the overcrowded single-lane roads. ‘Hill station’ is an inapt name the English gave the high mountain retreats they established as elite summer escapes from India’s searing heat. At an altitude of 2000 metres, Mussoorie offers spectacular bird’s-eye views of the Himalayas, and though the Indian elite now prefers to summer in London they continue to send many of their sons and daughters for an English-language education at colonial-era boarding schools like Doon and Welham in the nearby valleys. The tourists now come mainly from the growing Indian middle class, which is also why we would keep coming back: this was one of few towns in this area where we could find a reasonably comfortable hotel.

Along the way we stopped in the ancient pilgrimage city of Haridwar for a ‘vox pops’, an Indian media term for voter interviews. Shukla had recommended Haridwar as an important swing district, but when we arrived we were met by the local police chief who directed us to Shukla’s real target: the steps leading to the Ganga at Har Ki Pauri, long favoured by observant Hindus for ritual dips in the holy river.

As we made our way through the narrow streets down to the sacred waters we were accompanied not by Hindu chants but Bollywood tunes blaring from the shops. Many of the shopfronts were plastered with a poster advertising Raja Hindustani, showing its lead actors locked in a passionate kiss. Superstitious Indians believe the gods look angrily upon visitors who approach the Ganga but stop short of a ritual dip, and Shukla urged us all to take off our clothes and wade right into the freezing water. Most of us managed no more than removing our socks and dipping a toe, hopeful that this would satisfy the gods. This was not the last time I would be manoeuvred by members of our caravan into a religious or scenic detour, on the grounds that this or that stop was a politically critical district.

Voters in Haridwar and Mussoorie—where we later spent the night—seemed intrigued by Sonia, but were mostly tilting towards the BJP. As we walked these towns and spoke to locals, their general mood seemed to be that BJP leader Vajpayee deserved a real chance to run the country, since his 1996 government had lasted only thirteen days, and he remained very popular. It was still time, as Bhagauna had said, to give the other guys a shot.

The next morning found us back in Muzaffarnagar, where Vajpayee was scheduled to campaign on the same school ground where Sonia had spoken. Vajpayee was running late as usual. His warm-up speakers were pounding on Sonia and her foreign roots, and evoking the ‘Rome Raj’, a reference to her Roman Catholicism. ‘While the daughters of this soil wake up and pray to the sun god, she first slips her feet into Italian slippers. While our women go to the forest to answer nature’s call, she uses a commode made of Italian marble,’ one of them bellowed, eliciting guffaws from the assembled multitude, which egged him on: ‘Like soap companies using pictures of Madhuri Dixit to boost sales, the Congress is using Sonia’s picture to boost theirs.’

After several hours of this, Vajpayee’s helicopter finally appeared overhead and the crowd roared in delight. Unlike Sonia, Vajpayee spoke with the gravitas of a statesman, warm and witty, and with an elegant grip on classical Hindi. His pitch targeted the growing feeling that it was time for a new face. Though the Congress had been out of power for two years, displaced by prime ministers supported by ephemeral coalitions, Vajpayee spoke as if it had never left: ‘You have given the Congress fifty years in power; all I ask for is five.’

When the Congress lost power in 1996, inflation was running at close to 10 per cent, double the historic average, and Vajpayee laid the blame for continuing increases in the price of everything from atta to daal (flour to lentils) at the Congress’s door. He blamed continuing strife in Kashmir and Punjab on the way the Congress had played rival communities off one another in those states. And he attacked endemic corruption in Congress governments, saying the Bofors bribery scandal that toppled Rajiv Gandhi in 1989 was typical of the way the party operated. Then he extended his attack to the regional parties, saying they had no common agenda except a hunger for power.

On the drive back to Delhi, we held a contest that would become a feature of every future trip, to see who could forecast the election results most accurately. This contest has become a semi-serious competition with all of us vying to make the ‘honour list’ of winners. Though no one name dominates, our consensus forecast has usually picked the winner correctly, including on this first trip (where Swami won the contest).

It did not always work out this way, but our route through UP had allowed us to witness what proved to be the decisive forces of the 1998 election. Within twenty-four hours we had seen Sonia and Vajpayee address large crowds on the same grounds, and his voice had overshadowed her halting delivery, capturing the mood of a nation fed up with corruption, inflation and political instability.

Sonia and the Congress nonetheless greatly exceeded expectations. The Congress lost the election but took 140 Lok Sabha seats, matching its national total from 1996, and Sonia emerged as the hero who had saved the party from destruction. At the age of fifty-one, she had rarely spoken in public and often expressed a distaste for politics, before making 140 appearances across the nation in a month-long blitzkrieg during this election. After the results came in, Sonia replaced Kesri as party president, reinforcing the image of the Congress as a Gandhi family enterprise, and the belief that Sonia was here to stay as a force in Indian politics.

A few months later, I had a chance to ask Kesri about the turn of events that brought him down—appointed party president by Sonia as reward for being a Gandhi loyalist, only to be abruptly replaced by Sonia herself two years later. Kesri responded philosophically, saying, ‘Gandhi family sooraj jaisi hai, uska anand door se leejiye, paas jaoge toh jal jaoge.’ The Gandhi family is like the sun, bask in its warmth from a distance, if you go too close to them you will get burned.

The big winner was the BJP, which returned Vajpayee to power for his second term as prime minister, this time at the head of a much more solid coalition. Under Vajpayee’s leadership, the BJP was toning down some of its hard-line positions and anti-Muslim rhetoric, and had drawn in allies that did not share its core ideology of Hindutva, which envisions India as a nation where the Hindu way of life reigns supreme. Those allies included the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) in Odisha and the Dravidian nationalist All-India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) in Tamil Nadu. Together they formed the National Democratic Alliance, the NDA, controlling 258 of 545 seats in the Lok Sabha. It was a watershed moment: for the first time the BJP came to be seen as a viable national party and serious rival to the Congress. Even as the rise of regional parties continued to fragment the electorate, many voters appeared to be coalescing behind two national parties, not just one dynasty.
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How to Ask a Question

State Assembly Elections, Rajasthan, November 1998

The UP trip had given us an exciting first taste of the campaign trail, the insights it can reveal, the window it opens on the leading figures of Indian democracy. So nine months later we hit the road again for the first major contest in this new age, pitting the Congress against the BJP as national rivals. By sheer coincidence, regional parties, despite their rise nationwide, were non-factors in the three states holding elections in November 1998—Delhi, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. It would be a ripe opportunity to see Vajpayee confront the Gandhis head-on.

I chose to set out for Rajasthan because it is a relatively easy drive, it is my father’s home turf, and it has a reputation as—quite literally—one of the most colourful of all the Indian states. Fashion publisher Diana Vreeland once said pink is the navy blue of India, and Rajasthan is especially prone to shades that pop. Its cities are known for buildings of a particular local hue—blue in Jodhpur, white in Udaipur, pink in Jaipur. Women dressed in lehengas and odhnis in a rainbow of varied shades. Party men hit the streets with their heads wrapped in pagdis, dyed in bright reds and yellows, the saffron of the BJP, the sky blue of the Congress, the Rajput men wearing earrings that symbolize their warrior caste.

All of India comes alive at election time, but Rajasthan seemed to explode. Rickshaws careened through towns, mounted with loudspeakers blaring campaign jingles. People crowded into village squares to debate politics, and flocked to our cars when we stopped to talk. When we flagged down voters riding motorbikes, they gladly screeched to a halt. And yet, in Rajasthan as in most states, their answers were often surprisingly elliptical, as if ‘who are you voting for?’ were a deeply personal question. The first response was usually a coy smile, the second an evasion, such as ‘Time will tell’.

Over the course of our trips we would learn the art of questioning voters; make clear you are just ‘patrakars’ or journalists, not some functionary who might have ties to ruling-party goons, and might find ways to punish locals for voting against the government. Don’t make the question personal or specific. Ask which way the ‘hawa’ or wind is blowing, and the voter is more likely to reveal his or her preference, particularly in a state as politically conservative as Rajasthan. Even then, many voters dodge the question by saying the election is a toss-up, ‘50:50’.

For centuries, Rajasthan had been ruled by royal families who were both admired and feared as ‘mai-baap’, protectors of the people. These families played a major role as candidates and kingmakers in the first few elections after independence, often running on resentment against the Congress, which had merged their principalities into the new republic and later reneged on an agreement to compensate them for lost lands. By 1998, many influential royals had passed, and those who remained active in politics were often attacked as enemies of democracy and the people. Nonetheless, a certain cache still clung to royal Rajasthan families, and many candidates sought their endorsement.

The presiding chief minister was BJP veteran Bhairon Singh Shekhawat, who in an astonishingly successful career had won a state assembly seat in every post-Independence election since the first, in 1952, with just one exception: 1972, when a Congress wave swept the country after the war with Pakistan. To say Shekhawat was a fixture in Rajasthan would be an understatement. His supporters would chant ‘Rajasthan ka ek hi Singh, Bhairon Singh, Bhairon Singh’. The Only Lion of Rajasthan Is Bhairon Singh.

Now finishing his third term as chief minister, Shekhawat regarded Vajpayee as his mentor and governed with a similar sense of moderation and dignity. Talking to voters it became clear that many saw Shekhawat as a priestly figure: unlike most Indian politicians he would not steal from the public purse, or make government decisions in return for cash, in part because he knew his loyal followers would always be there to take care of his modest personal needs.

The son of a farmer, Shekhawat was not of royal blood but was known for regal generosity: his signature achievement was the ‘Antyodaya’ or bottom rung scheme, which aimed to give the five poorest farm families in a given village the tools to lift themselves out of poverty, and became a model for national welfare programmes. As a former police inspector, Shekhawat was also feared: known to keep a firm grip over the bureaucracy, he was widely rumoured to keep a file on every VIP in Rajasthan, in his own party and the opposition.

Since the 1980s the poor northern states of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh had been lumped together under the acronym ‘BIMARU’ which evokes the Hindi word for ‘sick’. But during Shekhawat’s current term, Rajasthan had been growing at a pace of nearly 10 per cent a year, and had started to sever its associations with the BIMARU group. The Shekhawat government had for example made significant progress improving the roads, which were noticeably wider and smoother than roads in UP. Of course, drivers had to beware the occasional tractor or camel backing blindly onto the highway, so the average speed was not much more than 50 kilometres an hour—a particularly noticeable handicap in Rajasthan.

At over 340,000 square kilometres Rajasthan is nearly the size of Germany, and its vast deserts make it a tough state in which to track down politicians travelling by helicopter. As we were driving in from Delhi we got intel that Prime Minister Vajpayee would be campaigning for Shekhawat in the city of Ajmer, which was well past our destination in Jaipur. Getting there would turn a 270-kilometre trip into a 400-kilometre endurance test.

In a politically obsessed nation like India it is surprising how many political stars rise with only minimal oratorical skills, but Vajpayee is one of the world-class exceptions. In Ajmer, he spoke with his usual flair about how the nuclear blasts staged in the state’s Pokhran desert a few months earlier had boosted India’s international image. India was officially a nuclear power.

Vajpayee was defensive about the economy, which he barely mentioned. Though Rajasthan’s economy was expanding rapidly and the national growth rate was also reasonably strong at around 6 per cent, it had an Achilles heel. In the general elections nine months earlier, Vajpayee had won in part by blaming inflation on the Congress party, but now he owned the problem and it was intensifying. Voters in Rajasthan were complaining bitterly about rising prices for peas, coriander, chillies and above all for onions, which had risen by a factor of seven over the past year. The price of onions, a ubiquitous staple, had a history of upending governments. Indira Gandhi had used pricey onions to bring down the Janata Dal in 1980, and now the Congress was using them against Vajpayee.

Our caravan had expanded to two Volvos and eight travellers, including several who became mainstays of our group. They included Simran Bhargava, the first editor of Cosmopolitan magazine in India and later the host of a popular TV show called One Life to Love, and the inimitable Surjit Bhalla. A prominent pollster and economist, Bhalla was always proud of his command of the facts, but was nonetheless best known for his archly right-wing and opinionated column, ‘No Proof Required’.

Bhalla came back from his conversations with voters at the Ajmer rally bubbling with excitement, convinced that the BJP would win Rajasthan, thanks to strong growth under Shekhawat, and Vajpayee’s masterful oratory. Quietly, Rajiv Shukla asked Bhalla the names of the voters he had interviewed. While the English-speaking writers among us had more cachet in Delhi and Bombay, Shukla had landed his own Hindi-language TV talk show and was the star of our caravan, often getting autograph requests himself. He also knew what he was talking about: by the names Bhalla mentioned, Shukla could tell these voters were not only Rajputs, but Rajputs of the Shekhawat sub-caste, same as Chief Minister Shekhawat.

Laughing, Shukla pointed out that voters of the same community as the chief minister can’t tell you anything about which way an election will go. Rajputs are an 8 per cent minority in Rajasthan, and among them the chief minister could fully rely on votes only from the Shekhawats.3 To figure out which way the election would turn—in any state—you had to focus on swing voters—the castes and individuals most likely to switch their party allegiance. It was another lesson in how to question voters in India: ask for the person’s name, which tells you their caste and religion, and weigh the answer accordingly.

As we travelled through Rajasthan, we began to hear an undercurrent of resentment against Shekhawat, particularly among the Jats, a landowning caste that accounts for around 10 per cent of the Rajasthan population. In all three of his election victories, he had overcome Jat opposition to become chief minister. Despite the size of their community, Jats had yet to see one of their own serve as chief minister, and they were mobilizing against the Shekhawats.

In the often aggressively colourful language they are known for, Jat voters would spell out the reasons Shekhawat should lose, starting with the rising price of onions and including his advancing age and long reign. He was in his seventies, had undergone several bypass surgeries, and his ailing health was weakening his grip on power. It didn’t help Shekhawat that the leader of the Congress campaign in Rajasthan, Ashok Gehlot, was just forty-seven years old.

Gehlot was rising rapidly in the Congress ranks largely on his staunch loyalty to the Gandhis, but also on his reputation as a strong and honest organizer. One party slogan touted him this way: ‘Toofan nahin aandhi hai, Rajasthan ka Gandhi hai.’ He is like a storm, the Gandhi of Rajasthan. Jats were willing to support a campaign led by Gehlot, who belongs to a backward caste known as Mali, in good part because the Congress had yet to formally name him as its chief ministerial candidate—leaving open the possibility that the party might pick a senior Jat leader to fill that role.

The big doubt, oddly enough, was whether Gehlot’s youth would count against him in a country where age commands a lot of respect. Around this same time another Congress leader in his early fifties, Madhavrao Scindia of Madhya Pradesh, mentioned to me that though he was already a grandfather, he was considered ‘too young’ to be party president or prime minister by members of the Congress Working Committee, many of whom were in their seventies and eighties. Only the Gandhi family seemed to be an exception to this unofficial minimum age.

After spending the night at the glorious Hotel Rambagh Palace in Jaipur, we drove 100 kilometres to the city of Tonk, where Shukla organized what had become another feature of these trips: meetings with local politicians in their homes, where the hospitality is always extraordinary, and very Indian. Endless feasts, the tables groaning under plates of local delicacies high on sugar, and lined with high-profile local guests. In this case our host was Ajmal Saidi, a local doctor and entrepreneur with ties to the Congress party, and the later it got the more candid his guests got.

Saidi had invited the Congress party candidate for the assembly seat in Tonk, Zakiya Inam, and in a memorable line she summed up the popular frustration with the growing gridlock both in state capitals and in Delhi. Resentful at losing its grip on national power, the Congress was widely accused of obstructing every BJP initiative in parliament. ‘The Congress hasn’t yet learned how to sit in the opposition, and the BJP hasn’t yet learned to sit in government,’ said Inam.

From Tonk we drove nearly 100 kilometres east to Ranthambore, the only place in this part of Rajasthan with decent hotels—thanks to tourist traffic drawn to the tigers in the nearby tiger reserve. On a previous visit I had seen only the paw prints of tigers which—the guides always swore—had ‘just gone by’. But at 6 a.m. the next day, shivering in the early morning air, we headed out in an open jeep, Shukla having grabbed a middle seat for protection. ‘The tiger won’t bite, will he?’ asked Shukla, when we caught sight of a large male lounging in the tall grass 50 metres away. Even this partial sighting of the great cat was so memorable, I have been bombarded with requests for safari detours ever since.

Before noon we were back on the campaign trail, driving to the nearby town of Sawai Madhopur to see a rally for the BJP’s second-in-command, Lal Krishna Advani. If Vajpayee was the diplomatic face of the BJP, Advani was its hard edge. As party president in 1990, Advani had led a caravan of minibuses outfitted to look like chariots—the vehicle of Hindu gods—demanding the construction of a temple honouring Ram at his birthplace in Ayodhya, and alongside the Babri Masjid. Saying that Mughal emperors had usurped this sacred Hindu land, the caravan inflamed Hindu passions, culminating two years later in the mob destruction of the Babri Masjid and rioting that took 2000 lives across India.

Advani was among the BJP leaders charged with inciting communal violence, which would mark him for many years as too controversial to be prime minister. At the same time, however, Ayodhya was becoming a rallying cry for conservative Hindu voters, helping to propel the BJP to power in 1996. Since then we have often seen nationalist candidates campaigning in mock chariots. In our first glimpse of him at the Sawai Madhopur rally, we were impressed less by Advani the rabble rouser than by how much less inspiring he was on the stump than Vajpayee.

While his speech echoed Vajpayee’s words in Ajmer, about how his government had bolstered national security with the nuclear explosions and stood tall in its dealings with Pakistan, his oratory wasn’t in the same league. Advani’s voice was rasping and stern, and it occurred to us that his reputation as a Hindu hardliner may not have been the only reason he had agreed to play number two to Vajpayee. Afterwards, Advani—a mild and ascetic presence in private—spoke to us for a while beside the podium. He was courteous and thoughtful, looking down on his clasped hands while listening to questions, but also supremely confident that his party would win.

Just nine months after the BJP had established itself as a legitimate national party by winning the general elections, these state contests were viewed by the national media as a referendum on the BJP’s rule. And in a remarkable setback, the BJP got swept away, losing to the Congress in Delhi, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan.

We spend so much time tracking state elections because they matter so much in India. The federal Constitution granted significant powers to the states, and the Centre had over time been forced to devolve more powers, as state leaders grew more popular and drew more attention. Turnout had been rising fast in state elections and by the end of the next decade would reach 70 per cent, surpassing national turnout by 10 percentage points.

More and more, state elections were taking the national spotlight. During India’s first polls in 1952, state and national elections were held together, so one would not unduly influence the others. But soon, as some state governments began to fall before their five-year term was up, the synchronized election calendar unravelled. Now there is at least one big state election each year, and when there are more, the Election Commission tries to bunch them together. Interest in the late 1998 state elections was particularly high since three politically powerful states—Rajasthan, Delhi and MP—were going to the polls around the same time.

In Rajasthan, the Congress won 153 of the 200 seats at stake—then a record showing for any party in this state. The Congress’s fortunes were boosted by high turnout among Jats and among Muslims, who make up around 10 per cent of the state population. In the Muslim stronghold of Tonk, Zakiya Inam won the assembly seat for the Congress by a whopping margin of 14 percentage points.

The Congress as usual did not name its chief minister until after the election results had come in—a habit that reflects the long-standing concentration of party power in the hands of the Gandhis. By delaying the nomination, the party could keep faction leaders jockeying with one another till the last minute, and discourage the emergence of independent power centres. When the results arrived in Rajasthan, the party high command (meaning Sonia) named Gehlot chief minister, despite the doubts about his youth and the risk of alienating the Jats by not choosing one of them for the top post.

The results were seen as a major vote of confidence in Sonia Gandhi, deftly wielding her family name to blow new life into the Congress party. I wasn’t so sure. At least in Rajasthan, admittedly just one of the key battlegrounds, we had heard a lot more about growing discomfort with the BJP, particularly over rising food prices, than admiration for Sonia or the Congress. And the BJP wasn’t just beaten in Rajasthan it was destroyed, losing two-thirds of its seats in the state assembly and coming away with just thirty-three.

Of the thirty-nine BJP ministers in the Rajasthan state cabinet, twenty-eight lost their legislative seats, and many suffered the added humiliation of losing the deposit. As in many electoral systems, candidates in India post a deposit—25,000 rupees for a Lok Sabha seat and 10,000 rupees for a state assembly seat—which they have to forfeit if they win less than one-sixth of the votes. Though the amounts may seem small, ‘losing the deposit’ has become a synonym for abject defeat.

To me it appeared that Indians were once again turning on the party in power, and that rising prices of consumer staples offered the best explanation for the fall of the BJP in its stronghold, the Hindi-speaking heartland. Shekhawat himself later blamed his defeat on the fact that voters saw inflation as a ‘bigger negative’ than all the positive work he had done on development.

If the BJP had been way too optimistic about its prospects, in this case I think they got the post-mortem right. While it is hard to figure how governments get re-elected in a nation as hostile to incumbents as India, the list of what can topple state or national governments is long, and inflation is high up on that list.
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Vajpayee Gets Another Chance

General Elections, Punjab, October 1999

The following April, Sonia Gandhi and the Congress were still on a roll when they helped engineer a confidence motion that toppled the Vajpayee government in Delhi by just one vote. With the monsoons looming, again threatening to turn many areas of the country into swamp, the contest had to be put off until the rainy season had passed. A month before the polls finally opened in October, we headed to Punjab, which is both relatively easy to reach by car from Delhi and an interesting bellwether state, more prone than most to throwing the bums out.

Our plan was to leave early the first morning for the 400-kilometre drive from Delhi to the city of Jalandhar, where Vajpayee was scheduled to address a rally. We didn’t make it. It turned out that camera-shy Sonia Gandhi had chosen Shukla to conduct her first TV interview ever, knowing that as a long-time ally of the family he would question her gently, and edit her Hindi answers kindly. This delicate job had kept Shukla at work into the wee hours, and while he will stay up all night to talk politics, he loves his sleep in the morning. We got a late start and after an eight-hour drive we pulled in to the Jalandhar rally grounds just as a police convoy was pulling out. The Vajpayee rally was over.

The best laid plans rarely survive the Indian road. By this point my aim was to witness one major election a year, and I would pick which state to visit as soon as the Election Commission set the poll schedule for the year, then plot a route through the regions and cities likely to serve as the best barometer of the political winds. My assistant in Mumbai would try to identify passably clean hotels along the route, and to book enough rooms for our entourage well in advance. But our daily schedule was never firm since we often switched routes at breakfast or on the fly, following the ever-shifting plans of leading candidates. Typically, we hit the road by 9 a.m. and were on the move for twelve to fourteen hours.

Having missed the Vajpayee rally, we were starving and stopped for a late lunch at a dhaba, which is typically little more than a concrete floor and bamboo poles holding up a tin roof, with dubious-looking stews bubbling away in grimy pots and pans. Often we resort to these roadside restaurants only for lack of options. Lucky Dhaba, outside the city of Jalandhar, was different—it had grown so famous for its local tandoori cuisine, I knew people who would drive many miles to eat there.

This truck stop in the middle of nowhere had become that rare thing, the destination dhaba, specializing in eight-rupee parathas with makkhan and free lentil toppings. It’s not often people will travel hours for bread and butter. This tells you something about the popularity of Punjabi cuisine, which transformed Lucky Dhaba into a regular detour on the Indian campaign trail. Its walls were covered with photos of visiting film stars and politicians, including Sukhbir Singh Badal, leader of the Shiromani Akali Dal (SAD) party, eating on the cots out front.

After lunch we headed into a local market to talk to voters, and their mood seemed crystal clear. The BJP had emerged as a national alternative to the Congress, and already Vajpayee had achieved a level of nationwide popularity previously reached only by Gandhis. The overwhelming sentiment was that Vajpayee’s government, barely a year old, deserved more time.

Voters kept telling us they felt sorry that Vajpayee’s last government had been toppled by just one ballot in the Lok Sabha. There had been no big national issue involved, and his government had fallen when its Tamil allies in the AIADMK had withdrawn their backing apparently over local Tamil concerns. Not surprisingly, the BJP had since parted ways with the AIADMK and was now allied with its Tamil arch-rivals in the Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK).

Vajpayee was also riding a wave of patriotic fervour stirred up by the recent Kargil war, in which India had dislodged Pakistani invaders disguised as local rebels from Kashmir. The triumphant mood was running particularly hot as we travelled through Punjab, which borders both Pakistan and Kashmir.

These foreign policy successes were establishing Vajpayee’s reputation as a strong leader worldwide. At home his administration had tamed food price inflation by restraining government spending and importing more onions to boost supply. In just a few months, doubts about whether the BJP was fit to rule had given way to a feeling that its reign had been unfairly cut short. And it had made huge strides in the battle against two long-standing scourges, Pakistan and the price of onions. Under Vajpayee’s gracious and diplomatic leadership, the BJP was also continuing to gain important allies, including the SAD in Punjab.

From Jalandhar we travelled to the state capital, Chandigarh, perhaps the most well-planned and organized city in India. As we spoke with voters along the way, it appeared that the BJP was cruising to victory. Before we left for Punjab, the popular ‘satta bazaar’ or informal betting market was signalling that the BJP would win as many as 195 seats to only 125 for the Congress.

Like opinion polls, the satta bazaar has a pretty patchy track record, but since polls have been banned during the election period, it is the only available measure of voter sentiment in the critical final weeks. And since betting is technically illegal, the bazaar exists in a vast grey area without open public records. To get the latest odds, I often go to contacts in the Mumbai stock market who follow the satta bazaar closely. Tellingly, in September 1999, bookies were reluctant to take bets against Vajpayee returning to power at any odds.

Travelling a country as conspiracy-minded as India, we are constantly bombarded by wild rumours which rarely prove true. This trip to Punjab proved to be an exception. Simran hosted us for dinner at her second home in Chandigarh. Our guest of honour was Inderjit Singh Bindra, then serving as president of the Board of Control for Cricket in India, which gave him open access to the secrets of the national sport. Bindra regaled us with stories about cricket stars throwing matches for money, the betting habits of India’s national team captain, and how the toss at the start of a Test match in 1979 had been fixed.

Our group had grown to ten on this trip, and was stocked mainly with political and business journalists, including M.K. Venu, an editor at The Economic Times, and Suman Dubey, a former newspaper editor who was now CEO of Dow Jones India. None of us knew much about the politics of cricket, so we didn’t quite know what to make of Bindra’s tales and passed them off as more rumours. A few months later, police stumbled on recorded conversations that broke the story of match-fixing in cricket wide open and made headlines for much of the decade.

At dinner with Bindra we had shared some of our tales from the road, the long hours in the Volvos with no time for food, the unexpected pleasure of finding Lucky Dhaba. The next morning, Bindra’s young wife surprised us anew by showing up at our hotel with parathas and pickles packed for the road—testament again to the boundless hospitality that so often eases our travels. With parathas in the boot, we clattered our way up the hills to the east, stopping every couple of hours to speak with people about which way the ‘hawa’ was blowing.

We couldn’t find a liveable hotel for the night until we had travelled 200 kilometres into Uttar Pradesh and back to the hill station of Mussoorie. At one point, one of the Volvos broke down, so the ten of us crammed into the other one, doubling up on every seat. And we still had five hours to go.

In undeveloped regions like this hotel-free zone between Chandigarh and Mussoorie the challenge of finding a clean public toilet was particularly acute; so many in our group had learned to skip their morning coffee. More than a few of us, women especially, preferred not to join in when our caravan pulled off the highway and into the weeds, the wedding-car doors flung open, and some of the men would scatter into the bushes, relieving themselves as discreetly as the open road allows. Over the years one of my main missions on these trips has been to meet calls for ‘equal opportunity loo breaks’, which means finding a clean women’s room.

One of our more striking memories from this trip is how different it was in mood and feel from our previous journey through Rajasthan. The chaotic pageantry and carnival atmosphere that normally animates Indian elections never materialized, the careening campaign vehicles and explosions of party colour we had seen in Rajasthan never appeared. The main reason was that a BJP victory seemed certain from very early on in the campaign, but we had also arrived in Punjab a full month before the vote. Indian campaigns don’t heat up till the last couple of weeks. I would never make that tactical mistake again.

At this point in my life I was obsessed with the idea that for India to become an economic miracle it needed a mass-based leader who could push free-market reform aggressively. I had grown up admiring the way Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher and Deng Xiaoping had transformed their nations by liberalizing the economy and reducing government control. Indian leaders like Narasimha Rao had embarked on economic reforms only under the pressure of crises, not out of conviction, and had let up as soon as the pressure was off.

Arriving back in Delhi after our Punjab trip, my sense was that under Vajpayee, the BJP government had been focused mainly on foreign challenges like the Kargil war and improving its relations with its neighbours. Its main success on the economic front, containing inflation, was largely a matter of sound economic management, not an innovative attempt to make the economy more competitive, less burdened by the dysfunctional state. If the BJP was indeed headed for a thumping victory, why would it switch to a more aggressive economic agenda?

And if the Congress was headed for defeat, it would be left in disarray, hardly in a position to break with its historic embrace of socialism. Viewing these contests through the narrow prism of how they would impact economic reform, I came back from Punjab dispirited by what lay ahead for India. Fortunately, the 1999 general elections had several legs left to go, and our travels were not yet over.
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‘The Laptop Chief Minister’

As is so often the case in the many Indias, an entirely different story was unfolding in a different state, Andhra Pradesh, which is where we went next to follow N. Chandrababu Naidu, the new development star of Indian politics.

Naidu spoke the global language of free-market reform, and a palpable excitement was bubbling around him not only in Andhra Pradesh but around the world. The late 1990s were heady years, as a global technology boom fuelled the rise of outsourcing companies in India, and Naidu aimed to put Andhra Pradesh at the centre of it all. In 1995, Naidu had dislodged his father-in-law, the charismatic yesteryear cine star N.T. Rama Rao and founder of the Telugu Desam Party (TDP), as chief minister of Andhra Pradesh, and had begun to position himself as the ‘laptop chief minister’ who would lead his state into the forefront of the tech revolution.

Leaders like Bill Gates and World Bank President James Wolfensohn would come to Andhra Pradesh to see ‘the new face of India’ and to listen to Naidu’s beloved PowerPoint presentations on how the tech revolution would transform the country. I had visited Naidu a few times at his spartan office in the state capital of Hyderabad, where he would try to dazzle me with videoconferencing technology that he said could instantly connect him face-to-face to his staffers all over the state. ‘IT can do everything!’ he would exclaim.

In 1997, Naidu had managed to get the highly respected former governor of the Reserve Bank of India, C. Rangarajan, appointed as governor of Andhra Pradesh. Though the governor is a largely ceremonial post, Naidu’s campaign to bring Rangarajan to Andhra Pradesh signalled his seriousness about recruiting the best and brightest. In private conversations with me, Rangarajan spoke like so many of the global elite, full of praise for Naidu as the kind of leader India needed: more focused on development than on caste and welfare populism.

We caught up with Naidu 100 kilometres outside Hyderabad near the town of Vikarabad, where we boarded his campaign bus—a mobile symbol of his cutting-edge persona. It was a high-tech marvel with a lift to the podium on the roof, where Naidu would give brief speeches to impromptu crowds along his route. His conversation with us was however very different from the message he delivered from atop the van.

Naidu cut a lean figure compared to most Indian politicians, munching cashews to keep his considerable energy up. He spoke to us about slashing food subsidies and redirecting the money towards more productive investment in areas such as primary education and road development—the same message that was making him a global celebrity. When the bus stopped and he climbed on to the roof, however, Naidu did not mention cutting subsidies to invest in technology, and a much more traditional-sounding Indian politician emerged.

He spoke about how his government had built marriage halls for Muslims and provided money to families who had lost their homes to floods. In his baritone, Naidu talked about how his upbringing as the son of a modest farmer made him genuinely sensitive to the needs of the poor—at the same time warning supporters to beware the Congress and its pie-in-the-sky promise of free electricity for farmers.

After spending an entire day with Naidu on the campaign trail I returned to Delhi, feeling more hopeful about the country. Naidu looked like exactly the kind of charismatic reformer I had hoped for, and his party appeared set not only to sweep the polls in Andhra Pradesh, but possibly to join the BJP government at the Centre as well.

India needed more of these reformers and a similar figure was rising in Delhi, where there were seven parliamentary seats at stake, and a future Congress prime minister was making his first appearance in the political fray. When I had first met Manmohan Singh in the mid-1990s, he was a member of the Upper House of parliament, the Rajya Sabha, with no apparent interest in campaigning. But he had become one of Sonia Gandhi’s trusted aides and she had persuaded him to run.

Singh was always curious about developments in other emerging economies, which was the core of my day job; so we had kept in touch. I was hopeful that if a genteel technocrat like Singh could win over the tough Indian voter, he would be in a powerful position to push economic reform in Delhi.

I went to discuss campaign strategy with Singh at his sparsely furnished government bungalow in central Delhi, where I was pleasantly surprised to meet Admiral (retd) Satish Bindra—an old friend and navy colleague of my father’s. Though Bindra had little political experience, he was serving as Singh’s campaign manager—a reflection of both upper-middle-class support for a technocrat, and Singh’s preference for personal friends over professional political operators.

Singh had a deep distaste for the grubby business of soliciting corporate money, and told me he simply wouldn’t do it. He would use Congress party funds, and tap his natural base of supporters in the Delhi upper classes, but this strategy would prove to be quite a gamble. Even a relatively wealthy parliamentary constituency like south Delhi is no longer an isolated pocket of relatively well-off voters, thanks to the haphazard way Indian constituencies evolved over time.

The original idea was that the number and shape of constituencies would change with each census, to reflect shifts in the population. But in the 1970s southerners protested that the faster-growing northern populations were gaining too many new seats and too much power in the Lok Sabha. The 543 constituencies were frozen in 1976, and in subsequent years, owing to internal migration and variations in the birth rate, the population of some constituencies stagnated at around 50,000 people, while others exploded to 3 million.

As rural migrants looking for work poured into the four big mega cities, the population of south Delhi rose to 2 million people, roughly a third of them living in slums. Singh could not hope to win here without the common touch and resources to get out and reach a large number of these voters, many of them surviving without water, power or proper sanitation.

In the end, the polls and the betting markets proved unusually accurate: it was the best showing ever for the BJP, the worst for the Congress. Vajpayee and the BJP took 182 seats. Along with the Shiromani Akali Dal in Punjab and two dozen other partners, including its new Tamil allies in the DMK and Shiv Sena in Maharashtra, the BJP-led NDA controlled 300 seats, a solid majority in the Lok Sabha. Under the genial prime minister, the Hindu nationalists had finally found enough allies to have a secure government and a real chance to run the country.

The Congress won just 114 seats, raising serious new questions about Sonia Gandhi and her ability to lead a comeback of the grand old party. Though Delhi had long been the heart of the Congress’s power, the party was wiped out, losing all seven contests. The poor of south Delhi delivered Manmohan Singh a defeat that stunned him. Afterward, I went to his home to join Singh and his wife Gursharan Kaur for tea. Always a warm and protective presence, Kaur was more careful than ever to make sure he was well cared for. Deep in a sulk, Singh told me he would never run for office again.

In subsequent years, Singh and I spoke often, mostly about the global economy, but he seemed to understand that his defeat had exposed his weaknesses as a candidate, often grilling me about politics and political strategy. I had given him a couple of books by American campaign guru Dick Morris, who has much to say about winning elections, but I could sense he felt unprepared. Truth be told, despite the depth of his intelligence and his understanding of economics, Singh did not have the larger-than-life charisma of mass-based leaders who might have been able to sell reform in India too.

The good news, at least for supporters of economic reform, came from Andhra Pradesh, where Naidu won a resounding re-election victory as chief minister, and saw his global celebrity status grow to new heights. He was cast as the harbinger of a new kind of Indian leader, building his base by delivering on development, not welfare spending and caste appeal, and Naidu did all he could to feed the hype. ‘I want to appeal to investors all over the world,’ he told The New York Times. ‘Here in India everything is possible. People thought that if you talked about economic reforms you would not get elected. But if you do well, people will believe you and vote for you. I have proved that in Andhra Pradesh.’4 The contradictions we had seen in his personality—a reformer inside his hi-tech van, a populist from the roof—would emerge more starkly later in his career.

More significantly, Naidu’s TDP won a landslide not only in the state legislature, but also took twenty-nine of the forty-two national parliamentary seats at stake in Andhra Pradesh. It did not join the BJP-led national coalition government, but did promise to lend it support in the Lok Sabha. The buzz in Delhi was that with a stable coalition behind him, and backing from modernizing state leaders like Naidu, Vajpayee might finally push a new round of economic reforms, such as privatizing state companies or further opening India to foreign investment. I wasn’t so sure that Vajpayee would ever become a high-conviction pitchman for tough reform, but I was willing to hope again.
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‘Let Me First Do My Colgate’

State Assembly Elections, Uttar Pradesh, February 2002

The lifeless Punjab campaign had dulled my taste for confronting the challenges of organizing another election trip and we did not travel again until 2002, when Uttar Pradesh was holding a state contest that proved irresistible. Coming at the midpoint in Vajpayee’s term, it would be a critical test for his government. We set out for western UP, where I was immediately brought back to my conversations as a teenager talking to adults on the Bijnor town square.

The whole of India is passionate about politics, but no state more intensely than UP. Since Independence, two out of three Indian prime ministers have run from constituencies in UP, drawn by its size and centrality in the national conversation. Voters here follow the game the way some boys follow cricket—with a genuine love for the game. Many of them are self-taught psephologists—data-driven political wonks—able to recite from memory the caste and community breakdown of their own and neighbouring districts, and details of elections decades gone by. Why this special obsession? It may stem from UP’s intense caste rivalries and its deep poverty: the poorer the voters, the more the government can make the difference between life and death.

It is often said that ‘all roads to Delhi lead through UP’, and by 2002 it had become a crucible for the long-simmering revolt against India’s founding party. The national political narrative continued to dwell on the Congress and its effort to regain control of the Central government from the BJP, yet it had all but disappeared as an important player here in India’s largest state. The Congress had last held power in UP back in 1989, and much of its old support among Brahmins, Dalits and Muslims had scattered to regional parties.

Since 1989, the job of UP chief minister had been rotating between the BJP and two parties led by classic regional chieftains: the BSP leader Mayawati, with her power base among the Dalits, and Samajwadi Party (SP) leader Mulayam Singh Yadav, with his power base among his fellow Yadavs and Muslims. No party had a vote base that amounted to as much as 25 per cent of the electorate. So to form a government they had to scramble to attract votes or allies from rival castes. Given the natural antagonisms between Brahmins, Thakurs, Yadavs and Dalits, this often resulted in awkward alliances, with a tendency to blow up quickly.

As the 2002 election dawned, UP was led by Rajnath Singh, an upper-caste Thakur who had worked his way through the BJP ranks to become chief minister. His desultory five-year term had seen the state’s economic growth rate sputter along at just 3 per cent, a good two points below the national average. Singh was thus open to attack from all sides, for failing in the task of developing this vast and dirt-poor state.

For this trip our group had increased from ten to twelve travellers, including Shekhar Gupta, editor of The Indian Express, and the renowned psephologist Dorab Sopariwala, who added a new level of strategic direction to our wanderings. Breaking each state down by local voting patterns, and caste and religious demographics, Dorab would distil all this data into charts and maps, and bind it in notebooks that became our travel guide. Before we hit the road, we would sit down and plot out a route through bellwether constituencies where the swing vote often shifted to the winning party.

In Uttar Pradesh, Dorab recommended we travel first to Seohara, a volatile swing constituency in the western part of the state where six different parties had won the Lok Sabha seat since 1974. With a population that was 40 per cent Muslim—twice the UP average—Seohara was also one of the few UP constituencies that had often elected a Muslim representative. There we found voters leaning towards the Samajwadi Party and we also stumbled upon a classically Indian election scene: a BJP candidate sitting on one arm of a giant scale, while aides encouraged passers-by to pile up gold and cash on the other side.

While to outsiders this might look like some kind of carnival show, the scales of cash are a well-established fund-raising tactic in India and the intent is to show respect for the candidate, not to poke fun. Shukla nonetheless had some fun with this, telling the villagers that our travel companion Senthil Chengalvarayan, an anchor and editor at CNBC-India, was the brother of a former BJP president, Bangaru Laxman, who like Senthil had dark skin and wore glasses. Upon hearing this news villagers came running, and they grabbed Senthil to put him on the scale. Senthil tried to flee, but the villagers gave chase. It took Senthil some time and much protesting to convince them that he is no relation to Laxman, and therefore did not deserve a seat on the scale.

The Indian sense of hospitality runs deep, maybe as deep as caste, a point that was driven home to us in this village as well. We had our own mineral water bottles and declined when the villagers brought us fresh water in clay pots. They retreated, but one man returned and spoke to us quietly. He assumed that many of us were upper caste, and wanted to assure us that the water came from an upper-caste home and was thus safe for us to drink. He cared more about our comfort than what he could easily have taken as a rude insult, an accepting spirit that never ceases to amaze me.

It seems like a long time ago but in 2002 mobile phone connections were so patchy in India that Shekhar, with his experience as a reporter covering every corner of India, would bring along a mobile phone from Bharat Sanchar Nigam Limited—a government-owned company that back then offered the best connectivity in remote areas. Suman, an accomplished mountaineer who is particularly adept at steering our team through harsh terrain, suggested bringing Motorola walkie-talkies to guarantee Volvo-to-Volvo connections in places where no mobile network reached, and the Motorolas became standard equipment on future trips.

When our communication lines were open, no one was better than Shukla at figuring out how and where to find local officials, or where to secure edible meals and equal-opportunity bathrooms. Though on long rides conversations often turned to yoga routines and the latest healthy diets, the temptation of deep-fried cooking from dhabas and street vendors often proved too great to resist. Shekhar, who knew the risks better than most of us, would often wash the steel plates with mineral water before letting us eat, and would tell dhaba owners that they spoil these joints by serving fried food instead of fresh vegetables from nearby farms.

As usual I had plotted our route through a tourist area so that we could find lodging, and that first night we ended up in a hotel outside Jim Corbett National Park, one of the most famous wildlife reserves in India. The next morning we learned that both Prime Minister Vajpayee and Mayawati were going to address a rally in Bijnor, which was not far away.

I found myself heading back to Bijnor for the first time since Babuji died in 1993, and though it felt a bit strange I didn’t reveal my thoughts or my Bijnor connections to the group. Struggling to impose some strategic direction on our motley crew I had already shot down many requests for personal and scenic detours, and did not want our campaign mission to be distracted by requests for a tour of my boyhood stomping grounds.

The first thing that hit me as we entered town was how little had changed since 1993: no new buildings, so far as I could see. The bus stand outside my grandfather’s home was stained red with betel-leaf spit, and covered in dense graffiti partially masked by election posters.

When one of the Volvos broke down, yet again, we waited an hour for repairs in the cool February air, watching a conga line of scooters, rickshaws, cars, tractors, trucks and bullock carts—every conveyance imaginable—zigzag past us and the open sewer drains, heading towards the rally.

At seventy-eight, and after four years as prime minister, Vajpayee came off as less in touch with the economic concerns of the common man. His government had pushed concrete reforms, such as freeing private entrepreneurs to compete with the state telecom monopoly, and beginning construction of the Golden Quadrilateral, a 6000-kilometre highway tracing a vast box around the heart of India, marked on its corners by Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai and Kolkata.

Yet when Vajpayee spoke about his economic vision, which wasn’t often, he sounded increasingly abstract. Here in Bijnor, so grossly deprived of basic sanitation, the content of Vajpayee’s speech was wandering at best. In one hard-to-follow passage he tried to explain how Uttar Pradesh could develop by exporting flowers to nations famous for flower exports, like the Netherlands. This only reinforced my sense that he was not the man to sell tough economic reform to India.

A few hours after Vajpayee left the grounds, in came Mayawati, the champion of the Dalits. She had already served two brief terms as chief minister of UP, toppled both times when her rivals pulled support from her government. Feted as a miracle of democracy, she had figured out how to win power as a Dalit in India but not how to hold it. None of that, however, diminished the fervour of the mainly Dalit crowd that descended on her rally in Bijnor.

Mayawati did not have to bus in supporters, they poured in by the thousands on their own vehicles, many wearing caps or clothes adorned with her party symbol, the blue elephant, and reverentially calling her ‘Behenji’, or sister. Almost in a trance, they chanted, ‘Behenji tum sangharsh karo, hum tumhare saath hain.’ Sister, fight on, we are with you. Her speaking style was a striking contrast to Vajpayee, her voice monotonous, her words without wit, her eyes making little contact with the crowd.

Like many regional leaders with a cult-like base of caste support, Mayawati kept them spellbound with a persona that was stiff, domineering and grand. It’s hard to know whether that authoritarian posture was a product of the adulation, or the other way around, but Mayawati played the part of the ‘Dalit Queen’ to the hilt. She sat alone on stage, resplendent in diamond earrings, a white salwarkameez with a matching handbag, and her supporters clearly loved this persona.

It took us time to win an audience with Mayawati, since none of her party staffers dared approach her on our behalf. Finally we got the message through and were ushered by her aides into the enclosure behind the stage, another ubiquitous feature of Indian political rallies, often fashioned from white cloth and scaffolding and outfitted with a mobile toilet for the use of the leader only.

We had reason to expect a rocky encounter. Mayawati’s brief stints as chief minister had been marked by aggressive efforts to empower the Dalits, and abrasive dealings with bureaucrats and journalists asking tough questions. Some media reports suggested that Mayawati’s inner circle had sidelined upper-caste bureaucrats and charged some for hostility to Dalits, under the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989.

At this point in 2002, she was focused on solidifying her support among Dalits—often by bashing not only Brahmins but other castes as well. There was no love lost between her party and the Yadavs, one of the OBCs, an official category one step up from the Scheduled Castes but also eligible for reserved government jobs and schooling. Traditionally known as cowherds, Yadavs were increasingly found in supervisory roles on farms and in government, and Dalits often saw Yadav managers as their direct oppressors. These tensions would spill over into the election battles between Mayawati and the Yadav’s political champion, Mulayam Singh Yadav.

What stayed with me from that first visit to Mayawati’s inner sanctum was how different she was in tone and style from upper-caste politicians and from her own public personality. The authoritarian figure, sternly demanding justice for her caste and punishment for its oppressors, was gone, replaced by a surprisingly casual and mild private person. She greeted us warmly and spoke confidently about how her expanding base of support would allow her to return to power—this time without relying on fickle alliance partners.

Though the BJP held power in UP, Mayawati directed her ire at Mulayam, saying he was leading a party of hoodlums. She had not forgotten a 1995 incident when Mulayam’s party workers tried to attack her at a Lucknow guest house, after she withdrew support for his government. Once coalition partners, they were now bitter rivals—not unusual in a country strewn with ex-allies.

Shortly after the trip I went with Arindam Sengupta, then executive editor of The Economic Times, to meet Mayawati again at the bungalow allocated to her party in the heart of Delhi, and was struck anew by how casual she is in person. Despite my clearly Brahmin name, Mayawati was hospitable and respectful, showing no sign of the caste war she was waging in the campaign.

She greets visitors to her home in her bedroom, and when we arrived she was sitting on the bed reading newspapers, dressed in her night gown. Her first words after seating us were, ‘Let me first do my Colgate,’ and off she went to brush her teeth. Mass politicians in India have no personal life to speak of, particularly when they are out of power and security is light, since their space is constantly invaded by favour seekers who respect no distinction between office and home. When Mayawati returned from her Colgate it was hard to carry on a conversation, what with all the courtiers and hangers-on walking in and out of her bedroom.

From Bijnor we had to drive five hours late at night to reach the closest place with a liveable hotel, which was once again the hill station of Mussoorie, where we had stayed in 1998 and 1999. Only it was no longer in UP. Mussoorie was now in Uttarakhand.

Since India was reorganized into fourteen states in 1956, they have been merging and splitting, morphing like an amoeba into today’s total of twenty-nine states, as one sub-region after another demanded greater control over its own affairs. Along with Chhattisgarh and Jharkhand, Uttarakhand was one of three new states hived off from larger ones in November 2000. The world barely noticed these new additions to the many Indias, but the smallest one, Uttarakhand, has a population of more than 10 million people. This is another reason we spend so much time covering Indian state elections: they decide the fate of populations bigger than most countries, and you have to travel to each one to understand their distinct political personalities.

On the way to Mussoorie we passed by Haridwar, the holy city where we had stopped on our 1998 trip, and found it mesmerizing by night. Strings of white lights outlined the temples and thousands of diyas (oil lamps) floated in the waters of the Ganga. The hour was so late however that no one, not even Shukla, demanded a stop for a dip in the holy river.

After spending the night at the Jaypee Hotel in Mussoorie, the next day we drove an hour south to Dehradun, the new capital of Uttarakhand, where Sonia Gandhi was scheduled to address a rally near the gymkhana. A kind of social club dating from British colonial days, gymkhanas typically feature tennis and badminton courts, rooms for games of bridge and billiards, and a dining room where the local elite come to socialize. Lunching in the dining room, we could look out of the window and see hordes of people running towards the adjacent rally grounds, where Sonia’s helicopter was landing.

Though no match for Vajpayee, Sonia’s Hindi delivery was much improved. Her pitch focused on how neighbouring Uttar Pradesh had seen a revolving cast of leaders since the Congress last ruled in 1989, and how only the Congress could bring stability to UP’s new offshoot state here in Uttarakhand. To drive home the point, however, Sonia was accompanied on stage by the aging Congress leader Narayan Dutt Tiwari, who was less a symbol of party stability than of its endless internal machinations.

Tiwari had been the Congress chief minister of Uttar Pradesh when the party went down to defeat in 1989, and after that humiliation he had retreated for a while from public posts. In 1995, he came back to the fore, leading an internal revolt against the Congress president Narasimha Rao and forming a splinter party named after himself: Congress (Tiwari). Reputedly, this defection had the support of Sonia Gandhi, who had soured on Rao and was glad to reward Tiwari for his enduring loyalty. Now, she was rewarding Tiwari again by making him the face of the Congress campaign and possible chief minister in Uttarakhand, where his Brahmin pedigree was particularly useful. Brahmins comprise 20 per cent of the Uttarakhand population, four times the national average.

At the age of seventy-seven, Tiwari had become a case study in how Indian politicians rarely retire, they just move from job to job until they reach the grave. In his speech, Tiwari tried to establish a connection to both the local crowd and the Nehru–Gandhi line by reading in its entirety the Wordsworth poem ‘To Sleep’, which Nehru had once recited to fellow freedom fighters locked away in a prison not too far from Dehradun. But Wordsworth wrote the poem in 1815, and its dated English imagery—‘a flock of sheep that leisurely pass by … the first cuckoo’s melancholy cry …’—seemed to pass right through the crowd without making any impression at all.

Worse for Tiwari, a mock campaign slogan we heard on the streets of Dehradun was tying him to the Gandhis another way, by making scurrilous reference to rumours about his personal leanings. The rhyme went ‘Na Nar Na Nari, Indira Ke Pujari, Sanjay Ke Savari, Narayan Dutt Tiwari’. Committed to neither man nor woman, devoted to Indira, riding the back of Sanjay, Narayan Dutt Tiwari.5

When the votes came in, voters had once again thrown the bums out, which meant the BJP government was effectively out of power in both Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand. Tiwari took over in Uttarakhand, becoming the first politician ever to serve as chief minister in two different states.

In UP, the upper castes who normally support the BJP didn’t turn out in large numbers, unimpressed by Chief Minister Rajnath Singh’s record on economic development, his moderation on emotive issues like building the Ram temple in Ayodhya, and by his last-ditch attempt to attract OBC votes. A commission appointed by Singh had declared Jats more backward than Yadavs, and thus eligible for more government protection, but the move had done more to alienate upper castes than draw in Jat voters.

Above all, this election symbolized the perils of chaotic coalition politics. Mulayam Singh Yadav and his Samajwadi Party won the most seats, but could not find an ally with whom to form a government, which led to two months of back-room politicking. From this scrum, the second place finisher—Mayawati—emerged as chief minister, with the support of her erstwhile enemies in the BJP.

The BJP tried to sell this deal with Mayawati, her party and its elephant symbol with slogans like ‘Haathi Nahin Ganesh Hai, Brahma Vishnu Mahesh Hai’. It is not an elephant, it is elephant-headed Lord Ganesh, it is the Hindu triumvirate of Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh. If the aim was to persuade upper-caste supporters that this bargain with the Dalit leader should not upset their Hindu nationalist sense of order, it didn’t work. Just over a year later, fearful that cohabiting with Mayawati was costing it upper-caste support, the BJP pulled out of the alliance and the Mayawati government fell.

She had now occupied the post of chief minister three times, all brief, all undone when caste rivals who had become temporary governing allies withdrew their support. Naturally she was bitter, naturally her Dalit supporters grew more loyal to her every time she was betrayed by their rivals. Inevitably, this kind of intrigue—which was playing out in every major state—was only hardening the caste divisions that were fragmenting the Indian electorate.

For most of its independent history, Indian political parties had been led by Brahmins, who as a 5 per cent minority needed to appeal to other castes and communities to win elections. The Brahmins of the Congress had dominated for decades because their talk of secularism appealed to the 20 per cent minority of Muslims, while their affirmative action programmes targeted the 20 per cent Dalit minority, and the aura of the Gandhis attracted a broad umbrella of support. Still, at the peak of its appeal—the 1984 surge of voter sympathy following Indira’s assassination—the Congress won just 48 per cent of the national vote.6

Majority victories were a pipe dream in India’s fragmented polity, and it was fracturing further. As early as the 1960s, leaders of new regional parties had started to win control of key states by promising to shift the balance of government power to castes other than Brahmins, and the focus of government favours to castes and communities other than Dalits and Muslims. The number of parties had multiplied to more than one thousand, and many of these parties were rooted in just one of the more than 6400 castes or sub-castes.

With so many parties competing in single-round elections, they can often win any given seat with only a small plurality of the vote. They can also win a majority of seats at stake in assembly or Lok Sabha elections with well below 50 per cent of the vote. In large states such as UP and Bihar, however, no party regularly commands even a 30 per cent vote share. To form a government they need to ally with other parties, often many parties, rooted in rival castes or communities. In acronym-mad India, these shifting alliances of Muslims, Ahirs, Jats, Rajputs, Gujjars and Yadavs came to be known as MAJGAR, AJGAR, KHAM, MY, and so on.

These minority governments, built on temporary alliances between often bitterly antagonistic castes, were inherently unstable. Any small party could pull out of the alliance and bring the government down. So could small shifts in the popular vote at election time. And while this fragility held true across India, it was especially so in deeply caste- and community-conscious states like Uttar Pradesh, where every government had begun to resemble a house of cards.
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Inside 10 Janpath

Meeting with Sonia Gandhi, October 2002

The big loser in Uttar Pradesh was the Congress, which once again came in a distant fourth. Serial defeats in the country’s most politically important state had left the party despondent. Over lunches in Delhi I would talk to friends in Sonia Gandhi’s inner circle, and they would turn the conversation to the subject of what the party could do to revive its fortunes. This got me thinking.

In my work on emerging markets I had started to follow a new generation of leaders who had the personal charisma to sell their countries on tough economic reform, a group that included Vladimir Putin in Russia and Kim Dae-jung in South Korea, and over the next year would expand to include Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey and Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil. To me Vajpayee was not yet in that class: he was pushing some major economic reforms but almost by stealth, not with enough consistency or vigour to rally steady popular support and give the process staying power.

Sonia Gandhi, on the other hand, might be the leader India needed: she had a global background, she was a recent entrant in Indian politics, she had quickly established mass appeal, and the political benefits would be obvious to her. Though Putin and Erdoğan in particular would grow more destructively autocratic and populist as time went on, back in 2002 their focus on economic reform was a big reason why they were popular, which is exactly what the Congress was searching for.

I had met Sonia twice before, back in 1999, but only briefly in her office at 10 Janpath, set on a four acre property in the heart of Delhi. Just getting to the door required multiple approvals. Visitors entered via a rear gate next to the Congress party headquarters on Akbar Road, passing through a guard house where you were frisked and run through a metal detector before continuing on to a small waiting room. The décor was surprisingly utilitarian, but the protocol was anything but simple.

The waiting room was packed with supplicants of two kinds. Those who had been cleared by Vincent George, and those who had not. A Keralite Christian with a neatly coiffed moustache, George had been a trusted fixture in the Gandhi inner circle for decades. After coming to Delhi as a typist, he had gone to work in Indira’s office and rose to become private secretary to Rajiv and later Sonia.

George was the gatekeeper, and his approval was a key to the Gandhi court. He occupied an anteroom between the waiting room and Sonia’s inner office. When his door opened, first you had to get in his good books, then a message got relayed to Sonia, who might or might not grant an audience.

Those not cleared by Vincent George would hang around for hours, begging him for five minutes with Sonia. Many Congress leaders tend to rank people by proximity to the Gandhis, and they were in awe of my contact for these early meetings, Shukla, who they all knew was very close. As for me, their eyes would follow me into Sonia’s office as if to say, ‘And who the hell is this guy?’

George would shut her office door for a big meeting, not necessarily for a short one. At times while waiting in the anteroom I caught glimpses of Sonia struggling to make out what a visitor was saying, particularly if their Hindi was heavily accented, and at those moments George would be there translating into English for her.

Sonia was always charming and a good listener, but she didn’t reveal much in conversation. Sometimes she seemed almost numb after meeting people for five, ten, fifteen minutes, all day long. I remained naively idealistic in my hope that economic reform could transform my homeland, and I would talk to her about the benefits of reducing the role of the state, lowering taxes and cutting bureaucracy to make it easier to do business. I cast my pitch as a matter of freedom: having won political freedom through Independence and democratic elections, it was time for India to win economic freedom from an overbearing bureaucracy.

Sonia would wave away the subject of economic reform, saying I should talk to Manmohan Singh, who was then leader of the Congress opposition in the Rajya Sabha. At this point I spoke to Singh quite often, and he in turn would tell me that if the party was ever going to push serious economic reform, it would need the weight of the Gandhis behind it. I needed more than a few minutes of Sonia’s time.

Three years after those 1999 meetings, much to my amazement, I managed through my widening circle of contacts to secure a full hour with Sonia and her son Rahul, about whom I was also very optimistic. Young and good-looking, which always helps in Indian politics, Rahul had earned his master’s in philosophy from Cambridge and worked for the Monitor group, a London-based consulting company. If not Sonia, maybe Rahul would one day become the charismatic free-market reformer India so desperately needed?

On an October morning in 2002 I arrived at 10 Janpath and, riding the wake of a close Gandhi confidant, sailed past the gatekeeper and the waiting-room crowd of hangers-on. I spoke to Sonia and Rahul about how new leaders like Kim, Putin and Erdoğan had taken power after severe financial crises, which had given them the leverage they needed to push reform, with impressive economic results. Rather than harking back to its socialist past, I argued, the Congress should go back to the path Rajiv Gandhi had started down in his early years as prime minister, and push an economic reform agenda, specifically reducing the role of the obtrusive state in people’s lives. The economic results would bring rich political rewards.

Sonia and Rahul asked some sceptical questions, like whether the emerging nations I had cited as pushing economic reform were real democracies, and whether pushing reform would really help the poor. I responded that Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher had shown that in democracies good economics could make for good politics. Sonia defended a strong role for the government in the economy, saying it was important particularly in creating jobs in a country with so many unemployed people. Still, I thought I had made a real impression and was sure that the Gandhis would follow up.

Instead, I got complete radio silence. Only later did I realize I was promoting reforms that are antithetical to the Gandhis’ fundamentally socialist ideology. India was growing at a reasonable speed, and Sonia was less interested in faster or steadier growth than in how to spread the wealth to the poor.

Naïve as I was in those days, it was striking how out of step the Gandhis were with the growing buzz about India, at least in global forums. Though to a large extent India was just riding a global boom, by 2003 the economy was growing faster than 8 per cent and inflation was below 5 per cent. Along with Brazil, Russia and China, India was billed as one of the promising BRIC economies, an acronym describing the big, flourishing emerging markets.

In Delhi, the BJP-led government was getting consumed by the hype. BJP leaders who had never expressed much interest in the economy started talking it up. In an October 2003 speech the BJP’s arch-conservative second-in-command, Advani, captured the growing global buzz in the phrase ‘India Shining’. New York Indians began to imagine that their home country would start thinking about politics the way they do, as a vehicle for choosing economic reformers and boosting prices in the stock market.

The Gandhis didn’t seem convinced that India was trading its old communal politics for a more practical focus on digging its way out of poverty. Yet the hottest political star was still the Andhra Pradesh chief minister and champion of development, Chandrababu Naidu. Congress chief ministers like Sheila Dikshit in Delhi and Ashok Gehlot in Rajasthan were also succeeding with a similar focus on development. Election debates, at least in the English media, began to focus less on caste and identity and more on Electricity, Roads and Water, or ‘Bijli, Sadak, Pani’ which soon became a popular Hindi acronym. ‘BSP’ was hyped as the new formula for winning Indian elections.
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Why Rajasthan Fooled Us

State Assembly Elections, Rajasthan, November 2003

As the next state polls approached in late 2003, there were constant rumours that the Congress party chief ministers in Madhya Pradesh, Delhi and Rajasthan were getting too popular for their own good, and were destined to be replaced by the party high command.

If this sounds a bit strange, it was. In more mature democracies, popularity is seen as an obvious plus for a political candidate but India and its grand old party were different. Under Indira and later Rajiv, if a Congress chief minister was growing too powerful and independent, party elders would find some pretext to dismiss the rising star before his or her term ended. Typically, the Congress had cultivated a stable of competing leaders, all eager to replace the one who had become too big for the party’s liking. The joke was: ‘How many Congress chief ministers does it take to change a light bulb? Two: one to turn the bulb, another to kick the stool out from under him.’

The party played these games to keep power centralized in the hands of the Congress elite in Delhi, and to prevent the party itself from succumbing to the regional and caste loyalties that were fragmenting the Indian electorate as a whole. But the effect was to derail strong chief ministers before they could accomplish anything. During the 1980s, large Congress-run states such as UP and Bihar had each seen half a dozen different chief ministers. A country as diverse as India is run best by leaders who understand local conditions, and Sonia Gandhi to her credit seemed to get that. In 2003, she not only let her popular chief ministers—Digvijaya Singh in Madhya Pradesh, Sheila Dikshit in Delhi and Ashok Gehlot in Rajasthan—finish their terms. She let them run for re-election, and took a big step towards ending a culture that treated regional leaders dismissively.

Elections were called for November and I chose to return to Rajasthan, where Gehlot had become an interesting test case of whether chief ministers could stay in power by focusing on development. Born into a Rajasthan caste of gardeners, Gehlot had earned master’s degrees in economics and law before rising through the ranks to govern Rajasthan. His story of overcoming hurdles was only enhanced by his one glaring weakness, a pronounced lisp. A tall man who favoured white kurta-pyjama, Gehlot came across as unassuming in person but he had earned the nickname ‘Desert Fox’—a reference to the vast deserts of Rajasthan and the way Gehlot had stealthily sidelined his rivals.

Just two months before our trip the weekly magazine India Today had named Gehlot the best chief minister in India, thanks to his successful welfare schemes, his development record and stories about his adept response to years of devastating drought. Measures of poverty had shown a substantial decline and basic services were spreading into villages. Not only was electricity starting to flow but meters were going up in every home, so people were paying at least something for the service. This kind of progress could last.

I had picked up from Babuji a fondness for quizzes and one of my favourite new questions was ‘name the largest state in India’. Few of my Indian friends knew that since 2000, when the new state of Chhattisgarh separated from Madhya Pradesh, it had been Rajasthan. Driving again into its vast expanses, we left Delhi for the 400-kilometre ride to Ajmer, where Sonia Gandhi was stumping for Gehlot.

After our bone-jarring trip through UP, the relatively smooth roads of Rajasthan came as a relief, but the ride took nearly seven hours because one of the Volvos suffered a flat, another a leaky carburettor. By this point car trouble was so familiar, I had a mechanic following us in a Toyota Camry. If he couldn’t fix the stricken Volvo quickly, we would leave him to work on it and cram into the Camry, until he could catch up with us at a later stop.

Reaching Ajmer with time to spare, we found a place for lunch close to the rally ground, while I kept in touch with the local police superintendent for updates on when Sonia’s helicopter would land. We were settled in the red plastic seats of the press enclosure when she arrived around 3 p.m., greeting the crowd with a wave, her head covered by her sari in the traditional fashion common in north India. Though her delivery was improving, her message again seemed off target.

Sonia cracked that the Vajpayee government had been caught in enough scams to make the Guinness Book of World Records, but his Central government was not at stake in this state election. Sitting behind Sonia was her close Delhi confidante Ambika Soni, who was running the Congress campaign in Rajasthan and was known to have helped Gehlot derail party rivals. Talking to people in the crowd, however, we realized that they had no idea who Ambika Soni was. It was hard to figure out why the Congress had chosen an unknown outsider to lead their campaign. It seemed to speak yet again of the party’s Delhi elite micromanaging state affairs.

Meanwhile, the BJP was once again trying to stir up suspicion of Sonia’s foreign roots, repeating claims made in a lowbrow Hindu nationalist rag, about how Sonia had worked as a cabaret dancer back in her village in Italy. They had also invited the popular Gujarat chief minister Narendra Modi to campaign in Rajasthan, despite the fact that outside Gujarat he was best known for accusations that he had encouraged or at least winked at Hindu attacks on Muslims during the deadly communal violence that had wracked his state a year earlier. Some BJP insiders admitted to us that with the emotional scars fresh, Modi’s presence might only galvanize support for the Congress among Muslims—who represent a key 10 per cent of the vote in Rajasthan—and among voters with no strong party affiliation.

Shortly after Sonia departed, Vajpayee arrived to lead a BJP rally on the same grounds. We had to leave early for a dinner meeting in Jaipur, but one of the PM’s more avid supporters broadcast his speech to us live over his mobile phone, as we drove the 140 kilometres from Ajmer back to Jaipur. It was a somewhat surreal experience, sitting in the Volvo, listening to Vajpayee’s mellifluous oratory flowing like a 1950s radio broadcast from a tinny mobile phone speaker, dismissing Gehlot’s record in Rajasthan as overhyped and disparaging what he called decades of Congress party misrule.

We spent our first night in Jaipur at the Oberoi Rajvilas hotel, a glittering relief from our usual road accommodations. At dinner we met one of the masterminds of the BJP campaign in Rajasthan, Sudhanshu Mittal, who tried to set us straight about the public opinion polls, which showed a lead for Gehlot and the Congress. Ignore that, he said, our internal polls sample many more voters—over 100,000—and they foretell a BJP landslide victory leading to an absolute majority in the state assembly.

At the time, however, we were not disposed to take Mittal too seriously because much of the Delhi elite had cast him as a ‘tent wallah’—a sneering reference to his family business supplying tents for Indian weddings and other big social occasions—rather than an experienced grass-roots politician.

By now our caravan had expanded to four Volvos and twenty journalists, which was making it easier to land interviews with politicians. Though elusive when in power, major politicians come out looking for attention during election season, and sitting down with us could often generate coverage in many of India’s biggest papers and TV shows. The recent additions to our crew included Prannoy and Radhika Roy, the pioneers of English news television in India and founders of NDTV. Like Dorab, Prannoy is also a prominent psephologist and pollster, and they disputed Mittal’s confident claims, saying all the major pollsters were calling a Congress victory. So we all ignored Mittal, and subsequent warning signs that suggested trouble for the Congress and Chief Minister Gehlot.

One wildcard came from the huge sums of money flowing into this contest. On our first night in Jaipur we saw a leading politician and some of his people walking out of the Oberoi carrying heavy suitcases, and by their dress and demeanour it seemed clear they were not leaving town. Asked what was up, hotel staff said with a smile that the suitcases were weighed down with cash for the campaign.

This came as a bit of a shock. Under the leadership of T.N. Seshan in the 1990s, India’s Election Commission had tried to clean up suspect campaign practices. Seshan had managed to curb many of the most overt abuses, including the use of government machinery for campaign purposes, fake voter IDs and the mobilization of party toughs to stuff ballot boxes or ‘capture’ voting booths so that only members of their own party could cast ballots.

In fact, many political observers complained that Seshan was so successful, he had scrubbed much of the fun out of India’s election carnivals, with rules requiring campaigns to shut down by 10 p.m. and limiting the decibel level of music at open rallies. Back in the day, rallies didn’t get going until 10 p.m. when the star act arrived, and often turned into all-night parties—particularly in mofussil areas where there was nothing else to do. As we bounced around in the Volvos, Suman would tell stories of his days as press adviser to Rajiv Gandhi, returning from raucous rallies at 3 or 4 a.m., waking up a few hours later to do it all over again. Today, political parties make sure to get their star on by early evening so that they can finish before everyone has to go home.

By most accounts, however, the one thing Seshan’s reforms had no impact on was the most important: the corrupting influence of campaign funding. While candidates cut down on glaringly expensive public displays like huge banners, posters and towering wooden silhouettes of their candidates, money flowed in private to buy voters booze and other freebies as election day approached, and to mobilize armies of rally goers and campaign workers.

The basic problem is that India offers no state funding for elections, so campaigning becomes a private business, often a private family business. Just to compete, candidates are under pressure to raise money, which often means courting private businessmen, who then get entangled in the campaign. To win, candidates have little choice but to violate spending caps set by the Election Commission, which at this point were at most three lakh rupees ($7500)7 for each state assembly candidate. The caps would rise gradually over time, but never to a level most candidates felt obliged to respect.

By the time of our 2003 election trip, Seshan was gone but most candidates were leaving the task of moving cash under the table to underlings so that they could profess shock if anyone got caught. Openly violating the rules was a risk as the Election Commission was powerful enough to fine or banish a candidate for funding infractions. Everyone knew money was flowing freely to fund campaigns, but to see a national leader of a major party carrying a suitcase of cash down the front stairs of the fanciest hotel in the capital of Rajasthan was astonishing. If the Congress lost this behind-the-scenes funding battle, it could be in trouble.

The next day we headed south-east back to the city of Tonk, one of the bellwether constituencies highlighted in Dorab’s notebooks. Though leadership of the Rajasthan state government had been rotating among different parties for decades, Tonk had voted for the winning party in every election since 1985. As we approached the city, we started to sense a shift in voter sentiment away from the Congress. We would roll down the windows of the car at traffic stops to ask voters who was ahead and most would say ‘phool’, a reference to the lotus symbol of the BJP.

At a lunch thrown by the Saidis, the same Tonk family that hosted us in 1998, we met Mahaveer Prasad, a fixture in local politics who had run as the BJP candidate from Tonk in every Rajasthan state election since 1980. He was facing off for the fourth time against his Congress arch-rival, Inam Zakiya, who had bested him in the last election with strong support from her fellow Muslims.

Prasad insisted that Zakiya and the Congress were in trouble this time because of the fracturing Muslim vote. Accounting for a quarter of the Tonk population, Muslims can decide local elections if they support one candidate, but this time Inam faced three Muslim challengers, including a Congress dissident named Nazimuddin. Locals described Nazimuddin, a tycoon who made his fortune manufacturing bidis, as the richest man in Tonk, which meant he could play the private funding game out of his own pocket. Prasad believed that the divided Muslim vote would clear his path to victory.

From Tonk we reached the city of Kota in just two hours, at an average speed of 75 kilometres an hour—a near record for our travels. The four-lane highways of Rajasthan dazzled us all. Highway development had begun under Shekhawat in the early 1990s, got another boost from Vajpayee’s Golden Quadrilateral project, and had continued under Gehlot. Many voters proudly pointed out that the roads were much better in Rajasthan than in neighbouring Madhya Pradesh.

We stayed that night at Kota’s Umed Bhawan Palace, one of the many royal Rajasthan residences that have been converted into hotels. Done in a mix of Victorian and Rajput styles, the Umed Bhawan has high-ceilinged rooms overlooking open courtyards and lush gardens, and a vast wood-panelled billiard room decorated with dozens of old hunting trophies, including lions, tigers and bison, all of it a kind of living monument to Rajasthan’s princely past and warrior legends.

Next day on our way back to Delhi we stopped for lunch and our forecasting contest at the Chokhi Dhani ‘ethnic resort’, a multimillion-dollar recreation of an old royal village, with cottages decorated in local styles, traditional folk dances and puppet shows, and a reputation for authentic Rajasthan cuisine. We ate at one of the restaurants, sitting cross-legged on the floor, and listened bemused as the waiters badgered us to ‘khao, khao’ or ‘eat, eat’, like so many pushy grandmothers. Apparently, that is a distinct Rajasthan village style of hospitality.

Exuberantly tacky in conception but so well done it works, Chokhi Dhani drove home our impression of Rajasthan as a royal state on the rebound, home to some of India’s most creative tourist developments. Given all Gehlot had done to lift Rajasthan out of the BIMARU class, most of us were convinced he could not lose—our gut bias no doubt deepened by our recent sail down the new highways, the unique and quirky charms of the Umed Bhawan Palace and Chokhi Dhani. Subtly these splendours seemed to confirm the success of Gehlot’s push to develop Rajasthan, and surely voters would reward him with victory!

In my twenty years of leading this caravan, we have never been more wrong. The BJP took 120 of 200 seats in the Rajasthan state legislature—a landslide win that neatly mirrored its loss to the Congress just five years earlier. Gehlot, so recently named the best chief minister in India, was humiliated and replaced by a BJP leader with royal family origins, Vasundhara Raje.

While Rajasthan royalty had been in decline as a political force, Raje was an exception. Descended from the maharajas of Gwalior, a branch of the politically influential Scindia family in neighbouring Madhya Pradesh, she had married the former king of Dholpur in Rajasthan in the early 1970s. The marriage dissolved quickly, and in the early 1980s Raje entered politics, representing the BJP in the state assembly and Lok Sabha.

What seemed to separate Raje from politically failing royals was her common touch—she was widely praised for combining ‘class’ and ‘mass’. It also helped that many of the BJP’s top party bosses had encouraged her rise, thinking it would be easy to control a woman, a mistake the old men of the Congress party had made with Indira Gandhi in the 1960s.

Tonk once again voted with the winner, returning the BJP’s Mahaveer Prasad to a seat in the legislature, not to mention proving him right about how the election would play out. The Muslims did split, with the bidi tycoon using his wealth to take a huge chunk of support away from the Congress and Zakiya, and ensure her defeat.

In the end, we had to concede that Sudhanshu Mittal was right after all and the Delhi elite had been wrong in dismissing him as a ‘tent wallah’. Working closely with Pramod Mahajan, the mastermind of BJP’s electoral strategy in the Vajpayee era, Mittal brought the modern election war room to India. Tech and media savvy, Mahajan set his ring tone on the sound of laughter, part of what he would call a ‘feel good’ campaign to broaden BJP support.

Together, Mittal and Mahajan had begun to introduce the scientific use of data to identify winnable districts, steer funding and manpower to those battlegrounds, and identify top candidates in Rajasthan. Up to then candidate selection was both essential and completely chaotic. Parties would identify recruits of the right caste or religious community for a given constituency, but the main metric they used to choose among recruits was cash. Nominations would go to the supplicant who brought the most money to the table.

The sycophancy that surrounds leading politicians would peak before elections, when aspiring candidates would swarm all the major party headquarters, and scrap for a few moments with the handful of party chieftains with authority to hand out nominations. It wasn’t just the BJP either. I’ve seen these scrums devolve into shoving and fistfights at the headquarters of other parties and wondered whether showing up in a torn kurta helps or hurts one’s shot at a nomination. Certainly it is proof of passion.

What Mittal and Mahajan began to introduce around 2003 was a system that could help choose candidates not only for caste and cash, but a bundle of metrics that would characterize likely winners in each constituency.

The Rajasthan trip inspired a lot of introspection about how we could have been so wrong. One answer was that we had put too much faith in mainstream polls, though we knew they are often far off the mark in India. Pollsters all over India have to adjust their results on the assumption that many respondents are disguising their true intentions. As Dorab later pointed out to us, in rural areas where most people wear kurta-pyjamas or dhotis, locals assume that any visitor in a shirt and pants is probably a government official of some kind. So when a pollster shows up looking like a city slicker and asking who locals plan to vote for, many will automatically say the governing party, just to avoid trouble. In order to draw out more candid answers, Indian polling agencies had started to use ballot boxes for opening surveys. Their agents carry vote boxes into the field and hand out survey forms that look like actual ballots, so respondents can divulge their voting intentions secretly.

Another reason offered for Gehlot’s defeat was that the Jats felt betrayed by the Congress for having chosen him—rather than one of their own—as chief minister back in 1998. Many of them voted against the Congress in this election, and we had missed this turn of events because we had travelled little in rural areas, where the Jats are concentrated.

By overlooking the rural areas we had also missed just how hard it had been hit by the droughts, and how the media had overestimated Gehlot’s success in dealing with this disaster. It was a strategic mistake that we would work hard to avoid in future trips, and we wound up pushing deeper into the Indian backcountry than we otherwise might have ventured.

In fact, later revisions of Rajasthan’s economic data revealed that deep contractions during the worst drought years of 2001 and 2003 had lowered the average annual growth rate during Gehlot’s five-year term to just 4 per cent. His reputation as a development star was undermined by the droughts, and he became the latest victim of India’s deep distaste for incumbents. From Indira Gandhi’s loss in 1977 through 2003, nearly 75 per cent of all state and national governments—and a stunning 90 per cent of Congress governments—had failed to get re-elected.

While the future is always uncertain, former Reserve Bank of India president Y.V. Reddy once told me, in India even the past is uncertain, since official data are revised so often. We thought Rajasthan would prove to be a test for the new development formula for winning elections, but the revised data had revealed that growth was slow all along—and that rural areas had been badly affected by the drought. This ultimately was the lesson of Rajasthan: always be wary of the unknown, because the truth can be elusive, and to find it, you have to get off the main highways and into the mofussil.

In the other state elections at play in late 2003, the Congress managed to hold on to power in Delhi, where Dikshit won again, but it went down in Madhya Pradesh, where Chief Minister Digvijaya Singh was seeking a third term. Once again, these key states in the Hindi heartland had gone to the polls together just ahead of the general elections and were widely seen as a harbinger of national trends, this time showing the BJP firmly on the ascendant.
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‘Ruchir, Please Pray for Me’

General Elections, Uttar Pradesh, April–May 2004

Emboldened by its recent victories in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, and all the global buzz about India’s 8 per cent growth rate, the BJP decided to move up the general elections by six months, and launched its campaign under the sunny slogan, ‘India Shining’.

That phrase entered the popular lexicon with a bang that no economic slogan had made since at least 1971, when the Congress campaigned under a promise of ‘Garibi Hatao’. Eradicate Poverty. In keeping with the growing embrace of free-market ideas, at least among the elite, ‘India Shining’ rang less socialist, more capitalist, as if it could have been written by Western consultants. It drew a clean line between the forward-looking BJP, and a Congress party harking back to its socialist past. Like most commentators, I thought it was resonating well, and could propel the BJP to its third straight general election victory—a feat last achieved by the Congress in the 1960s.

The popular narrative in the English media was that the BJP had reinvented itself as an economic catalyst under the leadership of Vajpayee. To my mind, Vajpayee did deserve credit for policies like controlling the budget deficit to contain inflation, opening the telecom sector to more competition and launching the Golden Quadrilateral highway project. But the real drivers of the Indian boom were global forces. At the time most emerging economies were accelerating just as dramatically as India. Nonetheless, even the BJP’s more conservative leaders were downplaying the party’s Hindu chauvinism and playing up its new claim to economic prowess. ‘India Shining’ was resonating with them as well.

Polls showed that Vajpayee was more popular than his party, admired for his moderation, and his wit. For all the elegance of his oratory, he could defuse tense confrontations with an earthy one-liner. Back in 2001 his party was under fire in parliament after his big Agra summit with Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf ended in failure. After two days of raging debate, Vajpayee appeared before the Lok Sabha and quoted the then-inescapable advertising slogan of a Delhi marriage counsellor: ‘Rishtey hi rishtey; bas ek baar mil toh lein—Professor Arora.’ Matches and more matches, at least meet once with Professor Arora. The chamber burst with laughter at this bit of billboard statesmanship, and when Vajpayee suggested that he had to at least try to meet with Pakistan, the debate was over.

Vajpayee was taking a similarly diplomatic tack with Muslims at home. Ever since the early 1990s, when the BJP leaders organized the chariot processions that culminated in the destruction of the Babri Masjid at Ayodhya, the party had invoked the Ayodhya story when it wanted to rally the conservative base, and downplayed it when it wanted to broaden its appeal and win more allies. Vajpayee was letting Ayodhya lie, focusing on the economy and the message of ‘India Shining’. Most commentators thought Vajpayee had his finger on the pulse of India’s aspiring young voters, and would ride the momentum of the economy and the recent BJP state election victories to another term as prime minister.

Meanwhile, the Congress looked like a dynastic anachronism, increasingly outdated and out of touch with a fast-growing India. Opinion polls suggested that Sonia Gandhi was much less popular than Vajpayee, and the satta bazaar put heavy odds in favour of a BJP win. The polls also showed, however, that the most important issue to voters was unemployment, which remained high even as India boomed, but how high was unclear. Of all the dodgy statistics none is more unreliable than the unemployment rate. It is so hard to measure in a country as vast as India that the government does not publish a national unemployment rate.

Inspired again by the observation that all roads to Delhi run through Uttar Pradesh, we took the Shatabdi Express, an early morning train that takes six and a half hours to cross the 500 kilometres from Delhi to Lucknow, where the Volvos were waiting for us.

By now I was trying to plot trips so that we could spend a day in the capital city, where we could debrief leading politicians, industrialists and journalists on the political and economic lay of the land before venturing deeper into each state. I could divide our caravan into four distinct kinds of journalists, based on what they did when the Volvos stopped. One set would get out and engage with the villagers. Another would walk over to the other cars and chat up members of our own caravan, and occasionally find themselves accidentally interviewing our drivers. The armchair observers would stay put, particularly when the sun was high, and wave villagers over to the car. And then there were the pundits, who would get out and lecture people on how to vote, or critique them on their views.

Our first stop was Amethi, which had been the home constituency of the Gandhis for decades, and had been represented in the Lok Sabha most recently by Sonia. She was running in the neighbouring constituency of Rae Bareli, so that her son Rahul could run from Amethi for the first time. What surprised us immediately was that, while leading politicians often funnel funds to their home districts and transform them into oases of relative wealth, Amethi did not look like a ‘VIP district’. It was no more or less of a backwater than the rest of UP.

At a Gandhi family guest house we met with Sonia’s daughter Priyanka, and asked her why Amethi was so undeveloped. Her answer: it had been hard to raise funds for their hometown since her father Rajiv was prime minister in the late 1980s. Opposition parties at the state or national level had conspired to starve Amethi of funding. There were a few offices of state companies such as Hindustan Aeronautics, but these signs of development dated back many years to Rajiv’s administration and were showing their age.

To me, Priyanka’s answer was shocking. We had heard the same argument before; local and state leaders often blame their constituency’s shortcoming on opposition incompetence or rivals at the Centre, starving them of funds. But if even the Gandhis could not spur development in their hometown, it was a damning sign of how impossible it is for politicians to deliver in India.

Echoing views often expressed by her father Rajiv, Priyanka also painted a dismal portrait of government dysfunction, saying corruption and incompetence wasted much of the funding intended for basic schooling. Bureaucrats typically took a sizable cut for themselves, and a combination of low teaching standards and high dropout rates was crippling public schools.

Priyanka noted that the little help Amethi did get to fund development was from friendly members of parliament, pointing towards Rajiv Shukla. He was no longer a permanent member of our group, having parlayed his charm into full-time politics and a seat in the Rajya Sabha, but would show up for some of our interviews, especially if the Gandhis were involved. Each year members of both houses of parliament get 2 crore rupees ($500,000) in discretionary funds, which Lok Sabha representatives must spend in their home constituency, but Rajya Sabha representatives can spend anywhere they choose. Shukla, though his seat was in Maharashtra, was directing his discretionary funds to Amethi.

Our crew of seasoned journalists was smitten with Priyanka: then in her early thirties, she came across as articulate, charismatic and candid—and reminded some in our group of a young Indira Gandhi, in both looks and style. To many of us it seemed obvious that Priyanka would be quite a weapon if the Congress unleashed her nationwide but she demurred, saying she wanted to focus on raising her two young kids in Delhi and watching over the family constituencies of Amethi and Rae Bareli.

The first time we saw Priyanka campaigning, not far from the guest house, she was leaning so far out of her open vehicle she seemed about to spill into the crowd, smiling, waving and utterly genuine, like an exuberant teenager passing through a sea of friends. The crowd responded in kind, fans hanging from light poles and tree branches to catch a glimpse, jostling to get closer.

The yearning for contact with major leaders is a common spectacle in India, where voters will risk bodily harm to themselves to make contact, not just to touch a hand but often to grasp, hold, shake, physically connect with their political heroes. It is not unusual to see politicians come out worse for wear, and I could see at Priyanka’s rally that her hands were bruised from the adoration of fans.

The sense that Priyanka could be the one was overwhelming. Despite the long decline of the Congress as a national force, a huge swathe of Indian voters had loved the Gandhis for five generations and could love this generation too, if it chose the right leader. Two weeks before the UP campaign ended, I penned an op-ed on ‘The Enduring Appeal of the Nehru–Gandhi Dynasty’.

We spent that night back in Lucknow, and rose the next morning for the 100-kilometre drive to Kanpur, Shukla’s hometown. During the colonial era, Kanpur was known as the Manchester of India, a manufacturing hive that provided shoes to the British and blankets to the Russians during World War II. In 2004, it felt more like a forgotten city, a place where vestiges of British rule, including the central clock tower, the main library and the community garden, were derelict and largely abandoned. The surviving factories belched clouds of black smoke, making Kanpur one of the most polluted cities in India, and creating the feel of a place lost in the mists of time.

We checked into The Landmark Hotel, a musty place which at least had air conditioning, an Internet connection, and a telling scene at the swimming pool, one of only a few in Kanpur. It drew a dense crowd comprised mainly of local families, and in this conservative part of UP many women were too shy to wear swimsuits. So they would enter the pool fully dressed, in the traditional garb of salwarkameez and kaftans.

This intense social conservatism cuts across political parties and personalities, including a son of Kanpur like Shukla. On another trip, we were staying at a Taj hotel in Nashik when Shukla showed up. Now a leader of the Congress party, he had taken under his wing a young star of the party named Jitin Prasada, who struck up a dinner conversation with our travel companion Manjeet Kripalani, a veteran of Forbes and Businessweek who had joined our caravan the year before. Manjeet’s long international experience and innately cosmopolitan world view did not instantly rule out an after-dinner stroll in the spectacular hotel gardens with Jitin, but Shukla saw it differently, or pretended he did.

Given his wicked sense of humour, it was always hard to know. As soon as Shukla heard his young charge was in the garden with a single woman, he blurted out ‘Daboch na le!’ Hope she doesn’t squeeze him! Then he mobilized all of us to search the gardens where, part bemused and part annoyed to be involved in this mission, we found the two engaged in a serious political discussion.

Back in Kanpur, we had dinner at the Landmark with Sudhanshu Mittal, the BJP leader whose rigorous polling had proved us all wrong in Rajasthan. Over a buffet of chaat, Mittal shared another internal party poll showing that the BJP would win, but not nearly as easily as public opinion polls were projecting and senior BJP officials were openly predicting. This time we took Mittal seriously, indeed our travel companion M.K. Venu ran an article on the poll the next day that got Mittal in hot water with his party elders, and brought Venu some grief from Mittal.

The farther we got from Delhi, however, the more we heard voters and opposition parties mocking the BJP and its ‘India Shining’ campaign. ‘It is 40 degrees Celsius and you hardly have electricity or water, you are living on subsistence farming, are you really feeling good, really “Shining”?’ asked a Samajwadi Party candidate, campaigning near Kanpur. The crowd laughed, giving us a first inkling that the BJP message might be missing its mark.

From Kanpur we drove 150 kilometres to Etawah, Mulayam Singh’s hometown, and the neighbouring constituency of Kannauj, where his son and heir apparent Akhilesh was seeking a seat. To our surprise, Etawah and Kannauj, despite their ties to the Yadav dynasty, looked less like VIP constituencies than Amethi did.

There was no sign of development at all—no tube wells, no electric poles, no cold storage units, no factories, open or shuttered. Few of the local businesses were larger than a roadside stall. Residents said the only available jobs were on farms, and many people were living on money sent home by relatives who had gone off to work as chauffeurs or in other service jobs in Delhi. Teachers often failed to show up for work in government schools, hospitals faced a withering shortage of qualified doctors. Talking to voters, it was clear they would still cast ballots on caste lines, since none of them expected the other castes to do anything to improve their lives.

On the map, our route appeared to follow a major road connecting two national highways, but it turned out to be nothing more than 110 kilometres of potholed dirt track. We were deep in mofussil territory. Bumping along at 20 to 30 kilometres an hour we arrived at the Etawah station too late to catch the train back to Delhi and had no choice but to drive on by car.

When things start going wrong on the Indian roads they can keep going wrong for quite a while. Barely an hour into our journey, one of the Volvos came to a screeching halt, bringing the entire cavalcade to a stop. Out leapt Manjeet in a panic. An obsessive reporter who chronicles our conversations with everyone from politicians to street vendors in voluminous detail, Manjeet had left her cherished notebook at a fruit stall in Etawah. She had to go back for it, indeed she refused to go forward. Manjeet suggested we take three Volvos on to Delhi while she took one back to Etawah—but there was no way we were going to leave her alone out there.

So Manjeet went back to retrieve the notebook while the rest of us milled about on the roadside, flagging down bicycles, scooters and cars to pass the time chatting with voters. None of them seemed in any rush, indeed our requests for ‘brief’ takes on what was happening in the election yielded the long, roundabout answers typical of UP, but the same timeless patience was eluding Rajiv Shukla, who had joined us in Kanpur for the ride back to Delhi.

Shukla was livid, beside himself. He had a meeting scheduled for that evening with Sonia Gandhi’s right-hand man, Ahmed Patel, who was known to hold court deep into the night but at this rate, Shukla figured, he wouldn’t reach Delhi until well after 3 a.m. Too late even for Patel.

So Shukla was supposed to blow off one of the nation’s most powerful men because meticulous Manjeet forgot her notebook at a fruit seller in godforsaken Etawah? Shukla started scrambling to find another way, perhaps a taxi back to Delhi, but had to shelve that option when he realized that Manjeet had taken the Volvo with his belongings in the ‘dicky’ (as the boot is referred to in India). Shukla was simmering when Manjeet returned an hour and a half later, notebook in hand, beaming. Years later, as if the road gods were taking one last poke at us, Manjeet revealed that she had lost most of her notebooks anyway.

Shukla’s blood pressure didn’t drop much when we finally hit the road. We expected the going to get easier as we approached the nation’s capital, but to our dismay it never did. In all, the nearly 400-kilometre trip wound up taking over ten hours, which passed like days. I was earning a bad rap among my companions for plotting crazy long drives, and this slow-motion marathon would seal it. As the clock ticked past midnight, the constant bumps and jolts ground us down into a kind of enlightened state of exhaustion, in which the ruling party’s sunny campaign slogan suddenly struck us as tragically comical.

‘India Shining’ became a running joke, which we used to punctuate the bigger potholes. Even within 100 kilometres of Delhi, the road was a maze of rocks and tyre craters. We arrived at four o’clock in the morning, sensing trouble for the ruling party and its cheery optimism, but the conventional wisdom in the capital was the same as when the election started: with the Congress in a phase of chronic decline, the BJP would ride the booming national economy to an easy win.

The consensus was so overwhelming that Congress party leaders assumed a BJP victory and had made no preparations to form a government. One top Congress official, borrowing from India’s endless glossary of cricket analogies, told us in private that this election was only the ‘semi-final’ and that the Congress was aiming to prevail in the ‘final’, five years later.

The first crack in the consensus came a few days before the national results, when Andhra Pradesh announced the stunning outcome of its state vote. Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu, the modernizing hero and darling of the global elite, lost in a landslide. Naidu was beaten badly even in the capital city of Hyderabad, which he had rechristened ‘Cyberabad’ and made the focus of his techcentric vision.

The defeat of Naidu, a close ally of the BJP and supporter of its development projects, suggested that the buzz over ‘India Shining’ had concealed deep wells of discontent in a state like Andhra Pradesh, despite a growth rate that matched the scorching nationwide average. Among the factors we had missed in Andhra Pradesh was another painful drought, which had hit rural areas hard during Naidu’s term, accentuating the perception that he favoured the Hyderabad elite. Naidu was also hurt by the fact that after nine years in power, many voters wanted to toss out the incumbent—any incumbent.

Election morning unfolded with unusual drama. In the era of paper ballots, it had taken two to three days for the outcome to take shape, but for this election India had introduced electronic voting machines (EVMs), beating most emerging democracies into the digital age. Results started pouring out when the polls opened at 8 a.m. and by 11 a.m. the trend was clear. India was facing arguably the biggest electoral shock in its history.

The Congress was heading for victory. In the end it increased its tally of seats in the Lok Sabha only slightly, from 141 to 145, but it was propelled to power by its allies and the implosion of the BJP. The pollsters had thought the BJP would build on its 182 seats, and were gobsmacked when it fell to just 132.

Top Indian news networks had already booked BJP honchos as their lead guests, leaving Congress leaders like Manmohan Singh to channels with much smaller audiences, like the BBC. I had drafted a magazine piece for Newsweek based on the assumption that the BJP would win, and had to rewrite it top to bottom virtually overnight.

The shock of the Congress win was comparable to the shock of the Trump victory in the 2016 US election, and echoed some of the same themes, particularly the way urban elites had overlooked the depth of alienation in the heartland. We should have understood that voters who are struggling to subsist can’t eat impressive-sounding numbers like ‘8 per cent GDP growth’. While many of us had come back sceptical about ‘India Shining’, none of us had the courage to defy the consensus and call an outright BJP defeat.

We had seen up close how hard people’s lives remained, and how hard it was for politicians to make an impact. The Gandhis’ dreary home constituency stood out as a perfect example. Ordinary voters still lived hand to mouth with barely any savings, often in rural backwaters where power and water supplies are unreliable if they are functioning at all. One year of 8 per cent growth improved these miserable conditions only incrementally, not enough to rally support behind feel good campaigns like ‘India Shining’.

The buzz about India had ignored the critical issue highlighted by pre-election polls: unemployment. Commentators in the United States had been bemoaning the loss of service jobs to India’s new IT outsourcing companies, implying that India had a thriving job market. It did not. Information technology companies employed 800,000 Indians, a tiny fraction of the existing workforce of 440 million. And the IT sector was not growing fast enough to employ more than a small minority of the youths entering the workforce in coming years.

The result also hammered home the point that India is, in essence, not a single country. The BJP thought it would be carried to victory by the popularity of Vajpayee, persistent doubts about Sonia Gandhi’s leadership, and national pride in India Shining. But general elections are best understood as a series of state elections, with entirely different caste and political coalitions required to win in each. And Sonia had gone about personally reaching out to regional party bosses from Maharashtra to Tamil Nadu and Bihar, all of whom had added big chunks of seats to her alliance. In UP the big winners were once again the caste-based regional parties led by Mulayam and Mayawati, who did not formally join the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance, but did lend their support to its new government.

In fact, the Congress’s share of the national vote declined a couple of percentage points, compared to 1999, but the drop owed mainly to the fact that it contested fewer constituencies, leaving them to its new alliance parties. One of them was Sharad Pawar, who had split from the Congress to form the breakaway Nationalist Congress Party (NCP) in 1999, motivated in part by objections to the rise of a party president with foreign roots, Sonia Gandhi.

Not expecting to come out on top, the Congress party had not picked its prime minister. Speculation immediately pointed to Sonia. Her new allies, including Pawar, assumed at first there was no other choice. But a bitterly demoralized BJP quickly rallied protests against the whole idea of an Italian-born prime minister. Leading the charge was Sushma Swaraj, a minister in the outgoing Vajpayee cabinet, who vowed to shave her head if Sonia became prime minister.

Indians believe deeply in premonition, and stories abound about how the greats of Indian politics could see the future. Back in 1984, TV channels had played over and over a clip from a speech Indira made days before her assassination, telling supporters, ‘I am here today: I may not be here tomorrow.’ Family confidants say the Gandhis tell a story about how Indira would kiss Rahul and Priyanka before school every day, but on the morning of her death, she added these discordant words, ‘No matter what happens to me, you will not cry.’

After his 2004 defeat, stories began to circulate about how Vajpayee had seen it coming. Shukla, who knew him well, says Vajpayee was deeply devout, watering the symbol of Lord Shiva in his garden daily, and had sensed earlier defeats simply by reading the averted eyes of supporters standing in the voting line. When most of the country thought he was headed for victory in 2004, Shukla says, Vajpayee complained to him that the party had forced him to call early elections and, no matter what the polls were showing, ‘I don’t think I am coming back.’

A couple of days after the election result, Sonia announced she would not be the prime minister. I was in New Orleans for a close friend’s wedding but I recall seeing TV images of Gandhi family confidant Oscar Fernandes crying at the news. Sonia’s announcement set off a behind-the-scenes scramble as other Congress leaders began to see an opening at the top, and to summon divine help. Advised by Rajasthan astrologer Kedar Sharma that he was only a dark horse in the race, Gandhi loyalist Arjun Singh organized a yagna, the Hindu ritual conducted before a sacred fire, to improve his chances.

In the end, Sonia’s choice for prime minister was Manmohan Singh—the same technocrat who after his 1999 loss told me he would never seek elected office again. After the news of his ascendance I called him from New Orleans to congratulate him. With deadpan humility that was classic Singh, he told me: ‘Ruchir, please pray for me.’
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The Don and the Dynasty

State Assembly Elections, Bihar, February 2005

For our next trip we decided to venture into Bihar, a state V.S. Naipaul described in the 1970s as ‘the place where civilization ends’. Our first move was to retire the six-door Volvos, not only because they were getting old and breaking down repeatedly, but because fancy wedding cars would be catnip for the bandits that roamed Bihar, which was considered India’s Wild East. At the time locals claimed Bihar’s fastest-growing business was kidnapping.

Even in a relatively sturdy and inconspicuous Toyota Innova SUV, we were told, crossing the border from UP into Bihar was prohibitively dangerous. Carjackers were known to hide in overhanging branches and stop passing vehicles by throwing large stones at the windshield. Flights into the capital, Patna, were few and far between, so we took the Sampoorna Kranti Express, booking a first-class carriage for our party of twenty.

Warned in advance that the railway food was inedible, we packed our own. The carriage was old and run-down, the cabins cramped and filthy. Prannoy’s first move was to ask the cabin attendant to remove the rug, which reduced the amount of dirt but also kicked up clouds of it. At least we had the whole coach to ourselves, which made it a communal adventure, a fitting way to approach a destination as rough as Bihar.

For much of the past fifteen years, Bihar had been under the sway of Lalu Prasad Yadav, a charming political giant with a deep gift of the gab, and by some accounts the country’s most entertaining politician. Though he had once promised to make the roads of Bihar as smooth as the cheeks of actress Hema Malini, he had ruled as a traditional caste politician. Appealing to his own kinsmen in the state’s 12 per cent Yadav minority, and to the 16 per cent Muslim minority, Lalu promised social justice and empowerment—state protection from discrimination.8 Like most caste politicians he had always been contemptuous of development, on the grounds that spending on roads and other modern infrastructure benefits mainly the rich, who own most of the cars and phones.

Unfortunately, his contempt for development showed. Since 1990, Bihar had posted an annual growth rate just over 3 per cent, a bit better than half the national average over that period. By 2005, Bihar had the lowest per capita yearly income of any state in India at just under 10,000 rupees ($250), lower than war-torn African nations like Ethiopia.

Arriving in Patna our overwhelming first impression was of deep dysfunction, the open sewers familiar to many Indian cities only darker with muck, the heaps of garbage only higher, fewer two wheelers weaving through more stray dogs and pigs, cows more at home squatting in the streets. The smells were acid sharp despite the brisk February air, a welcome contrast to the 40 degree temperatures we had suffered through during the early summer months in Uttar Pradesh.

Most unusual: the unreal calm. There was no business bustle, no sign of the mushrooming malls, multiplexes or middle-class restaurants visible in other Indian cities. Unlike Delhi or Bombay no one appeared to be in a hurry, and the prevailing mood and sounds of the street were polite, civil, elbows in—not out.

Chief Minister Lalu’s main challenge in Bihar did not come from either national party, it came from another regional leader with unique local appeal, Nitish Kumar. Like Lalu, Kumar had entered politics as a disciple of the socialist movement founded by Ram Manohar Lohia in the 1950s, but by 2005 they were bitter personal and ideological rivals. Kumar continued to promote social justice for the marginalized, but he was also promising to bring Bihar into the modern world. Kumar’s speeches argued that after more than a decade in power Lalu had done nothing to lift economic stagnation, or establish the rudiments of law and order.

Kumar suffered a natural disadvantage in any contest with Lalu. Kumar was also from one of the OBCs, but a much smaller one, the Kurmi, who account for only 4 per cent of Bihar’s population. To expand his appeal Kumar had entered into a lower-caste–upper-caste alliance with the BJP and its Brahmin and Rajput backers, who also responded well to Kumar’s call for development and an end to Lalu’s ‘Goonda Raj’, The Rule of Thugs.

To be fair, the Bihar culture of extortion and bribery long preceded Lalu, but it certainly had not receded on his watch. We were warned to mount big ‘Press’ stickers on the windshields of our vehicles, as if we were driving into a war zone, because governing party workers were known to commandeer nice cars for campaign duty. Before checking into the most respectable hotel in Patna, the Chanakya, we were advised to have a leading politician confirm our reservations. Otherwise, the management was liable to give our rooms away to guests with better connections, especially at election time.

Everyone who’s anyone landed at the Chanakya, where the parking lots spilled over with escort cars topped with red beacon lights, the lobbies teemed with party lackeys and security, and the clash of egos could erupt in open comedy. The Chanakya’s seventy rooms include only four suites, one on each of the floors, and when we arrived a brawl was breaking out in the lobby between supporters of UP party boss Mulayam Singh Yadav and backers of Shatrughan Sinha, a movie star who had become a BJP leader in Bihar. The issue: who would get the top-floor suite?

I have no idea who won. Expecting more jockeying for attention, I quietly urged members of our group to tip generously—a practice frowned on by Indians of a certain age who say tipping will ‘spoil the culture’. Not surprisingly, however, we soon found hotel staff trailing in our wake, and heard to our amusement that Sinha was complaining to all and sundry that he was getting no service.

Meeting Bihar’s legendary chief minister for the first time was quite an experience. Led by Manish Kumar, the Patna bureau chief for NDTV who became the indispensable guide for all our travels in this rugged state, we caught up with Lalu in the chief minister’s bungalow at number 1 Anne Marg.

After so many years in power, Lalu apparently expected to stay indefinitely in this official compound, and had moved in with all his animals. The property of something over 20 acres was packed with hundreds of buffaloes, horses, cows and chickens. Everything was neat, clean and orderly, with proper pens for every critter and a walled yard for collecting dung, all a sharp contrast to the fauna wandering wild and defecating on the streets of Patna, just beyond.

Lalu made us city folk feel at home with his non-stop banter, introducing us to the horses by name, and inviting us to milk the cows. Most of us demurred, but Prannoy not only took up the offer and bent down to milk a cow, but also accepted Lalu’s suggestion to try the fresh milk. It was pretty easy to see how Lalu’s jocular charisma had helped him to build his political base here in one of India’s most rural states, where 90 per cent of the population lives outside the cities.

Lalu had ruled Bihar first as chief minister himself and then, after he was pushed out on the first of many corruption charges related to fertilizer sales, through his wife Rabri Devi as his stand-in chief minister. Rabri Devi also served as the straight-faced foil for Lalu’s comedy: talking about their nine children he would pretend not to remember all their names, and turn to her pleading for help.

While Lalu entertained us with his stories, Rabri Devi quietly played the host, making sure we were all gorging ourselves on the best samosas we have ever had on these trips—a Bihar style known as ‘singhada’, shaped like the fruit of the same name and stuffed with nuts. These offerings are taken very seriously in India, where food is the medium through which hosts show their hospitality and respect, and perhaps more important, guests show their respect and appreciation.

Even in the most utilitarian Delhi office, meetings will be accompanied by offers of tea and biscuits, but on the road our meals were often far more elaborate, particularly at the homes of politicians who need to build a broad base of respect. So over the years, our political treks have doubled as an unplanned exploration of the heights of Indian gastronomy, from the parathas of Punjab to the chaat of Kanpur, and the samosas served by Lalu and Rabri Devi.

Some of us struggled to stay conversationally in step with a fast-talking charmer like Lalu, particularly since it was not common practice to address senior political leaders by their first names. Our most meticulous travel companion, Manjeet, opted for the full range of formality, asking three questions over the course of the interview and addressing our host first as ‘Mr Lalu’ then as ‘Mr Yadav’ and finally as ‘Mr Prasad’.

Lalu waved away the corruption cloud over his head as nonsense, saying that when detailed revelations tying him to the ‘fodder scam’ emerged in the mid-1990s, he was part of the national coalition government led by Deve Gowda, and suspected immediately that Gowda was behind the leaks. Lalu recounted in his signature stream of exaggeration and cuss words how, after the scandal forced him to resign, he drove up to the prime minister’s official residence in Delhi late one night and stormed inside. Grabbing Gowda by the collar and ‘roughing him up’, Lalu said, he warned the prime minister to ‘stop playing games’, but the way Lalu told the story the whole episode sounded more slapstick than thuggish.

And if the threat had worked at all, it had not prevented the fodder scam from continuing to haunt Lalu these many years later. Prodded gently by Vinod about his time in prison, Lalu said he had felt very depressed until one day when he had a moment of awakening and suddenly felt the presence of Lord Shiva. After that, Lalu said, he began fighting his court battles with more resolve and, as a sign of appreciation to Shiva, became a vegetarian.

As our visit wound down and Lalu escorted us to the door, he turned to the subject of alliances. Neither he nor his arch-rival Kumar had a base large enough to attain a winning plurality of the vote on his own, but Kumar had his alliance with the BJP, whose upper-caste supporters represented 13 per cent of the vote in Bihar—possibly enough to put him over the top.

Lalu needed allies of his own, and he complained bitterly that the Congress was resisting an alliance with him in Bihar though he was serving as railways minister in the Congress-led Central government. Despite the fact that the Congress had won less than 10 per cent in recent Bihar elections, he said, the ‘old fools’ running the party thought they could win here on their own, and were poisoning Sonia against him, calling his party a criminal enterprise.

Next door to our hotel was the Gandhi Maidan, a 60-acre lawn that has played host to landmark political rallies since the 1960s and ’70s, when opposition leaders like Ram Manohar Lohia and Jayaprakash Narayan chose this spot to issue calls for revolt against Congress party rule. On our second day in Patna, Sonia Gandhi addressed a rally at the Gandhi Maidan, in which she was more cautious than normal. She had to tiptoe around the fact that she was campaigning against Lalu, one of her government’s cabinet ministers, and allying instead with his rival Ram Vilas Paswan, the state’s pre-eminent leader from the Dalit castes.

As a close friend of the Gandhis, Suman was our closest link to the family and helped us arrange a meeting with Sonia, who agreed to see us after the Patna rally, in a tent of three bold stripes—green, white and saffron—like the Indian flag. Sonia had a reputation as the most reclusive politician in India and, her aides told us, this would be her first major media encounter since the Congress’s victory in 2004.

Asked about her party’s alliance woes, she said the Congress needed to revive in Bihar on its own, not play second fiddle to anyone, and to end the lawlessness that had engulfed this state. Like most politicians, Sonia said she was confident of victory but she didn’t sound it, owing in part to the relatively small crowds she was drawing, and the loss of Lalu as a key cog in her coalition. It was striking how uncomfortable Sonia remained with the press, particularly a pack like us, and she left after just fifteen minutes, making us all feel like we had let an historic interview opportunity slip away.

The next day we drove out of Patna into the surrounding countryside, struggling a bit with SUV politics. No one wanted to squeeze into the third row of seats in an Innova, so we agreed to take turns, with many spending their turn making much of their ‘sacrifice’. The upside was that the close quarters made for stimulating conversations, which often turned so intimate we had to adopt an informal rule: what was said in the cars stayed in the cars. After rattling through potholes for ten hours or more people naturally start spilling about everything from their worst fears to their love lives, and debating such burning issues as who makes the best samosas.

Dorab had prepared his election guide, listing all the key constituencies with the vote breakdowns, and he suggested we head to Chhapra, just over 60 kilometres from Patna. This was Lalu Prasad Yadav’s parliamentary constituency, yet signs of discontent with his long rule were clear. After winning here five years earlier, the candidate from Lalu’s party was now trailing his old rival from Kumar’s, voters told us.

India was growing faster than 8 per cent for the second year in a row, but Bihar had been growing at 3 per cent under Lalu, and looked it. Signs that the outside world was discovering rural Bihar were few and far between. ‘Pukka’ or concrete houses were replacing mud huts in a few places. Some farms were adopting modern technologies like drip irrigation and plastic-covered greenhouses, and importing high-yield seeds. A few of the villagers were carrying mobile phones, and we came upon new hoardings advertising fertilizer, tractors and various private businesses including a cement factory operated by the French multinational Lafarge.

In Vaishali, a Buddhist and Jain pilgrimage site that was said to have been visited by Buddha himself, we came across intact stupas dating to the sixth-century BC and buses carrying Japanese tourists of particularly intrepid character, given what they went through to get here. Passing a relatively new institute of hotel management, we knew, after all the warnings about our lodging in Bihar, that it had much to teach in this state.

Just 20 kilometres outside Patna we entered Hajipur, where the Congress’s new ally Ram Vilas Paswan had entered the Guinness Book of World Records back in 1977, winning by over 400,000 votes, then the largest winning margin ever in a Lok Sabha race, as a candidate of the Janata Party. It was a stunning demonstration of his appeal in heavily Dalit towns like this one. The record had since been broken. Now heading the Lok Janshakti Party (LJP), Paswan had moved on to represent other constituencies, and not much of note had happened in Hajipur for decades.

In many poor regions of India we had come across roadside vendors selling sticky, sugary Indian sweets like ladoos and jalebis, unwrapped and displayed in the open air, attracting huge swarms of flies. In rural Bihar we found what looked at first like an improvement: small shops selling biscuits and cold drinks, all factory-packed and sealed in plastic, but then we checked the sell-by dates. Every item had long since gone stale, likely a function of lack of demand owing to lack of money, or lack of familiarity with pre-packaged foods.

We visited a couple of newly built schools and found a similarly superficial quality to the signs of progress. Bhalla was particularly interested in educational progress, or the lack of it, and I remember vividly watching him talk to eight- and nine-year-old girls, sitting on the floor of a makeshift private school outside Patna, which cost their parents fifty rupees a month, a significant sum for poor families. Bhalla asked the girls why they didn’t go to the government school, which was properly built, and visible right out of the window. ‘The teachers don’t show up,’ one girl responded.

The government schools were basically no-show jobs rackets, virtually empty except on the few days a year when they administered state exams, and students would return en masse. Otherwise kids flocked to private schools, which appeared to rival kidnapping as the fastest-growing business in Bihar. They were hardly fancy—the ones we visited were getting water out of hand pumps and electricity by diesel-fuelled generators. But at least they were operating, staffed mainly by teachers playing truant from government schools, with no fear of getting fired, thanks to India’s forgiving labour laws. Many teachers claimed they needed the second job to pay back the bribes they had paid to get the government school jobs. In a country where parents will ransom their retirement for their children’s education, dysfunctional public schools are a big reason for the deep frustration with government, and for why incremental change is not enough to get politicians re-elected.

Another reason for the prevailing disgust with political leaders was summed up in the stunning juxtaposition of towering campaign posters we saw on a village road in Bihar. Though the Congress had distanced itself from Lalu’s party over its lawless reputation, its new allies in the LJP, led by Ram Vilas Paswan, were not without colourful characters of their own. One of the posters featured Sonia, placed next to an LJP candidate who was campaigning from his prison cell. He was Ranjit Singh, widely known as ‘Ranjit Don’ for his alleged ties to organized crime. Singh was in jail for running a fake medical degree racket, and his poster pictured him behind bars under the slogan: ‘The lock of the jail will soon be broken, and Ranjit Bhaiya will soon be out.’

Promoting the nation’s leading political family alongside a jailbird would seem bizarre in most countries. So would the whole idea of trying to win over voters by advertising the fact that your candidate is in jail. But the billboards made sense in India, where voters often toss out sitting MLAs and MPs who are accused of corruption, but cast sympathy votes for those who actually get punished and jailed.

This paradox reflects the cynicism so many Indians feel about the justice system. Two-thirds of the people in Indian prisons are not convicted, merely waiting for a trial. There is no concept of bail as a fundamental right, so while technically you are supposed to get bail within fourteen days, if you don’t have the money (and many don’t) there you sit. Judges have wide discretion to waive bail if the prosecutor wants to hold the suspect for any reason; so many innocent people sit in jails where beatings by guards remain common.

Many Indians have suffered these abuses themselves or through relatives, which makes it less surprising that so many voters hate the corrupt politicians while they are in office but feel sympathy for those who go to jail. Since voters assume that every politician is on the take to some degree, given the absence of state funding for campaigns and the need to raise funds privately, they also assume that those who get convicted are chosen randomly and unfairly, often by rivals in power.

We’ve heard modern political convicts compare their prison experience to the years Gandhi and Nehru spent in British jails, somehow conflating their own minor and major crimes with the sacrifice and patriotism of freedom fighters. And to a surprising degree it seems to work. How else does one explain why in India candidates with a criminal record are three times more likely to win parliamentary elections than those with a clean record—perhaps the most stunning finding of Milan Vaishnav’s recent book, When Crime Pays: Money and Muscle in Indian Politics.

Voter cynicism about the justice system runs deep. In 2014, one-third of the members of parliament faced criminal charges—up from a quarter just ten years earlier. Odd as it might seem to see Ranjit Singh advertising his criminal conviction on a highway billboard cheek by jowl with the Gandhis, it was business as usual in India. Apparently, no Congress official thought it jarring enough to suggest taking the billboard down, since convicts and the respectable serve side by side in the Lok Sabha every day.

This tour of the countryside left us all more deeply persuaded that Bihar had to be ready for a development-oriented leader like Kumar, but there was of course a hitch. Heroes of development like Naidu and Gehlot had recently suffered surprise defeats in states as large as Bihar. Back in Patna we had a chance to meet with Kumar, and we asked him whether he could break the trend and win on a development agenda.

Kumar was in many ways the image opposite of Lalu, as understated and ascetic as Lalu was garrulous and playful. He faced no allegations of corruption, and was said to have a son by his estranged wife, whom he never mentioned in public or private. He said carefully that of course he could not be sure his development pitch would work, but he thought that Bihar was ready to move past the politics of caste and religious antagonism.

Kumar also had what he saw—at least at this point in his career—as a trump card, which was his alliance with the BJP. On our first night in Patna we had been invited to dinner by the well-known BJP leader Ravi Shankar Prasad, whose bungalow was on Kavi Raman Path, not too far from Lalu’s compound. Prasad’s family home would become a regular stop on our travels to Patna, in part because his sister Anurradha, a noted media personality and media entrepreneur in her own right, is Rajiv Shukla’s wife, and had been an occasional member of our caravan since 1998.

Bihar state regulations barred helicopters from flying at night, owing to safety concerns about India’s mostly single-engine fleet; so leaders from Delhi could not chopper home after a day of campaigning. Stuck in Patna, they jumped at an invitation to dinner at Prasad’s house, where we found Kumar and a couple of his party leaders mingling amiably with their counterparts from the BJP, suggesting to us that this unlikely alliance might work despite its clashing ideologies.

Since they were all confident of victory, their dinner chatter turned to national politics and who would replace former Prime Minister Vajpayee as leader of the BJP. Owing to his advancing age and health problems, Vajpayee had faded from the campaign scene after leading the BJP to its crushing 2004 general election defeat, and had made no appearance at all here in Bihar. The question turned to whether rising stars such as Narendra Modi could step in to the breach.

One of the guests was Pramod Mahajan, the whiz-kid and fund-raiser who had been instrumental in modernizing the BJP campaigns. He told us that while Modi had done well as chief minister and helped the party win in Gujarat, his lingering association with the 2002 religious riots had contributed to the party’s loss in 2004. Not long after the Bihar elections, Mahajan became a tragic symbol of the violent undercurrents in Indian politics when he was murdered by a brother jealous of his success.

Many of us got back to Delhi unsure about which way the election would swing. For all Lalu’s charm, his ‘empowerment’ pitch was losing its appeal, as the culture of raw caste discrimination was gradually fading even in mofussil areas. The worst abuses—upper castes barring backward castes from public buses, or barring Dalit grooms from entering their wedding ceremony on horseback, in the traditional Indian way—were less and less common, more likely to draw punishment. Nonetheless, Lalu’s core support among Yadavs and the Muslims remained strong, possibly strong enough to resist the rise of Kumar and his promise of a more developed Bihar.

When the results came in, they offered no clear verdict; Lalu’s party lost a few seats, including in his constituency of Chhapra, while Nitish and his BJP allies gained a few. The party that gained the most was the Congress’s new ally, the LJP led by Ram Vilas Paswan, though its jailbird candidate Ranjit Singh was not one of the winners, and its twenty-nine seats were too few to form a government.

So Bihar was left rudderless, headed for an extended period of political uncertainty. Many of us thought this was the worst possible outcome, leaving Bihar no prospect of escaping poverty, and some black humourists in our group joked that the state looked like a beaten-down stock: dirt cheap with nowhere to go but up.

After the trip I returned to my home in New York, and it took some days to get over the shocking disparity in wealth. The street in New York where I live, Central Park West, is worth many times more than all the real estate in Bihar, where the average yearly income was $250, a quarter of the Indian national average in those days. Even after my summers in Bijnor, experiencing poverty as deep as Bihar’s was deeply disorienting.
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On Naxalite Turf

State Assembly Elections, Bihar, November 2005

With no clear winner, new elections were called in Bihar eight months later. So in November 2005 we returned, looking for a destination that would get us outside Patna, and could be reached by train. By sheer process of elimination we ended up heading for a wilder part of the east, around the city of Bettiah, reputed to be a hotbed of kidnappers, and close to areas infested by Maoist rebels known as Naxalites.

Located near the Nepal border about 200 kilometres northwest of Patna, Bettiah was considered so remote and unsafe that the head of security at my firm insisted on an armed escort team. I pleaded that this show of force could backfire by attracting attention, maybe fire as well, and he agreed to withdraw the escort but sent an advance party of four guards to check the area before our arrival. Though present in half a dozen states, the Naxalites were said to be especially active in the Champaran region, where Bettiah is located, and where—as we had all learned growing up—Mahatma Gandhi launched his passive resistance movement against British rule.

By train it was seventeen hours overnight from Delhi to Bettiah. We carried our own food and sneaked in some alcohol, assuming that if this trip turned out to be anything like our last train ride into Bihar, a liquid sedative would be in order. Suffice it to say it was, but despite the filth, the conductor’s sense of social decorum was exquisite.

At a station stop who knows where, in the middle of the night, Prannoy got off to buy a cup of tea, and when the train started moving without him, Radhika leapt up barefoot to alert the conductor that her husband was about to be left behind. ‘Madam,’ responded the shocked conductor, ‘at least wear your slippers!’ He did, however, go looking for Prannoy, who fortunately had jumped back on a few cars ahead of us, without spilling his tea.

Our conversation turned to how Champaran today was less closely associated with Gandhi than with much shadier characters, and indeed a few weeks later film-maker Prakash Jha released Apaharan (Abduction), which described how kidnapping season took off in Champaran when the sugar cane reached full height, providing good cover for the kidnappers.

From Bettiah station we drove straight to Hotel Kishen, which was not really a ‘hotel’ in the normal sense at all. Even the most road-hardened journalists in our caravan were taken aback. The lobby was a sweet shop with flies buzzing around inside the glass display cases, yet sweets appeared to be the main business, lodging secondary. A few doors led off the sweet shop to ground-floor rooms in bizarre shades of green, and our rooms were upstairs, with no plumbing, and geckos hanging on the walls and ceilings. Staff would bring buckets of hot water for washing and flushing the squat toilets, which reminded us of the line about how, in India, ‘running water’ means a worker comes running with the water.

In the middle of the night, Hotel Kishen took me back to my boyhood summers in Bijnor, interrupted by the sound of women screaming as geckos fell off the ceiling, a surprise made more unnerving by the fact that flipping the switch rarely turned on the light. The power was out more often than not, so we ate our evening meals in the dark on the open veranda of the Kishen, which had no dining room or common area other than the fly-infested sweet shop.

Our drivers had arrived at the Kishen the day before we did, describing a harrowing journey across the UP–Bihar border, though fortunately the carjackers had not stopped them with a rock through the windshield. By this point I had started discouraging lunch stops as too time-consuming, and had asked the car company to provide for snacks in our vehicles. The company assigned us an indomitable character named Dinesh Sood, who would help solve every manner of problem the Indian road could throw at us. Over time he became a beloved fixture and a sort of major-domo on all our trips, known to all of us as Mr Sood. Bespectacled, big-hearted and big bellied, Mr Sood packed the boot with bags of namkeen—the popular snacks made in a bewildering variety of local flavours and one thing in common, salt, for which he laid on cases of bottled water and Coke.

At Bettiah’s circuit house—a large government guest house for visiting officials—we met K.J. Rao, the Election Commission’s observer in Bihar, whose phone was ringing off the hook with complaints and requests that he beef up security at the local polling sites. In a state where elections had often been decided by thugs stuffing ballot boxes and dictating votes, there was a lot of buzz about how this one determined man had a chance to make this Bihar’s fairest election ever. Local roads were crawling with teams from the Central Reserve Police Force or CRPF, a 300,000-member national paramilitary force that is often deployed to secure election districts.

The only complaints we heard about Rao and the Election Commission were from Lalu’s party, which before the deadlocked February vote had effectively held power for thirteen years and was closely associated with Bihar’s corruption and lawlessness. Lalu’s supporters said Rao’s crackdown was spreading fear and would suppress turnout and democracy, but it sounded to us like the moralizing of privileged insiders who feared losing their privileges.

Whatever objections Congress leaders had once held to allying with Lalu had also faded after the inconclusive February ballot. Needing each other to win, the two parties were now running together. In response, the BJP had clarified the terms of its deal with Nitish Kumar, stating that if their alliance won, Kumar would become chief minister. The battle lines were much more clearly drawn between Lalu, caste and the old ways on one hand, and Kumar, development and the future on the other.

The other big change for this election was that Kumar, launching the first in what would become a series of creative and politically useful additions to caste categories, invented a new one called EBC—the Extreme Backward Castes, with lower education and income levels than other members of the OBCs. Nitish promised that if he were elected, the EBCs would get special allotments of government jobs.

On the outskirts of Bettiah we went to see a Congress rally where Sonia Gandhi lashed out at the BJP, saying that its Central government had starved Bihar of development funds. Bihar would get its fair share if voters chose the alliance between Congress and Lalu’s Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD), she promised. She also appealed to Muslim fears of the BJP, saying that even under a moderate like Vajpayee the party had fuelled communal venom, for example, by choosing school and college textbooks reflecting their brand of Hindu chauvinism. After the rally, Gandhi met us again in the tent behind the stage but, media-shy as ever, only for a few minutes, saying she had to run to make her next rally.

Meanwhile, L.K. Advani had replaced the ailing Vajpayee as the BJP’s main leader, and he was campaigning under security that was tight but not of SPG standard. Just east of Bettiah we attended an Advani rally in Motihari, the birthplace of George Orwell, whose father was a colonial officer working on the Nepal border in factories that exported opium to China. Years later, his childhood home would be renovated as a tourist attraction but as of 2005 it was in ruins, a dilapidated symbol of how this whole region had fallen into lawless obscurity.

Our regular Patna dinner host, the BJP honcho Ravi Shankar Prasad, showed up at the Motihari rally with his left arm in a cast, saying that a few days earlier an assailant had breached security to get near the podium at a campaign stop and shot him in the arm, before being overwhelmed and brutally beaten by BJP workers. Advani came over to join us, and like Prasad said that despite the attack he had basic confidence in the security that the re-energized Election Commission was providing in Bihar; indeed, he thought the crackdown would restrain Lalu’s party goons.

Next we went to attend a rally for Mulayam Singh Yadav, another reminder of how little political appeal transfers from state to state. Mulayam was chief minister in the neighbouring state of UP, which like Bihar is very large, very poor and lawless in broad swathes. Mulayam comes, broadly speaking, from the same Yadav caste as many people in Bihar, including Lalu, and pitches himself to a similar ‘MY’ coalition of Muslims and Yadavs.

Yet Yadavs were so focused on local issues that a UP leader like Mulayam had no pull across the border in Bihar. His Samajwadi Party had fielded a few candidates, so Mulayam was out campaigning for them, but to little effect. His Bihar rally was one of those where most of the crowd comes to see the helicopter land and then leaves, or hangs around looking bored. It didn’t help that many in the crowd seemed unable to make out Mulayam’s thick UP accent, as he delivered his trademark warnings about the communal threat posed by the BJP and its allies.

The next leg of our route took us on a long, dark and eerie drive south to the village of Dumariya, where we had set up a meeting with a large landowner named Rananjay Sahi. The 50-kilometre journey to his home took us through fields of elephant grass and sugar cane, and by the light of the moon we could see groups of women heading into the fields, working in teams, taking turns relieving themselves as the others stood guard against predators, both animal and human. With no lights coming from the windows of their mud huts, many of the villagers were sitting outside under the moon, eyes staring back at us blankly when caught in the flash of our headlights.

Sahi ushered us into a living room with a dozen or so tiger heads mounted on the yellow cement walls. He assured us that the trophies were taken before India banned tiger hunting in 1971, and recounted how after graduating from one of Delhi’s best colleges, St Stephen’s, he had come home to Dumariya hoping to make a difference. Instead he had seen his hometown remain stuck in poverty for decades. He told of carjackings, of locals kidnapped for a ransom of a hundred rupees or less, of how this snake-infested town was a rough eight-hour drive to Patna and the nearest clinic with anti-venom medicine.

There was not a soul to be seen on the roads as we made our way back to Bettiah, arriving at close to midnight for our second fitful night at the Kishen. Through much of our stay we were escorted around Bettiah by a local reporter, Abhay Singh, often accompanied by his wife and young daughter. Bettiah was much like Bijnor, deeply dull for an urban, educated family like the Singhs. The only visible form of entertainment was a cinema featuring films in Bhojpuri—a language Bihar shares with Fiji and Nepal. The Singhs seemed relieved to engage with outsiders like themselves, and eager to take the family out on the campaign trail for the same reasons I used to go and talk politics on the Bijnor town square. Nothing better to do.

The next morning we headed back towards Patna, hoping to make an afternoon rally for Lalu, but the road was so rocky that the drivers had to crawl along at less than 25 kilometres an hour. The trip took eight hours, and we arrived too late to see Lalu. After all that and three days without plumbing, none of us wanted anything more than a proper bath.

Visiting Bettiah had only deepened our sense that voters in Bihar were no longer satisfied by Lalu’s promises of empowerment for the lower castes, and were increasingly desperate for economic progress. This time that impression proved more accurate. Kumar’s party won around 20 per cent of the vote and one-third of the seats in the state assembly—more than any other party—and formed a government in alliance with the BJP.

What had changed in nine months since the last Bihar election? The BJP’s decision to back Kumar as its choice for chief minister set up a more direct choice between Kumar’s vision of a modern Bihar and Lalu’s traditional caste-based raj. Moreover, by inventing the Extreme Backward Castes and offering them reserved jobs in his government, Kumar effectively stole votes of these marginal groups, including the Nishads, Noniyas and Dhanuks, away from Lalu. Kumar would build on this success by creating new caste and religious categories, and winning over more vote blocs in future elections.

Most commentators thought Kumar had won a ringing mandate for change, despite taking only 20 per cent of the vote, and he was heralded as the great new hope for development in India. Once again, globalized Indians started to say that the formula of ‘Bijli, Sadak, Paani’ could win elections. Even in Bihar, the state once called ‘beyond civilization’, frustrated voters were casting their ballots for modernity—or so many people thought.
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South to Another India

State Assembly Elections, Tamil Nadu, April 2006

If the states of the north have little in common with one another, they have much less in common with the south, where incomes are four to five times higher, years of schooling are longer, and many people have long resented the political dominance of the north. They complain that for every 100 rupees in taxes, Delhi delivers up to 200 rupees in federal funding to populous northern states like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh, as little as thirty to southern states like Karnataka or Tamil Nadu, where we headed on our first southern trip.

For us, as outsiders from the big northern cities, it was extremely difficult to communicate with the Tamils. They heard Hindi the way many Frenchman hear English on French soil, as an offence to the ears, an alien intrusion or, worse, a reminder of the dominance of Delhi. Tamil revolts against rules attempting to establish Hindi as the official national language go back seventy years, to early scuffles over the issue of separatism in Tamil Nadu. Tamil Nadu is 80 per cent Hindu, much like the north, but only 3 per cent of the population speaks Hindi. And if they speak a language other than Tamil, it is usually English.

We landed in Chennai, the capital, and headed straight to the farm town and rail junction of Viluppuram for a meeting with the former film celebrity–turned–chief minister Jayalalithaa. For all the cultural differences between south and north, Jayalalithaa shared much with regional leaders like Mayawati in UP or Mamata Banerjee of West Bengal, whom we would see in action on later trips.

They were ‘supremos’, big party bosses who ruled their parties with unquestioned authority. Many supremos are men, like the Yadavs of both Bihar and UP, and a growing number are, like Modi, single. What bound the three leading female supremos together was that they were all single, and had risen in the man’s world of politics by sheer force of will.

Jayalalithaa won her first term as chief minister in 1991, pioneering the rise of unmarried politicians. This was a surprising turn, given how closely Indian life is bound to family, the intense pressure on single people and especially on women to marry, and the industry that orchestrates ten million weddings a year. Hinduism’s central gods are the perfect couple, husband and wife, Ram and Sita, and many voters not only tolerate but deeply respect dynastic succession.

The Gandhis are the most famous, but the Congress has other dynasties, including the Scindias and the many Singhs. The BJP and every regional party have similar bloodlines with one exception: the communist parties, which are unique in enforcing rules against nepotism. As one writer once commented, ‘While the US is known for its presidential democracy and Britain for its parliamentary democracy, India should be known for its dynastic democracy.’

The more campaigns have become a private enterprise, the more incentive leading politicians have to turn that business over to sons and daughters who won’t rat them out. But that also opened the door to single politicians, who present themselves as clean, free agents, committed only to public service, with no family to empower or enrich. This aura of pristine singlehood has been cultivated aggressively by leaders such as Modi and Mamata Banerjee.

Jayalalithaa’s idiosyncrasies were however unique to her home state. Tamil Nadu has a culture steeped in scholarship and literature, much like West Bengal. While Jayalalithaa was a voracious reader, with a private library of more than 10,000 volumes, Mamata was a prolific Bengali poet and author. Tamil Nadu was different, however, in the way it mixed its scholarly sensibilities with a showy taste for drama, particularly big-screen drama.

As we travelled the south I tried to get a handle on how it had developed a sense of itself as a separate region. Native southerners trace this sentiment to the Self-Respect Movement of the 1920s, which accused northern Brahmins of imposing their language, religion and heritage on racially distinct southern Dravidians. However, demands for a separate southern state never really caught on outside Tamil Nadu, where separatism became deeply entangled with Tamil cinema.

M.G. Ramachandran, popularly known as MGR, was a giant of both Tamil film and Dravidian politics. He would work his party’s demands of justice for Dravidians and non-Brahmins into the plot lines of his films, and hired Dravidian activists as his stars and screenwriters. By 2006, Tamil politics had in fact boiled down to a contest between one of MGR’s former screenwriters, M. Karunanidhi, and one of his former leading ladies, Jayalalithaa.

The rivalry between these Tamil giants reached a bitter peak when Karunanidhi became chief minister in 1996 and had Jayalalithaa charged with corruption and thrown in jail. She stewed there for twenty-eight days, then hit back when she became chief minister five years later, and had Karunanidhi arrested at his home in the dead of night and dragged kicking and screaming to prison.

To add a final cinematic irony, neither MGR nor Jayalalithaa were Tamils; their ethnic roots are in lighter-skinned people from neighbouring Dravidian states: she was a Kannadiga from Karnataka, he was from Kerala. This bias for fairer-skinned stars in politics and film is common across India, but no state melds the political and cinematic as thoroughly as Tamil Nadu does. One reason Tamils cited for the political popularity of film stars in Tamil Nadu was that the average Tamilian sees more films than people of any other state.

To me the most amazing thing about Tamil Nadu are these paradoxes, a state so cerebral and yet so wildly emotional. When we arrived for this trip in 2006, Tamil Nadu had been ruled by MGR or Jayalalithaa or Karunanidhi for nearly four decades, a nearly unbroken string of devotion to celebrity chief ministers. Yet MGR was the last chief minister to get re-elected, and that was back in 1984. Jayalalithaa was in her third term, but had never served consecutive terms. For the previous fifteen years she had been rotating in and out of the chief minister’s office, often swapping places with Karunanidhi. Despite the cult-like devotion Tamil voters showed to both these leaders, they never hesitated to throw them out either.

Neither leader had any trust in the mainstream media, which tended to cover their legal battles as cynical political vendettas, and they would both launch TV stations to spread their message—a strategy that became popular among other parties in other states, including Andhra Pradesh and West Bengal. Karunanidhi’s pioneering Sun TV came to be so closely associated with the DMK that its stock price would fluctuate with the party’s election results. Jayalalithaa followed with her own transparently self-promotional channel, Jaya TV.

Like many regional parties, those led by Karunanidhi and Jayalalithaa are major players in their home state but barely exist outside it. And the national parties are mere supporting actors. The Congress runs a distant third behind the Dravidian parties, yet by switching allegiance can often decide which one runs the state. In 2006, the Congress was switching again, this time abandoning Jayalalithaa for Karunanidhi.

The BJP had barely any presence in Tamil Nadu. Though it is a deeply religious state and home to some of India’s most famous Hindu temples, many voters told us that their brand of Hinduism is more moderate and tolerant than what they were hearing from nationalist politicians up north. The other parties didn’t pay much heed to the BJP since it had taken just 3 per cent of the vote in the last state elections, and thus had little to offer as an alliance partner. The BJP fought this assembly election alone.

In Viluppuram, we found Jayalalithaa napping through the high afternoon heat in the guest house of a prominent local business leader. By then she was said to feel deeply persecuted as a woman who had risen to power in a patriarchal society and never got enough credit for the obstacles she had overcome. Wary of the media, she rarely granted interviews to news outlets other than her own, which only made us more eager to see her.

Viluppuram in April was hot and dry even by southern standards, owing, we were told, to the unusual heat-retaining characteristics of local granite formations. As Jayalalithaa napped, we waited more than two hours in a nearby room, since none of her aides dared disturb her. Upon waking, she scanned the list of twenty people in our group and summoned the four or five she recognized.

The chosen few went in to see the chief minister, her regal girth pressing the sides of her chair, and requested permission for the rest to join, which she graciously allowed. She was courteous, speaking to us in English, but not warm and clearly prone to snap. After she dryly recited a list of her development successes, including a needlessly dull recounting of how she had saved Chennai from water shortages by building a 400-kilometre pipeline to aquifers around the city of Trichy, one of our group tried to warm her up a bit by asking how Tamil Nadu built roads so much better than other states. She responded, ‘Go ask the others why they can’t build better roads.’

Few voters we spoke to questioned Jayalalithaa’s performance. Tamil Nadu’s economy had been growing at a pace of 7 per cent, about the national average. Compared to the monotone poverty of the north, Tamil Nadu had not only replaced greyish brown mud huts with pukka homes, but the pukka was often whitewashed, giving this coastal state an almost Greek-isle charm. Many of the power lines, roads, water facilities, engineering and medical colleges also looked shiny and new. Dotting the countryside were an unusually large number of health clinics, and Ajay Kumar noted that they all had clear, bright, easily read signs broadcasting their presence to the community. To Ajay, known for his meticulous ways as an editor, this was the mark of a relatively competent state.

Even side roads here were a freshly surfaced and smooth invitation to local drivers to let loose, and one of them nearly careened into our lead car on day one—our closest brush yet with death on the Indian highways. Given that India leads the world in traffic fatalities, we’ve been lucky. Later, I asked Ajay how close they had come to a head-on crash and with his usual precision he responded, ‘Eight out of ten.’

Chennai was bubbling with expectation, confident it was emerging as India’s next big IT hub after Bengaluru, and as a mini Detroit with car plants opening around the city. Few residents, however, were confident that Jayalalithaa would ride that buoyant mood to a second term, given the chronic volatility of the Tamil electorate. One voter told us this election was like ‘a cat on the wall’—you couldn’t know which way it would jump.

We set out to follow Jayalalithaa, who was campaigning in a style very different from most Indian politicians. Instead of appearing at mega rallies before crowds in the tens of thousands, she preferred an intimate approach, evoking the close-ups familiar to a former screen actress. She would put on a slow-motion road show, conducted inside her mini-bus. Most Indian politicians, including all the Gandhi family members, prefer to sit in the front seat, leaving the security detail in back, but Jayalalithaa had turned the front seat into a new medium.

She would sit there with a bright light highlighting her face from below, like a statue of the gods, as her mini bus snaked through the crowds. The bright light made her fair skin look that much fairer—a big plus in Tamil Nadu, where people tend to be darker-skinned, and more obsessed with lightness than the rest of India. Followers would lunge towards the light as it approached, as if desperate to touch her face, and some would marvel ‘Vella vellernu errukka!’ How fair she is!

Occasionally, Jayalalithaa would grab a mic and say a few words—eyes seemingly fixed on the horizon, not the crowd right in front of her. After she passed, the crowd by the hundreds would lie down on the ground in her wake, a sign of respect. Many were women, bedecked with gold jewellery on their ears, neck and hands, and they would call her ‘Amma’ or mother. Asked what they wanted from her, many would say a lower price for gold—another Indian obsession that is magnified many times in Tamil Nadu.

Jayalalithaa’s campaign was about personality and presence, but to the extent she spoke about policy, her spin was very different from the development success she had dwelled on with us. Instead, just like Karunanidhi, she offered voters free rice, free TVs and mixers, and other freebies.

Rarely had we seen an election so focused on populist oneupmanship. Candidates in India had always lured voters with campaign gifts, but in the 1970s and ’80s they were generally giving away relatively inexpensive gifts of liquor, blankets or small sums of cash, and making relatively modest promises. But as the gifts grew more generous so did the promises of freebies to come if the candidate won, from kitchen appliances and TVs to laptops and motorbikes.

All this threatened to reduce the vote to a one-off commercial transaction. It has often been said that every new MP comes to office ‘with a lie on his lips’, having spent way more than the rules allowed. And over time the competition to offer the most lavish gifts had only made aspiring politicians more reliant on shady private funding. In recent elections, more than 75 per cent of the funding for Lok Sabha candidates came from individual donors and ‘fixers’ or through illicit ‘black money’ channels, according to a survey led by Professor Jennifer Bussell of the University of California, Berkeley. How else to buy a ‘mixer grinder’ for every family?

* * *

We met Karunanidhi for the first time in Salem, a city famous for its silk, silver and steel, where he proved very different from his brusque rival, often speaking in charming riddles. He had started as a teen bard writing anti-Hindi protest poems, and went on to follow a branch of the Dravidian movement that derided all caste distinctions and religion in general—at one point garlanding pictures of Hindu gods with slippers, the ultimate insult.

Back in 1988, Rajiv Gandhi had quipped that he could never quite tell what lay behind Karunanidhi’s trademark sunglasses, which stand out dramatically against his bald head, and he had had a reputation for inscrutability ever since. By the time we met him he was eighty-three, in need of help walking but mentally sharp as ever. There was talk of dissension in his extended family, which included many grandnephews and children from past wives, and we asked how he managed these conflicts. ‘I am learning,’ he said.

Karunanidhi talked about the independent-minded ways of Tamil Nadu, evident in the names he had given his own children. Like many Dravidian leaders he broke with the Hindu tradition of choosing names with religious significance, drawing instead on communist lore and Tamil literature in naming his son Stalin, his daughter Kanimozhi, which in classical Tamil evokes a lady who speaks gently. Said to be his favourite child, Kanimozhi shared his interest in writing and poetry and served as his closest personal aide.

She joined him in our meeting, proving every bit as quick-witted as her father. When we pointed out how good the roads were, she shot back that the smooth tar had nothing to do with Jayalalithaa: they had improved thanks to the work of a leader from her father’s party who was the national minister for roads. In fact, she said, the roads would be better, but for state government bumbling under Jayalalithaa.

We followed Karunanidhi out on the campaign trail, and like Jayalalithaa he drew frenzied crowds, who prostrated themselves in his wake. On our way from Chennai to Madurai, Karunanidhi supporters swarmed our Innovas, pounding on the hoods, having mistaken us for part of their leader’s convoy. One of our companions, former BBC India correspondent Sanjeev Srivastava, is bald and wears sunglasses like Karunanidhi, and our drivers began to worry that the similarity might trigger a stampede. So they asked Sanjeev to take off the shades for crowd control reasons.

While mass adulation is common in India, Tamil voters take it to a new level, their passion often fuelled by free alcohol. Since the election reforms introduced by Seshan in the 1990s, the spectacle of drunkenness at political rallies had receded in many states, but the booze seemed to be flowing unchecked in Tamil Nadu. Along with free T-shirts, rides and other amusement, all the leading parties were passing out forty rupees and free alcohol to any voter who showed up at their rallies. The booze served as both a down payment on the free food and appliances the parties promised to deliver if elected, and a harbinger of the alcoholism problem we would see hobbling the Tamil economy on future trips.

From Salem we headed further south to Trichy, a clean and orderly oasis amid the chaos of urban India. Trichy had an ascetic feel that stretched from its rare Brahmin temple into our hotel, a minimalist lodging which served meals in traditional Tamil style, on soft banana leaves. Continuing south-west to Madurai, we sensed again the moderate quality of southern Hinduism. Often struggling to converse with voters, we relied heavily on the Tamils among us, including Venu and his wife, the journalist Chitra Padmanabhan, who picked up a certain ‘Dravidian antagonism’ towards the BJP, which had at times proposed downgrading English and local languages and upgrading Hindi as the official language.

For all the emotion behind the Dravidian parties, they were the first regional parties to take power in any Indian state because they were so well organized. Having started out as separatist movements they had learned to lie low, and organized themselves around disciplined ranks of full-time cadres, which to this day have few parallels in India outside of the communist parties and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), the Hindu citizen’s movement where many top BJP leaders got their start in mass politics. In Tamil Nadu, the DMK and AIADMK each claim a party membership of ten million, nearly 15 per cent of the state population. And these cadres are bound to their parties more by commitment to its ideology and charismatic leader than by considerations of caste.

Both leading Dravidian parties pitched a message of ‘Tamil Pride’ to the dominant Gounders and Thevars, mid-level castes that together account for around half of the state’s population. But unlike any other major state in India, Tamil Nadu had not picked chief ministers from among the dominant castes. MGR was a Malayali Menon, Karunanidhi was an Isai Velalar, a minuscule caste associated with the performing arts. Jayalalithaa was an Iyengar Brahmin.

Neither a Gounder nor a Thevar had ever served as chief minister, when we arrived in 2006. That is not to say there was no caste tension—Tamils had been killed for marrying below their caste lines—but to be successful in this state, political leaders had to build support that cut through those lines.

* * *

In his Madurai home, a Balinese-style marvel adorned with Tamil sculptures and artefacts, textile magnate Karumuttu T. Kannan sketched the view from the business elite. Though quite happy with Jayalalithaa’s generally business-friendly policies, many were concerned about an election based on competitive populism, and where all these giveaways would lead. After a sumptuous Chettinad breakfast of appams, idlis and adais, accompanied by various spices and pungent seeds, Kannan took us to the famous Meenakshi Amman Temple, where as a member of the board he had arranged a private visit to an inner sanctuary. Passing the Garbhagriha, the sanctum sanctorum, which was entirely off limits to laypeople, we were ushered through a small doorway and into the Ardha Mandabam, which was described to us as an entirely ‘Brahminical’ antechamber where high priests perform special rituals.

Ignoring my pleas to get back on the election trail, Radhika, always dressed in a chic sari, led a band of mutineers to a sari shop right outside the temple. The owner was promising discounts on hand-loomed Kanjeevaram silk, one of the sartorial glories of India. Though my group sometimes spoofs me as their ‘supreme leader’, moments like this give that nickname the lie, and Simran later recalled this day with some glee as the one when I lost all control of our wanderings.

From Madurai, we drove to the southern tip of India, Kanyakumari, passing along the way what are said to be some of the largest wind farms in the world. They dot the vast grasslands like so many towering white sentinels, a visible sign of how much more modern Tamil Nadu is than other states of India. From the tip itself, a beach where the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea swap tides with the Bay of Bengal, we drove north into the neighbouring state of Kerala, which was also headed to the polls.

Crossing the border took us again into another political culture so different it was dizzying. The language in Kerala, Malayalam, is also from the Dravidian family but Dravidian political parties never caught on here. Kerala has the largest Christian community in India and along with the Muslims these two minority groups form 45 per cent of Kerala’s population. As in Tamil Nadu, caste ties have less impact on election outcomes than well-organized cadres, but the leading castes are the Nairs and the Ezhavas, not Gounders and Thevars. And the most influential cadres are not Dravidians but communists.

In fact, Kerala is the only major state outside West Bengal where a communist party has held power. At one time the social order in Kerala had been uniquely rigid, positioning every group but the Brahmins as outside the caste hierarchy, and deeming the lowest castes not only untouchable but unseeable and unapproachable. Brahmins were not to look at the lowest communities, and to keep between 15 and 30 metres away from them, depending on their rank. Kerala was thus a state ripe for revolutionary ideology, and one where the religion of resentment at established power burns particularly bright.

Since the 1970s, control of the state government had shifted from the communists to the Congress and back with every election. In the border village of Pozhiyoor, we came across a rally where communist party leaders were addressing the crowd in Malayalam, a language we found completely indecipherable, and we had no Keralites on board to translate. With that we gave up on trying to cover the Kerala campaign this time.

Despite dense traffic we retreated at blissfully high speed down the meandering coastal road to the Taj Hotel on Kovalam beach, arriving late in the evening, exhausted. To our relief we found a dinner set up for us at a table on the beach, with a musician singing pop hits from the 1960s and ’70s in English, which at least we could understand.

The returns for Tamil Nadu came in a few days later. Despite all the hype about Chennai and Jayalalithaa’s solid development record, she lost and would have to go back in line to wait her turn. For now, it was Karunanidhi’s turn to be chief minister, for the fifth and likely the last time, given his age. The timeless revolving door of Indian politics continued to turn, tossing the bums out, but with a typically Tamil twist.

In most states, governments can fall on a swing of just 3 to 4 percentage points in the popular vote. In Tamil Nadu, the swings tend to be much larger, 10 to 20 points, and in this election it stayed true to its volatile form. Jayalalithaa saw her share of the vote fall 10 points and her share of seats in the state legislature plummet by more than half to just sixty-one out of 234.

Karunanidhi on the other hand saw his vote share increase by 6 points and his seat total triple to ninety-six, and with his allies in the Congress he managed to form the government. Despite its relatively high level of development and the depth of Dravidian literature and culture, the foundations of Tamil politics remained strangely undeveloped, fleeting and impermanent.
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Downstairs, Upstairs

State Assembly Elections, Uttar Pradesh, April 2007

Back in Uttar Pradesh, state politics had dissolved into a free for all. None of the four major parties in the state assembly had a single important alliance partner, and all were attacking the incumbent, Mulayam Singh Yadav. The Congress was blaming Mulayam for the weak state of the economy, which was missing out on India’s celebrated boom. BJP hardliners were calling Mulayam a ‘Maulana’ or Muslim figurehead. And all of his rivals were accusing Mulayam of running a deeply corrupt administration that was lining the pockets of his fellow Yadavs.

Into this breach stepped Mayawati, who aimed to build a winning plurality with the support of castes alienated by Mulayam’s Yadavcentric administration. To build on her rock-solid base among Dalits, Mayawati decided on a bold strategy, reaching out to Brahmins, who are politically powerful everywhere but at 10 per cent of the population, double the India average, are particularly important in this critical state. Accustomed to a position of great power, the Brahmins felt marginalized by the Yadav government, but drawing them in to support Mayawati would not be easy: no one had forgotten her party’s old call on Dalits to ‘beat all the upper castes with shoes’.

The Brahmins of the Congress had long drawn in Dalit votes with promises of welfare and justice, but that was very different from seeking Brahmin support for a Dalit leader. This gambit was entirely novel, proposing a Downstairs–Upstairs coalition with the Dalits on top. One of her party’s new slogans dropped the caste war attack for a promise of ‘Sarvajana sukhaya, sarvajana hitaya’, a government for everyone’s welfare and everyone’s interests.

Mayawati appealed to Brahmins with an offer of power, not aid or job reservations. In fact, she didn’t campaign actively, appearing at one or two rallies a day—rather than the usual eight or nine typical of any state leader around election time. Instead, she focused her attention on a detailed and well-researched effort to find candidates—including Brahmin ones—who had the best chance to win in each constituency.

At this point in her career, Mayawati was becoming more and more dictatorial in her leadership of the BSP. It had no number two, no succession plan, no plan to make one. Reports from her camp said that Mayawati was subject to increasingly violent mood swings, that staff cowered in her presence, and that she single-handedly collected and managed the party’s funds. On her birthday, supporters came to her home and placed cash donations directly in her hands. Mayawati personally picked BSP candidates and assigned them to constituencies. She was also said to be turning inward, increasingly shielding herself from the press and the outside world, and speaking only to her party lackeys.

To help bring in Brahmins, Mayawati enlisted Satish Chandra Mishra, a lawyer who hailed from a family of Brahmin legal luminaries and had proved his loyalty and utility in court battles with the Yadav government, which had filed multiple cases of malfeasance against her. Mishra was known as a counsel who saw and heard no evil and never spoke out of turn, qualities essential to serving in Mayawati’s kitchen cabinet, and Mishra became its de facto leader. He was not only the rare BSP staffer who had unfettered access to her, but also her eyes and ears to the outside world and her bridge to his fellow Brahmins.

Invoking an age-old Indian image of war elephants stomping down rival soldiers, she talked about how the elephant (her party symbol) would come to power and ‘climb the chest’ of Mulayam’s goons. Many voters we spoke with echoed the underlying charge, that Mulayam ran a lawless government, giving most of the plum jobs to Yadavs, and directing police to turn a blind eye to Yadav hooliganism and bullying. Mayawati called Mulayam’s party a ‘criminal enterprise’, and accused it of promoting gangsterism, robbery and looting.

We caught up with Mulayam at a rally near Seohara in western UP, the same swing constituency we visited in 2002, now witnessing a multi-cornered fight involving all the major parties. Mulayam sounded unnerved and defensive in the face of so many attacks. A career socialist who had often criticized foreign investment in India as a new form of colonialism and development spending as a boon mainly to the rich, he seemed to be bending under criticism of UP’s stagnation on his watch. His warm-up speaker talked up the billions in investment Mulayam had drawn into UP from Europe and the United States, and ticked off a list of the development projects his government had launched. It sounded like he was introducing one of the new breed of development candidates like Chandrababu Naidu, not a traditional caste-conscious socialist like Mulayam.

When Mulayam took the stage, he set about deflecting blows from the BJP, whose hardliners had accused the Samajwadi Party of encouraging Muslim disrespect for Hindutva. They claimed that local Muslims had refused to sing ‘Vande Mataram’, a famous Hindu ode to Mother India. In response, Mulayam—sounding a bit plaintive from his usual perch, standing on a box behind the podium to gain height—insisted that Muslims are patriots too and have no problem singing the praises of the motherland.

Afterward, Mulayam met us in the tent behind the stage, where we zeroed in on the allegations of corruption against his government. I asked him about reports that a businessman named Amar Singh had become his closest aide, raising funds for his campaign, negotiating his deals and also taking care of his family. Wasn’t this kind of businessman an unlikely associate for a champion of the poor? Mulayam responded that close ties between businessmen and Indian socialists were nothing new, noting that Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated at the home of his close associate G.D. Birla, founder of an industrial empire that spanned autos, chemicals, textiles and steel. I let it go, but was tempted to point out that it was a bit of a stretch to compare Amar Singh with a legend like Birla.

The attacks on Mulayam as a Muslim sympathizer reflected the aggressive brand of Hindu nationalism gathering force behind state leaders like Narendra Modi of Gujarat, and it was on full display when we went to a BJP rally in a large open field 20 kilometres east of Bijnor. The scrawny warm-up speaker sounded much like the party extremists I used to listen to as a boy back in the town square. He warned that the Muslim population was exploding, flocking to local terrorist training camps operated by Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). He accused Muslims of butchering ‘anything the Hindu gods have created’—dogs, cats, horses, camels, the sacred cow—and warned them to stop or Hindus would have no choice but to ‘take revenge’ because ‘the cow is our mother’.

Then came the main act: Rajnath Singh, former BJP chief minister in UP. Singh spoke a pure form of Hindi in the classic manner of former Prime Minister Vajpayee, and he too played on religion, but much more subtly. Less anti-Muslim than pro-Hindu, Singh invoked the name of Chandra Shekhar Azad, a Hindu freedom fighter who hailed from this area and from Singh’s own upper caste, the Thakur. Rather than question Muslim patriotism, he turned the issue cleverly on its head, extolling the benefits of singing nationalist odes like ‘Vande Mataram’.

From Singh’s rally we headed about 50 kilometres east to the town of Shahbad, where we came across a cattle fair, a staple of Indian rural life where farmers gather to buy and sell not only cows but horses, goats, donkeys, camels, birds and elephants, which like the cows are used as farm labour. We have often found these fairs fertile ground for straw polls; so we hoped to find out who was the clear front runner here. But people in Shahbad, as in many other UP constituencies, were scattering their votes among all the major parties.

By now the Congress was pinning much of its hope for a comeback in UP on Sonia’s son Rahul. We found him at a rally in Moradabad, a city known for its brassware, where the population is 47 per cent Muslim, more than double the UP average. Despite the party’s waning clout all over the state, the Gandhi name still attracted crowds here. Rahul promised to fix the lawlessness and economic stagnation that had festered under Mulayam, but his words were dry and clinical, the reaction muted. I approached Rahul when he came down to shake hands with voters at the bamboo barricades that cordon off the stage, and he agreed to meet us later at his hotel, a new Best Western in Moradabad.

Not only was it stunning to see a big American chain hotel in Moradabad, the kind of town where hotels of any kind had been scarce only a few years earlier, but this particular property was an over-the-top departure from the commercially safe décor that chains like Best Western favour in the United States. Ushered inside, we found a lobby decorated with opulent chandeliers and marble statues of Hindu apsaras with pointed breasts, completely unexpected amid the grey poverty and conservative mores of western Uttar Pradesh.

Outside was another spectacle, with hundreds of supporters waiting to see Rahul, a reflection of how power and patronage within the Congress party were concentrated in his family’s hands. In any country, there is always a long queue of people waiting to suck up to powerful politicians, but in India this pressure is multiplied by fifty, even a hundred times. Since there are no wholesale solutions to the challenges posed by the broken state, people seek retail fixes from elected officials. Whenever you see a major politician you also see a crowd of supplicants like the one waiting for Gandhi outside the Best Western. Under this cloud of constant expectation and abject sycophancy, it is extremely tough for politicians to keep their heads on straight, tougher if you are a fifth-generation Gandhi.

Rahul finally arrived after 9 p.m., having just finished his campaign day, dressed in what had become his trademark campaign outfit: white kurta-pyjama and black sandals. Over the course of our two-hour meal, Rahul spoke for one hour and 59 minutes, sounding a bit like a fresh graduate eager to pass on newly absorbed theories about how the real India works. He held forth at length on caste politics in UP to a group of seasoned journalists, some of whom had been covering UP before he was born. When one of us slipped in a question, he bridled at the interruption, complaining that ‘you disturbed my train of thought’.

Rahul was accompanied by Satish Sharma, a senior Congress aide who had been a close friend of his father Rajiv. Normally in India sons would refer to a father’s old friend with an endearing honorific like ‘Uncle’ but Rahul opted for the nickname his father used, Captain, a reference to Sharma’s experience as an airline pilot. The overall impression he left us was of youth, a sense of complete power that divorced him from Indian ways, including respect for elders. Yet, given the cloud of sycophants that constantly shadows the Gandhis and the closeted lives they are forced to live behind a wall of security, the surprise would be that someone like Rahul could come out differently, especially in the initial years as an untested politician.

We were staying 80 kilometres from Moradabad in the Claridges resort at Jim Corbett National Park, the same tourist destination where we had stayed in 2002. Eager to meet Mayawati and other key figures I tried to extend our stay by an extra day, but not surprisingly, Claridges did not have room for twenty. After a frantic hunt we wound up 50 kilometres away at The Manor in Kashipur—a grandly named but barebones hotel near the Uttarakhand border—and failed to reach Mayawati anyway. Her staff told us that since Mayawati was limiting her rally appearances to manage the campaign from Lucknow we would have to come to the capital to see her—but that was a twelve-hour drive.

From Kashipur we drove to the nearby town of Thakurdwara to meet a Rajput politician who had also turned on the Congress. He turned out to be a living embodiment of the warrior prince clichés that surround his caste. When we arrived around 11 a.m., a crowd of courtiers was waiting outside his home, which was perhaps ten times bigger than its neighbours, and had a phalanx of cars and SUVs parked outside. His attendants told us the master of the house was taking a bath, then ushered us into the living room. Stuffed toy tigers sat watching us from the centre table, and portraits of his male forebears brandishing broad swords and large moustaches hung on the walls. I was reminded that back in the 1960s and ’70s a saying in these Rajput regions went: ‘Mooch nahin toh kuchh nahin.’ If you don’t have a moustache you have nothing.

Our host emerged from his morning routine around noon, and made clear that his real loyalty was to Rajputs, not party. Despite family ties to the Congress, he had joined the BJP when it offered him a ticket to run, simple as that. Asked by Dorab whether he would vote for a Rajput from any party over a non-Rajput from his own, he said without hesitation, ‘The Rajput.’ Our conversation then turned to a discussion of the glorious years before AD 1500, when Rajput kings ruled much of north and central India, leaving a code of honour their ancestors live by to this day: ‘Raghukul reet sada chali aayi praan jaye par vachan na jayi.’ Rajputs will be happy to die before going back on their word.

After starting back to Delhi we got intel that Sonia Gandhi was addressing a rally in the town of Amroha, not far off our route, and detoured there to hear her speak. She pitched her national government’s achievements and the Gandhi family legacy, and afterward we heard through her aides that Sonia wanted to meet us for tea at a nearby guest house, apparently eager to debrief us on our meeting with Rahul.

Alas, the mobile phone coverage was so spotty, we could not get back to her aides before Sonia had choppered back to Delhi. By this point, mobile networks had largely wiped out the manned phone booths that once employed a million Indians, and could be found in any small town, advertised with the bold black letters ‘STD/ISD/ PCO’—a jargon-filled acronym for public landlines. Even in the late 1990s we were using these cheap pay phones all over India and at times like this we missed them.

When the results came in, Mayawati won more comfortably than we expected. She took a chunk of Brahmin and other upper-caste voters disillusioned with the BJP. Coupled with her usual Dalit support, that was enough to propel Mayawati to power. With a little more than 30 per cent of the total vote, her BSP won 208 of the 400 seats in the UP assembly. It was the first time a Dalit party had ever won an absolute majority in an Indian state election.

My grandfather and his Bijnor circle would have been alarmed, to say the least, but most observers celebrated Mayawati’s victory as a historic step forward for India, a sign that democracy was working to uplift the Schedule Castes. Surely this novel Downstairs–Upstairs coalition—with Dalits playing senior partner to Brahmins—signalled a welcome easing of the ancient caste order. For years, Indians had voted their own caste because they trusted no one else to fight their battles with the broken state. But here in UP, Brahmins and some other upper castes had rallied behind a Dalit whom they all saw as tough enough to free the state government from the control of a ‘goonda raj’.

To me, the louder message was that Indians will do whatever it takes to toss the bums out, even if it means allying with a caste enemy. For decades, Mayawati, Mulayam and the BJP had rotated in and out of the chief minister’s office, often because two of them allied against the third, and left one chunk of the vote bloc out in the cold. The only real difference in the Downstairs–Upstairs coalition was that these bedfellows were more unexpected than most. Did it reflect a new bond between Brahmins and Dalits, or their old shared dislike for Yadavs? The real test would be whether the Dalits and Brahmins would remain united five years down the road.
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Live Lion Bait

State Assembly Elections, Gujarat, December 2007

We landed in Gujarat’s largest city, Ahmedabad, and found its six-million-plus inhabitants deeply in thrall to their chief minister. Our first meeting was a breakfast with Keshubhai Patel, who had been replaced by Narendra Modi as the BJP chief minister back in 2001. Meeting at his place over a classic Gujarati breakfast spread of dhoklas, khandvi and bhaji, Patel talked about how Modi had recently paid him a public visit but it was all for show, a phony display of party solidarity. In private, said Patel glumly, Modi was ignoring him completely. Patel said he felt like ‘a lion whose pride has been taken over by a rival’.

This was our first hint of the personality cult that was building around Modi, and the unique leader he would become. He was creating the character of ‘Modi’, a solo act with one name, blending a modern promise of development with an old-fashion pitch to Hindutva to build an unshakable base among India’s 80 per cent Hindu majority. Though his Ghanchi caste had recently been re-categorized as an OBC, and he had told stories of selling tea at his family’s rail station kiosk as a boy, he was not appealing for votes based on lower caste or class solidarity. He was expanding the BJP’s traditional caste base in Gujarat—which included upper-caste Patels and the Bania trading community—to unite all Hindu castes under the Hindutva banner. And Gujarat was clearly just a springboard for his national ambitions.

In a country where Mahatma Gandhi had set a high bar for humility, and where many politicians adopt the pose of humble public servants thrust reluctantly into the limelight, Modi carried himself with unabashed ego and swagger. Eschewing the praise normally lavished on party bosses, Modi never mentioned national BJP chieftains like Vajpayee and Advani, even when they were campaigning in his state. At least in the minds of Modi and his supporters, he was already the biggest name in the BJP.

Modi turned this contest into a celebration of all he had done for Gujarat and could do for India. As the campaigning got under way, rising prices for oil and other raw materials continued to fuel an unprecedented worldwide boom in emerging economies. India was riding the wave, growing faster than 8 per cent for the fourth year in a row. The state of Gujarat was rising with the wave as well, but many voters here attributed its economic success to one local source: Modi.

They said Modi had run Gujarat like a CEO, reining in corruption, cutting red tape, promoting competent and honest bureaucrats, and turning Gujarat into a national model of development. Under Modi, Gujarat’s economy had grown at an average pace close to 12 per cent. That remains a record, the fastest rate posted under any chief minister in any major state, going back to the start of state GDP records in the early 1980s.

Gujarati businessmen told us that Modi lacked completely the deep suspicions of the private sector that had long animated the Congress party, indeed most parties in India. They said he was not only willing to listen to their long PowerPoint presentations on the obstacles faced by private enterprise, but also to act, pushing through approvals in record time. Many cited the way he had pushed forward construction of dams on the Narmada river, begun in 1961 but delayed repeatedly by the protests of villagers defending their land, and activists, artists and writers like Medha Patkar and Arundhati Roy, arguing that big dams sever the link ‘between humans and the planet they live on’.

Modi’s supporters said in reply that damming the Narmada had already made power available twenty-four hours a day, provided running water to millions, and helped to trigger a farming boom in a state long ravaged by droughts. Agriculture had grown at an annual pace of more than 10 per cent under Modi, faster and more stable than the rest of India. Long known for its dairy farming, Gujarat was investing the profits to expand into fruits, vegetables, wheat and cotton. And Modi was said to be driving it all, subsidizing farm investment in modern water-saving techniques like drip irrigation, and new technologies including a strain of cotton genetically resistant to the bollworm.

To an extent, Modi shared his practical focus on development with other recent chief ministers like Chandrababu Naidu, Ashok Gehlot and Nitish Kumar, but there was a big difference. Outside Gujarat we had never heard voters express such overwhelming faith that their man could get the job done. By force of personality Modi was shattering the ingrained cynicism of voters who despaired of ever finding a leader who could make India’s dysfunctional state work for them. This election was the first in which we heard Gujaratis call Modi ‘Superman’, using the English word, and capturing the sense that he could leap tall obstacles mortal leaders could not.

Indeed Modi’s detractors—who focused mainly on his record of stirring up animosity to Muslims—admitted to us that he ran a very efficient administration. Under him, Gujarat had vastly expanded the reach of four-lane highways, access to running water, and power production, while reducing crime. Modi’s government had installed meters in many businesses, and sent some power thieves to jail. In one market, a shop owner extolled Modi for expanding the power grid, and when we asked why then his lights and fan were switched off, he said he had to pay for power now, so he didn’t use it during the day. Yet like many voters he seemed satisfied that Modi was bringing order to the chaos of India.

There was another, darker difference between Modi and development-focused chief ministers like Naidu or Kumar, who tended to position themselves as modern in all ways, including tolerance for all religions and castes. Modi did not. After coming to power in 2001, Modi would be widely accused of allowing, if not encouraging, deadly Hindu–Muslim riots the following year. In the wake of the violence he had called new elections and won. By 2007, five years later, Hindu voters had moved on to glory in Gujarat’s economic progress, and most Muslim voters had fallen silent about lingering tensions.9

Modi was playing the Hindu nationalist card as aggressively as any BJP leader in the country, in words crafted to rouse, not calm the tension. In a case then working its way through the courts, Congress leaders had argued that India should be concerned about Hindu as well as Muslim terrorists. Modi had attacked that case in one of his trademark rhetorical devices, the barrage of leading questions: ‘Are you a Hindu? Can a Hindu ever be a terrorist as the Congress says?’ The crowds roared their approval, and Modi promised them that he would ‘never do anything to appease anyone’.

It was the same line of BJP attack I had heard back in my Bijnor summers: by appeasing Muslims, the Congress had encouraged Muslim terror, lawlessness and presumptuous demands for favourable treatment by the government. Modi made this case in a code that anyone could hear, you didn’t need a dog’s ears. He would ask crowds, for example, whether under his rule women had any reason to fear ‘Alia-Malia-Jamalia?’ The string of Muslim-sounding names made clear whom Modi was blaming for crimes against Gujarati women.

When we went to hear Sonia Gandhi, she was trying hard to revive memories of the 2002 riots, and use them to poke a hole in Modi’s popularity. At a rally near the city of Rajkot she went after Modi hard, calling him the ‘Maut Ka Saudagar’, or Merchant of Death, and accusing him of supporting the police killing of terror suspects. But she was stumbling onto a field where he was master, the politics of anger.10

Modi turned the tables on Sonia, protesting to crowds that he was merely trying to contain terror and protect Hindus, while the Congress was soft on terror and pro-Muslim. When he asked what should be done with the likes of Sohrabuddin Sheikh, a suspect with alleged ties to Muslim terrorists who had been killed in Gujarat police custody in 2005, his supporters responded with chants of ‘Kill him! Kill him!’

On the last night of our travels we set up a dinner meeting with Modi at The Imperial Palace Hotel in Rajkot, a newly opened property with a gym and round glass elevators or ‘bubble lifts’, modern emblems of the real estate boom that was sweeping industrial cities like this one. Trying to get wine for dinner was an adventure, however. Unlike Tamil Nadu, where booze flows like water, Gujarat imposed prohibition in 1960, limiting liquor sales to state-run stores that are open only to customers who can prove they are not Gujarat residents. We filled out the necessary application forms, amused that the first line asked us for the ‘bewade ka naam’, which means the ‘name of the drunkard’.

The jabs of a prohibition-state bureaucracy thus absorbed, we went and got our whiskey and wine, then waited for Modi to arrive. He came into the room with just one aide, Vijay Rupani, who sat in the corner, his body language so self-effacing that our team remembered it nearly a decade later when Modi rewarded Rupani for his devotion by making him chief minister of Gujarat.

Thus began one of the most contentious meetings I had ever been part of. Many BJP members had been raging at news channels for implicating Modi in the Gujarat riots of 2002 without trial or evidence, and I came in fearing that this spark could easily ignite. It didn’t blow up immediately. Simran, who has a knack for questions that sound soft but expose true character, asked Modi where he had learned to speak so powerfully. He responded with signature self-assurance, ‘It is a gift I was born with, I didn’t learn this anywhere.’

Modi wanted to talk about all he had done for development, but many in our group wanted to press him on the riots. Prannoy Roy led the grilling. India’s most celebrated English TV news anchor, Prannoy is known for his comfortably probing style, and is as gracious in private as he is in public. I had known him since the mid-1990s and had rarely seen him as upset as he was with Modi that evening, demanding in various ways to know why Modi could not apologize for what happened in 2002.

Modi was dismissive, saying there was no evidence of his involvement, so why apologize? He went on to argue that there had been complete harmony in the state and no further riots since 2002, and that he could take us around to meet Muslims who would tell us how happy they were in Gujarat. Prannoy shot back that he had just gone to Beijing, where leaders offered to introduce him to journalists willing to testify to how free they were in China.

Tension rose in the room like floodwater. Prannoy kept pushing Modi, urging him to restrain his rhetoric and offer some gesture of reconciliation to Muslims, an expression of sympathy for the hundreds of kin they lost in the riots. Venu and Chitra pressed the same point but Modi responded with a blank look when Venu suggested that he create a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, modelled on the one South Africa had established to investigate abuses of the apartheid era.

Modi kept turning the conversation back to development, but that subject too turned testy when some of the women in our group said his development record was skewed to helping men: female literacy remained quite low. For over an hour the running battle kept circling back to the riots, until Modi ended it abruptly, then refused to stay for dinner.

When I thanked him for coming, Modi said darkly, ‘What happened here isn’t good.’ As Shekhar and Senthil walked him out, Modi expressed his deep bitterness. Looking back I suspect this encounter and others like it helped explain why Modi and his party became increasingly hostile to the press. Many in the media did not let Modi and his key aide, Amit Shah, forget the Gujarat riots for years to come.

We left the Rajkot hotel with a sense of foreboding, not of anything specific, but who knows what might happen in a state so thoroughly under the spell of a strongman known as the lion of Gujarat. Modi was already known to keep a close watch on the media, and to call newspaper owners to influence coverage.

Our mood was uneasy as we headed towards our next stop, the Gir forest, the only place in India where lions can still be found in the wild. Gujarat protects its monopoly on these rare Asiatic cats and—despite overpopulation in the Gir forest—refuses to send any to neighbouring states like Madhya Pradesh. As forest officials guided us into the jungle the next morning, we were a bit more jumpy than normal.

It seemed odd that the officials managed to guide us straight to the lions, as if they had been herded there for our benefit. Guards stood around us, armed only with sticks, which seemed utterly inadequate, but there were no surprises until we began the drive back to the hotel. As we bumped along, the rear door of the van in front of us swung open, revealing a water buffalo crammed into the back.

Far from conspiring to stage an unfortunate ‘accident’, park officials had been a bit too eager to make sure we saw the lions, and loaded the buffalo into the van, hoping its scent would help draw in the big cats. Over our travels we had often enjoyed the excesses of Indian hospitality, none more of a relief than the live lion bait.

Gir does have a political claim to fame too: of more than 800,000 polling stations in India, only one opens for one voter, deep in this remote forest. Thanks to rules requiring that no voter shall have to travel too far, the Election Commission sends a team of seven officials to record the votes of Guru Bharatdas Darshandas, caretaker of a small temple in the park, who has said he appreciates this personal service as a sign of how deeply India values democracy.

The Gujarat election ended, as expected, in a kind of coronation for Modi. The BJP strengthened its majority to two-thirds of the seats in the Gujarat assembly, and fuelled the buzz we had already heard gathering on earlier trips, about Modi as a future national candidate. At this point, no state chief minister, even those with a global reputation like Naidu, had ever managed to win much support outside their home state.

But Modi was different in so many respects from other Indian politicians. He did not fall into the old school camp of politicians who play to caste and religion, or new schoolers like Naidu who play to economic development. Modi was both, a staunch Hindu nationalist openly playing to anti-Muslim sentiment, and promising not only to promote development, but to push it with a strongman’s touch. Modi thus tapped into the two deepest strains of frustration among Hindu voters: the sense that earlier governments had been coddling Muslims, and failing to generate real economic progress.

Though Indian journalists often work in fear of powerful chief ministers, speaking to Gujarati reporters we got a sense that they feared Modi with a special intensity, given the stories about how Gujarat’s ultra-efficient administration had kept a tab on rivals, the deaths of suspects in police custody and, of course, the riots of 2002. None of that seemed to matter to his growing base of support. If generating real progress in India required that democracy make room for a strongman, many voters felt, so be it.

Modi’s landslide re-election win defied the Indian impulse to throw the bums out, and people began to wonder whether there was anything beyond Superman’s reach? The victory fuelled a growing sense that Modi was the rare figure who could rise above the fragmenting Indian electorate, and form a government with a large enough majority to govern unimpeded.

Modi’s crushing majority of seats in the Gujarat state assembly had, however, obscured a less impressive haul in the popular vote. In the typical state elections, there are three or four major parties in the fray. In Gujarat, there were only two, yet Modi fell short of winning a majority of the vote. The BJP took 49 per cent, the Congress got 38 per cent, the rest of the vote scattered among nearly forty other parties. If a strongman at the peak of his popularity could not win an outright majority in his home state, it hinted at how difficult it would be for any leader to dominate a democracy as diverse as India.
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The ‘Man Next Door’ of Indian Politics

State Assembly Elections, Madhya Pradesh, November 2008

That rich diversity was again on display eleven months later, when we headed to Madhya Pradesh, another state in the Hindi-speaking heartland which was also under a BJP chief minister—but one who seemed to be establishing himself as the ‘un-Modi’. Unlike his egotistical and stern-faced counterpart in Gujarat, Shivraj Singh Chouhan was always self-effacing, smiling, and as quick to describe himself as a team player as he was slow to take personal credit for the boom engulfing Madhya Pradesh, one of the poorest states in northern India.

Two months earlier the fall of Lehmann Brothers in New York had triggered the global financial crisis, which was already slowing growth across the world. Yet India was on track to post its fifth straight year of growth above 8 per cent—a first in its history. This run of good times was transforming Madhya Pradesh, where we found small towns beginning to sprout malls, glitzy billboards, multiplexes, auto showrooms and offices of Indian multinationals like Infosys.

Staying at the Noor-us-Sabah Palace hotel in Bhopal, the capital city, we were taking our after-dinner walk one night when we heard the rumble of four-stroke engines and, an instant later, saw a line of young men shoot past us on motorcycles, riding wheelies—a common sight, we were later told, among a subculture of young men who aspire to be Bollywood stunt riders. It felt like we had stepped into the exciting heart of the Indian boom, here in the heartland of India.

On our train ride into Bhopal the food was almost as disgusting as the carpets, an experience so miserable we would subsequently abandon train travel in India unless there was absolutely no option. Yet the capital itself was a revelation. Forever linked in the popular mind to one of the worst industrial accidents in world history—the 1984 gas leak from a Union Carbide plant that killed 4000 and poisoned half a million—Bhopal turned out to be one of the best organized, greenest and best preserved metropolises we had visited in India.

As we had seen in places such as Kanpur and Dehradun, many Indian towns and cities bear architectural vestiges of colonial rule, from clock towers to gymkhanas, but they are often broken, abandoned, or paved over. In Bhopal, at least one remained: the tree-lined ‘Thandi Sadak’ or Cool Road, where the British once took their evening strolls, shaded from the sun, and Indians were not allowed. In Bhopal, Thandi Sadak remained a vibrant artery, lined on both sides by sumptuous trees.

Bhopal is also known as the Lake City, and these lakes are largely free of the illegally built docks and shacks that line most urban lakes in India. In the Shyamla Hills neighbourhood of Bhopal, overlooking one of its pristine lakes, was the chief minister’s official bungalow, where we met Chouhan.

He had risen to become chief minister when the Hindu nationalist firebrand Uma Bharti was forced to resign in 2004, facing arrest on charges of murder, rioting and assault stemming from an outbreak of communal violence in the state of Karnataka.11 Bharti had supported Chouhan on the assumption that he was a humble sort who would happily keep the seat warm for her. Indeed, he had developed a reputation as the ‘man next door’ of Indian politics—the neighbour everyone could get along with—but he had leveraged that reputation to tighten his hold on power, not warm a seat for anyone.

Hosting us in his living room, he came across as that rare politician so comfortable with himself that he instantly puts everyone at ease—basically the opposite of the many more prickly BJP kingpins. On the explosive subject of sectarian relations, the chat among Chouhan and his aides was all about ‘HM’—a friendly acronym for Hindu–Muslim that captured the spirit of relations here in MP, at least as Chouhan’s circle saw it.

We followed Chouhan to a rally in the temple town of Ujjain, 200 kilometres east of Bhopal, and found roads that were all dirt and bumps only a decade earlier now paved and smooth. Like Modi, Chouhan was one of the new generation chief ministers pushing development as a priority. And like Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh was enjoying a very high growth rate in the agriculture sector—always a huge boon to political leaders, given the preponderance of votes in rural areas.

Unlike Modi, however, Chouhan was also spending the tax revenue generated by rapid growth to launch all manner of new populist welfare schemes. And on the campaign trail, he spoke mainly of the schemes; subsidized rice at 1 rupee per kilo, economic and health support for pregnant women and national savings certificates for women who have a girl child. Chouhan, among many candidates, appeared to have taken a lesson from Naidu’s defeat: development is not enough to win elections, so best to launch welfare schemes as well.

Right outside Ujjain we ran into a rally for Bharti, now a fringe player. After being forced out as chief minister, Bharti had tangled with the BJP bosses and broken away to form her own party. Here in Ujjain she was campaigning with the RSS activist and fellow ideologue K.N. Govindacharya, who had been expelled from the BJP in 2000 after saying that Vajpayee was ‘just a mask’ and Advani was the party’s real, more openly conservative face. Together they drew a desultory crowd of a few hundred, which seemed unmoved by their virulent attacks on the BJP. Bharti asked voters to reward her for her tireless campaign, pointing to her sun-darkened skin and telling the crowd: ‘Look what the BJP has made of me.’

After the crowd had dispersed we spoke to Bharti and Govindacharya by the roadside, and he blamed Vajpayee for the current ‘economic mess’. Since the economy continued to grow at a healthy 8 per cent with low inflation long after Vajpayee had left office, Govindacharya was talking about morals, not results: he complained that Vajpayee had welcomed foreign investment, promoting a business environment in which ‘crass consumerism’ was allowed to flourish.

When Venu asked him about the socialist and anti-foreign economic agenda of the RSS, which seemed so far to the left of BJP leaders like Vajpayee or especially Modi, who was busily courting multinational investors, Govindacharya said: ‘I regard anyone in genuine pursuit of truth and knowledge as a saint. In this sense I regard Karl Marx as a saint!’

Govindacharya had also turned on Advani, who was now the likely BJP prime ministerial candidate in the 2009 general elections. Advani had long since softened his tone on Muslims, even lavishing praise on the founder of Pakistan, Muhammad Ali Jinnah, on a 2005 visit to Islamabad. This shift towards the tolerant centre appalled Govindacharya, who told us that Advani was trading the politics of ‘conviction’ for ‘convenience’, and that he symbolized the lack of talent in BJP ranks. He even claimed that Modi was not treating Hindus respectfully, saying that the Gujarat chief minister had demolished not only mosques but also Hindu temples to make room for new roads.

From these conversations on the conservative fringe we moved on to MP’s most populous city, Indore, whose residents seemed immersed in local rivalry with Bhopal, saying their food was better, their water superior and their universities more impressive. Sometimes called ‘mini-Mumbai’ for its strong business culture, we had a choice of nice hotels and, as luck would have it, booked the same one as Advani, the Landmark Fortune.

We dined with Advani that night, and found him anything but the fearsome ideologue. At eighty-one, he came across as a friendly and personable family man—he was travelling with his daughter Pratibha. Tall and thin, he was remarkably fit compared to most Delhi-based politicians, who have been known to celebrate victories by stuffing each other’s mouths with ladoos. ‘How come you still have such a radiant face?’ asked Simran, inspiring a brief talk from Advani on the benefits of long walks every morning, milk every night, and a vegetarian, oil-free diet—home-cooked whenever possible. This night out, he ordered nothing but warm milk and kesar (saffron), the Kashmiri herb known for its medicinal qualities.

Far from playing the cocksure RSS-trained firebrand, Advani admitted that in 2004 he and the party had made a crucial mistake by campaigning under the ‘India Shining’ slogan, which opened them up to ridicule as grandees out of touch with the tens of millions of voters struggling just to get by. He allowed, however, that during Manmohan Singh’s reign as prime minister, the Congress had exposed itself to a similar backlash, since newspapers were full of breathless reports of new millionaires and billionaires emerging from the economic boom—even as more Indians fell below the poverty line. At the time, academics were vigorously debating whether the ranks of the impoverished were growing or shrinking, but Advani was clearly right about the popular perception that wealth was concentrating at the top.

We were left with the impression of an adept party organizer with surprising charm, remarkable personal discipline, and one big blind spot. Advani seemed certain that the growing backlash against Singh, and the culture of wealth and cronyism flourishing in Delhi and Mumbai, would propel him into the prime minister’s office soon. He discussed at length his future cabinet, running through the names he was considering for posts like finance and defence.

We had seen Advani campaigning outside Indore, and couldn’t help thinking he was getting ahead of himself. His dry performance, in a voice as rasping and stern as when we first saw him back in 1998, reinforced our sense that he lacked the mass appeal of a Vajpayee. There was reason to wonder whether he could survive the growing challenge from another master public performer like Narendra Modi.

There was also the immediate obstacle at hand. Madhya Pradesh was one of four states, along with Chhattisgarh, Delhi and Rajasthan, going to the polls, and Advani seemed to assume that the BJP was poised to sweep all four, building momentum for the general elections in 2009. The morning after our dinner with Advani we headed north into Rajasthan, which proved yet again how dramatically political players and issues change from state to state.
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‘The Super Chief Minister’

State Assembly Elections, Rajasthan, November 2008

Rajasthan was another large state in the Hindi heartland with a moderate and development-focused BJP chief minister, but the similarities with MP ended there. The Rajasthan state economy was growing at a faster pace, 9 per cent, yet the mood of voters was much darker, owing in large part to reports of corruption under Chief Minister Vasundhara Raje and her ‘Super Chief Minister’, the well-connected businessman Lalit Modi.

Some voters had glowing things to say about Raje, praising her government for promoting economic growth, improving the roads, applying fresh coats of paint and installing night lights that had transformed many of the state’s forts and palaces into tourist attractions of European quality. Many saw Raje—the first female chief minister of Rajasthan—as a living embodiment of social progress. They were impressed that a woman with her regal lineage had shown a genuine knack for connecting with voters, whether in cities or poor towns. Despite some grumbling inside her camp about how Raje could be a ‘maharani’ or queen in dealing with staff, most voters seemed favourably impressed. Students told us they liked her stylish saris and fashion sense.

Behind all this, however, was the drumbeat of reports and rumours about how Raje had handed over much of the decision-making authority in her administration to Lalit Modi (who is no relation to Narendra Modi). A flamboyant real estate developer and entrepreneur, Lalit Modi had just launched the Indian Premier League, a fast-paced cricket tournament. He had established himself as a fixture in the gossip pages, living larger than life, travelling with an entourage, constantly surrounded by famous industrialists and Bollywood stars. Through his family ties to Raje he had risen to place of high influence behind her throne, which is how he earned the unofficial title of ‘Super Chief Minister’.

Modi was, however, just an extreme case of a classic type, the connected private businessman, and the conversations in our Innovas turned to how these characters thrive in India. The fact that India does not provide public funding for elections not only forces candidates to turn their campaigns into a private business, it also puts pressure on them to keep raising funds once in office. They need to recover the investment made to win the last election, and start putting money away to hold on to power in the next one. The private businessmen they tap for campaign funds can morph into permanent shadow ministers, in charge of raising funds in return for favours and privilege. Lalit Modi was only one example of a type we had seen before, including the Samajwadi Party’s Amar Singh in Uttar Pradesh, and would see many times more.

When political funding is flowing as cash in suitcases, money intended for the party treasury can easily find its way into private accounts. Allegations of corruption against seated leaders tend to stick, not only because there is often an element of truth to them. Voters realize that every politician who wants to win has to raise more money than the election rules allow, and thus is likely stashing funds somewhere. There are few 100 per cent clean politicians: the cleaner ones are those who spend hidden funds on the party and the campaign, the dirtier ones put it in their own pockets for personal use.

Often, challengers need not bother with the hard work of developing an alternative policy agenda; all they need to do is sit and wait for the corruption allegations to come out, or make some up. If the candidate has been pocketing party funds, the leaks often come from disgruntled party insiders, and are timed to inflict maximum damage.

In Rajasthan, the challengers were having a particularly good time watching Raje try to explain away the influence she appeared to have handed to a character like Lalit Modi.12 He had established a brashly imperious reputation in a past role as head of the Rajasthan Cricket Association, when he would walk around Jaipur’s Sawai Mansingh stadium expelling rivals and random others. At a 2005 match between India and Sri Lanka, Modi had walked up to me without a word and grabbed the ID hanging from my neck, checking to see that I had the right ticket for the VIP box.

Though he was based in Mumbai, Lalit Modi was said to operate in Rajasthan from the presidential suite of the Rambagh Palace hotel where, depending on various reports, state ministers would line up to seek favours, or to receive orders.13 All Raje’s pluses as a pioneering woman with a common touch and strong development record were dimmed by opposition attacks on the rise of Lalit Modi as an ‘extraconstitutional authority’ in her government.

Since we had left Madhya Pradesh, our companion Sanjeev, who has deep roots in Rajasthan, had been working the phones, trying to arrange a meeting with Raje’s leading rival, Ashok Gehlot, the former chief minister whose defeat had stunned us five years earlier. Gehlot had told Sanjeev he was willing to wait a bit after his coming rally in the Rajasthan city of Chittorgarh, if we could traverse the 325 kilometres from Indore in reasonable time.

The highways on the MP side of the border proved nearly impassable. Construction work had turned our route into a maze of towering gravel piles and torn-up sections of concrete. Just outside Nagda, an ancient city that had flowered into an industrial centre and railway junction, we took a wrong turn somewhere in the construction labyrinth and got lost for four hours. Getting lost was nothing new, but this detour set a new low.

At one point we found ourselves pulled off on the dusty roadside, maps spread out on the hood of an Innova, all gathered around trying to figure out where we were. The trip turned into a fourteen-hour marathon—a dolphin could have swam the distance to Chittorgarh just as fast—and we arrived long past the point when Gehlot had had to move on. Checking into the sixteenth-century Bassi Fort Palace, built by a scion of the local Sisodia dynasty and later converted into a hotel, it was run by a Rajput couple so hospitable it was almost worth getting lost to meet them. Some in our crew said they found the palace’s desolate setting and dimly lit halls strangely charming, thanks perhaps to the warmth of our hosts, as if we had stumbled onto the set of the Bollywood comic-horror classic, Bhoot Bangla, or Haunted Mansion.

The next morning we left this intriguing corner of Rajasthan and carried on towards Jaipur. Soon we were flying along a smooth six-lane highway, another reminder of how rapidly the pace of progress can change from state to state. Near the city of Ajmer, we passed one of the largest gas plants in Asia, which had turned this area into a major transportation hub. Locals told us that the impact of the global financial crisis—then two months old—had already cut demand for truck parts like axles by 30 per cent. The easy roads encouraged a detour to a famous restaurant in Nasirabad, where people had come from miles around to line up for the specialty of the house, which transformed the little kachori into a plate-sized confection, the kachora.

Moving on to Jaipur we met with Gehlot’s main challenger, former mathematics professor C.P. Joshi. Though long active in the Congress party, Joshi had never been one of its leading lights until Rahul Gandhi took a liking to him and got him appointed party head in Rajasthan. In contrast to Gehlot, a weak orator with little command of English, Joshi could deliver a fluent English case for the scientific use of data in Indian campaigns—a pitch that no doubt appealed greatly to Rahul’s wonky side.

Joshi greeted us at the Congress headquarters in Jaipur with a gift of hand-spun cotton wristband, a symbol of Indian self-reliance since Mahatma Gandhi’s days as a cotton spinner. Though he was a favourite of the Gandhis, Joshi openly criticized the party’s practice of paying villagers to show up by the busload at large rallies to listen to long speeches by national figures. Instead, he argued, the Congress should focus on understanding what matters most to the voters in each constituency, and selecting candidates who get it. Indian politics was getting ‘more and more local’, and the Congress needed to get in front of this trend. To demonstrate the point, he laid out a detailed case for how the party was making a comeback due to good candidate selection, and how Raje’s links to Lalit Modi were hurting her in critical battlegrounds.

We left Rajasthan with the impression that the corruption cloud around Raje’s administration was undermining support for the BJP, and the Congress was rising under the thoughtful leadership of Joshi. The next day, however, was 26 November, when a team of Muslim terrorists landed in Mumbai and over the next four days shot dead more than 160 people and wounded 300 more, hunting down innocent civilians in temples, hotels and malls. In a nod to American suffering on 9/11, the Mumbai terror attacks came to be remembered as 26/11, and threatened to play havoc with the election. The voting was two weeks away.

The BJP assumed that, given its hard line against Muslims and terror, it would get a huge boost from 26/11, and they played that card to the hilt. Led by Advani, the party’s top brass tried to blame the attacks on the Congress and its allegedly weak stand on terror and Pakistan—the attackers’ home base. In the end though, playing the terror card had much less impact than the BJP had hoped, as each state voted largely on local issues.

Of the four states that went to the polls in November 2008, the BJP managed only a disappointing split decision. It held on to power in MP under Chief Minister Chouhan and in the smaller state of Chhattisgarh, but lost to the Congress incumbent Sheila Dikshit in Delhi and saw Raje fall to the Congress in Rajasthan. The booming state economy with its new wave of surging tourist arrivals and the rise in nationalist sentiment after 26/11 were not enough to save her.

The Congress won ninety-six of the 200 seats in the Rajasthan state assembly and led the next government, but without C.P. Joshi. As impressive as he had looked on paper, Joshi lost in his home constituency by the slimmest of margins—one vote—only the second time that had happened in Indian history. (The other instance was a 2004 assembly race in Karnataka.) With Joshi edged out of the picture, the Congress chose to bring back Gehlot as chief minister, showing again that Indian politicians never fade away, they just wait in the wings for a second, third or fourth chance.

This would hold for Raje too. Under her the BJP had taken 34 per cent of the popular vote, just two points fewer than the Congress. Given the bright prospects of the state economy and the concerns about terror, she probably would have won and returned as chief minister, if not for the allegations of corruption. In future elections, Lalit Modi would disappear from the Rajasthan scene, eventually fleeing to London, dogged by charges of money laundering and bid rigging. But Raje would make a comeback. Like inflation, corruption is one of the factors that often bring down Indian incumbents, but it too leaves no permanent mark.
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Two Thumbs Up for ‘Terrorism’!

General Elections, Karnataka, April 2009

By early 2009 the global financial crisis was morphing into a global recession, but India’s resilient economy was on track to keep growing at an 8 to 9 per cent pace. Inflation remained very low, and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh was being celebrated as the mastermind of India’s rising prosperity. When general elections were called for April, the Congress party was hoping to capitalize on the uninterrupted boom—and the welfare schemes it had launched with the resulting revenue windfall.

At this point, the Congress had given up trying to run India on its own. In 2004, it had formed a government after winning just 145 Lok Sabha seats—one of its lowest totals ever, lower than its landmark defeat in 1977. Since then, the Congress had seen the allegiance of its old Brahmin–Dalit voter base continue to scatter among the growing array of regional parties. So in 2009 its goal was not a majority but a bigger minority, and to attract more allies. That April I wrote a column arguing that ‘150 is the new 272’, spelling out the number of Lok Sabha seats I thought either national party would need to lead a coalition government. Winning a majority of the 543 seats now looked all but impossible.

The Congress was also not about to repeat the mistakes the BJP had made in its ‘India Shining’ campaign, given how many voters felt left out of the rising prosperity. Instead, it touted its generous welfare schemes, from its recent extension of loan waivers to farmers to the landmark 2005 Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), which guaranteed 100 days of paid labour to all rural workers. Otherwise, it left local candidates to target local issues and elevated Rahul Gandhi to lead the party’s nationwide campaign.

Sitting down with Dorab, I had mapped out two trips: the first south to Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh, key battleground states that had accounted for one-fourth of the Lok Sabha seats the Congress won in 2004. The second would take us back to Uttar Pradesh, always the linchpin state, where there was some buzz about how the Congress, after watching its vote erode for decades, might be poised for a revival.

Landing in the Karnataka capital of Bengaluru our first meeting was with the BJP chief minister, B.S. Yeddyurappa, who immediately hit on his party’s central message: terror. Despite his ties to the Hindu chauvinist RSS and a crudely nationalist style that seemed out of step with Bengaluru’s cosmopolitan image, Yeddyurappa had been chosen by the BJP as its first chief minister in any southern state. Dogged by charges that as chief minister he had profited from shady land deals and an iron ore export scam, Yeddyurappa was nonetheless leading the BJP state campaign. When we asked him to define his party’s biggest strengths, Yeddyurappa smiled broadly, flipped two thumbs up and said, ‘Nationalism and terrorism!’

Meanwhile, the Congress was deeply immersed in the inevitable intrigues of alliance building, Indian style. While parties in any parliamentary democracy often need to recruit allies to obtain a governing majority, in India these talks often unfold against a backdrop of intense cynicism and suspicion. Anyone can see that the main goal is to find allies with the largest caste following—an inherently cynical exploitation of the caste mentality. And it is almost comical how routinely Indian politicians denounce each other as crooks and incompetents one day only to embrace as allies the next. Thus in India the otherwise normal democratic exercise of alliance building has come to carry a chronic taint of conniving and skulduggery, a mood that was on vivid display in Karnataka.

One storyline had it that the Congress had cut a secret deal with the controversial former Prime Minister Deve Gowda. Suspicions were raised by the fact that Gowda had chosen not to run candidates in all twenty-eight of Karnataka’s parliamentary constituencies, and the theory was that he knew his party’s absence would effectively concede those seats to the Congress. The quid pro quo, supposedly, was that the Congress—if it won—would reward Gowda with a top post in its government and a triumphal return to Delhi.

This plot assumed that Gowda was aching to return to Delhi, where he had risen to become prime minister in 1996, when Vajpayee’s first government fell after just thirteen days. In the tumult of that uncertain time, the leading parties were too weak and divided to settle on one of their own big names to replace Vajpayee, so they compromised on Gowda. From the beginning, the elite of both major parties had mocked Gowda as an accidental prime minister and country bumpkin, mimicking the way he would repeat certain buzz words—‘farmer’, ‘humble’, ‘poor’—in his Kannada accent.

To Sanjeev and others in my caravan who had watched his career closely, Gowda’s slow-wittedness was an urban myth. They would tell stories of how he had outwitted a host of Delhi rivals to become prime minister, and how the cabinet would fall silent when he appeared to fall asleep—at which point Gowda would open his eyes and repeat exactly what had just been said. Nonetheless, elite disdain stuck to Gowda like tar despite some real victories, including the 1997 ‘dream budget’, widely admired for providing broad tax cuts and making it easier for Indians to move money in and out of the country.

By 2009, Gowda’s party, the Janata Dal (Secular) or JD(S), had been weakened in Karnataka by defections to Yeddyurappa and the BJP, and by the resignation of prominent party figures disillusioned by the rise of Gowda’s forty-nine-year-old son Kumaraswamy as his heir apparent. Some of his own party workers saw Gowda’s decision not to field a full slate of candidates as evidence of a complex plot to boost the fortunes of his party and family—even if it meant reuniting with Congress leaders who had mocked him.

When we met Gowda at his home in Bengaluru, he insisted that he wanted only to work in the service of Karnataka, and had no ambitions to return to Delhi or to become a national king or kingmaker again. Later we drove to a rural part of Bengaluru where we had a chance to speak with his son Kumaraswamy, who had a simple explanation for why the JD(S) was not contesting all the parliamentary constituencies: it didn’t have the money.

In Bengaluru, we also met with S.M. Krishna, a close confidant of the Gandhi family who was trying to make a comeback as chief minister of Karnataka. Eager to cultivate good press he treated us to a breakfast spread of south Indian comfort foods like dosas and idlis catered by an iconic restaurant, the Mavalli Tiffin Rooms, as some in our group speculated about whether his spectacular coiffed grey hair was a wig or real.

Suave and US-educated, Krishna had been closely associated with Bengaluru’s rise as a tech capital during his first term as chief minister—but he had been tossed out by voters in 2004 anyway. As a consolation prize, the Gandhis gave him the ceremonial post of governor in Maharashtra, but he had just resigned to return to Karnataka, and real power. At a time when the centre of authority was shifting from Delhi to the states, politicians of all parties were turning their ambitions to the real prize: the chief ministers’ offices. At seventy-six, Krishna was another symbol of how Indian politicians never retire, they bump from job to job for life, gravitating always towards the real centre of power.

Our last night in Bengaluru we stayed in a hotel on the outskirts of the city, hoping to beat the crazy downtown traffic the next morning, when we headed east into the state of Andhra Pradesh. Along the way I had to resist an outbreak of requests for a detour to Tirupati, a Hindu temple town where pilgrims go to present their life’s wishes to the gods. Some of the more devout ones, including one of our former travel companions, have gone so far as to shave their heads in the hope that a show of asceticism will help attract divine intervention. After resetting our sights on more earthly politics, we drove on to the city of Nellore, where the Congress stood accused of another conspiracy to build up a winning alliance.



21

Conspiring against ‘The Immortal One’

General Elections, Andhra Pradesh, April 2009

Andhra Pradesh is a particularly tense cauldron of caste conflicts, having seen some of India’s worst atrocities against Dalits, and decades of rule by the Reddys and Kammas. As our travel companion Senthil later pointed out, everything you need to know about caste politics in Andhra Pradesh is summed up in one fact: since Independence all but three of its chief ministers have come from these two upper castes, though together they represent less than 15 per cent of the population.

By 2009, the Reddys were led by Y.S. Reddy, the reigning Congress chief minister, and the Kammas by Chandrababu Naidu, the development star whose 2004 defeat had shocked global Indians. An alliance between these long-standing arch-rivals was completely unexpected, yet the rumour when we arrived was that the Congress was conspiring with Naidu to stop the rise of a new regional party led by a blockbuster star of the local Telugu-language film industry, Chiranjeevi, whose many nicknames included ‘Megastar’ and ‘The Immortal One’.

For all the respect he had earned as a disciplined economic reformer during his term as chief minister, Naidu played the alliance game as fast and loose as any other Indian politician. After running in 2004 as a BJP ally and symbol of its ‘India Shining’ campaign, and losing, Naidu had dumped the BJP as an ally. In 2009, Naidu’s party was suspected of colluding with the Congress in at least one critical battle, the one for the seat sought by ‘The Immortal One’.

We met Naidu after a rally in Nellore—as usual in the tent behind the stage—and found a man chastened and transformed by his surprise 2004 defeat. Locals told us that Naidu had since lost his way, as if he was no longer sure who he was or what image he wanted to project. He would say one thing one day, another the next, championing infrastructure investment one moment and welfare schemes for the poor a minute later. In his conversation with us, Naidu said the last five years had been ‘a time of reflection’ and sounded like a deflated shadow of the Davos darling he once was, talking up cyber cities and software parks. In this election, Naidu was promising large cash transfers to all sections of society and a colour television to those below the poverty line.

Naidu told us he had learned two big lessons from his defeat: he had lost a lot of support by focusing on cities at the expense of developing the rural economy, a major oversight anywhere in India, where around two-thirds of the population lives in rural areas. More than anything, Naidu said, he had made a big mistake by allying with the BJP, which cost him dearly among the 20 per cent Muslim minority in Andhra Pradesh.

That night we dined with Naidu and other leaders of Telugu Desam over a classic Andhra meal featuring tamarind curries and tomato sauces, as one of them laid out in graphic detail how spectacularly the three major parties were violating campaign spending limits. We had been told that many of the candidates in Andhra Pradesh were particularly well heeled this year, including an unusually high concentration of real estate tycoons and contractors, pushing the money race to new heights.

Speaking with Dorab down at the end of our long table, the son of a Telugu Desam member of parliament said that the typical candidate for a state assembly seat would spend about 3 to 5 crore rupees. A candidate for the Lok Sabha would spend roughly 30 to 50 crore rupees ($12 million), around fifty times the legal limit. Quickly running the numbers in his head, Dorab pointed out that if those figures were correct the statewide total would come to 4000–5000 crore rupees, or roughly one billion dollars. Really? Really, said the MP’s son. Dorab shot back, ‘We don’t need QE in India!’—a reference to the easy money central banks were pumping out to revive the global economy through quantitative easing.

The next day we caught up to the man Naidu and the Congress were allegedly conspiring against, Chiranjeevi, who had made star turns in more than a hundred Telugu-language films. Telugu-speaking members of our crew told me Chiranjeevi was ‘bigger than Amitabh Bachchan’, Bollywood’s legendary star. Though more famous for his break dancing than his political skills, Chiranjeevi had gone on to found the Praja Rajyam Party in 2008, built on support from his film fans and fellow members of the Kapu caste, who account for a fifth of Andhra Pradesh’s population, but had never held the top job. At the age of fifty-three, Chiranjeevi was trying to become the first Kapu chief minister and to topple Reddy, who had never lost an election. That alone may have been reason enough for the Congress to conspire against him.

The scene around Chiranjeevi melded the passion of Indian politics and film fandom to create a spectacle of utter chaos, with people falling all over each other just to catch a glimpse of him, waiting for hours outside the home where he was supposed to stay that night. Many of these fans were young men, eager to encounter celebrity, and as soon as they recognized a few TV personalities in our crew they began to approach the others to say, ‘I’ve seen you on TV!’ Chitra informed them bluntly that indeed they had not, and should be more careful about what they allow themselves to believe. To pass the time Suman and Surjit ducked into a barber stall for a champi—a vigorous head massage—which produced some of the most entertaining and least glamorous pictures in our photo albums.

Chiranjeevi finally arrived at home around midnight, and we all sat down to a lobster and crab dinner, typical of this coastal region, and began our discussion on the familiar theme of corruption. Most Indian political parties grow corrupt over time, but Chiranjeevi’s party was just a year old and already we were hearing complaints from party insiders about how its leaders were selling nominations. Chiranjeevi, having traded his all-white campaign outfit for a black shirt and trousers, attributed these reports to disgruntled party insiders who had been passed over for nominations. He then steered the conversation towards his social work—establishing blood banks and eye-care centres—before the film buffs among our clamorous crew began asking about his films, and who his favourite leading lady was. (Sridevi, if you must know.)

Eager to become a statewide force in Andhra Pradesh, Chiranjeevi was running as a Lok Sabha candidate in two different constituencies: one in the temple town of Tirupati, the other 600 kilometres away in his home base of Palakollu. Allowing candidates to run in two races is perfectly legal in India despite its absurdities: if the candidate wins both constituencies, one of them has to hold a new election, a huge waste of voters’ time and money. This practice remains unreformed since politicians enjoy the opportunity it gives them to spread their name more widely and increase their chances of winning. Modi, the Gandhis and many other giants have taken advantage of this provision.

In Chiranjeevi’s case, he wound up losing at home and winning on the other side of the state. To suspicious minds, that result only confirmed that the Congress and Naidu must have conspired to embarrass ‘The Immortal One’ in his hometown and thwart his statewide ambition. Whether these theories were true or not, intrigues like this are a constant in Indian elections and help explain why one party or another always seems to be complaining—often accurately—about rivals secretly allying against them in cynical bids for power.

A scene at our hotel in Nellore illuminated by comparison the rare political drawing power of film stars like Chiranjeevi or Jayalalithaa. In the lobby we saw a different kind of celebrity, as followers trailed behind one of the charismatic, often largely self-taught and independent Hindu gurus that Indians refer to colloquially as ‘Godmen’. Many of these inspirational and often highly entrepreneurial figures have at one time or another developed close relationships with leading Indian politicians, including billionaire yogi Baba Ramdev with Narendra Modi and Asaram Bapu with many top politicians from both the BJP and the Congress.

Sanjeev once told me that while major politicians are loathe to admit it, he has met very few who don’t look to some special deity for guidance. I have seen plenty who are openly superstitious, and will, for example, be sure to file their nomination papers on an astrologically auspicious date. Unlike the film fans who vote for actors like Chiranjeevi, however, the followers of Godmen rarely become their voters. The gurus remain gurus, serving at most as advisers or fund-raisers, and usually don’t seek elected office themselves.

From Nellore we headed north towards the city of Vijayawada, driving along a newly opened leg of the Golden Quadrilateral. With four to six lanes and modern safety features like dividers to prevent head-on collisions, wide shoulders so that stalled vehicles don’t block lanes, and glow signs to help drivers at night avoid losing their way, the Golden Quadrilateral was designed to do for India what the construction of interstate highways did for the US starting in the 1950s—vastly accelerate the speed of commerce and travel.

The effect was exhilarating. We made the 300-kilometre drive to Vijayawada at the highest speeds we have ever hit in India—averaging 80 kilometres an hour. Only half of normal speeds in Germany and well short those in the United States, but so much faster than the crawl we were accustomed to in India that it felt like flying. It was also less scary because this stretch had limited-access ramps, which discouraged cows and tractors wandering off fields and straight on to the highway.

The next day we visited a sugar factory owned by our travel companion Vinod Sethi’s wife Kiran Rao, who had invited a group of local farmers to lunch with us. They were a disgruntled lot, saying that it was increasingly difficult for them to find anyone willing to do farm labour. Many of their kids had no interest in harvesting rice or milking cows and were headed off to pursue professional careers in the big cities. And many locals preferred to take advantage of the Congress’s rural employment scheme, the MGNREGA, which guaranteed them a wider choice of jobs at higher pay and closer to home—with a 10 per cent bonus if they had to travel more than 5 kilometres to work. Bhalla, whose questions are often couched in his own passionate opinions, would press villagers to confirm that the whole scheme was ‘inefficient’ and a ‘waste of money’, often getting little more than a noncommittal nod.

Following the lunch, we battled dense traffic on the state highway to Hyderabad, arriving an embarrassing two hours late for a meeting we had eagerly anticipated with Y.S. Reddy, the legendary Congress chief minister most Indians call YSR. He was already annoyed by our late arrival, and taken aback when Prannoy, Dorab and Shekhar excused themselves to record their live TV show, Battleground.

Reddy was not the kind one keeps waiting. Since the days of Indira Gandhi, the Congress had concentrated power in Delhi and often treated chief ministers as distant second fiddles, but not Reddy. Owing to his popularity in Andhra Pradesh, Reddy was a respected power in his own right, so adept as a fund-raiser that he was believed to help the Congress fund its campaigns in other states.

He had taken over after Naidu’s surprise defeat in 2004, and soon came to epitomize the politics of the Congress during the boom years. The economy was growing rapidly with low inflation, generating an increase in tax revenue that the Central government was using to fund welfare programmes such as MGNREGA, and many Congress chief ministers were using to launch welfare programmes in their states. Few were more generous than Reddy, who offered free electricity for farmers, health insurance for the rural poor and ambulance service across the state, or as popular.

Thanks to our late arrival, Reddy was pretty peeved and gave us ten minutes—enough time to offer a bold guarantee that he could deliver all forty-two of Andhra Pradesh’s parliamentary seats to the Congress. We returned to Delhi quite convinced that the Congress was well positioned to ride the largesse from the economic boom to victory in the south.
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Multilingual Celebrity

General Elections, Uttar Pradesh, April 2009

Three weeks later we were back on the road, headed towards Uttar Pradesh, the tanker that turns so many Indian national elections.

Our first stop was 80 kilometres east of Delhi in the town of Hapur, where we met a powerfully built owner of an automobile repair shop, dressed in white kurta-pyjama, black sunglasses and slightly worn-out leather sandals, speaking through red tobacco-stained teeth in the muscular accent typical of a ‘bahubali’, the local strongman often portrayed in Bollywood movies. This mechanic was a classic western UP character in a different way, the citizen psephologist, who could break down the Hapur voting population by caste and religion in a matter of seconds. In his blunt and rapid-fire opinion the Congress party, after two decades of decline in UP, was starting to make a comeback with Sonia and Rahul working the Gandhi family magic.

We saw Sonia lead a rally near Bareilly, a town 250 kilometres east of Delhi that is the hometown of India’s most famous Hollywood star, Priyanka Chopra, whose poster hung behind the reception desk at our hotel, the Swarn Towers. Sonia’s crowd was huge and enthusiastic, with fans hanging off light posts to catch sight of her, but her main impact was behind the scenes, in choosing the right candidates and allies to carry the Congress to power, even without a majority vote of its own.

In the city of Moradabad, the population is 45 per cent Muslim—more than double the UP average—so the Congress needed a Muslim candidate with drawing power and found him in former cricket star Mohammad Azharuddin, whose fans call him ‘Azhar’. Though implicated in the match-fixing scandal of 2000 and subsequently banned from the national team, Azhar was mobbed by fans everywhere he went. He met us at a friend’s house in Moradabad while his wife, the actress Sangeeta Bijlani, was out campaigning for him.

During his playing days, Azhar used to turn up the collar on his white cricket uniform as a fashion statement, and he met us looking natty as ever in a neatly starched white kurta-pyjama and matching sneakers. For all his celebrity, Azhar’s voice had always been a mumble, and while he spoke of helping to revive the Congress in UP with plans to provide more electricity, water and jobs, his thoughts never seemed to stray too far from his glory days, and how bitterly they ended.

He kept a running tab of who had and had not stood by him after the scandal broke, and mentioned that fellow cricketing icon Kapil Dev had shown up the other day to campaign for him. Asked how much his Muslim roots would help him in Moradabad, Azhar brushed off the question, saying he was Indian and secular. Though rivals were trying to tar Azhar as a scandal-tainted carpetbagger—his hometown is Hyderabad—he said he was pleasantly surprised at the welcome he had received here. As we left, we had to make our way through a crowd of young Congress workers clustered around the door, who indeed seemed thrilled to have the great Azhar running for them in Moradabad.

We found yet another spin on the byzantine turns of Indian alliance politics unfolding in the city of Rampur, best known for its Mughlai cuisine, lilting poetry and Rampuri chakus—the long knives once favoured by small-time villains in Hindi movies. As we often do we arranged a meeting with the DM, the district magistrate, and outside his office I noticed a wooden board listing all the previous DMs of Rampur.

The list ran long, implying that the tenure of any one DM was quite short—likely because state governments come and go so quickly, and each new ruling party brings its own roster of local officials. I asked the DM about this and he said with a wry smile that Hinduism recognizes four sequential stages of life, from Brahmacharya (student), Grihastha (householder), Vanaprastha (retired) and finally Sannyasa (renunciation). But the life of a district magistrate bounces between these stages in no apparent order, and they ‘can never be sure which will come next’.

In Rampur, Congress candidate Noor Bano, a scion of Rampur’s royal family, was plotting her comeback against the former film star Jaya Prada, whose rootless career symbolized the fluid loyalties of Indian politics. We met Jaya Prada in a luxury suite at The Modipur Hotel, itself a classically Indian mash-up of garishly colourful decoration and gold-plated religion, with miniatures of Hindu gods dotting the makeshift dining-room temple where Jaya Prada prayed. Jaya Prada had been a coveted ally not for her Hindu piety or her caste but for her multilingual celebrity: she was the rare actress who had starred in both Telugu and Hindi films. After appearing in more than 300 movies over three decades, she became a favourite of Chandrababu Naidu and later a member of parliament representing his Telugu Desam Party in the Rajya Sabha.

Then she not only switched parties, she switched to a new state and a capital city nearly 1500 kilometres away. After falling out with Naidu she had left his party in 2004 and accepted an invitation to join Mulayam Singh Yadav’s Samajwadi Party in UP. Milling about Jaya Prada’s expansive hotel suite in Rampur we found a mix of her relatives and their kids, Samajwadi Party functionaries and Muslim clerics—all moving around carefully so as not to knock over the Hindu statuettes. Asked how her transition across state, party and religious lines had gone so far, Jaya Prada smiled and said, ‘AP+UP=JP’, or Andhra Pradesh plus Uttar Pradesh equals Jaya Prada, the kind of formula that could describe the hybrid backgrounds of many itinerant Indian politicians.

There were, however, signs of strife. Some Samajwadi Party members appeared to be secretly manoeuvring to tar Jaya Prada as an immoral ex-starlet, apparently as punishment for showing insufficient respect to their local party boss, the Muslim leader Azam Khan. Though Jaya Prada carried herself with cinematic aplomb, her optimistic glow did crack once—when she described these machinations against her. She was particularly upset about photos that had surfaced online, doctored to show her in compromising poses. Leaving the interview we made our way past Bollywood movie star and Rajya Sabha member Jaya Bachchan, who had flown in to campaign for Jaya Prada and appeared quite angry that a bunch of journalists had kept her waiting.

Next we went to see the Congress stalwart whom Jaya Prada unseated back in 2004, Noor Bano, and found her dressed sari-to-sandals all in pure white, but dark with resentment at losing her Lok Sabha seat to this film industry interloper from Andhra Pradesh. Bano, seventy, pitched herself as the opposite of a ‘shifty’ ex-actress: as a daughter of Rampur royalty, she was not a migrant politician and could be relied on to remain true to the locals. Whatever progress the Rampur area had enjoyed of late had nothing to do with Jaya Prada or the Samajwadi Party, Noor said. It was all the work of the national government under Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, which had done so much for farmers and the poor.

The most uplifting thing about the Jaya Prada versus Noor Bano battle was that it pitted two women against each other, in a country where women had been rising in politics but at a painfully slow rate. The number of women in the Lok Sabha had risen from just nineteen in 1977 to fifty-nine here in 2009, and we had seen how the constant struggle to command respect in a male-dominated political culture had left many prominent female leaders battle-hardened and suspicious, including supremos like Jayalalithaa and Mayawati. The one clear thing about the Rampur contest was that a woman would win, and be beaten by a woman.

As the UP leg of our trip wound down I remained pretty confident that the Congress was likely to ride the economic boom and its generous doses of welfare populism to a second term for Prime Minister Singh, but at the head of a minority government. With voters continuing to shift their loyalty to regional parties, divided along caste and religious lines, it would be difficult for the party to expand much on its 145 seats in parliament.

The Congress ended up taking 206 seats, strengthening its position in sixteen states and exceeding its own expectations. Manmohan Singh became the first Indian prime minister to win reelection since the 1970s, and the first to complete a five-year term and win re-election since Nehru did so in the 1950s. Singh’s victory suggested that the Indian voters’ impulse to throw out incumbent leaders might be fading, at least if the leader could deliver solid economic results. And that suggestion was supported by the new generation of development-minded chief ministers who had also won re-election, including Sheila Dikshit in Delhi, Naveen Patnaik in Odisha and Narendra Modi in Gujarat.

Some years we do a better job identifying battleground states than others, and this time we had targeted the two states that would contribute most heavily to the Congress’s comeback. The Congress won an overwhelming thirty-three of the forty-two parliamentary seats in Andhra Pradesh, where the simultaneous state elections also returned YSR to power as chief minister, though tragically not for long. Later that year, a chopper carrying Reddy went down in the Nallamala Forest, and after his body was found, news channels in Andhra Pradesh reported that more than a hundred supporters had committed suicide or died of shock. It is often this way when a charismatic southern leader passes away.

Meanwhile, in Delhi, columnists were writing that the Central government could be returning to one-party rule under the Congress, and that the BJP’s moment had passed. With its national vote share falling back to just 19 per cent, some BJP loyalists heaped blame on L.K. Advani, saying that at eighty-one his vaunted organizational skills were slipping, and that he had alienated powerful regional allies like the BJD in Odisha. The depth of the defeat discredited not only Advani but the old guard moderates who had dominated the party under Vajpayee.

Within the Congress, the gut instinct is always to attribute all successes to the Gandhis, and the party mood was ‘all hail Rahul!’ One Gandhi family confidant later told me that he was among the swirl of Congress leaders watching election results at 10 Janpath when he caught sight of what looked like a ‘statue’ seated next to Sonia. A moment later he realized the figure was Manmohan Singh, apparently taking care not to draw attention to himself or away from the Gandhis at the moment of victory.

Rahul had led the national campaign and travelled extensively, particularly in UP, where the party won twenty-one seats, double its previous total, for its best showing in decades. The Congress victors included Azhar, the cricket star, but not Noor Bano, who lost to the multilingual celebrity. In Andhra Pradesh, where the Congress was suspected of conspiring to block Chiranjeevi, his party took zero Lok Sabha seats though it won 16 per cent of the vote. That’s the painful flip side of a multiparty system that allows parties to win a majority of seats with around 30 per cent of the vote: it can leave parties that fall below a critical threshold under-represented, with few or no seats at all.

We had heard little buzz about Rahul during our election travels, yet Congress party sycophants desperate for a new Gandhi to worship showered credit on him. TV news channels dug into their bag of cricket analogies to crown him ‘Man of the Match’. Junior ministers serving in the government under Manmohan Singh began jumping on the bandwagon, suggesting in public that Rahul should take over from Singh as prime minster.

The excitement inside the Congress camp spilled over into the Mumbai stock market, where trading was suspended the day after the results came in. Investors cheered the ‘decisive’ verdict and hoped that a stronger Congress-led government would have the clout to pursue economic reform. The instant diagnosis in Delhi was that with the BJP flailing and leaderless, the heir apparent of the Congress party had a clear shot to become prime minister in the next general elections, due in 2014.
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A Mythical Map of Greater India

State Assembly Elections, Maharashtra, October 2009

When Indian political parties win a national election they tend to keep winning at all levels for the next six months, as their energized supporters charge into campaigning, and the demoralized losers roll over and regroup. So it was five months after the big Congress win in 2009, when we hit the road to follow the Maharashtra state elections in the sweltering heat of October and found the Congress riding triumphant, the BJP reeling.

Maharashtra is in some respects the far side of the moon from Uttar Pradesh. As home to global manufacturing and tech companies clustered in the ‘Golden Triangle’ cities of Mumbai, Pune and Nashik, Maharashtra is what the world thought of when it heard ‘India Shining’. Its average income is among the highest in India, yet if you step outside the Golden Triangle, income falls below the national average and the rural areas turn remote and pristine. Even the highway from Mumbai to Nashik traverses a backcountry paradise in which a turn down any side road will take you to one of the many lakes, dams and waterfalls set against the spectacular backdrop of the Western Ghats.

Under Chief Minister Ashok Chavan, the Congress was pitching its brand of welfare populism to its base among the poor voters of rural Maharashtra, beyond the Golden Triangle. The BJP was fighting back once again with heavy doses of nationalism, saying the 26/11 terrorists had attacked in Mumbai because the Congress state government was weak on terror. Having learned the hard way, back in Rajasthan, that if we missed the rural story we could miss the election story entirely, we plotted a route through the region of Vidarbha, a tragic hotbed of the suicide epidemic that had been decimating debt-ridden Indian farmers since the 1990s.

Landing at the closest airport, in the city of Aurangabad, we started driving into town and ran immediately into the chaotic emotion of the Congress campaign. Bollywood star Salman Khan was campaigning for a local Congress candidate before a crowd so charged up, it threatened to overrun Khan in his open jeep. Before the swarm could do any damage, a line of police charged in, brandishing their wooden batons. We had seen Indian police employ the ‘lathi charge’ to break up unruly crowds before, but to see them employed on overexcited film fans made me wonder whether Bollywood stars attract more trouble than votes to political campaigns.

That night we dined at Aurangabad’s Taj Hotel with a group of local journalists and businessmen, looking for some insight into how the Congress was stirring up its base. As he often does, Prannoy, an impeccable host who hates to see anyone left out, insisted that the hotel rearrange our long tables into a hollow square, to encourage a group discussion. Our guests included the Darda brothers, publishers of the Marathi newspaper Lokmat, who like many Indian newspaper impresarios were neck-deep in party politics.

We asked about widespread reports that many of the parties were planting ‘paid news’ in the big state papers. One of the brothers, Rajendra, who was running for re-election as a Congress assembly member from the eastern side of Aurangabad, agreed that paid news had become a common campaign trick. But he insisted that no such propaganda had ever featured in Lokmat, though some of its stories had appeared in identical form in other papers.

October brings the end of the monsoon, and India never looks better. The air was stiflingly hot but the landscape a lush, rain-soaked green as we travelled east, deeper into Vidarbha and towards the cotton-producing centre around Akola. Suman had suggested we would find critical battleground constituencies along the route to Akola, but it turned out his real target was the Lonar crater.

India is full of marvels rarely seen by outsiders for lack of paved roads, and we had never come upon one more marvellous than the crater lake at Lonar, a sight so unexpected I didn’t really mind being tricked into going there. If you believe scientists, Lonar is the only crater on earth created by a meteor strike in basaltic rock. If you believe the story we were told by locals, the crater was created by the Hindu god Vishnu, when he delivered a blow that vanquished the demon Lonasura.

The next stop on our route through Vidarbha was the district of Amravati, where we were drawn by an earthly tale involving its local hero Pratibha Patil, the Congress party leader who in 2007 had become the first female president of India. The president is expected to be a national figure, rising above party politics, and Patil was under fire for nepotism, as the first president ever to nominate one of her children as a state assembly candidate in her own home district.

It was widely believed that Patil had persuaded the Congress to replace a highly popular party leader with her son, Raosaheb Shekhawat, who greeted us for lunch at his Amravati home, in a living room dominated by a huge TV set. Raosaheb wore a big gold chain and had rings on two fingers of each hand, set with precious stones of the kind Indian politicians often wear to ward off evil, and he seemed eager to ward off the charges of nepotism swirling around him. Pointing out that both his mother and father had represented Amravati in elected posts, he suggested that this proved his family’s deep local commitment. He also complained that campaigning on the open road was turning his skin dark, implying that critics did not appreciate how much he was sacrificing to represent Amravati.

Continuing on to the city of Nagpur, we met the political entrepreneur Praful Patel, who seemed to embody the confidence infusing the Congress-led coalition. As a major manufacturer of bidis, Patel had earned a reputation as the high-living ‘bidi king’ before entering politics. He had since risen to become second in command of the NCP, and was currently serving as aviation minister in the Central government.

When we asked him about talk of corruption in his ministry, Patel brushed it aside saying he could have made a lot more money building his bidi empire, rather than serving in the Congress-led government. With Maharashtra riding the back of the nationwide economic boom, Patel said, Nagpur was well positioned to become a major logistics hub, and the Congress alliance was headed for victory in this state.

The alliance between the Congress and its own defectors in the NCP had become a caricature of India’s strange political bedfellows. To some, NCP founder Sharad Pawar had been an able administrator and champion of development as chief minister of Maharashtra in the 1980s and 1990s. To others he was a politician who had used his post to become a major landowner and by some accounts one of India’s wealthiest politicians. Pawar’s clout was evident in his home base of Baramati, which was described to us as a true VIP constituency, with new roads, railways, an airport and flying school, and factories owned by major manufacturers like Piaggio, Dynamix and Spentex. All of this had been developed outside the magnet of the Golden Triangle.

We had met Pawar back in 2004, in the banquet hall of Pune’s Blue Diamond Hotel, where he came across as a political charmer ready to talk all night, but only on his own terms. Dorab had pressed him on his decision to break away from the Congress to form the NCP in 1999, supposedly in principled protest against Sonia’s foreign origins, only to turn 180 degrees a few months later, forming the current alliance. Pawar tried to deflect this whole line of questioning and finally threatened to leave if Dorab wouldn’t drop it, saying: ‘Either you let me say what I have to say or I am going.’ Dorab let him be and Pawar stayed on until well past midnight.

Pawar was a walking encyclopaedia of Indian politics from a certain era, and looming over this conversation—and all our future conversations with him—was his lingering desire to be prime minister. He had left the Congress in a pique more than once, and placed his name in contention for the top job more than once, yet always a Gandhi or one of their more loyal loyalists would get the nod. Pawar spoke at some length about how few politicians today rise the way he had—through hard work, from modest beginnings—and how the Congress needed to become less arrogant and more democratic. His view seemed to be that a less elitist party would have chosen a prime minister more like himself. When Vinod asked Pawar what he would do for India as prime minister, he replied: ‘I will make India a developed country.’

As our trip continued, my companions from Maharashtra explained that the Congress had long dominated this state with strong support among the Marathas, the caste group of Marathi-speaking landowners and peasants who account for 30 per cent of the population. But in the mid-1990s, as the Congress’s dominance was fracturing nationwide, the Marathas began to shift allegiance, and many of them turned to the charismatic Bal Thackeray, founder of the Shiv Sena party and political movement.

Thackeray was a hero to Marathas and many other Marathi-speaking communities, who together accounted for more than two-thirds of the state population of 112 million. Thackeray had stirred sub-national Marathi pride, for example, with his drive to change the name of Bombay to its Marathi equivalent, Mumbai. To many outsiders, however, Thackeray was something else, a former newspaper cartoonist who had become an extreme caricature of Hindu nationalism, urging followers to launch suicide attacks on Muslims and dig up cricket pitches to prevent India from taking the field with Pakistan.

Thackeray, at the age of eighty-three, was passing his leadership role in Shiv Sena to his son Uddhav, whom we had met on our 2004 trip, at the Taj Hotel in Nashik. Nearby, we had seen BJP member of parliament Daulatrao Aher campaigning in a van decorated to look like a chariot of the Hindu gods, a common form of parade float politics designed to attract the conservative voters for whom the Thackerays were also competing. But Uddhav did not seem like the right showman to rally them to the polls.

Mild-mannered and with a halting delivery, Uddhav was admired more for his skills in photography than politics, and it was immediately clear that he would never enflame crowds (or critics) the way his father had. By 2009, his more aggressive cousin Raj had seized on Uddhav’s perceived weaknesses to found a breakaway party, and the family split within Shiv Sena was making it a much less forceful ally for the BJP.

Indeed, the BJP seemed to be losing momentum fast in Maharashtra. At Aurangabad airport we had met with Sushma Swaraj, the closest answer the BJP had to Sonia Gandhi. She had challenged Sonia unsuccessfully for her seat in parliament. She had led BJP protests against Sonia’s foreign roots, and was by far the BJP’s most prominent female politician. A fiery woman with a bindi on her forehead and sindoor on her hairline, Sushma was seen as a future prime minister (and would become foreign minister). Yet she could not convince Aurangabad airport authorities to let us sit with her inside the terminal.

The election rules ban campaign meetings on government property, the terminal was government owned, and the airport authorities were not going to bend the rules for anyone. So we were out of luck, and the lot of us wound up on the pavement outside the departure terminal, squatting on luggage carts and trying not to let the wheels roll out from under us as we chatted with Swaraj. Despite her strident role in the anti-Sonia protests, Swaraj came across as a BJP moderate, drawn to the campaign game more by love than hate. Asked how she looked so fresh despite the rigours of the campaign, Swaraj said her husband attributed her energy to ‘Vitamin T’—a reference to the ‘taali’, the applause of crowds.

Swaraj said this in jest and yet there was something to this Vitamin T. We had seen more than a few major politicians thrive in the public limelight and wither outside. Vajpayee’s health deteriorated so rapidly after his 2004 defeat that he was barely a presence in the Bihar state elections the following year. More striking was the case of Narasimha Rao, whose health was faltering before he took power, flourished during his stint in the prime minister’s office, then started to relapse quickly after he lost. In India so much power is concentrated in the hands of politicians it sometimes appears to flow right into their veins.

To blow some life into their desultory Maharashtra campaign, the BJP leaders turned to their rising Gujarati star, Narendra Modi. When we went to see him at a rally outside the cotton city of Akola he was as piercing as ever, attacking the Congress as weak on terror, evoking 26/11, and again extolling all he had done for development in Gujarat. But the crowd didn’t respond in kind to his fervour. More than the message, Modi was trying to stir a predominantly Marathi-speaking crowd with a speech delivered in Hindi.

Afterward we met Modi in the ever-present tent behind the stage, and to our dismay one of our group started the conversation by asking what the chief minister had to say about Ishrat Jahan. Just nineteen years old when she died, Jahan was one of four Muslims shot in 2004 by Gujarat police, who said they were terrorists plotting to assassinate Modi. A court had just ruled that the police shot the suspects in custody, then staged the encounter to look like a car chase and shootout, reviving old suspicions about the deadly mistreatment of Muslims in Gujarat.

Knowing that this line of inquiry would trigger Modi, several of us tried to stop our colleague before it was too late, but Modi was already headed for the door. It was quite a scene, as we urged our companion to pipe down for sanity’s sake and he yelled at Modi’s departing form, ‘Is saval ka jawab apko dena hi padega!’ This is a question you will have to answer!

That was the last time Modi ever agreed to meet with us, but this trip would give us some insight into one important wellspring of his thinking. Our next stop was the old part of Nagpur, home of the national headquarters of the RSS. Sometimes I am asked why, once our group hit twenty or so, we didn’t just rent a bus, and the answer is that we would never get through winding back alleys that are common in villages and in cities such as Nagpur. Before Google Maps brought GPS to India, the best way to navigate old neighbourhoods was by autorickshaw, so we hired one to lead us through Nagpur and got to the front gates of the RSS in a quick thirty minutes.

Inspired by secretive paramilitary groups resisting British rule during the 1920s, the RSS promoted Hindutva or ‘Hinduness’ as the founding ideology of an independent India, with the hope of uniting this ethnically and linguistically fractured nation as ‘one country, one culture, one people’.14 It had evolved into the largest volunteer organization in the world, with more than 5 million members devoted to spreading the good Hindu word.

From the beginning, the missionary goals of the RSS had spilled over into nationalist politics. The RSS resisted adoption of India’s green, white and saffron flag in favour of pure saffron, the symbolic colour of Hinduism. It opposed the secular Indian Constitution for failing to incorporate Hindu law and often deployed guards to protect Hindus staging processions past Muslim temples, as a provocative claim on all Indian turf. The organization had been banned three times since Independence, for its alleged ties to sectarian violence.

The RSS was also rooted in Indian socialism, and had long pushed the ideal of swadeshi, an economic nationalism that was hostile to foreign influence and big Western multinationals investing in India. The austerity of the headquarters, a three-storey structure partially concealed by tall trees, reflected this levelling sensibility. The walls were whitewashed concrete, all the rooms were fitted with just a bed and a toilet, all the chambers the same for the head person and the cadres, and no air conditioning for anyone. The mood was monastic with militant accents: through the windows we could see dozens of RSS cadres gathering on the grounds outside, dressed in regulation uniforms of khaki shorts and white shirts, with black belts and black berets.

The RSS was also providing much of the organizational muscle and manpower behind the rise of the BJP. It assigned members of its own ranks—led by a ‘sangathan mantri’ or general secretary in each state—to work with the BJP, mobilizing popular support. Some of these workers had parlayed these assignments into careers in politics. Vajpayee, Advani, Modi and other giants of the BJP had all started out as RSS pracharaks, members of an elite core of several thousand full-time missionaries.

Every staffer we met was both very hospitable and very careful to deliver the RSS message, which was to downplay any link the RSS had to politics and the BJP. Many of the leaders were away at a conference, and we were hosted by long-time RSS spokesman M.G. Vaidya, who was in his eighties and no longer leaving the headquarters much because, as he said, ‘angina is my beloved friend and I cannot leave her to travel long distances’. Over trays of chai and poha (flattened rice), Vaidya talked about the strong RSS work ethic, the mission of spreading the true Hindu philosophy, and insisted there was nothing anti-Muslim in the Hindutva ideology of one nation, one culture. ‘If they respect the country as Hindus do, that is perfectly fine,’ Vaidya said.

Expected to devote themselves to spreading this vision, most high RSS officials and pracharaks are bachelors, and some take a lifetime oath of celibacy. In her usual way, Simran managed to ask the question that didn’t sound political but revealed volumes about the character and culture of our host: ‘How do so many of your people manage to stay single all their lives?’ Clearly surprised to get this question, Vaidya blushed, then mumbled a brief and hard-to-discern answer about ‘commitment to the cause’.

We changed the subject to Narendra Modi, and Vaidya said that he didn’t want to discuss any individual, averring that the RSS didn’t believe in personality cults. He didn’t elaborate, but it was no secret that many senior members of the RSS were not comfortable with any one person dominating a party, given their strong belief in self-sacrifice and self-abnegation. They also didn’t know what to make of Modi’s campaign to court multinational companies, which contradicted their socialist model of self-reliance.

Our most striking memory of the RSS headquarters was a map of Akhand Bharat, Greater India, which stretched nearly floor to ceiling in the main room where Vaidya hosted us. Dating to a time before Bangladesh and Pakistan parted from India at its birth in 1947, and before Burma and Sri Lanka parted from British India, it showed India not as it ever was but how the RSS faithful wished it to be, extending all the way into Afghanistan to the west and Indonesia to the east, before fading out with no real border. When we asked Vaidya whether this map reflected ambitions to create a great Hindu kingdom, he said no, the long-term aim was not ‘physical expansion’ but ‘cultural amalgamation’.

This vision seemed to us borderline delusional not only for its regional ambition in South Asia, but also because the map showed no boundaries inside India. This was another central tenet of the RSS, which in the 1950s had editorialized against the Congress government decision to redraw state borders on linguistic lines. Their belief that India could and should become ‘one country, one culture, one people’ was at odds with what it was becoming: a union of increasingly independent-minded states, a nation that embraced many Indias rather than insisting on one.

We spent our last night of the Maharashtra trip at the Pench National Park in Madhya Pradesh, a three-hour drive north of Nagpur. The next morning, we rode by elephant deep into the jungle, where we saw a tigress with her three cubs walking nonchalantly in the tall grass. In our conversations with the wildlife guides and other local officials, they kept bringing up the ‘amazing’ progress the Congress party MP Kamal Nath had brought to his nearby constituency of Chhindwara; so some of us headed over to see what they were talking about.

Chhindwara was a true VIP constituency in Madhya Pradesh. It boasted first-rate roads, concrete homes, hospitals, and a university where Nath’s photograph hung on the walls. Locals said they ‘worshipped’ him, which helped explain how he had won his Lok Sabha seat nine straight times. Chhindwara had become one of India’s precious few ‘safe’ parliamentary seats, meaning the incumbent can safely expect to get re-elected, and one of the few that consistently rewarded its representative for delivering on development.

I later asked a leading Indian industrialist how it was that leaders like Nath and Pawar could develop VIP constituencies, yet the mighty Gandhis could not do the same for Amethi. He said it was about playing the game: figures like Nath and Pawar are on friendly terms with private business people and will not hesitate to tap them for development funds and assistance. The Gandhis are too wary of private business to make the necessary connections or call in direct favours.

When the votes were counted, the Congress–NCP alliance got a clear majority in Maharashtra, and returned Ashok Chavan for a second term as chief minister. The result seemed to confirm the conventional wisdom that India was reverting to the days when the Congress ruled as the dominant national party.

The BJP had failed to ride a message of ‘nationalism and terror’ to victory in the general elections of 2009 and again here in Maharashtra, headquarters of the RSS and ground zero of the 26/11 attacks. The lion of Gujarat had come, spoken in Hindi, and returned to his home state, having left little impression. Many observers came to the conclusion that India had grown too diverse, too tolerant, too modern in its thinking, for angry nationalism.
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The Disunited States of India

State Assembly Elections, Bihar, October 2010

By the time of the next big state elections, I had an unnerving sense that India was falling off the rails, economically.

Before 2008, rising flows of trade and lending had been lifting economies across the world, and many political leaders were quick to take personal credit for this boom. When the crash came in late 2008, they could not let go. They began lending and spending to keep growth alive, and the Indian government of Manmohan Singh was a prime case. By 2010, India was running up its debt and deficits to keep the economy growing at 8 per cent, but inflation was making a comeback. It couldn’t last.

At this point, I was abandoning my youthful hope that India could find a leader with the wisdom to push the tough reform required to generate rapid growth in a sustainable way, and the charisma to sell it to voters. Without a leader who could do the right thing at the right time, India would keep falling short of its dream of becoming the ‘next China’. The constraints arising from its maelstrom of caste, religious, regional and socialist leanings would always hold India back.

Then we went to Bihar in 2010, and saw how the most backward of the BIMARU states had transformed since our last visit in 2005, when Nitish Kumar took over as chief minister. Before Kumar arrived, Bihar had been growing at a 3 per cent pace. But during his five years in office, it had accelerated to 11 per cent, well above the Indian average, and its average income had doubled to nearly 20,000 rupees (around $500). I had never seen any state leap forward so visibly, under any chief minister. Locals were calling Kumar ‘Vikas Purush’. Development Man.

After landing in Patna we set out on the 230-kilometre drive east to Bhagalpur, a city that had become linked in the Indian mind with violent crime and sectarian bloodshed, expecting the bone-jarring worst. Immediately we noticed the change. Long stretches of the roads were tarred and passable. Kumar was building roads so fast that cement sales were growing faster in Bihar than in any other state. As we approached Bhagalpur we spoke to a candidate from Kumar’s party and she pointed out that Kumar was also building drainage systems to keep the newly tarred roads open during the monsoons, which hits Bihar especially hard.

Commerce had picked up, billboards had arisen in fields that were empty five years before, advertising global brands alongside the uniquely Indian mix of local and borrowed labels, like ‘Obama’ brand underwear. Staples of modern life were mushrooming everywhere: many more voters showed up at rallies in slippers rather than bare feet; petrol stations had added well-stocked convenience stores, branded clothing had appeared in retail stores.

Bihar was leapfrogging its way over landlines and entering the communication age through mobile phones, even in small towns. Many people from labourers to rickshaw pullers were carrying one. A total of 250,000 bicycles had been handed out free to girls in the ninth grade and up, by Kumar’s government. He claimed, credibly, that the scheme had tripled female enrolment in high schools. Bhalla later recalled being impressed by how many fewer kids we saw milling aimlessly around villages, and how many more girls we saw pedalling to school, some in full-length burqas.

On the outskirts of Bhagalpur we asked locals about the Naxalites, and they said they had not seen one of the rebels in years. Kumar had also greatly increased the size of the police force and put tens of thousands of criminals and political thugs behind bars. We were told that fewer Biharis were carrying guns as a public display of power, and that crooked politicians were switching out of gun smuggling and into legitimate industries, including road construction. One police superintendent attributed these gains to the ‘free hand’ Kumar had given his men, but most observers saw real gains in law and order. Bihar’s trial and conviction rate for arrested suspects had risen from one of the worst to one of the best in India.

The countryside around Bhagalpur was not only peaceful, it was strikingly beautiful, with rice fields undulating along the Ganga and granite hills rising in the background. The calm tableau offered such a stark contrast to the area’s violent image, Shekhar wondered aloud whether the whole Naxalite threat was not being overblown. At the time the media had been repeating a scary statistic, purportedly showing that of the 600 districts in India, 100 were ‘infested’ with Naxalites, and Bhagalpur maintained a reputation—apparently undeserved—as one of the worst.

As we drove into Bhagalpur proper, the conversation in our cars turned again to the weird nexus between politics and cinema in India, and in particular how this state’s reputation had been shaped by the films of director Prakash Jha. His 2003 hit Gangaajal had revived discussion of a notorious incident in the 1980s, when the Bhagalpur police blinded thirty-one petty but chronic criminals by pouring acid in their eyes. Coupled with a deadly outbreak of Hindu–Muslim rioting in 1989, the ‘Bhagalpur Blindings’ had sealed the city’s association with frightening violence.

Signs of change were blossoming in Bhagalpur, amid the stray cattle, choking diesel smoke, squatter shacks and other familiar nightmares of urban India. The faceless rows of run-down shacks that lined the main streets were interrupted and enlivened by newly opened mini malls, brightly begging attention from passers-by. It was somehow jarring to see the face of M.S. Dhoni, one of India’s biggest cricket stars, smiling at us from a giant billboard advertising mobile phones.

Another surprise: we could find a basic and reasonably clean hotel, the grandly named Sriyash Regency. The change from plywood rooms above a sweet shop was so dramatic, I ventured to ask whether they had a gym with a treadmill, and while they did not they were glad to escort me to a new gym across town. It was small, dusty and barebones, devoted mainly to bodybuilding with free weights and full-length mirrors. The one treadmill was broken, but it was a sign that the culture of personal fitness was beginning to sow seeds even here.

When one newcomer to our crew, a young newspaper owner who had grown up in the United States, got an upset stomach, the hotel kitchen managed to meet his request for something light—spaghetti with olive oil. Five years earlier, Bihar had not been a place where anyone’s culinary requests could be met instantly.

We witnessed another transformation when we went to see Sonia Gandhi, who was campaigning for the Congress party candidate in Bihar. Her Hindi diction had improved steadily over the dozen rallies we had seen her address since 1998, and now it was fluent. But she attempted to attack Kumar as if nothing had changed, offering a strained line about how the milk was drying up in the breasts of Patna mothers as ministers in the state government fed milk to their dogs, but it didn’t get much reaction. Voters seemed very well aware of how radically Bihar had outpaced the rest of India under Kumar.

From Bhagalpur we drove to a Rahul Gandhi rally in Samastipur, two hours east of Patna, where he arrived four hours late, barely apologized to the crowd and tried to connect in the fumbling way of gentry trying to speak the language of the street. He kept using the term ‘Bhaiya’ or brother in a slang context, as in ‘Brother, this is what is happening’, but it sounded all wrong, and he clearly didn’t get what was happening, talking about how Bihar was emptying out as locals left for lowly jobs in richer states. He had the pulse of Bihar five years ago, and came off as an elite outsider trashing local accomplishments.

That evening served as a hard-to-digest reminder of the role food plays in Indian culture and politics, as a means to express love and hospitality, and in turn command appreciation and respect. Though we had often felt obliged to eat dinner twice, so as not to dishonour our hosts, on this evening we had no choice but to eat—or at least pretend to eat—three times, at the homes of Kumar, the man he ousted five years earlier, Lalu Prasad Yadav, and the third major contender, our long-time dinner host in Patna, Ravi Shankar Prasad of the BJP.

Lalu hosted us first, at his home at 10, Circular Road, probably the cleanest and greenest street in Patna, and around the corner from the official chief minister’s residence that he had yielded to Kumar after his defeat in 2005. Lalu and his wife Rabri Devi had been assigned this spacious bungalow in their capacity as former chief ministers, which is a common privilege that incoming chief ministers rarely deny, possibly foreseeing that they may want the same perk someday. Typically, these government properties are in the most desirable neighbourhoods and spread over many acres. Lalu and Rabri Devi’s home was spacious enough for the cows and horses we had met back at his chief ministerial compound in February 2005.

Lalu though was a shadow of himself. He again rolled out his rustic charm and self-mocking humour, repeating the one where he asks his wife to help him remember the names of their nine children, but somehow his heart wasn’t in it. Having seen Bihar flower in the five years since he left office, Lalu came as close to admitting defeat as I have ever heard any leading Indian politician.

Next, we walked around the corner to his former residence, the official chief minister’s bungalow at 1, Anne Marg, where Kumar greeted us with the confidence of a man who thought he already had a re-election victory in the bag. This was our second sit-down dinner of the night, and I could sense that some of my colleagues were looking for a way out, flattening out their meal as if to hide it behind the rim of the plate. Others were not so much listening to Kumar as watching for a moment when he was looking the other way, so they could slip their unfinished plates to the waiters, without him noticing.

Kumar’s sense of self was at this point reminiscent of Modi, in his conviction that he had a name and reputation big enough to go it alone. On paper he was running in alliance with the BJP, as he had in 2005, but over the course of his first term he had tried to distance himself from the Hindu nationalists by appointing Muslims to significant posts in his administration, building fences to prevent squatters from encroaching on Muslim graveyards, and compensating families of Muslims killed in the 1989 Bhagalpur riots. Kumar had made clear that he did not want Modi to campaign for him in Bihar, because the Gujarat chief minister could hurt him by alienating Muslim supporters.

Kumar had also taken new steps to solidify support outside his own, small Kurmi caste. He had won the November 2005 election in part by creating the ‘Extreme Backward Caste’ category and promising its people special benefits. During his first term, Kumar had continued this vote-building operation by creating the category of ‘Mahadalits’, including twenty-one of the most marginalized castes from Bantars to Turis. In this campaign he was promising the Mahadalits a dozen new welfare programmes, including free land for the landless.

The rift between Kumar and Modi generated visible tensions at our final dinner of the evening, at the home of Prasad. Thankfully, it was a buffet, so in a last-ditch attempt to avoid falling into a food coma, some of our crew took half a plate, then mixed it around to make it look half-eaten. Others just did their duty and left, promising never to eat dinner again.

The BJP and Kumar’s party were nominal allies, both committed to economic development yet divided on how Hindu India should treat its Muslim minority, and the gap was visible in Prasad’s dining room. Kumar’s people came to this BJP dinner, but the two sides barely spoke, divided as they were by bruised egos, clashing world views and swollen ambitions.

Many of these BJP leaders had long bashed English as the language of colonization, yet their relationship with the English media was part hate, part love. They clustered around Prannoy and Radhika Roy, who had founded NDTV in 1988 and enjoyed a virtual monopoly on English TV news for the next two decades. BJP leaders seemed both resentful of and awed by the credibility the Roys had earned, and at this party one went so far as to thank Prannoy for ‘making me who I am today’, by interviewing him so many times on NDTV. He said that RSS leaders tracked NDTV to see who was spreading the Hindutva message effectively.

The next morning we woke up at the Hotel Chanakya, feeling like we could easily skip meals for the next week, and decided to visit the sparkling white arches and minarets of a nearby Sikh gurudwara, the Patna Sahib. Naturally the caretakers gave us an offering of food, in this case a ‘kada prasad’. Served on a dry leaf, kada prasad is a halwa made of whole wheat flour and ghee, exactly what the stomach no longer craves on top of three dinners. After taking what I hoped was a respectful bite, sated impulse took over my brain and I quietly slipped the leftover piece into a nearby flower pot. Alas, I got caught, and earned myself a brief lecture on sacrilege and the religious importance of kada prasad.

When the results came in, Kumar won in a landslide. His victory was interpreted as another sign that the Indian electorate was maturing, looking past old caste and religious division to judge leaders by how well they delivered on development. Dating back to 2004, the string of chief ministers who had won re-election after delivering on development included Narendra Modi in Gujarat, Shivraj Chouhan in Madhya Pradesh and Sheila Dikshit in Delhi. Now Kumar had joined this group, in a state many people had thought was beyond redemption, much less development.

Kumar came in first, with Mahadalits and EBCs joining his fellow Kurmis to give him 22 per cent of the vote, which translated into 115 seats in the 243-seat state assembly. His tense allies in the BJP came in second with ninety-one seats, giving Kumar more than the majority he needed to keep pushing development. Lalu’s twenty-two seats represented the huge setback he had seemed to be preparing for. The big loser however was Rahul Gandhi, who visited Bihar twenty times but led the Congress to a dispiriting finish, taking just four seats. Congress supporters, who just the year before had feted Rahul as their Gandhi of the future, looked to shield him from blame for the rout.

The late 2010 elections turned Kumar into a national and global star, and his success in transforming India’s Wild East into a liveable place planted the seed of a new view in my head. As a nation of wildly diverse states India may be ungovernable from Delhi, but individual states left to their own devices can thrive under the right leader.

Kumar did nothing that revolutionary. This was not China throwing off communism, adopting capitalism, freeing the peasants to become the muscle of an industrial export powerhouse. He built roads, tried to get kids to school, worked to rein in the crime and reduce the corruption that had been blocking commerce. That was enough to light a spark among people who had nothing. Kumar had provided new hope that India could change radically, one state at a time.
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Of Marxists and Mamata

State Assembly Elections, West Bengal, May 2011

Our next trip took us to West Bengal, another entirely unique political battleground in which the national parties and their obsession with issues like terror and dynastic succession played so little role, they might as well not have existed. If Indian politics had been fragmenting state by state, with a motley array of parties combining in an increasingly colourful variety of coalition governments, it had remained frozen in West Bengal for decades.

Born in the 1960s, the Communist Party of India (Marxist), or CPI (M), had gone on to rule in three states, including Kerala and Tripura, but nowhere did their idealistic vision of an elected workers’ paradise find more staying power than in the scholarly and poetic culture of West Bengal. By 2011, the Marxists had been in power thirty-four years and were arguably the most successful surviving communists in the world, having outlasted Maoism in China and Leninism in Russia. No other state in India had remained so faithful to one party, so impervious to the country’s political religion of anti-incumbency. But finally a revolt was brewing, focused ironically on how the Marxists had turned aggressively capitalist, trampling villagers to make room for an automobile plant.

Our first stop was the town of Singur, barely 40 kilometres outside the capital city of Kolkata, where the Marxist chief minister Buddhadeb Bhattacharya had mobilized armed police to clear land for a car factory where the Tata conglomerate planned to assemble the Nano compact. Locals told us that resentment still ran high over a plant that would have employed 1000 but would also have displaced 15,000 farmers from 1000 acres of land so fertile that it produced three crops a year. They said the Marxist government had forced them off the land, offering a pittance in compensation, and unleashing police and party loyalists to attack protesters at the factory site.

We spoke to the still-suffering father of Tapasi Malik, a young activist who became an international symbol of the Tata controversy when she was gang-raped and burned to death, at the age of sixteen, allegedly by close associates of the ruling party.15 With its once impeccable reputation facing daily assaults over the violence, the Tata conglomerate had abandoned the half-finished plant in 2008 and moved the project to Gujarat. There, much to Bhattacharya’s embarrassment, the pro-development government of Narendra Modi offered the company land and lavish financial incentives, and finished the project in a matter of months, with no protests.

The shuttered Tata plant was no longer an issue in itself, but it had become a symbol of the larger controversy over the nature of Marxist rule. Leading the opposition charge was Mamata Banerjee, a Bengali Brahmin who split from the Congress to form her own party in 1998 and had been railing against Marxist ‘tyranny’ for years, mostly to no avail. The Tata conflict, and a second deadly government attempt to acquire agricultural land in and around Nandigram in the district of Purba Medinipur, had given Mamata’s campaign against Marxist rule new momentum and credibility.

We saw Mamata for the first time at a rally in Kolkata, where she sprang out of the helicopter and race-walked past party supporters, a big boss in a diminutive frame, dressed austerely in a white sari with a blue border. Her bearing broadcast immediately that she had no time for the usual campaign greetings; she was a one-woman dynamo running a lifelong crusade, eager to topple communism yesterday.

Mamata described the Tata conflict as typical of a dogmatic one-party state, where intimidation of non-party members was the norm. She talked about how Marxist oppression had shaped daily life for decades, giving Bengalis no choice but to follow the dictates of a party that reserved the best jobs for loyalists and punished rivals by denying access to basic public services. She promised that under her All India Trinamool Congress (TMC)—the ‘party of the marginalized’—things would be different. Bengal would have modern schools, colleges and health clinics, with no proof of party loyalty required for access. Non-party members would no longer have to travel out of state for medical treatment. Her campaign slogan promised ‘poriborton’, the Bengali spin on ‘parivartan’ or change.

As interesting as what Mamata said was what she didn’t say. Neither the Congress nor the BJP had cracked 7 per cent of the vote in recent Bengal elections, and they hardly bore mention in Mamata’s speech. The caste and religious undercurrents that drive much of Indian politics barely surfaced either, since Bengal was divided mainly between Marxist party members and everyone else.

The secular streak in Bengal shaped even the food on the campaign trail. Though the vegetarian image of India is a bit of myth—only one-third of the population is vegetarian—that share rises to a solid majority in states like Rajasthan, Punjab and Gujarat, and falls to a small minority in coastal states like Kerala and Bengal. Fewer than one in ten Bengalis are vegetarian, and it was often hard for the vegetarians in my crew to find a real meal—many of us ended up surviving most of the trip on luchi (known as puri in north India) and chholar daal, lentil stew.

The familiar campaign theme of corruption took a back seat in Bengal to charges of ‘tyranny’: critics accused the Marxists of ramming through approval of the Tata plant, not profiting from it. Mamata told the crowd that the Marxists had ‘forced you for years to do things you are not comfortable with’. They had imposed the party’s anti-West and anti-English biases on the school system, and replaced English with Bengali as the language of instruction. Mamata compared Bengal under the Marxists to other states where ‘their children were singing “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” and prancing off to London and Oxford to study, while our children were studying only Bangla and losing out in every competitive exam at the all-India level’.

A poet herself, Mamata promised not only to restore English instruction but also to bring back the poetry of Bengal greats such as Rabindranath Tagore and Kazi Nazrul Islam, and the stories of Bengal heroes like ‘Binoy, Badal and Dinesh’, which the Marxists had expunged as too bourgeois, and replaced with party-approved literature. While English is an aspirational language all over India, perhaps only in Bengal could a politician campaign on promises to restore local poetry to the school curriculum.

That only-in-Bengal sense grew more pronounced as we drove deeper into the rural areas and the Bengalis among us began to speak in ‘Bong’—vernacular for both the people and language of this state. Arindam Sengupta, who has particularly deep Bengali roots, goes by the nickname ‘Bong’ with friends. Though we were accustomed to feeling left out by the local tongues spoken at political rallies from Punjab to Tamil Nadu, in Bengal we were isolated even from the chatter of our companions inside the Innovas.

After so many years trying to stir revolt against an entrenched government, Mamata was steeped in Bengali conspiracy theories and suspicions. She declined our requests for a meeting because—we were told by her people—they knew that some members of our party had family ties to prominent CPI (M) politicians in Delhi. To Mamata and her supporters, apparently, anyone once removed from a Marxist could not be trusted.

As we left Kolkata, we came face-to-face with the often disappointing, sometimes disturbing legacy of Marxist rule. Even the more hardened travellers in our grip said the rural poverty was more heart-wrenching than anything they had seen in the work of Bengali film-maker Satyajit Ray, who for all his international fame was often criticized in India for exaggerating the misery of its poorest people.

Once the Tatas had left Singur, the village had been left to rot. We saw townspeople washing their feet and their clothes in pools of stagnant water that had collected in the streets and grown so thick with a slimy green moss, the scene was hard to watch. One of my most vivid Singur memories is of Suman kneeling in the street to play marbles with local children, semi-clothed in their puddle-washed rags.

The sense of resignation one often feels in rural India seemed particularly acute in Bengal. In a one-room hut, a farmer told us that his tiny property had been good enough for his father, was good enough for him, and would be good enough for his son. Later, Financial Times columnist Henny Sender, who became one of our regulars on this trip, expressed shock at this comment, saying that in China you would never meet a parent who was not ‘desperate to make a better life for their children. And there sat this man’s eighteen-year-old son, with absolutely nothing to do.’

Our next leg took us on a five-hour drive to the region of Purulia, where my mind was taken back to the ‘Bhagalpur Blindings’. Like that town in Bihar, Purulia would have remained anonymous but for one notorious incident, the ‘Purulia Airdrop Case’. Back in 1995, a British mercenary and his Latvian crew parachuted hundreds of AK-47 rifles and thousands of rounds of ammunition into local villages, for reasons unclear. One theory was that the arms were destined for a cultish spiritual organization that was rebelling against the Marxist state government, with support, some said, from the Congress government in Delhi. The lingering mystery had ensured that Purulia would remain forever linked in the Indian mind to this bizarre international intrigue.

On the ground, Purulia offered another disconcerting tableau of provincial stagnation. In one village, where the air swarmed with an unusually dense cloud of flies and mosquitos from the adjacent swamp, residents told us with existential resignation that when the monsoons came in another month, the waters would lap at their front doors, making it hard to step outside.

At the dusty office of Purulia’s district magistrate, files tied shut with red tape were stacked nearly to its twenty-foot ceilings. Cobwebs draped the shadows in the high corners of the room. Old copper-coloured fans provided some small respite from the heat as the DM spoke optimistically about how the Marxist government was developing small hydroelectric dams all over the countryside. Outside his office a sign boasted of a more modest development: the ‘inauguration’ of toilets right here in the Purulia administration building, listing the exact number of bowls and urinals, how many for men and how many for women, and so on.

Though the Marxist governments had earned some respect in their early years for developing rural areas, the accomplishments now seemed modest. The roads were pretty good by the standards of north India, the schools and health clinics tended to be barebones but at least they were open. People were scratching a living out of tiny farms, which we were told had been granted to them in land reforms decades earlier. Typically the holdings were around an acre, many with a small fish pond or ‘pukur’ as the Bengalis called them. Farmers coaxed crops from the earth with hand tools, eating most of what they grew. There was no agricultural market to speak of.

The Marxists had also presided over the deindustrialization of Bengal, encouraging a culture of labour unrest and bureaucratic meddling that had shuttered the once vibrant factories of Kolkata. In clearing a path for the Tata plant, Bhattacharya had been trying to show that the Marxists were ready to bring back industry and jobs. So far, however, the urban boom that was transforming the other mega cities of India had yet to reach Bengal. Kolkata had progressed little since it became a global synonym for urban misery and barefoot poverty in the 1960s, and the smaller cities of Bengal were worse.

West Bengal had never encouraged a large rural migration to urban factories, and the cities beyond Kolkata were barely developed at all. The third largest, Durgapur, had once been the most industrialized city in eastern India, built around a steel plant and coal mines, but was now a shell of its former self. Beyond a new mall and a couple of beauty parlours, the only sign of commercial progress was a rare working treadmill in our lodging, the Hotel Sarovar Portico.

Henny, a committed runner, was glad to find it, since the streets outside were a nightmare of open sewer holes and people sleeping on the crumbling pavement, sharing the dirt with insects and stray dogs, which would form a yapping swarm around passers-by, and chase down Henny on her runs. After a 2001 law forbade killing street dogs, they had multiplied into the millions all over India, and had become a menacing presence on our after-dinner walks. In Durgapur these packs were particularly large, adding to the sense of a place drifting backward in time.

The substance of Trinamool’s complaints about Marxist rule leapt out at us from a water tank in the south-western district of Bankura. A red Marxist flag fluttered from a post mounted on top of the tank, and locals said this was the government’s way of warning that only loyal members of the ruling party would have access to the water. When we stopped in local colleges and schools, teachers told us that to get their positions they had to be members of CPI (M), like all Bengal civil servants. They saw the leading Marxist cadres as corrupted not by money but by power, not stealing from the state treasury but using it to control local bodies, rewarding only the obedient.

Entering the tribal village of Lalgarh, about 200 kilometres west of Kolkata, we experienced the scariest day of all our travels. Fighting had erupted in late 2008 when a Maoist road mine exploded behind a motorcade carrying Chief Minister Bhattacharya, missing him but seriously wounding several policemen. In response the police set upon Lalgarh, beating and arresting suspected Maoists, killing several in a crackdown so furious, Congress and Trinamool sympathizers flooded in to help the Maoists drive out the Marxists. For the next eight months, Arindam later wrote, Lalgarh was a ‘liberated zone’, free of state influence.

It didn’t last. National security forces mobilized thousands of troops, who retook Lalgarh. By the time we arrived, 500 people had died in the fighting, more than a thousand had been arrested, and tension remained thick in the air. Paramilitary troops patrolled the street and hunkered down in machine gun nests surrounded by barbed wire, and we could hear the thump-thump of helicopters from the Central Reserve Police Force searching the surrounding jungle. We couldn’t see the Maoists, but we could feel the fear of them.

Lalgarh is little more than a railway crossing, and the ticket office appeared empty, because the agent would emerge behind the counter only when a train pulled in. A nearby market was all but deserted, the shelves largely bare, no food to be seen. No one seemed eager to show their heads until a group of border security agents came rolling through the crossing on motorcycles, very young, smiling and laughing, seemingly oblivious to the tension.

Some of our companions were reluctant to get out of the SUVs until our wanderings took us to a nearby field, where we came upon a circle of bookish types sitting under a banyan tree. They proved to be Maoist sympathizers and supporters of the People’s Committee Against Police Atrocities, which was demanding an official apology for police violence and running its own candidate in the election—hoping to rule Lalgarh free of domination by any major party.

We had met Maoist sympathizers before, but always in the safety of cities, never on a dangerous front line, which made these roadside activists seem especially credible. My companions included many who had converted to free-market capitalism late in life, and they were transported by these ‘jhola wallahs’—literally shoulder-bag people—back to their days as campus radicals and hippy intellectuals. ‘Jawani yaad aa gayi,’ said Surjit Bhalla, wistfully. I am reminded of my youth. Not too far from the banyan tree we had another unlikely encounter, bumping into a British journalist who said he was writing a book on the Naxalites—a story some in our group figured had to be a cover for some kind of MI6 intelligence-gathering operation.

We also met locals whose concerns were far more prosaic than ideology or intelligence, including a sharecropper named Kankan Bagri. He said that when the monsoon hit Lalgarh, the flooding forced villagers to ‘live in the trees’ and turned the dirt crossing into mud, cutting the town off from neighbouring markets. Paving the crossing, or building a bridge over the nearby river, could do wonders for the village, said Kankan. But no government, state or national, ever did anything for them, and in their despair residents were leaving for nearby towns that were not cut off by the river and threatened by the Maoist–Marxist crossfire.

From Lalgarh we drove straight to a meeting nearby with Deepak Sarkar, the local CPI (M) leader who had led the party’s battle to retake Lalgarh. Dressed in a dhoti and crisp white kurta with gold buttons, Sarkar struck many of us as cold and remorseless. Hanging on his wall were portraits of Lenin, Ho Chi Minh and Mao, and we asked if the last portrait was not contradictory for a man who had recently waged war against Maoists. Sarkar responded that the Naxalites were ‘left renegades’ not real Maoists. West Bengal was the only place in India, perhaps in the world, where in 2011 we could have witnessed a war of guns and words between Marxists and Maoists.

That night we had planned to stay at the best lodging near Lalgarh, a place called the Ritz Bengal, 50 kilometres away in the town of Medinipur. Like many provincial hotels, its name was borrowed from glamorous global brands but hardly lived up to the billing. We had difficulty finding the entrance, in a small lane behind the railway station, which led up to musty rooms painted in various hues of blue, yellow and red, with sheets and dark brown blankets so worn out they were shedding long threads of cotton. We had grown accustomed to low-end hotels that do not provide toilet paper, only plastic jugs to clean yourself with water. But the Ritz Bengal manager warned us that here water was scarce, despite the nearby river.

At that many of my companions begged that we move straight on to Kolkata, another three-hour drive but surely preferable to an overnight at the Ritz. My long-suffering assistant began scrambling to find beds for twenty in Kolkata, but the city was sold out for a big Premier League cricket match, so we settled in for a rough night. Next day, the Ritz Bengal was quickly forgotten when Prannoy got us tickets to the match, sitting with Shah Rukh Khan, the Bollywood actor and owner of the Kolkata Knight Riders, in his box at the Eden Gardens stadium. It is often that way on the Indian road—one day’s tribulations only make the next day’s good fortune all the sweeter.

In Kolkata, we also met with Chief Minister Bhattacharya, who seemed both well aware that the Marxists needed to modernize, and somehow trapped in the past. He welcomed us in the new CPI (M) headquarters, its starkly modern architecture presenting an odd backdrop for the portraits of Marx, Engels, Lenin and other long-gone revolutionaries. On the wall of his office was a map of the world from 1987, before the fall of the Soviet Union and the disintegration of the communist bloc. We asked how the dated iconography squared with the image he had tried to portray of himself as a Marxist for the twenty-first century, working to bring industry back to West Bengal.

Meeting the well-read and articulate Marxist leader was, some in our group would later recall, like meeting a poet or an artist; but for all his grace and learning, Bhattacharya seemed almost helpless in the face of this obvious question. He stumbled to explain, saying he understood that we live in a capitalist system, and that Bengal needed to move beyond farming in order to grow. As for failing to bring the Tata plant to West Bengal, he blamed the difficulty of getting anything done in India, noting that in this country 90 per cent support is not enough, because 10 per cent opposition can kill any deal.

In some ways the most perplexing question about the Bengal Marxists was how they had survived in office as long as they had. Supporters would say it had much to do with their early land reforms, which at least gave former tenant farmers a sense of ownership and empowerment, if not middle-class comfort. Detractors would cite the strong-arm tactics and desire for complete control that had characterized their long rule, and exploded into view with the clash over the Tata plant in Singur.

Later we had a chance to interview one of the leading Marxist thinkers, Gautam Deb, and asked him too how his party had held power for all these years. He was the Bengal state housing minister, and had been building new townships, talking about the need for the communists to reinvent themselves, yet his answer was pure nineteenth-century Marxist jargon. Referring to Bengal’s self-image as a state of intellectuals and artists, he spoke of the ‘heightened political consciousness’ of Bengalis and how it had not been ‘adulterated by materialistic temptations’.

Deb did acknowledge that some party members had not always acted in the interests of the people, and that these errors contributed to their setbacks in the 2009 national election, when along with their allies they won just fifteen of West Bengal’s forty-two Lok Sabha seats, their worst showing ever. He said the party was mobilizing to renew its appeal to voters, and in his campaign speeches he was promising rice at 2 rupees per kilo for families earning under 10,000 rupees a month, medical insurance for the poor, electricity for all, transport coupons for students in the eleventh and twelfth grades and a pension fund for rickshaw pullers, maids and other low-wage workers. As for Mamata, Deb dismissed her as a loner with ‘the mental age of a child’ and without a real party, saying the All India Trinamool Congress was a vehicle built to advance her personal ambitions.

The face-off between the Marxists and Mamata galvanized Bengal voters as never before. Turnout in Bengal had averaged 75 per cent, 10 points above the national average, and it spiked to 85 per cent in 2011.16 Tapping popular frustration with thirty-four years of Marxist rule, Mamata’s party won in resounding fashion, taking 184 of the 294 state assembly seats, and she became the new chief minister. The Marxists finished a distant second, and Bhattacharya lost his seat in the assembly. With just forty-two seats, the Congress had to settle for a role as a junior partner in Mamata’s government. The BJP didn’t win a single seat.

For the first time in decades, Bengal had tossed out the incumbent, and indeed this election would mark a broad revival of anti-incumbency—including in states with a much better development record than Bengal. Between 2004 and 2010, the share of elections in which the government got tossed out had fallen to around 40 per cent. During that period the Indian economy was booming, with low inflation, and voters had shown a new willingness to reward incumbents for superior economic performance.

But that era proved fleeting. After 2011, seated chief ministers went back to losing two out of three elections, the same broad pattern of rejection that has held since the late 1970s. Moreover, my data shows, incumbents did not see their electoral prospects improve even if their state economy had accelerated on their watch, or posted growth faster than the national average. Even if a chief minister produced blockbuster economic success—with growth above 8 per cent—they had a 50:50 chance of getting tossed out. In 2011, the state of Tamil Nadu also went to the polls, and voters there discarded Chief Minister M. Karunanidhi, despite a growth rate of nearly 9 per cent during his term, and brought his nemesis, Jayalalithaa, back to power.

Seventy years after Independence, India has changed in so many ways but can feel the same in one: there is much less connection between politics and economics than you would expect. We had seen many of the big hopes for a new kind of politics focused on growth and development, from Naidu and Pawar to Gehlot and Kumar at the state level to Narasimha Rao at the Centre, suffer some kind of battering and humiliation on the campaign trail. Indian voters are so worn out dealing with a broken state that rapid economic growth and development is not enough to make up for their daily struggles.
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Naked Power, Covered Statues

State Assembly Elections, Uttar Pradesh, February 2012

In the five years since we had seen Mayawati rise to become chief minister of Uttar Pradesh, she had grown more and more regal. Other chief ministers had encouraged a cult of personality but none on the same scale as Mayawati, who was building towering statues of herself and her party symbol, the elephant, all over the state and its capital. When she came to power, Lucknow was building the ambitious new Ambedkar Park, and she had added as its centrepiece a monument to herself and other Dalit leaders, surrounded by elephants.

Truth be told, the 38-hectare park was strikingly well designed and built, compared to typically haphazard Indian public spaces, especially given that it was built by the normally inept Public Works Department. But the statues had become a lightning rod. Opponents were attacking Mayawati for spending millions on self-glorification while her Dalit supporters were mired in poverty. The Election Commission had ruled that the elephants were effectively campaign ads, improperly financed by the state, and ordered Mayawati to cover them up. As we arrived, the Commission was debating what material and colour to use for the coverings, ultimately settling on pink plastic tarps—wrapped so tightly they ended up making the huge sandstone elephants look like huge pink plastic elephants. The fix was nearly as absurd as the problem.

As we drove through UP it became clear that the vote was once again dividing along caste and religious lines, and leaving the two national parties, the BJP and the Congress, fighting for third and fourth place. In 2007, Mayawati had won by courting Brahmin voters and became the first important Dalit leader to draw significant upper-caste votes. But the taboo-shattering alliance soon unravelled. Many of her Dalit supporters were angry at Mayawati for giving top posts to Brahmins, and by 2012, Mayawati had not only dumped the Brahmins as allies, she was blaming them for the corruption in her government.

We attended a Mayawati rally in Ghatampur, just outside the city of Kanpur, where the warm-up songs praised her as the Goddess of Justice, the Lioness of UP and the Iron Lady. Around 60,000 people poured into the rally grounds, most of them Dalits, waving the blue flag of the BSP and listening raptly to Mayawati’s every word, despite the fact that she was reading from a prepared text, barely making eye contact. Mayawati allowed very few other leaders on her stage, leaving the impression that she was accompanied mainly by a large fan that blew only on her.

Our search for lodging took us to the medieval village of Orchha, a tourist destination on the border of Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh that had acceptably clean hotels, not far from critical battleground constituencies around the neighbouring city of Jhansi. Like many temple towns, Orchha had recently moved to confirm its holy authenticity by banning the sale of liquor and meat within town limits—a decision that clearly rankled some of the town’s non-vegetarian voters and tourists.

The main attraction was the stunning collection of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century forts and palaces, including the hard-to-believe Jehangir Mahal. A sprawling four-storey marvel of Rajput and Muslim architecture, this castle was said to have been built by local royalty to house the Mughal emperor Jehangir—for a one-night stay, for which the emperor never showed up. Though it would be hard to match that extravagance in modern times, Mayawati seemed to have tried: it was revealed long after this trip that as chief minister, she had spent 85 crore rupees (around $20 million) combining seven bungalows inside the official compound into one sprawling sandstone and pink marble palace featuring, of course, statues of herself.17

To the Dalits of UP, Mayawati was more a hero than ever, and few if any begrudged her regal airs. To the rest, she was running a government mired ever more deeply in corruption and favouritism for her own community. Stories abounded about how she personally dispensed all her party’s campaign funds, and distributed nominations to the highest bidders.18 Voters told us the culture of graft was choking commerce: one young pharmacist said that the official 3500-rupee ($75) licence fee was nothing compared to the 70,000 rupees he had to pay in hidden fees and bribes to open his store.

Though Mayawati was credited with a crackdown on street crime and thugs, her own government was gaining a thuggish reputation as well. There was, for example, widespread debate about whether a government doctor found hanging in a toilet inside the Lucknow prison was really a suicide, as the official story was told. Opposition parties were claiming that he might have been killed owing to his links to corruption inside the state health and family welfare department.19

The spread of corruption was particularly galling in a state rife with complaints about the lack of jobs, and how graft was driving up prices, particularly for animal feed and fertilizer. The decade-long boom in India had brought some improvement to roads and elementary schools even in the smaller towns of Uttar Pradesh, but no voter we spoke to was satisfied.

To gain a decent livelihood, villagers said, they needed schools that run up to twelfth grade, and access to higher education including medical, engineering and teacher’s colleges. Above all there was a desperation to learn English, and a huge demand for the so-called ‘convent schools’, often named for a Christian saint or Hindu god, that teach in the language of global commerce. In the town of Lalganj, on the way from Kanpur to Orchha, we had met a group of students celebrating a twentieth birthday, and while they appreciated the state subsidies that helped them attend a nearby private college, they all said they would have to go to Lucknow or another big city to find a job.

One night on the road to Jhansi we turned off the highway to interview voters and found ourselves in a small village that was dark and still, yet strangely loud. From the edge of the village came the rumble of diesel trucks, moving with their headlights switched off through giant hills of sand. This hive of after-hours industrial activity, in a place where the homes had no power, seemed glaringly suspicious. When we asked villagers what was going on, they shrugged off the scene as business as usual, but gradually it came out that the trucks were involved in an illegal mining business. It was, they said, one of many clandestine sand-mining operations that state leaders in UP were turning a blind eye to in exchange for a cut of the profit.

This one on the road to Jhansi was operated, according to the villagers, by a liquor baron, by then a well-known symbol of alleged corruption in UP, and a less well-known case study of the way crony capitalism operates in many states. One of the most valuable concessions politicians can grant is the right to supply state liquor stores, which they often grant as a monopoly to one favoured supplier. The monopolist jacks up prices to both increase his own profits and cover regular payoffs to his political benefactors, who avoid angering consumers by cutting the tax on liquor. The politicians and their cronies gain, the consumer doesn’t get hurt, and the big loser is the state treasury.

Mayawati blamed the corruption and lack of progress on the three other main parties. She traced the culture of graft in UP to the previous government run by Mulayam, and said his tainted party needed to be kept out of power. She mocked Rahul Gandhi as a ‘yuvraj’ or prince, and accused the Congress-led national government of holding back funds for development in UP. The BJP couldn’t be trusted either, she said. As for corruption in her party, Mayawati blamed upper-caste ‘infiltrators’, and claimed to have either sacked the Brahmin offenders or denied them a party ticket. Despite that claim, word was that Brahmins could still buy a ticket for the right price.

Mayawati had long since abandoned her 2007 promise to run a government in ‘everyone’s interests’, and seemed to be retreating back into her caste comfort zone. A founding slogan of her party was a rallying cry to Dalits and a threat to Brahmins: ‘Vote Hamara, Raj Tumhara, Nahin Chalega, Nahin Chalega.’ The vote is ours but the power is yours, this can’t go on. Now, she was telling Dalits at her rallies: ‘Satta ki chabi hum isse jaane nahin denge.’ We got hold of the key to power and we cannot let it go.

To reach Mayawati we needed to go through S.C. Mishra, the Brahmin who had become her bridge to the outside world back in 2007. He arranged a brief audience following her rally in Ghatampur, in which we asked if she planned to court new allies. ‘Why should I?’ she responded. ‘My vote base is so committed to me that it will bring me back to power.’ And what of the monuments to her in Lucknow? ‘I hope they vote me back so I can build more of them across the state,’ she said. Then Mayawati walked away, and over time her interactions with the press would grow more brief and infrequent.

Mulayam, meanwhile, was fighting to regain power in UP by moving away from his early ties to the anti-foreign, anti-English sentiments of the socialist movement founded by Ram Manohar Lohia. A portrait of Lohia hung alongside other socialist giants on the wall of Mulayam’s home in Lucknow, where we met him over plates of the best ladoos we had ever been served. Mulayam is all seriousness, making a meeting with him the exact of opposite of our cuss-and-comedy encounters with Lalu in Bihar.

Though Indian party bosses often bring their sons and daughters into the family profession, they rarely relinquish the top party post before death, disability or mutiny forces them to step down. Mulayam, however, made it clear he was already passing the leadership of the Samajwadi Party to his thirty-eight-year-old son Akhilesh—an old-fashioned dynastic succession, but to a successor with an engineering degree from Australia, promising a more modern Uttar Pradesh.

When later we met Akhilesh in Lucknow, he was accompanied by an adviser from the Indian Institute of Management (IIM) Ahmedabad, a top management school, and had not an ill word to say about foreigners and English speakers. Akhilesh was working hard to present himself as the forward-thinking leader of his party, playing up, for example, that he was in a love marriage—not a traditional arranged marriage—with his wife Dimple. In that light Simran asked him the pointed question: ‘How do you explain the Samajwadi Party’s reputation as a party of thugs?’ To that Akhilesh responded, ‘Main goonda nahin hoon!’ I am no goon!

We attended a rally for Akhilesh in Salon, near the Gandhi stronghold of Amethi, where his speech was tailored to UP voters’ yearning for less corruption and better access to education—especially English-language education. However, when he attacked a scandal involving the sale of 2G spectrum by the Congress government in Delhi, saying, ‘these people put a price on air and sold it’, the crowd hardly responded. When he blamed the Mayawati government for the outbreak of ‘khaad-chori’ or fertilizer-theft, in which middlemen had pocketed state subsidies for fertilizer, the crowd roared.

We have seen this often in our travels. Delhi will be consumed with talk of some issue or scandal, and the capital elite will assume therefore that the whole country is talking about the same issues and scandals. Only when we get into the towns and cities of a state like UP, we find that voters are talking about their own local concerns, paying little heed to Delhi and its worries. Local issues trump national issues in most states most of the time. And as always, it was easy for a challenger like Akhilesh to tar the incumbent chief minister as corrupt, because voters expect politicians in office to be stealing from the till, often for their own use.

Akhilesh promised the crowd a brighter future, with free higher education for girls and discounted bicycles to help them get to school. He promised free laptops and tablet computers for all students, with keyboards that type in both Hindi and Urdu. In the past he had vowed to bulldoze the statues of Mayawati, but in side conversations with us he moderated that stand, saying the money for demolition would be better spent on funding his promises to students and a new medical college in Ambedkar Park.

By this time Prime Minister Manmohan Singh had become an international celebrity, feted as the architect of the national economic renaissance, a symbol of modern India. In Uttar Pradesh, however, he drew a crowd of barely 1000 to a rally in the city of Kanpur, a fraction of the tens of thousands who roll out for either Akhilesh or Mulayam Singh Yadav, for Mayawati, or for the Gandhis.

It was striking to me that the foreigners who celebrated Singh had no idea how little star power he had in India. This is often true for national leaders who understand the details of reform but lack the charisma to sell it: their main base is the technocratic global elite.

The day after Singh’s rally, we saw his party chairperson Sonia Gandhi address a crowd of more than 30,000 in Jhansi. Her warm-up acts sang the praises of the Rani of Jhansi, a warrior princess and hero of the 1857 rebellion against British rule, for throwing out the foreigners. The message seemed a bit ironic given Sonia’s roots, but it also seemed to suggest that Congress supporters no longer worried about rivals using Sonia’s foreignness against her.

One of Sonia’s secrets was readily apparent when she met us after the rally—as uncomfortable meeting journalists as ever, yet looking resplendent, surrounded as usual by the spectacle of big-time Congress politicians hovering around her like so many schoolboys, desperate to impress the teacher. Many in our group came away openly marvelling over how well Sonia had weathered public life, and we were struck anew by the simple fact that she was succeeding in Indian politics in part because she so looks and acts the part of Gandhi royalty.

During this trip we also went to a rally featuring her daughter Priyanka, who was limiting her campaign to the family strongholds in Amethi and Rae Bareli, yet drew huge crowds and blanket coverage in the national media. As striking as her mother but more charismatic, she seemed to enjoy politics in a way her brother Rahul did not.

As a college friend and later press aide to their father Rajiv, Suman was there when Rajiv was assassinated and had escorted the body back to Delhi. Priyanka trusted him as an old family friend and called him after the rally to find out what we had thought of her performance. We passed on what voters in Amethi were saying: that with her strong features, hand-loomed saris and pinned-back hair, Priyanka reminded them of Indira. Despite Indira’s fall in the Emergency, polls ranked her the most popular Indian prime minister ever, beloved as a strong woman who fought for the poor and died serving her country. And a Congress party slogan was evoking her memory this way: ‘Priyanka nahin aandhi hain, doosri Indira Gandhi hai.’ Priyanka is like a storm, she is the second Indira Gandhi.

Later we met Priyanka in a large living room at a guest house the Gandhi family frequents in Rae Bareli. She entered with a personal magnetism that seemed all the stronger for how little she tried to command attention, taking her seat at the end of a long couch and launching into conversation, focused on us. A short while later she stopped suddenly, having spotted her brother Rahul approaching the house, and went to greet him. We could see them through the living-room window, Manjeet later recalled, ‘obviously close, steeped in the politics of their ancestors, alone in their close-knit world’.

When Priyanka returned we asked about calls for her to run for prime minister, and she deferred to her brother, saying, ‘Rahul is much smarter and more knowledgeable than I am.’ She made clear she saw herself as a manager, Rahul as the thinker, the one with the political ideas. If there had been any question about her sincerity on this point, that glimpse out of the window would have dispelled it.

There was a certain timeless quality about Priyanka too, a willingness to accept India as it is. Simran asked why the Congress did not shake up the pattern of rallies that ‘all follow the exact same template, same boring speeches, same warm-up acts, same endless waits for the show to begin’. To that Priyanka said, ‘It is what people expect. This is what we have to do.’

Priyanka went on to make a point that has stuck with me ever since, as evidence of a rare politician who listens even to how others listen: ‘A lot of communication amongst the masses is done at a subterranean level which we urban people don’t understand; they spread the word about whom to vote for and what the issues are in a barely visible way.’

For all the star power of Priyanka, we kept seeing signs that the Congress was losing its way in Uttar Pradesh. Though Rahul Gandhi had been credited as the star of the party’s 2009 win, he was having hardly any impact in UP this time around. Sonia Gandhi’s crowds were less enthusiastic. Manmohan Singh couldn’t draw supporters to a rally or much attention to the economic boom. We heard little from UP voters about how fast India was growing and a lot about how MGNREGA was discouraging work and driving up wages.

Then there was Priyanka’s husband Robert Vadra. On our way out of Bengal the year before we had seen a poster at the Kolkata airport listing thirty-two categories of VIPs who were exempt from security checks, citing only one person by name, Vadra. When word got out about this special treatment, it became only the latest embarrassment dropped on the Gandhis by this son-in-law.

Vadra had an unfortunate habit of getting photographed in poses many Indians see as beneath the dignity of the Gandhis, in front of fast cars or flexing in tank tops. When we got to Amethi there were photos circulating of Vadra leading Congress supporters on a motorbike rally, looking like a teenager trying to look cool, and he had just made headlines by saying he would be happy to enter politics himself. Priyanka followed up the next day with a clarification, saying that as a successful businessman her husband had no time to run for office.

Many voters also complained that after the 2009 election some of the Congress victors had failed to deliver or didn’t bother to show up. In the district of Unnao voters told us that Congress candidate Annu Tandon had ‘screwed’ them, promising to bring jobs and factories from the Reliance conglomerate, her former employer, then all but disappearing after winning the election.

To be fair, this complaint about winning candidates vanishing after the election is quite common. There is no rule requiring legislators to live in the place they represent. My sense is that once candidates get into office, and see the lines of people waiting for their help fixing everything that the government does poorly—from generating jobs to providing water—they are overwhelmed. Many find the pressure to deliver too much and opt to stay in Delhi, preferring to politic among the capital elite than face angry constituents at home.

After her rally in Jhansi, Sonia was escorted to her helicopter by the head of the Congress campaign in UP, Digvijaya Singh. Party insiders refer to Singh as the ‘Smiling Assassin’, for his genial demeanour and political savvy, and he later told us with great confidence that the Congress would win over 100 of the 400 state assembly seats. When we pointed out that the polls suggested otherwise, he said that polls have a history of getting it wrong in India. They missed, among others, Congress’s 2009 comeback in UP. Singh sounded so genuinely confident, we found it hard to dismiss this as the usual pre-ballot show of bravado.

Meanwhile, the BJP was riven by a leadership crisis and their UP campaign was strangely low-key. Its nominal leader, L.K. Advani, was starting to fade at the age of eighty-two and addressed only a dozen rallies in UP, compared to nearly 200 for Rahul Gandhi and twice that many for Akhilesh Yadav. Rising star Narendra Modi of Gujarat did not show up at all, and some said it was because the divided BJP leadership feared Modi’s hard-line reputation would scare away swing voters. Others said Modi stayed away because he was angry with party elders for sending Sanjay Joshi, his main BJP rival in Gujarat, to UP ahead of him.

Strangest of all, the BJP appeared ready to choose Uma Bharti as its chief minister, if it won, and she was at least as intimidating to the swing voter as Modi. The former chief minister of neighbouring Madhya Pradesh, Bharti had broken from the BJP to form her own party when we last saw her campaigning in her home state back in 2008, before a listless crowd of a few hundred. Her party had since folded and yet the BJP had anointed her as its face in UP, where once again there was very little buzz around her candidacy.

Over dinner at The Landmark Hotel in Kanpur, the BJP leader Arun Jaitley put on a data-driven display of optimism, which had become something of a party trademark. He made the case that 14 million first-time voters had been added to the rolls in UP, and their bad memories of the Yadav and Mayawati governments would inspire them to vote BJP. After a rally nearby, Rajnath Singh, a former BJP chief minister of UP, calmly predicted to our group that his party would win a ‘spasht bahumat’, or absolute majority.

The vote did end in a spasht bahumat but for the Samajwadi Party, not the BJP. Samajwadi leaders chose Akhilesh Yadav as chief minister, and many observers wrote about how he represented the promise of a new generation and a more modern state government. My sense was somewhat different: voters were less drawn to Akhilesh than they were simply fed up, once again, with the incumbent, Mayawati.

Indian elections are lost by the incumbent more often than they are won by the challenger, and this was a prime example: Mayawati was toppled by her own self-infatuation, her statues and her failure to fix run-down schools with absentee teachers. With so many parties competing in a winner-take-all system, a small swing in the vote is enough to oust a government. Between 2007 and 2012 about 5 per cent of the vote swung from Mayawati’s party to the Yadav’s, and that was enough to dethrone Mayawati and put the Samajwadi Party in power with a solid majority in the state assembly.20

It was also becoming clear that Mayawati’s appeal would be limited to UP. After she first reached the chief minister’s office and was heralded as a ‘miracle of democracy’, there had been speculation that she could become a potent force in other states with sizeable Dalit populations, including Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh. Indeed, her party had run candidates in those states, and she had showed up to campaign for them, but they had never gained traction, for a simple reason.

The Dalits are no more monolithic than India itself. They are divided into dozens of sub-castes, which vary in name and concentration from state to state. Mayawati is a Jatav, and they represent more than half of the Dalits in Uttar Pradesh, but only a quarter in Rajasthan and a mere 5 per cent in Bihar, where most Dalits are Dusadhs or Manjhis. And every sub-caste prefers its own leaders, which is why Ram Vilas Paswan, a Dusadh, is the most prominent leader of the Dalits in Bihar. Indeed, Jatavs and other Dalit sub-castes in Bihar resent the Dusadhs for dominating jobs in the government and seats in the state assembly. For the same reason, Ram Vilas Paswan has failed to extend his reach outside Bihar, since the Dusadhs are a small minority in other states.

The UP results also put an end to the idea that the Congress was reasserting itself as the dominant force in national politics under the leadership of Rahul Gandhi. Since headlining the 2009 general election victory, Rahul had been on a roll in the other direction. First came the underwhelming 2010 showing in Bihar, then another lacklustre performance here in UP, where the Congress came a distant fourth. If there was any consolation for the Congress it was that the BJP, with its leadership divided and Advani aging, had not done much better, finishing a weak third. With a vacuum at the top, India appeared to be ripe for a strongman to step forward and fulfil its desire for leadership, in the manner of Indira Gandhi.
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‘I Know You, and You Know Me’

State Assembly Elections, Gujarat, December 2012

Modi presented himself as the man for this moment. He was barnstorming Gujarat, dropping by chopper into eight rallies a day, yet focusing much of his state election campaign on achieving national power in Delhi. We landed at the airport in Vadodara and drove an hour to a college in Dabhoi, where a quickly gathered crowd of 5000 greeted Modi with a call-and-answer chant of ‘Dekho dekho kaun aaya’ … Look, look who has come … ‘Gujarat ka sher aaya’ … the lion of Gujarat has come. Radiant and ruddy, Modi marched to the podium and absorbed the adulation for just long enough before launching into an attack with only three targets: Sonia, Rahul and Manmohan Singh.

Modi’s goal was to take down India’s ruling family, and Gujarat was a first step. This crowd was packed with his people, native Gujarati speakers like him. Modi connected with the power of a preacher, the intimate humour of a nightclub comedian, mesmerizing the audience with irreverent send-ups of the Gandhis. He mocked ‘Madam Sonia’, ridiculed ‘Soniaben’, saying Soniaben had been talking about her ‘sasu’, her mother-in-law Indira Gandhi, and Indira’s visits to Gujarat. ‘If her sasu came here, so what?’ asked Modi, triggering peals of glee in the crowd, which erupted again every time he jabbed at ‘Rahul Baba’.

Rahul had vowed to fulfil the promises of ‘Gandhiji’—Mahatma Gandhi—but would fulfil only one, Modi said. Gandhiji had envisioned dismantling the Congress party after Independence, and Rahul was presiding over its destruction. As for Manmohan Singh, Modi dismissed him as ‘Maunmohan’ Singh, playing on ‘maun’, the Hindi word for silent. A warm-up speaker cracked that Singh’s answer to any question was ‘Haanji, Madamji’. Yes, Madam Sonia.

The laughter rang out like peals of relief, exposing a deep well of fatigue with the Congress dynasty and the sycophancy around it, as well as the stark change in Modi. The questions about Modi’s role in stirring up the 2002 riots had all but disappeared, and Modi was resorting much less often to dog whistle attacks on Muslims and their supposed ties to Pakistani terrorists. One of our group got through to Modi by phone, but he declined to meet with us, saying, ‘Mujhe zaleel karte hain baar baar, kyun miloon aap logon se?’ Given how you have humiliated me repeatedly, why would I meet you again? He was not making time for anyone who might raise the subject of the 2002 riots.

Positioning himself as a national leader, Modi’s tone had become less anti-Muslim, and more anti-Pakistan. He had started using Pakistan as a tool to establish his nationalist, not sectarian, credentials, releasing a letter demanding that the government cede no Indian land to Pakistan in ongoing negotiations over the disputed border around Sir Creek. The Indian side of the disputed land lies in Gujarat, and Modi had seized on that to interject himself, as a state chief minister, into international negotiations and start establishing his voice in foreign policy.

In his speeches, Modi began to present his single status as proof of purity and commitment to India, not family. ‘Your money is safe with me because I have no son, no daughter, no brother, no sister.’ In other words, I have no ties to the incestuous family politics typified by the Gandhis themselves, and ‘my family is the six crore (sixty million) people of Gujarat’.

Modi still talked about Gujarati pride and success in building roads and factories but in a new context: Gujarat as the development model for India. Gujarat’s economy continued to grow faster than the national average, and the poverty rate was falling much faster—to 5 per cent in 2012 from more than 30 per cent during Modi’s first term. Modi said many Indians were leaving other states in search of jobs, often landing in Gujarat. ‘Everyone is here,’ he said, claiming an exodus of workers from the stale Indian economy shaped by the Gandhis to the one shaped by ‘Modi’. He had begun referring to himself in the third person, a regal figure ready to take on the royal family.

Modi had also started using a line that would become an enduring favourite, echoing Vajpayee’s call from the 1990s about how the Congress had been in power for five decades, ‘all I ask is five years’. Modi said the Congress had been criticizing him for over a decade, ‘but they have misruled for forty years’. That would become ‘fifty years’ or ‘seventy years’ in other states and future iterations. The idea that the Congress was not just a rival party, but a decadent empire that needed to be destroyed, was growing inside the BJP.

Over a spread of idlis, dhoklas and other Gujarati breakfast classics, served on the verdant lawn behind his glass-walled Ahmedabad mansion, industrialist Gautam Adani told us that Modi was the only political voice that mattered in Gujarat, having long since overshadowed all rivals. A close ally of the chief minister, Adani said that if he had to list the most powerful people in Gujarat, he would rank Modi one through ten. ‘There is no second rung.’

Rivals said Gujaratis dared not speak ill of Modi because they were cowed by his security apparatus and the close eye it kept on civilian critics, but there was no question the development successes—and Modi’s popularity—were real. Gujarat was a leading industrial state before Modi took office but he had attracted not just the Tata car plant from West Bengal but factories producing everything from petrochemicals to fertilizers. Gujarat was often described as the Indian state most like China: a manufacturing export power, building world-class roads and infrastructure.

Voters across the state gave Modi credit for running an administration that was clean and efficient by Indian standards, placing many public services and payments online to speed delivery and reduce graft. Adani, whose company runs the biggest ports in Gujarat, said Modi had been ‘empowering’ for big business, operating like the state CEO, and ‘very accessible’—not a word one ever heard attached to other domineering regional party leaders, like Mamata or Jayalalithaa.

Many Gujaratis also credited Modi for creating a better class of bureaucrats by promoting and rewarding those who showed real energy and initiative. To meet one of them, Shekhar led us on a five-hour ride to the district of Tapi for a half-hour chat with the district magistrate, Shalini Agarwal, a soft-spoken and dead serious twenty-six-year-old who had inherited a taste for public service from her father, also a Rajasthan civil servant.

We met her in a dark government bungalow, and it was clear that her competence had won the respect of the male aides clustered around her. She had won international awards for bringing zero-waste management systems to remote Tapi, and talked about how well internal communications and financial accounting worked in Gujarat. She was careful, however, to maintain civil service neutrality and not comment on Modi directly.

On the return trip, we were reminded that for all its efficiency, Gujarat remained chaotic in a very Indian way: construction blocked our side of the four-lane highway; so our drivers swerved into the opposite lanes and drove for hours into the flashing high beams and blaring horns of trucks racing at us head-on, as cars darted in blindly from the side streets. Gujarat had come to resemble China more in the proliferation of factories, cars and pollution than in the sense of order, and we arrived at our hotel well after midnight, truck headlights haunting our dreams.

Against the steamrolling confidence of the Modi campaign, the Congress was struggling to find its footing. Back in 2007 it had tried to debunk Modi’s development accomplishments and tar him as the man responsible for the 2002 riots, with Sonia blasting him as a ‘Merchant of Death’. This time the first Congress official we met was Sonia’s right-hand man in Delhi, Ahmed Patel, who had Gujarati roots and hosted us at his sprawling country home—a ‘farmhouse’ in the Indian vernacular but with no crops or cows—tucked behind high walls in a small village between Vadodara and Surat. Stray puppies hovered around the front gate.

Patel was leading a revamped Congress campaign, acknowledging Gujarat’s accomplishments but attributing them to its entrepreneurial people and culture, not Modi. Rather than attacking Modi as a ‘Merchant of Death’, Patel used the new party line, calling him a ‘disuniter’. The Congress had yet to name its chief ministerial candidate and when we asked who was leading its Gujarat campaign, Patel offered the standard Congress answer: it doesn’t matter, Indians vote for a party not a personality, so the leader can be chosen after the election.

Pressed on how the Congress could unseat a leader with Modi’s charisma and development record, Patel said the ‘Modi model’ involved doling out favours to a few business leaders and overstating his own achievements. People had begun to see through the marketing, he claimed. The Patels are a landowning caste that represents around 13 per cent of the Gujarat population, and Ahmed was hopeful that a BJP breakaway party led by Keshubhai Patel (no direct relation to himself) could cut into support for Modi.

A former chief minister, Keshubhai Patel was eighty-four years old and a shrinking figure in Gujarat politics, planning to pass the torch of his breakaway movement, the Gujarat Parivartan Party, on to his son Bharat. When we met Bharat later in the trip he brought along his own son, who was in his early teens—young even by the informal standards of Indian family politics. We left with the impression that Patel’s party was operating as a grandpa and pop shop, not an organization strong enough to challenge the Modi machine.

The next day we drove to a Congress rally in a tribal village on the border of Madhya Pradesh. Rahul was running late again and after a wait of nearly three hours the first helicopter delivered a team of SPG agents who sprinted to their positions as the second deposited the main attraction before a vast crowd that organizers claimed was 80,000 strong. Rahul started out with a long tribute to Nelson Mandela, followed by a rambling story about how Mahatma Gandhi once visited his family’s ancestral home and slept on the floor as a gesture of solidarity with Jawaharlal Nehru, who was then sleeping on the floor in a British jail. ‘This is your history,’ Rahul told the crowd, but they seemed utterly unmoved by a Nehru–Gandhi tale from the 1930s.

Rahul plunged ahead, tracing the roots of Gujarat’s success to local entrepreneurs like Verghese Kurien, father of the ‘white revolution’ that made dairy farming a big business in India, and to his own family. He invoked the name of Sam Pitroda, a Gujarati who had spearheaded telecom reform under his father Rajiv, and he credited his father for ‘the mobile phone in everyone’s hand’. He talked about everything that the Congress had done for Gujarat, including the rural employment guarantee scheme, while dismissing Modi as a clever self-promoter who had claimed Gujarat’s successes as his own.

After the rally, Rahul spoke to us for forty-five minutes, holding forth about how Modi’s strongman model was a bad fit for India, and how he planned to shift power within the Congress from smoky Delhi back rooms to open forums at the village level. At this point, however, Rahul had yet to give his first public interview, and Simran asked him, ‘Why, as a public figure, don’t you let the public get to know you?’ He answered non-committally, ‘Yes, I will do it soon.’ (His first interview came more than a year later, in the run up to the 2014 general elections.)

Rahul went on elaborating his theories on grass-roots democracy for so long that Swami Aiyar, one of the original and most irreverent members of our crew, started reading a copy of The Times of India. When Henny Sender suggested that the Congress hardly resembled Rahul’s model of openness and transparency, he shot back, ‘How well do you know India?’ Henny said she knew India quite well, as a Hindi speaker who had lived here as a student and visited the ancestral home in Allahabad he had just mentioned in his speech. To which Rahul replied, ‘Come to Delhi and I will tell you exactly why you are completely wrong.’

At a rally for Sonia in Gandhinagar, north of Ahmedabad, the crowd seemed much smaller than Rahul’s but more genuine, less bussed-in and paid-to-attend, dancing to the songs of two Gujarati singers. Sonia also invoked family lore, saying her mother-in-law gave her life for India and ‘we will never sell the country down. We will never sell off Sir Creek to Pakistan.’ She said Modi offered big dreams but was a ‘disuniter’, and tried to steal some of his claim to development success by listing factories that the Congress had brought to Gujarat before he arrived. Tellingly, however, all the factories she mentioned were government-owned, a sign of her Gandhian distaste for private sector capitalism.

After the rally, acting on a request we conveyed through Ahmed Patel, Sonia granted us a fifteen-minute audience and appeared a shell of the radiant person we had met only months earlier in Uttar Pradesh. Her hands shaking, she appeared to be suffering from health issues and this would be her only rally of the day. Asked about Modi, she said people, particularly in tribal areas, were much more alienated than the hype suggested, and accused Modi of taking credit for improvements in people’s lives that were paid for by the Congress government in Delhi. The day before, she said, she had met a woman who did not know that her husband’s job as a labourer was supported by the Congress’s rural employment scheme.

Following Sonia’s rally we returned to Gujarat’s largest city, Ahmedabad, for a meeting with Arun Jaitley, who had become leader of the BJP opposition in parliament. He hosted us for lunch at Agashiye, a restaurant famed for dishes with up to twenty-three different items on one plate. Jaitley argued that the Congress had a serious succession problem because it had discouraged the rise of strong state leaders, leaving no one in line to follow Sonia should Rahul falter, and he had. Rahul had scored only one notable success, three years earlier in UP.

Meanwhile, Jaitley said, the BJP had evolved into a decentralized party with an entire generation of strong state leaders including Shivraj Singh Chouhan in Madhya Pradesh, Raman Singh in Chhattisgarh and above all Modi, who was emerging as heir apparent to the aging party leader L.K. Advani. Asked when the transition might come, Jaitley told us half-seriously that it’s like cricket, you don’t ask a superstar like Sachin Tendulkar—then faltering as a member of India’s national team—to retire. You wait for him to make the decision.

That night, fashion designer Umang Hutheesing, scion of a prominent Gujarat family, threw a party for us and leading Ahmedabad writers, artists and entrepreneurs, who showed up in elegant evening wear. We were, as usual, our dishevelled selves after twelve hours on the road, with one intrepid exception, Henny. She told the drivers to look away while she slipped into a fresh kurta in the back seat of an Innova.

Since our hosts assumed Modi would win, the conversation turned to how he would rule. The editor of a leading English newspaper, Daily News and Analysis (DNA), told us that he had a tellingly narrow range of complaints from Modi and his aides in the chief minister’s office. They would call often but always about the language of headlines, never the content or details of a story. His takeaway was that Modi was a micromanager but with a clear sense of what really makes an impact on voters in the age of information overload.

The next day we attended a final Modi rally in the town of Himatnagar, where supporters greeted him with the familiar chant, Look, look who has come … the lion of Gujarat has come. Modi responded with a salute to India, ‘Bharat mata ki jai’, and each time he repeated the words the crowd grew more delirious. ‘I have met the youth of Gujarat in every corner and from everywhere the message is that the BJP is coming and will wipe out the Congress,’ he roared. ‘Maunmohan Singh or Madam Sonia, have they come here?’ asked Modi.

‘No!’ the crowd shouted.

‘What is the Congress plan for Gujarat?’ he demanded.

‘Nothing!’

In quick succession, Modi hammered the themes of his campaign and his national ambition, saying a big win here in 2012 would force ‘all of India to take the development path of Gujarat’. He said that the Congress had been criticizing him for years but misruling India for decades, and that he had no fear of leaving nothing to his family, implying corruption among those who do. He mocked Congress candidates who make promises to Gujarat but can’t name its districts. He vowed that ‘not a piece of Sir Creek will go to Pakistan’, and elicited waves of laughter every time he fired a dig at ‘Rahul Baba’. Modi even mocked Rahul’s story about the founding fathers, suggesting that while Gandhiji was sleeping on the floor, Nehru was probably sleeping on a bed.

We could see the sea of faces straining towards Modi, hanging on his every word, as he finished on a quiet, intimate note, sealing his bond with 10,000 people at once. ‘I know you and you know me,’ Modi said. ‘I have been on cycles and scooters in this area and I know it well. Give me five more years to serve you. I know your hopes and dreams and you know mine. Press the button for the lotus, and it will accumulate into my account directly.’ He didn’t mention his party or any other name in it, only himself, and his voters, who were to transfer the power of their vote directly to Modi.

It was an extraordinary performance, ranking among the most powerful speeches we had ever heard on the campaign trail. Even Congress voters and BJP insiders who worry secretly about the arrogance of highly personalized power said the outcome was not in question.

Late that evening we arrived amid the terraced gardens of the Balaram Palace Resort in Palanpur, a city on Gujarat’s border with Rajasthan and home to Jain merchants who rose to dominate the global diamond trade as far away as Antwerp. Once a hunting lodge for the local nawab, the Balaram was a shadow of its original self, paint cracking on the walls of palatial rooms furnished with greying antiques and illuminated by bare light bulbs.

At the resort, we ran into Bollywood star Paresh Rawal, who was here campaigning for the BJP and spoke with us about how only a leader like Modi could bring progress to India and lift its declining image abroad. While actors often make it big in south Indian politics, Rawal would go on to become one of the few to earn a Lok Sabha seat in western India.

Over a midnight dinner of thin soup and bland vegetarian fare we held our forecasting contest, and the BJP wave was so strong, none of us got the outcome wrong. Modi returned to office as chief minister with 49 per cent of the vote and 117 out of 182 seats in the state assembly—a result that nearly mirrored his win five years earlier. Only this time he delivered his victory speech from Ahmedabad in Hindi, not Gujarati—a clear sign that his next goal was to lead all of India.
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Bandit Queens and Kings

State Assembly Elections, Madhya Pradesh, November 2013

Manmohan Singh had been prime minister for nine years and voters were growing more than tired of a government long plagued by corruption scandals, and now by inflation as well. Singh’s government had been pumping money into the economy to keep growth alive, but it had fuelled four straight years of double-digit price increases, one of the worst streaks on record. And though inflation had been toppling Indian governments since the colonial era, Congress leaders seemed oblivious to the political risks.

The obliviousness didn’t really surprise me. In early 2012, I had gone on a national TV news show reviewing the government budget, which are major annual events in India. These shows always include a leading business figure, who invariably scores the budget a nine or ten out of ten, but this guest went beyond merely insincere flattery. He gave yet another inflationary Congress budget an ‘11 out of 10’ when the cameras were rolling, then started bitching about Finance Minister Pranab Mukherjee and his reckless spending as soon as the cameras were off.

Major Indian politicians live in this bubble of false praise, especially in Delhi and the state capitals, where many business people bow to them with hands folded, some touching their feet to show respect. I once asked an Indian billionaire about these craven displays, and he explained it as a defence mechanism. At any given time companies can face dozens of outstanding cases filed by tax authorities or the enforcement directorate, which will be decided by bureaucrats with wide discretion to enforce loosely written rules. The only people powerful enough to influence the mighty bureaucrats are leading politicians, so big tycoons can’t afford candour that might upset their political contacts. They would be the last people to tell a Congress government that it was mismanaging the economy and driving up inflation.

For our next trip we headed back to Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, where Modi was leading the BJP charge against the Congress. Advani had been retired as BJP leader, not of his own volition like a cricket star but by the groundswell of support that had swept Modi back to power in Gujarat. The party had named Modi its official candidate for prime minister, and though he was campaigning in Madhya Pradesh to help BJP Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan win a third term, he barely mentioned Chouhan. Modi was campaigning for himself, trying out his attack lines for the coming national election.

At a rally in Gwalior, a semi-feudal region where local royals representing the Congress sat in parliament, we found Modi at his vitriolic best, savaging the Gandhis and the elite around them. Since the BJP took power in Madhya Pradesh a decade ago, he said, it had been battling the damage and neglect left by ‘one loudmouth Congress leader after another’ over the previous fifty years. The BJP had spent millions improving the state roads, yet MP struggled to attract foreign tourists because Manmohan Singh was neglecting the national highways. Worse, said Modi, ‘The Congress has committed one sin for which you should not allow it to return to power in this state: inflation.’

Modi again tried to make the campaign about him and the Gandhis, launching into ‘Madam Sonia’ and rolling out a new term of disdain for Rahul, ‘Shehzade’—an Urdu word for prince. Contrasting his own simple roots to the corrupt machinations of the Congress elite, he said they had embarrassed India with an ordinance signed by Singh that would have defended the right of criminal convicts to run for office, a move widely seen as a lifeline for Congress allies such as Lalu Prasad Yadav in Bihar. Modi also fired back at Rahul’s charges of BJP thievery in the Madhya Pradesh state government, asking the crowd, ‘Is the BJP a thief?’

The crowd roared, ‘No!’

‘Are the accusations false, are the accusers lying?’

‘Yes!’ came the reply.

‘The Congress says we are thieves and yes we are, in the sense that we have stolen the sleep of the Congress party!’

Modi went on, spelling out how it would be: the BJP would return to power in Madhya Pradesh this year, it would take power in Delhi next year, and both governments would work together to push the BJP agenda: development, jobs for the young, help for the poor and oppressed. ‘Now the winds of change are clear,’ said Modi.

That evening we picked our way from the Taj hotel through the unlit and garbage-strewn streets of Gwalior to the nineteenth-century palace of the Scindias, the region’s pre-eminent royal family and a major force in national politics. In the pitch-black of a moonless night the palace stood out like a gaudy chandelier, with blue spotlights illuminating a white marble statue in the courtyard. We were met there by Jyotiraditya Scindia, a Harvard and Stanford graduate who had worked as an investment banker in the mid-1990s before becoming a Congress party leader.

As Scindia showed us around the palace, servants would address him as ‘Hukum’, or My Lord, touching his feet, bowing and walking backwards to withdraw from his presence. Henny later said Scindia seemed more comfortable with this treatment than other Indian politicians she had visited, including one who posted a ‘no feet touching’ sign on his front door.

Scindia walked us through the palace’s glorious past, describing at length how the enormous chandeliers hanging in the grand hall had only one match, which was hanging in the Vatican, and were so heavy that the installers supposedly suspended ten elephants from the ceiling to test its strength. In the equally lavish dining room our eyes were drawn to a model train, riding an oval track around the long table in the centre of the room. Purchased in 1906 from the Bassett-Lowke company of Britain, its silver engine pulled seven cars carrying silver and crystal liquor decanters, and stopped automatically when a decanter was lifted. We were all gawking at this marvellous toy when Henny told us to snap out of it and start asking some real questions.

At one point, Scindia seemed to realize he was going on about regal luxuries for a bit longer than Congress party sensibilities allow. Suddenly he changed theme, talking about how his family of ‘modern maharajas’ was ‘egalitarian’ and had to fight tooth and nail to win elections, just like everyone else. We asked him in that light why it was that the surrounding neighbourhoods of Gwalior were so dark and littered with garbage, and Scindia gave us the usual answer: hell in India is other parties. Under a BJP chief minister, Madhya Pradesh was choking Gwalior of funds and services.

The Scindia clan had divided along party lines as many Indian political families do. Jyotiraditya and his late father Madhavrao were serving as leaders of the Congress, while Madhavrao’s sisters and his mother had joined the BJP. One of those sisters was Vasundhara Raje, BJP chief minister of Rajasthan. The other, Yashodhara Raje, was running for the BJP in the neighbouring district of Shivpuri, where we had a chance to see her road show.

Yashodhara seemed to symbolize the evolution of both women and royals in Indian politics. Later a party insider told us that as late as the 1970s, royal women had favoured whiskey and wore their saris with a ghoonghat—a veil to cover the face. Now they favoured wine, eschewed the veils, and threw themselves into the rough and tumble of campaigns. Yashodhara was campaigning atop an open jeep, greeting delirious supporters, clearly enjoying herself.

Wearing designer sunglasses and a modern sari made of green chiffon—still the royal material of choice—she cut a regal figure but had to deal with the nitty-gritty of any constituency in the hinterland. When a group of women complained about an overflowing drain, she promised to have it fixed. When we asked her about her nephew in the rival Congress party, she said she would never say anything bad about Jyotiraditya in her speeches—and there was no record she ever had.

We also found many women shrugging off old feudal habits, showing more willingness to speak up and contradict the political views of their husbands, even compared to our last trip to MP. Like the royals many had dropped the conservative ghoonghat for the sleeveless kameez—which was once considered a bit racy in these parts. The sight of girls riding bikes in their school uniforms, and dish antennas poking out of small village homes, offered some clue to where women were getting more modern ideas.

The next leg of our trip took us into the ravines of the Chambal, off the trail of the mainstream parties and into the land of the dacoits. A sense of dread clings to this sparsely inhabited region, where these bandits roamed freely into the 1960s and ’70s, and in many cases became popular heroes, lionized as rebels against government oppression, or as Robin Hoods who stole from the rich. Daku Man Singh—one of the most famous dacoits—got his own movie, and a temple named after him in his ancestral village of Khera Rathore. Phoolan Devi haunted this vast maze of mud ravines and hillocks before being immortalized in the movie Bandit Queen, and later became a member of parliament.

In a country where crime and the movies are both paths to political power, it was natural that some dacoits would become successful politicians, and we met one of them, the legendary Mohar Singh. His life of crime began in classic Indian fashion, villagers told us, when the local police and courts sided with his wealthy antagonists in a dispute over property. Singh lashed out, killing a man, and would have hundreds of murder charges filed against him before he put down his guns.

When we found him in his small home outside Gwalior, not far from the Scindia palace, the only sign of Singh’s past was his long moustache. As he twirled the impressive handlebars, Singh spoke of himself as a reformed man, a farmer by trade, and had little patience for romantic celebrations of dacoits. Indeed he loathed the word, preferring to be called a former ‘baaghi’ or rebel.

Singh said he had been forced into the criminal life by the state’s inability to resolve his land disputes, and that Bollywood portrayals of dacoits charging into battle on horseback were myths. Real dacoits couldn’t afford horses, worked hard and travelled on foot, crisscrossing the crocodile- and snake-infested waters of the Chambal river, constantly on the move to dodge police. Eventually Singh was caught and imprisoned on multiple murder charges, and he claimed to have looked out for his men while doing time in the Gwalior jail, where his reputation was enough to intimidate the wardens into providing better food and accommodations.

At one point, Singh pulled out his old gun to make the point that he was happy to have shelved it for his post-prison life as an elected and respected village elder in the town of Mehgaon in the 1990s. He had been a BJP supporter since a Scindia dowager or ‘Rajmata’ (queen mother) of Gwalior had been around, and was backing the party again in this election.

From Gwalior we drove north-west across the border into the neighbouring state of Rajasthan, and as we approached the capital city of Jaipur, we kept hearing the same themes we had heard in MP; voters fed up with so many years of Congress rule in Delhi, frustrated by corruption at the national and state level, enraged by skyrocketing inflation. For years India’s inflation rate had ranked somewhere around 60 among the world’s 150 emerging nations, but under the Singh government it had fallen to 142, and voters could feel it even if most Congress leaders could not.
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One Congress leader who did sense trouble coming was the chief minister of Rajasthan, Ashok Gehlot, whom we met at the Jai Mahal Palace hotel on our first night in Jaipur. Back in 1998, when we had watched Gehlot emerge as the state’s youngest chief minister ever, he was seen as a development star of the future and celebrated for his rise from a gardener caste. Then came his stunning defeat in 2003 and suddenly his lisping delivery, once seen as another obstacle he had overcome, was recast as a weakness, as was his patchy grasp of English. By 2013, Gehlot was showing signs of what might be called anti-incumbency syndrome: when Indian voters turn on rising stars, they leave formerly charismatic candidates battered and unsure what they want for their state or expect of themselves.

Gehlot had in fact been delivering reasonably well on the economy, but seemed to sense it didn’t matter. Rajasthan’s economy had been growing at 8 to 9 per cent, the cities were buzzing, major highways had expanded to six lanes, but many voters were complaining about shortages of power and water, teachers and doctors absent from their public posts. Parents were sending children to private school if they could, sometimes registering them in government school just for the free lunch.

Worse for Gehlot, the corruption charges that so often haunt incumbent leaders had caught up to him. He stood accused of improperly granting licences for sandstone mines, and many voters no longer saw him as a fresh, clean exception to the spreading taint of scandal in the Congress party. When we met him in a drab conference room at the Jai Mahal Palace, our companion Satish Padmanabhan, an editor with the weekly magazine Outlook, later recalled, Gehlot exuded a ‘Macbethian melancholy’, seemingly dogged by premonitions of his own demise.

Gehlot had also resorted to a barrage of giveaways that made him almost a parody of the Congress party tilt towards welfare populism, and its reckless spending of the windfall generated by a booming economy. Offering something to just about every imaginable constituency, Gehlot began listing promises that included a 50 per cent cut in the price of state subsidized wheat to just one rupee per kilo, free ambulance services and X-rays for all, pension hikes for freedom fighters, and tax cuts for ‘marriage gardens’ and for sales of cumin and fennel seed. Families living below the poverty line would get two saris for each woman, a blanket for every man. Gehlot went on and on: Any student who took the eighth-grade exam would be guaranteed a passing grade. And most transparently, free laptops for journalists!

None of these desperate generosities was working. As Gehlot outlined one giveaway after another, Manjeet would occasionally egg him on, ever hungry for more data to fill her notebooks. But out of the corner of my eye I could see that Swami had nodded out in his chair. One of the most committed members of our band—since our first trip he had travelled with a hardback briefcase or a stiff board to ease the pain of a nagging back injury—Swami was also the least awed by power and least likely to remain awake through a long recitation of campaign promises.

Reporters in Rajasthan were willing to accept the free laptops but also kept banging away about the corruption charges against the Congress party, fuelling the anger of voters in a state that had long been especially hostile to incumbents. Rajasthan had never given a chief minister two uninterrupted terms and Gehlot was threatened not only by inflation and popular disgust with Congress party corruption but also by his simmering rivalry with C.P. Joshi.

Joshi’s surprise one-vote loss had cleared the way for Gehlot to become chief minister five years earlier, but once again Joshi was leading the Congress campaign. When we met him at his Jaipur home, Joshi praised the progress under Gehlot, marvelling at the fact that you could drive 100 kilometres an hour on many Rajasthan highways, but the undercurrent of rivalry was visible too. Joshi also talked about how Rajasthan lagged in an area critical to so many Indian voters’ hearts: education, particularly in English.

Next day we travelled to Pushkar, a beautiful temple town and pilgrimage site bordering the Thar Desert, admired for the colourful dress of its locals, where Rahul Gandhi was staging a rally. Before it began we chatted up Rahul’s right-hand man, Kanishka Singh, dressed as always in a white linen shirt and khaki trousers. Kanishka agreed that anti-incumbency was running hot, which meant that the Congress was more likely to topple BJP governments in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh than to retain power in Rajasthan.

Rahul seemed to sense the growing hostility to the Congress, and his speech on a school ground in Pushkar reflected a shift in his basic pitch. For years he had taken the traditional Gandhian socialist tack on development, putting welfare for the poor ahead of building roads and other infrastructure. Now he celebrated the infrastructure built by Gehlot and promised more and better airports, rail lines, and power plants.

Later, in conversation with us, Rahul went on to predict that Delhi’s industrial corridor would expand to encompass the cities of Rajasthan, which would become as famous as the wealthy tech hub of southern India, Bengaluru. It was very unusual to hear a Gandhi celebrate any urban hotbed of private sector capitalism, and Bengaluru was one of India’s hottest.

Rahul also seemed intent from the get-go to loosen the self-serious, academic impression he had made during our last encounter in Gujarat, excusing himself for a bathroom break with a smile and a wink. When he came back he started with a question instead of a lecture, asking us how we thought this election would play out. Maybe his handlers had passed on our feedback about his speechifying the last time, maybe he was genuinely worried about the rise of Modi and the direction of his own party. We told him that the number one concern we heard from voters was inflation, and that the Congress seemed deeply discredited after running the national government for nine years.

At that, Rahul picked up the theme he had hammered on back in Gujarat, about the perils of one-man rule, the need to bring more people into the democratic process. The BJP was all about Modi, and the media tendency to celebrate him as a strongman who could single-handedly reform India was dangerous for democracy. The Congress had many young stars, he added, pointing to one of them, Sachin Pilot, who was accompanying him.

At thirty-seven, Pilot was already a minister in the national government, and was seen as a future leader of Rajasthan. What Rahul didn’t mention was that the Congress party had its own pecking order, based on seniority, so Pilot would have to wait in line behind more experienced leaders such as Ashok Gehlot and C.P. Joshi. Most of our crew nonetheless left the meeting with a sense that Rahul seemed more in touch, more ready to listen, than he had been in the past.

The sense of triumph that animated Congress campaigns after its stunning 2009 victory was long gone. There were rumours that in its desperation, the Congress was secretly funding a defector from the BJP named Kirodi Lal Meena, a champion of the Meena sub-caste who had the reputation of being a ‘dabang’ leader or strongman and a street fighter.

Our route into Jaipur was partially blocked, as it had been many times before, by street fights between Meenas and Gujjars, one of the most bitter caste rivalries in India. These two communities are concentrated around the capital, and they pack a political punch well above their combined share (less than 10 per cent) of Rajasthan’s population. To avoid the disruptions we had to take a circuitous route, stopping at an out-of-the-way dhaba where a well-fed rat was clambering around the ladoos piled inside a glass display case. We opted for Mr Sood’s snacks instead.

Racing to make Meena’s rally in the town of Dausa, we arrived late, and the crowd had clogged every possible entryway so completely, it was impossible to squeeze through the mass of people, tractors, bullock carts and camels. We ended up watching the rally from a distance of a couple of hundred metres, and some of us climbed onto the parked tractors to get a view of Meena’s performance. He pitched himself as the third pole of Rajasthan politics, a clean option to corruption in both the Congress and his former allies in the BJP.

Meenas and Gujjars had a long history of turning on any leader who supported the other side, and Kirodi Lal Meena had broken with the BJP for supporting Gujjar demands for recognition. The two castes had enjoyed roughly equal official status until the Meenas were recognized as a Scheduled Tribe, and now Gujjars wanted the same treatment. Meenas were resisting, on the grounds that Gujjars already got special government privileges as one of the OBCs, and that adding a new Scheduled Tribe could erode their share of the benefits. This fight was typical of politics in India, where any action to benefit one community generates an equal and opposite protest from another.

More and more, we were told, demands for recognition as a backward or special community had come from traditional landowning castes like the Gujjars or Jats. During the Green Revolution of the 1960s, landowners had prospered but relied too much on farming and too little on education, and some of these families were not prepared when in later decades agriculture began to shrink as a share of the economy. Ironically, the poorer Dalits, who owned no land, found some outlet in flight to relatively caste-blind big-city labour markets, and often it was the landed who stayed home and put up the loudest fight for reserved government jobs and privileges. When rival castes battled back, the standard solution was to form a committee and study the demands until a serious crisis forced the government’s hand.

Leaving Kirodi Lal Meena’s rally we headed to the Bal Samand Lake Palace hotel in Jodhpur, winding through quaint villages lined with temples and forts and camel caravans, arriving late at night to find an unexpected commotion. Unbeknown to most of us this was one of the most auspicious days on the Hindu calendar, and the resort was so packed with wedding parties that we had to get out of the Innovas and walk several hundred yards through the crowded grounds just to reach the grand entryway.

Totting and rolling our luggage, the twenty of us picked our way through a chaos of brides trailing lehengas, grooms on horseback, each with their own wandering wedding bands and photographers firing off flashbulbs in the night. Thus immortalized as a conga line of bedraggled travellers in the background of a thousand wedding photos, we of course found the front desk deserted. The staff was all off catering to wedding parties and I had to call the hotel management in Delhi just to get someone to come and check us in. But we did learn a valuable lesson—beware travelling on the most auspicious Hindu wedding days.

Meanwhile, no party could match the confidence and bravado in the BJP camp. Modi was multiplying and magnifying his own image on fifty-inch LED screens mounted to campaign vans, which were broadcasting his speeches all over the countryside. His message was that Gujarat was developing more successfully than any state run by the Congress, and that Rajasthan could enjoy the same success if it voted to bring back the BJP. ‘I don’t have to tell the people of Rajasthan about development in Gujarat, it is the people of Rajasthan living in Gujarat who see its prosperity and beat its drum when they return,’ he said.

Modi was also building his case for the difference between Modinomics and Sonianomics, or the free market versus socialism. He said farmers were complaining that the Congress’s rural employment guarantee was discouraging work and creating labour shortages, and he bashed Gehlot’s long list of giveaways as an insult to the poor. ‘The poor do not want to beg or get things for free,’ said Modi. ‘They want a life of dignity. They want to work and earn a living.’ We found that many business people agreed, and worried in particular that Gehlot was running up the potential cost of his giveaways—including the free medicine and medical coverage—by offering them to everyone, not just the needy.

As they do every five years, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan had gone to the polls alongside Delhi and Chhattisgarh, and once again this multiple-state contest was seen as a harbinger of the coming general elections. No matter that the outcome in these four states had offered some clue to how they would vote, but not of how the nation would vote. This cluster of state elections had not foretold the last three general elections, including the seminal Vajpayee victory in 1999, his surprise loss to the Congress in 2004, or the Congress’s repeat win in 2009.

The late 2013 contest would be remembered as the ‘ABC’ elections, when voters chose ‘anyone but Congress’. Under the leadership of Rahul Gandhi, the Congress lost to the BJP by landslide margins in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, and more narrowly in Chhattisgarh. Alarmingly for the Congress, its star Delhi chief minister Sheila Dikshit was clobbered by the new Aam Aadmi Party, known as AAP, which had emerged out of protests against rampant corruption in the Congress government. It didn’t matter that Congress leaders like Dikshit or Gehlot had presided over strong runs of economic growth, not when the national party was tainted by corruption and inflation.

More than anything, the big lesson of this election was that welfare promises alone, no matter how generous, won’t win elections. We had and would see welfare promises boost a candidate’s chances many times, but they offered no guarantee. Abandoning his old self, the development star, Gehlot had become a welfare star, promising generous subsidies or giveaways to everyone from cumin seed buyers to marriage hall owners, eighth graders to journalists. And he lost anyway.

Modi and the BJP came out looking stronger than ever with big wins in the Hindi heartland. It looked to us, and many others, that Modi had established himself as the inevitable future prime minister—the digitally enhanced avatar of a more modern, competent, and developed India.
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‘Modi Will Fix It’

General Elections, Bihar, May 2014

As the 2014 general elections kicked off, Modi had already established an unusually intimate rapport with the millions of Indians who had seen his rallies in person, on the side of a digital van, online or on TV. We started our election travels in Bihar and attended our first Modi rally just outside of Patna in Hajipur, where this rare talent was once again on full display.

India suspends elections for the monsoon, when many roads are impassable, but for no other weather event. The May temperatures in Bihar had hit 45 degrees Celsius and Modi—uniquely among Indian politicians—does not keep crowds waiting, especially not in the deadly heat.

He greeted them as ‘Mitron’, Friends, and went on: ‘I know you grow bananas here, I keep tabs on everything. There are farmers in Gujarat who also grow bananas and used to make 15,000 to 20,000 rupees a year. I got them new better varieties from the Philippines and improved the roads so the bananas don’t get squashed in transit. Now they make 300, 400, 500 thousand a year. That is what I have done in Gujarat.’

It was signature Modi: the punctuality, the easy transition from ‘I know you’ to what ‘I have done’, the detailed sketch of Gujarat as a model for all India, the ego, the biting sarcasm for lesser leaders. ‘In Gujarat the headlines howl in protest if the power goes off for a few minutes, in Bihar they celebrate if the power comes on for a few hours,’ he cracked.

For this campaign Modi had introduced a new enemy for his followers to resent: ‘presstitutes’. The term was coined by a BJP leader who once served as the chief of staff of the Indian Army, and never forgave the media for airing allegations that he had plotted a coup against the Congress government of Manmohan Singh. Modi’s decision to use ‘presstitutes’ as a campaign theme was a reflection of his increasingly hostile relationship with the media and a harbinger of crackdowns to come.

Only eighteen months earlier, when he was contesting the Gujarat state elections, Modi seemed to be rising by default, as other BJP leaders aged out of the picture, and voters began to turn on the Congress after nearly a decade in power. Modi was not widely popular or even that well known in many states outside Gujarat, where his record raised equal measures of praise for his economic success and criticism of his alleged role in anti-Muslim riots a decade earlier.

In 2014, the Modi wave was spreading all over the country. In remote Bihar, where for decades the lights barely flickered, villagers spoke with awe of how Modi turned the power on twenty-four hours a day in industrial Gujarat. Modi continued to downplay his old anti-Muslim diatribes in favour of more subtle digs at other leaders as too pro-Muslim, and his campaign was all about development, built around his Gujarat success story.

Ever since the BJP lost the last national election in 2009, Modi had been working towards this breakthrough. No Indian campaign had ever been so carefully calculated, so far in advance. Modi assembled the financing, the team of high-powered PR advisers, the media muscle to make a national name for himself and spread his promise of ‘Achhe Din’, Good Days Ahead.

The power of modern communication tools is magnified, for better or worse, by scale in India, where the mobile Internet leaps the mud roads to spread the word to tens, hundreds of millions. Since the election of 2009, the share of Indians who own a TV set had risen from 53 to 63 per cent, the number using the Internet had risen from 69 to 213 million, the number with smartphones from 3 to 70 million. Membership on Facebook was up from 10 to 100 million, on YouTube from 5 to 60 million. Modi was by far the most visible political figure on all these platforms and a pioneer on WhatsApp, the platform that would come to dominate future elections, and more. Over the course of this campaign, Modi dispatched a life-size hologram of himself to address 1500 rallies and 15 million voters around the country.

Modi appeared to be personally addressing so many rallies that voters wondered if there was more than one of him, not counting the holograms. Another slogan captured the ambition, and the reality: ‘Har Har Modi, Ghar Ghar Modi!’ Hail Hail Modi, In Every Home Modi! We were told the BJP had mobilized thousands of Gujaratis, including many expats flown in from the United States, to travel the country by train and spread the good word about Modi’s impact on his home state.

Asked which candidate they supported, a group of young people in one small town, about 20 kilometres outside Patna, responded with a chant that had gone viral on Facebook and Twitter: ‘Ab ki bar, Modi sarkar!’ This time, Modi’s government! Asked why, a kid in his late teens, wearing jeans, a T-shirt and sunglasses, said, ‘Look at what he has done in Gujarat, it has become an international model!’ A voice in the pack shot back, ‘How would you know? You haven’t even been to Patna!’ They all laughed and started chanting again: This time, Modi’s government!

Priyanka Gandhi had once made the case to us that the poor communicate at a level that ‘we’, the literate and privileged, don’t understand. Perhaps it was this subaltern frequency that transmitted the Modi story from the smartphone elite and the TV-watching middle class to the rest of the 800 million Indian voters. One way or another, Modi was entering a league of his own as an object of cult worship.

Bihar offered up the usual Indian campaign stew of outrageous personalities, caste conflicts, strange bedfellows, back-room machinations and unrivalled hospitality. For the fourth time in four visits going back to 2005, we were hosted for dinner at the Patna home of Ravi Shankar Prasad, where BJP bigwigs were chortling over the implosion of their rivals, particularly their ex-ally, Bihar chief minister Nitish Kumar.

Nearing the end of his second term, Kumar had continued to work development miracles—even the lawless border with Uttar Pradesh was safe for travellers—but the success had gone to his head, our hosts said. He had broken with the BJP to run alone, as if anyone could stand up to the Modi wave? The BJP’s head in Bihar, Sushil Kumar Modi (no relation to Narendra), told us that Kumar was succumbing to his own ego, and had defied other leaders of his JD (U) party in choosing to run alone. While the budding tensions between the two camps had been obvious at Prasad’s election dinner in 2010, they were no longer allies and Kumar’s people were absent this time.

Meanwhile, Modi was getting a boost from all the hacks, voters and donors who jump on a speeding bandwagon. The BJP bigwigs said that 25 per cent of Bihari youth migrate to work in other states, and many were sending home tales of the boom in Gujarat, offering unpaid ads for Modi. They saw caste politics turning in favour of the BJP as well, figuring that their main challenge came from former chief minister Lalu Prasad Yadav, who could rely on the 16 per cent Yadav minority, but would need to attract another 10 to 15 per cent among Dalits to prevail.

Lalu was not likely to get it. Modi’s family belonged to the Ghanchis, a caste long associated with pressing and selling vegetable oil, which was re-categorized as an ‘Other Backward Class’, eligible for special government protections, only in the 1990s. Some of his Congress critics in Gujarat called him a ‘fake OBC’, saying he was a Modh-Ghanchi, or rich Ghanchi. Nonetheless, Modi was starting to play up his OBC ties, and stories of how he had worked as a boy selling tea from his father’s train station kiosk.

It was working. Modi had begun to win endorsements from leaders representing the very bottom of the caste pyramid, the Scheduled Castes and Tribes. One of them was Lok Janshakti Party head Ram Vilas Paswan, who had a reputation as both the champion of Dalits in Bihar and the weathervane of Indian politics. Switching his allegiance every few years, he had landed in the winning camp before virtually every election over the last two decades, and had served in the government of the last five prime ministers. We met Paswan in his room at the Hotel Anamika in Hajipur, where twenty of us gathered around the bed where Paswan sat cross-legged in his white kurta-pyjama.

When we asked why a leader long seen as a friend of Muslims had chosen to ally with Modi, Paswan answered by pointing to his son Chirag, who had aspired to Bollywood and was now his father’s political lieutenant. Chirag said the Congress government in Delhi had not been able to deliver, that the youth of Bihar were fed up with unemployment, corruption, power cuts, inflation, and that the anti-Muslim charge against Modi was overblown. Gujarat had not had a riot in ten years. ‘I told Dad to go with Modi as I see him as a man of development,’ said Chirag, all but summarizing the BJP message.

We caught up to Chief Minister Nitish Kumar at a rally near the town of Chhapra, where his reception was a far cry from the adoration that the crowds were showering on Modi. Young hecklers drowned him out with shouts of ‘no electricity, no votes’, and for the first time we saw drone cameras at an election rally, which were recording the damaging exchange. ‘I am older than your father and you have no hair on your lips,’ lectured Kumar, whose confidence had clearly taken a blow. He told the youths to take their complaints to his staff and they would be addressed, but for the sake of the many who had come to hear him, the youths needed to ‘shut up and let me speak’.

JD-U supporters shouted down the hecklers, and Kumar moved on to talk about the dangers of electing a divisive communal leader like Modi in a country as diverse as India. We later met Kumar backstage and he seemed genuine in his distaste for the BJP’s anti-Muslim undertones, and irritated that a recent poll put out by Prannoy and Dorab showed him trailing badly. Prannoy tried to lighten the mood by telling Nitish he was ‘looking fresh’, only to run face first into another language barrier. Kumar stared back dumbstruck, and later one of his aides explained that in Bihar slang ‘fresh’ describes the light feeling after morning ablutions.

In contrast, Bihar’s other major regional leader, Lalu, seemed like a new man, having been recently freed on bail in connection with the ‘fodder scam’ that had hung over his head last time we met. In our conversation, Lalu described Modi as an existential threat to the secular vision of India’s founding fathers, and seemed more energized than ever. He was campaigning into the wee hours, returning home at 4 a.m., and he told us he had not received such a fervent reaction from crowds since 1995—before the whole fodder scam mess began.

Many Indians saw Lalu as the last man standing between Modi and the prime minister’s office, since Bihar was critical to the BJP’s larger election prospects. Much like Kumar, however, Lalu appeared to be in denial about the strength of the Modi wave. Unkempt and animated, he ranted on, his rustic wit on overdrive as the case against Modi tumbled out. He mocked the ‘Modi Wave’ as pure TV and Internet hype, the Modi development model as ‘completely bogus’. ‘The people are not fools’ and would not fall for a hologram candidate who is ‘more online than mainline’. Having focused in the past on dignity for the lower castes, Lalu was shifting to match Modi, insisting that ‘the BJP doesn’t have a monopoly on development’, and that ‘we all care’ about developing roads and infrastructure too.

Like so many dynastic Indian politicians, Lalu was cultivating his children as future leaders of his party, the RJD, and his daughter Misa joined our conversation. When we asked her about youth support for Modi, she responded archly: ‘How can you have development without peace? They may chant “Modi, Modi” to you but they will vote for a secular party.’

Following the common practice of party celebrities, Modi was running in two constituencies at once, his home base in Gujarat and the holy city of Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh. Lalu cracked himself up mocking Modi for ‘fleeing his home state in search of a safe constituency’.

It was to Varanasi, 300 kilometres from Patna across the border into Uttar Pradesh, that the next leg of our trip took us. The story Modi supporters told us there was very different.
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‘Living the Lives of Insects’

General Elections, Uttar Pradesh, May 2014

Despite the improvements under Kumar, long stretches of the road were a rocky moonscape, and the trip to Varanasi took us ten hours bumping along at 30 kilometres an hour. Temperatures were topping 40 degrees and members of our caravan were falling ill in the searing heat, including me for the first time in all my election travels. I was taking pills to fight a stomach virus, and we were all given wet ‘gamchhas’ (coarse cotton towels commonly used in Bihar) to wrap around our necks to keep cool. The drive to Varanasi ground on for so long, I remember Henny, in her usual straight-to-the-nub-of-it way, turning to me at a roadside stop in the middle of nowhere and saying: ‘Remind me: where am I and what I am doing here?’

By this point our trip manager Mr Sood had responded to fears that we might overdose on salt and unhealthy fat if we ate nothing but namkeen during the day, and was packing mainly dried fruit and nuts, which have the fringe benefit of having a less lubricating effect on upset stomachs. He had become so indispensable that when an AC failure in one of the Innovas forced us all to pack into the other three, everyone in my car got alarmed when they thought Mr Sood was missing. His reputation for sacrificing his comfort for ours was such that when I told my companions not to worry and that Mr Sood had volunteered to ride on the roof rack of the trailing Innova, they not only believed me, but also objected strenuously that it was unacceptable to put our dauntless ‘major-domo’ on the roof.

Snaking west along the Ganga, we found Modi’s reputation as a miracle worker reaching a crescendo as we approached Varanasi, the holiest of Hinduism’s seven holiest cities. By running for office here, Modi was sending a powerful symbolic message to his Hindu nationalist base, while focusing his speeches and his wall-to-wall media campaign on his role as a development model. ‘This election is just like in America,’ a middle-aged farmer named Sriram Tiwari told us in a roadside chat. ‘The leader doesn’t have to come to you, you can watch the leader on TV. It is so much easier, you can really hear what they all have to say. And no one is as articulate as Modi, especially in his responses to questions from journalists.’

Ticking off the multiplying gripes against Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, including the rise in corruption, inflation and crime, Tiwari said many Congress supporters were switching to the BJP because ‘the public needs change, and Modi is their guy’. Not far off, in the village of Saidabad, where there was no electricity at one o’clock in the afternoon with the sun high in the sky, and no wind to cut the scorching heat, people spoke of how Modi would ‘turn the fans back on’.

‘Hum keedon ki zindagi jee rahen hai,’ said Rakesh Kumar Verma, a jewellery vendor in the Ganga river town of Pali. We are living the lives of insects. Verma had two master’s degrees and was disgusted to be underemployed at forty-two because ‘the goons are in control’. He rattled off the going rate for bribes required to get even menial jobs, which were so high the jobs weren’t worth taking. Loans to expand his little business were prohibitive as well, because the loan officers skimmed 15 per cent off a loan of one lakh rupees ($1500) for themselves. Verma said Modi was ‘the one man strong enough to handle the goons; just look what he has done in Gujarat’.

We had met so many people who saw an all-purpose saviour in Modi that every time a car window jammed or a toilet wouldn’t flush in some backcountry hotel, one of our crew would joke, ‘Modi will fix it.’

To many voters, however, Modi was much more than the nation’s repair man. In the district of Bhadohi, we crawled along a pontoon bridge over the Ganga to a tiny settlement accessible in no other way. On the far side we met a young Brahmin, university educated but not working because it would be too embarrassing to take a job below his station in a place so small, where everyone knew his family. His hope: under Modi, India’s slow pace of industrialization would pick up, which would mean more jobs clustered in urban areas, which would free him to leave this small village for work in a big city, where he would be anonymous. To him Modi was a change agent who could cut the knots of economic and social stagnation that had kept a poor Brahmin like him trapped and unemployed in Bhadohi.

Many of Modi’s critics were pulling for the maverick activist Arvind Kejriwal to stage an upset. A young IIT-educated engineer, Kejriwal had served as an income tax commissioner. He was also a leader of the ‘Parivartan’ movement against corruption in Delhi before founding the AAP in 2012. With all the corruption scandals brewing in the capital, Kejriwal seemed to have hit on the right message at the right time, and had led AAP to a surprising victory in the Delhi state elections in 2013. His star was rising so fast, there was talk about how he might prove to be a viable challenger to Modi as the next prime minister.

A street slogan cast this election as a contest between ‘The Duffer, the Bluffer and the Muffler’—a reference to Rahul’s bumbling, Modi’s slick PR, and Kejriwal’s signature accessory, an ever-present scarf around his neck. The remarkable thing about this slogan was that it gave Kejriwal equal billing alongside two of the most famous figures in Indian politics, only a few years after he had formally entered the game. Trying to capitalize on this momentum, Kejriwal had decided to take on Modi here in UP, in the fervent centre of his believers, Varanasi.

But the crowd we saw at Kejriwal’s roadshow on the outskirts of Varanasi was nothing like the size or passion of those swirling around Modi. Several hundred volunteers, including quite a few too young to vote, showed up waving the symbol of his party, a broom to sweep away corruption. Kejriwal questioned where Modi was getting the money to chopper into eight rallies a day and blanket the country with his digital image, and whether Modi had the guts or inclination to stand up to big Indian tycoons like the Ambani family and their influence in Delhi. He questioned the piety of the Hindu nationalists, noting that BJP workers had recently pelted him with eggs—while he was taking a dip in the holy Ganga. ‘Is this respecting Hinduism?’ asked Kejriwal. At the end of the roadshow, it was clear to us that Kejriwal posed no real challenge to Modi in Varanasi.

Uttar Pradesh’s reigning political dynasty, the Yadavs, was also fighting an uphill battle to stop Modi here in India’s largest state. Sixty kilometres outside Varanasi in the town of Gyanpur, former UP chief minister and Samajwadi Party leader Mulayam Singh Yadav told a rally that ‘we will make UP better than Gujarat’, but his delivery was stumbling, and his promise to ‘use twice as much electricity’ as Gujarat came across as empty without a plan to achieve it.

Mulayam too was trying to rally people to save ‘secular India’, but we could see grumbling in the body language of the crowd. Modi had been tarring Mulayam as pro-Muslim, and Mulayam seemed defensive, eager to show his Hindu faith. He was closing his rallies to the sound of the conch, which accompanies prayers and hymns in Hindu temples.

We spent one night at the Taj Hotel, which is to Varanasi what the Chanakya is to Patna—the place where all the big names stay in order to see and be seen at the centre of the election whirlwind. We would bump into well-known political figures like Arun Jaitley and Abhishek Singhvi in the halls, at dinner on the grand lawns, and on the obligatory trips down to the Ganga to watch the aarti, a Hindu ritual for which Varanasi is famous.

Just before sunrise and after sunset each day, devout locals and pilgrims gather on the Assi Ghat, the broad steps leading down to the Ganga, holding candles and chanting hymns in a joyous daily celebration of life. The magnificent sight is best viewed from a boat in the water, but I had always been wary of leading our large group through the congested lanes to the docks, and on this visit Simran was bumped to the ground and broke her hand. The only surprise, given the absence of crowd control at political rallies, is that we had not suffered injuries more often. Later, in the markets of Varanasi, voters told us they had high hopes that Modi could clean up the chaos and stench of their holy but neglected city.

At a rally outside Varanasi we met Mulayam’s son Akhilesh, who had taken over as Samajwadi Party leader and chief minister after the last election. We asked him about voter frustration with the lack of progress under his family’s rule, the lawlessness, the lack of outside investment, the complaints about dismissive comments his party leaders had made about women, the talk of how his father Mulayam was standing in the way of his development plans. Akhilesh waved all this away as bad public relations and ‘the view from Delhi’. Ask any student about the free laptops his government gave them, and we would see how much life was changing for the better in UP. No other state had matched that ‘great idea’, said Akhilesh, ‘not even Gujarat’. Inadvertently, he seemed to be admitting that Gujarat had become the gold standard for development in India.

Next day we drove to Allahabad, another Hindu pilgrimage city, at the confluence of the Ganga and the Yamuna, to talk to the boatmen. Recent stories had described how the boatmen had developed a knack for distilling their conversations with pilgrims from all over India into strikingly accurate election forecasts. Several members of our group got up early in the morning to talk to the boatmen, who were very clear on what they thought would happen: Modi would sweep into power.

Over dinner that night at our shabby Allahabad hotel we compared notes, and were astonished by a singular fact: after travelling for five days and 1500 kilometres through Bihar and UP, and talking to hundreds of voters, the twenty-five of us could recall only one person who planned to vote for the Congress or had anything positive to say about the party. Just one. Many of these voters had supported the Congress in the past, and every one of them said they had switched loyalty to ‘Narendra Modi’. They did not say to the BJP. To Modi.

Modi’s team had built up his image as a strongman who would vanquish crime, provide jobs, lower the price of onions and build roads; and the candidate had himself encouraged it all with frequent boasts about his own fifty-six-inch chest. Unwittingly repeating the justification Italians once used for supporting Mussolini, a BJP voter in Allahabad had assured us that Modi would ‘make the trains run on time’.

What went unsaid was also telling. Continuing the mellowing process that began around 2012, Modi and the BJP had downplayed flammable foreign policy and sectarian issues. The words ‘Pakistan’ and ‘Muslims’ were no longer so central to the party lexicon. Walter Anderson, the India scholar and author of a well-regarded book on the RSS, would later calculate that Modi had used the word ‘development’ 500 times more than the word ‘Hindutva’ in this campaign.

Despite his strongman image, Modi was closely associated with promises of more economic freedom. Businesspeople thought Modinomics would mean less red tape, a more open welcome to foreign investors, less suspicion of the private sector. Importantly, in my view, Modi as a long-time chief minister understood the desire of this breed for less interference from Delhi, and he was telling businesspeople that the only way to run India was to give states more power to write rules and allocate money. I thought he was planning to free the many Indias to manage their own affairs.

Asked how Modi would deal with Muslims, many of whom fear the BJP, the farmer Tiwari had cited an interview in which Modi dismissed such questions as ‘the language of those who want to divide India’. Besides, Tiwari suggested, sectarian strife is common in this part of the world, and yet in Gujarat there had been no further violence once the scores were settled in 2002.

In recent state elections Indian pollsters had underestimated the margin of victory by failing to foresee how, in a fragmenting electorate, a shrinking share of the vote could yield a majority of seats. The general elections of 2014 continued this trend, delivering a landslide for Modi bigger than anyone, including the BJP data crunchers, had expected. As usual it took only a plurality of the vote to win a majority of seats, given how many parties contested the single-round election. But Modi ploughed new ground: with only 31 per cent of the vote, the BJP won more than half of the seats in parliament—the lowest ratio of votes to seats India had ever seen.

It was the biggest landslide in the battle for Lok Sabha seats since Rajiv Gandhi rode the wave of sympathy over his mother’s assassination in 1984, and it broke barriers in many ways. The wave of support for Modi pushed voter turnout to a record 66 per cent, up from 60 per cent in the last general elections, and the BJP more than doubled its seat total to 282 out of 543 in the Lok Sabha, achieving the rare ‘spasht bahumat’, or absolute majority.

In a nation where chief ministers had rarely drawn much support outside their home state, Modi had transcended his close association with Gujarat, using his development record there to launch his bid for the prime minister’s job. Shattering the party and provincial traditions of Indian politics, Modi thoroughly eclipsed his Congress rival, Rahul Gandhi, a name barely mentioned anywhere on our route. Though Modi had flown in daily from Gujarat, he had dominated the Uttar Pradesh battle so completely, my old travel companion Ajay Kumar would compare this contest to ‘a boxing match with only one fighter in the ring, disappearing into his corner every night and coming out every morning to punch and jab at opponents as wispy as ghosts’.

The Congress party’s defeat was more spectacular than the BJP’s rise. Compared to 2009, the Congress saw its share of the vote drop by nine points to fall under 20 per cent for the first time, and its seat total in the Lok Sabha fall from 206 to just 44. It was hard to imagine that just five years earlier Delhi pundits had thought that India was reverting to its post-Independence condition as a one-party state under Congress rule.

As always, in the euphoria of a landslide, new followers jumped on the Modi bandwagon. Indians across the world began to fete him as the man who would raise India’s global profile. Modi began selling himself as the man who could calm the long simmering wars of South Asia, inviting its leaders including the prime minister of arch-rival Pakistan, Nawaz Sharif, to his inauguration. A few months later, Modi embarked on a tour of the United States, and I was in New York when he spoke at Madison Square Garden, the legendary sports arena, as the vast overhead screens flashed his signature slogan, ‘Minimum government, Maximum governance’. The raucous crowd of 20,000 was almost entirely expat Indian and treated him like a rock star, later spilling outside wearing Modi masks and chanting his name in Times Square.

The question that haunted me immediately was this: what if Modi like many other prime ministers is consumed by the trappings of power and instead of reforming the dysfunctional state is tempted to burden it with more government schemes, and he can’t deliver either? In the final weeks of the campaign, Modi had often targeted his promise of Good Days Ahead to the half of India’s population that is below the age of twenty-five, including the roughly 100 million who were voting for the first time in 2014. The difficulty was that to create enough jobs for all these youths, India needed to create 10 million jobs a year for the next five years, many times more than it had been creating over the past five years.

It was easy to imagine jobless, disappointed youths getting angry, and the hard-core Hindu fundamentalists reviving their old accusations that it is Muslims, with their high birth rate, who are to blame for India’s ‘population bomb’ and the unemployment problem it was creating. In a tense environment, it was hard to predict whether Modi would fuel the tension through innuendo, allow it to fester by remaining silent, or defuse it by trying to quiet the mob.

After winning both the constituencies that he contested, Modi chose to vacate his Gujarat seat and represent the holy city of Varanasi, symbolizing his transition from boss of a state to leader of the nation. But 90 per cent of the seats won by the BJP were in the ‘Hindi belt’ of north and west India, and Modi’s cabinet would also include fewer ministers from south India than any of his predecessors’, threatening to widen the north–south fault line.21 Many commentators also worried that the decisive BJP victory had given 150 million Indian Muslims reason to be wary. Of the eighty Lok Sabha seats in Uttar Pradesh, not one went to a Muslim candidate, and that had never happened before.

Watching Modi during this campaign kept bringing to mind the evolution of Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, another former street vendor (lemonade, not tea) who emerged from a pious political sect (Islamic) to become a self-made prime minister professing to speak for the pious heartland, much to the chagrin of a secular elite. Taking office in 2002, Erdoğan focused on an economic reform agenda and became very popular as the economy boomed, winning subsequent elections by widening margins. At the height of his popularity, his name rang throughout Turkey and his voice dominated all discussion.

But then success went to Erdoğan’s head. He stretched two terms into three, and his autocratic instincts began bubbling to the surface as he pushed an increasingly Islamist agenda. To stifle the resulting protests, he rolled out riot police, blamed foreign conspirators, cracked down on the press and opponents in all walks of Turkish life. I had to wonder whether India’s new political messiah might go the Erdoğan way—someday. In the wake of Modi’s big victory, however, India was focused expectantly on his promise of Good Days Ahead. My hope was that even if Modi were to follow Erdoğan’s path, in the initial years at least he would focus more on economic than sectarian issues.
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Return of the ‘Mahagathbandhan’

State Assembly Elections, Bihar, October 2015

Capitalizing on the cult of personality that swept Modi into the prime minister’s office, the BJP unleashed him for subsequent state elections in the style he prefers: a relentless solo act. For our next trip we headed back to Bihar, where the BJP was featuring Modi on billboards and in multiple rallies every day all over the state, sending him into areas of the Wild East where no prime minister had gone before, including remote towns like Makhdumpur and Marhaura.

The BJP barely mentioned its own candidate for Bihar chief minister, Sushil Kumar Modi, who showed up in smaller billboards if at all, and joined in showering adulation on the new prime minister. ‘If today China and Pakistan are afraid of one person it is Narendra Modi,’ he stated at a rally we attended just outside the town of Muzaffarpur, adding that no one on the planet could stop the Modi wave, or protect incumbent chief minister Nitish Kumar from getting swept away. ‘Even if Obama comes to vote for Nitish, nothing will stop BJP from ruling Bihar.’

The BJP was fixated, even here in provincial Bihar, on the argument that Modi had raised India’s international standing. Before his victory, Modi had travelled to thirty countries, selling big global companies on the allure of investing in India, just as he had once sold them on Gujarat. He had done a lot to calm concerns about his nationalist rhetoric by inviting Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif to his inauguration, as a peace gesture. When our travel companion Simran later asked BJP national president Amit Shah the biggest accomplishment of Modi’s first eighteen months, he responded without hesitation: ‘Since Modi came to power India’s image in the world has changed dramatically.’

So, however, had the forces arrayed against Modi at home. Every time a leader has started to gain a dominant national position, going back to Indira Gandhi in the 1970s, the fractured opposition has come together—at least temporarily—to cut that leader down. And in 2015, Bihar chief minister Nitish Kumar and his bitter rival Lalu Prasad Yadav were putting aside their disputes to join with the Congress in an unprecedented ‘Mahagathbandhan’ or grand alliance with one goal: stop the Modi wave before it got any bigger.

After landing in Patna we drove north towards Muzaffarpur, Bihar’s fourth-largest city. A series of roadside chats made clear that voters cared less about what Modi had done for India than what their chief minister had done for their state. Over the course of his second term, Nitish Kumar had continued to sweep out political hoods and bandits, tossing 83,000 hardened criminals in jail. With lawlessness receding, Patna’s stagnant calm had given way to the bustle of modern commerce. Retail malls were popping up, including one with a gleaming three-storey glass façade. On the top floor was a new outpost of the popular Szechuan restaurant chain, Mainland China.

Under Kumar for the last ten years, Bihar had seen its average income quadruple and infant mortality drop by a third and the number of babies born in hospitals (rather than homes) rise by a wide margin. Literacy had spread dramatically. Though work on the roads had slowed a bit since Kumar’s first term, the expansion of the electric grid had taken off. State power company chief Pratyaya Amrit told us that about half the households in Bihar had electricity compared to less than 10 per cent when Kumar first took office. Outside Patna we saw a sign of normality that stunned us: ATM machines, which appeared to be proof that the bandits were in retreat and the power grid was expanding.

Arriving in Muzaffarpur, the hometown of Jayaprakash Narayan, founder of a popular socialist movement, we checked in to the J.K. Residency, which reflected the dramatic changes under Kumar, and the challenge facing Modi. Decorated in bright, lurid colours, with tacky fittings, lighting, bathroom sinks and bedroom ensembles freshly imported from China, it was garish but quite liveable and in fact typical of India’s best provincial hotels. Bihar was going mainstream.

We headed to Modi’s rally on an abandoned military airstrip, where we ran into a district magistrate, carrying a heavy manual on how to handle law and order problems. Local police told us not to worry, assuring us that serious political unrest was a thing of the past in this area. The prime minister arrived at 1.30 p.m., exactly on time, neatly attired, and began his speech by invoking past BJP allies in Bihar like the socialist leader George Fernandes. Immediately we sensed that something was off. The trademark sarcasm was missing its mark. The visceral crowd response that had marked Modi’s rallies only a year earlier was gone.

Modi invoked many of the usual horrors, including the lawless ‘jungle raj’ and the plight of ‘my Bihari brothers forced to leave the state in search of livelihood’, but it all rang a bit stale. And instead of taking on Kumar, the long-serving leader of Bihar, he continued his career-long assault on the Gandhis and the Congress, which had not been an important player in Bihar for many years. Modi described elections as an ‘open university’, a chance for voters to grade their leaders, but many Biharis seem inclined to give Kumar high marks.

The BJP had also been stumbling uncharacteristically over its own feet. After Kumar ended his alliance with the BJP, Modi publicly questioned his political ‘DNA’, a comment Kumar quickly twisted into a genetic insult to all native Biharis. BJP president Amit Shah then made a promise to distribute 500,000 free saris, a gesture we were told some Bihari women took as a backhanded slap at their appearance. RSS leader Mohan Bhagwat added to BJP woes when he called for a review of job reservations for lower castes—and rivals spun this as a threat to end these reservations entirely.

Sounding defensive, Modi told the Muzaffarpur rally that no party had ‘the power to take away and undo’ reservations guaranteed in India’s Constitution. He tried to turn the tables, saying that Kumar and Lalu had both supported job reservations based on religion rather than caste—implying that once again they were tilting state support towards Muslims rather than Hindus.

Indian political campaigns and eras are often defined by three-word slogans with a catchy Hindi rhythm. The slogan of the 1990s was ‘Roti, Kapda, Makaan’. During our 2002 trip we had seen the shift to ‘Bijli, Sadak, Pani’ or Electricity, Roads and Water, which was superseded in the next decade by ‘Shiksha, Vigyan, Vikas’, Education, Science and Development. Modi, a master sloganeer, had coined a new one: ‘Padhaee, Kamaee, Davaee’, Education, Jobs and Health. The message, as ever, was that India was ready to advance to a new and higher level of development.

Modi’s slogan seemed, however, to be landing flat. For all the progress under Kumar, much of Bihar aspired to modest goals, like putting meals on the table and keeping a dry roof overhead. Many Indian villages are dominated by one religion or caste, and a few kilometres east of Muzaffarpur we came upon a village of several hundred Dalits, who were getting by growing maize and selling coconuts. They were thrilled that the dirt tracks through their village were now pukka, or concrete, and our conversations turned to what defines a ‘pukka’ home: the answer was not just walls, it needed a concrete roof as well. We had to wonder whether Modi’s call for India to raise its goals did not seem out of touch to villagers living under thatched roofs.

What Modi had said about Biharis fleeing to other states for jobs was largely true, though the pace had slowed down in recent years. As one of India’s largest landlocked states, Bihar had struggled to match coastal states like Gujarat and Maharashtra in developing trade and manufacturing. Congress governments had built factories in Bihar decades ago but most were shuttered, and unemployment was as big a problem as ever.

Heading further east towards our hotel for the night, we met a man who said he had seen a lot working as a driver in Nepal, Bangladesh and Saudi Arabia, but never conditions as bad as here in his home city of Darbhanga. The local sugar mills could not compete on global markets and had shut down. To tap into power lines, residents rigged wires themselves because they couldn’t afford contractors to do the illegal job safely. Local boys had ‘lost their minds and confidence’ owing to lack of employment.

Darbhanga is short for Dwar Bangla—gateway to Bengal—and was in fact once considered the cultural capital of Bengal. Locals told us that Darbhanga had been home to a royal line of wealthy landlords who had their own airport and airline, and had lent a Dakota to the Indian Air Force during the India–China war. They had a railway that went all the way to the door of their palace, but when we got to Darbhanga no trace of its maharajas or their splendours was left. On our walk after dinner, we found a city of pawnshops, the familiar spectacle of illegal squatter shacks and open sewers, and one run-down local college. We asked the local BJP representative how this city had fallen so low, and he said the ‘Mahanagar Palika’—an elected municipal corporation that works with state governments to provide urban services—was completely non-functional in cities like Darbhanga.

The best available hotel in Darbhanga, the A.P. Palace, was about the worst we have encountered in India, even grimier than the Hotel Kishen in Bettiah. Hanging above the fluorescent-lit concrete entryway was what looked like a giant hairball, actually a tangle of skinny electric wires suspended from flimsy wood planks, nailed on to the nearest utility pole, the whole do-it-yourself mess looking like it might fall on our heads at any moment.

The manager instantly recognized Radhika and Prannoy Roy and assigned them one of his best rooms, where they found grey concrete floors and a large hole in the stained white tile of the bathroom wall, opening to the toilet of the room next door. A tarp covered the lower part of the hole, partially obstructing the view, but odours and sounds could pass freely room-to-room through the opening at the top. I usually have trouble mobilizing the full crew to hit the road early, but by 8 a.m. the next day everyone was in the lobby with bags packed, ready to flee.

Though Kumar had pushed a lot of improvements, they weren’t necessarily winning him additional votes. In one small village the women pointed proudly to new solar panels, and said they had been installed by Kumar’s government. But they had no intention of giving him their vote, because they were getting charged for the solar power. ‘If he wants our vote, it should be free!’ they said. ‘The sun is free!’

Outside Darbhanga we stopped in the village of Bishunpur Jagdish, which had made national headlines for a clash between local women and Kumar’s government. Wedged between two rivers, the 10,000 villagers had for years pleaded with politicians to build bridges connecting them to surrounding towns and markets. When nothing happened, the women of Bishunpur Jagdish rose up in protest, fasting for days, immersing themselves in cold water for thirty-six hours, threatening suicide, and attracting national attention that finally drew action from the authorities. Work had begun on bridges spanning both rivers, but locals told us they could not reward the legislator from Kumar’s party with their votes. It took so long to get action, they were not ready to forgive.

Despite all the development that had taken place in Bihar over the past decade, in many villages the public services were still patchy. We visited a government school that had been expanded to include middle schoolers, but was idle around noon on a weekday. The principal and teachers had been sent off on election duty—manning voting booths, handling paperwork—leaving one teacher on duty to mind a handful of students. The rest were at home.

When solutions came, they often came from the private sector. For us the most fortunate was that the improving mobile network had largely solved the challenge of making sure our SUVs didn’t lose one another somewhere on the poorly marked roads. Before this trip our long-time travel companion Vidya Kumaraswamy created a WhatsApp group she called (in a nod to our occasional safaris) Sharma Pride, which allowed me to communicate instantly with twenty-odd travellers spread out across four or five Innovas. Now I could anticipate the incessant questions I used to get about where we were and where we were going, as our plans changed on the fly, and calm these uncertainties before they began to grate on nerves and flood my phone.

‘Mitron!’ shouted Amit Shah, greeting a BJP rally in Mahua, 90 kilometres south of Darbhanga, with Modi’s signature phrase. Considered the master strategist behind the prime minister, Shah sounded like Modi-lite, a lower wattage orator repeating Education, Jobs and Health only with less verve, before a listless crowd. Shah seemed to sense that it was unwise to challenge Kumar on his strongest subject, development, and moved on quickly to security. He warned that if the BJP lost the Bihar election, terrorist cells at home and in Pakistan ‘will celebrate by lighting firecrackers’. BJP campaigners seemed to be reviving Pakistan and terror as Plan-B talking points when their development pitch fell flat.

Having seized power in Delhi, many BJP leaders saw increasingly little use for the national press, and were giving full vent to the resentment they had long felt for media coverage of the Gujarat riots in particular. Combined with their mounting desire to destroy the Congress and the Gandhi dynasty, once and for all, passions were reaching a boil. No BJP leader was more determined than Amit Shah. In 2010, when the Congress held power, Shah had been arrested on murder and kidnapping charges in connection with the death, in Gujarat police custody, of Sohrabuddin, an alleged terrorist. Held without bail for months, and banned for a time from entering Gujarat, his home state, Shah emerged with no love for the Congress, or the way the English-speaking media had covered his career.

After a lot of back and forth with his aides we managed to negotiate a meeting with Shah back in Patna that evening. When the twenty of us entered his suite at the Maurya Hotel, he remained seated, a long saffron scarf draped around his burly neck and down his white pyjama, one arm tossed indifferently over the back of his armchair, legs crossed under him. After a cursory greeting, Shah launched into a defiantly confident forecast of BJP victory. When we questioned that forecast in light of the grand alliance mobilizing against them in Bihar, Shah unloaded. ‘I know all of you are biased and I know what all of you have written over the years about the Gujarat riots. I have a record of that,’ he warned.

None of us followed up, recognizing that to pursue the subject of the Gujarat riots would blow up the interview, but the matter hung like gun smoke over the next hour, one of the most tense we had ever spent with any political leader. Sticking to the relatively safe subject of electoral forecasts, we asked whether Shah had also been equally confident before a recent BJP defeat in the Delhi state elections. Shah said he had been, but that his intuitions are normally quite accurate, and ended by challenging us to call him at 2 p.m. the day the Bihar results came in. ‘Nitish will be waving the white towel,’ Shah predicted.

Not all BJP leaders were as certain, however. Once again the party’s senior cabinet minister from Bihar, Ravi Shankar Prasad, hosted a dinner for us at his home on Kavi Raman Path, where we feasted on Litti-Chokha, a classic Bihari dish. The other guests were a mix of BJP state leaders and local political experts, and they suggested the race was too close to call, given Kumar’s momentum. The main election issue was his strong suit, development, and more important, Kumar was no longer campaigning alone.

Kumar had decided to ally with Bihar’s other regional kingpin, Lalu Prasad Yadav, after more than a decade of bitter rivalry. In 2005 and 2010, Kumar had run as an ally of the BJP, denouncing Lalu for creating the culture of thuggery in Bihar. In 2014, Kumar severed ties to the BJP but continued to bash Lalu as a crook, and Lalu continued to dismiss Kumar as a cynical opportunist willing to ally with ‘anti-Muslim bigots’ when it suited. Then they both got wiped out in the Modi wave of 2014, and decided to shelve their mutual distaste to join the Congress in the ‘Grand Alliance’ against Modi.

Later, we landed an interview with Kumar at his chief ministerial bungalow in Patna, and he was philosophical about the need to ally with a man he had called a thug, for the larger cause of slowing a threat to Hindu–Muslim peace. He also positioned himself as a modest alternative to the growing bluster of the BJP, saying he was not ‘ghamandi’ or arrogant enough to forecast the election results. He would not presume to see into voters’ minds, and would cooperate with Lalu to bring down Modi.

We again met Lalu at his home in Patna, where he was his charmingly roguish self. Despite undergoing major heart surgery after the 2014 election, Lalu remained the driving force behind the RJD, flitting around the state by helicopter, addressing eight rallies a day, playing to enthusiastic crowds—including one of the most enthusiastic we had ever seen. At a rally in the small town of Minapur, we found ourselves standing just behind Lalu on a rickety wooden stage, where an aging folk singer in turquoise kurta-pyjama was firing up the crowd with a rollicking, rhythmic composition of his own making, in the local dialect, Bhojpuri. Banging out the beat on hand cymbals, he sang of how Lalu had crushed upper-caste domination and fought to empower the Dalits.

Though we couldn’t follow all the words in Bhojpuri, the sensation was overwhelming. The undulating rhyme and rhythm of the singer would lift any portion of the crowd he looked at to its feet like so many frenzied marionettes, arms flapping overhead, mouths open in a roar. As the singer roused the crowd on his behalf, Lalu kept leaping to his feet, drawing an abrupt line in the air with his finger—body language for ‘Sit down, I tell you!’ Occasionally the finger would zero in on one particularly wild fan, signalling security to remove the offender. It wasn’t clear what Lalu feared more: that the warm-up singer was stealing his limelight or that the rocking of the crowd would collapse the stage, which was shaking threateningly under our feet.

The contrast with the impassive BJP crowds was stark, and the grand alliance had also stolen a key player from the Modi camp, to help organize its attacks. A veteran of UN healthcare operations and elections in Africa, Prashant Kishor played a major role in shaping the digital campaign that helped propel Modi’s 2014 victory. It was Kishor who coined the slogan, Hail Hail Modi, In Every Home Modi.

The story we heard in BJP circles was that Kishor, unhappy that he had been demoted to reporting through Amit Shah rather than directly to Modi, had jumped ship at Kumar’s invitation. Kishor met us for lunch at Mainland China, where he said his switch had nothing to do with ideology or religion. Kishor wanted to prove, he said, that a scientific approach to campaigning can beat personality in India. Critically, Kishor had convinced Kumar and Lalu to campaign separately, so they could cover more ground, and counter the image that Kishor had helped to create of Modi as a superman capable of appearing ‘in every home’ at once.

Kishor said he had set up a war room with a team of 300 including lawyers, money managers and digital specialists to help Kumar with everything from candidate selection to messaging. He had a digital team in every district, recruiting people to join the Kumar campaign on Twitter and WhatsApp, which continued to gain momentum as a social media force in Indian politics. They had added 10,000 recruits to WhatsApp groups, which were flooding the mobile net with audio, video and graphic messages, responding within two hours to any BJP attack.

These volunteers were also taking to the field, dropping pamphlets at tea shops and other gathering places. Determined to keep Modi’s comment about ‘DNA’ in the public eye, they had sent dozens of mail bags containing hair and nail samples from Biharis to the prime minister’s residence, with demands for an apology to the entire state. It worked. The jokes on WhatsApp started to include memes spoofing Modi alongside familiar targets like Rahul, and videos of Lalu doing his spot-on Modi imitations went viral.

Nonetheless, Lalu and Kumar appeared to be fighting an uphill battle. Having recently assumed power in Delhi, the BJP was attracting huge flows of campaign donations, as incumbent governments typically do, and outspending its rivals in Bihar by a wide margin. Modi and the BJP seemed to have more of everything: more billboards, bigger cut-outs of Modi and other candidates, a fleet of around twenty-five helicopters while its rivals made do with four.

Kumar’s party was so short on funds it left its candidates scrambling to cover standard election expenses on their own, and the media consensus was predicting a BJP victory. To his lasting credit, Surjit Bhalla came home and—defying both the consensus and his liking for Modi—devoted his column to a prescient sketch of Kumar’s coming victory. The BJP got the largest share of the popular vote with around 25 per cent of the total, but that proved too little to withstand the combined weight of the grand alliance. The BJP won only fifty-three of the state’s 243 assembly seats. Lalu’s party took eighty, Kumar’s took seventy and the Congress added twenty-seven. With that the grand alliance could dominate the state assembly, and returned Kumar as chief minister for a third straight term.

For all the hand-wringing about the influence of money in Indian campaigns, money alone rarely decides elections, and this Bihar contest was a prime example: the BJP had outspent all its rivals and lost.

Despite all he had done to transform Bihar, Kumar’s party could not crack 20 per cent of the vote share, reflecting the natural limits of his base among Kurmis, a 4 per cent minority. To me, that was a striking sign that economic development had yet to trump caste ties even under a leader like Kumar—who had done more to develop his home state over the last ten years than possibly any other chief minister in Indian history. Voters gave him a lot of credit for developing Bihar, but to win he had been compelled to form a reluctant alliance with an old caste enemy.

This election was also a personal blow to Modi and a reminder of how hard it is for any one leader to dominate India. The term ‘Mahagathbandhan’ was popularized in this election but the concept of a grand opposition alliance dated back at least to Indira Gandhi. When she had tried to rule by decree, the fractured opposition mobilized to stop her in 1977. After Rajiv Gandhi built a majority large enough to change the Constitution, a rainbow coalition of nationalists, socialists and leftists mobilized to topple him in 1989. By 2004, Vajpayee was being feted as India’s ‘tallest leader’, but Rajiv’s wife Sonia stitched together a coalition that cut him down, too. Now, another classically Indian front of former enemies had come together to slow the Modi wave.
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Triumph of the Single Supremos

State Assembly Elections, West Bengal, April 2016

Following our trip to Bihar, where Kumar was working to reform the Wild East, we travelled to West Bengal which was shrugging off communism under Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, and to Tamil Nadu which was sinking into sloth and alcoholism under Chief Minister Jayalalithaa. Other than domineering state leaders, these contests shared precious little, not the leading political parties or personalities, not the interplay of castes, not the issues that most vexed voters. The main language of the campaign trail is Bengali in Bengal, Tamil in Tamil Nadu. The only thing they had in common was that they were holding state elections at the same time.

Landing in Kolkata we found a calmer, gentler Mamata leading the transformation of post-communist Bengal. In a meeting at the grand ITC Sonar, a group of prominent Bengal businessmen told us that they had expected the worst from Mamata after she blocked the Tata car factory, but that she had mellowed over time and especially in the last two years, as the threat of a Marxist backlash faded, and she grew more comfortable in her post. They were even willing to look past her heavy spending on subsidies and charges of corruption in her administration, saying bribery was no worse in Bengal than in other states. What really impressed them, the industrialists said, was that Mamata had made the bureaucracy more accessible to big business and extended a welcome even to foreign investors in Bengal industry.

Economic growth had picked up at least moderately since the communists departed. Infant mortality was falling. Construction was booming all over the capital, spilling into the outskirts. Amit Mitra, state finance minister under Mamata, told us investment was flowing into cement and fertilizer plants, small- and medium-size companies were growing rapidly and that Tata had begun to expand again in the state. Not in the car industry, but in recent months the conglomerate had added 20,000 employees in West Bengal just in their software arm, Tata Consultancy Services. We met one young businessman involved in theme parks and industrial cables (India has many entrepreneurs with such oddly mixed business interests) who spoke excitedly about how Kolkata could emerge as the hub of a planned new road network linking India with Bhutan and Nepal.

When Mamata came to power in 2011, she had fired police officials who did not toe her party line, and harassed critics who posted mocking cartoons of her on social media. She was seen as erratic, volatile, an autocrat who brooked no challenge within her own party. Mamata’s writ still ran large, but she was settling down and opening up, as the Marxists fell into disarray. During the last campaign, Mamata had refused to meet us because some of our companions had ties to leading Marxists in Delhi, but this time she called them up to the stage before a Kolkata rally and greeted them warmly.

Some locals told us that we were brave to show up at the rally, held beneath a flyover under construction in downtown Kolkata, given that a similar flyover had recently collapsed on the other side of town. Wearing her trademark white sari and rubber flipflops, Mamata was chatting with our colleagues about doing a TV interview when the crowd of maybe 20,000 began to stir nosily. Suddenly, Mamata dashed to the mic clutching her sari and scolded, ‘Can’t you see I am talking to media from Delhi? Can’t you wait quietly for a few minutes?’ A bemused muttering rippled through the crowd, but it did quiet down.

Her appeal was based on this feisty persona, and she began her speech by tackling head-on her largest threat: an outcry over the ‘chit fund scam’, in which ministers of her government were caught in a sting operation allegedly taking bribes. ‘They call me a thief—I don’t take a single paisa from the government. I pay for my own tea,’ said Mamata. ‘My only earnings are royalties from the sixty-five books I have written.’ People in the crowd nodded in agreement, evidently persuaded that this single woman, a published poet in a plain white sari and simple slippers, could not be as corrupt as her accusers claimed.

As Mamata went on the offensive there were flashes of the old paranoia, and over the course of the campaign she would attack everyone from Modi and the media to the Election Commission and the security apparatus for conspiring against her. Her crowds lapped it up. As soon as her Kolkata rally ended and Mamata made it past her security cordon, she was mobbed by supporters, young and old, who wanted to kiss her hand, touch her feet, or receive her blessings.

Over this five-week campaign, Mamata would claim to walk 1000 kilometres in the sweltering heat of April and May to address more than 160 meetings, and while the numbers were implausible, her energy and her centrality to the TMC were not in question. The joke in Kolkata was that ‘there is only one post in the TMC and Mamata holds it. Everyone else is a lamppost.’

Depending on whom we talked to, Mamata had either set about correcting the excesses of Marxist rule, or adopting some of their strong-arm methods. Once draped in the red flags of the Communist Party India (Marxist) and covered in giant images of the hammer and sickle, Kolkata was now draped with lights in the colours of the TMC, blue and white. Locals and political analysts said that the TMC had ‘imbibed’ many of the tools of control used by the Marxists, installing her own cadres to replace not only the Marxist cadres who had held most of the jobs in the state bureaucracy, but also the parallel structure of party spies who had monitored the bureaucrats—and reported on dissenters.

The Marxist system built over more than three decades, and backed by its 300,000 cadres, was quickly disintegrating and political violence appeared to be receding. In the period of Marxist rule, political battles had taken 57,000 lives, said Mitra, the finance minister. Since the Marxists had controlled the state and its police powers, most of the deaths were on the opposition side. Now, the communists had lost control of the police and were in retreat, and Mamata’s police were more restrained, Mitra said, noting that only one person had died in this campaign.

We returned to the controversial Tata factory we had visited in Singur back in 2011, and found it standing idle behind long fences, as the company’s battle to retain control of this fertile farmland wended its way slowly through the Indian courts. Several villagers told us they regretted the shutdown because it had hurt their job prospects, but they planned to vote for Mamata anyway.

She was running a highly centralized government in which her word was the only one that really mattered, yet she was delivering enough to ordinary people to win them over. Many said Mamata had executed on her promises to improve roads and electricity. She had offered subsidies to bring down the price of wheat, vegetables and rice, which were selling for a few rupees per kilo. She had also given free bicycles to girls as an incentive and means to get to school, and offered wedding subsidies to young women.

Mamata was far from a pioneer of wedding subsidies. One of India’s leading businessmen, Kishore Biyani, once told me that India lays out nearly $50 billion or roughly one-eighth of its annual discretionary spending for weddings, which often run for days and can leave parents of the bride half-broke. Politicians have long seen an opportunity to score points by defraying these costs, and wedding subsidies have been implemented in states from Jammu and Kashmir to Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Haryana, sometimes as a way to reduce the rate of female infanticide. Bengal voters were buzzing over the generosity of Mamata’s offers, including a grant of 25,000 rupees ($400) to the families of girls turning eighteen, the legal age for marriage, so long as their annual income was below 150,000 rupees ($2300).

The Communist Party of India (Marxist) was scrambling to recover any way it could, including by forging an alliance with the Congress. Even in a country well accustomed to cynical alliances, this one came as a surprise since much of Bengal’s violence had pitted the Marxists against the Congress. In Kolkata we saw graffiti of a bloody hand, a reference to the Sainbari massacre of 1970, when a Marxist mob hacked to death two sons of a prominent Congress family, then forced their mother to eat rice soaked in their blood. Mamata had reopened a hunt for the killers, and the graffiti was a jab at both Marxist violence and the cynicism of the Congress, for allying with its old enemies.22

By 2016, we had established a habit of travelling when campaign emotions peak in the run-up to the actual vote, so we usually miss election day itself. This trip was different, and we travelled to the outskirts of Kolkata to witness the spectacle of India going to the polls. What struck us most was how women had turned out in force, on their own. Asked about the common perception that Indian women would follow their husband’s lead at the polls, these Bengali women just laughed, and said they would vote exactly as they chose.

In the end the TMC won easily. After five straight terms under Marxist party leaders, Bengal may simply not have been ready to throw out Mamata after one. Her personal charisma prevailed over the imploding Marxists and their opportunistic alliance with the Congress. She had mellowed, growing open enough to industry to win business support, remaining generous enough with the public purse to win votes from the poor.

Mamata was also riding the growing wave of voter support for single leaders, whose unmarried status seemed to confirm their claims of all-in devotion to public service. Among India’s twenty-one most populous states, there were no unmarried chief ministers in 1988, but by 2016 there were seven, including Mamata, seemingly lifted by growing voter distaste for nepotism inside political parties, and the corruption that flows naturally from running parties as a family business.

Mamata had in fact remained far more ascetic in her personal tastes than many other supremos. Even as chief minister she lived in her small ancestral home in the Kolkata neighbourhood of Kalighat. Passing by the home we were stunned to see it in a state of decay with a dilapidated grey tiled roof and rotting bamboo shafts—a stark contrast to the sandstone palaces Mayawati had built for herself in UP. Mamata’s image as a single leader with no taste for diamonds had made her largely impervious to the corruption charges that so often topple Indian governments, and helped her secure this second term.
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Chasing the Captain

State Assembly Elections, Tamil Nadu, 2016

From Kolkata we travelled 1700 kilometres south to Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu, and were reminded anew of how quickly India changes from region to region. All the signs were in Tamil with no Hindi translation. Many Tamils were offended by the sound of Hindi, the language of the national parties, and neither the Congress nor the BJP was a significant presence. When we asked Tamil voters what they thought of Narendra Modi, whose name was beginning to overshadow all rivals in the north, some would shoot back, ‘Modi who?’

For every Indian state with an uplifting story like the one we had just witnessed in West Bengal, there is a dispiriting one like Tamil Nadu, where our first stop in Chennai was a well-known designer store, Amethyst, owned by Vinod’s wife Kiran Rao, whose factory we had visited during our 2009 trip to Vijayawada. They had organized a gathering of the local elite, who described to us a downward spiral of welfarism and alcoholism that was entirely unique to Tamil Nadu.

On our first trip to Tamil Nadu in 2006 we had seen Jayalalithaa get thrown out of office despite a reasonably solid development record, but her recent term had been an economic disaster. Our fellow guests at Amethyst told us that her government was fuelling the alcohol problem through its expanding network of liquor stores, which it had come to depend on. The state stores had a monopoly on alcohol sales and provided 25 per cent of the government’s revenue, delivering funds critical to maintaining Jayalalithaa’s main source of political support: a smorgasbord of government giveaways that included everything from free food to free kitchen appliances. Across Tamil Nadu we would hear the same basic story we heard at this gathering: that alcohol and welfare were undermining the Tamil work ethic, driving up public drunkenness and workplace absenteeism, and worsening an economic slump.

Weak global demand was slowing the Tamil economy, and growth had fallen by nearly half under Jayalalithaa, hurting textile and automobile parts exports in particular. As local truck and automobile traffic declined, roadside enterprises like food vendors were suffering. The alcohol epidemic was delivering an added blow to businesses large and small, and to public order as well. Women in our party were warned to stay away from the lines outside the state liquor stores, because the sodden clientele couldn’t be trusted with their hands.

One of the party guests, a former police commissioner, told us that with the state economy unravelling, voters were turning against Jayalalithaa. How did he know? ‘Intelligence reports,’ he said with insider bravado, but sounding a bit dated. It was once common for newspapers to cite polls leaked by the domestic Intelligence Bureau, or IB, which reportedly had destabilized state governments unfriendly to Delhi in the 1970s. But the Bureau had grown more professional, and the cache of citing the ‘IB’ take on political campaigns had faded with the rise of India’s public polling industry over the last two decades.

Leading Tamil industrialists told us that they had tried to warn Jayalalithaa about the alcohol-sodden economy but they couldn’t get in to see her. In 2015 she had emerged from a year in jail on corruption charges—accused of holding assets disproportionate to her stated income—and was said to have come out more wary than ever. There were rumours that she was ill, that she trusted no one. Those who knew her said she travelled with a truck carrying her own mattress, bedlinen, food, curtains and air conditioners. She communicated many decisions to her cabinet through her best friend Sasikala, but when we tried to arrange a meet through this informal chief of staff we were turned down too.

Jayalalithaa was a classic supremo, but the contrast between her increasingly cloistered and irrational leadership and the increasingly accessible and practical supremo of Bengal, Mamata Banerjee, was night and day. Many business people bemoaned the crumbling competence of the Tamil state government, saying, for example, that it had bungled the response to a flood that had recently devastated Chennai, sweeping away roads, causeways and huts along the coast and the rivers, with total damage estimated at close to $1 billion.

In Coimbatore, a city in the industrial region sometimes called the Detroit of India, entrepreneur Rajshree Pathy hosted a dinner for us in her villa, set on a vast plot of coconut trees. Her guests included local businessmen who worried that Coimbatore was following America’s motor city into decline. At least under previous governments, they said, they knew whom to talk to in order to get things done; under Jayalalithaa the government had become a black hole.

State officials had, for example, banned sugar producers from turning their molasses by-products into anything other than alcohol, because they coveted the tax revenue from alcohol.23 As a result molasses was piling up in warehouses, and growers were lobbying the state for the right to turn it into ethanol—fuel for automobiles. But officials wouldn’t consider the request because they didn’t know what Jayalalithaa would think of it, and wouldn’t ask.

The surge in absenteeism extended to some of the politicians we were scheduled to meet, who after recovering from the previous night’s bacchanal would surface only past noon. One villager told us that the expanding liquor distribution network had cut the trip to the nearest state store from 3 kilometres to half a kilometre, which only stirred more trouble. He said college students used to ‘at least hide from elders when sloshed, now they stumble around right in front of us’. Schoolkids too had taken to drinking in public, he said.

Fed up, many Tamils had begun calling for some form of prohibition, like the one we had worked around in Gujarat. Leading opposition parties including the DMK were promising to impose an alcohol ban, and Jayalalithaa had hinted that she would too, in phases. At the same time, however, all the leading parties were vying with one another to promise voters the most generous welfare programmes and giveaways—and none of them had a plan to pay for those without alcohol tax revenue.

We finally saw Jayalalithaa when she appeared at an election rally nearly 170 kilometres south-west of Chennai. Dropping by helicopter into the city of Viluppuram, she addressed a gathering 200,000 strong, some hanging from giant wood cut-outs of their candidate, just to get a glimpse of the real one. Jayalalithaa took the only seat on a covered stage with a table for one, and read a list of goodies her government had provided, from free ‘mixy-grinders’ to a host of subsidies she had over the years branded with her own nickname, Amma.

There was Amma water, Amma canteens, Amma cement. Jayalalithaa never made eye contact with the crowd as people struggled to keep on their feet in the mid-afternoon sun, with the heat topping 40 degrees, made more oppressive by the rock formations that trap humidity in this seaside city. Then she left, speaking directly to no one.

Though required by law, party manifestos had long been disregarded as a long list of paper promises, and had grown increasingly irrelevant in an age when campaign pledges were instantly communicated on social media. Yet in Tamil Nadu rumours were swirling over Jayalalithaa’s upcoming manifesto, which was expected to include a bounty of new freebies: mobile phones, laptops with Internet connections, farm loan waivers, subsidies for the purchase of two-wheelers, and schemes to solidify her strong support among women. Jayalalithaa was already offering maternity assistance, an 8-gram gold coin for brides to be, and had created the first all-woman police stations and the second-largest female police force of any state. She made women feel safer, and while her cult of personality was not limited to women it was most intense among them.

The enthusiastic crowd response suggested that for many voters Jayalalithaa’s personal appeal and generous freebies trumped the elite’s complaints about her incompetence, isolation and recklessness with the public purse. She was also profiting from the travails of her main opposition, the DMK, under leader M. Karunanidhi, who was in his early nineties, and said to be weak and campaigning only selectively. Meanwhile, his party was splintering, as his elder son M.K. Alagiri conspired to supplant his younger son and chosen political heir, M.K. Stalin.

Karunanidhi had named his younger son shortly after the Soviet dictator died in the mid-1950s, when Stalin was widely popular in India, and the name stuck. We met Stalin at his sleek home in the tony neighbourhood of Alwarpet in Chennai, where he spoke in a Tamil so pure the Tamils in our group found it easier to follow his English translator. Stalin was full of the typical candidate bluster, saying his father was old but agile and campaigning like a youngster, and that family infighting was no obstacle to his coming victory.

It was a bit odd to hear a guy named Stalin boast that he was conducting an American-style campaign, but that is how he described his strategy of ‘namakku name’ or people-to-people contact, meeting extensively with party cadres, getting photographed jogging in jeans and a T-shirt or driving quad ATVs to connect with the youth of Tamil Nadu. He also blasted the Modi government for proposing to translate all the signs on national highways from local languages into Hindi, saying voters would not stand for any attempt to impose Hindi hegemony on Tamil Nadu.

Stalin was not, however, drawing the crowds his father once could, and his party’s plan for replacing revenue from alcohol sales sounded optimistic, to say the least. He was accompanied by another senior DMK leader, T.R. Baalu, who said that granite mining in Tamil Nadu was controlled by one family, and breaking this monopoly could quickly increase mining industry revenues by a factor of at least ten to nearly $7 billion, and tax revenues would rise accordingly. But even under those assumptions, mining taxes wouldn’t replace the more than $4 billion Tamil Nadu was getting from alcohol taxes. It didn’t add up.24

We also met with Stalin’s sister Kanimozhi, a Rajya Sabha member who was enjoying the boost of voter sympathy that Indian politicians often enjoy upon their release from jail. She had just spent 193 days behind bars on charges related to the 2G telecom scandal, and many Tamils thought she had taken the blame (she was later found not guilty) on behalf of the family.

Kanimozhi met us at the home of legendary newspaper publisher N. Ram, which was memorable for a vast backyard aviary thick with exotic and colourful birds. Charming, coy and acting as an emissary of her ailing father, she said she agreed to enter politics only at her father’s request, and seemed open to arranging a meeting with him, but it never came off. We were left with a sense that, like Jayalalithaa, Karunanidhi might not have wanted the media to see him in failing health.

The race was shaping up as a clash of frail leaders and competitive populism that many observers expected to end in a ‘hung’ state assembly. Ram, the owner of Tamil Nadu’s leading English newspaper, The Hindu, was not so sure. He reminded us that in volatile Tamil Nadu vote swings of up to 20 per cent—four times the norm in other states—are common. We had seen a 17 per cent swing from Karunanidhi to Jayalalithaa bring her to power five years earlier, and sentiment could easily swing back. Later, the head of a college in Madurai noted an old Tamil saying that ‘people always catch the running bus’, and would vote at the last second for the candidate who looked most likely to win.

This again was the paradox of the Tamil Nadu voter, scholarly and better educated than the norm, but also more susceptible to political personality cults and cinematic celebrity, the allure of the grape, and last-minute change of heart.

All this craziness came together in the person of Vijayaraj ‘Captain’ Vijayakanth, a former star of Tamil movies including the blockbuster hit Captain Prabhakaran, hence the nickname. He was leading a ragtag coalition of minor parties, including his own, and there were rumours that he had avoided joining an alliance with Karunanidhi because he wanted to be chief minister himself. In a hung parliament, Tamils were saying, Captain could be the kingmaker.

We went searching for Captain, which was not easy given his reputation for disappearing into drunken stupors. Our intel put him somewhere near the city of Madurai, but a call to his people showed that they had no desire for reporters to meet their man, who slipped away and resurfaced again 80 kilometres south in the city of Sivakasi. After tracking Vijayakanth to a hotel in Sivakasi we spotted a Toyota Fortuner emblazoned with his party emblem in the parking lot. Quizzing the guests and staff yielded a tip: try room 217. We rang the bell. A bleary-eyed guy opened the door, but quickly shut it in our faces. Was that Captain?

His aides poured out of an adjoining room and asked us to leave, saying, ‘Captain is not well.’ We persisted, and ultimately they decided that dismissing a pack of journalists might be riskier than letting us in. It was around noon. Dressed in a sleeveless vest and lungi, the candidate greeted us in his bedroom, eyes bloodshot, covering himself up with a bedsheet as if to hide his modesty from the women in our group. We congregated around his bed, and he began holding forth in a mock filmy voice, as if the cameras were rolling, but slurring his words badly. He said people were fed up and yearning for change, tired of traditional parties and ready, presumably, for a figure like him. Asked about talk that he could play kingmaker in the next government, Captain responded: ‘I’m not the kingmaker. I am the king!’ Then he raised an arm to show off his muscles, and let out a roar.

It didn’t work out for Captain, who was the big loser in this election. Jayalalithaa’s party beat Karunanidhi’s by barely one percentage point in the popular vote and returned to power, but with fewer seats in the state assembly. It was her fifth term as chief minister, but the first time she had won two terms in a row. Not only did she end Tamil Nadu’s three-decade streak of tossing out the seated chief minister, she did it after presiding over a major economic slowdown. Once again, it appeared that Indian voters were ignoring economic performance, casting ballots based on community loyalties.

Barely six months after her win, Jayalalithaa passed away from a heart attack at the age of sixty-eight, her life shrouded in mystery still. Hundreds of thousands of mourners came to her funeral in Chennai. Her party reported that nearly 300 followers committed suicide or died of shock and despair upon learning of her death. Seen as an obsessive loner who lived surrounded by her 10,000 books and in her later years communicated mainly with and through her one close associate, Sasikala, Jayalalithaa had risen to power in a male-dominated political culture by exercising absolute control over her party, which quickly began to disintegrate when she was gone. It is often that way when an Indian supremo passes, both the massive outpouring of grief at the funeral, and the splintering of the party afterward.
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‘A Performer, Not a Reformer’

State Assembly Elections, Uttar Pradesh, February 2017

Though Uttar Pradesh was voting for a new chief minister, Modi turned this state election into a referendum on his role as national supremo, asking people to vote for his party and let him choose the state leader. Not since the late 1970s—when supporters of Indira Gandhi would say that ‘India is Indira, Indira is India’—had India identified so closely with one leader. Modi made his grand entrances alone, and cast a shadow so complete, some voters we met in this politically obsessed state could not name any other BJP leader.

In 2017, Modi was no longer the man who just three years earlier had promised a clear break with India’s socialist traditions, campaigning on a promise of ‘minimum government, maximum governance’—a streamlined administration that would not interfere in the private sector. He had talked about attracting multinationals with tax breaks, privatizing state companies and making it easier for businesses to acquire land. He had ridiculed the welfare populism practised by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, saying that the Congress’s big spending was both a source of India’s double-digit inflation and an insult to the poor, who want ‘jobs not handouts’. Like many observers from Mumbai to New York, I thought Modi had a chance to be the Ronald Reagan of India—a transformational leader who could reshape popular thinking about the value of big government.

By 2017, Modi had belied those hopes. One top American diplomat who met him around this time described Modi as ‘a performer, not a reformer’, and by performer he did not mean showman, he meant micromanager, focused on executing fixes to one problem at a time rather than reducing the overbearing role of the government in the economy. Instead of further decentralizing the national bureaucracy and freeing the states to run themselves, Modi was by all accounts exerting total control over his ministers and running the most centralized administration India had seen since at least the days of Indira Gandhi, demanding that all decisions be cleared by him and the expanding staff of the prime minister’s office. His control over information remained firm, and he had yet to hold a single press conference as prime minister.

Modi was rapidly expanding the same welfare schemes, including the rural employment guarantees, he had called a leading symbol of India’s economic underachievement under the Congress party. He began to emphasize more and more his own backward caste roots, presenting himself as a born ally of the poor. Tapping into India’s fundamentally socialist DNA, Modi spoke of providing loan waivers to farmers, giving out free cylinders of gas, cleansing the system of corruption and the streets of filth.

He had also begun to show a fundamentally socialist willingness to use the levers of state power to control the economy. The most dramatic example came on the evening of 8 November 2016 when he announced that in a few hours, at the stroke of midnight, India would immediately withdraw all large-denomination rupee notes—86 per cent of the currency in circulation. Advertised as a way to force wealthy tax dodgers to turn in their ‘black money’ and catch them unawares, this ‘demonetization’ scheme also threw the lives of poor savers into chaos.

When Modi first came to power, he seemed less beholden to the internecine caste struggles of his home state, better positioned to sell transformative reform to the nation as a whole, more capable of reforming India’s dysfunctional state. But this overnight decree banning big bills exposed Modi as, at heart, another statist Indian politician. I was reminded that as chief minister in Gujarat he had not in fact privatized any major state-owned company. Instead, he installed handpicked CEOs, closely monitoring their performance and relying on his own intimidatingly clean reputation to make state companies run more honestly and efficiently.

Early on, Modi had also worked to raise India’s global profile, travelled often to foreign capitals, and sought peace with arch-rival Pakistan. Lately he had travelled mainly to Indian state capitals and had revived his party’s old view of Pakistan as an incubator of terror. His message to the BJP faithful: Expand our domestic base so that our brand of Hindu nationalism faces no obstacles. His aim, a crushing, all but unprecedented victory, was captured in a BJP slogan: ‘Abki Baar 300 Ke Paar.’ This Time Let’s Win More Than 300 Seats. Out of 403 seats in the UP assembly, a victory that large would leave the BJP’s rivals more dead than alive.

At a rally in the hardscrabble town of Deoria, 300 kilometres east of Lucknow, we listened as Modi launched into an aggressive defence of his economic policies, casting himself as a can-do defender of the average Indian voter. ‘I believe in hard work, not Harvard,’ he said, taking a shot at critics of his demonetization scheme like the Harvard professor Amartya Sen. He compared these types unfavourably to himself, ‘a poor man’s son who through his hard work is trying to improve the economy’. The coddled elite, which was questioning his government’s new method of calculating GDP growth, would never have raised such doubts if the Congress were in power, Modi said.

It was all about us against them. Reviving themes I had heard from BJP supporters thirty years earlier in the Bijnor town square, Modi bashed previous governments for catering to the Muslim minority in Uttar Pradesh, reserving for them unfair shares of public jobs, services and welfare assistance. Modi also said that ‘no religion should be discriminated against, every religion should be developed’, and a top aide later insisted to me that job quotas were a ‘development’ issue, not a sectarian issue.

But the sectarian overtones seemed clear; the BJP did not field a single Muslim candidate for any of the 403 seats at stake. Some of the leading conservative voices in the party had begun using the word ‘secularist’ as a term of derision for liberals urging greater representation for the minorities, much as Donald Trump had turned the word ‘globalist’ into a term of mockery for liberals keen on keeping America engaged with the world.

The drumbeat behind all Modi’s speeches was that only he could fix India. He bashed UP’s most powerful regional party leaders, Akhilesh Yadav and Mayawati, for encouraging each other’s corruption and looting the state one by one. As ever he reserved his harshest sarcasm for the Gandhis, reflecting the BJP’s underlying desire to create a ‘Congress-Mukt Bharat’ or Congress-Free India. Zeroing in on one of the Congress’s campaign tactics, which involved holding faux-casual chats between Rahul Gandhi and ordinary voters on portable cots or ‘charpais’, Modi said the few people who had showed up did so mainly to steal the charpais.

Not for the first time, Modi’s obsession with the Gandhis seemed off target, particularly in a state where the Congress had never recovered its early popularity. The Congress continued to attract only 10 per cent of the vote in Uttar Pradesh, and in this election it was running as a junior member of the coalition led by the Samajwadi Party, under Akhilesh Yadav.

Much had been expected of Akhilesh when he became chief minister of UP in 2012, at the age of thirty-eight, but he had struggled to deliver, as Indian politicians so often do. Supporters blamed family politics, particularly Akhilesh’s struggle to wrest control of the party from his powerful father Mulayam and his uncle Shivpal. Insisting that Akhilesh was picking up momentum, his backers would point to the newly opened 300-kilometre expressway connecting Agra to Lucknow, where a beautiful new park on the banks of the Gomti had become a hangout for the city’s middle class.

When we met Akhilesh in his chief ministerial bungalow in Lucknow, he avoided talking about his uncle Shivpal but spoke reverentially of his father. One of his campaign slogans was: ‘Akhilesh ka jalwa kayam hai, uska baap Mulayam hai.’ Akhilesh’s magic lives, as his father is Mulayam. He really got excited, however, talking about the new expressway and how driving speeds had more than doubled to 100 kilometres an hour. ‘If you double the speed you triple the economy,’ he said, rolling out another favourite slogan. With him was the director of the UP Expressways Industrial Development Authority, walking with a cane after a head-on collision on the new expressway, but we let the irony pass without comment.

Though Akhilesh’s enthusiasm was charming, he also seemed a bit overconfident that his new alliance with the Congress would all but guarantee him victory. Not only was the Congress looking weak, but the alliance was already unravelling in the Gandhis’ home base of Amethi.

In a classic twist of the Indian political soap opera, a former raja of Amethi and ally of the Gandhis named Sanjay Singh was their political caretaker here, and his wife Amita was the Congress party candidate.25 Amita was, however, not running in alliance with Samajwadi Party candidate Gayatri Prajapati, who stood accused of raping a woman multiple times over two years while blackmailing her to keep silent, and was about to go underground in an unsuccessful effort to evade capture by the police.26

Amita and Sanjay Singh carried their own baggage, having been accused and acquitted in the 1988 shooting death of her first husband, badminton player Syed Modi. And if all that was not enough explaining to do for the Congress, its main rival in Amethi was Sanjay’s former wife Garima, the BJP candidate for state assembly. Alleging that Sanjay’s new marriage was illegal, Garima had moved into a wing of the family palace also occupied by Sanjay and Amita.27

That this family/crime soap opera was playing out in the Gandhis’ backyard seemed symbolic of how little control any one party or dynasty can exert over politics in India. Voters in Amethi were embarrassed by this contest between current and former wives of Sanjay, dubbed ‘The Battle of the Queens’. When we met Sanjay at his temporary home in Amethi, he seemed exhausted by the infighting and reluctant to speak about Garima, despite campaigning against her. He did allow that her habit of ‘abusing me, washing our family laundry in public’ was distressing: ‘I am human, it hurts.’

Trouble among his Congress allies was just a sideshow for Akhilesh, however. The real threat began to emerge when we started hearing voters grumble about how little progress Akhilesh’s administration had made in improving basic sanitation. Such complaints reminded us of how different the concerns of voters are in a metropolis like Delhi and the hinterland. At this point a ‘smog belt’ was choking the subcontinent from the Ganga to the Indus and had become a huge issue in Delhi and therefore in the English media, which was reporting that breathing the air in these cities was like smoking fifteen to twenty cigarettes a day. While upper-middle-class consumers had once clamoured for generators to guarantee their power supply, they now talked of buying air purifiers for every room in their homes. The pollution was just as thick in UP—in Lucknow you could taste it, like smoke—yet it was never mentioned in the campaign, perhaps because voters had worse things to worry about than air quality.

Upon taking power in 2014, Modi had launched a campaign to make India ODF (open defecation free) by 2019, and deputized state governments to install millions of public toilets. Rivals accused Akhilesh’s government in UP of failing not only to deliver on the new toilets, but also to pick up garbage. A government ranking of India’s dirtiest cities had put ten UP cities in the top twenty and our struggle to find clean toilets would last for the entire five-day trip. Clouds of mosquitos created a high demand for insect repellent inside our vehicles, which now included one eight-seat Toyota Commuter, a hulking van that had just been introduced in India.

By this point in 2017, new mid-market chains like Lemon Tree and Sarovar had begun to open their minimalist hotels in the second-tier cities of poorer states like UP. Top Lemon Tree executives had told my colleague and travel companion Ashutosh Sinha that the decade-long hotel-building boom had turned India’s market into an ‘inverted pyramid’, with a wide choice of luxury properties in major cities like Mumbai and Delhi, a narrow choice of affordable hotels for the middle class, and a scant few at the bottom. The whole idea of Lemon Tree was to start filling the middle by building affordable hotels in second- and third-tier cities, but a UP city like Gorakhpur was in a tier beyond its reach.

Our hotel, Clarks Inn Grand, touted itself as ‘the only star hotel in Gorakhpur’, making us shudder to imagine what the non-star hotels were like. This one was full of spiders, cockroaches and other creepy crawlies, including two lizards that leapt out when I moved a flower vase in my room. When one of our travel companions, Girish Agarwal, who runs the Dainik Bhaskar newspaper chain, complained about the bedbugs, the manager sent in a bellboy who started picking bugs off the bed one by one. Girish stopped him and insisted on fresh sheets.

Many voters in Gorakhpur told us they were fed up with Akhilesh, and some had already sold the free laptops distributed by his government. Laptops were like air purifiers, not much use in a city that did not provide enough electricity to power them. The BJP was having great fun spoofing the power shortage: when the papers published a photo of Akhilesh and Rahul Gandhi together on top of a campaign bus, ducking under an electric wire, BJP leaders joked that ‘they need not worry. No electricity runs through the wires in UP anyway.’

Widespread frustration with the Akhilesh government was working to the advantage of Modi and his allies, including the controversial Yogi Adityanath, who was in his fifth term as the BJP member of parliament representing Gorakhpur. Known for his saffron-coloured robes and fiery Hindu nationalism, he once named Mother Teresa as part of an international conspiracy to Christianize India, but his prime target had always been Muslims.

After the 2002 riots in Gujarat, Adityanath formed a personal militia, the Hindu Yuva Vahini, dedicated to defending Hindus from Muslims.28 He had led supporters attempting to occupy the graveyard in a Muslim village, and was the subject of multiple police reports, so called First Information Reports or FIRs, charging him with attempted murder and rioting with a deadly weapon, among other offences.

In Gorakhpur his supporters described Adityanath as a kind of benevolent don, settling disputes between communities by dint of his fearsome reputation and his extra-constitutional authority as the head of a powerful sect. He had successfully campaigned to relabel Muslim-sounding public markets with new Hindu-friendly names. They also insisted that Adityanath, as a long-standing member of parliament, had moderated and was no longer leading attacks on Muslims or participating in the activities of the Hindu Yuva Vahini. Lately, the youth militia had been accusing Muslims of supporting ‘Love Jihad’—an alleged conspiracy to lure Hindu women into marriage and convert them to Islam—and beating them up on the streets.

We followed Adityanath’s election road show and heard him speak at corner rallies, where he sounded less than moderate. Should voters fail to return the BJP to power, he warned, the UP government would funnel more money into ‘Kabristan’, a reference to Muslim burial sites. Funding for the Start-Up India and Make in India programmes would be channelled to Muslims. More state scholarships would go to Muslim girls. If, however, the BJP was elected it would ‘govern in the interest of every religion’ and prevent UP from becoming ‘another Kashmir’, implying a place where Hindus live in fear.

At one point, Adityanath was holding forth in the middle of a street when the azan, the Muslim call to prayer, floated in from a loudspeaker of a nearby mosque, as if the air itself was trying to remind Yogi of India’s insistent diversity, but he ignored the call and carried on as before.

We met Adityanath at his office in the Gorakhnath Mutt, a Hindu temple in Gorakhpur, and as we entered we could overhear members of his entourage speculating that if English-speaking journalists were ready to interview their controversial leader, his chances of becoming chief minister must be improving. At this point, however, it seemed unimaginable to anyone in India that the BJP would give Adityanath broader power beyond his home city, given his incendiary past and current rhetoric.

Our travel companion Swati Mitra, a book editor and publisher, later described the Gorakhnath Mutt as one of the strangest of the many strange places we have seen, ‘a fortified space paved with white marble, surrounding a sparkling white temple, in one of the dirtiest towns we have ever visited. There in a saffron-coloured room, with saffron-coloured curtains and matching sofas, we met Adityanath in his saffron robe, while the founder of his Nath sect, Yogi Matsyendranath, stared at us disapprovingly from a portrait on the wall.’ Outside stood a statue of Kali, the Hindu goddess of death, time and doomsday, a protective but fearsome mother figure who is normally depicted wearing only a garland of skulls. But here she appeared fully clothed. Asked why, one of the priests responded with a question: ‘Admi ka nazar ka kya bharosa?’ Who can trust the man’s gaze?

Adityanath spoke to us in a form of Hindi so pure—drawn straight from the original Sanskrit and stripped of Arabic, Persian and English words that vernacular Hindi has borrowed over centuries—many of us struggled to understand much of what he was saying. We could make out that he was hitting politically correct notes about how he believes Hindus and Muslims should coexist, and arguing, as Modi and other unmarried leaders have, that as a single person, ascetic in his personal lifestyle, he posed no risk of dynastic corruption.

Indeed, though we had seen single candidates rising as a real force in Indian politics for over two decades, starting with Jayalalithaa and extending through Mamata Banerjee, Adityanath represented an extreme case, not only single but proudly celibate. Adityanath also made a striking argument about caste: ‘Castes play the same role in society as furrows do in farms, keeping things orderly and organized. Caste is fine, but not casteism. We are against casteism perpetrated for politics.’ He seemed to be endorsing the ancient system of caste discrimination as a tool to maintain social order, yet calling on India to modernize the system as applied to politics, and to quit ‘perpetrating’ election campaigns as a game of caste conflict and coalition building.

Though we had long since grown comfortable asking local officials for help finding facilities, since every Indian understands the challenge all too well, I managed to embarrass myself a bit when I asked at the Gorakhnath Mutt. After our meeting with Yogi Adityanath ended, I was ushered by his staff to a toilet at the back of a spacious and empty office, only to find it was no longer empty when I came out. I was in Adityanath’s private quarters, and there sat the Yogi himself on a gaddi—an ornately embroidered floor cushion—signing papers, alone. We exchanged awkward smiles as I hustled out.

Later at an afternoon rally, I reached out to the husband of a cousin of an old school friend of mine, who happened to be the Gorakhpur police inspector general, Mohit Agrawal. We had never met but Agrawal mobilized as if we were old friends, and by that evening he had arranged a banquet under tents at his official residence for all twenty of us, with a host of local VIPs. We had been eyeing Domino’s pizza as an option to the inedible fare at the Clarks Inn Grand, and we found it here in the sprawling buffet, along with a fully stocked bar and a divine dessert I had first encountered at the Taj hotel in Lucknow: Daulat ki chaat, a butter-and-cream foam flavoured with cardamom, rose water and pistachio that is like eating snowflakes on a cloud. Small Indian towns roll out this kind of on-the-fly hospitality at a scale and speed that defies belief, and this has often given us a welcome chance to pick the brains of the local intelligentsia.

The next day, in the town of Azamgarh, we stopped to see a rally featuring Dimple Yadav, the chief minister’s wife, who was calling on voters to support ‘Akhilesh Bhaiya’, so he could keep building roads and finish his plan to develop UP. Supporters in the crowd of 10,000 called her ‘Dimple Bhabhi’, sister-in-law, and said that in her yellow sari Dimple was bringing the ‘colour’ that the Samajwadi Party normally turned to Bollywood stars for. When they got a bit unruly, Dimple warned, ‘I will tell Bhaiya that you did not let me speak.’

Dimple’s campaign seemed to capture many of the prevailing trends: campaigning as a family business, the enduring appeal of fair-skinned good looks, the rise of women as a voting bloc, and of wives voting independently of their husbands. Her audience was packed with women and schoolgirls in uniform, and Dimple’s brief speech was geared to appeal to them, promising that the Samajwadi Party would provide pensions and pressure cookers for women, along with smartphones for all students. Dimple’s supporters had also joined the battle to coin the catchiest slogan and broadcast it most widely on social media. Though she was not running for office herself, one of the Samajwadi slogans was ‘Vikas Ki Chabi, Dimple Bhabhi’: The key to development, sister-in-law Dimple.

Our next stop was Varanasi, the Hindu holy city we had last visited in 2014, when Modi had chosen it as his home constituency. After his victory, Modi set out to transform Varanasi, rolling out the might of the Central government to create a proper VVIP constituency, and to prove he could deliver on development.

His administration was spending millions on laying underground cable in the city centre, reducing the clutter of overhead wires, and had cut a deal with Japan to turn Varanasi into a ‘smart city’ modelled on Kyoto. Everywhere we looked a national ministry seemed to be erecting a new building, a cow conservation centre here, a trade centre promoting local weavers there, a new cargo terminal on the Ganga waterfront. The government had also commissioned seven major road projects and started work on several, including a wide highway to the airport, and had begun to renovate temples and parks in an effort to lure more tourists to this holy city.29

Yet Varanasi was still India, facing the same hurdles as the rest of UP. Other than the road work, most of the development was bogged down in the arguing stage. BJP officials in the local and national government were having difficulty coordinating with Samajwadi Party appointees in the UP state government. Government offices in Varanasi presented the familiar spectacle of long lines of people, waiting to plea for help with basic problems, like filling gas cylinders. Farmers claimed that local authorities had done nothing to help them recover from a flood that washed away their crops the year before. The difference here, however, was that their frustration was not yet turning against Modi: most voters continued to see him as a saviour, and were willing to give him time.

Modi also seemed to be suffering only limited blowback from the aftershocks of the demonetization scheme. Withdrawing so much currency overnight had hurt consumer demand and sent prices for many consumer items crashing, but only those voters predisposed to dislike Modi blamed him for it.

In Mirzapur, a city two hours west of Varanasi, two Muslim vendors told us that their community of lace and carpet weavers was losing jobs and business rapidly. Several weavers said their income had fallen by more than half, to just 150 rupees ($2.20) for a twelve-hour day. But when we came across a line of farmers waiting to deposit unsold sacks of potatoes in cold storage, they saw no connection between falling demand for their potatoes and demonetization. Outside a pharmacy we met two Thakurs—a high caste that traditionally votes BJP—who said demonetization had dented neither their business nor their opinion of Modi.

In much of urban India, UP cities like Mirzapur are closely associated with criminal dons made famous by Bollywood movies, and that image would go global in 2018 when Amazon released a crime series called Mirzapur. The dons are real, as are the sharpshooting hitmen from the nearby city of Azamgarh. Indeed, some of the chatter we heard in Mirzapur was about the high life some of these characters were supposedly living behind bars in the local jail. Yet, much as in the reputedly treacherous regions of Bihar like Bhagalpur and Bettiah, the celluloid image did not square with the prosaic reality. In Mirzapur, tales of the ‘bahubalis’ were background noise to daily concerns about commerce and the decay of public services. The clock tower in the centre of the city brought me back to Bijnor, because as is so often the case, the clock was not functioning.

We then headed north to catch a Mayawati rally, and on our way encountered a man who, upon learning that we were taking the road towards Jaunpur, said we were ‘about to witness all the good things the government has done for our roads and bridges’. He was so deadpan we couldn’t quite figure out whether he was serious or not, but the drive quickly took us into barren lands that evoked the Mad Max movies, as if someone had superimposed gas engines and mobile phones onto medieval villages. Roads in the region of eastern UP were so bumpy, some in our group began announcing ‘10,000 steps’, ‘15,000 steps’—their Fitbit watches were counting the bumps.

At the skeletal beginnings of a suspension bridge over the Ganga, locals said each new state government had halted the project to turn it over to its favourite contractors, so the bridge was unfinished thirteen years after the work had begun. Diverted towards a narrow and wobbly pontoon bridge, we hit a line of vehicles that stretched for nearly two kilometres, all waiting for someone to retrieve a car that had slipped off the steel slats into the river. Fortunately our drivers got all our vehicles including the big Toyota Commuter van across without getting us wet. But it would take us over four hours to drive the 80 kilometres to Jaunpur.

Along the way we stopped in a largely Muslim village where an aging voter complained to us about the constant ‘noise’ from a recently built Hindu temple, where prayers and ceremonies are heralded by the ringing of a bell, the ghanti. His complaint mirrored Hindu objections to loudspeaker broadcasts of the azan, which calls Muslims to prayer five times a day, and seemed to capture the way the two religions coexist in a frozen state of mutual recrimination and incomprehension.

In Jaunpur we found a crowd of 50,000 wearing the blue caps of the BSP, and waiting in a state of feverish anticipation for their ‘Behenji’, Sister, former chief minister Mayawati. To avoid getting broken up and hopelessly lost in the swirling crowds, we had taken to giving our towering travel companion James Crabtree a flag to carry as a homing beacon, in the manner of a tour guide. James’s height and Britishness were sights rarely seen in this part of UP, inspiring intense speculation among boys in the crowd about which international cricket star he might be.

When Mayawati’s helicopter landed, three hours late, they were waiting and eager, shouting, ‘Behenji tum sangharsh karo, hum tumhare saath hain.’ Sister you keep fighting, we are with you.

They spoke of Mayawati as a hero who had refused to marry so that she could devote herself to fighting for the Dalits, and no one in the crowd begrudged for a second her increasingly regal ways. Let other politicians dress humbly, all in white to appear ascetic and close to the masses, Mayawati dressed up, hair dyed black, carrying a designer handbag, wearing diamond earrings and a fancy white shawl in the 38-degree heat. In the front row were women dressed in bright shades of pink, red and orange, and if a photographer was foolish enough to block their view of the stage, where Mayawati sat alone, they erupted in fury. One of the BSP slogans was ‘Betiyon ko muskurane do, Behenji ko aaney do.’ Let the daughters smile, bring Behenji to power.

Her path to power remained as unclear as it had been since we first started watching her campaigns in 2002. With the 20 per cent Dalit minority solidly behind her, Mayawati had reached for a plurality by allying with Brahmins in 2007, and won. She dropped them to pacify her Dalit base and tried allying with Muslims in 2012, and lost. Now, in 2017, she was once again fighting tooth and nail for the Muslim vote and attacking the BJP—to whom the Brahmin vote had since returned.

Mayawati called the BJP a party of tainted candidates, criminals and defectors from other parties, and ridiculed it as the ‘Jumla Party’, the party of empty gimmicks. She accused the BJP of stashing its own cash away in safe havens before Modi withdrew all the big bills from circulation, of doing nothing to check rising attacks against Dalits, and of plotting to abolish the system that reserves a share of government posts for the backward castes.

But there was also a strong caste tension between Mayawati and Akhilesh. Her vote base is the lowest castes who work as landless labourers in rural areas, while his Yadav vote base, one rung up the caste ladder, often works as supervisors overseeing Dalits and are thus often seen as their most direct oppressors. This clash was magnified by the general stereotype, which Mayawati played on relentlessly, of Yadavs as aggressive bullies. She promised to end the Yadavs’ lawless ‘jungle raj’, and put Samajwadi Party crooks behind bars.

She attacked Samajwadi chief ministers as hard for failing to develop UP as she attacked the BJP for failing to develop India. Akhilesh had done little more than carry on some of the schemes she started, as chief minister before 2012, said Mayawati. She urged Muslims not to waste a vote on Akhilesh, because it would only hurt her chances of beating Modi. But talking to Muslims in places like Mirzapur and Jaunpur, it was clear their vote was splitting—and that split was indeed likely to help Modi.

Meanwhile, Rahul Gandhi had arrived in the Pindra subdivision of Varanasi to attack Modi in his stronghold, but he drew only about 4,000 people, far below what Gandhis can normally expect. The image makeover we had first witnessed on our 2013 trip to Rajasthan appeared to be continuing, perhaps with a new speechwriter.

Eschewing early twentieth-century Gandhi family lore, Rahul drew instead on pop culture and humour in an attacking style we had never heard him attempt before. He told the crowd that normally a film-maker hires a director, a leading man, a leading lady, and singers, but Modi was playing all those roles himself. In 2014, Modi had promised to put out a film called Good Days Ahead, but it had been released instead as a remake of the 1970s Bollywood blockbuster Sholay, and its lead character, the bandit Gabbar Singh, had returned. If Rahul’s metaphor was a bit strained, the message was clear: despite his soothing campaign promises Modi had governed in the manner of a frighteningly cool movie villain who struck without a hint of remorse.

Rahul kept pouring it on, saying that Modi’s currency cleansing was a scheme to steal from the poor and give to the rich, that Modi was all about himself. He said Modi had claimed in 2014 to be the son of the Ganga river, whose spirit invited him to Varanasi. ‘Did Ganga find only one son and that too from Gujarat?’ Rahul asked. ‘What about the rest of us, are we not also the children of the Ganga?’

In one discordant moment, Rahul tried to connect his upcoming visit to the White House with local carpet makers, saying, ‘When I go to Obama’s place I will walk on carpets which are made here.’ The applause line drew no applause. The speech ended as it began, with upbeat music blaring out of the speakers in typical Indian campaign style, but for all his effort Rahul remained an aloof presence, reluctant to look the crowd in the eyes. Afterward he met with us and, uncharacteristically, asked us how we thought the election would unfold. Our response—the BJP had a huge lead—seemed to disappoint Rahul, who quickly excused himself saying that he needed to greet waiting fans.

At a small hotel back in Varanasi, we met BJP president Amit Shah again, and if anything, the hostility he had expressed towards the media in our last encounter had grown more acute. When I mentioned that this was our twenty-fifth election trip across India, he snapped, ‘So what’s the big deal, what have you done for the country? You roamed around but what have you done for it?’

Simran asked Shah to explain why the BJP kept attacking the press—a bulwark of the democracy that had put it in power—triggering another veiled threat: ‘You people can write what you want, we know how to deal with it.’ When Shekhar commented that journalists have thick skins, he responded: ‘How to inflict pain on that thick skin, we know too well.’ When we tried to lighten the mood by noting how Donald Trump privately courts the press, while attacking it in pubic, Shah replied, ‘Even here we are sitting and having an exchange, isn’t that good enough?’ It was and the meeting ended after half an hour.

On our last night in Varanasi we held a special dinner to celebrate the close of our twenty-fifth election trip, a silver anniversary of sorts. Suman created a slide show with photographs from all the trips, Simran and I wrote quiz questions that she asked in English rhyme, which sparked a loud competition in our crew. After dinner we retired to the hotel veranda to cut an anniversary cake, to reminisce about our favourite moments, and marvel that we had stayed together all this time, despite all the hardships of the road and the growing ideological divides among us. Though we have sometimes been referred to in the Indian press as the ‘limousine liberals’, we were far from one mind on the subject of Modi, whose rise had polarized our group as it had polarized India.

For me the anniversary dinner was the most emotional moment of all these trips. It was touching to see tears well up in the eyes of my group as Suman’s slide show brought back memories of our trips and the two companions we had lost to cancer, Arindam, and Swami’s wife, Shahnaz. The ties that bind us to each other and to the road came home to me when after talking till 3 a.m. several in our group got up at 4 a.m. to see the magical aarti ceremony with its candlelit crowds, on the banks of the Ganga. The allure of the campaign trail comes down to the pull of our shared love for India, and transcends our politics.

A week later the results came in and the BJP stunned itself in Uttar Pradesh. When they had written that slogan about winning more than 300 seats, party officials didn’t really believe it was possible, but they won 325, on 41 per cent of the popular vote. Again in India’s winner-takes-all voting system, the winner did not need a majority of the vote to take a crushing majority in the legislative assembly. All the opposition parties were left in tatters, the Congress especially. The flip side of Swami’s irreverence towards the powers that be is his courage, and halfway through the trip he had shot off his column for The Times of India predicting a BJP victory.

Most of us had expected that this election would be close, that the BJP would face a tough challenge from the combined might of the Samajwadi Party and the Congress. I had assumed that an economically nonsensical idea like demonetization would hurt Modi politically. Then we hit the road and by just the second day of our travels it became clear that the political dynamics of UP hadn’t changed since 2014 when the Modi wave had swept the state. The opposition was fractured, with Mayawati fighting on her own and the anti-BJP Muslim vote splitting. Opinions on demonetization were divided on party lines, with Modi supporters strongly backing it, regardless of how badly they had been hurt by it. This is how it works in the real India, good politics so often has nothing to do with good economics, and much to do with raw emotion and old loyalties.

In his final years as prime minister, Manmohan Singh had come to be seen as a tool of the Gandhis, with no popularity of his own, and he was often overshadowed by a cabinet of powerful rivals. In his first term, Modi had emerged as the opposite, utterly dominant as leader of the BJP, with a voice that drowned out all rivals, both in his and in opposition parties. More and more voters seemed to worship Modi as a strong man who could deliver development, not only for his home state of Gujarat but for all of India.

The UP results emboldened Modi to pick Yogi Adityanath as chief minister, a choice that had seemed unimaginable on the eve of the vote, and heralded a more nationalist, populist and sectarian government. Hindutva was firmly on the ascendant. When Modi had taken power in 2014, the BJP held the chief minister’s office in five states; by 2017, it held that post in fifteen, and its partners in the NDA held an additional four for a total of nineteen. To Indian liberals, the following months were among the darkest Indian democracy had seen in decades, and many began to draw parallels between Modi’s India and the slide towards one-man rule in Putin’s Russia or Erdoğan’s Turkey.
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In the following months, most Indian commentators saw Modi as a sure bet to win a second term as prime minister in 2019, and many Indian bookies had stopped taking bets against him at any odds. But in December 2017, the BJP suffered a setback on Modi’s home turf when it won a state election in Gujarat by a much narrower margin than expected. Then came a series of by-election defeats including one in Gorakhpur, home of Yogi Adityanath. If the hard-line Yogi’s rise had heralded dark days for liberals in India, this setback had to spell lighter skies ahead. Perhaps 2017 was not the year India was returning to one-party rule but the year the Modi wave was peaking?

In early May, we embarked on a five-day journey through Karnataka, which served as a reminder of how the many Indias might undercut any aspiring hegemon. Though Karnataka shares a border and Dravidian linguistic roots with Tamil Nadu, it shares little else. Tamil is mostly unintelligible to Kannada speakers, and the separatism that raged in Tamil Nadu was never as passionate in Karnataka, the southern state most fluent in Hindi. While respect for scholarship and poetry ran deep in both states, in Karnataka the artistic sense generated a political culture decidedly less prone to mood swings and celebrity worship than in Tamil Nadu, but more prone to communal rivalry.

Pollsters divide Karnataka into six regions to capture the diversity of its religions and castes, many of which were entirely unfamiliar to our largely Delhi- and Mumbai-based ears. Sometimes the state has been called Casternataka for the intense community loyalty of its voters, so it was rather remarkable that when we arrived, neither the dominant sect, the Lingayat, nor the major caste, the Vokkaliga, held the chief minister’s office.

The chief minister was Siddaramaiah, a recent convert to the Congress party whose Kuruba caste is traditionally linked to cattle herding, much like the Yadavs of UP and Bihar. After falling out with Deve Gowda and his party in 2005, Siddaramaiah had defected to the Congress and begun a rapid ascent to a position so trusted, the Gandhis appeared to have left him free to run Karnataka on his own.

But after landing at the airport in Goa, we headed south into Karnataka and immediately ran into signs that Siddaramaiah and the Congress were struggling in one of the nation’s most beautiful coastal regions. Since India began its first wave of economic reforms in the 1980s, Karnataka had jumped from ninth to fifth among the largest state economies, driven by the heavy concentration of global tech service industries in the capital city of Bengaluru. Karnataka looked both conspicuously clean and relatively well off, even on the coast far north of Bengalaru, yet all we heard from voters was complaints about how little Siddaramaiah and the Congress had done for the economy.

Our first stop was Karwar, a naval base and fishing port, where locals told us the beach resorts were falling into disrepair, the fishing industry was struggling, and youths had been emigrating to find work since the once thriving coal-smuggling operations shut down. One fisherman told us he did not consider fishing a real job: he wanted a government job, with all the security and benefits that go with it. People were still looking to the government to solve life’s problems and in a nearby village, we met a group of Hindi-speaking women who said they were looking in particular to Modi and the BJP to bring back jobs.

Voters in this coastal region were unimpressed by the Siddaramaiah government’s signature achievement, a generous array of welfare programmes and subsidies. They included free schools till tenth grade, loans at 2 per cent interest for college students to study anywhere they chose, and what the government called the ‘drinking water ATM’, a vending machine that dispenses subsidized water. The free schools taught only in Kannada, and even young boys told us they preferred to learn in English. A young man who was using one of Siddaramaiah’s cheap loans to study engineering at the Birla Institute of Technology in neighbouring Goa said he felt no reason to reward Siddaramaiah with his vote: ‘Those loans are our right, of course we will use them.’ He planned to cast his ballot for the BJP.

The relative wealth of Karnataka was also visible in the vast sums of money flowing into this campaign. On the way south out of Karwar we hit a roadblock manned by officials of the Election Commission and officers of the Central Reserve Police Force, who were trying to enforce the recently increased spending cap of just under 3 million rupees ($40,000) per assembly candidate. We would hit four or five of these roadblocks, every day of this trip.

All the parties were said to be dodging the spending limit, which most political operatives considered absurdly low. One high-ranking BJP official told us some candidates were giving a motorcycle to every household in their district, at a total cost of around a billion rupees ($15 million), smashing the cap. A Bengalaru businessman estimated that statewide spending would hit $1 billion—expensive even by the standards of America’s largest state, California, with one big difference. The funding here was coming almost entirely from the black economy, in cash.

The frequent roadblocks added a police state undercurrent to this otherwise gorgeous and quiet coast, where the sands were largely free of the plastic bottles that litter most Indian beaches, and the towns were dotted with Hindu temples and mutts. Nonetheless it was tough to find clean rooms, which seemed to support local complaints about the underdeveloped tourism industry. When we finally found accommodations at the Sai Vishram Beach Resort near the town of Kundapura, many in our caravan were disappointed to find it so spartan, strictly vegetarian and alcohol-free.

Over a typical south Indian breakfast of dosas and idlis at our hotel, we met with the local BJP assembly candidate, Sukumar Shetty, who said he had ‘given up every desire in life to serve the people’, and had set up private schools to make up for the lack of public schools in this area. He spoke of developing access to river water and tourism, of addressing the dearth of local hospitals, and never mentioned the local Hindu–Muslim conflicts that were firing up a large segment of his supporters and staff.

Though Karnataka is predominantly Hindu, believers tend to be more strident in the coastal region. Hindu vigilantes had been known to enforce their moral code and punish cow abuse with special vigour here. Retaliation was not uncommon. Reports were circulating that Muslims raiders had taken the lives of as many as twenty-four Hindu activists from the RSS.30 Heightening the tension were reports about an influx of Muslims from Kerala taking over small businesses in the city of Mangaluru, farther down the coast. Shetty’s top aide was much more deeply embroiled in these conspiracies than he was, telling us that the campaign was being ‘fought on Hindutva’.

The BJP had sent a mild-mannered national leader from Rajasthan, Om Mathur, to run its campaign here in coastal Karnataka and he adopted a very different tone. Courteous and respectful of the press, he met us in the university town of Manipal, showing little grip on the names of the local castes but nonetheless great confidence. He predicted a near-sweep for the BJP in the ‘Hindutva belt’ of coastal Karnataka, then quickly corrected himself to say ‘home to many holy temples of the Hindus’.

He said the big issue was endemic corruption in the government of Siddaramaiah. The more strident critics, including Modi, had taken to calling the chief minister ‘Sidda-rupiah’, implying the money would flow directly to Siddaramaiah’s pockets. This was opening up the BJP to an obvious counter-attack, since its chief ministerial candidate was a scandal-plagued retread, B.S. Yeddyurappa.

Yeddyurappa had been dogged by corruption allegations during his last stint as Karnataka chief minister and the BJP had subsequently eased him out of the party. But Yeddyurappa’s fellow Lingayats, who account for 17 per cent of the population, had gone with him. So the BJP had invited him back. Asked about this choice, Mathur said that to win elections ‘you have to do such things’ and that tainted leaders would reform in the disciplined culture of the BJP.

Since India’s state borders were redrawn in 1956, the battle for statewide offices in Karnataka had featured a power struggle between the Lingayats, who are a splinter Hindu sect, and the dominant Vokkaliga caste, who account for another 11 per cent of the population. Over those six decades a Lingayat chief minister had ruled for twenty-seven years and a Vokkaliga for only eight, which was a source of much resentment.

Their loyalties were fierce. We hardly ever met a Lingayat who was not voting for the BJP, mainly because its candidate was a fellow Lingayat, Yeddyurappa. And we almost never interviewed a Vokkaliga who was not voting for their fellow Vokkaliga, Kumaraswamy, leader of the Janata Dal (Secular) party. The result of these fixed allegiances was that the swing vote, so critical in most states and often wildly erratic in neighbouring Tamil Nadu, was negligible here.

The Lingayats worship Shiva, but they have long considered themselves a separate community and in 2018 were established by the Karnataka government as a religious minority. To devout Hindu nationalists, including some in the BJP, the Lingayats are Hindu apostates, adding a layer of religious tension to the deal that brought Yeddyurappa and his Lingayat supporters back to the BJP.

Fifteen minutes south in the town of Udupi we met the lead Congress party fund-raiser, D.K. Shivakumar, at Café Diana, fabled around India for its renditions of Udupi cuisine. Shivakumar said the BJP had alienated voters by reviving a tainted figure like Yeddyurappa, and by implementing a complicated nationwide Goods and Services Tax (GST), which had further disrupted the lives of Indian consumers and small businesses. The blowback was hurting Modi, Shivakumar said, and fuelling enthusiasm for Congress leader Rahul Gandhi.

Few other Congress party officers were speaking so warmly of Rahul, however. The Congress used to be the centralized national party, campaigning in every state on the name of the Gandhis, but here in Karnataka its leaders rarely mentioned Rahul. The BJP had become the centralized party, heavily promoting Modi and mentioning state candidates like Yeddyurappa only when asked. As we travelled down the coast, many BJP supporters said they planned to vote ‘for Modi’, though his name was not on the state ballot.

Shivakumar went on to tell us that Karnataka is dominated by the ‘Three Cs’—caste, candidate and cash—and gave us a quick lesson on how the cash flow works. Reputed to be one of India’s richest politicians, with a declared net worth that had quintupled over the last ten years to $140 million, Shivakumar appeared to be a good source on the subject of money politics. He cited reports that candidates from the leading parties would spend at least 10 crore and up to 50 crore rupees, or $1.5 to $8 million, at least thirty-five times the official limit here in Karnataka. The numbers were higher in other southern states such as Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, he said, and the expenses were unavoidable. It cost around 500 rupees a day just to pay people to show up at rallies, or hand out pamphlets, and the bills added up fast. As for BJP claims about its purifying party culture, Shivakumar scoffed, ‘The BJP cadres are no saints and have to be paid as well.’

The BJP meanwhile accused Siddaramaiah of turning to back-door means to fund his expanding welfare schemes. In Mangaluru we met Dr Shiva Sharan, a former dentist turned cable TV entrepreneur (another classically Indian mix of unlike businesses), who told us that the sheer scale of Siddaramaiah’s generosity made voters more inclined to believe charges of corruption, true or not. Sharan said the chief minister was launching new schemes so fast, none was executed properly, and instead of fixing the last one Siddaramaiah would announce a new one every few months. He put the total bill for these offers at $2 billion. Whether voters believed the charges or not, added Sharan, the BJP did not really see corruption as a critical issue in this contest, otherwise it would not have chosen a candidate with Yeddyurappa’s tainted past.

Sharan said the communal tensions would matter more. A major commercial centre located just north of Karnataka’s border with Kerala, Mangaluru was still seen as a tinderbox, having made headlines in 2009 when right-wing Hindus attacked men and women in a pub for violating Hindu values. ‘It’s all quite polarized,’ said Sharan. ‘Therefore, the BJP has an edge.’

The tension was not, however, bringing voters into the street. The party atmosphere that surrounds most urban election campaigns was absent in Mangaluru, with no posters, no flags, no sign of voters gathering for impromptu soapbox debates, no visible enthusiasm for any candidate. Modi supporters offered nuanced reviews, saying, for example, that the goods and services tax was a mistake coming so soon after demonetization, but Modi could fix that and get back on track. We saw only one Jeep careening through the streets of Mangaluru with a loudspeaker blaring Modi’s name. Later, Jayadevan PK of Factor Daily, a technology news service, told us that Modi had disappeared from the street because he was moving his attack online: just in the last month the number of WhatsApp groups promoting his Karnataka campaign had exploded from 5000 to 150,000.

WhatsApp continued to gain ground as a dominant social media tool in Indian society and politics. Since its 2010 launch in India the number of active WhatsApp users had exploded to 50 million in 2014 and 225 million in 2018. Unlike Twitter and Facebook it is built around narrow groups with a maximum membership of 256. They can link up but also exclude, catering to India’s focus on family, community, state and nation, in that order. And like other social media, these groups have become an echo chamber and incubator for extremism and false news.

The farther we travelled down the coast and the more people we spoke to, the murkier the story of the murdered RSS workers became. Congress leaders said the BJP and its supporters had exaggerated a few scattered incidents over many years into a recent epidemic of murders. Muslim leaders said the murders were a fiction concocted by the BJP to stir up its base, complete with doctored images of alleged victims circulating on WhatsApp. The prominent Muslim leader U.T. Khader, a Congress candidate for state assembly in Mangaluru, told us that BJP WhatsApp groups had tried to pass off video of a lynching in Guatemala as footage of Muslims attacking a Hindu woman here in Karnataka.

Khader seemed surprisingly calm about these tricks, however. Meeting us in an old age home—his choice—he suggested that spreading digital vitriol was likely to backfire against the BJP. He noted that competing in an Indian election is like taking six exams at once with a passing grade of 35 per cent on each: to win, a candidate needed to get a passing score on all the tests, and the BJP was likely to get a failing grade on community politics, for its divisive tactics.

From Mangaluru we planned to pop over the border into Kerala to spend the night at a resort called the Taj Bekal, which proved more difficult than we expected. An obscure dispute between the two states had angered Kerala authorities, and they were demanding that commercial vehicles pay the punitive sum of 35,000 rupees (nearly $500) to cross the border. Our caravan now had three commercial vans, and the border agents scrupulously insisted we owed the state a total of 105,000 rupees to cross the border, even for just one night. When our drivers suggested that a bribe of considerably less than 105,000 would quickly fix the agents’ scruples, members of my righteous tribe objected on principle to paying either the punitive fee or the bribe.

After over an hour of haggling and moralizing with each other and the border agents, the agents tired of our caterwauling and decided that media professionals qualify for temporary exemptions under the law, and waved us through. To us, the episode was comic proof that in India, the laws are what bureaucrats say they are, and every state sees itself as a separate nation. The hassle of crossing a border inside our own country proved worth it, however, when the Taj Bekal turned out to be one of the most beautiful places we had ever stayed, with laterite-lined villas on 26 manicured acres overlooking beaches that are lashed on one side by the rough waves of the Arabian sea, lapped on the other by the placid lagoons and canals that make up the famed ‘backwaters’ of Kerala.

The return trip presented no hurdle at the border, though the Election Commission roadblocks soon reappeared on the Karnataka side. Driving east and inland towards Bengaluru, we entered lush green villages where opinion started to divide along rigid party lines. Traditional BJP supporters, particularly small shopkeepers, seemed to have good things to say about everything Modi had done, including the disruptive new goods and services tax. But many other groups were sceptical of Modi and doubted his reputation for getting things done.

Sentiment was turning on the BJP in Coorg, a famous hill station, where we met Father Alfred of St Michael’s Church. He had moved to this district, at an elevation of 1500 metres in the jagged ghats, to escape the heat in nearby Mysuru. Father Alfred told us that developers were clearing the surrounding jungle for coffee plantations, forcing elephants deprived of their habitat to seek food and water in the villages, and triggering clashes between man and beast. Though Coorg had been a BJP stronghold for the last decade, its allegiance was fraying, Father Alfred said, and it was not yet clear which party would gain its support.

That evening we visited Periyapatna and Kiramalli, idyllic villages where tobacco grows between the small concrete homes. Here we started to hear voters speak with real fondness for the Congress and chief minister Siddaramaiah, whose government had given each family 200,000 rupees ($2700) to build a home with a water well, and provided them with free rice. It had also installed a drinking water ATM near the village square, dispensing tap water at the subsidized price of 5 rupees (less than a cent) for 20 litres. The village children seemed to have internalized the appeal of subsidies, inviting me to join them in a cricket game before hinting that a donation to help defray the cost of a new bat would be most welcome. For me, the chance to join in their glee and swing the old bat was worth a thousand rupees.

There is a moment of chaos on every trip when someone gets lost, and in Karnataka it came late that evening when the lead car lost the rest of us in its search for the remote village of Chamundeshwari, the new home constituency of Siddaramaiah. The chief minister had left his old constituency of Varuna so his son could run there. In Chamundeshwari, Siddaramaiah faced a tough fight against G.T. Deve Gowda, a popular leader of the main regional party, the JD-S (and no relation to the former prime minister). Gowda was out canvassing the village on foot in the dark, and showed up for a rendezvous with us in the centre of the village carrying a glass of water spiked, according to the residents who said they provided it, with whiskey. It was hard for us to follow what Gowda was saying but he seemed confident of victory.

That night we stayed at the Jaypee Palace Hotel in Mysuru, the former seat of a kingdom that lasted several centuries until Independence. Though Karnataka is dominated by Bengaluru, its second cities are relatively well run, and Mysuru is a prime example. The hands of its Silver Jubilee clock tower were functioning, and so were the lights that showed off its exquisite detailing at night. As we spoke with people in the nearby streets, we found support for the BJP continuing to fade.

Inside the rooftop restaurant of the Jaypee Palace, as a rainstorm raged around us, we met the rambunctious Modi fan K.B. Ganapathy, owner of the Star of Mysore newspaper, who devotes his columns to ringing attacks on critics of India’s ascetic prime minister and to offbeat subjects such as ‘Necking Is Fun’. Ganapathy’s son, who was with him, was however more on the fence about Modi, and many other businessmen we met were actively opposed, saying his government’s new goods and services tax was killing them.

The next day we drove 25 kilometres south to Nanjangud, a town on the banks of the Kapila river. Dirtier than other areas we had seen in Karnataka, it was mottled with ‘unmarried’ roads—unconnected to the state or national networks—and speckled with uncollected trash. Dorab’s maps showed that the region was dominated by Scheduled Castes and Tribes, and they had no great love for any party. When Manjeet, ever meticulous, began to scold a municipal leader on the town’s sorry condition, he just turned and bumped away on his scooter.

As we got closer to Bengaluru, voter sentiment continued to shift in favour of the Congress or the JD-S. In the town of Srirangapatna, we found the mainly Vokkaliga population leaning heavily towards their fellow caste member, Kumaraswamy, whom they saw as a friend to local farmers. There was a smattering of support for the Congress, and much scepticism of the BJP. A Hindu homeowner powering his home with a Tulsi brand generator blamed the Modi government for the unreliable public power supply, and said the BJP had ‘no chance’ here: ‘Modi is too far away from us.’ As we continued on towards Bengaluru, we met a group of farmers on motorcycles who dismissed even Modi’s reputation for diligence, saying the BJP was ‘all talk and no work’.

Having spent most of the trip in BJP strongholds on the coast, we entered Bengaluru still assuming that BJP had a strong lead—and that Modi would be especially popular here in Karnataka’s booming tech centre, home to international brands such as Infosys and Wipro. Bengaluru’s streets were so jammed that local entrepreneurs had started a heli-taxi to fly over the traffic, and the BJP was still widely viewed as the party of bustling business capitals like this one.

Instead, we found a city where pro-Kannada activists had recently defaced signs posted in Hindi, and municipal leaders were criticizing what they consider the north Indian bias of the BJP. Infosys chairman Nandan Nilekani and his wife Rohini, a well-known philanthropist and writer, hosted us at their home, discreetly tucked away in one of Bengaluru’s most leafy neighbourhoods. They had brought in Manu Chandra, celebrity chef behind restaurant chains such as Olive Bar and Kitchen, to prepare an extensive and exquisite dinner.

Our fellow guests—mainly Bengaluru political experts and news editors—said this was turning out to be Karnataka’s dullest election in decades. The Modi wave washing over north India was absent here, they said. While the BJP had tried to frame this election as Modi versus Rahul Gandhi, few voters cared about either of them. The issues here were specific to Karnataka. To help whip up Hindu nationalist sentiment in the devout coastal areas, the BJP had flown in Yogi Adityanath from UP, but the fiery UP chief minister had drawn thin crowds.

In the final stretch of the campaign, the Congress tried to steal Lingayat support from the BJP by classifying them as a religious minority, and thus qualify them for reserved government jobs. But the gesture backfired; Lingayats saw this as a last-minute Congress ploy to break their loyalty to Yeddyurappa, and were sceptical that the Congress would deliver on the promise. Nonetheless, our fellow guest Sanjay Kumar, head of the Lokniti research group, said his polls showed that the Congress now held a narrow statewide lead.

The dinner conversation turned quickly to south India’s growing disgust with both national parties and the Delhi-centric national news cycle. Though Nilekani had dropped out of active politics after an unsuccessful 2009 run for the Lok Sabha, he was a business legend, the architect of India’s biometric system, and the talk turned to his future. Emotions peaked when Ramachandra Guha, the famed historian from Bengaluru, stood up and announced, ‘You heard it here first, if the south were to ever separate from the north, the first prime minister of an independent south India will be Nandan Nilekani!’

First voiced in the 1940s, calls for independence in the south had been outlawed by a constitutional amendment in 1965 but the talk still percolated, at least as dinner party banter. Guha revived it that night largely in jest, and our experience on the Karnataka–Kerala border was just one sign of the interstate disputes that made forging an independent south India a pipe dream. Still, the comment reflected a lingering strain of resentment against the north, and the reality that not every state was rallying behind Modi.

On the final morning of our trip, we drove two hours north to the industrial city of Tumakuru to see Modi appear at a rally that was, characteristically, far better organized than the usual Indian rally, with plastic chairs for the entire crowd, not just the VIPs, and a tented roof shielding everyone from the blazing sun. The crowd was electric as the chopper landed, chanting ‘Modi! Modi! Modi!’ They erupted when he greeted them with a few words in Kannada. Then he switched to Hindi with a Kannada translator—his earlier speeches in Hindi were not well received, we were told—and suddenly his charisma was lost in translation.

Modi launched into his signature themes, making the intimate connection, setting the tone of I know you and you know me, issuing the preacher’s call for an impassioned answer. ‘I have been in Tumakuru before, but in terms of enthusiasm and love, what I see now is so much more,’ he said, evoking ‘the pride of Tumakuru’, physicist Raja Ramanna and his role as a father of India’s nuclear bomb. He praised the Hindu temples and swamis of Karnataka who ‘think night and day about society and the nation’ and ‘how to make life easy for the poor’. He dropped the names of local people and places—he had visited the Siddaganga Mutt, talked to Shivakumara Swami—and said their nation-building mission was his.

Then he turned to throw his trademark jabs at the Gandhis. The Congress leaders had failed India for fifty years and now want to ‘hold us to account after fifty months’, he thundered. In every election for decades they talked about ‘garib, garib, garib’ (poor, poor, poor) yet now that ‘a son of a garib’ had risen to become prime minister they mocked him. They dispatched clueless candidates ‘who can’t tell the difference between a red chilli and a green chilli to talk about the poor farmers and their debt’. Then Modi issued the call: ‘For seventy years, what have you done that my poor farmer is drowning in debt and committing suicide?’ But the crowd didn’t answer, perhaps because they didn’t hear the call in Hindi, or didn’t believe the Congress was still to blame for everything after four years of Modi rule.

Modi pushed on, blasting the ‘sleeping’ bureaucrats under Siddaramaiah for ‘filling their chests with treasure’. He said that by putting many government services online and providing benefits directly to recipients, his administration had cut out the middlemen who had been stealing millions from the central exchequer. It was time to ‘punish the Congress party’ for its long record of failures and transgressions. Only briefly, when he ended the speech by leading a chant of ‘change the government’ in the Kannada language, did the crowd wake up again and roar.

On our final night we sat down at our hotel, the magnificent ITC Gardenia in Bengaluru, to make our forecasts and found ourselves quite confused. Travelling through three of Karnataka’s six main regions we had found three entirely different storylines, with BJP support running strong all the way down the coast, until we turned inland at Mangaluru. Then the caste and religious demographics shifted, the concentration of Hindu temples thinned out, the number of Hindi speakers dwindled. Support for Modi and the Hindu nationalists faded. By the time we reached the region around Bengaluru, 300 kilometres inland, the election was a contest between the Congress and the JD-S, and we witnessed Modi struggling just to make himself understood.

In the end, voters in Karnataka tossed Siddaramaiah out of the chief minister’s office, and gave the Chamundeshwari seat to his rival G.T. Deve Gowda in a landslide. Congress narrowly won the popular vote, the BJP won the most seats, and out of the scrum, Kumaraswamy of the JD-S emerged as the new chief minister, backed by the Congress. At the swearing-in ceremony for Kumaraswamy’s government, the many national leaders who had united against the BJP joined hands, and TV news flashed that image of opposition solidarity all over the country. They had shown again that a concerted opposition could stand up to Modi.

In Delhi, the political conversation turned to the 2019 national election, and how it no longer seemed destined to end in a Modi coronation ceremony. The fractured opposition once again appeared to be putting aside its multilayered internal disputes and uniting against a dominant figure. Too heterogeneous to be dominated for long by any one leader, India was promising to stage a highly competitive battle in the summer of 2019, this time pitting Modi against The Rest.
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‘Mama Will Protect You’

State Assembly Elections, Madhya Pradesh, November 2018

We had seen the Modi wave take shape in the state elections of late 2013, when we followed the winning BJP campaigns in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan, then crest in his crushing general election victory six months later. In late 2018, these two states were going to the polls along with Chhattisgarh, Telangana and Mizoram, and were again seen as a test of Modi’s prospects in the general elections the following summer.

We headed first to Madhya Pradesh and the sprawling Jehan Numa Palace Hotel in Bhopal. The capital city had impressed us as one of India’s most beautiful cities when we were last here a decade earlier and it had improved since, with a new airport, wider streets, and water jet fountains showering the largest of its fourteen lakes. Once known as the Upper Lake, it had been rechristened as part of India’s ongoing campaign to replace names from the colonial and Mughal eras. It was now called Bhoj Tal, after tenth-century Hindu ruler Raja Bhoj, whose image and name were plastered all over the city.

The Jehan Numa was now the political nerve centre of Madhya Pradesh, the hotel where all the big political and media names congregated. At breakfast the first morning we met with half a dozen local newspapers and TV editors, who told us that BJP Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan had continued to build on his reputation as the mild-mannered ‘man next door of Indian politics’. On our 2013 trip, Chouhan had been positioning himself as the un-Modi of the BJP and Madhya Pradesh as a featherbed for warm Hindu–Muslim relations and generous welfare schemes. Since then he had followed up with a raft of new offerings for everyone from newborns to widowers, young entrepreneurs to priests, even a promise to build a new pukka home for every poor family in Madhya Pradesh within four years. The editors told us that Chouhan’s supporters had taken to calling him ‘Mama’, or uncle. And Chouhan would tell them, ‘Mama will protect you.’

Chouhan did, however, face one big handicap. After three terms in power he was testing the limits of Indian patience with incumbents, and throughout our trip in Madhya Pradesh we would hear voters calling for ‘badlav’ or change, the same demand we had heard in West Bengal in 2011 and other states, albeit in different languages. In 2013, the BJP had won 165 of the 230 state assembly seats, giving Chouhan an overwhelming majority in the assembly, but it was clear that he was in for a tougher fight this time—and that a defeat for Chouhan would be a setback for the party’s national leadership, whether they admitted it or not. When we heard that Modi’s home minister, Rajnath Singh, was staying in a suite at the Jehan Numa, we went up and found him, and he breathed not a word of doubt about BJP prospects, even inviting us to cut a celebratory cake with him when the BJP victory was announced.

The sense that popular sentiment was turning against the BJP grew stronger when we left Bhopal for the bellwether constituency of Hoshangabad, 75 kilometres south. Since there were only two serious contenders in Madhya Pradesh, the BJP and the Congress, the swing vote in MP was relatively easy to track, and Hoshangabad had voted with the winner in the last seven elections. Fanning out in groups of three or four we spoke to about fifty voters over the course of an hour in the main market of Hoshangabad, including about ten who were switching their vote—nearly all of them from the BJP to the Congress. Most said they wanted change after so many years of BJP rule, or as one of them put it, ‘How can we keep eating the same vegetables every day?’

Voters in Hoshangabad, a small and nondescript city on the banks of the Narmada, had plenty of complaints about the government. In the main market the owner of a clothing store said that the impact of Modi’s demonetization and the introduction of the GST had cut his business by 25 to 30 per cent. A jewellery store owner described similar losses, and added that a subsequent hike in the tax on gold had added 10,000 rupees to the 5–6 lakh ($7000 to $8500) the typical family spends on gold for weddings.

It was Prophet Muhammad’s birthday, and small processions of Muslims were coursing through the Hoshangabad market to celebrate, but we saw little point in interviewing them. Muslims are just 6 per cent of the state’s population, less than half the national average. In the 2013 exit polls, just one in seven Muslims said they had voted for the BJP, and pollsters discounted even those responses as motivated by fear of the Hindu nationalists. Later that evening, the BJP firebrand and Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath was scheduled to address a rally in Hoshangabad, and his arrival was not likely to calm Muslim fears, or encourage their candour. In a two-party contest, it was pretty clear that Muslims were going to vote en bloc for the Congress.

On our way back to Bhopal we stopped in Chouhan’s ancestral village and home constituency of Budhni, which had voted for the election winner nine times in a row. Locals were lining up behind Chouhan again, figuring it could be a big plus to be represented by a returning chief minister. One exception was a smartly dressed twenty-year-old driving a tractor, and hauling a trailer full of sand. He told us that he excavated the sand from a nearby tributary of the Narmada and sold it to contractors who were expanding the highway to Bhopal, earning 90,000 rupees a month—minus the 20,000 he paid the authorities to overlook his unlicensed operation. He was blasé about the election, saying he expected his business to boom regardless who won.

With afternoon traffic backing up behind the construction zones on the highway, it took us nearly three hours to make the return trip to Bhopal, racing to a meeting with Congress leader Kamal Nath. We had seen how Nath was worshipped by voters in his VIP constituency of Chhindwara, from where he had been re-elected to parliament ten times. The Congress as usual had not named its candidate for chief minister in Madhya Pradesh, but Nath was the front runner and had one main rival, Jyotiraditya Scindia—the ‘modern maharaja’ who had once guided us through the chandeliers and toy trains of his family’s palace in Gwalior.

Nath greeted us at his house in Bhopal, and what caught our eyes first was the portrait gallery of Gandhis. Many Congress leaders pay their respect by displaying photos of Nehru, Indira, Rajiv and Sonia, but I could not recall the last time I had seen one of Indira’s younger son Sanjay, one of the orchestrators of the Emergency rule before his 1980 death in a plane crash. Sanjay had befriended Nath at the Doon School in Dehradun and brought him into politics, and Nath clearly was not shy of embracing his lifelong ties to the most controversial Gandhi.

Dressed like most Congress leaders in kurta-pyjama, Nath spoke in the informal English typical of Doon grads, juggling calls on three mobile phones, pulling each one out of a different pocket. He tossed in references to his visits to Davos and how, as commerce minister a decade ago, he had stood up for millions of Indian farmers by resisting concessions demanded by the United States in the Doha trade talks. What impressed me about Nath at the time was his ability to charm the same American diplomats he was irritating at the negotiating table, by hosting them for dinners at one of his stylish homes. Parties at his Delhi farmhouse were the talk of the town, yet Nath’s reputation was that of a grass-roots politician and a staunch Gandhi family loyalist.

We asked Nath about the changing tactics of Congress leaders including Rahul Gandhi, who in recent years had become the first Gandhi to visit Ayodhya since the troubles of 1992. Rahul had begun to advertise his Brahmin roots, to wear the sacred Brahminical thread, and to forcefully deny BJP charges that the Congress was a ‘Muslim party’. Nath for his part had built a towering statue of Lord Hanuman in Chhindwara, promised a cow shelter in every panchayat, and written an ‘open letter’ to Lord Shiva seeking his help in ending BJP ‘misrule’. Was the Congress responding to Modi by playing the Hindutva card themselves? Nath shot back that the BJP was not ‘the sole proprietor of Hinduism’.

Nath said the momentum was turning to the Congress because the Modi magic wasn’t working anymore. Though Modi had pioneered social media campaigning, Nath said, the Congress was catching up, and he gleefully played for us a WhatsApp video that purported to show BJP leaders discussing the vast sums they were spending to buy votes. Nath argued that Modi had ‘overexposed himself’: by constantly pushing his own image on social media and on TV, attaching his name to multiple promises, Modi had become the face rivals could easily blame for India’s chronic dysfunction.

Echoing the charge we had heard levelled against chief ministers in other states, Nath said Chouhan had launched too many schemes and never fully delivered on any, alienating many of the intended recipients and everyone who was left out of the scheme. Chouhan, for example, claimed to be completing 3000 houses for poor families each day, which was gratifying for those getting houses, frustrating for those still waiting, and infuriating for those who didn’t qualify as poor. Asked how he would address this dilemma, Nath said the lesson was to implement schemes that benefit everybody and not just one particular segment of the population.

Our twelve-hour day ended over a sumptuous vegetarian dinner with local bureaucrats and journalists at the Bhopal family home of our travelling companion, Girish Agarwal. I asked one guest, a senior bureaucrat in the BJP state government, about the problem of multiplying welfare schemes. A few years earlier, the Central government in Delhi had launched a count of how many schemes it had announced over the years, and how many were still active. It had reached more than one thousand, and was still counting. No government wanted to cancel welfare benefits, and all of them wanted to keep launching new ones.

The bureaucrat said this generosity was overwhelming local administrators. The typical district magistrate had to administer hundreds of schemes at any one time, and execution would greatly improve if the government dramatically reduced that number. He argued, for example, that Modi’s ‘Open Defecation Free’ India campaign was getting intense focus from the prime minister himself, backed by advertising campaigns featuring film and sports stars, and as a result was making real headway against sewage-related illnesses that have stunted the growth of four in ten Indians. The lesson was that the way to make schemes work is to launch fewer of them, and with more focus.

Our fellow guests described the Madhya Pradesh contest with terms like ‘kaate ki takkar’, or neck and neck, and the next leg of our journey took us into the rural parts of the Malwa plateau, the kind of backward area where voter sentiment often takes a very different direction from big cities, and decides close elections.

Northern Malwa was the home turf of former Congress chief minister Digvijaya Singh, who had not run since his failed 2003 bid for a third term, but remained an active force in Madhya Pradesh politics. On our way out of Bhopal we met Digvijaya outside the airport, where he told us that he had toured the entire state to thaw relations among its warring Congress factions, and they were now working together. Meanwhile, Chouhan was acting more and more like an imperious supremo, alienating other senior BJP leaders, Digvijaya claimed.

The rural share of the Madhya Pradesh population is even higher than the 70 per cent national average, and the distress in the countryside was palpable. Our first stop in northern Malwa was a village in the district of Narsinghgarh, where we started to hear stories of poverty and deprivation that were both heart-wrenching and a bad omen for the incumbent party. Villagers said they could not afford the 100-rupee ($1.40) bribe administrators charged for a voter ID card, so they went without. A group of women complained that bureaucrats had charged a 10,000-rupee ($140) ‘commission’ to build public toilets required by the Open Defecation Free campaign, only few had been built, and those few were being used as storage sheds. They had no water connections.

The farmers of Narsinghgarh told us that the erratic electric supply disrupted their irrigation systems, and shrank their harvests. Often power would come only during the night hours, when it was hard to see the venomous snakes lurking in the fields, and too dangerous to be messing around with irrigation pipes. We found many of the farmers playing cards, wagering small bets on a game of rummy, indifferent to the election. When pressed, they said change of any kind would be better than the way they were living now.

We had often seen inflation upend incumbent politicians, but as if to prove how precarious their hold on power can be, the BJP was now under steady fire for the opposite problem, deflation. At a large market in the nearby town of Binaganj, farmers complained that demonetization—referred to in the Hindi heartland as the ‘notebandi’, or note ban—was still hurting the cash economy, driving down demand for crops from soybeans to onions amid a strong harvest. With onion prices collapsing to just 2 rupees (3 cents) per kilo, farmers had counted on selling to the government for the official support price of 8 rupees. But the local administrators were giving them the usual run around, refusing to buy. The farmers had no choice but to sell for 2 rupees, which they said was not enough to cover rising costs for urea and other materials.

A full two years after its midnight launch, demonetization was growing less and less popular, and locals explained that their early hope was that some of the cash flushed out from under the mattresses of the rich would be used to their benefit. But they had yet to see any upside, with no new jobs or industries coming into northern Malwa, and the government failing to deliver on many of its welfare schemes. Ever the staunch Modi supporter, Bhalla came back to the vans telling us that these complaints reflected an encouraging ‘revolution in rising expectations’, not falling support for the BJP. But he was alone in that opinion.

From Binaganj we headed for Digvijaya Singh’s home constituency in Raghogarh, where his son Jaivardhan was running as the Congress candidate. Digvijaya had called ahead asking Jaivardhan to take care of us while we were in the area, and we found him at the end of one of the bumpiest dirt roads we had seen in years, campaigning outside a clothing store that was little more than a shack stacked with saris and yarns of cloth, and mobbed by hundreds of supporters. After pushing through the crowd to reach him, we ducked inside the shack to talk, pulling the steel shutters halfway down to keep his followers from spilling inside.

A thirty-two-year-old graduate of Columbia University in New York, Jaivardhan had come home to enter politics, overcoming his father’s scepticism by spending fifteen days a month in the Raghogarh area, proving his commitment and winning its assembly seat in 2013. We asked how the transition from Manhattan to mofussil was going, and he said it was overwhelming at times, given how many voters look to him for everything from jobs to healthcare and school fees, but also inspiring to know he could make a difference in people’s lives.

Asked why then this area looked so neglected, its streets and homes lit only by the moon at night, Jaivardhan blamed the other guys, and the raw challenges of developing impoverished areas. In 2013 the BJP had won nearly 90 per cent of the constituencies in the Malwa region, and was largely responsible for the state of its poorer villages. Jaivardhan claimed his family stronghold of Raghogarh was an oasis by comparison, with sugar factories and well-regarded schools. Even there, he said, his attempt to install solar-powered street lights had been thwarted by poor tribal members of the community, who would steal the batteries.

Jaivardhan predicted that voter fatigue with the BJP doomed it to defeat, despite reports that BJP candidates were outspending Congress rivals by about five crore rupees ($800,000) to one crore. That as usual would put most candidates well above the spending limit, yet well below the sums that we had heard six months earlier in Karnataka, where candidates were said to be spending up to 50 crore each.

It was getting late, so we had to turn down Jaivardhan’s invitation to dine at the fort in Raghogarh and drove on to our destination for the night, the Raj Villas Hotel in Guna. Other than a similar name, it shared little with the Oberoi Rajvilas in Jaipur, where we had stayed in 2003. The white façade was draped with strings of blue lights, a flourish common in small towns, the rooms clean, the bathrooms less so. The next morning we drove north out of Malwa and into the neighbouring region of Chambal, where we soon found ourselves stirring up the local police.

In the town of Kolaras, farmers complained that their state-owned bank was taking two to three months, and sometimes demanding a commission, just to give them credit for deposited cheques. So we went to the bank to find out what was going on, and after insisting that the manager was unavailable the clerks got him on the phone. The manager listened to our question, then the line went dead. The rattled staff started explaining that the cheques came from cooperative banks that were slow to clear withdrawals. Meanwhile, they alerted the police to this invasion of unknown journalists. Sirens blaring and lights flashing, the officers were arriving, and drawing a crowd of onlookers, as we left the bank. We jumped in our vans and bolted.

Our next stop was Shivpuri, where we met with BJP leader Yashodhara Scindia, dressed in another elegant sari made of royal green chiffon. She was far less upbeat than during our 2013 meeting, saying she was sceptical that any leader could root out India’s endemic corruption, discouraged by the rising influence of money in politics, and dismayed by its widening antagonisms. Following family tradition, Scindia politicians typically did not hold rallies on each other’s turf, but Yashodhara said that her nephew Jyotiraditya was breaking the norm, campaigning in her constituency. She said people were riveted by intrigue inside the ‘mahal’ or palace, and airing these divisions did not reflect well on the Scindia family.

Though Yashodhara conceded that not all the BJP welfare schemes were working, she said Chouhan’s image as a kindly ‘Mama’ was enough to carry the BJP to victory, yet again. Our sense leaving Madhya Pradesh was a bit different: the race was ‘neck and neck’ as the locals put it but the winds of change might be just powerful enough to carry the Congress to victory.
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The Rare Congress Wave?

State Assembly Elections, Rajasthan, November 2018

From Shivpuri we hooked west into Rajasthan, where we hoped to meet for the first time with Yashodhara’s sister and fellow BJP leader, Vasundhara Raje, now the state’s chief minister. Sanjeev called her up, and to our amusement Raje told him to assure his fellow ‘Limousine Liberals’ that we would find the roads of Rajasthan so smooth that ‘not a drop will fall out of your champagne glasses’. It had been nearly fifteen years and twenty trips since we retired the six-door Volvos, and our lodgings at times lacked running water, much less champagne, but for some the image had stuck.

Rajasthan had indeed built more roads, as smooth as the ones we had sailed down on previous trips, but even before we arrived we were hearing that voters here were turning sharply against the BJP. No Rajasthan chief minister had served two full terms since the 1960s, and Raje appeared to be headed for defeat after one term as well. Some called it a ‘Congress wave’. I had asked the crew whether we should bother chasing an election in which the outcome seemed preordained, to which Sanjeev responded: ‘When is the last time we saw a Congress wave? Might as well go see what that feels like.’

We got an immediate sense of that in a series of small villages just over the border between Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. These northern states had been praised for outgrowing their ‘BIMARU’ pasts, yet these villages were in many ways stuck in the middle ages. We came first to Mundiya, a gloomy crossroads where everyone shared water from one hand pump, and the facilities were open sewers.

There we met an RSS functionary who got by selling soap and other household basics, who said there was some support here for Modi but not for Raje, who had done little to raise the quality of life. The village had a school but no teachers, so parents bought books for their kids to study at home, hoping against the odds that they could gain admission to one of the famous college coaching centres in the city of Kota, 100 kilometres away. We met one fifteen-year-old boy who hoped to make this lonely uphill climb to become a doctor.

In the nearby town of Baran several shopkeepers—long a backbone of support for the BJP and Modi—said residents were overwhelmingly in favour of ‘change’, and that meant the Congress. Across this region we would see young men stumbling around the streets, drunk on free booze handed out by the various campaigns, and here they were particularly rowdy. In the ramshackle town square, a crowd of them swarmed us, shouting about how the BJP had failed to provide jobs, how only the politicians make any money. Now and then they broke into passionate chants of ‘Congress Zindabad!’ Long Live Congress!

That evening we made it to Kota and back to the Umed Bhawan Palace Hotel, which had undergone no major restoration in the fifteen years since our last visit, with the same lion and bison heads staring out at us from the wood-panelled walls of the billiard room. Asked why so little had been invested in so grand a palace, the affable manager pointed out that though famous for its stone and its college coaching centres, Kota is too far off the beaten path to justify the expense lavished on this palace’s larger sister properties in Jaipur and other big cities.

We dined on the terrace with a quietly entertaining BJP member of parliament who spoke about how demonetization and broken promises were coming back to haunt the BJP. When it was announced in November 2016, he had gone into the lines of people waiting to exchange their notes, and was surprised at how few complained and how many looked forward to seeing the rich get punished for their ill-gotten wealth. Now, he said, sentiment had turned because people expected some of that cash to trickle down to them, and it hadn’t.

We told him of the anger we were hearing from voters about not getting the welfare benefits they had been promised, and he offered the same basic advice as Nath had, about crafting fewer schemes more wisely. ‘If you give people a glass of water, it better not be half full,’ he warned. He did not dispute our observation that most swing voters seemed to be swinging to the Congress, but argued that these state elections would not foretell the coming general elections. The BJP strategy in 2019 would be to frame the national battle as a choice between Modi and Rahul, he said, and in his view India was not yet ready to accept Rahul as its prime minister.

The next morning we headed north to the swing constituency of Deoli–Uniara, which had voted with the winner in the last six assembly elections, and found the Congress wave surging. Even BJP workers told us they weren’t happy with rising unemployment and corruption. One voter mocked Modi’s signature campaign slogan from the 2014 national election, asking, ‘Achhe Din? Whatever happened to that?’ Villagers even blamed the BJP government for rising petrol prices, which are determined by global oil markets over which Delhi has little control.

From Deoli we continued north to the heavily Muslim enclave of Tonk, where we were hosted for the third time by a local business family, the Saidis. Their son Jameel took us straight into the town square, where the hands of the clock tower were working—a rarity in my experience—but locals said they didn’t rely on it for the time, since it broke down frequently. Most of the people we met were leaning to the Congress, largely because its candidate here was Sachin Pilot, widely seen as the party’s likely choice for chief minister. Voters figured that in that post, Pilot would be able to bring new life and development to this once princely city.

Jameel took us for lunch to his farmhouse on the outskirts of Tonk, where Pilot and other Congress leaders were gathering. A suave, English-speaking graduate of St. Stephen’s and Wharton, Pilot was still seen as a rising star at the age of forty-one. The mood in the room was one of inevitable victory, but for some voices of caution: Jameel said the Congress had fumbled candidate selection, denying a ticket to many powerful players who were now mobilizing against it. A month earlier he had expected the Congress to take 150 of the 200 assembly seats in Rajasthan, now he figured closer to 110.

Pilot also avoided the hyperbolic confidence typical of campaigning politicians, saying that the Congress needed a big victory and could not take anything for granted. If the Congress won, with the general elections looming, it would need to start delivering quickly on its promises to Rajasthan voters, including free education for girls and women, an unemployment allowance of 3500 rupees ($50) a month for educated youth, and loan waivers for farmers. As recently as a decade earlier, loan waivers had been widely criticized as a threat to responsible borrowing habits, but the Congress was one of the many parties offering them now, in response to the wave of suicide and depression in agricultural regions.

We were tickled to find Jitin Prasada, the young Congress leader whose chastity Rajiv Shukla had once mobilized us all to defend, among the Saidis’ lunch guests. Jitin was in Tonk to campaign for Pilot, and after a round of jokes about how sorry we were that Shukla was not here to watch over him, we asked Jitin how the 2019 election was likely to shape up in his home state, Uttar Pradesh. Would the opposition parties unite against Modi? Jitin said that depended in part on these elections: if the Congress scored a big victory, allies would start jumping on its bandwagon fast.

We had received information that Raje would be campaigning that evening four hours away in the marble city of Kishangarh. So after thanking our host Jameel, off we went to see the chief minister in action. The schedule was tight and we had time for only one ‘vox pop’ stop, where we were accosted by a man waving a gun and ranting unintelligibly, which was a bit alarming until we realized the gun was a toy and the man was a drunk, trying to earn tips with his imitation of movie villain Gabbar Singh.

We reached Kishangarh just in time to see Raje deliver an address to an unenthused and relatively small crowd of three to four thousand, in which she hailed her administration’s record in building roads and developing cities like Jaipur and Ajmer, and appealed to women as one of their own, who understood their difficulties.

After the speech, her aides allowed us on stage to talk to Raje, who agreed to meet us at the grand, white marble-lined home of Rajasthan marble magnate Ashok Patni, which was a ten-minute walk away. Energetic and full of gumption, Raje did not carry herself like a chief minister who expected to lose, defying talk of the ‘Congress wave’. She said she was addressing seven to eight rallies a day. To avoid being swept away by Rajasthan’s long-standing hostility to incumbent parties, she had replaced almost half of the BJP members of the state assembly with new candidates.

Prannoy later told me this pre-emptive strategy was increasingly common, saying these days parties typically replace a third of their incumbent MPs or state assembly members at election time. Such a ‘fire them before they get tossed out’ approach seemed fraught with risks. Replacing incumbents might appeal to voters but it would create a pool of disgruntled former officeholders who were likely to mobilize the resources and supporters they had accumulated while in power to undermine the party that rejected them.

From Kishangarh we made another mad dash, two hours east to Jaipur, where Ashok Gehlot was flying in to meet us. As the Congress’s last chief minister in Rajasthan, Gehlot was Sachin Pilot’s main competitor for that post, and our contacts with his camp suggested some frustration with the way national media was covering the campaign.

Speaking only Hindi, Gehlot had struggled to attract coverage from English-language channels that lavished attention on Pilot, who was not only fluent in English but also a slicker performer and more than two decades younger. Though known as a man of simple tastes, Gehlot agreed to meet us in the gardens of the luxurious Jai Mahal Hotel, where the temperature was a chilly 10 degrees, and the conversation turned to his ambition. Would he prefer to remain in Delhi as a key member of Rahul Gandhi’s inner circle, or become leader of Rajasthan?

To most politicians, the broad shift of power to the states has made the position of chief minister more attractive than any cabinet post in Delhi. But Gehlot was too smart to reveal his inner ambitions in a country that for the most part admires self-denial and humility. Gehlot’s lisp can make it hard to follow him even in Hindi, but he always comes across as deeply grounded, humble in a genuine way. He answered with an account of all that the Congress had done for him, going back to his first job as a district president in the 1970s, and said he would be happy with whatever post the party chose for him now.

After spending the night at the Jai Mahal, we left the next morning on a 160-kilometre ride to the medieval city of Alwar, where Modi was addressing a crowd of 30,000 against the scenic backdrop of the Aravalli Hills. The turnout seemed pretty respectable until local journalists told us that Modi had drawn 50,000 here in 2013. They were enthusiastic, at first, chanting his name as Modi launched into a scathing attack on the Congress, belittling the Gandhis as ‘namdaar’, an entitled dynasty.

Modi portrayed himself as a common man standing up for ‘more than a billion Indians’ and a victim of caste-based attacks by the elitist leaders of the Congress. They had called him a ‘chaiwallah’, and dragged his family into the fray by saying the value of the rupee was falling so fast that at more than seventy to the dollar it could soon reach the same ‘age’ as Modi’s ninety-eight-year-old mother. Modi masterfully cast himself as the victim, turning random insults tossed by second-rung Congress leaders over many years into enduring points of community and family grievance.

Modi went on for nearly an hour, and much of what he said was directed at the national TV audience and his own timeless obsessions, not necessarily the concerns of Alwar. He had been prime minister for nearly five years, yet Modi still campaigned as Vajpayee had in the late 1990s, as if the Congress’s long grip on India had never been broken, and the BJP was the party of outsiders.

His main pitch for Chief Minister Raje was that she ‘had done more for Rajasthan in five years than the Congress had in fifty’. She had built 36,000 kilometres of roads, and deserved another term to finish the work. It was, in other words, still time to give the other guy a chance, and the BJP was still the other guy. By the end of the speech, Modi appeared to be losing some of the crowd. Raje, seated next to the prime minister, looked uncharacteristically listless, possibly reflecting reported tensions between her and Modi over her refusal to follow orders from Delhi.

Gathering back in the vans, we looked back on the trip and our broad sense was that Modi, though magnetic as ever, was having less impact on the campaign. His presence in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan was large but not as overwhelming as it had been as recently as the Karnataka state elections six months earlier. His photos on BJP billboards were far smaller than those of Chouhan and Raje, and he had ceded the campaign leadership posts to them, for reasons unclear. Maybe he saw that state elections are increasingly local, or was distancing himself from a possible defeat, or saving his firepower for the big contest in 2019. Maybe he was bending to some mix of these factors.

This election brought some nostalgic drama, taking us back to the era of paper ballots, when it would take a day or two to tabulate results. The introduction of EVMs usually made the outcome clear within hours, but this time the race particularly in Madhya Pradesh was too close to call early. And the Election Commission was also being extra careful, owing to the brewing controversy over rumours that the BJP was somehow manipulating the EVMs.

So it was a full day of waiting before the result became clear: the BJP had suffered a serious setback, coming up short in every contested state, including in Telangana and Mizoram where the regional parties prevailed. More critically, the BJP lost its hold on three states to the Congress. In Madhya Pradesh, the BJP won the popular vote by just 0.1 per cent—the narrowest margin I had ever witnessed—but the Congress won five more seats than the BJP. Chief Minister Chouhan’s popularity as the state ‘Mama’ could not overcome the calls for change, and he had to make way for Kamal Nath, the seventy-two-year-old Gandhi loyalist.

In Rajasthan, the widely expected Congress wave was less powerful than expected, but it still won the popular vote and 100 of the 200 seats, enough to oust BJP chief minister Raje and bring back the Congress, which passed over Sachin Pilot to name Ashok Gehlot as its chief minister, again. We had first seen Pilot waiting for a chance to lead Rajasthan back in 2013, when he was thirty-seven, and five years later he was still waiting in line behind his Congress elders.

In Chhattisgarh, the Congress had named neither its campaign leader nor a chief ministerial candidate—yet this faceless campaign still scored a landslide win, unseating BJP Chief Minister Raman Singh. It was a classic ‘lamppost’ election, in which the desire for change was so strong even a lamppost would have beaten the incumbent.

The BJP chief ministers of Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh were seeking their fourth terms, and Raje was seeking her third. Had they won it would have boosted the party’s momentum going into the 2019 general elections. Instead they all lost. The number of states in which the BJP and its allies led the government had fallen to sixteen from a peak of twenty-one in early 2018, carving a big hole in what had been an unbroken string of BJP-controlled states across the Hindi heartland.

In recent elections, Modi had called on voters to establish a ‘double-engine sarkar’, a government led by the BJP at both the state and national level, so it could get more done. He had often been granted his wish, but now the BJP faced ‘double anti-incumbency’, a popular sense that if a party controlled both of the top tiers of government, it was doubly to blame if it failed to fix India’s nagging problems.

Looking forward as best we could, it appeared that the BJP hoped to fight the 2019 elections as a battle of Modi versus Rahul. It might not be that easy. We had missed seeing Rahul on this trip, but by all accounts the makeover we had first seen at our late 2013 meeting with him in Pushkar was now well advanced. Rahul was no longer the butt of jokes, lulling crowds into a stupor with his academic discourses on village democracy and tales of Nehru in the 1930s. He was turning into a more effective campaigner. These state elections were largely head-to-head contests between the two national parties, and it was already clear that the Congress could now hold its own in these battleground states in the heart of India.

Still, the Congress would need all the help it could muster to slay a giant like Modi. He remained India’s most popular leader, and the BJP’s organizational might under Amit Shah, with the formidable RSS providing an army of campaign volunteers, would be hard to match. In some large states such as UP and Bihar, the Congress was still a token force and would need to ally with the regional supremos.

Its trump card was India’s tendency to root for the underdog against any dominant figure, which always has a way of pushing Indian democracy back into balance. In just the last eighteen months, Modi had seen a series of election setbacks that in my view had lowered his chances of victory in 2019 from near certain to 50:50. That’s exactly how Indians like their leaders: on edge, fearing for their jobs and not taking voters for granted.
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‘This Palace Was Once Mighty’

Return to Bijnor, 2018

It seemed logical to me that the place to end this tale was where it began, back in Bijnor. So off I went, taking along my sister Shumita and a few old school friends who had heard me talk for years about how my love of Indian politics had started in this town so far removed from our big-city lives. We were all curious to see how time had changed Bijnor, its caste and religious conflicts, its loathing for the powers that be, its town square debates so wide open even a teenager could join.

The roads had changed a lot. Two lanes had given way to six on the national highway that took us halfway, four on the state roads that completed the journey. The rickety pontoon bridge crossings over the Ganga—once a regular source of bottlenecks and delays—had been replaced by proper suspension bridges. Everything should have moved much faster in theory, but smoother roads had encouraged an explosion in the number of cars and roadside diversions. Industrial towns like Modinagar and residential colonies had risen up in what were farm fields in the 1980s. And the increase in traffic had conspired to keep the roads as slow as ever. The trip took four hours, same as it had thirty years ago.

On the outskirts of Bijnor we stopped to freshen up at the Kahna Resort, a full-service hotel of the kind that did not exist here in the 1980s. One look at this 2000-rupee-a-night establishment, however, and my companions requested that we drive straight back to Delhi that night—no matter what time. The rooms with their musty sheets and dirty bathroom tiles betrayed a lodging that, locals told us later, served mainly as a banquet hall and rendezvous point for residents of surrounding towns, seeking a discreet place for drinks and the occasional tryst. The resort didn’t cater to outsiders because so few found reason to visit Bijnor.

The way things get done in India—not just in mofussil towns—remained intensely political and last-minute. I never did join the Indian Administrative Service, as Grandfather had hoped, but a cousin of mine had risen high in the IAS ranks in Delhi. I called him, he called the chief secretary of UP, based in Lucknow, who in turn called Bijnor’s district magistrate, Atal Kumar Rai. And Rai agreed to meet us when we got to town. It was all arranged in a matter of an hour just before I left Delhi.

Though today many young Indians covet private sector jobs in Mumbai or Bengaluru more than a position in the IAS, this civil service elite still has tremendous cachet, and the number of Indians who take the annual civil service exams runs into millions. The district magistrate in a town like Bijnor is no longer a local god, but he is close, known universally in acronym-mad India as the ‘DM’, two letters that ring with clout.

There are just over 700 DMs in a country of more than a billion people, and in Bijnor the DM administers a region of around 4 million people, including the few hundred thousand inside the town limits. Every morning between 9 and 11 a.m., the DM is required by government rules to hear complaints and entreaties from this vast population. When we walked in at 11 a.m. sharp, Rai was engaged in a heated conversation with a burly character in his late twenties, who was insisting that he deserved a licence to carry a revolver.

Serving as a witness in a case involving dacoits, the man said he needed the firearm for self-protection. Rai responded that he couldn’t carry a gun into court, so what was the point? Later we were told that of an estimated 70,000 gun owners in Bijnor only about half hold licences, most of them granted on recommendation from some important politician, and most of the guns are carried not for self-defence but as a status symbol, like the latest iPhone.

This scene spoke volumes to me about how little has changed in India: citizens still desperate for answers from an understaffed state, governed by loose rules that are wide open to personal interpretation by overwhelmed bureaucrats, making politicians the court of last desperate appeal. The result is a frustrating and fragile life not only for voters, but also for district magistrates.

On the wall outside Rai’s office hung a wooden board listing all the DMs who have served Bijnor—a total of fifty-nine in the seventy-one years since Independence, with the rate of turnover accelerating to as many as three per year after 1989. Rai had been there only seven months. Later, IAS sources explained that the career of DMs had grown more tenuous in the 1990s, as steady rule by Congress party governments gave way to rotating rule by regional parties.

In UP, with Brahmins, Dalits, Yadavs and Muslims vying for control of the state, each new political regime came in and installed its own administrators—drawing from the IAS ranks, but choosing officers of their own caste or political persuasion. Despite all their authority, DMs lived with the constant risk of rubbing some local VIP the wrong way. If that VIP had a friend in the Lok Sabha or state assembly, and that politician made a call to Lucknow, the DM would find himself transferred to another district before he realized what hit him.

The man who wanted a gun was stalking out, denied his licence, as we walked into Rai’s office. Rai said that among the biggest changes in mofussil regions like Bijnor was that, thanks to Modi’s campaign to make India ‘open defecation free’, one rarely saw people defecating in public anymore. That appeared true within the city limits, but locals said that in rural areas people had a hard time kicking the habit of defecating outdoors even where public toilets were available.

Farming remained the leading occupation, supported by craft industries like woodwork and masonry, but farmers were much more prosperous and tech savvy, said Rai. Most carried a mobile phone, and productivity had doubled in the sugar cane fields. The old tube wells I once bathed in had been augmented with a new canal system, with irrigation pumps supported by an expanding electric grid that provided power up to eighteen hours a day. Over the course of our hour-long conversation, however, the power went off in Rai’s office at least two or three times, setting off a noisy diesel generator.

Though locals continued to look to government to solve myriad problems, the nature of complaints to the DM had changed. A Brahmin who was appointed under a BJP government, Rai said that the days when upper-caste residents would call up complaining that a Dalit had touched their water pump, making it unusable, or that a backward-caste boy was courting their daughter, were mostly gone. Inter-caste marriage was much more acceptable than it had been. Dalits were entering professions that had once been strictly off limits to them. The caste of night soil workers had been called ‘Bhangis’ when I was a boy, but that derogatory word had been banned and replaced by ‘Valmikis’, after the sage who composed the Ramayana. And the Valmikis, Rai said, were now employed extensively as cooks and staff in restaurants on the Bijnor town square.

In urban India there is a joke about loosening social mores that summarizes a mother’s advice to a child of marrying age. In the 1970s she would have said, ‘So long as you marry within your caste, it’s fine.’ In the 1980s she would have said, ‘So long as you marry in your religion, it’s fine.’ In the 1990s it was, ‘So long as you marry within your country, it’s fine.’ And today she would say, ‘So long as you marry the opposite sex, it’s fine.’ Though loosely accurate as a description of evolving attitudes among the cosmopolitan elite, attitudes in much of India, including Bijnor, seemed to be stuck somewhere in the 1980s—drawing the line at marrying outside one’s religion.

Religious tension had receded in some ways, said Rai, who was wearing a gemstone ring of the kind that many Hindus believe wards off evil. The Hindu–Muslim violence that erupted around Bijnor during the 1990s had not revived since. Relations were much more comfortable in commercial transactions, at retail cash registers and restaurant counters, but acceptance did not extend into the home and family. Rai said he continued to receive complaints about ‘Love Jihad’. In fact, one of his aides added, Hindus have come to accept ‘roti’ but not ‘beti’—bread but not daughters—from other castes.

The one state channel that I watched as a child had given way to hundreds of cable channels including at least a dozen news channels. The spread of mobile phones and TV had not only widened voter knowledge of the world but also expanded the variety of trivial complaints the local administration had to deal with, and the range of issues voters got angry about.

Rai told me that TV news had recently hyped a story about Azam Khan, the powerful Samajwadi Party leader, we had heard rumours about years before in Rampur, and how he had marshalled the police to round up his buffaloes after they escaped their pen. Rai said that, since that story had appeared, small farmers had started to call him at home, expecting the government to retrieve wandering buffaloes—sometimes at 2 a.m. Asked if the people have come to expect a government that ‘can do anything’, Rai responded, ‘It may be that people expect the government to do what they should be doing themselves.’

From the district magistrate’s office in the heart of Bijnor, it was only a ten-minute walk to my grandfather’s old home. It had remained empty since my grandmother died in 2003, as legal battles over who will inherit the property drag on. The result of this stalemate, typical of a judicial culture in which two-thirds of all legal disputes are over property, was decomposition and decay.

The walls of our ancestral home were crumbling, the veranda pillars cracking, the once grand inner courtyard overgrown with weeds. The glass on the windows had all been stolen, leaving gaping rectangular holes like empty eye sockets. The entire lot had become a dumping ground, strewn with rotting scraps of food and empty plastic bottles.

Our escort for the day was my second cousin, Prashant Mehrishi, who is ‘Monty’ to everyone in my family. Monty had stayed in Bijnor, rising to become a prosperous farmer, a local RSS member and BJP supporter with ties to the local administration. Monty had mobilized these contacts, he said, to block members of Mayawati’s party, the BSP, from seizing Babuji’s property for their own use. Decrepit though it was, the house occupied a coveted location, close to the city centre. Gazing at our old home, Monty remarked, quietly, ‘Yeh haveli bhi kabhi buland thi.’ This palace was once mighty. He assured us that the BJP would never have tried to seize this place, the way the BSP had.

From the house, we walked over to the town square—a much shorter trip than I remembered from my boyhood rides with Bhagauna on Babuji’s tractor. Many of the old hole-in-the-wall shops had been replaced by larger stores, wood shacks had given way to concrete stores with a few hints of the outside world, including a fast-food outlet called Burger Joint. But the square was as filthy as ever and if anything more overcrowded and chaotic, with more illegally built shops wedged around the permanent buildings, fewer three-wheeled rickshaws but more motorbikes and cars, moving much faster.

The political conversation in the square was as rigidly shaped by caste and sect as ever. At one point, our questions triggered a debate that spilled out into the crowd and nearly brought two greying middle-aged men to blows over Modi’s impact in UP—but like most Indian political wars, passions ebbed just short of violence.

Asked how Modi was doing as prime minister, Brahmins and upper-caste shopkeepers praised him for working hard and doing his best, arguing that his more controversial measures like demonetization and the GST would benefit India in the long term. They spoke of how Modi was defending Hindu India against the encroachments of a rising Muslim population, and of how the BJP was much less corrupt than the parties of the Dalits and the Muslims, run, they said, by provincial ‘thugs’ like Mayawati and the Yadavs.

Monty had separated himself from our group before we entered the square, saying his presence as a Brahmin RSS member would put some Muslim and Dalit voters on red alert at a time when communal political loyalties were hardening. Muslims represent 45 per cent of the Bijnor population, up from 40 per cent when I was a kid, and sure enough they were unanimously opposed to Modi and his policies. They complained that demonetization and the GST were killing their businesses, and that Modi’s expansion of the rural employment guarantee was making it hard for farmers to find labour.

An English-speaking Muslim social worker, Pervej Aftab, complained that the BJP had cowed every Hindi and English news channel except NDTV into becoming a propaganda mouthpiece for the Modi government. Echoing the conspiracy theory that had started making the rounds in Delhi, a few young Muslim men went on to claim that the BJP had been rigging recent elections by manipulating India’s new EVMs—electronic voting machines. No matter that the BJP had fared poorly in recent state elections—that was all part of the plan, or so they believed. Lull people into believing elections are fairly contested, while perfecting the use of EVMs to manipulate the vote count, then use the machines to steal the general elections in 2019 and return Modi to power.

The BJP had promised in 2017 that if it won both national and state power it could do wonders for UP, and it had indeed won at both levels—making itself a bigger target for blame. Modi had come to power at a time when economists were estimating that India needed to create one million jobs a month to employ its young population. There was no objective way to tell how the Modi government was faring on the jobs front, given the absence of reliable employment data in India. Not that objectivity mattered to Bijnor voters, whose view of the labour market depended on whether or not they liked Modi, with Brahmins relatively optimistic, Muslims much less so. One young Muslim voter told us that work was so hard to find under the BJP that every morning 200 labourers assembled at the local market hoping to get picked up for day jobs at the sand mines outside Bijnor, but only about fifty got chosen.

Nothing the BJP did could make a divided electorate happy. To address the epidemic of rising debts and suicide among farmers, the BJP had offered to waive the debts of farmers with less than one hectare of land, but many small farmers were impatiently waiting for their waivers to be approved, and many larger farmers were angry at being excluded from the offer.

The BJP could not please one caste without infuriating others. Following upper-caste complaints that they were being hit with frivolous ‘atrocity’ charges under the 1989 Act designed to prevent verbal abuse of Scheduled Castes, the Supreme Court had recently limited enforcement provisions of the law. When that triggered violent Dalit protests, Modi’s government passed an amendment reversing the court order, which in turn infuriated the BJP’s upper-caste supporters. ‘There are so many grievances against the government because for every constituency they try to please, they anger another,’ said Shivanand Rai, a reporter in the Bijnor bureau of the Hindi daily Dainik Jagran.

There had been much talk in Delhi of how 100 million Indians had crossed the age of eighteen since 2014, and how they would form a new swing vote in 2019. We saw no evidence for this youth wildcard at all. Young voters were just as rigidly and predictably divided along caste and sectarian lines as older ones. Asked what role economic development would play in the election, local observers said none, since voters did not believe any party would improve their material well-being. Given that cynicism, they would vote for the party closest to their own caste, who could offer them some protection. ‘Maybe the educated few will think of development, not the people who need to survive,’ said Rai. ‘Here, survival is the issue.’

From the town square we went back to the Bijnor jail, where Babuji had taken me on a childhood adventure to visit his criminal clientele. Though housed in the same imposing brick structure, which dates to British times, the air of a dark and dank colonial dungeon was largely gone. Entering through a heavy metal door in the arched entryway, we stepped into a courtyard that was spic and span, with brick and sand pathways and a small temple of Lord Shiva in the centre. The walls of the courtyard were painted with calming murals of trees, inscribed with inspirational messages like ‘Sampradayvad Mukt’, or Free of Communalism, and ‘Swachh Bharat’—Modi’s Clean India initiative.

On the left side of the courtyard a spiritual leader dressed in a white sari was delivering an address honouring the north Indian festival of Raksha Bandhan. Addressing about a hundred inmates, seated on the concrete floor, the woman spoke about how to remain happy behind bars by focusing on positive thoughts and transporting one’s mind to a time and place beyond jail. It might have been a monastery courtyard, except that behind the speaker sat the prison superintendent, Radha Krishna Mishra, with his deputies.

Amiable and easy-going, Mishra escorted us down to the barracks where as a boy of six I had been frightened by the inmates massed at the bars in their dirty white uniforms. About seventy inmates were packed into one long room with dingy windows, much as before, but the scene was cleaner, more organized with wall hooks on which each inmate neatly hung his clothes, and straight rows of floor beds. The inmates were sitting on their mattresses, watching a Hindi movie on a 40-inch TV at one end of the room. During the day they had access to common bathrooms built next to the exercise fields, but they were discouraged from relieving themselves at night, when they were confined to barracks with only one indoor stall for the seventy of them.

Most of the inmates were in civilian clothes, not the formal white or yellow prison uniforms worn by convicted criminals. Mishra told us that of the 1100 inmates only 200 were convicts, the rest were awaiting trial and unable to make bail. While mass incarceration of those not convicted is a major source of popular disgust with the Indian justice system, Mishra said the situation had at least improved a bit. Before the introduction of ‘fast track’ courts in 2001, a larger share of Bijnor’s jail population had yet to be tried.

A few select inmates accompanied us on our tour of the jail. One of them was carrying a stick—trusted by the authorities to help maintain order when required. I asked one lean and naive-looking inmate in a yellow uniform what he was in for, and he replied ‘376’. Asked to elaborate, he said blandly, ‘Rape’. He had a year left to go on his eight-year sentence. Though convicted rapists are often abused by fellow inmates, jail officials told us, this one had through exemplary behaviour earned his spot of honour as an aide to the wardens.

At the end of our walk, Mishra took us up to his green-walled office in the heart of the prison, where he offered up the staples of Indian hospitality with a penitentiary twist. Appealing to our superstitions in a country full of them, the warden said we would be wise to partake of the tea and namkeen because jail food is said to ward off prison terms. He told us that in 2012 when investigators probing a rural healthcare scandal were closing in on members of Mayawati’s government, the suspects had ordered food from Lucknow’s prison as a protective measure.

Our conversation dwelled on changes in the prison, from improved sanitation to spiritual lectures to new technology including automated roti bakers, before coming back to one thing that hadn’t changed, the caste politics of prison administration. Asked about criticism that under the BJP, upper-caste officers like him and Rai had filled most of the top administrative posts in UP, the warden hemmed a bit. Then he pointed out that under the Samajwadi Party its core supporters—Yadavs and Muslims—held most of the top administrative posts. ‘When their government was in power, we were in the boondocks,’ said Mishra with a shrug. ‘Now that our government is in power, we have the good postings. That’s the way life goes.’

From the jail, Monty drove us out into the sugar cane fields Babuji once owned, and the little clusters of cottages where his workers lived. Their passion for politics ran as deep as ever, and their memories ran as long. Asked about Mayawati, Dalit farm workers recalled not only that her first run for office came in a Bijnor by-election back in 1985, but that her unexpectedly strong third place finish among three Dalit candidates left her with a sense of attachment to this area.

In subsequent years, they told us, Mayawati would ride her bicycle around town, talking to voters, breaking bread with them in their homes. These bonds helped propel Mayawati into the Lok Sabha seat representing Bijnor in 1989, but that was then. As her name and fame grew and Mayawati moved on to the chief minister’s office in Lucknow, her Bijnor supporters had come to see her more as the national hero of the Dalits, less as one of their own. Indian politics had, if anything, grown more intensely local.

My grandfather’s farmlands had changed on the surface: the thatched huts of the workers had been replaced by pukka cottages, the tube wells were augmented by the canals Rai had told us about. New tractors had replaced some of the buffalo carts, but Babuji’s old Indian-made Eicher model was parked outside the caretaker’s cottage, the bright red paint badly faded, but apparently still operating.

The cottage and the caretaker’s job was occupied by a Brahmin family who were responsible for modernizing the farm operation, and they too were inclined to vote their caste. The father took out his mobile phone to show me WhatsApp propaganda videos offering lurid descriptions of the great fortunes allegedly amassed by leading BJP rivals like Mayawati and the Yadavs.

I asked him what had become of his predecessor Bhagauna, who used to ride me into town on the tractor, and explained to me why Bijnor voters had grown fed up with the Gandhis. He summoned Bhagauna’s son, who soon came hustling over, carrying his father in a wheelbarrow. Bhagauna sat hunched over with his legs folded under him. As soon as he heard my voice he lit up, but that moment of recognition was as far as our conversation could go.

Though only in his late sixties, Bhagauna was unable to convey much more than that he was pleased to see me again. He was suffering multiple kidney and stomach ailments and going blind. It was painful to see this shell of the robust man I remembered from his thirties, and easy to understand why Bijnor voters were still deeply frustrated with the state of rural healthcare.

From the farm, Monty took us to a late lunch at a ‘human values development centre’ called Jeevan Vidya Pratishthan, set in a nearby monastery. It was founded by Ran Singh Arya, a PhD in rural technology turned spiritual guru who spelled out for us his vision of a coming era in which Indians would reject the selfishness of modern society and focus more on giving back to their country. A nearby room was packed with doctors, engineers and other well-educated Indians attending a camp where clients fast and imbibe the centre’s spiritual message of happiness through service and asceticism.

India is full of quasi-cults built around a charismatic leader, and though not explicitly Hindu-centric, Arya’s vision of a nation turning back to less materialistic times shared much with the RSS and BJP leaders like Yogi Adityanath. Indeed much like Adityanath, Arya spoke a chaste and Sanskritty strain of Hindi that we found hard to understand. The institute’s vision appealed strongly to an RSS member like my cousin, who said that one day in the distant future a reformed and unified Hindu India would emerge. ‘Muslims are bharatiya nagarik (Indian citizens) too and they will convert back into Hindus, even if it takes 500 to 1000 years,’ he said.

The drive home to Delhi took five hours, longer than the drive out, thanks to the darkness and the heavy rain that started as soon as we hit the road. Every so often we would work our way past a truck lying on its side or back like a wounded animal, wheels helpless in the air, overturned by some combination of the risks that make Indian highways so unsafe: poorly marked road dividers, wandering animals, tractors merging blindly into traffic, truck drivers on alcohol or drugs to keep them calm or awake or both, all largely invisible in the dark and wet of an unlit highway. It may ring a bit strange, but gazing out at all this I was struck anew by my love for a country that can live on the edge of chaos, yet somehow, miraculously, arrive smiling in the end.

The journey back to Bijnor showed how after changes upon changes, India can feel more or less the same. Despite the wider and better paved roads, the time taken to travel to Bijnor from Delhi hadn’t changed in thirty years. The nature of the shops and eating joints had changed but the town square felt the same, overcrowded and overflowing, albeit with newer and often faster-wheeled vehicles. The caste hierarchy was less pronounced but religious polarization was as sharp as ever. Identity politics dominated the political discourse. Government officials remained all-powerful yet overwhelmed, stoking resentment among people who couldn’t get what they wanted from the broken state. Our family home was crumbling under the weight of a judicial system clogged with endless property disputes. Bijnor was then and now a microcosm of India.

After returning to Delhi, I reconnected with members of my campaign caravan and told them that to cover the national elections in 2019 we needn’t bother going back to UP. So many voters had already committed to the party that traditionally represents their caste, there wouldn’t be much of a swing vote, and the outcome would depend on whether the opposition united against Modi.

If the regional supremos, Mayawati and Akhilesh Yadav, allied with the Congress, their combined vote would amount to nearly 60 per cent of the UP electorate, built around Dalits, Yadavs and Muslims. Even if the BJP were to win 40 per cent of the vote, as it did in the 2014 Modi wave, that would not be enough to overcome a united opposition. If on the other hand the main opposition parties chose to run separately, the BJP could cakewalk to victory. Despite all its complexities, Indian politics can at times seem as simple as that.
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No Country for Strongmen

There may be much to despair about India, from its broken state to endemic corruption, but after chasing its raucous election campaigns for more than two decades, I come away with deep optimism that democracy works in India.

What else explains the fact that India tosses out its governing class more often than any other country I know? At one level, political power in India is supreme. No business person will dare speak out against the ruling party, hundreds of sycophants constantly surround the country’s major leaders and for all the glamour and intrigue that Bollywood actors, Godmen and astrologers bring to Indian elections, they are just accessories to the political stars.

India’s bureaucrats may lord over the people but in the end even they serve at the mercy of politicians who can transfer them to the boondocks on a whim. A recurring image from our travels is that of voters stretching their arms skyward by the thousands, as if to reach up and touch their chosen leaders descending by helicopter to the rally ground. It is a constant reminder that real power in India resides with the political class.

And yet, for all their clout, the odds are against Indian politicians holding on to their offices. In theory the seated government has big advantages, starting with the fund-raising capacity to meet the ever-growing expenses involved in fighting an election. It can dole out favours and contracts, so business donors typically steer the bulk of their contributions to the ruling party to keep it happy. Yet incumbents don’t usually win, challengers do. Voters, though glad to pocket expensive campaign gifts, still vote their own minds. Ultimate power resides, then, not with the candidates or their moneybags, but with the Indian voter.

India became a democracy when it was still very poor, and perhaps more than the rich, the poor cherish the vote as a great leveller, their memo to the powerful reminding them who calls the shots. We have often heard this undertone of Schadenfreude from Indian voters, relishing the moment the powerful incumbent will fall. Even if many toppled leaders stage a comeback, the fall is a chastening experience. Indian political power is hard won and fleeting.

For some political analysts, there is something inherently dysfunctional in the way Indian voters keep flipping governments. In many states, dozens of parties compete in the elections and the winner often needs only about a third of the vote to take a majority of the seats. Falling short of that, they find themselves scrambling for allies to help form a government. Small shifts in the vote, or the allegiance of one small alliance partner, can make or break state or national governments. The whole thing looks like a recipe for instability.

But minority governments, built on compromises among rival parties, are not a special problem of Indian democracy. They are a standard feature of parliamentary democracy, particularly in countries that were formed by merging autonomous principalities into a unified state—as India was. A multiparty parliamentary democracy can produce serial political and economic crises, as it has in Italy, but also long-term success, as it has in Germany.

Have weak minority governments hurt India’s development? History suggests not. The economy limped along at the so-called ‘Hindu rate of growth’ under mostly strong Congress governments until the 1980s, then started to reform and pick up speed under the weak coalition governments that followed. India’s complex polity may make it impossible for any single leader to mobilize the entire country behind aggressive economic reform and double-digit growth, the way China has. But states from Bihar to Gujarat have achieved this feat, and more will. Together they are likely to keep the economy developing at a respectable if sub-miracle pace.

India has so many parties because it has so many different communities, separated by caste, religion, tribe or language and each one wants its own representative. This is a fitting arrangement for a democracy encompassing the ‘Many Indias’. While in some opinion polls Indians express a growing desire for a strong leader, unshackled from an often gridlocked parliament, the electoral reality is that the country rebels against domineering political bosses.

Ever since Indira Gandhi imposed the Emergency, and fell in the backlash, no prime minister has been able to gain political momentum without triggering fears that they were growing dangerously strong, and inspiring the fragmented opposition parties to unite. Indira, Rajiv, Vajpayee—all of them were undone by an alliance of normally squabbling opponents. Modi may face a similar obstacle.

Supporters praise Modi for raising India’s stature in the world. But more than once we have seen Indian leaders—from Manmohan Singh to Chandrababu Naidu—lionized by the global elite from Mumbai to New York, only to be thrown out by Indian voters who care more about the government’s impact on their daily lives than about such cosmic concerns as India’s image in the world. The more time you spend outside cosmopolitan cities like Mumbai and Delhi, the better your chances of understanding how India really functions. We got the 2003 election wrong in Rajasthan because we didn’t get out of the big cities; if you miss the rural campaign you are likely to miss the story entirely.

Impressions gleaned on the road are inherently skewed by the route you choose, the voters you happen to meet, and the much larger pool of people and places you miss. We are now well aware of that, so we have tried to make sure we follow a carefully researched route through the most important swing constituencies, and the most important states. On our twenty-seven election trips to date we have typically covered between 1000 and 1500 kilometres over about five days. In total we have driven a distance nearly equal to a lap around Earth. We have been to more than half of India’s twenty-nine states and to the ten most populous and politically important ones more than once.

Voters in all these states express impatience with the pace of progress, and anger at the unresponsive bureaucracy, but not all take it out on politicians with the same intensity. Over the last three decades, among the ten most populous states, UP and Karnataka have never given a chief minister consecutive terms. Rajasthan, Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu have done it only once. Alongside these hotbeds of anti-incumbency are states like Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh, which have been less hostile to seated leaders. At the far end of the spectrum lie Gujarat and especially West Bengal, which have given their chief ministers and ruling parties extended runs in the halls of power.

* * *

When will seated leaders buck the odds against them? While single factors such as high inflation, sprawling corruption scandals, or a united opposition can bring down the incumbent, winning is more complicated. Many factors need to fall in line. No one we have met captured this challenge more succinctly than the Karnataka politician U.T. Khader, when he told us that to win Indian elections political parties have to pass not one but a simultaneous battery of tests.

Though Khader didn’t spell out his own tests, I knew what he meant, and a short list culled from my years on the road would include tests of community, family, inflation, welfare, development, corruption and money. They are not equally weighted. For all the social progress India has made, community identity is still the key to politics. Above all, parties have to get the community equation spot on, starting with the selection of candidates with the right character and profile to appeal to the complex mix of sub-castes, religions and languages in each constituency and state.

Rarely does one community or identity define even 30 per cent of the population and often the ‘dominant’ communities include just 10 to 20 per cent of the electorate, as for example is the case in UP and Bihar. The elections in these states look like similar contests for the affection of three main voting blocs, Muslims, Yadavs and Dalits. In reality, the Dalits and Yadavs of UP are not the same communities as the Dalits and Yadavs in Bihar. So Mayawati is the champion of the Dalits in UP but not in Bihar, where Ram Vilas Paswan is the champion of a different set of Dalit sub-castes. Lalu Prasad Yadav is the big Yadav leader in Bihar but not in UP, where Mulayam Singh Yadav and his son dominate. Multiply this confusion by thousands of sub-communities, combined and mixed in different proportions in every state.

Often, community ties are so powerful, leaders can build a devoted following even if they lack obvious charisma. Though dazzling oratory and good looks—particularly fair-skinned good looks—can help, even a mumbling delivery and toad-like stature don’t kill political careers, if a candidate has community appeal. Indian voters have flocked to oratorical masters like Modi and Vajpayee, but also to figures with at best middling talent at the microphone, including Mayawati, Mulayam and Jayalalithaa. What they lack in oratorical style, these supremos typically make up for in grass-roots connection to a community—think of Mayawati, riding her bicycle around Bijnor for months to connect with fellow Dalits and build her name as their caste champion.

Understanding the dynamics of caste and religion down to the local and personal level is a necessary condition for winning, but it is often not sufficient. Politics flows downhill from culture, and in India culture is deeply engrained in both community and family. My mind goes back to all the politicians we met who had family in the game or were actively passing power on to their sons, daughters or wives: Mulayam, Lalu, Thackeray, Karunanidhi, Deve Gowda. The list goes on and on. The Gandhis are the most prominent example but family dynasties pervade our politics. Though it is bitterly critical of the Gandhi dynasty, the BJP has many leaders with children active in politics, from Rajnath Singh to Yeddyurappa.

Many voters accept and even embrace hereditary succession in a society where families house many generations under one roof, and traditional bloodlines shape even the most successful private businesses. Outside the state-owned firms, two-thirds of the top hundred Indian private listed companies are owned by families. Among the top 100 Indian names on the 2018 Forbes billionaire list, sixty-eight come from a few small mercantile castes, which together account for only 1 per cent of the national population. By far the most prominent among them are the Banias, who have dominated the billionaire ranks since Indians started to appear on the Forbes list.

Though easily criticized as nepotism, since that’s what it is, the family feel of Indian politics would be sorely missed if it were gone. More than anything, what draws me back to the road in India is its incredible warmth, the knowledge that anywhere I go I will be treated as someone close to kin, that voters of any caste will be willing to stop and talk, that politicians and officials of any party will be ready to roll out a banquet for our travelling group.

The warmth India extends to strangers is an extension of the way it sees family, and never ceases to bowl us over. Before entering the backcountry of states like UP and Bihar we have often been warned to expect carjackers, bandits, kidnappers or Naxalites, only to find a warm and placid welcome. In all our wanderings we have rarely had any reason to feel scared. That’s a sharp contrast to other large developing nations, from Brazil to South Africa, where even the main streets of big cities are a minefield of very real risks.

In the United States, no one just pops in to the home of a political VIP without long advance warning and often carefully negotiated conditions. Children are generally off limits. Public and private lives are separate. In India, we have found ourselves dropping in virtually unannounced—twenty of us—to meet political giants not only in their homes but in their bedrooms, gathering around as they sit cross-legged on the bed.

Often, politicians bring their children along to meetings and rallies, just to listen in, enjoy the show, and maybe absorb a feel for the game. The pomp and fawning that surround these figures in public are matched by the extreme informality that surrounds them in private settings. Why not? We are all like family.

Still, signs of an anti-nepotism revolt have been emerging, at least in the political sphere. More and more single politicians are rising to power on the argument that freedom from family ties protects them from the temptation to profit from office. In a country where single chief ministers did not exist a generation ago there were eight by early 2018. The cultural winds suggest single candidates will maintain this advantage going forward, leveraging the claim that a monkish isolation keeps them from passing wealth and power down to ambitious offspring.

One of the most important lessons I have learned on the road is that ideas—particularly economic ideas—do not play the same role in India that they do elsewhere. In more advanced democracies the main ideological divide involves the role of the state versus the free market in distributing wealth. In India everyone is a statist. The economic debate is about how the state can best help the poor, by developing roads and other infrastructure, by distributing welfare benefits, or a bit of everything.

We have seen both development and welfare work—and fail—as campaign strategies. When Naidu won a second straight term in 1999, he cast himself as the pioneer of a new era in which delivering successfully on development and economic reform could help Indian leaders get re-elected. He was tossed out five years later. Gehlot lost in 2003 campaigning as a development hero, and lost again in 2013 as a prodigiously generous champion of welfarism. More than a decade later, Jayalalithaa won re-election in Tamil Nadu, one of the states most hostile to incumbents, after doing little for development and much to promote free food processors, cement and other giveaways branded with her nickname, Amma. The point is that there is no consistent formula: candidates can pursue any mix of development and welfare models and, as one Tamil voter put it to us, the election will remain as unpredictable as a ‘cat on the wall, you don’t know which way it will jump’.

Of all the numbers I have run on what determines the outcome of Indian elections, one of the most surprising to me is how little political lift chief ministers get from palpable economic success. Even when their state has been growing faster than 8 per cent—a rate that normally puts an economy in the ‘miracle’ class—their chances of re-election improve only slightly, from one in three to 50:50. Often, voters in mofussil India do not feel a dramatic lift even from a rate of growth that makes the Mumbai’s stock market bubble and the capital elite assume that everyone feels the fizzy good times. Growth helps at the margin, but even spectacular growth is no guarantee of victory—particularly when the rural majority is not feeling the boom.

The number more likely to decide the fate of incumbents is inflation, particularly food price inflation. Unlike double-digit GDP growth, the impact of double-digit inflation rarely goes unfelt or unremarked by voters. Often they can recite recent price increases for onions or ghee down to the rupee, because these numbers determine what—or whether—their family eats. High inflation has presaged the fall of leaders from Rajasthan Chief Minister Shekhawat in 1998 to Prime Minister Manmohan Singh in 2014. But deflation can have the same effect. Lately, farmers have told us they planned to vote against their incumbent government out of frustration over depressed crop prices.

Local issues often trump national ones, and vary dramatically from state to state. While a prohibition state like Gujarat demands that visitors reveal ‘the name of the drunkard’ seeking to buy alcohol, Tamil Nadu struggles to wean its alcoholics off booze and its state bureaucracy off alcohol tax revenue. Today the clouds of smog stretching across the subcontinent are a big issue in Delhi, a non-issue in provincial cities and towns, where voters are less focused on air quality than more pressing concerns such as finding a functioning school for their children. Even the national corruption scandals that periodically consume Delhi matter less outside the biggest cities than scandals involving state leaders.

Alongside inflation, corruption is the other big incumbent killer, though it works in strange ways. Leaders rarely make it five years without facing some charge of corruption, and many of them can survive so long as the charge doesn’t come to dominate the election storyline. But sweeping corruption charges have been contributing to the defeat of leaders at least since Rajiv and the Bofors case, and we have seen scandal help topple Vasundhara Raje on her ties to a flamboyant ‘super chief minister’, Mayawati on the self-indulgence of her own statues and palaces, and many others.

One of the supreme ironies of Indian politics, however, is that corruption charges seem to hurt more than convictions. Voters are so sure justice in India is loaded against innocents, they often look more sympathetically on leaders emerging from jail. Lalu Yadav is one of the more irrepressible characters we have encountered in Indian politics, but never more so than after he emerged from prison, and told us he had never felt so adored by his supporters. In other emerging countries politicians may come back after a jail term, but rarely does time in the lock-up provide a career boost, the way it does in India.

The thread that runs through the tests of Indian democracy is intimacy and connection: winning campaigns need to understand the ties that bind Indian voters to community and family, their frustration with government and the slow pace of economic progress, the pain of rising prices, and their sense of disgust with both corruption and the justice system. More than 1.3 billion people, more than 900 million of them eligible to vote in 2019, and yet these intimate connections are the key. Often, challengers prevail by simply watching the incumbent fail one or more of these tests.

* * *

Those are some of the practical political lessons of our election travels. The bigger lesson is that there are as many reasons for optimism about Indian democracy as there are states in India.

When I started out on these adventures I was in my early twenties and an idealist, hoping our elections would install a radical reformer as prime minister, capable of transforming the Indian economy from a central perch in Delhi. After Independence, the founding fathers of modern India gave Indians political freedom by instituting a Westminster-style parliamentary democracy when many other poor nations thought it better to promote development through authoritarian rule. I kept wondering why, if India was ready for political freedom, it could not also handle economic freedom? Why did the state have to play such an intrusive role in the economic lives of its people?

What I did not understand, at least not clearly enough, is that India’s political DNA is fundamentally socialist and statist. There is no real support for systematic free-market reform, either among voters or among the political elite, and no sign that what is generally considered good economics will ever become a consistent election-winning strategy. Prime ministers like Narasimha Rao, Vajpayee and Manmohan Singh pushed elements of free-market reform when faced with a crisis, not out of deep or enduring conviction.

None of them made a serious attempt to reform the central bureaucracy. They could start by clarifying the loose rules that put so much power in the hands of too few mandarins, or at least begin addressing the understaffing problem. Surely politicians have a vested interest in fixing the flaws of a leviathan that keeps voters in a state of perpetual revolt against incumbents. The more powerful a politician gets, the more voters expect, and the more frustrated they get when those expectations aren’t met.

But the governing class does not want reform. The state machine allows them to appeal to voters by launching one welfare scheme after another, and to most politicians reform implies loss of control. I expect to live forever under a domineering bureaucracy, and with the kind of public-sector incompetence that hastened my grandfather’s passing.

Though I have voiced disappointment in the Gandhis and the Congress for not giving Indians more economic freedom, it’s not just them. The same socialist DNA runs through the veins of all the leading parties.

Modi came to power sounding like India’s version of Ronald Reagan, promising to minimize the role of the government, only to reveal himself as more than willing to use state power to meddle in and mould the economy. His response to suggestions that Delhi privatize the failing state banking sector has been that if he does that, how can he steer loans to India’s aggrieved farmers? The Modi model of statism is a perfect fit for his own self-confident character, but by promising India that he alone could fix its myriad problems, he ran the risk that many voters would hold him personally responsible for unfixed problems.

Delhi is not the place to look for big-bang reform. Once politicians seize the reins of national power they find it difficult to let go. If they push reform they do so incrementally and under pressure of hard times, then back off when prosperity returns. Today I find myself less impatient for radical change, more confident that while India may never be a miracle economy, its entrepreneurial energy, spurred on by its most competent chief ministers, is enough to keep the economy growing at a steady pace of 6 to 7 per cent.

We have seen this energy unleashed in states as varied as Gujarat, Bihar, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh and Delhi. They have grown rapidly for long stretches and economically outperformed not only the rest of India but much of the developing world, typically under a leader with strong regional roots, pushing a strong development agenda. India doesn’t grow as one economy, it grows as many, less like the United States than like the European Union. It is less a country than a continent, in fact more diverse in its communities and languages than even Europe or the Middle East.

Hindustan Unilever’s CEO Sanjiv Mehta recently told me that his company divides the twenty-nine Indian states into fourteen sub-regions, the twenty countries of the Middle East and North Africa into only four, because its research shows consumer tastes, habits and languages are far more fragmented in India. Hindustan Unilever crafts its business strategy to maximize opportunity in each of the many Indias, and Delhi would be wise to craft its economic strategy the same way. The way to encourage more Indian success stories is to give each state a freer hand managing its own affairs.

The real strengths of our democracy—both economic and political—lie in this diversity. Consider how many empires have tried to dominate the Middle East, only to be swallowed by its warring tribes, which are in fact less numerous and varied than India’s. In no country are the community and family roots of political battles more complex or intense, or the behind-the-scenes battles to build winning alliances more fierce.

Those who fear that rising nationalism threatens India’s democracy also tend to underestimate the check provided by subnational pride. Many Indians still see themselves first as Bengalis, Maharashtrians, Tamils, Gujaratis or Telugus, and they are much more likely to support a strongman (or woman) at the state level than in Delhi. In the early 1980s, after Rajiv Gandhi publicly called the Congress chief minister of Andhra Pradesh a ‘buffoon’, the popular film-star N.T. Rama Rao capitalized on this insult to ‘Telugu Pride’ by forming a Telugu party that quickly swept to power. NTR warned the Congress to remember that in India ‘the centre is a myth and the state is a reality’. India is too heterogeneous to be dominated by populist nationalism.

The 2019 election is being cast as a nationwide showdown between Modi and the rest, a referendum on India’s appetite for strongman rule and commitment to democracy. More likely, the election will shape up as a series of state contests. Modi is likely to win the most votes in many of the critical northern and western battleground states, but the outcome will depend on whether opposition parties work together to unseat him. Facing unified alliances, the BJP could win a third of the popular vote, as it did during the Modi wave of 2014, yet lose its majority of seats in the Lok Sabha.

The BJP knows this well. More than selling its development achievements to the weary voter, the party will try to derail opposition alliances before they come together. It will cast any budding alliance as a collection of unprincipled players, grasping for power and threatening India’s stability. Ironically, this is the same tactic Indira and Rajiv Gandhi used against the opposition during their re-election bids. In 1977, the main Congress slogan was: ‘Kahin ka eent, kahin ka roda, Bhanumati ne kunba joda.’ A big piece from here, a small piece from there, a tribe was cobbled together.

Meanwhile, the Congress and the many regional parties will take inspiration from the prominent 1960s socialist leader Ram Manohar Lohia, whose comments on the danger of entrenched rule have been distilled in this rallying cry to all opposition movements: ‘Sarkar tave ki roti jaise hotee hai, usko palat tey raho nahin toh jal ke raakh ho jayegi.’ The government is like a roti that needs to be flipped on the griddle or it will burn.

The 2019 ballot will offer a choice of two different political visions, one celebrating the reality of the many Indias, the other aspiring to build one India. It will be a hard fought battle, but either way I know where I will be when the carnival begins. Back on the road, confident that in an era when democracy is said to be in retreat worldwide, it is thriving in India.
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