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Growing up in Hyderabad

The year was 1879. Hyderabad was the capital of the princely state of Hyderabad, ruled since the early 18th century by the Asaf Jah dynasty. Its rulers were known as the Nizams.They had once been trusted advisers and generals to the Mughals, especially the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb, but with the growing weakness of the empire, they had become independent rulers. Over the next century, as the Marathas to the west of Hyderabad grew stronger and encroached on the latter’s territories, the Nizam sought an ally in the British East India Company.

The relationship between Hyderabad and the East India Company was cemented through many treaties. Hyderabad remained a loyal ally of the British, and in turn, was protected by the latter. In the 19th century, Hyderabad was one of the biggest of the princely states and the Nizam was one of the world’s richest rulers. It is said that nearly the entire supply of the world’s diamonds came from Hyderabad’s mines, owned by the dynasty.

It was in Hyderabad that Sarojini Naidu was born on 13 February. Her father Aghorenath Chattopadhyay was a doctor of Science from Edinburgh University in Scotland, and her mother Varada Sundari Devi was a poet in Bengali. The Nizam at the time of Sarojini’s birth was Mahbub Ali Khan or Asaf Jah VI. He had come to the throne when an infant and it was Mir Tulab Ali Khan with the title of Salar Jung I, who functioned as regent or Diwan.

Only ten years before Sarojini’s birth, Gandhi was born in 1869 in Porbandar, Gujarat. Porbandar too was a princely state but far smaller. But everywhere it was a time of transformation that had begun with the First War of Independence in 1857, which had swept parts of north, east and central India and had been brutally quelled. It was following this that the British knew that some changes were necessary if they wanted to retain control over India.

For one, it was now the British Crown that administered India, not the East India Company, the British trading company that had done business in India since 1600, and had gradually become rulers ever since their victory in the Battle of Plassey in Bengal in 1757. The British government now realized that while the First War of Independence had been put down, their own rule had to be made secure, and for this they needed the support of those allies who had stayed neutral and the continued loyalty of those who had supported the British during the 1857 war. They also needed to reach out to some of the liberal educated Indians, who stood for reform in Indian society and also spoke up for the cause of education and more representation in government bodies.

Hyderabad had always been an ally. It then comprised a large area that included parts of present-day south Maharashtra, south Madhya Pradesh, north-east Karnataka and much of present-day Andhra Pradesh. It was in many ways an unusual royal state. Salar Jung I as Diwan was an able, trustworthy official whose dream was to build a modern, efficient Hyderabad. It was to this end that he sought out capable men from outside the province who would serve in Hyderabad’s bureaucracy and who would effectively counter the effete feudal aristocracy who at that time held a lot of power.

It was Salar Jung I who invited Sarojini’s father Aghorenath Chattopadhyay to set up a college in Hyderabad. It is believed that he met Aghorenath while on a visit to Britain in 1877. He couldn’t have chosen better. Sarojini’s father was a man who had braved immense difficulties as a boy and by sheer dint of merit and hard work had forged ahead in his chosen field. Born in 1850, he was originally from Bengal and his forebears were learned brahmins from a village called Brahmangaon or Brahmangore, located in the Vikrampur district of Bengal. The Bengal Presidency was large, comprising not just the present-day regions of West Bengal and Bangladesh but also areas that now fall into Odisha, Bihar and some North-Eastern states. Penang and Singapore in south-east Asia too were considered parts of the Bengal Presidency (these became a separate colony only in 1867).

In his early youth, sometime in the 1860s, Aghorenath moved to Calcutta (now Kolkata). Here he studied at the Presidency College, and he read from borrowed books under street lamps, which worked on oil. Despite all these hardships, Aghorenath proved himself a brilliant student. He secured the Gilchrist Scholarship to study at the University of Edinburgh. All through his student life, Aghorenath distinguished himself in academics. He stood first in the university, securing his Bachelor’s degree in Physics. He also received the Hope Award in Chemistry. When he was awarded a Doctorate in Science in 1877, he became the first Indian to be honoured thus. Another scholarship enabled him to go for further studies at the University of Bonn in Germany. He learnt to speak and also follow several languages, thanks in part to his travels. He was conversant not merely in English, Bengali and Sanskrit but also in Greek, Hebrew, French, German and Russian.

It was the struggles in his early life that made Aghorenath realize the value of education, especially for women. He supported whole-heartedly the reformers of the time, such as Ram Mohan Roy, Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar and Keshub Chunder Sen who championed social reform, and spoke for women’s education, widow remarriage and an end to child marriage. Ram Mohan Roy was the founder of the Brahmo Samaj in 1828. He was one of the leading figures in Bengal who first spoke up for social and educational reforms. Roy worked in association with other leading lights such as Debendranath Tagore (Rabindranath Tagore’s father) and Keshub Chunder Sen. Aghorenath’s wife Varada Sundari Devi shared his firm belief in and commitment to education. When he was in Britain, Varada Sundari studied at the Bharat Ashram, an educational institution set up by Keshub Chunder Sen that offered boarding facilities as well. She was also a gifted poet and had been awarded the Viceroy’s gold medal for her singing when in school. Both Aghorenath and Varada Sundari were initiated into the Brahmo Samaj, a movement that was opposed by orthodox and conservative people.

When Aghorenath met Diwan Salar Jung I, he had just finished his doctorate and there was a range of exciting options he could choose from, but he was persuaded by the dream of Salar Jung I. Aghorenath’s decision to move to Hyderabad disappointed leading chemists of the day such as Jagdish Chandra Bose and Prafulla Chandra Ray who had hoped that he would distinguish himself as a scientist and involve himself in the exciting new experiments then just taking place. Bose, for example, was working on the new wireless technology, which was used in the radio invented by Guglielmo Marconi in Italy. He also was a distinguished botanist, conducting experiments on plants to prove they had life.

In Hyderabad, Aghorenath set about helping to accomplish the mission Salar Jung I had of building a more modern Hyderabad. The house they lived in was on Nampally Road, where it still stands, and this was where Sarojini and her other seven siblings were born. The house was described as a cross between a museum and a zoo—full of pet animals, curios, bric-a-brac, and there was always an assortment of interesting and intriguing people in the house: astronomers, musicians, scholars, mystics and many more. It would in time come to be called ‘The Golden Threshold’, also the title of the first book of poetry Sarojini wrote and published in 1905.

Aghorenath soon earned the Nizam’s esteem. He was instrumental in setting up the Girls’ College and also became the principal of the new Nizam College, set up with the amalgamation of two schools. Aghorenath was also fortunate in that there were already eminent educationists in the state, not just Salar Jung I but also the Nawab Imad-ul-Mulk, which was the title given to Syed Hussein Bilgrami, a renowned scholar who had moved from Lucknow at the Diwan’s request to work for the cause of education in Hyderabad.

Salar Jung I passed away in 1883. Subsequently, the court saw a lot of plotting and intrigue, with different factions trying to get the young Nawab’s attention. While Aghorenath had lost his main supporter with Salar Jung’s death, he remained devoted to the cause of education.

The 1880s, however, were tumultuous times. The Indian National Congress had just been formed in 1885 and Aghorenath followed its activities with great interest. Aghorenath never feared speaking his mind openly as he did when opposing the dream railway project of the Nizam. He thought it was needlessly expensive when other ills such as a recent outbreak of bubonic plague affected the people of the province. At the turn of the century, he was forced to leave Hyderabad because of his radical political views and outspokenness, but was called back for his services.

Sarojini was witness to all these developments within her family and also in the wider world. Nothing symbolized the turmoil and fervour of the times more than the house she lived in. All sorts of visitors came to their house: reformers, literary figures, aristocrats and wandering actors and singers. Her father welcomed all kinds of people and they would often hold gatherings at their home. He was a good raconteur of stories too. It is believed that the poet Rabindranath Tagore encouraged him to delve into Bengal’s traditions and resurrect old stories and proverbs. One of Aghorenath’s secret hobbies was alchemy—the art of turning base metal to gold. It is believed that the main character in Tagore’s story The Hungry Stones is based on him. Sarojini described her father as a man with a booming laugh and a great white beard. Her mother had a lovely voice and would often sing to herself, or for her children. She also composed her own poems in Bengali as did Aghorenath in Urdu. One lingering memory that Sarojini had of her mother was seeing her seated on a wide windowsill of their home, singing songs to herself.

Her father was also a progressive social reformer, one of the many people who were responsible for the passage of the Special Marriages Act, which allowed people of different castes and communities to marry. This was a landmark Act as marriages between communities and castes were not commonly or conventionally accepted at that time.

The atmosphere at home deeply influenced the children growing up in it. All the Chattopadhyay children went onto distinguish themselves in fields of their own choosing. There were a number of languages spoken in the household. Sarojini’s brother, Virendranath, spoke at least 16 languages. He fought against imperialism all his life. Harindranath was multifaceted, as an actor, poet and playwright. Sunalini Devi was in films. Suhasini was a member of the Communist Party. Sarojini herself spoke Urdu, Telugu and English. She was to become a luminary, a leading light during the years of the freedom struggle in India.


What Sarojini Naidu Said

The makers of gold and the makers of verse—they are the twin creators that sway the world’s secret desire for mystery; and what in my father is the genius of curiosity, the very essence of all scientific genius, is in me the desire for beauty.

My ancestors for thousands of years have been lovers of the forest and mountain caves, great dreamers, great scholars, great ascetics. My father is a dreamer himself, a great dreamer, a great man whose life has been a magnificent failure. I suppose in the whole of India there are few men whose learning is greater than his and I don’t think there are many men more beloved. He has a great white beard and the profile of Homer and a laugh that brings the roof down. He has wasted all his money on two great objects—to help others and on alchemy. He holds huge courts every day in his garden of all the learned men of all religions—Rajahs, and beggars and saints and downright villains all delightfully mixed up and all treated as one. And then his alchemy! Oh dear, night and day the experiments are going on and every man who brings a new prescription is, you know, only the material counterpart of a poet’s craving for beauty, the eternal Beauty.

I have taught myself to be commonplace and like everybody else superficially. Everyone thinks I am so nice and cheerful, so brave, all the banal things that are so comfortable to be. My mother knows me only as such a tranquil child but so strong willed.

I was brought up in a home that would never have tolerated the least spirit of difference in the treatment given to people of different classes. There you will find genuine spontaneous love shown to them.

I was brought up in a home over which presided one of the greatest men of India and who was an embodiment of all great lores and an ideal of truth, of love, of justice, of patriotism. That great teacher had come to us to give immortal inspiration. That is a home of Indians and not of Hindus or Brahmans. It is because my beloved father said, ‘Be not limited even to the Indians, but let it be your pride that you are a citizen of the world,’ that I should love my country.

I am neither a brahmin nor a non-brahmin. I come of a race that has given siddhas to the world. I have come of a family that has helped to shape the philosophy and the gospel of the Hindu race. I also come from a family whose cardinal ideal was that none is greater than the community and that the caste and the person matter not at all save as symbols of the great brahminical tradition of service.

One is not so concerned with a long life as with a ‘merry’ one—merry as the sum of worthwhile, rich, full, interesting and who can say mine has not been and is not in that sense, ‘merry’ as well as long?


The Importance of Education

Sarojini’s parents realized early on the value of education. Both Aghorenath and Varada Sundari Devi were committed to promoting it, just as they were devoted to the cause of social reform. In 1881, Sarojini’s father set up the Hindu Anglo Vernacular School in Hyderabad for girls where 76 girls, from different religious communities were admitted. Her mother too was instrumental in helping set up the Nampally Girls School. This school too was open to children of all communities. Sarojini’s father also believed that elementary education should be imparted in the child’s native language, and he set up a society that emphasized that various subjects be taught in Urdu, the language mainly spoken in the state of Hyderabad.

Her father, with his firm belief in his education, was also strict in such matters with his children. He set rigorous hours of study and enforced discipline to ensure routine and schedule were never disrupted. Sarojini was the oldest of eight children, and even as a child, she was something of a precocious child, a ‘wonder girl’. Aghorenath set high standards for all his children and did not hesitate to punish them if they failed to follow them.

One day it was Sarojini’s turn to annoy her father: She made very slow progress in English and Aghorenath reprimanded her and sent her to her room where she was to remain until she had understood her English lesson thoroughly. The punishment in turn revealed Sarojini’s determined
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