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Introduction

A few years ago the Scottish comedian Billy Connolly was surprised to learn that he had Indian ancestors. Appearing on the BBC television programme Who Do You Think You Are?, he was hoping to find out which country his great-grandmother Florence had been born in, Ireland or Scotland. In fact, as he soon discovered, she was born in India, in Bangalore, the daughter of Daniel Doyle, a labourer from County Wicklow who had enlisted in the British Army as a youth and was sent to India in 1856. For a few years in the south her father’s career had prospered. From a rifle regiment he was transferred to the Royal Horse Artillery, a more prestigious unit, where he received three ‘good conduct’ medals and was promoted from gunner to corporal. Yet that, alas, was the high point of his career. To the amusement of his irreverent great-great-grandson, Daniel’s name was soon appearing repeatedly in the Regimental Defaulters Book; his misdemeanours were unspecified but seem to have consisted chiefly of violence and drunkenness. Eventually he was court-martialled and reduced to the ranks, and in 1866 he was admitted to hospital in Bangalore suffering from diarrhoea, dysentery, alcoholism and syphilis.

Salvation for Doyle came three years later with his marriage, after which his army report rated him as ‘regular, good and temperate’. The agent of this remarkable transformation was his wife, Margaret, the daughter of John O’Brien, another Irish soldier in India, a private in the Madras Fusiliers whose regiment had been sent north to help counter the Rebellion of 1857.fn1 O’Brien was part of the relief force that arrived too late to save the British in Kanpur (Cawnpore) although it did manage to reach the besieged city of Lucknow. Badly wounded in the shoulder during the conflict, O’Brien decided to retire on his pension to Bangalore. Although the subsequent Doyle-O’Brien marriage might have seemed a purely Irish union taking place in a tropical ambience, this was not in fact the case. As the registry records demonstrate, John’s wife, Matilda, was an Indian girl who at the age of thirteen converted to Christianity a month before her marriage. Billy Connolly’s reaction to the news that he thus had Indian forebears and probably – given that Matilda had several siblings – a large number of Indian cousins, was both charming and bemused. Although the comedian still felt he was a ‘Glaswegian, Scottish person’ – large, white and hairy – he was ‘very proud and happy to be part Indian’ as well.1

As Connolly’s story suggests, much of Britain’s relationship with India, especially at a personal and popular level, has very quickly been forgotten. One cannot help wondering why his maternal grandmother, to whom he was very close, never told him that her own grandparents had lived in India and that her mother had been born in Bangalore; if she had been ashamed to admit her Indian ancestry, she could have left that bit out. The story also indicates how much of the British-Indian relationship, again at a personal level, was accidental. Most British people did not go to India to conquer it, govern it or amass a large fortune there. When Daniel Doyle enlisted in the 3rd Battalion of the 60th Rifles, he did not know that he would be sent to India and spend half his active life there as a soldier who would never be called upon to fight a battle. Like private soldiers, many British women and children lived in India by accident, without having chosen to do so; chance or unexpected circumstances had brought them there. If we look merely at Connolly’s own profession, the theatrical, we find a good number of future actors living fortuitously on the Subcontinent: a list of those who were born in India, or went to school or spent parts of their youth there, would include Vivien Leigh, Merle Oberon, Norman Wisdom, Lindsay Anderson, Spike Milligan, Tom Stoppard, Felicity Kendal and Joanna Lumley, many of whom will appear later in this book. If we examine an even smaller profession, that of writers, we find that Thackeray, Kipling, Saki, Orwell (and Orwell’s second wife, Sonya) were all born in India.

The British in this book lived in India from shortly after the death of Queen Elizabeth I until well into the reign of Queen Elizabeth II, a span of some three hundred and fifty years. Life for them was very different – and was led very differently – in diverse ages, just as it was in Britain. For nearly three-quarters of that time British settlements – and later possessions – were administered by the East India Company (EIC); for the last ninety years of the Indian Empire (1858–1947) they were under the direct rule of the British government. All divisions by ‘period’ are artificial and prone to generalization, but perhaps one can divide Britain’s time in India roughly into thirds. The first (and largest) had its share of war and violence, especially on the west coast, but was mainly a matter of small enclaves concentrating on trade. The second, stretching from the 1740s to the 1850s, was a period of conquest and expansion during which the East India Company, one of several rival European entities, emerged to become the paramount power in India. The third (and shortest), ending in 1947, was an era of consolidation and subsequent withdrawal. Yet even these divisions would need to be divided into contrasting subdivisions. As at home, the behaviour of the British in India was very different in the Regency period from what it was in the more earnest years of the early Victorians.

The different eras can of course be divided in other ways, culturally and sociologically as well as politically and militarily. Some British historians have periodized the empire in terms of British attitudes to India and the Indians. Roderick Matthews, for example, has marked his compatriots’ ‘mental journey’ with ‘milestones marked Greed, Scorn, Fear and Indifference’, a division that sounds harsher than his work subsequently suggests.2 An older historian, Clive Dewey, has divided the centuries of British rule into ‘five oscillations’, the attitude of ‘friendship’ (working with Indian agents and institutions) alternating with the ‘Gospel of Uplift’ or exhortation to ‘improve’ (telling Indians what was good for them and then trying to enforce it).3

I would not dispute that these and other divisions are useful. Most eras have a zeitgeist and sometimes seem to have more than one. Yet human beings remain individuals under whatever pressure they are subjected to and whatever wider forces they are caught up by. At Oxford in the early 1970s I was lucky enough to be taught by Richard Cobb, a great historian of Revolutionary France who claimed that he had ‘never understood history other than in terms of human relationships’.4 I might not go as far as that but I do believe that British behaviour in India owed as much to individual characters, ambitions, scruples (or lack of) and personalities as it did to any zeitgeist or contemporary framework of imperialism. Thirty years ago, while doing research into the life of George Curzon, I came across British members of the Indian Civil Service (ICS) and soon realized that they were not the monolithic bunch depicted in fiction and film, obdurate, unimaginative men with brick-red faces and moustaches. They were above all individuals trying – as Cobb would have recognized – to deal with the eternal problems of human behaviour and relationships.

This work is primarily a book about individuals. It deals with large groups of people – with soldiers, with foresters, with missionaries, with numerous others – but the emphasis is on how the individual reacted to his or her Indian experience. Cobb’s tendency to write about people on the margins of the Revolution used to annoy French colleagues and provoked one of them to complain testily at a conference, ‘Prostitutes do not make history.’ Prostitutes may indeed not change the fates of nations, but they belong to history and therefore deserve the attention of historians. In this book I have of course written about viceroys and governors, bishops and commanders, but I have also given space to men and women at different levels of society, even if they didn’t ‘make history’. Like Cobb, I believe that they deserve at least to be recorded and to be given human proportions.

This, then, is not a book about the politics of the British Empire, still less a discussion of whether that empire was good or bad; inevitably it was both, in a myriad of different ways. I am not seeking to make judgements or to contribute to any debate about the virtues and failings of imperialism. I am chiefly interested in the motives and identities of British individuals in the Indian territories of the empire,fn2 in who these people were and why they went to India, in what they did and how they lived when they got there, and in what they thought and felt about their lives on the Subcontintent. I believe that writers of social history should attempt to write impartially about customs and behaviour even when we find them abhorrent; we should look at them in the context of their time and not from the vantage point of a usually smug present. From childhood I managed to resist the exhortations of uncles and grandfathers to go hunting and shooting, but I have tried to write about ‘blood sports’ in India without prejudice against them. Some readers may feel that I have given too much space to spearers of boar and pursuers of jackal, but pig-stickers, like prostitutes, are a part of history.

As British people continued to live in India long after Independence in 1947, I have had to decide at what point to end this book. I have chosen the mid-1960s, when most of the ‘stayers-on’ had left or died and before the hippy ‘invasion’ had really begun. Perhaps I was influenced by my own very limited experience of hippiedom. In my ‘gap year’ in 1971 I went to India with a couple of friends, three eighteen-year-olds travelling overland and camping in the open without apparent danger in Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Kabul was a sort of junction for the new invaders. The real hippies stayed there a month, until their visas ran out, strumming guitars and smoking hashish before deciding whether to go south to the beaches of Goa or east across the Gangetic Plain and then up to Nepal. As it was mid-April and the heat was mounting, we set off for Kathmandu.

On our return from Nepal to India we stayed at Dehra Dun, in the foothills of the Himalaya, where I had an introduction to a remarkable woman, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, who invited us to stay at her home for a few days. The sister of India’s first and greatest prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, Mrs Pandit had been ambassador to the Soviet Union and the United States as well as high commissioner to London; she had also been a politician and president of the General Assembly of the United Nations. Although she was now in her seventies and had retired from political and diplomatic life, she remained passionately interested in those subjects and did not conceal her disapproval of the current prime minister, her niece Indira Gandhi. I fear that my friends and I were not good company for her. Suffering from a mild form of dysentery, we were rather tired after six months ‘on the road’, and our formidable hostess was clearly not impressed by the sight of fledgling hippies lounging around her drawing room, ineptly fingering a guitar or patting a Nepalese tom-tom. One day she strode impatiently into the room, gestured dramatically at the view through the window and exclaimed, ‘The Englishmen I used to know would have climbed that mountain before breakfast.’ I appreciate her point now rather more than I did at the time; such men doubtless were a different breed. Remembering Mrs Pandit with gratitude, I have decided to end this book with Britons who climbed the Himalaya before breakfast.

Oxfordshire, January 2018
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1

Numbers

The association of India with riches has a long literary history. Andrew Marvell imagined his coy mistress finding rubies on the banks of the River Ganges, while Alexander Pope endowed his ‘Goddess’ in The Rape of the Lock with a ‘casket [of] India’s glowing gems’. Earlier, and more earthily, Shakespeare’s Falstaff envisaged Mistress Ford as his East Indies and her well-filled purse (or rather, her husband’s) as his ‘exchequer’, and the same playwright compared Henry VIII’s lustful enjoyment of Catherine of Aragon to having ‘all the Indies in his arms’. The Subcontinent’s riches had a more melancholy effect on Othello, who, suddenly contrite after murdering his wife, likened himself to ‘the base Indian’ who threw away a valuable pearl. In the generation between Shakespeare and Marvell, oriental jewels dazzled a courtier of Charles I, the Earl of Denbigh, who brought sacks of them from the East in 1633 and commissioned Van Dyck to paint him in his smart Indian pyjamas.

Speaking at the Crystal Palace in 1872, Benjamin Disraeli admonished his Liberal opponents for attempting to ‘effect the disintegration of the Empire’ by claiming ‘there never was a jewel in the crown of England that was so truly costly as the possession of India’.1 Disraeli’s meaning was slightly altered by other people so that the phrase ‘jewel in the crown’ – or sometimes ‘the brightest jewel in the crown’ – came to refer to the Indian Empire not as an expensive possession but as a precious, glamorous and prestigious one. Paul Scott, a perceptive witness of the last years of British India, called the opening novel of his Raj Quartet, The Jewel in the Crown, while in the 1980s Granada Television adopted the same name for its magnificent production of the quartet.

India shone most brightly in the British imagination after 1876 when Disraeli, by then prime minister, gratified Queen Victoria’s wish to be made Empress of India. Memories of the Rebellion of 1857 had receded, the recent opening of the Suez Canal had made India seem closer, at any rate in time, and photographers were sending home exotic and uplifting glimpses of life in the East, of maharajas and elephants, of railway bridges spanning vast rivers, of intrepid district officers in sola topis seated under a banyan tree dispensing justice to a benighted populace. The British public grew avid for books with titles like ‘My Life on the Frontier’ or ‘Forty-two Years in Bengal’. It had begun to recognize India’s value to Britain, especially as a source of imperial pride, and in economic terms too, for the Subcontinent absorbed much of Britain’s overseas investment, notably in the age of railway construction. It also became aware of India’s growing military significance, how Indian troops had contributed to the establishment of British paramountcy and how the Indian Army was now being deployed to help the empire on expeditions to Persia, Africa and the Far East. Such interventions may seem insignificant compared with the role played by Indian soldiers in the world wars of the twentieth century, but at the time they were important. The sense of India’s value to Britain was conveyed by George Curzon, the last Victorian viceroy of India, when he wrote, ‘While we hold onto India, we are a first-rate power. If we lose India, we will decline to a third-rate power.’ On another occasion, in Birmingham Town Hall, he told his audience that the loss of empire would reduce Britain to the status of ‘a sort of glorified Belgium’.2

Plenty of people were at hand, in Parliament, in the universities and in India itself, to justify the conquest and acquisition of vast territories thousands of miles away on another continent. The British, it was often argued, should not feel guilty about being invaders, because India was always being invaded (though usually from the north-west, through the Khyber Pass, rather than from the sea, whence the Europeans had come): India was what V. S. Naipaul called in the 1970s ‘a wounded old civilization’, ‘a land of far older defeat’.3 Nor should the British worry about being foreigners because Indian dynasties were often foreigners to their subjects and because the inhabitants of the Subcontinent were also foreigners to each other: a Bengali in Bombay was as much a foreigner as a Welshman in Rome. A ‘Native of Calcutta,’ argued Sir John Strachey, a formidable provincial governor in Victorian India, was ‘more of a foreigner to the hardy races on the frontiers of Northern India than an Englishman’ could be.4 In any case, insisted Strachey, Britain’s role in India was primarily benevolent, at least by then: it resembled a guardian or trustee working for the good and the improvement of the native inhabitants. According to William Hunter, an historian and civil servant, the British had rescued the Subcontinent from the chaos caused by the decline and disintegration of the Mughal Empire, and their rule was now ‘wielded in the joint interest of the races’; without it, India would quickly be torn apart by antagonistic forces, both racial and religious. What India needed, declared Sir James Stephen, a jurist and friend of Strachey, was Englishmen to rule with the qualities of their ancestors, ‘the masterful will, the stout heart, the active brain, the calm nerves, the strong body’. With similar arrogance the viceroy Lord Mayo told Sir Henry Durand, whom he had just appointed lieutenant-governor of the Punjab, ‘Teach your subordinates that we are all British gentlemen engaged in the magnificent work of governing an inferior race.’fn1 5

Before he began his career as a novelist, Paul Scott served in the British Army in India and then Malaya at the end of the Second World War. In Malaya he felt homesick not for England but for India, and on his return home to suburban north London he realized, as he recalled thirty years later, that ‘India was also my home. It is difficult to describe but I think in a curious way India in those days was every English person’s home, even if it had not been visited. Because we ruled it and benefited from it, it contributed to our well-being and upbringing. It was mysteriously in our blood and perhaps still is.’6

As this passage implies, India could dominate the imperial imagination even of people who did not go there. And the numbers of people who did go were remarkably few. In the second half of the nineteenth century millions of Britons left their islands to begin new lives overseas. More than a million went to Australia and New Zealand; another million went to Canada and southern Africa; and over 3 million, the majority of them Irish, emigrated to the United States. Yet at the end of that century the entire British population of India – that is, the territories later consisting of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Burma (now Myanmar) – numbered no more than 155,000, far fewer than the inhabitants of Newcastle at that time and about a fifth of the size of the Glaswegian populace. Many of them, moreover, had not chosen to go there, including, most obviously, children born on the Subcontinent as well as thousands of soldiers who had enlisted in York and Dublin and elsewhere without knowing that their regiments would later be sent out to India.

It was as if the British, at almost every level of society, were proud to have India as their jewel but did not want to spend much time admiring the object: it was just nice to know it was in the bank and to be able to boast about it. The monarchy was the chief exception to this. Although Queen Victoria, Empress of India, never went east of Berlin, she cared passionately about her Indian subjects, especially the two classes she was acquainted with, visiting maharajas and her own servants. Her grandson toured India as George V, and he, his father and his eldest son also went there as princes of Wales. The higher aristocracy was by contrast indifferent. Apart from the Duke of Buckingham, who was governor of Madras in the 1870s, no peer who had inherited a dukedom or a marquessate stooped to govern either of the Indian provinces he could aspire to (Bombay and Madras),fn2 even though such places were surely of a size and importance worthy of patrician proconsular attention. (In 1900 the population of the presidency of Bombay was 25.4 million and that of Madras 38.6 million, while that of Great Britain was 38 million.) Politicians too were reluctant to concern themselves with India: debates in the Victorian House of Commons often emptied the Chamber and led to a stampede towards the tea room. Even those hoping one day to govern India from Westminster and Whitehall were unwilling to visit it, although Curzon went there twice as a young man because he hoped to be viceroy on his way to becoming foreign secretary and prime minister.fn3 No future prime minister until Ramsay MacDonald and Clement Attlee travelled to the Indian Empire at any stage of his political career, although the future Duke of Wellington went there as a colonel of infantry in 1796, and Winston Churchill followed, a hundred years later, as a subaltern of hussars.fn4

Even men whose duty it was to administer India from London were disinclined to acquaint themselves with the territories associated with their work. Arthur Godley, a wily and phlegmatic bureaucrat, spent twenty-six years running the India Office in Whitehall without ever visiting, or showing any inclination to visit, the place to which he had dedicated his career. This attitude was imitated by a number of his officials. E. C. Winchester joined the India Office as a junior clerk in 1878 and retired from it forty-two years later as a staff clerk. Outside office hours, India seems to have played no part in his life. He occupied his spare time, no doubt agreeably, playing the organ and composing church music, including nine chants for the Te Deum laudamus.8 Another curious example was John Maynard Keynes, a young man interested in a vast range of subjects that did not happen to include India. After passing the civil service exams in 1906, he joined the India Office because it was prestigious, because it had short working hours and because his preferred ministry, the Foreign Office, would have sent him abroad, far away from his friends in Cambridge. Twenty months later he resigned to become a university lecturer and later a fellow of King’s, his beloved Cambridge college.9 In the meantime he had acquired sufficient interest in the Subcontinent to make it the subject of his first book, Indian Currency and Finance.

The India Office was a government department presided over by a secretary of state. Its precursor was East India House in Leadenhall Street in the City, which was staffed by officials of the East India Company until 1858 when the Government of India Act transferred the administration of India from the Company to the Crown.fn5 East India House had certain similarities to its successor, among them the ease with which its employees were able to separate their jobs from their interests and pursue parallel careers, often literary ones, without the distraction of visiting India or even thinking about it outside the office. Charles Lamb, essayist and critic, entered the accountant’s office as a clerk in 1792 and spent his entire working life in Leadenhall Street. So did Thomas Love Peacock, the poet and novelist, who retired in 1856 as chief examiner of correspondence after thirty-seven years at East India House. His successor in the examiner’s office was John Stuart Mill, who also spent over thirty years in the building, although his particular outside interest was philosophy.

Men who allotted their free time to writing about almost everything other than India might understandably be reluctant to visit the place. But the same excuse cannot be made for James Mill, the philosopher’s father, an impatient and bad-tempered figure unable to appreciate the humour of his easy-going colleague Peacock. Yet another head of the examiner’s office, Mill had written his very long History of British India before establishing himself at East India House. Although he had never been to India and knew no Indian languages, he had considered himself equipped to write a history demonstrating the barbarism of the Subcontinent, its peoples, cultures, customs and religions. Many British officials in India regarded the work as offensive and ignorant, yet it enjoyed extraordinary success in Britain and became an important text at Haileybury, the college in Hertfordshire where civil servants of the East India Company were trained. The historian Macaulay, who believed the answer to India’s problems would be the anglicization of its leading classes, regarded Mill’s efforts as ‘the greatest historical work which has appeared in our language since that of Gibbon’.10 Yet The Decline and Fall would surely not have been quite so great if its author had never been to Rome.fn6

Established by royal charter at the end of Queen Elizabeth’s reign, the East India Company was by 1615 trading on India’s west coast at Surat and on its eastern shore at Masulipatnam. The two settlements there were followed over the next four decades by some thirty others, known as ‘factories’, in the south-east of the Subcontinent and in Bengal on land belonging to the Mughal emperor or to various local rulers. The factory at Madras, built in 1640 on the Coromandel Coast, was the first territorial possession of the Company. A later one was Bombay, which King Charles II acquired as part of the dowry of his Portuguese wife, Catherine of Braganza, and which he then leased to the EIC for ten pounds a year. By the end of the century the Company’s most important factory had been founded on the River Hooghly in Bengal and was known as Calcutta. Although these three places became great imperial cities, they cannot be seen as part of a nascent empire at that time. They were just three among a considerable number of European settlements and not in any way pre-eminent. Down the Coromandel Coast from Madras were French Pondicherry, Danish Tranquebar and Dutch Negapatam; up the Hooghly from Calcutta were Danish Serampore, French Chandernagore and Dutch Chinsura.

The Company’s servants were carefully graded and salaried, from Writer (the most junior) to Factor and thence to Junior Merchant and Senior Merchant. Their lives were both isolated and restricted. The gates of the factories were shut at night, and their inmates led a collegiate life, dining communally until the eighteenth century, their routines presided over by a governor (or agent) and his councillors, titles that sound grander than their job descriptions: the ‘second in council’ was in fact the book-keeper, the ‘third’ the warehouse-keeper. For decades the settlements’ populations could be counted as often in scores as in hundreds. Even when the number crept over the century mark, the mortality rate often cut it back again: in Bombay in the year 1700 there were fewer than a hundred Britons. Madras at that date had only slightly more: ninety-five men, eleven widows and eight ‘maidens’. The males were divided between Company servants, other traders known as ‘free merchants’, a few ‘seafaring men’ and a handful of guards; there were also a chaplain and a surgeon. By 1740 the settlement had a British civilian population of 168 plus a company of soldiers in a garrison of some 300 men consisting mainly of ‘topazes’ or Indo-Portuguese.11

The British population of India expanded from the middle of the eighteenth century as a result of military success and the consequent extension of the Company’s trade and administrative opportunities. The EIC at that time was competing not so much with the fratricidal Mughal dynasty (whose members suffered three generations of extremely low life expectancy) but with rivals disputing the imperial spoils, notably French colonists and Indian princes. France’s capture – and brief tenure – of Madras in 1746 resulted not only in the creation of Britain’s Indian Army but also in the arrival of royal troops from England. A new battleground had been found for an ancient rivalry. Although the Company raised its own forces to counter the traditional foe, these would not have been enough to win the contest without support from home. Several regiments were sent out during the Seven Years War (1756–63) and several more, half of them Scottish, to combat Indian enemies in the 1780s. As the Company’s control reached beyond its main settlements into Bengal and in the south into the Carnatic, the numbers of British soldiers in India increased from a few hundred in the 1740s to 18,000 by 1790. Even so, they remained a small number of men spread over a vast area. Most of the troops involved in the acquisition of territory in the Mysore wars (between 1767 and 1799) and Maratha campaigns (between 1775 and 1818) were in fact Indian soldiers (known as sepoys) led by British officers.

The wars against the sultans of Mysore and the Maratha princes brought the Company such extensive new territories in southern, western and north-central India that by the time of Queen Victoria’s accession (1837) it ruled nearly half of the Indian Subcontinent and exercised indirect control over much of the rest through treaties with native rulers. Yet there were still then only 36,000 British troops in India. Wars in the 1840s in Sind and against the Sikhs in the Punjab, followed by the annexation of several subordinate states, including Jhansi, Nagpur and Oudh (later known as Avadh), increased the Company’s holdings still further so that at the time of the Rebellion they amounted to some two-thirds of the Subcontinental landmass. Until 1857, however, British troops were outnumbered by Indians fighting on their side in a ratio of about one to six: 40,000 to 230,000. It was only after the scare – and surprise – of the Rebellion that the decision was made to adopt a safer ratio of one to two. In 1863 there were 62,000 British soldiers in India (as against 125,000 Indian troops), a figure rising to some 74,000 in 1891. With them in the later year were about 11,000 wives and children.

The British civilian population also increased, especially in Bengal (known as the Lower Provinces) and the contiguous area of the Upper Provinces, later to be separated and known as the North-Western Provinces and subsequently (after British power had extended even further to the north-west) as the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh. Before the Battle of Plassey in 1757 there had been fewer than 80 civil servants in Bengal; by 1774, 238 were needed to deal with the extensions to the Company’s responsibilities in the province. In 1820 Calcutta, which had by then established itself as the capital – the home of the governor-general – had over 4,000 British residents. Yet the gender imbalance in Bengal was glaring. It was reckoned that there were sixteen British ‘male inhabitants of respectability, including military officers’, to every British woman.12

The numbers of British civilians in India grew much more slowly than the military. Excluding those employed by the EIC, there were only about 1,500 of these ‘non-officials’ in 1815, growing to some 2,000 by 1828. There would have been rather more if the Company had not vetted men applying to go out and excluded those it considered dangerous or otherwise unsuitable. The EIC’s primary concern was trade, and it did not wish to admit anyone to its dominions who might disrupt or jeopardise that activity. Until 1813 Christian missionaries were specifically excluded because they could be expected to cause trouble with their zeal and their enthusiasm for conversion. Settlers were also regarded with disfavour – almost uniquely in the British Empire – because there was little room for them in a thickly populated country farmed for centuries by its inhabitants. Planters of indigo, the blue dye, were permitted, though they were initially not allowed to own land, and small numbers of lawyers and businessmen were allowed to operate, especially in Calcutta. Yet even by 1850, long after the Company had been forced by the government in London to accept missionaries and ease restrictions on land ownership, there were only some 10,000 British people unconnected to the EIC or the military in the whole of India.13

The following decades saw this non-official population grow to 46,000 by 1861 and to 70,000 ten years later. The growth was concentrated in the tea-planting areas of the south and the north-east, in certain industrializing areas in the Ganges Valley, and in ‘railway colonies’ throughout the Subcontinent: by 1891 British ‘railway servants’ and their families living in India numbered more than 6,000. Kanpur (Cawnpore) on the Ganges, a village ceded to the Company in 1801, began its British existence as a frontier army camp, always a promising terrain for enterprising tradesmen. The presence of the military and the building of its cantonment rapidly encouraged numbers of tailors, shopkeepers, glove-makers and wine merchants to arrive and set up business. A rum distillery, essential for the British troops, was soon built, followed by other important amenities of home life: a theatre, a racecourse and, as one English visitor observed, some ‘extremely handsome’ assembly rooms. The British town was virtually destroyed – and its inhabitants were massacred – in the Rebellion, but Kanpur recovered after the coming of the railway in 1859. Industries proliferated, especially textile mills, shoe factories and engineering works, and attracted a skilled workforce from Scotland and the north of England. The first provincial town in India to acquire trams and electricity, Kanpur was soon hailed as ‘the Manchester of the East’. Yet its British population in 1901 was literally village-sized, just 463 people, or about one-thousandth of the inhabitants of Lancastrian Manchester.

When describing and enumerating the British population of India, the imperial authorities used categories and terminology that could sometimes be confusing: in the gazetteer of Madras, for example, British police officers were merely listed as ‘non-Asiatics’. For most of the period of imperial rule, the British living in India were known as Anglo-Indians, while people of British-Indian descent were called Eurasians. In 1911, however, these terms were officially changed, the Eurasians becoming the new Anglo-Indians, although this term, which may have seemed more respectful (and was what they themselves wanted), was in fact less accurate because large numbers of the community were descendants of Portuguese colonists from Goa and Cochin. For their part the Anglo-Indians were now classified as Europeans, although this too was not quite accurate because their numbers included missionaries from Canada, Australia and the United States.

The Indian censuses, which began in 1871 and were repeated each decade until 1931, used such perplexing and unspecific designations as ‘foreign Christians’ and ‘non-British Europeans and allied races’, which included both Americans and Armenians. ‘British-born’ was also an unhelpful category because it excluded those born at sea on the way out (176 in the 1881 census) as well of course as those, far more numerous, born to British parents living in India. The censuses could be misleading in several other ways as well. The volumes of 1901 indicated that there were 4,000 fewer British males than there had been a decade earlier, but this was because Lord Curzon had temporarily sent nearly 7,000 British troops from India to fight the Boer insurgents in South Africa. More puzzling was the revelation that the German population in the province of Bombay had almost doubled over the same decade, rising from 333 to 658. The enumerators could only conclude that there must have been an unusual number of German ships anchored in Bombay and Aden (then administered by the Bombay government) on the day of the census and that their sailors had come ashore and been included in the count.14

The census of 1901 calculated that India contained 169,677 Europeans, helpfully adding that ‘ten Europeans in every eleven are British subjects’. Discussing the remaining 14,986, it reported that ‘most of those owing allegiance to other flags are either missionaries or members of foreign trading firms’. In fact their occupations were a little more varied than that. The British always had a weakness for French chefs, dressmakers and hairdressers, numbers of whom duly made their way to India, and similar predilections encouraged Italian hoteliers and confectioners to try their luck in Simla and Calcutta; even the Bengal Club, which seldom welcomed foreigners, appointed as its steward an Italian restaurateur, Signor Ressia, who changed his nationality in time to avoid being interned as an enemy alien in 1940.15 Apart from its visiting sailors, Germany also provided senior officials in the Forest Department as well as engineers at the Jamshedpur Steel Works. A further category of European residents consisted of employees of the Calcutta consulates of Austria-Hungary, Belgium, Denmark, France, the German Empire, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden-Norway and – in line with the definition of European – the United States.

The figure of 155,000 British in 1901 remained fairly constant until the beginning of the Second World War. The ratio of men to women was about five to two, mainly because of the number of unmarried soldiers, though the proportions had become slightly more even by the time of the last census in 1931. There was no difference in the balance of the sexes among children and not a great deal among people over the age of fifty; it was in the age groups in between that males dominated. As for religious identities, two-thirds of the British in India were Anglicans, one-fifth were Catholics (mainly Irish soldiers) and one-eighth were either Presbyterian Scots or English and Welsh non-conformists.

The censuses give a rather distorting impression of the distribution of British people in India because they include figures for the military. In 1900 the Punjab (then including the north-west frontier) figures as the province most populated by the British only because it contained the garrisons of Ambala, Mian Mir, Jullundur, Sialkot and Peshawar. The largest concentrations of British civilians were in the great cities of Calcutta and Bombay. In 1901, 11,591 of them lived in Calcutta, sometimes known as the second city of the empire (after London), alongside a million Indians. Apart from Bombay, with about the same number, and Madras, with 4,228, the civilian populations of the other cities could be measured in their hundreds: 818 in Delhi (not yet the capital), 562 in Agra and, as we have noted, even fewer in the Manchester of the East. With such a small client base, few British stores were persuaded to set up shop in India. There were Spencer’s in Madras and a handful of Army and Navy Stores in Bombay, Calcutta and Karachi, but India did not have enough potential customers to tempt firms such as Selfridges or J. Lyons to go east.

If we subtract from the 1901 total of British people in India the numbers of soldiers together with their wives and children, and if we also remove the figures for the main cities and larger provincial towns such as Rangoon, Lahore, Karachi and Lucknow, we find some 40,000 people scattered over an area about the size of Europe (without Russia). So sparsely were they spread that many Indians seldom saw an Englishman unless they happened to live in a city or near a barracks. Administratively, India was divided into some 250 districts, with an average size greater than Norfolk and Suffolk combined, that were themselves divided into subdivisions. The British population of a district headquarters, known as a civil station (and usually shortened to ‘station’), might consist of the district officer (in most places known as the magistrate and collector), the judge, the civil surgeon, the superintendent of police, two assistant magistrates plus perhaps a couple of wives with whatever children these might have under the age of eight. If a railway line went through the district, there might be a station master; if the area was wooded, there might also be a forestry official; and if the land was in an irrigated zone, an engineer or two would live close by ready to repair the banks of canals washed away in the monsoon. Yet unless the station was also a large town or a railway junction, or it housed a barracks, or it was in the Hills and was used as a resort in the hot weather, that was what a newcomer could expect in the way of compatriot company.

Life in the districts was by any standards a lonely existence, with little for their occupants to do except their work and whatever field sports enthused them and were available. From the 1870s they could go to the British ‘Club’ but often – when officials were on tour or their wives were in the Hills or in England – there were not enough members around to make a four at whist or play doubles at tennis. And in the subdivisions the solitude was sometimes total: a young man by himself, perhaps thirty miles from his nearest fellow countrymen, and with thoughts of suicide often unnervingly close. One frontier official, stationed in the mountains of Burma, lived among only two other people who spoke English, his Burmese office clerk and an Indian doctor.16 For many wives the loneliness was even more unbearable, because their husbands at least had work to do and had chosen a career that they knew would take them to India. A woman usually had little choice. Meeting an official or an army officer who was on leave in England, someone usually older than her and desperate to find a wife before he returned to his post, she soon learned that accepting his proposal entailed being dragged away from her home and family and – whether the wedding took place in Britain or India – into a combination of hurried marriage, cursory honeymoon and (before or afterwards) a long and uncomfortable voyage. These experiences were often followed by further uncomfortable journeys, by train and bullock-cart, before she arrived at a remote outpost of empire, usually a barely furnished bungalow with many insects and little sanitation, a place where she would have found life very limited and boring had she not been shortly to give birth to her first child in extremely primitive conditions. Viola Bayley, who had been brought up in Sussex, married a member of the Frontier Constabulary just before the Second World War and found it ‘a fairly traumatic experience to start married life’ in the district of Hangu near the Khyber, a place where ‘one hardly ever saw a Pathan without a rifle’. She soon discovered there was nothing to drink except tea with goat’s milk and little to eat except ‘tough old roosters’ or ‘lumps of barbecued fat from the tails of biblical sheep’. As the district officer and his wife were on leave, and as the wife of her husband’s Indian superiorfn7 was in purdah and spoke no English, there was not a single woman she could talk to. Besides, as she had had as yet no chance to learn Pashtu, she could not even communicate with her husband’s servants. No wonder she tried to console herself with an Alsatian puppy.18 In India British women found themselves living in a foreign and very distant country whose inhabitants outnumbered them by a ratio of 7,000 to one. It is not surprising that they sometimes felt lonely, scared, beleaguered – and rather cross.
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Motivations

REPAIRING THE FORTUNE

‘No man,’ declared Horace Walpole in 1783, ‘ever went to the East Indies with good intentions.’1 The remark of that witty and mischievous aesthete could not have been made fifty or a hundred years later, but at the time it was almost true (as it would also have been for men going to the West Indies). Many of his British contemporaries went to India with the intention of either making a fortune or retrieving one they had squandered or lost in some other way. ‘Shaking the pagoda tree’ was a phrase much used – a pagoda in this sense denoting a gold or silver coin – to describe a fortune falling into grateful hands, and it carried the implication that the pagodas might be gathered easily and without excessive scruples.

This was a very eighteenth-century incentive, and the risks as well as the rewards were far greater then than they subsequently became. A man’s voyage from London took between five and seven months during which his ship might be blown to Brazil before it could return east, round the Cape of Good Hope and then head into the Indian Ocean to the west of Madagascar. Throughout this time the voyager was aware of the dangers of shipwreck, pirates and, in times of war, attacks by enemy ships, usually French. Once he had arrived at Madras or Calcutta, he had to survive such further hazards as cholera, dysentery, typhoid and malaria, as well as avoid death caused by heatstroke and other ailments that resulted from Englishmen behaving carelessly in the Indian climate. And then he had to make his fortune, look after it sensibly and take it home with him, facing the same risks he had run on the way out. ‘Shaking the pagoda tree’ did make fortunes for quite a number of men, but for many more the enterprise ended in death or disappointment.

Joseph Fowke was an archetypal eighteenth-century figure, a civil servant in the East India Company whose wife was the daughter and sister of other civil servants. Going to India in about 1736, he had made enough money by the middle of the century to return to England and work in partnership with his brother-in-law, who was still in India trading in diamonds. Although the Company offered him the governorship of both Bengal and Madras, he made such excessive demands about his salary and his powers that he failed to obtain either post. A few years later his wife died, some of his investments failed, and he took up gambling with such dire results that in 1771 he went back to India to try, without success, to recover his fortune. His contemporary George Pigot, who did accept the Madras governorship and held it throughout the Seven Years War with France, also felt the need to return to India in his mid-fifties chiefly to repair the damage caused by his extravagance in England. Reappointed to his old post in 1775, he was, however, soon outvoted, deposed and imprisoned by the members of his Madras Council, and after a few months he died in captivity.

Restlessness at home and a desire to return to India, for financial or other reasons, was quite common in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, even though those who went back knew that they were effectively losing a year of their lives in the double voyage. Sir John D’Oyly retired from the EIC in 1785 and spent six years as an MP for Ipswich, but his ‘declining fortunes’ persuaded him to return in 1803 to India, where he died fifteen years later from an illness apparently caused by ‘an inordinate use of the hookah’.2 Sir John Malcolm did not even have the consolation of a parliamentary seat. After failing to become governor of Bombay, he came home to England, bored himself for five years behaving as a country gentleman, and then returned to take up the governorship he deserved in 1827. One of the most successful ‘nabobs’, men who had acquired great fortunes in India, was Sir Francis Sykes, who had made enough money on his first venture to buy an estate in Yorkshire and obtain a coat of arms. Yet in 1764 he decided to return to India, and in five years he amassed a still larger second fortune that enabled him to purchase estates in Dorset and Berkshire as well as the ‘pocket boroughs’ of Shaftesbury and Wallingford, both of which elected him to Parliament.3

A generation younger than Sykes, William Hickey was dispatched to India by a father exasperated by his indolence, dishonesty and extravagance; he later admitted that in 1763 he had left Westminster School ‘most deservedly in high disgrace’. In Calcutta he led a pretty rackety life, his ‘propensity’ for drink and women unabated, but he managed to run a successful practice as a lawyer in the city. Yet it is as a candid memoirist that he is now remembered. Disarmingly aware of his own shortcomings, Hickey was a sharp chronicler of the defects of contemporary wastrels obliged to join him in his Indian exile. John Royds had ‘formerly … possessed a handsome estate in Yorkshire, but by living rather too profusely had injured it so much as to make it necessary for him to leave England, and like many others in similar situations, try what Asia would do for him’. Major George Russell had inherited no such estate but had made ‘a very handsome fortune’ building army barracks and ‘other public edifices’ in India, which he had ‘squandered away at the gaming-table in England’, obliging him to return to India ‘to endeavor to acquire a second independence …’4 One of Hickey’s old schoolfriends, Colonel Cooper, had also spent too much time at the gaming-table. At a dinner in Calcutta for Westminster Old Boys,


we sat next each other, and during the dinner he told me that having had a cursed hard run of bad luck at the hazard table through a whole winter [in England], he lost, not only his cash, but everything he could raise money upon, and was ultimately reduced to the dire necessity of selling his company in the Guards in order to discharge his debts of honour; that being thus completely ruined in point of fortune, he had availed himself of an offer of a friend in the India direction to send him out a cadet to Madras …5



Most of the retrieval attempts recorded by Hickey ended in failure and often in death. ‘Mr Cator, a man of large independent fortune’ who had lost much of it ‘in some unsuccessful speculations’, was ‘induced to return to Bengal’ but was killed before he got there when his ship was attacked by a French privateer.6 General John (‘Handsome Jack’) St Leger needed to leave England because, after spending a dissipated decade as ‘groom of the bedchamber’ to the Prince of Wales (later the Prince Regent, later still King George IV), he was virtually bankrupt; he died near Madras in his early forties, ‘seized with a convulsion fit’. Another victim of the prince’s profligacy was Colonel Henry Aston, a fine cricketer and a friend of Arthur Wellesley, the future Duke of Wellington. Returning to India after living too lavishly in the company of the future monarch, Aston was forced to fight duels with two subordinates and was killed by one of them; on his deathbed he bequeathed his fine grey horse Diomed to Wellesley.

Many young men, unlike Aston and St Leger, did not go to India voluntarily but because their fathers forced them to do so. On his voyage out Hickey encountered a young cadet who ‘like me had been somewhat profuse and dissipated, which made his family think it prudent to send him out of England … in order to get quit of a set of dissolute companions …’ He also found an ‘unhappy parent’ who had managed to obtain an Indian cadetship for a son who had committed ‘some atrocious acts that endangered his neck’. Another ‘dissipated London dasher’, who had ‘run through an independent fortune’, accepted ‘like many other spendthrifts’ a commission in the EIC to escape ‘his creditors’ attacks’. A majority of such cases terminated badly. In Madras Hickey met six London acquaintances all ‘ruined by boundless extravagance which [had] compelled them to abandon their native shore’. One of them, a wastrel in the Guards called O’Hara, had been so badly in debt that his father had got him an EIC cadetship, ‘then the last resource of ruined profligates’. In India he became a captain but died soon after. Two other former officers in the Guards also died, ‘sacrifices to the climate of India’, while a fourth soldier, this time a Light Dragoon, was killed in the wars against Mysore.7

Unluckier young men than this collection of dissolutes and prodigals were two sons of the actress Mrs Jordan by the Duke of Clarence (the future William IV). George and Henry FitzClarence, aged twenty and seventeen respectively, were two of the twenty-two officers of the 10th Hussars who in 1814 complained to the Prince Regent about the behaviour of their commanding officer in the war against Napoleon. As punishment the boys were court-martialled, dismissed from their regiment and ordered to spend at least four or five years in India, the elder in Calcutta, the younger in Madras. Henry, who had suffered a pretty miserable childhood, serving in the navy and then the army from the age of eleven, fell ill on hearing of his mother’s death in 1816 and died in India at the age of twenty. George survived long enough to return home, become a colonel and be ennobled as the Earl of Munster; but he shot himself before he was fifty. Their younger brother Frederick went voluntarily to India in 1852 when, despite never having taken part in a military campaign, he was appointed commander-in-chief of the Bombay Army; he died two years later, still without having fought a battle.8 fn1

The custom of exiling family ‘black sheep’ – or ‘unruly spirits’ as they were sometimes euphemistically known – did not end with the Regency. Sending errant youths to the colonies survived into the stories of P. G. Wodehouse, where two of Bertie Wooster’s cousins are dispatched by their Aunt Agatha to Africa. Early in the twentieth century a despairing English parson hoped to reform his son by making him work in a tea garden in Assam. But as the youth spent his time pursuing the female tea-pickers, the manager sent him to the head office in Calcutta, where his Assamese quarry was replaced by Eurasian girls. Declining to attend the office with any regularity, he soon found himself without a salary and so decided to fund his way of life by stealing bicycles, which he did with considerable success – nobody suspected the young sahib could be a thief – until he was finally caught in the act and imprisoned.9

Other ‘black sheep’ were more content, or at least more resigned to their situation, especially if they were financially dependent on their father or some other family member who had forced them into exile. One traveller in a remote area of Burma came across a peer’s son managing a small rubber plantation where he lived with his Burmese wife and their two children. He never discovered what the man had done to earn him ‘expulsion from his manorial home’, but he learned that ‘his exile was perpetuated by a regular sum of money payable only on condition that he remained at the other end of the earth’.10 Another ‘gentleman’ was reduced to keeping a lighthouse on the River Hooghly downstream from Calcutta. Walter Lawrence, then a junior civil servant, was accompanying his sick chief downriver in search of sea air, when ‘a wild-looking Englishman’ came out of the lighthouse and snarled at him. On returning to Calcutta, Lawrence made inquiries: ‘Born to a good property in Worcestershire, squandered on the turf, he was shipped off to Australia with a few hundred pounds, speedily lost at the Melbourne races: then a berth on a steamship trading to India, which he soon lost. Lastly, work in the lighthouse service.’11

Some expatriates recognized that they had deserved their fate and so took themselves into exile; for them there would be no return home, or at least not for a number of expiatory years. Born in Guernsey in 1815, Mauger Fitzhugh Monk trained as a solicitor in Plymouth, but at the age of twenty-two he abandoned his family, fled to India and enlisted in the Bengal Artillery under the name of Fitzhugh O’Reilly. His subsequent letters to his father, apologetic and sometimes self-abasing, refer frequently to his dissolute and inebriated past, but this was evidently not the sole cause of his flight: according to one theory, he exiled himself under a false name in order to escape his creditors. For years Monk in India tried to reassure his family that he was a reformed man – ‘now a bottle of brandy lasts me a month’ – but he did not for a long time envisage a return to Guernsey. After two years he bought his way out of the army and became successively – but rarely successfully – a schoolmaster, a hotelier, a businessman and a horse-breeder. In the hill station of Mussoorie he met and married Bessy Lewin, whose paternal grandfather was a London rabbi and whose maternal grandmother was Eurasian. Like Mauger, her father, Benjamin, had left England ‘under a cloud’ and enlisted as a soldier in India (also changing his name, from Levi to Lewin), although in his case, according to his daughter Hannah, he had ‘left his home having got into trouble over a girl’. Poor Bessy and two of her children died within five years of the marriage, after which Mauger, as Hannah recalled, was so distraught he wanted ‘to marry every third girl he met’. Although virtually penniless, he now, at the age of thirty-four, married a fifteen-year-old girl and set off for Calcutta, at last, after a twelve-year absence, intending to return home. He died, unexpectedly, on the way to Meerut of ‘the bursting of an aneurism’, four months after his marriage to Ann Weller. The gender imbalance being what it was among the British in India, widows seldom retained their status for very long. At the age of sixteen Ann married her second husband.12

Such histories might suggest that the British who went to India were motivated only by greed, fear or a desire to evade responsibility at home. Yet even in the period of ‘bad’ intentions that Walpole was observing, there were hard-luck stories of men travelling to the Subcontinent for perfectly decent motives and without any desire to fleece its inhabitants. Men might lose their jobs or property in England not because they had drunk or gambled them away but for reasons of ill health or bad luck or a lawsuit that had unfairly gone against them. Johann Zoffany, that most amiable of painters, had been enlisted as an artist on Captain Cook’s second voyage to the South Seas in 1772 but, for reasons outside his control, he was not able to sail. Needing to recoup money he had invested in the plan, he sold the contents of his country house – including his horse, his ‘fowling-piece’ and his wine cellar – and accepted a commission from Queen Charlotte to go to Florence to portray the Grand Duke of Tuscany’s art collection, the ‘Tribuna of the Uffizi’. Evidently misjudging the tastes of the queen and her consort, King George III, he produced a wonderful picture, packed with sexual innuendoes about British gentlemen on the Grand Tour, that lost him his royal patrons and (coupled with his extravagance) impelled him to seek commissions as far away as Bengal and Oudh. According to his fellow artist Paul Sandby, he expected ‘to roll in gold dust’, and his six-year sojourn in Calcutta and Lucknow was both lucrative and enjoyable. Yet the climate was quite wearing for a man in his fifties, and he returned to London, as Walpole observed, ‘in more wealth than health’.13

It is remarkable how many financial disasters of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries occurred because people put all their assets into a single investment: a bank that failed, a business that went under, stocks in a railroad company that crashed, a plantation where the crops were destroyed by drought or some other calamity. Henry Cunningham, born a century after Zoffany, was a successful barrister and journalist in London who put all his money into a tea business, but his partner absconded with the capital, thus causing his bankruptcy. Seeing no alternative but to go out to India, Cunningham endured a tedious voyage – ‘devouring execrable food [and] learning Hindustanee’ – before taking up the post of advocate and legal adviser to the government of the Punjab.14 For the next twenty-one years he worked on the problems of Indian law and administration, becoming advocate-general in Madras and a judge of the High Court in Calcutta. He also acquired a knighthood and enough local experience to write several books, including Chronicles of Dustypore (1875), the first real novel about British life in an Indian district. He and Zoffany are two of the few people mentioned so far who embraced their Indian adventure and made a success of it.

Most of the young men who went to India as ‘black sheep’ or ‘repairers’ of fortune were English, and they usually came from the southern parts of their country. There are few Scots, Welsh or Irish among the wastrels and spendthrifts that populate Hickey’s memoirs, and not much sign of Tyneside or the Yorkshire Ridings either. The English of the period were richer than the other islanders, and if they had more fortunes they also had more opportunities to lose them, especially if they were army officers in fashionable regiments, stationed in or near London, close to the smart racecourses and near also to the clubs, gaming-tables and whorehouses of the capital. Young Scots were as keen as anyone to make a fortune in India, but they usually started from scratch without having to atone for past follies. The East India Company, wrote Sir Walter Scott, was ‘the Cornchest for Scotland where we poor gentry must send out younger sons as we send our black cattle to the South’.15 The advantages of the Union with England were pretty obvious to those keen to participate in the imperial enterprise. Not that many thought of themselves – at least not before the nineteenth century – as imperialists with duties and a mission. They were chiefly interested in making money and then retiring to ‘enjoy otium cum dignitate at home’. As one young Scot admitted on his departure for India, he hoped to come back before he was forty, ‘free and independent like a gentleman and able to enjoy myself, my family and friends in the manner I could wish’.16

Not all Scots were so brazenly ambitious. Many were simply looking for jobs that were not easily available to young men without funds or influence at home. George Darling, a farmer’s son from the Borders, became a surgeon on ships sailing to India only so that he could make enough money after a couple of voyages to establish a medical practice in London.17 Others went east because there was no room for another son in the family firm in Scotland. Alister Macrae, the younger son of a timber merchant, thus went out to Burma in the 1930s and, with numerous other Scots from Glasgow and Dumbarton, made his career with the Irrawaddy Flotilla Company.18

Landed estates in Scotland could seldom support large families and often did not even manage to cater for the laird and his heir. They were frequently in debt and in need of funds from outside, from other parts of Britain and from overseas. Three Campbell brothers who joined the civil service in India were members of a family from Fife so impoverished that all their great-uncles had gone to seek their fortunes in America or the Ottoman Empire.19 The Johnstones of Westerhall, lairds from Dumfriesshire, also embraced the opportunities of empire in different hemispheres. The seven brothers who grew up in south-west Scotland in the 1720s and 1730s had careers so various and varied that three of them went into the East Indian Company, four of them became MPs, and five of them lived at times in the American and Caribbean colonies. Of the three EIC employees, one died at the age of eighteen in 1756 in the incident subsequently known as the ‘Black Hole of Calcutta’, another sold water from the Ganges to pilgrims who could not reach Benares, and the third (John) became one of the richest and most notorious nabobs of all.20 Such far-flung careers were not limited to families of the gentry trying to break out of centuries of enforced thriftiness in picturesque but unfruitful glens. According to their chronicler, the Lindsays of Balcarres, one of Scotland’s oldest aristocratic families, ‘were for many years [in the late eighteenth century] almost strangers in Europe’. Two brothers were in North America, two more had been fighting in India, a fifth was in the Royal Navy (he drowned off St Helena), and a sixth (an employee of the EIC) was trading in elephants on the borders of Burma.21

Most landed families in Scotland had less wide-ranging ambitions. Instead of wishing to sample and compare the opportunities offered by Bengal and Jamaica, they focused on their particular problem – usually the debts of their ancestral estates – and then selected one place (India or elsewhere) as their solution and salvation. The estate of Ardvorlich on Loch Earn in Perthshire had belonged to John Stewart’s family for 300 years, and its owner (the 12th laird) was determined to rescue it from insolvency. Born in India but educated in Britain, Stewart had returned to India as a Company cadet and later flourished as an industrialist in Kanpur. He stayed over thirty years on the Subcontinent and managed to save his ancestral home by setting up a harness and saddlery factory so successful that in the 1880s it was supplying all the leather equipment for the British armies in Asia.22 fn2

Not all Scottish landowners could hope or desire to become industrialists. But they could supplement rents from encumbered or unproductive estates by receiving salaries as proconsuls abroad; and by doing so they could save money by temporarily shutting down their large, draughty and over-staffed houses. The eighth Earl of Elgin needed jobs abroad because his father had nearly bankrupted the family by remodelling the family home near Dunfermline, and by bringing the Parthenon Marbles to England and selling them for much less than he had spent on acquiring, transporting and preserving them. Elgin duly served as governor of Jamaica and governor-in-chief of British North America before becoming viceroy of India in 1862, a post also attained by his son, the ninth earl, in 1894. The trajectory from what was later called the governor-generalship of Canada to the viceroyalty of India soon became a familiar one for noblemen in rather straitened circumstances. Lord Dufferin held both posts in the 1870s and 1880s, as did his fellow Anglo-Irish peer Lord Lansdowne, in the 1880s and 1890s. In 1807 a financial shortage had encouraged Gilbert Elliot, first Baron Minto, to become governor-general of India, and he had returned home six years later as the first Earl of Minto. A century later, his great-grandson, the fourth earl, emulated him by accepting the same post, after following the now customary precedent of first serving as governor-general of Canada.fn3

A DIAMOND AND PAGODAS

Thomas Pitt was an ‘interloper’, a word used in the seventeenth century to describe an independent trader infringing the monopoly charter of the East India Company. Sailing and trading to and from India from 1674, he made such a nuisance of himself that the EIC arrested him in 1683 and later fined him. Yet Pitt was wealthy enough to pay the fine, buy an estate near Salisbury and instal himself as MP for Old Sarum, the most notorious of all the English ‘rotten boroughs’, one still without any resident voters when it was abolished by the Reform Act of 1832. Eventually the Company decided it would be easier to have him on its side, going as far as sending him out to its settlement in Madras as governor in 1697. There he stayed for over ten years, making even more money than before but living an embittered and uncomfortable existence on the Coromandel Coast. As a later resident of the city observed, the hardships of life in India were not then ‘tempered … by mails, Hills, Clubs, polo, golf, tennis, dances, newspapers, magazines, ice, and tobacco’; it was a cramped and unenviable exile, one ‘to be borne with no better distraction than squabbles in Council, an occasional duel, and the constant danger of war’.23

Pitt went to Madras without wife or children except his eldest son, who after a few years returned to England. He preferred to be by himself because he was quarrelsome and bad-tempered, his body tormented by gout, and from afar he could rail against the ‘hellish confusion’ of his ‘unfortunate and accursed family’. There was he in exile, he wrote furiously home, working hard to make money for a family that was so mad and useless that his chance of happiness already lay ‘blasted by an infamous wife and children’.24 His chief consolation had been the acquisition, in somewhat dubious circumstances, of a massive 400-carat diamond which in 1717, after long negotiations on his return, he sold for an astronomical sum to
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1. Captain Wordsworth’s ill-fated ship, the Earl of Abergavenny, sunk on its way to India in 1805.
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2. The hazards of landing at Madras, early nineteenth century.
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3. Steaming to India through the Suez Canal.
CLASSICAL INDIA
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4. Calcutta: Government House and the Esplanade, early nineteenth century.
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5. Calcutta: Old Court House Street, with St Andrew’s Church at its end.
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6. The Residency, Bangalore, as it was in 1922.

VICTORIAN STYLES
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7. The Mall at Simla: social centre of the summer Raj.
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8. Christ Church, Lucknow, built in 1860 as a memorial to the victims of 1857–8.
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9. Bombay’s Victoria Terminus (1878–87), which looked to some people more like a cathedral than a railway station.
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10. James Skinner (1778–1841), British-Indian cavalryman and founder of Skinner’s Horse.
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11. Richard Wellesley, expansionist and governor-general from 1798 to 1805.
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12. Charles Trevelyan as governor of Madras (1859–60).

[image: Image]
13. James Rivett-Carnac as governor of Bombay (1838–41).
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14. Lockwood Kipling, sculptor and craftsman, with his son Rudyard in Lahore in 1883.
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15. John Beames ICS as an irreverent griffin in Calcutta, 1858.
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16. Alfred Lyall, lieutenant-governor of the North-Western Provinces (1882–7).
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17. Harcourt Butler, governor of both Burma and the United Provinces (1915–27).

THE MILITARY LIFE
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18. 19th Lancers: officers and men, 1874.

[image: Image]
19. General Roberts (commander-in-chief, India, 1885–93) with his staff.
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20. Sitting down to tiffin: officers of the 40th Pathans near Quetta, 1894.
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21. Horns on the wall, silver on the sideboard, spears on the mantelpiece: a regimental Mess in Ambala, 1909.
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22. ‘Daily Means of Occupation and Amusement’ (1863): Barracks life and the attempt to combat boredom.
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23. Emily Eden (1797–1869), traveller, writer and sister of the governor-general, Lord Auckland.
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24. Begum Johnson (c. 1726–1812, née Frances Croke), the much-married matriarch of Calcutta.
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25. Viceregal wive: Charlotte Canning (1817–61), painter and botanist.
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26. Viceregal wive: Hariot Dufferin (1843–1936), pioneer of medical care for Indian women.
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27. The district officer on tour: J. J. Cotton in Madras, early twentieth century.
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28. ‘Farewell to Waltair’ (Madras): the district officer and his family pose with British and Indian subordinates, 1920s.

RAILWAYS
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29. The railway engineer and his staff at Guntakal Station (Madras), early twentieth century.
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30. An inspection carriage on the Madras and Southern Mahratta Railway, early twentieth century.
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31. Bridge-building on the Godaveri, c. 1900.

BURMA
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32. The conservator of forests on tour, early twentieth century.
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33. Jungle wallah with his elephants.
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34. ‘The way we learn Burmese’.
THE GRANGE, ADYAR (MADRAS)
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35. The elegant west front, c. 1930.
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36. Servant and hunting trophies in the hall.
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37. Lady Stokes having tea on the veranda.

DWELLINGS
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38. The Residency at Rajkot (Kathiawar) in the 1920s.
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39. British women and Indian servants on a houseboat in Kashmir.
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40. A jungle wallah’s Burmese home.

BABAS AND INFANTS
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41. Baba with dandy-wallahs, c. 1900.

[image: Image]
42. Bathtime with ayah.
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43. Chota sahib with syces.
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44. Chota sahibs with their dogs.

GETTING MARRIED
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45. The wedding of Charles Watson ICS and Phyllis Field, Government House, Bombay, 1912.
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46. Pamela Edith Condon’s marriage to Roy Urquhart in 1939, after a shipboard romance on the way out to India. Five years later, Urquhart led the parachute drop on Arnhem.
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47. The Mughal emperor, Shah Alam II, granting revenue collection rights in Bengal to Robert Clive and the East India Company, 1765.
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48. Major William Palmer and his Indian family (1785), by Johann Zoffany.

PICNICS AND OUTINGS
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49. Wesleyan missionaries on bicycles at a picnic near Bangalore, c. 1900.
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50. Off for the evening drive, 1906.
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51. Lounging around al fresco.
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52. A tea party in Calcutta, 1890.
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53. British and Indian members of the Nilgiri Ladies Club, c. 1930.
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54. A purdah picnic of the Nilgiri Ladies Club. Hugo the spaniel is the only male present.

GAMES
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55. Games weeks at Naini Tal, summer capital of the United Province: a regatta (1907).
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56. Games weeks at Naini Tal, summer capital of the United Province: a cricket match (1890).
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57. Colonel Cotterell putting.
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58. Charles Watson ICS with servants, dogs and polo ponies, c. 1908.
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59. Officers gathered for the Inter-regimental Polo Tournament at Meerut in 1899. Winston Churchill of the 4th Hussars is standing second from right.
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60. Polo players in Burma, early 1920s.

SPORTS
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61. Lepidopterists in Burma, with elephants and butterfly nets, late nineteenth century.
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62. Fishing party on the River Cubbany (Madras), c. 1900.
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63. Shooting snipe in Burma, late nineteenth century.
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64. The Ooty Hunt meets before going hunting for jackal, c. 1930.
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65. Pig-stickers (or hog-hunters) and their boar, early twentieth century.
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66. A lady hunter and her blackbuck, early twentieth century.
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67. Monuments of the eighteenth-century British, South Park Street Cemetery, Calcutta.
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68. Remains of the Raj: a bungalow in Barrackpore in 2016.
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