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shorttranscriptiyenote on KachraBhai Baghela,Presidenof Sudhrai
MazdoorUnion of SuratMunicipal Corporation,( ITUC) interviewedin Surat
on July 23, 2004

| comefrom a very humblebackgroundas my nameitself suggests! do
not remembethe exactdateof my birth but wasborn sometimein Septem
ber, 1923in avillage called Mousain Khedadistrict. My fatherhada small
plot of landthatneveryieldedenoughto feedthe entirefamily. It wasatthis
time that greatfamine called “Chhappaniakaal " grippedthe entire coun
tryside.Entirefamiliesweregettingwipedoutturningthevillagesinto grave
yards.! was left in the care of my motheras my father cameto Suratin
searchof ajob. He joined as SafaiMazdoorin the Corporationand brought
me and my motherto the city.

| wasadmittedin a school.Like all schoolsin Surat,Dalit childrenwere
not allowedto sit with otherkids. “Savarnéaor high castechildren studied
in a separatelassroomastheyrefusedtio mix with the' varna” or Dalits. |
hatedthe segregatiorandrefusedto attendclassesaftertwo years.

| joined the corporatiornwhich wasthenonly municipality andtherewas
no electedbody to look after the administration.The British Government
usedto appointthe ManagemenCommittee.

| wasa SafaiMazdoorandhadto carry headloadf dirt and garbageor
disposal. Therewere 150 suchworkers. More than half were womenwho
weremadeto carry the mostdirty loadsandgot one rupeemore thantheir
male counterpartsRs.14 while.meandothersgot Rs 13. Therewasno Dear
nessllowance or otherbenefits.

It wasatthis time thatone of thetallesttradeunionleaderof Surat,Com
radeNanubhaDesai,gotreleasedrom Nasikjail andorganisedhesework-
ersto agitatefor their demandslt was 1942 andonly ayearlater, Municipal
KamgarUnion wasformedandall permanentworkersbecamdts members.

In 1945, an agitationwas launchedfor variousrights, pensionand many
otherdemandsThe strike was completeandthe entiretown turnedinto a
foul smellinggarbagedump. The administratiorhadto yield and afterfour
daysnegotiationsstarted.longwith theunionmemberswe gotthedemand
for D acceptedat the fixed rate of Rs 4 underthe leadershipof Nanubhai.

However,the British managemendlid not sparethe leadersof the strike.
Nanubhaiwas sent“Tari Par, to Billimora, away from the boundariesof
districtadministrationlt wasin the GaekwadiestateandNanubhaigot him-
selfbusyin organisingtradeunionsthere.

On ugust 15, 1947, whenthe countrywas declaredfree, all the workers
celebratedhe day and did not attendto their duties. The managemente-
fusedto grantthemleave. The wagesfor the day remainspendingevento-
day.



Il 1956, the union got formally registeredthoughthe strugglewas initi-
atedin 1943 itself.

KamdarUniongotsplitandanewunionwasformedcalledSudhraiMazdoor
Unionundertheleadershipf rue andNamdeoShenmareThe Kamdarunion
wasled by BhikhubhaiKalidasBhagatandYashwantRao Chouharwasgen
eral secretary.Both the unionswere led by the communistsonly and after
two years,differenceswveresortedout andKamdarunion mergedn Sudhrai
MazdoorUnion thatis still functional.

am alsothe presidenbf the union of organisedsafaiworkerswho lived
at subsistencdevel. We usedto visit the shacksof the workers and share
their problems.Thefirst victory thatthe unionhadwonwasthe emptyingof
headloadbnly oncea day insteadof twice aswasthe practice.

always remainedvery close to the massesTo collect the workersfor
meetings,we adopteda tribal practice,drummingthe plates.Alongwith my
comrades, usedto work the whole night as the shifts varied. We usedto
havemeetingevenat 4 amin the morningandthewomenworkersalsoused
to attendthem. Theywerealsoactive participantsof themovement.n 1981,
whenthe strike was announcedn a meetingattendedby a large gathering
andaddressedy variousleaderspolicecamewith arreswarrantsfor twenty
two of them. Thewomenworkersfoughtagainsthe police anddid not allow
themto takeawaytheir leaders.The policewentbackand cameonly when
the meetingwasover.

We organisedstrugglesnot only for the interestsof the safaimazdoorsof
the corporationbut also joined handswith other workers wheneverthey
launcheda struggle. n 1974, the safai mazdoorgoined the railway strike
andhelpedthe railwaymento continuetheir struggle.

n 1994whentheplagueattackedheresidentof Surat,the safaimazdoors
offeredtheir servicesin keepingthe city cleanandlook afterthe living and
pay servicestot he dead. Their role is still rememberedy the peopleas
legendary.

Evenatthe ageof eighty, still feel activeandmove aroundandorganise
theworkers.
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shortbiogrgphical note on KachraBhai Baghela,Presidenof Sudhrai
MazdoorUnion of SuratMunicipal Corporation,(ITUC) interviewedn Surat
onJuly 23, 2004

KachraBhai Baghelaconiesfrom a very humblebackgroundas his name
itself suggestsHe said he was bornin September,1923 but doesnot know
the exactdatein a village called Mousain Khedadistrict. His fatherhad a
smallplot of landthatneveryieldedenoughto feedthe entirefamily. It was
at this time thatgreatfamine called“Chhappaniakaal " grippedthe entire
countryside Entire familiesweregettingwiped out turning thevillagesinto
graveyardsKachraBhai wasleft in the careof his motherashis fathercame
to Suratin searchof a job. He joined as Safai Mazdoorin the Corporation
andbroughthis family.

KachraBhai wasadmittedin a school.Like all schoolsin Surat,Dalit chil-
drenwere not allowedto sit with otherkids. “Savarna or high castechil-
drenstudiedin aseparatelassroonastheyrefusedo mix with the* varna”
or Dalits. KachraBhai hatedthe segregatiorand refusedto attendclasses
after two years.

KachraBhaijoinedthe corporatiorwhich wasthenonly municipalityand
therewasno electedbodyto look afterthe administration.The British Gow-
ernmentusedto appointthe Managemen€Committee.

KachraBhai wasa SafaiMazdoorandhadto carry headload=f dirt and
garbagefor disposal. Therewere 150 suchworkers. More than half were
womenwho weremadeto carrythe mostdirty loadsandgot onerupeemore
thantheir male counterpartsiks 14 while KachraBhai andothersgot Rs 13.
Therewasno De”*nessllowance or otherbenefits.

It wasatthis time thatoneof thetallesttradeunionleaderof Surat,Com
radeNanubhabDesai,got releasedrom Nasikjail andorganisedhesework-
ersto agitatefor theirdemandslit was 1942 andonly a yearlater. Municipal
KamgarUnion wasformedandall permanentworkersbecamdats members.

In 1945, an agitationwaslaunchedor variousrights, pensionand many
otherdemandsThe strike was completeandthe entire town turnedinto a
foul smellinggarbagedump. The daministratiorhadto yield andafterfour
daysnegotiationsstarted.KachraBhai andthe uniongot the demandor D
acceptedat the fixed rate of Rs 4 underthe leadershipof Nanubhai.

However,the British managemendid not sparethe leadersof the strike.
Nanubhaiwas sent“Tari Par, to Billimora, away from the boundariesof
districtadministrationit wasin the GaekwadiestateandNanubhaigot him-
selfbusyin organisingtradeunionsthere.

On ?iugustl5, 1947, whenthe countrywas declaredree, all the workers

celebratedhe day and did not attendto their duties. The managemente-
fusedto grantthemleave. The wagesfor the day remainspendingevento-



ay.
In 1956, the union got formally registere thoughthe strugglewas initi-
ate in 1943itself.

Kam ar Uniongotsplitan anewunionwasforme calle Su hrai Maz oor
Unionun er thelea ershipof KachraBhaian Nam eo ShenmareTheKam ar
unionwasle by BhikhubhaiKali as Bhagatan YashwantRao Chouhan
wasgeneralsecretaryBoth the unionswerele bythecommunistonly an
after two years, ifferenceswere sorte out an Kam ar union merge in
Su hrai Maz oor Union thatis still functional.

KachraBhai, who is the presi ent of the union organise safaiworkers
who live at subsistencéevel. Theselea ers use to visit the shacksof the
workersan sharetheir problems.The first vistory thatthe unionha won
was the emptyingof hea loa only oncea ay instea of twice aswas the
practice.

KachraBhai always remaine very closeto the massesTo clloect the
workersfor meetings,they a opte a tribal practice, rumming the plates.
KachraBhai an his comra esuse to work the whole night as the shifts
varie. They use to have meetingevenat 4 am in the morningan the
womenworkersalsouse to atten them.Theywerealsoactiveparticipants
of the movement.ln 1981, whenthe strike was announce in a meetingat
ten e by alargegatheringan a resse by variouslea ers, police came
with arrestwarrantsfor twenty two of them. The womenworkers fought
againstthe police an i not allow themto take awaytheir lea ers. The
police wentbackan cameonly whenthe meetingwasover.

Un er thelea ership of KachraBhai, the safaimaz oors of the corpora
tion foughtnot only for their own interestsut alsojoine han s with other
workerswhenevetheylaunche astruggle.ln 1974,the safaimaz oorsjoine
therailway strike an helpe therailwaymento continuetheir struggle.

Un er thelea ershipof Kachrabhaijn 1994whenthe plagueattacke the
resi ents of Surat,the safaimaz oors offere their servicesin keepingthe
city cleanan look aftertheliving an payservicedothe ea. Theirroleis
still remembere by the peopleaslegen ary.

At the age of eighty, KachraBhai is still un aunte , movesaroun an
organiseghe workerstirelessly.
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