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Chapter One

War

On December 30th 1940, in an industrial suburbotfraal Calcutta, a shabbily
contrived Nazi aircraft circled low over a smaltrfzation of native huts erected in the
shadows of the sprawling jute and cotton mills timeg the banks of the river Hooghly.
Across the river, in Calcutta proper, stood thendraf now somewhat weatherworn,
Victorian buildings that formerly housed the ceh&@dministrative apparatus of the
British Raj in India. As the plane came into vieegcording to thédmrita Bazar Patrika

Lighting restrictors who were tasking people of geaceful hamlet over
which the enemy aircraft was spotted flying metwapposition from a group
of villagers who flashed their torch lights for &imng their huts. Following
this bombs were hurled by the bomber plane demuotish number of huts
and as a result, fire broke out in the localitheentire personnel of the
A.R.P. [Air Raid Precaution] organization handlad situation promptly,
extinguished fires, demolished dangerous structuessued people from
underneath debris, rendered first aid, and remaoaeds to Hospital in
ambulance cars.

A.R.P. trainees had performed admirably in this ¢ésir-raid preparedness: "all the
different parties, the messengers, the lightingicters, the reconnaissance party, the gas
decontamination party, the fire extinguishing pantyl the first aid party all worked
together in complete harmony as soon as the siverss sounded on spotting the enemy

aircraft.”” If only the public could be educated to the nsities of maintaining order...



In subsequent press releases, and over the A#l-Raddio airwaves, strict
regulations were iterated and reiterated to theéiuidn the sounding of the sirens - a
series of five second blasts from street-side aotbfy "hooters" -

1.) Any person who has no duties and isiwighbuilding shall remain.

2.) Any person who has no duties and is in the gbeati take nearest cover.

3.) All vehicular traffic shall pull to the left anstop.

4.) All animals drawing vehicles shall be unyoked &ed to the nearest post.

5.) Only police and Civic Guard vehicles, ambulandiee engines and lorries,
Rescue Party lorries, authorized Air RaidcButionary staff vehicles, and
defense service vehicles shall be permitiqatoceed on roads.

When the sirens sounded again on January 30th eowagain there was
"opposition." In his notes on this second occasfoR.P. controller, N.V.H Symons
grumbled, "too much attention was paid to vehictraiffic and little or none to
pedestrians. | found trams, buses, cars and $oatievell parked on the side of the road,
but pedestrians were wandering all over the placteuthe very noses of the polide.”
To add insult to injury; "draft animals were notyoked... large numbers of the public
stayed under verandas and in doorways insteadiof gato houses [and] too many
people, amongst whom women were noticeable, weriagaut of windows... on the
whole [police] constables were very lazy...theytrently were found standing about
doing nothing... they need more instruction astoreasons for all these orders and as to
how to enforce [them] by reasoning with the publnd polite requests rather than
shouted commands."Laborers were found to be less lethargic, if asstacking in
discipline, "in Strand Road, North, coolies welé ktading jute onto carts at 3:50
P.M....and near the Talla Bridge a gang of men \i@mrad pumping water™"

This exercise, a second test of war-readinessiou@a, had been a failure.
Great Britain was at war - and with it India - ayet, in Calcutta, the putative "second
city" of empire, the general public remained apatheJrgent work was needed to "train
the general public in their dutie.Even the sirens were deficient, Symons noted, the
were "very faint, and might easily go unnoticedirain storm...there is nothing about

them to startle anybody into a realization thatg#aris imminent® A.D. Gordon,



Inspector General of the Bengal police, concurhed the idea that danger was imminent
needed to be "dinned into their minds by constampaganda®™

The fact that Nazi Germany was, in fact, an exélgmemote "enemy," however,
made the war a difficult sell. Resources meanwihmiiéed imagination and measures
taken to discipline the recalcitrant public remaif@nciful. The majority of the
population of Bengal was beyond the state's rhebreach - and would remain that way
throughout the period. In London, on the otherdh4darsighted and well resourced

preparations for war had been underway for quiteestme.

Food Security

Winston Churchill, for one, had long experiencéwthe role that a nation's food
supply could play in war. As England's First Lafdthe Admiralty during the First
World War, he had overseen the British naval bldekaf Germany. This "maneuver” -
as he later wrote - had "treated the whole of Gagnae if it were a beleaguered fortress,
and avowedly sought to starve the whole populatimen, women, and children, old and
young, wounded and sound - into submissitSnFor his role as the architect of such
blockades he had earned the nickname "the famigh&rance' He and other British
war-planners knew well that hunger was a workingpes in the arsenal of modern
warfare, and that a combatant nation's food sgcwds a top priority in preparation for
war.

With tensions in Europe bristling, early in the sner of 1936 a subcommittee on
rationing was formed, with Sir William Beveridgegimhanent Secretary to the First
Ministry of Food (during WWI), as Chair. Beveridgegued that the need to "think out
in advanceand as a wholehe civilian side of the next war is as importastto design
measures of military attack and defen¥eA' Food (Defense Plans) Department of His
Majesty's Government [HMG] was established in Deoenof the same year. The
objective was to ensure that “every member of tiidip would be able to obtain a fair
share of the national food supply at a reasonatite > Nineteen regional
administrative divisions were demarcated and 1|d68l food committees organized to
meet the department’s "fair share" gbaDetailed schemes for the flat-rate rationing of



sugar, butter, bacon, ham and other meat were dugwand arrangements were also
made to provide a heavily subsidized "buffer" afdmt and potato€s.

As importantly, the plan included strict measuesdntrol bulk purchasing.
Bulk purchasing by vested interests and commogé&gslators, it was well understood,
could radically destabilize markets during war-tjnreading to uncontrolled inflation and
ultimately shortages. As such, detailed plans wleag/n up for governmental
appropriation and storage of large quantities ofifgrains in order to control markets.
The pace of preparations was accelerated aftévitimch Crisis in September 1938, at
which time more food was stockpiled and arrangerfarthe transport of large
shipments of grains were elaboratéds further guarantee the Food Department’s plans
would meet with smooth transition it, it was agréleat a Second Food Ministry (second
to the First in WWI) would be established "withiauts of the outbreak of hostilities’"

Accordingly, Britain's Second Ministry of Food westablished almost
immediately on the declaration of war against GerynaRation books, which had been
printed in advance, were distributed and the ratgof sugar, butter, ham and bacon
began in January of 1940. Meat was included inciMand tea, margarine and cooking
fats, in July. Early in 1941 preserves and cheese rolled in, and the rationing of cloth
began. Differential access to non-rationed foodated some discontent, and so a
"points-rationing” system was also introduced irc@®waber for the purchase of items like
canned fish, dried fruits, rice, and biscuits. cheme for rationing chocolate and
confectionaries was launched a short time [ftein the industrial sector, heavily
subsidized canteens were set up and agriculturatdéas were given a supplementary
ration of chees&’ Children under five were guaranteed free fruitgs and cod-liver oil,
and daily meals served to schoolchildren increfsed approximately 160,000 before
the war to 1.6 million in 1945.

The results of such foresight and initiative wesmarkable. Despite routine
bombings and broadly stretched resources, by th@ttihe war an overaimprovement
in public health was evideAt The Ministry of Food, in retrospect, noted, "getiérealth
was good throughout the period of war [and theefis of babies and school children
was particularly striking® Moreover, despite the fact that food imports fdly halved



during wartime?? average per capita spending on foodstuffs, dtleetsuccess of the

rationing system, had declinéd.

With the lack of any similar initiatives in Indithe only real guidelines for
managing the food supply in Bengal during World Wavas the Bengal Famine Code;
first published in 1897, updated once in 1905, twed lastly in 1913. The Code was the
product of Britain's long experience with starvatio India. Between the devastating
famine of 1770 and the famine of 1896-97, therelleeh at least twenty-five officially
recorded famines in colonial Indi.In 1880 a Famine Commission was established in
Bengal to outline measures of redress. Accordintgeaccommission’s findings the
Bengal Famine Code was published some sixteen {aars in the midst of the most
devastating famine since 1770. Meanwhile, fromyeer before the Famine Code’s first
publication in 1896 until its revision and republion in 1903, it is estimated that up to
19 million people died of starvation and diseaskitia?°

Of primary importance in the Bengal Famine Code tedsain administrative
personnel how to identify famine in the offing.this regard, protocols were established
for bi-weekly reporting on crop conditions, rainfdthe health of the people" and the
"existence of any scarcity or distress.” Particiiatruction were given to promptly
report any "rise in prices above 20 percent ovemabrates.” Statistical compilations of
records that should be used to determine "norntas$'ravere sketched in detail, and if
these statistically established normal rates faeapply, a detailed report was to be
made and sent to the Government of India. In leatethat prices continue to remain
abnormal, prompt reporting of early signs of imnmnamine were required. These
signs included:

1.) The contraction of private charity indicatedtbg wandering of paupers.

2.) Contraction of credit.

3.) Feverish activity in the grain trade.

4.) Restlessness shown in an increase of crime.

5.) Unusual movements of flocks and herds in seafgasturage.

6.) Unusual wandering of peogi®.



When any combination of these occurrences was wigeaccording to the Code, a
Famine Commissioner was to be immediately appoiatetiDistrict Officers were
required to open "test works" to determine the rtxté need. The nature of the "test
works" (essentially labor-camps for the hungryalso outlined in detail. The test works
were of ultimate importance, because if such tesksvattracted applicants in large
numbers, famine was to be officially declared aadous schemes of famine relief were
to commence at once - the "test" has proved pesitiv

Importantly, although according to the Famine Caadief was to be run through
local channels, it was duly recognized that fanentailed distinct extra-local, as well as
extra-provincial, and ultimately imperial responiies. In this regard local officials
were directed to notify their superiors, and tiseiperiors to notify the Government of
India promptly of:

1.) The extent to which Imperial aid is likely te bequired... if there is any reason
to believe that the Provincial funds will proveurfficient to meet the exigencies
of famine.

2.) The extent to which suspension or remissidamd revenue may be
considered necessary. [And,]

3.) The extent to which the Provincial staff regsito be increased by drafts from
Imperial departments or otherwiSe.

In all the Bengal Famine Code was a fairly compnshes and pragmatic
document. | include mention of it here becauseas — ostensibly - the only guideline
for food security available in Bengal during therypariod. Discussion of the Bengal
Famine Code here is a something moot point howelvamine was never declared in the
1940s in Bengal and the Bengal Famine Code failegpply. (In fact, as K.C Neogy,
Bengal MLA® testified to the Famine Enquiry Commission in 19 Bengal Famine
Code - at the time of this particular mass staovaii India - had been long out of prffit.
A "Famine Manual" stamped "for official use onlyddhbeen drafted in 1941, but was not
readily available for consideration. Neogy himsaltild only get a hold of it
"surreptitiously.*® In any case, he revealed to the Enquiry Commissi® elusive
Famine Manual began: "This Manual is not intentdedisplace the Bengal Famine Code
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but to indicate how its leading principles oughbtoapplied.” This despite the fact that
Neogy, when he inquired about consulting the Befgahine Code during the height of
famine in 1943, had been told by the Revenue Minist Bengal that it had been

superseded since the advent of "Provincial AutonbthyNeogy was suspicious...)

Enforcing Morale

Short of a comprehensive plan to secure the pwdltare in terms of the food
supply, war planning in Bengal consisted primaoilyhe establishment of “Civil
Defense” forces; organizations of locally recruiy@ding men who would constitute a
somewhat ad-hoc, loyalist, native police force,chhover the years would serve the aims
of empire in diverse and creative ways - few witly direct relation to the "war effort.”
The structure, authority, and partiality of thesgamizations would also sow seeds of
conflict in society at large, exasperating increghli deep divisions among the
population which would periodically erupt into v@oice — class, communal, or otherwise

- which these same services would then be called police.

The A.R.P.

The first of these forces to be established wag\thRaid Protection services, or
A.R.P. In July of 1938, even before war had bro&et) a committee was appointed in to
sketch out a plan for the A.R.P. in Calcutta asgitrrounding suburbs, most importantly
the docks at Kidderpore and the industrial belhgpay both sides of the River
Hooghly®? The Commissioner of the Presidency Divisfonas appointed Chair of the
coordinating committee, and District Magistratesdofvrah, Hooghly and the 24
Parganas were responsible for development in tesjrective jurisdictions. The
municipality of Calcutta was to be managed by tben@issioner of Police; a delegation
of authority that created an outcry. Members ef@alcutta Corporatich- always a
hotbed of political contention - argued that theybtaof Calcutta, appointed himself by
the democratically elected Corporation, shouldrbehiarge of the Calcutta A.R.P., rather
than the Chief of Police, a colonially appointeticidl. Concessions were made, but at
length the Corporation condemned the scheme asiamigic and puerile 3® and refused



to take part, discounting, in any case, the liladith of an "enemy" attack on Calcutta or
its suburbs®

Nevertheless, "the whole of 1940 and 1941 savexipansion and development
of the Air Raid Precautionary measures [and] duting period an intensive propaganda
campaign for recruitment of volunteers was undenaf’ Recruitment in Howrah and
the suburbs went well, but in Calcutta it did FbfThe rift with the Corporation had
damaged the A.R.P.'s reputation and the Corporatadfiliation with Indian National
Congress and its program of "non-cooperation, esatned the situation further.
Furthermore, as one organizing member noted, '$ meaeasy task educating the public.
There was a common belief that once recruitedenAiR.P. they would be sent abroad
as fighting forces® On December 10th of 1941 a system of pay wasdntred and
later allowances for subsidized food grains weeddand recruitment picked up. With
rapid inflation taking hold and increasing scardigginning to bite, a remunerative
position of local authority, sanctioned by impeaathority, in and around Calcutta
became increasingly more attractive in the comiegyy. By the time of its
demobilization at the end of 1945, in addition téeast 66,000 volunteefSthe paid
A.R.P. ranks numbered over 26,000, the majoritywlodm were engaged in
"administrative" work:

In the early days of war, given that the Indiam#ritself was at the time "starved
of money and poorly equippetf'the A.R.P. had its work cut out for it. Along #ie
main thoroughfares of Calcutta and the industiistridts, "slit trenches" were dug to
serve as shelters in case of bombBihghe slit trenches were no more than six foot deep
gulleys, without overhead protection or drainageeyfwere protected on the sides by
"baffle walls" made of local brick, and reinforcesith sand bags. Baffles walls were also
constructed at the entrances to governmental andiergial buildings in the downtown
area. As a back-up to the Corporation’s watetrneat facility, arrangements were also
made to sink 2000 deep tube wells (at an averagi dé 250 feet) and 500 shallow tube
wells (averaging 70 feet in depth.) A mammoth talskCalcutta, 20 hospitals were
selected and asked to reserve 100 beds on themgae strictly for A.R.P. purposes.
Officers were appointed to serve as local Wardand,managers were assigned to

various work crews to oversee and execute lightesgrictions, fire fighting, rescue and



demolition, medical treatment, gas decontaminatml, corpse disposal. Mass burial pits
were dug at Gobra on the northern outskirts ofcttyeto accommodate many thousand
of corpses? and loose plans were outlined for the maintenahessential services such
as sewage, gas, electric, and food supply.

Officers’ uniforms consisted of khaki drill tuni€astened with four silver A.R.P.
buttons, khaki slacks, shirts, socks and neckbiesyn shoes, and a steel helmet bearing
the A.R.P. insignia. Officers and all other mensbafrthe forces were to wear a "navy
blue brassard on which the prescribed Air Raid &rgons Service Badge shall remain
imposed,” which would "remain the property of thiewen."® In addition the Viceroy of
India, Victor Hope, Second Marquess of Linlithgaigned an ordinance in 1941 stating:
"no suit, prosecution or other legal proceedindldiaagainst the Controller or any
member of an Air Raid Precautions service for amgthivhich is in good faith done or
intended to be done in pursuance of this Ordinan@ay rules made there und8r:
thus granting members of the A.R.P. pervasive inmtyum relation to their nebulously

defined civil authority.

The Civic Guards

Shortly thereafter the colonial government alsgameorganizing a second

mechanism to maintain order amongst urban populsiiothe province, the Civic
Guard. In 1941 it was announced in a governmergspieease that Governor, Sir John
Herbert "had made certain rules for the Civic Guanghnization in Bengal’® This
executive decision [announced in the past tensgplean possible in relation to the
exercise of powers conferred to him in the Civia@uOrdinance 1940, which until that
time had not been enacted. According to Herbsectieme, the Commissioner of Police
would be responsible for units in Calcutta, witbdbSuperintendents, under direction of
District Magistrates, organizing in smaller citi€®ecruits, it was also announced, would
“be formally enrolled with due ceremony on paradd during this ceremony each
recruit shall take the oath of allegiance to Higéday the King Empercf’

At the time of this announcement the duties of@hac Guard were few, but

broad in scope. They were:



1.) to assist the regular police force in the prtita of the civil population
against the forces of crime and disorder

2.) to work in close touch with air raid precausand to maintain and enforce
order during black-outs and air raid alarrasd]

3.) to perform such duties in connection with the prota of persons and
property, or the public safety, as the Provincial/&nment may from
time to time assign to theth.

A few weeks later, “the promotion of communal hanmpd the prevention of "the spread
of false rumors," and the circulation of "accurata news" were all amended to their
duties. Additionally, it was expected “that evengmber of the Civic Guard [would]
consider himself a servant of the public at alledgnand be ready to help, without hope of
reward, anybody who is to be found in distressifficdlty." >

The lack of reward, however - and again - did sezhamper recruitment. In the
government's quarterly "War Diary" the Inspectom&ml of the Bengal Police,
explained:

In most districts the Civic Guards have been iwvactittle progress has been
made with training in drill and law, while physidshining has been neglected...it
is hoped that with the posting of Adjutants and @eraMasters, the issue of new
uniforms,and a scheme of allowancethe waning enthusiasm will be reviv&d.
Taking into consideration the additional privilegkat can be assumed to have accrued
to positions of imperially recognized authority ohgr a period of acute scarcity and
administrative chaos - it can be ventured thantiremonetary benefits of membership
in the Civic Guard were also increasingly signifitaBy the next year the ranks of the
Civic Guard in Calcutta alone numbered close td5@0d they were reported to be

acting as an effective "special police" throughBengal®®

The Home Guards

Control in the countryside was a more complex tioes With its more than
90,000 villages and 20,000 miles of water commuiona winding through thick jungle,
and its human geography an "infinite variety ofdboagrarian structures*much of the
province had proven a governmental conundrum fitweretrliest days of European
penetration. From the earliest times of the Badil Company adventures in India until
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the advent of WWII, colonial forays into the Bengalintryside had remained "a journey
into the unknown in more than one senSeNoreover, with the "Permanent Settlement"
of land tenures in 1792, revenue collecting resimiitees had been conferred on local
landlords and Government was able to maintainkd Agministrative footprint,
intervening directly only as necessary - most ofteanforce "order."

Order in rural Bengal, however, seemed chronida#lyond colonial reach.
"Special Officer" L.G. Pinnell - who would play atéful role in the lives of many
million Bengalis - narrated his equivocal recordadfinistration in the Bengal
countryside during the war and famine tellingly:

| do hope that some of the members of the Commmsasith go on tour by the
watercourses along the coastal routes of Benggieyf do so they will appreciate
how impossible it is to administer that area iradetith the staff that exists...the
whole area is a network of tidhal running between very big and dangerous
rivers and your staff consists of the sub-divislafécer, perhaps a couple of
circle officers for an area of 600 square mileg] athanastaff of a sub-inspector
with perhaps one assistant for an area of - | waoldike to exactly say...

As the rural population comprised at least 90%otdl of Bengal's population at
the time, Government could not content itself vaithil defense measures that focused on
cities alone. In this context, the Governor of ga&nacting under Government of India
authority, and ultimately the War Office in Londantroduced, in addition to the A.R.P.
and the Civic Guards, the Bengal Home Guarddamgya Griharakshi Dal The duties

of the Home Guard were officially outlined as:

1.) the preservation of peace and order
2.) aiding and assisting evacuees or refugeesmayopass through the area

3.) raising and stiffening the morale of the pegpliscounting and denying false
rumor and rumor-mongering generally, and;

4.) in the areas near the coast and easterndrentwatching for and reporting
anything of a suspicious nature.
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Additionally, "if necessary," it was later addeth times of emergency, they would also
be available for maintaining the food supply andikir activities.®® No specific plans
for this last function were outlined.

The Home Guard would be organized under policersigien and would operate
in rural areas only. Local officials, under theedtion of District Magistrates were
responsible to enlist ranks in the following, highivisive, manner:

within the area of a police station they will cotdpo influential non-officials, of

whom one will be Hindu and one Muslim...in constidta with these co-opted

members Circle Officer and Circle Inspector of Belwill select a suitable local

man to be the Captain... the Captain will be etddigvith enrolling a group of at

least 25 effectived’
In this way Government would be able to extenditthority, if not its own human
resources, into the far reaches of the countrysideme Guard members would be
required to wear an identifying badge "indicatindgBiengali letters the title of the
organization,” and would be armed wi#ithis, but — initially - were to receive no pay.
Based on previous experience with recruitment ehstwlunteer organizations, however,
it was added that, "if the Home Guards prove aesgand establish themselves in the
esteem and affection of the persons whose serthegsare enrolled, there is no need to
anticipate insurmountable difficulties in the wdypooviding them with uniforms and
possibly other amenities >*By the end of the war the Home Guards in Bengal
numbered close to 200,000.

Hearts and Minds

For a significant portion of the population, howewsoperation with the war
effort amounted to colonial collaboration and, ashs national betrayal. Increasingly
confrontational anti-colonial movements had beeanigg steam for decades, and when,
in 1939 the Viceroy declared war on India's behatliout any consultation, long
standing resentments of colonial rule came to @ h&gpposition to the war was
widespread and resistance and rebellion incregsergrenched. Understanding the risks
to empire at war of a restive population, in Juh#&32l0 the War Cabinet in London
approved the Viceroy's scheme for a Revolutionaoy®&ments Ordinance, "conferring

extraordinary powers [on the Government of Indieftie event of civil disobedience®"
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About this, maverick British journalist, Arthur Mom wrote to the incoming Secretary of
State for India Leo Amery ominously:

the idea that, with their base in England largelyaf the reckoning, the handful

of British here can, by invoking a Defense of Realm Act, keep army and

police control and hold the country down, is dange madnes?.

In October of 1940, riding the wave of disconténg Indian Congress High
Command announced the resignation of all its etexpresentatives in protest against
unrepresentative cooption into Britain's war aga@@srmany. Seven provinces had
elected Chief Ministers who were members of Corgrasd as such these ministries
were effectively dissolved by the resignations.n§&muently, Section 93 of the Defense
of India Rules was enacted, giving the imperiappa@inted Governors of these seven
provinces emergency rule. Provincial Autonomyakkshed in 1935, was turning out to
be something less in practice than what it had lo@agined in theory. Linlithgow
himself, panicked by the breakdown in governmeoitdér, "was getting very desperate,
felt he could do nothing and wanted to resign ammdehome® Perhaps his high sense
of dignity could not accommodate the nitty-gritfyhmlding empire together in times of
war and rebellion. As Reforms Commissioner, Henoglsbn describes, the Viceroy
"was a formidable-looking man. Very tall, ungaimymotion, with a long solemn face
like a sad clown that belied his rich humor, hepldiged the deterrent reserve of a
naturally shy man. As if this were not enough teeam official caller at Viceroy’s
House, he always sat on a big throne-like chasehseveral inches on a dais behind a

massive desk?

Material concerns, meanwhile, motivated the majasftthe population of Bengal
and a deep apathy towards the war prevailed. Duritinird A.R.P. exercise, in
Sovabazar, not only were "numbersbfdraloR® walking about on their business and
ignoring the exercise," but even more alarmingiyod'chokra$* aged 13 or 14 were
seen wearing A.R.P. armlet$.An investigation was launched and it was found #ta
least seventeen firms in Calcutta were selling thized A.R.P. brassards and badges
to civilians. An order under Defense of India Rueas issued prohibiting manufacture

or sale of unauthorized badges, and a directiveoivaglated stating that "it should be
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made clear that anyone found in unauthorized pegsesf such articles shall be
severely dealt with® Several orders followed, detailing the exact pdoee of
authorization and distribution of badges and oitientifying paraphernalia related to
A.R.P. and Civic Guard membership - to what effeit difficult to discover.

In Bengal, where anti-British sentiment had longrbsharp, there were also more
alarming signs of disorder. Posters were hun@®@#0lwarning:

The British Empire Is On The Verge Of Annihilatidbon't Be A Recruited
Soldier!®’
Leaflets, entitled "Civic Guard or a Treacherouscé8" were circulated, and strident

anti-war appeals were openly publicized:

If the British Agents Would Approach You for War @dbutions
Turn them Out!

Do Not Betray Your Country by Enrolling Yourselfihe Civic Guard!

Killed by Hitler on the other side of the ocean,
the British Raj has greatly m&@sed repression on us.
Let us get ready to retalidie!

Significant contributions to the war fund failedrhaterialize, and withdrawals
from post office banks further undermined the ficeof war®® Measures to improve
"morale” continued to meet with failure, and repéatalls to "stand to" were met with
the contrary inclination to flee. Even after Jdpamtry into the war, while there was
considerable anxiety and uncertainty in the prowjtice alarm with which the British
looked east from Calcutta was not shared by margnarthe Indian population. In fact,
the vulnerability of the British Empire was greeteith a measure of glee as well as
cynicism. Even as the A.R.P. and Civic Guard pedad the streets, behind closed
doors; in schoolrooms, playgrounds, and in Bengadhens, a humorous ditty - that few
would forgef® - made the rounds:

Sa-re-ga-ma-pa-dha-ni
Bom phelechhe Japani,
Bomar maidhe keute sap
British bole bapre-bap!
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(Do-re-mi-fa-so-la-ti
A bomb was dropped by the Japanese
In the bomb is a cobra snake
The British shoubffHeaven's Sake!")

The Countryside

Particularly in the countryside, concern for tharwas attenuated by the more
pressing struggle for elemental survival. In 1984tish Chandra Mitter published a
book with the retrospectively ironic titke Recovery Plan for Bengah his appended,
hand typed appreciation of the work, Rabindranaofe callfkecovery Plarithe best
possible book one can wish for,” at a time whernr Ydllages are driven to desolation
[and their inhabitants] are grown inconspicuoushgydeadly pallor of their anemic
existence.” Mitter himself paints a grim picture of rural Be circa 1934. "ltis
evident to anyone familiar with agricultural condits...and with the lives of the
cultivators,” he writes, “that they exist ratheathlive, and that the margin between
starvation and existence is an extremely small'6h&he index of jute prices, set at 100
in 1914, had plummeted to 40 by 1984nd jute producers were pushed to the brink.
Rice prices, similarly, were perilously deflatedthwthe value to the cultivator in 1934
half that which it had been five years earlieiMalaria had depopulated important
sectors of the economy, and the fishing industry imashamble$ Milk cows were
being slaughtered out of economic necessity, aittd,the cost of living was 150% pre-
WWI levels, inhabitants of Bengal's countrysidett®ti cautioned, “[could not] but be
hunger-stricken and starving, and eventually ireofy®

In the first two decades of the twentieth centdiye to increasing
commercialization in grain markets and slumping jotices, "many peasants fell into
debt and could only carry on by borrowing seed gmagh from year to year; and in
course of time, were reduced to a position clogaabof landless laborerd”Cultivators
were trapped in a cycle of debt and repaymentldfiathem on the verge of starvation
between crops, forced to sell their products deatkd prices during the post-harvest glut,
in order to pay loans taken during the pre-harlssirvation” season. Meanwhile,

restrictions on rent increases mandated by the &@d8renancy Act of 1885, compounded
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by the increasing pressures of population and dghing sizes of land holdings, had
made it increasingly difficult for landlords to fitdrom rent extraction. The rural gentry
had thus increasingly turned to usurious relatigrsstvith their tenants to stay aflo4t,
further straitening the already impoverished petgaand further entrenching class - and
communal - resentments.

Subsequently, by the late 1930s the rural crediket had all but totally
collapsed’® Deflation of prices in rice and jute markets, tighout the decade, meant
unpaid credit balances. While "recovery" from @reat Depression had been achieved
in the U.S. and Europe, credit relations in Berigdé¢d to rebound and poverty
deepened’® By the turn of the decade moneylenders "had $taitt money-chests...[and]
the supply of grain had largely been taken ouhefdrbit of credit and subjected to the
convulsions of a wartime product mark&t'In the meantime, the cycle of subsistence
and starvation remained, with many millions of mators now falling into abject
destitution. To make ends meet in the absenceeditccultivators entered into cynically
usufructary mortgages and lost their lands, or mgaddo hang on by selling off family
ornaments, brass-wear and other moveable possesS$ioa poor of Bengal had been
through a devastating decade, and even in th&0stenany were already starving.

With the declaration of war in 1939 — and dislawad in commodity markets
related to the same - the price of rice rose 33%simgle yedf - a shock that the rural
population could ill afford. In October, 1940, Ntilal Chatterjee, member of the All
India Village Association issued an appeal to ttevimcial government in thamrita
Bazar Patrika warning that “the gloom of a frightful famine fhlecast its shadow all
over Birbhum,” and remarking:

it is high time that the authorities at the heathef Provincial Government should
gather first hand knowledge of the exact situatind do everything in their
power to combat the famine. Let it never be saithé eternal disgrace of the
responsible ministers at the head of a provinaisd@omous Government that,
like the bureaucratic administration of the pastythave also studiously
refrained from declaring famine when actually tbandition prevailed®

Dr. Profulla Chandra Ghosh, ardent Gandhian anddéuChief Minister of independent
West Bengal, set up the West Bengal Famine Rebefi@ittee to raise relief funds for
the "famine-stricken people of Midnapur, Birbhunar&ura and Murshidabad*Floods
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during the monsoon season had compounded theutliigis of inflation, and scarcity was
taking a toll.

A year later, in September of 1941, the pricec¥ had risen another 36%, and
distress deepened in rural Bendalln its quarterly diary of war activities, the
Government of Bengal reported:

In the districts the abnormal rise in prices ofghadice and piece goods has hit
the poorer section of the people very hard. Thdbgrhgeneral rise in prices is
taken to be an outcome of the war, the failurexer@se any effective control
over the price...has been a great disappointmenato®®
In Noakhali and Tippera (in eastern Bengal) witle jorices failing to follow the
inflationary curve, the rice-purchasing power oltisators plummeted dangerously. The
Commissioner worried that "economic distress awdigh price of rice may lead to
organized goondaisni™ "Test Works" - the primary indicator of faminédaut in the
Bengal Famine Code - were opened in both Tippedd\arakhali. Rates of recompense
were negligible, but the works drew "considerahiebers.?® The "test" had proven
positive, but no further resources were expendedamine was not declared. Hunger
marches were organized to demand réflend in north Bengal sharecroppers and
landless laborers looted rice paddy from the stmushs of rich landholderptedar9.®
Prices of sugar, cooking oil, kerosene and pul$ed varieties had also risen steeply,
and "the price of yarn hit the hand-loom weaverheprovince so hard that they had to
suspend busines&"

In the same quarter, the War Diary reports, "2partant articles on A.R.P.,
war, war funds, etc. were published, 38 presssnotge issued and 22 leaflets,
pamphlets, etc. were distributed, and movie-toneneas reels and war films, prepared,
purchased, or hired, continue to be displayed byNational Welfare Units® For this
last purpose Government had at its disposal, ngtsax publicity vans, but also 8
bullock carts, and 4 river boats, commissionedotead the word of imminent danger
down into the countrysid¥.One can only imagine how such efforts might haserb
received... According to the Director of Publistiuction, literacy rates in Bengal were
not more than 15%, and life expectancy no more #ayears” In this context, there is
little doubt that distinct knowledge of, not to niien support for, the British war effort

was extremely limited.
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When Japan entered the war, things disintegratgldeir. "The slogan 'resist

Japan’,” as Sunil Sen has suggested, “[could haae]ly made any sense to the
[impoverished, illiterate and disenfranchised] @eas®™ In a poignant scene in Satyaijit
Ray's 1973 movidsani Sanket’ in a typical village of central Bengal, circa 1942
population is struggling to survive. Prices hagem prohibitively and the poorest have
already begun to starve. An educated member ofillage reads a newspaper to a
gathered crowed. "The British have been defea&dbapore has fallen to the
Japanese!" The news is accompanied by much exaien®ne naive member of the
audience enquires hesitantly, however, "...but eieSingapore?" The newsreader
pauses to consider, then responds confidently,fandtom Midnapore..*® Apparently

the bullock vans had not made their way yet to pliicular village...

Establishing Priorities

In the factories surrounding Calcutta there wése acute economic anxieties.
From the earliest days of the war, strikes for wiageeases, "dearness allowances," war
bonuses, and the opening of "controlled shtpstre common. The dominant industry
in Bengal was jute manufacturing, employing moant285,000 workers, the majority of
whom were migrant laborers from Bihar, the Unitedihces and Oriss&° As in the
jute mills, in the all-important cotton milf8} workers were primarily migrant, unskilled,
and easily replaceable. But war meant profit, aadimization of profit demanded
maintaining a stable labor force, which was notaglsveasy to achieve.

In November of 1939 a strike involving more tHan000 workers at the
Hukumchand Jute Mill in the northern suburbs ofc@#h drew quick response from the
Indian Jute Mills Association (IJMA). Bengal's jyieoduction at the time accounted for
more than half the supply of jute world-witfé and as such production in Calcutta was
estimated as essential to the war effort. The |XMikly settled the strike and instituted
a flat-rate wage increase of ten percent througtimuindustry, which, however, did not
succeed in dampening widespread labor actions.ay &l 1941, 9000 workers at
Baranagar jute mills went on strike and in July00D, workers at the Anglo Indian Jute
Mills followed suit!®® Earlier, in March of 1940, 20,000 workers of alcutta

Corporation; street cleaners, sewage workers, Hret menial laborers, had also gone on
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strike, and in September workers of the Calcutamiways and Calcutta Port Trust began
petitioning for war-bonuses as well. The Presidd#ithe Bengal Labor Association had
moved a resolution in the legislature asking fer gnant of a 25% war-bonus at
factory and mill labof®* but the resolution was defeated and discontemnsired.

The appeal of remaining in oppressive mills aradidiaes, and run the
additional hazard of being targeted by "enemy'raftcbegan to pale just as labor
requirements were increasing. Consequently, imfep of 1941 the “Essential Services
Maintenance Ordinance” was promulgated by the Gowent of India. The Ordinance
defined as essential “war industries” includingiten and jute mills, armament factories,
engineering firms, paper mills, printing facilitieand even tobacco factories, gin presses,
food service workers, and stone masons, as welngdoyees of municipal, provincial or
central governmentS® All of these workers, because deemed "essentidiie war-
effort, were put under extraordinary restrictions:

The ordinance makes it an offence punishable witbrisonment for a term
which may extend to one year and with fine, for payson [covered under the
ordinance] to abandon such employment or abserddtiwithout reasonable
excuse. The fact that a person apprehends thadriiinuing in his employment
he will be exposed to increased physical danges doeconstitute a reasonable
excuse'’®
In declaring the workers, essential, in anothessgthe government was also signifying
them as "priority” citizen&®” Such a designation would have an increasinglyant
significance in the coming years - as the diffagdripriority” of citizens of Calcutta
became almost the sole measure of life and death.

But, to date, very little had actually been dosgarding the actual defense of
Calcutta - the idea of which played such a cemtratorical role in colonial governance at
the time. The British themselves, though they imatbilized a native police force of
close to 300,000 in Bengal, were less than wel&oizpd on the military front. In his
Official History of the Indian Armed Forces in tBecond World WaBisheswar Prasad
admits, "till the end of 1941 no effective measueghe defense of Burma or India on
the eastern side had been adopt&tiFor all the fanfare, the Empire's Second City
remained largely unprotected. "There were virjuath anti-aircraft guns, air-raid flood

lights, or radar sets, and the Royal Indian Airdéotould only deploy 8 'serviceable
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Mohawks' to defend Calcuttd® Historian Eric Stokes, who himself served in the
British armed forces in India during the war, pkberther doubt on the urgency of
British preparedness. Bayly and Harper note:

Throughout the war India Command's fortnightly aftan appreciations
conventionally began with an account of operatimms$he North West Frontier in
which British officers pursued shadowy Mullahs othes hills and frustrated the
plots of obscure tribal insurgents. Stokes fedt the Faqir of Ipi, a Muslim rebel
[in Waziristan] and long time thorn in the imperilgsh, seemed to loom as large
in theligominds as Tojo and Hitler even when thead&se stood at the gates of
India.

(Some things don't seem to change.)

The Fortress Falls

Above all, Britain's strategy for the defense efdblonial possessions in South
and Southeast Asia hinged on the presumed invulitéyaof 'Fortress Singapore.'
Originally under the administrative ambit of therBal Presidency, Singapore became a
crown colony in 1867, and by 1930 23% of all Bhtisade passed through this single
port}! The naval base built at Sembawang (on the naerttwast of the island) boasted
the largest dry dock in the world, and the soutloeast was fortified with a battery of
huge artillery guns poised to repel naval attadkrd range - but, importantly, only if
that attack came from the south.

In 1940 Japanese officers on a reconnaissanceomissihe area informed their
commanding Colonel, Masanobu Tsuji, that Singapae indeed vulnerable to attack -
from the Johore Strait to the noftfi. Later the same year, when the British commander
of Malaya, Lieutenant-General Lionel Bond, survetleglsituation, he similarly
concluded that Singapore remained perilously valblerto invasion from the north, and
advised swift preparations to defend against thesdf attack. But only symbolic
measures of defense were taken. Bond had sugdbhate minimum of 336 first-line
aircraft were needed to secure the peninsulajbildmuary of 1942, Malaya was
defended by onlyinetyantiquated "Brewster Buffalo™" aircraft, which hiagen rejected
for service in Europe. The seas were patrollethbyad hoc 'Force Z,' consisting only of
two battleships, the HMBrince of Walesand HMSRepulsebacked by four destroyers.

There were no aircraft carriers within range, aatlansingle tank on the ground. In

20



November of 1941, when approached by "frantic" Aalgtn generals about the situation
in Singapore, Churchill pointedly declined to reirde the Southeast Asia defenses,
citing the urgency of war in the Middle Edi.

Several hours before the attack on Pearl Harben,elapan launched an
ambitious assault on the northern coast of Malayéota Bahru, raining bombs down on
unprepared British aerodromes and landing infabétyalions on unguarded beaches;
marshaling 125,000 men, 534 aircraft and 79 tafikshe British were caught
completely unawares. Sixty of ninety Allied airitnaere destroyed in their hangers. The
Indian troops of the 1st Hyderbads fought to defévedrailhead, then in disorganized
retreat shot and killed their British command@r.Force Z steamed from Singapore on
the afternoon of December 8th and, without air supgngaged the Japanese naval force
off the northern coast of Malaya. TReince of WalesandRepulsenvere quickly sunk
and Admiral Phillips and 840 of his men were kill&dord of this startling defeat shook
the Empire. The following day in the House of Cooms, Winston Churchill mourned,
"in my whole experience | do not remember any nal@al so heavy or so painful as the
sinking of thePrince of Walesnd theRepulseon Monday last. These two vast,
powerful ships constituted an essential featui@uinplans for meeting the new Japanese
danger as it loomed against us in the last few h®tit® Kota Bahru was abandoned
and Japanese forces landing in Thailand pushet sou¢inforce the invading army.

Japanese divisions, each equipped with 6,000 lasyard light tanks, advanced
down the Malaya peninsula rapidly. Several linkdefense were hastily erected, but fell
quickly to the swift advance of Japanese troopslité British/Indian defenses were
consolidated, but collapsed in fifteen short holRetreating soldiers left behind vast
stores of tinned food, petrol and other militarplies that Japan swept up as they
moved south. The Japanese air-force, meanwhitenmled British staging grounds at
Panang and Singapore. The colonial administraiioa,state of panic, hastened to
evacuate Europeans from the line of fire, leavirajaylans and Indians to their own
devicest'” On January 27th, 1942 Malaya was surrenderebAlied forces,
demolishing the bridge behind them, retreateddaréss Singapore.'

Singapore itself had been under air-attack sineeth of December, and many of

its European residents had already been evacuateslbig guns on the southern coast
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remained silent, and the Japanese air-force redduts assault, blanketing the island
from high altitudes. Communication lines were Kxext out and hospitals overflowed
with wounded soldiers and civilians alike. Rumefgas attacks circulated and as
menial labors began to flee in mass, civic servam#apsed. The remaining Europeans
gathered in luxury hotels and country clubs, gueyivhiskey from basement casks and
cursing their commandet$® In the Asian quarters, corpses rotted on stremters and
families hunkered in hand-dug earthen pits. Thieofabingapore, however, could not be
countenanced. On the"16f February, Churchill telegraphed his regionaif@eander
in Chief, Archibald Wavell:
There must be at this stage no thought of saviadgrtops or sparing the
population. The battle must be fought to the bigted and at all costs...
Commanders and senior officers should die withrthheops. The honor of the
British Empire and the British Army is at stakké.
Churchill's orders, however, were met with skeptiti The Governor himself argued for
capitulation. Allied troops, demoralized by defdabted city shops and threatened their
own officers with revolver$?® Surrender came on the afternoon of February 1542.
In all, the British Army had lost as many as 130,&@ops to death or capture, many of
them Indian forces, and also the Crown possessiblkalaya and Singapore. Churchill

called the defeat "the worst disaster and the srcgpitulation in British history.”

Burmese Days

Reginald Dorman-Smith had been appointed GoveshBurma in May of 1941.
Before his inauguration he frankly admitted hisvasive ignorance of the country: "my
knowledge of Burma was precisely nil... | knew apgmately where it was on the map,
that its capital was Rangoon, and that the Irrawdlbdved through it, but my knowledge
did not extend beyond thi$** Unsurprisingly, when Japan began bombing Rangoon
the last week of December, chaos broke out immelgtiaiThe Burmese population fled
the city in droves, retreating to monasteries amuds in the countryside, and the
majority Indian population of the city "simply stated in terror.**? Rumors of violence
against Indians by Burmese nationals circulatecelyjcand the British began evacuating

all their own “non-essential” personal in preparatior a long siege.
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With success in Malaya well in hand, Japan tumede of its military might in
the direction of Burma and the fissures in theinisystem opened further.
Inexperienced and disaffected British troops pubnly sporadic and uninspired
resistance and Indian troops, pared with Burmeswiits, were hampered by language
difficulties that plagued their bi-national battals. American volunteer forces, in Burma
to secure the Burma Road, were openly critical idh military prowess, going so far
as to burn "lend-lease" vehicles rather than attosir use by British forcel$>
Furthermore, British heavy atrtillery, though immie® in theory, was unsuitable for the
conditions. Dorman-Smith reported with dismay theppanese troops were able to
simply "walk around" British defensive positiontheir tanks and heavy guns sunk deep
in mud - as they made their way towards Randggon.

As Japanese forces approached the city, lifearc#pitol deteriorated
precipitously. Disease spread as sweepers flegtiior, compelling Dorman-Smith to
conclude that life in a colonial metropolis "begimigh the sweeper. That lowest of all
human beings who holds in his hands the differdreteeen health and disease,
cleanliness and filth® Calcutta would learn the same lesson in the madotesme. The
British army withdrew large contingents of troopghe north in order to regroup, while
the US consul departed for Chunking. The bombaagginued. Telecommunications
broke down and chaos reigned. The official repbRebruary 21st reported: "the docks
during the night were in a state which it is haroglievable could have existed in any
British possession... | do not think there wasnglsi sober man anywhere. The crews of
the boats alongside and the troops had lootediignd were rolling about the place in
the last stages of drunkenne&®.The city was surrendered on March 7th.

It is estimated that at least 600,000 Indian reésgéed Burma after British
defeat, with at least 400,000 forced to travel@f@ miles of perilous mule tracks and
cart-roads, across the high mountain passes aeidjtimgle of eastern India on foot,
eventually filtering into the villages and by-langfgural Bengal?’ Along the way there
was no shelter, no medical aid, and little or nadfo People traveled with whatever
possessions they could carry and left their deatth@side of the road. British caravans,
complete with local porters and pack animals, edgacying families to the side of the

road as they hurried past to saf&y/At improvised refugee encampments, dysentery,
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small pox and malaria flourishé&®. When the rains came, the road was washed away in
places and some had to make their way on theirsktieugh mud and along perilous
precipices. The Government of India sent no h@lpey had now conceded Burma, and
the fate of the British Indian citizens strandedhiat country was not a priority. At least
80,000 died in transit.

Those who survived the journey to India, accordmg British Army Brigadier
who witnessed their arrival in Bengal, were in tesd "complete exhaustion, physical
and mental, with disease superimposed...all seei@e lost...they suffer from bad
nightmares and their delirium is a babble of rivamsg crossings, of mud and
corpses...emaciation and loss of weight are ura&t In this state they entered into
the villages of Bengal, begging at the bazaars tallidg stories of Japanese atrocities -

and British capitulation.

Nobody's Home

As Japan breezed through British defenses in Aslidides - both
administrative and popular — underwent a rapid gbaand the strategic importance of
Calcutta to the war effort expanded exponentiadly dfter day. With the defeat in
Burma, the city was then the last eastern indudtoatier of British Empire, and, as
such, vital to the fight (back) against Japan.utdfost importance was to keep the
factories, writing desks and ports of Calcutta afirg at emergency pace, and the
handful of British who "held it down" were unequ@althe task. "Native" allegiance to the
city of Calcutta, however, proved a slippery probld he British, much to their chagrin,
quickly found that, though they had built it, aie fpeople had come, Calcutta was not
yet "home" to those the complex array of migrant®\wad made there way to the city
for many decades past in search of economic sut¥hand the personnel that they
required to run their factories and offices in andund Calcutta proved less than
"patriotic."

When Japan attacked in Singapore and Burma aa axdsis of confidence
ensued and the immigrant-dependent mosaic of laustry and administration in
Calcutta began to unravel at pace. On Decembér 1841 Calcutta and its suburbs

were declared a 'dangerous area,' and despitallalite stand-to, residents of Calcutta
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began to flee the colonial city in large numbetse War had at last entered into popular
consciousness and clinging to Calcutta had risks&ghing the penalties established by
the Essential Services Maintenance Ordinance. -Béngali laborers boarded trains and
congested roads and headed for their native presimctheir tens of thousand and
"Marwari businessmen in Calcutta were selling tiseacks at reduced prices, closing
down their businesses and moving in large numloecentral and north Indid?
Defections from the Ishapore Rifle Factory and@uossipore Gun and Shell Factory
were cause for alarfi® On January 1st, 1942 the Mayor of Calcutta issuredppeal,
calling on laborers to remain at their posts, batéxodus continued? The departure of
Marwari traders, in particular, meant the immolaitian of a significant sector of
Calcutta trade, including in rice. Meanwhile, theveas rife with rumors of Britain's
imminent defeat, "black-outs" were observed evéghtn and the Bengali white-collar,
middle-class also was fleeing to the countrysideumbers, leaving only earning
members, as necessary, behind.

It was a hard sell to keep the natives in theicelwhile the British themselves
were making plans for hasty retreat. 1.C.S. Sp&ificer, L.G. Pinnell - whose assorted
appointments by the Government of India would hdeep implications for Bengal -
hustled off to Darjeeling with his family, even las wondered at the Indian exodus:
"before Burma had actually fallen," he lamentebg'trains leaving Calcutta were
crowded beyond capacity with people trying to geaw..and to get their valuables
away. Large numbers of merchants and traderamefi was told that ordinary shop
commodities in Calcutta could be bought for notHitg

A scene in Bimal Kar's noveDewal,depicts the chaos of exodus more
intimately:

Burdened down with any belongings they can camppte are boarding taxis,
and lorries, horse-drawn buggies and ox-cartsmaoding onTheir faces are
dark and lined with worry. Small children stardlgand cry. Girls,
abandoning their accustomed modesty, push des|yeoate fly-swarmed
railway cars, tearing their saris or falling inteasigers' laps. Feverish babies
cry and vomit. Old folks gasp for breath, moredittaan alive. Men are
running in every direction, withdrawing money frdranks, handing out bribes
for favors, and falling at the feet of taxi driveéosbeg them for consideration.
Yesterday's fare of five rupees has become twengytdday *°
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Those left behind (mostly those without the meaniéee) dwelt in a city depopulated,

houses were boarded up and dark, the streets teesaia the mood apprehensive.

Meanwhile, as Calcutta emptied out and refugeesegonto Bengal, secret plans
were being made to take the war and its priordesp into the countryside - and things

began to unravel at an alarming pace.

Chapter Two

Denial

By December of 1941, the price of rice had risemégrly 75% since the
declaration of wat®’ Rice was in high demand in relation to the wéoref particularly
to feed industrial labor. Wheat prices had rig#ghrsore sharply, and so rice was also in
high demand in western India and the Middle-East hedge on wheat. This
precipitated a drain of rice from eastern Indisasperating other difficulties in the food
supply that war entailed. Coinciding with the onsietvar against Japan, the export from
Bengal of a record 45,000 tons of rice in Janu&ry9d?2 represented a quadrupling of
exports for the same month in the previous yeart-dbruary exports increased again to
60,000 tons, in March to 61,000 tons, and in Ajarinore than 66,000 tori&
Meanwhile, the influx of Calcuttans into rural dists, with their relatively substantial
economic resources, was stressing local commoditkets further, as poor villagers
were now forced to compete with rich city folk facreasingly dear provisions.
Refugees from Burma also continued to pour in,laodl shortages of sugar, coal,
matches, raw cotton, cotton yarn, piece goods,rpapd cooking fuel were making life

increasingly difficult for many millions.
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With war fueling inflation and threatening the eoaric stability of India as a
whole, the Viceroy convened a "Price Control Coafiee” in New Delhi on February 6.
It was, in fact, the Fourth Price Control Confergnibe preceding three having
accomplished little to stem rising prices. At thime the Government of India had no
Food Department, and so the question of civiliasdfeupply fell under the auspices of
the Commerce Department - which created sometHiagautological outcome to the
Conference.

No price control was adopted. Instead it was aoedl that a broad facilitation
of "free trade” would solve the problem. A pervasde-centralization of authority over
the purchase and movement of foodstuffs was recomdeteand provinces were
encouraged to lift bans on exports and allow fadifisto move freely about the sub-
continent. The difficulty of transportation durimgrtime was also addressed. A Central
Transport Authority was established and protocoidtie priority movement of food
grains were established. The idea was that thessumes, alone, would cause prices in
deficit provinces to stabilize. As for the morenmediate "scramble for supplies, rising
prices, competitive buying, reluctance to sell, apdculation}*° that were making the
lives of the poor increasingly difficult; the Présnt of the conference advocated a
"process of tightening up the betf®

In the coming months food dith fact,begin to move - and the belt did tighten.
Major General Wood, in charge of military transpoestified before the Famine Enquiry
Commission that he himself "was procuring and mgwrconsiderable amount of food
all the time, and in 1941-42 commenced to wondey.Wf That the Major-General
himself was uncertain why such quantities were ¢pshifted - and to whom - is telling.
What was manifest was that food grains were, iy faovingout of the hands of those
who needed it most - the rural poor - and intovilaeehouses of large capitalists, the
military, government, and also unspecified poinitsmle Bengal. In this regard, Major-
General Wood later argued before the Famine En@ommission that the deregulation
of the movement of food grains established at th&th Price Control Conference was
"the most significant single factor that led to fhed crisis.**?

In Calcutta it was now clear that rice had becoroerdral strategic necessity in

the increasingly complicated chessboard of warsiaA War-related labor actions were
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nothing new, but now that war production was it §glar, government and industrial
employers were quicker to grant demands for wartoreessions. In February 1942
Calcutta Corporation workers, whose strike in Mao€thi940 for wartime "dearness
allowances" had ended in police firings, againdteaed a strike for access to subsidized
foodstuffs. In response this time, the Corporatjaickly opened food stores to sell rice
and other staples to its employees at concessies’fa This kept sweepers, waste
workers and other essential city services workiviych was now well known to be
necessary to the prosecution of war. But labooastcontinued to be widespread -
particularly in relation to "dearness allowancest! aubsidized food storé&’

On March 3rd of 1942, the Government of India,fabgnizant of mounting
difficulties, advised the Bengal Chamber of Comradhat "industrial concerns should
adopt the practice of making themselves responfiblieeding their employeed®
Toward this end it was suggested that industniaidishould keep three months of food
grains, sufficient to all its employees, in stodkis injunction, according to the Bengal
Chamber of Commerce, was not a warning based boréage of supplies, but rather
was a precautionary measure related to A.R.P. plgnrBeginning in March the appeal
was broadened to include the general public, anéntminty proliferated*® This
measure, according to the Calcutta Municipal Cafon, had "extremely adverse"
effects on the food supply, and widespread hoarsliogn began by industrial interests
and private citizens aliké! Azizul Haque, former speaker of the Legislativ&sAambly
in Bengal and now High Commissioner for India imbon, pointed to the deleterious
effects on the food supply that the injunctionttckpile had entailed: "if a Government
asks its people publicly to hoard stocks for thremnths,” he testified, “the tendency
[will] be for everybody to store up stocks for sionths or more, and to that extent the

stocks are immobilized*® By June the price of rice had risen an additi@®g™*°

Concurrent with the A.R.P.'s call for stockpilirgptl were intensive negotiations
at the national level. Sir Stanford Cripps, samwed by the House of Commons in
London, arrived in Delhi in March to attempt to keo a political solution to the impasse
between India and Britain. At length, negotiatiovith the Indian National Congress

broke down around the all-important question of sgsport:>® Government of India

28



Reforms Commissioner, Henry Hodson, discussinddtihgre to reach agreement noted
that, "Linlithgow’s opinion of Indian character apdlitical sense was," in any case, "not
high."*>! Nor did his office seem to have any understandirthe difficulties that the
Indian population was facing. On the ground inidnébod security was increasingly the
over-determining problem of the day. A telling athete by Hodson illustrates the
disconnect and is worth quoting at length:

A grand charity ball was announced to take pladé@roy’s House in New
Delhi during the visit of Sir Stafford Cripps in kzn 1942. When it was
cancelled | assumed that Cripps himself had prede&iut thelimesresident
correspondent told me that he had been respongiblead warned the Viceroy’s
private secretary that demonstrations againstaienere planned, denouncing
the scarcity and high price of food and mockingléwesh supper menu that had
been published in the press; his advice that tbisidvdo great harm to the image
of British rule at a critical time had been relutttp accepted>?

The ultimate failure of the Cripps Mission was @igainting, but Linlithgow was
pragmatic, “We can carry on easily enough,” he tdtdison, “so long as the war lasts

and people are afraid of stirring up too much tterib?

“Denial”

Under the mandates of the Government of IndiaoAd935, Ministers of
provincial Legislative Assemblies had been givemde range of administrative
responsibilities that comprehensively limited tleattal governmentaccountabilityin
regards to regional affairs. The real limits of fhower allocated to elected officials by
the Act, however, proved to be surprisingly congéiniy The Governor - appointed by the
His Majesty’s Government (HMG) in London - retainesftain broad "discretionary
powers," including the authority to suspend mimiateauthority altogether and enforce
emergency rule in accordance with Section 93, dban done in the seven former
Congress provinces. Furthermore, in the "spedaialimstances” related to the
prosecution of war, the breadth of emergency poaeadable to the Governor - even

without Section 93 - proved expansive.

Sometime toward the end of March 1942 Governor el¢fvas instructed

through central government channels to begin achedrearth campaign in coastal
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Bengal. The vast deltaic coastline of Bengal, uhtg time, had been left almost entirely
undefended by the British militafy? The recommendation was, however, not for a
concerted effort at organizing military defenset, tather for an ad hoc campaign of
"Denial." In their landings in Malaya and Burmapanese forces had made expedient
use of existing resources on the ground to fatdlitalvance. In Bengal, no doubt, they
would do the same. If - the rhetoric went - theoo@l government itself could make a
preemptive strike and denude the coastal regidheofesources that might enable
invasion; they would be able to discourage attaithout unnecessary expenditures on
military defense. "Denial," was the term usedtfa various measures undertaken by the
Government of India ostensibly to deprive invadilaganese forces the means of

sustaining an advance on Calcutta in an over-l&adla

Rice:

In March of 1942 Governor Herbert - without any soltation with elected
officials - appointed British civil servant, andifieer Personal Secretary to the Viceroy,
L.G. Pinnell, "Special Officer" in general charge'denial” operations in Bengal.
Shortly thereafter, Herbert summoned the Joint&ary of the Commerce and Labor
Department, M. K. Kirpalani - also appointed by evernor himself - and assigned
him the more specific task of implementing thetfpsong of “denial,” the appropriation
of all “surplus” rice throughout coastal Bengalrpélani later testified that he "was
asked to get this done almost immediately by theeBwr.">> The Bengal Ministry,
meanwhile, were out of session for the Easter ss@xl by the time they had returned
"denial" operations were underway.

Kirpalani estimated that in the three districtsalwed — Midnapore, Khulna and
Barisal - there would be a surplus of at least @23 tons of rice; the "denial”" of which
posed an estimable challeng&Kirpalani approached M. A. Ispahani, whose firnd ha
considerable experience in the rice markets of Betigough limited experience
procuring in any of these three districts. Morengmme was that Ispahani was a
staunch supporter of the Muslim League with intienés to Muhammad Ali Jinndf’
His appointment was sure to draw fire from Huq, Meagi and Congress supporters.

Ispahani himself recognized the potential for cotita, and so suggested that the
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commission be given, in name, to an agent of hisz&d/Ali Akhbar, while Ispahani Ltd.
would guarantee the standing accounitsBecause the Governor was anxious to get the
work underway at once, the Joint Secretary quiakiseed and advanced 2 million rupees
to Ispahani's man to expedite the procéls.

When Ministers got word of the plan already undsrwhere was a great "hue
and cry" in the Assembly. Fazlul Hug accused Herbiehaving acted "as if the
Government of India Act in Bengal had been suspénaled he was at the head of an
administration under Section 93 of the At"Members of the opposition, particularly
Hindus, decried the Governor's appointment of tpali opponents” who, they said,
would use the platform of "denial” to penetrate ¢bantryside in order "to make political
propaganda theré® The protests were loud enough to force the Goviarhand. Four
other agents were quickly appointed; one, H. Duttes a Hindu Mahasabhite put
forward by S. P. Mookerji, another, B. K. Poddaas advanced by the Scheduled Caste
Ministers, a third, Ahmed Khan, was a (Muslim) Cess man, and lastly, Ashutosh
Bhattacharjee made the list by dint of his comnamdnnectiond®® The contentious
political nature of these appointments, togetheh wie inexperience of sever&f,
contributed greatly to the pervasive chaos anduption that characterized the whole

"denial" scheme.

In Bengal there are three season of paddy produdtieboro crop planted in the
winter and harvested in spring, thescrop, planted in early spring and harvested in late
summer, and themancrop, planted in late spring and harvested in wirBecause the
amancrop was planted just prior to the monsoon seasdireceives rain-fed irrigation,
it was the most consistent and abundant of the ttr@ps, accounting for at least 75% of
the total rice production in Beng&l* For cultivators, once themancrop had been
marketed, or consumed, a long season of hardstap tdllowed. Theamancrop,
harvested between the end of November and the fiagiof February, for this reason,
was desperately anticipated in the "starvation" thnwvhen most cultivators also had to
take loans in order to survive. According to Ispah"the Bengal cultivator, [even]
before the war, had three months of feasting, rire@ths of subsistence diet and four

months of starvation®® The merchantspéikars, beparisor farias) who bought the
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cultivators’ paddy were also money and rice lendetsch made trade relationships that
much more intricate. Difficulty was compoundedhat, during these lean months the
price of rice and paddy would inevitably increasethat a loan taken at this time was a
disproportionate burden to pay off. Then with éimeanharvest in, an abundance of
paddy would make its way to markets and prices diaghin sink. The indebted
cultivator was forced to sell at deflated pricepay off debts - starting the cycle of feast
and famine yet again. The relationships that calltixs were able to forge with merchants
and creditors were critical to their very surviv&8urthermore, in Bengal there were tens
of thousands of petty traders who bought from eattirs'®® and relationships were
highly personalized. A memorandum drafted by theda¢ Rice Mills Association
describing these relationships - before "denia"worth quoting at length:

In Bengal, as probably in many parts of the wathe, trade is not carried out as a
single unconnected transaction. Most ofltkearis, paikarsmerchants, etc.

have got an undefined but fairly rigid area of @pen, for each and every person
in the trade has got his own selldysparis, paikarsand mills which he has been
in trade association with for many years. Fregyehts association has not
merely meant the sale and purchase of the goodsftea year for many
years...such transactions have frequently beeredavut as partly cash and partly
credit transactions on the basis of a running aaicolihe association has been in
many cases one of several generations. Mutualenfie and obligations between
the parties in such cases... has therefore beemens'®’

In 1942, agents and sub-agents for denial opasti@re enlisted
indiscriminately and according to political manigtibns, and these existing market
systems were completely ignored. Credit relatipasronage, commercial familiarity
and existing patterns of trade all collapsed, legdo a dangerous breakdown in the
operations of the rice trade in Bengal, almost oigit. Resistance to governmental
schemes was met with force, and without the necgsspertise or knowledge of
existing agrarian relations, extraordinary meanseveéen resorted to:

Persons acting on behalf of Government [did] netgk act either tactfully or
fairly and the [Bengal Rice Mills Association] gbie information that in many
cases undue pressure was used on the growerslkmsd tecompel them to sell
to people entirely unknown to them...this furthififened the resolve of the
growers. A few of the agents of Government...aittkmow the real and actual
sources whence substantial stocks could be callectd were further
handicapped by the attitude of the sellers...akasperated them and also
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enraged them especially, because...Government utasgpressure on them for
showing better purchases. At this stage it wasrted that considerable pressure
amounting in some cases to oppression was usedon people for obtaining
stocks and it was not un-often said that such aetias not merely countenanced
and tolerated, but backed by local officers of Gowgent who had been
instructed to help the agerifs.

Not only were growers reluctant to part with th@ioduct, but the pre-existing petty
merchants approached by denial agents where likdwasssed to sell under
Government conditions. Their stocks were also tepdao have been summarily seized
for non-compliancé®®

Special Officer L. G. Pinnell, for his part, rudtat "for anyone who knows the
Bengal cultivator it was a completely heart-bregkish."""° But a job is a job, and as
such he also, "had no objection to 'taking the egooff."'’* For the most part, however,
Pinnell was careful to gauge the threat of reseg#taand adjust to the opposition. "If we
had moved along certain routes," he noted, "thesprart would have been obstructed or
looted by the people"™ In many areas, however, despite the threat -agtiches reality
of looting'” - Government was able to exercise their schenteowitdirect violence. In
this regard Pinnell testified: "We got away wittbit luck and money™** At the
beginning of the denial scheme the maximum prideetpaid by denial agents was fixed
at the current market pricelus10%. But with the contagion of agents combing the
countryside looking to snap up all "surplus” rittes ceiling soon became market price,
and prices kept risinf> As the Bengal National Chamber of Commerce ndtbe: fact
that it was the Government who were buying in tlaeket... was sufficient to induce
both a rise in prices and a feeling of panic amveggeneral publict*®

Charges of corruption were also rampant, and r& gadismiss’’ Nawab
Habibullah Bahadur of Dacca, Government of Bengalidfer of Agriculture, testified
before the Famine Enquiry Commission that denieh&gghad been operating well
outside the stipulated "denial" zone, "pretendimgther areas that they were buying on
behalf of Government:*® In addition, "owing to the practical monopoly®bvernment
agents in [denial] districts, others flocked to faemial areas and affected markets,
established organization and connectidd8Ih short, though the objectives of "denial"

were ostensibly limited to certain coastal disrictenial created sharp dislocations in the
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trade that threw Bengal rice markets, as a whote,a state of complete disarray.
Despite protests from many quarters, includingBeegal Chamber of Commerce,
"denial" continued unabated for many moths to cdffe.

The question of the real impact on actual stocksaoldy and rice that denial
represented is impossible to determine. By offia@ount the total of purchases
transferred to Government warehouses, was rathalt s#0,000 tons®* This number,
however, does not represent the actual extentrehpges made. Much of the paddy that
Government purchased remained where it was indbetryside due to a weak mill
capacity and difficulties with transportation dyithe war, effectively frozen from the
market, but unrecorded. No records exist eitheletermine what percentage of the
record exports leaving Bengal at the time wereaedlto purchases made - officially or
unofficially - under the nebulous umbrella of "daldi Pinnell himself testified that
exports were taking place without Government aulation and that backroom deals
were being struck between large-scale dealersrandpiortation officiald®? In the 24
Parganas, south of Calcutta, by May 1st, at lesstmndred boat-loads of rice per
month were "getting away." The District Magistrdtea secret memo to the Joint
Secretary, estimated that if this pace could bentagied through August all "surplus”
rice would be cleared by the end of the sumHi&But though this massive effort was
being undertaken under Government authority, amdlation to "denial,” none of the
rice or paddy involved appears to have been desforegovernment warehouses.
Instead, special permits for boat transport weredghgranted to rice mill owners and

large stockists so th#teycould "buy up and remove most of the surplus stotk

Boats:

The special permits mentioned above were necessaglation to the second
main prong of the Government of India's schemepatloenial." The coastal region of
Bengal lies in the vast and volatile Ganges rivatad The silt of the Ganges and its
tributaries has fertilized the delta for millenngad as such it is one of the most
productive agricultural regions in India. The Pajddamuna and Meghna rivers, with
rich cultural, as well as economic significancepwrge in a seemingly infinite and

shifting series of tidal estuaries, bayous and Wwatérs that constitute the coastal belt of
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Bengal. The people of this region are deeply cotatknot only to the land that sustains
them, but just as importantly to the waters thavenihem, that bathe them, that feed
them, and that connect them at all to the worldobey The "country boats" of Bengal, in
this context, were as much an inextricable patheflandscape as the waterways
themselves.

Potters in Chittagong depended on country boatsawe the earth that was
necessary for their livelihood. Tlkéalasisof Noakhali, expert at navigating the shifting
deltaic tides from Midnapore to Burma, also depénaie country boats to survive. The
char cultivators of Khulna and Bakargunj transplantesirtpaddy and harvested their
crops from extremely fertile islands off the coagimeans of country boats, and even the
babusof Calcutta moved to and from their native villagenboard these same river-craft.
Jute also moved to and from markets on countryshaatdid paddy and rice. The
fishermen of Bengal, the largest producers of fadésother than rice, also depended on
these boats, both for netting in the rivers andhbayas well as for voyaging out to sea.
In short, country boats were an unequivocally essletcomponent of the economy of
Bengal.

On April 2nd, after plans for "rice denial" hadepdeaked in the press, Governor
Herbert stood before the Bengal Legislative Assgrabd announced: "The other form
of denial to the enemy that is intended is to pnéamy means of transport from falling
into his hands*®° A Press Note was released the following day mfog district
officials that all country boats capable of cargyien or more persons should be
registered in the coastal districts of Midnaporepghly, Howrah, 24-Parganas, Jessore,
Khulna, Bakargunj, Faridpur, Tippera, Dacca, Nodikdnad Chittagong - all districts
where water-conveyance constituted, by far, thet mgsortant means of travel and
trade. In the subsequent weeks 66,563 waterceat vegistered. The active
implementation of "boat denial" was announced oty st, and though the plan was to
be executed only in the event that "the invasioaryf district in Bengal [was]

imminent,'18®

the confiscation and/or destruction of thousarfdsantry boats began in
Bengal almost immediately.
The "denial” of country boats was the specific gdlspecial Officer, L. G.

Pinnell. His license of autocracy again drew quiostest. In a letter to Herbert, Fazlul
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Huq complained that in relation to "boat deniahg tGGovernor "seem[ed] to have been
consulting with Military authorities in secret adscussing plans with permanent
officials... without taking Ministers into confidea."'®’ Military authorities, meanwhile,
had expressed it necessary to "reduce the bo#ts &bsolute minimum required for the
subsistence of the peopl®® By what matrix military authorities were ablegauge the
subsistence requirements of an already impoveriBleadali population is impossible to
guess, but "what was definitely and openly allojweas] about 6,800 boatd® In the
coming weeks 46,146 country boats were confiscataahe were sunk, others burnt, and
still others warehoused in military compounds w@esy rotted in the open dit° Some
20,000 boats, Pinnell admitted "were hidden andccoat be traced** Had this not
been the case, things may have been even worBehgal.

However, if the initial objective of denial - as svafficially stated - was the
"complete destruction of internal economy, trade administration;** nothing could
have furthered that goal more effectively thanrdraoval and destruction of Bengal's
country boats. From the beginning, the Famine Bgdqiommission reported, "it was
recognized that the removal of a large number atd&rom the delta, in which
communications [means of transport] are almosta&gtby river and not by rail or road,
would cause considerable hardship and difficultté$.And that it did. "“In the districts
of Khulna, 24 Parganas, Bakargunj and Tipperagmpmetely broke the economy of the
fishing class.*®* In districts where people were involved in pattaraking, an important
and substantial industry that required large inlsimiggments of clay, many people "were
put out of trade and... their families became tlesti*®> The productive and important
paddy fields at the mouth of the delta in severstridts could not be cultivated, and the
primary means of transportation of people, as a®ljoods and services, was almost
entirely crippled.

Compensation was initially only given to the ownef$oats, which meant little
to those who made a living from these same baatgners were often from the wealthier
strata of society and boats were leased to thossewviivelihoods depended on them
(fishermenkhalasis potters, cultivatorgpaikars etc.) These workers at first received
nothing. After protests from several quarters, &eav, it was decided to give them three

months compensation. For this segment of the jadipal, already living on the margins
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of bare subsistence, three months compensationtii#an The livelihood of

generations was lost in a matter of weeks, anthfatrloss, three months of wages were
received - wages that even before they were disddrad lost considerable value against
a continuingly increasing cost of living - and mdmwsgan to starve. Apart from the
catastrophic consequences of such a policy onxilséreg economic and social structures
of Bengal, the enormity of the undertaking alsoulgit home to residents of the
countryside the extent of British fears - as wsltlzeir ruthlessness. For now, it looked
to many, as if it were the British - not the Jamewho were launching an attack on the

Bengal countryside.

Territory:
At the same time the military was entrenching ftseand around the commercial

and strategic centers of the province - even wddi@inistrative workers were removing
their kin from "non-family areas" and non-esserngia/ernment employees were
receiving "exodus allowances" to reloc&t®Aerodromes, army encampments and
supply dumps were carved out of the heavily popdl@abuntryside south of Calcutta -
the same area from which rice had been “gettingyatmathe boat-load. The Minister of
Commerce received directions from the Governordhatal of 47 areas had to be
cleared in as little as 24 hour¥. In Chittagong District a sub-divisional officexaeived
a similar order: he was to evacuate 20 villagekiwi#8 hours. In Diamond Harbor an
order for military appropriation of land resultedthe summary eviction of at least
36,000 people. In Noakhali another 70,000 werdiged*® The total number of
mostly poor tenants evicted from their lands imtieh to such measures, however, is not
possible to determin€’ The impact on those dislocated, according to traife
Commission, was more easily assessed: "compensadéisoff course paid, but there is
little doubt that the members of many of these ambecame famine victims in
1943.%%°

Uneasy about the military’s image in the countdesiGovernment issued an
order in May to appoint police guides and intergret'to facilitate the work of troops
and at the same time to reassure villagers agaiysapprehension or pani®* In

addition, Herbert sent out a memorandum to allrigisMagistrates reminding them that
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"everything possible should be done by propagamal@nstill into the general public the
lesson that troops are their friends and that bee nothing to fear from therf®
However, the circular went on, the public shoukbdbe warned that troops would not be
confined to “evacuated” areas, and in this regateen and where military exercises
were underway: "it would be far more satisfactany[the public] and everyone else
concerned if they remain in their houses, as otiserthey might only get in the way and
suffer unnecessary inconveniené® The Bengal Home Guard was also being organized
just at this time, and arrangements for the guasl® creating tension between the
representatives of the provincial government aeddimg's representative, John Herbert.
Fazlul Hug complained of "the mischief of officsdition of Home Guards" as yet
another example of the Imperial Government makitwpackery of Provincial
Autonomy.'?%*

Meanwhile, national politics were also becomingrewere embroiled in
controversies emerging from "denial.” Resentmentrered in the wake of the failed
Cripps Mission and relations between the Indiariovial Congress and the colonial
government were strained to the breaking pointerByefore the official announcement
of denial policies, Gandhi was warning againstithended measures in his weekly
Harijan. In the March 22nd edition, sub-titled "Scorchedtidrme reminded his
readers, "India is not fighting. Her conqueroms.4f> He continued crossly, "are we to
contemplate with equanimity, or feel the glow ohvery and sacrifice in destroying life
or property at the prospect of India’s earth bsit@yched and everything destroyed in
order that the enemy's march be hampef@dhree weeks later, againlitarijan,

Gandhi warned that the people of Bengal were ajrésuffering from famine," and
explained that military evacuations taking placeastern Bengal were being "left in the
hands of many and petty officials,” creating loaalimony and severe hardsffp By

May 3rd the consequences and scope of "denial" lnereming ever clearer, and Gandhi
wrote with increasing alarm: "No promise of comim can be any comfort for the
dispossession of...tenements. To the poor pebjgdike taking away their bodies. The
dispossession of the country boats is almost hia¢ of tenements. To deprive the people
of East Bengal of their boats is like cutting offital limb."°® Similarly, the "denial" of

rice, Gandhi wrote, could not be countenanced: jfgecannot be asked or advised to
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starve or die of thirst for fear of the Japanedpihg themselves to the people's
provisions or water®®

"Denial,” however, continued unabated. Instructiamere given in May for the
confiscation, destruction or removal of all mecleahtransport; private cars, bicycles,
carriages and bullock carts "not required for Mifjt or Civil Defense purpose$'® The
iconic Victoria Memorial was “camouflaged” in cowly, and plans were hatched to

blow up as many as 17 bridges in and around Calttt

The Denial Resolution

It is a point that has received little historicatioe, but the colonial government's
"denial" policy also played a very central roletwe dynamics of the fiercest conflict
between the Indian population and colonial rulesitne rebellion of 1857. Following
Gandhi’s cue, the leadership of the Indian Nati@@@ahgress took direct aim at the
scorched earth campaign in Bengal, and their piotesd a profound impact on the way
that the "Quit India" movement played out. Thotigé All-India Congress Working
Committee's resolutions of July 14th and Augiso81942 are most often cited as the
signal events that led to the "Open Rebellion,”réq@essive and absolutist strategies of
the colonial state, which were an over-determiriorge, were forged in reference to an

earlier resolution - that of July 10th, known itficiil circles as the "denial resolutiofi-2

After the failure of the Cripps Mission in Aprihé Secretary of State for India,
Leo Amery and Viceroy Linlithgow, waited apprehessdy for Congress's next move.
On the 10th of July the Working Committee met atrdiia, and on the same day passed
a resolution that was subsequently published im#imnalist media. The resolution,
echoing Gandhi's earlier publicationsHarijan, began with "denial:"

Whereas various complaints have been receiveddiagaGovernments orders

for evacuation of villages, lands and buildingsheiit due notice and proper
compensation, seizure and destruction of countatdh@ven were life is
impossible without them, requisition of vehicleghaiut proper compensation and
regard for needs of civil population, Working Contien issue following
instructions for guidance of the people concerneidh regard to evacuation and
other orders involving temporary or permanent lafdsinded property full
compensation should be demanded...there should rearference with use or
disposal of private property except with consertwher or on adequate payment
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of compensation. In case of requisition of boatsdompensation should be

demanded and no boats should be surrendered uastign of compensation is

settled. In areas surrounded by water where lavatsdispensable for normal
everyday life they should not be surrendered &tall

When Amery received the draft of this resolutinoondon, he wrote to
Linlithgow in alarm. Such a resolution by Congrdss warned the Viceroy, amounted to
the declaration of a “parallel authority actingdiefiance of established Government in
respect of measures necessary for the proseciftivard ?** Amery, while anticipating
a "more general” resolution from Wardha, urgeditligiow to take "drastic action with
Gandhi and the Working Committee - such as immediatest pending prosecution - and
with Press - in any case it would seem necessamound so far as possible all copies
of papers carrying the Resolutioft> On the same day, he quickly penned a minute to
Winston Churchill warning the Prime Minister: "weeadealing with men who are now
definitely ourenemies.to appease them or delay in striking at themardy discourage
the army and all other loyal element&®The Secretary of State also personally
authorized extending the Viceroy de facto emerggruayers to deal with the situation
immediately and forcefully. In the meantime, heught the question of such authority
before the War Cabinet in London for advice. The Wabinet convened on the 13th of
July and supported Amery's authorization of Lirgiv's emergency powers, agreeing
that the "denial resolution" amounted to treaSdn.

Fearing that the immediate arrest of Congress tshgewould precipitate
(perhaps violent) mass movements, the Viceroy adoierestraint, while promising
prompt action in the event that the directionseist denial given in the resolution were
actually executed'® Amery reminded the Viceroy that “feeling may irtabiy run high
among ignorant villagers and people on whom hapdsiil necessarilye inflicted, **°
and he urged Linlithgow to adopt harsher measurts®andhi and the Working
Committee rather than "merely punish[ing] the whett villager who refuses to hand
over his boat or his bullock ca?® Linlithgow, in response, noted the "regrettalgiis
of defeatism” that had gripped the country, andragagued that a militant response to
the July 10th resolution would only inflame antiaral sentiment further. The policy
should be to wait and see. Amery deferred to Lhglow for the time being, but the July

10th resolution would remain central to the colbregponse to Congress initiatives.
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On the 14th of July the "general resolution” cam&®@ This main resolution did
not deal directly with "denial,” but was, insteadylea for Indian independence, deeply
couched in the prevailing rhetoric of "defensentie wake of colonial intransigence, the
Working Committee warned, "a growing satisfactibth& success of Japanese arms"
was sweeping the nation. In this context, thelmtgm continued, "Congress is anxious
to avoid the experience of Malaya, Singapore antinaJu' The only means of defending
India, Congress concluded, was for Britain to agoegrant the nation complete
independence, at which time a treaty could be ktwith the Allies for the continuance
of war against Japan. Without such an agreemeng ttould be no partnership, the
defense of India would remain an impossibility, &mdia would fall to the Axis. Finally,
Congress warned rather vaguely of a "widespreaggie...under the leadership of
Mahatma Gandhi" if Britain refused to come to termAs additional meeting was
scheduled for August 7th.

In a telegram to Linlithgow on the 16th of July, Arg adopted a dismissive
attitude toward this "main resolution.” It mighe the case, he wrote, that the main
resolution would necessitate no immediate actiohthmt of July 10th, he again insisted,
could easily be understood to be in direct bredddedense of India Rules 38 (1) (a),
dealing with acts "prejudicial” to the authorityldis Majesty's Government. Amery
again advised Linlithgow that he "already [had]wgrd for action if and when
expedient.??? Linlithgow continued to argue for restraint, fing some encouragement
in the "conciliatory" tone of the July 14th resédut®?® He also saw a possibility that the
Julyl14th resolution could be used to drive a wdngfeveen religious communities. He
assured Amery that he was doing everything possidlenergize propaganda" against
Congress in the hopes of "stimulating” open deratmons of the main resolution
amongst "Muslims, Depressed Classes & co.," wh@wssumed to be more loyal to the
war-effort?** The Viceroy sent a special telegram to Bengal Guwe John Herbert,
enlisting him to encourage Fazlul Huq to issue lalipicondemnation of the Congress
resolution’® Hugq declined, preferring to maintain his plurgfissition in Bengal, and
resisting Government bait to publicly cross Congfé%

With his propaganda campaign showing mixed resuitdithgow was,

meanwhile, making less rhetorical preparationsresjaongress. Consulting with his
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own legal council, the Viceroy confirmed Amery'srapn that the Defense of India
Rules could be invoked against Gandhi and the \WWgrklommittee in response to both
resolutions. The "denial resolution,” howeverresgnted a more clearly actionable
offence in that it contained "direct and authontatnstruction to the people to interfere
with the administration of law?®’ As such, the resolution of July 10th fell foul mmly
of the Defense of India Rules, but also of the @rahLaw Amendment Act, which gave
the colonial government grounds to declare the @ssgs a wholenot merely the
Working Committee, an unlawful association, greattpanding the emergency powers
with which to suppress any eventual popular moveémen

The resolution of July 10th was thus central tottiree-staged plan that
Linlithgow developed to deal with the "open relmili’ and the proposed resistance to
"denial” central to the brutality with which the 0@ India” movement would be dealt.
The first stage, the propaganda campaign againsgr€ss, was gaining little traction.
The second stage would involve not only the awé&andhi and the Working
Committee, but also the arrest of the leaders o¥iRcial Congress Committees under
the Criminal Law Amendment Act. The third stagewdobe to promulgate the
Emergency Powers Ordinance, which would allow briogglinity to suppress any
movement that followed the second st&§eSecretary of State Amery brought
Linlithgow's plan of action before the War Cabimmet.ondon on the 5th of August and
won approval the next day. The course of actian government would take against
Congress and anti-colonial protest was thus estadli even before the Working

Committee had convened to issue their much morediamugust 8th declaration.

Quit India

Winston Churchill needed little convincing that timerd line proposed by the
Government of India was warranted. The Prime Meanibad been a long time and
particularly staunch advocate of Empire. "Indigg"Had said some years earlier, "is a
geographical term. Itis no more a united natfmmtthe equato® The Cripps Mission
had been salt in Churchill's wounds after losingg@pore. Cripps, a political opponent
of Churchill's, had become Speaker of the Houseéashmons and a member of the War

Cabinet only after the defeats in Southeast Akiis. appointment as emissary to
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negotiate a political settlement in India in Manfiil942 was further evidence of a lack
of parliamentary confidence in Churchill's own impeacumen. During the mission,
Churchill worked behind the scenes directly withllthgow to undermine Cripps'
positions?>°

The "denial resolution” had prompted the Secretfi$tate to warn the Prime
Minister that the leaders of Congress were dangetut it is likely that Churchill
understood freedom fighters in India as "enemigshevithout further advice. Already
entrenched in pitched battles on three continégimésynrest in India struck Churchill as
yet another front in a "Total War" that Britain hget to master. On the 11th of August
he chastised Amery for using the word "independéimca broadcast from London, and
on the 2nd of September, while preparing a statéfoetthe House of Commons on the
worsening situation in Quit India, he exploded i® $ecretary of State, "I hate Indians.
They are beastly people with a beastly religioh."

What became known as the 'Quit India’ resolutios passed in Bombay by the
All-India Congress Working Committee on the nighoigust 8th, 1942. The terms of
the resolution were very similar to those put fomviaa the July 14th resolution and the
nature of the movement that would follow if Congréemands were not met remained
vague®*? Early the next morning, the leadership of Congeas rounded up and
summarily jailed and the Congress organizatiora a$iole, was declared illegal.
Maulana Azad, President of the Working Committeknitted that this swift move by
the British had caught the leadership on their Baok "If the Government,” he wrote,
"had at least shown a conciliatory attitutlere would have been scope for further
discussions?®*® The sudden over-determining response by the allstite came as a
surprise. Of the August 8th resolution historiamn8wBarkar too has argued, "far from
ruling out further negotiations, the whole thingynt@nceivably have been an exercise in
brinkmanship and a bargaining counter which wasvad by an explosion only because
the British had decided on a policy of wholesafgression.?** But the fact of the matter
is that even before this resolution had been issnegésponse to the "denial resolution,”

the die had already been cast.
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Without leadership, nationalist and anti-colomkdments across the country were
left to their own devices and interpretations. @ais appeals to non-violence had been
recently attenuated by his increasingly and undhteristically extreme rhetoric
throughout 1942. Even since the spring Gandhidesh urging Britain to "leave India
to God or anarchy," expressing a final willingnessisk "complete lawlessness" if such
would be the price of freedoffi® On the 8th of August he gave his now famous "Po o
Die" speech, which, while still advocating non-einte, expressed a tone of finality that
would energize the intensity of the movem&ftWith the arrest of Gandhi and both
national and provincial Congress leadership, thesesof India proceeded with their
own interpretation of "Do or Die." Disruptions toAnsport, communication lines,
factory operations, and open challenges to polckgovernmental authority began in
most urban centers immediately. Violence moved thé countryside subsequently,
with peasants participating in open rebellion mgyéanumbers. In rural districts of Bihar
and the United Provinces railway tracks were @légraph poles were downed, goods-
sheds were looted and police stations ransackethédy5th of August things had
spiraled out of control to the extent that Linlitvg had authorized the military, in aid of
civil power, to begin machine-gunning saboteursnftbe air>’ But the movement only
continued to gain strength, and on the 31st of Auginlithgow telegraphed Winston
Churchill and confided, "I am engaged here in nmggliy far the most serious rebellion
since that of 1857, the gravity and extent of whighhave so far concealed from the
world for reasons of military security®

In Bengal, the pattern of disturbances followesl dh-India model, with
disturbances breaking out in Calcutta and Daccédlgtadter the arrest of Congress
leaders, and violence spreading to the countrymitdsequently. Student demonstrations
began on August 10th in both cities, and pickednopnentum in the following days.

The police and the Civic Guards were mobilizedealdvith widespread transportation
disruptions and vocal demonstrations. Militarynfercements were requested as the
violence escalated. Scuffles broke out betweemptitdic and the police, and on the 14th
police firings killed two in Calcuttd®® Marwari industrialists, led by Gandhi's staunch
ally in Calcutta, G.D. Birla, organized strikegute mills and steel works in and around

the city. At the Kesoram Cotton Mills, Birla's owextile mill in Metiabruz, striking
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workers clashed with police on the 24th, and ofieeious incidents were reported from
the jute mills at Cossipore and Chitpur. The Ingléfobacco Company was also
attacked by a mob of at least 1000, and five wéledkin police firings. In Calcutta
alone, by the beginning of September, 20 protestatseen killed by the police, and
229 injured, including 74 polic&?®

By the end of the month, urban demonstrationsgedered out but were gaining
strength in the countryside. In Midnapore, a d@isfust south-west of Calcutta, the
"open rebellion" took firm root. Local activistsganized attacks on police stations, post
offices, transportation facilities and other synshot imperial rule, and under the
remnants of Congress leadership, an alternativieoired government” (the Tamluk
Jatiya Sarkar) was founded. A weekly jouriBaplabi, was also established to report on
socio-political events in the district. With 57#ar battalions mobilized across India, the
'Quit India’ movement was suppressed in many areds of the country by main force,
but due to organizational sophistication in Midnagahe movement held together and
proved an enduring problem for colonial authorif@syears to come. Rebellion had a
strong foothold in Midnapore, and denial policiesreasing scarcity of essential
commodities, and outrage at military heavy-handssinereated conditions for a
sustained movement under dedicated leadef$him other parts of the province many
of these same factors blunted overt political esgigns among the peasantry, as the
hardships of material scarcity began to unravelesoetworks and undermine political

solidarity.

Economic Warfare

In the districts rice and paddy prices continuedde precipitously as the lean
season fast approached. A statutory ceiling anard paddy prices was established on
July 1st and exports from the province banned latdre month. But prices were
moving too fast for government to keep step. To&rolled price announced on July 1st
was already below prevailing market rates, whicgwdprotests from stockists who
would be operating at a loss for recent purchdgégy sold their grains. The price was
adjusted accordingly, but black markets had alrdatyun functioning on a large

scale?*? By August official stocks of rice in Calcutta werceedingly low, and
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Government began worrying in earnest about feeldingr in war-production

factories?*®

About 100 control shops were established in ityet@ feed a large number
of industrial employees and a Directorate of C8uipplies was haphazardly set-up.
"Denial" mastermind, L. G. Pinnell, was appointeidebtor of Civil Supplies and large
purchases were made on government account fronhimlistrict, north of Calcutta, at
prices well above the price ceiling fixed by Goweent in July*** Rumors spread. The
fact that the government itself was buying at highflated prices led to increased panic
in rice markets across the province and furtheretiferation of black markets, which
again fueled inflation.

At the time the Directorate of Civil Supplies Hate real organizational
capability to manage even its own affairs. Esslitdd under the authority of the
Department of Commerce and Labor, it had no Ministéts own, only Pinnell as
Director, D. L. Mazumdar as Deputy Director, onesi&gant Director, and two trained
clerks. "Briefly speaking,” Pinnell admitted, "tdepartment never even had 'the staff to
ask for the staff' for months**®> Recruitment was further handicapped by Pinnell's
reluctance to comply with communal ratios, whichuwdohave necessitated hiring an
equal proportion of Muslims to staff the directer®f Pinnell's attitude drew ire from the
Muslim League, which further complicated administ@execution. Moreover, the very
establishment of the Directorate spurred alarmyvil'Supplies," it was well understood
by now, meant only supply to "essential" industigdlor in and around Calcutta. The
rest would be left to fate. Government alarm waslras inside information - if the
government can't even feed Calcutta, what of theaneing 56 million in the province?
Many of the big industrial firms had been grantidgarness allowances" and opening
control shops since the beginning of 1942. Novihprices failing to stabilize - and
Japan within striking distance - anxieties probted.

The Bengal National Chamber of Commerce, represgatl the major jute mills,
the Paper Makers Association, the Engineering Aasion, the Tramways, and other
industries, initiated its "Chambers Foodstuff Schém late August 1942. According to
this scheme, the Chamber itself began making laugehases of rice and paddy from
districts and supplying it to its members directyonstituent firms, meanwhile,

continued bulk purchases on their own accountshldaydown on the most essential
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commodity in the province. Some months earlierGeatral Government had imposed
an Excess Profit Tax (E.P.T.) to raise revenue fihastrial firms recording record
profits in war industries. Now, with developindfotulties in the food supply, the Labor
Department notified employers in August that exemes on foodstuffs for "essential”
employees could be written off against the E.FARd so, with the provincial
government showing an "extremely panicky mentalismselves?* high prices were
freely paid on bulk purchases by industrial intesegth priority access to transportation
facilities’*® - and the expenditures were subsidized in the fufrtax credits. Speculation
in increasingly volatile commodity markets fuelé&e fire still further.

Between July 7th and August 21st alone, the micée rose 65%° - and the

"starvation season" in Bengal was about to begin.

In its first issue oBiplabi the Tamluk Congress Committee reported the attack
and attempted sinking of a boat trying to carrg aevay from the Danipur rice mill by a
group of villagers on September 9th. Police, bddkgarmed soldiers, had been making
arrests in the sub-division for a week past. Thlagers were fired on by troops and three
were killed®®° On September 14th, in Dinajpur, north Bengal,aavet of as many as
10,000 villagers armed with lathis and other weapattacked government buildings and
looted hoards of rice and paddy from stockisthadountrysidé> Two weeks later a
similar crowd gathered in Jalpaiguri, the chiekgence being a scarcity of paddy in the
locality.?*? Local officials requisitioned paddy from largedkists and released it on
local markets, pacifying the restive mob. In a wee&port during the same quarter the
Deputy Inspector General of Police noted a shamin 'dacoity cases."' "It is a very
significant sign of the times," the he wrote, "tirahot less than 33 cases utensils and/or
cloth are specifically mentioned amongst the stpi@perty and in seven cases
foodstuffs were either the sole objective or waleeh along with other things. It is many
years since dacoits bothered themselves with sentsi*>*

Faced with increasing disorder in Bengal, the Gowvent of India adopted novel
measures in accordance with the Defence of IndlaRand on September 8th, 1942 the
Collective Fines Ordinance was executed for thet fime in india. A fine of Rupees

10,000 was imposed on inhabitants of Bolpur in Bémgr unspecified "Congress-
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inspired disturbances?® A similar fine was imposed on inhabitants of Bivn district

a week later, and collective fines were subsequésitied in Malda, Burdwan,
Midnapore, Tippera, Dinajpur, Faridpur, Murshidapiddoghly and Dacca. The concept
of the collective fine was to create a backlashragaolitical agitators, who were known
to be in a minority in most districts, at the (&b expense of the already impoverished
masse$> In this way a wedge could be driven between the pnd the "political.”

Other measures were adopted for those with betseiurces. In September a
secret memorandum was sent out by the central gonaatt to all provincial Governors
outlining general guidelines for "economic warfaagjainst all corporate entities with
anti-colonial leaning€>® Provincial governments were requested to blastkebmpanies
associated with the nationalist movement, confestdag funds of "unlawful
associations," prosecute all contributors to thmeesavithhold advertisement from
newspapers printing "anti-government reports,"” atiierwise seek to economically
disadvantage sectors of the population in non-c@ampé with wartime authority. It was
noted, furthermore, that "no public notice or wagnof the action [to be taken] should be
given in advance...and economic sanction [showddrmcted without publication of
intent to do economic damag@” This makes it difficult to determine to what exte
such orders were executed, but certainly the lapmsof Bengal began to look more and
more like a battlefield of "economic warfare" iretmonths and years to come.

At the same time, the more overt economics of avarivere undermining the
financial system of India still further. Since theginning of the war, India had been
providing Britain with a large number of troops aupplies for its campaigns in the
Middle-East, North Africa and Southeast Asia. Bessalndia was recognized as a
sovereign state, Britain was under obligation tp foa the Indian resources (both human
and material) that it was utilizing across the globhe Exchequer in London, however,
was reluctant to part with the money that such esgoom India entailed, knowing that
the outlay of so much cash to India could spusmiigh back home. Britain opted,
instead, to float a massive 1.0.U. to India in fiblen of "sterling balances" held on
account by the Exchequer in London. In the meaatime Indian Government paid out
large sums in relation to the war on Britain's Z&0) account. In order to cover these
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expenses, the Reserve Bank of India printed mohag accelerating pace and by the
end of the war the currency in circulation in Intid increased six-fol&®

With inflation whittling away at the security dfé¢ sub-continent, Amery pressed
the issue of sterling balances owed to India inilee Cabinet. Churchill, however,
could not be convinced that anything at all wasaweelndia, but rather "burbled away
endlessly" that Britain was Indigisotectornot its debto®® India should simply be
grateful that Britain was there to defend her.is'lan awful thing," wrote Churchill's
Secretary of State for India,

dealing with a man like Winston who is at the sanwenent dictatorial, eloquent
and muddleheaded. | am not sure that | evemgothis mind that India pays for
the whole of her defense including British forae$ndia, or that there is no other
possible way of reducing these accumulating balsiescept by stopping to buy
Indian goods or employing Indian soldiers outditttia **°
As for the rest of the Cabinet, Amery noted, "nohthem ever really have the courage
to stand up to Winston and tell him when he is maki fool of himself.#* Needless to
say, sterling balances on India's account contimeedmulating in London, while rupee

notes continued flying off the presses in India.

In the last week of September large demonstraggamst colonial rule rocked
Midnapore. Thousands of villagers marched on pdiations and government offices in
Tamluk, Nandigram, and Contai sub-divisions. Tioefationed in the area responded
with overwhelming force, killing at least 44 in Thrk alone, including Matangini Hazra,
a 73 year old woman who would become an icon osttteBritish movement®?

Villagers fought running battles with police anddsers, blocking roads, burning down
policethanas,and raising nationalist flags over government effic The violence spread
and was also directed against big landholders. ré@hiecollecting offices of the
zamindarof Mahisadal were gutted, and the granary looRRite and paddy were
distributed amongst the crowd and the grain bin xast to the grounéf® Chowkidars'

tax record offices and Debt Conciliation Boardsevaitacked and documents destroyed,
and uniforms of local police agents were burntffigg in many places across the
district?®* Indiscriminate police firings were widely repattand evidence of military

atrocities multiplied. In the pagesBiplabi there were stories of rape, looting, arson and
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cold-blooded murder perpetrated by military trooppe situation was spiraling out of

control.

Storm

On October 16th a strong wind was blowing and easenal rains were falling in
Calcutta. On the same day, Midnapore went sil&ldt a word of news about prevailing
conditions there reached Calcutta for the nextrs¢veeeks to come. Even the Chief
Editor of Calcutta's premier newspapgine Statesmarneard neither fact nor rumor
about what was happening in the rebellious regidn.

It was only some weeks later revealed that on @tle af October a massive
cyclone and accompanying tidal wave had swept tiivabe district of Midnapore,
destroying paddy, houses, cattle, and communicatf8riThe Bengal Government later
estimated the death toll to be 14,443, but accun&emation was difficult to gather.
Corpses lay scattered over several thousand sqike® of devastated land, 7,400
villages were partly or wholly destroyed, and stagdlood waters remained for weeks
in at least 1,600 villages. Cholera, dysentery@her water-borne diseases flourished.
527,000 houses and 1,900 schools were lost, oW dQuare miles of the most fertile
paddy land in the province was entirely destroyged] the standing crop over an
additional 3000 square miles was damafjédAmongst the worst hit sub-divisions were
Tamluk and Contai, the same areas were revolutycaetivities had been most violent:
786 villages in the two sub-divisions had disappeavithout a trac®® In all as many
as 2.5 million people were killed, displaced oravthise dispossessed by the cyclone.

When the devastation was finally announced, theefsty of the Revenue
Department, B. R. Sen, was put in charge of relpfrations. The most pressing issue of
concern was getting food into the cyclone-strudaarSen approached the newly
inaugurated Directorate of Civil Supplies for hddpt was told that "since the
Department of Civil Supplies found it impossiblectape with the demands made on
them by different authorities, | should myself gtoi the market and buy what |
could.”®® The idea of simply going to the market in relatfora catastrophe of that
magnitude was a patent absurdity, and many begstanee. In hifrosperity and
Misery in Modern Bengathe only full length scholarly work on the Bendmhine, Paul
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Greenough argues that the cyclone that struck Npioiamight be understood as the
"first stage" of the famine. The question of thgibhaing and end of famine in Bengal,
however, is an extremely complex one, and onedéti¢s the fixing of any particular
event as a sign post.

On October 28th, even before the Midnapore cyclawbeen reported, the
American Economic Warfare Board sent a communiquée Indian Government
expressing deep concern about the "critical" faadaion in India. The Government of
India, however, and despite acute British concboutAmerican perceptions, remained
entrenched in denial. At the Sixth Price Controhérence, it was admitted that Central
Government needed to concern itself with the @wiliood supply and a "Basic Plan"
was outlined to government control of inter-prova¢rade, but no real measure towards
feeding an increasingly hungry population were &tac"Such food shortages as occur,”
the External Affairs Department responded to AnariEconomic Warfare Board, "are
local and mainly experienced by relatively smaban populations.2”

Three days later, however, and a full three yaties the war had begun, the
Viceroy approved the establishment of a separate@ment of India, Department of
Food. No independent Food Member was, as of g#dlied, instead, the Food
Department portfolio was assigned to the Commereebkr of the Government of
India, Nalini Sarkar. Sarkar, earlier in life, hlagen President of the Bengal National
Chamber of Commerce as well as Commissioner oftleutta Port. The War Transport
Member of the Government of India, Sir Edward Baliftwas, similarly, a Calcutta
based industrialist, whose firm Bird & Co. on theddhly River was a major player in
war production. As such, the Government of Indéhappear to be staffed with crucial
personnel who had both the resources and incetatikeep the industrial population of
Calcutta fed at all cost. The question of the Bgieguntryside was another matter.

Reports of death from starvation, quite outsisdedyrclone decimated area, were
being reported from several district§. In fact; every indicator outlined in the Bengal
Famine Code, by October 1942, had already been Tiet.impact of disaster, war and
want had dislocated several hundreds of thousahdswvandered the rural districts
looking for shelter, work, food and safety. Creditural districts had contracted to the

extent that the poor were selling off their houdelpmssessions in large numbers.
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Speculation, black-marketing, and a general atmergpbf uncertainty and fear had
rendered rice markets increasingly volatile. THead been a high spike in crime,
including the theft of foodstuffs. Looting of foatiores and transportation facilities had
been reported widely across several districts,"texl works," the final measure of
prevailing distress had been opened in severaéplas early as 1941 and had drawn
large numbers, indicating, according to the Befi@athine Code, that famine should have
officially been declared and appropriate stepsridkealleviate its predations - even by
early 1942.

On December 3rd the same year the Viceroy cahke@écretary of State to relay
a "serious deterioration in the food situationridia.”>’> Amongst the causes of the
"acute difficulty" Linlithgow listed prominently fte tendency on the part of small
subsistence farmers to keep back more of his gnaim usual for his own consumption, a
course rendered possible by enhanced prices réddizeuch part of his produce he

273 "The food situation is so acute,” he went onatimmediate substantial

sells.
assistance is essential if war work in India istodbe seriously disorganized and law and
order gravely menaced’™ This pairing of the "food situation” with both #feand order"
and the prosecution of war, became the erdyking"famine code" in India during this
time. According to this code, the threat to watustries and internal security that
scarcity might entail were extremely serious matteat demanded imperial attention
and immediate action. In contrast, as long aswaak was progressing smoothly, and
threats to law and order remained in-check, thetgwould push on with the status
qguo, even if that meant abject destitution and madly starvation.

On December 12th "an acute scarcity of rice" wasnted in Burdwan, just north
of the city?’> On December 15th, at a meeting of the Calcuti@@ation a
recommendation for rationing the city was tati&dOn the 16th of December, the
Bengal Government admitted to "large scale un-doaatdd buying all over the
province," as well as "widespread speculative bgiynboth Calcutta and the rice-
growing districts.?”” On the 18th of December the Employers' Federatidndia met in
Calcutta and recommended that employers adoptieypidlpaying dearness allowances
in kind rather than cash, as access to food wasnhieg highly contingert’® "Akin to

the problem of foodstuffs," it was noted, "and s&tonly to it in urgency, was that of
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cloth, the prices of which had risen to an abnorextént.*”° A cloth famine had begun.
On the 19th of December a joint meeting of all Chara of Commerce operating in
Bengal was convened. "Grave alarm" was expredsie dunprecedented and
unnatural” rise in the price of foodstuff§.A few days earlier, the British Indian
Association had sent an urgent memorandum to tvei@ment of India in Delhi
warning of a "grave situation that threatens theviace of Bengal in the matter of steep
rise in price of rice and apprehended famine camt®®! The following day the

Viceroy left for Calcutta.

Christmas in Calcutta
"When Lord Linlithgow traveled from Delhi in the Icoweather as he always did
to Calcutta around Christmas,” wrote his Reformsn@ussioner, Harry Hodson:

he used the famous white train, preceded for sgtsisake by another
locomotive and guarded by armed policemen statiabatort intervals along the
route. The vice-regal establishment occupying téie ton these journeys was
reputed to number 500. When you consider that HeeHlency’s entourage
included official staff from private secretary §gists and cipher clerks, the
Viceroy's Bodyguard of cavalry with all their appemances, chaprassis, syces
and servants domestic and personal, together efittasts of the servants in the
caste-bound Indian tradition, five hundred begmmsdem too few... in 1941-42
the Viceroy was still a great potentate, successtire Mogul throne, surrounded
by a court whom his unfortunate hosts had to emiterais aforetime grandees in
England were obliged to lodge the train of a mealiev Tudor monarch®

In December of 1942, Linlithgow found Calcutta Viary good trim... the streets"
he wrote to Amery, "were full of British soldieragairmen, there was any quantity of
military transport, jeeps & c. about; and in thatee of Calcutta one of the principal
avenues has been made into a runvi&y.The city was well prepared for war, the
Viceroy thought. However, Linlithgow noted in tekeme correspondence, he continued
to be "greatly exercised about the food positiae. are terribly hampered by the absence
of personnel with expert experience in this linehope very much that you may be able

to borrow me man from the Ministry of Foot* No man was sent.

The admirable preparedness of Calcutta was sgvieisted the very day after the
Viceroy left the city. On December 20th Air Raicess began to sound throughout the
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city and industrial areas, but residents of the leédd become inured to false alarms, and
largely went about their business unperturf8én hour later, however, the air filled
with the rumble of Japanese fighter planes and Isdelbin several parts of the city and
the industrial suburbs. An hour later the "all-ctesignal sounded. News about damage
from the raids was censored from Delhi, with oHlaieports denying any significant
destruction or dislocatioff® After the first air raid it was reported only th#ie number
of casualties was very smaff* Night time air-raids followed on the 21st, 232dth,
and 28th. The third air raid, on Christmas Eves Weavier, coming in two waves of
attack, with "sticks" of heavy explosive bombsifadl"slap across the middle of the
city."288

"Fear of the unknown seized the industrial labcand around Calcutta, the
members of essential services including A.R.P.megdions, the members of public
utilities services like Tramways Corporation, aneérethe constabulary and warders in
Jails.”® An exodus from the city was again underway witbgde packing their
belongings and setting out on foot, traveling truo&ds out of the city and getting away.
By the 23rd "every imaginable vehicle seemed tinhese.?*° The Bengal Chamber of
Commerce called the exodus "immense," estimatiaglibtween six and seven hundred
thousand people left the Calcutta afé&.Sir Edward Benthall, War Transport Member
of the Viceroys Executive Council, had given a figof 300,000 fleeing by raif? With
the exodus of "sweepers" as well, the depopulatgdhad been left to "crows, kites and
pi-dogs squabbling over the debris amidst much ISHi&]

Linlithgow, however, congratulated the citizensGaficutta for their fortitude:

"Well done Calcutta®®* On the 23rd of December a press release wadi$sira Delhi
commending the fact that there had been "no eviartidtom the city?® lan Stephens,
editor of The Statesmatook Government denials to task over the nextrsdvays. "We
do not know what the term 'evacuation’ officiallgams,” an editorial of the next day
read, "but large numbers of people could be semrirlg the city.?*® On the 27th a
second editorial was published, roundly condem@ogernment's air-raid publicity.
After the heavy raids of the 24th, no informatidioat damage had been released for a
full 12 hours and the announcement that eventgaliyge was "of the most meager

sort."”®” Photographic evidence was censored and claims &b®lack of exodus from
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Calcutta continued be circulated. "When authdatis to put forth reliable information
promptly or in adequate amount about outstandingllbappenings,Statesman
reporters argued, "it is inevitable that rumorswti@ain currency... the population

would have been less suddenly depleted had runeor less.**®

Lurking behind governmental denials were simmes&ngieties that were about to
explode. Though, by all contemporary accountsenatdamage from this first series of
Japanese bombings was "slight,” the ramificatidnkapanese attacks on Calcutta in
December of 1942 were extremely profound. In seamse, it could be argued, these
air-raids were among the most devastating of Waréd 11, and can be implicated in the

death of as many as 3 million residents of Bengal.
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