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Before marriage










With her elder sister Kamala and infant daughter




With her younger brothers
Bhabani (L) and Bani (R) and baby Meenaxi
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With husband Munin Barkotoki in the early 1970s




- With husband
Munin Barkotoki
in the early 1970s
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Top : Talking to flood victims

Bottom @ Flood work with Syeda Anuwara Taimur
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Top : Election time, 1977 (with Subodh Hazarika)
Bottom @ After election victory, 1977




Swearing in by President Neelam Sanjiva Reddy, 1977




Top : At ministerial desk
Bottom : In Shastri Bhawan office
(with Private Secretary Ashok Saikia)
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Attending some events as Chief Guest




Top : Taking the salute at Lakswadweep

Bottom : Sitting in the verandah
of her 14 Akbar Road home, New Delhi




My felicitations to Renukaji

Dr. B. P. Singh

I have great pleasure to join family members, friends and
admirers of Renuka Devi Barkataki in greeting her on the
occasion of her 85th birthday. | take this opportunity to wish
her a long and healthy life.

I have known Renukaji for over four decades and
participated in discussions with her on numerous occasions.
She always brought to the table a fresh approach. I recall her
brilliance, and her capacity to think out of the box and consider
even opposite points of view. All these qualities give her a
special position among public leaders in Assam.

Fortunately, during the freedom struggle and thereafter
Assam has produced a large number of political leaders and
social workers of great calibre and repute. | did not get an
opportunity to work under the first generation of leaders like
Gopinath Bodoloi, Rev. J.J.M. Nichols-Roy, Rup Nath Brahma
and others. However, | had the good fortune of working with
several leaders of the second generation of the freedom
movement. My mind is filled with memories of Chief Minister
B.P. Chaliha and eminent members from his council of ministers
like Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed, Devakanta Barua, Kamakhya
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Prasad Tripathi and several others. There were other outstanding
Chief Ministers with whom | had the privilege of working like
Mahendra Mohan Choudhury, Sarat Ch. Sinha, Ms. Anwara
Taimur, Hiteswar Saikia, and Prafulla Kumar Mahanta. | also
had the fortune of knowing at personal level leaders like Bishnu
Prasad Rabha, Omeo Kumar Das and his wife Pushpalata Das,
Sarbeshwar Barua, and the great social worker Amol Prabha
Das. | enjoyed and learnt a great deal from conversations with
outstanding leaders of the opposition like Hem Barua, Gauri
Shankar Bhattacharyya, Dulal Chandra Barua, Bipin Pal Das
and others. Smt. Renuka Devi Barkataki belongs to this class
of leaders and social workers of Assam.

I came to meet Renukaji more frequently during 1973-75
when | was Deputy Commissioner, Kamrup. One particular
incident is worth narrating. Emergency was proclaimed under
Article 356 of the Constitution by the President of India on
26th June 1975. Immediately after proclamation of Emergency,
the State Government decided to detain some prominent political
leaders and that obviously included Renuka Devi Barkataki,
who was then Deputy Leader of the Opposition in the Assam
State Assembly. | recall that her husband, Munin Barkataki,
came to me with their only child Meenaxi, then a small girl,
and asked me what he should do with his little daughter. ““She
has been brought up almost exclusively by her mother. I am
unable to give her that care and affection that Renuka provided.”
| said that all that | could do was to allow him to take her twice
a day to the Guwabhati jail where Renukaji was lodged. Later |
heard murmurs that the State Government did not like my orders
in that regard. It was actually rescinded 10 days later to
Meenaxi’s deprivation and her father’s discomfiture.

I was delighted that she was elected to the Lok Sabha
from Guwahati as a Janata Party candidate and was appointed
Minister of State for Education, Social Welfare, Culture, Youth
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and Women’s welfare in the Morarji Desai Government in 1977.
I was then a Director in the Ministry of Defence. She was very
happy to see me in one of those gatherings in New Delhi and
introduced me to her senior colleagues mentioning the kind of
help that | had rendered to her during the period of incarceration.

May this country have many more leaders of the calibre
and commitment of Renuka Devi Barkataki. May she live long.

(Former Governor of Sikkim and a well known intellectual and academic,
Dr. B. P. Singh has held several important posts in his service career as
bureaucrat and top civil servant.)
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To my dear friend Renukadi

Padma Seth

Renuka Devi Barkataki and me have been friends for over forty
long years, and we fondly cherish our friendship till today. It
was the young girl of about 12 years Meenaxi who introduced
her mother to me in Balbhavan. | did not then realise that her
mother was Renukadi, the Minister of State for Education,
Government of India, who had signed my appointment letter
prepared by Anjani Dayanand, then joint secretary GOI. Thus
my sojourn as Director Balbhavan started. When | was leading
achildren’s delegation to Bulgaria, Banner of Peace, Meenaxi’s
mother came to entrust her daughter under my care. It was not
an employer-employee relationship between us. Strange though
it may sound, our friendship continues till today with the same
warmth with which we started as friends, in 1978.

A powerful personality, with steadfast loyalty, she
successfully served as a minister in Morarji Desai’s council of
ministers. Prime Minister Desai showed immense respect to
this lady of steel. She had the personality that could impress
many stalwarts/leaders from Morarjee Desai to P.V. Narasimha
Rao, who recognised her political acumen and her commitment.

She had the rare capacity to keep politics away from her
social work. Endowed with an amazing strength of mind Smt.
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Barkataki was viewed by her family circles as a headstrong
personality. She also hates any fuss about her health. Unmindful
of various signals of her failing health, she continued
relentlessly to visit her institutions she started and managed in
Assam. The Nursing training programme is a role model for
others all over India. An activist politician and a staunch social
worker, she is well versed in institution building. Her
contributions to organisations such as the All India Red Cross
and the All India Women’s Conference are remarkable. Her
talent was that she simultaneously served government, the
corporate sector, the labour unions and the voluntary institutions.
Her stint as a Director of the ONGC and the way she endeared
herself to the labourers and workers reflect her integrated
personality.

Ours has been a memorable and strong friendship in
which I had the liberty to spend time with her in Guwahati and
she would not return to Assam without meeting me in Delhi.
Never for once we remembered her as my employer and me
her subordinate. It’s our old age that keeps us apart at a distance
now, but our love and fondness for each other is everlasting. |
wish Renukadi good health. For once you can listen to our
Meenaxi and mend your ways regarding taking your medication
and leading a regulated life.

(Padma Seth was Director of Balbhavan for 12 years, and later served as
member and advisor of the National Commission for Women from 1992-
1998. Later she became a Senior Consultant of the Unicef (1998-2002).
She played a major role in formulating the Children’s Code Bill under the
Chairmanship of Justice Krishna lyer, former member of the Supreme
Court.)
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A tribute to my Baideo

S. K. Agnihotri

It was early 1973, when | first met Renuka baideo in the office
chamber at Dibrugarh where | was posted as the Deputy
Commissioner. As the President of the All Assam Ministerial
Association, she had received many complaints against me,
submitted by certain staff working in my office. These mostly
related to high handedness on my part in dealing with them,
harassment and undeserved punishment. At that time, I had just
completed a few months on the post and was, obviously,
perturbed over this development. Renuka baideo had the
reputation of a street fighter for genuine causes, absolutely
honest and one of the few political leaders who was feared —
both amongst the politicians and bureaucrats. One can easily
understand my position, who had spend only few months on
the much coveted post in Assam at that time.

I got a call from her at about 9 am that she would be
meeting me in my office at 10.30 am and discuss certain issues
relating to my ministerial staff. | agreed to her request and
received her in the office at the appointed time. Once in the
office, | offered her a cup of tea, before we discussed the issues
for which she had come to Dibrugarh. She accepted my request
but stated that, in the meantime, we may start. She showed me
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the formal complaint against me and stated that these were the
main issues for which she had come to Dibrugarh for holding
discussions and hearing my side of the developments. It was
clear that she had not made up her mind on my culpability and,
at the same time, considered the matter important enough to
pursue. This quality was and still is extremely rare for a political
leader of her stature, thereby showing completely judicious
mind. In the meantime, tea had come and after finishing it, |
requested her to go through the day’s newspaper, before |
showed her some office files. These mostly related to the action
against the concerned staff who had complained against me. |
was back with the files within ten minutes and requested her to
kindly go through them before we discussed further. | also
requested her that, in the meantime, | would take a round of my
office and return within 45 minutes.

| kept my promise and returned after this period. | saw
that she had read all the files and kept them aside. I requested
that the matter be discussed as she had read the documents.
The reply was ‘Nalage’ (not necessary) | was extremely
surprised at this statement and completely taken aback. She,
however, continued “I have seen the papers and you are
absolutely correct”. Go ahead and do what you feel is correct.
From that day till date, Renuka baideo has been Baideo to me,
having guided and protected me in all situations including
extremely difficult political situations, where she went
completely out of the way, which I am sure no other political
leader would have done. | am intentionally not giving these
details.

During the Janta regime, she became a Minister in the
Union Government. And, now being Bhaiti (younger brother)
she consulted me about the ways of the Central Government
and posting of her personal staff and not only this, she acted on
most of my suggestions.
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After the Janta government fell in 1979, she returned to
Assam sometime in 1980. By then | was posted as the Deputy
Commissioner, Kamrup. One day | went to meet her and
requested, if she could help her Bhaiti in some difficult areas.
She immediately agreed and accepted my request to become
the Secretary of the District Red Cross Committee of which |
was the President. Within a few months, she became the
Secretary of the State Red Cross Committee and is continuing
as such.

After | left Assam in June 1984, | have been meeting
Renuka Baideo invariably whenever | visit Assam. And | have
seen the immense work the State Committee has done-
particularly in the training of nurses mostly from the poorest of
the poor families. She has made the Red Cross into a system
where people have a place, where they receive sympathy and
support, where they are welcome, and the Red Cross staff are
receptive to their pain.

Renuka Baideo is wholly admirable, honest, honourable
and is invariably in favour of justice and the downtrodden. We
like her because of her radiance and integrity. Outwards, she
looks severe, but she possesses a spirit which is enhanced by
an unperturbed competence in all the disciplines in which she
gets involved. For her, there have been no halfway measures.
Whatever she did, it had to be perfect.

I understand, Meenaxi, her daughter, is publishing a
volume about her for Bideo's next birthday. This is my tribute
to her. Throughout her life, Renuka Baideo has given ‘newness’
to the lives of those who came in her contact. And | believe and
am sure that this process will continue.

(S. K. Agnihotri is former Chief Secretary to the State Government,
Chairman, Board of Revenue Secretary, NFCH, Ministry of Home Affairs,
President, International Institute of Cotton, Washington.)

&8 Il S @9



A few lines on
Mrs. Renuka Devi Barkataki

Bhaskar Barua

Mrs. Renuka Devi Barkataki, Renuka Badew to a lot of us, is
one of the most socially responsible, straight forward and honest
personalities to grace the political and social landscape of
Assam. | first met her in 1972 and received some of the soundest
advice that a person occupying a public position can get, which
has stood me in good stead ever since.

That was the year the state was engulfed by the agitation
over the issue of medium of instruction in the educational
institutions of the state. As the biggest town in the state and a
major educational centre, Guwahati was in the very thick of
the movement. | was overnight transferred to Guwahati as the
Deputy Commissioner since the previous DC had gone on leave.

A couple of days after my taking charge, the big day
arrived when the All Assam Students” Union and all other
organisations taking part in the movement were to converge on
the office of the DC and present memoranda to the government
through the DC. After discussion with many of my experienced
colleagues it was decided that I should sit in my office to receive
the delegations and a request was made to the various parties
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coming that they should send a few representatives to hand over
their papers to me. At first order prevailed and a few batches of
people came up to my office. After a while, matters outside the
office apparently took a different turn and at that stage Renuka
Baidew came up to me and said that some of the people waiting
to hand over memoranda were getting restive and some pushing
and shoving were taking place and the police were considering
use of force to deal with the situation. She suggested that I should
go down and be seen by the crowd and receive the papers myself,
as it would mollify the crowd. | followed her wise counsel and
stood for a few hours meeting each delegation and taking the
papers personally and that probably helped to avoid a big
showdown with the crowd.

Some experienced administrators later on opined that if |
had not done what | did following Renuka Baidew’s advice,
and if the police had used force, a major conflagration might
have resulted. | have to thank Renuka Baidew for saving the
day. We had a very good relationship thereafter during my tenure
in Guwahati which continued since. Her sagacious advice and
suggestions were always welcomed by me after that as | was
touched by her concern for the downtrodden and the weak.

Renuka Baidew might not recollect but my relationship
with her had not always been so cordial. In 1965 | was in
Mangaldoi, a freshly minted 1AS officer and Mangaldoi was
my first independent charge posting, as Sub-Divisional Officer.
In the initial days, I got to know the people of the Subdivision
and of the very small town that Mangaldoi was in those days. |
was open to meeting everybody that wanted to meet me, be it
an ordinary villager or the best lawyer in the town, the political
personalities, and others. Within a short spell 1 met all the
Members of the State Legislative Assembly of the place. | was
not aware in those days that Renuka Baidew was the Member
of Parliament from Mangaldoi. No doubt it was a shortcoming
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on my part in not acquiring this information. After a while during
a visit to Guwahati, a relative who knew Renuka Baidew told
me that she was surprised that the new SDO of Mangaldoi did
not meet the MP. As | had not received any information about
her visit to Mangaldoi, | had no clue about her presence in the
subdivision and had no opportunity to see her. However, that
lapse did not prevent our developing a good relationship in
subsequent years.

Renuka Baidew played a positive role in my first
assignment in the Government of India in 1978 when she was
Minister of State in the Janata Dal Ministry. While we were in
Delhi, the two families became close, a relationship that persists
till today.

In conclusion I wish her a long and healthy life. May she
remain active and energetic in public service for ever.

(Bhaskar Barua worked in the government as a member of the IAS for
about 38 years and retired in 2001 as Secretary to the Government of India.
After retirement Barua worked in Myanmar in the UN FAO and after return
to Guwahati assisted the state government in the Electricity Regulatory
Commission and the State Pay Commission and took part in the activities
of two NGOs in the disability sector and in work relating to disaster
management.)
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My greetings to Mrs. Barkataki

D. N. S. Shrivastava

As the Superintendent of Police Kamrup and later as the DIG
of Police, Western Range, Assam, | got the opportunity to in-
teract with your mother. It was privilege to meet her. She was
courteous, gentle, affectionate and knowledgeable person.

I look forward to meet her in person when | come to
Guwabhati next.

I wish her good health and long life.
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Top : Putting tilak on Jawaharlal Nehru
Bottom : With Hubert H.  Humphrey,
US Vice President (1965-69)




Top : With Hiteswar Saikia: Bottom @ With Surendra Soini,
President, All India Deaf and Dumb Association




Top [L to R] : Jyotsna Chanda, first lady MP; Renuka Devi
Barkataki; Lila Barua, Fakaruddin Ali Ahmed,
Bijoy Handique; Dharanidhar Basumatary;

Jogen Hazarika (2nd from right)

Bottom : With CM Mohendra Mohan Chowdhury




With Chief Minister Sarat Ch Sinha
& Prime Minister Morarji Desai

On the other side of the table from Morarji Desai and
Renuka Devi Barkataki : From left : Syeda Anwara Taimur (half),
Idris Ali, Jogen Hazarika, Chattra Singh Teron
and Bhumidhar Barman (second from right)
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Top : with Mother Teresa in Guwahati; also in picture
S. K. Agnihotri then DC and Father V M Thomas
Bottom @ Receiving the Shield of honour from Prime Minister IK Gujral







Top : With Late Indira Miri and Smti. Minno Choudhury
at World Red Cross Day, 2004
Bottom - Renuka Devi Barkataki, Hony. Secretary, IRCS,
Assam State Branch with Shri L. N. Mishra, Governor of Assam

visiting the warehouse complex, 1997




Top : With senior Janata Party leader George Fernandez

at her Panchabati home
Bottom : His Excellency the Governor of Asgsam
Shri J. B. Patnaik with Renuka Devi Barkataki
and the members of the Red Cross Society, Assam
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My homage to Baideo

Kuldeep Baishya

No one requires an introduction to the name Renuka Devi
Barkataki, an iron lady, a proud mother and guardian of many
orphans and most importantly a dynamic leader with an
uncompromising attitude and multifarious activities. In 2007
when | was associated with the Doordarshan Kendra, Guwahati,
I got the opportunity to meet her for the first time in her office
of the Indian Red Cross Society Hospital, situated at Chandmari,
Guwahati. The then Programme Executive of Doordarshan
Kendra, Guwahati Mr. Atanu Saikia introduced me to her for
the first time. As time went by, Smti Renuka Devi Barkataki
became for me “Renuka Devi Barkataki Baideu” and in short
“Baideu”. “Baideu” in Assamese language can stands for many
different things but for us in this case it means “ Respected
Madam?”.

Though 1 forgot the exact date yet | remember that fine
sunny morning when I first met her. In her office at Chandmari,
| found a different atmosphere. The atmosphere in the room
made me realize that the leader to whom | was being introduced
to was an ardent follower of Mahatma Gandhi and a true
practitioner of Mahatma Gandhi’s ideology. | remember that
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portrait of Mahatma Gandhi behind her desk on the wall of her
office chamber at Red Cross Hospital, Chandmari, Guwahati
and | feel this portrait itself speaks a lot about Smti Barkataki.
Before meeting her | never met any woman political leader who
was in prison for 19 months during the Emergency period from
1975 to 1977. This was a memorable day for me when I took an
interview for a few minutes from the first woman Member of
Parliament from Assam to the Lok Sabha and a former Central
Minister of State.

During that period | was a college student and | was
involved with the activities of National Students Union of India
(NSUI). As a part of these activities | used to meet many senior
political leaders and specially Gandhian thinkers and followers.
After this short interview whenever | got opportunity | started
visiting Smti Renuka Devi Barkataki Baideu’s residence to see
her with an objective to know more from her about various
issues. Time flies and from 2011 | became a part of her Gandhian
labour movement when | was appointed as Assistant Secretary
for Indian National Trade Union Congress (INTUC), Assam
Branch. I feel lucky to get an opportunity to serve such a historic
trade union organization of Assam as the youngest office bearer
where the office of the President is assumed by the legendary
leader Smti Renuka Devi Barkataki Baideu.

I have seen innumerable qualities in Renuka Baideu
during the course of my work with her. Although it is impossible
for me to list all of them, a few stand out — she is a symbol of
self reliance. In her eighty-four years she still does all her official
paper work herself. She is a visionary leader in true the sense
and gives importance to sustainability of an organization. Those
organizations where she is involved are the examples of her
self-reliant concept, whether it is INTUC, Assam Branch or
Indian Red Cross Society, Assam Branch or Shishugram or
Assam State Freedom Fighters Association.
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I must also admit her support, encouragement and
inspiration towards my career as an advocate. Due to her
encouragement in later period | become a member for Indian
Red Cross Society, Guwahati District Branch, Assam, where |
got the opportunity to learn human rights law and humanitarian
law in practical way. Due to her encouragement and suggestion
| also got the opportunity to work under one of the leading
lawyer of the region Mr. Abdul Muhib Mazumber, who was
her classmate in Cotton College.

“Baideu” is a person with multiple expertise. | witnessed
her deep understanding on practical approach towards good
governance and implementation of law in various occasions
in different platforms where she was asked to speak. She is a
lady who can work with all sections of people of the society
irrespective of class, community, creed, gender and age. She is
an uncompromising leader with her ideology to do good for the
larger section of society. Her attachment with those at the grass
roots is incomparable. One cannot find the generation gap in
her and she always inspires everyone and especially the younger
section of the society to join in with her. It is difficult for me to
express all my thoughts in a short write up. I can only say she is
the beloved “Baideu” for many of us. She has been a guardian,
mentor, inspiration and a mother for me and many of us. Today
on the eve of her eighty-fifth birthday I pray to the Almighty to
shower grace on her and the strength as always to serve humanity
and mankind.

(Advocate, Guwahati.)
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Top : R. D. Barkataki, hony. secretary, IRCS, Assam state branch
with the vietims of ethnic violence, Nellie '83.
Bottom : With members of the Assam Deaf and Dumb Association




Top : Laying the foundation stone of the Assam
INTUC building complex with Robin Kakoti (dressed in white)
and Kamakhya Tripathi (tall gentlemen next to him)
Boittom * With Paban Singh Ghatowar and Ramanujan,
former President, INTUC




Top : With Shri Bhismanarayvan Singh, His Excellency Governor

of Assam on occasion of the opening of Red Cross Bhawan, Uzanbazar
Bottom ' Lef. Gen (Retd.) S.K. Sinha, His Excellency
Governor of Assam on occasion of World Red Cross Day




Top : With Rupam Kurmi and Bokul Ghosh
Bottom : Front row (L-R) : 2nd from left Sarat Barkataky, G. Sanjiva
Reddy (President, INTUC), R D Barkataki, Raju Sahu, Dileswar Tanti
Second Row (L-R) : Bolin Kuli, Paban Singh Ghatowar,
Chandan Barua, -, Bhimananda Tanti, Prithvi Manjhi
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With Hema Bharali, Sarat Barkataky and Tarun Gogoi
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Top : Inauguration of 1st High Raised Platform constructed
by the IRCS, Assam under Pilot Project, 2002
at Pandula, Barbhag, Nalbari

Bottom © Visiting Bomb Blast victims of Ganeshguri, Guwahati
in the GMCH, Guwahati
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Top : Receiving IFRC & British Red Cross Delegation
at Red Cross Hospital, Guwahati, 2002
Bottom ! With St. John Ambulance F.A. Master Trainers
along with the ICRC Delegation, 2000
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Internationa Cross (ICRC)
JUDICIAL ACADEMY, ASSAM

Werue : Conference Ha Judicial Acadermy, Assaar

Top : Leading a Red Cross Procession through the streets
of Guwahati on occasion of World Red Cross day, 2004

Bottom : At a workshop on international humanitarian laws, Guwahati,

20186, organised by ICRC, in association with Judicial Academy, Assam
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Top : With the victims of Udalguri-Darrang Ethnic Violence, 2008

Bottom : Inauguration Flood Relief and Mobile Medical Unit Operation
from the Janata Bhaban, Dispur by Shri Tarun Gogoi, Chief
Minister, Assam and Dr. Bhumidhar Barman, Health Minister of Assam
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Top : A meeting with Jeremy England, Head of the

regional delegation, ICRC
Bottom : A Red Cross medical camp
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Walking down memory lane

Aruna (Mamoni) Sharma

The journey of life in this world is unique. Everybody comes
alone and leaves alone, but during the short span of being alive,
nobody is ever alone. Some lucky ones have someone by their
side for assistance, guidance and company. One such person
that | have been fortunate to have in my life is my Didi Mahee,
who is very close to my heart. | write this to wish her on the
occasion of her eighty-fifth birthday. When one is a child,
birthdays are fun occasions filled with fun, gifts and parties; as
one grows older, birthdays become occasions to look back and
to reminisce.

| take this opportunity to look back on my relationship
with my Didi Mahee, Renuka Devi Barkataki, who was born
on the 29th Nov. 1932 in Uzanbazar, Guwahati. She is my
maternal aunt and we (my siblings and I) fondly call her ‘Didi
Mahee’, a derivation from Didi, as she was called by her
youngest brother, Bani, who later joined the Air Force. She was
born with great qualities of leadership and could motivate
everybody to bring out their hidden qualities.

During her teens she lost her father, Sri Rudra Kanta
Sarma, but she was undaunted and managed to protect and guide
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her younger siblings, the youngest of whom was 8 years old
then. My mother, Smti. Kamala Devi Bhattacharyya, was the
only sibling who was elder to Didi Mahee. But she was already
married and had left home and had settled in Shillong by then.
So it fell upon Didi Mahee, who was four years younger than
my mother, to take charge of the Uzanbazaar home. Not only
did she take charge, she did it in great style. For instance, our
Maju Mama Bhabani Kanta Sarma, was sent to study at the
BHU, after he completed his ISC from Cotton College, before
he proceeded to Germany for further training to join the
Ordnance Factory in Kanpur.

According to what I have been told, our ancestors came
from Kanauj and Navadweep a long time ago to serve as priests
in temples. With the passage of time, new generations drifted
into various other professions. Today, in our family, although
we still have a few priests, there are more doctors, engineers,
lawyers, teachers, businessmen, and some in government
service. Didi Mahee is the only politician in our family so far,
and she not only made a name for herself as a politician, but
also as an activist and social worker.

During my growing years, we were in Shillong, but we
met Didi Mahee often. We were all quite scared of her, for she
never minced words to pull us up if she thought we had done
something wrong. She always seemed very strict and
formidable, but today I realise that her outward appearance was
a protective shield for herself to handle all those who looked
up to her for protection, guidance and support. Many a time
she was misunderstood for her outright honesty and frankness
but that was the probably the best way to set matters right on
those occasions. By doing so, she simplified and took the heat
out of many serious disputes.

Didi Mahee has been elected MP and MLA for several
terms. 1 still remember the Chevrolet car that was used for her
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first election campaign in 1962 — it was also the time when a
telephone was first installed in the Uzanbazar home. | was lucky
to have visited her in New Delhi during her first term as MP,
when she used to live in South Avenue, very close to Teenmurti,
the official residence of our first Prime Minister. She was
especially accessible to people from Hajo, the constituency she
represented as an MLA. Many people came to meet her in her
small office in her residence at Panchabati. Everyone who came
was served with tea and snacks. On many occasions when |
came down to Guwabhati (from Shillong where we grew up)
during holidays, | automatically became a party to that
hospitality.

Although she has faced many problems and troubles in
life, she rarely spoke about them to us. On the other hand, she
was our favourite aunt, who always had time to spend with us.
In spite of her busy schedule, she never missed a chance to
cook exciting meals for us. She had the knack of cooking tasty
wholesome meals in a jiffy. And when the huge baskets of
oranges would arrive from the orange plantation just outside
Guwabhati that belonged to Ata, Didi Mahee would not only
peel the oranges but also remove the seeds before giving them
to us to eat — that habit has stuck with me to this day. Even
today | become nostalgic when I think of those days filled with
laughter and of being and doing things together.

Didi Mahee always looked very smart and imposing. She
mostly wore khadi or silk sarees, neatly pleated and pinned up
(and she gifted me quite a few of them over the years). Her
hair would be tucked away in a bun and she never used any
makeup except the mandatory bindee. Yet she created quite a
stir when she walked into a room full of people. Her sparkling
personality was her biggest attraction. Recently, having heard
that she was seriously unwell, we went to visit her. Expecting
her to be lying in bed, we were pleasantly surprised to see her
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calmly seated in the living room, looking as smart as ever, in a
pretty saree, as if she was just waiting for another ‘meeting’ to
start.

Having shouldered the responsibility of taking care of
her younger siblings in the Uzan bazaar home, Didi Mahee later
also took full responsibility for her own Panchabati home. But
her family duties did not distract her from fulfilling her public
duties. | still remember her sitting on the left front seat of a
Right Hand Drive Jeep those days (driven by a driver aptly
named Bipod), with her left leg always on the step, as if ready
to spring out, and with her left arm held high gripping the loop
hanging from the roof. Later, when she used to commute to
Shillong as an MLA she got herself a Fiat car ASZ 4577. Those
days, we never missed a chance to get a ride with her — it
made us feel very important, as she was always so busy.

But in the midst of all those many demands on her time,
she forgot to think about herself. Even earlier she had foregone
many marriage proposals because she felt she was needed at
home. There is this great story about her writing anonymous
letters to the family of a potential suitor, telling them that she
was of very bad character and advising them not to pursue the
marriage proposal any further. But the man she finally married
— Munin Barkotoki — turned out to be a wonderful person. At
first we used to call him the “dighal panjabi pindha mama’. He
became very popular with all of us because of his endearing
personality. Later he became our dear Moha.

Ever since her marriage, Didi Mahee was a wonderful
and caring wife, even while continuing with her public work.
Since Moha enjoyed having meals with a variety of dishes, Didi
Mahee cooked lavish meals for him. In their home in Panchabati,
she set apart a room where he could read and write undisturbed,
and it became a cozy den, where we all went to meet our tall
and handsome Moha. Whenever Didi Mahee came back from
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Renuka (bottom right) at Aruna's wedding; Also seen Aruna's father
(extreme left) and Meenaxi (second from left)

her parliamentary sessions in Delhi, she brought his special
‘punjabi kurtas’ from her favourite market in Karolbagh. I still
remember his special big and tall glass tumbler from which he
sipped his many glasses of tea. In his later years, when Moha
was sick, Did Mahee became his best nurse — her love, patience
and tolerance is something to be admired.

In her younger years, Didi Mahee was fun-loving and a
very good sport —joining in the laughter even when she is the
butt of the joke. The most memorable incident to illustrate that
was the (in)famous ‘locked jaw’ event that occurred in 1964,
On the occasion of our Uncle (Dangor Mama, Abala Sarma)’s
wedding, we all went to Jorhat. When we finally reached Jorhat
at the end of our long journey, we were very tired and hungry.
We stopped at a hotel to refresh ourselves; we were busy eating
when we heard a loud scream of agony from outside. All of us
rushed to the open verandah and saw that the noise was
emanating from Didi Mahee. She had just arrived, had got out
of the car, tired and hungry as all of us, and had let out a wide
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yawn when she realised that she could no longer close her mouth
as it had got ‘locked’.

Everybody was nonplussed except for the doctor in our
party, an uncle of ours, Bukur Mama, now late Dr. Guru Prasad
Sarma, who was a renowned surgeon. He coolly looked at Didi
Mahee and told her to wait while he finished smoking his cigar
and drinking his cup of tea. Didi Mahee continued to scream,
expressing her annoyance at the delay while Bukur Mama
smiled mischievously all the while, obviously enjoying Didi
Mahee’s discomfiture. ‘It will do your jaws and vocal cords
good to have some rest,” he chuckled, ‘moreover, it is so peaceful
to not have to listen to your incessant chatter, for a change.’
Finally, after a while, Bukur Mama decided it was time to relieve
her of her misery. As we all watched, Bukur Mama ‘unlocked’
Didi Mahee’s jaw with a swift and practised movement of his
hands. Didi Mahee let out a long ‘Ohhhh...” of relief and then
was the first one to break the silence with a loud peal of laughter.

I have known Didi Mahee since | was a child. Looking
back now, when | have gone on from being a child to being a
grandmother, | can see that Didi Mahee has had a big role in
shaping my life. She has the rare gift to touch everyone’s hearts
and to make them feel special. Throughout her busy years, it
was seldom that we had a chance to tell her about the special
place she has in our hearts. This is the perfect chance to tell her
that, to wish her on her birthday and to pray to the Almighty to
bless her with good health, happiness and peace of mind for
many more years to come.

(Aruna Sharma (Mamoni) is RDB’s favourite niece, being the eldest child
of RDB’s only elder sister. She grew up in Shillong, and did her MA from
Gauhati University. Wife of (now late) Paban Sharma, Ms. Sharma has
been a teacher all her life; she retired as a teacher from the Don Bosco
High School, Guwabhati.)
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Meenaxi Barkataki

Opening my heart to Ma

Meenaxi Barkataki

My earliest memories of Ma are of my waiting — sleepy and
irritated by the many mosquitoes hovering around — for her to
come home so that she could help me finish my homework. |
must have been in Classes 1 or 2 then. Many days | would fall
asleep at my study table waiting for her. But when she finally
did get home she would immediately come and sit down with
me and help me finish my homework. | never wondered then
that she never complained of being tired or hungry after such a
long day. That was her way of making me understand from
very early on how important it was to study and do well in
school.

But Ma was away a lot from home during my childhood.
There were times when she was away for many days on end.
And that began from very early on. When | was only a few
months old, Ma had left me with her elder sister, my Jethima,
and her family in Shillong, to be part of a Indian delegation of
MPs to the UN. That was actually a blessing because | grew up
considering my Jethima’s six children as my own brothers and
sisters.

There was a lot going on at our home in Panchabati at
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any given point of time. There was a constant stream of visitors
to our house — there was always someone sitting in the front
verandah waiting for Ma. Most of them came from Hajo and
wanted to meet Ma for some work. Then there were my cousins
and other relations who came to visit and also to stay, some
were studying in Guwahati; some were just passing by. Sarala
and Hiron Mahee and later Tunu Baidew and Rontu stayed with
us for several years. Cousins Gitu dada (noted lawyer Gautam
Bhattacharyya who also is no longer with us) and Kali dada
(Kaliprasad Barkataki) stayed with us for some years. Then
there were others, like Hemanta Talukdar (who later became
an MLA), who was also a kind of permanent guest, and stayed
with us, off and on, for varying lengths of time. Nani baidew
(Purobi Barua, Baba’s favourite niece), Mamoni baidew (Aruna
Sarma, Ma’s eldest niece), Dangar Bapu Mama (Karuna Bhatta,
Ma’s cousin) and various other relatives and friends would
visit often. I also had many friends in the neighbourhood. And
Doctor Mama (the late Anil Bhattacharyya, a Homeopath, who
had his chamber Aparna Homeo Hall right in front of our house)
to take care of me in case | was ill. Then there was Nalini Mahi,
Sunanda Kaka and Bipod, our driver of our green fiat ASZ 4577,
and later Joimoti and Basanta. So although I was an only child,
I was not a lonely child.

Although it never struck me as anything unusual then,
ours was a rather unconventional family. I am not sure | have
seen Baba and Ma ever sit down to talk to each other except at
the dining table. Nor do | ever remember them going out just
by themselves. My father was at home much more than Ma,
but he was usually in his room — reading and writing — and
did not get involved with the everyday running of the household.
Ma was obviously the one in charge, but she was in charge of
many other things as well, so she did not have a lot of time to
spare for her domestic duties. But Ma seemed to manage
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somehow although at any given point of time, there was quite a
lot that had to be taken care of at home. On my part, when |
compared Ma with my friends mothers, | realised that she was
different in that she was very busy and had much less time to
spare for me. And | perhaps even held that against her then. But
I was also, in some sense, very proud that this person who so
many people wanted to meet, was my mother. And because
almost everyone called Ma Baidew, | had quite a few Mamas
and Mabhis, and Baba once remarked that the world is his
sasurbari as most addressed him as Bhindew.

It was not just her politics and Hajo that Ma was busy
with then. It was also many other organisations like the Eastern
India Women’s Association (EIWA), the Assam Flood Relief
Committee and the Deaf and Dumb Association. And the then
President of the EIWA was social worker Mrs. Roshan Phukan,
wife of famous dramatist Prabin Phukan. Ma and Phukan aunty
were very good friends and Ma would visit them often in their
beautiful home close to the Apsara cinema hall. Very often Ma
would take me along. Among politicians there were many such
as the late Dulal Barua, and the late Purno Narayan Sinha who
used to come home often. Ma used to visit veteran Gandhian
Robin Kakoti in his house in Ambari, and also Liladhar Barua
and Girin Chowdhury in their homes a little further on quite
often. Ma was very close to Sarat Sinha jetha. In fact, this
personal bond of respect did not break even when Sinha jetha,
as the then Chief Minister, had to arrest Ma during the
Emergency. Bijoy Chandra Bhagabati, Lakhyadhar Chowdhury,
Gauri Shankar Bhattacharyya, Jogen Hazarika and Golap
Borbora were others | remember from that time. There was this
amazing Assam-type house, just opposite Nak-kata pukhuri in
Panbazar with a round toran as gate and a 4-pillared verandah
in front. It belonged to Sri Lakhidhar Bora, who was a senior
Congress leader. Ma used to go very often to meet him and she
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would often take me along — | loved running from pillar to
pillar of that broad verandah standing on the benches placed
along its whole length. She also often went to meet senior
political leaders like Mohendra Mohan Chowdhury, Hem Barua
and Deva Kanta Barua.

And amongst those younger to her, she was (and still is)
very close to Mrs. Minoo Chowdhury (social worker and
President of the EIWA) and also Shri Ajay Dutta (politician,
who was recently decorated with a Padma Shri). Manu Mama
(the late Manabendra Sarma, former MLA) was often at our
place and was very close to Ma till he fell to that fateful shot in
Uzanbazar. Achyut Chowdhury also used to visit often. Nagen
Goswami was also a frequent visitor till he fell down some
steps and got paralysed; Bibek Talukdar was a family friend;
many politicians including stalwarts such as Sarat Barkataki
visit even today. Moreover many high ranking civil servants
and administrators with whom Ma had worked (such as B.P.
Singh, S.K. Agnihotri, KPS Gill, Bhaskar Barua and Ashok
Saikia) or who were friends of family (such as Madan
Bezbaruah) visited us often at home.

Some stories about Ma’s earlier life in their Nowzan road
home have by now become legend — how she nursed her
youngest brother, my Bani Mama (Bani Kanta Sharma, who
was a brilliant student, a topper of the National Defence
Academy, and who later joined the Indian Air Force), back to
life after everyone had almost given up on him when he was
only a few days old and was afflicted with ‘besu’, how she
wrote anonymous letters to her potential parents-in-law claiming
to be of a girl of very bad character to made them decide not to
proceed with the marriage proposal, how she locked up boys in
the toilets of some Cotton College Boys’ Hostel for teasing
Deepika (Phukan) Baidew (for which she later got the name
‘Kalimai’); my grandfather, Rudra Kanta Sharma, was a freedom
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fighter and a practising homeopath who lived with his extended
family (including six children) in a pretty double storey wooden
bungalow on Nowzan Road. Ma was also very active with the
Moina Parijat during her school days. One evening, when Ma
reached home a little late one evening from TC School after
winning the first prize in a debating competition she was met
by an angry Ata who threw her prize trophy into the drain
telling her that under no circumstances was she to stay out so
late.

It was a large family at Uzanbazar, made larger with the
many relatives who stayed there for extended periods of time.
Therefore, things there ran on a rather stringent budget. There
were no extra helpings and there were tasks for everyone at
home. This early training at being careful with money has stuck
— stuck to the point that even today, Ma finds it very difficult
to spend money; | have never seen her buying something simply
because she liked it. She will not spend more than she thinks is
absolutely necessary, she goes shopping even now (because she
thinks all others are bound to get cheated) and enjoys haggling
for the last rupee. Ma also learnt to do (and fix) a lot of things
by herself — she is the only woman | know who can repair a
fuse or do some extra wiring to set up a table or bed lamp. Later
on she also learnt the basics of building houses, and although
she did not have any formal training, she could talk about
complicated structural details with engineers, architects and
contractors.

She continued to apply the strict rules that were followed
in the Uzanbazar house also later on in her life. And some of
them got imposed on me as well. There were also strict rules
which was passed down to me — grown up girls must never
leave her hair loose, no dark lipsticks, no sleeveless blouses,
no low necklines... even Baba would notice if there was a little
deviation from this.... We were not a very demonstrative family,
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in the sense that we never talked about our thoughts or feelings.
Baba more so, but he was a man of few words in any case. But
it was easy to guess what made Ma happy, what made her proud.
She was incredibly proud of me and the fact that | was quite
good at school and later in college and university. Later she
was very proud of my Oxford degree and my career as a
mathematician. Being an only child, | was left alone most of
the time to do what | wanted to, but with the certain knowledge
that the moment | dared to overstep, | would be taken to task.

Then there was also the story of how she came into politics
— when Ata died suddenly, both Ma and Saru Mahi (Ma’s
younger sister, Roma Devi, who later married the former Chief
Minister of Delhi Chowdhury Brahm Prakash) were in the MA
classes — they had to do something to support the family. Senior
Congress leaders Amiyo Kumar Das and Mohendra Mohan
Chowdhury were known to Ata. Shri Das offered them two jobs
in Shillong in the Publicity and Co-operative departments
respectively. Saru Mahee stuck to her job and later went to
NEFA to set up rural cooperatives. Ma returned to Guwahati
and Mahendra Mohan Chowdhury gave her the job of office
secretary of the local Congress Committee. Neither Ma nor Saru
Mahi completed their MA studies. But her activities also as a
member of the Congress Seva Dal and in the Women’s wing
earned her a Congress ticket to the Lok Sabha from the Barpeta
Constituency when she was just 30 — she won to become the
youngest MP in that batch.

But all that was before my time. One of the first vivid
memories | have is of the day Ma was arrested during the
Emergency in 1975. It was a day in June when Ma took me to
the UCO bank across the road and got a savings account opened
in my name through the good offices of the bank Manager, Mr.
Goswami (who was later shot in his office), although I was not
yet 10 years old then. She explained to me how to work a bank
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account and told me various things that day before she was
arrested and taken to the Guwabhati Jail in the evening. In jail
she was very ill and had to be operated on (for her hernia
problems) several times. But when she was better, she would
knit sweaters for me and embroider tablecloths full of beautiful
roses; even otherwise she was very active; when | would get to
meet her once every 45 days after getting permission from the
DC — Dr. B.P. Singh uncle (who later became the Governor of
Sikkim) was the DC those days — after a brief round of
questions about how everyone was she would give me a list of
things to bring her next time — scissors to cut the hair of the
female inmates, some shampoo to remove lice from their hair,
nail cutters, strong detergents to wash clothes, soap, thread etc.
to sew on a sewing machine, post cards, poplin cloth etc.

I never understood why she wanted all those things then
— later | found out that most of the female inmates had lice in
their hair, had dirty clothes, in fact many of them had served
their terms and could go home but nobody had come to fetch
them. Ma would write postcards to the families of these inmates
asking them to come to take their women back home. She gave
these ladies a good wash, cut their hair and nails, removed their
lice and then sew fresh sets of clothes for them (usually a loose
kurta and a lungi) out of the sarees that she was given from the
prison (as an A-class political prisoner). And when she had time
after all that, she would knit amazing sweaters for all of us and
also do amazing embroidery on table cloths etc. And then they
all went on a hunger strike once protesting against the terrible
quality of the food that was served and negotiating with the
prison warders about how things could be improved under the
given circumstances. I think she was quite in her element in the
Guwahati jail...

After that there was that unusual election in 1977 when
she won hands down from the Guwahati constituency on a Janata
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party ticket and became a Minister of State (of Education, Social
Welfare and Culture) in Morarji Desai’s government. Many
have not forgotten the neat and dhoti-clad immaculate figure of
the late Subodh Hazarika, chief of the Panchabati campaign
office, who quietly but firmly managed most of the show. We
moved to Delhi and Ma was busier than ever —but she found
time to make sure that | had everything I needed to be able to
do well in school. But she was very strict about the use (or
rather misuse) of official amenities — | was given a bicycle
and told I would have to cycle to school every day. Later when
we moved further away, | was given a moped. | do not remember
ever going to school in Ma’s official car. Of course | was thrilled
the one time Ma came to school as the Chief Guest of some
event in her official capacity.

My strongest memory of Ma from that time was the fact
that she was always so decently well-dressed. In fact she had a
fantastic collection of plain single coloured pure silk sarees with
a tiny gold border. She had perhaps a hundred of them. And she
wore them very well. She also made many new friends then —
Abha Maity, Mohsina Kidwai (both politicians), Padma Seth
(then Director of the Bal Bhawan),.... The Education Minister,
Ma’s senior, was Pratap Chandra Chandra, a real Bengali
Bhadralok. Ma was also very close to the Labour Minister in
the Janata period, Ravindra Varma (who was more of a family
friend, and who I used to call Acchan as did his two sons). That
was a time when Ma tested herself, pushed herself and tried to
do her best. She also had very capable people around her —
her two Private Secretaries were first Ashok Saikia and then
Jiten Sharma.

| believe the premature fall of the Morarji government
was the turning point in Ma’s life, as it brought her not too long
political career (of roughly 20 years only) to an abrupt end.
From then things were never the same. Not knowing what to
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do next but needing to do something — Ma was never the one
to sit and wait — she went back to Guwabhati and built for us a
proper house to live in (as our older Assam type home was
giving way) — some way also to use up her amazing amounts
of energy. Baba’s ill health started to get worse in the 1980s,
more after we came back from Delhi. Ma tried her best to see
that he got proper treatment and medicines, but the first years
of the 1980s were tough on both of them. The difference is that
while Baba got more and more depressed, Ma tried to get up
and start walking again. She is a real *doer’ in the literal sense
of the term — rather than think and mope about what went
wrong she prefers to actively do something to get things going
again. Soon she got involved with the Red Cross Society and
also with other organisations, both because of her previous
association with them and also new ones like the Gauhati Public
School, the Sishugram, Assam State Unit of the Freedom
Fighters Association and the INTUC. Her last official position
was as a (nominated) Director of ONGC in the early years of
this century — she really enjoyed the challenge of having to
work on something new and tried to find out as much as she
could about ONGC operations, even going down an oil rig in
Mumbai high.

Since then she has been based in Guwahati, and has been
busy with her orphanages, trade unions, social work, flood relief
and Red Cross activities. She has made many of these
institutions grow — building physical buildings over the years
to house many of these organisations — she builds, wherever
she goes, believing that a proper physical presence will give
permanence and continuity to those organisations. There are
people who do not agree with that, setting their priorities
elsewhere. Her extreme tight-fistedness with money and her
personal style of functioning has also probably not pleased
everyone — but | do know that she has always had the best
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intentions in mind. | have disagreed with her on many things,
and have told her so in private. But unlike Baba, she does not
like people disagreeing with her, and this has become so extreme
that she can no longer cope with innocent jokes, even harmless
teasing can be taken as an insult, as a humiliation.

Even in the extended family, she is now the eldest. Of her
five siblings, only 2 are left now, my mama Bhabani Kanta
Sarmah (who retired from the Ordinance factory and is now
based in Guwahati) and my Mahi (Roma Devi, who has been
mentioned earlier). Being the top boss of all the organisations
she is involved in Ma is so used to giving orders that she is not
used to listening to others, even when they give her good advice.
Having been a politician all her life — she does not reveal her
real feelings and opinions to anyone — she feels she has to
show that she is tough and is in control all the time, no matter
what. And in the process she probably suffers alone and silently
within. And she has also become progressively lonely. Slowly
one by one, her friends have also gone — there are only a handful
of people left who still address Ma as Renuka or say ‘tumi’ to
her — among them her batch-mates veteran actor Badal Das,
ex Principal of Cotton College Professor Anil Goswami and
noted academician Renu Devi and famous singer Sudakhina
Sharma (they are actually a year junior to Ma). And just a
couple of seniors — veteran Gandhian Hema Bharali among
them.

Her biggest problem, as far as | am concerned, is that she
considers being ill as a sign of weakness, so she hides the fact
as long as she can, thereby creating severe medical emergencies,
which for me, as an only child living very far away, is not very
easy to handle. A rather amusing anecdote shows quite a few
interesting qualities in Ma. Once Ma collapsed during a meeting
of the Red Cross Executive in Delhi and had to be rushed into
the ICU of some city hospital. | was in Germany then and was
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informed but told that she was recovering and there was no
need for me to come. The next day when I called and requested
the ICU nurses to let me speak to Ma they could not find her as
she was not in her bed — when they failed to find her even
after half an hour, they (as well as I) got alarmed. Finally they
found her next to the bed of some other patient in the ICU,
fanning the patient with a newspaper. When asked she told them
that on her way to the toilet, she had found this other patient
who was complaining that she was feeling very hot. Since there
was no one around to help her, Ma decided to fan the patient
herself!

As she has grown older, given her many ailments, her
poor heart condition, her fluctuating BP, | had wished that she
would hand over the responsibilities of the day to day running
of her many organisations to others and take on a less stressful
advisory role. Of course | can’t imagine Ma sitting at home
doing nothing. I do not wish that for her either, for she has a lot
of energy left and can still do a lot of good; but she has ignored
everyone’s advice (including that of doctors and her well-
wishers) to not get involved in stressful situations. She has just
not been able to let go — maybe people like her cannot let go
— they need to be constantly doing something because it is in
the doing that they feel ‘needed’, that they find their justification
for their very existence.

Returning to my personal story, in the mid 1980s, | got
married and left home. Ma tried to keep herself busy with her
various activities, and be there for Baba and me when we needed
her. | used to admire Ma, for she managed to do so much and
still have time for me. But we never said these things to each
other face to face. And that is a problem I have till today — we
can’t sitdown and talk about something. We are somewhat better
when talking long distance over telephone, or when a third
person is present. That is why although I feel sorry for not being
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able to give Ma company when | see her sitting alone in the
drawing room in the evenings watching TV, | am not sure she
would have really enjoyed it if | was there too.

Baba left us in 1993 and since then Ma has been living
essentially alone. When | see her having to run a household
even now | feel guilty for not being there to pamper her and
give her a home where she had no worries and could just relax
and do her own thing, but I wonder if that would have made her
happy. For Ma is someone who likes to be useful, she is happy
when she can do something for someone. So, in those times we
have been together, it is Ma who has pampered me, cooked for
me, taken care of me, rather than the other way round. And
because Ma is so efficient and so good at all practical things,
everyone around her (including me) are rather hopeless at tasks
such as shopping or organising a plumber to fix a leaking flush.
Baba was happy to let her do it, I realise that even | have got
into the habit of thinking that Ma is the one-stop solution to all
my day-to-day problems — even today at her age...

And there was this other thing about Ma — although she
was always there for me when | needed her, she never would
try to influence my decisions in any way. Of course, once |
took a decision she stood by me no matter whether she agreed
or not and helped me in whatever way she could. So for example,
when | got a scholarship to go to Oxford for my doctoral studies,
Ma offered immediately to take care of my little son (who was
not even two then). During the time of my divorce, she silently
stood by me and did whatever I asked her to do— without telling
me once what she thought about it all. It was only when |
decided to resign from my job at 11T Guwahati that she
commented: 312 NI ©2 & ReR[l [ [5ifRE, (oFF & =ieat | (I
don’t know what you are looking for from life, what you want).
That was it.

I guess I let her down; | failed to live up to her expectations

S G 554



from me. | guess she would have been much happier if | had
carried on along the normal road, had a happy family life and
carved out a successful career for myself. Having had to struggle
to get everything she has got in her life, she did not like my just
throwing away the big chance life had given me to secure my
future. What else do you want, she had asked me that day. Yes,
Ma, I wish I knew, | wish | could answer you. After all, you
have every right to know, after having done so much, sacrificed
so much, to make sure that | had everything | needed to get to
where I did. I know it must seem absolutely crazy, to give it all
up after getting to the top of the hill, having struggled so hard
to get there. But | do not know what | am looking for, Ma. | am
still trying to figure that out.

And she has been hurt through me in several ways — the
hernia problem that she acquired when | was born has caused
her a lot of pain and distress for many years. She would often
(I hope jokingly) remind me that Parashuram’s mother’s name
was also Renuka, and that Parashuram killed her. She was
also very hurt when because of my divorce, her only grandson,
my son Amlan, decided to stay away from her — so much so
that we were not invited to his lagun-diyani as well as his
marriage. Ma had taught Amlan how to read and write — Amlan
had spent his formative years with her in Panchabati. Ma will
never understand how this could happen to her. Nor will she
stop hurting anytime soon. And not just me, quite a few others
for whom Ma had done a lot and considered her own have let
her down over the years — and she has not taken that easily
and has allowed herself to be repeatedly hurt by their betrayal.
She finds it hard to forgive and forget. She expects loyalty from
all those she adopts as her own, and sometimes she has made
mistakes in reading people correctly. As a result, over time she
has gradually stopped trusting anybody — she has come to
believe that everyone who comes to her comes because they
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want something from her, that there is nobody who would do
something for her without expecting something in return.

Ma spends her evening now watching TV. Perhaps it is
because she wants to remain constantly updated on the news,
perhaps it is because she needs to have the feeling that she is
constantly surrounded by the noise of many people, perhaps
she does not have the patience to sit at one place and read
anything other than newspapers and magazines. Baba also had
the rare ability to laugh at himself but Ma finds it hard to laugh,
even less at herself. However, Ma has more practical common
sense than both Baba and me put together. Baba had trouble
changing batteries in a torch and | am also not much better —
one day when | was trying in vain to match the margins of two
pages of printed matter that needed to be printed back to back
— Ma had one look and told me — Why don’t you hold the
pages up against the sun!

There is this one story that | like to tell to bring out the
difference between my parents. One afternoon, Baba and |
accompanied Ma to Shishugram, the orphanage in North
Guwabhati that my mother also took care of. We loved going
there because it was so peaceful and quiet there, unlike
Guwabhati. The moment we arrived Ma got busy checking on
the rations, tasting the leftovers from lunch, checking whether
children’s clothes had been washed, whether the beds were
properly made, whether the children were brushing their teeth
regularly, school fees, performance, etc. It took her about an
hour to do all that. When she had finished she looked around
for Baba, so that we could leave.

But Baba was not to be found. No one seemed to know
where he could be. She asked the driver to blow the car horn.
Soon we realised that one of the older boys was missing too.
Ma was getting more and more impatient. About 15 minutes
later, Baba and the boy were seen coming leisurely down the
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hill just next to the orphanage, laughing and talking, apparently
in no hurry. Baba told us that when the young man came up to
him and requested him to explain and Assamese poem to him,
Baba decided it would be much more fun to do that sitting on
the top of the hill, watching the sun go down. So up the hill
they went. Of course it did not occur to Baba to tell anyone
before going. Till today | wonder what impact that afternoon
had on that boy’s life, that young man who had Baba all to
himself for a couple of hours, explaining a poem to him like
only he can — did he understand the poem at all, did he fall in
love with poetry, did he become a poet himself? Looking back,
itis clear that the children of Shishugram needed what both Ma
and Baba had to give, to become whole. But Ma’s view was
more pragmatic.

Ma goes to the Shiva temple every morning without fail
— but she was really not religious in the sense that she never
goes to visit temples or performs poojas at home. This strong
daily connection with the Shiva temple has become a fixed point
in her later life and has perhaps given some structure to her
morning routine. And maybe it was that strong bond with
something higher (whatever it might be) that helped her recover
so quickly this last time when she was so seriously ill and had
to be admitted to the ICU in September 2016. Her will power,
her mental strength far surpasses her physical condition, at the
age she is at now. Her body is slowly giving way but it is the
mind that rules her body and not the other way around. While it
is probably her saving grace, having been in control of whatever
she was doing all her life, she is unable just to stop working, to
just let go...maybe that is the fate of people like her — to work
till the last moment, and never have a moment to look back and
wonder about life, its mysteries, it meaning, what she had wanted
from it, what she got from it,...

Today | look back at Ma’s life with both proud admiration

520 || SR G



at the vast amounts she has achieved, at the hundreds of people
whose lives she has touched and transformed for the better, but
also with a tinge of sadness because although she brings a lot
of energy into whatever she decides to do, this energy has got
dissipated in doing a hundred different things, and there is not
one thing that can be called her lasting legacy. But perhaps that
is not her style. In any case, although she will never admit it, |
can sense that she is disappointed with what life has brought
her way. She has come a long way but still she has fallen short
of her own expectations from life. And | guess it is this feeling
that there is something still to come that keeps her from stopping,
from letting go, from trying to make peace with herself and her
life. Because she feels it is not over yet.

Of course it is not over yet — we can all confirm that.
Today, on her 85th birthday, what can | wish my mother but
many more active, happy and productive years, doing what she
feels is important but in a manner that does not abuse her already
tired body. In the years ahead, | hope you can find a way to
forgive me and the world for having let you down, Ma, and
look beyond to find your own peace and happiness! I also want
to tell you that we all love you and admire you, and even when
you think we are pulling your leg, we all think that (although
you might have missed a few turns along the way) you have
won the long tough race and that for us, you are a real and true
champion. Hats off, Ma!
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Renuka Devi Barkataki : A Profile

Date of Birth :
29th November, 1932

Family status :

® Daughter of late Rudra Kanta Sharma and
Dharmeswari Devi of Uzanbazar, Guwahati

@ Wife of late Munin Barkataki

® One daughter, Meenaxi

Address :

Panchabati, GN Bordoloi Road
Guwahati-781003, Assam

Academic Qualifications :

Science Graduate from Gauhati University

CAREER PROFILE
As an activist and politician :

® Active in the Moina Parijat during school days
® Commader of the Seva Dal when Gandhiji visited
Guwahati in 1947
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Seva Dal Commander of the Assam Congress

® Convenor, Mahila Congress, and Youth Congress
activist of Assam

® Member of the Indian Youth delegation to Moscow
in 1957

® Secretary, Reception Committee of the 63rd Session
of the Indian National Congress on Guwabhati in 1958

® Secretary, Assam Pradesh Congress Committee, in
charge of women, Seva-Dal and constructive work
upto 1962

® Elected to Parliament from the Barpeta Constituency
as a Congress candidate in 1962 Remained with the
Congress (O) when the Congress split in 1967 and
became the General Secretary of the Assam
Congress (O)

® FElected to the Assam State Assembly from Hajo
constituency as independent candidate in 1972;
became Deputy Leader of the Opposition Detained
for 19 months as political prisoner during the
Emergency period 1975-1977

® \With the amalgamation of the Congress (O) with the
Janata Party in 1977, became a member of the Janata
Party

® General Secretary of the State Janata Party and
member of the National Working Committee of the
Janata Party

® Elected to Parliament for a second time in 1977 from
the prestigious Guwahati Constituency as a Janata
party candidate

® Appointed Minister of State for Education, Social

Welfare, Culture, Youth and Women’s welfare in the

Morarji Desai government in 1977
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® After the disintegration of the Janata party in 1980,
concentrated on social work and trade union activities

® Later rejoined and till date remain associated with
the present Congress (1) party.

As a Parliamentarian :

® [n Parliament, took particular interest in the problems
of relief and rehabilitation of refugees,
social security, co-operation, community
development, local self-government (Panchayati

Raj), education, defence, and welfare of women,

scheduled castes and tribes.

® Served on many important select committees of
Parliament dealing with legislation on education,
finance and social security.

® \Was member of the select panel of consultants which
the Planning Commission set up to consider the social
welfare and social security sector of the 4th Five Year
Plan

® As Minister of State in the central cabinet,
contributed to the formation of the All India Women’s
Commission, Northeastern Council (NEC), Indian
Council for Child Development, and setting up of
many central schools in various northeastern states.

As a Trade Union worker :

@ Vice President of the Indian National Trade Union
Congress (INTUC) Assam between 1980-1992

® Treasurer of the INTUC, Assam between 1987-1992

® Ex-President, Assam State Rural Workers Federation,
affiliated to the International Federation of
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Agricultural and Allied Unions

Ex-Vice President, International Confederation of
Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), Geneva

Ex-member of the ICFTU Women’s Committee,
Brussels

Currently President, INTUC Assam

Currently member of the National Working
Committee of the INTUC

Currently President of several trade unions connected
with construction, engineering, transport, women’s
labour and agricultural labour

As a social worker :

Worked in the hills and tribal areas of Northeast as
General Secretary of the Bharat Seva Misison
Formerly President of the Bharat Sevak Samaj, the
Deaf and Dumb Association and other organisations
working for the welfare of the poor and the
handicapped

Connected with the Cooperative Movement
Connected with many educational institutions and
various women’s and child welfare organisations
Honorary General Secretary of the Guwahati Branch
of the Indian Red Cross Society (IRCS)

since 1983

Chairman, Indian Red Cross Society, Assam branch
from 1996 till date

Currently President of the Assam branch of the All
India Women’s Conference (AIWC) and Member of
the National Working Committee of the AIWC
General Secretary, Assam State Freedom Fighters
Association
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President of the Eastern India Women’s Association
Chairman of the Committee running the largest
Nurses Training Centre of the IRCS

Chairman of Committees in charge of running two
orphanages in Guwahati

Also worth mentioning :

Awarded a ‘Shield of Honour” in 1997 by the Prime
Minister of India in recognition of services
rendered to the working class

Was nominated as the first and only woman
Navaratna Director of the Oil and Natural Gas
Corporation (ONGC) in 2003

Major International Conferences and Meetings attended

Attended the UN General Assembly as an observer
Studied the socio-economic conditions of American
Indians in New Mexico, black Americans in ghettos
and the working of the Tennessee Valley
Administration in the USA under the sponsorship of
the World Assembly of Youth

Attended the Education Ministers Conference at
Colombo, Sri Lanka and the Social Welfare Ministers
Conference at Vienna, Austria under the UN as the
leader of the Indian delegation

Attended several sessions of the International
Women’s Conference at Dublin, London, Moscow,
etc. as leader of the Indian delegation

Attended the ESCAPE meeting at Bangkok as
member of the Indian delegation

Attended International Confederation of Free Trade
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Unions (ICFTU) meeting at Japan in 1993
as member of the Indian delegation

® Attended Seminar organised by the Women’s wing
of the ICFTU at Tokyo in 1993

® Attended International Federation of Agricultural and
Allied Unions meeting in Geneva in 1993 as leader
of the Indian delegation

@ Attended Peace Conference in Baghdad, Irag, on
invitation of the Iraqi Women’s Conference

® Visited many other countries in Latin America,
Europe, South East Asia in various capacities
over the years
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