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“jaswant had a sense of

India’s

grandeur, its

Ashok Malik

A ’{a T ith thepassingof Jas-
\ % 7 want Singh, one mo-
Y % pe light has been
switched off at the Camelot
that revolutionised India’s
engagementwiththeworld at
the turn of the millennivm.
The reference is to the team
then PM Atal Bihari Vajpay-
ee put together between 1998
and 2004. Jaswant has gone,
eight years after Brajesh
Mishra died
day —and two years after the.
prime minister they gerved.
With them, they have taken
many secrets and confiden-
ces, and lefta splendid legacy.
Jaswant was born to an
aristocratic farnily that was a
feudatory of the maharaja of
Jodhpur. On leaving Mayo
College, Ajmern, he followed in
his father's footsteps and joi-
ned the Army. He was part of
the mobilisation in Agsam
during the Chinese war of
1962. The humiliation of the
momenthadadeep impact on
him. It pushed him to leave
the Army early and carve out
a political career. Years later,
mandated to mend fences
with an adversary he had on-
ce confronted, he spoke and
wrote movinglyof the irony.
Jaswaniwas amosisingu-
lar politician. On arriving in
Chittorgarh in the midst of
an election in the late 1990s, 2
genior BJP functionary fo-
und candidate Singh engros-
sed in a book. Asked why he
wasn't inthe thick of campa-
igning, the Major looked up
and explained something on

— almost to the
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A file photo of Jaswant Singh

with Congress chiefSoma Gandhi ad

PTi

\ate former PM Atal Bihari Vajpayee, at Parliament House in New Delhi
was accu-

the lines of “the tioops have
heen deployed” and went
back to reading. It was a tra-
demark Jaswant response,
thesortthat 1eftinterlocutors
pefuddled.

This qualify was o serve
him well when, as Vajpayee's
envoy and then foreign mini-
ster, he negotiated with US
deputy secretary of state
Strobe Talbatt. Indiahad just

eonducted the Pokhran IInu-
clear tests and it was Jas-’

want’s job tostave off pressu-
re to-sign the CTRT. In his
9006 memoir A Call to Hono-
ur' ~thetitle horrowed froma
book by Charles de Gaulle,
among his role models — Jas-
want recounted a story. Tal-

king to Talbott, he

sed of “cherry-picking and a
gelectivity of approach”. His
answer was almost Vedantic,
“What does it matter Strobe,
all cherries have to ripenand
be picked, ©of rot on the
pranch or, perhaps, on the
ground, some now, others la-
ter” No doubf “my friend
Strobe” was gpeechless.

A conversaticn with Jas-
want was never justaconver-
gation. “Weare still comingto
terms,” he once said, “with
the consequences of the dis-
solution of empires after the
World War.” Did he meanthe
British empire and  World
War 11, T helpfully asked. The
SCOrn was withering: “My re-

manifest destiny

ference, young man, is to the
digsolution of the Austro-
Hungarian and Ottoman em-
piresafter World WarL”

Such wordplay was vinta-
ge Jaswant. [t wasnotallthere
wastohimthough. He had that
unuasual, intangible guality,
thatsense of India,of itsgran-
Jeur and its manifest destiny.
He could never live down that
cold winter evening in Kanda-
har m1999.Yet,hewastherare
politician wiliing to do an ig-
nominious duty only because
he considered it his responsi-
bility and would not pass iton
to a civil servant. The buck
stoppedwithhim.

While invidious compari-
sons will be made by those
who want to make them, the-
re are actually remarkable
strands of continuity betwe-
en the Vajpayee and Narend-
ra Modi approaches to fore-
ign policy. Take random ex-
amples: the end of nuclear
ambiguity and the heginning
of technology diplomacy, the
ambitious engagement with
America, the opening to My-
anmar (with Jaswant’s visit
in 2001), the: reset with Sri
Lanka, the early oufreach to
the UAE and the Arab world,
while also deepening rela-
tions with Israel. The Vajpay-
ee era laid the puilding
blocks, the Modi epoch erec-
ted the superstructure. Jas-
want Singh was integral tc
that pioneering effort - asor
and servant India will che
rish and remetnber.

{(The writer is policy adul
sorin theministry of externa
affairs)




