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Preface

			The Indian uprising of 1857 marked the end of the 300-year rule of the Mughal empire and the 100-year rule of the East India Company. The British Crown became the direct ruler of India through a viceroy. When Viceroy George Curzon partitioned Bengal in 1905, it provoked a rise in Indian revolutionaries. The revolutionaries were mostly educated individuals who came from middle- and lower-income populations. They used the press and various secret societies to reach out to other like-minded individuals. The Bengal partition also broke the stereotype of an educated Indian being peaceful and grateful of British rule. Aurobindo Ghosh, who was considered “Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste and intellect,”1 personified this transition.

			The Jallianwala Bagh massacre of 1919 and the subsequent investigation and debates created a distrust and suspicion between the British and Indian. The Indians lost faith in the fairness of the British constitution and the sincerity and honesty of their proposed constitutional reforms. The British in turn began doubting their imperial mission and became careful while using oppressive measures to curb any disturbance.

			The decade of the 1920s, which followed the Jallianwala Bagh episode, was a disturbed one as Indian revolutionaries sought to achieve freedom using violent methods. They used weapons for assassinations, robberies, and conflict against the armed forces. Indian revolutionaries were not necessarily trying to “seize” power but to destroy the British rule and to probably recreate something else. Their actions brought disorder, which they hoped would create a vacuum that allowed for a new organizational power to move in. They sought inspiration from rich Indian heritage and festivals like Ganesh Chaturthi and Shivaji Jayanti or the writings of Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay or worship of previously martyred revolutionaries.

			The revolutionaries needed money to buy arms. They robbed government treasuries and also got support from sympathetic wealthy Indians. The Indian armed forces were also seduced to provide arms. Help was sought from abroad but more often than not it was not well coordinated. Additionally, personal or group rivalries and lack of proper discipline in maintaining secrecy often resulted in failures of their plans.

			Mohandas Gandhi returned to India in 1915 from South Africa. He had his unique beliefs that he had fine-tuned in South Africa and he used those methods as weapons against the British in India. Gandhi emphasized ahimsa (non-violence), satyagraha (truth force), swaraj (self-rule), ramrajya (godly rule), swadeshi (made in one’s own country), and aparigraha (non-possession). His idea of ahimsa was in stark contrast to the practice of violence followed by revolutionaries. He believed that “India has an unbroken tradition of non-violence from time immemorial.”

			While the revolutionaries were unsuccessful in gathering the support of peasants or workers because of the risk of their violent methods, Gandhi was successful. His support base was not limited to any segment but had mass appeal. He did not don a saffron robe of a sanyasi to be a mahatma. Mahatma literally means “great soul”, now synonymous with Mohandas Gandhi. He identified with the poor. His Gandhi cap was a prison badge and the loincloth a peasant’s garb. He had a mystique, a saintly aura, that coalesced people toward his public opinion or to have a darshan—a spiritual communion with a great man. He proved a different kind of revolutionary.

			Gandhi changed the composition of the Indian National Congress. Before his arrival, it was an organization dominated by the upper- and middle-class Indians, mostly the English-speaking Western elites. Gandhi changed that. He spoke in his mother tongue, Gujarati, or Hindi, when most of his peers spoke only English. He made the nationalist movement broad based, where every section of society—including labourers, women, Hindu, Muslim, and untouchables—participated. They forgot the class divisions of society and gathered behind Gandhi.

			By the middle of nineteenth century, Western education had exposed Indian students to the concepts of liberty, equality, and fraternity. This inspired a sense of nationalism and self-determination among Indians. When the First World War ended, there was a general enthusiasm that dominion status or even full independence would be granted to India. After all, the large contingent of Indian soldiers had fought hard for British India. Gandhi had been a big proponent of recruiting Indians for the war efforts. When the expectation of independence was not met, Gandhi began mass mobilization of the public for symbolic actions like the Salt March or the boycott of foreign goods as part of his Non-Cooperation Movement.

			Gandhi dressed like the masses, lived modestly, spoke their language, and worked closely with them while promoting religious and ethnic unity. However, many of his beliefs had a Hindu religious undertone, which did not go well with the Muslim population. Besides, the religious divide among Congress leaders and the British government strategy of “divide and rule” separated the Congress along religious lines. Meanwhile, the armed revolutionaries either perished over time or came under the umbrella of Indian National Congress, which increasingly followed the revolutionary ideas of Gandhi.

			The British government proposed constitutional reforms but were not ready in the 1920s to vacate India. Maybe it was the obligation of the “white man’s burden,” as popularized by Rudyard Kipling. Maybe it was the nostalgia of the Indian grandeur and imperial ownership bias2 that made the decision of giving independence to India difficult.

			The revolutionary threat was real, which led to the growth of British intelligence. The revolutionaries thrived on publicity, which made them expand and become stronger, both at home and internationally. The government used repressive measures to lessen their propaganda. The executive machinery was run through the Imperial Civil Service, an elite work cadre. It attracted the brightest, young and educated English and Indian individuals who showed initiative, fortitude, courage, and a profound sense of duty.

			Beginning in 1920, the British government relied on two strategies to deal with the revolutionaries. The political revolutionaries were given a long rope. With the Indian-educated classes and politicians, the British intent was cooperation to continue the move toward self-government. Their response to the multiple Gandhian campaigns was simple: to “stalk Gandhi, not martyr him.” Against those they believed to be anarchist revolutionaries, the government took a hard stance using repression to preserve public order. This was a deviation from previous regimes where all agitation was considered seditious.

			India received independence in 1947 through the efforts of both political and armed revolutionaries. After the disturbed decade of the 1920s, political revolutionaries came to the fore. Speaking of Gandhi, who was at the forefront amongst political revolutionaries, India’s former prime minister Indira Gandhi remarked, “The ultimate justification of Gandhi is that he showed how armed strength could be matched without arms.”3

			



		

Prologue

			Heaven-Born General

			The nawab of Bengal, Alivardi Khan, was a shrewd man. The court crier would deliberate loudly when introducing Alivardi Khan as Muhabbat Jung, a lover of war; Shuja ul-Mulk, a hero of the country, and Hashim ud-Daula, sword of the state. As the nawab of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa, he ruled for sixteen years, keeping Murshidabad, the capital, safe from the Marathas. To thwart the repeated attack from Marathas, he got a ditch dug around Calcutta, which was appropriately called the Maratha ditch.4

			In the last few years of his reign, his advisors urged him to expel both the English and French from his jurisdiction lest he share the fate of the nawab of Carnatic. The nawab of Carnatic had to fight both the European powers repeatedly during the Carnatic Wars. The wise old Alivardi had smiled and replied to his advisors, “The Europeans were like bees; they would make me honey if left in peace but would sting an intruder to death.”5 Alivardi, unfortunately, was suffering from dropsy, and died soon after making that remark.

			Alivardi had no son of his own. However, when his daughter had given birth to a son, the kid had attracted the affection of Alivardi, and he had chosen the kid to succeed him to the throne. In 1756, Alivardi’s grandson, Siraj ud-Daula, became the nawab after the death of Alivardi. Siraj ud-Daula was only twenty-three, a mere youth who lacked the shrewdness of his grandfather.

			The Carnatic region that Alivardi’s advisors referred to was the peninsular region of south India, between the Eastern Ghats and the Bay of Bengal. The British and French East India Companies had historically battled in these areas for supremacy. When the last “independent” nawab of Carnatic, Anwaruddin Khan, died, the European influence became apparent. After several military contests, the British East India Company established its dominance among the European trading companies within India. There was no room for the second-most-powerful French company who got pushed aside. When the thirteenth nawab of Carnatic died without an offspring, the British annexed the Carnatic nawabdom using the “doctrine of lapse.”6

			In Bengal, Siraj ud-Daula, now elevated to the top job, eyed the English settlement in Calcutta with envy. Alivardi had worked hard to maintain peace among his population. His successor was ready to disrupt it. The English population of 400,000 in the city owned property and the wealthy carried large bank balances. Siraj ud-Daula marched his troops to the city to grab their wealth. On seeing the troops, the English panicked and fled to Fort William, the fort constructed by the East India Company on the banks of Hoogly River. Unfortunately for them, the untrained militia manning Fort William and its poor defence infrastructure were no match for Siraj ud-Daula’s forces. The governor of Fort William hastily loaded able-bodied men on to his boat and fled downriver, leaving most women and children behind. He assumed that Siraj ud-Daula’s forces would show mercy and spare them. However, it was not to be. Men who were left behind were tortured in an airless dungeon by the upstart’s army, the episode dubbed the “Black Hole Massacre.” When the news reached Madras, where the company had an important base, a young company employee named Robert Clive was asked to lead an expedition to Calcutta, assisted by Admiral Charles Watson’s warships.

			Robert Clive was the eldest of thirteen children born to his parents in Shropshire, England. When he was barely a toddler, he was sent to Manchester to stay with his aunt. Having inherited his father’s temper, he grew into a bully and frequently engaged in physical fights. He joined a group of teenagers who formed a protection racket, often vandalizing the shops of uncooperative merchants operating in Market Drayton. Clive was also a fearless boy, once climbing the tower of a nearby church and perching on a gargoyle, frightening the assembled crowds standing below.

			Clive was only nine when his aunt passed away. He changed schools and developed writing skills to complement his street smarts. He was short and awkward with a morose temper. Worried about his prospects, his father, a country lawyer, got him a job in the trading East India Company. As a first posting, Clive set sail for India in 1744, and settled in Madras. He worked as a bookkeeper, tallying books and negotiating with company suppliers. As he had access to the governor’s library, Clive devoured multiple books. He quickly rose up the ranks of the company. For an individual with no formal military training, Clive was dubbed the “heaven-born general” by the British prime minister, William Pitt the Elder. This was in recognition of his physical prowess at Arcot against the French in 1751.

			At Arcot, Clive and his troops were fighting the French and their allies who were ten times the size of Clive’s troops. It was Clive’s idea to attack the nawab of Arcot, a French sympathizer, at his capital Arcot while the nawab lay siege at Trichinopoly, a British-supported territory. Unfortunately, Clive and his troops got stuck in a not-so-high fort at Arcot, where supplies of food, water, and other provisions were soon cut off. Their red coats, tight socks, heavy felt hats, belts, and pouches made the hot weather feel even more oppressive. Despite being dwarfed by the opposition, Clive’s team thwarted their opposition for over fifty days until help finally arrived and the British prevailed. Clive won the status of a hero and his reputation back home was enhanced immensely.

			Facing Clive and Watson’s troops, Siraj ud-Daula panicked and quickly caved in, despite having a bigger army. He signed a treaty with Clive. The English were permitted to fortify Calcutta and live there under their own laws and their former privileges were restored. The company was reimbursed for the goods and money lost in the looting of Calcutta, and Siraj ud-Daula was forced to become an ally of the English. However, the slimy Siraj ud-Daula had other ideas. He kept in touch with the French, who occupied Chandannagar, a city ten miles upriver from Calcutta. It was in his interest to play the French against the British. Siraj ud-Daula took in French refugees from Chandannagar and formed a military company. He offered alliance to the French forces in the Deccan. A frustrated Admiral Watson threatened the nawab that if he continued to protect the French, who were considered the king’s enemies, “I will kindle such a flame in your country as all the water of the Ganges shall not be able to extinguish.”7

			The relationship between Siraj ud-Daula and the British became so untenable that they faced each other on the banks of the Hoogly River in the fields of Plassey amidst an extensive grove of mango trees for another encounter. Standing under a mango tree on June 21, 1757, as the first monsoon rain crashed down, Clive got cold feet seeing the massive army of the nawab. Its size was several times his own. He summoned a council of all the officers above the rank of subaltern to decide whether it would be prudent to attack the nawab now or to wait till some country power, in particular the raja of Burdwan, came to help.8

			Surprisingly, Clive himself voted to delay. And since he voted first, the majority in the council were anchored. This was not his usual demeanor, which usually was “rush to the dash.” He was aware that the Bengali money lenders had refused support to the nawab. In fact, they had paid Siraj ud-Daula’s soldiers not to fight the British. Mir Jafar, the commander-in-chief of the nawab’s army, had accepted a bribe from Clive, who had promised to make Mir Jafar the next nawab. Strolling under the shade of trees and evaluating the supportive letter from Mir Jafar provoked Clive’s belligerent self. He had changed his mind within an hour and was ready to attack. Heavy rains had wet the gunpowder in the cannons of the nawab’s army, impairing their use. Clive’s men, on the other hand, had prudently kept their powder dry under tarpaulins. After two days of intense fighting, Siraj ud-Daula was overwhelmed.

			The defeated Siraj ud-Daula fled from Plassey on a camel. He took his favourite women and prized jewels with him. But unfortunately for him, one of Mir Jafar’s men identified him on his run and killed the nawab. Clive personally escorted Mir Jafar to the throne in Murshidabad and requested the Mughal emperor Alamgir II confirm him as the new nawab. The Mughal emperor rubber-stamped the decision and Mir Jafar became the new nawab of Bengal. The cunning Clive had kept his promise. A new treaty was signed, and the British extracted their pound of flesh. The treaty stipulated the exact amount that would be paid to the English in compensation for the losses to the company and for the losses to its inhabitants of Calcutta. Personal rewards, amounting to five million rupees, were allotted to the army and navy. Additionally, all French possessions in Bengal were passed onto the English, who were also given the right to collect the emperor’s share of revenue on certain tracts of land.

			Clive handpicked a young Englishman, Warren Hastings, to become resident at the new nawab’s court. Thus began the East India Company’s indirect rule in India. In 1760, the thirty-five-year-old Clive returned to England a rich man. His personal compensation, including land grants, bribes, and presents, allowed him to purchase a controlling stake in the East India Company on his return to London. He used his newfound wealth to also buy estates and get through to the House of Commons. In Ireland, he was conferred the title of Baron Clive of Plassey.

			Mir Jafar had the top job with the company’s help. He thought that he had adequately compensated the company, by giving bribes to Clive and his key officer William Watts, who had orchestrated Siraj ud-Daula’s betrayal. However, Jafar realized that the company’s expectations kept growing and he was unable to wriggle out of them. To diffuse the pressure, he began courting the Dutch East India Company. But the British soon defeated the Dutch in 1760, and replaced Jafar with Mir Qasim, Jafar’s son-in-law.

			Like his father-in-law, Qasim lavished gifts on the company. But soon he too got frustrated with the British, who refused to pay taxes on traded goods. The publicly popular and increasingly vocal Qasim protested to the governor of Bengal, Henry Vansittart, “the gomasthas (Indian agent of the company) of the English gentlemen have set up the trade of salt . . . and purchase from the country people by force and extortion and are continually making unjust disputes and wrangling with my officers, so that the poor, the inhabitants, the merchants and manufacturer of my country are oppressed . . .”9

			Qasim argued that if the local merchants paid up to 40 per cent of their revenues as tax, why not the British? He abolished taxes for the local traders to level the field with the company. This irked the East India Company as they had just lost their trade advantage. Qasim, however, made two mistakes. He got the British emissary, who had tried appealing to reinstate taxes for locals, assassinated. Then he got the foot of a British sympathizer who was a former governor of Bihar tied to a rock, and had him thrown into the Ganges River. This was enough for the company to boot Qasim out too. The company fought Qasim at the Battle of Buxar in 1764, and defeated him. An old hand, Mir Jafar was brought back as the nawab.

			Qasim’s frequent complaints had highlighted the company’s trade abuse in India. The Court of Directors of the East India Company in London worried that the dissatisfaction among the natives may disturb the peace in the country. They also did not want the inhabitants to view every Englishman as their national enemy. They began by abolishing the salt monopoly in Bengal. Also, in a strongly worded letter to Clive, the directors justified their decision: “the vast fortune acquired in the inland trade had been obtained by the worst tyranny and oppression ever known in any age or country and therefore such trade should be totally abolished and not continued even in this limited and regulated manner.”

			After Plassey, the company was supposed to collect revenue like other landowners, zamindars. They would pass the revenues to the Mughal authorities and deduct a commission for themselves. The company enjoyed the authority to collect revenues from Calcutta and adjoining villages, beginning in 1698. Twenty-Four Parganas district was added to their list by Mir Jafar in 1757. After 1760, when Mir Qasim took the throne, he rewarded the company by allowing them to collect revenue from the provinces of Medinipur, Burdwan, and Chittagong. The company was also allowed to keep all the revenues and not pass anything to the Mughals. This brought in a profit of about half a million pounds each year to the company for the next ten years.

			Clive returned to India in 1765. Now a shareholder of the company, he promptly began his ambitious quest to expand the company’s operations beyond Bengal. On the fateful day of August 12, 1765, in Benares, Mughal emperor Shah Alam II sat atop a makeshift throne converted using Clive’s dining table and covered with an embroidered cloth. He handed a scroll of paper to Clive that granted the diwani rights of Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa to the company. This right in perpetuity allowed the company to collect taxes directly from people on behalf of the emperor in return for 2.6 million rupees (£260,000).

			Clive had achieved two key objectives for the company. Clive had not only shown courage at the battlegrounds, but he had also used diplomacy, intrigue, and bribery to win a lucrative trade deal for the company. Bengal paid three quarters of a million pounds each year, between 1765 and 1770, for goods sent to England. Additionally, the province paid a quarter of a million pounds for English purchases in China. And on top of this, between a million and a million and a half was spent on civil and military establishments of the company, the military accounting for two thirds of it.

			The company’s assignee, Clive became a revenue minister for Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa. The revenue ministers were sent by the Mughal ruler as a check on the provincial nawabs. However, Clive’s poor health limited his role in India. He returned home for good this time. Several years later, in 1773, he got censured by the British Parliament about the manner in which he had made his fortune in India. A depressed Clive slit his throat the following year, committing suicide at the young age of forty-nine.

			By 1769, the company also began administering justice in the areas in which they collected revenue. Clive had left the civil administration to the nawabs, but now the company took that on too. Petty crimes were dealt with on the spot but serious crimes like murder needed more evidence. These difficult cases were presented to the company president, who would opine on the matter. The only difference between the company and Mughal justice was the form of punishment. A death penalty for the British meant that they would lash the accused to death. For the Mughals, it meant mutilating the accused and leaving them to die.

			The company expanded its Governor-General Council by adding a “law member.” Lord Macaulay, as the first “law member,” went about erasing India’s old regime with a new “English” future in speech, ideals, and freedom. In 1835, English became the official language of the government and of education, replacing Persian, which was the language of the Mughal courts.10

			East India Company Sails to India

			This was a remarkable achievement for the company. It came into existence in 1600 through a royal charter from Queen Elizabeth I that had established the East India Company with £50,000 in capital. Its mission was to generate profit by trading in spices from the Molucca islands in present-day Indonesia. A simple mission had proved difficult to execute as the Dutch East India Company already operated in those waters. The Dutch had displaced the first mover, their fellow European Portuguese. The initial Dutch cargo of cloves shipped to the Netherlands had made a cool profit of 2,500 per cent. There was no chance that the Dutch would share the spoils with anyone else. The naïve English merchants who attempted to set up a trading post were slaughtered by the Dutch.

			A humiliated East India Company chose the next best alternative, India. The returns were considerably less at around 25 per cent each year, but so were the risks. However, in good years, the returns would jump to 50 per cent in cash and 100 per cent in bonus shares for each share held of the company. Second best though it was, it had its attraction. A long time ago, in 1398, Timur, predecessor to the Mughals, talked about it. Before proceeding to invade India, Timur addressed his men, “We prepare to go across the Hindu Kush, down through the passes, across the Indus to Hindustan’s rich capital of Delhi. Not even Alexander reached that city. Or Genghis Khan, who only got as far as the Indus. The prize is great. Hindustan is full of riches—gold, emeralds, and rubies. It has the only mine in the known world for the bright diamond. But its inhabitants do not deserve such jewels. Although some of the rulers follow our god, most of the people are cowardly infidels, worshipping idols of distorted half-human-half-animal deities. God will take any who die fighting them straight to Paradise. . . . We will take immense booty.”11

			The first Englishman to set sail to India was Captain William Hawkins. His ship, Hector, became the first to fly the English flag. It landed in the Gujarat port of Surat on August 24, 1608. Hector dropped anchor at the mouth of the River Tapti. Hawkins was unable to meet the Mughal governor, who lay somewhere probably intoxicated with opium, right away. The Mughals were steeped in opulence but commerce was low on their minds. Hawkins carried 25,000 pieces of gold and a personal letter from King James I. The customs officer, Mukarrab Khan, confiscated Hawkins’s gold, but let him keep the few rolls of cloth and woollens that he was also carrying.12

			Hawkins was a determined fellow. Undeterred by this setback, Hawkins travelled to Agra to meet Mughal emperor Jehangir. He was carrying a letter addressed to the king of Surat, Ackbursha (Akbar Shah, however, had died three years earlier). The letter was translated from Portuguese or Spanish to Persian, the court language, by a Jesuit father. Sceptical of the Portuguese priest’s translation, Hawkins spoke in Turkish, a language he had learnt when he was a merchant posted in Levant. It hit a chord immediately. Turkish was a family language of the Mughals and Jehangir was pleased with an Englishman speaking Turkish.

			Hawkins’s request was straightforward. The company was seeking to set up a warehouse. They had noticed that when a European ship docked in India, the price of pepper or indigo shot up. When the crop was harvested, the prices of the crop dropped. A warehouse would help the company control the purchase price better.

			Already impressed by Hawkins’s language skills, Jehangir made Hawkins a commander of 400 horses, a post in the imperial service nominally worth over £3,000 a year. He also offered a fair lady from his palace along with several slaves. The lady would convert to Christianity to satisfy Hawkins. A perturbed Hawkins expressed his reservations to Jehangir about this “quick convert lady.”

			“In that case,” Jehangir said, “there is the daughter of one of Akbar’s captains, an Armenian Christian. Would she be alright?” Hawkins agreed to this change and got married to her.

			Hawkins’s honeymoon with Jehangir did not last long though. One day when Jehangir was practising abstinence, Hawkins showed up at his court, drunk and smelling like one. Jehangir was livid and sent an embarrassed Hawkins back to his quarters.

			Separately, Mukarrab Khan had his doubts about Hawkins. Generalizing about the British, he presciently warned the emperor at Agra, “English were a people to whom any concession would be immediately treated as a stepping stone to more.”13

			Prior to Hawkins’s entry to India, the Portuguese enjoyed a monopoly over trade with India in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Most trade occurred along the coast of Gujarat. In its ambition to succeed in India, the East India Company took on the Portuguese. There was an intense sea battle between the British and Portuguese at Surat. Only when the British routed their European rivals did the Mughals warm up to the company. The Mughals, who lacked any marine expertise, were impressed by the naval mastery of the British that they could tap for protection during their annual pilgrim voyages across the Arabian Sea to Mecca.

			The company set up their office close to emperor Jahangir’s court in Agra. Their merchants dressed like locals, in white linen coats and turbans. The company’s first factory and headquarters were in Surat, a city where the merchants lived and dressed like Europeans. In 1668, the company changed its Indian headquarters. King Charles II had received an island, about 250 kilometres south of Surat as dowry after marrying Catherine, his Portuguese queen. King Charles, in desperate need of funds, turned to the East India Company. The company gave the monarch a substantial loan and in return, he parted with the island. The island, called Bombay, became the company’s new headquarters. The merchants felt comfortable in an English-owned area and quickly began moving away from Surat. Besides, there was always uncertainty of life in Surat with constant threat lurking from the Portuguese, the Mughals, and the Marathas.

			The East India Company traded for another two centuries in India. It shipped textiles, indigo, saltpetre, sugar, pepper, and other spices from India and brought back tin, lead, mercury, and mechanical products from England. It also brought silver bullion and coins to India. The British Parliament allowed the company to wield power over its Indian subjects. It soon turned into an autonomous state with an ability to dispense its own justice, mint its own coins, and employ its own soldiers for protection. Their small force later turned into a powerful army and they eventually overcame the powerful Mughals to rule India.

			In 1750, a young Harry Verelst, whose family were experts at making flower portraits, left for Bengal as an employee of East India Company.14 He had been raised by an uncle who was an employee of the company. Verelst probably got a good reference from his uncle as he became a revenue collector for Chittagong, Burdwan, and Medinipur. Later, when Verelst became the president of the Council at Fort William, he decided to appoint only English officials as revenue collectors in other areas of Bengal and Bihar.

			In September 1769, Verelst had been warned about the “dryness of the season.” But he had decided to ignore those warnings, probably as his term was ending soon. When he left his post in December, John Cartier succeeded him. Prior to taking his new position, Cartier had informed the Court of Directors in London about the impending famine-like conditions in Bengal. Dry conditions had reduced water availability and caused forest fires. Lack of water and irrigation had resulted in crop failure, causing a devastating famine. By December, the food prices had spiked sharply in Bengal and Bihar. The poor suffered starvation as the population was cut by a third. Dead bodies littered the streets and the rotting stench floated in the air. In some areas, the hungry population resorted to cannibalism.15 Many also succumbed to malaria and cholera, which surfaced when the monsoon came back with a vengeance following the drought.

			Even when the company had complete influence in Bengal, they claimed that the administrative responsibility lay with the nawab and not with them. One of the first decisions facing Cartier was the issue of land taxes in famine-affected areas. After flip-flopping, Cartier insisted that the land taxes be paid to the company, irrespective of revenue loss from crop failure. The company officials and gomasthas, their Indian agents, exploited the situation to create a monopoly on grains. The food that got distributed favoured the company employees and the troops. The Bengal presidency was soon short of funds to pay for the import of food from other areas.

			Despite aggressive measures, the company was unable to send enough annual tax to London and, with costs running high, the company came close to bankruptcy. It approached the British government for help. The government helped the company but in return got directly involved in India for the first time. The independent presidencies of Bombay and Madras were to be controlled by a governor-general in Calcutta, who was on the rolls of the company but appointed by the government.

			Cartier had joined the company as a writer. When he let the famine situation in Bengal slip out of control, the Court of Directors in London decided to dispatch a three-member team to assess the situation. Unfortunately, the ship carrying the three foundered at sea, leaving all of them dead. Cartier was called back to London and replaced by Clive’s protégé, Warren Hastings. Hastings, who was the governor of Bengal, thus became the first governor-general.

			The slightly built Hastings was also a writer at the company. Young men who joined the company became writers and proudly wrote H.E.I.C.S (Honourable East India Company’s Service) against their names. These youngsters copied letters, checked when a ship had sailed in, and counted the cargo. Toward the end of the seventeenth century, a writer earned ten pounds a year for this entry-level position. There was an allowance on top of it to cover a servant’s wages and other housekeeping expenses, like candles, clothes, and furnishings. Food and boarding were free but they had to pay for their voyage. A few employees of the company who ran higher expenses ended up borrowing from their employer at punitive interest rates. A writer destined for India was forbidden to conduct private trade outside India. Over time, the writers would begin to trade privately within India and accumulate wealth. After three to four years of drudgery, a writer could rise to become a factor, doubling his salary in the process. Capable youngsters would often rise to become merchants, senior merchants, or agents.

			Hastings was elusive but industrious. Unlike his predecessors, Hastings considered Hindus, “. . . abhorrent of bloodshed, faithful and affectionate in service and submission to legal authority…”16 He had an impressive reign for thirteen years, eleven of which were as governor-general. However, he had a tough time working with the government nominees on his council, who objected to his every move. Once the situation escalated to a point that he had to pistol duel a government director, Philip Francis. Hastings prevailed but the physically and emotionally wounded Francis returned home to devise ways to seek his revenge on Hastings.

			Despite his frustration, Hastings remained patient, and when his opposers either became sick and died or left India, he eventually took unilateral control over the council. His defining decision was to centralize English power in Calcutta. From here, the British formed alliances and treaties with Indian chiefs across the country. In a complete volte-face to Verelst, Hastings assigned Indians to collect revenue and administer local matters and deliver justice. However, to prevent any leakage in revenue flow to the company, a British collector in each district supervised their Indian subordinates.
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			Sanyasis took on the powerful Mughals, who threatened their way of life and religious freedom.



		

Sanyasis of Bengal17

			Famine was not the only problem keeping Hastings awake. It was time for another Kumbha Mela festival. The sanyasis would begin their annual pilgrimage to take a bath at either Allahabad, Haridwar, Ujjain, or Trimbak-Nashik.

			A sanyasi is a person who leads a simple detached life with no material possessions or emotional attachments. Sanyas is a stage of renunciation and pursuit of spiritual activities with the objective of achieving moksha or liberation. The literal Sanskrit translation of sanyas is “purification of everything.”

			The sanyasis drifted from place to place dressed in yellow, saffron, or ochre-coloured clothes. They had long, disheveled hair and consumed large amounts of bhang—cannabis. Among the sanyasis, most worshipped Lord Shiva or Goddess Bhawani and wore a garland of rudraksha, blueberry beads, around their necks. They would rub ash on their body and a few hung iron chains around their necks. On one hand they would hold an oblong-shaped metal water pot or kamandal and on the other a stick or a trident. A few carried an ochre-coloured flag known as bhairo prakash or surya prakash, depending on if they depicted Lord Shiva or the sun god, respectively. While the sanyasis mostly led an ascetic life, they had historically not shied away from taking up arms. They had practised martial arts at their akharas (training mud pits for wrestlers) and rebelled against the Mughals and other invaders from the north or northwest.

			In Bengal, the sanyasis would cross the province on their way to Janakpur in Nepal. It was there that Lord Ram had lifted the bow of Lord Shiva to win Sita as his bride. After attending the Hindu fair in Janakpur, the sanyasis returned to Bengal to take another holy bath at Sagar Island, situated in the Bay of Bengal. The sanyasis would then travel back to their base in north India or proceed southwest to Puri to pray to Lord Jagannath.

			Despite their simple appearance and lifestyle, the sanyasis had been moneylenders since the Mughal rule, lending at one and a half anna interest. They were also traders with the maths (monasteries) at Benares and Mirzapur, their trading hubs, which were later expanded to include the Deccan, Bihar, and parts of Bengal. Silk produced at Malda was moved by the sanyasi merchants to the trading marts of Benares; raw silk and silk goods were taken from Murshidabad and then distributed from Mirzapur. These ascetics would carry gold, silver, and Bengal cloth to foreign places and import Tibetan musk and tincal for the rich Indians. Trading took the sanyasis to Bengal, which had routes to neighbouring countries like Tibet, China, Soviet Russia, Nepal, and Bhutan. Trading and lending had made the sanyasi businesses wealthy.

			The trading maths allowed the sanyasis to gather at a place for commerce. This meeting place also allowed the militant amongst them to expand their network. The Indian ruling powers patronized the sanyasis and allowed them to travel in large groups, often carrying arms in Bengal. The sanyasis recruited in large numbers including disbanded sepoys of the Indian army, mostly Rajputs. Their stronghold was in north India, where they would target young, stout boys who could adapt to the ascetic profession. Some were adopted, some were kidnapped, and some were bought from distressed parents who sold their boys to the mahants, monastery head, or sanyasis for as little as six rupees.18

			Hastings considered the sanyasis “gypsies of Hindustan,” plunderers and freebooters, and members of great robber caste bound together by hereditary ties. He objected to their carrying of arms as they passed through Bengal. Worried about the law-and-order situation, he decided to restrict their movement and disarm them. In January 1773, to clip their wings, Hastings declared that he would confiscate the properties of armed people who were considered enemies of the government.

			The district collector carrying out the order requested all zamindars—landowners—to obtain a written bond from the sanyasis saying that they would not engage in militant behaviour going forward. The company expanded the clampdown on the sanyasis to areas outside Bengal too. This declaration offended the naga sanyasis, who were the most intense spiritual ascetics. They carried their arms, which even the powerful Mughals had not interfered with. The nagas conducted arms training at the akharas and used their weapons for self-defence and survival against powerful rulers.

			Apart from controlling the free flow of arms, Hastings had another motive for his announcement. The sanyasis would occasionally force the zamindars and villagers to pay a levy to them. When several villagers fled to avoid paying the levy, the agricultural revenue dropped. The East India Company depended on this revenue. The sanyasis also owned large tracts of land that the British eyed to enhance their revenues. When the British decided to enforce a revenue on those lands, the sanyasis balked. They considered it an encroachment on their religious rights and privileges. Protesting it as a disregard to their Brahminical way of life, a few sanyasis in Bihar inflicted injuries on themselves.

			Hastings targetted the livelihood of the sanyasis. Many sanyasis were deployed in the irregular forces of the Indian rulers. They were instructed by Hastings to dismantle the forces. It hurt the sanyasis and militarily weakened the rulers. Lacking armed forces, many zamindars were forced to take help of the company for armed support. Hastings also attempted to regulate the lending rates that hit the moneylending profits of the sanyasis. This further angered the sanyasis, who then assaulted the zamindar officials and peasants over unpaid loans to them. The sanyasis showed no mercy despite crop failure, and they came armed, and they came in thousands to forcibly take the money due to them.

			Zamindars who had assumed their zamindaris after the Bengal famine of 1770 were economically forced to borrow from the company. Protective of their profits, which depended on the zamindars, the company threatened to send the sanyasis, who went after the zamindars to the prison at Dacca. Despite actions by the company, frequent clashes between sanyasis and the zamindars continued to take place.

			The sanyasis, deprived of their money from zamindars and peasants, went after the police stations that housed the company’s treasury. In retaliation, Hastings strengthened the British military and police forces and recruited spies who roamed the hills and the jungles to track the movement of the sanyasis into Bengal. The ghat majhis, or the ferrymen, were offered armed protection by Hastings, who provided vital clues about sanyasi movement when the sanyasis were transported on their boats.

			Hastings was able to control the movement and actions of the sanyasis in the countryside around 1773. These ascetics, who had enjoyed their socio-religious freedom even prior to colonialization, struggled for survival under the reign of Hastings.

			By this time the company had evolved into a complex organization. Its main source of income was no longer trade but land revenue. Its mission was no longer commerce but administration of the Indian state. The industrial revolution that began in the middle of the eighteenth century had transformed the British factories. There were steam engines, machine tools, mechanized cotton spinning, and blast furnaces that allowed British factories to flood global markets with goods. One of the casualties was Indian textiles. Indian cotton that had clothed the pharaohs could not stand the onslaught of Lancashire mills that churned out volumes. The British government also imposed a duty of 78 per cent on imported Indian muslins. Between 1813 and 1833, Bengal’s textile industry collapsed, forcing hundreds of weavers to move to agricultural farms to survive. Other Indian craftsmen such as potters and metal workers also moved to the rural areas, putting pressure on agricultural resources.

			Unofficial National Anthem

			Almost a hundred years later, in 1882, a book called Anandamath appeared on the bookshelves and gained instant popularity. It was authored by Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay, one of the first graduates of Calcutta University. Chattopadhyay was a civil servant serving as a deputy magistrate for most of his working life. He was later appointed the assistant secretary of the Bengal government.

			The book idolized a past that was free from social and political restrictions. In the initial years of British rule, land revenue rates were doubled in Bengal and other provinces. To pay for the higher taxes and still show a profit, the bankers and money-lenders, who had replaced many traditional landlords, pushed up rents to ruinous levels. Many farmers who were unable to pay the punitive rents were evicted from their land. Consequently, there were several major and minor famines between 1770 and 1857, which also fuelled societal disturbance.

			Anandamath’s story took place in 1773, the year of a dreadful famine in Bengal. Bengal had not yet come under the British rule. The British collected the tax, but the welfare of the people rested in the hands of the weak and dissipated nawab. In the countryside facing famine, Mahendra Singha, a prosperous villager, was forced to leave his village to avoid starvation. As he passed through the famished lands of villages, he got separated from his wife and child. While travelling, he met a group of sanyasis who worshipped Hari and called themselves santan, the children of the mother.

			The mother referred to either a goddess like Shakti, Kali, or Durga, or to the motherland. The sanyasis engaged in guerrilla warfare against the Muslim forces to restore the glory of the motherland, which was in a depressed and exploited state. The santans also went about rampaging the countryside, burning and plundering Muslim villages. Defying all odds, the santans were successful in crushing the nawab’s forces.

			A divinely inspired prophet advised the santans to abandon further resistance and temporarily submit to the British rule. According to the prophet, the British rule and education were the better alternative to the Muslim oppression. The British would purify the country in time and hand it over to the Hindus. The book highlighted a time period when valour and heroism counted and the book ignited the glory of the Bengali people.

			Bankim combined religious and patriotic feelings to top effect.19 The novel had an all-India appeal. The poem in the novel, “Vande Mataram,” (“I praise thee, Mother”) set to music by Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore, became the unofficial national anthem. The Hindu goddess Shakti was associated with the notion of the country. The idea of the motherland as a deity to be worshipped did not go well with Muslims though. They were bound by the Quran to worship only the one true god, Allah.

			Over time, “Vande Mataram” became the battle cry of revolutionaries.

			The sanyasis in Anandamath were the early revolutionaries in India. A revolutionary, according to Dictionary.com, is of, pertaining to, characterized by, or of the nature of a revolution, or a sudden, complete, or marked change. A revolution is defined as an overthrow or repudiation, the thorough replacement of an established government or political system by the people governed. It is also defined as a radical and pervasive change in society and the social structure, especially one made suddenly and often accompanied by violence.
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Early Revolutionaries

			



		

Chapter 1 

Anushilan Samiti’s Crude Bombs

			Early Revolutionaries

			One person influenced by Anandamath was Aurobindo Ghosh. Aurobindo’s father, a doctor, had received his medical training in England. He had returned to India so anglicized that he spoke to his kids in English only. To give his kids an English upbringing, Aurobindo’s father had sent Aurobindo and his siblings to a school run by Irish nuns in Darjeeling and later to England for further studies. When Aurobindo left for England to be under the care of clergy in Manchester, he was only seven. Aurobindo excelled in studies and went on to graduate from King’s College at Cambridge. His next step was to write the Indian Civil Service exam. However, he disqualified himself when he failed to take the mandatory riding test.

			Sayajirao Gaekwad III, the enlightened Maratha ruler of Baroda, used to visit England each year. He scouted for youngsters who would return to India and join the Baroda State service. On one visit in 1893, Sayajirao met the twenty-year-old Aurobindo. Sayajirao was quick to spot the talent of young Aurobindo and offered him a job at the Baroda College. An eager Aurobindo took the offer and returned to India after fourteen years to spend his next fourteen years in Baroda.

			Sayajirao noticed Aurobindo’s writing prowess, and asked Aurobindo to write his speeches. Aurobindo also began writing for the publication Indu Prakash. In his writings he talked about mass awakening to accelerate the freedom movement. Aurobindo was also interested in politics, but had to be discreet as Baroda was a princely state with allegiance to the British. His father had occasionally touched on the subject of British rule in a few letters to him in England. Now, Bal Gangadhar Tilak’s nationalism resonated with him.

			Privately, Aurobindo believed in an armed insurrection against the government consisting of guerrilla warfare along with general resistance and revolt. Thinking about his home province, he was interested in recruiting and training young Bengalis in military fashion. He considered developing skills such as riding, physical training, athletics, drill and organized movement. 20

			Aurobindo anonymously penned a political pamphlet called Bhawani Mandir, Temple of the Goddess, while he was in Baroda. The pamphlet was inspired by Bankim’s Anandamath. Aurobindo’s document talked of a secret monastery where dedicated freedom fighters were to be trained for the liberation of their motherland. The monks in the story would build a temple for Hindu goddess Bhawani or Shakti, who represented India.21

			One day after work, Aurobindo met a Bengali individual named Jatindranath Bandopadhyay, who belonged to the Channa village in Burdwan. Jatindranath had attempted to get into the British army without any success. Aurobindo offered to help. Using one of his contacts, he got Jatindranath a job as a bodyguard to the king of Baroda. The two like-minded people began meeting frequently and soon became members of a secret society, a society associated with Tilak.
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			The Anushilan Samiti began as gymnasium, training youths in lathi fights, and strength training.



		

Aurobindo invited his younger brother Barin to join him in Baroda. At Baroda, Barin received military training secretly in preparation for Aurobindo’s perceived hypothetical future armed conflict. When Barin returned to Calcutta, he was better trained and ready to implement Aurobindo’s objectives. He began expanding the Anushilan Samiti and mobilizing Bengali youth into the organization. Separately, around the same time, Jatindranath, who was now trained after serving as the bodyguard to the king, was also sent by Aurobindo to work on Anushilan Samiti in Bengal.

			The term anushilan means self-culture or discipline in Bengali and samiti is a committee or association. Anushilan Samiti began operations as an akhara, or gymnasium, as the Bengali youth were excluded from military, accused of effeminacy by the British. As members of the organization, they received training in physical fitness, including lathi fights and target shooting with stolen pistols and ammunition. Early reports indicated that Mauser pistols were stolen from Rodda and Co., a seller of guns in Calcutta, by such revolutionaries.22

			Under the hood of a gymnasium, the youth were offered training in the use of arms and guerrilla warfare techniques. At these meeting groups, the members would also discuss writings and speeches of influential people like Bankim Chandra and Swami Vivekananda.23

			Most of the revolutionaries came from higher castes. They were young, literate, and readers of religious texts like Bhawani Mandir, Anandamath, and Bhagavad Gita in English. The practical manuals like how to make bombs or conduct warfare were in Bengali. Early recruits, like M. N. Roy, had collected every book they could find on revolutions, from the English revolution to the French revolution to the American revolution. Roy and others in the group would gather and discuss each book, like a debating society.24

			The recruitment to the samiti was through word of mouth and there was an intense hierarchy, the disciple, chela, was to follow a big brother, dada. The members of the Dacca Anushilan Samiti had to swear to “carry out the orders without saying a word . . . I will never conceal anything from the leader . . . never speak anything but the truth to him . . .” The revolutionary society’s objective was to get India independent. They would produce and distribute nationalist literature promoting self-sacrifice for the motherland to Indian youth to broaden their membership.

			Barin and a few others started the Jugantar Patrika. Priced at one paisa, this newspaper was the mouthpiece of the Anushilan Samiti. The newspaper questioned the legitimacy of British rule in India. It became very popular among literate and politically conscious Bengali youth. Aurobindo and Barin frequently contributed to the newspaper. The west Bengal arm of the Anushilan Samiti that contained the core revolutionary membership became known as the Jugantar group, a group that swore by militancy.

			George Nathaniel Curzon, a graduate of Balliol College, Oxford, had become the viceroy in 1898 when he was only thirty-nine. At a dinner hosted by his old Etonian classmates in October of that year to mark his departure to India, Curzon had recalled an old address by James Stephen, the prominent British judge and thinker: “. . . there was in the Asian continent and empire more populous, more amazing, and more beneficent than that of Rome; (and) the rulers of that great dominion were drawn from the men of our own people.”25 Curzon’s imperialistic views had been shaped even before he stepped in India.

			Curzon was intellectually brilliant and a workaholic. He was a perfectionist who had a hard time delegating responsibility. He believed that British India was the “true fulcrum of Asian dominion.” He had once confessed that, “As long as we rule India, we are the greatest power in the world. If we lose it, we shall drop straightaway to a third-rate power. . . . Your ports and coaling stations, your fortresses and your dockyards, your Crown colonies and protectorates will go too . . . [we will become] an Empire that has vanished.”26

			As viceroy in India, he had many conversations with the secretary of state about the administrative burden of a large presidency like Bengal. He finally got to make a decision in 1902. He decided to create two provinces, Bengal and East Bengal. A line drawn down the centre of the old Bengal just east of Calcutta and the Hoogly River split the two areas. East Bengal, which included present-day Bangladesh and Assam, carried a population of thirty-one million, and Western Bengal had a population of fifty-four million, including Bihar, Chota Nagpur, and Orissa.

			When Curzon’s proposal was made public in 1903, the Bengalis got livid and there were protests organized, meetings held, petitions made, and pamphlets distributed against partition. Curzon, who distrusted the Bengali-educated elite, ignored it all. He did not consider Indian opinion as in his mind this decision improved the efficiency of the Raj. Bengal was divided on October 16, 1905, the situation dubbed Banga-Bhanga.

			In Western Bengal, the seventeen million Bengali speakers were dwarfed by thirty-seven million Hindi and Oriya speakers. In East Bengal, the Hindus, with a population of twelve million, got reduced to a minority. Not everyone in India was disappointed though. The eighteen million Muslims of eastern Bengal were delighted. Most of them were poor peasants, lower-caste Hindu converts who were still despised by their upper-caste brethren.

			The Indian National Congress was a forum for educated Indians to discuss political issues and promote reform within the British rule. At their annual session in Calcutta on August 7, 1905, a resolution was passed to boycott foreign goods. Gopal Krishna Gokhale, the leader of Congress, wanted to implement it only in Bengal. But Tilak took the boycott to Bombay and Poona and Lala Lajpat Rai to Punjab. The response was unprecedented. Foreign goods—from Lancashire cloth to Liverpool salt; from soaps to shoes; from matches to metal hardware—were shunned. Bonfires were lit of British goods. Women refused to wear foreign bangles, washermen refused to launder clothes made from British cloth, cobblers refused to mend British-made shoes. Students refused to write on British paper and priests refused to accept temple offerings made
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