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Prologue


IT WAS THE last week of March 2018. My wife, son, and I were returning to Cairo after a visit to the pyramids at Giza. We had some time before lunch and our affable guide Ahmed asked us if we would like to see the tomb of an Indian envoy. My curiosity kindled with visions of a tomb of a medieval Indian traveller doubling up as an emissary of an Indian king, I assented to Ahmed’s suggestion. We drove on the traffic-choked Saleh Salem Street, the boulevard that heads to the airport. For a considerable distance the road cuts across the City of the Dead, so named because of the tens of thousands of graves and tombs that lie within. The ‘City’ is a 6 km strip within which live half a million people amidst the tombs and monuments, a consequence of Cairo’s inability to provide its poor a better habitation. We turned off the main road into one of the by-lanes of the City of the Dead. After driving through a labyrinth of such lanes, most of them piled high with garbage on the sides, we stopped in front of a compound enclosed on all sides with high walls. The entry was through a green coloured gate under a rectangular arch on the eastern side. Ahmed had a word with the caretaker who opened the door for us.


Within the interiors of the compound stood a solitary, elegantly made marble tomb with epitaphs in Arabic and English. It read: “Late Syud Hossain. Son of Late Nawab Syud Mohammad. Born in 1890 AD in Calcutta. First Indian Ambassador in Egypt. Died in 1949 AD”


I recalled the name from a book I had read long ago, M.O. Mathai’s racy and borderline-salacious book, My Days with Nehru.1 Mathai (1909-1981) had been private secretary to Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru from 1946 to 1959. Some snippets from the book, “Syud Hossain…would come…with a flask of cognac (brandy) tucked into his hip-pocket…fancy drinking cognac in the morning” and “…death put an end to an unhappy and tortured life.”2 It seemed incongruous that a gentleman so described had been laid to rest in a large and beautiful mausoleum in this enclave of Cairo, an honour normally reserved for the elite of this city. I took some pictures. The compound was badly kept; the caretaker was using it as a storehouse for his materials. Old chairs, flex boards and metal rods were randomly strewn about. It didn’t look as if the Indian Embassy in Cairo, which had the responsibility for the tomb, was doing much to maintain it well.3


With my interest piqued, I read whatever I could find on Syud Hossain and a picture emerged of a man who was a significant but little known hero of India’s independence struggle. Born of an elite pedigree, dashingly handsome, erudite, articulate, a mesmerizing orator, an outstanding writer, and a secular patriot but with an equally prominent wild side, Syud Hossain’s noteworthy accomplishments went unrecognised perhaps because he had fallen foul of a powerful family. Much of the extant writings on him suffer from grievous inaccuracies, with prejudices, rumours, and the bawdy masquerading as facts. Sadly, Mathai’s derisive essay on Syud Hossain has become his most quoted curriculum vitae. Despite being a prolific writer and speaker, Syud was parsimonious in what he said about himself; there is no autobiography that he wrote, no biography that he authorised, no copious letters that he penned, and no self-congratulatory interviews that he gave. It may have been extreme modesty or an intense reluctance to reveal anything of himself.


Here was a man who was relegated to insignificance by his country and history, despite his immense contributions and achievements. A nationalist editor across three continents; a member of the sole delegation that met the British Prime Minister to plead for the Khilafat cause; the solitary unofficial ambassador for India’s independence movement in America for many years; a champion for the citizenship rights of Indians in the United States; a virtuoso in the English language…and the list goes on. Syud Hossain remained resolute in his principles despite the tribulations he had to endure—a life of bachelorhood, an exile from his country, and sorrows he tried to assuage by taking to the drink. He lived in a Shakespearian tragedy.


This book is an attempt to tilt the scales, to portray one who deserved a higher claim to fame, someone who, despite the pulls of religious bigotry, remained steadfast in his loyalty to India and to its greatest son, Mahatma Gandhi. It is equally an attempt to narrate the events of his times, especially those of the first Indians who mass-migrated to America in the early twentieth century, and to rescue from our collective amnesia the more prominent among them whose battle against racial oppression paved the way for the second mass migration of Indians to America from the 1960s. Syud Hossain belonged to that generation of Indian leaders that was baptised into politics by Gandhi himself, a group that combined a formidable scholarship of their own culture with the sophistication of western liberalism, and an unwavering nationalism that rose above sectarian distinctions. They were the finest that India produced.




PART I
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Early Years and Calcutta


THE BRITISH EMPIRE in India was at its zenith in the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Queen Victoria had celebrated the Golden Jubilee of her reign in June 1887 marked by a grand function in London where a host of Indian Maharajas and rulers paid obeisance to The Empress of India. The presence of the Maharajas of Baroda, Cooch Behar, Indore, Bharatpore and many others in their ostentatious Indian attire added lustre to the celebrations hitherto unseen in London. The event had been celebrated earlier with equal pomp in the Delhi Durbar of January 1887 presided over by the Viceroy, Lord Lytton. Even though Calcutta was the capital of the British Empire in India, the holding of the Durbar at Delhi was a symbolic proclamation that Queen Victoria was now heir to the Mughal throne.


Calcutta, as the capital of British India and the largest city in the subcontinent, attracted merchants, scholars, intellectuals, adventurers, and charlatans who flocked to the city to get a piece of the wealth offered by the civil services, the textile industry, or the immensely profitable trade in commodities such as tea and spices. The Bengal renaissance of the early nineteenth century embraced not merely the socio-religious but had also led to a dazzling outburst of Bengali literature personified by the towering figures of Bankim Chandra Chatterjee and Rabindranath Tagore. The emergent shoots of societal changes saw the zamindars (the traditional land holding class) on their way to financial decline and being replaced by the new trader class. An incipient political awakening had manifested itself by a demand for an Indian representation in the governance of the country articulated by the Indian National Congress (INC)* that had its first session in December 1885 at Bombay, where present were stalwarts such as A.O. Hume (a retired civil servant), W.C. Bonnerjee, Dadabhai Naoroji, Pherozeshah Mehta, and Annie Besant.1 As yet unknown to the world were future leaders of the Congress such as Mohandas Gandhi (the future ‘Mahatma’) who had set sail in September 1888 to England to study to be a barrister, and Jawaharlal Nehru who was born a year later in 1889 at Allahabad.


It was in this milieu that Syud Hossain was born on 23 January 18882 in Calcutta to Nawab Syud Mohammed Azad (1850–1916) and Saleha Banu. His was a distinguished and aristocratic family that traced its lineage to Persia with some of its members being nobility in the Mughal court of Delhi. Syud Hossain’s great-great grandfather on the paternal side was Mir Ashraf Ali of Dacca, one of the biggest zamindars of East Bengal at the time.3 On his maternal side, his grandfather was Nawab Bahadur Abdul Latif Khan (1828–1893), a senior government functionary and scholar, who did a great deal to encourage education amongst the Muslims, recognising the great disservice his co-religionists were doing to themselves by “keeping themselves aloof from the widespread educational movement of the day”, especially the knowledge of English. Abdul Latif, aware of the immense possibilities that a fluency in English could offer, was one of the first from his community to immerse himself in the attempt to master this hitherto alien language, and tried to introduce it in some of the Mohameddan schools, much against the views of his fellow Muslims. His career with the government reached its apogee when he was made a member of the Bengal Legislative Council in 1860, the first Muslim appointee, and was re-appointed to the post twice more. On his death, The Times (of London) paid him a handsome tribute and said, “…The British Government gave him what it had to give in the shape of titles and honours, but it is as a Muhammadan who led forth his countryment into new fields of achievement and new realms of knowledge, without losing his own orthodoxy, that Abdul Latif has won his place in Indian History.”4


Hossain’s father, Nawab Syud Mohammed, whose ancestors belonged to the Shia sect, had settled down in Dhaka during the reign of the Mughal Emperor, Farrukhsiyar (1713–1719). The family, conscious of its wealth and status, married only into families of similar birth and background. Dhaka was considered one of the outposts of the Mughal court, and families such as Syud Mohammed’s took upon themselves the role of the custodians of the gracious and refined Mughal culture, and continued its customs and traditions as best as they could. Syud Mohammed, a traditional upper class Muslim, found it difficult to reconcile his feudal upbringing with the new mores of society that British rule had brought to his land, and never fully accepted the changes to his way of life.5


Nawab Syud Mohammed’s marital life was, however, steeped in tragedy. His first marriage at the age of eight to his aunt’s daughter was dissolved amicably before consummation. His second was to Shahzadi Khanam who unfortunately died due to a miscarriage within a year of the marriage. Syud Mohammed was devastated by this loss and it took him a few years to recover from the grief.


By this time, the fortunes of the family had dwindled, and Syud Mohammed had to forsake the life he loved by moving to Calcutta to find a job. He was twenty-two at that time, and was lucky to make the acquaintance of Nawab Abdul Latif Khan, who was so impressed with this young man from a noble family that he not only married off his daughter, Fatima Banu, to him but also helped him get a government job. Syud Mohammed, thereafter, converted himself to a Sunni, (the creed of his father-in-law), to which his descendants continued to adhere.6 Though Syud Mohammed was well educated in the traditional classics of Islam, he was barely fluent in English. The family primarily spoke Urdu but was equally adept in Bengali. The lack of a formal education was not a great impediment to getting a government job in those days as the British had passed an Act in 1870 authorising the appointment of Indians to the Civil Services without an examination and they were to be “recruited from young men of good family and social position possessed of fair abilities and education.”7 Despite the handicap of a lack of formal tutelage, Syud Mohammed ultimately rose up to become the Inspector General of Registrations of Bengal, a very senior position, and one of the first Indians to reach that level.


Syud Mohammed and Fatima Banu had three children of whom the first, a girl, died at birth. Unfortunately, Fatima Banu too died within five years of their marriage when Syud Mohammed was a special sub-registrar at Birbhum in Bengal. Syud Mohammed then married Saleha Banu, the widowed younger sister of his late wife. In the twelve years of their blissful married life they had five children of whom Syud Hossain was the youngest. Saleha Banu died of cholera in May 1890 when Syud Hossain was just two years old. The loss of a mother when he was just an infant, and being the youngest of seven siblings (four brothers and two sisters of whom one brother and one sister were from his father’s previous marriage to his deceased aunt) perhaps made for a pampered childhood that had a bearing on his trait of rebelliousness.


Theirs was a happy family that lived in a large house built in the style of Muslim houses of the nineteenth century in an area called Taltala in Calcutta. As described by his niece, Shaistha Ikramullah*, who was born in this house and would frequently come with her mother to visit her grandfather, “The house stood in a narrow lane off the main road. There was a small unpretentious gate which opened into a long gallery. At the end of the gallery at the left was a door. This opened into yet another uncovered gallery which turned into a courtyard. All around the courtyard were the various living-rooms. These rooms were grouped together with a deep verandah running the entire length of them and each group formed a separate unit. There were four or five such units. These verandahs were the equivalent of drawing-rooms in a Western house. The rooms were quite small and were used more or less as dressing rooms or for storage purposes. There was an upper storey and another completely self-contained apartment with courtyard, kitchens and servants’ rooms leading from the main part of the house. But, as the windows of some of some of the rooms opened upon the lane, only young married couples were allowed to live in this part of the house.”8


Records indicate that Syud Hossain’s family home was at 19, European Asylum Road, Calcutta** in Taltala.9 The road is now renamed as Abdul Halim Lane though the local post office is still called Asylum Lane Post Office, perhaps named after an institution in that area that looked after destitute Europeans. Branching off from European Asylum Lane is Nawab Abdul Latif Street, named after Syud’s grandfather, who also used to live nearby in Taltala Lane.10 As E.A.H. Cotton describes the area in his encyclopaedic book on Calcutta,11 “Parallel with Chowringhee Road runs Wellesley Street, the fine broad thoroughfare…Along its course are situated Wellesley Square, the north side of which is occupied by the Madrassah, or great Mahomedan College, and Wellington Square which contains the Great Reservoir and the Pumping Station of the New Water Works. To the east of Wellesley Street, and bounded on the north by Dhurrumtollah, on the south by Collinga, and on the east by the Circular Road, is the district called Toltollah, chiefly peopled by Mahomedan khalassies and lascars [sailors and dockyard workers]. Park Street, and the districts south of it, are [sic] almost entirely inhabited by Europeans.” Today, 19 Abdul Halim Lane, the location of Hossain’s house, is a four-storeys-high block of flats. A portion of the compound around the building consists of an old brick structure with a window that could have been the outer wall of a room. This perhaps is the only remnant of the house in which he grew up.


While Syud Mohammed reluctantly accepted the changed way of life for himself and his sons, he was determined not to let his womenfolk be affected by it. They continued to be in very strict purdah and visits from other women too were restricted unless they were known to the family. Social interaction with the women of the nouveau riche of Calcutta was also looked down upon. Their education in the family too was in line with orthodox tradition—reading the Koran, reading and writing in Urdu, cooking, sewing and some amount of music—all taught by aunts and relatives who took on the role of governesses of sorts. For Syud Mohammed, family honour and whatever it exemplified in terms of behaviour, taste, and manners was paramount. He would be appalled if his sons had not paid off their debts or if his daughter was not conversant with the finer aspects of cooking a dish, or if their comportment in any way fell below his own high standards of conduct. As Shaistha Ikramullah observed, “Nawab Syud Muhammad lived by the values of a vanished age; and what is more, he so impressed these virtues on his children that they all clung to it, and thus failed to come to terms with their world—and because of this, became by worldly standards, failures. All of them, that is, except the youngest, Syud Hossain, who reached great eminence as a fiery young writer and politician and who, after India’s independence, became Ambassador to Egypt. To compromise on principles was a great sin and so it remained a cardinal sin for all his children. They rejected adjustment and discarded ‘give and take’ as compromise, and so they continued to live in a changing world by the values of one that had vanished. [Despite this] his children not only respected and admired but loved him very deeply.”12


Syud Hossain’s childhood was thus moulded by the values of his father and the scholarship of his maternal grandfather that continued to permeate their home. He was exposed at an early age to the beauty of poetry, both Persian and Urdu, that continued to delight him throughout his life. Perhaps due to his father’s insistence on the traditional, Hossain’s initial schooling was at the Calcutta Madrasa School from where he passed his Matric examination (Class 10).13


The Calcutta Madrasa School has an impressive history. It was founded in October 1780 by the then Governor General, Warren Hastings. The Bengal government took control over it in 1782 and the school trained students for lower government and judicial posts through an education covering Persian, Arabic, and Muslim Law, thus giving an opportunity to Muslims to enter the mainstream of British administration. The school, thereafter, saw induction of Europeans as Principals of the school to introduce a broader syllabus including English, as well as to restore discipline in the institution that had deteriorated over the years. Amongst those involved in initiating the reforms at the school were Hossain’s grandfather, Nawab Abdul Latif. The school that he went to continues to exist at Wellesley Square, now called Haji Mohammed Mahsin Square, a lower middle class area largely inhabited by Bangladeshi migrants. The school was also called Aliah Madrasah and was upgraded to Aliah University in 2008.14


The beginning of the twentieth century was a time of great political ferment in Bengal. Lord Curzon, who held office from 1899 to 1905, was one of the most enlightened of the Viceroys. He streamlined the administration, and brought in a number of reforms in such areas as university education, railways, and irrigation and set up the Archaeological Survey of India. Nonetheless, surging nationalist tendencies in Bengal began to worry the British, and they sought to drive a wedge between the Hindus and Muslims. The Muslims, who had fallen out of favour after the ‘Sepoy Mutiny’ of 1857, were now back to being wooed by the British Raj as a counter to the Hindus. The partition of Bengal carried out by Curzon in 1905 was ostensibly to improve the efficiency of administration, but in reality sought to reduce the power of the Hindus through a divided Bengal. This aroused intense opposition amongst the Hindus and even led to the beginnings of a terrorist movement to oppose the partition. The Muslims supported partition, and their growing loyalty to the British was reflected in their getting a larger and better share of the positions in government services. The partition of Bengal was a seminal event in the modern history of India; Will Durant remarked with rare insight, “It was in 1905, then, that the Indian Revolution began”.*15


It was during Curzon’s viceroyalty that Queen Victoria died in January 1901 and her son, Edward VII, was crowned in August 1902. An impressive Delhi Durbar was organised by Curzon from 29 December 1902 to 10 January 1903 to announce Edward VII’s ascension to the title of ‘Emperor of India’ on 1 January 1903.


Lord Minto succeeded Curzon as the viceroy for the next five years. He had to face the wrath of Curzon’s actions; the anti-partition and self-rule movements increased in momentum. Violence due to terrorist activities increased manifold and so did repressive measures by the government. In order to give voice to the Muslims, now more articulate, powerful and wealthy, the Muslim League was founded in December 1906 at Dacca by Sir Khwaja Salimullah Bahadur, the fourth Nawab of Dacca, an ardent supporter of the partition of Bengal. Minto supported the formation of the Muslim League as a counterweight to the Hindu-dominated Indian National Congress (INC) that had by now, catalysed by the partition of Bengal, become increasingly strident in its pronouncements and actions. In a big sop to the Muslim League, the Minto-Morley* reforms, enacted as the Indian Council Act of 1909, introduced for the first time in Indian politics the concept of communal electorates whereby Muslims were given power to elect their own representatives to the legislative councils. This was a tacit recognition by the government of the incipient two-nation theory propounded by Sir Syed Ahmad Khan which would ultimately lead to the partition of the country in 1947 on religious grounds.


The emergence of Muslims as a political force was due in large measure to a Muslim reformer, educationist, scholar and statesman, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan (1817–1898). He established the MAO College (Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College) in 1877, (known after 1920 as Aligarh Muslim University) with the objective of bringing English language and western sciences to the Muslim students of India to enable them to participate in the new career opportunities available in the country.16 He patterned the college after Oxford and Cambridge, though without compromising on Islamic values. The Aligarh Movement, as it was called, was not merely an educational mission but was avowedly political, and nurtured many of the future Muslim politicians of the country, such as Shaukat and Mohamed Ali (Khilafat Movement leaders), Liaquat Ali Khan (first Prime Minister of Pakistan), Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan (Frontier Gandhi) and Dr Saifuddin Kitchlew, names we will encounter again in our narrative. An education at Aligarh was a mark of privilege for a Muslim student, comparable to one at Banaras Hindu University for a Hindu student.


Having passed his Matriculation exam, Syud Hossain wrote the entrance examination for Calcutta University to join the F.A. (First of Arts, equivalent to the Intermediate or 12th Class) as a prelude to the B.A. (Bachelor of Arts). However, his many attempts at it met with no success and he then decided to apply to the MAO College at Aligarh for his F.A. In a letter of introduction on 7 June 1907, given by Prof. Harinath De, (of the Imperial Educational Service and Librarian of the Imperial Library Calcutta) to Mr W.A.J. Archbold, Principal of the MAO College, Prof. De wrote, “I also beg leave to introduce to you the bearer of this, Mr Syud Hossain who, in my opinion, is one of the best scholars of English that the Calcutta University has produced. He has a perfect command over the English language, and writes admirable essays and articles. He is very well informed and I am sure he will do credit to your institution. I almost regret that he is not able to proceed to England at this stage, for I am sure he is much fitter for the envigorating [sic] intellectual atmosphere of an English University than he is for the deadening drudgery of an Indian College. I beg leave to express an earnest hope that you will take an interest in Mr Syud Hossain’s welfare. I shall always regard it as a personal favour.”17


Dr E. Denison Ross, the Principal of the Calcutta Madrassa, commented on Hossain’s application, “I have no hesitation in saying that the applicant’s knowledge of English is as good as that of any graduate in India. In fact I don’t know more than half a dozen Indian gentlemen who possess a better command of the language. To my certain knowledge his failures in repeated attempts to pass the Entrance was due solely to the fact that he has a non-mathematical mind.”18 He joined the MAO College on 12 June 1907 in the second year of the Intermediate course and spent a year there where he excelled in debating at the Siddons Union Club.19 He also contributed an article titled, “Sir Syed Ahmed Khan in Calcutta” to the college’s journal, Aligarh Monthly, in March/April 1908. These were early indications of an aptitude that would, in later years, hold audiences transfixed through his eloquence at the lectern or sway readers by the persuasiveness of his pen. It is likely that he made the acquaintance of the Ali brothers, Shaukat Ali and Mohamed Ali*, during his years at the MAO College, and with whom he would, a decade later, share the stage of the Khilafat Movement. The Ali brothers were politically active members of the All-India Muslim League when it was founded in 1906 at Dacca.20 Syud Hossain’s first brush with the politics of that age made him an advocate of the partition of Bengal and a supporter of the British Raj, a stand no doubt influenced by the doctrine of his co-religionists.


On passing his Intermediate examination in 1908 at the age of twenty, Hossain followed his father into government service in Bengal. That he was already in government service by January 1909 is revealed in a report of The Homeward Mail of 23 January 1909 which also indicates his political leanings, “Bengal Civil Service.—The second annual dinner of the Provincial Civil Service of Bengal came off in the palace of the Maharaja of Vizianagaram at Belliaghatta, which had been lent for the occasion. Covers were laid for about seventy, and Mr. M. Abdul Kadir, the most senior member of the Service, took the chair. In proposing the toast of ‘The King-Emperor and the Royal Family’, the chairman dwelt at some length upon the deep loyalty and the profound attachment of the people of India as a whole to the King-Emperor, and expressed, on behalf of the Service, their feelings of abhorrence on the anarchists and their propaganda. The toast of ‘The Government,’ which was next on the card, was proposed by Mr. Syud Hossain, who, in the course of his speech, remarked that ‘under ordinary circumstances it would have been alike unnecessary and inadequate to eulogise the Government; but in view of the present political conditions of the country, it could not be too often or too emphatically asserted that the Government commanded the confidence of all sections of the community, and that it was the duty of all right-thinking persons to loyally co-operate with it in maintaining law and order. At the present moment, any weakening of the power or prestige of the Government was bound to be disastrous to the best interests of the country.’”21 Syud Hossain would have been mortified if he had to read this a decade later, at a time when he had metamorphosed into an impassioned anti-imperialist.


He published his first book, Echoes from Old Dacca in May 1909, while he was in government service.22 It is a concise history of the city of Dacca with nuggets of his family’s history, and was initially published as a series of special articles in 1906 in The Englishman, where he was a regular contributor. He also wrote frequently for The Statesman . It was at this time that Hossain made the acquaintance of Benjamin Guy Horniman, Assistant Editor of The Statesman, who was to gain legendary status in the future. Their friendship was to develop into a powerful medium of the nationalist Indian press in years to come.


Within a few months of his joining the government, Syud Hossain resigned from the post of Sub-Deputy Collector in Rajshahi and went to England in 1910 with the intention of studying to become a barrister-at-law. Syud Iqbal Ahmed (his nephew) relates an incident that could have been the impetus for Hossain to move to England. As a bureaucrat, he was required to send monthly reports to his superiors, and one of those happened to reach a very senior English officer who, having perused the document, called Syud Hossain’s father to meet him. Showing the report to the elderly civil servant, the Englishman apparently told him, “This is not a report; this is literature. Let not your son waste his time here. Send him to England.”23 And thus did Syud Hossain, despite his father’s great reluctance, make his way to London. This was the break that the nascent rebel needed to throw away the shackles of tradition and revel in the modern.
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England and Lincoln’s Inn


SYUD HOSSAIN ARRIVED in London sometime in mid-1910, and enrolled at The Honourable Society of Lincoln’s Inn on 3 June 1910.1 Spread over eleven acres in Holborn in London, Lincoln’s Inn is one of the four Inns of Court, the others being the Inner Temple, Middle Temple and Gray’s Inn. The Inns of Court are the professional associations for barristers in England and Wales, and every barrister has to mandatorily belong to one of them. They provide residential accommodation, dining facilities, a library, and a chapel. It was fairly common for many to join the Inn but not be called to the Bar; attending one of the Inns of Court was often a means to make good social contacts, rather than to necessarily qualify as a barrister. Life there imposed certain traditions on the aspiring barrister-at-law to be eligible for the call to the English bar. He had to ‘eat’ a certain number of dinners every term in the Hall of the Inn to which he belonged, apart from passing a few examinations every term. This taught the young lawyers the etiquette of the dinner, the finesse of grooming, the art of conversation, and myriad other social niceties of upper-crust England. A student could take as few or as many examinations every term, which afforded one the time to indulge in reading for pleasure or taking in the pleasures of English life. Theatre and dancing provided the setting to a blossoming romance for many of them.


George Joseph, a journalist contemporaneous with Syud Hossain, provides an amusing account of the customs in the Inns at that time. Though the description is about the Middle Temple, this was equally applicable to the other Inns. “For those not susceptible to the mystique of this quintessentially English practice, ‘eating dinners’ was a test of endurance, often given the unpalatable nature of the food served and the strangeness of the rituals and customs surrounding it. A barrister-to-be was required to dine in the hall of one of these inns on any three days during each of the four dining terms in a year to ‘imbibe some of the atmosphere of the law’ and the student attending should ‘be present at the grace before dinner, during the whole of dinner, and, until concluding grace shall have been said’. The dinner served to the students…consisted of soup or fish, a choice of two or three different joints of meat, two vegetables, a sweet course, cheese, and coffee. This was washed down by a liberal quantity of beer and a half bottle of white wine or claret or a quarter of a bottle of port or brown sherry. The charge for this repast, including beer and wine, was two shillings! And at this price, each dinner attracted impecunious barristers who dined heartily but not necessarily wisely. Indian students found themselves particularly popular with their British counterparts because it was assumed that they were teetotallers and hence there would be more wine to go round.”2 Indian students however had a preference for Lincoln’s Inn as the food there was reputed to be better compared to the others. Students who entered the Inns were from different countries and diverse backgrounds, but those who emerged from its portals were strikingly homogenous; dapper young men with a westernised deportment, an outlook of enlightened liberalism, and ironically, with a heightened sense of the injustice perpetrated by colonial imperialism. It is surprising how many of the Indian independence movement’s leaders were trained at the Inns; Gandhi, Nehru and Jinnah being the quintessential examples. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that the battle for India’s freedom was fought from the Inns of Court, given that many of their antagonists among British statesmen had broken bread on the same dining tables.


Indian nationalism was beginning to make itself felt in England in the first decade of the century. Shyamji Krishna Varma, an Indian born revolutionary, had founded the Indian Home Rule Society in February 1905, and established the India House at Highgate in July to function as a hostel for Indian students as well as a meeting place for radical nationalists. He started a monthly periodical, The Indian Sociologist, which preached violent revolution against the British-India government to attain India’s freedom. The weekly Sunday meetings at India House attracted a sizeable crowd and speakers included Vinayak Savarkar, Bipin Chandra Pal and Dr K.P. Jaiswal. Other visitors included Har Dayal, Madame Bhikaji Cama, V.V.S. Iyer and Bhai Parmanand. Gandhi, who was based in South Africa at that time, had visited India House in October 1906. On his subsequent visit in August 1909, he was a guest of honour at the Dussehra dinner organised by the India House group at Nizamuddin’s Indian restaurant at Bayswater. Savarkar’s biographer, Vikram Sampath, relates an anecdote of a meeting between Gandhi and Savarkar when the former stayed for a short while at India House in 1906.


“Vinayak was busy cooking his meal when Gandhi joined him to engage in a political discussion. Cutting him short, Vinayak asked him to first eat a meal with them. Gandhi was horrified to see the Chitpawan Brahmin cooking prawns, and being a staunch vegetarian refused to partake. Vinayak had apparently mocked him and retorted, ‘Well, if you cannot eat with us, how on earth are you going to work with us? Moreover…this is just boiled fish…while we want people who are ready to eat the British alive.’”3 This was perhaps the first manifestation of the political gulf that existed between Gandhi and Savarkar in their approach to achieving Indian independence.


The high point of the year was when Madanlal Dhingra, a close associate of Savarkar, assassinated Sir Curzon Wyllie, the political aide-de-camp to the Secretary of State for India at a meeting at the Imperial Institute on 1 July 1909. Dhingra was tried and hanged on 17 August. Savarkar was arrested, deported, and tried in India. He was sentenced to transportation for life, and imprisoned at Cellular Jail in the Andaman Islands where a penal colony had been established in 1857 after the Indian Mutiny to put away those political prisoners whose presence the British considered especially inconvenient on the mainland. Savarkar, like many of his fellow prisoners, was treated with unimaginable cruelty. With Savarkar in prison, and Krishna Varma in Paris, India House was gradually wound up. By the time Syud Hossain reached Britain, radical Indian activism had shifted to the more tolerant pastures of Europe, especially France, Germany and Switzerland.


Even though Hossain had enrolled at the Inns of Court, it was Fleet Street, with its newspaper offices, that became his regular haunt. At his request, Horniman wrote a letter of introduction to half a dozen of his journalist friends in England including R. Marlowe, the Editor of the Daily Mail. Horniman, in his letter of 13 March 1910 says, “This is to introduce Mr. Syud Hossain, a young Mohomedan [sic] Indian gentleman, who is going to England to read for the Bar. It will be a great help to him if he can get any journalistic work and I can confidently recommend him as a most useful informant on all Indian affairs, and a good interesting writer in a general way. He has done a good deal of work, especially book-reviewings for several Anglo-Indian papers—The Pioneer, Statesman, Englishman, etc. For us he has been very useful as a writer of special articles on Mohomedan events. I hope you will give him a trial if you have an opportunity.”4 Hossain exerted the minimal effort required to keep his status active at the Inns, but forayed more into the world of journalism, joining the ranks of indigent aspiring writers hopeful of that big break that would fetch them a regular byline.


Amongst his first acquaintances in England was Mohammed Asaf Ali who had joined Lincoln’s Inn on 19 April 1909.5 Asaf Ali later distinguished himself in India’s freedom struggle and would become India’s first Ambassador to the U.S.A. and then the Governor of Orissa. While Syud Hossain was reticent about himself Asaf Ali was not, and his memoirs reveal a great deal about their colourful life in England. Asaf Ali writes, “Syud Hossain had come from India with the reputation of a prodigy and joined Lincoln’s Inn and the Common Room. Somewhat older than me, he had contemptuously rejected the pursuit of degrees and had come to London as a journalist. I was initially hesitant to admit his claim to distinction as a speaker and writer of English, but I was attracted to him and desirous of his friendship. One day we engaged in a discussion that lasted till the small hours of the morning and concluded under the lamp post on the pavement under my window. That sealed a friendship for life.”6 Asaf Ali relates a tale that illustrates Hossain’s lifelong trait of quickly taking umbrage when he felt the other person was in the wrong, with scant regard to consequences. “While still inner-barristers, four of us including Syud and I, were walking in twos towards our club when Syud suddenly unlinked his arm from mine, and pounced on a European young man of a group of four or five, and shaking him with a hand on his collar said, ‘Will you repeat it now?’ A crowd gathered round, but I was totally in the dark as to what had offended him. Meanwhile a policemen turned up and separated the two, and a young woman from the crowd, pointing to the fellow Syud had challenged, said, ‘He is in the wrong, he called those two (pointing to our companions) damned niggers.’ The constable marched away with the offender. Syud was slim and medium in physique; but he could not brook an insult even from a much stronger and bigger man.”7


During their years in London, Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain would meet with their wide circle of friends either at his rooms at Holborn or Asaf Ali’s at West Kensington. Hossain used to live at 239 B, Cavendish Chambers, High Holborn, a short walk from Lincoln’s Inn. The narrow, four-storey building still exists, sandwiched between a café and a Japanese restaurant. Sarojini Naidu, poet and Congress leader, visited London in 1913 and stayed in the city for many months.* As an acclaimed poet, her itinerary in London consisted of attending literary gatherings and giving talks to the cognoscenti. Hossain met her through Asaf Ali who was a close friend of Mrinalini, Sarojini’s sister, and may have also met her older brother, Virendranath Chattopadhyaya (Chatto), who later become a communist revolutionary and was executed on Stalin’s orders in September 1937.8


Sarojini, Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain formed a trio that was together everywhere, be it Harold Monro’s Poetry Bookshop, Poet’s Club dinners, meetings at Oxford and Cambridge, or calling on Rabindranath Tagore when he visited London. That Sarojini considered Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain to be amongst her closest friends is borne out by a letter that she wrote to her son, Ranadheera, on 8 February 1914. Enclosing a group photograph of a reception that was given to her by the Oxford Majlis** in October 1913, she gives the names of those in the photograph and then says, “Then my own very special group of friends consists of Abur Rahman at my left and Suharwardy next to him—at the back Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain (both of whom live in London)…There are others too but these are my special friends in the group.”9 Once, Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain organised a gathering of over two hundred and fifty literary personalities over a dinner in honour of Sarojini Naidu. An unexpected guest at the dinner was Mohamed Ali who had come to London to protest on behalf of Indian Muslims over the demolition of part of a mosque in Kanpur. Mohamed Ali would later gain fame as a leader of the Khilafat Movement; he and Hossain would again be thrown together in London a few years hence.


Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain were also members of the National Liberal Club (going strong even today) located a short walk away from Trafalgar Square, and overlooking the Thames. “No club has a finer location”, trumpets the website of the club. The club was established in 1882 by William Gladstone, the former Prime Minister of Britain, with the avowed aim of furthering the Liberal cause. It was also one of the first gentlemen’s clubs to allow ethnic minorities as members and it was Dadabhai Naoroji, called the Grand Old Man of India, who had the singular honour of being the first of them. The club had an impressive membership list that included eminent Indians of that time such as Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Mohammad Ali Jinnah and Sir C.P. Ramaswami Iyer as well as British liberals like H.G. Wells, Bernard Shaw and G.K. Chesterton, many of whom eventually became close friends of Hossain. Ever since its inception, women were allowed to use the club as visitors, but it was only from 1976 that women were admitted as full members.10 Jinnah was a prominent member of the Club, and he, along with Syud Hossain, Sarojini and Asaf Ali, met there together frequently. Sarojini admired Jinnah and, in Asaf Ali’s words, “With Sarojini Naidu [Jinnah] had an enviably close friendship”.11 Asaf Ali recalls an incident; “On one occasion Sarojini and I debated, in the company of Syud at a private dinner, the comparative merits of Mohamed Ali and of Jinnah. My zealous advocacy on behalf of Mohamed Ali evoked Sarojini’s retort, now proved true: ‘My Mohammad Ali will go further than your Mohamed Ali.’”12 Indeed there were always whispers that Sarojini and Jinnah had a more intimate relationship than what was publicly revealed. Nayantara Sahgal, Nehru’s niece and a close family friend of Sarojini and her daughter Padmaja, in an interview with the author recalled that, “Sarojini and Jinnah were closer than close.”13


Gandhi had moved from India to South Africa in 1893, and had distinguished himself in organising the Indian community there against white racial discrimination. He finally left South Africa in 1914 and was on his way to India when he stopped in London around August/September. The Great War (later termed WW-I) had just begun. As Gandhi describes in his memoirs, “London in these days was a sight worth seeing. There was no panic, but all were busy helping to the best of their ability. The Lyceum, a ladies’ club, undertook to make as many clothes for the soldiers as they could. Shrimati Sarojini Naidu was a member of this club, and threw herself whole-heartedly into the work. This was my first acquaintance with her. She placed before me a heap of clothes which had been cut to pattern, and asked me to get them all sewn up and return them to her. I welcomed her demand and with the assistance of friends got as many clothes made as I could manage during my training for first aid.”14 A reception was hosted for Gandhi and his wife Kasturba at the Hotel Cecil on 8 September which was attended by Sarojini Naidu, Jinnah, and Herman Kallenbach, amongst a host of other Indians, Europeans, and South Africans. Syud Hossain proposed a vote of thanks on the occasion.15 This was perhaps his first meeting with Gandhi, a precursor to many more that would lead to him becoming one of Gandhi’s most devoted admirers.


After five years in England and qualifying as a barrister, Asaf Ali left for India towards the end of 1914 on a wet December morning. He took a taxi to Paddington and found Syud waiting for him there. Hossain insisted on accompanying Asaf Ali to the Tilbury Docks. “As the hooter called the passengers and I said goodbye to Syud, for the first time in the course of our friendship he grew sentimental.”16 Asaf Ali evidently yearned for England and the ribaldry of his friend’s company. His letter to Syud from Delhi in October 1915 is a litany of complaints about his life in India, “The bare problems of existence has now become the subject of infinite cares. Such are the blessings of your birth in a slave country” and then continues, “What about you? Do you still occupy yourself in perambulating through the West-end, for the better part of the evening, and introduce new visitors to Mrs. Solomon or Spaghetti, or whatever that Italian-Hebrew’s name is, every morning at breakfast, and then reoccupy your cosmopolitan bed, in the after-bliss of single life, to sleep over your previous night’s prodigious exertions till 5 in the evening only to find yourself at the club at 7 to see ‘if there are any letters’ for you, and then to resume the happy episode of a somewhat long standing? But have you discovered a comrade for your nocturnal rounds yet, for if you have, I must say I shall feel jealous of him, as I always considered it my exclusive privilege.”17 The bond between Asaf Ali and Syud Hossain had been an intensely strong one; a few months earlier Asaf Ali had penned a note to him, “My dear Syud, Only just a line to remind you that this world is meaningless without you. Yours, Asaf.”18


Despite having come to London to qualify as a barrister, Syud Hossain chose not to become one, but instead continued as a freelance journalist; his articles appeared in leading publications such as New Statesman, Contemporary Review, Pall Mall Gazette, Asiatic Quarterly, New Age and Foreign Affairs. Over time Syud had honed his writing and speaking skills, something that he would use to devastating effect in his future stints in England and the United States. Socialising with the outstanding people of his times gave him a confidence that reputations could not overwhelm. Decades later, Asaf Ali would write in a eulogy to Syud, “He showed such outstanding promise as a wielder of the pen and an effective debater that he was quickly recognized by the Indian residents of established position and reputation in England as the star orator of the younger generation. His forte lay in extempore speaking. He had a poise and dignity of bearing…he was handsome of appearance and even more handsome in his relationship to both friends and adversaries. He lived by certain principles—even when he squandered his personal life as a reckless spendthrift—which rendered him indomitable as a man of speckless integrity.”19
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A Romantic Interlude


TWENTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD SYUD HOSSAIN was a 5’10” tall, lean, impeccably dressed, charming young man with a flair for stimulating conversation that made women yearn for his company. Sometime in 1914, just before the beginning of the war, he befriended a Mrs Eliza (Ellie) Haigh, (of roughly similar age, she was thirty) whose husband, Percy Barnes Haigh, belonged to the Indian Civil Service (ICS) and was posted at Bombay.


Eliza was a remarkable woman for the times she lived in. She was born on 28 December 1882, the youngest of four children to her parents, George and Martha Moxon. Despite the family having a long tradition of Cambridge scholarship, Eliza was not sent to school as it was thought that the brains of her family had gone to her older brothers and sister. Undeterred, she taught herself, and did so good a job at it, that it got her into Newnham College of Cambridge University. She did two stints at Cambridge; from 1901 to 1903, and again from 1904 to 1905. In 1903, she graduated with a first class honours in the Cambridge classical tripos, one of the few women to achieve this feat at that time.1


After her graduation, she got married to Percy Haigh on 3 February1906 at the All Saints Church, Malabar Hill in Bombay.2 Interestingly, Percy himself was born in India in 1878 in the town of Shimoga, part of the princely state of Mysore in Southern India. The only son of his parents, Percy went to school in the city of Mysore where his father, Henry Haigh, was a preacher at the Wesleyan church. Percy graduated from St. John’s College, Cambridge where perhaps he met his future wife through her brother, Thomas Moxon, who went to the same university. Percy was appointed to the I.C.S. in 1901 and he moved to Bombay. Eliza and he had a son, Austin Anthony Francis Haigh, who was born in August 1907.3 Before the beginning of the war, Percy Haigh was transferred to the military in Poona, and Eliza came back to London leaving her husband behind. She lived for the most part at Kensington Square in London* (a few miles away from Syud Hossain’s house at Holborn) while spending the rest of her days at her brother’s vicarage at Alfreton in Derbyshire of which Thomas Moxon was the Vicar from 1907 to 1916.4 Eliza and Percy seem to have got divorced sometime before November 1927, after which Percy married Marion Alice Armitage.5 Percy retired from the I.C.S. in 1928 and died in March 1942.


Eliza was gifted with a deep intellectual curiosity, and she studied Indian philosophy and Indian music when she moved to India after her marriage. She began her writing pursuits in Bombay and continued with it as a regular contributor to periodicals such as The Nineteenth Century, The New Age, The Contemporary and The Quarterly on her return to England. At one time she was also an examiner for the Civil Service Commissioners. She wrote her only book, The Creative Word, in 1962, shortly before her death on 7 February 1963.6 Hossain and Eliza seemed to have been drawn towards each other by similar intellectual tastes, and the National Liberal Club could have been a possible venue for a first rendezvous in 1914—she mentions attending a meeting there in one of her letters. Eliza was acquainted with Jinnah, Sarojini Naidu and Yusuf Ali (an I.C.S. colleague of her husband) as can be gathered from her letters to Syud. Between 1914 and 1916, Eliza and he frequently met over a meal or coffee, visited each other’s homes, and exchanged letters, postcards and notes on a weekly basis, and very often on a daily basis. It is to the supreme credit of London’s postal service that they were able to fix next day appointments over postcards hastily scribbled to catch the morning delivery.


The letters from Eliza (usually signed as E.A.R.H, standing for Ellie Agnes Ryle Haigh) to Hossain went from the formally friendly to the maudlinly intimate. A few of her letters are yearnings for his attention, but they seem not to pierce his unemotional armour. The letters give an insight into their personalities, their fears, and the maturation of their acquaintance from infatuation to companionship.7


The first letter was from Ellie to ‘Mr. Hossain’ on 11 May 1914 asking for a meeting. The next letter on 27 May is to ‘Syud dear’ asking to meet again.


On 6 July she is a little peeved with Syud and says, “…I rather thought you might have telephoned this morning. Perhaps you did not think of it.”


On 8 July she is ill and complains to ‘Syud dear’ about her ‘most diabolical pains’. “Do reassure me. Don’t think I’m angry. I’m not—the least little bit. It was mostly bad luck and I quite see that. If you were here now I could make you feel that there is not the smallest cloud between us. Write to me; waive your objections to being articulate, be nice in a way and try to remember that I am solely in need of comfort. It is so little to give and means so much to receive. Surely Nemesis is appeased!…I heard from Mr. Kennedy about the unfortunate bill. Bad luck. I’m extremely sorry. Afraid this will be a blow to Mr. Jinnah.”


Her pain continues to be unbearable. She is upset with Hossain and writes a long letter to him on 10 July, “I cannot get away from the circumstances—you are the last, the very last of all to whom I would turn for help in times of need. I will take care not to be your victim in any form in the future. I will protect myself against it: for you would not.” She carries on in this vein for another two pages wallowing in self-pity.


In a long undated letter, (circa July 1914 based on the context, and the preceding and subsequent letters) she writes with deep feeling at Syud’s apparent uncaring attitude, “Syud dear, I telephoned today to the Dalcroze School and learnt that your application form had not been received. [In Dalcroze Eurhythmics, music is experienced through movement—the teaching and learning process engages body, mind, and emotion ]. I said that it had been posted on Monday, but Mr. Ingham was quite certain that it had not arrived. This is puzzling & I hardly know what to do…


Forgive my writing in pencil. I tried to get up this morning but was so completely exhausted that I had to get back to bed again and have been a good deal worse all day…If you care to know the truth—I was deeply disappointed at your visit yesterday. It gave me pleasure to see you, of course, but I missed all the things I was hoping for & seeing, & I was really too exhausted to enter into a discussion about it. I found it simpler to acquiesce—You seemed to think your coming was amply sufficient & that no more was necessary. Also no further anxiety was due from you on my behalf as the account had been balanced by the attentions you had shown me on Monday & Tuesday & in coming yesterday. No word that you hoped to hear that I should improve or that you intended to enquire. Does it seem to you a little thing that I should be completely laid up on a sick bed for a week by your action—& not for the first time either?… Not one word that it saddened you to see me look tired or done up, not a syllable of pity or consolation,—only a desire to be done with—the thought of it because you prefer to see me look well. I can’t help feeling it, I cannot help a grievous disappointment because I had hoped & expected that I should see a real difference this time.


…It is an unbecoming & undignified thing for me to crave these things from you,—things which should be given freely & voluntarily. It hurts me more than you think that I am driven to mention them. You begged me to let you know if anything was ever on my mind & not to brood. I have been brooding all day & have found it intolerable. Otherwise I had no intention of writing.


The situation is too much of a strain for me. I had hoped yesterday would be the beginning of a better understanding. It has made me despair for the future. I do not know what to say about Sunday. I only know I dare risk no further misunderstanding or hurt. Decide for yourself if it is better to come or not. I will let you know if I am too ill to see you by Saturday evening. This is almost incoherent & illegible, but I am worn with fatigue & pain. Please make allowances—understand me please in my one thing. If the situation does not mend I shall end it, in the near future whatever it may cost me to do so. E.A.R.H.”


Syud Hossain seems to be suffering from depression and is thinking of joining the armed forces as the war is on. Eliza, in her letter dated 17 August says,




“Syud dear, Many thanks for your letter. I am sorry for the depression. It seems very black just now, blacker than it ought to be. About enlisting, are you serious, or is it a whim?…I never thought of you as a man with the fighting instinct…


In my last letter to you, Syud dear, I was more expansive than is usual with me,—than I have ever before. I revealed myself to you without reserve, gave all the love and sympathy that I have to give at your disposal. Was it too much to expect that this should at least receive acknowledgement? I don’t want to be exacting or to scold—indeed you must not think it of me—I realise your wish to guard your freedom of mood—but it might occur to you that these things can hurt. Also forgive me again for criticizing—but you have made me care, if you know how much. It was no matter of chance: you deliberately chose that no opportunity of avoiding such a discovery should be allowed to me. Have you then the right to speak of being ‘put out of the rag?’ as a possible happy solution of your difficulties?…


I had a letter from India today which troubles me greatly. It makes me again doubt where my duty lies. I almost think I shall write and settle matters by telling about you (without mention of your name) tho’ it is hard. I suppose I am quite sure?


I am married but I won’t trouble you with my worries, nor with reports about my health. Try and shake off your depression. You are not seeing things in their true perspective.”





The above letter gives a hint of Eliza’s troubling marital issues and she is perhaps caught between her husband and Syud Hossain. She has evidently been meeting him covertly, and now wants to reveal everything to her husband.


Two days later, on 19 August she writes, “I miss you so much,—always. It is incredible that it is not yet a fortnight since you saw me off. I should like to come to London for a day or two to attend to several odds and ends of business, &, (incidentally!) to spend as much time as possible with you. I am only deterred by the fact that I have exactly 8 ½ in my purse to last me until the 29th…but if I’m with you I should be at peace…”


Eliza, in many of her letters, complains of being short of money.


On 28 August 1914, she writes from her brother’s vicarage after returning from a trip. “You’re an ungrateful boy—didn’t deserve so prompt a message from me on arrival. I had exactly three minutes to catch the post in, and I used these three to sending you a card!” She then talks about a girl named Ida who is with her; Ida needs a police permit as she is an ‘alien enemy’. Eliza also says, “My Baby is a dear. I hope you love him. He sends you greetings as also does Ida.” The baby being referred to is her son, Anthony, then seven years old.


The next day on 29 August she again writes to Hossain, “How very good of you to remember Anthony’s birthday which I mentioned casually, & to send him so charming a gift.” Syud had gifted the boy an illustrated copy of The Arabian Nights .


In a sign of increasing intimacy, on 1 September Eliza writes a short note to him and signs off as, “Always with you.”


In an undated letter which from context one can be fairly sure was written on 9 October 1914, Eliza says she is again unwell, and tries to explain the harsh words she directed against Syud the previous day.


“I’m writing this scrawl in bed, so hope it won’t be too illegible. I really am rather badly ill today;…I tried to get up but had a bad attack of dizziness which would have culminated in a faint had I not crept back to bed again.


…I asked you, before we left your rooms yesterday, to put all thoughts of our discussion out of your mind. Your answer was a little evasive,…you had retired into yourself again. I half hoped for a line to reassure me this morning, but none came.


…I would have given much to remove the wrong impression which I gave you at the beginning of our talk…I was tactless & I hurt your feelings. Forgive me. I don’t mean that what I said was a hasty word spoken in temper…I am neither so brutal nor so unintelligent as to call you a ‘failure’, wretched unfortunate word. There has never been a moment, since I have known you well, when I have not believed in you absolutely, in your wisdom of choice, & in the certainty of your finding your own place in due time. For this reason, I have never bothered you with questions, because my conviction has always remained unshaken. My unfortunate criticism,—which may be right, or may be wrong, was intended to apply to nothing more than the reaction of circumstances upon your temperament, and to moods of despondency or of a certain fatalistic acquiescence in untoward conditions. Please dismiss the whole conversation from your mind, & don’t punish me more severely than you have already done. And for Heaven’s sake, don’t think you need to explain yourself to me! If my faith in you is not something quite apart from & untouched by minor differences of opinion it is worth very little! But I think you must realize how completely you possess it.”


Her letter of 14 October is amusing. “Syud dear, A line to ask you if you found a brooch of mine—a long black one with a white stone in the middle—which I left in your room in the haste of your going away. I couldn’t ask at lunch time with Ida and Anthony at my elbow: you cannot imagine the embarrassment of talking in my tiny dining room when there are others present.”


19 October’s letter is a long one. Eliza is very ill and collapsed due to fatigue. “My doctor regards my condition of health as critical. I hope you will understand when I say that it is really impossible for me to see anything of you except casually or occasionally—at least for a long time to come. Each meeting with you results in a serious set-back to my health and stock of energy. Yesterday, which followed an unusually severe week of mental and physical strain, should have been a day of rest, but my endurance was taxed to the utmost by several prolonged and rather violent convulsions. I did not seek them nor wish for this but they come. Indeed they seem to be unavoidable in our meetings with one another. I have tried to discover if the fault was mine, but I cannot see that this is so since I have never experienced it with any one else but yourself. Please do not think either that I am blaming you. You follow your own…you have a right to do so. Only—and this is all I have to say—I cannot endure the strain of it. I have a very hard life, heavy work, serious responsibilities and health which it will take a long time to stabilize. I cannot undergo collapse following collapse as has been the case these last six months. I dare not risk further. In Anthony’s interests alone I must spare myself unnecessary & painful ordeals. Please understand and realise, if you can, what it costs me to write this. Look after yourself dear and if you must carry out a very cherished wish of mine, go on faithfully with your Dalcroze, & let me hear about it sometimes.”


One wonders how Syud Hossain responded to this letter but things seem to have been brought back on track.


In her letter of 10 November she asks, “Was I cross? You must make allowances. I really am horribly jumpy nowadays, and the effort of being always sweet-tempered to other people may make me more liable to wish to relax the strain when I am with you. So you see you must pay some penalty for other privileges.”


Her first letter to him in 1915 was on 27 April in which she complains about her bad health and an inability to get up. The letters from this time onwards do not show the emotional upheavals that existed between them earlier. Eliza now seems to genuinely admire Hossain rather than blaming him for her moods. There also seems to be an improvement in her financial condition.


On 22 May 1915 she writes from the Vicarage, “Your letter was very charming & very welcome. It was indeed a soothing balm at a time of depression & general irritation. I do value your praise…[Eliza had written an article for a magazine that SH had complimented her on]. Many many thanks for the ‘New Age ’ & ‘New Statesman ’. I am delighted to see you doing such excellent work & writing regularly. Your efforts should bear fruit.


Don’t think I have forgotten my promise to ask you here for a real talk again. I look forward to an opportunity really soon.”


In September 1915 Eliza goes on a trip to Henley on Thames and stays on a houseboat. On her return, she writes on 22 September, “Your sweet roses were here to greet me on arrival. It was a kind thought. I nearly danced for joy at the news which Mr. Kennedy wired to me. I am indeed glad and I want to hear all about it. Will you come and tell me early next week as soon as I’m back?”


One wonders what the news was. Alas, the letters give no clue.


There is a long gap in the letters after that; either due to a hiatus in correspondence, or, more likely, the loss of those letters. The next letter from Eliza is on 22 June 1916, after a gap of nearly nine months.


The subsequent letter of 3 September 1916 is revealing, “The news was a great surprise. I am very glad that you have the appointment because I feel sure it is exactly the right thing for you—the most congenial kind of work & a wonderful opportunity. It makes me very sad, though that you will be leaving us so soon. For selfish reasons I cannot help being sorry. I shall miss you very much; your going will make a difference. However Bombay & London can visit each other and this war will not last for ever. Above all things I am equally glad that you have found your proper place,—for that I feel it to be. I shall be most interested to hear of your plans and prospects and to talk over innumerable things.” In the rest of the letter she talks about her arm being just out of a sling and the lawsuit she is involved in for a property on Pharaoh’s Island, Shepperton from where she writes this letter.


The last letter is the one of 17 September 1916, “At last I’m coming home. My arm has been so bad I simply haven’t been able to write at all…I want to know all about your plans.”


While the details are sketchy, Syud Hossain seems to have got the news of his father’s ill health sometime in the latter part of 1916. He had been very close to his father and the seven-year separation had been painful. He decided to go back to India and had asked Horniman for help. Horniman, who had joined the Bombay Chronicle as Editor in 1913, was delighted to have his protégé back. It is this appointment that makes Eliza simultaneously happy and sad.


The Times of India carried a report titled “Indian Journalist” datelined 28 September from London—“A farewell dinner was held this week in honour of Mr. Syud Hossain, Indian journalist, at which Mrs. Haigh presided. She said, in proposing his health, that Mr. Syud Hossain belonged to the class of Indians of great possibilities who could and would raise their country by their singleness of purpose and devotion. They were confident that he would fill his position of assistant editor of the Bombay Chronicle with dignity, fearlessness, and discretion.”8


There are no more letters from Eliza to be found in Syud’s papers. Perhaps they wrote sporadically; perhaps their relationship petered out. Eliza may have entertained hopes of walking down the aisle with him; instead he unintentionally led her up the garden path, or more likely, he baulked at the prospect of committing himself to a relationship so early in his life. Whatever divergent paths their lives may have taken, Eliza was obviously very dear to him. Syud Hossain must have received thousands of letters during his lifetime; but amongst the letters he left behind, amounting to not more than a couple of hundreds, Eliza’s thirty odd letters constitute the second largest collection of those who wrote to him. He preserved these for more than thirty-five years, revealing a quiet fondness for his first lady-love who challenged him with her intellect and overwhelmed him with her affection.
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Return to India and Bombay Chronicle


AFTER SEVEN YEARS in England, Syud Hossain returned to India sometime in November 1916 and went straight to Calcutta to see his father. Nawab Syud Mohammed Azad passed away on 11 December 1916.1 Syud was deeply affected by his father’s death. The absence of a mother in Hossain’s life had brought him closer to his father, and he suddenly felt a void, of being alone in this world, with none as his conscience keeper.


In the years he was away between 1910 and 1916, a lot had happened in the country. Lord Hardinge had succeeded Minto as the Viceroy. Hardinge had annulled the earlier decision to partition Bengal, and the Bengali-speaking regions were again reunited. King George V, who had visited India in December 1911, announced the transfer of the capital from Calcutta to Delhi. The Bengali Muslims who had benefited from the partition were sorely disappointed and upset at the decision. In the First World War that had begun in August 1914, Turkey, the seat of the Caliph and the Ottoman Empire, had sided with the Central powers against Britain, thus causing an anti-British sentiment amongst the Indian Muslims, who revered the Caliph as their temporal head. In an event that was to have a significant impact over the next thirty years, Gandhi returned from South Africa in 1915 and was on his way to assuming the leadership of the freedom movement. He would use the methods of non-violence and passive resistance that he had developed in South Africa against the regime there to target the British government in India.


The agitation that had permeated the whole country following the Partition of Bengal had led to the formation of a new political party that differed significantly in its approach to dealing with the British as compared to the Indian National Congress. The two parties were termed the Moderates and the Extremists; the Moderates, represented by the old guard of Gopal Krishna Gokhale, Sir Pherozeshah Mehta, and Surendranath Banerjee, continued to believe in deliberations with the government to achieve their objectives, while the Extremists (or Nationalists), including Lala Lajpat Rai, Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Bipin Chandra Pal, and Aurobindo Ghose, instead advocated agitational methods to realise their aims. The growing reach of the Extremists across the country alarmed the British who made overtures towards the Moderates, promising them greater reforms, but conditional upon the Moderates disassociating themselves from the Extremists.2 The differences between the two factions first manifested itself in the annual Congress session of 1905 at Banaras; it intensified at the session at Calcutta in 1906; and finally led to a split in the Congress after the Surat session of 1907 when the Congress excluded the Extremists from the party membership. The split in the Congress between the Moderates and Extremists was a crucial event in the progress of India’s freedom struggle.


The Extremists suffered a setback when Tilak was imprisoned from 1908 to 1914 on charges of sedition, and Aurobindo Ghose was arrested in 1908 on charges of treason. Although Ghose was acquitted, he retired from politics, and moved to French-ruled Pondicherry in 1910. As historian R.C. Majumdar observes, the Congress, with the absence of the Extremists for the next eight years, became a party organisation rather than a national institution and it repeated its usual demands “to which no importance was attached by the public and no attention was paid by the Government.”3


However, with the death of Gokhale and Mehta (in February 1915 and November 1915 respectively), the wind was taken out of the Moderates in the Congress. With Tilak’s release from prison in June 1914, the Extremists were readmitted into the INC by the end of 1915, in which Annie Besant— who had by now emerged as an influential leader of the INC—played a not insignificant role. The Extremists were now in ascendance in the party. Tilak and Besant had also founded the Home Rule League separately in Poona and Madras respectively in 1916, with the aim of achieving self-rule from the British government. This movement found greater resonance amongst the mass of India’s populace as compared to the more moderate demands of the Congress up till now. It was thus only from 1916 onwards, when these newer leaders galvanised the party, that the Congress began return to india and to assume a form truly representative of the nation. The Congress and Muslim League met in a joint session in December 1916 and formalised an agreement known as the Lucknow Pact, which among other things, demanded of the British government to grant self-government to Indians at an early date. Both Jinnah and Gandhi attended the Lucknow session, the former as the new President of the Muslim League. The Tilak-Besant combine grew stronger with Besant becoming the President of the Congress session at Calcutta in 1917.


After a few weeks of coping with his father’s bereavement, Syud moved to Bombay and joined the Bombay Chronicle as a deputy to B.G. Horniman in early January 1917. The Bombay Chronicle was founded in 1910 by Sir Pherozeshah Mehta (1845–1915) who wanted a newspaper that would challenge the official line that The Times of India gave its readers. Mehta was a barrister from Lincoln’s Inn who later became president of the Congress party in 1890. He hired Horniman in 1913 as the Chronicle ’s first editor when the newspaper made its appearance that year. Though Mehta was himself a moderate, Horniman slowly veered the paper towards taking a more extremist line, much to the chagrin of the other members on the board of the paper. After Mehta’s death, Jinnah took over as the Chairman of the Board. Horniman was editor of the paper from 1913 to 1920, after which the editorship passed onto Marmaduke Pickthall and then to S.A. Brelvi whose innings lasted from 1924 to 1949, with a brief interregnum in 1926 when Horniman resumed the editorship. The newspaper finally ceased publication in 1959. Its offices were located in the iconic red building of The Bombay Samachar, Asia’s oldest newspaper, at Parsi Bazaar Street, Elphinstone Circle (now called S.A. Brelvi Marg and Horniman Circle respectively).


Horniman (1873–1948) was born in Essex of parents who had Irish origins. After short stints in British newspapers such as the Southern Daily Mail, Mornin g Leader, Daily Express, Daily Chronicle and Manchester Guardian, he joined The Statesman at Calcutta in 1906 as Assistant Editor. He was a special correspondent who reported on the Partition of Bengal in 1906 and the Delhi Durbar of 1911.4 Horniman was also the first press person to interview the 13th Dalai Lama when the latter fled from Lhasa to India in March 1910.5 Unabashedly pro-India, his paper was full of caustic articles, frequently bordering on the venomous, on the British rule in India. No act of omission by the government went past his editorial desk without a scathing attack. In perhaps the greatest compliment that a newspaper could get, Edwin Montagu, Secretary of State for India and a bitter political foe of Horniman, said that the “Bombay Chronicle is the most brilliantly written newspaper of India.”6 The British authorities were always looking for an opportunity to silence him but he was usually ahead in the game.


It was under this firebrand editor that Syud Hossain had his baptism in political journalism. Though Horniman was perceived as an extremist, his views were more in consonance with those of Gandhi than with Tilak. The years that Hossain spent at the Bombay Chronicle were a period of intense political activity in India and he revelled in this political ferment. His trenchant editorials against the British regime, much in the style of Horniman’s, were widely read, and noticed by both Motilal Nehru and Gandhi. Syud Hossain’s first meeting with Gandhi earlier in England (1914) gave way to a more substantial engagement with him during Gandhi’s visits to Bombay, which would progressively see him becoming a life-long supporter of Gandhi and his philosophy.


The scathing journalism was but an extension of Hossain’s personality. Pothan Joseph, one of India’s legendary editors, who was a junior functionary at the Bombay Chronicle at that time narrates, “I recall an incident when the late Syud Hossain was Assistant Editor of the Bombay Chronicle in the halcyon days of B.G. Horniman when juniors like me held the former in awe, partly because of his irascible temper and picturesque language when he gave expression to sudden displeasure. Extra bright after sundown, he was rung up [telephoned], and some pest at the other end hesitated giving his name. Syud Hossain boomed: ‘Why don’t you give your name? Anything in the past that which makes you ashamed of your own name?’ And he jammed the receiver and roared for a taxi to go around the corner.”7


With Gandhi and Horniman being his lodestars, it was inevitable that Hossain would join the Congress as well as Annie Besant’s Home Rule League. He swiftly became one of the League’s prominent members. In 1918, Besant formulated a strategy by which deputations in relays would be sent to England to disseminate the philosophy of Home Rule to the British people and create a groundswell of opinion in favour of the Indian movement. The first deputation consisting of George Joseph, return to india and B.V. Narasimha Iyer and Manjeri Rama Iyer left for England on 12 March 1918.8 Syud was one of the two delegates (the other being Pandit Iqbal Narayan Gurtu) who were selected to sail to London on 18 March 1918 as part of the second deputation. Sarojini Naidu was initially part of this group but had to drop out as she fell ill. On the eve of the deputation’s departure, it was given a warm send-off in a meeting held at Morarji Goculdas Hall at Cavel Street, Bombay. Horniman presided over it and in his speech said that Syud Hossain was his oldest friend in India, both having met ten years earlier and now were together as colleagues and friends. An extract from the newspaper report on Horniman’s speech reads, “And though for long separated,…they had been together for the last fifteen months in Bombay, and during that time his (Horniman’s) respect for Mr. Hossain as a politician, as a publicist, and as a fearless, honest and straightforward fighter, had continuously increased. Mr. Hossain had been to him a colleague of more value than he could adequately describe. His loyalty and devotion to him in all times of stress and in every description of trouble—and trouble of a kind which did not ordinarily fall on journalists, was beyond his power to express.”9


From aboard the ship to England, Hossain wrote a letter to Padmaja Naidu (daughter of Sarojini Naidu) on 24 March addressed to her at Woodstock College, Mussoorie where she was a student. A seal on the envelope showed that the letter had been opened by the censor indicating that Syud was considered notorious enough to be spied upon.


“Dear Padmaja, It was very cheery to have your dear little note and good wishes. As you see I am embarked with literal vengeance! But things are not overwhelmingly lively. For a long voyage to be supportable one needs congenial company. And that is lacking in the present case. Moreover, Woman is taboo on board—so that there is no question of ‘growing a soul’ en route—not of course that at my time of life that would have been a feasible proposition in any event! Which reminds me that the alleged ‘dimple’ disappeared long since—as the result, I fancy, of a rigorous course of self-imposed Yoga! Your mother not being able to start with me, needless to say, was a great disappointment…”10 Despite an erratic lifestyle, Syud Hossain was fastidiously conscious of his appearance, and was never one to countenance a ‘dimple’ or forego the discipline of a strict diet. As a later chronicler would point out, Hossain always appeared younger than his age, undoubtedly helped by his slim figure and a flawless dressing sense.11


The Home Rule deputations, however, were ill fated. A cable was received on 14 April from the first deputation asking for £100 to be sent to them at the Grand Hotel in Gibraltar. On 20 April, Hossain cabled that the British authorities had forced the deputation to disembark at Gibraltar on the order of the British War Cabinet and their passports to England had been cancelled. After waiting in Gibraltar for a suitable ship back home, both the deputations sailed back on 28 April to Bombay. In the meanwhile, a third deputation to England, led by Tilak, which left Madras on 17 March was stopped at Colombo, and their passports impounded. All of these led to the ‘deputation strategy’ being dropped by Besant.12


While Syud Hossain was cooling his heels in Gibraltar, a humongous scandal enveloped Bombay in shock, shame and fury. Mohammad Ali Jinnah—the forty-two-year-old legal luminary of the city’s bar, the President of the Muslim League, and the Chairman of the Board of the Bombay Chronicle— got married to a barely-eighteen-year-old Parsi girl, Ruttie Petit, after a two-year romance. Ruttie (or formally Ratanbai) was the daughter of the famously wealthy Sir Dinshaw Petit, a revered name in the Parsi community of Bombay, and a good friend of Jinnah. Both The Times of India and the Bombay Chronicle carried the same, scarcely noticeable but explosive item on their inner pages on 20 April 1918. The Times of India announced a “Mahomedan-Parsi Wedding” and said that, “The Hon. Mr. M.A. Jinnah was married to Bai Ratanbai, the only daughter of the Hon. Sir Dinshaw Petit, in Bombay yesterday.”13 According to a chronicler of the romance of this couple, Ruttie first surreptitiously converted to Islam on 18 April at the Jama Masjid, and equally furtively got married the next day at Jinnah’s bungalow at South Court on Mount Pleasant Road, Malabar Hill in the presence of a dozen witnesses, which included the Raja of Muhmudabad.14 The venerable Sir Dinshaw and his wife Lady Petit came to know of the wedding only from the following day’s newspaper, by which time the couple had entrained on their honeymoon to Nainital, a picturesque hill station in the Kumaon region of the Himalayas. There were many reasons for Bombay society’s outrage over the union: the vast difference in their ages, the young girl’s defiance of her father, and her conversion to Islam. In a court hearing that took place later, when Jinnah was accused of abducting the young girl, Ruttie famously replied, “Mr. Jinnah has not abducted me; in fact I have abducted him.”15 Ruttie’s return to india and relationship with her father was beyond repair, the conservative Parsi community boycotted Ruttie and excommunicated her.


After returning from his abortive trip, Syud became more involved in the activities of the Congress. In a Special Session of the Congress held in Bombay from 29 August to 1 September 1918 at the Marine Lines Grounds to debate the Montagu-Chelmsford report*, Syed Hasan Imam was elected as the President of the session. Hossain was one of the General Secretaries, and on the second day of the session he gave a speech on ‘Responsible Government’. A group photograph of the General Secretaries shows a young Syud, dressed nattily in a suit and bow tie, along with Besant and Hasan Imam.16 By now, Hossain had gained enough notoriety in the eyes of the British authorities to be constantly on their radar. A confidential Bombay government report titled, ‘Statement relating to the Disturbances in the City of Bombay in April 1919’, states that, “In November 1918 Horniman and his associates of the Bombay Home Rule League engineered what was in some respects the most remarkable and most unscrupulous of all these political moves. His Excellency Lord Willingdon was about to leave the Bombay Presidency for England on the expiry of the tenure of his office. The Sheriff of Bombay had proposed to call a public meeting to consider the question of voting a memorial to His Excellency. Violent opposition to this meeting was organized in the Bombay Chronicle, Young India and the Hindusthan . The leaders in the anti-Willingdon agitation were Horniman, […] and M.A. Jinnah. Among the speakers who addressed the meetings of Home Rulers, mill-hands and workmen were Messrs. K.P. Khadilkar, […] and Syed Hossein. [sic]” 17
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