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Laxmi Panda:
TheForgotten
Soldier of a
Lost Army

Anil Dhir

When you go home, tell
them of usand say,
for your tomorrow, we gave
our today’.

Thisisthe thoughtful
epitaphthat isinscribed onthe
plague at the Indian National
Army’ Memoria at Moirang
near Manipur’scapital Imphal.
It wasinMoirang that theflag
of the Indian National Army
wasfirg hoisted on I ndian ol
onApril 14, 1944,

Aslndians, many of us
fall toredisetheimpact of what
these freedomfightersdid for
us nearly 65 years ago. The
freedom that we take for
granted today hasbeen given
to us by people who are no
longer diveto tell ushow they
lived each day during those
tough and trying times. We
should remember not only
thosefreedomfighterswho are
well known, but also thosewho
died in the freedom struggle
without having their names

honoured. Countlessordinary
Indians have made sacrifices
for our freedom. Our
| ndependence waswon dueto

theeffortsof thisslent army thet [

trudged difficult paths and
endured hardships, without a
thought for praise or reward.

As our glorious nationfg=
63rd§

celebrates its
Independence Anniversary,
very few of thesefoot soldiers
exist. Nearly all of that
generation havedied out. The
living areold, ailing, distressad,
lonely, and very, very
disllusioned.

Such is the story of
Laxmi IndiraPanda. Shewas
among the countless Indians
who fought for the country’s
freedom. Laxmi Pandawasone
of the youngest members of
Netgji Subash ChandraBose's
Indian National Army and the
only Oriya woman to have
enlisted.

Post theGreat Famine
of Orissa, the British were
taking a lot of indentured
labourersfrom Ganjamto the
rubber plantationsand railways
being made in Burma. Huge
contingentsof labourerswould
he shipped out from the
Gopalpur port and taken to
Rangoon. Fromthe period of
1880 to 1925, nearly 60,000
such workers were sent to
Burma. Eventoday remnantsof

them are found scattered all
over the country. Laxmi
Panda's parentstoo formed a
part of thisworkersarmy.

Laxmi Rathwasborn
sometime in 1930. She was
born inacamp near Rangoon
where her parents were
engaged inthe Railwaysbeing
laid in Burma. She had early
memoriesof the exploitation of
the workers by the Gora
Sahibs, and clearly recaled thet
shetoo wasengaged inthejob
of cutting grassof the horsesof
thewhite supervisors.

When the Japanese
overran parts of Burma in
1942, British air bombard-
mentsbecameadaily routine.
Her father wasemployed by the
loca unit of Subash Bose's
Indian Nationa Army, and both
her parents were killed in a
British air raid. The young
Laxmi Rath and her even
younger brother were
orphaned. The siblings were
mute witnesses of the death of
thelr parents.
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The determination to
avengethedegath of her parents
made her go to the nearby
I.N.A.Camp where she
begged for enrollment in the
rank and file. Thefrail Laxmi
was hardly fourteen years of
age, and was refused by the
Camp commanders. However
she stayed put outside the
Camp gates, and when Subash
Bose camefor inspection she
blocked his way. She was
personally taken asideto him,
and her determination melted
theheartsofthel .N.A. leaders.

She was taken in the
Rani Jnans Regiment under
Captain Lakshmi Sehgal.
Initidly shewasgiven soft jobs
of housekeeping and cooking,
but the young Laxmi soon
proved her mettleand wonthe
hearts of her superiors. She
trained in swordsmanship,
shooting and espionage. Asshe
was well versant with the
Burmese Language, she was
often sent across enemy lines
for recce and collection of
intelligence. When | met her in
2007, sherecollected working
withthefamous Janaki Thevar,
Gown, Shah Nawaz Khan,
Sehgal and Dhillon.
Unfortunatdly, her brother soon
went missing and was never
found.

Panda
Netaji

L axmi
recollected that
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persondly gave her anew name
“Indird’, to avoid confusing her
with the far more famous
Lakshmi (Captain Lakshmi
Sehgal). Netaji told her that in
the 1.N.A she would be
henceforth known as Indira,
and thisnamestruck.

| met Captain Lakshmi
Sehgd a Kanpur in June 2008.
At the ageof ninety three, she
recollected this incident.
| showed her Laxmi Panda's
photographs, nogtalgiabrought
tearsin her eyes. She vividly
recollected Indira being the
youngest soldier in her
regiment.)

Six monthsof intengve
armstraining in Burmashaped
Laxmi into battle readinessfor
the onward march to the
battlefront onthe India-Burma
border. Sherecollectsthewar
timeincidentsof travelling by

rallwaysflatcars, thetrenches

and dugouts, the bombing
sorties and the Japanese
compatriots who fought
alongsde her. Shewasinjured
by shrapnel, thescarsof which
she dill carriedtill her desth.

Laxmi Pandarecalled
how Netgji had ingructed her
regiment to break into groups
of 150to move out of Rangoon
when theNA wasretreating.
Laxmi wasinthe second group
that wasled by Janaki Thevar
and had aroughretreat, their
train was bombed and the
women had to walk to
Bangkok-it took 26 days of
night marchesbraving bombs
and mechinegunsfiring at them.
Food was scarce, they ate
rootsand boiled leaves. Many
a time they went hungry for
days, even eating the flesh of
the pack horsesthat had died.
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Laxmi wasright by the
sdeof Netgi up till thetime he
gavethecall for disbandment
of the I.N.A. She recollects
seeing Netaji at Singapore on
the 12" August 1945 : “| never
saw himagain. A week later, |
heard that he had died in a
plane crash,” she said in an
emotion ridden voice, and yes,
shenever believed that Netgji
died asreported.

After thesurrender of
Singapore, the arrested
membersof thelndian National
Army were classed aswhite’,
‘black’, or ‘grey’ according to
the perceived innocence or
culpahility of their motives.
Laxmi Panda had been
classfied aswhite, meaning that
she was a hardcore war
crimind. Eventhe British Secret
Service agentswere baffled by
thispetiteteenaged girl who had
wielded .303 Lee Enfidd rifles.
They let her go free; eventhe
British would not arrest
personswho werelessthan 16
yearsof age. Laxmi thensailed
back to India in a tramp
geamer. At Chittagong harbour
the British secret police once
again arrested al the I.N.A
soldiers, and Laxmi had vivid
memories of throwing all her
papers, medalsand her [ .N.A
uniform overboard. She too
wasarrested again, but seeing
her frail health and young age
they let her go.

Laxmi went back to
Burma, but shefound that she
was an alienthere. Finding no
one of her kinthere, theyoung
girl made her way hack to
Orissa, the home of her
parents, a place that she had
never seen, but only heard of.
Most of the journey from
Burmawas on foot, however
she remembers coming to
Berhampur andwiththe help of
a few |I.N.A veterans got
accommodationandwork. She
married another I.N.A veteran
Khageswar Pandain 1951. Her
husband got ajob as adriver
in Hirakud, wherethe big dam
was being built, and the next
few ears were spent happily.
Her troubles began after her
hushand died in 1976. L eft all
aonewith anacoholic son, she
had to work as a domestic
servant, aday labourer and a
store attendant, working for a
pittanceto ekeout aliving.

The Government of
Orissa recognized Laxmi
Pandaasafreedomfighter. This
recognition entitled her to a
meagre pension of Rs.1000/-
every month. However
freedomfighter satushad been
denied to her at the Centre
despite severa INA veterans,
including Captain Lakshmi
Sehgal corroborating her role.
The fact that she had never
beentojail wasalacunae. The
British Secret Service agents,

who let thefrail young girl go
freefrom Chittagong harbour,
did her agraveinjustice. Had
she been arrested, she would
have been given a pension of
at least Rs.15000/- per month,
enough to meet her medical
needsand keeping her no good
son’s extended family
maintained.

| got referencesabout
her from the Netgji Research
Bureau at Cdcuttawhilel was
doing aresearchonthel.NA.
during June 2007. The name of
Laxmi Indira Panda had
cropped up inmany places, and
afew locd |.N.A veteransfrom
Cdcuttatoo hadtold me about
her exploits in Burma. All |
could gather wasthat shewas
a brave Oriya lady, who had
fought alongside Netgji and
Lakshmi Sehga inBurmaand
had survived to come back. |
was curious and eager to meet
her, as shewasthe only Oriya
lady to serveinthel.N.A.

It took me a full six
monthsto locate her. | went to
places afar as Berhampur,
Hinjilicut, Phulbani, Angul and
Paralakhemundi beforel found
her at JeyporeinKoraput. She
waslivinginasmal hutinadum
along with her son and his
family. The one room broken
down shanty in Nakarchi Street
was home for afamily of ten.
Shehad languishedinthisdum
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for years, stricken with poverty
andill hedlth, but eventhislittle
comfort has been snatched
away from her. Her alcoholic
son hadthrownher out, and this
proud icon was spending her
days (and nights) at different
places, thanks to a few kind
hearted benevolent persons.

The Collector of
Koraput had alotted her a
smdll pieceof land to build her
home, but thisislittle solace. At
the age of eighty years, Laxmi
Pandacertainly could not build
her home. Shehad to undergo
an eye operationand kept very
poor hedth.

For forty years this
proud lady had been writing
and petitioning to the union
government to accord her
rightful pensonand give her the
recognition that wasdueto her.

Whenl first met her in
June 2007, she was a cynical
and frustrated person, who had
givenupall hope. It took mea
dozenvisitsto Jeypore before
| could convince her that her
fight could and would be
continued. She told me that
Giridhar Gamango, when he
wasthe Chief Minigter, sent her
to Dehi for two weeks, but
even hisapproach had beenin
vain. She showed me letters
that were written by eminent
persons including Lalit

Mansingh, the Army Chief,
many Ministers, but nothing
had been done.

| got word of thisand
rushed to Jeypore and with
gresat difficulty convinced that |
would take her battle to the
powers that be at Delhi. |
brought her back with me to
Bhubaneswvar and kept her with
me. Her health improved and
she was happy to meet all the
people to flock to see her.
| knew that it would be very
difficult to present her caseas
shedid not have any documents
to proveher involvement inthe
INA. All she had was sheaves
of petitions, letters and
newspapers cuttingswhich had
highlighted her plight.

| took it upon mysdlf to
seethat shegot her due. | began
my task from tile Netaji
Research Bureau at Kolkata;
the peopletherewere not very
cooperative. In the next six
months| travelled al over the
country gathering every bit of
evidence that | could on the
INA and the role of Lakshmi
Panda in the Rani Jhansi
Regiment. Surprisngly | hit pay
dirt a theNationd Archivesat
New Delhi and at the INA
Museum at Salimgarh Fort in
Delhi. | could even get
photographsof Lakshmi Panda
inher uniform.

| had got information
that ahugestock of documents
were with a person who shall
remain unnamed at Port Blair
inthe Andaman. | went there
andgot hold of detalls, evenher
gun number. The name of her
compatriots, her pay details
were dl there. | made copies
of thesame.

| even got letters and
affidavits from other INA
veterans, including one from
Lakshmi Sehgal at Kanpur. |
travelled to Imphal, Kanpur,
Delhi, Amritsar, Jammu,
Chennai and Port Blair for
gathering dl theinformation. |
used to bring back the details
and when | showed them to
L akshmi Panda, she would be
S0 excited, at timesweeping of
the old days. When | told her
the namesof her fellow fighters,
sherecollected so much more.

Withingaxmonths| hed
a six inch thick dossier,
photographs, testimonials,
copies of written and printed
documents. All dong, Lakshmi
Panda was staying with me,
and for thefirst time shegot a
ray of hopethat shewould get
her duefromthe nation.

| wrote to the
President of India, telling her of
the plight of this poor lady. |
wroteof Netgji and theclarion
cdl of “Delhi Chalo” thet he hed
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givento hisfighters. Thedream
of unfurling thetricolour at the
ramparts of the Red Fort was
what had driven his army to
fight inthe inhospitable jungle
conditions of Burma. Laxmi
Panda too wanted to go to
Delhi to honour theallegiance
and promisethat she had made
to Netaji. Her “Chalo Delhi”
would have been a good 63
years late, but she hoped to
makethisher last stand. | sent
the complete dossier to the
Presdent’s Office. It took only
a week for the President’s
Officeto acknowledge and she
called meand Lakshmi Panda
toDdhi.

Laxmi Panda met the
President of India at the
Rasthrapati Bhavan on 12th
August 2008. | had the
privilege of accompanying her.
Thefrall fighter refused the offer
of awhed charr eventhoughthe
carpeted corridors seemed like
miles. The passage was lined
withmany framed paintingsand
photos of our national heroes,
and Laxmi Panda stopped in
front of al the heroeswhomshe
recognised and gave a crisp
INA sdute.

The ADC to the
President had told us that we

would have five minutes with
her Excellency. We were
ushered into the room where
Smt. Pratibha Devisingh Patil
received her. Thefive minutes
passed into an hour, the
President of Indialistened to
her tale and was moved to
tears. Theempathy wasvisble.
She repeatedly asked Laxmi
Pandawhat her desire was, if
she had any wants or if there
was anything that the
Government could do for her.
“Just givememy due” wasdl
Laxmi Panda said. The
President of India offered her
apurse of Rs.1/- lakh, which
Laxmi Panda refused to
accept. On my ingstence she
took a token amount of
Rs.10,000/-.

ThePresdent kept her
promise. Laxmi Panda was
conferred the Rashtriya
Swatantra Sainik Samman on
the 25th of October 2008.
However shedid not livelong
enough after that. Just two
weeks later she breathed her
last and her only glory wasthat
shedied asamartyr.

Laxmi Panda was
given a State funeral. The
Nation recognised her

contribution, albeit very late.
Shemay havedied unsung, but
her determination and fight,
which lasted a good seventy
years should be remembered
by each and every son of the
0il.

Morethan 600 soldiers
intheranksandfileof the INA
were Oriyas. Many of them
gaveupther livesinthe Burma
front. Most of themwerefrom
South Orissa, having gone as
indentured labourers in the
plantations and railways in
Malaysia, Burma and
Singapore. Thereshould bea
fitting memorid to these brave
Oriyas. Their storiesshould be
told.

Itistime, that afitting
commemoraivememorid issst
upinthe State. Inscribed onthe
pillar should bethe namesof all
theso far identified patriotswho
lost their lives and liberties
fighting for themotherland. This
is the least that the present
generation could do inmemory
of those brave men and
women.

Anil Dhir livesat 112, VaishnoVilla,
Satyanagar, Bhubaneswar-751007.

E-mail : anildhir2k5@hotmail.com
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