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An extraordinary history of resistance and the fight for Indian independence—the little-known
story of seven foreigners to India who joined the movement fighting for freedom from British
colonial rule.Rebels Against the Raj tells the story of seven people who chose to struggle for a
country other than their own: foreigners to India who across the late 19th to late 20th century
arrived to join the freedom movement fighting for independence from British colonial rule. Of the
seven, four were British, two American, and one Irish. Four men, three women. Before and after
being jailed or deported they did remarkable and pioneering work in a variety of fields:
journalism, social reform, education, the emancipation of women, environmentalism.This book
tells their stories, each renegade motivated by idealism and genuine sacrifice; each connected
to Gandhi, though some as acolytes where others found endless infuriation in his views; each
understanding they would likely face prison sentences for their resistance, and likely live and die
in India; each one leaving a profound impact on the region in which they worked, their legacies
continuing through the institutions they founded and the generations and individuals they
inspired. Through these entwined lives, wonderfully told by one of the world’s finest historians,
we reach deep insights into relations between India and the West, and India’s story as a country
searching for its identity and liberty beyond British colonial rule. 

“Insightful… Captivating… Guha’s previous works have distinguished him as an exceptional
chronicler of India’s modern history. His latest volume provides fresh perspectives on the
independence struggle that will appeal to those seeking more obscure eyewitness accounts.
And since the book’s main figures were born outside of India, Rebels Against the Raj may strike
a chord with contemporary outsiders who themselves have been seduced by India’s history and
culture.”—Samir Puri, New York Times"Mr Guha’s new book [is] a reminder of how many
outsiders held (and hold) deep affection for India and its democratic cause... The stories of his
seven subjects—four men and three women—are deftly interwined... Mr Guha does not
overstate the role of these foreigners... His account does not change the broad narrative of how
Indians won freedom for themselves. Its real point is as much about the future as the past—an
argument for the tolerant, outward-looking country India could once again become."—The
Economist"Fascinating and provocative reading... Guha organizes his material expertly and
presents it clearly and stylishly, illuminating an aspect of Raj history which is often forgotten or
neglected but which is nonetheless crucial... This superb book... add[s] a new dimension to the
histories both of subject India and of imperial Britain – and [is] a thoroughly good read."—
Bernard Porter, The Literary Review"In an age of bigotry and narrow nationalisms,
Ramachandra Guha’s new book is a welcome reminder that people’s opinions, passions and
life’s work do not have to be dictated by their ethnic identities or their countries of birth."—Victor



Mallet, Financial Times"Guha has done well to remind us of these forgotten stories, all the more
as India, like much of the world, is becoming more xenophobic and intolerant, believing all the
virtues lie within national frontiers."—Mihir Bose, Irish Times"Told through the lives of seven
emigrants from the West who devoted themselves to India, the book offers a novel perspective
of India’s fight for independence, from early in British rule through holding post-independence
rulers to account…. For those looking for a new perspective on India’s fight for independence
and beyond, and what drives people to devote their life and freedom to a cause not their own.”—
Library Journal"Compelling minibiographies of a group of fighters for Indian independence who
were born outside India but were fiercely devoted to the cause... An inspiring education tool for
those researching India and nonviolent independence movements."—Kirkus"Guha’s elegantly
written group portrait ably conveys the passion and idealism of the Gandhian independence
movement and its hold over the Western imagination."—Publishers WeeklyAbout the
AuthorRAMACHANDRA GUHA has taught at Yale and Stanford universities, the University of
Oslo, the Indian Institute of Science, and the London School of Economics. His books include
Gandhi: The Years That Changed the World, 1914-1948, Gandhi Before India (a 2014 New York
Times Notable Book and a San Francisco Chronicle Best Book of the Year), and the award-
winning India After Gandhi. He has written on social and political issues for The New York Times,
and for the British and Indian press, including columns in the Daily Telegraph and the Hindustan
Times. He lives in Bangalore, India. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Chapter 1Mothering IndiaIIn the
year 1893, three Indians destined for greatness made their mark in countries outside India. In
April of that year, Mohandas K. Gandhi enrolled as a lawyer at the Natal Bar, en route to
becoming the leader of the Indian community in South Africa and in time the leader of the
freedom movement in his homeland. In July 1893, his fellow Kathiawari, Kumar Shri Ranjitsinhji
(always known as ‘Ranji’), played for Cambridge versus Oxford in the annual University Match at
Lord’s, en route to becoming the first great cricketer of Indian origin. In September of that year,
Swami Vivekananda made a stirring speech in the World Parliament of Religions at Chicago, en
route to becoming the authoritative voice of a Hindu Renaissance.These overseas debuts, all in
the same year, were intimations of much more than personal fame. They presaged three
different ways in which Indian culture was to profoundly impact the world. Gandhi’s leadership of
the freedom movement inspired anti-colonial struggles across Asia and Africa, as well as
movements for racial justice in North America. Ranji’s success on the playing fields of England
was the forerunner of the emergence of cricket as India’s national sport, and of India as the
epicentre of world cricket. Swami Vivekananda blazed the trail for other Indian seers and
prophets to travel overseas, taking their ideas with them. The subsequent spread of Hindu spirit-
uality and of the practice of yoga across the world, owe their distant origins to that famous
speech made by the Swami in Chicago.In a striking juxtaposition, even as Gandhi, Ranji and
Vivekananda were seeking to take their ideas and expertise outside India, a Western woman
was making the reverse journey, bringing her ideas and (as it were) expertise to India. For it was



also in 1893 that the first of our renegades, Annie Besant, arrived on these shores.Mrs Besant
(as she was usually known)1 was born Annie Wood in London on 1 October 1847. She was
three-quarters Irish. Her father, a doctor who went into the City, died when she was five. Annie
was brought up by her mother and a wealthy aunt. As a teenager, she travelled with her aunt in
Germany and France, while reading widely and learning the piano.The young (and talented)
Annie was courted by a Cambridge-educated priest named Frank Besant. They married in
December 1867, and moved to Cheltenham, where Frank had a job as a teacher. The bored
housewife wrote short stories while having two children – a boy and a girl – in quick
succession.By 1871 – merely four years into the marriage – Annie and Frank had begun to
quarrel. The next year she became interested in Nonconformism, before moving on further
afield, to atheism. In September 1873 the couple separated, each keeping one child. Annie was
now living in London, spending long hours in the British Museum, reading Darwin, Spinoza,
John Stuart Mill and the like. In August 1874 she heard the legendary atheist Charles Bradlaugh
speak for the first time. He was forty; she, just twenty-six. Soon Annie became an active member
of Bradlaugh’s National Secular Society. Before the year was out, she was speaking from its
platforms, and making a name as an orator. With Bradlaugh she travelled up and down the
country, speaking on secularism, science, and the rights of women. Her mentor was a famous
public speaker, but his young protégée was not far behind, being described in the provincial
press as ‘a lady of refinement [and] genius’ with a ‘matchless power of reasoning and
eloquence’.2Audiences were not always so generous; at several places the duo were heckled by
devout churchmen and even had stones thrown at them.Under Bradlaugh’s influence, Annie
became a fervent republican, opposed to imperialism and all its works. In 1876 she organized a
petition to oppose the Prince of Wales’s forthcoming trip to the subcontinent. She got more than
100,000 people to sign the petition, which, almost a mile in length, was presented to the House
of Commons. (The Prince’s trip went ahead regardless.)In 1877 Mrs Besant’s first book
appeared, a collection of her essays called My Path to Atheism. She was now seriously studying
religious texts, all the better to refute them. Her critical gaze began turning Eastwards, as she
read books on Buddhism and Hinduism and the religions of ancient Egypt. A newer faith that
came to her notice was Theosophy, a mystical movement begun by a Russian émigrée called
Madame Blavatsky and her American associate Colonel H. S. Olcott. Apart from the United
States, Blavatsky also found disciples in Ceylon and in India, where her Theosophical Society
had purchased a large and beautiful tract of land on the banks of the Adyar river in
Madras.Culturally as well as geographically, India was vital to the devel-opment of Theosophy.
Mrs Blavatsky spoke of being in communion with spiritual masters in the Himalaya. She was
inspired by the Bhagavad Gita and by the works of the great Oxford Sanskritist F. Max Mueller,
and herself visited India in 1879–80. Among the early converts to Theosophy was Allan Octavian
Hume, the ornithologist and reformist civil servant who helped found the Indian National
Congress. As one historian of Theosophy has written: ‘India, Blavatsky maintained, was the
source of all human knowledge. Everything the Egyptians, Phoenicians, Jews, Greeks and



Romans knew, they had learned from the Indians.Annie Besant’s own first impressions of
Theosophy were under-whelming. In an article of 1882 she dismissed it as ‘a dreamy, emotional,
scholarly, interest in the religio-philosophic fancies of the past’.4 She was herself now moving
rapidly to the Left, befriending Karl Marx’s disciple (and future son-in-law) Edward Aveling and
the socialist playwright George Bernard Shaw. The playwright had great affection and admiration
for Mrs Besant, for her intelligence and force of character, and especially her oratorical skills. Of
one public debate where he had to take the podium after her, Shaw wrote that when a speaker
on the other side had finished, ‘Mrs Besant got up and utterly demolished him. There was
nothing left to do but gasp and triumph under her shield.In 1885 Mrs Besant joined the Fabian
Society, and threw herself into socialist causes, leading marches of underpaid workers and
craftsmen. In 1888, Theosophy entered her life once more. Sent a book by Madame Blavatsky to
review, she was drawn to, indeed enchanted by, its contents, writing in her autobiography of
how as I turned over page after page the interest became absorbing; but how familiar it seemed;
how my mind leapt forward to presage the conclusions, how natural it was, how coherent, how
subtle, and yet how intelligible. I was dazzled, blinded by the light in which disjointed facts were
seen as part of a mighty whole, and all my puzzles, riddles, problems, seemed to disappear.Mrs
Besant asked to meet the author of the book. The meeting took place in a house in London,
where Mrs Blavatsky – a large, corpulent figure dressed in black, with her head covered and her
piercing eyes looking out – ‘talked of travels, of various countries, easy brilliant talk, her eyes
veiled, her exquisitely moulded fingers rolling cigarettes incessantly’. One meeting was enough
to convert the once sceptical Irishwoman, and two months later Mrs Besant was formally
inducted as a member of the Theosophical Society, kneeling before Madame Blavatsky and
receiving, through her, the blessings of the Himalayan Masters she claimed to communicate
with.When Mrs Besant joined the Theosophical Society, its three aims were: ‘To found a
Universal Brotherhood without distinction of race or creed; to forward the study of Aryan
literature and philosophy; to investigate unexplained laws of nature and the psychical powers
latent in man.’ (The second aim, with its unfortunate racial tinge, was later modified to mean the
study of comparative religion.) By June 1889, the middle-aged convert was writing essays for
Lucifer, the magazine of the Theosophical Society. In the same year, Mohandas Gandhi, then a
law student in London, was writing a series of essays for the journal of the Vegetarian Society of
London. The young Gandhi was becoming increasingly interested in Theosophy, and almost
certainly attended a series of lectures that Annie Besant delivered in August 1889, of which
Lucifer remarked that ‘the Hindu gentlemen who were present, conspicuous by their quiet mien,
nodded their frequent approval in silent but significant manner.In her early years as a
Theosophist Mrs Besant retained her interest in socialist causes. However, after Madame
Blavatsky’s death in May 1891, she ‘perceived she had a higher mission’. She undertook three
lecture tours in the United States in quick succession, her words and her energy leading to her
being hailed by the Chicago Tribune as ‘the most prominent theosophist of the day . . . on whom
the mantle of Madame Blavatsky has fallen. The moving spirits of the Theosophical Society,



Colonel Olcott and C. W. Leadbeater, wanted Mrs Besant – at this time regarded ‘as the greatest
speaker of her sex in either Europe or America’9 – to tour India, where, they thought, the growing
English-speaking middle class could provide ready converts to this hybrid faith, which (unlike
Christianity) treated Hinduism with respect. Mrs Besant herself was extremely keen to visit the
land where her teacher’s own teachers were believed to reside. On 20 September 1892 she
sailed from New York to London, and, after a brief halt there, carried on to Marseilles, where she
took the steamer Kaiser-i-Hind, bound for Colombo. The plan was for a brief, six-week tour of
Ceylon and India in the cold weather, following which she would return to England.She stayed
forty years. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Kausani)PrologueLoyalty is a virtue much cherished by humans, and those who are disloyal
often face criticism. In the modern world, the gold standard of loyalty is loyalty to one’s nation.
Men are chastised for leaving their wives, politicians attacked for changing their parties. But the
scoldings they face are nothing compared to those aimed at individuals who betray their
countries. From Benedict Arnold to Lord Haw-Haw, there is a veritable rogues’ gallery of men
(and they are virtually all men) who threw in their lot with a country at war with their own.Very
occasionally, however, history and morality permit, and even encourage, individuals to identify
with, and devote their energies to fulfilling, the aspirations of a country that is not their homeland.
Among these exceptions is the International Brigade which fought on the Republican side in the
Spanish Civil War. Here were Frenchmen, Britons, Irishmen and Americans who took up arms to
defend the democratic traditions of Spain and the individual liberties of Spaniards. Their heroism
and sacrifice were much celebrated at the time, and have since been commemorated in a
steady stream of novels, memoirs, biographies, historical studies, and films.The International
Brigade was formed in September 1936. It was disbanded two years later, by the Spanish
Government, as a tactical move, in the hope that this would shame Hitler and Mussolini into
stopping the sending of troops and money to the other side in the Civil War. Before the
foreigners left for their own countries, they were given a stirring farewell in Barcelona. At a
massive public gathering, Prime Minister Juan Negrín promised Spanish citizenship to those
who chose to return. Then the celebrated orator Dolores Ibárruri, ‘La Pasionara’, spoke in praise
of these foreign fighters. In years to come, she said, Spaniards would tell their children ofhow,
coming over seas and mountains, crossing frontiers bristling with bayonets…these men reached
our country as crusaders for freedom. They gave up everything, their loves, their country, home
and fortune…they came and told us, ‘We are here, your cause, Spain’s cause is ours.’ It is the
cause of all advanced and progressive mankind.[1]Rebels Against the Raj tells the story of
another group of people who chose to struggle for the freedom of a country other than their own.
This story remains much less known, although it is in some ways more remarkable. Those who
joined the International Brigade came to Spain as temporary travellers. They would, sooner or



later, go back to the nations from which they had come. The men and women profiled in this
book came to India for the duration. They exchanged their old homeland for their new one
unreservedly, and unequivocally – once in India, they knew they would almost certainly die in
India too. The foreigners who fought in Spain stayed for the most part within their racial and
religious boundaries, whereas the freedom fighters of my narrative turned their back on their
compatriots to identify with people who were neither Christian nor white. They did so for what
should certainly have been ‘the cause of all advanced and progressive mankind’; namely, the
ending of European imperialism and the liberation of colonized people.One of the battalions in
the International Brigade was named for Abraham Lincoln. Its members were all Americans. Yet,
as the very name of the Lincoln Battalion suggests, for these fighters identification with the
Republican cause in Spain did not mean a disavowal of their own country, but, rather, an
affirmation of its noblest values. Abraham Lincoln was an American president who stood
forthrightly for democracy and justice, at home; these compatriots who invoked his name would
struggle for democracy and justice, abroad. To keep at bay the Fascists, to save Spain from the
awful fate that had befallen both Italy and Germany, was therefore an act of transnational
solidarity through which universal values could be pursued regardless of an individual’s
background or theatre of enactment.In the same manner, by coming out to India the renegades
of this book were not necessarily rejecting their land of origin. British fighters for India’s freedom
were upholding the dissident culture within Britain itself, which urged them to be identified with
the underdog.[2] By doing what they did in India, for India, they were calling their British
compatriots to their better selves. And the Americans in my story saw themselves as acting in
the anti-imperialist tradition of their homeland. Like the foreign radicals in 1930s Spain, these
foreign radicals in colonial India were not being ‘disloyal’ to the nation of their birth; rather, they
saw in another nation the possibility of pursuing social and political ideals that make human life
more appealing everywhere. If imperialism was immoral and unjust, then ending it was in the
interest of the colonizer as well as the colonized. If women sought equal rights in Britain or
America, then surely they should get equal rights in India too.The thirty thousand-odd foreigners
who came to Spain in the 1930s left behind memories, warm and affectionate memories no
doubt. However, they did not have any tangible influence on the history of the country whose
cause they briefly made their own. The Civil War was lost by the Republican side they fought for.
On the other hand, the seven individuals featured in this book did much more than bravely take a
stand for Indian freedom. Through their work, and through their writings, they contributed
enormously to public debate within India. They challenged Indians to pay closer attention to the
fault lines of class and gender that preceded the coming of the British and which would – if left
unattended – persist after the British left. They offered fresh, arresting, insights into how a free
India could best promote economic development, equal access to education, and (most
farsightedly) environmental sustainability.The lives of these white-skinned heroes and heroines
of India’s past may yet be relevant for India’s future. And – since the ideals they strove for were
universal rather than parochial – for the future of the world too.—In December 1945, Mahatma



Gandhi met with a group of British Quakers in Calcutta. Animated by ideals of peace and
brotherhood, these social workers had come to aid the victims of the Bengal famine. The
Second World War had just ended; there was a rising tide of nationalist aspirations awaiting
fulfilment. One Quaker asked whether it was better if non-official Englishmen stayed away from
India for the time being. Gandhi answered: ‘Any friend, who is a real friend, and who comes in a
spirit of service, not as a superior, is bound to be welcome.’ He gave the example of the Anglican
priest Charles Freer Andrews (1871–1940), who had worked as a bridge between the Raj and
Indian nationalists. A close friend of Gandhi as well as of the great poet Rabindranath Tagore,
Andrews worked tirelessly to end indentured labour in the colonies. His Indian admirers lovingly
named him ‘Deenbandhu’: friend of the poor.Gandhi told the Quakers that anyone of any
nationality was welcome, so long as they came, like Andrews, in the spirit of disinterested
service. He added: ‘India, when she comes into her own, will need all such assistance.’ Aside
from C. F. Andrews, Gandhi also mentioned a man named Samuel Stokes, a lapsed missionary,
originally from Pennsylvania, who lived for many years in the mountains around the imperial
summer capital, Simla. Stokes concluded that if he wished to serve India he had to become
Indian in character and orientation. So he married a local Rajput woman, for which, said Gandhi,
‘he was boycotted by the Rajputs. The Government distrusted him too in the beginning. But he
has lived down the distrust of both the Government and the Indians.’Gandhi told the British
Quakers who had come to see him in Calcutta thatif then, even a C. F. Andrews and a Stokes
and others had to labour under distrust, for you to be distrusted may not be wondered at. So far
Indians have known Englishmen only as members of the ruling race – supercilious when they
were not patronizing. The man in the street makes no distinction between such an Englishman
and a good, humble European, between the Empire-builder Englishmen of the old type that he
has known and the new type that is now coming into being, burning to make reparation for what
his forefathers did. Therefore if one has not got the fire of sacrifice in him I would say to him: ‘Do
not come to India just now.’ But if you are cast in a heroic mould there will be no difficulty. You will
in the end be taken at your worth if you persevere.[3]Of the duo mentioned by Gandhi, Samuel
Stokes is a central character in this book, whereas C. F. Andrews is not. For all his love for India
and Indians, Andrews remained within the Church, and maintained close relations with viceroys
and archbishops. It was Stokes who more radically transgressed the boundaries of race and
religion. He married an Indian named Agnes, and raised a large family with her, of children who
grew up as Indians. He left the Church, and grew ever closer to Hinduism in his spiritual outlook,
even changing his first name from Samuel to Satyanand (meaning ‘the joy of truth’). And,
perhaps most significantly, he took part in Gandhi’s anti-colonial struggle, and spent a spell in
prison as a result.Charlie Andrews was a bridge-builder. There is a wonderful book waiting to be
written about him and his ilk. It might include Sister Nivedita (Margaret Noble), the Irishwoman
who attached herself to the great Hindu monk Swami Vivekananda, moving to Bengal to work for
and with him; Marjorie Sykes, the Quaker teacher who translated Tagore and ran schools in the
Nilgiris before joining a movement to save the Narmada valley from being destroyed by large



dams; Laurie Baker, the Quaker architect who ran a clinic with his doctor wife in the Himalaya
before returning with her to her native Kerala to become a pioneer of low-cost housing; or Verrier
Elwin, the Gandhian theologian from Oxford who was thrown out of his Church and cast out by
the Mahatma en route to becoming the foremost authority on the tribes of India.[4]The focus of
this book, however, is on individuals who decisively changed sides, identifying completely with
India, meeting Indians on absolutely equal terms as friends and lovers, and as comrades on the
street and in prison too. Detention in British India (or externment from British India) is a sine qua
non for inclusion here. Imprisonment or banishment signified the depth of their commitment to
the cause.The rebels of this book are to be distinguished from bridge-builders on the one side;
and, on the other, from those whom the writer William Dalrymple has called ‘White Mughals’,
who ‘responded to their travels in India by slowly shedding their Britishness like an unwanted
skin, and adopting Indian dress, studying Indian philosophy, taking harems and adopting the
ways of the Mughal governing class they slowly came to replace’.[5]If ‘White’ represents the skin
colour of these adventurers, then ‘Mughals’ accurately captures their luxurious lifestyle. On the
other hand, the rebels I write about endured poverty and hardship, disease and incarceration.
(Even the men among them could not have remotely contemplated ‘taking harems’.) To live like
the Indians whose struggle they made their own was at once a manifestation of their courage
and the source of their credibility.The ‘White Mughals’ of Dalrymple’s construction came to India
in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, when racial boundaries were more fluid. At
the time, much of the subcontinent was still under the rule of native princes; even the parts
controlled by foreign mercenaries were governed loosely rather than rigidly. However, in 1858 all
of India came under the direct rule of the British Government; now, racial boundaries became
ever more fixed and exclusive. To live like a White Mughal in the early days of colonial expansion
was one thing; to become a renegade when the clash between imperialism and nationalism was
at its most intense, quite another. The first path was associated with romance and a certain kind
of hedonistic voyeurism; the second path with idealism and a certain kind of reckless bravery.—
Of the seven rebels featured in this book, four were men and three were women. Five came from
Great Britain, while two were Americans by birth. Some came from elite families – one was the
daughter of an admiral – while others came from more plebeian homes. In terms of religious
affiliation, two arrived in India as Christian missionaries, one as a militant atheist, a fourth as a
Theosophist.These renegades came to the subcontinent from diverse social and intellectual
backgrounds. In India, they all combined writing with activism; otherwise, what they did in their
new homeland varied greatly too. Two worked up north, in the high and cold Himalaya; two in
deepest South India, close to the hot and humid coast. Of the women, one based herself in the
great cities of Madras and Banaras; the other two were inspired to settle in villages instead. Two
men married Indians and raised children with them; another brought his white-skinned wife and
sought to make her an Indian too. One woman fell passionately in love with an Indian man but
could not marry him; one man stayed unmarried and was almost certainly gay, taking Indian
lovers.The first of these rebels arrived in India in 1893, the last died in India in 1984. Their lives



thus span a century of tumultuous history for India and Indians, incorporating the two World
Wars, the rise and maturation of the freedom struggle, Independence and Partition, and the
emergence of a postcolonial state and society.In this shaping and re-shaping of modern India
these individuals were active participants. Their work spoke directly to what was happening on
the ground. For these men and women were anti-colonial crusaders as well as nation-builders.
The education of the girl child was an abiding passion for at least three of them; building the
country’s intellectual and scientific capacity an abiding passion for two others. For them all,
freedom from British rule was only the first step for India; they wished also for their adopted
country to be free of injustice, inequality, poverty, ignorance, and disease. Notably, in their
conscious endeavour to change India they unconsciously changed themselves too. Two
Christians became former Christians as a result of their experiences; a fanatical Communist
became a vigorous anti-Communist.The lives and doings of these individuals constitute a
morality tale for the world we currently live in. This is a world governed by paranoia and
nationalist xenophobia, with the rise of jingoism in country after country, and a corresponding
contempt for ideas and individuals that emanate from outside the borders of one’s nation.
Narendra Modi and the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh in India, Donald Trump and the white
supremacists in America, Boris Johnson and the Brexiteers in England, Xi Jinping and his
Confucian Communist Party in China – all see themselves as uniquely blessed by history and by
God. No foreigner, they believe, can teach them anything.This book tells us that they can.PART
ICROSSING OVER, CHANGING SIDESCHAPTER 1Mothering IndiaIIn the year 1893, three
Indians destined for greatness made their mark in countries outside India. In April of that year,
Mohandas K. Gandhi enrolled as a lawyer at the Natal Bar, en route to becoming the leader of
the Indian community in South Africa and in time the leader of the freedom movement in his
homeland. In July 1893, his fellow Kathiawari, Kumar Shri Ranjitsinhji (always known as ‘Ranji’),
played for Cambridge versus Oxford in the annual University Match at Lord’s, en route to
becoming the first great cricketer of Indian origin. In September of that year, Swami Vivekananda
made a stirring speech in the World Parliament of Religions at Chicago, en route to becoming
the authoritative voice of a Hindu Renaissance.These overseas debuts, all in the same year,
were intimations of much more than personal fame. They presaged three different ways in which
Indian culture was to profoundly impact the world. Gandhi’s leadership of the freedom movement
inspired anti-colonial struggles across Asia and Africa, as well as movements for racial justice in
North America. Ranji’s success on the playing fields of England was the forerunner of the
emergence of cricket as India’s national sport, and of India as the epicentre of world cricket.
Swami Vivekananda blazed the trail for other Indian seers and prophets to travel overseas,
taking their ideas with them. The subsequent spread of Hindu spirituality and of the practice of
yoga across the world, owe their distant origins to that famous speech made by the Swami in
Chicago.In a striking juxtaposition, even as Gandhi, Ranji and Vivekananda were seeking to take
their ideas and expertise outside India, a Western woman was making the reverse journey,
bringing her ideas and (as it were) expertise to India. For it was also in 1893 that the first of our



renegades, Annie Besant, arrived on these shores.Mrs Besant (as she was usually known)[1]
was born Annie Wood in London on 1 October 1847. She was three-quarters Irish. Her father, a
doctor who went into the City, died when she was five. Annie was brought up by her mother and
a wealthy aunt. As a teenager, she travelled with her aunt in Germany and France, while reading
widely and learning the piano.The young (and talented) Annie was courted by a Cambridge-
educated priest named Frank Besant. They married in December 1867, and moved to
Cheltenham, where Frank had a job as a teacher. The bored housewife wrote short stories while
having two children – a boy and a girl – in quick succession.By 1871 – merely four years into the
marriage – Annie and Frank had begun to quarrel. The next year she became interested in
Nonconformism, before moving on further afield, to atheism. In September 1873 the couple
separated, each keeping one child. Annie was now living in London, spending long hours in the
British Museum, reading Darwin, Spinoza, John Stuart Mill and the like. In August 1874 she
heard the legendary atheist Charles Bradlaugh speak for the first time. He was forty; she, just
twenty-six. Soon Annie became an active member of Bradlaugh’s National Secular Society.
Before the year was out, she was speaking from its platforms, and making a name as an orator.
With Bradlaugh she travelled up and down the country, speaking on secularism, science, and
the rights of women. Her mentor was a famous public speaker, but his young protégée was not
far behind, being described in the provincial press as ‘a lady of refinement [and] genius’ with a
‘matchless power of reasoning and eloquence’.[2] Audiences were not always so generous; at
several places the duo were heckled by devout churchmen and even had stones thrown at
them.Under Bradlaugh’s influence, Annie became a fervent republican, opposed to imperialism
and all its works. In 1876 she organized a petition to oppose the Prince of Wales’s forthcoming
trip to the subcontinent. She got more than 100,000 people to sign the petition, which, almost a
mile in length, was presented to the House of Commons. (The Prince’s trip went ahead
regardless.)In 1877 Mrs Besant’s first book appeared, a collection of her essays called My Path
to Atheism. She was now seriously studying religious texts, all the better to refute them. Her
critical gaze began turning Eastwards, as she read books on Buddhism and Hinduism and the
religions of ancient Egypt. A newer faith that came to her notice was Theosophy, a mystical
movement begun by a Russian émigrée called Madame Blavatsky and her American associate
Colonel H. S. Olcott. Apart from the United States, Blavatsky also found disciples in Ceylon and
in India, where her Theosophical Society had purchased a large and beautiful tract of land on
the banks of the Adyar river in Madras.Culturally as well as geographically, India was vital to the
development of Theosophy. Mrs Blavatsky spoke of being in communion with spiritual masters in
the Himalaya. She was inspired by the Bhagavad Gita and by the works of the great Oxford
Sanskritist F. Max Mueller, and herself visited India in 1879–80. Among the early converts to
Theosophy was Allan Octavian Hume, the ornithologist and reformist civil servant who helped
found the Indian National Congress. As one historian of Theosophy has written: ‘India, Blavatsky
maintained, was the source of all human knowledge. Everything the Egyptians, Phoenicians,
Jews, Greeks and Romans knew, they had learned from the Indians.’[3]Annie Besant’s own first



impressions of Theosophy were underwhelming. In an article of 1882 she dismissed it as ‘a
dreamy, emotional, scholarly, interest in the religio-philosophic fancies of the past’.[4] She was
herself now moving rapidly to the Left, befriending Karl Marx’s disciple (and future son-in-law)
Edward Aveling and the socialist playwright George Bernard Shaw. The playwright had great
affection and admiration for Mrs Besant, for her intelligence and force of character, and
especially her oratorical skills. Of one public debate where he had to take the podium after her,
Shaw wrote that when a speaker on the other side had finished, ‘Mrs Besant got up and utterly
demolished him. There was nothing left to do but gasp and triumph under her shield.’[5]In 1885
Mrs Besant joined the Fabian Society, and threw herself into socialist causes, leading marches
of underpaid workers and craftsmen. In 1888, Theosophy entered her life once more. Sent a
book by Madame Blavatsky to review, she was drawn to, indeed enchanted by, its contents,
writing in her autobiography of howas I turned over page after page the interest became
absorbing; but how familiar it seemed; how my mind leapt forward to presage the conclusions,
how natural it was, how coherent, how subtle, and yet how intelligible. I was dazzled, blinded by
the light in which disjointed facts were seen as part of a mighty whole, and all my puzzles,
riddles, problems, seemed to disappear.Mrs Besant asked to meet the author of the book. The
meeting took place in a house in London, where Mrs Blavatsky – a large, corpulent figure
dressed in black, with her head covered and her piercing eyes looking out – ‘talked of travels, of
various countries, easy brilliant talk, her eyes veiled, her exquisitely moulded fingers rolling
cigarettes incessantly’. One meeting was enough to convert the once sceptical Irishwoman, and
two months later Mrs Besant was formally inducted as a member of the Theosophical Society,
kneeling before Madame Blavatsky and receiving, through her, the blessings of the Himalayan
Masters she claimed to communicate with.[6]When Mrs Besant joined the Theosophical
Society, its three aims were: ‘To found a Universal Brotherhood without distinction of race or
creed; to forward the study of Aryan literature and philosophy; to investigate unexplained laws of
nature and the psychical powers latent in man.’ (The second aim, with its unfortunate racial
tinge, was later modified to mean the study of comparative religion.) By June 1889, the middle-
aged convert was writing essays for Lucifer, the magazine of the Theosophical Society. In the
same year, Mohandas Gandhi, then a law student in London, was writing a series of essays for
the journal of the Vegetarian Society of London. The young Gandhi was becoming increasingly
interested in Theosophy, and almost certainly attended a series of lectures that Annie Besant
delivered in August 1889, of which Lucifer remarked that ‘the Hindu gentlemen who were
present, conspicuous by their quiet mien, nodded their frequent approval in silent but significant
manner’.[7]In her early years as a Theosophist Mrs Besant retained her interest in socialist
causes. However, after Madame Blavatsky’s death in May 1891, she ‘perceived she had a
higher mission’. She undertook three lecture tours in the United States in quick succession, her
words and her energy leading to her being hailed by the Chicago Tribune as ‘the most prominent
theosophist of the day…on whom the mantle of Madame Blavatsky has fallen’.[8]The moving
spirits of the Theosophical Society, Colonel Olcott and C. W. Leadbeater, wanted Mrs Besant –



at this time regarded ‘as the greatest speaker of her sex in either Europe or America’[9] – to tour
India, where, they thought, the growing English-speaking middle class could provide ready
converts to this hybrid faith, which (unlike Christianity) treated Hinduism with respect. Mrs
Besant herself was extremely keen to visit the land where her teacher’s own teachers were
believed to reside. On 20 September 1892 she sailed from New York to London, and, after a
brief halt there, carried on to Marseilles, where she took the steamer Kaiser-i-Hind, bound for
Colombo. The plan was for a brief, six-week tour of Ceylon and India in the cold weather,
following which she would return to England.She stayed forty years.IIAnnie Besant first saw the
country she made her own on the morning of 16 November 1893. On this day she landed at the
southern port town of Tuticorin, before making her way up the coast to Madras, where the
Theosophical Society had its headquarters, in a plot of land along the Adyar – now a stinking
sewer suffused with the city’s wastes, but then a briskly flowing stretch of mostly clean
water.Madras (still many decades away from being renamed Chennai) was the third largest city
in the subcontinent. It was from here that the British administered the southern parts of their Raj.
In 1893 Madras had a population of about half a million; employed in the colonial government
and in the colonial army, but also in trades and services. The city was a centre of textile and
leather production, and had a whole array of English-language educational institutions, the
products of which were potential recruits to the Theosophical cause.In her first winter in India,
Mrs Besant toured South India by train and occasionally by bullock-cart. She spoke in (among
other places) the cities of Madurai, Tirunelveli, Bangalore, and Hyderabad. Early in the new year
she headed north, making her first acquaintance with Banaras. She also made a detour to see
the Taj Mahal in Agra.In her first years in India, Mrs Besant spent much time attending to, and
seeking to resolve, the factional conflicts within the Theosophical Society, these partly based on
personal rivalries, and partly on whether to adopt the Buddhist or the Brahminical approach to
reincarnation. She also made long tours overseas – to New Zealand and Australia, to the United
States, and of course to England and Europe, seeking to build the network of the society and
enlarge its membership base.In the wider international fraternity of the Theosophists, Mrs
Besant came to be known as ‘Mother’. In Madras, which was in effect her main base, she was
known as ‘Periamma’, the Great Mother; in North India, as Bari Memsahib, the Big (or Biggest)
Lady Sahib. She toured the country ‘lecturing on Hinduism, Mesmerism, Temperance,
Vegetarianism, etc.’. One early report on her activities says she ‘consistently covered Hindus
and their religion with almost sickening flattery’. The flattery was returned, with interest, an
Indian newspaper calling her ‘the veritable goddess of Ind coming from the far off West for the
spiritual regeneration of the land’.[10]In England, Mrs Besant had been prevented from
obtaining a degree from the University of London. This prompted an intense ambition to start a
university of her own in India. When wealthy Hindus evinced an interest in funding such an
enterprise, she took it up more seriously. In July 1898 – less than five years after landing in India
– she announced the establishment of a ‘Central Hindu College’ in the ancient temple city of
Banaras. The Maharaja of Banaras chose to gift her land and buildings – although he later had



misgivings. The Maharaja of Kashmir chipped in with funds. Hostels and classrooms were built,
to which students came from across India. The University of Allahabad – seventy miles upstream
on the River Ganga – gave the new college accreditation. The institution had boys alone; so, in
1904, Mrs Besant started a residential Hindu Girls School, a revolutionary idea at the time.In
1895, barely a couple of years after she moved to India, Annie Besant gave a lecture in several
cities bearing the title ‘The Means of India’s Regeneration’, a talk radiating prescriptive energy
about what her adopted land could do to recover her place as one of the great nations of the
world. Mrs Besant wanted a strong classical core to Indian education, hoping that ‘a public
opinion could be formed, sufficiently strong, which made a knowledge of Sanskrit a real
necessity, so that no man would be regarded as an educated man unless a knowledge of
Sanskrit formed part of his education’. Turning to secular learning, she deplored the fact that the
history and geography textbooks in use were so utterly alien to Indian realities. These books
acquainted the schoolboy with English kings and queens, English towns, and English industries,
‘leaving him without any knowledge of the detailed history and geography and products and
industries of his own country, where the whole of his life is to be spent, and to which his thoughts
should be ever turned’.[11]In another lecture, Mrs Besant explained how the Central Hindu
College would blend the modern with the traditional, with the curriculum being equally strong in
classical Sanskrit texts as well as in modern works in English. ‘Do you not see’, she
remarked:that there are two Hindu nations in this land – one of Pandits, profound in their
learning, scholarship, thought and knowledge, but knowing nothing outside Samskrit literature.
They know nothing of modern thought, modern life, the modern spirit. On the other side there is
a Hindu nation growing up, knowing nothing of Samskrit literature and of the sacred Books,
growing up utterly westernized. There is a great gulf between them and the nation of Pandits.
The Pandit cannot influence the English-educated boy, because he does not sympathise with
him in his hopes and aspirations. You cannot influence the young unless you sympathise and
feel with them. We want to bridge the gap between these Hindu nations, and we build this
double bridge of Samskrit and English. We lead both classes, so that both shall know English
and both shall know Samskrit; we thus hope to join the two Hindu nations and make them one in
the service of their Motherland.[12]These words were spoken in 1903, by which time Mrs Besant
had been a decade in India. She had started a college for boys as well as several schools for
girls. Her views on gender relations had markedly changed from her days in the West. As a
socialist and suffragette, she had demanded full equality between the sexes. Now she was more
inclined to the Hindu view that women’s roles and responsibilities were different from (and
somewhat subordinate to) men’s. So, as she wrote in 1904, ‘the national movement for girls’
education must be on national lines: ‘it must accept the general Hindu conception of woman’s
place in the national life’. That is to say:It must see in the woman the mother and the wife, or, as
in some cases, the learned and pious ascetic, the Brahmavadini of older days. It cannot see in
her the rival and competitor of man in all forms of outside and public employment, as woman,
under different economic conditions, is coming to be, more and more, in the West…. [T]he



national movement for the education of girls must be one which meets the national needs, and
India needs nobly trained wives and mothers, wise and tender rulers of the household, educated
teachers of the young, helpful counsellors of their husbands, skilled nurses of the sick, rather
than girl graduates, educated for the learned professions.While most girls had to be prepared
through education for a life of motherhood and household management, there would, admitted
Mrs Besant,always be some exceptional girls who need for the due evolution of their faculties a
more profound and wider education, and these must be helped to what they need as individuals,
each to her own line. Such girls may be born into India in order to restore to her the learned
women of the past, and to place again in her diadem the long lost part of lofty female intelligence.
[13]Mrs Besant’s emphasis on the spiritualization of education was at odds with the colonial
curriculum, and – as notably – with the views of Indian liberals who believed in shunning the
religious dogmas of the past while embracing the rational, sceptical, scientific approach of the
modern world. Writing to the great Poona liberal Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Mrs Besant
proclaimed: ‘I believe that India has been materialised, vulgarised and denationalised by leaving
religion out of education; and all my efforts are turned to restoring religion to its proper
place.’[14]IIIIn her lecture of 1895 on the ‘means of India’s regeneration’, Mrs Besant had asked
her audience to affirm the national spirit by ‘maintaining the traditional dress, ways of living and
so on, by promoting Indian arts and manufactures, by giving preference to Indian products over
foreign…’ Here, the Irishwoman turned Indian was anticipating the Swadeshi movement of 1905–
7, when nationalists organized flamboyant bonfires of foreign cloth in protest against the political
and economic exploitation of India by colonial rule.The Swadeshi movement was at its most
intense in the Bengal Presidency, where the anger against foreign goods, foreign ways of life,
was compounded by the partition of the province in 1905, which had been bitterly opposed by
the intelligentsia.[15] Although sympathetic to nationalist sentiment, Mrs Besant did not want to
put her institutions at risk by associating publicly with it. She still wished to stay on the right side
of the British Raj. The Hindu College in Banaras now had more than a hundred boys, and Mrs
Besant sternly warned her Bengali students not to take part in popular protests against the
Government. At this stage she was a Hinduphile (rather than Indophile), as well as an Empire
Loyalist, careful not to explicitly foster sentiments of secession and independence among her
wards.While opening these schools and colleges Mrs Besant continued to be very active in the
Theosophical Society. When the President of the Society, Madame Blavatsky’s long-time
collaborator Colonel Olcott, died in February 1907, Mrs Besant’s supporters claimed that the
Mahatmas in the Himalaya wanted her to be his successor. An election was held nonetheless,
about which an industrious biographer provides some telling details. We thus learn that the
Dutch section of the society chose Mrs Besant over her opponent by a margin of 781 votes to 1;
the Germans by 583 to 20; the Cubans by 188 to 14. The Indians were thunderingly behind their
Periamma, 3,571 to 47, and the British supported her solidly too, 1,189 to 261. The only
substantial opposition to Mrs Besant came from the United States, but even here she won quite
comfortably, 1,319 to 679.[16]By now, the society’s headquarters at Adyar had expanded and



consolidated itself quite considerably. It stretched for a full mile along the river; its eastern side
abutted the ocean, with a private beach for the society’s members. The fields and gardens
provided vegetables and fruits aplenty. Electric lights had replaced kerosene. There was even a
dairy on the premises. When in town, Mrs Besant held court on the second floor of the
handsome main building, sitting cross-legged on a cushion, speaking to visitors and admirers,
or writing letters.In 1909, Mrs Besant’s colleague in the Theosophical Society, C. W. Leadbeater,
bumped into two beautiful young boys on the beach in Adyar. They were sons of a Telugu-
speaking member of the society. Leadbeater thought the younger of the brothers had a
wonderful aura about him; when Mrs Besant met him, she agreed. The boy, Jiddu Krishnamurti,
had a lovely face and a serene countenance. Mrs Besant had always thought that the new World
Teacher, the twentieth-century reincarnation of a Buddha, a Jesus, a Zoroaster, would come
from India. She was easily convinced that the boy Jiddu would, under her tutelage, become the
One.Over the next two decades, Mrs Besant’s life was deeply intertwined with Krishnamurti’s.
She founded an Order of the Rising Sun and anointed him its President (she herself was the
Order’s Protector). Krishnamurti’s father took her to court, alleging that she had adopted his
sons through fraudulent purposes; she fought him all the way to the Privy Council, retaining
custody. She tried to get the boy admission into Oxford; according to one story, when she told
the President of Magdalen College that her ward was the Son of God, the grandee replied:
‘Madam, we have the sons of many important people in our College.’[17] Eventually, the son
himself walked out on the Mother, with Krishnamurti telling a massed audience of Theosophists
that he was not anybody’s teacher, and they’d better find their own individual routes to
enlightenment, without his assistance.[18]Krishnamurti and his brother were found for Mrs
Besant. Other young Indians joined her on their own, and with great enthusiasm. Their
recollections speak of the enormous appeal that this renegade Irishwoman had for a certain kind
of educated Hindu. The Bombay writer Kanji Dwarkadas joined the Theosophical Society in
1912, aged twenty, being admitted by Mrs Besant herself. Half a century later he recalledthe
inner experience that came to me on account of her wonderful personal magnetism. The mighty
figure with deep penetrating eyes, silvery hair shining on her head, clean unruffled face, looked
as if a great messenger, who had her head with the high and mighty to the clouds, spoke to me
once more after ages, with a view to showing me and leading me on to the path that one must
tread if one has to reach the goal of the union with the One Life of which no creature is bereft.
[19]Among Mrs Besant’s closest companions in Banaras was the philosopher Bhagwan Das.
His son Sri Prakasa joined the Theosophical Society as a boy, and came to regard Mrs Besant
as a Mother. He admired many things about her, not least her oratory. As he wrote in an adoring
biography, Mrs Besantnever carried any papers as she spoke. Her memory must have been
remarkable, and I believe she just rehearsed her lectures to herself once, before going into the
lecture hall; and that was enough for her. She never faltered for a word and her voice never
broke. She told us in one of her talks how she was fond of beautiful perorations; how she liked to
end her speeches by working up her audience to a certain pitch, leaving their minds in



possession of some peculiarly tragic or pathetic scene created by the magic of her words.Sri
Prakasa added: ‘Mrs. Besant did not like any one to speak after her; and quite rightly too, for who
could heighten the impression and the effect, of her speech? They could only mar
them.’[20]IVHer former friend and erstwhile comrade George Bernard Shaw once described
Annie Besant as ‘a woman of swift decisions’, who ‘always came into a movement with a bound,
and was preaching the new faith before the astonished spectators had the least suspicion that
the old one was shaken’.[21]Mrs Besant’s abandonment of Socialism for Theosophy was at
once a move from West to East, and from politics to spirituality. Indeed, it was because she had
been so intensely engaged in public affairs before she came to India that she sought so
resolutely to stay away from controversy once she was here. However, the subcontinent was no
peaceable haven of freedom, where she could endlessly and unproblematically experiment with
moral or religious ideas. It was a colonial regime, run on racist lines. So long as she focused on
expanding the membership of the Theosophical Society or on getting more boys and girls into
school, the facts of Indian subjecthood could be temporarily brushed aside. In the end, though,
she could not escape them altogether.In October 1902, Mrs Besant gave a talk in London on
what she had learned from a decade in India on ‘the relations which exist between one of the
greatest of conquering nations and the greatest of subject peoples’. The venue was the South
Place Chapel in Finsbury, a district that had famously elected an Indian, Dadabhai Naoroji, to
the House of Commons in 1892.In her lecture, Mrs Besant analysed the relations between
England and India under three heads: that of religion, that of education, and that of political
relations. On the first count, she remarked that ‘India has more to teach than she has to learn’.
She thought there was nothing in Christianity that did not already exist in Indian spiritual
traditions. With regard to education, she said that modern Western learning had to be adapted to
Indian conditions. With regard to political relations, she observed that the destruction of Indian
industries and high taxation had been among the unhappy consequences of British rule.At this
stage, Mrs Besant’s criticisms of colonial rule were gentle and understated. She urged, on the
ruling race, greater respect for a people with an old and sophisticated culture of their own. While
she accepted that many British officials in India were hard-working and motivated by a sense of
justice, nonetheless ‘they have a tendency to think they are so immensely superior to others that
whatever is good for them is good for everybody else; they fail to understand the traditions and
the customs which must exist in an ancient people, a people of high and complicated
civilisation…’[22]These well-meaning, politely worded, feelings were soon put to the test. For the
first decade of the twentieth century witnessed an intensifying opposition to British rule; as in the
aforementioned Swadeshi movement, which was both preceded and followed by bomb attacks
in the three great Presidencies of Bengal, Madras and Bombay. Tempers ran high, nerves were
fraught; and the colonial state sometimes reacted with excessive force. In 1910, there were a
series of incidents wherein British officials harshly abused and even physically attacked Indians.
Mrs Besant drafted an appeal urging the rulers to show respect and restraint. This angered the
Governor of Madras, who wrote to her that ‘your words may be used to stir the impressionable



youth of India to revolt. Some of your sentences shorn of their context may be seized upon and
turned to undesirable purposes by those who are engaged in the task of stirring up strife.’ The
Viceroy, weighing in, told this Irish defender of Indian freedoms that since the cases of official
abuse ‘are comparatively rare’, giving them publicity was likely to vitiate relations between
Europeans and Indians.[23]Some students of Central Hindu College were itching to join the
growing movement against colonial rule. When, also in 1910, Mrs Besant asked the Viceroy,
Lord Minto, to become a patron of the college, he wrote back (via his Private Secretary) saying
that since the students’ magazine had praised the militant nationalist Lala Lajpat Rai, he was
therefore ‘doubtful whether he should support the institution, until the management has been
brought more into line with the views of the Commissioner of Benares, who is evidently anxious
to help the College in every way’.[24]In 1907, the country’s main political organization, the Indian
National Congress, had split into two wings. While Lajpat Rai was an Extremist, wanting to sever
all connections with British rule, Mrs Besant was now engaging actively with the Moderates,
liberal incrementalists who wished for greater self-government while retaining their ties with the
Empire. Prominent Moderates like Tej Bahadur Sapru and Motilal Nehru had made donations to
Central Hindu College.Several Indian Theosophists were active in Congress affairs, which
encouraged Mrs Besant to involve herself in the party too. Having dipped her toenails in these
waters gingerly already, she now prepared for a more active engagement. Theosophy and
education would no longer suffice to sustain her energies and her interests.In January 1914, Mrs
Besant announced that a new weekly would be published from the headquarters of the
Theosophical Society in Adyar. It was to be called Commonweal, and its aims as enunciated in
Mrs Besant’s first editorials were: ‘To hold a free platform for the expression of varied opinions on
religious, educational, social and political problems, so that burning questions in all parts of the
world may be threshed out, and truth elicited by a thoughtful discussion.’[25]The pre-eminent
Extremist leader of the Congress was the Poona firebrand Bal Gangadhar Tilak. In 1908 Tilak
had been shut away in a prison in Mandalay on charges of sedition. He was released in June
1914, whereupon the waters of Indian politics began to be stirred more actively than ever
before.When Tilak came out of prison, Mrs Besant was in London. So was Tilak’s great rival, the
Moderate leader Gopal Krishna Gokhale. Gokhale was sensible of the enormous prestige this
Irishwoman had acquired among the Hindu middle classes. Were young patriots to be weaned
away from extremism towards moderation, Annie Besant could be of enormous help. The two
met several times in London in the summer of 1914. When Mrs Besant prepared to depart for
India, Gokhale wrote saying that he planned to visit Madras for the annual meeting of the
Congress in December, when, he hoped, ‘we may succeed in devising some new scheme which
will bring together the more earnest spirits in the country in active cooperation in the service of
the Motherland – yours now no less than mine and of other Indians’.[26]Mrs Besant was now in
her late sixties, yet entirely prepared to throw herself into the Congress movement. She bought
the title of a defunct newspaper, the Madras Standard, and proclaimed her desire ‘to make it a
power in the land’.[27] The paper was renamed New India, signalling that its editor’s ambitions



were not provincial but properly pan-Indian. ‘Please do not have a fit’, she wrote to a
Theosophist friend in England, ‘but I have bought a daily paper in Madras. It is needed for the
work. It was a rag, but it will be a power…. It is quite exciting to edit a daily paper! I expect to
make it good. I have cleared off all the coarse advertisements…’[28]Writing to the Bengali
Moderate Bhupendranath Basu in September 1914, Mrs Besant worried that ‘the Congress is
losing touch with the younger men of India, and no longer raises the enthusiasm which was
caused by it in its earlier days’. Two months later, she told Basu of her desire to bring ‘the Left
Wing people’ back into the Congress. ‘The thing is to persuade our Left friends to come inside’,
she said, ‘so that they may be represented in the discussion…Mr. Tilak is quite ready to talk
things over, and with good will on all sides, a way should certainly be found.’ She concluded the
letter with these emphatic words: ‘It will be a great thing for India if the whole Nationalist party is
united.’[29]VIn the late summer of 1914, as war broke out in Europe, in India Annie Besant had
begun to see herself as more – much more – than just a member of the Congress. She was – or
had decided – to be its glue, the healer of its divisions, the torch-bearer of its desire and
ambition to represent all of India and all Indians.In November 1914, Mrs Besant wrote to
Gokhale that it was time to ‘close the breach between the Extreme Wing and the Moderates’,
and ‘in view of the political changes which will follow the War to have a United India and to
formulate its wishes’. The previously recalcitrant Bal Gangadhar Tilak, she said, was now
prepared to ask for self-government within the Empire, and not separation or full independence
for India. In early December she wrote again, saying she was coming to Poona to meet Tilak,
since she would not think she had done her best ‘unless I try to persuade Mr. Tilak to behave
reasonably, and fail’. If ‘the attempts to make peace fail’, she wrote, ‘it is necessary that India
should know that Mr. Tilak is irreconcilable and that the fault lies with him’.Sensing that Gokhale
would be nervous about an out-reach to his bitter rival, Mrs Besant added this significant
postscript: ‘Don’t forget re Tilak, that I have been in politics all my life, and worked closely with
Charles Bradlaugh. You need not fear his making any capital out of my visit that I am not
prepared for, and have discounted.’[30]Gokhale remained deeply sceptical of Tilak’s intentions.
As he wrote to Mrs Besant, ‘if the door was opened to him [Tilak], he would renew his attempts
of 1906 and 1907 to capture the Congress for his views’. These views did not preclude opposing
colonial rule by violence, if necessary. ‘Well, having experienced the full bitterness of that
struggle’, continued Gokhale, ‘we should, I felt, be traitors to the cause we then saved from
destruction after great exertions, if we offered, in the name of unity and reconciliation, another
opportunity to men who will learn nothing and unlearn nothing to renew once again the old
struggle.’[31]Mrs Besant came to Poona and met Tilak. The talks failed, as Gokhale had warned
that they would. Tilak saw her coming all the way from Madras as a sign of weakness, and made
it clear that he would rejoin the Congress only if he and his group were in control of the party.
After their meeting, Tilak wrote defiantly to Besant saying:We do not wish to join the Congress
as dummies who will admiringly look at the grave faces of the Moderate leaders and
enthusiastically applaud their elegant speeches…. If we join the Congress, we shall do so for



working out our programme by persuading the majority – if it be possible to do so – to our side.
[32]Mrs Besant had entered the Congress as a Mother, seeking to reconcile its squabbling
children. Always secure in her self-belief, she thought that she would succeed where others had
failed. Gokhale repeatedly warned her that the road would be far rockier than she presumed or
hoped. A letter of January 1915 has him saying to her:I fear I have been writing to you about
Tilak much more than I should care to do to any one and I need not assure you that it is all done
with extreme reluctance. But now that you have come into this Congress movement, it is
necessary that you should know these things. As I said to you personally here the other day, I
have no wish to treat Tilak ungenerously. In fact, it goes against my grain to take the line I am
often forced to take. But by bitter experience ranging over nearly 30 years now, I have learnt that
not generosity but caution has to be the key-note of our dealings with him.[33]Although he was a
decade younger than Mrs Besant, Gokhale was in much poorer health. The factional quarrels
within the Congress had worn him down enormously. His new friend, the Irishwoman settled in
Madras, worried for him, writing: ‘You must guard your body for future work, and your life is a
thousand times more important than Tilak’s presence in, or absence from, the Congress.’[34]
The affection was manifest, but the warning came too late. In the second week of February 1915
Gokhale died, ostensibly of a heart attack, but in truth from exhaustion. He had given his life in
the cause of his country-in-the-making.VIGokhale’s death served to strengthen Mrs Besant’s
commitment to the nationalist movement. In the first week of April 1915, while inaugurating a
conference in the United Provinces, she spoke of India as ‘our Motherland’, and of her hope that
a free India would be on a ‘footing of equality with the other Self-Governing Dominions’ such as
Canada and Australia; indeed, because of her size and the antiquity of her civilization, ‘the
centre of a federated Empire’. She then turned to the subject of Hindu–Muslim relations, which
were particularly contentious in the United Provinces. Warning that ‘a continuance of strife’
would ‘bar all Self-Government’, she called for ‘a generous forgiveness of past injuries on both
sides, and a resolute determination to cease from the mutual infliction of injuries in the
future’.Mrs Besant ended her address by affirming her own patriotism, her Indian patriotism. She
said:To be a Servant of India is the deep wish of my heart, and the opportunity to serve India is
the greatest guerdon [reward] you can give me…. The love of India, born in early womanhood,
embodied itself in eager defence of her in my English political life, flowered when Theosophy
made Hinduism for me a living philosophy and religion, and for the last two-and-twenty years
has made me consecrate to her, seeing in India’s greatness and in India’s Liberty the surest
pledge for the progress of the world. When Mr. Gokhale lately, in an affectionate letter, spoke of
India as ‘your Motherland as much as mine, or any Indian’s’, I felt as though he had given me a
patent of nobility.[35]Mrs Besant saw her own political service to her adopted motherland as two-
fold: uniting the Congress within, and presenting its case to the world without. Because of her
experience of British politics, she thought herself uniquely qualified to persuade the ‘Home’
public of the justice of the Indian demand for freedom. In the summer of 1915 she began tapping
wealthy Indians for support in presenting the Congress case to the British people. After the war



was over, she told these donors, ‘every Colony will claim its right in an Imperial Parliament. India
should do the same. But unless in England there is now an active educational agitating body, to
convince the democracy of India’s right and her resolution to have them, the opportunity will be
lost, and India will remain “our great Dependency”.’[36]In September 1915, Mrs Besant
proposed that a Home Rule League be set up in India. Her inspiration was her native Ireland,
where the cry of ‘Home Rule’ was then being heard more energetically than ever before. India,
she urged, should be ‘mistress of her own household’; it should become a free nation, while
remaining within the framework of the British Empire. She asked:Will Indian leaders in every
town and village take up the cry of ‘Home Rule for India’, hold meetings and explain to the
masses and make them demand from the liberty-loving British race self-government for our
country? Will Indian newspapers, zealously and perseveringly, keep on writing, writing, writing till
the idea permeates Indian society as a whole and the demand is clearly echoed ‘Home Rule for
India’![37]Mrs Besant took the idea of Indian Home Rule on the road, speaking about it in
Bombay, Allahabad, and Calcutta, among other places. A report of her speech in the last-named
city began:At a crowded meeting held at the Star Theatre on Wednesday last [6 October], Mrs.
Besant explained her ideas about the proposed Home Rule League. For an hour and a quarter
she held spellbound the vast audience which had come to listen to her, with an eloquence all her
own. India is fortunate in having so powerful an advocate of the cause of self-government.This
report appeared in The Bengalee, a newspaper which (as the name shows) was run by and for
Indians. The rulers, on the other hand, were rather less enthusiastic about Mrs Besant’s
campaign. Particularly agitated was the Madras Government, since it was in this Presidency that
Mrs Besant resided, and where she had the most influence. On 8 October 1915, the Chief
Secretary of Madras sent a long letter to the Government of India urging that this troublemaker
be deported to Britain. ‘Mrs. Besant is not without opponents’, the letter noted, ‘but a number of
prominent men follow her leadership in the political or religious field or both, and their
association with her cannot fail to increase her influence, especially the young men to whose
immature and impressionable intellects her crude views and passionate denunciations are likely
to be peculiarly acceptable.’So long as Mrs Besant was starting new branches of the
Theosophical Society, running schools, and opening a Central Hindu College, there was, from
the perspective of the colonial state, no particular cause for worry. But this movement for Home
Rule was, the Madras Government insisted, ‘fraught with danger to the public peace and the
public safety…. Mrs. Besant is now committed to this agitation and is evidently reckless as to the
consequences which may result from the means which she employs to attain her ends.’ The
Governor of Madras therefore thought that ‘the most satisfactory way of checking her activities
both in the Press and on the platform would be to forbid her under the Defence of India rules to
remain in British India’.The Madras Government’s proposal was actively debated in the Viceroy’s
Executive Council. One British member concurred, saying: ‘If Mrs. Besant were forced to leave
India, she will no doubt continue her campaign in the English or American Press, but we shall be
spared her ravings on the Indian platform and her writings will lose a great deal of their danger



on account of the distance between herself and her audience.’ A second British member
disagreed, saying that if the Government ‘send her Home with a little halo of martyrdom’, then
the ‘next thing we shall have is reports of speeches at Home, probably more violent that those
delivered here’. A third wrote on file that ‘Mrs. Besant’s Home Rule League is foolish and wild,
and I doubt whether even the National Congress will adopt it. I do not fancy that the Indian
politicians will much relish being tied to the apron strings of an elderly European lady who in her
time has had many evanescent enthusiasms.’ While this official was ‘not in favour of packing off
the lady to Europe’, he thought that ‘she might now be warned in much more formal fashion, that
she must restrain both her oratory and her articles, failing which section 108 of the Criminal
Procedure Code and the Press Act will have to be resorted to in her case’.A long and most
interesting comment on the case came from the sole Indian member of the Executive Council, C.
Sankaran Nair. He suggested that the authorities were to blame, by having unnecessarily
boosted up Mrs Besant’s image in the first place. Thus he wrote:The Government of India placed
her on a high pedestal when she was ensuring her position as a great spiritual teacher. The King-
Emperor and Empress honoured her college with a visit…This has produced a great
impression…. I think in the present condition of the country it is unwise to provoke the volume of
feeling that would be roused now by any action against her.Nair sardonically added that ‘I am the
more inclined to suggest this course as I am unable to choose any definite statement made by
her and say it is malicious or absolutely false.’The file containing all these varied opinions ends
with a definitive one-line verdict by the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge: ‘Order: That no action [against
Annie Besant] be taken at present.’[38]VIIThe debate within the Government of India about
whether or not to extern Annie Besant took place behind her back. She had no clue about it;
indeed, while the debate was being carried out, she was preparing for publication a 700-page
book called How India Wrought for Freedom. Ostensibly a narrative history of the Indian National
Congress, based largely on the proceedings of its annual meetings, it also sought to legitimize
her own growing involvement in the movement for self-rule in India. The book
wasDEDICATEDWith Profound Devotion to theMOTHERLANDAnd with Respectful Admiration
to her Noble SonDADABHAI NAOROJIBy her ServantANNIE BESANTThe singling out of
Dadabhai Naoroji was sincere as well as strategic. Now in his ninetieth year, Naoroji had a
record of public service longer than anyone else in India. He had been active in politics in his
homeland – serving three terms as Congress President – and in England, as the first Indian
Member of the British Parliament. He had written major works of scholarship, and had an
enduring interest in social reform. He was above scandal and intrigue; his character was
absolutely beyond reproach.[39] Although a self-professed Moderate, even the most extreme of
Extremists would not dare criticize him. By compiling a history of the Congress and then
dedicating it to Naoroji, Besant was, among other things, telling her Extremist rivals that she was
here for the duration.How India Wrought for Freedom had twenty-seven substantive chapters,
one for each session of the Congress held thus far. They were preceded by a fifty-page
‘historical introduction’, where Mrs Besant set out the case for India to be a self-governing



nation. She began by tracing the antiquity of Indian civilization. India’s claims to nationhood, she
argued, were far older than any country in the West. Epics such as the Mahabharata and
Ramayana continued to live ‘vitally in Indian hearts and prayers and ceremonies of to-day’, a
historical continuity signalling ‘only this one fact writ large: It is on this literature and the past
embodied in it that the foundation of Indian Nationality is indestructibly laid.’Mrs Besant insisted
that ‘India is a continuum, and her Aryan civilisation an unbroken whole’. She wrote of how this
unity and continuity persisted through the rise and fall of empires; even Muslim invasions could
not disturb or destroy it. While the coming of a foreign religion, Islam, ‘caused inevitably
disturbance and much evil feeling on both sides’, at the same time the new rulers ‘brought to the
building of the Indian Nation most precious materials, enriching the Nationality and adding new
aspects to its many-faced splendour’. Only the British were different; since they did not
assimilate into the Indian soil, and since they went back to where they had come from.There
was, noted Mrs Besant, another difference that came with British rule; for the first time, the whole
of India was under foreign domination. Under Mughal rule, many of the most important posts in
the administration were reserved for Hindus. No longer. ‘It has seemed’, wrote Mrs Besant
sarcastically, ‘as though it were the British aim to turn the Indian Nation into a race of clerks.’ The
usurpation of all power, all decision-making, by the European colonists had created a pathetic
feeling of dependence among the subject population. Thus ‘Indians hesitate, where they should
act; they ask, where they should take, they submit, where they should resist; they lack self-
confidence and the audacity that commands success’. Quoting Gokhale’s remark that ‘a kind of
dwarfing or stunting of the Indian race is going on under the present system’, Mrs Besant
insisted: ‘This is the deepest, gravest, wrong that Great Britain has inflicted on a once mighty
and imperial race. Unless Indians can again develop the old vigour, courage and initiative, India
can have no future. But the old spirit is awaking on every side, and therein lies our hope.’Annie
Besant ended her ‘historical introduction’ with a balance sheet of colonial rule, which was
decidedly biased towards the negative side of the ledger. The British conquest of India, she
argued, had deliberately destroyed indigenous arts and industries, to ‘favour the importation of
cheap foreign goods’. The rulers had neglected irrigation, thus undermining food security, and
neglected education too; only 3 per cent of the population were literate in India, whereas ‘Japan,
under eastern rule, has educated her whole population in 40 years’. British rule was extremely
costly; the high salaries and pension benefits of colonial officials constituting a massive drain of
money and capital away from India.India, concluded Mrs Besant, was ‘getting very tired of
English domination’; she was ‘determined to get rid of coercive legislation, and to enjoy Self-
Government’.[40]After the book was published, Mrs Besant set about organizing a ‘Conference
for the formation of a League for Self-Government’. She approached Dadabhai Naoroji to be its
first patron, and he, after some hesitation, agreed. The conference was planned for the last week
of December, in Bombay. Mrs Besant sent letters of invitation to many middle-class, English-
speaking men from different parts of India. (Among the few Indian women active in public affairs
at this time was the poet Sarojini Naidu, who did not figure in Mrs Besant’s list of invitees.)Most



who had been asked to come for the meeting readily agreed. There were, however, a few
dissenting voices, such as Cassamally Jairazbhoy from Bombay, who wrote to Mrs Besant
saying her initiative was ‘premature and ill-timed’: premature because the Congress and the
Muslim League already existed as representative organizations, and British statesmen had
promised these bodies that they would give Indians greater representation at all levels of
Government after the current war in Europe had ended; ill-timed because the British people
were presently absorbed in winning the war. Mr Jairazbhoy told Mrs Besant that her campaign
‘will be misunderstood in England, and it would weaken the momentum of future constitutional
movements and would be fraught with real danger to the cause of ultimate progress. As an
English woman, I think you should be the last person to embarrass British statesmen while their
minds are pre-occupied with the war and the Empire is in danger.’[41]Mrs Besant’s conference
‘for the formation of a League for Self-Government’ took place in the Bombay locality of China
Baug on Christmas Day 1915. The meeting discussed what form the organization would take,
what the criteria for membership should be, and who its officials might be. To assuage British
concerns, it was stated that the proposed ‘League for Self-Government’ was being established
for ‘the good of both Nations [India and England] and for the Safety of the Empire’. Among those
in attendance were the prominent lawyers M. A. Jinnah, M. R. Jayakar, Chunilal Mehta, and
Sachidanand Sinha, and the Parsi millionaire J. B. Petit.[42]A hundred miles away in Poona, a
rival conference was held the same week in December, convened by Bal Gangadhar Tilak. Its
aim was to set up a Home Rule League. How this differed, in spirit and method, from the ‘League
for Self-Government’ was not specified. But clearly Tilak wanted to have his own organization,
distinct from and independent of the show orchestrated and directed by Mrs Besant.VIIIAnnie
Besant published her autobiography in the year she first came to India, 1893. A third impression
came out in 1908, by which time she had been in the subcontinent for a decade and a half. In the
preface to this reissue, she described her work in India as being of two kinds: ‘first of all, the
revival, strengthening and uplifting of the ancient religions – Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, and in
Ceylon and Burma, Buddhism’; and ‘in the second place, educational, and the note of this has
been the wedding of Western education with Eastern religion and Eastern ethics, and the
carrying on of colleges and schools under the control of Indians, instead of under the control of
Government or of [Christian] missionaries…’ It is significant that, in 1908, her ambitions
excluded the political. She had stayed away from questioning the legitimacy of British rule in
India and from asking for self-government for Indians.[43]Mrs Besant never wrote a sequel to her
autobiography. She never explained, in her own words, why after twenty years in India she
suddenly turned, or rather re-turned, to politics. It seems however that there was no one cause,
no particular epiphanic movement, but rather a series of events and influences that prompted
this move back from spiritualism to activism. We know that she was outraged at the casual
racism of British officials in India; that she admired Gokhale and other Moderates; that her native
Ireland was itself experiencing a movement for Home Rule. And let us not exclude the possibility
of her being bored. Educational curriculum, Theosophical Society elections and conclaves, et



al., while important in themselves, could not provide her with the excitement that public meetings
and political campaigns so manifestly did.By 1915, Annie Besant was at the very centre of
political debate in British India. Towards the end of the year she composed an Indian National
Song, ‘God Save Our Ind’, set to the tune of ‘God Save the King’. Its words went:God save our
Motherland,God bless our much-loved Land,God save our Ind!Sing of her story old,Sing of her
heroes bold,Sing of her hearts of gold,God save our Ind!Sing Ramachandra’s praiseSing of the
Rajput daysGod save our Ind!Sing of great Akbar’s sway,Sing of Shivaji’s day,Sing boldly
Freedom’s lay,God save our Ind!Lord of the Burning-ground,Send forth Thy damru-sound,God
save our Ind!Grant us the hero-heart,Careless of loss or smart,As men to play our part,God save
our Ind![44]This ‘national song’ died a quick and unmourned death. Perhaps it deserved to die,
for the words were hackneyed and the tune derivative. But that it was composed at all must
compel some admiration. There were no half-measures with Mrs Besant; once she had chosen
to become an Indian, she would be an Indian all the way through.CHAPTER 2Home Ruler,
Congress PresidentIIn the year 1915, while Annie Besant was establishing her mark on Indian
politics, Mohandas K. Gandhi was travelling through the subcontinent, getting to know a country
he had been away from for more than two decades. The two were aware of one another; indeed,
the younger man had a certain veneration for the older woman. As a young law student in
London, Gandhi had heard Mrs Besant speak at Theosophy meetings. Later, as a lawyer in
South Africa, Gandhi had a photograph of Mrs Besant up in his chambers, as a mark of respect
for what she was doing to promote spirituality and social renewal in India.[1]In 1905, Mrs
Besant’s book on the Bhagavad Gita was reprinted by a press in Durban with which Gandhi was
associated. She wrote complaining that her permission had not been asked for, and that they
should not have used her portrait in the book. The letter was sent to the manager of the press,
who forwarded it to Gandhi, who wrote to Mrs Besant taking full responsibility. An Indian
merchant had offered to fund the printing of the book ‘for distribution among Hindu boys’. As
Gandhi now told Mrs Besant, ‘I felt that the motive of the management was pure, and that when
the circumstances, under which the edition was published, were brought to your notice, you
would overlook any apparent impropriety.’ As regards the inclusion of the portrait, Gandhi said
‘that, if a mistake has been committed, it has arisen from excessive reverence for yourself’. He
added: ‘Rightly or wrongly, as you are aware, publication or printing of such portraits in sacred
works is not uncommon in India.’[2]The name and work of Mrs Besant often featured in Indian
Opinion, the journal that Gandhi had founded in South Africa. In February 1907, the lawyer
translated an article by her on nation-building. In introducing the article to his Gujarati readers,
Gandhi said Mrs Besant ‘enjoys the reputation of being one of the world’s great orators and most
of her writings, too, are very instructive’.[3]In April 1915, now back in India, Gandhi spoke at a
meeting in the town of Nellore, up the coast from Madras. He was introduced by Mrs Besant,
who called the speaker’s work in South Africa ‘an inspiration to self-sacrifice, an inspiration to
the following of a great ideal’, which would ‘strengthen the Indian nation in future’.[4] I suppose
the praise was sincere; although there were those in Mrs Besant’s circle who had a less flattering



view of Gandhi. When Gokhale died the previous February, V. S. Srinivasa Sastri was chosen to
succeed him as President of the Servants of India Society. Mrs Besant’s paper New India hailed
the election of Sastri, adding that the suggestion, made by some, that Gandhi should have been
chosen instead was ‘sentimental and impractical’, since that would have been akin to making
the Archbishop of Canterbury the head of the Bank of England.[5]In Nellore in 1915, it fell to Mrs
Besant to introduce Gandhi at a public event. Nine months later, it fell to Mrs Besant to stop
Gandhi in mid-stream while he was speaking at a public event. This was at Banaras, where a
new Hindu university was being established. The university was co-founded by Mrs Besant and
a nationalist named Madan Mohan Malaviya, who was a scholar of Sanskrit, a trained lawyer,
and a past President of the Indian National Congress. Back in 1905, the two had independently
proposed the creation of a properly Indian university; they amalgamated their schemes, with
Malaviya taking the lead in raising funds from Hindu princes, landlords, and merchants. By 1916
the money was in place; the land had been acquired; the buildings had been designed; and it
was time to inaugurate the Banaras Hindu University.[6]The university was formally inaugurated
by the Viceroy, Lord Hardinge, amid much pomp and splendour. After the Viceroy, his duties
done, had departed for New Delhi, a series of smaller ceremonies were held, at one of which
Gandhi was the featured speaker. He was expected to talk about his work with the diasporic
community in South Africa, but he chose to focus on issues closer at hand instead. Indeed,
Gandhi made this the occasion to announce himself as the coming man in Indian politics. He did
so by attacking the patrons of the university, who had come suitably overdressed for the
occasion. Was it necessary, asked Gandhi of the assembled Maharajas, ‘that in order to show
the truest loyalty to our King-Emperor, it is necessary for us to ransack our jewellery-boxes and
to appear bedecked from head to toe’? ‘There can be no spirit of self-government about us,’ he
carried on, ‘if we take away or allow others to take away from the peasants almost the whole of
the results of their labour.’After targeting the Princes Gandhi targeted colonial officials, of whom
a fair sprinkling were also present. As he chastised them for being so indifferent to the plight of
ordinary Indians, Mrs Besant, who was also sitting on the stage, said ‘Stop! Stop! Stop!’ The
students, on the other hand, asked Gandhi to continue. So he did. But when he characterized
British officials as ‘tyrannical and overbearing’, Mrs Besant intervened once more. The
chairman, the Maharaja of Darbhanga, now asked Gandhi to stop, once and for all.[7]After the
event, Mrs Besant told a friend that Gandhi was a mere ‘child in politics, a dreamer wandering in
a world he did not know or understand’.[8] In public she defended her intervention as being in
the interests of decorum. Since the university’s patrons were in attendance, as a member of the
Reception Committee she had to make sure things did not get out of hand.[9]IIIn the last week of
December 1915 Annie Besant had organized a conference seeking a ‘League for Self-
Government’ for India. By the time the new year had dawned this had been renamed the Home
Rule League, an apparent nod to the movement for Home Rule in Ireland. Under that scheme
the Irish would have their own parliament, while their Government would be run by Irish, rather
than English, civil servants. However, Ireland would still be part of the Empire, with the British



monarch as Head of State.Annie Besant had first announced a Home Rule League in an article
in New India published on 25 September 1915. The League was formally inaugurated a year
later, on 3 September 1916. By this time Bal Gangadhar Tilak had started an organization of his
own, with a similar aim and name. On 28 April 1916, Tilak established the Indian Home Rule
League; when Mrs Besant inaugurated her own show five months later, she called it the All India
Home Rule League.The two organizations were competitive, but in a friendly rather than
rivalrous manner. Tilak knew that he commanded greatest influence in western India; Mrs
Besant knew that her domain was Madras and the United Provinces. The British Raj was hostile
to both Home Rule Leagues. In July 1916, bonds of Rs 40,000 (a considerable sum) were
placed on Tilak’s newspapers on the grounds that they were seditious. He was externed from
Punjab, the province from which Indian soldiers for the First World War were principally
recruited. Fines were also imposed on Mrs Besant’s paper New India (for writing sympathetically
of the Home Rule movement in Ireland), and she was barred from entering the Central Provinces
and the Bombay Presidency.[10] She remained defiant, writing to a Tamil friend: ‘I am still alive,
and so is New India. “Threatened men live long,” they say. But for all they can do, India will win
Home Rule.’[11]The All India Home Rule League hoped to achieve self-government within the
Empire through constitutional means. Mrs Besant had maintained her connections with her old
Socialist friends in England, now part of the rising Labour Party. The Labour leaders Philip
Snowden and George Lansbury agreed to be vice presidents of the London branch of her All
India Home Rule League. Scotland Yard prepared a report on this branch, terming it ‘potentially
very dangerous’, as well as ‘irresponsible and ignorant’. This outfit, claimed the Yard, ‘will be
exploited by cranks of all kinds, pacifist, socialist, labour, feminist…’[12]Through the first half of
1916, New India regularly carried sympathetic articles on the Irish rebellion.[13] Because it now
vigorously advocated Home Rule for India, Mrs Besant’s journal was subjected to regular
harassment under the Press Act. Several articles were deemed to be seditious or charged with
‘stirring up racial animosity’.[14] The paper was asked to pay substantial sums as a security
deposit, and Mrs Besant made to appear in court. Her appearances further impressed her
Indian admirers, with her oratory apparently displaying ‘the tongue of Demosthenes and the
brain of Plato and Socrates combined’.[15] She continued to write against press censorship.
After one case brought against New India, Mrs Besant wrote: ‘Queen Mary thought she was
blowing out candles when she burned her heretics. She blundered; she was lighting them.
Government thinks it will destroy New India by forfeiture; it blunders; New India, its body struck
away, will assume a myriad subtle forms, and will breathe life and inspiration into myriads of
Indian hearts.’[16]Mrs Besant saw the struggle in intensely personal terms. In June 1916, she
wrote an essay on what she called ‘the great struggle for liberty, for Home Rule, that has begun
in India’. The ‘people have chosen already’, she said, ‘and their cry is ringing through the land.
What will the leaders do? Will all step forward and lead, or will some hesitate and fall back?’
These questions she answered on her own behalf as follows:To be chosen to bear the standard
[for Indian Home Rule] is the good karma which grows out of a life that has never shrunk from



sacrifice for Freedom’s sake. Turned out of my home because I would not pretend to believe in a
Christianity which I had rejected; winning my war on press and platform as a soldier of political
liberty; fighting beside Charles Bradlaugh for the right to Free Speech and Free Thought, and
then for the right to Free Discussion on social matters; fighting beside him for the right to the seat
he had won; fighting for [a] decent life for match-girls, for dockers, for the unskilled and the
helpless, for Free Speech again in the last great London struggle; fighting against the treatment
of India, the invasion of Afghanistan, the theft of Egypt, for Ireland in the early dangerous days
when Home Rule was ‘the march to the dismemberment of the Empire through rapine’, for
Internationalism and Socialism in France, in Holland, in Britain – I have won the right again in the
[battle] for Free Speech in India.Mrs Besant continued:I am not wont to boast of my past, nor to
claim to lead when the way is easy; but in the day of peril, when Liberty, my life’s mistress, calls, I
claim my place in the front of the struggle…. ‘Materialised Mystic’ as I am, I believe that God has
given me this glorious struggle for India for the last of this life’s efforts, and that none can prevent
this beloved Motherland from winning the Home Rule that He has awarded to her as her Right.
[17]As autobiographical narratives shall, this retrospectively imposed order and coherence on
what had in fact been a very meandering life’s journey. In Mrs Besant’s rendition, an absolutely
straight line led from the first rejection of her familial faith via her struggles with socialists and
atheists on to the crowning achievement of her being in the vanguard of the fight for India’s
freedom.Mrs Besant was now increasingly losing patience with the slowness of constitutional
reform. The suppression of the Easter Rising in Ireland affected her greatly; as did the punitive
actions on her newspaper, the fines and closures levied on it by the Government of Madras. In
October 1916, when an Indian friend asked whether she would attend a reception in the
Viceroy’s honour, she angrily answered:How could you suppose that I could accept an invitation
to do honour to a man who had tried to intern me, and is trying to ruin me? I am free-born, and
bow to no coercionist. So long as Indians do not resent coercive legislation, but flatter those who
resort to it and do them honour, there is little hope of India’s freedom…. I think you hardly
understand how we, who are Irish, feel about oppression, and I resent it for Indians far more than
I do for myself.[18]IIIAs Mrs Besant became ever more prominent in public affairs, she was the
subject of acclaim as well as criticism in the press. Some loyalist papers in India thought this
Home Ruler to be a dangerous radical. Writing in March 1916, the Cochin Argus claimed ‘Mrs.
Besant has been doing her best to bring British rule in India into contempt and disrepute’.
Referring to a speech she had made attacking Government education policy, the paper said that
‘presumably, she thinks that Home Rule will come sooner the more the Government is attacked
and vilified, the more its motives are attacked, and the more people of this country are rendered
discontented and restless…’In its issue of 29 May 1916, New India charged a rival Madras
paper, the Indian Patriot, of being excessively obsequious towards the Government of India and
especially its powerful Home Secretary, Sir Harold Stuart. The next day, the Indian Patriot
responded with a splendidly splenetic attack on Mrs Besant, where it said, among other
things:May we suggest to Mrs. Besant that she must have as much tolerance for difference of



opinion as she expects Government to show towards her…. She has absolutely no claim on us:
she has no right to expect us to follow her. She came into our politics only yesterday. The editor
of the Indian Patriot has been in public life for nearly thirty years…There is not a prominent
journal or a prominent public man whom she has not attacked when they ventured to differ from
her. She is after all an Irish woman whom nobody beyond her Theosophical Society is bound to
revere; and her claim to lead the whole of India setting aside all old leaders and public workers is
most preposterous.Other Indian periodicals were more appreciative of Mrs Besant. In May 1916,
the respected Tamil paper Swadeshamitran said that New India ‘has been doing immense good
to the people after it was purchased by Mrs. Besant. It is through this paper and her lectures
from time to time that Mrs. Besant has created a national consciousness among the people of
this country.’ In the same month, a Kannada paper published in the princely state of Mysore
remarked of Mrs Besant that ‘in the British Empire there is no one of either sex who can equal
her in capacity or scholarship’.[19]Another Kannada paper, published from Bellary, offered this
encomium for the Irish proponent of India’s freedom:Mrs. Besant is sowing the seeds of self-
government in the heart of every Indian. She is going from house to house, from village to
village, and from bazaar to bazaar, and like electricity she is drawing the student population
towards the current of liberty. Her strength does not lie in mere eloquence. She fully practises
what she preaches.[20]IVIn November 1916, Mrs Besant was prevented from entering the
Central Provinces. In protest, a public meeting was held in Allahabad, presided over by the
Congress leader, Motilal Nehru, at which ‘all the leading Hindu politicians of Allahabad and the
members of the Lucknow Home Rule deputation were present’. Mrs Besant’s work for the
country was praised and the demand put forward for her being elected the next Congress
President.A report on this meeting promoted the Home Member of the Viceroy’s Executive
Government to write:I regret very much that we did not take the advice of the Madras
Government a year ago and send Mrs. Besant home. The general view then was that she would
fall foul of the Congress and lose her influence. What has really happened is that although she
may have, owing to jealousy, lost some of her personal ascendancy, yet her Home Rule
programme is practically being adopted by the Congress and the Muslim League…. The
demand for Home Rule as an ultimate ideal cannot be called unreasonable; but the demand for
immediate Home Rule which is now coming to the front is assuming a revolutionary aspect.The
Home Member could not ‘help feeling that Mrs. Besant would be better out of the country, or
failing that, that the Madras Government should intern her’. As things stood, she could not be
kept out of the annual meeting of the Congress, to be held in Lucknow in December 1916. As
the Home Member said in exasperation, it would beinconsistent to keep Mrs. Besant out, and to
allow Tilak and other extremist leaders to speak to their heart’s content at Lucknow. If Mrs.
Besant is allowed to come, Tilak can hardly be excluded. But I feel that we are rather drifting into
the position in which political leaders will soon work up the feeling that anything short of Home
Rule at the end of the war will be a justification for violent agitation, and violent agitation is
sooner or later accompanied by actual violence. The cause of the anarchists in Bengal will be



greatly strengthened and the secret applause which they receive will be much increased. I
cannot help feeling that this rising Home Rule ardour requires to be damped.[21]At the Lucknow
Congress, the Extremists and Moderates were under one roof for the first time in a decade. Tilak
and Mrs Besant, in that order, were the stars of the Congress. The annual meeting of the
Theosophical Society was held in the same week in Lucknow, with the matriarch hopping from
one venue to the other, and back again.Through the winter of 1916–17 the Home Rule
movement grew rapidly. Every district town in the Madras Presidency opened a branch of the
League. The participation of young men in the movement particularly unnerved the authorities.
‘There is no question’, wrote an intelligence report in alarm, ‘as to the hold which Mrs. Besant
and her followers are acquiring on the rising generation.’[22]Mrs Besant’s ability to impress the
young was regarded with particular dread in the princely state of Mysore, which bordered the
Madras Presidency. The students of Bangalore town wanted her to come and speak to them; the
British Resident to the Maharaja had the invitation scrapped. ‘Personally I regard Mrs. Besant as
a very real political danger’, wrote the Resident to the Government of India:Her speciality seems
to be to get hold of young and impressionable students and to inflame their minds against our
rule. It is dangerous to predict; but, unless I am mistaken, the culte of Annie Besant is a stepping-
stone to political assassination. It is high time her mischievous propensities were stopped finally.
A policy of ‘wait and see’ is bad in England. In India, it is a positive danger.[23]In the spring of
1917, the Madras Government banned colleges from inviting Indian politicians to give lectures to
students. Annie Besant now worried that there was a danger of ‘the youth of the country [being]
divided into two groups: one servile and cringing, useless to the country and fit only to be the
servants of the bureaucracy; the other high-spirited and patriotic but desperate, clinging to
anarchical violence’. To ‘save these unfortunate youths from becoming either slaves or rebels’,
she thought of promoting a scheme of National Education, ‘entirely apart from, but not in hostility
to, the official system’, and which would offer as ‘an alternative to the government and
missionary schools, an education which will train Indian students as students in other countries
are trained, to look forward to a life honourable to themselves and useful to their country,
nourishing in their boyhood and youth a noble ambition to be worthy citizens of a great and
powerful Nation’.Writing in New India on 1 March, Mrs Besant offered ‘three outstanding
reasons why we should demand Home Rule after the War’. The first reason was that Indians
were less free than when the British Crown took over from the East India Company in 1858; the
right to bear arms had been taken away, and there now were increasing curbs on the freedom of
the press. The second reason was that demands for greater access to education, for protection
of Indian industries, for more army commissions, for enhancing local self-government, etc., had
been ignored, with the Raj showing ‘stolid indifference’ to ‘Indian aspirations’. The third, and
most important, reason for Indians to demand Home Rule was ‘because Liberty is man’s
birthright, and because the rule of another Nation is inconsistent with National self-respect,
National dignity, and unfettered National development’.[24]In May 1917, Mrs Besant drafted a
scheme for National Education, whose curriculum would ‘place Indian interests in the forefront’,



and ‘make India the centre of study, and study of other countries adjuncts instead of primaries’.
A ‘special stress’ would be laid ‘on the commercial, trade and agricultural side of education…but
the Arts will not be forgotten, and a broad foundation will be laid on which culture may be built’.
All subjects would be taught in the vernacular of the province, with English as a compulsory
second language.[25]The Government was planning its own scheme, in order to silence this
troublemaker. With a war on in Europe, the British did not want to be embarrassed with a rising
tide of nationalist sentiment in their largest and most lucrative colony. They blamed Mrs Besant
for stirring up passions, and thought that if they shut her up, and shut her away, the movement
for Home Rule might die down.On 16 June 1917, the Governor of Madras called Mrs Besant for
an interview; and told her that out of his ‘great consideration’ for her, he would give her a chance
to reconsider the statements she had recently made, failing which she would be served with an
order of internment. Mrs Besant answered that she had nothing to regret in anything she had
said or written. The Governor offered her safe passage to England for the duration of the war.
She said she did not want to go to England.After the meeting, Mrs Besant returned to her home
in Adyar, where the internment order was served on her an hour later. She was offered a choice
of six places to be confined in. She chose the hill town of Ootacamund, proceeding there by train
with her two associates George Arundale and B. P. Wadia. Here, she would stay in a cottage
originally owned by the Theosophist Colonel Olcott. She was allowed to meet visitors, but her
letters were censored and no trips to other towns permitted.[26]The Madras Government sent
the Government of India a dossier hundreds of pages long, outlining the reasons why they had
taken action against Mrs Besant. They charged her with ‘employing every means to inflame
racial animosities’, with offering ‘a series of disgraceful comments on the Irish rebellion’, and
with conducting a ‘persistent campaign’ to ‘foment discontent and indiscipline among
students’.The dossier drew attention to Mrs Besant’s influence on Government servants, many
of whom were Theosophists. ‘No less deplorable is Mrs. Besant’s influence on teachers’, it
added. The Government worried that Mrs Besant’s style was being imitated by vernacular
writers ‘to infect the masses of the Presidency’ with subversive ideas. And so the Governor had
acted to restrain her, since ‘strong measures against the misguided people who were only
imitating Mrs. Besant, would be neither fair nor likely to be effective, unless the principal
offender, Mrs. Besant herself, was first dealt with. So long as she remained unpunished, Indians
who merely copied her example would believe themselves safe and see no reason for
discontinuing their activities.’ This was a remarkable, albeit unwitting, acknowledgement of Mrs
Besant’s standing among middle-class, politically conscious, English-speaking Indians.[27]As
the news of Mrs Besant’s internment spread, it led to a series of protest meetings across
southern and western India. Large cities like Bombay and Madras, small towns like Calicut,
Gooty, and Salem, all witnessed demonstrations demanding her immediate release. Several
provincial Congress committees resolved to have her elected President of the next annual
session of the party, due in December. The Government had hoped to quell Mrs Besant’s
influence; instead, they greatly enhanced her standing and reputation. That the State would



seek to silence her was seen as decisive proof of her deep love for, and her total identification
with, the Indian people.[28] As the prominent Moderate Surendranath Banerjee observed:The
internment of a gifted lady who was serving the motherland with unexampled devotion set the
whole country ablaze with excitement. The general feeling was that by her internment the
Government sought to aim a deadly blow at the agitation for self-government, which she had so
vigorously championed; and the utterances of provincial rulers, which had a wonderful family
likeness in their tone of disparagement, if not of ridicule, deepened the public impression and
intensified the public agitation…. Could the bureaucracy have anticipated the agitation that Mrs.
Besant’s internment gave rise to, it would probably have left her alone.[29]One would have
thought that, confined to her cottage in Ooty, Mrs Besant could give the authorities no trouble at
all. But there was a cordite factory on the outskirts of the town, and the Madras Government
worried that the presence nearby of this old, but undeniably combative, lady would stir the
workers to industrial action. ‘Under existing conditions’, wrote the Chief Secretary, ‘it seems
highly probable that Ootacamund will develop into a place of pilgrimage.’The Madras
Government had Mrs Besant shifted to the town of Coimbatore, at the foot of the hills. But this
didn’t quieten their fears; since, even when confined to her cottage, she apparently continued ‘to
be a dangerous source of inspiration’. The Government now thought that the only solution was to
extern Mrs Besant from the province, and preferably from India itself. The Governor of Madras
wrote to the Viceroy advising such a move. Since Mrs Besant’s ‘opportunities for mischief at
home would be infinitely less than they are here’, he remarked, it would be ‘highly politic, were
the Government of India to send Mrs. Besant home with as little delay as possible’.The Viceroy
shot down the proposal. ‘There are obvious objections to deportation to England’, he told the
Governor:Mrs. Besant is an old lady and we must have regard to her health. The monsoon
season is now on and we could scarcely force her to take a voyage at a time when we would not
send our own womenfolk. Moreover, the submarine peril is a very real one, and we should incur
grave criticism if we were to submit her to chances which we forbid women generally to take at
this time.[30]Mrs Besant’s internment dismayed sections of the British Establishment. She had
many influential friends; among them Emily Lutyens, wife of the architect who was then
designing the imperial city of New Delhi, and a considerable figure in her own right. A month
after Mrs Besant’s internment, the Liberal statesman Edwin Montagu was appointed Secretary
of State for India. Emily Lutyens immediately wrote him a letter of congratulation, praising him as
a true ‘friend of India’. The formalities out of the way, Mrs Lutyens came to the main point of her
letter. ‘Indeed, it is time that sympathy with Indian National aspirations should be shown from
high quarters’, she wrote,and some encouragement given to constitutional agitation for reform or
I fear a very dangerous situation will arise…. I wish you could do something to procure Mrs.
Besant’s unconditional release. Her power in India is immense both as a religious teacher and a
political leader. She is loved and reverenced as ‘Mother’ from one end of India to another, and
do you think those who regard themselves as her children are going to stand quietly by and see
her persecuted by the Government?Appealing shrewdly to imperial interest, Emily Lutyens



claimed that ‘the first result of her removal has been a tremendous wave of enthusiasm for the
Swadeshi movement’, adversely affecting the sale in India of British goods, and a second result
that recruiting for the war, ‘of which Mrs. Besant was an enthusiastic advocate, is being stopped’.
More broadly, ‘the question arises now that Mrs. Besant’s restraining hand has been removed
will it be possible to keep that movement within constitutional limits? The advocates of violence
are many, but of such methods Mrs. Besant has always been a determined opponent.’Emily
Lutyens then alerted the Secretary of State to the international aspects of the case. For Mrs
Besant hadthousands of devoted followers all over the world who are burning with indignation at
the treatment meted out to one whose life and teachings are an inspiration to thousands. What
can they think of England who proclaims that she is fighting in this War for the freedom of
Nations and for democracy and yet allows actions to be taken in her name worthy of pre-
revolution Russia and Prussia rolled into one.Mrs Besant’s seventieth birthday was due to fall on
1 October. Her followers all over the world were going to organize special celebrations to mark
the occasion. These, warned Mrs Lutyens, might now turn out to be protest meetings against the
harsh treatment of her by the British Government. ‘Is this going to help England?’ she
asked.Emily Lutyens ended her artfully worded letter to Edwin Montagu with this clever plea: ‘If
you could inaugurate your reign at the India Office by procuring Mrs. Besant’s release I believe it
would do more than anything else to win you the sympathy and confidence of the Indian people
– and you would start your reign of Office with blessings instead of curses.’[31]VEmily Lutyens
sent her letter to Edwin Montagu in the last week of July 1917. His reply is unavailable, but in
September he gave instructions that Mrs Besant should be released as a gesture of goodwill.
She was freed from internment on 17 September, whereupon meetings to celebrate her release
were held in many towns of the Madras Presidency. The president of the meeting in Guntur said:
‘Christ was subjected to many troubles and was crucified and killed…. When a great deed has to
be done, some sacrifice has necessarily to be made. In yagnams our countrymen make
sacrifices. In the present great yagnam of political agitation, Mrs. Besant was the offering and
she sacrificed her body.’[32]In November, the Secretary of State, Edwin Montagu, came out to
India for a close look at the massive and diverse territory under his command. He stayed several
months, travelling across the subcontinent, combining shikar with work, meeting all the
important public figures in India.Annie Besant had a long conversation with Montagu on 26
November 1917, in New Delhi. She met him at his hotel, and then drove with him to the
temporary home of the Viceroy, in the north of the city, across a forested ridge. In the car Mrs
Besant urged the Secretary of State to attend the Calcutta Congress, due the next month, and of
which she had been elected President. He replied: ‘Mrs. Besant, my work is already very difficult.
I do not want to make it impossible.’ He had, he said, to bring the bureaucracy around, which
meant avoiding large public meetings such as the Congress.After the new Viceroy, Lord
Chelmsford, had joined them, the three sitting on large sofas, Montagu immediately asked:
‘When I was here last, Mrs. Besant, you were engaged in educational work. Why did you go into
politics?’ Mrs Besant replied that when she came to India, she had political ideas, but wished to



know the country first, and hence focused on educational matters. She however insisted that
even in their educational work ‘all the time we were troubled by the suspicions, doubts and
questionings on the part of Government’. Then she met Gopal Krishna Gokhale and other
Congressmen, and became more involved in political questions. Both Gokhale and she wished
to draw patriotic young Indians away from ‘the more violent and showy methods’. Gokhale was
keen to bring the Extremists back into the Congress, and asked Mrs Besant to speak to Tilak
and his friends, which she did. Then Gokhale died, and ‘I was left to carry out our plans
alone.’Chelmsford and Montagu listened patiently to this extensive recapitulation of Mrs
Besant’s life in India. She moved on next to the formation of the Home Rule League, which she
said was partly inspired by a visit to Bengal, where she sensed a growing anger among the
youth. She claimed that ‘the Home Rule League had drawn many young men away from the
desire to join the revolutionary party, and therefore that it had been of immense service both to
this country and to the Empire’.At this point Montagu asked Mrs Besant her opinion of local
government. Mrs Besant underlined its importance; noting that ‘villagers were not so densely
ignorant as was made out; they had their own culture; they were shrewd and knew their
business’. She urged the handing over of more power to District Boards and village councils.The
Viceroy now asked: ‘Suppose we gave you the whole of that scheme, why do you want
Provincial autonomy as well?’ Mrs Besant answered that this too was necessary, since
programmes of education, health, etc. needed supervision, direction, and the ability to raise
funds within the province. The Viceroy then asked: ‘If you are given provincial autonomy, why do
you want also to change the Imperial Council?’ Mrs Besant said it was for the same reason. ‘Your
Government have the largest sources of supply. Unless we have a large majority and can control
the purse, how are we able to get the money?’The meeting had gone on for several hours
already. Chelmsford and Montagu indicated they had other engagements. ‘There is one thing I
want to say before I go’, said Mrs Besant, ‘India is determined to be free, and if you do not meet
her, you will be up against a Nation.’ ‘Well, Mrs. Besant’, answered the Viceroy, ‘it is we who have
made that unity.’ To which she responded: ‘It is not a question of who made the unity, the point is
that it is here. Granted that you made it, how are you going to face it now?’On her way out, Mrs
Besant said she was soon to leave for England, and wanted an assurance that she would be
allowed back to India on her return. Her notes of the meeting conclude with this exchange:The
Viceroy laughed: ‘Mrs. Besant, if you only knew how often we have wanted to deport you. We
should have been so glad to get you out of the country so often!’‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But I won’t leave
here, until I am quite sure that I shall be able to come back.’‘Well, you know,’ he said, ‘it is a very
difficult matter for any woman to travel to England just now.’‘Oh, it is not the danger that I mind,’ I
said. ‘I don’t care about that at all.’[33]VIOf Annie Besant’s standing in India in 1917, one
historian has written: ‘At the time of her release it seemed she had the national movement at her
feet. The internment had united Moderates and Extremists as never before, and her popularity
swept her into the Presidential chair of the Congress session in Calcutta at the end of
1917.’[34]Mrs Besant was the first woman to be elected President of the Indian National



Congress. She began her presidential address in Calcutta by focusing on something else that
was singular; that, ‘for the first time in Congress history’, the members had chosen one, who
when the choice was made, ‘was under the heavy ban of Government displeasure, and who lay
interned as a person dangerous to public safety’. With a (not unmerited) sense of self-
satisfaction, Mrs Besant proclaimed: ‘While I was humiliated, you crowned me with honour; while
I was slandered, you believed in my integrity and good faith; while I was crushed under the heel
of bureaucratic power, you acclaimed me as your leader; while I was silenced and unable to
defend myself, you defended me, and won for me release.’Mrs Besant represented her election
as Congress President as a harbinger of happier relations between Great Britain and India. Most
Indians knew Englishmen only as rulers and conquerors, who sought to chain and control them.
Drawing the audience’s attention to another England, ‘the England that is the enemy of tyranny,
the foe of autocracy, the lover of freedom’, Mrs Besant said ‘that is the England I would fain here
represent to you to-day’.After this emotional beginning, Mrs Besant turned to a more
dispassionate analysis of the cost of British rule. For the past century, Indians had paid, in
money and blood, for a series of wars that were not of their creation and not in their own interest;
fought by the British against the Afghans and the Nagas, in Africa and in the Middle East. At the
same time, India had seen its handicrafts destroyed under British rule; and got little by way of
education or health care in return. They were not prepared to accept all this any more. There
was, remarked Mrs Besant, now a ‘New Spirit in India’, represented in the awakening of the
merchants, of the women, and of the masses, all representing in different ways ‘the cry of a
Nation for Freedom, for Self-Rule’.In her presidential address, Mrs Besant argued that ‘India
demands Home Rule for two reasons, one, essential, and vital, the other less important but
weighty: First, because Freedom is the birthright of every Nation: secondly, because her most
important interests are now made subservient to the interests of the British Empire without her
consent, and her resources are not utilised for her greatest needs.’ What the Home Rulers were
now telling the British was this: ‘You have not succeeded in bringing education, health,
prosperity, to the masses of the people. Is it not time to give Indians a chance of doing, for their
own country, work similar to that which Japan and other Nations have done for theirs?’Mrs
Besant ended her two-hour-long address with a stirring anticipation of the redemption of a land
great in the past and destined to be even greater in the future: ‘India, which has been verily the
Crucified among Nations, now stands on this her Resurrection morning, the Immortal, the
Glorious, the Ever-Young; and India shall soon be seen, proud and self-reliant, strong and free,
the radiant Splendour of Asia, as the Light and the Blessing of the World.’[35]VIIThe anointment
of Annie Besant as Congress President showed the profound respect and admiration she
commanded among educated Indians across the country. However, there was one element of
the politically alert middle class which did not warm to her, who were in fact strongly opposed to
her. This was the non-Brahmin intelligentsia of the Madras Presidency. They had recently formed
an organization, known as the Justice Party, which pointed out that the Brahmins of Madras,
though a mere 3 per cent of the population, commanded a disproportionate share of



Government jobs. The Brahmins dominated the professions too. Senior lawyers, college and
school principals, editors of newspapers, successful doctors, all tended to be Brahmin.In her
writings and speeches, Annie Besant interpreted the history of India in Hindu, even
Brahmanical, terms. She went so far as to claim that it was Brahmins who had ‘given to India all
that was greatest in her literature and arts’; that Brahmins were the ‘natural leaders of the
people’ owing to their ‘high education’, their ‘brilliant intelligence’, their ‘powers of speech’.[36]
These sentiments justly provoked the ire of the emerging non-Brahmin movement in the Madras
Presidency, especially since Mrs Besant seemed to think that only Brahmins could lead India in
the present as well.[37]The Justice Party’s house organ regularly attacked Mrs Besant. When
New India ran an article claiming that ‘the anti-Brahmana movement preaching the Crusade of
Hate…is essentially foreign in spirit, not Indian’, Justice rebutted this vigorously, saying: ‘We
know more about what is Indian than Mrs. Besant. We have not renounced our country, and we
never will, and we have no respect for those who renounced their own, their native land.’ Justice
insisted that, far from promoting hatred, the non-Brahmin communities were ‘trying to improve
their own position in their own way without…provoking any feeling of hostility towards any other
community, Indian or non-Indian’. Justice dismissed Mrs Besant’s influence on the grounds that
‘the people of India are very amenable to flattery especially by a European. It is by flattery that
Mrs. Besant has secured so many Indians to follow her lead.’Also very critical of Mrs Besant was
a Madras weekly named Non-Brahman, edited by a young man named C. Sarangapani
Mudaliyar. This argued that New India was controlled and directed by ‘a stinking combination of
Brahman vakils [lawyers] and vakilets’. Mudaliyar urged ‘Non-Brahmans to show that they
deserve self-government by refusing to be sung into sleep by Besantine lullabies’. While Madras
politicians were ‘immersed in Annie Besantism’, remarked the Non-Brahman,our sturdy thinkers
from the mufassal [small towns] still continue to think for themselves, and do not let Mrs. Besant
or her emissary Mr. Wadia think for them…. The time is not far off when she will be thrown off like
a sucked orange by those who now call her mother and make her pierce the bureaucratic lines,
so that they may take possession of the breach.[38]The Justice Party’s charge that Anne Besant
was particularly well disposed to Brahmins and Brahminism was not without foundation. Yet it
was expressed in perhaps excessively polemical language. Writing to her friend P. Kesava Pillai,
Mrs Besant said: ‘Don’t trouble about the attacks on me in Justice; I do not mind them in the
least, and they injure Justice, not me. I am entirely indifferent to what [the Justice Party leader]
Dr Nair and his young men say or write.’ In another letter, she hoped that the non-Brahmin
movement would become ‘a movement for the improvement of the status of the non-Brahmanas,
and not one of attack on Brahmanas’. In a third letter she claimed that the denunciations of her
as pro-Brahmin had done ‘great harm’ to ‘the National cause’. In a fourth letter she said of the
Justice Party leader Dr Nair, that ‘he strikes at everyone who stands out a little above the crowd
– a policy of mere jealousy’.[39]These attacks had evidently hurt Mrs Besant, despite her
protestations to the contrary.VIIIIn the past, the person chosen as Congress President had
‘regarded it as essentially a one-day or at the most a one-week job’; performed only when the



Congress was actually in session, as a reward for past services. Mrs Besant, however, argued
that the President should be continuously active for a whole year, from one session to the next,
deepening the Congress’s roots and organization across India, and working full-time for Home
Rule.[40] In keeping with this aim, she wrote several letters to the Viceroy in January 1918,
complaining of ill-treatment of political prisoners. She provided details of several such cases,
which had caused ‘bitter resentment’ among those Indians who heard these stories. She
combatively asked: ‘If Germans ruled in England, and such stories leaked out as to the
treatment of untried Englishmen, would you not all be furious?’[41]In March 1918, Mrs Besant
visited Ahmedabad, where Mohandas Gandhi was in the midst of organizing a strike of
disaffected textile workers. The two met in the home of the textile magnate Ambalal Sarabhai.
Gesturing towards their host, Gandhi told Mrs Besant: ‘They were prepared to crush the
millhands out of existence.’ Ambalal responded: ‘And they were prepared to crush the millowners
out of existence.’ Mrs Besant asked Gandhi whether she should ask the Government to
intervene between the striking workers and the mill-owners. Gandhi answered there was no
need, since ‘there has been perfect good humour between us’.[42]Later, Annie Besant wired the
Ahmedabad mill-owners: ‘Do not sacrifice a great man to a small cause.’[43] That the cause was
‘small’ the capitalists (or the workers) may not have agreed; but of Gandhi’s growing stature
there was no longer any dispute. He had already successfully organized peasants in Bihar and
Gujarat; this struggle in Ahmedabad was further proof that he was the rising man in Indian
politics.In 1918, a Franchise Committee appointed by the Imperial Government toured India.
They concluded that the vote should not be given to Indian women. Native-born feminists were
furious, and so was the Indian by domicile, Annie Besant. The following spring she travelled to
England to testify before a Parliamentary Committee that the omission of women’s suffrage was
a grievous blow to Indian hopes and aspirations. In a public speech in London entitled ‘Indian
Women as Citizens’, Mrs Besant argued that Indian women who met the education and property
criteria that allowed Indian men to vote should be enfranchised immediately. She told her
audiences that Indian women needed the vote ‘even more than English women’.[44]As
Congress President, Mrs Besant had established fraternal relations between her party and the
Labour Party in Great Britain. The hope was that Labour would send delegates each year to the
annual meeting of the Indian National Congress, as they already did to meetings of fraternal
parties in Canada, the United States, and France.[45]In further pursuit of this internationalist
agenda, the wealthy American branch of the Theosophical Society had written to the US
President, Woodrow Wilson, about the justice of the Indian demand for self-rule. President
Wilson was asked to support this cause, out of his own ‘love for freedom and fair play’, and
because the movement was being led by ‘that illustrious protagonist of the rights of men, Annie
Besant’. Wilson was told that ‘the hopes of India’s teeming millions now lie in the hands of the
greatest living advocate of Democracy and Living Responsibility – yourself, Mr. President’.
[46]Ironically, even as the Indian cause was being taken overseas, fissures had emerged – or re-
emerged – at home. The uneasy compact between Moderates and Extremists had broken down.



In a public statement, Mrs Besant said:I regret extremely that his followers have broken off my
co-operation with Lok[manya] Tilak. I respect him for his flawless courage, his intense patriotism,
and his utter self-abnegation in the cause of the Motherland, and I believe that he and I formed a
strong combination, over the disruption of which the enemies of India, though also some of her
friends, will rejoice.[47]Mrs Besant thought Bal Gangadhar Tilak was her main rival. So he had
been – in the past. But now both Maharashtrian man and Irishwoman were being rapidly put in
the shade by the Gujarati out of South Africa via London, Mohandas Gandhi. As the new year
dawned, Gandhi began making preparations for his first all-India campaign, the Rowlatt
Satyagraha of 1919. A planning meeting, held at his ashram at Ahmedabad in the last week of
February, was attended by, among others, Jamnadas Dwarkadas, a Theosophist and Home
Ruler and a devoted disciple of Annie Besant. Dwarkadas was deeply impressed by Gandhi’s
ideas and example, and signed the ‘Satyagraha Pledge’. This called for civil disobedience
against the harsh new sedition law the Government proposed to enact, known as the ‘Rowlatt
Act’ after the British judge who had helped draft it.Jamnadas Dwarkadas knew that Mrs Besant
(whom he called ‘Mother’) would be lukewarm about signing such a Satyagraha Pledge herself.
So he now wrote to her: ‘Your attitude is quite correct so far as you are concerned. You cannot
take part in a movement like this, because you do not know the language of the people you are
speaking to.’[48]Dwarkadas knew that Mrs Besant, now in her seventies, was not comfortable
with street protest any more. But surely he was also implying that she was now out of touch with
the popular mood, which included, of course, the language in which the popular mood was
expressed. Gandhi had signalled that political discourse between Indians would henceforth be
conducted principally in the vernacular, in Gujarati or Tamil or Hindi as the case might be. The
language of the people was necessary to take the Congress out of its middle-class, English-
speaking cocoon and embrace peasants and artisans and workers as well. In this endeavour an
Irishwoman who spoke no Indian language would no longer have a place.Dwarkadas was not
the only follower of Mrs Besant to embrace Gandhi’s Satyagraha Pledge. So did many other
young men, among them quite a few from her own bastion of Madras. Mrs Besant felt injured
and ignored, communicating her feelings to the veteran Madras Congressman S. Subramania
Iyer, who in turn passed them on to Gandhi. Gandhi replied to Iyer:Will you please tell Mrs.
Besant this movement is not a party movement, and those who belong to particular parties after
joining the movement cease to be party men? She will find, as the movement progresses, that
satyagrahis will endeavour to purge themselves of acrimony and other such delinquencies. I
entirely agree with you that however much we may differ from her, no Indian can help feeling
grateful to her for her wonderful services to India.[49]The month of April saw well-attended
protests against the Rowlatt Act conducted in towns and cities across India. The cry on the lips
of those participating in public meetings was ‘Mahatma Gandhi ki jai’, ‘Glory to Mahatma
Gandhi’. This seems to have angered Mrs Besant even more. She now wrote to Gandhi
accusing him of irresponsibility and polluting young minds through his satyagraha campaign.
‘You little realise’, she said, ‘how you have led young men of good impulses but thoughtless, to



break their most solemn pledges by inducing them to take your vow.’[50] Gandhi, in reply, said:It
saddens me to see in your writings a new Mrs. Besant who in utter disregard of man-made laws,
whether social or political, stood for Truth against the whole world. It is tragic to think that you
should now turn back upon your own teachings and accuse me of ‘leading young men of good
impulses to break their most solemn pledges’. I cannot accept the charge, but I would certainly
advise everyone to break all the pledges he might have taken if they are contrary to Truth….
Surely your past life is a striking demonstration of the truth of my remark. Is not every reformer an
avowed law-breaker?‘But I do not want to strive with you’, added Gandhi: ‘I shall continue to
think of the Mrs. Besant whom from my youth I had come to regard as a great and living
illustration of fearlessness, courage and truth.’At this time, both Gandhi and Mrs Besant were in
Bombay. Gandhi concluded his letter thus: ‘Should you want to see me, I am at your service. I
have not a free hour today. I am free only after 10 p.m. I am free tomorrow morning.’[51]Mrs
Besant’s reply to this letter must be quoted in full:Dear Mr. Gandhi,I am perfectly willing to see
you, if you wish to come.I am sorry you think I have changed. I have always been ready to break
a bad law & suffer the penalty; I have never been ready to break all laws (without moral
sanction), leaving my conscience to be ruled by a committee. The first is the action of a reformer;
the second of an anarchist.As to courage, it needs far more courage to face a misled crowd &
stand alone, than to win always plaudits by fine phrases misapplied. You do not do this, I know,
but some of your followers do. Such phrases stir the crowd to passion, & it strikes blindly at
authority, while the phrasemongers salve their consciences by selling tracts, where the only
penalty is confiscation.It is a pity that both you & I have lost our ideal of the other. Time will tell
which of us has been the more faithful to India & to Freedom.Yours sincerelyAnnie Besant.
[52]Gandhi may have been a Mahatma to others, but to Mrs Besant he was merely ‘Mr. Gandhi’.
In suggesting a meeting, the younger man had left open the question as to where it would take
place, while the older lady was insisting that he must come to her. In the event, the meeting did
not take place. The exchange as a whole revealed a striking reversal of roles; in a matter of
weeks, Gandhi had supplanted Annie Besant (as well as Bal Gangadhar Tilak) as the pre-
eminent leader of the Indian freedom struggle.CHAPTER 3Freedom-Loving EnglishmanIIn
1918, a book was published in Bombay bearing the title ‘A Friend of India’: Selections from the
Speeches and Writings of B. G. Horniman. The book had a preface by Annie Besant, where she
called Horniman ‘one of those all too few Englishmen who carry their British principles with them
when they come to India and keep them in the open air during the years of their stay in this land’.
Liberty of speech, of person, and of the press, which in England are ‘taken for granted’, wrote
Besant, were in India ‘matters of grace’, held ‘at the mercy of autocrats, little and big, white and
brown, from the “Lat Saheb” [Viceroy] enthroned in Simla…down to the constable who takes toll
of the coolie’s basket and cuffs him if he complains’. But ‘to Mr. Horniman’, added Besant, ‘these
Rights are still Rights, and their effacement is a matter of constant pain. He feels, as though
inflicted on his own person, the wrongs suffered by the Indian, and with passionate insistence
seeks to arouse in the injured the courage to assert their God-given manhood.’[1]Benjamin Guy



Horniman was to journalism what Annie Besant was to public affairs: a free-born, white person
who had made it his mission to see that Indians were given the same rights of liberty and
freedom that Englishmen took for granted. Horniman was born in the town of Dovercourt, in
Essex, on 17 July 1873. His father worked as a senior paymaster in the British Navy; his mother
was the daughter of a British engineer seconded to the Greek Navy. He was particularly
attached to his mother, who taught him Latin and French at home. He attended Portsmouth
Grammar School and passed the examination for the Royal Military Academy in Woolwich, but
then chose to become a journalist instead, beginning his career as a reporter on the Southern
Daily Mail in Portsmouth. He later worked in several London papers, including the Morning
Leader and the Daily Express, before going to India in 1904 to join The Statesman, then the
leading English newspaper in the subcontinent.The Statesman was published in Calcutta, the
capital of British India and the second city of the Empire. Its senior management enjoyed a
comfortable, not to say luxurious, lifestyle, writing sonorous editorials in the mornings before
going to the races in the afternoon and to the Bengal Club for drinks and dinner after that.
Horniman, however, liked to get out into the field. He travelled widely through the Presidency,
making his name writing about rural distress and Hindu–Muslim conflict in the districts of Comilla
and Mymensingh.[2] When a popular movement was launched to undo the partition of Bengal,
‘Horniman identified himself with the agitation. In sympathy with the mourning Bengalis, he too
walked on the streets of Calcutta barefoot, dressed in a white dhoti and kurta and chadder like
an Indian patriot.’[3]Calcutta was the political epicentre of the Raj; Bombay its commercial hub.
Here, the leading English-language paper was the Times of India, a solidly Establishment outfit
and a thoroughgoing apologist for British colonial rule. In 1913, a group of liberals in Bombay,
headed by the Parsi lawyer Pherozeshah Mehta, decided to start a paper offering the Indian
point of view. Characteristically, they wanted an Englishman to edit it. The person they first
approached was S. K. Radcliffe, the incumbent editor of The Statesman. Radcliffe was loath to
leave the comforts of Calcutta, so he recommended his deputy instead. Horniman accepted,
and in 1913 moved across the subcontinent to become the first editor of the Bombay
Chronicle.In Bombay, Horniman settled down in a bungalow in Worli – then a charming seaside
suburb – with his dogs and his servants. He was unmarried, in fact gay, though in the
homophobic world of colonial India he kept his sexual life and preferences private and discreet.
In any case he was consumed by his work. Since the new paper was projected as a rival to the
Times of India, and the latter was priced at four annas an issue, Horniman decided to price the
Bombay Chronicle at a mere one anna. The Times promptly reduced its price to one anna
too.Apart from sending reporters out into the field and soliciting articles from across India,
Horniman also wrote often for his paper, in unsigned editorials as well as opinion pieces under
his own name. His writings attracted admiration from Indian readers as well as anger and
hostility from officials of the British Raj. The progressive Bombay industrialist L. R. Tairsee said
the Chronicle was at once ‘an appetiser to a hearty meal for the public and a paper which
destroyed the appetite of the Government and its sycophants’.[4] Tairsee described Horniman



as a ‘sincere champion’ of Indian aspirations, who, when he got up to make a speech, usually
had a roll of paper in his hands, these akin to ‘the title-deeds of India’s right to equal treatment as
any other nation on the face of the earth’.[5]After the First World War broke out in July 1914, the
autocratic Governor of Bombay, Lord Willingdon, imposed a regime of press censorship.
Horniman protested vigorously against the new restrictions. In 1915 he founded the Press
Association of India, a union of working journalists that aimed at ‘protecting the press of the
country by all lawful means from arbitrary laws and their administration, as well as from all
attempts of the legislature to encroach on its liberty or of the executive authorities to interfere
with the free exercise of their calling as journalists’. When the Chronicle published reports of
brutalities by British soldiers, the Bombay Government threatened action under the Defence of
India Act, but Horniman refused to be intimidated.[6]As President of the first trade union of
working journalists in India, Horniman fought fiercely for the freedom of the press, sending
petitions to the Viceroy and the Governor ‘protesting against the misuse of the Press Act by
Government and against the constant abuse to which the Defence of India Act was put’.[7] He
brought this fight to his own paper, where he battled continually with the board of directors of the
Chronicle, who wanted to curb his editorial independence. So long as he was alive,
Pherozeshah Mehta backed Horniman; but after Mehta died in 1915, the board grew more
restive. Alarmed at Horniman’s combative support to the Home Rule movement, they asked him
to tone down his editorials in support of Besant and Tilak. He threatened to resign, announcing
his decision in a public meeting in a workers’ colony known as Shantaram’s Chawl. The board
backed down, and asked Horniman to resume his duties. The directors hostile to the editor
resigned, being replaced by men closer to him in their political sympathies.[8]Under B. G.
Horniman’s editorship the Bombay Chronicle covered politics avidly, while also giving ample
space to the two great, emerging, popular passions of Bombay (and India): films and cricket.
The prose was racier than in the Times of India and the editorials more pungent and the
cartoons much funnier. In a matter of months, the new paper had become the preferred reading
material of the modernizing middle class. Many Englishmen in the city read it too.While
published in English, the Chronicle sided with the subaltern classes of the city who did not read
or speak that language. As one historian of Bombay writes, Horniman’s paper ‘amended the
official sociology of the city to include workers and the urban poor. It repeatedly emphasized the
plight of various groups of workers – millhands, labourers, railway workers, as also the vast
numbers of low-paid clerks employed in government, municipal and private offices – reeling from
price rises and commodity shortages during the war.’ The editor himself often addressed
workers’ meetings, where he spoke of how unions and organized action had helped European
labour materially improve their working and living conditions.[9]Like Annie Besant, Horniman
nurtured the hope that the British would redeem themselves by granting Indians the rights they
themselves enjoyed at home. Thus, when the First World War broke out, he warned those who
were fighting for India’s freedom not to have delusions about the Germans. If the Germans won
the war, he said, it would be far worse for Indians than if the British were the victors. He pointedly



asked:Have you more to hope from a Prussia weltering in the blood of her victims, triumphant
over fallen democracy, casting her greedy eyes on the wealth of India; or, worse still, from a
Prussia which has already over-run your borders and found you unprepared? Will Prussia wish
to see you free? What of Roumania; what of the poor, deluded, tricked Bolsheviks; what of the
Ukraine; what of Finland, what of the peasants of the Baltic Provinces and Livonia, handed back
to the tender mercies of their old despotic bestial masters, the German landed proprietors? That
is what Prussianism means.[10]On 16 June 1917, Annie Besant was interned under the
Defence of India Act. B. G. Horniman proceeded the same night to Madras. Travelling with him
was the prominent liberal P. K. Telang. Telang assumed the editorship of Mrs Besant’s journal
New India, where he printed a stirring article by Horniman entitled ‘Resurgam’ (I shall rise again).
Horniman said the Madras Governor, Lord Pentland, and his advisers had not apparently
learned the lesson that history should have taught them: ‘that you may strike down, imprison or
place in fetters the leaders of great causes a hundred times, but the cause itself will live; and that
the banner of freedom, once unfurled, though it may fall in the dust again and again, will always
be uplifted afresh, to be borne and carried forward by brave and willing hands’.Pentland thought
that, by arresting Mrs Besant, he would drive a wedge between the Moderates and the
Extremists; in fact, as Horniman noted, the two sections had closed ranks and together
condemned her detention. For, as Horniman now reminded the Government of India,it is not
merely a troublesome old lady with a bee in her bonnet. It is the champion of a great
movement…We do not disguise the loss to the cause of Home Rule which the removal of Mrs.
Besant involves; we do not ignore the immensity of the gap which is left by the deprivation of her
organising genius, her guiding hand, her never-failing energy and indomitable courage, her
inspiring leadership; but we cannot ignore the immense strength and impetus, which has been
given to the cause she led by the blow sought to be aimed at it through her.The larger lesson
that Horniman drew from Mrs Besant’s detention was thata system of Government which has
reached a stage, where it must rely for its safety on internments without trial and the suppression
of speech and writing, is bankrupt, and stands in need of radical reform. The only remedy is to
confer on the people of this country that liberty and control over their own affairs, which British
statesmen have declared to be the right of every people; for which right they are waging the
most stupendous War known to history. It rests with the men and women of India whether that
issue is brought home to the people of England. We have no misgivings, despite temporary
checks, of the ultimate outcome.[11]IIIn December 1916, B. G. Horniman had attended the
Lucknow session of the Congress. Here, he met Motilal Nehru, a star at the Allahabad Bar and
an active Congressman and Home Ruler. Horniman got to know (and like) Motilal’s son
Jawaharlal as well. The younger Nehru had come back from England after studying at
Cambridge and qualifying as a barrister; however, unlike his father, he was not a particularly
effective lawyer. He was looking for a more creative outlet for his energies, which he found in
nationalist politics.In July 1917, Horniman wrote to Jawaharlal Nehru about a scheme to launch
a ‘Passive Resistance movement’ to get Mrs Besant freed from house arrest. He had difficulties



persuading the veteran Congressmen Madan Mohan Malaviya and Mohammed Ali Jinnah to
join. Writing to the younger Nehru, he said the movement would be ‘a good idea if we can only
inject some virility into these old stagers’. He wanted help in giving these ‘elder Congressmen…
a good shaking up’.[12]The movement was not needed, since the pressure from nationalist
newspapers and town hall meetings, and the intervention of Edwin Montagu, persuaded the
Government to release Mrs Besant anyway. Now, in emulation of what Horniman was doing with
the Bombay Chronicle, the elder Nehru, Motilal, decided to start a nationalist newspaper of his
own in Allahabad. This would be to the United Provinces what the Chronicle was to the Bombay
Presidency: a vocal, articulate, professionally run Indian alternative to pro-Raj papers such as
The Pioneer of Lucknow (where Rudyard Kipling had once worked).In setting up this paper – to
be called The Independent – Motilal sought the help and advice of B. G. Horniman. Horniman
sent his talented young protégé, Syed Hossain, to help launch the new paper. He also made
several trips himself to Allahabad, advising the Nehrus on the purchase of paper and printing
machinery, and on circulation and distribution as well.[13]Horniman had also befriended
Mohandas Gandhi. When Gandhi returned from South Africa in January 1915, the receptions
held in his honour in Bombay were extensively covered by the Chronicle. Horniman himself
attended at least one of these receptions; although we do not know whether the newspaper’s
editor and the returning hero actually met or spoke.[14] Shortly thereafter they came into close
and regular contact. In June 1916, when Gandhi spoke at a public meeting in Bombay urging the
loosening of the state’s curbs on a free press, Horniman was in the chair.[15]As the war was
winding towards an end, Horniman was hopeful that it would lead to meaningful political reform
in India. In a speech of 15 December 1917 he said thatit would be a sad day, if it ever dawned,
that found the British Empire, which has made such colossal and noble sacrifices in this great
battle for freedom, remaining at the end of it the champion of freedom for the weaker peoples of
Europe, but condoning racial privilege and dominion within its own borders. But that such a day
can ever dawn I do not believe.[16]Horniman’s paper was now paying increasing attention to the
doings and sayings of the rising man of Indian politics. For his part, Gandhi was aware of the
importance of the Chronicle as a vehicle for his various causes.[17] In 1918, when Gandhi
organized a peasant protest in Kheda district against the land tax, Horniman’s newspaper gave
it wide and sympathetic coverage. After printing a series of detailed reports on agrarian distress
in Kheda, the Chronicle’s editor added a commentary of his own, where he urged officials to put
their pride aside and recognize the suffering of the peasants due to crop failure. Some officials
had cast aspersions on the leaders of the peasants, but Horniman said this ‘is no time for
acrimony’, for ‘thousands of people are in very dire distress’, and ‘there is something at stake far
graver than official prestige’.In April 1918, Horniman and Gandhi spoke together at a public
meeting held in Shantaram’s Chawl in support of Kheda’s peasants. The Indian focused on the
anguish of the peasantry, whereas the Englishman focused his ire on the officials who had
caused it. Horniman was particularly harsh on the Commissioner, a man named Pratt, whom the
editor referred to ‘as the auto-Pratt’. This man, said Horniman, was assigning to himself powers



of infallibility which even the Pope did not claim; the peasants ‘should remind him that tomorrow
another Commissioner, a Mr Flatt or a Mr Matt, may change his decision, while in any case he
was answerable to the British Parliament’. Horniman asked the audience ‘not to be unduly
alarmed by the appearance of this new disease of auto-prattism’, for bureaucracy was dying in
India, ‘it was heaving its last moments and Mr. Pratt’s ecstatic claim to divine powers was
evidently the swan song of bureaucratic tyranny’.[18]The struggle in Kheda in 1918 was a
localized affair. The following spring, Gandhi organized a more ambitious, all-India movement;
against the draconian new legislation known as the Rowlatt Act. This legislation prescribed
harsh measures to deal with dissent; including trial without juries and in camera, with the public
and the press excluded. In his campaign against the Act Gandhi drew into his fold some
supporters of Mrs Besant; and the editor of the Bombay Chronicle too. B. G. Horniman attended
the preparatory meetings in Gandhi’s ashram in Ahmedabad, and threw his newspaper into the
campaign. His participation was consistent with his love of liberty, and with his horror at the
harsh laws prevailing in British India. He had written several searing pieces on the detention
without trial of political workers. ‘By what right’, asked Horniman of the Government, ‘do you lock
men up indefinitely without the semblance of a trial or judicial enquiry?’ He warned: ‘For every
detenu you seize and lock up you create a hundred revolutionaries in mind and spirit…’[19]In
March 1919 Gandhi wrote to the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford, urging him to withdraw the offensive
new Acts. When the Viceroy refused, Gandhi chose to mark Sunday, 6 April, as a day of protest.
In towns and cities across India, nationalists held public meetings where they resolved to court
arrest in protest against the Rowlatt Act.[20]Gandhi himself chose to lead the protests in
Bombay. The next day’s Chronicle began with this report:Bombay presented the sight of a city in
mourning on the occasion of the day of national humiliation, prayers and sorrow at the passing
of the Rowlatt Bills…Long before the sun had risen, the Back Bay foreshore was humming and
throbbing with life, for it was full of people. From an early hour in the morning, people had come
to Chowpatty to bathe in the sea…It was a Black Sunday, and the day’s programme had to begin
with a sea bath…Mr. M. K. Gandhi was one of the first arrivals at Chowpatty with several
volunteers, and by 6.30 a.m. or earlier he had taken his seat on one of the stone benches with
about a hundred satyagrahis around him…As the day advanced people kept pouring in on to the
seashore. Every new arrival took his bath in the sea first and then came and sat around Mr.
Gandhi. In this manner the crowd swelled and swelled until it became one huge mass of people.
Mr. Gandhi, as the time for the meeting on Chowpatty sands neared, moved in that direction…It
was a splendid sight at this time, for the whole Sandhurst Bridge swarmed with people and there
must have been approximately one-and-a-half lakhs of people…All communities were
represented there – Mahomedans, Hindus, Parsis, etc., and one Englishman…At exactly eight
o’clock, Mr. Gandhi made his speech.[21]The ‘one Englishman’ participating in this very Indian
protest was the newspaper’s editor Benjamin Guy Horniman.IIIGandhi had canvassed support
for this movement in Bengal, Madras, Bombay and the United Provinces. The one province of
British India he had not yet visited was the Punjab. After the great meeting in Bombay on 6 April,



he took a train to Delhi, hoping to proceed from there to Lahore and Amritsar. The authorities,
fearing trouble, stopped him at a station short of Delhi, served an order externing him from the
Punjab, and sent him back to Ahmedabad. This act provoked an angry article in the Bombay
Chronicle, unsigned, but almost certainly written by B. G. Horniman. This declaimed:Mr. Gandhi,
with his body in police custody and his self free, at this moment symbolises India, where the
forces of right – of Government based on moral laws – and of wrong – Government depending
entirely and ultimately on the sanction of brute force – are locked in a struggle which stands on a
higher plane than even the great war of arms that has just ended.[22]On 13 April, a peaceful
crowd of nationalist protesters was fired upon in the city of Amritsar in Punjab, an event that
came to embody the infamy and illegitimacy of British rule in India. News of this ‘Jallianwala
Bagh massacre’ was slow to come out of Punjab. Among the first Indian journals to print details
of the killings was the Bombay Chronicle. By now, Horniman was openly, explicitly, identifying
with the nationalists against the Raj, and with India against England. This angered the
authorities, who sought to get him out of their skin and out of their way. In the third week of April,
the Governor of Bombay wrote to the Viceroy, suggesting that Horniman be sent away to Burma,
at this time also a province of British India. The Viceroy, after consulting with his advisers, wrote
back that ‘the general impression is that to deport Horniman to England straightaway would be
more advisable than to take two bites at the cherry. It might provoke renewal of excitement if you
were to deport him to Burma and then have second deportation.’The Governor of Bombay
concurred, urging only that action be taken immediately. ‘The early arrest and deportation of
Horniman’, he told the Viceroy, ‘is now doubly urgent inasmuch as he is now publishing very
inflammatory articles in the “Chronicle” and causing serious reaction in public feeling in favour of
lawlessness.’ He added: ‘We have to face very anxious months ahead not only in regard to
Moslem question but also famine disturbance, and if Horniman is not got rid of before these
mature things may become more serious.’[23]On the afternoon of 26 April 1919, F. C. Griffiths,
the Commissioner of Police, came to Horniman’s house accompanied by several other officers
as well as two doctors, both Englishmen. The editor was served an order of deportation,
charging him with bringing ‘into hatred and contempt the Government established by law in
India’. The order adduced as evidence editorials in the Chronicle calling the Rowlatt Act a ‘Black
Bill’, supporting the satyagraha against it as an expression of the ‘national conscience’, and
praising the circulation of prohibited pamphlets, since ‘those who know the works will have no
doubt as to their moral value and their title to free dissemination’.[24]Horniman was examined by
Government doctors, who declared him fit to travel by the SS Takada the next day. The Police
Commissioner then formally placed the editor under arrest; he gave the prisoner half an hour to
pack his belongings, whereupon he would be taken to the ship, and spend the night on board
before sailing for England on the morrow.Horniman now asked his servants, ‘who were in a very
confused state’, to ‘put together as quickly as possible as much as they could’. He was then
conveyed to a waiting ambulance, which took him to the docks from where he boarded the ship
that was to take him away from India. Before leaving home he had emptied his purse, giving all



he had, some one hundred and fifty rupees in all, to his servants.[25]Shortly before he was taken
aboard ship, Horniman hurriedly wrote a note to Gandhi, which read:My dear Mahatmaji,They
are taking me away at last. I have been rushed off without notice. This is only to say ‘Au Revoir’
and to ask your blessing. God speed you in your work for the Indian people.I shall do what I can
wherever I am.Ever Yours affectionatelyB. G. Horniman.[26]On hearing that Horniman had been
deported, Gandhi issued a public statement, which began:With great sorrow and equal pleasure
I have to inform you that the Government have today removed Mr. Horniman from Bombay and
he has been placed on a steamer bound for England. Mr. Horniman is a very brave and
generous Englishman. He has given us the mantra of liberty, he has fearlessly exposed wrong
wherever he has seen it and has thus been an ornament to the race to which he belongs, and
rendered it a great service. Every Indian knows his services to India. I am sorry for the event
because a brave satyagrahi has been deported while I retain my physical liberty. I am glad
because Mr. Horniman has been given the occasion of fulfilling his [Satyagraha] Pledge.[27]How
Horniman occupied himself on the SS Takada has not been recorded. We do know, however,
that he arrived at Gravesend on 26 May 1919, exactly a month after he left Bombay.IVThe arrest
and deportation of B. G. Horniman provoked a veritable storm of commentary in the Indian
press. The Hindu of Madras called it a ‘rank injustice’, adding that ‘we cannot find an atom of
justification for the drastic manner in which the rights of the Press and the liberties of the people
are being dealt with in this country’. The Telugu paper Desabhimani (published from Guntur)
said that ‘there is no doubt that all Indians are immersed in an ocean of sorrow on account of this
[deportation of Horniman]. His unsurpassed love for the people of India seems to be the only
reason why the authorities are indignant towards him.’[28]The most intense coverage took place,
naturally, in the Bombay Presidency, where the editor had lived and worked. One Gujarati paper,
Sanj Vartaman, called the deportation a ‘grave blunder’ that had ‘deeply wounded’ many
Indians. Another, Hindustan, said ‘every Indian will be grieved’ at the Government’s action, which
was apparently motivated by ‘panic and wrath’.While deporting Horniman the Government had
also suspended the publication of the Bombay Chronicle. The Praja Mitra, deeply regretting the
order, observed that under Horniman’s editorship, the Chronicle ‘had played a great part in the
public life of India in general, and this presidency in particular’. The paper thought that ‘much of
the liberalism and progress observable in the administration’ of the Bombay Presidency in
recent times could be attributed to the Chronicle’s ‘fearless and vigorous advocacy of the
people’s rights’, adding that ‘the whole political consciousness, during recent years, of our
presidency, is due largely to its spirited and stimulating columns’.On Sunday 11 May, the city of
Bombay observed a total strike in protest against the deportation of B. G. Horniman. Both Hindu
and Muslim establishments shut down for the day. The call for the strike had come from Gandhi
himself. With a group of volunteers, Gandhi went around the city to make sure the protests were
peaceful.[29]In the third week of June, the order of suspension on the Bombay Chronicle was
lifted. On 19 June it made its reappearance, the first issue of the paper for thirty-four days. The
paper noted, with slight but pardonable exaggeration, that its editor’s deportation had ‘been



universally condemned by Indian public opinion as a most arbitrary exercise of executive
authority’. It committed itself afresh to the ongoing struggle to substitute ‘popular will for
executive fiat’, urging constitutional reforms whereby ‘the rights and liberties of the Indian people
as British citizens must be secured to them’. Kesari, the newspaper founded by the great
nationalist Bal Gangadhar Tilak, urged the Government to cancel the order of deportation on
Horniman and allow him to return to India and resume the editorship of the Bombay Chronicle.
[30]VWhen he was deported, Horniman had been out of England for fifteen years. His heart was
in India; politically and spiritually, and perhaps also emotionally and romantically. He desperately
wanted to return. In October, he filed a petition to the Privy Council challenging his deportation.
The petition had been drafted by his solicitor, David Graham Pole, a close associate of Annie
Besant.The appeal was rejected. Horniman now asked Liberal and Labour MPs to pose
questions in Parliament. When the Secretary of State for India said Horniman’s paper had
caused riots and sought to excite ‘disaffection and insubordination’ among British troops,
Colonel Wedgwood asked: ‘Why not prosecute him?’ (instead of summarily deporting him, that
is). Other MPs pointed out that with the war now two years in the past and with the Defence of
India Act having lapsed, surely it was possible for Horniman to be granted a passport and return
to Bombay? The Secretary of State answered that the Government of India ‘do not consider that
Mr. Horniman’s return to India is compatible with the public safety’.[31]The Secretary of State for
India, Edwin Montagu, a Liberal himself, might have allowed Horniman to return. But the high
officials of the Raj were in no mood to relent. When Montagu asked the Governor of Bombay
whether the editor should be granted a passport valid for India, he wired back saying that ‘it
would be highly dangerous for Horniman to return and shall therefore be glad if you will refuse
passport’.[32]Gandhi, characteristically, did not forget his English friend, now exiled from his
adopted homeland by the authorities. The people of India, he proclaimed, ‘will never forget what
Mr. Horniman has done for them’. Gandhi urged his supporters in India to demonstrate for the
editor’s return to India, but to do so peacefully and without violence.[33]On 30 May 1919,
Gandhi wrote to his other (and older) English friend, Henry Polak, his comrade from South Africa
who was now based in London, saying: ‘I hope, you have sought out Mr. Horniman if he has not
sought you out. Please keep him informed of all the doings here.’ A week later he wrote to Polak
deploring ‘the horrible misrepresentations about Mr. Horniman. The real reasons for his
deportation will probably be never given.’[34] A week later still, he sent a message to a public
meeting in Bombay in support of the deported editor, which read:
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Adam Hochschild, “Exactly the right story for this political moment. Historian Ramachandra
Guha begins this fascinating group biography by referring to supporters of toxic nationalism and
xenophobia across the globe, from Modi’s India to Putin’s Russia to Trump supporters in
America. “No foreigner, they believe, can teach them anything. This book tells us that they can.”
His is the story of seven Westerners—five originally British, two American—whose passion for
Indian independence brought them either jail terms or exile from British India. He threads their
histories together ingeniously, and evokes their personal as well as political lives and their deep
friendships, and sometimes love relationships, with Indians. Without ever being explicit or
strident about it, this inspiring slice of history—which I’ve not seen described elsewhere--shows
that people from different backgrounds, ethnicities, and parts of the world can work together for
years and share a deep commitment to justice and freedom. It’s just the right message for our
troubled times, and a lively, absorbing read as well.”

ram badrinathan, “Ram Guha writes yet another masterpiece. Ram Guha eloquently with
sensitivity, insight and rich detail profiles these seven remarkable forreigners who fought for
India*s freedom struggle with nuance and detailing that only je can. We see how Mahatma
Gandhi intertwines with the lives of the 7 many of whom integrate Gandhian values into their
daily lives. The role that Mirabehn played in making of Gandhi the film. How Sarla behn, Dick
keithan and Mira behn were so prescient of the environmental destruction and their were organic
and sustainable living pioneers. The influence of Indian spiritual traditions insight into how some
of them built Gandhian structured which resulted in the Chipko movement. How Stokes brought
apple industry to Himachal. Finally having studies in a J Krishnamurthi school. Annie besant has
been a part of my life since I was 10 and to understand her life journey and rise in indian political
firmament . While reading the book i was so so moved and inspired that such individuals were
part of this country"s founding and influenced by Bapu”

Nimish kapur, “The stories intertwined and amazing anecdotes makes for a treat in modern
Indian History. Amazing read. Must for all who love reading Ramachandra Guha books. His
understanding of relative history makes it amazing read. Thank you.”

Uzair Qadri, “A typical Ram Guha book.. It is a typical Ram Guha book, combining painstaking
research with interjections from his personal learnings. One of the best things about the author's
books is that they are readable. Additionally, the criteria to select his his subjects is always
reasoned and well-explained. Except that, i think the book could have easily been reduced to a
pamphlet of 50-70 pages, rather than being presented as a tome of 400 pages. Anyways, a nice
read.”

viraj, “A good read and authors research is much appreciated.. Book has good flow of story



don't have to go back and forth to get references. For elderly folks it has good font readable size
and light weight.i bough this book as I wanted know more about our nations history. You realise
opposite thought exited and they exist now.”
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