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INTRODUCTION


Everyone wants to live in a world that is free and fair. After India came under British rule, its people lost their freedom to a foreign power. Indians were agitated by oppressive British policies; these were cruel and unfair. People started to fight colonial rule and the freedom movement soon gained more supporters across the nation. The early 20th century witnessed the most eventful period of the Indian freedom struggle.


In the 1850s, among other events, two important developments took place. In Kolkata, the centre of the East India Company’s operations in India, the governor general, Lord Dalhousie, made several annexations as part of the ‘Doctrine of Lapse’: if there were no legitimate heirs in a state dependent on the Company, it would be brought under the Company’s rule. Around the same time, in Poona to the west, Savitribai and Jotiba Phule set up their third school for girls, who, before this had little, or close to no, access to education. 


These two events were connected in ways this book will reveal. When Dalhousie used his doctrine to annex Jhansi, it was met with resistance, led by the brave queen Lakshmibai. She realized her land, and the rights of her people, as subjects of Jhansi, were being taken away by some policy enforced on them from a far-off country. The War of Independence in 1857 was a fight for freedom and self-respect. When the Phules set up their girls’ schools, they were driven by their ideals; they knew that if the status of women in India was not improved, India itself would never progress, irrespective of gaining independence from the British. 


Both Lakshmibai and Savitribai, who appear in this book, never met, but they were fighting for independence. Lakshmibai wanted freedom from the British authorities, and Savitribai wanted to break free from the oppressive customs that bound Indian women. 


Rani Lakshmibai and Savitribai Phule were followed by other women, changemakers and leaders in their own ways, who would emerge over the next few decades, from the mid-19th century when India was under British rule, till 1947, the year of independence. Among these women were those who led others in protest: advocated the use of swadeshi; demanded reform in marriage laws; insisted on education for women. 


There were women, who were also revolutionaries, operating outside India or secretly in India, defending their country against tyranny. 


All of them were fighting for freedom, which didn’t mean just an end to British rule. It meant reform and change from old, redundant ways, to newer more modern ways of existing. Progress included adopting systems, such as democracy, universal adult franchise, and fundamental rights that promised, for instance, freedom of speech and religion, and all this wasn’t possible without education and opportunities, for everyone, irrespective of gender, class, or caste. Progress meant an end to domination in many ways; and there couldn’t be one kind of freedom without the other. 


So, when women campaigned for freedom, they did so in all fronts. Thus, the first organizations for women focussed primarily on reform. Pandita Ramabai in Poona in the 1870s campaigned for widow remarriage, and for their education and set up her Mukti Sadan in Poona, and later, the Sarada Sadan. Then there were organizations, set up by her namesake Ramabai Ranade, and her husband, Mahadev Ranade, such as the Prarthana Samaj. Soon, there were other reform associations for women: Banga Mahila Samaj, the Aghore Kamini Nari Samiti in Bengal; the Satara Abolonnati Sabha in Maharashtra; the Mahila Sewa Samaj in Bangalore; and the Prayas Mahila Samiti in Allahabad, among others. 


Social reform just wasn’t possible without political reform. For instance, laws were needed to raise the age of marriage, and to set up universities and schools. The Bharat Shree Mahamandal was the first political organization set up in 1906. 


Saraladevi Choudhurani, whose story is featured in this book, knew women had to fight for what was due to them, on their own. In the next decade, other associations came up – The Women’s India Association in 1917; the National Council of Women in India 1925; and the All-India Women’s Conference (AIWC) in 1927. 


AIWC campaigned for reform in the area of marriage and also for the right of women to vote. These steps took years to become a reality, and the effort of many, women as well as men. The Age of Consent bill was first passed in 1892, but didn’t have any teeth, and it was almost 27 years later when the Sarda act was finally passed. The campaign for votes for women began in 1917, but concessions came very slowly. First, legislative councils allowed women to contest elections, and then it was Madras Presidency that became the first to extend franchise to women. Later, with the government of India Act 1935, women were able to vote and stood for elections as well, though franchise was still limited to persons owning property. Universal adult franchise became a possibility when India’s Constitution was committed to the nation in 1950. 


But this isn’t just a story about women leading action for reform and change. There were at these times women in revolutionary societies too; others more ordinary who gave up their lives in the face of brutality. Those like Pritilata Waddedar, Kalpana Datta, and the ‘Gandhi buri’, Matangini Hazra. The latter lived in a small village in Bengal all her life, driven by Gandhian ideals, and gave up her life rather than give up the flag, a symbol of independent India, that she held close to her. The flag and khadi fabric were, after all, central to the freedom struggle. 


All these women were heroes. Some came from privileged families, who had mentors and relatives encouraging them in the struggle, others, who were filled with the dream and ambition to be part of it, came from very humble backgrounds. Many of these women, today, are featured on postage stamps and have statues dedicated to them. Their life journeys are action-packed and full of challenges. And, in this book, you will find all the stories to remember them by.


If you ask me for a favourite from all the women in these pages, I don’t have any. I like and admire all of them! I hope you are inspired by them in different ways.
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RANI CHENNAMMA

A FIGHTER AND FOLK HERO 

A gallant queen of Kittur, Rani Chennamma, made many efforts to maintain a truce, but when the British army attacked her fort, she was compelled to go to war. She became one of the first Indian rulers to revolt against the British East India Company in 1824.

Kittur was a small kingdom in present-day north Karnataka. Once ruled over by the Marathas, it had become somewhat independent over time. In the late 18th century, the Peshwa or the Maratha prime minister, however, remained a dominant figure, while the kingdom of Mysore, to Kittur’s south, under the rule of Hyder Ali and his son, Tipu Sultan, posed a growing threat. When the British emerged as key political players in the region, Kittur’s rulers knew they had to be careful not to antagonize their more powerful neighbours. 

Chennamma was born on 23 October 1778 in a small village called Kakati, north of present-day Belagavi in Karnataka. Her father, Dulappa, was the chieftain of that village. As a young girl, she learnt horse riding and archery. When she was fifteen, her family arranged her marriage with the ruler of Kittur, Raja Mallasarja. 

She had heard a lot about her new husband’s bravery. In his battle against Mysore’s Tipu Sultan, Mallasarja had put up a stiff fight despite having a smaller army and fewer resources in comparison with the invading forces. In the end, however, he had been captured by Tipu’s forces. As one story goes, he had managed to escape from the fort of Srirangapatna disguised as a sadhu. 

The British East India Company saw both the Mysore and Maratha kingdoms as enemies, and Kittur tried its best to stay neutral. It was at this time that Chennamma met with a personal tragedy – her young son died. She was pulled out from her grief by her husband’s advice that the people of the kingdom were her children too and their welfare was her concern. Monarchs, both big and small, ruled as absolute authorities at the time, but they were also perceived as guardian figures by their subjects.

In the early 1820s, Mallasarja was invited by the Peshwa for a meeting. It was a trick – the Peshwa suspected that Mallasarja was aiming for more independence, and on his arrival, he was imprisoned. It took three years of negotiations before Mallasarja was released, but his health had deteriorated by then. He died on his way back to Kittur in 1824. His inexperienced young son, Shivalinga, born from an earlier marriage, entered into a treaty with the British. The exorbitant amount they asked for, almost a punishment for Kittur’s earlier support to the Peshwa, came as a huge financial strain on Kittur’s treasury. It shocked Chennamma. When Shivalinga died soon after, she was left deeply distraught and hopeless.
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Things came to a head when St. John Thackeray, the British official overseeing the Dharwad region, rejected the letter signed by a dying Shivlalinga asking the British to recognize his adopted son, Shivalingappa, as the heir. Thackeray declared the letter to be a forgery and placed the kingdom under Company rule. He demanded the treasury be handed over to agents of the East India Company.

Kittur was a region rich in resources, and for decades, had traded with the Arabs in precious stones, incense, and craft items. But Thackeray made more demands. These included the rani agreeing to a pension, and the immediate expulsion of the ‘heir’ beyond Kittur’s borders. 

Chennamma, both grief-stricken and angry, took over the administration of the kingdom and the welfare of its people. She involved herself in every activity, especially trade and agriculture – that sustained the kingdom – and ensured that the army, although small, was kept battle ready. She was helped by a wise council of advisers including Gurusidappa, who had accompanied the late king Mallasarja to the Peshwa’s camp and had witnessed their treachery, and the brave Sangoli Rayanna, the military chief or shetsanadi. 

Rani Chennamma, however, had her enemies. Two advisers, appointed by the British to manage Kittur’s affairs, worked against her. When the orders came to seal the treasury, Chennamma knew she had to fight back. First, she sent letters to other representatives of the Company, including the commissioner in the Deccan region, and to Mountstuart Elphinstone, the Governor of Bombay Presidency, pleading her case. At the same time, she tried to ally with neighbouring princely states, such as Kolhapur. Soldiers from the surrounding rural areas also heard Chennamma’s call to arms and came forward to defend Kittur. 

[image: Image] Loyalty and Betrayal [image: Image]

As more British forces arrived, they found the fort gates shut. Thackeray took this as an insult, and on 23 October 1824, the British attacked with forces of over 20,000 men and mighty artillery. The Madras Native Horse Artillery, and native Indians, who made up most of the foot soldiers, fought on the British side. In retaliation, the brave warriors of Kittur, led by Chennamma, put up a valiant fight, forcing the British to retreat. One of her sharpshooters, Balappa, stationed at the fort’s ramparts, shot Thackeray dead. Two British officers were also taken as hostages. 

In the negotiations that followed, Chennamma agreed in good faith to release the hostages. She wanted an end to the stand-off, and the new heir to be recognized as the rightful ruler. The offer was accepted, but the British did not keep their word, helped by traitors in the rani’s kingdom who betrayed her yet again. 
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The British attacked Kittur two months later on 3 December 1824. This time, it was with a much larger army. One of Rani Chennamma’s commanders betrayed her by mixing cow dung and mud with the gunpowder used for cannons, making them ineffective. It was a fierce battle but Chennamma realized she was losing ground. Her loyal advisers tried to help her escape using a secret path to Sangoli, some miles away. But she was caught on her way out by the British. With her were her young relatives, Veeramma and Janakibai, and some loyal attendants. Gurusidappa too was captured. 

Chennamma was imprisoned at the Bailhongal Fort, around 25 kilometres north of Kittur, where she passed away on 21 February 1829, at the age of fifty. Her fierce resistance to the British, for their unjust occupation of her kingdom, made her an example to others like her, elsewhere in India, such as the Rani of Jhansi and Begum Hazrat Mahal. 

Outside the Bangalore (now Bengaluru) railway station, there is a statue of queen seated on a horse. Named after her, the Rani Chennamma Express train service operates between Miraj in Maharashtra’s Sangli district to Bengaluru.

A legend goes that the current official residence of the deputy commissioner in Dharwad, Karnataka, is where the queen and her young female relatives lived during her trial by the colonial government. It was once believed to be haunted. It is said that, according to custom, on every Independence Day, the commissioner leads a gathering of people who offer respect and flowers to the portrait of the brave rani.



Rayanna’s Lone Fight

Though Rani Chennamma was imprisoned, the resistance was continued by her loyal follower, Sangoli Rayanna. With his followers, he refused to pay taxes to the British authorities, and hid out in the forests and rough terrain around Kittur. From here, he launched a series of guerrilla attacks against the British forces. A Sidi warrior, of African origin, Gajaveera, assisted him with his own band of men. Rayanna was finally betrayed by villagers who were threatened by the British with dire consequences if they did not reveal his whereabouts. He was hanged in public. One of his supporters planted a banyan sapling at the very spot in memory of the brave warrior.
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RANI ABBAKKA 

STANDING UP TO BULLIES

Chennamma’s resistance was a tribute to another brave queen, Abbakka Chowta, who ruled almost 250 years before Chennamma’s battle against the British. Abbakka’s kingdom was about 380 kilometres south of Kittur. 

In the mid-16th century, at a time when far away, in north India, the Mughals were establishing their rule, and the Bahamani and Vijayanagara kingdoms were thriving in the north Deccan region, Rani Abbakka Chowta, as per tradition, was crowned by her uncle as the queen of the small principality of Ullal, in modern day Karnataka’s Dakshin Kannada district. 

The Portuguese, who had set up trading bases all along the southern coast and across the Arabian Sea in places such as Aden and Mozambique, posed a serious threat. The trade in horses, spices, fine crafts, gemstones and minerals brought in rich profits, and the Portuguese, with their sturdier ships and overbearing tactics, had established domination over the sea trade. They even managed concessions from Abbakka’s husband, Lakshmappa Bangaraja, who ruled over his small kingdom of Mangalore, some distance south of Ullal. 

However, the Portuguese were in for a tough contest. Abbakka refused to heed their demands, or even give them a hearing. The contest raged for over 25 years, from 1556 when the first battle was fought, to 1581. The most memorable battle happened in 1558, when in a surprise attack, Rani Abbakka and her supporters were forced to evacuate the fort at Ullal. Determined not to give up, Abbakka led a firm counterattack in the dead of night, which had the Portuguese scrambling to escape. They rushed to the safety of their ships anchored on shore. Abbakka successfully regained her fort and resumed her rule. 

Over the next few years, Abbakka was threatened in various ways. Her husband Lakshmappa too received warnings from the Portuguese, who threatened to set the port town of Mangalore on fire if he came to her aid. Abbakka held her ground, with support from the Zamorins, who ruled in Calicut (present-day Kozhikode), and the Arab sailors and their contingent who had trade ties with Ullal for years. 

In 1581, an early morning attack caught Abbakka by surprise, while returning from prayers at her family temple. Her soldiers quickly rallied around her, and she, proudly astride her horse, led them in battle. Tragedy struck when shots were fired repeatedly at Abbakka, wounding her fatally. She was captured when some chieftains fighting on her behalf betrayed her. Due to her injuries, she died soon after, refusing to accept Portuguese domination till her last breath. 

Today, a yearly festival is celebrated in commemoration of the brave queen. An award instituted in her name recognizes women of distinction in the region, and a museum in her honour stands in the Bantwal taluk in Dakshina Kannada district. 
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RANI LAKSHMIBAI

A SPIRITED FIGHT

The brave queen of hearts led from the front, living for her beloved land and her belief in freedom, and tragically dying for them. Her defiant and firm stand against the British made her an enduring legend. 

Just a year before Rani Chennamma of Karnataka passed away, someone who would unknowingly follow in her steps was born on the plains of north India. Manikarnika, more famously known as Rani Lakshmibai of Jhansi, was born in Benares (now Varanasi) in November 1828. Manu, as she was called, lost her mother, Bhagirathi, when she was only four, and her father, Morepant Tambe, moved to Bithoor, near Kanpur, where his cousin, who had once been the Peshwa (or prime minister) of the Maratha Empire, lived. 

Little Manu had for childhood companions two young boys, almost her age: Nanasahib, Peshwa Baji Rao II’s adopted son, and his friend, Tantia Tope. She was an equal participant in all their activities, whether it was fencing, traditional gymnastics or shooting, but it was horse riding that little Manu especially liked. She loved her horses and she gave them special names, as if they were her friends. Her spirited, playful ways earned her the nickname of ‘Chhabeeli’, meaning beautiful and lively, given to her by the Peshwa. 

[image: Image] Manu to Lakshmibai [image: Image]

When she was in her early teens, Manu was married to the Maharaja of Jhansi, Gangadhar Rao. Jhansi was a small kingdom in present-day southwest Uttar Pradesh, bordering Madhya Pradesh. On her wedding, she was given the name of Lakshmibai, the name that she would be remembered by. In her small kingdom, Lakshmibai became a fairly recognizable figure riding on one of her three horses – Sarang, Badal and Pavan – from the palace to everywhere, including to the family temple. She preferred this to the palanquin. 

A detailed account of her life was penned by a priest and pilgrim, Vishnu Bhat, who lived in Jhansi for some years during the 1850s. He described her everyday routine. In the morning, Lakshmibai was known to practice weightlifting, wrestling, and racing on her horse from point-to-point, placing multiple obstacles she had to jump over. 

From a young age, she had no patience with wrongdoers and punished criminals herself – by wielding a stick. Inside the palace compounds, Lakshmibai trained her women attendants in horsemanship and sword fighting and raised them into a prepared and well-trained combat unit. More than 80 years later, when Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose put together a women’s regiment in Southeast Asia, it was named after her. 

At this time in the 1850s, the British East India Company, having already defeated the powerful kingdom of the Marathas, and Mysore, was relentlessly acquiring more territories. Jhansi in the heart of India held access to the west and north, and it became a special focus of British attention. 

In 1853, Lakshmibai’s husband, Gangadhar Rao died. The British Governor General, Lord Dalhousie, refused to recognize the rights of Lakshmibai or her adopted son, Damodar Rao, to Jhansi. Dalhousie claimed Jhansi for the East India Company as according to the ‘Doctrine of Lapse’, there was no legitimate heir to the throne. Lakshmibai was furious.
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She sent a petition to Dalhousie, in formal English, helped by an Australian lawyer, John Lang. The British, she insisted, were not entitled to seize the territory and kingdom of Jhansi. She refused to move away from the kingdom as suggested by the British, nor did she accept the pension they offered. The British soon moved a garrison into Jhansi to make their presence felt. 

Things came to a head in 1857, when news surged in of Indian soldiers of the Bengal Native Infantry revolting in Barrackpore in Bengal. Fuelled by rumours and emboldened by this news, there was considerable agitation in Jhansi along these lines too. 

As the story goes, in the beginning, Lakshmibai intended to raise her own troops to protect Jhansi. She was after all surrounded by small principalities, like Orchha whose ruler posed a threat. However, in June 1857, several rebel soldiers of the Native Bengal Infantry from Bengal reached Jhansi, and taking things in their own hands, they attacked the small European contingent and despite their assurances, killed several of them. 

The soldiers of the Native Infantry soon moved away, helping themselves to the treasury. The rani, now isolated, chose to defend herself as best as she could. She restructured the fortifications and positioned cannons on the ramparts. It was then that news of Tantia Tope’s arrival with his rebel soldiers soon reached her. 

Lakshmibai read this as a rousing call for action. Nanasahib and Tantia Tope were her childhood friends and they were already against the British for their attempts to deprive Nanasahib of his pension. 
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From August 1857 to January 1858, there was heightened tension but peace held in Jhansi. When the British forces finally reached Jhansi, they saw a kingdom ready for war. As Vishnu Bhat wrote, Lakshmibai held court clad in her silk churidar and waistcoat, sporting a turban with a fan-like crest. She braced a gold woven scarf around her waist and hung her sword from it. According to Vishnu Bhat, the rani seemed like a goddess, and a born leader. 

The first fierce battle happened in March 1858. But the British forces were more in number. When things began to go against her, Lakshmibai knew she had to escape. She bound her young son, Damodar Rao, to her as she leapt from the walls, mounted on her loyal horse. It was a jump of 15 metres from the ramparts to the ground below, a spot still marked on the fort walls. The poor horse did not survive the jump. 

With a band of devoted followers, she melted away into the thick forests, ravines and narrow river valleys that made up this area for miles around. Among her loyal soldiers were Basharat Ali, Dost Khan, Raghunath Singh, and two women – Kashibai and Umabai – whom she had trained as soldiers. The Harbola communtiy served as her spies, and the British later heavily fined them for helping her. 

Jhalkaribai, almost a Rani Lakshmibai lookalike, fought the British to distract them as the rani quickly made her escape. 

The rani’s forces were defeated again at Kalpi in the east, and then they moved desperately towards Gwalior, to the northwest. In all the battles she fought, she led the forces, rousing everyone with her spirited calls. But her soldiers were outnumbered and tired from the constant movement. Finally, the rani died on the field of battle outside Gwalior.



No one knows how Rani Lakshmibai met her death. A story goes that she was shot by a British soldier and, being badly wounded, she asked one of the villagers who found her to kill her before she could fall into British hands. In another version, General Hugh Rose, the British general, wrote of his men seeing her charging into battle dressed in red and dying fighting.
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In the legends of the local peasants in the Bundelkhand region, where Jhansi is, the rani apparently never died in battle and still lives hidden under the earth. They say that she made soldiers out of the bare soil and even created swords out of wood. Rani Lakshmibai is survived by many myths like these. Folk songs in the Bundeli language bring her to life in vivid images: the rani dressed in military uniform and pearls, riding on horseback, on the Jhansi fort ramparts, or fighting in the ravines and hills of Bundelkhand. 
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