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R
obert Jordan’s death

yesterday of cardiac

amyloidosis brought an

abrupt end to his long-running

Wheel of Time saga. I, for one, am

grateful to have been there at the

beginning. 

With a long-running fantasy

series, either you read all the books

in sequence — or, if you’re born at

the right time, you read them as the

author writes them. With classics

like J R R Tolkien’s The Lord of the

Rings, most of us did it the first way.

To read in tandem with the author

as he writes, timing is all. You have

to be the right age when the first

book comes out. Then you must

commit the next five to ten years to

patient waiting while the author

writes the next few volumes. It’s a

very specific pleasure, almost

unknown to readers who confine

themselves to mainstream

literature, and it accounts for the

fanatic loyalty of many fantasy

readers.

When the first book in Robert

Jordan’s Wheel of Time saga came

out in 1990, I had no idea that the

epic would become part of my life

for the next 17 years. The Eye of the

World was fuelled by a big idea —

in Jordan’s words, what if you

woke up one day and found that

you had been appointed saviour of

the world? 

This is the basic premise behind

most fantasy series — any book

that refers to its main character as

The Chosen One, The Anointed,

The King Of The Mountains or

suchlike works on this premise.

But Jordan’s gift was to try and

imagine what this would be like

from the point of view of the

hapless protagonist: how would

you change? How complex would

your social and

political world

become? In his

hands, The Wheel

of Time became a

story-cycle, a close

modern equivalent to

saga of the ancients.
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R
ecent reports, including those

in this newspaper, suggest

that much of what was seen

as Railway Minister Lalu Prasad’s mag-

ic may just be wearing off. At a time

when the economy continues to

grow at a fast pace (Q1 GDP rose

9.3 per cent over that last year), the

railways don’t seem be growing at

the same pace  —  the April-July growth

in freight traffic this year was 6 per

cent against 10 per cent in the same

period last year. And the results of

an application under the Right to In-

formation Act got another newspaper

to point out that over 13 per cent of the

increase in surplus last year was a

result of a change in accounting

procedures. In other words, as the

experts pointed out when the prime

minister and others started praising

Mr Prasad’s turnaround of the Rail-

ways, much of this was due to the

single decision to allow the railways

to increase the loading levels by around

18 per cent — while Prasad needed

to be congratulated on the decision

to allow this, the problem was that this

increase in loading was not something

that could be replicated easily. It

was a one-off thing.

Sure, while the tracks in most ar-

eas can take another increase in

axle-loads, and countries like the

US use even heavier axle-loads, the

Railways do not have the wagons

that allow this — building these

wagons, and even building lighter ones

that allow more freight while keep-

ing the weight on the track the same,

are all possible solutions, but only

in the medium to long term. Apart from

what this says about the Railways’ abil-

ity to sustain the turnaround, the

story also highlights the sad shape

of some of India’s premier manage-

ment institutes such as the IIM Ahmed-

abad, which did a case study high-

lighting the turnaround without un-

derscoring its transitory nature.

The moral of the story is a simple

one: you cannot turn around an or-

ganisation without making serious re-

forms, and there are few instances

of this happening in the railway

ministry, apart from the small changes

that have begun to take place by al-

lowing private sector players into

the container traffic segment — the re-

sults of this are gratifying, but the

experiment needs to run for a few years

before any meaningful judgment

can be made. Right now, the truth is

that the railways are extracting a heavy

price from the economy. Since there

has been no meaningful change in the

huge subsidy given to passenger

traffic (the ratio of passenger tariffs to

freight tariffs in India is 0.33 in In-

dia in comparison with 1.3 in Chi-

na), this is made up by overcharging

on freight. In the case of coal, for in-

stance, the Railways charged Rs 13,134

crore in 2004-05 on a total coal pro-

duction of Rs 30,660 crore. This makes

freight rates on coal perhaps the

single-largest reason why the sector is

in the red in a country that is so starved

of coal. All this, interestingly, happens

at a time when the Railways are an-

nouncing a reduction in freight

rates. The way this is done is by re-

ducing the freight rates on different

classifications of cargo, but at the same

time, by re-classifying different

types of cargo. So, the rates on, say,

Category II cargo, may be cut by 5

per cent, but if you move the goods

in this category to, say, Category I,

where the rates are, say, 5 per cent high-

er, the actual costs go up even though

the nameplate tariff levels come down.

At the end of the day, we need to

see real reforms on the tracks.

Where’s the magic?

T
he Prime Minister’s observa-

tion that the government can-

not continue to subsidise the eco-

nomic and commercial use of water

merits serious consideration. Equal-

ly relevant were his comments at the

National Groundwater Congress last

week that free power to farmers en-

couraged over-exploitation of ground-

water for irrigation purposes. What

it implies, prima facie, is that both

water and power should be subject-

ed to economic pricing. But such

well-intended pronouncements serve

little purpose without the political

will to put them into action. In fact, the

national water policy, adopted in 2002,

had also stipulated that the price of wa-

ter should reflect its scarcity value and

promote its judicious use. But, none of

the states, under whose jurisdiction

this subject falls, paid heed to that.

There is, therefore, every reason to be-

lieve that the Prime Minister’s latest

observations would remain merely

on paper.

That would be unfortunate, as ground-

water has seen rapid depletion due to

indiscriminate exploitation for irriga-

tion as well as for other purposes

such as the manufacture of cold

drinks and bottled water. According

to estimates made by the Central Ground

Water Board (CGWB), the 1995-2004

decade witnessed a significant de-

cline of more than 20 cm per year in

the pre-monsoon groundwater levels in

as many as 362 districts of 23 states and

Union territories. Of the 5,723 blocks

studied by the Board, over 1,000 were

found to suffer from an excessive

tapping of groundwater. Besides, ground-

water in a large number of blocks in

coastal states such as Gujarat, Orissa

and Tamil Nadu, and interior states such

as Rajasthan was found to turn saline.

This apart, a qualitative degradation

of groundwater due to pollution and oth-

er causes was observed in most parts of

the country.

The net result of all this is that ground-

water is either receding to inaccessi-

ble depths, leading to failure of wells,

or becoming unfit for human use due to

quality deterioration in many tracts.

What needs to be recalled is that a

sizeable number of cases of farmers’

suicides in recent years were attributed

to crop failure due to the drying up of

the wells. What is more worrying is that

the situation is worsening by the day.

After all, what cannot be disregarded is

that groundwater meets nearly 80 to 90

per cent of the country’s drinking wa-

ter requirement and over 70 per cent

of the irrigation needs. At stake also

is the future of a whopping 20 million

dug wells and tubewells and the mas-

sive investment that has gone into their

construction, apart from the econom-

ic benefits that accrue from them.

There seems to be a sound case

for the Centre to pressure the states

to put in place legislation for regulating

the use of groundwater on the lines

of the model Bill drafted by the Union

water resources ministry. Besides the

compulsory registration and licens-

ing of groundwater extraction ventures,

including dug wells, the Bill provides

for sealing wells in over-exploited tracts

till the time the groundwater aquifer

gets adequately recharged. Such meas-

ures, coupled with economic pricing

of water and extensive drive for rain-

water harvesting, can go a long way

in ensuring sustainable, as also gainful,

use of precious groundwater.

In troubled waters
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I
ndia’s near western neighbourhood

is in turmoil. The growing threat is

from the spread of political Islam. In-

dia remains vulnerable. Is there any-

thing it can do to counter this threat? This

is the subject of this column.

With President Musharraf’s growing

troubles, there is a real danger of the Tal-

ibanisation of Pakistan, as the respect-

ed Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid

noted in a recent report in London’s

Moreover, much of the US’ attention

is concentrated on the imminent prospect

of Iran’s acquiring nuclear weapons

as a result of the proliferation activi-

ties of the Pakistani nuclear scientist

A Q Khan. Lest it be thought that US

worries about an Iranian bomb are con-

fined to the current Bush administra-

tion, the positions taken by prospec-

tive leading Democratic successors to

the presidency — Barrack Obama

dominated state serves this purpose.

Finally, the Iranians’ distrust of foreign

powers, in particular the US, going

back to the overthrow of the demo-

cratic government of Mossadeq by a US-

UK engineered coup in favour of the Shah,

means that the Iranians want to ac-

quire the bomb as an insurance policy

against any US military adventure. 

But would Iran’s acquisition of the

bomb necessarily be a destabilising in-

would also lead to countervailing

moves by the Sunni Arab states. News-

paper reports claim that, in this even-

tuality, Saudi Arabia would acquire

part of the Pakistani nuclear arsenal it

has helped to finance, whilst Egypt could

restart its own mothballed nuclear

programme. With the increased li-

cence a nuclear-armed Iran would obtain

to continue its support of terrorist or-

ganisations in Palestine and Lebanon

against Israel, a nuclear holocaust in West

Asia is not unforeseeable.

For these reasons it is very likely that,

irrespective of who succeeds to the

US presidency, there will be growing

pressure to prevent Iran from acquir-

ing the bomb. There have been con-

tinual hopes of a grand bargain between

the US and Iran, which would allow

the normalisation of their relations,

the end of sanctions, allowing Iran’s

entry into the WTO, and growing west-

ern investment in Iran’s moribund oil

and gas fields, in return for the Irani-

ans eschewing their nuclear weapons

ambitions and reining back their prox-

ies in Lebanon, Palestine and Iraq. But

as Kenneth Pollack notes in an excellent

account of US-Iranian relations (The Per-

sian Puzzle, Random House, 2004), noth-

ing has come of these, and US-Iran re-

lations are back to what they were af-

ter the Revolution.

Nor are the prospects of increased in-

ternational pressures through strength-

ened UN sanctions likely to be possi-

ble, as both Russia and China seem to

be unwilling to support them. More-

over, even if applied they may make it

easier for the mullahs to play the na-

tionalist card and openly acquire nuclear

weapons.

This makes it more likely that the US,

as a last resort, will use military force

to take out the Iranian nuclear facili-

ties. After its experience in Iraq it is

unlikely that the US will attempt a mil-

itary occupation in the much more dif-

Alarms on the

western front
India can only hope and pray the US staunches nuclear threats

on its (India’s) Western frontiers, says DEEPAK LAL
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In one of his

pictures, he’s

sitting on a log

with three dead NCA laid out just

beside him. He’s sitting there

because it’s convenient, not

because he killed the men; to him

the bodies are part of the

landscape, nothing more. “The

young man is glancing at the

camera ... he is cold, cold, cold. I

strangled that SOB, drove a stake

through his heart, and buried him

face down under a crossroad

outside Saigon before coming

home, because I knew that guy

wasn’t made to survive in a civilian

environment. I think he’s gone. All

of him. I hope so. I much prefer

being remembered as Ganesha, the

Remover of Obstacles.”

As the next eleven (yes, eleven)

volumes unfolded in The Wheel of

Time series, it caused a brief rift in

the marital lute. I’m a style purist:

the later books, where Jordan

provides endless detail on the

world of Aes Sedai and the

Dragonborn, left me cold. My

husband is an architectural reader:

to him, the careful tying up of every

loose end and the countless

allusions to legend are the whole

point. I complained bitterly that the

characters were caricatures, that

the series was imploding under its

own weight. But I kept going; I’d

started by loving Robert Jordan’s

vision, and I couldn’t bail now.

As Jordan began work on the

twelfth and last volume in the

series, A Memory of Light, he was

diagnosed with a rare disease —

cardiac amyloidosis. Through the

chemo, the many rounds of

treatment and the increasing

tiredness, Jordan tried to finish the

book. In June 2007, he wrote on his

blog: “I am trying to put every

spare moment into A Memory of

Light. There aren’t too many of

those spare moments right now.”

He joked through his illness,

invited comments on the “dragon

rag” wrapped around his newly

shaven head, shared recipes for

gumbo. 

When he couldn’t update his

blog, his brother Wilson stepped in.

“MOL… has been finished in his

head for years,” Wilson wrote in a

post just before Robert Jordan

died, recounting how Jordan

“became the Gleeman and told the

bones of ALL” of the story in a two-

and-a-half hour session. 

He left behind detailed notes,

maps, a codex: enough for

someone to finish his story. He also

left behind a list of things he

wanted to do before he died — take

dancing lessons, golf, and learn to

skydive. He wanted to do that last

without assistance: “I WANT to

jump out of the bloody plane!” he

wrote. For most of his life as a

writer, that’s exactly what he did.
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’s Never Ending Story

Daily Telegraph. The consequences of

a takeover of Pakistan’s nuclear arse-

nal by jihadistswould be a nightmare for

India. At a conference at Harvard

some years ago I asked a former high-

ranking defence official in the US gov-

ernment what the US would do in

these circumstances. Without batting an

eyelid he said it would help India take out

the nuclear arsenal. But with the demon-

strable failures of US intelligence in Iraq,

I wonder if much hope can be placed

on this. Hopefully, Indian intelligence

is better and plans are in place if this night-

mare was to occur. Meanwhile, there

is little India can do except hope and pray

that either the army and/or the secular

politicians will be able to stem the Islamist

tide in Pakistan. Whether the US re-

tains any leverage in the highly volatile

situation in Pakistan remains moot, as

much of the jihadi support is fuelled

by the US’ close relations with the

General. 

and Hilary Clinton — are if anything

even more bellicose. Many are hop-

ing that, just as North Korea succumbed

to international pressure to eliminate its

nuclear arsenal and uranium enrich-

ment facilities, Iran will do the same.

I am doubtful.

Though the Iranians claim with some

justification that they need nuclear pow-

er and their nuclear programme does not

aim to produce a bomb, there are a

number of reasons why this is disin-

genuous. One of the continuing elements

in the Iranian political psyche is their

desire to resurrect the ancient Persian

empire. The late Shah, who began

Iran’s nuclear programme, sought to link

his dynasty with those of Cyrus and Dar-

ius by his extravaganza in Persepolis

in the late 1960s. The current Islamic

republic has the added desire of creating

a Shia empire to overcome the ascen-

dancy of the Sunni Arabs. The Iraq

war with the emergence of a Shia

fluence in West Asia? For, despite the nu-

clear non-proliferation ayatollahs, mu-

tually assured destruction (MAD) as a

means of deterrence amongst nuclear

armed powers does seem to work, as

demonstrated by the recent example

of the acquisition of nuclear weapons

by India and Pakistan. The MAD theo-

ry of deterrence however is based on

assuming that the leaders of countries do

not want their people to be turned to

cinders along with those of their ad-

versaries. It is this assumption which

is questionable about both the Shia Is-

lamists of Iran and the Sunni jihadists

of the Taliban. With martyrdom being

welcomed as the gate to paradise, par-

ticularly if it takes out the infidels, one

cannot rely on MAD to live with a nuclear

bomb possessed by jihadists in Pak-

istan or the mullahs of Iran. Doubts re-

inforced by the rantings of the Iranian

President Ahmadi-Nejad.

The bomb in the hands of Iran

ficult terrain of Iran. More likely is the

bombing of Iranian nuclear facilities

on the pattern of the Israeli raid on

Saddam Hussain’s reactor. But many

doubt whether this will be completely

successful, given the dispersal of Iran’s

nuclear facilities and the likelihood

that US intelligence is no better on

their location than it was concerning Iraq’s

WMDs. Nevertheless I think there is a

very high probability that in the next two

years something like this will be attempted,

and may even be partially successful

in delaying, if not halting, the develop-

ment of the Iranian bomb.

Once again it is not in India’s inter-

ests that the Islamist regime in Iran ac-

quires nuclear weapons, but there is

little it can do directly, as with the

threat of a jihadist takeover of Pak-

istan, except hope and pray that the

US in its battle against political Islam will

be able to staunch these threats on its

Western frontiers. 

I
follow soccer occasionally, but I would-

n’t claim to be a die-hard fan. But I

would wonder whether even die-hard

fans of the game have noted the remarkable

manner in which the Republic of South

Africa is coming together ahead of the

2010 FIFA Football World Cup. Some-

thing I would have been blissfully un-

aware of had I not met a group of very

interesting South Africans at a recent

gathering in the US.

If there is a “neutral” view that summed

up the mood in the South African con-

tingent I interacted with, it might be

this statement by Mondli Makhanya, the

young Editor of The Sunday Timesof Jo-

hannesburg. “All of South Africa is co-

alescing towards 2010,” he says. 

A bit about Mondli before return-

ing to soccer. South Africa has a free

Press. But its boundaries, by his own ad-

mission, are being tested. A few months

ago, his paper ran a series of exposés

on Health Minister Manto Tshabalala-

Msimng, accusing her of jumping the

queue at the Johannesburg General Hos-

pital for a liver transplant. The Sun-

day Times also accused her of misus-

ing hospital facilities. The campaign has

landed Mondli in trouble with the

Government. 

Last week, on September 15, South

Africans marked the 1,000-day milestone

ahead of the kick-off. FIFA Local Or-

ganising Committee CEO Danny Jor-

daan was reported saying that there was

a shared vision and commitment by

all South Africans that this world Cup

must work. “And as the country reach-

es this important milestone, it is time

to reflect on the progress we have

made as a nation, and what country

we want to be by 2010,” a report quot-

ed him. 

So it was more than just a Cup, I

noted. But how much more? I put this

question to another young South African,

this time a bureaucrat. Bongi Kunene

is a senior official in the Deputy Presi-

dent’s office. She has, apart from oth-

er things, a pretty sound understand-

ing and analysis to offer on Africa’s AIDS

problem. But that’s another story.

The challenge we do not have, she

told me, is to make the Cup appear

cool and desirable to fans from all

over the world. “That we are not worried

about.” Our challenge is to go beyond

that, to present a face of South Africa the

world has not seen as yet, she says.

It’s not easy, she says, because they have

to fight constant references to whether

South Africa can swing the event.

“People speak of crime, our inability

to host such an event, how far we are

from the rest of the world.” 

Actually, she adds, there are other

problems too, some small, some not. “But

we see it as a new platform to do some-

thing.” And what was that, I asked.

“Improve everything that has lagged,

from the taxi service to the road and

rail networks.” She could not give me fig-

ures on the road and rail part except

to say the first rapid rail system was

being introduced — the first in all of Africa

— and much of the road and rail ef-

forts were focused on improving effi-

ciency and quality.

South Africa has a large informal

transport service, in the form of mini-

cabs and mini-buses. The problem, Kunene

says, is that they are unregulated and un-

safe. So the government is providing a

special subsidy so as to ensure that

visitors to the Cup are treated well. “You

get 50,000 Rand to renounce your taxi

and convert into a new, legal one.” 

There is work happening on the tourism

side as well, for instance, a focus on

the creation of Bed & Breakfasts and not

just five-star hotels, since most soccer

fans may prefer to rough it out. Avia-

tion infrastructure is being stepped up

and the skies are being opened up.

This is of course apart from several

new stadiums that are being built. 

Was it all about football, I asked Kunene.

“It’s not just about football, for social co-

hesion, you just can’t beat sport. There

is always the feeling that the best

team should win. There is adrenalin flow-

ing, emotional excitement that everyone

is coming together. And yes, we have not

had anything like this the Rugby Cup

in 1995 and the Africa Soccer Cup in

1996. But FIFA is bigger.”

Later, Mondli performed the foot-

stomping Toi Toi — the resistance dance

that in many ways characterised the

opposition to apartheid — for a group

of us. The energy is amazing and the com-

bination of sound, bass and move-

ment can captivate any one. As I could

see it, while memories of the fight against

apartheid are fresh in his mind, as it is

for other South Africans of his age, he

has newer battles to fight, and they

will set the very standards democracy

for future generations.

But there is a bigger task ahead

and one that had a lesson for me as an

Indian as well. Nicola, a key contribu-

tor to South Africa’s broadcast policy

framework, put it like this: “The chal-

lenge for us to use the energies that

created our democracy to further our

ambitions today.” 

South Africa gets ready for the kick-off
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Was it all about football, I

asked Kunene. “It’s not just

about football, for social

cohesion, you just can’t beat

sport. There is always the

feeling that the best team

should win ...”
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Time saga came out in

1990, I had no idea that

the epic would become

part of my life for the next

17 years 


