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MESSAGES



Rashtrapathi Nilayam
Bolarum [Andhra Pradesh}

PRESIDENT OF INDIA
: August 26, 1972

I am glad to know that the birth centenary of
Shri V. O. Chidambaram will be celebrated at
Tuticorin on the 5th September, 1972. I join his many
friends and admirers in paying tributes to this valiant
freedom fighter and send my best wishes for the
success of the celebrations.

V. V. GIRI



RAJ BHAVAN
Madras-22
August 25, 1972,

I am glad to know that the birth centenary of
V. O. Chidambaram will be celebrated on the 5th
September, 1972.

This is an occasion when it is our solemn and
sacred duty to pay our respectful homage to the valiant
freedom fighters like V. O. Chidambaram. The suf-
ferings that Chidambaram had to undergo are too
terrible for words. Apart from his patriotism and
valour, he will be ever remembered with gratitude for
his pioneering efforts in the shipping industry. He
faced very heavy odds in starting and running a ship-
ping company at a time when anything Swadeshi was
looked down upon by the foreign rulers. Free India
will never forget the services and sacrifices of patriots
like Chidambaram.

I wish the centenary celebration success.

K. K. SHAH
Governor of Tamil Nadu
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€. RATJAGOPALACHARI Naoroji Road,
Chetput, Madras-31.
17th August, 1972

Dear Sri Srinivasa Raghavan,

In reply to your letter dated August 14, I regret
to say I am unable to contribute any article. V. O.
Chidambaram Pillai was one of the giants that in-
augurated the freedom struggle. He deserves the
highest tributes that people can pay for his courage
and services during the British regime. Political vic-
tims in those British days were put to the hardest work
in prison. Chidambaram Pillai played the part of the
bullocks in the oil [mill. There was no such thing as
special treatment for any class of prisoners.

Yours sincerely,
C. RAJAGOPALACHARI
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Minister of
Industrial Development and Science & Technology
Government of India
New Delhi, the 25th Aug. 1972

I am glad to know that you are planning to bring
out a Souvenir on the occasion of the centenary celebrations
of V. 0. C. Isend my good wishes for the success of the

celebrations.

C. SUBRAMANIAM
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TENDING THE FLAME

A.S8. R,

In the early years of this century, when the struggle for our country’s
freedom entered a new phase and became more vocal, intense and even vielent,
Aurobindo and B. C. Pal in Bengal, Tilak in Maharashtra and V. Q. Chidambaram
Pillai in Tamil Nadu were in the forefront of the movement. The partition of
Bengal was taken up by the patriots as a national issue, and ‘Bande Mataram’, the
slogan of the sanyasis in Bankim Chandra’s Bengali novel, became the stirring war-
cry of the nation. By a remarkable coincidence, the year 1908 saw the arrest, trial
and incarceration of Aurobindo and V. O. C. The British Lion was shaking its

mane.

Here in Tamil Nadu, it was V. O, C. who rode the storm. In fact, he brewed
it. On the Bengal model, he had formed active associations of young men, training
them to be fearless patriots. On his own initiative and as a pioneer, he had thrown
out a challenge to the monopoly of British coastal navigational enterprise in
Tuticorin by the founding in 1906 of the Swadesi Steamship Navigation Company.
He was behind the journal ‘Sarva Jana Mitran’ [Friend of All People] edited by
Vedamurti Mudaliar at Tirunelveli, a journal that voiced the passion for the
political and cultural regeneration of our land, like the ‘Indu Prakash’ and ‘Bande
Mataram’ with which Aurobindo was connected. He prepared the labourers of
Coral Mills, Tuticorin, to fight for their rights and to resist exploitation. He gave
the message of swadesi and freedom in rousing terms and introduced to the people
of Tuticorin the flaming spoken word of Subramanya Siva. He broke the order
prohibiting public meetings at Tuticorin and arranged for the celebration of Bepin
Chandra Pal’s release from prison. All these prepared the people, instilling in them
a new vision and a new courage. A storm was brewing in the apparently clear sky

of Tamil Nadu.

It broke when V. O. C. and Siva were arrested immediately after refusing
the Tirunelveli District Magistrate’s ‘advice’ to them to produce surety for their
‘good conduct’. There were violent riots in Tirunelveli and then in Tuticorin, With
the cry of ‘Bande Mataram’ on their lips, the people plunged into a frenzy, unable
to tolerate the high-handed arrest of their beloved leader. The frenzy ended, as it



usually does, after a few deaths, a few buildings set on fire and a seemingly endless
stream of protest processions that turned into a melee and wild confusion.

V. O. C. could no longer direct and control the storm. He was in prison
on a charge of sedition. He faced the trial that followed with calm and dignity
and with unshaken faith in justice. The harsh sentence that was passed on him in
the District Court, its mitigation in the High Court and the convcrsion' of the
sentence of transportation passed by both the courts into one of rigorous imprison-
-ment by the Privy Council are matters of history. A part of the judgement
passed by the High Court is reproduced elsewhere in this Souvenir and will be a
revealing testimony to the British point of view and to the irony of the deference
paid to what was then known as the Government established by Law.

This Law threw V. O. C. into prison, where the sensitive intellectual and
intrepid patriot underwent untold indignities and physical and mental suffering.
When he came cut of prison after nearly five years there of heart-breaking and
sweat, he found no one to welcome him, no comrade to start the good work
again and no place to plant the now seemingly-tattered banner of freedom which
he still carried in his heart. Aurobindo’s words in 1910 at Uttarpara, after coming
out of Alipore Jail, describe the condition in Tamil Nadu too and the alienation
that V. O. C. bad suffered: <I looked round when I came out [so did V. O. C.],
1 looked round for those to whom I had been accustomed to look for counsel
and inspiration. I did not find them. There was more than that. When I went
to jail, the whole country was alive with the cry of Bande Mataram, alive with
the hope of a nation, the hope of millions of men who had newly risen out of
degradation. When I came out of jail, I listened for that cry, but there was
instead a silence. A hush had fallen on the country and men seemed bewildered...
No man seemed to know which way to move’.

But V. Q. C. knew, He believed with Aurobindo that ‘it was the Almighty
Power of God which hadraised the cry, that hope, so it was the same power which
had sent down that silence’. With firm faith in the Lord, the Lord Shiva whom
he worshipped devoutly, V. Q. C. turned to earn a scanty livelihood and in the
silence, the value of which the prison had taught him, without a murmur, without
a complaint, he turned to do his work in the field of Tamil letters. He had lit the
lamp of freedom; it was true it was burning low for a while; but it would burn
bright in God’s good time. When Gandhiji came on the scene, though he did not
see eye to eye with him, this undisputed leader of Tamil Nadu had the heroism
and the sense of supreme sacrifice to leave the field without hampering the new

il



forces coming into play. Men did not matter ; it was the country that had to be
thought of. He could have fought for his identity and the leadership he had won
through suffering and selfless toil. But no, that kind of vanity had no placein
him. The lamp of swaraj had been lit, for a time he had tended it, braving and
enduring all that his mission brought him. The flame had burnt clear and bright.
He had been a fearless instrument in implanting it in the nation’s will, and now
like Arjuna at the end of the Mahabharata, he laid aside his Gandiva, and turned’

to become and was content to become a common man.

And today, a hundred years after his birth in the little village of Ottappidaram
in the far south of our land, we turn with pride and reverence to do homage
to the man who kept the flame of freedom burning in Tamil Nadu and who was

himse¢lf a pure undimmed flame. *

il



V. 0. C.— THE PIONEER

M. C. VYEERABAHU, B.A., B.L.

‘Hail Mother! Hail Devi! — Victory is Ours’ - shouted an excited voice,
when the Marina electric lights were switched on at dusk. The voice was that of
the immortal Tamil poet Bharathi and it happened 66 years ago. Four friends
were discussing the Partition of Bengal, on the vast sands of the famous
Triplicane Beach of Madras, when the poet expatiated on the soul-stirring events
in Bengal and speeches by Bepin Chandra Pal, the father of Indian Swadeshi
movement. One of the four was V, Q. Chidambaram Pillai of Tuticorin, who was
greatly moved and exclaimed, <The little spark of patriotism that was in me
has now become a big blaze!”” Hardly had he finished the sentence, when the beach
got illumipated. This synchronous lighting, both within and without, was
considered to be a good omen by Bharathi and hence that out-burst. Indeed, it
proved to be prophetic, for the light within V. O. C. was found to be no
small light but a beacon light to millions of Tamils, who followed it on

the road to Freedom and Victory, though Pillai and Bharathi did not live
to witness it.

Those were the days of the Partition of Bengal. Lord Curzon chose to
divide Bengal into two, on the plea of administrative convenience; but it was
really in pursuance of the British policy of ‘Divide and Rule’ and a ruse to
disrupt the virile Bengali people, who were in the fore-front of National
struggle, ever since the inception of Indian National Congress in 1885. For
centuries, Hindus and Muslims in Bengal had been living amicably together and the
subtle move of Curzon to inject communal virus through partition would be
fatal to the progress and politics, not only of the province but of the country
also, and hence was stoutly opposed. Further, he provoked the Indian sentiment by
saying that Indians must be regarded as unfit for high offices. The reaction
of the Bengalis indicated a violent distrust of the Government and a distinct
departure from the usual methods of appealing or representing to the Government;
and the leaders of Indian nationalist movement readily grasped the full impli-
~cations of the situation.

“The Hindu’ of Madras put it succintly thus: ~ The partition scheme has been
an instrument in the hands of Providence to make us a nation, to unite classes



with masses and to inspire them with a new sense of nationality and devetion
to motherland.

The triumvirate of the quinquennium 1905-10 was known to be
‘Lal-Bal-Pal’ (Lala Lajput Rai of Punjab, Bal Gangadhara Tilak of Maharattah
and Bepin Chandra Pal of Bengal). These three laid the intellectual foundations
‘in the early stages. For the first time in the history of India’s freedom
struggle, large masses entered the fray. There were mass demonstrations
and mass upheavals. I may characterise this period as the dawn of India’s

Freedom Fight.

The movement spread from Bengal to Punjab, Maharatta, South India and
other parts of the country. The Freedom movement or at least the Resistance
movement against the alien bureaucracy actually took the form of a Swadeshi
Revolution. Though Lokmanya Tilak was the undoubted leader of this new
Nationalist Movement, B. C. Pal was the Father of the Indian Swadeshi
Revolution. He was the greatest exponent of the cult of Swadeshi and Boycott
and Passive Resistance, and in many respects the fore-runner of Mahatma
Gandhi. V. O. Chidambaram drew inspiration from Pal and became one of
the architects of the glorious Swadeshi Revolution. Yet, he soon excelled his
master. V. O. C. gave a new connotation to Swadeshi and expanded it to
fresh fields un-thought-of, and succeeded in a marvellous way.

V. O. Chidambaram Pillai, affectionately called ¢ Swadeshi Pillai’
or ‘Vandemataram Pillai’ by ordinary folk, was the chief organiser of the
Swadeshi movement. He was a practising lawyer at Tuticorin and was successful
in his profession. He could command great influence and respect, as lawyers
generally did in those days. He began to take interest in many public activities
and was one of the earliest to start a ‘Dharma Sangh’ for hand-loom industry
and ‘Swadeshi Stores’ for the sale of India-made things to the people. Swadeshi
Stores cropped up in many places in Tamil Nadu, and the veteran leader
G. Subramania Iyer actively associated himself with the movement. Great men
like Kasturi Renga Iyengar, Doraisami Iyer, and Chakkarai Chettiar were also
taking a prominent part in the Nationalist upsurge. :

But it was given to V. O. Chidambaram to achieve the impossible
and get immortalised as the ‘Pioneer of Indian Shipping’. His unique and
powerful expression of Swadeshi activity was the starting of the Swadeshi
Steam Navigation Company. A joint-stock company was formed with a

Y



capital of Rupees Ten Lakhs, divided into 40,000 shares of Rs. 25/~ each
and registered on the 12th of November, 1906. The main object of the
company was to run an Indo-Ceylon steamer service between Tuticorin
and Colombo. There was considerable traffic, both passenger and cargo, since
the entire needs of Ceylon were more or less supplied from the port of
Tuticorin at the Southern-most tip, closest to Colombo, the harbour—capital
of Sri TLanka, The company was patronised by practically ail Indian
business men and many became Directors. V. O. C., in his auto-biographi-
cal hints, specially mentions the assistance to the enterprise from Port
Office Kandasami Pillai, Gumastha Vaikuntum Pillai, J. L. Motha, Pakeer
Mohamed and Arunachalam Pillai. All sections co-operated. This new venture
was welcomed everywhere and by all.

V. O. Chidambaram Pillai himself answers why he started this shipping
venture, ‘‘To get Swaraj, we must first drive out the British merchants. To
drive them out, we musi obtain supremacy over the seas. Once the Tamil
ships used to sail to Rome in the West and beyond Java and Sumatra in
the East. The Commerce of the Tamilians was flourishing splendidly then. So, they
were a free people also.- Hence I began to plan how best the Tamiis should
develop navigation and shipping.”” V. O. C.s lofty swadeshi spirit did not
stop. with starting manufacturing concerns, Sale stores, National Schools etc

as was done everywhere, but went far beyond—tc attain supremacy over the
seas and to build a free and prosperous India. The beginning was made

at this far-away port of Tuticorin, - the first of its kind which the mighty
millionaires and great entreprencurs of Bombay and Calcutta could not even
yet visualise.

British India Steam Navigation company—the most powerful ‘B. I. S. N.—°
had the monopoly over the Tuticorin—Colombo route and they were operating
a regular service. Whenever the British interests had to be served, the
interests of the Indian shippers were naturally ignored but it could not even
be a matter for complaint, under the conditions prevailing then. Englishmen
were accepted as supreme. Mr. Pillai had to demolish these long imbedded

notions of inferiority - complex and infuse self — respebt and dignity in them.
The Government backed the interests of the Whites and Governments exist

mostly on prestige. It is only boycott that could strike at the very root of
this prestige and V. O. C. took up this weapon of Boycott in right earnest. He
wielded it cleverly and successfully. So, the B. I. 8. N. steamers had to run between
Tuticorin and Colombo without cargo or passengers in spite of their freight

vi



cuts. These went to the cxtent of free passage plus even additional induce-
ments, When every thing failed, the alien Government of the day intervened

and went to the rescue of the B. I. S. N.

A pioneer has often to face innumerable difficulties and overcome
imponderable obstacles ; but in the case of V. O.C., they were also unimaginable,
There was nothing as British fairness and the whole  machinery of a
ruthless Government was set against him to support B. I. S. N. and so, the
Indian enterprise, after some spectacular successes, ended. Forty years later,
in Free India, it was given to me to revive this attempt in the South. A

fresh S. S. N. C. was started and “S. 8. V. O. Chidambaram’ was employed in the
same fate, notwithstanding

How I marvel at
indefati-

same Indo-Ceylon service to meet with the
the assistance from both State and Central Governments.
the foresight and acute vision, the indomitable courage and
gable energy of this giant of a leader who, in opposition to the mightiest Govern-
.ment of the day, dared to launch this politico - business enterprise and
succeeded! Yes, he did succeed in forming the company and roping in all
elements, big and small. He succeeded again in chartering and owning vessels.
He ‘did operate a steamer service between Tuticorin and Colombo. He did
compete successfully with the Britisher who had to ply his vessels with ballast.
Thus, Chidambaram’s venture was a tremendous success; V. 0. C. exploded the myth
that the English were a superior race and that is the success whose -value cannot be

assessed in terms of money.

“The Hindu’ gave a remarkable analysis of the situation. «We cannot speak

too highly of the objects and aims of the company to popularize the art of
navigation to our countrymen. The company proposes to “establish schools
for teaching our countrymen the theory and art of navigation and ship-building.
This is one of the greatest national wants at the present (why; even in 1972)
and in whatever humble and limited scale the company may succeed in supplying
it, it shall have the remarkable credit for having been the pioneer in that
direction.” As V. O.C. is now no more, it is up to the present free Government of
India to promote the objects set forth by V.O.C. in the Articles & Memorandum
of the §.S.N. C. I take this opportunity of appealing to our beloved Prime-
Minister, Smt. Indira Gandhi, who has been graciously pleased to inauguraie
the V. O. C. Centenary Celebrations at Tuticorin, to announce the Government’s
intention to open in the south a Nautical and Marine Engineering College in his
name. There can’t be a better place for that than the magnificent V. O. Chidambaram
College Campus at Tuticorin. I may also appeal to the Prime Minister to name

vii



the second battle cruiser that is now being built at Mazagon Docks after this
warrior - patri 'otwho also happens to be the Pioneer of Indian Shipping. Nothing
can be more appropriate.

V. O. C. was again the pioneer in forging the Tamil people’s national spirit
into organised effort to effect a mass upheaval in the Freedom fight against an alien
bureaucracy. I would consider him as the First Tamilian Freedom Fighter. The
warrior patriot Kattbomman’s martial exploits against the English Company
belonged to a much earlier period before the British conquest was complete
and were different. That will come under the category of Indian Resistance move-
ment against British Conquest. Freedom movement may be said to begin with the
birth of the IndianNational Congress and for the first 5 years it was only a debating
body passing pious resolutions. Just imagine delegates to the Madras Congress of 1887
or so being feted by the British Governor! But, soon the Government in India began
to adopt a more and more hostile attitude, as the speeches of Congress leaders
became more and more vehement and attacks against the Government more sharp.

But it was only after the split in Surat Congress of 1907, in which
Mr. Pillai and Bharathi took a very prominent part, that the Government got
alarmed at the fcrmation of the Nationalist Party by the Extremists under the
chairmanship of Babu Aurobinda Gosh. V. O. C. became the Secretary for Madras
and was the trusted lieutenant of Lokmanya Tilak,

It was clear to Pillai that people were not politically minded and that there
were inertia and apathy in their minds. For the first time in Indian history, it was
realised that nothing short of mass consciousness, mass awakening and a sense of
struggle could effect progress on the road towards Swaraj. For this purpose, the
Lal-Bal-Pal triumvirate received great support from the famous trio - ‘Siva-
Chidambara-Bharathi’. Poet Subramania Bharathi of Etitiapuram, by his national
songs and able writings in the Tamil paper* INDIA’, was the inspirer. Subramania
Siva of Madurai by his fiery speeches, steadfastness and undaunted courage was a
tower of strength and support to V.0.C. in his determined campaign in Tuticorin,
Tinnevelly and in several other places throughout Tamilnad, torouse and organise
the masses for political action. Siva could inspire the youths who came under his
spell and he was able to command the services and sacrifices of numerous devoted
disciples like Sivagiri Sankaran, Edirkottai Renganathan, Madurai Sundara
Bharath'y,"_Thirukoilur Kumarasami, Kalki Sadasivam, Everest Sundaram, Madurai
Thiagaraja Sivam, Krishna kunthu, K. R Srinivasa Ivengar, Palayamkottai
Sreenivasa Alwar, Madurai Chidambara Bharathi, Srinivasa Varadan, his wife
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Padmasini Ammal, last but not least, Somayajulu of Tuticorin. Every one of
them was a great Revolutionary patriot who had suffered and sacrificed and
rendered meritorious services in the subsequent freedom fights under the leader -
ship of Mabatma Gandbi from 1921 to 42 — the last, Quit India Movement, was
in August, 1942.

I had the good fortune of havinga dharsan of Siva in 1921 when I was
studying in the St. Joseph’s College. Whispers reached us that the great Revolu-,
tionary Siva was staying in the Fort Station T. B., and with some friends I had
to see him in the early hours of the morning. Perhaps, he was under surveillance
then. With his dark beard and piercing eyes, he had the look of a revolutionary,
nay, a terrorist, even while Mr. Pillai looked the opposite. There is a vague
impression that the extremists including Mr. Pillai were also terrorists, with belief
in violence and the cult of gun and bomb. The belief is strengthened by the fact the
nationalist activities and terrorist activities were complementing and supplemen--
ting each other. Whenever prominent leaders were arrested, the masses indulged in
violent activities as retaliatory measure against the Government. Moreover, when-
ever open movements were repressed by Government, and normal political activity
was impeded, this led to the outburst of terrorist activities. During the years
1908-1910, there were a spate of political assassinations. Anapprover in the Alipore
conspiracy case, Naren Gossain, was shot and killed in jail by one of the accused
on 1-9-1908. Ashutosh Biswas the Public Presecutor who conducted the Alipor
conspiracy case, was also shot dead in February, 1909 while leaving Calcutta High
Court. Madanlal Dhingra shot Curzon Wilie and Lal Kaka in London in 1909. The
Dt. Magistrate of Nasik was shot dead in a public theatre in 1909. There were -
numerous political dacoities for financing the revolutionary groups. The total
number of actions during that pericds was 210, for which 1038 persons were
arrested and 811 convicted.

In the south, the District Magistrate of Tirunelveli, an Englishman, Ashe,
was shot dead in the railway compartment, at Maniyachi Junction, near Tuticorin
by a revolutionary youth, Vanchi of Shencottah. He was a follower of the famous
revolutionary, Nilakanta Brahmachari, who was the chief organiser of the move-
ment in Madras State. Valiant Vanchi shot himself dead immediately after shooting
Ashe and took eternal rest. Nothing could be extorted from him. Even as the Sub-
Collector at Tuticorin, Ashe had already been responsible for the repression, the
action against V. O. C. and for much sabotage against the Swadeshi Steam Naviga-
tion Company. Naturally, after the monstrous sentence passed on Pillai and the
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failureof his shipping venture, feelings grew bitter against Englishmen. The offshoot
of all this was Vanchi’s retaliatory action. It is strange that the memorial to Ashe
at Tuticorin should still bear his name, even after India became free. That must
be changed to the Vanchi Memorial, without further delay; in deference to public
opinion expressed during the Mutiny Centenary year meeting i 1957. '

Terrorist activities are generally connected with thosé of Nationalist leaders
and the authorities blamed the leaders as encouraging terrorism. The sequence
of political events and the admiration of the leaders for the patriotism, self-
lessness and bravery of our young men intensified the suspicion.

Another reason was that Tilak, even during his very first attendance in
the Congress of 1889, moved in the open session, for encouraging and qualifying,
the Indians to defend their homes and Governments, by modifying the Arms Act
and the establishment of military collegesin India. No wonder, Tilak and his
compatriots came under strong suspicion. Still another was that Barindra_ Gosh,
Aurobindo’s brother, was actually leading the terrorists in Bengal. Tilak
and Pillai were niature enough to understand the futility of violence under the

then existing conditions, even though they had not made non—violence their creed, i
as {Gandhiji did. : )

I am saying all these for the purpose of historical accuracy ; not that I look,
down upon the terrorist activities in our struggle for freedom. Moderates, extre—
mists, terrorists, Gandhites-all have served and contributed towards success.
Nehru once observed that Dadabhai was as much a Revolutionary as Tilak, It
required as much courage to shout, ‘Vanda Mataram’ and ‘Jai Swadeshi’, as to
hurl a bomb. V.0.C., by the magic words, ‘Vande Mataram’® and
‘Swadeshi Vazhga’ aroused an entire people to defy the mightiest government,
These words were the bombs and bullets employed by our leader in his campaign
in Tirunelvely District during the years 1905-09.°

V. 0. C. could easily command the blind loyalty of all industrizl workers
and artisan classes. The barber would not shave, the dhoby would not wash, the
shop-keeper would not sell, perhaps even the jutka horse would have refused to
move, if a Videshi had got in. That was V.0.C.’s hold over fthe masses. His
entire political activity was confined to this period of 1905-08 ; and within that
short span of time were encompassed the trials and tribulations, the activities and
achievements of this great leader. This quinquennium was followed by another
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quinquennium of unbearable hardships in jail. Nehru has observed that it
required supreme courage to go to jail in those days. A number of patriots'went
to jail in our fight for freedom. V.0.C. was the pioneer who showed the way.

V. O.C. came out of jail a broken man. The ferment in the country had
died down. There was little political activity. His shipping venture broke. Old
friends now appeared in new garbs and seemed to avoid him. The horrors of
jail life were nothing before the grim realities he had to face outside on his release.

In spite of that, after the outbreak of the World War I, V. O, C. was called
to Poona by Tilak for confidential talks about the developments arising out of
World War TI. They discussed, for two days, ‘the advisability, possibility
and the probable result of their carrying out the terms of the message from some
Indian Revolutionaries in Germany”. This shows in what high esteem V. O. C. was
held by Lokmanya. But rapid developments brought forth Gandhiji to the fore-
front. There were feeble attempts to get V. O. C. into active politics again but
“new men, strange faces, other minds™ intervened. Mr. Pillai found it difficult
to accept the principles and programmes of the Satyagraha and Non - Cooperation
Movement, but he could not be indifferent to the huge, unprecedented mass-
upheavals of the Gandhian era. V. 0. C, like Tilak, would do nothing to hinder
the progress of the nation. That was his patriotism. Political suicide is his

greatest sacrifice, on the altar of Indian Freedom.

V. 0. C.’s career illustrates the tragic truth that “creative leadership is not
given to an individual, however gifted he may be, for an indefinite length of time,
but only for a short period, so long as he acts in unison with the beat in the heart
of the nation”. In the interests of the country’s progress, the old order must
change, yielding place to new, and the new order did bring f orth victory and glory.
But, let it be clearly understood that the Movement spread during Gandhi’s time,
only because it had been given tremendous impetus by the nationalist leaders of
1905. V.O.C. showed the way for organised effort and sacrifice. He finished
his major political work by 1908, but died late in 1936,—the passion for freedom
still raging in his mind till the last moment. As per his wish, he was taken to the
Congress Office of Tuticorin, where he died. On the 18th November, 1936, very
heavy rain was pouring the whole of that day. Was Nature mourning over the
passing away of our beloved Chidambaram ?

Even after V.0O.C.’ s death, his stars did not look bright. For long, he
remained “‘unhonoured, unsung and unwept”, and it was only about 1945 that
some of us at Tuticorin thought of a suitable memorial to V. O.C. The elder
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statesman, Rajaji, presided over that mammoth memorial meeting and also
afterwards, when he was the Governor-General, inaugurated the second Indo-
Ceylon steamship venture, and named the steamer that was put on the route as
«V.0. Chidambaram,” in memory of the great hero.

) The least that we can do now to honour V.O.C. isto adda Marine
Engineering College also to the Arts and Teachers’ Colleges already started
in his name, and raise the whole to the status of a University. Even more than
that is the need for the people of this land to emulate his patriotism, his capacity
to think and act big and grow into his great courage. *
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THE HISTORICAL LEGACY

Dr. N. SUBRAMANIAN, M. A., Ph. D.

The 18th century was a period of pervasive militarism, cynical pelitical
opportunism and cultural futility and noted for its troubled waters in which
Indian princes and foreign merchants and mercenaries fished unscrupulously. The
military musical chairs ended in the elimination of important competitors like the
Portuguese, the Dutch, the Danes, and the French on the one hand, and the
Nawabs of Bengal, Arcot and Mysore on the other, and a reduction in the power
and prestige of the Moghul emperor, the Nizam, the Marathas and the Sikhs on
the other. The beginning of the 19th century saw also the beginning of organised
civil government in vast areas of India by the British, and in fact it is significant
that the Madras Presidency was organised in 1802; but the birth pangs of this
Presidency included Kattabomman’s resistance in Tinnevelly to the British power.
Thereafter the Marathas and the Sikhs remained the only major obstacles to the
consolidation of the British position here. Dalhousie practically achieved that
consolidation and by the time he retired from the Governor - Generalship, the
country was ripe for the Mutiny and for the direct government of India by the
Queen of England through the Westminster Parliament. Any physical resistance
to British power by them had come to be known to be futile. The British settled
down to serious and long-term government. The debate about the time element
in the matter of conceding self-government to India had not started then.

The British empire-building in India proceeded along clear-cut policies of
conquests and inter-State relations. The policy of non-interference punctuated
an otherwise regular development of encircling native princely power and of
subordinating it to British paramountcy. The ring-fence, subordinate isolation,
subsidiary alliance and the Lapse were different stages of deflation of Indian
princely power. In fact, the immediate effect of British rule was the weakening of
native Indian Governments which yielded to British military or diplomatic pressure
and created a ground for grievance which manifested itself in 1857. The people
at large had not understood the enormous significance of the transfer of power
from Indian to British authority. The Charter Acts provided the facade of
constitutionalism and laid down the Company’s political policy. Thus it was that
the accumulated feelings of antagonism to the British erupted in the
Gangetic Valley exactly a hundred years after Plassey. But the events to come



" during the next ninety years of British rule were anticipated by three events. The
Wahabi Movement was a sort of Muslim national movement aimed at recovering
the Moghul’s lost power and glory. Their armed resistance, however, though
marked by sporadic acts of heroism, failed. An interesting resistance by certain
indigo cultivators to the British planters in Bengal anticipated, though dimly, the
Champaran Movement by Gandhi. This movement succeeded while the violent
movements failed and prospectively justified Gandhi; and the other movements
from the Vellore Rebellion downwards did not discourage the mutineers of 1857.
A remarkable instance of an Indian Carbonari was the attempt of V. B. Phadke
to overthrow the British Goverpment. His organisation came to nothing and
achieved less. This has been with some justification compared to the Terrorist

Movement in Bengal which was popular in the first decade of the present
century,

The constitutional advances promised and provided by the Rritish at
intervals through the Charter Acts and the Council Acts as also the small measure of
local self - government contemplated in the reforms of Ripon, vltimately added
up to a very imperfect Indian participation in the British Government of India :
but still participation. By the end of the 19th Century, the rulers and the ruled,
though separated by the gulf of bitterness generated by 1858, were in a mood of
mutual expectation of greater appreciation of each other’s role in India. This
mood was shattered by an event which was the dividing line between the earlier
phase of Indian nationalism and the later i.e., the Partition of Bengal. Curzon
gave Indian Nationalism a new motivation and an impetus, but not consciously.
He never had any respect for the Indian national movement which to him was no
more than an irritant. So the division of Bengal was an administrative act and,
according to the Governor- General, in the interests of
administration. But it had consequences unforeseen by Curzons This act was
made te appear as a deliberate measure of policy, Divide et impera, especially to
the volatile Bengali. Surendranath Banerjee consciously or otherwise turned out
to be the high priest of terrorism and this happened because of his strong
utterances and tirades against the British. This terrorism was the result of the
youth of Bengal catching’the infectious enthusiasm but missing the arguments.

efficient

It must not be supposed that these changes mentioned above were the
only ones which ruffled the surface of an otherwise placid Indian life. These
were mainly and mostly political in character. The agrarian and revenue reforms

-
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which were introduced by administrators from Cornwallis in Bengal to Munrd

in Madras were epoch-making for good as well as for bad. The halting but certain

advancement in the introduction of newer modes of communication and generally
speaking, the new model bureaucracy itself made for a modern India. The

introduction of English as the court language and its spread not merely because

of that status but of its inherent merit brought in a new outlook on life and the
study of the liberal Burke and the utilitarian Mill, the eloquent Macaulay and the
precise Gladstone let in a new politico - economic vision for the literate
community in India; and such 2 community was fostered in the newly - founded

Universities. Above all, the socio - religious reforms from the days of William
Bentinck who was supported by respectable Indians like Ram Mohan Roy
inaugurated an era of change. All these were different aspects of
the new phenomenon of westernisation which was welcomed by the
English-knowing and English - loving ‘educated” community. The French

Revolution had in the end of the 18th century preached the triple slogan of
liberty, equality and fraternity to the whole world and some Indians at least were
not unaware of its fascinating appeal. Tippu whose hatred of the British was

matched by his faith in the French, especially Napoleon I, thought of resisting the

evils (like imperialism) of the west with the ideological tools also provided by
them. The 19th century was not merely, as pointed out before, a period of war
and conquest, annexation and administration, but one of substantial influence on
the new generation which did not know the 18th century personally. Faith in the
past and pride of ancient achievement were, however, coupled with hopes of a new
and glamorous future under the auspices of new ideologies. In fact, old ideologies
got new expression fit for communication even to aliens. Ramakrishna
Paramahamsa and Vivekananda were the chief examples of this trend. So the
19th century was a period during which a new ethos, strangely enough, kindled
greater devotion to the older values. Ancient India was being discovered by teams
of European and Indian scholars for the sons of the soil to be proud of. India by
the end of that century thus was Janus-faced, the backward-looking face glorfiying
and delighting in the cultural treasures of the past, and the forward-looking
dreaming of a new kind of golden age to come. Most typical of this was B.G.
Tilak of Maharashtra who never tired of extolling Indian values of distant past as
seen through the Vedas and the Gita and of the recent past as personified in Sivaji.
In his times there was no leader who commanded greater respect than Tilak among
his compatriots. In Tamilnad, Subramania Bharathi, V. V. S. Iyer and Chidamba-
ram Pillai constituted a devoted followership to Tilak. It would be uncharitable
to estimate Tilak by the canons of political behaviour set by Gandhi a decade later.
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The non-violence of Gandhi was a way of life fof him; hé lived what he preached;
Before him it was not thought of as a viable political pattern; and men of the
persuasion of Tilak must have rejected it as impracticable and visionary and there-
fore unsuited to men of action and moments of crisis. The increasing instances of
British Governmental acts of annoyance and petty injustice, discrimination and
irritatingly patronising attitudes led up to an accumulated reaction which not
infrequently bordered on the violent; but it is uaderstandable, since new ideas
aboui the liberty of the individual, freedom for societies and the notion of a civit
brotherhood of man, equality in the eye of God-—the whole gamut of modern
political philosophy created the urge in sensitive Indians like Chidambaram Pillai
to ask for that freedom which the British themselves were seeking and obtaining
in an increasing measure at home but were denying to subject-peoples abroad.
The earlier feeling that the white man, like fate, was inexorable had been shattered
by the Japanese victory over the Russians in the First Russo — Japanese War at
the turn of the century. A sense of right and the realisation of the possibility of
achieving it jointly motivated the Indian patriots-of the pre-First World War
generation. That is how men of the stamp of Chidambaram Pillai were not only
aware of the National rights India was being deprived of, but also willing and
able to ask for these rights in whatsoever manner they thought useful.

The first decade of the 20th century was symbolically a period of repression
and reform from the ruler’s point of view, that is, repression of ‘premature’
demands for political rights and doses of constitutional reform, the pace of which
was to be decided by the reformer. These two were exemplified by 1. The Partition
of Bengal and 2, The Minto-Morley Reforms. The former was itself an epitome
of repression and reform—i.e., a measure claimed to be merely reformative by the
reformers but understood by the people as repressive.

This duality is neglected in the equipment and mode of action of
Chidambaram Pillai, who can be deemed an exemplar of the category he belonged
to., He was steeped in Oriental scholarship. This is an aspect little suspected out-
side a small coterie of knowledgeable persons. His edition of the classical commen-
tary of Ilampuranar on the Tolkappiam reminds one of the substantial Sanskrit
scholarship of Tilak. Pioneers among Indian patriots were fired simultaneously with
a burning desire for national freedom and intense devotion to native classical
scholarship. Rabindranath was only a sophisticated version of thisdype. It was
given to a Bankim Chander, essentially a man of letters, to create ‘Bande Mataram’
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the slogan par excellence of Indian nationalism. The enduring contribution of
Chidambaramto the Indian National Movement, however, was the shipping venture,
The idea fittingly enough came to a Tamil, for it was in the tradition of the Tamils
from very ancient times to the 13th century to have built and operated a commer-
cial and military fleet of ocean-going ships. The interference with Tamil shipping
on the high seas provoked a famous Chola emperor to meet a great naval

cngagement known to Indian history. It must have irked a highly sensitive Tamil
to think of his country being conquered by the naval power of a new nation. These
must have been subconscious motivations, but the commercial loss sustained by
India as a result of British shipping monopoly and the profits that would accrue to
the Indian Community by breaking that monopoly was the immediate motivation.
The British reaction to this endeavour was violent enough to justify the effort.
Much of what the patriots of those times did was symbolic and Chidambaram
Pillai’s activities and sacrifices symbolised the breaking of British naval power,
prestige and monopoly. He was himself a symbol of the time ; and his class
belonged to the turning point in Indian Nationalist Politics. It had taken leave of
chumble petitioning for constitutional reforms and small mercies’ but bad not yet
reached the Gandhian technique of total but non-violent resistance to the alien
ruler. Tt was in this background that Chidambaram lived and functioned. #*
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THE BACKGROUND (1900—15£0)

M. BALASUBRAMANIAN, M. A.

Those were the years which marked out our country’s political awakening
in all its revolutionary energy and fervour. The historical perspective of those
momentous years has in the forefront a maturing singleness of purpose, accepted
by both the Moderates and the Radicals, the purpose of achieving freedom. The
Moderates drew their inspiration from their great leader, Gokhale, The Radicals
looked up to Tilak and V. O. Chidambaram Pillai for gnidance.

The Surat Congress of 1907 spelt the norms of the Indian political con-
sciousness, V. O. C, attended it as the staunch supporter of Tilak and the split
that characterised that Congress continued for nine long years, until Dr. Annie
Besant ‘bridged the breach’, The progressives under Tilak and V. O. C. radicalised
the political atmosphere and accentuated the growth of the national spirit. Such

forces were responsible for the grant by the Englishman of the Minto-Morley
Reforms of 1909,

What was the background for the development of such forces? Lord Curzon
partitioned Bengal. In his <India Divided”, Rajan Babu says how Curzon went to
a Muslim meeting in Dacca and indiscretely impressed on them that the Partition
was only to offset the Hindu preponderance in a prospective self-governing Bengal.
“What was intended to suppress political life served as a great inspiration, The

anti-Partition agitation roused the country as a whole as nothing else had done
since 1857.”’

The policy of, ‘divide and rule’ was to continue even after Curzon's resigna-
tion. His successor Lord Minto was warned by Lord Morley at London against
Hindu-Muslim unity in the following words: “Be sure that before long, the
Mohammedans will throw in their lot with the Congress against you”. Our leaders
had to, keep vigil against this formidable danger from the umscrupulous British to
our national solidarity, It was a losing battle for our nationalists. Because the Minto-
Morley Reforms brought in the poison of communal electorates, the country was
torn into two major sections of duelling interests and ideologies.

Between the Partition of Bengal in 1905 and the Morley Reforms in 1909, the
foreign government carried out severe tepressive measures against our nationalism.



In"1908, V. O. C. in the South and Tilak in the North were condemned to inhuman
imprisonment, Tilak came back after his imprisonment at Mandalay (Burma) and
kept the fires of the revolution burning. But V. O. C.. was not at all happy after
1912 when he was released.

It was natural that our countrymen found it difficult to face British imperia-
lism, Scepticism came over the people and the goal of freedom seemed far-off
and beyond reach, Moderates began to gain ground in the meanwhile. The foreign
government gave its encouragement to them, for they were only for ‘delivering
eloguent speeches and passing well-drafted resolutions’

A third force appeared in the political horizon. It was a synthesis of the
Moderate and Extremist elements that dominated the political scene of those days,
Dr. Annie Besant (1847—1933) created and adopted it in her All India Home Rule
League started on August 1, 1916. Just then, Tilak too realised the wisdom of not
escalating his revolutionary campaign and he established on April 23, 1916 the
Indian Home Rule League. Nevertheless, in the same year, Dr. Annie Besant brought
the two factions of the Congress together and eventually the Moderates under
Surendernath Bannerjee and the Progressives led by Tilak came under the single
banner of the Congress.

This was followed by the famous Lucknow Pact with the Muslim League and
its leader Jinnah. According to K. M. Munshi, “Jinnzh was then a nationalist
to the core. He had never visited a mosque; he had never read the Koran as far
as I know.” Jinnah at that time believed in United India, But the Montague—
Chelmsford Reforms came in 1919, and they sowed the seeds of division in the ranks
of the nationalists. ‘Power corrupts men’. In this case, not absolute power but even
only a partial power given piecemeal corrupted men absolutely. The parting of
ways came with all the sadness of disunity; and Jinnah turned and moved on the
road towards Pakistan.

The year 1919 in our history was crucial in all the sense of the word. It
was Curzon who changed Montague’s draft for ‘the gradual development of
of free institutions in India with a view to ultimate self-government within the
Empire’ into ‘the gradual development of self-governing institutiong with a view
to the progressive realisation of responsible government in India as an integral
part of the British Empire’. Thus Curzon’s apotheosis of benevolent despotism’
continued to vitiate our constitutional development.
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Our country’s help to Britain in World War I (1914—1919) led nowhere,
For India, it was not ‘a war to end war’, so as to ‘make the world safe for
democracy’. The Wilsonian programme for national self-determination Wwas
denied to her. “The closing scenes of the World Wat brought to India, despite all
her sacrifice in the cause of victory, not peace but the sword.”

The ‘constitution of autocracy’ hinged on Morley’s cold attitude towards
India. He said, “If my existence either officially or corporeally were to be
prolonged 20 times longer than either is likely to be, a Parlimentary system in
India is not at all a goal which I would for a moment ask for” Surely the Indians
felt frustrated and plunged into 2 mood of frenzy and violence. The retaliation
was fierce and swift. The Imperial Government brought out the Rowlatt Act. The
Jallianwallah Bagh tragedy was the direct outcome of that black act at work. Sir
Sydney Rowlatt’s idea was to prevent the crimes of terrorism in India. But his
ultimate aim was to strangle all the militant political activities in the name of law
and order. The Hunter Commission of enquiry that followed the Jallianwallah Bagh
Massacre revealed the tyrannical nature of the government. The Committee of
enquiry appointed by the Congress pointed out the general feeling of moral outrage
in all ranks. Gandhiji condemned the Government’s crime at the Jallianwallh Bagh.
At the same time, he had the moral courage to rebuke the Indians also for their
“mad frenzy” that led to the disturbances in the Punjab.

The Khilafat Movement which the Congress supported was for preserving
the Turkish hold upon the Islamic holy places in Arabia during those post- war
years of the British betrayal. A new spirit of unity among the leaders of the
Congress and the League sprang up.

Gandhi spoke the language of moral regeneration. During September 1920,
the Calcutta Congress was attended by Tilak and V. O. C. Their joint move to
galvanise the Congress into a more revolutionary posture fell through., And the
birth of the era of Gandhian technique of inner search in terms of non-violence
and non-cooperation was acknowledged. The nation went the Gandhian way.

1t is against this background that V. O. C.’s life is to be estimated. And

the estimate adds up to an impressive total: courage, patriotism, wisdom and
selflessness. *
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THE TRIAL

(Presented on the basis of the Judgement of the High Court, Madras)

S. RENGACHARI, M. A.

On the 12th March, 1908 the District Magistrate of Tirunelvely ordered
the arrest of V,O. Chidambaram Pillai and his political comrade-in-arms,
Subramania Siva. This was held to be irregular by the High court, Madras. So the
District Magistrate obtained an order from the Government to satisfy the law and
rearrested both V. O. C. and Siva as they came out of Palayamkottai jail. They
stood their trial in the District court and appealed against its judgement to the
High Court. The appeal was heard there in October and November, 1908. Here is
the High Court’s summary of what happened in the lower court and of the

events leading to it.

The two accused Subramania Siva and V. O. Chidambaram Pillai have
been committed by the Additional District Magistrate, Tinnevelly, on the following
charges:

Subramania Siva, on four charges of Sedition (Section 124 A, Indian
Penal Code), the seditious matter being contained in four public speeches delivered
at Tuticorin on 23rd, 25th, and 26th February and on the 5th March, 1908.

V. O. Chidambaram Pillai, on a single charge of abetment of the offences
punishable under section 124 A and 109, Indian Penal Code.

Siva and V, O. Chidambaram Pillai

“The first accused, whose original name was Subramania Iyer is ...... a
a native of Batlagundu in the Madurai District ......... In January 1908, he was
forming a Sabha at Ambasamudram (Tirunelveli District) and lectured on Swadeshi
and boycott among other subjects. On the 3rd February, 1908, he arrived at
Tuticorin and at once gave a series of lectures ......... at the invitation of ‘The
Young Men’s Patriotic Association’. The police watched him......... and took
notes of his speeches but until 19th February, 1908, when the most glaringly
seditious speech was made, there was no thought of taking action against him......

“At Tuticorin, the second accused (V. O. Chidambaram Pillai) is a man of
influence and position ......... According to the prosecution case, the second



accused, recognising the powers of the first accused (Siva) as an orator quickly
got hold of him, invited him to his house and commenced with him a campaign
of seditious speeches which so inflamed the minds of the populace against the
‘Government authoritics and the European community that they caused the mill
hands of the Coral Mills Company to go on strike on the 27th February 1908 and
ultimately caused the riots at Tuticorin and Tinnevely ”

......

< Events leading to the riots

The speeches were delivered almost daily from the 3rd February to the
11th March. Most of the speeches were delivered on the beach at Tuticorin.
Till the 19th February, 1908 they were comparatively harmless. On the 22nd,
23rd, and 25th February, the speeches were delivered at the Hindu Temples.
- These incendiary speeches incited the workers of the Coral Mills to go on strike.
Mr. Bracken, the District Magistrate, banned public meetings. On the 29th
February the District Magistrate, who arrived in Tuticorin, was taken in by the
-apparent peace prevailing in the town and cancelled the prohibitory order.
Public meetings were revived on the 1st March, 1908. Speeches were made in the
same aggressive tenor by both the accused. They announced their plan to hold a pro-
cession on the 9th March, 1908 in honour of B. C. Pal who was to be released from
jail on that day. Again a ban was imposed on meetings and processions. On the
10th March, 1908, the two accused (Chidambaram Pillai and Siva) assisted
by one Padmanabha Aiyangar, led a procession with B. C. Pal’s photo in
defiance of the ban order in Tuticorin. The same afternoon they attended the
District Magistrate’s Court in Tirunelveli in response to a notice served on them.
“On the 11th evening, the two accused went straight from the District Magis -
trate’s Court to the river bed in front of it and again addressed a meeting; while
the District Magistrate, who had found <Bande Matharam’ inscribed on the
walls and punkhas of his court, was followed to his house by a meb shouting the

the same war - cry. On the 12th, the District Magistrate considering that the
two 'accused could no longer with safety be allowed to be at large .........

arrested the three men and had them confined ......... On the 13th March, the
shops in Tuticorin never opened, At Tinnevelly, before noon ......... the bazaars
were also closed and a riot of a serious character occurred. Every public building
(except the Sub -~ Registrar’s office) was attacked and fired, including the Police
Station, Municipal Office, Additional District Munsiff’s Court, etc, and the riot
was only quelled by calling out the Reserve Police and using fire arms. All the time
Tuticorin remained quiet, but with bazaars closed. Tn thc evening a prohibited
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-meeting was held at the Bandy Petta, which the Divisional Magfistrate ......... had
to disperse with an armed force ....... e

The three accused were released on the High Court order but immediately
rearrested.

THE CHARGES

The charges against the first accused (Subramania Siva) pertained to his spee-
ches at Tuticorin on the 23rd February, 25th February, and the 5th March, 1908,
V. 0. Chidambaram Pillai was present at those meetings and delivered a speech on
one of these occasions. He too was charged with sedition.

Speeches alleged to have been made by Siva

Then the Judges of the High Court referred to the deposition of the
witnesses in the lower court. In their opinion all the evidence boiled down to this
that the theme of the speeches was the achievement of the freedom of the country
by overthrowing the British regime.

A few extracts from the speeches are given below !

s In order to obtain Swaraj, they must try their best to struggle and put
down oppression. When God’s creation is oppressed, he himself would come
forward under incarnation to put it down. The present state of affairs is in need
of an incarnation to put down high-handedness......... The Indians are not a weak
people. So in order to obtain Swaraj, they should not be afraid of anything......

e i He who dies for public good and public cause is the first man to

obtain heaven, and he is a hero and a man in its truest sense.........

(- 1t is our land, our mother-land and not of the foreigners...... We are

EFFECTS OF THE SPEECHES

The Prosecution side contended that the belligerent speeches of V.0.C. and
Siva had a deleterious effect on the public and led to the disruption of law and
order. The Judges of the High Court found that there was evidence of a marked
change in the demeanour and attitude of the people as a result of the speeches
made by Subramania Siva and Chidambaram Pillai. They pointed out that the
Prosecution side had called witnesses to bear testimony to its version about the
chaotic and turbulent conditions generated by the speeches of the accused.
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As regards Tuticorin, the Police Inspector, Jaffer Hussain said: ¢ After
the speeches I noted a change in the conduct of the people, i.e., there was lawless-
ness amongst them...... They commenced to disobey the order of public servants.
I used to hear shouts of ‘Bande Mataram’, regardless of time and place ...... ”

Mr. Rhenius, an Assistant Commissioner of Salt and Abkari deposed: “The
first week in March, T was grossly insulted by a knot of people standing in front
of my window at which T was standing. They shouted ‘Aday, Vellaikarar Xettup-
porar’, “You, there, whitemen will be wiped out.’. The word ‘aday’ is a most
insulting form of address from a cooly. On one occasion I was driving to the Salt
factory at Arasadi ; I passed along the Great Cotton Road ... A group of people
shouted and jeered at me. On these occasions, I had done nothing to provoke
anyone.” The Sub-Magistrate, Tuticorin, said: ““After the speeches, I heard one
evening, as I was returning from my office to my house, a crowd of about 100
rowdies crying aloud ‘Bande Mataram, let Swadeshi prosper, let the thalis of
Englishmen’s wives be torn off (let them become widows indoors) to pieces; the
white men, the sons of harlots.” This I heard in the first week of March............
On the 13th March all the shops were closed...... I begged one and all of the shop-
keepers to open the shops. Except Shanar merchants others refused to comply

with my request’... On the evening of the 13th March, a meeting was held in spite
of a prohibition.

...... I was pelted with stones......Meanwhile, the Divisional Magistrate and
Deputy of Superintendent of Police came with a force of police and dispersed the
crowd with the use of fire arms. There was a serious riot. ”

The Judges of the High Court held that though the arrest of the accused
was the immediate cause of the out-break, they had adequate reason to believe
that the inflammatory speeches of the accused were the basic cause of the riots in
Tuticorin and Tirunelvely. They gave the verdict that the first accused had been
rightly convicted and that the law would be vindicated by the imposition of a
sentence of six years® transportation.

THE CASE OF V., O. CHIDAMBARAM PILLAI

The judges observed that V. Q. C. was not only in alliance with Subramania

Siva “but also aided and abetted him and conspired with him to make seditious
speeches ......»”
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The Charge of Conspiracy

“There was no doubt that the speeches were made in the course of a series
of meetings in the holding of which both V. O. C. and Siva were associated”. If
Chidambaram Pillai, who was found to be in collusion with Siva, was merely pre-
sent in the meetings addressed by Siva, he could be deemed to have committed the
very offence of which Siva was guilty. It was proved that V. O. Chidambaram
Pillai had addressed the meetings held between February and the first week of
March. Some meetings were conducted in his own premises. Though he was not a
member of the Young Men’s Patriotic Association, he could not be exculpated
from his complicity in the lectures of Siva. Further there was evidence to show that
he “had early taken part in the operations of the organising body.” He had even
said that the Sangam would announce the meetings.

That V. O. C. was concerned with the organisation of the meetings was
borne out by the fact that he had refused to comply with the request of the Police
to change the venue of the meetings on the 1st of March, 1908 and that he had
closed the meeting earlier than the scheduled time. At one of the meetings he
announced that he would promulgate the rules of the ‘sangam’ in the next meeting
after effecting some modification in them. The meetings were utilised as a means
of enlisting recruits for the sangam. The witnesses gave the tacit impression that
Chidambaram Pillai was a leading spirit in the affair. ““The evidence then proves
beyond any reasonable doubi the existence of a common design, in pursuance of
which speeches were made by Subramania Siva”

The Speeches of Chidambaram Pillai

On the 19th February, Chidambaram Pillai made a speech soon after Siva
finished his. He dwelt on the need to strengthen the sangam and to consume the
indigenous products, but his failure to signify his disapproval of Siva’s speech
attested his implicit concurrence with his (Siva’s) views. Towards the end of his
speech he urged the people to shed their fear and to spare no pains to do away
with the Europeans in the country. ““On the 22nd of February, 1808, he advances
the matter a little by pointing out three ways to regain our lost position: ‘Refuse
1o buy foreign goods, refuse to appeal to the authorities on any occasion, and
refuse the education of government schools: they must do this if they want to

obtain swaraj’”’

“On the 23rd of February, 1908, the idea is made clearer: <If all the Indians
unite, the Europeans must leave the country: we could easily drive them away by
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force, but though we ought not to use force, we ought to have no fear for them;
out method of driving them out is to boycott foreign goods and then they will
have to go.>” The political character of the sangam is revealed by Chidambaram
Pillai’s proclamation at a meeting that he has to alter some rules in the light of a
sympathetic speech by Lord Morley.

«On the 4th of March 1908, he again continues his course and after giving
a somewhat optimistic sketch of the prospects of the Swadeshi Steam Navigation
Company and the cotton spinning business, he again explains that the way to
obtain Swaraj is to avoid the courts, both civil and criminal: <then the government

will see’that we have no need of them and will of necessity yield. We must show
that we want no foreign help v 23

Summing up by the Judges

“In all these speeches, there is no word of dissent from Subramania Siva’s
cult of Absolute Swaraj. Onthe contrary, the ‘Absolute Swaraj’ is to be arrived
at by means of the boycott and abstention from all recourse to the authorities.
‘Swaraj through boycott is the burden of the speeches and the swaraj aimed at
clearly involves the departure of all foreigners from India ......... he organised
the series of speeches with Subramania Siva, in which Subramania Siva’s role was
that of a political propagandist while he himself followed up with his economic
disquisition. Each entered from time to time on the other’s ground and the goal to

which both pointed was the departure of all things foreign from the land and the
resulting swaraj and prosperity ......... .

Judgement

«_........ on a consideration of all the cvidence and after hearing counsel
for both appellants, these speeches constituted offences ......... The appellant
V. O. Chidambaram Pillai was righily convicted (by the lower court)”.

Thus was ‘Justice’ rendered by a court established by Law’. *
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WHAT THE ENGLISHMAN THOUGHT

(The following extracts from the Sedition Committee Report, 1918 will give the English point
of view on events in the south of our land between 1905 and 1918)

Bepin Chandra Pal’s Lecturing Tour in 1907

In 1907 the people in the Madras Presidency were excited by a series of lectures
delivered by Bepin Chandra Pal, a Bengali Journalist and lecturer. He commenced
a tour through the East Coast cities in April and arrived at Madras on the 1st May.
The subjects on which he spoke were “Swaraj’’, <“Swadeshi”” and “Boycott”,

Outbursts of Seditious Activity

An outburst of seditious activity followed upon the visit of Bepin Chandra
and resulted in various trials in 1908. On the 9th of March, Chidambaram Pillaj
delivered a speech in Tinnevelly eulogizing Bepin Chandra and calling on the people
to boycott everything foreign and assuring them that in three months they would
obtain swaraj. The two conspirators (Siva and V. O. C,) were arrested on the 12th
of March and on the 13th a serious riot broke out in Tinnevelly.

On the 17th of March, 1908 one Krishnaswami made a speech at a public
meeting in Karur in the Coimbatore District, saying that in Tuticorin swadeshi effort
was so great that they had demolished the pardesi (foreign) courts of the Collector,
Munsif and Police; why should not they (of Karur) do the like?..

In connection with the reiease of Bepin Chandra, a paper in Telugu styled
«Swaraj’, or the nationalist Telugu weekly, was revived in Bezwada in the Kistna
District. On the 26th of March a violent article appeared on the arrest of Chidam-
baram Pillai, of which the conclusion was “Halloo! Feringhi, cruel tiger! You have
devoured simultaneously three inoffensive Indians in 2 moment without cause. You
have been transgressing your own laws too. You, fear-stricken man; it is natural
for men blinded by arrogance to entertain such perverted thoughts! You yourself
have exposed your secrets You have declared that the arbitary Feringhi rule is dry-
ing up at the mere breeze of the development of Indian nationality.....,....”

The “India” and its Staff
On the 23rd of May, the 27th of May and the 27th of June, 1908, seditious
articles were published in Madras in the Tamil paper called “India” which resulied



in the conviction in the High Court of the printer and publisher, Srinivasa Iyengar, on
the 13th November 1908, The India Press was then closed in Madras and removed
to Pondicherry, where the paper was restarted on more seditious lines than before.

Mu—rder of Mr. Ashe

Mr. Ashe, the District Magistrate of Tinnevelly, was shot on the 17th of
June, 1911 by Vanchi Aiyar in a railway carriage at a junction in the Tinnevelly
District. The assassin was accompanied by his brother-in-law, Shankar Krishna
Aiyar, already mentioned, who was subsequently arrested and punished. Upon the
body of the murderer was found a letter in the Tamil language which stated that
every Indian was trying to drive out the English and restore swarajya and the
Sanatana Dharma. Rama, Sivaji, Krishna, Guru Govind and Arjun ruled over the
land protecting all religions, but now the English were preparing to crown in India
George V, a Mlechha, who ate the flesh of cows, Three thousand Madrasis had
taken a vow to kill George V, as soon as he landed in the country. To make known

their intention to others, he, Vanchi, the least in the company, had done that deed
that day.

Conclusions

The result of the Tinnevelly conspiracy trial was that the accused persons
belonging to different castes and grades of society were found guilty of conspiracy
against the State, but were not found to be guilty of abetment of the murder of
Mr. Ashe. It was pointed out by the Court how the binding nature of the oath
taken by the conspirator had overcome the caste prejudices which are often a bar
to intimate association in Southern India.

Since ths trial of the Tinnevelly conspirators there does not appear to have
been any trouble from criminal revolutionary conspiracy in the Madras Presidency,
we do not consider that there was any indigenous revolutionary movement in
Madras, and but for the influence of Bepin Chandra Pal and the revolutionaries

plotting in Paris and Pondicherry, there would have been no trouble in Southern
India. *
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V.0.C. AND THE LABOUR MOVEMENT

M. VENKATAKRISHNAN, B. A.

The part that V. O. Chidambaram Pillai played in the Trade Unien Move-
ment and the noble legacy he has left to the present day Trade Unionists are ah
important part of his greatness. It was Chidambaram Pillai who made the Anti-
Imperialist movement a mass movement and attracted the worker and the com-
mon man to participate in the struggle. Chidambaram Pillai’s was the lonely voice
that rose for the betterment of the working class that were toiling for fifteen hours
a day for the pittance of fourteen rupees per month and effected the settiement in
the most peaceful and amicable way, without any rancour or bitterness in the

" hearts of the workers and the Management.

All Industries including the Railways were owned by the Britishers in those
days and the conditions were so bad that the worker had to get into the factory
before dawn and continue to toil, till actually he could not see the lines on his palm,
and for three hours more till eight in the night, if the factory had provided electric
lighting. The workers had to live in thatched hovels, no amentities were provided
for cleanliness, and they had no leave privileges at all. At the same time, the share-
holders were paid SIXTY PER CENT dividend and naturally the discontent of the
workers was great and there were frequent strikes in every industry and mostly the
demand was for higher wages. One such strike was that of the workers of Coral
Mill, Tuticorin, now called Madura Mills. The workers sought the help of
Chidambaram Pillai. As Chidambaram Pillai had a natural affection for the work-
ing class and the poor, he immediately took up the cause of the workers and tried
to negotiate with the Management for a speedy settlement of the dispute.

Leading a Trade Union Movement and particularly leading a strike in those
days was far more arduous and risky than today. The workers had no organisa-
tion of their own and the Trade Union Act of the present day which gives all
protection legally was unknown then. The Industrial Disputes Act providing legal
methods for organising a strike and the Conciliation machinery to interfere and
effect a reasonable settlement were not there. Those were days when the employers
were considered as heaven-born masters with the divine sanction to get work from
. the poor workers; and to make a demand for any privilege was considered disloyalty
and sacrilege. When the employer hapoened to. be the Britisher, no whisper could



be raised against him and the Governmental machinery was fully behind the employ-
er to give him all support and protection. Leading a Strike was considered a erimi-
nal offence. In such a situation, Chidambaram Pillai had to lead the workers who
were on strike in a British-owned industry and all the officials in the town and
district were Britishers who felt one with the employers. Added to his onerous diffi-
culties, Chidambaram Pillai bad also to contend with associates most of whom were
terrorists who believed that the end justified the means and that against the armed
might of the employer backed by the Government, violent revolt alone could
succeed. So Chidambaram Pillai had to strain all his influence on the workers to
keep them calm and peaceful. To one who today witnesses every where violence,
destruction of property and brutal attack on the employers’ representatives, or on
their own colleagues who differed from them, it is 2 marvel how Chidambaram
Pillai was able to maintain peace and successfully carry on the strike for days in an
atmosphere where violence was spread by the political Terrorists. One thing
Chidambaram Pillai realised fully was that to the hungry man even God must come
as bread and all violence springs only from the empty stomach. So the first thing
that Chidambaram Pillai did was to collect funds and organise free food for the
strikers and their familles. Yet another factor that Chidambaram Pillai understood
and put into practice is that the workers must be taken into confidence, and they
must be kept informed of all the developments in the negotiations. So he held
meetings of thc workers every day and placed all the facts before them. While
Chidambaram Pillai’s associate, the political Sanyasin, Subramania Siva, made fiery
speeches to the workers to arouse their solidarity and instil faith and courage in
them, Chidambaram Pillai spoke most reasonably and impressed on the workers
the need to be realistic and ever prepared for a compromise on reasonable terms.
Chidambaram Pillai made the workers realise that all their demands, however just
they may be, cannot be achieved in one struggle, that they must progress step by step
in jmproving their economic lot. To keep the strikers engaged fully, Chidambaram
Pillai organised daily processions, singing of songs, visiting houses for collecting
funds and also ipstilling a sense of mutual help among the workers themselves in
solving domestic problems,

One Mr. Subramania Pillai, an employee of the Mills, who in later years
became the Director of the Company, also started negotiating with V.O. Chidam-
baram Pillai, on behalf of the Employers and was offering terms of settlement,
promising some increase in the wages and some reduction in working hours and
Chidambaram Pillai was considering if the workers could be made to accept the
same. But at the same time, the Collector of the District, Mx. Wynch, was sum—
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moning Chidambaram Pillai and advising him to withdraw the strike immediately
or be prepared to face dire consequences. It was the charge of the Collector that
Chidambaram Pillai was instigating the quiet and contented workers to go on strike
and so it was for Chidambaram Pillai to withdraw the strike. Chidambaram Pillai
told the Collector that his presumption was wrong, that the workers were by
themselves most discontented with the meagre wages and inhuman working hours,
and so if their demands were conceded to some extent, the strike would end. In
the meantime, he was assured that the employers were really eager to settle the
dispute and they were prepared to sign an agreement in writing on the terms
offered. A rivalry was developing at this period between the British monopolies
and the growing Indian National bourgeoisie, particularly in the Textile Industry,
the basic sphere of Indian capital investment. Chidambaram Pillai wanted to take
advantage of this situation and settle the dispute amicably,

s Workers of the World Unite, we have nothing to lose except our chains 'f,
is, the oft repeated slogan on the Trade Union platforms. Though the slogan has
been heard for decades, it is still a distant ideal to be reached, But strangely
enough, sixty five years ago, when the Trade Union Movement was still to grow,
when the working class had not become organised at all, Chidambaram Pillai was
able to unite all sections of the working class in Tuticorin. Mill workers, Port
Mazdoors, jutka drivers, hand-cart pullers, dhobies and barbers were all standing
solidly_behind V.O.C. and were prepared for any sacrifice at the slightest call of
V. 0. Chidambaram. Chidambaram Pillai’s influence was so great and his hold on
the working class was so unique that his word was law. Yet it was remarkable
that Chidambaram Pillai did not want to use this popular support to satisfy his
vanity,

Anti-British feelings were running very high all over the district. The entire
working class was behind Chidambaram Pillai and was prepared to make any
sacrifice at his call. The workers of the Harvey Mills were on strike against the
British employers. The British India Steam Navigation Company was taking all
steps to crush the Swadeshi Steam Navigation Company started by V.0.C. The
British officials were behind the B. I. S. M. Company in their efforts and threaten-
ing Chidambaram Pillai of dire consquences. If it were any Trade Union Leadet
or politician, other than the realist and God-fearing Chidambaram Pillai, he would
bave fully exploited the situation, organised strikes in all walks of life and brought
all activities to a standstill and tried to cow down both the British Steam Naviga-
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tion Company and the British officials. But Chidambaram would not yield to that
temptation and not prolong the Mill Workers* Strike nor would he spread the strike
to all sections. He wanted the Mills Workers’ demands to be met to a reasonable
extent and end the strike peacefully. Probably if Chidambaram Pillai had only
made it a condition precedent to Harveys® that if his Steamship Company is left
undisturbed, he would withdraw the strike unconditionally, the Harveys could have
used their influence and put pressure on the Government to grant Chidambaram
Pillai’s request. But V. O. Chidambaram Pillai was not prepared to sacrifice the
workers’ interests for his own or his Company’s benefit. The nobie legacy Chidam-
baram Pillai has left for the Trade Union Movement is at once a lesson and an
example: ‘“Make your demands as reasonable as pessible. Be realistic in negotia-
tions and try to settle the dispute as early possible and do not prolong the suffering
of the working class. Do not allow the workers to starve during the periqd of the
struggle. Eschew all violence in the struggle. Never exploit the situation for your
own popularity or glorification or benefit”. These are the traditions that Chidam—
baram Pillaj has left for the Trade Union Movement. R
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V.0.C. EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS
—~ A LIVING MEMORIAL

S. RAMAKRISHNAN, M. A,

Like the bounteous

Who rejoice in giving away to the uttermost
All that they have,

The clouds gave

And the waters fell

As though the sky were digging

With innumerable silver pick-axes

At the gold of the veined mountain.

V. 0. Chidambaram Pillai gave away himself like the bounteous clouds to
the cause of the country he loved.

Mr. A.P.C. Veerabahu of Tuticorin and his associates decided to set up a
living memorial to V. 0. Chidambaram Pillai in what may be considered his home-
town, Tuticorin, and this resulted in the birth of *“The V.O. Chidambaram Pillai
Educational Society, Tuticorin’® on the 20th August, 1947. The Society started
the V.0. Chidambaram College in 1951 and it manages now a Teachers’ Training
College and its Model High School as well.

From a humble beginning in 1951 with 196 students in the Junior Intermedi-
ate class and 18 members of Staff and with only the ground-floor of the main
building, V.O.C. College stands today with lofty buildings in 2 Campus of 85
acres, with an Auditcrium to accommodate nearly 2000, a separate Pre-University
Block, M.Sc. Blocksand well-equipped Science laboratories, a Library with 25,000
volumes, and with 2514 students on its rolls. It has 120 members of teaching and
80 members of non-teaching staff, besides the full-time gardeners, carpenters,

masons and electricians.

All this growth has been due to the Honorary Secretary, Sri A.P. C. Veera-
bahu, B.A., and the Principal, Prof. A. Srinivasa Raghavan, who saw to it that the

* From * Leaves from Kamban™ by Prof. A, S. R.



College became a Post-graduate institution before he retired after 18 year of

devoted service,

The hostel which had accommodation only for 70.students in 1952-33 has
now 850 inmates in two separate buildings. A Gymnasium and Athletes” Lounge is
under construction with a special grant from the University Grants Commission.
The Canteen, modernised with shining furniture and a frigidaire, and the lecture
halls, fitted with wire-broadcasting system, bear a new look.

The College has B. A. History, Economics, Branch XII-English courses and
B. Sc. Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Zoology, Geology and Botany courses,
apart from B. Com., B.B. A., M. A. English Language and Literature and M.Sc.-
Chemistry courses, and also the Certificate and Diploma courses in Gandhian
thought.

The V. O. C. Teachers’ College, staried in 1955, moved 1o its own building
in 1962, opened by the then Chief Minister, Hon’ble Sri. K. Kamaraj. It had its
Model High School in 1956™and it became a Post-graduate institution, opening the
M. Ed. course in 1966, to provide leadership in Education and research.

" The arid sand-dune stretches of 1951 have now become studded with spacious
buildings set among palms and trees and flowers.

This stupendous task of expanding the Colleges at all, levels has been ably (
shouldered by Sri A.P.C. Veerabahu B.A., the Honorary Secretary. He has been
the guiding spirit of the institutions started by the V.O.C. Educational Society.
He has shaped them into a tiving memorial to V., O.C., shedding the light of
learning and culture, *
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Dates in a Life of Sacrifice

1872

1895
1900
1906
1907
1908

1508

1938
1908

1508

1908

1611

1912
1920
1927
1934
1936

5th September. V. O. C. is born at Ottappidaram, Tirunelveli District,
Tamil Nadu. ’
V. O. C. marries.
Settles at Tuticorin as lawyer.
Swadesi Steamship Navigation Company is founded.
Attends Surat Congress.
Nellai Desabimana Sangam is born.
9th March. Celebrations at Tirunelveli and Tuticorin of the release
from prison of Shri Bepin Chandra Pal.
12th March. V. O. C. and Subramanya Siva arrested.
13th March. Hartal and protest processions at Tirunelveli and Tuticorin.
“Tirunelveli Riots’.
7th July. Sentenced by the District Court, Tirunelveli, to transportation
for life.
4th November. The High Court reduces the sentence to six years’ trans-
portation. Later on, this sentence was reduced to six years’
rigorous imprisonment.
17th June. Mr. Ashe, District Magistrate, Tirunelveli, was murdered at
Maniyachi by Vanchi Iyer of Shencottah.

December. V. O. C. is released from prison.
Attends the Congress at Calcutta and resigns from it.

Joins the Congress again.
Tirukkural Commentary published at Tiruchendur.
18th November. Passes away.

Important Memorials

1939

1949

1951

1968

1972

A statue of V. O. C. unveiled at the Congress Mantapam, Royapettah,

Madras.

The passenger ship, ‘V. O. Chidambaram’ commissioned. Later, the venture

ended in failure.

V. O. Chidambaram Educational Institutions, founded by Thiru A. P. C,

Veerabahu, Tuticorin.

Statue on the Marina, Madras, installed at the time of the world Tamil

Conference-Seminar.,

5th September. Statue unveiled by Shrimati Indira Gandhi at Tuticorin
Harbour, Tuticorin; Commemoration Stamp released.

A number of parks and Housing Colonies (like Chidambaram Nagar, Tuticorin,

V. 0. C. Colony, New Deihi) named after him.
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V. O. CHIDAMBARAM CENTENARY, 1972
SQUVENIR COMMITTEE

Thitu. C. Ramachandran, I. A. S., Collector of Tirunelveli. (President)

Thiru. M. C. Veerabahu, B.A., B.L., President, Freedom Fighters’ Association,
Tuticorin.

Thiru. S. Alagianambi, B.A., B.L., Palayamkottai.

The Chief Educational Officer, Tirunelveli.

Thiru. V. M. Sreedhara Menon, M. A., Principal, V. O. C. College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. V.0.C. Arumugam, Pasuvanthanai.

Thiru. M. Venkatakrishnan, B. A., Labour Leader, Tuticorin.

Thiru. A. Sivasubramanian, Pulavar, V. O. C. College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. N. V. Rao, M, A., V. O. C. College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. K. Chidambara Thanu, M. A., V. O. C. College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. M. Balasubramanian, M. A., V. O. C. College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. P. Jinarajadasa, M. A, M. Ed., Principal-in-Charge, V.0.C, Teachers’
College, Tuticorin.

Thiru. S. Rengachari, M. A., V.0.C. College, Tuticorin,
Thiru. S. Ramakrishnan, M. A., V. Q. C. College, Tuticorin.
Thiru. S. Srinivasan, B. E., Tuticorin.

Prof. A. Srinivasa Raghavan, Tuticorin. (Convener)
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R.K.SHANMUKHAM CHETTY, K. L.A.
L INDIA HOUSE,

LONDON, W.C. 2.
16th September {932.

My dear Friend,

I have just seen in the Indien
papers that you have celebrated your sixtieth
birthday. Allow me to offer my most respectful
congratulations on this occasion. It wes a
matter of great pleasure to me to find in the
pepers that our friend Dr. P. Varadaragulu is
doing something to show the pudblic appreciation
of your life of sacrifice for the cause of the
country. Nothing that the public can do will
be an adequate compensation for what you have
done in a guiet way for our people. I have
admired your courage @and patriotiem ever since
] was & boy in school. I pray that you will
be spered for very many yesrs to come.

You may probsbly have known that 1
care to London sbout four months ago in
connection with the Imperisl Conference at
Ottawa. 1 returned to London last week fron
Ottawa. I am leaving for home on the 22nd
September, and expect to arrive st Madras on
the Hth October.

wWith kind regerds,

Yours sincerely,
/&JKMM‘&’“

Letter to V. O. C. on his 61st birth day from
Thiru R. K. Shanmukham Chetty
froqﬁ India House, London.
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