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History would be an excellent thing, if it were only true.

Leo Tolstoy, writing to N. N. Gusev, 1908.

The past is never dead. It’s not even past.

William Faulkner, Requiem for a Nun, 1951.

Paraphrased by Barack Obama in his presidential nomination speech ‘A more perfect union’, Philadelphia, 1 March 2008.
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Gouache of a Brahmin couple from the Konkan, from an album of ‘Native types’, c. 1845. The crudely printed caption reads: ‘CONCANEES or CANNEREENS are the descendants of the Brahmins, who came and settled here from Goa and other parts of the country, they are chiefly traders sroffs [shroffs, or bankers, from Arabic saraaf] goldsmiths &c.’
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PREFACE:
A HEALTH WARNING TO THE READER

This book is mostly about South India and aspects of its cultural history that I find particularly fascinating – or challenging. I do not claim for one moment that it is more ‘correct’ as history than anything else that has been written, only that it is my attempt to make sense of some of the forces and contradictions that have shaped the multifarious culture of the Indian South – hence my subtitle ‘a personal history’. Although written for a general readership I very much hope it will also appeal to English-speaking readers in India and to HINAs (Hindus in North America) and HIBs (Hindus in Britain) – hence my health warning.

I write as a secular humanist. Despite my Indian roots, my cultural attitudes have been shaped largely by Britain, which is an increasingly secular society. We British are in general not just irreligious but downright anti-religious. A recent survey carried out by the Observer newspaper showed that 61 per cent of the British population thought that religion is ‘a negative influence in the world rather than a force for good’. Only 15 per cent disagreed.1

On the Indian subcontinent it is very much the other way round. Religion continues to shape South Asian society to a degree unthinkable in most of Europe – although not in the United States of America, where polls suggest that around 42 per cent of Americans believe in Creationism and only 19 per cent in Darwinian evolution.

So reader, if you truly believe that Hanuman and his monkey army helped Rama build a bridge linking the Indian mainland to the island of Lanka in the golden age of the Treta Yuga; or that the Buddha Sakyamuni ascended to the Tushita heaven on a ladder to preach to the mothers of all the Buddhas; or that the Prophets Elijah and Moses appeared before Jesus of Nazareth on a high mountain; or that the Prophet Muhammad rode Al-Buraq, the winged steed, on his night ride from Mecca to Jerusalem; or that when the Guru Nanak visited Mecca the Kaaba moved to be wherever his feet pointed – then please read no further. This is not the book for you and I have no wish to cause you offence.

And you, reader, since your eyes are still on this page – thank you for keeping an open mind.

Charles Allen, London


A NOTE ON NAMES, DATES AND ILLUSTRATIONS
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An illustration from James Forbes, Oriental Memoirs, 1813.

In my dating I have employed BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era) in preference to the now politically incorrect BC and AD.

Wherever possible I have illustrated my text with black and white drawings and early photographs from yesterday’s India. Every effort has been made to obtain clearance for their use, although in some cases it has not been possible to locate a presumed copyright holder. All who supplied photographs or helped me with information and support have, I hope, been named and thanked in my Acknowledgements and Picture Credits. All uncredited contemporary photographs were taken either by me or by my wife, Liz Allen.

The names of many people and places mentioned come in different forms and spellings according to source and language used. For example, the town in Tamil Nadu known as Trichy to the British, and as Trichinopoly to Sanskrit-based language speakers, is better known to Tamil-speakers as Tiruchirappalli (or variations in spelling thereof). Here I am sticking to the best-known version (in this case, Trichy), with the local spelling added in brackets where appropriate.

I have tried wherever possible to avoid that loaded word ‘Aryan’, with all its negative connotations. The original Vedic term was ‘Arya’ and I am sticking with that in reference to the Sanskrit-speakers whose distinctive culture first emerged in Northern India about three and a half thousand years ago. Their word for their priestly caste was Brahmana. This was shortened to Brahman and then anglicised into Brahmin, which is just plain wrong. Even so, Brahmin is now common usage so Brahmin it is here.

The word ‘Sanskritist’ also requires clarification. In academic terms, a Sanskritist is not simply someone who knows all the Shastras by heart but a scholar who studies them as a philologist trained in the structure of language. So Panini, the scholar credited with assembling the first Sanskrit grammar, Ashtadhyayi, could be said to be the first Sanskritist, but not the Brahmin priests who assisted him. Similarly, the great philologist Sir William Jones became in time a Sanskritist but, arguably, not so his chief pandit Ramlochan Cantaberna, the man who taught him Sanskrit at what was then the most important centre of Sanskrit learning in Bengal, Nadiya, and who afterwards joined him in Calcutta both as a language teacher and as what we would now call a ‘Reader’. This is not to downplay the role of such pandits, who were always to be found at the shoulder of every foreign linguist who ever came to India and who were in many instances extremely erudite. These pandits and munshis (language teachers) could well be described as the unsung heroes of early Indology, rarely given the credit they deserved.
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A European imagining of India’s Malabar and Coromandel coasts and Ceylon as rich in trade goods, including cloths, ivory, pearls, coconuts, spices and stuffed tigers, and seemingly as much populated by Africans as Indians. This illustration appeared in the Churchill brothers’ Collection of Voyages and Travels, published in 1744, incorporating an earlier work: A True and Exact Description of the Most Celebrated East-India Coasts of Malabar and Coromandel, written by the Catholic missionary Father Philip Baldaeus of Delft in 1672. Employed by the Dutch East India Company, Baldaeus was the first European to give an account of the Mahabharata and Ramayana. He also proposed that European civilisation had its roots in India.


INTRODUCTION:
SOMETHING ABOUT MYSELF
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Arab coasting dhows off the Malabar coast. A watercolour painted by Lieutenant-Fireworker Thomas Cussans in 1820.



He stood up against the mast, swinging in circles, swooping from sky to sea, and looking out under his hand. The rising sun climbed slowly out of the trough of the waves astern. Ahead the sea stretched to a low dark line which might be the land. From horizon to horizon, covering all that sea, the white horses rode westward towards the doubtful coast.

Jason saw the land harden before his eyes as the ship rose on a great wave. He shouted, ‘Land ho!’, and then: ‘Coromandel!’

John Masters, Coromandel!, 1955





I have called this book Coromandel chiefly for sentimental reasons. I first became aware of that sonorous word as a fifteen-year-old schoolboy exiled in England. Coromandel! was the title of the third in a series of Boy’s Own-style adventure stories set in India written by John Masters, an ex-Indian Army officer turned popular novelist. It was all about a West Country lad who sails to India with a map to find the legendary Coromandel and make his fortune. I reread it recently and found it not half as good as I thought it was – but the magic of that word Coromandel has always stayed with me, as the very essence of South India in all its elusiveness and allure. I’m not alone in thinking this. The French fashion-house Chanel markets a perfume it calls Coromandel which, it claims, ‘unfurls the enveloping notes of its amber vibrato before giving way to a lingering voluptuous accord’. It lists the perfume’s ingredients as frankincense, benzoin and patchouli. If it were up to me, those ingredients would be sandalwood, nutmeg, cinnamon and cloves, with a touch of pepper and cardamom to give it added spice.

Supporters of the late Edward Said, whose book Orientalism caused a mighty rumpus when it was published in 1978, would call such sentiments typically Orientalist, but I would refer them to the Bengali writer-in-exile Nirad Chaudhuri, who in his book The Continent of Circe (1965) compared Mother India to the Greek sorceress Circe, who seduced men with her enchantments and kept them trapped on her island. That is rather how I feel about India, the land of my birth. Ever since I can remember I have been immersing myself in her muddy waters, getting her dust between my toes. Almost my earliest memory is of lurching on elephant-back through steamy sub-tropical jungle, my father having borrowed a couple of elephants from a local maharaja to go in search of a legendary copper temple lost in the jungles of northeastern Assam. I remember losing my sola (note spelling!) topee, which in those days was mandatory for any white child in the sun, and the elephant retrieving it from the forest floor and handing it back to me with his trunk, ever so delicately. I have loved these gentle, intelligent giants ever since, and fully understand why the early Buddhists and Emperor Ashoka in particular chose the elephant as a symbol of their faith. I used to be puzzled as to why Hinduism did not follow suit and why the cow was preferred. Now I know better, as a later chapter explains.

Three other particularly vivid images from my Indian childhood have stayed with me. One is of my father dispensing justice on the front verandah of our bungalow. He was then a Political Officer in the North-East Frontier Agency, where he had responsibility for maintaining law and order among the hill tribes bordering India’s frontier with Tibet. It was customary for officials like him to make themselves available outside office hours to all and sundry, and this is what I remember him doing, morning and evening, on the verandah, so that there were always queues of people – many of them wild-looking men in rudimentary loincloths armed with bows, spears and short swords – waiting for him to hear their petitions or resolve their quarrels. It left me with a lasting image of my father as the very embodiment of British rule in India, which I grew up believing to be essentially benevolent, even if paternalist. Apparently a majority of British people share those same early views of mine, since a recent YouGov poll found that 59 per cent of the British public are generally proud of colonialism and the British empire, and only 19 per cent regret that it happened.1

A second memory comes from that same bungalow. When I was about four my parents went to Calcutta (now Kolkata), leaving me in the care of my father’s boss, who was a bachelor. I had a slight fever, which was why I was lying on my bed in the middle of the afternoon. I heard a hiss, and there on the floor by the door was a large cobra. I screamed and went on screaming until a servant ran in with an axe and chopped the cobra in half. Then my father’s boss appeared with a shotgun and blew the cobra’s head off. He told me it would be better not to say anything about this to my parents, so I never did. But from that day on I have lived in terror of snakes. Just thinking about it as I write these words is enough to make the hairs prickle on my scalp.

It follows that to think of the hooded Indian cobra Naja naja as death incarnate seems to me entirely reasonable. Recent research published by the American Society of Tropical Medicine and Hygiene has put the figure of deaths from snake-bite in India at forty-six thousand annually, which is a long way from the Government of India’s official estimate of two thousand fatalities. Given such figures, it is easy to see why in India the cobra remains an object of fear – and of worship. Not only does it deliver death, it also disappears underground every summer, only to reappear with a new skin with the monsoon rains, seemingly reborn. So one can understand why it continues to be treated with as much reverence as caution – nowhere more so than among the Nairs in Kerala – and why the three great religions that took shape in early India all incorporated the cobra into their respective faiths.

My third memory is one of the last from my Indian childhood. My family were about to depart for Bombay (Mumbai) to board a troopship bound for Liverpool. On the morning of 31 January 1948 I paid my usual visit to the servants’ quarters behind our bungalow, where I found everyone unusually subdued. The cook was crying. I asked why and was told that ‘Bapu’ had been killed. I had no idea who Bapu was but out of sympathy with the cook I began crying, too. But then I was told that there was no need to cry because Bapu was now sitting on a lotus leaf in Swarga (heaven) in the company of Lord Vishnu. That image of the assassinated Mahatma Gandhi seated on a lotus leaf with his spinning-wheel has stayed with me ever since.

So mine was a privileged upbringing, as a scion of a ruling class, rooted in the fact that six generations of the male members of my family chose to seek their fortunes in India, in occupations as varied as the Indian Civil Service (ICS), the Indian Army, indigo-planting and missionary work. Many were born in India, like myself and my parents before me, and at least a dozen that I know of lie in graves as far apart as Ali Masjid in the Khyber Pass and Colombo. The rest did their best to come Home – always implied with a capital ‘H’ if not actually spelled that way – to die in Cheltenham or thereabouts on modest pensions.

That elephant ride in the Assam jungle was over seventy years ago. In 1966 I was lucky enough to be posted by Voluntary Service Overseas to Nepal to teach English at a school outside Kathmandu. I’m not sure the boys I taught learned much but I did, because Nepal was then the last surviving Hindu monarchy on the subcontinent, as well as having the last surviving pocket of Mahayana Vajrayana Buddhism. Nepal was also where I met my future wife Liz, and since then she and I have been drawn back to the subcontinent time and time again, to criss-cross the country by whatever means were available to us, which now tends to be a comfy air-conditioned car with driver.

Ever since that first elephantine adventure of my childhood the notion of quest has had me hooked. Without quite knowing why, I have made pilgrimages to Kedarnath and Badrinath, dipped my head under the icy waters of the actual source of the Ganges at Gaumukh and at its legendary source in Lake Manasarovar, and completed parikaramas – circuits of holy places – of Mount Kailas and Kawa Karpo in far eastern Tibet, to say nothing of visiting thousands of Hindu mandirs and kovils, Jain bastis, Sikh gurdwaras and Buddhist stupas, viharas and rock-cut chaityas. I can even claim to have completed the char dham yatra – pilgrimage to the four holiest abodes, of Badrinath, Dwaraka, Puri and Rameshwaram – though more by chance than religious intent. The mysteries of the unknown and the unexplored have led me to search for yetis in the Himalayas and for the lost land of Shambhala in far western Tibet, to trace the footsteps of the Chinese pilgrims Faxian and Xuanzang and, more recently, to track down the minor and major rock edicts and pillar edicts of the great emperor Ashoka, scattered far and wide across India, Pakistan and Afghanistan.

This travelling was never about gaining merit or the absolution of sins. It was always the journey that mattered, and what these travels could tell me about the country and its history – a history so alluring, so epic as to keep drawing me back. There is so damn much of it, and so much still unexamined, still disputed, still buried and waiting to be brought back into the light.

So it has gone on for half a century. In the process I have been drawn ever deeper into Indian India, to which I’d like to think I have learned to expose my inner self as much as the twenty-year-old Rudyard Kipling did when he began his night walks into Indian Lahore in the 1880s, of which he wrote in a letter to a friend:



I am now deeply involved with the people of the land. I hunt and rummage among ’em, knowing Lahore City – that wonderful, dirty, mysterious ant hill – blind-fold, and wandering through it like Haroon-Al-Rashid in search of strange things. India is now my own place, where I find heat and smells of oil and spices, and puffs of temple incense, and sweat and darkness, and dirt and lust and cruelty, and, above all, things wonderful. I am in love with the country and would sooner write about her than anything else.2





I, too, love the land of my birth, and have been lucky enough to be allowed to write about her these past forty years. However, the fact is that I know far more about North India than I do about the South, which is partly why I set myself the task of researching and writing this book, which concentrates on the country south of the Narmada, the river that takes its name from the Sanskrit for ‘Giver of Pleasure’, and which the British, for no reason that I can establish, called the Nerbudda.

The Narmada runs east to west along a rift in the Earth’s crust that forms a natural 800-mile ditch across the country. This, by ancient tradition, marks the divide between North and South India, and with good reason, since the Narmada is banked on both sides by mountain ranges: the Vindhyas to the north, the Satpuras on its south bank. In geological terms the Vindhyas and Satpuras are part of a whole, the so-called Vindhyan supergroup, made up of layer upon layer of loose rock strata piled one upon another. Taken together, the ditch and its palisades create a formidable barrier, and one that the early chroniclers of the Arya were quick to designate the southern limits of their primary homeland, drawing on a word from the Prakrit or common tongue, Dakhina, to name the unknown country beyond in their more refined Sanskrit Dakshina, the ‘south country’, subsequently smoothed out into the word Deccan.

In the days of the British Raj this country south of the Narmada River was widely known as the ‘sloth belt’, the idea being that it was a more provincial sort of place than the North, with its own slower pace of doing things, and so a social, cultural and political backwater which ambitious civil servants and military officers tried to avoid. It wasn’t, of course, but the tendency has always been to equate India with the North and to treat the South as an adjunct.

There is some justification for this, because before the supremacy of European sea-power India’s identity was largely shaped by waves of migrants emerging out of the mixing bowls of Eurasia by way of what is now Iran and Afghanistan. It meant that the political spotlight was always on the Indus, the river basin of the Punjab, and the Doab – the fertile alluvial plain lying between the Ganges and the Jumna. Three and a half millennia ago this became Aryavarta, the heartland of Arya culture, where two social groups – Brahmin priests and thinkers, and Kshatriya warriors and rulers – locked together in symbiotic alliance. This unique nexus gave Aryavarta-Bharat-Hind-India the stabilising continuity that made it possible for Mahatma Gandhi to speak in the 1920s of ‘the beauty of the caste system’, because, for him, it was caste that had saved Hindu India from disintegration: ‘I believe that if Hindu society has been able to stand, it is because it is founded on the caste system.’3

In later years Gandhi’s contacts with the Dalit social reformer Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar led him to modify what we would now consider to be his reactionary views. But Gandhi’s point stands. That Brahmin–Kshatriya alliance was the stambha, the central column or backbone, around which Hindu society in the North revolved, even through what many would regard as the darkest days of Sultans Mahmud of Ghazni and Ala-ud-Din, Emperor Aurangzeb (who did more to sow division between his subjects than any of his Mughal predecessors) and Lord Lytton (who, as Viceroy, not only refused to implement available relief measures during the catastrophic Great Famine in South India in 1876-8, but ensured that record amounts of grain were exported to Britain at the same time).

But how much of this applied south of the Narmada River, to the Deccan and, in particular, to the deeper South and the country that many of its inhabitants would prefer to speak of as Tamilakam, ‘the land of the Tamil people’ (the ancient heartland corresponding to the present-day states of Kerala and Tamil Nadu but extending northwards to include Andhra Pradesh and Telangana as well as parts of Karnataka and Odisha)? The earliest recorded appearance of that word ‘Tamil’ can be seen on King Kharavela’s inscription on the Hathigumpha rock cave outside Bhubaneshwar, inscribed in about 150 BCE, where he speaks of a tamira samghatta or ‘Tamil confederacy’, although in its earliest form the word was dravida, which much later gave rise to ‘Dravidian’, the term now used to describe the family group of languages widely, but by no means exclusively, spoken south of the Narmada (see Map 1 on page 11).

We are, in essence, talking about two distinct peoples and cultures. Consider and contrast, for example, the two key states of Uttar Pradesh (UP) in the north and Tamil Nadu (TN) in the south. Both play hugely important roles within their respective regions as social, political and religious hubs but are utterly different in so many ways. The present population of the state of UP (roughly the size of the United Kingdom) is well over two hundred million, which is nearly three times that of TN (roughly the size of England). According to the 2011 National Census the female literacy rate in UP is 59 per cent as compared to TN’s 74 per cent; the mortality rate for females between birth and twelve months is 87 per 1000 in UP and 54 per 1000 in TN; the sex ratio is 91 females per 100 males in UP and 100 females per 100 males in TN. In terms of social make-up, one fifth of the population of both states is made up of persons classed as belonging to the Scheduled Castes, also known as Dalits and formerly known as Untouchables, and in both states the so-called Scheduled Tribes, formerly known as Tribals, make up just 1 per cent of the population. However, in other respects the two states are markedly different: Muslims make up 19 per cent of the population in UP and 6 per cent in TN, which also has a 6 per cent Christian population; Brahmins make up 11 per cent of the population in UP but only 44 per cent in TN; high-caste Thakurs and Vaishyas make up 10 per cent of the UP population, but in TN this designation breaks down entirely because of the absence of established higher-caste categories. One other statistic which I find significant is that of seven Nobel Prize winners of Indian origin, three have been Tamil Brahmins, all of them scientists.

These two Indias may form a political whole, but in cultural terms they are chalk and cheese, old and new, volcanic and alluvial, shakti and shiva, rice and wheat, todi (think toddy) and soma (the mysterious intoxicant drunk by the early Arya), dosa (rice pancake) and chapatti (unleavened flatbread), water buffalo and cow, Dravida and Arya. This North–South difference is neatly epitomised in the current leaders of these two states. In UP the newly installed Chief Minister at the time of writing is a Hindu nationalist belonging to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) – the lean, shaven-headed, saffron-clad Rajput firebrand Yogi Adityanath, the mahant (head) of the Goraknath math (monastic order) at Gorakhpur. In TN it is the stocky, moustachioed figure of Edappadi Palaniswami, drawn from the dominant Gounder or Kongu Vellalar agriculturalist and landowning community, and a stalwart of the All-India Anna Dravida Munnetra Party, which until her recent death was dominated for years by the matriarch Jayalalithaa, known to her devotees as Amma (mother) or Thanga tharagai, the ‘golden girl’.

But perhaps the greatest difference of all is in language. The further you travel south of the Narmada River the stronger that sense of Dravidian or Tamil identity becomes – and the louder that liquid, bubbling, melodic sound of spoken Tamil and its variants.

This division between North and South is at its most obvious when the major language groups spoken on the Indian subcontinent are plotted on a map (see Map 1). Today almost 94 per cent of first languages spoken in India belong to one or other of the two dominant language families: Indo-Aryan, spoken by about 74 per cent of Indians, and Dravidian, spoken by about 24 per cent. So three-quarters of India’s present-day population speak one or other of the Sanskrit-based Indo-Aryan languages such as Hindi, Gujarati, Marathi and Punjabi; just less than a quarter speak languages that are Tamil-based in origin, whether Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam, Kannada or Tulu. The remaining 2 per cent is divided between the so-called Austro-Asiatic group and the Tibeto-Burman group of languages spoken along India’s borders abutting Tibet and Burma.

[image: image]

The modern distribution of the two main South Asian language groups – Indo-Aryan and Dravidian-Tamil – along with three smaller groups: Austro-Asiatic, now spoken only in small pockets in central and eastern India; Tibeto-Burman, spoken along the Indian subcontinent’s pre-1947 Himalayan and eastern borders; and Iranian, spoken on the western borders of Pakistan. (Adapted from ‘Language families and branches’, in A Historical Atlas of South India, OUP, 1992.)

Packed into one solid triangle in the deep south are the Dravidian language speakers, just as you would expect, with scattered pockets of outriders extending along the Vindhyan supergroup, plus one isolated pocket far over to the west, which marks the location of the Brahui language speakers, now entirely surrounded by Baluchi-speakers who form part of the Iranian language group, itself descended from Proto-Indo-Iranian. But what on earth is that pocket doing there, you might well ask, so isolated from the nearest Dravidian-speaking population by more than 800 miles (1300 kilometres)?

There are two possible explanations. One is that this Brahui Dravidian was introduced to that area by immigrants from the South. The other is that Dravidian-based languages were once spoken widely across the Indian subcontinent, only to be supplanted in the North and centre by speakers of Indo-Aryan. There is no evidence in support of the first explanation, whereas there is considerable supporting evidence for the second, not least the number of Dravidian loan words that have been absorbed into Hindi and other Sanskrit-based languages. The map also shows the presence of a third language group of particular relevance here: Austro-Asiatic, the speakers of which are now stuck in small isolated pockets in a sort of no-man’s land between the two dominant language groups, mostly in the hill country of central India. These are mainly Munda-speakers, a language now spoken by probably no more than ten million people, so less than 1 per cent of the Indian population. It divides into North Munda, also known as Santali, as spoken in the plateau country of Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh and parts of West Bengal; and South Munda, spoken in the hills of Odisha and Andhra Pradesh. Traces of Munda are also found in a number of mixed languages spoken all the way along the foothills of the Himalayas, all of which points to it being much more widely spoken in South Asia in the distant past, and, in all probability, pre-dating Dravidian.

This, by inference, is the prime language of those often spoken of as vanavasi, ‘forest people’, girijan, ‘hill people’, or simply aboriginals or tribals. Now classified for official purposes as Scheduled Tribes, they are now increasingly referred to as Adivasi, or ‘first people’ – as they will be here.

These two non-Sanskrit peoples, Dravidian and Adivasi, are very much the chief focus of this book, but be warned that what I have written is partial in both senses of that word: partial in that it is incomplete, and partial in only considering aspects of South Indian history that I find particularly intriguing.

The structure of my book is roughly chronological, in that I begin with prehistory and end in India in the twenty-first century, but in between I have hopped about a bit. I have written mostly about the Dravidian South but I have included parts of the middle ground between the two major language groups. This includes what was the ancient pre-Sanskrit kingdom of Kalinga but became Orissa and is now Odisha State, where Odiya (formerly Oriya) is the predominant language. Although part of the Indo-Aryan language group and so quite distinct from the Dravidian group, Odiya is derived from the spoken Prakrit of Eastern India, which is the primary language of the earliest written Jain texts, suggesting that it came with early Jain immigrants from the North and overwhelmed the many local tribal Munda languages then being spoken. I have also made a brief diversion into what was for centuries Maratha country and is now Maharashtra, chiefly so that I can enlarge on that important but still largely unknown ruling dynasty the Satavahanas.

I have also found it impossible to ignore early historical events north of the Narmada boundary wall-and-ditch. One cannot consider the impact of Brahminical culture on South India without writing about the Arya and where they came from – which in turn means at least touching on that extraordinary and still barely understood culture that preceded the Arya, initially called the Indus Civilisation, then the Harappan Civilisation and now, in some circles (but not here), the Saraswati Civilisation or even Meluhha. So that means saying something about the controversial issue of origins, about which a great deal of chauvinist nonsense is now being promoted in some quarters.

I have also explored the religious impulse in its main manifestations, ranging from the religion of the Vedas through to the revolutionary heterodoxies of Buddhism and Jainism and on by way of bhakti through to the impact of sea-borne monotheism first introduced by early Christian missionaries and subsequently by Arab traders and their missionaries, and what came after in the form of Western colonialism.

None of those forebears of mine I mentioned earlier who were part of that colonial process in India consciously saw themselves as instruments of imperialism, but that is what they were. The British Raj was not, as Lord Curzon once argued, ‘the greatest force for good the world has ever seen’. Nor was it, as the nineteenth-century Bengali philosopher Keshab Chandra Sen liked to say, the coming together of ‘parted cousins’. For all the good intentions of men like my father – and there were of plenty of them on the ground – British imperialism was very good for Britain but very bad for India, even if it was never the vast satanic mill that some make it out to have been.5 Like the curate’s bad egg in the old Punch joke, ‘parts of it are excellent’, and there is a case for preserving those same parts from historical oblivion, particularly with regard to the Orientalist movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and its role both in the recovery of India’s past and in helping to kick-start the Bengal Renaissance. Just as the munshis and pandits who taught them were not given their due in the nineteenth century, so today the tendency is to overlook the pioneering role of the Orientalists themselves. Readers who know something of my earlier work will not be surprised that I have more to say on this subject, not to extol their superiority but simply for the record.

In all these areas I have set out to counter what I consider to be bogus history – in Trumpian language, ‘alternative facts’ – by offering what I believe to be a more reasoned alternative. But at the end of the day it is up to you, dear reader, to judge for yourself whether what I have written is any more valid. Here you might like to consider the wise words of one of India’s most distinguished contemporary historians. ‘Remember, of course, to be very cynical,’ declared Professor Romila Thapar in a speech made to fellow academics back in 1999. ‘All historians when they put out theories have an axe to grind and have a political message. So always ask yourself, what is the political message of this historian that you might be reading?’6

[image: image]

A Kani or Kanikkar forest-dweller from the mountains of southern Kerala and western Tamil Nadu, from a photograph taken by Edgar Thurston’s colleague Kadambi Rangachari, published in Thurston’s Castes and Tribes of Southern India, 1909.
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