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Pragynesh
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tHe GRAFFItI on the walls
were the first to go.onsunday
afternoon, workers from the
NewDelhiMunicipal Council
(NDMC)appliedacoatofwhite
paint over the red andbluepo-
lice booths at JantarMantar. A
spray-painted‘Yedeshhamara
hai; (the country is ours) van-
ished. A cockroach holding a
pen, sketched hastily on
anotherbooth,alsodisappeared
underthefreshcoatofpaint.

A little further down, along
the red boundarywall leading
towards Kerala House,mess-
ages left behind by supporters
metthesamefate.onethatread
‘thanksfortheprotestthing,do
it again’was swallowedbyun-
evensplotchesofwhite.

theclean-uphasbegun.
Road dividers, damaged

under theweight of thousands
whoclimbedover themduring
the past week, were being re-
paired. traffic signboards
streakedwithblackspraypaint
were scrubbed clean, while
water tankerswashedawaythe
dustandfootprints.

trucks from theNewDelhi
Municipal Council (NDMC)
were loadedwith posters, left-
overfoodandotherbelongings.
Near thebarricades,municipal
workers gathered the last rem-
nants into piles—shawls, thin
mattresses stitched together
fromoldclothes,steeltumblers,
broken chairs, and the blue-
and-yellowtarpaulinsheetsthat
sheltered protesters from the
sunandrainforoveramonth.

Just hours earlier, these
streets looked very different.
thousands danced to Bolly-
wood numberChakDe India,
hugged one another and cel-
ebrated as the 36-day-long agi-
tation led by the Cockroach
JantaParty(CJP)achievedawin
witheducationMinisterDhar-
mendraPradhan’sresignation.

on sunday, even as the
crowdswere gone, the security
apparatus remained. Body
scanners stoodat theentrance.
Police barricades remained at

both ends of the protest site—
the entrance fromParliament
streetandtheexit fromtolstoy
Road. three policemen sat be-
side them, eyeing every pas-
serby as though expecting
anotherprotesttobegin.“Abhi

kisi koaanenahi denahai (no
one is allowed inside right
now),”oneofthemremarked.

From a distance, came a
faint sound of slogans. A
smaller protestwas underway.
About50-60peoplesatonared

carpet along the footpath,
raisingslogans fora ‘freeGork-
haland’. Hanging from the
boundary wall was a banner
reading‘GorkhalandRashtriya
Manch’— the very spotwhere
theCJPhadpastedits firstpos-
ter the day founder Abhijeet
DipkearrivedfromBoston.

But unlike the CJP, whose
protest grew into a national
movement, these protesters
harbour few expectations of
reachingthatpoint.theydonot
expect a stage to be erected or
believe the government will
concedetotheirdemands.

“Weareheretoraiseanissue
which became dead long ago.
It’sdifferenttoaddfueltoanal-
readyburningfire.Buttogetthe
momentumtostartafireisalot
moredifficult,”saystlsrestha,
52, one of the protesters, refer-
ringtotheCJPwave.

Acrosstheroad,teasellerDi-
nesh sharmawatched theCJP
site beingdismantled from the
woodenstallwithastove,where
he has spent the last two dec-
ades selling tea.Hehas seen it
all,hesaid,alltheagitationsand
protests. But the CJP onewas
different,headded.

“they (youngsters)were so
aggressive.theywouldnotsitin
oneplace. they kept jumping,
hooting,”hesaid.“Ihadsoldtea
during the Anna (Hazare)
movement.Butthiswasadiffer-
entenergy. Ihaveneverseenso
manyphonesout,andsomany
videos being made simulta-
neously,” added sharma, his
customers now having
dwindled to a fewparamilitary
personnelguardingthearea.

oneoftheofficerssaidthey
haven’treceivedorderstoleave
thesite.“Wehavetobehereto-
night aswell, till everything is
cleared.”

By sunday afternoon, al-
most every trace of the protest
was gone. Yet thememory of
what unfolded here over 36
dayswillbehardertoerase.Ina
governmentwhere, asRajnath
singh once remarked, ‘isteefe
nahi hote’, Gen Z, armedwith
phones and numerous reels,
movedthepoliticalneedle.

NDMCworkerswhitewashgraffiti inNewDelhi,Sunday. PrAveenKhAnnA

60 tonnesofwaste cleared,more
than 100ndMCstaffers at site
MishalMussaddique
NewDelhi,July26

HouRsAFteR theCockroach
JanataParty (CJP) calledoff its
month-longprotestonsaturday
night, followingtheresignation
of education Minister Dhar-
mendraPradhan,theNewDelhi
Municipal Council (NDMC)
launchedanextensiveclean-up
drive,workingthroughthenight
torestoretheprotestsite.

DrAnkitaRai,ChiefMedical
officer(CMo)attheNDMC,said
70 sanitationworkerswerede-
ployedfrom10pmonsaturday
to5amonsunday,and35more
workersweredeployedlater.

“Around40 tonnesofwaste
was cleared last night and 20
tonnes thismorning. Atmid-
night, we deployed an earth-
mover to remove the residual
waste near the stage area and
nearKeralaHouse,whichwas
not accessible to uswhen the
protestsweregoingon.Wewet-

cleaned thearea throughout to
removethesmellwhichusually
ariseswhentheareaisenclosed
forsolong,”saidRai.

Apart fromtheearthmover,
the operationwas carried out
with eight auto-tippers, two
heavy trucks, and three high-
pressure jettingmachines, ac-
cordingtoNDMCofficials.

NDMC vice-chairperson
KuljeetsinghChahalwasat the
site through the night, per-
sonally supervising the cleanli-
ness,waste removal, repairand
restorationworks.

“theoperationwas carried
outjointlybytheHealth&sani-
tation, Civil engineering and
Horticulture departments.
Fromlastnightuntiltoday,more
than500officersandemployees
participatedinthedrive,under-
takingcleaning,washing,repair
and restoration of roads, foot-
paths, central verges, green
belts, walls and other public
spaces,”hesaid.

Drishti Jain&
DevanshMittal
NewDelhi, July26

Closetomidnight on satur-
day,sixmenbegandismantling
themakeshiftironstageatJan-
tar Mantar. the celebrations
thateruptedhoursearlierafter
educationMinisterDharmen-
dra Pradhan announced his
resignation had subsided, and
the long queues at the Kerala
House and tolstoy Marg en-
tranceshadthinned.

Yet, several supporters lin-
gered.someclimbedpolicebar-
ricades, fanning thosewhohad
stayedback.otherssatingroups
sharing food,while a few took
photographsbeside candles lit
inmemoryofstudentswhodied
by suicide after the alleged
Neetpaper leak.Manysimply
stoodlookingatthenow-empty
stage that, for 36 days, had
united themunder the Cock-
roachJantaPartybanner.

VivekKumar,akaViruBhai,
turned 20 on saturday.When
The Indian Express last met
him in early July, he had quit
hisjobataGurgaonmall,joking
that hewas pursuing a course
in “politics” at the protest site.
Afterspendingoveramonthat
JantarMantar, he found it dif-
ficulttoleave.thisyear’sbirth-
day, he said, had brought him
nearly15timesasmanywishes
aslastyear’s.“Andarseronaaa
rahahai, ekconnection sa feel
ho gaya tha yahan (I feel like
crying. I’d started to feel a real
connectionhere),”hesaid.“No-
bodycamewithegoorattitude,
theywere real andmemorable
people,”Vivekadded.

He glanced towards the
stage, where he had spent
weeks volunteering, and said
hefeelsproudtohavebeenpart
of the movement. “In 10-15
years, I’ll tellmychildren their
father helped bring about the
educationminister’s resigna-

tiononhisbirthdayandthey’d
betterstudy,”hesaid,laughing.

Vivek,whodreamsof start-
inghisownpoliticalpartyinhis
hometown Hajipur in Bihar,
was set to board a train home
on sunday. “I’m still learning,
I’ll go back and join a party
campaign inBihar... Inaweek,
I’llgotoManipur... Imetasup-
porter here who askedme to
comeandhelpthemraisetheir
voice,”hesaid.

Just then, two people
passed by carrying a stack of
laddoos.

Acrossthesite,manysaton
the ground reflecting on the
past fewweeks.

“All my friends are jealous
that wewere herewhen Prad-
han resigned. they said: ‘You
should have called us, we
would have also come’,” said a
bare-chested21-year-oldImtiaz
Ali,ashecheckedouttheviews
onhis Instagramstories.

Afteradayofdancing,sloga-
neering and cake-cutting, Ali
andhisthreefriendssettledonto
thetolstoyRoadfootpathforthe
night, debating which song
wouldbestfit thereelstheyhad
shot.“onthursdayevening,we
werejusthavingteawhenwede-
cided enoughwas enough.We
had to come toDelhi, even if it

meantgettingbeatenbylathis,”
saidAli,whotravellednearly24
hours from Murshidabad in
WestBengalwithhisfriends.

theywereamongarounda
hundred sleepingon thepave-
mentsoutsideJantarMantar.

Along the Kerala House
stretch, supporters unfolded
mosquito nets while checking
train schedules. others still
milled around the protest site
for one last look at the camp
that had become the heart of
themovement.

For santosh Nirala, a 42-
year-old mason from saran-
garh inChhattisgarh, the jour-
ney ended in a twinge of
disappointment. He and a
friend were attending a wed-
ding and boarded a train to
Delhi 15minutes after the cer-
emonyendedonsaturday.

WhilepassingthroughAgra
Junction,theyreadthenews.“A
passenger toldmetheminister
had resigned ... I couldn’t be-
lieveit.thefirstpersonIvideo-
calledwasmy daughter,” said
santosh, adding that she took
theNeet exam this year. “I’m
not a student, butmy children
are.therearemanythingsthat
needtobecorrected.”

A few hours later, police
teams reached the site and re-
questedthesupporterstoleave
asthegarbagethathadpiledup
for over a month had to be
cleared. soon, garbage trucks
rolled in. By around 1 am, the
protest site, where a two-
month-oldonlinesatiricalplat-
formhadgrownintooneofthe
country’s first large-scale Gen
Z-led protestmovements, wit-
nessing fiery speeches, songs
andslogans,hadfallensilent.

Vivek remained standing,
leaning against a stone pillar,
his eyes fixed on the empty
space where the stage
had stood. “I’ll come back to
meetmy fellow cockroaches,”
headded.

‘Will comeback tomeet fellow
cockroaches’: Tears, laddoos,
reelsmarkendofGen-Z stir

JantarMantarscrubbed,
echoesof triumphlinger
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Protesters at the siteon
Saturdaynight. AbhinAvSAhA
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