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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Any attempt to write an objective history of the trade union movement
in Kerala 1s fraught with several dangers. First, documentary and archival
source materials are few. This is particularly true with regard to the trade
unions in the State prior to 1947. During this period 1920-47, several attempts
were made by the ruling establishment to raid trade union offices, destroy the
records and imprison the leaders. In Travancore, Cochin and Malabar, the
scale of repression on trade unions was unimaginably brutal. However, some
of the active insiders in the trade union movement as well as those involved in
the mainstream socio-political movements had taken pains to write down their
autobiographical observations and reminiscences in the form of historical
narratives. Among them special mention has to be made about the work by
PUTHUPALLY RAGHAVAN whose book Viplavasmaranakal (Reminiscences
of Revolution) in five volumes written in Malayalam constitute a wealth of
documentation of what happened in Kerala till 1964. Besides there are other
important works cited in the Bibliography that helped this author to attempt a
historical narrative/documentation of the trade union movement with as much
objectivity as possible.

As a part of this documentation, the author met 195 trade union leaders
and recorded their reminiscences on audio tapes and the same was transferred
to compact discs (CDs) in the MP3 format. The total recorded time comes to
about120 hours. It 1s for the first time that such a documentation work has
been undertaken in any of the states in India. However, very recently, the
Indian Association of Labour Historians in collaboration with the V.V. Giri
National Labour Institute in Noida has initiated a similar documentation work
with assistance from agencies like the ILO.

In our historical narrative of trade union movement in Kerala, we have
attempted to draw exhaustively from the reminiscences of trade union leaders
as recorded on tapes to throw light into various episodes, events, and,
undercurrents in the movement. No attempt has been made by this author to
use his discretion to edit or extend or elaborate on the reminiscences, as the
audio files had been kept pure and unalloyed. These reminiscences throw light
on the family background of the leaders, their entry into the union movement,
reminiscences about events, episodes, leaders who had inspired them, and
their views about the character of the early movement and that of the
contemporary scene. Some of the veterans whom we had met during 1999-
2001 had left this world and a number of them had since then fallen ill and
bed ridden, unable to speak. The recordings were made mostly in the



2 The History of Trade Union Movement in Kerala

residences or union offices of the trade union leaders. Some even volunteered
to come to the author’s residence to do the audio recording. We do not claim
that the list of trade union leaders covered in this audio recordings is all
comprehensive, but we can make a rightful claim that with the exception of a
few notable leaders we have covered the most important personalities who
gave dynamism and direction to the trade union movement in the State.
However, a notable omission should be mentioned here. Baby John, the
veteran RSP leader and trade union leader while serving as the Labour
Minister of Kerala had suggested to the Kerala Institute of Labour and
Employment (KILE) to get the history of trade union movement in the State
written by some scholars. But when the KILE requested this author to
undertake this work, Baby John had fallen ill and lost his voice. Even at the
time of writing this, this great leader had not recovered from his illness. There
are some written material about Baby John and his contributions to the union
movement, particularly that related to Kollam district. To compensate for this
loss, we attempted to get the services of one of his earliest compatriots,
Madhavan Paruvathotti of Chavara who spoke extensively about the life and
work of Baby John.

There were a few veteran trade union leaders like Kannanthodathu
Janardhanan Nair, N. Sreekantan Nair, George Chadayanmury,
T.K.Divakaran, T.V.Thomas, S.Varadarajan Nair, and, O.J. Joseph who had
left this world long ago. But they were the builders of the movement. The
author decided to meet their spouses or children and get their reminiscences
recorded. Though Saraswathy Amma, wife of Kannanthodathu Janardhanan
Nair also passed away, we tried to get some material from her home. Luckily,
we secured a photocopy of an autobiographical diary written by Saraswathy
Amma and it gives a lot of insight into the life of Kannanthodathu
Janardhanan Nair. Maheswary Amma, wife of N. Sreekantan Nair, and,
Subhadramma, wife of George Chadayanmury allowed this author to record
their reminiscences about their husbands and this material has been used in
our historical narrative. Regarding T K Divakaran, his son Babu Divakaran,
present Labour Minister of Kerala, was kind enough to share his memories of
his late father. V Prathapachandran, Secretary of the State Unit of the INTUC
shared his memories of his late father S.Varadarajan Nair. K.R. Gowri Amma,
wife of T V Thomas did not allow this author to meet her for the purpose of
recording her reminiscences about her life and work as well as that of T V
Thomas. The author has the satisfaction that in most of the recorded
reminiscences, the leaders had spoken about their colleagues and other
contemporaries and we have drawn on these materials to fill the gaps as well
as to tie the loose ends to get a chronological narrative picture of the union
movement. We may have missed a number of important trade union leaders
from different parts of the State but for want of time and resources we could
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not meet them. No one was deliberately avoided or kept out in this
documentation exercise.

To supplement the audio files we have also prepared a photo album
containing photos of all the 195 leaders whom we had met. The album gives
details of their date of birth and contact addresses. A list of leaders is given in
Annexure. We will be making an attempt to transfer these photos along with a
brief write up about the life and career of these leaders into Compact Discs
(CDs) for long-term preservation. We have also plans to get the audio files
properly transcribed in order to get a printed account of what the leaders had
said during the recordings. Excepting for the reminiscences of Dr. P H Daniel
of the Estate Staff Union of South India (ESUSI), which is in English, all
others are in Malayalam.

A second danger that affects the attempt to write an objective history
of the trade union movement is the existence of conflicting interpretations of
important episodes in the socio-political history of the State including the
episodes in the trade union movement. As far as possible, to escape criticism
on the author’s bias or ideological inclinations, we have brought together all
the available views and interpretations so that the reader of this narrative
could draw his own conclusions. We have also relied heavily on newspaper
reports, which, according to this author, carry a good deal of objectivity.

Thirdly, it may be noted that while early records of most trade unions
were destroyed by the ruling establishment and its armed police, one felt sad
that neither the trade unions nor their leaders were aware of the importance of
maintaining even after 1947 their historical records, strike notices, copies of
posters, memorandum of settlements and awards and even souvenirs
published by them which used to contain a rich source of material like articles
based on reminiscences of old timers in the movement. Very few trade
unions have ever attempted to write about their own history and growth.
Unfortunately, most veterans in the union movement have not written down
their observations and reminiscences in any systematic manner, nor have any
one in the trade union offices taken initiative to get them recorded or
documented.

Fourthly, our attempt at documentation of the history of trade union
movement in Kerala has clearly revealed that this movement was inextricably
inter-connected with the social and political history of the State. Therefore,
one was forced to give the historical narrative along with some overlap of
social and political developments in the State in a chronological manner. This
might perhaps give the impression that the present work is a narrative of
socio-political history of the State of Kerala comprising Travancore, Cochin
and Malabar regions. We found it extremely difficult and dangerously
precarious to narrate the major events and episodes in the trade union
movement completely in isolation from the events and episodes in the socio-
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political history of the State. Indeed, it is worth to note that in majority of
cases, the trade union leader is also a political party leader or a social activist.
Many stepped into political activity after working in the trade union field,
while there were others who moved from politics to trade unions. No wonder
that such extensive and intensive political and trade union inter-linkages, may
not be seen in any other part of India.

Fifthly, we feel that any objective historical narrative of the trade union
movement in Kerala could give only broad and sweeping visions of the
developments. We, therefore, thought that an attempt to narrate the
developments from the regional perspective would be worthwhile. There are,
for instance, regions or centres where important trade union struggles had
taken place and some of them might, in the normal course, would be ignored
or forgotten because they were not directly linked with the mainstream
development of trade union movement. Thiruvananthapuram was a chief
centre of action, it being the capital city of the State. Besides, it has a number
of state owned enterprises like State Road Transport Corporation, State
Electricity Board, Government Press, KELTRON etc. A number of novel
initiatives like the Scavengers’ Movement led by Jibba Ramakrishna Pillai
took place in Thiruvananthapuram. The mobilization of temple employees
also took place here. The other notable centres in the State are Kollam
(Cashew, Minerals), Alappuzha (Coir), Munnar and Peerumade (Tea Estates),
Aluva and Ernakulam or Kochi (modern enterprises like the FACT Ltd and
Aluminium Company Ltd., traditional industries like Tiles), Thrissur and
Anthikkad (Toddy tapping, textile mills), Feroke (Tiles), Badagara (Toddy
tapping), Kannur (Plywood, bidi and cigar, cotton mills) and Kasaragod
(Bidi). At these centres important episodes in the trade union movement had
occurred. There are also episodes specifically related to particular industries
and employments. Episodes that were specific to individual enterprises like
Aaron Mills, A.D. Cotton Mills, FACT Ltd, Kannan Devan Hill Produce
Company, Cochin Port, several plantation estates etc also have great historical
significance. In a two-year exercise on documentation like this present one,
shortage of time and resources stood in the way of doing true justice to the
task. But we have done the maximum, given the constraints.

The study is spread over twelve chapters, the first, the present one,
being an Introduction. In Chapter II, the overall social and political situation
in the State i1s discussed. After this, the early phase of the trade union
movement is discussed in Chapter III and it focuses mainly on developments
in Alappuzha, which is considered the birthplace of the trade union movement
in Travancore. The inter-linkages between the political movement and the
trade union movement are further explored in Chapter IV. This chapter also
gives an exhaustive narration of the epic Punnappra-Vayalar struggle and
documents the controversies surrounding it. Chapter V discusses the trade
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union movement in Kollam. Cochin, like Travancore, was also under princely
rule. From 1920s, Cochin was a hub of industrial activity with the setting up
of the Cochin Port and the mobilization of port workers was an important
event. Chapter VI covers developments in the union movement in Cochin and
also covers the adjacent regions of Aluva and Thrissur. The Praja Mandalam
movement in Cochin is also covered in this chapter since most of the leaders
in this were also involved in mobilizing the working class in the region.

There are significant variations in the character of the trade union
movement and the political movement in Malabar, which was under the
British Rule and the region constituted a part of the erstwhile Madras State. P.
Krishna Pillai, the founding father of the left and communist movement was
responsible for welding the movements in Malabar, Cochin and Travancore
into an integrated one. Though born in Travancore, P.Krishna Pillai reached
every nook and corner of the State of Kerala and inspired thousands of
activists. The story of the trade union movement in Malabar is given in
Chapter VII.

After this, we move on to Thiruvananthapuram, the capital city which
had witnessed a good deal of political confrontations with the ruling
establishment and being the seat of government and administration, the
struggles in other parts of the State used to reach this city. The Secretariat
gates had witnessed a number of protest marches and demonstrations. Many
disputes were settled at conferences held in this city. Thiruvananthapuram
also witnessed the unique scavengers’ movement. Chapter VIII covers the
notable struggles in this region, unionisation of government employees,
struggles of Temple employees, Electricity Board, KELTRON, Head load
workers and Fishermen.

Chapter IX deals exclusively with the trade union movement in the
State Road Transport Undertaking. The struggle of State Transport workers is
said to have inspired the unionisation of Government employees. The
transformation of the State Transport from a departmental undertaking into a
corporation, however, did not reduce the controlling powers of the Minister of
Transport in the day-to-day affairs of the undertaking. Several episodes of
struggles in State Transport have been due to frequent interventions of the
Minister and also due to politicisation of issues.

The plantations are spread through the highland regions of Kerala.
After citing the early attempts at setting up of plantations in the State, Chapter
X throws light on the conditions of life and labour in the estates. The story of
estate staff union is traced on the basis of the reminiscences of its founding
leader Dr. P.H. Daniel, who had started his career as a medical doctor in one
of the estate hospitals. The movement of estate workers is discussed in the
form of struggles in Munnar and Peerumade, Pathanamthitta, Wayanad and
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Thiruvananthapuram. Indeed this Chapter gives an overview of major
struggles in the plantation industry.

Chapter XI, though it deals with one of the most important issues in the
trade union movement, may turn out to be a little controversial. This chapter
1s entitled “Politics and Independence of Trade Unions”. The political party
and the trade union are two different entities. The relation between these two
entities has been a controversial issue in recent years, particularly after the
split of the Communist Party into the CPI and the CPI (M). Following this,
the AITUC was split into two the AITUC owing allegiance to the CPI and the
CITU coming under the CPI (M). The issue became a heated one when the
CPI (M) started exercising some control over the CITU. A few top leaders of
the CITU claimed that it is a class organization and its members could belong
to any political party. But all of them being members of a class organization
should stand united and fight for class goals. The CITU could not be
subservient to the CPI (M) and the top leaders of the CITU started asserting
their views. This led to some open confrontation between the CPI (M) and the
CITU. The party took action against top CITU functionaries and many of
them were eased out from both CPI (M) and the CITU. Disciplinary actions
were taken against them and some were demoted in the party hierarchy. Thus
Chapter XI was intended to bring to the reader a dispassionate documentation
of the politics and independence of trade unions with special reference to the
CPI (M) and CITU relationships.

The concluding Chapter XII discusses the emergence of the pro-labour
character of the State, divisions in the union movement, spread of
unionisation, affiliations and changing character of working class and the
leadership. We could not avoid discussing the issues of union movement in
the context of the on-going economic reforms and after making stocktaking,
we conclude that change is inevitable and under the given circumstances, the
trade unions should lead the society from the vanguard.

Before we end this Chapter, we must say that we are aware of the
limitations of this study. Shortage of time, non-availability of source
materials, limited coverage of trade union leaders giving their reminiscences
etc. are some of the limitations. However, we believe that we have made an
earnest effort in documenting the trade union movement. We hope that this
study could be a starting point - a kind of benchmark for further studies and
documentation. We hope that the trade unions and the leaders would become
aware of the importance of documentation of labour movement. Some of
them could start documentation of their own history, so that the literature on
this theme would register a commendable growth in future.

We need to initiate some work in the fields of collection and
preservation of documents relevant to labour, oral history relating to working
class struggles, documentation of innovating experiments in working class
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mobilization and study of working class in informal and unorganised sector. If
the present study inspires others, it would be a great thing.

THERON F. SCHLABACH in his “Ten Commandments of Good
Historical Writing” has rightly apologized to the Author of the original Ten
Commandments. But what SCHLABACH had stated continues to be a
reliable guideline for any one who ventures into historical writing. The
present study more or less has tried to follow the guidelines. They are: (1)
Facts and details should always support the main ideas, (i1) Draw reader’s
attention to the events and episodes and avoid self-conscious discussion of the
author’s strategy. (ii1)) Document every quotation, paraphrase and ideas
borrowed from a source. (1v) Write lean, tough, logical precise prose and
avoid obscure vocabulary. (v) A paragraph is an instrument to develop an idea
or to make a succinct statement for emphasis. (vi) Effective quotation is a
literary device — not a way to transfer information unprocessed and
undigested from your sources to the reader. (vi1) Sense of time and context is
an important criterion. (viii) Passive column less writing does not show
scholarly objectivity. (ix) One should not relegate essential information to
footnotes. (x) Write as if the reader is intelligent but totally uninformed on
any particular subject. In every way try to make the writing a self-sufficient
unit.

It is left to the judgment of readers of this historical narrative of the
trade union movement in Kerala to decide whether this author has fulfilled the
Ten Commandments of Good Historical Writing cited by THERON F.
SCHLABACH. Let the readers judge.



CHAPTER 11

SOCIAL AND POLITICAL SITUATION IN KERALA

As prelude to this, one may attempt to give an overview of the socio-
political situation in India, which had got reflected in Travancore, Cochin and
Malabar the constituents of the present Kerala State. The period between the
close of 19™ Century and the first decade of the 20™ century was remarkable
since it witnessed the emergence of revolutionary thought and action. World
capitalism, colonialism and imperialism were being tested severely by
revolutionary forces. In India though the Indian National Congress (INC), had
organized the freedom struggle many inside it felt that the struggle totally
lacked revolutionary spirit. The radicals had started to question the moderates
in the INC, the former raising the slogan “Freedom is our birth right”.

On September 20, 1871 Chief Justice Norman and on February 8, 1872
the then Viceroy Lord Mayo were killed by radical revolutionaries. The
Santhal tribes took to arms against the British and native feudal lords. The
Barsathi Revolution shook Nagpur. The struggle by Indigo workers in Bengal
shook the British supremacy in the East. Dacca was taken over by agricultural
workers. In 1877 India witnessed the largest workers’ struggle. In the next
five years there occurred more than 25 large workers’ struggles all over India.
It was in 1890 that N.M. Lokhande formed the Bombay Mill hands
Association, the first trade union in the country.

In the field of social cultural and educational fields great events and
movements were initiated. The Brahma Samaj, Arya Samaj, Sr1 Ramakrishna
Mission etc. projected India’s strength. Swami Vivekananda addressed the
World Conference on Religions and on his retum he toured India extensively
to sensitise the Indians. Tilak and Gokhale to kindle the spirit of nationalism
among the Indians initiated the Deccan Education Society and the Bharat
Seva Sangh.

2.1 KERALA SCENE

In Kerala in the first decade of 20™ century the farmers and tenants of
Malabar registered their protest against the exploitation by the landed gentry
supported by the British rulers. Several farmers’ struggles were conducted at
Panthaloor, Nenmeni, Paaval, Meppathur, Thirkkalloor, Malappuram,
Ponnani, Keezhmuri, Mannarkad, Perinthalmanna and Kuttichira. Backward
classes and castes also initiated struggles against inhuman treatment meted
out to them by the superior forward classes and castes. The struggle was for
securing social equality and freedom from enslavement of one class or caste
by another. Some of them were closely linked with the freedom movement.
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Professor A. Sreedhara Menon, the distinguished historian has given a
graphic account of the popular insurrections and royal dissidence in Kerala.
He wrote':

“The role of Kerala in India’s struggle for freedom is not less
significant than that of any other state of the Indian Union and viewed in the
national perspective, it has its own distinctiveness too. However, the
contribution of the State in this field has not received the attention it deserves.
There are several episodes connected with the freedom struggle in Kerala
which should have found their place in historical narratives dealing with
India’s freedom struggle, but they have not been honoured even with casual
Jfootnotes in the accounts compiled by national historians”.

He cites, among other things, several episodes of struggles like the
resistance against Portuguese Colonialism led by Kunjali Marakkars (1500-
1600), the fight against the imperialist designs of the Dutch in Colachal
(1741), the Attingal Outbreaks against the British (1697 and 1721), the
Thalasserry struggles between the British and the combined forces of
Kolathunad, Kottayam and Kadathanad (1750) and the entry of the French at
Mayyazhi (Mahe) and their intrigues with local princes. This encouraged the
British to establish their hegemony through wars and also treaties and “by the
end of the 18" century the whole of Kerala came under the political control of
the British, Malabar District as part of British India and the states of
Travancore and Cochin as protected states. There then followed several armed
insurrections and popular upheavals organized by the patriotic elements of the
population who were determined to over throw British authority and regain
lost independence”. Prof. Sreedhara Menon wrote®:

“The dispossessed princes and chieftains and aggrieved sections

of the population like the peasantry and the tribal communities

were in the forefront of these insurrections and upheavals”.

He, however, quotes Kathleen Gough, the anthropologist who has
classified these early anti-British uprisings into five types namely, restorative,
religious, social banditry, terrorist vengeance and armed insurrection. The
uprisings in Kerala too came by and large under these categories. It may be
noted that in recent years this historian made certain comments on the
Punnappra-Vayalar Struggle and his description of its character initiated a
lengthy debate. There are many others who felt that this important episode
couldn’t be considered a part of mainstream freedom struggle. But a close
examination of secondary sources as well as reminiscences of people who
participated in this struggle suggest that on many occasions the working class
has conducted struggles both for working class issues and political issues.
Indeed, the trade union movement in Kerala cannot be discussed in isolation
with the socio-political movements.
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After tracing the rebellion of the Princes of the Kozhikode Zamorin’s
family, the Pazhassi Revolts of 1793-97, and 1800-1805, Prof. Menon says
that “the Pazhassi Raja’s martyrdom made him a cult figure in the history of
Kerala and won for him a niche in the hearts of the people of Kerala for
generations to come”. Velu Thampi, Dalawa of Travancore, executed the next
important armed insurrection. This was an open war against the British. Velu
Thampi chalked out a common plan of action in consultation with Paliath
Achan. The British forces were attacked simultaneously at Kochi, Kollam and
Alapuzha, killing several Britishers. However, Velu Thampi had to stage a
strategic retreat to Kundara. It was here that he issued the famous Kundara
Proclamation (January 11, 1809) exhorting the people to rally under his
banner for a patriotic struggle against the British. It boosted the morale of the
people and provided the motivation for a mass upsurge of unprecedented
dimensions. But at a later stage the struggle failed to achieve any result and
Velu Thampi had to advise the Maharaja to sign the Treaty of 1805 with the
East India Company to safe guard the interests of the state. After retreating to
Mannadi, he committed suicide to avoid being captured by his enemies.

The Kurichiya Revolt of Waynad region of North Kerala in 1812 was a
typical peasant uprising against the British policy of revenue settlement which
forced the people to pay the land revenue in cash rather than in kind. This
revolt brought the whole of Malabar under their control and consequently the
British had to bring reinforcements from Mysore and Canara (present
Karnataka) for suppressing the revolt. This was followed by Mappila
outbreaks led by the Mappila(muslim) peasantry impoverished by rack-
renting, extortionate renewal fees and inadequate compensation for making
improvements in land. The famous Logan Commission in 1881 made
inquiries into these issues and submitted recommendations for the redress of
peasant grievances. About 22 out breaks by the Mappilas have been reported
and some of them were against the British and a few against Hindu upper
caste Namboodiri and Nair feudal lords who were supported by the British. At
the end, in order not to lose their control over Malabar, the British enacted
legislation (Malabar Compensations for Tenants’ Improvements Act of 1887)
based on Logan’s Report.

There were also several incidents of Royal Dissidence when the British
authorities frequently interfered in the administration of the states, sometimes
defying the wishes and directions of native rulers. In some cases the British
Resident appointed the Dewans. We had the case of Swathi Thirunal in
Travancore who become so disillusioned with the set up that he became a
recluse and ceased to take any interest in the affairs of the state as a sign of
protest (1829-1946).  In Cochin, the ruler Sri Rama Varma (1895-1914)
wanted to set up an advisory council, introduced tenancy reforms and
establish village panchayats but i1t did not evoke prompt response from the
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Madras Governor whose prior concurrence was needed for implementation of
the proposals. The Maharaja in disgust and feeling helpless abdicated the
throne.

The British Residents and their Agents as well as the Dewans, who
functioned as nominees of the British had a field day and followed unpopular
policies, corrupt practices, and repressive measures against local people. The
ground was thus prepared for political awakening and launching of popular
struggles for responsible government of the people by the people. In these
struggles all sections of people, students, peasants, farm workers, factory
workers, members of caste organizations, intellectuals and social activists
actively participated.

2.2 POLITICAL AWAKENING IN KERALA

The Indian National Congress (INC) spearheaded the national freedom
movement since its inception in 1885. It attracted the attention of the people
of Kerala. Chettur Sankaran Nair, G.P. Pillai, V. Raiyuru Nambiar, Mannath
Krishnan Nair, C. Kunhirama Menon, Dr. T.M. Nair, C. Karunakara Menon,
K.P. Achutha Menon and several others used to attend the annual sessions of
the INC. The Congress was more active in Malabar as it was directly under
the British administration. However, according to Prof. Sreedhara Menon,
organized political movement began only after the turn of the 20" century.

Mention may be made about the formation of a District Congress
Committee in Malabar in 1910 and holding of the first Political Conference at
Kozhikode in 1913. The branches of Dr. Annie Bezant’s All India Home
Rule League were set up in many centres in Kozhikode in 1915. The Home
Rule League and the District Congress Committee held joint meetings and
processions. When the District Collector Innes held a meeting to raise public
contributions to the Governor’s War Fund in 1916, the Congressmen led by
K.P. Kesava Menon staged a walk out. The District Congress Committee held
Political Conferences every year. The Palakkad Conference in 1916 was held
under the presidency of Dr. Annie Bezant. The 1917 Kozhikode Conference
had Sir. C.P. Ramaswami Iyer, who later became the controversial Dewan of
Travancore. Most of these conferences used to be attended by the well to do
like the rich and feudal landlords and the resolutions passed lacked
revolutionary tone or content. The demands confined to appeals for reforms,
increased representation in legislature, expansion of local self-governing
bodies, better educational facilities and repeal of repressive measures. The
Conferences appealed to people to make generous contributions to War Funds
and affirmed loyalty to the British Crown. Obviously, the leaders belonged to
the upper classes and were moderates in every sense. According to Prof.
Sreedhara Menon, their activities centred on Prayer, Petition and Protest.
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2.2.1 Mangjeri Political Conference

It was during the Manjeri Political Conference held in April 1920, that
the rift between Moderates and Extremists came into the open. The
Jallianwala Bagh Massacre of April 1919 shocked many and Sir C. Sankaran
Nair resigned his membership from the Viceroy’s Executive Council. The
Manjeri Political Conference was a water shed in the political history of
modern Kerala. The division between the landlords on the one side and
tenants and workers on the other became concrete. K.P. Raman Menon led
the extremists and K.P. Kesava Menon supported him.  They declared that
the country was already fit for full self-government and the Montague-
Chelmsford Reforms were unsatisfactory. The Conference expressed
solidarity with Indian Muslims on the Khilafat issue and called for extending
people’s participation in the non-co-operation movement started by Mahatma
Gandhi. In 1921 a new Kerala Provincial Congress Committee was formed
with K. Madhavan Nair as its first Secretary.

2.2.2 Era of Memorials

In Travancore, Brahmins from neighbouring states were appointed to
government posts in preference to natives with requisite qualifications. This
created resentment. In 1882 three students of the Maharajas College,
Thiruvananthapuram (the present University College) namely G.
Parameswaran Pillai (Barrister G.P. Pillai) N. Raman Pillai (son of Dewan
Nanu Pillai) and R. Ranga Rao (son of Dewan Peshkar R. Ranganatha Rao)
were removed from the rolls for having written articles criticizing the policy
of discrimination against natives in government appointments. On January 1,
1891 a Memorial signed by over 10,000 persons was presented to the
Maharaja to register their protest and this has come to be known as the
Malayali Memorial Agitation. The Memorial was drafted by K.P. Sankara
Menon of the Madras bar and signed by people of all casts and communities.

As the Malayali Memorial was a Nair sponsored affair, the Ezhavas
prepared an Ezhava Memorial signed by 13176 persons from that community
demanding that the Ezhavas be made beneficiaries of all those rights and
privileges being enjoyed by those who had become converts to Christianity.
This Memorial was initiated by Dr. Palpu a medical graduate and a victim of
Governments’ discriminating policy. Since the Governments’ response to this
Memorial was not satisfactory, a second Memorial was prepared and this was
presented to Lord Curzon, the viceroy during his visit to Travancore. The
Viceroy made it clear that he cannot interfere in the matter. ~ Though the
Memorials failed to achieve tangible results, they marked the commencement
of the long drawn out struggle by under privileged sections in Travancore for
securing social justice.
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The entry of Swadeshabhimani Ramakrishna Pillai in the political
arena was a milestone in the history of Kerala. A fearless journalist, he was
determined to fight against corruption, nepotism, and moral turpitude. He was
a champion of popular liberties. He edited the Malayalam newspaper
Swadeshabhimani published by the great Muslim social activist Vakkom
Abdul Khader Moulavi. The Government confiscated the newspaper and the
press and deported Ramakrishna Pillai from the State on 1 September 26,
1916. He was the first to bring socialist thought and a biography of Karl Marx
to Malayalees long before the appearance of Mahatma Gandhi in the Indian
political scene and almost a quarter of a century before the birth of the
Communist Party in Kerala.

In 1914 the Home Rule League convened a conference in Thrissur and
organized the Gokhale Memorial Association to educate people about the
fight for freedom. In 1918 the Kochi Mahajana Sabha was formed on the
initiative of C.P. Achutha Menon (author of Cochin State Manual) and T.R.
Ramachandra Iyer. The INC leaders in Thrissur were E. Ikkanda Warrier and
Muthedathu Narayana Menon.  In Cochin a leading figure was Paliath
Cheriya Kunjunni Achan. All of them tried to instil political conscious among
the people of Cochin State.

The extremists were setting up revolutionary organizations in the
nationalist movement and they inspired some in Kerala too to initiate similar
ventures.  In Punalur, Vanchi Iyer, a clerk working in the forest office
became a member of a secret society and he murdered Ashe, the British
Collector of Tirunelveli at the Maniyachi Railway Station on June 17, 1911.
After the killing, Vanchi Iyer shot himself to end his life.

During the First World War, some Indian revolutionaries sided with
Germany against Britain. Chempaka Raman Pillai from Thiruvananthapuram
was such a revolutionary who joined others like Hardayaal, Taraknath Das,
Barkathullah, Chandrakant Chakravarthy and Heramba Lal Gupta in forming
the Indian National Party in Berlin. A.C. Narayanan Nambiar of North
Malabar was another colleague. Chempaka Raman Pillai mobilized Indians
in Germany in the fight against British imperialism, set up at Zurich the
International Pro-India Committee to acquaint the people of Europe with the
basic issues involved in India’s struggle for freedom, started the English
newspaper Pro-India and established contacts with Kaiser William. He also
went to South Africa to hold talks with Mahatma Gandhi. He joined the
German Navy as an officer in the German ship EMDEN that attacked the
British fleet in the Indian Ocean. Chempakaraman Pillai set up a Provincial
Government of Free India on December 1, 1915 with Kabul as headquarters.
The British fixed a price for his head and engaged Martha Hari, the notorious
woman spy to seduce and trap him. In 1919 he organized the League of
Oppressed People with branches in various parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin
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America. He endorsed Gandhiji’s stand on the Khilafat Issue and supported
the Non-co-operation Movement. He also played host to several national
leaders including Motilal Nehru, M.N.Roy, Jawaharlal Nehru, Subhash
Chandra Bose and K.M. Panikkar. It was Champakaraman Pillai who
suggested to Subhash Chandra Bose the idea of forming the Indian National
Army (INA) outside India to secure the liberation of the motherland. But
tragically the end of Chempakaraman Pillai came on May 26, 1934 when he
became a victim of Nazi persecution.

2.2.3 Social structure

According to Prof. Sreedhara Menon, the social history of modern
Kerala is inextricably inter-twined with its political history’. The social
renaissance which took place in the State in the 19" and 20™ centuries was at
once the cause and consequence of the political awakening.

The high castes like the Namboodiris, Kshatriyas and Nairs constituted
the land owning class while Ezhavas and Mappilas (Muslims) belonged to the
tenant class subjected to the oppression by the former. Under the British rule,
the feudal landlords became powerful. Slavery in the most primitive form
prevailed and the tillers of land were often attached to the land and its owners.
They were denied even basic human rights. Women of lower castes including
the Ezhavas were not allowed to wear blouses to cover their chest. Non-
Brahmin castes including Nairs were denied some social privileges. A series
of iniquitous cesses and levies were imposed on the underprivileged sections
of the society. The backward communities (4varnas) among the Hindus were
denied entry into temples, schools and public services. The evils of
untouchability, inapproachability and unseeability were practiced. The
practice of theendal (pollution) was widely observed. The members of the
lower castes had to keep themselves at the prescribed distance from those of
the upper castes. Many of the roads, particularly those leading to the temples,
were 1naccessible to lower castes, though the Christians and Muslims were
exempted. Inter-marriage and inter-dining were not allowed. There were, for
instance, Brahmin hotels and Nair hotels, which did not serve food to people
of, lower castes. No wonder that Swami Vivekanaanda called Kerala the
brahnthalayam (mad house) of India.

Several obsolete customs made the social structure more complex.
They included Marumakkathayam (inheritance through female line),
Thalikettu Kalyanam, Thirandukuli and Pulikudy, which promoted wasteful
expenditures pushing many families into bankruptcy. To fight these social
evils a number of social reform movements were initiated. Metion may be
made about Sree Narayana Movement, Yogakshema Sabha, Malayali Sabha,
Nair Service Society, Catholic Mahajana Sabha, etc. Reference had been
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made earlier about the Malayali Memorial and Ezhava Memorial.  The
leading figures in the social reform movements were Dr. Palpu, Sree
Narayana Guru, Kumaran Asan, T.K. Madhavan, C.V. Kunhiraman, K.
Ayyappan, C. Krishnan, Ayyankali, V.T. Bhattathiri, Kurur Unni
Namboodiri, Chattampi Swamigal, C. Krishna Pillai, K. Kelappan, Mannath
Padmanabhan and Vakkom Abdul Khader Moulavi. They succeeded in
bringing about substantial transformation in the social structure and attitudes
in Kerala. People began to acquire a progressive social outlook. The
underprivileged sections of society became increasingly conscious of their
rights as well as their strength. The social change promoted political
consciousness among the people.

2.2.4 Major Episodes

Kerala could not remain isolated from the mainstream all-India
freedom movement. It played its role in the non-co-operation and Khilafat
movements of the early twenties. Malabar, in particular, witnessed large-scale
boycott of foreign goods, courts of law and educational institutions. The
Kerala Provincial Congress Committee (KPCC) organised the first All Kerala
Provincial Conference at Ottappalam on April 23, 1921 and during the session
the police beat up a few delegates.

In 1921 immediately after the Ottappalam Conference the historic
Malabar Rebellion, known as Mappila Uprising started. It was a massive
upsurge in Malabar making deep inroads in the Eranad, Valluvanad and
Ponnani taluks. Government banned all meetings and demonstrations under
section 144 of the Criminal Procedure Code. Armed with knives, swords and
spears the Mappilas attacked Manjeri Police Station, destroyed all records and
later looted the Majeri treasury. They released the prisoners from police lock-
up and took possession of arms. The police and Government officials fled in
panic. The Mappilas adopted guerrilla tactics and inflicted heavy losses. The
British imposed martial law, and unleashed a veritable reign of terror.
Suspecting the hostile role of the Hindus in some places, Mappilas attacked
the Hindus too. By November 1921, the British could suppress the Mappila
revolt following the gruesome incident known as the “Wagon tragedy”. Sunil
Sarkar described this as the “Blackhole of Podannur”. For a short period, the
Mappilas could wipe out the British from Eranad and Valluvanad taluks.
Later the Congress leaders like M.P. Narayana Menon, K. Madhavan Nair, K.
Kelappan, E. Moidu Maulavi, Mohammed Abdul Rahiman, K.P. Kesava
Menon, and Hassan Koya Mulla tried to bring back communal harmony and
amity in Malabar. However, the British arrested many on charges of treason.
Some of them were deported or shot dead. The episode witnessed loss of life
to about 10,000 people.
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The Mappila rebellion was essentially an agrarian outbreak. Mappila
youths discharged from armed forces at the end of the First World War
became frustrated with unemployment. There are some who believe that this
episode was a communal flare up or an outburst of religious fanaticism. Prof.
Sreedhara Menon is of the view that “the rebellion was the result of the
combined communal factors.. It was at once an anti-British political
upheaval, an agrarian revolt and a communal flare-up™.

After the Mappila rebellion, both the Hindus and Muslims developed
some hostility towards the Congress. The Second Provincial Conference of
the Congress met at Palakkad in 1923 under the presidency of Sarojini Naidu.
It appealed for communal and religious harmony. The Conference organized a
Misra Bhojanam (inter-dinning) in which Sarojini Naidu, C. Rajagopalachari
and Devadas Gandhi participated. K.P. Kesava Menon and his associates
started the Mathrubhoomi daily from Kozhikode in March 1923, while
Muhammed Abdul Rahman brought out another daily 4/-Amin in 1924. The
year also marked the movement for improvement of tenancy rights and
security of tenure and its leaders were G. Sankaran Nair, K.P. Raman Menon,
and, Mannath Krishnan Nair. This made the landlords bitter enemies of the
Congress.

2.2.5 Political developments in Travancore

It was in the early 1920s, that the State Congress in Travancore came
into being. According to Prof. A. Sreedhara Menon, A K. Pillai, who had
returned to India giving up his legal studies in England took up political work
in Travancore under instructions from Gandhiji. He took a leading part in the
Ottappalam Provincial Conference. On his initiative a Congress Office was
opened in Kollam with the close co-operation of K.G. Sankar and together
they did yeomen service in spreading the ideals of the Congress’. In
Trivandrum too, a Congress Committee started functioning at the time on the
initiative of A.K. Pillai and V. Achuta Menon.

According to Puthuppally Raghavan, the congress activities spread far
and wide. The first chapter in his masterly work Viplava Smaranakal Vol. I,
he wrote about the arrival of the Congress in his native village®. He says that a
meeting was held under the presidentship of G. Raman Menon who had
resigned his post of school inspector to register his protest against the arrest of
Swadessabhimani Ramakrishna Pillai in 1910 and later acquired the Law
Degree and started practice at Kayamkulam.  A.K. Pillai attended this
meeting. According to Puthuppally Raghavan, A.K. Pillai was a native of
Thevalakkara in Karunagappally Taluk. He left his legal studies and Barrister
Examination in Inner Temple to return to India on the advice of Gandhiji.
Soon A K. Pillai succeeded in organizing 64 Congress Committees with in
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two years, while he functioned as the secretary of the Travancore Congress
Committee.  He also started a biweekly from Kollam which later got
transformed into the first congress newspaper “Swaraj”. He also started a
magazine called “Swadesabhimani”, where in he published a brief life history
of Lenin. Soon after publishing this, A.K. Pillai had to write a sad obituary on
Lenin in the issue dated 24.1.1924.

Puthuppally Raghavan has described the style of functioning of
regional Congress Committees’. The Congress Committee at Puthuppally
constructed a small shed to conduct study classes and impart skills in making
khadi and handlooms and for this Charkas, Cotton, and other necessary
materials were collected. Proper arrangement was made to sell the Khadi
output. Classes were held to teach Sanskrit, Malayalam, English, Hindi,
Mathematics, History and Geography to students who had passed class IV
examinations. One hour of skill training was made compulsory for all
students. All this was in true Gandhian tradition. A.K. Pillai, Kuzhikkala
Kumar and K.G. Sankar had applauded these activities and asked other
provincial committees to follow this. It was thus that many provincial
committees began work in promoting khadi, self-reliance and swadeshi, non-
co-operation, inter-dining and fighting evils of casteism and untouchability.
Thus social reform movements got interconnected with the freedom
movement.

TK. Madhavan believed that the movement for eradicating
untouchability in Travancore could be strengthened by acquiring the support
of top leaders of the Indian National Congress as well as provincial Congress
Committees in Travancore.  So in September 1921 he met Gandhiji at
Tirunelveli and secured in writing a message from him. In 1923 TK.
Madhavan distributed a leaflet on the issue of eradicating untouchability
during the 38" session of the INC and conducted a press conference to
elaborate on the conditions prevailing in Travancore. He was given all
support by K.P. Kesava Menon and Sardar K.M. Panikkar and also by
national leaders like C.R. Das and P.C. Roy. Soon after that, the KPCC set up
a committee with K. Kelappan as convenor and T.K. Madhavan, Kurur
Neelakantan Namboodiripad and T.R. Krishnaswamy Iyer as members to do
further campaign to eradicate untouchability.  Along with A K. Pillai the
Committee members travelled all over Kerala and held campaign meetings. It
may be noted that K. Ayyappan had set up the Sahodara Sanghom on May
29, 1917, at least five months prior to the October Revolution. The first
meeting of this Sanghom was held in Cherai and conducted inter dining and
started a campaign to mobilize the untouchables and backward classes and to
make them aware of their human rights.

The Poura Samatwarada Prakshobhanam, which took place in
Travancore, was an agitation for civil rights. The leaders of the aggrieved
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committees like E.J. John and T.K. Madhavan formed the Civil Rights
League in 1919 and took up the issue with the Government. The Ezhava
Memorial of 1886, the idol installation at Aruvipppuram by Sree Narayana
Guru in 1888, the establishment of the SNDP Yogam on May 15, 1903, the
representations made in the Travancore Prajasabha and Assembly by
Mahakavi Kumaran Asan, Sarasa Kavi Mullur S. Padmanabha Panikkar, T.K.
Madhavan and Ayyankali and the Poura Samathwarada Prakshobhanam set
the stage for a concerted struggle for a positive social and cultural change. It
was 1n this scenario, that the famous Vaikom Satyagraha started.

2.2.6 Vaikom Satyagraha

In the 1923 Kakinada session of the INC, T.K. Madhavan succeeded in
bringing the attention of the delegates to the gravity of the untouchability
problem in Kerala, particularly in Travancore. Gandhiji fully endorsed the
support of the Congress to any struggle to eradicate untouchability and
restrictions on the free movement of people belonging to the lower castes. In
1924 the Congress Committee meeting held in Ernakulam set up a campaign
committee consisting of T.K. Madhavan, Kurur Neelakantan Namboodiripad,
T.R. Krishnaswamy lIyer, Kannanthodathu Velayudha Menon and Kelappan
(convenor). The committee decided to organise a Satyagraha at Vaikom in
order to get the approach roads to the famous Siva Temple opened to the
lower castes, Avarnas.

According to Prof. Sreedhara Menon, the historic Vaikom Satyagraha
began on March 30, 1924. On February 29 the members of the campaign
committee had reached Vaikom after covering most parts of Travancore. The
Devaswom authorities and the Government were bent upon suppressing the
agitation and erected strong barricades on all roads leading to Siva Temple. A
meeting was held in the ground near the Vaikom boat jetty in the evening and
it declared that the non-violent agitation would commence the next day
morning. The representatives of the people of Vaikom, mostly belonging to
the upper castes, met the committee members and appealed to them to
postpone the agitation by ten days. The Committee suggested that they could
wait for a month. As instructed by Gandhiji, Satyagraha was to be conducted
by a batch of three and once that batch was arrested, the next batch would
take over.

The first batch, according to Puthupally Raghavan, consisted of
Kunhappi (a Pulaya, scheduled caste) Bahuleyan (an Ezhava, backward
caste) and Govinda Panicker (a Nair, forward caste). They were arrested and
sentenced for six months imprisonment. The first batch was symbolic of the
unity between the lower and upper castes for fighting a scandalous social evil.
Leaders like T.K. Madhavan, K.P. Kesava Menon, K. Kelappan, A K. Pillai,
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K. Velayudha Menon, Krishnaswami Iyer, Chittezhathu Sanku Pillai, K.
Kumar, Barrister George Joseph, E.V. Ramaswami Naicker, Ayyamuthu
Gownder and others participated in the Vaikom satyagraha and got arrested
and convicted for a jail term. T.K. Madhavan, K.P. Kesava Menon,
Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, Mannath Padmanabhan, C.V.
Kunhiraman, M.N. Nair, George Joseph, A K. Pillai and Alummoottil
Channar( A.K. Govinda Das) were the main leaders guiding the Vaikom
Satyagraha. C. Rajagopalachari, S. Srinivasa Iyangar and Swami Sradhanand
visited Vaikom and extended their support to the agitation.

When Sri Mulam Thirunal Maharaja passed away on August 7, 1924,
Regent Maharani Sethu Lakshmi Bai ordered the release of all those arrested
in connection with the Vaikom Satyagraha. At the suggestion of Gandhiji,
caste Hindus organized a Savarna Jatha (demonstration by upper castes) led
by Mannath Padmanabhan from Vaikom to Thiruvananthapuram.Under the
leadership of Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai, the marchers presented a
petition signed by 25,000 persons. The national dailies gave wide publicity to
the developments in Travancore.The Savarna Jatha had Edavanattu
Padmanabha Menon, K.Kelappan, Prakkulam Parameswaran Pillai, K.P.
Sankara Menon, K.G.Kunju Krishna Pillai, Kannanthodath Velayudha
Menon, K.G. Sankar, Dr. P.C. Kesava Pillai and Dr. K. Govinda Pisharody
and others as Commanders, and Lieutenants. Several other prominent citizens
joined the jatha enroute.

The Reagent received the petition but could not give any assurance. On
March 9, 1925, N. Kumaran, moved a resolution in Sri Mulam Praja Sabha
demanding freedom of movement for all on public roads. Unfortunately,
when put to vote, this resolution was defeated by a majority of one vote cast
by Manager Parameswaran, brother of Dr. Palpu, one of the founding fathers
of the SNDP Yogam. Finally a compromise formula was reached between the
Satyagraha leaders and the Police Commissioner Pitt. Under this, the
approach roads to the Vaikom Temple were thrown open to all and the
display boards indicating the bar on the entry of avarnas were removed. It
was on March 12, 1925 that the historic meeting took place between Mahatma
Gandhi and Sree Narayana Guru at Varkala. In October 1927, Gandhiji
visited Thiruvananthapuram again and it was during his discussion with
Watts, the Dewan of Travancore, that orders were issued in 1928 throwing
open the approach roads to temples to Avarnas all over Travancore.

The struggle for securing freedom of movement for lower castes on
public roads, for eradicating untouchability and for promoting inter-dining
brought about a significant change in the mindset of people. It instilled
confidence among people of the lower strata including workers, and small
peasants to stand together and fight social and economic injustice. It also
inspired those who were leading the trade union movement in Alappuzha.
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2.2.7 Revolutionary Upsurge

The INC at its Madras session in December 1927 decided to boycott
the Simon Commission. During the harthal held in protest against the Simon
Commission, several national leaders who offered Satyagraha were severely
beaten up. Lala Lajpat Rai was beaten up on October 30, 1928 and few days
later, on November 17, he died of injuries. To retaliate, the Police
Superintendent Sanders was shot and killed by revolutionaries of Punjab.
They included Bagavat Singh and Chandrasekhar Azad, who were deputed by
Hindustan Socialist Republican Association. The students and youth of
Kerala who had access to national newspapers and to political and social
activists soon got exposed to the political developments in the country. The
1920s were charged with the revolutionary sparks emanating from the Nagpur
Flag agitation. Tax boycott of Bardoli, agitations conducted by the Swaraj
Party, Kakkori, Lahore and Meerut Conspiracy cases, working class struggles
in Bombay and Calcutta, boycott of Simon Commission, harthals, the
hanging of Ram Prasad Bismil, Rajendra Lahiri and Roshan Singh,
deportation of prisoners to the Cellular Jail in the Andamans, the martyrdom
of Jathindradas and Manindranath and other similar incidents® they created a
revolutionary spirit in the minds of people who had a taste of oppression and
exploitation during their life. Late 1920s also saw the strike of Railway
employees of South India led by V. V. Giri.

In the Fourth Provincial Conference of the Congress held on May 25-
27, 1928 at Payyannur, Jawaharlal Nehru delivered the presidential address.
He spoke of the inseparability of the concepts of political independence and
social freedom. The extremist dominant group in the Congress in Kerala
welcomed Nehru’s emphasis on Socialist 1deology and the motion of
complete independence (Purna Swaraj). It may be noted in this context that
the INC adopted the motion on Purna Swaraj in its Lahore session on January
1, 1930. The Payyannur Conference was also notable because, it demanded
the introduction of responsible government in the princely states. The leaders
all over Kerala who aspired for freedom and responsible government set the
stage for greater political unrest through people’s mobilization.

2.3 ERA OF STRUGGLES (1930-47)

Prof. Sreedhara Menon describes that the year 1930 turned out to be
the annus mirabilis (wonder year) in modern Indian history. The Lahore
Session of the INC passed the resolution on Purna Swaraj on the New Year
Day of 1930 and Gandhiji set out on his Dandi March on the first day of
March 1930 with 78 volunteers among whom were four from Kerala
including C. Krishnan Nair and one Titus from Kottayam. C. Krishnan Nair
left his studies in Aligarh and had joined the Sabarmathi Ashram. On April 6,
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1930 Gandhiji borke the salt laws as a symbolic act of defiance and launched
the Civil Disobedience Movement. Soon followed the boycott of foreign cloth
and call for prohibition through picketing of liquor shops. Most leaders
including Gandhiji were arrested to weaken the movement. The authorities
imposed press censorship. In several places police and army were deployed to
defeat the struggle. In some places the Indian police personnel refused to fire
at the satyagrahis. They were consequently court marshalled and deported.
On May 12 the textile mill workers in Sholapur struck work. The control of
many towns was taken over by the freedom fighters. On April 18, 1930, 74
revolutionaries laid a siege and took over the ammunition depot of Chittagong
under the leadership of Surya Sen.

The struggles all over India were supported by struggles in Kerala too,
particularly in Malabar. The main venue of salt Satyagraha in Kerala was the
beaches at Payyannur and Kozhikode. K. Kelappan led a batch of 32
volunteers and broke the salt laws at Payyannur on April 21, 1930. The
picketing of toddy shops and boycott of foreign cloth were also conducted at
several places. T. Subramanian Thirumumbu, K.P. Gopalan, P. Krishna
Pillai, C. Achutha Kurup (Son of Mahakavi Vallathol), Koodalithazhathu
Kunhiraman Nambiar and Moyyarathu Sankaran were the members of the
batch of satyagrahis led by K. Kelappan. Moyyarathu Sankaran had left his
medical education at Calcutta in 1915 and returned to Malabar to join the
Congress movement and worked along with K.P. Kesava Menon, K.
Madhavan Nair and K. Kelappan. In 1948 Moyyarathu Sankaran was branded
as a Communist and hunted out by Congress goondas and police, putting him
finally in lock up. There the police unleashed all its brutality. His hair and
skin were forcibly removed from his head to “cut the Moscow road” on his
head and he became a martyr at the hands of the police’. This was mentioned
in order to show that there was sufficient provocation from the side of the
police and the government for peace loving activists to embark on armed
struggles to retaliate in the same coin.

Another batch of satyagrahis started from Palakkad Sabari Ashram
under the leadership of T.R. Krishnaswami Iyer and marched to Payyannur.
On May 5, Gandhiji was arrested but agitation continued. On May 12, the
police beat up those who offered the Satyagraha and broke the laws at
Kozhikode beach. Kelappan, Abdur Rahiman Sahib, T.R. Krishnaswami Iyer,
P. Krishna Pillai and Madhavanar were arrested and sentenced for nine
months imprisonment. The struggle spread through out Malabar.

On Apnil 30, 1930, Satyagraha march started from
Thiruvananthapuram towards Malabar under the leadership of Ponnara
Sridhar. Others who joined the march were M.P. Kurukkal, Kuzhikkala
Kumar and Amsi P. Narayana Pillai who wrote the revolutionary marching
song “Varika Varika Sahajare, Varika Sahana Samaramayi” (come, come
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friends, we are ready for the sufferings of the struggle). The words “Brittane
virattuvin (terrorize the British) were later changed to “C.P. ye virattuvin”
(terrorize C.P.). They courted arrest in Malabar. A few of the marchers also
went to Bombay to take part in the salt raids at Wadala and Dharasana. G.
Ramachandran led a batch of satyagrahis at Vedaranyam in Tamilnad.

Puthuppally Raghavan has given a graphic description of the Kannur
Central Jail where political prisoners were housed. He himself had been
arrested for participating in the struggles in Travancore. The Kannur Central
jail accommodated about ten thousand prisoners mostly political detenues,
railway men who struck work in 1928, members of the Gadhar Party,
Anuseelan Party of Bengal, and, Hindusthan Socialist Republican Party,
Revolutionaries of Kakkori — Lahore conspiracy and a number of pucca
criminals. When the Satyagraha prisoners were brought, other category of
prisoners were removed to other jails so as to avoid a meeting among them.
N.C.Sekhar could not bear the discrimination shown to the jail inmates who
used to be classified into categories A, B and C and some getting good food
and treatment and others being denied the same. He was supported by
Batlivala (lawyer son of the Mayor of Bombay who had been arrested for
participating in a protest meeting and speaking against authorities) who
refused to take 'A’ class status and demanded the withdrawal of discrimination
among prisoners.

The 1929 Lahore Session of the INC had decided to observe January
26 as Independence Day. In spite of struggles connected with Purna Swaraj
and the Civil Disobedience Movement, January 26, 1930 had been observed
all over India as the Independence Day. Many inmates in the Kannur jail
remembered this date but were helpless to do anything. But to the surprise of
all Vasudeva Rao, a freedom fighter and political prisoner in the jail tricked
the jailors and hoisted the tricolour on the high tower of the jail and shouted
Bharat Matha Ki Jai, Vande Matharam and all prisoners in the jail joined in
the chorus. Jailers were speechless at this development. Rao was later put in
chains and shifted to the quarantine wing of the jail. The fellow prisoners
refused to enter the lock-up unless the chains were removed from Rao.They
started shouting slogans and the jail superintendent expected a jail mutiny. He
asked for reinforcement and the Sub Collector who came to the scene ordered
a lathi charge, and after using force, the prisoners were put back in the lock-
up. Inside the lock-up the political prisoners started a hunger strike and
ultimately the authorities yielded to the pressure and removed the chains from
Rao. N.C. Sekhar and Kurur Namboodiripad suffered the maximum
punishment and the latter had to be removed to Vellore hospital. The
prisoners in batches continued hunger strike demanding better food and
treatment. They wanted the stoppage of serving of cooked rice containing
worms.  After the intervention of T. Prakasam, the jail authorities agreed to
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give rice gruel without worms to all prisoners including criminals. From
T.Prakasam, prisoners came to understand the progress towards the Gandhi-
Irwin Pact. This pact was signed on March 5, 1931 and all political prisoners
were released. But before the ink in the Pact became dry, the Government
executed the great revolutionaries, Bhagat Sing, Raja Guru, and Sukhdev, the
leaders of the Hindustan Socialist Republican Association on March 23, 1931.

As early as April 8, 1929, the Central Assembly had passed the
notorious Trade Disputes Bill and the Public Security Act. At this moment
Bhagat Singh and B.K. Dutt threw bombs from the gallery and shouted
Inquilab  Zindabad”, “Down Down British Imperialism”. They also
distributed leaflets. Though Gandhiji condemned this act, the masses were
charged with revolutionary sparks. The martyrs are still remembered with
reverence.

2.3.1 Badagara Conference

During May 4-5, 1931 the fifth Kerala Provincial Conference was held
at Badagara and it passed Revolutions demanding the conversion of Kerala
into a separate province and also starting a campaign in favour of temple
entry all over Kerala. Three separate conferences, namely, the Provincial
Women’s Conference, All Kerala Students’ Conference, Kerala Political
Sufferes’ Conference and the Hindi Prachar Conference were held.

Soon after the Gandhi-Irwin Pact came into force, Lord Irwin was
replaced by a true imperialist and conservative Lord Wellington as the
Viceroy of India.  Gandhiji had gone to London for the Second Round Table
Conference and here in India the Viceroy had started to suppress the
movement for freedom of the country. Leaders like Jawaharlal Nehru, Abdul
Gaffer Khan, Vallabhai Patel, Vithalbhai Patel, Dr. Ansari, Sarojini Naidu
and even Kasthurba Gandhi (wife of Mahtma Gandhi) were arrested. When
Gandhiji arrived in Bombay, he was arrested and taken to Yarvada jail. Lathi
charges, police firing and arrests were the order to the day. The Viceroy’s
intention was clear. He just wanted to eliminate the Congress by destroying
its roots in British India.

But in the princely states too, a chain of struggles had been initiated.
Travancore and Cochin were not exceptions. In Thiruvananthapuram, a
provincial committee of the Congress with Pattom Thanu Pillai as President
and Parur T.K. Narayana Pillai as Secretary took up the picketing of shops
selling foreign cloth. In the picketing at the Chala market, people like V.
Achutha Menon, C. Narayana Pillai, Kottur Kunhikrishna Pillai, K.G.
Kunjukrishna Pillai and Aluva Kochukrishna Pillai participated. It is a
paradox that a few of them subsequently, at a later date, became the
supporters of Sir C.P. Ramaswamy Iyer. At Alappuzha, a committee with K.
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Kumar as President and Pandavathu Sankara Pillai as Secretary organised
picketing and Satyagraha. A large number of women participated in this
struggle. Mariamma Anthraper of Cherthala and Karthiayani Amma of
Thrissur mobilized women volunteers. The latter in fact was considered as the
first woman activist in Kerala who courted arrest by conducting non-violent
Satyagraha. She participated in the Guruvayur Satyagraha along with K.
Kelappan. In her later years, she was deeply involved in propagating Khadi
and sarvodaya movement. As the picketing of shops selling foreign cloths was
in full swing, the coir factory workers in Alappuzha came forward in large
numbers to picket the shops during the period 6-8 p.m.The Travancore
Labour Association (TLA), the first trade union in the State took the initiative
for this.

2.3.2 Guruvayur Satyagraha

According to Prof. Sreedhara Menon, the Guruvayur Satyagraha, a
memorable episode in the history of the freedom struggle in Kerala, took
place in 1931-32. It started on November 1, 1931 in order to put pressure on
the Kozhikode Zamorin, the Trustee of the Temple to throw it open to all
Hindus irrespective of caste. The Satyagraha was organized by the K.P.C.C.
in pursuance of the decision of the Badagara Conference and had the
blessings of Gandhiji. The supreme leader of the Satyagraha campaign was K.
Kelappan. The first batch of satyagrahis came from Kannur under the
leadership of T. Subramonian Thirumumbu. A.K. Gopalan, Mannathu
Padmanabhan, N.P. Damodaran and P. Krishna Pillai were the other
prominent leaders involved in the struggle. AK.G., the captain of the
volunteer corps, was assaulted and he fell down unconscious. P. Krishna Pillai
was manhandled for having dared to ring the sacred bell in front of the
sanctum sanctorum, a right exclusively reserved for the Brahmins by age old
tradition. The supporters of temple entry were enraged and forcibly removed
the barricades around the temple. The temple authorities then suspended the
pujas and closed down the temple for a month.

A K. Gopalan, in his autobiography, gives a graphic description on the
character and course of Guruvayur Satyagraha'®. According to him, even
some upper caste fanatics describing themselves as congressmen and wearing
Khadi were in the forefront to attack the Satyagraha volunteers. They tore up
the Khadi cloth worn by the volunteers and smashed the photo of Gandhiji.
They asserted that it was their birthright to beat up and suppress the Harijans
while at the same time supporting the struggle against the British. Some of
them openly declared that if the Congress started meddling in religious faith
and practices, they would leave the Congress. At the same time there were a
large number of upper castes Hindus who openly supported the Vaikom
Satyagraha and offered all help to the volunteers. The volunteers belonged to
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all castes including the lowest pulaya (scheduled caste) and the highest
Namboodiri among them.

The Satyagraha would start on the East Nada of the temple at 3 am.,
when it opens for darshan (worship) and would go up till late night. The
leading speakers were Mannath Padmanabhan, V.T.Bhattathiripad, N.P.
Damodaran, Kelappan, Agamanandan, Vaisranavath Raman Namboodiri and
AK.G. Paliath Kunjunni Achan spearheaded the upper caste counter
movement. Soon the Guruvayur Sathyagraha caught all India attention. All
India leaders visited Kerala and Guruvayur.  January 4, 1932 was an
important day when the Government abolished all fundamental human rights.
Leaders were arrested and taken to Kannur Jail, but Government allowed the
Satyagraha to continue. Jail superintendent Major Ramanan took charge of
police brutality on the prisoners. At one stage the prisoners conducted a
hunger strike and earned some concessions. They got a reduction in the scale
of police brutality. They got time to start a Hindi class, and read books and
periodicals.  There were detenues from Bengal and Comrade Tewari, a
colleague of Bhagat Singh. P. Krishna Pillai was also in jail along with
Comrade Chandroth and K.P.R Gopalan and their company inspired A.K.G.
greatly. Later A.K.G. was transferred to Kadalur jail in South Arcot. During
A K.G’s jail term, the captaincy of volunteers of Guruvayur Satyagraha fell
on a woman Kamalavathy who had worked earlier in Bombay. Devaki
Amma and Kunhikkavamma assisted her.

The songs and speeches rendered at the Satyagraha pandal were
becoming stale. The mind of the Zamorin did not show any symptom of a
change. Dr. P.G. Nair, Wadakkekara Balan, K.P. Karunakara Menon and Dr.
Thomas and others instilled confidence in the volunteers. Young students like
Meenakshy, Madhavi, Padmavathy and C. Unniraja converged on the scene.
Among them Unniraja later emerged as a prominent leader of the Communist
Party of India (CPI). When the news of attack on AKG and P. Krishna Pillai
spread, AKG’s brother Padmanabhan Nambiar collected a few supporters and
in retaliation attacked several anti-satyagraha people. Padmanabhan Nambiar
was a strong believer in the principle of Tit for Tat. It was this that led to the
massive surge of enraged people forcing the authorities to close down the
temple till January 28. When the Temple opened on 29", Satyagraha was
restarted. In September 1932 Kelappan decided to launch a hunger strike. The
Guruvayur Satyagraha had reached a decisive stage.

Marches by volunteers from different parts of Kerala reached
Guruvayur; Zamorin started receiving telegrams seeking his orders on
granting temple entry. The upper castes in Guruvayur held a meeting in
support of Kelappan and it was presided over by Mattannur Madhusoodanan
Namboodiri. Meanwhile Krishna Bhat started a hunger strike in front of the
Zamorin’s palace. “Death or Temple Entry” was the slogan in everybody’s
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lips. K.A. Damodara Menon and Karthiayani Amma offered to conduct a
hunger strike inside the Guruvayur Temple. Kurur Neelakantan
Namboodiripad went to North India to meet national leaders. Finally
Gandhiji sent a telegram to Kelappan asking him to end his strike, as he
himself would take up the sole responsibility for achieving temple entry.
Kelappan decided to end his hunger strike on this assurance from Gandhiji.

The Committee overseeing the Guruvayur Satyagraha decided to send
a team of volunteers to travel all over the State to mobilize public opinion in
favour of temple entry. The team consisted of Subramonian Thirumumbu,
N.P. Damodaran and A.K.G.  In Travancore, the team was given all
assistance by the Nair Service Society (NSS) and S.N.D.P. Yogam. Kasturba
Gandhi visited Kerala during this time which gave a boost to the movement.
A referendum on temple entry was done in Ponnani taluk and majority
favoured it. In Thiruvananthapuram the team was welcomed by a large
gathering led by Bodheswaran and law college students. At this meeting
Pattom Thanu Pillai expressed a desire to make a speech, but the audience
heckled him and asking where was he when Kelappan was conducting the
hunger strike at Guruvayur. The team left for Malabar to hold marches and
meetings at several places. A.K.G. started feeling that the struggles would not
succeed without the involvement of the working class and petty peasants.

On January 8, Guruvayur Day was celebrated all over Kerala and the
people involved in the movement extended support to a Bill on temple entry
moved in the Madras Legislative Council by Dr. P. Subbarayan. On
November 12, 1936 Chithra Thirunal Balarama Varma, the Maharaja of
Travancore issued the Temple Entry Proclamation throwing open the temples
all over Travancore to all Hindus, irrespective of caste.

2.3.3 Namboodiri Revolutionaries

V.T. Bhattathiripad was an illustrious revolutionary among the upper
caste Namboodiris. He fought bravely against the social evils in the
Namboodiri community. Under his leadership Namboodiri youths started
openly breaking the established customs and practices. They removed
Kudumas (tuft of hair kept at the centre of shaven head) and adopted cropped
hair. They cut sacred threads kept over their chest. They indulged in inter-
dining. They encouraged inter-caste marriages. V.T., as he was lovingly
called, promoted the idea of widow marriage by giving his wife’s sister Uma
Antharjanam, a widow, iIn marriage to Raman Bhattathiripad of
Mullamangalathu Illam (known better as M.R B.). The marriage was attended
among others by Nalappat Narayana Menon, Nilambur Valiya Raja, M.C.
Joseph (the famous rationalist), Chengannur C.P. Bhattathiri, Mannath
Padmanabhan, K. Ayyappan, Kuttikrishna Marar, K.A. Damodara Menon,
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E.M.S.Namboodiripad, Chowara Parameswaran, Parvathy Ayyappan and
Arya Pallam. V.T. had a utopia when he started “Utbudha Kerala Colony” a
kind of collective where Namboodiris could stay together as one family. To
propagate its objectives, V.T. started a magazine called “Utbudha Keralam”.
But V.T. was disappointed in seeing his Utopia crashing before his eyes after
some months.

2.3.4 Emergence and dominance of Leftists

The Congress workers in Malabar were enraged when the Government
declared the INC unlawful and resorted to a series of repressive measures.
The withdrawal of the Civil Disobedience Movement in 1934 saw a
realignment of forces within the Congress on ideological basis. The younger
sections of congressmen accepted the socialist i1deology. They felt that the
Gandhian method of non-violent non-co-operation would not help. They
wanted to bring peasants and workers into the movement. For this they
formed the Kerala Congress Socialist Party within the INC on May 12, 1934.
C.K. Govindan Nair agreed to be its President, though the main forces behind
were P. Krishna Pillai, its Secretary and EMS Namboodiripad as a member.
In September 1937 when C.K. Govindan Nair resigned, EMS was made the
President.

Following the Economic Depression of 1930s, hardships of common
man became worse. Peasants, workers, teachers and even students joined in
struggles under the banner of Kerala Congress Socialist Party dominated by
leftists. Soon the Congress in Malabar had three groups, the dominant
Leftists, the Rightists and the Nationalist Muslims, the last one led by
Muhammed Abdur Rahiman.  Many alleged that communists were
masquerading as Congress Socialists and their aim was a proletarian
revolution to establish a classless society.

The Socialists had an upper hand in the sparsely attended Kozhikode
Conference of the Congress in May 1935. Meanwhile in December 1934
EMS had been elected as the joint Secretary of the All India Congress
Socialist Party. The Left-Right rift became open, though leaders like T.
Prakasam and B. Sambamoorthy worked out a compromise formula. The
Working Committee of the KPCC would have equal number of members and
non-Leftist was to be the General Secretary.  Most of the Leftists were
associated with the Peasant and Workers’ Movements. They set out on
systematic campaigns among peasants and workers to politically mobilize
them. AK.G. led a hunger march in 1936 from Kannur to Madras to focus
attention on the deplorable conditions of Malabar peasantry. According to
Prof. Sreedhara Menon, A.K.G. was sentenced to nine months simple
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imprisonment for having made inflammatory speeches against the
Government '

2.3.5 Period 1934-47

A K.Goplan narrates the developments in working class-peasant
struggles held in Malabar during the period 1934-47'2 A K.G. strongly
believed that the civil disobedience and non-cooperation struggles conducted
by the INC and the KPCC on Gandhian lines failed because they could not
mobilize the exploited and the downtrodden classes of small peasants, tenants,
landless and the factory workers. In fact, the Congress Socialists, kindled by
Marxist-Leninist ideology and the experience of Soviet Union building up a
socialist state, wanted to build up a similar society in the country. A K.G.
described his observations on the day-to-day life of the classes of people
exploited by capitalists and feudal landlords. Soon A.K.G., EMS and P.
Krishna Pillai came together and took over the responsibility of bringing the
exploited classes into the mainstream struggle for independence and also to
build a socialist society founded on equity and justice. They also came closer
to people like N.C. Sekhar and activists of the Youth League in Travancore.

As early as 1935 several trade unions had been formed. Mention many
be made of the Weaving Workers of Azhikode, company union in Feroke
Devadar Malabar Reconstruction Trust etc., in Malabar and the Travancore
Labour Association (TLA) in Alappuzha and the Kollam Labour Union. They
conducted several struggles to establish the right to form unions and fight for
decent wages and working conditions including the limiting of working hours
to 48 a week. A.K.G. mentions the names of early trade union comrades like
Krishnan Nair, Kunjhiraman Nambiar, Gilbert Vaidyan, Choyikutty and
Abdulla in the Kozhikode region. A K.G. learnt practical Marxism from such
comrades like Manari Appu, Manayikodam Abdulla, Mullikodan Raman and
Kidaram Chandu. On February 19, 1935 cotton mill workers launched a
strike. The employer’s plan to bring blacklegs did not succeed. Local public
extended full support to the strike. The objective of the struggles was to
mobilize workers against the capitalists by instilling in them the spirit of
brotherhood and class-consciousness. The leaders intensively interacted with
the workers and observed their life, problems and aspirations at close
quarters. The leaders identified themselves with the workers in every sense of
the term.

In the rural areas the police and revenue authorities were just tools in
the hands of the feudal landlords. Once signs of resistance by small peasants,
tenants and the landless emerged, the authorities and the landlords unleashed
a reign of terror all over Malabar. The All Malabar Karshaka Sanghom came
into existence in 1937 with P. Narayanan Nair as President and KA.
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Keraleeyan as Secretary to do organizational work among the peasants. It was
after this, that a systematic and unified peasant movement started and the
Congress Socialist activists took over. Under the leadership of K.P.R.
Gopalan, a number of comrades like E.K. Nayanar, E.N. Nayanar, P.
Kumaran Master, K.V. Narayanan Nambiar (also known as Kuttymaster)
moved around Kayyur, Chirackal and Kasargode to mobilize the peasants.
They worked through such institutions like youth clubs, libraries and reading
rooms, football tournaments, and drama competitions. Meanwhile, students,
youth and also school teachers began to mobilize and conduct struggles. The
teachers’ struggle turned out to be one of the strongest sub-streams of
working class movement in Malabar after their meeting held in Pinarayi in
1935.

The peasant struggles gathered momentum in Iritty, Blathur, Padiyoor,
Kannavam, Mattannur, and Kuttiyadi and spread over Chirackal, Kottayam,
and Kurumbranad taluks. On December 18, 1938, two 500 strong marches
were led by Chandroth and E.P. Gopalan from Karivelloor and Kanjikote
respectively to the office of the Malabar Collector. They were in red uniforms
and all the 1000 marchers reached Chevayur in Kozhikode and held a meeting
inaugurated by Kozhippurath Madhava Menon. Red volunteers from Kannur
and Thalassery joined the marches and moved to the Kozhikode beach. It was
a real Kisan Mazdoor rally. The feudal lords felt that their end was closing in
and they sought help from the authorities to suppress the Kisan movement
with force. The Government opened new police stations, appointed a large
number of punitive policemen, started registering false cases, and arrested the
activists in the movement and subjected them to torture. Public meetings
were prohibited. Prof. N.G. Ranga, the President of All India Kisan Sabha
visited Malabar and spoke at several meetings of the peasants at Kodakkat
and Blathur. The drama “Paatta Baakki” (balance of lease rent) by K.
Damodaran was staged at several places and it made a deep impact on the
peasant movement.

2.3.6 Developments in Travancore and Cochin

Both Travancore and Cochin were princely states and as such were not
directly under the control of the British. The central leadership of the INC had
prohibited the Congress Committees in these princely states from direct
involvement in political agitations. So these Committees concentrated mainly
on struggles for responsible government. According to Prof. Sreedhara
Menon, “these agitations were in a sense proxy wars against the British who
were the paramount power in these states as they supplemented the struggle
Jfor freedom being waged in British Malabar under the direct guidance and
control of the INC”"®. While the Government of Travancore adopted a policy
of uncompromising hostility to the demand for responsible government, the
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Government of Cochin took a cautions policy of meeting the demand in
stages. The agitation in Travancore unfolded a story of repression, while that
of Cochin was a mixture of repression and constitutional reforms.

The Nivarthana or Abstention Movement demanded ending of
discrimination between upper castes and lower castes, abolishing property
qualification for right to vote and wanted the introduction of adult franchise.
Since the demands were not accepted, the dissatisfied sections of the Ezhava,
Muslim and Christian communities formed a triple alliance under the banner
of All Travancore Samyukta Rashtreeya Samithi which later changed into
Joint Political Congress. The SN.D.P. Yogam expressed its solidarity to it.
One indirect result of the Abstention Movement was the famous Temple
Entry Proclamation issued by Chithra Thirunal Maharaja of Travancore on
November 12, 1936. The final outcome was to break up the monopoly of
political power and clout enjoyed by the upper castes Hindus, particularly the
Nairs. The movement also saw the end of constitutional agitations and the
beginning of direct action in the politics of the State. There was no doubt
about the character of this Movement in which the underprivileged sections of
the population were brought to a common platform to fight for their legitimate
rights.

2.4 FORMATION OF TRAVANCORE STATE CONGRESS

The demand for responsible government in princely states was raised
on several occasions, but it received an impetus with the formation of popular
ministries in British India under the Government of India Act. 1935. Prof.
Sreedhara Menon reports that a political conference held in
Thiruvananthapuram in 1938 with Dr. Pattabhi Sitharamaiah in the Chair
demanded early introduction of responsible government in Travancore and
Cochin. Subsequently on February 22, 1938 a meeting of prominent political
leaders was held in the office room of A. Narayana Pillai, a lawyer at
Pulimoodu in Thiruvananthapruam, with C.V. Kunhiraman in the Chair and it
resolved to form the Travancore state Congress''. The office room of A.
Narayana Pillai was on the first floor of a hotel owned by N.S. Kurup and this
hotel became famous and was called the Rashtriya Hotel (political hotel).
During the various struggles conducted by the State Congress, this Hotel was
the hub of all activities and it served as a dharmasala and shelter for political
activists.  N.S. Kurup himself wore khadi and extended all help to the
congress leaders.

According to Puthuppally Raghavan, the leaders who attended this
meeting included T.M. Varghese, C. Kesavan, P.K. Kunju, Miss Annie
Mascrene, Ponnara Sridhar, N.P. Kurukkal, C. Narayana Pillai and himself.
There were two uninvited guests, namely Puthuppally Krishna Pillai and
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Kottoor Kunhikrishna Pillai. The former later became a strong supporter of
Sri C.P. Ramaswami Iyer, the Dewan. He was rewarded with the position of
Law Member and High Court Judge for his services. The latter that came to
be known as the Kerala Jawaharlal also turned hostile to the State Congress.
Both these uninvited guests raised objections when C.V. Kunhiraman
commenced the proceedings. But soon they were forced to leave. The adhoc
committee of the State Congress constituted at this meeting later met at the
residence E. John Philipose near the Puthen Kutchery (the present
Government Secretariat). It was attended by Pattom Thanu Pillai, T.M.
Varghese, V. Achutha Menon, Bhodheswaran, K. T. Thomas, P.K. Kunju, C.
Kesavan, E. John Philipose, P.S. Nataraja Pillai, M.R. Madhava Warrier, A.J.
John, K.C. George, C. Narayana Pillai, P.N. Krishna Pillai, Miss Annie
Mascrene, K.P. Neelakanta Pillai and M.N. Parameswaran Pillai, the cream of
political activists of Travancore.

Besides Pattom, who was elected as the President, the meeting also
elected K.T. Thomas and P.S. Nataraja Pillai as Secretaries and M.R.
Madhava Warrier as Treasurer. The Working Committee was constituted
with T.M. Varghese, V. Achutha Menon, E.John Philipose, Miss. Annie
Mascrene, P.K.Kunju, CKesavan, VK. Velayudhan, A.J. john and A.
Narayana Pillai as members. P.N. Krishna Pillai, Bodheswaran and C.
Narayana Pillai were made members of the Publicity Committee. When P.S.
Nataraja Pillai and V. Achutha Menon had to withdraw their membership on
account of personal reasons, K.P. Neelakanta Pillai was elected as the
secretary. Later Parur T.K. Narayana Pillai, Ambalappuzha Narayana Kurup,
Changanacherry P.J. Sebastian, Kuttanad K.M. Korah, Kumbalathu Sanku
Pillai, Neyyattinkara N.K. Padmanabha Pillai, Kuzhithura K.N. Kunjukrishna
Pillai and Nagercoil P. Peethambaran Pillai were co-opted to the adhoc
committee. On March 30, 1938 the SNDP Yogam Board of Directors met
and resolved to extend support to the State Congress and its call for
responsible government, adult suffrage, and freedom of speech and press, but
this would, however, be subject to recognition of Raja’s Rule. However, the
SNDP Yogam and State Congress together would fight against the Dewan’s
Rule.

2.4.1 Disobedience Movement

The State Congress launched a state wide Disobedience Movement and
the struggle for responsible government with effect from August 26, 1938.
Gandhiji did not like this and advised the Travancore leaders through his
emissary Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, to avoid a direct confrontation with the
Government. But the leaders were bent upon defying law and held marches
and a public meeting at Sankhumughom beach in Thiruvananthapuram on
August 28. Pattom Thanu Pillai, N.C. Sekhar and T.M. Varghese were
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arrested for breaking the law. Police lathi charge was held to prevent people
form attending the meeting. In a free for all that followed, the crowds burnt
the car of the Police Superintendent. Students launched an agitation and
shouted slogans against the Maharaja when he was proceeding from the
Palace to Padmanabha Swamy Temple for worship. Authorities closed down
educational institutions. Demonstrations and protest marches were held in
several places like Neyyattinkara, Kadakkal, Kallara, Pangode, Chengannur,
Kayamkulam and Alappuzha. Kadakkal was taken over by a local leader
Raghavan Pillai who came to be known as “Kadakkal Franco” after the
Spanish dictator General Franco.

2.4.2 March by A.K. Gopalan

As police repression continued unabated, the action council of the State
Congress met at Ernakulam and decided to organize a huge demonstration in
Thiruvananthapuram on the birthday of the Maharaja on November 12, 1938.
Volunteers from all over the State were to take part in that demonstration. The
KPCC set up a sub-committee to campaign support for the Travancore
demonstration. The Congress Socialist Party decided to send volunteers on a
foot march and elected AKG to lead it. A public meeting was organized in
Kozhikode beach in which Kozhipurath Madhava Menon, V.R. Nainar, K.A.
Damodara Menon, Abdur Rahman and U. Gopala Menon participated. The
foot march led by AKG went through various places like Cheruvannur,
Ramanattukara, Pulikkal, Kondotty, Nediyirippu, Manjeri, Malappuram,
Ramapuram, Perinthalmanna, Thrithala, Cherupulassery, Ottappalam,
Shoranur, Wadakkancherry and Thrissur to reach Ernakulam. On the way
AKG was greatly impressed by the reception given to the march by the
Muslims of Eranad Taluk. At Ernakulam the volunteers were joined by
another batch that had commenced their march from Mangalore. P.T.
Punnoose spoke at the largely attended meeting at Ernakulam. Students of
colleges in Ernakulam and Aluva gave the marchers a hearty welcome. The
workers of the area did not lag behind. Aluva happened to be very close to the
borders of Travancore while Ernakulam was in the Cochin State. A large
gathering had assembled at the Aluva railway station when the marchers from
Malabar reached it. A good number among the enthusiastic crowd were no
doubt students. The Travancore Government had mobilized armed reserve
police, guns and vehicles in plenty to prevent the marchers from entering
Travancore territory. Once the marchers defied the ban and crossed the
border, they were arrested. Soon Aluva got transformed into a major centre
of struggles, particularly because it was an industrial centre. AKG had given
his observations about the character of police personnel belonging to
Travancore. They were worse than pucca criminals who enjoyed unrestricted
freedom to take any one into custody and give any kind of inhuman and brutal
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physical torture on the captive. The officers were not far behind. When AKG
was brought to the Magistrate’s Court in Perumbavur, he sought permission to
cross-examine Inspector Chacko and that was granted. AKG used the
occasion to highlight the political issues underlying the agitation for
responsible government. A M. Kunhikannan, K.T. Madhavan Nair and AKG
were sentenced to eight months imprisonment and taken to Kottayam Police
Station and other marchers were forcibly taken to be sent out of Travancore.
In the lock-up all the three were subjected to severe beating and AKG in
protest commenced a hunger strike. The news spread and a crowd of students
and others surrounded the police station and started shouting slogans. The
same night the prisoners were transferred to Vaikom Sub-jail. There also a
large crowd gathered.

Through out Travancore at several places agitations, marches, protest
meetings and demonstrations of all kinds were held. At Alappuzha as a part
of the struggle for responsible government, the Travancore Labour
Association (TLA) had decided to conduct a general strike. It turned out to be
political strike. K.K. Warrier, K.C. George and R. Sugathan were in the
forefront. Government sent armed battalions to suppress the strike. In the
police firing four workers fell martyrs at Chudukad bridge area. P. Krishna
Pillai who was running all over Kerala to mobilize workers and peasants and
holding charge of the Congress Socialist Party deputed AKG to Alappuzha. It
was during his stay in Alappuzha that AKG came into contact with R.
Sugathan, C.K. Velayudhan, Varghese Vaidyan and K.C. George.

2.4.3 State Congress Campaign

Though the Travancore State Congress came into being in February
1938, it took some time for the organization to be active. To begin with, a
membership campaign was started from Kanyakumari in the South all the
way to Parur in the North. Several regional committees were constituted. In
Nagercoil a public meeting was held on March 5, 1938 under the auspices of
Civil Liberties Union to explain the objectives of the State Congress. Muthu
Karuppa Pillai and Raman Pillai chaired it and Subbayya Pandaram spoke.
The goondas employed by authorities resorted to stone throwing to spoil and
disturb the meeting. The very next day the Thiruvananthapuram District
Magistrate imposed a ban on all activities of the State Congress under Section
227 of the Criminal Procedure Code. Following this, ban orders were issued
in several other districts in Travancore. K. T. Thomas, a Secretary of the State
Congress and a leading lawyer decided to file a case against the Magistrate’s
orders with a view to generate wide publicity to the political demands of the
Congress. The Court Room was transformed into a platform for Congress
propaganda. The ban order was declared as an executive order. Soon the
State Congress was forced to take up the case against A. Narayana Pillai who
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was arrested by the authorities alleging conspiracy against the Government.
State Congress set up a Defence Committee and his case was argued in the
Court by a team consisting of T.M. Varghese, Pattom Thanu Pillai, K.T.
Thomas and Miss. Annie Mascrene. They demanded cross examination of Sir
C.P., the Dewan, District Magistrate Parameswara Panicker, Chief Justice
Abraham Varghese, Chief Secretary Dr. Kunjan Pillai, Information Director
N.P. Hariharan, K.C. Mammen Mappila of Malayala Manorama, P.
Balakrishnan Thampi, and many others which obviously was turned down
and in the Sessions Court, A. Narayana Pillai was denied bail. The State
Congress then brought K.F. Nariman, a senior leader of the INC and a
brilliant lawyer to Thiruvananthapuram. The Government organized a group
of henchmen including poor fishermen and beggars to show placards
containing slogans against Nariman and State Congress when his plane
landed. However, a batch of Law College students and Congress activists led
by P.T. Punnoose rushed to them and confiscated these placards and shouted
slogans against the Dewan. Police clashed with them and Punnoose got a
head injury. State Congress was functioning from the Van Ross Bungalow
and Nariman was taken there in a procession of cars from the airport. The
Sessions Court was functioning from a building at Puthenchanthai, which
now houses the Ayurveda College. The Advocate General Kukkiliya raised
three objections against Nariman appearing in this case. Nariman had not
taken Sannath (license/registration) and enrolled as a lawyer in Travancore.
He had been jailed on charges of treason in British India. Further, he was
unwanted in Travancore since there was enough qualified lawyers in this
State. But Nariman brilliantly countered all the objections and used the
courtroom to generate as much publicity for the State Congress. The Judge
delivered a pre-prepared judgement denying bail to A. Narayana Pillai. He
also sentenced him to 18 months simple imprisonment. Narayana Pillai was
taken to Poojappura Central Jail and a large crowd accompanied the police
vehicle.

2.44 Dewan made Stronger

On April 5, 1938, the Maharaja extended the tenure of Sir C.P. as
Dewan for a further period of five years. This strengthened the hands of the
Dewan and he became more authoritative, dictatorial and aggressive. He was
also very close to the Amma Maharani, the mother of Chithra Thirunal
Maharaja. He initiated a reign of terror by sending out C.1.Ds and informers,
and by reinforcing police stations and getting ready for an armed
confrontation against the State Congress, Congress Socialist Party, trade
unions, Communists and groups of political activities who questioned his
Rule and demanded adult franchise and responsible government. He was in
the process of crystallizing his ideas on the concept of Independent
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Travancore, and American Model Constitutional and administrative reforms.
He wanted to use repressive measures to wipe out any opposition to his plans.
Police and criminal goondas joined hands to attack Thomas Muthali, editor of
Malabar Advocate, and M.R. Madhava Warriar, High Court Lawyer and
Treasurer of State Congress and working committee member and editor of
Malayali daily, while they were taking their morning walk. Later the offices
of advocates K.A. Gangadhara Menon, M.N. Parameswaran Pillai were
ransacked. Miss Annie Mascrene’s residence was also ransacked. When she
registered a complaint, she was served with a Notice for defaming the Police
Department in general and Inspector Latif in particular. A few days later on
June 7, K.P. Neelakanta Pillai, Advocate and Joint Secretary for the State
Congress was attacked at Pattom by three goondas who broke his head with
an iron rod.

The State Congress Committee met and decided to stage a protest
meeting and it was announced that if it were banned, volunteers would defy it.
This decision was taken under pressure from the Youth League group.
Ponnara Sridhar who had undergone intensive Seva Dal training led the
protest march from the Van Ross Bungalow accompanied by all the
prominent Congress leaders. C. Kesavan sang a revolutionary piece written by
Bodheswaran. At the meeting held at the Railway Station Maidan, Pattom
Thanu Pillai, G. Ramachandran, E. John Philipose, Ponnara Sridhar, C.
Narayana Pillai and P.N. Krishna Pillai spoke and a resolution registering the
feelings of the people of Travancore against the repressive measures of the
Dewan was passed.

A meeting held at Ooruttukala near Neyyattinkara town by the State
Congress was also disturbed by Dewan’s Police and the hired goondas
(popularly known in those days as Kanji police). The same was the
experience in Chirayinkeezhu. Meetings were held in Nedumangadu and
Cherthala. But the meeting held at Chengannur held on June 25, 1938 ended
in violence engineered by the authorities. Several persons wre injured in
police lathi charge led by the notorious Inspector Nallamuttom Padmanabha
Pillai. But at the end the police force had to flee the venue when the crowd
started throwing stones at them injuring many.

At this juncture, The Hindu daily on July 9, 1938 carried a dispatch
from Associated Press of India (API) saying that a convention was being
organized to set up a Travancore State Federation and a Travancore National
Congress on the lines of the Indian National Congress, since the present State
Congress failed to take a positive view on communal issues and interests. A
notice was released calling a meeting to be held on July 13, 1938 at Bharat
Buildings near the Over bridge Junction. The members of the Youth League
who wanted the State Congress set up to continue as such decided to disturb
the meeting of National Congress. Ponnara Sridhar, Puthuppally Raghavan,
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Sreekantan Nair, Sankaranarayanan Thampi, Kurukkal and Kunhiraman Nair
of the Youth League reached the hall well in advance and occupied seats. The
leaders who wanted to set up the Travancore National Congress started
arriving at the hall. They included Mannath Padmanabhan of the Nair Service
Society, T.C. Mukkadan of All Kerala Catholica Congress, Thariat
Kunhithomman, P.S. Mohammed, Padiyara Joseph Kunju, P.M. Mohammed,
M. Sivarama Pillai, Kottur Kunhikrishna Pillai and K.M. Kesavan. They
requested the Youth League leaders to leave the hall before the meeting
started. The latter did not want to create a direct confrontation. Bridge
Junction to expose the evil machination of the National Congress to the
people listening to them. This group of leaders under the banner of National
Congress were close to the Dewan and followed his advice. The Dewan then
roped in 33 trusted legislators to send a telegram to Gandhiji informing him
that State Congress in Travancore was using its cadres to indulge in unlawful
activities including, abusing women and they were using Gandhiji’s name to
support what they say and do. But the State Congress issued a press release to
counter the allegations. Later the Travancore National Congress attempted to
conduct a convention at Kollam attended by Mannath Padmanabhan, Kottur
Kunhikrishna Pillai, Kayyalakal, Mukkadan, P.S. Mohammed and K.G.
Parameswaran Pillai. But it was the last convention of the organization.

On July 11, when the Legislature was convened, members who had
joined the State Congress demanded a separate block of seats in the Assembly
Hall. On the opening day they marched from the State Congress Office at Van
Ross Bungalow wearing Gandhji caps and shouting slogans demanding
responsible government. National Congress who had fewer members also
demanded separate block of seats. They alleged that State Congress cadres
were abusing them on public roads and public places and wanted the Dewan
to give them due protection. The Dewan deployed cavalry and mounted police
on the main road in front of the University College and it provoked the
students. It finally resulted in violent clashes injuring many. (In 1921 there
was a similar police violence unleashed on the students at the same place).
The injured included children of Sadasya Thilakan T.K. Velu Pillai, Ulloor S.
Parameswara Iyer, Advocates P.C. Iype and C. Oommen. Youth League
leaders reached the spot and removed the injured to the General Hospital but
hospital authorities, under instructions from the Dewan, closed the gates. But
the leaders gate- crashed and secured medical treatment for all the injured.
The Dewan issued a ban order on the activities of the State Congress for two
months.

2.45 The Youth League

The Youth League decided to organize a students’ movement and hold
a protest meeting on 17" and later on 23" of July. In the second meeting,



Social and Political Situation in Kerala 37

people from distant places came to Thiruvananthapruam by all means of
transport. The Youth League decided to hold its annual conference during
August 20-22, 1938 and invited Kamaladevi Chathopadhyay, leader of the all-
India Congress Socialist Party. Daily meetings were held at Thampanoor
Railway Station maidan to popularise the League agenda. Besides Youth
League leaders, K.C. George, P.N. Krishna Pillai, John Philipose, C. Kesavan,
and Miss Annie Mascrene spoke at these meetings. Soon N.C. Sekhar who
had gone to Malabar for engaging himself in political mobilization returned to
Thiruvananthapruam. But the authorities imposed a ban on him from making
public speeches. But N.C. defied the ban and suddenly appeared from
nowhere and climbed on to the dais to make a speech on responsible
government and condemning the repressive measures of the Dewan. His
speech ended with an appeal for freedom of speech and “Inquilab Zindabad”.
N.C. Sekhar was then arrested and the very next day a protest meeting was
held at the same venue.

Ban orders on all activities of the State Congress were imposed in
several places. Though top leaders became lukewarm as they did not want to
engage in any provocative act, the rank and file led by the Congress Socialists
and Youth League kept up the pace of the struggle for responsible
government. Top leadership was for coming to an understanding with the
Dewan and adopted a mediatary posture. The Youth League had invited
Kamaladevi Chathopadhyay to chair the convention of the All Travancore
Youth League during August 20-22, 1938 at Thiruvananthapruam. On her
way to Travancore, she was requested to return, as there was a ban order on
her visit. She was unmoved and boarded the train to Thiruvananthapruam
with Miss. Annie Mascrene. When the train reached Thiruvananthapuram,
she was not allowed to move out by Youth League leaders, Miss Annie
Mascrene and Chinnamma, sister of K.C.George. The distinguished visitor
had to spend the day at the Retirement Room at the Railway Station. But
when she stepped out into the station portico to proceed to the venue of the
meeting, she was arrested and the magistrate remanded her to the Central Jail
for two days. The meeting of the Youth League was, however, held with K.
Damodaran in the Chair. P.N. Krishna Pillai read out a translation of the
English speech, which Kamaladevi had prepared earlier. She cited that in
most provinces the Congress has come to power through elections and a State
like Travancore could not keep away isolated under the Raja’s rule. The jail
authorities secretly took Kamaladevi Chathopadhyay in a car and took her to
Tirunelveli for deportation. This act of deportation was reminiscent of the one
meted out to Swadesabhimani Ramakrishna Pillai in 1910. Ponnara and his
group had followed the police vehicle and as soon as Kamaladevi was set
free, they took up the responsibility to escort her safely to Mangalore.
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2.4.6 Sir C.P. and the First Regulation

The Dewan Sir C.P. soon promulgated the First Regulation of 1114
Malayalam Era on August 26, 1939 and imposed a total ban on public
speeches by the Congress leaders. Army held a route march in
Thiruvananthapuram. Cavalry and Reserve Police covered almost all roads
and junctions. Students boycotted classes and demonstrated. Large crowds
moved to the Sanghumugham beach where the State Congress had called a
meeting. Pattom Thanu Pillai defied the ban and spoke followed by T.M.
Varghese. Both were arrested and later the Magistrate remanded them for
two days in Central Jail. The ban was defied in several other places and those
arrested were brought to Thiruvananthapuram. All of them were charged with
conspiracy to overthrow established government and break law and order and
so were sentenced to jail term for one year and a fine of Rs.800/-. On August
27 also C. Narayana Pillai, S. Neelakanta Pillai, A. Achuthan, N. Raghavan
and Pereira defied the ban and spoke at a meeting. Some fishermen who came
to attend the meeting indulged in stone throwing and beat up the policemen,
and at the end some miscreants burnt the D.S.P’s car. On August 30, students
boycotted their classes, shouted slogans condemning Sir C.P. when the
Maharaja was returning to his palace after offering darshan at the
Padmanabhaswamy Temple. Later the students held a march to Kawdiar,
Nanthancode and Palayam ending with a public meeting.

In Neyyattinkara, a huge crowd began to agitate against the arrest of
their leader N.K. Padmanabha Pillai who had replaced Pattom as the next
dictator of the State Congress. They turned violent when they could not get
Pillai released. They burnt a transport bus and observed harthal. The Dewan
deployed the army to control the crowds. They opened fire killing one
Raghavan, who became the first martyr in the State Congress struggle for
responsible government. According to Puthuppally Raghavan, five others
were also killed, but their names were not known. At Kollam K. Sukumaran
of Kerala Kaumudi daily, P.G. Varghese and M.G. Koshy defied the ban
order.  Lathi charge and police firing were reported from several places.
When repression became unbearable, the leaders decided to shift the
headquarters of the State Congress with all its office records to Ernakulam.
M.M. Varkey, Barrister A.K. Pillai, K.A. Damodara Menon and P. Narayanan
Nair were in charge of the new office. A team consisting of P.T. Punnoose,
Miss Annie Mascrene and P.N. Krishna Pillai was sent to British India to
appraise the Congress leaders there about the State Congress struggle in
Travancore and to seek guidance and support. The team wvisited Madras,
Trichy, Madurai, Tirunelveli, Mysore etc., and following that volunteers from
these places held marches to Travancore. Sivaraja Pandian led a march from
Madura, but he died while in police lock-up in the Kollam Kasba Station.
R.Vasudevan Pillai, A.J.John and Elizabeth Kuruvila took up the dictatorship
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in the State Congress as and when one was arrested. Elizabeth Kuruvila was
the wife of Kuruvila, the eldest son of Elanjikkal John Vakil and she was also
the daughter of Rajyasabhabhooshan Mysore Chandy. She was the first
woman dictator. There was police firing in Attingal in which two congress
workers were killed. One Dr. N.S. Pillai who was taken into custody was
alleged to have died in police lock up, though the truth was that police torture
made him permanently 1ll. During these episodes of police torture, the Dewan
was issuing press releases regularly for putting the blame on the State
Congress which was instigating violence, lawlessness, and treason as well as
criminal conspiracy in the whole of Travancore. Sir C.P. even undertook on
all-India tour to spread this view. But in spite of this, the A.I.C.C. met in
Delhi on September 25 to endorse the struggle being conducted by the
Travancore State Congress.

When Elizabeth Kuruvila was arrested, she nominated P.K. Kumaran
as her successor. On Kumaran’s arrest, N.V. Chacko of Parur took over as the
next dictator. Mrs. Pandalam K.P. Raman Pillai succeeded him. State
Congress struggle in middle Travancore was directed by the strongman
Kumbalathu Sanku Pillai, Thayyil Krishna Pillai, Kadathikkat Narayana
Pillai, V.R. Nanu, G.P. Neelakanta Pillai and Adinat Karunakaran Pillai. The
boat workers plunged into the struggle and their leader M.K. Raman courted
arrest. Mrs. K.P. Raman Pillai too was arrested by the British India Police at
Madurai and handed her over to the Travancore police. Kadakkavoor
Kunjuraman succeeded her. He nominated N.P. Philipose as the tenth dictator
to succeed him. There were reports from London that the India League there
expressed shock at the repression initiated by the Government on the State
Congress in Travancore. It was also heard that Jawaharlal Nehru was
expected to take up the case of princely states of Travancore, Jaipur and
Kashmir and demand responsible government for their people.

In Chengannur the agitating crowds attacked the police station and
forced the closure of taluk office and the magistrate’s court. They destroyed
culverts on roads in order to block the movement of troops. As a sequel to it,
army and the police indulged in counter violence and arrested several people.
Unfortunately State Congress leaders did not intervene to get bail for those
taken into custody. N.P. Philipose was arrested and his nominee Kuttanad
Ramakrishna Pillai became the eleventh dictator. Varghese Augustine, SNDP
Yogam Secretary A K. Narayanan and K.C. Job were assisting Kuttanad
Ramakrishna Pillai in the State Congress struggles in Kuttanad area, which
was mostly waterlogged with its proximity to backwaters and the sea. The
struggles in Kuttanadu helped to mobilize farm workers for attaining freedom
and responsible government.
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2.4.7 Kadakkal Struggle

Kadakkal struggle created history. Kadakkal in Kottarakkara Taluk
was part of Kollam district and lay very close to Madathara reserve forest.
Many from Chirayinkeezhu, Kollam, Kottarakkara and Chengannur had
migrated to Kadakkal and taken up cultivation of land and all of them were
hardworking. Kadakkal Market was notorious for the exploitation of small
farm producers by village officials, market contractors, middlemen and their
henchmen. Both buyers and sellers were subjected to extortions of many
kinds. The youth of the area inspired by the State Congress struggles took up
a stand to end the extortion practices. When police and goondas intervened,
the youth got full support from the people. The police station was stoned.
Several people were arrested. Village officials took to their heels. Raghavan
Pillai (known later as Franco Raghavan Pillai about whom a reference was
already made) clashed with the Police Inspector. The authorities summoned
the army from Thiruvananthapuram and people decided to counter it by
blocking the roads. People mobilized all kinds of country weapons, which
came their way. They used country made guns and a few rifles which had
been captured from the police. For about a month Kadakkal was under the
control of Franco Raghavan Pillai. Finally authorities used extreme force to
destroy houses and property of Franco Raghavan Pillai, B.D. Velu and
Ummini and others who were in the forefront of the struggle. Most of the
male population fled Kadakkal and women and children were sent to safer
places.

2.4.8 Kallara — Pangode Struggles

Kallara-Pangode lies about 40 km northeast of Thiruvananthapuram in
Nedumangad and is about 8 km south of Kadakkal. The place is also located
on the banks of Aruvippuram River and extends up to Bharathannur. The
place is better known as a major centre of anti-Dewan struggle. Kallara
market was a major centre for hill products as well as products of local
agriculture. People from Kilimanoor, Varkala, Chirayinkeezhu, Kadakkavur,
Attingal, Thiruvananthapuram and Neyyattinkara used to come to Kallara
market. This market was under the control of merchants, middlemen and their
goondas who took law into their hands in collusion with the government
officials and police. The authorities used to give contract to some to collect
the market levies. Moncumpu Brahmins had secured extensive areas of land
in the area and the most important person there was one Venikiteswara Iyer
who was the younger brother of government Chief Secretary Neelakanta Iyer.
Venkiteswara lyer, according to Puthuppally Raghavan, was a typical
autocratic and brutal landlord. During 1934-35 Kallara-Pangode also was
drawn into the State Congress struggle for responsible government. Several
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local committees were set up in Kallara-Pangode, Pattara, Mithrummala,
Cheruvanam, Aruvippuram, Thachonam and Bharatannur. On Septemebr 21,
1938, a State Congress meeting was held at Nandiyod and Chellappan
Vaidyar, P. Kunhikrishnan, and P.K. Padmanabha Pillai defied the ban and
spoke but none was arrested. The Youth League leaders constituted a
volunteer corps and started opposing usurious market charges and extortion
levies and picketed the market shouting slogans like Bharat Matha Ki Jai,
State Congress Zindabad, Youth League Zindabad and Vandematharam.
Police made a lathi charge and goondas joined them but the crowd who stood
witnessing the events threw stones and the police and goondas were forced to
flee. On September 29, the people in the area decided to take to arms and
fight the police and the army if the latter tried to provoke them. A huge police
force led by Inspector Sayyed Usmankhan came and the agitators decided to
encircle them and block all roads. One Sankara Pillai Kochappi Pillai took to
his heels seeing the police van moving on the road. On seeing this, the police
chased him and arrested him. Though he was innocent and had no direct
involvement in the State Congress struggles, he was charged for treason and
named the first accused. Later Kochappi Pillai was hanged. When the news of
the arrest of Kochappi Pillai spread, the people became violent, suspecting
that the prisoner might have been killed in police torture. They decided to
attack the police station. On September 30, Krishnan, an ex-service man from
Bharathannur went to the Inspector and appraised him about the mood of the
crowd and wanted Kochappi Pillai to be handed over to him. Inspector
Usmankhan immediately let Kochappi Pillai free. Krishnan took him and the
people saw the true conditions of the victim caused by police torture. People
could not resist their feelings and started attacking the police station. Violent
clashes occurred. Police and army reinforcements, including cavalry, reached
the spot and reign of terror was unleashed. There were reports that even
women folk were raped by the police and army personnel. Reinforcements
were brought at the request of Venkiteswara Iyer. Kallara-Pangode became a
real battleground. People started fleeing from the area. Crops were destroyed.
Livestock were slaughtered to feed the army and police personnel who
camped there to put down the popular uprising. Kunjan Pillai, Vavakkutty,
Mohammadali and Para Narayanan were beaten to death. Cases were
registered against about forty people including Kochappi Pillai, ex-
serviceman Krishnan (known as Pattalam Krishnan), Padmanabha Pillai,
Nina Mohammed, Kasian Pillai and Kunjan Vakil. Another martyr,
Aliyarkunju, was reported killed in lock-up. Kochappi Pillai was hanged on
December 17, 1940 and Krishnan on 18™ at Poojappura Central Jail.

According to Puthuppally Raghavan, the State Congress top leaders
did not take cognisance of the spontaneous popular uprising in Kallar-
Pangode'®. The State Congress neither did send a team nor provide funds for
defending the accused in courts. K.C. George suspected that the State
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Congress was forced to abandon their case on account of the violent character
of the Kallar-Pangode uprising.

2.4.9 The First Political Strike

Congress socialist activists felt that the struggle for responsible
government and the end of Dewan’s Rule had to be strengthened by instilling
into 1t greater vitality and direct, and if necessary, violent confrontation with
the authorities. They did not trust the State Congress leadership which was
pursuing a lukewarm approach to the struggle and going at a slow pace. The
Congress Socialist activists held a meeting at Trissur and it was attended by
S.V. Ghate. By this time a wing of Communist Party of India, which had been
banned, had been formed in Kerala by P. Krishna Pillai, EM.S.
Namboodiripad, K. Damodaran and N.C. Sekhar. All of them were members
of the State Congress too. The Thrissur meeting declared that the struggle in
Kerala was a part of the all-India struggle for freedom and in this the working
class had to play a leading role and for that they had to be politically
mobilized. In pursuance of this, Chindan, K.K. Warrier, TK. Raju, K.
Damodaran, Padmanabhan, Aziz and others were deputed to Alappuzha.
Padmanabhan and Aziz were to train red volunteers and in a short period they
formed a corps of 5000 red volunteers. Strike Committees, Ward Committees,
Factory Committees and Campaign Committees were set up openly and
secretly under the leadership of none other than the great comrade P. Krishna
Pillai. It would be clear from the historical narrative of the trade union
movement in Kerala, the impatient leadership role played by P. Krishna Pillai
who used to travel to most centres of popular struggle openly and even in
disguise to escape arrest. He was solely instrumental in organizing the first
political strike in Kerala. Two months before the strike started, the weekly
Thozhilali published by the Travancore Coir Factory Worker’s Union
(T.C.F.W.U) had been banned. But the leader could get notices and leaflets
printed and secretly circulated among the workers. The boat workers (navika
thozhilali), and workers in Parvathy Mills, and H & C factory were on strike.
In fact, working class struggle and struggle for responsible government were
two sides of the same coin and went always together.

2.4.10 Workers’ Initiative

On Octoebr 19, 1938 workers of Cherthala, Aroor, Ambalappuzha and
Alappuzha held marches, demonstrations and meetings. A big meeting at
Kidangamparambu maidan was held with Simon Asan in the Chair in open
defiance of the Dewan’s Ban Order. The charter of demands announced at the
meeting included adult suffrage and responsible government as the first item.
The second demand was for the release of all political prisoners belonging to
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the State Congress and Youth League. The other demands related to working
hours, wages, maternity leave and benefits. Simon Asan who was reported to
be the maker of the first Red flag in Kerala, declared the political strike on
October 21, 1938. Two days later the Maharaja’s birthday was to be observed
with pomp and ceremony and naturally the Dewan wanted to break the strike.
The capitalists and the landed gentry also wanted the strike to fail. However,
the authorities tried to get the strike postponed to any date after the
Maharaja’s birthday but the strike commenced. About 5000 red volunteers
accompanied by tens and thousands of workers marched in military style to
the beach at Alappuzha as per the blue print prepared by P Krishna Pillai.
Police countered the marches with a brutal lathi charge at factory gates where
picketing was going on and also on the people returning from the public
meeting at the beach. Union offices were ransacked and papers and furniture
burnt. Many were injured and became unconscious and few of them were
thrown into the Commercial Canal and the thick bushes on its banks. On
October 24, Police opened fire at a gathering of agitating workers and two
were killed on the spot. The twenty-five day long strike ended which brought
6.14 % increase in wages. But the strike was historic, since it was on the
whole a political strike in which improvement in conditions of work and
wages was secondary. The leaders behind the strike were mostly communists
and members of the Congress Socialist Party and Youth League. This strike
demonstrated that the working class could be effectively mobilized for
political action.

2.4.11 The Great Palace march by Accamma Cherian

As and when one dictator was arrested, he would nominate another to
succeed him to lead the State Congress agitation in Travancore. Thus
Accamma Cherian became the 12" dictator. She was the brave daughter of
Kanjirappally, which was also the seat of the famous Sahrudaya Reading
Room functioning under the able leadership of D.C. Kizhakkemuri and K.J.
Thomas. Kanjirappally, Ponkunnam, Kappad, Thampalakkad, Chirakkadavu,
Chenappady, Manimala and Erumeli had already become centers of State
Congress activity under the leadership of Karikkattuparambil K.V. Varkey
and the Kollamkulam brothers, K.V. Mathew and K.V. Chacko. A number of
Congress workers in the area defied the ban order and courted arrest. They
included A K. Pachu Pillai, K.J. Thomas, K.T. Thomas, P.T. Chacko, K. K.
Pillai and K.V. Mathew. When the male volunteers were arrested and sent to
jail a number of female volunteers came forward. Accamma Cherian was one
of them and she deserved the nomination as the next dictator of the State
Congress. Accamma Cherian had passed B.A.L.T. examination and was
functioning as the Headmistress of St. Mary’s English School at
Kanjirappally and belonged to the Karippaparambil family.
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As soon as Kuttanad Ramakrishna Pillai was arrested, the State
Congress Office at Ernakulam had no hesitation in nominating Accamma
Cherian to become the 12" dictator. October 23 was the birthday of Maharaja
of Travancore, a day, which was usually observed with great pomp and
celebrations and officials and people from various walks of life, used to
openly exhibit their devotion to the Raja. According to Puthuppally
Raghavan, in 1799 Velu Thampi Dalawa led a popular march demanding the
dismissal of the Valia Sarvadhikaryakkar (the Dewan), declaration that he
would be deported and would never be allowed to enter Travancore again and
the repeal of all anti-people levies and laws like Salt Tax in the State. History
tells us that Velu Thampi’s demands were really popular demands and all of
them were granted. Now in 1938, 139 years later there was going to be a mass
rally to be held by Accamma Cherian to the Maharaja’s palace in the Fort
near the Sri Padmanabha Temple. The main objective of the rally was to
submit directly to the Maharaja a memorandum containing people’s demands
on issues like responsible government, adult franchise, freedom of speech and
press and ending of the dictatorial rule of the Dewan. The State Congress
arranged a number of khadi clad volunteers to converge into
Thiruvananthapuram to participate in the popular mass rally on October 23 to
be led by Accamma Cherian.

The Charter of demands prepared by the State Congress contained 12
items. Besides responsible government, it listed the following demands also
(1) appoint a Committee consisting of at least 50% members from State
Congress, trade unions and working class organizations to discuss and draw
up a plan for granting responsible government, (i1) lift the ban on the State
Congress and the Youth League (ii1) scrap the black law of First Regulation
of 1114 (M.E.), (iv) release of all political prisoners and cancel all
disciplinary action against students who had participated in the popular
struggles or supported it (v) conduct an enquiry into the repressive acts and
lock-up deaths by a popular committee, and, (vi) dismiss the Dewan Sir C.P.
Ramaswamy Iyer from the seat of power. The Action Committee saw to it
that these demands were given wide publicity among people and for it notices
were printed and circulated even before the rally started.

Accamma Cherian, accompanied by her brother K.C. Varkey and sister
Rosamma Cherian (who later became Rosamma Punnoose) left by the Cochin
Express to Madurai. A.K.G. and T.N. Raghavan were deputed to help them.
They reached Madurai on October 22 and P.T. Punnoose and V.P. Nair and
several others joined them. They were planning to reach Thiruvananthapruam
on the morning of October 23, the Maharaja’s birthday. But in the morning
people were baffled when they read in the papers that the Government had
decided to stay the Criminal Amendment Act and release all the political
prisoners. This was a strategy by the Dewan who wanted to create some
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confusion among the public. This did not create any effect at all and people
were eagerly looking forward to the mass rally.

A team of Red Volunteers from Alappuzha, representing the working
class, had reached Thiruvananthapruam and they gave a guard of honour to
their leader Accamma Cherian. Their Captain Kunjunni Nair led the
volunteers. They marched in army style not only shouting slogans but also
singing a marching song “Adangukilla” (we would not yield) specially written
for the occasion by M.P. Bhattathiripad (later known as Premji who secured
an award for his acting in Shaji Karun’s cinema “Piravi”). Accama Cherian
proceeded in an open jeep after addressing the huge crowd who had
assembled at Thampanur Railway Station maidan at 5.30 pm. She wore a
white khaddar sar1 and blouse and had put a Gandhi Cap on her head. K.R.
Elankath, Nedumangad Kesavan Nair and P.K. Kunjan accompanied her in
the jeep. When the mass rally reached the Vettimuricha Kotta (Fort), the
police which had been deployed in large numbers blocked the rally and as
directed by Accamma Cherian, all the volunteers sat on the ground shouting
slogans and singing revolutionary songs. The merchants of the Chalai Bazar
provided free refreshments to the participants in the rally. A government
official approached Accamma Cherian and enquired about the purpose of her
rally. On telling him that she just wanted to have an audience with the
Maharaja for presenting a memorandum containing demands of people of
Travancore, the official went back saying that he would return in ten minutes.
The Maharaja was staying in a palace on the South Street of Fort, as it was the
usual practice during his birthday and also the Arat festival every year. The
official did not return as promised. Instead the army commander Colonel
Watkins arrived on the scene and requested Accamma Cherian to direct her
volunteers to allow his car to be taken to the Maharaja’s place. He also
promised, if allowed to go to the Palace, he would inform her whether the
Maharaja was willing to meet her. On this Colonel Watkins was allowed to
take his car inside the Fort. Soon armed cavalry came on the scene and they
made a charge at the volunteers who were sitting on the ground. Most of the
volunteers got injured when the horses kicked them from all sides. Some
cavalrymen even used their long lances to attack the volunteers. At the same
time a military truck with full lights on was driven at full speed threatening to
run over the volunteers. But when it reached near the volunteers, the truck
driver stopped the vehicle and refused to take it forward. However, the army
personnel in the truck jumped out and started kicking the volunteers with their
boots and freely using their bayonets using the volunteers as good targets.
Even at this point the volunteers and the crowd remained non-violent and did
not resort to either retaliation or attempt to run away in fear. The captain of
the army troops announced that the Maharaja was not prepared to meet
Accamma Cherian and wanted the rally to be disbanded quickly. If this were
done, he would be forced to shoot everyone. Accamma Cherian suddenly
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came forward and shouted “shoot me if you want” She was like the great
Jhansi Rani and the army captain downed his pistol and withdrew to the Fort.
Meanwhile, the Maharaja was taken through Kaithamukku and several small
lanes safely to the Kowdiar Palace. The Dewan also left for his safe haven at
Bhaktivilas Palace. It was a historic retreat by the rulers of Travancore at the
face of a popular mass rally. Seeing that there was no use in staying near the
Fort, Accamma Cherian announced that all of them would move to the
Railway Station maidan. There, a public meeting was held and resolutions
were passed based on the popular demands included in the memorandum. At
the end of the meeting, news came that the authorities had decided to release
all political prisoners. The Maharaja and the Dewan who controlled him had
learnt a harsh lesson and felt the popular pulse. But later events proved that
the Dewan had other malicious dreams and he was willing to take many more
risks to suppress the popular struggles. It was a part of his long-term strategy
of perpetuating his hegemony in Travancore, that he came out with his
proposal for an Independent Travancore, administrative reforms and also legal
and social protection for working class, if people stopped their popular
struggles. He singled out the communists and declared that he would wipe
them out. In this the State Congress leaders helped him a lot as later events
demonstrated. The Kerala Government honoured Accamma Cherian by
installing her statue in front of the present Raj Bhavan (Governor’s residence)

2.4.12 Youth League’s change of mind

In spite of the withdrawal of the ban on the State Congress and on
meetings and processions, the State Congress could not carry on its activities
in a normal atmosphere because the state police continued its repressive
policies. The Dewan insisted that unless the State Congress withdrew its
popular memorandum unconditionally, he was not prepared to discuss the
issues with its leaders. This created a rift between the State Congress
moderates and the Youth League radicals. The old guard moderates in the
Congress unilaterally decided to withdraw the memorandum. This forced the
Youth League to leave the State Congress. The later emergence of New
Leftist parties in Kerala like the Kerala Socialist Party (KSP), Revolutionary
Socialist Party (RSP) and Independent Socialist Party (ISP) was triggered by
this decision of the Youth League. These socialist parties could not see eye to
eye with the communist party, which was still functioning from underground,
as there was a ban on it. However the Communist wing within the Youth
League led by P. Krishna Pillai was planning to make a final assault on the
autocratic rule of the Dewan and it thought that the strong and committed
working class cadres should spearhead it.

The Dewan in a very cunning manner even tried to weaken the State
Congress and identified a few notable political leaders to whom he offered



Social and Political Situation in Kerala 47

attractive jobs in the Government. To some extent the Dewan succeeded in
this. Gandhiji was not in favour of another campaign of civil disobedience in
Travancore and that further weakened the Congress in the State. Besides there
was inter-personal rivalry to acquire leadership control in the organisation
with a view to get into political power.

2.413 Workers’ strike at Alappuzha

As political prisoners were released, Pattom Thanu Pillai assumed the
Presidentship of the State Congress. By October 25, coir factory workers and
boat crew deployed armed battalions in Cherthala, Aroor, Muhamma and
Alappuzha to repress the strike. K.K. Warrier and C.O Mathew picketed the
gates of William Goodacre and Company and they were arrested. Rumours
spread that K.K. Warrier (who later came to be lovingly addressed as
“Keeran”) was killed in lock-up brutality. Workers became violent. AK.G.,
K. Damodaran and Kanaran had reached Alappuzha and stepped up the
campaign. P.N. Krishna Pillai and K.V. Pathrose were arrested.  T.K.
Divakaran and K.C. Govindan were arrested on false charges of theft. A
protest meeting was held with Varghese Vaidyan in the chair. It passed
resolutions registering strong protest against the arrest of several leaders.
State Congress leaders who passed through Alappuzha on their way to their
headquarters in Ernakulam did not find time to stop and enquire about the
struggle by the working classes which was going on. But they met at
Ernakulam, passed resolutions condemning atrocities by police and set up two
committees to enquire and report about the situation in Alappuzha as well as
Kadakkal and Kallara-Pangode. The Committee for Alappuzha consisted of
T.A. Abdulla, P.J. Sebastian, Kannara Gopala Panikkar and Accamma
Cherian. But the Committees did not do any work and virtually became un-
functional. The Congress leaders went to meet Gandhiji and his advice as in
the past was to avoid a direct confrontation with the Dewan. The leading all
India leaders like Sir C. Rajagopalachari and Pattabhi Sitharammayya had a
soft corner for Sir C.P. Ramaswami Iyer who was a Brahmin from Mylapore
in Madras. Rajagopalachari had told P.T. Punnoose on October 16 that the
struggle for responsible government could not be considered as a part of the
struggle for freedom and independence. He asked the Travancore leaders to
withdraw all the allegations against the Dewan and prepare for a compromise
with him. Several meetings were held by the Working Committee of the State
Congress to discuss the question of withdrawing the allegations against the
Dewan but there was no unanimity.
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2.4.14 Vattiyoorkkavu Conference, December 22, 1938

The State Congress decided to hold a meeting at Vattiyoorkkavu, near
Thiruvananthapuram on December 22, 1938. The Dewan imposed a ban on it
and the maidan (ground) where the meeting was to be held was taken under
the custody of police. Members of the Working Committee were arrested and
taken to Poojappura Central Jail. A Narayana Pillai was expected to preside
over the meeting and sensing impending arrest he was sent to Tirunelveli in
Tamil Nadu with instructions to reach Thiruvananthapruam only on
December 22. On arrival at the Thampanoor railway station he was received
and taken in a procession to Vattiyoorkkavu. Since police blocked their
movement, they decided to hold a public meeting at Thampanoor itself in the
presence of a full contingent of police and militia. K.R. Elanktah,
Nedumangad Kesavan Nair, Accamma Cherian and A Achuthan spoke. In
Vattiyoorkkavu, as originally planned, a meeting was held under the
leadership of volunteer captain, Mannanthala Karunakaran. The tricolor was
raised. Slogan shouting crowds destroyed the police barricades and entered
the maidan. One Kunjan Nadar presided over the meeting. Thousands of
copies of the prepared speech of Pattom Thanu Pillai were distributed at the
venue. The meeting passed a resolution demanding responsible government in
Travancore under the sovereignty of the Maharaja. After the meeting the
people disbursed peacefully, though at the fag end the police could not resist
the temptation to make use of their lathis on the people who were caught
unawares.

On December 28, the authorities started arresting leaders one by one.
Soon, A. Narayana Pillai, K.R. Elankath, Nedumangad Kesavan Nair, A.
Achuthan, Paruthippaally Achuthan, Balaramapuram Raman Pillai, G.
Chandrasekhara Pillai, Kunjan Nadar, S. Neelakanta Pillai and A K. Pachu
Pillai were arrested. A. Narayana Pillai nominated R. Sankar as the next
dictator, and, the latter on assuming charge set up an Action Council. It
justified the decision of the State Congress to withdraw all the allegations
against the Dewan as advised by Gandhiji. It also condemned the move by a
few radicals in the Congress for planning to launch a direct confrontation with
the Dewan. Provoked by this statement, the Youth League workers met at the
residence of Pandavath Sankara Pillai and decided to submit a memorandum
to the Maharaja consisting of many more allegations against the Dewan. Even
those who openly opposed the communists and socialists then decided to join
hands with the Youth League to move forward with its new campaign. They
included E. John Kuruvila, K.C. Ninan, D.C. Joseph, P.T. Chacko, V.V.
Varkey, K.C. Varkey, Joseph Mathew, Karippaparambil K.C. Varkey, K.J.
Chacko, and K.C. Thomas. On December 27, 1938 the decision to submit a
memorandum was officially endorsed by the Youth League meeting at
Ernakulam attended by K. Damodaran, Barrister A.K. Pillai, P.T. Punnoose
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and Ponnara Sridhar. It was decided to entrust N. Sreekantan Nair with the
task of delivering the memorandum to the Maharaja. Copies of the
memorandum were printed and distributed among the public. The Dewan
retaliated by issuing a prohibitory order. Following that arrests, lock-up
atrocities, confiscation of property of leaders who were suspected to be
behind the issue of memorandum, and issue of press releases to confuse the
public were resorted to. K.C. Job, Jose, P.T., Punnoose, P.T. Chacko, V.V.
Varkey, Varghese Augustine, Congress Gopala Pillai, Karana Narayana Pillai,
Ittiavara Idikkula and V.D. Morris were put in jail. The Viceroy, Lord
Linlithgo, was scheduled to visit Travancore on January 9. It was the same
Viceroy who confined Gandhiji to the Aga Khan Palace during the Quit India
Movement of 1942 and had arranged to prepare a funeral pyre for Gandhiji
who was on a fast unto death. Prior to the Viceroy’s visit, 400 security
guards were dispatched to Travancore in a special train.

Students Federation of Travncaore was planning to register a strong
protest and show black flags to the Viceroy. Paravur Bashir and C.M.
Stephen, President and Secretary respectively of the Students Federation were
arrested and taken to Poojappura Central Jail. Viceroy started from
Ernakulam in Cochin State and reached Aroor in a decorated boat and he was
received by the Elayaraja Marthanda Varma, the Dewan Sir C.P. Ramaswamy
Iyer and Commandent Watkis, Police Commissioner Karim and District
Magistrate Chandy. They proceeded to Kollam. Even though the authorities
had taken extra precautions and conducted search and raid on the previous
day, anti-Dewan placards, slogans and banners greeted the Viceroy and his
entourage. At Kollam also people demonstrated their ill feelings about the
Dewan. From Kollam the party went to Thiruvananthapuram by a special
train. In the night, a state dinner was arranged for the Viceroy and his party at
Kanakakunnu Palace followed by big fireworks. In the midst of this,
Sreekantan Nair could succeed in mobilizing a very large crowd of protestors
in and around the Kanakakunnu Palace. Thycaud Lunch Home Bhaskar,
Mannanthala Karunakaran, Ulloor Gopi, Cheruvickal Parameswaran Nair and
Vasu Pillai assisted him.

2.4.15 State Congress backs out

On January 10, 1939, Pattom Thanu Pillai received a telegram from
Gandhiji to withdraw the struggle for responsible government and step up the
prohibition struggle in Travancore. The State Congress had already taken a
decision to observe January 15, as anti-liquor day. A meeting was held at
Pettah railway station maidan on January 15, and Pattom declared that though
the State Congress was accepting Gandhiji’s advice, the Congress might be
forced to launch a new struggle, if the Dewan did not grant responsible
government at the earliest. This was only an eyewash. But pressure was
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building up which forced the State Congress to observe February 14, 1939 as
the day of Responsible Government. An action programme consisting of
picketing of shops selling liquor and tobacco, promotion of Khadi and cottage
industry products, non-paying of taxes, and, subscribing to newspapers which
had been banned. It also gave a deadline of January 21 for fulfilling the
demands raised in the new memorandum.

2.4.16 Attempts by the Dewan to disturb communal harmony

The emergence of the State Congress had only strengthened religious
and communal harmony prevailing in Travancore. Members of all
communities and castes participated in the struggle for responsible
government. Finding this, the Dewan thought that one method for destroying
the State Congress or weakening it would be to create misunderstanding
between various communities like Nairs, Ezhavas, Christians and their
various denominations, Muslims and the scheduled castes (dalits). He,
therefore, prepared a diabolical plan to wound the Syrian Christians to start
with. The Syrian Christians were generally prosperous as they were
industrious and hard working. K.C. Mammen Mappila, his son K.M. Eapen,
C.P. Mathen and K.C. Eapen were running the big Quilon Bank. The
Dewan’s first target was this bank, which had secured the license of a
scheduled bank from the Reserve Bank of India. The Dewan met the Finance
Member in the Viceroy’s Council and submitted to him false allegations
against the Quilon Bank and its directors saying that they were funding State
Congress activities and struggles against established government in
Travancore.

2.4.17 Crash of National Quilon Bank

It was during this time that the Dewan had summoned Mammen
Mappila to meet him and he was reported to have told him that C.P. Mathen
was his born enemy and he would destroy him. Meanwhile the Quilon Bank
merged with the National Bank to become the National Quilon Bank and
Mammen Mappila had decided to register this new Bank in British India and
shift its headquarters to Madras. The Dewan asked them to register in
Travancore and offered them an attractive bait that all the treasury
transactions in the State would be transferred to it and the Government would
make a fixed deposit of Rs.75 lakhs in the Bank. The Dewan’s thinking was
that if the offer was accepted, being the Chief custodian of law and order, he
would be able to make the Bank and its directors to dance to his tune, and, if
they disobeyed, he could use the powers vested in him to destroy them. He
also convened a secret meeting of leading bankers and brokers of Madras in
Thiruvananthapuram and masterminded a plan to create a run on the National
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Quilon Bank and destroy it. Those who attended the meeting had lot of ill will
against the National Quilon Bank, which had been growing fast, and
becoming the third largest scheduled bank in India. Finding that the directors
of the National Quilon Bank were not showing any interest in the Dewan’s
offer, he started using other dirty tricks. He succeeded in getting Chattanatha
Karayalar resign from the Director Board of the Bank and offered him the
high position of the Presidentship of the Legislative Assembly and
Chairmanship of the State Credit Bank. V.N. Narayana Pillai also was forced
to resign his directorship and the post of legal advisor in the Bank and he got
a posting as Government Pleader. Following this, the Dewan induced
Khaderbai, another director, to resign his position.

On October 20, 1938 itself Mammen Mappila, K.M. Eapen, C.P.
Mathen and K.V. Varghese were arrested in Madras using an extradition
warrant and after a prolonged legal battle, the Court as well as the Privy
Council, ratified the arrest. On April 4, 1939 the British India police escorted
the prisoners to Thiruvananthapuram. Though the Travancore authorities
under the Dewan’s orders tried to get the prisoners transferred to their control,
the British Sargent leading the team refused it. The Dewan’s malicious
intention was that once he could get the prisoners under his control, he could
exhibit them in front of the public all the way from the Travancore-Madras
border point, at Shengottah until they reached Thiruvananthapuram. On April
S, the prisoners were brought to Poojappura Central Jail and locked up in
segregation cells, which could get neither air nor light. After a few days
another director of the Bank K.C. Eapen, brother of Mammen Mappila
volunteered to get admitted in the Central Jail along with others. The General
Manager of the Bank K.S. Ramanujam was an agent of the Dewan and the
Dewan himself had been instrumental in getting him posted in the Bank. The
Dewan publicized that the Travancore Government was going to withdraw
their fixed deposit of Rs.75 lakhs form the Bank, while the truth was that
there was no such deposit in the Bank at that time.

The case against the prisoners was processed expeditiously and on
January 4, 1940 they were sentenced to seven years rigorous imprisonment.
K.C. Ramanujam who obliged the Dewan was not charged of any criminal act
and he was let free and the Dewan rewarded him with a cash cheque for
Rs.30, 000/-. According to Puthuppally Raghavan, out of this amount, he
deposited Rs.16, 000/- in the Central Bank of India Limited in his wife
Pankajammal’s name and with the balance amount he boarded a ship to go to
England. Though the prisoners filed appeal in the High Court, their sentence
was approved. Once they were shifted from the segregation cell to the jail,
iron rings were put on their feet with the intention of creating mental torture
and depression. After a few days in jail in extremely hard conditions, K.C.
Eapen fell il with acute asthma. Since every one was in solitary confinement,
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no help could be provided to him to ease his uneasiness and breathlessness.
One night his end came and the elderly K.C. Mammen Mappila bore the
tragic end of his brother in another cell in total silence and mental anguish.
Not even few drops of water could be administered to K.C. Eapen who was
struggling for his last breath.

The Bank was liquidated and Dewan’s agents dipped their hands into
its assets. The office of the Bank was put on auction for a low price. Many
loans taken by Dewan’s agents, friends and supporters were written off or
partially written off. In spite of all this almost all the depositors in the Bank
could be paid off their dues. By August end, Mammen Mappila was seriously
ill and the Dewan ordered that if the former accepted the accusations and
submit an unconditional apology he could be released from the jail as a
special consideration. The Dewan also wanted him to give it in writing that he
alone was responsible for the crash of the Bank and that the Dewan had no
role in it. Finally Mammen Mappila had to compromise and the Government
released him along with his son K.M. Eapen and K.V. Varghese. C.P. Mathen
preferred to stay in the jail wearing the iron ring around his feet, the jail
uniform and the prisoner’s cap. Mrs. Mathen met the then Advocate General
of the Government of India Sir B.L. Mittar and sought his legal advice to fight
her husband’s case. Collecting all the available materials to support his case,
Mrs. Mathen appealed to the Viceroy. On hearing this, the Dewan got wild
and upset. He and his stooges tried their level best to get a written apology
from C.P. Mathen with a view to release him from the Jail before the Viceroy
took a decision. Finally, when C.P. Mathen refused to oblige the Dewan, the
latter had to come down from his earlier stand and ordered the release of the
prisoner. Thus C.P. Mathen came out as a phoenix sending tremors in the
heart of the Dewan.

2.5 EMERGING POLITICAL SITUATION

The leaders of the State Congress were rather confused with the
emerging political situation in Travancore. The Youth League leaders and
workers were directing them. The Communists were emerging as a strong
force under the leadership of P. Krishna Pillai, E.M.S. Namboodiripad, and,
A K.Gopalan. The Dewan was bent on disturbing communal harmony by
introducing certain reforms in the voting system and demarcation and
reservation of constituencies. The aim of the Dewan was to wean the Ezhava
community away from the State Congress. However, the SNDP Yogam
Secretary V.K. Velayudhan realized the underlying anti-Ezhava principles in
the reforms and openly reacted by saying that Ezhava community would lose
whatever it had gained through their struggles in the past. The Congress
Working Committee could not find an amicable formula even after two days
of discussion and finally decided to depute Patton Thanu Pillai and T.M.
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Varghese to Gandhiji to seek his advice. This delegation did include neither
C. Kesavan nor V.K. Velayudhan representing the Ezhavas. Those who were
in the Central Jail informally discussed the Dewan’s reform measures and
unanimously communicated to the State Congress President to launch the
struggle for adult suffrage and responsible government with greater vigour as
that alone would give a final solution to all issues. Before the team led by
Pattom Thanu Pillai reached Rajkot to meet Gandhiji, another team from
Travancore consisting of Kainikkara Padmanabha Pillai, Kottur Kunju
Krishna Pillai (a supporter of the Dewan) and K.P. Kayyalakkal had met
Gandhiji and explained to him the benefits of reforms, which the Dewan had
announced. They tried to mislead Gandhiji about the role of Pattom Thanu
Pillai, K.P. Neelakanta Pillai and M.N. Parameswaran Pillai in the past.
Gandhiji, however, knew that these delegation members belonged to the
National Congress in Travancore and not to the major organization of State
Congress and he knew the conflict between them. Finally Gandhiji made an
appeal to the leaders of Travancore to turn to non-violence, build discipline
among the ranks, withdraw all allegations against the Dewan and take
initiative to negotiate with the authorities for securing responsible
government. Many felt sincerely, that Gandhiji had again let them down, as
his advice would make the Dewan more despotic and people weaker. The
Working Committee of the State Congress at its meeting held on June 8 and 9
fully endorsed Gandhiji’s advice. It set up a committee consisting of Pattom
Thanu Pillai, TM. Varghese, and V.K. Velayudhan to meet the Dewan and
negotiate with him. Gandhiji also sent a communication to the Dewan
requesting him to start negotiation with the State Congress if the latter agreed
to follow his advice. The Dewan, however, denied receiving any
communication from Gandhiji when Japamani Nadar raised this issue in the
Assembly. However, when Pattom Thanu Pillai sought an audience with the
Dewan, that was granted. But nothing came out of the meeting. On the other
hand, the Dewan issued a press release saying that he would not allow
anybody from outside Travancore to meddle in the affairs of the State and if
any one decided to break or defy established laws of the State, it would be
severely dealt with. When he mentioned ‘anybody from outside Travancore’,
the Dewan was indeed making a reference to Gandhiji. The State Congress
clarified that they were not under the influence of any external forces and
were not planning any direct action against the authorities and pleaded that
they were willing to meet the Dewan again for negotiations. Meanwhile after
learning that the Dewan was meeting a delegation of the State Congress, the
Travancore National Congress also decided to send a delegation of theirs
consisting of Mannath Padmanabhan, P.S. Mohammed, Kainikkara
Padmanabha Pillai, Kottur Kunjukrishna Pillai and K. Kunhu Panicker. They
informed the Dewan that unlike the State Congress, their organization was
truly independent. The Dewan informed them that he would consult them also
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before taking any decision since his aim was to practice the principle of
divide and rule.

2.5.1 “American Model Reforms” of the Dewan

After a few meetings, the Dewan gave a document to Pattom and asked
him to keep it a secret. This document was a blue print of Dewan’s American
Model Constitutional Reforms. Under this, the Assembly would have only
elected representatives. The Treasury Benches would be reserved for
Department Heads in Government. There would be electoral colleges, which
would elect representatives to the Assembly. Adult franchise principle would
be used to conduct elections to Taluk Panchayats. Zilla Panchayats would
elect representatives to the Assembly. To aid Department Heads, Committees
consisting of elected representatives would be set up and they would be in the
form of Standing Committees. Their Secretaries would be Department Heads.
The Department Heads would preside over these committees. As Puthuppally
Raghavan said, the Dewan was dreaming of becoming the Governor of the
State of Travancore and assuming despotic power behind the fagade of
democracy. The Executive would be independent and the Assembly would
have no power to vote out the Executive.

In early September 1939 the Second World War started and the Dewan
thought that a golden opportunity had come before him. He informed the
State Congress leaders that there would be no further talks with them until the
War ends. Even before the Government in British India promulgated the black
law, the Defence of India Rules (DIR), a similar law had been promulgated in
Travancore. The Government also raised a huge white flag on the top of the
Government Secretariat building. To save Travancore from an attack by the
Germans, the Dewan deployed armed forces to guard roads, bridges and
important buildings and installations. The Dewan also initiated a malicious
plan to level false charges like theft on many leaders and put them behind the
bars. The KPCC at that time was under the leadership of leftists. It had
mobilized all sections of people in Malabar and to some extent in Cochin
State. The KPCC had sent many of its leaders to Travancore to assist the State
Congress struggle for responsible government. A.K.Gopalan, Yousuf, Kamat,
T.M. Ragahgan, T.K. Raju, M. Kanaran, Sarmaji, A.K. Narayanan,
Mohammed Yusuf, P.V. Raghavan, K.K. Warrier, P.V. Kunjunni Nair, K.C.
Gopalan, Manjunatha Rao and K. Damodaran reached Travancore and did
commendable work in political mobilization.

2.5.2 Meeting of Radical Group

The Radical Group in the State Congress met at the Syrian Buildings at
Ernakulam and it was attended by P.T. Punnoose, T.V. Thomas, C.S. Gopala
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Pillai, Kottyam Bhasi, K. T. Jacob, Joseph Thelly, C.O. Mathew, P.A.
Solomon, K.V. Pathrose, Jacob Philip, Thycaud Bhaskaran and Ulloor Gopi,
P. Krishna Pillai, K. Damodaran, Sarmaji, P. Narayanan Nair, and, T.M.
Ragahvan. T.K. Raju also joined them in the deliberations. All of them
criticized the stand taken by the State Congress. K.C. George wanted the
Radical Group to use its influence to strengthen the State Congress by
bringing together all the mass organizations like working class unions and
students’ unions. The Radical Group nominated M.N. Govindan Nair as its
Secretary though he was not present at the meeting. It was decided to have an
official convention in Travancore later and at that meeting M.N. Govindan
Nair agreed to be the Secretary and T.V. Thomas was made the Joint
Secretary of the Travancore State Congress Radical Party. This was a shock
to N. Sreekantan Nair who was functioning as the Secretary of the Youth
League and his emotional link with it forced him to think about strengthening
the Youth League. But his colleagues convinced him about joint action with
the Radicals and finally the Youth League passed a resolution moved by
Ponnara Sridhar to extend full support to the Radicals.

Leaders decided to convene an all-Travancore State Congress
convention, the first after the Vattiyoorkavu episode. Kumbalathu Sanku
Pillai proposed that he would take up full responsibility for organizing this
convention at Karunagappally. On May 28, 1939 the leaders met at Panmana
Ashram, the residence of Kumbalam and decided to hold the annual
convention under the leadership of Kayamkulam Zilla Council. The
organizing committee consisted of Kumbalam, K.A. Gangadhara Menon, P.K.
Kunju, M. Madhavan, M.N. Govindan Nair, A. Achuthan, M.R. Kunjukrishna
Pillai, P.G. Varghese, and Rosamma Cherian. The Reception Committee had
T.M. Varghese as President, Kumbalam and P K. Kunju as Secretaries and
M.R. Kunjukrishna Pillai as the Treasurer. They had planned to hold the
meeting at Puthethu Temple Maidan, which was owned by a big local
landlord. Kumbalam had got this land on long-term lease and registered a
document. The Dewan, as soon as he got reports about it, directed the District
Magistrate to arrest the landlord and forced the son of the landlord to file a
suit against Kumbalam. Soon the District Magistrate took over the “disputed
land” under his control. Kumbalam’s search for a site to hold the convention
led him to Thoppil Kunjan Pillai who readily gave his land for their use.
Several coconut trees had to be cut down to prepare the ground for holding
the convention. On August 7, the State Congress committee office started
functioning in Kayamkulam and the venue of the meeting at Karunagappally
was named “State Congress Nagar”. But on September 2, the Second World
War had started and this came handy for the Dewan and he immediately
prohibited all meetings and demonstrations in the State. In spite of this, the
meeting was held with Pattom Thanu Pillai in the Chair. The radical group
leaders, P.T. Punnoose, P.T. Chacko, Rosamma and M.N. Govindan Nair,
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opposed the political resolution on responsible government under the
sovereign control of the Maharaja. They wanted the deletion of the words
“under the sovereign control of the Maharaja” from the resolution. But the
official resolution got passed.

2.5.3 Celebration of Dewan’s Shashtibdapoorthy

On the birthday of the Maharaja, fifty-one criminal prisoners were
released from jail and the Dewan was conferred with the title of
Sachivothama as a symbol of Raja’s trust in him. The Dewan was also
conferred honorary doctorate by the Travancore University. The Dewan’s
close supporter Federation Special Officer G. Parameswaran Pillai conferred
with the title of Rajyasevanipuna. The Dewan arranged the distribution of
titles to those who sincerely stood by him. A statue of the Maharaja was got
unveiled by the Governor of Madras. The Private Secretary of the Dewan was
Chidambaram. He took the initiative to have a bigger celebration in honour of
the Dewan’s 60th birthday and directed the official machinery and resources
in making it a grand event. Eulogies were showered through memorandums,
statues were erected and official handouts issued, highlighting the great
service the Dewan was rendering to the Travancore State and its people.
Ezahava, Nair and Muslim community leaders exhibited their love, regard,
respect and affection to the Dewan. The Nair Service Society (NSS) went to
the extreme in installing a statue of the Dewan in front the C.P./
Sachivothama Chaultry (Rest House). Ezhavas did not fall behind. They also
installed his statues. The Christian Bishops prepared a memorandum and
engraved it in a gold plate made out of sixty-one sovereigns (each weighing 8
gms). The Dewan put this on display at the Napier Museum for all
Travancoreans to see and worship. Later following an alleged theft in the
Museum, the same was found lost and could never be traced or retrieved.
When the Dewan was attacked and physically injured at a function held at
Swathi Thirunal College, he decided to leave Travancore forever. K.C.S.
Mani, the hero in this adventure did this assault on his own volition but his
close friends G. Janardhana Kurup, Gopala Kurup, N. Sreekantan Nair, and
Rubber Factory workers Chellappan Pillai and Velayudhan Pillai knew that
K.C.S. Mani was going to smash the Dewan’s statue in front of the C.P.
Chaultry and then going to do another more adventurous assault on the
Dewan at Thycaud Swathi Thirunal College premises.

The State Congress decided to observe 8th, 14th and 24th of every
month as Day of Responsible Government, Day of Citizens’ Rights and Day
of Political detenues. Protest marches and meetings against the Dewan’s
autocratic rule were held. One such meeting was successfully done in Pettah
in Thiruvananthapuram. Dewan used repressive measures against all who
joined to openly protest against the celebrations of the Dewan’s 60th birthday.
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When Pattom Thanu Pillai was arrested V.K. Velayudhan was nominated to
succeed him. When the latter was arrested, P.K. Kunju took over. Like this a
chain of nominations had to be made in which K.M. Korah and Rosamma
Punnoose had also held the position of dictator of the State Congress.
Rosamma was arrested and she could get admitted in the prison along with
her sister Accamma and also Annie Mascrene.

2.5.4 Shift in the Policy of SNDP

In the earlier years, the SNDP being a progressive movement of the
Ezhavas, gave full support to the State Congress, but by 1939, there was a
notable shift in their approach. It even went to the extent of declaring that
there 1s no organic link between the SNDP and the State Congress even
though some of the community leaders held offices in the working committee
of the State Congress. It also decided that one could not hold official positions
simultaneously in both the organizations. Following this, R. Sankar and V.K.
Velayudhan, resigned their membership from the SNDP Board. K. Ayyappan
exhorted the Ezahvas to influence the State Congress to seek the blessings of
the Maharaja and through it secure responsible government in the State. But
this did not make any impression on the Ezahva community. However, the
Dewan made good use of Ayyappan’s exhortation to prove that Ezhavas were
leaving the State Congress and a similar move was not far off with the
Christians and the Nairs. The then President of the State Congress, P.C.
George gave a fitting reply to the Dewan’s words showing that all those were
blatant lies.

On March 13, 1940 the Police attacked State Congress demonstrators
at Pala. Their heads were shaven off and along with hair even the skin was not
spared. Similar atrocities were reported from a few other centres. At the same
time the Dewan decided to release the Ezhava leaders in the State Congress
citing the reasonable stand taken by the SNDP on its relation with the
Congress. V.K. Velayudhan who thus got released from prison, told the press
that he was solely bound to the SNDP because it alone could protect the
interests of the Ezhavas. R. Sankar was another leader whom the Dewan
released while he kept C. Kesavan and A. Achuthan still in prison. However,
R. Sankar disagreed with the views of V.K. Velayudhan and expressed his
solidarity with the State Congress. C. Kesavan was fuming like a lion in the
eage, since he did not like the way the SNDP Yogam was coming out with
press releases.

Following V.K. Velayudhan, Changanacherry Parameswaran Pillai,
also shifted his stand and turned against the Congress. In the early days of the
State Congress, Parameswaran Pillai had not become a member saying that he
was already a member of the Indian National Congress. In January 1940 he
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issued a press release saying that on account of 1ll health he was withdrawing
all his connections with organizations like the Travancore State Congress. On
hearing this, the Dewan became happy and ordered restoration of
Parameswaran Pillai’s pension along with all arrears. Another leader M.N.
Parameswaran Pillai who was described as a “fiery revolutionary” during the
days of the Karunagappally convention of the State Congress suddenly got
himself converted as a supporter of the Dewan.

2.5.5 Dewan’s Publicity Campaign

By this time the Dewan started a publicity campaign against the State
Congress by highlighting the point that the Congress was coming under the
control of militant communists and radicals and the people of Travancore
were openly against this. In the first week of May 1940, A. Narayana Pillai,
Ponnara Sridhar, N.P. Kurukkal, Muthayya Pillai and Puthuppally Raghavan
were surprisingly released from Central Jail at Poojappura just a few days
prior to the completion of their term. When they came out of the gates, police
IG, Karim, took A. Narayana Pillai in his car leaving the rest to wonder where
he was being taken. The IG took him straight to Bhaktivilas place, the
residence of the Dewan. After a short meeting with the Dewan, A. Narayana
Pillai who had first taken the initiative to call a meeting at his office to form
the State Congress, gave a written apology to the Dewan and accepted the
post of Government Pleader as a reward for it. The IG took Pillai back to the
latter’s residence. Following this, many in the State Congress leadership gave
an undertaking to the Dewan to get release from prisons. While this was going
on, a kind of large-scale desertion from the State Congress, leaders like
Pattom Thanu Pillai, Kumbalathu Sanku Pillai, Annie Mascrene and C.
Kesavan were still in prison. The then dictator of the State Congress, G.
Ramachandran even went to the extent of showering praise on the Dewan.
The Dewan had a heartful laugh on this great fall of G. Ramachandran and he
thought that the decline and disintegration of the Travancore State Congress
was around the corner. Soon G. Ramachandran disappeared from Travancore
and surfaced in Madurai where he set up the Gandhigram. P.K. Kunju and
T.K. Abdulla also left the Congress. By 1941, the Travancore State Congress
virtually became inactive. The office at Ernakulam was closed and some left
for Travancore. In 1941, E. John Philipose, K.A. Gangadhara Menon and
Parur T.K. Narayana Pillai were released from jail. State Congress struggles
stopped. Most leaders turned their attention to relief work to help people
affected by the War, especially in Alappuzha and Cherthala. Prof. A.
Sreedhara Menon in this context wrote: >

“These developments dealt a heavy blow to the prestige of the
organization. Its credibility was lost and all activities virtually came to a
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standstill. The State Congress was forced to go into the wilderness for some
time”.

2.5.6 Quit India Movement

The Second World War had started on September 1, 1939 and India
declared a war against Germany without the Viceroy consulting any of the
Indian leaders. The Congress Working Committee met on March 3 with
Maulana Abdul Kalam Azad in the Chair. The general opinion was that the
Indian National Congress (INC) should mobilize people and conduct a
vigorous popular struggle. A few felt that the INC should come to an
understanding with the Government, while a few others felt that the existing
Congress ministries should continue. Finally, the INC directed all Congress
Ministers to resign. The end result was that these ministers could not fight to
eradicate hoarding and black-marketing of essential commodities. A debate
started on the character of the World War, whether it was imperialistic and
whether India should support or oppose the British at this juncture. The
communists and radicals felt that this was the best time to launch an internal
struggle to secure early freedom, while Gandhiji did not want to embarrass
the British. Even Jawaharlal Nehru had initial reservations about Gandhiji’s
views, though finally he yielded to it. Meanwhile in the contextual situation of
the War, anti-people ordinances were issued like the Defence of India Rules
(DIR). Bureaucrats, police and anti-social elements had a field day.

2.5.7 Morazha Episode

The KPCC, dominated by the leftists called for the observation of
September 15, 1940 as anti-repression day. The All Malabar Karshaka
Sanghom observed day to protest against the steep increase in the price of
essential goods and their shortage. In spite of prohibitory orders,
demonstrations were held all over Malabar. Police firing in Thalassery led to
the death of Aboo and Chathukutty. In the clashes at Morazha, Mattannur and
Koothuparambu, one Sub-Inspector was killed. K.P.R. Gopalan and Vishnu
Bharatheeyan were charged for murder. Though KZP.R. Gopalan was
sentenced to death, it was reduced to life imprisonment at the intervention of
Gandhiji. In 1946 his prison term was reduced to let him free. After the
Morazha episode, the police and landlords colluded and let loose repressive
measures and false murder charges were registered against Madhathil Appu,
Podara Kunjambu Nair, Koyithattil Chirukandan, and Pallikkal Aboobaker
and they were hanged to death.
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2.5.8 Hitler attacks Soviet Union

On June 22, 1941 Hitler attacked Soviet Union and on December 7,
Japan bombed Pearl Harbour. This dramatically changed the scenario. The
Indian National Congress leaders were confused, while the communists and
the left progressives in the INC thought that Soviet Union, China and India
might be endangered by the emerging strength of the fascist forces. Gandhiji
spoke about the possibility of friendship with Japan. This isolated India and
enraged Britain. The communists were also planning to revise their policy
towards Britain in the new context. Though a bit late and most leaders in
prison or underground, the Communist Party of India published a document
entitled “The March Towards Freedom”. It said India’s war or struggle should
be undertaken by India herself, supporting the British in the war does not
mean that we are surrendering to them. The character of the War has changed.
We should provide selective support and at the same time we should fight for
safeguarding our basic interests. To move in this direction, we must
politically mobilize all working people, workers, peasants, tenants and the
landless. The CPI felt that the stand taken by the INC would force the British
to brand the Congress as fascist.

2.5.9 Cripps Mission in Fiasco

On March 8, Japan annexed Rangoon and was proposing to move
towards India, which lacked a responsible government. Under pressure from
US, China and Australia, Britain agreed to discuss constitutional reforms with
Indian leaders. The British cabinet decided to send Sir. Stafford Cripps
Mission and the Mission reached India on March 25, 1942, Though the
Congress reached an understanding with the Mission, Jinnah, on behalf of the
Muslim League, rejected it in toto. Subsequently after a detailed study of the
Mission’s views, the INC also rejected them. Though the Cripps Mission
failed, political prisoners were released both in British India as well as in
Princely states. Mention may be made here that K.C. George was released
from Alappuzha sub jail, M.N. Govindan Nair form Punalur lock-up and
Ulloor Gopi from Thiruvananthapuram Central Jail. P. Krishna Pillai who was
in Edalakkudy police station in Kanyakumari district was also released. It was
during his confinement in this station that he came into contact with
Thankamma of Suchindram through exchange of Hindi books for his reading.
Later, both of them got married.

2.5.10 Formation of Communist Party Committee

All the leaders released from the prison decided to meet at the
residence of M.N. Govindan Nair at Pandalam. Besides P. Krishna Pillai and
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his wife, K.C. George, P.T. Punnoose, C.O. Mathew and K.V. Pathrose were
there and they decided to form an ad-hoc Travancore Party Committee with
K.C. George as Secretary and this was to function from Thiruvananthapuram.
An anti-Japanese centre would also be opened. For campaign work, M.N.
would go to Kollam, K.V. Pathrose and C.O. Mathew would be in Alappuzha,
and Punnoose would operate in Chengannur, Tiruvalla, Changanacherry and
Kottayam. K.C. George agreed to sell his Law Books to raise capital funds for
the activities. He hired a room in a building near Manjalikkulam and put up
the board displaying anti-Japanese Centre.

When the Japanese attack on India was imminent, the all India
Congress Committee met at Bombay on August 7-8 and decided to launch the
Quit India Movement. The Quit India Resolution was an attempt to pressurize
the British Government. But the Government immediately arrested Gandhiji
and other prominent leaders and took them to unknown destinations. Non-
violence was soon replaced by violence. Lathi charge and police firing went
on for months. Repressive measures were let loose on people.

On June 8, 1942 the HINDU reported that Sir C.P. Ramaswamy Iyer,
the Dewan, was being considred for appointment to the Viceroy’s Executive
Council and in charge of Defence. But his posting was as Member,
Communications. He worked in this position only for 15 days and thereafter
he returned to Travancore and took up the Dewanship. During this period of
15 days, the then Chief Secretary G. Parameswaran Pillai became Officiating
Dewan. The State Congress committee met and elected Pattom Thanu Pillai
(who was then in jail) as the President and in his absence Accamma Cherian
was directed to function as President. The meeting held on August 10, 1942
did not make clear its stand on the Quit India movement but an amendment
brought by C. Narayana Pillai was carried and the Resolution was approved
supporting the Quit India Movement. The same night C. Narayana Pillai was
arrested and sent to Poojappura Central Jail.

2.5.11 Tricolour on the Secretariat Flag Mast

With a view to make their presence felt at the above mentioned State
Congress meeting, a large number of communists, congress socialists, and,
members of the Youth League had reached Thiruvananthapuram on the
previous day and in a meeting they discussed the views of the all India
Communist Party and the directives relating to the Quit India Movement.
Besides, they discussed shortage of food and essential goods, hoarding and
black marketing, inflation anti-Japanese agitation and release of political
prisoners. T.M. Varghese met them at C.P. Chaultry and E. John Philipose
who wanted some compromise with the communists regarding the State
Congress meeting scheduled for the next day. The fact was that these two
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leaders had suspected that the communists were trying to capture the control
of State Congress and wanted to avoid a confrontation. They offered the
communists two positions in the Congress Working Committee. After they
left, the communists like M.N. Govindan Nair, P.T. Punnoose, C.G.
Sadasivan, Varghese Vaidyan, and Ulloor Gopi discussed the offer and
decided to accept it. Though the suggestion by K.C. George that M.N and
Punnoose should be sent as their nominees to the Congress Working
Committee, Varghese Vaidyan suggested the name of N. Sreekantan Nair
who openly expressed his desire for the post. At this juncture, M.N. withdrew
from the contest.

In Travancore, the Quit India agitation was started on August 12, 1942
and C. Narayana Pillai was the first to be got arrested. Following that,
Ponnara Sridhar, Kannanthodathu Janardhanan Nair, Padma Singh,
Muthukaruppa Pillai, Sivan Pillai, Subramonia Pillai, Nagalingom Pillai and
C. Kesavan were arrested and sentenced to imprisonment and fine. Some
Congress leaders like K.A. Gangadhara Menon and Parur T.K. Narayana
Pillai, unmindful of the agitation and series of arrests, continued to attend to
their lucrative legal practice. The main support for the agitation came from the
students of Thiruvananthapuram. In 1941 itself, K.C. Mathew and P.
Parameswaran had formed the Thiruvananthapuram Students Organisation
(TSO) and N.D. Jose, Chattanatha Karayalar (Junior), G. Janardhana Kurup,
Prabhakaran, the son of Mahakavi Kumaranasan and K. Balakrishnan,
assisted them. When Jose and Janardhana Kurup were arrested, Kampissery
Karunakaran, then a student of the Sanskrit College, conducted Satyagraha in
the University College and he was arrested. Subsequently, the Quit India
agitation in Thiruvananthapuram lost vigour. This provoked Mananthala
Karunakaran, an adventurous revolutionary at the time. He was sad at the
stand taken by the Communist Party of India on the Quit India movement.
Getting desperate he secured the support of Cheruvikkal Parameswaran Nair
and hired a coconut tree climber to attempt a big and risky adventure. On the
mid night of August 14, 1942, they removed the White Flag, which the
Dewan had raised soon after the World War Il started and in its place hoisted
one tricolour flag at the Secretariat flag mast. A second one was raised in
front of the University College on a mango tree. When Thiruvananthapuram
city opened its eyes on the morming, the people flocked to see the tricolour
flags. Knowing this, the Dewan got wild and asked his police to remove the
flags immediately and held a high level meeting of police officials. The
officials pointed out that either Mannanthala Karunakaran or Puthuppally
Raghavan must have committed this daring act. Both of them along with
Accamma Cherian, the acting President of the State Congress were then
arrested under the Detention Law for which production of the accused before
a Magistrate was not mandatory. Karunakaran and Raghavan were confined
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to Peroorkada outpost of Palayam police station for a period of fifteen
months.

The Dewan started issuing serious warning to the students of
Thiruvananthapuram and asked them to withdraw from the agitation path and
if they did not obey, he would be constrained to take punitive action against
them.

2.5.12 Withdrawal of Sreekantan Nair

In the trade union movement at Alappuzha, the Travancore Labour
Union had been transformed into the Travancore Coir Factory Workers Union
(TCFWU). In the 1940s there was a controversy regarding the leadership
issue. Most of the trade union workers preferred T.V. Thomas to be their
President and he was backed by the communists too. But N. Sreekantan Nair
had an eye on the Presidentship. At this stage, P. Krishna Pillai, the leader
respected by all, found that at Kollam the trade union movement was not very
active and wanted a senior leader to go over there to activate it. He suggested
the name of N. Sreekantan Nair. Reluctantly, Sreekantan Nair went to
Kollam. At that time K.C. Govindan, who had founded the Kollam Factory
Workers” Union, was not a serious contender. K. Chellappan, a worker in the
H & C factory was functioning as Secretary. After working as President of the
Kollam Factory Workers Union for a short period, N. Sreekantan Nair
resigned and started a Charkha Sangh, leaving the post of President to M.K.
Kumaran. This was described as Sreekantan Nair’s escapade from popular
struggles. It was M.N. Govindan Nair who brought M. K. Kumaran to make
him a full time communist party worker at Kollam. But very soon, M.K.
Kumaran left Kollam to join the editorial staff in Kerla Kaumudi founded by
C.V. Kunhiraman and edited by K. Sukumaran. Incidentally, mention may be
made that E.K. Nayanar (whose name was Krishnan Nair during under
ground days) had been working in that Paper.

2.5.13 Gandhiji’s Fast, 1943

On February 9, 1943 Gandhiji commenced his 21 day fast and he was
immediately taken to confinement in the Aga Khan Palace. Jaiprakash
Narayan, Lohia and Aruna Asaf Ali were in underground leading the struggle.
On August 2, the Home Member in the Viceroy’s Council informed the
Central Legislature that till June 1, 1943, 18000 political workers had been
detained, 75941 were arrested and sentenced to imprisonment and about 940
had been killed in police firing and another 1630 had been injured. In fact this
was an under estimation. Provoked by this, Jaiprakash Narayan, Lohia and
Aruna Asaf Ali prepared an Action Plan which included, among other things,
refusal to pay taxes, reject official currency, boycott police and revenue
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officials, educate people about the dangers of shortage of food and essential
goods and blow up roads, railway lines and communication networks to
defeat the movement of troops.

T.V. Thomas, in his capacity as the President of TCFWU issued an
appeal on behalf of the working class for the immediate release of Gandhiji.
Following this, trade unions controlled by communists sent telegrams to the
Viceroy. The communists decided to organize rallies and demonstrations all
over Kerala. But the decisions taken by the State Congress in this context
made that organization a laughing stock. It decided that members of the State
Congress would offer daily prayers for Gandhiji, wear black badges and
observe a day’s fast.

2.5.14 The rise of Independence League and the INA

Gandhiji successfully concluded his 21 day fast, which brought
considerable relief to the people, and leaders who loved him. But the
Government refused to release Gandhiji from his confinement at Aga Khan
Palace. On February 28, 1944, Kasturba, wife of Gandhiji, passed away and
soon after this tragic loss, Gandhiji got a bout of Malaria. Meanwhile, Lord
Linlithgo was replaced by Lord Wavell as the new Viceroy and he quickly
issued orders to release Gandhiji unconditionally.

In January 1942, Rashbehari Bose had formed the Asia International in
Tokyo and held the Asian People’s Conference in Osaka on January 24.
“India for Indians” was a slogan adopted during this meeting. In another
meeting held in Tokyo on March 28, the Indian Independence League was
formed. D.S. Deshpande, Gupta and Ramamoorthy assisted Reshbehari Bose.
Barristers K.P. Kesava Menon and Raghavan attended the meeting held on
March 28. When Kaulalampur was taken over by the Japanese forces, the
British army made a big retreat, but the Indian soldiers in the battalions
collected the arms and surrendered before the Japanese. They joined the
Indian revolutionaries and founded the Indian National Army (INA). Its first
General Officer Commandant was Captain Mohan Singh. When Netaji
Subhash Chandra Bose took over the leadership of the INA, it had 30,000
armed soldiers. Rashbehari Bose had created history when he threw a bomb at
Viceroy Lord Harding during a ceremonial procession on December 23, 1912,
After this incident, he escaped arrest and went to Japan. Even after thirty
years, his revolutionary spirit had not been impaired. Subhash Chandra Bose
had been in Germany to mobilize Indian soldiers of the British army who had
been taken into custody by Germany. He had the help and blessing from
German government in his fight against the British. On October 21, 1943 he
declared the birth of a new nation “Independent India” and a war against both
Britain and America. Netaji had reached Singapore in a submarine passing
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through oceans where mines had been laid both by Germany as well as the
Allied forces. It was an adventurous trip and indeed a great miracle.

Indian revolutionaries had reached all corners of the world even before
the commencement of the First World War. Mohammed Barkhatullah,
Virendranath Chathopadhyay, Dr. Chempakaraman Pillai, Hardayal, Dr.
Nyan Chandradas Gupta, Birendranathdas Gupta, Tharakadasnath,
Jitendranath Lahirt and others were the prominent among the Indian
revolutionaries. The Gaddar Party was another organization fighting for
India’s emancipation. In Kabul, a group called Indian National Volunteers
(INV) on December 1, 1915 set up an Interim Government of India. Now
after 28 years, Netaji had announced the establishment of the Interim
Government of Independent India.

The INA took control of Kohima and Imphal. Netaji appealed to
Gandhiji to understand the reality, that without an armed struggle, the British
would not leave India and assured him and the people of India that the INA
would see to it that no Japanese entered our country. The British sent strong
enforcements to Kohima and Imphal as soon as this appeal came over Netaji’s
radio station Azad Hind. The British Indian Air force made many sorties on
Imphal. The heavy monsoons and shortage of essential goods posed problems
for the INA personnel. Japanese forces made a retreat when British forces
confronted them. Most of Burma came under British control. The INA was at
the point of total disintegration. Netaji’s colleagues and members of the
Cabinet in the War Cabinet of Independent India, Shanawas Khan, Dhillon
and Captain Lakshmy were taken as prisoners. In June 1945 Netaji reached
Malaya. On August 22, 1945 Radio Tokyo announced the tragic end of Netaji
in a plane crash over Taiwan on August 18-19 during his journey towards
Japan.

2.6 FOUNDING OF THE COMMUNIST PARTY IN KERALA

According to Puthypally Raghavan, the communist party of Kerala
came into being in 1943 as an interim committee consisting of four taluk
committees in Malabar, two committees each in Cochin and Travancore.
Comrade P. Krishna Pillai was the Secretary of the Kerala State Committee.
Here we discuss only the formation of the Travancore Committee of the
Party. The founding of the Party Committees in the other regions is discussed
in later chapters. The Secretary of the Travancore State Committee was K.C.
George. Its office was located near Pulimood in Thiruvananthapuram, a few
meters away from the Government Secretariat. Every day when the Maharaja
passed through the Main Road to have darshan at Padmanabhaswamy
Temple, this office and the Red Flag did not miss his eyes. This fact was
noted by the Dewan and soon he directed K.C. George to come to Bhaktivilas
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Palace to meet him. The Dewan told him that he would not allow any one or
organization outside Travancore to interfere in Travancore affairs. K.C.
George immediately knew that what irked the Dewan was the display of the
Sign Board showing “Indian Communist Party - Travancore State
Committee”. Later K.C. George changed this Board by another one
displaying the words “Travancore Communist Party”. To satisfy the Dewan
K.C. George announced himself as the President and P.T. Punnoose as the
Secretary of the Travancore Communist Party. Ulloor Gopi, Kattayikkonam
Sridharan, and Kattayikkonam Sadanandan were regular visitors to the Party
office. The party published “People’s Age” and about 300 copies of this
newspaper were distributed in Thiruvananthapuram itself. K.C. George was at
that time was the Secretary of the Bar Association and therefore at least 100
subscribers were lawyers. One of the oldest trade unions in
Thiruvananthapuram was the Press Workers’ Union organized by N.C.
Sekhar around 1931 when the Communist League was founded. In the 1940s
a union was formed in the Rubber Works with Karunakaran as Secretary.
Under strong pressure from the workers, Annie Mascrene was made the
President. Another important union in Thriuvananthapuram was the Shop
workers’ Union led by Muthaiah.

The Party collected books and periodicals on Marxism-Leninism and
distributed them. When K.C. George returned after a trip to Bombay, he
brought a large collection of Soviet publications and about 200 copies of
“Comrade K.P.R”, a biography of K.P.R. Gopalan. The Party started a small
bookstall to sell these books and put it in charge of C.J. Thomas, then a
student of the Thiruvananthapuram Law College. This bookstall later became
the Prabhat Book Stall.

2.6.1 Elections to the Legislature 1944

With the outbreak of the Second World War, the Dewan had
suspended the Travancore Legislature. But on March 1, 1944, the Dewan
announced elections to the Legislature. Pattom Thanu Pillai, the President of
the State Congress welcomed the Dewan’s decision. The Dewan’s strategy
was to create a division between the State Congress and the Communists and
with one stroke defeat their popular struggles against him. But the Dewan had
a shock when the All Travancore Trade Union Congress (ATTUC) dominated
by the communists extended unconditional support to the Congress. The
Dewan had declared that any one who had been charge sheeted by the police
and spent a jail term would not be eligible to file nominations and this was
deliberately meant to keep out most leaders from contesting the elections.
When the State Congress announced the commencement of its election work
on March 29, the news of the demise of Sri Avittom Thirunal, son of Rani
Karthikathirunal came and the Dewan proclaimed a period of mourning for



Social and Political Situation in Kerala 67

three months prohibiting all demonstrations and public meetings in
Travancore. To strengthen this ban, the Dewan followed it by Defence and
Security Ordinance. Rationing of petrol was introduced.

When finally elections were held, the State Congress secured only 11
seats. The SNDP, NSS, Muslim League and various Christian groups had put
up common candidates to oppose the State Congress. All the anti-State
Congress candidates had the blessing of the Dewan. E.K. Madhavan, V.K.
Velayudhan, A K. Bhaskar, Varkala Madahvan, Kadakkavur Madhavan, and,
M.K. Nilakantan had the backing of the SNDP and NSS. P.K. Kunju won
from the Muslim reservation constituency of Alappuzha. The Dewan
nominated K.R. Narayanan, and K. Sukumaran of Kerala Kaumudi. In many
other constituencies, the Dewan’s nominees were elected. There was no unity
among the Congressmen. There was a quarrel between the Congress High
Command and the legislature party. Neyyattinkara Narayana Pillai was the
leader of the Party and P.S. Nataraja Pillai, the Secretary. The quarrel led to
the resignation of Narayana Pillai and the leadership fell on K.A. Mathew.
P.S. Nataraja Pillai then decided to resign. The Dewan thus succeeded in
weakening the State Congress in the Legislature also. Later the Dewan could
easily convert some of the State Congress leaders into his strong supporters.

The NSS, SNDP, Muslim League and various Christian groups stood
solidly behind the Dewan. Most leaders of these groups deserted the State
Congress. Many of them won the elections unopposed simply because the
authorities rejected the nominations filed by Congress candidates. Among the
11 Congress candidates who were elected, mention may be made about A.P.
Udayabhanu, Sankaranarayanan Thampi, P.S. Nataraja Pillas and
Neyyattinkara T.K. Narayana Pillai. R. Sankar had been in detention during
this period. By the time he was released, the State Congress had become
weak. It was in this context that R. Sankar was elected the General Secretary
of the Congress. But he too started to spend most of his time and energy in his
legal practice. But the communists evolved a strategy to bring the SNDP
closer to the State Congress. For this they wanted R. Sankar to resign the
Secretary ship of the Congress and stand for election to the post of General
Secretary of the SNDP. If Sankar got elected their objective would succeed.
Sankar agreed to send a telegraphic message to the State Congress indicating
his resignation. Ultimately in spite of the speculations to the contrary, R.
Sankar got elected as the General Secretary of the SNDP unopposed since the
rival candidate P. Kunjukrishnan withdrew from the contest. But soon after he
took over charge of the SNDP, the true colour of R. Sankar was known. He
stated that he would never take any step to bring the SNDP closer to the State
Congress. On the contrary he would extend cooperation to the Government.
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2.6.2 Mutiny by the Defence Forces

On November 19, 1945, the students of Calcutta held a massive
demonstration to demand the release of INA detenues and withdrawal of
cases against them. The police fired several rounds at the Dalhousie Square,
killing a number of demonstrators. For about three days, Calcutta saw pitched
street battles and finally the end of it came when the authorities released three
important INA officers, who were all Hindus, while Muslim officers were not
released. This was meant to divide Hindus and Muslims. But the people stood
together and continued the demonstration until the Muslim officers were also
released.

Meanwhile Bombay, Karachi, Delhi and Madras started witnessing
working class strikes. In Jabalpur the Indian Army launched a strike. In Bihar,
Delhi and even in Kochi, police launched a strike. On February 2, 1944, about
1500 naval cadets including a few officers in HMIS Talwar of the Royal
Indian Navy started a mutiny when provoked by abuse of Indian personnel by
Commanding Officer King. The mutiny soon spread to about 40 warships
involving more than 20,000 personnel. The naval mutiny posed a serious
threat to the Viceroy’s Government. In most warships and naval
establishments the striking personnel pulled down the Union Jack, the British
flag, and in its place hoisted the flags of the Indian National Congress,
Muslim League and the Indian Communist Party. February 27 saw the
biggest general strike and harthal in Bombay. Indians had recognized their
identity and they rose united across party, communal and ideological
divisions to fight their common enemy, the British. Defence forces, police,
industrial workers, peasants, agricultural workers, students and ordinary
citizens joined the struggle. At the request of the authorities, the national
leaders in the freedom movement appealed to the defence forces to lay down
their arms and surrender because the authorities assured that they would not
resort to any victimization. But the authorities cheated when the surrender
became a reality.

The Labour Party was elected to power in Britain on July 26, 1945. On
December 4, a ten-member delegation was announced and the Labour
Government directed them to India to discuss the issues relating to India’s
demand for Independence. On March 23, 1946 the Cabinet Mission consisting
of Lord Pethick Lawrence, Sir Stafford Cripps and A.V. Alexander reached
India. Hope for early Indian independence became bright. At that time there
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