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The British have formed the habit of praising their institutions, which are sometimes 

inept, and of ignoring the character of their race, which is often superb. In the end 

they will be in danger of losing their character and being left with their institutions: a 

result disastrous indeed. I am moved to say this when I consider the strange story of 

the British Empire in India: an administrative achievement which was unique of its 

kind, which had every argument against its success except the personal quality of 

those who took part in it and of which the names of the original founders are virtually 

forgotten. I will recall a few of those names; for one reason because the connoisseur 

of human character will find in them collector’s pieces and, for another, because the 

whole adventure deserves its chapter in the anatomy of power. It represents: a, 

episode that has been finally dosed: and it may well stand, I think; as a classic 

example of how men really respond to the stimulus of great authority.  

 

 

Men with Absolute Power  
For these men exercised absolute power. It came into our hands suddenly and it came 

without qualification or restriction. In 1750 the British in India were a company of 

merchants dinging—not always successfully—to their main trading posts at Bombay, 

Madras, and Calcutta. By 1850, with the overthrow of the Sikh Kingdom in the 

Punjab, the Company and the British Government between them were the undisputed 

masters of India. They had had to fight for their position: against the French, against 

the provincial governors of the dying Mogul empire, against 1-lyder All and Tippoo 

in the south, against the Mahrattas in central India, against the Gurkhas in Nepal, and, 

lastly, against the Sikhs in the north-west. There were wars of aggression, there were 

punitive wars, there were wars of self-defense; but, whatever their purpose, they were 

generally conducted against the fervent protests of the trading company, whose 

directors lacked the taste for military glory. So did some, but not all, of the Governor 

Generals supplied to them by British cabinets in London. For since Parliament bad 

intervened in the Company’s affairs by passing Pitt’s India Act of 1784 the an-

arrangement had been that the British Government, in effect, appointed the Governor 

General, nominated a Board of Control in London, and supplied a modicum of regular 

troops for service in India; while the Company’s directors in Leadenhall Street were 

left in the actual control of their increasingly enormous territories which they had both 

to administer and defend. This meant a civil service and armies of their own, apart 

from trading activities to further what they called their ‘investment’.  

 

It is hardly a matter for surprise that the Company’s first essays in administration 

were quite disastrous. It was the eighteenth century when even at home, under the 

unenthusiastic gaze of their own countrymen, member of the governing class treated 

bribery and corruption as normal incidents of political life. And the Company’s own 

system asked for trouble. The directors expected their servants to be traders at one 
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moment and government officials at the next and, incidentally, provided them with 

salaries so low as to amount to no salaries at all. This was the era of the Nabobs, 

servants of the Company who used their position and the power it gave them to 

extract huge fortunes for their personal use. Even today their transactions seem 

impressive. In Madras—which was never the gold-mine of Nabobs that Bengal 

proved—one official was said to have had £1,200,000 sterling in bribes from the 

Nawab of the Carnatie: another pocketed £200,000. Clive himself was a man whom it 

would have been difficult to reward too highly, so immense were his services: but 

even so, his actual takings were on the heroic scale. He said later that when he thought 

of what he could have had, he ‘was amazed at his own moderation’. But that was not 

the aspect that struck his contemporaries in India. It was all the more annoying for 

them—feathering their humbler nests—that he should have returned to Calcutta a 

stem and entirely sincere critic of lax administration. ‘Corruption, Licentiousness and 

Want of Principle seem to have possessed the minds of all the Civil Servants’, he 

wrote,’ they have grown callous, rapacious, and luxurious beyond conception’. 

Both Clive and Warren Hastings—himself far above personal bribery  

—were genuinely anxious to improve the civil system and to protect the native 

subject from oppression. They would have liked to realise the Company’s earlier 

instructions to its supervisors in Bengal that they were to stand between the peasant 

and ‘the hand of oppression’ and to be ‘his refuge and the redress of his wrongs’. But 

Clive and Hastings had compromised themselves too deeply in the tangled politics of 

eighteenth-century India to be very convincing as moral reformers. It needed the new 

century and a new hand to start the astonishing reformation that was due to take place. 

The new hand was to be that of a very honest and single-minded gentleman, the Lord 

Cornwallis.  

 

Comwallis came out to India as Governor General at the age of forty-eight. He was a 

man without personal ambition, whose eyes turned back with regret to his children 

and his honourable retirement in England. ‘Let me know that you are well and are 

doing well’, he wrote to them, ‘and I can be happy even in Calcutta’. lie had no 

personal leanings towards office work: ‘my life at Calcutta is perfect clockwork’, he 

told his small son, ‘ . . I do not think the greatest sap at Eton can lead a duller life’. 

But with his good heart and his strong sense of duty he was destined to be the real 

founder of the Indian Civil Service. He saw that the civil servant—if he was to have 

even a chance of avoiding temptation—must be reasonably well paid; so he got them 

proper salaries. In return he required that they must give up all connection with trade: 

though it was not until 1833 that the Company as a whole became a purely 

administrative service. He issued a set of regulations which formed, as it were, the 

outline of British civil government in India. No doubt they were a good deal too much 

on western lines, but thereafter, in those provinces *here the regulations were applied, 

the civil servant had something rather more than his own unaided discretion to rule 

by. Lastly and here comes the decisive break with the eighteenth century Cornwalhis 

would give no ear to social or political influence in appointments to his service. The 

Company had begun its career with the austere resolution ‘not to employ any 

gentleman in any place of charge’. This may have shown too great an attachment to 

business ethics: but, whatever the intention, by the middle of the eighteenth century 

the English governing classes had discovered the great possibilities of an Indian 

appointment in disposing of an embarrassed—or an embarrassing—relative. The 

prospects were more lucrative than anything that could be wrung out of the English or 

Irish establishments. Besides, the relative was further away. In one year the List of 
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civil servants in Bengal alone included the names of one peer, nineteen sons of peers, 

and twelve baronets. Cornwallis saw to it that social jobbery of this kind ended under 

his rule.  

 

 

‘Spotless Glory of Elphinstone and Munro’  
Thus the way was clear for the remarkable group of men who were now to govern 

India. There is a passage of Macaulay in which after speaking of the ‘doubtful 

splendour’ of Hastings and Clive, he praises the spotless glory of Elphinstone and 

Munro’. I will quote his passage; for it tells the whole story. ‘They are men’, he says, 

‘who after ruling millions of subjects, after commanding victorious armies, after 

dictating terms of peace at the gates of hostile capitals, after administering the 

revenues of great provinces, after judging the causes of wealthy Zemindars, after 

residing at the Courts of tributary Kings, return to their native land with no more than 

a decent competence’. From now on those were the terms which the Indian service 

had to offer: separation — perhaps for good — from home and family; isolation 

amongst an alien people; heat, discomfort, sickness, and often enough an early death 

by violence or disease. And in return — the chance of unlimited advancement, 

adventure, power, responsibility — and a decent competence. These terms were not to 

alter materially until the nineteenth century was far advanced.  

 

And who were the Elphinstone and Munro of Macaulay’s speech? Each ended his 

career as the governor of a great Indian province. One was the fourth son of a Scottish 

peer, the other (Munro) the son of a Glasgow merchant. Too poor to pay for his 

passage he had worked his way out to Madras as an ordinary seaman. John Malcolm 

and Charles Metcalfe were two other leaders of this first generation. Malcolm was the 

son of a farmer in Dumfries; Metcalfe’s father had made a fortune in Bengal in the old 

days and returned to England, to a baronetcy and a seat in Parliament. Their origins 

illustrate what was to be an outstanding feature of the service: it was genuinely 

egalitarian and it was recruited in the main from the middle class, who found the 

social structure at home too unyielding to offer their children, any comparable 

opportunity. These boys came out to India as little more than children — fifteen or 

sixteen was the ruling age. As likely as not, their families would not see them again 

and parting was often final. Home leave would come only after years of service or in 

the case of very serious ill health. There is an entry in the diary of Henry Lawrence’s 

mother which records his return on sick leave after the first Burma War ‘returned 

from Arakan after the Burmese War my dearest beloved Henry Montgomery, not 

twenty-one years old but reduced by sickness and suffering to more than double that 

age’. It is an entry of a type that the British race has grown all too familiar with.   

 

The whole system seems casual enough. Its success is eloquent of the fine material 

that could be picked, as it were, out of the bag. There were no qualifying 

examinations at this period, and a cadet entered the civil service or the Company’s 

army on the nomination of one of the directors. That meant an uncle or a family friend 

or a friend of a family friend. True, the aspirant had an interview with the directors at 

India House, but at the age of twelve it is not easy to convey convincingly your 

qualifications as a future Indian Governor or Sepoy General. Not all twelve year olds 

could do themselves such justice as John Malcolm, who answered a Director’s 

question: My little man, what would you do if you went to meet Hyder Ali?’ ‘Do? 

Why Sir, I would out with my sword and cut off his head’.   
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Once accepted, a cadet in the Artillery or Engineers had a two-year course of training 

at  Addiscombe, a civilian cadet at  the Company’s new College at Haileybury; but a 

cadet in the  infantry or cavalry betook him self  to India without further preparation. 

A year later he would find himself in command of men doing anything or nothing. For 

in those early years two things are noticeable. The distinction between soldier and 

civilian was blurred, soldiers became diplomats and administrators, civilians 

transformed themselves into soldiers. Indeed Elphinstone — whose training for 

warfare was probably confined to the study of his favourite Sir Henry Lawrence 

author Thucydides — actually conducted the successful battle of Khirkee, though 

discreetly attributing the credit to the aged military commander. Secondly, it was the 

age of young men. It seems almost ridiculous to read of Metcalfe—a junior in the 

Political Service though, admittedly, an old Etonian—sent at the age of nineteen to 

negotiate the withdrawal of the armies of Holkar, the formidable Mahratta chief. They 

got on splendidly. He was only twenty-three when he led a mission to Lahore to treat 

with Ranjit Singh, the ‘Lion of the Punjab’. He had to wait, but he got his treaty of 

friendship, an act of great importance for the consolidation of British power in India. 

After that Elphinstone, at thirty, seems almost a veteran when he goes as our envoy to 

treat with Shah Sujah at Kabul. Still, the close of his address to the Afghan King is 

probably a fair sample of the spirit in which these young men advanced upon their 

extraordinary tasks: ‘I concluded by saying that we had often been at war with all the 

world and had never suffered in the contest’.   

 

Perhaps one ought not to generalise from a few outstanding men. But the whole lot of 

them were only a handful. Certain qualities seem to have been common. They bad 

fine nerve and they had fine courage:  cold courage that kept men doing brave things, 

year in, year out, without the expectation of what they did being praised or even 

recorded. They had, pre-eminently, a sense of duty. They were given absolute power, 

in effect with no one to control then; often enough judges in their own cause; and they 

were strong enough not to abuse it. I do not mean merely that they did not—as their 

immediate predecessors had done—use their power to obtain benefit for themselves. 

More than that, they really meant to use their power for the benefit of the people 

whose government had fallen into their hands. Two of the best of them, Outram and 

Metcalfe, each risked his whole career in fighting what he thought was injustice in the 

Government’s treatment of native rulers. Above all, perhaps, these men kept their 

heads cool and their hearts open among all the splendours that surrounded them. What 

made that the more remarkable was that they had no inherited tradition of authority to 

support them. ‘The account of your employment is like fairy tales to us’, wrote John 

Malcolm’s father from Dumfries. The ‘employment’ had been as Ambassador to 

Persia, but his father did not refrain from a piece of parental advice: ‘A good head 

will gain you the esteem and applause of the world, but a good heart alone gives 

happiness to the owner of it’.  

 

India in those days roused in our men the sense of wonder that a strange country 

rouses in an explorer. They were inquisitive, fascinated, if sometimes repelled. The 

chaos and misery that they found provoked their sense of order, their latent capacity 

for government: but the spectacle did not make them contemptuous or hostile. Instead, 

they became painstaking historians, they composed Persian grammars, they wrote 

great double-decker volumes of travel. The most active seem to have found time to 

write most: Malcolm, with his Central India and History of Persia, Elphinstone with 

his massive History of India, Outram, The Conquest of Scindo. Tod’s History of the 
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Rajputs remains a classic. Herbert Edwardes’ A Year on the Punjab Frontier is 

remarkable on several counts—the personality of the author, the people he had to deal 

with, and his extraordinary gift of writing. The travel books of Alexander Burnes and 

Arthur Connolly had a great vogue in their day. Both were officers of the Company’s 

Military Service. They explored young and died early, Burnes at thirty-six cut to 

pieces by a mob of Afghans, Connolly at thirty-five put to death with his friend 

Stoddart at Bokhara, after long imprisonment, ‘resolved’, as he wrote in his Bible, 

‘please God, to wear our English honesty and dignity to the last’.  

 

Increasingly, as the second generation came along, the generation of the Lawrences 

and Nicholson and Herbert Edwardes and Alexander Taylor, the men who settled the 

Punjab, there was a fiery devotion to duty, which wore them out before their time. 

Taylor, an engineer subaltern of twenty-four and a road builder of genius, wrote long 

afterwards ‘There was a glow of work and duty around us in the Punjab such as I have 

never felt before or since. I well remember the reaction of feeling when I went on 

furlough to England: the wart of pressure of any kind, the self-seeking, the dulling and 

dwarfing lack of high aims’. There were others who felt as he did. ‘We have agreed 

not to recommend any leave except when men are sick’, wrote John Lawrence to the 

Viceroy, ‘There is still so much to do. Every day is of value, and the best officer 

cannot work too hard or too long for the public interest’. And yet between these two 

generations there is perceptible a difference in their approach to the nature of our rule. 

The difference was to be of importance for the future. None of them doubted that 

British rule could bring great benefits—peace, order, security, protection—to the 

individual Indian or that it was our duty to stay in India until the natives could provide 

those benefits for themselves. Looking back, one can see that it was easier to get in 

than to get out on those terms. That attitude was natural enough in those who had seen 

the anarchy of the decaying Mogul Empire. But the older school were much more 

sensitive than their successors to the value of supporting the long-established features 

of Indian society. They saw that a power—however benevolent—that could not work 

through the existing forms of that society roust prove in the end a destructive force. 

The old authorities would be put aside, robbed of power and of prestige, and the 

elements of society would be so levelled out that there would be nothing between 

Government on the one hand and individual unit, peasant or trader, on the other. That 

is the classic path to despotism. Where they got this profound truth from I do not 

know. They had no administrative history to guide them, and their schooling had been 

casual. Possibly they had the eighteenth century’s instinctive aristocratic feeling. 

 

 

Munro’s ‘Reign of Affection’  
But if anyone wants to read an essay on the art of humane and sensitive 

administration, I would recommend a study of the letters exchanged between Sir 

Thomas Munro in Madras and the Company in London during the early years of the 

nineteenth century. Incidentally, it is excellent writing: appropriately enough on the 

side of the Company, who were before long to count Thomas Love Peacock and John 

Stuart Mill at the head of their secretariat. But few of the early Indian administrators 

seem capable of writing badly. Munro’s message is always to the same effect: ‘Your 

rule is alien and it can never be popular. You have much to bring to your subjects, but 

you cannot look for more than passive gratitude. You are not here to turn India into 

England or Scotland. Work through, not in spite of, native systems and native ways 

with a prejudice in their favour rather than against them; and when in the fullness of 
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time your subjects can frame and maintain a worthy Government for themselves, get 

out and take the glory of the achievement and the sense of having done your duty as 

the chief reward for your exertions’. No wonder that his system was spoken of as ‘a 

reign of affection instead of law’. No wonder that 100 years after he died of cholera in 

camp in India, his word was still law and a revenue officer noted that you had only to 

say that some rule had been laid down by Munro to end all argument upon it.  

 

The younger school lost something of Munro’s sensitive patience. They were terrific 

men—remorseless in energy and in their devotion to duty—but they were almost 

dangerously sure that they were right and that their principles were so superior that 

nothing ought to stand in the way of their being immediately enforced. They saw 

themselves—not unjustly—as the protectors of the oppressed cultivator and small 

man but in their enthusiasm every one who stood between them and their charge the 

chieftain, big or small, the landlord, the middle man —was not only thrust aside but 

was likely to be regarded as morally deplorable as well. ‘Eschew middlemen’, said 

John Lawrence to Nicholson, ‘they are the curse of the country everywhere’. But an 

ancient and complex society cannot be simplified to this extent without losing in the 

process something that is part of its life itself. Nor is there any time-sheet upon which 

can be entered the value of human personality. ‘A naked people under a naked 

crown’, is the description of a despotism — however benevolent and high minded the 

despot himself. And it was in this sense that the British rule in India came to be called 

despotic.  

 

In a way the great achievement of British rule in this period—the settlement of the 

land revenue—was calculated to encourage just this tendency to direct personal rule. 

The central problem of Indian administration was the settlement of the land. So it 

must be in a country where agriculture was the great source of wealth and of 

Government revenue. But the land system had broken down in much of India during 

generations of disorder. To settle these vast and unmapped territories meant to survey 

them, to record them, to decide the million questions of disputed tide that arose in 

connection with them, and to assess the holdings for purposes of revenue. There was 

hardly one of our Leading officers in India, from Munro and Elphinstone onwards, 

who was not employed in this exacting labour. It meant a personal attention to detail 

on the pan of. Government that was unknown before, unless perhaps in the greatest 

days of the Mogul Empire. British Governments had come to favour, rightly or 

wrongly, a direct assessment by the revenue officer of every holding or, at least, of 

every village, instead of the earlier practice of assessing the landlord and leaving him 

to deal with the cultivators on his own responsibility. Indian critics have said that our 

system left the cultivator too directly in the hands of Government But at least it taught 

the British officer to know India and the Indian peasant as he could never have known 

them otherwise. It was said of Thomason, Governor of the North West Province and 

one of the greatest settlement officers, that ‘there was hardly a place or a road in an 

area of 70,000 square miles, scarcely a clan or a tribe in a population of 30,000,000 

with which he was not acquainted’.  

 

Against much of this, for all its excellence, stands the figure of Henry Lawrence. 

Indeed, his quarrel with his brother John over the policy of administration in the new 

province of the Punjab dramatises the conflict between the old school and the new. 

Henry lost when Dalhopsie—the Viceroy—supported John and sent Henry into 

retirement as agent in Rajputana. But he took with him the passionate admiration of 
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such iron men as his own subordinates, John Nicholson and Herbert Edwardes, and—

more than that—the grief and the devotion of his Indian subjects. ‘It was a long living 

funeral procession from Lahore nearly to Amritsar’, someone who saw it said of his 

departure. In truth it was a conflict of attitude as much as of policy. Henry, 

imaginative and perceptive, could not envisage power under John’s simple categories. 

He thought that it was our duty to restore and govern. through the Sikh chieftains as a 

native aristocracy, and that there was no future in India for a government that reserved 

all high authority and emolument for itself and reduced all below it to a common 

level. A man of profound compassion and—like so many of his contemporaries —a 

fervent Christian, he drew away from their vigorous certainties. To him power 

without imagination was itself an evil. ‘It is the due admixture of romance and reality 

that best carries a man through life’, he once said.  

 

Henry Lawrence’s picture is worth looking at, for he was among the noblest of all the 

rich material that went from this country to the service of India. You see the fine 

forehead and the great, brooding eyes, the drawn and patient face. He was only fifty-

one when he died at Luck- now, but he looks an ageing man. ‘Grief has made him 

grey and worn’, wrote Edwardes to Nicholson after his death, ‘but it became him like 

the scars of a battle’.  

 

His defeat was the defeat of the best that we could bring to India. In his humanity and 

his compassion he was more like the greatest of eastern rulers than the greatest of 

western proconsuls. It has been said of him that he left three memorials, more 

enduring than the favour of a viceroy. There was his grave at Lucknow, which carries 

out his last instructions: ‘Put on my tomb only this - “Here lies Henry Lawrence who 

tried to do his duty. May God have mercy on him”’. There were the gardens of the 

Residency which he defended and in which he died. And there were the hill-station 

schools for the children of British soldiers in India, which he somehow managed to 

found and support in the intervals of his brave, laborious life.  

 

 

A Secret hard to Discover  
Here I must leave what I had begun to say about those of our countrymen who 

founded and built up the British administration of India. Much was to come after—the 

Mutiny, the long years that followed which seemed to look neither back to the past 

nor forward to a future, and then the efforts to end honourably what these men had 

honourably begun… I do not touch on this which is outside my picture. Even with the 

men I have spoken of I have failed to give any proper taste of their quality or of what 

they did. It is too diffuse a subject. Nor do these incurious islands care greatly for 

what is done in their name beyond their sight. These doings will be remembered in a 

few families, the families which, as Kipling said, served India generation after 

generation as ‘dolphins follow in line across the open sea’. Plowdens, Trevors, 

Beadons, Rivett-Carnacs; and I could add a dozen more. But the wind has blown, the 

hot wind of the Indian plains, and the dust is already drifted over the memory of their 

achievement. But it may be some service to think of them at those times when one 

falls to wondering whether those who are given power must always use it for selfish 

ends or forget its purpose in the pride of its possession. When one asks whether there 

must always be a ‘governing class’ to whom power is to be entrusted, it may help to 

recall the origins and training of these men. What was their secret? Pride of race? 

Sense of duty? Sound schooling? All these things were present. And yet the quality 
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that strikes one most is a certain unaffected readiness to be themselves. Goethe noted, 

it in our countrymen. ‘It lies’, he said, ‘in the courage they have to be that which 

nature made them’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


