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WHY 565?

Various sources mention different numbers of princely states. While the count in the Report of the Indian States Committee, also called the Butler Committee (1929), is 562, a Report of the Joint Committee on Indian Constitutional Reforms (1933–34) refers to nearly 600 states. Meanwhile, the number listed in the Appendix of the White Paper released by the Government of India (1948) is 584.

In his book The Great Divide: Britain – India – Pakistan, H.V. Hodson mentions Sardar Patel stating the number 565 when speaking of the princely states with the then viceroy, Lord Mountbatten, a few weeks before 15 August 1947.

In his address to the Chamber of Princes on 25 July 1947, Viceroy Lord Mountbatten said, ‘Out of something like 565 states, the vast majority are irretrievably linked geographically with the Dominion of India.’

Several other references also state the number as 565. This number (565) was hence chosen for the title of the book.


Praise for the Book

‘Veiled as they are behind the drudgery of textbooks, some of the most enthralling episodes from the making of modern India fail to reach a majority of young Indians, who will go on to helm our future. One of these episodes is the integration of more than 500 princely states into the Union of India. As an impoverished and soon-to-be-liberated India ran the gauntlet of infernal communal violence and armed invasion, the venerable Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and his sagacious aide, V.P. Menon, strove to cobble together, one challenging maharaja a time, the India we see on the map. Were it not for these two patriots and their valorous crusade against formidable odds, India’s fate would have been wholly different. This is their story.

An outstanding volume, woven into a spellbinding yarn by Mallika Ravikumar and brought to sparkling life by Ishan Trivedi’s excellent illustrations, 565: The Dramatic Story of Unifying India is sure to enthral readers, introducing them to the glory of independent India’s founders and the cataclysms they surmounted to leave behind the nation we boundlessly treasure.

– Dr Shashi Tharoor, author and Member of Parliament

565: The Dramatic Story of Unifying India is a compelling narrative that unravels the intricate negotiations, strategic manoeuvres and powerful personalities involved in integrating over 500 princely states into the Indian Union, both pre- and post-independence.

A well-researched book, with vivid storytelling, interesting snippets and a note on sources called ‘Did it Happen This Way’, it brings alive a pivotal yet overlooked chapter of Indian history.

– Rana Safvi, author and translator
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HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

Unlike a typical history-based book, events in this story do not unfold in a strictly chronological order. Events in each chapter are often occurring at the same time as those in other chapters and multiple fires are put out at once. Readers can therefore choose to jump to the story of any princely state that interests them, after reading the Prologue and initial sections to understand the background. That being said, the story does begin with Travancore (the first princely state to declare its independence) and ends with Hyderabad (among the last princely states to join India). Because the story has been narrated in this manner, you may find a few details repeated, as every chapter is meant to stand on its own as a separate unit, while at the same time being one part of the larger narrative.


Prologue

As the British prepared to leave India in 1947, India was not a single political entity. Although geographically one land mass, politically, India comprised two distinct portions:

1. British India

2. Princely India

British India was that part of India which had been directly annexed by the British and was administered by a government in Delhi. Divided into various provinces such as Bombay, Bengal, Sind and so on, it formed roughly half of the Indian subcontinent.

Princely India was that part of India which the British ruled indirectly through hereditary rulers, who were known by various names like maharaja, nawab, nizam and so on. Comprising over 500 kingdoms – some larger than nations in Europe; others, small landholdings barely visible on a map – this part formed about half of the Indian territory.

The indirect rule in Princely India (also called princely states) was facilitated through treaties, which were agreements the rulers had signed with the British Crown. Under these treaties, the rulers had been provided with security and various privileges by the British; and in return they had accepted the British monarch as their supreme or paramount power (the arrangement was hence called paramountcy).

When, on 20 February 1947, British Prime Minister Clement Attlee announced in the British Parliament that Britain would withdraw from India by June 1948, two processes were required to be undertaken:

1. In British India: Transferring power to the successor government of independent India; and

2. In Princely India: Ending the arrangement of paramountcy with the hereditary rulers.

On 3 June 1947, the deadline for Britain’s withdrawal was arbitrarily advanced by Lord Mountbatten, India’s last viceroy, when he suddenly declared that India would become independent on 15 August 1947, leaving less than three months for the mammoth task.

In British India, the transfer of power was a challenge because the two principal political parties in India back then – the Indian National Congress (or Congress) and the Muslim League – were at loggerheads. Most of us are familiar with that story, and the saga of the Partition of India that followed.

Little, however, is written or discussed about the dramatic events that occurred during the same period in Princely India; despite the fact that the princely states constituted about 45 per cent of the total territory, and 24 per cent of the total population of pre-Partition India. In fact, sixteen of those princely states had a population of over 1 million.

These princely states – 565 in all (by several accounts) were given three options:

1. Join India; or

2. Join Pakistan; or

3. Remain independent.

Several rulers were nervous about these developments. Over the years, many had helped Britain in her war efforts, even sided with the British in the Revolt of 1857, and were jittery about being left in the lurch. Some distrusted the Congress, as its leaders, such as Jawaharlal Nehru, were avowedly opposed to monarchy; hence the rajas and nawabs feared that their powers and privileges would be taken away in independent democratic India. Some negotiated with Muslim League leader Muhammad Ali Jinnah about joining Pakistan; others deliberated with one another about forming a third front and calling themselves Princestan; while some others preferred to simply stay out and declare their independence.

It was in these circumstances that a States Department was formed and placed under the charge of Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel and V.P. Menon to convince the over 500 princely states, scattered across the length and breadth of the subcontinent, to join India. With less than three months in hand – moreover, with other upheavals like Partition happening simultaneously – this was going to be an impossible race against time.

While every state had its own challenges and priorities, and tense events took place in some other princely states as well (such as in Alwar), it was not possible to include the story of every state in this book. With an effort to neither vilify nor idolize any of the personalities involved, or their decisions, the states featured in this book have been selected for the dramatic quality of how events unfolded there, and the far-reaching impact they had on the outcome. The stories of these states encompass nearly all the major events concerning the episode of the accession of princely states while providing a glimpse into this complex and colossal task.

This is the story of that immense endeavour, that unparalleled achievement in history, in which more than 500 princely kingdoms were threaded together into a union – in record time and against all odds – to create the India we now have.


The Key Personalities

[image: img]

WE CANNOT ALLOW THE COUNTRY TO SPLINTER INTO PIECES!

JAWAHARLAL NEHRU

Interim Prime Minister and first Prime Minister of Independent India

Fifty-seven-year-old Jawaharlal Nehru was the head of the interim government and was set to be the first prime minister of free India.

Nehru played a key role in supporting the States Department/Ministry in the impossible task of uniting 565 princely states.
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WE HAVE LESS THAN THREE MONTHS AND NEARLY 600 RULERS TO APPROACH!

SARDAR VALLABHBHAI PATEL

Minister of States

Vallabhbhai Patel, then seventy-two, headed the States Department that was given the responsibility to convince the princely states to join India. Many saw the pragmatic Patel as the best man for the challenging task.

Despite his age and failing health, Patel would become the deputy prime minister, and head the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting and the Ministry of Home Affairs, while also being on many committees drafting India’s Constitution.
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I HAVE A PLAN! LET’S USE THE PAUCITY OF TIME TO OUR ADVANTAGE!

V.P. MENON

Secretary, States Department

Fifty-four-year-old Vappala Pangunni Menon had had a long bureaucratic career, at the end of which came his posting as the reforms commissioner to the viceroy. After Independence, he looked forward to a quiet retirement, but Patel insisted that he take up the position of secretary in the States Department under him.

The critical agreement under which the princely states joined India, known as the Instrument of Accession, was Menon’s brainchild.
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I AGREE TO HELP APPROACH THE RAJAS AND NAWABS TO JOIN INDIA.

LOUIS MOUNTBATTEN

The Last British Viceroy; First Governor General of Independent India

The representative of the British king in India, Lord Louis Mountbatten was given the humongous responsibility of overseeing the transfer of power. Although he had to remain strictly neutral, he played a key role in bringing the princely states into India upon the suggestion of Menon and Sardar Patel.

[image: img]

HINDUS AND MUSLIMS ARE TWO SEPARATE NATIONS.

MUHAMMAD ALI JINNAH

Leader of the Muslim League

Seventy-year-old Muhammad Ali Jinnah, leader of the Muslim League, was on the verge of carving out of India a separate country for Muslims. But contrary to his expectations, the map of Pakistan was much smaller than what he desired (with only half of Bengal and half of Punjab). As August 1947 neared, Jinnah hoped to compensate for this loss by luring various princely states into Pakistan’s fold – even those located deep inside India’s territory, and those with a Hindu-majority population, despite that being completely against the principles of his two-nation theory.
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PRINCELY STATES AND THEIR RULERS

The kingdoms called princely states were ruled by hereditary rulers who were known by various names such as raja, maharaja, maharawal, nawab, nizam and so on. As 15 August 1947 approached, these rulers had to make a decision about joining India. The states were ranked by the British and the more important ones, known as salute states, were ranked by the number of gun salutes given to the ruler – the higher the number of gun salutes, the more important the state. Occupying the highest position in this pecking order were the states of Baroda, Jammu and Kashmir, Gwalior, Mysore and Hyderabad – all of which were 21-gun-salute states.

PRIME MINISTERS/DIWANS OF PRINCELY STATES

Rulers of princely states appointed ministers or advisers: ‘diwans’ or prime ministers. The diwans of the princely states advised the ruler, and helped him administer and manage the state. Many of them played a decisive role in the saga of accession.

CHAMBER OF PRINCES

The Chamber of Princes, also called Narendra Mandal, was a forum formed in 1921 as an association of rulers of princely states. It was an advisory forum where princes got together for mutual consultations on matters that affected them as a whole. In early 1947, the nawab of Bhopal was the chancellor of the Chamber of Princes.

ALL INDIA STATES PEOPLES’ CONFERENCE (AISPC)

This was an all-India association of people living in the princely states. Initially, the Congress party did not want to interfere in the princely states, but gradually the national movement started having an impact among the people living there, who began demanding that their rulers provide them with a responsible government. The AISPC, also called the Praja Mandal, became the voice of the people in the princely states. In early 1947, Jawaharlal Nehru was the president of this association.
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THE POLITICAL DEPARTMENT AND ADVISER

The political department maintained links between Princely India and British India by appointing ‘residents’ or ‘agents’ in the princely states. The department was headed by a secretary, also called the political adviser, who worked under the viceroy. In 1947, the political adviser was Sir Conrad Corfield.


Pre-Partition India: 1947
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In 1947, princely states occupied approximately 45 per cent of Indian territory. Together, they had a population of 93.2 million, constituting about 24 per cent of the population of pre-Partition India. As the British left, every princely state was given the choice to join India, or join Pakistan, or remain free.


The Final Countdown
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WHO?

The princely states
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HOW MANY?

Approximately 565
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WHO DECIDES?

The ruler of each princely state

[image: img]

DECISION TO MAKE:

Join India; or

Join Pakistan; or

Stay independent
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BY WHEN?

15 August 1947 – about two months!
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WHY DOES IT MATTER?

Princely India constituted roughly 45 per cent of pre-Partition India. The states’ territories were contiguous with and criss-crossed with British India
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HOW?

Accede to India by signing two documents:

1. Instrument of Accession: To hand over powers on matters of external affairs, defence and communications to the Government of India

2. Standstill Agreement: To allow matters like postal services, railways and so on to continue to function as before, until further arrangement
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If a princely state acceded to Pakistan, or declared itself independent, India would have had pockets of Pakistan, or other nations within her borders – and would not have been the single, consolidated nation we now have.


A Basketful of Apples

‘Look,’ Viceroy Mountbatten said, interlacing his fingers and leaning on his desk, ‘you have asked me to help you with the princes, and I am ready. I have spoken to some of them and I feel that if the Congress can agree to some of their conditions, perhaps I can persuade them to sign the Instrument of Accession to join India…’

‘What conditions?’ asked Sardar Patel.

‘If you can get the Congress to agree that the princes may retain their titles and palaces,’ replied the viceroy, ‘and keep some of their rights such as immunity from arrest, their British decorations and so on, I can help you get them on board.’

Sitting back in his chair, Patel inhaled deeply as he mulled over the proposition. While he had nothing but contempt for the titles of the maharajas and nawabs, he couldn’t deny that the offer was tempting. No doubt the privileges were elitist, but those ranks and titles meant a lot to many in the pomp-loving, prestige-brandishing princely order. And, as a man of royal lineage, the viceroy’s word held great sway among the Indian royalty. If, by allowing them to retain their hollow perks, he could get Mountbatten to work his persuasive charm on the princes, perhaps that would work to India’s advantage.

‘I am prepared to accept your offer…’ Patel scratched his chin.

Mountbatten raised his eyebrows, startled by the swiftness of Patel’s response.

‘…provided,’ Patel cocked his head, ‘you give me a full basket of apples.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ asked the puzzled viceroy.

‘I’ll take the basket…’ clarified Patel, ‘provided it has all 565 apples.’

‘Ah!’ Mountbatten grinned, a tad amused by Sardar’s apple-basket metaphor for the princely states scattered across the subcontinent. But suddenly he didn’t feel quite as confident about the idea. ‘What if I can’t manage to bring in everyone?’ he asked. ‘Would you give me the leeway of a dozen states?’

‘That’s far too many.’ A stoic Patel shook his head, as a surprised V.P. Menon and bemused Hastings Ismay watched their bosses bargain over states like fruit sellers haggling in the marketplace. ‘Perhaps I can leave you two.’

‘Oh, that’s impossible, Mr Patel,’ the viceroy raised his hands in the universal gesture of surrender, ‘we have less than two months.’

‘Okay…I’m prepared to accept six less,’ shrugged Patel. ‘Any fewer and the deal is off.’

‘All right,’ the viceroy held out his hand. ‘I cannot guarantee it…but I will do my best.’

As the men shook hands to seal their unusual deal, Menon who had mooted the idea of reaching out to the viceroy for his help, looked up at the special calendar on the wall that showed the countdown to the date of the transfer of power. The number of days left to 15 August 1947 stared back at him in bold print. Menon heaved a nervous sigh.

Fifty days. Five hundred and sixty-five states.

The race was on!
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1

Breaking Free
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THE STORY OF TRAVANCORE

PRINCELY STATE OF TRAVANCORE IN 1947: about half the size of present-day Kerala

AREA: 7,662 square miles (19,844 square kilometres)

POPULATION: 6,070,018

RULER: Maharaja Chithira Thirunal Balarama Varma

CONSTITUTIONAL ADVISER: Sir C.P. Ramaswami Aiyar 19-gun-salute state
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