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‘India had been won by the sword and must be retained by the sword.’


Sir John Kaye, History of the Indian Mutiny, Vol I, p 146


‘The conquest of the earth, which mostly means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look into it too much. What redeems it is the idea only. An idea at the back of it; not a sentimental pretence but an idea; and an unselfish belief in the idea – something you can set up, and bow down before, and offer a sacrifice to . . .’


Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness, Chapter 1


‘Not that any of them like us much.’


John Low to John Russell Colvin, July 23, 1838


‘I worry about the nightingales


Now that spring has come:


The hunter pitches camp


Right outside the garden.’


Khwaja Haidar Ali Atish (1777–1847)
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All I have from my grandmother are the two elephants. They are carved out of ebony and though they are less than two feet high, each is as heavy as a five-year-old child. The tusks have long gone from both of them, either fallen out of the sockets or removed for the ivory, if they were ivory, which they probably were. That is a curious thing if you think about it – the imitation tusk carved out of the real one. They must have had little ivory toenails as well, but there are none left now in the tiny niches for them. The flaps of their ears have fallen off, too, which is a pity because it would be nice to pinch and fondle them as the mahouts do. Along their backs the warp of time has prised the blocks of ebony apart a little, so you can see how they were put together. Only the little bead eyes are intact, so absurdly small compared to the rest of the body. They seem to peer out with a rheumy suspicious gaze.


I used to ride on the elephants when I was a child and they were in my grandmother’s house. My father said he had ridden on them in his grandfather’s house when he was my age. It was that greatgrandfather of mine, Malcolm Low, who had brought the elephants back from India in 1874 when he was invalided out of the Indian Civil Service. My own children tried to ride on them, too, but none of them stuck on for long. The same thing with my grandchildren. Four generations of us sliding off and now and then getting hurt when the elephant fell over and bruised our toes. The trouble is that elephants don’t have a saddleback like a horse, which is why you need a howdah, unless you ride them well forward, just behind the ears, as the sahibs used to and the Indians do, and even then, with our elephants, you slide over the bony forehead because they are really not quite big enough for even a child to ride.


I remember how disappointed I was when I slid off, because I had just read, or had read to me, the story ‘Toomai of the Elephants’ in The Jungle Book, and there was an illustration of little Toomai lying flat out on Kala Nag’s back so that no swinging branch can sweep him off as they go crashing through the jungle to the secret place where the elephants gather for their wonderful dance which very few men have ever seen.


The story, like other great children’s stories, is the adventure of a child on his own in a hidden world unknown to grown-ups. But it is also a parable of liberation. For Kala Nag, like some of the other elephants dancing and trumpeting in the jungle, is really an escaped beast of burden, who normally has a leg-chain shackling him to a post. He remembers pushing a gun stuck in the mud before the Afghan War of 1842 with a big leather pad on his forehead. On the march into Upper India he had carried 12 cwt of tents. He had been hoisted on a steam crane to be shipped to Africa where he had carried a mortar on his back to the war in Abyssinia. Then he had been taken to Burma to haul big baulks of teak in the timberyards at Moulmein. Elephants were the heavy hauliers of Empire.


Long before Kipling’s day, the elephant was adored by the British in India. In a country which was perennially strange and potentially hostile, the elephant sometimes seemed like the only reliable ally.1 Perhaps the British unconsciously identified themselves with the huge animals that were so essential to them both in peace and war. For the British, too, seemed clumsy in their strength and would lash out when they were maddened.2


The ebony elephants were not the only feature of my childhood which came back from India. There was also my great-aunt Ursie, my grandmother’s elder sister. The two sisters were only a year apart, but while my grandmother was born in South Kensington after Malcolm had come home, Ida Mary Ursula Low was born at Pachmarhi while he was still Commissioner of the Nerbudda Districts. Pachmarhi was and still is a delightful hill station, ‘the Queen of the Satpura Mountains’. It was a miniature Simla, where the officials of the Central Provinces retired in the hot season to recover their health, write up their voluminous reports, delight in the streams and waterfalls, marvel at the ancient cave paintings and bag the occasional tiger. This was the picturesque paradise that Aunt Ursie knew only as a baby. For she came to England with the ebony elephants, still only half their size.


There was, alas, nothing picturesque about Aunt Ursie. She was the classic maiden aunt. You might have found her in the pages of E.M. Forster, either peering inside an Indian cave or pouring tea in a Surrey rectory. She looked not unlike Miss Marple as played by Joan Hickson and she wore tweed in various shades of oatmeal and beige. She was tactless, either by nature or because living on her own had made her insensitive to others, or a bit of both. While benign in her intentions, after only a short visit to any of her three nephews, she got on everyone’s nerves. She asked probing questions on subjects which none of them wanted to talk about, such as divorce or German rearmament. Her great-nieces called her The Aunt.


At first she had a flat in South Kensington, in Wetherby Gardens, near her parents. She was especially close to her father, whom she accompanied on his genealogical rambles, notably the one to establish whether his mother Augusta Shakespear was descended from the poet (she was not). Later on, she hung out in residential hotels in the same quarter, tending, according to my father, to select those where gruesome murders had recently occurred and the rates were accordingly competitive. Her last residence was called the Milton Court Hotel. I used to go and have tea with her there in the quiet and stuffy lounge and wondered how soon I could leave after I had had my quota of cucumber and Marmite sandwiches.


Like many another person living on her own, she took up all sorts of religious and philosophical pursuits. She attended lectures on theosophy and spiritualism, making notes afterwards. It may have been for some reason connected with these pursuits, or perhaps from a more down-to-earth fear, that she left unusual instructions in her will for the disposal of her body (she died in 1963 at the age of 88, having been delicate all her life). She wished to be cremated at Putney Vale crematorium where her parents were buried and ‘to have my ashes scattered to the four winds’, thoughtfully adding that ‘should my death be at an inconvenient distance from a crematorium then I wish my body to be buried wherever I may die’ – which in practice might have been more inconvenient, something not uncommon in her life, for while protesting that she did not wish to be a trouble, Aunt Ursie’s arrangements often turned out to contain some hidden snag. But what caught my eye was her further addendum, that ‘in any case I wish that careful and thorough means should be taken by a doctor to ensure that my life is extinct’. I have no idea what inspired this stern caveat. Had there been an outbreak of people being buried alive in South Kensington?


She wrote a novel, which was not published. It was a society novel, about love and marriage among the genteel classes, and nobody in the family has ever read it, as far as I know, because what could The Aunt know about love? But she wrote another book, which was published, in 1936, by the distinguished house of John Murray. The book was called Fifty Years with John Company: from the letters of General Sir John Low of Clatto, Fife, 1822–1858. It had 436 pages and 12 black-and-white illustrations and cost 16 shillings, and it was reviewed, quite kindly, in The Times and elsewhere. The book was mockingly referred to in the family as ‘Low Company’, and my father and his two brothers had copies on their shelves, but I doubt if any of them was ever opened. Aunt Ursie could have written War and Peace, and we still wouldn’t have read it.


But it wasn’t just because of The Aunt that the book remained among the Great Unread. The truth is that for my parents’ generation, and for mine too I think, the subject of the British Empire in India was unmentionable. The memory of it was a huge embarrassment, a chapter in our island story that we wanted to skip. We brushed it away with jokes about pigsticking and memsahibs. I have always been irritated by the phrase ‘we just didn’t want to know’ but it does describe our feelings on this subject. Even before the Union Jack had been hauled down in 1947, India had been more or less erased from our conversation. We were still fascinated by events in other parts of the Empire which remained British but we didn’t much care what went on in India, either before or after independence.


We have been energetic in writing about the misdeeds and misfortunes of other peoples, but we have kept rather quiet about our own. During the years after India simultaneously won her independence and was partitioned with such appalling slaughter, there was a remarkable reluctance back in Britain to think or write about the whole imperial experience. If the subject was raised at all, we told ourselves that the whole thing had had remarkably little impact on us, that it had barely left a scratch on our souls.


It was not until 1966 when Paul Scott published the first volume of what became his Raj Quartet, The Jewel in the Crown (which was to be taken as the title for the whole famous ITV series), that the all-but two centuries of British rule began to seem a subject worth recreating. And even Scott concentrated on the concluding years of the Raj, from 1942 onwards, with only some detours back to the 1900s. He did not explore the earlier, wilder years, before the Raj was usually known by that name. The horrific events of the Indian Mutiny of 1857 – the most traumatic event of the entire nineteenth century for the British nation – remained untouched by serious modern writers until J.G. Farrell’s The Siege of Krishnapur came out in 1973. Krishnapur is a fictional town but the siege is closely based on the terrible events at Cawnpore and Lucknow and draws on the many unsparing accounts published soon after by survivors. For the Victorians took the horrors full on. We were until recently more squeamish.


Nearly half a century after Aunt Ursie’s death, when I began to plan our first visit to India, I still had no thought of picking up her book. Our daughter Mary and her husband, the Indian writer Pankaj Mishra, were eager for us to take the trip. They volunteered to take us in hand and show us around. With infinite kindness, they planned the itinerary, booked the tickets and the hotels, and gave us some books to read – John Keay’s Into India, Sam Miller’s Delhi, In Light of India by Octavio Paz, a good life of Gandhi whose author’s name I have forgotten, novels and stories by R.K. Narayan, Amit Chaudhuri and Kamila Shamsie. But of course no Aunt Ursie.


Then, a few weeks before we were due to fly out to Delhi, I opened the Sunday Times and read the headline By Jingo, PM’s family killed for the Empire. The strapline offered a gloss to this crude screamer: Rediscovered letters reveal with bloody relish how David Cameron’s ancestors helped put down the Indian Mutiny. The peg on which this story was flung was that David Cameron had the previous week made a goodwill trip to India, his first visit as Prime Minister, in the hope of forging new trade links with the emerging economic superpower and of burying unhappy past history. ‘He did not’, the Sunday Times told us, ‘mention his own family’s part in that history. It has now emerged that his great-great-grandfather was a British cavalryman who mercilessly helped suppress the Indian Mutiny. William Low left behind accounts of how he slew natives with his sabre and almost lost a hand and an ear in combat. He also participated in a mass hanging of civilians that would probably be interpreted as a war crime by modern standards.’ (Sunday Times, August 1, 2010)


The report went on to list other atrocities committed by William and his brother Robert, the sons of General Sir John Low, none other than the Low of Aunt Ursie’s book. ‘William’ was in fact William Malcolm, always known by his second name, and he was not a cavalryman but a civil servant who had picked up a sabre when the Mutiny broke out (thus conforming to the iron rule that a newspaper report on a subject you know anything about always has something wrong with it). Malcolm was Aunt Ursie’s father and my great-grandfather. And he was David Cameron’s ancestor, too, because Cameron’s mother Mary is my first cousin.


The Sunday Times opined that if all this had been known before Cameron went to Delhi, it could have caused embarrassment. In the event, the story was reprinted in the Indian newspapers, but public outrage was conspicuous by its absence. Such atrocious tales are not exactly news to most Indians, and the country has long ago moved on from unhappy far-off things.


But I hadn’t. I found the report startling and disorienting. It upset my long-established view of things in general and of my grandmother’s family in particular. If I thought of them at all, I thought of them as rather dull, a little too pious for my taste, the epitome of Lowland Scots of their class and era. I remembered my grandmother as a rather forbidding grey-haired old lady, who did, however, unbend to me, though not to my girl cousins, and showed me where to find the wild strawberries in the cracks between the paving stones. My father remembered his grandfather Malcolm as a sweet old gentleman who was frightened of his well-born wife. I had not thought of any of them as mass murderers. Malcolm Low recorded proudly in his entry in Who’s Who that he had ‘received special letter conveying thanks of Her Majesty for services in the field during the Indian Mutiny’. He did not specify exactly what kind of services they had been, nor I imagine had Her Majesty.


Where, I wondered, had this news story come from? Halfway through the story the reporters helpfully revealed their source: a genealogist called Nick Barratt who had worked for the BBC’s highly successful programme Who Do You Think You Are?


But where had Mr Barratt got his stuff? Again, the reporters were helpful. It all came out of ‘letters from William uncovered last week in a book in the British Library’. A book in the British Library? Well, all books are in the British Library. That’s what it’s there for. So not exactly ‘rediscovered’ or ‘uncovered’ then. Rather, just sitting there waiting to be read. But what was this book? It couldn’t be . . .


It was. I hurried to my bookshelves and located Fifty Years with John Company in the same spot where it had been sitting unopened for 40 years. One of the book’s many virtues, I immediately discovered, is that it has a first-rate index at the back. In no time at all, I had located every quotation, every fact cited in the Sunday Times report. Aunt Ursie was the sole source for the whole story.


I thought how wonderful it was that this woman, so disregarded and unloved for most of her life, should have risen from the grave like this to hit the headlines, if only briefly, on two continents. If in a different way from the one she feared, she had not been properly buried after all.


That was only my first thought. I then and there resolved to read every line of her forgotten work, to make up for the years of neglect and to immerse myself in this part of our history, my history, over which I had so carelessly skipped.


I had not expected to enjoy the task nearly as much as I did. To my surprise, Ursula Low (it is high time to liberate her from aunt-dom) writes with a light and easy swing. She knows the background, both the Indian end and the Scottish end; she is clued up on the politics of the British government and the East India Company, and she remembers several of the participants as they were in life. Occasionally there is a wry aside or a gentle sad reflection. She does not ink in all the horrors – not from a maidenly shrinking but because she sticks closely to her task of recounting the ups and downs of one Fifeshire family in India. She does not overegg the undertaking or claim too much for it, but what she succeeds in doing, and succeeds beautifully, is to evoke the rise, the heyday and the fading of a whole civilization. I use the word civilization neutrally to denote a complex human society; for its proceedings were both civil and uncivil, being in parts greedy and brutal, in other parts decent and dedicated in an unobtrusive way. What she misses out is how strung up with doubt most of them were, perhaps because she did not suffer much from doubt herself. I was not prepared for the ferocity, but I was not prepared for the doubt either.


I do not mean merely the ordinary human doubts that everyone has, about health and money and promotion and getting married and whether the children are all right. The Lows had those doubts in profusion most of the time, and Ursula tells us about them. What I mean above and beyond all that is the nagging doubt about what they were doing in India at all, whether they should have come to this vast bewildering subcontinent and how long they should stay, and what ultimately this distant straggling Empire was for and how long it would last and whether it deserved to last.


Did Britain really need to keep up a standing army of over 150,000 men in India, one of the largest European-style armies anywhere in the world at the time? British goods had penetrated every quarter of the globe, Scotsmen had built railways and founded great trading houses in Latin America, Russia and other parts of Asia, without needing to establish a formal empire. Looking at the alarming deficits which kept on appearing in the accounts of the Indian Empire, Governors-General and Cabinet Ministers could be forgiven for wondering whether it was really a burden rather than a bonanza. And the Company’s officers who had to carry out the economies to make the books balance could do the dire sums too.


Those doubts dwelled deep inside them and did not always come to the surface. Only the sanest of them understood that the best way to stay sane was to let those doubts breathe, to air them in talk and in letters, both public and private, so that they did not lurk at the back of the mind as an unspeakable and disabling dread. And the sanest of them all was John Low.


He took an active part in deposing three kings, each of them rulers over a territory and population the magnitude of a middlesized European state. He deprived a fourth raja, perhaps the grandest of them all, of a large portion of his kingdom. He survived three shattering mutinies. Yet at no time do you have the feeling that he was spurred on by a sense of imperial mission. He wanted, if possible, to do his duty, that was all. But what exactly was his duty? That too was shadowed in doubt and mired in misgiving.


How strange it all was, yet how natural it seemed most of the time to those who were part of it. From the day in 1771 that Robert Low set out from Leith to take up his commission in the Madras Army, to the day in 1909 when his grandson Robert Cunliffe Low came home in glory as the general who relieved Chitral to take up his last appointment as Keeper of the Crown Jewels in the Tower of London, there were never less than 20, sometimes twice as many, of the extended family in India – the Lows, the Shakespears and Thackerays, all knotted together by marriage and regiment and patronage.


All over India they were busily engaged, for none of them was ever idle – the Lows were not Lowland Scots for nothing. They fought and collected taxes and dispensed justice and scolded maharajahs and married and gave birth and died, from Madras and the Deccan in the South to the foothills of the Himalayas and the Hindu Kush, from the deserts of Rajasthan to the swamps of east Bengal.


How thinly spread they were, like the Empire they served. In some parts, you could travel for a hundred miles without seeing a British soldier. John Low wrote to his mother when he was the British Resident in the city of Jaipur: ‘The only European society I have is the Doctor, who belongs to the station and who lives with me. He is a Scotchman of the name of Simpson, very well disposed and particularly kind and attentive to his patients. The nearest place where any Europeans reside is Nuseerabad, which is about 90 miles off.’3 He had five years of this solitude, with no other company but his cello and his flute.


In their solitude they wrote: letters, diaries, memoirs of the great events they had endured and helped to shape, and memoranda to their masters in Calcutta complaining about their instructions or their pay and conditions or explaining what the situation was really like on the ground. The public letters were preserved in the India Office archives, and the personal letters were treasured either by the writers, who often made copies of them, or by the recipients, for the letters were all they had to remind them of the parents and the children they had not seen for years and might never see again. There is a wonderful ease and intimacy about these letters. They read as though they are written by a friend who has just gone across the Firth to Edinburgh for a few weeks.


For three or four generations they followed the rites of passage without complaint or rancour, as though no other way of life was imaginable: leaving the farm or manse aged 16 at the latest (the great Sir John Malcolm was commanding native troops at the age of 15), the long passage round the Cape, the arrival at Madras or Calcutta, the letters of recommendation, the balls and race meetings, then the lonely years in camp or cantonment, the flirtations in the hill stations in the hot months, the violent headlong campaigns across country in the cold months, the marriage in the garrison church, the children sprawling on the bungalow lawn for a cruelly short time before they were sent off, sometimes as young as two or three but at any rate by the age of six or seven, to be schooled at ‘home’, in most cases not to be seen again until they came out at 16 or 17 to repeat the whole cycle. These huge to-ings and fro-ings seem to us as inexplicable and unendurable as the migrations of the salmon or the swallow. How did they endure the long separations, so often ending not in reunion but in death from malaria, cholera or diseases of the kidneys or liver, or shipwreck on the passage to or from India, the careers becalmed while antique and unfit officers refused to make way, and the blank gazes and casual mockery of their fellow countrymen if they survived long enough to come home and lay their bones in Norwood or Cheltenham? And the peril of it all, not only to their lives but to their immortal souls, about which they cared a great deal.


I do not set out with glib intentions, and I hope to honour them all as fully as they deserve, but we cannot leave out the horrors, not even when they are so close to home, perhaps especially not then.


It seemed somehow the proper thing, not so much to attempt their biographies in the ordinary sense but rather to try to recreate their Life-Times, to show something of what they went through, by means of letters (their own and other people’s), by eyewitness accounts, by public documents and histories, and by pictures, too, for you would be mad to venture into India with your eyes shut. So this is not a biography, or even a group biography, it is more a collection of India tales, a Human Jungle Book. At times in this narrative, John Low and his family will be off-stage, not even direct witnesses of the events that were shaping their lives. At most other times, they will be in the thick of it. But at all times, they will have felt the vibrations, for in India the air was full of noises, and though it might take a month to hear the news from Java or the Himalayas, and though they were scattered over such huge distances, ultimately the British in India stood or fell together.


A note on spelling: As every writer on nineteenth-century India has found, it is impossible to be consistent; one can only hope to be understood. Like most of my predecessors, I have followed the practice of using the old spellings for well-known names of places: Bombay, Calcutta, Oudh, Poona, rather than Mumbai, Kolkata, Avadh, Pune. With lesser-known names, I have tended to use the modern spelling rather than the ‘ow’s and ‘ee’s and ‘ah’s the Victorians went in for: thus Karauli rather than Kerowlee, ‘Peshwa’ rather than ‘Peishwah’. Here too, I have made exceptions in favour of the familiar, ‘suttee’ rather than ‘sati’, for example. This sometimes leads to conflict with the quotations from letters and documents, but I think it makes easier reading. At least I shall be more consistent than the British were then. John Low sometimes spells ‘Maratha’ three different ways in a single letter.




I


LOW COUNTRY


From the top of Clatto Hill you can see the Paps of Fife, those twin rounded peaks that dominate the scene. They were volcanoes once and they have polite names, too, East and West Lomond, but I prefer to say that my grandmother came from beyond the Paps of Fife. To the north, the River Eden runs through the placid vale past the Old Course at St Andrews, for the golfer the Garden of Eden, and out into the North Sea. Further to the north, you can see the broad waters of the Firth of Tay; to the south lies the Firth of Forth and on the other side, Edinburgh – I first glimpsed the Paps in one of those heart-stopping views you get when you look to the right as you are walking in Edinburgh through the New Town towards Charlotte Square. It is a quiet, gentle country, for which the Scots word ‘douce’ might have been invented. In August, the fields are a pale gold, but even then there is a greenish shiver to the corn, long after the English Midlands are brown stubble. The landscape may be douce, but the climate is not.


These days you can walk into Edinburgh’s Waverley Station and be across the water in Fife in 20 minutes (or drive over the newish road bridge). At the time I am thinking of, though, there is no railway, no bridge across the Forth until the river narrows at Stirling and no bridge across the Tay below Perth. Fife is a peninsula surrounded by seawater on three sides and cut off on the fourth by the grim barrier of the Ochil Hills. It is on its own, a kingdom, and the Lows of Clatto were Fifeshire born and bred if ever a family was.


The rest of Scotland, let alone England, was to them then a blur, dimly perceived and rarely visited. They gossiped and danced with their neighbours and usually ended up marrying them – the Bethunes of Blebo, the Foulises of Cairnie, the Deases of Hilton, the Fetteses (the William Fettes who founded the school was John Low’s uncle by marriage) – some of their little estates within walking distance, others no more than a carriage ride away. Now and then a partner would be picked up at the Assembly Rooms in Edinburgh, but for the most part it had the appearance of a closed society, at ease with itself, with no need to venture outside the kingdom. But it wasn’t like that, not at all.


For a century and more, their plans and hopes and disappointments were all centred elsewhere. It was as though this broad tongue of land licking the North Sea was one gigantic airstrip with flights all running to the same destination. Life for the Lows seemed to hold no other serious possibility. It was not as if there was nothing else happening in Fife, or that the county was especially impoverished by Scottish standards, or that there were no local opportunities. The burns in the steep ‘dens’, as the valleys are called, held flax mills and jute mills, and there were linen factories in Dunfermline, the town the Lows originally came from. The coalfields were opening in west Fife. Soon Charlie Nairn would be starting up his great floorcloth works which was to make Kirkcaldy the linoleum capital of the world. A lad of parts could always ride down to Queensferry and go across to Edinburgh to become a Writer to the Signet, or a Minister of the Kirk or an apothecary surgeon. But these alternatives held no enchantment to the Lows. In their dreams the East Wind from the cold sea whispered one word and one word only – India.


Robert Low heard it first. He was loafing on a lawyer’s stool in Edinburgh when in 1771 he heard the call and upped and offed to join the Madras Army. After only 11 years he returned a captain with a comfortable fortune – a deliciously speedy rate of return which was to offer misleading encouragement to his children and grandchildren. He had piled up enough to buy the estate of Clatto, a couple of miles to the east of Cupar, to demolish the old house that stood there and to build his own tall boxy house of Fifeshire sandstone. He had ‘shaken the pagoda tree’, as the saying went, and the fruit had come down copiously. The saying refers to the gold and silver coins called pagodas, which were the currency in southern India at the time when Robert was scooping them up.


How had he done it? Certainly not by saving his pay. In his little book The Thackerays in India, Sir William Hunter records that the nominal salaries of the servants of the East India Company ‘scarcely yielded a subsistence. These meagre stipends, which they looked on as retainers rather than as pay, they augmented sometimes a hundredfold by private trade and by presents from natives.’1 William Makepeace Thackeray, the novelist’s grandfather, made his money by supplying bullocks and elephants (at 1,600 rupees each) for the Company’s troops, by killing tigers for payment by the local villagers and rajas, by taking a cut on the land tax paid in cowrie shells to Dacca and by commissions on the supply of lime and timber and pretty much anything else the Company needed.2 For an officer in the Company’s Army like Robert Low, the opportunities for graft were no less appetizing. An army needed bullocks and elephants, and soldiers needed tents and uniforms, horses needed forage, the troops needed to be fed and watered – on all these contracts an enterprising officer could reckon to assemble a sum which would dwarf his actual pay. Out of his mountain of cowrie shells, Thackeray senior built himself a delightful house in the classical taste, with its pediments and porticoes picked out in raspberry and cream, which still stands in a banana grove in the Calcutta suburb of Alipore (there is a plaque inside to mark the novelist being born there). Captain Robert Low went home to Fife. The two families were to mingle and marry in the next generation, and their children were to people the residencies and cantonments of India from Ceylon to the Himalayas for the whole of the nineteenth century.


We must never forget that the fortunes of both the Thackerays and Lows were made in the easy days when John Company (as the East India Company was personalized, imitating the Dutch who had called their East Indies Company by the same name) did not care how his servants made their pile, so long as the trade went on flowing and the profits were still luscious enough to satisfy the shareholders and the Court of Directors back in Leadenhall Street. After Pitt’s India Act (1784) and the impeachment of Warren Hastings, the colonels and tax collectors were no longer able to chisel their commissions out of the natives for their own personal benefit. Now it was the Government that scooped the pool. All his time as Governor-General (1786–94), Lord Cornwallis had struggled to stamp out the lucrative private trades between the Company’s servants and native merchants. ‘Dubashism’ – from ‘do bhasha’, one who speaks with two tongues – was nothing other than corruption.3 The old easy relations between the races were now regarded as pernicious. In 1793 people of mixed race were banned from government service. Social apartheid followed on from commercial separation. Company officers no longer lived with their native bibis, no longer accompanied their men to the cockfight and the nautch dancing. The historian C.A. Bayly argues that ‘the disappearance of the “corrupt” Company official trading on his own account may not have been the victory that early Victorians claimed it was.’4 The Indian economy seemed to lose some of its mysterious buoyancy and flexibility. What is clear is that the new policy deprived the Company’s British servants, both civil and military, of the nice little earners they had become accustomed to. A new spectre haunted the Company’s officers to add to cholera, dysentery and death in battle: debt.


Undaunted by these changed circumstances or, more probably, not properly aware of them, Robert Low’s three sons, John being the eldest, all went out to India and spent much of their adult life there. Three of Robert’s daughters married Fifeshire neighbours who then rose to become colonels or generals in the Army in India. In the next generation, John Low’s four sons all served in the Bengal Cavalry or the Indian Civil Service. His eldest daughter married the Chief Magistrate in Delhi, the son of the British Resident at the Mughal’s court. Only the unmarried daughters stayed behind in Fife.


Even Robert Low’s youngest and only unmarried daughter, Georgina, had her place in the scheme of Empire. For as soon as her brother John’s children could walk a few steps, they were sent back from Lucknow where they had been born, in order to be raised and schooled at ‘home’. Georgina was to be their mother throughout the rest of their childhood, except for the four years in the 1840s that John and his wife spent on leave at Clatto.5


Poor Georgina, so pretty and lively when she was young (how she revelled in George IV’s richly comic but triumphal visit to Edinburgh in 1822), so strict and joyless in her middle years, especially after her first bout of cancer and her refuge in relentless religious observance. The Sundays at Clatto became memorably grim for the young Lows when Georgina was in charge: church service twice at least, no books other than the Lord’s word, no games, no music, no toys and, worst of all, no jam on their bread. All the enthusiasm that had once gone into gossip and dancing now went into policing the Sabbath and making sure that the Low children learnt their French irregular verbs.


Georgina took the side of the strictest sects in the theological quarrels which broke out across Scotland in those years. The quarrels divided families, much as Suez and the Iraq war were to in our own time. The preachers and the preached-at were not uniformly dour and religiose, though. In some respects, North Britain, as the more Anglo Scots called it, was a more unbuttoned place then than the South. Scholars have found that there was little discouragement to illegitimacy in rural Scotland and that ‘previous unchasteness with another individual does not form a very serious bar to marriage’. One minister in Banffshire reported that ‘Notwithstanding all our preaching and teaching, this sin is not seen in its true light. In fact it is thought very little of – scarcely thought a sin at all, just a mistake, rather annoying and hard when the father does not take with the child and pay for it.’6 In the letters that survive between the Lows (apart from Georgina), the normal ups and downs of life – drinking too much, marriages coming unstuck – are taken on the chin, and remarked on with candour and rueful humour.


Some Fifeshire worthies went rather further. David Low – a close neighbour if not a close relation – was the Episcopalian Minister at Pittenweem, on Fife’s pretty south-east coast, the so-called ‘East Neuk’. He was nominally also Bishop of Ross, Moray, Argyll and the Isles, although there is scant record of his visiting his far-flung diocese. What seems to have interested him more was the Beggar’s Benison, a dining club dedicated to the erotic, which was centred on the neighbouring fishing port of Anstruther. The club’s curious name derives from the tale that King James V of Scotland was carried across a stream by a buxom beggar lass who hoisted her skirts to wade through the stream. The King, who was on his way to Dreel Castle at Anstruther, gave her a gold sovereign, and in return she blessed him with the words:




‘May your purse naer be loom


And your horn aye in bloom.’




The members of the Benison met twice a year, on St Andrew’s Day and at Candlemas, compared their erect horns and masturbated together, surrounded by erotic tableware in the shape of penises and vulvas, occasionally egged on by the presence of a naked local girl hired for the occasion. These lubricious proceedings continued for more than a century, until they were toned down and eventually extinguished by Victorian propriety. Even Bishop Low was finally driven to ask for his name to be expunged from the Benison’s records, but the malicious secretary, who was also the town clerk of Anstruther, insisted on minuting this request to all other members, thus further publicizing the Bishop’s long-standing membership.


An equally unlikely member of the Benison was Robert Low’s best friend and neighbour Hugh Cleghorn, Professor of Civil History at St Andrews and one of the most remarkable men of the Scottish Enlightenment. As a young man, Cleghorn had toured Europe as tutor to the young Earl of Home. While in Switzerland, he became friends with the Comte de Meuron, a dodgy character who was proprietor of a mercenary regiment that had been hired by the Dutch to guard Colombo and the other Dutch strongholds in Ceylon. When war broke out, Cleghorn was taken on by the British government as in effect a spy, much as English dons were recruited to MI6 in World War Two. He proposed to Henry Dundas, the chief government minister in Scotland, that if they could ‘turn’ de Meuron and his regiment, Ceylon could be won for Britain, without, in Cleghorn’s words, ‘great effusion of blood’.


Unlike most such cunning short cuts in history, this one came off brilliantly. De Meuron was already discontented with his Dutch paymasters and readily agreed to switch sides. Britain assumed control over the island quite bloodlessly. Cleghorn and de Meuron entered Colombo in triumph. It was an extraordinary episode in the history of Empire, and one which could only fire the younger Lows with the belief that great things awaited anyone who went out East.


Scarcely less extraordinary is the fact that this pillar of the university should have accepted membership of the Benison before he left Fife (his ‘diploma’ is still among the Cleghorn Papers at St Andrews). When he returned to Fife, he found to his surprise that his two sons Peter and John had been proposed for the club ‘unknown to me’. He readily forked out the six guineas required for membership and forwarded the diplomas to the boys, both by then in India, with the caution ‘keep them out of female sight’. Peter and John were great friends of the next generation of Lows and in each other’s company the whole time when they were in Scotland. When Robert Low died in 1825, Hugh Cleghorn wrote to Peter:


‘I received your most affectionate letter yesterday while passing through St Andrews to attend the funeral of Mr Low. I have lost a friend with whom I lived for half a century in the most kind and confidential habits without one moment of coolness or reserve. He was eminently good-tempered without a particle of selfishness; he was warm in his friendships without any bitterness in his enmities.’7


It is hard to resist the thought that the Cleghorns and the Lows must now and then, after a dram or two, have exchanged the odd aside about the Benison.8 It is inconceivable that Robert Low’s youngest son Henry could have stayed away. Henry was ten years younger than John, and in his early twenties he was a Writer to the Signet in Edinburgh, in theory at least. In practice he spent most of his time drinking, and playing golf and making big bets on himself. For the one club that the Lows indubitably did belong to was the Royal and Ancient Golf Club (then called the Society of St Andrews Golfers), the most famous club of its sort in the world. Captain Robert Low was captain of the club in 1784, but it was Henry who was the star. He won the club’s Gold Medal three times, in 1821, 1823 and 1824, and in 1826–7 became Captain of the Honourable Company of Edinburgh Golfers, while still in his twenties. Not content with having occupied the most famous office in the game, he became Secretary of the Honourable Company the following year.


Henry always played for high stakes. Five pounds was his standard bet. However, it was not his gambling on the links but his partnership in the Fife Bank which undid him. The bank’s crash in 1825 hit the whole family hard, but it hit Henry hardest. He was declared bankrupt and fled to Australia in the spring of 1830. There he managed an estate, but that went bankrupt, too. By 1833 he had turned up in India working for a firm of solicitors in Calcutta and writing home to his mother: ‘I am unwilling to give up all hope of retrieving myself without a struggle.’ His brother John, who was moving quietly up the military ladder the while, wrote hopefully of him at this time: ‘he lives most quietly and does not seem to have the least disposition to extravagance.’ If only he could stick with it, ‘the profession he has chosen is one in which there is no risk of losing money.’ Henry came to stay with John and his family in Lucknow, and John wrote home to his mother: ‘For several days past Henry has been an inmate of our house. I fully believe that he is determined to be industrious and strictly economical. In the latter respect his management has been quite extraordinary; he seems to have nothing now of that over-sanguine feeling from which many of his former misfortunes proceeded.’9


John pressed the Governor-General, Lord William Bentinck, to appoint ‘my poor brother’ as Assistant Secretary to the Lottery Committee: ‘he has had a very superior education and much subsequent practice in business of various kinds’.10 Alas, it was feared that Henry’s practice had been of the wrong kind, and his expertise in matters of chance failed to secure him even this modest sinecure.


He began to speculate again, with no better luck, and he was declared bankrupt once more. As the History of The Royal & Ancient remarks: ‘It can safely be said of him that he is the only triple medal winner of the St Andrews Society to have been declared bankrupt in three different continents.’11 John’s brother-in-law William Dick bumped into him in Calcutta and told John: ‘there is a strong family likeness; his manners are mild and gentlemanly with a melancholy cast, which however lessened as he engaged in conversation.’12


Like a doomed character from a Conrad novel, Henry plunged further east, retreating deeper into the jungle. His last refuge was Burma, then not yet under British rule. Among the mass of papers at Clatto, there was a single sheet from the Bengal Hurkaru (hurkaru means ‘messenger’ or ‘spy’) of September 17, 1855. Why was this preserved? Well, the first column headed ‘A Few Facts from Pegu’ records that Major Phayre and his suite had crossed the British boundary on their way to Ava. At Malun, the first large town beyond the boundary, ‘they were received by the Governor of the district, apparently a Scotchman, who with the national ability has risen high in the service of the Burmese court.’ Had Henry made good at last? If so, it was not to be for long, because the only other record of him is a brief notice in another family paper: ‘Henry Malcolm Low, died April 5th, at Mendi Pegu, unmarried.’13 I like to think of Henry, with his melancholy courtesy, possibly by this stage dressed in Burmese robes, receiving Major Phayre and his weary party, enquiring perhaps as he helps them out of their palanquins or off their elephants whether by any chance they might know who had won the gold medal at St Andrews last summer.


While Henry had gone to St Andrews to play golf, drink and gamble, John went there to study. He was not yet 14 when he rode his pony into town to enroll at the university as a Bejant, or first-year student, to polish his mathematics, Latin, French and history before setting out on a military career. He wore the famous scarlet gown for only a single academic year,14 which meant that he was only 15 when he set off for India, his father having secured him a Madras cadetship on the nomination of Mr John Hudleston MP, a director of the East India Company. How swiftly life moved on then. The shadow of mortality discouraged dawdling.


All the same, it must have been a wrench to leave St Andrews and home at Clatto so soon, even for someone possessed of as much natural fortitude as John. Life had been sweet there. For all their Presbyterian roots, the Lows were a gossipy, easy-going lot. There was rough shooting on the hill, and fish to be caught in the tumbling burns, birdies to be savoured on the Old Course (the only course there was at the time) and no shortage of congenial neighbours to call on. For Robert Low, their existence must have come close to the dreams with which he had consoled himself all the time he was chiselling commissions from the natives on the barren plateaus of the Deccan. Now it was John’s turn.


Before he left Fife to take ship for Madras, he had his portrait painted. The Minister in the next-door village of Pitlessie had a brilliant son, three years older than John, who had left Fife at the age of 14 and enrolled at the Trustees Academy in Edinburgh. Five years later, the ambitious young David Wilkie returned home, in order to earn enough money from painting portraits of the local gentry to finance the next leg of his ascent, the move to London. At Clatto, he painted three of them, for £5 each, the equivalent of one of Henry’s golf bets. The most attractive is his three-quarter-length of Catherine, the eldest Low daughter and the beauty of the family, in a white Empire gown and a red velvet shawl with a Clatto-ish landscape in the background. In 2007, the picture was sold by Christie’s in New York for $32,200. Catherine was engaged to be married at the time to Colonel William Deas of Hilton, who was twice her age and looks it in Wilkie’s portait, a battered florid gent in a Madras Army uniform that also looks as if its best days are gone.


Again and again, we shall find both in Scotland and India this pattern of middle-aged Army officers taking brides who were only 18 or 19, after a courtship as brief as a mayfly’s. Time was so agonizingly short, whether in a hill station or at the Assembly Rooms. If the chance was missed, one or other of you would be gone away and the chance would never come again. In its way, marriage in the Indian Army was based on an acquaintance as brief as an arranged marriage among the Indians themselves. John Low’s own marriage was to follow this headlong pattern more than 20 years later.


Catherine was skittish and was indulged all her life, as the family beauty often is, moving effortlessly from flirtatiousness to hypochondria as she grew older. She and William were married in the drawing room at Clatto just before John left for India. She wore a scarlet riding habit to go away in and rode off with her husband for their honeymoon on Loch Leven. Rather oddly, bride and groom were accompanied by John, perhaps because she might not see him again. In fact, she very nearly didn’t because he fell into the loch and almost drowned while the happy couple were canoodling out of sight.


John’s own portrait shows him dressed in a blue coat and frilled shirt with a bunch of seals dangling from his buff waistcoat. In the background a burst of gunfire advertises his future calling. His expression is rather memorable: watchful, a little uneasy, with a touch of that melancholy that Henry had. Like Catherine, in fact like most of the Lows, he has a long downward-curling, tremulous upper lip which makes him look as if he might be on the verge of tears. A misleading impression. John was far from insensitive, but he was stoical. Perhaps he was partly trying to look grown-up for Mr Wilkie.15 For the next 38 years, his mother had only his portrait and his letters to keep his memory alive. John never saw his father again and by the time he returned to Clatto in 1843, his mother was dying.


The voyage out to India took four months, give or take a week, a length of time which was barely to alter for the next 30 years and more. By the time John landed in Madras, the East India Company had been persuaded to modernize the training of its cadets, or ‘griffins’ as the new arrivals were known ( the ‘griffs’ were mercilessly teased and the victims of endless practical jokes). Instead of being thrown raw into cantonments where they might succumb to drink or despair or dysentery before they had found their feet, they were now dispatched to be ‘seasoned’, and given a proper military education in the cadet college which had recently been removed to the fort of Tripassur, about 15 miles outside Madras. There, according to the regulations laid down by the Commander-in-Chief at Fort St George, the ‘gentleman cadets’ were to be subjected to a rigorous and healthy regime. They were to be rigged out in close-fitting scarlet jackets with yellow cuffs and collar, three rows of white metal buttons, a round black hat with cockade and red feather, white linen waistcoats and pantaloons, and half-boots with side-arms and a bayonet.16 They were to rise at daybreak, breakfast at 7 or 8am according to the season, dine at 2pm, sup at 8pm, and retire to rest immediately after, with lights out and lock-up at 9pm. No spirituous liquor, wine or beer was to be admitted to the fort. Apart from training in drill, military manoeuvres and the use of firearms, the cadets were to study the Hindustani language. The more industrious cadets such as John Low were also expected to acquire a good knowledge of Persian, which was the language employed at native courts. There was not to be much fun at Tripassur. ‘Except on occasion of taking some manly exercise, such as playing cricket, fives or other games, no cadet shall appear out of his quarters, otherwise than dressed in the prescribed uniform. The habit of lounging from quarter to quarter in a white waistcoat is expressly forbid.’17


All of which sounds spick and spanking, if forbidding. The reality of Tripassur was different. The truth was that the place had turned out to be a hellhole. The C-in-C himself, Sir John Cradock, had drawn attention to ‘the very unhealthy situation at Tripassur’. ‘My own observations upon the persons whom I see occasionally arrive from thence whose altered appearance and emaciated figure all proclaim too just a foundation for apprehension’.18 The superintending officer was at the moment seriously indisposed and his assistant had just been obliged to resign for health reasons. Even the doctor whom Cradock appointed to lead a committee of inquiry into conditions at Tripassur pleaded that he was too ill to go.


The Committee reported to Cradock that the fort was situated in a treeless plain, exposed to the cruel heat of summer and the full force of the monsoon. The barracks where the cadets lived lay below the level of the surrounding paddy fields and the large tanks which irrigated the fields. As a result, the cadets’ quarters were chilly and damp when the north-east wind was blowing and intolerable in the hot weather, for ‘the naked paddyfield surface, when the water is all evaporated, is baked nearly to the hardness of stone.’ In the hot season, the cadets preferred to sleep outdoors and caught the cold, early-morning winds from the hills. The Committee tried cutting drains to dry out the quarters, but because they were so low-lying, this only let the water run in from the paddy fields instead of out. Several cadets had died of liver complaints and dysentery, one or two exacerbated by ‘their own imprudence’ – that is, by drinking arrack or toddy in defiance of the regulations. The only answer was to abandon Tripassur and find another site for the cadet college.19 But by then John Low, as hardy a Scot as ever came out of Fife, had finished his training and on July 17, 1805, had been appointed a lieutenant in the 1st Madras Native Infantry. He had survived Tripassur. He could survive anything. He was on his way.




II


MASSACRE IN A FIVES COURT
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‘We are resolved to fight and kill our officers. Rivers of blood shall flow and heaps of dead be carried out.’


[Rustam Ali Shah, Madras Secret Proceedings, vol 25, f4312, Hoover, p 101]





John had every reason to be proud of the regiment he had joined. The 1st Battalion of the 1st Madras Native Infantry was the oldest in the service of the East India Company. No other battalion of native troops anywhere in the country had a higher reputation. It had first distinguished itself against Hyder Ali, the ruler of Mysore, in the 1760s. The battalion was then nearly destroyed in Colonel Baillie’s catastrophic defeat of 1780, but rose magnificently to do great things in the next Mysore Campaign of the 1790s, which culminated in the British victory at Seringapatam. Hyder’s son, Tipu Sultan, ‘the Tiger of Mysore’, died in that fierce battle, defending his fort and his people with his sabre in his hand. The deeds of the 1st at Seringapatam had earned it a reputation as tigerish as Tipu’s.


At the end of the eighteenth century, the outright British possessions in India were still largely confined to the hinterlands of the three towns known as Presidencies: Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. Beyond and around these territories lay a hundred princely states varying from major kingdoms with large armies to petty chiefdoms with a dozen muskets, often divided by race, religion and old grievances against their neighbours. Many of them were already under the thumb of the British, and paying for British-commanded troops to protect them, although still independent in theory. The commercial life of the subcontinent spilled across the porous borders of these states, leading to fresh opportunities for the East India Company’s traders and fresh challenges for its armies, whose prime mission was, after all, to protect that trade.


Robert Clive’s decisive victories at Arcot (1751) and Plassey (1757) had established British dominance over the Carnatic (the long coastal region around Madras) and Bengal, the heartland of the emerging Empire. Now victory at Seringapatam had brought in the central southern state of Mysore. Richard Wellesley, the rapacious little Governor-General, began to dream of extending British rule to the western coasts, so that eventually the three sprawling pink blotches on the map might bleed into one glorious Empire covering the entire subcontinent and extinguishing the lingering claims of the French to the mastery of India. In the next big push, the 1st Battalion of the 1st Madras Native Infantry could expect to be a spearhead.


Yet within a year of John Low joining it, two thirds of the battalion had erupted in bloody mutiny. Their European officers had been murdered in their sleep and the sepoys, innocent and guilty alike, had been gunned down in their hundreds by the British. (The native troops were known as sepoys from ‘sipahi’, the Persian word for army.) The colours of the battalion had been ceremonially burnt on the parade ground and the remnants of the battalion had been disbanded in disgrace. It was the greatest shock to British power in India yet seen. And, in a curious way, that victory over Tipu had been the start of it.


Tipu was first and foremost a soldier. He had been educated in tactics by the French mercenaries employed by his father, who had risen from the ranks to become first Commander-in-Chief and then de facto ruler of Mysore. Tipu himself was short and fat with big eyes. In his time he had sent Colonel Baillie packing and forced the ferocious Sir Hector Munro to retreat. He built ports along the Kerala shore and dams along the rivers. He also constructed what are said to be the world’s first rockets for military purposes. He wrote poetry and spoke Urdu, Persian and Arabic. He was a devout Muslim ruling a Hindu kingdom, but he was broad-minded enough to build a church for the French colony – though he later destroyed dozens of other churches and there are claims, disputed, that he forcibly converted thousands of Indian Catholics to Islam. He was also notorious for the atrocities he committed in his frequent wars with other Indian principalities.


His enduring hatred, however, was against the East India Company, whose armies he fought for 20 years until his death in battle. Tipu’s Tiger, that amazing life-size toy of carved and painted wood which has delighted generations in the V&A, is trampling on a prostrate European in the uniform of the Honourable Company. Tipu was a formidable opponent, and when his body was found in the ruins of his palace (the Tiger was found there, too), Colonel Arthur Wellesley, the Governor-General’s soon to be world-famous younger brother, took the precaution of feeling his pulse to make sure that he was dead.


As is so often the way, none of Tipu’s sons was a patch on him. All the same, they posed a problem to the British, one which was to become familiar over the course of the ensuing century: what to do with the kings they had deposed, their wives and their children? The only solution, which appeared to combine compassion with security, was to lock them up in the nearest fort and lull their resentments with generous pensions and a numerous retinue.


Accordingly, Tipu’s 12 sons and eight daughters were banged up in one of the strongest and most beautiful forts of southern India, the fort of Vellore, about 90 miles from Madras and 16 miles from Arcot, the scene of one of Clive’s greatest triumphs and, by 1800, the site of a cantonment of British cavalry. Never before in their conquest of India had the British locked an entire royal lineage into a fortress prison.1 Vellore Fort had a garrison composed of the 69th Regiment and of John Low’s own 1st Battalion the 1st Madras Native Infantry. As everywhere else in British India, British troops were vastly outnumbered by native forces: 383 to 1,500, not to mention the several thousand followers of the Mysore Princes who had taken up residence in the fort and in the surrounding town.2


Tipu’s family were held in the palace within the fort, which also contained a beautiful Hindu temple, the Jalakantesvara Temple. This temple was famous for some of the greatest stone carving in the country, but it had long been abandoned and was now used as an arsenal for ammunition and other supplies, and was known to the British as the Great Pagoda. There was also a mosque to serve the largely Muslim garrison, as well as barracks for two thousand sepoys. The accommodation needed to be roomy because Tipu’s courtiers and camp followers poured in to assist the exiled sons in their pleasures, inflame their resentments and tickle up their dreams of a comeback. The British officer responsible for both their security and their welfare, Lieutenant-Colonel Thomas Marriott, had a low opinion of his charges; he claimed that they spent their long days quarrelling with one another, committing sodomy and incest (often with their mothers-in-law) and frittering away their generous allowances of 25,000 rupees per annum per prince. He had infiltrated into the Palace a number of hurkaru, or spies, but these spies seem to have been a waste of pagodas.


All this was tolerable, if expensive, from the British point of view. What was not tolerable to the authorities were the sloppiness and the erratic dress codes of the native troops who were guarding the princes. Commanding officers just landed from Europe were driven mad by the lack of soldierly trim everywhere in the Madras Army. Uniform was meant, after all, to be uniform. Sir John Cradock had already stepped in to remove the cadets from Tripassur, after he noticed the pale faces and shrunken features of officers recently returned from that plague spot. Now his inquisitorial eye swivelled to focus on the turn-out of his troops. New regulations were issued. Para 10 of Section 11 ran:




It is ordered by the Regulation that a native soldier shall not mark his face to denote his caste, or wear earrings when dressed in his uniform; and it is further directed that at all parades, and upon all duties, every soldier of the battalion shall be clean shaven on the chin. It is directed also that uniformity shall, as far as it is practicable, be preserved in regard to the quantity and shape of the hair on the upper lip.3




At the same time, new turbans were to be issued to the native troops. To their horror, these bore an unholy resemblance to the rounded caps worn by European troops and by the East Indian drummers, a contemptible lot. The new cap had a feather in it and a cockade made either of pigskin, abhorrent to the Muslims, or of cow-leather, abhorrent to the Hindus. During April, May and June 1806, the new turbans were sent out along with the new regulations. To Indian eyes, they scarcely looked like turbans at all, but like the topis worn by the English infidels. Even while the turbans were still being made up, the sepoys were already suffering relentless teasing from the Princes’ hangers-on that they were being turned into feringhees and would lose touch with their castes if they wore these hats.


The Commandant at Vellore, Colonel St John Fancourt, reported the furious protests to Madras. General Cradock could see nothing wrong with the regulations or the turbans, nor could his adjutant and his general staff, which was not surprising because they themselves had designed them before Cradock had arrived in India. Cradock was the son of the Archbishop of Dublin. He had spent most of his earlier military career suppressing native dissent, first in Ireland, then in the West Indies and in Egypt. He may not have known much about India, but he knew about discipline and he knew about authority. Colonel Fancourt was informed that ‘the Commander-in-Chief finds it his duty to check, by the most decided resolution, the symptoms of insubordination.’4 A detachment of the 19th Dragoons was to be sent to Vellore to round up the dissidents and take them for trial in Madras. Colonel Fancourt pleaded for delay. His Excellency saw no reason to resile from the orders he had given. Orders were orders, just as uniform was meant to be uniform. So 21 privates, half of them Muslims, half of them Hindus, were tried at Fort St George, the military HQ and seat of Government in Madras. On June 29, 1806, they were sentenced to receive 500 lashes each. Two of them got 900 lashes and were discharged from the service as ‘turbulent and unworthy subjects’.


Undeterred, the sepoys continued their protests. Lieutenant-Colonel James Brunton, an experienced officer, then the Military Auditor-General, pleaded for the order to be rescinded because objections to the turban were almost universal and were widely feared to be only a prelude to forcible conversion en masse to Christianity. In India, Brunton warned, ‘many things of serious moment have originated in trifles’.5


This fear lies at the root of so much that was to follow at Vellore, and elsewhere in India, throughout the nineteenth century. To the officers of the East India Company and its Army, the fear seemed quite misplaced, absurd even. They had no such intention and never had had. They had permitted Portuguese and Danish missionaries to circulate in their territories, nothing more.


Sir John Cradock professed himself bewildered by the rumour. There were no British missionaries in the Peninsula, and ‘from the almost complete absence of religious establishments in the interior of the country, from the habits of life prevalent among military men, it is a melancholy truth that so infrequent are the religious observances of officers doing duty with the Battalions that the sepoys have not until very recently discovered the nature of the religion professed by the English.’6 It was indeed the lament of those members of the Court of Directors who belonged to the rising school of evangelicals and who did wish to convert the natives that ‘At Vellore, or near it, I believe there was not one Chaplain or missionary’.7


The reality was that, at this era, the British in India were not at all devout. Lieutenant John Blakiston remembered in the 1820s that ‘when I first arrived in India there was a general disregard of religion among the European part of the population.’ Few of them attended divine worship. ‘Many of the elder inhabitants among the English, who ought to have set a better example, used to assemble at each other’s houses to pass the leisure hours afforded by the Sabbath in playing at billiards or cards, when considerable sums were won and lost.’8 There were then few churches (Blakiston, like other engineers in the Company’s service, was later to build several himself), and the Company’s chaplains ‘were in general less calculated to lead the stray sheep into the field than to drive them out of it’. They swore and drank and gambled with their messmates. One chaplain, on being asked to tiffin and a rubber of whist, excused himself by saying that ‘he had a d—-d soldier to bury’.9


All the same, in the Madras Presidency, even if not in northern India, there were plenty of black Christians to be seen. They were often of mixed race, having followed the religion of their white fathers, or they were low-grade servants of the Empire: messengers, bottle-washers, laundrymen. The one thing a high-caste sepoy dreaded most of all was to be degraded into such company. The Christian Church in South India had very ancient origins. The Apostle Thomas, Doubting Thomas, was said to have been martyred on the mount outside Madras. There were unimpeachable remains of Christian buildings dating back to the second and third centuries AD. But for all its antiquity, the Christian faith had never made much headway among the higher social classes. Its only chance of a great leap forward was for the Europeans to use their military strength to impose their faith. Such a thing was of course not unprecedented in Indian history. Tipu was certainly not the first Muslim ruler to embark on a wave of forced conversions, including all those Catholics. Why should the Europeans not retaliate in kind?


This fear seemed entirely rational to the Indians. Most Europeans never understood the force of it. This yawning gap in perceptions was to worsen over the course of the nineteenth century, often with tragic consequences. It seemed to Hindus and Muslims alike, the religious observances of both being such an intrinsic part of daily life, that it would be only natural for the new superior power to impose its sacred as well as its secular values upon those they had conquered. Worse still, evidence for this fear appeared to be building up as a new generation of Evangelical Englishmen came out to govern the country, cherishing the secret and sometimes not-so-secret hope that, in due course, the Indians would be brought to see the truth of Jesus Christ, even though it would still be wrong to use force to impose the true faith. The Evangelicals had their supporters in the Company’s Court of Directors, so perhaps, in the long run, the fear did not seem quite so fanciful.


By now, Cradock was past worrying about such high matters. His priority was to cover his back. The only way was to consult the Governor-General. If Lord William Bentinck thought it sensible to climb down, then he was ready to do so. What was clear was that only Lord William could get him out of what he now recognized was an awful hole.


If Lord William had been a wise and seasoned pro, the sort of man you would fondly imagine in such an august post, no doubt that is what he would have done. Bentinck was not that sort of man. For a start, he was only 31 years old and he had come out to India to make money. Although he was the younger son of the Duke of Portland, the family estate was deeply in debt and he had to scratch his own living. His father had wangled him the Madras post and his aim was to hang on there for ten years, save £100,000 and then be promoted to the more lucrative governorship of Bengal. Later apologists have tried to depict him as a forward-thinking idealist who was unlucky and unfairly treated. There is something in that. But he was also inexperienced, insecure, impatient and obsessed with unthought-through schemes of reform. He looks like the classic accident waiting to happen.


For a start, he hadn’t bothered to read the new regulations, which were ‘not my department’. He had not been consulted about the protesters’ courts-martial, and nobody had told him how deeply the troops resented the turbans. The new regulations had not been highlighted in red, as was the normal practice10 and ‘so far as Colonel Brunton’s warning was concerned, His Lordship remarked that the health of that officer had long been so bad, that his nerves were gone, and that he suffered from great despondency’.11 But, having got this far, it ‘would be impossible to recede without committing the discipline of the army’.


This passing the buck and rubbishing the opposition all came later. What Bentinck actually did at the time, on July 4, 1806, was to issue an order basically saying that the whole business had been exaggerated. There had, after all, been a Court of Inquiry held at Vellore on May 14, composed of three of the four lieutenant-colonels stationed there: Forbes commanding the 1st Battalion 1st (John Low’s commanding officer), McKerras commanding the 2nd Battalion 23rd, and Marriott of the 1st Battalion 5th, whose men guarded the Mysore Princes and who had his quarters inside the Palace. This worthy trio had quizzed the native officers and none of them had objected to the new turban or claimed that it was an offence to their religious principles.


The native officers were unlikely to object. Only the week before, the order had come from Madras for the court-martial and severe punishment of the privates who had objected. The native officers would be mad to land themselves in the same trouble, or worse.


That thought did not occur to Lord William, who had little grasp of other people’s thought processes. He decreed, therefore, that in these circumstances ‘the alternative of yielding to the “clamor” arising from an unfounded prejudice should, if possible, be avoided.’12


What none of the three colonels, and certainly not Lord William, grasped was that by now the evidence of the native officers was irredeemably tainted. They had already held numerous secret meetings, at which they had first pledged themselves to resist these ghastly innovations to the bitter end, and then formed a detailed plan to overpower and kill all the European officers and men in the fort. By mid-June, the majority of the native officers of John Low’s battalion at Vellore were in on the plot, and they were in daily communication with the retainers of Tipu’s sons, who were only a few yards’ stroll away in the Palace, with nothing to do all day but dream of being restored to their former glories.


According to later reports, gathered in Secret Sundries, the intelligence reports sent up to Government House, some of the native officers were in touch, not merely with native officers in other local garrisons, but with distant feudal chieftains on the Deccan plateau, with Maratha princes to the north and west, with the deposed rulers of Hyderabad and even with the French at their remaining Indian toehold of Pondicherry. How extensive and detailed these contacts were is hard to establish, but the general intention behind them is clear enough. The rising at Vellore was to be the signal for a general uprising which would spread in a huge wave across India and eventually expel the British, just as the fakirs who had mysteriously appeared on the streets of Vellore were prophesying in their ballads and puppet shows. If the rebels could hold out for a week at Vellore, the British would simply be too overstretched to contain the wave of rebellions as they swept across the subcontinent.


On June 17, Mustapha Beg, a private of the 1st Battalion, went to his commanding officer, Colonel Forbes, and gave him a complete rundown on the intentions of the would-be mutineers. Instead of quietly making further enquiries, the Colonel sent for his native officers again. They all protested their innocence and ignorance of any such plot, and once more swore that they were perfectly happy to wear the new turban. This Mustapha Beg, they said, was a well-known madman previously imprisoned for drunkenness, and they urged the Colonel to have him blown away from a gun. The Colonel was not prepared to dispatch Mustapha Beg that far, but he did put him in irons and have him locked up.13


Even this was not the final warning. Two or three weeks later,14 a Eurasian woman came to the Commandant of the fort, Colonel Fancourt of the 34th, and told him that everything Mustapha Beg had said was true. Mrs Burke she was called and she had come primarily to claim the prize money that she said was due to her late husband. Colonel Fancourt immediately conceived the notion that she was a loose woman (she already had a reputation as a troublemaker), most likely now being passed from one NCO to the next. He sent her away and dismissed her warning as the gossip of the sergeants’ mess, which had floated up from the bazaar.15


Now two of the four colonels at Vellore had received clear and detailed intelligence of the plot, not to mention Colonel Brunton’s warning at roughly the same moment, the end of June, which had gone straight to the C-in-C. All the warnings had been brushed aside on personal grounds: Brunton because he was said to have had a nervous breakdown, Mustapha Beg because he was mad and Mrs Burke because she was a whore. Nobody wanted to contemplate the awful possibility that the warnings might be reliable.16


Nothing was done to reinforce the European troops at Vellore. Inside the fort no extra precautions were taken. On Wednesday July 9, one of Tipu’s daughters was to be married, and a merry, colourful throng poured in over the drawbridge, through the main entrance with its four mighty gates, across the parade ground and into the Palace. If the guests seemed excited and noisy, the watching British officers put it down to the wedding spirit, their bonhomie enhanced by the prospect of seeing their confined royal relatives and patrons once again. Nobody seems to have imagined that the wedding guests might be reinforcements in disguise.


Apart from the wedding, the population of the fort that night was swollen because the next day there was a ‘field day’, an exercise in firing practice which was held once or twice a month. To save delays, all the sepoys taking part were allowed to sleep inside the fort instead of in the native town and to draw six rounds of ball cartridges each; this meant not only that on the night of July 9 the sepoys would outnumber the European troops in the fort by three to one, they would also be armed.17


The Assistant Surgeon John Dean had dined with his commanding officer, Colonel McKerras, and ‘on crossing the parade to my house, found more than usual gaiety in the Palace. The Mahal was lighted up, and the sound of music gave every appearance of mirth and gaiety and I little dreamt that the hand I had so recently shaken, warm with friendship, would in a few short hours be cold as death, near the spot where I then stood.’18


The field officer that night was Captain Miller of the 1st/23rd Native Infantry. Captain Miller did not feel like getting up in the small hours, so he claimed to be ‘indisposed’ and deputed his duties to his subahdar, the commissioned native officer ranking below a British lieutenant. That gentleman did not see why he should have a worse night’s sleep than his superior officer, so he was ‘indisposed’, too, and ordered his junior, the jemadar, who was called Kassim Khan, of the 1st/1st, to deputize for him. It so happened that Kassim was one of the leaders of the whole conspiracy. It was not surprising, therefore, that at the appropriate hour, shortly after midnight, he returned a report of ‘All Correct’.


The Colonel’s lady, Amelia Fancourt, tells the story of what happened next. Her narrative is preserved on two yellowing sheets in the British Library, amongst the collection of Warren Hastings letters in what used to be the India Office Library. There is no better account of the terror and bloodshed of those dark first hours of July 10, 1806.19


Amelia and her husband St John were living with their two children, Charles aged two and a baby girl, in the Commandant’s quarters just to the left of the main gate and looking out over the parade ground. You must imagine this as a huge arena. A few yards away beyond the Fancourts’ house was the Main Guard, the security centre of the whole place. On the far side of the parade ground was the sprawling Palace where Tipu’s sons were celebrating their sister’s wedding, with the European barracks to its right and behind them the sepoy barracks which housed six companies, the greater part of John Low’s battalion. To the left of the Palace were the flagstaff and the powder magazine. To the right was the Hindu temple, now commandeered as the garrison arsenal. All around were the great old purple-brown ramparts with cavalier turrets sticking out at intervals. And outside the ramparts was the broad and glassy moat, filled with crocodiles. This is how Amelia tells the story:




Colonel Fancourt and I retired to rest at ten o’clock. About the hour of two on Thursday morning we were awakened at the same instant by a loud firing. We both got out of bed and Col. F—went to the window of his writing room which he opened and called aloud and repeatedly to know the cause of the disturbance, to which he received no reply but by a rapid continuation of the firing by numberless sepoys assembled at the main guard . . . I looked at my husband. I saw him pale as ashes. I said, ‘Good God! What is the matter, St John?’ To which he replied ‘Go into your room, Amelia.’ I did so for I saw him so agitated I did not think it right to repeat my question at that moment. I heard him two minutes after leaving the writing room and go out of the house.




It was the worst moment of his life. The moment he heard the firing he knew everything was lost. He had been wrong, unforgivably, pig-headedly, tragically wrong. What Mustapha Beg had told Forbes was the plain, ghastly truth. And if only he had listened to Mrs Burke and not let her wheedling Indian-Irish brogue and her slatternly appearance put him off. Those wretched turbans – well, he had at least pleaded for delay, but that stuck-up martinet Cradock was not a big enough man to climb down. How easy it would have been, as late as yesterday, to have whistled up the cavalry from Arcot. As soon as they rumbled over the drawbridge, the plot would have been scotched. Now it was all over. His men were being butchered in the Main Guard. Soon it would be his turn, and Amelia’s and the children. Once they had started, they would not stop until every white man in the fort was dead.


Between 2 and 3am, the moon rose, and the sepoys rose with it. At 2.30am, the sentry at the Main Guard called out to Corporal Piercy saying that a shot or two had been fired somewhere near the barracks where the 69th lay sleeping. Piercy had no time to answer. Within seconds, the sepoys on the guard rushed on the Englishmen and murdered every one of them except Corporal Piercy and a couple of others. Piercy lay doggo, played dead. Squinting through the door of the Main Guard, he could see the sepoys rushing across the parade ground to the 69th barracks.20




After my husband left the house I believe he returned again though I imagine just for a moment. I certainly heard the door of his writing room tried very soon after the firing at the main guard but after he had quitted me. I bolted the door and if it was him he could not enter – when I heard the door attempted I called out ‘Is it you, St John?’ to which I received no answer, but if it was he quitted the house again immediately.




It was not St John. He had gone straight down in his dressing gown to the front door. ‘Don’t go out, sir, for your dear life’s sake,’ the guard had cried. ‘Never mind,’ Fancourt replied, and he walked out on the parade ground shouting, ‘Fall in!’ and he was shot down a few yards from his front door.21 He lay there dying, very slowly, in his dressing gown, while the sepoys of the 1st directed volley after volley into the European barracks. Many of the 69th were killed as they lay naked on their cots. Others had struggled to their feet and were killed putting on their breeches. The sick men in the hospital wing were brought out on to the parade and slaughtered in rows in front of the Palace gates.


Now the retainers of the princes began to slip out of the Palace and fraternize with the sepoys. Tipu’s third son, Mu’izz-ud-din, gave the mutineers the symbolic betel nut to cement their alliance and promised them amazing rewards once the great dynasty was restored. He told the sepoys not to kill the white women, for after the Englishmen had been destroyed, the bravest of the rebels could take the women for their wives (the nightmare of every upstanding Englishman).22


Then one of Mu’izz-ud-din’s servants brought out the famous flag of Mysore, with its tiger stripes, and the flag was hoisted from the flagstaff on the ramparts. It was a flag of the old pattern, green stripes on a red field with a sun in the centre, and it was said to have been purchased at the sale of the booty which the British had looted from Tipu’s Palace seven years earlier.23


The Princes’ followers could come and go without hindrance now that their guards had been slaughtered. Colonel Marriott, their guardian, was penned up in his house inside the Palace with several lieutenants who had taken refuge there. As the sepoys peppered his windows, Marriott and his party retreated from room to room, then scuttled down the back steps into the basement unobserved and waited for – well, who knew what they were waiting for, but they had no intention of venturing out of the house until it was all over.24 As they crouched there shuddering, they heard the sepoys outside the next-door house calling, ‘Come out, Nawab, come out, Nawab, there is no fear.’ The next-door house was occupied by Fateh Hyder Ali, the eldest of the four princes of Mysore and heir presumptive to the throne.


Fateh Hyder Ali lacked the courage of his father or the grandfather after whom he was named, and he did not come out, any more than Colonel Marriott did. For the sons of Tipu Sultan might like to play with the dream of restoration, but they did not fancy the bloody reality. There is no evidence that any of them played the slightest active part in the fighting. They stayed indoors to survive that day. Which was all that Amelia Fancourt could hope for, too.




I bolted all the doors in my room. I brought my children into it. I fell on my knees and fervently prayed that Col. F’s endeavour to bring peace to the Garrison might be crowned with success and his life spared through the mercy of God! I dressed and cautiously opened the hall door and felt my way to the lower end to look where they were firing most . . . As I stood at the lower end of the hall which was quite open to the verandah – a figure approached me. It was so dark I could only see the Red Coat by the light of the firing at the Barracks. I was dreadfully frightened expecting to be murdered and having left the children in my bedroom. I had, however, the courage to ask who was this and the answer I received was ‘Madam, I am an officer.’ I then said ‘But who are you?’ to which the Gentleman replied, ‘I am an officer of the Main Guard.’ I enquired what was the matter – he said it was a mutiny – that every European had already been murdered on Guard but himself and that we should all be murdered. I made no reply but walked away to the room where my babes and female servant were. The officer went out of the opposite door of the hall where we had spoken together and never got downstairs for he was butchered most cruelly in Col. F’s dressing room. I have since heard his name Lt O’Reilly of the 1st.




This encounter with the ghostly redcoat were the only words Amelia exchanged with a fellow countryman during her ordeal. O’Reilly was in charge of all those troops of the 1st who were on duty: four native officers, nine havildars (the rough equivalent of a sergeant) and 251 rank and file. How sparse the European officers were in the native regiments, not merely in Vellore but across India. Now O’Reilly was gone. Colonel McKerras, who commanded the 2nd/23rd, lay dead in the middle of the parade ground. A few yards away, Colonel Fancourt lay in mortal agony. Captain Miller of the 1st, the one who had refused to cut short his sleep, was sleeping the long sleep now. As were almost all the officers and half the men of the 69th. The first massacre of the night was mostly done within an hour.


Colonel Marriott was still penned up in his basement, listening to the sepoys’ fruitless appeal to the sons of Tipu. The fourth colonel at Vellore, Lieutenant-Colonel Forbes, commanding officer to John Low and that infamous 1st battalion, which had done its share of the murdering, where was he? He was the only colonel who had quarters outside the fort. When the shooting broke out, he made several vain efforts to get inside the walls. Then he joined forces with his adjutant, Lieutenant Ewing. How this came about is put with some delicacy in Wilson’s History of the Madras Army: Ewing ‘assembled several European stragglers, and making his way out of the fort, he joined Forbes. These two officers, accompanied by a number of unarmed men belonging to the 1st battalion, then took possession of the principal hill fort, where they remained until after the dispersion of the mutineers.’ In other words, they legged it and lay low.25


If Colonel Marriott’s behaviour seems less than heroic, what are we to think of Colonel Forbes? He had been fooled by his native officers not once but twice, first when he believed their protestations that no, sahib, there was no objection at all to the turbans, and secondly when they told him Mustapha Beg was mad. Now all hell had broken loose and Colonel Forbes had scampered to the hill fort at the other end of the town where he could still hear the firing as the remnants of his battalion were finished off. What’s more, he appears to have made no attempt to send for help from Arcot, or anywhere else.26




I at this moment gave all for lost. I opened my dressing table drawer and took out my husband’s miniature which I tied on and hid under my Habit shirt, determined to lose that but in Death. I had secured his watch some time before, to ascertain the hour. I had hardly secured this much valued resemblance of my husband before I heard a loud noise in the hall adjoining my bedroom. I moved softly to the door and looking through the keyhole discovered two sepoys knocking a chest of drawers in pieces – I was struck with horror, knowing their next visit would be to my apartment. My children and their female servant were at this time lying on the mat just before the door which opened into the back verandah which at the commencement of the Mutiny seemed the safest place. As shots were fired at the windows we were obliged to move as far as possible from them.


I whispered to my Ayah that the sepoys were in the hall and told her to move from the door. She took the children under my bed and begged me to go there also. I had no time to reply for the door we had just left was at that instant burst open. I got under the bed and was no sooner there than several shots were fired into the room but altho’ the door was open nobody entered. The children were screaming with terror at the fire and I expected our last hour was come but willing to make any effort to save my babes I got from my hiding place. I flew into the small adjoining room off the back staircase. I opened the window from which I only saw two horsekeepers. I returned instantly to my bedroom and desiring my Ayah to take my little babe in her arms, I took Charles St John in my own and opening the door off the back stairs ran down them as quick as I could.


When we got to the bottom we found several sepoys on guard at the back of the house. I showed them my babes and told my Ayah to inform them they might take all we had if they would spare our lives. One of them desired us to sit down in the stable with the horses. Another looked very surly but did not prevent our going there. Whilst we stood in the stable I told my Ayah I had my husband’s watch and requested she would hide it for me. She dug up some earth with her fingers and threw it over the watch and put two or three chatties [small clay pots] upon it.


We had not been seated for five minutes before we were ordered by a third sepoy. He told us to go into the fowl house which had a bamboo front to it and in consequence we were quite exposed to view until the same man brought us an old mat which we made use of by placing it before the door to hide ourselves and afterwards the same sepoy brought my little boy baby a loaf of bread to satisfy his hunger. Here I suppose we sat about three hours in the greatest agony of mind endeavouring to quiet my dear Charles whom I found it very difficult to pacify – he was so alarmed by the constant firing and cried sadly to go out several times. I saw the sepoys from my concealment taking out immense loads of our goods on their backs, tied up in table cloths and sheets.27




The only active British resistance was now led by a small party of eight survivors who had bumped into each other earlier at the house of the adjutant, Lieutenant Ewing of the 1st, but unlike Ewing, they did not later choose to slip out of the fort to join Colonel Forbes. They consisted at first of Ewing and two surgeons, Mr Jones and his assistant Mr Dean, with four other subalterns and the redoubtable Sergeant Brady of the 69th.28 After crouching in Ewing’s house, just to the right of the Palace gates, for nearly four hours, from 3.30 to just after 7am, they made a run for it and managed to gain the European barracks where they found a large number of men dead and wounded and ‘the remainder quite disheartened’. The officers rallied them and they knocked out the windows at the rear of the barracks and managed to scramble up on to the ramparts under a fierce fire of musketry. From there they gained control of a bastion and then fought their way along the ramparts until they reached the main gateway. A sepoy fired at Dean and knocked his cap off. Dean recognized him as a man from his own battalion whom he had often treated in hospital. ‘I exclaimed, almost involuntarily “What! Adam Khan!” My cap off he instantly recognized me and cried “Doctor Sayeb, Doctor Sayeb, forgive me, forgive me!”’29


By this time, all the officers in the party had fallen and they had run out of cartridges. As they passed the Paymaster’s House, they saw that the Pay Office had been broken open and ransacked, and bags of rupees were lying about the rampart. Dean suggested that they use the smaller rupee coins as bullets, and he soon heard a sergeant who had killed an insurgent with this high-value ammo calling out, ‘I’ll trouble you for change out of that’ – the only recorded joke of the night.


Now only the gallant surgeons, Jones and Dean, and Sergeant Brady remained standing to lead the assault on the magazine, but it had already been burst open by the insurgents.30 Only loose powder was left. On the way back from this fruitless sally, two men of the 69th managed to tear down the Mysore flag under heavy fire, both from inside the fort and from the native town, or pettah, beyond the moat which was well within range of the southern face of the ramparts where the flagstaff was. By now Dean and his party were firing pieces of gravel because the rupees took too long to load.


The pitiful remnants of the British garrison still held the rampart over the main gateway. There they waited. They had not a single cartridge between them. All they had to fight with was their bayonets. The dauntless surgeons inflicted enough damage to leave plenty of repair work for them to perform later. Below the ramparts the crocodiles were preparing to pick up stragglers.


At this moment, in an incident recorded only in Dean’s account, some of the non-commissioned officers came to him and said that they were now without any officers, their numbers were greatly reduced, they had no ammunition left and no provisions, and the sepoys also had possession of the hill fort (they pointed out their red jackets on the skyline). They considered their case hopeless and saw no chance of relief. The only way to save the lives of those who were left would be to make the best terms they could.


This could have been a crucial turning point. If the Europeans had surrendered, resistance in the fort would have ended, and the news would have been all over southern India in a twinkling. Fort after fort, garrison after garrison would have risen against the British. Dean was having none of it. He told the despairing NCOs that several officers lived outside the fort and would have given information to the cantonment at Arcot, they still held the main gateway and, anyway, who would they surrender to? He pulled off the mattress he had laid over the corpse of his friend Willison, and asked the NCOs what could be expected but similar treatment from men who had committed such dreadful excesses? He just about managed to hold them off from surrendering, and persuaded them ‘that we must keep possession to the last extremity’.31


In the fowl house Amelia and Charles and the baby girl crouched in the chickenshit listening to the guns and the rattle of the bamboo screen and the mad clucking of the hens, as the sun climbed over the eastern ramparts and began to dry the blood on the bodies.




I hoped for the arrival of the 19th Dragoons from Arcot. The few lines Col. F. wrote in his room was most probably intended to be sent express to Col. Gillespie (he was that morning coming to spend a few days with us) but whether Col. F. had the means of sending off his dispatches or not I was quite ignorant. Still, however, I thought the news must reach Col. Gillespie on the road by one means or another and hearing a tremendous firing at the gates strengthened my hopes that the Regiment was arrived.




She was surely right about those few lines that Colonel Fancourt had penned before he went out being an urgent appeal to Colonel Gillespie to bring help from Arcot in the shape of the 19th Dragoons. The great cavalry barracks at Arcot was only 16 miles from Vellore, and there was no other European regiment for miles. She was right, too, alas, in doubting whether her husband had been able to send off his message. The scrap of paper was still crumpled in St John’s hand as he lay semi-conscious on the parade.


Her one comfort was that Colonel Gillespie was coming anyway to Vellore that morning to spend a few days with them. He had arranged to dine with the Fancourts the night before, but had sent word that the mail had just arrived at Arcot and he had to deal with all the matters arising, so would they excuse him if he came to breakfast the next morning. Surely, surely, someone would meet him on the road and tell him the dreadful news.


Rollo Gillespie and St John Fancourt were old friends. They had met first when they were both fighting in the West Indies ten years earlier. They had been delighted to meet again when Gillespie had exchanged into the 19th Light Dragoons with another colonel who did not wish to serve so far afield. Gillespie, by contrast, had his reasons for wishing to go as far east as possible, plenty of them.


The great historian of the Army, Sir John Fortescue, in his little sketches of great commanders, A Gallant Company, says of Gillespie: ‘Reviewing his career again, I still think him the bravest man who ever wore the King’s uniform.’ ‘Brave’ doesn’t cover the half of it. Robert Rollo Gillespie was the most impetuous, umbrageous, impatient, ruthless and unstoppable soldier there ever was. He was the epitome of Wellington’s dictum that what a great commander in battle must have above everything else was dash. Gillespie’s tiny frame pulsed with a ferocity that welled up in a nanosecond at the faintest provoking. His red hair crackled with energy. He was in your face before you were out of your chair. His life was not so much a military career as a series of uncontrolled explosions.


Like many of the feistiest British commanders, he was an Ulster Scot by birth: born in the little town of Comber, Co. Down, in 1766, educated at a private school and with a vicar at Newmarket. He had been intended for Cambridge but, judging his own temperament correctly, became a cornet in the Dragoons instead, contracting, almost en passant and with characteristic haste, a clandestine marriage with a girl called Annabell whom he had met three weeks earlier in the deanery at Clogher.


Almost immediately he found himself on trial for murder. He had acted as second in a duel for an officer called Mackenzie who had quarrelled with William Barrington, brother to the well-known lawyer Sir Jonah Barrington. The duel took place on the Barrington estate, in a meadow by the banks of the River Barrow, Co. Carlow. Mackenzie and Barrington each fired twice and missed both times. Sir Jonah then suggested that the two principals should become reconciled. Gillespie, who was smarting under a stream of insults from William, objected furiously to this idea. He drew a handkerchief from his pocket and challenged William to fight him instead. They squared up and Gillespie shot Barrington through the heart, while Barrington’s ball only dented a button on Gillespie’s jacket.32 It is hard to dissent from Sir Jonah’s furious outburst: ‘Will it be believed that in a civilized country, when both contestants are satisfied, one of the principals should be slain by a second?’33


Gillespie was tried at the spring assizes at Maryborough in 1788. No less than ten members of the jury were military officers. He was acquitted in triumph and speedily took ship for the West Indies to join his fellow Dragoons in suppressing the rebellion in Haiti. He was deputed to demand the surrender of Port au Prince and swam ashore bearing a flag of truce in his hand and his sword in his mouth, the sea around him being peppered with bullets.


He then returned to Ireland on leave. While waiting at Cork for his ship back to the West Indies, he went to the theatre. Noticing that his neighbour, a heavy-built man with a large nose, refused to stand and remove his hat during the playing of the National Anthem, he seized the big man’s nose so hard that he broke it. On hearing of this fracas, the big man’s fiancée broke off their engagement. In a steaming rage at this double humiliation, the big man obtained a warrant against Rollo for assault and battery. Rollo went into hiding. In order to board his ship without being arrested, he put on a bonnet and shawl and borrowed a baby from a helpful fellow passenger.34 With his slender stature, he had no trouble passing as a woman. The story is typical: the instant and implacable umbrage, the fierce loyalty to the Crown, the surprising muscular strength and the ability to improvise at a moment’s notice.


Back in San Domingo, he set about the rebels with such vigour that eight republican hitmen were sent to his house. He killed six of them with his sword alone amid a hail of bullets, one of which passed through his auburn hair and severed his temporal artery. He was found in a dead faint on his bed, with blood streaming from his temple and the dead hitmen scattered down the stairs.


This exploit made Gillespie celebrated in the West Indies and beyond. Years later, at a court levee, when he was presented to George III, the King remarked with royal surprise: ‘Eh, eh, what, what, is this the little man that killed the brigands?’35 As soon as he got back to England, Rollo was in trouble again. A fellow Dragoon, Major Allen Cameron, a bad hat who had been prosecuted for mutiny and sedition, alleged that Gillespie had been claiming allowances for officers and men in his regiment beyond the actual numbers under his command – in short, claiming expenses for men who did not exist, the oldest scam in the book. There was no alternative to a court martial, at which a stream of high-ranking witnesses came forward to vouch for Gillespie’s courage, generosity and good character. If he had overdone the allowances now and then, it was only because, as the Quartermaster said, ‘Lieutenant-Colonel Gillespie acted to the soldiers under his command like a tender parent to his children.’36 Once again he was acquitted in triumph (the deplorable Cameron was discharged from the Army).


All the same, in his short life Rollo had already been tried for murder, prosecuted for assault and court-martialled for corruption, not to mention abandoning Annabell. Next time he might not get off. It was time for a change of air. Like so many hot-blooded chancers, he could begin again in India.


The air had never seemed sweeter as he rode out from Arcot towards Vellore just after dawn on the morning of July 10, 1806. A leisurely amble of 16 miles would work up an appetite for breakfast with his old friends. There was nothing like the morning ride in the hot season: the bullock carts creaking along the road, the heavy dew still lying under the trees, the green parrots squawking in the palm groves, the buffalo wallowing in the muddy shallows, the sky already blue as it would be all day but the air still fresh.


It was a deliciously tranquil scene. Anyone who moved at all moved at that graceful walking pace which makes the Indian countryside such a restful place to be. So it was with some surprise that he saw a trooper on a horse coming towards him at a feverish gallop.


Major Coates of the 69th Regiment had quarters outside the fort. He was responsible for perimeter security and he had posted a guard consisting of a sergeant, two corporals and 12 privates, a rather modest detachment for such a huge fort (a mile in circumference), considering that only three of the privates were to be posted as sentries at any one time.37 When the firing broke out, Major Coates and some men of the 23rd first tried to get into the fort.38 But, ironically, the security was too good. The main gate had four redoubtable doors. The mutineers in their excitement had neglected to pull up the drawbridge and had left open the first two gates. But the two inner gates were no less robust: massive full-height wooden doors with huge iron bolts and locks. They would have to be blown open. So Coates turned round and sent one of his officers who had been trying to get into the fort, Captain Stevenson of the 23rd, with an urgent message for Colonel Gillespie at Arcot.


That had been an hour and a half ago. It was now 7am39 as Captain Stevenson came out of a cloud of dust and gave Gillespie the news. Within minutes Gillespie was galloping back to Arcot to whistle up a squadron of his own 19th Dragoons plus a troop of the 7th Cavalry, throwing out orders for the rest of the cavalry and the galloper guns to follow, leaving only a security detachment to guard the barracks.


Gillespie was soon well ahead of the rest of his troop. By 8.30am, he was outside Vellore Fort. Sergeant Brady, standing on the rampart over the main gate, saw the little figure coming like the clappers up the Arcot road and cried out: ‘If Colonel Gillespie be alive, that is he, and God Almighty has sent him from the West Indies to save our lives in the East.’40 The cavalry had arrived and Gillespie was at the head of them.


There were still two massive gates to be breached and Gillespie and the advance guard had nothing but their own muskets and pistols. Instantly Gillespie perceived that the outer of the two gates was more or less shielded from the mutineers’ fire by the inner gate and he shouted this to the little band on the ramparts. They had not a cartridge between them and were repelling the sepoys with their bayonets alone. But they did have a rope and Sergeant Brady let down a couple of men who quickly unbolted the outer gate from the inside.


Just as quickly, Gillespie grabbed the rope himself and climbed up to the rampart to egg on the surgeons and the gallant few who were now the only Europeans in the fort still holding out. But egg on and fire his pistol down at the insurgents on the parade ground was all he could do, until he spotted that the battery on the next turret was only lightly held by the insurgents and could be taken at the point of the bayonet. He led a charge along the rampart and quickly overpowered the sepoys and took their three guns, but this was little use as there was no ammunition left in the battery either.41


Meanwhile the mutineers were massing in their hundreds in front of the Palace preparing to take total control of the fort. The resistance was surely all but over.


Then at last the galloper guns came up the Arcot road with the rest of the Dragoons. With them came Lieutenant John Blakiston, who gives us the most vivid account of the final desperate moments of the whole morning. Blakiston had been ordered up from Madras to superintend various building works to be carried on at the three central barracks of the Madras Army. He had been having a pleasant time wandering from one cantonment to the next, repairing a rampart here, designing a new court of justice there, for military engineers in India were expected to turn their hand to anything. At Arcot in particular, the cavalry officers, many of them old comrades of his, had welcomed him to their mess. He had been over at Vellore a day or two earlier, and it was only because he had been summoned back to Arcot to inspect some of his works that he escaped being murdered in his cot.


Blakiston heard about the mutiny only after Gillespie had already set out for Vellore, but he had an unquenchable thirst for action, and he caught up with the main body of the 19th on their gallop and arrived at the fort at exactly the same time as the regiment’s guns were approaching the gates.


Gillespie was shouting down from the rampart, ordering the artillery sergeant to blow open the gate, but ‘observing that he did not appear to know how to go to work, I ventured to give an opinion, when Colonel Gillespie immediately put the guns under my orders. I immediately directed the sergeant to load without shot, intending to run the muzzle of the gun up to the gate and make use of it as a petard, but finding that it was already loaded and with shot, I told him to discharge the piece and that he might as well lay it for the bolt, pointing with my sword to where I thought it was [the bolt being on the inside of the gate and so invisible to Blakiston]. He did so and the gate flew open.’


Gillespie slithered back down the rope and formed up the few loyal survivors on the parade – Dean thinks there were ‘no more than fifty or sixty able to act’. He gave the word ‘Forward’ and with Dean and Brady advanced towards the Palace, with nothing but their bayonets to disperse the sepoys. (Dean says, ‘I do not believe there was one musket loaded with ball cartridge.’) For a few minutes the sepoys returned a tremendous fire from the pagoda and from the Palace railings. These ‘smart and well-directed volleys’ killed and wounded a great number, but then Gillespie directed the foot soldiers off to the right, to give space for the cavalry to charge. Soon the sepoys were falling back, running in swarms to get away through the sally port.42


For most of the sepoys there was to be no escape. On the bare slope outside the fort, the southern glacis in military jargon, they were cut down in their hundreds by another detachment of the 19th which had been sent round to intercept. Those who managed to crawl on slithered into the moat where the crocodiles were by now on full alert.


In the whirl of the onslaught, Gillespie was knocked down and flattened by a Dragoon’s horse riding over him. He broke his wrist, but he was up in a flash. On they charged. The first thing they saw was the body of Colonel McKerras in the middle of the parade ground. Then they passed over the stiffening bodies of the European sick, lying in their hospital clothing in the rows where they lay, having been brought out to be butchered in front of the Palace gates. Blakiston saw, too, the body of Colonel Fancourt, very near death now. He had been lying there for four or five hours.


Though John Blakiston was to perform several other feats of daring and brilliance, he certainly deserves to be remembered as the man who blew open the gate at Vellore. But he deserves to be remembered for something else, too.


Both inside and outside the fort, the slaughter was furious, the revenge inexorable. That is the sort of language which the military historians deploy to describe the unspeakable horror of war at close quarters. Sir John Kaye in his marvellous History of the Indian Mutiny says, for example, that ‘the retribution was terrible, and just’.43 Wilson’s History of the Madras Army tells us baldly that ‘about 350 sepoys were killed’.44 Blakiston says that ‘upwards of 800 bodies were carried out of the fort, besides those who were killed after they escaped through the sally port.’45


What Blakiston also tells us, and what the official reports do not tell us, is exactly how it was that hundreds of those sepoys died:




For my own part, I must say that nothing like pity entered my breast during that day. Upwards of a hundred sepoys, who had sought refuge in the palace, were brought out, and, by Colonel Gillespie’s order, placed under a wall and fired at with canister-shot46 from the guns till they were all dispatched. Even this appalling sight I could look upon, I may almost say, with composure. It was an act of summary justice, and in every respect a most proper one, yet, at this distance of time47 I find it a difficult matter to approve the deed, or to account for the feeling under which I then viewed it.




Those hundred-plus sepoys were prisoners of war. By our standards, what Blakiston observed was a war crime. Nor should it be supposed that Blakiston was more of an onlooker than a participant. Captain Charles Marriott, the colonel’s brother who shared his lodgings, saw Blakiston charging into the temple and seeking out sepoys who had taken refuge there and running them through.


Blakiston was not the only witness to report this massacre. Lieutenant Keighley of the 19th Dragoons observed the methods of his commanding officer from close quarters:




Colonel Gillespie immediately took prompt and decisive action. The Princes being all secured, he removed them to separate places, putting them in charge of the Dragoons, two men in the room with each and four outside the doors. Such sepoys as were taken at that time were about forty in number; these he ordered to be tied to each other and being near the fives court, the guard of the 19th loaded with grape and fired on them at the distance of about thirty yards. Twenty more who were secured soon after shared a similar fate.48




This shows greater deliberation in the process. There are fewer victims, and they are fired on with grape not canister shot, but they are rounded up, tied together and taken to a separate place of execution: the fives court.


I had not been aware that Vellore boasted such an English thing as a fives court. But now that I look closer at the plan of the fort, I see it. There it is, in the bottom right-hand corner, a little oblong attached to the mighty bulk of the temple. And, in truth, it is not so very surprising that the garrison should have a court, for this was the heyday of fives, or handball as it was still sometimes known. Every reputable public school – Eton, Harrow, Winchester, Rugby – had its own variant of knocking a ball against a wall with your gloved bunch of fives. John Low learnt the game as a cadet at Tripassur where cricket and fives were prescribed to relieve the unhealthy air. Later on, he played the game with zest during the times he was stationed at Vellore. Twenty years later, he wrote from Jaipur in a gloomy mood to his sister Susan, ‘That robust health which I enjoyed when you were at Vellore, such as permitted of cricket & fives playing is gone for ever! - at least as long as my fate condemns me to live in Hindoostan.’49 There was no spot in the fort that he knew better than the fives court.


It was not until 1870 that the details of the massacre were finally fleshed out. In his Narrative of Historical Events connected with the 69th Regiment, W.F. Butler tells us:




Between the great pagoda and the eastern rampart there was situated a large oblong court in which the English soldiers had been accustomed to exercise at the game of ‘fives’ when the rays of the sun grew less intense.


Into this court, the mutineers, to the number of three hundred, were now placed; they filled almost the entire space between the walls, and the dense dark mass reaching to the extremity of the flagway had around it, upon three sides, lofty walls; and upon the fourth a wall less lofty but more impassable, a living wall of steel from the centre of which protruded the muzzles of the galloper guns.


The order given to the dismounted troops, who stood around these guns, was one apparently easy of fulfillment; it was to fire until the living crowd became a heap of dead; but it is said that half an hour afterward there were arms moving and a few bodies writhing amidst the confused shapeless mass of black corpses which lay four and five deep upon the flagged floor of the blood-saturated fives court.50




This startling passage occurs in a book intended to celebrate the glorious deeds of the 69th. Butler is not a wholly reliable writer. The numbers are certainly exaggerated. A fives court could scarcely hold 300 men, even if packed together. He also justified Gillespie’s vengeance by claiming that ‘nearly all the ladies, women and children in the fort and cantonments were shot down or butchered in cold blood’, which did not happen.51 But in general Butler’s report carries conviction.


It is also supported by another eyewitness account of the massacre, which I have not seen referred to elsewhere. This was written 35 years later by the heroic Assistant Surgeon John Dean and it is to be found in the United Service Magazine for January 1841.52 After fighting so bravely on the ramparts, Dean had returned to his house to see what damage the sepoys had done. He washed and changed his clothes and then mounted his horse and went again to the parade.




I found that the prisoners had been removed from the Palace and placed under the gallery wall of the fives court, where some preparations were going on to execute them.




At that moment Dean was called away to attend on a major called Armstrong, who was lying about half a mile away, but he turned out to be dead when the surgeon arrived. Dean then galloped back to the fort:




The preparations for the execution were now complete – the galloper guns having been brought into the fort, and within a few paces of the mutinous sepoys, who were now about to be punished for the enormities they had so recently committed.




Gillespie had deputed his fellow officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Kennedy, who came up with the main body of the Dragoons, to supervise the executions (to judge by the dateline of his dispatch to Cradock, he was himself dictating to a Captain Wilson at that moment, because of his broken wrist). When they saw Dean, some of the native officers who had been herded into the fives court called out to him, saying that they belonged to the 1st Regiment, not the 23rd, which was then thought to be responsible for all the killing. Dean confirmed that they did not belong to the 23rd, and Kennedy had them taken away.




I think there must have been sixty men when the guns were opened upon them, loaded with grape; and, after a few rounds, all appeared to have been killed. In the afternoon, the party of sepoys who had left the fort in the early part of the morning, to take possession of the hill fort, were brought down and were placed over the bodies of those who had been killed, and the same example was made of them.




When they got to the hill fort, this second batch had found to their chagrin that Colonel Forbes and his band were already in control there. They instantly pretended to be innocent refugees, but their muskets were still smoking and they were taken back down to the fives court to be killed, several hours after the mutiny had been utterly extinguished.


Dean’s account, which is a punctilious one, confirms Keighley’s estimate of about 60 men in the first batch and a further batch later killed on top of them. It confirms, too, the deliberate and purposeful nature of the killing. Dean has time to gallop half a mile, check up on Major Armstrong and still get back before the shooting has started. And in soberer terms, he echoes, too, Butler’s more lurid description of the sepoys packed into the fives court and the two galloper guns which had blown open the main gate now blowing the men apart from close range.


What Dean also makes clear is that only the vaguest attempt was made to select the guilty. He admits that it was soon discovered that ‘the 23rd were not the originators of this unhappy affair but that the 1st regiment had been the mainspring of everything.’ The treacherous Kassim confessed as much to Colonel Forbes and Lieutenant Coombes after the mutiny.53 The native officers who had escaped the fives court, with many others of both regiments, were court-martialled and executed or imprisoned. Conversely, many quite innocent sepoys were mown down in the fives court: ‘I was desired by Colonel Gillespie to find if possible the native cookboy who had joined us [and fought bravely alongside them]. I searched every prison in vain. He survived all the fighting part of it; but with many others equally undeserving was put to death in the general row; for to call out “Here is a sepoy!” was enough.’ Inside the Palace, concubines and dancing girls were cut down along with servants who may have had nothing to do with the plot at all.


Another thing Dean tells us is that shortly after Gillespie had been hauled up on to the rampart by the drag rope, they met the wounded Captain Barrow on the cavalier bastion with Mrs Barrow and their three young children. Barrow could move no further and on leaving him Gillespie said: ‘By the Sacred God! I’ll revenge you!’ And he did.


Gillespie’s revenge sent a shudder through southern India. A year later, an arz, or petition, from 11 native officers stationed at Hyderabad asserted that ‘three portions [I think this means three-quarters] of the native troops were ignorant of the intention to mutiny and were faithful to their duty’ and warned that ‘If another insurrection should occur in the army, all the men will be united in the sentiment and action, in consequence of Colonel Gillespie’s undistinguishing vengeance.’54


Seldom can a fine historian have been so wholly mistaken as Sir John Kaye when he declares in his History of the Indian Mutiny55 that Gillespie ‘would not soil his victory with any cruel reprisals’.


It could have been worse still. The Dragoons’ blood was up and, now that they had spilled so much of other people’s, they were eager to press on into the Palace and finish the business by killing the Princes and their retinues, to eliminate the threat of Tipu’s cubs for ever. Had the tiger stripes not been seen flying from the flagstaff? Anyone could see that this was a deep-laid plot to obliterate British rule in India and the Princes must be in it up to their necks.


The British authorities made the most exhaustive efforts after the mutiny to get at the truth about the role played by the Princes. In the course of three separate official inquiries, they were repeatedly interviewed, as was Mustapha Beg, but the whole question remained infuriatingly cloudy. The most we can say is that the Princes were informed about the plot and invited to become its patrons, but there seems little likelihood that they took any sort of active lead. They showed no wish to risk their cushioned luxury and were happy to wait on events.


Ever since the mutiny of 1806, historians, first the British and more recently the Indian, have sought to isolate a single predominant cause for the Mutiny at Vellore. Was it the scheming of the Princes, or the turban and the ornaments of caste, the so-called ‘joys’ (from joia, the Portuguese for jewel), or the threat of the missionaries, or the accumulated hardships of the sepoys’ conditions of service – the inadequate pay, often months in arrears, the inequalities between the native and the European troops and the casual insults of the European officers? But need we search for a single cause? Is it not enough to say, as with so many violent explosions in human life, that a whole lot of things came together and feelings boiled over into events so terrible that both sides were, to misquote Clive of India, surprised by their own immoderation?


At the last horrible gasp of the proceedings, about 10.30am, Colonel Marriott emerges blinking from his basement and makes a stand. It is the only stand he takes in the whole story, but it is a crucial one.56


Gillespie himself is all for going on and finishing the job. To say that he is not a man for half-measures would be a heroic understatement. Undeterred, Marriott makes his case. The Princes are under his guard, which incidentally is his justification for staying inside the Palace throughout the fighting. It would be a personal dereliction of duty if he were to allow them to be cut down unarmed, to say nothing of their women and children and their hundreds of retainers. Such an atrocity would be long remembered to the discredit of Britain. Far better to take them all prisoner and send them somewhere a long way from Mysore where they will no longer offer a potential focus for insurrection. Secretly, Marriott is highly dubious about the innocence of his charges (his doubts emerge later, at the inquiries, and cause a sensation) but, both at the time and later, he is firmly opposed to killing them. And he persuades Gillespie to stay his hand.


At first Bentinck refused to remove the Princes. But then he caved in, largely to protect his own reputation. For his new defence was that the mutiny had been primarily not a protest about the turbans, for which he could be blamed, but a plot to restore the Mysore dynasty, which was not his fault. There was weeping and shrieking from the women in the Palace as the Princes were carried away in 13 palanquins, but no more was heard from them after that. They disappear from our story.


By about 11am it was all over. The King’s standard of the 23rd regiment flew from the flagstaff again, and the work of towing away the pile of corpses which filled the parade and spilled out of the barracks and hung over the ramparts began. The whole thing had lasted just over eight hours. The news of the terrible mutiny and of its prompt and terrible suppression spread within days across southern India and far beyond. It was a huge boost to British power. The brutality of that suppression was what made it so impressive. It is often, and plausibly, argued that the example that had been made at Vellore ensured that there was no serious mutiny by the native troops anywhere in the Madras Presidency over the next decades and that the south remained relatively peaceful throughout 1857.


Although the memory of Vellore was eclipsed by the Great Mutiny, its resonance was still enough to inspire ‘Gillespie’, a ballad by Sir Henry Newbolt, first published in his collection The Island Race in 1898. Though it may not quite have the tingle of ‘There’s a desperate hush in the Close tonight’ or ‘Drake’s Drum’, the stuff still stirs. And I cannot resist reprinting some of it:




Riding at dawn, riding alone,


Gillespie left the town behind;


Before he turned by the Westward road


A horseman crossed him, staggering blind.


‘The Devil’s abroad in false Vellore,


The Devil that stabs by night,’ he said,


‘Women and children, rank and file,


Dying and dead, dying and dead.’




In fact, there were no women and children dying and dead. There were only two recorded exceptions to this. Mrs Potter’s child was shot through the knee accidentally. Lieutenant Ely’s daughter was murdered alongside him, but this appears to have been a personal revenge killing, the Elys being mistaken for the intended victims in the darkness.57 Nor, as far as we can tell, had any white women been sexually assaulted in this, or any other mutiny in India, contrary to the propaganda put about back home after every outbreak of violence. This nightmare was so potent that the authorities went to exhaustive lengths to prove that no such outrages had occurred.58




‘Trumpeter, sound for the Light Dragoons,


Sound to saddle and spur,’ he said;


‘He that is ready may ride with me,


And he that can may ride ahead.’


Fierce and fain, fierce and fain,


Behind him went the troopers grim,


They rode as ride the Light Dragoons


But never a man could ride with him.


Alone he came to false Vellore,


The walls were lined, the gates were barred;


Alone he walked where the bullets bit,


And called above to the Sergeant’s Guard.


‘Sergeant, Sergeant, over the gate,


Where are your officers all?’ he said;


Heavily came the Sergeant’s voice,


‘There are two living and forty dead.’


‘A rope, a rope,’ Gillespie cried:


They bound their belts to serve his need.


There was not a rebel behind the wall


But laid his barrel and drew his bead.


There was not a rebel among them all


But pulled his trigger and cursed his aim,


For lightly swung and rightly swung


Over the gate Gillespie came.


He dressed the line, he led the charge,


They swept the wall like a stream in spate,


And roaring over the roar they heard


The galloper guns that burst the gate.




The belt chain is a myth, but otherwise Newbolt follows the course of events more or less accurately. His version is of course hugely sanitized, and the casualty figure for the British officers is exaggerated. There were not 40 of them inside the fort; the true figure for European officers killed was 15, with 115 European NCOs and men dead. It was the sepoys who died in such enormous numbers.59 The troops from Arcot had negligible losses – one trooper killed and three wounded – all because of Gillespie’s dash. But it is the dash that Newbolt captures so vividly; the image of the light, almost weightless figure swinging on the rope is unforgettable. Gillespie was born to be balladed.


What the ballad does not record is how the dead bodies were carried out of the fort on carts and then the sepoys were burnt together in deep holes about a mile and a half away, while the European dead received individual burial in the cemetery beyond the drawbridge. Separate, even in death; in fact, especially in death. Nor does Newbolt say anything about the massacre in the fives court, despite his enthusiasm for manly sports. In most respects, conditions in that early morning at Vellore pretty much paralleled the circumstances described in Newbolt’s most famous poem ‘Vitaï Lampada’:




The sand of the desert is sodden red,


Red with the wreck of a square that broke;


The Gatling’s jammed and the Colonel dead


And the regiment blind with dust and smoke.




Killing batches of unarmed men tied together does not, I think, quite correspond with the exhortation in the concluding line:




‘Play up! play up! and play the game!’




The reckoning was an appalling one, not only in terms of blood but of the degree of disloyalty among the sepoys. Of the 1,700 native troops stationed at Vellore that night, 879 were dead or missing, 378 were confined for mutiny and 516 were considered implicated but not confined.60 In the 1st Battalion of the 1st Madras Native Infantry, one soldier and only one was accounted innocent. This was Mustapha Beg, who was rewarded for the intelligence which Colonel Forbes had pooh-poohed with an award of 2,000 pagodas and a subahdar’s pension.61


For the leaders of the mutiny the ultimate punishment was reserved, and in deliciously varied forms. In India as in mediaeval Europe, considerable importance was attached to the method of execution. So it was that, of the worst offenders in the disloyal battalions, eight were sentenced to the low-grade fate of hanging, five were to be shot by firing parties drawn from their own battalions, and six, the elite, were to be ‘blown away from guns’.62 Never before in the history of the Madras Army had so many sepoys been executed as the result of a formal court-martial.63


This last punishment deserves a little explaining. Some say that the British inherited it from the Mughal rulers, others that the British devised it themselves. By 1800 the procedure had become standard practice. What happened was that the regiment was drawn up on parade and the condemned man was led forward, strapped to the mouth of the cannon and blown to pieces at the word of command. The most notorious recorded early instance of this punishment was inflicted by Sir Hector Munro in suppressing a mutiny in Bengal in 1764. He ordered no less than 24 rebellious sepoys to be blown away, and when the rest of his native battalion made as if to rebel, he ordered them to ground their arms and threatened to shoot the lot of them.64 Blowing away remained a popular and effective method of suppressing dissent. Even condemned men preferred it to being hanged like a dog. We have seen how the native officers urged Colonel Forbes to have the treacherous Mustapha Beg blown away. Mountstuart Elphinstone, the Governor of Bombay, described by the military historian Philip Mason as one of the most humane, kindly and farsighted men ever to govern India, remarked that this mode of execution ‘contains two valuable elements of capital punishment: it is painless to the criminal and terrible to the beholder’.65 Blowings away drew huge crowds, apart from the members of the regiment summoned to witness the execution. The blackened head of the victim often shot high in the air and came down amongst the crowd. The firing party would find their uniforms and sun helmets spotted with sticky particles of flesh.


But what of the European commanders whose actions had provoked the ghastly chain of events at Vellore? Had they not been guilty of pig-headedness, negligence or downright stupidity? It was not until February 1807 that official reports of the mutiny reached London, and it was nearly a year after the mutiny, in April 1807, that the Court of Directors in London came to their conclusions, and they were damning. Sir John Cradock was stripped of his command and sent home in a fury – his fury made all the worse because the Company refused to pay his passage home, costing him a total of £3,500 for his family and servants.66


Lord William Bentinck had shown many of the same failings as Cradock. Certainly the Court of Directors thought so. Bentinck was sent home, too, and when he remonstrated against his treatment, the Court repeated their critique with knobs on, regretting that ‘greater care and caution had not been exercised in examining into the real sentiments and dispositions of the sepoys before measures of severity were adopted to enforce the order respecting the use of the new turban’.67


Colonel Forbes escaped with a reprimand, for his failure to pay close attention to the warning of Mustapha Beg. ‘Col. Forbes’s conduct upon that occasion proceeded from the same laxity of system which there is reason to suppose predominated at Vellore for a considerable period before the unfortunate mine was sprung.’ Colonel Fancourt, too, would have been reprimanded if he had lived; he had disregarded Mrs Burke’s information ‘for reasons the most frivolous’.68


What about John Low? Where has he been throughout all these terrible events? Why have we not heard a single word about him? It is an odd thing to choose a protagonist who is so utterly absent from the proceedings. If he wasn’t at Vellore at all, why have we followed the whole bloody affair, hour by hour, sometimes minute by minute, in such excruciating detail?


The answer is that John Low was not at Vellore that night. He was miles away in one of the two detached sections of the 1st Battalion 1st MNI. Of the 401 men of the 1st/1st on detachment that night, every single one was accounted exempt from guilt. Because they were detached from the native adjutant who was at Vellore, they heard nothing of the new turban, nothing of the new regulations, for it was through the adjutant that all such instructions came. John was either at Chandragiri, about 40 miles from Vellore, or at Chittoor, no more than 20 miles away. There was no prospect of his being called up from either station that terrible morning. Nobody in his right mind would summon more native troops, for they would be liable only to strengthen the mutineers. The European cavalry at Arcot were the only hope. So at Chittoor and Chandragiri alike, the morning of July 10 dawned like any other morning in the hot season, blue and fresh – and utterly peaceful. The cocks crew, the dogs barked, the bullocks wallowed in the muddy shallows, the kites dipped and planed overhead. Nothing happened.69


Because he was not at Vellore, John Low lived.


It took only a week for the C-in-C to sweep away all the nonsense about the turbans and the moustaches and ornaments (the new regulations were rescinded on July 17). It took rather longer to decide what to do with the shattered remnants of the 1st Battalion which were no longer sustainable as a separate military unit. It was not until January 14, 1807, that the whole of the 1st and 23rd regiments were ordered to be ‘struck off the list of the army’. The surviving European officers and the sepoys who had not rebelled, if only because they had not been at Vellore, were re-formed into the 24th Madras Native Infantry.


John Low was still only 18 years old, and he had been a lieutenant for 18 months. He had not fired a shot in anger, or had a shot fired at him. Yet more than half his battalion were dead or discharged in ignominy. The colonel and the adjutant had fled. The battalion had now been disbanded in disgrace. John Low’s entry in the Dictionary of National Biography speaks of ‘the loyal men and the officers (Low included)’ being re-formed into the new regiment, but this gives a picture which is quite misleading. None of the European officers or European troops dreamed of rebelling. As for the native troops, it was not really a question of some men struggling with their consciences and staying loyal to the Company whose salt they had taken, while others went over to Tipu’s sons. It was simply a question of whether you happened to be stationed at Vellore and were swept up into the mutiny or whether you were at Chittoor or Chandragiri where nothing was happening.


This was the terrible thing. Because John Low knew perfectly well that, if his company had been at Vellore, they would have risen with the same ferocity and slit his throat with just as little compunction. His men would have been just as offended by the new regulations if they had heard about them, would have loathed the new turban just as fiercely if they had been forced to wear it; they had no less reason to fear that they would, sooner or later, be forcibly converted to the white man’s faith; they had the same grouses about pay and allowances. At seven rupees a month, the pay of the sepoy was not much more than half that of a European private in one of the King’s regiments, and less than Tipu Sultan had paid. Moreover, the sepoys’ pay was often months in arrears, while the Company made a point of paying its British troops on time.70 These anxieties about money and status were just as gnawing as the fears about the breach of their religious purity or the longing to restore the dynasty of Tipu.


It is a myth that there was only one great mutiny in India under British rule, one single aberration from the peaceful onward flow of the British Raj. As C.A. Bayly points out, ‘armed revolt was endemic in all parts of early colonial India.’71 Ranajit Guha tells us in Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India that, at a simple count, there were 110 uprisings between 1783 and 1900 – roughly the years during which the Lows were in India. Apart from the recurring military mutinies, in the cities there were repeated riots against the new house taxes, which spilled out into the countryside. Nor were these revolts necessarily futile. On the contrary, the authorities often adjusted the terms of service or the revenue assessments as a result. Only in 1857 did the entire British Empire seem on the verge of toppling. But the sense of grievance among the Company’s thousands of native soldiers never ceased to be a lurking danger.72


We must not ignore this consciousness of a relative inferiority, which was sharpening all the time, as more and more callow young European cadets were coming out to officer native regiments and usurping the functions and perks that had once been reserved for native officers. As British rule spread across southern India, there was less and less chance of employment with native princes. The Company’s service might now be the least bad way of providing for your family and your old age. But it was odd to speak so blithely of ‘loyalty’, when all that could be observed was a mixture of fear, prudence and conformity to the mood of the moment.


John could not remain ignorant of any horrific detail from that night. He may well have been summoned to Vellore on September 23 to watch the sentences of death carried out on the ringleaders on the western glacis of the fort behind the Palace. Some of his ‘loyal’ sepoys were needed to form the firing party for those of their comrades who were to be shot.73 And the blowing away from guns demanded a big audience if it was to have the full educative effect noted by Mountstuart Elphinstone. It is a relief to know that, according to Colonel George Harcourt of the 12th regiment, ‘the painful duty was performed without a single failure or accident’.74


Nor was John in much danger of forgetting what had happened. Five years later, in the expedition to capture the Dutch East Indies, he served alongside Gillespie and Blakiston, the heroes of the night. Later on, he was himself stationed at Vellore. Every day as he walked across the causeway into or out of the fort, he passed the English cemetery where his brother officers were buried near the tall memorial to the mutiny. And in the cool of the early evening, he would have a game of fives, with the sun dipping over the back wall of the court and the curious kites planing overhead.75


Again and again, the same resentments boiling into murderous plots. Again and again, the same grim lessons to be learnt. And if anything is clear from all his words and actions over his 50 years in India, it is clear that John Low learnt those lessons and had them by heart by the time he was 18 years old.


The first lesson for any commander in India was never to ignore warnings of disaffection. You were never as secure as you thought you were. First-class intelligence was the only guarantee of safety.


The second lesson was that, as soon as there was the slightest hint of trouble, an adequate supply of European troops must be rushed to the scene.


To avoid trouble it was of the highest importance never to give even the appearance of interfering with native custom and religious ceremony, was the third lesson.


Fourth, the old allegiances to deposed or decayed ruling dynasties were not obliterated but merely sleeping. They could be reawakened with devastating effect at the drop of a turban.


Finally, there was Gillespie’s lesson – it was Wellington’s lesson, too. When it was necessary to act, it was essential to act decisively, ruthlessly and, above all, immediately.


If Gillespie had been half an hour later at Vellore or five minutes slower to storm the fort, the place would have fallen decisively to the rebels, and every other citadel in the Presidency would have joined in. Even after Gillespie’s prompt and brutal suppression, for weeks afterwards minor uprisings broke out at intervals in towns and at forts within a radius of 50 miles and more. Gillespie had saved Vellore, perhaps he had saved the Presidency.


John never ceased to be intensely conscious of how fragile the whole enterprise was. There were one or two others who felt this fragility, too – Elphinstone, Sir Henry Lawrence, Sir Thomas Munro, not many more. By all means, show a calm and dignified front, radiate confidence and assurance both to your own men and to the natives. But you must never, ever fool yourself.


The Court of Directors in their gratitude presented Rollo Gillespie with 7,000 pagodas and Sergeant Brady with 800 pagodas. Amelia Fancourt was granted an annuity of £100, so long as she continued a widow (which she did all her long life), and her two children were each to receive an allowance of £25 per annum until they were grown up. Perhaps we should conclude this melancholy narrative with the conclusion of her own:




At last I heard distinctly the horses of the 19th on the drawbridge, and huzza repeated aloud; then I hoped everything, and presently after heard them enter the fort. An officer rode in and called for me by name, but I could not answer or move; again I heard my name repeated, and saw an officer in a red jacket I thought looked like my husband. I sprang forward to meet him; it was Mr Maclean. I called for my husband; he told me he was alive. Colonel Gillespie and Mr Maclean then joined us, and both gave me the same assurance. They took me up stairs and placed me on a chair, giving me wine and water to drink. When the agitation of my mind was calmed, they told me Colonel Fancourt was wounded, though not dangerously, and that he must be kept quiet. About an hour after I was told by the surgeon of the 69th [the gallant Mr Jones, now returned to his day job of saving people rather than bayoneting them] my husband was in danger but that worse wounds had been cured; they were flesh wounds and the balls had not lodged. Hope still made me think he would recover. I would not even ask to see him, thinking the sight of me might agitate him so much. Alas! I found too late there was no hope from the first; he breathed his last about four o’clock the same evening. Thank God he died easily; his death was happy. I am fully satisfied, for he lived religiously and met his death in the faithful discharge of his duty.




The final words of Amelia’s account are reproduced on the memorial to St John and herself in Christ Church, at Cheltenham, where she died on January 7, 1852, aged 75.




III


THE WHITE MUTINY


It was an inglorious start to a military career. The first shots that John Low’s battalion had fired with deadly intent since his arrival in India had been aimed at their mutinous comrades. He had been baptized by firing squad.


What came next was, if anything, even more inglorious, still more bizarre, and very nearly as bloody. Even the description of it will sound improbable, almost as though the facts had somehow been turned upside down in transmission. Three years later, it was not the Indian sepoys but their European commanders who mutinied almost to a man.


Out of 1,300 officers commanding native troops in the Madras Presidency, 90 per cent refused to obey the orders of their superior officers. Only 150, most of them lieutenant-colonels and above, signed the test of loyalty imposed by the Governor, Sir George Barlow. The rest locked up their colonels, broke open the nearest Treasury and took out thousands of pagodas to pay their native troops, whom they then marched off wherever the fancy took them. From the beginning of July to the middle of September 1809, the whole of southern India was in a state of lawlessness – hysterical, exhilarating, terrifying anarchy. When Lieutenant-Colonel John Malcolm was sent to quell one of the worst outbreaks at Masulipatam, on the north-east coast of the Presidency, he reported back to Barlow on July 5 that he was ‘satisfied there was not a single corps in the Company’s army from Cape Comorin to Ganjam which was not pledged to rise against Government, and that no commanding officer had any real control over his regiment or battalion’.1 And the officers of what was left of John Low’s disgraced battalion, now renamed the 1st of the 24th, were as hot for mutiny as the rest of them.


Nothing on this scale had ever happened before in the British armed services, not even at Spithead or the Nore in the 1790s.2 Never before and never since had a mutiny by British officers swept through an entire army. The mutiny of the Madras Officers in 1809 remains a unique event.


Yet the affair has remained strangely obscured, glossed over if not actually omitted in most histories of the British Empire and the Indian Army. Philip Mason, in his compendious history of the Indian Army, A Matter of Honour, allots a mere nine lines to the whole business out of 570 pages.3 Sir John Kaye, in his six-volume history of the Great Mutiny of 1857, gives it only half a page, commenting in an offhand way: ‘How the mutiny of the officers grew out of the mutiny of the men of the Coast Army, it would not be difficult to show; but the chapter of Indian history which includes the former need not be rewritten here.’4


Why not? The two mutinies offer valuable parallels and warnings for the Great Mutiny. Certainly at the time the Establishment back in London did not consider either mutiny to be a minor tiff which it was better to gloss over and forget. The fat volume of documents published by the House of Commons a year later5 brings together every scrap of paper, every letter and memo that might conceivably help to explain this bewildering and catastrophic chain of events.6


So why was there a White Mutiny? Why on earth did the handpicked guardians of the new master race in India turn on their commanders and plunge the bottom half of the country into giddy internal strife? What exactly happened, and why did it happen?


There was not one but two British armies in India. There was the King’s Army, those of His Majesty’s Regiments which had been seconded to India for a period – anything from a few months to 20 years – but which could sooner or later be expected to be posted to another station, in the West Indies, say, as Rollo Gillespie and Sergeant Brady and St John Fancourt had all been, or to the European battlefields, where Sir Arthur Wellesley, fresh from his triumphs in southern India, was at that moment fighting his way up through Spain and Portugal, or to a home station in Britain and Ireland, where Sir John Cradock had won his spurs. All these men were King’s officers. And then there was the army of the East India Company, which was raised in India, trained in India, fought in India and could look for no such transfer this side of the grave.7


In all three British regions, or Presidencies as they were called – Madras, Bombay and Bengal (with its HQ at Calcutta, the undisputed capital of British India) – not only did the Company’s Army soon come to outnumber the King’s Regiments, the Company’s Army was soon predominantly made up of Indian troops. Realizing that it could never attract or afford to pay nearly enough British troops to police its ever-expanding domain, the Company had gone on to recruit thousands of sepoys to its own army.


British rule depended on the fidelity of the sepoys, and on that alone. And that fidelity could be earned and kept only if the British officers who commanded the native regiments were up to the job.8 The discontent of the native officers was one of the leading causes, perhaps the leading cause of the mutiny at Vellore. The chief conspirators, men like Sheikh Adam and the nicely named Sheikh Nutter, had often served previously in the army of Tipu Sultan or at his court. They had taken fresh service with the British because after Tipu’s defeat there was no other game in town, but they had become convinced that their lot in life had become unhappier as a result.


On the European side, the growing corps of young British officers in the native infantry and cavalry were growing disillusioned, too. Once they had found their feet in India, they began to look around them. They did not much like what they saw. There was no denying that they were widely seen as inferior to the officers in the King’s Regiments, in their social origins, in their seniority, in their prospects and in their pay. Most of them arrived in India without a penny and soon fell into debt. A subaltern on arrival had to find between 1,500 and 1,800 rupees for equipment and uniform. He would need to borrow this money and then insure his life as security for the debt. Even if he did not drink or gamble, his debt was likely to have doubled by the time he became a captain, up to six or seven thousand rupees – £35–40,000 in today’s money. He was unlikely to be able to clear his debts until and unless he became a major, which might be years off, because promotion was so slow.9 Looking back after the Great Mutiny, Sir George Otto Trevelyan reflected that ‘In old days, it was no uncommon thing for men of advanced life and high standing in the Service to be tormented with debts contracted during their first 18 months in the country. With minds of a certain class, to have “turned your lac” – that is, to owe ten thousand pounds – was conventionally supposed to be a subject of mutual congratulation.’10 The less insouciant John Low was plagued with debt for more than half his time in India.11


Grimmer still, an officer who joined the Company’s Army at the end of the eighteenth century had little reason to hope that he would ever see England or his family again. The annual returns of the Bengal Army showed that between 1796 and 1820 only 201 officers lived to retire to Europe on pension, while 1,243 were killed or died on service.12 Officers in the King’s service, by contrast, would come and, if their health held, usually go back to Britain. In the Company’s Army in those early days, you could expect to lay your bones in India or, with alarming frequency, be buried at sea on the voyage home.13
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