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INTRODUCTION


Lifting the Veil from India’s Past


Our narrative begins in the early eighteenth century, a period when the Western world knew virtually nothing about India, and the little that was known was a distorted and exoticized idea of the Orient. The people of the subcontinent were perceived as barbaric and uncivilized – it seemed implausible that such a land could possess a history or culture worthy of any attention from the rest of the world. Imperialist condescension notwithstanding, one of the reasons for this perception was the lack of historical documentation in the modern sense. In the absence of written documentation about ancient India, it was believed that history in the subcontinent began only with the Mughals. Veritably, the general populace of the subcontinent knew practically nothing about their own cultural or historical inheritance.


A key reason for this was the fact that most Indians had no access to Sanskrit, one of the major languages along with Pali, in which ancient Indian wisdom was recorded. Sanskrit, considered the language of the gods, was jealously guarded by brahmin pandits who considered themselves the sole keepers of ancient wisdom. No other caste was allowed to learn the language, and it was considered a sin if they attempted to do so. In fact, they gatekept the language to such an extent that a well-known Scottish philosopher and mathematician of the time, Dugald Stewart (1753-1828), tried to prove in an essay that the Sanskrit language did not exist at all, and that it was a farce made up by the priestly class of India.


And yet, barely a century later, Mark Twain, the famed American author who visited India in 1896, went into raptures about the country, calling it ‘the cradle of the human race, the birthplace of human speech, the mother of history… Our most valuable and most instructive materials in the history of man are treasured up in India only!’ Quite a turnaround, indeed.


The credit for this extraordinary feat of recovering India’s hidden centuries goes to a handful of Englishmen who had arrived in India in the eighteenth century. Their natural curiosity to discover the country’s ancient cultural heritage, coupled with an academic discipline in recording their findings, allowed them to succeed in ‘restoring India to her rightful place among the civilizations of the world.’1 Some studied the ancient Sanskrit manuscripts to understand the unique cultural traditions. Others traversed the length and breadth of the country – travelling hundreds of miles on horseback, camels or elephants, studying ancient monuments. Yet others tried to prise open the locked doors of the past by deciphering inscriptions written in long-forgotten scripts. In the process, and through their writings and publications, these men made vast and comprehensive contributions to Indic studies. They were responsible for popularizing oriental studies in Europe and for bringing about a huge change in the way India was perceived by the world. The stories we choose to explore in this book are of these ordinary English civil servants who managed to resurrect the knowledge of one of the greatest civilizations the world has ever known.


We shall trace the lives and times of 15 extraordinary scholars who voyaged across oceans and braved dense forests, displaying phenomenal courage and persistence in their zeal to discover India’s history. Among these trailblazers were eminent orientalists such as William Jones, Charles Wilkins, Nathaniel Halhed, James Prinsep, H.T. Colebrooke, George Grierson and B.H. Hodgson. We shall see how, in the absence of written records or documentation, these pioneers found innovative ways to glean India’s hidden past.


However, in writing this book, neither do we intend to hold a brief for the British colonial rule nor offer justification for the ruinous effects of their economic policies, their saga of exploitation, man-made famines, wars, racism, maladministration and more. Our narrative is not intended to be a defence of the British civilians who were perceived as alien freebooters either. Instead, it is an attempt to take a look at a few interesting exceptions whose remarkable contributions to the historical and cultural heritage of the subcontinent make for some compelling tales.




1


WILLIAM JONES


Rewriting Western Perceptions of India




‘The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists; there is a similar reason, though not quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic and the Celtic, though blended with a very different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanscrit; and the old Persian might be added to the same family.’


– William Jones1





August 1783


SIR WILLIAM JONES WAS IN THE PROCESS OF TAKING HIS EVENING walk aboard the quite fearsomely named ship – the Crocodile. An hour’s walk on the deck before dinner had been a part of his daily routine ever since the ship had left Portsmouth five months ago. A man of great energy and discipline, he had scrupulously organized his daily schedule in such a manner as to not waste a single waking hour on the long journey to India.


William and his new wife, Anna Maria Shipley, were on their maiden voyage to India. Anna Maria was sitting at the other end of the deck, reminiscing about the days, not long ago, when William was courting her. A highly accomplished woman, Anna was an artist and a poet who was proficient in both classical and modern languages. She was also interested in botany. What had initially attracted her to William was his refinement and scholarly bent of mind; his extraordinary philological skills had fascinated her. But she had come to value his kindness and humility even more.


Anna found her husband’s obvious delight in her ‘sweet society and conversation’ endearing. Garland Cannon, in his A Biography of Sir William Jones published in 1960, mentioned that he had even admitted, in a letter to his friend Lord Althorp, that playing a game of chess with Anna Maria after dinner was his favourite recreation. Ever mindful of his new bride, William made sure he spent time with her every day, welcoming this pleasant addition to his routine.


Anna watched William fondly as he walked around on the deck. His face, framed by a shock of curly hair, made him look much younger than his 36 years. She could detect from his furrowed brow that his mind was ticking away, scheduling the subjects to be studied and researched to prepare himself for his trip to India. How very typical it was of William to be planning his future course of action and fretting about how much work lay ahead of him, while the other passengers were getting bored and grumbling about the long journey.


O.P. Kejariwal notes in his book, The Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Discovery of India’s Past, 1784-1838 published in 1988, that long before undertaking this journey, Jones had made a resolution to teach himself ‘whatever relates to India’, and had painstakingly created a memorandum titled, ‘Objects of Enquiry during my residence in Asia’ in preparation for the role he was to assume: a junior judge of the Supreme Court in Calcutta. In this note, he had listed those studies that would broaden the qualifications necessary for discharging the duties ‘of his public station with satisfaction to himself and benefit to the community’. The list was hugely ambitious and included esoteric subjects such as:




	The Laws of the Hindus and Mohammedans


	The History of the Ancient World


	Proofs and Illustrations of Scripture


	Traditions concerning the Deluge


	Modern Politics and Geography of Hindustan


	Best mode of governing Bengal


	Arithmetic and Geometry, mixed Sciences of the Asiatics


	Medicines, Chemistry, Surgery and Anatomy of the Indians


	Natural Productions of India


	Poetry, Rhetoric and Morality of Asia


	Music of the Eastern Nations


	The Shi King: The Old ‘Poetry Classics’ of the Chinese


	Trade, Manufactures, Agriculture, and Commerce of India


	Moghul Constitution contained in the Desteri Alemghiri and Ayein Acbari (Ain-i-Akbari or the ‘Constitution of Akbar’)


	Mahratta Constitution


	The best accounts of Tibet and Cashmir (Kashmir)





As if there was not enough on his platter, Jones had kept aside a segment of his day to brush up his knowledge of Persian to prepare himself for his new role. Since Persian was the official language of the courts and proceedings in India, the knowledge of the language was crucial for a junior judge.


In August 1787, as recorded by A.J. Arberry his Oriental Essays published in 1960, Jones wrote a letter to Lord Althorp, his friend and pupil, stating that his single-point agenda was ‘to know India better than any other European ever knew it’. And, incredible as it might seem, Jones far exceeded his objective. Not only would he succeed in that endeavour but he would one day be the leader of the band of Englishmen who ‘discovered’ India’s past and initiated the resurgence of oriental studies in the West. The story of how he did it is a fascinating one.


William Jones was born in Westminster, London, on 20 September 1746 to Mary and William Nix Jones. His father, a well-known mathematician and a friend of Sir Isaac Newton, passed away when William was only three years old, leaving his family with moderate assets. Mary Jones was determined to give her son the best education in England and used up her limited assets to send him to Harrow School. He then studied at University College, Oxford. Jones proved to be a brilliant student and distinguished himself in classical scholarship and oriental languages, earning his Bachelor of Arts degree in 1768.


Jones displayed an extraordinary flair for languages from a very early age and was able to speak several languages. By the time he was 25, he had mastered Latin and Greek, and was composing verses in both. He was also fluent in French, German, Hebrew, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese and Chinese. While still at Oxford University, Jones also became proficient in Arabic and Persian, and wrote A Grammar of the Persian Language, before he arrived in India. Eventually, he would become proficient in 28 languages and be recognized as a super polyglot.


On 30 April 1772, in recognition of his accomplishment, Jones was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society. However, Jones was practical enough to realize that oriental scholarship alone was not enough to make a living. Though it had brought him accolades, he also needed to enter a profession. Further, he could not propose marriage to his lady love without securing a job. Thus, he made up his mind to begin a legal career and joined the Middle Temple, a professional association for barristers in England and Wales, in 1770. Finally, in 1774, he was called to the Bar.


Even though law was not his chosen subject, Jones threw himself into the study of law with characteristic fervour and wrote a number of political papers, making a name for himself as a legal scholar. He even worked briefly with Benjamin Franklin, the legendary scientist and inventor who was also an author, political theorist, statesman, diplomat and one of the Founding Fathers of the United States.


Jones’s passion for social justice, and his belief in righteousness and the fundamental rights of people is apparent from his wholehearted support of the American Revolution and his resistance to anti-people government regulations. So great was his conviction that he even wrote some political poems putting forth his views on government and morality, defending America and condemning Britain’s war against America.


Unsurprisingly, by openly displaying his pro-American leaning and his Republican sympathies, Jones earned the disapproval of the British Tory Government. It might have been one of the reasons that he decided to go to India. And, because of his political clout, he had no difficulty in getting an appointment.


In March 1783, Jones attained the coveted appointment of junior judge of the Supreme Court in Calcutta and was consequently knighted soon after. For most Englishmen, relocation to India held a major attraction because it meant moving to a place where they could acquire great fortunes and return to England as ‘nabobs’. In all fairness to Jones, though financial benefits might well have been an incentive, his interest in moving to India was the opportunity it allowed him to follow his first love: the study and research of the culture and languages of the people of the East.


Now, at last, he was in a position to propose to his beloved Anna Maria, which he did immediately. They were married in April 1783, and set sail for India that very month aboard the Crocodile.


William and Anna Jones had been on the ship for five months when one day they heard loud cheering from the passengers. The reason for the merriment was obvious – they had spotted the distant shores of India!


Franklin Edgerton, in his essay ‘Sir William Jones’, notes that Jones was filled with tremendous excitement – India, the country he had ‘for so long and, so ardently, desired to visit’, lay before him! It was in that moment when a happy thought struck him – he would now be experiencing, first-hand, all the ‘eventful histories and agreeable fictions of this eastern world’ he had so far only read in books.


The exhilaration and anticipation felt by Jones at that moment was expressed by him much later in the following words, documented by Arberry in his Oriental Essays:




…It gave me inexpressible pleasure to find myself in the midst of so noble an amphitheatre, almost encircled by the vast regions of Asia, which has ever been esteemed the nurse of sciences, the inventress of delightful and useful arts, the scene of glorious actions, fertile in the production of human genius, abounding in natural wonders…





Even more exciting for Jones was the thought that such an important and extensive field lay before him, ‘yet unexplored’.


The first stop was Madras (now Chennai), where the passengers got their first taste of India. After a short break of a few days, they once more boarded the Crocodile and were on the way to their final destination.


They arrived in Calcutta (now Kolkata) by the end of September 1783. The Joneses took up residence in 8 Garden Reach, Calcutta, the place they would call home for the next 11 years. It was here that Jones’s love for India, its people, culture and literature had a chance to flourish.


In December 1783, three months after reaching Calcutta, Jones began his legal career by addressing the grand jury. His oratorical powers were highly appreciated, and he impressed not just with his sincerity but also with his style of delivery, which was hailed as ‘elegant, concise and appropriate’, according to John Shore’s Memoirs of the Life, Writings and Correspondence, of Sir William Jones published in 1806.


It needs to be mentioned here that Jones was not the first of the orientalists to arrive in India. By the time Jones arrived in Calcutta, some pioneering work had already begun in the field of oriental studies; the first ever translation (from Sanskrit into English) of the Bhagavad Gita and a section of the epic Mahabharata had already been done by Charles Wilkins, and the first Bengali grammar primer had been written and printed by his old friend from Oxford, Nathaniel Halhed. However, their work was not widely known since these early pioneers were working in isolation. From an early stage, Jones was convinced that the discovery of India’s rich past and its culture could not be achieved by people working independently. The perusal of oriental studies needed to be a combined systematic effort. In his own words, ‘Such inquiries and improvements could only be made through the united efforts of many, who are not easily brought, without some pressing inducement or strong impulse, to converge in a common point.’2


With this goal in mind, Jones began contacting friends and kindred souls soon after his arrival in Calcutta and sent out a formal letter putting forth his proposal for the creation of a society in India on the lines of the Royal Society of London.


There was an overwhelming response to Jones’s epistle, and 30 European gentlemen belonging to the elite class got together on 15 January 1784 in the Grand Jury Room of the old Supreme Court of Calcutta. Thus, less than four months after his arrival in Calcutta, Jones succeeded in establishing the Asiatic Society of Bengal (initially named the Asiatick Society).


Sir William Jones’s most important accomplishment in India was the establishment of this society, a unique institution that was to become the fountainhead for oriental studies and research. Indeed, it was a revolutionary event in the world of letters. The society was built on the belief that it was the East that held the secrets of early history and civilization of man, and that without the knowledge of the East, history of man could not be written. Ultimately, it was the society that brought to fruition Jones’s aspiration to spread interest in oriental studies to the West.


The very first meeting of the society was presided over by Chief Justice Sir Robert Chambers. Governor-General Warren Hastings was elected its first president and Sir William Jones the vice-president. However, Hastings was in the midst of a court trial during that time following charges of misconduct and mismanagement. Since the case had stirred up a great deal of antagonism in England, Hastings felt that his alliance with the society would doom it to failure. Thus, he declined the appointment. Jones took over as president of the society on 5 February 1784 and held the post till his death in 1794.


In his inaugural address, Jones laid down the scope of inquiries proposed to be taken up by the society. He began by calling attention to the fact that it was a voluntary endeavour, not to be circumscribed by any rule – the only motivating factor being the ‘love of knowledge’. The Memorandum of Articles of the society read as follows: ‘The bounds of its investigations will be the geographical limits of Asia, and within these limits its enquiries will be extended to whatever is performed by MAN or produced by NATURE’. It was a memorable speech and brought out succinctly the ideals and vision that led Jones and inspired him in this extraordinary endeavour.


During his tenure as the president of the Asiatic Society, Jones delivered eleven anniversary discourses that highlight his contributions to the society’s Asiatic research and mark a new era in the study of the Indian languages, literature and philosophy.


One of the things about Jones that mystifies scholars is that although he was a firm believer in the vital role of Sanskrit in the Aryan language family and its importance in learning about Hindu culture and literature, Jones himself did not show any urgency to learn Sanskrit in the initial stages. His own explanation for this was that his work load was too heavy for him to think of ‘acquiring a new language’. But, more importantly, he felt he could depend on his close friend Charles Wilkins, who had already made quite a name for himself as a Sanskritist following his publication of the very first English translation of the Bhagavad Gita in 1785. Jones also felt secure in the knowledge that he could get Wilkins’s help in any matter that might require the knowledge of Sanskrit. In fact, Edgerton notes, he had written to Wilkins saying, ‘All my hopes therefore of being acquainted are grounded on the expectation of living to see the fruits of your learned labours’. But that was not to be. Wilkins fell sick, shortly after the publication of his translation the Bhagavad Gita, and was compelled to leave the country in 1785. Contrary to his fears, Wilkins’s departure actually proved to be a turning point in Jones’s career. Now that there was no one else he could turn to for guidance in problems requiring knowledge of Sanskrit, the need to learn the language became imperative. Especially since all the Hindu law books were written in Sanskrit. Besides, he realized that to do justice to his judicial work in India he had no choice but to learn the language.


Now began the search for someone who could teach him the language. But finding a teacher of Sanskrit was easier said than done. It turned out that the brahmin pandits – who were the sole repositories of the sacred language – were unwilling to impart their knowledge to a mlechha (from Vedic Sanskrit, mlecchá, meaning non-Vedic, foreign or barbarian) or non-believer.


Undeterred, Jones moved to Krishnagar, 60 miles from Calcutta. Krishnagar was considered to be the centre of Sanskrit learning in Bengal those days. But even there his efforts at finding a teacher were unsuccessful; it was festival season and, on his arrival, Jones found that the entire brahmin faculty had rushed home to celebrate Durga puja. Not to be put off, Jones persisted in his search. He succeeded in locating a teacher, at last, at the Nadia Hindu University by the name of Pandit Ramlochan.


Pandit Ramlochan Kavibhushana was a Vaidya, or physician, by caste. We understand through Cannon’s The Letters of Sir William Jones published in 1970 that Jones was very happy with his teacher. He mentions in a letter that, though not a brahmin himself, Ramlochan had taught grammar and ethics to the learned brahmins.


Luckily, Sir William Jones was able to find a young Bengali assistant to help him communicate with his tutor in Sanskrit. Indeed, he writes in a letter to the second Earl of Spencer on 17 August 1787: ‘I have employed a Brahman and a Bengal boy, who understands English, to translate the Sanscrit vocabulary; and they have already brought me ten thousand words; but things are my great object; since it is my ambition to know India better than any other European ever knew it.’


Jones describes Ramlochan as ‘a pleasant old man of the medical caste who teaches me all he knows of the (Sanskrit) grammar’. Thus, with Ramlochan’s assistance, he began the study of the Vedas and the classics. Soon, Jones became proficient in Sanskrit and began working on Kalidasa’s Shakuntala, translating the Sanskrit classic to English in 1789, followed by his translation of Jaydeva’s Geet Govind from Hindi to English in 1794. Jones translated Manusmriti from Sanskrit to English in 1794.


It was during the course of his studies that Jones made a startling discovery about Sanskrit. According to Edgerton’s essay, he found that ‘Sanskrit literature, like the language itself, was in every way the equal of Greek or Latin literature’. Even Shore, or hereafter Lord Teignmouth, in his previously mentioned biography of Jones, reveals that in a private letter to him Jones expressed his astonishment ‘at the resemblance between that language [Sanskrit] and both Greek and Latin.’ In 1786, Jones put forth his famous theory that, because Sanskrit had a strong resemblance to Greek and Latin, the three languages likely had a common parent language. He also suggested that they were related to the Gothic, Celtic and Persian languages.


On 2 February 1786, on the occasion of the third annual discourse of the Asiatic Society, Sir William Jones formally announced his remarkable conclusion to the European community, in the following speech:




The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists; there is a similar reason, though not quite so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothic and the Celtic, though blended with a very different idiom, had the same origin with the Sanscrit; and the old Persian might be added to the same family.





This astounding finding created quite a stir in the Western world and was considered a significant discovery in the area of evolution of languages, as significant as the scientific discoveries of men like Galileo, Copernicus and Newton!


The great linguist Professor Suniti Kumar Chatterji, in her essay ‘Sir William Jones’, declared that, ‘One may well say that the nature of linguistic development envisaged by the above sentences appeared in the mind of Sir William Jones with the flash of a prophetic inspiration.’


Soon after, Jones began investigating the dramatic literature of ancient India, of which next to nothing was known in Europe. He had heard about the Indian natakas, which were said to be a combination of history and fables. Further research revealed that natakas were actually popular works consisting of conversations in prose and verse to be performed before the king. It was Pandit Radhakant who explained to him that natakas were like the English plays performed in Calcutta during the cold season. Jones was thrilled when Radhakant introduced him to forgotten dramatic literature, particularly the fourth century nataka from the Gupta period called Abhijnanasakuntalam. Soon after, with the help of his teacher, Jones began reading this classic while simultaneously making a literal translation into Latin.


Jones was filled with incredulity at the treasure trove he had unearthed. With his background in classical studies, Jones knew at once that Shakuntala deserved to be recognized in world literature as a classic. To him Kalidasa was ‘the Indian Shakespeare’, according to Cannon’s Biography. Jones now focused all his energy into translating his Latin version of Shakuntala into English. The English translation was published in Calcutta in 1789 as Sacontalá or The Fatal Ring. It was followed by publication in London in 1790 and in Edinburgh in 1796. The translated drama aroused unprecedented interest, taking the Western world by storm. The popularity of the book can be judged by the fact that it was reprinted thrice within seven years of its first publication in England.


Shakuntala was further translated into German, French and Italian. The German translation so impressed Goethe that he composed the following verse immortalizing Shakuntala:




Wouldst thou the young years blossom sand fruits of its decline and all by which the soul is charmed, enraptured, feasted, fed,


Would’st thou the earth and heaven itself in one sole name combine?


I name thee, O Shakuntala! and all at once is said!3





After Kalidasa’s Shakuntala, Jones translated Gita Govinda, composed by the twelfth-century Indian poet Jayadeva. This was followed by Hitopadesa. These publications aroused tremendous interest in ancient Indian literature, particularly in the learned circles of Europe.


During the course of his translation work, realization dawned on Jones. While translating ancient Indian texts into English, European writers had been using the system known as transliteration, which is basically writing a letter or word by using the nearest letter from a different alphabet. Exploring these new languages, Jones was convinced that the ‘Our English alphabet and orthography are disgracefully, and almost ridiculously, imperfect; and it would be impossible to express either Indian, Persian or Arabic words in Roman characters’, as mentioned in the Asiatic Researches published in 1788. That is when he began to work on the standardization of transliteration.


Jones was amongst the earliest Englishmen to realize the importance of some sort of homogeneity in transliteration. Although some of the earlier Indologists had tried to develop some systems of orthography (the accepted way of spelling and writing words), Jones found several shortcomings in the system and set out to correct them. He did so by making Devanagari his standard language. This involved finding an equivalent Roman character for each letter of the Devanagari alphabet. His system remains valid even now. The outcome of his research was written in his paper titled ‘A Dissertation on Orthography of Asiatic Words in Roman Letters’. This was his first contribution to the society’s meeting.


Even before the printer’s ink could dry, Jones had begun work in a very different area. He was now attempting to find a way of making Indian history more widely known. One needs to keep in mind that the major problem with Indian historiography had always been authentic historical writings – in the European sense of the term – which were non-existent before the advent of the Mughals.


Since there was no form of historical documentation to go by, Western historians had to often rely on the accounts of contemporary Greek and Roman writers to link the dates around which the history of India could be recreated. From J.S. Watson’s translation of Justin, Cornelius Nepos, and Eutropius by Justin, the second century Latin historian, we learn that ‘India…after the death of Alexander, had shaken, as it were, the yoke of servitude from its neck and put his governors to death. The author of this liberation was Sandrocottus’. The name of Sandrocottus is also mentioned by Megasthenes, the ambassador to Seleucus I, who was in India from 317 to 312 bce. He also refers to Palibothra as the capital of Sandrocottus’s kingdom. The fact that Alexander had invaded India in the fourth century bce was well known, but the unanswered question was: who was Sandrocottus? And where exactly was Palibothra located?


These questions had remained unanswered for a long time. It was Jones who made the momentous breakthrough that Palibothra of the Greeks was actually Pataliputra, and Sandrocottus was none other than Chandragupta. Jones announced his discovery during a discourse on ‘Asiatic History, Civil and Natural’ in 1793. The story behind how he came to make these landmark discoveries is riveting.


It was while researching into contemporary Greek writings that Jones was struck by the fact that the Greeks had a penchant for changing the names of people and places according to their whims! According to Jones, as written in the Asiatic Researches, ancient Greeks were used to changing the actual words to what felt pleasant to their ears, and they appeared to have altered ‘almost all the oriental names, which they introduced into their elegant, but romantic, histories’.


In ‘A Dissertation on the Orthography of Asiatic words in Roman Letters’, presented on 19 February 1784, Jones further elaborated that the ancient Greeks had ‘…strangely disguised the proper appellations of countries, cities, and rivers in Asia… They had a habit of moulding foreign names to a Grecian form and giving them a resemblance of some derivative word in their own tongue…’


This was a remarkable insight indeed and led to the identification of Chandragupta Maurya as Sandrocottus, the Indian king who had defeated Seleucus Nicator in a battle in 305 BCE, after Alexander’s death in 323 BCE. According to Jones’s ‘Tenth Anniversary Discourse’ given in 1793, ‘the sovereign of upper Hindustan actually fixed the site of his empire at Pataliputra, where he received ambassadors from foreign princes, and was no other than that very Sandrocottus who concluded a treaty with Seleucus Nicator.’


The identification of Chandragupta had solved one riddle, but the question still remained: where was Pataliputra located? The confusion arose because Pataliputra was said to be located at the confluence of the rivers Ganges and Sone and extend up to Patna in some accounts, whereas in Megasthenes’s account Pataliputra was located at the junction of the Ganges and a river named Errannoboas. Now, the main problem was the identification of Errannoboas. The confusion deepened when well-known scholar M. D’Anville and outstanding Scottish historian William Robertson claimed that Errannoboas was the Greek name for the river Yamuna. If they were to be believed, then the location of Palibothra would be present-day Allahabad!


The misunderstanding was ultimately cleared by Jones when he ‘found in a classical Sanskrit book, nearly two thousand years old’, the mention of Hiranyabahu (meaning ‘golden-armed’) as another name for the river Sone. Jones now had no doubt that Hiranyabahu was changed by the Greeks into Erannoboas, which meant ‘the river with a lovely murmur’. Jones’s conclusion was finally established when a brahmin scholar confirmed that, according to some ancient scriptures, the river Sone used to flow by Patna in ancient times, but had changed its course over the years and now flowed 25 miles west of Patna.


This discovery marked yet another milestone for Jones as it laid the foundation of ancient Indian chronology, as noted in the Centenary Review of the Asiatic Society of Bengal published in 1885:




It renders it possible to synchronize the history of India with that of Greece at one point; and as the chronology of Greece is well known, we thus obtain a date in Indian chronology as a starting point, from which calculations may be made forwards and backwards with some degree of assurance.
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It is said that law is a jealous mistress and bears no rival near her; but Jones proved this adage wrong by gaining tremendous success as not just a celebrated scholar but also a distinguished lawyer. It is difficult to comprehend how this multifaceted genius managed to pursue his numerous literary and academic interests with equal passion and still find the time and inclination to be an outstanding jurist.


There is no doubt that his democratic leanings and his belief in the fundamental rights of the people had impelled Jones to make law his lifelong career. He was convinced that in India good administration was not possible without a thorough mastery of the existing systems of law, and so he sought to have them codified and explained. ‘My great object,’ he wrote to Sir John Macpherson in 1786, the acting governor-general of Bengal, ‘is to give our country a complete digest of Hindu and Musulman law’, as recorded in Cannon’s Letters. To achieve this, he embarked on a study and translation of the oldest Sanskrit law books. According to Lord Teignmouth, he aspired to be the Justinian of India, the great sixth-century Byzantine Emperor who created the Justinian Code that became the foundation of law in most western European countries.


Jones began preparing a complete digest of Hindu and Muhammadan laws as observed in India, gathering round him a team of learned native pandits and Muhammadan lawyers to assist him in this colossal labour. Around this time, Anna Maria’s health, which had been delicate ever since their arrival in India, further deteriorated. Jones had to convince her to return to England. Anna Maria sailed for home that year. However, Jones felt duty-bound to stay back in India to complete his translation of the Hindu and Muslim laws. He hoped to return to England after the completion of his task and settle down in a pleasant country house.


As recorded by Arberry, Jones recalled with nostalgia in a letter to his friend that, ‘This day ten years ago, we landed in Calcutta; and if it had not been for the incessant ill-health of my wife, they would have been the happiest years of a life always happy.’ Whether he was in his Garden Reach bungalow in Calcutta or in a cottage in Nadia, Jones himself admitted that he had never been really happy till he settled in India. The only cloud that marred his contentment was his wife’s ailment.


After Anna Maria’s departure, Jones immersed himself in the study of the Manusmriti, or the ‘Laws of Manu’, one of the ancient legal texts of Dharmas´a¯stra (religious scriptures) of Hinduism. It is considered to be the most important and authoritative Hindu law books of ancient India. Jones’s plan was to translate all 27 volumes of the original. Unfortunately, the climate of the country had started affecting his health too, and he was able to complete only seven volumes of the original text. These were put together and published in 1796 under the protracted title, Institutes of Hindu Law: Or, the Ordinances of Menu, According to the Gloss of Culluca, Comprising the Indian System of Duties, Religious and Civil.


Kejariwal in his 1988 book notes that Jones’s efforts were recognized and lauded during the Asiatic Society centenary meeting in 1884, where it was stated, ‘If Sir William Jones had done nothing else but translate the laws of Manu and invent a system of transliteration…he would have immortalized his name.’ His other significant publications were the Mahomedan Law of Succession to Property of Intestates, and the Al-Sirájiyyah: or Mohammedan Law of Inheritance.


He decided to request the authorities for permission to return to England in 1795. But it was not to be. One evening in the month of April 1794, he complained of the onset of ague, an ailment with the same symptoms as malaria fever. Jones took it lightly, repeating an old proverb that ‘an ague in the spring is medicine for a king’. However, it turned out to be an inflammation of the liver which had advanced too far by the time a physician was consulted. It proved fatal and Jones passed away on 27 April 1794, at the fairly young age of 47.
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