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A Statement in Response to The Causes of the Indian Revolt of 1857
(by Subedar Sheikh Hidayat Ali)

Abstract:

The year 1857 occupies a pivotal place in the history of India. Historians
remain divided over its interpretation, variously describing it as the Mutiny or the War
of Independence, depending on their historical and ideological perspectives. In the
aftermath of the conflict, the British government circulated a set of questions among
prominent Indians and British officials in an effort to identify the causes of the
widespread violence and upheaval. Several Indian respondents answered these
inquiries with a combination of candour and diplomatic caution. Among these
responses, Sir Syed Ahmad Khan’s Asbab-e-Baghavat-e-Hind became the most
influential and widely known. However, its prominence overshadowed a number of
other contemporary responses written in a similar spirit. One such response was
authored by Subedar Sheikh Hidayat Ali of the Bengal Army, who was invited to
present his views on the causes of the events of 1857. Hidayat Ali recorded his
observations in Urdu, and his mentor, Captain Thomas Rattray, translated the
document into English on 30 January 1858. Although the translation was published,
little is known about its circulation or reception. This article introduces and
contextualizes this neglected document, provides information about the life and
background of its author, and offers a critical examination of Hidayat Ali’s analysis of
1857. It also compares his response with other contemporary accounts written for the
same purpose. To facilitate further research, the article includes a complete Urdu
translation of the document.

Keywords: 1857, War of Independence, Mutiny, History, Bengal Army, Sir Sayyad,
Sheikh Hidayat.
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A veW words relative lo the late Moriny or Taz Bexaan Anxy, aad the Rebellion
in the Bengal Presidency, by Suarx Hevavvr Aui, Subadar and Sirdar Bakadoor,
Bengal Sikh Police Batlalion, commanded by Captain T. Ratiray, who has traselated this
paper from the original Ouvrdoo.

I prey it my duty, as fiar as it lies in my power, o explain what has led to the
disaffection lately so universally evinced both by the Native Agmy snd many of
the Sirdars or Chieftains throughout Hindoostan.

1t is wall known to the British Government, and to all the World, that the
country of Hindoostan in former timss was almost solely inhabited by people of
Hindoo persuasion, and thst many years afterwards the Mahomedans conquered the
country ; and it is also well known that ths Hindoos are proverbially foolish on the
score of ngligion, and deem no religion equal to their own.

'u the best,of my bolief and understanding, the first symptoms of disaffection
to the British Government on the part of the Sspoys were shown in 1838, when an
Army from Hindoostan was ordered to Cabool. When this Army crossed the Indus
at Atéock, the Sspoys bocama discontented, grumbling, and angry. They heard that
whaen Ruyjah Muun Sing, Wuzaar of one of the former Emperors of Delhi, crossed
the Indas to wags war with thy Afighans, he caeusod all the Brahmins to take off

" thiir Juswo, or sasrzl threal worn by Brahmins, and emblematie of theil enste, and
told all his m:n that th: Hinloo roligion extended no further than the Indus.
Maa Sing bailt a tample on thy other sid» th2 Indus, and in this temple the Brah-
mins wara directed to suspond their Jaseo. This fact is well known to all Hin-
doos, whether literate or the reverse. One of the customs of the Hindoos is never
to eat or cook thair fuol until thay have bathad and gone through other forms of
their religion.  When in 1833.30 the Army reached Affghanistan, the Hindoos
left off bathing, and ths parformanca of other acts which their form of religion
demanded, on account of the extreme cold, to which they were unaccustomed.
Whatever they purchased in the Bazaar for their daily food, they were com-
pelled to take from the hands of Muhomedans, because in the Cabool country all
the Buneeahs with few exceptions are of the Mahomedan faith. The Hindoos
being obligsl as above stated to abstain from certain acts of their religion, (bathing,
which to a Hindoo is almost as necessary as his daily food), and to receive their
bread from the hands of Mahomedans, fancied they had lost their caste, and had
been forced to become Mahomedans; they therefore became much dissatisfied and
disgusted.

When the winter set in at Cabool, the Hindoostani Sepoys suffered much from

the snow and eold. Tha Commanding Officers pitying their condition gave to each

man & posteen, or jacket, made of sheep-skin, the wool worn inwards. The Bepoys
at tha tim> pretznlsd mush to by pleassl with the posteens, but really in their
hisarts wees much displeased, becanse no Hindoo except of the lowest caste likes
to touch the skin of a dzad animal. Fearing to object they consented to wear them.
They thonght and talked openly amongst themselves, * We must not show our
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father wherever his Rogiment went, and in his Regiment I was enlisted. Both

‘my geandfather and father as well as myself ‘wers in the same corps. I rose

o be Havildar Major of my Regiment, and then through the interest of Captain
Rattray had the good fortune to get transferred to the Bengal Police Battalion,
whare 1 have risen to the rank of Subsdar and Sirdar Bahadoor. For the above
reasons all the doings of the Army and the customs thereof are well known
to mé, My home has ever been with ry Regiment, and T have never known
uny other, and I look upon the Sirkar Company wa my guardian.

Should the Right Honorable the Governor General wish to ask me any ques-
tions, 1 should consider myself only as too much honored, and if I could be
of any servioe to the Court of Directors in this moment of difficulty, I should
baly be too glad to bo sent to London, and explain my opinion before any one,
for T could say a great deal moro than I have hero written,

T'am well ‘aware that whatover orders have boen issued by thoﬂonrn-

mént have been done #o with the view to the benefit of the Sirdars and people
of this country, but the people of Hindoostan are so bigotted and obstinate
that they will understand nothing but what their fathers did before them, and
it must ever be recollected that the Natives are liars, and have two tongues,
oné for their Officers and one for the lines, wo that when they went to their
Officers to learn anything or to be told of anything new, by way of flattery
they waid, *“How very good! you English are very clever,” &e. &c., but in their
hearts were really afraid that it must be intended in some way to affect their reli-
gion, and on thir return to their lines would talk it over with their comrades and
my, " Although I knew it was all o lio and very bad, yet by way of flattering
the Sahib, { said quite the contrary.”
" In conclusion, I trust that the Government will take what 1 have written
in good part; I have written, ua far as I know the truth, without fear. If I have
writben anything improper I  trust the Government will forgive me, for what
T hive written is intended for the good of the Government, and I have written
tho truth because 1 know from experionce that the English love the truth.

(Signed)  SHATK HEDAYUT ALIL

; ‘ Subadar and Sirdar Bahadoor, Bengal Sikh Police Baftalion.
Camp Arraf, }
Janwary 30/ 1558,
y True Pranalation,
T. RATTRAY, Caplain,

B . R s ]
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Hidayat Ali, Khan Bahadur (? -1882) Attached at first to Rattray’s Sikhs (45th N.I.):
was at the sieges of Multan, 1848-9, and at Ramnagar and Gujarat: in 1856, in Rattray’s
Police Battalion: in the mutiny at Dinapur assisted the civil authorities to arrest rebels:
gained the first class of the Order of British India, made Sirdar Bahadur at several
engagements defeated the Shahabad rebels in 1858: gained the first class Order of Merit
in the Sikhim expedition, 1861: and helped with Rattray's police force to suppress
disturbances at Sambalpur: with the police in 1862, helped to put down the rebellion in
the Khasia and Jaintia hills assistant to the Political Officer in the Bhutan expedition:
Commandant of the Cooch Behar troops: in charge of the Coolie Corps in the Lushai

expedition, 1871-2: Khan Bahadur: A.D.C. to the C in C: C.I.E: died at Dinapur, July
3, 1882: Lt-Colonel: an officer of great soldierly qualities and capacity.

The Army and Naval Js*“Without Fear and Without Reproach”{Col. G. B. Malleson]gf'é'/ OV JS
_oo/\—ar’/\;(;l/\/\r":&vsz!&l_gl_;%j:uﬂ)l/\/\r’d/vl%AAV/)‘Q,J?fMagazine

Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali, Khan Bahadur, Sardar Bahadur, CIE, ”:[Cliff. Parrett]."/"f:..'a«g
_r 219191 e A Journal of the Society for Army Historical ResearchJs=< OBIL, 1OM
J»* Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali: Some Further Details”{[Rana T. S. Chhina]&‘?’;mé :ﬁ‘/,: ét‘b
PPA=PPIE oo PP A o Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research

A Few Words Relative to the Late Mutiny of the Bengal Army, and the Rebellion in the xJ‘.u;u,
-3«(-IA8A)[ Thomas Rattray]e— /"2 *<Bengal Presidency

The Army and Naval J»*Without Fear and Without Reproach”{Col. G. B. Malleson]u‘&'/ eSS
-oricMagazine

Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali, Khan Bahadur, Sardar Bahadur, CIE, " CIiff. Parret];a/gbig
-teeJournal of the Society for Army Historical Research s <OBI, I0M

The Army and Naval J»*“Without Fear and Without Reproach”{Col. G. B. Malleson]u/”%‘/ (O’ S
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At this period Hidayat Ali was in his thirty- first year. Strong of body, though spare of
form, standing nine inches and a quarter above five feet, possessing a countenance
which displayed energy and fearlessness in every feature, and a manner which, whilst
thoroughly respectful to others, showed plainly that its owner was conscious of the
respect due to himself, Hidayat, a true soldier, a capital drill, a master among his
fellows, was just the man who, under a native government, would have risen to a very
high position. But he had no such ambition. His nature was essentially loyal and noble.
He was one of those rare beings who cannot be false to their principle; and his principle
was loyalty to the nation under whom he, his father, and his father’s father had served
a nation which he admired, and in whose ranks, he had made many friends Hidayat Ali
joined Major Rattray at Lahore early in 1856.

J#* Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali: Some Further Details”<[Rana T. S. Chhina]l}:f’;mé ?«L"/,:@:L'U
-trocjournal of the Society for Army Historical Research

Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali, Khan Bahadur, Sardar Bahadur, CIE, ”:[Cliff. Parret]b‘(,ﬁ._.&K
-rerJournal of the Society for Army Historical Research.Js* <“OBI, IOM

The Army and Naval Js*“Without Fear and Without Reproach”{Col. G. B. Malleson] gﬁ{/ (O’ JS
-0 Magazine

_00dz)

J5* Hon. Lieutenant-Colonel Sheikh Hedayat Ali: Some Further Details”<[Rana T. S. Chhina]l}:filz)é 7&‘/7@:%
-tr<Journal of the Society for Army Historical Research

~004 {2

2\ (I A 1Dedllen’s Indian Mail and Register of Intelligence for British and Foreign India
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Lieutenant Colonel Hedayat Ali, native aide-de-camp to the Commander-in-Chief, died
at his residence at Dinapore, on the 3™ July, of a carbuncle. Colonel Hedayat Ali was
last attached to the 45" Native Infantry (Rattray’s Sikhs). The record of his war services
says: Served with the late 8th Native Infantry in the first and second sieges of Mooltan
1848-49; was present at Ramnugger and battle of Goozeerat (medal and clasp);
transferred to the st battalion of police under Major Rattray in 1856; at Dinapore in
1857, when the native regiments were wavering from their allegiance, assisted the civil
police in arresting rebels (‘1* Class of the Order of British India’, with the title of ‘Sirdar
Bahadoor’); was engaged in the affairs of Sewabee, Dunchoos, and Kusma, also at
Dhamooa, where a portion of Colonel Turner’s column, under Major Ross, including a
party of the Sikhs under Major Rattray, defeated a large number of Shahabad Rebels on
the 28" October, 1856 (1% Class of the Order of Merit) employed in the Sikkim
expedition in 1861 under Lieutenant Colonel Gawler (brought prominently to the notice
of Government); towards the end of 1861 proceeded as Orderly Officer to Major
Rattray, commanding the police force sent to quell disturbances at Sambulpore; in 1862
was sent, with the 1st Police battalion, to aid the regular troops in suppressing the
rebellion in the Cossyah and Jyntea Hills (brought to the notice of Government by Lieut.
Col. Haughton); was employed in the late expedition to Bhootan as Assistant to the
Chief Political Officer and Commandant, Cooch Behar Troops, and for his services
received the title of Khan Bahadoor.
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el
Rattray, Thomas (1820-1880) Colonel: entered the Army in 1839: served under General
Pollock in the Khyber in 1842, and was severely wounded: under Sir C. Napier in Sind
against the hill tribes: in 1856 he raised and organized a body of Sikhs, included in the
Army as the 45th Bengal N.I., and known as Rattray’s Sikhs: commanded them through
the mutiny: Brevet-Major: Assistant-Adjutant General, 1878: died Oct. 21, 1880: C.B.
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A few words relative to the late Mutiny of the Bengal Army, and the Rebellion in the
Bengal Presidency, by Shaik Hedayut Ali, Subadar and Sirdar Bahadoor, Bengal Sikh
Police Battalion, commanded by Captain T. Rattray, who has translated this paper from
the original Oordoo.
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