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An Illustrious Life

Birth and Early Life

Bal Gangadhar Tilak was born in Ratnagiri in Bombay
Presidency on July 23, 1856. His great grandfather
Keshavarao, named after Lakshmi Keshav, the presiding

deity of the family, was a Mamlatdar (revenue officer) during the
reign of the last Peshwa. Well versed in letters, an expert rider,
an unerring marksman and a champion swimmer, Keshavarao
combined in himself the qualities of a scholar and soldier. He was
a happy man, but at the age of 40 his life suddenly underwent
a change when, late in the second decade of the nineteenth century,
the Peshwa rule, styled by some as the Chitpavan government,
was overthrown by the British. He abandoned the mamlat, and
made the performance of religious rites his main occupation for
the rest of his life.

Keshavarao married a second time, after the death of his first
wife. The two wives bore him three children of whom Ram
Chandrarao was the eldest. Ram Chandrarao, also known as
Ramchandra Pant, was yet a child of ten when the flickering lamp
of Peshwa glory went out. His education was neglected, and he
was married at an early age. In August, 1820, when he was only
18 years old, his wife gave birth to a son who was named
Gangadhar.
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Time was when Deccan Brahmins, especially the Chitpavans,
were masters of the Konkan, the coastal strip lying between Bombay
and Goa, and occupied high administrative posts under the
Peshwa. Though they were employed by the British in the
subordinate administration, they had lost their commanding
influence, and were scrupulously kept out of all positions of power
and responsibility. They adjusted themselves, as their fellow-
countrymen did in other parts of the country, to the new situation,
but a certain discontent and longing for a return to power
naturally remained.

Descendants of a Mamlatdar, the sons and grandsons of
Keshavarao found themselves in a similar position. Straitened
circumstances of the family forced Ram Chandrarao to seek a
subordinate job in the Survey Department. Professional work and
a fondness for travel kept him away from home for long periods.
This incidentally provided Gangadhar an opportunity for closer
association with his erudite grandfather from whom he learnt his
alphabets at home. He was then put into the village primary
school where he finished his Marathi course of instruction.
Gangadhar must have been an adventurous boy. Failing to get
encouragement from his grandfather and father to prosecute his
studies further, perhaps on account of the family’s circumstances,
he left home and walked all the way to Puna where he entered
an English school.

But a severe calamity shattered all his cherished hopes. His
mother, who was on a visit to Poozia to see him, suddenly died
there of cholera. He withstood the shock bravely, but to his father’s
separation from the wife proved disastrous. He developed a
philosophical attitude of mind, and became indifferent to the
world, nay, to his own children — two sons and a daughter. In
orthodox Hindu families, reading from the scriptures was, and is
still, a regular feature of daily lite; and impressions, such as non-
attachment and renunciation, strike roots deep down into one’s
nature at a tender age. To a soul in distress renunciation suggests
itself as a spiritual remedy.

It was in this state of mind that Ram Chandrarao left for
Chitrakut, which has been sanctified by association with the
Ramayana and whose spiritual atmosphere still attracts many a
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recluse. Between 1837, in which year his wife died, and 1872,
when his own earthly existence came to an end, Ram Chandrarao
once, and only once, came home.

The British reprisals that followed the failure of the Great
Revolt of 1857 had terrorised the people, even the “Government
had issued secret instructions not to allow any one to go about
in the garb of an anchorite without a certificate”. It was
apprehended, and perhaps rightly, that the defeated heroes of
1857, who were wanted by the authorities to be punished, were
hiding themselves under the ascetic cloak. At this distance of time,
it is a matter of conjecture whether Ram Chandrarao went home
to secure such a certificate or whether a desire to see his dear ones
got for a while ascendancy over his non-attachment. He noticed
an agreeable change in the family, and saw the face of a grandson
born a year before the Revolt.

This child, son of Gangadhar Pant, was named Balwantrao,
and he later became known as Bal Gangadhar Tilak, whom a
grateful nation reverentially calls Lokmanya Tilak or Tilak
Bhagwan. During his long absence from home, Ram Chandrarao
served for some time under the deposed Peshwa as a superintendent
of stores, but he never returned to the worldly life and passed the
rest of his days on the banks of the Ganga in Banaras.

After the death of his mother in 1837 and the disappearance
of his father, Gangadhar, who was then only a boy of 17, was
sorely perplexed. It was obvious that he could not pursue his
studies, but how was he to find the wherewithal to support the
family? He was forced to prepare himself for a profession and
took the job of a teacher in a Marathi school on Rs. 5 per month.
He was fond of Sanskrit and Mathematics, and by self-study
acquired proficiency in both. By sheer dint of labour,
resourcefulness of mind and devotion to duty, he earned rapid
promotions and rose to the position of an assistant deputy inspector
of schools. In a speech bidding him farewell at the time of his
transfer from the Ratnagiri High School to Puna, a colleague of
his, Dr. Bhandarkar, spoke of him thus:

“The erudition, imaginativeness, compassion,
independence of thought, and tirelessness of Gangadhar
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Pant are worthy of emulation. He is a repository of
grammar and a storehouse of Marathi”.

Unlike his father, Gangadhar Pant did not allow himself to
be lost in spiritual exaltation and surrender. He was an author,
a moneylender, a shareholder in a mill. The three books that he
wrote — a history of England, a textbook of arithmetic, and a
handbook of grammar — were purchased by the Education
Department of the Government for schools.

Gangadhar’s wife, Parvatibai, was a kind-hearted and intensely
religious woman. After having borne him three daughters, a
longing for a son naturally grew in her. Saintly in her habits, she
would not think of taking her meals without saying her prayers.
She made her delicate health the worse by frequent fasting. And
when Balwantrao was born to her, she believed that her penance
and prayers had been rewarded by the Sun-God. She fondly
called the child Keshav, after his great grandfather and out of
gratitude to the family deity, Lakshmi Keshav. But the endearing
domestic sobriquet Bal became eventually his real name. No longer
quite fit to steer through the journey of life, Parvatibai died in
1866, when Bal was only ten years old.

His father, himself a teacher, gave Tilak a good grounding in
Sanskrit, arithmetic and Marathi. His memory being encouragingly
retentive, he was taught, while yet a child, to recite sacred Sanskrit
verses. Once Tilak provided his father an opportunity which made
him jubilant. The father’s reading of the sonorous cadences of
Bana Bhatta’s famous work, Kadambari captured the heart of the
son, and he asked for the loan of the book. “Startled at the request,
but unwilling to dispirit the son by a curt refusal, Gangadhar Pant
promised to give the book on one condition”. He was given a
knotty problem in arithmetic and asked to work it out. He worked
at it for an hour and a half, and amidst the applause of his mother
and sister won the prize.

In 1866, he was admitted into the Puna City School, where
he made more than satisfactory progress, completing three
standards in two years. To a conventional martinet, Tilak was a
rebel; he was not popular with his teachers and often quarrelled
with them. He had inherited a liking for Sanskrit and mathematics
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from his father, and so adept was he in the latter that he would
solve the examples orally. His copybooks contained only the
answers to the questions and not the method. This irritated the
pedagogue who asked him: “Where is your method?” And Tilak,
putting his finger on his forehead, replied: “It is here”. On one
occasion, he crossed swords with a teacher over the dictation of
a Sanskrit passage. The matter was reported to the headmaster,
who was a strict disciplinarian and gave his verdict in favour of
the teacher. This offended Tilak to the point of leaving the school
and joining another. He, however, returned after the headmaster
had relinquished his post.

The recorded accounts about him as a student, seem to be
unanimous that he was not a very brilliant boy, but his peculiar
characteristics distinguished him from the common run of students.
In the examination papers, he would try to do the most difficult
questions.

He was at school and only 15 when he was married (1871)
to Tapibai, daughter of Ballal Bal of Ladghar, a village in the
Ratnagiri district. The bride, like the bridegroom, was motherless.
Instead of costly presents, Tilak demanded from his father-in-law
books to read.

In the next year occurred the premature death of his father,
but it did not seriously affect the tenor of his life. At about the
same age, his father had been left motherless and also fatherless
for all practical purposes. But Gangadhar Pant left his son some
money and resources, and as if he had a premonition of death,
he executed a will in which it was provided that in the event of
his demise, his son should be educated up to B. A. and put under
the guardianship of his younger brother, Govindrao. Govindrao
was brought up by Gangadhar Pant like his own son, and although
the will was in respect of the elder brother’s self-earned property,
it gave Govindrao a one-third share.

Tilak continued his studies and joined the Deccan College in
1873. Here physical exercise interested him more than the
textbooks, and understandably, because he had a frail body, with
a diminutive head and the belly bulging out. Gymnastics and
swimming were his favourite exercises. “I should develop a strong
Constitution”, he would say, “even at the risk of my studies”, and



7An Illustrious Life

verily his pursuit of health resulted in his wasting a year. He
failed to pass the F. A. examination. But he succeeded in building
up his physical strength, which proved a great asset in his future
life of suffering and turmoil. During his days of indefatigable
public work, he once told an inquisitive enquirer: “If one only
attends to one’s body as one does to one’s mind from the age of
16 to 25, and if the physical strength thus stored up is not
dissipated by gluttony or vice, one can stand any amount of hard
intellectual work till one’s old age”. Once in 1900, when his
health had received a setback by illness, he swam across the
Ganga — a distance of more than a quarter of a mile.

He showed off, and took pride in, his physical attainments
and in the hostel indulged in athletic romps and frolics. Dajl Abaji
Khare was his unfailing companion in exercises, and the two
pommelled each other in order to test their growing muscles.
They even carried the competition to the kitchen, vying with each
other in eating. But he had reason to be proud of his prowess.
According to one of his Marathi biographers, “Tilak used to float
on the surface of water for hours together, with unwet bread in
his hands”. He heartily liked boating and swimming.

Vivacious and jocular, and conscious of his sturdy body, he
would rush into the hostel-room of a weakling, break the bottles
of patent medicine, and drag him out to the playground. “There
was a gay among the students who loved to make a bed of roses
in summer to lie down upon. Tilak would storm into his room
and trample the flowers under his feet”. In the timetable of his
daily routine, reading occupied an unimportant place. Next to
physical exercises, unending gossip, banter and ridicule took up
most of his time.

With other pursuits claiming his undivided attention, he would
attend a lecture only if he believed he was really going to benefit
from it. Otherwise he would leave the room after the roll-call.
Once or twice, the principal, noticing him leave the room, took
him to task. Without betraying any sign of guilt or regret, Tilak
told the principal, rather bluntly, “I am not going to appear for
the examination this year”. Unusual outspokenness won him the
title of “Mr. Blunt” — a nickname borrowed from that year’s
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textbook, Scott’s Kenilworth. And for his vigorous pranks his
fellow-students called him “Devil”.

Yet his banters were innocuous, his manners gentle. His lifelong
friend Upsani, said long after the two had left the college that he
shared Tilak’s room while both were students of Law at Bombay,
and “I do not remember a single occasion when he gave expression
to any unworthy thought”.

He jealously guarded his character, and even an insignificant
reflection on it pained him deeply. As a rule, he did not dine out,
and it is said that when a teacher once ignorantly accused him
of doing so, he was red with rage, and left the classroom. Two
of his professors, Wordsworth and Chhatre, whose memory he
enshrined in his mind, brought to bear on their work a moral and
intellectual equipment of high order. At the college, as at the high
school, Tilak persisted in his summary method of study: he would
not take notes, nor burn the midnight oil. He hurriedly did his
daily lessons, often without his mind in them. But when he set
himself a task, he accomplished it with surprising thoroughness.
In a Sanskrit poetry competition, organised by one of his teachers,
Professor Jinsiwale, (the subject was Matra Vilap — Mother’s
Sorrow) Tilak’s verses were adjudged the best. He kept up his
interest in Sanskrit which was aroused in his childhood, and
composed many verses, but the poet in him did not go beyond
the college walls. Sometimes his enthusiasm for extra reading was
so much stirred up that he cut himself off from everything else
and virtually plunged into serious study. Once he took it into his
head that he should draw up a synopsis of the reigns of the
Queens Mary and Elizabeth. He studied a dozen standard authors,
and prepared a comprehensive precis, which was copied out by
his classmates for their benefit.

A treatise on a grammatical point which he developed with
similar assiduity also won him praise. Among the subjects which
he studied in the higher classes, Hindu Law interested him most.
His study of the books on Hindu Law by English authors whetted
his appetite for a deeper knowledge of the subject, and he went
through the original works of Yajna-valkya and other authorities.
He studied all the important Acts enacted by the Government of
India since 1827 and all the important works on Hinduism with
their commentaries.
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This vast reading beyond the prescribed law books he did, not
for passing the examination but in order to understand the
complicated structure of Hindu society as seen through the eyes
of the law. A thorough knowledge of Hindu society, its customs,
its gods, its heroes, provided him, in his public career, rich material
for political agitation. He began and completed his education at
Puna, but for one term he strayed to Bombay and joined the
Elphinstone College.

There Professor Hawthornwaite taught Mathematics, but his
teaching did not impress Tilak, and he went back to Puna where
he graduated in 1876 in the first class. The next year, he studied
for the M. A. examination, but failing to pass it, began to study
law and took the L. L. B. degree in 1879. Five or six years later,
after he had already made teaching a mission in life, he again
appeared at the M. A. examination, and again he failed.

A University degree was a rare possession in those days, and
a graduate’s field of activities, whether professional or public, was
a town rather than a village. In the case of Tilak, lack of congeniality
in the family at home (in the village of his ancestors) was an
additional cause which perhaps prevailed upon him to choose
Puna as his new home. It is here that he began life, in a humble
way, as a missionary in the cause of education, and it is here that
he rose to the eminence of an undisputed political leader of India.

Much of what was foretold in Tilak’s horoscope never came
to pass, but as if it was decreed by destiny, litigation, which he
inherited, became his shadow till the last days of life. It began with
family feuds as far back as 1865, involving his grandfather in
several suits about ancestral landed property.

They, lasted, in one way or another for over 35 years, and
denied Tilak that warmth and affection of home whose sweet
memories man cherishes most. Never in his life could he stay so
much as a week in Konkan — Konkan which for generations
inspired Mahratta youths and stirred them to action. The longest
he stayed at home was for four days in 1889, and that too in a
mood of detachment and renunciation. What was he to do with
his share of the ancestral property? That was his problem, for he
had already made up his mind that he would have nothing to do
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with it himself. He found a rightful claimant in Lakshmi Keshav,
the village deity.

For several decades, the family had little physical association
with the property at home, and a well-established convention
prompted Tilak, as one who had migrated to another place, to do
a religious duty. A belief had grown among the people of Konkan
that such of the sons of the soil as had gone out and prospered
should get dilapidated temples in their villages repaired. The
belief had been handed down from generation to generation, and
had in most cases been translated into action like a ceremonial
rite. Many regarded the performance of this duty as the first
charge on their income. Tilak went one step further and decided
to dedicate his entire ancestral property to Lakshmi Keshav.

Litigation with regard to family property, therefore, became
his supreme religious duty. He fought and fought until, in 1894,
the award of an arbitration allowed partition and delimitation of
the land. Tilak’s long-cherished wish was fulfilled, and in his will,
he offered his entire share to the deity. In between these periods
of family feud, Tilak was involved as a journalist in one or two
other legal actions, which are described elsewhere in this book.

Even before the land was dedicated to the deity, Tilak never
derived any benefit from it. His father, a self-made man, left him
some property after striking a favourable balance sheet of loss and
gain. Gangadhar Pant had made it a habit to write down his
income and daily expenses in an accounts book which made the
task of his son’s biographers, probing into minute domestic details,
easy. The accounts book gives an idea of the amazing industry
with which he built up a little fortune for the son who was to be
left an orphan at the age of 16.

Gangadhar Pant drew upon several avenues, outside the
profession of teaching, to supplement his income. In 1866,
according to his accounts book, he started the year with Rs. 250
and closed it with Rs. 3,900. This was, in those days, an enviable
income for a middle-class family.

One of his outside sources was shares in a saw mill which was
a European concern managed by one Crawford. But eventually
the investment had to be struck off as a loss. One of the episodes
connected with it provides a little material for the present story.
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Arrangements were being made for Tilak’s marriage, and the
father was collecting money from all possible sources, the main
among them being the refund of his shares in the mill.

He wrote to Crawford, “The marriage is near at hand”, “and
reform of text, unless you redeem your promise, it may have to
be postponed. Pray send me at least Rs, 800 as soon as this letter
reaches your hands”. The money never came, and instead the
company went into liquidation. The marriage, however, took place
according to programme.

After completing his education, Tilak, with the assets he
inherited from his father, set up an independent family
establishment. He was fortunate in having in Govindrao an uncle
who bestowed on him the same affection as a father does on his
son. He set before Tilak the same example of industry and devotion
to work as did his father. Like his brother, Govindrao also
maintained the family accounts scrupulously. One of the items in
the accounts of 1875 suggests that Tilak used to get in the Deccan
College a monthly scholarship of Rs. 10.

Tilak’s reverence for his uncle more than matched the uncle’s
affection for him. With the elementary education that Govindrao
had received he was not able to make much headway in life, and
Tilak allowed his own share in his father’s property to be used
for the benefit of the uncle’s family. In 1897, when Tilak was
sentenced to a term of 18 months imprisonment, the uncle was
alive. The old man was overwhelmed with the concern expressed
over the imprisonment of the nephew throughout the country and
the praises showered on him. He was overpowered with emotion,
and the tears rolled down his cheeks.

Family Background

Tilak’s father was a Government servant and at the time of
his death in 1872 was Assistant Deputy Educational Inspector.
Tilak was educated in the Puna High School; took his B. A. degree
with honours from the Deccan College, Puna, in 1876, and three
years later obtained his L. L. B. degree from the Bombay University.
It is said that, while in college, he and Gopal Ganesh Agarkar
made a mutual resolution never to take Government Service and
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to devote their lives and talents to the education of their
countrymen. In pursuance of this object they, with Vishnu Krishna
Chiplunkar, opened the New English School, Puna, on the 2nd
January 1880, and a little later started the Mahratta and Kesari
newspapers. His political career may, therefore, be assumed to
have begun early in 1880. In 1882, Tilak and Agarkar, as registered
Editors and Publishers of the Mahratta and Kesari newspapers,
were tried in the Bombay High Court for defamation in connection
with articles which had appeared in these papers criticising the
treatment accorded to His Highness Shivajirao, late Raja of
Kolhapur, and on conviction sentenced in two cases to three
months’ simple imprisonment apiece in each case, the sentence
being ordered to run concurrently.

While they were in jail Chiplunkar died. The success of their
Educational institution induced Tilak and Agarkar to formulate
a scheme for an Education Society, the life-members of which
were to undertake to work in the Society for 20 years. The idea
took, and in 1884, the Deccan Education Society came into existence
with Tilak, Agarkar and others as life-members. One year later,
the Society opened its own College. Shortly after the establishment
of the Deccan Education Society, the life-members began to wrangle
among themselves and it was decided to separate the interests of
the newspapers and press from those of the Educational institutions.

In 1886, the separation was effected and under its terms Tilak
and two others became owners of the papers and press. About
the same time differences of opinion between Tilak and Agarkar
led the latter to start his own newspaper under the name of the
“ Sudharak “ which eventually became the organ of the “Reform”
or “ Moderate” Party.

In 1890, Tilak severed his connection with the Deccan
Education Society. Shortly after, he quarrelled with his partners
in the newspapers and became sole proprietor of both. He thus
became master of his own time and with his wonted energy and
zeal threw himself into the stream of politics. The “Age of Consent
Bill” was then on the political anvil and it afforded him the
opportunity of making a bid for the political leadership of his
community. He attacked the policy of the leaders of the community
in regard to the measure, and did not scruple to misrepresent their
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intentions, with the result that he caused a division in the
community and became the leader of the “Orthodox” or “Extreme”
Party. His attitude towards Government has always been that of
an irreconcilable opponent and on each successive occasion he
has, from the platform and through his organs, opposed and at
Limes misrepresented its actions. His political creed may be defined
as a determined and persistent effort to obtain “Self-government”
for the natives and in preaching it he advocates even rebellion
provided it holds out a prospect of success.

His influence among the educated extends to the radical section
only; the other sections admire his ability, energy and zeal, but
do not agree with his methods. His power lies in the support
afforded him by pleaders and students generally. Personally, he
is of small stature and poor appearance and by disposition self-
willed and impatient of control. Amongst Natives he is considered
to be moral and strictly honest in all pecuniary dealings; and in
political matters to hold that the end justifies the means.

The Backdrop

The period 1885-1920, particularly after 1895, is mainly
dominated by the political activities of the Lokmanya. Naturally
a major portion of the police reports is covered by these activities.
Much of the information has already seen the light. But Tilak’s
pen-picture from the Police has its own flavour. It shows with
what suspicion Government looked to him from the beginning.
The reports also show how some of the police comments are
malicious and far from truth.

The report by Mr. Harry Brewiri, Assistant I.G.P., C.I.D., Puna,
submitted to Government on 31st July 1902 giving his opinion
regarding the charges against Tilak in the Tai Maharaja Case is,
however, an important document, in as much as he expressed his
opinion that (i) the charge of Forgery would not stand and that
(ii) as the remaining charges were connected with personal affairs
“ Government should assume an attitude of neutrality”. This, as
well as Government report’s regarding Tilak’s four trials (1882,1897,
1902 and 1908) have not been included in this volume, as all the
cases have been widely published.
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The Labour disturbances at Bombay (June 29 to July 27, 1908)
at the time of his arrest and trial were, perhaps, the first expression
of the people’s political discontent exhibited on such a wide scale.
These disturbances, it seems, had attracted Lenin’s attention and
evoked his comments.

Tilak’s History ticket from the Mandalay Jail is very interesting
and gives some details of his jail life including his health reports.
His memorials to the King, etc. from jail were traced from his
history ticket only.

The London Secret Police report of his activities in England
(1919) is another important document. The report says “ Tilak has
the strongest hope of the deliverance of India by the Bolsheviks
and was delighted with the Afghanistan imbroglio and Amritsar
riots”. The very idea to utilise for Indian cause the possible
regrouping of World powers as a result of the war is significant.

The short extract from Khadilkars editorial in the Lokmanya
gives information about what Tilak urns contemplating to do
when Gandhiji’s Satyagraha Movement would start. This
information goes to show that the Lokmanya was thinking and
planning to live in England when the Satyagraha movement would
start. This he wanted to do, as is reported by Khadilkar, to avoid
the diversion of public attention towards his and Gandhi’s
incarceration. Such a diversion would necessarily result in the
toning down of the National demands. This information is full of
meaning and can be interpreted in more than one way.

Tilak’s expectations about the probable achievements of the
Satyagraha movement are also significant. His letter to Dr. D. D.
Sathaye shows that he wanted his followers to fully support the
Satyagraha movement. Tilak’s talks to the labourers in Bombay on the
subject of Swadeshi point out the importance he gave to the
organisation of labour in India. He also has written a few articles
on Trade Union Movement and its utility in the Kesari about the
same time.

The Congress reports show how poorly Hume was supported
on the organisational front in the early years of the Congress. Tilak
did this though he belonged to the group of juniors in the Congress.
Within the next five years it was seen that the leadership of the
Congress could not keep pace with Hume, and Tilak was one of
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the few leaders who supported Hume’s “aggressive” propaganda
methods.

He appears to be one of the earliest leaders who correctly
perceived the conflict of interest between the rulers and the ruled
and saw the futility of petitions and protests. He in his small field
attempted to organise the masses, who were dreadfully backward
and perpetually under semi-starvation, for creating sanctions in
the districts of Kolaba, Thana, Bijapur, Belgaum, etc. for compelling
the government to apply the famine code and alter the forest laws.
That is one of the earliest of mass agitations, in the real sense of
the word. Thus, Tilak in effect took up such programmes which
Hume had placed before the Congress. The Commissioner, Central
Division, Mr. Logan in his report (1897) stated that “Tilak had
flooded the country with proclamations against payment of land
revenue and urging resistance to any attempt to collect it”. He also
says that there was a “ partial mutiny amongst the police and the
Village Officers were almost passive or active connivers with the
disturbances”.

The pen-portrait prepared by the police also shows how he
trained his lieutenants to organise the masses. Through his writings
and speeches he has propagated that the Congress was intended
to serve the interest of the masses and not only of the classes. It
is well known how after the Bengal partition he became the leader
of the popular will and the cleavage between the moderates and
the extremists then came to the forefront. Some of the extracts
given below show how anxious he was before the Surat session
to avert the breach. In fact Tilak knew best the mind of the Rulers.
He knew it well that they could fight under the Congress-leadership
alone, which was well acknowledged by the government as an
instrument of constitutional agitation. The officials must have
desired to see a rift in its ranks with a uieto to expose the extremists.
Tilak was most anxious to avert this calamity.

The moderates led by Mehta, Gokhale, Surendranath and the
Nationalists led by Tilak, Arvind, Khaparde had published their
versions of the Surat incident at that time. The nationalist version
is very clear and is found to be corroborated by the police reports
even in its small details. These Police reports, are perhaps seeing
the light for the first time. They deary show how earnestly the
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Lokmanya strove to suggest some compromise; and how shabbily
he and his young friends were treated by the office bearers of the
Congress. These reports show that an attempt was made to remove
Tilak forcibly from the dias but he (Tilak) brushed the man-one
of the office holders of the Reception Committee aside. Gokhale
and Malaviya seem to have prevented that attempt.

At the Threshold of Public Life

The year 1880, when Tilak entered public life as an educationist,
draws a demarcation line between a decade of great upheaval
which reached its climax during the Viceroyalty of Lytton and
another of almost complete calm which began with the taking
over of the Indian administration by Eipon. On the one side of
the line, during the seventies, were violent political turmoils,
agrarian revolts and widespread preparations on a large scale for
launching a simultaneous attack on the British authority. The
Deccan too was red with discontent and virtually spitting fire. The
Maharashtra peasants were sorely turbulent and had thrown a
considerable part of that territory into a state of disorder and lawlessness.

Famines, which became too frequent in the seventies, were
in a large measure, if not wholly responsible for the disturbed
state of affairs. Large quantities of foodgrains were despatched
to England from India as a result of which starvation became a
normal feature of life. In 1859, the exports of rice, wheat and other
grains amounted to Rs. 2,801,871, and by 1877, they rose to
£ 7,988,189- as if in vengeance, “in 1876-77, when India was on
the brink of one of the severest famines of the country, she exported
a larger quantity of foodgrains than she had ever done in any
preceding year”. There was no surplus to permit exports; in fact,
“if the whole population ate as much as they could, this surplus
would not exist. The grain exports of India represented many
hungry stomachs”.

The land revenue had been raised, and the producer had to
sell larger quantities of his produce in order to pay the State dues.
The gross revenues of India increased from £ 36 million to £ 51
million in 18 years, after the Revolt of 1857, and the proportion
of it spent in England, in the shape of Home Charges, rose from
£ 7.5 to £ 10 millions.
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“Large tracts of cultivable land were deprived of food crops
and acquired by English companies for the cultivation of tea,
indigo and jute, Independent peasants were, in those areas, reduced
to a position of slavery. A special law was enacted for the
recruitment of labour for the tea gardens. For its exacting
provisions, the law was, in common parlance, called the Slave
Law. Says R. C. Dutt: “Hateful cases of fraud, coercion, and
kidnapping for securing these labourers have been revealed in the
criminal courts of Bengal, and occasional acts of outrage on the
men and women thus recruited have stained the history of tea
gardens in Assam”.

Lytton believed that appeasement of the landed aristocracy,
even if it meant oppression of the peasantry, should be the policy
of Government. In May, 1876, after assuming charge of India, he
wrote to the Secretary of State, the Marquis of Salisbury: “I am
convinced that the fundamental political mistake of able and
experienced Indian officials is a belief that we can hold India
securely by what they call good government; that is to say, by
improving the condition of the ryot, strictly administering justice,
spending immense sums on irrigation works, etc. Politically
speaking, the Indian peasantry is an inert mass. If it ever moves
at all, it will move in obedience, not to its British benefactors, but
to its native chiefs and Princes, however, tyrannical they may be.
The only political representatives of native opinion are the Baboos
whom we have educated to write semi-seditious articles in the
native press, and who really represent nothing but the anomaly
of their own position. But the Indian chiefs and Princes are not
mere noblesse. They are powerful aristocracy. To secure completely
and efficiently utilise the Indian aristocracy is, I am convinced,
the most important problem now before us. Fortunately for us,
they are easily affected by sentiments, and susceptible to the
influence of symbols”.

Lytton lost no time in giving effect to this policy, and called
an Imperial Durbar in 1877, which was to serve another purpose
also, namely, to celebrate and proclaim to the Indian people the
new title of Queen Victoria, The Durbar added insult to injury,
for it coincided with a terrible famine which had already swept
away five million people of South India.
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In Maharashtra, the starving people, in sheer desperation,
attacked the grabbing landlords, moneylenders and other
oppressors. There was a great commotion in which thousands of
peasants took part. It was a full-fledged agrarian revolt, and the
police arrested about a thousand people, half of whom were
prosecuted. But Lytton was unconcerned and went ahead with
his scheme of decorating the aristocracy with new ‘honours’.
“Services hitherto inadequately recognised were rewarded;
pensions enjoyed by ancient native families whose unquestioned
loyalty had rendered them deserving of assistance were increased;
numerous increased salaries for life were granted to the principal
native chiefs; and to each chief entitled to a salute was presented,
in the name of the Queen and with due ceremony, a large silken
banner bearing on one side the Royal Arms and on the other his own”.

Lytton’s policy prepared the ground for rising discontent.
Two eminent Englishmen, both officials, who in later years were
closely associated with India’s political life and aspirations,
reported on the basis of information in their possession that a
revolt was being vigorously organised. They were Allan Octavian
Hume and Sir William Wedderburn. The former is commonly
known as the Father of the Indian National Congress and the
latter as one of its famous Presidents.

Reading from the situation in the country, they apprehended
that the 1857-58 trouble might be repeated. Hume says the “poor
men were pervaded with a sense of hopelessness of the existing
state of affairs; that they were convinced that they would starve
and starve and die, and that they wanted to do something, and
that something meant violence”. There were innumerable entries
which referred to the hoarding of old swords, spears and
matchlocks which would be ready when required.

The forecast of trouble throughout India was in exact
accordance with what actually occurred, says Wedderburn, from
his own observation in the Bombay Presidency of the agrarian
rising known as the Deccan Riots. “These began with sporadic
gang robberies and attacks on the moneylenders until the bands
of dacoits, combining together, became too strong for the police;
and the whole military force at Puna, horse, foot and artillery, had
to take the field against them.
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Roaming through the jungles tracts of the Western Ghats,
these bands dispersed in the presence of military force, only to
reunite immediately at some convenient point. A leader from the
more instructed class was found, calling himself Shivaji the Second,
who addressed challenges to the Government, offered a reward
of Rs. 500 for the head of Sir Richard Temple ‘(Governor of Bombay)
and claimed to lead a national revolt upon the lines on which the
Mahratta power Had originally been founded”.

Advised them that if they wanted their miseries to go, they
should help him end the British Raj, And they responded to his call.

In Puna, Vasudev organised a secret society of youths selected
from schools and colleges. Temples and secluded places were
chosen for giving revolutionary lectures. The training in the art
of war was given in the neighbourhood of the Ferguson or the
Gultekdi Hills. Regular contact was established between the secret
society and the Ramoshis.

Having assured himself of manpower, Vasudev opened
negotiations with some rich men for money, telling them that
their contribution would be regarded as a loan refundable after
freedom had been achieved. There was no response. He, therefore,
decided to collect funds by force, and did actually commit dacoities
with the help of his armed band. But before his plans could take
a definite shape he was captured. His own diary and
autobiography, which he had scribbled during his fugitive career,
made the task of the Prosecution easy, and he was awarded a
sentence of transportation for life.

During the trial “cavalrymen and the police guarded the
courtroom and its outside which was daily crowded with a vast
multitude of spectator’s”. They included distinguished Europeans
and Indians.

Life-transportees those days were usually sent to the
Andamans, but “not sure of the prisoner’s behaviour”, the
Governor of Bombay sent Vasudev to the fort of Aden. He was
confined in a solitary cell. He managed to escape, but was again
captured and died in February, 1883.

Vasudev’s abortive attempt was only an extension of similar
attempts made earlier. They were, according to Henry Dodwell,



20 Bal Gangadhar Tilak

akin to the Wahabi movement; the latter’s centre of activities was
Patna and the former’s Puna, The Marathas had fresher recollection
than the Muslims of their independent power; in fact, but for
British intervention, the Marathas would have been rulers of India
after the collapse of the Mughals and of the Muslim power
generally. Though, as Dodwell says, the Marathas were not fired
by an equally fanatical religion, that lack was made good by the
feeling of nationality engendered by Maratha history. Conspiracies
were discovered in 1862. The movement, Bartle Frere wrote to
Canning; “is an evident offshoot of the discontent which lost its
chosen leaders in the Nana, Tautia Tope, etc. and which still
smoulders in Central India and Maratha country. From all I can
learn any spark such as a war in Europe or with America would
have been followed by a number of concerted but separate
insurrections in all parts of India between the Vindhya mountains
and Tunbhudra, the movement was detected too early to become
dangerous, but evidently did not die out”.

The Deccan Riots were a result of the British policy of neglecting
the peasant and nurturing the aristocracy. The law courts protected
the moneylenders; the letter of the law being in their favour, the
debtor-tenants were often dispossessed of their holdings, and
made to pay to the landholders by selling their all. The stranglehold
of the moneylenders became so tight that agricultural land was
passing into the hands of interest-earning classes, and cultivators
were being reduced to the position of serfs. When the condition
became unbearable, the people rose to undo what an unjust law
had done.

In 45 villages in the Puna district and in 22 in the Ahmedabad
district, they forced the moneylenders to surrender the bonds and
other securities, which were burnt in the open. The trouble again
raised its head in 1878 when the Government was forced to take
up legislation for the amelioration of the peasants, and the Deccan
Agriculturists Relief Act was passed. The Act restricted alienation
of land and restrained usury. Both in the Vasudev Revolt and in
the Deccan Riots, the conspicuous participants were the Ramoshis.

Until the time of Lytton, Indian politics was divided into two
schools of thought: one believed in the overthrow of the British
rule by force and the other had no intention of removing the
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British by any means, but merely wanted a share in the
administration. A kind of mild constitutional agitation had begun
to take shape in the Deccan more than a decade before the Great
Revolt.

An institution working, in a mild way, for constitutional
reforms before the Great Revolt, was the Kalyan Unanayak Mandal
of Puna. The Mandal drew up a Charter of Rights for presentation
to the British Parliament. Gopalrao Deshmukh, commonly called
Lokahitwadi, was the leading luminary of the Mandal. (His father
had fallen in the battlefield fighting for the last Peshwa). Gopalrao
took up a judicial post under the British, but evinced a keen
interest in politics in order to promote the country’s constitutional
advance. He carried on his agitation, single-handed, through the
columns of the Prabhakar, a leading journal of those days. There
is evidence in his articles of political sagacity, almost prophetical.
In the issue dated April 1, 1849, he wrote under the title, “The
Effect of British Rule”, that a time would come when the people
of India would become politically and culturally so strong that the
British Government would be compelled to quit. He was half a
century ahead of his time, and preached swadeshi and
establishment of small industries. In one article, he plainly
suggested that imports of foreign goods should be stopped even
if the people had to wear coarse cloth.

But an organised effort, in the realm of politics of the
constitutional variety, began a few years later. On August 26,
1852, a meeting of the “native inhabitants” was held in the room
of the Elphinstone Institution, and on the same evening was
inaugurated, mainly through the efforts of Jagannath Shankar
Sheth, the first political association in the Presidency, the Bombay
Association. Among members of the Association were both Indians
and Europeans, but its first major activity caused a serious rift.
The Association had drawn up and submitted to the British
Parliament a petition asking for an “enlightened system of
government”. The wording of the petition was mild, but since it
suggested some defects in the administration, it was construed by
some of the members as an indictment of the East India Company’s
rule. “Soon after the text of the petition was published, the English
journals that had at first blessed the movement began to fall foul
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of it”. Some Europeans seceded from the Association, and some
Indians followed suit. For many years, the Association, which was
later broad-based and called the Bombay Presidency Association,
exercised, under the leadership of Dadabhai Naoroji and Sir
Mangaldas Nathubhoy, monopoly over the politics of the Presidency.

Dadabhai, who started his political life with an agitation against
the system of recruitment to the Indian Civil Service, brought into
being several associations to carry on propaganda in England for
the establishment of representative political institutions in India.
One of these was the East Indian Association, inaugurated on
December 1,1866, in collaboration with a committee of retired
English officers. Later, a branch of the Association was formed in
Bombay. He made a tour of the country, and among those he met
were also the ruling chiefs whose support he was anxious to enlist
for constitutional reforms. Pherozeshah Mehta was one of the
proteges of Dadabhai “whose sage counsel and inspiration” (to
quote Mehta’s own words) “had formed my character and elevated
my ideals whilst I was studying law in England”. Dadabhai was
a moderate, but through his monumental works on India’s
economic condition during the British rule, Poverty of India and
Poverty and British Rule in India, he became instrumental in
provoking many a young man to resort to violent methods against
the British Raj.

Similarly, Mahadev Govind Ranade, himself a cautious
moderate, inspired the young men of Maharashtra for many years
through his books. His Rise of the Maratha Empire and The
Sources of Maratha History were read and reread, reminders as
they were of the fact that the state of the Deccan under the
Chitpavan Peshwa was far superior to its condition under British
rule. For over a decade before Ranade rose to the position of a
Judge of the High Court, the Sarvajanik Sabha was the medium
of his political work.

Gifted speakers like Dadabhai and Ranade were few and far
between in India, and realising the need of encouraging public
speaking, some of the leading men of Puna formed in 1868 a
society for the practice of elocution; they called it Vaktrit-vottejak
Sabha. Two or three subjects, political, social or religious, were
announced every year by the secretary, and candidates were invited
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to speak on those subjects at public meetings two months after the
issue of the notice. A committee of five or six members chosen from
the audience decided the merits of the speakers and awarded the
prize which ranged between Rs. 10 and Rs. 50.

The Vaktrit-vottejak Sabha may be regarded as complementary
to the Puna Sarvajanic Sabha which was founded on April 2, 1870,
under the auspices of the Pant Pratinidhi, the chief of Aundh in
Satara, with the object of promoting the political welfare and
advancing the interest of the people of this and other parts of the
country. The members included, besides a few Deccan Sardars
and Inamdars, Government servants chiefly of the Educational
and Judicial Departments, pensioners, and a few pleaders. From
time to time the Sabha discussed and made representations to
Government on many important subjects. But it was not just a
resolution passing political body; during the five years of draught
in Maharashtra (1870-75), it interested itself in the peasant problem
and every year sent representations to Calcutta, signed by
thousands of ryots and secured remissions. In 1873, it undertook
the task of investigating the economic conditions of the
Maharashtra cultivators. During 1876-77, when Maharashtra was
in the grip of a severe famine, the Sabha organised relief measures
and made representations to Government.

Ranade was the beacon of the Sabha, but the spirit behind it
was Ganesh Vasudev Joshi alias Sarvajanik Kaka who plunged
into political and social work, and cut himself off from everything
else. A pioneer of swadeshi, he spun yarn daily for his own wear
and opened swadeshi shops. He threw himself heart and soul into
the movement, and converted people to the swadeshi creed by
his own example. He was chosen by the Sabha to represent it at
the Delhi Durbar, 1877 and clad in Khadi, he became in that
imperial show an object of attraction. In an address which he read
out at that pageant, Sarvajanik Kaka appealed to the Queen to
grant to Indians the same political and social status as was enjoyed
by the British people.

Another enthusiast of the Sarvajanik Sabha was Gopal Narsinh
Deshpande. His field of activities was Indapur in the district of
Puna, where he established a branch of the Sabha.
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He was a stormy figure, he moved through the villages,
enquired about conditions of the people, drew up representations
on their behalf, went from house to house to collect signatures,
and at his wayside lectures taught the people their duty towards
each other and towards the country. A swadeshi protagonist like
Sarvajanik Kaka, he would say that not a pie should go out of the
country. In times of crisis and calamity, he knew no rest during
the famine of 1876-77, he toured for 18 months through Gujarat,
Kathiawad, Cutch and Bombay, collected donations and
distributed food. Famines and the economic deterioration of the
people, which were largely the result of Lytton’s policy, roused
the interest of the public workers of the towns in villagers and
their problems. Another result of the Lytton administration was
the toning up of the nationalist Press; in order to suppress it, he
very hurriedly caused the Vernacular Press Act to be passed by
the Legislature. This attack on the liberty of the Press sent up a
wave of resentment all over the country, and an all India
conference, in which Sarvajanik Kaka played a leading role, was
held at Calcutta to protest against the “Gagging Act”. Another
law, more obnoxious than the Vernacular Press Act, enacted by
Lytton was the Arms Act which made the possession of arms with
a licence an offence.

Lytton’s soulless and oppressive rule came to an end with the
change of Government in England in April, 1880. Gladstone once
again assumed the British Prime Ministership and naturally desired
that the Indian Governor-General should carry out the policy of
the new Government faithfully, Lytton had, therefore, to resign,
and Ripon was appointed in his place. The new Viceroy made a
good start in the sphere of administration and succeeded in
appeasing the Moderate public opinion. At the instance of
Gladstone, he withdrew the Vernacular Press Act, and announced
his intention to introduce reforms in the sphere of municipal
administration.

Lytton, as Surendranath Banerjee remarked, “had roused the
public from its attitude of indifference and had given a stimulus
to public life. In the evolution of political progress, bad rulers
are often a blessing in disguise. They help to stir a community
into life, a result that years of agitation would perhaps have
failed to achieve”.
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Partly because of the congenial rule of Ripon and partly for
other reasons, the barometer of political activity, which had been
rising during the seventies, now dropped considerably. The
Bombay Association was already a spent force.

Dadabhai Naoroji seemed to be relaxing for a while. As a
biographer observes, the period between 1877 and 1881 was the
quietest in his life. Sarvajanik Kaka, who provided the Puna
Sarvajanik Sabha with energy, was keeping bad health and passed
away in 1880.

There were, of course, some other individuals like Vishnu
Krishna Chiplunkar who twinkled in the serene sky of
Maharashtra. After graduating in 1872, Chiplunkar joined the
Education Department as a teacher. He did not find himself at
ease there, feeling as though his soul were in bondage.

While yet in Government service, he brought out a monthly
named Nibandha-Mala, in which he freely criticised the
Government. His essay, “Our Country’s Present Situation”,
published in one of the issues of his magazine, was, as the author
of the History of Abhinav Bharat, Dr. V. M. Bhat, observed, “full
of sedition and roused revolutionary tendencies in the minds of
the younger generation”.

Eventually, he resigned his post under the Government
towards the end of 1879, and felt a sense of relief. After submitting
his resignation, he wrote to his brother: “On the 1st of October,
my chains will be broken off, and I shall be a happy man again”.

Such was the state of Maharashtra when Tilak, a youth of 24,
appeared on the scene, fired by a zeal for public service.

It was 1880. The curtain had fallen over Lytton’s misrule, and
a kindly hand had lulled the agitators to sleep.

An Indian Jesuit

The first chapter of Tilak’s public life opened in the field of
education which he entered with the zeal of a missionary. From
his work as an educationist, we get a glimpse of his unbending
spirit, his tenacity of purpose, his indomitable determination, and
above all the fighter in him. Fortunately, Tilak has left a written
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account of this period, and this part of the story can profitably
take an autobiographical form.

“It was in July or August of 1879, when I was living at the
Deccan College for studying for the L. L. B. examination, that
Messrs. G. G. Agarkar, B. A. Bhagwat, V. B. Karandikar and
myself first discussed the importance and practicability of
establishing private schools on the model of missionary institutions.
There was no difference of opinion as to the necessity of native
private enterprise in education; but the question was how to make
it successful. Self-sacrifice was evidently the only means for men
in our circumstances, and though we were prepared for it, yet
various difficulties were raised and discussed, as for instance,
quality of work, private gains, etc. Suffice it to say that after many
a private and prolonged discussion the conclusion at which we
arrived was that if we applied ourselves to the task with the
determination of carrying out our idea at ‘any sacrifice, it was not
an’ impossibility, though it might be long time before it could be
accomplished. So enthusiastic were we that soon after Mr. Agarkar
and myself wrote to a leading gentleman in the town that for bare
maintenance, the highest estimate of which came up to Rs. 75 per
mensem, we were prepared to devote ourselves to education, and
that, if it were possible to raise funds that would yield the necessary
income, we might soon undertake to give free education. The
gentleman wrote to us in reply that, though our object was a
laudable one, the public would not come to assistance until we
were actually in the work and had done something. We were
nothing disheartened for this, as we had determined to carry out
our programme at ‘any sacrifice. It was at the Stage of our discussion
that we learnt that Mr. Vishnu Shastri Chip-lunkar had given up
service, and was in Puna, intending to start a new school. All of
us resolved to go to him, disclosed our scheme, and requested him
to take the lead. He consented, and it was settled to start a school
by the beginning of 1880.

Messrs. Bhagwat and Karandikar, however, had by this time,
begun to doubt the success of the scheme, and the possibility of
even earning a decent maintenance in the profession.

Mr. Vishnu Shastri did not, in consequence, mention any
names in the prospectus which he published on behalf of himself
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and his colleagues on the 15th December, 1879. The same prudence
restrained him from describing the objects of the institution in
high words—the only object mentioned being to make education
inexpensive. The subsequent events showed that he was justified
in being so moderate.

Messrs. Bhagwat and Karandikar withdrew; and I am now
glad that they did, though at the eleventh hour; and Mr. Agarkar,
having got the senior Fellowship in the Deccan College, deferred
joining us for a year; Vishnu Shastri and myself were the only
persons then left to open the school (the New English School) on
1st January, 1880. It was at this time that Mr. Mahadev Ballal
Namjoshi came to us. He had given up his business, and was in
search of something else; and Mr. Vishnu Shastri promised to take
him in against many a friendly warning. We knew, he said, what
his weak points were, and knowing them we could use his energies
to giving proper work to him.

“Our strength was equal to the task, but as several persons,
and amongst them Mr. Vaman Shivaram Apte, whom I requested
to join us, had declined to do so, we had to pull on somehow or
other. At the beginning of the second term, I had nearly grown
hopeless of enlisting more men in our cause, when circumstances
brought in Mr. Apte, who had first refused. Our salaries were
however, too low and Mr. Apte continued to be a paid teacher
for some months with higher salary; and it was only after the
assurance of Mr. Agarkar to the effect that he too intended to join
us, that he permanently joined the body. The idea of supplementing
his income by doing some other work was, however, uppermost
in his mind.

“Such was our position by the beginning of 1881. Five of us
had come together, though not from the same motive, to conduct
a school. The work was rather heavy, and as everything had to
be done anew, it put a great strain on the energies of all. Each man
was given the work most suited to him. There were no outside
interests yet created and every suggestion was made and received
in good spirit.

Not that there were no discussions, and even hot discussions,
but somehow everyone felt that all were working for a common
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end, and the result was always satisfactory. As regards pay the
doctrine of jealous equality was not yet developed. Just as each
was entrusted to do what he could do best, he was allowed such
salary as was necessary for his maintenance, and as could be
spared by the Board. Thus, for the first year, Vishnu Shastri and
myself took almost nothing, while Messrs. Namjoshi and Apte were
paid more than their due fare. Everything thus went on smoothly”.

For a precise understanding of the causes that led to the
shining success of the New English School, a brief acquaintance
with the co-actors of Tilak is necessary. Vishnu Shastri Chiplunkar
was the son of Krishnashastri, well known for his learning and
erudition. His house was the favourite resort of the leading lights
of Maharashtra. At the Deccan College, from which he took his
B. A. degree in 1872, he was considered much above the average
rate of students. He belonged to a school opposed to Ranade’s
and, instead of trying to introduce reforms, inspired by western
ways of life, he thought the best way was to rouse people to a
consciousness of their own religion and their own historical glory.

His example — resignation from Government service and
criticism of the authorities in his monthly Nibandh-Mala had a
stimulating effect on Tilak and Agarkar. But while Tilak held
identical views on social reforms, Agarkar was diametrically
opposed to them. “Neglected by relatives, occasionally insulted
by those whose help he had to seek”, he grew up in poverty and
believed there was something wrong with society. Partly his early
bitter memories and partly the convictions he developed later
were responsible for his reformist leanings, which grew, and, as
a subsequent chapter will show, became one of the causes of his
acute differences with Tilak, who tenaciously clung to things
purely Indian. A student of Logic and Moral Philosophy, Agarkar
had lost much of his faith in religion. After passing his M. A.
examination, an opportunity came his way to ward off poverty
and lead a comfortable life. But he stuck to the mission of his life
on which he had made up his mind in conjunction with Tilak, and
wrote to his mother thus: “You may be waiting, mother dear, for
your son to become an M. A. and lift you up from all the misery
that haunts you. But I have decided to turn my back on money
and happiness and dedicate my life to the service of the country”.
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Namjoshi was recommended to Tilak and his colleagues by
Ranade. He had no academic career, but his “versatile powers,
keen perception, sound experience and tactful, pushing nature
more than compensated for his lack of higher education”. His
indefatigable energy and resourcefulness helped his colleagues
get over many crises and they gave him the title of “our foreign
secretary”.

But Apte’s approach greatly differed from that of his colleagues.
He associated with the school largely as a paid servant. He had a
creditable academic career, and immediately after doing his M. A.,
taken up the post of a headmaster in a Mission school. His ambition
to enter the Education Department remained unfulfilled. He was
offered by Government the modest post of an assistant master in
an Anglo-Vernacular school, which he refused. The founders of
the New English School found him to be a useful man for their
institution, and appointed him as its superintendent.

In September, 1882, the Education Commission, recognising
the importance of the school, afforded it an opportunity of placing
its views before the Government. The management authorised
Apte to give evidence on its behalf before the Commission. In his
statement Apte said: “We have undertaken this work of popular
education with the firmest conviction and belief that, of all agents
of human civilization, education is the only one that brings about
material, moral arid religious’ regeneration of fallen countries and
raises them up to the level of most advanced nations by slow and
peaceful revolutions; and in order that this should be so it must
be ultimately in the hands of the people themselves”.

The Commission was much impressed with the way some
enthusiasts were conducting the school in a spirit of self-sacrifice.
Its President, Dr. William Hunter expressing his opinion about the
school said: “Throughout the whole of India, I have not witnessed
a single institution which can be compared with this establishment.
This institution can rival arid compete with success not only with
the Government High Schools in the country, but may favourably
compare with the schools of other countries also”. In 1884, when
its percentage of passes in the Matriculation Examination reached
89, the Private Secretary to the Bombay Governor sent a letter of
congratulations to the school authorities.
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Now, to continue the autobiographical account, “It was our
determination to devote ourselves to the work accepting only a
bare maintenance. The phrase ‘bare maintenance’ is rather vague;
so I must state what was our idea of it. Our highest estimate of
the same, when we imposed this mission upon ourselves, never
rose higher than Rs. 75 per month.

In our enthusiasm we went still further. We could well see
that in the beginning we could not get even Rs. 40 per month. When
it was asked how many would be content with what we might get,
some withdrew from the project, Mr. Agarkar and myself still
remaining firm. During the first years of the School, each of us
could hardly get Rs. 30 or Rs. 35 per mensem”.

The sacrifice and selflessness of the promoters of the institution
bore fruit and it made rapid progress. The school was started with
19 boys, and by the end of January, 1885, there were about 1,200
students on the rolls. About 15 per cent free and half-free scholars
were admitted, and there were monthly scholarships of the total
value of Rs. 50, paid from the school proceeds. The school succeeded
every year in securing at least one of the two University Jagannath
Shankar Sheth Sanskrit Scholarships.

There were in those days many Christian missionaries working
in India for the advancement of literacy and education. There
were differences of opinion as to their real motive, but their
steadfast devotion to the cause of education had an inspiring
effect on Tilak and his colleagues. In the town of Puna alone, the
missionaries had established a network of schools: The Free Church
Mission Girls’ Vernacular School, Bishop’s High School, St. Vincent
Roman Catholic High School, the Free Church Mission Institution,
the Mission Orphanage and the Christian Boys’ Middle Class,
St. Mary’s Girls’ High School, the Zanana Mission Anglo-Vernacular
School for Girls, the Free Church Mission Anglo-Vernacular Boys’
School.

Before Tilak entered the field of education, a feeling had been
growing that Christian missionaries, though seemingly benevolent,
had virtually become masters of the education of Puna children.
The missionaries’ conversion activities were very mild, and they
met with little success. Nevertheless, there was resentment, and



31An Illustrious Life

religious-minded, self-respecting Indians felt the want of a national
system of education. The New English School, in a way, was
considered as a counterblast to the mission schools.

Six Years in Exile — Wife’s Death and Extinction of
Extremist Party

Tilak was yet confined to the Sabarmati gaol but the decision
to send him to Burma had already been taken. A Home Department
note advised against sending Tilak to Mandalay as that place, the
note suggested, was associated “with lenient treatment of Lajpat
Rai”. The Home Member of the Government of India thought
Insein jail, ten miles from Rangoon, to be “the most suitable”. But
it had a damp climate, and he said that “if Tilak’s complaint,
which I understand is diabetes, requires a dry climate, I am afraid
there is no large suitable jail in Burma except Mandalay”. The
choice therefore fell on Mandalay.

On September 14, in the morning, Tilak was put on board the
R.I.M.S. Habdinge for Rangoon. That was the last day of the
Ganpati festival. There was great enthusiasm at Belgaum, and the
police authorities issued certain orders to regulate the celebrations.
These were duly obeyed. But in the afternoon, an oral order was
made prohibiting shouting of slogans like “Vande Mataram”,
“Tilak Maharaj ki jai”, and “Shivaji Maharaj ki jai”. But as this new
order was not embodied in the proclamation made earlier, it was
disregarded by processionists. The police construed this attitude as
defiance of orders, and thrashed several boys and beat up others.

Seventeen persons were arrested, and the carts carrying the
idols of Ganapati and effigy of Tilak were detained. The carts
were allowed to go after Tilak’s effigy had been removed.

In the State of Limbdi, the police prohibited sale of Tilak’s
photographs. All the copies in possession of a student were seized,
and he was asked not to sell in future Tilak’s or any political
leader’s pictures. Every shopkeeper in the town of Limbdi was
compelled to remove Tilak’s portrait from his premises.

There was a word of sympathy everywhere for Tilak’s family,
but few came forward to render real help. In the first week of
September 1908, a women’s meeting was held in Bombay for the
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purpose of expressing feelings of sympathy towards Mrs. Tilak
in her mental distress. About 700 ladies participated in the meeting,
among them being three or four Muslim ladies in purdah. The
meeting, which was presided over by a leader of the Swadeshi
movement in the Punjab, Mrs. Sarla Devi, passed a resolution
consoling Mrs. Tilak. On September 21, a week after Tilak’s
departure for Rangoon, the newspaper offices received after
midnight an official communication informing them that the
sentence of transportation passed on Tilak had been commuted
by the Bombay Government to one of simple imprisonment “in
consideration of his age and condition of health”, and that the fine
of Rs. 1,000 had been remitted. This seemingly merciful order
deprived Tilak of some of the advantages accruing to a transportee,
who was entitled to greater remission. A transportee lived in
perfect freedom in the Andamans after furnishing some security;
but Tilak had to pass six long years in a room measuring 20 x 12
feet. In vain did he once again represent to the authorities against
this revengeful mercy.

In October, 1909, on account of an outbreak of cholera in the
Mandalay jail, he was removed to Meiktila prison for a brief period.

On August 7, while he was yet in the Sabarmati gaol, a
petition was made to the Full Bench of the Bombay High Court
for permission to appeal to the Privy Council, but it was refused.
This was followed by another petition to the Judicial Committee
of the Privy Council for special leave to appeal, but that too was
dismissed. A third attempt was made.

This time, a petition was drafted for presentation to the House
of Lords asking that the order of the Judicial Committee might
be reviewed by the Magisterial Council of the Peers in Parliament
“to the end that by a presentation to the King justice might be
done. But as the projected petition necessitated its presentation
by a Peer, a memorial was presented to the Secretary of State for
India by a solicitor of Tilak. Among the grounds of the appeal,
the most conspicuous was that the “evils of the trial were
aggravated by the fact that it was the trial of a political offence
in the most populous province of the Empire where the liberty
of the subjects was not yet provided with those safeguards which
had long existed in the United Kingdom. The solicitor demanded
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“that the unlawful sentences passed upon Tilak may, either by a
pardon or by a remission, be reduced to the proportion which
they would have been if there had been a fair trial”.

The Government of Bombay through whom the petition was
submitted returned it saying that it should be addressed to the
King Emperor of India. And when the instruction was carried out,
the solicitor, E. Dalgado of London, got this reply from the India
Office: “Your petition to the King on behalf of Bal Gangadhar
Tilak has been laid before His Majesty, who has been pleased to
direct that it should be referred to the Secretary of State for India,
who regrets that he has been unable to advise His Majesty to
accede to your prayer”.

Early in May, 1909, Tilak’s principal lieutenant, G. S. Khaparde,
who was in London then, wrote to him asking whether he would
agree to conditional release. Tilak turned down the suggestion;
he would prefer death in jail to living outside like a dead man.
In his reply to Khaparde (May 29, 1909), he said:

“I have received your kind letter dated 6th instant on 28th
instant the question, viz, whether I would accept any conditions
and if so what, is indeed an awkward one”.

“I shall tell you my mind about the acceptance of any
conditions. If the conditions are the same as those offered to me
in 1898, I would not hesitate to accept them. I do not care for
demonstrations and such other honours. I would gladly forgo
them. But once out of jail, I must have the same liberty of action
as every citizen enjoys under the law of the land. That was secured
to me by the conditions of 1898, and I accepted them in
consequence. But I do not think the same conditions would be
offered now. They will, if offered at all, be harsher now; and I do
not see how I can accept them. I have now nearly completed one
year of my punishment, and after five years more I shall be, at
any rate I hope to be, amongst you as a free citizen. Do you think
I should surrender this chance, distant as it is, by voluntarily
incapacitating me (by the acceptance of the conditions) for any
public or political work for ever?

“I am already 53 years. If heredity and average health be any
indication of the longevity of a man, I do not hope to live at best
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for more than ten years more. Of these five, say, are available for
unrestrained public work, which, if I accept any condition of the
kind you mention, I shall have to live as a dead man. To say the
least I do not like that kind of life”.

It is true that my activity is not confined to politics; and I can
do literary work even if I be prohibited from taking part in politics.
I have considered this view fully, and have come to the conclusion
that it is inconsistent with all my antecedents.

In fact I shall be undoing my life’s work thereby. You know
that I have never lived exclusively for my family or for myself
alone, but have always endeavoured to do my duty to the public.
Now judge what would be the moral effect of my effacing myself
from public life, for the sake of five years’ personal comfort.

“From these remarks you might think that I may accept a
condition imposing restriction on my public activity for a short
time, say, six months or a year after my release. But I shall rather
like to be in jail for that period than be out a disabled man. The
stun total of the above remarks is that I would like to be a free
citizen as soon as released. The Government have already secured
power to keep me out of public work for five years more and it
will be quid pro quo and not mercy if, by releasing me now, they
secure my permanent abstention from public activity”.

On his return from Mandalay in 1914, Tilak did not have a
word of complaint about living conditions in jail. But Subhash
Chandra Bose, who was lodged in the same prison in 1925, says:
“I often used to think and wonder how in those circumstances
Lokamanya could go in for prolonged intellectual work for over
five years. Only one who had attained complete self-mastery, who
was altogether indifferent to pleasure and pain and heat and cold,
could rise above such dismal surroundings. Lokamanya was all
alone in that horrid cage—the only society that he could get was
the none too desirable company of the jail officials whenever they
dropped in. Even the ordinary prisoners of the jail were not
allowed to associate with him.

“Even in small matters Lokamanya’s freedom inside jail was
restricted. He could not have had more than two books at a time.
His correspondence was subjected to censorship. When he had
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interviews with his people or with Mr. Khaparde officials used to
be present, the conversation would be followed closely and he
would be pulled up at times. All these pinpricks must have told
severely on his sensitive mind”.

“In this connection I am reminded of an anecdote. A certain
Government official came to see Lokamanya in prison and said,
‘How are you, Tilak?’ The omission of the prefix ‘Mr. was too
much for Tilak and in a rage he went for the official. The official
was first taken aback for he did not expect to find such a keen
sense of self-respect in a prisoner, but he ultimately got out of the
scrape by apologising’.

Tilak was fond of gardening and there are trees which exist
today which are reported to have been planted by him.

“He was suffering from diabetes and had to adhere to a very
rigid diet. I have heard from the officer who was in charge of the
jail at that time that he lived practically on barley or on wheat.
He was allowed to receive ghee from his people, but hardly
anything else. A Marathi-speaking convict was sent to Mandalay
from an Indian jail, and he used to cook for Lokamanya.

“I still wonder how in those circumstances Lokamanya Tilak
could produce a magnificent work like Gita-Rahasya”.

Tilak was entitled to an interview every three months and
when, in December, 1908, two of his relatives went all the way
from Puna to Mandalay to avail themselves of the first interview,
they were deeply disappointed. The time allowed them was so
short that they were left wondering whether it was at all an
interview. They had, however, the satisfaction that they had seen
him, and would at least be in a position to tell his dear ones that
he was in good spirits. He was not allowed to write private letters,
and there was no communication between him and his family.
He was allowed no newspapers. For six years, he did not know what
was happening in the world outside the Mandalay Central Jail.

And, poor Mrs. Tilak; she was in good health but domestic
worries and constant anxiety about her ailing husband
overpowered her courage and fortitude, and she died early in
June, 1912. The news was conveyed to Tilak by telegram by his
nephew, Dhondo Pant When he read the telegram, there were
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hardly any signs of grief on his face. He immediately sat down
to write a letter (dated June 8, 1912). In this letter, which was
allowed to be delivered, he said:

Your wire was a very great and heavy blow. I am used to take
my misfortunes calmly; but I confess that the present shook me
considerably. According to the beliefs ingrained in us it is not
undesirable that the wife should die before her husband. What
grieved me most is my enforced absence from her side at this
critical time. But this was to be, I always feared it, and it has at
last happened. One chapter of my life is closed and I am afraid
it won’t be long before another will be.

The task of looking after the physical and intellectual
development of my sons falls on you now with greater
responsibility. Let them remember that I was left an orphan when
I was much younger than either of them. See that their time is
not lost in useless grief. The inevitable must be faced boldly”.

Tilak in jail was a greater hero than outside and revolutionaries
both in India and abroad constantly used his name to inspire
young men. They were asked to emulate him and to make a more
determined attempt to strike at the British authority.

After the announcement of judgement in the Tilak case,
Shyamji Krishna Varma, one of the pioneers of the Indian
revolutionary movement in England and who was inspired by
Tilak’s suffering and sacrifice, started in London his famous paper,
the Indian Sociologist, which carried on, for a long time,
propaganda against the British rule. He was later joined by scores
of others, and after the arrival of Har Dayal, that celebrated leader
of the Ghadar movement during the first World War, Indian
revolutionaries were to be found working against the British in
many countries, and preparing for an armed revolt in India.

In India, a number of political workers, suspected of association
with Tilak, were arrested. Members of the All India Volunteer
League were harassed and victimised. Some of them were taken
into’ custody. Tilak was president of this organisation, although,
on account of his preoccupation with other activities, he was able
to do pretty little for it.
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In the Central Provinces, Tilak’s imprisonment was used as
an incentive to bring into being several secret organisations, the
chief among them being the Arya Bandhav Samaj. The aim of the
Samaj was “to drive out the British by war, by collecting a secret
army of thousands of Indian young men”.

It reminded its members of the teachings of the Gita: “If you
are killed in war, you will go to heaven. If you survive, you will
rule the earth”. Members of the Samaj invited Muslims to join;
and some actually were enrolled. Hindus were encouraged to take
part in Muslim festivals and fraternise with that community.

In the city of Hoshiarpur (Punjab), Amarnath, an admirer and
follower of Tilak, started a paper to propagate his views; the paper
was named Tilak. The first issue of the paper appeared in April,
1909, and in June it was suppressed. The press was also confiscated.
The district magistrate in his order said: “The Tilak is a menace
to the public peace; the paper, which is extremely scurrilous, finds
a ready sale in Lahore and elsewhere”.

In many places, a number of organisations were started and
called after his name. His speeches and writings were published
in several Indian languages. In the Punjab, that enterprising and
courageous leader, Sufi Amba Prasad, published an Urdu version
of them and suffered for this act.

Political advance in the constitutional sphere was, however,
halted; nay, it received a setback. At the Congress sessions, there
was now greater display of loyalty to the British Government. In
a speech he made at Puna in July, 1909, Gokhale urged loyal
cooperation with the British rule for two reasons: “One that,
considering the difficulties of the position, Britain had done very
well in India, the other that there was no alternative to British rule
and could be none for a long time.... They could proceed in two
directions; first, towards an obliteration of distinctions, on ground
of race, between individual Indians and individual Englishmen,
and secondly, by way of advance towards the form of government
enjoyed in other parts of the Empire. The latter is an ideal for
which the Indian people have to qualify themselves, for the whole
question turns on character and capacity, and they must realise
that their main difficulties lie with themselves”.
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Again at Bombay, in October of the same year, he told the
Students’ Brotherhood: “The active participation of students in
political agitation really tends to lower the dignity and the
responsible character of public life and impair its true effectiveness”.

This was undoing what Tilak was attempting to do. At the
Congress of 1909, even his name was not mentioned. The
authorities had already wiped out the Extremists a year before.

In December, 1908, they were to hold the first meeting of the
Extremist Congress at Nagpur, and while announcing it its
promoters repudiated an archist cult. But the Chief Commissioner
of the Central Provinces disallowed the meeting, under Section
144 of the Criminal Procedure Code. The reception committee
asked for an opportunity to explain its position and enquired the
reason for the official attitude. No answer was given.

A more stringent law, the Criminal Law Amendment Act,
was enacted and some workers of the Extremist Party were arrested
and deported without trial. Of the two principal lieutenants of
Tilak in the Party, Aurobindo quietly left British territory and
engaged himself in spiritual pursuits, and BC Pal proceeded on
a tour of Europe. Thus, ended the Extremist Party so assiduously
built up by Tilak.

The End: The man who calculated the age of the Vedas also
calculated nearly precisely the span of his life. In 1909, in a letter
he wrote to his friend Khaparde from the Mandalay jail, he casually
said: “ If heredity and average health be any indication of the
longevity of a man, I do not hope to live at best for more than
ten years”. Eight or nine years later, his health began to fail, and
he once said in a moment of exhaustion: “People cannot possibly
realise that I feel so weak. When the moment comes, I lecture. But
the body is all the while breaking under the strain. The lecture
over, I retire from the crowds and sleep over my fatigue. Only
my will supports me. The body is done in”.

In 1920, in the month of July, he had a severe attack of malaria.
But he soon recovered and proceeded to Bombay to appear in the
Tai Maharaj Case, which, in one form or other, continued to worry
him for two decades. There a drive along the seashore brought
him a chill which developed into high fever. None, however,
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expected the worst, and in celebration of his sixty-fourth birthday,
public meetings were held and congratulations poured in from
all over the country.

From Monday, July 26, his fever took a serious turn and he
developed signs of pneumonia; the base of his right lung was
affected. The whole of Tuesday was a day of anxiety.

Friends and relatives gathered round his bed. But he was
cheerful, and chaffed his son for having come to Bombay on this
pretence and his daughters upon being rather too fond of their
parents home. And when someone asked him if he would like to
leave any instructions regarding his affairs, he said, “I am not
going to die these five years, be sure of that”.

On Wednesday morning, his temperature was normal and
pulse regular. This was a happy sign. He asked for plain water,
and the doctors gave him water mixed with sugar.

He remarked jocularly that the Bombay Corporation might be
suffering from diabetes to offer only sweet water. The diabetes
patient for twenty years now lacked in sugar! There was also a
complication in the stomach, which began to be-distended, and,
with great difficulty, the doctors led him out of the crisis.

At this stage, when he was desperately struggling for life, a
copy of the Gita was brought to him, and he uttered his favourite
verses.

The next three days were very critical. He lost consciousness
and became delirious. On Tuesday at about 5 pm, he had an attack
of angina pectoris which threatened to be serious and fatal, but
the doctors’ timely efforts again pulled him out of the danger.

In his delirium, he frequently spoke of his country’s poverty,
about the Congress and about Swaraj — “Has the Special been
arranged? Have you wired to Mr. Patel? Five hundred rupees to
the editor, plus motor allowance! What will these lordlings do for
the country? He murmured of the Punjab wrong. Often he got
excited, as in his speeches, and talked wildly. As if this dying
leader was for the last time inspiring his people, he repeated
several times — “1818-1918, one hundred years, what a life of
servitude!” His last words were: “Unless Swaraj is achieved, India
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will not prosper. It is required for our existence”. And he spoke
no more.

On Friday and the whole of Saturday, he continued in a state
of unconsciousness with an uncertain and irregular pulse and a
weak heart at 10-30 on Saturday night, his heart began to show
signs of exhaustion and his breathing became hard. After midnight,
the lingering hope began to vanish fast, and at 12-50, the doctors
announced that “the Lokamanya is no more”. His sons, daughters
and grandchildren and a host of friends and admirers, who had
passed long hours by his bedside, burst into a fit of sobbing. There
was a drizzle of rain, the night was dark and the giant city of
Bombay lay asleep, not knowing the disaster that had overtaken it.

Never before in the history of Bombay had such a scene of
universal grief been witnessed. People began to flock to Sardar
Graha, where the departed leader had been staying, from 7 in the
morning and by 8 the surroundings were so thickly crowded that
the late-corners had to go back disappointed, without having a
glimpse of his remains. Then the body of the Lokamanya was
brought out and put on the balcony so that it could be seen by
the crowds from a distance.

At 2 pm, an hour after the scheduled time, the funeral
procession, about a mile and a half long, started from the Sardar
Graha. A conservative estimate put the figure of the mourners at
two lakhs. It was a cosmopolitan gathering of all communities and
classes.

Tilak was a Brahmin, and some of his friends and relatives
decided that only Brahmins should lift the bier. When Gandhi
came forward and bent low to lift the bier, someone tried to
obstruct him. Gandhi stood up for a moment and said, “Public
men know no caste”. He bent down again; and lifted one end of
the bier. The convention was broken, and their bier was in turn
shouldered by Shaukat Ali and Dr. Kitchlew along its route to
Chowpatty.

The longest funeral procession (according to the Indian Social
Reformer) “witnessed in Bombay was that of Dadabhai Naoroji.
But Tilak’s totally eclipsed it. Most of those who followed
Dadabhai’s remains to the Tower of Silence were English-educated
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men”. But the vast multitude which accompanied Tilak’s bier
consisted not only of educated people but of men from all walks
of life.

At sundown, the body was placed on the pyre of sandalwood
on the sands of Chowpatty. Once again, there were loud sobs.
And as the flames consuming the mortal remains of the great
leader leapt up, thousands of voices were raised:

“Tilak Maharaj ki jai; Tilak is immortal”.

The Demise

Tilak was so disappointed by the brutal incident of Jalianwala
Bagh massacre that his health started declining. Despite his illness,
Tilak issued a call to the people not to stop their movement no
matter what happened. He was ready to lead the movement but
his health did not permit him. Tilak had become very weak by
that time. In mid-July 1920, his condition worsened and on
August 1, he passed away. As soon as this sad news spread, a
veritable ocean of people surged to his house. Over 2 lakhs
people gathered at his residence in Bombay to have the last
glimpse of their beloved leader.

The Legacy

After Tilak’s death on August 1, 1920, on the first day of
Gandhi’s first non-cooperation campaign, Gandhi paid his respects
at his cremation in Mumbai, along with 20 people. Mahatma
Gandhi called Tilak “The Maker of Modern India”. The court
which convicted Tilak bears a plaque that says, “The actions of
Tilak have been justified as the right of every individual to fight
for his country”.


