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INTRODUCTION

A World of Empires, an Empire of the World

It was a clear autumn morning in Calcutta, shortly after the holiday of Durga Puja. At the end of a narrow lane towered a giant image of the white tenarmed goddess, Shivas female incarnation,which had been built for the festivities out of bamboo slats, papier-mâché, and a considerable quantity of lurid paint. Earlier, I had walked through what appeared to be Calcuttas central banana depot, where whole branches of cascading bananas were being unloaded by the truckload and stacked as high as firewood outside a mountain cabin. Another turning led into a street thick with the toasted smell of cooking oil, where men sat rolling and frying bright yellow sweets called laddoos, heaping them up, once cooked, in tall cones. But there, ahead of me, was the most unexpected sight of all: a vast Palladian villa, set off by a pair of wrought-iron gates, rising behind the cramped alleys like a painted stage set.

The Marble Palace, as this place is called, is only partly a house. Ever since it was built, in 1835, its owners, an orthodox Hindu family named Mullick, have filled their mansion with art and objects from all over Europe and have opened it to visitorswhich makes the Marble Palace Indias first museum of Western art. I would learn more about the contents and the history of the Marble Palace on another day. But that morning, as I walked past the baroque fancies in the front garden and up the shallow steps, I had the feeling that I was  wandering into an alternate, wonderfully unknown world. I sat on a high, cracked leather banquette in the Billiard Room. Plaster and marble images of Greek gods peered out from the walls, and ceiling fans like the propellers of World War II bombers loomed overhead. Though the honking city was just a few hundred feet away, the only sound here was birdsong, from a veritable aviary of wire cages in the courtyard beyond. It was like Dickens gone native.

It is so easy to dwell on the sheer cultural oddity of this kind of place, plainly the creation of individual sensibilities, and so at variance with its surroundings. But what if one tries to make sense of it on its own terms? I visited the Marble Palace in the course of my research on the cultural history of the British Empire. Most of what I had read about empire and culture drew a detailed if rather insidious picture of white European colonizers trying to supplant, appropriate, or denigrate the non-European peoples and societies they encountered. More attention was paid to how Europeans responded to non-Europeans than vice versa, and emphasis tended to be placed more on conflict than on convergence. But here was something quite different: a site genuinely embedded in the cultures of both East and West, and a vestige of empire still very much alive. What would it be like, I wondered, to enter imperial history through a gateway like this? What would empire look like from the inside out?

The Marble Palace was just one of many unexpected juxtapositions of East and West that I encountered while writing this book. There was the heart-stopping moment of finding the Mughal emperors letters in the back room of an archive in the French Alps, folded into narrow strips and bunched into a battered metal chest, as if untouched since being read by their Savoyard recipient two hundred years before. There was my discovering, one sunbaked noon in the deserted ruins of an Egyptian temple, the name of a longdead English diplomat scratched feebly into the stonea sad grasp at immortality. Then there was spotting his arch rivals signature in New York, of all places, carved on an inner wall of the Temple of Dendur, beneath the glass ceiling of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. There was visiting an impeccably Tuscan villa on a hillside at the edge of Florence, only to find in it a sword with a tiger-headed hilt, seized in 1799 from the South Indian city of Seringapatam during one of the British Empires most dramatic battles.

None of these scattered testamentsranging across Europe and even America, as well as Britain and its former empireis the kind of evidence that figures in most books about the British Empire. That history tends to be impersonal, sometimes doctrinaire, and often leaves out the wider context of Europe and the rest of the non-imperial world. At the heart of this book, by contrast, are these material remains and the stories behind them. Each one of these vestiges was left by a person who lived in India or Egypt, on the eastern  frontiers of what became the British Empire, at a time when enduring cultural, social, and political boundaries between East and West were taking shape. These are the legacies of men and women who engaged with foreign cultures in tangible ways: as collectors of objects. Collectors bought, commissioned, traded, plundered, stole, captured, quested; they preserved and at times destroyed; they moved and coveted; they lost and remembered. In their lives and legacies, they bridged East and West, and make beguiling escorts into an intimate, little-known history of empire.

They also hold up a mirror to the larger story of how Britain itself collected an empire, in India and beyond. The century from 1750 to 1850 was a formative one for Britain and the British Empire. In 1750, Britain was an island in a sea of empiresa small island: with a population of eight million, it was only half the size of its historic enemy France, an imbalance that provoked tremendous national anxiety.1 Britains colonial empire was also comparatively modest. In the Atlantic world, Spain and Portugal remained major powers. France posed a greater challenge. Though Britains North American colonies dwarfed neighboring New France (boasting 2.5 million settlers to New Frances paltry 70,000), France threatened to link up its settlements in the Great Lakes with those along the Mississippi, choking off the thirteen colonies and laying claim to the beckoningWest. In the Mediterranean and Middle East, Britains presence was minimal compared with that of France, Spain, or the Italian states. In India, it was just one of several European nationsincluding Portugal, the Netherlands, France, and Denmarkto maintain factories, or trading outposts, along the coast. The Spanish, Portuguese, and Dutch dominated trade to east and southeast Asia (the Netherlands controlled the valuable spice islands of modern-day Indonesia); and the South Pacific, later a region of intense Anglo-French rivalry, would not be seriously explored by Britain until Captain James Cook set off on his first voyage, in 1768.

But by 1850, the world, and Britains position in it, looked dramatically different. Britain had become the worlds first and largest industrialized nation, with a population almost three times larger than in 1750 and now heavily urban. Unlike almost every region of Europe, it had escaped the devastations of invasion, revolution, and civil war. Within Europe, Britain enjoyed unprecedented diplomatic and political authority, as well as industrial, commercial, and financial preeminence. Overseas, few of Britains former imperial rivals could compete. Of the old colonial powers, France alone offered some counterweight, its empire relaunched with the invasion of Algeria in 1830. But at midcentury, the greatest challengers to British global power were still partly in the making: the United States and Russia, empires both, each racing toward the Pacific. The British Empire in 1850 encompassed a quarter of  the globe, stretching from Ottawa to Auckland, Capetown to Calcutta, Singapore to Spanish Town. One in five people in the world was Queen Victorias subject; many millions more (in Argentina or Portugal, for instance) lived in states bankrolled and indirectly steered by Britain. With this tremendous geographical expansion also came consistency of purpose, personnel, and culture, linking the empires many and disparate parts. The British Empire would always have its critics, at home and abroad; it would also always be more coherent in name (or on a map) than in practice. But by 1850, many Britons had come to see the empire as a fundamental part of what Britain itself was about, a key component of national identity. The imperial sun had risen, and seemed unlikely to set.

This book chronicles Britains rise to global power along two eastern frontiers, in India and Egypt. Those regions were to become the geopolitical gateposts of Britains empire in the East, where British influence expanded most dramatically after 1750. They were also the cornerstones of a Western conception of the Orient, where Europes encounter with cultural difference was at its most varied and complex. My narrative unfolds at the edge of empire in time as well as in spacebefore the formal limits of British rule were fixed, and from the perspective of people and places on the margins of metropolitan power. This history of British imperialism is very much a history of French empire, too, and of the role played by Anglo-French rivalry in determining the shape of both nations interests in the East. But most of all, this book is about how real people experienced imperial expansion from within. How did it feel to live in this vast and changing world? And how does that world look different when seen through the eyes of collectors?

By investigating imperial expansion through a practice and those who indulged in itcollecting and collectorsI am deliberately taking an unconventional approach. This is partly to recover new profiles and experiences from the past. But these personal encounters also offer a different perspective on the relationship of culture and imperialism more generally. I do not interpret collecting as a transparent or programmatic expression of imperial power, the playing-out of an imperial project. Rather, the history of collecting reveals the complexities of empire; it shows how power and culture intersected in tangled, contingent, sometimes self-contradictory ways. Instead of seeing collecting as a manifestation of imperial power, I see the British Empire itself as a kind of collection: pieced together and gaining definition over time, shaped by a range of circumstances, accidents, and intentions.

The men and women who populate these pages are not, for the most part, the sorts of people who usually appear in history books. For one thing, they are not defined by conventional social attributes, such as occupation, religion,  class, or even ethnicity or nationality. Instead, they shared a habit and interest that cut across imperial society: from princes, officers, functionaries, and traders, through to tourists, wives, artists, and adventurers. Imperial collectors ranged from household names of imperial history, such as Robert Clive and Napoleon Bonaparte, to fringe unknowns such as the minor English diplomat Henry Salt or the eccentric Irish-born soldier Charles Hindoo Stuart. Inevitably, who counts as a collector is somewhat arbitraryand though some of the figures I describe here were passionately dedicated to acquiring objects, others were collectors more by circumstance, hanging on to artifacts that had crossed their paths. But they all shared one crucial characteristic: all of them used objects to advertise, hone, or shape their social personæ. Collecting was a means of self-fashioning.2 In fact, the connection between collecting and self-fashioning was itself a cross-cultural phenomenon, extending from Europeans who valued art collecting as a sign of their being true gentlemen, to Indian princes who collected objects from far-off lands to enhance their personal charisma.

Imperial collectors reached across the lines of cultural difference. It is easy to speak of a clash of civilizations when cultures are distilled to the point of abstraction. But real people in the real world do not necessarily experience other cultures in a confrontational or monolithic way. What the stories of imperial collectors make clear is how much the process of cultural encounter involved crossing and mixing, as well as separation and division. Recovering the sheer variety of life on the ground in an empire, and its points of empathy, seems especially important now, when theoretical and ideological discussion of empire is prevalent but the willingness to engage with and understand other cultures often is not.

These stories also counterbalance the tendency in postcolonial scholarship to portray Europes imperial collision with the rest of the world as a fundamentally oppositional, one-sided affair: the sad, sordid tale of how Western powers imposed hegemonytechnological, economic, military, and culturalover non-Western societies. From Edward Saids groundbreaking Orientalism (1978), which emphasizes the capacity of Western discourse to define and dominate an Eastern other; to the influential Indian journal Subaltern Studies; to more recent work on forms of hybriditymuch academic energy has gone into tracing how the West exerted and expressed its power over the rest.3 To be sure, that is in large part what European empires tried to do. But imperialism is not a one-way street, and power and culture do not always march in lockstep. Alongside trying to understand how European power got asserted over others, one should also consider how others changed and challenged it.

The archives are bursting with as-yet-untold stories of people living on the eastern edges of empirecamp followers, for example, or interpreters, or even common soldiers (about whom surprisingly little has been written), or women and childrenwhose experiences all warrant research. Collectors make excellent guides across imperial frontiers because of their active, tangible engagement with other cultures, and their preoccupation with status and self-fashioning. Furthermore, by moving objects to Europe, they played an active role in representing foreign cultures to a wider Western public. Many major museum collections of Indian and Egyptian objectsso often assumed to be the product of institutional plunder and appropriationactually owe their origins to the acutely personal tastes and ambitions of individuals profiled here.

Just telling their stories, then, is the central goal of this book. But like the little mirrors stitched into an embroidered Gujarati cloth, these stories reflect back many features of the larger world in which they are set. How does the big picture lookand how does it look differentwhen you start small? Next to, and through, these personal histories, I also consider how the broader trajectory of British imperialism in the East was a more complex and uncertain process than traditional narratives suggest. Here, too, the image of empire that comes into view may look unfamiliar.

There was a time when people recounted the rise of the British Empire as a triumphal progress: heavens command, a sure thing, and a good one.4 Indeed, some still tell the imperial story in this way. Equally one-sided, though of an entirely opposing political cast, were the portrayals of empire by postcolonial nationalists, who represented the British Empire as an insidious behemoth. Neither of these attitudes earns unqualified support from serious scholars today. Yet there is still more than a hint of teleology in discussions of empire, a sense that the end was inevitable: the white man won, the burden was shouldered, the colonized shut out.5 This book, by contrast, stresses the obstacles to Britains imperial success. British expansion was hotly contested both by indigenous powers and by European rivals, notably France. It was also only questionably British, since Britain depended heavily on continental Europeans, and increasingly on imperial subjects, for manpower and support. Seeing the cracks and insecurities in British power helps explain why and when the empire took the peculiar forms it did.6

Where most accounts of British expansion tend to say little about Britains rivals and opponents, the overarching narrative offered here concerns the wider global context in which British power was forged, and challenged. First, the history of the British Empire must be understood together with the history of France and its empireand specifically, as a history of  Anglo-French war. For the nearly six decades between the beginning of the Seven Years War in 1756 and the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, Britain and France fought for more than three. This was the eighteenth-century equivalent of modern total war. In Britain, war with France dominated politics, finance, and culture.7 In France, war with Britain had catastrophic consequences for the state, the economy, and ultimately the monarchy. It was also global war. Fought on multiple continents, in defense of imperial interests, it decisively affected the pace, motives, and direction of British and French imperial expansion. Even after Waterloowhen Britains global hegemony reached its heightFrance continued to influence British imperial expansion and imperial desires. In the Ottoman Empire, coveted by both powers, France, if anything, seemed to have the upper hand. Even in India, where conventional wisdom holds that French ambitions died by the 1760s, some French policy makers harbored dreams of renewal, through allies in the Punjab. In short, to write the history of the British Empire without including France would be like writing about the United States during the cold war without mentioning the Soviet Union. France vitally influenced the shaping of the modern British Empire.

The second way my big picture of the British Empire differs from most rests in its emphasis on locations where British power was informal and in the making, rather than on sites that Britain openly conquered, occupied, and ruled. Empire is a flexible term, and interpreting it in a flexible way lets one understand the whole range of mechanisms by which European powers sought and built empires over time. Egypt did not officially join the British Empire until it was made a protectorate in 1914. Even India, considered the jewel in the crown of the British Empire by the late nineteenth century, was never entirely British. At the time of its independence, in 1947, a full third of the subcontinent was in the hands of nominally independent princes. And before 1857for the whole period covered by this bookthe parts of India that were British were ruled not by the British government directly but by the private East India Company, under partial parliamentary supervision.

Throughout this period, all of Egypt and much of India continued to be the preserve of long-established Eastern imperial rulersthe Ottomans and the Mughals. Though at times the Mughal and Ottoman régimes may have looked like window dressing to European empire, their persistence was significant for several reasons. It suggested, for one thing, just how much Britain, and to a certain extent France, derived its own imperial legitimacy from older, non-European reservoirs of power. It also meant, particularly in the case of India, that cultural fusions were embedded in the very workings of the imperial state, everywhere from legal systems and tax collection to rituals, ranks,  and personnel. European powers inheritedand often purposely echoedMughal and Ottoman ways of ruling. Finally, as long as the Mughal and Ottoman figureheads endured, the game was not up between European powers, who continued to struggle among themselves for behind-the-scenes influence. In all these respects, British rule in Mughal and Ottoman domains took shape as something far less British and less formal than its later incarnations might suggest.

Over the century from 1750 to 1850, Britain collected an Eastern empire in India and beyond, beginning with Bengal and adding other domains from there. This is certainly not to say that there was no system, no grand narrative, to imperial expansion. Britain did not simply acquire its empire, as the Victorian historian J. R. Seeley famously remarked, in a fit of absence of mind.8 If anything, and as Seeley knew, it did so in a fit, many decades long, of war with France. But by characterizing British imperial expansion in this period as collecting writ large, I also want to suggest that it was more piecemeal, contingent, uncertainand in many ways collaborativethan the familiar language of an imperial project would suggest.

Britain itself resembled an imperial collector in two important respects. Like the individual collectors described here, Britain was in some senses marginal. It was marginal to Mughal, Ottoman, and other indigenous régimes, whose material and technological resources rightly gave it pause and whose manpower easily outstripped its own. It was also, and certainly felt itself to be, marginal to other European rivals, chiefly France.

And, like other collectors, Britain used collecting to reinvent itself, to define its sense of imperial purpose. In 1750, the British Empire had been primarily Atlantic, colonial, and mercantile, bolstered by an ideology of Protestantism and liberty.9 This was self-consciously different from the land empires of Catholic Europe, the Orient, and even ancient Rome, which were widely critiqued as tyrannical, despotic, and autocratic.10 Yet the empire Britain had come to possess by 1850 was just that: a transcontinental entity formed by conquest and entailing direct rule over millions of manifestly foreign subjects. What was more, many Britonsso skeptical of land empires only a few generations beforewere proud of this. For if war against France had effectively won Britain a new empire, it had also consolidated a new understanding of what Britain stood for, both as a nation and an imperial power.11 Earlynineteenth-century British liberals began to articulate a new political ideology that encompassed both nation and empire in a shared set of terms.12 Liberal reforms ensured that by the time Queen Victoria ascended the throne, in 1837, her Catholic subjects could sit in Parliament; her indigent subjects could be fed and housed (albeit not pleasantly) at state expense; and her middle-class subjects, most of them for the first time, could vote. Crucially, with the abolition of slavery in 1833, no Briton would ever again legally ownor bea slave.

The imperial ramifications of the liberal ideal were set out most clearly in a neo-Roman vision of a British imperium that would embrace all subjects in a fold of British rights. This was the note so ringingly sounded in 1850 by Lord Palmerston, Britains Anglo-Irish, Scottish-educated, fluently multilingual, and outspokenly imperialist foreign secretary, when, leaping to the defense of an abused British imperial subject, he proclaimed: As the Roman, in days of old, held himself free from indignity, when he could say Civis Romanus sum; so also a British subject, in whatever land he may be, shall feel confident that the watchful eye and the strong arm of England will protect him against injustice and wrong.13 Who was the British subject in question? Don David Pacifico, a Portuguese Jew, born in Gibraltar (and thus British) and living in Greece.

There was more than a little political theater in this, to say nothing of selfrighteousness. Nevertheless, Palmerston and his peers recognized a truth about imperial expansion that is easy to lose sight of now, when so much emphasis is placed on the ways in which the British Empire worked to exclude various others from an essentially white, male, Christian, empowered mainstream. Empires include people and cultures.14 When their boundaries grow, no matter how rigid they become, they contain more within. Indeed the central challenge for nineteenth-century Britain to survive as an empire, and as a nation, was to find ways of accommodating difference, especially overseas. Of course there were paradoxes here. But imperial expansion, Britishness, and cross-cultural inclusion were joined at the hipand however awkward, stumbling, and painful their progress, they hobbled along together.

This does not mean that the British (or any other) Empire was somehow immune from racism, repression, violence, or prejudice of all kinds. But the white mans burden attitude of the late nineteenth century should not be imposed over this earlier, denser, more complicated entangling of human experiences.15 The chauvinistic ethos popularly associated with the British Empire did not drive imperial expansion in the East. On the contrary, it hardened only after Europeans had for generations accrued influence in Eastern domains. It hardened in the context of global Anglo-French war. And this imperial ethos was a misleading and inaccurate construction to boot, because British hegemony was never as total as its cheerleaders (or many of its critics today) tended to suggest. Indeed, to some extent the white mans burden was a piece of wishful thinking, a way of justifying and compensating for, with rhetorical and moral purpose, the fundamental vulnerabilities and contradictions embedded in British imperial rule.

I have organized my narrative of how Britain collected its Eastern empire into three chronological sections, moving from India to Egypt; they could loosely be considered to address places, powers, and personalities, in turn. The first third of the book describes in detail the sheer cosmopolitanism of late-eighteenth-century India, beginning with the East India Companys acquisition of Bengal, and the uphill struggle of its great generalissimoand collectorRobert Clive, to make a place for himself in British society. It then visits the vibrant North Indian city of Lucknow, just beyond the bounds of Company control, which flourished as a haven for collectors and cultural chameleons of all kinds. The middle three chapters focus on a pivotal moment in British imperial collecting: the French invasion of Egypt in 1798 and the British capture of Seringapatam, in South India, in 1799. Though fought on different continents, and against two different Muslim opponents, these campaigns were in fact linked fronts in the same Anglo-French war. Together they marked a shift in British imperial policy toward one of active conquest, of collecting territory along Indias frontiers and borders. In these years, Britain and France also became imperial collectors of objects as never before; notably, the campaigns yielded the first imperial trophies to go on public display in Britain. The last portion of the book traces collecting and empire in early-nineteenth-century Egypt, where ongoing Anglo-French rivalry for political influence was channeled into an open war to collect antiquities. Finally, I reflect on some of the ways in which, even in an age of more rigid cultural stratifications, collecting on imperial frontiersby individuals and by the imperial statecontinued to subvert, manipulate, and distort cultural boundaries to enduring effect.

So familiar is the late-nineteenth-century empire of crowns and trumpets (or, more accurately, pith helmets and bagpipes), of white church steeples among the palm trees, gin and tonics on club verandas, and rubicund Englishmen attended by bevies of native servants, that it is sometimes difficult to think back to an earlier period before the ideology of an imperial civilizing mission was in place. This book endeavors to do just that. It steps back into a time and into places where people lived, loved, fought, and identified themselves in ways considerably more complicated than later imperial chauvinism, or even many present-day treatments of empire, might suggest.

Most of all, this book is a plea for bringing a human dimension to imperial history, a topic that is often treated in the abstract, whether by sweeping chroniclers of conquest or by postcolonial critics of imperial discourse. These collectors and their world have vanished. But the objects they collected, moved, and brought together still tender proof of their passion. In Britain and its former coloniesindeed, around the worldthe artifacts give hard evidence of the human contacts that underpinned the otherwise intangible quantities of globalization and empire. In no way do I wish to make an advertisement or an apology for empire, past, present, or future. But empires are a fact of world history. The important question for this book is not whether they are good or bad, but what they do, whom they affect, and how. To the extent the history offered here seeks to reflect on a newer age of empire, it is to make an appeal for remembering the essential humanity of successful international relationships: for borrowing, learning, adapting, and giving. For collecting, and for recollecting.
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PART ONE
INDIA
1750-1799







CHAPTER ONE
Conquests

I. War of the World

Most histories would begin the account of Britain, France, and their empires not in the East but in the West: in North America, where Britains thirteen colonies and New France commanded the Atlantic seaboard, and where the two powers had been vying for dominance since the early 1600s. Their competition reached its climax in the middle of the eighteenth century, during the Seven Years War. The focus of their antagonism was access to the alluring expanse of land beyond the Pennsylvania frontier. With that struggle, Britain and France were effectively fighting for the future of North America: who would win the right to shape it, and whose empire would thrive. Perhaps this story should begin in the West, too, on the banks of the St. Lawrence River, in the summer of 1759, where the best-known eighteenth-century scene of Anglo-French imperial war unfoldedthe battle of Quebec, whose set-piece quality brought recurrent patterns of British and French conflict vividly to life.

Since the declaration of war in 1756, British attempts to advance into New France had been frustrated. But in the early summer of 1759, a British offensive advanced into Canada along the lower St. Lawrence, arriving at the key French city of Quebec. All summer long the British lay camped by the river, besieging the heavily fortified town perched on the cliffs above. But the  French, secure in their position and numbers, remained implacable, while British attempts to attack the city from below were repulsed. In September, British commanders fixed on a plan to strike Quebec from above and so lure the enemy out to battle on the Plains of Abraham, to the north. It was a bold maneuver: the cliffs were steep, the city was strong, the British severely outnumbered. But now, three months into the siege, it was time for such a move. On the night of September 12, 1759, a silent flotilla of British boats crossed the perilous St. Lawrence River and landed nearly five thousand men, who scrabbled up the beetling cliffs in a thin red line.

With the sun rising in a low mist, the black, pungent smell of waterlogged soil, damp, but no more rain: it was as good a day as any for battle. Behind Quebecs thick stone walls, the sleepless French commander, theMarquis de Montcalm, had heard cannon fire in the night and knew that some sort of trouble was at hand. In the morning, he gathered his men and trooped out of the city to see what had happened. Perhaps the British had managed to squeeze a few hundred men up the cliff? Instead he confronted a stunning sight. There, not one mile ahead of him, stood the entire British force, thousands of redcoats like beacons in the mist. There was no choice but to attack. At ten oclock, the French charged, only to be cut down, just forty paces from the British line, by a barrage of musket fire. Through the clearing smoke and chaos of bodies, the British began their counterattack; the French, confused and terrified, scattered before them. They run; see how they run! cried a British soldier. Never was a rout more complete than that of our army, reported a Frenchman. At nine oclock that very night, the French began to retreat from Quebec, leaving the cityand the keys to French Canadain the hands of their British foes.

What had been months, even years, in the making, was over in a matter of hours. So were the lives of the French and British commanders. The Marquis de Montcalm took a ball in the torso late in the action, and was carried back to the town, bleeding profusely and saying, Its nothing, its nothing. Through the long night of retreat, he lay dying; his burial the next day, in the words of the historian Francis Parkman, was the funeral of New France. Out on the Plains of Abraham, the young British general James Wolfe aimed to achieve a more glorious death. While he was leading the charge against the French lines, his wrist was shattered by a bullet; still he rushed, till two more hit him in the belly and the chest, and he fell to the ground. Some officers said that on the river crossing the previous night, Wolfe had been reciting Thomas Grays Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard. If so, one line would have particularly resonated: The paths of glory lead but to the grave. As if on cue, Wolfe expired near the battlefield, while his men charged to victory around him.1

General Wolfes victory at Quebec is one of the grand scenes of British imperial history, a rare individual battle that really did (seem to) turn the tables. And like so many acclaimed victories, its drama rested in part on a string of depressing defeats that had preceded it. Now, three years into the fighting, Britons finally had something to celebrate: voices were raised in hymns and prayers of thanksgiving, church bells rang, fireworks exploded. Wolfes fatal heroism was applauded and retold in popular ballads, stage plays, published firsthand accounts, paintings and prints.2 By far the most famous representation appeared a full decade later, however. The Death of General Wolfe, painted by an up-and-coming Pennsylvania-born artist called Benjamin West, was exhibited at the Royal Academy in the spring of 1771. Promptly reproduced in a bestselling etching, relentlessly emulatedand satirizedthe painting became an instant icon of British art. Part of its appeal lay in an arresting immediacy: rarely if ever had a grand-manner history painting depicted its protagonists in modern dress rather than classical togas.3 But more lay in its subject matter. This was the ultimate clash of civilizations. The Seven Years War is known in America as the French and Indian War, and those were the villains: effete French aristocrats, Jesuits, natives of bloodcurdling savagery. Arrayed against them, in Wests picture, stood the best of the British Empire: bluff John Bulls in their red coats, tartan-wrapped Scots,  sturdy colonials from New England farms, and a pensive, statuesque Indian fresh from the Ontario woods. (The Indian, among other things, was a pure invention of Wests; none fought with Wolfe.) This was the British Empire of the 1760s as it liked to be seen. No accident that it was painted by a colonialand at a tense moment in Anglo-American relations, at that.

Thanks partly to its flattering misrepresentations, Wests painting conveyed two key points about the Seven Years War: this was a war between Britain and France for imperial power, and a war that Britain triumphantly won. Yet the paintings enduring popularity takes attention away from what, in retrospect, may well have been the defining imperial battle of this defining imperial war. For while Wolfe at Quebec seized the imagination of his peers (and many since), it was a near-contemporaneous victory on the other side of the world that would ultimately have more effect on the shape of the British Empire. It had been won two years earlier, at Plassey, on the steamy banks of the River Hooghly, in Bengal. There, in 1757, East India Company troops under the command of Robert Clive defeated the nawab of Bengal and asserted military dominance in a territory larger than Britain itself.

Distant though it was from the European and North American flashpoints of the Seven Years War, and an Anglo-French battle only by proxy (the nawab was said to be cultivating French allies), the victory at Plassey set in train a series of events that affected Britains global position as profoundly as the defeat of the French in Quebec. With the nawabs beaten and an East India Company puppet installed instead, the Mughal power structure in Bengal was decisively dislodged. The Company sealed its victory in 1765, when the emperor granted it the right to collect Bengals valuable tax revenue, the diwani. From this point onward, the East India Company took on the functions of a state in addition to those of a merchant body. Soon it was India, not the thirteen colonies, that would claim the heart of the British Empire.

If one had to announce a time and place for the birth of the modern British Empire, then it would be in the far-flung contests of the Seven Years War. Many of the consequences of that conflict, such as a strengthening of British imperial patriotism, had long antecedents. And many of the changes wrought by the war were in some ways merely a prologue to the epochal upheavals of the Revolutionary-Napoleonic Wars to come. Nevertheless, the Seven Years War marked a watershed in the history of the British and French empires.

In territorial scope alone, the war surpassed previous conflicts. Since 1689, Britain and France had fought three long wars already, on the European continent and increasingly overseas. But this was the fiercest, most expensive, and most expansive war that Britain and France had waged to date. They clashed everywhere, from Montreal to Martinique, from the mouth of the Gambia in  West Africa to the sudden rock outcroppings of South India. And almost everywhere, Britain won. The scale of British victory surprised even the victors. The prime minister William Pitt the Elder, who trumpeted patriotism as his watchword, dubbed 1759 his annus mirabilis: in that year alone, Wolfe secured British dominance in Canada; the French navy was demolished and Britain won access to the Mediterranean; and at Minden, in Hanover, British forces helped score that most precious of feats, a decisive land victory over France. Less than a year later, Sir Eyre Coote continued to rout France in India with his victory at Wandewash, in the south. The Americas, the Continent, and India: it seemed as if the whole world was falling into British hands, and at Frances expense.

But victory had its price. After peace was signed in the Treaty of Paris in 1763, Britain faced an empire that was larger, costlier, and more far flung than ever before. Manpower had to be found to defend it, manpower for which Britain regularly turned to its margins and coloniesScotland, Ireland, America, and increasingly India. Money had to be found to pay for it, money that Britain also looked to its colonies to provide. The notorious Stamp Act, passed in 1765, imposed a tax on printed material in the thirteen colonies. In 1767 followed the Townshend Duties on various British imports in America, including tea, which had fast become a staple of imperial trade and of the Anglo-American palate. Britain could justify these duties in part as a way of asking the colonists to contribute to the costs of their own defense. To some colonists, however, the taxes seemed to be little better than the despotic measures of the Oriental tyrants in the empires of the East. If the Seven Years War won Britain a greater empire than ever, it also touched off the financial and political crises that would cause the thirteen colonies to break away not twenty years later.

The Seven Years War had a profound effect on Britains imperial geography, winning Britain important footholds around the world but also fatally weakening its ability to rule the thirteen colonies. These changes in where Britain had its empire were accompanied by changes in the kind of empire it now possessed. Historians used to treat the American Revolution as a dividing line between two distinct eras of British imperial history: a first British empire that was Atlantic, colonial, and mercantile; and a second empire, based in Asia and characterized by conquest and direct rule. The opposition of these two misleads. For what the Seven Years War heralded was the emergence of a British Empire that could be both Atlantic and Asian, commercial and conquering. It marked the beginning of a modern British Empire that was global and land-based, one that needed enormous resourceshuman, economic, and culturalto keep it going.4

The Seven Years War also had tremendous significance for the French  empirebut not, as conventional wisdom would have it, simply by ringing its death knell. (Almost no historians write about the overseas French empire between 1763 and the invasion of Algeria in 1830.)5 Indeed, though France lost the war, it pursued its ongoing struggle with Britain with renewed vigor. The ink was hardly dry on the peace treaty before Louis XVs shrewd chief minister, the Duc de Choiseul, began to prepare for the guerre de revanche. France reformed and modernized its army, and substantially increased the size of its navya navy that performed against Britain to devastating effect at Yorktown in 1781, precipitating Britains surrender in the American Revolution. It built up its continental alliances, and its Caribbean commerce flourished. Finally, France turned its imperial eyes keenly toward the East. Choiseul and his successors actively researched the possibility of invading Egyptthe stepping-stone to Indiaand sent Admiral Bougainville scouting for new colonies in the Pacific, thus provoking Britain. Because French history is so often divided up by political régimes (the Ancien Régime, Napoleons First Empire, the Restoration, and so on), continuities across periods often get neglected.6 But if one looks at French imperial policy, a more unified picture emerges. Notably, some of Choiseuls undertakings would find echo under Napoleon a generation later. French imperialism did not die after the Seven Years War; it just changed its tune.

Rather than put an end to Anglo-French imperial rivalry, then, or tip the scales definitively in Britains favor, the Seven Years War opened a new chapter in the history of both the British and French empires. It signified a turn toward territorial gain and, with it, direct rule over manifestly foreign subjects. It also, critically, marked a swing to the East as a site of imperial desire. From this point on, the history of British and French imperial rivalry would unfold there, and in India in particular. Over the course of the next century, British power dramatically expanded in India and steadily reached beyond it, to Egypt, China, Afghanistan. France dedicatedly worked to thwart British expansion in India and to build its own influence in the Middle East and North Africa, where by 1900 it would be the dominant European power. In short, the Seven Years War fueled an Anglo-French competition for Eastern empire that would burn on and explode, in India and Egypt, more than thirty years later.

So what did the British Empire look like viewed from the mango groves of Plassey, instead of from the Plains of Abraham? In many ways, rather different. Unlike Quebec, Plassey was not fought for the open conquest of territory, nor was it fought explicitly against the French. It was chiefly fought not by Crown troops but instead by the private army of the East India Company and its native Indian troops, or sepoys, in defense of commercial interests. And to stand in contrast to the youthfully gallant (if also neurotically self-absorbed) Wolfe of Quebec, Plassey cast into the public eye an altogether more complicated and more equivocal hero: Robert Clive, who, while hailed by some in Britain as the heaven-born general, would also find himself, and the empire he represented, the target of public attack. The history of British imperial collecting in the East began with the battle of Plassey and with Robert Clive. For it was there that Britain began to collect its empire in India and began the process of its own imperial refashioning, from a mercantile, Atlantic-based, colonial power to a global territorial ruler and an imperial nation-state. It was also at Plassey that Robert Clive became British Indias first major imperial collector, acquiring a vast personal fortune that he would use to transform himself into the greatestand most reviledpotentate of Britains emerging empire in the East.

II. Trade to Conquest

The British presence in India actually had its formal beginning one hundred fifty years before the age of Clive, Plassey, and the Seven Years War. It dated back to the last day of the sixteenth century, when Queen Elizabeth I, by then a frail old woman with thick face paint and frizzed curls, granted a royal charter to the Company of Merchants of London, Trading to the East Indies. It was among the final acts of her reign, and one of the most significant. The charter granted the East India Company, as it was known, the right to operate a monopoly of English trade with India and the spice islands of the East. In form, the East India Company was a joint-stock company, made up of investors who bought shares in trading ventures. There were many such companies, pursuing Britains commerce with every corner of the globe: the Levant Company, the Muscovy Company, the Royal African Company, the Massachusetts Bay Company, and the South Sea Companywhose bubble burst in 1720, bringing the fortunes of thousands down with it. France and the Netherlands also conducted overseas trade through monopolistic companies of this kind. The Dutch East India Company (VOC) was founded in 1602; the French East India Company, which had been established by Colbert in 1664, was revamped and consolidated as the Compagnie des Indes, both East and West, by the brilliant Scottish financier John Law in 1719.

These were companies; their goal was profit. But securing profits in distant, unfamiliar, and potentially hostile domains required more than business acumen and willing investors. It called for diplomats and strong defenses. Winning a charter back home to trade was only the first step. Actually carrying on that trade meant winning partners and permissions overseas. In the Mughal and Ottoman empires, Europeans needed the consent of local authorities and merchants to establish trading outposts, or factories. And since all  the European companies were competing with one another for the same markets, their representatives constantly jockeyed for position with local rulers, plying them with gifts, promises, favors, and bribes. This was the experience of Britains first ambassador to India, Sir Thomas Roe, who traveled to the court of the emperor Jehangir in 1615. When Roe raised the subject of trade and tax concessions for Britain with the emperor,


He asked me what Presents we would bring him. I answeredthat many Curiosities were to bee found in our Countrey of rare price and estimationHe asked what kind of curiosities those were I mentioned, whether I meant Jewels and rich stones. I answered, No: that we did not thinke them fit Presents to send backe, which were brought first from these parts, whereof he was chiefe Lordbut that we sought to finde such things for his Majestie, as were rare here, and unseene, as excellent artifices in painting, carving, cutting, enamelling, figures in Brasse, Copper, or Stone, rich embroyderies, stuffes of Gold and Silver. He said it was very well: but that hee desired an English horse.



Unprepared for the emperors wishes, Roe instead found himself outmaneuvered by the Portuguese, who gave Jehangir Jewels, Ballests and Pearles with much disgrace to our English commoditie.7 In 1618, howevera full three years after he first sought an audienceRoes persistence was rewarded by an agreement with the emperor for our reception and continuation in his domynyons.8

For the next century and more, the East India Company evolved into one of the most profitable, stable, and progressive corporate bodies in Britain. It was still very much a business: its charter, unlike those of the companies settling North America, did not invite it to establish colonies, nor, before the 1740s, had it begun to build a substantial army of Indian sepoys.9 By 1750, the East India Companys factories stretched from Basra on the Persian Gulf to Bencoolen in Sumatra. The Company establishment in India centered on three coastal settlements, later the presidency towns, or regional capitals, of British India. On the west, or Malabar, coast was Bombay, which England received from Portugal in 1661 as part of the dowry of Charles IIs bride, Catherine of Braganza. By that time, Madras on the east, or Coromandel, coast was a flourishing settlement of about forty thousand, with a fort and (from 1680) the first Anglican church in India, poised on a rise above the crashing breakers of the bay. Calcutta, later the most important of the three towns, was also the newest, founded in 1690 by the Company factor Job  Charnock at a swampy site eighty miles up the Hooghly from the Bay of Bengal. Charnock had chosen the spot, it was said, for the sake of a large shaddy tree, a choice that confounded most, for he could not have chosen a more unhealthful Place on all the River.10 Mosquitoes buzzed insistently, miasmatic vapors thickened in the air, and the nullahs, slow, fetid canals, lay across the settlement like breeding grounds for disease. So many of those who went to eighteenth-century Calcutta died there that it is become a saying that they live like Englishmen and die like rotten sheep.11

Against disease little could be done, but against armed opponents, there were more concrete forms of protection. Right from the start, the search for profit in the East was laced with violence. European traders defended themselves and their factories with gates, guards, and guns. In part, inspired by prudence as well as paranoia, they did it to protect themselves from the locals. In Egypt, for instance, incidental attacks on Europeans were so commonor at least so fearedthat Europeans were advised (if not required) to wear Eastern dress. Throughout the cities of the Levant, Europeans (like Jews, Greeks, and Eastern Christians) lived in gated districts, known as Frankish quarters, at least partly for their own security. Reading the records of early French and British traders in Egypt, one turns up a steady stream of complaints about harrassment and avaniasoutragesincidents in which Ottoman officials levied extortionate duties or demanded bribes. In 1767, Ottoman authorities even seized the chief French dragoman (interpreter) on the Alexandria waterfront and imprisoned him on the charge that he was a renegade subject of the Sultan. After nearly a year of merciless captivity, chained up in the bowels of an Ottoman slave galley, the doomed dragoman died, broken by suffering and worry, in the slave prison of Constantinople.12

But the chief goal of European defenses was to protect themselves from one another. Nowadays, trade wars are costly but generally bloodless. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they were not. Violent altercations, particularly with the Portuguese and the Dutch, pepper the early history of the East India Company.13 An especially vivid incident of intra-European rivalry overseas occurred in Java in 1623, when the East India Company factory at Amboina was attacked by Dutch VOC soldiers and ten Englishmen were tortured and killed. Promptly dubbed a massacre, and the subject of intense public outrage in Britain, the Amboina episode had the effect of turning English traders away from the spice islandswhere Dutch power was now paramountand concentrating them on the Indian subcontinent. By the mid-eighteenth century, Portugal and the Netherlands no longer posed a major military threat to the British in India. But a new and far more dangerous rival appeared on the subcontinent instead: France.

Alliances and conflicts between European powers cast a long shadow over the global expansion of European trade. In the late nineteenth century, at the height of the scramble for Africa, the German chancellor Bismarck memorably remarked that his map of Africa lay in Europe. A hundred years earlier, his maps of Asia and the Middle East would have been there instead. Wars in Europe triggered conflicts between factions of Europeans abroad, and overseas incidents between groups of Europeans could touch off conflicts on the Continent. At the same time, Europeans were enlisted and manipulated by local rulers. On the coasts of West Africa, for example, European slave traders involved themselves in struggles between regional powers, not least because African prisoners of war constituted a major source of slaves.14 In North America, the famous tale of Captain John Smiths rescue from execution by the Indian princess Pocahontas was in fact probably a ritual ceremony staged by her father, the powerful chief of the Powhatan Indians, to co-opt the strange white newcomers as subordinate tributaries.15

The result was a complex map of loyalties, on which national, ethnic, and even religious groupings overlapped in curious ways. Who was friend and who was foe, and how could anyone tell the difference? Even the national labels of French or British were flexible categories at best, particularly when it came to accommodating Catholics and Protestants (respectively) of other nationalities. The East India Company army, like the British Crown army, relied heavily on continental European volunteersat times drawing as much as half its strength from non-British nationals. The French East India Company was also a hybrid creation, chaired by a Scot and manned (like the French army) by a range of Europeans, including Scottish Jacobites and Irish Catholic wild geese who had flown across the Channel in search of opportunities denied them in Protestant Britain. The boundaries between ally and opponent were not, and could not be, defined exclusively in ethnic or racial terms. After all, as The Death of General Wolfe suggested, the native North American was a truer friend to Britain than the Frenchman.

Perhaps nowhere in the mid-eighteenth century did European and indigenous rivalries cross with greater consequence than in India. Much had changed since the days of Sir Thomas Roe, when the Mughal emperor commanded three-quarters of the subcontinent, bound together by a brilliant, effective system of revenue collection and military organization. Now the Mughal Empire was racked by invasions and civil war. In 1739 the Persian warlord Nadir Shah sacked Delhi, carrying the emperors celebrated Peacock Throne away with him as a trophy. The emperor was also steadily losing control over his vassals. Where once he had had the power to appoint and remove regional governorsand to prevent them from amassing too much power for  themselvesnow many provinces were governed by essentially independent rulers, who turned their offices into hereditary positions and no longer regularly delivered their tax revenues to the emperor. In the 1720s, for example, the Persian Shiite military commander Safdar Jang took control of the province of Awadh and made it effectively a hereditary kingdom for his family. In Bengal, in the east, Nawab Alivardi Khan ruled as a virtually independent sovereign from 1740 to 1756. In the south, wars of succession in Hyderabad and Arcot split the old establishment and sucked neighboring rulers into the fray. From the west, the Marathas pushed into Mughal domains, capitalizing on imperial disarray. In short, the Mughal Empire was fragmenting, and eager hands reached in from all sides, grasping for the pieces.16

Among the powers bidding for influence in late Mughal India were the British and French East India Companies, each of which aimed to improve its position at the others expense. The outbreak of Anglo-French war in 1739, coinciding with a succession crisis in the South Indian region of the Carnatic, gave both their chance. (Both also, for the first time, enlisted Indian sepoys to supplement their otherwise relatively small forces.) Under the visionary expansionist François Dupleix, the French captured Madras in late 1746. Ultimately, however, it was the British who prevailed when their ally Muhammad Ali Walajah succeeded in claiming the title of nawab of the Carnatic. (Madras was returned to Britain under the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748.) One of the commanders instrumental in Britains victory was a young East India Company clerk turned soldier called Robert Clive. He was rewarded with a promotion to colonel. Dupleix, however, was recalled by Versailles in 1754. With him, some have said, disappeared French ambitions for a territorial empire in Indiabut, in fact, French influence in South India would simmer for decades to come.

While the battle for ascendancy between Britain and France raged in the south, a new obstacle to British trade appeared in Bengal to the north. From their capital at Murshidabad, the nawabs of Bengal presided over the richest province of the Mughal Empire. Cotton cloth, raw silk, saltpeter, sugar, indigo, and opiumthe products of the region seemed inexhaustible, and all the European merchant companies set up factories to trade in them. Traveling downriver from Murshidabad was like traveling across a mixed-up map of Europe: there were the Portuguese at Hughli, the Dutch at Chinsura, the Danes at Serampore, the French at Chandernagore, and, of course, the British at Calcutta.

In April 1756, the venerable nawab Alivardi Khan died and was succeeded by his nephew and adopted son, Siraj ud-Daula, then about twenty years old. Siraj was described by a contemporary British historian as a man of the most  vicious propensities, suspicious, stubborn, and violenttoward the East India Company, at any rate, a central target of his animosity.17 On coming to power, Siraj ud-Daula promptly requested cash gifts from the European trading companies (which was customary), and asked them to disarm themselves. The Dutch and French complied. The British, however, flagrantly refused to pay and continued to build up their establishment at Fort William, in Calcutta. Convinced that the Company was plotting against him, and determined to make it submit, Siraj marched on Calcutta within weeks of ascending the throne. He seized the little settlement in the space of one day. On the night of the capture, the nawab locked approximately one hundred fifty of Calcuttas European residents into the garrison dungeon, or black hole, as such military prisons were often called. By morning, some sixty of them were dead, suffocated in the stifling, airless space. The incident, still remembered in Britain as the Black Hole of Calcutta, quickly became one of the most emotive and sensational episodes in the history of British India. Company propagandists played up the tragedy as a way of justifying their employers conquests in Bengal to a potentially critical British audience. But this defeat by an Indian ruler also served as a cautionary reminder of British (and European) weakness in the face of attack, and their sheer smallness of numbers.18

When news of Calcuttas fall reached Madras, nearly two months later, the Company promptly launched a punitive expedition. To command it, they appointed Colonel Robert Clive, recently returned from a short leave in Britain. At thirty-one, Clive was a tough, war-hardened veteran, to outward appearances all self-confidence and swagger; few could know that he was also prone to punishing bouts of depression and had attempted suicide twice. Clive and his force of about twelve hundred landed in Bengal in December 1756, just as word arrived that Britain and France were again, officially, at war. The news, long expected, injected new strength and purpose into Clives mission. He was now there not only to reassert the East India Companys strength in Bengal and bring Siraj ud-Daula into line, but to try to eliminate the French, Britains chief competitors for trade and influence, and the nawabs possible allies.

After a day of intense fighting, with high lossesanother reminder that the balance of power was by no means in European favorClive retook Calcutta in early February.19 He then moved upriver, to the French settlement of Chandernagore, capturing it in late March. This, too, was a tough fight, for the city was well fortified and Clives men outnumbered; losses on both sides were heavy, and in return for their exertions, Company troops violently plundered the town. (Though the Dutch [as usual] have secured all they could get, one officer snapped.)20 Clive moved into the final phase of his campaign: to depose  Siraj ud-Daula and install a new, pro-British nawab in his stead. For some weeks Clive and the nawab traded letters and ultimatums; Company demands included the full restitution of trading privileges and the expulsion of the French. But by early June it was clear that a confrontation was at hand. The nawab joined his army at Plassey, south of Murshidabad, and on June 13, Clives modest army of 3,000 men (2,100 of them sepoys), with just eight small cannon, set off north from Chandernagore to fight him.

They reached Plassey nine days later, on June 23, 1757. It was almost exactly a year after the fall of Calcutta, andlike the night of the Black Holea day of punishing heat, before the monsoons, when summer is at its most intense and the air is a thick, still fug. Clive had headquartered himself in a hunting lodge belonging to the nawab called Plassey House; most of his men camped in a nearby mango grove, hidden from view by the dark, waxy leaves and a high mudbank. One mile away lay Siraj ud-Daulas vast encampments. With him were thirty-five thousand infantry, fifteen thousand cavalrymany of them able, well-armed Pathansand more than forty pieces of heavy artillery, superintended by a team of French experts.21 The Company was outnumbered almost twenty to one, and severely outgunned. In terms of equipment and manpower, to say nothing of familiarity with the terrain, there was no contest.

Yet like so many of Britains early Indian adventures, the battle of Plassey rested on a foundation of lies, spies, and betrayal. For, during his one year on the throne, Siraj ud-Daula had alienated not only the East India Company but many of his own subjects, particularly those who did business with the Company. A powerful contingent of bankers, merchants, and courtiers had joined forces with Company agents to oust the nawab. Bengal hummed with rumor and conspiracy. At the heart of the plots was one of Sirajs top commanders, a nobleman named Mir Jafar. Through a series of backroom maneuvers, the Company signed a treaty with Mir Jafar in which he agreed to grant the Company huge cash rewards and privileges in exchange for its assistance in toppling Siraj ud-Daula and installing him as nawab of Bengal instead. At the battle everyone now expected, Mir Jafar agreed to stand neuter, if not to lead his troops away from the fight. In effect, Plassey was won before it was even fought.22

Early in the morning, the pounding from the nawabs heavy artillery began, with an attack on one portion of the Company line. Most of the Company soldiers huddled behind their mudbank, hoping to hold out till nightfall, when they could make a counterattack. Clive, standing on the roof of Plassey House, could see the great mass of the army he faced, commanders on elephants, resplendent formations of troops, brilliant tents, and the gaudy pennants and banners of war. He could hear the great and sustained firing of the guns, and watched nervously as they battered his tiny group of men. Yet he could see no sign from Mir Jafar. Had Clive been betrayed, too?

Then a sign arrived, unexpectedly, from above. It began to rain. The monsoons were comingand coming to the Companys rescue. For as the rain pelted down, soaking the men (Clive, drenched to the skin, stepped inside Plassey House to change his clothes) and spilling off the trees around them, water saturated the enemy artillery: gunpowder turned to mush, the fuses into useless strings. The firingso fatal just moments beforefizzled out. And through the rain, the soldiers in the mango grove watched their enemy dissolve. To the right Clive and his men saw a huge contingent of cavalry move down the river and away from the fighting; it was Mir Jafar leaving the scene of the battle, as promised. On the field ahead, the nawabs men began to scatter and flee. For six miles they were chased by Company soldiers, who scooped up abandoned cannon, equipment, and stores along the way. The next day, Mir Jafar met with Clive, then traveled straight on to Murshidabad, took quiet possession of the Palace and Treasures and was immediately acknowledged Nabob.23 Siraj ud-Daula, who had fled the city disguisedin a mean dress,attended only by his favourite concubine andeunuch was captured some days later and executed by Mir Jafars men.24

The battle of Plassey was a setup, not a set piece. Quite unlike the battle of the Plains of Abraham, it does not make for very glorious retellings, nor did it at the time. Yet somewhere in that swamp of conspiracy, heat, and cannon fire in the mango grove, something new coalesced about the nature of the British presence in South Asia. It was not until 1765 that Clive would consolidate his victory in Bengal by gaining the diwani from the emperor, thereby putting the reins of Bengal government directly into the Companys hands. But there is a reason that 1757 serves as the conventional starting date for the history of British India. It was at the battle of Plassey that the East India Company irrevocably and victoriously asserted itself as a military and ruling power in the Mughal domains.

Plasseys central significance for the Company was to marry territorial conquest and, from 1765, administration, to trade. But two further elements in the events of those months would remain part of the imperial landscape in India for decades to come. First, rivalry with France had acted as a spur and pretext for Company attack. It was rather beside the point whether the French threat to British interests was genuine or whether it had been exaggerated. What mattered was that Francophobia and Anglo-French war formed the framework within which Company expansion took place. The Seven Years War has often been seen as the end of Frances bid for empire in India, but the  specter of a French resurgencefomenting in the courts of anti-British Indian princeshaunted British rhetoric and plans right into the nineteenth century.25

A second enduring feature of the events surrounding Plassey was that alliances and enmities cut across ethnic, cultural, and religious lines. The Company owed its victory to a partnership with Mir Jafar, the Jagat Seth banking family, and other Calcutta merchants.26 Siraj ud-Daulas strength, in turn, depended in part on assistance from the French. Crying collaborator in such a sea of interest groups is meaningless. Indeed, in Bengal as well as in the raging conflicts of
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IV. Empire Unmasked
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