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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines a series of episodes in the history of indirect 

rule that resulted in rulers being deposed or otherwise removed from power.  

It does so from the conviction that such episodes provide a valuable 

opportunity to explore the conceptions of princely character held and 

articulated by British officials, and to assess to what extent such conceptions 

informed British expectations of the princes, and thus shaped the daily and 

local practice of indirect rule in colonial India.   

The study is intended to contribute to the growing body of work on 

the history of the princely states, a subject that until recently was considered 

marginal to understanding colonial South Asia, but whose importance is 

increasingly being recognised.  Its geographical focus – the states of the 

Central India Agency – attempts to redress the comparative neglect of this 

region to date; it also seeks to achieve a balance between the relative merits 

and shortcomings of single-state and ‘all-India’ studies, by allowing for 

intensive analysis of an interconnected group of rulers and officials, whilst 

maintaining a sufficiently diverse sample of situations and individuals to 

enable broader conclusions to be suggested.   

Moreover, the approach adopted firmly locates this thesis within the 

emerging study of the cultural history of empire: the rulers of the princely 

states occupied a position within the colonial hierarchies of class, race and 

gender that was uniquely liminal within India and rare elsewhere.  They 

failed to fit neatly any of the pre-ordained categories of colonial society – 

and consequently had the potential to disrupt the conventions of deference, 

distance and difference on which such a society was based.  Analysis of 

how the British attempted to characterise the princes, therefore, should 

complement existing analyses of the operation of such important concepts 

as race, masculinity, sexuality, sanity, class and tradition in colonial India. 

This study argues that British ideas and ideals of princely character 

were neither fixed nor hegemonic: conflict over the meaning and 

significance of a ruler’s conduct regularly arose between the many levels of 

the imperial bureaucracy.  There was not a single, consistent and explicitly 

defined normative discourse of princely conduct: officials’ expectations of 

rulers shifted over time in response to the changing outlook and interests of 

the British in India, as well as varying across the significant differences of 

faith, race, region and status that they perceived to divide the princely order.  

Furthermore, rulers themselves – whether through negotiation, evasion or 

contestation – played a significant role in the constant redefinition of such 

ideas. 

However, British officials’ conceptions and representations of 

princely character were not wholly constitutive of their power over the 

princes and their states.  Although assessments of a ruler’s character as 

inadequate, even incurably deviant, could be advanced as justification for 

intervening in a state, the impact of such ideas upon the actual practice of 

indirect rule was substantially qualified by an array of other considerations. 

Orientalist conceptions of princely character may have been highly 

influential in shaping the conduct of ‘political relations’, but they were often 

ignored or abandoned by officials when the dividends of a more pragmatic 

approach to the princes were thought to be higher. 
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Glossary 
 

Akali A Sikh activist.  The Shriromani Akali Dal was 

formed in 1920 to advance Sikh religious and 

political interests. 

 

Anglo-Indian The British expatriate community in India 

 

Begam / Begum A Muslim princess, as well as a more general 

honorific term for elite Muslim women 

 

Brahman / Brahmin A member of the Hindu priestly caste 

 

Chowkidar A watchman or guard 

 

Dacoity / Dakaiti/y Gang robbery, usually of a violent nature.  

Commonly associated with thagi (see below). 

 

Dak bungalow A form of accommodation maintained by 

governments or durbars for the use of travellers, 

especially officials 

 

Dassehra An annual Hindu festival 

 

Dewan / Diwan The most senior administrator of a state (also a 

more general honorific title) 

 

Dharma Correct or righteous conduct in accordance with 

moral law 

 

Durbar / Darbar The administration of a princely state, the court of 

its ruler, and the formal ritual of that court.  Also 

appropriated by the Raj for major ceremonies such 

as Coronation Durbars. 

 

Eurasian A person of mixed European and Indian descent 

 

Gaddi / Gadi A cushion or low seat style of throne.  Rulers were 

prohibited from using the term ‘throne’ by the GOI. 

 

Gaekwar The dynastic title of the rulers of Baroda 

 

Hartal  A form of protest involving the closing of 

businesses 

 

Holkar The dynastic title of the rulers of Indore 

  

Ilaqadar / Ilakadar Estate-holder, landlord 

 

Izzat Dignity, reputation or honour 



6 

 

Jagir A form of land tenure, entailing the right to collect 

revenue, generally granted in return for some form 

of service 

 

Jam Saheb The title of the ruler of Nawanagar 

 

Kharita A formal document used in communications 

between the Viceroy and the princes.  Its use was 

usually reserved to important ceremonial occasions. 

 

Lakh 100,000 

 

Mahajan A local moneylender 

 

Maharaja A Hindu ruler 

 

Maharajkumar/i The son/daughter of a Maharaja 

 

Maharani The wife of a Maharaja 

 

Mela A festival or fair 

 

Muhammadan Muslim, Islamic 

 

Nawab The title of a Muslim ruler, as well as a more 

general honorific; previously a Mughal 

administrative title 

 

Nazrana / Nazarana The ceremonial presentation of gifts through which 

office-holders and other elite groups demonstrated 

their loyalty and obedience to the ruler.  The ritual 

reaffirmed the ties between ruler and ruled, and the 

hierarchical ordering of the state (as manifested by 

the ordering of the ceremony). 

 

Nizam The title of the ruler of Hyderabad, previously a 

Mughal administrative title 

 

Pargana An administrative district, consisting of several 

villages 

 

Pawai A form of land tenure 

 

Pawaidar The holder of Pawai land 

 

Purdah The practice of varying degrees of physical 

seclusion by both Muslim and Hindu women 

 

Raja A (lower-ranking) Hindu ruler 



7 

 

Rani The wife of a Raja 

 

Rao Raja The close male relative of a Hindu ruler (usually a 

brother or uncle) 

 

Ryot A tenant farmer or peasant 

 

Sanad A form of treaty or agreement 

 

Thagi / Thuggee A system of robbery and murder, usually involving 

attacks on travellers, and the subject of a major 

eradication campaign by the British in the 

nineteenth century 

 

Thakur A landlord, noble or minor ruler 

 

Tonga 

 

A small two-wheeled carriage or cart 

Vakil 

 

A diplomatic representative, envoy, or ambassdor 

Yuvraj The heir to the throne in a Hindu state 

 

Zamindar A landlord or landholder 

 

Zenana The separate female quarters of a home or palace 
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Abbreviations 

 

ADC Aide-de-camp  

AGG Agent to the Governor-General 

Asst. Assistant 

CI Central India 

CIA Central India Agency 

Conf. Confidential 

CR Crown Representative 

Dep. Deputy 

Dept. Department 

D.O. Demi-official 

DSP District Superintendent of Police 

Encl. Enclosure 

FD Foreign Department (Government of India) 

For Sec Foreign Secretary 

FPD Foreign and Political Department (Government of 

India) 

GOB Government of Bombay 

GOI Government of India 

HE His Excellency 

HH His Highness 

HM His Majesty 

ICC Imperial Cadet Corps 

ICS Indian Civil Service 

IGP Inspector General of Police 

IOR India Office Records, Asia and Pacific Collections, the 

British Library, London.  

Offg. Officiating 

PA Political Agent 

PD Political Department (Government of India) 

PM Prime Minister 

Pol Sec Political Secretary 

PSV Private Secretary to the Viceroy 

Sec State Secretary of State for India 

R/1 Crown Representative Records: Political Department 

Records 

R/2 Crown Representative Records: Residency and 

Agency Records  

MSS Eur European Manuscripts, Asia and Pacific Collections, 

the British Library, London. 

L/P&S Records of the Political and Secret Department of the 

India Office 
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Introduction 

 

“The difference between our appreciation of the situation and that of 

Delhi appears to derive from our estimate of the character of the 

Maharaja.  … [W]hile I fully appreciate that the conditions that 

H.E. recommends … would be utterly devastating in their effect 

upon any loyal Prince of India in possession of his senses, this will 

not be so in the case of Gulab Singh of Rewa, because he is mentally 

perverted and fundamentally antagonistic to British ‘Domination’.”
1
 

 

 

This thesis examines a series of episodes in the history of indirect 

rule in colonial India that resulted in rulers of the princely states being 

deposed or otherwise removed from power.  It does so from the conviction 

that such episodes provide a valuable opportunity to explore the conceptions 

of princely character held and articulated by British officials, and to assess 

to what extent such conceptions informed British expectations of these 

rulers, and thus shaped the daily and local practice of indirect rule.  Rather 

than study the history of indirect rule, or ‘paramountcy’, in an exclusively 

political sense, therefore, it examines the impact of ‘character talk’, as 

engaged in by both political officers and their client rulers, upon the 

development of official responses to events within princely India.
2
  For the 

purposes of this thesis, ‘character talk’ refers to the use of ‘character’ as an 

all-embracing conceptual and rhetorical tool by a variety of historical actors 

– but in particular by British political officers and the Indian princes – to 

explain, categorise and evaluate aspects of rulers’ personalities, behaviour 

and governance.  The concept of ‘character’ was exported to the 

subcontinent as a core component of the late-Victorian middle-class 

cosmology.  Reflecting the very different political and social dynamics of 

the Anglo-Indian community, character remained remarkably salient as an 

explanatory and rhetorical tool in India long after its dominance in 

                                                
1 India Office Records (IOR) File R/1/1/3984(2). Copy of Personal & Secret D.O. Letter 

No.W/766, 17/06/1943, from Major L.W. Wooldridge, Administrator, Rewa State, to 

Resident CI. 
2 The first use of this term of which I am aware is that by Stefan Collini.  S. Collini, Public 

Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain, 1850-1930 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1991), ch.3. 
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metropolitan culture had receded.
3
  Indeed, as will be demonstrated in 

subsequent chapters, even in the 1940s officials’ discussions of princely 

misconduct and justifications of intervention were saturated with the 

language of character, despite their expectations of rulers having shifted 

significantly over time.  In focusing on ‘character talk’, this thesis asks – to 

what extent did the ideas and ideals of princely character held by British 

officials influence the operation of indirect rule? What factors contributed to 

or detracted from the influence of these ideas? How did different levels of 

the imperial bureaucracy conceive of princely character, and why did their 

perspectives diverge? To what extent did princes themselves respond to and 

participate in ‘character talk’, appropriating and contesting the language of 

princely character in pursuance of their own interests? 

Depositions were the exception to the rule in the history of the 

princely states.  They were the strongest response to princely misconduct 

available to the British Government of India (GOI) after the policy shifts 

enacted in the wake of the events of 1857-58.  The policy of lapse and its 

corollary, annexation, were thoroughly discredited by their association with 

several local uprisings, and publicly disavowed. Furthermore, Victoria’s 

Royal Proclamation of 1 November 1858, in which she undertook to 

“respect the rights, dignity and honour of native Princes as our own”
4
, 

reflected the new importance attached to the cultivation of the princes as 

valuable allies: their states and dynasties were in future to be preserved and 

protected, and many rulers were rewarded for their conspicuous loyalty 

during the crisis.
5
  Consequently, the permanent removal from power of a 

ruler after 1858 was a rare event, the British generally resorting to such 

measures only in extreme circumstances, when it seemed that all other less 

contentious or costly forms of intervention had already been exhausted.   

                                                
3 Indeed, as Elizabeth Collingham has demonstrated in relation to the history of the body, 

social and political values amongst the British official population in India diverged from 

metropolitan mores in the early twentieth century, as Anglo-Indians largely clung to 

increasingly archaic ideas and practices.  E. Collingham, Imperial Bodies: The Physical 

Experience of the Raj, c.1800-1947 (Cambridge: Polity, 2001), p.150. 
4 ‘Queen Victoria’s Proclamation, 1 November 1858’, in C.H. Phillips, H.L. Singh and 

B.N. Pandey (eds.), The Evolution of India and Pakistan 1858-1947: Select Documents 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1962), p.10. 
5 Thomas Metcalf’s The Aftermath of Revolt remains the best introduction to this period.  T. 

Metcalf, The Aftermath of Revolt: 1857-1870 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1964). 
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However, the rarity of depositions was not only due to an official 

preference for restricting their use so as to maintain their symbolic force as 

a deterrent.
6
  There was, arguably, also no great need to remove princes 

from their gaddis on a regular basis.
7
  Across the period under examination, 

most rulers were reasonably conscientious administrators, within the 

varying constraints imposed upon them by geography, resources and 

individual ability.  Indeed, while many princes may have desired a reduction 

in what they perceived as petty and degrading interference by political 

officers, this was most probably for reasons unrelated to any desire to 

indulge in ‘gross misrule’ or ‘maladministration’, as the British termed 

chronic administrative abuses on the part of rulers.
8
  The brilliant reformers 

that were held up as ‘model princes’ (by both the British and by Indian 

nationalists at different times and for different reasons), and the ‘depraved 

despots’ who undermined the very arguments by which the continued 

existence of the states was justified, were both tiny minorities within the 

princely order, though located at opposite ends of the spectrum of British 

conceptions of princely character.
9
  Indeed, the overwhelming majority of 

princes who occupied the middle ground were far more likely to suffer a 

temporary and partial deprivation of their ruling powers than to be deposed 

for even relatively serious administrative shortcomings.  For example, in 

1908 the Raja of Dewas Junior, Mulhar Rao, had his powers of financial 

control withdrawn in response to persistent problems of personal 

extravagance, neglect of public duties, and apparent inability to control his 

‘intriguing’ subordinates.  The assessment of the local political officer that 

                                                
6 J. McLeod, Sovereignty, Power, Control: Politics in the States of Western India, 1916-

1947 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), p.184. 
7 A gaddi is a cushion or low seat style of throne.  Rulers were prohibited from using the 

term ‘throne’ by the GOI. 
8 According to John McLeod, “The real interests of the rulers … did not centre on freedom 

to misgovern their people.”  The desire for less intervention was but one aspect of a broader 

“pursuit of sovereignty” by rulers in the twentieth century.  J. McLeod, Sovereignty, Power, 

Control: Politics in the States of Western India, 1916-1947 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), pp.29-30. 
9 It is difficult to ascertain reliable figures on the exact proportion of rulers whose powers 

were reduced or removed.  However, both Copland and McLeod have observed in relation 

to the twentieth century, that most rulers were “a decent bunch” (Copland) and “took their 

duties seriously” (McLeod).  I. Copland, The Princes of India and the Endgame of Empire, 

1917-1947 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p.5.  J. McLeod, Sovereignty, 

Power, Control, p.29.  The six case studies that form the subject of this thesis represent the 

overwhelming majority of such interventions in Central Indian salute states during the 

period under examination. 
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“the Raja’s proceedings are to be ascribed to his mental and physical 

weakness and not to any inherent viciousness” facilitated the application of 

this lesser penalty.
10

 

Consequently, the rulers who are the subject of this study are, in the 

extremities of their conduct and their ultimate political downfall, 

exceptional rather than typical of the princely order.  Madho Singh of Panna 

was found guilty of conspiring to poison his uncle in what was presumed to 

be an attempt to secure the succession of any son born to his pregnant 

mistress.  He was deposed and interned under surveillance in the Madras 

Presidency and the line of succession passed to his cousin, the son of his 

victim.  Shivaji Rao of Indore was bullied into abdicating after he offered to 

‘retire’ in a moment of pique.  His erratic behaviour had been unmanageable 

for several years when the political authorities leapt at this opportunity to 

quietly remove him from power before he caused a major scandal.  Despite 

ample justification for his removal, Govind Singh of Datia narrowly 

avoided deposition as a young prince, as political officers decided instead to 

focus their energies on moulding him anew.  His subsequent long reign was 

characterised by the cyclic deprivation and re-instatement of his ruling 

powers.  Tukoji Rao of Indore abdicated at the prospect of facing a 

Commission of Enquiry into his involvement in the botched attempt by a 

group of his subjects to abduct his estranged mistress from Bombay, that 

resulted in the murder of her new lover.  He explained that his aversion to 

any enquiry arose not from any guilt on his part but from the injury it posed 

to his status and dignity.  His neighbour, Tukoji Rao of Dewas Senior, 

gradually lost the respect of the political authorities through a series of 

disastrous misjudgements.  Coupled with his resistance to British 

intervention in his state, this fall from grace culminated in the Maharaja 

fleeing to Pondicherry and being deprived of his ruling powers when he 

refused to return.  Over two decades, Gulab Singh of Rewa systematically 

stripped his state of its wealth, was suspected of disloyalty, and was 

eventually caught bribing Residency officials for information.  The 

Maharaja’s alleged complicity in two murders brought him before a 

                                                
10 IOR R/1/1/360.  Conf. Letter from AGG CI, No.275, 16/06/1908, to For Sec.  Telegram 

no.S.-410, 9/07/1908, from For Sec to AGG CI. 
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Commission of Enquiry, but the failure of the Commission to secure a 

conviction meant that it was another three years before the GOI were able to 

depose him. 

It could be argued that these rulers constitute an unrepresentative 

sample and that the inevitable result of focusing on them will be a distorted 

picture of princely India and British paramountcy.  However, it is precisely 

because they violated British-imposed norms of princely character, conduct 

and administration that these princes represent a valuable means by which 

to illuminate these norms.  Their potential in this regard is due to the 

fundamentally reactive nature of indirect rule as a system of colonial 

government.  Although a small number of key reference texts provided 

general guidance for political officers in their supervision of the rulers under 

their charge, the GOI strenuously resisted the legalistic or judicial 

codification of paramountcy increasingly urged by the rulers of the princely 

states in the twentieth century, as likely to constrain its scope of action.  The 

classic articulation of the British position was that made in 1926 as part of 

the public humiliation of Osman Ali Khan, the Nizam of Hyderabad and 

highest-ranking of the princes. Depending on one’s perspective, Osman Ali 

Khan had been trying either to redress a longstanding injustice in his 

relationship with the GOI, or to arrogantly claim rights that he did not 

possess.  In writing to the Nizam, the Viceroy, Lord Reading, argued that  

“[t]he Sovereignty of the British Crown is supreme in India …  Its 

supremacy is not based only upon Treaties and Engagements but exists 

independently of them”.
11

 

Despite periodical shifts in political policy at a general level, 

therefore, the practice of indirect rule largely evolved through the attempts 

of local officials and members of the secretariat to resolve problems with 

particular states or rulers.  In the absence of any clearly defined norms, 

official expectations of appropriate princely conduct were formulated and 

                                                
11

 R/1/1/3811(1).  D.O. Letter to Nizam of Hyderabad from Viceroy (Reading), Delhi, 

27/03/1926.  I. Copland, The Princes of India, pp.53-55.  This was a position that had 

changed little over the decades.  In his preface to Indian Political Practice in 1895, Charles 

Tupper noted that the book’s original title, ‘Political Law and Policy’, had been frowned 

upon by the GOI, as the term ‘law’ misleadingly implied that the principles expounded 

therein were fixed and binding, whereas they were in fact intended only to serve as 

“warning and guidance”.  Tupper, Indian Political Practice, Vol.I, pp.iii-iv. 
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reformulated by political officers on an ad hoc basis in relation to specific 

instances of inappropriate conduct.  It is thus through such episodes of 

conflict or confrontation between a ruler and the paramount power that the 

relative significance of ideas of princely character in shaping the practice of 

indirect rule can be assessed.  In this respect, the approach taken in this 

study is influenced by McLeod’s argument that the “development and 

resolution of conflicts” played a significant role in shaping the relationship 

between the princes and the British.
12

 

Through its focus on depositions and abdications, this thesis argues 

that British ideas and ideals of princely character were neither fixed nor 

hegemonic: conflict over the meaning and significance of a ruler’s conduct 

was endemic within the many layers of the imperial bureaucracy.  There 

was no consistent and explicitly defined normative discourse of princely 

conduct: officials’ expectations of rulers shifted over time in response to the 

changing outlook and interests of the British in India, as well as varying 

across the significant differences of faith, race, region and status that they 

perceived to divide the princely order.  Furthermore, rulers themselves – 

whether through negotiation, evasion or contestation – played a significant 

role in the constant redefinition of such ideas, even – or rather, especially – 

those conspicuously unsuccessful rulers who form the focus of this study. 

However, British officials’ conceptions and representations of 

princely character were not wholly constitutive of their power over the 

princes and their states.  Although assessments of a ruler’s character as 

inadequate, even incurably deviant, could be advanced as justification for 

intervening in a state, the impact of such ideas upon the actual practice of 

indirect rule was substantially qualified by an array of other considerations.  

Orientalist conceptions of princely character may have been highly 

influential in shaping the conduct of political relations, but they were often 

ignored or abandoned by officials when the dividends of a more pragmatic 

approach to the princes were thought to be higher. 

 

 

                                                
12 McLeod, Sovereignty, Power, Control, p.60. 
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The cultural history of empire 

The concerns of this thesis firmly locate it within the emerging study of the 

cultural history of empire.  The growth of this field in the past two decades 

can largely be attributed to the blurring during this period of the disciplinary 

boundaries between anthropology, history and literature.  Although the 

resulting field – ‘postcolonial studies’ – has had its methodological and 

ideological shortcomings, amongst historians of empire it has increased 

awareness of and interest in the cultural aspects of imperialism, both those 

that can be recovered from conventional historical sources (such as political 

discourse, instruction manuals and press polemics) and those that cannot 

(from oral traditions and live performance to popular practice).  Amongst 

others, the research of Bernard Cohn upon a wide range of subjects – from 

the ritual inventiveness of the Raj to the cultural appropriations of low-caste 

women in Southern India – has inspired much work on colonial forms of 

knowledge, or the ways in which imperial powers sought to understand and 

thus control the populations and territories over which they exercised 

authority.
13

  Subsequently, a growing number of scholars have moved 

beyond purely materialist conceptions of empire, focusing instead upon the 

ideas, assumptions and attitudes that informed both the extension and 

maintenance of colonial rule by European powers, and the responses of 

colonised peoples to the novel circumstances spawned by foreign 

domination.  Those works that are either of relevance to this thesis, or upon 

which it explicitly attempts to build, will now be outlined in brief. 

The primary concerns of this study are the ideas, attitudes and 

assumptions held by the members of the Indian political service towards 

their ‘subordinate allies’, the rulers of the princely states.  As already stated, 

the prism through which these ideas, attitudes and assumptions shall be 

examined is that which held the greatest relevance and explanatory power 

for contemporaries: ‘character’.  In Public Moralists: Political Thought and 

Intellectual Life in Britain, 1850-1930, Stefan Collini underlines “the 

extraordinary status and centrality of the cluster of assumptions and values 

                                                
13 B.S. Cohn, An Anthropologist among the Historians and Other Essays (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1987); B.S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British 

in India (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996).  
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which the term [character] denoted”
14

 in the late nineteenth century.  The 

causality assigned by Victorians to character in determining the fates of 

individuals, and of national or ‘racial’ character in accounting for different 

societies’ varying stages of ‘development’,
15

 rendered it a particularly 

powerful means of attempting to understand the unfamiliar administrative 

systems, social structures and cultural practices encountered in colonial 

contexts such as princely India.  P.J. Cain’s recent research on the 

expansion of British control over Egypt in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries demonstrates the discursive significance of ‘character 

talk’ in the exercise of imperial power, and highlights that British 

administrators’ assumptions about their own character were fundamentally 

implicated in any discussion of ‘native’ character.
16

  In a forthcoming article 

Cain argues that both supporters and critics of empire readily utilised 

languages of character in advancing their very different arguments about the 

impact of empire on Britain itself.
17

 

There are several themes within the overarching concept of character 

that frequently recur in officials’ discussions of princely conduct, although 

the terms by which they are designated here might have been unfamiliar to 

contemporaries.  Masculinity was a subject fraught with tension, ambiguity 

and anxiety in the colonial context, involving the relative positioning not 

just of the male coloniser and the male colonised, but their respective 

relationships with the female members of each group.  Mrinalini Sinha’s 

seminal work, Colonial Masculinity: the ‘manly Englishman’ and the 

‘effeminate Bengali’ in the Late Nineteenth Century revisits key colonial 

controversies in order to demonstrate the centrality of “the logic of colonial 

masculinity” to the constant re-articulation of relations between coloniser 

and colonised.
18

  As Sinha highlights, however, neither group was 

homogenous, being divided by internal hierarchies of class, caste, gender 

                                                
14 S. Collini, Public Moralists: Political Thought and Intellectual Life in Britain 1850-1930 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p.94. 
15 Collini, Public Moralists, p.96. 
16 P.J. Cain, ‘Character and Imperialism: The British Financial Administration of Egypt, 

1878-1914, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 34:6 (2006), pp.177-200. 
17 P.J. Cain, ‘Empire and the Languages of Character and Virtue in Later Victorian & 

Edwardian Britain’, Modern Intellectual History 4 (forthcoming: November 2007). 
18 M. Sinha, Colonial Masculinity: the ‘manly Englishman’ and the ‘effeminate Bengali’ in 

the Late Nineteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), p.1. 
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and status.
19

  There was indeed a wide range of ‘native’ masculinities 

perceived by the British and co-opted or contested by those whom they 

categorised.  Nonetheless, the tension between ‘effeminate’ and ‘martial’ 

forms of masculinity underscored the majority.  Articulations of princely 

masculinity were influenced by this tension, and by the fundamental 

ambivalence felt by the British towards the Indian soldiers upon whom they 

were necessarily dependent.  Chandar Sundaram’s research on the 

development of a segregated officer corps for Indian princes and nobles 

suggests that although both political officers and rulers wished to foster 

martial values and physical fitness among princely youth, the institutional 

racism of the Indian Army undermined attempts to create a genuine 

opportunity for elite Indians to pursue a military career.
20

  Similarly, Carey 

Watt has demonstrated that the development of the boy scout movement in 

India was constrained by fears that rather than strengthen ‘native character’, 

the movement’s militaristic aspects would attract nationalists and its troops 

would become “centres of sedition and revolutionary activity.”
21

 

Sexuality – whether that of whites or ‘natives’, men or women, elites 

or subalterns – was an inescapable concern for the British rulers of India.  

As an alien minority, Anglo-Indians from the early nineteenth century 

increasingly developed a sense of themselves as distinct from and superior 

to the indigenous populations they governed, and perceived differences in 

sexuality between themselves and ‘natives’ were central to this identity: a 

process which has traditionally, if unfairly, been attributed to the so-called 

‘rise of the memsahib’.
22

  The regulation of European sexuality in India was 

consequently a core concern of the GOI.  In Race, Sex and Class under the 

Raj: Imperial Attitudes and Policies and their Critics, 1793-1905, Kenneth 

Ballhatchet argues that “the preservation of the structure of power” in India 

                                                
19 Sinha, Colonial Masculinity, p.1. 
20 C.S. Sundaram, ‘‘Martial’ Indian Aristocrats and the Military System of the Raj: The 

Imperial Cadet Corps, 1900-1914’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 25:3 

(1997), pp.415-439; C.S. Sundaram, ‘Preventing Idleness: The Maharajah of Cooch 

Behar’s Proposal for Officer Commissions in the British Army for the Sons of Indian 

Princes and Gentlemen, 1897-1898’, South Asia 18:1 (1995), pp.115-130. 
21 C.A. Watt, ‘The Promise of “Character” and the Spectre of Sedition: the Boy Scout 

Movement and Colonial Consternation in India, 1908-1921’, South Asia 22:2 (1999), 

pp.37-62, p.41. 
22 K. Ballhatchet, Race, Sex and Class under the Raj: Imperial Attitudes and Policies and 

their Critics, 1793-1905, (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1980), p.5. 
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resulted in very different sexual economies for particular groups of British 

men: the military went to great lengths to provide regulated Indian 

prostitutes for its unmarried troops, whereas high-ranking officials were 

encouraged to marry British women and thus avoid relationships with 

Indian women that would bridge the social distance between ruler and 

ruled.
23

  Ballhatchet observes that the general anxiety regarding the 

perceived sexual threat posed by libidinous Indian men to white women also 

applied to the princes, whose unique status allowed them access to elite 

social circles within India and, to an even greater extent, in Britain.
24

  

Unfortunately, he does not pursue this insight further.  Robert Aldrich’s 

study Colonialism and Homosexuality offers an alternative perspective, 

sensitively exploring the “connections between male homosexuality and 

European imperialism” through the public and private lives of prominent 

men of the period – explorers, military men, artists and administrators.
25

  

Aldrich’s examination of what were then socially deviant, even illegal, 

inclinations and acts enriches our understanding of the multiplicity of 

sexualities that could exist under the umbrella of empire.  However, his 

focus on European accounts of cross-cultural sexual encounters results in 

colonised men being treated in this work primarily (if not exclusively) as 

objects of desire rather than as sexual agents in their own right; indigenous 

understandings of sexuality are also largely excluded.  Analysis of Indian 

princes as privileged sexual protagonists should therefore go some way to 

redressing the imbalance in scholarship on colonial sexuality to date. 

In attempting to explain and control princely behaviour, political 

officers often resorted to using the language of madness.  Shruti Kapila has 

contended that the emerging sciences of the mind were perceived by 

antagonistic groups (British officialdom and princely households) as 

objective arbiters in their disputes over the definition of princely 

behaviour.
26

  However, as I have argued elsewhere, the popularity of 

                                                
23 Ballhatchet, Race, Sex and Class, p.9. 
24 Ballhatchet, Race, Sex and Class, pp.7-8. 
25 R. Aldrich, Colonialism and Homosexuality (London: Routledge, 2003), p.2. 
26 S. Kapila, ‘Masculinity and Madness: Princely Personhood and Colonial Sciences of the 

Mind in Western India, 1871–1940’, Past and Present 187 (2005), p.124.   
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madness as an explanation of inappropriate princely conduct was primarily 

due to its political utility rather than its intellectual appeal.
27

 

In her research on the institutional treatment of mentally ill Indians, 

Waltraud Ernst has questioned whether the argument that mental illness has 

been represented in the West as a “female malady” since the nineteenth 

century, can be successfully applied to British India, where entire ‘native’ 

populations were already conceived of as deviant, abnormal, and in 

particular, effeminate.
28

  Ernst’s research highlights the importance of 

approaching the issue of perceived princely madness from within the wider 

context of the prevailing conceptual frameworks, cultural backgrounds, 

professional values and policy priorities brought to the demarcation of 

appropriate and inappropriate princely conduct by political officers. 

Whilst the political relationship between the GOI and the rulers of 

the princely states was inherently unequal, British officials’ attitudes 

towards and conceptions of the princes were formed in a dynamic tension 

with rulers’ own self-representations.  Indeed, research on the diverse 

identities negotiated by princes within the constraints imposed by British 

paramountcy represents a valuable contribution to our broader 

understanding of responses to colonialism by indigenous elites.  One of the 

earlier examples is Ian Copland’s examination of the political perils faced 

by one of the most famous of the ‘progressive’ princes.  In ‘Sayaji Rao 

Gaekwar and Sedition: Dilemmas of an Indian Prince’, Copland argues that 

Sayaji Rao’s determination to chart his own path of administrative reform 

alienated him from the British, because they “would not accept that there 

might be more than one path to modernization”.
29

  More recently, Siobhan 

Lambert-Hurley’s work on Sultan Jahan, the Begam of Bhopal, and Satadru 

Sen’s study of Ranjitsinhji, the Jam Saheb of Nawanagar, both demonstrate 

                                                
27 F. Groenhout, ‘Loyal Feudatories or Depraved Despots? The Deposition of Princes in the 

Central India Agency, c. 1880-1947’, in Waltraud Ernst and Biswamoy Pati (eds.), India’s 

Princely States: People, Princes and Colonialism (forthcoming – London: Routledge, 

2007).   
28 W. Ernst, ‘Feminising Madness – Feminising the Orient: Madness, Gender and 

Colonialism in British India, c.1860-1940’, in Shakti Kak and Biswamoy Pati (eds.), 

Exploring Gender: Colonial and Post Colonial India (Delhi: Nehru Memorial and Museum 

Library, 2005). 
29 I. Copland, ‘Sayaji Rao Gaekwar and Sedition: Dilemmas of an Indian Prince’, in P. 

Robb and D. Taylor (eds.), Rule, Protest and Identity: Aspects of Modern South Asia 

(London: Curzon Press, 1978), p.43. 
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the important role travel could play in the formation of rulers’ personal 

identities and the advancement of their political ambitions.  Both scholars 

also highlight that princely identities were performed to several audiences or 

constituencies simultaneously; these audiences could transcend rulers’ 

conventional political relationships with their subjects, their nobles and the 

British.
30

  Finally, the publication of extracts from the diaries of Amar 

Singh, a Rajput noble and officer of the Imperial Cadet Corps, provides a 

rare insight into one elite Indian’s perspective on colonial rule, and the 

sometimes fraught, sometimes merely frustrating, movement of colonised 

elites between theoretically incompatible roles and relationships.
31

 

The rulers of the princely states occupied a position within the 

colonial hierarchies of class, race and gender that was uniquely liminal 

within India and rare elsewhere.  They failed to fit neatly any of the pre-

ordained categories of colonial society – and consequently had the potential 

to disrupt the conventions of deference, distance and difference on which 

such a society was based.  Analysis of how the British attempted to 

characterise the princes, therefore, should complement the existing analyses 

of the operation of concepts such as race, masculinity, sexuality, sanity, 

class and tradition in colonial contexts outlined above. 

 

The princely states and their historiography 

This study is also intended as a  contribution to the growing body of 

scholarly enquiry into the history of the princely states, a field that until 

recently was considered by many to be largely irrelevant to an 

understanding of colonial South Asia, but whose real importance is 

increasingly being recognised.  Until recent decades, the historiography of 

the states has been relatively marginal and of an uneven quality. The princes 

and their courts, or durbars, have long inspired sensationalist accounts of 

                                                
30 S. Lambert-Hurley, ‘Out of India: The Journeys of the Begam of Bhopal, 1901-1930’, 

Women’s Studies International Forum 21:3 (1998), pp.263-276; reprinted in Tony 

Ballantyne and Antoinette Burton (eds.), Bodies in Contact: Rethinking Colonial 

Encounters in World History (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), pp.293-309.  S. Sen, 

Migrant Races: Empire, identity and K.S. Ranjitsinhji (Manchester: Manchester University 

Press, 2004). 
31 S.H. Rudolph, L.I. Rudolph, and Mohan Singh Kanota (eds.), Reversing the Gaze: Amar 

Singh's Diary, a Colonial Subject’s Narrative of Imperial India (Boulder: Westview Press, 

2002). 
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debauchery, intrigue and decadence in the press, fiction and theatre, in 

India, in Britain, and to a lesser extent, worldwide. The image of the Indian 

Maharaja or Nawab, whether depicted as an obsessive collector of women, 

luxury automobiles, or hunting trophies (or all of the above) was, and is, an 

object of both fascination and derision.
32

   

In addition to those texts explicitly self-identified as fiction, there 

exists a wide range of non-academic, populist, and often only tenuously 

factual publications that proclaim their authority as accounts of princely 

India.  These range from the many partisan books published in the 1930s 

regarding the relationship between the British and the princes
33

, to 

Maharaja, Jarmani Dass’ ostensibly tell-all depiction of princely excess, 

based loosely on his employment as an official in the states of Patiala and 

Kapurthala.
34

  In recent years this genre has, if anything, increased in its 

vitality (and commercial viability), as the actuality of palace culture recedes 

from living memory, the British Raj in general enjoys a resurgence in 

popular interest, and the cult of the celebrity becomes an entrenched feature 

of global media culture.
35

  For example, Coralie Younger’s Wicked Women 

of the Raj, a florid fantasy of interracial romance, immense luxury and 

Oriental intrigue, could have as easily been published in 1923 as 2003.
36

  

The Spanish actress, Penelope Cruz, purchased the film rights in 2006 for 

Javier Moro’s novel Passion India, which claims to tell the true story of the 

                                                
32 B. Ramusack, The Indian Princes and their States (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2004), p.1. 
33 For example, see A.P. Nicholson, Scraps of Paper: India’s Broken Treaties, her Princes 

and the Problem (London: Ernest Benn, 1930), and P.L. Chudgar, Indian Princes Under 

British Protection: A Study of their Personal Rule, their Constitutional Position and their 

Future (London: Williams & Norgate Ltd, 1929). 
34 J. Dass, Maharaja: Lives and Loves and Intrigues of Indian Princes (Bombay: Allied 

Publishers, 1969).  According to Copland, Maharaja had by 1997 sold more than 100,000 

copies.  Copland, The Princes of India, p.3. 
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famous ‘Spanish Rani’ Anita Delgrada, a dancer who in 1910 married 

Jagajit Singh, the Maharaja of Kapurthala.
37

 

Within the academy, ‘national’ accounts of the colonial period 

predominated in the years immediately following independence. These 

tended to consider only those areas that had been under direct British rule, 

focusing either on imperial administrators or on those Indians who led 

resistance to British rule, and largely ignoring the interconnectedness and 

interdependence of directly and indirectly administered territories. 

Approximately two-fifths of colonial South Asia’s landmass and more than 

a quarter of its population were governed by the rulers of between 500 and 

700 princely states, which ranged (as this uncertain figure suggests) from 

large kingdoms that rivalled European states in territory, revenue or 

population, to tiny estates whose ‘little kings’ administered only a few 

villages.  These vast stretches of land and millions of people were thus 

excluded from the prevailing historical narrative of modern India. The 

pejorative and trivialising stereotypes associated with the princes did not 

encourage serious examination of the many complex histories of the states, 

nor did their status as the losers of history (having, with few exceptions, 

remained loyal to the British until their final retreat from the 

subcontinent).
38

  This focus on the events and heroes of the narrative of 

national self-realisation also encouraged the production of histories of 

princely India that took the downfall of the system as a given and 

condemned the princes as anachronistic puppets who had somehow delayed 

the ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ progress of India towards national unification.
39

 

The shift in historiographical focus in the last two decades of the 

twentieth century, inspired by the leading figures of the Subaltern Studies 

group, towards non-elite voices and experiences in colonial India has 

fostered a greater awareness of the diverse responses of a variety of actors 
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to the new social, economic, political and cultural conditions created by 

colonial rule, as well as its inherently contested nature.  However, its (not 

always) implicit critique of the legitimacy of studying the actions and ideas 

of elite groups has only further consolidated what is, for some, the 

questionable status of the princes as not just elite collaborators, but 

feudalists, patriarchs and playboys.
40

  However, far from being irrelevant to 

the understanding of subaltern lives in the colonial period, colonial and 

colonised elites are as crucial to the examination of colonial power relations 

as those over whom they attempted to exert control.  Whilst it is not my 

intention to question the validity or importance of subaltern historical 

actors, the unusual position of the princes as subordinate elites, and their 

role as the nexus between the communities of the princely states and British 

imperial power does deserve further attention. 

Nevertheless, scholarly interest in the states has flourished, although 

the field retains a certain separation from, and subordination to, the 

historiography of British India. Broadly speaking, there are three major 

themes that have formed the overarching preoccupations of scholarship in 

recent years. These are, first, the politics of indirect rule, in particular the 

political relationships and structures of power which existed between the 

British Government of India, the princes, their subjects, and Indian 

politicians from the British provinces and (later) the states themselves. 

Second, conditions within the states have attracted significant attention, 

raising questions about comparative development, non-Western 

modernities, and the impact of British paramountcy on the societies and 

economies of the states. Third, roles for rulers encompass studies of British 

expectations and conceptualisations of the princes as ‘subordinate allies’ 

and ‘loyal feudatories’ and of the identities and careers crafted by rulers 

within these constraints.  The divisions between these themes might seem 

arbitrary: they are closely interrelated, and historians have at times focused 

on more than one of them in their work.  Nonetheless, they are worthwhile 

                                                
40 See for example: R. Guha (ed.), Subaltern Studies 6: Writings on South Asian History 
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as they reflect the range of different projects that drive historical scholarship 

on princely India.  Finally, I will outline what research has been undertaken 

to date on the history of corrective intervention in the princely states after 

1858, an area of relative neglect that this thesis intends to go some way 

towards redressing. 

 

The politics of indirect rule 

Political analyses of the operation of indirect rule have a long history of 

their own, although the objectives and parameters of such inquiry have 

shifted significantly over time. The tendency in colonial scholarship to treat 

the British as the dominant, active participants in the relationship, and the 

princes as passive recipients of the system thus conceived and executed, 

caused most scholars’ energies to be concentrated upon understanding the 

processes of British policy formulation and the careers of senior members of 

the bureaucracy.  Since decolonisation, the demise of the princely order, and 

the opening of official archives, this tendency has generally given way to a 

more nuanced understanding of the relationship between the Raj and the 

princes as one characterised by mutual, albeit inherently unequal, 

dependency. British control was contingent upon princely consent and 

collaboration; princely support for British interests could be ‘bought’ 

through strategic concessions when necessary, as well as being simply 

demanded when circumstances allowed; princely resistance to British 

expectations was not only possible but widespread. This interpretative shift 

has also expanded the field of enquiry to include the many other participants 

in, and relationships constituting, the politics of indirect rule. Key actors 

thus identified include the administrative elites and landed nobility of the 

states, rulers’ subjects, and political organisations and individuals active in 

British India. This expansion improves our understanding of the political 

context in which indirect rule operated and evolved, as well as the 

connections between colonial ‘high politics’ and conditions within the 

states. Recent scholarship in this area also concerns itself with different 

issues.  Some of the questions raised include – how did the British maintain 

indirect rule? How did they understand, codify, explain and justify their 

continued protection of, and control over, the states? How did the princes, 
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who appeared increasingly anachronistic as the twentieth century 

progressed, survive until the end of the Raj in 1947? Conversely, why were 

neither the British nor the princes themselves capable of securing a viable 

future for the states in the new nations of India and Pakistan? In what ways 

did rulers participate in all-India politics and to what end? How were they 

perceived by Indian nationalists? To what extent did the princes influence 

the direction or rate of constitutional change in India? What divisions, 

allegiances, friendships and rivalries existed within the princely order and 

how did they affect the princes’ ability to pursue their individual and 

collective interests? How did rulers balance the often competing demands of 

the British and of elite groups or popular political action within their states?  

Several major monographs have been produced in the past thirty 

years that provide perceptive analyses of the politics of indirect rule.  These 

works largely focus on three main areas: first, the branch of the GOI 

responsible for the supervision of the princes, known informally as the 

‘political service’ throughout its various official name changes; second, the 

relationship between the British and the princes; and third, the increasing 

involvement of many princes in political activity beyond the borders of their 

own states in the early twentieth century. Michael Fisher’s Indirect Rule in 

India: Residents and the Residency System, 1764–1858, charts the 

development of indirect rule, assessing the links between changes in 

Company policy towards the states and fluctuations in the scale and 

composition of the political service. He also highlights the significant role 

played during this early period by indigenous officials.
41

 Ian Copland’s The 

British Raj and the Indian Princes: Paramountcy in Western India, 1857–

1930, focuses on the political service of the Bombay Presidency, which 

supervised most states in western India.  His examination of competition 

and conflict between the Bombay Presidency and the GOI over the states 

managed by Bombay makes an important contribution to the debate about 

the respective roles of different levels of government in the development 
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and implementation of colonial policy.
42

 John McLeod studies the same 

region in Sovereignty, Power, Control: Politics in the States of Western 

India, 1916–1947; he situates British policies in this later period within the 

context of a triangular relationship existing between the British, the princes, 

and Indian politicians. McLeod stresses that although indirect rule was 

shaped by the interactions between these three groups, authority ultimately 

rested with the British, arguing that apparent successes by the princes 

actually represent tactical concessions by the British.
43

  An account of the 

political service has also been produced by Terence Creagh Coen, himself a 

former political officer.
44

  Clive Dewey’s study of Anglo-Indian Attitudes, 

although it focuses on two members of the Indian Civil Service (ICS) who 

were not political officers, nonetheless offers insights into the outlook of 

officials – especially as one of these officers acted as guardian to a young 

prince.
45

 

A range of approaches have been adopted in assessing the 

relationship between princes and political officers (known as ‘Residents’, 

‘Political Agents’ or ‘Agents to the Governor General’). An early article by 

Robin Jeffrey focuses on the dynamics of this relationship in the southern 

state of Travancore and remains a useful introduction to many of the issues 

involved.
46

 Other scholars have produced studies of relations between 

specific states and the British; a good example of such works is Robert 

Stern’s The Cat and the Lion: Jaipur State in the British Raj.
47

  Issues of 

power, authority and legitimacy have provoked much research, and are 

linked to debates about the relationship between imperial rituals and 

mechanisms of control. Bernard Cohn examines the implications of changes 
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in British ritual incorporation of the princes in his essay, ‘Representing 

Authority in Victorian India’, while John McLeod focuses on the British use 

of ceremonial honours as a political tool in ‘The English Honours System in 

Princely India, 1925–1947’.
48

  In The Hollow Crown: Ethnohistory of an 

Indian Kingdom, Nicholas Dirks argues, based on research in southern 

India, that colonial rule disconnected princely ritual and political symbolism 

from substantive political power.
49

  Pamela Price uses research from the 

same region to challenge his conclusions, arguing that it is ‘analytically 

inadequate’ to consider honour and status as simply being ‘subjective 

reflections of objective powers’.
50

  David Cannadine’s Ornamentalism: 

How the British saw their Empire, provides a broader perspective, locating 

the relationship between the Raj and the princes within the context of a way 

of understanding Britain’s subject populations and territories that 

emphasised affinities of social status or class across the boundaries of race 

or colour.  Cannadine argues that Anglo-Indian officials perceived the 

relationship between themselves (as representatives of the Crown) and the 

princes as one of fellow elites, sharing a belief in the importance of 

hereditary, rather than racial, hierarchy.
51

  While Cannadine has himself 

acknowledged that there are limitations to this scheme, it is worth noting 

here that officials conceived of the elite status of rulers as being parallel, 

rather than equivalent, to analogous forms of British status: a shared 

investment in Empire did not translate into social or sexual equality.
52

  

Nonetheless, the significant variation in British officials’ attitudes towards, 

and treatment of, Indian rulers, the complex hierarchical differentiation 

within the princely order itself, and the tensions built into a system where 

upper middle-class officials effectively controlled (and often attempted to 

bully) hereditary monarchs, all suggest that hierarchies of individual social 
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status were central to the operation of indirect rule in India, if not 

necessarily in exactly the way that Cannadine has suggested. 

The political emergence of the princes from the isolation of their 

states in the early twentieth century has attracted perhaps the most scholarly 

attention.  Much of it has been generated by questions about the influence 

exerted by the princes on the direction of decolonisation in South Asia – in 

particular their role in the interwar constitutional conferences and the 

ultimately stillborn Federal governmental structure – and their rapid demise 

under the new governments of India and Pakistan. Stephen Ashton’s study 

of British Policy towards the Indian States 1905–1939 argues that princely 

political participation was a product of British recognition in the early 

twentieth century of their utility as a counterweight to the increasingly 

radical demands of Indian nationalists. This recognition provided new 

political opportunities for the princes, as well as respite from supervision 

with the introduction of a policy of non-interference.  According to Ashton, 

non-interference facilitated a decline in administrative standards in the 

states, attracting nationalist criticism and transforming the princes from 

political assets to liabilities; having no further use for the princes, the British 

were thus justified in abandoning them to their fate in 1947.
53

  Barbara 

Ramusack’s The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: Dissolution of a 

Patron-Client System provides a more nuanced picture of those princes who 

engaged with the British, with Indian politicians and with various political, 

cultural and religious organisations and movements in order to advance their 

individual and collective ambitions in this period. Her analysis highlights 

the efforts of the minority of politically active princes whilst acknowledging 

that disunity within the princely order and the extreme conservatism of most 

rulers lead to their inability “to respond realistically to the unprecedented 

changes” of the period.
54

  In The Princes of India and the Endgame of 

Empire, 1917–1947, Ian Copland depicts the last three decades of colonial 

rule as the period in which the alliance between the princes and the British 

finally achieved maturity. Although the idea of disengaging from their 
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treaty obligations to the princes had occurred to the British as early as 1940, 

the princes were of sufficient utility as political leaders, administrators and 

contributors of significant resources to the Allied war effort that the British 

subjected them to a “cynical charade” of good faith in order to retain their 

allegiance.
55

 

 

Conditions within the states 

To many contemporaries, the subjects of the princes represented an 

unknown, faceless and inarticulate mass onto which an observer’s own 

politically charged vision of life within the states could be inscribed. 

Arguments about conditions within the states were located within a broader 

debate about the forms of government and administration that were most 

appropriate to India’s cultural, social and economic particularities. Partly as 

a result of this, modern historiography on conditions within the states has 

primarily been driven by two interrelated projects: first, to recover the 

diverse histories of the societies which were once part of princely India; and 

second, to compare life within the princely states with that in British India. 

In doing so such studies have made a significant contribution to our 

understanding of the princes as not merely political clients, but also as 

centres of power and authority within their own states, with all the duties, 

privileges and opportunities that such positions entailed. Both approaches 

seek answers to a similar set of questions: to what extent did indirect rule 

influence the development – economic, social and political – of the princely 

states? Why did particular cultural practices, social movements, political 

institutions and economic structures develop at different rates or in different 

directions in princely and British India? Did indirect rule inhibit the 

‘natural’ development of the states, or provide an environment in which 

indigenous visions of modernity were free to evolve? Who were the 

beneficiaries of princely government? How did rulers manage the 

competing interests of groups within their societies? A useful entry point to 

many of the key debates in this area is the edited collection People, Princes 

and Paramount Power: Society and Politics in the Indian Princely States. 
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The breadth of contributions emphasises the social and political complexity 

of princely India, as well as its interconnectedness with, and relevance to the 

examination of, British India.
56

  Most of the contributors have produced 

subsequent work on these and related issues; as well as those referred to 

elsewhere, Robin Jeffrey’s study of Travancore, The Decline of Nayar 

Dominance: Society and Politics in Travancore, 1847–1908, and James 

Manor’s Political Change in an Indian State: Mysore 1917–1955, merit 

attention in this context.
57

  More recently, several contributors to the 

forthcoming collection of essays, India’s Princely States: People, Princes 

and Colonialism focus on political and social developments within princely 

India.
58

 

One of the more patronising stereotypes associated with the princely 

states is that they were stagnant backwaters. This view, first advanced by 

British officials and later adopted by critics of the princely order, saw the 

states as being ruled by myopic elites who either failed to recognise the 

benefits of economic development, or required protection from 

unscrupulous businessmen eager to exploit their naivety.  Do such 

generalisations adequately reflect the policies and practices of most rulers, 

and were conditions in the states really so different from those in British 

India?
59

  In 1975, John Hurd published two articles that provoked debate on 

this topic.  Hurd argued that British reluctance to act as guarantor for rulers’ 

financial transactions was the main cause of the states’ failure to keep pace 

with similar developments within British India.
60

  Subsequently, C. P. 

Simmons and B. R. Satyanarayana disputed Hurd’s conclusions, whilst 

Edward Haynes provided evidence in support of Hurd’s arguments with his 
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comparative study of industrial development in neighbouring areas of 

princely and British India.
61

  Tara Sethia’s analysis of the development of 

rail transport in the princely state of Hyderabad suggests that the British 

only supported modernising projects within the states if they advanced (or at 

any rate did not harm) imperial interests. Although economic 

‘underdevelopment’ was not an intended goal of British policy, it was 

nonetheless assumed that imperial interests took precedence over the 

economic welfare of state subjects.
62

  In The Political Economy of Indirect 

Rule: Mysore 1881–1947, Bjørn Hettne approaches the issue of economic 

policy in the princely states from the disciplinary perspective of 

development studies, exploring the impact of internal and external political 

pressures upon the development strategies pursued within Mysore during 

the colonial period.
63

 

A primary justification advanced by the British for retaining the 

princes was that they enjoyed a special relationship with their subjects 

which enabled them to ensure harmony between what were increasingly cast 

as competing groups within British India. The resulting image of the 

princely states as islands of relative stability in a sea of nationalist, 

communal and agrarian unrest, especially in the final years of colonial rule, 

has provoked exploration of the relationships between social groups and the 

development of political movements within these ‘islands of calm’. The 

escalation of communal violence in India in recent years has made 

comparative analysis of the respective trajectories of communalism in 

British and princely India of particular interest to scholars. Dick Kooiman 

has investigated the impact of the collection of quantitative data, such as the 

census, by state durbars on collective identities within the princely states; he 

argues that, as in British India, the connection between a community’s 

‘strength of numbers’ and access to resources encouraged both the 
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formation of collective identities and competition between those with 

different collective identities.
64

  In his more recent work, Ian Copland has 

contended that the far lower incidence of communal unrest in the princely 

states was the result of different governmental styles. Whereas the British 

based their policy of religious neutrality on their own distance from Indian 

faiths, rulers directly intervened in the management of religious institutions 

and the organisation of rituals; their patronage and influence fostered the 

peaceful co-existence of different religious groups, but not on an equal 

basis: most rulers blatantly favoured their coreligionists and in several 

states, communal sentiments were felt but not acted upon because durbars 

were quick to punish disorder.
65

  Mridu Rai provides a long-overdue 

account of the origins of the complex problems of Jammu and Kashmir in 

Hindu Rulers, Muslim Subjects: Islam, Rights, and the History of Kashmir.  

As her title suggests, there was no ‘natural’ affinity between the Maharaja 

of Kashmir and his subjects, and the ruling elite’s policies alienated the 

Muslim majority further, rather than reconciling it to ‘foreign’ domination.
66

  

The link between rulers and religious organisations and parties will be 

discussed further below.  

 

Roles for rulers 

As scholarship on the princely states has grown, it has become increasingly 

apparent that princes exercised a significant degree of agency within the 

spaces permitted them by the constraints of indirect rule, as well as resisting 

the very system itself.  In seeking successful careers, rulers had to juggle the 

attainment of their own ambitions with meeting the expectations of the 

British, of their subjects, and of any nobility or other centres of power 

which the state possessed, as well as the esteem of fellow rulers and other 
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interest groups within India more broadly.  Thus, while the princes may 

have been protected by British paramountcy from traditional threats to their 

power, they nonetheless were required to perform a number of different 

roles in order to protect and advance their interests.  The best introduction to 

the many ways in which this topic can be approached is the chapter entitled 

‘Princes as men, women, rulers, patrons, and Oriental stereotypes’ in 

Barbara Ramusack’s The Indian Princes and Their States.  As well as 

creating a clearly structured synthesis of recent scholarship on the varied 

roles played by the princes in both their public and private lives, Ramusack 

provides important new analysis of the patronage exercised both by rulers 

and by female members of princely families, highlighting that such 

activities both conformed to notions of kingly dharma and supported 

inherently modern technologies.
67

  

The relationship between the princely order and forces for ‘tradition’ 

and ‘modernity’ in colonial India was complex.  The princes were subject to 

contradictory expectations: to receive an English public school education, 

yet retain a connection to Indian culture; to encourage technological and 

bureaucratic innovation and yet resist demands for political change.  In 

Sovereign Spheres: Princes, Education, and Empire in Colonial India, 

Manu Bhagavan explores the delicate balancing act performed by rulers 

wishing to modernise without slavishly adopting British models. Bhagavan 

argues that the act of providing an alternative, Indian vision of modernity 

was an implicit critique of British models and the assumptions of cultural 

and racial superiority on which they were based.
68

  While some rulers felt 

the appeal of ‘modernity’, others became attracted to new, conservative 

articulations of Hindu identity in the twentieth century.  In State, 

Community and Neighbourhood in Princely North India, c.1900-1950 and 

other works, Ian Copland reveals the attempts during the 1930s of members 

of the Hindu Right to gain the support of rulers whom they considered to be 

manifestations of their vision of Hinduness, and allies who would bring with 

them significant influence over their subjects and over voters in British 
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India.  Although many Hindu princes were sympathetic, only a small 

number – motivated by “the wish to ensure against an uncertain future, and 

the wish to do something grand and memorable on the larger Indian political 

stage” – became closely involved with the Hindu Right.
69

  Even fewer 

participated actively in the communal violence associated with Partition.
70

  

Biswamoy Pati’s research on Orissa provides another example of princes 

utilising (and inventing) ‘tradition’ in order to respond to novel political and 

social circumstances.
71

 

Few rulers juggled the many demands imposed upon them as 

successfully as the female rulers of Bhopal, who negotiated the pitfalls 

common to all princely careers whilst also meeting the expectations of 

Islamic womanhood. Siobhan Lambert-Hurley’s studies of this exceptional 

dynasty, and in particular of its most prominent member, Sultan Jahan 

Begam, make an important contribution to our understanding of the 

interactions between gender, class, faith, ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ in the 

constitution of a princely identity that attempted to speak to the needs of the 

ruler’s coreligionists and fellow women as well as her subjects and the 

British.  Such studies remind us that the states’ relevance extends well 

beyond the debates of imperial or modern South Asian historiography.
72

  In 

‘Perceptions of Princely Rule: Perspectives from a Biography’, Adrian 

Mayer provides a valuable account of the personal perspectives of one 

former ruler on Indian kingship and the relationship with the British.
73

  

Satadru Sen’s Migrant Races: Empire, Identity and K. S. Ranjitsinhji 

analyses the diverse roles pursued in India and abroad by Ranjitsinhji, the 

ruler of Nawanagar.  In his various incarnations Ranjitsinhji was both 
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worshipped and attacked; Sen’s examination of the complex range of 

representations of Ranjitsinhji, and the equally complex set of responses 

made by the man himself, successfully transcends the narrow concerns of 

conventional biography, instead providing a nuanced picture that ably 

reflects the ambiguous position occupied by the princes in general.
74

  Shruti 

Kapila focuses on the role of the new mental health experts in the British 

‘management’ of supposedly deviant princes.  She attributes their influence 

in this context to the perception of the emergent sciences of the mind  

 

as objective arbiters in disputes around what constituted the normal 

and the pathological, within the context of the differing cosmologies 

of the Victorian middle classes and the princely households of 

India.
75

 

 

The rulers of the princely states were privileged social, cultural, economic 

and political actors – even if their privileges were qualified by the realities 

of subordination to the Crown.  Many princes may have enjoyed happy 

domestic lives, healthy administrations, and harmonious relations with the 

political authorities.  Not all, however, were so fortunate or successful, and 

it is on these that the following section (and indeed, the thesis) shall focus. 

 

British intervention in the states 

While princely states historiography can now be said to be approaching 

critical mass, there are still several major lacunæ in the field.  One of these 

is depositions or, treated more broadly, corrective intervention by the British 

in the princely states.
76

  The only form of intervention to have received 

sustained attention to date is that of minority periods (which tended to be 

used by political officers to impose long-desired change on a previously 

intractable administration), most likely because such actions provoked 
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vigorous protests from the princes.
77

  The relative neglect of the subject 

might also be explained by the recent popularity of those princes and states 

who were in some way considered progressive ‘success stories’, particularly 

Baroda, Mysore and Bhopal.  By contrast, only a very meagre handful of 

cases in which rulers located at the opposite end of the spectrum of princely 

behaviour were removed from power have been studied in any depth; most 

have merited only brief mentions in broader studies of indirect rule.  The 

deposition of the Gaekwar of Baroda in 1875 is arguably the best known.  

The Gaekwar, Malhar Rao, was accused by the Resident, Colonel Phayre, of 

attempting to poison him, and after an enquiry was held into the allegations, 

was deposed.  His descendents were excluded from the line of succession, 

and a distant lateral relative (later to become one of the above-mentioned 

successes of princely India) was chosen in their place.
78

  For contemporary 

observers and several historians alike, this case has served as a kind of 

model, containing all the necessary components of which a deposition 

should consist: a degenerate, amoral prince, a blundering and self-righteous 

political officer, palace intrigue, and of course, poison.  In ‘The Baroda 

Crisis of 1873-1877: A Study in Governmental Rivalry’, Ian Copland 

avoids such simplistic stereotypes and instead explores the competition 

between the local and imperial governments to gain control over relations 

with, and conditions within, Baroda.
79

  Similarly, in ‘Incident at Nabha: 

Interaction between Indian States and British Indian Politics’, Barbara 

Ramusack reveals that the abdication in 1923 of Ripudaman Singh, the 

Maharaja of Nabha, was the outcome of the attempts by the rival rulers of 

Patiala and Nabha to secure support for their respective positions in their 

long-running dispute; in doing so, she highlights the increasing 

interconnectedness of the princely states with British India in the early 
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twentieth century, and the varying degrees of success with which rulers 

pursued their individual interests.
80

   

Any form of intervention in a princely state held broader political 

risks for the GOI.  Although hardly democratic in its structures, the Raj was 

nonetheless dependent upon the continued support of a range of 

collaborators, whose responses to official decisions therefore had to be 

anticipated, and the public meanings of such decisions duly managed so as 

to avert or minimise any negative impact they might otherwise have.  When 

contemplating intervening in a state, the British were primarily concerned 

by how their actions would be received by other princes, although the 

Indian (or ‘native’) press and British Indian politicians could also protest 

vociferously against any perceived attack upon Indian self-government.  

Driven by the desire to appear fair, even-handed and dispassionate in their 

exercise of paramountcy, depositions and other major interventions were, 

from the late nineteenth century, increasingly preceded by recourse to some 

form of ‘independent’ enquiry.  Such enquiries had both their benefits and 

risks: they gave the appearance of transparency and fair-dealing, and when 

the findings of the enquiry concurred with the position of the GOI, lent 

further support to any action taken.  The prospect of being subjected to the 

indignity of a commission could also induce a status-conscious prince to 

abdicate, usually rendering any further political action redundant.  However, 

the outcome of an enquiry was unpredictable, and could itself be a source of 

embarrassment and difficulty for the political authorities.  Indeed, a ruler 

with the right allies and sufficient talent and resources could turn an enquiry 

to his own advantage and ‘survive’ the process.
81

  Independent commissions 

of enquiry were seen by many princes as one of the few means by which 

capricious interference in their affairs by the political authorities could be 

restrained and regulated.
82

  The development of consistent official 
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procedure on interventions (particularly those that could entail a ruler being 

deprived of his powers) was consequently one of the key requests regarding 

the reform of political practice made by the princes as they became 

increasingly articulate in the early twentieth century.  Commissions of 

enquiry have thus been studied as part of this broader process of princely 

political participation, and the related establishment by the GOI of the 

Chamber of Princes in the aftermath of World War I.
83

 

The most comprehensive analysis to date of the role of interventions 

within the system of indirect rule is to be found in John McLeod’s 

Sovereignty, Power, Control: Politics in the States of Western India, 1916-

1947.
84

  McLeod analyses the concept of ‘maladministration’ and its use as 

a justification for interference in the internal affairs of a state.  He argues 

that 

 

there was no objective definition of maladministration, which could 

include anything from heavy expenditure on traditional state rituals, 

to a capable ruler’s resistance to British designs.  For 

“maladministration” was really a term for anything that interfered 

with a state’s performance of its role as currently designated by the 

Paramount Power, and not simply a flawed government.  Prevailing 

British preconceptions and policy towards the states therefore 

determined not merely what the Paramount Power did to end 

misrule, but whether it considered that maladministration existed in 

a state at all.
85

 

 

McLeod further outlines a sliding rule of possible responses to princely 

‘maladministration’, of which deposition was the most severe.  Prior to 

reaching the point at which deposition was considered necessary or 

justifiable, three intermediate responses could first be utilised: the provision 

of advice, the temporary restriction of a ruler’s powers, and the assumption 

of direct Agency control over the state. The availability of more than one 

political ‘tool’ goes some way to explaining the extreme rarity of 
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depositions, as well as their tendency to be used only in cases of grave 

criminal misconduct.
86

  This study intends to complement McLeod’s 

research on this subject by shifting the focus to another agency, one which 

(in contrast to the Western India States Agency studied by McLeod) 

suffered a relative wealth of such interventions.
87

  It also aims to take his 

conclusions further by assessing in greater depth the process by which 

officials’ conceptions of princely character informed their definitions of 

‘maladministration’, ‘misrule’, and ‘misconduct’. 

 

Sources 

The motivating intention behind this study was to go beyond – or rather, 

below – an examination of abstract theories of empire and explore how the 

governing elites who actually exercised imperial power at a local level 

conceived of their own position and of those over whom they ruled.  

Consequently, the thesis has been shaped to a significant extent by the 

relative dearth or wealth of sources for the definition – and constant 

redefinition – of princely character by members of the Indian political 

service, in internal discussions and in dialogue with the rulers themselves.  

The period chosen – 1886-1946 – represents the years covered by the reigns 

of the rulers under study, rather than a deliberate attempt to propose a new 

periodisation for the history of indirect rule.  The sheer length of the period 

under examination – and the protracted nature of most of the cases – does, 

however, have the advantage of enabling comparative analysis of a ruler’s 

interaction with the political authorities under several different Viceroys and 

Political Secretaries, and the associated shifts in political policy.  Moreover, 

it reveals the extent to which senior members of the secretariat at Calcutta, 

Simla or Delhi could draw on their earlier experiences of interacting with 

the ruler in question in developing the official response to events within a 

particular state.  The quality and quantity of the colonial archive has also led 

to a sample consisting of mid to high-ranking states and, unfortunately, a 

complete absence of Muslim rulers.  Small, poor or insignificant states were 
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no less likely to experience British interference than their overshadowing 

neighbours.  However, it was the prospect of intervening in the wealthier, 

more prominent, and better connected states that prompted the agonised 

discussions and prolonged deliberations of officials, and which has, in turn, 

produced a rich record of contemporaries’ character-talk. 

The thesis is based primarily upon official records held within the 

Asia and Pacific Collections (previously the Oriental and India Office 

Collections) of the British Library in London.  Three classes of records form 

the overwhelming majority of those consulted: the records of the Indore 

Residency and its subordinate agencies (part of the ‘R/2’ record class), those 

of the central secretariat of the Political Department of the Government of 

India (the ‘R/1’ record class), and the records of the India Office in London 

regarding political relations with princely India.  The ‘R/1’ and ‘R/2’ classes 

of records, referred to jointly as the Crown Representative Records (CRR), 

consist of confidential government files and other documents that were 

considered sufficiently politically sensitive to ‘evacuate’ to the United 

Kingdom from newly independent India in 1948, via the British High 

Commission in Delhi, although the reason given at the time was that they 

were needed to facilitate the continued discharge of Britain’s treaty 

obligations to the states.   

These records have been selected as the foundation of this study for 

several reasons.  First, their classified nature allowed, and consequently has 

preserved, the frank expression of opinion by officials whose public 

statements on issues relating to the states were usually deliberately vague 

and bland.  Second, by examining the internal debates, conflict and 

compromise that occurred prior to decisions being reached (and announced) 

on particular issues, the diversity of opinions held within the bureaucracy at 

a given moment and in relation to a specific issue can be explored and the 

causes for the ultimate ascendancy of a particular perspective or policy can 

be investigated.  Third, the removal of such a large and rich collection of 

material from India, whilst retaining an ethically questionable air of 

illegitimate acquisition, provides the researcher with the rare opportunity to 

simultaneously examine the records (and thus attitudes) of all three levels of 

imperial government on a specific issue, revealing the extent to which 
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British policy towards the princes was mediated through the competing 

views and priorities of each of these levels. 

Fourth, it was the officials of the political service and, to a lesser 

degree, those of the India Office, who were able to translate their knowledge 

of ‘the Orient’ – in this context, of princely character – directly into the 

exercise of power over the princely states and their rulers.  While many 

other groups within British society – metropolitan, colonial and expatriate –

possessed opinions and assumptions regarding the princes and their states, 

their views (with the exception of those few who developed personal or 

professional relationships with rulers or their families) remained largely at 

the level of the imaginary.  The unique position of political officers in this 

regard enables us to test the applicability of Edward Said’s argument – that 

the Occident’s knowledge of the Orient was constitutive of their control 

over it
88

 – in the context of indirect forms of colonial control.  It also allows 

us to tease out the implications of the argument advanced by David 

Cannadine in Ornamentalism regarding the importance of social rather than 

racial hierarchies for British conceptions of their empire.  By assessing to 

what extent ‘Orientalist’ or ‘Ornamentalist’ ideas of the princes had an 

impact upon the relationships pursued with them by the agents of the British 

Crown, this thesis provides a new perspective on the connections between 

knowledge and power, and ideology and practice in imperial and colonial 

contexts. 

Finally, although the use of archival records from one, rather than 

both, sides of an essentially bilateral relationship predisposes this study 

towards an unbalanced or partial account of the events under consideration, 

the fecundity of these records in terms of the ‘other’ side of the relationship 

– of the princely states, their rulers, durbars and societies – should not be 

underestimated.  Residency, secretariat and India Office records contain not 

just the official correspondence of the ruler in question, but such other 

material as rulers’ personal correspondence with government officials and 

their families, unofficial telegrams, darbari administration reports, 

correspondence from Ministers and Dewans, and petitions from Maharanis, 

                                                
88 E. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (New York: Pantheon Books, 

1978). 
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merchants, priests and servants, that provide a rich, if unavoidably 

incomplete, picture of the relations of the state as a whole with the 

paramount power, as well as of the personal dynamic between the ruler and 

the local political officer. 

Where non-official sources have been used, it is with the desire to 

assess in what respects official perspectives on the princes diverged from 

those of other Britons who came into personal contact with them.  Press 

coverage of the cases has also been included as the retention of press 

excerpts on GOI files reinforces the significance attributed by members of 

the political secretariat to the broader political context in their approach 

towards the states.  Moreover, it further highlights the inward porosity and 

outward visibility of princely India.   

 

Approach 

These records by their very nature lend themselves to detailed analysis of 

specific episodes or case studies. Depositions and similar forms of political 

intervention are referred to in the context of the relations with the state in 

question, with events of sufficient magnitude receiving a thematically-titled 

file (or files) of their own, rather than being treated as part of a broader issue 

of problematic rulers or deficient administrations.  Consequently, there are 

very few records that could be considered to contain general policy 

discussions on issues of princely character or the reasons for deposing a 

ruler, as distinct from those which arise in the course of resolving a problem 

with a particular state.  Moreover, detailed examination of a small number 

of cases facilitates an exploration of the relationship between the declared 

policy on the princes at a given moment and the actual practice of indirect 

rule at a local level.  It reveals the interactions between the different levels 

of government and the influence these have on the interpretation and 

implementation of policy.  Finally, by focusing on the relationship between 

a ruler and his local political officer – however dysfunctional it might have 

been – the importance of a ruler’s own contribution to the depiction of his 

character and administration by the British and the ultimate outcome of his 

career can be elucidated.  The encounters of the majority of the Anglo-

Indian community with Indians are now seen in general to have been 
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superficial and unbalanced, resulting in an inability or unwillingness to 

notice and adapt to Indian responses to colonial rule until it was too late.
89

  

In contrast, the evolution of official discourses of princely character 

occurred in the context of frequent and sometimes intimate interaction 

between local officers and rulers.  While the participants in the dialogue on 

which ‘character talk’ was based were undeniably unequal, their interaction 

was nevertheless reciprocal rather than unidirectional.
90

 

The thesis has been structured in a roughly chronological order, 

although the protracted nature of several of the case studies militates against 

a meticulously chronological approach.  This structure reflects the centrality 

of precedent-based decision making within the political service, as the 

closest thing approximating a professional methodology that political 

officers possessed.  Official responses to problems within a princely states 

invariably entailed an initial reference to one or both of two key 

publications on indirect rule: Charles Tupper’s Indian Political Practice, 

and Charles Aitchison’s Collection of Treaties.
91

  At the secretariat level, 

analogous cases would then be sought in the records of British relations 

with other states and it was common for staff to prepare an internal 

memorandum listing such cases and indicating in what respects they 

conformed to or diverged from present circumstances.  Consequently, each 

case under study here formed, to some extent, a precedent for its successors, 

particularly as a significant degree of continuity in personnel existed 

between several cases, and the responses to some were developed 

simultaneously with, or soon after, others.  Moreover, as princes themselves 

became more aware of their broader political environment and their 

corporate identity as members of the princely order in the early twentieth 

                                                
89 Collingham, Imperial Bodies, pp.9-10. 
90 Barbara Ramusack has argued convincingly that the relationship between the princes and 

the Raj was one of client and patron, consisting of reciprocal, if unequal, benefits and 

obligations; B. Ramusack, The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: Dissolution of a 

Patron-client System, 1914-1939 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1978), p.xvii. 
91 C. Tupper, Indian Political Practice: A Collection of the Decisions of the Government of 

India in Political Cases (Calcutta: Office of the Superintendent of Government Printing, 

1895; reprinted Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corporation, 1974).  C. Aitchison, A Collection of 

Treaties, Engagements and Sanads (Calcutta: Government of India Central Publication 

Branch, 1933; first edition 1862), Vol I-IX.   
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century, they increasingly made references to precedent in their interactions 

with political officers and their appeals to higher authority. 

 

Scope 

The study is restricted geographically to the states of the Central India 

Agency (CIA), an area of approximately 78,000 square miles (202,000 

square kilometres), whose political relations with the Government of India 

were conducted through the Agent to the Governor-General (AGG) in 

Central India.
92

  In 1937 the title of this position was changed to the 

Resident in Central India to reflect the new constitutional arrangements 

resulting from the implementation of the Government of India Act of 1935.  

The headquarters of the Agency were at Indore (the capital of the state of 

the same name) and the main military force for Central India was based 

nearby at Mhow, a British Indian enclave within Indore territory.  Within 

Central India there were 29 salute states, eleven of which held direct treaty 

engagements with the British Crown.
93

  There were also a large number of 

minor states and estates, most of which had been subjected to some form of 

tributary relationship with larger neighbours prior to British ascendancy in 

the region.  Consequently, they held agreements with their erstwhile 

overlords that had been mediated between the two parties by the British as 

part of the ‘pacification’ of Central India in the early nineteenth century.  

The patchwork of small and large states, the interspersed and disconnected 

nature of the territories of even the largest states, and the diversity of the 

ruling elite – Maratha, Muslim, Rajput, and Gujar all being present – made 

Central India a complex entity to supervise.  Indeed, the Agency’s sprawl 

across large parts of western, central and northern India was only rendered 

feasible by the delegation to several subordinate local agencies of 

responsibility for those areas furthest from headquarters.  Though subject to 

a certain degree of bureaucratic reshuffling over time, the Political Agents 

of the Bundelkhand, Baghelkhand, and Malwa Agencies all play an 

important role in this study.   

                                                
92 Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties (1933 ed)., Vol.IV, Part 1, p.2. 
93 Gwalior, Indore, Bhopal, Rewa, Orchha, Datia, Dhar, Dewas (Senior and Junior), 

Samthar and Jaora.  Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties (1933 ed.), Vol.IV, Part 1, p.1.  
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The two most senior states in the Agency, Gwalior and Indore, were 

both Maratha states and had been rivals for regional dominance during the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Under British paramountcy, 

however, successive rulers of Indore failed to close the material and 

symbolic gap between the two states and in 1921 the Gwalior Residency 

was separated from Central India and placed in direct relations with the 

GOI.
94

  The far less chequered record of Gwalior’s rulers during the period 

under examination, and its archival distinctness from the Agency as a 

whole, has led to its virtual exclusion from this study.  Similarly, the 

premier Muslim state of Central India, Bhopal, appears only in passing, as 

its unique dynasty of female rulers (or Begams) and the able Nawab of the 

late colonial period, Hamidullah Khan, may have provoked occasional 

concern, but never a political crisis that justified their removal.
95

  By 

focusing on the four ‘treaty states’ (out of eleven) that had rulers removed 

from power, as well as the less significant ‘sanad state’ of Panna, therefore, 

it is not intended to imply that Central India as a region was devoid of 

‘good’ rulers, however defined; they merely fall outside the scope of the 

study. 

The geographical focus of this thesis has several advantages.  First, 

Central India has not yet been subjected to sustained analysis as a regional 

administrative entity.  The states within the Agency have consequently, with 

the exception of one or two of its more prominent members, been largely 

overlooked.
96

  This thesis therefore attempts to redress a major geographic 

                                                
94 Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties (1933 ed.), Vol.IV, Part 1, p.1. 
95 Siddiq Hassan, the consort of Shahjehan Begam, generated much anxiety, for his pan-

Islamic connections, the writing and distribution of ‘seditious works’ in India and abroad, 

and his ‘unhealthy’ influence over the administration of Bhopal.  In the mid-1880s his title 

and salute were withdrawn and an Englishman was appointed as Minister of Bhopal.  See 

IOR R/1/1/33, IOR R/1/1/39, IOR R/1/1/40, IOR R/1/1/42, IOR R/1/1/48, and S. Khan, The 

Begums of Bhopal: A Dynasty of Women Rulers in Raj India (London: I.B. Tauris, 2000), 

ch.6.  Hamidullah Khan was an educated, articulate and energetic ruler but also had close 

personal connections to several nationalists and was a prominent member, and later 

Chancellor, of the Chamber of Princes.  Copland, The Princes of India, p.60. 
96 For Bhopal, see S. Lambert-Hurley, Muslim Women, Reform and Princely Patronage: 

Nawab Sultan Jahan Begam of Bhopal (London: Routledge, 2006).  For Gwalior, see A. 

Farooqui, ‘Narcotrafficking, Princely Ingenuity and the Raj: The Subjugation of the Sindia 

State, c. 1843-44’, in W. Ernst and B. Pati (eds.), India’s Princely States: People, Princes 

and Colonialism (forthcoming – London: Routledge, 2007).  Other states within Central 

India have attracted attention (for example, see Ian Copland’s discussion of British 

intervention in Indore in the 1920s and in Rewa in the 1940s in The Princes of India, 

pp.5,53,187-188,198) but have not yet been subjected to extended analysis. 
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lacuna in princely states historiography to date.  As briefly outlined above, 

Central India also offers a relatively diverse sample of states under the same 

administrative relationship (with the Agency at Indore), in terms of such 

factors as variation in the size, wealth and status of the states, their degree of 

economic, administrative and political ‘development’, the faith or ethnicity 

of their rulers, and the history of their relationship with first the Company 

and later the Crown.  Such differences were considered important both by 

most rulers and by the political authorities.  Moreover, in its diversity the 

Agency reflects to a certain extent the variations across princely India as a 

whole that are not necessarily represented in some of its more homogenous 

regions.  A regional study also has some benefits over the two other 

approaches most commonly adopted towards the states: single-state and all-

India or national level studies.  While both have their advantages – single-

state studies allow extended analysis of local social, cultural and economic 

contexts,
97

 whereas national studies facilitate the exploration of broader 

policy changes or the political engagement of the princes as a group with 

the British (and with British India)
98

 – an agency-level focus enables the 

detailed examination of interactions between an interconnected group of 

rulers and officials, without losing sight of the wider context of indirect rule 

and British Indian politics.  Furthermore, by studying a relatively diverse 

region such as Central India, broader conclusions as to British attitudes and 

practices can be suggested.
99

 

The body of the thesis consists of six case studies, which exhibit 

significant variations in terms of the ‘problem’, as it was perceived by 

political officers, the solution they eventually identified, and the strategies 

pursued by the ruler in question in response to British intervention.  Taken 

together, they suggest that ‘princely character’ as an aspect of, or variation 

upon, ‘native character’ was the fundamental concept used by officials of 

the Indian political service to organise their thoughts about and 

                                                
97 See for example R. Jeffrey, The Decline of Nayar Dominance: Society and Politics in 

Travancore, 1847-1908 (London: Chatto & Windus, 1976). 
98 See for example B. Ramusack, The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: 

Dissolution of a Patron-Client System, 1914-1939 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 

1978). 
99 A similar argument in favour of agency-level studies has been advanced by John 

McLeod.  McLeod, Sovereignty, Power Control, pp.4-5. 
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understandings of the princes whom they supervised.  Usually isolated for 

long periods of time from the population centres of Anglo-India, as well as 

from each other, Residents and Political Agents applied the familiar 

metropolitan language of character to their unfamiliar circumstances.  The 

individual responses of political officers to local conditions meant that 

within what might be termed the resulting school of official thought on 

princely character, there was substantial diversity and, unavoidably, 

conflicting perspectives.  Nonetheless, the heterogeneity of British ideas and 

ideals of princely character does not fully explain why local officials’ 

concerns about a ruler’s moral weaknesses or administrative failings were 

often ignored or dismissed by the political secretariat.  Instead, it is more 

useful to view British conceptions of princely character as a system of 

colonial knowledge whose connection to the exercise of power was 

attenuated by the location of indirect rule (and of princely India) within a 

broader, dominant system of imperial government.  However much a local 

officer – or even the Viceroy – might have wished to reform or to preserve 

the character of the princes and their states, such desires were necessarily 

subordinate to whatever was thought to best support the Empire as a whole. 

 

Note on spelling and terminology. 

The approach adopted here towards spelling and transliteration has been to 

observe, as consistently as possible, contemporary usage.  Diacritical marks 

have not been used and the italicisation of Indian terms has been kept to a 

minimum; brief explanations of their meaning can be found at the point of 

their first mention within the text, as well as within the glossary.  Where 

contemporary spelling is inconsistent – as it often is – I have opted for the 

most common usage within the text, whilst preserving irregular usages 

within quoted material.  Single inverted commas have been used, albeit not 

uniformly, throughout the text to indicate that the “historically located and 

discursively specific” meanings of many terms employed in this study 

should be borne in mind by the reader.
100

  Most have been left undefined, in 
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a deliberate attempt to allow the sources themselves to reveal the shifting 

meanings that these terms held for contemporaries. 
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Chapter One 

Dancing girls and dead uncles: Madho Singh of 

Panna 
 

 

“This is an exceedingly serious case, ... I think the enquiries made 

are quite sufficient to implicate the Muhammadan prostitute and the 

Maharaja.”
1
 

 

 

On 21 April 1902, the Government of India (GOI) issued a 

proclamation announcing that the Maharaja of Panna, Madho Singh, had 

“been found guilty of having instigated certain persons to poison his uncle”.  

As a result of this finding, the Maharaja was to be deposed from the 

“Chiefship” of Panna, “deprived of all rights, honours, and privileges 

thereto appertaining”, and interned under surveillance.
2
  In early November 

that year, the arrangements for Madho Singh’s internment were finalised 

and the now ‘ex-Maharaja’ was escorted from Nowgong
3
 in Central India to 

the Madras Presidency and installed in his new residence within the 

confines of Bellary Fort, where he was to spend the rest of his life.
4
   

The deposition and detention of Madho Singh was the culmination 

of a ten month long process in which first a series of enquiries and then a 

formal Commission were charged with investigating the June 1901 death of 

the Maharaja’s uncle, Khuman Singh (referred to in the sources, and 

throughout this chapter, as ‘the Rao Raja’), and ascertaining the extent of 

the Maharaja’s involvement in the death.  Yet, as the passage quoted at the 

outset of this chapter indicates, by late August 1901 the officials of the 

Foreign Department were confident that the Maharaja was guilty of 

conspiracy to murder.  Although they then went to significant lengths to 

properly investigate, charge, and prosecute those suspected of the crime, and 

thus avoid accusations of pre-judging the case,
5
 the complicity of the 

Maharaja was never seriously in doubt.  In this chapter I will argue that the 

                                                
1 
IOR R/1/1/276.  Office Note by H. Daly, 29/08/1901.   

2
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Proclamation of the Government of India in the Foreign Department, 

21/04/1902. 
3
 Panna fell within the jurisdiction of the Political Agent in Bundelkhand.  Nowgong was 

the headquarters of the Bundelkhand Agency. 
4
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.13648 G., 21/11/1902, from AGG CI to For Sec.   

5 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.12261 G., 15/11/1901, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
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Maharaja’s guilt – and therefore his removal from power – was effectively a 

foregone conclusion not because of the body of evidence assembled against 

him by political officers and policemen from the provinces, but because the 

evaluations of his character and conduct made by officials led them very 

quickly to decide that he was exactly the ‘type’ of ruler to commit such a 

crime.  Moreover, the serious administrative issues revealed as a result of 

British assumption of control over Panna allowed such intervention to be 

constructed as being not only necessary, but inevitable.  The investigation of 

the murder of the Rao Raja thus became a sideshow to the more important 

offence, that of maladministration on the part of the Maharaja.  It was a 

sideshow, however, that provided the pretext for his removal from power. 

The context of the Rao Raja’s death presented the GOI with all the 

easily recognisable components of a particular stereotype of a ‘bad’ ruler.  

The presence of familial tensions, intrigue, ambitious dancing-girls, and 

‘evil’ advisers within the Panna durbar, and the Maharaja’s record of less 

than salutary relations with the British all contributed to the depiction of 

Madho Singh as a debauched and degenerate despot, who lacked the 

strength of will and clarity of judgement to resist the sway of supposedly 

unsavoury influences within his state.  Having determined that the Maharaja 

conformed to this stereotype, the possibility of his innocence rapidly 

diminished, and there was little delay in reaching the decision that Madho 

Singh could not be trusted with the administration of his state for some time, 

regardless of the outcome of the enquiry.  The murder, the Maharaja’s 

alleged complicity in its commission, and the maladministration that was 

revealed as a result of the enquiry, served only to confirm the assessment 

that had already been made of his character, and further vindicate the 

decision to suspend him from power. 

The deposition of Madho Singh in 1902 demonstrates the significant 

influence that British attitudes towards their client princes could in certain 

circumstances exert upon the conduct of political relations with these rulers.  

The rapid development of a condemnatory attitude towards the Maharaja’s 

character and conduct led the GOI to act decisively in assuming control over 

his state, enquiring into the allegations against him, and ultimately deposing 

him.  It also encouraged officials to adopt a dismissive attitude towards 
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Madho Singh’s protestations of innocence, and his later appeals against his 

deposition.  While I do not intend to enter into the question of either Madho 

Singh’s guilt or the appropriateness of the verdict and sentence given 

against him, in this chapter I will suggest that what was on trial in Panna at 

the turn of the century was not simply Madho Singh and his alleged co-

conspirators.  It was the Maharaja’s qualities as a ruler and his right to rule, 

and that in this respect, the case had very much been ‘pre-judged’. 

This chapter will examine the process by which the British 

investigated the murder of the Rao Raja and established a judicial 

Commission both to try those suspected of the crime, and to determine the 

connection of the Maharaja to the murder.  In doing so, however, it will 

focus primarily upon the initial British response to the allegations made 

against Madho Singh, the decisions made first to suspend, and later depose, 

him, and the arguments about his character and conduct that were advanced 

in support of these decisions.  The reliance of these arguments upon a 

relatively narrow but powerful range of motifs will be analysed, as will the 

roles played by family members, durbar officials, and British Indian 

officials outside the ‘political line’ in shaping official attitudes towards 

Madho Singh.  The chapter will also examine the perceived benefits and 

risks that the British took into consideration in contemplating intervention in 

Panna, and the factors that enabled or constrained intervention in this case.  

Finally, Madho Singh’s attempts to prevent, mitigate and eventually reverse 

the political action taken against him will be explored, revealing the active 

(if ultimately negative) contribution the Maharaja made to the development 

of British perceptions of his character. 

The political authorities first became aware that events in Panna 

warranted greater attention in late June 1901, when a letter addressed to the 

Political Agent (PA), Captain Francis Beville, arrived at the Bundelkhand 

Agency in Nowgong.  Purporting to be from the Rao Raja, Khuman Singh, 

the letter’s author claimed that he had been poisoned by a cook from the 

household of his nephew, the Maharaja of Panna, a small state within the 

Agency.  As Captain Beville was away on leave, his Assistant, Colonel 

Walter Spankie, ordered the Agency Surgeon, Captain Drake-Brockman, to 

go to Panna and investigate the letter’s claims.  The Agency Surgeon arrived 
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in Panna on the 29th and soon ascertained that the Rao Raja had in fact died 

a few hours after the writing and despatch of the letter, and that his body 

had been cremated the same day.  During this brief visit he spoke with 

several people, including the state’s Doctor, Srinath Ghosh, and the 

Maharaja, Madho Singh.  The Maharaja assured Captain Drake-Brockman 

that an enquiry had already been held into the death, and attributed it to the 

extreme heat on the day in question.  Ghosh had treated the Rao Raja 

throughout his illness and concurred that his death had been due to 

sunstroke.  However, dissenting voices within the state also attracted 

Captain Drake-Brockman’s attention, ensuring that the investigation did not 

end there.  Members of the Rao Raja’s household (his brother-in-law, Sobha 

Singh, and his Private Secretary, Bans Gopal) approached the Agency 

Surgeon.  This led to an interview with the senior Rao Rani (the first wife of 

the Rao Raja) who provided him with evidence that she claimed would 

prove her husband had been poisoned with strychnine and arsenic – three 

bottles, one containing the remnants of a meat dish the Rao Raja had failed 

to finish, the other two filled with samples of his vomit.  These were duly 

brought back to Nowgong by Captain Drake-Brockman and sent to the 

region’s Chemical Examiner for analysis.
6
   

The first official report of the case reached Simla on July 6, with the 

Agent to the Governor-General (AGG) informing the Foreign Secretary that 

“Reports have reached me ... which point to his [the Rao Raja] having been 

poisoned, and that [the] Maharaja of Panna himself may be implicated.”
7
  

The response of the Foreign Department was lukewarm at best.  On first 

hearing of the Rao Raja’s death and the preliminary enquiries of the Agency 

Surgeon on 5 July, the Deputy Foreign Secretary, Major Hugh Daly, had 

merely remarked that this was a matter on which the local officers should 

act, if required.
8
  And indeed they had: the officiating AGG, Colonel M. 

Meade having already ordered the Political Agent, Captain Beville, to return 

from leave and go to Panna.  He arrived on 10 July, accompanied by the 

                                                
6
 IOR L/P&S/10/2.  Judgment.  By A.L.P. Tucker and E. Chamier, 25/01/1902, pp.6-7. 

7
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Telegram, 6/07/1901, from AGG CI, Bhopal, to For Sec, Simla. 

8 IOR R/1/1/276.  Office Note by H. Daly, 6/07/1901. 
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Agency Surgeon, the Assistant to the General Superintendent of Police, Mr. 

Waterfield, and a police inspector, Sardar Bahadur Dyal Singh.
9
  

Once they had arrived in Panna, Beville and his colleagues 

proceeded to enquire into the case – recording the evidence under oath of 

any witnesses that were available, procuring the records of the durbar 

enquiry into the death, and conducting three interviews with the Maharaja.  

On visiting the home of the Rao Ranis (the Rani Bagh), Beville found that it 

was surrounded by police and soldiers placed there by the durbar, despite 

his having requested that these guards be withdrawn several hours earlier.  

Consequently, a further “peremptory” message was sent requesting their 

immediate withdrawal.  Beville also arranged for the Rao Raja’s family to 

be sent to the Agency headquarters at Nowgong, thus removing them from 

the sphere of influence of the Maharaja.  Based on the evidence collected 

thus far, two officials were arrested – the Maharaja’s Confidential Secretary, 

Achche Lal, and the head of the durbar cooks, Latchmi Parshad – and sent 

to detention at Nowgong.  A proclamation was also issued for the arrest of 

Shimbhu, the Maharaja’s cook, who was the prime suspect in the case and 

had apparently disappeared on the day of the poisoning.  The Political Agent 

at Alwar, in Rajputana, was also commissioned with the task of obtaining 

the evidence of another state employee, Robert Manly, who had apparently 

fled Panna and was considered an important witness.  Having procured all 

the evidence possible in the circumstances, Beville, Waterfield and Drake-

Brockman left Panna on 15 July.  Sardar Dyal Singh remained, charged with 

maintaining a watching brief over events there and continuing the 

investigation until a decision was reached on what further action would be 

taken.
10
 

Beville’s report on his visit to Panna is the first analysis by a 

political officer of the situation and so merits extended attention.  Having 

provided an account of the manner in which he conducted the enquiry, 

Beville then proceeded to sketch an outline of the case based on the 

information he possessed at that time.  The Rao Raja and his family came to 

                                                
9
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stay in Panna (the capital of the state) in June 1901 on the request of the 

Maharaja, ostensibly so that he might perform certain ceremonial duties on 

behalf of his nephew, who was to be absent from Panna during a relative’s 

wedding celebrations.  A few days before the Rao Raja’s death, his two 

younger sons became ill, presumably from eating sweetmeats sent from the 

palace, as a servant’s child subsequently died soon after eating some of 

them.  Two days before his death, the Rao Raja invited into the house 

Shimbhu, a palace cook who had been recommended to him.  After eating 

his midday meal on 24
 
June he became violently ill and died early the 

following day.  Late in the evening of the 24
th
, however, several letters were 

written and despatched on the orders of the Rao Raja.  During his illness the 

Rao Raja was attended by his friend, the State Doctor, Srinath Gosh, and his 

condition was witnessed by several servants, members of his family, and 

state officials, including Robert Manly.  Samples of the Rao Raja’s vomit 

and unfinished food were carefully collected.  After his death, the Rao Ranis 

brought his body and the bottles of evidence back to the Rani Bagh with the 

stated intention of taking both to Nowgong in order to have a post mortem 

examination conducted.  However, on their return home they were met by 

the Maharaja and a number of his officials.  After this meeting, which lasted 

several hours, the Rao Raja’s corpse was promptly burnt in the garden of the 

Rani Bagh that same day, and no further action was taken by the durbar to 

investigate his death; the inference was that the Maharaja had intimidated or 

cajoled the Rao Ranis into abandoning their previous plan.  The Rao Ranis 

wrote instead to the AGG and the PA the following day, stating their 

opinion that the death of their husband had been due to natural causes.  A 

few days later, however, they wrote again to the PA, claiming that their 

earlier letters were fabrications.
11
 

Beville used this account of events (as he then understood them), as 

well as the numerous documents or “Exhibits” that he enclosed with his 

report, to support his assessment that 

 

                                                
11
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the death of the Rao Raja was due to poison administered to him ...  

The fact of the absence of the cook, Shimbu, … tends to show that 

this person was the one who mixed the poison with the food.”
12
   

 

Beyond the identification of the most likely culprit, however, Beville 

remarked that discovering the “real facts”, especially who were the 

principals in the crime, had as yet been almost impossible due to the case 

“involving as it does a palace intrigue”.  Not only did the cook lack any 

prior connection to the Rao Raja, the PA had been unable to identify any 

enemies of the Rao Raja within the state’s “private or unofficial” 

community.  Rather, he was a respected senior figure within Panna who 

could be relied upon by Thakurs to “support them against any exactions” 

imposed by the Darbar.
13
  The Rao Raja’s only enemy appeared to be the 

Maharaja himself, who on several occasions prior to the Rao Raja’s death 

had acknowledged in conversation with political officers that relations with 

his uncle were poor.  Although Beville acknowledged that the Maharaja 

may not have been a party to the original conspiracy, he rallied a series of 

examples from Madho Singh’s conduct both subsequent to the murder, and 

in the years since his accession to the gaddi in 1898, to support his argument 

that he was at the very least an accessory after the fact.  The Maharaja’s 

“contention ... that the deceased died a natural death and which he has 

persisted in, and that the present charges of poisoning have been made up 

with a view to bringing himself and his officials into disrepute” was readily 

dismissed as “inaccurate”, almost ridiculous, considering the body of 

evidence to the contrary.  More importantly, Madho Singh’s obstruction of 

the investigation called for “very grave disapprobation”, particularly in view 

of his duties as ruler, and the fact that the Rao Raja’s death appeared to 

benefit him, by removing the only perceived obstacle to his rumoured desire 

                                                
12
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.P.A.-3, 24/07/1901, from PA Bundelkhand to 1st Asst. AGG 
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to secure the succession of any children born to his then-pregnant mistress, 

Hydri Jan, or Kamal Kuar.
14
   

An alternative perspective on the crime is provided by the 

investigating police officer, Mr. Waterfield, who was confident that 

enquiries thus far had proven both the nature of the Rao Raja’s death and 

the involvement of the Maharaja’s officials: 

 

without doubt the Rao Raja died of poison administered to him in his 

food cooked by Shimbu, a servant of the Maharaja, especially taken 

on ... under the recommendation of Luchman Pershad, the 

Maharaja’s Daroga of cooks.  It shows that Achelal, the Maharaja’s 

Confidential Secretary, obtained strychnine ... and that he, Luchman 

Pershad, and Shimbu were seen in close conversation immediately 

after Shimbu had bolted from the Raj Mandir Palace.  ...  It proves 

that the Maharaja made great efforts to hush up the whole matter, 

even going so far as to employ a show of force in order to make the 

widows and relatives of the Rao Raja agree to declare that they had 

no suspicion of foul play with regard to the death of the Rao Raja, of 

whose corpse he forcibly took possession and had it burnt without 

according it all the customary rites.
15
 

 

Free from the constraints imposed by the diplomatic pleasantries and 

institutional interests of the political service, Waterfield accused the 

Maharaja of foul play far more directly than Beville could, although he 

acknowledged that there were two possible explanations for his questionable 

conduct since the death: 

 

One, that he himself caused the death of the Rao Raja and the 

previous attempt on the life of his sons: his motive being to enable 

himself to carry out without opposition his plans regarding the 

Kumal Kuar Rani and any son he might get by her: or, 

Secondly, that the moving force in the whole affair was the Kumal 

Kuar Rani herself.  ... [who] would have taken advantage of the 

Maharaja’s absence from Panna to rid herself of dangerous rivals, 

and that the Maharaja, in his infatuation for her and in order to shield 

her, has wilfully tried to burke the case.
16
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 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.P.A.-3, 24/07/1901, from PA Bundelkhand to 1st Asst. AGG 
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This passage introduces two of the recurring themes in the British 

assessment of the Maharaja’s character that will be examined in greater 

depth in relation to his ‘personal’ life: his “infatuation” with Kamal Kuar , 

the “former Muhammadan dancing girl” (to employ Waterfield’s 

characterisation), and his desperate ambition to procure an heir through the 

legitimisation of his relationship with her.   Both of these perceived 

character traits were, it was thought, capable of skewing Madho Singh’s 

judgment and driving his actions.
17
 

In forwarding the reports produced by Beville and Waterfield to the 

Foreign Department, the officiating AGG, Colonel Meade supported their 

analyses of the situation – especially their conclusion that a strong case 

existed against the cook, Shimbhu. Moreover, like Beville, he located the 

death of the Rao Raja within the context of British relations with the 

Maharaja since his accession in 1898.  In particular, Meade stressed the 

significance of the so-called “Panna Bribery Case” of the previous year, in 

which two of the Maharaja’s servants, Mir Tabarak Hussein and Fida Ali, 

had been suspected of bribing a minor official of the Thagi and Dakaiti (or 

Police) Department, Sergeant Harnam Singh, in order to procure a title for 

the Maharaja.  Harnam Singh was subsequently imprisoned for his 

involvement in the affair, and in January 1901 the Maharaja “was told that 

he had been placed by the conduct of his servants ... in a position which had 

exposed him to the danger of painful suspicions”.  He was also advised to 

expel Mir Tabarak Hussein from Panna and to dismiss Fida Ali from his 

service.  Not only did the Maharaja protest his innocence, he also formally 

complained to the Viceroy about the manner in which he had been 

addressed.  The Maharaja’s continued association with these men after 

January 1901, despite his promises to the contrary, suggested neither 

sincerity nor innocence to the AGG.
18
 

Meade took Waterfield’s conclusions further by stating that  

 

It is difficult to believe that the woman Hydree and her friends could 

have carried out such a plot without the Maharaja’s knowledge ... 
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and I have come to the conclusion that there are grounds for thinking 

that His Highness was cognisant of the designs on his uncle’s life, 

and if he did not actually enter into them, must be held responsible 

for what has occurred, at any rate until he can clear himself to the 

full satisfaction of the Government of India.
19
   

 

However, whilst agreeing that the Maharaja was to some extent implicated 

in the murder, the AGG’s recommendations for further action in the matter 

were indecisive and confused.  Meade’s first recommendation – that the 

Maharaja’s powers be temporarily removed until he could clear himself of 

any connection with the Rao Raja’s death – was a logical consequence of 

his previous conclusions, and had the advantage of facilitating the collection 

of evidence and the punishment of those guilty of the crime.  Yet Meade 

also provided the GOI with a second option, in case this course of action 

was deemed undesirable: the Maharaja could instead be “told in 

unmistakable terms ... that his conduct ... has placed him in an unfavourable 

position, and that he is bound to clear himself from it by producing without 

delay the man Shimbu who is charged with having caused the death of his 

uncle.  ... the Maharaja ... will, I hope, realise the position he is in, and 

comply.  If this is done, the examination of Shimbu will show ... [whether] 

the crime was instigated by His Highness, or connived at by him.”
20
 

The AGG’s proposals did not impress the Foreign Department: the 

Deputy Secretary, Major Daly argued that they did not “go far enough”, and 

the Secretary, H.S. Barnes, described Meade’s latter proposal as “altogether 

inadequate”.
21
  Daly identified the cases of Baroda in 1874-75 and Alwar in 

1892
22
 as being the only relevant precedents to the current circumstances in 
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Panna, and suggested that a combination of the procedures followed in these 

two cases could be adopted in the present situation.  The Maharaja would be 

suspended from power, although the state would revert to him (if proved not 

guilty) or to his successor.  The administration of the state would be 

assumed in the interim by the Political Agent and a “trained judicial officer” 

would be deputed to complete the enquiry.  British action was rendered less 

problematic by Panna’s status as a “sanad state”, or a state whose ruler’s 

powers were limited to those specifically stated in the sanad
23
 originally 

granted to them by the British.  Consequently, the Maharaja was obliged to 

refer “all heinous cases, involving sentence of death or transportation or 

imprisonment for life, to the local officers of the British Government”.  The 

British could thus consider themselves empowered to investigate the 

poisoning and prosecute its perpetrators, despite the crime being committed 

within princely territory.  The cost of proceedings, including the deputation 

of the special judicial officer, would of course be recovered from the State 

itself.
24
  The Foreign Secretary supported the suggestions of his Deputy, 

stating that  

 

I think, therefore, there are sufficient grounds already for putting 

both the Maharaja and the Rani on their trial.  I also think that it is 

obvious from the account given of the state of affairs at Panna that 

we shall get no further evidence of any kind while the Maharaja 

continues to exercise his powers.
25
 

 

He clarified that the Political Agent was perfectly entitled, in a sanad state, 

to conduct the trial himself, although he acknowledged that in “a case of so 

much importance”, it would not be advisable.  He had no doubt however, 

that regardless of the details of the situation, “the very first thing to do is to 

deprive the Maharaja of his powers”, a proposal that received immediate 

approval from the Viceroy, Lord Curzon.
26
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Once the decision had been made to suspend the Maharaja’s powers, 

the GOI next had to determine how best to assume control of the state and 

its administration, and pursue the investigation into the Rao Raja’s death.  

The manner in which this was achieved by Beville, and the commendations 

he subsequently received for his approach, are revealing of British attitudes 

towards intervention in, and control over, the smaller and less significant of 

the princely states
 
.
27
  The AGG, Colonel Meade, urged the necessity for a 

show of force by the Political Agent, arguing that, while he had no reason 

for thinking that Beville would encounter any difficulties in suspending the 

Maharaja, “we must not forget his position, and that he is infatuated with 

this woman whose name has been so prominent in the case.  He may [also] 

have adherents who may try to make a disturbance if strong measures are 

taken ...”.
28
  The orders subsequently issued left much to the discretion of 

the implementing officer, although they did incorporate Meade’s 

recommendations regarding a military escort: 

 

In view of grave suspicions which attach to Maharaja of Panna, the 

Governor-General in Council has decided that he must be suspended 

from power, and that the Political Agent must temporarily assume 

the administration of the State pending the result of further enquiry.  

Political Agent should proceed to Panna, with any escort that you 

consider necessary, to announce the decision of Government, and 

should place the Maharaja under strict surveillance and also the Rani 

Kumal Kuar,  ... Should Maharaja be exonerated, his powers will be 

restored.  But the Political Agent on assuming charge should have a 

strict search made for the missing Shimbu and should proceed with 

the enquiry, reporting from time to time.  ...
29
 

 

The manner of Beville’s assumption of control over Panna was 

driven by two dominant concerns: first, to prevent the Maharaja and, to a 

lesser extent, Kamal Kuar, from absconding; and second, to prevent the loss 

of State assets – especially the contents of the State treasuries – due to theft 

or looting in any period of uncertainty or disorder generated by the transfer 

of authority from the Maharaja to the British.  Reports that the Maharaja and 

his mistress intended to commit suicide if they were called into Nowgong as 
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part of an enquiry also generated anxiety amongst officials.
30
  Consequently, 

Beville’s approach to the suspension was very cautious: he travelled to 

Panna via Bamita, in order to give the impression “that he was about to visit 

Bijawar, so as to avoid exciting suspicion of the real object of his 

journey.”
31
  Accompanied by the Agency Surgeon and a substantial military 

escort, he then left Bamita, 23 miles (37 kilometres) from Panna, in the 

early hours of 12 September, and marched to Panna, arriving at 10 am and 

sufficiently early to ensure an element of surprise, enabling them to 

surround the palace, safeguard the jail, and secure those treasuries that were 

not within the palace grounds without encountering any resistance.
32
  On 

arrival Beville sent a message to the Maharaja, requesting an interview.  

While waiting for him, Beville also sent for the Dewan, Rao Anant Singh, 

and any other senior darbari officials who were available, and informed 

them of the situation.  When he met with the Maharaja, Beville 

communicated the Government’s orders and “demanded” that Shimbhu and 

Hydri Jan be brought to him.  The Maharaja denied any knowledge of 

Shimbhu’s whereabouts and stated that “as the Kumal Kuar was his wife, he 

objected to the indignity of her production.”  Beville responded to this 

protest by reassuring the Maharaja that he would ensure that her purdah was 

not violated.  He then “advised His Highness for his own convenience to 

move to some other dwelling” while he took charge of the palace and its 

treasuries.  Consequently, the Maharaja went to the Panna guest-house, 

accompanied by his personal attendants.  After due identification, the 

Kumal Kuar was sent (in purdah) to the Government rest-house (or dak 

bungalow).
33
  Accompanied by the Dewan, Beville then assumed control of 

all the safes and treasuries in the palace.  Once the palace had been 

searched, the military cordon was withdrawn and the closed palace was left 
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in charge of a much smaller British guard.  The state’s officials were 

informed of the change of administration, and warned to only obey orders 

issued under the authority of the Political Agent.  Beville then went on to 

make arrangements for maintaining the administration of the state, while 

Inspector Dyal Singh, who had remained in Panna since Beville’s original 

visit in July, was instructed to continue with the enquiry into the Rao Raja’s 

death.
34
  On 14 September the AGG, Meade, arrived in Panna to support 

Beville and brought with him further reinforcements as a precaution (due to 

Panna’s isolation, he was unaware of the situation there).  Meade stayed in 

Panna for a couple of days and then, being satisfied with the way matters 

were proceeding, returned to Indore.  J.N. Sharpe, District Superintendent of 

Police at Dehra Dun (North-Western Provinces) was deputed to assist with 

the police enquiry and arrived in Panna soon after.
35
 

The assumption of British control over the administration of Panna, 

and the subsequent removal of the Maharaja from Panna to Nowgong in late 

September,
36
 greatly facilitated the investigation into the death of the Rao 

Raja.  It also provided the British with further opportunities to assess Madho 

Singh’s character, as revealed by examination of his relation to the case and 

his administration of the state.  Meade’s equivocal proposals for Madho 

Singh’s suspension can perhaps be explained by his reluctance to “discuss 

the guilt or innocence of His Highness the Maharaja”,  before the results of 

police enquiries were known.
37
  However, such inhibitions seemed to 

evaporate in the face of the new information brought to light by Beville’s 

temporary assumption of administrative powers.  After two weeks in charge 

of Panna, Beville reported that he had found “everything in an extremely 

disordered state” – a state budget had not been framed since the reign of 

Maharaja Rudra Pratap Singh (who had died in 1893), the revenue accounts 

were almost incomprehensible, and several departments’ work was seriously 

neglected.  Beville estimated that although revenue receipts had fallen by 30 

per cent since the last budget of the early 1890s, durbar expenditure had 
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continued to increase.  The predictable result of this was the depletion of the 

state’s reserves to the point where immediate reductions in public spending 

were needed in order to prevent Panna going bankrupt.  This dire state of 

affairs was directly attributed to “the influx of the Muhammadan element ... 

which has brought about the practical ruin of the State”.  Consequently, one 

of the first changes to be made was to replace this undesirable, ‘foreign’ 

interest group with the very officials whom they had originally supplanted at 

the time of Maharaja Madho Singh’s accession.  This was not simply a case 

of removing a few minor officials from positions of influence – Beville also 

sent the Dewan, Rao Anant Singh, on leave as he was obstructing his 

efforts.  Beville acknowledged that these changes appeared radical, but 

argued that he was only taking such actions as were absolutely necessary to 

counteract the negative impact in recent years of “the extravagance of the 

Chief and the mismanagement of affairs by his Muhammadan favourites”.
38
 

Further investigation of the state’s finances reinforced this initial 

impression and vindicated the decision made to suspend Madho Singh from 

power.  After six weeks in control of the administration, Beville felt 

confident that  

 

had not circumstances tended to admit of the examination of the 

administration which is now possible, the State would have very 

soon found itself in financial difficulties ... I venture to think that 

whatever may be the result of the enquiry … there is a pressing need 

for reform in the administration and for the curtailment of 

unnecessary and extravagant expenditure, and for the improvement 

of the State ...
39
 

 

Madho Singh had “failed to recognise his obligation to the State over which 

he ruled, and … spent money most lavishly upon his own selfish objects and 

pleasures” (as demonstrated by the lack of expenditure on such core durbar 

responsibilities as the maintenance of roads and state buildings).  Even if he 

was found not to be guilty of his uncle’s murder, the administration had to 

be placed “on a sound basis”.  The Maharaja’s powers, especially those of 

expenditure, would have to be restricted for some time if the state were to 
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avoid financial “difficulties”.
40
  Meade supported Beville’s claims, arguing 

that  

 

[t]he state of things disclosed by the Political Agent’s examination 

of the treasuries and accounts shows much extravagance on the part 

of the Maharaja and an absence of systematic administration which 

must, if continued, before long render the Panna State bankrupt.  ... 

whatever may be the result of the enquiry … it will be absolutely 

necessary, before the Chief is again entrusted with full governing 

powers, that the finances should be placed on a proper basis.  To this 

end a longer or shorter period of supervision will probably be 

required ...
41
. 

 

He did, however, acknowledge that such an approach could be interpreted as 

evidence that the GOI had prejudged the case and were “determined” not to 

restore Madho Singh to power.  A guiding (if not universally, or even 

consistently, observed) principle of periods of British administrative 

supervision was that the state in question should essentially be preserved in 

its current condition to be then returned to ‘native rule’ when this became 

possible.  Nonetheless, the political risks associated with intervention for the 

British were considered of less importance than that “sound” administrative 

practices be introduced in Panna as soon as possible.
42
 

However, the British did not rely solely upon information 

concerning Madho Singh’s administrative incompetence and neglect in 

order to demonstrate his unsuitability as a ruler.  His ‘personal life’ was a 

far richer source of evidence that he was unfit to perform his public duties.  

In fact, any distinction that contemporary observers or subsequent scholars 

may have attempted to draw between the supposedly private sphere of 

palace life and the public sphere of administration is largely arbitrary.  The 

durbar and the zenana
43
 were not only connected through the person of the 

ruler, but to varying extents shared personnel, physical space, and interests.  

The wide range and degree of influence and power that could be exercised 

in state politics (or ‘intrigue’ as it was often dismissed by the British) by 

female members of the ruling clan, as well as participation in social and 
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cultural patronage – not just in the relatively exceptional case of the 

repeatedly female-ruled state of Bhopal within Central India, but throughout 

the subcontinent – has been highlighted by several scholars in recent 

years.
44
  This political and social reality, however, was generally not 

welcomed by the British, who were quick to condemn the actions of female 

members of ruling families and other palace women as examples of undue, 

inappropriate, even unhealthy or immoral, influence over the ruler, unless 

the declared objectives of such women happily coincided with British 

interests.
45
  As the head of both the royal household and the state’s 

administration, the ruler of a princely state was expected to maintain control 

over not only his subjects, but his family.  Consequently, any 

mismanagement of domestic affairs suggested an incapacity for the much 

larger and more significant task of running the state. 

Madho Singh’s relationship with Hydri Jan, “the former 

Muhammadan dancing girl”, was a core component in the construction of 

him as an undesirable ruler by British officials.
46
  The critique of the 

Maharaja on the grounds of this association had several strands: first, the 

suspect, and presumably totally unsuitable antecedents of the woman per se; 

second, her unsuitability as a mistress was further compounded by the 

apparent desire of the Maharaja to formalise his relationship with her; third, 

the assumption that the Maharaja’s attempts to marry Hydri Jan reflected a 

deeper ambition to legitimise any children she bore him; and fourth, the 

connection that could readily be made between such desires and ambitions, 

and the poisoning of the Rao Raja.  Taken together, these strands wove a 

picture of a man whose actions – even his reputation – were subject to the 

dictates of a low-status woman and her unsavoury associates.  A prince who 

could be so easily manipulated by the charms of a mere ‘dancing girl’ 

obviously lacked the strength of judgment and will to rule. 
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Hydri Jan’s origins were “somewhat shrouded in mystery” and as 

such were open to contestation by those who had a stake in her status, 

whether high, low or liminal.  Soon after assuming control over Panna, 

Beville reported that the most common account of Hydri Jan’s antecedents  

 

tends to show that she was the child of a Muhammadan chowkidar 

by a Brahmin woman, who sold her to the State dancing woman at 

the age of three.  She was named Hydri Jan and was trained as a 

dancing girl and brought up in the Muhammadan faith.  At the age of 

about eight or ten years, she was sent to Jubbulpore, Maihar and 

other places for dancing, but, so far as can be ascertained, she did 

not prostitute herself.  About three years ago, she was brought to the 

Maharaja’s notice, and finding favour in his eyes was kept in the 

zenana, but did not become a “purda” until about a year ago, ...
47
 

 

This account was disputed by the Maharaja, who claimed that she belonged 

to the same caste as himself, but that her parents had somehow “lost” her at 

the age of eight.  Having been brought to Panna and informed that Hydri Jan 

was their daughter several months prior to the murder, the couple in 

question subsequently passed as her parents.
48
  He attempted to further 

bolster her status by arguing that “my wife, Kumal Kuar, ... is of the same 

caste as I am; but, as she had remained a Muhammadan for some time, I 

have had a Prashchit (atonement) made for her ... and I then married her 

according to the Gandharb Biwah system”.
49
  Although they had little doubt 

which account was more likely, the British were reluctant to risk offence 

and controversy by basing any actions – such as the manner of Hydri Jan’s 

treatment as a suspect in the case – on any assumption of her low status until 

they could be sure that the Maharaja was not speaking the truth.
50
  This 

ambivalence towards Hydri Jan’s admittedly very ambiguous status is 

further indicated by the lack of any consistency in British descriptions of, 

and references to her.  While terms such as ‘common Mussulman dancing 

girl’, ‘mistress’ and ‘prostitute’ recur, so also does ‘Rani’.  The 

Commissioners charged with investigating her connection to the Rao Raja’s 
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death made a significant step towards absolving her of any involvement in 

the murder when, at the outset of the enquiry, they decided to refer to her 

throughout by her assumed name, Kamal Kuar, rather than the more humble 

Hydri Jan. 

The attempts made by Madho Singh to formalise his relationship 

with his mistress, and the motivations that were readily ascribed to such 

attempts, further undermined his character in the eyes of the British. 

According to the police investigation into the Rao Raja’s death, Madho 

Singh decided about two years after his accession to make Hydri Jan his 

wife.  He then went to great lengths to secure this end, procuring an 

appropriate couple to serve as her father and mother, persuading the state’s 

Pandits to sanction her ritual purification, and attempting (unsuccessfully) to 

manipulate the Political Agent’s wife into sending Hydri Jan a letter 

addressed to her as Maharani (in response to her subscription to the Queen 

Victoria Memorial), in order to gain official recognition of Hydri Jan as his 

wife.
51
  In October 1901, Beville reported that the general opinion 

prevailing in Panna was that “the woman is in no sense a legal wife, and that 

the so-called “Gandharp Behar” marriage is nothing, even if the woman is 

proved to be a Hindu.”  He buttressed this judgment by enclosing the 

supporting opinions of two local pandits, Mahadeo Dickket and Devi Dutt 

Dickket, whom he had consulted on the matter.  Both denied the possibility 

that any marriage between the Maharaja and Hydri Jan could be legitimate, 

or that any children born from such a union could be legitimate heirs to the 

gaddi.
52
   

As a source of conflict between the Maharaja and powerful groups 

within Panna society, Madho Singh’s attempts to marry Hydri Jan also 

generated critical accounts of the ruler and his associates that were 

articulated to British officials in the wake of the Rao Raja’s murder.  After 

their removal to Nowgong, the widows of the Rao Raja petitioned the 

Viceroy, claiming that  
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[t]he most important reason which caused the death of our husband 

is that the Mahendra Maharaja Sahib Bahadur has got a prostitute in 

his palace, who is with pregnancy and whom, on the death of the 

Mahendra Maharani Sahiba, who died in the month of April 1901, 

he wished to marry with the intention that … if she would give birth 

of a son, then that son would undoubtedly be his heir after him; but it 

was very difficult for him to do so, because the Rao Raja Sahib 

could not agree to this proposal … But as it was his earnest desire to 

do so, no other plan came into his head for gaining his object, but 

that somehow or other he should try to cause the death of Rao Raja 

Sahib Bahadur with the view that, if he would get him “destroyed”, 

there would not be any obstacles in the way of him doing so … 
53
. 

 

Although such a petition was obviously a partisan document, it largely 

corroborated an anonymous statement sent to the political authorities in 

early July by Robert Manly, a senior state employee who had fled Panna 

after the murder, and later admitted to its production.  While Manly stopped 

short of accusing the Maharaja of direct involvement, he too described the 

elaborate plans of the Maharaja and his cronies to ‘Hinduise’ Hydri Jan, 

bring her within his caste community, and legitimise any heirs she might 

bear him.  The Rao Raja was the lone voice of protest within Panna against 

these plans; consequently, Hydri Jan conspired with her guru and other 

undesirable characters to murder him whilst the Maharaja was absent.  

Manly went so far as to recount a statement that Hydri Jan had allegedly 

made to a servant the day after the murder, exclaiming  

 

why are you crying for my enemy[?].  I would have been married to 

His Highness if it was not for him.  ... He has died the death of a 

dog, and there is no one in my way now; I will be Maharani.
54
 

 

That these accounts were thought to possess at least some degree of 

credibility by the British is indicated by the connection that was made 

almost immediately by investigating officers between the poisoning of the 

Rao Raja and the Maharaja’s marital plans.  After his first visit to Panna, 

Beville was reluctant to implicate Madho Singh directly in the conspiracy to 

murder the Rao Raja.  Nonetheless, he criticised the Maharaja’s “grave” 

neglect of his duties as ruler, as demonstrated by his subsequent attempts to 
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shield those involved.  He also ascribed the same motivation to the 

Maharaja as the above accounts – that as the childless Maharaja’s Rani 

appeared infertile, “[h]is desire, therefore, to legitimise any issue of the 

Muhammadan prostitute, ... which appears to have been the final cause of 

the enmity to the late Rao Raja, is one which calls for comment.”
55
  The 

possibility that the Maharaja’s mistress could have conspired to commit 

such a crime without the knowledge of the ruler almost seemed to beggar 

belief: the implication being that, either the Maharaja was a blind fool, or he 

was himself the chief instigator of the plot to murder his uncle.  Whichever 

theory was proved true, his entitlement to rule Panna was seriously 

undermined.
56
 

While it is the argument of this chapter that the preconceptions 

formed by the British about Madho Singh’s character in the weeks 

following the Rao Raja’s death made his return to power unlikely whatever 

the result of an enquiry into the murder, nonetheless, the political authorities 

felt unable to proceed any further against Madho Singh without the political, 

ideological and quasi-legal
57
 support provided by a formal process of 

enquiry.  The perceived necessity of such a Commission, even in the case of 

a relatively small, physically isolated and politically insignificant state, 

indicates the extent to which officials felt the need to frame their inherently 

political relationship with the states within some kind of legal-judicial 

discourse.
58
  By doing so they hoped to convey the impression that their 

conduct of indirect rule was consistent, impartial and fair, without unduly 

restricting their freedom of action.  What process, then, was thought to 

provide necessary and appropriate support for the decision anticipated in 

relation to Madho Singh? 
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Until 1920, the British lacked formal guidelines for conducting 

enquiries into allegations of princely misconduct or maladministration.  

Prior to this date, therefore, appeals to precedent were the primary source of 

information, guidance and legitimation for political officers in determining 

the best course of action to pursue in a particular state.
59
  In the case of 

Panna, reference was promptly made by the Deputy Foreign Secretary to the 

cases of Baroda in 1875 and Alwar in 1892, which were considered 

sufficiently analogous to guide intervention in Panna; he suggested that a 

combination of the respective procedures followed in these cases be 

adopted.
60
  However, it was soon determined that the circumstances in these 

and other earlier cases diverged sufficiently from those in Panna that a 

unique procedure was required in order to address the specificity of the 

political context.
61
  Upon the advice of the Legislative Department of the 

GOI, it was agreed to constitute a special court, by an act of prerogative, 

that would be directed to enquire into any charges against the Maharaja that 

were presented by Government counsel and then report to the GOI its 

decision in the matter.  The Viceroy would then pass such executive orders 

as appeared “just and necessary” guided, but not necessarily determined, by 

the advice offered in the Commissioners’ report.  The Commission would 

also serve as a court to try any other persons charged with complicity in the 

Rao Raja’s death, and if found guilty, would pass such sentence as would be 

imposed for the same crime in British India (although death sentences 

would be subject to viceregal confirmation).  The court would apply British 

Indian law, albeit only to the extent that it was considered applicable.  The 

Maharaja was to be informed that he was entitled to employ counsel, but it 

was to be made clear to him that as “the enquiry is an act of State, … legal 
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objections to the jurisdiction of the Court are not admissible.”  It was 

acknowledged that the Maharaja would be “practically, though not 

technically, on his trial” but that attention need not be drawn to this fact 

unless it was necessary.
62
 

Consequently, on 6 November 1901 the Foreign Secretary officially 

notified Edward Chamier, a Judicial Commissioner at Oudh, and Alexander 

Tucker, a second class Resident in the political service, that they had been 

appointed as Commissioners to enquire into the truth of the imputation that 

the Maharaja of Panna had instigated the poisoning of his uncle, to report to 

the Viceroy and Governor-General in Council what truth there was in such 

imputations, and to try, and sentence if found guilty, any other persons 

charged in connection with the death of the Rao Raja.  The procedure to be 

followed in the enquiry was largely left to the discretion of the 

Commissioners, Chamier and Tucker being informed that they had  

 

full power to fix times and places of meeting, to adjourn meetings, to 

adjust and arrange the method of procedure, to settle the course 

which the enquiry shall take, to call for and to receive or reject 

evidence, documentary or other, to hear such persons as you shall 

think fit, ... and generally to guide the whole course of the 

proceedings of this Commission … 
63
 

 

The enquiry commenced at Nowgong a fortnight later, although it was 

immediately adjourned for a few days to allow the prosecution to finish 

preparing their case.
64
  Despite the protest against the decision from defence 

counsel, Panna was rejected as a site for the enquiry, both for practical 

reasons and in order to prevent the Maharaja exercising what the 

Commissioners referred to as “undue influence”.
65
  Mr. Wallach, lead 

counsel for the GOI, presented the following charges for the prosecution -  
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Against Shambhu Panda, that he on or about June the 24th last 

committed murder by causing the death of Rao Raja Khuman Singh, 

and against Haidari Jan alias Rani Kumal Kuar, Achche Lal, Lachmi 

Parshad, and Rasul Muhammad, that they engaged in a conspiracy to 

murder the Rao Raja in pursuance of which he was murdered on or 

about June 25th last.
66
 

 

The Commissioners were also charged with ascertaining to what extent 

Madho Singh was responsible for instigating the Rao Raja’s murder.  As 

such instigation meant that he would have been a member of the alleged 

conspiracy, the Commissioners decided to combine the inherently political 

enquiry into the Maharaja’s conduct with the fundamentally criminal trial of 

the four accused, an indicator of the degree to which such enquiries were the 

hybrid products of legal creativity, bureaucratic parsimony and political 

pragmatism. 

The cases for the prosecution and defence, as summarised by the 

Commissioners, bear quoting at length: 

 

The case for the prosecution is that Kamal Kuar was the mistress of 

the Maharaja; that when he found that she was pregnant he 

determined to marry her or get her recognized by the caste and by 

the Political authorities as his wife; that, knowing that the Rao Raja 

would prevent this, they conspired with the other accused to poison 

him; that the Maharaja invited the Rao Raja to stay at the Raj 

Mandir; that Achche Lal then procured the poison, and that Latchmi 

Parshad introduced Shambhu into the Rao Raja’s establishment; and 

that on June 24th Shambhu mixed strychnia and arsenic with the Rao 

Raja’s meat with the result that the Rao Raja died the next 

morning.
67
 

 

Here can be seen the results of two months’ investigation by the political 

authorities and British Indian police officers into the Rao Raja’s death.  

Defence counsel was valiant in its attempts to respond to the various 

charges.  Nonetheless, they failed to adequately refute the portrayal of 

events by the prosecution, or to provide a convincing alternative explanation 

for the death of the Rao Raja: 

 

the Maharaja had been advised that Kamal Kuar was already his 

wife; that he did not intend to introduce her into the caste and 
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therefore they had no motive for getting rid of the Rao Raja; that 

there was no conspiracy; that it is not proved that the Rao Raja was 

poisoned or that Achche Lal procured strychnia or that Latchmi 

Parshad introduced Shambhu into the Raj Mandir; that, though after 

the death of the Rao Raja the Maharaja behaved in a foolish and 

culpable manner, his conduct was due not to guilt but to fear of 

scandal and trouble with the Political Authorities.
68
 

 

This failure became obvious at the conclusion of the enquiry in late 

January 1902, when the Commissioners announced that they had found that 

the Rao Raja had indeed died of arsenic administered to him by Shambhu 

(who still had not been found), that the Maharaja, Kamal Kuar, and (to a 

lesser degree) Achche Lal all had a motive for murdering the Rao Raja, and 

that  

 

we have found proved a number of statements, acts and omissions of 

the Maharaja and of some of the accused persons.  No one of these is 

per se sufficient to establish the truth of the imputation against the 

Maharaja or the charge against the accused.  But the prosecution 

contend that these statements, acts and omissions, taken together, 

cannot be explained upon any reasonable hypothesis other than that 

the Maharaja and the accused conspired to murder the Rao Raja.
69
 

 

Achche Lal was the only conspirator against which sufficient evidence was 

proven to obtain a guilty verdict, and he was accordingly sentenced to be 

hanged.  Kamal Kuar (or Hydri Jan), Latchmi Parshad and Rasul 

Muhammad were all acquitted.
70
  The case of the Maharaja was dealt with 

separately in a confidential report to the Government, in which the 

Commissioners concluded that  

 

We find it impossible to explain the facts upon any hypothesis other 

than that the Maharaja was a member of the conspiracy to murder 

the Rao Raja. 

We regret therefore to have to report that to the best of our judgment 

and belief the imputation against him is true.
71
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Moreover, the Commissioners went so far as to remark in their Judgment 

that despite voluntarily giving evidence at the enquiry, the Maharaja had 

“made a most unfortunate impression” upon them, and they were satisfied 

that much of what he had said was false.
72
 

On receiving such an unambiguous verdict from the Commissioners, 

the political authorities appear to have had little interest in debating further 

the question of removing the Maharaja from power permanently.  By late 

December 1901, when the case for the prosecution was largely finished, 

Daly had already expressed his confidence that whatever the verdict of the 

Commission, “it is practically certain that the Panna State will have to 

remain under the more or less direct management of the Political Agent for 

a considerable number of years”.
73
  The submission of the Commissioners’ 

judgment, report, and the enquiry proceedings, to the secretariat by the 

AGG in late January 1902 merely reinforced the attitudes already prevailing 

within the Foreign Department.  Having produced the desired outcome, the 

Commissioner’s verdict on Madho Singh’s guilt was welcomed as justifying 

the action taken in the case.
74
  The AGG remarked that after perusing the 

documents he found it “impossible to arrive at any other conclusion than 

that the opinion of the Commissioners is correct”.
75
  The enquiry had shown 

“beyond the possibility of doubt that the Maharaja is unfit to exercise ruling 

powers”.
76
  Consequently, he recommended that 

 

a punishment should be inflicted on him sufficient to show that a 

crime such as that of which he is guilty cannot be committed by a 

ruling Chief without involving very severe retribution.  I therefore 

recommend that His Highness should be deposed, that the gadi of 

Panna should be declared vacant, and that a new Chief should be 

selected by the Government of India.  ... I further recommend that 

Maharaja Madho Singh ... should be required to reside under strict 

surveillance in a place, outside Bundelkhand, and, if possible, 

beyond the limits of Central India, to be determined by the 

Government of India, the provision for his maintenance being paid 

from the revenues of the Panna State.
77
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The Viceroy’s submission to the Secretary of State for India in March 1902, 

reporting the outcome of the enquiry and seeking his sanction for the actions 

proposed by the GOI, did little to alter the AGG’s recommendations in 

proposing that the sentence of death on Achche Lal be confirmed, and the 

Maharaja be deposed as he had “forfeited his right to the Panna gadi”.
78
  

However, the Secretary of State, Lord George Hamilton, explained that, as 

the final court of appeal in such matters, he could not communicate his 

decision on the case to the GOI until he had received the full papers from 

the enquiry, and was satisfied that the memorial being sent to him by the 

Maharaja’s lawyers contained no new material
79
 – a position that provoked 

a strongly worded private protest from Curzon.
80
  Nonetheless, the decision 

to depose Madho Singh was approved in early April, and on 21 April 1902 

the GOI proclamation with which this chapter commenced was issued.   

The primary focus of this chapter thus far has been the significant 

influence that conceptions of princely character exerted on the British 

official response to the death of Madho Singh’s uncle in June 1901.  What 

remains to be considered is the role of the Maharaja himself in shaping the 

inherently dialogic, if highly unequal, relationship between himself and the 

political authorities.  How did Madho Singh respond to the accusations of 

the British? In what ways did he attempt to mitigate or counter the action 

being taken against him? Did such attempts assist Madho Singh in pursuing 

his interests, or merely confirm officials’ assessments of his character? 

These questions are raised here, not to answer them in any substantial 

manner, but rather to highlight the breadth of issues encompassed within the 

notion of princely agency, and to emphasise that even those rulers who 

‘lost’ in the political ‘game’ could be active, if ultimately ineffective, 

participants.   

Madho Singh employed several strategies in attempting to survive 

the Commission of Enquiry process.  The most important of these were his 
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utilisation of pre-existing networks of patronage and loyalty and the covert 

sale of state jewellery in order to procure funding for his defence, above and 

beyond the amount that had been allocated from state funds for that purpose 

by the British.  The issue of ‘state’ versus ‘private’ jewellery could be a 

point of contention between the political authorities and some rulers, as 

views often diverged over what was considered the personal, and thus 

disposable, property of the ruler (not just in terms of jewellery, but also 

other valuables such as furniture, horses, elephants and motor vehicles).  As 

will be seen in Chapter Six, this divergence reflected differing conceptions 

of Indian  kingship: did a ruler hold the resources of his kingdom in trust for 

his successors and subjects (as the British tended to argue), or had he the 

right (as several princes contended) to treat or dispose of his assets – 

territory, wealth and subjects – as he saw fit?  Madho Singh had taken 

several pieces of state jewellery with him on his departure from Panna, and 

in mid-September 1901 Beville wrote to the Maharaja asking what he had 

taken so that he could check whether it correlated with what was missing 

from the state treasuries.  Two months later he had heard nothing and 

warned the Maharaja that his receipt of defence funding would be subject to 

the surrender of this jewellery for “safe custody”.
81
  Having received no 

reply, Beville further warned Madho Singh in late November that 

 

should you pledge State jewellery for the purposes of obtaining 

money for the feeing of your Counsel, you will be disregarding the 

orders of Government, and that whatever may be the result of the 

enquiry, the Government of India will, without doubt, view with 

great displeasure any such ill-advised action on your part.
82
 

 

The Maharaja expressed some contrition in replying, and assured Beville 

that since receiving his advice, he had not pledged any further jewellery, 

and that which had been pledged prior to this consisted of only one piece of 

state jewellery (as well as jewels that belonged to his wife and mother).
83
  

Whilst the rest of the state jewellery was thus returned to Panna before it 

could be sold, Beville then became caught in a protracted struggle to 

retrieve the pledged piece (a diamond ring) from a jeweller in Benares – a 
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process that would hardly have endeared Madho Singh to him, or to the 

Superintendent of Police at Benares.
84
 

Having failed to raise sufficient funds through the sale of private and 

state jewellery, the Maharaja then sought to exploit the networks to which 

he belonged, both within Panna and external to it, in order to generate funds.  

On 2 January 1902, Beville informed Madho Singh that the funds allotted to 

his defence by the GOI had been increased (to Rs. 30,000) but that this 

increase was subject to, among other conditions, the disclosure of any sums 

that he had either borrowed, or obtained by pledging State property, as the 

repayment of these obligations would be deducted from any funds provided 

by the State.
85
  Soon after, Beville reported to Windham (the AGG’s 

Assistant) that he had received a petition from a pargana in Panna 

complaining about officials who were raising twenty thousand rupees for 

the Maharaja, and that he had heard of similar activities in two other 

parganas.
86
  Beville reacted by issuing an announcement that the State 

would not acknowledge any such liabilities, and that any officials who 

attempted to collect money in the Maharaja’s name would be punished.
87
  In 

responding to requests for information on his attempts at fundraising, 

Madho Singh appropriated notions of British, rather than ‘native’, character 

to defend his actions and defy Beville’s attempts at control: 

 

I write to say that the moneys necessarily raised by me for my 

defence were borrowed by me on my own personal credit.  Some 

moneys were given to me by sympathisers.  The amount which I 

thus raised a calculation of my Counsel’s and Pleaders’ fee will 

show you.  ...  Those who have helped me by loans and gifts do not 

wish their names to be known, for they think, no doubt quite 

wrongly, that they may incur the anger of the British Government by 

their aid to me ...  You will readily understand that, as a gentleman, I 

cannot disclose their names.
88
 

 

                                                
84 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.811-I., 28/12/1901, from PA Bundelkhand to 1st Asst. AGG 

CI. 
85
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.4-C., 4/01/1902, from PA Bundelkhand, Sutna, to 1
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87
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.1-C., 2/01/1902, from PA Bundelkhand to Maharaja of 

Panna. 
88
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Madho Singh also appealed for assistance from his relatives in, and 

fellow rulers of, other states.  For example, in November 1901 he wrote to 

the Maharaja of Datia, explaining that he was quite unable to pay his legal 

fees without assistance, and that therefore 

 

I … request you to lend me the sum of Rs. 25,000.  In case there 

may appear anything inconsistent with political considerations in 

openly and directly affording me pecuniary aid, I request you to tell 

any Mahajan [money-lender] in your state to lend me that amount as 

soon as possible.  ... this will be the best way to save appearances 

and at the same time lend me money and help me through my 

difficulty.
89
 

 

He received no response from the Maharaja of Datia, nor from the Raja of 

Jind (to whom he appealed for twenty-five thousand rupees in March 1902, 

after the conclusion of the commission of enquiry, in order to enable him to 

carry his case further).
90
  Both rulers, however, duly informed the political 

authorities of the appeals they had received from Madho Singh, thus 

counteracting any potential for financial benefit that such appeals might 

have had with the further evidence of undesirable character traits that such 

conduct afforded.
91
 

Finally, the impression of dishonesty conveyed by the Maharaja’s 

covert search for funds made his official appeals to authority appear 

disingenuous at best.  Madho Singh was a prolific writer of petitions and 

memorials, although to little effect.  In the wake of the so-called ‘Panna 

bribery case’ in 1900, the Maharaja was informed by the PA that he had 

“been placed by the conduct of his servants, or otherwise, in a position 

which has exposed him to the danger of painful suspicions.”
92
  His response 

                                                
89
 IOR R/1/1/276.  Letter, 25/11/1901, from Maharaja of Panna to Maharaja of Datia.  

Italics added.   
90
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Extract, Paragraph 7, from the diary of PA Phulkian States, for the 

period ending 29th March 1902. 
91
 They were obliged to do so.  As the states had surrendered their powers of conducting 

‘international relations’ when entering into treaty relations with the British, all 

communications between states that could be construed as being of a political nature had to 

be conducted via the respective local political officers.  Any communications that attempted 

to circumvent this practice were to be reported by the recipient to the same.  Tupper, Indian 

Political Practice, Vol.I, p.19. 
92
 IOR R/2/424/30.  Letter No.88-C., 30/12/1900, from Asst. AGG CI, Camp Bijawar, to 

PA Bundelkhand. 



83 

was to ignore the usual lines of communication and submit a kharita
93
 to the 

Viceroy, protesting his innocence and complaining about the manner in 

which he had been treated –  

 

my good sense and abilities must have been considered to be of no 

higher order than that owned by a poor illiterate cultivator, who 

bribes a police man, to admit of the Government having suspicions 

as to my conduct in the matter to think how I would stoop to such 

base and unfair means for a title, through a subordinate in the Opium 

Smuggling Department worth some Rs. 20 a month.
94
 

 

He tempered these strong words with more conventional appeals to the 

“justice and mercy” of the Viceroy, but the overall tone of the document is 

one of petulant criticism.  The AGG thought it best not to forward it to the 

Viceroy, until the death of the Rao Raja altered the political context 

significantly.  In December 1901, Madho Singh disputed Beville’s right to 

control his collection of funds for his defence in a lengthy memorial to the 

Viceroy.
95
  After the passing of a death sentence on Achche Lal made the 

announcement of a negative finding on the Maharaja likely, Madho Singh 

submitted another lengthy memorial to the Viceroy.  In its thirty-six pages 

of typescript, he (or rather the counsel who drafted it for him) disputed fine 

points of judicial procedure, questioned the motivations of witnesses, and 

reiterated his alternative theory of a conspiracy between Hydri Jan’s guru, 

the State Surgeon, and Fida Ali, his expelled favourite.
96
  Such arguments 

failed to move either the India Office or the GOI, which announced the 

deposition of the Maharaja soon afterwards.
97
  Finally, Madho Singh 

continued to irritate the authorities, from the PA in Bundelkhand to George 

V, with further appeals against his deposition and exile for several years 

afterwards, generating additional unresolved legal debts with the firms that 
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acted as his agent in these endeavours, and who, in due course, sent their 

own appeals for restitution to either Calcutta or London.
98
 

The murder of Khuman Singh, the Rao Raja of Panna, precipitated a 

dramatic increase in the degree of attention paid to the personal conduct and 

administrative practices of his nephew, the Maharaja, culminating in a 

Commission of Enquiry that found him guilty of conspiring to poison his 

uncle, destroying evidence and protecting those involved in the crime.  

What initially began as an enquiry by local officials into the suspicious 

death of a senior noble escalated into British assumption of control over the 

administration of the state and the suspension from power of the Maharaja.  

The new knowledge about Madho Singh that was made available to the 

British by the events following the Rao Raja’s death, confirmed and 

heightened the pre-existing reservations held by local political officers about 

the ruler’s character that had arisen since his accession in 1898.  The context 

of the murder investigation also provided these officers with an opportunity 

to convince the members of the Foreign Department secretariat that Madho 

Singh was unsuitable as a prince, and so incapable of governing his state 

properly that regardless of the outcome of the enquiry, Panna should be 

retained under direct British control for some time. 

It is clear that Madho Singh was, by any measurement employed by 

the British, not a model prince.  However, it is quite possible that, had not 

the Maharaja’s involvement in the murder of his uncle made failure to 

intervene difficult to justify, affairs in Panna may well have been ignored or 

tolerated by the British for several more years.  Instead, a combination of 

factors specific to Panna enabled the political authorities not only to 

intervene in the state’s administration, but to depose and effectively 

imprison its ruler without encountering any great difficulties.  The most 

obvious of these enabling factors was the murder of the Rao Raja, but the 

nature of Panna – a small, insignificant and physically isolated state in the 

backwoods of the Agency – also rendered intervention and deposition less 

politically risky, and thus an easier, less contentious decision for the 
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political authorities to make.  The British were thus more or less free from 

constraints in pursuing their conception of Madho Singh as a completely 

unsuitable ruler to its logical conclusion – his removal – in a manner that, as 

will be seen in the next chapter, was simply not possible in a more complex 

political environment. 
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Chapter Two 

Deposition by any other name: Shivaji Rao of Indore 
 

 

I have long been in favour of getting rid of this dangerous and 

impossible madman by abdication, and my inclination would be to 

treat his offer as genuine, to allow him handsome terms, and to let 

him go.  ... he would be a nuisance in retreat, but on the gadi he is a 

chronic danger.
1
 

 

 

On the morning of 31 January 1903, an unusual durbar was held in 

the palace at Indore.  At this ceremony, the small audience of assembled 

nobles, durbar officials and British officers witnessed the ruler of Indore, 

Maharaja Shivaji Rao Holkar, formally announce his abdication, stating in 

the speech that his Private Secretary read on his behalf, 

 

As I feel considerable difficulty in attending official functions and 

discharging other duties connected with my position as Maharaja of 

Indore, I have now, with the approval of the Government of India, 

made up my mind to resign the Chiefship in favour of my son, 

Tukaji Rao Bala Sahib, and to retire into private life.
2
 

 

Shivaji Rao’s “resignation” was then accepted by Charles Bayley, the Agent 

to the Governor-General (AGG) for Central India, who announced the 

approval of the Government of India (GOI) and confirmed the succession of 

his young son, Tukoji Rao.  Bayley then installed the new ruler on the 

Indore gaddi, and addressed him on the significance of the occasion and the 

prospects for his reign.  At the end of the brief ceremony, Bayley took leave 

of the new ruler, and the now ex-Maharaja left the capital by train later that 

day for his new residence at Barwaha, in the rural outskirts of the state.  

According to Bayley, Shivaji Rao had conducted himself admirably with 

“the utmost dignity and self-possession” in what was obviously a painful 

situation for him
3
.  Upon receipt of Bayley’s account of the durbar, the 

Foreign Secretary, Sir Louis Dane, remarked that “[n]othing in Maharaja 

Shivaji Rao Holkar’s official life became him so well as his leaving it”
4
 – a 
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3
 Ibid. 
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sentiment that would be appropriated by the Viceroy, Lord Curzon, in his 

subsequent depictions of Shivaji Rao.
5
   

Why did Shivaji Rao, a ruler who could reasonably have expected 

several more years in power, ‘resign’ from his position as the Maharaja of a 

large, wealthy and high-ranking state?  Contrary to the impression conveyed 

by the ceremony that marked his exit from public life, the abdication of 

Shivaji Rao was not the spontaneous offer of resignation by a loyal 

feudatory, gracefully accepted in turn by a magnanimous Paramount Power.  

Rather, it was a de facto deposition that represented the realisation of the 

long-held British desire to terminate a political relationship that had been 

problematic since the Maharaja’s accession to the gaddi more than fifteen 

years earlier.  In contrast to the deposition of Madho Singh of Panna the 

previous year, Shivaji Rao’s removal from power in Indore reflects both the 

far more complex set of opportunities and constraints that shaped relations 

between the British and the rulers of major states, and the impact that such 

opportunities and constraints had upon the extent to which officials’ notions 

of princely character, conduct and governance could be brought to bear 

upon their conduct of political relations.
6
 

The forced abdication of Shivaji Rao also demonstrates the 

significant role of ‘spin’ or public relations, even during this period of 

physical and political isolation of the states, in the conduct by the British of 

indirect rule in colonial India.  Where necessary, public representations of 

the rulers of the princely states and their relations with the British had to be 

deliberately manipulated or controlled in order to minimise damage to the 

system.  Negative conclusions about the character of a ruler or the standard 

of his or her administration were not necessarily acted upon if such actions 

                                                
5 G.N. Curzon, Leaves from a Viceroy’s Note-book and Other Papers (London: MacMillan 
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would jeopardise the broader project of portraying the princely states as an 

integral part of the Empire and British supervision as enlightened and 

effective.  Local officials could be instructed to ignore administrative abuses 

and inappropriate personal conduct when intervention was deemed 

premature or inexpedient.  Moreover, when the British did see fit to 

intervene in a state, the reasons for their intervention were not necessarily 

publicly articulated, as the responses of the ruler’s subjects, other princes, 

and the press (Anglo-Indian, Indian and British) were all taken into 

consideration in ‘packaging’ the meanings of an intervention. 

In the case of Shivaji Rao, it was decided that it would be wise to 

remove him from power while it was still possible to do so in a controlled 

manner.  If the Maharaja’s removal was deferred until he committed some 

travesty that would be impossible to conceal, his public deposition would be 

unavoidable.  This would lead to further revelations of systemic problems 

within the state, with the ruler and with officials’ management of their 

relationships with him, including tolerating his abuses of power and neglect 

of his subjects – whom the GOI should have protected in its role as 

paramount power.  Despite having decided several years previously that 

Shivaji Rao no longer possessed any utility as a client, therefore, it was 

officials’ consideration of factors external to the political relationship that 

ultimately determined both the timing and manner of his removal from 

power. 

In arguing for the influence of broader political considerations upon 

the handling of ‘bad’ princes, this chapter will focus upon officials’ 

perceptions of their deteriorating political and personal relationship with 

Shivaji Rao, and debate within the GOI over the necessity, justifiability, and 

means of the Maharaja’s removal from power.  These discussions within the 

imperial bureaucracy reveal that, even in the absence of any real or 

perceived threat to the empire, the essentially closed bureaucracy of the Raj 

still consciously sought legitimation and support for its actions from a 

diverse range of stakeholders.  The responses of Shivaji Rao to British 

attempts first to control and later to remove him, also suggest that the rulers 

of the princely states had as great an investment in public representations of 

indirect rule as did their British overlords. 
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Indore State was one of the three major Maratha kingdoms (Indore, 

Gwalior and Baroda) to survive, albeit in a diminished form, the struggle for 

ascendancy between the Company and the Marathas in the early nineteenth 

century.  By the treaty of Mandsaur in January 1818, Indore was brought 

into subordinate political relations with the British.  However, the state 

remained unstable for several decades, resulting in British intervention, 

including military assistance and loans, on several occasions.  In 1844, in 

the absence of any lineal heir to the State, and with no-one thought to 

possess the right to adopt an heir, the British selected Shivaji Rao’s father, 

Tukoji Rao, to be the next ruler of Indore; eight years later he attained his 

majority and consequently was ruling Indore at the time of the uprisings of 

1857, during which his troops mutinied and besieged the Indore Residency.  

Although he was later cleared of any complicity in the actions of his 

soldiers
7
, the question of Tukoji Rao’s loyalty during the crisis hung over 

him for the rest of his long reign.  There was speculation that the British 

continued privately to suspect him of treachery because, unlike the 

neighbouring rulers of Gwalior and Bhopal, he did not receive any territorial 

reward from the British for his support during the violence.
8
  Nonetheless, 

on his death in June 1886, the London Times could report that his reign had 

been a positive one for Central India: 

 

Whatever the conduct of the Maharajah during the Mutiny may have 

been – and it is only fair to say that he was then a young man with 

little experience of the responsibilities of his rank and position – ... 

his conduct in the 27 years that have since elapsed has been 

singularly prudent and circumspect.  ... If his views were not always 

the soundest or the most enlightened ... , his conduct of affairs was 

marked by energy, and he was always assiduous in his attention to 

business.  ... [R]egarded on the whole and, especially, when 

compared with other native chiefs, the administration of Maharajah 

Holkar must be considered more than fairly competent and 

incorrupt.
9
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Remarking that Tukoji Rao’s death “is an important event in Central India, 

as threatening to introduce an element of disturbance into the happily 

prosperous and satisfactory condition of that province which has existed for 

30 years”
10

, the Times’ obituary hinted at the “serious disturbances” that 

were already being caused in Indore by his son, Shivaji Rao.  Reports of 

sadistic acts of harassment and torture directed against servants, courtiers 

and state subjects by Shivaji Rao had attracted the attention of the GOI as 

early as 1884.
11

   

Shivaji Rao’s reign was thus clouded from the start by British 

concerns that the young ruler could not control his own actions, would not 

prove amenable to British attempts at manipulation, and would reverse the 

administrative improvements made by his father in Indore over the previous 

three decades.  Indeed, the AGG, Sir Lepel Griffin, held such serious 

misgivings about Shivaji Rao’s prospects as a ruler that he applied to his 

superiors in Simla in early July for authorization to postpone his 

inauguration as Maharaja until he “could prove himself worthy”
12

.  Griffin’s 

justification was that Shivaji Rao’s sexual relationship with a courtier had 

caused him to promote the young man above his ‘appropriate’ status.  

Griffin claimed that this display of nepotism threatened the stability of the 

durbar – his presence undermined the hierarchy of the court, and degraded 

other courtiers – and was, moreover, an insult to any British official forced 

to interact with the lowly “creature”:
13

   

 

The consequences of this infamous creature remaining with Holkar 

will be calamitous ... for every evilly-disposed person in the state 

will work through him and influence the Maharaja in the worst 

manner.  ... on every other subject, young Holkar is reasonable.  ... 

but directly he (Franks) suggests anything about Gopalia, Holkar 

begins to cry, and he says that “if I am not to succeed my father, it is 

written in my fate, and I must go and live in the jungles with 

Gopalia.”  … The whole of Indore Darbar is revolted by this 

scandal.  ... To formally confirm him with full powers of life and 

death, while he openly, scandalously and defiantly insists upon 
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 The Times (London), 18/06/1886 (Page 7, col f), ‘Obituary: Death of Maharajah Holkar’. 
11 IOR R/1/1/10. 
12 
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13 
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publicly maintaining unnatural relations with a monster like Gopalia, 

would, I think, be a political mistake which might have grave 

consequences in the future.
14

 

 

In response, the GOI empowered Griffin to postpone the ceremony 

unless Shivaji Rao promised that Gopalia would be absent from the 

installation ceremony, and all other public ceremonies at which British 

officers might be present in future.
15

  However, despite Griffin’s 

impassioned appeals, the GOI was unwilling to allow this “disagreeable and 

embarrassing” development to disrupt the smooth operation of indirect rule 

any more than was necessary.  In commenting on the case, the Viceroy, the 

Earl of Dufferin, acknowledged that Griffin had been placed in a difficult 

position by the young Maharaja, and that he had reacted in the only way 

possible, as it “would be an open insult if this man [Gopalia] were 

occupying a seat of honor in Darbar when Her Majesty’s representative 

installed the new Chief.”
16

  However, he also expressed concern that this 

was a matter in which the British should not have become involved, arguing 

that 

 

it is unfortunate that the Governor-General’s Agent has been made 

formally cognisant of the matter at all – and it will be tenfold more 

unfortunate if the Government of India is dragged into it.  We cannot 

cover the scandal in any way, for we have no reason but one to 

object to Gopalia’s preferment.  And the public is not likely to see 

that the Government of India has any concern with the Maharaja’s 

vices so long as they do not incapacitate him for the government of 

the State.
17

 

 

Consequently, after receiving an undertaking from Shivaji Rao that his lover 

would not attend events at which British officers would be present, the GOI 

consented to his installation, and he was installed with all due pomp and 

ceremony by the AGG in July 1886.
18

  Despite their disapproval of such 
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behaviour, and their awareness of its detrimental effect upon the utility of 

the princes as collaborators, the British were generally reluctant to base 

action against a ruler on issues of sexual deviance or ‘vice’.  Public 

discussion of non-normative sexual acts was complicated by the criminal 

status of ‘unnatural’ sex in colonial India.  Section 377 of the Indian Penal 

Code (passed in October 1860) was intended to punish acts that could be 

categorised as either sodomy, buggery or bestiality with life imprisonment.  

The situation was slightly different in Britain: from 1826 until 1861, 

sodomy was a capital offence.  In 1885, the Labouchere Amendment 

outlawed all “gross indecency” between men, and buggery went from being 

a capital offence until 1861 to an offence punishable by imprisonment for 

life until 1967.
19

  At home as well as in India, therefore, political officers 

were accustomed to discussions of supposedly deviant sexuality being 

conducted only at a private level.  While Indian princes were immune from 

criminal prosecution (and thus from Section 377), it was assumed that the 

controversy associated with public allegations of homosexuality would have 

damaged both the princely order and the GOI.  Intervention in a state 

inevitably entailed certain risks: these varied according to circumstances, 

but could include generating public criticism of British actions, undermining 

the trust and loyalty of other rulers, and provoking popular unrest amongst 

state subjects.  To prevent, as in the case of Indore in 1886, the accession of 

the young, uncontested ruler of a major state when no other eligible 

candidate for the throne was apparent, and when the nature of British 

concerns about Shivaji Rao could not be readily articulated in public, would 

have been an unnecessarily dangerous course of action. 

However, whilst the Maharaja was not deposed until 1903, his 

powers were significantly curtailed and certain other restrictions were 

imposed on him.  A series of attempts were made to regain control over his 

behaviour, and ‘protect’ the administration of the state.  Deposition acted as 

the ultimate threat at one end of a sliding scale of sanctions or coercive tools 

which the British could utilise in seeking to control uncooperative rulers, 
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and it was usually only called upon when more subtle methods of 

manipulation failed to achieve the desired result.
20

  Shivaji Rao attracted 

critical reports about his approach towards the administration of Indore from 

the outset of his reign, not just from British political officers, but also his 

own officials.  In 1888 the Dewan of Indore, Raghonath Rao, confided in 

the AGG that he and other officials constantly encountered difficulties in 

working for the Maharaja: 

 

He is very unsteady and has strong likes and dislikes without good 

reason.  Even these are short lived.  ... Removes officers 

capriciously.  Appoints people without regard to their competency 

for the posts conferred on them. ...  He has no wish to do any work.  

He does not work at all 25 days out of every 30 days. ... More than 

100 papers wait for his orders.  Many of the important papers sent as 

far back as a year, by the Minister, remains undisposed of.  All 

important work of the State is therefore at a stand-still.  All the 

Departments of the State are in terrible confusion.  There are no 

accounts which can be relied on.   

The ryots are in an awful state of insolvency.  Almost all officers are 

ill-paid and are allowed with inefficient establishments.  The work 

turned out by them is therefore most unsatisfactory.  Public works 

have been neglected.  Justice has not been impartially and properly 

administered. ... He has taken back sanads granted by himself.  He 

directs persons to leave Indore by a particular hour: locks up a house 

after driving away the inmates.  He thinks that punishments 

prescribed in laws are too mild, and the enquiries prescribed by law 

are too tedious.  He is disposed to get rid of the written laws for 

these reasons.  ... He is very suspicious – suspicious of his dearest 

relatives, Ministers of State, of his menials and of his subjects.  He 

has often said so. ...  This distrust hinders work, and encourages tale-

bearers.  ... He is constantly afraid of jadoo (magic), and suspects 

that his son and mother have been practising it for his injury.
21

 

 

While the needs and expectations of the Maharaja’s officials were not 

identical to those of the political authorities, several broad commonalities 

between the two can be seen in the Dewan’s appeal.  Shivaji Rao was lazy, 

but – more importantly – he did not allow the work of government to 

proceed without him, leading to the administration being delayed, ill-

                                                
20
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equipped and underpaid.  The Maharaja’s capricious tendencies and 

vindictive inclinations fostered insecurity and instability in the state, with 

his subjects unable to rely on the rule of law and impartiality of justice.  

Moreover, his wide-ranging paranoia undermined the authority of appointed 

officials whilst encouraging the rise of those able to exploit his 

vulnerability.  These administrative problems, which could overwhelmingly 

be traced back to perceived deficiencies in Shivaji Rao’s character, were the 

exact opposite of the model princely government, which would ensure 

social, political and economic stability through its smooth operation. 

In 1895 Shivaji Rao’s arbitrary conduct and his abuses of the judicial 

system in Indore were sufficiently serious that the then Dewan, Rao 

Bahadur K.D. Bedarkar, felt compelled to resign his post, leading the 

Viceroy, Lord Elgin, to address an admonitory kharita to the Maharaja and 

cancel his planned visit to Indore.  Reports were also received of an attempt 

by the Maharaja to bribe the AGG, and for the first time, deposition was 

discussed as a possible course of action by members of the Foreign 

Department.
22

  By late 1899, the GOI abandoned their attempts to moderate 

Shivaji Rao’s “extraordinary conduct” with advice and persuasion; instead, 

they appointed a Resident to Indore to supervise its administration more 

directly.
23

  The Maharaja’s executive powers were restricted, with his 

administrative decisions and those of his Council to be guided in all 

“important matters” by the advice of the new Resident, including the 

appointment or dismissal of senior state officials and the confirmation of 

capital sentences.  The cost of the new political appointment would be borne 

by the state, compounding the humiliation of supervision with financial 

penalty.
24

  In formal terms, Shivaji Rao’s powers were limited to control 

over palace staff, courtiers and family.  However, he retained a far broader 

informal sphere of influence, as many of his subjects and officials assumed 

that his powers would eventually be restored, and acted accordingly.  This 

was a reasonable assumption to make, given the lengths to which the British 

went to ensure that the creation of the new position had all the appearances 
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of a routine change, rather than a punishment – the annual Administration 

Report for the Central India Agency (CIA) explaining that the previous 

system (of direct relations with the AGG) had been “ found inconvenient in 

many ways”.
25

  Similarly, Curzon assured the Maharaja that  

 

... the extent to which what he calls his humiliation becomes known 

will be dependent entirely upon his own conduct; since, if he accepts 

the orders of the Government with composure, and acts up to them 

with loyalty, there is no reason why publicity should at present be 

given to any other fact than that a Resident has been appointed to his 

Court, similar to those attached to the Courts of all the leading 

Native princes.
26

 

 

Shivaji Rao’s ongoing influence within Indore caused significant difficulties 

for the new Resident, Lieutenant-Colonel Robert Jennings, in supervising 

the administration and enquiring into allegations made against him by 

peasants, merchants, officials and family members.
27

   

In 1900 it appeared that affairs might reach crisis point, due to the 

Maharaja’s unwillingness to sanction any expenditure on the provision of 

famine relief in Indore, and his orders that any funds already provided in 

this respect should be refunded, and that revenue should be collected in 

these areas as usual.  Beyond the serious humanitarian implications, Shivaji 

Rao’s actions also threatened stability and order, both within Indore and in 

neighbouring states and British Indian provinces.
28

  Symbolically, he had 

questioned the dominant British interpretation of the situation, an act with 

fundamentally subversive implications.  Moreover, in 1902, despite having 

been stripped of the authority to do so, Shivaji Rao ordered that the Revenue 

Member of his Council, Gajraj Singh, be dismissed and returned to service 

with the GOI, on the grounds that he had collected insufficient revenue in 

1901 (another year of famine), and that if revenue could not be collected in 

full that year, then transit duties should be re-imposed until state revenue 
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had returned to predicted levels.
29

  Soon after, the Resident, Major 

Younghusband, reported that 

 

[t]hough the census shows that the population of the State decreased 

by 22 per cent, and there was an amount equal to five years’ full 

revenue in hard cash in the Treasury, His Highness still contends … 

that there was practically no famine here in 1900, and that a great 

deal too much money was expended on relief.
30

 

 

Shivaji Rao had also objected to the conversion in 1902 of state currency 

into British coinage (part of a wider push by the British to convert state 

currencies in the late nineteenth century), arguing that the GOI intended to 

profit at Indore’s expense by setting a punitive exchange rate.
 31

   

Although much of the criticism directed against Shivaji Rao by 

British officials focused on either his administrative or personal 

shortcomings, many of the complaints about him as a ruler actually derived 

from the difficulty that officials had in working with him as a client and 

collaborator.  Shivaji Rao was considered unreliable and unpredictable; 

worse than that, his conduct at times was construed as openly obstructive or 

defiant of British authority, although he usually managed to capitulate or 

express sufficient contrition afterwards to avoid anything more than verbal 

censure for his actions.  As early as 1889, the British placed restrictions on 

any official travel undertaken by the Maharaja outside Indore, after he 

snubbed the Duke of Connaught and the Governor of Bombay at Poona.
32

  

Shivaji Rao’s conduct particularly irritated Lord Curzon, the Viceroy from 

1899, under whose viceregency his deteriorating relationship with the 

political authorities strained to breaking point.  After the appointment of a 

Resident to Indore in 1899 (and the associated deprivation of many of the 

Maharaja’s administrative powers), Shivaji Rao decided to go on tour 

(ostensibly for the sake of his health, although the speculation was that he 

intended to avoid the further humiliation of being present when the Viceroy 
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passed through Indore by rail without stopping).
33

  His subsequent conduct 

whilst on tour provoked the following outburst from the Viceroy: 

 

I really do not know what to do with Holkar.  In spite of my formally 

expressed objection to his visiting famine centres in British India at 

the present time with a large retinue, he suddenly turned up at 

Ajmere; and then went straight on to Ahmedabad, and thence to 

Bombay, these being the three principal places to which I had taken 

exception.  I have told the Railway Companies not to give him 

special trains anywhere.  But he scores off me by taking 100 tickets 

and travelling in an ordinary train! What on earth is one to do with 

such a man! It is these acts of petty insolence, of childish bravado, 

that render it almost impossible for any one permanently to get on 

with him.
34

 

 

The first Resident appointed to Indore, Lieutenant-Colonel Robert 

Jennings, reported that he had never before experienced such insulting 

treatment from an Indian as he had received from Shivaji Rao.  Although 

the Maharaja seemed to like him as a person, he objected to the Resident 

having any meaningful role in the state, defining his duties thus: 

 

Smoke cigarettes, give entertainments, visit your friends, go on 

shikar, but do not in any way interfere with me or the administration, 

and do not object to my orders, and only come and see me privately 

now and then as a friend.
35

 

 

This definition obviously contradicted the new Resident’s role of bringing 

order to the state’s administration.  The next Resident, Major Francis 

Younghusband, had similar difficulties in dealing with the Maharaja: the 

political relationship soon deteriorated to the point where most dialogue was 

conducted through correspondence rather than in person, despite the 

Resident and the Maharaja being based in the same city, as “it is almost 

impossible to keep him on one subject for more than a few minutes at a 

time, and ... on the slightest sign of opposition His Highness shows 

symptoms of an excitability which he evidently finds difficult to restrain.”
36
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In June 1902, Younghusband warned Shivaji Rao to express his views with 

“somewhat greater moderation of language”, after he claimed that the 

allocation by the GOI of allowances to his wife and daughters without him 

being consulted or involved was a “direct insult” to him.
37

  On receipt of a 

telegram addressed to the Viceroy from Shivaji Rao in August 1902 (in 

which he appealed against the conversion of the state coinage), a Foreign 

Department official suggested that it would be best to simply ignore the 

message, as yet another of “Holkar’s irresponsible communications.”
38

  The 

Maharaja no doubt further aggravated matters by visiting the Resident 

without notice at 7.30 am on a Sunday morning to protest the rate offered.
39

  

As a ruler of one of the most important states in the Agency, he also seemed 

to think it his role to express interest in the political relations of other 

Central Indian states with the GOI – a major political faux pas that 

contravened one of the core principles of paramountcy, the diplomatic 

isolation of the states.
40

  Finally, in 1902 Shivaji Rao insulted the Viceroy 

by indicating that he felt indifferent towards his forthcoming visit to Indore, 

which represented a significant honour in imperial terms, especially given 

the problematic state of relations between the GOI and Indore.
41

  The 

Maharaja’s inability to maintain effective working relationships with the 

succession of political officers posted to Indore, or to demonstrate sufficient 

diplomacy and courtesy in his interaction with senior imperial figures, thus 

contributed to a greater degree of attention perhaps being paid to the 

deficiencies of his administration and the extremities of his personal 
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conduct than would have been the case with a more charming, pliable or 

politically able ruler. 

The difficulties that the British encountered in their relations with 

Shivaji Rao, and the extreme behaviour attributed to him, led them to make 

a range of (overwhelmingly negative) judgements about his personal 

character, which in turn informed their attitudes towards, and treatment of, 

him as client ruler.  At the core of British assessments of the Maharaja’s 

character was the conviction that he was (at least to some extent) insane, 

evidence for which they found in the record of his personal conduct and the 

manner in which he had discharged his public duties since succeeding his 

father.  Reports from local political officers concerning his supposed 

insanity attributed its cause to a variety of factors.  More than a decade 

earlier, the AGG, Lepel Griffin, had written an extraordinary letter to the 

Foreign Secretary, in which he explained at great length what his problems 

with, and concerns about, the young ruler were.  To support his claim that 

the Maharaja’s apparent mental defects were probably of an hereditary 

nature, Griffin constructed a blunt, almost lurid account of the Holkar 

dynasty: 

 

[i]nsanity has so far been the heritage of the house of Holkar.  The 

founder of his family Malhar Rao was a tough soldier who carved 

out his principality with his sword, and the hardy and frugal habits of 

his youth and manhood saved him from the fate, which, in some 

form or another, befel his son and almost every one of his successors 

or descendants.  Mali Rao Holkar was a raving madman; the Great 

Jeswant Rao ... died mad, bound with ropes like a wild beast: Malhar 

Rao, the second, died an imbecile from the effects of his unbridled 

debauchery: Hari Rao his successor was virtually an idiot afraid to 

move beyond the walls of his zenana, while those who intimately 

knew the late Maharaja Tukaji Rao Holkar, father of the present 

Prince, will agree ... that, in spite of great natural ability and 

shrewdness, he was on some points distinctly insane.  ... experts who 

treat of inherited disease will probably find the physical history of 

the house of Holkar to possess a special significance with reference 

to the mental condition of the present Maharaja.
42

 

 

Nonetheless, Griffin was forced to concede later in the same letter that the 

Holkar line had been broken by adoption, thus contradicting his own 

                                                
42 IOR R/1/1/78.  Letter No.10 P.-129, 12/03/1888, from AGG CI to For Sec. 



101 

argument, and forcing him to claim instead that the “predisposing cause of 

[Shivaji Rao’s] insanity is ... his gross and unnatural sexual indulgence.”  

He supported this contention by referring to the crisis in relations with 

Shivaji Rao two years previously that had been precipitated by his 

relationship with Gopalia, and had cast doubt over his accession.  He also 

provided a prolonged account of Shivaji Rao’s unpredictable and 

inappropriate public behaviour on his first journey to Europe in 1887, on the 

occasion of Victoria’s Golden Jubilee celebrations, which he attributed to 

Shivaji Rao’s involuntary separation from his lover.
43

   

Interestingly, Griffin’s diatribe against Shivaji Rao did not result in 

any action being taken, beyond a copy of the letter being provided to the 

incoming AGG for his information.
44

  Despite their private expressions of 

distaste, officials’ disapproval of the Maharaja’s sexuality remained a 

confidential matter, with the desire to prevent criticism of the princes, public 

scandal, and a certain degree of prudery preventing it from becoming an tool 

with which political pressure could be applied on him, through threat of 

public disclosure or censure.  Even the Queen, for example, was not seen as 

a fit audience for such concerns.  The Viceroy’s correspondence to Victoria 

on the topic was decidedly sanitised:  

 

The Viceroy has been hoping throughout that the trouble with the 

Maharaja might be composed ... without vexing Your Majesty with 

the details of a scandal that must probably be attributed to the half-

madness of the Chief more than to any other cause.  The 

administration of his State is not bad.  But the Maharaja is liable to 

violent and irrational caprices and outbursts of temper, in which he 

ill-treats his wife (who has left him), quarrels with and persecutes his 

Ministers, imprisons and tortures innocent persons, and indulges in 

wild freaks of which only a lunatic would be capable.
45

 

 

The gendered nature of this self-censorship becomes obvious, however, in 

comparison with Curzon’s correspondence with Edward VII on the same 

subject only two years later, in which he felt comfortable characterising 

Shivaji Rao as “both a lunatic and a sodomite; for 15 years he has been on 

the brink of deposition, and it is the wonder of each succeeding Viceroy that 
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he has escaped the odious necessity.”
46

  However, there was more to this 

than late-Victorian social conventions about discussing such matters.  At the 

heart of the reluctance to take public action based on Shivaji Rao’s sexuality 

was not only an acknowledgement that such personal matters were not 

legitimate grounds for British intervention in a state.  It was also agreed that 

this aspect of Shivaji Ra’s conduct was not unique among Indian princes.  

The Secretary of State, Lord George Hamilton, observed privately to 

Curzon:  

 

Though you find upon enquiry so considerable a proportion of the 

Chiefs of India are addicted to unnatural vices, I own that I am not 

surprised.  We call such practices unnatural: I am afraid that, in a 

great part of Asia and Africa, they have so far been legitimised by 

the practice of many centuries that they are looked upon as mere 

conventional offences; and it is difficult to know what to do.
47

 

 

Consequently, the judgement that the Maharaja’s sexuality had a 

detrimental impact upon his sanity, his ability to rule his state, and his 

willingness to co-operate with British officials, was one of the major 

concerns the British had about Shivaji Rao as a client ruler that was 

excluded from the public representations of his eventual abdication.
48

 

Similarly, Shivaji Rao’s presumed insanity was linked to his erratic, 

unpredictable and often violent treatment of his subjects, servants and 

officials.  His volatile conduct was reported as early as 1884 and remained a 

constant throughout his reign.  These reports contain accounts of the 

Maharaja beating servants and then ‘riding’ them, harassing bankers and 

merchants resident within Indore, and of his “‘reviewing’ the [state] 

officials [by] making them march past him one by one, selecting certain he 

did not like and ordering them to slap each other in the face”.  On one 

occasion, Shivaji Rao went so far as to name two donkeys after his Dewan 

and another senior state official.  He then herded these donkeys through the 
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city, calling out their names as he goaded them on.
49

  Another story has him 

harnessing six leading money-lenders to his carriage and driving them 

through town.
50

  Shivaji Rao allegedly also ordered “three Brahmins to be 

tied by their tufts of hair ... to a Muhammadan, and then beaten outwards till 

one man’s tuft snapped from his head.”  Another Brahmin was beaten so 

badly that, had he been a horse, the Resident remarked, his owner would 

have been prosecuted by the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 

Animals.
51

  The worst of the alleged abuses– the torture in 1902 of a group 

of nomads for poaching (and the subsequent death of one man) – was being 

investigated for its potential as grounds for deposition, when the need for 

such action was pre-empted by the Maharaja’s own offer of retirement in 

August 1902.
52

   

The Maharaja’s relationship with his family was equally 

problematic: he was embroiled in a long-running dispute with his two 

stepmothers, the Dowager Maharanis, over their financial entitlements and 

his marriage to his first wife (or Senior Maharani) had broken down.  In 

January 1900 the Viceroy told the Secretary of State a story concerning 

Shivaji Rao’s daughter,  

 

Princess Sitabai, who, some years ago, was married by her father, 

entirely against her will, to a low menial.  While despising her 

husband, she has, for years, contrived to get along with him without 

a rupture.  More latterly things have become strained, and recently, 

in her husband’s absence, she alleges that her chastity was attacked 

by some of the sodomites whom the Maharaja keeps about him for 

the gratification of his own passions.  She accordingly fled for 

refuge to the British Resident, who handed her over to the charge of 

                                                
49

 IOR R/1/1/289.  Conf. Letter No.5814G., 3/09/1902, from Offg. Resident, Indore to 1
st
 

Asst. AGG CI.   
50

 T. Creagh Coen, The Indian Political Service: A Study in Indirect Rule (London: Chatto 

& Windus, 1971), p.74. 
51 IOR R/1/1/289.  Conf. Letter No.5895G., 6/09/1902, from Offg. Resident, Indore to 1

st
 

Asst. AGG CI;  Conf. Letter No.5902G., 8/09/1902, from Resident, Indore to 1st Asst. AGG 

CI.  Despite the gravity of many of these allegations, a few nonetheless have a farcical note, 

such as the servant who complained in June 1901 “that His Highness, displeased at the bed 

sheets not being properly washed, ordered petitioner and Savaliya Ram, a clerk in the 

Shagirdpesha, to slap each other.  After which His Highness got out of his tub and slapped 

petitioner himself.”  IOR R/1/1/289.  Précis of various complaints of ill-treatment against 

Holkar. 
52

 IOR R/1/1/289.  Office Note by For Sec, 17/09/1902; Letter No.10852, 10/09/1902, from 

AGG CI to For Sec. 



104 

the Minister of the State.  This is the awful sort of domestic scandal 

that is going on at Indore from day to day.
53

 

 

On this occasion the Maharaja was reported to have simply laughed at his 

daughter’s objections.  Later, such incidents would provide supporting 

evidence for the arguments of the officiating Resident, Major 

Younghusband, that “[n]o one who had seen the diabolically cruel and 

wicked expression which at times comes over His Highness’s face can 

doubt that he is on occasions capable of any enormity”.
54

  Such abusive 

conduct alienated the most powerful interest groups within Indore society, 

eroding what ‘domestic’ support the Maharaja would have in any contest 

with political officials.  Indeed, the presence of the AGG, and later the 

Resident, at Indore provided a new political resource for those subjects, 

relatives and employees of Shivaji Rao who were victims of his erratic 

behaviour.  This became apparent when the GOI instructed Younghusband 

to secure the conversion of Indore state currency into the British Indian 

rupee: Indore’s mercantile community, the Dewan and the Members of the 

State Council were unanimously supportive of the measure, in stark contrast 

to the Maharaja.
55

 

When princes exhibited such extreme behaviour it often led officials 

to speculate about their sanity; insanity was often perceived, rather 

inconsistently, as both the cause and effect of a ruler’s misconduct, although 

few princes were ever subjected to formal psychological evaluation.
56

  

Moreover, conceptualising a prince as insane had other benefits: it reduced 

the ruler’s culpability for his conduct, and removed the need to find more 

complex, problematic explanations for his actions.  This was how 

Younghusband explained the behaviour of Shivaji Rao –  

 

That His Highness is not always thoroughly sane and is not at times 

fully responsible for his actions I have become as convinced as my 
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predecessors.  ... On first acquaintance, I was struck by his 

conversational powers, his geniality, his interest in general affairs, 

and the shrewdness of many of his remarks.  But when it became 

necessary to pass ...  to the transaction of State business, I found His 

Highness altogether different.  … He is, moreover, at times subject 

to such uncontrollable bursts of violence and temper, and during 

these “bad times” issues such extraordinary orders, that it is very 

difficult to suppose that he is anything else but temporarily insane 

upon these occasions.
57

 

 

The medicalisation of princely misconduct provided one of the few means 

by which punishment could be sought for the essentially criminal actions of 

a small number of rulers, as princes otherwise enjoyed almost complete 

legal immunity within their states, in British India, and even in the United 

Kingdom.  It was generally easier to impose restraint upon a ruler on 

medical grounds than attempt to adequately prove the truth of allegations of 

criminal misconduct.  The option of treating a ruler’s conduct as the product 

of insanity rather than criminality could also be conceived of as a 

concession or act of mercy on the part of the political authorities.  In 1903 

the son of the late ruler of Sanjeli, having already been excluded from the 

succession and interned for murdering two of his wives, escaped and 

murdered his father’s widow.  He was sentenced to transportation for life by 

the local political officer, the Political Agent in Rewa Kantha, but after his 

wife appealed the verdict, he was suddenly found to be insane and 

consequently was confined instead in a lunatic asylum.
58

  The notion of 

princely insanity was consequently also of political value to the British.  The 

location of inappropriate actions within the framework of ‘health’ rather 

than ‘vice’, ‘crime’, or ‘sedition’ effectively depoliticised such behaviour, 

as the Secretary of State, Lord George Hamilton privately explained to the 

incoming Viceroy, Lord Curzon, in 1899:  

 

The last Despatch that we addressed to the Government of India in 

connection with Holkar was drafted in the sense that he was scarcely 

responsible for his actions; for I felt that, if ever it became necessary 

to take so strong a step as deposition, you would be less likely to 

                                                
57 IOR R/1/1/289.  Conf. Letter No.5814G., 3/09/1902, from Offg. Resident, Indore to 1

st
 

Asst. AGG CI.  Italics added. 
58

 I. Butt, ‘Lord Curzon and the Indian States, 1899-1905’, pp.297-298.  Had this man ever 

acceded to the gaddi, however, he would not have been placed on trial for these crimes.   



106 

frighten the Native Princes generally if you took that step, not on the 

plea of misgovernment but of insanity.
59

 

 

A ‘plea’ of insanity, whether overt or implicit, thus rendered it far easier to 

pursue action against a prince without incurring the political risks otherwise 

associated with intervention.   

Although they had concluded by 1899 that Shivaji Rao was beyond 

redemption, and had effectively marginalised him from the day-to-day 

administration of the state, the British still deferred further action.  Each 

fresh report of erratic behaviour was viewed, however, with an eye to its 

potential as a rationale for deposition.  Their approach is captured in a 

remark made by Hamilton, that 

 

[t]he more one sees and hears of Holkar, the more one is convinced 

that he is hopeless.  However, the longer you can postpone deposing 

him the better; but some day or other that contingency will have to 

be faced and carried through.
60

 

 

Having reached this decision, in 1901 the British began to plan for the 

future in Indore.  As they suspected that Shivaji Rao was “deliberately 

attempting to debauch and ruin [his] son”
61

, the British ignored the 

Maharaja’s protests and removed his son and heir, the Bala Sahib, from 

Indore city so that he could be protected from his father’s unsavoury 

influence, educated by an English tutor and prepared to rule the state.
62

  

The opportunity to remove Shivaji Rao arose in August 1902, when 

the Maharaja indicated in a letter to his Resident, Major Younghusband, that  

 

It is my desire, therefore, that either my grievances be removed and I 

may be given necessary powers, or that I should be allowed to retire 

on an agreeable pension in the same way as Ismail, Khedive of 

Egypt.  In short, the present ways of dealing justice ... quite 

discourage me to get justice even at the hands of those from whom I 

expect justice ... And it is, therefore, that I wish to depose myself 

before my enemies succeed in their efforts towards deposing me ...
63

. 
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Younghusband initially attached little significance to Shivaji Rao’s offer, as 

he was accustomed to his volatile moods and flippant remarks, and it was 

not the first time Shivaji Rao had made an offer or threat of this nature.
64

  

Similarly, Bayley showed little interest in this ‘offer’ at first, expressing far 

more concern about the Maharaja’s statement, in the same letter, that the 

removal of his powers and other grievances “naturally make[s] me 

indifferent to the forthcoming visit to Indore by His Excellency the 

Viceroy”.
65

  Read in conjunction with reports from his Minister that the 

Maharaja did not intend to co-operate with the Viceroy’s impending visit to 

Indore, this threat was considered sufficiently intolerable, whether it would 

be acted upon or not, that Bayley recommended the visit be cancelled and 

further, that the expediency of the Maharaja’s invitation to the Delhi Durbar 

in January 1903 be seriously reconsidered.
66

  Shivaji Rao rapidly retreated 

from his assertion of indifference, but his assurance that he would “not only 

receive His Excellency the Viceroy at Indore with every respect and regard 

due to such a big personage, but shall feel highly obliged by the honour 

which His Excellency will thus confer upon me” was considered 

inadequate.
67

   

However, decision on this issue was postponed as the worst of the 

“atrocities” yet alleged to have been committed by Shivaji Rao came to 

light: the arrest, detention and torture of a number of Pardis,
68

 ostensibly for 

poaching on royal forests within Indore territory
69

.  The men claimed that 

after being arrested and beaten, they were held in a tiger cage that was 

immediately adjacent to another cage holding a tiger; after some time 

several of the men were called in front of Shivaji Rao and two were tortured 

by being repeatedly dropped from a height on a trapeze-like structure.  One 
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man later died from the effects of the torture; the other suffered fractured 

ribs.  In forwarding the petition of the victims’ families in advance of the 

results of his enquiries into the matter, Younghusband acknowledged that 

the allegations were unproven.  However, he saw their significance was as 

“a warning of what at any rate might happen here any day”, as “His 

Highness may at any time commit the most serious misdemeanour.”
70

  

Bayley agreed, arguing that the inconclusive results of the enquiry into these 

allegations merely indicated “beyond doubt the impossibility ... of getting 

the Durbar officials to do their duty fearlessly so long as the Maharaja 

remains the nominal Chief of the State with power to terrify, threaten and 

ill-treat those about him.”
71

 

It was in the context of these allegations (as well as the threatened 

snub of the Viceroy), therefore, that the Maharaja’s offer of ‘retirement’ was 

considered by the GOI.  Although the most recent crimes attributed to 

Shivaji Rao were serious enough, the case against him was considered 

weak, with “more hope” to be found in the possibility of engineering his 

abdication than in any enquiry into his actions.
72

  Curzon was unequivocal, 

noting that he had “long been in favour of getting rid of this dangerous and 

impossible madman by abdication,” and that it would be safer to remove 

him now than allow him to remain even the nominal ruler of Indore.
73

  The 

need for immediate action was being urged almost simultaneously in Indore 

itself, with Younghusband now suggesting that Shivaji Rao “should be put 

under the restraint and guardianship of a Medical officer”, as he could no 

longer avoid the conclusion that the Maharaja was “a dangerous lunatic with 

only intervals of sanity.”
74

  Whilst acknowledging that any allegations made 
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against Shivaji Rao were almost impossible to substantiate and could be 

exaggerated, Bayley supported Younghusband’s judgment that 

 

a Chief, subject to such outbreaks of passion as those to which the 

Maharaja is in the habit of giving way, cannot be regarded as sane or 

fit to be entrusted with any power over the persons or property of his 

subjects.
75

 

 

Once the opportunity represented by Shivaji Rao’s ill-worded threat was 

recognised, however, the risks associated with ‘accepting’ his offer and 

inducing his abdication were soon identified.  These had to be reduced 

before any action could be taken.   

First, it was possible that the Maharaja would retract his offer to 

abdicate.  It would then be necessary for the GOI follow through on the 

threat of deposition and to proceed with a public enquiry into the ruler’s 

conduct.
76

  This was considered an undesirable course of action for several 

reasons.  As already mentioned, it would be extremely difficult to verify the 

details of much of what was alleged against Shivaji Rao, thus making it 

highly unlikely that an enquiry would be able to secure an unambiguous 

verdict of guilt against him.  Moreover, any enquiry into the Maharaja’s 

misrule would reveal not only his crimes, but also the extent to which the 

British had been, in the words of Charles Tupper, “an accomplice in his 

oppression.”
77

   

Second, there was the risk that prior to abdication, Shivaji Rao might 

strip the state of its considerable wealth.  The financial conditions of his 

‘retirement’ thus had to be determined prior to communicating the 

Government’s acceptance of his ‘offer’, so as to pre-empt any such actions 

and prevent lengthy and undignified negotiations about his allowances, 

belongings and privileges.
78

  Third, officials considered it necessary to 

arrange strict guidelines for the residence, movement and conduct of Shivaji 

Rao after his abdication, so that the GOI retained a substantial degree of 

control over the ex-ruler, thus reducing the risk that he would be an ongoing 
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political embarrassment for the British, or cause difficulties for the new 

regime within Indore.
79

 

Finally, there was the key issue of how the Maharaja’s departure 

from public life would be received by the Indian public – in particular, the 

other members of the princely order, and the ‘native’ press, who at the turn 

of the twentieth century still largely supported the princes as symbols of the 

inherent capacity of Indians for self-government, and so were expected to be 

critical of anything that resembled an incursion by the British upon their 

authority.
80

  Perhaps due to the broader perspective provided by distance, 

Hamilton was most concerned about the representational risks of Shivaji 

Rao’s removal.  In response to Curzon’s proposals for accepting the 

Maharaja’s offer, he wrote 

 

we must be careful that his deposition is not based upon his rudeness 

to you, or his reluctance to receive you.  If he will go voluntarily, he 

can be deposed at once: if he declines to adhere to his proposal to 

retire, there should be an enquiry into the acts he has recently been 

committing, so that there may be a record of his recent malpractices 

... and Holkar should be under restraint whilst it is going on.  This 

may involve a few days’ delay, but will make your position quite 

clear and impregnable.  The threat to hold such an enquiry would 

probably induce Holkar to abdicate.
81

 

 

When Curzon questioned the wisdom of a sweeping enquiry into Shivaji 

Rao’s reign, Hamilton reiterated the need to nonetheless make it clear that 

deposition, if it eventuated, was very much based on the ruler’s recent acts 

of violence, as otherwise  

 

you will lay yourself open to the charge that the Indian Government 

tolerated gross misgovernment, but summarily deposed a prince 

because he used offensive language about you.  The transition in a 

few days from a proposed visit to deposition by the Viceroy is too 

sharp unless based on proved misconduct.
82
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Finally, Hamilton worried about how the deposition might be represented by 

the Indian press: 

 

However great a ruffian he may be, the moment you depose him a 

large portion of the Native Press will forget all his iniquities, and 

attack you violently for your interference, and they will make up 

every kind of innuendo and allegation, for the purpose of stirring up 

the distrust and suspicion of other big Princes in India.  I was Under 

Secretary when Mulhar Rao, the Gaekwar of Baroda, was deposed.  

He was, if possible, even a greater ruffian than Holkar.  The case 

was seriously mismanaged, as you know, but, when we ultimately 

had to depose him, all his bad qualities were forgotten, and the only 

subject which apparently concerned the Native Press was our high-

handed action in getting rid of him.
83

   

 

The Viceroy was also aware that, should deposition become unavoidable, it 

would be the third during his viceroyalty – and the second in the year of the 

King’s coronation alone – this was not the image of paramountcy that he 

wished to convey.
84

   

Consequently, the opportunity presented by Shivaji Rao’s offer of 

abdication placed great pressure on officials to determine as quickly as 

possible the best means of ensuring the Maharaja’s compliance in 

abdicating, before he committed further atrocities, rescinded his ‘offer’, or 

the issue attracted publicity.  The best means of achieving this was soon 

identified as accompanying the acceptance of his offer with a 

comprehensive set of conditions that would both entice (or overwhelm) the 

Maharaja into acceptance, and address the other risks anticipated from this 

line of action.  This strategy was based on the assumption that certain 

character traits of Shivaji Rao – his cowardice, avarice and weak will – 

would, in his “frightened” state, make him likely to accept such a package.
85

  

In early October, the Foreign Department duly supplied the AGG with the 

draft of a letter to the Maharaja, that merits quoting at length: 

 

The Government of India have had under their consideration the 

correspondence that has recently passed between Your Highness and 

Major Younghusband, in which you have given free and full 

expression to your views concerning Your Highness’s own position 

                                                
83 

Mss Eur C.126/4.  Letter, 8/10/1902, from Sec State to Viceroy. 
84 Mss Eur F111/172.  Telegram No.479, 7/11/1902, from Viceroy to Sec State. 
85 IOR R/1/1/289.  D.O. Letter, 21/09/1902, from AGG to For Sec. 



112 

and your wishes with regard to the future.  I am instructed to state 

that the Government of India concur with Your Highness in thinking 

that the time has arrived when, in the public interest, an end should 

be put to a situation of which Your Highness is constantly 

complaining, and which has also for many years been a source of 

grave dissatisfaction to Government. 

2.  That Your Highness shares this view is evident from the desire 

which you have on several occasions expressed in conversation with 

Colonel Barr and Colonel Jennings, and which you have, in your 

letter of the 29
th

 August to Major Younghusband, recorded in 

definite terms, that you should be persuaded to retire from your 

position as a Ruling Chief, ...  I am to inform you that, for reasons 

which are well known to Your Highness, the Governor-General in 

Council cannot restore full powers of administration to you, and that 

he does not recognise the existence of any grievances of which you 

can properly complain.  On the contrary, for a long term of years, 

Your Highness has been treated with unexampled forbearance and 

consideration.  Moreover, the Government of India are not free from 

the apprehension, which has been expressed in writing by Your 

Highness yourself, that you may, in the fits of excitement to which 

you are liable, commit some act of rash and irresponsible violence 

that would render it impossible for them to acquiesce in your 

voluntary retirement.  The only alternative, therefore, that remains 

open to the Government of India is to accept your definite and 

spontaneous offer of resignation, and with the full approval of His 

Majesty’s Government, they have accordingly decided upon this 

step, which appears to them, as to Your Highness, to be the most 

satisfactory solution of the existing state of affairs.
86

 

 

The letter went on to specify the date on which the Government’s 

acceptance would come into effect (15 November), and the conditions on 

which he would be ‘permitted’ to retire: Shivaji Rao would receive a 

maximum annual income of four lakhs (based substantially on interest from 

invested savings, rather than state revenue), in exchange for agreeing that he 

would leave Indore and reside in a location within British India approved of 

by the GOI, that he would not interfere in the affairs or administration of his 

erstwhile state, and that his future conduct would “be guided by those 

principles of loyalty by which you have always informed the Government of 

India, and by which they are entirely ready to believe, you are animated.”
87

  

Indore would be placed under minority administration and the GOI would 

supervise the upbringing and education of the heir to the gaddi (they had at 
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any rate already arrogated this right).
88

  Bayley was further instructed to 

smooth the presentation of this fait accompli by making the consequent 

arrangements “with the utmost regard for the feelings and sensibilities of 

His Highness”, and whilst the core components of the letter were non-

negotiable, the Viceroy was willing for compromise to be reached on less 

important matters, if this would facilitate the cooperation of the Maharaja.
89

 

Given the lengths to which officials went to ensure the desired 

response from Shivaji Rao, how did the embattled Maharaja respond to the 

British calling his bluff?  To what extent was he successful in extricating 

himself from the tight political corner in which he found himself, or in 

mitigating the force of action pursued against him?  How did the British 

view the period of negotiations, undertakings and concessions that ensued?  

On receipt of the above letter on 13 October, the AGG sent it on 

immediately to Shivaji Rao; the following day, the Maharaja met with the 

Resident and then the AGG; asking first one and then the other in “painful” 

interviews to allow him to withdraw his letter of 29 August, as he had not 

meant what he had written, and presenting them with a list of requested 

amendments to the conditions of retirement specified by the GOI.
90

  Bayley 

explained to Shivaji Rao that “it was now impossible to allow him to recede 

from [his offer]”, and that it would be far better for him to acquiesce, and 

retire on generous financial terms with his izzat intact, than risk public 

deposition in the future, probably sooner rather than later, and on far less 

favourable financial terms.
91

   

In August 1902, Holkar had denied not only that the atrocities 

alleged against him had occurred, but also that he possessed the capacity to 

commit such acts, for how could the British, he asked the Resident, accuse a 

ruler who had received an English education of such barbarity?  As a self-

proclaimed subscriber to British notions of honour, integrity and ‘fair play’, 

the accusations brought against him must be “as true as those brought 
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against Lord Kitchener of violating Boer women and of murdering Boer 

children”.
92

  This representational strategy of depicting himself as a ruler 

who had internalised the values and character traits of elite English 

masculinity was repeated in response to the British acceptance of his offer 

of abdication.  In this new political context, having been informed that he 

would not be allowed to retreat from his threat to “depose myself”, Shivaji 

Rao now attempted to utilise this language of loyalty as one of the few tools 

still available to him.  As well as the more obvious requests for an increased 

pension and greater flexibility in where he lived, Shivaji Rao requested that 

his abdication be postponed until the following year so that he could attend 

the Coronation Durbar in January 1903 as a ruling prince, and “testify his 

loyalty to the King-Emperor”.  He “pleaded” to the Viceroy “that he had 

always been a devoted and loyal subject of Her Late Majesty Queen 

Victoria, and that he entertained the same sentiments with equal sincerity 

towards the present King.”
93

  The GOI then used this same language of 

loyalty to defend their decision to allow Shivaji Rao to attend the Durbar 

when Edward VII objected to his presence: Curzon argued that “Holkar, 

though he has had frequent disputes with the Government of India, is 

intensely loyal to the throne, and sincerely desires permission to testify his 

allegiance to the King.”
94

   

It is unclear, of course, whether Shivaji Rao genuinely wished to 

“testify his loyalty”, or simply saw the mass gathering of princes, political 

officers, and press as his last opportunity to grasp at some degree of political 

redemption.
95

  Moreover, his claims of loyalty may not have been the main 

grounds on which his request was granted, for his attendance at Delhi also 

served British interests.  The Coronation Durbar, orchestrated to celebrate 

the accession of Edward VII to the throne in 1902, and a pet project of the 

Viceroy, was the most significant ceremonial event to be held in India since 
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the Delhi Durbar of 1877.
96

  It was anticipated (incorrectly, as it would 

transpire) that it would be the sole opportunity for a generation of princes to 

demonstrate their fealty to the Crown and their willingness to occupy their 

designated position in the grand imperial hierarchy.  For Shivaji Rao not to 

attend would surely undermine the representation of his abdication as 

voluntary, as a ‘loyal feudatory’ would hardly ‘retire’ from public office just 

before an unprecedented opportunity to demonstrate his devotion to the 

King-Emperor.  Thus the British agreed to his attendance, despite concerns 

that he might reveal his fate or cause political difficulties
97

, as his request 

enabled them not only to maintain the facade of a voluntary abdication but 

to represent its postponement as the magnanimous concession of a benign 

government.   

Nonetheless, Shivaji Rao failed to gain any significant concessions 

beyond those – such as attendance at Delhi – that the GOI had already 

determined they were willing to make in order to ensure his compliance.  

Indeed, the British retained effective control over the Maharaja until the day 

of his abdication, by such means as specifying detailed conditions on which 

he would be permitted to travel to Delhi, and having his abdication speech 

exhaustively edited in advance by the AGG to remove any potentially 

controversial comments or last-minute promises of money and land to 

favoured supporters.
98

  Finally, the public meanings of Shivaji Rao’s 

abdication were manipulated to suggest that it was not only voluntary, but 

the result of poor health, rather than poor political relations with the GOI.  

In finalising the press communiqué that announced the abdication, the 

Foreign Secretary, H. Barnes, suggested the words “failing health” be 

inserted both as a reward for the Maharaja’s dignified conduct, and to 

further discourage speculation that he had been forcefully removed from 

power.
99

  Moreover, those concessions that were made enabled the British to 
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portray themselves as indulgent patriarchs rather than political opportunists, 

as the communiqué supplied to the Anglo-Indian press suggested: 

 

The resignation of the Maharaja Holkar owing to failing health, 

which was announced by him at a Durbar held in Indore on the 31
st
 

January, was offered ... in August last, when the Maharaja, who had 

on several previous occasions expressed a similar desire, addressed a 

formal request of his own accord ... to be permitted to resign the 

Chiefship of the State, and to live henceforward in retirement.  The 

request was complied with by the Government of India, ... and 

arrangements were in progress for its early execution, when His 

Highness specially asked that his retirement might be postponed 

until after the Delhi Durbar, at which he was anxious to be present as 

a Ruling Chief, and that he might make the announcement himself at 

a Durbar to be held at Indore.  The Viceroy had pleasure in acceding 

to both these requests, and the date of the resignation and holding of 

the Durbar was fixed by the Maharaja after consultation with his 

astrologers.  The ex-Maharaja will in future reside at Barwaha, the 

country palace that he has built for himself on the banks of the 

Nerbudda, nearly 50 miles [80 km] from Indore, and an annual 

allowance of 4 lakhs has been assured him from the revenues of the 

State.  ...
100

 

 

The concerns exhibited by Hamilton, Curzon and others, about the 

need to influence public representations of the abdication were not without 

foundation: the ceremony attracted several “quite important” press 

correspondents to Indore (despite no official notice of the event being 

provided),
101

 and many Indian newspapers speculated that the ‘resignation’ 

had been, at best, achieved through threats and pressure, and at worst 

amounted to a de facto deposition.  The Bengalee, for example, ran an 

article on the topic entitled “Is it Abdication or Compulsion?”, whilst the 

Mahratta expressed concern about the broader implications of the language 

used in the abdication durbar: 

 

Resignation of chiefship appears to be an expression newly minted.  

Well, we hope we are not coming to a day when there may be 

interstatal transfers among Princes by order of the Government of 

India.  …
102

 

                                                
100 

IOR R/1/1/289.  Press Communiqué,  31/01/1903.  Italics added. 
101 IOR R/1/1/289.  Office Note by Viceroy, 1/02/1903;  margin comment by J. Scott, 

2/02/1903. 
102 IOR R/1/1/289.  Extract from the Bengalee, Calcutta, 10/02/1903: “Is it Abdication or 

Compulsion?”; extract from the Mahratta, Puna, p.64, 8/02/1903: “Our Indore Letter, From 

our own Correspondent, Indore, Feb I, 1903.”. 
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Hamilton later expressed his frustration that their attempts to manipulate 

press coverage had largely failed:  

 

For years past almost every Native newspaper of importance has 

denounced Holkar’s known misgovernment, his freaks of passion, 

and his acts of tyranny, and ... over and over again the British 

Government has been called upon to ... put an end to the system of 

terrorism and tyranny which existed in Indore by deposing the 

Maharaja.  ... And yet out of sheer spite, in the hope of exciting the 

susceptibilities and suspicions of the Indian Chiefs, almost every 

newspaper which alludes to the abdication without exception dwells 

upon the indignity which you have inflicted upon Holkar, and the 

impropriety of the Supreme Government interfering in the 

administration of his State.  ...
103

 

 

The ‘resignation’ of an hereditary autocrat, however contingent his 

authority may have been upon external support, is an exceptional event in 

the history of indirect rule in India.  Curzon himself publicly compared the 

career of a prince to a long-distance race that could not be abandoned, and 

would only end with his life.
104

  What conclusions, then, can be drawn from 

this deeply atypical case which might have broader salience?  The nature of 

the opportunity which was eventually seized upon to remove Shivaji Rao 

from power, and the lengths to which the GOI went to manipulate the 

appearance of his deposition, demonstrate that while British power over 

individual states may in theory have been absolute, it could not be exercised 

in a political vacuum.  Officials’ decisions about political relations with the 

states were influenced by a variety of external factors.  In waiting so long to 

depose Holkar, moreover, the British reveal their reluctance, at the turn of 

the twentieth century, to intervene in the princely states except when either 

the extremity of local circumstances rendered it unavoidable, or an 

opportunity for intervention arose which offered the prospect of minimum 

risk to British interests.  This reluctance shall also be apparent in the 

following chapter, in the political survival, however partial and contested, of 

                                                
103 Mss Eur C.126/5.  Letter, 19/03/1903, from Sec State to Viceroy. 
104 This pronouncement was made on the occasion of Curzon’s visit to Alwar on 10 

December 1903 (after Shivaji Rao’s abdication) for the installation of Jai Singh as 

Maharaja.  G.N. Curzon, Lord Curzon in India, being a Selection from his Speeches as 

Viceroy & Governor-General of India, 1898-1905 (London: MacMillan & Co., 1906), 

pp.232-233. 
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the Maharaja of Datia for four decades in the face of constant conflict with 

the British.   

In the case of a large, central and relatively significant state such as 

Indore, such considerations meant that political officers were not necessarily 

allowed to exert their reforming influences on the personal conduct of a 

ruler.  In fact, the British could be far more tolerant – within certain 

boundaries – of personal misdemeanours and unsavoury habits than of 

behaviour that undermined the smooth operation of the political relationship 

between Raj and durbar.  Such boundaries were of course fluid, responsive 

to the shifting tides in secretariat policy that dictated whether intervention 

was to be desired or avoided, but with the exception of extreme acts such as 

murdering his own subjects or attempting to bribe British officials, a ruler 

could not be entirely confident where, at any given historical moment, these 

boundaries necessarily lay.  Although Shivaji Rao’s character was 

considered deficient on almost every level, and despite being suspected of 

having crossed the boundaries of acceptability on several occasions, it was 

his lack of political acumen that ultimately played the greatest role in his 

removal from power.  His antagonism towards powerful groups within 

Indore and his resistance against British administrative initiatives earned 

him a reputation for obstruction and recalcitrance, rather than that of a 

reliable ally.  Shivaji Rao’s inability to recognise the privileging of written 

communication in British culture lead him to make an offer (or threat) that, 

it appears, he never expected would be taken seriously.  Most importantly, 

however, it was through failing to maintain friendly, or at least functional, 

relationships with British officials that Holkar lacked allies within the GOI 

who could have prevented, mitigated or delayed the action taken against 

him. 
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Chapter Three 

Moulding the Maharaja: Govind Singh of Datia 
 

 

“If Government accept my proposal for a new Diwan and if we get 

the man I suggest as early as possible, I hope we shall soon get 

matters fairly straight and even succeed in putting the young 

Maharaja on the right path.  He is now in a fairly penitent frame of 

mind, and if we can set good influences to work around him, he may 

turn over a new leaf.”
1
 

 

 

In early November 1910, the Agent to the Governor-General (AGG) 

for Central India, Michael F. O’Dwyer, reported that Govind Singh, the 

Maharaja of Datia, was implicated in the “very shocking” murder-suicide of 

ten of his subjects in October that year.
2
  Further investigation of this and 

other similar occurrences revealed “a callous disregard [by Govind Singh] 

of the most elementary principles of justice”.
3
  Consequently, in March 

1911 the Government of India (GOI) accepted O’Dwyer’s recommendation 

that Datia’s largely ineffective Dewan be replaced by a British appointee, 

that the newcomer be given a broad mandate to reform the state’s 

administration, and the Maharaja be formally warned that in the event of 

“further gross misconduct” he would be deprived of his ruling powers.
4
  A 

few months later, however, in the face of Govind Singh’s inadequate 

contrition, broken promises, and renewed machinations, O’Dwyer conceded 

that he had been “over-sanguine” in his assessment of the situation.
5
  He 

was subsequently instructed to inform the Maharaja that 

 

Your Highness’s failure to profit by the very definite and repeated 

warnings conveyed to you, clearly indicate[s] that Your Highness is 

no longer fit to be entrusted with any voice in the administration of 

the State ... It has therefore been decided that Your Highness should 

be immediately relieved of your powers and reside outside your 

State on a suitable allowance at some place to be selected by you in 

consultation with the political authorities.
6
   

 

                                                
1
 IOR R/1/1/432.  D.O. Letter, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to Dep. For Sec. 
2 IOR R/1/1/432.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.633, 2/11/1910, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
3
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
4
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Letter No.665-I.A., 27/03/1911, from For Sec, Fort William, to AGG CI. 
5
 IOR R/1/1/470.  Office note by J.B. Wood, 24/10/11. 
6 IOR R/1/1/470.  Letter, 17/11/1911, from AGG CI to HH Datia. 
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The scandals that culminated in the crisis of 1911 in Datia were 

sufficiently serious that they easily could have resulted in the premature end 

of the Maharaja’s career.  However, the deprivation of Govind Singh’s 

ruling powers and his exile from Datia by the political authorities were 

never intended to be permanent.  To the contrary, Govind Singh was from 

the outset advised that his powers and privileges would be restored when he 

had demonstrated by his conduct that he could once again be entrusted with 

such responsibilities.
7
  Predictably, within a few years the GOI felt 

confident that the Maharaja was now a new man, and restored him to the 

Datia gaddi, although they imposed restrictions upon his exercise of 

authority that were more typically associated with a minor prince, or new 

ruler.  However, this renewal of confidence in Govind Singh’s character was 

not to last.  In response to a succession of similar crises over the next three 

decades, the Maharaja’s powers were repeatedly restricted, then restored, as 

political officers failed to maintain effective control over Datia by indirect 

means alone. 

The history of the consistently troubled relationship between Govind 

Singh of Datia and the British demonstrates that deposition was merely the 

most extreme – and most direct – method of assuming control over a ruler 

whose conduct had exceeded the boundaries of acceptability.  Deposition 

was final, irreversible, and unavoidably public in nature.  Resort to it was 

thus avoided when (as in the case of Maharaja Shivaji Rao of Indore) 

removal of the ruler in question could be effected without incurring the risks 

associated with deposition, or, as will be seen in the case of Govind Singh, 

when it was believed that the perceived problems being caused in the state 

by the ruler could be resolved without recourse to his permanent removal 

from the gaddi.  The lack or absence of a deposition (or for that matter, an 

abdication secured under pressure) should not therefore obscure first, the 

willingness of political officers to intervene in the princely states; second, 

the frequency with which they did so; and third, their ability to deprive a 

prince of all but the most nominal of authority, whilst his administration was 

                                                
7 Ibid. 
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‘corrected’ from within by British appointees and controlled from without 

by British officials. 

What is of significance in the British deprivation of Govind Singh’s 

powers in 1911, and (to a varying extent) in the ensuing cycle of restoration 

and re-deprivation of his powers, is that instead of utilizing their 

assumptions and preconceptions about princely character and conduct in 

order to justify his deposition, these assumptions and preconceptions were, 

on the whole, marshalled by political officers in support of the ruler’s 

retention.  Govind Singh’s youth, the lack of preparation he had received for 

his administrative duties, and his declared willingness to abandon bad habits 

and undesirable associates, appear to have inspired the British to locate the 

‘problems’ of his poor judgment, personal weaknesses and record of 

administrative abuses within the already available stereotype of the minor 

prince, or heir to the throne.  With the appropriate combination of guidance, 

training and supervision, provided by suitable British (preferably military) 

men, it was assumed that a young prince or Maharajkumar could be 

moulded into the form of a model ruler.  The logical consequence of thus 

infantilising Govind Singh was the politically appealing notion that they 

could ‘start again’ with the Maharaja, leading to persistently optimistic 

assessments of his capacity for improvement and ‘reform’, and discouraging 

more punitive responses to his misdeeds. 

However, such optimism did eventually fade as the ageing Maharaja 

repeatedly failed to perform the role of compliant, dutiful ruler and his 

personal shortcomings increasingly appeared incurable.  Indeed, over the 

course of Govind Singh’s reign, the British became convinced that the 

Maharaja’s personal life – in particular, his abuse of alcohol and indulgence 

in ‘irregular’ sexual activities – had a direct and detrimental impact on his 

capacity to rule, on the administration of his state, and on the welfare of his 

subjects.  If Govind Singh himself could not be reformed, it was argued, 

then the state would have to be protected from the effects of his drunkenness 

and the machinations of the ‘evil’ advisers who exploited his consequent 

vulnerability.  This could only be achieved, it was thought, through the 

imposition of a politically adept and personally forceful Dewan, capable of 

manipulating both Govind Singh and the complex internal politics of the 
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court, the durbar and the bazaar.  The crucial role of the Dewan in securing 

effective control for the British over a recalcitrant ruler can be seen in the 

succession of crises that developed in Datia affairs when the state lacked a 

strong Dewan.  The constant need for a Dewan who was capable both of 

controlling Govind Singh and of protecting himself from the attempts of the 

Maharaja and others to undermine his position, demonstrates that the British 

commitment to the use of indirect methods in Datia was ultimately 

unsuccessful.  The political authorities consistently failed to create a durable 

solution to the problems that they perceived within the state and were 

unable to secure the cooperation and obedience expected of Govind Singh 

through the use of ‘advice’ and ‘influence’ alone. 

By the early 1940s, it was apparent that the Maharaja was either 

unable, or unwilling, to prevent the ‘infiltration’ of the state by British 

Indian politicians and communalist ‘agitators’.  The Maharaja was now seen 

as intractable, and the justifications given for not removing him were purely 

pragmatic – that the situation in Datia would most likely worsen, rather than 

improve, if he were deposed.  The political survival of Govind Singh, from 

his accession in 1907 to the eve of Independence, however inglorious his 

career might have been, suggests that British ideas of princely character 

could, in certain contexts, operate to support and retain princes who, 

according to these ideas, were capable of governing neither themselves nor 

their subjects.  Moreover, given the opportunity, a perceptive ruler could 

utilise British expectations and assumptions to their own advantage.  How 

Govind Singh managed this, if only ever partially or temporarily, will now 

be examined, as the influence of British conceptions of princely character 

upon the development and resolution of the major political crises of his 

reign is explored. 

This chapter opened by referring to the “shocking” revelations of 

injustice and maladministration in Datia in late 1910.  These British 

‘discoveries’ (residents of Datia were of course already aware of these 

events), and the manner in which Govind Singh and his officials responded 

to them, precipitated the first crisis in political relations between the 

Maharaja and the GOI.  On a visit to Datia in October 1910, Lieutenant-

Colonel F.W.P. Macdonald, the Political Agent in Bundelkhand, was 
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informed – not by the durbar, but by British officials at nearby Jhansi (in the 

Central Provinces) – that only a few days prior to his arrival, a high-ranking 

household had been virtually obliterated by a murder-suicide that appeared 

to be linked to the Maharaja.
8
  Upon further enquiry, it was revealed that the 

head of the family in question, Govind Das, had been arrested and 

imprisoned by officials of the Ijlas-e-khas, a tribunal operating in parallel to 

the durbar and under the direct orders of the Maharaja.  Govind Das had 

been accused of embezzling State funds (prior to his arrest he had been in 

charge of the privy purse), and told that unless he produced the missing 

money “his skin would be taken off and filled with bhusa”.
9
  After two days 

in custody, and with his hands bound in an act of public humiliation, Govind 

Das was paraded by policemen through the capital to his home, so that he 

might persuade his two brothers to pay the debt.  The brothers, seeing his 

approach, locked the door, assembled the other nine family members (two 

of whom were pregnant women) in the court-yard and proceeded to murder 

them, before committing suicide themselves.  The only survivor was Govind 

Das’ teenage son, who upon examination recounted that his uncle had 

claimed it would be “better to die” than to be treated in the same manner as 

the Latorias, another Datia family that had been harassed by the durbar a 

year earlier.
10
 

The murder-suicide of the Das family was, by any measure, horrific.  

Beyond the immediate human cost, however, it had significant political 

consequences.  First, official speculation about what had motivated the Das 

brothers to commit such butchery quickly arrived at the conclusion that  

 

there were only two possible explanations, namely, either (1) that the 

Maharaja is such a tyrant that people prefer death to obeying a 

summons to his presence, or (2) that these unfortunate people had 

been threatened in such a way that they thought it better to die than 

to expose themselves to the fury of the Ijlas-e-khas.
11
 

 

                                                
8
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.633, 2/11/1910, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
9
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Statement of Govind Das, in – Copy of a note recorded by PA 

Bundelkhand, Datia, 16/10/1910. Italics in original.  Bhusa is straw or chaff. 
10
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Statement of Ram Charan, in – Copy of a note recorded by PA 

Bundelkhand, Datia, 16/10/1910. 
11
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Copy of a note recorded by PA Bundelkhand, Datia, 16/10/1910.  Italics 

in original. 
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Second, the response of Govind Singh and his officials to the case was 

judged inadequate and inappropriate, and they were soon suspected of being 

to some extent responsible for the deaths.  On being presented with the two 

explanations quoted above by Macdonald on 16 October, the Maharaja was 

unable to provide any alternative explanation.
12
  Indeed, he was initially 

“inclined to treat the matter lightly”, and ascribed the actions of the two 

brothers to their “guilty fears”.
13
 

He later observed in an interview with O’Dwyer “that suicide was very 

common in Datia” – provoking the indignant response “that it was only 

when injustice and oppression were given free play, and people had lost all 

hope of living with honour that they became desperate and committed 

suicide.”
14
  Further, the failure of the Datia administration to inform the 

political authorities of the deaths rankled, especially as they had occurred 

only a few days prior to Macdonald’s visit.  The explanation given by the 

Dewan, Narain Sheopuri, for not having reported the deaths was that the 

practice to date had been to report only cases of dakaity, with “suicide, 

murder and other cases” not needing to be reported.
15
 According to 

O’Dwyer, this response showed “a flippant and callous view of a 

particularly atrocious case” and demonstrated that neither Govind Singh nor 

the durbar officials appeared to grasp the extent to which they were 

responsible for the deaths.
16
 

Finally, further investigation of the case revealed it was merely the 

latest in a series of suspicious deaths that had occurred in Datia since the 

Maharaja’s accession in 1907.  The most recent of these was that of Anant 

Singh, who in 1910 was fatally shot whilst on a shooting trip with the 

Maharaja, and whose death had never been fully investigated.  The case of 

                                                
12
 Ibid. 

13 IOR R/1/1/432.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.633, 2/11/1910, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
14
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Note of an interview with HH Datia at Jhansi on 20/01/1911, by AGG 

CI. 
15 IOR R/1/1/432.  Copy of Letter No.575, 8/11/1910, from Rai Bahadur Pandit Maharaj 

Narain Sheopuri, Dewan of Datia, to PA Bundelkhand.  Dakaity, or dacoity, refers to a 

system of (usually violent) gang-robbery or banditry.  It was a major preoccupation of the 

GOI in the early nineteenth century.  For further information, see R. Singha, ‘‘Providential’ 

Circumstances: The Thuggee Campaign of the 1830s and Legal Innovation’, Modern Asian 

Studies 27:1 (1993), pp.83-146. 
16
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Note of an interview with HH Datia at Jhansi on 20/01/1911, by AGG 

CI. 
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the Latorias, to which reference was made in the course of the Das family’s 

murder-suicide, occurred in 1909.  Like Govind Das, two brothers of the 

Latoria family were accused of embezzling funds from the privy purse (for 

which they were responsible), imprisoned and subjected to ill-treatment by 

the Ijlas-e-khas.  One brother, Ram Singh, was also said to have later died in 

jail.  In August 1908 a young man, Zardar Khan, died after falling into a 

well.  The circumstances were suspicious but no effort was made to enquire 

into the death and his relatives allegedly accepted the theory that his death 

was accidental.  Only a month earlier, Diwan Kamta Parshad, a senior 

administrator in the service of the Maharaja’s mother, had killed first his 

wife and then himself after his job was taken from him and he was 

humiliated by the Dewan.  Despite leaving a written explanation that his 

actions were due to the Dewan having “spoken harshly” to him, 

investigations by the durbar concluded, after much delay, that the deaths 

were the result of a marital dispute.
17
   

Given such disturbing revelations, how then did officials articulate 

their perceptions of Govind Singh’s character, conduct and prospects as a 

ruler at this early stage in his career?  From the outset, expectations of the 

young Maharaja were low due to considerations of the circumstances in 

which he came to power in 1907 – Govind Singh’s father, Bhavani Singh, 

had thoroughly mismanaged Datia for much of the latter half of the 

nineteenth century, and had consciously neglected the ‘English’ education 

and training of his heir, to which he had objected.  Consequently not only 

was Datia judged to be “perhaps the most mis-governed State in 

Bundelkhand,”
18
 the new ruler was ill-prepared for the administrative and 

political challenges awaiting him on his accession at the age of 21, and was 

considered “wholly incapable of rising to the situation.”
19
  With the 

exception of a brief period spent at the Imperial Cadet Corps, Govind 

Singh’s education was thought to typify the worst aspects of palace life in a 

princely state: 

 

                                                
17
 Ibid.  

18
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 

19 IOR R/1/1/432.  Office Note by S.B. Patterson, 23/03/1911. 
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he had grown up among all the evil influences of a corrupt and 

vicious petty Court, surrounded by depraved and disreputable 

companions who set themselves to obtain an influence over his weak 

nature by humouring his whims, pandering to his vices, and 

encouraging his natural tendency to arrogance and arbitrariness.
20
 

 

As will be discussed in greater length below, by the beginning of the 

twentieth century, the education of princely heirs (and other noble relatives) 

had assumed significance as a key site of British intervention in the princely 

states.  While the extent of Govind Singh’s preparation for the demands of 

being a ‘good’ ruler was by no means rare in 1907, it was increasingly seen 

as unacceptably inadequate.  The young Maharaja, involuntarily deprived of 

training in the tools of his trade, could thus be granted some leniency in 

British assessments of his initial performance on the gaddi. 

Nonetheless, Govind Singh’s conduct during his first years in power 

failed to satisfy even the low expectations thus imposed upon him.  He had 

neglected the undertakings made at his installation to rule in the interests of 

his subjects and to consult (and obtain the consent of) the Political Agent in 

all important matters.  In public, he had allowed his “favourites” to assume 

control of Datia’s administration and commit a range of abuses of power.  In 

private, he had “given himself up to evil associates”, with whom it was well 

known that he indulged in “the most disgraceful orgies”.
21
  Indeed, his 

indulgence in alcohol and “licentious pleasures” appeared to have assumed 

the proportions of an addiction and was readily identified as the cause of his 

administrative failings.
22
  Moreover, the Maharaja seemed incapable of 

realising the gravity of the abuses being perpetrated in Datia, or the 

responsibility he bore for lending his support, however implicit or tacit it 

might have been, to such practices as those which had led to the Das 

murder-suicide of October 1910.
23
 

                                                
20 IOR R/1/1/470.  Appendix I of Notes.  Office Memorandum, submitted by C.E.P., 

25/08/1911.  Part B: “List of Chiefs entitled to a salute who have succeeded during the 

period from 1891 to 1911 and who were not trained by British officers or educated at one 

of the Chiefs’ Colleges.”.  IOR R/1/1/432. Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For 

Sec.   
21
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 

22
 IOR R/1/1/432.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.633, 2/11/1910, from AGG CI to For Sec. 

23 IOR R/1/1/432. Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 



127 

In their consideration of the situation, then, there was little to 

commend Govind Singh as a ruler to the British.  His personal conduct 

offended their sensibilities, he lacked the judgment and strength of character 

to prevent Datia’s administration being usurped by court favourites with 

questionable motives, and he had failed to honour his commitment to 

properly involve the local political officer in the running of the state.  

However, in formulating his recommendations on how best to respond to 

the undesirable state of affairs, O’Dwyer stopped short of recommending 

drastic intervention, arguing that Govind Singh 

 

has had a bad start, and is not entirely to blame for what has 

happened within the last 2 or 3 years; though ignorant, weak, and 

viciously inclined, he is still young and appears for the time being at 

least, to be anxious to reform himself.
24
 

 

Indeed, as a result of the admonitory interviews with political officers to 

which he had been subjected over the preceding months, the Maharaja was 

now “in a most exemplary frame of mind, much improved in health, and 

beginning to show an intelligent interest in State affairs.”  More importantly, 

he had expressed his willingness to co-operate with administrative changes 

and had already dismissed two of his least desirable associates.
25
  While the 

Maharaja remained in a “penitent” frame of mind, the opportunity existed to 

reform rather than remove him; if he could be exposed to positive 

influences, there was the possibility that he would “turn over a new leaf”, 

and be set “on the right path”.
26
  O’Dwyer recommended that the current 

Dewan, having failed to prevent the abuses prevailing in the state, should be 

replaced with a more capable and authoritative official, who would have 

overall responsibility for the state’s administration, who could not be 

dismissed without the approval of the GOI, and who would, in time, exert a 

“wholesome influence” over Govind Singh and gradually prepare him to 

rule without assistance (or constraints).
27
 

This minimalist course of action was approved by the GOI, with the 

Foreign Secretary, Sir Henry McMahon conceding that whilst more 

                                                
24
 Ibid. 

25
 Ibid. 

26
 IOR R/1/1/432.  D.O. Letter, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to Dep. For Sec. 

27 IOR R/1/1/432. Letter No.161, 23/02/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
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aggressive intervention was justified on the facts of the case, Govind Singh 

was “a young man” and seemed “anxious to do better”.
28
  The appointment 

of a “reliable” Dewan for three years was thus endorsed, and O’Dwyer was 

ordered to explain to the Maharaja  

 

that in the event of further gross misconduct His Excellency will not 

hesitate to deprive him of his powers and dissociate him from all 

matters connected with the administration of the State.
29
   

 

The success of this strategy – of permitting Govind Singh to publicly retain 

power, whilst in effect depriving him of all but the most nominal forms of 

authority – was dependent upon the Maharaja acknowledging the situation 

in which he was now placed, and cooperating fully with the new regime.  

Such cooperation did not last long.  In September 1911 O’Dwyer reported 

that Govind Singh had in recent weeks “adopted a hostile attitude” towards 

the new Dewan and that intrigue was resurfacing within the state.
30
  For a 

few months after the appointment of the new Dewan, Rai Sahib Ganga 

Sahai, all had appeared to be progressing smoothly.  Soon, however, Govind 

Singh 

 

reverted to his drunken and profligate habits and under the advice of 

evil counsellors and low companions openly insulted the Civil 

Officials of the State who have recently been appointed to assist the 

Dewan, intrigued against the Dewan and generally showed complete 

disregard of the advice tendered to him.
31
 

 

Upon hearing such reports, O’Dwyer had visited Datia in September 

and secured promises of amendment and improvement from the Maharaja.  

He attempted to confront Govind Singh with the impact of his personal 

habits upon the welfare of the state, warning him against “drink” and “evil 

companions”.  The Maharaja “spoke of these as youthful follies which he 

could easily lay aside”.  O’Dwyer’s verdict was cautiously optimistic, 

stating that  

 

                                                
28 IOR R/1/1/432.  Office Note by A.H. McMahon, 14/03/1911. 
29
 IOR R/1/1/432. Letter No.665-I.A., 27/03/1911, from For Sec, Fort William, to AGG CI. 

30
 IOR R/1/1/470.  Extract from Private D.O. Letter, 9/09/1911, from AGG CI, Gwalior, to 

For Sec. 
31 IOR R/1/1/470.  Letter No.790, Indore, 18/10/1911, from AGG CI to For Sec. 
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… I believe he means what he says but he has no stability and no 

permanent good influence … near him, in fact all his environments 

rather encourage indulgence and dissipation.  He has no real sense of 

responsibility for the welfare of his people, but is quick enough to 

approve and adopt schemes for improvement.
32
 

 

However, the report of the Political Agent, Lieutenant-Colonel Impey, on 

his visit to Datia the following month indicated that little had changed.  The 

Maharaja was so evidently drunk at the durbar held to celebrate Dassehra 

that he had to be assisted from the scene.  His favourites continued to exert a 

negative and obstructive influence over the administration.  Moreover, 

Impey had even received reports of the Maharaja encouraging his associates 

to physically injure the Dewan.
33
  O’Dwyer was forced to concede that he 

had been too quick to accept Govind Singh’s promises on face value.  

Nonetheless, the only action he was inclined to recommend was that the 

Maharaja’s invitation to attend the Coronation Durbar on 12 December 

1911 be cancelled, as the Maharaja attached great value to this invitation, 

and the scale of public humiliation entailed in its cancellation would exert 

sufficient influence for the better upon his conduct.
34
   

The Foreign Department were far from convinced that O’Dwyer’s 

proposal was an adequate response to the deteriorating situation in Datia: 

the Additional Foreign Secretary, J.B. Wood, argued that 

 

the Maharaja is incorrigible … it is useless giving him a fair trial, 

and … he ought to be deprived of his powers at once.  It is not fair to 

the Dewan or to the people of the State to leave them at the 

Maharaja’s mercy any longer.
35
   

 

The construction of this statement is significant in that it places a clear 

precedence of the interests of the population of Datia (and the ‘foreign’ 

official appointed to govern them) over the rights of the ruler of the state.  

As in the case of Shivaji Rao’s ‘resignation’ from the ‘Chiefship’ of Indore, 

the British conceived of Govind Singh’s stake in Datia narrowly, as merely 
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that of a “life-interest”.
36
  Consequently, his influence on state affairs, both 

directly and via his ‘favourites’, had to be neutralised: 

 

the failure of His Highness to profit by the very definite warning 

conveyed to him … a few months ago indicates clearly that he is no 

longer fit to be entrusted with any voice in the administration of his 

State and it would not be consistent with the duty of the Supreme 

Government to maintain him in a position of authority.  I am 

therefore to request that steps may be immediately taken to relieve 

the Maharaja of the powers which he now possesses …
37
. 

 

Govind Singh was informed of the GOI’s decision in mid-November 

and by the end of the month had heard that the orders would not be 

reconsidered on the basis of any appeal made by him or his supporters.  

O’Dwyer made it clear, however – to the point of being offensively 

patronising – that the deprivation of his powers was intended to be 

temporary, explaining to the Maharaja that 

 

… as you have brought this calamity on your own head by your 

misconduct and disregard of the advice and warning of Government, 

so it is in your own power to redeem your name and recover your 

position by reforming yourself and accepting the advice which will 

be tendered to you by those who really have at heart the interests of 

yourself and your State.
38
 

 

A period of tension and uncertainty developed in Datia in the following 

weeks.  Agitation that developed in the capital against the departure of the 

Maharaja was considered sufficiently serious to warrant the despatch of 

troops.  Govind Singh finally left the state on the 22nd of December, 

accompanied by his newly appointed “guardian”, Captain Tyndall. As the 

arrangements for the Maharaja’s new residence were yet to be confirmed, 

the two men and their entourage occupied themselves in the interim by 

embarking on a shooting expedition in Singhbum district, eventually 

moving into a rented house in the civil lines at Bareilly.
39
 

Given the scale of maladministration alleged against Govind Singh – 

Datia was in such a parlous state in the early twentieth century that 
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depopulation had become a major problem, with thousands of Govind 

Singh’s subjects preferring to live in nearby Jhansi
40
 – he was lucky to 

retain the prospect of reinstatement.  That he did so was not due to any great 

political ability on his part, but because his relative youth happened to 

coincide with the significance attached to princely education and training by 

the British at this time, who believed that the subordinate ‘traditional’ elites 

of empire, especially the Indian princes, could and should be shaped to 

perform their important role to the greatest effect.  The preparation of 

princely heirs for the responsibilities of rulership (and of the sons of noble 

families for senior administrative positions in their durbars) was therefore of 

great political importance.  As Caroline Keen has argued, adolescence and 

young adulthood were the stages in the princely life-cycle over which the 

British claimed, and exerted, the greatest influence and control.
41
   

The form of princely education that would achieve the best results 

was fiercely contested, both by British officials and by rulers, but the very 

vigour with which the issue was debated indicates that the importance of 

such education was assumed by almost all participants in the debate.  

Indeed, initiatives by rulers could lead to British action on the matter, as in 

1911 when an enquiry from the Raja of Nabha prompted the Foreign 

Department to assess whether their conviction that ‘English’ methods or 

styles of education created effective and successful rulers was actually 

upheld by quantitative evidence.
42
  Similarly, the various ‘Chiefs’ Colleges’ 

established from 1870 for the purpose of educating rajkumars (sons of 

rulers), nobles and other suitably high-ranking young men, were supported 

with varying levels of personal involvement and financial assistance by 
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princely families.
43
  As Viceroy from 1898 to 1905, Lord Curzon was a 

central figure in the promotion of an ‘appropriate’ education for the princes.  

As well as attempting to improve the quality of the chiefs’ colleges, he 

conceived of the Imperial Cadet Corps, established in 1900, as a suitably 

martial and active vocation for heirs-in-waiting, younger brothers and 

nobles, and its College as an institution where rulers could imbibe just the 

right mixture of oriental tradition and western modernity.
44
   

In contrast, Curzon condemned – and, in an embarrassing political 

misjudgement that alienated many rulers, attempted in 1900 to control – the 

unregulated and often unsupervised European travel of rulers and heirs.  He 

argued that  

 

[t]ravel to Europe or to England in four cases out of five, and 

particularly repeated travel, does not do good, but positive harm.  It 

unsettles the Chief, implants in him foreign tastes, ideas, and 

inclinations, tempts him to spend large sums of money which are 

drawn from his subjects, and sends him back to his State a 

discontented alien, who is divorced in sentiment from his people.
45
 

 

Whether travelling for education, medical treatment, or pleasure, the 

“denationalised” and debauched men that emerged from such experiences 

were thought to be of little further political utility to the British, as they had 

lost their supposedly primal bonds of shared culture and beliefs with, and 

thus presumably their authority over, their subjects.  Without appropriate 
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education and control of princely heirs, Curzon believed that “the institution 

of Native principalities [would] be irretrievably doomed.”
46
 

In the case of Govind Singh, his established propensity to alcoholism 

and supposedly deviant sexual practices led the AGG to recommend that he 

be placed under the “guardianship” of a medical officer, who presumably 

would be capable of medicating or restraining him if attempts to restrict his 

access to alcohol failed.  If such an officer was (as it transpired) unavailable 

on such short notice, then a “suitable military officer” would be an adequate 

alternative.
47
  The subsequent appointment of Captain Tyndall indicates the 

emphasis placed on the close supervision of the young Maharaja and the 

need to isolate him physically from the corrupting and enervating influences 

of palace life, as a prerequisite for equipping him with the personal qualities 

and skills to return to power.  His subsequent education consisted not just of 

instruction in governmental theory and administrative methods, but the kind 

of ‘healthy’, supposedly masculine activities that would ‘cure’ him of his 

pathological desires and instil in him a new and stronger character.  To this 

end travel was employed as part of Govind Singh’s ‘treatment’, although 

travel of a very different kind to that which had earlier attracted Curzon’s 

criticism.  Instead of risking the effects of exposure to all that Europe had to 

offer a weak, rich and exotic man, the Maharaja and his guardian were sent 

to East Africa on a hunting trip.  Removed from an environment of moral 

depravity and physical degeneracy, the simple, manly pleasures of the hunt 

(in what Europeans generally saw as the far simpler and inherently more 

masculine environment of colonial Africa) fostered the desired changes in 

Govind Singh, who consequently “became a total abstainer and [showed] no 

inclination to return to his other disgraceful vice”.
48
 

The programme of reform, both mental and physical, to which 

Govind Singh was subjected after being deprived of his powers, had a 

predictably positive impact in the eyes of its executors.  In May 1914, the 

Deputy Foreign Secretary, R.E. Holland, solicited information on the 
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Maharaja’s progress from the AGG, now Oswald Bosanquet, explaining that 

the Viceroy ( Baron Hardinge) was inclined “to reinstate him early with 

fairly full powers” if recent reports on the Maharaja were satisfactory.
49
  

Bosanquet had not yet been able to meet Govind Singh, who was then living 

at Ajmer.  However, on the basis of reports from the Political Agent, 

Colonel Pritchard, and Govind Singh’s guardian, Captain Tyndall, he 

formed his opinion: the Maharaja’s progress was “most satisfactory”, but his 

intellectual development was “slow” and his preparation for government 

“still rudimentary”.  Bosanquet urged that Govind Singh’s return to Datia be 

delayed further, partly because he required additional training, but mainly 

due to the state’s administration still being in a “transitional” state, with the 

improvements made to it during the Maharaja’s absence not yet entrenched, 

as well as a change of Dewan having occurred in the previous few weeks.  

The practical skills Govind Singh lacked could therefore best be acquired by 

 

a stay in Indore of two or three months, during which he could 

attend the Residency Courts and receive a certain amount of 

instruction from members of my staff, [and after which] he should 

be allowed to return to Datia on probation to study administration 

with the Diwan preparatory to being granted powers by degrees.
50
 

 

In other words, the education of Govind Singh would be completed after, 

rather than before, his return to Datia, and he would continue to be treated 

as a minor once inside his own state. 

Colonel Pritchard had spent a week with Govind Singh the previous 

year and so was able to provide a more substantive assessment of the 

progress he had made.  In particular, he ascribed positive significance to the 

development of Govind Singh’s interest in sport and games, which would 

“help to keep him satisfactorily and healthily” occupied on his return to 

Datia – thus limiting the time available for (and hopefully preventing the 

renewal of his interest in) less ‘satisfactory’ or ‘healthy’ pursuits.  To this 

end, Pritchard had been involved in ensuring that adequate facilities for 

playing polo in Datia were ready for the Maharaja’s return, and was 

heartened by the knowledge that both Captain Tyndall and the state’s 
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Revenue Settlement Officer, Mr. Bomford, also played the game.  Indeed, 

the latter deserved “great credit for the way in which he has kept the game 

going at Datia, while at the same time doing excellent Revenue Settlement 

work.”
51
  This emphasis on the sporting life of Govind Singh was not in any 

way novel or unique.  It can be seen in the predominance of ‘appropriate’ 

physical activity (hunting, horse-riding, drill and sport) in the curricula of 

the chiefs’ colleges, as well as the significance ascribed in colonial India to 

a British official’s enthusiasm for, and conduct during, sport and hunting in 

assessing his eligibility for promotion and other opportunities.  As a major 

determinant of a man’s character (particularly in relation to such core values 

as masculinity, honour and ‘team-spirit’) in this period, both in the empire 

and (albeit in subtly different ways) at home, sport (and recreation more 

broadly) was readily used by contemporaries as a tool with which to mould 

and to assess a man’s character.
52
 

This emphasis on the encouraging news that Govind Singh happily 

played polo, tennis, badminton and billiards, also enabled Pritchard to 

discourage any significance being attached by his superiors to the 

Maharaja’s involvement in an ‘intrigue’ in Ajmer, where he had been 

persuaded to pay a man Rs. 12,000 and had promised more in the hope that 

the recipient would advance his case with the political authorities.  Although 

the case demonstrated the “inherent weakness” of the Maharaja’s character, 

Pritchard resorted to stereotype in dismissing it, arguing that “[t]he interest 

of such an intrigue in the humdrum life at Ajmer, is perhaps more than any 

Oriental could resist”.
53
  In order to determine exactly how far this 

‘Oriental’ had progressed, it would be necessary therefore to test his 

conduct – accordingly, the GOI should 

 

allow him to go to Datia for a week to ten days with Captain 

Tyndall, and there let him live in the Guest House with Captain 
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Tyndall, just as a Minor chief would live with his guardian, and 

having nothing whatsoever to do with the State administration, and 

then let him return to Ajmer; and from time to time lengthen his 

visits to Datia if we find he shows himself equal to the test.  Treating 

him thus just like a minor Chief is treated, there would, I am 

satisfied, be no difficulty or trouble in Datia.  The Maharaja has, I 

think, learnt his lesson too thoroughly to attempt any intrigue or to 

interfere in the State administration in any way.  I would thus slowly 

increase his stays in Datia, and by degrees give him more and more 

administrative power, and in this way, gradually reinstate him as 

Chief.
54
 

 

The language of childhood and schooling employed here is significant, not 

merely in its resonance with the broader tendency to infantilise colonial 

subjects by colonising powers in this period, but in the complacent naiveté it 

reveals regarding the ability of the British to control the relationships of the 

Maharaja with the politics and people of his own state. 

The proposal that Govind Singh should be required “to go to school 

under his own Minister” was not welcomed by the Foreign Department.
55
  

Indeed, Bosanquet’s appeals for postponement of any decision until he 

could meet the Maharaja in person were met with impatience by Hardinge, 

who stated that it had always been his intention to restore the Maharaja to 

his state in the spring, and that Bosanquet was evidently procrastinating.  

Whilst acknowledging the constraints imposed by the recent arrival of the 

new Dewan, he therefore set a deadline for Govind Singh’s return of 1 

August 1914 (subject to the receipt of a favourable progress report), and 

requested a revised set of recommendations from Bosanquet.
56
  The AGG 

was also given explicit guidance in framing his revised proposals – to 

“consider” the Foreign Department’s suggestion that the Maharaja should be 

returned to Datia, with slightly restricted powers, which would be exercised 

subject to the advice of the Political Agent or a specially deputed British 

officer.
57
 

In the interim, the Maharaja had been Bosanquet’s guest at Indore 

for a week.  This visit, and the pressure now placed on him from above, 

encouraged a modification of Bosanquet’s opinion – it was now time to 
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recognise the efforts made by Govind Singh to “reform himself” by (in 

words that echoed those of the GOI) “allowing him to return to his State 

with limited powers”.  However, Bosanquet was at pains to emphasise that 

although substantial progress had been made, the prince’s character was still 

far from perfect, and its defects would have to be considered in preparing 

for his return to Datia.  In particular, Govind Singh’s dishonesty and 

“outbursts of temper” persisted and would remain liabilities once he 

regained administrative powers.  More generally, the description of Govind 

Singh’s “preference for the society of his servants”, “entire lack of human 

affection”, “want of will and moral courage”, and “natural vindictiveness” 

created the impression of a ruler who would always require more 

supervision and guidance than was usual.  Consequently, Bosanquet 

specified an array of conditions that should be attached, as a precaution, to 

any restoration of the Maharaja’s powers.  These included the indefinite 

retention of a British officer as “personal friend and adviser” to live with 

Govind Singh, the exclusion from his remit of the key governmental 

departments (Judicial, Police, Revenue, Settlement, Customs and Excise, 

and Finance), and the condition that in his running of the remaining 

departments he would be precluded from spending beyond the strictures of 

the budget, consult the Dewan in all matters, and be guided by the advice of 

the Political Agent.  Moreover, unless Govind Singh obtained the Political 

Agent’s prior consent, he would be prevented from corresponding with, or 

bringing back to Datia, any exiles, and the Political Agent would retain the 

right to remove any undesirables from either the Maharaja’s service or the 

state.  Finally, Bosanquet ignored Hardinge’s deadline, specifying instead a 

return date of mid-September.
58
 

The ensuing conflict over the best means of effecting Govind 

Singh’s return reflects the divergent attitudes of the local officials and the 

GOI on the ruler in question.  These were largely the product of the different 

perspectives that each party brought to the problem as a result of their 

overlapping, but nonetheless distinct, priorities.  Local political officers 

were primarily concerned with the finer details of ensuring that the rulers 
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under their supervision maintained, and if possible improved, the condition 

of their states, within the constraints imposed upon such supervision by 

Agency staff numbers and geography.
59
  In contrast, the GOI had to balance 

providing the necessary support for the efforts of a local Agency with a 

myriad of competing considerations, including the broader political impact 

of local decisions, the extent to which such decisions might contradict GOI 

policy, and their resource implications (whether loss in revenue, the need for 

staff transfers, or demand for troops).  Thus Hardinge as Viceroy was 

anxious to see Govind Singh reinstated as ruler of Datia, whereas Bosanquet 

as AGG was anxious to defer his return until its undesirable effects upon 

Datia could be adequately contained.   

Hardinge’s response to Bosanquet’s proposals was thus both 

predictable and understandable: “I wish he would pay attention to my 

wishes”.  Hardinge ordered that Bosanquet be informed “that it has to be 

done” – the recommended restrictions were “absurd and quite 

unacceptable”.
60
  Wood duly (and diplomatically) informed Bosanquet, and 

suggested that the proposed restrictions need not be codified formally 

beyond “one general condition to [the] effect that His Highness must consult 

Mr. Tyndall in all matters public and private and be guided by his advice 

thereon subject to general control of [the] Political Agent”.  The specific 

details could then be arranged in negotiations between the Political Agent 

and the Maharaja.
61
  Bosanquet now agreed to adhere to the deadline set by 

Hardinge, but insisted that “with a Chief so absolutely unreliable as the 

Maharaja has shown himself in the past … it is very desirable to tie him 

down beforehand” in relation to the state’s judicial system, power over 

which should remain in the hands of the Political Agent until further notice.  

He then proceeded largely to reiterate the proposals he had already made, 

with one or two additions.
62
  The retention of judicial powers by the 
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Political Agent was approved by the GOI.  Bosanquet’s other proposals, 

however, were definitively rejected, Wood arguing that 

 

It is obvious that if His Highness loyally abides by the advice of 

Captain Tyndall and the Political Agent, there is no need for the 

further stipulations, while if he declines to be guided by that advice, 

no amount of subsidiary undertakings would … keep him straight.
63
 

 

As ordered, the Maharaja was formally re-invested with ruling 

powers at a durbar held at Datia on 1
 
August 1914.  The Political Agent 

announced that  

 

His Excellency the Viceroy has been graciously pleased to restore to 

Your Highness under certain conditions, which have been carefully 

recorded and explained and willingly accepted by you, the authority 

and powers of a ruling Chief.  The Superintendency of the State 

therefore ceases from this day, and I formally place Your Highness 

in charge of your State subject to those conditions to which I have 

already alluded.
64
 

 

Govind Singh expressed his gratitude for the decision and promised that  

 

I shall try my humble best to prove myself a fit agent to carry on the 

behests of the Paramount Power, and to unflinchingly continue in 

my staunch and unswerving loyalty for the sacred Person of His 

Most Gracious and Imperial Majesty the King-Emperor and for the 

British Raj under whose benign protection this State of my ancestors 

has enjoyed unbroken peace and prosperity for more than 100 

years.
65
 

 

By December 1915, Bosanquet felt sufficiently confident of the 

Maharaja’s improvement to date to report that British confidence in him had 

been justified.  He recommended that, as a “mark of appreciation” and 

“incentive to further efforts”, Govind Singh should have his judicial powers 

restored to him – with the exception of crimes punishable by death or 

transportation for life, which could be returned to him in due course.  

Bosanquet’s report was unambiguously optimistic, stating that the Maharaja 
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… has applied himself with assiduity and ability to all the details of 

the administration of his State; and his relations with his Dewan 

have been entirely harmonious.  He possesses an intimate knowledge 

of his territory, and so long as he continues in his present course, 

there is every promise of his proving an efficient and enlightened 

ruler.
66
 

 

On the basis of such a glowing report, the GOI approved the relaxation of 

the restrictions imposed on Govind Singh in 1914.
67
  With virtually all of 

his powers restored, and no longer under the close supervision of a British 

officer (Captain Tyndall had returned to active service in July 1915 and was 

not replaced), Govind Singh had now effectively regained all the status, 

responsibilities and opportunities of a ruling prince.  His de facto minority 

was now over. 

In determining the course of action to be pursued in Datia in 1910, 

officials’ assessments of the Maharaja’s capacity for reform and 

rehabilitation were, as has been demonstrated, markedly optimistic.  This 

optimism persisted throughout the resolution of the crisis and remained a 

prominent feature of subsequent decisions to allow Govind Singh to return 

to Datia and to restore his powers incrementally.  However, whilst such 

optimism was a dominant theme in discussion of the Maharaja’s character, 

conduct and prospects, it was by no means hegemonic.  From the outset of 

the case, some officials did express their reservations about Govind Singh’s 

ability to reform himself, and remain reformed.  The method of intervention 

initially selected – to replace the state’s Dewan, enhance his powers in 

secret but maintain the appearance that the Maharaja had retained his 

powers – was also criticised as insufficient to achieve the desired ends.  The 

Assistant Foreign Secretary, Major S.B. Patterson, warned in March 1911 

that  

 

… the experiment may be tried, but I think it will be futile unless a 

very strong word of warning is conveyed to the Maharaja, pointing 
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out that on its success his future depends.  … Unless the new Diwan 

carries on what amounts to a veiled superintendence of the State a 

further relapse is almost certain to take place.
68
 

 

The shortcomings of O’Dwyer’s proposals were pointed out to him by the 

GOI in their acceptance of his initial solution to the problem later that 

month – Wood emphasised that the Dewan’s task would be “very difficult” 

whilst the Maharaja remained nominally in power and in the state.
69
  The 

prompt failure of the first solution to the crisis reinforced doubts about 

Govind Singh.  Wood described him as “incorrigible” and Impey argued 

that  

 

… no reliance can be placed on the Maharaja’s promises of 

amendment, and only by constant visits to Datia will it be possible to 

support the Dewan in his difficult task.
70
 

 

These doubts were vindicated in 1921, when the British became aware that 

conditions within Datia had once again deteriorated.  Two further crises in 

political relations, that of 1921, and a later crisis in 1941, will now be 

examined.  They were both products of the optimism which informed the 

decision to educate, rather than depose, Govind Singh in 1911, and 

represent an opportunity to see how such optimism fared in the light of 

abundant evidence to the contrary. 

In a letter written over two days in late October 1921, the AGG, 

Lieutenant-Colonel D.B. Blakeway, reported on the unsatisfactory condition 

of affairs in Datia.  As well as this extended official report, Blakeway also 

sent a demi-official communication, so that he could forward a letter written 

by the then Political Agent, Colonel Minchin, in March 1920 – its contents 

were “so shocking” they could not be referred to in official 

correspondence.
71
  His reticence was not without justification: in his letter, 

Minchin had argued that “the time has come to cleanse the Augean stable of 

His Highness’ entourage a bit”, explaining that 
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He [Govind Singh] is suffering from syphilis and an ulcerated anus, 

and with his vicious habits and persistent indulgence in strong drink 

has no chance of being cured.  He is entirely in the hands of 

scoundrels, … who meditate evil continually and do as much as they 

dare.
72
 

 

The Maharaja’s troubled relationship with his family had prompted 

Minchin’s report: the Senior Maharani alleged that an “outrage” had been 

attempted against her by the Maharaja and his associates, and urged that 

their son, the heir, should be kept away from the “evil influences” at Datia.  

The complaints of the Senior Maharani and the Dewan had been responded 

to initially by local officials.
73
 

By August 1921, however, conditions in Datia had failed to improve.  

Accordingly, Blakeway had summoned the new Political Agent, Major E.D. 

Colvin, and Govind Singh’s companion, Major (previously Captain) 

Tyndall, to Indore to receive their views and advice on the issue, with the 

hope that Tyndall could persuade the Maharaja to adopt any measures that 

they agreed upon.  It soon became obvious to Blakeway, however, that the 

influence once exerted over Govind Singh by Tyndall had evaporated 

during his long absence, and that “the Maharaja had passed completely 

under the influence of the evil counsellors surrounding him”.  Blakeway 

consequently requested an audience with Govind Singh, giving him the 

opportunity to explain or defend himself before any report was made to the 

GOI, and informing him beforehand of the array of allegations made against 

him.
74
  At their interview, eventually held on October 18, the Maharaja 

denied the validity of these complaints, and provided Blakeway with a 

prepared statement, in which he presented his own grievances – against his 

Dewan, Lal Panna Lal, and Major Tyndall, whom he accused of 

misrepresenting him to the political authorities and obstructing his attempts 

to improve Datia’s administration.
75
  However, the Maharaja’s denials were 

far from comprehensive: he “admitted his drunkenness, but said that it was a 
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common thing and did no harm to the State … [and] did not specifically 

repudiate the imputation of vice.”
76
  At this interview Govind Singh gave 

the impression that he might cooperate with the expulsion of several 

“objectionable persons”.  At a second interview with Blakeway the 

following day, however, the Maharaja was openly recalcitrant.  He would 

not consent to their removal unless a judicial enquiry was conducted into 

each man’s case, and he maintained this position even after Blakeway 

reminded him that it was his duty to remove “harmful people on the 

requisition of the Political Agent” and that he had no right to demand such 

an enquiry.
 77
 

Blakeway’s verdict, though couched in far more measured language 

than that employed in 1920 by Colonel Minchin, was damning.  He 

described circumstances in Datia as approaching crisis: 

 

Of the three counts in the indictment against the Maharaja in 1911, 

namely, profligate habits, neglect of duties, and callous disregard of 

justice, a similar charge to the first has now been admitted (and I 

regret to say with complete indifference) to me by the Maharaja; the 

second defect, of which there are signs, follows almost inevitably 

from the first, and my apprehensions are that, unless suitable 

remedies are applied, progressive deterioration will lead again to the 

administrative disasters arising out of moral depravity similar to that 

implied by the last of the previous charges.
78
   

 

Only the timing of the official response gave him cause for optimism, as it 

might be possible on this occasion to prevent a full-blown crisis developing 

and thus obviate the need for more drastic intervention.  So far at least, and 

so far as he was aware, “serious oppression has not taken place as a result of 

the depravity of the Maharaja’s private life.”  Consequently, and despite the 

seriousness of Govind Singh’s misconduct, he did not recommend that a 

Commission of Enquiry be conducted into his fitness to rule.
79
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Before any response to the situation could be formulated, Govind 

Singh submitted a memorial to the Viceroy, Lord Reading, through Wood, 

in which he reiterated his request for a “full and impartial” enquiry into the 

cases of the men whom Major Colvin wished to expel from Datia.  He also 

claimed to be the victim of intrigues instigated by his Dewan, and accused 

Colvin and Blakeway of gross discourtesy in their interview with him on 19 

October.  Colvin’s ears were, he explained to Wood, poisoned against him.  

To Reading he expressed his confidence that he would “not allow the one 

sided reports of the local Political Officers to be taken into consideration, 

without proper investigation”.
80
  These documents demonstrated a obvious 

lack of understanding of the system’s operation on the part of either the 

Maharaja or his advisors, and Blakeway was able easily to refute the 

allegations of discourtesy made against himself and his subordinate.
81
   

Blakeway recommended that the Dewan and Major Tyndall should 

leave Datia, that the nine “objectionable persons” should be removed from 

the state, and that he should communicate to the Maharaja the GOI’s 

displeasure regarding his refusal to acknowledge the rights of the Political 

Agent in such matters.  His proposals were not, however, wholly endorsed, 

indicating once again the diverging perspectives of the centre and the 

periphery in the practice of indirect rule.
82
  Wood’s view was more 

moderate than that of Blakeway: he described the Maharaja’s request for an 

enquiry as “fair and reasonable”, and argued that it seemed  

 

unjust and contrary to the spirit of the engagements between His 

Highness and the Government of India that he should be required to 

assent to the immediate dismissal of nine of his servants and officials 

on the ipse dixit of the Political Agent acting on the advice of a 
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Diwan, who is admittedly unsuitable and alleged to be hostile to His 

Highness.
83
 

 

It was nonetheless agreed that the Dewan and Major Tyndall should leave 

Datia, and that the Maharaja be asked to dismiss three of the nine men; 

consideration of the remaining six would be postponed until the new 

Political Agent and a new Dewan had settled into their positions and 

developed opinions of their own as to the suitability of removing the men.  

While the statement of disapproval urged by Blakeway was rejected, he was 

asked to convey “the disappointment with which His Excellency the 

Viceroy had read the story of his frequent lapses”.
84
  On receipt of these 

orders Govind Singh wrote to Wood, thanking him for his kind 

consideration and assuring him that he had passed the orders for the 

dismissal and expulsion of the three men.
85
  Although he had been forced to 

concede the loss of several close associates, and had lost political capital 

through the blunder of openly criticising his local political officers, the 

Maharaja had nonetheless gained something from this crisis: release from 

the unwanted control of a hostile Dewan and the unwelcome advice of his 

former guardian. 

The next major crisis in Datia did not arise until 1941.  In July of 

that year the Resident in Central India, Lieut-Col. Gerald Fisher, reported 

that the Maharaja’s drinking had worsened, and that it was generally 

believed that he would not live much longer.
86
  A few weeks later, the 

situation had deteriorated further: Govind Singh had decided to remove his 

Dewan, Khan Sahib Hashmat Ali, and replace him with a Council consisting 

of “local intriguers”.
87
  It transpired that the Maharaja had been spending 

most of his time at Seondha, where he was drinking continuously.  His 

associates were manipulating his consequent mental incapacity and physical 

isolation to their own advantage: first denying the Dewan access to the 
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Maharaja, then persuading him to conduct a corruption investigation into 

one of the ruler’s closest allies, Raghunath Singh.  The investigation 

predictably led to an attack on the Dewan by Raghunath Singh, that in turn 

prompted the Maharaja to attempt to dismiss him without first consulting 

the Political Agent (as he was obliged to do).
88
  On hearing of the situation, 

the Political Agent, Poulton, visited Datia, and conveyed to Govind Singh 

the message that  

 

With the exception of the Dewan there are no officials in Datia who 

are suitable to form a Council in which either the Hon’ble the 

Resident or the Political Agent could have confidence.  … In the 

circumstances the Resident advises that no changes should be made 

without the Political Agent’s previous concurrence, which should 

not be accorded until he has gone into the conduct of the 

administration which has resulted in this deadlock, and also satisfied 

himself that the state of His Highness’s health, about which 

disquieting reports have been coming in, permit him to exercise 

adequate and independent control.
89
 

 

The Maharaja, however, refused to retract his dismissal of Hashmat 

Ali, although he suggested an alternative arrangement to the council 

originally proposed.  Poulton warned Govind Singh that, as he had failed to 

take his advice, he would be held personally responsible for any 

“developments” that might occur as a result.
90
  Fisher then requested an 

interview with Govind Singh, who evaded it on the pretext of his son’s 

illness, but did concede in writing that his actions might have been overly 

hasty.  Fisher depicted conditions within Datia as dire – most officials were 

unqualified for the positions they held, and any Dewan risked dismissal if 

by his administrative efforts he incurred the displeasure of the Maharaja’s 

allies at court.  It was also likely (though not known for sure) that the 

Maharaja, his second wife and his ‘favourites’ had depleted the financial 

reserves of the state through extravagance and administrative inefficiencies.  

Consequently, Fisher recommended that the state finances be subjected to 

an external audit, and that the Maharaja might be informed of the Crown 

                                                
88
 IOR R/1/1/3718.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1663-Q/115-41, 22-23/09/1941, from Resident 

CI to Pol Sec. 
89 IOR R/1/1/3718. Message from Resident CI communicated by PA Bundelkhand to HH 

Datia on 16/09/1941. 
90
 IOR R/1/1/3718. Conf. D.O. Letter No.1663-Q/115-41, 22-23/09/1941, from Resident CI 

to Pol Sec. 



147 

Representative’s disapproval of Datia’s unstable administration and his 

failure to accept the advice of the Political Agent.
91
  Fisher also urged, in a 

private letter to the Political Secretary, Sir Kenneth Fitze, that medical 

opinion be sought on Govind Singh’s health, in order to ascertain his fitness 

to exercise independent control – a prospect which Fisher thought the 

Maharaja would do anything to avoid.
92
  Whereas in previous crises Govind 

Singh’s personal character, though considered unsatisfactory on several 

grounds, was thought to have little in the way of a direct, detrimental effect 

upon the administration of, and conditions within, Datia, it was now seen as 

being at the core of the problem.  The Maharaja’s constant drunkenness, his 

physical frailty and absence from the capital had enabled his ‘undesirable’ 

associates and advisors to acquire de facto control over the state and its 

resources.  Indeed, they had apparently gone so far as to impersonate 

Govind Singh, issuing orders on his behalf to durbar officials via 

telephone.
93
   

Having travelled to Indore to discuss the situation with Fisher, 

Poulton returned to Datia in late September and secured the Maharaja’s 

agreement to the removal of four of these “undesirables” and the 

appointment of a temporary Dewan whilst the political authorities identified 

a replacement for Hashmat Ali, whom the GOI had decided should not be 

retained against the Maharaja’s wishes.
94
  Rao Bahadur Lele, an Agency 

official, was duly installed as Dewan on 29 September.  On visiting Datia a 

week later, however, Poulton discovered that the situation had only become 

worse.  Although orders removing the four men had been passed, they had 

neither handed over their charges nor left the state.  Moreover, the new 

Dewan had been unable to gain access to the Maharaja from 30 September 
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until 4 October, due to his constant inebriation over this period.  

Unfortunately, this episode of incapacity had also coincided with the annual 

Dassehra celebrations in the state on 1 October, resulting in Govind Singh 

publicly humiliating himself and causing profound embarrassment to his 

guests, the Maharajas of Drangadhra and Jhalawar.  Having been plied with 

whisky by two of his ‘favourites’, Govind Singh’s behaviour had become 

increasingly erratic at the morning Dassehra parade.  He rode his horse in 

small circles, eventually abandoning the reins and speaking incoherently to 

the horse.  Ultimately Govind Singh had to be helped from the animal and 

the Maharaja of Drangadhra assumed his ceremonial responsibilities.  

Incapable of standing, the Maharaja of Datia had to be lifted to his feet for 

the playing of the state anthem, and physically carried to his car at the end 

of the parade.  At the durbar held later that evening, and attended by all state 

officials, the Maharaja opened proceedings by shouting abuse at the 

Superintendent of Police.  Later, he disrupted the ceremonial presentation of 

nazrana by leaving the dais in order to spontaneously embrace the 

Maharajas of Drangadhra and Jhalawar.
95
 

The Maharaja’s unseemly and undignified conduct provoked 

exasperated condemnation from Poulton, who argued that the Maharaja’s 

“outburst” demonstrated 

 

beyond all shadow of a doubt that he is a complete slave to his 

weakness under even the most favourable conditions. His Highness 

has undergone a short period of partial, if not complete, abstinence 

and his drinking at Dasehra might have been condoned had it been 

moderate.  But when he drinks to excess in spite of the efforts of two 

brother Princes; the removal of four undesirables, and a most critical 

situation in his relations with the Political authorities, any faint hope 

that he might improve, vanishes.
96
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Due to the Maharaja’s “unquestionable loyalty and invariable support of all 

war measures”, and the negative consequences he anticipated it would entail 

for the state itself, Poulton fell short of recommending Govind Singh’s 

removal from power outright.  He did, however, urge that the Maharaja’s 

powers be restricted, with the Agency assuming complete financial control 

over Datia.  Govind Singh should also “for his own sake” be forced to spend 

the majority of his time in the capital, so as not to create the impression that 

he was no longer the ruler.
97
 

The Political Department, unsatisfied with the “confusing” 

correspondence they had received to date, requested “more definite 

recommendations”, and warned Fisher that should the Maharaja refuse to 

accept the type of advice they suggested giving him, the only option would 

be to offer him a Commission of Enquiry.  Any advice would therefore have 

to be worded in such a manner that its acceptance could be taken for granted 

– unless, of course, the Resident was confident that “ample” evidence to 

justify such a Commission could be produced if necessary.
98
  Fisher soon 

provided a more definite set of recommendations.  Govind Singh would be 

asked to agree in writing to the following arrangement: the appointment of a 

new Dewan, approved by the Resident, for a fixed number of years; the 

creation of a separate Civil List; and the state’s administration to be 

conducted by the Dewan (although the Maharaja would retain some control 

over the management of palace affairs and hunting).  The Maharaja was not 

to give orders to the Dewan, but would be kept informed and consulted 

about state affairs, and could discuss them with the Resident and Political 

Agent if desired.  He would also be required to spend reasonable periods of 

time in his capital.  These arrangements would be treated as confidential, so 

as to “spare him any appearance of public intervention in his affairs”, but if 

he did not agree to them a Commission would be appointed to assess his 

fitness to exercise ruling powers; Fisher recommended that the Chief 

Medical Officer in Central India should be a member of this Commission.
99
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The arrangements proposed by the Resident were largely agreed to 

by the Political Department, although certain modifications were made.  

Most importantly, the confidentiality of the new system, a prerequisite to the 

preservation of his dignity, would be conditional upon the full cooperation 

of the Maharaja.  The notion of a medical officer serving on a Commission 

of Enquiry was also definitively rejected.
100
  These revised terms were 

subsequently accepted in writing by Govind Singh on 15 November.
101
  In 

January 1942 the new Dewan, Devi Singh, arrived in Datia; after his own 

visit there that month, Fisher reported that  

 

the pulse of the Datia State is beating very feebly at present, and it is 

thought that His Excellency’s recent decision to take over practical 

control of this Administration has come at a most opportune time.
102
 

 

For the third time in three decades, Govind Singh had avoided deposition.  

In contrast to the two previous political crises, however, in 1941 the 

Maharaja’s political survival was largely due to consideration of factors 

external to his character and conduct – in particular, the anticipation that 

sooner rather than later Govind Singh would, through poor health resulting 

from his immoderate lifestyle, be removed from the political scene by 

natural causes.
103
  This assumption would become the dominant theme in all 

subsequent interactions with the Maharaja, as the political authorities now 

concentrated their efforts upon preparing for the succession of his heir, and 

protecting the state’s resources from depredation until that date. 

Given the serious character flaws which British officials perceived in 

Govind Singh, how did they explain the relative political stability of the 

intervening years between the crises of 1921 and 1941?  This period of calm 

was readily attributed to the “benevolent and astute handling” of the 

Maharaja, and of the state administration, by Qazi Sir Azizuddin Ahmed, 

who was appointed as Dewan in 1922 and served in that capacity until his 

                                                
100
 IOR R/1/1/3718.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.F.182-P/41, 27/10/1941, from Dep Pol Sec to 

Resident CI. 
101 IOR R/1/1/3718.  Copy of Conf. statement made and signed by HH Datia, 15/11/1941. 
102 IOR R/1/1/3718.  Extract from note on tour in Bundelkhand, by Resident CI, no date. 
103
 IOR R/1/1/3718.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.F.182-P/41, 27/10/1941, from Dep. Pol Sec to 

Resident CI. 



151 

death in 1939.
104
  ‘The Kazi’, as he was somewhat affectionately referred to 

by British officials, was considered an astute politician, capable 

administrator, and a supremely effective manipulator of the Maharaja – in 

other words, exactly what was needed to maintain (or ideally, improve) the 

fragile condition of affairs in Datia.  Significantly, he was also a willing 

collaborator with the political authorities, maintaining regular and frank 

communication with, and becoming a “trusted confidant” of, local 

officers.
105
  Consequently, the improvement in Govind Singh’s conduct, or 

at any rate its outward appearance, was seen as the result of the Dewan’s 

efforts, rather than any exertion on the part of Govind Singh.  Kenneth 

Fitze, the Political Secretary in 1941, declared that 

 

No one knew better than the Kazi his master’s fundamental and 

incurable failings, but his skill in exploiting what good there was in 

His Highness, and concealing the bad, was such that during all that 

period of 18 years the Maharaja’s record was outwardly almost 

blameless.  He became a K.C.S.I., a G.C.I.E., and a Lieut. Colonel in 

His Majesty’s Forces and acquired the reputation of being a 

benevolent, and even a progressive, Ruler.  … On the death of the 

astute Kazi it was hardly to be expected that anyone else could be 

found to keep up this standard of stage management.
106
 

 

Indeed, in the months following his death, several Dewans followed ‘the 

Kazi’ in rapid succession, each of them failing to establish effective 

authority before their dismissal by the Maharaja.  This high turnover 

facilitated the return to ascendancy of Govind Singh’s preferred associates 

and the deterioration in affairs that culminated in 1941 in the attempt by this 

group (or “gang of palace intriguers” as they were depicted by Fisher) to 

remove the Dewan and acquire exclusive control over the state.
107
 

The long period of calm in Datia affairs achieved by ‘the Kazi’ 

reflects the central importance of an ‘astute’ and cooperative Dewan to any 

attempt by the British to direct events within a troublesome princely state 

without resorting to overt intervention.  Such an official was both the 
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primary source of reliable information concerning, and the most effective 

means of exerting influence over, affairs within a state; he could also be 

relied upon to foster a functional political relationship between the ruler in 

question and the British.
108
  In the absence of a capable, pro-British Dewan, 

it was far easier for a ruler such as Govind Singh to restrict the flow of 

information to British officials and resist their initiatives.  However, a strong 

Dewan could also be the champion of the state’s interests (as defined by the 

ruler or by the Dewan himself), rather than the political authorities.  In such 

circumstances, British efforts would be focused on removing the Dewan, 

rather than the ruler, if the vision he sought to achieve failed to support, or 

conflicted with, broader British interests in the subcontinent.
109
   

Whilst the triangular relationship between the ruler of a state, his 

dewan or minister, and the local political officer, was a fundamental feature 

of indirect rule,
110
 there was also a range of powerful individuals and groups 

within a state who (through various forms of association) had some degree 

of influence over the ruler, and thus over decisions about the distribution of 

resources – material, political and ritual – within the state.  These 

individuals and groups varied significantly, from local merchants and 

financiers to the relatives of the ruler.  From the perspective of the GOI, 

their internal diversity and the density of the networks connecting them to 

the ruler and to the state’s administration rendered them a complex, opaque 

and largely unmanageable factor with which officials were forced to 

contend in their attempts to manipulate conditions within a state (it should 

be noted, however, that both the political authorities and these internal 

actors often attempted to utilise each other to advance their own interests).  
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Any form of influence exercised over a ruler could therefore provoke a 

hostile response from political officers, especially if the individual or group 

concerned was inaccessible to them (as were the vast majority of rulers’ 

wives and female relatives) or offended British conventions of social 

interaction – such as Maharaja Shivaji Rao’s low-status lover, Gopal Rao.
111
  

The unwelcome influence of friends, relatives and palace servants often led, 

as in the case of Govind Singh’s close associates, to their condemnation by 

political officers as ‘favourites’, ‘intriguers’ and ‘undesirables’, who, like a 

cancerous growth, had to be excised from the state if its health were to 

improve.   

Moreover, as the physical and political isolation of the princely 

states declined in the twentieth century, their porous, patchwork borders 

were increasingly vulnerable to what the British perceived as ‘infiltration’ 

by new kinds of political actors, most importantly Indian nationalist 

politicians and members of communal organizations, whether in order to 

win over the states’ populations to their cause, or to use the states as a 

means of achieving their political objectives within the provinces.
112
  It was 

the addition of this new factor to the political equation in Datia that 

precipitated the final crisis of Govind Singh’s reign.  In consideration of his 

advanced age, recent good behaviour, and the perceived benefits to their 

long-term plans for managing the state, the restrictions on the Maharaja’s 

powers had once again been relaxed in March 1946.
113
  Within months – 

whether coincidentally or otherwise – agitation developed in Datia against 

its Muslim Dewan, Khan Bahadur Ainuddin (against whose appointment in 

December 1943 the Maharaja had protested from the outset),
114
 including 

accusations that Ainuddin had masterminded the desecration of temples 

within Datia. Intimidated and offended by the scale and intensity of the 

agitation, Ainuddin tendered his resignation to the Resident, Lieut-Col. 
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Walter Campbell, on 29 October 1946, who refused to accept it on the 

grounds that it would be “interpreted as surrender to these evil-minded 

people”.  The Maharaja was exhorted to order his Dewan and executive “to 

take the most stringent action against any persons attempting to create 

communal trouble at the instigation of outside hooligans”.  He also warned 

that the restrictions on his powers could once again be re-imposed if he 

failed to protect Ainuddin and restore order in Datia.
115
  A few days later, 

Campbell again advised Govind Singh that in the tense situation then 

prevailing, the best remedy was for him “to support the Dewan to the fullest 

extent possible” – the inference being that while the Maharaja may not have 

been openly supporting the unrest, he had certainly done little to discourage 

its organisers and participants, and it was suspected that either he or those 

close to him were directing the entire process.
116
 

Despite the Resident’s exhortations, conditions in Datia continued to 

deteriorate.  On 6 November a hartal commenced in the capital’s bazaar 

with the intention of securing the departure of the Dewan.
117
  According to 

the Political Agent, W. Egerton, the situation in Datia was “approaching that 

of siege”.
118
  The arrival of a deputation of the Crown Representative’s 

Police eased tensions, and the hartal was called off on 8
 
November in 

response to a proclamation by Govind Singh, allowing Egerton to return to 

Nowgong the following day.
119
  In his absence, however, the situation 

worsened once again.  It transpired that the police were in fact being kept 

outside the capital on the orders of the Maharaja, and the Dewan had 

reiterated his desire to resign in the absence of any support from him – 

prompting Campbell to visit Datia in an attempt to resolve the crisis.  

Arriving on 11
 
November, he summoned the Maharaja from Seondha to 

explain himself.  Campbell’s account of the interview (postponed until later 

that day so that Govind Singh could sober up) and its aftermath bears 
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quoting at length, as it captures the official perspective on the closing 

moments of the Maharaja’s career: 

 

I started by saying how distressed I was to learn of this upheaval so 

soon after I had personally recommended … and had obtained … 

sanction for the removal of the restrictions on his powers.  He at 

once took up a truculent attitude saying that he was in no way to 

blame, that he had done nothing to interfere with the Dewan’s 

administration and that this agitation was entirely the work of 

‘badmashes’.  I taxed him with the accumulated evidence of his 

complicity but he merely met all these charges with a blank denial 

… As it was impossible to make any headway with the Maharaja in 

this mood I told him quite clearly that I had been compelled, from 

what I had learned, to recommend … that the previous restrictions 

on his powers should be restored.  I then suggested that he should 

think over the matter and come and see me in the morning.  … His 

Highness’ attitude this morning was unchanged and neither did an 

appeal to his better feelings nor threats have any effect on him so I 

decided … to inform him, in anticipation of orders, that His 

Excellency the Crown Representative had reimposed the restrictions 

on his powers.  I added that something more severe might follow 

unless His Highness forthwith instructed his followers … to desist 

from their evil campaign.  … I therefore recommend most strongly 

that the restrictions should continue indefinitely … as long as the 

Maharaja remains in the State there is always a danger of a 

recurrence of the trouble.
120
 

 

The first steps were promptly taken to re-assert control over the state: 

meetings were prohibited, leading activists arrested, and two more platoons 

of police were requested.  Ainuddin was persuaded to stay for two months 

whilst the situation was restored, despite his desire to leave.
121
  Advice and 

influence – the cornerstones of indirect rule – having failed in Datia yet 

again, the political authorities felt compelled to remove Govind Singh from 

power indefinitely in order to regain control over the state. 

At the outset of his career in 1907, official perceptions of Govind 

Singh’s character were markedly optimistic, and hopes were high that, 

despite his lack of readiness for his role, he would in time develop the 

necessary skills and powers of judgment.  Even the revelations of 1911 

concerning the Maharaja’s mismanagement of both his personal life and his 
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administration did not succeed in dispelling completely the image of a 

young prince, weak and ignorant but willing to improve, and in need of 

tutelage rather than punishment.  The compatibility of the young Maharaja’s 

first major political crisis with prevailing attitudes towards elite Indian 

youth, masculinity and education thus prevented him being removed from 

power on anything but a temporary basis.  Instead, the education of Govind 

Singh became a major project for local officers and the political authorities 

more broadly – one that they were reluctant to abandon, even when it 

became increasingly evident that he lacked either the capacity or inclination 

to remain a reformed character. 

Not only did the British fail to correct the perceived flaws in Govind 

Singh’s character with any permanency, they were also unable to achieve a 

durable solution to the administrative and political problems they perceived 

within Datia.  The Maharaja’s four decades on the gaddi are characterised 

by a consistently repetitive cycle: the imposition of British control upon the 

state and supervision of the Maharaja; the relaxation of that control and 

supervision; the re-emergence of problems, even the development of a 

crisis; and the re-imposition of more direct forms of control once again.  

Despite his undertakings to the contrary, Govind Singh was largely 

uninterested in playing the role of subordinate ally.  His cooperation could 

thus only be secured through the threat of having his powers restricted, or 

the prospect of having such restrictions relaxed.  Officials’ attempts to 

‘influence’ him through the provision of ‘advice’ were far less successful 

than was the resort to a British-appointed, authoritative and ‘astute’ Dewan, 

capable of negotiating the shoals of state politics and procuring cooperation 

from the Maharaja through these same threats and prospects.  Finally, the 

political survival of Govind Singh suggests one possible reason for the rarity 

of depositions: it demonstrates the extreme reluctance of the British to resort 

to outright deposition of a ruler, even when, as in the case of Datia, the ruler 

in question was one of the very few whose misconduct or maladministration 

did warrant their permanent and unequivocal removal from power.  This 

extreme reluctance will also be apparent in the trajectory assumed by 

political relations in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Four 

Murder on Malabar Hill: Tukoji Rao of Indore 
 

 

“The Agent to the Governor General is still anxious about the 

possible results of an “acquittal”.  It seems to me that there is now 

no alternative and that we must face the risks whatever they are.  We 

have to consider not only Indore, but British India and the other 

Princes.”
1
 

 

 

On 27 February 1926, the Political Department issued a 

communiqué to the press, in which they announced that the Maharaja of 

Indore, Tukoji Rao Holkar, had decided to abdicate the gaddi in favour of 

his son and that the Government of India (GOI) had accepted his abdication.  

Consequently, no further investigation would be made into “the alleged 

connection of His Highness … with the attempted abduction of Mumtaz 

Begam and the murder of the late Mr. Bawla in Bombay on the 12th 

January 1925”.
2
  Abdul Kadir Bawla had died and Mumtaz Begum (who 

had until recently been Tukoji Rao’s mistress for several years) was facially 

disfigured after a gang ambushed Bawla’s car on Malabar Hill.  The much-

anticipated Commission of Enquiry into the Maharaja’s suspected 

involvement in the crime was also cancelled, frustrating the expectations of 

much of the British Indian press, and rendering the laborious preparations 

already made by the political authorities redundant.  Fully aware that his 

decision to abdicate would merely fuel public speculation about the degree 

of his involvement in the botched attempt to bring his estranged mistress 

back to Indore, Tukoji Rao explained that  

 

… holding strongly as I do the views set forth … as early as 8 years 

ago as to the status, rights and privileges of a Ruler of my position, I 

cannot persuade myself to act contrary to my convictions and to 

accept a Commission … of Enquiry.  Rather than sacrifice the 

principle for which I have stood throughout my career as a Ruler, it 

would be more dignified to sacrifice my own self by abdicating.
3
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The humiliation entailed in such a Commission, not only for himself, but for 

his dynasty and state, was ostensibly too much for Tukoji Rao to bear.   

The sudden abdication of the Maharaja of Indore in 1926 was for 

many spectators and interested parties an unexpected, and unsatisfying, 

resolution to a controversy that had raged for over a year: not just within the 

Residency at Indore and the political secretariat at Delhi, but also the High 

Court of Bombay, the corridors of Parliament and Middle Temple, and the 

press rooms of Ahmedabad and Calcutta.  For the Agent to the Governor-

General (AGG) in Central India, Reginald Glancy, it vindicated his personal 

conviction that Tukoji Rao would rather abdicate than face an official 

enquiry into his conduct.  More importantly, it released the GOI from the 

obligation to face the many risks that, as the opening quote suggests, were 

associated with holding a Commission of Enquiry into the Maharaja’s 

connection with what came to be known as the ‘Bawla case’. 

The aim of this chapter is not to determine whether Tukoji Rao was 

involved in the conspiracy to abduct Mumtaz Begum in 1925, nor indeed to 

explore the crime itself or the subsequent criminal investigation and trial in 

any depth.  Rather, I will argue that the trajectory of relations between the 

Maharaja and the political authorities prior to 1925 contributed to the 

evolution of a broad consensus among officials regarding the character of 

the ruler.  This consensus would, when the first reports of the attack in 

Bombay were received, make Tukoji Rao’s complicity in the crime seem 

not only possible but inevitable.  Over the years of interacting with him, 

British officials formed a very definite picture of Tukoji Rao’s character: 

one that led them to conclude that he must have been connected to some 

degree with the case.  Yet it was not this confident assessment of the 

Maharaja’s guilt that led them to take action against him.  The British had 

developed, prior to the Bawla case, a sufficiently negative perception of 

Tukoji Rao’s personal character and conduct as a ruler to render his removal 

from power desirable, if not actually urgent.  However, the manner in which 

he was ultimately removed from power in 1926 was not so much influenced 

by these perceptions as it was driven by consideration of a complex range of 

other factors (including the responses of other princes and the Indian press, 
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and the prospect of disorder in Indore).
4
  These factors forced the British to 

pursue political action against the Maharaja, significantly constrained the 

form, timing and extent of such action, and encouraged their acceptance of 

his offer of abdication when it was made. 

The abdication of Tukoji Rao in 1926 is thus of dual significance in 

attempting to understand the degree to which officials’ conceptions of 

princely character influenced the practice of indirect rule in India.  First, it 

reflects the increasing integration during the inter-war years of British 

relationships with individual rulers within the consideration of broader 

issues of political policy, public relations and the all-Indian environment.  

Second, it demonstrates the continued importance, despite these changes, of 

a ruler’s own responses to the constraints imposed and opportunities created 

by the British in determining the duration and success of his or her career.  

Accordingly, the chapter will have two main parts.  The first of these will 

map the trajectory of the relationship between Tukoji Rao and the political 

authorities, as perceived by British officials, from his installation as 

Maharaja in 1911 until the occurrence of the Bawla murder on 12 January 

1925.  In doing so it shall explore the perceptions of Tukoji Rao that were 

generated by officials’ interactions with him.  The second part of the chapter 

will then assess the relative influence of such perceptions, and of the other 

factors impinging upon the official response to the emerging crisis with 

which the political authorities were presented in 1925. 

 

By the mid 1920s, Tukoji Rao had lost a significant amount of 

political capital as a result of both the content and form of his relations with 

the British.  Consequently, when the Bawla case arose in 1925 it merely 

confirmed many of their negative perceptions of him.  These perceptions 

were the result of ad hoc reactions to a succession of problems which 

officials encountered in their interactions with the Maharaja and his durbar.  

Nonetheless, certain patterns and overarching themes in these perceptions 
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do emerge over the course of the years under consideration. Dominant 

amongst these was the assessment that Tukoji Rao (and by extension the 

officials of his durbar) was obsessed with his status, prestige, sovereignty 

and precedence, as well as that of the Holkar dynasty and Indore state, to a 

far greater degree than was considered normal or desirable for a ruler.  This 

obsession manifested itself in his relations with both the British and his 

fellow princes: Tukoji Rao distanced himself from any occasion or role that 

might pose a threat to his dignity, whilst his durbar actively pursued official 

recognition for a multitude of claims related to Tukoji Rao’s conception of 

his own position and that of his state.   

The political significance of these claims is not that they were unreasonable 

or untenable (although many were).  Concern with issues of hierarchy, ritual 

and ‘tradition’, conceived broadly, occupied the minds and resources of the 

British administrative elite themselves.
5
  Rather, the impact of such claims 

on relations between Indore and the GOI resulted primarily from the manner 

in which they were made.  The general tone of political communications 

produced by the Maharaja and his durbar played an important role in 

souring political relations and contributing to a conception of Tukoji Rao as 

a ruler whose overweening opinion of himself and his state was not 

supported by the seemingly irrefutable evidence of caste, history and policy. 

Tukoji Rao’s overwhelming preoccupation with status was thought 

to impair his judgment in political, administrative and personal matters and 

his strength as a ruler.  Beyond this dominant influence lay several other 

aspects of the Maharaja’s character that were seen as contributing to the 

malaise.  Most of these characteristics can be classified as some form of 

weakness, whether physical (the Maharaja’s frailty and repeated bouts of 

serious illness) or psychological (the Maharaja’s apparent inability to 

exercise self-control in his public and private roles).  Taken together, they 

suggest that the British image of Tukoji Rao was complex and ambivalent, 
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if tending overall towards being critical.  As a man possessed of weaknesses 

rather than vices, Tukoji Rao’s flaws tended to make him an object of pity 

rather than condemnation, and the positive aspects of his character, however 

few, could also be recognised when the opportunity and inclination existed.  

How this image developed over the course of his reign will now be 

examined. 

Tukoji Rao succeeded to the Indore gaddi in January 1903 after his 

father, Shivaji Rao, was effectively forced to abdicate by the then Viceroy, 

Lord Curzon.
6
  As the new Maharaja was at the time of his accession only 

twelve years old, the administration of the state was placed under the 

control of a Council of Regency (under the overall supervision of the 

Resident) for the duration of his minority.  It was not until 1911, with 

Tukoji Rao’s twenty-first birthday approaching, that the issue of his 

investiture with ruling powers was seriously considered.  In March of that 

year the Secretary of State, Viscount Morley, asked the Viceroy, Baron 

Hardinge, for his views on the possibility of Tukoji Rao being installed 

prior to the Coronation Durbar.  The young prince, who had been residing in 

Europe for quite some time owing to his poor health, was “anxious” to 

attend the durbar as a ruling prince.
7
  Morley urged Hardinge not to heed 

any reports made by local officers that recommended delaying Tukoji Rao’s 

installation, warning him that the “[e]ffect of inferiority of status [at the 

Coronation Durbar] on his nervous temperament must be borne in mind.”
8
  

A similar suggestion had been rejected the previous October, when Morley 

had argued that the Maharaja’s health would improve if he were told that he 

would be invested with full powers on his return to India.
9
 

The proposal met with a mixed response from the Foreign 

Department.  Major Stewart Patterson, the Assistant Foreign Secretary, 

thought that if it were decided to grant ruling powers to Tukoji Rao in 

November as suggested, then arriving at Indore in early October would 

allow him sufficient time to familiarise himself with state affairs, whilst 

avoiding the worst of the hot weather to which his constitution was so 
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averse.  Patterson’s sympathy for the young prince’s health, however, was 

finite: he observed that “[t]he climate of Indore, though not so good as that 

of Monte Carlo in winter, is good, and I think that if the Maharaja intends to 

rule his State he should accustom himself to it.”
10
  The Foreign Secretary, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Sir Henry McMahon, expressed his concern that Tukoji 

Rao lacked local knowledge, that the political service knew little of his 

administrative abilities, and that the process overall was being “somewhat 

rushed” by forces beyond the control of the secretariat.
11
  At this very early 

stage of his career, with no evidence of his abilities as a ruler, Tukoji Rao’s 

prolonged absence from his state, owing to his sojourn in Europe, made him 

an easy target for those in favour of postponing his investiture.  

Nonetheless, with Morley backing the Maharaja, Hardinge agreed to grant 

Tukoji Rao his powers prior to the Coronation Durbar, so long as his tutor 

(Oswald Bosanquet, a political officer on secondment) thought that he was 

fit to receive them.
12
  Hardinge was subsequently also forced to accept that 

the Maharaja would arrive from England less than a fortnight before his 

installation, due to his departure any earlier being “undesirable” on medical 

grounds.
13
 

Tukoji Rao was installed as a ruling prince on his twenty-first 

birthday, 6 November 1911.  In the absence of any more formal restrictions 

being imposed on the exercise of his powers, he undertook “not for a time to 

act in any important matter without the advice of the Resident and the Agent 

to the Governor-General.” 
14
 In his speech to the assembled elites of the 

state, O’Dwyer congratulated Tukoji Rao on his investiture, advised him on 

the best path forward, and warned him (perhaps with recent events in Datia 

foremost in his mind) that  

 

[m]ost of the dangers and difficulties that beset the path of a ruler, 

and especially of a young ruler, arise from the intrigues and 

machinations of self seeking persons who endeavour to establish a 

secret and sinister influence and become the power behind the 

Throne.  The surest safeguard against this evil is for a Chief to 
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choose his responsible advisers with discretion, to exact from them 

loyal service, to give them in return his confidence and support, to 

consult the Political Officers who represent the Government of India 

freely and frankly when in doubt or difficulty, and thus to establish a 

clear and healthy atmosphere in the administration of the State.
15
 

 

The Maharaja thanked O’Dwyer for his “eloquent address”, and assured 

him that “devotion to the throne will be the guiding star of my life”.  In the 

conclusion of his investiture speech, however, Tukoji Rao departed from 

convention in expressing disappointment that Hardinge’s proposed visit to 

Indore for the ceremony had been cancelled, declaring 

 

My happiness would have been further increased to-day had His 

Excellency the Viceroy graced the ceremony of my investiture with 

his presence as he at first intended, for it would have given me the 

chance of expressing to him personally my sincere and grateful 

thanks for all the Government of India have done for me and my 

State.  It is a great consolation, however, to know that but for 

unforeseen and unavoidable circumstances he would have been 

present here to-day.
16
 

 

This open grumble, however mild it may have been, was merely the 

public indication that preparations for the ceremony had been contentious.  

In late October, the durbar had objected to the plans for the ceremony.  

Despite the Agency’s prompt response to their letter, the Maharaja informed 

the Resident, C.L. Russell, that he thought it his duty to continue to object to 

the “innovation” that had been proposed.  During a lengthy meeting 

between the Resident, the Maharaja, his Minister and his senior counsellor, 

the Maharaja’s “feelings as to his duty in the matter were examined from 

various points of view” that had not, according to the Resident, previously 

occurred to the Maharaja or his advisers, and he was persuaded to accept the 

programme in “the peculiar circumstances of the case”.
17
  In February 1912 

the durbar again entered into correspondence on the issue, the Minister 

expressing his hope that the ceremony would “not form a precedent for 

                                                
15
 IOR R/1/1/474.  Copy of Speech given by AGG CI, 6/11/1911. 

16
 IOR R/1/1/474.  Copy of Speech given by HH Indore, 6/11/1911. 

17
 IOR R/1/1/491.  Letter No.661, 19/02/1912, from Resident at Indore to 1

st
 Asst. AGG CI.  

The “peculiar circumstances” referred to are the ignominious context in which Tukoji Rao 

had originally succeeded to the gaddi, his father’s abdication under pressure from the 

political authorities presumably being a source of great shame for him.  Whilst it is beyond 

the scope of this chapter to explore the “innovations” in the ceremonial in question, the 

proposed changes were intended to address this unusual situation. 
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similar investitures in the future.”  On this occasion Russell urged sympathy 

for the “conservative instincts” of the durbar on such issues.
18
  Nonetheless, 

this first protest is important in that it indicates the significance ascribed to 

matters of ceremonial status by the Maharaja, and the methods by which he 

hoped to realise his need for recognition. 

Tukoji Rao’s desire to marry for the second time provides another 

instance of the articulation of British responses to the Maharaja’s conduct.  

Having decided that his first wife (to whom he had, in accordance with 

custom, been wed in childhood) would never be a suitable companion for 

him,  Tukoji Rao determined to find another woman who could perform this 

role.  Before an appropriate candidate could be identified, however, he met 

Indrabai, the daughter of a “Bombay gentleman” in Simla in September 

1912, and within a month or two they had become engaged.  Indrabai was 

considered unsuitable on grounds of caste and descent (both her 

grandfathers were Eurasian) and objections to the impending marriage were 

raised within his own state, by Russell, and by other rulers.  Not knowing 

what to do, the young Maharaja sought advice from Hardinge, who advised 

him that if he must marry again, he should find a wife who was more 

acceptable to his family and peers.
19
   

Tukoji Rao accepted Hardinge’s advice, promising to break off the 

engagement, and nothing further was heard for almost a year.  However, 

during his summer visit to Europe the Maharaja’s resolve appears to have 

crumbled.  In September 1913 he appealed to Lieutenant-Colonel Sir David 

Barr (a member of the Secretary of State’s Council of India and a former 

AGG in Central India) to intervene on his behalf with Hardinge and 

Alexander Tucker, the new AGG.  Barr subsequently wrote at length on the 

matter to Tucker, describing what had passed at his interviews with the 

Maharaja and his adviser, Major Dube.  He also provided his own unofficial 

and private assessment of Tukoji Rao’s character and the issue under 

consideration.
20
 Prior to these interviews, Barr had heard that the Maharaja 

                                                
18 IOR R/1/1/491.  Letter No.661, 19/02/1912, from Resident at Indore to 1st Asst. AGG CI. 
19
 IOR R/1/1/1112.  “Memorandum regarding His Highness the Maharaja Holkar’s second 

marriage, written in 1914 by Mr. Russell when Resident at Indore.” 
20
 Barr refused to communicate with Tucker or Hardinge on behalf of Tukoji Rao as such 

matters bore no relation to his official position on the Council of India. 
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had been “melancholy and morose” during his stay in Scotland the previous 

month.  Far from relishing the opportunity to shoot grouse and stag as he 

had during his 1911 visit, Tukoji Rao had “moped” about the moors he had 

rented for hunting, with a volume of Shelley under one arm, and one of 

Keats under the other.  In conversation with Barr, Tukoji Rao explained that 

he was unable to “cure himself of his attachment to the young lady”, that “it 

was a matter of life or death, that though he tried he could not consider, or 

even hear, official letters & measures of administration sent from India”.  

The Maharaja’s desire to marry Indrabai was so “overwhelming”, that 

“rather than give up this marriage he would abdicate the gadi as his father 

had done, & leave the Govt. of India to administer his State during the 

minority of his son”.
21
 

Barr attempted to placate Tukoji Rao, pointing out that this was not 

the first time he had fallen in love, and that he had succeeded in overcoming 

his previous romantic attachments.  He also reminded the Maharaja of his 

promise to Hardinge, and the possible consequences of breaking that 

promise.  Barr even preached the “evils of polygamy” and stressed the need 

to safeguard the interests of the present Maharani and the succession of her 

son.  None of this swayed Tukoji Rao.  On being asked for his opinion, Barr 

advised him to explain the situation to Hardinge, and ask for his permission 

to withdraw from the promise he had made.  Despite his attempts to 

convince Tukoji Rao to abandon the idea, Barr ultimately thought the likely 

consequences of the marriage were less troubling than the risks associated 

with frustrating the Maharaja’s desires: 

 

… [I]t would be a great mistake to prevent the Maharaja if he is 

really so bent on it.  The taint of insanity in the Holkar family, so 

clearly traced from the first generation – is distinctly noticeable in 

the present Chief.  A very little would push him off his balance.  The 

boy is highly strung, sensitive, morbid, suspicious.  He suffers from 

seminal emissions, which are probably due to youthful indiscretions 

acquired at the Mayo College, but his weakness, a failing, troubles 

him enormously, both mentally & physically, and, not unnaturally, 

he would urge that if he were happily married & could enjoy 

                                                
21
 IOR R/1/1/1155. Private Letter, 2/10/1913, from Sir David Barr to A.L.P. Tucker.  

Tukoji Rao was probably unaware of the ironic similarity of this threat to that made by his 

father immediately prior to his own installation as Maharaja with regard to his lover, Gopal 

Rao (See Chapter Two). 
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connubial bliss in its normal phases, he would be delivered from this 

affliction – for affliction it really is.
22
 

 

This view was supported by Tucker, who stressed that “there is a danger of 

something like a breakdown on the Maharaja’s part, if he does not marry”.  

Not only had the Marathas “never been particular in their marriages”, 

Tucker argued, but the caste of the woman in question was at any rate 

higher than that of Tukoji Rao.
23
 

As anticipated, the Maharaja appealed to Hardinge soon afterwards, 

asking him to release him from his undertaking, so that he might enter into 

this marriage, on which his “future happiness, peace of mind, and career in 

life” depended.  He assured Hardinge that the first Maharani would always 

retain her position, and that he would take no action before hearing from 

him, but that after a year he was “more devoted than ever” to Indrabai and 

“less than ever reconciled to the idea of a life spent without her”.
24
  In 

response, Hardinge expressed his disappointment at receiving this request, 

and urged Tukoji Rao to consider the broader implications of his decision: 

 

As Ruler of the State of Indore, you have to study, not only your 

own personal desires, but also your duty towards your family and 

your people.  Have you consulted any of your brother Chiefs … ?  

Have you thought how this marriage will lower you in the esteem of 

your relations, friends and well-wishers?  What will be the opinion 

of those who look to you as a leader in the cause of enlightenment 

and social reform, and particularly of the high-minded statesman 

who came at your request to help you on the path of progress?
25
 

 

Despite his conviction that it “would be detrimental to the best interests of 

yourself and of your State”, Hardinge resolved not to obstruct the marriage, 
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 IOR R/1/1/1155. Private Letter, 2/10/1913, from D. Barr to A.L.P. Tucker.  Emphasis in 

original. 
23
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 IOR R/1/1/1155.  Letter, 17/10/1913, from Hardinge, Hanumangarh Fort, Bikaner, to HH 

Indore.  A “high-minded statesman” refers to Sir Narayan Chandravarkar, then Dewan of 

Indore, who objected to the marriage itself as a second marriage per se, rather than because 
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although he refused to give any undertaking regarding official recognition 

of the union or any children that may be produced in future.
26
 

Tukoji Rao did persist, and married Indrabai in January 1914.  

Fortunately, it soon became apparent that, despite her questionable 

antecedents, Indrabai (now the ‘Junior Maharani’) was an ideal second wife 

for the Maharaja: she had excellent manners, spoke English well, was on 

“the best of terms” with the Senior Maharani, and indeed, exhibited greater 

interest in the Maharaja’s children than did their own mother.  More 

importantly, she was a positive influence on Tukoji Rao, and had been 

acknowledged by the Maharaja of Kolhapur, the symbolic head of Maratha 

rulers.
27
  After receiving social recognition from the Governors of Bengal 

and Bombay in 1914 and 1915 respectively, the Junior Maharani was 

eventually recognised formally in December 1916, and any children born to 

her were judged eligible for the succession, if the occasion arose.
28
  

However, the Maharaja’s victory on this issue obscures the damage inflicted 

upon British attitudes towards him as a result of his conduct in the affair.  

Tukoji Rao had chosen to place his own ‘personal’ needs before his duty to 

his dynasty, his subjects, his state, the princely order, and – most 

significantly – his British overlords.  In their eyes, his conduct supplied 

evidence of his moral weakness and psychological fragility.  Furthermore, 

Tukoji Rao’s wilful disregard (however courteously it might have been 

phrased) of the advice he had voluntarily solicited from Hardinge, and his 

failure to uphold his promise to him, suggested an inability, or 

unwillingness, to conform to desirable modes of princely behaviour and 

play by the rules of the political game. 

Whilst the Maharaja’s decision to marry Indrabai in 1914 

demonstrated his lack of self-control, the weakness it revealed could be 

rendered excusable, at least to some extent, by his choosing to “act 

honourably” and marry the woman, when the alternatives to marriage were 
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simpler and had fewer risks associated with them.
29
  His interactions with 

other women were not always interpreted so sympathetically.  Although 

much of what was alleged against Tukoji Rao was never proven, it 

nonetheless contributed to a vision of the Maharaja as a man whose 

overpowering desires clouded his judgment and drove his conduct.  One 

such case was that of Miss Maneckbai Wadia, a wealthy Parsi from 

Bombay.  In late 1918 her mother, Mrs Mehta, appealed to the AGG, 

Oswald Bosanquet, for assistance in securing her return from Indore.  

Maneckbai had run away from home and was living in the Maharaja’s 

palace, ostensibly as companion to the Junior Maharani, but given her 

independent means, presumably “owing to designs upon her on the part of 

His Highness.”  The durbar’s explanation was that Maneckbai had met 

Tukoji Rao and his party at Matheran during the hot weather earlier that 

year, and that she and the Maharaja’s Assistant Private Secretary, Captain 

Dinanath, had fallen in love.  The engagement was subsequently broken off, 

as Maneckbai had discovered that Dinanath was already married, and his 

wife had threatened to commit suicide if he married her.  Nonetheless, 

Maneckbai later wrote to the Maharaja, asking for his permission to live 

with the Junior Maharani, as she was still in love with Dinanath and was 

being mistreated by her family.  Bosanquet accordingly wrote to 

Maneckbai’s mother, making it clear that Tukoji Rao had only provided her 

daughter with shelter, and that she could go and fetch Maneckbai if she 

liked.  Mrs Mehta thanked him and Bosanquet assumed the matter was 

closed until he heard of Maneckbai’s death in Indore in May 1919, and 

received soon afterwards a memorial from Mrs Mehta, in which she alleged 

that her daughter’s death was due to foul play.  Investigations revealed that 

the death had most likely been accidental, the result of falling from a horse 

whilst riding with Dinanath, who was by then her husband.  However, the 

lack of an inquest, the rapid cremation, the “peculiar circumstances” of the 

marriage, and the inheritance due to Dinanath under his wife’s will, all 

encouraged the rumours of foul play that were then circulating in Bombay.
30
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Having consulted Waterfield, his Assistant in the Secret Branch of 

the Agency, and Le Marchand, an officer of the Central Provinces police 

force then on deputation in Indore, Bosanquet was confident that the death 

was accidental, and there was no cause for taking action in the matter.  

Despite this, he felt it necessary to discuss the rumour that connected the 

Maharaja to the death: Maneckbai had become pregnant to Tukoji Rao, who 

then ordered Dinanath to marry her.  In dismissing the rumour, however, 

Bosanquet sounded progressively less convinced by his own argument that 

 

quite possibly some pressure was brought on Dinanath to marry her 

i.e. having come back into his circle she may have become more 

enamoured of him than ever, and that the Maharaja may have told 

him that it was his duty to marry her …  But as to her having had an 

intrigue with the Maharaja, the presumption is all against it …  Even 

assuming that improper intimacy did take place I cannot believe that 

Dinanath could have been coerced into marrying her to shield the 

Maharaja and while it might be possible to bribe him to do it, it 

would have had to be a very large sum.
31
 

 

Given the durbar’s aversion to acknowledging, let alone responding to, the 

mother’s “bare allegations”, the AGG, F. Beville suggested that she contact 

either Captain Dinanath, or Dr. Tembe who had attended her daughter, for 

further information.  Both men were no longer in State service, nor indeed 

in Indore at all.
32
   

Another allegation of sexually predatory behaviour on the part of the 

Maharaja was made in 1923.  Sitabai Bhagwat, Tukoji Rao’s half-sister, 

requested an audience with the Political Secretary, during which she 

informed him that she and her daughter were in danger from Tukoji Rao, 

who had “evil intentions” towards her daughter.  Sitabai and her daughter 

had fled Indore for Bombay, but fearing that his scope of influence extended 

that far, Sitabai had sent her daughter to England.  Moreover, the Maharaja 

had confiscated their possessions and cancelled their allowances on their 

departure from Indore.  When the Political Secretary later expressed 

surprise at the story, it was explained to him that “no woman’s honour is 
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safe in Indore”.
33
  However, having no evidence that would corroborate “the 

charge that the Maharaja covets her daughter for immoral purposes”, the 

AGG, D.A. Blakeway, excluded the allegation from his consideration of 

Sitabai’s other claim (for restitution of her income and assets).
34
  Ultimately 

it was decided not to support even this claim, as Sitabai’s dispute with the 

Maharaja was considered a ‘domestic’ rather than ‘political’ matter, and 

thus beyond the scope of the Government’s authority in relation to Indore.
35
  

Finally, there was occasionally more concrete evidence of the Maharaja’s 

extravagant self-indulgence.  In September 1922, the Agency’s 

Superintendent of Police noted that  

 

I have known of a number of Delhi prostitutes having been brought 

down – all expenses paid here and on the way back – just for His 

Highness’ inspection.  As far as I can remember, for I saw them, 

there were seven tongas full of these women driving into the 

Yeshwant Palace!
36
   

 

Whether Tukoji Rao made use of these women’s services or not is 

irrelevant; the image alone of the tongas arriving at Indore reinforced the 

perception that the Maharaja was a man incapable of, or uninterested in, 

controlling his appetites, the cost of whose satisfaction was inevitably borne 

by his state. 

At his installation ceremony in 1911, Tukoji Rao had undertaken to 

consult the Resident and the AGG before making any important decisions.  

In September 1915, almost four years later, the AGG, Oswald Bosanquet, 

recommended that this obligation be withdrawn.  As one would expect with 

such a decision, Bosanquet’s recommendations were based upon, and 

prompted further consideration of, Tukoji Rao’s performance as a ruler to 

date.  His verdict was cautiously optimistic: Bosanquet recommended that 
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the final restraint on Tukoji Rao’s powers be removed, but was quick to 

stress that the Maharaja had not yet “shown any marked capacity as a ruler.”  

Indeed, Tukoji Rao’s connection to Indore and involvement with its 

administration had been limited by his absence each year during the hot 

weather; in total he had been away from Indore for a year and a quarter 

since his investiture, including a visit to England in 1913 of six months’ 

duration.  Moreover, in 1914 the Maharaja had become so ill that he was 

prevented from performing any administrative duties for three months.  He 

had also broken the obligation to consult political officers on at least two 

occasions.   The first of these was the purchase of “extravagant” jewellery in 

Calcutta in 1912, at a price of 10 lakhs of rupees.  Fortunately on this 

occasion his Chief Minister, Sir Narayan Chandravarkar, was able 

subsequently (with the Resident’s knowledge) to negotiate a reduced debt 

with the jewellers.
37
   

The second evasion of British authority was far more serious.  In 

August 1914 Tukoji Rao became severely ill and, being too weak to work, 

his doctors had forbidden anyone to discuss business with him.  In late 

August Bosanquet reported that, despite the ban on his working, the 

Maharaja had apparently developed guidelines for the discharge of those 

powers which he normally exercised and had presented these guidelines to 

Chandravarkar the previous day.  Their substance was that the Senior 

Maharani would assume control of the administration on his behalf and that 

a new five-member Council would be established to support her.  Whilst 

Chandravarkar was named as a member of this council, he would have no 

greater authority than the other four members, and as only three members 

were needed to support any motion, he would effectively be marginalised.  

Not surprisingly, Chandravarkar objected strongly to this attempt to 

circumvent him.  Bosanquet condemned this “innovation” as a clear 

violation of the obligation to consult on important matters.  Moreover, the 

medical isolation imposed upon the Maharaja which had denied 

Chandravarkar and the British access to him had obviously been disregarded 

by those involved in drafting the document.  The palace doctor and state 
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surgeon thus were also implicated in the plot to marginalise the Chief 

Minister. Consequently, Bosanquet requested urgent approval to intervene 

in Indore, to lend support to Chandravarkar and prevent the Maharani 

proceeding further with her parallel Council.
38
  The GOI promptly 

sanctioned his proposal to override Tukoji Rao’s orders, arrange the 

temporary transfer of administrative powers from the Maharaja to 

Chandravarkar during the former’s period of incapacity, and empower 

Chandravarkar to (with the Resident’s prior consent) override the majority 

of the state Council.
39
  The Political Secretary, John Wood, agreed with 

Bosanquet that  

 

… Dube (who went to England with the Maharani), Bapua (Private 

Secretary) and Bhagwat (Chandravarkar’s rival) have taken 

advantage of Holkar’s illness to secure power for themselves 

through the senior Maharani, who is of course quite incompetent, 

and to undermine the Chief Minister’s position.  It is difficult to 

believe that Holkar, if in his right senses, could have approved such 

an arrangement.  But in any case … it is necessary to nip this plot in 

the bud without delay, even though it may result in Holkar’s 

breaking with Chandravarkar as soon as he recovers.
40
 

 

The Maharaja’s actions following this decision suggested that he had been 

involved in the “plot”: a few weeks later he complained directly to Wood 

that he had “never expected such conduct from a man of Sir Narayan’s 

education and reputation”
41
, and by early October Tukoji Rao had made 

Chandravarkar’s position in Indore so difficult that he was forced to resign.  

The Maharaja’s actions in procuring a replacement constituted further 

evasion of his obligation to consult.
42
  

Rather than condemn these violations outright, Bosanquet explained 

that such conduct arose from Tukoji Rao’s conviction that this obligation 

reflected poorly upon his dignity.  The Maharaja thus attempted to avoid 

any duties or actions that would require such consultation, as it entailed the 

humiliation of making manifest his continued dependence on local political 
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officers. Bosanquet argued that the removal of this condition would 

encourage Tukoji Rao to take a more active interest in his state.  He also 

stressed that there were positive aspects of the Maharaja’s character: Tukoji 

Rao was “thoroughly loyal”, had above average abilities, a positive 

disposition and good intentions.  Unfortunately, his strengths were 

undermined by his ill health, his “vanity”, and the machinations of his 

closest associates.  The Maharaja had had ample time to become familiar 

with State business, and his capacity and willingness to assume full 

responsibility for its administration would only be diminished by further 

prolongation of these demeaning restrictions.
43
 

The GOI’s assessment of Tukoji Rao’s eligibility for unrestrained 

exercise of powers was less tolerant of his deficiencies.  Wood noted that 

“Holkar has not done much to justify confidence in his future”.  The 

approval of Bosanquet’s proposal was driven instead by a pragmatic 

acceptance that it was counterproductive to continue attempting to control 

Tukoji Rao by “keeping up an obligation which he is determined to evade”.  

Hopefully, his performance would improve once he was given a free hand.
44
  

A kharita was duly issued in early October, in which Hardinge informed 

Tukoji Rao that he had agreed  

 

to absolve Your Highness entirely from the obligation previously 

imposed which you not unnaturally regard as an irksome restriction 

on your freedom of action and your independence as a Ruler.  I have 

agreed to this step in the full assurance that Your Highness will 

justify the confidence reposed in you.
45
 

 

In private, however, Hardinge emphasised that he had “a poor opinion of 

him as a ruler”, suggesting that Tukoji Rao had by 1915 already managed, 

though his conduct, to alienate his most powerful ally within the political 

system.
46
 

Soon after the restrictions on Tukoji Rao’s ruling powers were 

removed, the future of the Resident at Indore also came under consideration.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, a new political appointment had been created 
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at Indore in 1899 in order to exercise more effective control over the then 

Maharaja, Shivaji Rao.  After Shivaji Rao’s abdication in 1903 and during 

Tukoji Rao’s ensuing minority from 1903 to 1911, the Resident had 

supervised the Council of Regency responsible for administering Indore.  

Upon Tukoji Rao’s investiture with ruling powers in November 1911, the 

Resident had been retained, albeit reverting to his conventional role of 

providing advice to the ruler and a channel of communication to the 

political authorities.  The GOI questioned the need for the position several 

times after Tukoji Rao came to power, although on each occasion its tenure 

was extended.
47
  In October 1915, however, the Maharaja requested a 

reversion to the arrangement that had prevailed prior to 1899, that of direct 

relations between Indore and the AGG.  He argued that direct relations were 

a specific right of Indore under its 1818 treaty with the British.  

Furthermore, the post of Resident had been created under special 

circumstances which no longer existed, and its abolition would “restor[e] its 

ancient prestige, and at the same time remov[e] the stigma which is being 

perpetuated by its continuance.”  Indeed, Tukoji Rao went so far as to assert 

that “[t]he right which the State has enjoyed for close on 100 years under 

the Treaty of Mandsore is one which the State will not willingly 

surrender.”
48
 

In forwarding the Maharaja’s request to the secretariat, Bosanquet 

agreed that the appointment was obsolete.  Furthermore, in the context of 

the wider cuts then being made to the bureaucracy as a result of World War 

I, the relatively light duties associated with the position made its retention 

difficult to justify.  Consequently, he recommended that the political duties 

of the Resident revert to the AGG, whilst the more mundane, and less 

symbolically important “administrative work” should be distributed 

between the Political Agents for Malwa and the Southern States.  This 

solution would, Bosanquet hoped, reassure the Maharaja that his political 

relations were not being ‘downgraded’ by being assigned to an inferior 

official, yet would also prevent Agency staff becoming overburdened with 
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minor issues relating to Indore.
49
  The proposal was, with some 

modification, eventually approved, owing partly to a sympathetic reception 

by Wood of the Maharaja’s “natural desire … to wipe out the stigma of his 

father’s misrule”.  It was also due to the acknowledgement that the 

‘humiliating’ presence of the Resident only increased the difficulty of 

dealing with Tukoji Rao, whose relations with Russell, the previous 

Resident, had deteriorated.  Given the presence of both the Resident and the 

AGG at Indore, the Maharaja had “naturally elected to deal with the one 

which showed the greater sympathy with his views and ignored the other.”
50
  

Once again, the British had decided to surrender a degree of control over 

Tukoji Rao in an attempt to render him more controllable. 

The approach adopted towards the management of Tukoji Rao by 

officials in this period reflects the broader shift towards a policy of ‘non-

interference’ or ‘laissez-faire’ in political relations.  After what has been 

described as the zenith of British intervention in the princely states under 

Curzon,
51
 the next Viceroy, the Earl of Minto reacted by articulating a far 

less radical approach towards political relations.  The new policy, unveiled 

during a visit to Udaipur in November 1909, specified that  

 

[t]he Governor-General in Council is opposed to anything like 

pressure on Durbars to introduce British methods of administration.  

He prefers that reforms should emanate from the Durbar, and grow 

up in harmony with the traditions of the State.  Administrative 

efficiency is at no time the only or indeed the chief object to be kept 

in view.
52
  

 

Despite the resistance displayed by many political officers to this change, 

the policy of non-interference remained influential within the political 

secretariat until the early 1920s.
53
  However, the ‘kid-gloves’ approach 

adopted in the case of Tukoji Rao cannot solely be attributed to this wider 
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policy context.  As will be seen in the second part of this chapter, there were 

several factors applicable to the state – some unique, others generic – that 

effectively provided the young Maharaja with additional political capital in 

his dealings with the British.  That Tukoji Rao failed to utilise fully the 

opportunities presented both by non-intervention and these factors, and 

indeed continued to erode his relations with officials, will now be explored 

in relation to the aspect of his character that was the source of greatest 

dismay for the political authorities: his ‘obsession’ with status. 

Tukoji Rao’s preoccupation with his own status, as well as that of 

his dynasty and his state, was remarked upon by those who came into 

contact with him, even during his minority.
54
  Once he was invested with 

ruling powers, decisions and statements made by the GOI regarding Indore 

were carefully examined by durbar officials for any indication that they 

might  

 

create new precedents calculated to wipe out an established custom 

and usage and affect prejudicially the status, dignity, rights and 

privileges of His Highness and his family, which is the duty of His 

Highness’s Government, as it should also be the concern of the 

Government of India, to preserve undiminished and unimpaired.
55
 

 

A series of protests, such as that made regarding the ceremonial adopted in 

Tukoji Rao’s investiture ceremony in 1911, was the logical consequence of 

this policy.  Moreover, the durbar actively pursued official recognition for a 

variety of claims related to the ‘dignity’ of Indore state and the sovereignty 

of its ruler.  In April 1917 a dispute erupted over the durbar’s use of the 

terms “Prince” and “Princess” to refer to the Maharaja’s sons and daughters.  

The Chief Minister, Ramprasad Dube, claimed that their use was a “long 

and well established practice” in Indore.
56
  Wood acknowledged that it 

seemed reasonable (given the general relaxation in attitudes towards such 

designations since their prohibition under Curzon) to permit important states 

to use such titles.  However, the GOI would not go so far as to adopt such 
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titles, the fear being that “Princes of inferior status” might demand similar 

treatment and crucially, given the symbolic subordination of the princely 

states to the English King, the Anglicisation of the title Maharaja would 

inevitably be requested.
57
  Later in 1917 the durbar became more ambitious, 

advancing the proposition that the Nizam of Hyderabad, the Maharaja of 

Indore, and the Maharaja of Gwalior – in that order – were of a superior 

rank to all other princes.
58
  This claim contradicted the conventional 

hierarchy, as reflected in the British allocation of gun salutes.   Dube 

asserted that  

 

the number of guns in a salute is an unreliable criterion of the 

relative status of the rulers … His Highness’s Government maintain 

that the one and only index of a Ruler’s status is the Treaties and 

Engagements that define the relations existing between His 

Government and the Government of India and the degree of political 

importance exercised by them at the time of the negotiations which 

ultimately ended in these Treaties.
59
   

 

His claim was ridiculed within the secretariat.  Wood described it as 

“wholly untenable”, and stressed the importance of making the true 

situation clear, “as it would not do to allow Holkar to assume from our 

silence that we in any way recognise his superiority.”
60
 

However, what caused the greatest offence and irritation about such 

protests and claims was the manner in which they were expressed.  Like his 

father, Tukoji Rao seemed unable to strike the appropriate tone in his 

interactions with officials.  Despite supporting his request for the abolition 

of the Resident at Indore in 1915, Bosanquet objected to the fact that Tukoji 

Rao had referred in his letter to the friction between the durbar, the Resident 

and the AGG, but had failed to mention “the great benefits which he and his 
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State have received from the labours of successive Residents.”
61
  In 1920 

the Assistant to the AGG wrote to the durbar, requesting any information 

they might have regarding the content of a petition that had been received 

by the Agency concerning the death of Maneckbai Wadia at Indore the 

previous year.  The Chief Minister apologised for the delay (of three 

months) in replying, explaining that it was because the request had “possible 

bearings on the rights and privileges of the State.”  After insisting that no 

further information on the case was available, and questioning the basis on 

which the petition had been made, the Chief Minister protested:  

 

I fail to understand however the ground on which the Government of 

India have been pleased to take notice of such a petition, based on 

bare allegations of the petitioner in the way they have done, and I 

cannot help thinking that such a reference with the expectation of a 

reply thereto is likely to affect and undermine the prestige of this 

Government: a situation hardly compatible with its treaty relations.
62
 

 

Given that their own interests were not threatened by such obstruction, no 

response was made to the tone of this protest.  In contrast, the invitations to 

Indore issued by Tukoji Rao on the occasion of his heir’s wedding in 

February 1924 to the King, the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York 

attracted strong criticism within the Political Department, despite Tukoji 

Rao having attempted to circumvent official channels by sending the letters 

directly.  On receipt of these letters from the India Office, G.D. Ogilvie 

declared “[h]ere we have another manifestation of the incurable 

megalomania of His Highness the Maharaja Holkar.”  The invitations had 

obviously not been sent with any expectation of attendance, as they could 

not have reached England before the wedding took place.  Further, although 

his letters to the Prince of Wales and the Duke of York showed sufficient 

deference, the Maharaja was “guilty of bad taste” and “impertinence” in 

writing to the King as he had done.  Unfortunately, there were no guidelines 

for such communications, so no rule had been broken.
63
  Instead, the AGG, 
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Reginald Glancy, was instructed to inform Tukoji Rao that, in the Viceroy’s 

opinion, his letter to the King was less formal and more familiar than those 

sent to his sons and that “the phraseology employed does not convey the 

ceremonious respect which is perhaps desirable in a communication of this 

nature.”
64
  Upon being confronted with his alleged “impertinence”, the 

Maharaja explained that he had simply adopted the style employed in a 

similar letter written by the Nizam of Hyderabad.  This explanation largely 

quietened complaints, as it suggested that rather than lacking deference, 

Tukoji Rao had merely made a clumsy attempt to maintain his position 

relative to other rulers.
65
 It was nonetheless decided to inform the Maharaja 

that it would have been better to use the language employed by his 

predecessors rather than that of the premier ruler in India.
66
 

The Maharaja’s preoccupation with status, and the confrontational tone 

of Indore’s official interactions with the political authorities, also seemed to 

find their parallel in the distant, evasive, even hostile tone of social 

interactions between Tukoji Rao, his family and officials, and political staff 

and Anglo-Indians more generally.  In 1913 O’Dwyer complained that  

 

H.H. holds himself very much aloof from British officers & British 

influence. When I ask him here to tennis or to dine he either fails at the 

last moment especially if there are other Chiefs coming or finds an 

excuse.  … He is said to discourage his Minister and officials visiting 

me … The late Minister apologised for not coming near me for months 

on the grounds that his coming here would be misunderstood.  … 

During the minority our social relations here with the Durbar officials 

were most friendly & pleasant.  Now they are practically non-existent 

and I can honestly say the fault is not only [with] the Residency side.
67
 

 

Soon after Tukoji Rao married his second wife, Hardinge received reports 

of two incidents that appeared to reflect poorly on the Maharaja.  The first 

of these was the apparent snub received by several Englishwomen at a 

purdah (women only) garden party hosted by the Maharani in March 1914.  

The second was that the wife of the commanding officer of the Mhow 

regiment had been “pelted with mud by some villagers” on the road between 
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Mhow and Indore.
68
  Bosanquet explained that the act of the Maharanis 

which had caused offence (remaining seated whilst receiving their guests) 

had occurred because Indian women had been present, whom it was 

appropriate to receive in that manner.  Bosanquet had personally reassured 

the affronted Englishwomen that it had been a mistake rather than deliberate 

rudeness; however, both he and Russell, the Resident, noted that the 

Maharanis lacked attendants capable of advising them on such matters.  

Russell also raised the issue with the Maharaja, who agreed that his wives 

had behaved inappropriately and promised to address the situation.
69
  In the 

long term, however, Tukoji Rao ceased to entertain Europeans, except at 

Indore’s annual duck shoot, which he used to indicate his dissatisfaction 

with particular British officials by failing to invite them.
70
 

The second incident occurred three months later.  Two 

Englishwomen, including the wife of the regiment’s General, had mud and 

abuse hurled at their car while passing through Sutarkheri village in Indore.  

Their chauffeur stopped the car and attempted to repel their assailants, but 

was himself hit with a stick by a member of the crowd.  On arriving at the 

cantonment police station at Mhow, the women were informed that no 

action could be taken as the cantonment police had no jurisdiction over 

Sutarkheri.  The women then proceeded to the local club, where their 

account of the ‘attack’ and display of the mud splattered on themselves and 

the car provoked moral outrage amongst their Anglo-Indian audience.  The 

incident escalated significantly: several officers formed a vigilante party, 

drove to Sutarkheri, beat several men whom the chauffeur identified as 

having been involved, and took two men back to Mhow where they were 

illegally detained until the cantonment magistrate secured their transfer to 

the State Police the next day.
71
  Despite the entirely justified protests of the 
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Chief Minister as to the illegal conduct of the British officers involved, he 

secured a resolution of the incident by proposing that the legal proceedings 

against the villagers be dropped, and that the durbar and the commanding 

General of the regiment both express regret for what had occurred; the 

durbar would then deal with the villagers and not push for the prosecution 

of the British officers involved.  Bosanquet explained that the day in 

question had been a Hindu holiday “on which the whole countryside was 

more or less drunk”, and that the villagers’ lack of malice was demonstrated 

by their failure to take full advantage of the chauffeur leaving the car.  

Indeed, Bosanquet stressed that  

 

the truculent conduct towards Europeans which one hears of in some 

parts of India is unknown hereabouts, & I attribute the whole thing 

… to drunken mischievousness.  There is no suggestion that it 

happened because there were English ladies in the car and I have no 

doubt that any car going by might have been pelted.
72
   

 

Nonetheless, the fact that news of such localised incidents managed to reach 

Hardinge suggests that these apparently innocent mishaps in Indore could 

cause profound offence to high-ranking British officials and thus have a 

potentially grave impact upon the Maharaja’s reputation. 

What then was the state of relations prevailing between Tukoji Rao 

and the political authorities immediately prior to the Bawla murder in 

January 1925? How was the Maharaja perceived within official circles after 

thirteen years in power?  In 1922 the AGG, D.A. Blakeway, argued that the 

Maharaja’s “exaggerated sense of his own importance and of the importance 

of his State and house” had become monomania.  This grand obsession was 

considered the origin of Tukoji Rao’s grievances and the “friction” between 

him and political officers; moreover, it was “the subject of ridicule by the 

Rulers of other States, whose opinion of His Highness and his pretensions is 

further coloured by the lowliness of his social position from a caste point of 

view.”  Blakeway claimed that the problem was beyond his resolution, as its 

cause – “the Maharaja’s assumption of independent sovereignty and equal 

alliance” – was unreachable “by methods of cordiality and the display of 
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friendliness”.
73
  The Superintendent of Police for Central India, Mr. 

Waterfield, similarly described the Maharaja as at times “more or less 

temporarily insane” owing to his  “consuming egotism”, which rendered 

him “incapable of judgment”.
74
  Tukoji Rao’s volatility also had a 

detrimental effect upon his state’s administration.  He had difficulty 

retaining “competent and reliable” ministers and had promoted to senior 

positions several uneducated sycophants, including a former “dressing boy”, 

who only encouraged his pretensions.  The corruption of his favourites 

further discredited the Maharaja’s administration and undermined his 

popularity.
75
   

In 1923, Blakeway explained to Thompson, the Political Secretary, 

that the lack of reports of sexual scandals in recent months was probably 

due to the Maharaja’s current preoccupation with his health and nerves, 

which made “any reckless pursuit by him of respectable women … far from 

probable.”
76
  The following year, a secretariat official noted that the 

“relations of His Highness the Maharaja Holkar with the Agent to the 

Governor-General are far from happy … the Maharaja is a difficult person, 

he is obsessed with an idea of his own importance and sets great store in his 

Treaty rights.”
77
  Indeed, in the months preceding the Bawla murder, the 

Political Department was considering how best to respond to the Indore 

durbar’s assertion in September 1924 of the state’s right to depute a vakil to 

the Viceroy.  Whilst this right was enshrined in the Treaty of Mandsaur, it 

was an anachronism that had never been exercised by Indore, and it was 

assumed to have been chosen as a test case for the assertion of Indore’s 

treaty rights.
78
  At the beginning of 1925 Tukoji Rao was therefore in an 

ambiguous position.  To date, no personal scandal or administrative abuse 
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had arisen that was so serious as to warrant substantive intervention in 

Indore.  Nonetheless, the Maharaja’s flouting of the niceties of indirect rule, 

and his antagonism towards its underlying principles – driven by his 

apparent obsession with status and sovereignty – had alienated the political 

establishment and led to a broad consensus amongst officials regarding the 

fundamental flaws in his character. 

 

As stated at the outset of this chapter, the abdication of Tukoji Rao 

was precipitated by widespread speculation that he was implicated in the 

failed attempt by a group of his subjects to abduct his estranged mistress.  

The Bawla case, as it quickly became known, centred on the ambush of the 

car of Abdul Kadir Bawla, a prominent young merchant, on Malabar Hill in 

Bombay on the evening of 12 January 1925.  In the course of the attack, 

Bawla was fatally injured and his mistress, Mumtaz Begum, was seriously 

hurt, as was Lieutenant Saegert, one of four British officers who had been 

passing by and had attempted to intervene.
79
  In reporting on 14 January that 

he had just heard of the attack through the papers, the AGG, Reginald 

Glancy, seemed almost excited, saying that “the case looks as black as it can 

look”, and that he would inform the GOI if he discovered any “clues”.
80
  

Although Glancy admitted he possessed no information about the case, 

beyond what he had read in the papers, he confidently stated: 

 

I have little doubt that it was instigated by Indore.  Narasing Rao, the 

Prime Minister, … has several times informally asked for extradition 

of Mumtaz Begum on the charge of theft of jewellery.  …  I 

invariably replied that extradition was out of the question but that I 

was prepared to certify case for trial [in] Bombay if sufficient prima 

facie evidence were forthcoming …  I was informed some time ago 

that negotiations were in hand to get Mumtaz Begum to return 

voluntarily …  Maharaja of Indore’s depression during the last few 

months has been universally attributed to chagrin at loss of Begum 

and accentuated by transfer of her affections to Bowla.
81
 

 

                                                
79
 IOR R/1/1/1554.  Telegram No.S.D.40, 14/01/1925, from GOB Special to Polindia and 

Home. 
80 IOR R/1/1/1554.  Copy of Conf. Letter, 14/01/1925, from AGG CI, Ratlam, to Pol Sec. 
81
 IOR R/1/1/1554.  Telegram R. No.36, 15/01/1925, from AGG CI to Polindia.  Italics 

added.  Underlining in original.  The reference to ‘Indore’ as instigator in this context is 

ambiguous, as rulers were often referred to by the name of their state, rather than by their 

personal name. 



184 

Glancy interviewed Tukoji Rao and informed him of what had occurred.  

The Maharaja “expressed surprise and horror”, but denied that he had any 

agents in Bombay at the time of the murder, and did not demonstrate any 

particular “nervousness” or “change of demeanour” on receipt of the 

news.
82
  According to Glancy, Tukoji Rao had appeared “well pleased with 

himself”, despite receiving a thorough dressing down on the theme that “this 

matter was far more serious than anything which happened in his father’s 

time”.
83
   

The Government of Bombay (GOB) had already begun its 

investigations into the attack, and had reached a similar initial conclusion, 

that the “[i]nformation so far appears to suggest that [the] attack is [the] 

result of [a] conspiracy formed in Indore or by instigation from Indore to 

abduct Mumtaz”.
84
  In early March the Commissioner of Police, P.A. Kelly, 

reported to the GOB on the progress of the investigation.  From information 

provided by the one assailant to have been detained at the scene of the 

crime, Shafi Ahmed, seven others had been arrested and extradited from 

Indore.  All were state servants and included a mechanic in the State 

workshops, a Sub-Inspector in Indore’s police force, and a personal 

attendant of the Maharaja.  The Adjutant General of the State forces was 

later arrested when he admitted purchasing the car used in the attack under a 

false name.  Kelly’s verdict was unequivocal: 

 

the crime we are now investigating was committed in an attempt to 

abduct Mumtaz for the benefit of His Highness the Maharaja of 

Indore.  It is impossible … to say at this stage whether the crime was 

committed in compliance with His Highness’s expressed desire to 

obtain possession of Mumtaz or whether it was committed by a gang 

of over zealous State servants without the knowledge or consent of 

the Maharaja in an attempt to perform a service which they believed 

would be pleasing to him.  If it is the latter we might reasonably 

expect the State authorities to be as keen as we ourselves are to 

expose the whole conspiracy and thus prove that, contrary to popular 

belief, the head of the State is innocent.  But … not only have we 

received no assistance but high officials of the State have 

deliberately put obstacles in the way of our investigation.  I am 
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therefore inclined to believe that the former is the correct 

explanation … and that the Maharaja himself is implicated.
85
 

 

Despite the apparent lack of ambiguity in the criminal case against 

his subjects, the political case against the Maharaja presented the GOI with 

a dilemma.  They readily agreed therefore to defer discussion of the political 

action to be taken until the criminal trial in Bombay had concluded and they 

had heard the opinion of the judges in the case.
86
  However, with the 

conclusion of the case in May and the rejection of the appeal of the 

condemned men to the Privy Council in October, no further postponement 

was possible.
87
  Glancy urged the necessity for intervention, but thought that 

it need not assume the form of a Commission of Enquiry: 

 

I agree that we have no direct or definite evidence which would 

justify us in demanding the deposition of the ruler.  On the other 

hand we can say that the trial discloses a state of affairs in Indore 

and an indiscipline in the army and police which we cannot tolerate.  

We are fully justified in asking them to put their house in order and I 

believe I can induce them to do so by ordinary diplomatic pressure.  

The longer we give them to recover from the shock, the more 

difficult will this be.
88
 

 

According to Glancy, there was simply not enough concrete evidence of 

Tukoji Rao’s record of misrule to include it in any charge against him.  

Furthermore, it was doubtful that any Commission constituted in accordance 

with the new guidelines on interventions in the princely states would find a 

ruler guilty of personal complicity unless such “direct and definite” proof 

was forthcoming.  As this was the only charge which, if proved, would 

necessitate deposition, a Commission might achieve very little, whereas at 

the prospect of facing the “indignity” of a Commission, the Maharaja would 

most probably agree to administrative reforms, changes in personnel, even 

to leave the state for a period.
89
  The Political Secretary, Stewart Patterson, 

agreed that any judge appointed to a Commission would be unsatisfied with 
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the evidence they then had, and any further evidence would be extremely 

difficult to obtain.  However, Patterson did not endorse what he described as 

Glancy’s proposal that “we should bluff the Maharaja with the threat of a 

Commission”, arguing that, on the contrary, Tukoji Rao could quite 

possibly call their bluff.
90
  Glancy consequently retreated from his 

comments, suggesting instead that the Maharaja be called upon to abdicate 

or face an enquiry; Patterson maintained that this was a method that “would 

never be contemplated” and if the Maharaja were to be removed from 

power, it would be by deposition, not abdication.
91
  Whilst local and central 

political officers argued for much of the latter half of 1925 about the 

appropriate course of action, there was consensus nonetheless that Tukoji 

Rao had been involved to some extent in the attack.  Like King Henry II, 

circumstances required the Maharaja to face punishment for the crimes of 

his servants, regardless of whether they had acted on their own initiative or 

followed his orders. 

The intensity and duration of this dispute was due to the fact that it 

was not only the extent of the Maharaja’s complicity, and the degree to 

which it could be proven, that had to be considered.  Several factors 

constrained the action which the political authorities could take, whilst other 

factors necessitated that action be taken (of course, some of these factors, 

such as ‘public opinion’, both forced officials to act and led them in a 

particular direction).  Under the former heading, there were many factors 

that narrowed the range of possible courses of action open to the political 

authorities.  The first of these was largely self-imposed: Resolution No. 

426-R. of 29 October 1920, which formalised the procedures to be followed 

when 

 

 in the opinion of the Governor-General the question arises of 

depriving a Ruler of an important State temporarily or permanently 

of any of the rights, dignities, powers or privileges, to which he as a 

Ruler is entitled … [T]he Governor-General will appoint a 

Commission of Enquiry to investigate the facts of the case and to 
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offer advice unless such Ruler desires that a Commission shall not 

be appointed.
92
 

 

According to the Resolution, in such cases the GOI were to offer the ruler a 

Commission consisting of a High Court judge and four “persons of high 

status”, of whom at least two were to be ruling princes. After hearing 

evidence, the Commissioners would submit a report containing their 

recommendations to the Viceroy, who could adopt or disregard them in 

formulating the Government’s verdict on the case. The ruler had the right to 

veto any person nominated as a Commissioner, but not their replacement.  

He was also entitled to appeal to the Secretary of State against the decision 

of the GOI.
93
  The Resolution was silent, however, on what procedure to 

adopt if the ruler intimated at the outset (as he was entitled to do) that he did 

not wish to face such a Commission.  Yet this did not imply that a ruler 

could avert any action against him simply by refusing a Commission.  The 

solution arrived at in the case of Tukoji Rao was to provide him with an 

alternative: a Committee of Enquiry consisting of two senior GOI officers, 

including a judge, would perform the same function as a Commission.  In 

this scenario he could avoid being judged by his fellow princes, but had no 

right of appeal to the verdict delivered.
94
 

Because of the new policy on Commissions of Enquiry, the GOI 

were not free to respond flexibly and creatively to the situation confronting 

them, as they had been on previous occasions of intervention in the states.  

For example, such a Commission would presumably require a higher 

standard of proof than that normally expected in the internal decision-

making processes of the Political Department.  Moreover, the Resolution 

had been developed in response to a recommendation of the Report on 

Indian Constitutional Reforms (the Montagu-Chelmsford Report), that no 

prince should face deposition without the charges against him being first 

examined by an independent enquiry.  This recommendation arose from 

submissions made to Montagu and Chelmsford by representatives of the 
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princes in 1918.
95
  It was also at the request of the princes that the 

Commission process was made optional.
96
  In the Resolution of 1920, 

therefore, the more politically active of the princes thought they had 

procured a significant concession on an important aspect of paramountcy, 

one which, so officials assumed, they would guard jealously.  The 

anticipated response of Tukoji Rao’s fellow rulers was thus taken into 

consideration on a range of issues so as avoid offending them, including the 

selection of Commissioners,
97
 the timing of the offer of a Commission to 

Tukoji Rao,
98
 and the decision whether to suspend the Maharaja from power 

during the Commission and preceding investigation.  Moreover, the 

selection of princes to serve on the Commission posed a major difficulty, 

partly because it was anticipated that Indore’s relative seniority would make 

many rulers reluctant to serve as Commissioners.
99
  Finally, the GOI were 

unwilling to take any action in relation to Tukoji Rao that would set an 

unwanted precedent for their future application of the Resolution in other 

circumstances.
100
 

Conditions within Indore also constrained decision-making.  “Indore 

opinion” was assumed to be strongly in favour of, and loyal to, the 

Maharaja.  Any action taken against him might provoke some opposition, 

but actions that were seen as harsh or excessive could cause serious 

problems, such as the collapse of the administration through mass 

resignations, the non-cooperation of Indore’s military and police force, or 

the outbreak of violence.  Similarly there were sufficient Akalis in the state 

forces to make the commanding officer of the Mhow regiment unwilling to 

employ Sikh troops within Indore if military support was needed.  

Moreover, there could be wider ramifications to British actions, the Political 

Secretary acknowledging that the “spectacle of successful non-co-operation 

in [an] important State might have important effects in British India”.
101
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The value of investigating the case further was also brought into question by 

the probability that any evidence within Indore would have already been 

destroyed, and any potential witnesses for the prosecution corrupted or 

intimidated.  Glancy argued that before an Indore subject would speak out 

against the Maharaja “he would have to be assured not only that he has 

nothing to fear from Holkar but also that he has nothing to fear from his 

successor.”
102
 

In contrast, public opinion, which in this context referred primarily 

to the urban newspaper reading public of British India, but embraced at 

different times and to varying extents the Indian (or ‘native’) press and 

public opinion in Britain, was a major factor driving intervention in Indore.  

The crime was committed on an important thoroughfare in Bombay, within 

spitting distance of the facilities of Malabar Hill Road, such as the post 

office and tennis club, and at a time of evening when, as the Times of India 

reported, the nearby Hanging Gardens were “generally crowded with decent 

citizens taking the air”.
103
  The audacity and brutality of the failed abduction 

immediately captured the public imagination across India, and there was a 

strong sense of indignation in the press that such a savage crime could be 

perpetrated in British India by the subjects of a princely state.
104
  

Speculation about the Maharaja’s complicity was widespread and, unlike 

cases where rulers were suspected of committing or commissioning serious 

crimes within their own territory, a “considerable section” of the press was, 

according to the Political Secretary, “already deeply committed to the view 

that further action [was] called for.”
105
  As well as rendering intervention 

necessary, the pressure of public opinion influenced the form of intervention 

planned.  Glancy argued in August 1925 that it was important to ensure that 

a Commission secured a conviction, as the Maharaja’s acquittal would fail 
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to satisfy the British Indian public.
106
  In November, the Political Secretary 

countered Glancy’s opposition to Tukoji Rao’s suspension by pointing out 

that “if we leave Holkar in power while [the] enquiry is going on, [the] 

public will not believe that we intended [the] enquiry to be a success.”
107
  

The following January, the Viceroy, Reading, stated his preference for a 

second High Court judge (rather than an officer with judicial experience) to 

serve on the Commission, as his seniority would carry more weight in the 

eyes of the public.
108
  The case against the Maharaja also attracted attention 

and supporters within Britain: the Member for Central Hull, Colonel 

Wedgwood, enquired of the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for 

India during Question Time in late 1925 “whether the Bawla case is to be 

followed up by any action by the Government of India to discover and 

punish those who were behind the assassins.”
109
   

Finally, the political authorities faced pressure from within the GOI 

to pursue action against Tukoji Rao.  The Home Department, with which the 

Political Department worked closely in preparing its response to the Bawla 

attack, had, as the department with ultimate responsibility for law and order, 

their own interests to pursue.  In June 1925 the Home Secretary, A.P. 

Muddiman warned the Political Department that  

 

[f]rom the Home Department point of view of course the outrage 

was a most serious one and it will be necessary for us to press, if 

evidence is forthcoming, for action against the guilty parties 

however highly placed they may be as it is of the highest importance 

from our point of view that an outrage of this character should not 

pass unnoticed.
110
 

 

 

Given the wide range of issues with which they had to contend, what 

decision did the political authorities eventually reach regarding the 

Maharaja’s implication in the Bawla affair, and how did Tukoji Rao respond 
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to their decision?  After prolonged debate on issues such as whether to 

suspend the Maharaja, whether to publicise the Government’s actions, and 

what degree of military support would be needed, the GOI finally received 

the Secretary of State’s sanction for their proposed course of action.  The 

orders in the case were duly conveyed to Glancy on 22
 
January 1926: he 

was to inform the Maharaja that in connection with the Bawla case, “a 

question ha[d] arisen of the nature described in the second paragraph of 

Government of India, Foreign and Political Department, Resolution No.426-

R. … and that the Governor General has accordingly decided to appoint a 

Commission of Enquiry”, comprising a High Court judge from British India 

and four persons of high status, of whom at least two would be ruling 

princes.  The Maharaja would have fifteen days to reply, but if he asked for 

an extension, the period could be extended to a month.  The AGG was also 

instructed to offer Tukoji Rao “friendly advice”: namely, that he should 

remove himself some distance from the capital, refrain from taking an active 

part in the administration, and most importantly, that he should avoid any 

action that would prejudice the investigation or enquiry, instead directing 

his Council to assist the officers conducting the investigation (which would 

begin at once).  If Tukoji Rao complied with this ‘advice’, he would not be 

suspended.  Glancy was further advised of the “necessity for avoiding at this 

stage any language which could be construed as a menace or threat” in his 

interview with the Maharaja.  If Tukoji Rao had any queries about 

procedure, he was to be referred to the Resolution.  He was not to be 

informed of the personnel of the Commission until he had accepted it.  The 

Commission would be held outside Indore, and Tukoji Rao would not have 

to attend.  The Maharaja would also be informed that should he refuse a 

Commission the GOI would appoint its own Committee of two officers (one 

a High Court judge) to conduct an enquiry.  Finally, unless circumstances 

required it, no public announcement would be made until Tukoji Rao’s 

reply was received, as the GOI was “anxious to secure for the Maharaja as 

quiet an atmosphere as possible in which to make up his mind”.
111
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Glancy’s interview with the Maharaja was held on 27 January 1926, 

and he promptly reported that the ruler’s demeanour had been 

“imperturbable”.  Tukoji Rao had not commented on the offer, stating 

instead that he needed to consult his advisers and would send his Prime 

Minister (as his Chief Minister was now called) to discuss matters.  The 

Prime Minister protested to Glancy that “the case against [the] Maharaja 

should have been stated to [the] Darbar and an opportunity given for a reply 

before [the] alternative[s] of Commission or Committee were put to them.”  

He argued that the Maharaja’s reputation would be “ruined” by an enquiry 

even if he were found innocent.  Moreover, Tukoji Rao came from a 

consistently loyal dynasty and had often been “misunderstood” in the past.  

Glancy told the Prime Minister not to persist with this “useless” line, but 

agreed to communicate the protest to the GOI.  The Prime Minister 

explained that they had contacted Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru and would respond 

to the offer after his arrival.  He also informed Glancy that Tukoji Rao 

would withdraw from involvement in the administration, but was seriously 

concerned about the police investigation, especially the prospect of being 

interrogated, so could not yet give an assurance of the durbar’s cooperation 

on that point.  This prompted Glancy to repeat the warning of possible 

suspension in the “strongest terms short of … menace”.
112
  A written 

assurance that every assistance would be given to the investigation was 

provided the following day, albeit accompanied by a further protest that 

Tukoji Rao had not been given the opportunity to provide his own version 

of affairs prior to the deputation of a police officer to his state.
113
  Based on 

the initial response to the GOI’s offer, Glancy urged that any communiqué 

be deferred until the Maharaja’s reply was received; at this stage there had 

been no ‘popular’ response to the offer within the capital and presumably 

knowledge of it was not yet widespread.
114
 

The actions of Tukoji Rao and his officials in the following weeks 

suggest that a concerted effort was being made by Indore to regain some 

control over the situation.  A variety of tactics were employed that overall 
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sought to engineer a solution that was amenable to the Maharaja and of his 

own choosing.  Two days after his interview with Tukoji Rao, Glancy 

reported that the Prime Minister had approached him, wanting to know 

whether the Maharaja’s abdication would close the case.  Glancy was 

sympathetic, noting in his telegram that from a local perspective “this would 

be [a] satisfactory ending in view of [the] chance of acquittal before [a] 

Commission”, and advising that any announcement to the press be deferred 

until this option had been considered, for Tukoji Rao’s aversion to publicity 

meant that his agreement to such a solution was highly likely.
115
  The 

proposal was rejected, the Political Secretary explaining that the 

 

[G]overnment must be able to show that its own attitude has been 

perfectly transparent, that nothing has been concealed and that there 

has been nothing in the way of a secret agreement.  Even if Holkar 

abdicates, we should be bound to give the explanation that his 

abdication was the consequence of the proposal to appoint the 

Commission, and it is infinitely preferable that the statement should 

be made before rather than after the abdication.
116
 

 

A communiqué was consequently published in India and Britain at the start 

of February.
117
  On hearing of the Government’s decision, the Prime 

Minister informed Glancy that Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru and Sir Sivaswamy 

Ayar were both to arrive in Indore that day, and as they had both advised the 

Maharaja against abdication before and would most likely do so again, the 

idea would probably be dropped.  He also reported that Major Graham Pole, 

a Labour Member of Parliament then in India, was travelling to Indore to 

advise the durbar in his capacity as a solicitor.
118
 

On 1
 
February 1926, as yet unaware of the publication of the 

communiqué, Tukoji Rao attempted to avert publicity, asking Glancy for his 

personal advice as to what he should do.  Glancy responded rather 

disingenuously that “it was impossible for me in my position to advise him, 

and that the only advice I could give him was to follow the course approved 

by his Ministers and the lawyers in charge of his case.”  Tukoji Rao 
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appealed to be given another chance, on the grounds that his family had 

always been loyal and that he had done all that he could to support British 

efforts during the First World War.  Whatever form of Commission he was 

made to face was “immaterial”, he stated, as any enquiry would be 

humiliating.  He offered to agree to “practically any condition” to avoid a 

Commission, stopping short of offering to abdicate.
119
  The Maharaja 

repeated his appeal for another chance the next day, saying that if he had 

unwittingly “offended the Government in any way”, he hoped that they 

would be able to “forgive and forget”.  Tukoji Rao then asked Glancy to go 

to Delhi and present his case personally to Reading.  Glancy promised to 

communicate his appeal to the GOI, but explained (correctly, as it 

transpired) that it was unlikely that he would be requested to come to Delhi, 

as the Viceroy was “already fully aware” of the Maharaja’s feelings on the 

subject.
120
 

Tukoji Rao’s next strategy was to request permission to send his 

lawyer and adviser, Sir Tej Bahadur Sapru, to represent him in discussions 

with Reading, in order that he might place “proposals of vital importance” 

before him.
121
  This request was rejected on the grounds that any 

communications had to be made through the AGG as convention dictated 

(the proposal contravened a core principle of paramountcy, that the local 

officer was a ruler’s sole channel of communication with the GOI).
122
  

Despite this rejection, Tukoji Rao continued his attempts to redefine the 

parameters of the planned political action, submitting a request on 6 

February that Sapru be granted an audience with the Viceroy in order to 

propose an alternative solution, namely that Tukoji Rao would “submit to 

any orders short of deposition or suspension which His Excellency may pass 

on [the] merits of the case.”
123
  Only a few hours later the Maharaja had 

reconsidered, and realising this request was not likely to succeed, expressed 

his desire that Reading hear Sapru’s views on the procedure of the 

                                                
119
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Record of interview at 5.30 p.m. on 1

 
February 1926 with HH 

Indore, by AGG CI, 1/02/1926. 
120 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Second interview with HH Indore at 11.30 a.m. on 2 February 

1926. 
121
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.G-8, 4/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 

122
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.226-S., 5/02/1926, from Pol Sec to AGG CI. 

123 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No. G-9, 6/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 



195 

Commission and the selection of princes as Commissioners.
124
  This 

proposal was also rejected as “no useful purpose” could be served by the 

Viceroy discussing either issue with Sapru.  Procedure would be defined by 

the Commissioners themselves, whilst the appointment of princes to the 

Commission was the prerogative of the Viceroy.  Moreover, such a meeting 

would create the undesirable precedent of a ruler’s legal adviser being 

entitled to an audience with the Viceroy.
125
 

After his verbal requests were rejected, Tukoji Rao submitted a 

written representation to Glancy on 13 February for communication to the 

Viceroy.  In it he attempted once again to persuade the Viceroy to reach a 

decision on his case without prior recourse to a Commission, arguing that  

 

it would be desirable to avoid in the common interests of the British 

Government and the Ruling Princes and Chiefs as a whole.  Besides, 

a Commission involves considerable labour, time and money.  After 

all, the case is one for political action by the British Government, 

either in accordance with the findings of a Commission or in spite of 

them.
126
 

 

Moreover, such a solution was supported by past practice: Tukoji Rao 

referred to several cases in which erring rulers were given repeated 

warnings and, even after such warnings were disregarded, were allowed 

time to correct their behaviour before being removed from power.  Instead 

of facing a Commission, he proposed to pay whatever compensation or 

indemnity was asked and enact whatever reforms the GOI desired, as well 

as offering to leave Indore and go to Europe for a year or two whilst Glancy 

supervised the administration.
127
  In delivering this submission, his Prime 

Minister warned that if the Government would not accept these terms, it 

would come to a Commission, which would find in the Maharaja’s favour.  

He added that the police enquiry in Indore would find nothing.
128
  Once 

again, his proposal was rejected, the Reading explaining that he was merely 

following the procedures defined in the Resolution of 1920, and implying 

                                                
124 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.G-10, 6/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
125
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.241-S., 7/02/1926, from Pol Sec to AGG CI. 

126
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  D.O. Letter, 13/02/1926, from HH Indore to HE Viceroy. 

127
 Ibid. 

128 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  D.O. Letter, 13/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 



196 

that only a direct response to his offer of a Commission would progress 

matters.
129
 

His options rapidly diminishing, on 19 February Tukoji Rao 

requested an extension of time so that he might bring leading counsel out to 

India from England for advice (he had previously sought in 1925 the 

opinion of several lawyers in London on the strength of the evidence against 

him).
130
  An extension for this purpose would entail a delay of at least six 

weeks, and was consequently refused, although a shorter and final extension 

to the end of February was granted.
131
  At this point Tukoji Rao and his 

advisers evidently felt that they had exhausted every other means of 

preventing the impending Commission, and Glancy was asked once again to 

accept the Maharaja’s abdication on the condition that it would close the 

case against him.  Despite his own view that abdication was the best 

solution, Glancy remained true to his orders and refused to discuss the 

offer.
132
  On hearing of his actions in the matter, however, the Political 

Secretary promptly informed Glancy that circumstances had changed and 

requested urgent details of the recent offer, especially whether it had come 

from the Maharaja himself and was unconditional.
133
  On 21

 
February the 

Prime Minister enquired again whether abdication would close the case, 

Glancy replying that he could not “make terms”.  However, in reporting the 

conversation, he expressed his willingness to reopen the question, and 

recommended that the GOI should accept “nothing less than [a] formal 

refusal to face [a] Commission accompanying abdication in return for [a] 

guarantee to close [the] case and give [a] liberal allowance.”
134
  The 

Political Secretary requested that Glancy meet with the Prime Minister 

again, and if he was satisfied that Tukoji Rao had authorised the enquiries 

concerning abdication, should inform him that the GOI would consider an 

offer of abdication if it were preceded by the rejection of a Commission by 

the Maharaja.  In turn the Government would close the case and provide 
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Tukoji Rao with a liberal allowance, although any further conditions to be 

imposed upon his abdication would be left to their discretion.
135
 

Tukoji Rao offered to abdicate in person on 23
 
February, informing 

Glancy that he would do so the following day if he was assured on two 

points: regular access to his son and residence at Bijasen, four miles (six 

kilometres) from Indore city.  He explained that he was too ashamed to 

leave Indore, as he might be subject to insults outside the state and (so 

Glancy speculated) assassination.  Although Bijasen was considered 

uncomfortably close to the capital, the AGG recommended that it was worth 

conceding this point.
136
  The Governor General’s Council agreed, and 

Glancy was informed that he could assure Tukoji Rao on both points, the 

first on the understanding that it would not interfere with the heir’s 

education, and the second on the condition that it would be revoked if he 

interfered with the administration, or for any “other sufficient and 

reasonable cause.”  A formal letter, “couched in clear and unobjectionable 

terms”, would be required from the Maharaja, stating his objection to the 

appointment of a Commission and his decision to abdicate “on the 

understanding that no further enquiry will be made into the allegations in 

question”.  This and Glancy’s written acceptance would most likely be 

published and should be drafted with that in mind.
137
  Consequently, late in 

the afternoon of 26
 
February 1926, Tukoji Rao provided Glancy, as 

requested, with a formal letter of abdication, to which an acceptance was 

sent later that evening.  Although the Maharaja’s intentions were widely 

known in the city, Glancy observed no signs of “excitement”.  The conduct 

of the state troops and police whom he passed on his way was also “orderly 

and respectful”, despite the worst fears of the GOI in this respect.
138
  The 

communiqué on the matter was issued to the press the following day, stating 

little more than the bare facts that the Maharaja had objected to the 

appointment of a Commission, had decided to abdicate in favour of his son, 

Yeshwant Rao, and that no further enquiry into his complicity in the Bawla 

                                                
135
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.337-S., 21/02/1926, from Pol Sec to AGG CI. 

136
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No. G.-16, 23/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 

137
 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Telegram No.359-S., 25/02/1926, from Pol Sec to AGG CI. 

138 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Letter No.164, 26/02/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
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case would now be made.
139
  The rest was left to the imagination of 

columnists and their readership. 

 

Soon after his abdication, Tukoji Rao was allowed to leave India for 

Europe, where he settled down for some time in the villa he owned in 

Switzerland.
140
  Freed from the demands of rulership, he also married a 

young American woman and later brought her back to Indore.
141
  However, 

the sporadic reappearances of the ex-Maharaja in the official records during 

his son’s reign suggest that Tukoji Rao was far from satisfied with a life 

without princely sovereignty (even if that sovereignty had always been 

qualified by British paramountcy) and harboured an abiding desire to return 

to power.  In 1930 the AGG, R.J.W. Heale, explained to the Political 

Secretary, Charles Watson, that while Yeshwant Rao’s minority had passed 

uneventfully, once he attained his majority Tukoji Rao had attempted to 

assert his dominance over his son.  After Heale had assured Yeshwant Rao 

that he “had the whole of [the] Government’s moral support behind him if it 

came to a fight”, he had “let his father understand that he intended to be 

master in his own house”.  Heale also told Tukoji Rao that his presence in 

Indore, no matter how honourable his intentions, inevitably prevented his 

son from establishing his authority as a ruler; this prompted Tukoji Rao’s 

departure from the state.  Once Tukoji Rao had left, a malicious campaign 

of open letters to the Maharaja began, which though he could not prove it, 

Heale believed was being financed by the ex-Maharaja.  The “baseless 

allegations” contained in these letters had sickened and depressed Yeshwant 

Rao, and could, it was thought, have serious consequences: 

 

this depression coupled with a weakening of his fine resolution to 

take a keen personal interest in almost every branch of the 

administration and frank preference for European ways to the 

intrigues, and flattery and terrible loneliness of an Oriental ruler’s 

life may some day lead him to fall a victim to his father’s subtle plan 

                                                
139 IOR R/1/1/1679(1).  Press Communiqué, dated Delhi, 27/02/1926. 
140
 IOR R/1/1/1558(2).  Conf. D.O. Letter No.304, 26/03/1926, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 

141
 For a rose-tinted depiction of this relationship, see C. Younger, Wicked Women of the 

Raj: European Women who Broke Society’s Rules and Married Indian Princes (Delhi: 

Harper Collins, 2003). 
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of making his life as ruler of Indore so distasteful that he will ask to 

abdicate in favour of his father.
142
 

 

The Viceroy supported Heale’s contention that it was desirable that Tukoji 

Rao remain in Europe, and asked the Secretary of State to personally 

impress upon him the importance of visiting India “as little as possible” 

until his son had found his feet.
143
   

In 1943, almost twenty years after his abdication, Tukoji Rao made a 

personal appeal to Kenneth Fitze, the outgoing Political Secretary and a 

political officer in Central India for much of his career, for reconsideration 

of his case.  After expressing his regret at Fitze’s departure from India, and 

his gratitude for the friendship he had received from him, the ex-Maharaja 

explained: 

 

all these years, I have suffered within myself as to what [my legacy 

to history] is going to be.  I feel, that in duty to myself and the 

illustrious family in which I have been born, I am compelled to do 

my utmost to see wiped out, if possible, that blot against my name 

… I hope before you leave India, it may be possible for you to do 

something for me; or otherwise, be so good as to arrange that when a 

suitable occasion and opportunity arises, what is proper may be 

done.
144
 

 

In replying, Fitze feigned confusion as to the object of Tukoji Rao’s request; 

his response implied that if the ex-Maharaja’s good behaviour had merely 

been a strategy for ‘earning’ his powers back, it had been a futile exercise: 

 

I confess to some embarrassment in replying to the main theme of 

your letter, perhaps because I find it so hard to see how a case which 

became closed so long ago could now receive ‘further 

consideration’.  … I can frankly and confidently say that I have 

nothing but admiration for the dignity with which Your Highness 

has met such unusual circumstances, gratitude for your unvarying 

personal courtesy and friendship, and appreciation for the many 

manifestations of your continued loyalty to the Crown.  But despite 

all of these sentiments, the question of ‘what is proper’ to be done 

‘when a suitable occasion arises’ remains obscure to me, nor does it 

                                                
142
 IOR R/1/1/2055.  ‘Note on the Undesirable Effect of the Ex-Maharaja’s Visits to Indore 

on the Position of H.H. the Maharaja Holkar’, 12/12/1930, by AGG CI. 
143 IOR R/1/1/2055.  Extract from Private Letter, 26/12/1930, from HE Viceroy to Sec 

State. 
144
 IOR R/1/1/3921.  Letter, 21/09/1943, from Ex-Maharaja Indore, Lal Bagh Palace, 

Indore, to Pol Sec.  “What is proper” presumably refers to Tukoji Rao wishing to take over 

the reins of administration in Indore due to his son’s illness at the time of writing. 
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appear at all likely that such an occasion would arise within the few 

months before my departure from India.
145
 

 

Tukoji Rao was, in the opinion of many officials, an intelligent, 

cultivated, and sometimes even charming prince.  Yet his reign as Maharaja 

of Indore lasted for only approximately the same period as his far more 

erratic, offensive and obstructive father and predecessor, Shivaji Rao, and 

ended in a similarly ignominious manner.  Initial notes of optimism in 

otherwise guardedly critical reports of the young prince soon gave way to a 

resigned consensus that the Maharaja was incapable of reform, and 

speculation that his weaknesses – for women, money, intrigue and 

obsequious deference – could be attributed to the supposed flaws in his 

bloodline.  Indeed, in discussing Tukoji Rao’s less than salutary record as a 

ruler several years after his abdication, Reginald Glancy explained to Tukoji 

Rao’s former tutor: 

 

I don’t blame the ex-Maharaja in any way … I look upon him as 

very unfortunate in his heredity, and I think we all ought to 

sympathise with him, as I am sure both you and I do.
146
 

 

Whatever persuasive force theories of descent and degeneracy may have 

had for contemporaries, they fail to explain adequately why the British felt 

compelled to offer Tukoji Rao a formal Commission of Enquiry into his 

suspected complicity in the failed abduction of Mumtaz Begum, spent 

almost six months laboriously preparing for the Commission, attempting to 

anticipate every eventuality, but were then prepared to accept his offer of 

abdication despite having eliminated abdication as a desirable resolution to 

the case at the outset.  While their assessment of Tukoji Rao’s character was 

undoubtedly negative, and (to borrow the words of Glancy in 1931) he was 

“a very unsuccessful Ruler”,
147
 it was the pressures exerted upon the 

decision-making process by factors external to the bilateral political 

relationship that primarily drove the political authorities to pursue a course 

                                                
145
 IOR R/1/1/3921.  Letter, 4/10/1933, from Pol Sec to Ex-Maharaja Indore.  If Fitze did 

not know to what Tukoji Rao was referring by the phrase “what is proper”, it seems curious 

that he was capable of predicting whether or not a “suitable occasion” would arise before 

his departure from India. 
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 IOR R/1/1/2055.  Letter, 7/11/1931, from R.I.R. Glancy, India Office, to H.C. 

Clogstoun, La France-Bellaria, Tour de Peilz, Switzerland. 
147 Ibid. 
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of action which Tukoji Rao could ultimately evade only by removing 

himself from power.  The importance of evasion as a survival strategy for 

princes shall be further examined in the following chapter. 
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Chapter Five 

Falling from grace: Tukoji Rao of Dewas Senior 
 

 

“… there seems to be little room for doubt that the Maharaja of 

Dewas has abandoned his State with no definite intention of 

returning.  By this action he has created a very anomalous situation.  

It is evident that Govt. must take steps without delay for righting the 

position.”
1
 

 

 

On 4 October 1933, the Maharaja of Dewas Senior, Tukoji Rao 

Puar, left his state on a relatively brief pilgrimage of three weeks’ duration, 

with plans to visit several locations in southern India.  However, a few days 

later the Maharaja broke his journey whilst en route between Madras and 

Rameshwaram in order to seek emergency medical treatment at nearby 

Pondicherry, a coastal enclave and the capital of French India.  It soon 

became apparent that this seemingly innocuous detour was in fact 

premeditated.  Tukoji Rao had liquidated his assets, delegated 

administrative powers to his Council, farewelled his subjects and taken 

truckloads of furniture – as well as his entire extended family and a large 

entourage of servants and officials – with him to Pondicherry.
2
  The 

Maharaja’s flight from Dewas appeared to be motivated by a desire to avert 

or avoid the impending political intervention in his state, which was 

intended to address its serious financial difficulties.  This supposition was 

confirmed by his subsequent refusal to return either to Dewas or to British 

India and his resistance to attempts by the political authorities to resolve the 

situation.  Nonetheless, the Maharaja’s ambitious strategy for ensuring his 

political survival failed.  Within six months of his departure from Dewas, 

despite numerous telegraphic appeals to the Viceroy and attempts to gain 

support through the Indian press and the Chamber of Princes, Tukoji Rao 

                                                
1
 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Office Note by B.J. Glancy, 21/10/1933. 

2
 The itinerary provided prior to departure listed the following destinations: Supa, Dehu, 

Pandharpur, Hyderabad, Raichur, Madras, Tanjore, Rameshwaram, Jagannathpuri, Gaya, 

Benares, Allahabad and Muttra.  IOR R/1/1/2378.  Very Conf. Express Letter 

No.873/26/31, 9/10/1933, from CI to Polindia.  Conf. Express Letter No.895/26/31, 

13/10/1933, from CI to Polindia.  Conf. Letter No.14 of 1933, 17/10/1933, from PA Bhopal 

to AGG CI. 
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had been removed from power indefinitely.  The Political Agent, H.W.C. 

Robson, informed him in April 1934 that 

 

His Excellency the Viceroy does not consider it desirable that Your 

Highness should associate yourself in any way with the 

administration of the State during such time as may be found 

necessary to rehabilitate the finances and introduce such reforms as 

may be considered appropriate …  Further, I am to inform you that 

His Excellency desires that you should not return to the State 

without his express permission.
3
   

 

The administration of Dewas Senior, already under interim British control, 

would remain under Robson’s supervision, with the Maharaja’s son and 

heir, Vikram Singh, serving as the President of the State Council.  A 

complete transfer of power had thus been effected without resort to the 

abdication or deposition of the Maharaja.  Moreover, his heir could neither 

succeed to the gaddi, nor be invested with full administrative powers, until 

the death of his impotent father.  This created a situation, analogous to that 

of a minority period, in which British officials could implement their 

reforming vision in Dewas unimpeded.
4
 

Tukoji Rao’s political downfall raises many questions.  How – and 

why – did his reign end in such an undignified and inglorious manner?  

What ideas, interests, or priorities encouraged political officers to consider 

his permanent dissociation from his state a desirable objective?  To what 

extent did officials’ conceptions of the Maharaja drive their decision to 

remove him from power?  The attitudes of political officers towards Tukoji 

Rao, his personal life and his administrative methods exerted a strong 

influence on the mode and extent of intervention in Dewas in 1933.  

However, the degree of influence exerted by such ‘character talk’ was 

largely a product of the Maharaja’s own actions.  Initially popular with and 

respected by the political authorities for his intelligence, energy and loyalty, 

Tukoji Rao’s conduct throughout his reign gradually undermined these 

positive initial impressions, increasingly leading officials to a far more 

negative assessment of his character, and eroding support for him within the 

                                                
3
 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Copy of Letter, 27/04/1934, from PA Bhopal to HH Dewas Senior, 

Pondicherry. 
4 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Conf. Letter No.136/26/31, 6/03/1934, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
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bureaucracy.  In three distinct, but overlapping, spheres of princely activity 

Tukoji Rao’s behaviour frustrated and disappointed those officials with 

whom he interacted.  In the domestic sphere, he failed to exert effective 

authority over, and maintain harmony within, his household, as manifested 

in the collapse of his marriage, the disintegration of his relationship with his 

son and heir, and chronic conflict with related princely families.  In the 

administrative or governmental sphere, Tukoji Rao failed to serve the 

interests of his state, dynasty and subjects, his financial mismanagement 

resulting eventually in the near bankruptcy of the state.  Finally, and most 

importantly, in the political sphere, the Maharaja failed – despite his 

conspicuous loyalty to the Crown – to support the empire through his 

inability or unwillingness to perform the role allocated to him within it.  

Tukoji Rao’s many violations of the conventions of indirect rule and his 

poor judgment caused irreparable damage to the political relationship that 

consequently coloured British perceptions of every other aspect of his life; 

relatively minor or common shortcomings in his personal life and in the 

performance of his administrative duties thus assumed the proportions of 

fundamental character flaws. 

Like his neighbour and namesake in Indore, the removal from power 

of Tukoji Rao of Dewas, however messy and inglorious it might have been 

for both the ruler and the political authorities concerned, provides a striking 

example of how the official vision of a ruler was inevitably affected not just 

by how his actions within his own state were viewed, but by his personal 

interactions with members of the Anglo-Indian bureaucracy.  Unlike the 

Maharaja of Indore, however, in the case of Dewas Senior it was Tukoji 

Rao himself who, through his responses to British attempts to control him, 

provided the specific conditions in which they could effect his removal from 

power.  In relative terms, the perceived flaws in Tukoji Rao’s character, and 

the misconduct imputed to him were far less serious than those of several of 

his contemporaries, such as Tukoji Rao of Indore, or Gulab Singh, the 

Maharaja of Rewa.
5
  Moreover, political officers acknowledged amongst 

themselves that the problems in Dewas did not constitute the sort of gross 

                                                
5 See Chapters Four and Six for discussion of these rulers. 
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misrule that was required in order to justify deposing the Maharaja.  

Nonetheless, by taking the unprecedented initiative of fleeing his state for 

what he appears to have considered the refuge of French India, Tukoji Rao 

dramatically shifted the already uneven balance of power further in favour 

of the Government of India (GOI).  This negated what bargaining power he 

possessed and any incentive the political authorities may have had to treat 

him with magnanimity.  Rather than protect him from British authority, 

therefore, Tukoji Rao’s physical abandonment of his state effectively 

removed the remaining constraints upon the exercise of that authority.  It 

enabled political officers to act upon their dismissive perceptions of his 

character in permanently dissociating him from the administration of Dewas 

and exiling him from the state, without ever formally removing him from 

the gaddi. 

In order to examine the interplay between officials’ attitudes towards 

Tukoji Rao, his actions and his ultimate removal from power, this chapter 

will be divided into two distinct but interconnected parts.  The first charts 

the trajectory of Tukoji Rao’s relationship with the political authorities, 

exploring the transition from their generally positive evaluation of the 

Maharaja, and the associated liberality in their treatment of him, towards the 

ascendancy of more critical depictions of his conduct and character that 

were characterised by exasperation and a rigid unwillingness to resolve 

problems through compromise.  It will explore in depth the dialogue 

between officials’ attempts to control the Maharaja and his state, and the 

strategies employed by Tukoji Rao to resist their authority, which 

culminated in his flight to Pondicherry and ultimately the deprivation of his 

powers.  The second part of the chapter will analyse the perceived failings 

of Tukoji Rao from an official perspective.  It shall be divided thematically 

into the three core areas, or spheres of duty, in which the Maharaja was seen 

to be deficient, but which were central to the articulation of his overlapping 

and mutually constituting identities as a patriarch, a prince, and a partner in 

Empire: the management of his household, administration of his state, and 

conduct of relations with political officials as functionaries of the empire.  

The extent to which such attitudes were shaped by the political relationship 

itself will also be tested by comparison with accounts of the Maharaja 
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produced by individuals whose interactions with him occurred outside its 

structures and conventions. 

 

Part One  

A bright beginning 

As the Maharaja of the ‘Senior Branch’ of Dewas state, Tukoji Rao presided 

over one of the oddest and least practical political entities in the patchwork 

of states and provinces that constituted colonial India.  In extending their 

authority over the Maratha rulers of central India in the early nineteenth 

century, East India Company officials had conceived of the two laterally 

related branches of the Puar ruling family of Dewas as separate dynasties, 

and their intermingled territories as distinct states.  The treaties that were 

subsequently signed with the respective rulers of the ‘Junior’ and ‘Senior’ 

branches of the Puars on the basis of this conceptualisation formalised what 

had previously been a far more fluid arrangement.
6
  The two states that were 

thus created posed major administrative challenges for their rulers and 

presented a comical picture to visitors.  The English novelist, E.M. Forster, 

in recording his initial impressions of Dewas on his first visit there in 1912, 

wrote that 

 

… now [after British guarantees] there are twin dynasties, with their 

possessions all peppered in and out of each other.  Each has his own 

court, his own army, his own water works and tennis club, his own 

palace, before each of which different bands play different tunes at 

the same hour every evening.
7
 

 

Unless stated otherwise, the use of Dewas for the purposes of this chapter 

should be taken to refer to the ‘Senior Branch’ of the state and its capital, 

rather than its junior cousin or the combined territories of the two dynasties. 

Tukoji Rao succeeded to the gaddi of Dewas Senior in 1899, at the 

age of eleven, and was invested with full ruling powers by the GOI in 1908.  

Early assessments of the young ruler were very favourable.  He had been 

educated first at Indore and later at Mayo College in Ajmer, and in 1907 

                                                
6 C. Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties, Engagements and Sanads (Calcutta: Government 

of India Central Publication Branch, 1933; first edition 1862), Vol.IV, pp.274-276. 
7 Extract from Letter dated 26/12/1912, in E.M. Forster, The Hill of Devi: Being Letters 

from Dewas State Senior (London: Edward Arnold & Co., 1953), p.19.   
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was provided with the services of an ICS officer, Malcolm Darling, as tutor 

and guardian.  Within a few years of coming to power, Tukoji Rao’s salute 

was increased and his title was upgraded from Raja to Maharaja in 1918 in 

recognition of his contribution to the war effort.
8
  Indeed, the success of 

Tukoji Rao’s early years as ruler can be gauged from the extreme paucity of 

political records concerning the state during this period – Tukoji Rao simply 

did little that attracted unfavourable comment, or generated the paperwork 

inevitably associated with misconduct.
9
  He was not simply inconspicuous, 

but also well-liked and respected by local officials, as is indicated by two 

separate incidents from the early 1920s.  In the first, Tukoji Rao advised his 

neighbour, fellow Maratha and in many respects his superior, the Maharaja 

of Indore against appointing an official whom he judged undesirable – an 

assessment with which the political authorities concurred.
10

  In the second, 

Tukoji Rao served as a reliable source of information for the British, 

providing D.A. Blakeway, the Agent to the Governor-General (AGG), with 

an insider’s perspective on the intrigue and conflict within the Maharaja of 

Indore’s household.  In doing so he relayed information about the 

Maharaja’s ill-treatment of his wife, the ascendancy of the “Punjabi 

Muhammadan prostitute”, Mumtaz Begum (later to figure so prominently in 

the events leading to that ruler’s abdication), and his capricious dismissal of 

officials.
11

 

Tukoji Rao did encounter personal difficulties during the first fifteen 

years of his reign, and committed some errors of judgment. The most 

significant of these problems in terms of its future political implications was 

the breakdown of his marriage in 1915, and the consequent departure of his 

Maharani for her family home of Kolhapur (she was the sister of the 

                                                
8 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.24-K, 1/10/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Tukoji Rao had the hereditary title of Maharaja officially conferred on him on 1 January 

1918.  C.U. Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties (1933), Vol.IV, p.283. 
9 Fourteen R/1 (Political  Department) and two R/2 (Residency) files directly concerning 

Tukoji Rao survive in the India Office Records.  All of these were created after 1921.  

Whilst any quantitative analysis of these records must be qualified by the significant 

variations in the size and importance of each file, it is nonetheless worth noting that one file 

was created each year in 1922, 1923, 1927, 1931, 1932 and 1933, and two in 1928, 1930, 

1934 and 1935. 
10 IOR R/1/1/1429(2).  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.814, 5/11/1923, from AGG CI to Offg. 

Pol Sec. 
11 IOR R/1/1/1429(2).  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.946, 10/12/1923, from AGG CI to Offg. 

Pol Sec. 
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Maharaja of Kolhapur).
12

  However, such problems did not immediately 

have a serious impact upon officials’ assessments of Tukoji Rao’s character, 

nor were they thought to warrant official intervention in Dewas.  In part, 

this attitude was fostered by the prevailing policy doctrine from 1909 of 

non-interference (or laissez-faire), which urged that interference in a state’s 

affairs should be limited to cases of chronic misrule and situations that 

threatened stability and the rule of law.
13

  It was also influenced by the 

much older political principle that the ‘domestic’ affairs of ruling princes – 

their conduct towards family members, involvement in extramarital sexual 

relationships, and treatment of palace servants – should be held, within 

reason, to be beyond the scope of British authority.  This sentiment was 

imbued with greater force in the case of Dewas Senior by a stipulation in the 

treaty signed with the state in 1818 that explicitly precluded British 

involvement in either family disputes or internal administrative problems.
14

 

The relatively high opinion in which the Maharaja was held by local 

officials in this period is also evident from the support he received from 

them in submitting requests to the GOI.  In September 1927, the AGG, E.H. 

Kealy, reported that Tukoji Rao hoped to be granted an interview with the 

Viceroy, Baron Irwin, as the Viceroy was scheduled to visit Kolhapur as 

part of his impending tour.  Tukoji Rao wished therefore to provide him 

with his own perspective on relations between the two states (which had 

been troubled since his wife returned to Kolhapur) prior to any criticism of 

him by Rajaram Chhatrapati, the Maharaja of Kolhapur.  Kealy endorsed 

Tukoji Rao’s request, explaining that 

 

He is a long way the cleverest of the Central Indian Chiefs, he was 

the brilliant boy of the Mayo College in the early part of this 

                                                
12 While the Dewas durbar gives the year of their separation as 1915, Forster specifies the 

(Indian) winter of 1916 as the actual time of the Maharani’s return to Kolhapur.  IOR 

R/1/1/1736.  Copy of Secret Letter, 12/09/1927, Minister’s Office, Dewas Senior, to PA 

Malwa, Manpur.  E.M. Forster, The Hill of Devi, p.55. 
13 B. Ramusack, The Indian Princes and their States (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2004), pp.117-118. 
14

 Article 5 of the Treaty concluded in 1818 between the respective rulers of Dewas Senior 

and Junior, and the East India Company states that “The British Government agrees to 

consider the Rajahs Tookajee Puar and Anund Rao Puar in every respect the rulers of their 

present possessions, and engages to give no protection to any of their discontented relations 

or dependants and not to interfere in the internal administration of the country.”. Aitchison, 

A Collection of Treaties (1933), Vol.IV, p.275. 
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century; he has strong ideas of his own about the future of the States, 

the Chamber of Princes, etc.; he is Secretary of the Daly College 

Governing Body and, as such, the Viceroy might obtain some useful 

ideas from him about the future and the needs of the Chiefs’ 

Colleges; and just at present, with Gwalior, Indore and Dhar all 

minors and Baroda so out of touch with India through his constant 

absences, Dewas is really the leading Maratha Prince just now 

under the Government of India, and that alone might be a good 

reason for His Excellency to see him.
15

 

 

When he was informed by the Deputy Political Secretary, Bernard Glancy, 

that such an interview would not be possible before the Viceroy visited 

Kolhapur, Kealy went so far as to “respectfully venture” to reiterate his 

request, and expand upon his reasons for doing so.  Refusal, he suggested, 

would be viewed as a “severe” snub by Tukoji Rao and many other rulers, 

and would “embitter” the Maharaja towards the British for many years, 

negatively affecting not only his own relations with the GOI but those of 

neighbouring rulers.  If the Viceroy met with Kolhapur but not with Dewas, 

he would convey the impression that the political authorities were pursuing 

the “domestic question” between the two states on the instigation of, and 

thus implicitly in favour of, Kolhapur.  It would be unfair not to provide 

Dewas with similar support, for though 

 

the Maharaja is sometimes eccentric and erratic and is inclined to be 

a mischief-monger and … though his personal life has not been at 

times above reproach (but no worse, I think, than a very large 

number of Chiefs) his record as a Ruler is very much better than 

most.  As a State Dewas has given little, if any, trouble since the 

Maharaja got his powers about 20 years ago; he was publicly 

honoured for his war services by promotion to Maharaja and raising 

his salute to 15 guns; he has identified himself heart and soul with 

the Daly College, of which he is the Secretary; [and] political 

officers, I think, have always felt they could rely on him for support 

in any important questions involving in any way loyalty to 

Government …
16

 

                                                
15

 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Secret D.O. Letter No.21-K., 14/09/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Italics added.  Kolhapur was the most senior of the Maratha princes, but Kealy’s statement 

is technically correct in that Kolhapur was supervised by the Government of Bombay rather 

than the GOI. 
16

 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.24-K, 1/10/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Italics added.  Kealy’s reference to Tukoji Rao being a “mischief-monger” relates to his 

stillborn scheme to secure a resolution to the crisis in relations between the GOI and the 

Maharaja of Indore in 1925.  Tukoji Rao had attempted to arrange a meeting between the 

Maharaja of Indore and the Viceroy on (relatively) neutral ground at Gwalior.  The GOI did 

not welcome his initiative, the AGG remarking that “His Highness the Maharaja of Dewas 
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The picture thus assembled of the Maharaja by officials in 1927 is a 

complex one.  Whilst he had his shortcomings, Tukoji Rao was considered a 

reliable, educated, energetic and loyal member of the princely order, who 

set a good example for other rulers (especially the large number of minor 

princes then in Central India), and willingly fulfilled his obligations to the 

Crown.  He was an asset, both at the local and the all-India level. 

 

The downward trajectory 

This generally positive depiction of Tukoji Rao was dramatically revised in 

the late 1920s, precipitated to a significant extent by the most serious of the 

ruler’s personal crises – the collapse of his relationship with his son, Vikram 

Singh (or, as heir, ‘the Yuvraj’), and the latter’s ‘escape’ from Dewas in 

1927.  The tension and eventual conflict between father and son was 

thought to be primarily the product of the persistent antagonism of Kolhapur 

towards Dewas, the supposition being that the Maharaja of Kolhapur wished 

to inflict as much damage as possible upon Tukoji Rao in revenge for his 

alleged treatment of his estranged wife.  The alienation of Vikram Singh 

from his father was merely, it was presumed, one of many means by which 

Kolhapur hoped to humiliate and discredit Tukoji Rao.  Consequently, 

political officials were initially sympathetic.  Reports of the growing 

tensions between father and son were situated within the context of the 

“constant attempts by Kolhapur to interfere” in Dewas affairs, including his 

attempt to persuade Vikram Singh to visit his mother in Kolhapur.  Tukoji 

Rao strongly objected to such a visit and was supported in this by the GOI.
17

  

However, as the crisis developed officials’ perceptions of the Maharaja’s 

conduct – both observed and alleged – became increasingly critical, and by 

                                                                                                                       
(Senior) is a very restless character with a taste for dramatic effect and I am inclined to 

think he has pictured to himself a scene in which the Maharaja Scindia suddenly introduced 

the Maharaja Holkar to His Excellency, the Malabar Hill case is explained away, a suitable 

admonition is administered and all live happily ever after!”  IOR R/1/1/1554.  Conf. 

Memorandum No.105-Sec., 10/02/1925, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
17 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.24-K, 1/10/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

D.O. Letter No.912, 16/10/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  Conf. D.O. Letter No. D.852-

P.C., 24/10/1927, from Pol Sec to Governor of Bombay.  While the Political Department of 

the GOI broadly supported Dewas, the Political Department of the Government of Bombay 

sided with their own charge, Kolhapur. 
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the time it was resolved in April 1928, a fundamental shift had occurred in 

the political relationship. 

In November 1927, Reginald Glancy, the AGG, reported that there 

was “some danger of serious trouble” between Tukoji Rao and his son.  A 

recent domestic dispute, in which “the Maharaja was entirely at fault”, had 

resulted in Vikram Singh’s new wife returning to her family at Jath.  The 

tension between father and son was exacerbated by Tukoji Rao’s fears 

regarding Kolhapur’s attempts to get Vikram Singh to visit his mother, and 

consequent attempts to control his son’s movements by requiring his return 

to Dewas every night from Indore (where he was studying).  Glancy warned 

that Vikram Singh was “losing ground in his class, … deteriorating 

physically & becoming thoroughly dissatisfied.”  If the situation did not 

improve, he might “run off to Jath where Kolhapur influence is strong”.  

The ensuing scandal would, it was assumed, damage not only the states 

directly involved but the princely order more generally.
18

  Soon after, 

Glancy reported that Vikram Singh had developed dysentery, and attributed 

his condition to the “unhealthy regime” to which he had been subjected by 

his father.
19

  The Maharaja was treating his son “almost as a prisoner”, on 

account of his fear that Kolhapur would somehow take him away.
20

  Despite 

the warnings proffered by local officers, Tukoji Rao’s treatment of his son 

remained unaltered and on 22 December 1927, Glancy reported that the 

situation had escalated: Vikram Singh had “escaped” from Dewas the 

previous day, fleeing to the Political Agent for Malwa at Manpur.  He 

accused his father of plotting to kill him, and intended to go to the Deccan 

(i.e. to Kolhapur).  For his part, Tukoji Rao did not want him back, and 

preferred that the GOI look after him instead.
21

   

The crisis placed the British in an awkward position – they were 

obliged by their treaty with Dewas not to intervene between father and son, 

                                                
18 IOR /1/1/1736.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.937-P.(C), 25/11/1927, from AGG CI to Pol 

Sec. 
19 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. Letter, 4/12/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
20 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram P. No.1054, 1/12/1927, from AGG CI to Polindia. 
21 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram P. No.1125, 22/12/1927, from CI to Polindia. In May 1925, 

the Malwa Agency and the Southern States of Central India Agency were amalgamated and 

placed under one PA, with headquarters at Manpur.  Aitchison, A Collection of Treaties 

(1933), Vol.IV, p.245. 
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yet were forced to become involved by Vikram Singh’s arrival at Manpur.  

Tukoji Rao responded to Glancy’s request that he go to Indore and assist in 

resolving the situation with a counter-request that the AGG take his son 

under his protection, on the condition that he went neither to Dewas nor to 

Kolhapur. Upon receiving Vikram Singh’s promise that he would not “run 

away”, Glancy agreed to take him into the Residency, where he was to stay 

with the Under Secretary, Lepel Griffin.  This was ostensibly because the 

“society” of a younger officer would be “more desirable”.  He would remain 

thus until he took his BA examination the following April.
22

  This interim 

solution appeared workable (if irregular) and Glancy felt sufficiently 

confident to express his extreme scepticism regarding “the general belief 

that the father intended to take the son’s life”, which was subscribed to not 

just by Vikram Singh, his guardian, and the Chief of Jath, but also by 

“several responsible Indian gentlemen … whose opinions carry great 

weight”.  Instead, the involvement of “Kolhapur people” in organising and 

assisting the escape suggested that the tensions between father and son had 

been exploited in order to engineer “a complete breach” between the two, 

and the reconciliation of the son with his mother at Kolhapur.
23

 

This optimism soon evaporated as Tukoji Rao attempted to impose 

“impossible” conditions upon the guardianship of his son, and Glancy 

acquired “strong evidence … possibly sufficient for [a] Commission [of 

Enquiry]” that he had indeed intended to murder Vikram Singh.  Attempts 

to arrange a compromise through the mediation of other (unspecified) rulers 

had failed, and Glancy suggested telling the Maharaja that if he insisted 

upon these “impossible” conditions, then he would not restrict Vikram 

Singh’s movements (who would then go to his mother).
24

  These conditions 

were extensive: those who had accompanied the Yuvraj on his escape were 

to be surrendered to Dewas, communication with Kolhapur and Jath was to 

be forbidden, and Indore was to inform Dewas if anyone from either 

Kolhapur or Jath visited.  Furthermore, Indore was to expel one of their own 

officers, the Political Department could not correspond with the durbar 

                                                
22 

IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1138, 23/12/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Conf. Letter No.S-14, 26/12/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
23 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1138, 23/12/1927, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
24 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram P. No.C.X.4, 29/12/1927, from CI to Polindia. 
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regarding Vikram Singh – whose education would now continue until the 

age of 21 – and no complaints regarding Dewas were to be heard by them.  

These restrictions ran counter to the prevailing imbalance of power between 

the states and the paramount power, and as such were dismissed as 

“preposterous” by officials.
25

  In the continued absence of any compromise 

by Tukoji Rao, Vikram Singh was allowed to leave Central India on 2 

January 1928, travelling to Bombay where his mother and the Maharaja of 

Kolhapur were waiting for him.
 26

 

Tukoji Rao’s misjudged attempt to control officials’ treatment of his 

son – in Glancy’s words to “constitute us as his gaolers” – contributed 

significantly to an erosion of the relatively high opinion in which the 

Maharaja had previously been held.
27

  In particular, his willingness to allow 

his son to go to Kolhapur, rather than remain at Indore without the 

restrictions he had demanded, and his desire to prevent any inquiry into the 

incident were viewed with suspicion, and taken as indications that the 

Maharaja feared any investigation of his alleged attempt to murder Vikram 

Singh.  Glancy also speculated on the causes of Tukoji Rao’s apparent 

hatred for his son: he had no doubt that Kolhapur had exploited the breach 

between father and son caused by the Maharaja’s “reprehensible” conduct 

towards his daughter-in-law, and that this, along with his son’s subsequent 

refusal to bring his wife back to Dewas, was the primary cause of the 

conflict.  Moreover, the recent birth of a son to Tukoji Rao’s “remarkably 

astute” mistress presented “all the material for a standard pattern intrigue” – 

it was suggested that a plot existed to remove the heir in order to secure the 

succession of her child.  The Maharaja also appeared to believe that Vikram 

Singh was illegitimate, although Glancy dismissed this possibility and 

speculated that Tukoji Rao had only lately become convinced of its truth: 

“His disposition is such that he can persuade himself of anything.  Believing 

himself to be the wisest of men, he is one of the most gullible”.
28

  However, 

in discussions at Rewa the following week the Political Secretary, Charles 

                                                
25 

IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram P.No.C.X.5, 31/12/1927, from CI to Polindia.  Clear the Line 

Telegram P. No.1-S, 1/01/1928, from Polindia to CI. 
26 

IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram, 3/01/1928, from CI to Polindia.  Conf. Letter No.S-15, 

4/01/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
27 

IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. Letter No.S-15, 4/01/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
28 Ibid. 
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Watson, and Glancy
29

 agreed that it would be inappropriate to offer Tukoji 

Rao a Commission of Enquiry into the alleged murder attempt, as it was 

doubtful that any attempt had been made although he had certainly “talked 

about poisoning his son & approached persons to that end”.
30

  Further 

investigation indicated that there was “no conclusive evidence of any actual 

attempt to administer poison or to take the Yuvraj’s life in any other way”.  

Nonetheless, from Glancy’s perspective, Vikram Singh was justified in 

leaving Dewas, as there was ample evidence to prove that his father had 

treated him in an “inhuman and discreditable” manner.  Since the Yuvraj 

could not return to Dewas, Glancy recommended that measures be taken to 

ensure that he and his wife received adequate financial support and that his 

father did not deliberately squander the resources of the state in order to 

deprive his son of his inheritance.
31

  Additional requests made by Kolhapur 

(ostensibly on behalf of Vikram Singh) were considered but dismissed as 

unattainable within the constraints of treaty stipulations.
32

  Tukoji Rao was 

duly informed in early February 1928 that “while the Government of India 

would prefer to avoid the publicity of an open enquiry into the allegations 

against him, it is their duty to see that substantial justice is done to the 

parties concerned”; his assurance was requested on three points concerning 

the Yuvraj, and he was also warned that he was expected to administer his 

state “with due regard to its welfare and financial stability”.
33

  Tukoji Rao 

received this advice “in a very chastened spirit, and expressed himself 

prepared to comply generally” with the demands made by the GOI 

(although it took him over a month to agree on Vikram Singh’s 

allowance).
34

  The concern generated within Dewas by the Maharaja’s 

interview with the AGG can be inferred from the visit paid by Pandit 

                                                
29

 Both men were accompanying the Viceroy, Lord Irwin, on tour. 
30

 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Office Note by Watson, 11/01/1928. 
31

 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. Letter No.005, 13/01/1928, from AGG CI, Viceroy’s 

Camp, to Pol Sec. 
32 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Office Note (for orders), signed by RD and IJ, both 21/01/1928,  

regarding letter from AGG CI, No.005, 13/01/1928. 
33 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. Letter No.D.81-P.C., 2/02/1928, from Deputy Pol Sec to AGG 

CI. 
34 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. Letter No.S-18, 8/02/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Telegram P. No.XX.8., 17/03/1928, from AGG CI to Polindia.  The agreement of both 

father and son to the detailed arrangements intended to close the affair was not secured 

until late April 1928.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.391, 24/04/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
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Parmeshur Nath Kaul (Tukoji Rao’s Chief Secretary) to see the Political 

Secretary at Delhi only two days later.  The Chief Secretary’s stated 

intention was to provide Watson with the Maharaja’s perspective on recent 

events, but it soon became apparent that he had been sent to ascertain 

whether any further political action against Tukoji Rao was being 

contemplated.
35

 

The extent to which this episode damaged relations with Dewas is 

illustrated by an unrelated event in late February 1928.  Sir Harcourt Butler, 

chair of the Indian States Committee,
36

 informed Watson, the Political 

Secretary, that the Chancellor of the Chamber of Princes, Maharaja 

Bhupinder Singh of Patiala, had appealed to Butler to allow the Committee 

to visit Dewas.  The purpose of the visit was to counteract the Chamber’s 

image as a Rajput institution.  Patiala had secured the participation of the 

two Dewas rulers and the Maharaja of Baroda as representatives of the 

Maratha princes, and visiting Dewas would assist in constructing the 

Chamber as a more representative – and thus legitimate – political body.
37

  

Bhupinder Singh had assured Butler that the proposed visit had nothing to 

do with state affairs, and that Tukoji Rao would not mention them to the 

Committee.  Butler was receptive towards Patiala’s request, but solicited 

Watson’s advice on the matter.
38

  Watson was far less sympathetic, 

informing Butler that he doubted the visit would have the desired effect, and 

that it would probably be disadvantageous to both the Chamber and the 

political authorities, as 

 

the Maharaja is very much in disgrace with Government and must 

remain so at least until he has carried out fully certain advice … 

about which he has not yet given a definite reply.  …  Whether he 

carries out his promise or not, it would still be unsuitable that the 

                                                
35 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Confidential Record of conversation by C. Watson, 10/02/1928. 
36 Irwin (Viceroy 1926-1931) appointed the Indian States Committee in 1928 to investigate 

princely grievances.  It consisted of Sir Harcourt Butler, W.H. Holdsworth and Sidney Peel.  

B. Ramusack, The Indian Princes, pp.97-98. 
37 Maharaja Tukoji Rao Holkar of Indore had not become a member of the Chamber of 

Princes due to his fear of being snubbed by Rajput rulers.  Madho Rao Scindia of Gwalior 

was a founding member but his participation was constrained by “an unwarranted, but 

nonetheless acute sense of social inferiority vis-à-vis the quintessentially blue-blooded 

Rajputs”.  I. Copland, The Princes of India and the Endgame of Empire, 1917-1947 (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp.46-47. 
38 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Letter, 18/02/1928, from Harcourt Butler, Indian States Committee, 

Delhi, to Pol Sec. 
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Committee should visit his State.  … mis-givernment [sic] and 

oppression are rampant and the Ruler’s private life is a public 

scandal; even apart from the recent incidents that led to the flight of 

his eldest son to Kolhapur.  In that connection we have evidence of 

such a serious character as might almost have justified the offer of a 

Commission of Enquiry. 

… His Highness is scared and while his apprehensions persist he 

may agree to take the remedial measures that we consider essential.  

But if the Committee visited his State even for five minutes, he 

would feel completely rehabilitated and our chances of obtaining 

what is necessary without open scandal would probably disappear.
39

 

 

The misgovernment alluded to by Watson in early 1928 became a 

more pressing issue later that year, with the AGG receiving a memorial 

addressed to the Viceroy from a large group of ryots (farmers) from Dewas, 

who had travelled en masse to Indore in order to complain of undue revenue 

exactions.
40

  Under the regulations governing the handling of petitions, 

Glancy was entitled to withhold the memorial; instead, he saw this as an 

opportunity to effect reform within Dewas, and instructed the Political 

Agent to advise the Maharaja to appoint a commission to enquire into the 

farmers’ grievances and submit recommendations as to their removal.
41

  

Although technically precluded from interfering in the internal affairs of 

Dewas, the Political Department decided that such action did not infringe 

Dewas’ treaty rights.
42

   

Three months later, Glancy reported that although Tukoji Rao had 

appointed a commission, it consisted wholly of local officials who had 

concluded that the people had no revenue grievances; the only action taken 

was to penalise several low-ranking policemen whose conduct was 

identified as provoking the complaints.  Glancy told the Maharaja that the 

composition of the commission “had not been such as to command public 

confidence”, that its members had “deliberately shelved” the issue of 

revenue administration, and that this was the core of the “real” grievances.  

Tukoji Rao responded that he realised the importance of selecting an 

outsider who commanded public confidence, and had consequently hired a 

                                                
39 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Private & Personal Letter, 18/02/1928, from C. Watson to Harcourt 

Butler.  Italics added. 
40

 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.D.1755-P/29, 19/08/1929, from Dep Pol Sec to 

Chief Sec, Government of the Central Provinces. 
41 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Conf. Letter No.727, 13/08/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
42 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Office Note by R.D. and illegible, 17/08/1928. 
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new official to that end.  Subsequent enquiries revealed that the appointee 

had no background in revenue and was actually employed in producing 

“propaganda” for the Maharaja (to counteract a press campaign against 

Dewas funded by Kolhapur).  Glancy considered the problems that had 

provoked the discontent to be serious: Tukoji Rao had extracted eleven 

years’ revenue from his subjects in only seven years.  Most of this 

additional revenue had been generated by encouraging tenant farmers to 

purchase the right to alienate their land.  It was suggested that a significant 

proportion of those who had opted into this scheme had done so out of fear 

that they would otherwise be evicted, as had several who rejected the offer.  

“Public opinion” in Dewas, Glancy claimed, was “unanimous” in 

condemning this scheme, and dissatisfied with the durbar’s token efforts at 

redress.  He urged the need for further interference and sought sanction to 

convey the advice already given by local officers, but now as coming from 

the GOI.  Glancy argued that  

 

acquiescence in gross misrule constitutes such a serious danger to 

the prestige both of Government and of the States that I believe the 

wording of treaties drafted a century ago to meet very different 

conditions cannot be considered a complete bar to interference.
43

 

 

The responses to Glancy’s recommendation indicate the depth of 

disillusionment with Tukoji Rao felt within the GOI.  The Deputy Political 

Secretary, H. Wilberforce Bell, noted that although any enquiry would 

achieve little in itself, the interests of the peasantry and the heir both 

required protection from the Maharaja.  Any measure that influenced his 

conduct was therefore desirable, as Tukoji Rao had been uncooperative for 

some time: 

 

His Highness’ attitude towards the Agency is generally one of 

unconcern.  He has resented any efforts made to induce him to 

recognise his position, and relying on his so-called Treaty rights his 

attitude has been to disregard as far as he possibly can the Agent to 

the Governor General in Central India and the latter’s offers of 

advice and assistance.
44

 

 

                                                
43 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Conf. Letter No.1017, 8/11/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  Italics 

added. 
44 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Office Note by H. Wilberforce Bell, 14/11/1928.  Italics added. 
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It was anticipated that Tukoji Rao would reject the GOI’s advice – an 

eventuality which should lead to him being offered a Commission of 

Enquiry.
45

  However, this approach was rejected as there was insufficient 

evidence to justify it.  Instead, Watson suggested that even if they took no 

further action, the warning would remain on file and would “show that we 

had tried to keep the Maharaja on the rails” if a Commission later became 

necessary.
46

  Glancy agreed, arguing there was no need to “proceed to 

extremes” with Tukoji Rao, but that if they ignored his misconduct 

completely, it could undermine any future intervention.
47

  Bell noted that 

“resort to extreme measures is only a question of time.”
48

 

The Maharaja’s response was defensive.  He argued that the 

measures urged upon him were those advocated by Kolhapur in the press 

campaign against him, that all grievances had already been redressed by his 

Legislative Assembly, and that only a few of those who had chosen to 

purchase alienation rights had paid even a fraction of the price.  Moreover, 

the attention directed at his administration was due more to the prominence 

of his role in the flight of his son than maladministration.  These arguments 

failed to convince Glancy, and as his posting to Central India was almost 

over, he recorded his opinion that “His Highness’ reluctance to accept the 

advice tendered to him indicates that things are not so well ordered in 

Dewas as he would have us believe”.  Perhaps for the same reason, he also 

allowed Tukoji Rao the three months he had requested for preparing his 

reply.
49

 

Despite his display of bravado in January, Tukoji Rao informed the 

AGG in February that he intended to appoint a “Settlement Commissioner”.  

In late May, the Political Agent visited Dewas to see what progress had 

been made, only to find that he could not meet with the Maharaja who was 

ill.  Instead, the Minister informed him that Sirdar Datar, previously in 

                                                
45 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Office Note by C. Watson, 27/11/1928. 
46 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.F.199-P/28, 17/11/1928, from Pol Sec to AGG 

CI. 
47 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1080, 22/11/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
48 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Office Note by H. Wilberforce Bell, 27/11/1928. 
49 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. Letter No.63, 18/01/1929, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  The 

Legislative Assembly in Dewas Senior was a theoretically elected body arising from Tukoji 

Rao’s promulgation of a constitution in 1922.  In the same letter Glancy observes that “the 

Galatea of democracy still awaits her Pygmalion in Dewas”. 
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Baroda state service, had been appointed Revenue Commissioner; the 

Minister suggested that Datar could also enquire into outstanding revenue 

grievances.  The suggestion was put to the Maharaja, but no response was 

received, and the officiating AGG, H.R.N. Pritchard, refused to endorse the 

proposal, as Datar lacked independence as a state employee.  Instead, 

Pritchard recommended the Maharaja be supplied with a list of officials 

from which he would be strongly advised to make a selection.
50

  Despite 

receiving the Maharaja’s acceptance of the proposal a fortnight later, and a 

positive report on Datar from the Resident at Baroda, Pritchard maintained 

his objection to the plan.  Tukoji Rao requested that if Datar was not 

acceptable, he be given another two months to choose a substitute.  This 

prompted Pritchard to note that “it is difficult to believe that the effort of 

selecting the name of an officer … is beyond his strength.”
51

 

Armed with a list of officers, in September the PA duly advised 

Tukoji Rao as Pritchard had recommended, but received no reply.  Knowing 

that the Maharaja suffered from heart trouble, and that “if we tried to press 

him for a definite reply now there would probably be another bad heart 

attack”, Pritchard recommended that a postponement of the decision be 

granted until the end of January.
52

  Bell was sceptical, noting that “His 

Highness is an adept at convenient illnesses, which are often brought on by 

‘fright’”.  He conceded to a delay only until the end of December.
53

  The 

response, when it finally came, was unambiguous; the Maharaja rejected the 

proposed Commission, explaining that  

 

[H]e did so with regret since he sought always to work in co-

operation with the Political authorities and was ready to receive 

advice tendered to him when occasion warranted; but the course 

now suggested was, in his opinion, not warranted.  It was one which 

he considered as derogatory to his dignity and prerogative as a 

Ruler, and which his duty to his Order made it impossible for him to 

accept even were he to feel personally disposed to do so.
54

 

 

                                                
50 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. Letter No.687, 6/07/1929, from Offg. AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
51 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. Letter No.747, 19/07/1929, from Offg. AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
52 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1060, 26/10/1929, from Offg. AGG CI to Pol 

Sec. 
53 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Office Note by H. Wilberforce Bell, 31/10/1929. 
54 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. Letter No.114, 29/01/1930, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  Italics 

added. 
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According to the new AGG, R.J.W. Heale, after rejecting the GOI’s advice, 

Tukoji Rao proceeded “with a naïve disregard for facts” to accuse the 

political authorities of prejudice, claiming that he despaired of receiving fair 

treatment.  He asserted that no genuine agitation existed, there had been 

peace in Dewas for eighteen months, and there was no need for British 

interference.  Tukoji Rao countered the PA’s exposition of the grounds for 

criticism with an account of how the worst of these had been, or were in the 

process of being, remedied.  As there had been no intention of pressing the 

matter further if the Maharaja rejected their advice, Heale recommended 

dropping the issue after indicating their disapproval of the conditions which 

had originally prompted the advice.  He also wanted to make it clear that 

“their decision … is due to the fact that the delay in proceeding with the 

case consequent upon His Highness’ illness has been utilised in 

ameliorating conditions in the State”, and expressed their hope that Tukoji 

Rao would not “allow a condition of affairs to supervene which would lead 

to a recrudescence of complaint.”
55

  The Political Department agreed that 

upon receiving confirmation that these changes had actually been made, this 

warning should be given to the Maharaja and the matter dropped.  On 

hearing in May that the changes had indeed been made, the PA informed 

Tukoji Rao as planned, who assured him that “no cause for complaint will 

be given through the action of the Darbar”.
56

 

The pattern of delay, evasion, and defiance displayed by Tukoji Rao 

in this confrontation with the political authorities was to recur in another 

dispute two years later, one that led to his departure from Dewas and 

facilitated his removal from power.  In April 1932, the AGG, G.D. Ogilvie, 

reported that Dewas was on the verge of bankruptcy. Although the crisis 

had been triggered by the collapse in agricultural prices associated with the 

global economic recession, Ogilvie attributed the dire financial condition of 

Dewas primarily to the “past extravagances and follies of the Maharaja”.  

He predicted that intervention would be inevitable if Tukoji Rao remained 

unable to balance his budget and repay state debts (which in September 
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1931 Tukoji Rao had informed Ogilvie amounted to six lakhs of rupees).
57

  

In the absence of any complaints or definite information about conditions 

within Dewas, Ogilvie had been unable to act for several months; in March, 

however, he was presented with an ideal justification.  Mr. Datar
58

 had 

contacted the AGG when a cheque for Rs. 30,000 given to him by the 

Dewas durbar was dishonoured by the Imperial Bank of India.  Upon further 

investigation it became apparent that Datar’s dishonoured cheque was one 

of many: approximately 5¼ lakhs worth of similar cheques had been issued, 

the questionable practice having been adopted in order to defer making 

payments for which the durbar lacked the funds.  The gravity of financial 

problems in Dewas had also been concealed: there were other debts beyond 

the post-dated cheques that would, according to the Minister, Sirdar Bidwai, 

take about twelve years to repay.  A loan was needed to address these 

problems in the interim but attempts to raise one had failed.
59

 

Two months previously in February 1932, the Maharaja had sent for 

Sir James Roberts, a British doctor and a friend since childhood, to advise 

him on his poor health.  Sir James had remained in Dewas on a nominal fee 

and had become Tukoji Rao’s confidant and adviser on his financial and 

political, as well as medical, problems.  In April, Sir James was identified 

by the political authorities as the most effective conduit for communication 

with Tukoji Rao.  Ogilvie asked Sir James to suggest to him that he could 

only recover his financial credit by handing the administration over to an 

officer appointed by the GOI, and reducing his personal expenditure as far 

as possible.  The Maharaja’s response was unequivocal: although the 

suggestion “thoroughly frightened” him, “nothing would induce him to hand 

over control of the State”.
60

  Ogilvie was guardedly optimistic that if the 

Maharaja did carry out the measures of retrenchment he had promised, the 

state might eventually be able to pay off all its debts.  Tukoji Rao would do 

so, Ogilvie assumed, because he now realised that “unless something is 

done the end cannot be far off”.
61
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In November 1932 the Private Secretary to the Viceroy forwarded an 

open, anonymous letter protesting against the misrule of Tukoji Rao to the 

Political Department.  This prompted the Department to solicit an update on 

the state of affairs in Dewas and responses to the allegations made in the 

letter.
62

 Bertrand Glancy, Ogilvie’s successor as AGG, and the PA met with 

Sir James and ascertained that the treasury was empty, no salaries had been 

paid for two months, and none could be paid until revenue was received in 

January.  State debts now, it was claimed, totalled ten lakhs, although it was 

difficult to be certain.  The state’s financial reserves (which at the 

conclusion of WWI amounted to 24 lakhs) had been exhausted, partly in 

“counteracting propaganda alleged to emanate from Kolhapur and partly, it 

would seem, in palace construction and in other more questionable forms of 

expenditure”.
63

  The Maharaja had also undermined state revenues by 

making jagir grants to family members and religious endowments. The 

situation was now so dire that Sir James had developed an ambitious 

scheme for selling pockets of outlying territory to neighbouring rulers, and 

had already begun negotiations with Indore to that end.
64

  Glancy warned 

him that it was “highly improbable” that such an action would ever be 

sanctioned by the GOI, and what was needed instead was a clear picture of 

the state’s financial position in order to resolve the situation.  He asked him 

to tell Tukoji Rao that he and the PA would be  

 

only too ready to give him any help that lay in our power, but it was 

essential that we should know the true state of affairs.  … unless the 

situation was faced and we were given full information with which 

to answer complaints from the Government of India or other 

sources, disaster was bound to occur.
65

 

 

Glancy recommended that, in order to prevent the further erosion of the 

heir’s inheritance, the Maharaja be informed that the GOI would not 
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recognise any new land grants unless their consent was sought.
66

  The 

Political Secretary agreed, noting that although intervention in Dewas would 

be required before long, the AGG could remain in charge until the durbar 

provided a clear account of the state’s financial problems.
67

 

Contrary to expectations, however, Tukoji Rao resisted attempts to 

extract information about his financial position.  Having received no reply 

to his request, Glancy warned the Maharaja that if no financial statement 

was received by 23 February 1933, he would bring the matter to the 

attention of the GOI.  The day before the deadline, Sir James visited the PA 

and conveyed Tukoji Rao’s response: 

 

that no statement of the financial position of Dewas Senior Branch 

would be forthcoming: … that His Highness would accept no 

assistance from any accounts officer as … he and his officials were 

perfectly capable of straightening out the present financial disorder, 

and that he requested to be allowed until May 1934 to do so.
68

 

 

Glancy was indignant, describing the condition of the state’s finances as 

“one of complete chaos”, and concluding that as “the Maharaja and his 

officials are unable or unwilling to deal with the … situation … without 

direct assistance”, Tukoji Rao should be advised to appoint a qualified 

accounts officer.  This officer would be selected by the GOI, given full 

facilities by the durbar to examine the state finances, and charged with 

reporting on them to the political authorities.  He further suggested that it 

should be made clear to the Maharaja that if he refused to comply he would 

have to choose between abdicating and facing a Commission of Enquiry.
69

 

Rather than immediately sanction such drastic measures the 

secretariat incorporated an additional, novel step in the process in the event 

of the Maharaja’s refusal: the use of other rulers to persuade him to accept 

the Government’s advice.  The Maharaja was to be informed that the 

Viceroy would, if it was desired, consult “two or three Ruling Princes” prior 

to offering him a Commission of Enquiry.
70

  Soon after (it is unclear 
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whether this advice had yet been communicated to the Maharaja), Sir James 

approached Watson with a request from Tukoji Rao that he should be heard 

in person before any action was taken.  Watson refused, stating impatiently 

that Tukoji Rao had been given every opportunity of explaining the 

situation and had failed to do so.  He added that the state’s financial affairs 

“amounted to practical bankruptcy”, and that the GOI “had a responsibility 

towards the Maharaja’s successor and were determined that he [Tukoji Rao] 

should not be allowed to drag the State further into the financial mire”.
71

 

Having communicated the latest advice in writing to Tukoji Rao in 

April, in June the PA discussed the situation with him.  The Maharaja 

acknowledged that he was responsible for the state finances, but attributed 

his difficulties to “family troubles” rather than faults in his administration.  

He argued that there were other rulers whose financial practices were as 

unsound as his, but they had avoided the displeasure and intervention of the 

GOI because they could borrow freely to support their administrative 

expenses.  Tukoji Rao assured the PA of his readiness to accept any advice 

offered, but “requested that restrictions should not be imposed which would 

make his position as a Ruler impossible”.  However, he was unwilling to 

appoint an accounts officer to examine the state finances.  This procedure 

was, he argued, unprecedented in relations between the paramount power 

and the princes.
72

  Indeed, rather than accept or reject the advice of the 

political authorities, Tukoji Rao presented an alternative proposal: he would 

“informally” show the PA a statement of Dewas’ financial position; discuss 

his budget with the PA each year and supply a statement of the previous 

years’ expenditure; request the loan of a GOI officer with accounts 

experience to be the Finance Member of his Council; and most importantly, 

ask the GOI for a loan of six lakhs (or to provide a guarantee on a loan from 
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another state).  The AGG, R.J. MacNabb, refused to consider this proposal 

and recommended that the Maharaja instead be given fifteen days to choose 

between requesting (as advised) an accounts officer to report to the GOI on 

the state’s financial position, or applying for an official to be deputed to 

Dewas as the state’s Dewan and Finance Minister (and not to dismiss him 

without the consent of the GOI).
73

  His recommendation was approved and 

the Maharaja was given a month to reply.
74

 

Two days after the deadline had passed Tukoji Rao wrote to the PA, 

Colonel L.E. Lang, thanking him for the “spirit of assistance” in which the 

Government’s advice had been given.  Nonetheless, the provision of only 

two options made “the problem of arriving at an amicable solution very 

difficult” – whatever help was given to Dewas had to be provided in a 

manner that did not “leave any room for the State to feel that its Ruler and 

the body responsible for its administration did not have the necessary scope 

and time to show that they too could rise to the occasion and solve their own 

problems by themselves”.  He again requested a loan and specified that the 

only British official who would be accepted was G.A. Reeve of the Indian 

Police.
75

  MacNabb concluded that “the Maharaja is not disposed to accept 

either of the alternatives offered to him”, and recommended that they now 

resort to using the influence of other rulers.
76

  Tukoji Rao was duly asked 

whether he would like the Viceroy to consult other rulers informally on his 

position.  At the beginning of October 1933, Sir James visited the AGG and 

intimated that the Maharaja would give him a final reply on 9 October.  The 

reply would most likely state his assent to the consultation of other princes 

(excluding Marathas), and contain a request for a viceregal interview.  In the 

meantime, he requested permission to undertake a short pilgrimage, which 

he considered “a spiritual duty at this supreme juncture in his life to 

perform”, from whence he would return by 25 October.  The AGG approved 

the journey and Tukoji Rao left his state on 4 October.
77
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Flight from Dewas 

The Maharaja’s reply did not arrive as anticipated.  Instead, rumours 

reached the AGG that Tukoji Rao did not intend to return to Dewas.  As 

described at the outset of this chapter, he had prepared for the journey by 

selling whatever he could, even the glass from the palace windows.  

Moreover, what moveable property he could not sell had been destroyed.  

He had burnt state records, and taken others with him.  Prior to his departure 

he had also – for the first time in seven years – visited the Maharaja of 

Dewas Junior, who confirmed the rumours, adding that he had heard that 

Tukoji Rao had announced to his subjects that he did not intend to return.  

In corroboration of this, the AGG learnt from Sir James that the Maharaja’s 

subjects had made a public demonstration of grief on his departure of the 

kind usually only made on the death of a ruler.  The PA, Colonel Lang, was 

sent to Dewas to investigate.
78

 

By mid-October, it was clear from Lang’s enquiries and from 

speculation in the press that Tukoji Rao and his party had deviated from 

their stated route and settled down in a rented house in Pondicherry.
79

  The 

relative permanence of this arrangement was indicated by an order the 

Maharaja issued prior to his departure, that a monthly allowance be sent to 

him at his Pondicherry address.
80

  Upon the return of Sir James and the 

Dewan, K.B. Bidwai, to Dewas on 17 October 1933, the Maharaja’s 

response to the Government’s offer was also belatedly received.  He wrote: 

 

As regards His Excellency the Viceroy consulting two or three 

Princes informally, he may do so if he is so pleased.  … owing to my 

recent indisposition and its consequent somewhat unexpected effects 

even in my present tour of pilgrimage, I had to break the journey 

here for medical aid and some rest.  I trust that this will not be 

misunderstood.  Similarly I feel that such being the circumstance, if 
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at all it became humanly unpractical ultimately for me to move from 

here at any early date, it will in no way be misconstrued.
81

 

 

The Maharaja also requested an interview with the Viceroy, in order to 

ensure that he was aware of “the State’s” perspective on the situation.  

Lang’s recommendations upon receiving this letter were unambiguous: 

given the urgency of adopting stringent measures to save the “hopelessly 

bankrupt” state, it would be unjustifiable to give any further consideration to 

the Maharaja.  Accordingly,  

 

As His Highness has … by his own actions behaved in a manner 

which is indicative of abdication I consider that he should be asked 

to return to Dewas immediately and [be] informed that failure to 

return to his State by the 25
th
 October will be viewed as an act of 

abdication and action taken accordingly.
82

 

 

Should the Maharaja return before the deadline, he would be offered a 

Commission of Enquiry, but given only seven days to accept it.  His request 

for an interview was dismissed outright.
83

 

MacNabb was slightly less strident, recommending that the 

Maharaja be offered a Commission, but that the time limit imposed allow 

for consideration of whether he should be granted a viceregal interview, and 

if so, time for that to occur.
84

  In contrast, the Deputy Political Secretary, R. 

Wingate argued that the situation had, by virtue of Tukoji Rao’s flight “bag 

and baggage” from Dewas, been radically altered.  As he had, in effect, 

already removed himself from his state, there was no immediate need for 

any Commission.
85

  Glancy agreed, but suggested that public perceptions of 

the situation required careful handling; any action they pursued in regard to 

Tukoji Rao should therefore be justified on the basis of the threat posed to 

public safety by administrative collapse in Dewas.
86

  Like Lang, he 

ridiculed the Maharaja’s request for a viceregal interview, remarking that if 
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he sincerely desired to meet the Viceroy, he would have travelled north 

rather than south.
87

  Consequently, the AGG was instructed to inform 

Tukoji Rao that  

 

So far from complying with the advice repeatedly tendered by 

Government to take measures for restoring the shattered financial 

condition to which he has reduced his State, His Highness has now 

of his own accord proceeded to Pondicherry leaving the Treasury 

empty, the salary of officials in arrears and no effective means of 

carrying on the administration.  It must be clear to him that 

Government as Paramount Power, having regard to the interests of 

the State and His Highness’ subjects and dynasty, cannot allow this 

condition of affairs to continue for anything more than a very short 

period.  Therefore if he fails to return to Dewas by the 10th of 

November Government will have no option but to instruct the 

Political Agent to take over the administration of the State and to 

submit to Government his proposals for meeting the immediate 

needs of the situation.
88

 

 

A brief, innocuous communiqué was also issued to the press soon after, 

necessitated by the publication in the Madras Mail of the above letter 

(which had presumably been supplied by either the Maharaja or his 

entourage).  A second, more detailed communiqué was issued a few days 

later due to concern within the secretariat that Tukoji Rao would use the 

press to portray British intervention in Dewas as unwarranted.  It 

emphasised the “recklessness and lack of proper control” exercised by 

Tukoji Rao over his administration, and the “duty” of the GOI to protect the 

State and its subjects from him.
89

 

The Maharaja responded to the ultimatum by contacting the Viceroy 

directly, complaining in a long (and expensive) telegram on 8 November 

1933 that within the course of the last year “a policy of non-confidence” had 

arisen amongst the political authorities in relation to him.  He argued that 

British attempts to resolve his financial problems had consequently acquired 

an unfairly punitive tone that threatened the “traditional rights” and 
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“dignity” of his state.  Attributing his troubles to his “unfortunate family 

situation” and global economic conditions, Tukoji Rao reiterated that the 

only person to whom he could turn for assistance and sympathy was the 

Viceroy.  Tukoji Rao also requested that either Malcolm Darling, his former 

guardian, or G.A. Reeve of the United Provinces Police Force, be sent to 

Pondicherry to negotiate with him on behalf of the Viceroy.
90

  The telegram 

was ridiculed by Glancy as “an extremely confused and inaccurate 

statement of the case” and he recommended that their position remain 

unchanged.  The Viceroy’s Private Secretary subsequently informed the 

Maharaja that “after having carefully examined the contents [of his 

telegram] His Excellency sees no reason to modify the terms of the 

communication” already sent to Tukoji Rao by the AGG.
91

  In the 

Maharaja’s continued absence, the AGG was ordered on 11 November to 

instruct the PA to assume control of the state’s administration and to prepare 

recommendations for further action.
92

 

The assumption of administrative control over Dewas permitted 

officials to gain a clearer picture of conditions within the state upon which 

to base their arguments for removing Tukoji Rao from power permanently.  

In mid-November MacNabb submitted his report and recommendations to 

the Political Department.  He stressed that not only did the Maharaja appear 

to have no intention of returning to Dewas, he had also made determined 

attempts to strip the state of as much revenue as possible, and to prevent the 

PA administering Dewas through the existing system by ordering each 

Council Member to Pondicherry in order to force their resignation.  

Moreover, the state’s departments had been starved of funds for years and 

the burden of debt by this stage amounted to approximately fifteen lakhs.  

However, if the various land and revenue grants made during Tukoji Rao’s 

reign were resumed, the increased revenue would enable the State’s 

liabilities to be paid off within a decade without recourse to a loan.  In order 

to achieve this, MacNabb recommended two possible courses of action 
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against the Maharaja.  The first, which he considered least likely to succeed, 

was to insist on Tukoji Rao’s abdication in favour of his son.  The second 

was merely to insist that he take no further part in the administration of 

Dewas and remain exiled from Central India.  Should this approach be 

adopted, then a three-member Council would be given charge of the 

administration, with the Yuvraj appointed its president and the PA 

responsible for its supervision.
93

  Within the secretariat, it was decided that 

the first step was to offer the Maharaja a Commission of Enquiry.  Once this 

had been done, and the Maharaja had, as anticipated, refused their offer, 

they could then proceed as they wished.
94

  In early December 1933 the PA, 

H. Robson, wrote to Tukoji Rao, informing him that he was being offered a 

Commission of Enquiry as 

 

His Excellency the Governor General is gravely concerned with the 

condition of affairs in Dewas (Senior) State and with the financial 

chaos to which it has been reduced by Your Highness’ 

administration and at the methods adopted by Your Highness to 

meet the situation.
95

 

 

No deadline was set initially for his reply.  In late December, 

however, the Maharaja sent another lengthy telegram to the Viceroy, in 

which he appealed against the proposed resumption of alienated lands.  His 

appeal focused on the grants bestowed upon three temples or “religious 

estates” and the threat posed to the continued performance of rituals at these 

sites by the loss of their endowments.  He asked that as a last resort he be 

permitted to have the “moveable deities” and other “paraphernalia” brought 

to him at Pondicherry.
96

  This request was dismissed within the Political 

Department as a cynical ploy to procure the valuable ritual ornaments from 

these sites, although it was explained to the Maharaja in very different 

terms.
97

  Two days later, the Statesman reported that Tukoji Rao and his 

family had begun a “penance”, or partial hunger strike, in response to the 
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threat posed to these religious estates.  It also published the substance of the 

telegram sent to the Viceroy and reported the offer of a Commission and the 

Maharaja’s refusal.
98

  However, no such communication had yet been 

received by the political authorities; it was not until 2
 
January 1934 that the 

Maharaja’s letter of 27 December was received, in which he enclosed a 

copy of his earlier telegram (of 14 November) to the Viceroy.  From this 

telegram, he stated, 

 

it will be apparent that [the] offer made to me to appoint a 

Commission of Enquiry and reasons leading to it can hardly be 

expected to be acceptable and thus I do not wish its appointment.
99

 

 

This letter was followed by a series of telegrams sent from Pondicherry 

throughout early 1934 by Tukoji Rao, his entourage, and his doctors.  While 

Tukoji Rao continued to protest against intervention in Dewas and appeal 

for a loan, most of the telegrams focused on the threat posed to the 

Maharaja’s health by his continued ‘penance’ fast; a series of updates on 

Tukoji Rao’s health were sent to the Viceroy by his doctors that became 

increasingly political in tone as their appeals remained unanswered, 

implicitly threatening the GOI with the impending martyrdom of the ruler.  

Many of these messages were also sent to the Chancellor of the Chamber of 

Princes, the Maharaja of Patiala, and to the Law Member of the Viceroy’s 

Council, presumably in order to rally sympathy and support for Tukoji 

Rao.
100

 

Although such communications were acknowledged and enquiries 

were made into the Maharaja’s claims regarding the “religious estates”, this 

telegraphic campaign and parallel efforts in the press did not deter the GOI 

from deciding how finally to resolve the standoff with Tukoji Rao.  In mid 

                                                
98 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Extract from the Statesman, 30/12/1933.  “Dewas Ruler’s vow of 

‘Penance’: Wire to Viceroy: Family living on Reduced Diet: Tradition Plea”. 
99 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Clear the Line Telegram R. No.4, 4/01/1934, from CI to Polindia. 
100 The following is a selection of such telegrams: IOR R/1/1/2493.  Telegram, 8/01/1934, 

from HH Dewas Senior, Pondicherry, to HE Viceroy, Viceroy’s Camp.  Telegram No.75, 

14/01/1934, from HE Viceroy, Camp Belvedere, Calcutta, to Polindia (forwarding telegram 

of same date from Drs. Joshi and Kunte to Viceroy).  Telegram, 8/02/1934, from Drs. Joshi 

and Kunte, Pondicherry, to HE Viceroy, New Delhi.  Telegram, 8/02/1934, from Drs. Joshi 

and Kunte, Pondicherry, to Honourable Law Member Viceroy’s Council, New Delhi.  

Copy of Telegram, 27/02/1934, from Dr. Joshi, Pondicherry, to HH Patiala.  Telegram, 

3/03/1935, from Dr. Joshi, Pondicherry, to HE Viceroy, New Delhi. 
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January MacNabb was asked to submit his proposals for the treatment of the 

Maharaja and the subsequent administration of Dewas.
101

  In his report of 6 

March 1934, he summarised the situation thus: 

 

… His Highness has been indulging in a Press campaign by 

publishing a series of telegrams in the newspapers; he has protested 

against any interference with the extravagant alienations of land 

made by him for religious purposes, and has threatened to embark 

upon a hunger strike; he has endeavoured without success further to 

denude the State by removing the valuables belonging to his family 

temple; he has made efforts to arouse public sympathy by parading 

his alleged wrongs, and is now residing in Pondicherry defying all 

attempts to bring him to reason.  It is a matter of common 

knowledge that one of the chief motives of His Highness was 

deliberately to ruin the State in order to injure his son, for whom he 

entertains an intense hatred.  His Highness has abandoned his State; 

he has left it in debt to the extent of approximately Rs. 15 lakhs and 

has made it impossible to pay off this debt, without drastic measures 

against which he continually protests, by his policy of reducing the 

State revenue through cash grants and alienation of land.
102

 

 

The AGG concluded that “His Highness is not prepared to return and 

administer his State, except on his own conditions which are obviously 

unacceptable”, and had done his best to prevent anyone else administering 

Dewas in his absence.  He was accordingly “entirely unfit” to rule his state 

or be involved in its administration.  Further, his conduct since leaving 

Dewas demonstrated that even when removed from power, he should be 

prevented from living in or near his erstwhile state.  As it was extremely 

unlikely that he would willingly abdicate in favour of his son, MacNabb 

recommended that he be treated in the same manner as Jey Singh, the 

Maharaja of Alwar: the GOI should insist he take no further part in the 

administration of Dewas, exile him from the state (and Central India) on a 

fixed allowance, and prevent him from visiting GOI headquarters.  Unlike 

Alwar, his exclusion should be permanent.  Such a solution would be more 

effective than deposition, MacNabb argued, as “it will be easier to control 

the administration by a Council if Vikram Sinha [sic] is President not as 

Ruler but as the heir.”  It would also be cheaper, as the Yuvraj could live 

more “quietly” than would be possible as a ruling Maharaja.  MacNabb also 

                                                
101 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Conf. Letter No.F.-7-P(S), 15/01/1934, from Joint Pol Sec to AGG CI. 
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outlined his administrative proposals: Vikram Singh would serve as Council 

President and Sir James would remain in Dewas as Finance Member for, 

though strictly unqualified for such duties, he would be “a steadying 

influence” on the Council.  Moreover, he was on friendly terms with both 

the Yuvraj and the Maharaja of Dewas Junior.
103

 

MacNabb’s proposal was unhesitatingly approved by the GOI.  The 

only question that was considered of any importance was how best to 

convey the decision to the Maharaja, as it was assumed that he would 

promptly release any document he received to the press.
104

  However, in 

London the India Office thought differently.  The Secretary of State, Sir 

Samuel Hoare, queried their decision, as the Maharaja’s “flight to French 

territory” appeared to him to strengthen the case for deposition.
105

  The 

secretariat strongly disagreed, arguing that as they did not know why the 

Maharaja had selected French territory they could not attach any importance 

to his destination.  They admitted that formal deposition was unwarranted, 

as  

 

[t]he Maharaja is not guilty of criminal or flagrantly immoral 

conduct and it seems doubtful whether actual deposition will be 

justified on the ground of financial chaos in the State for which the 

Maharaja is responsible.
106

 

 

The case for deposition was simply not strong enough.  Wingate conceded 

that despite the Maharaja’s shortcomings, “it would be difficult to hold that 

he has been guilty of gross misgovernment of deliberate intent”.  Rather, his 

faults arose primarily from “incompetence and futility”.  The Maharaja’s 

primary ‘sin’ was not his flight to Pondicherry, as he was not a “fugitive 

from justice”, but his refusal to return to Dewas when advised to do so.  

Moreover, the proposed solution would not only achieve the same effect as 

deposition, it would be “exceedingly economical” and better enable the 

training of his heir.
107

  The Secretary of State subsequently consented to the 

                                                
103

 Ibid.  The GOI forced Jey Singh to sever his connection with the administration of 

Alwar for at least two years.  He left Alwar in May 1933 and died in exile in Paris in 1937.  

B. Ramusack, The Princes of India, pp.179-180. 
104 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Conf. Office Note by R. Wingate, 16/03/1935. 
105 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Telegram R. No.897, 10/04/1934, from Sec State to Viceroy. 
106 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Conf. Office Note by R.D. and illegible, 11/04/1934. 
107 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Conf. Office Note by R. Wingate, 12/04/1934. 
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proposed course of action and on 18 April MacNabb was informed of the 

GOI’s qualified acceptance of his recommendations.
108

  These orders were 

duly communicated to the Maharaja by Robson the following week: Tukoji 

Rao was to be indefinitely disassociated from the administration of his state 

and forbidden to return to it without receiving express viceregal permission.  

A monthly allowance of Rs. 3,500 would be allotted to him, although this 

would have to cover all his household and establishment expenses.  His son 

would serve as the President of the State Council in his absence.
109

   

The Maharaja refused to acknowledge or accept the action taken 

against him.
110

  He and his household remained in Pondicherry, although in 

August 1935 he attempted to return to Dewas, requesting that he be allowed 

to attend, and preside over, the annual festival of Gokul-Ashtami (a core 

ritual responsibility of the ruler).  During the fortnight-long festival he 

wished to have charge of the City Palace and supersede his son as Council 

President; he also requested that this occasion be taken to reconsider 

whether the charges against him could be withdrawn.
111

  The British 

avoided having to overtly refuse Tukoji Rao by informing his Private 

Secretary, Rukum Singh (who had presented these requests to the Political 

Secretary), that any such representation had to be addressed to the PA at 

Bhopal.  In conversation, the Private Secretary also intimated to Bertrand 

Glancy that Tukoji Rao was considering leaving Pondicherry for a jagir he 

owned in the Deccan, but was concerned that if he entered British India, 

some further action might be taken against him.  Glancy informed him that 

as “His Highness had selected Pondicherry entirely on his own initiative … 

there was nothing to prevent his going to British India if he so desired.”
112

  

Nonetheless, Tukoji Rao remained in Pondicherry until his death in 1937.  

His attempt at evading British authority had become a cycle of behaviour 

from which he seemed ultimately unable to find an exit. 

                                                
108 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Telegram XX. No.945, 15/04/1934, from Sec State to Viceroy.  Conf. 

Letter No.F.7-P(S)/34, 18/04/1934, from Joint Pol Sec to AGG CI. 
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Part Two 

Deficiencies of character 

Thus far, this chapter has argued that it was primarily Tukoji Rao’s own 

actions that determined the extent to which British attitudes towards the 

Maharaja’s character influenced the conduct of political relations with him.  

The preceding section mapped the downward trajectory of the Maharaja in 

officials’ eyes as he attempted to resist interference in his affairs.  The 

second part of this chapter will demonstrate that this fall from grace was the 

result of Tukoji Rao failing to meet the expectations of the political 

authorities in three broad areas of his life: the domestic, the administrative, 

and the political.  In each of these areas the Maharaja was required to 

perform different aspects of his overarching role as an Indian prince: the 

patriarch, the administrator, and the loyal and subordinate ally.  Perceived 

failure in one of these overlapping spheres of princely duty necessarily had 

consequences for officials’ perceptions of his performance in the others.   

 

The domestic 

As a husband, father, head of household, and as a Maratha ruler, Tukoji Rao 

was located within a complex network of personal relationships within, and 

extending beyond, Dewas.  Like other rulers, his position at the head of a 

princely household was immensely privileged; however, it also entailed 

numerous obligations to his immediate family and more distant relatives, to 

servants and to other members of the palace community.
113

  His 

performance as head of household was also closely watched by political 

officers, even if domestic issues were generally held to be beyond the scope 

of their authority.  In the case of Tukoji Rao, there was initial agreement 

between himself and the political authorities that most of his domestic 

difficulties could be attributed to his conflict with Kolhapur, which had been 

triggered in 1915 by the breakdown of his first marriage to the Maharaja’s 

                                                
113 The diaries of Amar Singh, though that of a Rajput noble rather than a ruler, give a 

powerful sense of the varied and sometimes conflicting responsibilities of the head of an 

elite household.  S. Rudolph, L. Rudolph, and M. Singh (eds.), Reversing the Gaze: Amar 
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2002). 
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daughter and her consequent return to Kolhapur.  Subsequently, the 

Maharaja of Kolhapur and his successor both utilised their position as the 

premier Maratha prince, rulers of one of the highest-ranking states under the 

supervision of the Bombay political service, and as prominent figures on the 

Bombay racing scene and in elite social circles, to undermine Tukoji Rao’s 

reputation beyond his state and to engineer difficulties for him within 

Dewas itself.  In The Hill of Devi, E.M. Forster describes one manifestation 

of this campaign in his depiction of a known “spy” from Kolhapur who 

lived openly at the Dewas court and whom Tukoji Rao enjoyed making a 

butt of his practical jokes.
114

   

Kolhapur also became a persistent petitioner of the GOI, 

communicating his requests and complaints regarding Dewas via the 

sympathetic ear of the Governor of Bombay, Sir Leslie Wilson.  In 1927 he 

asked Wilson to arrange for Tukoji Rao’s son and heir, Vikram Singh, to 

visit his mother; Wilson supported the request, stressing to the GOI’s 

Political Secretary, J.P. Thompson, that it seemed reasonable.
115

  The GOI 

demurred from assisting with the visit in the face of Tukoji Rao’s refusal, 

arguing that “[t]he matter is a purely domestic one in which we can do no 

good by intervention”.
116

  Indeed, E.H. Kealy, the AGG, was supportive of 

Tukoji Rao’s position – his examination of Agency files revealed “constant” 

attempts by Kolhapur to interfere in Vikram Singh’s education, and intrigue 

from Kolhapur was one of the Maharaja’s “greatest nightmares”.
117

  

Nonetheless, Kolhapur’s lobbying did have an impact: as discussed earlier, 

it led Tukoji Rao to impose new, strict restraints upon his son out of a fear 

that, without close supervision, he would leave the state.  In conjunction 

with the persuasion and assistance of members of the Kolhapur faction at 

Dewas, this new regime was identified by Reginald Glancy as the main 

cause of Vikram Singh’s eventual flight from Dewas later that year.
118

 

However, a lack of sympathy for Kolhapur did not imply that the 

GOI condoned Tukoji Rao’s conduct towards his family.  In particular, his 
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rumoured treatment of his daughter-in-law after her arrival at Dewas in 

early 1927
119

 was judged harshly (despite the lack of any supporting 

evidence), and coloured British attitudes towards the ensuing crisis in 

relations between father and son.  According to the AGG, Reginald Glancy, 

the Maharaja was “entirely at fault” in this incident, and his conduct had 

been “reprehensible in the extreme”.
120

  In December 1926 he asserted that 

an atmosphere of “moral obliquity” hung about Dewas; a month later 

“revolting immorality, misrule and hypocrisy” were “the order of the day”.  

Vikram Singh’s departure from Dewas whilst still at an impressionable age 

was therefore a desirable outcome in terms of the development of his 

character.
121

  Both Kolhapur and Jath (the Chief of Jath was the father of the 

bride) wrote to the political authorities on the subject, providing long, florid 

depictions of Tukoji Rao’s sexual depravity – Kolhapur going so far as to 

claim that his character “had caused the ruin of many a lady, some of whom 

were his very near relatives”.
122

  Forster provides an alternative, unofficial, 

reading of the Maharaja’s sexuality: in ‘Kanaya’, an account of his own 

rather fraught sexual experiences in Dewas, Forster portrays Tukoji Rao as 

“not especially interested in sex”.
123

 

Unlike Forster, however, political officers did not view the 

relationship between Tukoji Rao and his long-term mistress, the 

“remarkably astute” Hirabai, favourably.  She was considered to exert an 

undue influence over the “gullible” Maharaja.  The connection was easily 

made between Tukoji Rao’s sudden eruption of hatred towards Vikram 

Singh and the recent birth of a son to Hirabai, the theory being that a plot 

existed to remove Vikram Singh from the line of succession.
124

  The alleged 

attempt of the Maharaja to poison his son, though eventually proven to have 

never progressed beyond preliminary discussions, therefore consolidated the 

picture of a ruler sorely lacking in moral judgment, self control and a sense 

                                                
119 It was alleged that Tukoji Rao had prevented Vikram Singh from seeing his new wife in 
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of responsibility to his state.
125

  Moreover, Hirabai and her family were seen 

by the British as an inappropriate and inordinately heavy drain on state 

funds, whether through expensive gifts, grants of land revenue to her sons-

in-law, or the expenditure associated with her daughters’ weddings and the 

birth of her son.  Tukoji Rao’s generosity towards his illegitimate family
126

 

was viewed as symptomatic of his broader inability to restrain his 

expenditure.  However, there was also speculation that it had other 

motivations: in March 1932 the Political Agent claimed that “His Highness 

had been consistently bleeding the State for the benefit of his mistress and 

her family in order to spite his Maharani and her son”.
127

  Upon assuming 

control of Dewas, MacNabb discovered that Tukoji Rao had deprived his 

state of revenue annually totalling approximately one lakh, through 

alienations made to his brother, his mistress, her children and her sons-in-

law.  MacNabb also considered it highly probable that Hirabai was by then 

in possession of several lakhs’ worth of state ornaments, funds, and other 

gifts.
128

  The failure of Tukoji Rao’s first marriage, his poor treatment of 

and subsequent conflict with his heir, and his substantial material and 

emotional investment in what amounted to his de facto partner and her 

children all indicated to political officers an abandonment by the Maharaja 

of his domestic duties as the head of a princely family. 

 

The administrative 

For the first fifteen or twenty years of his reign, Tukoji Rao’s administrative 

practices failed to attract the criticism of political officers; indeed, as late as 

October 1927, his record as a ruler could be described as “very much better 

than most” by the AGG.
129

  In January 1922 the Maharaja took a tentative 

first step towards the development of democratic government in Dewas with 

the promulgation of a new constitution, under which a Representative 

Assembly was established, although its members were in the interim to be 
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wholly nominated until the people were considered sufficiently ready to 

vote.
130

  Tukoji Rao also participated in the newly created forum provided 

by the Chamber of Princes and was a vocal advocate of the interests of the 

princely order as he saw them. However, from the Maharaja’s engagement 

with issues of political reform and administrative modernisation in the 

1920s, it is apparent that his later failings in financial management arose to 

some extent from a flawed approach to spending which had a much earlier 

provenance.  In 1927 Tukoji Rao submitted four memoranda to the Viceroy, 

Lord Irwin, on various political issues (copies of these memoranda were 

also circulated to other rulers).  In the third memorandum, he outlined his 

objections to the proposal made earlier that year by the Chancellor of the 

Chamber of Princes (Bhupinder Singh of Patiala) that rulers’ privy purses 

should be limited to ten per cent of the total revenue of their states.  Whilst 

he commended the Chancellor’s desire to ensure that more funds were 

devoted to the improvement of state administrations, Tukoji Rao protested 

that the fixing of the privy purse at such a level would unfairly disadvantage 

the rulers of smaller or poorer states, making it impossible for them to 

maintain their “dignity and prestige”.  Conversely, it would also provide the 

rulers of large, revenue-rich states with “fabulously large sums” to spend on 

themselves.  Trying to impose any rule regarding the separation of the privy 

purse would be counterproductive, he argued; instead, the proportion of 

funds allowed to the ruler should be fixed “by each State according to its 

special circumstances”, so that a ruler would not be placed in the 

embarrassing position of having to apply to his Council for additional funds 

in order to meet any “extraordinary item of expenditure”.
131

  Five years 

earlier, the new constitution for Dewas had specified that the ruler’s privy 

purse should be at least one third of actual state receipts in any year, in 

addition to which the pensions and gratuities of household servants would 

be met by the state, and other state servants would perform certain duties at 
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the palace free of charge.  The generosity of this arrangement was remarked 

upon at the time by officials.
132

 

British depictions of Tukoji Rao as an administrator articulated his 

shortcomings in this sphere primarily as deficiencies in his masculinity.  In 

particular, the Maharaja’s lack of self-control – as demonstrated by his 

“extravagant” expenditure on “follies” and his attempt to spite his son by 

squandering his inheritance – was implicitly contrasted with the rectitude 

and rigour with which it was presumed an officer of the ICS would respond 

to the state’s financial difficulties.
133

  It was Tukoji Rao’s expenditure on 

what they considered to be frivolous and unnecessary items, such as 

weddings, festivals, palace construction, and his mistress, that most rankled 

British officials, and enabled them to articulate an image of him as the 

vacillating, morally weak and ineffectual brand of effeminate Oriental 

despot.  Whilst this interpretation of the Maharaja’s conduct failed to 

comprehend the cultural and political motivations behind much, if not all, of 

his “extravagance”, it is nonetheless confirmed in several respects by the far 

more sympathetic views expressed by Forster and Darling.
134

  Forster 

witnessed the chronic inefficiencies and wastage within the administration 

(not least of which was his own underemployment as Tukoji Rao’s Private 

Secretary) and later attributed the Maharaja’s financial ruin to the decades-

long construction of the suburban New Palace.
135

  After serving as Tukoji 

Rao’s tutor and guardian during the final years of his minority, Darling 

maintained a close friendship with him, and made several unsolicited 

personal appeals on his behalf when relations between Dewas and the GOI 

collapsed.  However, these appeals were based on his high opinion of 

Tukoji Rao’s personal character rather than his strengths as a ruler.  Darling 

conceded that he did not think highly of Tukoji Rao as an administrator and 
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“though probably no worse than most Indian Chiefs, his administration no 

doubt leaves much to be desired”.
136

  From their location outside the 

political service, and their identity as supporters of the Maharaja, both men 

chose not to link Tukoji Rao’s flaws in the administrative sphere to the issue 

of his masculinity and character more broadly. 

Official assessments of Dewas’ descent into bankruptcy as being the 

consequence of irreparable flaws in Tukoji Rao’s character allowed the GOI 

to pursue a harder line against the Maharaja than was necessarily justified 

by the scale of the financial crisis.  Officials acknowledged that while 

Tukoji Rao was guilty of poor judgement, administrative incompetence and 

irregularities bordering on dishonesty, such shortcomings did not amount to 

the degree of “criminal or flagrantly immoral conduct” that would justify 

deposition.
137

  Whether Tukoji Rao’s financial mismanagement was 

attributed to incompetence or to his obsessive hatred of his son, the 

assumption remained the same – that he had proved himself incapable of 

administering Dewas.
138

  Ideas of character thus provided the justification 

for severing the Maharaja’s connection with the administration of his state, 

rather than attempting to rescue the state by reforming its ruler.  However, 

the broader context of relations between the princely states and the 

paramount power also influenced intervention in Dewas.  In April 1933, 

Watson explained to Darling that the orders already issued in the case by the 

GOI could not be revised, for by ignoring “a State which is heading straight 

for bankruptcy”, they would send the wrong message to the many other 

“bad cases” within the princely order.
139

  Nonetheless, the bigger picture 

thus considered was one defined narrowly by the interests and concerns of 

the political authorities; little thought was given to the impact of the global 

economic recession (or Great Depression), which caused a dramatic decline 

in agricultural commodity prices and thus a shortfall in the revenues of 

many states whose economies were still fundamentally rural.  In December 

1930 the Political Agent reported that Dewas was one of several states in 
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the Agency that was suffering as a result of the collapse of its revenue base 

– Ratlam, Jobat and Ali Rajput were similarly affected.
140

 Thus, while 

conditions prevailing within Dewas, in British India, and even globally 

affected (to varying extents) Tukoji Rao’s ability to govern his state, 

political officers attributed his failure as an administrator primarily to 

deficiencies in his character, and largely ignored the broader context in 

which he was forced to operate. 

 

 

The political 

The tortured relationship between the British and Tukoji Rao encouraged an 

undue degree of significance to be attached by the political authorities to his 

administrative shortcomings and troubled personal life.  Tukoji Rao’s 

repeated violations of the norms of political conduct negated the influence 

that the positive aspects of his character and conduct might otherwise have 

had upon their perceptions of his utility as an ally.  As a ‘native Chief’ in 

subordinate relations with the British Crown, the Maharaja was expected to 

perform the role of a loyal feudatory.  The meaning of this term varied over 

both time and place, in response to shifts in British interests, official policy, 

local circumstances and individual perspectives.  However, certain core 

assumptions about the system of indirect rule retained their salience 

regardless of the specific context in which they operated.   The most 

fundamental of these was the belief that the alliance between raj and durbar 

was an inherently unequal partnership, characterised, as Barbara Ramusack 

has argued, by the reciprocal but highly uneven rights and duties of a 

patron-client relationship.
141

  The manner in which Tukoji Rao interacted 

with officials suggested that he refused to accept his subordinate status.  In 

particular, the Maharaja’s attempts to negotiate (the implication being that 

he believed that he was able, even entitled, to negotiate) with the political 

authorities, rather than simply accept or refuse their ‘advice’, undermined 

his previous image as a relatively reliable, loyal and energetic ruler.  This is 

                                                
140 IOR R/1/1/2052.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.9/60/28, 2/01/1931, from Offg. AGG CI to Pol 

Sec. 
141 B. Ramusack, The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: Dissolution of a Patron-

client System, 1914-1939 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1978), p.xvii. 
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demonstrated by the increasingly critical attitudes towards Tukoji Rao that 

were generated by his conduct in relation to his son in late 1927 and early 

1928.  The Maharaja agreed initially that Vikram Singh might stay at the 

Indore Residency in order to complete his education.  However, a week later 

he demanded that the AGG’s guardianship of his son be subject to a number 

of conditions which Glancy, in his exasperation, described as “impossible” 

and “preposterous”.  These included the imposition of constraints not just on 

Vikram Singh and his companions, but on Indore state and the Political 

Department – constraints which 

 

he should have known it was impossible for us [the political 

authorities] to accept … and that we would only undertake the 

guardianship on our own terms[.]
142

 

 

When informed that his conditions were unacceptable, and that Vikram 

Singh would only be retained at Indore under the conditions originally 

agreed to, the Maharaja refused to accept, despite acknowledging that his 

son would then go to Kolhapur.
143

  Three months later, during discussions 

intended to resolve outstanding issues relating to his son’s exile, Tukoji Rao 

asked the AGG to send him a letter stating that the GOI did not believe the 

charges made against him, would entertain no further representations on the 

subject, and would discourage propaganda against him; he also asked that 

such a letter would not be published.
144

 

British attempts to intervene in the subsequent administrative crisis 

within Dewas provoked a series of responses from the Maharaja which 

indicated a similar disregard for, or ignorance of, the realities of the political 

relationship.  In January 1930 Tukoji Rao rejected the advice that he should 

establish a commission of enquiry into the revenue grievances of his 

cultivators.  He declared “that he did so with regret since he … was ready to 

receive advice tendered to him when occasion warranted”, suggesting that 

he considered himself, rather than the political authorities, best able to 

                                                
142 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. Letter No.S-15, 4/01/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  Italics 

added. 
143 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Telegram P. No.C.X.4, 29/12/1927, from CI to Polindia.  Telegram 

P.No.C.X.5, 31/12/1927, from CI to Polindia.  Conf. Letter No.S-15, 4/01/1928, from AGG 

CI to Pol Sec.  
144 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Very Conf. Letter No.S-20, 9/03/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
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determine whether the provision of advice was justified.
145

  Likewise, when 

advised in 1933 to employ an officer selected by the GOI to examine the 

state accounts and report on Dewas’ financial position to the political 

authorities, he replied by asking that the advice instead be significantly 

“modified” along lines of his own suggestion (including a government 

loan), as he was unwilling to appoint such an officer.
146

  The ultimatum 

which followed – to apply to Government, either for the services of an 

accounts officer or for an officer to serve as Dewan and Finance Minister – 

elicited a similar response: both options were rejected, the request for a loan 

was repeated, and an alternative appointment was proposed.
147

  Finally, 

even after having fled Dewas for Pondicherry, Tukoji Rao continued to 

attempt to impose conditions upon his treatment by the political authorities, 

requesting an interview with the Viceroy, but stipulating that he would only 

travel to Delhi for such an interview if he were allowed to return to 

Pondicherry afterwards.
148

 

Tukoji Rao further alienated political officers by his attempts to 

evade their control, whether by simple physical avoidance (usually on 

grounds of illness), by delay, or by conveying the impression of 

acquiescence whilst pursuing a course of action substantively different from 

that which had actually been recommended.  An example of this tactic is the 

inappropriate composition of the committee he appointed to enquire into 

revenue grievances within Dewas.
149

 Whereas open confrontation would 

have justified immediate intervention, less overt forms of resistance 

frustrated officials’ attempts to gather information concerning conditions 

within Dewas and to influence the conduct of the Maharaja and his 

administration, thus prolonging the resolution of the conflict.  Moreover, 

Tukoji Rao made it clear that he did not trust local officers to act in his 

interest, by repeatedly circumventing the designated line of communication 

                                                
145 IOR R/1/1/1948.  Conf. Letter No.114, 29/01/1930, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
146 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Conf. Letter No.190/26/31, 1/03/1933, from AGG CI to Pol Sec.  

Very Conf. Letter No.597/26/31, 4/07/1933, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
147 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Very Conf. Letter No.597/26/31, 4/07/1933, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 

Copy of Letter, 26/08/1933 from HH Dewas Senior to PA Bhopal. 
148 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Very Conf. Letter No.913/26/31, 19/10/1933, from AGG CI to Pol 

Sec. 
149 IOR R/1/1/1737.  Conf. Letter No.1017, 8/11/1928, from AGG CI to Pol Sec. 
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through the PA and AGG to the Political Department.  In the aftermath of 

his son’s ‘escape’ from Dewas, the Maharaja sent his Chief Secretary to see 

the Political Secretary and to ascertain from him whether the GOI 

contemplated taking any further action against him.
150

  In November 1933 

he telegrammed the Viceroy from Pondicherry, appealing against the 

“policy of non-confidence” pursued against him in recent months by local 

officers and claiming that “[t]he only quarter to which I can still look now 

for [an] amicable and honourable solution … is Your Excellency alone”.
151

  

He continued in general to direct subsequent correspondence to the Viceroy 

(as did his retinue) and the Political Secretary, rather than the AGG.  The 

following month, B.B. Tawakley, a lawyer from Delhi and self-proclaimed 

friend of the Maharaja, met with R. Wingate, the Assistant Political 

Secretary, in order to see whether there was any chance of  “an amicable 

arrangement” of the crisis.  He was crisply informed that 

 

our channel of communication with His Highness was through the 

Agent to the Governor General in Central India.  … if His Highness 

wished to send Mr. Tawakley to the A.G.G. in Central India 

presumably he could do so.  … we could entertain no representations 

made in this fashion and that it was for His Highness to deal with his 

local Political Officers direct.
152

 

 

Attempts to circumvent the Viceroy himself, by contacting the Secretary of 

State and even the Prime Minister, were similarly unsuccessful.
153

 

As Tukoji Rao’s situation worsened, he eroded what little personal 

goodwill remained towards him by behaving badly.  He insulted political 

officers and attempted to secure alternative sources of support for his plight 

through the release of confidential correspondence to the British Indian 

press – both of which were major violations of the conventions of behaviour 

underlying the system of indirect rule.  Having protested against the 

perceived threat posed to ritual observances in Dewas by the cancellation of 

three religious endowments, the Maharaja refused to believe the PA’s 

assurances that worship was continuing at these sites.  He suggested instead 

                                                
150 IOR R/1/1/1736.  Conf. Record of Conversation, C. Watson, 10/02/1928. 
151 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Telegram No.nil, 8/11/1933, from HH Dewas Senior to HE Viceroy. 
152 IOR R/1/1/2378.  Record of Conversation, R. Wingate, 8/12/1933. 
153 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Private Telegram R. No.116, 12/01/1934, from Sec State to Viceroy.  

Copy of Telegram, 27/02/1934, from Dr. Joshi, Pondicherry, to HH Patiala. 
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that the “questionable statements” that he had made in his letter were “based 

on incomplete information”.
154

  His doctor in Pondicherry echoed his 

sentiments, referring to the PA’s supervision of Dewas in a telegram to the 

Viceroy as the “present questionable peculiar political charge”.
155

  The 

threats made by Tukoji Rao and members of his entourage regarding the 

dire state of his health, offering an end to his fast in exchange for political 

concessions, failed to generate any sympathy.  This was because it was 

already believed within official circles that the Maharaja had the deceitful 

habit of manipulating reports of illness to his own ends.  Finally, his clumsy 

overtures to the French authorities at Pondicherry (motivated perhaps by the 

belief that they might protect him from any penalty decided upon by the 

British),
156

 and his concerted attempts to obstruct the transfer of 

administrative control to the PA in Dewas completed the picture of a prince 

whose desperately poor judgment had fundamentally compromised his 

claim to rule.
157

 

 

Conclusion 

Tukoji Rao Puar, Maharaja of Dewas Senior, was by no means guilty of (or 

implicated in) violent crime or chronic misrule on the same scale as many of 

the other rulers examined in this thesis.  In many respects he appears to have 

been a far more ordinary and less exceptional prince than Malhar Rao of 

Panna or Shivaji Rao Holkar of Indore: intelligent, energetic and fervently 

loyal, yet plagued by familial conflict, and lacking in the skills and personal 

                                                
154 IOR R/1/1/2493.  Copy of Telegram, 1/02/1934, from HH Dewas Senior, Pondicherry, 

to PA Bhopal. 
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New Delhi. 
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qualities that might have made him a more effective administrator and 

statesman.  Despite his redeeming features Tukoji Rao was ultimately 

subjected to the humiliation of de facto deposition and exile and was 

reduced to a small monthly allowance, rented rooms, and the knowledge 

that his son had effectively taken his place in Dewas.  His undignified 

political downfall demonstrates the extent to which officials’ assessment of 

any ruler could be dramatically revised on an ongoing basis in reaction to 

his conduct.  Moreover, it indicates the crucial influence that a ruler’s 

conduct of political relations exerted upon officials’ perceptions of the 

ruler’s conduct in other aspects of his life, and consequently upon 

assessments of his character.  It also suggests that those rulers who did 

manage to successfully manipulate unfavourable political circumstances to 

their own advantage – and even evade British intervention – did so because 

of factors specific to their particular situation (such as close personal 

friendships with local officials, or broader conditions that militated against 

intervention), rather than because negotiation between the rulers of the 

princely states and the political authorities was in any way enshrined in the 

underlying principles of indirect rule.  This shall also be seen in the 

following chapter, where the charming and politically adept Maharaja of 

Rewa, Gulab Singh, resisted incursions upon his authority far more 

effectively, despite being a truly undesirable prince. 
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Chapter Six 

Catamites, Congress, Commission: Gulab Singh of 

Rewa 
 

 

“His Highness is so morally depraved that he really and genuinely 

believes that his Treaty, his Constitution, and his Sovereign Powers 

give him complete license to cause deaths and murders, 

confiscations, and diversion of justice in any way he thinks best suits 

his personal interests.”
1
 

 

 

In late January 1946, the Resident for Central India, W.F. Campbell, 

travelled to Rewa with the intention of deposing the state’s ruler, Gulab 

Singh.  On arriving in the capital on the 30
th
, however, Campbell found that 

the Maharaja was holding a meeting in an outlying village that day.  In 

consultation with the state’s senior officials, he therefore decided that Gulab 

Singh should be informed of the Viceroy’s orders where he was, thus 

preventing him from returning to the capital, where he could cause serious 

political difficulties by fomenting popular resistance to his departure, or 

even resist expulsion by hiding in the women’s quarters of the fort.  

Accompanied by Rewa’s Chief Minister and a small military escort, 

Campbell duly sought out the Maharaja, finally locating his camp in open 

country near the state border that evening.  The Resident entered the ruler’s 

tent and handed him an official letter, warning him that its contents 

“contained very grave news for him”.
2
  It informed the Maharaja that he had 

recently committed “several gross breaches” of the conditions on which he 

had been allowed to return to Rewa in July 1944; in accepting these 

conditions Gulab Singh had agreed that failure to abide by them would 

render him “liable to deposition at the discretion of the Crown 

Representative”.
3
  The nature of the breaches made it 

 

obviously impossible … for the Crown Representative to fulfil his 

responsibility in regard to the administration of the State … .  H.E. 

the Crown Representative, in consultation with the Secy. of State, 

                                                
1 IOR R/2/427/58.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.41-P., 14/02/1942, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
2 IOR R/1/1/4236.  “Personal account of Resident Central India of the events connected 
with the deposition of the Maharaja of Rewa, covering the period January 30th to February 

1
st
”. 

3 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Letter to HH Rewa from Resident CI, 30/01/1946. 
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has therefore decided that … Your Highness shall be deposed and 

your son recognised as Ruler in your stead.  … Your Highness 

should leave the State within 24 hours and … you should not 

henceforth visit Rajputana, Central India, the United Provinces or 

the Central Provinces.
4
 

 

After several unsuccessful attempts to postpone his removal, Gulab Singh 

agreed to have his belongings packed, and by 10 p.m. the party left camp.  

The now ex-Maharaja was personally escorted by the Resident to the state 

border a few miles away, at which the Resident took his leave, and Gulab 

Singh was driven in another car to the nearby city of Allahabad, where a 

stay of three days was permitted before the full restrictions of his exile were 

imposed.
5
 

The political action taken against Gulab Singh between 1942 and 

1946 was based firmly upon a clear vision of his character: officials 

depicted him, almost unanimously, as a highly intelligent, ‘crafty’ ruler 

whose considerable talent and energy were overwhelmingly directed 

towards the unscrupulous pursuit of his ruling passions – personal wealth 

and ‘deviant’ sexual gratification.  The Maharaja’s increasingly 

anachronistic articulation of his position as a ‘traditional’ autocrat was, so 

officials argued, used cynically as justification for widespread 

administrative abuse and neglect, whilst he simultaneously channelled 

massive sums from state revenue into private bank accounts abroad and cut 

secret deals with senior members of Congress.  However, the consensus that 

existed upon the issue of Gulab Singh’s far from ideal character did not 

translate into a unified position on how best to respond to the problems 

posed by the Maharaja.  Opinion within the bureaucratic hierarchy diverged 

over the need for and scope of intervention, based on officials’ varying 

predictions of the Maharaja’s probable response, and their different 

assessments of the strength of the case against him.  Moreover, such 

disunity was fostered by consideration of the negative impact that the case 

could have upon their relations with other princes, upon the reputation (and 

thus political utility) of the princely order as a whole, as well as the 

                                                
4 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Letter to HH Rewa from Resident CI, 30/01/1946. 
5 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Personal account of Resident Central India of the events connected with 
the deposition of the Maharaja of Rewa, covering the period January 30th to February 1st. 
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criticism it would attract from British Indian politicians, and the potential 

for unrest and disorder within Rewa (with the implications of such 

instability for neighbouring states and provinces).  Consideration of the 

broader political risks of intervention in Rewa thus imposed significant 

constraints upon its manner, scope and timing, and undermined its efficacy. 

The undignified departure – physical and political – of Gulab Singh 

from Rewa in January 1946 marks the final stage in a protracted 

confrontation between the Maharaja and the British, and the conspicuous 

failure of their earlier attempts to control him with methods that fell short of 

deposition.  In the final decade of indirect rule, the increasingly serious 

reports received regarding Gulab Singh’s character and conduct presented 

the British with an unprecedented political challenge, at a time when their 

control over India was itself extremely vulnerable to internal and external 

threats.   Nonetheless, the gravity of the charges levelled against the 

Maharaja – which ran the full gamut of princely malfeasance, from 

maladministration and disloyalty to sodomy and murder – rendered 

immediate intervention in this complex case a political necessity, despite the 

unfavourable circumstances then prevailing.   

In 1942 Gulab Singh thus became the first ruler to accept a 

Commission of Enquiry into his conduct under the procedures developed in 

1920 and codified in the Foreign and Political Department’s Resolution 

No.426-R. of that year.
6
  The Commission of Enquiry process – intended as 

a source of independent advice for the Viceroy in cases where it was 

deemed necessary to deprive a ruler of his powers – was viewed by many 

princes as one of their few safeguards against the capricious actions of the 

Political Department, but had hitherto only (as in the case of Maharaja 

Tukoji Rao Holkar of Indore) been used to intimidate rulers into 

                                                
6
 Political Department officials involved in the case claimed that it was the first: when the 

Nawab of Rampur asked for background information on previous cases to inform his 

service as Commissioner, he was informed by Fitze that “this is the first case of its kind 

since the Resolution of 1920 and no precedents are therefore available.”  IOR 

R/1/1/3811(3).  D.O. Letter No.F.18(2)-P/42, 29/06/1942, from Pol Sec to Nawab of 

Rampur.  Stephen Ashton lists the various cases after 1920 in which rulers declined an 

enquiry or were investigated by other means.  S. Ashton, British Policy Towards the Indian 

States 1905-1939 (London: Curzon Press, 1982), pp.101-102. 
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abdicating.
7
  That the commission appointed to enquire into Gulab Singh’s 

complicity in murder, bribery and corruption failed to establish the case 

against him is not simply indicative of the flaws inherent in attempting to 

impose this loosely judicial form upon a fundamentally political process: it 

reflects both the considerable abilities of the ruler in question, and the fact 

that the real issues at stake – the Maharaja’s character, and his fitness to rule 

– were excluded from the remit of the Enquiry.   

Due to the significant constraints imposed upon their exercise of 

paramountcy, both in terms of the broader context of the Second World 

War, and the specificity of local conditions within Rewa, the British felt 

unable to pursue the more politically sensitive and diffuse charges of “gross 

immorality” and unfitness to rule against the Maharaja, on which they had 

already reached their own, very confidential, conclusions.  Instead, they 

decided to rely upon allegations of serious criminal misconduct as the least 

problematic means of removing him from power.  It was only after the 

conclusion of the Second World War, with their need for allies reduced, and 

their confidence duly increased, that a more aggressive approach towards 

aberrant princes could be adopted by the political authorities, and Gulab 

Singh was duly deposed when a suitable pretext was once again supplied. 

This chapter will examine the extended crisis in relations between 

the Maharaja of Rewa and the paramount power that eventually culminated 

in his deposition and exile in 1946.  In doing so, it will argue that an 

extremely critical assessment of a ruler’s character by local officials was not 

enough, especially in a time of broader insecurity, to justify his removal 

from power.  Nonetheless, such an assessment pervaded confidential 

discussions of intervention when this was facilitated by other events or 

actions.  It will also seek to demonstrate that, as rulers became increasingly 

Westernised, physically mobile and politically assertive, the most able of 

them were of at least an equal calibre to the political officers to whose 

advice they were expected to submit.  Finally, examination of this case will 

                                                
7 IOR R/1/1/963.  Resolution of the Government of India in the Foreign and Political 

Department, No.426-R, 29/10/1920.  According to John McLeod, the unpredictable, 

capricious nature of British intervention in the states was one of the princes’ primary 

grievances.  J. McLeod, Sovereignty, Power, Control: Politics in the States of Western 

India, 1916-1947 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), p.169. 
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suggest that the success of indirect rule as a system of government was in 

practice always contingent upon the commitment of the imperial 

bureaucracy itself: where the political authorities were unwilling to take the 

risks or bear the broader costs associated with the exercise of paramountcy, 

effective control over their subordinate allies was difficult to sustain by 

anything but resort to the most extreme of methods. 

 

 Gulab Singh was invested with full ruling powers as the Maharaja of 

Rewa by the Viceroy, Lord Reading, in 1922.  For almost two decades, his 

reign was largely uneventful and his relations with local political officers 

and the GOI generally positive.  It was during this period, however, that 

officials formed the overall impression of Gulab Singh’s character, conduct 

and administration that was substantiated and reinforced, rather than 

challenged, by later events.  The only significant crisis encountered by the 

Maharaja prior to the outbreak of war in 1939 was of a primarily internal 

character.  In August 1930, approximately 400 members of the state’s 

landholding class, concerned by the increasing financial demands imposed 

upon them by the durbar, appealed to the Viceroy for assistance; however, 

the AGG, Lieutenant-Colonel R.J.W. Heale, withheld the memorial in 

conformity with official procedure on such issues.
8
  The situation in Rewa 

became worse and in January the following year it was reported that two 

Thakurs had become openly defiant of durbar authority and subsequently 

resisted arrest by retreating to one of their forts with hundreds of followers, 

guns and ammunition; bloodshed appeared imminent as the durbar planned 

to attack the fort after giving due warning.
9
  A compromise was reached 

which averted violence, but Gulab Singh, who at the time was attending the 

first Round Table Conference in London as a member of the Indian States 

delegation, managed to defer making any definite undertakings to the 

landlords until his return to India.
10
  The Political Agent in Baghelkhand, 

                                                
8 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.1370/F.37-30, 20/12/1930, from Offg. AGG CI to 

Pol Sec.  As a result of Rewa’s historical development, the major landlords of the state held 

title over just over half of its land, and were consequently an unusually powerful interest 

group in state politics. 
9 IOR R/1/1/2074.  D.O. Telegram XX No.68, 6/01/1931, from AGG CI to Polindia. 
10 Gulab Singh was selected for the 16-member Indian States delegation to the first Round 

Table Conference in order “to guard the interests” of the ‘conservative’ princes.  B. 
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Lieutenant-Colonel F.M. Bailey, continued to receive complaints from the 

landlords after the Maharaja’s return to Rewa in March 1931; they were 

concerned that resolution of the issue would now be delayed further by the 

Maharaja travelling overseas once again in August.
11
 Bailey and Heale were 

now sufficiently convinced of the seriousness of the situation to forward the 

petition submitted to Gulab Singh by his subjects the previous year to the 

Political Department, in which the “persistent endeavour on the part of the 

durbar Authorities to depart from ... ancient customs and usages, and to 

introduce ... modifications to the old rules much to the detriment of the 

Ilaqedars and Zamindars of the estates” was decried.
12
 

The landlords’ increasing frustration with the Maharaja’s avoidance 

of the issue led them to cultivate ties with members of Congress in the hope 

that this organisation would assist them in attaining their objectives.  The 

Baghelkhand Congress Committee was duly established in May 1931; two 

months later, the first meeting was held at Satna, where flags were taken in 

procession, and state police broke up the meeting.  By early August, 

meetings and processions were occurring on an almost daily basis, and 

several men had been arrested and imprisoned.  A week before his departure 

for Europe, Gulab Singh issued an order promising to appoint a committee 

to enquire into the landlords’ grievances, and released all political prisoners 

unconditionally.
13
  It was not until he had left India that it became apparent 

that he had also reached an understanding with one of the leaders of the 

agitation: Gulab Singh had promised to allow Congress-led activities to 

continue in his absence, on the condition that only “social uplifting” be 

“preached” to the exclusion of “destructive criticism”, in the expectation 

that if Congress activities were permitted in Rewa, they would “gradually 

die out”.
14
  Indeed, the Maharaja had been contacted by Jawaharlal Nehru as 

early as February 1930, in response to complaints received by Congress 

                                                                                                                       
Ramusack, The Princes of India in the Twilight of Empire: Dissolution of a Patron-client 

System, 1914-1939 (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1978), p.199. 
11 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Conf. Letter No.169, 6/08/1931, from PA Baghelkhand to Secretary to 

AGG CI. 
12 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Memorial to Maharaja from subjects, August 1930. 
13 IOR R/1/1/2074.  D.O. Letter No.223/11-31, 26/09/1931, from PA Baghelkhand to 

Secretary to AGG CI. 
14 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Gulab Singh, quoted in Telegram R. No.2430-S., 28/09/1931, from 

Polindia to AGG CI. 
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about the Rewa durbar, but had not responded to his inquiries.  According to 

Bailey, the deteriorating conditions within Rewa were also a source of 

anxiety for smaller states in Baghelkhand and neighbouring Bundelkhand, 

that lacked the institutional capacity to respond to such agitation if it 

became widespread.
15
   

These disturbances led to British recognition of the need for 

administrative change in Rewa, and in October 1931 the Viceroy contacted 

the Secretary of State, Sir Samuel Hoare, asking him to suggest to Gulab 

Singh that his presence in Rewa was “very desirable at present”, as the 

situation there could only be dealt with by him.
16
  The Maharaja agreed to 

return early, but proposed deferring any decision on reform until his return.  

Hoare warned the Viceroy that the extremely conservative ruler should not 

be pushed into enacting reform prematurely, as he had apparently 

“considered [the] possibility of withdrawal from personal supervision of 

[the] administration” if forced to do so; he suggested that the Maharaja 

needed “careful and sympathetic handling” if this eventuality were to be 

averted.
17

  Gulab Singh was eventually persuaded to appoint a committee in 

April 1932, chaired by Conrad Corfield (who had also been appointed the 

Vice-President of the State Council that March), to enquire into the 

landlords’ grievances; this Committee framed new Pawai rules governing 

the tenure of landholdings in Rewa.  The durbar also issued Ordinances 

similar to those in place in British India in order to bring Congress activities 

within Rewa under control; more than 300 “agitators” were arrested, and 

several “ring leaders” apologised for their involvement. By the end of May 

1932, the durbar had received over 600 declarations of resignation from 

Congress.
18
  

                                                
15 IOR R/1/1/2074.  D.O. Letter No.223/11-31, 26/09/1931, from PA Baghelkhand to 

Secretary to AGG CI. 
16 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Telegram R. No.2646-S, 31/10/1931, from Viceroy to Sec State. 
17 IOR R/1/1/2074.  Private & Personal Telegram P., No.3351, 17/11/1931, from Sec State 

to Viceroy. 
18 IOR R/1/1/2252.  Extract from the Central India Report for the first half of April 1932; 

Extract from the Central India Report for the second half of April 1932; Extract from the 

Central India Agency Fortnightly Report for the first half of May 1932; Extract from the 

Central India Agency Fortnightly report for the fortnight ending 31
st
 May 1932.  IOR 

R/1/1/3443.  Office Note, no clear author, 31/01/1940.   
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The British rewarded Gulab Singh for his cooperation with the 

establishment of direct political relations between Rewa and the AGG for 

Central India, and the dissolution of the Baghelkhand Agency (whose 

Political Agent had previously supervised Rewa).  This new arrangement 

significantly reduced the amount of contact the Maharaja had with British 

officials.
19
  However, despite his attempts to convey a positive impression 

of subsequent conditions within Rewa, tensions persisted between Gulab 

Singh and his landlords throughout the 1930s, Congress retained a foothold 

within the state, and administrative reform was largely superficial and 

piecemeal in character.
20
  That these issues were largely overlooked by the 

political authorities for several years was in part a consequence of Rewa’s 

isolation from Agency headquarters at Indore, which rendered visits by the 

AGG a rare event and made it more difficult for state subjects to apply in 

person for assistance at the Residency.
21
  The personalities of the individual 

officers involved also contributed: Kenneth Fitze, AGG for the latter half of 

the 1930s, took a fairly lenient view of the Maharaja’s shortcomings, 

describing him in his memoirs as an “eccentric but by no means 

unattractive” ruler who was obsessed with tiger hunting, a past-time which 

Fitze himself enjoyed indulging in on his visits to Rewa.
22
  In February 

1938, Fitze reported to the Political Secretary that on his recent visit, he had 

found that administrative conditions appeared to have improved 

significantly, and as a result of undertaking a pilgrimage to southern India, 

the Maharaja had recovered from a “breakdown” he had suffered over the 

winter.  Fitze attributed the breakdown to  

 

                                                
19 IOR R/1/1/2316. 
20 During the investigation in Rewa in 1942, internal durbar documents from the 1930s 

came to light that revealed the Maharaja’s disregard for the Pawai Rules, punishment of 

individual landholders who protested against his treatment of them, and attempts to 

gradually eliminate Pawaidars as a group through discrimination, harassment and extinction 

of tenure.  He considered his strongest weapon in  this regard to be the statement of the 

AGG (Fitze) that he would only intervene on behalf of landholders if their could prove that 

their grievances were the result of the Maharaja’s gross misrule.  IOR R/1/1/3810(4).  Conf. 

D.O. Letter No.W/283, 22/05/1942, from Secretary to Resident CI to Resident CI.  

Summary Memo of Pawaidar Issues by Secretary to Resident CI. 
21 Indore is approximately 350 miles (560 kilometres) from Rewa as the crow flies.  IOR 

R/1/1/3811(2).  Secret D.O. Letter, 11/06/1942, from Political Adviser to Sircar, 

Darjeeling.  There was no train station at the capital, the nearest being at Satna. 
22 K. Fitze, Twilight of the Maharajas (London: John Murray, 1956), p.93. 



257 

shock and anxiety connected with the recent tragedies resulting in 

the deaths of two members of his personal staff.  There seems to be 

no doubt that these tragedies arose out of jealousies and intrigues 

connected with the vice to which His Highness is a victim.
23
 

 

However, the AGG made no connection between “the unsavoury reputation 

which has recently been attached to His Highness’s personal surroundings” 

and Gulab Singh’s sudden enthusiasm for administrative work.
24
  Conrad 

Corfield, the Joint Political Secretary, questioned Fitze’s optimism, 

stressing that while it was “comforting to see certain grimly opposed 

projects still showing vitality”, there would be no stability in Rewa until the 

Maharaja ceased channelling much of the state’s revenue each year into his 

private accounts.
25
 

An example of Gulab Singh’s relative success in managing British 

perceptions of his unsatisfactory conduct and administrative inadequacies 

can be found in his encounter with the Viceroy, the Marquess of Linlithgow, 

on the occasion of the latter’s visit to Rewa in December 1939.  Linlithgow 

found Gulab Singh not keen “to face up to a discussion”, and on being 

questioned about the lack of constitutional advance in Rewa to date, argued 

that “he ran his State quite well on traditional lines and that he saw no 

reason why he should provoke trouble and agitation by starting to introduce 

reforms for which there was no public demand and which would only be 

calculated to provoke discontent.”  The Maharaja further explained that, as 

he spent most of his time in Rewa and toured its rural areas extensively for 

several months each year, he was in touch with the feelings of his subjects 

and able to address their grievances without the introduction of modern 

administrative forms.
26
  This argument was intended to appeal both to 

British imaginings of the princes as possessing a special bond with their 

people, and their anxieties about rulers who became alienated from their 

subjects through western education or extended absences from their state.  

                                                
23 IOR R/1/1/3059.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.99/49/35, 6/02/1938, from Resident CI to Pol 

Sec. 
24 Ibid. 
25 IOR R/1/1/3059.  Conf. Office Note, by C.L. Corfield, 23/02/1938.  These “projects” are 
presumably those reforms enacted by Corfield during his time in Rewa. 
26 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Extract from Private Letter from Viceroy to Sec State, 13/12/1939. 
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That its appeal was felt is indicated by the manner in which the Viceroy 

responded: 

 

I suggested to him that there was a great deal to be said, in matters of 

administrative advance and constitutional advance, for making for 

the middle of the road; in other words, something between those 

States that were being urged forward by reason of their geographical 

position in relation to British India or the like, and those who were 

not prepared to move at all ... and that he would be wise, in my 

judgment, at any rate to work out the foundations of a plan of 

progressive advance and reform and to start laying those foundations 

now.  Once they were laid he could build on them as slowly as he 

pleased.
27
 

 

Nonetheless, the Viceroy later remarked to the Secretary of State that he 

doubted any of the advice he had given the Maharaja had made much of an 

impression, and that “traditional rule” as existed in Rewa could not hope to 

survive long.
28
  The Secretary of State concurred, remarking upon Gulab 

Singh’s “extreme conservatism” and confessing that the outlook for a ruler 

in his position was “not … particularly bright”.
29
 

Despite the Maharaja’s obvious administrative failings and personal 

shortcomings, it was his questionable political leanings that were generating 

the greatest concern by the end of the 1930s. The outbreak of the Second 

World War in 1939 intensified speculation about the Maharaja’s loyalty.  

The conflict provided princes with a “prime opportunity” to demonstrate 

their loyalty through assisting the war effort.
30
  However, this opportunity 

was double-edged, as contributions that seemed inadequate, or insincere, 

could cause a ruler’s loyalty to be questioned.  British Indian intelligence 

reported in 1940 that Gulab Singh was doing nothing to hinder the growth 

of Congress agitation in Rewa, having adopted a policy “of conciliation and 

“wait and see”.”
31
  The following year, the Resident, Gerald Fisher, 

observed that 

 

                                                
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 IOR R/1/1/3443.  Extract from Private Letter from Sec State to Viceroy, 11/01/1940. 
30 I. Copland, The Princes of India and the Endgame of Empire, 1917-1947 (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1997), p.185. 
31
 IOR R/1/1/3443.  Secret Report from Central Intelligence Officer, Central Provinces & 

Berar, No.Na/10/I.S./3-304, Nagpur, 15/04/1940.   
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for the last fifteen months I have received most disquieting reports ... 

not only [about anti-British activity in Rewa] ... but also about the 

unsatisfactory administrative conditions in the State, e.g., prevalence 

of economic distress, use of coercion and severity in the realisation 

of revenue and other taxes from the poor tenantry, emigration of 

population, mismanagement of estates under minority 

administration, and unrestricted Congress activities.  … I have, 

practically since my arrival in Central India, received most 

disquieting reporting referring specially to the alleged disloyalty of 

the Ruler and his officials and his peculiar attitude towards the war.  

This to some extent seems to be borne out by the absence of any 

noticeable help extended by the Ruler of this State towards the 

prosecution of the war.
32
 

 

He further alleged that the Maharaja had confined what contributions he had 

made to the non-combatant services “so that he will stand well with 

Congress or the Victorious dictators in the event of the collapse of the 

British Empire.”
33
  His son, Martand Singh, a student at Mayo College, also 

attracted attention for his “stupid, almost fanatic anti-British views”, 

although his conduct was reported to have improved after an Indian tutor of 

his, said to have nationalist sympathies, was removed.
34
  Fisher later 

claimed that Gulab Singh was trying to create a “favourable atmosphere” 

for himself by pledging support for the war effort and consenting to 

administrative changes; these measures failed to demonstrate any “sincerity 

of purpose”.
35
  Despite the gravity of these allegations, no action was taken 

against the Maharaja – the political authorities did not want to risk losing 

the support of other princes who might object to their intervening in Rewa, 

or publicly reveal that problems existed within the Allied camp.  

Nonetheless, it was acknowledged at the highest levels that “serious 

trouble” would erupt in Rewa sooner or later, and intervention would then 

be unavoidable.
36
  Linlithgow’s assessment of the situation in September 

1941 captures the state of official attitudes towards Gulab Singh’s character 

and conduct to that date: 

 

                                                
32
 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Conf. D.O. Letter no.44-P., 23/08/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec.  

The AGG for Central India became the Resident for Central India in 1937. 
33  Ibid.  Capitals in original. 
34 IOR R/1/1/3443.  Extract from D.O. Letter, 6/12/1940, from Resident CI to Political 

Dept. 
35 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.60-P., 15/10/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
36 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Minute from Viceroy to Pol Sec, 8/09/1941. 
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For the time being, I think H.H. is getting along comfortably on the 

basis of close personal contact with his subjects; a moderate level of 

taxation; a thoroughly poor and starved administration quite 

medieval in its standards; and a good fat appropriation to his own 

pocket, … which is systematically tucked into his investments 

overseas.  If this is a fair assessment of the position, it portrays a 

thoroughly unhealthy state of things.
37
 

 

In October 1941, British relations with Rewa reached a turning point 

when one of the Maharaja’s personal clerks, Baldeo Prasad, was arrested 

and tried for bribing a member of the Indore Residency’s clerical staff to 

provide him with information.  Baldeo Prasad confessed that he had been 

sent to Indore by Gulab Singh to procure copies of confidential 

correspondence between the Resident and the political secretariat on Rewa 

issues; this claim was substantiated by a document found in the clerk’s 

possession at the time of his arrest, which contained instructions to that 

effect and was signed by the Maharaja.
38
 The Residency magistrate 

presiding over the case, Captain Anthony Maunsell, concluded that the 

evidence in the matter overwhelmingly supported Prasad’s claim that he had 

acted merely as an agent for the Maharaja and that “were it not for his 

privileged position he [Gulab Singh] would have shared a position in the 

dock ... and would presumably as principal have received a heavier 

punishment.”
39
  

Although they resented the magistrate’s “somewhat indiscreet”
40
 

remarks about the Maharaja, the political authorities concurred with his 

assessment of Gulab Singh’s complicity.  Indeed, from his initial report of 

Baldeo Prasad’s arrest, Fisher had declared that the case was “of exceptional 

political interest” and the Maharaja “should be bluntly confronted with the 

                                                
37 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Minute from Viceroy to Pol Sec, 8/09/1941. 
38 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.53-P.,7/10/1941, from Resident CI to Pol 

Sec. 
39
 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Court Judgment, Criminal Case No.14-R of 1941, in the Court of the 

Residency Magistrate, Indore, King Emperor vs. 1. Madan Mohan Mathur, 2. Baldeo 

Prasad Srivastava, 3/11/1941, by Residency Magistrate, First Class, Captain Anthony 

Charles Maunsell.  Princes were immune from criminal liability in their own states and 

were protected from prosecution in British India.  The only major punishment which could 

be imposed for serious criminal misconduct was deposition and, if deemed necessary in the 

circumstances, some form of detention.   
40 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Office Note by Political Adviser, 11/11/1941. 



261 

evidence of his behaviour”.
41
  According to the Resident, the Maharaja’s 

complicity in this act of bribery represented “a heaven-sent lever to make 

Rewa put his State in order” – he argued that the Maharaja had become a 

liability, and the situation in his state posed a threat to the reputation of the 

princely order and to British control over India: 

 

The petty mean act of getting information from our office is very 

small compared to the tangle of misrule, disloyal leanings, and 

personal scandals attached to this State which appear to me to 

compose a sort of fulminate that can, and will be exploded at any 

convenient time by Left Wing Congress as an act of aggression to 

show up Government and the Statal system as a whole.
42
 

 

Gulab Singh’s prompt attempts to neutralise the negative impact of the case 

– within days of Prasad’s arrest, he wrote both to Fisher (requesting his 

advice on how best to deal with the situation) and to Fitze (appealing to him 

as a friend and elder to postpone making any decision until he had given 

him a “personal & patient” hearing) – served only to strengthen Fisher’s 

conviction that the Maharaja was guilty; his recent burst of enthusiasm for 

the war effort and administrative reform was viewed in this context as 

further evidence of his anxiety about the case.
43
   

Whilst any decision had to be deferred until the conclusion of court 

proceedings in Indore, the political secretariat nonetheless concurred with 

the Resident’s initial assessment of the situation.  Upon receiving 

Maunsell’s verdict, the Deputy Political Secretary, Joseph Thompson, 

declared that Gulab Singh had “been implicated beyond any shadow of 

doubt” and that action should now be taken against him.
44
  Consequently, 

Fisher was informed that his proposal to meet with the Maharaja and induce 

him to consent to comprehensive administrative reform – including the 

appointment of an ICS officer as Dewan and an officer of the Indian Police 

Service as the Inspector General of Police, the separation of the Civil List 

from the state budget, the introduction of government by council, the 

                                                
41 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Conf. D.O. Letter No.53-P., 7/10/1941, from Resident CI to Pol 

Sec. 
42 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret Letter, 22/10/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
43 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Conf. Letter, 10/10/1941, from HH Rewa toResident CI.  Personal 

Letter, 14/10/1941, from HH Rewa to Pol Sec.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.60-P., 15/10/1941, 

from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
44 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Office Note from Thompson to Fitze, 7/11/1941. 
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regular and punctual publication of detailed administration reports, and the 

expulsion of ‘undesirable’ persons from the state – had been approved.  The 

Political Secretary, Kenneth Fitze, specified that the reforms should, as far 

as possible, appear to emanate voluntarily from the Maharaja, but that 

should he fail to cooperate, a Commission of Enquiry could be considered 

an option for further action.
45
   

Fisher asked Gulab Singh to visit him at Indore as soon as possible, 

in order that they might discuss “matters of very great importance”.  Two 

days before his scheduled arrival, however, Fisher informed the Maharaja 

that their interview had to be postponed indefinitely.
46
  He explained to 

Fitze that postponement had been necessary as that day he had received new 

information regarding Gulab Singh’s involvement in the death of two of his 

Aides-de-Camp (ADC); these new allegations were “far more serious than 

any hitherto reported” –  more importantly, they were likely to be 

substantiated by enquiries already being conducted by L.C.F. Robins, the 

Resident’s Assistant in the Criminal Branch.
47
  Almost a fortnight later, the 

Resident reported on these new disclosures in greater depth: in an interview 

with the Thakur of Chandia, a Rewa landowner, Fisher had been told of 

Gulab Singh’s complicity in the deaths of two members of his personal 

staff, Uma Prasad and Shankar Prasad, in 1937, and associated criminal 

misconduct, including obstructing investigation of the deaths.
48
 These were 

the same deaths that had been reported to the GOI by Fitze (then Resident) 

as early as February 1938.
49
  Although the Thakur’s account was incomplete 

                                                
45 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter No.F.179-P/41, 18/11/1941, from Pol Sec to 

Resident CI. 
46 IOR R/2/427/57.  Letter, 22/11/1941, from Resident CI to HH Rewa, 22/11/1941.  

Telegram, 27/11/1941, from HH Rewa to Resident CI.  Express Telegram, 27/11/1941, 

from Resident CI to HH Rewa.  Telegram, 27/11/1941, from HH Rewa to Resident CI.  

Express Telegram, 29/11/1941, from Resident CI to HH Rewa. 
47 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter No.68-P., 29/11/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
48 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret D.O. Letter No.70-P., 11/12/1941, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser.  It is unclear why the Thakur of Chandia, one of Rewa’s chief Pawaidars 

or landholders, decided to disclose this information to the Resident, or why the disclosure 

was made at this particular time.  Was the disclosure accidental or intentional?  If the latter, 

was the decision to make this disclosure an individual one, or one made by the landlords as 

a whole (with the Thakur serving as their envoy)?  Could the timing of the disclosure 

indicate that the Thakur (or a group of landlords) wished to capitalise upon the political 

conditions created by the bribery case? 
49 IOR R/1/1/3059.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.99/49/35, 6/02/1928, from Resident CI to Pol. 

Sec. 
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and not accurate in all its details, the subsequent enquiry by Robins, assisted 

by the Special Branch of the United Provinces, soon revealed a fuller 

picture: in August 1937, one of Gulab Singh’s aides, Shankar Prasad, shot 

another aide, Uma Prasad, allegedly on orders from the Maharaja, whilst on 

a car journey.  The death was staged to appear accidental, no post mortem 

was held, Uma Prasad’s corpse was burnt without his relatives being 

allowed to see it, and none of his fellow travellers – including Shankar 

Prasad – were questioned by the police.  It was alleged that the two men had 

competed for Gulab Singh’s sexual attentions.  Soon after, the Maharaja 

travelled to Calcutta and bought two guns, neither of which were 

subsequently recorded in the state’s Arms Register.  In November 1937 one 

of these weapons was said to have been used when Shankar Prasad was 

himself assassinated in broad daylight by a man named Kallu, who had been 

sent for from the United Provinces for this purpose; Shankar Prasad’s 

relationship with the Maharaja had apparently deteriorated.  After the 

murder the assassin was sheltered by one of Gulab Singh’s servants and 

then personally escorted from Rewa by the Maharaja, who subsequently 

procured false confessions for the second murder from two men by force, 

although neither were charged and one died suspiciously of a drug 

overdose.
50
  

This was conduct that, if true, could obviously not be tolerated; 

moreover, it raised broader questions about the ruler’s sanity and fitness to 

rule.  The Resident declared that  

 

it seems to me to be perfectly certain that … an almost unbelievable 

condition of oppression and misrule is going on in Rewa.  The only 

conclusion that I can reach is that His Highness is a mad man.  … 

the facts, incomplete as they are, … constitute ample grounds for 

facing His Highness immediately with the option of a regular 

enquiry that might include the question of his mental balance, and 

even a criminal liability in which he is undoubtedly involved.  To 

this might be added, if necessary, an enquiry into his misrule, for 

which we shall obtain any number of instances …
51
 

 

                                                
50 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret D.O. Letter No.70-P., 11/12/1941, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser. 
51 Ibid. 
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Such reports provided a “mass of charges” which could be brought against 

the Maharaja, far overshadowing the previous charge of bribery.
52
 Fisher 

recommended that, “as it is not only a Ruler but a whole administration that 

seems to require immediate and simultaneous replacement”, a political 

officer with experience in the administration of princely states should be 

appointed as administrator of Rewa, and be supported by a British police 

officer, a judge, and a new Council, so that a “regular and ordered” system 

of government might be established in the state.  When these officers had 

been selected and briefed, and a company of the Crown Representative’s 

Police placed on readiness to go to Rewa if needed, the Maharaja should 

then be called to Indore and informed that the Viceroy had decided to 

appoint a Commission of Enquiry into the deaths of the ADCs, the wrongful 

imprisonment of other Rewa subjects, and abuse of powers more generally, 

as well as his complicity in the bribery case.  He should not, Fisher urged, 

be allowed to return to Rewa until the Viceroy’s final orders in the case 

were issued, whether he accepted the Commission of Enquiry or not; if he 

did accept, then his powers should be suspended for the duration of the 

enquiry as a precaution.
53
 

In deciding how best to respond to these allegations, the Political 

Department had to take several factors into consideration.  The first of these 

was the unusually high level of Congress involvement in the state in 

general, and in the circumstances surrounding the case in particular.
54
 Much 

of the information about the murders had been gained by procuring copies 

of affidavits certified by the Oaths Commissioner at Allahabad and made by 

three men closely associated with the crimes.  They had been persuaded by 

Thakur Narmada Prasad Singh, a “very prominent” member of Congress, 

“staunch supporter” of Nehru, and leading landlord in Rewa, that recording 

                                                
52 Ibid. 
53 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter No.72-P., 11/12/1941, from Resident CI to Political 

Adviser. 
54 The level of Congress engagement in Rewa was to a significant degree a product of 

geography: Rewa was close to Allahabad, and was bounded to the east, south and 

southwest by the Central Provinces.  According to Fisher, representatives of Congress and 

other British Indian political organisations had thus “of necessity been allowed special 

license in the State”.  This was the complex political context in which Gulab Singh’s 

apparent ‘disloyalty’ was articulated.  IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter No.72-P., 

11/12/1941, from Resident CI to Political Adviser. 
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such statements would protect them from any retribution the Maharaja 

wished to exact.  Narmada Prasad Singh had retained these documents and 

subsequently used them to advance his own personal and political interests 

in Rewa.  He had also been in the process of writing a series of newspaper 

articles based on their contents.
55
  Of course, any criticism of princely 

misrule by nationalist opponents of the system entailed – directly or by 

inference – criticism of the British for prolonging the existence of the states 

and thus preventing the ‘natural’ political progress of these territories and 

their subject populations.
56
  As the Viceroy explained to the Secretary of 

State, the case placed the Political Department in a difficult position as it 

was likely that Congress would attempt to make political capital out of the 

inevitable disclosures of princely misconduct and maladministration.  He 

feared that the case was thus “bound to discredit gravely [the] Princely 

Order”, but given the gravity of what they had discovered, “swift and 

drastic” action was unavoidable.
57
 

The political authorities also anticipated that intervention in Rewa, 

whatever form it eventually assumed, would attract criticism and opposition 

from many, if not all, members of the princely order. The Maharaja was one 

of the vocal minority of rulers who was politically active beyond the borders 

of their own states, in fora such as the Chamber of Princes, the Round Table 

conferences in London in the early 1930s, and the National Defence 

Council.  He was also a mid-ranking Rajput prince, closely connected to 

many other ruling families by marriage or birth (his senior Maharani, for 

example, was the sister of the ruler of Jodhpur).  Moreover, the marriage of 

his heir, Martand Singh, and the Maharajkumari of Cutch was to be held on 

12 February 1942, with several princes (including the rulers of Ratlam, 

                                                
55 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret D.O. Letter No.70-P., 11/12/1941, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser. 
56 Indeed, the potential for criticism of this nature was acknowledged, rather presciently, by 

Charles Tupper in 1895, when he justified British intervention in the states on the grounds 

that “Over and over again, in word and deed, the British Government has recognised that it 
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to a Chief who is guilty of such misrule it becomes an accomplice in his oppression.” C. 

Tupper, Indian Political Practice: A Collection of the Decisions of the Government of India 

in Political Cases (Calcutta: Office of the Superintendent of Government Printing, 1895; 

reprinted Delhi: B.R. Publishing Corporation, 1974), Vol.I, p.48. 
57 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Private & Personal Most Secret Telegram no.941-PC, 16/12/1941, 

from PSV to DPSV (i.e. from CR to Sec State). 
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Jodhpur, Dholpur and Bikaner) expected to attend the ceremony; the 

preliminary religious observances would begin as soon as late January.  Any 

interview with, or action against, the Maharaja would therefore have to be 

scheduled well before or after this period, as any interruption or cancellation 

of the wedding celebrations could be used by Gulab Singh to enlist the 

“sentimental sympathy” of his fellow rulers, as well as that of his subjects.  

Fortunately for the British, however, the death of the Rana of Cutch in mid-

January meant that the wedding was postponed.
58
  The success of any 

Commission appointed in conformity with the Resolution was also 

contingent upon the voluntary participation as Commissioners of at least 

two rulers possessing the necessary credibility and status: it could not 

proceed unless such princes could be identified and persuaded to accept a 

role.  This was a valid concern, as issues of kinship, rank, religion, age, 

ability and inclination all narrowed the pool of candidates.
59
  Given the 

range of concerns about the responses of other princes, therefore, it is not 

surprising that officials derived a certain pleasure in noting which rulers 

stated their support for the paramount power rather than Rewa.
60
 

The strength of the case against Gulab Singh was a major concern in 

determining the manner and extent of intervention in Rewa.  The Resident’s 

conviction of the Maharaja’s guilt was shared by his superiors in the 

secretariat.  However, opinions diverged on whether this belief could be 

verified sufficiently that it could serve as public justification for removing 

                                                
58 IOR R/2/427/57.  Letter, 18/01/1942, from Robins, Camp Delhi, to Resident CI, entitled 

‘Brief note of discussions with the Political Secretary regarding Rewa affairs’. 
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R/1/1/3810(4).  Secret D.O. Letter No.F.18-P/42, 4/04/1942, from Dep. Pol Sec to Resident 

CI. 
60 For example, in February 1942 the Nizam of Hyderabad was reported to have remarked 

to a member of his entourage, on receiving a letter from Gulab Singh, that “the Maharaja 

seemed to have gone mad: he deserved to be removed from the gaddi and he himself was 

not so foolish as to intercede on behalf of a criminal.” Craik noted in the margin of this 

letter that the Nizam’s attitude was “very sound”. IOR R/1/1/3810(4).  Secret Letter, 

11/03/1942, from Resident at Hyderabad to Pol Sec and Margin Note by Political Adviser, 

13/03/1942. 
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Gulab Singh from power.  Consequently, the Legislative Department was 

consulted in December 1941 on the strength of the evidence assembled to 

date.  Their assessment was unequivocal: while further investigation was 

warranted, there was not as yet sufficient evidence to justify offering the 

Maharaja a formal enquiry into his conduct, as it would be difficult to 

secure a verdict against him based on the available material.  The Deputy 

Secretary, Shavax Lal, suggested that a more appropriate first step would be 

to arrest and prosecute the alleged assassin Kallu; if sufficient evidence 

against the Maharaja arose during the trial, he could then be offered an 

enquiry.
61
  This strategy had to be abandoned when, after his arrest, Kallu 

dramatically revised his account of events.
62
  Nonetheless, the reservations 

expressed by the Legislative Department were accepted, and Fisher’s protest 

– that Lal and the department’s secretary, Sir George Spence, took an 

excessively judicial view of the evidence and that consulting them had been 

premature – was not supported.
63
  The Political Department did, however, 

accept his argument that it would not be possible to investigation the 

allegations successfully whilst Gulab Singh retained his ruling powers, or 

remained within Rewa, and that the delay in acting merely provided him 

with more time to suppress evidence and silence witnesses.
64
  The situation 

was not unique in this regard: as the Viceroy observed, 

 

Here at once arises a difficulty inherent in the system of personal 

rule, when the Ruler is the party under suspicion.  We cannot 

complete exhaustively the investigation of the offences of which His 

Highness is suspected so long as he is in charge of the 

administration: we cannot remove His Highness from Rewa, even 

for a brief period of time, without damaging grievously his prestige 

and capacity for rule in the future.
65
 

 

                                                
61 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Note on the Rewa case by Shavax A. Lal, Deputy Secretary, 
Legislative Dept., 16/12/1941. 
62 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret D.O. Letter No.80-P., 29/12/1941, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser.  On questioning Kallu, the United Provinces Special Branch discovered 

that he did not know how to handle a revolver properly, and concluded that he had been 

selected from the beginning as a scapegoat. 
63 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter No.75-P., 19/12/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec.  

Office Note from Political Adviser to PSV, 21/12/1941, regarding Resident’s Telegram of 

17/12/1941. 
64 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret D.O. Letter No.80-P., 29/12/1941, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser. 
65 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Minute by Viceroy (written by PSV) on Rewa, 2/01/1942. 
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The difficulty in establishing the truth of the allegations against the 

Maharaja also informed the decision on which of the many possible charges 

should be selected to form the subject of a Commission of Enquiry, if it 

were accepted by Gulab Singh.  The Resident initially recommended that 

the Commission should enquire into the complicity of the Maharaja in the 

deaths of Uma and Shankar Prasad, the wrongful imprisonment of others, 

the bribery case and the abuse of powers more generally.
66
  In contrast, the 

Viceroy saw the charges as falling under three headings: “(1) Murder; (2) 

Gross immorality; (3) Procuring the theft of documents from the office of 

the Resident.”
67
  On being consulted, however, the members of the 

Legislative Department expressed their reservations about formally 

including a charge related to morality; Spence explained that it would be 

“extremely difficult to conduct a satisfactory quasi-judicial enquiry into a 

general charge of gross immorality and specific evidence of specific 

unnatural acts would, I imagine, not be forthcoming.”
68
  D.N. Mitra 

concurred, arguing that the probable response of the Commission to a 

charge that “H.H.’s entourage and general environment were permeated 

with vice” would be to order that particular “instances of vice and 

corruption should be furnished to the accused”.
69
  Spence subsequently 

recommended that the question of whether “the murders [were] attributable 

wholly or in part to rivalries arising from immoral relations involving 

unnatural sexual offences between the Maharaja and the murdered persons” 

should be omitted, leaving any discussion of immorality to arise incidentally 

in the examination of evidence on the other charges.
70
  The Political 

Department supported this view, and Fitze informed Fisher that though they 

had decided not to base a charge on “His Highness’s addiction to 

homosexual immorality”, this “aspect of His Highness’s life” would 

inevitably be revealed to the Commission; any relevant evidence which the 

Resident possessed should therefore be sent to the secretariat for use by the 

                                                
66 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret DO Letter No.72-P., 11/12/1941, from Resident CI to Political 

Adviser. 
67 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Minute by Viceroy (written by PSV) on Rewa, 2/01/1942. 
68 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Office Note from Spence, Home Dept., to Pol Sec, 6/01/1942. 
69 IOR R/2/427/57.  Memorandum by D.N. Mitra, 13/01/1942. 
70 IOR R/2/427/57.  Memorandum by Spence, 13/01/1942. 
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prosecution.
71
  Similarly, it was decided to exclude an equally nebulous 

charge of “oppression and misrule” as originally suggested by the Viceroy, 

because the only concrete evidence available to support it referred to 

specific acts of interference with the course of justice in regard to the 

murders; however, an additional charge on this point might be considered if 

sufficiently serious evidence was revealed during investigations in Rewa.
72
  

The focus of the Commission was thus narrowed to a set of inherently 

criminal issues: 

 

(a) obtaining confidential information from Residency office by 

bribery,  

(b) procuring or instigating two murders,  

(c) subsequent interference with course of justice in respect of these 

murders.
73
 

 

However, the narrowing of the charges against the Maharaja, at the 

expense of the real issue at stake – that political officers thought Gulab 

Singh’s complex personal life had a detrimental impact upon the 

administration of his state – was also due to concerns about how the 

Maharaja would respond if offered a Commission.
74
  These were derived 

from the assessment of Gulab Singh’s character that had evolved prior to 

this crisis.  Previous discussion of the Maharaja’s financial practices, for 

example, informed concerns that he would “get away with” the very 

substantial sum of money he had extracted from Rewa during his reign; 

initial enquiries were made into the location of these funds, with the 

intention of securing this money for the state.
75
  In January 1942 the 

Secretary of State warned the Viceroy that the authorities in India should be 

more sure of their position before taking any action – he doubted Gulab 

                                                
71 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Very Conf. D.O. Letter, 2/03/1942, from Pol. Dept. to Resident CI. 
72 IOR R/1/1/3810(2).  Telegram XX (Immediate), No.133-P., 24/01/1942, from CR to Sec 

State.  IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Very Conf. D.O. Letter, 2/03/1942, from Pol. Dept. to Resident 

CI. 
73 IOR R/1/1/3810(2).  Telegram XX (Immediate), No.69-P., 16/01/1942, from CR to Sec 

State. 
74 It was thought that Gulab Singh’s complex sexual entanglements rendered him 

vulnerable to blackmail and pressure from landholders and Congress; the young courtiers 

and servants with whom he was involved were also thought to “interfere with the 

constitutional working of the State, especially in the administration of justice”. IOR 

R/1/1/3810.  Conf. Letter No.54-P., 27/02/1942, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
75 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Private & Personal Most Secret Telegram No.943-S.C., 16/12/1941, 

from PSV to DPSV (i.e. from CR to Sec State). 
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Singh “would be ready to go down without a fight” and if he faced a 

Commission, there seemed a good chance he would be acquitted.
76
  In 

contrast, Fisher remained confident until the day of his interview with the 

Maharaja that he was unlikely to want to create a precedent by facing a 

Commission.
77
  This view was not shared by Fitze, who himself had 

previous personal experience of the Maharaja; he argued that 

 

whatever the Maharaja’s moral wickedness may be, he is, as His 

Excellency is well aware, a person of no ordinary intellectual 

capacity and strength of character.  I doubt, in fact, whether it 

would be safe to count on his following the example set by all 

Rulers who have hitherto found themselves in a predicament of this 

kind by preferring abdication to a Commission of Enquiry.
78
 

 

Indeed, Fisher’s conviction of the strength of the evidence available (and of 

that likely to be uncovered in Rewa), of the improbability of Gulab Singh 

accepting a Commission, and of the urgent need for drastic intervention in 

Rewa, highlights the divergence that could occur between local political 

officers (who necessarily focused on the minutiae of their own official and 

personal relations with the rulers under their charge) and the members of the 

secretariat, whose role it was to balance local problems with broader 

imperial priorities.  While neither of these (sometimes antagonistic) 

perspectives was necessarily more correct than the other, in the case of 

Rewa it appears that Fisher may have lacked the political judgment – or 

perhaps the emotional distance – to respond appropriately to the crisis.  He 

seems to have felt personally affronted by the Maharaja’s attempt to procure 

confidential documents, arguing that “[t]here was therefore no need 

whatever for His Highness to have behaved in this underhand manner, after 

he had been treated so openly.”
79
  In urging the inclusion of a charge 

relating to Gulab Singh’s “scandalous immorality”, Fisher appears to have 

taken a slightly morbid pleasure in describing the excesses of Oriental 

decadence exhibited by the Maharaja, who 

                                                
76 IOR R/1/1/3810(2).  Telegram XX (Immediate) No.1302, 21/01/1942, from Sec State to 

CR. 
77 IOR R/2/427/57.  Instructions [briefing notes] from Resident CI for Assistant (Criminal 

Branch), for his visit to Delhi, 5/01/1942. 
78 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Secret D.O. Letter, 17/12/1941, from Pol Sec to Political Adviser.  

Italics added. 
79 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.60-P., 15/10/1941, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
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takes about with him quite openly ... about two dozen young boys 

known as the “Anandi Party”.  I have even got a photograph of this 

party all in women’s clothes and ornaments, and ... letters in His 

Highness’s own handwriting ... showing the degree and manner of 

his degradation.  ... I have letters too about his autocratic dealings in 

procuring other men’s wives ...
80
. 

 

In December 1941 the Viceroy noted that “H.H. of Rewa is a tough 

proposition and I am not at all sure that Fisher is man enough for the job”.
81
  

Craik dutifully rose to his defence, pointing out that not only would it be 

impossible to take the case away from Fisher at that moment, there was 

nothing in his handling of it that would justify such a course of action.
82
  

The Viceroy’s assessment was nonetheless vindicated: as the crisis 

unfolded, Fisher’s deficiencies as a political officer served only to highlight 

further Gulab Singh’s superior abilities.  In late February 1942, Fitze 

criticised Fisher for exceeding instructions in his interactions with Gulab 

Singh, warning him to “stick closely” to his brief in future.
83
 Soon after, he 

remarked in the margin of a letter written by Fisher to the Maharaja, that 

“the less the Resident argues with H.H. the better.”
84
 

After extended discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of the 

case against the Maharaja, and the impossibility of conducting an effective 

investigation whilst he remained in power, the political authorities decided 

to offer Gulab Singh a Commission of Enquiry, and to suspend his powers 

and remove him from Rewa whilst investigations were made into the 

charges laid against him.  Major L. Wooldridge, the Secretary to the 

Resident, would (in collaboration with the Dewan, or Vice-President of the 

State Council, Bahadur Zutshi) supervise the administration in the ruler’s 

absence, and Superintendent L.C.F. Robins, the Resident’s Assistant in the 

Criminal Branch, would lead the team of police officers conducting the 

                                                
80 IOR R/1/1/3810.  Conf. Letter No.54-P., 27/02/1942, from Resident CI to Pol Sec.  This 

reference to Gulab Singh’s sexual interest in women further complicates the picture of his 

sexuality. 
81 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Copy of Minute by Viceroy on Letter from Pol Sec to Political 

Adviser, 17/12/1941. 
82 IOR R/1/1/3715.  Very Secret, Conf. Letter, 22/12/1941, from Political Adviser to Pol 

Sec. 
83 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Very Conf. D.O. Letter, 27/02/1942, from Pol Sec to Resident CI.   
84 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Conf. Letter, 3/03/1942, from Resident CI to HH Rewa.  Margin 

Note by Fitze. 
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investigation.  The Maharaja would have fifteen days in which to decide 

whether to accept or decline the offer of a Commission.  Until his decision 

was known (or the fifteen days expired), the political authorities would not 

make any public announcement regarding Rewa affairs, and the 

administration would continue under the Dewan (Wooldridge’s role being 

officially that of the Secretary to the Resident on tour).  These measures 

were ostensibly intended to preserve as much of the ruler’s dignity as 

possible, and provide him with an atmosphere undisturbed by publicity in 

which to reach his decision.  However, they were also influenced by the 

hope amongst officials that the Maharaja might yet choose to abdicate rather 

than face an enquiry.
85
 

The Resident duly requested an audience with the Maharaja at the 

Indore Residency (thus ensuring that he was outside Rewa when informed 

of the proceedings against him), and after much prevarication, Gulab Singh 

agreed to arrive there on 11 February 1942.  Before reading out to the 

Maharaja the document in which the charges against him were stated, Fisher 

remonstrated with Gulab Singh that he had not listened to his warnings and 

had failed to avail himself of the Resident’s assistance in remedying the 

deficiencies of his administration and the ‘atmosphere’ of Rewa, which was 

“tainted with espionage and intrigue”.  Fisher then proceeded to inform 

Gulab Singh of the charges against him, the composition and procedure of 

the Commission, the impending investigation, his suspension from power 

and the order against him returning to Rewa (or to anywhere within 100 

miles (161 kilometres) of its boundaries).
 86
  According to Fisher, Gulab 

Singh “showed little interest, and no surprise” on hearing this important 

news.
87
  He stated that he would want a period of three or four months to 

                                                
85 IOR R/2/427/58.  Secret Letter No.F.18-P/42, 30/01/1942, from Pol Sec to Resident CI.  

Secret D.O. Letter No.F.18-P/42, 30/01/1942, from Pol Sec to Resident CI. 
86 IOR R/2/427/58.  Note of Instructions read once by Resident CI to HH Rewa on 
11/02/1942, by Resident CI, 12/02/1942.  The charges were: “I. That Your Highness 

commissioned Baldeo Prasad to obtain confidential information from the office of the 

Residency Office at Indore by bribing one or more persons employed therein; II. That you 

procured or instigated the murder of (a) Uma Prasad, (b) Shanker Prasad; III. That Your 

Highness in relation to either or both of these murders did (a) screen from justice persons 

whom you had reason to believe to be guilty; (b) procure the conviction on charges which 

you knew to be false of persons whom you believed to be able or willing to give material 

evidence; (c) otherwise made use of your position to obstruct the course of justice.” 
87 IOR R/2/427/58.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.39-P., 11/02/1942, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
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consider his reply; he would spend this period in Rewa, enjoying full ruling 

powers, and would use the time to consult his “brother Princes”, take legal 

advice, perform the ceremonies associated with his son’s wedding, and 

express public contrition to his subjects.  However, he had no objection to 

an “unofficial” enquiry being undertaken in the meantime by a political 

officer staying in Rewa as his guest.  The Maharaja also revealed that prior 

to his departure, he had issued an order that no police from outside Rewa 

were to be permitted to conduct any investigations in the state in his 

absence, without the prior consent of his Council and his Maharani.  He 

agreed to cancel this order only if the Viceroy considered his various 

requests, including that he be granted a personal interview with him.
88
  (The 

Viceroy was not impressed – the order issued by the Maharaja suggested 

that he had either “a guilty conscience”, or continued “corrupt access to 

secret official correspondence.”
89
)  Gulab Singh further argued that 

 

he had inherited his powers as the successor of a long line of Rulers 

of 33 generations lasting over 1000 years which had special treaty 

relations with the Paramount Power, and that nothing should be done 

that disturbed these relations which he said were declared so many 

times in the Chamber as being inviolate and inviolable by many 

Viceroys, especially when the last and the present war has taken 

place to uphold the sanctity of treaties.
90
 

 

Two days later, he indicated his intention “to make revelations about other 

Princes’ misrule and misconduct “at the proper time” to show he was no 

worse than others”.
91
  Gulab Singh then complained that his case had been 

misjudged, and his state “virtually annexed” before anything had been 

proved.  In the circumstances, he claimed, he was drawing his inspiration 

from “Mr. Winston Churchill the British Premier and the British Nation 

itself which is putting up with all odds for the sake of the cause of 

righteousness, [and] sanctity of Treaties”.
92
  Nonetheless, despite the best 

                                                
88 IOR R/2/427/58.  Secret & Personal Telegram (Q) No.9-SS., 11-12/02/1942, from 

Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
89 IOR R/2/427/58.  Important Telegram No.309-P., 13/02/1942, from Polindia to CI. 
90 IOR R/2/427/58.  Notes on the conversation between HH Rewa and Resident CI on 
11/02/1942.  Version with HH Rewa’s own amendments and additions (underlining in 

original). 
91 IOR R/2/427/58.  Conf. D.O. Letter No.41-P., 14/02/1942, from Resident CI to Pol Sec. 
92 IOR R/2/427/58.  Note handed to Resident CI by HH Rewa on 15/02/1942 (written in 
Bhopal, 15/02/1942), and initialled by Resident CI. 
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efforts of the Maharaja to procure a modification of the terms of the action 

being taken against him, his powers were publicly suspended shortly 

afterwards when he refused to promise to remain outside Rewa and not 

obstruct the investigation.
93
 

Although Gulab Singh subsequently accepted the offered 

Commission of Enquiry, he continued to resist the political action being 

pursued against him during the months leading to the commencement of the 

Commission. He repeatedly proposed staying in or travelling through 

locations (such as Benares and Allahabad) that were too close to Rewa to be 

permitted, and evaded officials’ attempts to restrict his expenditure, or to 

extract from him information regarding the quantity and whereabouts of his 

private savings.
94
  He sent telegrams to a wide range of people, including 

every ruler who was a member of the Chamber of Princes, appealing for 

sympathy and support.
95
  The Maharaja also requested that he be allowed to 

appoint “an officer of high standing and reputation with a suitable office in 

Rewa to prepare his case”; his request was denied, but he was permitted to 

send two legal representatives to Rewa, whose visit Wooldridge then 

closely controlled, much to Gulab Singh’s chagrin.
96
  It was also suspected 

that he had provided the substantial security required for the National 

Herald, a nationalist newspaper produced in Lucknow, as it published 

several articles attacking the actions of the Political Department in the case 

soon after.
97
  In Rewa itself, the Maharaja’s supporters attempted to obstruct 

the police investigation: Robins and his officers were shadowed by 

members of Rewa’s C.I.D. wherever they went and were “interfered with” 

in conversing with the local residents.  The house in which Wooldridge was 

staying was watched over by a state military guard, and popular agitation 

                                                
93 IOR R/1/1/3810.  Strictly Secret Telegram XX (Immediate) No.348-P., 17/02/1942, from 

CR to Sec State. 
94 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Letter, 24/02/1942, from HH Rewa, Bhopal, to Resident CI (Letter 

‘A’).  Telegram R., No.15-SS., 19/02/1042, from Resident CI to Polindia.  Letter, 

2/03/1942, from HH Rewa, Bhopal, to Resident CI (another Letter ‘A’). 
95 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Conf. D.O. Letter No.62-P., 3/03/1942, from Resident CI to Pol 

Sec. 
96 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Letter, 24/02/1942, from HH Rewa, Bhopal, to Resident CI (Letter 

‘C’).  IOR R/1/1/3811(2).  Letter, 30/05/1942, from HH Rewa to HE Viceroy. 
97 IOR R/1/1/3810(5).  Letter, 13/06/1942, from Governor of United Provinces to Political 

Adviser.  Conf. Letter, 16/06/1942, from Political Adviser to Governor of United 

Provinces. 
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for the ruler’s return was apparently being funded with money left behind 

for that purpose by the Maharaja.
 98
  The Maharani also participated, by 

writing appropriately womanly appeals (in which she depicted herself as the 

faithful Rajput wife, whose fortunes (and honour) rose or fell with those of 

her husband) to a range of stakeholders, including the Viceroy and the wife 

of the Nawab of Rampur, whose husband had just been appointed a member 

of the Commission of Enquiry.
99
  Finally, Gulab Singh threatened to protest 

at the Commission against the manner in which he had been treated, 

especially by the Resident.  He objected to the Commission being held at 

Indore, requested that it sit in open court, and suggested that he should be 

allowed to return to Rewa on conclusion of the investigation.
100

 While these 

acts of resistance and obstruction did not prevent or halt British intervention 

in Rewa, they did cause difficulties at both the local and central levels; 

moreover, they indicate that the Maharaja was determined to pursue his own 

interests even after appearing to comply with British demands. 

 

The Commission of Enquiry was officially appointed in early June 

1942 and, after several delays, began sitting at Indore on 10 July 1942, 

concluding its hearings on the 29th of October.  It was the first commission 

to be formed along the lines specified by the Foreign and Political 

Department Resolution of 1920 and consisted of five members – Justice 

F.W. Gentle of the Calcutta High Court, Lieutenant-Colonel J. de la Hay 

Gordon, a former Resident in Mysore, Sir Sajba Shankar Rangnekar, a 

retired judge of the Bombay High Court, Raza Ali Khan, the Nawab of 

                                                
98 IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Extract from Conf. D.O. Letter No.W/47, 26/02/1942, from Sec to 

Resident CI to Resident CI.  R/1/1/3810(4).  Copy of Conf. D.O. letter No.W/106, 

12/03/1942, from Sec to Resident CI to Resident CI. 
99 IOR R/1/1/3810(5).  Personal & Conf. Letter, 29/06/1942, from Nawab of Rampur to 

Political Adviser.  Letter, 28/06/1942, from Senior Maharani of Rewa to Viceroy.  The role 

of Rewa’s Senior Maharani in this case is ambiguous, and it is unclear from British official 

records whether this ambiguity stems from officials’ own ambivalence towards her (and 

princely women more generally) or not.  Although her involvement is largely beyond the 

scope of this chapter, it is worth noting that the ‘management’ of the Maharani (especially 

the need to retrieve large sums of money being stored by her) was a major aspect of 

Wooldridge’s work in supervising the administration of Rewa.  Whether the Maharani was 

acting on her own initiative or following orders communicated somehow by the Maharaja, 

she imposed a significant burden on officials’ efforts to control affairs within Rewa after 

Gulab Singh’s suspension.  For more information, see IOR R/1/1/3810(3). 
100 IOR R/1/1/3810(4).  Letter “C”, 12/04/1942, from HH Rewa, Lucknow, to Resident CI.  

IOR R/1/1/3811(2).  Letter, 30/05/1942, from HH Rewa to HE Viceroy.   
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Rampur, and Rajendra Singh, the Maharaj-Rana of Jhalawar.
101

  The 

prosecution and defence both enlisted, at great expense, the services of 

some of India’s most eminent lawyers: Gulab Singh appointed Sir Tej 

Bahadur Sapru (a prominent Allahabad jurist, liberal and former member of 

the Viceroy’s Council) as his leading senior counsel (of a team of three 

seniors and four juniors), while the political authorities selected Sir 

Nripendra Nath Sircar (a Calcutta barrister and also a former Law Member 

of the Viceroy’s Council).
102

 

The Commission did not go as the Political Department had planned.  

After Sircar suffered a serious heart attack in June 1942, they were forced to 

employ a second senior, A.N. Chaudhuri, also from Calcutta, in case 

Sircar’s health failed completely.
103

  Although strongly recommended, 

Chaudhuri did not meet expectations and was indeed somewhat of a 

liability, often appearing ill-prepared and providing an easy target for the 

ridicule of the large team of defence lawyers.  Moreover, he committed 

serious tactical errors, such as describing three of the main prosecution 

witnesses as “blackguards of the worst type” at the outset of the case.  He 

referred repeatedly to the “untrustworthiness of Princes” in the presence of 

the two rulers who were sitting as commissioners, until Robins had to ask 

him to stop using the phrase.
104

  The President of the Commission, Gentle, 

pursued what Fisher and Sircar both criticised as an unnecessarily ‘judicial’ 

approach to the enquiry, Sircar depicting him as “obsessed with the idea of 

necessity of strictness of proof”, to the obvious disadvantage of the 

prosecution, while Rangnekar appeared hostile to the Government’s case 

                                                
101 IOR R/1/1/3811(1).  Resolution No.F.18(2)-P/42 of 4/06/1942.  Resolution No.426-R. 
of 29/10/1920 governed British conduct in circumstances where they contemplated 

depriving a ruler of his powers, temporarily or permanently.  It was intended to foster 

transparency in the Political Department’s actions.  However, it could only ‘advise’ the 

Viceroy, who (subject to the Secretary of State’s approval) retained ultimate control.  IOR 

R/1/1/963. 
102 IOR R/1/1/3810(4).  Telegram XX, No.1139-P., 25/04/1942, from CR to Sec State.  

IOR R/1/1/3810(3).  Letter, 4/02/1942, from HH Rewa, Bhopal, to Resident CI. 
103 IOR R/1/1/3811(1).  Conf. Memorandum by Fitze, 26/06/1942. 
104 IOR R/1/1/3811(4).  Conf. D.O. Letter No.311-P., 7/10/1942, from Resident CI to 

Political Adviser.  IOR R/1/1/3811(3).  Secret Personal Letter, 3/08/1942, from Resident CI 

to Political Adviser. 
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throughout, his “sneering marks” increasing the strain upon Sircar.
105

  After 

several witnesses resiled from their earlier statements, the already weak case 

relating to the murder of Uma Prasad was undermined sufficiently that the 

charge against the Maharaja on this point had to be dropped.
106

  Gulab 

Singh attended the hearings, and was seated on a dais facing the witness 

box, although the prosecution eventually persuaded Gentle to require the 

witnesses to face the Commissioners rather than the Maharaja.
107

 Gulab 

Singh exercised his right not to take the stand as a defence witness, instead 

having a statement read out on his behalf.  In it he proclaimed his loyalty to 

the Crown, denied the allegations of homosexuality, drunkenness and cross-

dressing, and argued that his apparently poor record on administrative and 

political reform was due to political officers having instructed him to “go 

slow”.  He also claimed that at his interview with Fisher on 15 February  

 

the Resident completely lost control over his temper and used 

unbecoming and provocative language clearly indicating that he 

forgot for the moment his own position and mine.  It came to me as a 

great shock and surprise, but I exercised great restraint on my 

temper.  Situated as I was, I had to put up with this indignity and 

insult in the room of the Hon’ble the Resident.
108

 

 

The atmosphere in Indore was said to be violently in favour of Gulab Singh, 

a situation attributed to the successful circulation of propaganda by the 

Maharaja’s supporters, who argued that he was being persecuted for not 

providing sufficient support for the war effort.
109

 

The misgivings expressed earlier about the strength of the case 

against Gulab Singh were vindicated when the Commissioners failed to 

reach a consensus and instead submitted two separate and conflicting 

reports to the Viceroy for consideration in February 1943. As the Secretary 
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of State observed, the division of the Commission was on the “worst 

possible lines” and its result held “grave possibilities of embarrassment” for 

the British, both in India and in London.
110

  The three Indian members of 

the Commission – Shankar Rangnekar and the rulers of Rampur and 

Jhalawar – produced a ‘majority’ report, in which they concluded that none 

of the charges had been established against the accused, and recommended 

that the Maharaja should have all of his powers restored.  In contrast, the 

two ‘European’ members of the Commission – F.W. Gentle and J. de la Hay 

Gordon – found in their ‘minority’ report that the charge of bribery had 

been fully established, and the remaining charges had been sufficiently 

proven to justify them recommending that the Viceroy deprive the Maharaja 

of his powers.
 111

  The two lengthy documents shared little common ground, 

although at the end of the majority report the rulers of Rampur and Jhalawar 

appended a note in which they voiced their concerns about the soundness of 

Rewa’s administration and urged the need for reform (they explained that 

these comments could not have been incorporated in the body of the report 

as the Maharaja’s administration had not been one of the objects of enquiry 

for the Commission).
112

  According to the 1920 Resolution, the report 

signed by the majority of the members of the Commission had to be 

regarded as the official findings of the Commission.  The Viceroy was 

consequently required to inform the Maharaja of his reasons for disagreeing 

with the Commission’s findings and invite him to make a representation of 

his own; this representation would then accompany the Viceroy’s 

recommendations to the Secretary of State, who would take the final 

decision in the matter.
113

   

 

Despite the failure of the Commission to prove the charges against 

Gulab Singh, political officers’ conceptions of his character and 

administrative record – as well as his criminal guilt – remained largely 

unshaken.  However, this broad consensus on the issue of the Maharaja’s 
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unfitness to rule did not translate into agreement between the different 

levels of the imperial government upon the best manner of responding to the 

verdict of the Commission; instead, a dispute between the officials of the 

Political Department and the India Office, through their respective heads 

(the Viceroy and the Secretary of State) ensued.  The initial reaction of the 

Secretary of State, Leopold Amery, was to suggest that a second 

Commission should now be offered to the Maharaja, so that the charges of 

gross misrule excluded from the remit of the first Commission might be 

investigated – otherwise, the Maharaja could claim that he had not had the 

opportunity to clear himself on these points.  Moreover, if it seemed likely 

that he would be unwilling to face another Commission, then this approach 

would be ideal, as by offering it they might secure his abdication.
114

  The 

Viceroy, Linlithgow, immediately objected, arguing that such an approach 

would attract the criticism that they had “shown [a] vindictive spirit” in 

inventing further charges after failing to convict on the original charges.  

Second, a charge of gross misrule would probably be based on allegations 

of general shortcomings and administrative abuses which ‘public opinion’ 

would dismiss as being hardly unique among rulers.  Finally, Linlithgow 

thought it almost certain that Gulab Singh would accept a further 

Commission, as he apparently desired resolution of the case to be delayed 

until after his departure from India.
115

  Instead, the Viceroy stressed the 

importance of three factors in deciding what action to take against the 

Maharaja: the rider attached to the majority report by the rulers of Rampur 

and Jhalawar, the “residuum of suspicion” that remained in relation to the 

charges against the Maharaja, and the irreparable damage already done to 

their relationship with Gulab Singh and to his utility as an ally: 

 

[we must consider the] impossibility of continuing to deal on terms 

of confidence and friendship essential to our relations with a Ruler 

of a great State with person in whom such fundamental defects of 

character have been established or admitted.
116
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 The initial conclusion reached by the secretariat was communicated 

to London in early April, the Viceroy explaining that, though deposition 

could not be justified (as the major charges against Gulab Singh had not 

been established), the revelations of the Commission were such that a new 

regime should be established in Rewa, “from which the authority and 

influence of the Maharaja should be effectually and comprehensively 

excluded.”  Given his “obstinacy, ability and capacity for intrigue”, the 

existing controls on Gulab Singh’s movements should be maintained until 

the state’s new administration was firmly established.  His expenses during 

exile would be provided for only if he disclosed his various accounts and 

returned the money he had appropriated from state revenue.  When he was 

eventually allowed to return to Rewa, it would be with extremely limited 

administrative powers.  Finally, due to the Maharaja’s “established defects 

of character”, the Viceroy himself would assume guardianship of the minor 

heir, Martand Singh, and responsibility for his training.
117

  Amery expressed 

his doubt about the basis of these recommendations, remarking that the 

bribery case and other grounds for action provided by the Viceroy did not 

seem “so heinous … as to constitute prima facie an overwhelming case of 

“gross misrule” justifying restrictions which would virtually put Ruler out 

of business”.
118

  Furthermore, there seemed little evidence that this course 

of action would be actively supported by other princes.  Now that the 

murder charges had failed, any action against Gulab Singh would have to be 

based “on a general assessment of [his] character and conduct” and it was 

therefore essential that they were confident of their position before 

confronting him.  The Secretary of State did however make one novel 

proposal: that while the Maharaja’s return to Rewa was unavoidable, it 

could perhaps be rendered less distasteful (and dangerous) by “imposing on 

him conditions of return to State subsequent breach of which would 

automatically result in his deprivation of status as Ruler.”
119

  Linlithgow 

confessed surprise at the “lenient view” Amery took of the Maharaja’s 
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complicity in the bribery case, arguing that though a prince may once have 

been able to act in such a manner, “present day public opinion in India as 

elsewhere demands [a] much higher standard of conduct from Rulers … 

than used to be the case.”
120

  On the rare occasion that a ruler’s complicity 

in such a crime could be proven, an example of him should be made.  

Moreover, the recent receipt from Wooldridge of his report on 

administrative conditions in Rewa, written after more than a year in the 

state, provided further evidence “that this IS an “extreme case” involving 

“gross and provable misrule”.”  Furthermore, from his vantage point in 

Delhi, the Viceroy had seen “singularly little” evidence of any personal 

sympathy with Gulab Singh on the part of other princes.
121

  Amery 

continued to propose solutions to counter the apparent threat posed by the 

Maharaja requesting a second Commission, and insisted that, unless he was 

convinced otherwise, he could not guarantee to support the Viceroy’s 

recommendations as submitted to him in April.  A “middle course” would 

have to be found.
122

  In private, however, he apologised to Linlithgow that 

he could not agree with him on every point, and assured him that he did not 

take a light view of the Maharaja’s conduct.
123

 

At the local level, opinions diverged again: in late March, the 

Resident, W.F. Campbell, had suggested without success that it might be 

worth trying to persuade the Maharaja to abdicate in favour of his son, 

although he acknowledged that the probability of Gulab Singh doing so was 

low.
124

  Local officers were more concerned about the effects of any 

political decision upon conditions within Rewa, which had been already 

destabilised by several episodes of agitation since the original suspension of 

the Maharaja.  Wooldridge in particular had, by assuming control over 

Rewa, had the opportunity to refine his assessment of Gulab Singh’s 
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character from the inside out; consequently, he objected passionately to the 

conditional return of the Maharaja, arguing that  

 

while … the conditions that H.E. recommends for imposition upon 

the Maharaja and the manner in which H.E.’s views are to be 

conveyed to him would be utterly devastating in their effect upon 

any loyal Prince of India in possession of his senses, this will not be 

so in the case of Gulab Singh of Rewa, because he is mentally 

perverted and fundamentally antagonistic to British 

“Domination”.
125

 

 

In forwarding internal durbar documents to the secretariat in support of this 

view – in which, among other controversial statements, Gulab Singh 

described Europeans as the “discoloured races”
126

 – Wooldrige explained to 

Campbell that 

 

[t]he difference between our appreciation of the situation and that of 

Delhi appears to derive from our estimate of the character of the 

Maharaja … namely that the Maharaja’s mentality and attitude are 

not to be judged by moral standards; his brain is warped; he is 

hostile to Government,  his reaction to any Govt. move – quite 

independent of and precedent to the Commission – was that of an 

enemy to the Crown, and NOT that of a loyal (& subordinate) 

Princely Ally.
127

 

 

However, the “estimate of the character” of Gulab Singh did not differ 

greatly between Central India and the secretariat; rather, local officers 

accorded greater significance to the potential impact of the ruler’s character 

on the outcome of the case, and considered that all available resources 

should be directed to its successful resolution.  In Delhi the picture 

constructed of Gulab Singh was not dramatically different (fundamentally 

informed as it was by local officers’ reports), but it was more firmly situated 

within the context of competing imperial priorities. 

By late May 1943, a series of compromises had been reached 

between Delhi and London on the major aspects of their response to the 

Commission’s verdict, and Amery agreed to defer to Linlithgow on the finer 
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“tactics” of how the decision would be executed.
128

  On 25 June, a letter 

from the Political Secretary, Kenneth Fitze, communicating this decision, 

and accompanied by copies of the two reports produced by the 

Commissioners, was delivered to the Maharaja in Bombay.  After 

summarising the situation to date, and outlining the procedure now to be 

followed, Fitze explained that the delay in informing the Maharaja of their 

decision was due to the “diametrically opposite” findings and 

recommendations of the two reports, the examination of which placed the 

Viceroy “in a position of very special responsibility”.  After “meticulous 

and inevitably prolonged” scrutiny of the reports, the Viceroy had reached 

his conclusions: the charges relating to the murder of Shankar Prasad had 

not been “judicially proved”.  However, in making his reference to the 

Secretary of State on whether Gulab Singh’s powers should be restored, he 

could not ignore “certain facts, either conclusively proved or specifically 

admitted, which have come to light in the course of the Commission’s 

investigations into these two charges”, and had inspired the critical 

observations made by the authors of the majority report.  First, it appeared 

that consideration of the personal interests of the ruler had distorted the 

processes of law and justice in Rewa.  Second, the Maharaja’s “disposition 

to favour and be influenced by persons of doubtful morals and little or no 

education” was “gravely disquieting”.  Third, the Commission’s 

investigations had confirmed the Viceroy’s long-held suspicions as to “the 

remarkable methods by which Your Highness has for many years thought fit 

to administer the revenues of your State.” On this third point alone, Fitze 

remarked, the Viceroy “could not find it consistent with his duties” to 

accept the recommendation of the majority report that Gulab Singh be 

reinstated.  He also disagreed with the majority’s exoneration of him on the 

charge of complicity in the Indore bribery case; finding this offence proved, 

Linlithgow declared that it could not be condoned, as beyond its criminal 

aspect, “it exhibits disregard and contempt for the standards of courtesy 

and mutual confidence which ought to govern the relations between a 
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Ruling Prince and His Excellency’s local representative.”
129

  Nevertheless, 

conviction on the bribery charge alone did not warrant permanent 

deprivation of powers (as recommended by the minority report).  Instead, 

the rider attached to the majority report by the rulers of Rampur and 

Jhalawar was utilised in order to argue that 

 

in the interests of the Rewa State its administration and resources 

should now be placed in capable hands to be managed in accordance 

with modern requirements and without capricious interference.  … 

In the present instance he has found Your Highness to be guilty of a 

serious offence with which you have been specifically charged and 

he has also before him proof or admissions of other delinquencies 

and defects in your capacity for rulership which he cannot find it 

consistent with his duty to ignore.
130

 

 

 It was only with the greatest doubt, and accompanied by specific 

conditions intended to protect the state and its subjects, that the Viceroy was 

prepared to recommend that Gulab Singh be permitted to return to Rewa.  

The Maharaja would have to appoint a Chief Minister, Council and an 

Inspector General of Police in accordance with the Viceroy’s advice.  In 

future, any appointments to, or dismissals from, State service would be 

made only on the advice, and with the approval, of the State Council (with 

the exception of palace staff).  The allocation from state revenues for the 

Maharaja’s Civil List would be limited to 5 lakhs per annum; even this 

amount, however, would be conditional upon him making a full disclosure 

of his private savings and returning whatever portion was deemed 

appropriate to state funds.  The annual budget would have to be submitted to 

the Resident for agreement, and all state business would be initiated in 

Council, with no variations permitted without the Resident’s approval.  The 

Maharaja’s return to Rewa would be deferred until the new appointments 

had been made and the new administration was firmly established.  Gulab 

Singh was also informed that “in the event of your failing … to fulfil the 

conditions specified above, you would render yourself liable to deposition at 

the discretion of the Paramount Power.”  Finally, the Maharaja was asked to 

consider whether he was prepared to accept the Viceroy’s 
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recommendations, or wished to make his own representation to the 

Secretary of State.
131

 

 After his initial acknowledgment of receipt, nothing was heard from 

Gulab Singh for almost two months.  When he finally responded to Fitze, 

the Maharaja declared that “it has come to me as a great relief that His 

Excellency has now been pleased to arrive at his final conclusions” (a 

statement which attracted the remark “LIP” within the Political 

Department).  It pleased him greatly that the authors of the majority report 

had found in his favour, after the indignity of having “insults heaped on me 

from day to day by a few disaffected servants and menials” at the 

Commission hearings.  Explaining that he had “no option but to comply 

with His Excellency’s wishes”, Gulab Singh accepted the conditions 

outlined by Fitze.  However, his acceptance was qualified by its tone and 

content, with the Maharaja attempting to impose his own modifications of 

the conditions (in particular those relating to his finances).
132

  After a series 

of exchanges between Fitze and the Maharaja’s chief advisor, Haider 

Abbasi, the finality of the conditions outlined by the Viceroy was reaffirmed 

and after consulting Tej Bahadur Sapru, the Nawab of Bhopal and the Jam 

Saheb of Nawanagar, the Maharaja confirmed in October 1943 that he 

accepted these conditions and did not wish to make a supplementary 

representation to the Secretary of State.
133

  The Viceroy’s recommendations 

were duly accepted by the Secretary of State, the process of establishing a 

new administration in Rewa was commenced, and an official communiqué 

was issued, embodying the decision taken on the reports of the 

Commission.
134

   

The repercussions of the Viceroy’s “indictment” of the Maharaja (as 

it was referred to in confidential correspondence) provoked concern among 
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local officers: Campbell reported in July that many different rumours were 

circulating, but the overarching theme was that the Maharaja would return 

to Rewa in the near future, with very little attention being paid to the 

conditions of his return.
135

  Wooldridge warned that it would be extremely 

difficult to enforce the extreme penalty of deposition upon Gulab Singh 

after his return (and thus exercise effective control over the Maharaja), 

arguing that 

 

I cannot hope to pit my brain against his and so I can only give a 

faint indication of the ways and means he will discover to frustrate 

the new Administration without giving any ground for his 

submissions to be treated as contentious arguments or discussion, or 

detracting in any way from his acceptance of the position! All I can 

do is to urge once again that full consideration should be given to 

His Highness’s character.
136

 

 

Gulab Singh was, however, eventually allowed to return to Rewa in July 

1944 when it became apparent that his exile could no longer be prolonged.  

In order to reduce the Maharaja’s opportunity of “haranguing an excited 

crowd”, the political authorities exploited his desire to return by procuring 

his agreement that his return would be of a “private” nature, without any 

public ceremony.  Gulab Singh’s return on 23 July reflects his supreme 

ability to manipulate the restrictions imposed upon him to his own 

advantage: he chose as the day of his return a Hindu holiday, Nag 

Panchami, when he knew that the streets of the capital would be full of 

people.
137

  Large crowds gathered to welcome him, although according to 

the new Administrator, Edward Wakefield, they fortunately behaved in an 

orderly manner, and there was no display of hostility to the new 

Administration.
138

  

 In returning to Rewa, Gulab Singh’s conduct was still bound by the 

conditions to which he had consented in 1943.  As Wooldridge had warned, 

however, it was possible for the Maharaja to evade the restrictions imposed 
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upon him, and obstruct the new administration, without committing 

sufficiently flagrant violations of these conditions as to justify his removal.  

In July 1945, Campbell reported that the Maharaja appeared to believe that 

his position was now “unassailable”, and that  

 

the administration is moving fairly smoothly but there are 

undoubtedly signs of its efforts being handicapped by internal 

intrigue and the subtle attempts of the Maharaja to put a brake on 

every new enterprise proposed by the Council.
139

 

 

The Political Secretary, Lancelot Griffin, agreed, noting in October 1945 

that the problem with the conditions imposed on the Maharaja’s return was 

that “H.H. can make things difficult for the administration without breaking 

any of these conditions.”  In recent months, he explained, Gulab Singh had 

been touring the state to promote educational reform, addressing public 

gatherings on the need for literacy, and collecting donations towards the 

cause; these funds were then used to establish a private school system 

beyond Council influence.  The inference that could be readily drawn from 

such activities was that it was the ruler, and not the durbar, who cared about 

the education of Rewa subjects.  The only action that the political 

authorities could take was to advise the Maharaja against establishing 

parallel institutions, to hand over donations to the state education 

authorities, and to take the Minister of Education with him on such tours.  

Gulab Singh had also failed to provide any information regarding the funds 

in his possession – presumably because it was worth forfeiting his right to 

the five lakhs allocated to him under the new arrangements rather than 

surrender his vast private savings.  Unfortunately, his failure to disclose and 

refund his private accounts did not constitute a breach of the conditions.
140

  

As the British had already decided in 1942 they were unwilling to bear any 

liability or financial risk in enforcing the return of these funds to Rewa, the 
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likelihood of their ever being retrieved from the various Indian and 

European banks in which they were held was remote.
141

 

 

 In late October 1945, the Resident conveyed the news that the 

Maharaja had apparently made a proclamation earlier that month, during the 

celebration of Dassehra, in which he promised the establishment of 

responsible government and universal adult suffrage in Rewa. Based on 

initial press reports of the speech, Campbell promptly concluded that the 

proclamation contravened Gulab Singh’s conditions of return to Indore.
142

 

He requested a copy of the speech from the Maharaja, who duly forwarded 

it with the remark that “the proclamation has been greatly acclaimed by my 

subjects all over my State and has their full support.”  Campbell argued that 

the proclamation was merely the latest and most serious in a series of 

attempts by Gulab Singh, since his return to Rewa, to “court popularity” and 

re-establish his influence at the expense of the new administration. He 

dismissed the Maharaja’s announcement as a cynical stratagem, pointing to 

his record of resisting even the preliminary stages of political reform in 

Rewa.  According to Campbell, Gulab Singh was fully aware that any such 

announcement on his part should have been preceded by consultation of the 

State Council, and as such, he had knowingly violated the conditions of his 

return to Rewa.  Significantly, however, he had,  

 

with characteristic cunning and subtlety, elected to join issue on a 

subject of all-India importance in the belief that he will be assured of 

public support in case any action is taken against him.  … in the 

event of his being taken to task he will rely partially on Nationalist 

support from without the State and partially on his own particular 

following within the State …
143
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Indeed, Jawaharlal Nehru had apparently already made a statement to the 

press in which he asked the Political Department to announce its support for 

the Maharaja’s proposal.  The content of the proclamation therefore raised 

significantly the political risks of responding to Gulab Singh’s provocation, 

yet if no action were taken, the situation in Rewa would steadily deteriorate 

as the Maharaja, “emboldened by his success”, would continue to harass the 

administration and encourage agitation against it.  Consequently, Campbell 

recommended that Gulab Singh should either be called upon to explain why 

he should not now be deposed, or he should be required to leave Rewa and 

live in exile.
144

  Campbell’s view was supported by officials within the 

administration, with the Inspector General of Police, Kartar Nath, declaring 

that the Maharaja’s action was “nothing more than [an attempt] to curry 

favour with Nationalist India.”
145

 

 The risk posed by intervening in Rewa immediately after the 

Maharaja had offered democracy to his subjects was recognised by the 

Political Department.  In early November, however, they received the 

encouraging news from C. Smith, the Chief Minister of Rewa, that Congress 

was unlikely to consider providing organised support for Gulab Singh if the 

political authorities moved against him, as long as officials made it clear 

that in doing so “that they do not stand in the way of eventual establishment 

of Responsible Government and also that such action as may be taken 

against His Highness is the result of direct disobedience of orders”.
146

  The 

Resident’s suggestions were therefore rejected, and the establishment of a 

Committee, charged with considering “the extent to which effect could be 

given to the Maharaja’s proclamation and the means for implementing it” 

and framing a new constitution for Rewa, was proposed by the Political 

Secretary.  This approach had the added appeal that, by taking action along 

the lines proposed by the Maharaja, the Political Department would be 

                                                
144 Ibid.  Campbell reported that the Times of India of 31 October published a report stating 

that Nehru had asked the Political Department to announce its support for the policy 

announced by the Maharaja. 
145 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Brief Police Note of the Speech delivered by HH Rewa on the 
Dassehra Day on 16/10/1945 from 9.30 to 10.30 pm, by Kartar Nath, Indian Police, 

Inspector-General of Police, Rewa. 
146 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Secret D.O. Letter No.Camp-28, 8/11/1945, from Chief Minister 

Rewa to Secretary to Resident CI. 
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following the policy then being pursued by them in relation to other 

states.
147

   

Consequently, in mid-November the Viceroy, Viscount Wavell, 

contacted the Secretary of State, F.W. Pethick Lawrence, explaining the 

situation and submitting his recommendations for responding: the Maharaja 

had violated the terms of his return to Rewa, and the only penalty available 

to the government under these terms was deposition.  Gulab Singh’s “desire 

to be constitutionalised” could “hardly be accepted as genuine”, and if (as 

predicted) his attempts to “belittle the prestige and authority” of the Council 

continued, it could not be seen how he could be allowed to remain in the 

state.  The Viceroy therefore proposed to have the Resident inform the 

Maharaja that it had been decided to depose him, unless of course he 

preferred to leave Rewa and remain in exile whilst reforms were introduced.  

A communiqué would be also issued (in order to counteract the 

interpretation of the deposition as “hostility to self-government”), in which 

the reasons for the ruler’s removal would be explained, and their intention 

of introducing democratic reform in Rewa would be emphasised.
148

 

 The Secretary of State agreed that the situation with which they were 

confronted was “most embarrassing”, and observed that public opinion in 

Britain would be no more sympathetic to any apparently anti-democratic 

action than that in India.  It would therefore be necessary to implement 

whatever degree of democratisation might be compatible with local 

conditions.  He also warned that while removing Gulab Singh from Rewa 

might be unavoidable, “it seems inevitable that he would occupy his 

enforced exile in posing as a martyr for Congress as well as princely circles.  

… it might be worth while to face a good deal of local embarrassment to 

avoid this”.
149

  Lawrence suggested that an alternative course of action 

would be to exploit the Maharaja’s aversion to any publicity “which might 

wound his vanity and prestige”, by the Viceroy confronting and 

                                                
147 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Office Note by Herbert, submitted to Craik, 10/11/1945. 
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admonishing Gulab Singh in person, with deposition retained as a deterrent 

should he not admit the inappropriateness of his recent conduct.
150

   

Meanwhile, the Maharaja, presumably anticipating that there would 

be an official response to his proclamation, provided his own explanation 

of, and justification for, his actions.  In a letter to Conrad Corfield, the 

Political Advisor, Gulab Singh argued that he had been forced into making 

his proclamation by the growth within Rewa of a group of people hostile to 

him.  The Maharaja attributed their origin to the promulgation of the Pawai 

Rules in 1935 (these had been developed by Corfield himself), and his 

enforced absence from the state in the early 1940s.  Events in British India, 

such as the Quit India movement of 1942, and the announcement of 

democratic reforms by the Viceroy, had also made it necessary to “pacify 

the popular feelings”.  However, Gulab Singh also argued that he had 

intended to make such an announcement since 1942, and that the recent 

celebration of Dassehra was merely the first opportunity to do so.  He 

expressed his confidence that Corfield would, “[k]eeping in view the call of 

the time and the general good of my people and my State … admit the 

justification of this step and as an august personage hailing from a 

democratic country, … readily appreciate the same.”
151

 

In the absence of any immediate response, however, it appeared that 

Gulab Singh had escalated his attempts to garner popular support and 

undermine the administration.  In early December he reportedly addressed a 

gathering of approximately 15,000 at a mela;
152

 in his speech he described 

himself as a nationalist and argued that “[i]f Britain’s democratic 

administration was proper so was theirs”.
153

  The Maharaja was also said to 

be using his protest against the proposed foreign tour of his heir, Martand 

Singh, to rally supporters.  He took the campaign on this issue one step 

further on 11 December by ordering 100 pundits to commence religious 

ceremonies to save the Maharajkumar’s life.  Two days later, Gulab Singh 

ordered the Chief Minister to close all government offices on 16
 
December, 

                                                
150 Ibid. 
151 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Letter, 4/12/1945, from HH Rewa to Political Adviser. 
152 A mela is a festival or fair, often but not necessarily of a religious nature. 
153 IOR R/1/1/4236.  Copy of Source Report dated 3/12/1945, Inspector General of Police, 
Rewa State. 
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threatening that if he did not do so, he would personally visit them and 

persuade state servants to leave.
154

  Smith warned that, though there was no 

danger of an immediate crisis, any further delay would only benefit the 

Maharaja, and if a decision was reached against him, the assistance of the 

Crown Representative’s Police would be needed, as the state’s police and 

military appeared to be evenly divided in their support for the ruler and the 

administration.
155

  Campbell appealed for a decision, arguing that Gulab 

Singh seemed to think that no action would be taken against him as a result 

of his Dassehra speech, and was exploiting his apparent political victory to 

further marginalise the Chief Minister and Council members (against whom 

threats of personal violence had been made): 

 

unless we now put our foot down firmly it is almost certainly going 

to be impossible either for Smith or his Ministers to retain any 

authority in Rewa.  … His Highness is so forcing matters to a head 

that decisive actions will have to be taken in the very near future.
156

 

 

 Given the increasingly tenuous hold of the political authorities over 

events within Rewa, Wavell revised his earlier decision not to depose the 

Maharaja and requested the assent of the Secretary of State to his deposition 

as “the only step now open to us” that would be “compatible with our 

responsibility for the good administration of the State”.  Unfortunately, he 

explained, it seemed that any appeal to the Maharaja’s “good sense” was 

unlikely to have any effect on his increasingly extreme behaviour.
157

  

Lawrence now agreed that there was no alternative to deposition, but 

recommended that, prior to confronting Gulab Singh, it should be 

ascertained whether his heir was willing to succeed him in such 

circumstances, would support the proposed enquiry into constitutional 

reform and implement its eventual recommendations.  If he refused, 

however, the deposition should proceed regardless, as the priority was to 
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“terminate [the] mischievous activities” of the Maharaja.
158

  With the 

Viceroy’s suggestion that the Maharajkumar be informed of his father’s 

deposition the day before it occurred, the details of his succession, and the 

communiqué that would announce the Maharaja’s deposition all agreed to in 

due course by the Secretary of State, the complex preparations for managing 

the process of deposing Gulab Singh could be made.
159

  The Nawab of 

Bhopal was summoned for an interview with the Viceroy and, in his 

capacity as Chancellor of the Chamber of Princes, informed of the 

impending action, and consulted about appropriate appointments to the 

proposed constitutional committee.  A company of the Crown 

Representative’s Police (145 men) and one tear gas squad (45 men) were 

despatched to arrive in Rewa on the day of the confrontation.  The Secretary 

to the Resident, Davy, visited the Maharajkumar, informing him of the 

Government’s decision and ensuring he was willing to succeed, and the 

United Provinces government were warned of Gulab Singh’s probable 

arrival at Allahabad and the restrictions upon his stay there.
160

  The 

Maharaja’s deposition could thus be executed in an environment containing 

as little political and physical risk as possible. 

 

 In deposing Gulab Singh in 1946, the Political Department was not 

only acting upon its assessment that his character, conduct and 

administrative practices were intolerable.  It was also acknowledging the 

inability of its officers to effectively control the Maharaja’s influence over 

conditions within Rewa as long as he retained some degree of connection to 

the state.  Described later by Fitze as a man “of quite outstanding, though 

strangely warped, ability”, Gulab Singh’s relative success in first deferring 

and later obstructing British intervention in Rewa reflects the significance of 

the resources – personal, material, symbolic and political – that a ruler could 
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bring to the indirect rule relationship.
161

  As Ian Copland has highlighted 

with regard both to Gulab Singh and Jey Singh of Alwar, the most able of 

princes were not necessarily the most virtuous, in either their private or 

public roles.
162

  This connection – or rather, the lack of one – between talent 

(however directed) and other aspects of princely character was also noted by 

contemporaries: upon first becoming acquainted with the case as Political 

Advisor, Francis Wylie declared that “in the Rewa papers I recognise one 

after another the twists and turns not only of the pervert but of a very clever 

pervert at that.  If we yield an inch to a man of this sort he will take an 

ell.”
163

  The struggle to control Gulab Singh also reveals that though 

individual political officers may, as in the case of Rewa, have been 

convinced of a ruler’s undesirable character and unfitness to rule, the 

political apparatus as a whole lacked at times the conviction and 

commitment to enforce norms of princely conduct.  In particular, the 

aversion to incurring any financial or legal liability in retrieving the 

Maharaja’s vast savings for his state (and consequent failure of their feeble 

efforts to do so) suggests that broader imperial priorities were accorded 

precedence over the interests of the state’s subjects, whose protection the 

British employed so often in the rhetoric of political intervention.  Indeed, 

the relative failure of the Commission of Enquiry into the Maharaja’s 

complicity in several serious crimes was instructive for the Political 

Department, with it being recommended that in future, a “purely judicial” 

issue should not be placed before a Commission unless the supporting 

evidence had been certified by the Legislative Department to be “quite 

incontrovertible”.
164

  Nonetheless, in conclusion it should be noted that the 

Commission of 1942 was the first of its kind not simply due to the 

reluctance of all previous rulers offered one to accept: it was also because 

the kinds of extreme behaviour attributed to Gulab Singh were really very 

rare amongst the rulers of the princely states.  As the Deputy Political 

Secretary, Joseph Thompson, noted in 1942, the fact that the only properly 
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is an obsolete measure of length, which when in use in England equalled 45 inches. 
164 IOR R/1/1/3984(1). Office Note by Wylie, 23/12/1943. 
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analogous enquiries into princely misconduct had been held in Panna in 

1902, and Baroda in 1875, established in his mind that “conduct such as the 

Maharaja of Rewa is believed to have been guilty of is an exception which 

proves the rule.”
165

  By demonstrating what a ruler most definitely should 

not do – and eventually being deposed for his efforts – Gulab Singh 

provided other princes with an explicit model of how not to act as a loyal 

and subordinate ally of the British Crown. 

                                                
165 IOR R/1/1/3811(1).  Conf. Note by Thompson, 5/06/1942. 
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Conclusion 

 

 

“Your father has given you excellent counsel in a few brief words, 

and these I commend to your most earnest attention – be loyal, … 

follow the customs of your country, your religion and your family; 

avail yourself to the utmost of the opportunities of improvement – 

moral, mental and physical – which are open to you.  I could give 

you no better advice.  … The next few years will be the most 

important in many respects of your life, for it is in them that your 

character will be formed, for good or for evil.”
1
 

 

 

The primary focus of this thesis has been six dramatic, albeit rare, 

episodes in the history of indirect rule in India, in which rulers who violated 

the norms of acceptable princely conduct were deposed, or in some other 

way removed from power, by their British overlords.  In doing so, it has 

argued that such cases are unusually rich sources for understanding how 

members of the political service perceived their princely charges, how these 

perceptions influenced their conduct of political relations with rulers, and 

how rulers themselves interpreted, appropriated and contested the ideas and 

values upon which British officials’ perceptions were based.  The need to 

formulate solutions to the problems posed by the Maharajas of Panna, 

Indore, Datia, Dewas Senior and Rewa forced officials to consciously 

articulate their views of these princes, and in particular, of their character as 

men, patriarchs, administrators and allies.  The appeal of the concept of 

character in this context was derived from its ability to explain almost any 

issue of concern – from financial mismanagement to familial conflict – by 

reference to the character of the ruler in question (rather than attributing 

them to the ‘national character’ or ‘racial character’ of the state’s 

population, as might have been more usual in other contexts).
2
  The 

assessments of princely character thus enunciated by local political officers 

invariably informed and guided the decisions reached within the secretariat 

as to the form and extent of any intervention to be pursued in these states.   

                                                
1
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(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), p.96. 
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However, the extent to which ideas and ideals of princely character 

actually influenced British political practice, especially in cases of suspected 

misconduct, was contingent upon several factors.  First, conceptions of 

princely character were neither fixed nor hegemonic.  Officials had to 

achieve some degree of consensus amongst themselves regarding the nature 

and significance of a ruler’s conduct, and the conclusions about his 

character that could be inferred from it, before any decision on their 

response to it could be reached.  Substantial differences of perspective and 

interpretation could exist not just between the Political Department and the 

Central India Agency, but between individual officials at each level of 

government.  Moreover, the consent of the Secretary of State for India was 

required on important decisions, such as those involving the suspension or 

deprivation of a prince’s ruling powers; he had to be kept informed, 

consulted, and his often quite different views taken into consideration.  

Second, the presumed benefits of responding to a ruler’s personal 

misconduct, suspected criminal guilt, or administrative malfeasance had to 

be weighed against the broader risks or costs of intervention.  Indirect rule 

was a drama played to several audiences simultaneously, and the probable 

reaction of each of these audiences to any course of action had to be 

anticipated and considered by officials.  Would the warning sent to other 

erring princes by deposing one of their order be seen by Indian politicians as 

an attack on ‘authentic’ Indian autonomy?  Would an enquiry into a 

relatively isolated case of misrule or maladministration have a negative 

impact upon the reputation – and thus political utility – of the princely order 

as a whole?  In attempting to ‘correct’ years of administrative abuse, would 

the political authorities attract criticism for ignoring or condoning such 

abuse for so long in the first place?  Would removing a ruler from power 

unleash instability and disorder in their state and in neighbouring areas of 

princely or British India?   

Such considerations reflect the subordinate position of princely 

India, and the administrative apparatus that supervised it, within a much 

larger system of imperial government.  The Political Department, the 

Agencies and Residencies all functioned as cogs in a bigger machine: their 

role was important, but fundamentally supportive.  It is only in the inter-war 
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years, when they were courted as members of a new all-India federation, 

that the princes played a truly central role in imperial politics.
3
 

Consequently, British ideas and ideals of princely character influenced, but 

could not automatically determine, political practice.  When necessary, 

broader imperial needs usually took precedence over the smooth operation 

of paramountcy.  In this context, therefore, the link between knowledge (as 

created about the Indian princes by political officers, in dialogue with each 

other and with the princes) and the exercise of power (over the princely 

states) was attenuated by the location of this relationship within a wider, 

more complex, structure of power relations. 

By examining a number of princes who violated the norms of 

acceptable princely conduct imposed by British officials, this thesis has tried 

to reveal what these norms might have been.  However, it has deliberately 

not attempted to provide an explicit definition of ideal, normal, acceptable 

or tolerable princely conduct, or the model of princely character on which 

such a definition would rest.  Why is this?  First, there are few specific 

features of a ruler’s domestic life, administrative practices or conduct of 

political relations that can be identified as being consistently well received 

by the British across space and time.  There was also a lack of definite 

guidance available to rulers in attempting to anticipate whether, for 

example, a proposed administrative measure would be welcomed or 

criticised by the political authorities.  In the speech with which this chapter 

opened, the AGG, Charles Bayley, accepted the abdication of the Maharaja 

of Indore, Shivaji Rao Holkar, and approved the accession of his minor son.  

Yet even on this occasion, when the young Tukoji Rao may, it can be safely 

assumed, have been in need of unambiguous, detailed advice, Bayley 

demurred from providing anything but the blandest of exhortations, 

preferring instead to merely echo the sentiments expressed earlier by Shivaji 

Rao in his ‘retirement’ speech.  An intelligent prince could safely assume 

that extreme actions (such as murder) would most likely attract a punitive 

response.  However, in the case of the large number of lesser transgressions 

which princes were much more likely to commit, it was far less clear which 
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of these would be considered cause for censure or intervention.  Indeed, the 

only genuine constant in officials’ conceptions of princely character was 

that a good ruler was expected to be supportive of, and loyally subordinate 

to, the British imperial project in India.  As perceptions of British interests 

and needs within India shifted over time, therefore, so too did officials’ 

expectations of how the rulers of the princely states would support these 

interests and needs, and of what qualities a good ruler would possess.  

Princely character was thus a highly flexible concept, capable of 

accommodating seemingly contradictory attributes and behaviours and 

reflecting in its change over time the shifting role of the princes in India and 

the Empire more broadly.
4
   

Second, while it may have been categorised as ‘indirect’, 

paramountcy was a deeply personal system of government, based on the 

relationships forged between individuals (overwhelmingly men) from two 

elite groups.  Political officers and rulers both brought their social, cultural 

and educational backgrounds, their personal temperaments, and their 

previous experience to bear upon their perceptions of, and interactions with, 

each other.  The success of the political relationship – the extent to which 

‘advice’ was accepted and influence could be exercised, without recourse to 

formal intervention by the GOI – was largely dependent upon the success of 

the personal relationship between the local political officer and the ruler in 

question.  Consequently, fluctuations in British depictions of, and relations 

with, a ruler can in some cases be attributed to turnover in personnel, rather 

than any real change having occurred in the behaviour of the prince in 

question.  A strong friendship with the Resident or AGG was a valuable 

political resource; equally, an insulted or outraged political officer could 

campaign for action to be taken against the offending ruler.  In the case of 

Gulab Singh of Rewa, the same allegations (of complicity in murder) were 

treated in completely different ways by two Residents: Kenneth Fitze 

dismissed the deaths as “tragedies” in 1938, whereas Gerald Fisher argued 

in 1941 that the allegations supplied a “mass of charges” that could (and 
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should) be immediately brought against the Maharaja.
5
  Indeed, long after 

the facts of the Maharaja’s crimes had been disclosed, Fitze deliberately 

glossed over them in his autobiography with the brief, and passively 

constructed, comment that Gulab Singh “was eventually overtaken by 

nemesis”.
6
  It is thus important that local officers’ depictions of princely 

character are not examined in isolation from their discursive context, as the 

Political Department often acted as a force for moderation, (relative) 

consistency and pragmatism.  A Resident’s condemnation of a ruler as 

debauched, corrupt or disloyal, however impassioned it might have been, 

still relied (in the majority of cases) for its translation into action upon the 

endorsement of secretariat officials in Calcutta, Simla or Delhi.  For 

example, the local officer, Lepel Griffin, raised his serious concerns about 

the character of Shivaji Rao prior even to his succession to the Indore gaddi, 

but it was more than fifteen years before a Viceroy could be persuaded of 

the need to remove him from power. 

Third, the inconsistencies and contradictions to be found within 

notions of princely character reflect the deep ambivalence felt by officials 

towards their ‘subordinate allies’.  Should the princes remain thoroughly 

Oriental in their outlook, lifestyle and methods of administration, or could 

they imbibe carefully selected aspects of English character without 

undermining their political and cultural legitimacy?  Were they to be treated 

as equals, as colleagues in the task of imperial government, or castigated 

and patronised as naughty schoolboys?  Could the princes serve as a 

counterweight to other political forces in the subcontinent, or were they an 

embarrassing liability?  Moreover, whilst officials would have had a sense, 

however, diffuse, of which traits should be possessed by a model prince, 

they were still left with the dilemma of how to accord priority to different 

aspects of personality and behaviour in their relations with the vast majority 

of rulers who did not attain the dizzy heights of princely perfection.  Was 

loyalty to the Crown, for example, to be prized over financial prudence?  

Could munificent hospitality compensate for administrative failings?  

                                                
5
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302 

Similarly, it was not always clear which aspects of princely character were 

relevant to consideration of a prince’s ability (and willingness) to perform 

his administrative and political duties: a line was often drawn arbitrarily 

between theoretically private and public spheres that reflected neither the 

reality of durbar life, nor the intensity of officials’ own responses to rulers’ 

family problems, sexual predilections, substance abuse or other perceived 

deficiencies of character. 

The ambivalence of the British administrative elite towards the 

character of their client princes, and the awkward position of the princes 

within colonial social structures suggests several promising avenues for 

further investigation.  First, the princes were privileged sexual protagonists.  

In India, their sexuality was bound up with their status as heads of 

household and as distributors of resources and opportunities.  Examination 

of how princely sexuality ‘at home’ functioned in the context of broader 

patronage practices, durbar politics and contemporary social and cultural 

developments within British India should provide a clearer picture of rulers’ 

own understandings of the behaviour they engaged in and relationships they 

cultivated, and of the role that sexuality played within their broader 

identities and lives.  In Europe, rulers’ membership of the titled, hereditary 

elite was fundamentally disruptive of colonial hierarchies of race, class and 

gender: it provided them with social access to aristocratic women, while 

residence in hotels and guesthouses brought them into master-servant 

relationships with working-class whites, female and male.  Moreover, 

princes were both empowered and made vulnerable by their presumed 

wealth, celebrity status and exotic allure.  Consequently, analysis of rulers’ 

sexuality ‘abroad’, at the heart of the imperial metropolis, and of the 

different responses to their presence there by metropolitan and colonial 

Britons, should contribute to our understanding of the relative significance 

of racial and class hierarchies to the social and political ordering of empire, 

as well as the slippage across locations within that empire of the relative 

status of individuals and groups. 

Second, the use by political officers of ideas of madness and of 

physical degeneracy to describe, explain and assess princely misconduct 

would benefit from further examination.  Just as concepts of mental illness 
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were necessarily modified when applied within institutions such as asylums 

and hospitals, so too did the political context of indirect rule determine the 

relevance and appeal for officials of particular theories of human behaviour 

and thought.  Further analysis of the political utility of princely madness 

should enrich our understanding of the broader application of Western 

concepts of mental illness to colonial societies, by providing another 

example of the types of connections that could be made between diagnosis 

and control.  Furthermore, the manner in which many aspects of palace life 

were rendered inherently pathological – or at least generative of subsequent 

mental or physical illness or weakness of character – by British observers 

reveals much about their broader attitudes towards luxury, self-indulgence 

and gender relations.  The tension between fascination or admiration of the 

states, and suspicion or denigration of the very cultural practices and social 

structures at their core, was central to officials’ conceptions of and relations 

with their client rulers.  It also reflects the attributes of character that were 

most prized in their own self-identifications – as Britons (or, perhaps more 

accurately, Englishmen) of a shared background and as members of the 

imperial bureaucratic elite. 

Finally, and most tentatively, the arguments made by political 

officers in support of removing Indian princes from power continue to have 

a resonance beyond the historical specificities of colonial India.  The 

concepts of ‘misrule’ and ‘maladministration’ bear a striking similarity in 

their use to that of terms such as ‘poor governance’ and ‘failed states’ since 

the end of the Cold War.  ‘Donor nations’ now supply experts and technical 

advice to developing nations as a means of influencing the manner in which 

they are governed, just as the GOI required rulers to replace unsuitable 

Dewans or appoint members of the ICS to key positions, such as the police 

service and the finance department.  Moreover, I would suggest that critical 

depictions of the personal character of the leaders of non-Western nations 

(especially those who once were political clients of the West) has in recent 

years become increasingly central to the justification of intervention in these 

countries.  Thus while the states themselves have long since been absorbed 

by the postcolonial governments of South Asia, and their former rulers and 

descendants have found other occupations, the basic ideas of princely 
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character – of who a good ruler was – remain embedded in our 

contemporary political culture. 
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