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FOREWORD

History should be the mirror of time and life in its varied nuances. Sometimes frills and embroidery lace it, but sometimes there are voids, too. The book illumines one such void – an epoch that has been the matrix of the development and growth of constitutional governance and rule of law in India. It deals with one of the greatest Indians of the modern era – Sir Chettur Sankaran Nair.

A few words about this legendary figure’s contributions:

There is a little village called Mankara by the Nila River around which lores and legends live, where time stands still even today. Colonel Humberston, who was leading the British army against Tipu Sultan, makes mention of this village and an aristocratic family, Chettur Tarward, into which Sir Chettur Sankaran Nair was born in the year of the Mutiny of 1857. After his early years, he moved to Madras for his higher education. A brilliant man, he soon became a lawyer, a Member of the Legislative Council as well as the President of the Indian National Congress. He was the first Indian Advocate General of the Madras province, a judge in the High Court of Madras and a Member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council – a position only second to the Viceroy, and one that had remained beyond the reach of an Indian.

While he was in the Council, the massacre of Jallianwala Bagh, a blot on history, took place. On a Baisakhi Day many patriotic Indians held a meeting in an enclosed space. When General Dyer reached there with a posse of men, he had the exits sealed and commanded his men to open fire. In the ensuing bloodbath, hundreds were killed and wounded. Later, Indians were subjected to many ignominies such as being made to crawl on roads and salute all Englishmen. Chettur Sankaran Nair was agitated by the British Government’s highhandedness and he resigned the high office he held in protest, despite the pleas of leaders like Motilal Nehru, Mrs Annie Besant, C.F. Andrews and others, who requested him to remain in the Council and fight the system from within.

His finest hour, however, was yet to come. Nair went to England and carried his mission forward, fighting a case against the powerful Englishman O’Dywer in an English court and, in the course of his defence, convincing the British public – including people like Winston Churchill – about the barbarity of the British Government in India. Consequently, for the first time ever, the Indian freedom movement was discussed in the British Parliament when Ramsay McDonald was prime minister. This was a milestone.

Nair, however, had to pay dearly for his cause, as will be evident to the readers of this book by the end. He was truly the messiah of the freedom movement, not only of India, but also other British colonies. India’s constitutional development started with the 1919 Montagu Chelmsford Reforms which he influenced, and later the 1935 Act. His name will be written in letters of gold in the pantheon of history.

Justice Chettur Sankaran Nair

Kerala High Court

August 2019


PREFACE

At the entrance to the library in my grandfather Ramunni Menon Palat’s mansion in Karkitamkunnu, in Palakkad District, Kerala, is a life-size portrait of my great-grandfather, Sir Chettur Sankaran Nair, in the regalia of a member of the Viceroy’s Executive Council. I had always been impressed by this striking portrait of a commanding, regal personality dressed in a dark blue velvet tailcoat embellished with a gold-embroidered stand collar and cuffs, white breeches, white stockings and black buckled shoes. In one hand, he held a cocked hat decorated with a gold lace loop, while the other rested on the hilt of a sword that swung from his hip.

Growing up, I had heard stories from my grandparents and my father about ‘Sir’. They spoke of him with awe and always referred to him as ‘Sir’. They seemed inordinately proud of this larger-than-life figure. I knew he had fought a case in England during the British rule, but did not delve deeper into his life at the time. Possibly in the hope of inculcating discipline in me, my grandfather would tell me about how disciplined Sir was in his habits. When he was a High Court judge in Madras, Sir would wake up at 4.30 a.m. every day. After his yoga and exercises, he would have his breakfast and leave for court. In the evenings, he would drive to the beach for a walk and then repair to the Cosmopolitan Club to read the papers. He would return home
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By accepting Sir Michael O'Dwyer’s challenge, Sir Sankaran Nair had
put the British constitution and the British people on trial. They [were]
tried and found wanting.” - MAHATMA GANDH!
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