INDIA’S FIRST WAR OF INDEPENENCE: 1857-1858

By a series of brutal wars from 1757-1857 Britain succeeded in imposing its will on the sub- continent of India. According to D.V. Tahmankar writing in the book entitled: “Ranee of Jhansi” , published in 1958.

The economic impact of British rule changed the even tenor of Indian social life with brutal suddenness. The introduction of railways made perhaps the biggest inroad on the India economy, since they flooded the shops and stores with cheap Manchester-made cotton goods and handloom industry and the extinction of the village smithies. With the weaver going out of business, a host of Independent trades such as carders, sizers, dyers, loom makers and carpenters became out of work and destitute. The blacksmith too, soon lost his custom and a general decline in almost every sort of craft and skill set in.
Since 1757, regarded as the beginning of Colonial rule in India, the British East India Company was entrusted with the authority and responsibility by the British Crown to govern and administer the affairs of the Indian sub-continent. The war of 1857, however, saw an end of the British East India Company’s rule in India. In August 1858, by the Government of India Act 1858, the company was formally dissolved and its ruling powers over India were transferred to the British Crown. 
A new British government department, the India Office, was created to handle the governance of India and its head, the Secretary of State for India was created with the responsibility for formulating Indian Policy. India henceforth was officially to be called ‘British India’, a colony of Britain. This meant that direct rule by the British Government of much of the Indian subcontinent was to last for a period of some ninety (90) years (1857- 1947).
Although many Indian historians term the revolt as a mutiny as well, on the Indian subcontinent it is commonly referred to as a “War of Independence” and the use of the term “Indian Mutiny” is considered by many as unacceptable and offensive, as it perceived to belittle what they see as a “First War of Independence” and therefore, reflecting a biased imperialistic attitude of the erstwhile colonists.

For example, in October 2006, the Speaker of the Lok Sabha, the lower House of India Parliament said:

“The War of 1857 was undoubtedly an epoch-making event in India’s struggle for freedom. For what the British sought to deride as a mere sepoy mutiny was India’s First War of Independence in a very true sense, when people from all walks of life, irrespective of their caste, creed, religion and language, rose against the British rule.”
“Not only did these martyrs give up their lives for the sake of the country’s freedom , but also left a message for the future generations - a message of sacrifice, courage of conviction, a strong belief in the ultimate victory of the people in their war against oppression. With these words, I once again pay my humble tributes to the martyrs of the 1857 War of Independence.” Chateriee Somnath – Office of the Speaker of the Lok Sabha.

The British East India Company was a massive export company that was the force behind much of the colonization of India. By 1857, the last vestiges of independent Indian states had disappeared and the Company exported untold gold, jewels, silver, silk, cotton and a host of other precious materials back to England every year. This extraordinary quantity of wealth, much of it collected as ‘taxes’, was absolutely critical in expanding public and private infrastructure in Britain and in financing British expansionism in Asia and Africa. In no uncertain terms, this wealth funded, in large part, the Industrial Revolution. 
In order to consolidate and control British territory, the East India Company maintained a well established army of 257,000 Sepoys (native Indians soldiers, also called Sowars in cavalry units), commanded by 40,000 British officers trained at the East India Company College at Addiscombe, the company’s own military school in England.
Several months of increasing tensions and inflammatory incidents preceded the actual rebellion. The war was mainly centred in the northern and central areas of India. Delhi, Lucknow, Cawnpore, Jhansi, Bareilly, Arrah and Jagdishpur wee the main centres of conflict. Bahadur Shah Zafar proclaimed himself the emperor of the whole of India. The dye had indeed been cast. War was now unavoidable.

Day and night we are told, the leaders of the war of independence searched for some way of evading capture by the British. The Ranee was described as a genius in terms of her military strategies, daring, and one who possessed the despair necessary for the conception of great deeds. She could recognize the possibilities before her. She could hope even that if the first blow were successful, the fortunes of the campaign might be changed. The Ranee was in the thick of
 the fight, using her sword with both hands and holding the reins of her horse in her mouth. 
Suddenly, she fell from a carbine shot, mortally wounded. The fall of Ranee Laksmibai signaled the most significant blow to the war of independence. The people of Jhansi and Gwalior cherish the Ranee’s death with special pride, as she was credited as one of the leaders who preferred to die fighting for the freedom and independence of India. In ballads and songs, they have immortalized the last hours of this brave woman. 

On July 8th 1858, a peace treaty was signed and the war ended. It was a crude and brutal war. Bahadur Shah Zafar was tried for treason by a military commission assemble at Delhi and exiled to Rangoon were he died in 1862. In 1877 Queen Victoria took the title of Empress of India on the advice of her Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. The evidence is quite clear that as a direct result of this ‘First War of India’s Independence’, the transport of Indians to the Caribbean; Jamaica; Grenada; Trinidad; Belize; St. Vincent; St. Croix and St. Kitts increased considerably.

According to Dr. Brinsely Samaroo, even the French got into the act and joined in what became a most lucrative trade and from 1853, thousands of Indians were brought to French Guiana, Martinique and Guadeloupe, for example.

The history of the First War of Independence represents yet another episode of the determination of an oppressed people to achieve freedom and independence. The fact that there is a direct link to the upsurge of Indian indentureship immediately following this war in 1858, to other regions of the British Empire is indeed very significant. The observance of the arrival of Indians to Trinidad and Tobago, therefore, must be looked at from the perspective of the outbreak of this war which took place in India at the time.

In conclusion, it is important to note that plans are afoot by the Government of India to celebrate 2007 as the 150th anniversary of what Indians term as “India’s First War of Independence.” In the Union Budget of 2007, a significant amount of  money was set aside for the celebration. The British National Army Museum in London is mounting a display to mark the 150th anniversary on May 10th 2007 and there is also an online exhibition called “India Rising.” 
