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CHAPTER ONE:

INTRODUCTION

Time marches on, people move on, so do nations and life goes on. But once in a while, a catastrophic event occurs which changes the course of human history. It was common for nations to rise to defend their honor or to honor their treaties and people have arisen to seek justice or to avenge defeat. Morally speaking, that was the nobler part of history. Unfortunately, there have been occasions, when predatory wars have been fought for economic gains or for the subjugation of others in pursuit of political ideology. There have also been clashes of culture or religion and the world history has been in constant flux. One such catastrophic event as is well known, was the clash of East and West resulting in the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria by a Serbian nationalist which led to the First World War and its ramifications have been felt ever since.

Another East West Conflict with far more profound consequences took place in India on the afternoon of June 23, 1757, which changed the course of British fortunes and the world history for the foreseeable future. That event is shrouded in mystery, its details very successfully suppressed and it helped Britain, an impoverished Island nation, become suddenly a banker to the World. That event gave birth to predatory capitalism and the resulting chain of events made Britain an Imperial power and gave birth to British Aristocracy. It also uplifted her people socially and economically from abject misery and drudgery. It was a transforming event for Britain and her people, it was a transforming event for the world, but little is known of that event because very successfully Britain was able to keep it a secret. That historical story is both compelling and fascinating and lifts the veil of secrecy which had remained hidden for such a long time.

Britain was an impoverished nation and was left behind in the European race for money and power. Britain was competing with other European powers for building an Empire but it did not have the resources to match her ambition. In their efforts to colonize the North American colony, Britain over reached itself during the Seven Year War with France and for lack of funds, in fact, it became a war of survival. The Seven-year war was different from the other wars between England and France, until then, Anglo-French wars were fought in Europe principally on religious grounds. Those wars were unpopular in England because of the expense and the monarchy had difficulty raising the necessary money from the Parliament. The Seven-Year War was fought both in Europe as well as in America. As never before, Britain spent a very large amount of money to safeguard its American colony, the money that they did not have. It was a war for the Empire; it was a war for Britain as an imperial power. It was the war of supremacy between France and England. That war did not go very well for Britain, initially.

Besides, the British were mired in all kind of financial problems at home and they needed the money. After the death of Emperor Charles VI (1740), England got embroiled in succession of wars, first against Spain and France during the War of European Succession, which lasted until 1748. In North America, Britain was fighting many wars as a prelude to the American War of Independence. It had also stationed a large standing army to fight the American Indians. Britain needed a lot of money to just stay afloat and they were relying upon commerce to make that money. Chinese tea was a money maker but they had no money to pay for the Chinese tea and the British merchants stationed in India, had to continuously hoodwink the merchants for opium to pay for the Chinese tea. The Dutch had taught the Chinese to smoke opium and the British began to capitalize on that addiction by the opium route. But the opium route had its limits as Britain did not want to part with silver to pay for the opium and Britain needed a huge amount of money to just survive.

The British Navy was ill equipped and also needed urgent funds for expansion to block the French in the Atlantic but Britain did not have the tax base of France nor could it raise money internally. There were no banks as are known today, the Bank of England was not even born and other than private holdings or penny saving banks, there was no place for Britain to go and borrow money. For a while, Britain issued undated paper at a very high interest rate, but that had its limits and Britain found itself fighting for its life.

Britain was already deep in debt, its national debt continued to burgeon and the borrowings ballooned and Britain was struggling to survive as a free nation. By some estimates, the debt exploded and yet they continued to borrow and continued to issue Navy bills and ordinance debentures with unknown and undated maturities. The resources of the banks were small and the framework of the government was based on personal and private contributions from individuals rather than institutions. There thus ensued a national crises, Britain could have pulled in its horns and go back home from the American colony but it had a heritage of pillage and plunder, piracy and loot and it decided to do what it did best in the past.

Britain changed its government and William Pitt became the Prime Minister in its grave hour of need and he decided to use Britain’s core competency, pillage, piracy and buccaneering, to loot the money. Britain credits Pitt as a visionary and far sighted and sure indeed he earned that reputation for what he did. Pitt knew that there was only one place where money was available in plenty and Britain could raid it. Here starts the story of two diverse cultures, which had nothing in common, except that one was highly advanced, rich and a breadbasket of Asia and an industrial workshop of the civilized World and the other an Island nation, impoverished and depended on it, half the world away for trade and commerce. India was a very wealthy country and in Babur –Nama, the Memoirs of Babur, (the First Mughal Emperor) stated that “Hindustan was a large country and has masses of gold and silver. Its air in the rains is very fine not to be surpassed in healthiness and charm”. Britain came to India seeking trading opportunities much later than other European nations who were engaged in brisk business but for lack of sea faring skills, Britain was left behind. After a century of effort, Britain was finally able to reach the Indian shores and at the time of the Seven Year war, Britain had been in Bengal, an eastern Province of India, for about a century where they had set up the British East India Company.

At the time of our story, there was power vacuum in Bengal and it was facing political crises and having well over forty million British pounds in its Treasury, all in gold and the specie. In today’s money, the gold in the Murshidabad Treasury was in excess of one hundred billion pounds considering the wage differential between then and now. The Bengal Treasury was the Treasury of the Mughal Emperors where gold had piled up because of the political crises after the death of Emperor Aurangzeb, the Sixth Mughal Emperor. That gold was the talk of the European Traders and was well known to the British. Pitt the visionary, decided to raid the Murshidabad Treasury as a Hail Mary Pass and he successfully set in motion the world transforming events, with which the world is wrestling even today. Pitt expanded the Royal Navy after successfully looting the Indian treasure that by 1759 had so decimated the French fleet that France was unable to supply its army across the Atlantic. Britain was able to expand the Navy and had a victory over France for control of the North American colony.

Soon after the successful raid of the Mughal Treasury, Britain was able to pay all the borrowed money, the Navy undated paper was all refunded and the charter of the Bank of England was revised and the Bank of England became the Banker’s Bank and declared that it could pay its notes on demand in gold. Well, the Tooth Fairy did not suddenly leave all that gold in Britain.

The Mughal treasury was the plum, but there was a lot of low hanging fruit and the British freebooters went after the easy money with all the power of despotism. The Princely Treasuries, Jag at Seths, the Court Financiers of Mughal Emperors, the inland internal trade and the private holdings of the Zamindars (land owners) were the next to fall victim to the British freebooters in an unprecedented scramble for wealth. That phase was the unregulated plunder and lasted till the end of the eighteenth century when great fortunes suddenly descended upon Britain. That sudden availability of money gave rise to many public sector projects in Britain without any help from the State and resulted in the creation of the many insurance and banking enterprises. The British Society saw the emergence of a new class of people, the merchant bankers who participated in that untrammeled scramble for wealth and they provided the money, which was the sinews, for all public sector jobs. The money in the hands of those ‘British Nabobs’ was so huge that they started lending beyond the limits of any prudence and they were the ones who funded the reparation loans after the Napoleonic wars.

The Indian gold became the gateway to British finance. India of those days was the magnet for world bullion and the sink hole for the world’s bullion supplies and the two hundred years of the British rule denuded those reserves from all over the country. Before the Indian loot, there was only the King and his men but the Merchant Bankers who were deeply involved in denuding the colony developed a symbiotic relationship between the government and the merchants. The famous Baring Bros. & Co. started humbly in Exeter, England as a small German immigrant doing business in English woolens with a small capital base of five thousand pounds, became a leading financial institution by following the money like most other people of influence in Britain. Thomas Baring, the grandson of the founder spent nine years in Calcutta during those halcyon days of the unregulated plunder, where he was helped by Cupid and married also the daughter of his countryman. So did the famous Scottish firm of Coutts & Co, a grain dealer or a country shopkeeper with a capital base of four thousand pounds. Those merchant bankers started receiving the patronage of the British Monarch King George III and those merchant bankers became the friends and advisor to the British Prime Minister William Pitt. There is a five hundred page book on Baring Bros. & Co. where it is very unashamedly stated that the source of their money was unknown.

This historical story is based on that episode and the aftermath of that invasion. Little is mentioned of that invasion in the recorded history because there was no one to tell that tale and Britain decided to hide it. The political and economic story of British rule in India has remained obscure possibly by tactical decision by the British to hide its tyranny in an alien culture. The British have always cloaked its rule in simple stereotypes and characterized their rule as something borne out of courage and self-sacrifice and based totally on altruistic reasons. It was a perverse interpretation and this story may shine some light as we chase the flow of that money from India to Britain.

The British operated in a unipolar world, the history books were written by the British historians and the vanquished do not write. Instead, Britain decided to look Imperial and an Aristocrat with all the flush of money and started imposing her will on others. A story was invented to justify that invasion, a story very benign in nature that it escaped the attention of the world. The British had to justify the invasion as a legitimate act of war so they staged a mock invasion in a mangrove by the side of the Mughal Treasury at Murshidabad and they needed a villain too. Thus was born the British story of the “Battle of Plassey’, they Anglicized the local name ‘Palashi’ to invent the word Plassey and that was how the world came to learn the British story of the Battle of ‘Plassey’ and Sirraj-ud-Daula, the villain. But there was more to the story, there always is, and the British chose to pursue a path to riches feigning that they earned that money. The British set out to make money for their country and increase the national wealth with fanatical zeal and they hoarded the loot and invested it wisely for their posterity. This historical story puts the pieces of the puzzle together and provides a rare glimpse about the source of the British wealth, detailing an epic authentic story of trickery and treachery, greed and deception, plunder and despotism and another cultural clash of East & West.

To understand it all, it will be necessary to scan the time moving forward and backward for fuller understanding of the British motives and what brought them there. They had nothing in common with India socially, economically, politically, culturally or racially and they were half the world away with a huge set of problems of their own. Furthermore, there was a big money divide, cultural divide and people divide and there was nothing in common for any enduring relation between the two. Worst of all, money was the nerve center of the British in all their dealings, which was fueled and driven by overweening greed and beastly passions. The British society was molded on the lines of serfdom and feudal relations and there was a huge divide between the people, the haves and the have notes and they had nothing on the horizon to change their lives. The cultural and economic history of England of those times tells us that they had land pirates and sea pirates and a great floating population of vagabonds, beggars, various varieties of thieves and swindlers, not necessarily in that order and they lived on charity, extortion or violence. The life was held cheap if it was any measure of their culture and public hangings were common. Fetter Lane in London had gallows at either end of the street. Such was the composition of the people who came to India for the loot. Even for initial commerce, they had no money and depended on the generosity of the merchants, manufacturers and traders of Surat and Bengal. Surat was the port city on the west coast of India where the British first arrived with little funds and they were helped by the merchant community financially even for starting the initial commerce.

Britain never had much of a tax base in those times and they lived on borrowed money. As late as the later part of the seventeenth century, Charles II placed a moratorium on govt. debt as they had no money to meet its debt obligations. The British East India Company was well anchored by that time and it gave Charles II a voluntary contribution of over three hundred thousand British pounds. The financial affairs of the country were always weak; the loans were raised at exorbitant rates of interest. With that kind of historical poverty, Britain was always looking for ways to pay for its keep and India was a God sent opportunity.

The East India Company therefore became a lifeline for the British people. There was nothing else going for them. They lived by supporting each other, like smithy, baking, cleaning and laundering and the other age old professions and the wages were ridiculously low, as low as three or four shillings a month and it was no wonder that they did not have anything other than Penny Savings banks. The British East India Company (EIC) bought goods in Bengal, like cotton piece goods, silk, tea, peppers, and opium and sold it in Europe to make money, so much so, that they even banned the consumption of cottons at home as it cut into their profits. Money concerns weighed heavily on those people and it dictated the conduct of their lives. Though the EIC got its charter in 1601, it did not become fully operational until about 1625 and it was a money making enterprise when it helped their Monarch Charles II in the later part of the seventeenth century. EIC also started getting new ideas, predatory ideas, about that time to lay the groundwork to establish a foothold in India for all time to come.

When William Pitt decided to raid the Treasury of the Mughal Emperors, it was not a Eureka moment, the British had been working at it for quite some time, well over half a century and they had laid a considerable amount of ground work to establish a dominion in India. The coastline of India is huge; on the western side is the Arabian Sea, on the Eastern side the Bay of Bengal and the two coastlines make a low hanging necklace. The British surreptitiously started setting up trading posts (mini fortresses), which they also called factories, all along the Indian coast. All told some twenty three forts, starting from Surat on the west coast to Fort William in Calcutta on the East Coast were set up fortified with European weapons and guns and they recruited a large Indian army (they called them sepoys- Hindi word for a policeman) with the pretext of security needs. They did not have any significant business anywhere other than Bengal but they continued to sign leases and fortified their positions all along the Indian coast. Around the year 1700, they aroused the alarm and suspicion of the Emperor and Aurangzeb himself took them on and shut them down after a significant military action. Those mini fortresses later proved very strategic to the British, as fallback positions, during their expansion drive in the sub-continent.

They also set up espionage cells in various princely states with the pretext of gaining royal trust and they started pandering to the needs of the royal households to win favors. The British assigned people as friends of the Court and they were mostly spies and the British engaged in political sabotage and espionage. Those espionage cells proved very effective many a times and their usefulness were valueless. On many occasions, at the very critical juncture, the Indian rulers suddenly died tipping the scale in the British favor; otherwise the history of their stay might have been very brief. They hobnobbed with the various Nabobs, signed up self-serving Agreements and Treaties and sowed the seeds of insurrection upon which they capitalized. The raid on the Mughal Treasury was not possible without the internal insurrection.

The other Europeans in the region were a threat to the British plans particularly the Dutch and the French. In their pursuit of money, they increasingly found the Dutch, who had superior skills, an obstacle in their way. Britain had fought and lost three wars with the Dutch between 1652- 1674 and Britain was driven out of Indonesian outposts and the British merchants could not take those monetary reverses any more. The British had to find a way to overcome the Dutch, so in 1688, they staged a coup against their own monarch. James II, who was ousted, fled to France, and they invited the Dutch Prince, William of Orange to take the throne. After the Dutch Prince took the throne of England, the British and the Dutch interests merged and Britain could operate freely in the East.

In the meantime, Britain was also locking horns with the French in India and the French were serious competitors of Britain. As never before, both France and Great Britain were devoting considerable energy to the Indian commerce. With the appointment of Dupleix in 1732, the French trading Posts in Bengal at Balasore and Cossimbazar, were doing brisk business, but the French government, in order to avoid war with the British, and uninformed of Dupleix’s grandiose schemes in India, recalled him in 1754. The French did not get tempted to lay their hand on the Mughal treasury either, in their conflict with Britain for Imperial supremacy. It was hard to say whether the French action was borne out of social justice as dictated by their catholic faith or they were not prepared for a war with Britain half the world away.

The second half of the eighteenth century ushered in the dawn of a ‘Golden Age’ for Britain, after they paid off the burgeoning debts. From the various accounts, it was fair to assume that the British debts had climbed up to about one hundred fifty to two hundred million pounds until the start of the Seven Year War, an unassailable position and beyond the capacity of Britain to pay. The Mughal money not only helped Britain pay off all their debts in gold, but the British also modernized the Navy and the private British Traders remitted huge sums to their own private accounts using the French and Dutch remitting channels. The employees of EIC were allowed to trade on their own account with all the powers that despotism brings. The exclusive rights to internal trade were monopolized by those employees and there occurred an untrammeled scramble for wealth and an orgy of greed which produced instantaneous millionaires and it gave birth to the western capitalism. The birth of the British banking and borrowing system was a natural corollary to the capitalistic society, and gave birth to the British aristocracy. The covenanted servants of the company became fabulously wealthy. Some of them amassed huge personal wealth and left behind imposing stately homes in England. Clive’s at Claremont, Hasting’s at Daylesford, Pitt’s at Swllowfield and the two hundred fifty two servants of the British East India Company became alchemists, they produced gold out of nothing, they used collusive and fraudulent contracts and they used political power to restrict freedom of trade and enriched themselves.

The American War of independence put extraordinary demand of money for Britain, particularly when the Dutch were pulling money out of the market. Their trading activities suffered a serious setback after the British rose to power in India. To get money for the war, the British dispatched Charles Cornwallis (1786-1793), to continue the plunder of India. He was an army man, who saw action in the Seven-Year War in Europe and later fought against the British rebels in the War of independence in the American colony. Cornwallis lost against the forces of George Washington. During his term, revenue collection became the company’s most essential administrative function; his permanent land revenue policy was revised to maximize the revenue collection. His revenue system was so regressive that the zamindars (equivalent to British landed gentry) became tenants -at-will and their lands were auctioned and they were put in jail for inability to pay. Britain was never short of ideas to loot the Indian colony; they also focused on the Anglo-American Trade. The British merchants imported wines from France, silk and Tea from China, and many other items of luxury both for home consumption as well as for export, but sent the bills drawn on London to India for payment.

The general attitude of the British towards India was that India was at their mercy and they could do anything what they wanted. They established Chokis (tollbooths) and custom outposts and duties were levied at 3-½ % which was a frightful augmentation of the revenue collection. The attitude of the British was best expressed by Boughton Rous: “Let them (natives) walk quietly in the paths of their forefathers and they rejoice to be slaves of your wealth and prosperity.” Rous’s ancestor, Charles William, a clerical employee of EIC in Bengal returned to England in 1778 with accumulated wealth. Rous inherited the family estate in Worcestershire owning lands in Hillsborough and elsewhere and property in London.

During the twenty five years, from the time of the invasion in 1757 to the end of the American Revolution, Britain extracted unprecedented amount of wealth out of India, The British have kept meticulous accounts of various debts and money used to modernize the Navy and build the various Public Sector Projects and it would be fair to assume that the total money that reached England after breach of the Mughal Treasury, could easily be in the range of four to five hundred million pounds. In today’s money this would be close to half a trillion pounds considering a thousand time differential in the wages between then and now. Thus was born the imperial Britain and the British capitalist society. The British capitalism originated from the pathology of greed and the orthodoxy of plunder and its roots lay in the bestial passions of those people.

The American Revolution was a wakeup call for Britain. The British essentially were after money, they wanted to increase their national wealth and so was their goal in India. The various coercive Acts, the Sugar Act (1764), Stamp Act (1765) and Tea Act (1773) was an attempt by the English Crown to raise revenue from the American colony. The Tea Act led to the famous ‘Boston tea Party’. The British victory in the American colony did not last very long, the victory over France symbolized by the Treaty of Paris, was celebrated as a great victory for the British Empire but in just twelve years, the American colony fired the first shots for independence from the coercive Acts passed by the British Government. Unwittingly, the British started the resistance to their rule on account of their overweening greed. They however invented a new mode, they invested at least half the money they took out of India in North America and they continue to reap huge amounts of money from those investments.

In a bizarre twist of fate, the American war of independence and the colonization of India got intertwined after the British lost the American colony. After the loss of the American colony, Britain was left only with sugar plantations in Jamaica, a handful of Caribbean islands and a foothold in Bengal, India. That was then the extent of the British Empire. They found India an easy target and determined that they could build up their empire in India as the new default position. India’s long coastline proved its bane.

At the onset of the nineteenth century, Britain already had reached the pinnacle of economic might, unimaginable only five decades before. It was only the start, Britain had realized that they had really hit upon a very big gold mine and they let loose forces which would totally decimate the Indian nation and catapult the British nation to unimaginable prosperity. Britain called the 19th century, the century of miracles. Yes, indeed, look at the statistics. The balance sheet of their colonial effort thus far was driven by the loot of Mughal and princely treasuries, annexation by force or otherwise of the farms, and complete monopoly of the native trade, banking and some of the tropical industries. Britain was a nickel and dime country, a particularly calculating and miserly economy, loath to part with its national wealth; instead they were focused on piling up ever increasing amounts of gold in Thread Needle Street, their Bank of England, and Leaden Hall Street Treasuries. They invested the looted funds wisely and they had become the banker to the world.

Britain then decided to go after India’s crown jewels; the tropical agricultural produce that made India the richest economy in the civilized world. It was the agricultural surpluses and the multiple annual crops that made India the magnet and the sink hole of the world’s bullion supplies and the target of the foreign raiders. India’s history was painful reminder of foreign raiders like Mohammed Gazni, Nadir Shah and Afghan Abdalis who came just for loot and plunder. They were birds of passage, they came, they took what they could and they left. Britain was on a different path, they did not want to milk the cow, and they wanted to run away with the cow. Britain quickly realized the wealth potential of those tropical cash crops and set in motion the forces that destroyed what was left of that rich economy.

Britain passed the Charter Act and allowed her natural born subjects to go to India to make profit. They were not allowed to take any money from the national Treasury. The British Revenue Secretary Holt McKenzie advised his countrymen that he was sanguine about any direct remittance, instead the people travelling to India should be men of industry and of certain character and very soon they would become capitalists. Money to the British people was a blood sport and the lure of money attracted the attention of the British government and they hastened to modify the revenue and custom policies, increased native assessments and tilted the scale towards the British entering the colony. It pushed the landowners in the clutches of the money lenders. The custom policies were modified by levying heavy import duties so that the natives were unable to start modern industries. The British targeted Tea, Cotton, and Jute, Indigo, Silk, Opium cash crops and started setting up Plantation industries. They targeted the mines and mineral wealth; they targeted coal and coal mines, Mica, Iron Ore and Bauxite. The British followed monopoly practices and destroyed any local control for maximum gain.

The real game was the money game and profits. London became the Tea Market of Europe and elsewhere. Two times every week, Tea was auctioned at Mincing Lane London and the British Managing Agency Houses controlled the production and distribution of Tea. The Tea Plantations in Assam and Darjeeling were completely monopolized by the British. Initially, the British Administration gave the Plantations to the British retired Army and government officials and in many cases the identity of those proprietary concerns was kept secret. In all they started with three hundred Estates which ultimately grew to about a million acres and they produced on the average three to four hundred million pounds of Tea a year. The Assam Tea Company which was the oldest company was registered in London, never in India and they never published the profit picture. The British were involved with the Tea Business of Assam and Bengal for three quarters of the century and a very conservative estimate of the profits could easily be a trillion pounds.

In those days, the survival of the British nation depended on cotton. At least one fifth of the total population depended upon the cotton textile industry. The cotton consumption was about one billion pounds a year imported from India. Some cotton also came from Georgia and Alabama but the American Civil War dried up that source. Cotton from Bombay was also attractive because India was an occupied economy and the British had a foot on their jugular vein. Britain imported over half a million bales from Bombay before the American Civil War but paid little, less than one third compared to imports from America. The imports jumped to one to two million bales of four hundred pounds after the year 1861 and in those maddest times of cotton shortages in Liverpool, the lure of money in Bombay attracted the British Buccaneers and they came pouring in and started scores of companies for pressing, spinning and shipping and the total volume of trade jumped in excess of thirty million pounds but to every one’s surprise there suddenly developed a severe shortage of circulating medium, that was silver. Every two weeks, India received the silver for its cotton and every two weeks when the mail came from Britain, the same silver left India in the same boat. The buyers of Cotton were the British and the banking and trading companies were the British and a great game was played. In the very vortex of the flow of money, in the maddest time in the history of the cotton trade in Bombay, silver copiously poured in its lap and yet Bombay suffered from lack of circulating medium; whatever silver was brought in to buy the cotton, it left by the next boat.

The story of Indigo was a story of deceit, fraud, extortion and black mail. The British earned well over three million pounds annually of those times, which was a colossal amount and the industry remained under British control throughout their long rule. There was no indigo dye without the indigo plant and to have control over the plant, the British used thug gee and gangsters. They made claims against the cultivator and the claim was never settled and the families, the children and the children’s children remained under that phony debt, it went on for generations. The British Administration supported and abetted the claims and the extortions continued. Eventually, the market forces came to the rescue of those helpless cultivators who had no recourse to any kind of justice under the British administration. With the discovery of Aniline dyes, a coal tar based synthetic product, the use of indigo based dye became extinct but not until the British Freebooters raked in about half a trillion pounds in today’s money during the course of a century.

The British were particularly brutal in the countryside of Bengal in their attempts to take over the family Indigo Farms. They viewed everything in terms of pounds and shillings, the pathology of greed was so deeply ingrained in their DNA that it made no difference to them whether they were shipping out slaves from the Dungeons of Cape Coast Castle in Ghana or the Indigo pallets or the chests of Tea to Boston Harbor, they viewed everything alike in terms of money, in terms of gold and in terms of wealth in their National Treasury. They were patriotic up to a point, as long as it did not affect their own pockets. During the many piracy raids that their Monarch staged in an earlier century, the sailors and seamen always lined their own pockets first, so much so that Queen Elizabeth made sure that the sailors and seamen wore overalls without pockets.

Possibly because of the historical poverty, the Scots were the worst in their brutality and more so in an alien culture as the English people were unable to adjust to people who were different. Their behaviors displayed inhumanity towards others and lacked any sort of piety. In their own country too, they tortured people at the rack or drew and quartered the convicts even before they were dead at the gallows. A lot of Scots descended on India after the Crimean War after the supply of Russian Hemp dried up. Jute was a very profitable business, several million acres were under Jute cultivation and the Jute exports were of the order of eight to ten million bales a year. It was a very big business, many times more than the total gross products of Scotland and the Scots really hit the jackpot. George Iceland was the pioneer; he came from Scotland with a handloom and started competing with the native sack weavers. That happy situation lasted very briefly, then came George Anderson with power spinning and weaving equipment and pretty soon after that, they monopolized the business entirely by the custom policies of the British authorities and shut down the native businesses. The jute monopoly earned the British or Scotts in excess of half a trillion pounds in today’s money but that was not all. They were mean and they left their labor as victims of wage fraud and they stripped the labor of their dignity. They were loath to spend any money on mechanization where a human labor could be used. Instead of providing carts to haul four hundred pound bales, they made three men to lift the bale and to walk a strange walk like a six legged horse.

Both railroad and steamship became essential for the survival of the British Empire in the middle of the nineteenth century. Both those technologies were dependent on the abundant supply of coal and Cardiff coal was a long way off from the Indian shores for fueling their steamships. Fortunately for Britain, India was blessed with abundant supply of coal, strategically located only a hundred miles from the Bengal Presidency of the British East India Company. The Jharia coalfields estimated to contain about sixty billion tons became another British monopoly. India had no industry and used no coal but many mines were private properties and the British used political power to lease or take over those properties. The British Managing Agency Houses controlled the production and sale of coal and they exported over twenty million tons of coal a year with a three hundred percent spread over the price of coal at the mine head. The profits they earned over the course of the century are mind boggling. Those profits were in billions with no risk or investments of any kind.

The raids and accumulation of capital thus became the main business activity of Britain in India and it ultimately became a phenomenon. It picked up speed and it went on autopilot. The British merchants and the British Civil Service were singularly focused on raking in as much money as they could and they overlooked nothing. They realized that they had not yet exploited the human capital, English speaking; educated natives and they started using them to loot the adjoining territories. The British set up tropical industries in Kenya, cultivated Tea and Sisal Plantations and sent Indians to Kenya to run their local administration, as the British did not have enough manpower of their own. After the abolition of slavery, the British also shipped a few million Indian coolies to West Indies to man their plantations as it became very expensive to hire the Negro labor. The British started expanding the Indian Army and attacked adjoining territories. Burma was attacked for their Teakwood, essential for shipbuilding. Punjab was attacked for Treasures, reparation, revenue and territories.

Britain then focused on their ever accumulating wealth and they started investing the surplus funds to make more money. They started lending money to sovereign governments, as that was the safest investment. Nations do not declare bankruptcy like individuals and the loans stay on their books until paid. The problems of Greece however may change that paradigm. The British invested money in public utilities where the returns were assured and they invested in insurance and banking where the risk to their capital was minimum. With that deliberate policy of caution and astute investments, Britain has preserved the looted capital and they continue to be major force in the financial world. The enormous revenue stream from India gave Britain a new confidence and Britain wanted to preserve the status quo, they began to indulge in British feudalism, a ‘Merrier England’ revolving around the colonial loot, aristocracy, hubris and the Empire. To preserve the status quo, they came up with a plan to produce a special class of people in India who would be more loyal to them than to their own country. It involved converting and in doctoring the natives with Christian faith, which proved explosive.

The British made the fatal mistake of attacking Indian nationalism. They sent missionaries to produce a class of people who would be racially Indian but English in taste, in opinions, in morals and in intellect. They thought that such people would be loyal to Britain out of recognition of the superior moral worth. The British always assumed that they were superior and always looked down on the natives and treated them with contempt. They wanted Indians to become coconuts - brown on the outside and white from the inside. They wanted to convert Indians to Christianity and be disloyal to their own heritage. Christianity may be a magnificent religion, but all cant to the contrary, it was in no sense Indian religion and in no sense Indian culture. They wanted to produce a fault line, Indian converts to Christianity on one side and the natives who wanted to keep their culture whole and unadulterated on the other. The Christian missionaries did not have much success in converting; instead it produced the anti- British rebellion of 1857.

In the 1860’s, after the Indian Mutiny & the annexation of India as a colony of the Crown, Britain went on a looting rampage. The entire national wealth of India was looted and misappropriated, even people’s homes and private property was ransacked and the British overseas trade increased dramatically. The returning soldiers precipitated a ‘white mutiny’ in Britain as the British Government usurped all the loot. There was public uproar and the government had to split the loot with the armed force increasing the ‘prize money’ depending upon rank. The export of cash crops from India’s tropical produce and the sudden increase in the revenues produced a spectacular increase in the British overseas assets and the balance of trade. There was also a sudden and dramatic increase in the local banking activities which exported capital for profit. The British balance of trade exploded exponentially in its favor, almost five to ten times the normal surpluses of may be ten to fifteen million pounds annually. The British assets abroad increased, possibly in the neighborhood of one half to one trillion pounds in terms of today’s money in the decade that followed.

During that entire bonanza one thing was missing, Britain had not yet disclosed to the world the source of its wealth. The money had to come from somewhere even for initial seed money and Britain had none. So, Britain started coining stories about the source of its wealth. First, they said that they made money from Industrial Revolution. No one had heard of Industrial Revolution in Britain until the middle of the nineteenth century. John Stuart Mills an English economist first used that term to describe the political economy and the changes brought about by foreign trade, the changes that were happening like an Industrial Revolution. Britain was dumping British manufactured goods in India, an occupied economy and exported all the tropical cash crops and sure indeed that foreign trade was bringing in changes like an industrial revolution. There was no talk of any industrial revolution in Britain. Other countries did have industrial revolution such as France, Germany North America but not England. The closest they came to any industrial revolution was the textile industry but it was skewed and due to the partisan political discriminatory laws imposed on the occupied economy of India, which was their main market. The heritage industry in Britain however continues to make a lot of money touring the derelict industrial sites. The ultimate British game always was the money game and the British heritage industry continues to exploit the nostalgia of industrial revolution.

Then Britain said that they grew their economy by borrowing. The world was introduced to Keynesian Theory, a deliberate policy of public borrowing to raise the level of domestic demand. It was only a concept but Britain never borrowed any money anytime in the nineteenth century. In fact, Britain lent loads of money to others, even beyond the limits of financial prudence throughout that period. Britain also had budget surpluses throughout the nineteenth century and British assets abroad grew dramatically. Britain also stashed huge amount of money in their piggy bank. The piggy bank was named ‘Sinking Fund’ so that it was difficult to identify the huge savings Britain was piling up. Other countries tried the British Keynesian theories but no one could prove that borrowings increased the national wealth. Borrowings and spending was only found to increase the national poverty. Greece is a living example that Keynesian theories have little beneficial effect and it was difficult to grow to prosperity by borrowing.

There had not been any explanation from Britain about the source of its immense wealth. They have been successful to keep that subject under wraps possibly because Britain’s was a unitary currency, there was no other competing currency to the British pound and by virtue of its huge wealth, and any question about the British wealth got drowned out. The British also realized that some explanation was necessary for their wealth, so they focused on deconstructing the Indian economy and the Indian nation. They assigned that task to their Civil service, a cadre of one thousand civil service employees who were stationed in India to collect the loot. They started writing books about the Indian nation and the Indian economy. Their main theme was that there was nothing to loot that India was a beggar country, that the people were cannibals. They struck the theme that the British rule was purely for altruistic reasons. The British monopolized the publishing industry and it was practically impossible to publish anything contrary to the British view.

Other countries in those times also looted the money, mostly the European countries and one example was the wealth of the Spaniards. If we scan the history, the British were not alone who were able to conquer vastly far more numerous natives in far off colonies. The conquest of Incas by the Spaniards was one such incident. The Spaniards managed their conquests by disease, trickery and exploiting the native trust in human morality and so did the British.

Jared Diamond described the moral trap set up by conquistador Francisco Pizarro in Guns, Germs and Steel. The Inca Emperor Atahualpa was promised to be received by Francisco as a friend and a brother, however when Atahualpa arrived, he was ambushed by Pizarro’s troops and captured. He was promised to be freed if a huge ransom was paid. After receiving the ransom. Pizarro reneged on his promise and executed Atahualpa. To achieve their colonial aims, the Europeans resorted to trickery, treachery, deception and fraud in alien cultures. The British designs on India followed from a similar law of necessity in pursuit of their goal of building their nation’s wealth.

The Incas or the natives in India, it would appear, led their lives by a different cultural norm and they attached a different moral value to their word. The British thought that the Indians were imbecile, because they were able to lay their hands on their wealth so easily, not knowing that India’s moral code was dictated by its religious epics, the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, which are celebrated till this day. In the epic story of Ramayana, the kingdom changed hands and the heir apparent went into fourteen years exile just to honor a promise once made. In warfare too, Indians followed a different code of morality, Rani Padmani, Queen of Chittor, committed jauhar (suicide) in a huge pyre instead of living a dishonorable life in defeat. Indians have kept alive such deeds by bards and songs. The British way of getting ahead was foreign to their culture. It was a perfect clash of East and West. The comments of Lord Macaulay brought home the point.

Lord Macaulay (1800-1859), a British Member of Parliament for Edinburgh, a Scottish Highlander, Secretary to the Board of Control of East India Company and the First Member of the Governor General’s Council, went to India in 1834, made a fortune and realized the British good fortune in having been able to set up a dominion in India. He gave the following warning to the British Parliament on second February 1835:

“I have traveled across the length and breadth of India and I have not seen one person who is a beggar, who is a thief, such wealth I have seen in this country, such high moral values, people of such caliber, that I do not think we would ever conquer this country, unless we break the very backbone of this nation, which is her spiritual culture, heritage and therefore, I propose that we replace her old and ancient education system, her culture for if the Indians think that all that is foreign and English is good and greater than their own, they will lose their self-esteem, their native culture and they will become what we want them, a truly dominated nation.”

The British did indeed try all the tricks in their efforts to strip the Indian nation of all they had, including its dignity but they found that their spiritual and culture heritage was stronger than any weapons the British possessed. After the Mutiny, Britain discovered that they lost total trust of the natives and instead of achieving a truly dominated nation they created an un-repairable breach. Britain did not build any alliances during the two hundred years in the sub-continent other than depending on a few lackeys and toadies to help them with the Administration. With every passing day, the native resistance to their rule became stronger and stronger which finally resulted in their exit.

The exit was as painful or worst as their stay. Britain it seems was a sore and bitter loser. They tried to break India into a hundred different parts before they were forced out. Pakistan was their creation; the idea of Pakistan was first floated in the First Round Table Conference in London where their King presided. There was no grass root movement for Pakistan, even M.A.Jinnah who was credited for the creation of Pakistan was a domicile resident of Britain where he lived for four decades before he showed up in Lahore and pressed for a resolution to create Pakistan. Britain granted separate political representation to every minority or religious group in India to damage the freedom movement and precipitated a civil war where anywhere from one to two million people perished and ten million became homeless.

The British did not have any common goal in India. They came for loot, they were self- centered and they succeeded brilliantly in their mission. Britain and India were engaged in trade and commerce for over two hundred years but their interests never converged. Britain got progressively richer at India’s expense and India got progressively poor and in the end when the British departed from the Sub-continent India was reduced to a back water of the third world and Britain became one of the richest nations on Earth.


CHAPTER TWO:

TRADE

The Seventeenth Century Britain was a vile place to live because of the religious climate of those times. The religious climate was savage in its brutality. The various nation states in Europe were engaged in their religious and civil wars. In Britain, the religious strife between the protestant reformers and the catholic faith was brutal and accompanied by animal passions. The protestant reformers just wanted to wipe out any images of the medieval Catholicism. The orgy of destruction was mind boggling; the punishment of death by fire was used against heresy. The People were fearful for their lives and were haunted by the prospect of death at any time more than its inevitability, as anyone could be accused of heresy. The People lived in a state of acquiescence. Falling from the favor of the Church and the State could result in horrible death, people were burnt alive, hanged, drawn and quartered and tortured at the rack. The population was steeped in poverty and religious prejudice and when the religious conflict finally ended and the passions cooled, there emerged from the debris of those conflict two classes of people, the bureaucrats and the merchant classes. The merchant classes had India in its sights as a solution to their national woes of poverty and misery.

Beginning in the Seventeenth century, India was swarmed by the European merchants in search of El-dorado. The business philosophy in Britain was greed or none; it was basically laid down by the merchant community. In France, the rules were set by the government and they followed a certain code of conduct and so did the other Europeans who did brisk business long before the British arrived. This difference between the English and the French approach was monumental in their trade dealings in India. Both those groups however recognized the symbiotic relationship between the wealth of merchants and the power of the State. The state could secure the profitable trading routes and grant the monopolies desired by the merchants in pursuit of their goal, which was ‘wealth’. Money, in those days, was gold and silver. Thus, in order to increase the national wealth, the early British merchants made every effort, fair or foul, to ensure that bullion in the form of gold and silver stayed in their country and as little as possible left the country. In that quest for wealth, after they got the guns, the British were guided by greed and gangsterism. The greed and the cultural differences between Britain and India provided the fuel and the passions, which devastated India and plunged her into darkness in the eighteenth century.

In Britain, the economic conditions were harsh and cities were dirty and filthy. Britain had not yet learnt about public health. There was no drainage or sanitation and clean water supply was rare. Cholera was common and urine was used for many purposes and people in remote country places used to store it. Women’s dress showed resemblance to the renaissance Venice. It was customary to expose the breast freely, paint the face and dye the hair. ‘A ship was soon rigged, than gentlewomen made ready’, said Stubbs. The economy of England was static. Adam Smith remarked that the money price of labor remained the same for half a century together and the wages did not vary with the price of provisions. The craftsman’s wages were 6d a day for ten hours of work and that rate did not vary for a hundred and twenty years until the Reformation. People were poor and there were no market forces to push the wages higher. Industry did not occupy much space in the economic life of the people. The society was feudalistic and the monarchy made a conscious effort to maintain a conservative social order. Social differentiation followed on economic inequality and sumptuary laws controlled what various classes could wear. Only higher classes could afford to eat wheat bread, the poor ate coarse bread made of beans, oats and acorns.

There was despair and despondency in Britain as other European nations had overtaken the British. Before that, most of Europe was under the Ottoman (Muslim) over lordship. The Portuguese were the first to become a sea faring nation as they wanted to follow the trading practices of the Ottoman Turks. The Ottoman Turks and the Persian Safavids denied them the land route so they had no choice but to develop the sea routes to the East and so did the Dutch and the French who followed the lead of the Portuguese. The Dutch were at the cutting edge of the European capitalism and they made an early start, as early as 1595, and they were successful in establishing business ties with Java, Sumatra and the Far East before they started trading with India. The Dutch also developed the sea routes and wrote the navigational manual for travelling to the East via the Cape of Good Hope, which became a standard for others to follow including the British. The British used the Dutch manuals to travel to the East via the Cape of Good Hope.

In the sixteenth century, Britain took stock of its limitations and discovered that the inventions and technical advances of the Renaissance had left her behind. It was basically an agrarian society, national wealth lay in its fields, land was more important than all other interests put together. National pride was at its lowest. So England sought help from others. Britain did not have the capability to produce its own gunpowder and the other essentials to pursue wealth in the far off places. England had no brass industry, little gunpowder and copper was not mined. So, it went to Germany for help. In 1561, Germany entered into an agreement to make gunpowder for England; before that all the gunpowder came from the Flanders. A patent to manufacture sulfur was granted to Wade and Herle for thirty years and George Evelyne got a monopoly to make gunpowder and set up several mills in Surrey. Britain did not know the art of making brass. German firms helped develop the mines and the art of mixing zinc with copper. Once Britain was able to develop the essential industries it was able to manufacture its own cannons, gunpowder and equip its ships with such tools that it started undertaking sea faring voyages.

The British were thus the last to arrive in India. Their impoverished condition had limited their opportunities and their prospect for foreign trade stayed bleak. The British did try earlier trade mission in their own hemisphere such as Gilbert’s failure in New Foundland. They also went to the new world, such as Raleigh’s failure in Virginia, and the lands south of the Chesapeake Bay, but that offered little profitable outlet for trade and they were not any more successful. China was a closed society and Russia was semi barbaric. Ivan the terrible, the Russian Czar, was of no help. Caravans were looted and there were shipwrecks and loss of cargo. So out of desperation and no other recourse, the British realized that the only answer to their economic woes was to trade with India, but they had nothing to sell and they had no money to pay for the goods in India.

Two London merchants therefore took the initiative of sending William Harborne with the backing of Queen Elizabeth to make contact with Turkey. Other entrenched interests prevented the British merchants travelling the land route; both the French and the Venetians objected and later forbade the English merchants in to the Adriatic. The British wanted presence in India like the other Europeans so the mercantile community in London sent John Newberry and a small party of Englishmen to Jaffa by sea, crossed the Lebanon Mountains to Aleppo and joined a caravan for the Euphrates. Sailing down the river to Basra and the Persian Gulf, they took a ship to Ormuz and crossed the Indian Ocean in a Portuguese vessel to Goa. Then they went east to Golconda, turned north and eventually arrived at Agra the seat of the Mughal Emperor in India. Newberry presented to the Mughal Emperor Jahangir, the fourth Mughal Emperor (1605-1627), the letter he was carrying from Queen Elizabeth. The Mughals did not consider the British of any consequence, their reputation was well known to the Mughals and Newberry was rebuffed by Jahangir and could not get royal audience for trading privileges. Among the group was Ralph Fitch, the only man to get home alive by the same route after wandering for eight years that took him to Bengal, to Pegu in Burma and the Portuguese stronghold of Malacca. Others died of disease and starvation over the long hostile journey back, but the journey served its purpose. The British learnt a lot which proved very useful in the later attempts.

Due to uncertainties of the land route, the prospects of those merchants were limited for any large scale undertaking and the Dutch in the meantime, were advancing with their sea route to India. The British therefore decided to follow the Dutch. In 1589, they got together and applied to the Privy Council to form the British East India Company (EIC). The Charter of Incorporation was given to them on 31st December 1599 in the names of Georg Clifford, Earl of Cumberland and two hundred fifteen other merchants. In the intervening decade, the British experimented travelling to the east via the sea route. In truth, the sea faring venture was profoundly risky but the British had evaluated their desperate financial condition and trade with India was the only hope for their financial emancipation. In 1591, James Lancaster had taken three ships by the Cape which reached the Malay Peninsula and Ceylon but all three ships were lost and Lancaster and some of his crew were brought back in 1594 as castaways and only twenty five men survived. A second attempt in 1596 under John Wood was also a total loss. The Eastern trade was thus far very discouraging. They did not have any other answer to their financial misery so they tried again. In April 1601, five ships sailed again with Lancaster in Red Dragon as General of the Fleet and after a year they reached Achin in Sumatra, but there were continuous conflicts and the business success was limited because of the ongoing battles for business between the Dutch and other Europeans. Lancaster’s ship ‘Red Dragon’, over 600 tons with 40 guns, and built in 1592 was captured by the Dutch at Tiku in Indonesian waters and eventually broken up. Every voyage therefore was a gamble and it was hard to float the stock. The various merchants had to pool the funds for each and every journey and to pay for those trips the British started the pirating raids in the Indian Waters. The country was in the grip of the plague of 1603 and it became difficult to collect further installments from various investors till the profit or loss from the earlier voyages were prepared. Trade with India was however found lucrative; finally when the accounts were made up there was a dividend of two hundred percent. The third voyage was more successful and put a new life into the trading enterprise. It discouraged the skeptics as without that profit, the voyages to India probably might have ended and so would the British colonial history.

By that time, there was a history of about one hundred years of sea faring voyages and the Dutch and others made it look simple. For the British, the sea lanes were paved by the Dutch and the hazards of long voyages was reduced to simple planning. They had come to know the stops where the ships could pick up water, food, livestock and fodder and seek shelter from fierce storms. They developed contacts with various countries on the African coast where they could pick up mail. They exchanged small gifts with various kings along the way and sought intelligence about the mineral wealth and movement of enemy ships. They picked up mineral samples and targeted areas for future explorations. The British had done their home work and they did not want to miss any opportunity to make money. No wonder that they are deeply involved in mining all over the world.

The British learnt a lot form Newberry’s trip to India, so they had to come up with a sustainable strategy. They were frustrated because they could not enjoy the prosperity of Indian trade since most Europeans were there and doing lucrative business. So, they sent William Hawkins to the Court of Emperor Jahangir once again and requested permission for their presence in India. He was rebuffed too because their reputation was trailing wherever they went. His predecessor, David Middleton was imprisoned at Mocha and spent six months in Jail. Middleton also tried pillage and loot, he looted Gujrati shipping that entered the Red sea and the Mughal Nabobs were getting tired of the British freebooters. In the meantime, one Thomas Best arrived at Surat, on Dragon with Robert Bonner as master. He was allowed to have a warehouse by a local governor, and the British celebrated that they have been able to establish a foothold of the British Raj in the Indian subcontinent. It was a harbinger of the things to come. After that, between 1601 and 1613, the East India Company took twelve more voyages and the company was found profitable by trading in Indian spices and black pepper. They bought low in India and sold high on the European market and the profits from the pepper trade saved England plenty. Typically, two hundred thousand pounds of pepper shipment produced a profit of seventy thousand pounds sterling in those days, which was a huge amount for the starving British.

The British forays to the East continued. Simultaneously, they sent Anthony Jenkins to Persia and he was expelled by Shah Abbas’s grandfather Tahmasp I as a spy. In 1603, Captain Christopher Newport, the celebrated captain who had sailed five times to Virginia, took two Anthony brothers Robert and Shirley to the Shah of Persia as envoys to inquire about the anti Ottoman alliance and returned disappointed. Their history of espionage, pillage, fire and piracy did not sit well with those foreign rulers. The Mughal Emperors and the Persians were traditional allies and had close contacts and such visits were no secret to them. As a matter of fact, Hamuyan (Second Mughal Emperor) had given to Shah Abbas’s grandfather Shah Tahmasp, the province of Kandahar as a gift, which Akbar (Third Mughal emperor) later took back in the sixteenth century. The British were not able to hide from their reputation.

The Englishman’s journey from England to the coast of India via the Cape had its perils. Britain had no shortage of sailors in spite of the hardship of life at sea, sea sickness and disease and five pound wages per year. Misery of course is relative, because their life at home was no better and they were escaping from known misery at home to the promise of better life abroad. In spite of the dangers, the great floating population of Britain, the sea and land pirates, vagabonds and swindlers who lived on charity, extortion or by violence joined the voyages of six months and at least half of them never made it back. Unfortunately for India, they formed the composition of the trading people who landed in India. Many of those people were England’s minorities, Scottish and Irish. The British mostly stayed home as they were the merchant class. The British cemetery built in 1767 at Calcutta, a reminder of their struggling past, beyond the Bengal Club where the Governor-Generals and the East India Company hatched schemes to plunder the colony, was full before the century ended. Their memorial pyramids, stone markers, obelisks and pavilions, ten or twenty feet tall and crammed together, unfortunately commemorated the death at a younger age. Some of those sailors were extolled for their character and loyalty, they died young on those perilous voyages, pickled on board, brought ashore and buried. Those tombs are mildewed today and give a perpetual crepuscular feeling.

The prosperity and industry of India surprised the Europeans. The Portuguese King Manuel wrote to Spanish King Ferdinand and Isabella about East. “Large cities, large buildings, rivers and great population centers. No naked savages like in the New World and bragged about precious stones, spices, mines of gold, nothing of scurvy and death and nothing of Muslim merchants. Here was a kind of place, Columbus was looking for and did not find one”. India played a big part in providing Western Europe with economic growth & improving the standard of life of its people.

After the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, James I (1603-1625) became the King of England. His royal realm was very un-royal. He was the son of Mary Stuart of Scotland, where he had ruled as James VI. He was coarse and vulgar with very extreme views of his prerogatives and did not get along with the Parliament. He had no money and sought help from the Spanish Ambassador Don Diego Sarmiento, his poverty left him no choice. By 1618, his health began to fail. He had gout and suffered from kidney stone attacks. Mentally, he was not very smart. In 1620, Spain attacked palatinate but James I got no help from the Parliament so he dissolved the Parliament. The breach with the Commons was final. Financially, James I was bankrupt, died in 1625 and left behind an empty treasury, struggling and an impoverished nation.

The British did not give up. After Hawkins failed trip, they made another attempt to approach the Mughal Court for permission to trade and in 1615, they sent Thomas Roe aboard the Fleet Captained by William Keeling. He had four ships under his command. They sailed from Gravesend, the four ships were Dragon, Lyon, Peppercorn and the Expedition. The governor of the EIC, Thomas Smyth and some of the directors of the company were there to see him off. Captain Keeling had also insisted to bring his wife along with some other female companions. The cargo in the two bigger ships Peppercorn and the Expedition consisted of English Iron bars, pipes of English lead, and packs of cloth and sheet lead wrappers. Lyon built in 1614, carried elephant tusks, quick silver and two barrels of vermillion and Dragon of just about the same size as the Lyon, carried English knives, chests of glass, some spectacles ( mirrors), burning glasses and several cases of hot waters such as aqua vitae and some livestock and fodder for fresh meat.

There was an assortment of people on board. The Expedition may have had about 75 people and only 36 would return. The Dragon suffered a casualty of 62 dead. The Fleet had 19 condemned prisoners and possibly some private passengers. Thomas Roe boarded the Lyon along with his retinue of some fifteen people. The British historians have characterized Thomas Roe as the first official ambassador to India, which was a great stretch. The British did not have a presence in India nor were they welcomed. Their main goal to go to India was for pecuniary reasons, their bid for Eastern trade. Their writings unfortunately which evolved after three centuries continue to paint a larger than life story of Britain of that time. Thomas Roe himself matriculated at age 12 from Magdalen College, Oxford and got the knighthood at age 24 and the only person to travel to India after wasting years in jungles of Guiana and the Amazon looking for gold. There was nothing in his biography to prepare him for the role in which he was being cast. Thomas Roe’s visit to the court of Jahangir was purely for eastern trade and did not have any political significance for India.

The British historians have made a lot of the trip of Thomas Roe to India. In ‘Embassy of Sir Thomas Roe to India’ by William Foster, who joined the India Office in 1882 as Asst. to the Registrar & superintendent of Records in 1901, portrayed Roe as the drinking partner of Mughal Emperor Jahangir. Foster concluded that the gifts Roe gave Jahangir on behalf of King James I pleased the Emperor and he guaranteed the company the trading right. Foster was writing three hundred years after the event when the British were re-writing history and there was no evidence of any gift on board the fleet of four ships when Roe traveled to India, (the cargo details are available from London Port Books- Public Record Office) nor was James I in a position to send any gifts. Mughal Emperors never mixed with commoners because of security considerations and the protocol. The Mughal Kings were unapproachable, even Emperor Akbar, Jahangir’s father, had to send a military force to talk to his son accompanied by his most trusted courtier, Abul Fazal. Jahangir decapitated the head of Abul Fazal and sent it to his father, Emperor Akbar, and he was unable to meet his son Jahangir. Besides, no gift could sway the Mughal Emperors who were so wealthy that it was beyond the imagination of the British King James I, who was bankrupt, vulgar and mentally insane. The British historians, a highly chauvinistic bunch, have increasingly tried to cast their nation in a very regal light to repair their historical legacy of a poor impoverished nation who made their living by pillage, piracy and plunder.

Kelly’s Fleet picked up some Spanish rials (silver coins), at one of the Channel Ports before hitting the open waters. Silver coins were the currency of necessity to do any trade in India. There were four ships to take care of and all they could muster was about one thousand pounds for each ship at the rate of four British shillings per rial. Lack of money continued to haunt the British traders which they made up by conducting piracy raids in the India coastal waters and with all kinds of chicanery and foul play.

The fleet arrived at Surat around September 18. Thomas Roe got off the ship and arrived at shore and had an altercation with the custom officials. He was ordered back to the ship. The local authorities and the fleet had serious altercations and the Governor of Surat refused any cargo to be off loaded and demanded all merchandise to be sold on the spot to recover the duties owed on the cargo. The Governor did not allow any personnel to leave the fleet either. The logjam continued until mid November and no supplies were allowed to the fleet either before the British Trading party was allowed to off load.

Thomas Roe (1588-1644), and his retinue spent four years in India from 1615-19, for the purpose of consolidating British commercial interests, of which he spent two years following the Mughal Emperor from camp to camp looking for trade concessions. It was only through permission of the Mughal Emperor and the advice of his ministers that the company would have been able to trade at all. Visits had to be paid to the Mughal Court; the representatives had to prostrate themselves before the Pea –Cock Throne in Diwan-Am (Court for meeting the commoners). In 1617, Emperor Jahangir, granted a limited “’ Farman’ (decree), agreeing to the conduct of English trade at Surat only on the west coast of India. What was the British gratitude? According to British literature, Thomas Roe disparaged the court, “religions infinite, laws none”. The company directors complained too: ‘These governors have the art of trampling on us and extorting what they please of our estate from us, by besieging our factories and stopping of our boats up in the Ganges River, they will never forbear doing so till we had made them sensible of our power”. The British did not have any factories at that time or boats plying in the Ganges River and Surat, the western port city, were about a thousand miles from the Ganges River. The facts did not support British writings.

Later in December, the rest of the fleet bought cargo of Indigo, green ginger, cotton yarn, cotton cloth and that cargo was consigned to Lyons. The other ships received cotton goods to be sold in Java and Sumatra. On Feb 19, Lyon parted company from the fleet and sailed back to Britain and the rest of the fleet headed along the Indian coast, where as usual the British fleet attacked what ever ship they happened to sight and plundered their cargo. While sailing past Calicut, they made contact with the ruler of Calicut through a messenger and requested permission to set up a factory there. The Portuguese did not have good relations with the local rulers particularly the Muslims and the local king probably welcomed such a request to mitigate Portuguese aggressive behavior. The fleet captured a 400 ton ship from Bengal and its cargo was looted and sold at Achin. The loot was divided between the company and the crew.

This is quite a contrast with the present day Britain. The change was fueled by the Indian wealth. In Indian vernacular, there is a saying: Is Dunya mein Maya ke ha teen nam, parsoo, parsa, pars ram. (In this world, money has three names: Billy, Bill and Mr. William.). With the loot of India, the British got intoxicated with money, so they created so many names of money, William, Sir William, Lord William, Baron William, Marquis William. They have always graded their populace in different social classes depending on their worth in terms of money. They also attempted to reshape history by presenting themselves in a very exalted light but it lacked authenticity.

Political Conditions in India:

The Mughal power was at its zenith in north India and the Mughal throne was occupied by Jahangir (1569-1627), when Roe arrived. Since the capture of Delhi in 1525 by Babur, a Turkic ruler and a descendant of Genghis Khan, the Mughal dynasty had established itself in North India. Babur inspired his successors by his character, personality and leadership. He was a great soldier and an inspiring leader and honest. He left full records of the treasuries of India that he conquered and he gave full account of the revenues he received. He was also a man of letters with fine literary taste; his father was a descendant of Timur. The Mughals though foreigners to India earned the respect of the Indians as they enormously enriched the cultural life of India and gave India new architecture, terraced gardens and new style of paintings. A succession of Mughal Emperors followed after the death of its founder Babur on 26 December 1530.

Jahangir’s rule displayed the full grandeur and majesty of the Mughal Empire and he had inherited the kingdom from his father, Akbar the Great, in 1605. The Mughals controlled a sweep of territory from the Bay of Bengal to Kandahar and Badakshan and touched the western sea at Surat. Jahangir had the richest as well as the most vigorous territory including Northwest India. The Persian Empire and the Iranian Plateau lay on their western boarder which itself was occupied by the Ottoman Turks. The Mughals had the resources and revenues of Bengal and the profits of the Middle Eastern trade, and provided a century of stable government. India was united; there was universal allegiance to the Emperor.

There was life and vigor among the subjects. People were both craftsmen and architects and built some of the fine buildings and monuments that stand till this day. Legendary beauties surrounded the Mughals of the period. Jahangir’s attachment to his wife Nur Jehan (Light of the world) was well known. He commemorated his love by issuing a special gold Mohur (Sovereign). Gold in India was in abundance. After Jahangir’s death, Nur Jehan built a fine Mausoleum in his memory, which was as magnificent as the Taj Mahal except that it was built from red stone and survives today at the banks of Ravi River in Lahore Pakistan. Nur Jehan was heartbroken after the death of her husband and she was buried outside the Mausoleum in a simple tomb which carried a couplet in Persian which translated, “on my humble tomb, do not light any lamp or put any flowers, because insects will sacrifice themselves at the lamp signifying love, and flowers will attract nightingales and they will sing.”

In Southern India, the geography of the region was already affected after the landing of the Portuguese. South of the Narbada River, some Hindu rulers had survived the Moslem occupation of India particularly in Vijayanagar and maritime state of Calicut which was ruled by the Zamorins. And there were five Muslim sultanates in Central India. The Portuguese connection started in India after the arrival of Vasco da Gama at Calicut in 1498 and later consolidated by Alfonso de Albuquerque who founded the capital (Estado da India) at Goa in 1510. The Muslims in central India made sure by repeated counter attacks on the Portuguese that they were not able to consolidate and expand their position in India. North India was occupied by the Mughals and the western part of India was ruled by the Marathas.

The Marathas were nationalists and felt compelled to stand up to the Mughals, and later the British. They had a kingdom in western India along the Western Ghats, spilling into the coastal plains of the Konkani and across the Deccan towards Central India. The Marathas were hardy people, highly intelligent and belonged to the cultivator class. Mostly, they were short and stocky, very tenacious and enterprising. The rise of the Marathas against the foreign rulers was inspiring as it cemented considerable resistance against both the Muslims as well as the British. They were able to sack the Mughal port of Surat in 1664, which Jahangir had leased to the British. The Marathas basically represented what was left of the Hindu rule after the Muslim conquest of India; they represented both the interests of India and Hinduism. In the end, Marathas were successful in dismantling the Mughals as their struggle with Aurangzeb in 1681 exhausted and disintegrated the Mughal dynasty. Unfortunately, it paved the way for the British who were waiting in the wings like a coyote. See ‘No Plassey, No Empire.’.

There were other players in the mix too such as the Rajput, the Sikhs, the Persians and the Afghanis. The Mughals essentially created Sikhs as a militant body after Aurangzeb executed their leader guru Teg Bahadur in 1675. The Mughals guarded their sovereignty ferociously and they did not tolerate Teg Bahadur’s disciples calling him Sacha Padsha (True King) as that form of address could both be interpreted as a spiritual leader as well as a mistrust of the Emperor. Both the Sikhs and the Mughals kept the restless Afghans in check at the western border. Rajput another martial race on the western desert region were a buffer but both the Mughals and the Sikhs used the alliance with Rajput in their political schemes, thus wasted a lot of military energy and paved the way for the British to expand their tentacles over that part of the country. The British played political games man ship and they did their best to make sure that those various groups, Marathas, Rajput, Sikhs and the Mughals did not join in a common front against them. A lot of chicanery, arson and murder became a part of the colonial landscape. See chapter on ‘Predatory Wars’.

India was thus defended as a nation particularly on the western front starting from northwest to the southern tip of India as historically India had always been attacked from the west, except for Goa, where the Portuguese were bottled up, the Europeans were not able to establish any hegemony on the western coast of India. Even the British lease at Surat which was granted by Jahangir did not go very far for the British. It was therefore not by accident, that the French founded their post at Pondicherry and the British at Calcutta and India’s long coastline in the east became its bane. Josiah Child, the British governor of EIC, who promoted the use of force in India, was the first to float the idea of starting a trading post at Madras in 1701 and many trading posts followed in Bengal after that.

India’s trade in Bengal Province was particularly brisk because of the concentration of skilled labor and the availability of raw materials. Bengal produced raw silk, silk goods, fine muslins, calicoes, opium, saltpeter (a component of gun powder), indigo and most Europeans had set up trading posts in the Bengal Province besides at the other parts of the Country. Traders from Central Asia, Armenia and Persia came by caravans and there was a well developed system of caravan sarais, (Inns), currency exchanges and other travel needs.

Bengal also produced rice abundantly; it was exported by sea to far off places like Masulipatnam, Ceylon and Maldives. Its sugar was exported to Golconda, Arabia, Mesopotamia and Persia. Hemp, flax, borax, Jute and tobacco also found its way to foreign markets. It was the richest and most fertile province of India. Its population was thirty million and yielded revenue of over thirty million rupees (£3.0 million). Babur wrote that “the revenue of the countries held by me (Year 1528) from Bhira to Bihar was 52 krurs.” He gave a complete breakdown of the Revenue of Hindustan based on various sarkars (ruling provinces). The total revenue amounted to five hundred twenty million Rupees. Using Moreland’s conversion rate of 2s and 3d to the rupee; the total revenue from those Provinces, just in North India alone was £65 million. The revenue of Britain at that time was about one million pounds.

India’s trade and commerce was largely carried out in cash. People knew the value of the currency of other countries. Remember that India was the industrial workshop and the richest economy in the world. The Persian Larin reached India in large numbers; it was a silver bar stamped at the end and equaled about one half of Akbar’s (Second Mughal Emperor) silver Rupee coin. The overland trade to Europe was carried out in the sequin or Chickeen which was a Venetian gold coin and equaled to about four of Akbar’s rupee silver coins. The Italian Ducat came the same way and had just about the same value. The Spanish riels-of-eight reached India by the sea and its value was equal to about two rupees. Merchants, who needed to remit large sums of money, usually carried pearls or precious stones for sale at their destination in India. The history recorded the resplendent display of wealth of the Maharajas and the rulers of various princely states in terms of gold, pearls and precious stones. India was a very opulent society and its wealth was supported by agricultural surpluses. All that wealth was ultimately denuded by the British.

The coins in regular use were silver and copper. Gold coins were also struck and were hoarded as wealth; that is what attracted the raiders to India, the Timur, Genghis Khan, Nadir Shah, the Abdalis and lastly the British. The chief silver coin was the rupee, 172 ½ grains; the chief copper coin was the dam; 40 dams equaled a Rupee. The copper was mined at the Rajputana mines and most of silver came as a result of the trade. The rupee was worth about two English shillings. Moreland stated that it was worth 2s and 3d.

The inhabitants of the country performed their transactions in cash and the administration established and operated the mints. The mints produced gold and silver coins after those metals were refined to the highest purity. The ‘Ain- Akbari’ described the wages earned by labor for putting up the encampments for royal travels. The monthly pay of the foot varied from 240 to 130 dams. (From six to 3 ¼ rupees per month). This is very significant as the wages earned by labor in the nineteenth century at the British tea plantations barely amounted to one rupee per month. The British adjusted the wages against assumed charges. This was carried on year after year for about two hundred years, which explains the stark poverty of India. The British left behind in India many victims of wage fraud.

British Trade:

When the British set up the trading posts in India, they soon realized that they had two problems; “first they will have to steal the market share of the business from the Dutch & the French and secondly they had no money and nothing to sell to India in exchange. The only recourse for the later problem was to bring silver from home. Britain never wanted to part with their silver, as it was against their national mission. Britain had relied upon the trade of India and progressively used India for funds beginning from the very inception of those trade relations. Indian merchants and traders lent to Britain even for initial commerce as they had very puny resources of their own. The money lenders of Surat lent to the British traders as early as 1630 and one native banker, Vijay Vora lent them the money for initial trade and commerce, and he also lent them fifty thousand rupees at Agra. In 1650, the agent of Vijay Vora in Golconda advanced a loan of ten thousand rupees to EIC which financed the company’s voyage to Peg in Burma and the British borrowed four hundred thousand rupees in 1669 in Surat from a group of creditors. Lack of funds with the British sowed the seeds of future conflicts with just about anyone they dealt with, the Dutch, the French and lastly with the Indian merchants and the Mughal rulers as they started resorting to unethical business practices. The British came from a very impoverished country with very little tax base. Their impoverishment played in their favor. They lived by borrowing and knavery.

The British East India Company (EIC) built up a big presence in India trading in Indian coffee, textiles, silk, opium and saltpeter which improved the life of ordinary English people and also they started earning money by re exporting what they were importing from India. The British East India Company (EIC) business in 1751-52 was about three and a half million rupees or four hundred thousand pounds. (In today’s money, it will be over £382 million if you consider the wage differential between then and now). In Europe they were able to mark up the prices five times over what they paid in India, so it was over two billion pound business per year.

The British merchants got into immediate problem with the Indian merchants. They left home to do business in India with no money. They got into arrears with dadni merchants (dadni meant advance money. This was paid to the Indian merchants by the British to enable them to make advances to spinners and weavers). The merchants were not willing to do business with the British, as they did not pay the merchants to cover the dadni advances they made for the British purchases. The dadni merchants did not encounter any difficulty with the French and the Dutch. The British ingenuity was remarkable. First, they had a ‘Eureka’ moment, they realized that the Indians were imbecile and could be duped. Here the ghost of Pizzeria was guiding them. Then they exploited the native cultural trust. It was easy to borrow in India and the Jagat Seths (Court financiers of Mughal Emperors), lent them the funds as the money they lent was not very significant to them. Lastly, the British fell upon their core strengths, which were piracy, pillage, cheating and aggressiveness. In their dealings, their main interest was to buy at the lowest price and make the payments as little as late as possible. The Indian merchants would get the British goods made according to their specifications and they were left with no flexibility to sell those goods to others for nonpayment. The British exploited the situation at the time of delivery; they would ask for abatement of prices and accepted only hand sorted goods.

The Court papers in Bengal, (Court, and Serial No. I, 1755-58 page 15, paragraph 46.), reveal a remarkable story about the character of those British merchants. From one of the meetings, it was easy to assemble the nature of their dispute with the Dadni merchants who refused to do business with them on their terms. In 1751, when the British East India Company Board met to sign up contracts for purchases for the following year, the following dialogue took place:

The Board addressed the meeting of the dadni merchants: “Please describe the terms for the ‘investment contracts for the following year”.

Dadni Merchants: “We would not consider entering in to new contracts, unless all pending bills were paid in full”. This reply was given on their meetings on April 1st, 15th, 18th and 22nd and this steadfast refusal was maintained until 27th May.

Board: “How much reduction in contract prices would you give as you have jacked up the prices, because you have received heavy orders from the French and the Dutch?”

Dadni: ‘Contracting on the same terms as last year, viz. One third ready money and two third dadni, with interest on the former effective 1st June and interest on 50% dadni to commence from 15th June and on remaining 35% from the 1st October.

Board: “If we are unable to advance the 35 % on 1st Oct., we may give you a Note at interest for the amount there was delay in contracting for”. Also, “what are your terms for the raw silk”?

Merchants: “For raw silk more or less the same as in the previous year for dadni and ready money goods.

For saltpeter, Omichand’s offer of 5 Arcot rupees and 14 annas (16 annas equaled a rupee) per factory maund (approximately forty kg.) had to be accepted, though the Calcutta Council wanted it at the rate of Arcot 5-4 per maund. They had to yield because they were apprehensive that the French or the Dutch would purchase this petre if there were delay in contracting for it.

The Bengal Council’s therefore complained that for raw silk the merchants had demanded ‘extravagant prices’ as the French, Dutch and Guajarati (Indian Merchant Community) were buying up at a very high prices. It was with great difficulty that Sobharam Basak, Ramakrishna Seth, the Cotmahs and other dadni merchants could be persuaded to agree to have contract of raw silk. Their complaint continued that when the time came for the delivery of the piece goods, the merchants brought in their cloth very slow. They complained, that on account of the strictness in sorting (as demanded by the British) they lost on gurrahs and soot rumals from 20 to 25 %, for which they wrote to their dalals (brokers) to whom they advanced dadni, to deduct the like amount out of the cloth. In answer, the merchants replied that they will not send them any more of the kind of goods on those terms. The British whined that the French and Dutch merchants being supplied with money early in season had raised the price of cloth at the auruangs. They therefore took the decision to forbid buying in the hope that the cloth would be cheaper. But the Calcutta Council thought that delay was intentionally made in January and so, there should be cut in pricing.

It may be mentioned that the dadni merchants contracted under penalties to deliver the goods at stated time and prices and were amenable to the laws of the country if they were guilty of any irregular practices. The dadni merchants had difficulty realizing the balance from EIC merchants after the dadni contract system ended. EIC then hired paid Indian agents (gomastas) who made purchases under the supervision of the white English servants. The British private traders attempted to dominate the economy of Bengal outside the sphere of EIC investments as they were under heavy pressure from home for more and more revenue. The reason, the British continued to have poor trade relations was for lack of money, the money that they could never bring from home. Mostly, the British traders relied upon piracy and plunder in the Indian coastal waters where they looted commercial cargo, letters of credit or anything of value to pay for their dadni purchases. As a matter of fact, the British man-of-war ship protector with 44 guns was in the Indian coastal waters looting commercial cargoes when the other man-of-war ships arrived for looting the Mughal Treasury at Murshidabad. The Dutch, the French and the Armenians were the serious competitors of the British with whom they had to compete and win the share of the market. The British did not know the fair way of competing, rather they relied on the foulest of ways as that was their core competency.

Trouble with the Dutch:

The Dutch East India Company was a trading company, which was established in 1602, when the States-General of the Netherlands granted it a 21-year monopoly to carry out colonial activities in Asia. The trading post in Bengal was established at Chinsura on the western bank of the Hooghly River and the British when they got the permission did so at Calcutta on the Eastern bank of the Hooghly River. That was the first sign of trouble between the Dutch and the British.

The Dutch commerce in Bengal was a flourishing business. Their main interest was in opium and saltpeter; raw silk and calicoes were secondary. The British later followed the lead of the Dutch in opium trade and monopolized the opium trade entirely after the capture of Plassey. The Dutch exported the Indian opium to China and the islands of South East Asia. The Dutch East India company (VOC) was among the richest private company in the world with one hundred fifty merchant ships, forty warships and fifty thousand employees and a private army of ten thousand soldiers and they fought back with the British to protect their market share of the business.

Between 1652- 1674, Britain fought multiple wars with the Dutch and the Dutch came out on top. Britain was driven out of Indonesian outposts. In 1667, a Dutch fleet sailed up the River Thames and occupied Sheerness and destroyed ships and docks at Chatham. Money was very important to the British aristocracy; they could not take these reverses. The Dutch was a small country, their population was less than half of England but more advanced financially astute and possessed superior technology. In frustration, as mentioned before, those merchants staged a coup against their own monarchy. James II was ousted, and the Dutch Prince, William of Orange was invited to occupy the English throne and the British and the Dutch interests merged.

In 1683, the British fought the third war with the Dutch in their pursuit of the share of the trade. Josiah Child (1630-1699), the Head of British East India Company in London, who became the wealthiest man in Britain, started the war with the Dutch, interrupted the Dutch trade, which lead to the spike in pepper prices. In response, the Dutch flooded the market with pepper supplies from India and by 1683, the British East India Company (EIC) came close to bankruptcy. The price of the EIC shares plummeted from £600 to £250 and Josiah Child was temporarily forced out of office. The British and the Dutch then split the territory for trade and commerce. Indonesian spice trade went to the Dutch, textile trade to the British. The spice trade eventually became less and less attractive. Indian textiles became the rage; calicos, the chintz and cotton. For sheer quality, Indian fabrics, designs and workmanship were in a league of their own. As it will be seen later, Britain did her best to destroy that industry too, to promote their own machine made textiles in the Indian mass market.

India was a very advanced society and an industrial workshop of the world. India met the industrial needs of the civilized world and the Dutch volume of trade in India was significant. In the early thirties of the eighteenth century, twenty ships from India carried a cargo of commerce including raw silk, saltpeter, silk goods and calicoes. In 1733, the Dutch East India Company paid a dividend of 25 percent. In 1746, they bought 36,000 maunds (a maund is approximately equal to 40 kilogram) of saltpeter at 3 1/2 rupees (one rupee was 2 English shillings) per maund and about 50,000 pieces of cotton piece goods. In 1755, the Dutch procured 175 bales of raw silk. In the fifties, they exported about 2, 48,000 pounds of silk each year. They imported silver to pay for it. In 1756, they imported silver valued at 31, 68,681 guilders. Their total export was 42, 19,737 guilders. In the political climate of the times, the Dutch were not very astute politically, they minded their business and focused on trade and commerce only and often bet on the wrong horse. In comparison to the British, they offended the Mughal Emperor often and could not get lucrative Farmans (Royal decree).

Josiah Child was instrumental in secret fortification of the British trading posts in India as he promoted the idea of colonizing India. To that end he promoted the idea of using force. In 1686, he provoked a war with the Mughals. Emperor Aurangzeb captured the British trading Forts at Surat, occupied large part of Bombay and terminated all British trading activity. The British surrendered unconditionally, paid large reparation and agreed to the surrender terms before they were allowed to start the trading activity again. The British unconditional surrender was a tactical ploy to gain time and they flouted the terms of surrender after the death of Aurangzeb.

Armenian Trade:

The Armenians arrived in India in the early part of the seventeenth century seeking wealth and opportunity. They established a thriving export business to Europe in silk and calicoes and used Danish, Dutch, French and some British shipping vessels for their export business. The Armenians were a purely commercial modern community since the days of Shah Abbas of Persia. In 1604, they were settled in Ispahan and New Julfa and they played an important part in the Inter Asiatic and silk trade. There are Armenian churches in Bengal even today.

The Armenians had a great network of modern trade and they branched over to Canton, Philippines and on the rim of Pacific Ocean in the East. Their global network spanned Indian Ocean, Mediterranean, North Western Europe and Russia. Their network spanned several companies of Eurasia that is the Ottoman, the Safa Julfa and several European sea born companies including the British, Dutch, the French, the Portuguese and the Spanish. They developed a sophisticated system of delivering commercial information and long distance correspondence. The British operated pirate ships in the southern cost of India and looted and captured commercial cargo, letters of credit and anything of value was seized as war prizes. From the Exhibition of Julfa Trader Network Display in London one can surmise the history of the piracy raids in the southern coast of India by the British.

Initially though, the British sought help from the Armenians in getting established in India. The British had poor relations with everyone else. Khoja Israel Sarhad helped the British East India Company secure grand Farman (Royal decree) from the Mughal Emperor Farrukhsiyar (1713-1719) for trade privileges in Bengal. In 1717, a Royal decree from the Emperor Farukhsiyar exempted the company from payment of custom duties for inland trade in Bengal only. The British exploited this concession and illegally used the inland permits for export trade (dastaks). They persisted in abusing this privilege and used this as an excuse for not paying taxes to the Bengal Nawab. It forced the Nawab to take the Police action in 1756 when the unpaid duties amounted to a colossal sum of over one and a half million pounds. There was no end to the British tricks and the deceptive practices. (More of that in the chapter ‘No Plassey, No Empire’).

After Plassey, the Armenians were stabbed in the back too. The British wanted to monopolize all the business. The Armenians warehouses were taken over by force; their silk winders were stolen and taken to English factories. Their silk export business dwindled to nothing. They were reduced to a state of servility. Talk of gratitude. The British silk industry was built with the stolen goods from the Armenians. French Huguenots were in silk weaving business in Ireland and the British wanted to start that business in England as well. Silk stockings had come in vogue, people generally wore it under their breaches and the silk industry in Britain was built from the loot of the Armenian silk industry in Bengal.

French Trade in India:

France was England’s serious competitor in Bengal as well as in the world. Britain and France were fighting with each other for colonial supremacy and their fight spilled over into India. While France was trying to limit its involvement with Britain on the Indian soil, the British saw an opportunity of a lifetime to go for the Indian jugular vein to solve all their financial and colonial problems. The French were competing with the British for territory in the New World, not for money, where as the primary goal of the British was money. Money was power and power was money. They had an ocean of insatiable greed to fill and they had not come to India for any common cause. Unfortunately, no amount of money could satisfy the British insatiable greed and their friction with the French was global; a prelude to the American War of Independence and France had become an obstacle in their quest for money.

French East India Company, 1664–1769, was a commercial enterprise planned by Jean Baptiste Colbert and chartered by King Louis XIV for the purpose of trading in the Eastern Hemisphere. By 1719 the company had established itself in India. From 1741 the French under Joseph François Dupleix pursued an aggressive policy against both the Indians and the English. He was the French colonial administrator in India. He went to India in 1721 as an officer of the French East India Company. In 1731 he was appointed governor of Chandannagar, where he made a considerable fortune, and in 1742 he became governor of Pondicherry and was thus the chief official in French India. When the War of the Austrian Succession brought the French and British East India companies into conflict, Dupleix supervised the capture of Madras (1746) and successfully defended Pondicherry, but the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (1748) restored the prewar situation. With the decline of the Mughal Empire, Dupleix took advantage of the situation and started meddling in the viceregal government of the Mughals; he grasped the situation much better than the British. The French found it necessary to intervene in the Indian political affairs to protect their interests and Dupleix then formed a vast project for establishing the French supremacy in India, intervening in native politics, intrigues, and warfare. He controlled the Carnatic and nearly the entire Deccan by 1751.

The French trading posts at Balasore and Cossimbazar in Bengal did brisk business. They exploited trade with Mocha, Manila, Achin, Pegu, Canton and Persia and by 1742; they had about fifteen or twenty vessels in daily use. In 1756 the war broke out between France and England and it lead to the complete suspension of trade of the French East India Company. The conflicts between the French and the British in India continued till 1754, when the French government, anxious to settle peace, sent a special commissioner to India with orders to supersede Dupleix and, if necessary, to arrest him. Dupleix was compelled to embark for France on 12 October 1754.

In 1769 the King’s Council of the State of France suspended exclusive trading privileges of the French East India Company and the French private traders started doing business in India in muslin, white cotton cloth and the like using the British private trader’s capital as they were denied opportunity by their own employer, the EIC, to remit money home using the British remittance channels. Those British private Traders and the French Traders made some kind of a partnership and the French then stopped importing silver for their purchases in Bengal; and they used the British private trader’s money instead. Indian goods were going out but bullion stopped coming in. Plenty of knavery went around; that was the beginning of the loot. The ingenuity of the British in thievery was without limit.

The French East India Company formed a new company in 1778 after the conclusion of the peace treaty between France and England. The British were already established in Bengal since Plassey (1757), so France had to enter into an agreement between Viscount de Souillac, the French Governor General at Mauritius and Lt. Col. Cathcart, Governor General in Council in Calcutta. The French were to receive annually 18,000 mounds of saltpeter and two hundred chests of opium. The French paid the 2 1/2 percent duty to the British and the British took the money home to England. It is not known what the French did to the opium, whether re-sold it to the Chinese or learnt to smoke it themselves.

Opium Profits & Narco Empire:

Since the days of Akbar (1556-1605), the Indian opium was imported into China by the Dutch but later; the British forced the sale of opium on the Chinese for exploitative profits which lead to two opium wars and a huge indemnity for Britain. In the later half of the eighteenth century, Britain used the narco profits for its Seven Year War against the French and after the capture of Plassey, (1757), poppy producers in Bihar villages were coerced to produce more opium and all poppy growers in India were forbidden to sell opium to competitive trading companies. Britain abolished the opium syndicate at Patna, monopolized the production and distribution of opium in Bengal and later for the next one hundred fifty years, opium became a key to EIC obscene profits for tea purchases at Canton via the opium route. The empire that Britain built in those one hundred fifty years was partly funded by those narco profits.

Poppy cultivation was common in the District of Bihar in India. The Portuguese started carrying cargo of Indian opium through Macao directly to the Chinese beginning around the year 1600. The Dutch picked up the trafficking of opium from the Portuguese around the year 1700 and exported the Indian opium to China. The Dutch introduced the practice of smoking opium in a tobacco pipe and the use of opium took off. Opium became the grand magazine for the Dutch and other Europeans. Opium itself had been manufactured in China since the fifteenth century for medical purposes but The Qing Emperor (Dao Guang) banned opium in China in 1729, citing harmful effects on health and social productivity, however the opium wars forced the Chinese to continue to import opium so that Britain could make obscene profits. In 1730, the opium sale by EIC was about 15 tons, in 1767, the sale of opium by EIC to China reached a staggering 2000 chests (140 pounds per chest) to pay for the seven year war earning Britain a 300,000 rupees (£30,000) profit on every 1000 chests. It will be about £ thirty million in today’s money. The sale of opium continued to grow and by 1838 it reached a staggering quantity of 20,000 chests annually. The opium trade by the British East India Company and the ‘new imperial policy’ which negotiated trade concessions, permanent missions and a small colonial possession, such as Hong Kong placed such a burden on China and Persia and parts of the Ottoman Empire that the effective power of those countries’ own governments was compromised.

Regardless of the moral issues involved, the British lust for profits was the engine that drove the opium trade. The British just did not want to use their own silver for purchase of Chinese tea. Indian Opium was bartered for the Chinese tea and the tea was auctioned to the Russians and the Europeans thus earning huge equity and profits for Britain. Initially, Britain paid for that opium by their own silver, but by 1757, they stopped bringing any silver, so did the Europeans as the British were using French and Dutch channels to remit money to England. The Europeans were flushed with the funds given to them by the British and they used those funds to make their purchases of Indian merchandize for export to Europe. See next chapter, ‘No plassey, No Empire’.

The practice of sending silver from Bengal to China commenced early in 1757. The French and Dutch private traders did not provide any competition to English private traders as they were dependant on the English to supply the mercantile capital. Both the EIC and its private traders had complete monopoly over raw silk and cotton piece goods. After Plassey, EIC had denuded the country of all its bullion reserves and the French were encouraged to bring some silver that was badly needed for china trade. For years, the French East India Company shipped a large amount of silver to India. Before the American War of Independence broke out, EIC was trading in Chinese tea for which they had paid either by Indian opium or Indian silver. Chinese tea was being procured from the revenues of Bengal. Silver or opium went from India to China, Chinese tea went to Europe or North America and sale proceeds and huge equity started piling up in England. Goods bought for a pound in India fetched five pounds in Europe or more in North America. The outbreak of the French Revolution and subsequent hostilities between France and England brought an end to this gravy train. Britain made full use of the political power to extract unprecedented amount of wealth out of India through the opium route and shipped it to England.

In 1906, China and England signed a treaty thus restricting the Sino-Indian opium trade but by that time Britain had become banker to the world supported by those narco profits. The untrammeled scramble for wealth really started after the Plassey episode and so it is appropriate to write the next chapter ‘No Plassey, No Empire’.


CHAPTER THREE:

NO PLASSEY, NO EMPIRE

Money is power
Power is Money

The Mughal central power at Delhi went into a precipitous decline after the death of Emperor Aurangzeb. Under the late Mughals, the Provinces became practically independent and the foreigners took advantage of the chaos and found India an easy target for loot and plunder.

First to take advantage of the situation were the Persian and the Afghan rulers from the adjoining areas and the Mughal governors at Delhi came under constant attack. In 1739, Nadir Shah of Persia invaded India defeating the Mughals, destroying its prestige and power. Nadir Shah was assassinated in 1747 and Ahmed Shah Abdali continued the looting started by Nadir Shah. From 1748 until 1767, Ahmed Shah Abdali attacked India eight times and plundered and looted on an enormous scale. Tarikh-I-Ahmed chronicled the loot. The looted treasures were loaded on twenty eight thousand beasts of burden along with an army of eighty thousand horses. Along with the loot, the Afghans took captive a large number of women. Punjab a boarder territory, was on the invasion route and the people of Punjab lived a life of terror; people fled from the cities to the hills and jungles. To fight that tyranny, obscure men rose up in arms to provide the relief and security to the masses. A nation was up in arms against the foreign invaders.

Nadir Shah and Ahmed Shah Abdali, were birds of passage, their goals were limited, basically loot and plunder and some hegemony in the adjoining areas of Afghanistan. There was another foreign threat, a very sinister and a potent threat, posed by the British in the disguise of East India Company (EIC), which on the surface was a commercial entity, but the British had deliberately and systematically transformed it into a political entity with colonial ambitions. The British had its eyes on the wealth of India. Unfortunately, the disruptive political forces in India coincided with the British and French wars in Europe, which had become a war of survival for Britain. The British saw the power vacuum in India as an opportunity of a lifetime to solve all their financial woes. They lived on borrowed money and had no resources to build an empire. They targeted the Mughal Bengal treasury at Murshidabad, as it was known to hold over forty million British pounds worth of gold and silver, besides it was the most wealthy and prosperous region of India. The treasury was far removed, almost a thousand miles from the Mughal central defenses and strategically located on the banks of the Hoogly River and accessible to British warships.

In fact, since the days of Josiah Child, the powerful governor of EIC in London, the British had fortified their factories clandestinely in violation of their lease terms. They started establishing more factories all along the Indian coast particularly in the Bay of Bengal as it was India’s undefended coast line, closer to the Bengal treasury. They set up factories along the Hoogly River leading to Murshidabad as well, at Serampore, Hugly, and Fulta and in all they set up over twenty three factories, each under the command of a master merchant or a governor. With the pretext of providing security to their factories, they recruited a lot of local manpower as sepoys (Hindi word for a policeman) and started secretly equipping those factories with guns, cannons and weapons. Their business in India was much smaller and it would be hard to justify the number of factories they established, well in excess of their commercial needs.

Much to the disappointment of the British, the Mughal Imperial Rule did not collapse in Bengal because of the very powerful noblemen who ruled Bengal. The Mughal Diwans, Murshid Quil Khan, Sarafraz and Alivardi Khan, provided Bengal with powerful rule unaffected by the problems at Delhi and Bengal continued to enjoy prosperity, trade flourished and wealth continued to accumulate. The Mughal rule in Bengal also flourished because of the peasant cultivators who had a very different agrarian view of the Islamic culture. In the west of India, the Mughals had allowed the influx of elite classes from Persia who excelled in Persian art and literature. To them, the Islamic piety was subordinate to the ethos of Mughal Imperial Rule. In Bengal however, the Muslim cultivators assimilated Islam in its basic form more suited to their agrarian worldview which did not allow the ideological and bureaucratic structure of the Mughals to expand. The Mughal architectural monuments were built only in the western part of their burgeoning empire, Shalimar Gardens at Kabul and Lahore, fancy musoleums like Jahangir’s tomb at Lahore and Taj Mahal at Agra and Humayan’s tomb at Delhi and many more such monuments, commemorated their elitist rule. There was little elitist expenditure on splendor under the influence of powerful Diwans and Bengal experienced unparalleled growth as vast new areas of additional forestlands were cleared for cultivation. The Mughal treasury overflowed with revenue, which became a talk of the Europeans traders like the Dutch, the French and the British who were in Bengal for buying its merchandise. The Mughal revenue collection system described in Ain-e-Akbari since the days of Emperor Akbar was very well developed and diligently followed.

The three important Diwans to impact the events and the British colonial ambitions were Murshid Quil Khan (Ja’far Khan 1713- 1727), who was appointed Diwan in 1700 and Subhedar in 1717. Murshid Quli was by birth a Brahmin boy who as a child was adopted by Haji Shafi Ispahani, who made him a Muslim and took him into Persia. Murshid returned to India after the death of his patron and began a rapid rise in Mughal service. The next Mughal Diwan Sarafraz Khan governed Bengal from 1729 to 1740, and he was the most powerful nobleman who continued to maintain administrative control despite the problems at Delhi. After 1740, the power passed in to the hands of another very remarkable man, Alivardi Khan (1740-56) and under his administrative control, Bengal became the most peaceful and prosperous part of India providing the administration and financial resources for success. The presence of Alivardi Khan was anathema to the British.

Assessment and Revenue:

The British were after money, so they targeted the revenue stream in Bengal as the most important priority. It is therefore worth while to understand the scope of the revenue collection in Bengal. The Mughal system for land revenue administration was the sheet anchor of revenue system in Bengal. There were 25,000 villages in Bengal, grouped into 1600 parganas. For administrative purposes, the Parganas were grouped into 34 sarkars. During the middle of the 18th Century, the 1600 Parganas were grouped into 13 chaklas, or very large territorial sub-divisions. Each was administered by a Faujdar (commander of the army) or an Amil (civilian head). At that time, Murshid Quil also formed big zamindaris (landowners) and half the land revenue of Bengal was paid by just six large zamindars. The tax collection process simplified. The zamindari of Rajshahi, for instance, was formed by an agglomeration of many lapsed separate estates, extended over 12,909 sq. miles and 181 paraganas. A. Roy Rohan, a principal officer of the khalsa (Revenue Dept) was once asked, “What is a zamindar and what is a zamindari. His answer was, “A zamindar is a person possessing hereditarily on the condition of obedience to the ordinances of the government a tract of land under the denomination of a parganas or chakla subject to the payment of revenue. A zamindari is that kind of land registered in the records of government in the name of such a person.” The Mughals considered taking of land without paying for it an act of oppression. The revenue collection was moderate and fair. Akbar’s revenue minister, Raja Todar Mull, was well respected for instituting a fair tax collection system.

The Mughals also had a very fair and organized system for preparation of statistical data for the assessment of crop levies. The remuneration and the diet to be provided to assessing parties were also prescribed to prevent abuses. The season’s revenue depended on the records so prepared. This system was in existance since the days of Sher Shah Suri. Season by season, the measuring and writing parties appeared on the scene. The assessment statements were prepared twice yearly for every village and recorded and sent to the provincial head quarters and the central administration at Delhi. There were a great number of clerks whose job was to write and register. Clerical service afforded employment to a large portion of the population. The details are provided in Akbar-Nama, which was written by Abul Fzal, a courier of Akbar. In Mughal times, the revenue was realized only if the land was under cultivation and produced crops during the year.

The Revenue Roll was known as Asal Jumma Tumar for many generations. Revenue came from the land tax supported by abundant crops. In 1700 AD total assessment in Bengal was about twelve million rupees or about £1,200,000. The taxes also provided monies to maintain the prescribed military contingents. The Monarch as well as the Nawabs at various provinces maintained the treasury of the state full in the form of bullion reserve. In 1720, the revenue was about fourteen million rupees. The variation in the public demand on the zamindar was small. The possession of a zamindar was permanent and hereditary. The properties were secured by preserving a register of changes by sale, transfer, and inheritance.

The cultivators (ryots) were happy and content under the Mughal rule. The Zamindars (land owners) and talukdars treated the ryots (peasant) as their dependants. They looked after their welfare and maintained proper police and law and order. If any one suffered a loss, the zamindar felt personally responsible and often made good the loss. Complaints were readily heard and justice administered. The lands were well cultivated and the zamindars and talukdars found it in their interest to encourage and promote the increase in the number of inhabitants. Rents were moderate and properly assessed and related to the value of the produce. The officer of the department acted as Conveyancer.

Besides the land revenue, the revenue from duties on all articles amounted to another fifteen million rupees (£1,700, 000) per year. Besides Bengal, the Nawaz also collected land revenue and duties from the territories of Bihar and Orissa. The Bihar revenue was enough to satisfy the tributes paid to the Emperor at Delhi. The revenue data just described was for the Bengal Province, the rest of north India under the Mughal rule magnified the revenue many times over. That would explain the lavish lifestyles of the Mughals. The revenue and surpluses were so huge that they indulged in making monuments like Taj Mahal, issue gold mohurs (sovereigns) to affirm their love for their queens.

There were other fees for issuing Farmans (Royal Orders) and many nazranas (gifts); and the merchants, traders and the populace paid tributes to the Emperor as well. It was widely known that there was well over forty million £ in the treasury of Bengal at the time of the British invasion. During the reign of late Mughals, the Central Mughal Authority at Delhi was deprived of the revenue and in the case of Bengal, between 1740 to 1765 no remittance of cash was made to Delhi and there had accumulated about 400 to 450 million rupees from the revenues of Bengal in the form of gold and silver. The huge accumulation of gold in the Murshidabad treasury was well known to the European Traders in Bengal and the Dutch even wrote letter from Chinsura 0n 27 October, 1755 about that huge stockpile of gold. The British interest in that huge stockpile of gold would be best understood when one compares that the total revenue of Britain during the reign of Queen Elizabeth was about one million £.

“The Dutch also wrote in one of their letters the aborted attempt of the Mughal Cntral Authority to collect the Tributes. In 1749, repeated demands were made for the payment of the annual tribute in Delhi, Sardar Khan Mewati, a Jamadar, was actually sent from Delhi at the head of five hundred horsemen to bring this tribute. Alivardi Khan handed over to him the entire amount in coins. He put them in boxes and started for Delhi. When he and his men reached the frontiers of Bihar, a band of highwaymen suddenly attacked the escort near Sassaram and overpowered them. Sardar Khan Mewati could save only two hundred thousand rupees (£20,000) by timely flight to Poona. The so-called highwaymen took another route and brought the entire amount back to Murshidabad. The incident became very well known in India. But the Delhi Court could not officially take any cognizance of the incident. It was too much of an insult but the Emperor’s advisors at Delhi continued to cherish the fond hope that payment might be made in future.

Actually, all that Alivardi did was to send occasional presents and nazaranas (gifts) to Delhi collected from the revenues of Bihar and Orissa. Like the Dutch, the British were also aware of this incident and they had known the amount of money that was stashed up in the Mughal treasury at Murshidabad. That cash stockpile gave birth to the British conspiracy to loot the treasury. They mobilized their Man-O- war ships but were not sure of the success considering the Mughal defenses, so they got busy planning trickery, sabotage, deception and spies to raid the Treasury.

Gathering Clouds

At the start of its colonial era, which began somewhere around the year 1700, Britain found itself fighting many conflicts leading up to the American war of independence. To pay for those wars, England targeted the wealth of India. Britain had limited options, increased trade and earn some money or to borrow and lastly to fall back on its core competency which was loot, pillage and piracy. England tried all three and the last one provided the ultimate fulfillment. The attack on the Mughal treasury was so successful that England is enjoying the fruits of that conspiracy even today. It is a complex story as it involved a foreign culture, so it is described methodically and systematically leading the reader to its climax.

Britain could not rely solely on trade as there were limited opportunities for Britain, and neither had they had the monetary resources for larger share of the eastern trade. So Britain started borrowing and they borrowed as much as they could. The money market in those early days of the 18th century was modest and the resources of the banks were small. Money was borrowed from personal and private sources rather than from institutions and such a framework of money supply had limited resources with all the other caveats which limited the borrowings. During the middle of the eighteenth century, particularly during the war, the money supply became scarce due to heavy borrowings on government securities and the British navy bills and ordnance debentures were issued with no maturity date. Britain just did not have the resources to pay back all that borrowed money in any foreseeable future.

The British East India Company (EIC) operating in India, though a commercial body was essentially a British government enterprise. The EIC had six members on its Board of Control and the chairman was the member of the British Cabinet and the British government actively participated in what followed. They targeted the Mughal treasury at Murshidabad, which was the seat of government of the Mughal Diwan in Bengal. Also, the British had stopped paying the custom duties on the pretext that the Diwan (governor) of Bengal had waived those duties for the British trade. As stated earlier, in 1717, the Mughal Emperor Farrukhsiyar exempted EIC for payment of inland custom duties in Bengal; the British however illegally and fraudulently started using the internal trade permits for Mughal Imperial Export Trade Permits (dastaks) and ran up an unpaid balance of over one and a half million pounds. That sowed the seeds of a powerful conflict between the Nawab of Bengal and the East India Company. The British merchants also picked up fights with the Indian merchants who were procuring supplies for them against dadni (advances paid to manufacturers) merchandise for cotton, silk, opium, indigo dye, tea and saltpetre and ran up unpaid balances on their accounts. A huge amount of money was owed the dadni merchants who could only get notes from the British but no money. Remember that common saying, that a bank owns you if you owe the bank a small amount of money, but you own the bank if you owe it a lot of money. Well, the British had done their homework and the Indian merchants and the others were helpless, so did the Jagat Seths, who were Marwari bankers (from Rajasthan) to the Mughal Court, and routinely collected and disbursed the Mughal revenue, who were also owed a large sum of money which they had lent to EIC.

British Conspiracy:

In the British geo-political ambitions, India had become a lynchpin in their calculations for monetary resources. For the conspiracy to succeed in Bengal the British were hampered by the paucity of funds and they were essentially operating with slick tongue and false promises. So they promised i.o.u’s to all whom they needed to pull their treacherous craft. They also found the French in India an obstacle, so they fought the French as a mirror of their European war simultaneously.

During the early part of the year 1755, four man-of war ships of the British Navy manned by the British Foot and Artillery regiments sailed for India under the command of Rear-Admiral Charles Watson, Commander of a Royal Naval squadron. In 1754, Rear- Admiral Watson was serving in the European theater, trying to wind down the British role in the war of Austrian succession, when he was called home and appointed commander in chief for India operations. The urgency of the appointment of Charles Watson in the middle of his assignment, pointed to the dire need for funds as Britain and France had declared the Seven Year war (1756-63) to resolve their differing contentions on the frontier territories in the American colony. They were fighting since 1754 and Britain was suffering reverses for lack of funds and naval power. With the emergence of William Pitt as Prime Minister, a political change in Britain became a necessity and the appointment of Watson coincided with the emergence of Pitt as the new Prime Minister. Britain needed the money desperately for expansion of the Royal Navy.

The time line suggests that the British had taken a decision to loot the Mughal treasury and preparations towards that goal started earnestly during 1755 to getting the equipment, sailors, troop carriers, guns and man-o’-war ships ready for the mission. The ships involved were H.M third rate man- of-war Kent (74 guns), Cumberland (66), fourth rate Tyger (60), Salisbury (50), and the smallest the fifth rate Protector (44) was already in India somewhere in the Bombay waters busy in piracy raids. They arrived at Fort St. James (present day Madras) at the end of 1755, and waited for the Bengal conspiracy to incubate before they could sail for Calcutta up the Hooghly River. In the meantime, they kept themselves busy and occupied attacking the French at Pondicherry, the local merchant ships and the pirate ships and they filled their coffers with the loot. With undoubted ‘command of the sea’ locally, supported by a strong naval and military force, both the Royal and the EIC ‘sepoy contingents, set out to damage the French at Pondicherry on the Carnatic Coast of Eastern India. They met resistance from the French and the skilled defenses put up by the French under Joseph Dupleix. The British had built a Fort at Fort St David where they retreated after they were unsuccessful attacking the French. In November of 1755, they attacked Gheria, south India. Gheria was thought to be impregnable, but Charles Watson agreed to make an attempt on it to give relief to the company’s merchant vessels. After two days of bombardment, they were able to burn the pirate fleet and Gheria fell with a loss of ‘nineteen men killed and wounded’. The sailors, the fleet and their commander found the delay at Fort St James highly vexing and they waited and waited not knowing the issues confounding their spies in Bengal.

In Bengal, Alivardi Khan was managing the affairs of the state with remarkable success, his commander in Chief, Mir Jaffar had excess to 15,000 horse cavalry, 35,000 foot soldiers and 40 pieces of heavy cannons and some of the heavy cannons were manned by French artillery officer Monsieur Sin Frey. The French and the Mughals had good relations as a counter to the British and the British mission appeared foolhardy as long as Alivardi Khan was the Diwan of Bengal. The British stared at death as long as Alivardi Khan ruled Bengal and their mission had little chance of success. It was a savage climate under which they came to India. A British article of war, forced the sailors to kill or get killed by their own forces for failure. Failure was not an option and as is known, Admiral John Byng was shot for failure to destroy a French force. The drama soon unfolded, hardly to anyone’s surprise, that Alivardi Khan suddenly died, and met a premature death1 on April 10, 1756. The disruptive forces which had been kept under check by Alivardi Khan got out of hand and the Bengal province passed out of effective control opening the door to all kind of intrigues by the British.

During the British rule, many deaths occurred at the critical juncture tipping the outcome in the British favor. In 1779, Haider Ali defeated the British forces when they ventured in his territory for annexation & he suddenly died when he was getting into an alliance with the Marathas against the British. In 1839, Ranjit /singh suddenly died when the British could not travel to Afghanistan through Punjab and later three of his sons died in quick succession trying to take over the power of the state as successors. (Major Broad foot of the British Army was stationed in the court of Ranjit Singh as a friend of the court). There will be many other similar instances as the narrative unfolds. Even in the case of Alivardi Khan, one Robert Orme of EIC stationed at Fort William Calcutta was quoted in the elimination of Alivardi Khan.

Warren Hastings, who would later become the First British Governor General in India, was stationed at Cossimbazar factory, the river port of the capital city of Murshidabad, also the home of the Mughal Treasury. He spent time at the court of Mir Jaffar learning vernacular, the native languages, and worked in the weaving department of the Cossimbazar factory. He joined the sevice of the East India Company in 1750 at age 18 and six years later, when Alivardi Khan suddenly died, Hastings was imprisoned on suspicious grounds by Siraj-ud-Daula, the heir to the Bengal Diwani. It was only through the influence of the French and the Dutch that he was spared and he sailed back to England in 1764. His promotion to Governor General was pushed by Clive, as a reward for services rendered that made the invasion of Plassey possible.

Mir Jaffar was married to the sister of Alivardi Khan and the British considered him an ideal candidate for having the pretensions to the ‘Nawabship’, so they went about encouraging him in his ambition to become the next Diwan of Bengal with the promise of British support. (That was the usual trick the British employed. Later, the reader will see a similar promise of support, which led to the Sykes-Picot Agreement and the division and annexation of the Middle East between the British and the French). The British also knew that the Mughals had weakness for power and Mir Jaffar could be tricked in their designs. The British therefore needed someone to sell him the bill of goods, whatever those goods were, and there were a lot of soldiers of fortune floating around in Bengal countryside from Central Asia, Persia and Afghanistan besides the British, who had flooded the countryside and the British had plenty of company for knavery and freebootry.

After the death of Alivardi Khan, his grandson, Mirza Mohammed, a young man of about nineteen years (popularly known as Siraj-ud-Daula) became the Nawab of Bengal and the British found him a fly in their ointment. A lot has been written by the British about their troubles with Siraj-ud-Daula, but he was acting in his power as the Diwan of Bengal and he was forcing the British to abide by the agreements and the terms under which they were granted leasing rights to the Fort William property. The British also owed one and a half crores (£1.5 million) against the backlog of ‘dastak accounts’ as EIC had defrauded the State by covering the trade of the natives with the company’s ‘dastak’ vouchers and it was the duty of the Diwan to recover those monies. Looking at the bigger picture however, Siraj was only the accidental Nawab because of the sudden death of Alivardi Khan. The die to invade India and loot the treasury at Murshidabad had already been cast in London and the British Military and Naval flotilla was dispatched from Britain in 1755 long before Alivardi Khan died. The British invasion army and the war ships had already arrived in November 1755 and were waiting at Madras (Fort St. James facility) when Siraj ud Daula took over for a brief rule. He was captured and murdered by the British three days after the Plassey episode and his rule is not important to this story and it is best to skip all that took place between him and the British. It can best be summed up as a fight between good and evil.

For the British conspiracy to succeed, they needed another character to act as a go between, a trusted dummy, who would not be a suspect in the eyes of Mir Jaffar for the conspiracy to succeed. They found a tailor made character for this job in the person of Omi Chand, who was one of the five dadni merchants working with the British East India Company. In Indian vernacular, there is a saying:

Rub millai jori, ik anna, Te ik kori (What a union God created, one is leper and the other a blind)

Omi Chand and the British freebooters exactly fitted that category once the reader learns more about Omi Chand.

Omi Chand was tempted to villainy by the British and he fell for the big reward that he was promised (wait for the fate of that reward). Omi Chand was a crook. They say it takes a crook to know a crook. No matter, how well one may sugar coat it, slice it or dice it, it does not change the fact that both were crooks. Omi Chand was a Sikh merchant and his real name was Amirchand, by religion probably a Nanakpanthi Sikh as his name suggests, because the name of a Khalsa Sikh ended with the word Singh. Omi Chand got his start through a Seth family of means, who were dadni merchants for the British East India Company. His mentor Bostom Das Seth, in ill health, requested his help managing the affairs of his estate. Omi Chand made his mentor transfer all his extensive properties by fictitious mortgages in his own name so that he could ward off many of his mentor’s creditors. Bostom Das died shortly afterwards in 1752. Most of the best houses in Calcutta thus passed on to Omi Chand and it was one of those properties, a garden house three miles north of Fort William, where Omi Chand and the British met while hatching their nefarious treachery and the fate of India hung in the balance and the British fortunes were made.

The association of Omi Chand with the British was on account of his relationship as their broker for the purchase of saltpetre. The business dealings of Omi Chand had suffered a setback because of the change in his fortune. In 1753, the Nawab of Bengal had ordered the stoppage of the sale of saltpetre to the British and all the saltpetre was sold to the Dutch and the Armenians. Being the main ingredient of gunpowder, the British were alarmed. Omichand had taken in rent most of the saltpetre districts of Bihar but he lost it to an Armenian, Khojah Wazid who was friendly with the Mughal Nawab Alivardi Khan, and was able to successfully displace him in 1752-54 and secured the monopoly for himself. Omichand was bitter; he wanted to get even with the Bengal Diwan, EIC therefore saw the opportunity and decided to use him in their treacherous scheme. The British were looking for a scoundrel and they found a perfect scoundrel in Omi Chand.

The Plan

If Britain was to prevail in looting the Treasury at Murshidabad, they would have to sabotage the offensive capability of the Nawab. Mir Jaffar was the commander in chief of the Mughal Army, though temporarily removed from power and he was vulnerable and could be manipulated. Those Mughals had a serious weakness; they could easily be corrupted and be bought for power. Well, it took no genius to tempt Mir Jaffar with the Diwani of Bengal in order to neutralize the Mughal forces. The die had already been cast in London; Omichand was only the facilitator for their treacherous aggression. Mir Jaffar was to lay down his weapons in the battlefield and not fight the British. In return, he would be made the new Nawab. Mir Jaffar went along with the plan. He believed the British and later rued the day he fell for their trap. Nor did he realize the far-reaching consequences of his treachery. It was however not easy to approach Mir Jaffar as he was suspected of treachery and being watched by trusted lieutenants of the new young Nawab. Stories go, that they smuggled the copy of the agreement between the British and Mir Jaffar in female under garments. It would be funny but for the tragedy that was to befall India. People have weaknesses and no one is infallible and Omi Chand fell for it too and he not only became a villain of Indian history but realized too late the British treachery and paid for it very dearly.

Mother of all Treacheries, Cruel Sweep of History

As soon as the details of the conspiracy were finalized, the British informed their invading army, which had been waiting at Fort St. James for about a year to set sail. It took two months for the news to reach Madras and the flotilla left for the Hooghly River in late fall of 1756 with a force of 3500. The force comprised of both the British and sepoys (Tamil soldiers from Madras presidency) who were trained with the pretext of internal security. They left in five transports and five men-o’-war and it took them two months to reach Calcutta because of bad monsoon weather. The fleet entered Hooghly River from the Bay of Bengal in December 1756 and attacked Fort Boujee. The Hoogly provided navigation to large ocean going vessels and the invading army appeared at Calcutta in January 1757, which was ninety miles inland. Fort William was located at the eastern bank Of the Hooghly River with wide open grounds and broad boulevards on the portside providing clear field of fire. The British had mounted heavy guns on the rampart of the Fort in violation of the terms of their lease, which became another point of contention with the young Nawab. The British had lost possession of the Fort to Siraj-ud-Daula in June 1756 and the British invasionery force comprising of 39th Dorsetshire regiment of foot-1st battalion, 9th Battery, 12th regiment and Royal Artillery and 50 Naval ratings from HMS Tyger, attacked it first as its recovery was paramount to their survival.

The Nawab had no inkling of the geo political nature of the British attack on India, purely for loot so that they could fund their ambitions for an empire. The Nawab was totally clueless, as he had even dispatched a large part of his force to Delhi to counter the threat posed by Ahmed Shah Abdali and Bengal was without adequate military force. In the meantime, the British were able to smuggle Madam Ghaseti Begum, the aunt of Siraj-ud Dula, in Fort William facility to ensure that their conspiracy did not backfire.

Siraj suspected the conspiracy and on June 10, 1757 he moved south to Plassey, a small grove at a short distance from Murshidabad. On June 23, 1757, the forces met for the battle of Palashi, named after an extravagantly red flowering tree which gave its name to the village and the Anglicized version became Plassey. Historians have portrayed this confrontation as the ‘Battle of Plassey’, but it was no battle. At best, one can call it a skirmish. The Casualties: four Europeans and fourteen Indian sepoys. Accounts are murky. Mir Jaffar and the other traitors fled as per plan and did not put up the fight. Yar Latif, the Nawab’s General and the forces of Rai Durlabh did not put up the fight either as all had been compromised. Mir Jaffar’s forces were fired upon in retreat as they were set up and the British forces fired upon them and destroyed their military assets, they suffered five hundred casualties. It changed the course of the world and Indian history and made Britain an economic power overnight.

Omi Chand’s Reward:

During the conspiracy, Omi Chand was intimately involved with George Williamson who was sub secretary to the British Council, Mr Drake, who was the governor of Fort William, Clive, the Commander in Chief of the British army and Vice Admiral Charles Watson who was the commander in Chief of the British Naval Force. They met several times prior to the Plassey invasion and their relationship was warm and very friendly and they usually embraced each other when they met. Omi Chand took the group to Murshidabad and one William Watts; chief of the British Kasim Bazar factory was appointed his liaison to finalize the terms of the conspiracy. Omichand however did not trust the British as he had every reason not to. Remember that no one wanted to work for them including him, as he was their dadni merchant. So, he asked Clive to put it in writing the terms of the deal, and Clive did. They met to divide the spoils. Clive read the terms of the deal and there was no mention of Omichand. Omichand took out his papers and wanted his share according to the treaty signed by Clive and Admiral Watson. The treaty in Clive’s hand was on white paper; the treaty in Omichand’s hand was on red paper. Watson denied that he ever signed the two treaties. Clive said that he forged Watson’s signatures and gave Omichand a bogus treaty. Power of the sword, even if there was only one treaty, Omichand was not going to get paid. He was had. They say if one snake bites another snake, which one gets poisoned; well in this case Omichand got poisoned. Omichand left empty handed. His saga was not over yet, he died in December 1758 and the British used him one more time after his death. This was not the first or the last time, the British deceived or tricked for money. There are many instances when they employed similar methods and the one that comes to mind is the treatment of Maori tribes in New Zealand where they similarly switched different color papers. Mir Jaffar did not fare any better. He was reduced to servility by the British and was unable to function as the Nawab of Bengal. The British called all the shots and Mir Jaffar resisted and was deposed in 1760.

From Omichand’s estate a sum of rupees 37,500 was given to Magdalene and Foundling charities in England at the request of the Executor’s Frankland & Howell. Indian Historical Records Commission published Omichand’s will & there is no mention of any money to be paid to charities in England.

Technically, the British were in India still at the pleasure of the Mughal Nawab so they appointed another dummy, Mir Ksim Ali Khan, who was the son in law of Mir Jaffar. Kasim refused to accept the British hegemony which precipitated the battle of Bauxar in 1764, giving the British the full potential control of Bengal.

The Loot

The estimates of the land and custom revenues in Bengal were stated in the earlier section which amounted to about thirty million rupees a year. The Bengal province also collected revenues from the Bihar and Orissa provinces as well. After the disintegration of the central Mughal imperial authority since 1712, Bengal became effectively independent and hardly any tribute was sent to Delhi right up to the advent of British power in 1760. Bengal was also not in the habit of blowing money like the western regions of the Mughal Empire on cultural and artistic pursuits; instead the money was invested leading to unprecedented growth. From all accounts, the province was flushed with money at the time of Plassey invasion, and very conservative estimates put the accumulated wealth in the Murshidabad Treasury at over forty million British pounds, taking ten rupees to the pound. This will be over £100 billion in today’s money, based on wage differential between then and now. Add another 200 million rupees which were in circulation for trade and commerce. The Mughal treasury also had a very large amount in jewels, diamonds, pearls and precious stones. All that wealth was totally denuded by the British and taken to Britain and the jewels appear to be the heirlooms of the British monarchy. Along with the naval force, the British had also brought with them the coastal force comprising of Grabs and gallivants operated in the Bhagirathi River to transfer all that gold bullion to their ocean going war ships. Grabs were two masted, broad beamed shallow draught craft of about 150 ton capacities. The gallivants were three masted, 70 tons very large row boats, suitable for cargo shifting within those rivers.

Thus was born the imperial Britain and the British capitalist society and the reader will learn more as this narrative unfolds. The British capitalism originated from the pathology of greed and orthodoxy of plunder and at its roots lays the bestial passions of those people. At the sudden sight of immense gold stockpiles, the sailors and navy men went berserk and they preyed upon each other, some perished at the hands of their own men and those who survived, returned with immense wealth and became instant millionaires Those men were generally rough and ignorant of all matters other than freebooting and sailing, they were savage people not familiar with the ways of the civilized society, they went to sea at an early age when they had not even learnt reading, writing, and arithmetic and very few had opportunity to improve themselves socially and culturally.

Charles Watson and Robert Clive also came to blows over the loot and Clive challenged him to a dual. Watson was killed on 16 August, 1757 and is buried in Calcutta. The westerners report that Clive helped himself handsomely; some accounts suggest the loot to be about a quarter million pounds & Watson’s about half of that but who knows. The British say that they collected about two and a half million pounds from the pile and they are afraid to admit the rest, as the Indian Diwani laws did not allow the looting of the Indian monies and shipping the amount to England. Diwani rights, (right to collect money on behalf of the Emperor, merely allowed EIC to collect revenues on behalf of the Emperor. The money, technically speaking, is still owed to India.

In the pursuit of Imperial Britain, the British deliberately targeted the wealth of India and made a mockery of history by publishing false stories of the nature of their role. For British people, history is politics and is very revealing about the mindset of the British Society. Money is the nerve center of all their dealings and right or wrong, fair or foul, they would do anything to lay their hands on money. The British historians to legitimize their despotic rule of about 200 years caricatured a thriving civilization to a dysfunctional, chaotic and a stagnant society which they say was saved by the British dynamism. What that dynamism brought India is that it became a backwater of the third world and a victim of history. However, the wealth of India when it reached Britain, transformed that country from a primitive society to a modern parasitic capitalist society, lifted the standards of life of its people and gave birth to aristocracy. Self-interest and drive for predatory loot deprived the British people of any moral code, which unfortunately resulted in the despotic exploitation of other societies. There is a silver lining though, once people in other cultures and other societies get a taste of the commercial society and capitalist system, it will be hard to stop them in pursuit of their own self-interest. It will probably result in a better world not open to the exploitation by the weakness of the predatory capitalist system.

Power of the Gun:

After Watson, the British appointed Vice-Admiral George Pocock and extensively reinforced the naval forces in Bengal as there were losses to nature, trading and military operations that followed. Pocock’s appointment prior to India was to convoy slaves from the dungeons of Cape Coast Castle in Ghana to the slave markets in the Caribbean and North America. The profits in sugar cultivation in Jamaica were lucrative and only the African slaves could stand the heat.

The forts and castles along the coast of Ghana date back to the later days of the Fifteenth century when the Europeans, particularly the Portuguese, started the seafaring journeys for the eastern trade. Later other Europeans, the Dutch, the Germans, the Spaniards, the Danish and the British followed suit and set up their own trading posts. In 1664, Cape Coast became a British possession and they saw an opportunity for slave trade. In those days the trading nations had to supply gold in return for goods, but the British had no intention to supply gold as that was the national wealth. The British captured and supplied slaves instead, which became a currency, like Indian opium for the Chinese tea. The British built Fort Victoria in 1702, Fort William and Fort McCarthy followed later, they expanded the dungeons in those Forts and the Castle’s damp unlit dungeons served as holding areas till those slaves were shipped out to slave markets in the Caribbean and the United States. Millions of slaves passed through those gates of Hell, the gates of ‘No Return’ and the British had no qualms about the slave trade, no nagging of conscious, no desire to walk in the sunshine. They have made no amends for yesterday. How do you explain slavery and trading in human cargo? Well, the British did it by postulating that the Negroes did not have the intelligence to understand the difference between captivity and liberty that their religion was voodoo and superstitious and they were not enjoying the blessings of Christianity. Convoluted logic. The slave dungeons of Cape Cod Castle were part of their blessing. Britain used the same logic in India; archaic religion, superstition and no justice. Vice-Admiral George Pocock came from such a background and India was headed for a hell of its own.

When Pocock arrived in Bengal, the soldiers of fortune were making full use of the prevailing anarchy. The British freebooters, the migrant workers, the traders, the bottom feeders and their military and naval people made full use of the political power and virtually shut off every one but their own people. They had plenty of bad blood with the French and they were the first to feel the heat and so did the other Europeans. The Indian structure of foreign trade with the European was totally destroyed and they demanded silver bullion for their Indian purchases from the Europeans. The British created a lot of trouble for the Dutch as well. They obstructed their weavers, maltreated their gomastas (buyers), seized by force both men and materials from their ships. They shut them off from buying any opium because of the huge profits with the Chinese. The opium was bartered for tea and tea was exported to colonies in North America. They had paid nothing for that tea, so the British stopped importing any more silver from England as the loot of India and the bullion collected from other Europeans was more than sufficient. The practice of sending silver from Bengal to China commenced early in 1757, both the EIC and its private traders entirely monopolized the opium trade as well as the raw silk and cotton piece goods.

Monopoly practices and exclusive rights to internal trade decimated the ‘native’ merchant and the untrammeled scramble for wealth produced instantaneous British millionaires. Monopolies gave the British the exclusive rights to local produce and the items of daily necessity, and the British gouged and harassed the populace. Those people came from a country that was molded on the lines of serfdom and feudal relations, which had shaped their society. People in Britain did not have the freedom to pursue any occupation and social status and power limited or prevented innovation. The vested interests decided how much competition was to be permitted and in India that competition was reduced to zero so that the British could collect as much local capital as possible. The two hundred fifty two covenanted servants of the company became alchemists; they produced gold out of nothing.

The employees of EIC and other members of the Select Committee set up monopolies for internal trade in tobacco, salt and beetle nut. In six years beginning in 1765, they smuggled salt to such an extent that they defrauded the government of duty to an aggregate amount at upward of four million rupees, as estimated by the committee for secrecy in 1773. The Company and its employees also fought over the loot, as it was a free for all in the absence of any control by the Company over its employees. In fact, EIC encouraged lawlessness as no one was in charge. They destroyed the existing order and Britain was too far away for any effective control. Later, when they questioned some of their traders one of them, Francis Sykes, wrote to the Company “towards the company have not ever been attentive nor would one six pence I enjoy ever could come the Company’s treasury; it was this whether it would go in to a blackman’s pocket or into my own.” Those people indulged in unconscionable and reprehensible behavior. The salt and beetle nut monopolies alone netted the EIC close to a million pounds per year.

In fact, the British started remitting funds to Britain both on personal and the company account and the money started piling up in England. At some stage, the Company denied them remitting facilities as they suspected that the company business was being undermined. The private traders and the company employees started using the French and the Dutch channels, to remit their loot home. So, the Europeans were flushed with funds deposited by EIC employees who they started using for their own trading accounts. So the Europeans also stopped importing bullion for their purchases and Bengal earned nothing for its goods. There was so much scramble for the riches of India, the boundaries between India, Britain, North American and China vanished, as there was such a huge flow of men, money and materials. The British Government too made extraordinary demands for revenue on account of the ongoing War of Independence in the American colony. Their agents in Bengal ruled by caprice and their vested interests began to dominate the economy of Bengal. After all, the entire assault and the attack on the Treasury at Murshidabad were driven by the need for funds to fight the wars. How the British used the political power in their despotic pecuniary exploits is best described by the following horror stories.

From 1757 till 17 77, the British abused the collection of land revenue and confiscated hereditary properties. Rights of zamindars were abrogated and fraud and villainy carried the day. Revenue demands were increased exorbitantly, to release the value of the land against future taxes and EIC gloated over their successes in auctioning private lands. The employees of EIC, Holwell, Griffith and Frankland, the men in charge of collection of illegal taxes against the laws of Hindustan, themselves became farmers and zamindrs, as they misappropriated the private land holdings. Laws of England were applied in their confiscatory raids in India.

Take the case of Rajah Chyton Singh of Beerbhoom District, Bishenpore Mehala, who was a zamindar (land holder) and he led a peaceful life tending his flock. He looked after his peasants and farmers and provided them with security and encouraged cultivation of land. He was a respectable man who built temples and people looked up to him for help and support. He was in possession of hereditary property until the British menace snared him in their trap. His land and crop taxes suddenly shot up by phony taxes and he had to keep up with ever increasing demands until he was charged for unpaid taxes of over thirty thousand rupees. It was an exorbitant amount and he could not pay. The British wanted to make an example of him to instill fear in others, knowing fully well that he had exhausted all his resources and he was imprisoned on February 18, 1789. There are thousands of such cases which are in the reports of the various Collectors from the Revenue Department of the Governor General in Council Proceedings, dated May 1790.

Here is another horrible story of over assessment in the Eastern districts where the landed gentry, using the British terminology, was brutally mistreated and destroyed in their quest for ever increasing demand for revenues. Rani Bhowani (Queen Bhowani) was a zamindar who was by tradition obliged to keep the ryots (peasants) from ruin and give them whatever assistance was necessary to keep them loyal citizens. She was obligated to pay the revenue of her District and provide relief to the Peasantry in case of shortfall. She gave a review of the farming and revenues of her District in 1775, but was unable to keep up with ever increasing demand for revenue, while providing relief to her peasantry for crop failures. She gave time to her peasantry to make up the shortfall, but the British Collector did not show her similar consideration. Her house was surrounded and all her property was taken. The Rani dreaded the disgrace of the loss of zamindari. She made a petition to make good the revenue and requested her zamindari be restored. She sold jewels, her personal effects and mortgaged all she had. The British Provincial Council of Revenue at Murshidabad ascribed her failure to the embezzlement of her ministers and showed no mercy. In pursuit of money, the British had no difficulty fabricating stories as long as they could get away with the local capital. Such examples of over assessment were sickening and heartless. Not only did the British disgrace themselves, they illegally interfered with the land holdings of the landed gentry which were in their possession for many generations, they destroyed the established order as well.

Silk factories were broken up by force and sericulture areas of Bengal were depopulated. Farmers were forced to cultivate mulberry trees and pay the taxes in cocoons so that the British silk industry could be developed and gain the market share. In England, Lombe Bros. built the first factory in Derby but they were unable to compete successfully against the French and Italian from the Calabria region of Spain. The workers in Bihar and Bengal were forced to rear silk worms and the workers were forced to work in the company filatures. Force was also used against peasants and extreme measures were taken to develop the British silk industry. They even tried to introduce the European reeling technology, but the Bengal silk never reached the standard with the new method. At best they could produce a large quantity of low quality raw silk and gain some market share in Europe.

While the revenue collection was destroying the local order, the political administration was set up by Clive, during his two stays in Bengal between the periods 1757 to 1765, leading to direct political control from London. Various Princes and the Hindu bankers, Jagat Seths, zamindars and the influential (landed gentry), were forced to contribute money to the Company and the individual Englishmen, as tributes and that amount was broadly estimated to be about fifty million rupees also found its way to England mostly in diamond bulses.

How much money floated from India to Britain, during the initial period immediately after Plassey, has never been documented by Britain. That money helped to build Britain’s capital and wealth. There were about one hundred thousand people, the covenanted and non covenanted employees of the Company, the private merchants and their families and the share holders of the Company, who were in possession of that wealth, besides the British government. At the head of that list was Rothschild, and those people went on to develop the whole banking and borrowing system in England, as well as the Anglo-American trade, which will be evident as this narrative unfolds.

The methods those people used to send money from India to Britain demonstrate the ingenuity of those people. They used foreign contacts, they procured Bills, they lent upon diamonds, they used bills of Exchange drawn on France, Netherlands and other European countries, they paid in to the Treasury of other European countries operating in India, such as the Dutch and money to be collected in London, they lent money against Respondent bonds and sent those bonds to China where money was collected and remitted to London by ships sailing to Europe. William Barwell, a member of the British Bengal Civil Service and Governor of Fort William Calcutta, was reported to have amassed 80 lakh rupees (£800,000); which in to day’s money, based on wage differential, will be about £800 million, and his letters give a clue how it was accomplished. Those letters appear in’ Bengal Past & Present’:

“I have commissioned Frank Scott to procure bills or to lend respondentia the Europe Captains that sail from Bombay or to lend upon diamonds. I have in this manner commissioned Garden at Bussrorah and Donston and Coles at Bencoolin” (28 February 1768).

“Having received advises from my correspondent at Aleppo that he will remit money to the best advantage I shall send what I have of Grady’s and yours to him as soon as I can procure bills on Aleppo” (Letter from Bussorah, dated 13 August 1768 addressed by Garden at Bussorah).

“The first bill of exchange on John Bardett for £4,054. The second bill now I enclose with a Bill of Exchange on the French for £5,000.” (27 December 1769) “In case the French bills are not made good I have negotiated another private remittance for £10,000 through Captain Mercer a trader to this port” (25 February 1775).

“I have paid into the treasury of the Dutch company at Chinsura a sum equal to £30,000 on condition of having bills on the Dutch Company payable in London granted to me in November next” (17 My 1775).

“My distress on the disappointment of Middleton and Gibb’s bills to have been such that under apprehension a sufficient sum would not have been thrown into my sister’s hand I sent a lac. Of rupees (£10,000) in bullion.” (5 August 1775). I shall consign to Mr. Harrison a remittance if I can affect it and I think I can of 4 lacs. (£40,000) to China.” (23 November 1775). “I will take care to advice you in time to make insurance for the sum that may be lent on respondentia to China.”

“On calculating the exchange of the China remittance I find it so low. This has determined me to stint my negotiations for conveying my money there to one lac. Of rupees (£10,000). Yet as low as the exchange is had I wanted to have sent more I should have been difficulties (?) To have done it so great is the anxiety of people to get money to England at any rate “(27 March 1776).

“The certain remittances by this season are shipping to the Dutch bills for current rupees 2, 98,120 (£29,812) and the bills on the English company advised by Mr. Carton for £2,400 The Dutch bills will turn out to you £30,000 or very little short of it.” (27 March 1776).

“I enclose Mr. Joseph Price’s respondentia bonds of this date for. Rs. 24,733-2-6 to Messrs. Scott Pringle & Co. merchants of the Island of Madeira. As agent for those gentlemen I authorize you to receive the amount due on it at Canton and if possible lend the same or as much of it as you can upon respondentia on some Danish ship or ships bound from China to Europe.” (20 March 1776)

“I have engaged to send Mr. Charles Lloyd 46,000 arcot rupees at run at respondentia upon the ship true Boston Bartken… bound to the Malabar Coast, Mocha, and Suez…

“you will insure from this place to Grand Cairo at the rate of 2 shillings and 3 pence per current rupee as Mr. Lloyd is to allow the respondentia premium till this is paid to my agent at Grand Cairo… this money I lent to Mr. Lloyd with a view to remit the amount to Mary Burwell of Grand Ormond Street, London.” (30 Nov. 1777).

The loot after Plassey invasion shows that at least £40 million from the treasury at Murshidabad was whisked away post haste. Other monies included £5million from the various Princes and the Hindu bankers. Other monies started flowing regularly such as about £2 million per year of its purchases in Bengal, and another million pound per year from China trade, produced a capital formation of three million pounds per year. When the merchandise procured with these funds reached England, it fetched five times that amount resulting in the capital formation of fifteen million pounds. This practice lasted for four decades, or a capital formation of £645 million in the immediate aftermath of the Plassey invasion. In today’s money, based upon wage differential, this amount would be in excess of two trillion pounds. In a very perverse way, the Indian money went to develop the British economy and the vast Anglo-American trade.

In a contrast, Charles II’s government in 1683 was bankrupt, England had put a moratorium on its debt and it was receiving gratuity form the East India Company in Calcutta. Did the loot stop there? No. From 1771 until about the end of the century, Britain resorted to harvesting of the revenue from the populace, from crop levies, from land taxes, from inland trade, so much so nothing was spared from their greed to fuel their dream of becoming an empire and they did that with all the vigor and bestial passion that despotism brings. In 1771 there was a massive famine in the country side of Bengal, when the rains failed and the crops withered and even during the famine, the despotic plunder continued when the populace had to sell the generational land holdings to pay the ever increasing taxes and levies.

The looted Treasure was put to good use by the British to safeguard their nation’s future, knowing that the sudden windfall was never to befall their lap. The money the British took out of India was unprecedented; they had never seen or dreamt of anything on such a scale. Most of it was invested, which formed the basis of the capitalist society. However, some star players who amassed huge personal wealth indulged in self glory and left behind stately mansions in England. Clive’s at Claremont, Hasting’s at Daylesford, Pitt’s at Swllowfield. Pitt diamond, weighing some 140 carats, a product of Golcanda mine, was sold to the Prince Regent of France and is incorporated in the French Crown. Britain has the Koh-I Noor diamond from India and it is in the Queen’s crown. (See Predatory Wars). The British people, the natural born subjects of England, people who made money in India and returned to Britain, were usually referred to as nabobs. Their women, who accompanied their men as wives, mothers, sisters, daughters, escorts and paramours indulged in luxury, consumerism, and material opulence and they developed interesting relationships between the native population of wealth and influence. Most of them were after riches and jewels, and some were there in amorous relationships for political reasons to minimize the resistance to their presence and to project the image of Imperial Britain.

The Indian economy, which was the largest economy in the world before Plassey, perished with the British onslaught and a new world order was started by the British capitalist society, which in today’s lingo is called market based economy. It was based on loot, pillage and plunder. As stated, the British did not wish to pay for anything in cash, they wanted to improvise instead, such as piracy when they started out, later they resorted to slavery and used slaves as cash tokens, in Bengal they borrowed from the Dadni merchants and Jagat Seths and traded opium for the Chinese tea, and when the need arose for huge funds to fight the wars with France and the American war of independence, they resorted to massive invasion of the Mughal treasury at Murshidabad. Their capitalist model, which may be called predatory capitalism, was practiced throughout their rule of two hundred years, relying upon militarism, trickery, treachery, deception and fraud.

The French were also in India, for the same reason as the British, and when the Mughal administration collapsed, they grasped the situation much better than the British and their governor Dupleix found it necessary to intervene in Indian political affairs to protect their interests. Though Dupleix had formed a vast project, for establishing the French supremacy in India, intervening in native politics, intrigues, and warfare, and while he controlled the Carnatic and nearly the entire Deccan by 1751, the French government, thought it prudent to wind its affairs in India and move out in honor.

Both the British and the French espoused free market economy, the French model, a centralized state based economy, formed the basis of their civil society where as the British model, the predatory capitalism, had no basis based on law but greed, pillage, loot, and plunder. The French model enlightened the masses to an extent that it was blamed for the French Revolution. As people got a taste of the commercial civil society, the British model’s weakness became obvious from much strife and civil wars wherever the British footprints were found, particularly in the mineral (diamonds), mining (gold) and oil based economies and the British predatory capitalism remains on trial.

Imperial Britain:

The initial predatory phase of the British attack on India had limited objective, which was money and they succeeded well beyond their own wildest imagination. Their objective in India however went through a drastic revision after the loss of the American colony and suddenly they decided to make India a central core of their colonial ambition. With that goal, the unregulated plunder of India was brought under control and they put Warren Hastings to control the situation. Warren Hastings had arrived in India in 1750 at age eighteen to work for the East India Company and as stated before, he returned to England in 1764 and sailed back in 1769 with a job at Madras. After Clive, there were two other successors who excelled in loot and knavery and in 1774, after the American colony was lost, the East India Company appointed Warren Hastings as the first governor general of India.

Upon his appointment, the Company focussed on the management of the entire revenue streams as their most important priority and in the process they unleashed a reign of terror. The Mughal administrative offices were shifted from Murshidabad to Calcutta, a new British supreme court of judicature with four British justices was appointed, the English law was extended to a foreign culture without any knowledge of the local language or the culture, entire fabric of revenue administration was scrapped and even the sanctity of women’s chamber (zenana) which was sacred both to the Hindus and the Muslims was violated by the sheriff’s orders.

Reign of Terror

In 1772, Hastings introduced a new land revenue system to get maximum revenue. Unfortunately for India, the rains failed and a catastrophic draught set in and for six months there was no rain and the tanks and watercourses dried up both in Bengal and Bihar. Normally, those regions enjoyed heavy rainfall during the summer monsoons and the country side was always lush green with tropical produce, plants and trees. During normal rainy seasons, there was a bounty of nature, mangoes and banana trees swayed in the tropical rains but that summer the parched land could not support any plant life, crops failed and a massive famine set in. There was total failure of crops and an acute scarcity of food grains. The crop failure and famine did not concern the British. Their priority was loot and revenue and in that chase, millions of people perished. The Zamindars (landowners) and Talukdars lost control over their holdings as the British colonizers were chasing them for revenue. Hereditary land holdings were put to public auctions; the zamindars (landowners) became farmers. People’s ownership rights on their properties were violated and anarchy and lawlessness destroyed the social order.

After the famine, Hastings wrote to the Court of Directors in London “the loss of inhabitants reckoned at a third and in many places near one half of the whole”. About ten million people perished but the revenue was violently kept up to its former standard. Additional burden was put on those who did not perish. Land revenue in diwani lands in 1768-69 was about sixteen to twenty million Rupees, whereas the Revenue Collectors in those painful days collected over four times that amount, in the neighborhood of nearly seventy million rupees. The Court of Directors however continued to demand ever increasing amounts of revenue; death of one third of the population and no additional resources was not any of their concern. The British Empire builders were locked up in a bitter feud with the French in the American Colony and needed limitless flow of money out of India to satisfy their colonial ambition. The zamindars were not given any remission but were asked to enter into bonds at twelve per cent per annum for the amount of the shortfall. What ever grain was available; the employees of the East India Company hoarded for profit and the peasants were forced to sell even the seed for the next harvest.

In those chaotic days, greed, oppression and fraud became rampant for personal gain and the British Bureaucracy got entrenched in the country’s revenue system and had a field day. The farmers and zamindars were pushed into impoverishment by the land revenue policy. The EIC and its employees enriched themselves beyond measure. The famine affected people who mattered most to England. The mortality among weavers, boatmen, silk winders, cocoon growers, saltpeter manufacturers and other workers was very high and led to scarcities and price increases. There was land available for cultivation but there were no tenants to till the land. The specter of land taxes loomed at the horizon. The zamindars threw up their land holdings and left.

They say it pours when it rains in days of adversity and indeed another famine followed in 1783-84 and killed close to another one quarter of the population. EIC could not rely on military might to fill their coffers. Next decade was characterized by scarcities; EIC could not milk the cash cow and had to reduce its dividend to shareholders in England. There was a limit to the scalping. It was a total reign of terror. The orgy of agreed did not end there. The smell of money attracted the East India Company and its employees to the weavers, spinners, the cocoon growers and the indigo farmers. Their produce was in demand; the Europeans were paying top prices, there were fewer hands left for those skilled jobs. The British had no desire to match the Europeans prices; they used force, they used collusive and fraudulent contracts and they used enslavement. Political power was used to restrict the freedom of trade and forced arbitrary reduction in prices and denied the existence of scarcity on account of the famine. The British conveniently forgot their own theories of supply and demand. The price of cotton thread increased from Rs 4-6 to Rs 6-4 per seer (a seer is close to a kg) due to the death of cotton cultivators and spinners and yet the price of cloth paid to the weavers remained the same or was reduced by abusive practices. The weavers were habitually cheated and it was not difficult to do so as there was fraudulent mustering and ‘ferreting’ of different assortments. Here was born the dark side of the British capitalistic society, the ugliness of capitalism is fueled by greed, a greed which can be perpetrated on hapless victims without impunity. No wonder the Capitalists always demand ‘no regulation’, they do not want any cops on the beat to carry out their nefarious activities.

To understand the tyranny, it is necessary to understand the type of products those craftsmen produced. The weavers of Bengal produced many different varieties of cloth; mulmul (thin plain muslin), buddun khas fine muslin, sarkar Ali (manufactured for use in Nawab’s court), jamdanee (flowered muslin, some were woven for Rs. 450 per piece). There were calicoes, chintz (coarse printed cloth). One of the best varieties was described as jungle khasa. The pellucid muslin was described as evening dew. When spread on grass, it could not be distinguished from the dew on it. The fine muslins were always made to order. The fine looms could furnish a piece of cloth in two months. Of some assortments only nine pieces could be produced in a year. It was a handicraft industry, developed and perfected over the centuries and the skills were transferred from father to son generationally and the British wanted all that on the cheap so that they could make more money. The British traders and the EIC exploited the political control on the lives of ordinary people who earned their living by hard work and virtually stole their goods without adequately compensating for their service. A class of gurrah 36x 2 ¼ was priced at Rs 3-9 per piece; at the London sale it fetched 45s.6d or 91 rupees, (2 English shillings to the rupee). In London, the British were making thirty times the amount they paid to the weavers in Bengal, and they forced the weavers under duress to sell below cost.

This type of behavior became the normal way of dealing with local labor and EIC left behind many victims of wage and price fraud. It was typical for the British Traders to short change the local producers and deny them fair prices. They arbitrarily set the price, based on what profit they wanted to make regardless of the cost of production and forced the handicraft industry to bear the loss. Typically, if a piece of middling mulmul cost six rupees for the cotton thread and the labor content was three rupees, the British merchants will pay only Six Rupees and ask the weaver to swallow the labor portion of the cost. The producer was essentially forced to sell the merchandise below cost. EIC was embezzling the labor charges. On an average one rupee per month was necessary those days, for the upkeep of an adult. The weavers appealed for an increase in price for their goods. The workers even on compassionate grounds asked for an increase, so that they could feed their families, but those pleadings fell on deaf ears.

The EIC exported about one hundred thousand cotton piece goods out of Bengal, and each piece during the Mughal regime fetched about Two Hundred Rupees. It was not even close to it, what the British merchants were willing to pay. The workers refused to work for a dishonest company and the EIC panicked that they might not be able to procure the supply. So they resorted to force and enacted various regulations, and stationed security men at the place of work of the artisans. The workers were illegally confined so that they could not produce goods for other free merchants. One Bostam Das, died while in confinement of Mr. McCullum’s bungalow. The weavers fled from their trade and gave up their centuries old craft. The British committed crimes, but they were the cops on the beat and they got away with murder.

This type of predatory behavior continued in other industries too. The profits in indigo exports were huge and those profits attracted the British buccaneers and gangsters in the countryside. The British traders spread out in the countryside of Bengal and invaded the indigo cultivator’s lands, destroyed the standing crops, grabbed the land unlawfully and cultivated indigo for profit. From Court Records, it is easy to find many instances of plunder and loot. Some people filed complaints in the Courts, but the Courts were run by the British and all they did was to white wash the crimes and no one was able to claim any damages. Here are the stories of two cultivators whose land was forcibly invaded and occupied by the British buccaneers and their stories were typical.

One widow Durga Beiwa complained one Mr. Hunter forcibly took possession of her twenty Bighas of land (Bigha is 1/3 acre). The widow fled for her safety and stayed with her labor and peasant. The indigo gentleman cultivated her land for indigo production and kept the produce she wanted relief from this oppression.

Another story was of Mr. Coats, an indigo manufacturer, who forcibly ploughed ups a half-grown crop and in its place he sowed indigo. The Plaintiff even had to pay the assessed revenue. Coats carried away by force the bamboo, toddy trees and the straw for roofing as fodder for his bullocks. If any person opposed him, he got beaten and for two years he did not allow any grain to be sowed. These are excellent stories of British capitalist enterprise while the capitalism was in its infancy, but it was a different culture where force was used while Britain was adding to its national wealth.

From the Board of Trade documents it appears that indigo trade was a huge money maker for Britain. In 1789, England imported 1,700,000 lbs. of indigo out of Bengal. There were huge profits in indigo trade and the British monopoly earned about three million £. The indigo business flourished and continued well in to the early decades of the nineteenth century.

Hastings worked as the governor for twelve years and various charges of corruption, defiance of public law and morality were brought against him both in Bengal as well as in Britain. One Nun commar brought charges against Hastings and referred the matter to the Supreme Court. Hastings was found guilty and ordered to refund the money involved. At the same time, Nun comar was thrown into prison on charges of forgery, tried before the same Supreme Court and found guilty by jury of all Englishmen. He was hanged. And Hastings was exonerated, never paid a penny in restitution. And, yes indeed it was a warning to the natives to suffer silently and do not rock the boat or else they will be hanged by the British Kangaroo Courts. In England, similar charade was staged with all the trappings of the stage. Hastings was accused by a twenty three year old Burke, a Member of Parliament, and a delegate to the British House of Commons. The senior members of the Commons were aware of the prosperity Hastings brought to his country and seven years and 145 sittings of Parliament later; Hastings was acquitted of all charges. After all, it was Hastings who made the raid on the Murshidabad Treasury possible. It was told that Hastings brought only 80,000 pound from India. It was not much. Barwell on the other hand brought 800,000 pounds. In terms of today’s money, Hastings accumulation amounted to 80 million pounds and Barwell’s 800 million pounds. No wonder India became a backwater of the third world after its wealth was plundered by the British tugs.

After the departure of Hastings from the Indian colony, England sent Cornwallis to finish the job. He instituted a new permanent land revenue system to maximize the revenues for his Homeland. The indigenous system of land revenue administration was destroyed so that EIC could maximize the revenue and the Zamindari was destroyed in the process. But the rates were so high that the zamindars became tenant – at –will and their lands were auctioned. The zamindars gave up their land holdings and left. England was embroiled in the wars in Europe with Napoleon and they had lost the North American colony; so Cornwallis was looking for ways to milk the Indian cow for more funds. He invented new sources of revenue. In 1790 Cornwallis wrote, “By reserving the collection of the internal duties on commerce, government may at all time appropriate to itself a share of the accumulating wealth of the subjects, without them being sensible of it.” The plan was given effect to in 1801. Government established Chokis (toll booths) and custom outposts and duties were levied at 3-½ %. A frightful augmentation of revenue collection was started.

In 1810, various separate duties were consolidated. In Mughal times, it was tolls and not duties. There was an endless multiplication of inland custom tariff on 235 articles. By Charter Act of 1813 the British imported cotton goods paid 2-½%, but no corresponding reduction was made on inland duties. Indian piece goods still paid 17 ½%. By manipulating the duties on Indian goods and preferentially lower duties on British made goods entering India, the British government destroyed the centuries old Indian handicraft industry.

The British attitude was best expressed by Boughton Rous, “Let them (natives) walk quietly in the paths of their forefathers and they rejoice to be slaves of your wealth and prosperity.”

What is written above is the story of unparalleled loot in the history of mankind. The British have written a lot about the glamour and drama of their political conquests in India, but little about the economic consequences. India is a very ancient land, an ancient civilization that dates back five thousand years and the story of its civilization was written in stone etchings and cave paintings. It is a vast land, from Himalayas in the north to Cape Camorin in the south and a seat of the Indus valley civilization. Inspite of many invasions, India boasted an uninterrupted culture. Indian masses were inspired by the teachings of the Vedas, upanishads and the Gita and there were Indian philosphers and a legal and social system long before Socrates was born. Inspite of the great diversity of food, languages and life styles there was a solid bond and cultural unity and people affectionately called their motherland, ‘sonnai ki chirya’, golden sparrow on account of its opulence, wealth and enormous gold reserves. The British invasion and the loot by the British thugs dealt a mortal blow to India and killed the golden sparrow.


CHAPTER FOUR:

MERCHANT BANKERS
&
ARISTOCRATS

The Indian trade and the loot of the Mughal Treasury at Murshidabad was the gateway to the British Finance. That was the beginning of the British Empire and the emancipation of the British people and its economy, which hitherto had depended mostly upon borrowed money. As the British tightened its grip on the Indian Territory, they soon discovered that they have stumbled upon a gold mine, literally speaking, and they pursued that looting pattern all over India. India became the British hunting pot and the honey pot at the same time. They started funneling home a steady stream of vast amounts of money. Their capitalist society and their banking and borrowing system was built with those looted funds as described in this narrative. The hunting part however, continuously evolved, as they discovered the opportunities during their long rule of two hundred years. Principally, they built their Empire by exploiting those opportunities and the Empire was built under the banner of rapine and blood, Indian treasure and the Indian blood. The calendar for the loot started immediately after Plassey in 1757, and it picked up steam after the Battle of Bauxar in October 1764, which gave the British the rights to the Diwani (governorship) of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa Provinces, with annual revenue of over five million pounds. Besides the land taxes and the crop levies, there was an additional revenue stream of similar amount from duties on all articles and fees for Farmans, (Royal orders) and custom duties, in all totaling about ten million pound sterling a year. Britain started funneling home this huge amount of ten million pounds a year. Technically, Britain was collecting those funds on behalf of the Mughal Emperor at Delhi and the remittances to Britain were not legal. The EIC’s Bengal Counsel, in his memo to home office in 1769, put it bluntly “your trade from hence may be considered more as a channel for conveying your revenues to Britain”.

Another revenue stream originated from the exclusive rights to internal trade and the monopoly practices. The revised trade pattern indicated that the EIC and its private traders were raking in another about £8.0 million after they monopolized the native industries with all the powers that despotism brings. In those three provinces of India, Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, complete anarchy prevailed, no one was in charge and that vast territory, a territory rich in industry, raw materials, skilled labor and vast amount of treasure in native hands, fell prey to the British freebooters. All told, Britain was funneling home about £18 million a year and they had to find market for that huge amount of cash.

In the narrative below, is given a sordid story of unparalleled loot in the annals of human history. The British gave glowing tributes to the architects of that loot and top of that list was their Prime Minister, William Pitt, who it appears was the master mind behind the cold blooded attack on India in 1757. That attack is easy to understand and articulate if you take the simple case of a man needing a personal loan from a bank, instead, chooses to rob the bank at gunpoint. The British needed the money to fight the Seven Year War with France; they could have approached the Indian Jagat Seths (Royal bankers of Mughal Emperors) for a loan. The British were indebted to Jagat Seths and the Dadni merchants for their trade, the British had been in India for over a hundred years, they had local contacts and survived and thrived with the help they were getting from India and they were regular borrowers any way, but chose to bribe the guardians of the Mughal treasury at Murshidabad and ran away with some £40 million. The British call Pitt visionary and far sighted, the man who saved Britain and built the Empire, but in terms of human morality, it was hard to find a parallel other than comparing him to a common criminal. In fairness to Pitt, he had inherited the British legacy of pillage and piracy and that was probably what occurred to him naturally instead of falling upon diplomacy to solve a dire problem in a dark period of his nation’s history.

Without India’s loot, the British would never have been able to build the Empire because they were too petty to risk their own money for empire building. They used Indian soldiers and Indian money for empire building, without that there would have been no Empire. National economy of Britain expanded because of those predatory and imperial wars. The benefits of the wars went to Britain; the losses went to India because Britain understood the costs and benefits very well. That part of the story is described in another chapter under the heading of ‘Predatory Wars’. The British were fanatically attached to money, suffered from overweening greed and were very narrow in their vision because of their pathetic attachment to money. Any money, in other words gold, that reached that country, went straight to the gold vaults at the Thread needle Street London, the site of their Bank of England and come hell or high water, they would never let that money leave the vault. They did not even meet their own obligations. Any Note that fell due, they rarely honored and instead offered to exchange with Exchequer bills. They offered barter arrangements or asked others to pay on their behalf and such gimmicks. That was the experience of those Dadni merchants who used their own money to order British purchases and in the end refused to do business with them. It was therefore not hard to imagine that William Pitt chose to raid the Indian treasury because he had the same mind set and was a prisoner of the pathological lust for money. The French, the Dutch and other Europeans were doing similar business in India and none had Eureka moment to raid the Indian treasury, nor did the French in particular, who were fighting the British in India as a mirror image of their wars in Europe.

India was the magnet for the world’s bullion and sinkhole of the world’s bullion supplies. She attracted bullion to its shores in exchange for food grains, silk and luxury goods. After the conquest of Peru and Mexico by Spain, there was a huge build up of gold holdings in Europe, which also wound up in India in exchange for India’s silks and other luxury goods. That bullion was minted into Indian coinage. The British political conquests not only checked the inflow of all that precious metal; the vast reserves of bullion in India were also totally denuded by the British, during its expansionary conquests which lasted until the year 1849, when the last of the Indian territories in Punjab State were annexed. During the two hundred years of their rule, the British stripped all that could be stripped in India including the dignity of the people and when they were finally forced to leave, India was a pauper broken state. The commercial and political hegemony of the British, with all the power that despotism brings, led to the total collapse of the old handicraft based economy and the start of the British predatory capitalism, which in today’s lingo is called the free market capitalism. That free market capitalism did not believe that earnings and savings created the wealth; rather it was done by taking the wealth of others. The British free market capitalism evolved in India, in the coastal regions of Bengal, Madras and Bombay, which were the locations of the three Presidencies of the British East India Company. Money and militarism went hand in hand. For that infant capitalism to survive, that symbiotic relationship between money and militarism was inseparable in India and except for minor changes at the fringes, that relationship still holds good for capitalism to survive.

The invasion of India by the British for monetary gains was not only unjust and immoral but it started a new doctrine of Ethnic Violence in a foreign culture and the British pursued that doctrine throughout the nineteenth century and beyond. The unprecedented prosperity of Britain in the nineteenth century, what they called ‘the century of miracles’ is described in the next chapter, when the British took over the mines, minerals, the tropical plantations, the cheap colonial labor and the Indian army for expansion of the Empire. As a consequence, the thriving economy of India was totally destroyed and finally when they were forced out, Mahatma Gandhi said that ‘we have to wipe the tears from the face of every Indian’ and there were 350 million of those faces.

Soon after the Plassey invasion, when the Indian bullion reached London, the British government started getting rid of the accumulated debt that it had borrowed to fund the Seven Year War with France. The easy money supply led to the reduction in interest rates and lower commodity prices. The corn prices, for example, fell to the lowest in the century. It was a magical moment for the British people, with just a sleigh of the hand, they could get rid of any debt, they could lend to others beyond the limits of financial prudence and they could start any public sector project without any participation from the government. The flow of money from India to Britain was a transforming moment in history both for Britain as well as for the world economy in general. On the other hand, the Indian people became a victim of history. The events as described are little known, as India became a closed society and all the egress and ingress was tactically controlled by the British. History is cyclical; it is a tiresome cliché, however the full story of the carnage of the Indian economy hopefully will emerge some day.

The British Government in the initial phases of the Seven-Year War was forced to divert credit from commerce to government borrowings and there was a misshapen and complicated mass of government debt choking the commerce with no maturity date. That war unfortunately, was a war of survival for Britain, and the money was borrowed without any regard or consideration. With the sudden availability of Indian treasure, the idea and reality of the National Debt in their sub conscience mind came in to sharp focus and the British government got busy getting rid of the accumulated debts.

The discount on Navy Bills, which had been eight percent in December 1762, fell to 3½ percent in following March and about three and a half million pounds of the undated paper was refunded in March 1763 at 4 percent stock at par. By that funding operation, the government was able to clear a great quantity of paper circulating on its securities and all that cash became available for private commerce. As more money from India started to pouring in, the economy of Britain, the money conditions became progressively easier, and by December 1764, Navy Bills worth more than half a million pounds were paid off altogether and another one million pounds of outstanding Navy Bills were refinanced at par at three percent. In the last four years of the American War, near about 1780, however, the government was unable to service or settle its debt, in spite of the relentless pressure to collect additional revenues in India and was forced to offer higher rates of interest, even after writing off some of the national debt. The result was that it attracted vast quantities of money in private hands, the hands that were involved with the trade of India, and thus slowed the refunding of about twenty million pounds of the floating debt and delayed the adjustment of the interest rates. By 1781, the pile of money pouring in from India was enough to refund all that undated debt. Also, huge funds became available with the Bank of England and its charter was therefore revised and the Bank of England became the banker’s bank and was able to declare that it could pay its notes on demand in gold.

The shares of the East India Company, involved in gathering that revenue stream in Bengal, zoomed from £110 to £ 280. The huge private wealth thus created in the private hands, those two hundred fifty two covenanted employees of EIC, the shareholders of the East India Company and their relatives, shipping captains and their crew, the private merchant banker traders, gold diggers and freebooters all told about one hundred thousand people, was also put to use and they went on to develop the whole banking and borrowing system and the insurance industry in England. Those people came to India with empty valets and stuffed it with as much cash as they could rake in, as there was total anarchy and no one was in charge after the Bauxar defeat of the local Provincial Administration and the Central Mughal Administration was about a thousand miles away. The British took the money and fled.
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The British East India Company was also able to redeem a substantial part of its own bonded debt with sudden access to unprecedented wealth. The huge wealth in private hands also produced a large body of investors who ploughed it into such massive projects such as railway, docks, canals and joint stock companies and that money also formed the basis of the Anglo-American trade. All that was accomplished without any investment of public money by the state. No other country in Europe came even close to matching it, because they did not have the loot of India.

At that time the banks in England were not catering for working people, the minimum deposit at the time was five pounds, more than most people earned in a year. The banks were not commercial banks, as they did not lend money to businesses or issue bank notes, their deposit for the most part were invested with the Commissioners for the National Debt. As the money supply became widely available, the banking movement spread throughout the country and the contribution of the easy money supply to the banking industry became enormous, as their off-shoots, the penny savings banks, carried the tradition to all levels of the British economy.

The money in private hands started the banking and borrowing industry. Lambdon & Co. was founded in 1788 at Newcastle-upon-Tyne. It was known as the ‘Nabob bank’ (the corrupt word for Nawab, the princely rulers in India were known as Nawabs). Another tea merchant, Jones Lloyd & Co. lent money to cotton manufacturers. The famous Baring Brothers & Company, who became a leading financial institution, was involved with the British East India Company for the European trade. In 1770, they established the Devonshire bank and soon thereafter, got into export/ import business on commission and the investment banking business. Sounds like a major financial institution. The truth is that the entire capital for the start of the merchant banking business was less than £5,000 and their leap in the investment banking was no mystery when you factor in the loot of Bengal through the channels of the British East India Company. Baring Brothers & Co. just followed the money like most other people of influence in Britain did in those days and participated in the initial phases of the unregulated plunder of Bengal.

Thomas Baring (1772-1848), the grandson of the founder, was stationed in Calcutta for about a decade in or around the period when Cornwallis was seizing land and properties of the natives for maximizing the collection of revenue through his method of permanent settlements. That notorious period, was also characterized by monopoly practices and the exclusive rights to internal trade for saltpeter, silk, opium, tobacco and salt and most local business were monopolized by the British East India Company. Baring Brothers shipped the looted goods to London on consignment or warehoused them on arrival in London and regulated the flow of materials to the market to artificially jack up the prices. Welcome to the free market economy. Baring Bros. offered credits to European and American importers of those goods and those credits replaced the export of bullion to India for their imports. They made bills on Barings, as the prime instruments in facilitating the movements of goods out of India. Those predatory practices left behind in India, countless victims of wage fraud, land fraud and commodity fraud with all the trappings of despotism. Thomas Barings stay in India was a very fortunate period for him personally, as even the Cupid helped him. He got married to the daughter of a British lawyer in Calcutta. It was remarkable and surprising that even their women risked dangers and hardships of the long sea journey in sail boats via the Cape of Good Hope for monetary attractions. India became a central focus of all of Britain’s financial activities.

Baring Brothers & Co. served as the middleman or conduit or if you wish a medium for trading in the bills of exchange on London. Their main interest was in European trade and the European merchants had not yet become a part of the London money market. So, dealing in bills of exchange became a necessity, as it linked the merchants and the bankers together for trade, which enabled them to forego the necessity of shipping gold and silver for their inbound shipments from India. The American merchants purchased in London, bills on East India Company in Calcutta, Madras or Bombay and remitted those bills to those ports. The Letter of Credits issued by London merchant bankers were also used for their purchases of the Indian goods such as silk or cotton piece goods and those together paid for the outgoing shipments from India. The British collected the gold in London or equivalent goods from the American merchants such as cotton for their textile mills in Liverpool and the Indians got nothing for their labor and merchandise. The loot of India thus funded the wealth of Britain and the capital of Baring Bros. was also built from the loot of India for its vast banking operations.

By 1825, the East India Company had overgrown its original mercantile role, as it was increasingly involved in militarism. The import of silk and cotton, however was still maintained at a high level of about two and a half million pounds by the British private traders and other merchants and the money drain from India continued unabated. They remitted Indian revenues directly to European ports in the form of merchandise and collected the funds in London. The altered nature of their imports from India were primarily the goods that they could not get elsewhere and comprised mostly cotton piece goods, raw silk, salt peter and indigo which still amounted to a huge sum of about eight million pounds per year

They also funded the Anglo-American trade with the loot of India. The bills drawn on London for imported wines from France, coffee from Brazil, sugar from West Indies and silk from Hong Kong for export to America were also paid in India. It should be of no surprise to anyone as the British never really ever brought money from home to do any trading anywhere. Remember they traded opium for the Chinese tea, they used slaves as cash tokens and they borrowed money from the Indian dadni merchants for their ‘investments’ in Bengal. It was a standard operating procedure for the British, to manage somehow without money. The key word was managed. They were never allowed to take gold from England as that was the national wealth. On account of the availability of huge funds with the East India Company, the business dealings of the bankers and the merchants became closely interwoven. The Anglo-American trade played a key part in transferring the Indian capital to Britain, as the in depth knowledge of the Indian trade by Baring Bros. was used to their advantage in promoting and expanding the service to the American and the European markets. India became a ‘milch’ cow for the British pecuniary and financial interests.

The foundation of Baring Bros. & Company located at 8, Bishops Gate Street London and its remarkable growth around the period 1777, was thus provided by the loot, plunder and the manufacturing economy of India. Baring Bros. continued to play the role of a leading intermediary between the British capitalists and the American importers through the medium of Bills of exchange drawn on London and this subject was best illustrated through the testimony of Joshua Bates, their partner.

Joshua Bates (1788-1864) was an America and he was born near Boston. He rose in the ranks of the Baring organization through hard work and his knowledge of the American market. For many years, the American traders had difficult raising money for the import of goods from India because of the difficulty and cost of continuous exportation of silver to India, which encouraged the increasing use of the credit instruments. The British monopoly over the sea-lanes in the Atlantic was used to advantage to expand the service of Baring Bros. & Co. to the American market and the use of credit instruments. The British merchant bankers in London collected the credits and the bullion for the Indian goods. Baring Bros & Company handled the import of goods into Atlantic ports for the British merchants, not with their own money but with credits drawn on India. The drawing accounts ran into millions and the modern banking instruments, bills of exchange, credit instruments and the very commercial system was developed with the American necessity of credits and the British necessity of enriching themselves with the Indian loot and Britain thus ushered in for itself a century of miracles.

In 1832, Joshua Bates testified that: “fully one half of the value carried by American vessels to China, for instance in the thirties consisted in bills on London. These bills went from Hong Kong to India in payment for opium, and came to London in payment for the export of Manchester goods to the Orient or as part of the loot of India, euphemistically called the ‘revenues of India. The disruption of the opium traffic from 1838 to 1842 was no small factor in the breakdown of the commercial system of which it was an important part.”

In 1828, Bates was made a partner in the company. On account of his philanthropy, his portrait hangs at the Boston Public Library.

The flood of money coming from India was used in many ways to generate more money. The Baring Bros. financed and underwrote the reparation loans for France after the Napoleon wars. Baring Bros. made their money from Indian and Chinese silk paid for by the looted bullion from India. Series of French reparation loans were floated; the initial loan of 100 million Francs or 40 million dollars was entirely subscribed in England. Other reparation loans for France for similar amounts were floated stretching to 1817. Baring Bros. marketed a loan of three hundred million pounds for Great Britain in 1814, finding customers in Amsterdam, St. Petersburg, Hamburg and Vienna, while the British per capita debt in 1789 stood at about a thousand Francs. Prussia too, after the Napoleon war, negotiated a loan of £5 million in 1818 through N.M. Rothschild; the first unguaranteed foreign loan to make its formal appearance in London. What a bonanza of money England suddenly had, to lend even beyond the limits of financial prudence.

As the supply of capital from India increased, London became a leading money market in the world with all sorts of complex money mechanisms involving merchants, bankers, bill brokers, private bankers and all sorts of intermediaries. The famous Nathan Rothschild followed a similar organization to Baring Bros. and one can say that Francis Baron was comparable to Nathan Rothschid of 1798. Rothschild’s banking empire grew from the nascent start in calico business in Manchester, England whereas the business of Baring Bros. started from Exeter, England where they were small immigrant traders from Germany, doing business in English woolens. Nathan Rothschild, with the help of his family, exported Indian textiles to Europe, became a large shareholder of East India stock and moved his business to London and with the calico profits; he set himself as a banker. Rothschild lent money for private mortgages and personal loans to even royal dukes.

Simultaneously with the appearance of Baring Bros., other firms also started the business of dealing in bills of exchange. The most notable and known all over the world was the Scottish firm of John Coutts and Company. John Coutts was a guild member, a commission agent and a grain dealer. He was a merchant, a term derived from marchant in France like other Scottish words. It meant a tradesman or a retail shopkeeper and he dealt in retail trade of grain, in the manner of a country shopkeeper. John Coutts gradually became a negotiator of bills of exchange on London, Holland, France, and Italy with a capital of £4,000 and thus entered the field of banking. In 1749, he left for Italy where he died a year later. The firm thereafter moved to London and John Coutts’s fourth son Thomas Coutts (1735-1822) carried on with the family business. Those were sleepy days in Scotland and the country remained stagnant and unchanged. The annual revenue of Edinburgh in 1778 was about eight or ten thousand £ with a population of about less than one hundred thousand and there was nothing on the horizon which would change the life of those people and yet the life of those people changed dramatically and suddenly with the arrival of the loot of India. There were many British minorities, like Scots and Irish who went with the voyages to India and after the invasion of Plassey in 1757, the untrammeled scramble for wealth produced instantaneous millionaires. Thomas Coutts received the patronage of King George III and ultimately became a friend and advisor to the British Prime Minister, William Pitt, the man who was hailed in Britain as far sighted and cool headed, because he was able to plan and guide, as a last desperate measure, the attack on the Mughal Treasury at Murshidabad. Thomas Coutts at his death left behind about a million pound sterling to his widow Herriot Coutts, which was much more than the English monarch Queen Victoria had when she took the English throne.

The monopoly practices started by the British merchants in India, was fueled by greed and untrammeled scramble for wealth. Those people had come from a society that was molded on the lines of serfdom and feudal relations and they were not familiar with the rules of a free society. Their business enterprises were limited by gild type industrial mores and the monopoly practices were not offensive to them. In their society, the competition was limited and the rich and the powerful dictated what they could do or could not do. In such societies therefore, there was no opportunity to make sudden wealth, but the wealth of India fascinated them and they resorted to an orgy of greed. It gave them the necessary impulse to solve their financial woes. The influence of Jagat Seths, the Court financiers of the Mughal Emperors in Bengal, who lent money to the British merchants, and Arjunji Nathiji of Surat in Western India, laid the foundation of the British Empire. Those native bankers possessed large capital and they supplied the British merchants with cash for their bills of Exchange on Madras, Bombay and Calcutta. In south India, the local banker was Nattukottai Chetties, whose business extended even to Ceylon, Burma and the Eastern Islands. Both the trade and the political conquests provided Britain with huge funds, much beyond their own need, and they opened the finance companies and started lending money to others. Money was the main nerve of all their resources.

There were hardly any Finance Companies in Britain before the invasion of Plassey. Finance companies came to England late, because there was no need for it. The founders of the first British finance companies were the same people, who brought monies from India, Court of Directors of the East India Company and later on, the Executives of the Indian railroad. They formed three finance companies, the London Financial Association, capital one million pounds; International Financial Association, capital three million pounds and General Credit and Finance, capital ten million pounds; those finance companies were set up to exploit colonial markets. Money begets money.

The London merchants also made advances on bottomry and respondentia bonds, some kind of a

Mercantile credit remitted from capital accumulated in India. The English private merchants in Bengal who were using European channels to remit money home, employed that capital for foreign commerce, for instance trade of France, Sweden, Denmark, Spain and Portugal. The English capital also moved to the colonies in the Western Hemisphere and was found in foreign stock especially in France. The extraordinary capital requirement of the American War had no difficulty in meeting its needs particularly when the Dutch were disinvesting. “The rage for subscribing “, wrote Thomas Coutts, the banker in 1782, “continues meanwhile to pervade all ranks of men and I believe they began to be almost frightened at the treasury, at the amount of the sum offered”. Thomas Coutts was also beneficiary of the loot of India. He went on to establish Coutts & Co. a major British bank, of Edinburgh and London and established himself and his family as distinguished public servants in England and Scotland.

The other type of investments made were the mortgage on real property. In the first half of the eighteenth century the London Assurance lent money for mortgages only occasionally but the amounts involved were small, never exceeding about ten thousand pounds and confined to period before the American War of Independence. But by 1899 the joint resources of the Equitable and the Sun Fire in mortgage loans amounted to about a million pounds. The amounts advanced by the Sun Fire increase from petty amounts in December 1750 to over one hundred thousand pounds by 1760 which increased to about a million pounds by 1778 on account of an overwhelming streams of funds arriving from India. The Equitable showed the same pattern of behavior. Its real period of expansion was from 1788 to 1798 when the total amounts so invested rose to about a million pounds. Prominent people took mortgage loans. They included two Prime Ministers, the Duke of New Castle and the Marquees of Lansdowne. The Royal Exchange lent about half a million pounds to help the construction of Regent’s Street in 1816, the Equitable, and a similar sum for improvements in the Strand in 1829. The Marquees of Bute borrowed at the same company while building his docks at Cardiff. The amount lent for industrial purposes in the 18th century was negligible, as there was no industrial revolution as yet and Britain had already become a banker to the world. Industrial Revolution slogans were coined to hide the Indian loot.

The eighteenth century also saw the remarkable development of the insurance industry. The origin of the fire insurance went back to the years after the catastrophic fire of 1666, but the sudden growth of the insurance industry, as a major business, became an outstanding feature of the century. Equitable Life Insurance started in 1768 and Phoenix Fire Office in 1783, both after the loot of Plassey arrived and issued annuities and other type of insurance to cover the various perils of life.

The British could use only so much money at home. It was a very frugal and a poor country, so those traders and bankers found avenues for investments abroad. They invested some in Europe and some in the United States on the railway projects. The British investments in the United States before 1836 amounted to about one hundred million Pounds in such projects as canals, railways, of which more than half was a charge on public credit. The bulk of the credit was procured from England. The first American State security quoted in London appeared in 1817. The British also consumed some capital at home. Some investments took place in textile machinery during 1834-36, to the extent of about four million pounds, was quoted and the market was also flooded with railway projects. The railway system secured only a fourth of its capital in London. In 1836, the Parliament authorized the issue of about twenty five million pounds for railways. Another fifteen million authorized earlier between 1830-35 helped connect the industrial districts, Manchester and Birmingham to London.

The wealth accumulating in the hands of the British capitalists was faster than they could spend, so they started looking at other places to making loans. They went to the revolutionary governments in South America who were smitten with nationalist zeal; they accepted any and every financial term as long as they could lay their hands on weapons in support of their revolutions. So, the British charged them fee to lend the money, fee to maintain the loan and fee to service the loan. Revolutions come and go but the loans stay on the books, as the nations and governments do not have the luxury of declaring bankruptcies. The British never lent to individuals in foreign cultures. That pattern has stayed as one sees the lending patterns of the World Bank and the IMF in third world economies. The British made a killing on those loans and the looted money from India kept multiplying.

The effect of that loot on the British people was also transforming. Prior to the loot, hunger and poverty was all too common in Britain, which was heart wrenching in any case, as people could not afford to eat and relied upon coarse breads and similar improvisations. In 1778, the beef or mutton cost about 3d per lb. and pork was slightly more expensive at 4 d per lb. (one pound sterling was 240 d) and people earned barely about five pound sterling a year. The winter seasons were particularly bad as it brought cold and misery; people rarely ate fresh meat, green vegetables or fruits of any kind because of the cost except may be birds. The winter chill brought people together around an orbit of blazing fire. People were poor, “working men wore blue bonnets and long coats with knee breeches and rough -spun hose. Working women wore the plaid, which frequently covered both their heads and shoulders and often went barefooted, for the cheap heavy boots of that age hurt the feet.” The better classes were only slightly better. The men wore swallow tailed coat with vest and knee breeches, stockings and buckled shoes, whereas the ladies wore enormous hats, towering head dresses and hooped petticoats. They had simple tools and implements and they made their own sheets, smokes and towels from coarse hemp and flax and baskets from animal hides. The loot of India changed all that and the economic salvation of the British people was accomplished with all the beastly passion that the site of prosperity brings before the eyes of hungry people.

In those flushed times, another group of people emerged, the moneyed aristocracy, who collaborated with the political leaders and made possible the handling of the trade of the Empire. Before the start of the British commercial journeys to the ‘East of the Cape of Good Hope’, there was only the king and his men and now the symbiotic relationship between the merchants and the government became a key in their pursuit of money from India and the state facilitated the pursuit of that goal. That symbiotic relationship erected a solid edifice upon which the foundation of the Empire was built. William Pitt started asking for advice from Thomas Coutts and Francis Baring, expressing views on proposed cooperation on financial and military matters and buying and selling of the government securities. Select group of men emerged in Britain who dominated the business and politics of England and started buying select estates with the new found wealth. Pitt’s estate at Swallowfield, Francis Baring’s at Stratton Park bought from Duke of Bedford for £150,000, are monuments to the loot of India. They went ahead and indulged in planting gardens, collected arts and paintings and followed such pursuits as portrait paintings and became connoisseurs of expensive art. People like Richard Atkinson, Lord Lansdowne, Adam Shortt, Edmund Burke, Thomas Coutts, James Paull, Samuel Gurnes, Moses Montefiore, Thomas Tooke, Robert Peele, Thomas Burdett and the like became trustees of Museums, National gallery and many of them joined the Boards of various corporations and also appeared as Board members on the Bank of England. They all became friends, statesmen, financiers, merchant bankers and their firms; men known to each other enjoyed government patronage. They combined business and politics with the life of country squires and the distinction between the business community and the government virtually disappeared.

Amongst this new found prosperity, there was heart wrenching poverty, filth and squalor which typically were the life of the ordinary people of Britain. The ‘moneyed aristocracy’ lived on the west side of London. In the East where ordinary people lived, there was want, suffering, disease and misery. Charles Dickens characterized the journey to the East End of London as ‘one of the saddest and most extraordinary journeys in the world’. In the west were health, wealth and happiness. In the East people herded like pigs without latrines or laundry facilities of any kind. Angela Burdett Coutts who eventually inherited the wealth of Thomas Coutts, who was her grandfather, started many of the charities helped to mitigate the misery of those people.


CHAPTER FIVE:

PREDATORY WARS

During the eighteenth century, Britain was shaken by many crises starting from the financial crises of 1720 known as the South Sea Bubble, brought on by the collapse of a speculative bubble in the Slave Trade. These crises brought Walpole to power and established the Whigs as the political party in power for the next half century. In 1743, Britain entered the war of Austrian succession as an ally of Austria against France and the conflict dragged on until 1748. Soon after the war of European succession, Britain got embroiled with France and the Seven Year War became a war of survival for Britain. Then followed the many conflicts leading to the American Revolutionary War and the peace did not dawn in England until the Napoleonic wars were fought in the beginning of the nineteenth century. Napoleon rose to power in 1799 and in 1805, Britain won a sea victory at Trafalgar, fought the peninsular war from 1808 to 1813, when they opposed Napoleon on the Iberian Peninsula and finally the Napoleonic wars ended with Willington’s victory at Waterloo in 1815. Obviously, Britain spent a lot of money, which it did not have, nor could it rise internally from the resources of her own people. Britain did not have much of a tax base, though initially, Britain did borrow some money from private sources as there were no banking institutions at that time. The Bank of England did not have the resources nor was its charter in place until 1771.

The British people paid a much smaller portion of their national income in taxes than its counterparts in Europe as its economy was very puny. The Royal revenue during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I was no more than two percent of gross national product and to give some idea in terms of actual numbers, the account of Queen’s purse for the years 1559 to 1569 showed interesting entries: Among the items, a linen cloth bought and made in to towels by Mrs. Lowell, £26.2.7; to Peter Trinder Goldsmith, for repairing and mending the Queen’s jewels for £32.15.10. Binding of four books for the Queen Majesty, £1.6.8. Perfumes of sundry kinds for her Majesty’s use £68.7. In later years, near the beginning of the eighteenth century, Britain never raised in taxes any where even close to four percent of national income. Even during the war years, with which this narrative is concerned with, the British nation raised much less tax revenue than France who lost to Britain because of the lack of funds, as it could not expand and modernize its Navy. The French gross national product was twice that of Britain and its taxation rates were much higher and yet it could not do anywhere close to expanding its Navy as was done by Britain.

To pay for those wars, Britain had relied upon the trade of India and progressively used India for funds beginning from the very inception of those trade relations. The Indian merchants and traders lent to Britain even for initial commerce, as they had little resources of their own. The money lenders of Surat, the Trading coastal town on the west coast of India, lent to Britain as early as 1630, when they first came to India seeking facilities for trade and later in Bengal, from Dadni merchants for their ‘investments’. They also borrowed cash from Jagat Seths (Court Financiers of Mughal Emperors). The Jagat Seths collected at least two third of the entire revenues of Bengal on behalf of the Nawab and coined at least five million rupees a year for the trade of Bengal. The Jagat Seths were like the Reserve Bank of today; they controlled the exchange rates, set the interest rates, did the bill brokering and were the suppliers of credit. Those local money lenders and bankers were immensely wealthy and their fortunes ran in to millions and they held a degree of wealth and power immeasurably greater than the wealth of all the traders and merchants put together who came and went looking for the riches in India. The Indian merchants and traders who lent to EIC, carried barrels of gold, bullion money, pearls, gems and other precious commodities and their fortune ran in to millions. India was a very opulent advanced economy accounting for about one fifth of humanity and most Europeans traveled to India seeking fortune. The above is a preamble to what happened in 1757. Britain knew that there were loads of gold in India and when Britain was faced with the Seven Year War of survival with France, it was normal for Britain to target India for its financial needs and went through the Plassey operation, an undeclared secret war of choice, an unjust, an immoral war, and raided the Mughal Treasury at Murshidabad, which operation was successfully carried out in 1757 as described under the Chapter, ‘No Plassey, No Empire.’

Britain won all those French wars because the military power was linked very closely with the economic power. Look at history and one will see that the victory has always gone to the side with the most material resources. In international relations too, the country with the most material resources and strong economic base has always enjoyed the power balance. Britain went on to build its Empire by expropriating the riches of India and this is the subject of this book.

During the war years, Britain did run up a considerable National Debt but soon after 1768, Britain started refunding the borrowed money and on the contrary became a lender of last resort all over the world. It lent to France for the reparation loans, it lent to the Russians, the Europeans and in South America. Its citizenry started many public sector projects without any participation of public money and invested in Anglo American trade and sowed the seeds of future prosperity. Where did the money come from? It is an interesting question. In the British historical writings, they make sweeping statements such as ‘the Bank of England was able to manage the payment of loans’ and yet they do not tell where the money came from. There is no flesh and bone in their writings. Similar statements appear about the origin of capital for their major financial firms who were involved in the trade ‘East of the Cape of Good Hope’. To pay for the French wars, the British historical writings show that Pitt levied an income tax at the rate of ten percent in 1798, which was repealed in 1802, but the early French wars were long since over and Napoleon rose to power only in 1799 and the British sea victory at Trafalgar occurred much later in 1805. Also, how much tax did they raise in absolute terms is any ones guess. It has been an interesting mystery because no historian has ever probed this question, partly because most historians of those times were British and Britain controlled the information to those outside their sphere of influence.

After the battle of Plassey, the political scenario changed in favor of EIC and they went after the wealth of India with a beastly passion and an orgy of greed unimaginable. EIC was after the gold reserves in India; to them gold was the ultimate currency of wealth, the currency of God, the currency that cannot be printed and the currency that can never be duplicated or forged. After looting the Murshidabad treasury, the next target was the native bankers, Jagat Seths in Bengal and similar bodies in Bombay and Madras presidencies of EIC. The wealth of Jagat Seth was estimated at well over seven crore rupees (£ seven million) and their wealth became a target of EIC. The two partners of Jagat Seths, Mahtab Rai and Maharaja Swarup Chand were killed by the Nawab Mir Kassim, because of his differences with them during the Plassey operation and their family members were held hostage. After the battle of Buxar in 1764, where the British forces prevailed over the Nawab militia, the capital of Jagat Seths estimated at over £ seven million became war booty and vanished. Bengal’s moneyed aristocracy disappeared and the gold holdings in the Province were denuded. By 1770, there was a monumental traffic of ships sailing for Britain, an average of fifteen EIC ships and many other ships belonging to other European East India companies sailed a year transporting to Britain the wealth and treasures of India.

Britain did not limit itself to the ready treasure or the gold holdings in Bengal. Political power was use to restrict the freedom of trade so that EIC could raise maximum revenue. The specter of confiscatory land and crop taxes haunted the zamindars (land owners) and they threw up their land holdings and left. The British introduced endless multiplication of inland custom tariffs on some 235 articles of daily use and introduced a new permanent land revenue system but the rates were so high that the zamindars became tenant-at- will and their lands were auctioned. To top it all, there was no rain for about six months and the lush green country side of Bengal totally dried up and there was complete failure of crops and yet the Court of Directors of EIC demanded increased revenue collection. The zamindars were not given any remission but were asked to enter into bonds at 12 percent per annum for the amount of the short fall. About ten million people perished in the famine that followed, but the revenue collection was kept up to its former standard. Many spinners, weavers and cocoon growers and indigo farmers perished in the famine, their produce was in demand but there were fewer hands left for the skilled jobs. Bengal was the richest & most fertile province of India. Its population was very thrifty, they lived simple lives and saved and the thirty million strong populations yielded the honey pot that the British overweening greed swallowed.

With the success in Bengal, the British got greedy. They saw the prize possessions, the princely states and their rich treasuries, as the next target. They salivated at the sight of huge tax base, crop revenues, land taxes, custom duties and tropical plantations. The melt down of the Mughal dynasty had created a sudden breach and people were defenseless and there was little opposition to the British expansion. There were only three major hurdles to their ambition, the Deccan rulers in the south, the Rajputs in the center and the West and a formidable ruler in the Punjab State along with remnants of the decadent Mughals. The British decided to focus their attention to the southern states first as they were lured by the territory and revenues granted to the French by the southern states of Hyderabad, Mysore, Travancore and Cochin. The British were eyeing the southern territories for quick gains after the defeat of the French in the Seven Year War, which was fought in India as well, as a mirror image of their European wars. Lust for gold and treasure became a blood sport for the British and they found India a fertile territory to expand their influence at a minimum cost. The British were schemers, unnecessarily cruel and despotic at the opportunity to usurp huge stock piles of gold and treasure in the Princely states.

In the South of India, the four chief powers were Haider Ali, the Marathas, the Nizam of Hyderabad and the British. Nizam Ali was the weakest and did not matter much in swaying the power balance one way or the other. Hyderabad was essentially an extension of the Mughal rule. In 1713, the Mughal Emperor, Faruqsair, appointed Qasim-ud-Din as the Subedar (governor) of the Deccan territory and he set up the rule in Hyderabad. In 1724, they set up the Asif Ali Dynasty and until 1756; they were an ally of the French whom they had granted revenue and territory in the Northern Sirkars (territories). Haider Ali in Mysore State presented a real threat to the British and even occupied some British territories as described below. The Maratha State was a kingdom in western India along the Western Ghats, spilling into the coastal plains of the Konkan and across the Deccan towards Central India. The Marathas was a loose confederacy incapable of making a uniform consistent policy against the British, but their central location made them a threat to the British at Bengal, Madras and Bombay. The British tried to enlist the passions of each of those powers at one time or the other depending how the political and military winds blew. They were too astute for the local princes who took them at face value, never suspected their sincerity, not understanding the cultural differences, their geo-political ambitions and their deeper lust for gold, treasure and territories.

The South of India is a peninsular land flanked by Western and Eastern Ghats, skirting the west and East Coast and Vindya Hills at the base. The equator passes south of India and the North provides the majesty of the Himalayas range, rising to 28000 feet and the Kashmir valley with its lakes and waterfalls completes the majestic mountain scenery. Agriculture was the principle mainstay of the economy and geography and climate determined the crop choices at different times in the year. In South, they produced rice, cotton and sugar cane. From the Portuguese writings, who were already there in the seventeenth century, it appears that there was wide spread cultivation of rice, cotton, jowar (some kind of miniature corn), pulses, coca nut, ground nut, pepper and coffee. In the sixteenth century when Babur conquered Northern India, he wrote the revenues of various sarkars ( ruling provinces) in ‘Babur Nama’ ( Memoirs of Babur) translated by Annette Susannah Beverage, Luzc & Co. London 1922, and he tabulated the revenue collection as Five hundred and twenty million rupees or £52 million. The revenue projection of South India based on land revenue alone would be close to what was collected in the North (Babur did not conquer South India).

Foreseeing the huge potential for loot in the south of India, in 1778, Warren Hasting focused his attention to the south of India, soon after EIC had established its hold in Bengal. The French were already vanquished and EIC had equipped itself with reinforcements from Britain for the siege of the south. All that Armada of ships that took the Indian gold and treasures to Britain brought on the outbound journey, the resources for the further expansion of British influence in India. Hastings needed time for his ambitious plan, so he sent envoys to the Marathas, first Elliot and then Weatherston to bargain and stall for time. Then in 1780, he dispatched the British envoy Grey, to the court of Haider Ali. Haider Ali was astute, he had dealt with the French and he understood the deceptive moves by the Europeans. He received Grey with contempt and decided to test the British might in the battlefield where the British met their first major reverse and set back in India. The British had 2000 soldiers under Col. Cosby at Trichinopoly, 1500 men under Col. Braithwaite at Pondicherry, 2800 men under Col. Baillie at Guntur and 5000 under Sir Hector Munro at Madras. This was a trading company!. Unfortunately, the Indian sepoys (militias) in the service of the British at their factories while ostensibly hired for security purposes were used by the British for waging wars against the Indians. Sounds bizarre, but the fact remains the British were able to exploit the regional differences of language and culture amongst the sepoys to their advantage. Under attack, Baillie’s troops lost all formations; Baillie was among the prisoners of war. Out of the British force of 3,820 men, 336 were killed who were mostly Indian. The defeat was considered to be the East India Company’s most crushing loss in India at that time. Munro reacted to the defeat by retreating to Madras, abandoned his baggage and dumped his cannons in a small town some 30 miles south of Madras. Tipu Sultan, son of Haider Ali, also defeated Colonel Braithwaite at Tanjore on 18 Feb 1782. His army consisted of 100 Europeans, 300 cavalry, 1400 sepoys and 10 field pieces. Tipu seized all the guns and took the entire detachment as prisoners. In December 1781 Tipu also successfully seized Chittur from the British hands.

Warren Hastings then sent from Bengal, Eyre Coote who was repulsed too. The moral effect of that victory was great and Haider Ali decided to form a joint force against the British in South India. In September 1782, Haider Ali sent his Vakil (lawyer or political agent) Sibha Ram to the Court of Nizam. Haider Ali also sent his Vakil Narasingh Roa to Sindhia (Marathas) to form an alliance. But fate intervened and like Alivardi Khan in Bengal, Haider Ali suddenly died on 8th December and the British fortunes suddenly changed from defeat to jubilation. (There will be other sudden deaths as the narrative unfolds). The Marathas found them defenseless and promptly signed the treaty with the British and the rout of the British from India was once again prevented. The British however had to wait until the end of the century to grab the riches of the South of India which included the great diamond mines of Golconda.

By the end of the eighteenth century, by 1786, by virtue of a series of treaties between EIC and the Nawab of Bengal, the British sovereignty in Bengal was fully established. EIC thus consolidated its dominion in the eastern part of India, but it had an eye for the rest of the country and the neighboring sovereign territories. It set up a political office in Calcutta and the British government participated in the expansion of the Empire. The reader may acquaint himself with the map of India as it will be necessary to understand the various power centers and the regional powers that will face the onward march of the British from the East to the West. Historically, the various raiders came for India’s treasures from the West, through the Persian and Afghanistan plateau or from the North West through the Hindu Kush Mountains and the local defenses in India were concentrated in the north western territories of the sub- continent. The British on the other hand, established its dominion on the farthest Eastern part of India, a thousand miles away from the central power center, where they landed by the sea route and the long coast line became a bane of India.

North India was the prize possession and the British were eager to expand their influence. The Mughals had mainly ruled the northern part of India and there were other clashing regional interests who wasted a lot of military energy fighting each other which paved the way for the British to expand its influence over the rest of the country. The decadent Mughals, wanted to keep the other two adjoining powers, the Marathas and the Sikh divided. The Sikhs considered the Marathas intruders. The Afghan Durranis continued to attack the Mughal territories from the West. The British were in the far eastern part in Bengal and their plan was to let every one keep fighting, so that they could rake up the spoils. The British had occupied the ringside seat near Oudh, by tricking the Nawab of Oudh and this became the western most part of their influence and salivated. In 1773, Hastings accepted an offer of 40 million rupees (£4.0 million) from the Nawab of Oudh, to provide mercenary services and fight the Afghan Rohillas and they marched out of Bengal to the west and never returned after the clashes with the Afghan Rohillas were over. No wonder, the British called the Indians imbecile.

Other players in this mix were the foreign raiders, the Persians and the Afghanis and they gave rise to the emergence of the Sikhs. Aurangzeb executed the Sikh guru Teg Bahadur in 1675 thus transforming the sect into a militant body. Both the Sikhs and the Mughals kept the restless Afghans in check and each other used the alliance with the Rajputs in their political schemes.

The Maratha as before in Mysore, felt the need for a regional treaty against the British and Mahadji Scindia, concluded a treaty with the Sikhs in the name of Mughal Emperor Roi faineant. The British by now had stationed political agents at the frontiers of their region of influence and Lt. Anderson, the British resident Skinnier, made last minute changes & scuttled the treaty. It was the policy of the British to prevent the union of Sikhs and Marathas. Sir John Cumming, the commander of the company troops in Oudh, played this game very ably. The Indians regarded the British as the “source of evil to all God’s creatures.” The Marartha- Sikh struggles in the face of insurmountable odds was a remarkable effort on the part of ordinary people, who rose up to defend the honor and dignity of their land and its people. By that time, all regional powers had come to realize that on account of poor foresight, the rulers in India had compromised the sovereignty of the land by leasing commercial outposts to the British all long the coast of India. The British particularly, had seized upon this opportunity to set up multitude of military outposts in the disguise of commercial factories which provided the British the unassailable position to attack and seize the subcontinent. The local regional powers were therefore unable to completely defeat the British as they had acquired command of the sea and the British naval support was contributing to their victories. The rulers in India could have learnt something from Philip II of France when in 1592; he declined the English monarch the concession of a port in Brittany. Britain wanted to fortify and use it as a base of operation. The concession was denied on the suspicion of her good faith. Nor would Phillip II sanction the dismemberment of his country regardless of the difficulties with his ally. Indians were too trusting, they still are, and did not learn the Lesson of history.

Though the name so suggested, British EIC was not a mercantile entity, but it was a political and military entity, overseen in London by a minister known as the President of the Board of Control. British India was therefore under the control of the British government. In 1809, the Court of Directors of the British East India Company established a separate, stand alone military academy to train its cadets. The company acquired the 5.7-acre estate of the Earl of Liverpool in Croydon, England and all artillery, cavalry and the engineers were trained there. This seminary was known as Addiscombe and paralleled the functions of Sandhurst Royal Military Academy. After the mutiny, the company’s armies were taken over by the Crown and the Addiscombe Academy was shut down. The EIC essentially operated a separate war office under the supervision of the British government probably to circumvent future claims. No wonder, the British ever wrote a comprehensive account of the history of their rule in India.

It was also the first time that the British invaders came by the sea and landed at the remotest eastern part of the country with the minimum defenses. That effort obviously required a lot of planning and shows that the British had prepared to attack India and loot its rich treasures and it was a deliberate attempt. Britain stayed in India for two hundred years till they sapped all that could be sapped and finally when they were forced out, India was reduced to a back water of the third world. Technically peaking, Britain is probably still at war with India as there never was an armistice agreement when they were forced out by non violent means by the Indian masses.

What was the British motive in going towards the western part of India? They were spooked that Russia will steal their golden goose. Along India’s northwestern frontier lay Afghanistan and Afghanistan became a bloody pawn in the great game Britain played for supremacy in the region. The Mughal territorial control extended up to Afghanistan and India and Afghanistan were one entity under their rule. The British therefore assumed that Afghanistan was in its sphere of influence and domination over Afghanistan was necessary to have control over India. They however feared that Russia would one day encroach upon it and cease control over its dominion in India, probably a total hypocrisy and without merit. Anti Russian feelings therefore were drummed up in England for its expansionary goals. The Times of London declared, “From the frontiers of Hungry to the heart of Burma and Nepal, the Russian fiend has been haunting and troubling the human race and diligently perpetrating his malignant frauds to the vexation of this industrious and essentially pacific empire.” The only fiend haunting India was Britain not Russia. England was trying to add bit by bit to its Empire, and it had made up its mind to annex Afghanistan. This fraud was perpetrated by using Indian money and Indian manpower.

To march to Afghanistan, the British had to pass through the territory of Punjab which was ruled by a formidable ruler. The Punjab was a buffer state and its population was hounded from all sides. On the British western line of control, the Sikh forces had total control on the territories of Punjab, Sind, Kashmir, and Cis-Sutlej region and that region was the gate way to Afghanistan. It was the source of many conflicts as the narrative unfolds. The British in the East were in the rear and enjoyed the protection provided by the Punjabis (Sikhs). In 1756, the Sikhs and the Mughals struck an alliance against the Afghan Durranis and the Mughals approached Marathas too, but the Durrani Afghans crossed in to their territory in Central India and they had to retrace their steps, went back and the alliance did not provide any additional protection. The Chronicler bewailed, “It was not God’s desire that the people of Hindusthan (India) should spend their days in happiness and content.” The Sikhs approached the British too for alliance against the Afghans but they kept both of them guessing because they were being provided free protection by the Sikhs. The British reply was vague; “the custom of the English is to maintain friendship with every person and especially with the powers of this country with which friendship is particularly desired.” Their rhetoric did not match their actions, because they tried to double cross the Sikhs. They fished in troubled waters. In 1780, Hastings sent Major Brown to Delhi, the seat of the Mughal central authority, with a view to organize a confederacy against the Sikhs. The Sikhs had crossed the Ganges and penetrated Chandausi and became a threat to the British. That part of the story is separately narrated below under the heading, ‘The Punjab Wars.’

In 1797, the Durrani menace resurfaced. Zaman Shah, the grandson of Ahmed Shah Abdali, the Afghan raider and the Sikhs were fighting again. In the region between Sutlej and Jamuna Rivers, sensing a power vaccum, since their Ruler was busy fighting the Durrani menace, a British national, George Thomas, suddenly surfaced and started fighting the Sikhs. The British always relied upon trickery and deception, just like a predatory animal such as a coyote, and attacked the region in its hour of vurnability. George Thomas attacked Jind near Hansi with 5000 men, mostly mussalmans and 36 pieces of cannon. The British also played the religious card, cashing upon the sectarian religious conflict between Islam and Sikhs since their leader Teg Bahadur was executed by the Muslim Ruler Aurangzeb, Bibi Sahib Kaur, the sister of the Raja (Ruler) of Patiala, who was away fighting the Durani’s, had utter disdain and contempt for the British menace and came out instead and provided protection to her populace. She put on the fighting gear and entered the field of battle and put up the fight. Thomas was defeated in engagement with Jind chief near Sufidom in Cis-Sutlej region. The British had nothing to lose while the Sikhs had their survival at stake. The Sikh Towns and Villages were being sacked, their harvests destroyed and their population was in peril. The British tried to destroy by deception the Sikh strength while pretending to be neutral. In that atmosphere of utter chaos and anarchy, it was hard to determine who had the title to what. This state of affairs prevailed between the years 1802 to 1808 and in 1808, the British just walked into Delhi, the seat of the Mughal Authority, after every one was spent up fighting. The British then struck up a hypocritical strategic friendship with the Sikhs, who ruled territories west of Delhi and the British desperately needed the passage to march to Afghanistan. After the death of Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1839, that friendship was sorely tested as the British attacked Punjab as well at a considerable cost as narrated in Punjab Wars.

The British fought two major conflicts in their drive towards the west in their quest for a British Empire. One was the campaign in Afghanistan and the other with the Sikhs. Both those conflicts shaped the contours of that region, as well as, the future fate of the Empire. The current conflict in Afghanistan is a throw back from those times and the final outcome may be any one’s guess.

The Afghan War:

In their campaign of hubris, the British suffered a humiliating defeat in Afghanistan and it destroyed their reputation as a superior power. Out of a force of fifteen thousand people, there was just a single survival of the much vaunted British assault force and paved the way for further defeats in the future.

The British stock in trade for its expansion in India was treachery, bribery and bad faith. So far, it had not had any success in the battlefield for territorial gains and the advances made thus far were by trickery, treachery and unholy alliances which were thrown to the winds as soon as the political balance of power shifted in their favor. Britain tried to duplicate that strategy in Afghanistan but paid dearly. The specter of Russia meddling in the British sphere of influence in Central Asia was just a feigned hypocrisy. Was Central Asia Britain’s sphere of influence? Real reason for its foray into Afghanistan was to check mate Ranjit Singh, the lion of Punjab and to seal its hold in India for a long time to come. Through out, the British targeted Middle East, Mesopotamia, Persia and Afghanistan as their strategic spheres of influence. The British protectorate in Afghanistan was therefore critical, as it was the gate way to Middle East as well as to India. At the same time, William Hay Macnaughten was working in secret to annex Afghanistan in the Political Department of the British East India Company in Calcutta. At the behest of Auckland, who was the governor in Calcutta, one Alexander Burns showed up in Kabul to make deals with Dost Mohammed, the Ruler, who had earlier lost the city of Peshawar to the Sikhs. But, first, the British decided to make Burns, who was a dreg of the society, into a knight. In Calcutta, they gave him the title of Sir. It is hard to say whether other Lords and Sirs in Calcutta, were real or made up, to craft an image of British imperial grandeur. Burns mission was to cook up treaties and agreements with Dost Mohummed, while the real mission was to bribe and debauch Dost Muhammed’s sirdars (generals) so that they would defect. Plassey all over again, and more need for Indian gold to bribe the Afghanistan Generals. Britain never sent any gold from England for those expansionary forays. In the meantime, Auckland and the Sikh monarch Ranjit Singh cut their own deals in the winter before and then in 1839 Ranjit Singh suddenly died and there was no need to check mate the Lion of Punjab. Britain however soon learnt that Afghanistan and Punjab were no Plassey.

Between Calcutta and Afghanistan, lay formidable barriers. The British hegemony ended at the eastern bank of the Sutlej River in Punjab and beyond lay the formidable Sikh ruler, Maharaja Ranjit Singh. Besides the British, waiting in the wings at Ludhiana, on the Eastern bank of Sutlej River, was the deposed ruler Shah Shuja of Afghanistan. Britain entered into a tripartite treaty with Maharaja Ranjit Singh and Shah Shuja, whom Britain had sheltered on the eastern bank of the Sutlej River in Punjab so that they could use him at a future date. They had nothing to lose. Britain wanted a regime change in Afghanistan, echoes of today, as they wanted to plant a puppet in place of Dost Muhammed Khan, who was no friend of the British. The invasion of Afghanistan was not Ranjit Singh’s venture either and Shah Shuja could not raise a force to fight successfully with the forces of Dost Muhammad. The tripartite treaty therefore became a far more extensive operation than Britain had envisioned. Until that time, Britain either bribed its way to victory or let others do the fighting on its behalf. Ranjit Singh was a reluctant partner; he had no desire to do the fighting on Britain’s behalf and even kept total control on every pass into Afghanistan. Britain therefore could not use the shorter route to Afghanistan through Punjab. The governor-general Lord Auckland met Ranjitt Singh on equal terms at Ferozpore on November 30, to placate his feelings but to no avail. The main conquering army of Auckland therefore had to take the southern, treacherous route and was forced to march through the Sind dessert and Baluchistan. The geo-political trials and tribulations of that region are not any different today, than they were in those days.

To confuse the forces of Dost Mohammed, the British raiders dispatched a small diversionary force led by Colonel Wade and Shahzada Timur through Khyber Pass, which was the northern route, inaccessible to the British. To make matters worse, a Russian agent Vickovich showed up in the court of Dost Muhammed, ringing alarm bells in the British camp and the Persians caught wind of the British moves and they went ahead and besieged Herat in 1837. To safeguard the southern route, the British also started developing strategic interests in Sind, to neutralize Ranjit Singh’s total strangle hold on the northern passage to Afghanistan and his sphere of influence in the north. Sind and Punjab are contiguous states, same rivers and same valleys, highways and byways except that Punjab is some five hundred miles in the north and Sind same distance in the south. Britain desperately needed the free passage to Afghanistan to safeguard its iron clad hold on India, which was providing her with immense riches and wealth. They wanted to set up a buffer state to thwart any Russian designs on India and also to destabilize Ranjit Singh. Britain did not want to make Ranjit Singh the sheet anchor of its expansion policy to the west. It was also known that Uzbekistan was bubbling oil out of the ground, so was Persia and the Middle East. Strangely, one English spy, named Eldred Pottinger, disguised as a Muslim holy man, the usual British strategy of trickery and deception, suddenly appeared in Herat, to neutralize the Persian and Russian interests. The geo political games and the politics of oil do not seem to be recent developments. Next to gold, oil is the other currency to measure the wealth of nations and the politics of oil have been played out long before the recent times.

The Kabul monarchy was also helpless and mortified to find Ranjit Singh in possession of Peshawar; gateway to the Khyber Pass and Peshawar was the jugular vein of the Mohammad tribes and it was also a menace to the Kabul monarchs. Does Mohammed thus found himself threatened not by one foe, but by the British, by Shah Shuja the British lackie and also by Ranjit Singh and he therefore gave the coming battle the color of Jihad, and sought help from the surrounding Muslim territories. So, various denominations of mussalmans from Hindu Kush, Kohistan and rugged Ghilzayes, Oozbegs, sleek Kuzzilbashes, horsemen and footmen all came rushing in to the aid of Dost Mohammed. The troops assembled by Dost Mohammed totaled over 40,000 and he had probably forty guns with enough ammunition. He had enough cash to pay the troops and other mercenaries who came to his aid. He paid the troops in advance to ensure their loyalty and he had enough grain and supplies to outlast any campaign of siege.

Having cut various deals, the British agents in Calcutta also put together an Indian army and started marching towards Afghanistan with ten thousand strong force of the Bengal army. They also called forces from their Bombay Presidency. They also told Shah Shujah, the former ruler of Afghanistan, who was camping on the eastern Banks of the Sutlej river, to bring his followers if he wanted any share of the spoils and he was able to marshal together a similar force to the British. For the southern route, which passed through the Sind desert, a big outlay in camels was necessary to ferry the troops and supplies and the British corralled in excess of twenty five thousand camels in Bengal before the march started. It was an army of wives and mistresses, their eau de cologne and perfumes, an army of servants and maids, their cricket bats and polo mallets and camel full of cigars and body oils. unaware of the dangers ahead. There was a sense of adventure and holiday. They thought it was a trip to Shangri-La but soon became a grave yard for all except one, who survived heroically to tell the tale.

The marching British army faced reverses, they faced a lot of casualties in the Sind Desert and many camels died. The Amir of Sind did not put up the fight and gave the British a safe passage, he was bribed and Ranjit Singh did not live to see the outcome either, he died on June 27, 1839 but left behind a fertile ground for the British to wreck their havoc.

Dost Mohammed Khan did not put up the fight either; instead he marched off to wards Hindu Kush region with his son Akbar and loyal chiefs to wait for another day. Many other chiefs and sardars had defected, as Burns had done a good job of bribing the chiefs to smoothen the British onslaught. Shah Shuja marched into Bala Hisar, the Afghani palace, and issued the royal herald that anyone dared come towards the palace will be embowelled alive. He however offered to mediate on behalf of the British with the old regime and the rebellious Ghilzai tribes who controlled the egress routes from the various passes. The British did not take his offer and decided to settle down in Afghanistan and tried to spread anarchy. The British did not understand the local tribes, their culture and their history and paid dearly for that ignorance. As a primer on recent history, the five royal descendants of Dost Mohammed Khan, ruled Afghanistan in the twentieth century, three were assassinated. The last, King Zahir Shah went into exile while holidaying in Italy, when he was ousted in a coup lead by his cousin. Zahir Shah returned to Afghanistan as ‘the father of the nation” after the fall of the Taliban.

The British assumed that they were the conquerors of Afghanistan but the events proved that they were very conceited, arrogant and presumptuous. They settled down to having a good time, the lush life style, the orchards and the gardens were very different from their stale beer and cold herrings. Their worst discomfort was shortage of cigars and wine. They found the local women very attractive and as the final act of hubris they did not mind their manners. Alexander the Great, the Macedonian king, in 300 B.C. took the native Bulkh princess Roxanne, as his wife. The hilly country side and the women of the region vied with each other for beauty. The mountain landscape was beautiful with profuse abundance of flowers, orchards, vineyards, fruits and innumerable brooks and the British got lost in that reverie. Finally, when the reality dawned upon them, they tried to do what they did in Bengal that was to renege on the deals they made and play very smart. They reneged on the deals with the Nawab and the tribal chiefs, reneged on the monies they had agreed to pay. Akbar Khan, the son of Dost Mohammed, raised his standard at Bamian and other chiefs stirred rebellion in Kabul and the British got scared and found them defenseless and vulnerable.

In arrogance, Macnaughten decided to leave for India, when he found that the Ghilzai tribes had blocked the passes and he was trapped. The British forces tried to crush the tribal revolt but failed. Burns offered ever larger sums of money for safe release and begged for mercy. The local militia dragged Sir Burns, his brother and scores of his soldiers and hacked them to pieces. As was their habit, the British soldiers had made a triangular cantonment, surrounded by a wall and a shallow ditch and all the five thousand British soldiers, their families and the Indian soldiers were trapped inside and waited. McNaughton and his army chiefs had no answer against the descendants of Timur, they had the history of conquests to their credit; Babur, the desendant of Timur started the Mughal dynasty in India and they followed a code of honor, which the British violated. Macnaughten accompanied by several of his soldiers went to see Akbar Khan, the son of Dost Mohamme Khan and made a peace offering. He thought that he could trick them, McNaughton and his soldiers were hacked to pieces; his severed head paraded in the street of Kabul and his torso was hung in the Bazaar of Ali Mardan Khan. Only one left alive was Major General William Elphinston of Waterloo fame. He was the commander of the Kabul garrison and he surrendered to Akbar Ali Khan. The British forces were disarmed, their weapons and their treasury were taken over and they were allowed to leave. All fifteen thousand soldiers, their families departed in the middle of winter and they had to cross the snowy passes.

The Ghilzais tribe had a score to settle too and they fired on the fleeing soldiers. The weather did not help either, the fleeing soldiers abandoned the tents, baggage and ammunition; every man was unto himself and they panicked. Those who did not freeze to death were picked up by the snipers. A week later on January 13, 1842 a lone figure was spotted in Jalalabad on a limply horse. His name was Dr. William Brydon, an assistant British army surgeon, and he was the sole survivor of the much-vaunted British assault force, Brydon survived because he deserted the assault force and took a separate route to safety out of Afghanistan. Shah Shuja did not live to enjoy the victory either. He was cut down by his own kith. He paid the price of age-old Muslim succession fights.

The Afghan regime got a fresh lease of life with the defeat of the British which also paved the way for Dost Mohammed to return to Kabul. The Afghan regime saw a changed landscape with the death of Ranjit Singh, its strongest foe on the eastern border. In 1838, Dost Muhammad was out gunned, out manned and out maneuvered by Ranjit Singh’s forces and Dost Mohammed was free to cut new deals with the British. For Dost Mohammed dealing with the British was a different game. It was not the measure of each other‘s strength, but the skill in cunningness and craftiness and each was adept at it. The British forces also were smarting over the humiliating defeat and wasted no time to plan another attack and avenge the crushing defeat. For any successful campaign, the British needed the safe passage through the northern route, so they invoked the treaty obligation which Ranjit Singh had agreed with the British prior to the Anglo- Afghan war. Ranjit Singh, unfortunately, left behind a very trying situation. The Sikh Durbar (parliament) had to yield to the British demand because of the tripartite treaty. The Anglo-Afghan war therefore weakened the Khalsa (Ranjit Singh’s regime). The real basis of the alliance was strategic self-interest and Britain gained from that alliance. Ranjit Singh, on the other hand was out smarted by the British.

Josiah Harlan, a Quaker from Pennsylvania, witnessed the Afghanistan war. He was in the employment of Ranjit Singh, after offending Ranjit Singh, Harlan took up employment with Dost Mohammed Khan in Afghanistan and commanded his army. Harlan left Afghanistan after Dost Mohammed decided to flee instead of putting up a fight. Eventually, Harlan reached back in United States and in 1842 published “A Memoir of India and Avghanistaun”. In which he denounced the British adventure in Afghanistan, but that is another story.

The English looked to nothing but their own interests and bid their time the fear of Russian invasion obsessed Britain and the British were determined to control Afghanistan and keep Russia as far away from India as possible. After all, Britain was raking in by some reckoning, as much as £ fifty million annually from India (see next chapter, ‘the Century of Miracles ) and they wanted a true barrier to protect the Indian Empire which had given Britain a true standing in the world and uplifted its population from poverty and impoverishment. They wanted Afghanistan a buffer state. Russians ridiculed the British perpetual sate of terror on the Indian frontier. For Britain, it was the survival of the Empire. The existence of the Empire depended on India; India was the ‘be all and end all’ of the British Empire.

So, Britain signed a treaty with Dost Muhammad in 1857, promised him subsidies and India bankrolled the money. This treaty could not be timelier. Britain had nothing else to offer Dost Mohammed, it was just a Treaty of Friendship, but for Britain, it was God sent. This treaty coincided with the Indian Mutiny in 1857. Dost Mohammed fulfilled his part of the bargain; Dost’s militia, the fierce frontier Pashtuns, enlisted in the British militia, marched to Delhi and helped crush the Indian mutiny and saved the British Empire., Dost Muhammad died in 1863 and so did the Anglo- Afghan detente..

The Second Afghan War:

The First Afghan War was an unfinished business for Britain. Besides Britain itched for taking revenge for the humiliating defeat. The Afghans were a fiercely independent people and they found the presence of British-Indian forces at their doorstep a threat to their sovereignty. After the annexation of Punjab, (The Punjab War follows next), the British forces set up their garrison at Peshawar, the gateway to Khyber Pass and the road to Afghanistan and Central Asia. Britain wanted to use Afghanistan as a guardian outpost for the defense of their possession in India. Perfect recipe for conflict and India was going to pay for it once again in blood and money. It was very easy for Britain to jump to rabid over estimation of Russia’s threat as it cost them nothing. Britain was suffering from paranoia. May be Whitehall would have been more thoughtful if it were going to spill its own blood and use her own money. To provoke the conflict with Afghanistan, the British proposed to send a resident at Kabul, Dost Mohammed’s successor, Sher Ali, baulked. The British tactics were no secret by then. The British Residents were always spies and political agents, whose main aim was to spread anarchy and collect intelligence for future attacks. They did that for about a hundred years and many local rulers died at a very critical juncture

Britain had a lot of experts on Asian and Indian affairs. One expert, Rawlinson, came up with a new thesis. He wanted to make Hindukush Mountains as the natural barrier between British Indian Empire and Russia. That meant that Britain would have to conquer and occupy Afghanistan. To make matters worse, Sher Ali’s emissary, Said Nur Mohammed, died, during negotiations with the British at Peshawar. Sher Ali suspected fowl play. The British tried to use the Turks. Sher Ali summed up his opinion of the British very bluntly:

“The English look to nothing but their own interests and bide their time. Whoever’s side they see strongest for the time they turn to him as their friend. I will not waste precious life in entertaining false hopes from the English and will enter into friendships with other governments.”

The British Viceroy Lytton declared war on Afghanistan on November 21, 1878. In order To establish a scientific frontier between Russia and the British dominion in India, a three pronged force lead by troops of the Empire (Indians) invaded Afghanistan in May 1879. Lytton wanted ‘to dismember Afghanistan and to drive the sense of defeat sufficiently into them’. Sher Ali had died in February in Mazar-i-Sharif and his son Yakub faced the British. The political mission that followed the attack, before serious victory was achieved, met the same fate as during the First Afghan War. The Kabul residency of the political mission, headed by Lord Louis Cavagnari was sieged by Herati soldiers and before nightfall of September 3, Cavagnari and his entire escort were dead. History repeated itself.

The British sent an army of retribution, hastily assembled of pack animals, Scots, Gurkhas and the like. The Scots were assembled because they were dreadfully poor and aggressive. Yakub left the scene as his predecessor Dost Mohammed did during the First Afghan War. The British Commander Lord Roberts wanted to inflict fitting punishment. Bala Hissar (the presidential palace), the symbol of Afghan power and pride was demolished (It was the same thing as the destruction of Buckingham Palace). For retributions, Afghans were publicly hanged, like they did to Indians in Cawnpore, during the mutiny in 1857. The Afghans were subjected to heavy fines and reduced to paupers. Draconian measures. Afghans rebelled, and demanded Robert’s surrender. Roberts in return gave them an insult instead of begging for a safe passage.

On July 27, 1880, an Afghan force of 25,000 lead by another of Sher Ali’s sons attacked the British brigade. Complete confusion and pandemonium broke out in the British camp; British lost 1100 soldiers before reaching the safety in Kandahar.

The Disraeli Government and Lytton with it fell in England. His replacement, Gladstone, realized the failed strategic policies and sought rapprochement with the Afghans. They tried to promote Abdul Rahman, the grandson of Dost Mohamed, as the new Amir and entered into a pact. Promised him subsidies provided by the Indian treasury, guarantees of non-aggression. But, Roberts was allowed to avenge British humiliation and restore “British prestige.” Roberts attacked them again. The British could never subdue the Afghans. In March, 1881, the British gave up the idea of capturing Afghanistan, withdrew their forces from Kandahar and hoped that Afghanistan as the “buffer State “will protect the British dominion in India.

Punjab Wars

Punjab was the ultimate reward Britain was seeking in India and it took them almost a century before they could venture to attack it. There was no conflict between Britain and Punjab and the British interest in Punjab was purely predatory gains, loot and plunder, they were also seeking hegemony over Punjab because of their expansionary goals in India and for recruitment of its populace for the British Army. The ultimate aim of the British however was reparations, compensation and annexation. They were salivating that they could extract confiscator terms from the Rulers along with territory and annual payments. They were aiming for a very rich prize with a huge potential for revenue. They were looking for a war with Punjab, with a real vengeance and beastly passion. They were itching to loot the treasuries of Punjab, Kashmir and Sind. They were diehard seasoned, cold blooded buccaneers looking for the riches and treasures of India.

The British had recognized long before they undertook the Plassey invasion that India was a rich target for loot so they started setting up a circular firing squad all around India and as the subsequent events unfolded, it became apparent that India had no room for escape. The offensive military resources were therefore systematically built up in India by the British. Punjab was the final phase of that operation. Britain also knew the heavy odds of winning the war in Punjab and they therefor mobilized all that they had. They sent Pontoon bridges from England to cross the rivers in Punjab, Field Batteries, Heavy Batteries, Horse Artillery, Foot Artillery, Siege Guns, European Infantry, and Officers experienced in the Napoleonic wars. They brought in soldiers of the Peninsular and Waterloo wars, who then occupied positions of high command in Punjab wars and many of them lost their lives. They included such illustrious names as Sir Henry Hardinge, Sir Hugh Gough, Sir Henry Smith, Sir Robert Sale, Sir John McCaskill, Sir Robert Dick, Sir Joseph Thackwell, Brigadier Cureton and Brigadier Taylor of H.M’s 29th. All served in the peninsular war. And they brought in native infantry, native cavalry. They mobilized the forces from Bombay Presidency, Madras Presidency and Bengal Presidency. Their commander-in –Chief Lord Gough believed that, no force was to be used unless it was really overwhelming and adequate. He recommended raising the strength of the native Infantry regiments to a thousand each. The British Governor- General in India Lord Harding, made his own calculations for reparations and loot and decided to assemble a force calculated to inflict the fullest punishment and exact ample reparations. That was 1848, when the war in Punjab had already lasted for many years.

Who were the people on the other side? Just the people of Punjab, who were nothing more than a self trained native militia and it would well, serve to describe those people and their land. They fought to defend it with vigor only those could display who were fighting for the soul of their land, their culture and their way of life. The Punjab war therefore became an epic story where Britain almost lost its Empire.

Punjab is located on the North West corner of India. As its name implies, it is a land of five rivers (Punj) in vernacular language is five and aab in Persian is water). Those five mighty rivers flow from the glaciers of the Himalayas from north east to south westerly direction and merge into Sind (Indus). Of the five rivers, Sutlej is the southern most, followed by Beas, which merges into Sutlej at Sobraon (study map of Punjab for more clarity), as those sites tested the British in its annexation attempts. The next three rivers, Ravi, Chanab and Jhelum flowing from North West to South east unite at Multan and then they join Sutlej near Bhawalpore and finally merge into Sind (Indus). Along those rivers thrived the ancient Indus valley civilization. The extensive excavations at Mohenjo-daro and Harappa showed a highly developed civilization with townships, public baths and drainage system. Between those river valleys the land is very fertile, Punjab produced wheat, rice millets, pulses, corn, sugar cane and oil seeds and all varieties of fruits and flowers. At harvest time, people put on their tunics and ‘lungis’ and sang and danced at midnight to the beat of drums in their fields as if they did not have a care in the world. Their rhythms and their symphonies produced some of the folk dances (bangra) unique to Punjabi culture. And that rhythm was the soul of their lives and they fought to save it and preserve it. The British were intruders, architects of the Slave Empire and hard core predators. They had nothing at stake except overweening greed for gold and treasure.

Located on the north east of those rivers is the valley of Jammu and Kashmir, a virtual paradise on Earth and on the north west of those mighty rivers are the Hindu Kush mountains and the mountain passes through which came the various raiders, Alexander, Genghis Khan, the Tartars, the Persians and so on, over the centuries to loot the treasures of Hindusthan. The British were next in line; the only difference was that the British did not follow the normal invasion route from West to East, nor did they declare their intention to invade. They were schemers and cowards disguised as traders and waited for the Mughal dynasty to melt away, before invading a trusting defenseless, far eastern region of India. Trickery and treachery was their strongest suit.

The Punjab populace was inhabited by Jats, Rajputs and some Afghanis. Jats and Rajputs are both Hindus and possibly of Scythian origin, whereas the Afghans were Muslims. The Sikhs are also of Hindu origin; Sikhism was not a separate religion but a sect born of necessity. The Sikh sect was founded by Guru Nanak Das, (1469-1539), who was a man of peace, and borrowed theological leanings both from Hinduism and Islam but later, politics were forced on it. Sikh’s breach with the ruling Mughal kings occurred when Mughal King Aurangzeb executed Guru Teg Bahadur in 1675, for fear of a rising tide of his followers and his successor Guru Gobind Singh, transformed the Sikh sect into a military organization, to fight the Mughal tyranny. The Sikhs therefore became a fighting force, an offshoot of the docile Hindu faith. The conflict between Sikhs and Islam fueled anti Islam bias. The Sikhs eschewed idolatry, their holy book was Granth Sahib like the Koran of Islam and their holy warriors were Akalis and they matched their idea of martyrdom with the jihad or holy war of Islam. The British soon found that Sikhs and Akalis, was a force to reckon with.

The British waited until 1840 to attack Punjab. The timing was interesting as well as critical, and there lies our story. Northwestern Frontier Provinces (NWFP) of India are the gateway to Afghanistan and the oil riches of the Middle East and somehow, NWFP (North Western Frontier Province) appeared to be the pivotal point in the defense and expansion of the British Empire. But Punjab was an obstacle in the way. During the First Afghanistan War in 1840, where Britain suffered a humiliating defeat, Britain had to bypass Punjab, afraid of its ruler and took a southerly route to Sind and then followed north along the western bank of the Sind (Indus) river. The long tortuous journey through the Sind dessert and hostile tribes partly were responsible for the tragic outcome for the British and so they eyed Punjab for a while, and the opportunity presented itself after the sudden death of its ruler Ranjit Singh in 1839.

The fighting power of the Sikhs was consolidated by Ranjit Singh, in the early part of the Nineteenth century and very soon Ranjit Singh extended his sway from Peshawar in the North to Jammu and Kashmir in the north, to Sutlej River in the East (The British had set up its tent on the Eastern bank of the Sutlej River and Ranjit Singh on the Western Bank) and up to Multan and Sind in the South. The British were afraid of the Sikhs, who were more than a match for them and the British feigned hypocritical friendship with Ranjit Singh. Until that time, the British never really had to do much of a fighting in India and where ever they did, they never ever prevailed militarily. They just intimidated the local regional rulers who maintained nothing more than a police force to enforce their boarders with the other regional rulers, and they just caved in to the British threats knowing that the odds were against them.

Ranjit Singh’s health was no secret to the British. He used to take in compounds made from crushed pearls and foods wrapped in silver and gold foil. It was not uncommon for people in India to take some Unani and Ayurvedic medicinal compounds involving silver and gold and people still practice that system of medicine. Ranjit Singh’s health was of concern and his debilitating condition was well known. The British waited for him to die.

The Sikhs were not sleeping at the wheel either. Even during Maharaja Ranjit singh’s lifetime, the British preparations were viewed with concern but the British always feigned friendship with the Maharaja. The ministers in Ranjit Singh’s Court even mocked Ranjit Singh that he was a sissy and that he should engage the British & send them packing back to Bengal. Ranjit Singh was an astute ruler, he knew the odds. He often said that the ‘land will get red with blood all over Hindustan’. He knew that the British had stockpiled men, material, guns and equipment all over India, at their Bengal, Bombay and Madras presidencies, a real circular firing squad, and the Sikh supply lines could not reach all over India. At best, he could push them back by 300 or 400 miles up to Aligarh. The stalemate continued till Ranjit Singh died.

At the time of the death of Ranjit Singh, the British were fighting the First Afghan War and the British resorted to the usual treacherous tricks, which they had employed so successfully in Bengal. The British tried to interpose in the succession battles after the death of the monarch Ranjit Singh. Kharak Singh, Ranjit Singh’s son was accepted as his father’s successor. The British agent Major Broadfoot, who was stationed at the Court of Ranjit Singh as a friend of the Court, played a part in the anarchy that followed. Kharak Singh was assassinated and the second son Nao Nihal Singh became the new Maharaja but on the day he was to be sworn in, he also met with a fatal accident. Then the third son, Shere Singh took over but the British interposed on behalf of the widow of Nao Nihal Singh with the help of some local Sindhanwala Chiefs, and put Shere Singh to death as well. This lead to a war with the British and in its first phase, it is popularly known as the ‘Sutlej Campaign’.

Sutlej Campaign:

The Sikh army also had regular European officers in its ranks, as many of the French soldiers had traveled to Punjab for work after the loss of the Napoleonic and Peninsular wars. Punjab also had heavy guns and artillery and the Punjabis were a fierce fighting force. The British also brought in reinforcements and set up their garrison at Ferozpore and at Ludhiana. The Ludhiana garrison was manned by the governor-general, Sir Henry Hardinge. He was a very distinguished soldier himself, who had won approbation of the Duke of Wellington at the Peninsular War. The Commander - in - Chief, Sir Hugh Gough was in command at Umbala, 80 miles to the south east and Major Genl. Sir John Littler was in charge of the garrison at Ferozepore. The British had been building up their garrisons. They brought in more reinforcements in 1845 and stationed about fifteen thousand fighting men at Ferozpore and about ten thousand each at Ludhiana and Umballa under Major-General Walter Raleigh Gilbert, which was supported by several regiments of the British regular forces. Further reinforcements were brought in from Meerut, near Delhi, about ten thousand with supporting guns and other weapons of war and additional regiments, both British and Gurkhas were ordered in from Kaussauli (The British preferred staying in the Simla foothills, where it was cooler). The British hired many natives as their infantry as they did not want to spill their own blood.

It was remarkable that the British were able to build up native infantry regiments. Throughout their rule, they used the Indian sepoys for their predatory and imperial wars including the Mutiny of 1857 where India was fighting for Independence. It may appear odd to some but the truth was that the southern states in India were far removed from political main stream and were mostly ignorant. Besides people in southern part of India did not enjoy the economic prosperity of the North and were easily hired by the British. They built bonds with the people form the south and near the end of their rule, they were able to create separate socio-economic groups by granting them favors, which supported them and hurt the cause of India’s freedom movement.

Coming back to the Sutlej Campaign, the Sikh army crossed into the British held territory on the East bank of the River Sutlej and they stayed there. The offensive was started by the declaration of war by the British governor- General on December 13, 1845. The British losses were many; Sir Robert Sale, Quarter Master General of the British forces was killed; Sir John McCaskill killed, Brigidier Bolton, killed; Brigidier Mactier and Wheeler severally wounded and many more. A total of 15 officers and 200 men were killed and 657 wounded. The Sikh army was far smaller, as they were unaware of the British reinforcements from far and wide; their numbers have been put at two to twenty thousand and a small number of guns. After the initial encounter at Moodkee, the forces moved to Ferozeshah where the British almost lost their dominion in India.

The British army quietly moved out of Moodkee on December 21st 1845 at mid night leaving behind all heavy baggage and equipment in pitch darkness and in utter silence and they moved to the west. Their aim was to group with the forces of Sir John Littler who had withdrawn from Ferozepore, leaving his baggage too. They opened fire on the Sikh positions at Ferozeshah on December 21st, 1845 and got a pounding response and suffered awful casualties; regiments were thrown into confusion and Sir John’s division had to retreat. Major Broadfoot, the Governor Generals’s political agent in Punjab, with immense knowledge of the NWFP region, and who was instrumental for the anarchy that prevailed after the death of Ranjit Singh, was shot in the forehead and killed. Littler’s division was repulsed and its position fell helter, skelter with little idea of their whereabouts. Sir Harry Smith and his brigade was missing and there followed huge explosions and there were many casualties. Nightfall brought utter confusions. Regiments were mixed up and the Governor General and the Commander-in-Chief spent the night in utter confusion while the fate of their dominion in India hung in the balance.

The night bought them reprieve. They assembled their heavy guns and rocket batteries and regrouped their regiments and waited for the dawn. Then, they attacked the Sikh positions and some of the Sikh forces withdrew. The British were exhausted and they paused too, but their rest and respite did not last long, as there appeared on the horizon, forces of the Sikh, commanded by their general Tej Singh. This Sikh force was fresh and they rode from Ferozpore to join the forces and the battle commenced again. The British were in no position to fight, they were without ammunition, food or drink and they had suffered heavy casualties. After a while, the Sikh commander Tej Singh, for some inexplicable reason decided to march away suddenly and completely towards north of the Sutlej River. Tej Singh’s inexplicable move saved the British or else they would have signed the surrender terms. Total British losses were heavy, many of their officers lost their lives and the injured and the killed ran up to several thousand and the worst of all, the Governor General who was not in command, had to over rule the commander in chief, Sir Hugh Gough, in the midst of the battle. They even lost confidence in their commander in chief.

The British dominion was saved by the act of fate and not by an act of bravery or British chivalry. People can speculate why Tej Singh walked away from a sure kill. May be he did not want to flog a dead horse or he followed the example set by Maharaja Ranjit Singh. His generals wanted him to go to war with the British when they encroached on his sphere of influence by moving the forces to the eastern bank of the Sutlej River. Ranjit Singh’s logic was that he could drive the British up to Aligarh, 90 miles east of Delhi but not beyond. The supply line was too stretched from Lahore to Aligarh, a distance of 400 miles. Also, the British had set up their forts all over India, at Madras, at Bombay, at Calcutta and they were replenishing and storing ammunition, forces and supplies by sea, bypassing all land based defenses. It was not a hollow supposition; the logic was proved in 1857, when the British had to call for reinforcements not only from all over India but even from their white dominions all over the world. Lesson was clear; India had compromised its sovereignty by letting the British in.

Political Interlude:

The Sikhs fought four more battles at Budhowal, Jagroan, Aliwal and Sobraon after the battle at Ferozeshah. Those battles were fought valiantly by the Sikh army, for the defense of their homeland. For the British, it was a decisive struggle for control of Punjab. At the banks of the Sutlej River, the British losses were heavy, generals of Peninsular fame were cut down, but they kept bringing in supplies and forces, both native and Europeans; Gorkhas from Delhi, Cawnpore, Meerut, Umballa and the Hill stations; H.M.’s Lancers, Foot regiments and Bengal cavalry. The British were shattered during many of those battles. The final battle occurred at Sobraon on 10th February 1848 and the Sikh resistance gave away and the British were able to march up to Lahore. The ultimate aim of the British was reparations, compensation and annexation. In the immediate aftermath of Sobroan, confiscator terms were offered to the Rani ( Ranjit Singh’s widow) and the infant Maharaja and £1.5million was demanded along with the Jalander Doab (area lying between River Beas and Sutlej) and the valley of Kashmir and two million rupees (£ 200,000) annually for the British protection. After the death of Ranjit Singh, his widow Rani Jindan gave birth to an infant son Dhulip Singh. This Rani was the stuff of intrigues and a thorn on the side of the British and the British matched her intrigues. It led to other wars with the Sikhs. The Rani eventually was exiled and the infant son was separated from her and whisked away to England.

Those terms were a very rich prize with huge potential for revenue and man power for future imperial wars. Those terms were concluded in March 1846, but the British could not control or subjugate a very proud race and it lead to second round of wars between the population of Punjab and the British. There was a huge Punjab army still available at Peshawar (gateway to Khyber Pass and Afghanistan), Lahore and Amritsar and supplemented by the masses of Punjab itself.

The Second Punjab War:

The British were after money; additional levies and revenue were imposed and they decided to use the Sikh Durbar for their dirty deeds. The young Maharaja was a virtual prisoner and it was an affront to the Sikh Chiefs. The British over reached themselves. The British were aware of the possible dangers of renewed warfare and they were also fortifying and building up their offensive capability. The British stationed their forces at Peshawar, at Bunnoo and tried to use Sikh chiefs to do their fighting. It did not work. The first indication came when Shere Singh, who was pressed by Sir F. Currie, the British resident at Lahore to collect additional revenue from Mulraj, the present governor of Multan; he crossed over and joined the siege by Mulraj. General Whish and Major Napier, who had been sent to capture Multan, beat the hasty retreat.

That was 1848; two years after the British took siege of the Sikh Durbar at Lahore. In the meantime, Dalhousie had taken over as Governor General, and left for the front on October 10, 1848 to start the real campaign of the Punjab wars and declared that the “Sikhs will have the war with a real vengeance.” Punjab was eventually conquered and annexed in 1849, but at a huge price both at Multan and at Chillianwala. The Punjab army taught the British a thing or two about warfare and about deploying artillery. The Punjab Province had limited resources and they used it effectively to keep the British at bay. The British had to mobilize H.M’s forces and used the resources of the entire Hindustan to beat the Sikhs, who fought single handedly for ten years. The British Commander in Chief Sir Hugh Gough requested troops from Bombay presidency and waited two months till the reinforcements arrived. While Bombay reinforcements engaged forces of Mulraj, Hugh Gouge crossed the river Chenab to engage Shere Singh on December 4, 1848.

Lord Gough himself commanded the attack on Shere Singh’s position across the River Chenab at Ramnugur, but met with tragedy; Lt Col. Havelock and General Cureton and at least fifty, were cut down by the Sikhs. The British hunkered down and waited for over a month for General Whish to come up with reinforcement from Multan. The forces met at Chillianwala from Dec 4 – to Jan 13, 1849 where Lord Gough suffered heavy losses, was defeated and recalled. It is said that Lord Gough lost his nerve, the smell of gun powder was too exciting for him; he ordered the battle when he did not want to; the Sikhs forced the engagement and his forces seemed to have lost confidence in his judgement. The British lost over a hundred officers and thousands of dead and wounded. Their regiments even panicked.

So, the British called for more reinforcements; and the reinforcements came form Scinde, from Multan, and they tried to implement the lessons learned at Chillianwala; use the artillery to support the attack and to minimize casualties. The forces met at Gujarat on Feb 21, 1849. The Sikhs as usual put up a brave fight, but ran out of ammunition and supplies; they did not have any place to go for reinforcements. And finally on March 12 they laid down their arms. The British got a taste of the Indian warfare. The Sikh forces, hardened by centuries of warfare in defense of their homes, gave the British the real fight and extracted the maximum penalty. The British annexed the land of the five rivers on March 30, 1849.

The Sikhs put up the fight for the soul of India and preserved her honor. India paid for this imperial terrorism; the British taxed the ryot (peasant) to pay for this war. No money came form England; whether it was the Sikhs fighting the British or the British fighting the Sikhs, the money came from the Indian treasury. The ten years conflict after the death of Ranjit Singh devastated the economy of Punjab, Bengal and Bombay and treasuries of those states were looted. So also, was the Treasury of Kashmir, and Sind? The British extended their rule up to and beyond the whole of NWFP (North Western Frontier Provinces) and this opened the way for the second Afghan War. The Punjab remained under British occupation for about a hundred years until 1947. Ironically, it was the Punjab, where the forces of independence were marshaled and Britain had to leave the Indian Empire. The Sikh wars were household stories, ninety years later when the British had to ‘escape’ from the colony; people still idolized their valiant Maharaja, Ranjit Singh.

This story will be incomplete without a mention of the Koh-I-Noor diamond which is studded in the British Crown. The Koh-I-Noor diamond was the personal property of the Maharaja Ranjit Singh, which passed on to his widow after his death. How that diamond landed up in the British Crown is typical of the British overweening greed.

Koh-I-Noor Diamond:

Was Koh-I-Noor diamond a spoil of the war? Not really. It was the private property of the family of the Maharaja Ranjit Singh after his death and the infant son Dhulip Singh. The British decided to separate the infant from her mother; she was exiled to another state, and the British took guardianship of the infant Dhulip Singh and whisked him away to England at some stage of his infancy. How did the diamond come in possession of the British is a mystery. It has not been told. Lord Dalhousie who was an employee of the East India Company and the British governor-general presented the diamond to Queen Victoria in 1850. How did Dalhousie come in possession of the diamond have not been told? The British and the Rani did not get along; The British annexed the Punjab Province in 1849 and the diamond came in possession of the British in 1850; the infant Dhulip Singh was ten years old. One rumored version is that the infant Dhulip Singh gave the diamond to the British as a present. Can infants make legally valid presents? That is for the legal minds to sort out.

Up until this time, the British were after low hanging fruit and they very nearly looted most of the state treasuries and gold and bullion reserves in India and all of that bullion, pearls, diamonds and precious stones landed up in Britain and now decorate their monarchs and their progeny. The gold reserves most likely ended up in their vaults at the Thread Needle Street, Bank of England or elsewhere but they were not done yet. India is a vast subcontinent, about fifteen times the size of Great Britain with vast mineral and mining reserves, tropical plantations and savings in private hands The British went after all that and even the man power of India for expansion of the Imperial Empire which reduced India to a pauper state. No public sector projects were ever implemented throughout the next century and India was reduced to a back water of the Third World. All this is covered in the next chapter appropriately called the  Century of Miracles.


CHAPTER SIX:

CENTURY OF MIRACLES



“I reap where I sowed not, and gather where I did not scatter.”       




_ Mathew, xxv, 26.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the British East India Company was earning its livelihood by wars, conquests, taking over the treasuries of the conquered princely and provincial states and paid little interest to commerce. Money and militarism went hand in hand. After Plassey, the boundary of the British sphere of influence kept marching to the west, in search of loot, plunder and revenue. That quest was aided and abetted by militarism and the company overgrew its original mercantile role.

India Ripe for
Financial Adventure

In the absence of any regional authority, India became a wide-open field for exploitation and became a tempting target by the British subjects. The exploitive and aggressive energy of the British people was in full display in corralling the pecuniary and financial opportunities in India. After all, they were socially and financially depressed people and the smell of money attracted the predatory talent, which was a cultural trait of the British nation and it increased precipitately after the enactment of the Charter Acts of 1813 & 1833. Indian populace was ill equipped, both culturally and financially, to handle the aggressive Argonauts and there was money, lots of money and those foreign elements were surfeiting on that money and that hunger was fueled by over weaning greed. Morality and fair play had no room in that environment and no one abandoned their greed and love for money. The resulting outcome was tragic for India, which resulted in rural pauperization and decimated that prosperous country to misery and servitude.

In Britain, a clamor started to open up the Indian commerce to all, as the EIC had made enough money. The Indian monopoly of the East India Company therefore became unsustainable and in 1813 it was put to an end. The private traders and free merchants were permitted under special license to trade lawfully. That was the spirit of the time, Zeitgeist. It was further modified by the Charter Act of 1833, which was a cornerstone of the British capitalist economy, a free market predatory economy, but certainly not a fair economy, and acted as the open sesame for the British mercantile enterprise in India. By the Act of 1833, the British East India Company was entirely shorn of the right to trade for its own benefit. It became lawful for any natural –born subject of His Majesty to proceed by sea to the company’s possessions to reside therein, to acquire and hold land or to make profits of such residence without license. The removal of the EIC’s monopoly gave a fillip to the migration of British natural born nationals to India. India thus became ripe for the capitalist’s financial adventure. “Now or never became the motto of those early 19th century Argonauts in search of the riches, which had already made many of their countrymen very rich.

Going to India on sailboats around the Cape of Good Hope was a time consuming and risky business. So, they invented a new way to travel to India via Egypt as for mass travel they did not have enough sea faring vessels. As early as 1834, the EIC started an inefficient steam service from Bombay to Suez on the northern tip of the Red Sea and used the land route and River Nile to travel to Alexandria where they connected with ships leaving for Britain. The various types of ships fitted with paddle wheels and low pressure- boilers were good enough for short voyages in the gulf, as well as in the Mediterranean. Even with transshipment and the land route, they were able to shorten the travel time by many weeks thus allowing the commerce to flourish dramatically.

The next hurdle was money and the British people seeking fortune in India were thrown into a real life challenge, as they could not take any money from home. They had to swindle or trick the local people for their money needs. Britain had no desire to release any money, meaning gold, which was the national wealth. Britain therefore came up with a much more sinister plan to grab the wealth of the natives so that their nationals could do business in India without money. Money to the British people was the blood sport; in pursuit of money, they had the patience of a saint and the cunningness of a thief to expropriate it. To solve the money problem for the migrating population to India, the British Government sought the advice of their Revenue Secretary, Holt Mackenzie, who was appointed to collect the Revenues of India. Holt Mackenzie was of the same mind set as his Imperial bosses in London. It was not hard for him to suggest ways by which paupers and destitute British nationals arriving in India could get rich quickly. His was a very novel advice, all that the arriving British nationals needed was industry and love for money and they could easily become capitalist by force of that character and industry. The Imperial Government also held hearings regarding their concern for releasing any money and was thrilled at the advice given by the Revenue Secretary. He was not sanguine at all about remitting any funds directly; all that the British people in India needed was industry and a certain type of character because the natives had little interest in commercial pursuits. But there was a caveat, the British government would have to protect and support the departing British people. Governments can do anything as long as there is no opposition and in Britain particularly, there was no opposition. The merchant bankers, the executives, the legislature and the judiciary, they were one and all, the same people, they wore different hats at different times and they had a common purpose, to enrich their country.

The government therefore had to enact laws to expropriate the wealth of the natives. Any illegal activity can become legal if a law is passed to sanction the illegal activity. And so the British government did. They made sure that any laws and regulations, which were passed, did not harass the British nationals but impacted only the natives so that their land, money and wealth passed smoothly from the natives to the British. The British government labored hard in enacting those laws so that they appeared just, but a mischief is a mischief, no matter how well it was sugar coated. They even warned their local governors in India that they had to make sure that there was no unease on account of the display of improper distrust and suspicion and the laws enforced in such a way, in such a spirit, that it did not produce the very mischief, which it was trying to prevent. They even warned that to the evil-minded, it would appear evil and provide fodder for the discontented. They warned to make sure that it did not provide the irritation to start the hostilities. Sure indeed the British were schemers to loot the Indian money and they had done their home work.

Money was a much larger theme in the lives of the British people. They mistook the innocence of the natives for stupidity and the British decided that it was a fair game to cheat and steal without regard to morality and whom they hurt in the process. The British were hungrier and much wilder than anyone thought and they looked at the sight of money with bare fangs and pretty soon the natives found themselves in the belly of the beast. One wonders at the chutzpah of those people, it just takes the breadth away.

Quarry for Raw Materials

Mughal and Princely Treasuries were the low hanging fruit which was picked up with remarkable speed. Then they targeted the cash crops in India and the opportunities for making money were endless. Hitherto, the British had imported Tea from China, cotton from Georgia and Alabama; hemp from Russia and after the influx of British Europeans, India became a quarry for tropical raw materials and the British targeted Tea plantations, cotton plantations, silk industry, indigo, jute, opium and coffee plantations. The British also penetrated into the mines and mineral wealth of India and also took over the banking industry. There was plenty of displaced manpower in the countryside as the newly landless ryot (cultivator), the peasants and the tillers who were rendered land less by the British taxation policies were employed as salaried cultivators by those newly emerging plantations. The British fortune seekers from different trades came pouring in too. The mills in Manchester, Leeds, Birmingham and Liverpool sent its people in need of tropical raw materials; the British aristocracy who had already benefited from the riches from India and who were in possession of rupees loans from returning expatriates targeted the low hanging fruit, the private savings and the wealth of the natives. The tea, cotton, opium and indigo lobby sent its people to establish new Plantations. The P.O. (Peninsular and Oriental) shipping interests targeted the limitless Burdwan, Raniganj and Jharia coalfields. The Scottish mills in Dundee targeted the jute industry, particularly after the Russian hemp dried up after the Crimean war. The Plantations owners in Mauritius and West Indies targeted the coolie labor in India after the supply of Negro labor dried up, at the end of slavery or it became too expensive to hire the Negro labor. The British nation derived such huge revenues and income from the rampant loot that they called the nineteenth century the century of miracles or call it the century of giddiness and euphoria.

Or, was it? It was more a century of delusion, as there was no structural strength to that edifice. After the nineteenth century, the miracle became a delusion and that edifice crumbled in the middle of the next century and the entire British Empire disappeared along with that delusion. In the meantime, the British nation was able to hoard a lot of gold and treasure and fill up the Thread Needle Street and Leaden Hall Street Treasuries for their posterity. The nineteenth century miracle was supported by the blood and sweat of the three hundred million Indian slaves. In the meantime, The British society however started assuming that they were superior people and that they could dominate and control over one third of humanity. The birth of aristocracy was owed to that false ego as well. The attitude of the British subjects was racist and contemptuous toward the ‘natives’ and they described the locals as ‘Blackman’. The British nationals in India lived better than the gentry and the aristocracy of England. Their summers were spent at hill stations such as Simla, which became the seat of the British Indian Government during the summer and at Ooty in the South and Darjeeling in the East. Their wives, their families and their mistresses enjoyed the ‘all white’ country clubs and at home they were surrounded by scores of servants, the cook, the maids, the coach, the gardener, the washerman. The Royal Calcutta golf club in Calcutta was the oldest, next to St. Andrews in Scotland and the Turf clubs, the Gymkhana and the Chelmsford Clubs and the cricket and the croquet games and the Tea parties made the life of the British in India nothing short of a Shangri-La. The natives had no rights in their own country. Such contempt towards the natives was born out of Imperial hubris which partly did the undoing. It woke up the sleeping Indian giant and brought an end to the British presence at a huge tragic cost. The British did not give up easily, which had brought it fame, fortune and grandeur to that impoverished nation. That part of the story is covered in the last chapter.

Money Making Opportunities:

By the end of the eighteenth century, the British agency houses got established in India. One feature common to them was lack of money and their financial structure was weak and they depended upon the local funds and some funds of the British free merchants, free booters and civil and military personnel working in India, who were looking for higher returns. The agency houses and other financial firms started operating in Bombay and some of the Agency Houses in the Calcutta Presidency were: Palmer & Co.; Cruttenden Mackillop & Co.; Alexander & Co.; Fergusson & Co.; Mackintosh & Co. and Colvin & Co.

Those agency houses, to operate successfully or to operate at all in a foreign culture, were dependent upon local knowledge, skill and finance. The local businessman was called a ‘banian’, which thus became a tool for those agency houses to be exploited. The ‘banian’ did the selling, the storing, and the shipping and also provided the funds and security for the merchandise. The ‘banian’ received the commission for his services and essentially acted as the conduit for the British manipulation of the Indian commerce, finance and know how. The British for its financial ends very smartly exploited the banian. The agency houses, thus equipped with the local know how, soon started the ancillary industries of Banking and Insurance, and concentrated the capital for predatory capitalism.

In the British commercial circles, the main objective was to get rich quickly as the loot and plunder was going to come to an end at some stage. It lasted longer than anyone expected. The looting of the princely treasuries in Deccan and Bharatpur, which coincided with that period added to the commercial chicanery. Those agency houses started borrowing funds from the local people and presented false statements of their liabilities and they started distributing huge dividends to their shareholders, anywhere up to 35 per cent. They hastened to part away with their funds and all of them became insolvent during the years 1830-33 and ran away with the local money. Then, they re-emerged under different names. Does not it sound familiar? To get some idea of the extent of the scam, the total liability of the Calcutta based Agency Houses was about fifteen crores (£15 million; that will be £15 billion assuming a one thousand times wage differential between then and now). The British Insolvency or bankruptcy law courts shielded the corrupt merchant bankers. Remember, it was Britain Inc. operating in India, and not a single enquiry was launched to recover the looted funds. So much for the British justice system. Any one interested in pursuing the British dishonesty should dig in to those insolvency scandals. The pubic trust in Great Britain and the British capital was totally destroyed in India, which contributed to their undoing and to some extent precipitated the Mutiny of 1857.

Coolie Traffic

In the early part of the nineteenth century, after the abolition of the slavery, the shortage of labor supply became very acute at the tropical plantations of the British Empire. A plantation without a dependable source of labor supply was not worth much. In those days, capitalism and indentured labor went hand in hand and they did not care about morality in their quest for wealth and power. After 1833, when the Negro slaves were no more available or were too expensive to hire, they resorted to signing up the jobless Indian farmers or artisans, to work at the tropical plantations of the British Empire. Those hires were shipped under duress to the West Indies or Mauritius with one way ticket. They never ever saw their families again.

The British lured those jobless Indian workers in the pretext of hiring coolies. A porter in India is called a coolie, like one hires a porter at a railways station or in a grain market to lift a load, so the Indian workers thought they were getting the job of a porter. Little did they know that they were being deported with one way ticket to hell? They never came back and they became the pariah at the ‘white man’s tropical plantation. The Colonial Capitalists, the ‘nabobs’, could not depend on the Irish paupers, servants kidnapped in Europe or ‘redemptioners’, to work on the tropical plantations, as the European workers were too individualistic and they were all small capitalists in the making. They did not want any competition. Land was cheap and the labor was expensive in the new tropical colonies. So, in the interests of colonial capitalism, they resorted to coolie traffic. The white labor was expensive and unreliable and needed higher standard of living with diminishing returns. The steam transport, railways and the steam ship accelerated the growth of the tropical plantations and gave a boost to the search for new sources of labor. Both the Indians, as well as the Chinese, contributed to the coolie traffic. The Chinese were good at mining and were shipped to the Straits Settlements and the Indians were used in agriculture. The pecuniary interests of the tropical merchants were always of the greatest concern to the British Government as they were bringing in wealth for the British nation.

The colonial policy was thus to use the coolie labor for the maximum benefit for the plantation owners. The British were indifferent to the needs of the native ethnic groups; their main concern was to get most benefit for colonial purposes. The coolie traffic was organized to meet the needs of the economic enterprise that needed the labor. The sugar estates of Guyana and Trinidad were unable to meet the wages that free labor demanded, so they imported the Indian coolies at next to nothing wages. The Indians were also imported into Fiji and Mauritius to grow sugar cane. In Ceylon, the Indian Tamils (residents of the Madras Presidency) were brought in to work on the tea estates. They also brought in the Indian labor to keep in check the wage demands of the ethnic groups; the underline theme was to cut the wage rates for large scale production. The flexibility of the indigenous people was therefore destroyed and they were forced to work at cutthroat wages, below the prevalent wages, in the highly organized British plantations. In Malaysia, the British brought in Chinese to work on the tin mines and the Indian coolies were brought in to work the Rubber Plantations.

The British always couched the justification of coolie traffic in terms of moral qualities and went to endless meaningless elliptical studies to demonstrate their concern for moral leadership. One Mr. Barham moved a motion in the British House of Commons to set up a committee to study the suitability and expediency of supplying labor from the East to the British West Indies colonies and yet nothing ever changed for the coolies. The Recruiting Offices for coolie traffic were opened in port cities of Calcutta and Madras as early as 1830. Fraud, swindling, coercion and kidnapping were common and crimps were used to bring in indentured labor from Indo -Gangetic Plains, as well as the Malabar Coast. Coolies were shipped from the other ports such as Pondicherry, Cochin and Bombay. The coolies had no idea of the location of Mauritius or West Indies, let alone the content of those indentures, which they were forced to sign. The coolies were given ‘visions of Heaven’. Just as the dungeons of Cape Coast Castle in Ghana for slave trade, the coolies were kept in lock and keys with armed guards and during the voyages were treated like the beasts of burden. The Indian coolie helped the Plantation owners and the colonial capitalism survived after the abolition of slavery; they went through the same abuses as the Negro slave. An Indian coolie proved more economical to the plantations owners in Mauritius and Jamaica than the former slaves because of his lower basal metabolism and smaller physique and required lower protein consumption and less food and clothing. So, the Indian ryot, (cultivator), the Indian craftsman, the Indian trader, the Indian merchant and the Indian moneylender became the backbone of the British colonial enterprise. The Nabobs of India bred more ‘Nabobs’ of the British Empire.

The British also took care of their public relation image, so they started creating a perception that it was normal for the coolies to be away from home. Some voices appeared about this neo-slavery but the British did their best to defuse it. In many reports of the times, they started spreading the belief that it was normal for the natives to leave home for a living, for extended periods, and visit the family homestead only periodically so that they could save and accumulate a tidy sum. Did the coolies ever make any money? No. At home, the coolie could easily earn five rupees a month. Non payment of wages became the frequent charge of abuse against the plantation owners in Mauritius. A coolie at best earned eight shillings per month (four rupees per month; exchange rate: 2s to a rupee), whereas a Negro earned two shillings per day at the same tropical plantation and those meager wages were seldom paid. Most often those wages were off set against charges for travel and up keep.

It was difficult to determine the precise number of coolies shipped to Mauritius, Wet Indies and Bourbon. The British Imperial records might throw some light on the subject, so also the local Indian coolie population in those times. There were also coolies in British Guyana. Trinidad also had coolies and some coolies arrived in Australia as well. The farmers of New South Wales also received some coolies in 1837. The British colonial office had to ban the importation of Indian coolies to Australia to preserve the purity of the white race. They were afraid of miscegenation though it was normal for the white man to marry an Indian woman, but it was taboo the other way around. The white women did marry the rich Indians, the rajas, the Nawabs and the wealthy, but that is another story.

The coolies from Calcutta were generally known as Hill coolies as they hailed from the Hill districts of the Bengal Presidency. Some Muslim peasants from UP (United Provinces) also joined the traffic. The coolies shipped from the Madras Presidency were generally from Malabar, Mysore and other regions in the South. The British authorities of those times struggled to provide steady supply of coolies to the Plantation Owners and passed laws to show that the Imperial Authority was trying to prevent the abuses. Temporarily, the export of coolies was even banned, but it led to an uproar from the Planters. The mercantile interests of the East India Company and the Planters were more supreme and various committees appointed to study the abuses reported that no abuses existed.

The governor General in India, Auckland, wanted to help the Planters in Mauritius and other British colonies by an adequate supply of labor, so he reopened the emigration by a number of enactments under the indenture system. Government as a protector of the coolies helped recruit the coolies, but the evils of coolie traffic continued despite the policing by the Government. The indenture system was abrogated in 1921. The whole thing was an exercise in futility. It was just a grand exercise in moral hypocrisy.

To insulate against this criticism, the British authorities passed a laws to ensure that the coolies understood what they were getting into. The Planters had lawyers but not the coolies, so the laws miserably failed. The laws were passed to protect the legal liability of the British merchant, trader and planter and not of the labor. The British authorities indulged in cultural and moral hypocrisy; from the right side of their mouths they told their citizens to loot and get rich and on the left side of their mouths they blamed the coolies.

The coolies they brought in to those British plantations rarely ever found the social mobility. The Tamils in Ceylon never assimilated the Indian Tamils who were brought in to work on the Ceylon tea estates. The coolies were prevented from owning land, at least in certain areas as a matter of colonial policy and were generally governed by a separate administration. The colonial authorities specified the rights of those coolies and their children were allowed to go to separate schools only. They created backward classes and yet they used the moral rouse through out their presence in India. In Ceylon at least they left behind a political problem as well. The Indian Tamils became a political body and have fought for a separate State. It became a violent political entity, using guerilla tactics. The colonial rule was not an isolated act, it left behind many political and a social problem in most colonies where the Plantations thrived and exploited the ethnic disparities, but that is a subject for the political historians.

Plantation Industry:

The Court of Directors of the British East India Company, which was supervised by the British Government, started facilitating and advising the company officials in India to facilitate the transfer of land to the British Europeans. Their dispatches singularly focused on the process of acquiring that land and nothing was to stop the British to acquire the needed land. Land was essential to building the capitalist’s wealth by the way of the European Plantations. India was a vast country and the potential of building huge wealth was immense. So, the effort was intensified to grab the land as fast as could be done as it provided new avenues for money and power. European entrepreneurs on Indian soil took up silk, indigo, tea, cotton, coffee and rubber plantations. The modus operandi was to intensify the land taxes, crop levies and custom duties with all the vigor of despotism. Excessive tax burden on the ryot (farmer) forced him to sell larger and larger share of his crop to procure the silver and pay confiscator taxes to the British government. The British India policy was, ‘do as little as possible within the country, take out as much money as possible’ at the expense of local welfare, Public sector projects and social spending. There were no social programs in the country, infant mortality was rampant because of the tropical diseases but the British were callous and it did not bother them. They never built any roads, schools or health care facilities. The result was that progress that took place in the rest of the world in the nineteenth century just eluded India and it made her a backwater of the third world.

The British East India Company therefore designed the revenue policy and custom duty policy to tilt the scale in favor of the British Europeans, so that they could acquire land from the natives. Assessments were made in terms of money and exploited the population suffering from the collapse of their traditional handicraft based industries. Modern industries were not allowed to be started in India by levying heavy import duties on the machinery. Any local control of the strategic industries was totally denied and it remained in the hands of the Occupiers with all the abuses and force of despotism.

The British government actively enacted laws and instructed their governors or commissioners to apply those laws in India ignoring the prevailing land tenure laws and the relationship that existed for centuries between the zamindar (land owner) and the Ryot (cultivator). The arriving natural born subjects of Britain were authorized to reside in the country, were also authorized to hold lands or any interest in the land for any term of years and that right was granted on account of the paramount power of the government.

The British government micro managed the land commissioners. They directed them to establish offices for the registration and transfer of land to the arriving British nationals and such registration was to be compulsory, disregarding the prevailing land tenure laws, under the penalties of law. The laws were intended to facilitate the transfer of land to the British nationals and nothing contained in the Act was to prevent them from acquiring the land, or any interest in it, in any part of the Indian territories and the local administration was prevented from any relaxation or deviation from the laws without referring the matter to the Home Authorities in London.

The stage was therefore set by the British to start the Plantation based industries on the Indian soil. How much wealth the Plantation based industries generated for Britain can only be discerned by giving a bird eye view of those industries and Tea is an excellent industry to start with because it earned a lot of gold for Britain from the European and Russian exports.

Tea Plantations

From the early days of the British presence in India, Tea was a big business. Soon after they established their hegemony, they maximized the Tea gains by monopolizing the production of opium in India, which was the currency of trade for the Chinese Tea. The British Traders were therefore able to secure the exclusive monopoly with China to trade in tea. The balance of trade however was always in favor of China and the Chinaman accepted only two items in payment for their Tea; either it was silver or opium. The British had to bring silver from Home, which was taboo, so the only option the British had was to pay in opium and opium became a principle source of revenue to the British. The politics of opium therefore became deadly and the British fully exploited and monopolized the production of opium in India. By the end of the eighteenth century, the British were in total control of the poppy and opium production regions in the Province of Bihar and the East India Company set the production of opium on a very firm basis. It was gold. The Chinese took opium for cash. The export of opium by the natives was banned by the British Governor General Cornwallis. The British banned the cultivation of tea in Assam (Eastern India) as well, to protect the British monopoly of China Tea. The Chinese government in the meantime banned opium and the British East India Company could not carry the contraband to China in its own vessels, so the private British enterprise became the new conduit for illegal marketing of opium. The lure of money was sufficient for the British to participate in contraband traffic. The production and distribution of poppy and the production of opium by the natives was totally banned and totally monopolized by the British. The local businesses that cultivated and grew the poppy and produced opium lost their businesses to the British.

After the Charter Act, because of the heavy influx of the British nationals in India, the tea monopoly of the East India Company became unsustainable and regular cultivation of tea was started in India. Indian lands in Assam were given to the British cultivators free of any rent. In 1873, the land was sold, fee simple, at ridiculous prices; for two and a half Rupees an Acre (5 British shillings). Typical plantation size at that time was one hundred Acres, which fetched just £ 50 to the British Colonial Government in India. The British sent that money to England as well as ‘Revenues’ of India.

Tea was found to grow naturally in Assam, (North East of India). Some tea also grew in neighboring provinces like Bengal and Darjeeling. Tea grew on hilly slopes with frequent rain and the monsoons and the terraced hilly slopes provided the essential conditions for the tea industry. By the middle of the Nineteenth Century, there were probably close to three hundred Plantations which continued to mushroom in Assam. The Tea Plantations in the neighboring District of Darjeeling were much bigger in size, two to three times in size and there were over fifty Plantations there. Those Plantations were started by the British insiders, people who were connected with the British Government or the senior military officials. There was always graft in the British dealings in India and the British monopoly practices were not uncommon to those people. The identity of all the Plantation Owners was never known, as the Colonial Government kept many things to their chest to avoid embarrassment or to hide graft by the Government or the Royalty. Many lot owners could never be identified; it was common to call the British as Europeans with no titles, which provided them the cover to hide their identities. The British acquired monopoly over the Indian tea as well, like everything else they did in India. They registered their companies in England, probably too uncomfortable to register in India, as it was not known whether they met the legal muster or fear of nationalization if the natives ever came to power. That did happen in 1947 but the Indians allowed them to keep the plantations, which they sold at a hefty profit to the Indians. The Indians were just milk puddings compared to the British aggressive pursuit of money.

The tea acreage grew exponentially along with the profits. London was the principle Tea market of Europe and the demand for Tea from Europe and Russia was met by auctions at Mincing Lane two days every week. The Tea from Assam and Darjeeling Tea Plantations was shipped to London where it was ware housed and the quantity of Tea put at auctions was controlled to keep a tight control over the profits. As the demand for Tea increased, the acreage under cultivation continued to grow from a low of about quarter million acres to very close to a million acres by the early part of the twentieth century. Likewise, the actual Tea produced averaged from a low of about one hundred million pounds to about half a billion pounds over the same period. The British Managing Agencies took over the Tea Plantation from the individual Proprietary Concerns to maximize the profits as many operations were centralized and there was central control over production and distribution. Those Managing Agency Houses operated in Calcutta until the end of the British Rule, when they cashed out at exorbitant profits and took the money to England. Remnants of those Managing Agency Houses are still in India, they sold the businesses to Indian Entrepreneurs, who continue to sport their aging signs. Some popular names were Duncan Bros.; Jardine Anderson, Rallis & Co. etc. on their bill boards.

The real game of the Tea trade was money and secrecy and they never revealed how much money they made. It was a big game considering that the British were profoundly aware of their history of impoverishment and making money to them was a real game, a national mission, to build up the Nation’s wealth. They were careful not to reveal how much money they carted away to Britain, as that might give rise to the native ire and bring to an end to their presence in the sub- continent. The profits in the Tea trade were huge but were declared in terms of percentage gain or loss by the British Joint Stock Companies. It was hard to know the actual wealth flowing to the British Nation. For instance, the Assam Tea Company, the oldest English Company, registered in England, declared a dividend of about twenty percent, in the beginning of the Twentieth century, which revealed little about the money they made. So here is a hypothetical answer based on an assumed one-shilling profit per pound.

The arithmetic is startling. Between 1870 through 1947, the average tea produced by the British Companies in India was close to four hundred million pounds per year. The average production ranged from five hundred pounds to about one thousand pounds per acre. If they made one-shilling profit, on the sale of that quantity, the profit would be £Twenty Million per year. (That may be close to £Two Billion per year in today’s money). During the seventy seven years under review, that would be a colossal amount. India made little money for the Tea produced on its soil with the sweat and labor of its manpower. A big Zilch. Instead, India inherited the ‘debt’ of those Tea Planters. As this narrative proceeds, the reader will see examples of fraudulent book keeping, so was the case with the cost of development of a Tea garden. Those development costs became the debt of India. In 1934, a modern tea Plantation could be developed at an outlay of about five hundred rupees per acre, whereas the cost of development in 1887 was booked at £seventy per acre (Rupees 1400 per acre). One can scoff at those figures as “too high”. In 1887, the acreage in tea cultivation could have been developed at a cost measured in thousands and not in millions of Rupees, which became the debt of India.

Tea plantation and cotton plantation had one thing in common. Labor. Women and children mostly did the picking of tea leaves and the Tea Board Commercials proudly displayed women carrying the long tea basket in a tea garden hanging from their head. One needed both hands to pluck the tealeaves. Labor was therefore essential to developing a tea garden. The labor was cheap, too cheap, because the labor did not get paid. A plantation without labor was worthless. The planters hired security guards and the labor, which they called ‘coolies’, was not allowed to leave the tea plantation and were flogged if they attempted to escape. There was no way to leave anyway. No roads and remote hilly sites had any food and water, unless the British Planter provided it. Half of the labor perished on account of hunger and disease and those who survived probably never saw their families again. Coolie traffic ran parallel to the slave trade, except it did not make the headlines. The typical wage was about 2 to 2 ½ rupees per month (one British shilling); they never saw any money, as the wages were garnished for transporting the coolie from far off places in Bengal, Nepal or United or Central Provinces. A typical plantation of 100 acres employed 200 coolies. For the acreage under cultivation in 1885, there could have been six hundred thousand men, women and children working on those plantations and they worked for nothing. The coolies fell prey to the rosy promises made by the plantation owner, they were enticed on promises that they were going to a garden in a country where the means of living were plentiful and cheap; where they would receive very high wage and have little to do. They found themselves set down in a swampy jungle, far from human habitation, where food was scarce and dear as the food prices were set by the Plantation owners. The British left behind many victims of wage fraud.

Wage secrets were part of the “real game”. When the British came to India in the middle of the seventeenth century, Indian wages and prices were linked to gold and silver. Trade, commerce, wages and the value of the rupee were linked to the value of gold. In 1880, during the one hundred fifty years of British rule in India, the Indian wages did not budge at all, while the grain or food prices kept going up. The Indian worker got poorer and poorer. He did not earn enough to subsist. Just two rupees or one English shilling a month. That is the legacy Britain left behind in India. A tea plantation worker, or an agriculture worker, earned one third of what he earned during the Mughal rule. This wage rate was scandalous. The tea plantation worker did not even earn what he could, as agriculture worker in Bengal, Bihar or UP. This was the root cause of the extreme poverty of India. British maximized its profits and its ‘revenues ‘at the expense of the blood and sweat of the helpless Indian labor. The main concern of the British was profits and money. They did not care about people.

Cotton Plantation:

The story of the cotton Plantation in India was intimately linked with the story of the American Civil War. The Cotton Traders in the American South sensing the onset of the American Civil War, made preemptive shipments of cotton to mills in Manchester and to other mills in Europe. This glut temporarily slowed the cotton famine, but by 1862, the price of cotton jumped from a low of six to eight pence to over twenty five pence a pound. In Manchester, the Plants closed and thousands of workers were thrown out of work. So, the Mill owners in Manchester turned to India, one of the only few places on Earth one could grow cotton. Egypt was another place, and some cotton was shipped from Egypt but the story of Egypt is very different; it was not a possession of Britain but a part of the Ottoman Empire. The French moneymen were seriously involved in their finances and Britain did not have an upper hand in their affairs. Besides, Egypt decided to build its own textile mills and became a threat to the British textile industry. Surprisingly, all twenty-four of the Egyptian mills caught fire mysteriously, one after another, and the suspicion pointed to only one direction. It was not hard to figure out who was desperate enough behind those fires.

The British mill owners therefore turned their direction to India for their cotton needs. They started the cotton plantations, like they did for Tea as it afforded the opportunity to making a lot of money. India was a colony of the Crown and the laws of supply and demand did not apply there, because they bent the laws in their own favor. The Indian economy was a subjugated economy and the tactics the British employed to take over cotton cultivation were identical to those used for Tea. The taxes on the cotton cultivators were increased. The burden of taxes on the riot (cultivator) were increased so high that the cultivator struggled to stay alive than to grow cotton. The ‘white man’ owned the harvest before it was planted as he had advanced the money for seed and subsistence and at the same time, the fear of the Tax collector was so crippling that many of the Peasants had to tear up their crops and flee. The ryot lived in fear of the white man.

During the cotton famine, the British people got together to lend a hand, as England was a highly chauvinistic society, where people believed in united action. On account of the shortage of cotton, the sight of labor without work gave them a sense of national crises, it motivated some of them to reach to India and the cotton lobby decided to send George Thompson (1842) to India, to preach extensive cultivation of cotton. He was a conscious lobby of the Manchester and Liverpool Textile Mills. George Thompson was a zealot with plenty of hubris, preaching in the service of his country, so that the Mills could continue to produce the textiles, which they exported to Europe and India and earned a lot of gold for their country. George Thompson, in his flowery language and insincere motives preached that it was an honorable act to cultivate larger and larger quantities of cotton as it would elevate millions in India financially, while at the same time he was pitching patriotic commerce embracing the dearest interests of England. What a hypocrite; his main goal was to divert land from grain production to cotton and grab the native lands to set up British monopoly of cotton plantations in India. His motive was for Britain to get cotton and spur their economy at the expense of India. George Thompson delivered a series of lectures in Manchester regarding India and cotton was his main theme. He delivered a series of speeches in Calcutta and elsewhere and the culling of his speeches had the same theme.

That Britain was the Occupier and Britain could demand India to do its bidding. The most reprehensible part of his speeches were the threats he made and missed no opportunity to remind the natives that Britain’s specter swayed over the heads of one hundred million population and Britain could demand anything of the natives, for its necessities and luxuries. He did not stop at cotton, he went beyond, and he was sowing the seeds for the influx of British Europeans to monopolizing the tropical plantation industries in India after the enactment of the Charter Act. He saw such a need for his country and foresaw that Britain could take over the rice, cotton, tobacco and the sugar, which were then obtained from other nations, most of them foreign, sugar from Mauritius, jute from India to replace Russian hemp, tobacco from Virginia and rice from Carolinas. Bravo, and that was exactly what happened and Britain continued to find tremendous opportunities to get rich at the expense of India ushering in a century of miracles.

For Britain, taking over the cotton monopoly in India was more than a temporary shortages caused by the American Civil War. Cotton fabrics had become a very big economic factor for Britain. Before the year 1800, Britain imported about sixty million yards of cotton fabrics from India, as the British women became used to wearing cotton and Britain was making money re-exporting the goods to Europe. Britain was busy developing the cotton spinning machines, so that they could produce cotton fabrics at home. By the first quarter of the nineteenth century, they had perfected the self-acting mule which made spinning an automatic operation. The Indian industry had invested a huge amount of money and manpower in their handicraft industry to meet the British demand and Britain had to destroy that Industry by unfair taxation so that they could give birth to their own machine made cotton industry. After the native industry was decimated, cotton was purchased at ridiculously low prices because the demand had died down, leaving nothing for the cultivators. Before the American Civil War and until the first half of 1861, the mills of Manchester paid the United States 71/2 pence per pound. The cotton that Britain imported from Surat India was sold in the Liverpool market at 3 to 5 pence per pound. It did not leave much for the cultivator after taking away the freight, the profits of the exporter and the taxes.

The English man considered India as its personal property and did not care if the cultivators were not paid fair price for their produce. The British employed the same tactics with the dadni merchants in Bengal with all the power that despotism brings. Bombay was the center of activity for the cotton trade and there were forty-two European firms who did the import and export business. They were all English or Scottish starting with the eminent name of Messrs. Graham & Co.; Nicole & Co. and Messrs. Ritchie Stewart & Co. Among the European private banks that handled the cotton export business were the names of Messrs Remington & Co. and Forbes & Co. which were the household names. There were others too, equally devoted to finding cheap and plentiful cotton. The same private banks were involved in the share mania and the collapse that followed after words

The cotton trade was carried out in a primitive way at the Apollo Bunder, which was the principle pier for embarkation or disembarkation of passengers and goods. In the months of April and May, there was immense activity when thousands of docras (pressed bales were yet to come) used to be landed from the picturesque but primeval native crafts. Those stretched the narrow road from Apollo pier to where stand the Wellington fountain today. The harbor during the busy season presented quite a sight with hundreds of wooden ships and thousands of native crafts. The customhouse and the cotton green and the hydraulic presses hummed with activity. The raw staple was balled at the presses for export. As to Steam Navigation Companies, the only one was the British P.O. (Peninsular and Orient) which also carried the fortnightly mail. Sanitary conditions were sub human, the Municipal Corporation did not exit, and there was perennially high death rate due to fever and cholera. The British used to die young in their own country, due to poor hygiene (and always blamed the Jews for poisoning their wells) and unfortunately they duplicated those conditions in Bombay. The British had ruled Bombay for about two hundred years. They said that they had obtained Bombay in dowry from the Portuguese.

After Britain destroyed the cotton handicraft industry of India by levying exorbitant duties, the cotton Industry in England was promoted vigorously. India was a great manufacturer of cotton textiles and Britain dumped machine made Manchester stuff in that country after dramatically lowering all the duties and tariffs. Agents of Liverpool and Lancashire, in participation with Bengal, Bombay and Madras Chambers of commerce, which were comprised of all British companies and British nationals, acted as the clearinghouse for local information, provided the marketing data on Indian tastes, styles and custom. The role Britain played on the destruction of the Indian economy was best described by Marx in New York Tribune of June 25, 1853: “British steam and science uprooted, over the whole surface of Hindustan, the union between agricultural and manufacturing industry.” India was essentially an occupied State; people had lost control of their lives and liberties. It was the foreign agriculture enterprise, which exploited even the ruins of what was left of the once thriving economy. The rural pauperization and the heart breaking poverty started setting in after the skilled workers from the traditional handicraft based industries were totally displaced without any avenues for work.

Britain consumed over one billion pounds of raw cotton per year and the industry supported one fifth of the entire population of England according to an article in Times, 19-9-1861. It was remarkable when one considers that Britain did not produce an ounce of cotton in their own country. England exported about three billion yards of cloth and some two hundred million pounds of yarn. No wonder, Liverpool sent George Thompson to India to brain wash the ryot (cultivator). Britain was importing a lot of cotton from India, as despotism and monopoly practices allowed Britain to obtain cotton from India at a much lower price, less than half than what they paid to cotton exporters in Alabama and Georgia. The Export of cotton from Bombay, before the American Civil War, was quite significant and most of the exports from Bombay were going to Europe, principally England. In 1860, over half a million bales went to Europe and only about two hundred thousand bales went to other places.

And then came the cotton famine. The American Civil War dried up the supply of cotton from the Unites States and a mad scramble for profits propelled an unprecedented amount of money into Bombay. The money chasing the profits was so huge that it became the stuff of legends There was a dramatic increase in the shipment of cotton, successively increasing from half million bales of four hundred pounds to well over a million bales per year during the five succeeding years after 1861. The speculators had a field day and for want of any legitimate means of investing those profits, it gave rise to rampant speculation. Phony companies mushroomed overnight, companies dealing in land speculation, banks and finance companies, cotton trading, cleaning, pressing and spinning, shipping and steaming companies and the like, and those companies were mostly British. The smell of money and the prospect for sudden riches attracted their inborn natural predatory talents, ultimately leading to a major financial disaster.

The Bombay Chamber of Commerce, in its annual report of the year (1864-65), observed that the overweening greed and untrammeled spirit of gambling, led to utter ruin and disgraced the old and reputed houses into bankruptcy, destroyed credit and leveled to the ground the entire financial structure. Some fifty million-pound sterling of real wealth disappeared and the Bombay of today was built on the ruins of those days. Many firms ‘bulled’ and ‘bearded’ and participated in the schemes of those halcyon days.

The cotton shipments stayed around one and a half million bales a year until 1869 and after 1970 it fell back to just about a million bales. To meet the cotton demand, larger and larger acreage went into cultivation. The Surat cotton began selling for 20 to 24 pence. In terms of local currency, the price of a candy of cotton jumped from 120 to 180 Rupees prior to Civil war to Rupees 600 to 700.

The recorded value of the exported cotton was phenomenal, and yet there appeared suddenly bullion famine, which affected the commerce. That was the real story, the story of loot, because the British got the cotton and they got their gold too. In 1861, about three quarter of a million bales of four hundred pounds each fetched £5 million and in 1865, about two million bales fetched over £thirty million and the wave of bullion, gold, silver accumulating in Bombay was huge. In spite of that huge inflow of silver, in 1964 there was actually a famine of silver rupees in India. The silver did not stay in the vaults of the banks or merchants, but it flowed back to Leaden Hall Street London, to replenish their silver coffers. The East India Company always took silver and bullion out of India and it became more as now as they wanted to replenish the silver being used to buy raw staple. In Bombay, in the very vortex of the maddest time in its history, the silver copiously pouring in its lap every two weeks (there was only bi-monthly mail); Bombay was starving for want of necessary circulating medium. The share of the larger and larger profits on cotton went to the Bombay exporters, who were all British and Scottish and silver flowed back to England. England capitalized on the cotton famine, got the cotton and got the silver too. The silver shortage was so severe that the Chamber of Commerce, urged the Government to establish a gold standard with a gold currency.

The history of the cotton industry in India dated back to ancient times. The tropical climate provided an opportunity to the native craftsmen to develop the technology to weave the fine fabrics. For centuries, the value added products calico and muslins, lifted the standard of living, but in the short span of a century after Britain raided that country, they destroyed that industry, took over its plantation industries in search of wealth and money. India introduced cotton fabrics to the West and the Indian cotton transformed the dress and hygiene of Europe and England; they used to walk around in lumpy, stiff and scratchy pantaloons. To understand the looting of the cotton harvest by the British, during those fateful days of cotton famine, one has to understand the cotton heritage of India. India had a rich heritage in cotton and cotton textiles. As early as 200 BC the Romans used the Latin word carbasina for cotton. The word had its origin in the Sanskrit, the ancient language of India, karpasa. In Nero’s time, delicately translucent Indian muslins called “woven winds” were the fashion in Rome. The quality of Indian dyeing was proverbial, and a fourth century Latin translation of the Bible referred to wisdom that is more enduring than the “dyed’ colors of India”. India exported its fabrics to the world on account of the abundance of cotton, which was a gift of nature and the Indian textiles brought, color, cheer and hygiene in their lives.

How did India take that abuse? Britain had fastened a colonial economy on India, which had impoverished the country, and she was reluctant to relax its grip. So, the Indians responded the typical Indian way, peaceful, non-violent and with maturity of the ages. They stopped using British textiles, which were flooding the country, and ‘khadi’, the traditional hand spun fabric, took the center stage. Khadi symbolized the spirit of self-reliance, and ‘khadi’, along with the rich brocades of the Mughal era and delicate muslins took its place in its colonial history against the foreign yoke. Today, the influence of Indian calicos and cotton have entered into the English lexicon, which is evident from names such as calico, pajama, gingham, khaki, that India gave to the West.

Indigo Trade:

Indigo is another tragic story and mirrors the Englishman’s oppression of the colonies in its pursuit of easy money. Money was made, by looting the poor, the indigent and the helpless in the countryside of Bengal and nothing ever changed whether it was the East India Company or the Crown. They chose the easy way to exploit the riches afforded by the sudden surge in the indigo trade, due to the growing use of cotton in Europe. Indigo had been in use in India since times immemorial and it was an article of ancient trade. During the later part of the eighteenth century, when the British were able to extend their rule in Bengal, they resorted to thugs to cash in on the indigo crops by resorting to black mail, suppression and violence in the countryside of Bengal. Other parts of India, such as Punjab, Bihar, Gujerat, and Madras produced indigo too, but those areas were spared because the British had not yet extended their hegemony there. With the growing use of cotton in Europe, indigo use accelerated and use of woad, a European dye plant, suffered a decline. With the growing demand and profits, the British traders resorted to monopoly practice since they were then ruling the countryside of Bengal. It was the money factor that brought in the violence, the oppression and the robbery in the indigo equation.

By 1829, there were about one and a half million acres under indigo cultivation in Bengal and about ten million pounds of indigo was exported to England and Europe with a value of the crop at over £ three million sterling. Britain had not seen that kind of money even in their dreams prior to Plassey (1757), so the industry remained under the dominant control of the British throughout its production. They monopolized indigo trade completely. There was no indigo dye without the indigo plant, so the monopolists used thugs and gangsters to control the indigo plant.

To understand the gangsterism part, one has to understand the production of Indigo crop. The process is simple; the indigo plant is typically submerged in relatively warm water (which was the typical summer temperature in those provinces) for about ten hours to leach out the coloring. The coloring from the plant is leached in the water and the spent plant is removed and discarded. That was the easy part. It was the cultivation, which was the devil’s brew. The British indigo merchants wanted rights over the peasant’s land life and liberty so that he was ever in debt and was forced to continue to producing indigo for him. The indigo merchants, never brought any money from home (England), they were averse to bringing any money; mostly they borrowed from the natives or looted by making claims against the cultivator on frivolous grounds. They had done the same to the silk and cotton piece goods weavers a few decades earlier, so it appeared that it was the standard British operating procedure. Once they established a claim against the ryot, that claim was never settled and the ryot, his family, his children and his children’ children remained under the debt of the ‘white man’. That claim was never settled, and the ryot was “never after wards a free man”. It went on for generations, the deceit, the fraud, the extortion and the blackmail continued forever with the active participation of the British judiciary. The ryot’s phony debt was never settled, the son inherited the father’s debt and the grandson inherited the grand father’s debt. The British administration supported and abetted the crimes and extortion by the white man.

Then, came the Charter Act when the white settlers learned to grab the land of the native zamindar as well and made the ryot work for him. The British administration facilitated this process by increasing the taxes and refused to accept the tax in any other manner other than cash. Avery time, there was a default, the land passed from zamindar to the white merchant. Once they grabbed the land, they hired the villagers with their implements and animals and forced them to use their know how, paid them a meager wage and then they cultivated and produced the indigo by themselves. The process of annexation was completed. By the late nineteenth century, in Bihar, the British planted about quarter million acres of indigo that way. So was done by the Bengal Indigo Company, a large British firm of ‘repute’.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth, the indigo production waned on account of the emergence of coal tar based aniline dyes. The British did not improve their methods of usurpation and control by oppression; the aniline dyes came to the rescue of the ryot and the indigo production eventually got extinct. There is a very interesting story behind the discovery of the aniline dyes where the British discovered the revolutionary aniline dye by chance but let it slip from their fingers to the Germans for lack of knowledge, competency and enterprise.

Jute Trade

After the Crimean War, the availability of hemp from Russia, to the Scottish mills in Dundee dried up and the Scots knew that they could replace hemp by jute grown in the country side of Bengal. Bengal had produced jute for bags and cheap wrapping cloth for a long time. Jute was grown in Bengal in small family farms. The manufacture of jute fiber into coarse cloth by hand spinning and weaving was a very old industry in India. Jute needed both heat and moisture to grow and the combination was available aplenty along the shallow streams for “retting”. In the family farms, labor was a non-issue and the families managed their farms efficiently. Like cotton piece goods during the eighteenth century, jute woven material was also exported to the western countries and the Europeans were familiar with jute bags and piece goods. During the first quarter of the nineteenth century, over a million pieces were exported per year both to Europe and America and the British East India Company did the export. In 1850, before the Scots took over the Indian Jute industry, about ten million pieces were exported, fetching over two million Rupees. The East India Company also experimented using jute as a cordage material for the company’s ships and they also shipped jute fiber to Dundee to produce bags. They had to develop the process as they were not familiar with this new material. They used flax and tow to soften the fiber but later they were able to use jute by itself. In 1838, the Dutch bought large quantities of jute bags in Dundee for packing of coffee,

The Scots descended on India in the second half of the nineteenth century and took over the jute industry. Another plantation industry was born for Britain. The British Army and Navy personnel after leaving the service, found it remunerative to settle in the country side of Bengal and later all over India instead of going home. In 1854, George Acland came to Bengal and brought with him the jut machinery that he had used in Dundee and erected a mill at Rishra, near Calcutta. He produced jute yarn, erected handlooms and started competing with the native family sack weavers.

On the heels of Acland, the attraction of money brought in focus the attention of the British Administration and they sent Scottish people with experience in power machinery and the principal player was George Handerson. He erected power spinning and weaving in 1859 and used both powers and hand looms and started making a lot of money. Those mills were very profitable and other people from the British managing agencies in Calcutta soon joined the very profitable industry and there ensued the ‘gold rush’. Soon a real boom set in and by 1900, there were fifteen thousand looms operating in Bengal and by 1932, the industry was totally mechanized employing about a quarter of a million workers and there were well over sixty or seventy thousand looms in operation.

Jute became India’s second cotton textile industry. The Scots monopolized the industry in Bengal; reason: cheap labor, very cheap labor because the labor received a scandalously low wage for a very difficult work. The Scots made staggering amounts of profits as the power loom jute industry was totally monopolized and the natives found insurmountable odds for the import of power loom machinery. The Scots were particularly money hungry and the labor paid the price for their greed.

The profits in jute industry were characterized by secrecy like everything else the British did in India, but the profits in the jute industry were particularly horrendous as those were made under tortuous labor conditions. The acreage under jute cultivation was in the neighborhood of about four million acres and stayed in that range on account of topography and the production ranged between eight to ten million bales of four hundred pounds each in the early part of the twentieth century and at least half of that production was exported to England, Europe and the United States. These figures are only approximations because the industry was very secretive like other plantation industries. The profits of the Jute Mills around that time were in the range of about forty million rupees or about four million pounds per year. During a century of jute monopoly, Britain made £400 million, which partly was denied to the Indian entrepreneur by blocking their entry in to the trade by the British Administration.

Work in plantation industries under the British management was harsh. The people were searching for ways to earn a living. All opportunities for decent work had evaporated under the British rule. The rapid decline and disappearance of the native craft resulted in hoards of people in search of work. That floating population consisted of artisans, peasants, hill coolies and ordinary plain dwellers. No attempt was made to provide employment in modern industries for those masses except in the Plantation industries, which were monopolized by the British. That was not all. Indian shipbuilding also disappeared, as the British banned the ship building industry in 1814, in order to monopolize the Indo- British trade as well. The village smithy, boat building and leather works produced a second wave of unemployed workers after the introduction of steam vessels in the thirties and the British Administration made no alternate employment opportunities for the ever increasing mass of unemployed natives. They remained unemployed decade after decade until the British rule came to an end.

The jute plantation industry employed the peasants as independent contractors and later on as salaried cultivators. Harvesting was done in water and retting compelled men to work submerged in water, literally to their necks. The laborers who carried the 400 pounds jute bale, carried on the heads of three men, learnt to walk very close together, developing a very complicated step, like a six legged horse. The Scots did not invest on carts or hand trucks. Sorting was the dirtiest work after the jute left the farm and women and children performed it. The environment was very dusty; the Scots greed for money did not allow them to install dust extractors or to even provide soap to the workers to wash off the oily dust from their filthy bodies. The working conditions were awful and it did not concern the Scots who resided in beautifully landscaped villas adjacent to the Mill compound in lush green tropical surroundings with flowers and bougainvillea providing the serenity and beauty. It was quite a contrast, those villas were mostly located at idyllic surroundings, mostly on River banks where the families of the Scots played crocket, sipped fancy wines and enjoyed the comforts provided by the native house hold servants. The jute labor lived in shacks.

The Scots were generally described as unnecessarily cruel who stripped the natives of human dignity. It was possibly because the lives they lived before they saw the Indian money was painfully harsh bereft of any comforts and surrounded by filth and squalor. Their streets were littered with garbage and they used to pile up on that every night with the beat of a drum by throwing more garbage from their apartment windows. They slept on straw mattresses, wore filthy unwashed clothes and the only meat they could afford to eat was hunted birds or animals. The Scots were British minorities who were treated harshly by the British and it was not surprising to see them treat human labor at Jute mills so cruelly. It is a sorry commentary and it was not any different in the coal industry, where they employed young women and children as beasts of burden for lack of any mechanization.

Coal

Coalfields of India were vast and estimated to hold well over fifty billion tons. Most of the deposits were in Bihar and Orissa and some deposits were found in other states such as Assam, Central Provinces and Hyderabad State. The Bihar deposits were mostly held in private hands and the Raniganj coalfields were the property of the Maharajdhiraj of Burdwan. People in the region knew some coal mining and they used to bring coal by boat for sale in Calcutta. The British East India Company invited one of its engineers, Mr. Jones, from England, to explore and develop the coalfields in the Raniganj region. This mine was successfully developed, which bears his name, Jones Mine, until this day. The British did not overlook anything where they had a chance to make money.

East India Company exported coal to Singapore, Ceylon, and Penang for its steam ships. In the middle of the nineteenth century, Raniganj coalfields produced only about a hundred thousand tons of coal which took off meteorically after the British Managing Agencies took over the industry. Like other Plantation industries, the operators of coalmines acquired the land and the rights to mine it. In other mines, the land still belonged to the Indian landlords, who leased the mining rights against payment of royalty.

During the middle of the century, with the introduction of rail transport in India, the coal production got a sudden boost and there were close to fifty collieries in operation and during the short span of about twenty years, coal production reached to about a million tons per year. The European mining concerns got hold of the coalmining industry as well like everything else and they were highly successful. Profits were spectacular, as the investment in the mines was negligible. The workers were provided only a pick and a shovel. All the coal production was principally for export, because India had no industry where they could use any coal. The exports propelled the production and by 1920 Ranigunge coal fields produced about twenty million tons. With the exception of Japan, India was the largest producer of coal in Asia. The Raniganj coalfields covered an area of five hundred square miles. The coal seams were thick, may be twenty feet and mining was easy. The adjacent Jharia coalfields were equally vast at a short distance from Ranigunge. Within about a distance of one hundred miles there were probably twenty seams varying in thickness up to a hundred feet. Only a few miles away, there was the Bokhara field of high grade cocking coal, which covered an area of about two hundred square miles. For the British coal exporters, it was a real bonanza. The mining conditions were exceptional; water flowed out of the mine by gravity, most seams were close to the surface and moderately inclined. Large amounts of coal were mined by just stripping the surface over burden.

By looking at the coal consumption in other countries, it was obvious that during the early part of the twentieth century, India was using negligible amount of coal. Per capita consumption of coal in the developed world ranged in tons whereas in India, it was a pittance. India ranked ridiculously low, because India was a pauper state, with no industry, The British Europeans had a field day exporting Indian coal. Small quantities of coal was used in the Bombay region for cotton and jute mills and some for railways to haul cotton to the British ships, but this coal was imported from Cardiff at a much higher price instead of using Indian coal. The British ships needed ballast in their ships, so the ballast coal was sold in India after their ships reached Bombay. On the return journey, the ships used to take saltpeter as ballast. The coal export lobby of Europeans was able to get rail fare concessions. The Europeans (the British) Managing Agencies owned and operated the largest and most profitable mines and well over eighty to eighty five percent of the total production was British owned mines. Most of the British Managing Agencies had the sole interest in making money and little money was invested to mechanize the mines or to provide the safety equipment. With the result mining accidents were frequent resulting in fatalities.

It was hard to know the profits the British Managing Agencies made by exporting Indian coal but an estimate can be made from the price of coal at the pit mouth, which was estimated at about four Rupees a ton. The price of coal in Bombay varied depending on the origin of coal. Cardiff ballast coal was set higher at about twenty five Rupees a ton and the Jharia coal at about twenty Rupees. There was a spread of about fifteen rupees a ton for the Jharia coal and the British Managing Agencies exported about twenty million tons of coal per year. On a conservative basis, the British exporters of Indian coal easily made a profit of £ twenty million per year.

The coal business and the coalmines were owned by the British Managing Agencies for a period of about one hundred years, until the time they left India. That produced a revenue stream of about two billion pounds to England. The Indian involvement in the coal mining was restricted by the British administration and is best illustrated by the experience of an Indian entrepreneur, Dwarkanath Tagore, who purchased the Ranigunge Colliery for about seventy five thousand Rupees from the estate of Alexander & Co. after it went into liquidation. The Bengal Coal Company which was dominated by the British merchants in partnership with the British government resented encroachment on its monopoly and plundered and looted the coal shipment of Carr- Tagore & Co. as it reached the Damodar River. Tagore had to hire a large body of men to protect its boats carrying coal. The British were intent on making the most money unopposed in a monopolistic environment and any encroachment in their way was wiped out by the British administration. From the very beginning of their presence in India, they continued to operate as freebooter’s intent on making the most money, fair or foul, holy or profane, good or bad and in the process they were able to become one of the richest nations on Earth.

In the coal mines, women and children constituted a considerable part of the work force. Women carried the coal basket which weighed about 60 to 80 pounds, it was carried on the head or at the hip if the ceiling was too low after the coal was cut to the tracks. The coal cutter, the man who dug the coal out with a pick and his wife or other female helper, put it in the tub. If the female worker dropped the coal on the ground accidentally, she was not paid on the plea that the coal was damaged and unfit for export. Above ground also, women were employed in sorting, stacking and loading. In 1900, one fifth of the workers were women and children under the age of twelve and the female worker head count continued to go up as the mine owners found the female workers cheaper. Later in the second or third decade of the twentieth century, some coal cutting machines were introduced, but that was an awfully small number compared to the human coal cutters. Mechanical ventilators were also non-existent. In well over four hundred collieries in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, there were only a very small number of mechanical ventilators or safety lamps. No information on wages was found. Labor worked under contract; unless they produced they were not paid. In any case, the total cost of production was only 4 rupees per ton. So the wages were nothing more than bare existence. Like other plantation industries, the British European owners sacrificed the workers in favor of higher profits.

Other Plantations

There were other plantations of rubber and coffee and mica mines and there was the steel industry. The British did not spare anything. They did not miss any opportunity to make money. During the various famines, during their long regime of two hundred years, many a cattle and humans perished. They did not spare even the bones and hides of the dead animals. There was a Curlender & Company Who managed business in the carcasses of the dead animals. The skeletons were stacked along the railroad tracks and picked up and taken to ships sailing to England. They processed the bones, graded them and bagged them and took to England. Curlander & Co. and Rallis & Co, the British Managing Agency Houses in Calcutta specialized in that business. Those bones provided the raw material to the gelatin and leather industry in England so that, the plain Jane after a nice meal, could enjoy a cup of Jell-O and whipped crème. What was left of those bones and hides went to provide glue for their woodworking industry, calcium phosphates for their tooth pastes, bone meal for their cattle and leather for their shoes and purses. The Indian farmer lucked out. The dead animals of India provided quite a profit for the industrialists of Britain. No wonder they did nothing to stop the famines otherwise the leather and gelatin industry would have run out of the raw materials

The British amassed a huge amount of cash, meaning gold, during the initial seventy years (1757 to 1825) of their presence in India, by looting the Mughal and the princely treasuries. During the remaining period of about one hundred years of their rule, they focussed on the natural wealth of India, the plantations industry, the Anglo- Indian trade, the expenditure on military stationed in India and their salaries and pensions and direct remittances of crop and land tax revenues, the mines and minerals wealth and by conservative estimates, they earned at least £150 million a year, about one hundred fifty billion pounds a year in today’s money, without investment of any kind by the British colonizers in India. Those remittances for over a hundred years had a devastating effect on India. The British invested that cash, at least about half of it, in North America in safe investments, banking, insurance, oil & mineral wealth and the public utilities and they have been able to live lavishly and their public has enjoyed a welfare society without having to earn it.

The welfare programs emancipated the British Society. It was a feudalistic society dependent on the largess of the feudal lords. Between one to two million women and their children worked as domestic servants who did not know how to read or write, little hygiene and who could only afford to eat coarse bread. The common man had no access to schooling or housing and they lived in shacks and slept on straw beds. The Indian loot helped start the public education free of cost for the first time in England. The Indian money started the many welfare programs and those programs, generally known as the Victorian reforms became a corner stone of the British welfare system.

Another aspect of their monopolistic rule in India was to suppress growth of local industry, so that there was no competition to their enterprises. It was conscious policy of the British Administration to deny any kind of local enterprise, they put prohibitory import duties so that the natives could not install any industry, but there was one new enterprise which could have had a very significant strategic impact on their rule and they resisted tooth and nail and that was the Indian Railways. The railways not only could generate a lot of revenue as it was essential for the import and export of goods, but most of all, it had military implication for movement of troops.

Indian Railways:



“India is at our mercy; we can charge her what we wish”




_ Sir Charles Trevelyan (1873)         

How do you transport the produce from the plantations in India to the industrial mills in England? Britain needed the railroad in India desperately and it became more urgent after the mutiny in 1857, for the rapid movement of troops. India had no industry what so ever and the Railways were a drain of money from India without return. Railway in India was the Imperial structure of the ‘Raj’.

Klondike, East of the Cape of Good Hope:

Britain stripped India of its grandeur, dignity and wealth step be step, like peeling the skins of an onion. Similarly, they built up their own wealth step by step by robbing the Indian nation and one example that stood out was the Indian Railways. Britain realized that it had to have the railways in India to protect the Empire, particularly after the mutiny in 1857. Britain was also dumping its manufactured goods in India, after it had destroyed the local handicraft industries. India had become the depot for British manufactured goods and railways were necessary to transport those goods. Britain needed railways in India for its own strategic reasons and they proceeded to build railways and saddled India with a huge debt. The British government as well the capitalists compounded it further by fraudulent billing because the vanquished do not audit the invaders.

A local entrepreneur rose up and challenged Britain & decided that it was time for India to take charge of her destiny and build the railways of its own. That proposal came from Dwarkanath Tagore, (1794-1846), the grand father of Nobel Laureate poet Rabindranath Tagore. Tagore went to England on March 8, 1845 to seek permission of the East India Company to construct the line. Tagore formed a company called Carr Tagore & Co., but there was bitter opposition from Sir George Larpent, Chairman and Mr. R. Macdonald Stephonson, the Managing Director of the E.I.R. (East India Railway). Dwarkanath Tagore had an immense family fortune, a net work of agricultural, mining, trading and banking interests and he controlled it through his company, Carr- Tagore & Company. Tagore even met Queen Victoria during his visit to England but was unable to secure the permission.

Britain had its own political and economic considerations. They had shown contempt for the Indian national or political interests and were not going to be swayed by Tagore’s visit. Commercial considerations were plenty. Cotton was one of the principal motivator. Since the cotton famine, Lancashire lobby was pressing the Parliamentary Committee to provide rail transport. There was plenty of cotton in India, great tracts teeming with produce and cheap too, compared to the American South, which was compromised by its slavery system.

The political considerations also played in the direction of the railroad. Britain suffered a stunning reverse in Afghanistan in 1840, an army of 15,000 was totally annihilated and Britain was itching for a second round to avenge defeat. The British control over its dominion in India was still tenuous at best; Punjab was eluding it & its mighty Sikh army was a matter of serious concern. The British forces suffered reverses in Punjab and Lord Dalhousie was pressing the home office for railway so that he could move the forces swiftly. Railway was essential to utilizing its army in the vast sub continent efficiently and economically. So, in 1845, a dozen companies proposed to build railroad in India. A lot of interest vied for that gravy train and only two serious proposals got the blessing of the British Government; The East Indian Railway Company and the Great Indian Peninsular Railway for the Bombay region. And the third proposal from Dwarkanath Tagore was a fly in the ointment.

Dwarkanath was very keen to have the railway line to the collieries and proposed raising one third of the capital. He set up a parallel company named Great West Bengal Railway, which was to serve a commercial line with the principal object of movement of agriculture and mineral products, carriage of coal from Raniganj and Rajmahal coalfields and transportation of passengers. At the same time, Mr. Stephenson formed the East India Railway Company. Dwakanath’s company never took off. Dwarkanath undertook a second journey to England and even contacted the Queen, but his efforts had no effect, he was rebuffed and he suddenly died in England. One more sudden death at a strategic moment, while dealing with the British.

Dwarkanath Tagore was a nationalist. Earlier in his career, the government in Bengal had appointed him the Dewan, or the head of the salt and opium department. Tagore’s interests were many not all of them commercial; he was involved in the establishment of Hindu College, Calcutta Medical College, the National Library, the Agriculture and Horticulture Society of India, the Hindu Benevolent Institutions and the like. Carr- Tagore & Co. had the backing of Indian masses to start an indigenous rail road system.

In view of the political considerations, for Britain, it was an explosive situation and they would not let Carr- Tagore to have anything to do with the Indian Railway. The British capitalists and the British political considerations prevented the local enterprise to build anything in India, railways included. Money interests of East India Company and P. & O. prevailed. The British Indian Administration provided the guarantees against loss and guaranteed five- percent returns on the capital. The government also provided the land to the British capitalists to build the railroad. India had no industry what so ever, and there was no way, railway in India was going to pay for itself. In other places, like Russia, France, Germany and the United States, railways accelerated the industrial progress. In India, railways were built to secure the ‘Raj’, provide cotton to Lancashire mills and to build a depot for Britain’s industrial goods. India had no representation in the British government and Britain was saddling India with debt without its consent. In Bombay region, railway lines were laid to bring cotton from Gujerat and Nagpur regions for export to England. Bombay, Madras and Calcutta presidencies were linked after the mutiny and Calcutta was linked to Delhi. India had no voice in it. Dwarkanath Tagore demanded representation of each Presidency in the British Parliament and lamented that Britain had taken all, which the natives possessed; their lives, their liberty and property and all were held at the mercy of the British Government.

East India Railway was promoted by Macdonald Stephenson and backed by Cockerill & Co., Fletcher, Alexander & Co., Crawford, Colvin & Co. and several others from the East India Company houses. Macdonald Stephenson was the relative of more famous engineer George Stephenson (1781-1848), who was the first to demonstrate successfully the use of steam locomotive for haulage of goods and passenger traffic. Stephenson’s locomotive continued in regular operation at Killingworth colliery. The first commercial train ran between Stockton and Darlington in 1825 under the supervision of its famous inventor, George Stephenson. Mr. Stephenson carried out a survey himself from Calcutta to Delhi during the winter of 1845-46. The construction of a railway line from Howrah, opposite bank of Hooghly River at Calcutta, to Raniganj was sanctioned as an experimental measure. By the end of 1853, the line was ready up to Pandooah, a distance of 38 miles from Howrah but the railway line could not be completed in a timely manner because of the boundary dispute between the French and British at Chandernagar, as the rail line was passing through the French territory. The European colonial interests had totally paralyzed the Indian nation. The British firm Kittson & Hewitson built the locomotive named ‘Fairy Queen’ in 1854. It is displayed at the Rail transport Museum in Delhi. The railway line was officially opened up to Hooghly, in 1854. The line up to Raniganj, a distance of 120 miles was opened to traffic in 1855 and it was extended to link with Delhi in 1866.

On account of the five percent guarantee on the Indian Railway debt, the motto became “Spend as much as you want; steal as much as you can”. The original estimate, as proposed by Dalhousie, the Governor- General in India, was flouted beyond measure. Instead of the £ 8,000 per mile estimate, the actual cost went as high as £ 18,000 per mile for lines built by 1868 and the five percent dividends were paid on top of that. The capitalists had a field day and the Indian tax payer, the ryot, the planter; the peasant was sent to the cleaners. The English politicians mortgaged the life of the Indian peasants so that the British capitalists could make obscene profits. The political and the national financial interests of the British monarchy happily coincided with pecuniary interests of the British capitalists. The Indians themselves would have done the same job at a much smaller cost, but Charles Trevelyan had already predicted that India was at Britain’s mercy and she could charge her whatever she wished and charge they did. Britain charged obscene amounts to the India’s railway debt ignoring any or every rule or guideline they ever had in that nation. Any expense, any commitment, political or military they had east of the English shores been dumped to the Indian railway debt. The debt that had no relationship to the Indian railways at all. After the mutiny of 1857, they ruled by military force and all the charges of the military stationed in India as well as seventy thousand British soldiers stationed in England were charged to the Indian railway debt. They spent another £ ten million (in today’s money, it may be close to £ twenty billion) to build barracks for those troops. Must be some barracks. The British East India Company transferred its rights to the Crown after the mutiny and the price of those rights became India’s railway debt. It is like a retailer charged for a merchandize but kept the goods too.

The list of those charges is very long but ridiculous. They dumped the cost of the State visit of the Sultan of Turkey to London and the cost of the Mediterranean Fleet to the Indian Railway debt. They had no restraint and who were they. They were the merchant bankers, the members of the British Government, freebooters and the military people, who wore different hats at the same time. But they had the same singular mission. India was at their mercy and they stole India’s wealth and enriched their own country. They even charged the cost of the simultaneous wars in China and Abyssinia to the India’s railway debt.

Britain had built Railways in their own country as well and their outlay was somewhere between twenty to forty million pounds as the issues were floated from time to time between the years 1830 to 1840. In comparison, Britain showed expenditures of over two hundred million pounds for the India’s railway debt and that did not include some thirty or more million pounds paid in dividends. The amounts charged to Indian railway debt were outrageous and fraudulent, like everything else they did in India. The remarkable part was that they were able to hide the theft. The other part of this fraudulent story was that they did not build much for those quarter billion pounds. The total length of the line built by the G.I.P. Railway was less than six hundred miles and another incomplete portion was another seven hundred miles. The B.B. & C.I railway built only three hundred miles from Bombay to Ahmedabad but it worked under joint jurisdiction of Rajputana State, the line was built at both ends, namely Bombay on one side and Surat on the other and there were gaps in between. The company was anxious to fill the gap. The country, through which B.B. & C.I. railway was to pass, was one of the most abundant in the raw staple and the cotton famine in Lancashire desperately needed that cotton. It was determined by the European merchants in cotton trade, that the only way to help Lancashire was to expedite the railway between Surat and Bombay, so as to tap all the cotton growing in Gujarat and kattyawar region. Before B.B. & C.I could complete that gap, it needed land. It was under that pressure that the government of Bombay sanctioned the Back Bay Reclamation project so that the missing link could be constructed. To pay for that reclamation, the government instituted Income tax in India. In 1859, they collected over six million pounds and in 1863, they collected additional fourteen million pounds in taxes. So, instead of the Rail Company paying for the line, the Indian taxpayer provided the money and the benefit of that taxation went to not only the shareholders of the British Railroad Company, but the money became the debt of India as well. If one ever wanted to know double dipping, this would be an excellent example.

The other railroad was built near Calcutta as they wanted to link Calcutta with Delhi. The East India railway up to Raniganj, a distance of 120 miles was built in 1855. But on account of the Mutiny of 1857, the British expedited the construction of the railroad and the military argument won and Howrah to Delhi line was constructed in 1866, a distance of 900 miles. The East India Railway was taken over by the Government in 1880 and the grand Indian Peninsular in 1900. The Commercial and military interests of Great Britain decided the scope of the Indian railways and not the needs of the population. A private Indian shipper could not secure a wagon for shipment without offering a ‘bribe’.

The Railways had a profoundly negative effect on the lives of the natives. The British merchants started bringing in manufactured goods from England and the local hand made goods could not compete with machine made merchandize. It led to sudden loss of jobs in towns and village and there was little avenue for any other work. The railways also enabled the British merchants to export the Indian crop surpluses, leaving little for storage to safeguard against draught and crop failure. Previously, India’s abundant crops were stored locally to provide for the day when the rains failed; with the railways in operation, surpluses and commercial crops were sent by rail to ports for export. Reserves were depleted and when the rains failed in1870 and 1890 devastating famines followed. Railways prevented industrialization of the country. The British merchants had the vested interest to prevent any industrialization of India so that they could exploit the vast market of India by bringing in the British manufactured goods. Railways brought misery to the Indian masses.

Japan built its Railways at about the same time and had a very beneficial effect as it had domestic orientation and they were built at a very low cost in comparison. Indian railway net work was also small; it was built to serve the interests of the Imperial hegemons for military purposes, or for exporting tropical raw materials or to bringing in the manufactured goods from England. Indian needs were not factored in to the railway equation.

With the advent of steam ship and the railway, the colonial capitalists hastened the accumulation of capital in Britain. The plantations, the trade and commerce and the revenues, as stated earlier generated about £150 million per year to the British Exchequer and the various British Managing Agencies for the next one hundred years. Britain did no spend one penny on industrialization in India or on any public sector project. England was not remiss; it just did not care. It amassed wealth at India’s expense. They exploited women and children in coalmines; they exploited them in the jute mills and they exploited them in the tea gardens. The wages paid were scandalously low and no mining equipment was installed. Humans were used as beasts of burden. This historical narrative is not an attempt to prepare a comprehensive balance sheet of India’s loot taken to Britain that is for Britain to do. This narrative just shines the light on a very compelling story which has never been told. It also shines a light on the huge stockpiles of gold amassed at the Thread Needle street and Leaden Hill Street Vaults and elsewhere.

The money coming from India also raised the national income of Britain without any expenditure of public funds to spur that growth. The Keynesian Revolution- the deliberate strategy of using Public borrowings to raise the level of domestic demand - was based on that falsehood. The Indian loot was never acknowledged publicly in the Keynesian theories of public spending. The deficit financing and the surplus national budgets at the same time is at odds and exposes that fallacy. The British raised a quaint hope that one could walk and chew the gum at the same time. During the entire nineteenth century, the British government hardly ever ran a deficit of Gross National Product. In fact, Britain had budget surpluses throughout the nineteenth century and the surpluses were much larger than posted if payments for debt services and contribution to sinking funds were accounted. The sinking fund was like putting money in the piggy bank for future prosperity, as Britain wisely recognized that the looting of India would come to an end some day. The continental countries on the other hand ran budget deficits for most years, so did every one else who tried the Keynesian revolutionary theory. A careful analysis would put a number on the amount of money that flowed to Britain from India in the nineteenth century.

After Britain amassed a monumental amount of wealth at India’s expense, which it had never publicly acknowledged, it went about explaining how Britain got so rich. Britain used a two pronged approach. First, Britain used its Civil Service working in India, to portray India as an oversexed beggar country and thus suggest that there was nothing to loot. Katherine Mayo wrote a disparaging book “Mother India”, which became a compulsory reading. Mayo, the daughter of a mining engineer in Dutch Guyana (Surinam), spent eight years among indentured Indian coolies who were possibly whisked out of India, to replace the slaves after the abolition of slavery. While her father was mining the mineral wealth in Surinam, she joined the forces to damage the Indian freedom struggle. She described Indians as an oversexed Hindoo culture, manifest in practices such as early marriage, masturbation and homosexuality.

Secondly and suddenly, Britain came up with an idea of the ‘Industrial Revolution’, being the source of the Britain’s wealth. It became very fashionable to talk about the Industrial Revolution and it became a part of the daily lexicon. In reality, it was no more than a myth as far as Britain was concerned. Yes indeed, there was industrial revolution in other countries, but not in Britain other that the advent of railways and the cotton spinning machine. But that does not explain the enormous wealth Britain amassed, nor could those two inventions change the economic order for Britain. The Industrial Revolution is covered in the next chapter to expand that argument.


CHAPTER SEVEN:

INDUSTRIAL
REVOLUTION IN ENGLAND
A MYTH

In the nineteenth century, what the British called the century of miracles, Britain had a spectacular increase in the foreign trade, fueled by the Plantation industries, mining and mineral industries of India. That foreign trade was further boosted by using India as a dumping ground for the British manufactured goods. In 1848, John Stuart Mills, an English economist, used the term industrial revolution for the very first time in that country. While writing Principles of Political Economy, he was amazed to discover that the foreign trade was bringing in changes like an industrial revolution. He understood that political economy for Britain was colonial economy. His amazement was on account of the foreign trade and not the industrial revolution on account of the increased foreign trade. In Britain soon thereafter, the aristocrats and the merchant bankers found it convenient to explain the sudden prosperity and riches of Britain and they started attributing it to the industrial revolution. The real reason for the prosperity was thus conveniently pushed under the rug because it could not have been explained without the truth.

In those days, the term industrial revolution also had a negative connotation. It reminded people of smoke stacks, child labor, long working hours and low wages and was never considered a source of prosperity. Initially therefore, the industrial revolution was mentioned as an expression of social ill or social concern and was thought to be the principal reason for the worker poverty particularly in the newly emerging industries like the textiles and steel. There was a stigma attached to the industrial progress and it was viewed more as a social catastrophe rather than a liberator of the impoverished society and the industrial progress brought on by various factors such as the railways and the machine made goods raised the public ire. Only when the proponents of the free market economy like Adam Smith, appeared on the scene, the benefits of industrial revolution started gathering momentum but that happened only in the last two decades of the nineteenth century. The advocates of the free market economy at that time, confused colonial economy with free market economy because the colonial economy had no cope on the beat and the colonizer was the judge and the jury with no regulation to control their predatory behavior. It was however a century earlier that Britain had become a banker to the world and was ruling a unipolar world empire, an empire sustained and supported by the treasures of India and not on account of the industrial activity which was nonexistent at that time.

While England used the term industrial revolution in the context of foreign trade, in France, they were getting amazed at the pace of scientific and industrial progress and they used the term too, more as a simile to compare the industrial advances to their political revolution. Only, early in the twentieth century, the idea of industrial revolution began to gain currency as a technical achievement and shifted the theme from a social ill to something as a forerunner of financial strength.

France was the first to recognize that the scientific progress and the industrial advances were closely linked and the scientific learning was essential for industrial progress. So, as early as 1794, France set up Ecole Polytechnique, where students were required to learn mathematics, science and technologies to provide the backbone for the future growth. They also recognized early that formal process of higher learning was necessary and their road to technical schools required rigorous selection process. That foresight proved correct because those students went on to develop and invent the technologies of the future. So did Germany, where they had trade schools and technical schools of higher learning, the first was set up in Karlsruhe in 1825, and those technical institutes went on to produce the world class scientists and engineers, who were the inventors and leaders of the Germany of tomorrow. Britain had no schools of higher learning nor did they have any formal process for higher learning or the infrastructure for any large-scale industrial production. Britain lagged behind both Germany and France in technological excellence, as it did not have the educational set up of either of those countries, which required years of training, hard work and enterprise and thus Britain could not participate in the industrial revolution.

In the course of the nineteenth century, France also remodeled most of its industry but it never experienced an industrial revolution nor was it accompanied by a sudden burst of wealth accumulation. It is logical to ask why there was no wealth accumulation in spite of the modern industries in France. The simple answer was that the modern industries were nothing more than a process of change, from manual operation to powered operation. It consisted in doing repetitive things mechanically instead of manually. It simplified and smoothened the assembly line work; it produced goods cheaply and it helped people buy things that it could not afford to buy before. It simplified life’s chores; it speeded up the work in progress. It invented the manufacturing system. It brought about economic virtues of machinery so that one could get higher production and productivity. But, one had to find markets where the mass-produced articles could be sold at a cheaper price. The wealth was produced only by increase in the trade and commerce and not by installing some powered equipment. Britain had captive markets for its textiles in India, where the labor costs were negligible and the raw material, cotton, was acquired cheaply under the barrel of the gun.

Britain of those days was singularly focused on wealth accumulation, whether it was through slave trade, piracy or looting the princely treasuries of India or monopolizing its tropical plantations and she neither had the skills or the attitude for scientific and technological work. For Britain, the use of the term, ‘industrial revolution’ became a convenient tool to explain the sudden inflow of wealth and rewrote its economic history and it happily coincided with the proliferation of steam engine and the advent of textile machinery. There are many layers to the colonial history of Britain in the nineteenth century, which the British wrote with little independent review and the use of the term ‘industrial revolution’ was another layer in that puzzle. The people who worked on the steam engine were ironmongers and blacksmiths with no schooling or any technical background. They learnt by copying others or by tinkering the technologies by hit and miss, more miss than hit. Even when Britain was able to discover something, it was slow to grasp the significance of that discovery.

The Steam Engine evolved over a period of one hundred years beginning with horses and flooded coalmines and finally became a necessity, so that Britain could rule the colonial empire. England had coal deposits in Wales and Northumberland, which provided some basis for any industrial activity. Unfortunately for Britain, those deposits were below the water table and Britain had a problem. People who worked in the coalmines struggled daily to reach the coal seams. That technical challenge was initially met by deploying horses, which scooped water from the mines bucket by bucket, but horses ate barley, oats and hay and they did not work for free. In one colliery in Warwickshire, five hundred horses pulled water out of the mines, So, Britain’s quest for a method to pump water out of the coal mines, took many shapes and forms over the years, and finally morphed into the technology for the steam engine. It was years however, before they had a clear path and it was only through the help from a French mathematician, Sadi Carnot, the inventor of the theoretical heat engine, that they were able to solve the technical challenges with which they had struggled for lack of basic scientific knowledge.

In 1698, a fifty-year-old man by the name of Thomas Savery (1650-1715) suddenly appeared on the scene, he was more of a quack and he had no association with the coalmines. He was from a well-known family of Devonshire, England and he applied for a patent ‘for raising water by the impellent force of fire, which will be of great use for drying mines’. Later, he described the devise as an engine to raise water. Though he called his contraption an engine, it had nothing that qualified it to be called an engine. It had no moving parts or pistons it was just a vessel, in which steam was added, and water was heated, then the vessel was cooled to condense the steam, creating some vacuum and a little lift into a downpipe, which was connected to the vessel. Savery did not understand the concept of his patent. He continued to use an awful lot of steam in direct contact with cold water to create the vacuum with little success. Savery had no clear idea whether his ‘engine’ was a pressure vessel, which could lift water to any height or a vacuum producing equipment which could lift water to a maximum height of about thirty feet. Apparently, Savery had no idea of the scientific principal behind his patent, which was essentially meaningless as he had no sketch or description of the scientific principle involved. Savery later joined Thomas Newcomen, ironmonger and black smith of Dartmouth, who improved upon the same idea, by providing a separate condenser, thereby improving the efficiency of the operation. He obtained a patent in 1705 to convert steam energy to work. Both those men were essentially lifting water out of the mine by utilizing the physical laws of nature that they did not understand. The low-pressure saturated steam that they used did not have much capacity for work and was of little practical use.

The story gets more bizarre and interesting as it is explored further. It is bizarre because the sketch of the equipment that Newcomen and Savery provided resembled what they used in India to make’arrak’, a popular distillate of fennel in water, which was a common remedy for stomach ailments. In The Babar –Nama, (Memoirs of Babur), published by AMS Press New York, 1922 an incident is described which occurred during his conquests in India in 1527. Babur was stricken by food poisoning or there was an attempt on his life and Babur drank ‘arrack’ as an antidote. Arrack is made in India even today. It essentially involves a still, in which water and fennel or other ingredients are boiled and the vapors are condensed in a separate condenser and the distillate collected in another container. Creating vacuum, by using the external condenser emptied the content of the still. The use of steam and the technology of producing vacuum by condensing steam were well known in India. It was probable that the idea and the technology came from India though it was poorly applied in the British coal Mines. Patent legislation was unique to Britain; the basis was the Statute of Monopolies of 1624, it was unheard of in India.

This craft of producing vacuum by condensing steam was an essential process in the manufacture of ‘arrack. And the British East India Company (EIC) used to issue licenses to produce ‘arrack’ after they were able to establish their hegemony. Did the British bring that technology from India, and did not acknowledge the basis of Thomas Savery and Thomas Newcomer’s work? Savery came from a well known family, and it was reasonable to speculate that somehow his family was connected with the East India Company, where they saw the technology. The popular image of British technology, using coal and steam was portrayed as a historical myth, an iconic myth of heroic proportions and began to be used in England’s national debate. A collective nostalgia or delusion was created that by virtue of the technical achievement, Britain was able to bring home other people’s money and which also became the basis of Britain’s glorious past. It even entered into Britain’s political debate and probably elected Margaret Thatcher as a part of that nostalgia to revive the past.

If England was technically proficient; it could have used other technologies to solve a century old problem of water in the coal mines. They could have used siphons, steam ejectors, wind power, bucket elevators, Persian wheels using animal power and some of those technologies used the same scientific principals as of producing vacuum by condensing steam. If indeed they were at the cutting edge of technology, in comparison to other economies, they could have devised some solution, to solve the problem of water in the mines, rather than living with it for about a hundred years. There was no evidence that England had any special reservoir of special talent except their pursuit of money by any method fair or foul. How those two men working in coal mines with little knowledge of natural science or physical science got the idea of condensing steam to lift water out of the coal mine? It was a baffling question and the British participated in trumpeting the glory.

Watt obtained the first patent for a separate condenser in 1769, seventy years later, and the first commercial application appeared in 1776. A separate condenser saved steam and made the ‘fire engine’ more efficient as initial attempts to condensing steam in direct contact with cold water was fool hardy. A few more refinements brought the use of steam to drive a piston, (the clearances between the cylinder and the piston were plugged using ropes and twine) helped the concept towards a steam driven locomotive. The sun and planet gear converted the reciprocating motion to a rotary motion and an eccentric sheave linked the reciprocating piston to the locomotive wheel, to propel the wheels of a locomotive forward. In England, they however persisted in using low-pressure steam and did not understand the thermodynamics of the process. It was for the French mathematician, Sadi Carnot (1796-1832), alumni of Ecole Polytechnique, who postulated the scientific basis for the heat engine and put the theoretical concepts behind the invention, to convert thermal power to work. That formed the basis of using high-pressure steam to convert thermal energy to work. It was not until 1804, that Arthur Wolf introduced a commercially successful engine, using high-pressure steam and a separate condenser. It was not until the nineteenth century, that the various concepts and incremental improvements like metalworking brought the efforts to fruition. Many countries, many individuals contributed to this advance, English craftsmen only practiced and implemented the technique.

It only shows that Britain was divorced from any study or development of natural science and there was no one who understood the problem or came up with a solution. When there was such a high vacuum of talent and knowledge, how could they produce any meaningful ‘industrial revolution’ which involved many branches of science and technology? The steam locomotive was still further away. That honor went to George Stephenson (1781-1848), who was the first to demonstrate successfully the use of steam locomotive for haulage of goods and passenger traffic. Stephenson’s locomotive continued in regular operation at Killingworth colliery. The first commercial train ran between Stockton and Darlington in 1825 under the supervision of its famous inventor, George Stephenson. It was not a swift, drastic change that made a lot of money for England. The money came from dumping railroad locomotives in India, the steel rail lines and other infrastructure including the English manpower that traveled to India, at India’s expense. Britain also used Indian manpower to build railroad in Kenya. The money from the colonies produced the bankers, men of commerce, who provided the liquidity and acted as the midwife of industrial growth. The goods produced in Britain were dumped in the colonies, especially in India; it became a depot for the British manufactured goods. The steam engine also helped bring in tropical raw materials from India, tea, jute, cotton, coffee and minerals like mica and coal, producing an unprecedented inflow of capital in to England.

During the nineteenth century, India had no control over its destiny and it was being exploited to the fullest. When the railway engine appeared on the scene in 1829, India made efforts to build its own railroad, but was prevented (see Jewel in the Crown). The railroad was dumped on India at exorbitant cost, India was in an ideal position to build its own steel mills and railroad; it had all the materials, coal, iron ore, lime in the immediate vicinity of Raniganj coalfields. India went on to build an iron and steel mill at Durgapur, immediately after the end of the British colonial rule.

On account of the successes with the steam engine technology, the British coal industry went through a sky rocketing increase in demand and a cheap source of coal became necessary both for the railroad as well as for the steel industry. To make that point clear, around the beginning of the nineteenth century, England used about ten million tons of coal a year, but by 1865, the use of coal jumped to about 100 million tons and most of that coal was going to meet the demands of the railroad. Both railways and steam ships were contributing to the increased need for coal. Coal / steam combination added to the explosive growth in coal production and the question arose whether steam/coal combination made the Industrial revolution? Coal was a substitute for power and any sort of available resource could satisfy that demand for power. England was rich in coal, so it tapped the coal seams. Countries rich in hydraulic power, wind power, did the same much earlier. Steam was just a prime mover. Industry, technology and other investments were necessary to harness the steam power. It was therefore appropriate to review other technologies of that period and examine the contributions, if any; it made to the creation of wealth for England.

Iron and Steel

People in many countries knew how to make iron, steel and its alloys. India had a six-ton iron pillar made of 99.75 percent wrought iron, bearing an inscription credited to the 4th century AD. It is erected outside the Kutab Minar at Delhi. There were also, shields, swords and many metal implements. In Britain therefore, the discovery of iron and steel was not the issue then, rather it was the advances in ore smelting, refining and production of the metal in larger quantities. In other words, Britain was looking for ways to make larger and larger quantities of iron and steel in some form of a semi-continuous operation resembling what may be described as a change over to factory manufacture instead of a cottage industry operation. The process of making the metal was already well known, they were simply looking for improvements in the technique to make larger quantities that could be made cheaply.

Because of the availability of rail transportation, steam ships and steam engines, there was suddenly a larger demand for cheaper metal. Iron and steel also became a replacement in many applications for wind, water and animal power. The metallurgy of most metals followed a similar path in smelting the raw ore, which was mined and occurred naturally. The conversion of the ore to metal required mixing it with things like coke and lime to get rid of the impurities, which was separated as slag and the metal, was tapped as castings. In iron industry, those castings typically called pig iron were quite brittle and required further processing to impart it the strength of steel. In ancient times, the wood charcoal was the reducing agent of choice, as it had fewer impurities, batches were small and made in cottage industries and the smiths had greater control on the batch processes.

Britain ran out of its woods possibly because of the ship building activity and could not meet the demand for charcoal. So, the need arose for alternate technologies, based on coal, rather than charcoal. That problem was unique to Britain however and they tried to get rid of the impurities in coal by subjecting it to the coking operation, essentially burning coal without air. The product so formed was called coke and produced coal tar and gases as bye-products. The forgers, the smiths and the chemists in England, therefore had the challenge of developing a proper mix for the reducing operation so that they could operate the iron and steel mills with mix of coke instead of coal

It was questionable that any of the above technologies that they developed could be put in the category of break through technologies; ushering in a new economic order. There were many examples in many industries of the need for constant change, where problem solving of technical issues were part of the essential skill set and it never qualified to be categorized as ushering in a new economic order. There was nothing unique in solving problems of the British iron and steel industry for the purpose of growth. It was just a routine problem common to all industries. Could one classify the incremental changes in technology as an industrial revolution? If we accept the changes in British iron and steel industry as industrial revolution, then the terminology can be applied to every innovation, every change in every industry every where in the world. Britain claimed that it was the Industrial Revolution that marked the genesis of industrial civilization and thus prepared the way for the eventual industrialization of the world. What a hyperbole, hope Britain does not want the world to take her literally. All that Britain did in the iron and steel industry was to learn to make mixes of iron ore, coal and lime for a semi automatic operation, and supplied air to the furnace using steam engine instead of leather bellows powered by water wheal. Does it sound significant? Hardly. Britain made things tough for itself. Its people, who were tinkering with those changes, did not have the background in chemistry, metallurgy or any scientific learning and the slightest improvement made them feel as if they have invented something unique meriting a Noble prize.

Those people were just mill hands; smiths, millwrights, furnace masters and they were trying to satisfy the demand for metal for the steam ships and the railroads. Their owners were merchants, who were trading in India. They needed steam ships and steam engines. They saw the opportunity to dump British railroad in India at exorbitant prices, sanctioned by the State. The colonial rule had blocked the growth of any industry in India and the deal was to charge anything the merchants wanted plus the five percent mark up. That was the incentive. The money incentive. The British were fascinated by wealth and money; they had always cried poverty, never had seen any money at any time in their history and how could they let that opportunity pass by. The money brought from India, as the ‘revenues’, was responsible for the rapid and hasty development of technological changes, but not something that could be classified as ‘Industrial Revolution’.

Before the British established hegemony in the eastern part of India, they barely used about ten pounds of wrought iron per person. In the next fifty years, around the year 1800, the consumption barely doubled. In 1850, the export shot up to over a million tons signifying the export of rail road to India. Before the Indian economy entered in the British financial health, the output of iron in England was puny, it was much smaller than the production in France and then suddenly, in the middle of the nineteenth century, Britain was smelting almost two million tons, more than the rest of the World put together. The source of the British wealth was India, not any technology or any special breakthrough of technology ushering in the industrial revolution. Indian money was the sinew of the British wealth; it also became the sinews of the British war machine and helped Britain build the Empire.

Cotton Textiles:

Every nation, every country has a soul. The soul of the British people was money and they pursued money with a passion unimaginable by others. Their pursuit of money was not very illustrious, their methods were more foul than fair but a combination of forces gave them an opportunity to make money in somewhat fairer way, which they had never done before. They had already learnt to trade in hand made cotton textiles purchased in Bengal, India, but they wanted to produce cotton textiles at home because their women had taken up to wearing cottons and they did not let them do so because they would have lost profits earned from exporting Indian cotton imports.

Until about the year 1700, the import of cotton textiles was banned for Home consumption, though Britain imported well over fifty to sixty million square yards of hand -made cotton textile goods from India. In 1774, the law was modified to allow the British to wear cotton goods produced and printed at home. When the cotton industry had to cater to the new demand, it became difficult to obtain the yarn. Simultaneously, the British fortunes in India had changed, they had become hegemons with the capture of the Diwani of Bengal and they visualized many opportunities to make money, most of all the abundance of cotton crop and unlimited sale and marketing opportunities in the Indian market. The spinning machine therefore came out of necessity as it took six spinners to feed one weaver.

The invention of a spinning machine evolved in 1767 by Hargreaves of Blackburn. He called it the “jenny”, after his wife. The other people followed this machine, which worked by water. The water frame, as it was called, was invented by Arkwright in 1768 and rapidly got into the trade by 1785. The Jenny could be worked at home; the water frame however required people to be concentrated in one place, because of the need for waterpower and led to the factory system. The water frame gave the thread a firm twist that it was suitable for the warp (lengthwise yarn), the jenny could produce thread only for the weft (the yarn that runs across), with the result, that the cotton goods could be made in England for the first time. The invention of the cotton gin in 1793 by Whitney combed out the cottonseeds and made the supply of yarn abundant in England. In 1775, the cotton trade was further stimulated by the invention of the mule by Crompton, who by combining the jenny and the water frame evolved a cotton spinning machine that spun a yarn so fine that it was possible to develop muslins in England. The mule was adapted to waterpower by Kelly of Glasgow in 1792, and Dale, of New Lanark, was the first to use power for working it. Crompton himself worked his mule by power in 1803. By 1812, it had superseded Arkwright’s water frame for all fine yarns. The self-acting mules, which made spinning an automatic operation was however not invented until 1825.

Other forces also played in favor of Britain, the advent of the steam ship and the takeover of the cotton Plantations in India, which have already been described with the result that the machine made cotton textile industry became a major industry in England. Hitherto, the cotton-spinning women were barely paid enough, but the spinning machine cost relatively nothing, so the cotton industry had a slow start as labor was cheap. The returning soldiers after the Napoleonic wars made the situation worse, as it dampened the wages further. The earnings of a weaver were puny, only about eight or nine shillings a week and the spinning women earned much less and it did not make sense to install the cotton machinery. The opening up of the Indian market allowed Britain to start dumping the cotton textiles in India, produced with cotton obtained from India at ridiculously low prices. The cotton textile industry thus got a sudden boost, uplifting the British economy and the living standard of the common man, as a majority of the people worked in the cotton textile industry.

The cotton trade however became a capitalistic enterprise because the raw material, cotton, had to be imported. Also, the cotton textile produced in a factory became a commodity and needed markets for its manufactured goods. The English studied the Indian markets for export; they asked the Chambers of Commerce in Bombay, Madras and Calcutta to do the marketing studies so that they could dump their cotton textiles in India. They put tariff barriers on Indian textiles and eliminated all duties on British textile exports to India. They were the hegemons that killed the Indian textile industry. The modern day capitalist’s ‘mantra’ was to open up the markets for free trade so that the capitalists could get the market share for their goods. The same ‘mantra’ was not available to the Indian merchant, whose century old industry was decimated, whose investments in handicraft industries was rendered worthless and thousands of natives had lost their jobs. The combination of forces, the cheap staple, unfettered excess to Indian markets, no competition, all combined to earn for Britain at least ten billion pounds in the nineteenth century.

Britain experienced a multifold increase in the supply of yarn which increased the cotton consumption from a tiny amount to close to half a billion pounds a year, mostly obtained from India at less than half the price of the imports from Georgia and Alabama in the United States. The employment picture in Britain improved dramatically, the growth in the power looms was dramatic and by one estimate there were over quarter million power looms operating in Britain in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. This was the picture of one industry, where machines brought about a large increase in productivity and did away with the skilled labor force in India. But, the playing field was not level; the tariff barriers in favor of Britain muddied up the situation, the competition from the Indian textile industry was banned as the Indian textile industry was denied the opportunity to modernize, the raw staple was obtained under despotic political conditions favoring the British. Otherwise, may be, it was proper to use the term Industrial Revolution at least in the cotton textile industry.

Chemical Industry

The chemical industry went through great discoveries and expansion in the nineteenth century but Britain did not participate in it. At best, Britain was involved marginally in areas like alum, copperas and bleaching of linen. That was also borrowed technology. Britain did not have any institutions of higher learning but took infant steps to set up chemical laboratories and happened to accidentally discover aniline dyes from coal tar. They gave it away not knowing what they had discovered and the Germans capitalized on that discovery.

The manufacture and discovery of chemicals required schooling, formal education and scientific learning. Tinkering and learning by doing, is hit and miss, more miss than hit and Britain did not have that infrastructure. It had to rely on others for chemicals, dyes, bleaches, that it needed for its textile, soap and glass industries. The use of both sulfuric acid and sodium alkali was considered the measure of the industrial health of a nation in those days and Britain lacked in both. Even when the French invented the Leblanc process for the manufacture of sodium alkali from common salt, Britain was slow to react; presumably unable to grasp the significance of the discovery. Britain did not luck out. It just did not have the structural set up that took years of training, hard work, education and scholarship which was a prerequisite to inventing break through technologies. The British people did not have the skills, the scholarship or technical background to invent the groundbreaking inventions.

Britain had plenty of coal tar from its coking operations, which would have provided the raw materials for the organic chemical industry. That was the stuff from which, dyes, drugs and fine chemicals were manufactured. At last, Britain opened the Royal College of Chemistry, under the direction of a German teacher and scientist August Wilhelm Hofmann and he assigned a student, named Henry Perkins, to try to synthesize quinine. The British needed it for protection against malaria in India. That was 1853. The British were trying to manufacture their own quinine synthetically, instead of making it from the bark of the cinchona tree, which was native to Java and Peru. Organic synthesis involved a definite protocol and that protocol would always synthesize something; at least not quinine, if one did not know what one was doing. It was like putting your hand in a cookie jar, you are sure to get a cookie, but not a particular cookie.

Coal tar goo is a very big molecule and when it is cut, spliced and cross-linked with other molecules, it produces something. That was exactly what happened to Henry Perkins. Perkins ended up making blue aniline dye, patented it and left the Royal College of Chemistry to become a millionaire. Germans and the Swiss took over from there and went on to produce a whole range of dyes; they monopolized the production of dyes and other chemicals. That kind of discovery was the stuff of Industrial Revolution, see the capital letters, but Britain did not have it and never had it. The Germans and the Swiss made tons of money; selling the dyes to the British textile industry. It displaced the indigo and woad, high cost agriculture plants. The British Plantation owners in India were the losers, as they had exported about two hundred thousand tons of indigo from India in 1895-96 and they lost that business altogether.

This episode of aniline blue dye crystallizes the debate about England’s Industrial Revolution. Yes indeed, England produced changes in the use of steam technology, went on to make the steam engine and the railway locomotive and developed the textile machinery. Those inventions, the textile machinery and the steam engine; were the product of trial and error, which stretched over a century and beyond. The market for cotton goods was huge, cotton fiber was versatile and easy to work with machines and the financial incentives were there to persist in the trial and error. Also, the textile machinery basically simulated the human movements for spinning and weaving and it was possible to keep tinkering with the rudimentary machines, rickety and jerky in its motions, to finally come up with a prototype that was commercially viable. Was it a break through technology; did it bring about a new economic order; hardly. It did improve the life of millions. People could wear cleaner and lighter clothes, it improved the personal hygiene and it was affordable. But such changes are common, in practically every industry; there is always a need to improve; to improve the efficiency and to cut cost in order to survive.

Same argument goes for the steam engine and the locomotive. It did change and revolutionize the travel, it shortened the distance and it expanded the commerce. It depended on the metalworking technology, once those technologies were in place as a result of the development of guns and canons; it was possible to solve the problem of tighter clearance between the cylinder and the piston necessary for the steam engine. Technologies always leap frog in to newer inventions and applications and many a product have been produced as a result of the unintended consequences. The experimental locomotive at Killingworth colliery was an ideal workshop for making innumerable changes; every change gave birth to a fresh idea; trial and error; until finally, after a century of work, there was a commercial application.

The industrial conditions in England were never suddenly altered. If a date were to be suggested when for example, one may say that England was ‘industrially revolutionized’, that date has been suggested, perhaps the years 1830-1840 or even a decade later. Britain had already become a banker to the world about half a century earlier. Where did the money come from? Not from ‘Industrial Revolution’.

Analysis

The British Society was molded on the lines of serfdom, feudal relations and guild type industrial mores. People did not have the freedom to pursue any occupation. Social status and power limited or prevented innovation. Vested interests decided how much competition was to be permitted. The entrance to various professions required the permission of various gilds. The British society was not a progressive society; it made wealth through colonial conquests and little from industrial revolution. It was not a secret, it was widely known in Europe about the source of Britain’s wealth. Various writers have reported Hitler’s analysis, where Hitler summarized that England was wealthy because of the toil of 350 million Indian slaves.

Industrial Revolution ‘was a work of fiction’. The British people were good at that. They constructed stories to create a perception and what a perception they constructed. There are innumerable books by British economists and historians, all glorifying their rule in India. There are essays and books trumpeting their achievements during the Industrial Revolution; they claim that they changed the world economic order. They have claimed that the economic destiny of India was shaped by the British Imperial Policy. Yes indeed, they shaped the economic destiny of India in the eighteenth and nineteenth century by plundering a nation, by setting up tropical plantations and taking the sale proceeds and profits to England and amassed a huge wealth. They shipped about one and a half million coolies to their tropical plantations in Mauritius, West Indies, Bourbon and the rest and filled the vacuum caused by the abolition of slavery. It created new wealth for British ‘nabobs’ in the tropical colonies. They shaped the economic destiny of India by plundering and usurping the princely treasuries and confiscatory taxation to generate ‘revenues’ for Britain. They shaped the economic destiny of India by forcing Indians to fight the Imperial Wars and forcing India to pay for it both in money and blood. One did not find a single contrarian voice in Britain. They all sing the same tune. It appeared to be a nation of united action, all subjects of the Crown, without a free voice of their own.

At times, it makes one wonder, whether there was a national conspiracy to project a certain image of Britain. The truth was not important. No where, in all those books written about Britain’s Imperial conquests, there was even a hint of the economic effects of the British rule in India. Neither, there was a hint, what Britain got out of India during the three hundred years of their presence in India, one hundred years as traders with borrowed money from the natives and two hundred years as self-serving despotic rulers.

The Truth

The truth is that Britain survived. Without India, Britain what it is today, would not be existing. Britain survived a war lasting over twenty-two years (1793-1815). Napoleon lost because England was able to fund the war effort, Indian money was the sinew of the war. It bought for England guns and ships, while France was begging for money. Those British guns and ships broke the French sea power. The source of British prosperity was ‘the ill begotten revenues and the commerce’ of India. No wonder Britain was always spooked about loosing India. The root cause of the Britain’s successive wars with Afghanistan was nothing more than the imaginary fear of loosing India to Russia. India was the whole diamond mine; Britain’s security and the existence of its Empire depended on the security of its possession in India. Any threat to India was a threat to the existence of Britain and the Empire. India bankrolled the money and manpower to fight the First and Second World Wars. (See Imperial Wars). Napoleon and France and later Kaiser Wilhelm, Hitler and Germany failed to accomplish the ruin of England. So strong was its economic position. England emerged from those crises as the banker and workshop of the world. Britain invested immense sums around the world. By early twentieth century, the value of Britain’s capital invested abroad exceeded many billions of pounds, about half of which was invested in the United States. A new Global Capital System was born.

Cash the Myth:

Britain attracts a lot of tourists every year seeking to embrace the past, the colonial past, the imperial past and the industrial past and the heritage industry is still cashing the myth. The truth was that the colonial past was an accident that produced the Imperial past and one was not possible without the other. It was kept a big secret by the British society which makes this narrative so fascinating.

Was it not said earlier, that the soul of the British Society was money and is not the tourist industry the money game and who was better than the British at playing that game? The heritage industry was feeding on the ruins of the past; the abandoned factories, derelict machinery and the ruins of steam engines have all become tourist attractions. The money game works very hard to secure the myth for posterity and the nostalgia has embraced the glorious past. For examples of past glory, Lancashire is propped up to show evidence of past glory. The other places too welcome tourists to the birth place of Industrial revolution. This chapter breaks that myth and reader can understand the true place of Britain in the world Society. There is an appropriate couplet in Persian, which sums it up beautifully: ‘Pidram Sultan Bood’, meaning that ‘My father was a King.’

Why did the bubble burst if Britain had ingenuity, excellence, and scholarship? Those traits are not temporary. Industrial Revolution has been portrayed as the triumph of ‘Western Economics and Science’, yes, indeed the western economics and science but not the British economics and science. And did Industrial Revolution produce the wealth of England? Various Anglo- Centric historians think so without producing any evidence to support it. This narrative has provided enough historical evidence to show where the money came from. The only triumph Britain can claim is that it has successfully hidden the truth about the source of its wealth; its authors and historians have successfully caricatured and stereotyped the thriving economy of India, which was the richest economy in the industrial civilized world, as a basket case and planted their own economy as the engine of western growth and prosperity.


CHAPTER EIGHTH:

EMPIRE

The British Empire evolved slowly over a period of time. Until about the middle of the eighteenth century they did not have much except a few islands in the Caribbean and they were fighting with the French for control of the North American colonies. Then suddenly, the course of history took a sudden turn which changed the British fortunes dramatically. The British were able to establish their hegemony in the eastern part of India and ‘No Plassey, No Empire’ described that fascinating story in all its details. The British conquest started innocently as sea faring voyages for trade and commerce, where they sought permission of the local rulers to setting up the trading posts much like the other Europeans, the Dutch, the French and the Portuguese, who had sailed ahead of them for trade and commerce. From the very start, the British Sea faring commerce had a different agenda. The British had no money, they relied on local borrowings and they schemed continuously to get a foothold in India. The soul of the British traders stirred at the sight of money in the Indian subcontinent, they had ulterior motives from the outset and they worked feverishly towards that goal for a century. They made friends in India from whom they borrowed heavily and whom they tricked and deceived in the end. In the eighteenth century, when the ruling Mughal Empire melted away, the British seeing a power vacuum, got their chance to setting up a dominion in the eastern coastal province of Bengal. The British were tempted at the prosperity of Bengal but the war with the French was the catalyst that precipitated the invasion. Bengal was a very rich and flourishing land, teaming with tropical cash crops, skilled labor force and easily accessible coastal inlets to their sea faring crafts. The British secret plan became feasible when the French decided to pull out of the Indian Territory to limit their involvement during the Seven-Year War.

A large part of the Empire consisted of the white dominions of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Union of South Africa, and the Irish Free State. This was essentially an association of ethnically, culturally and racially similar people, which were technically not under the suzerainty of Britain. These were independent states who mostly acted independently in most matters political. After the First World War, those states signed the Peace Treaty with Germany separately and after the First World War joined the League of Nations as independent states. In the true sense of term Empire, those white territories were dominions in name only, essentially those were self-governing colonies. People flew the Union Jack and sang ‘God save the King or the Queen’ but went about their business with little interference from Britain. In the non- white world, those white states were viewed negatively dividing white and non-white world, but Britain used them as it added power to the British economic might and Britain was able to exploit and misappropriate the resources of those states. Take the example of the Maoris in New Zealand, where Britain was able to take over most of their lands by making the natives sign fictitious documents. It would seem that using fake document with their spy Omi Chand during Plassey conquest in Bengal was not an isolated incident.

In the waning years of the Empire, only after the First World War, Britain acquired mandates to German East Africa, Mesopotamia and Palestine; otherwise the empire was basically limited to India. Those mandates in the Middle East were acquired by tricking the Arabs. Britain encouraged Sharif Hussein to wage war against the Ottoman Turks for their freedom and promised all help; instead they reneged on that promise after the Arabs won the war and succeeded. The Arabs were set up by the British and stabbed in the back, Britain and France then carved up the Middle East (Sykes-Picot Agreement). Britain minimized the Arab success and contributions of the Arabs of Hejaz, promoted the idea that one-man army of Capt. T.E.Lawrence defeated the Turks, (remember the movie, Lawrence of Arabia). By virtue of that Sykes- Picot Agreement, the British took over lands east of the Jordan River including Mesopotamia (present day Iraq) and the French took over Syria and Lebanon. The Europeans also, partitioned Africa in the nineteenth century and in that deal, Britain got Nigeria, Egypt and the British East Africa. Both in the Middle East as well as in India, the British successes were driven by trickery, treachery, deception and fraud. They never won a decisive battle anywhere but used others to expand their sphere of influence.

The real story of empire building was played out only in India in the nineteenth century, when most of India was brought under the British rule. The direct rule of the Crown started only after the Mutiny in 1857 or more precisely four years later, with the passage of the India Act. Most of the territories in East Africa, Ceylon, Malaya, Burma, Abyssinia, the Crimean wars and the Afghan wars were fought and paid for by India. Those territories were fought and won by the Indian army at India’s cost. Lord Salisbury, Disraeli’s Secretary of State for India and later the Prime Minister of Britain himself, said that



“India was an English barrack in the Oriental Seas from which we may draw any number of troops without paying for them”,




The British had no land army of its own except a small contingent of about seventy thousand soldiers and that too was supported and paid for by India. India fought the Imperial wars and much of the offensive military resources were therefore systematically built up in India and India paid for Britain’s Imperial adventures. Commercialism and security concerns were used alternately to justify military campaigns. Britain kept running up the military tab knowing that it was not her responsibility to pay.

During the half-century before 1914, Indian troops served in more than a dozen Imperial campaigns from China to Uganda. It was that time when Britain was seeking territories deliberately; not realizing that it would collapse by its shear weight as it was beyond its capacity to play that role. The British used India and the Indian army as the primary asset of the Imperial ‘Raj’. India was used to fight the World Wars, both the first and the second and the smaller wars, the Afghan Wars in 1839 and 1879, the Crimean War from 1854-56, the Ethiopian Campaign in 1866-67 and the Burma wars from 1826 to 1886. There was a constant demand on India’s money, manpower and its resources at the expense of its people. The British taxpayer did not pay a cent for those items of Imperial expenditure. During that period, while the world advanced by leaps and bounds, on account of newer technologies, Indian resources were decimated and spent for the benefit of the Imperial Britain, leaving India impoverished and backward. As always, Britain was after money, in money matters it was always a calculating nation, calculating nickel and dimes to make profit, even for the training costs of a single soldier at India’s dime. Britain was in quest to build up the national wealth and money and profit motives determined the number of troops to be stationed in India. So the burden fell on India to train the British soldiers and to pay for their travel back and forth to England. Money always trumpeted their Imperial objectives, never realizing that it was pernicious to their goal of an all-encompassing Empire so it collapsed as fast as it was formed soon after the loss of India.

The Beginning of the Empire in India

Britain started translating its long time desire to set up a dominion in India long before the invasion of Plassey in 1757. Until then they used trickery and subterfuge to build up its garrisons mainly in the coastal port cities of Calcutta, Madras and Bombay with the pretext of securing its trading posts. After they were able to establish their foothold in Bengal, they maintained armed forces in the interior of Bengal and offered mercenary services to other Nawabs to defray the expenses. In 1773, Hastings accepted an offer of forty million rupees (£4.0 million) from Nawab of Oudh to fight the Afghan Rohillas.

By 1786, the British sovereignty in Bengal was fully established. The British fought many battles with local powers in India, the Rajputs, the Marathas, the Sikhs, and the Mughals and with the southern states in the Deccan. Their battles were knotted with trickery; they feigned friendship with one local power against the other and then turned around and stabbed the ‘friend of convenience’ in the back and continued to make territorial gains until the end of the century. The western regions were more powerful as they lay on the traditional invasion route to India and people were from the martial race and took pride in their heritage. The wars with the Sikhs and the Afghans have been covered under the predatory wars; suffice it to say that those territories also passed in the British hands after a long and an expensive protracted struggle. On the western line of control, the Sikh forces had total control on Punjab, Sind, Kashmir, and Cis-Sutlej region and that region was the gate way to Afghanistan. It was the source of many conflicts. In the north, Nepal and the Gurkhas had to be subdued in order to curb the power of the Nepalese and they had to crush the remnants of the Marathas and the Rajputs. Along India’s northwestern frontier lay Afghanistan and Afghanistan became a bloody pawn in the great game Britain played for supremacy in Central Asia. England added bit by bit to its Empire, and that strategy was perpetrated using Indian money and the Indian manpower. There was no moral justification for the various battles Britain waged except for the territories, monetary gains, reparations, revenues and looting the gold reserves in those regions. What was most troubling was that Britain had little at stake and its populace supported unbridled attacks on other economies just for financial gains. India was an occupied economy with little nationalist cohesion over a very vast territory and Britain was able to exploit that weakness to its fullest advantage. The various Imperial campaigns were waged not for any treaty obligations or any provocation that Britain was forced to go to war to defend its national honor but those raids were purely and simply for financial gains. After they were able to establish control in India, the British turned its attention to the neighboring countries. Burma, a neighbor of India, faced repeated attacks, not that Britain had a bone to pick with Burma but just for its teak wood forests and other mineral wealth. Teak wood in those days was the life blood of ship building and the British saw gold mines in those forests.

Burma Wars

Britain was playing the money game in the region and they were convinced that they had the winning hand. The wining hand was made possible because Britain had India in its pocket and the British people decided to exploit it to the maximum. Britain therefore tried to build up wealth and power using the resources of India and India became a pawn in that money game. Like the strategic expansion in Afghanistan, the British interest in Burma was not for any geo-political reason, but purely for money as Britain wanted to control the resources of that region and whisk away the money to Britain. Their ambition was no longer for territorial or political expansion, but for wealth so that they could secure their country’s future financially and to become a dominant economic power. The economic strength, Britain assumed, would ensure political domination anyway as that would be able to strangulate the weaker economies at will.

They followed liaises faire policies; there was no check on their predatory capitalist policies. Those policies were followed in the quest for money and power, what was called in capitalist societies by different names, such as free market economy, globalization, colonial economy or unbridled capitalism, where a stronger economic power trampled a weaker economy in search of cheaper labor and raw materials. Such a relationship was pursued in the colonial economies, between the British and the subjugated economies and the economic benefits always disproportionately flowed to the British. Free market economy by itself, did little unless it was supported militarily and the regulatory powers were suspended in collusion with the ruling local political bodies, which had been bought over. The predatory practices were tolerated by decriminalizing the statues and the capitalist economic and political agenda was implemented by the local bureaucrats who were lackeys and toadies of the Imperial power. Those predatory practices were practiced in India and they used India to implement those policies in other economies, such as Burma, Kenya. Those policies decimated the Indian economy and made the once thriving economy, a pauper nation. Britain and India were locked up in trade for two hundred years, one got richer and the other got progressively poor and their standards of life never converged, because India was used by the British to build its economy and wealth.

The same model was used in Burma. Money was the ultimate goal of the British and there was plenty of money to be made from the teak jungles of Burma; the lifeblood of ship building. There was no risk on the part of Britain; it was the Indians, who were going to do the fighting. The only job for Britain was to invent an excuse to attack the Burman territory. So they invented an excuse, that there were scores of nameless cruelties reported from Ava, the effete Monarchy of Burma. They fabricated a politically sensitive story and accused the Burmese government that they were scheming the cessation of East Bengal, which at that time was under the British suzerainty, so an invasion was attempted in 1826. The entire operation was a farce, it was mismanaged and the English lost at a tremendous cost to India; both monetarily as well as in manpower.

The hostilities ended with the treaty of Yandaboo. Next twenty-six years were a period of appeasement, but in 1852, the British launched another attack on the pretext of a commercial dispute. The British were successful in capturing the lower Burma and credited Dalhousie, the governor –general of India, in organizing a superior campaign. This victory was made at a cost of over several million pounds, bank rolled by India together with loss of life. Britain was not done with Burma yet, there was upper Burma still, the seat of the Burma race. They had to wait until 1886, the time of Duffrin, to attack it again and that time the pretext was the security concerns as Britain wanted to neutralize the French influence in Indo-China region. Burma became a part of the British East India in 1886.

Then Britain looked towards Kenya to establish more plantations of cash crop. Essentially, they saw the opportunity to monopolize tea gardens, coffee plantations and sisal plantations worldwide and they saw unlimited money making potential. Those were cash crops and provided ready money for the British except that Britain did not have the manpower to exploit the Kenyan economy. Here India became very handy again, with its vast resource of manpower and pliant creatures, which went along with the British dictates. Britain needed railways to bring the products of the plantation industries to the port city of Mombasa, so Britain brought a lot of Indians to build the railroad from Mombassa to Kissomo, a town on Lake Victoria. Britain also needed the manpower to govern the country, as there were very few British nationals available, so they filled that need with people from India, who provided such duties as railroad operators, medicos, teachers, clerks and the rest. People from India, the natives, soon occupied the African cities. The Africans lived in the countryside and worked as domestic help or came to towns to sell their produce. The British shipped Indians from Calcutta, the center of their governance in India and used local brokers to bring Indians from the interior on various promises and they were shipped to Kenya. The British were very resourceful when it came to making money; money was the nerve center of all their activities and during the two hundred years of their colonial rule, they amassed such huge sums that they became a world economic power in a very short time.

Other Imperial Wars

During the second half of the nineteenth century and until the First World War, Indian troops served in more than a dozen Imperial campaigns. It is not the intent here to detail all of them. Two of those conflicts are included in this narrative, one because of the stupidity of the campaign, that was the Abyssinian conflict and the other the Crimean war to show how unrelated it was to the Indian nation and was fought to protect the British honor and her treaty obligations. India was also involved in the Boxer conflict with China.

In September 1895, Tsar Nicholas II received a painting from the Kaiser of Germany depicting Christianity under threat from Buddhism. “The arch-Angel Michel sent from heaven a message to Christian nations in Europe to unite, in resisting the inroads made by Buddhism, heathenism and barbarism in defense of the cross”. Seven nations joined together, Britain, France, Italy, Russia, United States, Austria and Hungry in subjugating that Asian nation and the nascent anti Christian movement known as the Boxer rebellion in China. Indian forces fought for Britain at its own expense in capturing Chinese territories, imposing hefty reparations, something like close to a hundred million pounds and other insulting conditions. India did not share in the reparations. The Crimean conflict occurred in 1854 and the Abyssinia conflict in 1866 and both illustrate how India was used by Britain for its Imperial games.

Crimean War

The Crimean War lasted from 28 marches 1854 until 1856 and was fought between Russia and an alliance of the United Kingdom, France, the Ottoman Empire and Piedmont-Sardinia. It was fought in the Crimean Peninsula, Balkans Black Sea and the Baltic Sea.

During the winter of 1854/55, the short comings of the British military supply were thrown in to sharp focus which resulted in heavy casualties. Those losses are memorialized in poems like the “Charge of the light brigade’ and the loss of life. One regiment, nominally over a thousand strong, was reduced to a total of seven men. By January 1855, thousands of men died from illness, exposure and malnutrition, many times larger than the losses suffered in the battlefield. About a quarter million men participated in the campaign, and you got it, they were mostly Indian who suffered a loss of life close to twenty thousand men. India paid the bill for the conflict.

Britain never had more than seventy thousand soldiers in England at any time and those soldiers were rotated with British soldiers in India. What was most reprehensible was that they called the Indian soldiers as British soldiers. They never acknowledged the sacrifices made by the Indian soldiers; instead they took credit for the sacrifices they made. The contributions of Indian soldiers and of India are hidden in obscurity. The Indian soldiers never existed as far as the British historians were concerned. They were called British soldiers. Britain was comfortable in coercing them to fight and die. It was true for all Imperial wars. The other European nations who were locked in a race with Britain for colonial conquests found the situation with dismay as they did not have the Indian men, the Indian money and the Indian blood and it was an unequal match.

Crimean war was provoked by an obscure religious dispute. France was the guardian of the Roman Catholics in the Ottoman Empire under treaties negotiated during the eighteenth century. Russia was the protector of Orthodox Christians. Both Catholics and Orthodox monks disputed possession of the Church of the Nativity and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Palestine. In 1850, the two sides made demands on the Sultan simultaneously that he could not meet. Despite vehement protestation of the monks, the Sultan adjudicated in favor of the French. The Tsar of Russia, Nicholas I attempted to negotiate a new treaty under which Russia was to be allowed to interfere whenever they found the protection provided by the Sultan inadequate. Lord Stratford (British) convinced the Sultan to reject the treaty. Lord Stratford knew that it was the Indian blood that would be spilled and not that of the British.

Abyssinian Conflict

The Abyssinia Emperor, Theodore (Tewodros), took some British hostages as he felt slighted and demeaned by the British. The Abyssinia capital Magdala was 400 miles away from the Red Sea coast, a very mountainous parched country, but the British wanted to teach him a lesson. So, what did the British do? Send in the Indian army to capture him and his country. The British Secretary of State for India, Sir Stafford Northcote, wrote from London to his counterpart, the Viceroy in India, to start planning the attack, and money being the nerve center of all British activities, he also felt compelled to remind the viceroy that the Government of India will bear all the expenses, as usual. The Bombay Presidency was the closest to the Red Sea, so the Indian troops from Bombay Presidency bore the brunt and Lt. General Robert Napier was given the assignment to put together an estimate of the forces. His estimate makes an interesting reading ranging anywhere from field and horse artillery to elephants, donkeys, sheep and camels including a prefabricated harbor with a light house. Those British army men used to feel like the Sultan, like the Sultan in a Persian night tale, and they always thought that India was the magic lamp which will provide them all that they ever wished for.

Four regiments of native cavalry; One squadron of British cavalry; ten regiments of native infantry; four batteries of Field and Horse Artillery; one mountain train; a battery of six mortars 5 ½ inch, if possible, two of them to be 8-inch and a coolie corps of 3,000 strong for loads and working parties. On August 15, 1867 he was offered the command of the expedition.

After a period of about two months, sometime in 1867, the invasion force set sail for Massowah on the Red Sea. It was quite a flotilla, consisting of thousands of soldiers and an unimaginable hoard of livestock. The Abyssinian country side became a grave yard for that livestock during the three month long journey Thousands of animal carcasses littered the long road. Theodore was no match for that overwhelming force, a simple assault on his fortress annihilated his force and he himself committed suicide. The British annexed his territory and all the loot. India got a statue of Napier, which was installed at the vice regal lodge at Barrack pore Calcutta. How much it cost India to avenge British honor, only the Secretary for State for India and the Viceroy knew it. India was governed by secret correspondence between the two.

India had enough. The people in India rose up against the British in 1857; they just could not put up any more with the exploitation. The revolt termed as ‘Mutiny’, originated with the infantry soldiers at Meerut, a small town fifty miles east of Delhi and the British added fuel to the fire, when they started annexing the princely states. The bad situation was made worse with the introduction of evangelical Christians in an attempt to convert the population to Christianity. The British opened the door to Christian missionaries hoping to pave a path to permanent hegemony. The missionaries focused on the poor and the dispossessed and offered them cash inducements, health care, Christian schooling. They were able to enroll a few million poor souls in South India but it made no real difference. It however did provide the ultimate flash point for the mutiny or the first war of independence. All that loot & plunder had to have an effect in India. There was great unrest in the masses; India had no voice in what Britain was doing. Dwarka Nath Tagore, a Nationalist, demanded representation of each of the three Presidencies of Calcutta, Bombay and Madras in the British Parliament, but to no avail and he lamented that “Britain has taken all which the natives possessed; their lives, liberty and property and all the Indians were held at the mercy of the British government. People in India could no longer accept the foreigners taking over their life, liberty and religion. They saw decadence every where and they began to view the British as evil, some kind of a boil on their side, which had to be removed.

Indian Mutiny 1857

The Mutiny started on 10 May 1857 at Meerut, a small town in UP (United Provinces) east of Delhi. The most proximate cause of the revolt was the greased cartridges of the Enfield rifles, which was coated with pork and beef fat. In Meerut, the native cavalry refused to use the cartridge because the ends had to be bitten off before use. On May 9, the British dismissed some of the native cavalry, imprisoned others and put them in chains, the usual choice of control and subjugation. They used to do the same to the slave captives in the dungeons of Cape Coast Castle in Ghana. The next day, the soldiers mutinied, killed the officers and released their comrades and set off to Delhi.

Delhi still had the last remnant of the mighty Mughal dynasty, in the person of Bahadur Shah Zaffar, the seventy year old king, who was a pensioner of the British. About two decades earlier, the British had just walked in to his territories after the Sikhs, Marathas and the Mughals had exhausted fighting each other, when the British watched them from the Eastern end of the Sutlej River. The British took over Delhi unopposed, exhausted and emptied the Mughal Treasures and carted everything to their homeland. That was their ultimate goal all along and offered Bahadur Shah a small pension in the deal that was the Indian money anyway. The mutineers set fire to the tollhouse on May 11, a symbol of the British economic exploitation, and begged the aging King to assume command of the rebel cause. The king vacillated, but by the end of the day, a twenty one gun salute announced that the aging king has assumed the reigns of the government as the Shahenshah-e-Hindustan (Emperor of India). The revolt in Meerut was not isolated but endemic of the British behavior towards the natives. People in India hated the British tooth and nail and at the announcement of the Mughal Emperor, people rejoiced in the streets and took over the cause of freedom spontaneously. The relations between the British and the populace had reached a breaking point and all that was needed was a spark and the British tested the native patience with all the hubris they were known for. Earlier, on March 27, 1857, the British hanged a soldier Mangal Pande in Barrack pore, near Calcutta, for insubordination. Also, in 1824, the 47th regiment of the sepoys at Barrack pore was disbanded and its leaders were shot dead for refusing to serve in the Burma campaign.

After the Mutineers captured Delhi, the revolt spread to Oudh, the Rohilkhund, the Doab, Bundelkhand, Central India and large parts of Bihar and East Punjab. Delhi, Lukhnow, Cawnpore, Bareiley Jhansi and Arrah were the main centers of revolt. The anger over massive economic exploitation, insults and humiliation, loss of liberty, loss of industry, wage fraud and excessive taxation just boiled over. It was not a planned struggle for independence, nor there any leader of the movement. That came later, with the first meeting of the Indian National Congress at Bombay. The local uprising was leaderless but the struggle started to coalesce as the word reached other Districts.

The news reached London six weeks later on 26 June. Within days, in the first week of July, the reinforcements sailed for India. The fast reaction was the Imperial solution, as there was fear of the loss of the goose that was laying the golden eggs. The British position worsened however, and around December 18, more troops were summoned from other British Presidencies, Bombay and Madras, who were far removed from the seat of power. The British also summoned troops from Ceylon, Mauritius, the Cape and Australia. The White dominions of the Crown joined in, which was typical for the colonization to succeed. Colonialism essentially was the domination by the Whites for the resources and wealth of the non-whites, brown and black people. It is not surprising that none of the white nations suffer from poverty as they were partners during the colonial era. The force steaming to China was also diverted to Bengal. Reinforcements from England continued to pour in. By the end of 1858, fifty-one of Queen’s regiments were serving in Bengal compared to only thirteen before May 1857. To make it appear as a local uprising, the British historians however severely downplayed the force required to put down the Mutiny

The Mutiny interrupted the British Shangri-La. May and June were the hottest months in North India and when the mutiny erupted, the two regiments of the Bengal Presidency army were spending the hot weather at their depot at Dugshaie and Subathoo in the foot hills of Simla, a place that served as the British Capital in India during the hot summer months. It was about two hundred miles from Delhi. Simla was a picture of serene beauty in summer, with its fruit trees, 7000-ft elevation and its majestic peaks and valleys, pristine mountain trout streams and lush pine forests. Some of the infantry regiments were at Agra, at the banks of the Yamuna River, a hundred miles south east of Delhi, basking in the glow and beauty of the Taj Mahal, the immortal monument celebrating the life and beauty of the Mughal Empress Mumtaz Mahal. The other forces of the British army were trapped and besieged at Lucknow, which became the focal point of the mutiny. The British soldiers, administrators, clergy and businessmen, merchant bankers, the British retirees and managing agency houses in ownership of the plantation industries along with their families were scattered all over the northwest in cooler places. The infantry and foot artillery companies were scattered all along the vast Indo-Gangetic plains from Peshawar in the West to Burmah on the Far East, covering a distance of about fifteen hundred miles. The horse artillery was mainly located in NWFP (northwestern frontier province) and Punjab, on account of the military requirement as it faced the fierce Pashtuns and the Sikhs. The Headquarters of the Artillery were located in Bengal Presidency and they were thrown into panic and the mutiny cascaded for three weeks at cantonments down the Ganges from Lucknow to Calcutta.

Delhi, the former capital of Mughal Emperors, was in rebel hands and its defenders, stood by their newly declared Monarch, Bahadur Shah, representing a powerful challenge to the British who so far had depended upon the local militia, the sepoys, for defense and expansion. For most of 1857, the British lost control over a vast area of Northern India, from Punjab, down the Ganges to Patna. The mutiny was confined to Bengal Presidency. The freedom fighters were severally handicapped. The Indian soldiers, the sepoys, were away fighting the Crimean War for the British. The other political considerations also played a part in the unsuccessful attempt by the leaderless mutineers. The Sikhs did not want the Muslim rule to come back to power as Aurangzeb, the Mughal Emperor, had executed their Guru. They helped the British defeat the mutineers. So, did the Jagat Setts, the Indian Rothschild’s, who were owed vast sums by the British and the Gurkha soldiers from Nepal, who were the hired hands at India’s dime. And the Afghans, as the British signed a treaty with Dost Muhammad, promised him subsidies and India bankrolled the money. The treaty coincided with the Indian Mutiny and Britain even appeased him as the ‘Amir of Afghan’, by providing him an annual subsidy of 18 lac rupees (£180,000) from the Indian Treasury. The dichotomy of the Afghan -British relations continued to be bewildering and surprising considering that Dost Muhammad Khan got embroiled in the Second British-Afghan War soon after the Mutiny.

Dost Muhammed fulfilled his part of the Treaty obligation and his militia, the fierce frontier Pashtuns, enlisted in the British militia, marched to Delhi and helped crush the mutiny. Dost Muhammed died in 1863 and so did the Anglo- Afghan d´etente. Some of the British European units, stationed at Cawnpore, were annihilated by the local militia; In return, the British executed the mutineers by blowing them from their guns, which was not out of the ordinary as it was typical of the British inhumanity towards the natives.

The British in the meantime had mobilized its resources to dispatch a huge field force to India. This mobilization unfortunately coincided with the growing shortage of cotton in the textile industry preliminary to the onset of the American civil war. Unemployment in the textile industry was growing for want of the staple and there were many textile workers who joined the ranks of those sailing to India. There was a general perception and rightly so, that the opportunity to go to India was once in a life time opportunity to get rich quickly. Ingham Britcliff, a cotton spinner, who was laid off too joined the force and he participated in the siege of Delhi in October 1857. After having amassed a huge force, the British advanced to the back streets of Delhi supported by the Sikhs, which turned out to be a most terrible fight. On 14 September, Punjab Sikh regiment and the British soldiers attacked Kashmiri Gate, an inner city bastion of Muslims, the Hindus and other ethnicities, thickly populated in multi storied housings. The inner city lanes, by lanes and dead ends closed all avenues of escape to men, women, children and the infirm and they were hacked to death. The mutineers were ordinary people, not militarily trained and they found themselves facing a brute foreign force destroying their life, liberty and honor. Another contingent of British and Sikh forces attacked local militias camping on the bank of the Jumna River, about two miles from the fighting forces inside the Kashmiri gate residencies of the population. Overlooking the Jumna River was the Red Fort, an imposing Fort built about two centuries earlier by the Mughal Emperor Shah Jehan, was also the residence and the seat of power of Bahadur Shah who had declared himself the Emperor of India at the behest of the Mutineers. After six days of fighting, the British took the Red Fort and captured Delhi, giving a real set back to the cause of the Mutineers. The Mutineers celebrated freedom and independence from the British for about five months, while the British regrouped and amassed a huge fighting force with guns, cannons, artillery and a well-trained fighting force with modern European weaponry. Both Sikhs and sepoys made a difference in the outcome of the battle, which was the recapture of Delhi. Thirty two hundred Sikh soldiers fought with the British and the suddenness of the attack took people by surprise, though they never believed that the rebel had a chance in the absence of any trained military force and a real leader. Bahadur Shah Zaffar, the last Mughal ruler, who declared himself the Shahenshah-e-Hindustan, was arrested and exiled to Burma, where he died and was buried. Bahadur Shah Zaffar died with a broken heart, he was a poet and he summed up his feeling in an Urdu couplet. He bemoaned the denial of two yards of space for his grave in India.

The siege of Delhi cost the British a big loss of life, by some estimates, over a thousand of the British field force perished in the street to street combat and thousands were wounded. The resistance put up by the rag tag group of mutineers was remarkable considering the odds against their success. Following the capture of Delhi and amid all the chaos of the fighting, the British soldiers resorted to looting the inner city, which continued for weeks. Ingham Britcliff, the cotton spinner in our story wrote to his parents in Haythornethwaite, that his loot was two hundred rupees (£20), precious stones, a gold ring, a gun and a Kashmir shawl. Back home, Britcliff earned eight shillings a week when he could find work and twenty pounds represented a year’s salary. Both British men and officers attached great importance to the material rewards- in loot, immediately after the assault, and generous issue of prize and batta money. The loot was valued at about five million pounds. Freebooting reduced the reported loot, as a large amount was embezzled by the prize agents, who were appointed by the British field force. In March 1858, while looting Lucknow, the British troops destroyed all that they could not carry off, to foil the government’s profiting. That was the story of the lives of those people; the only game they played was the game of money. When it came to money they did not trust their own Government. Every one of those people was unto himself, in search of money and riches. They were not even partners in crime. It was free for all. They were all after the loot, the British army, the British government and the British soldiers. After the fall of Delhi, which was the symbolic capital of the freedom fighters, the initiative shifted to the rest of the British spread all over Northern India. That initiative picked up momentum after the arrival of the fresh British reinforcements.

The revolt continued for about a year and a large swath of Northern India was lost to the British. In Cawnpore, Nana Sahib, joined the revolt, expelled the British and declared himself the Peshawar (ruler). In Oudh, Begum Hazrat Mahal proclaimed her son, Birjis Qadr, the Nawab of Oudh. The most iconic struggle came from Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi, a young queen of Jhansi, who was being hounded by the British to annex her State and the State Treasury. Rani Laxmibhai was married to Gangadhar Rao, the Maharaja of Jhansi. At age 16, she gave birth to a male child who was the sole heir to the throne, but the infant died within months of the birth. The Maharaja was married before and his first wife had died too without a child. The British invoked the notorious ‘Doctrine of Lapse’, in order to annex the princely states, as there was no heir to the throne.

Dalhousie, the British viceroy in India, had started annexing the Indian princely states, challenging the Hindu custom of accession. The British thus far had systematically denuded the country of all its wealth, starting with the Mughal treasury at Murshidabad. It was followed by exclusive rights to internal trade and monopoly practices maximized the revenue collection by land revenue policies when hereditary properties were auctioned and the zamindars were imprisoned who could not meet the revenue demands. They used political power to force producers of silk cocoons, opium, and indigo to sell below cost. The local capital was embezzled by the British Agency Houses, shielded by the British Insolvency courts and they took over the tropical produce by the plantation industries including the output from the various mines. What was left were the various princely states and their treasuries which Dalhousie was targeting to usurp. Finding the situation untenable, the Maharaja adopted the cousin of his dead child, which was quite normal in the Indian culture. The British were already breathing down his neck and were obviously piqued at the adoption of an heir. The child was adopted in November 1853 and the very next day, the Maharaja suddenly died. Here was another sudden death, a death that played in favor of the British. One is reminded of an Indian couplet: Na rahe ga bans, Na baje gi bansri (If there was no bamboo, there will be no flute to play.)

Immediately after the death of the Maharaja, Dalhousie, the British viceroy, annexed the State and ordered the widow, Rani Laxmibhai to vacate the palace. Rani Laxmibhai stood up to the British bully in her just cause and fought back against a well-trained military machine of the British. She died a heroic death on the battlefield, on June 17, 1858, at the tender age of twenty-three, and became a part of the folklore of India. General Hugh Rose of the Bombay Presidency conducted the battle against the Jhansi volunteer force. He marched with a huge force, to assert British control in Central India and was rewarded the post of Commander-in Chief, India and later was promoted to the post of Field Marshal. Indians did not consider him a hero as he fought an unjust war against a widow who was defending her home, her rights, her honor and the honor of her people. The British also denied inheritance to the young adopted son Anand, and usurped all the wealth of the State. They also hanged the father of Rani Lakshmibhai. Lakshmibhai became a national heroine and an icon of India’s freedom movement. Her resistance to the British predatory attacks became an epitome of bravery and righteous national cause. The British liked ‘battas’ or rewards after every looting episode in India, and the Viceroy got his share of the loot, more they looted, bigger purse they got. Dalhousie, at the end of his term in India, became a very wealthy man.

For about a year, the assault on the mutineers did not go very well for the British. So, they sent highly experienced generals. One of them was General Colin Campbell, Commander-in Chief in India from 1857-60, who took command of the British forces for the recapture of Lucknow. He was the veteran of Peninsular War, the first Anglo-Chinese war, the First Punjab War and Brigade Commander in the Crimea. He was the son of a Glasgow carpenter. Campbell commanded a massive British force against a leaderless rebel force and it was not until December 1858, that he could subdue Lucknow, though vast areas of Oudh still remained in the rebel hands. Their fighting record was marred and sullied by the looting, both by the Queen’s and the companies (EIC) European soldiers. Property of the civilians became an easy target and an orgy of greed set in. Homes were looted, private properties were sacked and nothing was spared and the looting continued. The British government in India appropriated most of the loot as a means to reduce the debt, caused by the rebellion. The soldiers got minor amounts towards ‘batta’ or Prize money. The British troops were in rage; they took to the streets of London, complaining that they were badly treated. Soldier’s complaints were published in the British newspapers. The Times, 1st June 1858, published the soldier’s complaints and the protest had an effect. In 1861, each private soldier received one share, amounting to about £17, with captain receiving 12 shares, colonels 17, and Major General 76 each and up the ladder to the Generals and the viceroy. India produced a lot of ‘nobabs’ of the British Empire.

About fifteen thousand British soldiers joined the service of EIC between 1825 and 1857 and they came from a broad stratum of the Anglo-Irish society. The company’s service was seen as a refuge from poverty and a quick route to prosperity, where humble men acquired fabulous riches. After discharge from the service, many men remained in India and joined the service as clerks or joined the service of European merchants. Men were able to save, as discerned from the accounts of the estates of the deceased from India Office Collections.

After the Mutiny, there was an orgy of vengeance. England regarded the Mutiny as the fight between blacks and whites. The Evangelical Christians in London called the Hindu religion ‘rank filth’. They preached to take out the sword and cut the throat of Indian subjects by the thousands. And that is what they did. No one’s life was safe. Any man found alive was shot. The three sons of the King, Bahadur Shah Zaffar, were stripped and shot. Every tree and every building had a mutineer’s carcass. The route of the British retaliation force was lined with corpses hanging from the trees.

The mutiny was followed by the India Act and the British Crown became the ruler of India. The Bengal army was marginalized, its artillery was dismantled and the ratio of European to Indian troops was increased.

The Indian cities became virtual prisoners. Outside the walled cities, cantonments were built from where soldiers could mobilize at moment’s notice. For movement of troops, broad streets were opened through the inner city; buildings were demolished to remove cover, sufficient number of military outposts was established. No one was compensated for the demolished property. Broad boulevards provided the clear field of fire. After the mutiny, Britain built the foundation of its rule by military power. India became a fascist state and remained so, until the very end when a peaceful, non-violent freedom struggle pushed them out of the country.

How did this loot & plunder help Britain? England built its infrastructure without the state making any investment. Much of it was financed with the profits of the companies operating in India. There were surpluses, the country expanded credits which lead to the growth of British industry & trade in the nineteenth century. The surplus capital made tremendous contributions to the construction of early railroad lines, and a whole new banking & borrowing system was developed. Britain became a banker to the world. There was so much money to be lent that they lent it beyond the limit of financial prudence. Britain had always been dependent on the sale & purchase of goods abroad. In the half century after 1850, after the Indian Mutiny & the annexation of India as a colony of the Crown, the Indian economy was exploited by the British, entirely for her own benefit, with the result that the British overseas trade increased rapidly, and with it her export of capital. There was sudden increase in the annual surpluses of the national balance of payments, which had averaged about five million pounds during the first half of the century. Those surpluses jumped to twenty five million pounds thereafter. The total British holdings abroad increased dramatically and doubled in a short span of a few years to billions of pounds in a matter of a few years. What a transformation of the British economy. It was zero sum game, India got very poor and Britain got very rich

The Indian economic factor in favor of Britain led to the insanity of First and Second World Wars as Britain had nothing to lose. The blood and sweat of 350 million Indian slaves fueled their bravado. Britain survived because of India and for them; the loss of India would have been a mortal blow. Occupation of India by Britain and the survival of the Empire were borne out of that necessity and required the continuous subjugation and ransacking of the Indian economy. The outbreak of World War I saw a full confirmation of that dictum and resulted in further deterioration of the economic plight of India. Indian troops were sent to France, Egypt and Mesopotamia. Over one million men participated in the war effort and a hundred million pounds were taken out of India right away and additional thirty million pounds annually.

The First World War

India had nothing to do with the First World War but became a major contributor both in terms of money and manpower The First World War was a war between East & West; occident versus the orient; an ethnic conflict between Islam and Christianity. India was a secular country where all faiths, Hindus, Muslims Christians and the Buddhist lived in peace, whereas the fault lines of the war passed through Serbia. The British pushed the war to the Near East, relying on the Indian resources and profited from the war. The Western Europe changed little. The ratio of British national debt to its gross domestic product was not any different in 1918, at the end of the war, than a hundred years earlier in 1818. India became a tool of the British and was forced to provide money and manpower. When the guns finally ceased in 1918, sixty thousand Indian soldiers had died for the British nation, in the blood soaked battlefields of Middle East (Mesopotamia- now Iraq), Europe and East Africa. Indeed by 1918, India dispatched over a million and a half men to Europe, Middle East and Egypt and smaller contingents to Eden, East Africa, Gallipoli and Salonika.

War and peace in other nations is generally accepted as a national fate. Nations defend their honor and their treaties and are decisive and honor bound. Not England, all it did was to squirm when the First World War broke out. Britain continuously looked for legalities to evade her commitments and wanted to make sure that her own exposure was at a minimum. When the Germans issued the ultimatum to Brussels on August second, it took her King less than three hours to take the decision. The choice was clear, resist or to surrender and he did not look for grey areas to dodge the issue. Not in England. When they were faced with the same decision to fulfill her treaty obligation to defend the French coast, the British looked for legalities to go back on her agreement with the French. Britain had no desire to honor her treaty obligation and looked for ways and means to back out of her commitment saying that they were not party to the Franco-Russian alliance. However, Britain had its trade routes to protect to India. While the Russians and the Germans were preparing for a short war, the British tactically prepared for an army of million for a war lasting years, based on Indian manpower. Britain’s own resources in 1914 were woefully inadequate against the twenty-four army divisions of Germany. With six divisions at home, England was no match to start a world war with Germany. Her motivation and bravado was based on the resources of colonial India. England by itself was out numbered both numerically as well as financially.

In October 1914, two Indian corps disembarked in France. They were hurriedly equipped with machine guns, Lee Enfield .303 rifles and British field artillery before being shipped to the front. The result, as expected was disaster. Those corps was from the elite Indian martial race, the Gurkhas, the Sikhs and the Rajputs but untrained. They were stranger to trench warfare; they had never been trained in foreign artillery and none of them were manned by an Indian officer. There were no Indian commissioned officers in the Indian Army. The disaster in the trenches exposed the evil of race and prejudice as race and militarism was practiced by Britain to consolidate the British power in India. Indian forces were slaughtered in the trenches of France because of that prejudice and bigotry.

When the Indian forces were coerced to go to France, the relationship between the Indian army and the British forces was corrosive. After the mutiny in 1857, the Indian troops were never entrusted with artillery and the British government had limited the number of Indian troops and increased the ratio of white to brown soldiers in India. The Indian soldiers manned the elephants and the British soldiers manned the artillery. Both looked over each other’s shoulder as no one trusted the other. However, the role of the army was modified to deflect Indian army from internal security to frontier warfare, but they were to be always subservient to the junior most British ensign. Indian soldiers therefore became cannon fodder in the French trenches on account of the limited training in modern weaponry and no leadership skills.

The scale of contribution of the Indian army, fighting to defend the British security, was magnificent. They earned many decorations including several Victoria crosses. Additionally, India supplied about two hundred thousand animals, mainly mules and horses and four million tons of supplies and rations for a million men. By contrast, all of the other British dominions, including Britain itself could mobilize less than a million men. Britain said that it spent £10 billion on the war. Not entirely Britain’s money, India’s burden was counted as the British war expenditure.

As the final insult to injury, is the Sigismund Goetz’s mural, “Britannia Pacifatrix” in the British Foreign Office- Britannia stands shining radiantly, flanked on her left by four youthful figures, representing Britain’s white dominions and to her right by her allies France, United States and Greece. At Britannia’s feet, the children of the vanquished enemy are arrogantly shown to be repentant and hardly visible. Beneath the knees of the great white god is a little black boy carrying a basket of fruit- representing Africa’s contribution of coolies and porters There is no gratitude to India, without whose contribution, England might today be speaking German.

A regional ethnic conflict in Bosnia was allowed to mushroom into a global conflict because Britain had nothing at stake. After the initial battle in France, where Britain did lose some soldiers, the conflict was pushed out of Europe so that the various powers of Europe could sort it out. In Europe, the various monarchies were related to each other by marriage; they were all intertwined as the progeny of Queen Victoria, their main goal was to expand the Empire at each other’s expense. Britain had the magic wand and could mobilize well over a million Indian men at the Front at no cost, which no other monarchy could match. The Kaiser who lost the most called the British “hating, lying conscienceless nation of shopkeepers”. The British came out of the war smelling like a rose.

Britain became Imperial Britain and sought and conquered territories just for the heck of it, as it did not cost her anything. The imperial hubris had its perils and set in motion the decline of the empire and unleashed forces that ultimately collapsed it in the middle of the twentieth century.

The Second World War

India was the milch cow of the British. They milked her to death during the First World War and followed the same tactic during the Second. Why fight with success. As early as 1936, it was obvious to the European powers that there would soon be another world war. So, the British feverishly started expanding the Indian army and building the infrastructure for war in India at Indian expense. The Indian army was expanded to ten times its normal size. The British needed time, so the famous strategy of appeasement. The Anglo-Centric historians have written volumes about this appeasement that was hypocrisy as they knew well about the military preparations under way in India; only the rest of the world was kept in the dark as a deliberate policy of the British. Baldwin and Chamberlain were criticized for inaction, but the facts are to the contrary. One thing was certain; the British did not want to spend their own dime for the war. The Chancellor of the Exchequer fretted about the drain from the exchequer of £150 million when the people started pulling money from the British Treasury on war rumors. The chancellor did not release money for the war preparations either. Milk the Indian cow that was his story line. It will be hard to find any reference in the British history books about the contributions India made for the world wars. The Germans knew the Indian factor in favor of Britain. The deck was stacked against the Germans and the Japanese. Churchill had a smirk on his cigar chewing face when he flashed those ‘V’ victory signs during the blitzkrieg; He knew that there was no way Britain was going to lose the war, with the resources of India at its disposal.

After the sacrifices India made during the First World War, India was granted some representation for home rule. Montague termed it ‘progressive realization of responsible government in India’. They were telling Indians to aspire for freedom but keep serving the British interests. Fancy story line, they even built the Central Legislative Assembly in Delhi that looked like a miniature British House of Commons, right down to the green leather chairs. At the crunch time, that hollow power got totally exposed; it was representation without power. The green leather chairs were lollipops. The viceroy announced India’s entry into the war on the radio without a word of consultation with the leaders of the Indian National Congress. India’s role was crucial in the defeat of the Axis powers but Britain had taken India for granted as it was an occupied country.

The day Churchill announced that Britain was at war with Germany, the Viceroy, Lord Linlithgow informed India over the radio of the circumstances in which “we find ourselves at war with Germany today”. That announcement set off a political firestorm. The Indian National congress rejected his declaration. The Home Secretary for India in London declared that India was a hostile and an occupied country.

That declaration was however no surprise to India as feverish activity for the war had been going on in India since 1936. During the Second World War, India was the major assault base and housed thousands of men (British and American) and built close to fifty million square feet of covered storage area. There was a major construction effort to make seven new air bases to accommodate United States transport planes for delivering supplies to China and over two hundred new airfields. India built training facilities to take up to half a million men. India supplied vast quantities of food and supplies to the allied forces all over the world. India was the sole supplier of jungle green uniforms and battle dress worn in Burma. India contributed two and a half million professional soldiers, sailors and airmen and participated in combat. India suffered about twenty five thousand casualties and another about one hundred thousand were wounded and another similar numbered were taken as prisoners of war. India was the largest contributor to the British war effort. India fought in Malaya, Burma, East Africa, North Africa, Tunisia, the Middle East, Sicily and Italy. The British Army in Burma became the largest single army in the world with one million men, out of which three fourth were Indians. The British said that 2.5 million men in India volunteered for the war; hostile people do not volunteer; they were forcefully scripted.

Indian masses suffered too. The food was diverted for the war effort and India suffered a massive famine in 1942 and three million people lost their lives. Churchill said that the Indian slaves were expendable for the safety and well being of the Empire. Those who did not die suffered severe malnutrition. The food, clothing and kerosene were rationed and people could not get grain and cereals beyond minimum subsistence levels. The daily ration was no more than four ounce of cereals. Many young, old and children perished.

India provided supplies to the United States worth about half a billion dollars. India built up a credit balance of billion plus dollars against Britain after wiping out any debt that Britain said India owed. Britain circulated various figures of debt that India owed it but did it ever send any money to India? After the United States entered the war, the British sort of peeled off except for some air power, the war became a war between the United States, Germany, Russia, India and Japan. The British kept a tight grip on its purse strings. The money only went into British treasury during the Raj; it seldom, if ever went out. India spent a huge amount on the war with little knowledge of what Britain spent other than providing intelligence.

The devastation in India on account of the war was synonymous with atrocities like the Holocaust and Hiroshima; it was also synonymous with the British rape of India. The British created famines and the partition of India caused the loss of life, which pales the death on account of other atrocities in the world like the genocide of Armenians by the Turks or the gas chambers of Auschwitz or the rape and death of the Chinese by the Japanese or the forced marches of American prisoners of war by the Japanese or the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia.

India was the key to solving the financial woes of the British. The British had come to realize that without India, they would remain a third rate island nation. They did succeed, they tried to craft an image of a super power based on justice and rule of law, but their actions exposed their true intent, they were cruel and despotic. They were left behind in the European race for money and power. They were drunk on power, imperial temptation lead to excesses throughout their rule; the relation between the colonizer and the colonized was troubling and their entire rule was hypocritical. They lost the trust of the people and in the end, the people over threw the Empire. One can build something based on hypocrisy only so long, because that artifact would be brittle, fragile and structurally unsound. In the end, when the natives rose up in revolt, the British were ambivalent, they blew hot and cold, they tried to appease and they used the bullets. Their past and their actions eventually caught up with them. That was the price of overweening greed. India paid a huge price too; India was indolent, lost millions of its people to Imperial famines and militarism, its wealth plundered and its people set back by two centuries. Mirror of history taught India to be suspicious of others. India was closed to the outside world for about half a century after its Independence in 1947.

Gandhi illuminated the path to a peaceful non-violent struggle and the next and the final chapter sums up the Herculean effort of ordinary people to push the British out of the country and out of their lives.


CHAPTER NINTH:

DISASTROUS END

The British rule in India ended ingloriously for Britain and tragically for India. Their end game was to keep India subjugated as long as they could. As a result, they continued to shift ground and were unwilling to agree to any resolution of the native demand for total freedom. In the process, they sacrificed the safety and the security of the natives and inflicted further pain and suffering with total selfish abandon. The impact of their rule, even after they were gone, continued to reverberate adversely for decades to come compounding the misery of their rule. In the end all they cared for was their own self-interest, which was to rake in as much money as they could and as long as they could and it became critical for them on account of the two world wars. Their exit came after a very protracted struggle when the native resolve, resentment and nationalism boiled over. The exit was treacherous and destructive.

Britain had become accustomed to depending on India for its Imperial glory, resulting from the huge revenue stream, a vast market for its manufactured goods and the manpower for militarism and wars. Imperial Britain also became used to the vast pool of Indian manpower for ruling its far-flung colonies and to fight her wars, as it had a small army of its own. India had become British garrison for its armed forces. In the end, in exchange for freedom, the British Prime Minister Lord Clement Atlee wanted an agreement from India to continue to supply the manpower for the British armed forces. It was a totally cynical, humiliating and unacceptable condition which dragged the freedom struggle to a costly and tragic conclusion. In the process, India’s vitality and resources were sapped, centuries old Hindu- Muslim unity destroyed, the dignity of her people stripped. The Indians fought back in a very non-violent struggle to get rid of the foreign yoke as they lost total faith in the British negotiating positions. Imperial Britain did all that to the Indian masses knowing fully well that Britain was answerable to none and could get away with anything.

During those tumultuous times, there was a great unrest in the masses as the British despotic rule had exhausted their forbearance and patience; they could not accept a foreign power taking over their life & liberty. Until then, the foreign raiders were simply viewed as ‘birds of passage’ and the people tolerated them; but the British had stayed too long. The Indians tolerated their presence for so long because their culture was built on patience and non-violence.

The Mutiny of 1857 was a warning sign to Britain that their rule was despotic and that they had lost the trust of the population. Instead, they decided to rule by force which galvanized the native resolve further to drive the British out of the country. On the other hand, in pursuit of wealth and good times, the British hubris ignored the warning signs; they were skeptical of the native resolve and stayed detached from the reality. They did not think that the natives could do much harm to the entrenched regime. The natives viewed the exploitation of India’s vast resources by a foreign power, as an attack on their nationalism. The dual between the British and the natives was fully set and there was no going back. The dual was full of contrasts, on the one hand was an imperial power not answerable to any one, and basking in the glow of victories and unparalleled prosperity. On the other hand were the natives, who had suffered with unimaginable poverty, hunger, chronic shortages, famines and deprivations. It was an unequal match and in that political climate, the first meeting of the Indian National Congress was held at Bombay in 1885, seeking freedom from the foreign rule. The formation of a political party itself was a singular achievement in itself because no political activity of any kind was tolerated by the British.

India was being ruled by a unipolar power and they did not tolerate any challenge to their rule. The British bureaucracy did not take it well, they thought it was sedition. For Congress the meeting was a modest start but it caught the imagination of the country. People saw hope in their future where there was none, it invigorated the masses and yearning for freedom got intensified and political activity spread rapidly throughout the country. By 1900, the Congress was able to organize itself all over the country politically. The Congress told the British that it had fastened a colonial economy on their nation, which had impoverished the country. Initially, the British reacted violently and to curb the political activity, they partitioned the province of Bengal. Bengal was the seat of power of the British Presidency, people were politically challenged and they took that challenge seriously. The British used their age old tactic of divide and rule but the old strategy proved ineffective and the opposition to their rule became a raging political storm. The British could not have done worse in fanning the flames of political dissent and revolt.

They then tried to build up alliances with the rich and the educated, which were a small number compared to the three hundred fifty million strong native populations. They were appeasing the Indian aristocracy on the fallacious assumption that the masses, the humbler classes, will follow them. Sensing the weakness in Indians for prestige and power, they started dolling out lofty sounding titles to their toddies and lackeys. The British also stoked the vanity of many Nawabs and Rajas by calling them Maharajas. The British instituted the Order of the Star of India (with Queen Victoria as its Sovereign and the Viceroy as the grand Master) and held huge Durbars (Imperial Assembly) to which the princes were invited. India fascinated Queen Victoria; she called her the jewel in the crown for all the money the British were raking in. It was in fact the whole diamond mine. She hired the Indian servants; India was her largest colony, which provided the country with power, prestige and prosperity. It fascinated the British populace too.

In 1877, Queen Victoria was proclaimed the Empress of India. India was swallowed by the British and India became British India. In 1903 Edward VII was proclaimed the Emperor and in 1911, King George V and Queen Mary visited India to underline the majesty, pomp and authority of the British Crown and to put a stamp on their Indian ownership. The British nation now owned India and Queen Victoria proclaimed that all her subjects would be treated equally but she could not match her high-flying rhetoric with her low flying governance. Her rule offered little hope or inspiration and could not dispel native anxieties, nor the natives saw any improvement in their lives. Those self-serving declarations only stoked the fears of revolt. The contempt of the British, both racially & culturally, towards the Indians was wide spread and those statements sounded hypocritical and without merit. The test came when the Ilbert Bill, putting the Indian judges at par with the British, inflamed the racial tensions and the British bureaucracy and the commercial community exploded in anger as the British refused to fall for the hypocrisy of their own government.

They thought that the greed and misjudgments, call it imperial hubris, would defy the law of politics and it blinded them to the fact that they had outlived their welcome. In pursuit of commercial, economic and pecuniary interests, the British devastated the local economy and people were living a life of bare existence, they got paid just enough to subsist, night after night, and nothing else and they held the British responsible for their misery. In response, the British adopted a dual policy of force and negotiations and the negotiations were stage managed on their terms with no result. The British rule became a despotic regime; they brought in sepoys’ from the ranks of Gurkhas, Baluchis and the rest from the South to exploit the regional hatreds and differences. The North India, where the freedom movement was concentrated, suffered daily at the hands of the military force. Typically, those ‘sepoys’ were commanded by a single white soldier, called ‘Tommy’, and every day scores of peaceful citizens were shot to death in different parts of the country and peaceful protests were met with brute force without any warning. The freedom fighters were jailed daily and some were flogged and banished from the country and exiled to Burma or the Andaman Islands which served as the British penal colony. In those days, the British authority prevailed, there were no human rights commissions or the United Nations or other watch dogs and there was no spot light on the British rule, with the result that they were able to get away with all kind of brutalities. Britain acted both the judge and the jury and the natives had no recourse to justice. It was a helpless and a hopeless situation.

The period before the First world war and the decades between the two world wars were economically depressed times and the British knew that the Second World War was on the horizon, so they resorted to repatriating as much capital out of India as possible. The money went out of India in the form of capital and profits, revenue streams, salaries and pensions of civil and military personnel who were given exorbitant salaries bearing no relation to the local economy, dumped British manufactured goods and took money out of India to provide for the army. At the same time, they stopped spending any money, even for the bare essentials, such as on education, infrastructure and social needs, while the population was increasing. Birkenhead, the Secretary of State for India (1924-28) emphatically stated that ‘he believed that if Britain lost India it would be a tragedy of inconceivable magnitude’. Under those circumstances, there was little room for mutual trust and progress and the stage was set for a collision of an all-powerful ruler and the teeming millions who were totally impoverished.

At the end of First World War, the British administration conscious of the atrocities they committed in India, resorted to preventive mass arrests on the fear that the returning soldiers might join the freedom movement. The soldiers particularly alarmed the British and they started prosecuting them and the natives on false suspicion of violence and sedition. People felt used, they had spilled blood trying to protect the British nation and not only that they were ungrateful but deceitful and devoid of morality. Over a million had served in the battlefield where sixty thousand made the ultimate sacrifice and instead of being welcomed as heroes they were being put in the slammer on the British false fear of sedition. The British curbed the movement of prominent natives so that their influence on the youth was neutralized. The daily lives of the natives became increasingly unbearable and in that climate, they staged strikes, hartals (business closure), meetings and processions. Gandhi had just appeared on the Indian political scene. His movements were controlled and on April 13, 1919 the British committed a very heinous crime. It was a day of celebration and merry making, when the natives were celebrating their Baisakhi festival. Baisakhi was a day of joy after the crops were harvested, when people put on their best clothes and danced in their fields late in the night to the tune of drum beats, they danced their famous bangra dances and the rhythm and the melodies captivated the family gatherings of the young and the old. On that Sunday of festivities, they assembled in a garden, a private property of Sardar Himmat Singh, who was a noble in the Court of Maharaja Ranjit Singh. It was a community meeting to express their concern of the British brutality of mass arrests and ingratitude. That garden, soon became a crime scene of horrible proportions and that incident’ became known as Jallianwala Bagh ‘massacre’.

Brig.General Dyer of the British army wanted to teach the natives a lesson possibly on orders of Birkenhead; the British Secretary of State for India, whose job it was to ensure that the British nation did not lose India. Soon after the meeting started, Dyer appeared on the scene with a force of fifty Gurkhs and Baluchi soldiers with a machine gun in its tow. Dyer brought the Gurkhas because they were Nepalese and not Indians and the Baluchis belonged to the lawless region of India ruled by war lords, which is the case even today. Dyer wanted to make sure that his orders will not be disobeyed. The garden was an enclosed property with high walls and one gate for exit. The gate was blocked with the machine gun and Dyer ordered the soldiers to open fire and aim to kill. One thousand six hundred and fifty rounds were fired and they mowed down men, women and children. One thousand people lost their lives, in an assembly of some fifteen thousand people and five hundred were critically wounded. Other than raising the issue in the native Legislative Assembly, the natives had no recourse and after a brief inquiry in London, General Dyer was totally exonerated. After all he was carrying out the orders of his superior. There was no criminal court in Hague those days and the British got away with a lot of atrocities. That incident continued to reverberate in shaping the response of the natives to their freedom struggle and it was a live issue throughout their remaining regime. In a very perverse way the British kick started the India’s freedom movement because the natives were really in sensed over that massacre, particularly the Sikhs who had helped the British regain Delhi during the Mutiny. Baisakhi was to a large measure a Sikh festival in Punjab and they also formed a large contingent of the forces returning after the First World War and upon returning home they were prosecuted on phony trumpted charges. The glass really cracked for Britain over the massacre and there was no going back and the trust between the natives and the British was over.

One of the first nationalist to challenge the British rhetoric was Lala Lajpat Rai (1865- 1928), a lawyer by profession, who rose up to oppose the British colonial rule. In 1905, during their general elections, he went to England, to appraise the British masses about the plight of the Indians under the British colonial rule. Lajpat Rai was naïve, he believed in what the British preached and went through a rude awakening. He did not find any sympathetic ear nor did he find that anyone was outraged. For them it was a choice whether a black man made the money or the white and that was no choice for them. He came to the realization that the British people were no different from their government, that their slogan of justice and fair play were just slogans, that the British justice was just a phony rhetoric, that they were united in action and that they had improved their lot at the expense of the Indian masses. On return from England in 1907, he was prosecuted, arrested and deported to Mandalay, Burma to remove him from the scene. The British did not want the contagion to spread. Lajpat Rai went through several arrests and incarcerations but the people were fascinated over his message and he became a leader in the freedom movement. In a protest meeting in 1928, over the arrival of the Simon Commission from England, he was beaten by a white constable and a few days later he succumbed to the injuries.

In their delaying tactics, the British started sending delegations to India to study political reforms or they held conferences in London and sent missions to India with little result. Simon Commission was sent to India in 1927 to study the constitutional reforms and consisted of seven members of the British Parliament. People in India were outraged, that a commission which was constituted to study the future of India did not have a single Indian member. The Indian National Congress decided to boycott the Commission. The Commission Members arrived in Lahore on October 30, 1928, Lajpat Rai moved a resolution against the commission and in the ‘Lathi Charge’ (Lathi was a six foot long wooden pole, about three inches in diameter, with metal sleeves on both ends) to disperse the crowds, he received fatal blows on his head and succumbed to his injuries on Nov17, 1928. On his deathbed he declared “that the blows that fell on my head today were the last nails in the coffin of the British Imperialism”. His death bed message summed up the hatred the natives felt for the British. What a legacy after two hundred years of buccaneering rule.

Such incidents created total mistrust and lack of faith in the British rule and any reconciliation slipped further and further away. The British made many ambivalent statements with numerous conditions and qualifications that it was impossible to determine whether they were serious at all. The British priorities were totally different from those of the natives. The British had come to India to enrich their nation, which they did very successfully and their aim was to maintain the status quo whereas the Indians wanted the freedom from their rule. Both the ‘Jallianwala Bag ‘incident and the death of Lala Lajpat Rai stirred up the emotions of the masses and particularly the youth in the state of Punjab, which was at the center of the Freedom Movement. They wanted to avenge the deaths and the humiliation and they started organizing a revolutionary movement.

The Indian masses were also struggling to fashion a fitting response to the British brutality and for sometime, it appeared that the militant section of the population would take over the freedom movement. The youths in Punjab and Bengal States started organizing revolt groups and they adopted a radical approach to the freedom movement and that change in the political climate towards violent activities was solely the result of the British behavior towards the natives. A group of three freedom fighters did avenge the death of Lajpat Rai, but paid with their lives. Three freedom fighters, Rajguru, Bhagat Singh and Sukhdev were hanged by the British due to the death of a British police officer, during a demonstration protesting the Simon Commission.

Gandhi at that time was promoting his non-violent movement, accompanied by civil disobedience. To underline his commitment to that goal, he set out for his Dundee March in October 1930, symbolizing his defiance of the British by making salt in India. People soon realized that a militant path would be self defeating and soon accepted the course laid down by Mahatma Gandhi. There after, the freedom struggle became peaceful as Gandhi relied mostly on peaceful protest and non-cooperation movement.

The British also sent a very powerful message that they were not going anywhere by accelerating the construction of a brand new city, what today is called New Delhi. The British started indulging in architectural extravagance at the expense of India’s taxpayers. Put it differently, they were feeling very secure and had no plans to leave. The Royal Durbar was held on the northern outskirts of Old Delhi, the city of Mughal Emperors, where the King-Emperor announced that the capital of India would be transferred to Delhi, its historic center, from Calcutta. They were trying to put their rule in India in historic terms; they were trying to obliterate the buccaneering days of the British East India Company. It took some time to select the site in Delhi. Eventually, they picked the Raisina village, between Shahjahanabad and the Qutab Minar in South Delhi. Two famous architects, Sir Edwin Lutyens and Sir Herbert Baker, were engaged to building the city.

Looking back if anyone had predicted then that the British rule would end in 1947, the person would have been considered insane. They built a brand new City, they built the Viceroy’s House (now called Rashtrapati Bhavan), they built another Whitehall, the North and South Block Secretariat to run the Imperial Empire and they built the great circular, colonnaded edifice where sit the two houses of the Indian Parliament. The construction started in 1911 and it was finished in 1932. One wondered whether they were secretly building the winter Whitehall in India, the tropical heaven during the mild Delhi weather. They also built Simla, the summer capital of the British India at 7000-ft elevation in the Himalayan Mountains and laid railroad tracks in the winding mountains. What a sight; one could see the winding tracks a thousand feet below in the valley; the train laboring the 60 miles in about six hours; the third toothed rail provided the safety. It was safe to say that they were planning to stay there forever. The new city was a sight to see, fancy bungalows, with multiple outhouses for servants, manicured lawns, gated driveways. They named the streets like Queen’s Way, The semi circle outside the Viceroy’s House was called the Willingdon Crescent, and the shopping area was called the Connaught Circle. Their Country Club was named Chelmsford Club. On the Secretariat wall, they put the following Imperial inscription:

LIBERTY DOES NOT DESCEND TO PEOPLE.
A PEOPLE MUST RAISE THEM SELVES TO LIBERTY.
IT IS A BLESSING THAT MUST BE EARNED

No doubt, the British were not shy of their hubris. They chiseled on the red stone walls of the new Secretariat building that India had not yet earned that Liberty. They reminded the natives to keep serving the White masters to earn that right. They chiseled in stone the contempt of the British. In politics, theater does matter; their decision to build a new capital was seen as an unnecessary luxury and provocation, in a time of war and poverty. It was an affront to the famished native sensitivity and their freedom drive from the foreign yoke. It only served to cement the very hard feelings both sides were developing for each other and sure indeed the citizenry paid a very dear price to get rid of the British in the end.

The British also changed their tactics to match the changing circumstances. They tried to undermine the very foundation of the Indian National Congress as the representative body of political India. They started dealing directly with the Muslims, the Indian minorities and the Princes and bypassed the main political body to make them irrelevant. They started raising other interest groups as separate political classes needing separate political representation, such as the Harijans, who were Hindus but economically depressed segment. They did their best to fragment the freedom movement. They started grooming the Indian elite who had studied at Eaton, Harrow and donned Savile Row clothes. They hung carrots, delicious carrots, to Hindus and induced them to become Christians and offered those lucrative jobs and other entitlements. It was a very cynical approach and it damaged India as a nation even after the British were gone. The British thus created a very complicated political landscape, which turned out to be tragic for India and haunted the British too in the end. They created a very combustible environment by encouraging the incendiary personalities in the Muslim political body and sowed the seeds of Al- Qaeda movement. Most tragic of all was their involvement with Mohammed Ali Jinnah, a lawyer practicing in London, who had gone there four decades earlier. Jinnah spear headed the Al Qaeda movement and declared himself Qaede-Azam, (leader of Al- Qaeda movement) to achieve his goal of a separate homeland for the Muslims.

The British erroneously identified the freedom movement with the Hindus and encouraged the Muslims to demand separate political representation. The Muslims in India were an ethnic minority, representing about twenty percent of the population and they had lived side by side with the Hindus ever since they arrived with the Timurids, the Mughals and the Durranis. They were not the natives of India. Some Indian natives did convert to Islam but continued to function as a homogeneous group with other cultural groups. The British decided to use the Muslims as a wedge group thus paving the way for the partition of India. The Muslims in India however could not be convinced that it was a good idea and when Jinnah put the matter to a vote, he could barely garner five percent of the votes. The Muslims wanted to remain as a more decentralized group as they always had been. There never was a grass root movement in India demanding the formation of Pakistan and the local Muslim population in India had only a peripheral role in the formation of Pakistan. To appease them, the British started doling out public and civil service jobs disproportionately and they enjoyed fifty percent of those scarce jobs, while demographically they were only twenty percent. While that sudden change in the British political strategy was in progress, the Indian National Congress was in the midst of the Civil Disobedience Movement and the British arrested the leadership and put them in jail and proceeded with the First Round Table Conference in London. King George V opened the conference himself. The idea of a separate homeland, Pakistan, for the Muslims of India, originated during the First Round Table Conference in London.

Another significant group was the Princes of India. They enjoyed politically independent status and the British started wooing them to sabotage the Indian freedom movement. The British Crown politically exploited the Indian Princes, by entering in to separate covenants. Later, those covenants became a big stumbling block as the Crown took a stand that they could not be negotiated.

The Princes of India presented a great contrast to the poverty and simple life of an average Indian. They were flushed with money and they lived and behaved over the top and they flaunted their garish life styles. The British wooed them not only for political reasons, but for their wealth too. The British had the same attraction to money as a bee has to honey. The sumptuous images of luxury of Indian rulers, Rajas, Nabobs and the Princes attracted many Europeans to India seeking fortune including some women. Many of the Princes would have an Indian wife and an heir to the throne and they married the European women as well. The British snobbery did not take such alliances sportingly. They scoffed at the idea of calling such British girls princesses. Early in the twentieth century, the British Government decreed that such women would neither lose nor gain by such a marriage. The European women were not the only ones seeking fortune. Some of the famous jewelry and fashion houses, such as Cartier, Harry Winston, Louis Vuitton, Hermes of England and Europe, made quite a fortune, early fortune, off those Rajas and Princes. Many Europeans jewelry and fashion firms survived bankruptcy after the great depression of 1930s by selling them custom designed jewelry, gold plated cars and instrument dash boards studded in precious stones, chandeliers, diamond necklaces and custom made jewelry even for their pets, horses and elephants. Indian preoccupation with things European played in their hands and they took full advantage of that craze for European luxury goods. The famous jewelry houses published advertisements touting their business relations with the Indian Rajas and stoked the vanity of those Princes.

After the British splintered the Indian freedom movement, they held the Second Round Table Conference in London and the British Viceroy Lord Irwin signed a pact with Gandhi as the sole representative of Indian National Congress, a far cry from the sole representative of Political India. Gandhi was too astute for the British and they were disappointed with him as he was not a walk over. Gandhi had dealt with the British before during his stay in Durban, South Africa. The British were disrespectful and as a strategic move, they decided to ignore Gandhi and started grooming Nehru, a product of their educational system and an Alumni of Eaton. Nehru ultimately became the first Prime Minister of India.

Nehru represented the Indian elite class. He studied at Eaton and Harrow and was a product of the British schools. The British were comfortable dealing with him, though in fairness to Nehru, he spent a very long time of his adult life in the British jails and was a true nationalist. He presented a sharp image and had little in common with an average Indian. In their dual strategy of force and negotiations, the British shaped Nehru’s political trajectory. Nehru was an idealist and a theoretician not familiar with the ways of the world and he was responsible for agreeing to the partition of India, while Gandhi parted ways with Nehru on that critical issue.

The British suppressed the Indian freedom movement by force during the intervening years leading to the Second World War as they were feverishly preparing for the war. Long before the war started, India had started building the infrastructure for the war and the so-called appeasement of Germany, was a ruse to gain time. India was a closed society and the war preparations were more and less concealed. One day, in 1939, the British viceroy came on the radio and declared that India was at war with no consultation with the Indian leadership. The Viceroy’s decision to break away with the Indian leadership incensed the political body and they in turn passed the Quit India Resolution. From that day in 1942, India was never the same again; the political temperature kept escalating with every passing day till the break up of India. From that day onward, there were nation wide strikes, mass arrests on charges of sedition, Hindu -Muslim riots, communal murders, curfews and martial law where people were routinely shot at sight. From the stand point of a common man, the normal peaceful life ceased to exist, the business activity came to a standstill, children could not go to school, and the brutality and force used by the government was appalling and merciless. The British response was to arrest the entire leadership of the Congress and they stayed in jail till the end of the war.

The British strategists worked feverishly to marginalize the Indian freedom movement and soon after the war started, by a strange coincidence, M.A. Jinnah, a Muslim lawyer practicing in London, suddenly appeared at the annual session of the Muslim League at Minto Park Lahore and moved the resolution for the formation of a separate nation, Pakistan. He was an alien, he had lived in London for forty years and he was repudiating India as one nation. Gandhi did all he could do, to undo the British mischief of separate representation for different segments of the Indian demographics. It was the Hindus versus the rest as far as the British were concerned and Hindus were eighty percent. Gandhi talked to Jinnah to promote Hindu- Muslim unity; Gandhi talked to the Harijans. He toured the NWFP (Northwestern Frontier Province) region with Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan, much to the dislike and consternation of the British as they had different ideas for that region and wanted to keep it a directly administered territory. The boarder region of India with Afghanistan was a strategic territory for the British, as they wanted to carve a buffer zone with Russia. The imaginary line, known as the Durrand Line, was created by the British for that very purpose which passed through the Hindu Kush region in the north and Baluchistan in the south, which tore up families and communities and has been a sore point ever since. Khan Abdul Gaffar Khan, affectionately called Sarhadi Gandhi (Boarder Gandhi) as he shared the principles of peaceful protest with Gandhi, was the local Pashustan leader who shared Gandhi’s love for the unity of India and resisted all British attempts to muzzle local opposition to their schemes. With such powerful forces against him, Gandhi had little success with Jinnah, after his meeting at Bombay in 1944 and he found him hostile to the idea of united India as one nation. After the Jinnah- Gandhi meeting, the relationship between the Muslims and the Hindus deteriorated rapidly and were soon followed by a blood bath.

In the meantime, the war was not going well for Britain. In 1942, the Japanese captured Burma, which had common boarder with the Bengal Province and they bombed Calcutta as well. The threat of Japanese invasion became a real possibility and if ever there was a crisis and panic in the British ranks it was the loss of Burma. Britain lost access to the rice fields of Burma as well, which was vital for feeding the millions of soldiers fighting in the Far East, the Middle East and Africa. The British found India expendable to save the Empire and in that state of panic and loss of morale, they started hoarding food grains in India to feed their expatriates and the Allied fighting forces. Besides the British Civil Service personnel, Britain had a huge presence of commercial interests in Bengal; the people who were running their managing agency houses trading in tea, jute, coal mines, iron ore, steel, shipping and banking. Those people were clandestinely provided with the hoarded food grains at the expense of the local population. The Indian political leadership was in jail because of the Quit India Resolution, and all told some one hundred thousand people, were put in jail on charges of sedition. In the political arena, only the Muslims were left out to administer the province of Bengal and the British used them to buy and hoard the food. Thus were set in motion the forces that resulted in the great Indian famine of 1943 which resulted in the death of some four million natives, besides untold number of cattle. The famine ravaged for over two years till the fresh crops made up the scarcity and the British government and their Prime Minister Churchill, ignored all pleas for help as they had written off India as the sacrificial lamb.

During the famine, the lush green countryside presented a horrible contrast and belied the usual images of famine such as wind swept cracked fields, water shortages, dust bowl, and tumbleweeds. But there was none of that in India as it was a man made disaster. The British government tried to keep the famine a secret, criticism of the British government became a crime, scores of newspapers were banned and put out of business, as the British realized, that they were going to lose India anyway either to the Japanese or to the Indian freedom movement. To compound the problem further, the British government started funding the war with paper money, thus unleashing uncontrollable inflation and the meager resources of the natives could not cope up with the rising prices, thus aggravating the man made British famine in India. With every passing day, during those horrible days, the food disappeared from the grain markets and hunger stricken villagers started streaking into the urban areas, only to die on the city streets and pavements. There were constant procession of families burning their dead and the wail of mothers crying after their infant babies. In the cities, food was strictly rationed well below the subsistence level, and the human skeletons walking the streets became a common sight. In the eighteenth century, when the British established their dominion in India, they had precipitated a massive famine in Bengal and near the end of their rule; they showed utter contempt for the lives of the natives and sacrificed millions of lives once again at the altar of British Imperialism.

The Allied victory and the end of the famine coincided at the same time, but it was not good news for India. The British Prime Minister reneged on the promise of freedom in exchange for cooperation during the War. That promise was broken as Churchill said; “He was not His Majesty’s Prime Minister to liquidate the Empire.” The task for his successor Lord Clement Atlee was impossible. He was an astute politician, fully familiar with the politics and freedom aspirations of the Indians since he was a member of the Simon Commission. The British government did not want to lose their ‘Jewel in the Crown’; which had made her immensely wealthy. The British government therefore decided to dent the freedom movement by whatever means, and they set in motion once again series of missions and commissions to grant the Indians ‘home rule’ with dominion status.

The British government decided to send a Cabinet Mission to India to give India autonomy under the dominion status. They wanted to frame a constitution, so that the Central Government would be responsible for foreign affairs, defense and communications. The entire exercise was to grant ‘home rule’ on a communal basis. The Muslim League and its leader Mohammed Ali Jinnah refused to cooperate unless he was promised division of India to create Pakistan. The British tried to use the Muslims, and the Muslims tried to use the British. The net result was that the British lost. The Muslims sensed correctly that the British had very little resources in the sub-continent and they rejected the Cabinet Mission plan and resorted to ‘direct action’. To underscore that point, Jinnah let lose his death squads and communal riots broke out. The black clad Muslim militias following strict Islamic code, that became the beating heart of the Islamic terrorist movement, started roaming the streets, terrorizing Hindu population. The rallying cry of those death squads was simple. ‘Islam was in danger’. Hundreds of those militia death squads patrolled the cities shouting slogans, brandishing knifes, shovels and pick axes and murdered non-Muslims. They were groups like, ‘al-Qaeda ‘and ‘Khaksars’, which later morphed along with the Mujahdeens in to the Al-Qaeda and Talibans of today. The British spawned the Al-Qaeda movement as a political counter weight to the Indian freedom movement, but it went horribly wrong and unwittingly they became the mid wife in its birth. During the entire period of the civil war, the British remained frozen and stood still while Hindu homes burnt and vast areas with men, women & children in their homes were burnt alive. Hindu men were murdered, their women abducted. The streets were littered with corpses, uncared and unknown with their pants generally downs, to make sure that the victims were uncircumcised, which was typical for the Hindus. The mayhem resulted in complete breakdown of the civil order and the red glow on the horizon from the burning cities and the smell of human flesh permeated the air for weeks.

The toll of the civil war was heavy. Estimates vary, but it was believed that about two million people lost their lives and ten million people became homeless. The morally haunting question of what happened to those ten million people was never asked nor ever answered. People lost all they had, their homes, their professions, their lifestyles, their culture, and their livelihood. People fled from the murderous mayhem with bare clothes on their bodies towards the Indian border. People were stripped of their dignity and self-respect. They lost part of them when they fled; they lost what made a person whole, the familiar surroundings, the moral pulse of their culture, the air they breathed, the surroundings of their birth and the most infamous of all, many women lost their honor. When the dust settled, the Indian government set up a commission to recover the abducted women. Some were recovered, others had given birth to children on the other side and refused to return, whereas many others committed suicide unable to face their shame.

The British were not yet done. They tried to break India into one hundred different parts so that they could keep their foothold in India. They refused to negotiate the status of Princely States as the Princely Pacts were with the Crown and not negotiable. They subverted the working of the Indian National Congress by clandestinely opening up private negotiations with some of its members, they granted them special favors to create separate socio- economic groups, loyalist groups and worst of all, the British government did not trust her own Viceroy, Lord Wavell. He was a military man, not smart about the political ways; instead they used him to ferret out from Indian leadership, how they could be manipulated. Lord Wavell was ultimately sacked hours after her daughter was married. In came Lord Mountbatten as the next Viceroy, but the sun had already begun to set on their rule in India. Lord Mountbatten’s appointment in the spring of 1947 coincided with the complete breakdown of the civil order. The British also lost the trust of the Indian Army as they tried and convicted some twenty thousand members of the Indian National Army, which had joined the Japanese during the Second World War. The British did not have the resources and the military muscle to bring peace and order in the country, nor could they win back the trust of the natives, so they hurriedly packed and left in August 1947 while the country was still burning.

The British enjoyed a fat century, a very rich period of prosperity, borne by the loot of India. No wonder their Queen called India a Jewel in the Crown. Pakistan was carved by splitting up Punjab and merging Baluchistan, Sindh and NWFP (Northwest Frontier Province) provinces to the western wing. The Eastern wing was carved out of the state of Bengal. NWFP was a frontier lawless state, as it is today and it was administered directly by the British through her Viceroy in India, Sindh, basically a desert region, was spared the civil strife, and Baluchistan was a remote territory, sparsely populated and ruled by the warlords.

Pakistan was hardly viable economically. In that caldron of heterogeneity and mayhem, Pakistan was not expected to function and it has not since its inception. It has been varyingly ruled by failed civilian leaders or by military dictators aided and abetted by the West. Afghanistan and the Pakistan’s nuclear bomb have added to the witch’s brew. Economically, it has been on life support from the World Bank who has injected the country with funds multiple times to balance its budget. After the 1971war with India, Pakistan broke up and Bangladesh emerged from the ruins of East Pakistan.

Britain left a legacy of poverty so appalling that even after sixty years, India is still the one hundred and fifty first poorest nations on Earth. Mahatma Gandhi summed it well. He said that ‘we have to wipe the tears from the eyes of every Indian’, and there were three hundred and fifty million pair of those eyes.

India was a broken state. Food supply was scarce. Refuse and garbage accumulated in streets, clean water was a rarity. Towns, cities and villages suffered from tropical and pathogenic diseases. Malaria, typhoid, cholera, small pox and other virulent fevers were common. The population died young. People had nothing to look forward to. The litany of failures included: Mass poverty, hunger, unemployment, illiteracy, social injustice, low life expectancy, infant mortality, and little healthcare, crumbling infrastructure, no roads, no industry, little power generation and no access to elementary education. India’s literacy was only seventeen percent. Worst of all, no money; a bankrupt and a derelict state. Life expectancy was just thirty-two years.

June 23, 1757, a day of deceitful triumph for Britain, also a day barely known in India, using President Roosevelt’s words will live in infamy. The innocence of India was violated by the British, who were welcomed there so that they could make a living, while the British continuously planned to rob India of her treasures and fortune. India was at peace with the World, never coveted anyone’s money or territories and in that serene state of mind, never suspected the British motives. Britain has avoided India’s rage because the British have very cleverly concealed their dastardly act of raping and denuding the entire wealth of India, in order to avoid the day of reckoning and the return of the stolen wealth.

The present day reality in India is troubling because the Indians do not know their history. Whatever history they know was given to them by the British, a fabricated story of falsehood, a story of brazen lies of self- sacrifice and altruistic reasons. George Santayana said that those who ignore history are condemned to repeat it. Indians today are ignorantly repeating their sorry history by opening itself to the same forces in the disguise of Free Market Capitalism, which is also called vulture capitalism and sadly India is on a path to regrettably rue the same outcome. Money remains at the nerve center of all the dealings of the free market capitalists and right or wrong, fair or foul, holy or profane, they will deceive to make money. The recent fraudulent dealings, the Libor scandal, Iran money laundering, and the London whale scandal and so on show that nothing has changed with the free market capitalism and their greed and the Indians will have to ponder and accept that reality before they can ever change it.
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