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An Eventful Life

The Independence Movement in India, witnessed a great
many leaders laying down their life for a free India.
While the majority of them have faded from the public

memory, it is Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose alone whose legacy
continues as a legendary figure. He was a fierce patriot, a visionary
leader, a great orator, flamboyant revolutionary, all rolled into one.

Subhash Chandra Bose always walked his talk and courted
controversy throughout his life. Despite being elected twice as
president, his strong views and firebrand politics often raised
heckles within the Congress Party. But such was Bose’s aura and
magnetism that even those differed with him could not help but
appreciate his undying love for the nation.

Great Exploits

Subhash Chandra’s colourful and daring exploits in foreign
lands endeared him to the millions of Indians who worshipped
him as a cult figure. Bose’s alleged death in mysterious
circumstances has only served to augment his legend manifold.
Subhash Bose had his share of detractors and critics. He was
dubbed a fascist and was criticised for seeking help from Nazi
Germany and imperialist Japan. All these harsh opinions
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notwithstanding, Subhash Chandra Bose lives in the Indian
conscience a brave hero and a true patriot.

Great Beginning

Subhash Chandra Bose was born into an affluent Bengali
family on January 23, 1897 in Cuttack, Orissa. Subhash’s public
prosecutor father ensured that his son availed the best of education
in eminent institutions such as Scottish Church College, Calcutta
and Fitzwilliam College at Cambridge University. In 1920, at the
insistence of his parents, Bose appeared at the prestigious Indian
Civil Service and secured the fourth place.

In the Arena of Freedom Struggle

During this period the Civil Disobedience Movement called
by Mahatma Gandhi was sweeping across the country and Bose
resigned from the ICS in April 1921 to join his fellow countrymen
in the freedom struggle. He joined the youth wing of the Congress
Party and soon rose up the party hierarchy by virtue of his
eloquence and leadership skills. At an early stage of his life Subhash
Bose accepted Deshbandhu Chittaranjan Das as his political guru.
Over a span of 20 years, Bose was imprisoned eleven times by the
British, the first one being in 1921. In 1924, after a brief period of
incarceration, Bose was exiled to Mandalay in Burma. Subhash
Bose was imprisoned again in 1930 and deported to Europe.
During his stay in Europe from 1933 to 1936, Subhash Bose
zealously espoused the cause of Indian freedom while meeting a
number of prominent European statesmen. In 1937, Bose married
Emilie Schenkl who was his secretary.

Congress to Forward Bloc

Subhash Bose was twice elected president of the Indian
National Congress (1938 and 1939) but following his disagreements
with Mahatma Gandhi he relinquished his post and formed a
progressive group known as the Forward Block. The Second World
War broke out in 1939 and Bose launched a campaign of mass civil
disobedience to protest against the Viceroy’s decision to declare
war on India’s behalf. Bose was put behind the bars but because
of his hunger strike he was later placed under house arrest. Taking
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advantage of the laxity of the house guards and aided by his
cousin Sishir Bose, Subhash managed to escape and traversing
through enemy territories he reached Moscow. Bose tried to garner
the help of Nazi Germany but due to the indifferent attitude of
Hitler and other German leaders he left for Japan.

Soon, he assumed the leadership of Indian National Army
(INA) founded by Rash Behari Bose. Bolstered by material
assistance from the Japanese forces, the INA attacked the British
forces in Manipur and Nagaland in northeastern India and hoisted
the National Flag in the town in Moirang, in Manipur. But with
the defeat of Japan, the invasion by the INA soon petered out and
Netaji was forced to retreat to Malaya. Netaji Subhash Chandra
Bose allegedly died in a plane crash over Taiwan, while flying to
Tokyo on August 18, 1945.

Effort for Armed Revolution

The principles and the philosophy of Netaji Subhash Chandra
Bose were instrumental factors in his embracing of armed
revolution in the later part of his political career. Initially Bose was
a follower of the Gandhian way of Freedom Movement but years
of travel in European countries during exile and the ripening of
mental faculties with age made him disenchanted with the ways
of the Indian National Congress. Subhash Chandra’s hatred for
the British ran deep and he vehemently called for the immediate
ouster of the colonial rulers from Indian soil. Disappointed with
the leniency shown by some Congress leaders towards the British,
Bose became increasingly convinced that the goal of achieving
freedom would remain a pipedream as long as the British held
sway over the land and peaceful protests would never be able to
throw the British out.

Vision for Free India

While outlining his vision for a free India, Subhash Chandra
Bose proclaimed that socialist authoritarianism would be required
to eradicate poverty and social inequalities from a diverse country
like India. He openly espoused for an authoritarian state on the
lines of Soviet Russia and Kemal Ataturk’s Turkey. Bose was also
an exponent of socialism and opined that industrialisation and
Soviet-style five-year plans held the key to a vibrant Indian nation.
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Proclamation of an Independent Government

The Indian National Army was the manifestation of Subhash
Chandra Bose’s transformation from a Gandhian freedom fighter
to an armed revolutionary challenging the might of the British
Empire. Originally the brainchild of expatriate nationalist leader
Rash Behari Bose, the INA saw Subhash Chandra assuming the
leadership of the outfit as its supreme commander in 1943. With
characteristic vigour and zeal, Bose set about strengthening the
fledgling organisation and proclaimed the Provisional Government
of Free India in Singapore on October 21, 1943. The Indian National
Army was also known as the Azad Hind Fauj and it owed
allegiance to the Provisional Government which was recognised
by nine Axis states. The INA had a combat strength of 40,000
troops comprising mainly of Indian expatriates in South Asia and
Indian prisoners of war. The INA also boasted of an exclusive
women’s combat unit named the Rani of Jhansi regiment.

Early Victories

As the Japanese troops launched a major offensive through
Burma, the Azad Hind Fauj soldiers fought alongside them in the
frontlines and contributed in many victories. Previously in
December, 1943 the Azad Hind government had established its
rule in the Andaman and Nicobar Islands and renamed them as
Shaheed (Martyr) and Swaraj (Self-rule). On 18 April 1944, the INA
troops captured the town of Moirang in Manipur and in a glorious
display of patriotism, raised an Indian tricolour. However, the
INA’s total dependence on the Japanese troops for arms and
logistics support proved to be its undoing and as the might of the
Japanese began to wane, the INA too was forced to retreat. With
the subsequent surrender of Japan the INA resistance collapsed
and a number of officers and troops were captures by the British.
The government brought these officers to the Red Fort in Delhi
for court martial but eventually had to relent in the face of
nationwide protests and incidents of mutiny in the ranks of British
Indian Army.

Great Oratory Skills

Subhash Chandra employed his great oratory skills to inspire
the troops of Indian National Army. On July 4, 1944, at a rally of
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Indians in Burma, Bose famously proclaimed, “Give me blood,
and I shall give you freedom.” “Delhi Chalo,” another phrase
attributed to him, became the clarion call of the INA combatants
as they marched towards Indian territory.

Gandhi and Bose

Both Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose and Mahatma Gandhi
were infallibly dedicated to the cause of Indian freedom. They
were loved by the masses and feared by the Raj. But between
themselves, these two icons of India’s Freedom Movement shared
a rather frosty relationship and history is replete with instances
of trenchant differences between them. Although Subhash Chandra
was a follower of Gandhi during the initial days, the later part
of the 1930s witnessed a growing radicalisation of his thoughts
and Bose became increasingly frustrated with the lack of
momentum in the Independence Movement. As Bose started to
assert his bold stance in various party forums, it led to a polarisation
in the Congress party ranks. Bose found himself frequently at
loggerheads with Gandhi and their differences often came out in
the public. All these bickering reached a climax when Subhash
Chandra Bose became Congress President for a second term in
1939 defeating Gandhi-nominated candidate Pattabhi Sitaramayya.
Unable to hide his displeasure, Mahatma commented “Subhash’
victory is my defeat.” But this unhealthy environment within the
party made Bose’s task all the more difficult and soon he resigned
from his post.

Different Visions

Subhash Chandra Bose and Gandhi disagreed over their
visions for the post-independence Indian state. Bose was influenced
by the success of the five-year plans in the Soviet Union and he
advocated for a socialist nation with an industrialised economy.
Gandhi was opposed to the very concept of industrialisation. In
spite of all the differences in ideologies, both these great men
admired and respected each other. In 1942 Gandhi called
Subhash Bose the “Prince among the Patriots” for his great love
for the country. Bose too admired Gandhi and in a radio
broadcast from Rangoon in 1944, he called Mahatma Gandhi
“The Father of Our Nation.”
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After 65 years of his alleged death in a plane crash, the mystery
over that incident and Netaji Subhash Chandra Bose’s possible
survival still haunts the Indian nation. The absence of any credible
evidence and the subsequent inability of the government appointed
committees to unravel the truth have spawned umpteen conspiracy
theories with a large chuck of the population refusing to believe
that their beloved leader indeed lost his life in a plane crash.

Facets of the Death Mystery

The four-member Shah Nawaz Committee was the first official
endeavour to examine whether Bose actually died in a plane crash
in Taihoku (Taipei) on August 18, 1945. The committee went to
Japan in May, 1956 and a number of Japanese army surgeons
testified that they actually conducted blood transfusion on a
seriously injured Subhash Bose who later succumbed to his injuries.

The G. D. Khosla Committee, which carried on its probe from
1974-78, could not arrive on any definite conclusion. The Justice
Mukherjee Committee, set up in 1999, submitted its report in 2005
and proclaimed that Netaji did not die in the plane crash. Many
believe that Subhash Chandra breathed his last in Soviet custody
years after the alleged crash in Taiwan. There are unconfirmed
reports that in 1946 Russian strongman Josef Stalin and diplomat
Vyacheslav Molotov actually discussed whether Bose should
remain in the Soviet Union.

More startling is the alleged incident that (the then) Indian
ambassador to Russia, Dr. S. Radhakrishnan was permitted to
meet Netaji in an undisclosed location in the Soviet Union. Lt.
Colonel Habibur Rehman Khan, Netaji’s trusted Aide-de-Camp,
is widely believed to be the sole survivor of that fateful plane
crash. Rehman later enshrined Bose’s ashes in the Renkoji temple
Tokyo. However, despite repeated interrogations by British
authorities, Rehman never substantiated Netaji’s death and
throughout his life maintained that he was bound by an oath of
secrecy to his deceased leader. Conspiracy theories still abound
regarding Netaji’s death.


