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FOREWORD 

 
 
The following is a transcript of an oral interview conducted by the authors of the 
World Bank’s fiftieth anniversary history:  John P. Lewis, Richard Webb and Devesh 
Kapur, The World Bank:  Its First Half Century, Washington, DC:  Brookings 
Institution Press, 1997.  It is not a formal oral history, and it is not a systematic 
overview of the work of the person interviewed.  At times the authors discussed the 
planned publication itself and the sources that should be consulted; at other times they 
talked about persons and publications extraneous to the Bank.  Some interview tapes 
and transcripts begin and end abruptly.  Nevertheless, the World Bank Group 
Archives believes that this transcript may be of interest to researchers and makes it 
available for public use. 
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[Begin Tape 1, Side A]1 
 
DAMRY:  . . was so great it made me feel that that part, as one of those prejudices 
against management, as a man the [Executive] Directors would come to like him.  
Now, this was very gratifying, because his image had been a little different, you 
know. I think that they tended to be less suspicious of what they thought was 
adventurism at first. So this system of trying to get the Directors to understand the 
management much better--though some Directors thought I was probing and trying to 
find out what they were going to say, but that wasn't the purpose. The real purpose 
was to see whether their criticism was based on misunderstanding. And, as I say, he 
was always very ready to appreciate that he could have been wrong in the sense of 
putting it differently to what he had intended to say, and he was always very ready to 
correct a wrong impression.  
 
Another a very useful method which [Robert S.] McNamara took to very readily:  
when things were on the record, Directors were always a little afraid of what the home 
government was going to say when they get the copy of summaries or the minutes.  
And so I devised a method by which we met in his little President's Council room, 
you know that little room that now Mr. [Barber B.] Conable sits in.    
 
WEBB:  Oh, yes.  
 
DAMRY:  That used to be McNamara's President's Council room. So it’s just large 
enough for the Board [of Executive Directors] with no assistants, no reporters, no 
notebooks, no nothing. And there you could have a much more frank talk. And the 
fact that they were not going to have to report home about it seemed to make a lot of 
difference to what the Directors said. What they say for domestic consumption is 
sometimes quite different.  
  
KAPUR:  But how would that matter, because these summaries don't identify the ED 
[Executive Director]?  They just say, “One director expressed a concern.”   
 
DAMRY:  No, no, most directors get back to their countries on the telex, saying, “I 
said this, and he said that about that.”     
 
KAPUR:  I see.  
 
DAMRY:  The Japanese have the Japanese system of communication we had to 
install especially for them. They were very quick back with their reports. In fact, on 
these private meetings I was at a great pains to see that some of them didn't report 
back because that would have spoiled the sense of the whole thing. Well, in the end 
that helped to resolve a lot of misunderstandings. 
 

                                                 

1 Original transcript by Brookings Institution World Bank history project; original 
insertions are in [ ].  Insertions added by World Bank Group Archives are in italics in 
[ ]. 
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And I think that if the resident Board and the President are going to get on, they must 
understand each other. The Board gave me the impression in my first six months that 
they thought that they weren't considered as having a share in running the Bank, and 
there was always the snide reference to how the IMF [International Monetary Fund] 
ran their institution. And McNamara was very quick to realize that they wanted--the 
sense of participation was what they wanted, very quick to let them feel that they were 
in the picture. Hence he took very readily to the system of explaining his point of 
view completely off the record so that people could ask him questions about it and 
even perhaps express agreement without having to worry about who was looking over 
their shoulder.  
 
WEBB:  He took right away to your proposal for these meetings? These--this was 
your suggestion, you said, and he took to it right away, did he?   
 
DAMRY:  I would said yes. It was always ad hoc; it was never a regular session like 
the Board meetings every Tuesday and Thursday. When there was a problem or when 
I thought that too many Directors had either misunderstood him, felt they had a 
grievance, it was much better that they got together privately. And he took to it very 
readily because, as I say, it was always ad hoc and it was always a matter of urgency. 
I think it worked very well, mainly because they didn't have to report back to 
government. I just mention these things to indicate how easy it was to be the Secretary 
at that time.   
 
And of course when I was officially elevated to Vice President and Secretary that was 
an innovation. When he asked me to come, because I was Deputy Governor of the 
Reserve Bank of India, he said, “I'll treat it as a vice presidential post, but there's no 
slot, so you'll have to be Board Secretary ‘til we can see what we can do, but I'll put 
you on the President's Council for the first time.” It was an innovation, but it made . . . 
 
You know, when I came I felt reservations as to what sort of man I was dealing with.  
Would he be the intractable McNamara of reputation? Quite the reverse.  Quite the 
reverse. Very ready to listen. He was no pushover. I mean, you couldn’t--you had to 
have sound arguments, and sometimes you would be surprised that he could have 
been misunderstood or his intentions could have been mistrusted.   
 
And then sometimes they struck me as being rather silly, the objections. When he 
went on to nutrition programs, a very prominent country Director said, “This is soup 
kitchens.”   
 
And I said, “No, it isn't. It's production of more food in your country so that you are 
much more self-sufficient.”   
 
Well, that sort of hasty thinking, of their feeling that, well, “McNamara was off on a 
new adventure,” and it was necessary to get them to understand that there, it was a 
very deep laid policy, based on an appreciation that trickle-down didn't always work 
and it was better to go straight to the poverty recipients.   
 
The poverty programs that he started did ensure that money went much more directly 
to the farmer instead of possibly going to the general budget and being siphoned off 
into other works. But it took some time to get people to understand what all this 
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meant. You had been financing infrastructure and readily identifiable developments.  
To go off into small farmer financing and that type of thing struck some people who 
had no knowledge of the development needs of a country that this was throwing good 
money after bad, and therefore it was all the more necessary to persuade them as to 
what the real content of the program was.   
 
KAPUR:  I noticed that you were personally involved in one of such projects, the 
[inaudible] employment guaranty scheme, or at least--not personally involved but I 
saw that you were . .    
 
DAMRY:  Yes. I tried. You know, I thought that the countries in Africa where the 
opportunity to earn--it’s all right to provide a fair price shop with grain, who don't 
have the money to buy or to do [inaudible] so what we have done in India, or in my 
state particularly, was to create avenues for employment, preferably tied up to the 
plan of development. I got this--if you don't mind my being a bit discursive . . .  
 
WEBB:  No, please, go right ahead. It’s fascinating. 
 
DAMRY:  Years ago when I was collector of Ahmadabad--do you know India well?  
 
WEBB:  No, I don’t know.   
 
DAMRY:  Well, Ahmadabad is a big industrial city but its hinterland, that consisted 
of some very poor areas, very poor soil and drought problems. The old British famine 
code or drought code said if you have a drought or a famine you start local works. 
And those local works used to consist of digging little holes in the ground and 
pumping the hole and part of it well, digging little holes in the ground, breaking metal 
for the roads, that sort of thing. Hard work and minimum earnings and no reference to 
any future use of this sort of development. You might have piles of metal lying by the 
side of the road, and the holes would fill up again at the first monsoon.   
 
So I had by that time just started postwar reconstruction planning in Ahmadabad, and 
we had roads laid out for the plan. But when we had a famine, a big famine, in ’48--
which we didn't advertise in those days; we weren't all that publicity-conscious--I 
used to transport labor from the famine-stricken areas to the area’s roads . .  
 
[Interruption]  
 
DAMRY:  . . to live in, little cinemas, dispensaries, schools.   
 
So when about eight or ten years later I was finance secretary, one of the important 
politicians--he was the president of the council, chairman of the legislative council--
he started in his own constituency a scheme by which you provided cattle, milch 
cattle, poultry, and plenty of planned works on which you could give single seasonal 
monocrop farmers an opportunity to work for the rest of the year and improve their 
earning capacity greatly so that they could actually afford to buy the food which was 
in the ration shops.   
 
So I thought this was an ideal situation, an ideal scheme, for the African situation, and 
I tried to get them interested in that. But I think perhaps what—why it didn't take off--
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was that the tendency was to be a little unplanned with--and you can't really plan. You 
don't know how many people are going to be without an earning capacity. Suddenly it 
may be that the whole area has been destroyed, the whole area meaning a local area, 
and in the whole district there was considerable prosperity when the grain crop is 
good. Well, you suddenly have to plan to find work for the people of that small area.  
And by and large it has to be unplanned because that sort of thing needs ad hoc action.   
 
I think perhaps the people who went to look at it from the Bank didn't like to see it 
that way. They felt that it should have been able to provide a sort of regular sequence 
of work from here to there, but then if you had done that you might not have had 
people coming to the works because they didn't need that extra earning capacity. But I 
think it has the seeds of an important program, this sort of creating avenues for 
employment, particularly in India where, as you know, farm laborers very often have 
to be content with what they get in the monocrop area, and then they have to go to 
another district or another state. The Andhra laborers used to come to Bombay to do 
road works, for example, or building construction.   
 
So I think that that type of thing is a very useful scheme, but I only just put up my 
note on that from my personal experience. I had warned them that politics could come 
into it. It was just to satisfy local demands that they’ve got to work in the area. The 
collector would be under pressure to start or collect debt in district in India, deputy 
commissioner or collector, pressure brought by politicians, start work but not 
necessarily--you could have false master rolls and someone pinched the money that 
the farmer was supposed to earn.   
 
All this calls for great supervision. Poverty programs generally do, and in poor 
countries I think supervision is the essence of administration, mobility is the essence 
of administration.  
 
So he was interested, and this gave me the feeling that here was a very receptive man 
to—and genuinely pained at the poverty in the world, very emotional about it. As I 
say, it made my work very easy.    
  
WEBB:  Would you say he was at pains to get people to agree with him?    
 
DAMRY:  I think he liked a consensus. He--I don't think he was a man to ride 
roughshod over the Board.  
 
WEBB:  I meant to sincerely agree with him rather than just to vote with him.  
 
DAMRY:  No, I think that he would like the other man, staff particularly, to see why 
he preferred a different solution. And I don't think--of course, there are always people 
who, if they are overruled, say that it was unfair and that sort of thing. I think he 
would like to take people with him. He was not a self-willed, steam-roller, just riding 
roughshod over people (sorry to mix some of these metaphors). And people have a 
very bad habit in an institution like this of saying, “The man at the top wants it.” I'm 
telling you this frankly. I absolutely will want to tone it down.   
 
I have—you know, the division chief wants the loan officer to write a report in the 
way the vice president possibly wants it, so they will say the president wants it. I had 



 

Purviz Damry 
June 27, 1991 - Verbatim 

6

 

a difficult case like that. I went to him and said, “Look, have you ever heard of project 
of such and such within your town or district?”  
 
And he said, “I've never heard of it.”   
 
So I said, “You know, you're being quoted as wanting this being done in a certain 
way.”  
 
And he just shrugged and said, “Well, what . . .”   
 
Now, he himself would be hurt that that—that his name would be used in order to get 
things done in accordance with some other people's wishes. I wouldn't say that he 
forced things down the throats of staff, but he was a man who made up his mind 
quickly and perhaps his staff was slower. And he was convinced that--and other 
people agreed with him and then forced his selection. He might give the impression 
that a staff member was being pushed over, his opinion superseded just because he 
wanted it differently, but that was not, I think, the intention. I think he would have 
heard a consensus in the President's Council, consensus in the loan conference that 
they had at their meetings, and of course in the Board.   
 
WEBB:  Was he able to change his mind?  
 
DAMRY:  Yes, I think, as I say, given that the two things, that if his thought was 
correct but he had put it over badly or presented it in a form which it couldn't--
correctly but not too comprehensible, I think he would very readily put it a different 
way, and so he would change his mind as to his presentation. And I have known him 
to say, well--and this is very private--in a small meeting where there were five of us 
with him, and he would say, “Well, you fellows overruled me, so that's that. I accept.”  
 
WEBB:  Was there any one issue that you remember in which he changed his mind 
on something that mattered?    
 
DAMRY:  Well, there was a very ticklish issue on Vietnam, and I am a little worried 
about mentioning it because it was in executive session. I don't know if . . . 
 
KAPUR:  We have access to it.    
 
DAMRY:  You have access to it.   
 
I think Congress wanted an assurance that we weren't financing Vietnam, and he may 
have given the impression that we were not, wrongly, because as it happens--it just 
happened that there was no Vietnam project in the pipeline. And immediately there 
was an uproar in the Board that you have condemned this country not to receive 
World Bank assistance. And he had one of these private—as soon as I saw that this 
was causing great dismay, we had one of these private meetings. And he explained 
that, “What I meant was that we are not intending immediately to finance Vietnam 
because we have nothing in the pipeline.” So you could say that that was a very 
important--not a reversal, but clarification which looked like a reversal because they 
took it that he’d said, “No, nothing more for Vietnam,” and what he said was, 
“They’re not ready to take it.”   
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Yes, I'm sorry. My memory is getting weak over these individual incidents, but I think 
you will find that he has allowed himself to be persuaded to take a different point of 
view. He was never so rigid in his rules. I mean, a brilliant man, he naturally realized 
that he’d come to a conclusion and that probably that was the correct one and might 
have been impatient with people who didn't see it that way, but once he was 
convinced that he had not seen it, seen the picture fully, he was quite ready to change. 
Come to think just now, except for this one incident--which was a very sensitive one 
because Congress on one side may have believed one thing, the Board on the other 
side may have believed something quite different.  
 
No, I mean, I'm sort of going into reverse gear. Offhand I can't think of anything. But 
the willingness was there. The openness was there. And this was what took me by 
surprise when I first met him, that he said, “Of course, if I've done something wrong 
I'll go back on it,” which was not, as I say, the McNamara I expected.    
 
KAPUR:  You were there ‘til the Belgrade annual meetings?  
 
DAMRY:  Yes.  
 
KAPUR:  Which is where he sort of laid the sort of groundwork for . . 
 
DAMRY:  Structural adjustment. 
 
KAPUR:  Right. Did you sort of see a progression in his views which called—I 
mean, how did that shift in the Bank’s sort of policies?  
 
DAMRY:  I think that from time to time—you know, policy is always under constant 
review and it must have--this is really something that Ernie [Ernest] Stern would be 
able to describe (he was much closer) or Burke Knapp. I think that it was an 
appreciation of the fact that unless you got the country to change its methods of 
economic management, perhaps the money wouldn't be used as swiftly as--also, this 
is a good opportunity to help a country reform its economic administration. And from 
that I suppose when indebtedness became a really big issue and countries began to 
talk about defaulting, they realized that some form of structural adjustment which 
changed the economic structure but did give money to the countries in anticipation of 
their taking these measures was necessary.   
 
Now, this came about just as I left, so I'm not terribly sure of my ground, and I was 
not in on the last discussions about structural adjustment. On program lending, yes, it 
was very clear that the opportunity was being taken to see that the basic structure was 
improved. It may be the running a particular railway, locomotive manufacturing or--
there was a big program for that sort of thing--and that was a general revision of the 
program manufacture, economic management, financial management. So it was a 
progression to structural lending, structural adjustment lending.  I think [Moeen] 
Qureshi and Stern would be the best people to tell you how that progressed.   
 
But Belgrade, certainly, laid the foundations. The first time I think I heard of 
structural adjustment . .    
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[Interruption] 
 
WEBB:  People who have not worked with him, as you were suggesting before, have 
quite a different sense of the person.  
 
DAMRY:  Yes, very different.   
 
WEBB:  Very different. Yeah. 
 
DAMRY:  He was a shy man, not an extrovert, not too ready to make “hail-fellow-
well-met” speeches.  
 
And I had suggested to him that--well, it's a problem I have faced in my own--I must 
have been the most unpopular Deputy Governor of the Reserve Bank of India because 
I believed the staff--I mean, you didn't treat them arrogantly, but I couldn't quite, you 
know—and the rapport wasn’t as it should be by, according to present-day 
management theory. I belong to a very old generation of civil servants.   
 
He was not able to project that open-mindedness that he possessed. Staff came 
prejudiced, and the country was prejudiced. You know that he did have the reputation 
of being a very opinionated person, but it was a very false opinion. I think it was 
because he met relatively few of his officers except at meetings. He did have this 
habit of putting down just half an hour for a meeting where perhaps people would 
have preferred to have--that is, slower-minded people--would prefer to have an hour 
to put their point of view across and the feeling that, “Well, he's made up his mind.  
Why argue?” That was a great pity because I think he was very ready to listen to 
argument if cogently put, and I think the staff definitely did not know their president 
as they should have.   
 
He was shy. He didn't come out too well at these regional meetings. Sometimes they 
went very well. Sometimes a single heckler could spoil the atmosphere. And so I 
think on the whole he tended not to come out too openly, but, you know, in social 
gatherings and things like that, the Christmas party and that type of thing. He wasn't 
the “hail-fellow-well-met” type of person--genial, but reserved in many respects. So 
people tended to come to the Bank with the wrong impression of him, and they had no 
real opportunity of finding out differently because then--I have to be very, I have to 
request that you edit out here anything that will hurt feelings.   
 
In the Bank the tendency was a little hierarchical. And at one time the secretaries 
complained that the loan officer comes back from a mission, he has to type and type 
and keep revising merely because he's told that this is how the division chief wants it, 
the vice president, the director wants it, and so the whole thing had to be edited over 
and over again. So perhaps people did feel that their opinions were not allowed to be 
expressed. And if, as I say, they always quoted McNamara as wanting something a 
certain way, it was only natural that staff would believe that he really was dictating 
the whole outcome, which was not at all true. He was very ready to see the other 
man's point of view if properly put.  
 
WEBB:  I was in the Bank for five years, from 1975 to 1980. I was in the 
development economics department as an economist, and I had some friends in 
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operations--not many--but in general I was coming from outside. I was—I had had no 
previous contact with McNamara, so to me it was a discovery. And I must say I was 
surprised by the strength of feeling, much of it very negative toward . .  
 
[End Tape 1, Side A] 
[Begin Tape 1, Side B]  
 
WEBB:  . . some of them almost literally saw him as the devil. They were--I don't 
think it was a matter of personal careers. They were--I'm talking about people who 
were quite principled and motivated, but they just thought it was wrong. It was a 
whole, a whole—that McNamara had changed, destroyed the Bank.  
 
When we go around and talk to people now, we have a much greater cross-section of 
views and a lot of--particularly more senior people that I didn't meet at that time--but 
we talk to more senior people now who have very strong positive views of 
McNamara. My question is: was he at all aware, did he mind, did this bother him?  
Did he sense, did he have any sense of failure from that point of view in 
communicating and convincing people as to his style of management, objectives?   
 
DAMRY:  I expect that he could see that he had had to decide and probably overrule 
opinion, maybe of very senior people. And I'm sure, knowing that he was a consensus 
man, it must have caused him some regret that he couldn't carry everyone with him.  
He was definitely a man who knew what he wanted, but then that was what was good 
for the people or good for the poor or for a project. I suppose that he felt sad that he 
couldn't take everyone with him, but it didn't affect his judgment. I mean, he didn’t try 
to temper the wind; he was a strong man in that respect. I would say probably he 
would have always preferred a unanimous decision, and that was true of the Board 
also. There was always the odd Board member who might look dissatisfied with the 
reply written by the staff. You’ve probably been in the Board meetings where that 
happened.   
 
WEBB:  No, no, I have not.  
 
DAMRY:  No? Well, there was always someone who felt, on the point of economics 
even, pure economic theory--on which, as you know, there could be twenty opinions--
and he might remain discontented with the reply given, but as you never voted in the 
Board, you couldn't tell unless someone asked to be recorded as dissenting, which was 
very rare. I would say, knowing the man, he probably would regret not carrying 
everyone with him.  
 
KAPUR:  In the Board itself, what was the average length of stay of an ED in those 
days, and how did that affect . .   
 
DAMRY:  The nominated EDs tend to turn over quite--I mean in that time--two years 
or whatever it was. The elected EDs, some went up to seven years or so. In the case of 
a Belgian ED, I'm not sure that he isn’t still here.  
 
KAPUR:  [Jacques] De Groote?  
 
DAMRY:  De Groote, yeah.   
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KAPUR:  Right. He’s still there. 
 
DAMRY:  A very good man and very sound, very constructive and helpful. Always 
an asset to the Board to have an ED who has grown up with policy changes is a great 
help, because he knows exactly what the thinking was and why it was changed.  
 
And you probably know that we had policy papers, which again must look, disclose 
the way thinking was developing.  
 
Too, senior--sometimes elected EDs went back to their own countries--I don't 
remember--in two years, sometimes even shorter. My impression is that the Latins 
tended to turn over their, sort of in a two-year cycle. But some of the Eastern 
countries took seven years, six years, seven years. [Said] El Naggar for a very long 
time.  
 
KAPUR:  He was from Egypt.  
 
DAMRY:  Egypt, but he represented the whole Middle East . .  
 
KAPUR:  Right.  
 
DAMRY:  . . and Pakistan. And [Earl G.] Drake was here quite a long time from 
Canada.  
 
KAPUR:  Right.  
 
DAMRY:  The Scandinavians had a rotation system, I remember, that they gave 
everyone an even chance at two years.  
 
KAPUR:  Was there a sort of North-South divide ever in the Board?    
 
DAMRY:  Well, there were groups. The--what were they called? G-27?  
 
KAPUR:  24?  
 
DAMRY:  G-24, right. They met--I wouldn't say that it came out openly in the Board, 
but definitely if there was a feeling that things were not happening as fast as they 
should, the G-24 met in the Executive Director’s suite and usually had a very frank 
discussion to which no staff was admitted, as far as I know. And I think the G-7 
invariably met here before the finance ministers got together [inaudible] I would say 
that it was a very open, very . . .   
 
If you don't mind, I'll tell my private views on this. I think that it's a very good thing 
that it isn't “one man, one vote.” When the [Willy] Brandt Commission more or less 
suggested “one man,” didn’t they, “one man, one vote,” I thought that was a great pity 
because when you're a big shareholder, you feel like making a big contribution to 
IDA, because you feel that as a big shareholder, say the Scandinavians, Canadians, 
typically, I suppose, felt that, well, “As a big shareholder I have some influence. If the 
management goes overboard, I will be able to get together enough voting power to 
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moderate these policies.” If you had just “one man, one vote,” you’d have had, I 
think, very much more unsound decisions because--and probably the bigger countries 
would not have felt like contributing so much because they were going to have less 
capacity to control the way things went--not that they had the control, either. I don't 
think that they ever tried to influence a decision simply because of their political 
view—I mean, there were exceptions always, but--political views.   
 
I think therefore that in the Board as it worked in my first five or six years I didn't feel 
that there was any lack of common understanding of the problems. They knew that 
this was a good project, very objectively viewed, and therefore they voted for it or 
they agreed to it going through. If they asked questions, they were practical questions 
as to how the project worked or wasn’t there something missing, some element of 
credit or something like that. 
 
I think I did notice, towards the end, when the question of larger voice for the 
developing countries was ventilated, that the bigger countries did feel, “Well, if I'm 
going to have to surrender to a sort of ‘one member, one vote’ situation, we might pull 
our horns in a little more.” But that is my impression. I don't know. I never discussed 
this (for obvious reasons) too deeply.   
 
I think I preferred it the other way. I mean, my earlier five years where you got a very 
objective view of the project and mainly because they knew that, well, they could 
always bring the management around to a more [inaudible] point of view, if there was 
a need. As I say, they never altered a project in the course of Board discussion.  
 
KAPUR:  But I was wondering: there were around specific or individual projects, I 
guess perhaps Mr. McNamara was still—yeah, he was around when the whole PLO's 
[Palestine Liberation Organization] participation in the Annual Meetings as observer 
status.   
 
DAMRY:  Participation in?  
 
KAPUR:  In the Annual Meetings to accord them observer status . . .  
 
DAMRY:  No. I'll tell you frankly about my opposition. We don't have very fixed 
rules in the sense that it’s been incorporated in the Articles or anything like that. All 
the more reason to establish very strong traditions as to whom you will invite as 
special guests and whom you will invite as observers. Observers obviously are higher 
status, and now I invented a third category of visitors, who don't come to the 
inaugural meeting; that's always overcrowded. And I felt, and it's long been a 
tradition, that you invite as observers countries that are waiting to become members, 
have made their applications, they have not be processed fully. They ought to be 
members of the Fund first and then the Bank. And usually it was a sort of country 
representation amongst the observers. You had to have a country and a government, 
an economy.  
 
And in the case of the PLO I felt that there was--it was not really a country such that 
there was no economy to discuss. And since our Articles require us to take decisions 
on financial and economic grounds only and not political sympathies, I didn't see 
much point in admitting to a purely development finance conference a country which 
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didn't have a development finance program at all. Now, they had very small amounts 
for education and for refugee camps and that type of thing.   
 
El Naggar naturally was asked to represent the other point of view. I don't know that it 
has come out differently. I think that what I had wanted originally is still the situation, 
but I think there you have to blame me for any injustice. I don't think there was 
injustice. I think it was quite right that you don't show your sympathies on the 
political front by admitting them as observers to a meeting. And that's not real 
participation. Observers observe; they don't make speeches. And you observe from 
the point of view of economic development—PLO just didn't have plans for economic 
development at that stage.  
 
But El Naggar was a very studious, learned man who it was always a pleasure to talk 
to and discuss things with. I don't know that he threw a spanner in the works just for 
the fun of it.    
 
WEBB:  You must have had some dealings, contacts with the World Bank when you 
were in the Bank of India.    
 
DAMRY:  In the Reserve Bank? 
 
WEBB:  Yeah. 
 
DAMRY:  Yes, I was chairman of the Agricultural Refinance Corporation, side by 
side with the deputy governorship. My deputy governorship was primarily concerned 
with agricultural, rural credit, so this fitted very nicely. It was a very good 
arrangement, because you have a regulative function as deputy governor over your 
lending agencies, and as chairman of the Refinance Corporation you could set the 
tone for method of assessment of project work and thus creditworthiness, methods of 
appraising the project, and generally supervision over the distribution of the loans. So 
these two functions went very well in one man wearing two caps.    
 
WEBB:  This was a rediscount facility?  
 
DAMRY:  Rediscount. Principally it started really as a way of helping refinancing the 
land development, land mortgage banks, which were primarily concerned with 
financing medium- and long-term land improvement projects, and when I became 
chairman of this I found that we were tending to lend only for the big contour 
development or contour funding, of bringing land under irrigation which was beyond 
the capacity of the cooperative land development banks to handle.   
 
Then I thought, “Why not go in for minor irrigation?” which is very much the 
business of the land development banks, because that way by refinancing them we 
could bring a huge area under small irrigation. You know, I would take a state like 
Maharashtra, I mean, you would be lucky to get four an a half acres under a well. In 
the UP [Uttar Pradesh] you just stick a bamboo pipe into the ground and at ten feet 
you strike water in the Ganges Valley. So in that respect we advanced very rapidly.  
And the World Bank—or IDA [International Development Association], rather--
thought this was a good way of helping progress. They refinanced us very 
considerably.   
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So I had a good deal to do with IDA, and to start with they were suspicions of our 
methods of appraisal. They didn't know that we had already made it a fine art, and 
ultimately I do think--I was told that, “Well, we like your model so much that we are 
going to try and recommend it to other countries.” So I had quite a lot to do with, but 
at the lower levels, the loan officer missions. One didn't get to know what the higher 
echelon were thinking.    
 
WEBB:  Was there a particular director for India or for agriculture loans that you 
dealt with at that time?  
 
DAMRY:  A director?  
 
WEBB:  Of the World Bank. I mean a department director.  
 
DAMRY:   There was a great turnover at that time. I don’t know whom we had. We 
dealt usually with the loan officers who led the missions, and when you came to 
negotiate, you negotiated with the same person. You met the director at lunch or 
something like that [inaudible] the mission. No, I can't think of anyone. No. Could 
you suggest some names?  
 
KAPUR:  [Bilsel] Alisbah, that might have been.  
 
DAMRY:  Alisbah was not a department director.    
 
KAPUR:  No, he was—but he may have been a loan officer at that time.  
 
DAMRY:  He was in Delhi, and I met Alisbah first when he visited us to look at the 
roads to see if we couldn't improve the Bombay-Poona road. [Robert] Picciotto was at 
Delhi, and he was quite a flier, wanting progress all the time, but we didn't deal with 
the Delhi resident officers as much as the visiting members.  
 
KAPUR:  Ben [Benjamin B.] King?  
 
DAMRY:  No, I didn't meet Ben King, except perhaps on one cotton project, and I 
don't think I was in that. I met him, but I don't think it was something that he financed. 
He then--no, and we were not concerned with education. We did only [inaudible] But 
they were not directors but loan officers. [Christopher H.] Walton was a man who 
came, [David M.] Thomas was a man who came often, and Gertz [phonetic], the 
German--I've forgotten his last name--he came on crop spraying and that type of 
project. I think he was in aviation [inaudible].    
 
WEBB:  Did the refinance, rediscount, was provided by the Reserve Bank?  
 
DAMRY:  We originally borrowed the money from the Government of India and 
used that. Then I started going into the open market and borrowing money for 
refinance. Then the World Bank, when IDA came into it, the foreign exchange 
element went into the Government of India's coffers, naturally, because most of our 
things except tractors were not really foreign exchange consuming, and on tractors I 
had a very strong feeling that we should not encourage tractorization unless it was an 



 

Purviz Damry 
June 27, 1991 - Verbatim 

14

 

operation which couldn't be done by bullocks. Now, there are some areas, as you 
know very well, ten days between Rugdi and Kuri, you couldn't turn around and plow 
the land quickly enough by bullocks: tractors are fine.  
 
But they tended to become a status symbol because rich people here--the elder brother 
would come out and earn a lot of money and would send his younger brother back in 
the Punjab or Haryana a tractor as a present. But it tended to become a status symbol 
and a burden to the man, a millstone around his neck sometimes, because he didn't--
his bullocks were quite adequate for the sort of ordinary operation. Where it was 
quick turnaround, three-cropping, two-cropping, then we encouraged tractors. So 
that's where foreign exchange was badly needed. [inaudible] India makes very good 
[inaudible] and others make very good [inaudible] 
 
Of course crop spraying, maybe there was some element of [inaudible] but by and 
large the beneficiary would naturally be the home government, and we would then get 
the rupee equivalent of the credit.  
 
KAPUR:  The fertilizer import loans were separate? They were not used for that?  
 
DAMRY:  We didn't because the Agricultural Refinance Corporation didn't do annual 
crop lending. That was left to the other side, my other cap, where we expanded credit 
operations through the Apex Cooperative Bank of the state which lent through the 
district central bank, which was at district level, to the primary village societies. And 
there we didn't handle the fertilizers. We saw to it that the suppliers were made to 
produce them at the right time.  
 
You know, when fertilizers first came to be distributed, timing was very often faulty. 
When they really needed them, credit would be available, fertilizer wouldn't. Or 
fertilizer would be stocked and credit operations hadn't started or something. So it was 
our job to try and get them to correlate. And I think that worked well, but that was on 
the short-term annual lending where the Reserve Bank again rediscounted the lending 
of the Apex Banks if they needed the money. And for this purpose, as Deputy 
Governor I would go round state by state before the agricultural season to help them 
fix their programs which we could then help the Apex Bank to finance. In a case like, 
oh, Bombay state, Maharashtra, the Apex Bank was rich enough to manage without 
our help. We would then concentrate on marketing finance. That was a very important 
thing, not just the production but the Indian farmer tends--I hope this is not all 
irrelevant . . . 
 
WEBB:  Not at all.  
 
DAMRY:  The Indian farmer tends to lose out both on the credit side and the 
marketing side. Institutional finance hasn't yet come up to the desired level because 
the moneylender is resident and, you know, social practices, they require so many 
thousand for a wedding and so many thousand for a funeral. Cooperative societies 
don't lend that sort of money, and so they would go, they would look on the 
moneylender as a sort of standby. And when it came to agricultural lending the 
moneylender would tend to say, “Here. Plenty of money. Take it.” But that meant that 
he had a lien on the crop straight away, and he would take it away at distress prices 
practically. So it was our endeavor to see that the state-fixed support prices were in 
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fact administered widely enough and were not just on paper. So that meant building 
up the marketing organizations, and they were mostly cooperative. So we financed 
them through, again, the Apex Society of the Apex Cooperative Bank of the state.   
 
WEBB:  Did the World Bank support that kind of credit?  
 
DAMRY:  It didn't arise in the case of World Bank/IDA credits so much because 
what they could support was storage. That is a long-term affair. But the Refinance 
Corporation didn't deal with the annual operation, but the Reserve Bank on the short-
term side, so in these credits there was not that sort of support.   
 
But, yes, the World Bank--one of my earliest projects was a marketing scheme in 
Bihar. World Bank supported that, and that was about as much as one could do with 
this [inaudible] the market.  The danger is, of course, that you don't have a regulated 
market, you have all sorts of irregular purchases outside the market, and these 
irregular purchasers would offer the facility of their bullock carts and the farmer didn't 
have to bring the thing to the market. It was taken away at his field and also at a 
distress price. So I think the World Bank would have been interested in silos--which 
was something I was working towards--because quite 20 percent is lost in pilferage, 
rats, insect infestation.    
 
KAPUR:  Was it your sense then that--this is, I guess, late ‘60s, early ‘70s--that the 
Bank's agricultural expertise was somewhat limited?    
 
DAMRY:  I wouldn't say that of all of them. It's certainly true that my first contacts 
with them were acrimonious.  
 
KAPUR:  Were acrimonious!  
 
DAMRY:  It was the feeling--the first mission leader who came to finance, 
advocated--I think in Gujarat or some state like that—tended to pooh-pooh our 
methods, saying, “You must do it this or that way.”  
 
And I confess I had to say, “We don't want your money.”  
 
Then in the end that very same gentleman came and said, “You know, we like your 
methods so much we are going to recommend them to other countries.”  
 
KAPUR:  This is about which year?  
 
DAMRY:  This must have been ‘69, yes.    
 
KAPUR:  ’69.  
 
DAMRY:  I think that was Gujarat credit. But on the whole I thought they gave credit 
where credit was due, and when they saw a well-organized system, they tended to go 
along with it. And very often I found my conditions were stiffer than the IDA mission 
liked, so they were only too pleased if I could ensure . . . 
 



 

Purviz Damry 
June 27, 1991 - Verbatim 

16

 

One of the big problems was the proximity of wells. We had earlier discovered that if 
you allowed well loans too freely, people would dig their wells close to each other 
and draw from the same aquifer and draw off the other man's supply, so that 
established cultivation would go down and new cultivation would come up at its part. 
The World Bank was very happy that we had already become aware of this type of 
limitation on well loans, and they always brought along consultants to help determine 
what this aquifer could stand. Some could stand at approximately a few hundred yards 
and some maybe a furlong or two. So these were part of loan conditions which then 
they wrote in. And I think quite a number of them were well acquainted with Indian 
conditions, but naturally the little wrinkles of lending which you get to know only by 
being in it at the field level, I had the advantage in that, because I had been the 
collector of four or five districts and so one knew what would work and what wouldn't 
work. I think that they profited from local experience and were glad to admit it. 
Naturally . .  
 
[End Tape 1, Side B] 
[Begin Tape 2, Side A]   
 
DAMRY:   . . and tried to convince everybody, whether outstanding or not. We have 
had unevenness: very senior people coming from some countries, relatively junior 
ones from others, but everyone had his say, everyone had the right to ask questions. 
And McNamara didn't just listen. He had a very good habit of analyzing the question 
and putting it to his staff straightaway at the Board table: “Mr. Such-and-such wants 
to know this, that, and the other,” so that there's no question in Mr. Such-and-such's 
mind that his question is being swept aside.   
 
And I have had, I noticed some instances where the replies given by the younger staff 
were not always satisfactory. In fact, he—you will notice in the summaries that the 
regional vice president has quite often intervened and explained something, or the 
department director.   
 
But no, I would say probably that McNamara would like to know what everyone is 
thinking, every Director was thinking. And it was part of my function that he should 
know, particularly where the Director was upset by some particular policy or view 
taken of a particular project or some feature of it, and I think he liked to know. He 
was fond of intelligence in that sense, that he would like to be able to approach the 
Board meeting knowing that X is still worried about this point or it’s been 
satisfactorily settled. I think he would take the extra pains to see, even at the Board 
meeting, that the question was cogent, I mean it was a satisfactory reply to the 
question. That part--I don't know that he ever consulted individually in these 
particular questions’ status.   
 
WEBB:  You have twenty or more very intelligent people working together and in 
effect bringing about a revolution at the Bank over those years--it was a revolution.  
It's hard to imagine that this would occur without strong differences of opinion that 
would continue, even, and that would be evident, but one doesn't have a sense of that 
talking with people, reading the records. One has a sense that somehow Mr. 
McNamara always managed to listen, yes, and maybe incorporate some opinion but 
basically decide and carry people with him so that you didn't have a continuing 
dissent.   
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DAMRY:  Yes. 
 
WEBB:  Is that the correct picture?   
 
DAMRY:  He encouraged the method of bringing about a consensus through 
meetings, through informal discussions with EDs who had problems with the staff 
concerned. That was part of my job, in fact, to find out what is worrying the EDs. Say 
a big policy paper is going to be discussed a fortnight hence or three weeks hence and 
there were points worrying individual directors at different points, it would be my 
business to see that that director had a chance to satisfy himself by cross-examining 
the staff concerned, coming to the Board meeting fully sure that his objection still 
survives, and then he would bring it out at the Board meeting. I don’t think you will 
find that the Board meetings were simply, you know, just going--a façade or going 
through the motions. They did ask their questions if they were still unsatisfied, but I 
think the real [inaudible] was performed outside the Board meeting where a regional 
vice president or, say, the budget director or whoever it is, would be requested to go 
and speak to Mr. X: “This is worrying him.” Obviously, the Secretary alone couldn't 
explain all those things. If he was wise enough, he’d know his limitations, so he’d get 
the people who knew and who had put up the project or proposal to go and explain. 
Therefore, I think things went through the Board very much more smoothly by 
consensus.   
 
KAPUR:  Were there any innovations, I mean what the Bank did in the ‘70s, which 
came from the Board? Was there any initiative, any shifts in what the Bank did? Were 
there were some Board members who said, “Let's do this” or “This is an interesting 
thing”?  
 
DAMRY:  Not--you mean procedurally or substantive change?  
 
KAPUR:  The latter. You know, “Let's get into this aspect of rural development . .”  
 
DAMRY:  Let’s take program evaluation. We had a sort of program evaluation, a 
very sound one, by very a senior vice president. There came a stage when they felt—
and I think it came up from CODAM [Committee on Directors' Administrative 
Matters].  CODAM was the committee of the Directors.  Have you been able to get 
their papers?  
 
KAPUR:  Yes.  
 
DAMRY:  And Joint Audit Committee?  
 
KAPUR:  Joint, yes.  
 
DAMRY:  Well, it came, really, from, I think, from the Joint Audit Committee that 
we should now set up a proper program evaluation organization, of whom the director 
should be appointed more or less in consultation with each other; that is, the Board 
would like to feel that the Bank hadn't passed a man on as the program evaluation 
officer or director without their knowing and having seen him at work. I don't know 
that the actual proposal to set up such an organization would naturally have come 
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from the Bank, and I think that certain ideas or certain concepts of how he should 
operate, that is to say, the Board shouldn't be presented merely with something which 
all the departments have corrected to their satisfaction but should be presented by the  
director with a report on projects or on a country program--projects, mostly--which 
other departments may have seen but not necessarily altered to their satisfaction. So it 
was necessary to have a man who enjoyed the Board's confidence, and I think the first 
one we appointed did enjoy the Board's confidence to a very great extent.       
 
KAPUR:  This—you’re referring to OED [Operations Evaluation Department]?    
 
DAMRY:  OED, yes.   
 
I wouldn't have said that anyone on the Board specifically said, “We would like such 
and such economics report. We would like to receive a copy,” which I always stood 
against, but I don't think that anyone said we want to have policy papers presented 
definitely. I may be wrong or something may strike you in the course of reading the 
summaries.  
 
No, I don't think that--certainly I think the suggestion that the Secretary of the Board 
should be appointed in consultation with them came from one of the leading directors 
but in a private letter, and it then became a tradition that they would appoint the next 
Secretary in consultation with the--more or less--that that would be, you know, 
leaving management more open to suggestions from the Board as to who should be, 
particularly when he became vice president.    
 
WEBB:  I'm embarrassed to keep you.   
 
DAMRY:  Not at all. I don't want to waste your time on rambling recollections. I'm at 
your service for the next day or so. Then I go back to India, but . . .  
 
WEBB:  We're just fascinated; it's fascinating for us.    
 
DAMRY:  Well, I’m glad you said so. One does tend to feel that Bank management 
requires to be understood. There has been a lot of very [inaudible] particularly in 
McNamara's time that, as you say, that his mind was made up; he wants everything 
done day before yesterday; and it's no good arguing with him. I have heard this from 
quite senior the people or even colleagues, close colleagues, but certainly because it 
was McNamara's habit of fixing a short half hour for discussion of six items. His 
mind worked a little more quickly than some of the others’ and perhaps they felt 
dissatisfied that they haven't had the chance of expressing their views.  
 
I'll tell you an instance, in which I won't mention names. I have had to go to him and 
say that, “At this morning's meeting of the President's Council, you cut X short, and 
he had a very good point to make.” And I’ve known him to fix a meeting with X 
straightaway and say, “Sorry you couldn't express all your views in the time I 
allowed; I, however, have had a chance to . .” He was very good in that way.  He did 
want to be understood. Perhaps with very brilliant men they wonder why they're not 
understood quickly enough, and sometimes they might think, “Well, surely I 
explained it.” But generally he felt that, well, there was need to let the other man state 
his point of view in case he felt that my decision was—didn’t take into account all 
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possible points. He made haste to set that right. He was not a very well understood 
man, I must confess.   
 
He--well this is something I talked to him about privately--I think the feeling that 
there was a lot of prejudice against him because of the Defense [U.S. Department of 
Defense] problem, and generally the staff tended to feel that he was too responsive to 
the Administration, the U.S. Administration, on things like the economy-class travel 
and that sort of thing. I think I can tell you privately that he fought like a tiger for the 
staff against Administration suggestions. The man across the road might have spoken 
more freely--I'm sorry; this is a little sensitive, so I hope you will protect me on this--
would make it appear inadvertently that he was the one who was standing up for staff 
and not that McNamara was letting the side down.  But I know that he has fought 
harder against the Administration's views that staff was being treated too liberally on 
this and that.   
 
And on the economy-class travel, which is a burning issue, quite out of proportion to 
the matter itself, a detailed inquiry had been made by the vice president in charge of 
administration, and he had come up with a very good case that we were outstanding 
examples of self-indulgence in everybody being able to travel first class, whereas in a 
larger institution only the top two or three people travelled and the others--there was 
no executive class at the time--the others traveled economy. And that decision was 
taken on merits, in the teeth of fierce opposition. I couldn't understand it. Now, I have 
a bad back, and I'm very uncomfortable in economy, but I said, “No, I think this is 
quite right. It costs you twice as much to go first class.” You are wined and dined, and 
perhaps that's what these people do miss sometimes, but the fact remains that they 
thought it was McNamara once more giving in to local pressures, something like that.  
But it wasn't anything like that at all. They took that decision with their eyes open, 
that it was going to cause terrific upheaval in the staff: “We are going to be thought to 
be doing the local Administration's line, but we must take it because now there is a 
case and it has been proved to us that we should not be travelling.” After all, the 
administrative budget isn't the taxpayers' money; it's what the Bank collects from the 
countries by way of repayment of loans, interest on the debts, and therefore we are 
doing all these things at the cost of developing countries. If we travel first class on a 
big budget, we are really using the developing countries' money. I could see that 
point. I was very ready to acquiesce in that. The Fund, of course, never did all of that.  
But it upset the staff terribly. It was a burning issue.   
 
WEBB:  I remember, yes!  
 
DAMRY:  Yes, you would have been here at that time, yes.    
 
KAPUR:  It's amazing how many of the PC—because we have all the PC minutes of 
all those years--how many are devoted to what seems, as you said, at least in the 
overall context, to be a rather minor issue: travel policy. Travel policy, in fact, is--one 
meeting where—it might have been part of the same study that said that two percent 
of all passengers on Concorde flights are Bank staff. We're talking of the mid-‘70s, 
’76 or ‘77. And so you see McNamara saying, you know, “This is outrageous. I mean, 
you know, how could we justify that?” and so on and so forth. It's part of that whole 
thing. It sort of—it’s a very—but it consumes a lot of energy, one can see, relative to 
its actual importance in the Bank, and it has for the past fifteen years. It still does.  
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DAMRY:  But there are more people traveling first class now . . 
 
KAPUR:  Now, yes.    
 
DAMRY:  . . because they have various exemptions. Well, I would say probably 
because the report of the vice president, [Bernard] Chadenet, was convincing, there 
wasn't opposition in the President's Council.  
 
KAPUR:  No, no, not on the PC, but definitely the staff was, you know, basically saw 
it exactly as you're saying, as giving in to the Administration.    
 
DAMRY:  Two things: I think, (a), it is definitely uncomfortable to go economy. You 
can't do much. Of course, you can work, but you have someone sitting right close to 
you, looking over your shoulder, reading your papers. And then there is deprivation of 
what they considered a perk. I didn’t think it was—yes, I loved traveling first class, 
but I didn't think it was right that we should spend so much on our travel budget. It 
just depends on how you feel about your perks. It was lowering--I mean, for instance, 
when the plane rolled up at Manila, the red carpet was for first class, and the Fund 
chief and staff came down that and greeted their—and here was McNamara and Bank 
staff coming down the economy exit.  
 
KAPUR:  Oh, really? In the Manila Annual Meetings? That was during the Annual 
Meeting?  
 
DAMRY:  Annual Meeting, yes.   
 
KAPUR:  I see. 
 
DAMRY:  And so I suppose that to some members of Bank staff that might have 
seemed demeaning, but I don't honestly feel that.  
 
KAPUR:  Especially if the CEO himself is doing that, then that should make it much 
more palatable.  
 
DAMRY:  Yes, unless you consider that he's doing it out of a sense of showmanship 
for effect, which he wasn't, because even when we were all going first, he was still 
travelling economy. He's always traveled economy and never grumbled. And he's 
done these gigantic trips--we had to do them with him--Manila, Honolulu, Los 
Angeles, and Washington, all in one. He’s done them and been ready for a meeting 
the next day.  
 
KAPUR:  It’s fantastic stamina, even now, I must say.    
 
DAMRY:  Very good, very good. We had to follow suit, the two, three or four of us 
who were with him at the time, just, well . . .  
 
[End Tape 2, Side A] 
[End of interview] 
 


