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Editor's Note

This edition of The Fifth Commandment has been newly revised, edited,
annotated and illustrated for digital publication. Electronic publication affords
the opportunity of a wider readership and a longer life for the book than the
original printed edition could ever achieve.

Contemporary newspaper clippings have been interspersed through the text,
mostly from The Times—although as the voice and epitome of the British
establishment, that organ could never have been expected to sympathise with
Saklatvala’s views. Its archives were, however, the only ones available for free
to the present editor, who believes all the material included to be out of
copyright.

In line with the author’s intentions, this digital edition is made freely available
to historians, educators, scholars and activists under the Creative Commons
3.0 Licence; you can distribute, copy and reproduce any unaltered part of the
text, provided that due acknowledgement of the source is given and that no
profit ensues.

The editor

June 2012

Photo: Portrait of Saklatvala as part of the mural Battersea View by
Brian Barnes and Neil Torbett, 1998



Author's Preface

Before I start this narrative, I had better explain the title of the book; I have
myself often been irritated when an author chooses a periphrastic title and
fails to tell the reader the significance of it until almost the last page, by which
time I am usually beyond caring. The fifth commandment appears in the Bible,
in Exodus, chapter 20, verse 12, wherein it is said: “Honour thy father and thy
mother: that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God
giveth thee.” That is exactly what I am doing in writing this story: I write a
book; I carve a headstone.

The only memorial to my father is a plain and modest marble tablet at the foot
of his mother’s grave in the Parsi burial ground in Brookwood Cemetery in
Woking, under which his ashes lie. It reads:

Shapurji D. Saklatvala,
eldest son of Dorabji and Jerbai Saklatvala,
mourned by his sorrowing wife Sehri and their five children.
Born Bombay 28th March 1874.
Died London 16th January 1936.
Member of Parliament 1922/23 and 1924/29.
Nothing but death could end his courage and determination in the cause of
humanity.
Nothing but such determination could conquer death.
His work lives on.

My mother has no memorial stone. Instead, with the help of the Derbyshire
County Council, I had planted a hundred and twenty trees on the hillside
beside the cottage where she was born in the village of Tansley. It seemed a
more creative way of commemorating her life, for she always loved nature, and
especially her Derbyshire ‘heimat.” Although she left her village when she was
eighteen and lived to be eighty-eight, she never wholly lost her native accent,
nor the colourful and unique phrases of her corner of England.
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While this is primarily an account of Father’s life, his story is inextricably
entwined with the life of Sally Marsh, who became Sehri Saklatvala when she
married him in the summer of 1907. They were a diverse but devoted couple,
and each one fully appreciated the qualities of the other; Shapurji always said
that he would not have been able to devote himself wholeheartedly to politics
had he not had a sensible wife to whom he could with confidence entrust the
well-being of the family. And, although Sehri survived him by more than forty-
one years, she spoke of him continually in her everyday affairs, quoting his
views if ever she wanted to make a point in an argument, and still following his
advice, given years before, when she had to cope with illness or any crisis or
dilemma.

It was probably her constant devotion and references to him that have kept
him very much in the forefront of my mind; for although I was only sixteen
when he died, I still use his views as my yardstick and quite consciously refer
to what I think would be his opinion when making important decisions.

Sehri Saklatvala

1990

Photo: The author on the occasion of her 9oth birthday, June 2009



CHAPTER 1

The Sun Rises in the East

Saklatvala’s family background and early life, 1874 -1895.
Life in Bombay with his uncle, Jamsetji Tata. Attendance at
St Xavier’s Jesuit College.

Shapur Dorab Saklatvala was born on March 28th 1874 in Navsari, Gujerat,
India. Shapurji’s family situation was a complicated one, which had a
profound influence on his subsequent philosophies and conduct.

Shapurji’s great-uncle, Nusserwanji Tata, was not born into opulence, but he
was a creative man of vision and determination, and it was he who founded
the great business house of Tata, one of the first multiple companies to emerge
on the Indian commercial scene. He had fulfilled a childhood dream and
planned and laid the foundations of a lavishly splendid dwelling, Esplanade
House, completed after his death by his only son Jamsetji, who had worked
closely with his father, and whose contribution had helped to insure the
prosperity and growth of the family firm.

[Editor’s note: the suffix ‘-ji’ appended to Indian names indicates affection and
respect].
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Photo: The Tata family around 1900
L-R: Dorabji, Heerabai, Dhunbai, Jamsetji, Ratanji, Navajbai

Nusserwanji had four daughters: Ratanbai, Maneckbai, Virbai and Jerbai. It
was this youngest daughter, who was affianced in childhood to Dorabji
Saklatvala, the son of one of Nusserwanji’s business partners, Shapurji
Saklatvala the elder. Dorabji and Jerbai were my father’s parents. Daddy was
their second child and the eldest of four sons, and he therefore enjoyed the
confidence of his father, more than his three younger brothers. They lived
modestly in the Fort area of Bombay (now Mumbai).

The Saklatvala family moved to Esplanade House and all its grandeur when
Shapurji was about fourteen; Jamsetji Tata was living there with his wife
Heerabai and two sons, Dorabji, fifteen years older than my father, and
Ratanji, some three years older than Shapur. Jamsetji made a home for all his
nephews, saying that they were all grandsons of his father, Nusserwanji.
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Photo: Esplanade House, Bombay

Esplanade House was large enough to accommodate this extended family; it
was built round a courtyard in the classical style, and furnished in the
European manner, for Jamsetji was a great traveller. He was also an avid
reader and had a well-stocked and much-used library, which doubtless
enriched my father’s childhood.

Jamsetji (or J.N.) Tata was one of the leading lights of the Parsi community.
This, of course, was when India was part of the British Empire, the ‘jewel in
the crown,” and the Indians were a subject people with virtually no voice in
their own affairs or government. But, on the whole, the Parsis were looked
upon with favour by the British rulers — they were competent entrepreneurs
and traders, cultured and educated very much in the Western mould, and not
averse to co-operating with the British Raj more readily than most of the
Hindu and Muslim populations.

The Parsis had come to India as refugees in about 936, when the Muslim
domination of Persia (now Iran) made it very dangerous for the Zoroastrians
to practice their religion there. They had sought and obtained permission to
settle on the west coast of India in the area of Bombay. There they have lived
harmoniously with their hosts ever since, maintaining their Zoroastrian faith.
Like the Jews in Europe, they have perpetuated their own religion and
traditions and, though comparatively few in number, have kept themselves
intact as an integral fraternity. They gained the reputation of being
industrious, intelligent, courageous—and usually wealthy. They were also
lavishly charitable; indeed, they are so still.

I have always described us as being zoologically Persian, but geographically
and patriotically Indian; but since I have inherited from my father his belief in
the universality of man and his dislike of anything that divides us into
competing groups either of religion or of race, I offer the reader these tit-bits
of information light-heartedly. Inasmuch as we all inherit and are shaped by

10
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our history, a slight knowledge of our forbears might help the reader to
understand and know my father better.

Shapurji wrote to a friend in the mid-1920s, describing his and his father’s
view of the family relationships. Whether it is a true picture of the situation as
it really was, or not, it reveals his attitude and feelings about his father vis-a-
vis the Tatas. All these years after the events, I am not in a position
dispassionately to judge the rights and wrongs of the case; for the purpose of
this book, they are not important. It is Shapurji’s deeply held convictions and
beliefs that are important in trying to understand his later political
development. Unfortunately the first page of the letter is missing, and I am
therefore unable to know the precise date or the name of the recipient, but it
must have been written about 1926, because there was a court case in 1927 and
this document appears to have been written a short time before that.

“...After years of injustice and suffering, my father has gone but, through
him, the duty to our past ancestors still remains. I have to hand over
that burden to my children and towards them it is my equally great duty
to keep on trying with unceasing efforts to leave to them the heritage of
duty with their rights under the existent state of social structure, while it
lasts and dominates over chances of life. The Tata fortune began with
Nusserwanji Tata, but in all early initiative stages and efforts there was
an equally valuable partnership and substantial co-operation of
Shapuriji Saklatvala [my father is referring here to his grandfather, after
whom he was named]. When the latter died, he left entirely to the
honour and discretion of the former, the fixing and distribution of the
fortune to the surviving heirs, of whom my father Dorabji was the sole
male heir and a special favourite almost undesirably spoilt.

“An ordinary trustee would have safeguarded the business rights of such
an heir and also created a careful trust for the future safety of such an
heir who was then a helpless minor of fourteen. This was not done but
the unusual course was adopted of handing over all jewellery, house
property and 90,000 rupees to the widow, without trust conditions and
with further assurance that the son Dorabji, being about to become the
Trustee’s own son-in-law, would have nothing to want.

“Well, he had to lead all his life in want and from this age he was
dispossessed of all wealth as well as business rights in the firm. Further,

11
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all throughout we, his children, were brought up positively to disrespect
and even to despise him with the open doctrine that every Saklatvala
influence must be wrong and every Tata quality the crystal clear virtue.
The open misappropriation of the rights of our father was explained to
us as a thing to be made up to us and in us. Nothing of the sort has been
done. I grew old enough to discover the most cruel wrong done to my
father and through him to our future stock. The abominable trait in the
Tata lesson to us of despising our father I see now burning again in the
heart of Sir Dorabji in the relationship between myself and my children
[Sir Dorabji was J.N. Tata’s elder son and my father’s cousin]. Any
person of honourable social instincts would be horrified by the superior
Tatas in a sort of continuous action. I am taking it with a philosophic
tolerance as a fatalistic hatred that sometimes exists between closely
related families.

“The economic wrong stood for all these years under the excuse that
Dorabji as a ward was disobedient, vicious and uncontrollable. I
visualise now that he was a stripling lad of fourteen and the persons
who dispossessed him were Nusserwanji, over forty years of age, a
powerful, capable administrator, and Jamsetji Tata, over twenty-five
years of age and possessed of remarkable tact, talent and strong will.

“Somehow an idea has always prevailed, and (been) encouraged by the
latter-day Tatas, as if Jamsetji Tata had freely or even reasonably spent
sums upon our living, health and education. This is absolutely untrue,
and though our needs were great, with the ruination of our Father, we
had to do everything in life inadequately in proportion to very slender
means. When my brother Beram became of school age, the question of
paying fees for the fifth child became a huge problem. There was no
Tata help for him. Year after year to the very last he proved to be one of
India’s best brains [Beram became a successful metallurgist in
Pittsburgh, USA]. I had to go periodically to the Rector of our College,
explain our household poverty, and thus got Beram educated without
payment, ABC class to his final BSc Degree, on the charity of the kind-
hearted Jesuit Fathers. For his post-graduate work he obtained the
official Tata loan which he paid back with a per cent interest... no
supplementary assistance was ever extended to us. Our respect for

12
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Jamsetji was our voluntary contribution of a moral value.”

Bearing in mind that this letter was written with such a conviction that a great
wrong had been done to his father all those years before, one can imagine
what an impact such a situation must have had upon Saklatvala as a young
boy.

It is almost certain that both his father and his mother had related to him, as
the eldest son, the story of how his father had been deprived of his due
patrimony, (for, rightly or wrongly, this was their contention). Thus he was
made aware that his father felt aggrieved and wronged by the Tata family.
Shapurji, like the young Hamlet, was convinced that his uncle, Jamsetji Tata,
had virtually destroyed his father — not that he had actually taken his life but,
in Shapurji’s eyes, he had totally blighted it, and robbed him of success,
position and prestige. For the firm, initiated by Nusserwanji, grew and
blossomed under the visionary helmsmanship of Jamsetji, but Dorabji
Saklatvala had virtually no share in the prosperity, though his father had been
a founding partner in the business.

There is no official record of the fact, but Father had told my mother shortly
before their marriage that his parents had separated and were living apart. My
mother told me of this years later. Shapurji remained devoted to both his
parents and must have felt very keenly the lack of his father’s presence
throughout his boyhood. Again there is no record of how often Dorabji was
able to see his sons, but, since Shapurji remained fondly attached to him, it
would seem that they probably met quite often. Notes made from a
conversation soon after my father’s death, between Shapurji’s life-long friend,
Kaikoo Mehta, and my brother Beram, merely say that Granddad was hardly
ever there in the mills in Bombay.

Another early acquaintance, Mr Spitam Cama, in a letter to my brother, writes
that he first met Shapurji in 1890 and goes on to say, “...At this time, as far as I
remember, his father Dorab was away in Madras. It was Jamsetji Tata who
was the leading light in Esplanade House, and in the Saklatvala household.” It
would appear that the separation was not so much an emotional breach
between the mother and father, as a physical separation caused by the Tatas
sending Dorabji Saklatvala to work in their branches away from Bombay, and
at the same time, making a home for his wife and children in Bombay away
from him.

13
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This means that Shapurji as a teenager was brought up in the household and
in the care of J.N. Tata, who had been described to him by his absent father as
the son of the man who had wronged his father. Had Shapurji been able to
dislike Jamsetji, it might perhaps have been easier for him to cope with
emotionally. But Jamsetji always had been especially fond of Shapurji and saw
in him from a very early age the possibilities of great potential; he gave him a
lot of attention and had great faith in his abilities, both as a boy and as a man.

Indeed, this deep affection between Jamsetji and the young Shapur led to
Jamsetji’s elder son, Dorab, being jealously resentful of this young cousin,
fifteen years his junior. As boys and as men, they were always antagonistic
towards each other; the breach was never healed. And while the young Shapur
must have enjoyed and been flattered by the paternal attitude of his uncle, he
probably felt rather guilty about it, remembering that it was that same uncle
and that uncle’s father who had caused such unhappiness to his parents.

Photo: St Xavier’s College, Mumbai

Also, it seems from Shapurji’'s 1926(?) letter that Uncle Jamsetji always

belittled Dorabji Saklatvala and encouraged the sons to disparage him. I can
well imagine that a sensitive boy, such as my father undoubtedly was, must
have been torn apart by such conflicting loyalties. Also, he definitely saw his
father as an underdog and as a man not enjoying the prosperity of other
members of the family. This may well account for his early sympathies with
the really poor people who abounded in the city of Bombay. Indeed, Kaikoo
Mehta, Spitam Cama and his own brother, Sorab, all say that at a very early
age he was perplexed and concerned by the differences between the rich and
the poor, between men of wealth and influence and esteem, and those who
were despised and humiliated by their poverty. Much of this could have

14
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stemmed from the differences in status he observed between his affluent and
influential uncle and his much poorer and somewhat despised father.

His references to the kindness and charity of the Jesuit Fathers in educating
free of charge his youngest brother Beram are also very significant. There has
been speculation as to whether or not Shapurji as a young man was baptised in
the Catholic faith. The question was raised legally in connection with
Shapurji’s rights to benefit under certain family trusts. My father contended,
in a document submitted to counsel for legal opinion, that he was not baptised
into the Roman Catholic Church, as alleged by the trustees and that he had at
no time entered into the Roman or any other church. It was true, he explained,
that

“...many years ago while in Bombay, he was a student of Religions, and
for this purpose he not only studied the Zoroastrian Religion but also
the Christian Religion and he had discourses with the Roman Catholic
Fathers of St Xavier’s College in Bombay where he was educated, and
having regard to this fact it was somehow published in a Roman
Catholic newspaper of Goa that he had adopted the Roman Catholic
Religion, but immediately upon this being brought to his notice, he,
within a very few days, published a notice in the same newspaper,
denying that he had embraced that religion.”

It appears that the newspaper report came to the notice of his cousin, Dorabyji,
who had questioned Shapurji on the subject. Shapurji had assured him that
the report was false and had shown him his own publication in the newspaper
denying the unfounded allegation. I think it can safely and definitively be
assumed that any dip into the baptismal waters of Catholicism was an
intellectual and philosophical exercise, rather than a blinding flash of
revelation and unquestioning faith.

Like most Parsi families of that time, the Tatas and Saklatvalas were devout
Zoroastrians and great importance was laid on religious observance. At seven
years old, Shapurji had his Navjote ceremony, formally initiating him into the
Zoroastrian faith. (It is similar to the Jewish Bar-Mitzvah or the Christian
confirmation ceremony). This, of course, entailed his learning the prayers and
fundamental teachings of the religion, and he was invested with the sudra (a
fine cotton shift or shirt) and the kusti (a holy cord of lambswool worn like a
girdle round the waist). It is a solemn ceremony conducted by a priest and

15
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witnessed by the child’s family and their friends. After the ceremony, gifts are
given to the child and a meal is served and there is a family party.

Later, when all four brothers were in their teens, they all attended a priestly
seminary and underwent the first of the two stages for becoming a priest. This
was quite usual among the families whose sons would be acceptable as
members of the priesthood; it did not mean that they intended to become
fully-fledged priests. The course was quite stringent and lasted for about a
year. At the end of the course, the boys were presented to the head priest in
the temple and conducted certain religious rites.

Having thus been imbued with the teachings of the Parsi religion, the young
Shapurji was taken from the vernacular school where he had started his
education, and was transferred to St Xaviers School, which was run by the
Jesuit Fathers. His natural inclinations and interest in things spiritual,
nurtured by the solemn teachings of Zoroastrianism, now turned themselves
to the religion of his new environment to which his change of school exposed
him.
His brother Sorab, writing to my brother Beram in 1937 said of him:
“As he grew up his tendency was to take things much more seriously
than boys of his own age. Personally I believe he was very greatly
influenced by the austere and simple life of the Jesuit Fathers of the
school, more so than any of us or any of the other non-christian boys.
He seldom took part in any games and did not seem to enjoy the
company of rowdy boys. He had a circle of friends of his own. Though in
fairly good health he was physically never very strong and that fact also
accounts for his not taking part in games or not freely mixing with his
school companions. All the same he was willing to be helpful to others
and was fond of joining debating societies or similar organisations.

“When he entered St Xavier’s College in 1893 his outlook on life became
still more serious and the influence of the Jesuit Fathers still more
pronounced. Philosophy and religion attracted him to such a degree that
he even neglected his other studies. He failed to take his Arts degree and
would have made a second attempt but illness intervened. This
prolonged illness made him weaker still physically but perhaps
spiritually stronger. This to a certain extent filled him with bitterness
which greatly changed his outlook on life. His religious propensities

16



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

deepened and he began taking an interest in and freely mixing with the
poorer classes. He seemed to be greatly perplexed by life’s vagaries and
became indecisive as to what profession in life to follow. He continued
his touch with the Jesuit Fathers and the old school and took an interest
in many Catholic institutions, at the same time maintaining contact with
Parsi institutions also.”

Shapuriji’s closest friend through school and college, and all through his life

thereafter, was Kaikoo Mehta. Speaking of this period in Father’s life, Kaikoo

said:

“At college also we were together. During college, rumours and
complaints that he was too thick with Catholics arose—all matters
including religion. No doubt, he agreed. I can’t really say what influence.
We did not talk about these discussions. But evidently things seem to
have developed, which made people say he had been influenced. But he
still acted as an orthodox Parsi. But always, even in early days, he
always had a feeling for the poor and the underdog. He always used to
go about and see these people in their cottages, discuss matters and
sympathise with them and discussed the forces which kept them poor.”

Another old acquaintance of Shapurji (I would not go so far as to describe him

as a friend, though they remained in touch for most of their lives) was Spitam

Cama. He wrote, also to my brother in 1937:

“During 1892-1895 when Shapurji was between 18 and 21 years of age,
we were together in St Xavier’s College. He shone there in mathematics
and English literature and was altogether a brilliant student. During
these years we met almost every evening at Marker’s Ground in Bombay
[now Mumbai], where we played cricket or football or some other sport.
With us were the Mehta boys, Patel, Petit and, sometimes, Shapurji’s
brothers.

“It was during this period also that Shapurji made his first attempt at
any sort of public speaking. This was at the Gwalia Circle, a club of
which he was one of the founders. Among his fellow members were the
sons of Sir Pherozeshaw Mehta, J.R. Patel, subsequently a leading
lawyer, S. Cama, young Lalkaka who became a Collector in Karachi, and
J.B. Petit, who was destined to sit in the Indian Legislative Assembly.
This club was a well organised affair with reading rooms and a meeting

17
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place in the Kamballa Hill district. There the young men used to meet
for debates and discussions. These were mostly of a purely literary
nature, and nothing political was ever brought up. Shapurji, with
considerable debating experience within the College itself and full of
enthusiasm for things literary was a leading figure at these semi-public
functions.

“1900-1901: Some time during this period Shapurji was quite seriously
ill... He seemed to be toying rather seriously with the idea of
Christianity. It should be emphasised that, although all the teachers at
St Xaviers were Jesuits, he had never, apparently, been influenced at
College towards their religion. [This does not tally with the views
expressed by Uncle Sorab, my father’s brother, above. I think Sorab’s
views were probably the more accurate and knowledgeable of the two.]
It was during and particularly after this period of illness that he first
showed such tendencies... Shapurji’s tendencies in the direction of
Catholicism greatly displeased his family, and led to frequent quarrels.
In these, Jamsetji himself never joined, but he was always very fond of
Shapurji, showing him an affection and trust greater than he showed to
his own boys, Dorab and Ratan.”

Certainly Father always had a certain regard for nuns and priests as teachers,
contending that, because they were not encumbered with the frictions and
worries of family life and other mundane matters, they were able to take a
greater interest in the development of children in their care. For this reason,
he sent my younger brother and myself to a convent school. But he stipulated
that we should not attend services in the chapel, nor were we to be given any
religious instruction.

He encouraged us always to read about and discuss religions, but he did not
want us to be influenced by any one teacher in a matter so wide and so
important. But he clearly thought that the simple and austere way of life of the
nuns would serve as a good guide and example for us to follow. He believed
that the core and the fundamental tenets of most religions led people to a good
life; but the ritual of religions he thought to be divisive and the cause of much
human dispute.

Clearly religion and philosophy were the predominant passions of his early life
and far outweighed all other interests. The quest only ended many years later

18
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when he finally embraced communism as his creed.

19



CHAPTER 2

The Plague Years

Work in India during the bubonic plague and association
with bacteriologist Professor Waldemar Haffkine, 1896 -
1902.

To add to the emotional turmoil caused by the tribal turbulence between the
Tatas and the Saklatvalas, in 1896, there befell a plague on both their houses.
In the late summer of that year it was officially reported that bubonic plague
had assailed the city of Bombay. It was a scourge of disastrous proportions and
was to rage until 1902, with periods of varying intensity. It was against this
terrifying and depressing background of poverty, sickness and death that
Shapurji spent the early years of manhood.
It is astonishing to me that this plague was never mentioned at home, either
by my father or mother; nor was it ever spoken of by Kaikoo Mehta, who was
with us all continually and who was almost like a second father to the family.
Indeed, the first hint I had of it was when, after starting to delve into
Shapurji’s past, I began to read all his speeches in the House of Commons in
Hansard. There was a debate in the House on the 25th November 1927, when
it was proposed to send a Commission under the leadership of Sir John Simon
to India. In the course of this debate, the Under-Secretary of State for India
made a time-worn reference to the various religious factions in India,
emphasising their mutual prejudices and dissensions; and to illustrate that the
British in India were also showing that same prejudice, Shapurji, in the middle
of a long speech, told the following anecdote:
“...There are Hindus, Mohammedans, Sikhs and Parsees. We have heard
it often and often, but may I ask whether this Bill, whether the
imperialist rule in India, whether this Commission, intends to give one
religion to India? Is that your object? Is that what you are doing? If you
are merely ‘chewing the rag’ because there are many religions in India,
how does that entitle you to go as pirates into somebody’s land and
establish a rule? Will that make less religions? You will only make one
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more. What is the meaning of talking about all these irrelevant things?
If you tell me that this Commission is going out to India and the
unmistakable result is going to be a unification of religions, I will be
ready to support it; but merely to talk about all the differences of
religion in India and then argue from that that Great Britain is entitled
to rule the whole of India, is an old-time deception that an enlightened
world can no longer swallow.

“If I may be permitted just to give something from my memory of a
personal character in this matter. In 1902 a plague was having a
devastating effect all over India. It was to be taken in hand not merely as
a grave problem, but as something to save human lives. There was a
Professor Haffkine in those days who was the first man who, with some
measure of success, gave out an anti-plague serum for inoculation. His
experiments were being conducted on a large scale. I was then
associated as secretary with an important committee of welfare workers.
The Governor of Bombay, who was then himself staying out of Bombay,
immediately sent a telegram to Professor Haffkine to go to him with
certain facts and figures because the matter was becoming of vital
importance.

“Professor Haffkine asked me to go and assist him. I gave up my work in
the office, and I went to the place where he was staying, and that was his
European club. People talk about untouchability! Although I had facts
and figures at my disposal which were the result of months of study, and
the Professor had only four or five hours at his disposal, I was actually
prevented from entering the white man’s club. Yet a representative of
that race today talks nonsense about untouchability among the Hindus.
Ultimately, when it could not be helped, the messenger of the club, after
telephoning to various government officials, took me to the back yard of
the club, led me through the kitchen and an underground passage to a
basement room, where the Professor was asked to see me because I was
not a white man. That happened 25 years ago.

“T got the Indian newspapers last Monday, and there is an example
quoted of a European officer of very high position, a Britisher and his
wife, who were travelling in a first class railway carriage. They had only
reserved their own seats and a Mohammedan of very high rank,
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occupying a very high position in the government of India, had his seat
reserved in the same carriage. When he wanted to enter the carriage the
British officer would not allow him to sit in another seat in the same
carriage. He held the door of the railway carriage so that the railway
officials were unable to open the door, and that Mohammedan official
had to take his seat in another carriage. Yet a man of that British race
here today stands up and pours contempt upon the Hindus for insulting
Mohammedans. Talk about depressed classes and untouchable
classes...”

This reference to my father’s voluntary work in connection with the plague led
me to investigate further. In fact, in 1902 Bombay was witnessing the last
dying swish of the tail of the dragon. This bubonic plague had made its first
recognised appearance in Bombay on the 31st August 1896, by the registration
of the death of an inhabitant in Broach Street from this cause. Earlier in the
year, the monsoon had been unusually short and severe, and was followed by
serious floods which destroyed crops and made roads and railways
impassable. The torrential rainfall at one time burst the main water conduit
from the storage lakes and the city was without water for eighteen days.

I have not found any contemporary descriptions of the plight of the people at
that time, but perhaps an apt picture is that described in the apocryphal Book
of Judith:

“And the cisterns were emptied, and they had not water to drink their
fill for one day, for they gave them drink by measure. Therefore their
young children were out of heart, and their women and young men
fainted for thirst and fell down in the streets of the city, and by the
passages of the gates, and there was no longer any strength in them.”

It was when the population was thus already debilitated that the bubonic
plague struck. Food prices had soared and, as always, it was the poverty-
stricken who suffered the greatest deprivation and hardship. At first, the
authorities tried to play down the situation and, consequently, it was not until
the 23rd September 1896 that measures for the eradication of the plague were
adopted
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Photo: Waldemar Haffkine

Here I must interrupt the narrative of Shapurji to introduce a new character
into our story. He is Professor Waldemar Haffkine (born Vladimir Aaronovich
Havkin), a Russian Jew who went to Calcutta in 1893. He was an exponent of
the then comparatively new science of bacteriology. Since he was to have quite
an important influence on the young and impressionable Shapurji, we must
spend a little time to get to know him.

Haffkine was born in Odessa in 1860, the son of a schoolmaster of modest
means. He managed with the frugal help of his elder brother to study in
Odessa University, and he received twenty kopeks a day from the University
for his food; so he knew what poverty was all about. He was an ardent student
and worked under Professor Mechnikov. He soon saw the injustices of the
Tsarist regime, which interfered constantly with the freedom of the university,
and he joined the revolutionary underground movement known as the
Narodnaya Volya Party, an illegal organisation set up in 1879. Some of its
members resorted to acts of terrorism in their fight against the tyranny of the
monarchy.

In 1882 Haffkine was expelled from the university for sending a letter to the
Rector in support of Professor Mechnikov, who was in disgrace with the
authorities. In 1881 he was arrested and served a jail sentence, and he was
under police surveillance in Odessa for eight years, and three times endured
the extremely harsh conditions of imprisonment under the Tsarist regime.

As a result of all this revolutionary activity, Professor Mechnikov escaped to
Paris, where he joined Louis Pasteur in his institute. Later, Haffkine followed
him and was found a minor job in the institute until, in 1890, he was

23



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

appointed as a research assistant there. Until then, the only vaccines that had
been found were against anthrax and rabies. Haffkine now concentrated on
finding a vaccine against cholera, which was rife in Asia and the Middle East
and was threatening Europe. Indeed, before he had been successful, there
were outbreaks of cholera in Paris and London and all over his beloved Russia.
He worked incessantly during all his waking hours and had no other interests
or distractions and, eventually, he found a safe vaccine. The first human trials
were carried out on himself and three of his fellow Russian exiles and,
mercifully for all of us, the inoculations proved both harmless and efficacious.

Meanwhile, Russia was ravaged by the disease, and Haffkine sought
permission from the authorities there to return home and help to arrest the
spread of the epidemic. But, because of his political associations, he was
refused admission to his homeland. It was believed that the disease had
spread all over Europe from Bengal, and it was for this reason that Haffkine
applied in London to go to Bengal to set up a laboratory there and to help to
arrest the further dissemination of cholera. There were many delays and it is
almost certain that the British government was informed by the Russian
Ambassador in London of Professor Haffkine’s politically stormy past; but
eventually, early in 1893, Professor Haffkine set sail for Bengal to take up the
post of bacteriologist with the government of India; and what a blessing his
presence in India was to prove to be, not only for India but for the whole of
mankind.

And incidentally to this great cause, circumstances were to bring this Russian
revolutionary, this brilliant and dedicated scientist and humanitarian, into
contact with Shapurji Saklatvala. Was it perhaps Haffkine who sowed the seed
of revolution in the fertile garden of Shapurji’s compassionate nature? It
seems to me to be highly likely, for Shapurji was to work with the professor for
six plague-ridden years.

When the plague struck the city of Bombay, it had a disastrous effect upon
trade and upon the municipal revenue. Official reports of the period show that
almost half the population fled in panic out of the city, and business of all
kinds was paralysed for a time. Hoping to slay the insatiable monster that was
killing the population by hundreds every week, the government sent Professor
Haffkine to Bombay to combat the terrible scourge. He arrived in the city on
the 7th October 1896, and the very next day set to work in a one-room
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laboratory, with no scientific staff, to find a prophylactic vaccine. His quest
was for a system of inoculation of the healthy to prevent them being infected
by the disease, rather than to find a serum to cure the already stricken. After
three or four months of ceaseless and painstaking toil, he finally produced a
vaccine which, as with his cholera vaccine, he tried upon himself as the first
human experiment. During this time he was joined by a few doctors and his
staff was enlarged.

He had many bitter critics, not least among the medical profession, but it
seems that Jamsetji Tata was one of his enthusiastic supporters. He and his
family, no doubt including Shapurji, were inoculated many times in the
ensuing years and none of them succumbed to the plague. Jamsetji Tata
instructed one of his close colleagues, one Burjorji Padshah, to give every
possible assistance to Haffkine. Padshah recruited all the young Parsi students
then studying at St Xavier’s College to help the Russian professor, especially in
the gathering and maintenance of statistical records of his work and,
subsequently, of the programme of inoculation. Shapurji Saklatvala was
among these young volunteer helpers. It was his first association with a man
who was not only a dedicated scientist and humanitarian, but who had been
driven out of his homeland, Russia, because of his revolutionary associations
and anti-Tsarist politics.

Of course, in the situation in which he was now working, Professor Haffkine
had neither time nor energy for politics and devoted himself entirely to his
scientific research and his unceasing efforts to inoculate as many of the
population as possible. But it is surely likely that he talked to Shapurji about
his experiences when the two of them met. It is, I think, safe to assume that,
when Shapurji was sent to a basement room in the European club and
Professor Haffkine had to join him there, that some comment of the situation
must have been made. It is recorded that the Professor was very critical of the
British imperialist authorities, noting as he did the abject poverty,
overcrowding and insanitary housing in which the majority of the Indians
lived; he saw that the victims of the plague were to be found mostly among the
poor, and scarcely any in the European or wealthier quarters of the city. When
Shapurji presented him with the statistics, it is inconceivable that no
comments were made and that no discussions took place between the two
men. Their outlooks had much in common; and no doubt this close
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association between the older idealist and scientist and the young,
compassionate student, must have helped to form and to crystallise the
convictions of Shapurji. Haffkine’s selflessness, like that of the Jesuit Fathers,
must have had a profound influence on his young apostle.

It should not be imagined that all the lessons of compassion were to be found
only outside his family. He was reared in an atmosphere of tenderness and
benevolence, for it was said of Jamsetji Tata that success in business did not
diminish his sensitive and sincere sympathy for the poor; indeed, when
speaking of their problems, it is recorded that his eyes filled with tears and he
was always prepared to spend money for the public good. So it is not
surprising that compassion and caring for the poor were fostered in the heart
and mind of Shapurji, surrounded as he was by great minds of a similar
disposition.

During the Christmas holiday of 1896, the Tata family moved en masse to
their family home in Navsari, an annual treat, especially for all the younger
members of the clan, who were able to enjoy their freedom from studies, with
picnics and all kinds of festivities. During those early weeks of the plague,
when almost half the population of the city had fled, Dorabji Tata insisted on
returning to his office and to the mills in Bombay as soon as the holiday period
was over; it was important to encourage the workers to stay at their posts,
otherwise the business could easily have failed. Many mills in the town closed
down at that time, but the Tata mills kept going, though of course the general
commercial depression had an adverse effect on the development of the
company.

By the time this ‘Christmas holiday’ was over, the vaccine against the plague
had been successfully developed and inoculations began. Jamsetji Tata was a
zealous advocate of vaccination, and when his son Dorabji married in 1898
and the bride’s family entered the Tata household for the wedding, they were
made to subject themselves to inoculation as soon as they arrived! Not
everyone, even among the more educated, were quite so amenable. There was
great antagonism to the system, and many people were terrified that it would
actually give them the disease rather than protect them from it. Professor
Haffkine insisted always that vaccination should be voluntary; then, as now,
the rights of the individual were sometimes protected. Perhaps, though, had it
been compulsory, it might not have taken six years for the plague to be
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brought under control.

But certain regulations had to be obeyed. All victims of the disease had to be
removed from their homes and taken to hospitals and kept in isolation. Since
very few of those struck down recovered, the poor and uneducated thought
that the government was sending them to hospital merely to hasten their
death and they resisted this enforced removal from their homes with ingenuity
and defiance. Deaths also had to be reported and the bodies safely disposed of.
Army and police patrols circulated in the city, seeking out the sick and the
dead.

As early as October 1896, the mill-hands in several of the mills were so
incensed by the laws of segregation and hospitalisation, that about a thousand
of them assembled outside the Arthur Road Hospital and threatened to
demolish the building and to disperse the staff. They pelted the building with
stones and any missiles they could find and attacked any members of the
medical staff who were intrepid enough to emerge. The police had to be called
in to quell what could almost certainly be termed a riot.

Photo: Bombay around 1900

There is a touching story appearing in the official report by the Commissioner
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for Bombay, which demonstrates the intensity of feeling against compulsory
hospitalisation of the victims. A Parsi family had taken in a Hindu boy,
thirteen years of age, an orphan of whom they became very fond. The child
was infected by the plague and the doctor said he must be removed to the
hospital. The ladies of the family refused to let him go. When the doctor
insisted, they armed themselves with kitchen knives and surrounded the sick
bed, declaring that they would all kill themselves if the child were taken from
them. The police were called. But before the patient could be taken, he was
carried away by death. Sad as it no doubt was, his timely demise certainly
saved the police from an ugly confrontation. But if women were prepared to go
to such lengths to prevent a little adopted boy of another religion from being
hospitalised, to what lengths would parents go to keep their own children with
them in the home?

The Commissioner for the city was wise enough to realise the extreme danger
of this widespread terror inspired by the enforcement of the segregation and
hospitalisation laws. He feared more than anything that the Halalkhors and
Bigarries, who constituted the sanitation workforce, would panic and leave the
city. Were this to happen, the disinfecting and flushing of the city’s drains,
water supply, roads and buildings would become impossible; if this essential
service came to a standstill, the only remedy would be to remove the whole
population out of the town, leaving the plague-ridden, bubonic-infested rats to
take over a dead and derelict city. The threat of the withdrawal of the working
people reached a climax on the 30th October and, the Municipal
Commissioner issued proclamations explaining and modifying the
enforcement of segregation and hospitalisation. Although it may have been,
medically speaking, less safe, he thereby dispelled the almost certainty of
extensive riots and wholesale abandonment of the city by the populace.

It was about this time that my father should have sat for his BA degree. Kaikoo
Mehta merely says that he did not sit for his finals, giving no explanation. His
brother Sorab indicated that the reason was that he became totally engrossed
in things religious and philosophic to the detriment of his regular studies. But
it appears that all his college cronies and himself were roped in by Burjorji
Padsaw to help in the gathering and maintaining of statistics to help Professor
Haffkine in his work. The information required was the precise number of
individuals affected by the plague, how many were vaccinated against it and
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how many of those so vaccinated were infected etc. These figures and other
vital information were obtained from actual visits to the homes of potential
and actual victims.

I think it is probable that Shapurji became totally engrossed in this work
which he seems to have continued, alongside his work in the office for the
family firm, until 1902 when, as referred to in his House of Commons speech
already quoted, he says he was the Secretary of one of the Plague Relief
Committees. The fact that Professor Haffkine had sent for him personally, and
that Shapurji called alone on the Professor, indicates that there was quite a
close association between the two men.

In a biography of Haffkine by Mark Popovski, it is said that Haftkine visited
five and six storey tenement buildings, with many families living together in
one room without windows or ventilation. Haffkine is reported as having said,
“When they showed me a row of buildings which housed between 700 and
1000 people and told me that there had been plague cases in similar buildings
throughout the district, I saw at once that there would be no point in carrying
through the measures decided upon by the municipal authorities...”

No doubt, Shapurji visited similar hovels and talked to the inhabitants of
them. Had it not been for his welfare work due to the sickness prevailing, it is
doubtful whether anyone of his social background would have had any
personal contact with those poor people. How could he see their suffering and
return to the splendour of Esplanade House at the end of the day, without
realising the need for a total and absolute change in the social structure of the
community? Jamsetji Tata’s will shows the extent of his properties:
“Esplanade House my residence in Bombay, my townhouse and my country
seat at Nowsari and my bungalow Castle Hill at Matheran.” What feelings of
guilt and injustice must have assailed the earnest young Shapurji as he toured
the plague-ridden slums of the city for Professor Haffkine?

It was in about 1901, according to Spitam Cama and to Kaikoo Mehta, that,
after a period of overwork, Shapurji became very seriously ill. No one has
specified the illness; but he was sent to a sort of sanatorium in the hills of
Panchgani, close to where Spitam Cama’s family were staying. Jamsetji Tata
also had a house there. Mr Cama describes Shapurji as being very depressed,
spending whole days walking on his own in the hills. He wrote poetry at this
time, but since none of it was preserved, we will never know its worth. His
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brother wrote that the doctors at one time thought there was nothing more to
be done to effect a cure and that afterwards, when he had recovered, the family
doctor said it was only his supreme willpower that had pulled him through.

(Years later, we all had a holiday in the Surrey home of my sister-in-law’s
family. In his letter thanking them, my father said how the scenery near
Dorking had reminded him of his retreats in the hills in India where they went
to escape the heat of the plains. Perhaps, during that holiday, he was thinking
nostalgically of those agonising days of sickness and the relief of his recovery).
I do not think it was merely the physical overwork that affected him, but the
emotional stresses of those years while he was working among the
impoverished masses, overtaken by sickness and deprivation. Perhaps,
whatever the illness was, the other effects of those years never really left him,
for he spent his whole life thereafter struggling to better the lot of those
masses of people living in destitution, want and humiliation. What he saw in
those years of the bubonic plague must have remained always in his mind. It
was to those victims of circumstance that he dedicated his life.

The charitable and benevolent community of Parsis, to which he belonged,
always sought to alleviate the distress of the poor. This was not enough for
Shapurji. He sought not to alleviate but to eliminate poverty entirely; and not
only in India, but all over the world. The 1917 revolution in Russia and the
events following upon it led him to believe implicitly that communism could
end abject poverty; it was for this reason and this reason alone, that he
devoted the rest of his life to the propagation of world communism. The
reader may or may not agree with him, but there can be no doubt of his
dedication, sincerity and self sacrifice in what was, and remains, an unpopular
cause in Britain.
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CHAPTER 3

The Quest for Iron

Prospecting for minerals, 1901 - 1904, prior to the creation of
the Tata Iron & Steel Company (TISCO). Resulting illness.

The next phase of Shapurji’s life was his quest for iron ore and other minerals
necessary for the formation of an iron and steel company. Jamsetji Tata was
one of those rare men who dreamed splendid dreams and translated them into
magnificent reality. Ancient India had had a thriving and skilled iron
manufacture; the iron column of the Kutab Minar in Delhi bears witness to
this; it weighs more than seven tons, and is thought to be three thousand years
old. This indicated that not only was there the skill in ancient India, but the
raw materials must have been there in some abundance.

During the nineteenth century the British rulers in India showed a
considerable interest in the possibility of developing the iron and steel
industry in the country. Various official reports of prospecting for the raw
materials were published. Even as quite a young man, Jamsetji cherished the
vision of adding this industry to his other commercial endeavours. Out of
these aspirations and his hard work and tenacity, a flourishing industry was
created, although Jamsetji himself did not live to see its final blossoming and
fruition. But it was out of his far-sightedness, study and tireless travelling both
in Europe and America that this great enterprise was achieved, bringing such
benefits and wealth to India.

To get such an enterprise off the ground, dreams and visions had to be set
temporarily aside, and practical difficulties had to be faced and overcome with
fortitude, skill and determination. There can be no doubt that Jamsetji Tata
was a supremely colourful and powerful personality who was capable of
making people share his enthusiasms and to work at his side with a dedication
and tirelessness almost equal to his own. He was also very adept at choosing
wisely a loyal and talented group of men to assist him in his ambitious
aspirations. The idea of producing iron and steel simmered for many years in
his mind, during which time he studied official reports and visited districts

31



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

where it was thought that iron ore might be found. But it was not until 1899,
when the rules governing the issue of prospecting licenses were amended and
relaxed that he took positive steps to involve his company in this up and
coming new industry.

In the summer of 1901, Jamsetji Tata travelled to London, where he met Lord
George Hamilton, Secretary of State for India, whose great desire it was to see
industries in India developed with Indian capital. He greeted Mr Tata’s project
enthusiastically and assured him that he would solicit the support of the
Viceroy, Lord Curzon, in such an important venture. Fortified by such
promises of official co-operation, Jamsetji returned to India where he
obtained prospecting licenses for the Lohara and Peepulgaon areas in the
Chanda District.

Before setting out again on his travels, he put his son Dorabji in charge of the
administrative side of the business and put Shapurji in charge of the actual
explorations in the arduous search for iron ore, suitable coal and limestone
deposits. It was seemingly a strange choice; Shapurji’s brother, Sorab, said
that Father had never been very strong or robust; also, he had only fairly
recently recovered from a severe illness. To lead a team of exploration in
terrain that was certainly wild and rugged, if not actually hostile, called for
physical stamina as well as a strong and pertinacious character. To select
Shapurji for this task shows yet again Jamsetji’s perspicacity and wisdom. The
physical challenge was probably the best cure for the young man’s ailments
and, although he and his band of workers did not succeed in their quest, this
preliminary expedition was helpful to the future larger one that accomplished
the final breakthrough; and Shapurji was to be a member of that successful
team also.

The Chanda district is situated in the southernmost area of the central
provinces. Much of the land is covered with dense forest, extending over the
plains and plateaux alike, surrounding small villages and covering the valley
floor that is interlaced with many rivers. There were tigers and leopards in the
vicinity and bears were quite frequently seen. The summer and autumn
months were extremely hot and unhealthy. Transport was by bullock cart or
on horse-back from the town of Nagpur in the north of the district. Nagpur
was the centre and headquarters from which the expedition set forth; it was
about five hundred miles from Bombay, being then the terminus of the Great
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Indian Peninsula Railway. Jamsetji had had a house there ever since he set up
the Empress cotton mills in the town in 1877.

During this early search, Shapurji set up camps in the various blocks which
were to be examined for the desired minerals. From 1893 there had been very
poor harvests of the rice, linseed, gram and wheat, which were the staple crops
of the vicinity, and in 1896 and 1897 there was severe famine in the Chanda
district. The sparse population had been reduced to great poverty and
hardship and shortage of both food and water. It was a predominantly
agricultural community, with some fishermen working in small boats along
the network of rivers. Sometimes Shapurji’s team slept in the open in the
bullock carts in which much of their travelling was accomplished. But quite
often they shared the meagre hospitality of the villagers and slept in their huts
and houses. So once again, Shapurji was thrown into the company of the
poverty-stricken and simple people, this time, actually sharing their humble,
often squalid, shelter. Years later, as a member of the British parliament, he
was to demand their freedom and to advocate communism as a means of
bettering their lot and offering them education and a decent standard of living.
He must have been, I suspect, the only member of that illustrious body, who
had enjoyed the hospitality of these humble villagers. No wonder, therefore,
that he spoke with such heartfelt and impassioned oratory on their behalf.

Once more putting Dorabji in overall charge, Jamsetji left India again in 1902
for America, where he toured extensively, discussing not only the iron and
steel project but looking closely into the cotton industry as well. After much
journeying and meeting numerous experts in the metallurgical field, he went
to Pittsburgh. There he met Julian Kennedy, one of the world’s leading
metallurgical engineers, who advised him that the exploration work must be
undertaken by an experienced specialist and not left to amateurs, however
dedicated and persevering they might be. It was in Pittsburgh that he was
finally introduced to an eminent consultant engineer, Charles Page Perin, who
was destined to figure largely in the success story of the Tata Iron and Steel
Company. Mr Perin in his turn, being unable to go immediately to India
himself, arranged for his partner, geologist C.M. Weld, to leave for India
straight away, even before Tata himself left the United States to return home.

Therefore, in April 1903, Weld, Dorabji Tata and Shapurji set out together for
further rugged exploration. They endured great heat, shortage of drinkable,
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clean water and suffered many privations. Villages were scattered and for the
most part the team was in wild and hostile country; they only procured tents
after they had been in the field for some time, and lived very primitively and
underwent great physical hardship. Weld was to spend four years on the
project, and he and Shapurji apparently got on well together. Talking to my
brother, Beram, soon after Daddy died, Kaikoo Mehta said of this period in
Father’s life:

“[Shapur] went out working with Mr Weld. He was always rather a
favourite with J.N. [Tata] in spite of his eccentricities; he thought him to
be a talented young chap. When J.N. made use of him, he was in entire
agreement with J.N.’s views regarding the Tata Iron and Steel Company,
whereas Dorabji was not. Dorabji also agreed to go but did it in an
orthodox manner, whereas Weld and Shapur used to rough it and
prospect. [Shapur] got on well with the labouring classes, who used to
be forced into service, but this he always condemned... the unofficial
means of getting things done in India. Tyranny! Tyranny!... imposed by
the underlings of the great Sahib. But Weld was a nice chap—they got on
well.

“There was disagreement with Dorabji, who was always opposed to him.
He used to put Shapur down as much as possible in negotiations.
Dorabji’s views were different—he wanted to back out and said his
Father was on a wild goose chase. [It was a wild goose that subsequently
was to lay a generous clutch of golden eggs!] He felt that European
expertise was needed. But J.N. always had the idea of making these
enterprises entirely Indian... Shapur agreed with him and helped him, of
course, as a younger man... J.N. relied on him and gave serious
consideration to his views. But Shapur never got on with Dorabji, who
could not stand Shapur’s unorthodox views. They always held each

2 2

other in mutual contempt—more on Dorabji’s side than Shapurji’s.

Kaikoo Mehta is a very reliable witness of Shapur’s early days and his
relationships within the family. Kaikoo’s father, Sir Phirozeshah Mehta, was a
close and intimate friend of Jamsetji, and the two men met regularly at least
once a week when they were both in Bombay. Kaikoo also worked for the firm
of Tatas and, after an initial period in Japan, worked for the firm in London all
his life. He and Shapurji remained close and affectionate friends right up to
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the time of Shapurji’s death in 1936, and he spent most weekends with us, and
was really like a second father to all of us children.

Perhaps Spitam Cama, being not quite such an intimate friend as Kaikoo
Mehta, is a slightly less dependable chronicler of those early years; but his
version of Shapurji’s status within the family supports what Kaikoo Mehta
contends. He wrote:

“..Your Father went to school when he was ten. He was always
Jamsetji’s favourite. J.N. would always say to Shapur and not to Dorab,
‘Get this; do this,” and formed the habit of entrusting all jobs to him. So
that although Dorab handled the financial side of TISCO [Tata Iron &
Steel Company] foundation, it was Shapurji who was given the more
difficult and responsible job of the actual prospecting. Dorab never
overcame this boyish jealousy, and this, I think, was the cause of most of
their later quarrels. They were always at loggerheads as children and
remained so as men.”

Kaikoo Mehta said that the two brothers, Dorab and Ratan, were constantly
quarrelling, so Jamsetji finally decided to let Dorabji find his own quarters in
Malabar Hill. This was in 1898, the year of Dorabji’'s marriage to Mehrbai
Bhaba; but normally he would have continued to live in his father’s house.
Ratan had married in 1892, and he and his wife, Nawajbai, continued to live
with Jamsetji until his death in 1904. Kaikoo Mehta also said that “the
Saklatvalas moved out,” and that only Shapurji and his mother remained in
Esplanade House with Jamsetji, Ratan and Nawajbai. Ratan and Shapurji
always remained affectionate and good friends up to the time of Ratan’s early
death in 1918. But of course it was Dorabji, as the elder son, who always had
more power and influence in the firm.

According to Sorab Saklatvala, after working with Weld and Dorabji for a
while, it was decided to give up prospecting in the Chanda district; at this
point, Dorabji left this work, and Shapurji and Mr Weld went on alone to
continue the search in another area called Dondi-Lohara.

35



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

Photo: The prospectors
L-R: Dorabji Tata, Shapur;ji Saklatvala, Ratanji Tata(?), C.M. Weld

While Shapurji and Mr Weld were on their adventurous task, the health of
J.N. Tata was causing all the family great concern. He was persuaded to have a
short holiday in Egypt and, from there, Dorabji, who was already in Europe,
insisted on taking him to Vienna to consult an eminent doctor there. While
they were passing through Naples Jamsetji learned of the death of his wife in
Bombay. This shock and grief could only have made his own condition worse.
He went to take treatment in a clinic in Vienna. Dorabji and Mehrbai were
with him; and Shapurji’s youngest brother, Beram, who was studying
metallurgy in Berlin at this time, also went there.

The ailing Jamsetji went then with his family doctor to stay in Baden
Nauheim, a German spa town, but his condition quickly deteriorated, and
Dorabji and his wife, who had stayed on in Vienna, were sent for. There,
surrounded by his son and daughter-in-law, his nephew Beram, and his
cousin, R.D. Tata, Jamsetji died on 19th May 1904. They all accompanied his
body to England, where he was buried in Brookwood Cemetery in Woking. His
marble mausoleum, and those of his two sons, still stand in the Parsi burial
ground there.

I can find no record of where Shapurji was when he learned of the death of his
uncle, but it seems likely that he was still in the wilds with C.M. Weld. His
brother Sorab, writing to my brother Beram after Daddy’s death, said that
Shapurji was very depressed by the loss of his uncle. There is no doubt that
there had always been a special bond between the two of them; apart from the
fact that Jamsetji thought highly of the young Shapur’s capabilities, he was
also the eldest son of his favourite young sister, Jerbai.

Apparently, when Jamsetji was making various dispositions on his deathbed,
he particularly commended to the care of his sons, his sister and Shapur;ji’s
mother, Jerbai. Partly due to this very strong affection from Jamsetji and
partly due to divergencies in character, Shapurji was disliked by Dorabji and
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also by R.D. Tata, another influential cousin.

Apart from his natural grief, Shapur must also have felt personally vulnerable
when the loving protection of his powerful uncle was taken away from him.
His brother not only said that he was very depressed but also that he almost
began to despair of his future. This blow must have been even harder to bear,
coming as it probably did while Shapurji was experiencing such hardships,
loneliness and toil in the distant tracts and jungles of central and eastern
India. His fears for his future were certainly not unfounded, as will be
explained in a later chapter.

After the death of his father, Dorabji returned to India and took charge of the
firm, including, of course, the planned iron and steel project. During this time
there were other prospectors in the field, and the search for minerals became
highly competitive; hope of success was diminishing. But, soon after this, one
P.N. Bose had retired from his post in the Geological Survey and had taken
employment with the Maharajah of Mourbanj. He wrote to Tata Sons &
Company (according to my father’s letter quoted below, this was probably at
Father’s instigation) inviting them to go and inspect the iron ore in that state.
After a difficult train journey, Dorabji Tata, Charles Page Perin, C.M. Weld and
Shapurji were received in the capital by Bose and the Maharajah, who
extended to them a most cordial welcome. Dorabji then went on to Calcutta,
and the rest of the party went to investigate the Mayurbhanj territory.

The state covers more than four thousand square miles, and at its centre there
lay a vast tract of densely forested hills, at that time, still largely unexplored. It
was to this inhospitable land that the Maharajah of the day had invited the
experts from Tata’s to venture in the summer of 1904. It must have been an
awe inspiring and daunting undertaking. The country was wild and it had
remained virtually untouched by successive conquerors. In the jungles,
elephants and other big game had had the place to themselves almost since
time began. But this time, the efforts of the Tata explorers were crowned with
complete success, and all they looked for was discovered in abundance.

But while enduring the perils, stresses and adversities of the jungles, Shapurji
succumbed to malaria, as did also the unhappy Mr Weld who, when suffering
from the disease, was forced to walk thirty miles or so to the nearest railway.
To add to the distressing symptoms of the disease itself, Shapurji’s servant
administered too large a dose of the medicine they carried with them, which
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resulted in the permanent paralysis of his toes. All his life he wore soft boots
made specially for him, and during the early stages of his sickness he walked
on crutches for several months.

This illness was to have a more profound effect on his life than any of his
experiences hitherto. For it was as a result of his long indisposition that he
visited the hydropathic spa in Matlock in Derbyshire when he came to
England in 1905—and that is where he met my mother. But that story will find
its romantic place in the next chapter.

Meanwhile, Dorabji worked indefatigably organising the finance, the licenses,
the setting up of the company, and putting together all the knowledge and
facts that so many experts in various fields had collected. The great Tata Iron
and Steel Works were finally created in Jamshedpur, a city thus named to
honour its great founder.

But with his uncle dead, his health failing and faced with antagonism from his
cousins, Dorabji and R.D. Tata, Shapurji was gradually being pushed out of
the business, and was being largely ignored while the structure of the company
was taking shape. It was probably to remove him from the centre of activity
that Dorabji took Shapurji to England in 1905.

In the letter from Shapurji to an unknown recipient to which I have already
referred, written probably some time in 1926, he wrote the following about his
contribution to the Iron and Steel project:

“Then comes the unjust financial treatment of myself in business
matters. Regardless of our ability in other directions, J.N.T., with his
patriarchal guardianship destined us to work in and live for the firm of
the family, even in one letter describing his two sons and eight nephews
as ten grand-children of his father under his equal responsibility. Our
compensation for work and loyalty was fixity of tenure. Sir Dorabji’s
disregard of these unwritten moral contracts is really an abuse of his
legal might.

“The iron scheme was impossible without the part I played, and for
which I had even asked J.N.T. to cable and cancel the Paris programme
fixed for me, as the new mining department was not worked by anybody
with a faith in it. It was predicted to be an exploration ending as an
exploration. The Central Provinces explorations in parts defined by
Jamsetji did prove a failure, and when I persevered going further
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eastward Sir Dorabji wrote scolding me and said that the Tatas were
nothing to the iron scheme, that the iron scheme was nothing to the
Tatas beyond keeping faith with Lord George Hamilton for prospecting
Lohara and adjoining areas: that J.N.T.’s health could not warrant new
responsibilities and Dorab himself had no desire to assume them.

“I pacified Sir Dorabji and we reached the Dhondi ores. Then arose
commercial difficulties of long distance between the three requisite
minerals. Weld was instructed by Sir Dorabji to wind up and make a full
report of technical data, leaving commercial propositions to the
judgement of commercial experts. Weld, too, was eager to return home
after a long delay. We hurriedly revisited Padampur Lime Fields and
went over to the coal area and stayed with a colliery manager, Mr
Sheridan. There, unwary words fell from Mrs Sheridan’s mouth about
Mr Maclaren’s quarrel with the Bengal Iron Company and how he was
about to disclose to them a new find of iron ores etc. I pricked up my
ears, but Weld got angry and impatient at my suggestions of this last
effort and he felt on that basis he would never be able to leave India.
“We both wrote our respective views to Bombay. Before Burjorji
Padshah’s reply reprimanding me arrived, Weld and I had made peace
and he gave Shrinivas Rao [Weld’s assistant] full technical instructions
for a hasty survey, and he went away. The Mayurbhanj ores were at last
located. In Nagpur I got little support to follow this up. Through parties
that Shrinivas Rao had found in Cuttack, I got Mr P. Bose to write to me,
inviting business terms in my capacity as holding a power of attorney
for J.N. Tata. My quality of perseverance was still receiving
discouragement, but at last, with a promise to Bezonji to make this my
last effort, I got necessary funds and travelled up to Paripada and
Mayurbhanj, stayed there four days and settled a good provisional
agreement on new terms, signing same on the strength of my power of
attorney for J.N. Tata.

“This was the birth of the Tata Iron Company, instead of a bunch of
exploration reports; and these ores were prevented from going to the
Bengal Iron Company; I was working as a member of the family in the
family’s firm, in hopes of permanent remunerative interest for the
future. My actual salary was 50 rupees a month for the period of hardest
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work and discoveries in regions which had never figured in any Tata
mind or schemes...”

Jamsetji thought of Shapur as being persevering, while Dorabji saw this same
quality in him as troublesome obstinacy. There seems little doubt that
Shapurji’s obstinacy had extended the search for iron, limestone and coal until
they were eventually found. Had he been a more obedient and docile
character, it is quite possible that the Tata Iron and Steel Company would
never have been formed; it certainly would have been much delayed. There is
also little doubt that after the minerals had been located and the company was
being structured, Shapurji received no recognition of his contribution. He was
sent to England with Sir Dorabji and his wife in 1905, largely to get him away
from the central organisation in Bombay and Jamshedpur.

[Editor’s note: The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography states, “A further
reason for his departure was a number of clashes with the British authorities
in India, first during the search for minerals, and later over the administration
of the plague relief work,”—but note the error in chronology].

But it was out of this family rejection that his destiny was to be fulfilled; apart
from his contribution to Indian freedom and politics in general, I am myself
profoundly thankful that his European life was imposed on him—how else
would I have been born? And I love life, am grateful for it, and would not have
missed it for anything! So let us move on to the next chapter and see how
Shapurji fared in England after his arrival there in November 1905.

[Editor’s note: TISCO issued its first shares to the public in August 1907,
becoming the first corporation to be financed in this way by the people of
India. The company, now the multinational Tata Steel, provides a history of its
formation on the website celebrating its centenary; in that account,
Saklatvala’s role is not accorded the same importance as that given by him in
the letter above. Both accounts were written in retrospect and to serve a
particular purpose.]
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CHAPTER 4

The Sun Veers to the West

Arrival in England in 1905 for medical treatment. Early
political interest in trade union and socialist meetings.
Marriage to Sarah (Sehri) Marsh, 1907. Sarah’s early life.

Thus it was that Shapurji first came to England in November 1905,
accompanied by Dorabji and Mehrbai, Dorab’s wife. He was broken in health,
depressed by his uncle’s death the previous year, and apprehensive about his
future prospects, which were now solely in the command of his antagonistic
cousin, who was, since Jamsetji’s death, in full control of all the family
business projects, including the development of the Iron and Steel Company
to which Shapurji had contributed so much. London in a foggy November can
have done little to dispel his gloom

Spitam Cama wrote that he saw Shapur on his third day in England, and
described him as looking very ill and worn, and still walking on crutches.

The three of them stayed only a few days in London and then they all went to
Matlock in Derbyshire, to Smedley’s Hydrotherapy Institution. Around the
time of their visit, the Matlock Guardian printed the following description of
this beautiful part of England:

“Mr Ruskin wrote of the Matlock district in the highest terms of
eulogium. The greatest of England’s connoisseurs of art gave Matlock
scenery precedence over all the rest of the world. He says: ‘Learned
Traveller, gentle and simple... think of what this little piece of mid-
England has brought into so narrow a compass of all that should be
most precious to you. In its very minuteness it is the most educational of
all the districts of beautiful landscapes known to me. When Nature had
completed Switzerland, there was left one beautiful fragment for which
she had no further use in that country; so she set it in Derbyshire, amid
a framework of romantic hills, and in time it came to be called The Gem
Of The Peak. That gem is Matlock.”

The health-giving springs in the area had been commercialised and flourished
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as early as the year 1698. When the British aristocracy were cut off from the
continent, first by the French Revolution and then by the Napoleonic Wars,
they flocked to the watering places in England, and Matlock became a
fashionable resort. With the introduction of the railways and a station in
Matlock, the popularity of the springs increased yet again. There were some
five or six large hydros in Matlock at that time, but the most important one
was undoubtedly Smedley’s, built in 1853 and accommodating more than two
hundred and fifty guests. A local textile manufacturer, John Smedley, had
bought and developed the grand and imposing house on Matlock Bank,
standing high on the rim of the valley in which the town lies; there he started
his hydro. He advertised it thus:

“Winter residence, with all the advantages of English home comforts
and proximity to relatives and friends, at Smedley’s Institution, Matlock
Bank, near Matlock Bridge Station, Derbyshire; with or without the
peculiar Mild Hydropathic treatment. Conducted by W.B. Hunter MD
CM Glas. Extensive saloons, lofty and well ventilated bedrooms, all kept
at summer temperature night and day, without draughts. Charges

moderate.”
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Photo: Smedley’s Hydro, Matlock

It was to this idyllic spot that our three “learned travellers, gentle and simple,”

arrived. Dorabji and Mehrbai stayed only for a short while, there being
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nothing specifically wrong with them; but Shapurji, still suffering from
malaria and from the poisoning resulting from the wrong dosage of his
medicine, stayed on until the following June. Whether it was the result of the
“peculiar Mild Hydropathic treatment,” the rest after recent toil or his
romance with my mother, no one can tell, but apparently all his physical
ailments were cured by his stay in Smedley’s Hydro.

Here, once again, I must interrupt Shapurji’s narrative and introduce you to
the girl who was to become his wife and the loving and devoted mother to us
five children. For I have reached the point in my story when the two of them
are about to meet.

It was such an unlikely encounter that even now, years after the courtship, the
marriage, the parenthood and their death, I still hold my breath as I write
about it, for fear that this strange duo might after all miss each other and
negate my own life and that of my brothers and sister.

I often think how minuscule is a human creature, and how minute a portion of
the surface of the universe each one of us covers; so what a miracle it was that
these two tiny and insignificant specks of life should find themselves at exactly
the same spot on the earth’s crust and at exactly the same moment in time. For
he was born in the East, she in the West; he grew up in affluence, and she in
humble poverty; he had an academic education, while she attended a one-
roomed village school only until she was thirteen; it is true that he had heard
all about Matlock, but I doubt if she knew very much about Bombay. (In the
village school, geography was taught only to the boys, while the girls bent
diligently over their needlework). But thankfully they did meet, and I and a
clan spanning three more generations are here on earth to prove and celebrate
the fact.

Above Matlock looms Riber Castle; it is only a mock castle, but its imitative
mediaeval shape dominates the surroundings, as it stands on a height which
makes it a familiar landmark in Matlock and in the little village of Tansley, two
miles to the east

During my mother’s childhood Tansley boasted one shop, one church, one
chapel, one school (which consisted of one classroom) and two pubs, one in
the heart of the village, called the Gate, and one on the edge of the village that
is called, I think, the Green Dragon. [Editor’s note: Tansley’s two pubs are
currently called the Tavern and the Royal Oak. There is however, a Gate in
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Matlock]. All these amenities and some few houses are built on the slopes of
the moor side, leading southward and upward off the road to the height of the
moors. There at the top of the village, and a little remote from it, was a cottage
called Foxholes, surrounded by moorland, with a few modest grey stone
dwellings scattered around fairly close by; the fields are upholstered with
cushions of grass growing above underground springs.

It was here to this cottage that a young quarryman, Harry Marsh, took his
bride Annie Jane, in 1884; this was just about the time that the young
Shapurji, four and a half thousand miles away, was eagerly looking forward to
celebrating his tenth birthday.

Four years later, on the 10th September 1888, Harry and Annie Jane
welcomed to the world their third daughter and fourth child. She was baptised
Sarah Elizabeth but was always called Sally.

By 1904 the couple had twelve children, ten of them daughters. I remember
my grandma as a very quiet, staid and composed character, very puritanical
and correct. But she obviously had her lighter moments, for she once confided
in a friend that her Harry had only to hang his trousers on the bedpost and she
fell for another baby.

Photo: Foxholes, Tansley, Derbyshire
Strangely enough it was not Annie Jane who lost her health creating this
minor baby-boom, but the formerly robust Harry. After only a few years of
marriage he contracted rheumatic fever and was a semi-invalid for most of his
life thereafter. For a few years he was able to work again in the stone quarries,
spasmodically, but for many years he was unable to work at all.
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Annie Jane managed to provide for the family, and all the children had to
participate in running the household. Sally was baking all their bread by the
time she was seven; and when the doctor came to deliver yet another baby, he
was surprised to smell bread baking when he knew the lady of the house was
hors de combat on her bed of labour upstairs. When he saw the scrawny little
waif called Sally competently acting as the family baker, he took her in his
horse and carriage back to his house, where his wife gave her a slice of cake
and a glass of milk. This spontaneous kindness so impressed Sally that she
talked of it to me even when she was in her eighties; and, remembering her
own delight, she was always ready to give sweets or fruit or toys as unexpected
gifts to children she met casually, all through her long life.

The Marsh sisters were all sent out on the moors in the autumn by four o’clock
in the morning to make sure of a good harvest of the bilberries which were so
abundant on the hillside. Annie Jane made jam with the free crop and walked
the two miles or so into Matlock and sold it to Smedley’s Hydro; in return,
apart from the cash, she also received generous basins of dripping [meat fat],
which was one of the mainstays of the family diet. She also sold them cakes
and butter made from the milk of their one cow, and at one time took fish
round to sell in a little pony and trap. They grew their own vegetables, Harry
digging trenches, one child behind him scattering manure into the trench,
another followed with the potatoes or the seed and a third would fill it in with
the freshly dug earth.

For all their poverty and meagre way of life they were a really joyful family, the
parents loving towards each other and towards the children, and the children
loving their parents and each other. And although the babies arrived in quick
succession, there was general rejoicing at each birth. The older children took
care of the smaller ones. When Sally was ten, she was put in charge of the
latest arrival when the baby was a few months old. Of course there were about
four children to a bed, and one night the baby, Clara, was crying; still half
asleep, Sally lay and patted the infant and sang, ‘Come to the Saviour, come to
the Lord,” without opening her eyes. The baby continued to howl. At last,
Father Harry stood in the doorway, candle held aloft at the end of a night-
shirt-clad arm. “Sally, the baby’s cryin’!” Upon investigation, poor little baby
Clara was found to be howling under the bed, while sleepy Sally was
comforting the pillow!
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Their pleasures were simple. All the brood belonged to the Band of Hope and
signed the Pledge almost as soon as they could write. My mother often
hummed the song “My drink is water bright, water bright, water bright, my
drink is water bright from the crystal stream.” (When my eldest brother was a
general practitioner he once said to one of his patients, “What you need is
plenty of water bright—drink as much of it as you can.” The poor bewildered
patient returned in a few days and said she had asked all the chemists in town
and none of them had ever heard of water bright!) They sang and recited at
Band of Hope concerts, and went on sunday school outings.

Their sabbaths were kept intolerably holy (well, it would have been intolerable
for me, but they accepted it all with joyous grace apparently). Sunday
mornings were spent in chapel, singing Wesleyan hymns, and in the
afternoons they all trouped off to sunday school. In the evenings Harry would
gather his brood about him and sing to them in a rich baritone; my Aunty
Hannah, child number six, always said she enjoyed listening to Paul Robeson
because “he sounds like my Dad.” How we daughters flatter our fathers—I
dare say I am guilty of it too as I write!

In spite of all the affection, or perhaps because of it, the family was strictly
brought up. Annie Jane, understandably in view of her fecundity and fiscal
responsibilities, could be very sharp tongued. And while it was Harry’s pride
that he had brought up twelve “childer” and never raised his hand to one of
them, he certainly raised his voice from time to time. When Sally was about
sixteen she went for an innocent evening stroll with a lad called Tom Twigg.
She was met at home by an irate Father. He asked menacingly, “’ast a bin aht
wi’ Tom Twigg?” and when Sally acknowledged that she had, he roared
between clenched teeth, his voice rising to a high-pitched crescendo, “Well,
tha’s let on a bonny booger now, so ’elp my boody liver if tha’ ’asna!”
Apparently, he and Mr Twigg, senior, had fallen out over the price of a cow.
Sally crept to bed, and any romance with Tom Twigg was nipped in the bud.

More than seventy years later, when I was negotiating with the Derbyshire
County Council for the planting of Mother’s memorial trees, one of the letters
was signed by a Tom Twigg; I wrote and told him that had our grandfathers
not fallen out over the sale of a cow, we might have been brother and sister!

At thirteen Sally left school and went to take care of a publican’s baby. She had
to report at six in the morning; she washed the long hall floor and lit the fires
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and then took over the baby. She did all the cleaning of the private dwelling
(not the pub itself), and for this she was able to take home and give to her
parents half-a-crown a week.

Sally blossomed in the unfamiliarly lavish surroundings; she was a rarely
beautiful girl, hardworking and of a very gentle and graceful nature, and she
soon graduated to the dining room, where she worked as a waitress. The hours
were long and the work was hard, but she was used to that. She enjoyed new
friendships and the companionship of a large staff, and thought herself lucky
to be there. Whereas at home her diet had been mainly vegetables and bread-
and-dripping or bread-and-treacle, in the hydro she was serving a profusion of
delicacies, and she had her choice of the menus when the guests had finished
their meals.

Sally learned a little basic French from the menus; for although she had had
little formal education, Sally had a brisk and creative mind, which was to make
her a supportive, congenial and adaptable partner for Shapurji later on in my
story. Varied entertainments were provided for the guests and, although Sally
obviously could not participate, she enjoyed seeing the dances, the balls, the
concerts and tableaux-vivants as well as the sessions of cards and other games.
How stimulating all this must have been after the quiet and confined life in
Tansley!
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Photo: Smedley’s Drawing Room

The dining room was spacious, with pillared archways on either side, and it
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served as a ballroom or concert hall after dinner had been served and the huge
table that ran down the centre of the room had been removed. There were also
small tables set in the window alcoves; and it was at one of these that Dorabyji,
Mehrbai and Shapurji sat down to dine. They arrived in November 1905, but it
was not until March 1906 that he found the opportunity and the courage to
speak to Sally at last.

When, after my father’s death, my brother Beram intended writing his
biography, my mother wrote the following notes which will tell the story of the
courtship better than I can:

“[Shapurji] saw me first on his birthday, March 28th 1906. He asked
Maria Marsh who I was. She told him I was her cousin, so he asked her
to call me over to his table and introduce me to him; which she did.
With his beard, I took him for an old man. He gave me flowers almost
every day and asked me to go for walks. I was too frightened to do so,
but I kept saying I would just to satisfy him for the time being.
Whenever I went out he would walk behind me.

“One afternoon I went to Matlock Bath by bus; when I offered my fare,
the conductor said a gentleman behind had paid. I gave a blind man a
penny in the afternoon without knowing Daddy was following;
afterwards he told me that he had given the blind man two shillings and
told him what a lucky man he was as he had been given a penny by the
sweetest girl in the world.

“One day I got a note from a shoe shop... would I go in and try on some
shoes. There was a note inside a special pair of shoes which I was to try
on from him saying that he hoped to be able to buy all my shoes from
now on. I happened to say I would like a bicycle, so he bought one and
pretended to give away raffle tickets to several people and I was given
the ‘winning ticket.’
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Photo: Shapurji Saklatvala

“The day he left the Hydro, he asked me to see him off on the 2.19 train.
I said yes but had no intention of going. My friend and I went out in the

afternoon. When we returned we got a phone message from Daddy to
say he was on Matlock Bath station and he intended to remain there
however long it was until I went to see him. I went at nine o’clock at
night and said good-bye to him.

“He wrote to me twice a day after he went away. He came one Sunday
for the day. I saw him for a few minutes; he tried to hold my arm when
we were walking; I told him not to do that or people might think we
were engaged. This was always a joke in later years. Then he came to
Tansley for my eighteenth birthday. He saw Dad and Mother and he got
them on his side. We all went in a charabanc to the Peveril of the Peak
Hotel. After lunch Daddy [Shapurji] said, ‘Come for a walk in the
garden.’ I said ‘No.” He said, ‘It’s all right, Dad is coming too,” We had
reached the rose garden when Dad said, ‘Sally, I have a birthday present
for you.” And then Daddy said he was the present—imagine my
disappointment.

“From then on he considered we were engaged, but I only accepted the
engagement ring on November 6th (the date was in the ring, which I
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lost). This was when I came to London to see his mother and his brother
Sorab. She stayed in England until the following summer and most of
the time she was at Smedley’s. She then went to America, where she
died on November 23rd 1907...”
Quite early in the courtship, Shapurji changed Sally’s name to Sehri, a word of
his own invention, conjured from Sarah and Sally; this was because ‘Sally’ was
very similar to a swear-word in his language, Gujarati. Her parents and sisters
always continued to call her Sally, but in our home, socially and officially, she
went by the new name of Sehri (pronounced like ‘Mary’).
So it seems that Shapurji pursued the shyly elusive Sally with the same dogged
persistence and imagination with which he had recently sought out the iron
ore in the Indian jungles. Once again, his obstinacy paid off. They were
married on August 14th 1907 in the Parish Church of St Thomas, Moorside,
Oldham. The Marsh family had moved from Tansley in the hope of finding
more lucrative employment in Oldham for all the sisters, now growing up and
many of them now of an age to earn their own living.
Shapurji’s mother was staying still in Smedley’s, where she got to know Sally
well, and a bond of affection was forged between these two ladies both so
loved by Shapurji.
Sadly, although my mother treasured all my father’s letters, when he died she
placed them all in his coffin with him, together with her wedding shoes which
he had sentimentally kept for all those years. In a way it is better that they
have been lost to us, for they must have been intimate and personal, and no
biography should provide an excuse for usurping the privacy of individuals,
even after their death. But I have to confess that, were they available, I would
have read them with affectionate interest.
But not all Saklatvala’s time in Matlock had been spent in wilful dalliance. It
seems that from almost the first day of his arrival in Matlock he involved
himself in political and trade union affairs. This is recorded by one Mrs
Richards, writing to my brother in 1937. She had kept a glass and china shop
opposite the Hydro, and apparently Father used to go in there and talk to her.
No doubt he must have found the regimen at the Hydro pretty boring, and for
the first few weeks at least, being still on crutches, he probably could not move
very far afield. She writes:

“[...Saklatvala] came in one day to make some small purchases. During
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his conversation then and on subsequent occasions I soon discovered he
was very interested in politics, at that time, socialistic. Your Father
found I was interested and he would quite often come into the shop...
and talk long and earnestly of the injustices meted out to the working
classes... His whole thought and actions were how to get people
interested in helping to bring about a better life and improved
conditions for the workers. If one’s thoughts were totally opposite to
those of your Father, his sincerity and deep feeling for the cause he held
so dear could not leave one unaffected.

“About this time... he was recovering from a severe illness and bodily he
was very frail, but so great mentally. I remember on his birthday, 28th
March 1906, he came into the shop and said he was going to have a
birthday party! And would I prepare it? I readily consented and on my
asking how many were coming, he said, much to his own amusement,
‘You and I" [This was the day on which he first spoke to Sally Marsh and
he must have been in a happy and jocular mood!]

“I well recollect on that day he was feeling very strongly the indifference
shown towards the working people and was troubled that those who
held his convictions and were in power appeared to move so slowly or
not at all. [At this stage, he was still a Liberal.] I was always a very ready
and interested listener and after some long talk upon these subjects he
would say he felt better for having got them off his chest!

“He expressed a wish to pay a visit to the potteries and I accompanied
him as was his wish. Having to change trains at Derby we went to see
the Crown Derby Works. He enjoyed seeing the wonderful and beautiful
pottery made. On continuing our journey to Stoke-on-Trent, the train
passed through a very heavy snowstorm, which, I believe, was the first
snow your Father had seen... he went to London. From there I received
from him long letters... still on the theme of politics and urging me to do
what I could in an endeavour to bring others along and get them
interested in helping to better the lives and conditions of my own class.

“The next I heard of your Father, he was in Oldham; he wrote telling me
that he and your Mother were to be married and would my husband be
his best man. Unfortunately my husband was away in Scotland. Your
Mother and Father came to stay with us with a wee babe and if you are
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their eldest son, you were that babe. The last time I saw your Father was
about two years ago [1935], when he came to Nottingham to speak. I
would like to say my life has been made the richer for having known so
great a man and I am quite sure there are many others who can say the
same. In conclusion may I quote these words which your Father wrote
in a book of mine on January 20th 1906: ‘Be strong! Be good! Be pure!
The right only shall endure.””

This letter definitely makes it plain that almost as soon as he had arrived in
England, he was already committed to a belief in liberal politics; the politics of
his family and of his social milieu had always been liberal. In London he gave
the National Liberal Club as his address, but it would seem that he had already
advanced far along the road of compassionate socialism as early as 190s5.
There is also among my brother Beram’s letters, one from J.R. Clynes, MP and
president of the National Union of General and Municipal Workers, dated 2nd
March, 1937, in which he says:

“I attended a number of meetings under the auspices of the above Union
held in Matlock and one or two adjacent places during 1907. We, of
course, spoke not only on Trade Union and Industrial matters, but dealt
with political questions from the socialist standpoint. Your Father
attended these meetings, and in due course he asked me to arrange a
talk with him. We had very pleasant conversations, and, as I learned
later, he gave me some credit for turning his views in the socialist
direction...”

However, I think that the claim that he had turned my father’s views in the
socialist direction is really contradicted by Mrs Richard’s letter, which makes
it quite clear that Shapurji held virtually socialist views as early as 1905; in any
case, he must have been moving very close to socialism to have been attending
the meetings at which he met Clynes. Spitam Cama also said that Shapurji
knew Keir Hardie well, “...was quite a pal of his,” but there is no indication of
the date of their meeting.

The Matlock newspapers of the day report frequent Liberal Party meetings
which were enthusiastically attended, often to over-flowing. I feel safe in
assuming that Shapurji must have attended some of these.
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Photo: 730 Holloway Road, London
[Editor’s note: Keir Hardie, also a former Liberal, was a founder member of
the Independent Labour Party in 1893, and one of the first two Labour MPs

elected to parliament in 1900].
After marrying, Shapurji and Sally came to London, where they found rooms
at 730 Holloway Road. It was now that Shapurji’s political involvement really

began.
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CHAPTER 5

The Quest for a Political Solution

Joining the Socialist Party, the Clarion Club and the
Independent Labour Party. His mother’s death in 1907.
Association with Bipin Chandra Pal, Arthur Field, J.R.

Clynes and Ramsay MacDonald. Brief return to Bombay in
1912. Support of the suffiragette movement and conscientious
objectors to war. Belief in communism and the influence of
the 1917 revolution in Russia.

By the time he was married, Shapurji had stopped working for Tata’s and was
on the staff of British Westinghouse Electrical and Manufacturing Company,
having, for the moment at least, given up the unequal struggle between
himself and Dorabji. He also joined Lincoln’s Inn and intended to become a
barrister, a project that had been in his mind ever since his arrival in England.
But at some point he gave up that idea, my mother said later, because he felt
that with his political views he would probably never be tolerated in the legal
profession.

As soon as he had arrived in England, he gave the National Liberal Club in
Whitehall, London as his address, and seemed to be following in the tradition
of his family in the political sphere. His Uncle Jamsetji had greatly admired
John Bright, Gladstone and Lord Morley, and there is little doubt that in this,
as in so many other important issues, Shapurji was profoundly influenced by
the grand old man of the family. But he obviously soon became disillusioned
with the Liberal Party, for they did not seem to him to be doing enough for the
working people.

[Editor’s note: Lord Morley, Secretary of State for India between 1905 and
1910, was a prominent Liberal. Shapurji apparently had a vigorous argument
with him in the NLC on the subject of India.]

For Shapurji it was not sufficient merely to bestow benefits upon the workers,
he believed that the power of government had to be transferred into their
hands; so, although he did not actually resign from the Liberals until 1910, he

54



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

became involved with the socialist movement almost as soon as he arrived in
England. Certainly from 1907 he took an active part in the Social Democratic
Federation (which later became the British Socialist Party) in East Finchley;
this was a vigorous and expanding branch and, politically, I think this was a
time of great optimism for him.

Also at East Finchley there was a mock parliament, and Shapurji was a zealous
frequenter of all their sessions. My mother went with him quite often; it was
there that she first heard Bernard Shaw speak and, of course, made his
acquaintance: she never missed a production of Shaw’s plays, and my older
sister was called Candida in his honour.

Shapurji gave his active support to the suffragette movement from this time,
and knew Sylvia Pankhurst well; he joined in their demonstration that
marched to Hyde Park in 1908. He was also active in the India Reform Group.
No doubt his eloquence and sincerity were already being noticed in all these
organisations.

Sometime in 1907, Shapurji’s boon companion from his school and college
days, Kaikoo Mehta (eldest son of Sir Phirozeshah Mehta, who had been such
a friend of Jamsetji) came to work in the office of Tata in London. Kaikoo was
an affectionate friend to all the family, and was invariably in the house at, or
soon after, the birth of each one of us. We all loved him dearly, as he was much
more lighthearted than my father. It was with him that we romped and fooled
around when we were small, whereas my father was always somewhat stern
and aloof; and it was Kaikoo who played tennis and cricket with us as we grew
older. He was very handsome with a curling, waxed moustache and he was
always jolly and laughing. He was very fond of Mother and always said that
Father was lucky to have found her before he did! We always teased my
mother about this later on; but of course, it always remained a very proper,
decorous friendship which we all enjoyed.

Kaikoo had a period cottage in St John’s Wood which to all of us was like a
doll’s house, and we loved to visit him there. His arrival in London was a great
comfort and support to Shapurji at a time when he found himself cut off from
the family for the first time.

My grandmother, Jerbai Saklatvala, sailed to America that summer to visit her
sons, Phirozeshah and Beram. She died in New York on the 23rd November
1907, I think as a result of anaesthetic poisoning during a minor operation.
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Perhaps because her brother Jamsetji was buried in Brookwood, or perhaps it
was Shapurji’s wish, her body was sent to England and she was also interred in
the Parsi burial ground there, in a grave immediately in front of Jamsetji’s
mausoleum.

Shapurji was greatly saddened and depressed by her death, and he and Sehri
took a furnished cottage in Brookwood to be near his mother’s grave. My
eldest brother, Dorab, was born there. It was there, too, that the doctor
introduced a Scottish lady, Mrs Gray, to the household as a midwife and nurse.
Mrs Gray remained a close friend to all of us, and I was with her when she died
in her nineties. She attended at the birth of three of my mother’s five children.
(She could not be with her in Manchester because she had a husband and son
of her own to look after.)

Shapurji’s parents had both accepted Sehri as a welcome daughter-in-law; but
when she produced a son (alas, too late to make Grandma happy), Granddad
Saklatvala was overjoyed and declared of the new infant, “This is the Dorabji
Saklatvala of the future!” He showered my mother with gifts and sang her
praises and generally rejoiced at the birth. After this, Dorabji spent much of
his time in England, mostly in Manchester, where he was in business buying
and selling mill machinery; consequently, he saw a great deal of the older
children. It was probably one of the happiest periods in his life, after all the
dissensions within the family.

In the spring of 1909 Shapurji had to leave British Westinghouse. It seems
that they had engaged him in the hope of doing business with Tata’s through
his personal connections, not knowing, of course, that his personal relations
could well have the opposite effect! He joined a firm of consultant engineers in
Manchester and the family, now three in number, moved to Ashton-upon-
Mersey.

My sister Candida was born there on my mother’s twenty-first birthday, 1909.
Kaikoo Mehta came to stay to join in the family jollifications. In those days, a
mother was not allowed any solid food for days after the birth and was kept
strictly in bed for a couple of weeks. Father, terrified of anything going wrong,
insisted on obeying the doctor’s orders; but Kaikoo used to sneak bread and
butter and cups of tea upstairs for Sehri, who was fit as a flea and ravenously
hungry.

In Manchester, Shapurji joined the Clarion Club; he attended their weekly
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meetings with unfailing regularity and spoke there on many occasions. Bipin
Chandra Pal, a great Indian orator and fighter for Indian freedom, also
addressed meetings there. He was, of course, already acquainted with my
father, and in this period they saw much of one another. My parents shared
their house with another Indian couple, Mr and Mrs Chaman Lal, who also
had young children. This meant that Sehri was able to accompany Shapur on
many of his political meetings, which she greatly enjoyed, and no doubt she
learned a good deal from listening to and meeting the many political figures
who participated in them. While she, like her father, was always a Liberal, she
nevertheless always gave her husband her wholehearted support in all his
political activities, even when his politics were moving at a swifter pace than
those of the Liberal Party.
In the early nineteen hundreds there was an eccentric English socialist called
Arthur Field, who devoted much of his time to matters oriental, particularly
the Arab cause. He was a frequent and vociferous visitor to our house and was
very much a family friend. Field said of this period:
“Having come in contact with Manchester Labour Organisations
including the Clarion Movement, from 1909 we may suppose that
[Saklatvala] was trying to influence them, as he had tried to influence
the Liberals previously, to take up the matter of organising the workers
of India and voicing their claims to justice in the English Labour Circles.
In 1911, he addressed to leading men of the Trades Union Congress and
the Labour Representation Committee a document outlining the desired
activity. He told me the response was disappointing and disillusioning.”
It seems he was not the only socialist to be critical of the labour movement.
When George Bernard Shaw attended the Labour Party Conference in 1909,
he disapproved of the members singing at such an event; when they burst into
Auld Lang Syne at the end, he voiced his disgust thus: “When Moses received
the Tablets of the Law, he did not sing ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’ by way of
acknowledgment!”
Shapuriji also attended regularly the sessions of the County Forum held in
Cromford Court, Manchester. There he was known as a very earnest and
considerable debater with pronounced socialist ideas. One of the members
wrote of this time: “I remember his opening a debate and bringing his wife
with him. It created some little interest, as unusual things and persons always
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do. The debate went well and everyone was congratulatory, even his
opponents.”

During his period in Manchester Saklatvala joined the Independent Labour
Party. He frequently saw J.R. Clynes and also met Ramsay MacDonald. While
he realised that MacDonald was an astute and educated man, he never felt he
was the right person for the leadership of the labour movement; this first
impression was confirmed in later years when he was a member of parliament.
Saklatvala favoured Clynes rather than MacDonald for the leadership of the
Labour Party in 1911, but MacDonald won the day by quite a slender majority.
How different might have been the history of the Labour Party had Clynes
instead of MacDonald become Prime Minister.

[Editor’s note: At that the time the Independent Labour Party was the means
for individuals to became members of the Labour Party, which itself was a
federal organisation of trade unions and societies].

For much of his life in England, Shapurji came under Scotland Yard
surveillance, but unfortunately I cannot have sight of his dossier until seventy
years after his death—by which time I shall be beyond reading it. I am
therefore unable to state precisely when this surveillance began. But a letter
from one of the Party members, with whom my father stayed in Glasgow, said
that detectives were at Shapurji’s heels within a very short time of his arrival
in England; though there is no evidence of any activities in India or in the very
early months in England that would warrant such suspicion by the authorities.
But certainly, very early in his political involvement he was followed by a
detective; in a way, it flattered him and gave him importance; he certainly
never seemed to resent it.

Once, when it was pouring with rain and he went into a restaurant for lunch,
he went out and invited the detective to come inside out of the rain; he said he
knew he was there and that he was only doing his job, so why get wet? He
seems, anyway, always to have proclaimed his political beliefs as loudly and as
widely as he knew how, and there was certainly nothing clandestine about his
activities; it seems, therefore, to have been something of a waste of money to
have him so meticulously scrutinised. Once, when he was to address a meeting
in a part of London unfamiliar to him, he had forgotten the address of the hall;
he went into the local police station and asked them if they could tell him
where Saklatvala was scheduled to speak that night, and they at once told him!
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This no doubt appealed to his sense of humour, for he related it as a joke
during the meeting when he got there.

Some time in 1911, thanks largely to the intervention of his cousin Ratanji,
arrangements were being made for him to rejoin Tata’s in India. But his father
wrote to him and warned him that he was likely to be arrested if he returned
home. So it seems that he was already regarded by the British government as a
threat to their continuing dominance over India; for at that time, the thought
of freeing India from the tyranny of British rule was considered to be
dangerous sedition. Now, of course, no one, even to the right of the Tory Party,
would consider it right or desirable to resume the roles of Empire builders and
subjugate other countries. So Father’s philosophy, condemned as
revolutionary and a threat to peace and stability, was merely ahead of his
generation. It took thirty years for British politicians to catch up with him.
Like all men who promote good ideas too early, he paid the price of their
backwardness and intolerance; and, alas, he did not live long enough to be
able to say, “I told you so!”

However, in May 1912, when the opportunity finally came for him to go back
to India, he and all the family went to Bombay, fully intending to settle there.
He insisted on chancing arrest and said he would not give in to intimidation.
He took no active part in politics while he was India then, as far as I know, but
at the end of about a year, he was again sent back to England, presumably by
Dorabji as head of the firm. (See also Chapter 6).

By the time they got back to London from India in 1913, his cousin Ratan had
purchased a palatial residence in Twickenham called York House. It is at
present the town hall. It was surrounded by beautiful gardens, which are now
a public park. Ratan built an indoor swimming pool and lived there in
considerable style and luxury. Ratan and Shapur had always been good friends
and were as affectionate as brothers, and it was to York House that the family
repaired on their return to England.
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Photo: York House, Twickenham

Both Ratanji and Dorabji had been knighted by this time and were in the
social whirl of London life, which Shapurji watched with some amusement
from the sidelines. At this time, he worked as personal assistant to Ratanji and
remained in this position until Ratan’s death in 1918, working mostly at York
House, but also in the offices of Tata Ltd in London.

During this period, Shapurji was content to be once again within the fold of his
family, and enjoyed the close links with his cousin. Ratanji had no children of
his own and made a big fuss of Shapur’s increasing brood. He often
encouraged them to entertain him with songs and recitations, and they
enjoyed playing in the spacious gardens of York House; especially the
Japanese garden, with its miniature trees and slender bridge over a little
stream.

Shapurji found a suitable house at 51 Lebanon Park, close to York House, and
the family took up residence there late in 1913. My brother Kaikoo (named
after Kaikoo Mehta, of course) and I were both born there in 1915 and 1919
respectively. Mrs Gray presided at both births. I might mention here that my
father was before his time in many things, and he apparently wanted to be
present when Kaikoo was born. Mrs Gray was scandalised at such a
proposition and threatened to walk out and abandon her patient when the
birth was imminent if Father persisted in remaining in the bedroom. This was
one occasion when my father had, perforce, to yield—and to a woman, too!
Nurse won the day, and he was not allowed to witness the birth as he had so
wished to do.

In early 1914 my father went alone on a short visit to India, returning in April.
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Mother went to Marseilles to meet him, and they had a week together in Paris.
Father bought Mummy the latest thing in hobble skirts from a fashionable
shop in Paris and she felt she was being outrageously daring wearing it in the
demure streets of Twickenham. I have a picture of them taken on the Eiffel
Tower during that visit; they obviously had enormous fun together that week,
alone and far from all cares, domestic and political. Although the Great War
was so near, no one seemed to be much aware of the impending sorrows.

Photo: 51 Lebanon Park, Twickenham

On his return to Twickenham, Shapurji added the conscientious objectors to
his political causes, and groups of them in Twickenham used to meet in each
others’ houses. He continued his association with the suffragette movement,
and also attended the meetings of the Independent Labour Party at this time,
having joined the ILP in Manchester in 1909. He also went to Fabian Society
meetings.
Herbert Bryan, a correspondent for the Daily Herald, remembered that he first
saw ‘Sak’ at the City of London branch of the ILP in about 1915 in Prince
Henry Room, Fleet Street. He recalls:
“On that occasion Sak was not one of the speakers, but he spoke in the
discussion from the back of the hall. I did not know who he was then,
but I remember being impressed by his striking and original way of
speaking... [He] soon became active in the City branch, both in branch
and public meetings. Then his reputation began to spread throughout
the London movement and afterwards, throughout the country, so that
he soon began to receive many requests to fulfil speaking engagements
from London and provincial branches.”

Quite late in the War Shapurji did receive call-up papers, but the authorities
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must have had second thoughts, suspecting that he might be more trouble
than he was worth, because I think it was withdrawn. I have not verified this,
but that is the impression I had from my mother; but she was talking to me
some fifty years after the event. Certainly he never enlisted and, as far as I
know, never appeared before any tribunal.

The 1917 Revolution in Russia had a profound effect and influence on
Shapurji’s political outlook. He saw the predominantly peasant population of
Russia as being similar to the Indian population, and became convinced that
the solution that the USSR had found to combat the poverty and illiteracy of
her masses could be effective in India also. He became totally and irrevocably
convinced that communism was the only system that could relieve the
sufferings and injustices of the poor in all countries. It might deprive a very
few of the population from expressing intellectual convictions, but at least it
would ensure that the other downtrodden numberless masses would be fed,
housed and educated, and would have a voice in the government of the land.
Saklatvala visited the USSR in 1923, in 1927 and again in 1934, when he
toured and lectured extensively, giving his attention particularly to Samarkand
and the Eastern areas that had, he felt, perhaps the greatest affinity with India,
and he remained steadfast in his belief in communism. Once, when he was
addressing a meeting of the International Club of Glasgow University, he
thrilled his audience with an impassioned lecture on how the subjected races
of Soviet Asia had freed themselves, and on the way home, he explained to his
host how he had made up his mind never to admit even the tiniest criticisms of
the Soviet Union because that, for him, “was like a sin against the Holy
Ghost!”

Many enemies of communism are of the view that those who embrace it are
necessarily unpatriotic to Great Britain. This is not so. Father was convinced
that communism would lead to the happiness of all people and nations. He
wished all nations well. To love one’s country does not necessarily entail
setting it above other countries; bringing happiness to all peoples does not
diminish the well-being one brings to one’s own. To love humanity in toto
does not mean that one loves one country less than another.

But if the people of each land are encouraged by a false sense of patriotism to
think that their particular country must be stronger and more dominant than
all the others, we are left with an arms race, and often with an armed contest,
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to prove the supremacy of each over the other. Sabre-rattling is really not a
manifestation of love of one’s country. Patriotism not only entails feeling love
for members of the government and the upper crust, one has to love the
workers and unemployed too, for they are all equally members of their country
and society.

Shapurji Saklatvala assuredly loved and worked tirelessly for the working
people of Britain as he worked strenuously and unceasingly for the good of
working people everywhere. So, lest anyone should think that Father did not
love England, let me say at once that they are wrong. He once said that India

was his mother-country, but that England was the mother-country of his
children.

Certainly he had a devotion to England, but he also loved all men and women
in other lands. He firmly believed in the universality of man and that no man
or groups of men should build their own happiness on the unhappiness and
suffering of others. A capitalist economy that depends for its survival on
having millions of unemployed could not, in his view, be considered moral or
desirable. His patriotism embraced loyalty to the working men and women of
Britain; indeed, he fought harder than most for the miners of Britain, and
went to prison in 1926 to serve their cause. He worked all his life to better the
lot of people everywhere.

After all, my Marsh grandparents loved all twelve of their children, my own
parents loved all five of us; none of them would have wanted to better one
child at the expense of the others. But loving many does not diminish the
devotion to any one; it rather enhances and increases it. So with the love of
countries. The human heart is well stocked with love and has enough to
distribute to people everywhere in the world.

Saklatvala became totally absorbed in the various political movements to
which he subscribed and spent hardly any weekends at home. He travelled all
over Britain addressing meetings, and inspired great affection and devoted
loyalty from working people all over the country. The fact that he came from
India does not appear to have bothered or upset anyone. In fact there was one
occasion during his second General Election campaign when the audience
rallied to his defence at a public meeting.

His opponent in that election was H.C. Hogbin, a National Liberal; there were
rowdy demonstrations at Hogbin’s meetings by people claimed to be followers
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of Comrade Saklatvala. In the end, Hogbin said he would not address any
more meetings. Father published a notice for distribution calling on local
people to give all politicians a fair hearing. Copies were sent to Hogbin, for
distribution at his meetings.

One Captain Godfrey, representing Hogbin, addressed a public meeting,
sharing the platform with Saklatvala and, after referring to ‘Sak’s’ “splendid
sportsmanship,” added, “but I have an instinctive preference for an
Englishman.” This remark brought a torrent of abuse and indignation from
the audience. A newspaper of the day reported that men and women rose to

'” 43
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their feet and shouted protests. “You're asking for it!”, “Shame!”, and “How
about Lady Astor?”, were some of the remarks distinguishable through the
din, which continued until Saklatvala himself intervened. Godfrey was forced
to say that “if Mr Saklatvala thinks he has been insulted, I withdraw.” It is
interesting to note that the ordinary rank and file members of that audience
would not stand for any derogatory allusion to the fact that Father was an

Indian. How sadly different things sometimes are today.

In those days, of course, there were few Indians living here and most of them
were doctors or lawyers or students or well-to-do business men. So the local
United Kingdom populace did not then, as now, feel threatened by Indians;
they were not then in competition for jobs and houses.

I have certainly never heard of any antagonism being expressed by working
men or women due to Father being a non-European. He was an outstanding
orator and always had complete control of his audiences. There were never
any incidents of unruly violence or disorder in his meetings. He dealt with
hecklers as he dealt with any political situation, with humour and logic. People
cut his name down to more manageable and pronounceable size and he was
universally and affectionately known as ‘Sak.’

Shapurji was of only average height, with a neat, trim figure, vigorous in his
speech and general deportment. He had dark, wavy hair, warm, shining hazel
eyes that were most expressive of his earnestness, his anger or his twinkling
and mischievous humour. Everyone who knew him was impressed by his
kindliness, his warmth, his sincerity. His compassion was personal even when
he was speaking of poverty or sickness or deprivation on a wide scale, and
people never became mere statistical numbers for him; he felt for the
thousands as keenly as he would feel for the individual next door.
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As a speaker, he always drew the crowds, and his public meetings were usually
full to overflowing. But, at the same time, no group was too small for him to
address, and he would willingly go to talk informally to little groups of
students or trade union members.

No one now would say Shapurji was not robust—indeed, he seemed to have
limitless energy, often travelling through the night and addressing two and
three meetings in the day. His stay in Matlock, one way and another, had
certainly made a new man of him! He was not only a fiery advocate of
socialism, he was also a walking advertisement for the healing springs of
Derbyshire!
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CHAPTER 6

The Mind is its Own Place

Family life. The author’s childhood memories.

The mind is its own place, and in itself
Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.
John Milton, Paradise Lost

Surely no braver man has ever existed than that primitive ancestor of ours
who first dared to climb on to a fallen tree and drift on the waters of a flowing
river. He must have been the first animal to move on anything but its own
limbs; all mammals propelled on their own feet, all birds on their own wings
and all fish on their own fins and tails. He alone, that courageous, pioneering
man, used an outside agent, a log of wood... “One small step for a man; one
giant leap for mankind.” Other innovative men have followed, and will yet
follow, his heroic example. The log has led to all kinds of craft, from canoes to
the Queen Mary, and the giant oil tankers and submarines; man’s skill at
riding on horseback led him to attach a cart to the beast and later he
discovered motor cars, steam trains, electric trains, aeroplanes and, most
recently of all, spacecraft that have whisked men to the moon, making yet
another small step, another giant leap.

But when all our wondering hero-worship and applause have died down, we
have to recognise that the most magical mode of travel is still on that
superlative vessel, the human mind; it travels not only in space but also in
time; it cannot be high-jacked or crashed or shot down, and it knows no limits.
Occasionally, it is true, a mind may go off the rails or have its big-end blow,
but such catastrophes usually result in even wilder flights of fancy than before.
No, as a means of happy wandering, the human mind remains supreme.

Thus it is with a great sense of liberation and relief that I attack this next
chapter, for it will deal with my own memory, unfettered by research into facts
and figures; for I intend now to give you some impression of Shapurji as a
father and a family man. He and Sehri had five children, three sons and two
daughters, of whom I am the youngest and, alas, the only lonely survivor; and,
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no doubt, each of these five minds would have carried its owner on a different
journey and would have shown Father in different lights. But here is my
version of my father, for better or worse. I shall not only relate my direct
memories, but also incidents and impressions passed on to me in later life by
my mother. For Father was already in his middle forties when I was born, so
that I remember him only as a comparatively older man; and I was only
sixteen when he died, aged sixty-one. Whereas I shared my life with my
mother until I was fifty-eight and she was eighty-eight, and I depend greatly
on her recollections for my knowledge of Father.

Like his Uncle Jamsetji, Shapurji was a creative dreamer and idealist; he was
not, however, endowed with the same measure of pragmatism as that
industrious, industrial magnate. He shared with his uncle an unquestioning
and unquestioned determination to have his own way in all matters both
public and private, which was seen as strength by his admirers and as
obstinacy by those less sympathetic to him.

Shapurji had an impish, ebullient yet quiet sense of fun and humour, and
often used jocularity to prick the bubbles of pride or false dignity in others.
Wide reading and powers of observation, together with a prodigious memory
and a facility with figures bestowed upon him an encyclopaedic knowledge,
which enabled him to make long political speeches, laden with accurate
statistics, ex tempore and without reference to written notes.

He was affectionate, loving and sympathetic, with an understanding of and a
deep concern for the problems and sufferings of others; and when he was
dealing with human deprivation on a massive scale and talking in terms of
millions, he always saw their collective misery as the plight of individuals;
people remained people and were never diminished by their numbers into
mere statistics.

He loved the beauties both of nature and of the arts, and was enriched by his
enjoyment of both. He always stressed the need for honesty and honourable
conduct in private as well as in public life. He was a deeply religious man while
not subscribing to the tenets or doctrines of any one religion; but he tried
always to steer a course of good against evil. His religious ardour finally found
expression in communism, which became his fervent belief as a vehicle for the
ultimate good of all mankind.

He believed in the universality of man, and that no one man or group of men
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or a nation should seek to improve their own lot to the detriment of other men
and other nations; hence his defiant and progressive fight against all forms of
imperialism. This was, I think, the guiding force behind all his political
thinking, and the mainspring of all his endeavours.

He does not appear to have engaged in any physically active recreations. In
one edition of ‘Who’s Who' he gives “playing chess and silence” as his hobbies.
He was a contemplative man, and certainly there was no natural physical
violence in him.

He was always lucidly logical and was able to touch upon the centre and
fundamentals of even the most complicated issues of any debate. His
transparent sincerity and his sacrifice have never been questioned, even by
those who were opposed to everything he stood for, and his unblemished
integrity gained the respect and admiration of both followers and opponents.

I think the only man who could have been regarded as an enemy, and one who
was always personally antagonistic towards him, was his cousin, Dorabji Tata;
this feeling of animosity was engendered during their boyhood, more by
jealousy due to Jamsetji’s loving disposition and admiration for Shapurji, than
by any particular trait in Shapurji’s own character. Jealousy is such a self-
destructive emotion, that, as I found out more and more of the bitter enmity
that Dorabji displayed towards my father, I could not but help feeling sorry for
him; for although he did much to damage my father’s career as a businessman,
I am convinced that he made himself more miserable than he made Father. In
many ways, we are all indebted to him, for had Shapurji flourished in the
family business, his political career might never have been fulfilled; and, so far
as I personally am concerned, he may well never have met my mother, and
where would I be then? In the void, I suppose, in the abyss, and without a
mind to travel on.

Because our surname is a distinctive one, even in India, all through my life I
have always been asked if I am related to Saklatvala the MP. And I have found
nothing but admiration for him as a speaker and as a man, even among those
who had no sympathy whatever with his political ideals. On one occasion
when he was having a ding-dong with the then Home Secretary in the House
of Commons, the Speaker thanked him for his unfailing courtesy in debate.
While he was always emphatic and outspoken in political exchanges, he never
wittingly gave anyone personal offence.
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Alas, Shapurji was not always quite so delicate in his dealings within the
family! He was generally somewhat stern and aloof towards his children, but
we all were aware of his warmth and affection; his strictness was itself a
measure of his concern. He was, in fact, very fond and proud of all of us. The
baby of the family always sat next to him at meal-times, and it was he who fed
us and taught us how to feed ourselves in a mannerly way. He frequently took
my eldest brother Dorab to the office with him, from when he was only about
eighteen months old. He often took me with him on his travels when he was
addressing meetings up and down the country, from when I was only about
three. He even helped Mummy to cut out the clothes she made for us all; he
was, in fact, much more personally involved with our day-to-day upbringing
than most men of his generation.

The first baby was born in Brookwood because Daddy’s mother was buried
there and he wanted to be near her grave. (This attitude towards the dead
changed completely when he was an older man. Indeed, on the very day that
he died, he had been arguing with an Indian friend and journalist in favour of
cremation, and had said to him, “Well, I hope when I die they will put me in
the dustbin along with all the other rubbish.” But in 1907 and 1908 he was
more sentimental on the subject).

He must have been terribly excited to have a son, and when a neighbour asked
him what the baby was, he mischievously told her it was twins! And she
canvassed the news up and down the whole street, so that there was a great
wave of sympathy for the fragile young wife. When Daddy finally admitted that
it was just one baby boy, they were all so delighted that they forgave his
teasing.

When Dorab was still only an infant, the family moved to a cottage in the Vale
of Health in Hampstead some time towards the end of 1908. There, their
neighbours were an elderly couple, Mr and Mrs Marriott, who also hailed from
the north of England. They replaced to some extent my mother’s parents,
whom she sorely missed, and they were a great support and guide for her as a
young mother; she was always glad of the older woman’s advice, and they
remained life-long friends.

After about a year, when Father lost his job with British Westinghouse, the
family moved to Barker’s Lane in Sale, Cheshire. On the 10th of September
1909, on my mother’s twenty-first birthday, their second baby was born.
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Candy became the only one of us who ever openly defied Daddy, and she was
as determined as he was; she always spoke with great authority, and it never
occurred to me to question her any more than I would have questioned my
father. She was, of course, ten years older than I was, which helped her in the
sibling hierarchy. But more than any of us she inherited Father’s authoritas.

When Candy was a few months old, Daddy wanted to concentrate on his legal
studies, and so Sehri set out to visit America without him. He also wanted his
two brothers who had settled in America, Phirozeshah and Beram, to meet
Sehri and the two babies; he was proud of all of them and always enjoyed
showing them off. It was agreed that the naming of the new baby girl should
be left to the choice of Shapurji’s brothers; meanwhile they had been to see
Shaw’s ‘Candida’ and Mummy playfully called the baby Candida.
w "y - v §3 J o

Photo: Barker’s Lane, Sale
When she arrived in the US, she told the immigration officer that she had
come to stay with her brother-in-law. Because he was not a blood relation she
was told she would be sent to Ellis Island. She had never heard of it and did
not understand what was happening. Then Phirozeshah came on board and

said he was her brother—because in the family no distinction was made
between brother and brother-in-law. This made the authorities even more
suspicious, and it was only after a stormy altercation between Phirozeshah and
the immigration authorities that Sehri and her two babies were allowed to
land. The imperturbable young mum took it all calmly in her stride.
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She got on well with the two brothers and also with Phirozeshah’s secretary,
Mae, whom he married some years later. There was a musical running in New
York at the time called ‘The Candy Kid,” so the name Candida was cut down to
Candy and her name was formally decided upon. After a few months the
family was re-united in England. It was from Kaikoo Mehta, and not from
Father direct, that my mother learned that Shapurji had not taken his legal
exams as planned. So far as I know, the legal career was never spoken of again.

I think that it was at this juncture that they moved to 93 Great Clowes Street,
Broughton, Salford, for it was there that baby number three was born; another
son, named Beram after Father’s youngest brother. Beram the elder was a
metallurgist in the USA and was making a name for himself there; he was
undoubtedly the brains of his generation. My brother, his namesake, proved to
be the brains of his generation also. He became a successful writer and had
pictures hung in the Institute of British Artists, as well as being a successful
businessman, making his career in the family firm, chiefly in the Tata Iron and
Steel Company which Father had done so much to found.

Photo: Great Clowes Street, Salford

Beram was a colourful, imaginative, tender-hearted boy and man, very family-
minded and always at hand to help in any crisis or distress. He was always a
great spinner of tales, and from when he was only three years old, Daddy
would stand him up in the drawing-room to entertain guests with stories of his
own creation. He apparently once held everyone enthralled and helpless with
laughter by relating a saga about a “chocodile” that bit a lady’s bottom; this
was not a word currently in vogue in the drawing-rooms of the day. My mother
was very pregnant at the time and her laughter led to her having to escape in
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haste to the bathroom to avoid embarrassment.

Candy also did her share of entertaining, but she was content to recite verses
that she had learnt, rather than to invent stories of her own. The two younger
children were always close friends and allies, and rather ganged up against
Dorab the oldest, who was of a much shyer and more timid disposition.

Father’s great preoccupation with honesty made him seem all too often to be
an intimidating parent. When Dorab was about six, he came home from school
one day with a little cork from a bottle in his pocket. When Father was
undressing him at night, he asked him where the cork had come from; Dorab,
in all innocence, said it had come from the school laboratory. If he had stolen
the crown jewels, Daddy could not have been more angry. He explained that
the cork did not belong to him but to the school and that it was, therefore,
stealing to remove it from the school. The next morning being Saturday,
Daddy trotted the poor little shame-faced boy to the private home of the
headmaster, told him that Dorab had stolen the cork, that he had become a
thief and that he had come to apologise and to return the property to the
owner.

Shortly afterwards, Candy came home and Daddy found a piece of chalk in her
pocket. He stared at her sternly and demanded to know where the chalk had
come from. “Oh,” she said, with feigned surprise, “it must have fallen into my
pocket by mistake!” She got away with it; she got away with most things!
When she was only a toddler, she would often loiter by shop windows when
my parents were taking their two small children for a walk. Daddy would say,
“Just walk out of sight round the corner and she’ll soon follow.” But she never
did follow, and it would end with Dorab in tears, wailing that they would lose
Candy; the stubbornly independent little girl did not even notice that the
family had disappeared.
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Photo: Shapurji and Sehri Saklatvala

Once, when they were living temporarily with Ratan Tata in York House,
Father found the children talking after they had been put to bed; to punish
them, he took Candy on to the landing and laid her down on cushions there; as
usual, he mistakenly thought that she would beg to be taken back to bed; as
usual she did not. “Oh, thank you, Daddy,” she said, “I like it here because the
light will be on all night, won’t it?” Defeated, Daddy went downstairs and
appealed to my mother to go and put the unrepentant rebel back to bed, as
though it were a conspiracy between them both against Papa. So long as she
was convinced that she was putting one over her stern parent, Candy was
content!

Beram was only eight months old when the family went to India in 1912,
expecting to settle there. Father was a poor sailor and was not much use to
Mother on the voyage. Mercifully, she always enjoyed sea travel and remained
her usual robust and competent self, looking after the three small children and
a sea-sick husband as to the manner born. Sehri always delighted in her
brood; I used to tease her and say that motherhood was a disease with her. She
certainly never felt, as many modern mothers appear to do, that to be with her
children was boring. She treated them as an artist would treat his creations;
they were her diversion, her delight, her life’s work. When she was in her late
eighties, shortly before she died, she once said to me that her greatest
happiness (among many) had been when she held her first baby in her arms;
indeed, I have a photograph of her, holding her tiny prize triumphantly above
her head, like a goddess of victory. So she coped with the journey, adequately
and joyfully.

Before they arrived in Bombay, Father told Mother of a dream he had had. In
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his dream he had warned his beloved Sehri that it was the custom among
Parsis to give money as gifts; it was likely, therefore, that the family would give
money to her, and he did not want her to feel either insulted or embarrassed
by this. Sehri, even in Father’s dreams, acted with unfailing candour. “Why
should I be insulted?” she had asked, “I love people to give me anything!”
Wide awake, Sehri assured him that his dream expressed her waking feelings
exactly. It was true—any gift to Sehri was an act of love, and love was her
favourite currency, no matter what container it arrived in. So, with the recital
of a dream, Shapurji tactfully tested Sehri’s reaction to any possible future
present giving—I wonder if he really did dream it all? Anyway, they both
enjoyed the joke, and any anxiety Father might have felt evaporated in their
early morning laughter.

1912 was a year of triumph for the Tata Iron and Steel Company; in January of
that year, during the visit to India of the King, Lord Crewe, then Secretary of
State for India, visited the steel works at Sakchi (which was later renamed
Jamshedpur, in honour of the founder) and saw part of the operation of
production. But, although Father had contributed in large measure to the
foundations of the company, he was not given any position in TISCO by
Dorabji. Instead, he was appointed to investigate irregularities that were
suspected in the running of the Taj Mahal Palace Hotel, another Tata concern
in Bombay.

Shapurji must have been hurt by this slight, but never complained about it to
anyone; unless, perhaps, he confided in his father with whom the family was
staying in Bombay. It says much for Father’s family allegiance, love and loyalty
that, throughout the legal battles and antagonisms with Dorabji, my father
would never say a word against the family in any social context. He remained
loyal, loving and proud, and would never countenance any outsider to voice
any criticism of his cousins without his challenging it; of course, politically and
with his solicitor and Counsel, it was a different matter.

But on the whole, despite the disappointments of his work and future
prospects with the firm, this was one of the happiest periods in Shapurji’s life.
He had returned to his beloved India, bringing with him the most cherished
prize of his life, his adored Sehri. To make his happiness complete, she was not
only accepted by his family, but was welcomed affectionately as a daughter
and a sister; and, most important of all from Shapurji’s point of view, his wife
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and his sister became close friends and always remained so.

One story that he related to Mother of his work in the hotel always amused
her; he went down to the kitchens one afternoon and found one of the chefs
asleep on the table with his head pillowed on a loaf of bread. One can only give
the unnamed fellow the benefit of the doubt and hope it was a stale one,
destined only for the birds! Another memory of which I never tired was the
story of how Shapurji had presented Sehri with a peacock and its hen to adorn
the garden; but the ill-fated peahen fell into a barrel of tar and died; the
devoted peacock died three days later of starvation and, presumably, a broken
heart. Mother seemed to enjoy telling me this sad tale; perhaps that devoted
pair of splendid birds became a symbol of the devotion of the giver and
receiver of this ornithological gift of love.

Father upset Granddad by telling the servants that he did not require them to
take their shoes off in his or his family’s presence; Granddad complained
bitterly to Mummy, “He can do whatever he likes in his own house, but I will
not allow him to upset the routine of mine!” But all the servants assigned to
Shapurji continued to be allowed to wear shoes. Father was revolted at the
thought of anyone being expected to humiliate himself before another human
being in any way, however trivial. On the whole, servants were treated very
harshly in those days and Granddad was no exception. He expressed the
opinion that you had to hit them, kick them if need be, to get them to work
properly. But both my parents treated the servants as they treated all human
beings, with courtesy and respect; and they certainly responded by working
happily for them. It was a subject on which father and son never saw eye to
eye.

I have so far not mentioned that Shapurji also had a violent temper. This
found public expression in his passionate oratory, but at home it manifested
itself simply as bad temper. Very often it was matters outside the home that
were upsetting him, but some minor domestic incident could trigger off a
spate of shouting that frightened us all. Of course, like his Uncle Jamsetji
before him (whom in many characteristics he closely resembled), he not only
liked, but expected always to get, his own way; he therefore demanded
absolute obedience from us children. Most of us gave it to him
unquestioningly; my sister, however, shared this trait with him and always,
from babyhood, defied him. My eldest brother Dorab was five when they were
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in Bombay; he was always, both as man and boy, very shy. Daddy told him to
thank Granddad by saying “Ha-ji,” but Dorab said his thank you in English.
This blew up into a major confrontation and ended with Father hitting the
little boy with a cane. My mother intervened and she became the target of his
shouting.

[Editor’s note: ‘Goodbye’ in Gujerati is actually ‘Aav-jo.’]

One of the servants went to the house of Ali Fui (Daddy’s sister) and related
the story to her, no doubt with dramatic embellishments. When Ali Fui saw
my mother afterwards, her sympathies were all with her English sister-in-law,
and she said that Shapurji should have married a Parsi girl who would not
have put up with such nonsense!

My mother somehow rode these storms, but they were terrifying episodes.
When Mother remonstrated with him after one of these outbursts, he said that
he only bothered to lose his temper with those he loved, namely, his mother,
his sister, his wife and his children; other people, he said, were not worth
expending his energy and passions on. Well, this was small comfort; although
I see what he meant. I myself am never very much moved by what strangers
and casual acquaintances say of me—it is only those I care for who have the
power to hurt me.

This bad temper was offset by an impish and ebullient sense of humour, which
was often evident in Shapurji’s House of Commons speeches. He stood very
much alone in that august body, being the only Indian, as well as the only
representative of the Communist Party, and his humour became a keen and
potent weapon of self defence when he was besieged on all sides, from right,
left and centre. That was the one place in which he almost never lost his
temper, but he was at all times courteous and correct, though often roguishly
taking the mickey out of his political opponents.

Dorab was made much of in India as the future head of the family. Granddad
had a grown-up Parsi suit made for him with the traditional hat, and he was
photographed in all his adult finery. I think both the boys were very much
spoilt by all of Daddy’s relations, his sister and brother and old Aunt as well as
by his father. I never heard much about the reaction to the little four-year-old
Candy. Perhaps the unusual surroundings finally daunted her, as nothing else
had done. Baby Beram succumbed to the heat and was so desperately ill that
Sehri was sent to Ootacamund by train with the three children. It was only a
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long time afterwards that she was told that no one had expected the little baby
to survive the journey; but mercifully, he did, and in the cooler air of the hills
fully recovered.

Perhaps this near-loss of his infant son was in Shapurji’s mind when, years
later as an MP, he devoted much of his attention to the unacceptably high
infant mortality rate in British India; he complained of it again and again; as
always, while speaking of the deaths of thousands, he understood that each
individual death was a grief and a loss to each of the sorrowing parents. Babies
remained babies even in their thousands—they were never impersonal
statistics.

Sehri was never told how Shapurji’'s employment with the firm in India came
to an end. One day he sent a messenger to the house and told her to start
preparing to return to England as they were to leave within a week. When he
came home that evening, he tried to persuade his father to sail back with
them. Finally, Granddad agreed. The next day, Sehri told Granddad that he
had better start making preparations for the journey, but Granddad said
quietly that he was not going. “But you told Shapur last night that you were
coming back to England with us.” “I only said that to keep Sapoo quiet—but I
am staying here,” the old man said. I have no knowledge of the exact date of
their return, but I have a photograph of Mummy and the three children with
Granddad’s sister, Bachubai Fui, taken in March 1913; they were in Bombay
for a year or so, and probably returned to England in May or June of 1913.

On their return to England the family moved into York House, Twickenham,
with Ratanji, as ever, a kind and affectionate friend to Shapurji and his family.
The Saklatvalas had a wing of the house to themselves, but Ratanji and
Navajbai spent a lot of time with the children. This period up to the time of
Ratan’s death in 1918 was a happy time for all of them, except, of course, for
Ratan’s increasing ill health. They remained for a few months in York House
before moving to Lebanon Park, just round the corner.

Early in 1914, Shapurji made a journey to Bombay on his own, returning in
April (when, as already related, he and Sehri met in France and enjoyed a brief
holiday together unencumbered by the children). This trip was probably made
on behalf of Ratan; I do not think that it was yet another attempt to persuade
Dorabji to take him back into the fold in India; his year in Bombay had finally
dispelled all hope of reconciliation in that direction, I think.
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Once back in England, Shapurji threw himself once more into the political
arena. He and Sehri settled down happily to their life near the river in
Twickenham, a stone’s throw away from Ratan’s York House.

Father had always said he wanted all his children to marry partners of
different nationalities—he envisaged fathering a tribe that would be truly
international and free from jingoism. Once, Mother had gone to visit her
parents and sisters in Manchester, and when she returned to Lebanon Park,
she found awaiting her a beautiful Chinese lacquered cabinet about six feet
high, as a surprise welcome-home present. “Where has this come from?” she
asked. “Oh,” said Shapur with his usual serious playfulness, “while you were
away, Candy’s future husband brought it as a gift from China.” This cabinet
adorned our home until 1972, when Mother and myself moved into a small
house; it was too big for the little rooms and, in any case, the lacquer was
beginning to show signs of wear. Needless to say, no Chinese husband ever
turned up for my sister, or for me either, come to that.

Photo: Saklatvala, 1922

Shapurji and Sehri went quite frequently to the Richmond Hippodrome and
the Chiswick Empire, sometimes on their own and sometimes with Kaikoo
Mehta and other friends. Their neighbours were a Mr and Mrs Mitchell, who
had boys about the same age as Dorab and Beram; parents and children all got
on well together; Sehri and Mrs Mitchell often went shopping together.
Apparently when they saw well-to-do elderly matrons trying on fine clothes

78



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

and fur coats, Mrs Mitchell would say, “You and I would look a lot nicer in that
than she does! The trouble is, by the time we can afford to buy things like that,
we’ll be as old and ugly as they are!”

When Mummy herself was elderly, she often used to quote Mrs Mitchell when
she bought anything new, and she laughed and saw the funny side of growing
old. Actually, she never lost her good looks, even though she lost her youth, of
course, like anyone else; but she maintained her finely chiselled countenance,
and perennially looked a good twenty years younger than she actually was.

Once when Mother was having tea with a somewhat elegant and conventional
neighbour, Beram had a rough and tumble with other boys in the street and
got a cut on his head; he was brought to the house of the spic and span
neighbour, bleeding and looking like a disreputable street urchin. He was laid
in the spare room bed, all frills and lace and satin cushions, in his muddy and
blood-stained clothes. He was accident prone and always in trouble and
disgrace as a small boy. But the incident did not sever the friendship between
the refined hostess and my mother.

Father was again somewhat ahead of his time in that he did not believe either
in baby-talk or in serving up fairy tales and illusions to the children. So one
winter’s afternoon, when Sehri and Shapurji were going up to town by train,
they took their eldest-born with them. Dorab, unused to being out after dark,
asked Father why there was only half a moon. Father, glad of the promising
scientific curiosity displayed, went into astronomic detail and the child
seemed satisfied. But when they emerged from the train at the end of their
journey, Dorab looked into the sky and said, “There’s the other half of the
moon all the time, Daddy!” So his hopes of producing a little Galileo were
dashed.

Shapurji joined the Independent Labour Party in Manchester in 1909. The
following year he resigned from the National Liberal Club. Now, soon after his
return from India and with Europe plunged into war, his political
involvements increased and he was less and less at home at weekends; for he
was already addressing and attending meetings of the various groups he
supported. Even when he was at home, much of the time he was entertaining
those who were sympathetic to his numerous causes.

Once when he was discussing the role of the conscientious objectors, he
addressed a little group of like-minded enthusiasts gathered in the house. He
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said, “And when your children ask you what you did in the Great War, you will
be able to say you stood firm like men!” And the five-year-old Beram,
precocious as ever, said to Mummy, “Oh, no, he didn’t. He went out and
bought honey and chocolate for us, didn’t he?” This was because Father had
indeed bought a large barrel of honey and packets of chocolate as a stand-by
for the children, “Because,” he had said, “you never know, the war may last for
six months.” It says little for his foresight that he looked upon six months as a
possible long-term duration for a war that was to rage for four long years.

It seems to me in retrospect that he was surprisingly unworried by the conflict;
so much so that he and Sehri planned their fourth child. Up to then, they had
wanted a boy, followed by a girl, followed by a boy; and each time, their wishes
had been fulfilled. They both began to take their good fortune for granted and
the next baby was to be a girl and she was to be called Sehri, sentimentally,
after her mother. But in 1915, after a particularly prolonged and difficult
labour, they were presented with their third son; this one was called Kaikoo,
after Kaikoo Mehta. Kaikoo was a somewhat skinny little fellow, never very
strong, cursed with a quick-firing temper but, as time passed, with an equally
quick-firing wit. By the time he came on the scene, the sibling pattern was
already established—the eldest son, Dorab, told he must, as the eldest son, be
responsible for the good behaviour of the others, was consequently rather cut
off from their companionship; Candy and Beram were constantly together,
and I fear the puny little newcomer was condemned to loneliness. He was,
therefore, made a fuss of by Sehri, who always doted on him and, probably,
spoiled him.

It was about this time that Father was making a name for himself as a speaker
for the Independent Labour Party and was much in demand; consequently he
travelled a great deal up and down the country, addressing meetings and
carrying on propaganda for the party. He was less and less at home.

There were many visitors of a purely social character to the house, as well as
the politically involved ones. Kaikoo Mehta was with us almost every weekend,
Granddad Saklatvala was spending more and more time in England and often
stayed at Lebanon Park for long periods. There were several Indian couples
with children who joined in our family life, with picnics in Richmond Park and
outings on the river. Mrs Gray, the Scottish nurse first recruited in 1908 in
Brookwood, was much in evidence. Mother’s sisters took it in turns to come
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and spend holidays with her, and Grandma and Granddad Marsh also came
periodically from Oldham.

There were visits to London zoo. The hard-working Sehri would be up at dawn
preparing sandwiches, boiled eggs and kebabs and off they would go, a whole
tribe of children and cousins and friends, for the journey across London.
Grandma Marsh, for all her poverty, liked to keep in fashion and spent much
time sewing and stitching to keep up with the times. Granddad would tease
her and say, “Eh, aye, Annie-Jane, tha’d best be out o’ this world than be out o’
fashion!” And before one of the excursions to the zoo, she had busied herself
for a whole afternoon, titivating and trimming a hat, which sported, amid the
bows and ribbons, a sweeping ostrich feather. Alas, Grandma approached too
near to the monkey’s cage and a long arm stretched out through the wire
netting and grabbed the feather and would not let go; but the hat was held
firmly in place by a closely fitting veil. There was quite a scene until Granddad
stopped laughing long enough to rescue both Grandma and the hat—but the
feather fell in the battle.

In 1916, Mother’s father died. He was ill for some weeks, and Mummy went up
to Derbyshire where he was staying with her sister Annie. All his children were
devoted to him and their grief was profound as they stood round Harry’s bed
and he said goodbye to them all. “Tha’s all been good childer,” he said. Aunty
Annie, in tears, answered him, “You've been a good Dad!” “Aye,” he said,
thinking it over, “Aye, I think I ’ave.” In less than a year, Grandma was also to
lose her eldest child, Lily, who died giving birth. What sorrows people are
called on to endure. The baby lived and was adopted by the childless married
sister, Annie, always a close friend to Mummy, as they were next to one
another in age. The baby, called Lily after her dead mother, was to be a
constant visitor to our house, and she and I were as close as sisters as time
went on, and I am thankful to say that we remain in sisterly friendship even

now.

In 1918, death was to visit the family yet again, taking this time Father’s
cousin, Ratan. In Frank Harris’s biography of Great-Uncle Jamsetji, it is said
that the old man hastened his own death by his one indulgence, a love of good
food. His son, Ratan, perhaps damaged his own health also, but by other
equally compelling appetites. These are warm-hearted failings and it seems to
me hard that they should be punishable by death. I look upon them as
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weaknesses that go with warmth and compassion and a loving disposition; I
contend that those who suffer from them are far better people than the cold or
stony-hearted who are often full of puritanical righteousness. So in 1918,
Daddy’s closest cousin died in Cornwall, and Shapurji’s links with the family
became even more tenuous and even more dependent on the toleration, if not
exactly the goodwill, of Dorabji.

Ratan’s death was indeed a bitter blow to Shapurji; fortunately his widow,
Aunty Navajbai, continued to visit us whenever she was in England, always
much loved by every one of us, my mother included Indeed, she was such a
favourite that when my middle brother Beram was a boy, he always said he
planned to marry her! She was daintily petite, having a pretty, small-featured
face with a mischievous mouth and merry eyes. She dressed most elegantly
with saris and blouses made from French fabrics; very chic, very graceful. To
her, Shapurji’s politics and high principles were something of a joke, and she
loved to provoke and tease him, usually through us.

When I was four, Daddy sent me to join my youngest brother to a convent
school. Since he had been taught by Jesuit Fathers, he had implicit faith in
them as teachers, and was convinced that nuns also, being unencumbered by
family and emotional entanglements, were able to give their undivided
attention to the children in their care. But he did not want to be reminded of
the accusation that he had once become a Catholic and he had stipulated that
we children were not to receive any religious teaching at the hands of the
nuns. But I loved the stories, the prayers and the hymns, and Aunty Navajbai
would sit me on her knee and have me recite for her my Hail Marys and the
Our Father, and she would watch my father’s consequent discomfiture with
obvious glee. I, of course, was too young and innocent to realise that anything
was amiss and merely basked in her adoration and praise.

At last, in 1918, with the war still dragging on, it was decided that another
attempt should be made to produce a baby Sehri. The still-lonely little Kaikoo
was told that he could expect a baby sister in June 1919. When, in March, the
clocks were put forward to summer time, he said, with a sigh that would have
been more fitting in an old man, that he wished they would put the clock on to
June so that he could play with the new baby. Mother was always touched by
this because she felt it showed a non-jealous and loving nature. But I see it as a
revelation of that poor little boy’s loneliness and isolation within the family. I
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think it was still quite unusual for small children to be told all that much in
advance of an impending new arrival.

At last, on the 2nd of June 1919, I put in an appearance. Mummy’s youngest
sister Lottie was staying with us at the time and deeply offended my mother by
taking one look at me and giggling, saying, “Oh, what a funny little thing!
What a funny little thing!” Mummy, always convinced that the latest arrival
was the acme of perfection, never fully forgave her for this lapse into
tactlessness. My father spoiled me from the word go, and bored all the family
by constantly talking about me. This was not due to any particular virtue in me
but simply, I am sure, because I bore the same name as his beloved wife.

Granddad Saklatvala came down from Manchester to inspect me when I was
six weeks old. Apparently he was convinced that I was a re-incarnation of his
grandmother, whose name had been Jeevanbai; this second name was,
therefore, added to my certificate of birth in accordance with his wishes.
Granddad superstitiously always carried a photograph of me as an infant and
never signed any important letter or document without placing my picture in
front of him on his desk. Normally my father would have remonstrated with
him for such superstition, but he seems to have been pleased by this particular
manifestation of a credulity he would in other circumstances have condemned.
It so happened that Granddad was planning to visit his two sons in America
and he wrote to my parents from Manchester, asking them to have another
photograph taken of me since the one he had, through constant handling, was
very worn. He was told when the picture was taken and he was promised a
copy as soon as it arrived from the photographer. He therefore sent the old
photograph to Uncle Phirozeshah in New York. The next morning, while
packing his trunk, he had a heart attack and died. Daddy said that, had any
other disaster overtaken him, he would undoubtedly have ascribed it to his
having parted with my photograph.

In a letter addressed to my brother in 1937, a year after Father’s death, one Mr
Colin Cannie wrote and described how Daddy had stayed with his family in
Glasgow in 1935, and how he had been talking of matters occult and related
the story of Granddad’s death. Mr Cannie wrote:

“This aspect of his life you should bring out as these were genuine
experiences indeed, though he, of course, couldn’t or didn’t endeavour
to explain them. That may seem queer to those who accept the old type
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of dialectic materialism, yet ‘Sak’ (as he insisted on our addressing him
as that and really I look on it as a very dear name to me) was not
prepared to scoff at it and dismiss it as baloney; I think he looked upon
it as something at present he was or we are unable to explain because of
certain gaps in our scientific knowledge. Anyway, his mind was not
prone to superstition and his analytical power was highly developed...”

Granddad Saklatvala had always doted on the boys in the family, but had left
Candy out in the cold. He would give the boys a half-crown and give nothing to
my sister; and once cruelly told her she was just a stone. No wonder, then, that
she disliked him. She was staying with friends in Belgium when he died and
they relayed what they thought should be the sad news to her. She used to tell
me years later (when we were very good friends and close companions) how
she felt that her hosts expected her to show some grief; so, although she felt
nothing except perhaps relief at his passing, she sat in front of a mirror, trying
desperately to make the tears fall—but none came!

It is equally unsurprising that when I made my appearance in her world,
fussed over by Daddy, doted on by the Grandfather who had despised her
girlhood in favour of the male progeny, that she felt hurt and angry and
frustrated by my arrival. She resented deeply being asked to take me out in the
pram and she and her friend used to see who could make me cry first on these
enforced perambulations. When we were grown up she used to relate these
episodes to me and we both laughed about them; mercifully, the resentment
passed with my childhood and, as adults, we were the best of friends. Thank
God she was of a forgiving disposition. But I do not think she ever felt the
same devoted affection for my father as I did and, indeed, still do. Perhaps she
wondered, as I have often done, why she was not called after my mother, as
the first-born daughter. Neither of us ever asked the question out loud and
therefore neither of us ever knew the answer.

In 1921 or 1922, when I was about two, Father bought their first house. Up to
then they had always lived in rented accommodation. 2 Saint Albans Villas,
Highgate Road, London NW5 (always known to us all as ‘Number Two’) was a
large Edwardian villa, having four storeys including a basement.

Because of our association with the Tatas, it was always assumed that we, too,
were wealthy; in fact, we were anything but. Father was still, at this time,
working in quite a modest capacity in the Tata office in London. Kaikoo Mehta
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was also there and the two men remained staunch friends.

Kaikoo was unmarried but had a most elegant housekeeper called Mrs Milton;
she was a very aristocratic-looking lady who had been driven to earn her living
because a dissolute husband had abandoned her; her only son had been badly
gassed in the war and consequently was an invalid. She was a dignified,
methodical lady, with a flower-like complexion and a dignified aristocratic
face, surmounted by a high edifice of white, silky hair, cascading in waves from
a high crown to the nape of a long and graceful neck.

Mrs Milton always rose at about five o’clock and had most of the work finished
before anyone was about; she would have felt it ‘infra dig’ to be witnessed
performing menial household chores. More often than not she came with
Kaikoo Mehta on his weekend visits to us, and she and my mother were
intimate friends. From time to time, we children would spend a weekend with
her, always only one at a time. Father was a great believer in sending us to stay
with friends and relatives so that we learned how to conduct ourselves in the
company of others, away from parental guidance.

Photo: St Albans Villas, Highgate Road, London
Father had grand plans for the house in Highgate Road, but money was scant
and everything had to be done bit by bit. We were nearly five years with no
floor covering on the stairs, and my mother used to sweep and scrub the bare
boards of flight after flight of stairs. Indeed, she only managed to have them
covered when Daddy was safely housed in Wormwood Scrubs in the 1926
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General Strike; she had saved all her birthday and Christmas present money
for years and drew it out of the Post Office to buy linoleum. Shapurji had walls
knocked down to make rooms bigger and he had other walls built to make
rooms smaller.

The garden was dug out in front of the basement so that the basement was
level with the garden. The coal cellar was transformed into a large entrance
hall, the steps leading up to the old front door were excavated away. What had
been a rambling old kitchen became our dining room, and a new kitchen was
built onto the back of the house. The old entrance hall on what had been the
ground floor, with a dividing wall demolished, enlarged the front room, which
housed a billiard table, bookcases full of books and Beram’s ‘museum’ of
fossils and stones that he had collected. This was always known as the
Children’s Room.

In the drawing room (behind the billiard room and overlooking the large back
garden), above the Adam marble fireplace, Shapurji erected a life-size statue of
Venus rising from sea-waves of plaster, her hair swirling in the sea breezes
hiding anything that might be deemed indelicate in a drawing-room of the
period. She, like many oil paintings of some beauty and worth, including a full
length portrait of a statuesque lady by Burne-Jones, came from York House
after Ratan’s death; we also had a full-sized reclining figure of Psyche with
Cupid at her feet, luxuriously bedded down amid her marble cushions on a
plinth in the back garden; another York House memento.

My father haunted auction sales, which was another trait he shared with my
sister. A job lot of marble bought in an auction lined what had been the
basement, the floors were of white and gray marble, the walls of pink. A
miniature marble Taj Mahal bought at the Wembley Empire Exhibition
adorned the marble mantelpiece, and a marble table top inlaid with colourful
mother-of-pearl was inset in one wall. Four oval plaques of white marble with
draped and dancing figures in relief were set in the hall and dining room walls.
All these alterations were done bit by bit, often standing half finished for
months on end while Father managed to accumulate the money to carry on.

But one room he did immediately on arrival. For the first few weeks of our
occupation of the house, the room that was to be my parent’s bedroom was
kept locked and Sehri was only allowed in on her birthday, when she was
presented with grand French Empire furniture, heavy mahogany emblazoned
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with brass ornamentation. The walls were covered in wooden panels of shaded
cream, and a magnificent dressing table set of amethyst-coloured cut glass
shimmered on the dressing table; a plain cut glass toilet set lay resplendent on
the polished green marble of the flamboyant french empire washstand. It was
not for use; forming an L-shape off the main bedroom was a dressing room
housing a wash basin, a huge wardrobe for Father’s things and an exquisite
chest of drawers inlaid with a geometric design of different coloured woods. In
the large window, there was a shell-shaped sofa in black and gold, with deep
rose silk upholstery with classical designs woven in gold silk. The same fabric
had been used to cover the bed quilt and the chairs.

What a birthday present! And what a far cry from Foxholes cottage where Sally
had been born. Such was Sehri’s welcome to their new home.

Like his Uncle Jamsetji, Shapur wanted the benefit of all the best in modern
inventions. His was one of the first houses to be run entirely on electricity; our
heating (which we could ill afford and only switched on for visitors—who,
mercifully, were frequent!), our cooking, lighting and hot water system were
all electric. In those early days there were frequent calamities; on one occasion
when Mummy was entertaining a Parsi priest to dinner with other friends, the
cooker was going full blast to cook a four-course dinner, the heating was on
and the house was ablaze with lights, when the whole system, grossly over-
loaded, succumbed to a power failure. We were suddenly plunged into total
darkness, with a cooker full of half-cooked food and a swiftly cooling house.
But mercifully, in those days, repair men were always at the ready and were
soon at hand to rescue us.

So much then for Shapurji, the doting father and husband, happily settled at
last in a home of his own. Let us now take a look at ‘Sak’, the politician.
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CHAPTER 7

Freedom for Me and Mine, Bondage
for Thee and Thine

Growing reputation as an orator. The International Socialist
Congress, 1912. Death of Keir Hardie, 1915. The Easter Rising
in Dublin, 1916. Foundation of the Workers’ Welfare League
of India, 1917. Foundation of the Peoples’ Russian
Information Bureau, 1918. Work for Ramsay MacDonald in
the 1918 election. Delegate to the ILP conferences in 1918,
1919 and 1921. Association with the work of Sylvia
Pankhurst. The Second Congress of the Communist
International and Saklatvala’s subsequent break with the
ILP.

Of all my fears

It is loneliness that wears

The worst mask, with lips bitten and bleeding,
And eyes full of tears.

Ronald Duncan, This Way to the Tomb

It has taken two world wars and much complicated and arduous political
striving to achieve a little of what my father sought to accomplish. He was a
revolutionary and was consequently looked upon by the establishment as a
danger. In England, revolution has always been despised as something
conducted by a disorderly mob, usually in disorderly and shabby countries;
whereas war has always been considered noble and heroic and tragic-on-the-
grand-scale. But counting up the dead and measuring the suffering of two
world wars and the many human degradations that went on in between (many
of which, alas, continue even now), I cannot help but wonder if a revolution
might not perhaps have caused less agony in the long run. But we just have to
accept that revolution, as such, is totally abhorrent to the English.

The one revolution that took place here and which led to the transient
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Commonwealth of Cromwell has always been graced by the name of ‘civil
war’; this has given that particular revolutionary fracas a respectability
suitable to the English temperament. Revolutions take place in Russia and
South America, not in the neat suburban streets or even in the decaying inner
cities of orderly and respectable England. When troops of the despotic Tzar of
all the Russias fired on and killed hundreds of Russian workers in 1905 in
front of the Winter Palace, he did not even have to be forgiven, for it roused no
more than a flicker of anger here; but when a handful of Russian citizens killed
a handful of Russian royals, it was called murder and ruthless assassination,
and the Russian people, (and communism in toto) have never been, and never
will be, forgiven for it by the western (self-styled) democracies. Murder is
death inflicted by civilian hands, slaughter by the recognised national armies
of the world is called war and is not only considered acceptable but even
laudable; medals, knighthoods and Lordships are bestowed upon its more
ruthless and valiant campaigners.

So my father’s overt exoteric cry for the same freedom for his people that the
British took for granted for theirs, was termed ‘dangerous sedition’ and he,
who only offered friendship to all instead of merely to a few, was treated as the
peoples’ enemy and subjected to Scotland Yard scrutiny, to his meetings being
banned, (though they had at all times been peaceful and orderly), and finally,
and most cruelly, to his permanent exile from the country of his birth, without
trial, indeed, even without open accusation. Such was the much acclaimed
democratic freedom that was afforded to him.

I would like to explain that much of the recorded material available on
Father’s early life has been taken from letters written to my brother, Beram,
when it was his intention to write a biography, in 1937, a year after Father’s
death. One has to take account of the persons who wrote those letters, how
well they knew my father and whether they were friend or foe; was their
memory accurate, no matter what their intentions towards Father’s memorial
might have been? They cannot all be taken as gospel truth; even when facts
that are true are related, one has to beware of the interpretation of the
intentions behind the facts. Most of the distortions are benevolent and
unimportant.

As an instance of the tricks that memory plays on witnesses speaking long
after the event, I will relate the trivial and harmless recollection of one Mr
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Desai, a younger man who was a student when he knew our family. Now it so
happens that neither of my parents ever used terms of endearment to us or to
each other. One of Mummy’s close friends once asked her if it did not upset
her that Daddy never called her ‘darling’; this same friend later said she
understood why Mummy was not hurt by this because, she said, Father spoke
Mummy’s name caressingly which made it itself a term of endearment.
Another trivial fact—Father never added condiments to his meal and was
always very proud of Mummy’s cooking (both English and Indian and
mixtures of the two). But when I met this Mr Desai in Switzerland, twelve
years after Father’s death, he was affectionately reminiscing about his visits to
our family home and he said, “How well I remember your father saying to your
mother after a meal, ‘Well, Darling, that was very nice, but it needed a little

9

more salt.”” Now such a distortion is totally unimportant and there was
certainly no harm done by it; but it serves to show that with the friendliest of

intentions, memory can be unreliable.

Most of the Parsi community living in London before World War Two were
successful doctors, merchants or lawyers who conformed to the well-ordered
pattern of English upper-middle-class social customs. And when Father at
social banquets sat down when God Save the King was sung at the end of the
meal, and did not toast the Royal Family, many Parsis found him a bit of an
embarrassment. Usually, they made fun of him. There was no real animosity
and most of them were proud of his fame, but his left-wing notions were
certainly not to their liking. Also, many people did not make allowances for
Daddy’s impish sense of humour and a desire to shock and take the mickey out
of the ultra-respectable and rather pompous pillars of Indian society in
London.

One of the letters addressed to my brother in 1937 was from one Spitam Cama,
who had known Father since 1890, but whose social and political opinions
were diametrically opposed to his. Beram had shown this letter, along with all
the others to my mother, and she was most indignant about most of it and
judged it to be “a lot of tommy-rot!” Nonetheless, it existed, and when people
have asked for material on Father, I have passed it on with the rest. Spitam
Cama related that, as soon as World War I broke out, a small group of Indians,
including himself and Father and Sir Mancherjee Bhownagree, met regularly
in a little restaurant at the corner of Dean Street and Oxford Street.
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He recalls that Father said their aim should be “to kill as many Englishmen as
possible” and said British troops in India could be killed by infecting the
Bombay water supply with cholera. If he did use these or similar words, he
certainly was not propounding practical intentions; he was probably finding
an outlet for his anger against British rule in India in a semi-jocular, verbal
torrent. Words and humour were his most potent weapons and refuge. Very
often, a seemingly flippant verbal outburst helps us overcome our deeply-felt
and passionate rages. (I remember when I was working in India House, some
male chauvinist made me excessively angry, and I danced through the office
brandishing a pair of scissors, threatening to operate on his spheres of virility.
Actually, I am too squeamish even to cut someones’ finger nails, so his virility
was quite safe from any surgical intervention from me. But people recalling
the incident and reporting on it many years after, might, understandably,
record me as being a violent and cruel maniac. I assure you, I have never acted
violently in my life against anyone, except verbally).

And so I believe it was with Father. In fact, apart from words, he was
consistently gentle and against violence. For instance, he did not like Mother
to take us children into butchers’ shops or to allow us in the kitchen when she
was cutting up meat or fish. I once asked if I could cut the heads and tails off
the sprats Mummy had bought and he was most distressed.

So I do not think that this assertion by Spitam Cama should be taken as a
serious intention of plotting any physical act of violence. For one thing he was
not so stupid as to think that you could infect water with cholera and induce it
only to affect British troops and not also the indigenous population. I should
imagine that most of us have, at one time or another, said in anger: “Oh, I
could kill that woman!” Such words do not make us all into real or potential
murderers—the words suffice to soak up our emotions. So the words ascribed
to Father by Spitam Cama, even if true, do not indicate that he was a violent
man. Violent men do not have to resort to words, they do the deeds. I certainly
do not take them at their face value as some of his biographers may do.

As I have already mentioned, he had for several years been subjected to
Scotland Yard inquisitiveness. This was no hardship, for his intention was to
make everyone—and that included Scotland Yard—aware of his political
aspirations. He was certainly not trying to hide them. So it merely amused him
to witness the waste of time, effort and money in following him around,
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playing ‘hunt-the-thimble’ when the thimble was set in a brightly illuminated
display cabinet and not hidden from view at all.

Even now, when I thought that a sight of the reports of his movements
throughout those early years of his activity would save me much time in
research, upon applying for sight of the papers I was informed that I am not
allowed to see the dossier compiled by Scotland Yard until seventy years after
his death. By that time, of course, I shall be dead too and, who knows, might
be hearing from him at first hand of all his exploits. Why there should still be
this cloak-and-dagger secrecy I cannot for the life of me imagine. Empires do
not topple so easily—and anyway, where is the Empire to be toppled? As far as
I know, it no longer exists. Or is it still lurking, extant, in one of the Secret
Service files?

One great comfort arose from this constant accompaniment of Father by his
doppelganger from the Yard: surely there could be no wife in England so
secure as my mother in the proof of her husband’s constancy and faithfulness;
for it is certain that, had the Scotland Yard spies been able to dig up anything
discreditable in Father’s personal life, they would have done so jubilantly.

Between his return to England in 1913 and his entry into the British
Parliament as member for North Battersea in 1922, his political aims were
expressed in increasing activity in the socialist movement, the Independent
Labour Party (which he had joined in 1909 in Manchester), the Fabian Society,
the trade union movement, the women’s suffrage cause, in the conscientious
objectors’ movement and, of course, above all, the urgent and compelling cry
for India’s freedom from foreign rule as imposed by the British government;
indeed, he worked to free all peoples from any form of imperialism, the
peoples of Africa, China, Ireland, and all others.

He went further than that; he wanted working people all the world over who,
after all, were the creators of any country’s wealth, to own the means of
production in which they worked, be it on the land or in a factory; in other
words, he believed passionately and steadfastly in world communism,
believing that nothing less could liberate the working people of the world from
exploitation, tyranny, illiteracy and want.

In all these spheres he became known as an ardent and fluent orator who
spoke from heartfelt and sincere convictions and an unshakable belief in the
righteousness of all the causes he was serving. He also held the optimistic view
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that everything he was working for would inevitably one day come to fruition.
He seemed to look upon all setbacks as temporary hitches and hold-ups in the
ultimate triumph of working-class people everywhere. His determination was
profound and unshakeable, and, through his magnetic oratory, infectious.

He tried always to make the British working classes understand that, so long
as British Imperialism created cheap labour in the Empire, the jobs of the
workers in the United Kingdom were put in jeopardy. For even the most lowly
paid English worker enjoyed a far higher standard of wages and living than his
fellow workers in India, Africa, China, etc. Sweated labour in the Empire
meant unemployment at home. He did not attempt to appeal to any altruism
in the British working class, (he was too much of a realist to attempt that), but
he tried to make them understand that it was in their self-interest to fight for
equal wages and standards of living for the working class peoples of the
Empire. The cotton weavers, the coal miners, the jute workers in the United
Kingdom, were all being foisted out of work by the low wages paid to similar
workers in India and Africa.

In other words, it was in the mutual self-interest of workers of the world to
unite and work together for what should be recognised as a common cause. It
was this international aspect of socialism that Father stressed throughout his
life. As early as 1911 he had addressed a letter to the Trades Union Congress
and Labour Representation Committee outlining his ideas for the English
trades unions to take up the cause of working people in India but, he told his
friend Arthur Field, the result was disappointing and disillusioning.

The trade union movement in 1911 was very active and powerful. In was in
that year that Keir Hardie, MP published a pamphlet, ‘Killing No Murder’ in
which he said:

“...The year 1911 will long be remembered for its strikes. Beginning with
the seamen, the strike spread like an epidemic in the Middle Ages, until
it seemed to affect every class of low-paid worker. As, however, my aim
is to concentrate attention on matters mainly, though not exclusively,
connected with the Railways dispute, I pass the others over, merely
remarking that they revealed a power of cohesion and degree of class
solidarity among the most sweated and helpless callings which no one
suspected, and few believed possible.”

Well, Father obviously hoped that it would be possible for that class solidarity
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to cross national boundaries and lead to a concerted strategy with working
people on an Empire, if not upon a global, scale.

On November 24th and 25th, 1912, the International socialist Congress
Against imperialist War met in Basle, called by the International socialist
Bureau. It confirmed their stand taken in Stuttgart five years earlier:

“The Congress appeals to you, Proletariats and socialists of all countries,
to make your voice heard in this decisive hour! Proclaim your will in
every form and in all places; raise your protest in the Parliaments with
all your force; unite in great mass demonstrations; use every means that
the organisation and strength of the proletariat place at your disposal!
See to it that the governments are constantly kept aware of the vigilance
and passionate will for peace on the part of the proletariat! To the
capitalist world of exploitation and mass murder, oppose in this way the
proletarian world of peace and fraternity of peoples!”

This was a stirring call for international unity and action and one to which,
there can be no doubt, Father wholeheartedly subscribed. A message of
brotherly love, an exhortation to love thy neighbour. Had not such a request
been made almost nineteen hundred years before? Well, I suppose we have
progressed slightly; at least no one addressing that Congress was actually
crucified.

It was in 1915 that Arthur Field took Shapurji along to the City Branch of the
Independent Labour Party and he spoke from the floor of the meeting. His
capacity as a speaker was noted and thereafter he lectured on behalf of the ILP
all over London and, subsequently, all over the country. As usual, his meetings
were always well attended and his name drew large and enthusiastic audiences
wherever he was scheduled to speak.

In that same year he had reason to rejoice in the birth of his third son, but also
reason to mourn for the death of Keir Hardie, with whom he had worked
through the years and for whom he held an undying admiration. Keir Hardie’s
gentle but passionate teaching of the socialist gospel had contributed greatly
to Saklatvala’s unshakeable belief in the need for socialism in order to achieve
the widest spread of human happiness. Keir Hardie had written in 1901 to
David Lowe, “I could go on. There is so much to be said, and the desire to
make socialism understood is growing into a passion. I see no other chance of
redeeming the world from poverty and sin and war and lust and all manner of
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uncleanness. But my solitary candle is burning low in its socket... Here there
are warm hearts and peace. Where these are, Heaven is.”

In 1916, there was the Easter Rising in Dublin by Sinn Fein and Saklatvala was
sympathetic to their cause, for he was an ardent upholder of the right of the
Irish to freedom and independence.

In 1937, Arthur Field had written to my brother and I quote now from his
letter:

“.In 1917 Mr C.F. Ryder and Arthur Field founded the Workers’
Welfare League of India. At that time there were but one or two genuine
trades unions in India, and, of course, no TUC there. Within a year,
Saklatvala had joined this WWLI Movement, and unitedly we agitated
and organised for a trade union movement in India and its support and
recognition by the TU Movement in Britain. It is claimed that without
the WWLI neither trades unions nor TUC would have arrived on the
scene for years. As it was, they followed our agitation, and we were
recognised as the cause, and officially thanked for the work.”

Saklatvala no doubt used the Workers’ Welfare League of India to propagate
the beliefs he had expressed in his letter to the TUC in 1911 and which had,
apparently, fallen on deaf ears and blind eyes.

1917 proved to be surely the most momentous year of the century in Europe
and Shapurji Saklatvala watched all the developments keenly. On 16th April,
Lenin arrived in Petrograd. On 18th April, Lenin’s ‘April Theses’ were
submitted, thought by many to be historically more important than those
which Martin Luther had nailed to the Church door in Wittenberg. It was
printed on 26th April 1917 for open discussion and it caused general surprise
and much controversy. On 15th May 1917, the new provisional government
was formed in Russia.

On 1st June of the same year a Great Socialist Conference was held in Leeds in
support of the new government in Russia. The Independent Labour Party and
the British Socialist Party translated and distributed Lenin’s writings.
(Saklatvala was, of course, an active member of both these groups) On July
15th 1917, half a million workers formed a demonstration of protest in Senate
Square, Petrograd, and the Provisional government, with Tsarist soldiers, fired
on them and killed more than four hundred.

Documents were forged and issued which claimed to implicate Lenin in a
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collaboration with Germany and he was forced to go into hiding for more than
three months. On the 10th August 1917, Arthur Henderson called a Conference
of the British Labour Party in support of the Stockholm Project and he was
sacked from the War Cabinet. Labour delegates wishing to attend the
Stockholm Conference were refused passports and could not, therefore,
attend. (What price the human rights issue then?) During the autumn and
winter of that year, Arthur Henderson and the Webbs elaborated a new
socialist programme, more socialist in spirit than hitherto.

The following year, 1918, the Peoples’ Russian Information Bureau was
formed in Britain and Father joined it. Like many other socialists, he thought
the Russian pattern was only a prelude to a radical change in the politics of the
whole of Europe and this was a period of much hope and optimism.

On 20th February 1918 the Inter-Allied socialist Conference on War Aims was
held in London. There was a General Election in 1918 and Father travelled
frequently to Leicester to give his support to the electoral campaign of Ramsay
MacDonald, and spoke at many of his meetings. Herbert Bryan, a Daily Herald
correspondent, who also wrote in Indian newspapers, wrote to Arthur Field
after Father’s death:

“...with regard to my general impression of him, I think the points that
stand out most in my memory about [Saklatvala] are (1) his grasp of
British political affairs and his great command of English on the
platform, and his speaking ability in general, and, (2) the fact that he
was absolutely tireless and never considered sparing his physical powers
in the least if he thought there was something to be done to advance the
cause he had at heart. I think that there can be no doubt whatever that
he wore himself out prematurely by reason of the strain of incessant
propaganda work and the constant travelling involved, which brought
about his premature death.

“The most striking instance I can remember at the moment of the way
in which he used up his physical strength for propaganda purposes was
during the General Election of 1918. For some time during the Election,
Sak travelled from London to Leicester evening after evening to speak
for Ramsay MacDonald, and travelled back again to London the same
night...”

At that time, Father was still working in the Tata office and did a full day’s
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work after his nocturnal activities in Leicester.

The following year, when he was 45, I was born and he finally achieved the
‘baby Sehri’ he had hoped for in 1915. His adoration for the new arrival bored
the rest of the family (my aunts and uncles) but he was at home so seldom, due
to the load of political meetings he was addressing all over the country, that he
became a stranger to me and I cried when he picked me up when I was still a
baby. This caused him a good deal of anguish. But the political meetings won
the day and he continued to travel tirelessly almost every weekend. As soon as
I was about three, he used to take me with him on his wanderings; I still have
vivid memories of his meetings, of visits to gypsy encampments, to coal mines
and to mills. And, of course, the two of us got to know each other a little
better!

Although Arthur Field says the Workers’ Welfare League of India was founded
in 1917, it was not until 1918 that the League published a ‘Statement of
Principles’. On the title page of the pamphlet setting out these principles the
office bearers are listed as follows:

President: J.M. Parikh (a close friend of Father’s);

Treasurer: K.P. Mehta, (as has already been said, he was Father’s closest and
oldest friend);

Secretary of the Indian Committee: S. Saklatvala;
Secretary of the English Committee: John Arnall;
General Secretary: Arthur Field.

The statement was addressed to the British Trades and Labour Bodies; it
would seem to be very similar in content to Father’s letter addressed in 1911 to
leading men of the TUC (whose reaction to it had been so disappointing), and
I feel certain that his hand is writ large on this document which I offer in full
below:

“This League is not associated with any political party or religious
movement. Its chief claim is that our Oriental fellow-subjects of the
working orders of society have a right to identical or equivalent
measures of general welfare and labour protection as have been
instituted for the working class in Great Britain. Whatever views may be
taken of the soundness and adequacy of the measures of social welfare
granted to the workpeople of Great Britain, it cannot be denied that if
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such concessions are beneficial here these or equal measures of relief
are still more necessary for Indian workers.

“It is not, however, intended to adopt a doctrinaire attitude, and to
propose the application to India of measures that may be even opposed
by the unwilling objects of misguided philanthropy. The regulations and
enactments to be proposed will be discussed point by point by Indian
and English committees of this League. The essential part of the
League’s propaganda is the movement to secure from the people of this
country a recognition of the right of the people of India to equal
consideration with themselves.

“There is a considerable mass of otherwise fair-minded men and women
in this country who exhibit little or no consideration for peoples of a
different colour from themselves, even when performing similar
services as subjects of the same Empire. Most British citizens declare
their belief in the righteousness of democracy, yet many of them see no
absurdity in limiting its application by the shade of a man’s or a

woman’s skin.

“It must not be presumed from our insistence on the conditions of
workers in factories, mines, etc. (who, in India, form but a small part of
the population), that we neglect the questions of agriculture and
agricultural labour, of the Indian Lascars [that is, the maritime
workers], etc.

“From England an impetus can be imparted to initiate far-reaching
changes for the masses in India. It is a good and proper thing for a
Home government to defer to the opinion of the Dependency, but in the
course of this proper procedure the opinion that now prevails is the
opinion of the merchants and of the manufacturers. The former are not
favourable to any proposal that tends to alter the simple and
unambitious masses. The latter, in the face of the experience of the
whole world, believe that cheap labour profits them. If legislation, even
the mildest, is proposed, they believe the English authorities are trying
to spoil Indian industries.

“The opposition to reform is not exclusively from these directions.
Opposition to the Viceroy’s Bill of 1906 for extending the Factory Act
also arose from persons who advocate self-government and claim to be
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democratic. There is even an element of mistaken self-interest in some
English working-class circles promoting a toleration of present
conditions of Indian labour. Against this pressure of interest and
ignorance the best intentioned proposals in the Home Legislature can
succeed only by the organised influence of the British working classes.

“Such efforts, in the opinion of the League, should be directed to
improvements of as general an application as possible—industrial,
agricultural and educational. British democracy might be able to secure
the appointment of a Labour Minister for India in the Parliament of
Great Britain, with the effect of providing a channel for Indian opinion
of a different character from that which now prevails.

“The work of the League lies clear before it, but the further stages need
not be more minutely defined at present. Well organised effort can
undoubtedly influence British opinion to care about matters that would
otherwise be neglected. Such an effort is now inaugurated on behalf of
the British subjects in India. The people of Great Britain must be
convinced that their own interests are in no way opposed to, and are
even bound up with, a just and generous treatment of their Eastern
brothers and sisters.”

After giving details of subscriptions and membership of the League,
there follows a further address from ‘The TU and Labour Section of the
League to the Trades and Labour Bodies of Great Britain.” This reads:

“The Workers’ Welfare League of India feel that the democracy of Great
Britain has unwisely neglected to keep touch with the working people of
the Empire. By such neglect they lose in moral, national, and democratic
strength. By neglecting the conditions of the industrial and agricultural
workers in India they have made it possible for their employers to work
industries in India against industries in England. In this case mutual
safety dictates an immediate study of the problem. There is danger of a
deliberate competition of Indian with English conditions, unless steps
are taken to discuss and improve the conditions in India.

“It is not presumptuous or futile to attempt to undertake such a work,
for the control of India lies, and will for some years continue to lie, with
the Legislature in England, while the democratic elements here are
gaining an increasing share in the control of affairs.
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“The workers in Great Britain have been, as participators in the British
Empire, discussing questions of the most far-reaching importance. At
such a juncture, when every co-operation is essential, instead of a voice
from India we are confronted by a dumb people, so far as Labour is
concerned.

“This leaves it possible for declarations to be made, in the name of
India, that this or that trifling change is not only necessary but sufficient
to satisfy India’s needs. We also find this type of advocates declaring
that the people of India will greatly resent an extension of Labour
legislation, and that it is unnecessary; while they themselves resent
suggestions of improved conditions and increased wages. We feel
instinctively that this attitude is unjustified, but until we investigate we
cannot say we know. We must end this practice of neglecting to secure
verified British -Indian opinion and co-operation. These being available
through the Workers’ Welfare League of India, we invite the help of the
TU and Labour world in the circulation and utilisation of the
information available.

“The Trade Unions and other organisations that consider this appeal
will naturally ask, ‘What do you expect us to do?’ Our reply is, we ask
you to allow one of yourselves on your Committee to devote himself to
purely British-Indian Labour questions, and he might also make himself
incidentally useful by a study of Labour conditions in other Oriental
countries, which may equally affect Labour in Great Britain and British
India. If you cannot spare a committee-man’s activities for these
purposes, we suggest that you co-opt a special member for the purpose.
When appointed he should be entrusted with the following duties:

(A) To ascertain what are the conditions of Indian Labour in the
corresponding industries in India.

(B) To collect proposals for the amendment of Indian conditions.

(C) To examine how far, if at all, the interests of English Labour are
affected by inequitable conditions of Indian Labour.

(D) To condense the data and briefly report to the Committee from time
to time.

“With the special member thus appointed the TU and Labour Section of
the League is prepared to keep in touch, acting gratuitously as a Bureau
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of Information relative to Oriental Labour.

“As the result of continued deliberation, we hope to arrive at an
organised presentation of suggestions and proposals to the Labour
members in Parliament. We hope that the Trade Unions may eventually
combine to send to India a Commissioner to investigate the subject on
the various localities, and gather facts otherwise unobtainable. The
result of a ready co-operation of the trade and Labour organisations in
this effort of the WWLI might even be the appointment, by their own
vote and initiative, of a permanent official on their behalf, and under
their own control, to keep in constant touch with the members for
Oriental Labour Questions on each of the TU Committees.” (Documents
relating to the WWLI appear as Appendix A to this chapter.)

In that same year (1918), Saklatvala was a delegate to the Independent Labour
Party Conference, where he represented the City of London Branch. It may be
of general interest, in view of the Labour Party’s subsequent repudiation of
Communist sympathies and the often hysterical eschewing of any links with
Marxism, that in that year, the Chairman’s address included the following
exhortation:

(111

The first Sunday in May, which has been for so long specially
dedicated by the socialist movement to Internationalism, is this year the
centenary of the birth of Karl Marx. In normal times, the socialist
movement would have taken advantage of this event to do honour to
one of the greatest names in the history of Socialism, but, at a time like
this, it is especially fitting that we should recognise the work of the man
who was the pioneer of Internationalism. We desire, however, that
branches of the ILP should, this year more than ever, set aside the first
Sunday in May for international demonstrations, and that at such
demonstrations special reference should be made to the life and labours
for International Socialism of Karl Marx, and to the indebtedness of the
proletariat for his great services to Socialism and Internationalism. In
the name of the Party we propose to arrange for a wreath to be laid at
his graveside, and to take such other steps as seem advisable to pay
homage to his memory.’

“John Scurr, representing Bow and Bromley then moved:

“That the demand of the Indian people to be recognised as equal
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partners within the British Commonwealth is essentially democratic and
that to realise the ideal each country must have the opportunity for self
determination. This Conference, therefore, demands that a measure
granting self government to the Indian people be placed on the Statute
Book at the earliest opportunity.’

“In moving the resolution, Mr Scurr said there was one matter to which
he would like to refer. In a certain newspaper, mention has been made
of the foreign accents of delegates of that Conference. The one delegate
to whom that reference could refer was Shapurji Saklatvala, a native of
Bombay, and, therefore, a subject of the British Empire, and in every
sense of the word entitled to the same rights and privileges as
themselves. He happened to be a journalist himself, but he sometimes
had to admit that he belonged to the most dishonourable profession in
the world; and that there should be in a so-called leading newspaper
such a reference showed the reliance they could place on everything else
which a paper of that kind might say. The resolution was agreed.

“Shapurji Saklatvala (City of London), then moved:

“That this Conference requests all members of the Party who take an
active interest in and aid the work of the Indian National Congress, and
who propose delegations from Indian bodies to British Labour
Conferences, to call upon their Indian colleagues to give a place in their
political programmes to Democratic measures which they so far have
opposed or neglected, such as ‘no representation on Councils in India
except by popular election’; immediate legislation to improve the hours,
wages and general conditions of workers; and an open advocacy of the
Nationalisation of Lands, Railways, Mines, and other large and
important industries.’

“Mr Saklatvala said he was not there to carry on a fight for any one class
in India, he was there as a socialist, a sincere, ernest, whole-hearted
believer and supporter of the policy of the Independent Labour Party.
He could not help it that his accent was a little foreign, but his heart was
not foreign. Those of his comrades who had known him since he joined
the Party in 1909 would know that he only wanted to do one thing, and
that was to spread socialism from one end of the world to the other.

“The National Organiser had told them that it should be possible to
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make the membership of the Independent Labour Party 100,000. It
might go much further. The people of India suffered from ignorance, not
ill-will. They were essentially socialist in mind, and his imagination
carried him to the time when the Independent Labour Party might have
ten million members.

“When Mr [Ramsey] MacDonald was proposing the resolution on the
Soldiers’ Charter, he did not think that it was in the remotest part of
their minds that while they were talking of 27s 6d allowance, they who
were responsible for the soldiers’ pensions in India were guilty of paying
a pension of 5s (5 shillings) a month and a separation allowance of 10s
(10 shillings) a month. They were guilty of giving compensation of £5 to
£10 to the families of those who had lost their lives. They did not realise
it. They had not asked the Indian National Congress during the four
years of war to move any peace resolution. They had put on their list
eight million voters, yet they had not asked their Indian friends to put
eight voters on the list. He therefore appealed to them to be more
definite in talk of Internationalism. They should realise the duty that
was before all of them of looking to themselves and the opportunities
that were before them.

“The resolution was agreed to.”

During the period of the suffragette movement, certainly from as early as 1908
when he participated in a protest rally and march in Hyde Park, Saklatvala
was closely associated with the movement and was a great admirer of Sylvia
Pankhurst’s leadership. But from 1917 onward, Sylvia Pankhurst became a
passionate devotee of communism as she felt that events in Russia presented
the working classes with a completely new social structure that could alleviate
the deprivations of poverty, so acutely manifesting themselves during the war.
She changed the name of the newspaper of which she was editor from The
Women’s Dreadnought to The Workers’ Dreadnought. Father was a regular
reader of this paper. Later, she also changed the name of her organisation
from The Workers’ Suffrage Federation, to The Workers’ Socialist Federation.

Later still, in 1919, when the Third International was formed in Moscow,
Pankhurst became a dedicated advocate of affiliation of British socialists to the
Third International. She went even further than most socialists of her time
and refused to participate in parliamentary activity, actually turning down the
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offer of becoming a parliamentary candidate. (This attitude was not upheld by
Lenin and she was much criticised within the Communist fold.) While, clearly,
Saklatvala was against the boycotting of parliamentary procedures, he
remained a friend and admiring political colleague of Sylvia Pankhurst,
respecting her courage, dedication and sincerity.

At the ILP Conference the following year, 1919, Saklatvala was once again a
delegate for the City of London Branch, and heard the following stirring
address by the Chairman, Mr Philip Snowden:

“The last year has been crowded with events of tremendous importance.
We have seen the beginning of the end of the old order of class
domination and economic slavery. The new order is being born in blood
and suffering. Slowly and painfully humanity has climbed the hard road
to the summit of Calvary, but the resurrection to the new life of freedom
and brotherhood is at hand. Over two thirds of Europe the Red Flag of
socialism, red with the blood of our martyred dead, floats where but
yesterday despotism held the people in vile subjection. The mighty
reverberations of the Russian Revolution have sounded through the
world,

‘And the slave, where’er he cowers,

feels the soul within him climb

To the awful verge of manhood,

as the energy sublime

Of a century bursts full-blossomed

on the thorny stem of time.’

[Quote from James Russell Lowell, The Present Crisis]

“With prophetic insight, the Independent Labour Party, in its manifesto
issued on the outbreak of war in August 1914, said: ‘In forcing this
appalling crime upon the nations, it is the rulers and diplomats, the
militarists, who have sealed their doom. In tears and blood and
bitterness the greater democracy will be born. With steadfast faith we
greet the future; our cause is holy and imperishable, and the labour of
our hands has not been in vain.’

“The state of the world today is a fulfilment of that prophesy.”

In reply to various other points raised, the chairman said that the National
Administrative Council of the ILP were watching the international situation
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very closely, and they hoped to put before the Conference some statement
giving an outline of its suggested reconstitution. The NAC looked upon the
matter with very grave concern, and, if events did develop to such an extent as
in their opinion to call for a special Conference of the Party, such a Conference
would be called. Saklatvala requested the NAC, when they did call this special
Conference, to be prepared with a proposal by which the rank and file of the
Labour Party might be induced to remove from the Labour Party those men
who were the obstacles, to the spirit of socialism.

The chairman read the following resolution:

“This Conference demands the withdrawal of British troops from
Ireland, and the recognition of that form of government which is desired
by the Irish people. It further regards the claims of the Indian and
Egyptian peoples to self-government as essentially just, and demands
that they be granted at the earliest opportunity.’

“Shapurji Saklatvala, in supporting the resolution, said he had to ask
them to read much more into the resolution than appeared in the
wording, and also, owing to the shortness of time, he had to ask them to
hear much more in his words than merely the words he spoke.

“The whole position was this—a foreign domination existed in a country
which had nothing in common with them. They might wonder that from
time to time people in India had acquiesced in their presence in the
country. The true reason was not because they were enamoured with
Lord Curzon or Lord Hardinge, but now and again they had seen on the
horizon an Englishman like Keir Hardie.

“When they had seen a Ramsay MacDonald, and had pinned their faith
in Philip Snowden, they had been living in hopes that England was full
of Englishmen like these, and it was for this reason alone that India had
acquiesced in the presence of the British. His demoralised, unarmed
and tyrannised countrymen, through fear, had launched out to assist the
jingoes of Great Britain in the war. They had become partners in a
hideous crime. No sooner was the war over than the imperialist,
militarist rulers of India gave to India Rowlatt Acts, and the very
aeroplanes and armoured cars they had presented to the British
government were used against an innocent and unarmed crowd. Bombs
had been dropped on meetings held in the streets, and 250 casualties
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were admitted. These Rowlatt Acts were given to India in the name of
Great Britain. Did the British men and women identify themselves with
such militarist acts?

“Speaking of the capitalist exploitation as the cause of the troubles of
the Indian people, Mr Saklatvala quoted from the results of a particular
enquiry into the monthly expenses of 11,000 workers; for a family of
five,—father, mother and 3 children—the expenses, regulated by wages,
were as follows: 12s 6d (12 shillings and sixpence) per month for rice for
father, mother and 3 children, 4s 6d a month for meat, fish and mutton,
od per month for butter, oils and sauce; 1s 7d per month for vegetables.

“They wanted the solidarity of the Labour of Great Britain with the
Labour of India.

“The resolution was carried.”

In a letter addressed to my brother about a year after my father’s death, Lord
Snowden wrote:

“..I first knew your father before he joined the ILP when he was
connected with the India Reform Movement. Afterwards he joined the
ILP. Then he was a prominent figure at the annual conferences of the
ILP. Later he became a Communist and, as you know, entered
Parliament as a Communist MP. He was quite a figure in the House of
Commons, and made an impression by his volcanic eloquence... I had a
high regard for his honesty and disinterested sincerity... His
comparatively early death was a real grief to me.”

With the new international scene that was emerging after the Russian
Revolution, factions arose within the ILP, some members being fiercely in
favour of affiliation with the Third International and others being equally
fiercely opposed to such affiliation. Saklatvala was, of course, a strenuous and
vociferous advocate for affiliation. In 1920 he was not a delegate at the annual
conference of the ILP and his attempt to be elected to the National
Administrative Council was unsuccessful. This may well have been due to his
pro-affiliation propaganda within the City of London Branch. He was one of
159 signatories to a Declaration of the Left Wing of the ILP, made in 1920
under the heading ‘The Call of the Third International.” (The text of this
document appears as Appendix B to this chapter.)

[Editor’s note: Around this time, Saklatvala became acquainted with John
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Archer, then Mayor of Battersea, and the first person of African descent to
hold public office in Britain. According to Marc Wadsworth, Archer promoted
Shapurji’'s 1922 candidacy for parliament within the Labour Party. See
‘Comrade Sak: A Political Biography’].

At the 1921 Annual Conference of the ILP we see him appearing as a delegate
for Clapham. This would seem to indicate that he had perhaps already left the
City of London Branch and joined the Branch in Clapham, but there is no hard
evidence for this assumption. Both Herbert Bryan and Arthur Field gave their
version of events leading up to Saklatvala’s resignation from the ILP but
neither of them gave any precise dates. I quote them both below.

Extract from a letter from Herbert Bryan, written to Arthur Field in 1937:

“After the war, a movement arose in the ILP in favour of affiliation of
the Party to the Third International. Sak took a leading part in this
movement, and when the proposal to join the Third International was
rejected by the ILP Annual Conference, Sak left the ILP and joined the
Communist Party. Before leaving the ILP, however, he moved a
resolution at the City Branch meeting to the effect that the Branch
should secede from the ILP and become the City of London socialist
Society. This proposal was rejected by the Branch.”

Extract from a letter from Arthur Field to my brother in 1937:

“The Menshevik Revolt of Russia in 1917—and its effect in England
(Council of Workers, Peasants and Soldiers)—found us forwarding it—
but pressing for more radical developments. The Bolshevik victory in
Russia in 1918, both of us saw, ...must mean our plunge into a red union
at the earliest moment. The British Socialist Party became the British
Section of the Third Communist International, and we tried to get the
very advanced men of the National Administrative Council of the ILP to
press the national body to affiliate. With the rejection of the proposal by
the Annual Conference of the ILP, the walk-out of the reds occurred and
Saklatvala joined the CP...”

“At the Annual Conference of the ILP in 1921, Saklatvala represented
the Clapham Branch. Speaking in the debate on the international
situation and in particular as to whether the ILP should or should not
affiliate with the Third International, he said he did not intervene to
urge upon one section or the other to strive to gain a sectional victory.
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He asked them to bear in mind socialism. As one of those fortunate
foreigners, might he put it to the Conference to imagine the effects of
the decisions they might take on the outside world.

“There was not the slightest doubt that in the twenty-one conditions [of
admission to the International, see below] there was some attack on
their traditional emotions. Had the ILP succeeded in going to
Zimmerwald [British socialists were prevented from travelling there in
1915], the history of the International might have been different, but
they had also been guilty of taking up a provocative attitude at a critical
juncture, and they had been responsible for a portion of the bitterness in
those twenty-one points. He would apologise to Comrade MacDonald
for taking him as an illustration. MacDonald stood as an avowed official
secretary of the Second International. With his own characteristic
temperament he would be the last person to accept an official position
in the Second and in the Third. There would be, as the American
Divorce Act expressed it, ‘incompatibility of temperament’, and, sooner
or later, one or the other would have to apply to the Courts for divorce
papers.

“The Third International did not ask them to deport him after the
manner of Lloyd George. All they said was that comrades with such
convictions should not hold offices, and he thought the one person in
the Conference who would agree with him was Comrade MacDonald
himself.

“He would say to his pacifist comrades, to his comrades to whom
human life was sacred and dear, turn to Amritsar, where in half-an-hour
General Dyer poured his bullets out until he had killed 1200 people for
the simple reason that the whole of that unfortunate crowd was
unarmed.

“There was nothing to prevent them from putting their point of view
before the Third International, but when the majority of the members of
the International had decided upon their policy and their constitution, it
must remain binding on the minority, otherwise no organisation in the
world could continue to exist.

“Capitalism was stronger than it was five years ago. Imperialism in
Great Britain had not only not been destroyed, but had not even been
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arrested at the point at which they found it before the war. British
Imperialism, with its great idealist opponent, the ILP, had managed to
get a million more square miles. British militarism today had reached
the highest point of brutal bestiality, and had gone beyond all bounds of
honour.

“If that was the potency of ILP idealism, why were they offended when

others came and said, ‘Keep your idealism, but make it more potent’?

He would, therefore, appeal to them to go to Moscow, accept the twenty-

one points, and those who felt the points were too bitter, swallow them.”
The twenty-one points referred to are given as Appendix C to this chapter.

This 1921 Conference of the ILP, in rejecting the proposed affiliation with the
Third International, was for Father, a momentous one. Although he did not
make up his mind in haste, the rejection by the ILP of affiliation left him, now
a convinced Communist, little choice. His devotion up to this moment to the
ILP was beyond doubt and he had served it wholeheartedly since 1909 and
had many close friends within it. He had been one of their staunchest and
most vigorous propagandists addressing numberless meetings up and down
the country; as a speaker, he always drew big crowds and his oratory had
served the party well. (At an earlier conference he had said that he envisaged a
day when ten million Indian members would join the ILP.)

The conference ended on the 29th March and he returned home from
Stockport a lonely and much saddened man. He had become alienated from
comrades with whom he had hitherto shared his political ideals and
aspirations. He had worked tirelessly to persuade them to accept affiliation
and he had failed. It was, to say the least, disillusioning. Of course he was to
have his communist colleagues now, but he had hoped that old friends and
new friends would affiliate and remain in one body together. The schism was a
painful wrench to him.

Almost exactly a year before, on the 3rd April 1920, his father had died in
Manchester. They had been very close and his death had left Shapurji with
none of his Indian family near him in England. And now his constant
association with old political allies and friends, some of whom had known him
almost from the time of his first arrival in this country, was to be severed. It
was a bitter blow and he must have felt very isolated—for now he only had the
loved and loving Sehri as an unquestioning and ever-present supporter of any
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decisions he might feel compelled to make.
Concurrently with his work with the Independent Labour Party, he was
working with equal fervour for the London Labour Party, of which he was an
active member, regularly attending and participating in their meetings and
conferences.
At one such meeting on 16th September 1920, applications for affiliation to the
Third International were considered, together with a letter from the National
Agent reporting the refusal of the Labour Party to accept. It was unanimously
decided that the applications could not be acceded to, and the Secretary was
instructed to send a suitable letter stating the grounds for the refusal.
Two months later, at a meeting of the Executive Committee of the Party, the
Secretary reported on various matters connected with the Conference and it
was resolved:
1) That Mr Saklatvala be informed that he may run for both Executive
and Auditor, but that he could only serve in one such capacity...
3) That the Secretary make the fullest use, in his discretion, of the
extracts from the Convention at which the Communist Party was
formed, in the Labour Chronicle...
5) That the request of the Communist Party for a representative to
address the Conference on the question of their affiliation be declined
on the grounds that it would be ultra vires.
On 3rd March 1921, a few days before the fateful ILP Conference, the
Executive Committee of the London Labour Party decided that the Party
should not be represented at the conference called by the Workers’ Welfare
League of India.
It was also decided that Battersea Trades Council be informed that the London
Labour Party has no constitutional status in so far as the endorsement of
parliamentary candidates is concerned, and that the terms of Resolution 19
regarding the Communist Party be quoted for the information of Battersea
Trades Council.
Although it is not stated that this has anything to do with Father’s
parliamentary candidature, I think we can safely assume that it had. But, at
that time, even his formal membership of the Communist Party did not debar
him from standing as a parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party in the
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General Election of the following year.

Let us, therefore, move on now to that General Election and Saklatvala’s years
as a member of Parliament.
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Appendix A to Chapter 7: Statement
of the Workers’ Welfare League of
India, 1919

Statement Submitted to the Joint Committee on Indian Reforms on Behalf of
The Workers’ Welfare League of India.

By Shapurji Saklatvala supported by Duncan Carmichael.

Published by The Workers’ Welfare League of India, 18 Featherstone
Buildings, High Holborn, London.

To The Chairman, The Joint Committee of the Houses of Parliament on
the government of India Bill, House of Commons, Westminster, dated
22nd July, 1919.

My Lord,

I am directed by the Council of the Workers’ Welfare League of India, to
offer myself as a witness before your Committee, and to bring to your
Lordship’s attention the peculiar claims of the League as the only body
that combines in it the actual knowledge of Indian economic conditions
with practical experience of the working of British Labour organisations
in this country.

The League devotes its attention and activities to the betterment of the
condition of workers, including peasantry in all parts of India with the
object of securing some approximation to the standards which prevail in
all civilised parts of the world. The League, as a general Labour
organisation is not unmindful of the disastrous consequences that must
ensue generally to the progress of Labour, and therefore to the material
well-being of the masses in Great Britain and the British Colonies by the
continued degraded conditions of their fellow-workers in India.

The League for the first time submits, as no other body has hitherto
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done, the grave, almost catastrophic situation that is being created
against a solid industrial advancement and social civic progress within
the Empire by utilising millions of additional persons for production of
modern requirements of life by up-to-date Western methods, without
permitting these very millions to be in their turn the additional
consumers of those or other similar products, or to partake of the new
social and political privileges that are being evolved, as an effect of and
that are intended to be maintained by these material productions.

The League is carefully constituted with two component parts standing
together on one common moral and economic platform where the moral
and material interests of the two groups, one Indian, and the other
European, do not clash, but will harmonise together and which unitedly
must essentially form one British standard in a British Empire, and the
absence of which should draw away from Great Britain any excuse for
direct or mandatory control over other countries. The Indian section
with its Indian knowledge and Indian sentiment and the English section
with its advanced experience form in equal halves our united Council.
The latter section join the League on account of its existing economic
relations with, knowledge of, or partiality for the Indian fellow-workers,
and the former or the Indian section is formed from such Indian
residents in this country who have relations with, knowledge of, or
partiality for Labour organisations in this country.

My Council in directing me to submit their united British Case to you,
not only bear in mind my information on Indian economic and Labour
conditions but they also take in view my fairly long and active
membership of the National Union of Clerks, The Independent Labour
Party, the British socialist Party, the Labour Party, and similar
organisations, which feature, your Lordship will perceive, is not existing
in case of Indian representatives of purely Indian bodies, or other
individual members offering their evidence.

In the proposed government of India Bill my League foresees a further
and accelerating accentuation of the evil that the League is formed to
combat against. On the one hand it ignores all rights and direct powers
to peasants and workers, and on the other hand it enhances existing
privileges, and creates new powers for a limited group of persons, who,
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however well-intentioned and well-meaning, have throughout the
world, through a false nervousness in the direction of self-preservation,
and through an absorbing attention to one particular phase of limited
‘progress’, have created and are creating a condition ‘where only wealth
accumulates and men decay.’

If after more than one hundred years of settled British Rule in India
need is felt to further ‘reform’ the government of India, all attention and
energy in the main must be directed to those phases of life and
government which have so far obtained the least progressive measures
and democratic consideration.

We consider any measure of government Reform not only incomplete
but unthinkable for a government that claims to be civilised, never mind
Democratic, that does not pin its faith in the progress of the masses and
by the efforts of the workers themselves in unison with all the workers
within the same Empire, and even in the neighbouring states. To treat,
today, in India, after all the mature experiences in Europe, suffering
Labour as not worthy of self-assertive rights, and to create higher
powers and privileges for the happier portion in the same society, is like
transferring the sweepings of old Europe into India under disguise of
giving to India a set of reforms and progressive and evolutionary
measures along lines of Western culture.

If the bold and right measure of referring the whole Bill back to the
government for re-construction on modern basis be not acceptable, my
League would consider the following amendments as absolutely
essential:

(a) Introduction of popular franchise for Indians that would include all
workers and soldiers.

(b) Questions of Labour Legislation to be treated as indivisible British
Empire questions, under the protection of the Imperial Parliament,
similar to the questions of Army, Navy and Foreign Policy, and
suspension of any transfer of power over lives of millions of Indian
Workers to the control of the Indian or European non-labouring classes
in India, before the workers are given full franchise rights in India.

(¢) From the commencement of the new Councils there must be
statutory recognition of the right of the workers to combine.
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(d) All the old laws and regulations that humiliate Labour, that make
Labour punishable criminally for Labour faults, or that make a person’s
service compulsory instead of a free-will contract, should be abolished
or withdrawn forthwith, and made a matter of the barbarous and
oppressive past, viz.: such legislation as the Assam Emigration Act, the
Madras Planters’ Labour Act, and regulations and practice of
Impressment of Labour, Indentured Labour, and recruitment of Labour
by Agents of private companies with direct or indirect forms of
government assistance.

(e) A system of Indian Labour Ministry in Parliament, with similar
Ministries in all the new Councils of India be introduced, with an
understanding of such posts being given preferentially to persons that
are connected with and experienced in British Labour organisations;
and also the intercourse of British and Indian Labour through
recognised agents of British Trade Unions for communion between
Indian and British bodies, as well as for communications with the
Indian Ministries be recognised and accepted, both as a material and
moral support to Indian Labour, and also in view of the repercussion of
Indian conditions on Labour conditions of the United Kingdom.

(f) The practice of safe-guarding Labour interests through nominees of a
government, in the election of which Labour has no direct vote, should
not only be condemned, but should be admitted as one stage worse for
Labour interests, than leaving Labour altogether unrepresented.

(g) Some immediate reforms in the indefensible rates of wages, and
hours of work for the employees of the government of India themselves,
which conditions have been briefly described in the memorandum
submitted by the League to Mr Secretary Montagu on 25th January last,
and a copy of which is attached herewith.

My League is aware of some of the erroneous ideas that exist against the
above suggestions, and I am prepared on their behalf to show by
evidence, the groundlessness of fears, and interests that seek to prevent
the introduction of these reforms.

Some illustrative fallacious contentions may be briefly reviewed as
under:

(a) Indian workers should be denied franchise on account of their
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illiteracy:

Literacy has never been made the sine qua non condition of franchise
rights. The Reform Acts and other Acts from 1830 to 1870 enfranchised
large numbers of illiterate persons in this country. It is the absence of
the vote that is responsible for the negligence of educational rights and
facilities. If society is made to suffer from illiterate voters, it will expel
illiteracy, if Society is permitted to protect itself by boycotting illiterate
persons, it will take up their cause in a leisurely fashion. The Indian
village worker, though illiterate, is far from being uncultured. The latest
revolution in Russia proves at least one thing, that an illiterate Asiatic
when given a vote and voice in state affairs, is capable of appreciating
and enjoying it to the extent of living up to it, fighting for it, and dying
for it, as ardently as his literate European comrade.

(b) Indian Labour questions must be treated as quite separate Indian
questions from the Indian point of view alone, and are not of the nature
of questions of Foreign Policy, the Army and the Navy.

Our Foreign Policy, Imperialism, the Army, the Navy are all maintained
to support and safeguard the material welfare of the state and to defend
as well as to increase the industrial activity of the Empire. Labour, the
most important factor of Industry, is therefore the life and soul of
everything, and the intelligent union and undivided progress of the
Empire’s Labour is a question of Sovereign and Imperial importance of
the first magnitude.

Conditions of modern industries within the Empire are almost uniform,
the interiors of factories, mines, dockyards, etc., being almost the same
with the same tax on human mind and body. The Companies’ Acts that
safeguard the interests of investors are uniform. The Indian managers,
directors, merchants, investors and large dividend earners, large land
proprietors, lawyers, doctors, engineers, etc., have all changed their
lives, housing, food, clothing, etc., and brought them in close
approximation to the lives of modern merchants and masters in Europe,
thus proving the advantageous applicability of a uniform standard of life
for Europeans and Indians engaged in the same professions or trades.

(c) The government may claim that they do not prevent any legitimate
and constitutional labour activity.
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The existing repressive measures are capable of destroying any activity.
In the initial stages, any well-intended labour programme of a really
independent character, free from master-class wire-pulling, would
arouse political suspicions, and would be crushed by existing laws even
before germination. It is absolutely essential to have distinct legislation
framed to sanction labour activities along the lines of British standards.
A statutory sanction is different from a benevolent acquiescence or of
not putting into operation existing harsh measure or regulation.

(d) Excuse may be held forth, that the old laws and regulations, more
worthy of a pirate chief than of a settled government within the country,
are no longer put into operation with their early days’ rigour, and things
are different, etc., etc.

We are talking of Reforms. No reforms are British reforms that do not
immediately do away with un-British principles and laws enacted under
stress of war-like conditions. British Labour is British Labour, here or in
India, and several of these Indian Acts are an insult to, and an outrage
upon British Labour, offered by a ruling caste that did not view labour
very differently from slavery. To save the British name, reform of this
unspeakable condition is of primary importance.

(e) India is not ripe for Labour Ministry, etc., etc.

Any antidote is required most where the evil is the greatest and acutest.
Ministries of Labour are more needful in backward countries than in
forward ones. To set out today to create a new machinery of government
along lines of Western culture and modern standards, and to omit a
specialised and separate Ministry of Labour, independent of commercial
interest, is, to say the least, a very grave omission.

(f) Labour being backward in India, the government desire to give them
protection through a suitable nominee, and care will be taken to select a
very disinterested gentleman, etc., etc.

Even in this country, we notice that it is not the person’s previous career
which makes him appear ‘suitable’—but it is the medium through which
he gets into a position, that moulds his political and administrative
psychology in his future work. In all conscience a government cannot
escape from its own view-point and the customary nervousness attached
to responsibility of a small class ruling over a large mass, and the more
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honest and careful the selection of a nominee the more fatal in the long
run, it proves to the interest of the protected ones. A free, healthy
control by electors’ votes is the only known means to check political
deterioration. An absence of an elected agent to protect an interest is a
drawback, but the fact of such absence throws an amount of risk as well
as responsibility upon the one-sided administrative force. The presence
of a nominee selected by those against whom protection is to be sought
becomes a positive calamity by your opponent thereby securing your so-
called assent and sometimes even your thanks, for undesirable
measures, through this dangerous medium.

(g) The government might argue that they based the wages on prevailing
standards, and did give even a low wage to villagers who previously had
none.

No government is justified in comparing a condition of bygone days
with the present. Free of control from without, every country undergoes
changes and evolves from one stage into another. The government of
India, in perpetuating an old system, set a bad example to private
traders, and then adopting the traders’ standard, continues the
perniciously low wage system for ever. The villagers’ life conditions are
changed, but his life standards are forcibly maintained unaltered. From
a quiet, leisurely, uncontrolled, free-will, non-nerve-wracking cottage
industry, he is moved into modern mines, factories and places of work,
demanding different exactions from his mind, body and morals, and the
government set no new standard of life for him, subject him to newly
created miseries of poverty, filth, of ignorance, etc., which in his
previous condition were absent.

Every industry in India is capable of bearing a much higher wage today.
The selling price of articles produced and the commercial value of public
services, such as transport, post, police, etc., are today subject to the law
of world prices, and give to controlling interests almost the values in
India as in Europe. A glance at the record of Indian concerns as given in
the attached copy of the Capital is sufficient to convince one that Indian
industrial concerns can spare a bigger margin for workers’ wages. The
government must first reform its own methods before legislating for
others. On moral grounds the government of India should seek this
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reform before any other, unless it prefers to court contempt or ridicule
from the civilised world, which has not yet fully realised the very low
level of Indian wages.

Here is one instance, the President of the General Electric Company of
Schektady—America, in his capacity as the Chairman when, speaking at
the Annual Meeting of the Institute of Electrical Engineers in 1918 held
up to the contempt of the world the German government that in
occupied territories in Russia, was employing Russian labour at two
roubles a day for ten hours daily. Should not the government of India
reform itself even to this contemptible standard? Is the world’s opinion
never to effect it harmfully? The Postal Rate in India should be exactly
what it is in Britain, because the Investor and the Trader uses the Post
Office for similar profits as here, and not the illiterate population of 300
millions out of 320 millions. Out of this excess revenue the Indian Post
Office Worker must be paid at the rate of Rupees 15 a week at least.
Similarly the government Railway Worker, Policemen, Soldiers, Village
Teachers, Public Works Labourers could all be put on the 15 Rupees
Weekly Standard, and rates and taxes on commercial communities duly
increased and brought up to British Standard. The hours of work should
be reduced under the Reform of government of India Bill immediately
to ten from 12, and then a further annual reduction of one hour every
year, till a limit of 8 is reached.

With better wages and greater leisure the wage earner will become a
consumer of goods, and a caretaker of his own house and sanitary
surroundings. His demand will largely increase industrial activity,
industrial taxation, and public revenues, and the fictitious plea of
poverty, which in a nature’s rich country can only mean bad banking, of
the government of India will vanish, and India will acquire a British
Standard of life, which will irresistibly be followed by a British Standard
of government and Politics. The present method of reforming the
government of India from the top is unnatural, unhealthy, and unjust
not only to India, but even to the Empire.

My League declines to accept the plea of cheap living in favour of low
wages. Cheap living is a myth, and even if it were true, could only base
itself in deceiving the food-grower by giving him such poor
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remuneration for his toil, that he cannot maintain himself and his
children in a standard of modern comfort and modern decency. But this
cheap living does not exist. The law of world prices levelises selling
prices. Prices of wheat, rice, oilseeds, clothing, even meat, etc., are fixed
after a daily telegraphic exchange of views among all the merchants of
the world. Scientific advancement that produces preserved bananas,
tinned fruit and fish, powdered eggs and milk, tends towards levelising
prices of what used to be perishable articles.

The Indian workers’ cheap living is not based on his actually obtaining
articles of lower values, but is literally based on his doing without
everything that constitutes a worker’s healthy and happy life. He has to
go without regular meals of nutritious food, without furniture of any
kind, without medicine, without books, or education, without sufficient
clothing (the European worker in the hotter climate of South Africa does
not go ill-clad), without soap, without cups and saucers, without
umbrellas, without tram rides to and from his work, without any
sanitary house, and so forth.

The Administration and the government of India have produced this
condition, and then on account of this very condition the government
and the interested public have kept the worker a political outcast. Then
on account of this political disability his condition has to continue to be
the same. No government of India Act can therefore claim to be a
reform unless it first reformed the heinous condition now
euphemistically called cheap living. Death rates of 60 per 1000 and
infantile mortality of 500 to 675 per 1000 tell their own tale.

The following instances require careful sympathetic and also bold and
unorthodox thinking, as pointing to the hopelessness of the attempt of
reforming a people’s life-conditions without recognising the right and
voice of the very sufferers themselves.

(1) The government of India, and the non-popularly elected Councillors
leave the widows of the Indian soldiers on pensions of 14 pence to 30
pence a week. That same government and Councillors make a gift of
£6,000,000 yearly to Great Britain to help her pay her widows at the
rate of 25 shillings to 35 shillings weekly. Had the Indian soldier and his
widow a vote, such a scandal would not have existed, and had their case
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been lost in an adverse Council in India, their genuine representative
would have appealed to the honour and self-respect of England and
English widows not to touch this Indian money, and to spurn this gift of
political motive before the Indian widow herself was paid at least 20
shillings (£1) weekly.

(2) The Indian Ryot (peasant) is deep in debt, and in the hands of
extortionate money-lenders, who are not disconnected with the
commercial fraternity. The government of India would for years, not
open land banks to advance money to them at standard interest, on the
grounds of the government being no money-lender, and also of the
government of India being a poor hand-to-mouth concern. The same
government (see The Mining World and Engineering Record, published
Gresham House, London, issue of Saturday November 23rd 1918—p416
& p421) now advance a loan of £200,000 at five industries to India with
its freedom from Labour Troubles. One would welcome this migration
of Industries if this freedom from Labour Troubles was based on an
intelligent and spontaneous contentment of the worker, well-housed,
fully-clad, sufficiently fed, well educated and well looked after
medically. But when this migration depends entirely on the factor of the
powerful and resourceful ones easily taking advantage over worse
simpletons than what they find at home, the conditions become a set-
back to India and to the Empire, and a government of India Bill that
further favours and strengthens such conditions must in the end prove a
serious set-back.

(3) In free America, the farmer grows his cotton, and before parting
with the product of his toil, secures to himself sufficient remuneration
that would obtain him a well-appointed sanitary house, good rich food,
ample furniture, ample clothing, medicine in illness, education for his
children, and occasional luxuries of life, all with a consequent low death
rate.

The Indian farmer for his toil, obtains none of the above when parting
with the product of his labour. Similarly the grower of wheat, oilseed;
rubber, tea, coffee, coconuts, etc., etc. The government of India Bill does
nothing whatever to reform this condition, but does actually greatly
assist the class of Indian and English merchants who are today sitting in
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concert, to devise plans to secure two million additional bales of cotton,
from the Indian farmers’ labour with an absolute security of not having
to pay him more than his present scandalously low remuneration.

(4) The authors of the government of India Bill point to the various
measures secured from time to time by the happy and privileged classes
—Indian and European—in India, always building up further rights
through the representation secured at each stage. Labour, having no
representation at all to build upon, the following is the movement of
wage progress in India from 1875. Please note wages are monthly, and
one Rupee may be considered average equivalent of 18 pence.

[The wages tables are not reproduced here].

The following was the reply to the above letter:

From Committee Office, House of Lords, August 18th 1919 addressed to
Shapurji Saklatvala Esq., Workers’ Welfare League of India etc., etc.

Sir,

Referring to your letter of the 22nd July, I have submitted your
application to the Joint Committee upon the government of India Bill.

I am directed to say that the Committee have already arranged for the
attendance of a representative witness on behalf of Indian Labour.

I am, Sir,

Your obedient Servant,

Edward Vigors
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of the Third International’

‘The Call of the Third International’
The document reproduced below is undated, but it was clearly written some
time before the annual conference of the ILP held in Glasgow in the summer
of 1920.
Declaration of the Left Wing of the ILP.
Comrades—
We, the signatories to this letter, are of the opinion that we should not
be doing our duty either to our fellow-members of the ILP or to the
cause that we have at heart if, in this crisis in the history of the Socialist
Movement in Britain, we did not come forward and, through such
channels as are open to us, to state our case for the adherence of the
Party to the Moscow International.

We have neither the machinery of our own, nor freedom to use the
machinery of the Party for the purpose of replying to those—pre-
eminently the elected representatives of the membership—who oppose
adhesion to the International Communist Movement. We do not
complain that the National Administrative Council should give its
advice to those to whom it is responsible and by whom it has been
placed in charge of the administration, that the ILP should not affiliate
with the Third International.

We are jealous for the maintenance of that reputation which the ILP
acquired during the war for its steadfast opposition to the predatory
politics of capitalism and its unswerving determination to recognise no
truce with the enemies of the working class. During the war the ILP had
no use for the opportunist tactics of pro-war socialists of the type of
Arthur Henderson, Albert Thomas, or Emile Vandervelde, any more
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than it had for the shuffling tactics of which Karl Kautsky was a
prominent exponent.

Though not founded on a theoretical Marxism, yet as if by instinct, the
ILP as a party held aloof from, and was hostile to those influences which
have made of the Second International a dishonoured corpse that now
pollutes the atmosphere of working-class politics.

Though not founded on a theoretical Marxism, yet as if by
accompanying Militarism ranged the ILP alongside of the Italian,
Serbian and Romanian socialists, and those socialist sections then
supporting Liebknecht in Germany and Lenin and Trotsky in the
Russian Movement.

Comrades, we have been and continue to be proud of our war record,
and we fear the associations which we are now bidden to accept and to
continue.

It was not to line up with the militarist socialists, and erstwhile
members of National Ministries that our men and women faced the
misunderstanding of their audiences, broke the ties of friendship and
old associations, and, in hundreds of instances, elected to remain in gaol
for years rather than obey the behests of their class enemies and
OpPpressors.

Comrades, the ILP refused to take the ‘safe and discreet’ course during
the war and scorned the dangers that lay in its path. After the struggles
of the war years, are we to think rather of coming successes in elections
and of the chances of office that may lie before us, or are we to continue
to face the blast of unpopularity and the ridicule and contempt of those
who cannot or will not strive to understand the true significance of
Bolshevism?

Our leaders—may we say once more those whom we have instructed to
serve us—oppose the very thought of sudden revolution. They point us
to the more practical course of gradual reform. They wish—in an evident
ignorance of our own nation’s history—to achieve the ideal of the
common ownership of the means of production and distribution (an end
of most revolutionary and drastic character) by the mere use of so-called
constitutional means, evolved for and by the advancement of capitalism,
and by landlords and plutocrats who themselves did not always adhere
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to them in the fundamental crises of British history.

They speak, write and act as if the attainment of socialism was to be but
an incident in the ‘ins’ and ‘outs’ of parliamentary controversy.

They who have witnessed the shameless trickery of the last six years and
of the secret diplomacy which preceded these years; who have put their
pathetic trust in the broken reed of American democracy and in spite of
the political experience of the past generation, besought a Liberal
President of the United states, and an old-fashioned British aristocrat,
who had formerly been a Tory War Minister and Foreign Secretary, to
rescue the world from chaos; who have seen the League of Nations
change from an idealist’s vision to a bondholder’s nightmare of blockade
and intervention; who have before their eyes the pitiless murder of
Central Europe by slow starvation of its helpless women and children;
advise us to act and to organise as if the capitalists, when we knock upon
the door, will be off and say no more. They advise us to think and act as
if the propertied classes would acquiesce in their expropriation by
parliamentary enactments.

We do not doubt that the capitalists will tolerate the existence and obey
the enactments of a Labour government as it leaves them secure in the
possession of land and capital, but we have no use for such a
government. Willing the end, we hold that the ILP must will the means.

In this country the proletariat is an overwhelming majority. A bona fide
Labour government may serve industrial organisations as well as the
majority of the Public by what is known as the Dictatorship of the
Proletariat. Such a government need make no apology for the use even
of the Army in the interests of the working classes, just as under
capitalist control, the whole of the armed forces of the nation have been,
in the past and are still at the present time, used for the suppression of
spasmodic working-class revolts. Scottish comrades, in particular, will
remember the invasion of Glasgow by tanks and troops in the early part
of 1910 and the elaborate preparations made for the possible crushing,
by armed force, of the railway strike of 1919 will be fresh in the minds of
all of us. Sir Edward Carson’s threatened military operations to keep
under servile bondage the whole of Ireland, have silent lessons of their
own. General Dyer’s rough and ready methods adopted during what is
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popularly known as the ‘massacre of Amritsar’ to bring into terror-
stricken subjugation 300 millions of Indians for the benefit of a few
thousand Imperial capitalist exploiters, is not a bad example of the
Dictatorship of the imperialist.

The Moscow International not only does not reject but it emphatically
endorses participation in parliamentary elections and entry into
Parliament, for the purpose of propaganda by exposure and of depriving
the capitalists of whatever obstructionist power there may be in the
domination of that institution. Lenin, in his reply to Kautsky’s
‘Dictatorship of the Proletariat’ explicitly states his views:

“Or take bourgeois parliaments. Is it to be supposed that learned Mr
Kautsky has never heard of the fact that the more democracy is
developed the more do the bourgeois parliaments fall under the control
of the Stock Exchange and Bankers? This, of course, does not mean that
bourgeois parliamentarism ought not to be made use of; the Bolsheviks,
for instance, made, perhaps, more successful use of it than any party in
the world, having in 1912-14 captured the entire Labour representation
in the fourth Duma.”

Or let us take yet another definite example: Madam Clara Zetkin, the
leading exponent of communism in Germany, and one of the founders
of the Spartacus Group, is an active participant in the Parliament of
Wurttemburg.

Whilst we are in favour of exploiting to the uttermost all the
opportunities of constitutional procedure, we believe the working class
will have no more use for Parliament under socialism than the
revolutionary plutocracy had for the supreme organ of feudalism, the
Privy Council. We believe that the whole structure of the state must be
dismantled and a new social organisation evolved, through which all
who render or have rendered useful social service may participate in the
administration of communal life. We definitely reject the principle of
occupancy of landed property—the basis of the present franchise—and
to require the establishment of a labour right to participate in the
administration of society.

We think that the Shop Stewards’ and Workers’ Committees set up on a
basis of organisation of industry, including bodies catering for
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professional and home workers, constitute the beginning of the new
policy and we urge that it shall be the aim of the International Labour
Party, by all means in its power, to further the development of labour
unions on the above lines.

Such, Comrades, are the general principles and policy which we trust
will command your support and, in any case, enlist your sympathetic
consideration.

We are fully aware that, in adopting the only means at our disposal for
bringing our views before our fellow-members of the ILP we shall, in all
probability, be subjected to the kind of criticism which is usually
levelled at those who introduce disturbing elements into the realms of
official somnolence and complacency. This prospect does not in the
least perturb us. We do, however, ask those who, after full
consideration, find themselves in agreement with us, to strengthen our
hands by sending a brief note to such effect, addressed to Comrade Mrs
H. Furguson, 4 Addison Way, Golders Green, London.

Even more important, however, than indicating your individual views in
this way, is to get your Branch to make your voice and influence
effective in the ranks of the Party by well-directed action at the
forthcoming Annual Conference at Glasgow. This can be done by voting
steadily and solidly for the resolution which declares for disaffiliation
from the Second International and adhesion to the Third International.
This is the issue. Do not allow it to be side-tracked. Vote consistently
against shelving motions in whatever guise they may be presented.

Even a decision in favour of affiliation with the Third International may
be largely nullified if the carrying out of it is entrusted to a National
Council either luke warm or even actively hostile to Moscow. However
essential it is that such a resolution passed by Conference and the
personnel of the National Council should be in harmony and not in
hopeless antagonism, we have to bear in mind that the elections at the
Conference take place on previously fixed nominations, and also that
they are based on consideration of more than one question relating to
the Party. In view of this, it would be necessary to work continually
through your Branches to urge upon the NAC to carry out in spirit the
wishes of the Branches in regard to our hearty co-operation with the
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Third International.
We are yours fraternally,

[There follow 159 names as signatories including that of Shapurji
Saklatvala].
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Appendix C to Chapter 7: The Terms

of Comintern Membership

The Second Congress of the Communist International resolves that the
following are the terms of Comintern membership:

1. Day-by-day propaganda and agitation must be genuinely communist
in character. All press organs belonging to the parties must be edited by
reliable Communists who have given proof of their devotion to the cause
of the proletarian revolution. The dictatorship of the proletariat should
not be discussed merely as a stock phrase to be learned by rote; it
should be popularised in such a way that the practical facts
systematically dealt with in our press day by day will drive home to
every rank-and-file working man and working woman, every soldier and
peasant, that it is indispensable to them. Third International supporters
should use all media to which they have access—the press, public
meetings, trade unions, and co-operative societies—to expose
systematically and relentlessly, not only the bourgeoisie but also its
accomplices—the reformists of every shade.

2. Any organisation that wishes to join the Communist International
must consistently and systematically dismiss reformists and “Centrists”
from positions of any responsibility in the working-class movement
(party organisations, editorial boards, trade unions, parliamentary
groups, co-operative societies, municipal councils, etc.), replacing them
by reliable Communists. The fact that in some cases rank-and-file
workers may at first have to replace “experienced” leaders should be no
deterrent.

3. In countries where a state of siege or emergency legislation makes it
impossible for Communists to conduct their activities legally, it is
absolutely essential that legal and illegal work should be combined. In
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almost all the countries of Europe and America, the class struggle is
entering the phase of civil war. In these conditions, Communists can
place no trust in bourgeois legality. They must everywhere build up a
parallel illegal organisation, which, at the decisive moment, will be in a
position to help the Party fulfil its duty to the revolution.

4. Persistent and systematic propaganda and agitation must be
conducted in the armed forces, and Communist cells formed in every
military unit. In the main Communists will have to do this work
illegally; failure to engage in it would be tantamount to a betrayal of
their revolutionary duty and incompatible with membership in the
Third International.

5. Regular and systematic agitation is indispensable in the countryside.
The working class cannot consolidate its victory without support from at
least a section of the farm labourers and poor peasants, and without
neutralising, through its policy, part of the rest of the rural population.
In the present period communist activity in the countryside is of
primary importance. It should be conducted, in the main, through
revolutionary worker-Communists who have contacts with the rural
areas. To forgo this work or entrust it to unreliable semi-reformist
elements is tantamount to renouncing the proletarian revolution.

6. It is the duty of any party wishing to belong to the Third International
to expose, not only avowed social-patriotism, but also the falsehood and
hypocrisy of social-pacifism. It must systematically demonstrate to the
workers that, without the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism, no
international arbitration courts, no talk about a reduction of
armaments, no “democratic” reorganisation of the League of Nations
will save mankind from new imperialist wars.

7. It is the duty of parties wishing to belong to the Communist
International to recognise the need for a complete and absolute break
with reformism and “Centrist” policy, and to conduct propaganda
among the party membership for that break. Without this, a consistent
communist policy is impossible.

The Communist International demands imperatively and
uncompromisingly that this break be effected at the earliest possible
date. It cannot tolerate a situation in which avowed reformists, such as
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Turati, Modigliani and others, are entitled to consider themselves
members of the Third International. Such a state of affairs would lead to
the Third International strongly resembling the defunct Second
International.

8. Parties in countries whose bourgeoisie possess colonies and oppress
other nations must pursue a most well-defined and clear-cut policy in
respect of colonies and oppressed nations. Any party wishing to join the
Third International must ruthlessly expose the colonial machinations of
the imperialists of its “own” country, must support—in deed, not merely
in word—every colonial liberation movement, demand the expulsion of
its compatriot imperialists from the colonies, inculcate in the hearts of
the workers of its own country an attitude of true brotherhood with the
working population of the colonies and the oppressed nations, and
conduct systematic agitation among the armed forces against all
oppression of the colonial peoples.

9. It is the duty of any party wishing to join the Communist
International to conduct systematic and unflagging communist work in
the trade unions, co-operative societies and other mass workers’
organisations. Communist cells should be formed in the trade unions,
and, by their sustained and unflagging work, win the unions over to the
communist cause. In every phase of their day-by-day activity these cells
must unmask the treachery of the social-patriots and the vacillation of
the “Centrists.” The cells must be completely subordinate to the party as
a whole.

10. It is the duty of any party belonging to the Communist International
to wage a determined struggle against the Amsterdam “International” of
yellow trade unions. Its indefatigable propaganda should show the
organised workers the need to break with the yellow Amsterdam
International. It must give every support to the emerging international
federation of Red trade unions which are associated with the
Communist International.

11. It is the duty of parties wishing to join the Third International to re-
examine the composition of their parliamentary groups, eliminate
unreliable elements and effectively subordinate these groups to the
Party Central Committees. They must demand that every Communist
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proletarian should subordinate all his activities to the interests of truly
revolutionary propaganda and agitation.

12. The periodical and non-periodical press, and all publishing
enterprises, must likewise be fully subordinate to the Party Central
Committee, whether the party as a whole is legal or illegal at the time.
Publishing enterprises should not be allowed to abuse their autonomy
and pursue any policies that are not in full accord with that of the Party.

13. Parties belonging to the Communist International must be organised
on the principle of democratic centralism. In this period of acute civil
war, the Communist parties can perform their duty only if they are
organised in a most centralised manner, are marked by an iron
discipline bordering on military discipline, and have strong and
authoritative party centres invested with wide powers and enjoying the
unanimous confidence of the membership.

14. Communist parties in countries where Communists can conduct
their work legally must carry out periodic membership purges (re-
registrations) with the aim of systematically ridding the party of petty-
bourgeois elements that inevitably percolate into them.

15. It is the duty of any party wishing to join the Communist
International selflessly to help any Soviet republic in its struggle against
counter-revolutionary forces. Communist parties must conduct
incessant propaganda urging the workers to refuse to transport war
materials destined for the enemies of the Soviet republics; they must
conduct legal or illegal propaganda in the armed forces dispatched to
strangle the workers’ republics, etc.

16. It is the duty of parties which have still kept their old Social-
Democratic programmes to revise them as speedily as possible and draw
up new communist programmes in conformity with the specific
conditions in their respective countries, and in the spirit of (Communist
International decisions. As a rule, the programmes of all parties
belonging to the Communist International must be approved by a
regular Congress of the Communist International or by its Executive
Committee. In the event of the Executive Committee withholding
approval, the party is entitled to appeal to the Congress of the
Communist International.
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17. All decisions of the Communist International ’s congresses and of its
Executive Committee are binding on all affiliated parties. Operating in
conditions of acute civil war, the Communist International must be far
more centralised than the Second International was. It stands to reason,
however, that in every aspect of their work the Communist International
and its Executive Committee must take into account the diversity of
conditions in which the respective parties have to fight and work, and
adopt decisions binding on all parties only on matters in which such
decisions are possible.

18. In view of the foregoing, parties wishing to join the Communist
International must change their name. Any party seeking affiliation
must call itself the Communist Party of the country in question (Section
of the Third, Communist International). The question of a party’s name
is not merely a formality, but a matter of major political importance.
The Communist International has declared a resolute war on the
bourgeois world and all yellow Social-Democratic parties. The
difference between the Communist parties and the old and official
“Social-Democratic”, or “socialist”, parties, which have betrayed the
banner of the working class, must be made absolutely clear to every
rank-and-file worker.

19. After the conclusion of the proceedings of the Second World
Congress of the Communist International, any party wishing to join the
Communist International must at the earliest date convene an
extraordinary congress for official acceptance of the above obligations
on behalf of the entire party.

19. All Parties belonging to the Communist International and those
which have applied for admission are obliged to convene an
extraordinary congress as soon as possible and in any case not later than
four months after the Second Congress of the Communist International
to examine all these conditions of admission. In this connection all
Party centres must see that the decisions of the Second Congress of the
Communist International are made known to all local organisations.

20. Those Parties which now wish to join the Communist International,
but which have not radically changed their former tactics, must see to it
that before entering the Communist International not less than two-

133



THE FIFTH COMMANDMENT

thirds of the members of their Central Committee and of all their
leading central bodies consist of comrades who publicly and
unambiguously advocated the entry of their Party into the Communist
International before its Second Congress. Exceptions can be made with
the consent of the Executive Committee of the Communist
International. The Executive also has the right to make exceptions in the
case of representatives of the centrist tendency mentioned in paragraph
7.

21. Those members of the party who object in principle to the conditions
and Theses put forward by the Communist International are to be
expelled from the Party. The same applies in particular to the delegates
to the extraordinary congress.
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CHAPTER 8

A Communist in Parliament

Selection as a parliamentary candidate for the Labour Party
despite membership of the Communist Party. Election to
parliament, 1922. The growing gulf between the Labour and
Communist Parties. First speech in the House of Commons.

When the Executive Committee of the Labour Party met in the House of
Commons on 18th October 1921, they had before them a list of fourteen
prospective parliamentary candidates submitted by local Labour Parties for
endorsement. It was “Resolved: That the candidatures be endorsed with the
exception of Mr S. Saklatvala, and that this be deferred for an interview with
the Secretary and the National Agent.” Subsequently the National Agent’s
Report included the following;:
“Battersea North
“The Secretary and the National Agent reported upon an interview they
had had with the representatives of the Battersea Labour Party and Mr
S. Saklatvala, who had been selected as the Candidate for the
Constituency.
“Considerable discussion ensued as to Mr Saklatvala’s association with
the Communist Party, his attack upon the policy of the Independent
Labour Party in continuing its association with the Labour Party, and
his attempt to form a secessionist ILP Group favourable to affiliation
with the Third International.
“It was reported that Mr Saklatvala, in accepting the candidature for
Battersea North, has indicated his acceptance of the Labour Party
Constitution, with its usual implications.
“Resolved: That the candidature of Mr S. Saklatvala for Battersea North
be sanctioned on condition that he accepts the Constitution of the Party,
agrees to receive the Labour Whips if returned to Parliament, and to
abide by the decisions of the parliamentary Party.”

It is somewhat surprising that the Executive Committee of the Labour Party
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should have endorsed Saklatvala’s candidature in view of his self proclaimed
and publicly acclaimed adherence to the Third International and his close
links with the Communist Party of Great Britain. It is true that his selection by
the Battersea Trades Council and the local Labour Party (who, at that time and
until 1926, were working in unison), had been numerically overwhelming and
enthusiastic, and that by this time there was no doubt as to his popularity in
the working class movement and socialist circles in general. Nonetheless, their
acceptance of him was surprising; especially as, so far as I can ascertain, he
was the only openly avowed member of the Communist Party to be adopted as
a Labour candidate at that time. This is confirmed by the extract from the
Report of the Executive Committee of the Labour Party at the annual
conference held in Edinburgh in June 1922, included as Appendix A to this
chapter.

So in this, as in so much else, Father became a ‘special’ or ‘isolated’ case; there
he was, representing the Labour Party while being an openly, self-advertised
member of the Communist Party; he was working for and with the working
class (and enjoyed their affection and esteem) while certainly not being born
into that class himself; he was working among United Kingdom political
activists whereas he himself was Indian and did not come to the UK until he
was thirty-one; and he fought vigorously and endlessly for India to be set free
from strangling imperialism, while not following the popular Congress Party
in India and the Gandhian theory of non-violence and the symbolic hand-
spinning routine advocated by Gandhi. He seems never to have floated on the
tide but was always swimming against the prevailing currents. Strange then
that he should have been able to embrace communism almost without
question. (He once said to a friend that he did not allow the least criticism of
what went on in Soviet Russia, as that would be for him like a sin against the
Holy Ghost!)

In order to understand why the Labour Party went to such pains in
considering the candidacy of Saklatvala and other members of the Communist
Party, it is necessary to understand the complicated and confusing
relationship between the Labour and Communist parties.

In March 1917 the revolution in Russia was greeted with optimistic rhetoric by
David Lloyd George, who set down the following Resolution in the House of
Commons: “That this House sends to the Duma its fraternal greetings and
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tenders to the Russian people its heartiest congratulations upon the
establishment among them of free institutions in full confidence that they will
lead not only to the rapid and happy progress of the Russian nation but to the
prosecution with renewed steadfastness and vigour of the war against the
stronghold of an autocratic militarism which threatens the liberty of Europe.”

The Observer proclaimed:

“The triumph won by the Duma and the Army together for freedom and
modern government is one of the greatest and best things of time. The
breath of a new morning is felt not only by Russia but by all mankind.”
The Nation (a left-wing, Liberal organ edited by a one-time Fabian,
H.W. Massingham) wrote; “The greatest tyranny in the world has fallen.
The glorious news of the Russian revolution will send a thrill of joy
through democratic Europe. Liberalism has won its first great victory on
the moral battleground where all along the true conflict was going on.
Association with the Tzar was a curse and an incubus. Alliance with the
Russian people is a glory.” (These were strong words when one
considers that the Tzar was a cousin of our own King).

The Manchester Guardian was equally enthusiastic; it wrote:

“Revolution has before now proved a great mother of efficiency, and
there is no finer dynamic force than a passion for freedom. England
hails the new Russia with a higher hope and a surer confidence in the
future not only of this war but of the world.”

However, subsequent events in Russia dampened this first flush of euphoria,
and admiration gave way to fear that the introduction of socialism and
communism might be threatening to spread from Russia to Germany and
other countries in Europe. press and politicians alike became more wary, if not
actually apprehensive.

From its inception in 1920 the Communist Party of Great Britain had sought
affiliation to the Labour Party. Their repeated applications were constantly
rejected with a growing firmness, clarity and resolution.

In order to understand the gulf between the two parties, it is helpful to study
the ‘Explanatory Notes on the Second International versus the Third
International, the Soviets, and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’ (published
in England and, alas, undated, although the Third International was
established at a conference of 33 delegates from 29 countries meeting in
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Moscow on the 29th March 1919; it is reasonable to assume, therefore, that
this document was produced shortly after that date). This document is
included as Appendix B to this chapter. I have quoted it at length (I trust not
at tedious length!) because, together with the ‘Manifesto of the Moscow
International,” it forms the basis of the Communist creed which Saklatvala
whole-heartedly embraced and was to follow for the rest of his life.

In a list of ‘Tentative Proposals Providing for Transformation into the
Communist Party’, the twelfth proposal is that “the Provisional Executive to
make immediate application for affiliation to the Third International as the
Communist Party of Great Britain.” It was this affiliated party that Saklatvala
ultimately joined in the spring of 1921.

Doubtless it was a great relief and excitement to have his candidature
endorsed but he had to wait until November 15th 1922 for the General
Election. The Coalition government, under the Premiership of Lloyd George,
was to continue for a few months longer, but there were troubles brewing for
them: unemployment was increasing, housing for the poor was inadequate
and the ‘land fit for heroes to live in’ was falling far short of expectations. It is
not easy to maintain the demeanour of a hero when you are underfed, poorly
clad, are without a home and, perhaps hardest of all, without hope of getting
work, discarded by the community for whom you had so lately fought during
the war.

Meanwhile, Saklatvala continued to address meetings up and down the
country, by now spreading the gospel of communism instead of that of the
Independent Labour Party, as hitherto. In one of the letters addressed to my
brother in 1937, an ILP organiser described a typical weekend of Father’s,
recalling that he would address a conference of workers in the iron and steel
industry, speaking for anything up to two hours, in Middlesborough on the
Saturday, then on the Sunday he would address meetings in different villages
in the morning and in the afternoon; he was more at home, he said, when he
was speaking in a ring of people rather than from the wagon and he would
often talk to them in the open air for a couple of hours. He stayed in the home
of the writer of the letter, who says that on the Sunday evening he would talk
to him and his family, describing the terrible conditions of the workers in
India; then, in the small hours of Monday morning he would leave for the
station to catch a train to London in time to go to his office that morning. (I
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still recollect sharing some of those weekend jaunts with him when I was
roused at what seemed to be the middle of the night to make the long train
journey home.

All of us children had curly hair which solicited admiration from strangers;
Father dreaded that we should become vain or conscious of our appearance, so
dressing me even in the small hours of the morning he tugged and tortured my
hair, scraping it into a tight pony-tail to make it unbecoming! A most painful
and tear-jerking process which I remember vividly). It was a gruelling
schedule and one he maintained week after week in different parts of the
country, virtually throughout his life. Arthur Field, his fellow worker in the
Workers’ Welfare League of India, writing in 1937 of this period, says: “From
1922 Sak became an even more active and unsparing propagandist, now died
deepest red, and publicly represented as ten shades deeper than that...”
Herbert Bryan, writing of this period, says that the Communist Party got an
active lecturer and propagandist because Sak became even more lavish of
effort in that Party than in the ILP.

The few weeks immediately preceding and leading up to the General Election
were politically tempestuous. The Allies, after the War, had redesigned states
and frontiers and this division of the spoils of war led to international
tensions. In late 1922 the situation in the Near East reached crisis point and
some of the newspapers of the day, when the crisis was, up to a point,
resolved, said we had been on the brink of another war. Added to the
international turmoil, unemployment at home had reached 1,300,000 (little
more than one third of the figure reached in the 70s and 80s by the Thatcher
Tories, but considered unacceptable in 1922).

David Lloyd George was losing the adulation he had previously enjoyed. It was
said that the coalition remained in little more than name and that the heart of
the Unionists was no longer in it. Austen Chamberlain made a dramatic dash
to Paris and hammered out an agreement with Poincarre; he had difficulty in
persuading the Cabinet to accept the terms, but in the end they did and the
immediacy was taken out of the Near Eastern perils.

Andrew Bonar Law, whose popularity within the Unionist Party was
increasing faster than Lloyd George’s was waning, had written an important
letter to the Times, which was said to be ‘of such a character that might well
oblige him to assume a position of political leadership.’
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At last, at 4.15 on 19th October 1922, Lloyd George resigned. King George
asked Bonar Law to form a government; after he had been elected as Leader of
the Unionist Party, he agreed and a new Cabinet was formed.

Parliament was dissolved by proclamation on 26th October 1922 and the date
of the General Election was fixed for 15th November. Father’s election leaflet
lists the committee rooms and details of meetings to be held in the ward and
shows a portrait of him with a typical good-natured hint of a smile, looking
surprisingly benevolent and tranquil and serene for a reputed revolutionary!
On the opposite page, under the headline ‘Labour’s United Front’ the
following claims were made: “The only Party in Great Britain that is solid, and
stands solidly by the Workers, nationally and internationally. North
Battersea’s Candidate has support of all sections.” And under that the
following legends appeared:

“Mr Saklatvala has for years worked hard in the peoples’ cause, and is
intensely in earnest in the service he has undertaken. In Parliament he
would not only be an able and devoted servant of the workers of this
country, but his special knowledge of the economic conditions of
millions of our fellow subjects in India would compel attention to the
neglected conditions of workers in that part of the Empire. J.R. Clynes,
Chairman parliamentary Labour Party.

“Dear Comrade Saklatvala, The Executive Committee of the London
Trades Council endorse your candidature for North Battersea, and hope
that the Trade Unionists in North Battersea will work and vote for your
return to Parliament on November 15th. Your election by Battersea
workers to the House of Commons would be a message of hope and
encouragement to the awakening masses of our fellow workers in the
East. D. Carmichael, Secretary, London Trades Council.

“I appeal to you—to Labour, which I have always honoured, to women—
women workers and mothers, who are the greatest workers of all, I
appeal to my Irish fellow-countrymen and women in North Battersea—
support the Party and support the man, Saklatvala, that will be on your
side in the great struggle which is bound to come. Saklatvala spoke for
us, as a fraternal delegate, in the last Irish Labour Congress, and his
courage, wisdom and determination impressed us all. C. Despard,
Battersea’s late Candidate.
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“Dear Saklatvala, The forces of reaction are making a strong bid for
supremacy, and only the return of the boldest defenders of the working-
class can prevent this. Your activities in the movement in the past
should more than justify that faith in you, which will secure your return
to Westminster. I see the workers in Battersea are rallying solidly to
your support, and I hope you are victoriously elected as their member of
Parliament. Arthur Mcmanus, Communist Party.

“Dear Mr Saklatvala, Permit me to wish you every success in your great
fight on behalf of the workers. The great and supreme need of the time
is a ‘Real Peace’, and I earnestly appeal to the Christian men and women
of your constituency to give you their wholehearted support, and I use
the word Christian in no narrow theological sense. Rev Herbert
Dunnico, International Christian Peace Fellowship.

“Dear Saklatvala, Battersea must be won for Labour. I wish you all the
success in the world in your fight. Clifford Allen, Treasurer ILP.

“Dear Saklatvala, I wish our other Indian friends had your foresight to
see the unity of interest between Labour in India and Labour in Britain.
I wish you every success in your candidature in North Battersea. K, S.
Bhat, Chairman, Workers’ Welfare League of India.

“T urge the workers and the unemployed of Battersea to declare war
against Poverty and Starvation in the midst of plenty by supporting
Saklatvala. Wal Hannington, National Organiser, National Unemployed
Workers’ Committee Movement.

“Resolution passed at the First All India Trade Union Congress, held in
Bombay on October 31st, November i1st and 2nd 1920: ‘That this
Congress places on record its grateful acknowledgement of the work
done by the Indian Workers’ Welfare League of London, and by Mr Sh.
Saklatvala on behalf of the Workers of India...’
“The Second Indian Congress passed this further Resolution: “That this
Congress requests the Workers’ Welfare League of India to ascertain
how the state of unemployment of British workers can be speedily
remedied by prompt co-operation between workers in India and those
of Great Britain and Ireland.”
A friend of mine always used the expression, ‘He lies like an epitaph,” to
describe a liar and I have no doubt that there are those who may feel that
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election addresses run epitaphs a close second in the area of lying flattery. But,
on the whole, the claims made on Father’s behalf seem to have been pretty
accurate and truthful. (Appendix C to this chapter contains more of
Saklatvala’s election material).

There were three contestants for the North Battersea seat, H.C. Hogbin, who
was standing as a National Liberal, V.C. Albu, Independent Labour, and
Father, standing as the official Labour Party candidate. On November 8th, The
Daily Chronicle wrote that: “Battersea, always a storm centre of politics, will
be watched during the next seven days with close interest in constituencies far
removed from its own borders.” The paper described Mr Hogbin as a National
Liberal, supported by the Conservative organisation ‘North Battersea
Constitutional Association’. The Chronicle went on to say:

“Mr Saklatvala is a Communist, a supporter of the Third International
and a sympathiser with the Russian revolution. To do him justice, he
makes no secret of these leanings, but rather glories in them. Mr
Saklatvala, one would think, will prove too strong even for the Labour
element in Battersea.”

But this prognosis published by the Chronicle proved wrong, and, on 15th

November 1922, the following results were proclaimed from the balcony of the

Town Hall to the excited crowds seething in the street below, despite the raw

cold of a mid-November night:

Mr Saklatvala: 11,311

Mr Hogbin: 9,290

Mr Albu: 1,756

PR i
"Mr.'S. Sakdatvala, who'
-is . of Indian deszcent,
Jretumed” - i ‘Narth -
-Battérsea ‘for “Labour,
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Clipping: The Times, 16th November 1922

There was jubilation and jollification amid the throngs of people in the streets
of Battersea that night. Apart from the faith in the politics that Father stood
for, there was also no doubt a great personal affection for him as a man and
great warmth of feeling for him.

In the light of present attitudes, it is good to recall that the fact that Father was
an Indian did nothing to diminish the real love that thousands of Londoners
felt for him personally. He never stressed his nationality nor did he hide it. For
the most part, he ignored it, behaving, as he wished all people to behave, as a
human being, a creature of the universe, without constant reference to the
place where he happened o have been born. And he was accepted, respected
and loved for his personal attributes.

An article in Number 19 of ‘The Communist’ stressed the international
character of Saklatvala thus:

“Comrade Saklatvala, not only combines in his person tha aspirations of
Labour and communism, but by virtue of his kinship, the hopes of the
toiling millions of India; Saklatvala personifies the internationalism of
the great proletarian battle for emancipation.”

Indeed, it could have been embarrassing if, after all the brouhaha surrounding
the endorsement of his candidature he had failed to win the seat for Labour.
But he proved, after all, to be a good choice for the Labour Party. And five days
later, on 20th November 1922, he was sworn in and took his seat as a member
of the 32nd Parliament of the United Kingdom and Ireland. The General
Election had proved a triumph for Labour, which now had 142 seats in the
House, virtually doubling their representation in the new Parliament. They
were a jubilant and confident opposition during those climatically and
politically gray days of November. (Poor Arthur Henderson, who was
instrumental in rejecting many prospective candidates who were members of
the Communist Party, himself became a victim of the electorate and lost his
seat).

. ghapurifgnklmnh, the Indian refarmed
a5 Labour member for North Batterses, is the
third Indian who hos eoteswd the Houwse of
Commons. His predecessors viere the Jate Mp.
Dadabbai Naorojl, who won Centeal Finsbury
in the Gladstonian interest at the 1892 election
bya bare mejority of three, and SirM.M._Blhow-
naggrew, who won Nocth-East Bethnal Green
for the Comservatives. The only Indian wheo
has sat in the House of Lords is Lord Sinha,
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Clipping: The Times, 18th November 1922

It may be of passing interest to quote here a letter from a journalist, Mrs

Margarita Barns, written to Beram in 1937:
“My first meeting with your father was during the 1922 General Election
when he came over from his own constituency to assist Bertrand Russell
in Chelsea. I am mentioning this because the latter may have some
interesting light to throw; a greater contrast than these two speakers can
hardly be imagined—Bertrand Russell, quiet and conversational;
Shapurji Saklatvala, dynamic, rousing the meeting to an intense pitch of
excitement. Your mother was generally present at these meetings and
she will recollect them.”

It is disappointing that there is no indication that Beram acted on her
suggestion of getting in touch with Bertrand Russell, so his opinion of Father,
alas, goes unrecorded. But it is also clear from Mrs Barns’s letter that Mother
accompanied him on his electioneering campaign.

In The Communist of 25th November, Saklatvala wrote:

“If ever an election fight was a series of pitched battles it was at North
Battersea. Yet they were all bloodless battles full of good cheer, and
though a serious fight, it was at the same time a sing-song fight all the
way. The great plank in the opponent’s fight was to be the Labour
Candidate’s membership of the Communist Party.

“But this plank never even once balanced itself on 2 firm ends. More
loudly, more emphatically, and more repeatedly did the candidate
himself declare and fully explain his Communism than the adversaries
had the ability to do. What assisted the Labour candidate most was the
very genuineness of his Communist principles; as, in a truly proletarian
spirit, he got by his side members of all sections of the Labour
movement in Battersea to stand solid as a rock.

“The comrades of the ILP, comrades of Battersea Labour League,
comrades of Trades Unions and Labour Party wards and the Irish
without one woman or one man in the active Labour ranks making an
exception. All of them laughed at the scare-cry against their candidate
being a Communist and all of them seemed to trust him and work more
enthusiastically for him on account of the candidate’s openness in
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adhering to his political principles.
“It was a substantial proof that genuine Communist candidates are
bound to enthuse the Labour and working-class voters and electors in a
higher degree than by any policy of timidity or half-heartedness.”
The 1922 Conservative government had as Prime Minister Andrew Bonar Law;
Stanley Baldwin was Chancellor of the Exchequer, W.C. Bridgeman was
Secretary of State for Home Affairs and Foreign Affairs were in the aristocratic
hands of Viscount Curzon, who was also Leader of the House of Lords. The
Secretary of State for India was Viscount Peel, but the man who was to loom
large in Saklatvala’s Indian interests was the Under-Secretary of State for
India, Viscount Winterton, and there were to be many exchanges between
them.
[Editor’s note: The 1922 General Election was the first in which votes for, and
seats won by, the Labour Party exceeded those for both Liberal parties]
There was also one Communist member, J. Walton Newbold.
On November 25th, the official newspaper of the Communist Party wrote the
following, under the heading ‘The Communist MPs:’
“In the name of the whole Party, the Executive Committee greets the
new Communist faction in Parliament, Comrades Newbold and
Saklatvala. They have a lonely fight to fight at present, but even one
good fighter can be enough to expose the workings of the system and to
show up the intrigues of the government...”
Clearly, the party was treating Father as another communist member and was
ignoring the fact that he had been elected as a Labour candidate.
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Photo: Shapurji Saklatvala and J. Walter Newbold
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Appendix A to Chapter 8: Report to

the Labour Party Conference, 1922

Report of the Executive Committee of the Labour Party, Edinburgh, June 1922

...On January 15th Comrade Gallacher, of the Communist Party,
addressed a meeting in Edinburgh. At that meeting, speaking in regard
to the affiliation of the Communist Party to the Labour Party, he made
the statement that Mr Saklatvala, a member of the Communist Party,
had been endorsed as candidate for Battersea, and in reply to a question
Comrade Gallacher said that he had been endorsed on the same terms
as any other candidate but subject to the mandate of the Communist
Party.

The local Secretary thought that was rather strange, and in view of the
fact that they were likely to have a Communist member put forward as a
nominee, it was determined to write to Mr Henderson setting forth the
details and telling him that they were likely to be confronted in Leith
with having a member of the Communist Party nominated. (Mr
McQuater here read the letter which had been written to Mr Henderson
and Mr Henderson’s reply).

Continuing, he said that on receipt of the communication they went to a
conference feeling sure that everything was perfectly in order. Then they
had the bombshell thrown at them that, despite the fact that they had a
statement in writing from Mr Arthur Henderson that a member of the
Communist Party could be a Labour Party candidate, when they
received the nomination of Mr Foulis, they were informed that Comrade
Foulis could not be accepted. Mr Ben Shaw (the Scottish Secretary),
speaking on behalf of Mr Wake (the National Agent of the Party) said
that the nomination of Mr Foulis was not in order.

They in Leith pointed out that Mr Henderson was the National
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Secretary and that they had it on his authority that a Communist could
be a Labour Party candidate provided he was prepared to accept the
Constitution and the principles of the Labour Party. They then wrote to
Mr Henderson and pointed out that Mr Foulis, a member of the
Communist Party, had been nominated. Mr Henderson, however, did
not reply to this letter, but turned it over to Mr Wake, and Mr Wake said
that Mr Foulis could not be accepted because he was a member of the
Communist Party.

They then wrote back again to Mr Henderson and pointed out the
position which they themselves had created in Battersea, and said that if
it had been done in Battersea it could surely be done in Leith. They were
told, however, that Battersea must not be taken as a precedent. They
thought that that was rather curious, because if Mr Saklatvala had been
an unknown person, who had slipped through without it being noticed,
they would have thought probably the Executive had made a mistake
and that they did not know he was a member of the Communist Party
when they endorsed his candidature.

It had taken six months to get through this business. It was evident that
the only thing against Mr Foulis was his membership of the Communist
Party and for that reason alone he was turned down by the Scottish
Executive, and the National Executive hid behind the decision of the
Scottish Executive. He wished to know from Mr Henderson what was
asked of Mr Saklatvala. To this day, neither Mr Henderson nor Mr Wake
had answered that question. They had to go to the Battersea Labour
Party for the information, and they were told there that nothing had
been asked from them except what was stated in Mr Henderson’s first
letter. He wanted to draw attention to the treatment meted out to them
in Leith as against the treatment meted out to the Labour Party in
Battersea.

Rt. Hon. Arthur Henderson, MP, in reply said that Mr McQuater had
just told them that it had taken six months to reach a certain stage in the
negotiations with regard to this candidature. He could assure the
Conference it had been a fairly long six months so far as they at Head
Office were concerned. There was a long and difficult history connected
with this business. They had done their best to satisfy the friend who
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had just spoken and those acting with him, but they found it absolutely
impossible. After all, they had got to keep in mind that in Scotland the
question of candidatures went, in the first instance, to the Scottish
Council.

This question came up at the Scottish Council and the Scottish Council
refused to endorse the candidature. The matter was then referred to the
Head Office, and a good deal of correspondence had taken place. In the
latter stages of the correspondence the Leith friends fastened very
severely on to the endorsement the Executive had given to Comrade
Saklatvala as a candidate for one of the Battersea constituencies. Their
friend seemed to think that Mr Saklatvala was endorsed because he
occupied some prominent position in connection with the Communist
movement. He could assure them he was entirely mistaken, and he was
going to give them the reasons why Saklatvala was endorsed.

Mr Henderson then read a communication of December 12th 1921, to
Mr Coltman, the Secretary of the Battersea Party, setting out the terms
on which the Executive had agreed to endorse the candidature of Mr
Saklatvala for Battersea North, stating that the candidate should appear
before the constituency with the designation of ‘Labour Candidate’ only,
independent of all other political parties, and if elected should join the
parliamentary Labour Party; that at the General Election he should, in
his election address and in his campaign give prominence to the issues
as defined by the National Executive from the general Party
programme; that if elected he should act in harmony with the
Constitution and Standing Orders of the Party.

On March 3rd 1922 a letter was received from Mr Coltman, addressed to
Mr Wake, stating that he had called a Special Meeting of the Executive
Committee of Battersea North, at which Mr Saklatvala was present, and
that the following resolution had been unanimously passed: ‘That this
Special Meeting of the Executive Committee of Battersea Trades Council
and Labour Party accepts the endorsement of the candidature of Mr
Saklatvala for Battersea North on the conditions laid down in the
communication from the Labour Party dated December 12th 1921,” and
that Mr Saklatvala, who was present at the Committee, reaffirmed his
adhesion to the conditions laid down in the above-mentioned
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communication and that a copy of this letter had been sent to Mr
Saklatvala, who would no doubt reply in due course.

Mr Henderson said the delegates would now see the position that the
Executive took up with regard to the Saklatvala candidature. If there
was anything wrong with that candidature, in his judgement it was not
from the standpoint of the Labour Party but from the standpoint of the
Communist Party. Mr Saklatvala who was a delegate sitting in that
Conference, knew full well that he was in exactly the same position as
one of their candidates as any of the 73 members of the House of
Commons, or any of the 400 candidates whom the Executive had
endorsed.
The Scottish people had not got the other people up to that position, and
he hoped that until they did their candidate would not be endorsed, as it
would be a most unfortunate thing for the Party if they were not going to
make all their candidates accept the same conditions, no matter by
which constituency they were nominated.
A Delegate asked whether it was not a fact that Mr Foulis had definitely
refused to sign the undertaking of the Labour Party
Mr Henderson replied that that was so, and that was why he said he
hoped they would all be made to toe the same line.
Another Delegate asked whether it was a fact that there were other
candidates who were members of the Communist Party whose
candidatures had been endorsed by the Executive.
Mr Henderson said there was not one to his knowledge, and they would
see that the Executive had exercised a great deal of care before it
endorsed the candidature at North Battersea.”
(Later on W. Windsor and J. Vaughan, both communists, were endorsed as
Labour candidates for Bethnal Green, North-East and South-West
respectively; neither of them won a seat in parliament).
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‘Explanatory Notes on the Third

International’

‘Explanatory Notes on the Second International versus the Third
International, the Soviets, and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat’

The Second International cannot be called a Socialist International, as is
proved both by its composition and the decisions it came to at its recent
meetings in Berne in January - February 1919 and in Amsterdam in
April 1919.

The Second International adheres to the ‘Social Patriotic’ Parties which
supported their capitalist governments during the war. These include
the British Labour Party; the Belgian Socialist Party, which even after
the war, is taking part in a new capitalist coalition formed since the
armistice; and the Social-Democratic Party of Scheidemann and Noske
in Germany, which in upholding the capitalist system, threatened by the
first revolution, even abetted the murder of Rosa Luxembourg, Karl
Leibknecht, Leo Yogehes and large numbers of other devoted socialists.
The Italian, Swiss, Serbian and Romanian socialist Parties refused to
take part in the Conference of the Second International at Berne, and
the Norwegian socialist Party, as also the German Independent
socialists opposed to the Noske-Scheidemann Party, have now seceded
from the same.

The Second International fails to recognise the conflict of class interests
created by the capitalist system, takes up a reformist, instead of a
socialist programme, and therefore it decided for:

(1) The League of Nations

Because of its failure to recognise the working class struggle, the Second
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International proposed to give to the League of Nations the power to
rectify frontiers at any time and to control the production and
distribution of food-stuffs and raw materials throughout the world.
Such powers in the hands of a capitalist League of Nations, whether
composed of representatives of governments, or of capitalist majorities
in Parliament, would be used, as was done against the Workers’
Revolution in Russia, in every other country where their interest was at
stake.

(2) Free Trade and the ‘open door’ in the colonies.

The exploitation and practical enslavement of the colonial natives
notwithstanding!

(3) The Recommendation of: The establishment of an International
Labour Charter by the League of Nations.

They placed the framing of a Labour Charter in the hands of a League in
which employers predominate, and made a recommendation in line
with that which created the National Alliance of Employers and
Employed.

Russia:

On Russia three resolutions were before the Second International at
Berne. One of these by the French Communist, Loriot, upholding the
Bolsheviks, received no support. Even the mild resolution declaring that
the Conference had not sufficient material to judge of the state of affairs
in Russia, found favour with a very small minority only. The resolution
adopted by the majority, and supported by the British section, declared:
(4) Against the Soviets.

(5) Against the Dictatorship of the Proletariat.

(6) Against socialism, with control of industry by the workers in it.

(7) For bourgeois democracy, including Parliament, with a government
responsible to it, and freedom of speech, press and assembly.

(8) For nationalisation of industry ‘under the control of the democracy,’
apparently through Parliament, like the Post Office.

Labour Legislation:

(9) The Berne Conference adopted a long reformist programme, which it
called a Labour Charter, and which included the following
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commonplace provisions:

Compulsory primary education, free higher education.

Children under 15 years not to be employed in industry.

Eight hour working day, six hours for children between 15 and 18 years.

Wages Boards representing employers and employed to fix wages for
home industries.

A legal minimum to be fixed in sweated industries by Wages Boards,
equally representing employers and employed.

Unemployment to be reduced by linking up the Labour Exchanges, and
by unemployment insurance in each country.

A permanent Commission, consisting of an equal number of the
governments, which are members of the League of Nations, and of the
International Trades Union Federation.

This Labour Charter, drawn up by the pseudo-socialist Conference of
the Second International, formed the basis of the Labour Charter
afterwards adopted by the capitalist League of Nations.

The Permanent Commission of the Second International Meeting in
Amsterdam in April 919 issued further declarations:

(10) It made a point of demanding self-determination for Georgia,
Estonia and the Ukraine, at a time when the revolutionary workers of
those states fighting to unite with Soviet Russia, were being forcibly
suppressed, and their capitalists were making war on Soviet Russia,
which granted the independence of those states.

(11) It said that it ‘welcomes the introduction into the Covenant of the
League of Nations of the idea that peoples unable to stand on their own
feet shall be placed as wards, under the protecting care of the advanced
states.’

How blind is the Second International regarding the ‘protecting care’ of
capitalistic governments! Peoples of Ireland, India, Egypt, Persia, all
‘unable to stand on their own feet!’

(12) It declared that ‘the economic opportunities of colonies should be
open to all nations equally.’

It said nothing about the rights of the real and natural owners of
colonial lands!
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(13) It demanded that Germany should make reparation for the war
losses of the Allies as required by the Wilson programme, characterising
this as ‘both necessary and just.’

(14) It demanded open diplomacy as employed by President Wilson
with regard to the differences between Italy and the Yugoslavs. It said
this method guarantees that the claims of the different nations shall be
settled strictly on the justice of each case and in the only way calculated
to assist the permanency of a world peace.

In that sentence is summed up the Second International’s disregard of
the realities of capitalist diplomacy and Imperialism, and of the fact that
under capitalism, international disputes are settled according to the
strength of the contending parties.

(15) It declared that it was ‘determined to oppose any peace which is in
contradiction to President Wilson’s 14 points, as those form the only
basis which will ensure an enduring harmony between all peaceful and
free democracies.’

Thus the Second International takes its stand with bourgeois politicians,
and asks only for mild reforms within the capitalist system.

The Third International:

The Third International was inaugurated in Moscow in response to the
call of the Russian Communists. To it the Italian socialist Party, as well
as Communist Parties in France, Germany, Austria, Holland, America,
China, Japan and other countries affiliated,

The Third International stands for:

1. The overthrow of capitalism and the substitution of socialism.

2. The abolition of the present parliamentary and Local government
system and the substitution of Soviets, which are composed of delegates
from the workers in industry and on the land, from the Army and navy,
from villages and hamlets where the population is too sparse to be
represented occupationally, and from women not employed in industry;
the delegates to be always subject to recall by, and to receive
instructions from, and report to those who elect them.

3. The dictatorship of the workers during the stage of transition from
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capitalism into communism. This means that only the persons engaged
in productive work, who do not employ others for private gain, may vote
or be elected or possess political power. This certainly does not
disqualify any honest able-bodied person that does not wish to shirk
work. This dictatorship is necessary to prevent the capitalists from re-
establishing capitalism, and from committing sabotage against the
communist society. The dictatorship will last until capitalism is extinct
and the ex-capitalists have settled down to work in the communist
community.

4. The socialisation and workers’ control of the land and the industries.
This means that the land and the industries will become the property of
the nation as a whole, and that they will be administered by committees
of the people engaged in working in them.

5. Every member of the community doing useful work for the
community is entitled to assured sustenance, whether well or ill, old or
young, in accordance with the general standard of living. Thus, in Soviet
Russia, though complete communism is not yet achieved, the people are
moving towards equality of remuneration, and everyone is assured of
the usual wages during illness or in old age.

6. Everything to be free to the children. Education is free to all, and
there is maintenance for students; the age for leaving school in 1920 was
fixed at 20 years of age; though it may be that war conditions have
caused the postponement of this decree.

7. Self determination of peoples by a referendum vote of all the men and
women over 18 years of age in disputed territories.

8. Disarmament of the bourgeoisie in all countries, and arming of the
workers to protect the socialist communities from capitalist attacks until
capitalism has disappeared, when armaments will no longer be
necessary.

9. Abolition of all racial distinctions. Whoever goes to live and work in
Soviet Russia becomes a citizen of the Soviet state with full citizen rights
without regard to his or her original nationality, race or creed.

10. A world federation of communist republics.

11. The Third International, recognising the capitalist nature of the War,
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voiced the demand that it should be ended on the basis of no
annexations, no indemnities, the right of the peoples to decide their own
destinies.

The Third International recognises the class war. It calls: “‘Workers of all
countries unite! You have nothing to lose but your chains.” The Third
International struggles directly for socialism.

The Second International advises the workers to make the best of
capitalism and to form councils of employers and employed.

The Soviets:

A good deal of unnecessary doubt is created in the public mind
regarding Soviets and the Dictatorship of the Proletariat by persons who
desire to continue as ‘socialists’ but who dare not be advocates of true
and bona-fide socialism that refuses to shake hands with capitalism.

First a good deal of capital is made out of the fact of the word Soviet
being a foreign word in all countries except in Russia. Once upon a time
the French word ‘Parliament’ must have equally shocked the forefathers
of the Anglo-Saxons of Britain, who ultimately adopted it as being the
most convenient one word that expressed a series of new ideas.
Translate the word as you may in different languages, but the purpose is
obvious that it is desired to express by this one word a new chain of
thoughts showing the marked and fundamental differences between the
new socialist organisation and the old parliamentary systems, viz.:

1. A genuine representation of all groups of people.

2. A full and continuous control over the representatives by the electors,
by the right of recall.

3. Full local autonomy of the people to appoint or dismiss their own
officers from their own ranks.

4. An unrestricted franchise to all honest workers of adult age (or those
physically unable to work) without sex or economic or social disabilities
as in British Parliament, or colour, race and creed bar, as observed in
America and British South Africa.

It is obvious that those who use the short term ‘Soviet’ as against
‘Parliament’ desire to express in one word these fundamental and
several other principles whose superiority over existing systems cannot
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be denied. Every country and people may adopt a different word for
expressing the same idea, but before this is done, the word Soviet is the
most convenient to use, and best understood internationally.

To argue that what is good for Russia is not good for Britain, and what is
good for Britain is not good for China, is the very negation of
international socialism which seeks a new international mode of life to
replace capitalism which, in its essentials, is uniform and universal in all
countries of the world.

The Dictatorship of the Proletariat:

These words can also be moulded into a number of misinterpretations.
The fundamental and political social changes in British life, e.g., the
Reformation, the Civil War, The Glorious Revolution, the struggle for
parliamentary Reform, Chartism, the memorable Peterloo and the rise
of the Unions, all give historical proof of what was done in these Isles
during periods of transition from the existing to a new state of affairs.
No settled human society lives without a final arbitrament.

We have dictatorship in the United Kingdom at every turn of life. The
real issue is, shall it be a dictatorship of the minority over the vast
masses, or shall it be the dictatorship of the wish of the masses over
those who desire to disagree and overturn the plans of the masses. We
have examples of both kinds in daily life in Great Britain. Every public
meeting is under its chairman, who in his turn is under the dictatorship
of the meeting in certain matters. Grown-up patients in a hospital are as
much under the restrictive orders of the staff as children in a school or
inmates of a prison.

The masses here recognise generally the value of primary education,
and the proletariat fines, punishes and compels the parents in minority
who do not believe in universal education. Similarly we have penalties
for persons driving on the wrong side of the road, or spitting in public
places, and disagreeing minorities are not at liberty to ‘exercise freedom’
in matters which the proletariat consider to be of communistic
advantage. In our entire economic and political life we are absolutely
under the Dictatorship of a powerful minority.

During the transition period when: a) the supreme power is to be passed
out of the hands of a privileged minority and handed over to the masses;
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and b) when the poor down-trodden masses, accustomed to life-long
bondage and hereditary submission are to be called upon to remain self
assertive and undiminished in the new ideology, it becomes evident to
the thinking mind that the super-imposed as well as the self-imposed
dictatorship of the proletariat over the selfish opponents as well as over
the diffident and relapsing proletariat themselves would be needed.

The raising of the marriage age in India by the almost common consent
of the people, or America going dry by the vote of the majority does not
denote that enforcement of these principles will no longer be needed.
The hue and cry against the dictatorship of the Proletariat in new
socialist states is at best futile, and at worst, malicious.

158



Appendix C to Chapter 8:
Saklatvala’s Election Addresses of

1922

Saklatvala’s General Election addresses of 1922
North Battersea Division.
Vote for Saklatvala the Labour Candidate.
Polling Day Wednesday November 15th 8am to 9pm
Electors of North Battersea,
I DO know where I am, though Mr Bonar Law does not. After our folly
in the 1918 Election you ALL do know where you are today and where
you want to be!
Our gullibility in December 1918, has shut down workshops to a million
and a half honest British Workers, with degrading cuts in wages to four
million others. Our Tory-Liberal Rulers have devastated three fourths of
Europe, and have antagonised practically the whole of Asia, and wonder
why we are workless.
If elected, I pledge myself to the fullest extent to support the well-known
programme of the Labour Party. To meet the changing positions which
will arise, I promise to present myself to my Labour electors, about once
a month, to ascertain their wishes on all fresh issues.
The spirit of the Labour Programme may be summarised as under:
1) A Levy on massed fortunes exceeding £5,000, for the specific purpose
of unloading the weight of National Debt. Mr Bonar Law said, to a
deputation in the House, on November 14th 1917, ‘My own feeling is
that it would be better, both for the wealthy classes and the country, to
have this Levy on Capital, and reduce the burden of the National Debt;
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that is my own feeling.” TAXATION, FOOD PRICES, and HOUSE
RENTS, can NEVER be LOWERED OTHERWISE.

2) A more just distribution of the INCOME TAX, relieving the Middle-
Class wage-earner, and abolition of TAXES ON FOOD and the
necessaries of life.

3) Prompt NATIONALISATION of such Industries, to begin with, where
grievous harm by private ownership has already been proved. This
would lead to re-organisation of all Industries and International
Commerce, and ABOLISH UNEMPLOYMENT and periodical Reduction
of Wages.

4) An immediate transformation of the Imperial relations of England
with Ireland, Egypt, and India, and an equitable and honest inter-
relationship with all the peoples of the world through a UNIVERSAL
INTERNATIONAL MACHINERY, in place of the present
conglomeration of armed nations.

5) Immediately to provide for the long-neglected social and intellectual
needs of the people, in the shape of STATE HOUSING, the highest
possible type of STATE EDUCATION, and ample financial provision for
Aged People, Mothers, Widows, Orphans, Ex-Service victims, and
Locked-out Workers.

6) To strengthen the House of Commons, elected on an ADULT
SUFFRAGE for Women and Men, and to strengthen the Working-Class
Organisations, as effective weapons of defence of mass rights. At present
the two Houses of Parliament are used as convenient tools against the
people by Political and Financial cliques, and the Organisations of the
Working Classes, really representing the majority of the population, are
continually defrauded and defied. THE TRADE UNION CONGRESS OF
1869 STARTED WITH A DEMAND FOR DIRECT INDUSTRIAL
REPRESENTATION, WHICH IS YET TO COME.

Do not listen to the cry of ‘Wolf, Wolf,” against the Capital Levy. Large
Banking Accounts in the name of wealthy persons or Corporations, built
on the strength of the War Debt, really represent unscrupulous
profiteering out of the Nation’s need during the War. On this Debt the
Nation is called upon to pay £340,000,000 yearly. We are asked to
saddle posterity with this unbearable burden, not because we gave them
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any New Houses, Schools or Hospitals, but because our Rulers, from
1914-1922 unscrupulously allowed a few Contractors and Merchants to
use the War as a grand opportunity and medium for making exorbitant
profits. This SURELY is not an honourable deed. Such National Loans
are starving industries, and while the Unemployed Workers receive NO
WAGES, the INTEREST on War Loans of the rich continues. We are all
paying this £340,000,000, or £8 per head, man, woman and child in
the shape of High Taxes and High Prices for Food, Clothing, Rents,
Railway Travelling, Postages, etc. The Labour Party is determined to
alter this.

What is this talk of driving away Capital from the Country? Selfish rich
people refuse to share the burden of the Nation in proportion to their
surplus wealth, are threatening to take their Capital abroad, and are
blaming the Labour Party for their action! This attitude justifies the
claim of Labour to place all Capital under National Control, so that it
may not be permitted by the Nation to go abroad, to the detriment of
workers at home, in search of Cheap Labour and bigger Dividends in
other parts of the world. In the 2 years, 1920-1921, for instance,
£280,000,000 were invested in new concerns in India out of the huge
war fortunes made in the British Empire, against the highest figure of
£12,000,000 in any pre-war year. The individual British owners of
Capital in the jute industry have opened 76 jute mills in India (of which
98% are under British control), in order to earn 100% to 400%
dividends out of the toil of the enslaved cheap Indian Labour (paid 14s
to 38s per month), and they shut down the jute mills in Dundee. Similar
instances of British capitalist rivalry against home industries can be
quoted from authentic records. Capital under individual control of
British Magnates, is going out to South America, to India, to China, to
Africa, and even to Spitzbergen, in search of HIGHER PROFITS and
LOWER STANDARDS OF LABOUR.

Those who talk of confiscation of the Rich Man’s Property by the Labour
Party are the very persons who, by enforcing unemployment, have
driven millions of Workers to the Pawnshop, and, in consequence, had
all their past savings confiscated.

We are not concerned with the catch-cries of the Liberals or the Tories,
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either in or out of the Coalition. During Strikes, Lock-outs,
Unemployment, Wage-cuts, the Workers of Britain have found not the
slightest difference between Liberal and Tory Employers. From 1906 to
1914 the Liberals were in power, and after completely and wickedly
mismanaging our International Affairs by secret intrigues and through
commercial rivalries, they told us in August, 1914, that they had created
a condition which, in their own words, MADE WAR INEVITABLE.
Human beings were led to destroy human life on a larger scale than the
wild beasts of the forest are ever known to have done.

Then, in 1918, the Tories, assisted by the Liberals, promised us
Universal peace. They pitched this country twice on the battle-front,
once, against Russia, and then against Turkey, without the slightest
regard for the constitutional voice of the People, till LABOUR rose equal
to the occasion, and twice declared that the wishes of the masses to stop
the war should prevail, and LABOUR’S VOICE DID PREVAIL

They gave to Ireland a peace perched on bayonets; they practised
towards the Egyptians a deception of the most flagrant type; they gave
to India the massacres of Amritsar, the Moplas, and the Sikhs, and have
locked up thousands of innocent men and women in British gaols.

The freedom of these countries becomes necessary in the interests of the
Working Classes of Great Britain, who have to depend in the future
upon the raw materials and food stuffs from these countries, which can
only be obtained by a free and friendly interchange, without the
interference of Imperial Militarism.

They talk of the CLASS WAR at home, and they charge Labour with a
desire to foment Class War. While artificial Classes exist it is beyond
human power to stop Class War, and we have today, as we always had,
the perpetual Class War in out midst. The victorious few are compelling
the many millions to live in indescribable slums, on insufficient or
unhealthy food, to be ill-clad, when we all know the needs of the human
body. LABOUR IS OUT TO STOP THIS CLASS WAR, by the effective
method of eradicating this Class distinction.

If we demand full Trade Union maintenance for the innocent
unemployed, there is an outcry of ‘Bolshevism.” All high state Officials,
as Lord Chancellors, Privy Councillors, Cabinet Ministers, and also
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Directors of private Companies, are not paid by the time clock. They
serve Society whenever they are called upon to do so, and they do what
they please with their whole time whenever they are not required by the
Society to give any services, yet all the while they get their full
maintenance wages. The selfish society that devised Dividend
Equalisation Funds are now revolting against any system of Wage
Equalisation Funds which could support the unemployed. The root
cause of many social evils of the unfortunate girls and juvenile offenders
is economic environment, and rarely moral depravity.

The outcry against the Labour Programme to relieve the lower middle-
class earner from his Income Tax on unliveable incomes of £250 a year
is discreditable. The wage-earner’s machinery for earning his salary is
his body and his mind, and why should he not be permitted to maintain
that in proper order before he begins to pay his Taxes, as the rich man is
allowed to deduct his maintenance charges on industries?

Beware of arguments used against Nationalisation as carried out by
bureaucratic officials, who are of the class pledged to prove its failure,
and who treat Nationalisation as an opportunity to favour Contractors
and Profiteers.

A genuine NON-CAPITALIST SCHEME OF NATIONALISATION will
give full benefits to workers and consumers.

May I be permitted to intrude upon your attention with a little personal
note? You will, of course, be told I am a foreigner. The Liberal Party
selected the first Indian MP, the Conservative Party selected another
one, and recently, the House of Lords received in their midst the first
Indian Peer [Satyendra Prassano, First Baron Sinha, took his seat in the
upper house in February 1919 as the Under-Secretary of State for India].
Will it be wrong if the Labour Party, which is the Party of International
Brotherhood, tries to do the same? My heart has never been foreign to
the Labour Movement of this country, and there is not a part of
Scotland, England, Wales, or Ireland, where there is a live Labour
Movement, where I have not gone during the last ten years to give my
free services to the Local Co-operative Branches, Trade Union Meetings,
Labour Parties, Independent Labour Parties, or Communist Parties, as
one of their own members.
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In spite of desperate and ludicrous efforts on the part of Liberals and
Tories alike to split the Working Class Movement into hostile fragments,
THE LABOUR PARTY IS TODAY THE ONLY PARTY IN GREAT
BRITAIN THAT STANDS SOLIDLY TOGETHER. The scare-cry of
‘Communist,” which is sure to be raised by eleventh-hour leaflets, will
fortunately not frighten the Electors of North Battersea, as your two
faithful servants on the London County Council, some half-a-dozen
members of your Borough Council, and your retiring Mayor, have not
proved themselves false to you, and have recently secured re-election as
a token of your confidence.

During my strenuous work in the Labour Movement, I have always
remembered one thing, that I have to fight for and to work for, the
Working Classes, as through them alone I see a chance for a truly
humane world. It is my turn today to ask for your support, and it will be
your turn after giving me that support on the 15th November to
command my further services.

Yours very cordially,

SHAPURJI SAKLATVALA.

455 Battersea Park Road, London SW11

Mr Saklatvala’s LAST WORD
To the Electors of North Battersea.

Will you have further Wars, and International Hatreds, or International
Fraternity and Peace and Progress at Home?

From 1906 to 1914 Liberals were in power and had every facility at their
disposal.

They did not make universal friendships—their policy made War
inevitable. They did not restore the Land to the People. They did not
give freedom to Ireland. They did not administer justice in India (Lord
Morley deported without trial nine honourable citizens against whom
nothing has been proved). They did not give Educational facilities to the
Children of the Poor as existed for the Children of the Rich. They
pretended to safeguard Trade Unionism, but used the legislative
machinery and the Forces against the Workers as freely as the Tories do.
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Their Candidate wants Profits and Royalties to remain, which means
reduced Wages and Salaries.

The Liberals today take credit for wishy-washy reforms, old age
pensions, insurance, etc. These measures, more showy than useful, were
the work of Mr Lloyd George, whom the Liberals now expose in his true
colours, just as he exposes their impotency and hypocrisy.

The Liberal Candidate for North Battersea claims that the Industries of
Britain have been built up by capitalists, and he says, ‘Heaven help us if
the wash-outs get hold of them!” Workers of Britain, with your superior
workmanship YOU have built up British Industries, and when you take
control of them periodical stoppages will cease, unemployment
disappear, and British Industries generally become stronger.

Then there is the tricky argument: ‘Ah!” say the Liberals, ‘We do not
mind the Labour Party MANAGING them—we dread the Communists
and socialists seizing them.” The following is the official text of the
objects of the British Labour Party: “To secure for the producers by hand
and brain the full fruits of their industry... upon the basis of COMMON
OWNERSHIP OF THE MEANS OF PRODUCTION...” The following is
the simple definition of the word ‘Communism’, as given in the Concise
English Dictionary by Charles Annandale. MA, LLD: ‘Communism—The
system or theory which upholds the absorption of all proprietary rights
in a COMMON INTEREST: the doctrine of a community of property.’
The Liberals and the Conservatives do not like to see a community of
property. They flourish on a community living in slums, on high rents,
and on low wages, for the benefit of landlords, profiteers, and royalty
owners...

Mr Hogbin comes to you on behalf of the National Liberal Association,
with an avowal to support Mr Lloyd George. It is rather a rash guess on
the part of my friend to suppose that North Battersea wants to support
Mr Lloyd George, whose dishonourable methods have ruined this
country and shocked the whole world. When Conservatives inside and
outside Parliament openly denounce a Liberal-Tory combination, to say
the least it is a political imposture for candidates here and there to
pretend that they represent two quarrelling factions. Self-help alone will
save the People! We do not want benefactors and charity-mongers, and
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MPs who are Masters of the People. We want Servants of the People
who do not claim superiority for their brains, or profits and royalties for
their few select brethren.

Voters for North Battersea! Come along now and Vote for the
Representative of the People’s Labour Party,

S. SAKLATVALA

Wm Louis Coltman, Election Agent
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CHAPTER 9

A New Voice for the People

First parliamentary speeches on unemployment,
imperialism, private enterprise.

The newly-elected Saklatvala lost no time in making his maiden speech, which
he delivered on Thursday 23rd November 1922 during the debate on the
King’s speech that laid out the Conservative government’s plans for the new
session of parliament.

Saklatvala’s speech is quoted in full below:

“The hon member who introduced the Motion thanking His Majesty for
his Gracious Message said that as a newcomer he felt like a schoolboy.
In a similar manner, and perhaps in a higher degree, I shall offer my
apologies to you, Sir, as well as to the House, not only for tonight, but I
am afraid, for all the nights that I shall be here. I am afraid that I may be
misunderstood if I do not acquire what is known as the traditional
manner of the House of Commons.

“We, the 142 [Labour members] who have come here, and I who was but
yesterday with the people of Battersea, know the voice and the minds of
the people, and we, who have talked outside upon politics and
governmental affairs, wish now that the genuine bona fide human voice
be talked inside, and I would therefore appeal to you, Sir, to realise that
if we are found especially wanting in certain mannerisms or if our
phraseology is not up to the standard, it is not for want of respect or
want of love for any of you, but simply because we of the people shall
now require that the people’s matters shall be talked in the people’s
voice.

“His Majesty’s Gracious Message referred to the question of
unemployment. Unemployment prevails largely in the constituency
which I represent. The first immediate thing, that is perhaps not of so
great consequence from a strictly political point of view, but is of very
great consequence from the immediately psychological point of view, is
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the unfortunate attitude, at the beginning, of the Prime Minister.

“The Prime Minister says that he believes in the division of labour, and
also in assigning responsibility to Ministers. All that may be true. But it
is sometimes welcome to the heart of the British people to be heard by
the Prime Minister. If they want a deputation is the Prime Minister to be
the judge concerning whether a matter is an appropriate matter for the
Prime Minister to hear or not, when the people who may be
unemployed, who may be hungry, may have a special desire to see the
Prime Minister himself?

“T make one last appeal to the Prime Minister. I agree with the Prime
Minister, perhaps with a different viewpoint, that it would have been
equally futile for the unemployed to have an interview with the Prime
Minister or any other Minister. But it is just as well that they should see
each other, for though no useful result could have been produced by an
interview with the Prime Minister himself there is something in human
life which is satisfying if not satisfactory, and if the Prime Minister
would only have realised that it was a most satisfying measure, if not a
satisfactory measure, to have seen a deputation of the unemployed, I
believe that he would have spared the country a lot of unpleasant
thoughts, and I think that even now it may not be too late.

“Coming to the larger problem of unemployment, the Mover and
Seconder of the Address pointed out in their speeches what was wanting
in the Message. One of our hon members referred to the position in
Central Europe. Somebody referred to the collapse of the exchanges,
and reference was made to the high taxation. All that may be true, but
are we to sit in this House and keep on analysing today the condition of
yesterday, and going on analysing tomorrow the condition of today? Are
we not determined once for all to analyse the root causes of it all and to
apply the remedy which would remove the real evil?

“It is perhaps an easy thing today to talk of the collapse of the exchanges
on the Continent of Europe. Have we no right to ask those who have
been ruling this country since 1906 until today as to what it was which
brought about the conditions that produced the collapse of the
exchanges of Europe? Have we no right to ask in a similar manner our
friends and the government that is responsible today and the
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government which was responsible during all these strenuous years of
trial throughout the world as to how and why those conditions were
produced? It is not satisfactory for us to say today that we are suffering
because of these conditions. How are the lower exchanges to be set
right?

“One of our speakers said that the continent of Europe had been
impoverished because capital had gone abroad. Who took it abroad? Is
it a sign of disservice to the country for enterprising men to take their
capital abroad? If that is so, what can be said of private enterprise in
Britain itself, and those British citizens who are taking abroad British
capital produced by British working men, day after day and year after
year?

“May I point out to the right hon gentleman, who today deplores the
condition into which Europe has been brought by these greedy private
enterprisers taking capital abroad, and ask him why over 74 jute mills
have been erected in Bengal by British millers and capitalists who had
got the capital produced with the hard toil of the workers of Dundee,
with the result that today we have shut up shop in Dundee and our
workers in Bengal are working at from 14s to 38s a month and
producing for the owners dividends of from 150 per cent, to 400 per
cent?

“Out of the 124 coal companies in my country, India, I know that 102
have been opened out by British capitalists who have taken capital
abroad for these enterprises. If these are the root causes of private
enterprise, may we ask our friends not to sit down and not to wait until
the great calamity overtakes this country altogether, but to learn lessons
from what has happened on the continent, and remove the causes which
brought about the conditions which all of us agree are not worthy of any
intelligent and civilised human race?

“One of my colleagues referred to the position of the trade with India,
especially the textile trade, and I understood the Seconder of the Motion
to refer to it in passing, showing how it had become impracticable for
the Austrians to buy Indian hides and the Germans to buy any Indian
cotton, and so forth. I want the House to note, carefully that the loss of
trade with India is due to two separate reasons.
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“One has been the desire of the, government in this country, who have
always prided themselves as a constitutional nation and government, to
try in the outside world the most unconstitutional method, namely, of
dictating government to peoples in various parts of the world from
outside. No Britisher would for a moment tolerate a constitution for
Great Britain if it were written outside of Great Britain by people who
are not British. In a similar way the constitutions for Ireland and India
and Egypt and Mesopotamia should be constitutions written by the men
of those countries, in those countries, without interference from outside.

“But there is another great cause, and I wish the House to understand it
clearly. That cause is private enterprise. The story of private enterprise,
with all its glamour and its seductive tale, has gone out from these
shores to India, and it is the rivalry due to the spirit of private enterprise
which is responsible now, and will be responsible in the future, for one
country depriving the workers of another country of their legitimate
livelihood. It is the growth of this private enterprise, of these large
corporations and trusts, these huge industrial concerns in India, which
is beginning to tell its tale upon the workers of this country. I wish to
make no secret of it. The cotton industry of this country is bound to
suffer from this two-fold evil, namely, the political sulking of the people
of India with the people of Great Britain, and the spread of private
enterprise and of the so-called legitimate privileges of the private
enterprisers.

“The Indian private enterprisers have learned to ask for protective
duties, for high dividends, for low wages, long hours, and all kinds of
privileges which private enterprise in this country has claimed for 150
years. It is this combination and the spread of the cult of private
enterprise by the political bosses in this country which is working the
ruin of the workers of this land.

“In reference to the Near East there was a passing reference in the
Address. I would not like to embarrass either the government or this
House in dealing with the problem of the Near East or the Far East in a
thoroughly different manner from that of the past if it be intended so to
do. If the government merely intend to deliver different forms of
speeches from those of the past government they will fail as the last
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government failed.

“I remember the time when a British Prime Minister had to stop a
Catholic procession from forming in the streets of Westminster because
the Protestants would not allow it. If that happened in the streets of
London not many years ago under a Liberal government, I think that
the less the Britisher talks of taking care of the minorities in Armenia or
Mesopotamia or Ulster or Southern Ireland or anywhere else, the better
it will be for him. There is quite enough for him to take care of in the
minorities here. There are many minorities.

“This morning we heard of the Prime Minister’s letter to the press
relating to the unemployed who are now a minority in this country. The
right hon gentleman exposes them as so many criminals. One reference
in that correspondence was to the fact that these men had been dubbed
criminals by a legal process in this country, because they dared to
belong to political organisations which at present happen to be in a
minority. The way in which that minority has been protected has been
by bringing into operation legislative machinery, and by bringing the
men for trial before judges or magistrates whose chief capital in the past
has been party politics and party bitterness, which have made them
incapable of dealing out justice.

“With this one-sided political machinery men have been tried and have
been put into gaol. Then the Prime Minister says, ‘This is a set of
criminals.” That is the way in which the minority in this country is
protected by the majority on the question of the right to express political
opinion. I think the Prime Minister knows very well that had it not been
for several of these prosecutions and persecutions he would not today
have had at his back the number of supporters that he has.

“In reference to Ireland, I am afraid that I shall strike a jarring note in
the hitherto harmonious music of this House. I am well disciplined and
trained in the general principle of the Labour movement, namely, that
the happiness of the world depends on international peace, and that
international peace is possible only when the self-determined will of the
people of each country prevails in each country. I deplore greatly those
elements still existing in the Irish Treaty that are not compatible with
that great and wholesome principle. It is no use denying the fact, for we
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shall not in that way create peace in Ireland.

“As a House we say that we are giving this Irish Treaty with a view of
bringing peace to Ireland, but we know that it is not bringing peace.
Either we are actuated by the motive of restoring thorough peace in
Ireland or we are doing it as partial conquerors in Ireland.

“Everyone knows that the Treaty has unfortunately gone forth as the
only alternative to a new invasion of Ireland by British troops. As long
as that element exists the people of Ireland have a right to say that the
very narrow majority which in Ireland accepted the Treaty at the time,
accepted it also on this understanding—that if they did not accept it the
alternative was an invasion by the Black-and-Tans of this country. The
Irish Treaty all along continues to suffer in Ireland from the fact that it
is not a Treaty acceptable to the people as a whole.

“If it were possible in some way in the preamble of the Treaty or by an
Act of this House to allow the people of Ireland to understand that their
country’s constitution is to be framed by them as a majority may decide,
and that the alternative would not be an invasion from this country, but
that this, country would shake hands with Ireland as a neighbour,
whatever shape or form that government took, it would be quite a
different story. Otherwise, whatever we may do, however many treaties
we may pass, however unanimous the British may be in their behaviour
towards Ireland, Ireland will not be made a peaceful country.

“As in 1801 England gave them a forced Union, so in 1922 England is
giving them a forced freedom. We must remove that factor. Unless we
do so we shall not be giving to the Irish the Treaty of freedom which we
have all decided mentally that we are doing.

“When I say so, I put forward not my personal views but the views of 9o
per cent, of those Irishmen who are my electors. They have pointed out
to me that, whereas under the threat of renewed invasion the Dail only
passed the Treaty by a majority of barely half a dozen votes, Irishmen
who are not under that threat—Irishmen who are living in Great Britain
—have, by a tremendous majority, voted against it. As long as those
factors continue to exist, the Irish Treaty is not going to be what we—in
a sort of silent conspiracy—have decided to name it. The reality will not
be there. The reality is not there.
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“Before I conclude I wish to refer to one point which is conspicuous by
its absence from the King’s Speech. If in the Empire, this House and this
government is going to take the glory of the good, they will also have to
take the ignominy of anything disgraceful which happens outside this
country. This government may not be responsible. This House may not
be responsible. The people of this country may not be responsible. Yet
there is something like a public voice and public prejudice, and if this
government and this House are proud of their association with the
Colonies and the Empire, this government and this House will also have
to satisfy this country as well as outside countries, why the policy of the
South African government, in hanging and shooting workers, was
permitted and was kept quiet.

“We are still calling Ireland a part of this Empire, and it is only last week
that four young working-class lads, without an open trial and without
even fair notice to their families, were shot dead. Even on the night
before, their families were told that everything was all right, but on the
following morning, when the mother of one of them went to convey a
bundle of laundry to her son, she was informed that the poor boys had
been executed.

“These acts might be described as the acts of independent governments.
Either these governments are independent or they are part of this
Empire. If they are part of this Empire, then the government in the
centre of the Empire must see to it that a policy of this kind does not go
without challenge and without, at least, protest from this House, if
nothing else can be done.

“Our relationship with Russia is also a subject conspicuous by the
absence of any mention. We hear of the revolution in Italy; we hear of
Mussolini, the leader of it, and we have seen Mussolini’s manifesto. He
does not care for the Italian Parliament, nor for the majority in it. He is
going to rule the country by 300,000 most obedient and faithful
followers who are fully armed. Here is a revolutionary.

“But our Foreign Secretary is sitting in consultation with him. Our
Foreign Secretary is shaking hands with him. We do not object on the
ground that the Italian government is a revolutionary government.
Why? Because the revolution in this case belongs to another class.
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“We have the case of the King of Serbia. His Majesty King Edward for
two years and more refused to have any dealings with him because he
had slain the monarch who sat on the throne of Serbia before him. Yet
we are friends of Serbia. We honour King Peter; we respect him; we call
Serbia our Ally; we co-operate with the Serbians, yet if the monarch in
Russia has been assassinated, or something had happened, we refuse to
join hands with the people of Russia on that account. Why? Because in
the Serbian Revolution class interest was topmost. In the Russian
Revolution the mass interest came topmost.

“I do not for a moment suggest that any of us in this House are
purposely and consciously behaving in a dishonest manner. But the
unfortunate part of every human life is that we are unconsciously the
victims of many suppressed prejudices which are inborn in us and are
traditional. Now we are face to face with a situation in this world in
which, if we are not determined to burst out of these time-worn
prejudices and boldly take a new place, if we are not prepared to push
forward not only the good but the rights—even the sentimental rights—
of the masses of humanity, into the forefront, and if the traditions, the
family interests, the class privileges, the profits and dividends of private
enterprise, are not set in the background, then neither this Ministry nor
any other Ministry will cure the, evil, though they may deliver as many
speeches as they please, upon it.”

At least on the question of unemployment, Saklatvala’s maiden speech upheld
the official policy being pursued by the Labour Party. Ramsay MacDonald,
leader of the party and of HM opposition, had said earlier in the debate:
“May I appeal to the Prime Minister, apart from the larger issues of this
debate, to do something to allay the agitation that is gathering up in
connection with his refusal to see the deputation from the unemployed
men who are in London now?...
“I urge upon him that it is his duty to give the most tangible and simple
proof... that he understands the distressful position in which these
people are placed, and the best way to do that is not to take up a merely
red-tape attitude but... to see these men and to tell them what his
desires and intentions are...

“We have a system that blocks the road with Rolls Royce cars when the
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rt hon gentleman became Leader of his Party, and which, the next week,
blocks the Strand with processions of unemployed.”

However, on the question of Ireland, Saklatvala did not toe the party line. The
most pressing business before the House was the urgent second reading of the
Irish Free State Constitution Bill on 27th November 1922. In the King’s speech
opening the session a few days before, it had been stated that:

“A Constitution for the Irish Free State having been passed by the House
of Parliament established under the Irish Free State Act of the last
Session of Parliament, and it being required by the terms of that Act
that the Constitution should come into force by December 6th 1922, His
Majesty had summoned His Parliament to meet in order that the
legislation necessary to give effect to that Constitution and to make the
provisions consequential on the Establishment of the Irish Free State
might be at once submitted for the approval of the House.”

The MP for West Ham, David Margesson (Unionist), seconding the Address to
the King, had said of Ireland:

“The present session has been made necessary... in order to bring to a
conclusion, so far as this Parliament is concerned, the policy in relation
to Ireland which was left incomplete by the late government. Some of us
who have now for the first time entered this House may, perhaps,
congratulate ourselves that there is no occasion to express any opinion
as to the wisdom or otherwise of that policy.

“It has been publicly acknowledged even by those who most strenuously
opposed the Treaty, that there is no longer any course open to this
House, consistent with statesmanship and honour, other than to carry
out the Treaty which the last Parliament accepted by an Act now on the
Statute Book. Our part in the transaction is, in fact, purely formal. We
have merely to seal and deliver an instrument already signed on behalf
of the English people.”

The approval of the House of Commons was being taken for granted and the
completion of the necessary formalities were being treated as a fait accompli.
It was not the first time, and was assuredly not to be the last, that decisions of
historic importance, crucial to the peace and stability of the world, were to be
taken under the pressure of a self-imposed time limit, so that neither the
decision-makers themselves nor the general public had time to realise all the
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ramifications of the decisions being taken. Alas, we are still suffering violence
and death in the streets of Ulster and, causing far greater outcries, even in the
cities of mainland Britain. More time alone would not necessarily have been
enough; time, wisdom and vision were needed, and all these also appear to
have been in short supply.

Rising to open the debate on the Irish Free State Constitution Bill, Bonar Law
expressed the government’s regret that the time for dealing with it was so
short, adding:
“I think that any government elected would have realised that if a really
great calamity was to be prevented, this Bill should be passed by the 6th
December... the circumstances are such that, in my belief, so far as the
government are concerned... our liberty of action is circumscribed
within the narrowest limits.”

Ramsay MacDonald, speaking as Leader of the Opposition, in associating
himself with the sentiments expressed by Bonar Law, said:

“The less said about this Bill the better. Criticism is useless, sympathy is
dangerous. All that this House can now do in relation to Irish
government is to implement its part of the agreement and allow the Bill
to become law...”

Despite the time limit, the debate became a lively one when Colonel Gretton, a
Unionist member, painted in lurid though imprecise terms a picture of rape,
pillage, shootings, sabotage and chaos amounting to “anarchy and civil war” in
southern Ireland. He was frequently challenged by opposition members, who
asked for names of the places involved, and who questioned the veracity and
accuracy of the horror stories related.
It was quite late in the debate when Saklatvala rose and, new boy as he was,
dropped something of a verbal bombshell in the form of an amendment:
“I beg to move, to leave out the word ‘now’, and at the end of the
Question to add the words ‘upon this day three months’.
“I realise the unpopularity I am courting in taking this step, but it was
distinctly understood between my electors and myself that they did not
wish me to back up a Treaty which was based upon coercion, and was
signed under duress. I do not now speak on behalf of the Labour Party
in this House. I wish that to be made perfectly clear. I maintain that,
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perhaps as a purist, I adhere in the amendment to a principle that the
Labour Party has laid down, namely, the principle of self-determination.
It is not to be understood that I do not share the wishes or the prayers of
my chief, nor is it to be understood I have not the same desire as my
colleagues, but I must frankly admit that I do not share their hopes.

“I believe that the only cure will come when either this government or a
future Labour government tells our friends in Ireland that they have a
right to a genuine and bona fide self-determined voice of their own.
Unless that is done, neither the Treaty nor the Constitution nor the Bill
now before the House is likely to do what we all, against our convictions,
hope that they may do.

“We talk of a Treaty. Hon. members on all sides of the House have
written and spoken in unmistakable terms in expressing their views that
the unfortunate part of the Treaty was that the signatures were obtained
under duress. I feel that duress was undoubtedly there, and the
unfortunate fact was that it need not have been there. If matters had
been left to the free will and the good sense of the people, the result
would have been quite different from what it has been.

“We have heard today quotations and illustrations of similar enactments
for colonies and dominions of the Empire. Is there any real parallel
between those Constitutions and the hopes and desires of the people of
the countries concerned and the hopes and desires of the Irish people?
Was Australia not rejoicing and waiting almost to a man and woman for
the day when her Constitution would be confirmed by this House? Was
not South Africa, after a great war and defeat, gratefully awaiting the
day when the Treaty would be passed and the little minority of the
republicans in a constitutional manner would be permitted to express
themselves as a minority? The people of Canada, too, were determined
to have their Constitution and to work it.

“The case of Ireland is different. It is no use our pretending that it is not
so. We cannot adopt the policy that by driving deeper into the soil the
roots of a cactus, and by carefully covering it with soil, roses will grow
later on.

“I pay my homage to the great spirit that reigns in this House today, and
to the great spirit that pervades the people who sent members to
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represent them in this House. I admire that spirit at its full value. In
spite of all the bitter differences in the past, we are determined to come
to a genuine and sincere unanimity upon this question. Were we settling
the matter in dispute here among ourselves, that spirit would give us a
permanent solution; but our unanimity does not affect the disunity in
Ireland, and that point does not seem to be before this House as
emphatically as it ought to be.

“Was there ever an instance in the history of treaties where immediately
after a treaty had been signed, two out of the five signatories had to
repudiate their signatures as not having been put down with a bona fide
and conscientious intention? The hon member for Spen Valley (Sir John
Simon) was pointing out to us the great improvement which has taken
place since the Treaty. I am sorry to hear argument of that kind being
advanced on rather imperfect observation.

(Hon. members: “Hear, hear!”)

“The imperfect observation which I wish to point out is not referred to
in the spirit of the hon and gallant member for Burton (Col. Gretton). It
is quite in another direction. In the first instance, what is the
constituent assembly which has sent us this document? Soon after the
Treaty and, apart from anything that was ever contemplated at the time
of the Treaty, a truce was entered into between the factious parties in
Ireland creating an artificial Dail to tackle the problem of the Treaty. I
take no sides with either of the Irish parties, but I maintain that truce,
or that promise to observe a truce was not fair to the people of Great
Britain, and it was certainly more than unfair to the people of Ireland.

“Under the truce it was decided to call an artificial constituent assembly,
and when the moment came, even that truce was not observed, and the
so-called constituent assembly cannot on any bona fide and sincere
principle of self-determination, be accepted as a truly and properly
elected Dail representing the people of Ireland in the ratios and
proportions in which they stand. I was present at the last great Labour
Conference in Ireland; I attended its sittings in Dublin and I saw there
written down in black and white and heard proclaimed from the
platform: ‘A plague on both your houses!’—on both parties, both the
pro-Treaty and the anti-Treaty party.
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“T have heard it declared that Irish Labour, well organised, is
determined to work for a workers’ republic. These are the views that are
being expressed, and the Labour Party in Ireland is bound to come into
its own, however much hon members may jeer or laugh. The
Republicans are there; it is no use denying that they are there in very
large numbers, and it is extremely doubtful, if coercive measures were
not taken, whether they would not prove themselves to be the majority
of the people of Ireland. These facts cannot be ignored, and they cannot
be buried or covered up.

“We are assured by the Prime Minister that, according to Mr Cosgrave,
Ireland is only waiting for the Constitution to be carried through this
House, and that they are going to work it out. Mr Cosgrave knows that
he had to shoot four human beings a week ago, and he has since had to
take another life by violence—that of Erskine Childers. He knows that
the prisons of Ireland are to be filled with thousands of men, and even
some women, without charge and without trial. He knows that Ireland is
to be prepared to receive this Constitution, not with joy and flags and
illuminations, but with martial law, penalties and threats, imprisonment
and ships waiting to depopulate the country. (Interruption)

“I will ask you, Mr Speaker, to save me from those who are pretending
to be my friends. I appeal to the Prime Minister and I appeal to the
House.

“Once, in 1801, our predecessors and your forefathers thought they had
worked a great political trick and a mighty political charm when with
great unanimity in Dublin and London they brought about the Act of
Union. For 120 years that Act of Union has only produced distress to
Ireland and disgrace to this country. I, as your friend—not as your critic
nor as your opponent—feel that I am in conscience bound not to be a
party to a bigger and greater mockery.

“Until the Labour Party in this country comes into power, until genuine
self-determination is permitted to the people of Ireland, there is going
to be neither peace nor fidelity to the Treaty, nor the carrying out of the
Free State government, nor any of the ‘tosh’ we have been hearing of
late.

“I am speaking in a most difficult position. I know I seem to be the
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friend of my enemies and the enemy of my friends, but time and history
will prove my case. I shall not be at all sorry or shamed to say that even
if you were all unanimous, I stood aloof and away from you. Within five
years this House will find the necessity for undoing this unanimous or
semi-unanimous Act after more distress and more suffering.

“Let me predict that it will be the Labour Party sitting on those benches
which will have to afford real freedom to Ireland. Instead of merely
expressing a pious opinion, I take my courage in my hands and, true to
my convictions, I move this amendment in order to create an
opportunity for myself to vote against this Bill.”
The next day, the Manchester Guardian, under a sub-heading ‘Indian
Communist Amendment’ reported that:
“After an amendment of an obviously irresponsible character (moved by
Mr Saklatvala and seconded by Mr Newbold), for the rejection of the Bill
had been negatived without a Division, the Bill received its 2nd Reading
without challenge.”

Small wonder that Father said he was taking his courage in both hands! He
had been in the House barely a week, he had been accepted by the Labour
Party, if not reluctantly at any rate cautiously; the opposition were to support
the Bill—and he stood up to move an amendment so that he would have an
opportunity to vote against it. That needs a very special courage in my view;
unlike a heroic act of courage which evokes praise and adulation, this kind of
courage evokes derision, rejection and the jeers of your peers; it isolates you
from your colleagues.
Father was to show this particular brand of courage in full measure
throughout his political life; he was often alone; he may have been sometimes
in a small minority but he was never one of the crowd. It is a form of courage
that, lacking it myself, I admire almost more than any other. (Of course I
cannot claim to be objective in this judgement—he was my father, after all).
Writing four years after this event, Shapurji recalled:
“...After a whirlwind campaign in the Election of 1922, I found myself
ushered in to the Assembly of Westminster. My critics who were jesting
and jeering and my friends who were smiling in doubt, confidently
looked forward to my immediate conversion to the requisite mentality
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for the Mother of Parliaments...

“I came fresh from a constituency where most of the Irish electors were
annoyed by the proposed Irish settlement, and, as in duty bound, I
attempted to act up to the expectations of my democratic voters.
Ridicule, contempt, sneers, showered from all sides and a look of ‘cut
him out—he’s no good to us in this assembly’ seemed to be on the faces
of all my colleagues. The heavy frowns were not limited to reactionary
capitalists, for [Ramsey] MacDonald’s and [Arthur] Henderson’s frowns
were even more severe.”

After Saklatvala’s contribution to the debate on the Irish Free State
Constitution Bill, Colonel Wedgewood (who had left the Liberals to join the
Labour Party in 1919, and who was to develop a House of Commons friendship
with Saklatvala as time went by) expressed the hope that he would not proceed
with a division. He said the only result would be that he would find himself in
the lobby with a large number of members with whom he really had no
possible point of agreement. He went on to say:

“I ask the hon member for Battersea to consider what would happen if
he got his way and if this Bill were rejected. It would then appear that
Great Britain having signed the Treaty is determined by the voice of a
new Parliament to cancel the Treaty. I agree with the hon member there
was a great deal which was undesirable in the way in which the Treaty
was brought about. But whether those methods were desirable or
undesirable we cannot now possibly go back upon the Treaty which was
signed or fail to carry out to the letter the terms and the obligations into
which we entered. The speech to which we have just listened, a very
eloquent speech, ought to have been delivered not here but in the Dail
[Irish parliament]...”

Saklatvala fought as strenuously for freedom for the Irish people as he did for
the people of his own land, India. To him it was one and the same fight against
imperialism. The fact that Ireland lay so close to the shores of Britain made it,
in his view, no less a victim of imperialistic aggrandisement. (Is it not strange
that the Isle of Man, closer to the UK mainland, should have its own
Parliament, while a United Ireland could not enjoy the same right?)

Apart from his strong personal views, he had given an undertaking to the Irish
constituents in Battersea to do all in his power to further the granting of self-
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determination to the people of the whole of a United Ireland; and he was not a
man to break a pledge once given.

cided to review Mr,
Soklatvela's relotionship to the party. Op
Moeday Mr. Ssklatvala moved rejection
of the Trish Coestitution Bill, although as
an approved Labour Party . candidate he
should hava been commitied to the ratification
of the Irish Treaty,

Clipping: The Times, 29th November 1922

On Monday 4th December 1922 the Trade Facilities and Loans Guarantee
(Money) Bill was to be considered by the House of Commons in Committee
under the Chairmanship of Mr James Hope. The motion before the House was
a composite and complicated one, and the debate did not start until 11 o’clock
that night. Several opposition members asked: a) that the several items should
be dealt with individually; and b) that decisions of such moment should not be
made late at night when members were tired and, consequently, unable
perhaps to make sound judgements. But the debate went ahead as planned.

The first subject was The Trade Facilities Act, followed by discussion on a loan
to Austria, and then on to the Treasury guarantee of interest on a loan for
public works in the Sudan. It was on this last item that Saklatvala
subsequently spoke, at about 3 o’clock in the morning of the 5th December.
Stanley Baldwin, Chancellor of the Exchequer, in introducing the Motion, had
stated:

“It is to guarantee a loan to be raised by the government of the Sudan
for completing the great dam which is to aid in the irrigation of a large
part of the Sudan. The scheme is of greater magnitude than was
originally contemplated and like all large schemes prices have increased
and the estimates are considerably beyond any that were considered
reasonable when the scheme was first propounded; but it has been
investigated more than once recently by an expert sent out by the
Treasury to advise, and his report is that, even after the expenditure of
this increased sum, when the scheme is finished, the benefit to that
country will be so great, that there should be no doubt of the Sudan
itself being able to pay out of its revenues the interest required on the
loan.

“The whole object, or the main object is to enable cotton-growing to be
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proceeded with in the Sudan. The Sudan, I am told, is one of the best
fields in the world for growing long-staple cotton, and I am also told, by
those who know the cotton trade, that there is a real fear that the supply
of raw cotton in the world today is not sufficient for the world’s trade,
and unless immediate steps are taken to increase the growing capacity
of the world for cotton, great disaster will overcome, if not the cotton
trade of the world, at any rate the cotton trade of this country, which is
dependent entirely on imported cotton.

“T am told that the area that it is proposed forthwith to irrigate is such
that it will be possible to grow 70,000 bales for shipment each year to
Lancashire. But as it may be possible when the dam is finished to bring
under irrigation a vastly increased area to that already proposed, there
seems no reason why the Sudan in... perhaps the not too distant future,
will bid fair to become one of the great cotton-growing districts of the
world...”

J. Walton Newbold (Communist) spoke first on the Austrian issue and then
took up the subject of the Sudanese loan. Throughout his speech he was
barracked and interrupted; when he appealed to the Chair to keep order to
enable him to speak, the Chair admonished him for criticising the Chair! In
spite of the general schoolboy rowdiness he managed to continue:

“Hon. members do not crowd those benches and support these
Resolutions in the interests of liberty, in the interests of equality, in the
interests of justice, but in the interests of the Stock Exchange, in the
interests of the bankers, in the interests of the Manchester Chamber of
Commerce (interruption), of the bill-brokers, of the cotton
manufacturers, of the whole capitalist class that you are rolling up in
your forces upon those benches. It is noticeable that this barrage project
has the approval of a Committee presided over, I believe, by Sir R.M.
Kindersley.
“Sir R.M. Kindersley, curiously enough, happens to be the Chairman of
Lazard Bros.; Lazard Bros., curiously enough, have half their share
capital held by S. Pearson & Sons and Clive Pearson. These people are
the building contractors engaged upon the dam.”

At 2.40am, Commander Kenworthy (Labour) stood to move an amendment

deleting the proposed guarantee:
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“The Sudan is not the only country which has long-staple cotton...
Sudan is not a safe field for British investment. I would not put my
money there and I would not advise anyone else to put theirs. Egypt
today is a smouldering volcano... The regime of martial law, which I am
sorry to see is supported by British bayonets, is bound, sooner or later,
to lead to trouble in that country. In these circumstances I regard it as
very foolish to guarantee loans in that country... and it is not fair to ask
the British taxpayer to guarantee this large sum of money...

“The employment supplied in this country will not be at all comparable
with the amount of money we are to guarantee. It may and will
provide... employment in the Sudan, but at the present moment one of
the grievances that is felt up and down the country is that our
government has been extremely slow and lax in providing useful work
for our own unemployed.”
Mr P. Johnston (Labour), one of the Scottish MPs, then asked if the Sudan
project was to be in private or in state hands. “Is the British public,” he asked,
“being asked to guarantee large sums in order to ensure profit for private
business in this country?”

The night and morning were far advanced when Saklatvala rose to make his
contribution to the debate:

“I wish to call the attention of the Committee to the dangerous principle
underlying the proposals put forward tonight, and I strongly take the
view that the hon and gallant member for Central Hull (Lt. Commander
Kenworthy) has put to the committee regarding this Sudanese scheme.
There was a time when there were two parties in the House, both of
which were interested in making loans and monetary grants. One was
interested in taking up one group and the other was interested in taking
up another group. There is now a third party [the Labour Party], and it
has come to analyse the fundamental principle of these enterprises.

“We want to know something more than the people in the past wanted
to know. It is very curious. We have sat here today a round of the clock
and we have not had one word about the glories of private enterprise.
Private enterprise has a wonderful power of abrogating rights. It puts
forward schemes for the benefit of humanity, but asks the unemployed
to strive and fight when it is a question of really being enterprising and
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adventurous and taking risks.

“Then private enterprise is gone. From Plymouth to Pimlico there is not
a word of private enterprise. I submit that the plan as put forward by the
government today in the shape of a guarantee is a worse burden upon
the taxpayer and, if I may be allowed to say so, a more dishonest burden
than if it were one thing or another.”

(An hon member: “You pay your money and you take your choice.”)

“If it were private enterprise and the private enterprise was asking the
sanction of this House to invest money, and if we were merely feeling
angry at them at securing in this House a share of future profits, that
would be one way of getting the profit. If we are placing the burden
upon the taxpayer and telling the taxpayer to take the profit, or lose out
of it, that is another thing; but this clever device of a guarantee means
that if profit ensues, private enterprise will get it, and if it is a loss the
taxpayer will pay it. We are not so simple. We see through the scheme. It
is a very unsound looking scheme of guaranteeing. It means the profits
are mine and the losses are yours.

“There is another point in regard to the former part of this Resolution.
We were not told if any unconstitutional guarantee was exacted from
the borrower, from the Sudan. We were told that if this House
guaranteed 3%2 million pounds to begin with, and subsequently went
further into it, this country required 70,000 bales to begin with of long
stapled Egyptian cotton.

“Why, may I ask, do we feel so certain that cotton grown in somebody
else’s country, by the people of Sudan, shall for ever fall into our lap as
our own property? We have not even got a Parliament in Sudan to
smother and blackmail, and this is an unconstitutional law just as in the
case of Vienna. We shall be told, perhaps three years hence in this
House to sanction an expedition to Sudan to save our guarantee. That
instrument of blackmail upon any Parliament in the Sudan does not
exist.

“The only weapon that does exist in the hands of the loan controllers is
the British Army and the British Navy, and we shall one day be told that
we have pledged our honour, we have granted the loan, we have
promised safety to the investors, and we shall want to sink a few
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hundred millions to butcher the Sudanese to get our wretched money.
We are engaged in a new departure of human butchery. That is, again,
history repeating itself.

“What right has this House to take it for granted that the poor Sudanese
shall bend their necks and backs and go on growing cotton year after
year? There is one very serious point. In the midst of starvation, hunger,
distress, and death, many of the unemployed in this country heard the
hollow talk of sympathy. Where is that sympathy tonight? It is all very
well to give us misleading speeches when introducing new schemes, but
we have got before us our past history. Let us know how in the past this
country has been misled into the cultivation of raw material abroad, and
how the workers of this country have been cheated out of the little work
they had.

“Take jute. The workers of this country were always told that by the
production of jute in Bengal, and by the British government possessing
it, the work of the workers in the Dundee works would be guaranteed for
ever. At no time have the workers been so cheated by those who have
the militaristic control. They were told that the people of India would
never use for their own consumption more than 500,000 bales of jute.

“The people of Dundee used to work about five to six times that quantity
of jute in the Dundee mills. But in 1921 the Dundee mills were
compelled to do their work on only about 600,000 bales, while the jute
mills in Bengal, where the jute grows, worked upon 4,300,000 bales, or
seven times as much as the Dundee workers. The workers in India were
overworking, and the workers in Dundee had to shut up their shop.”
(Hon. members: “Why not?”)

“I do not say why not, but when you were talking about jute production
in India, did you tell the workers of Dundee it was to stop their work
and start it in India? I am not asking whether yes, or whether no. I am
asking you something more difficult than that. I am asking you to be
honest. I am asking you to take the full history of finer cotton in India.
“You started the production of finer cotton in India, and what
happened? Today, with the larger quantities of cotton, the Indian mills
not only want to extend their industry, but demand that a prohibitive
duty shall be placed on their goods. You might again ask, ‘Why not?’
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That is not the question we are discussing tonight. Do you, then, tell the
workers of Lancashire that one of the possibilities of growing finer
cotton in India would be to curtail their work and increase their
unemployment?

“I ask you today—I am not indulging in larger questions, but taking this
matter by itself—I am asking you today as men of the world, why do you
not realise that this very cotton, this long-staple cotton growing in the
Sudan, will be a temptation to some of you, which in the past you never
had the strength of character to resist, to take Sudanese slave labour
and start your spinning mills in the Sudan?

“You will do it as you have done it all over the world. You will grow long-
staple cotton, and then when you come to grips with the operatives of
Lancashire, you, as you have done in the past, will be the people who
will start cotton mills in the Sudan and shut up Lancashire. That is your
history, which you cannot deny. You want to cover it up by talking of
guarantees and investments and so on. I have heard of a gentle scheme
where a paper was read by a government expert sent out by the
Manchester University, about a detailed plan of improving the staple
cotton in India, and one part of it was that the Indian farmer, the ryot,
does not count. He is of no account, and one of the clauses of that
scheme is that if the farmer fails to mix his seeds and spoils the profit of
some Lancashire ‘boss’, there shall be imprisonment for him up to 6
months.”

The Chairman: “I cannot see the relevancy of all this.”

Mr Saklatvala: “I was just showing the possibilities of what will happen
in the Sudan. I am now coming directly to the point. In performing
these two enterprises, you will have to fall back on human beings in the
Sudan. You will have to rely upon their labour to grow cotton out of
Nature. You will fall back on your methods of exacting toil out of human
beings to suit your profits, and you will then introduce similar Clauses
of imprisonment for farmers of the Sudan, and everything to secure you
long-staple cotton.

“If you succeed you will pocket the profits. If you fail, you will not only
throw the burden on the taxpayers, but out of revenge for your failure,
you will lead this country into another murderous expedition against the
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Sudanese. That is the history of private enterprise guaranteed by
governments. The guarantee to the Sudan means the guarantee and
nothing else. You will then come to the House, if we permit you, with
long-drawn faces one day and say, ‘The position is critical, but our High
Commissioner is taking the situation in hand and he wants a few
battleships and a few battalions.’

“We know that behind the thin end of this wedge of guarantees lies the
same old seeking of profits, not in an enterprising spirit, but in an
unenterprising spirit, so that if you succeed in the gamble the profit and
the money and the glory are yours, and, if you fail, woe and death to
those poor fellows in the country you tried to get, and the taxpayer who
has to pay, not only for your loss, but for expeditions of revenge.

“Not only that, but as sure as the sun rises you will in process of time go
further into the Sudan and you yourselves will be the bosses and the
owners of the raw material. You will put factories there, you will exploit
the labour with the positive design of ill-treating and degrading labour
in this country.

(Laughter)

“I can see when the smiles are falsely put on. The Rt. hon gentleman the
Chancellor of the Exchequer answered many questions of triviality, but
when he was touching on certain principles he forgot them, or perhaps
he was asked to forget them by his colleagues. The hon member for
Motherwell (Mr Newbold) put forward two glaring instances which,
apart from any possible emotion in them, are certainly an underlying
principle which generally, in outward life, you seem to discourage and
discountenance, but which, in this very favourite appeal of the
government, you seem not only to encourage and tolerate, but even to
patronise and practice.

“The member for Motherwell pointed out that here, in the name of the
League of Nations, a gentleman who is going to be a beneficiary himself
recommends a loan, and in the case of the Sudan, in the case of this
contract, a gentleman who, directly and indirectly, is going to be a
beneficiary, as a contractor, whether his tender was lowest or highest or
‘middlest’, that does not matter—one who in principle was to be the
beneficiary by a contract is himself the inspirer of the whole scheme of
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giving a nice little guarantee. We do not want your money we only want
your guarantee!

“Day after day this slow degradation goes on. It is the demoralisation of
public institutions which has brought down all nations. In the Sudan
scheme the government ought to have taken precautions that those who
are connected with reporting on the scheme, recommending it, or
having anything to do with it, had no connection with the profits. The
government has failed to see to that.

“Why did the enterprising free enterprise suddenly collapse in its spirit
of enterprise, and make it necessary for us to sit here since eleven
o’clock? Why did not the government call on their favourite cry of
‘private enterprise’? Did the government make an attempt in the easy
style of governmental parliamentary attempts of asking their friends
what their wishes and desires were in this matter?

“Were they told by private enterprise that it saw a great future in it and
a great risk, and that it would be clever to shift the risk on to the
taxpayer who is generally a mug? That part requires to be explained by
the government, not only explicitly, but even candidly, and having no
regard to any secrecy between any negotiators and themselves.

“This House has a right to know the nature of any consultations, and the
persons with whom those consultations were carried on. If no
consultations took place, then the supporters of the government are
bound in duty to tell their constituents, now that the General Election is
over and the votes have been secured, that they forgot to go to the
private enterprisers. There must be something in it.

“Neither the Chancellor of the Exchequer nor the Under-Secretary of
State for Foreign Affairs, so far as I am aware, is either by education or
association a cotton expert. I do not believe that if a bale of Sudanese
cotton were placed in the hands of either of those Gentlemen they would
be able to say it was Sudanese cotton, or a piece of wool or anything else.
I do not believe that either of them would be able to test the long staple
or short staple article.

“I do not, therefore, believe that the whole scheme originated in their
heads. They told us there was a deputation, but that was last year. They
are a new government, and they tell us that, by some divine inspiration,
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not financial investigation, they came to the conclusion that long-staple
cotton was grown in the Sudan. Never mind about the methods of
growing it, unemployment in Lancashire is going to be less. But the
government cannot make us accept such a doctrine unless they take us
into their confidence and tell us the full psychological evolution.

“We have heard of a deputation last year, and we see suddenly in this
Session a Bill. We see two different and separate things in front of us.
We have a very incomplete and undigested Bill about fine staple cotton
in the Sudan, but without any information or any explanation. We heard
of the deputation, but how the present occupants of office took up
suddenly, in the midst of the difficulties of the Irish Constitution, this
question of Sudanese cotton, and what experts they consulted in the
matter I hardly know.

“What promise did they get from the Manchester Chamber of
Commerce and from the Plymouth private enterprises as to how much
money they were prepared to put in? There are schemes put forward by
the public, by private companies and corporations, and these companies
and corporations came to Parliament to ask for sanction, they apply for
guarantees, and for security of interest, but nothing of that sort seems to
have happened in the case of Sudanese cotton.

“We have not heard today that the private enterprisers of Britain are so
dead that they are not able to stump up 32 millions. We have not heard
yet that the right hon members who support the government, and who
only last week were burning with zeal about the agriculturists and
farmers, have undertaken to take some of the unemployed farmers of
this country and send them to Sudan.

“We have not heard from the government that the present
unemployment in Lancashire has been due to a want of long staple
cotton and the market for the yarn made out of the long staple cotton.
We have heard from the government only a week ago, that stocks of
cotton yarn made out of long staple are still lying in the warehouses of
Manchester, Birkenhead and Liverpool. What do you want a further
70,000 bales of long staple cotton for if you have not been able to spin
that which you have and the cotton you did spin you are not willing to
sell because you do not get your pound of flesh?
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“How the government, as the impartial arbiter between the workers and
the financiers, between the state and private enterprise, suddenly came
to this conclusion will remain a miracle and a mystery unless they
explain it more fully than they have done. It may be a miracle and
mystery to their friends, but it shall not be so to their opponents. When
we saw the mere whispers of this Bill in the air, when we heard the
gentle hints given to us tonight by the Prime Minister that it was
something about which the least said the soonest mended, and that we
sit up after eleven, the whole cat jumped out of the bag at once.

“Two issues spring out of the Sudanese cotton. Number one issue is that
the government has been made to think about this scheme, and the
second is that either they are unable to explain the details of the
business or they thought it was a matter about which a long talk must
not be permitted and that it might be got through in about half an hour.
But as I have said, this House is entirely a new House. In this House you
have not only human ears, but you have an intellectual microscope, and
those little invisible germs—I do not mean the members of the
opposition—"

The Chairman: “The hon member must approach the question of this
loan.”

Mr Saklatvala: “The germs are now becoming visible in their whole
alarming view to the public gaze. I submit that the whole idea
underlying this Sudan scheme and to push this Bill through at this time,
when we were least expecting to push it through, is to establish, what
every government generally desires to do, a precedent and a pledge, so
that throughout the coming Sessions this little nest will come up. I still
submit that the scheme as propounded by the government is a scheme
barren of the fundamental elements of justice. The scheme is based
upon one fact, as if it were a truism, that it is going to produce 70,000
bales of long staple cotton.”

The Chairman: “It is not in order to repeat the same argument.”

Mr Saklatvala: “I am submitting, Mr Hope, that from parallel examples
of similar hopefulness of the growing of long staple cotton in other parts
of the world, thousands of pounds have been wasted, and the cotton that
has been ultimately grown has been neither short staple nor long
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staple.”

The House divided at 4am: ‘Ayes:” 172, ‘Nos:” 88 (a total of 260 members
present out of 643 elected—such is the democratic process).
On the 10th December, The Observer referred to his speech:
“Mr Saklatvala, who is better acquainted with the grammar of the
English tongue than with its slang, made a delightful perversion in his 3
o’clock-in-the-morning speech. ‘The whole cat,” he said, jumped out of
the bag at once.”
On the 13th December 1922, the Evening News carried the following item
relating to a debate the previous day regarding the Army Supplementary
Estimate, part of which was a government proposal to compensate the
customers of a failed bank, all of whom were Army officers:
‘MPs’ All Night Liveliness—Storms and Yawns in Relay Race
Labour’s Plan
MP Talks Of Fighting In The Streets’
There then appear photographs of D. Kirkwood and Saklatvala.
“By deliberate obstruction tactics which a Labour MP called ‘the new
game of Patience’ but which the Speaker designated ‘a very old game of
Patience’, the Labour Party kept the House of Commons sitting until 7
minutes to 7 today.
“Lively scenes marked the sitting. ‘Scandal!” and ‘Shame!” were words in
frequent use by Labour MPs whose declared intention was to ‘keep the
House sitting continually until Friday night.’
“Mr Kirkwood of the Glasgow Labour MPs was particularly truculent.
He advised Labour MPs to ‘show their contempt for the whole
proceedings’ and talked of ‘fighting in the streets if necessary’.
‘A Parsi Oration—Mr Saklatvala talks for an hour on ‘Private enterprise”
“The Labour Party set their men to work in relays. The government, to
counter this, resorted to the closure motion every now and again. At
1am Mr Wheatley, who had been one of the most prominent
obstructionists, moved the adjournment of the House. ‘I submit,’” he
said, ‘that we have done a fair day’s work for a fair day’s pay, and have
registered a very practical protest against unemployment.’

“I, being a young man, require some sleep,” drowsily remarked Mr
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Buchanan, as he slowly rose to second the Motion. The House divided
and the Motion for adjournment was defeated by 185 to 93.

“The Labour Party then settled down again to their policy of
obstruction. They kept the House waiting for an hour for a
Supplementary Estimate of £100,000 required for grants to refugees
from Ireland, and obstructed the report stage of a Supplementary Army
Estimates of £340,000 for the purpose of compensating Officers and
others who have suffered from the failure of McGriggor’s Bank.

“Mr Ammon, who moved to reduce the sum by £100, complained that
no compensation had been paid to working people who had deposited
their savings in other banks.

“Mr Saklatvala, the Parsi Labour member, seized on this opportunity to
fire off a solid hour’s speech in derision of private enterprise...”

Hansard recorded it thus:
Mr Ammon moved the amendment and Mr Saklatvala rose to second it.
Mr Saklatvala: “I beg to second the amendment.

“I must also draw the attention of the House to the principles which are
expected to be observed by the constitutional government or, in fact, by
any body of men standing as trustees of public funds, and these
principles seem to me to be quite openly violated in this Grant. In the
first place, it is an extremely difficult position to charge a body of
honourable men with any bad motives or bad intentions, but a certain
place [the House of Lords] and the British House of Commons are both
paved with good intentions. That does not help anyone. Our actions
must be such that they not only remain above suspicion, but that they
are in conformity with the principles that we desire to enforce upon the
public as a governing House.

“It has been pointed out that there have been other bank failures. The
difference between the other bank failures and this bank failure appears
to be, as far as one can judge from the Supplementary Estimate, that
these are mostly members of the military Service. I put it that, because
they are members of the Army Service, is the greater reason why the
government should not, on sound principle, make this Grant, when in
the case of private customers of private banks they have openly refused
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to do so.

“After all, is there not a very close connection between the civil
government of the country and the Army that supports the government
and keeps it in its position? This means that the civil government and
the Army which form a close fraternal union in the state are willing to
scratch each other’s backs, but they are not acting in the same manner
when people lose their money who are not part and parcel of
themselves. That is the obvious conclusion.

“In the case of banks where the subscribers were a poorer class of the
public, and who from a financial position were in need of greater
assistance than the present set of investors, the government were
drawing the distinction simply because it was the other arm of the
government whom they considered it advisable to help, whereas they
did not help the others.

“There is another consideration. We have seen how emphatically on two
previous occasions the government refused, not only all liability, but
even their liability of the soundness of the principle to help the ruined
shareholders and depositors of other banks, especially in the case of the
Penny Bank.

“I submit that the depositors had a claim at least, not only upon our
sympathy, but upon the moral support of the state. Essentially that class
of