
Moro has invited the ire of
the Congress by writing
that Sonia wasn’t allowed
by Hindu priests to be pres-
ent for Rajiv’s cremation,
but she nevertheless forced
her way in:

She has had to find strength
from the very depths of her
being to be here today,
because the Hindu priests
refused to allow her to be
present at the cremation. It
is not the custom for the
widow to be there, even less
if she is of another religion.
But here Sonia was inflexi-
ble. She reacted as her

mother-in-law Indira would
have done, not permitting
herself to be cowed by
either prejudice or archaic
customs. Under no circum-
stances would she stay at
home while the whole world
went to witness her hus-
band’s second death. That
is what she told the funeral
organisers. She did not even
have to threaten to take the
matter to the highest
authority in the land
because they backed down
before the strength of her
determination. Sonia
Gandhi deserved to be an
exception.

FOR THE LOVE OF
INDIRA AND INDIA

DEFYING CONVENTION

WHEN SONIA DIDN’T LISTEN TO MAMA MAINO
After Rajiv Gandhi’s assassina-
tion, Sonia decided to stay on in
India, ignoring her concerned
family’s pleas to her to come
back to Orbassano, their home-
town in Italy:

“Madam, these are the times of
the flights to Milan.”

Sonia does not remember hav-
ing asked her husband’s secretary
for that information. Perhaps she
did, in the confusion at the begin-
ning, when she sought protection
from the enormity of the tragedy.
When she suddenly thought of
fleeing this country that devours
its children, to seek comfort from
her family, the warmth of her own
people, the safety of the little
town of Orbassano, just outside
Turin, where she lived in her youth
until the day she got married.

She remembers that as soon as
they got back with the remains

of her husband from where the
attack took place, in the south of
India, she talked to her family in
Italy on the phone and she was
trembling. Her older sister
Anushka told her they were no
longer answering the phone
because journalists from all over
the world were calling to ask for
details of what had happened
and they did not know what to
tell them.

“We still don’t know,” Sonia
explained to her, “it might be the
Sikhs who killed Indira, or the
Hindu fundamentalists who killed
Gandhi, or Muslim extremists
from Kashmir … who knows. He
was on the blacklist of at least a
dozen terrorist organizations.”
And now Sonia is sorry she did
force him to demand better
safety measures from the govern-
ment. Rajiv did not believe in
them: “If they want to kill you,

they’ll kill you,” he said.
… When she got her mother on

the other end of the phone, Sonia
went to pieces. Her mother was in
Rome, at Nadia’s house, her
younger sister, who had been
married to a Spanish diplomat.
“Perhaps you should come back
to Italy,” she told her. 

“I don’t know …” Sonia
answered, her voice faltering
from the tears.

But can you fight destiny? She
feels very Indian, she has learned
to love the people of this coun-
try, and she feels loved by them.
How can she break that link to
the memory of her husband as
represented by friends, col-
leagues and the love of the peo-
ple of India? It would be a little
like losing her heart. … “I think
my life is here, Mother,” Sonia
ends up saying when she recov-
ers her ability to speak.
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He uses the same literary technique to
recreate the pressure on Sonia from her
mother, Paola Maino, and her elder sis-
ter, Anushka, to leave the country and
settle down in their home town,
Orbassano, near Turin in Italy,
in the aftermath of the assassi-
nation of Rajiv Gandhi on May
21, 1991. These passages haven’t
gone down well with the Con-
gress, which is demanding a ban
on the English translation.

In a disclaimer, which Moro
insists is being carried in all new
editions of the book in bold print
on the opening page, he admits
that “dialogues, conversations
and situations found therein are
the product of the author’s own
interpretation and do not neces-
sarily reflect authenticity.”

Singhvi says Moro has backtracked on
an agreement the two had had and not
carried the disclaimer to help him sell his
book to film studios.

Speaking from Madrid, Moro defends
his book, saying, “I referred to work
that’s already in the public domain to
write the conversations the Congress
now has a problem with. Why didn’t the

party go after these books?”
Moro names The Dynasty by Jad Adams

and Philip Whitehead, Indira Gandhi: An
Intimate Biography by Pupul Jayakar and
Katherine Frank’s Indira: The Life of Indira
Nehru Gandhi as his reference books. He

also says he has had extensive
conversations with the late
Usha Bhagat, who used to be
Indira Gandhi’s social secre-
tary, to recreate the con-
tentious conversations.

Citing the tolerance of public
figures in the West to biogra-
phical works based on their
lives, Moro asks, “Would
Queen Elizabeth have sued
Stephen Frears for making
the film, The Queen? On the
contrary, she congratulated
him.” These arguments don’t
wash with the Congress.

Singhvi is emphatic that this isn’t an issue
of freedom of speech or censorship. “This
is about invading the privacy of an indi-
vidual for commercial gain,” he says. 

As of now, both parties are not pre-
pared to back down from their stated
positions. So what are the passages of
contention? Here are excerpts from the
book that tell the story the Congress does
not want to see the light of day.
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A reconstruction of Sonia’s traumatised
mental state following Rajiv Gandhi’s assas-
sination on May 21, 1991:

In the following days, in a state of shock,
Sonia takes refuge inside herself. She lives
engrossed in her memories with Rajiv,
breaking into sobs when she comes out of
her trance and finds herself face to face
with the terrible reality of his absence. She
cannot stop thinking about her husband; she
does not want to stop thinking about him, as
though stopping were another way of
killing him. She does not even want to sepa-
rate herself from those two urns that con-
tain his ashes, but it is part of the ritual that
death turns again into life.

DARKEST TIME

Sonia, Moro’s book claims, wanted to
leave for Italy so that the children
could lead a normal life. But she
stayed back for the sake of Indira
Gandhi, whose political career had
hit an all-time low after her compre-
hensive defeat in 1977. Moro’s recon-
struction of the conversation has been
described by Sonia’s lawyers as fabri-
cated. He admits that it’s a dramati-
sation based on facts in the public
domain. And he cites the biographies
of Indira Gandhi — Indira: The Life of
Indira Nehru Gandhi by Katherine
Frank and Indira Gandhi: An Inti-
mate Biography by Pupul Jayakar —
as his sources:

“Let’s go to Italy, really Rajiv, let’s
give the children a bit of normal life.”
When they told her, the expression
on Indira’s face completely changed,
to such an extent that they immedi-
ately regretted having even men-
tioned it. They understood, even
before Indira had said a single word,
that it was going to be difficult, not
to say impossible.

“I can understand you, Sonia. I
understand that you’re tired of living
in this atmosphere,” Indira said to her,

“that you have to listen to all that
unfounded criticism that is showered
on me. I understand that you feel like
going back to Italy. But can you imag-
ine what they would say if you went
away now? They would interpret it as
a desertion, as a secret manoeuvre of
mine. … ‘She sends the children off to
Europe, then she’ll follow, she’s
preparing her getaway,’ I can hear
them saying it.”

“It’s just that we thought it’s some-
thing we can do now that the children
are small,” said Sonia. “Later on it will
be impossible.”

“Can’t you wait a little while?”
Sonia looked at Rajiv and put her

head down. He was pensive. Sonia
guessed at how torn he must feel
inside. Indira went on: “It’s just that
it’s a bad time now … .”

“I understand, and the last thing
we’d want to do is harm you,” her
daughter-in-law said as she stood up,
even before Rajiv could say a word.

“At difficult times the family has to
be seen to be united. It’s important
for the people to see that.”

Sonia nodded. “Don’t worry,
Mummy, we’re staying,” she told her
with an understanding smile.


