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Remembering Menon:

The handbehind
the Iron Man

STANLEY CARVALHO

appala Pungunni Menon, V P

Menon as he was better known,

isanamethatmaynotringabell.
That’s not surprising because little is
knownaboutthisextraordinary Indian,
who, during much of his professional
life, remained in the shadows of the po-
litical giants of the time.

As India celebrates 75 years of in-
dependence, Menon must be remem-
bered not only asa manwho rosetoa
high bureaucratic position in colonial
India from humble beginnings, butalso
as a man, who, alongside Sardar Patel,
smartly strategised in getting the over
500 princely statestoaccedetoIndiaas
the country won its freedom from the
British rule.

After his outstanding stint under
the British, notably as Reforms Com-
missioner to the last three Viceroys -
Linlithgow, Wavell and Mountbatten
—and later as Secretary of the States
Ministry in independent India and the
richt-hand man of Patel, Menon spent
his twilight yearsin Bengaluruuntil his
deathin 1965.

Menon's tenure under Mountbatten,
the last Viceroy of India, was the high-
lightofhis career, particularly hisrolein
formulating the plan (Menon Plan) for
India’'sindependence andtheintegration
ofthe princelystates. He travelled across
thelengthand breadth of India, meeting
the princes and nawabs, coaxing, cajol-
ing and compelling them to integrate
with the newly independent India.

While many fell in line, some were
hesitanttosign up. One story goesthus:
Maharaja Hanwant Singh of Jodhpur,
used to the royal life, was a hard nutto
crack. Menonarranged ameetingofthe
Maharajawith Mountbattenwhere the
former grudgingly signed the Instru-
ment of Accession to India. After the
signing, Mountbatten left, leaving Me-
non with the Maharaja. The Maharaja
took outa .22 calibre pistol and pointed
itatMenon, sayving “I refuseto take your
dictation.” Menon told him he would
be making a very serious mistake by
threatening himand would not be able
to get the accession abrogated in any
case. The petulant Maharaja handed
the pistol to Menon!

Menonalsoworked with Sardar Patel
over the militaryactionagainst the hos-
tile states of Junagadh and Hyderabad
as also advising Nehru and Patel on re-
lations with Pakistan and the Kashmir
conflict. The Cabinet had dispatched
Menon toobtain the accession of Kash-
mir to India in 1947. Post-independ-
ence, Menon was appointed Secretary
of the Ministry of States, headed by
Sardar Patel. The two worked closely
over the politicalintegration of India as
the ‘Tron Man' respected Menon's po-

litical acumen, astute diplomacy and
work ethic.

He had a hand in many reforms in-
cluding women’s suffrage. Later, Me-
non,alongwith C Rajagopalachariand
others founded the Swatantra Party
which advocated free market policies.

Menon’s The Story of the Integra-
tion of Indian States gives a detailed
account of the heroic efforts thatwent
into pulling some 554 native princely
states under thewings of the Indian re-
public. His other book, The Transfer of
PowerinIndiaisadefinitive account of
the eventsthatled to partition and inde-
pendence; and how powerwasactually
transferred.

His biography penned by his great
grand-daughter, a historian, candidly
explores his personal and public life,
drawing from official documents, let-

ters, family sources as well as his last
interviews recorded by his friend and
boss, Harry Hodson in 1965 in Banga-
lore.

All the three books are comprehen-
sive works on the political integration
of India onthe eve ofindependence and
also shed light on the extraordinary
feats ofa manunjustly consigned tothe
footnotesof history.

Born in 1893 in a village in Kerala,
Menon hadadifficult childhood, trudg-
ing milestoschooland back.Atl3,when
his teacher failed him for poor attend-
ance, Menonranaway from home after
setting fireto hisschool. After five years
ofworkingvarious jobsincluding asala-
bourerinagold mine and selling towels
on the roadside, he came to Bengaluru
and found a clerical job at the Imperial
Tobacco Company, now ITC Litd.

The voung man with a sharp mind,
photographic memoryandexceptional
letters writing and document drafting
skills, moved to Bombay and then to
Delhi.In 1917, he secured a jobwith the
Home Department, marking an entry
into the world of Indian political and
constitutional reforms, where he stayed
until retirement.

Rubbing shoulderswith the Brits, he
pickedupsome oftheir traitsincluding
todressimpeccablyin Saville Row suits,
joiningintiger safarisand afondnessfor
fine cigars and whiskey.

For a school dropout who ran away
with nothing to become one of the top
civil servants in British India by sheer
grit, hard work and believing that “you
can only learn if you start from the bot-
tom’, Menon’slife storycouldwell serve
as an inspiration for all, not just those
interested in history or politics.

It is over five decades since Menon
passed away but the man and his leg-
endary contributions must not be for-
gotten.

(The writer is a senior journalist
based in Bengaluru)



